Br ot her COdd

i

The Husband Forever Odd Velocity Life Expectancy

The Taki ng Odd Thomas The Face By the Light of the Mon

One Door Away From Heaven Fromthe Corner of H's Eye

Fal se Menory Seize the Night Fear Nothing M. Mirder

Dragon Tears Hi deaway Cold Fire The Bad Pl ace

M dni ght Lightning Watchers Strangers Twilight Eyes

Dar kfal | Phant oms Wi spers The Mask

The Vision The Face of Fear Night Chills Shattered

The Voice of the N ght The Servants of Twili ght

The House of Thunder The Key to M dni ght

The Eyes of Darkness Shadowfires Wnter Moon

The Door to Decenber Dark Rivers of the Heart |cebound

Strange H ghways Intensity Sol e Survivor

Ti ckt ock The Funhouse Denon Seed

DEAN KOONTZ' S FRANKENSTEI N

Book One: Prodigal Son with Kevin J. Anderson

Book Two: City of Night with Ed Gorman

i

Br ot her COdd

Bant am Books

i

BROTHER CDD A Bant am Book / Decenber 2006

Publ i shed by Bantam Del |

A Division of Random House, Inc.

New York, New York

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are
t he product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any
resenbl ance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely

coi nci dent al .

Al rights reserved.



Copyri ght ©2006 by Dean Koontz

Title page art from an original photograph by Cristian Saracco
Hal f-title page art froman original photograph by Anssi Ruuska
Drawi ng on page 365 €2003 by Phil Parks

Book design by Virginia Norey

A signed, limted edition has been privately printed by Charnel House.
Char nel house. com

Bant am Books is a registered trademark of Random House, Inc., and the col ophon
is a trademark of Random House, Inc.

Li brary of Congress Catal ogi ng-i n-Publication Data

Koontz, Dean R (Dean Ray), 1945-

Brother Odd / Dean Koontz

p. cm

| SBN: 978- 0- 553- 80480-5

1. Mediuns-Fiction. 2. Mssing persons-Fiction. I. Title.

PS3561. 65 F66 2006c 2006032253

813/.54 22

Printed in the United States of America Published simultaneously in Canada

www. bant andel | . com

BVG ro 987654321

iv

To sonme folks I've known a long time and admire because they do good work and
are good people: Peter Styles, Richard Boukes, Bill Anderson (Hell o,
Dani el |l e), Dave Gaul ke, and Tom Fenner (Hello, Gabriella, Katia, and Troy).
W'll have a fine party on the Other Side, but let's not be in a hurry.
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Teach us ...

To give and not to count the cost;

To fight and not to heed the wounds;

To toil and not to seek for rest..

St. Ignatius Loyol a
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CHAPTER 1

EMBRACED BY STONE, STEEPED IN SILENCE, | SAT at the high window as the third
day of the week surrendered to the fourth. The river of night rolled on
indifferent to the cal endar.

| hoped to witness that magical noment when the snow began to fall in earnest.
Earlier the sky had shed a few fl akes, then nothing nore. The pending storm
woul d not be rushed.

The roomwas illumnated only by a fat candle in an anber glass on the corner
desk. Each time a draft found the flame, nelting light buttered the |imestone
wal | s and waves of fluid shadows oiled the corners.

Most nights, | find lanplight too bright. And when I'"'mwiting, the only gl ow
is the conmputer screen, dialed dowmn to gray text on a navy-blue field.

Wthout a silvering of light, the window did not reflect ny face. I had a
cl ear view of the night beyond the panes.

Living in a nonastery, even as a guest rather than as a nonk, you have nore
opportunities than you m ght have el sewhere to
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see the world as it is, instead of through the shadow that you cast upon it.

St. Barthol onew s Abbey was surrounded by the vastness of the Sierra Nevada,
on the California side of the border. The prineval forests that clothed the
rising slopes were thensel ves cl oaked in darkness.

Fromthis third-floor window, | could see only part of the deep front yard and
the bl acktop lane that cleaved it. Four |ow | anpposts with bell-shaped caps
focused light in round pal e pools.

The guesthouse is in the northwest w ng of the abbey. The ground fl oor
features parlors. Private roons occupy the higher and the highest floors.

As | watched in anticipation of the storm a whiteness that was not snow
drifted across the yard, out of darkness, into |anplight.

The abbey has one dog, a no-pound German-shepherd m x, perhaps part Labrador
retriever. He is entirely white and noves with the grace of fog. H's nane is
Boo.

My nane is Gdd Thomas. My dysfunctional parents claima mstake was nmade on
the birth certificate, that Todd was the wanted name. Yet they have never
cal l ed ne Todd.

In twenty-one years, | have not considered changing to Todd. The bizarre
course of ny life suggests that Odd is nore suited to me, whether it was



conferred by nmy parents with intention or by fate.

Bel ow, Boo stopped in the middle of the pavenent and gazed al ong the | ane as
it dwi ndl ed and descended into darkness.

Mount ai ns are not entirely slopes. Sometinmes the rising land takes a rest. The
abbey stands on a hi gh neadow, facing north.

fudgi ng by his pricked ears and |lifted head, Boo perceived a visitor
approaching. He held his tail |ow
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I could not discern the state of his hackles, but his tense posture suggested
that they were raised.

From dusk the driveway |anps burn until dawn ascends. The nonks of St. Bart's
bel i eve that night visitors, no matter how sel domthey come, nust be wel coned
with light.

The dog stood notionless for a while, then shifted his attention toward the
lawn to the right of the blacktop. His head |lowered. H s ears flattened
agai nst his skull.

For a monment, | could not see the cause of Boo's alarm Then ... into view
cane a shape as elusive as a night shadow fl oating across bl ack water. The
figure passed near enough to one of the |anmpposts to be briefly reveal ed.

Even in daylight, this was a visitor of whomonly the dog and | coul d have
been aware.

| see dead people, spirits of the departed who, each for his own reason, wll
not move on fromthis world. Some are drawn to ne for justice, if they were
mur dered, or for confort, or for compani onship; others seek me out for notives
that | cannot al ways understand.

This conplicates ny life.

I am not asking for your synpathy. W all have our problens, and yours seem as
i mportant to you as mine seemto ne.

Per haps you have a ninety-mnute comrute every norning, on freeways cl ogged
with traffic, your progress hanpered by inpatient and i nconpetent notorists,
some of them angry specinmens with mddle fingers nuscular from frequent use.
| magi ne, however, how nmuch nore stressful your norning mght be if in the
passenger seat was a young man with a ghastly ax wound in his head and if in
t he backseat an elderly woman, strangled by her husband, sat pop-eyed and
pur pl e-f aced.
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The dead don't talk. | don't know why. And an ax-chopped spirit will not bleed
on your uphol stery.

Nevert hel ess, an entourage of the recently dead is disconcerting and generally
not conduci ve to an upbeat nood.

The visitor on the |lawm was not an ordi nary ghost, maybe not a ghost at all.
In addition to the lingering spirits of the dead, | see one other kind of
supernatural entity. | call them bodachs.



They are ink-black, fluid in shape, with no nore substance than shadows.
Soundl ess, as big as an average man, they frequently slink like cats, lowto
t he ground.

The one on the abbey | awn noved upright: black and featurel ess, yet suggestive
of something half nman, half wolf. Sleek, sinuous, and sinister

The grass was not disturbed by its passage. Had it been crossing water, it
woul d not have left a single ripple in its wake.

In the folklore of the British Isles, a bodach is a vile beast that slithers
down chi meys at night and carries off children who m sbehave. Rather |ike
I nl and Revenue agents.

What | see are neither bodachs nor tax collectors. They carry away neither

m sbehavi ng children nor adult mscreants. But | have seen them enter houses
by chi meys-by keyhol es, chinks in w ndow franes, as protean as snoke-and
have no better nane for them

Their infrequent appearance is always reason for alarm These creatures seem
to be spiritual vanpires with knowl edge of the future. They are drawn to

pl aces where violence or fiery catastrophe is destined to erupt, as if they
feed on human suffering.

Al t hough he was a brave dog, with good reason to be brave, Boo shrank fromthe
passi ng apparition. His black |ips peeled back fromhis white fangs.
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The phantom paused as if to taunt the dog. Bodachs seemto know that sone
ani mal s can see them

| don't think they know that | can see them too. If they did know, | believe
that they would show ne | ess nmercy than mad nul |l ahs show their victins when in
a nood to behead and di snenber.

At the sight of this one, nmy first impulse was to shrink fromthe w ndow and
seek communi on with the dust bunnies under ny bed. My second inpul se was to
pee.

Resi sting both cowardi ce and the call of the bladder, | raced fromny quarters
into the hallway. The third floor of the guesthouse offers two small suites.
The other currently had no occupant.

On the second floor, the glowering Russian was no doubt scowing in his sleep
The solid construction of the abbey would not translate nmy footfalls into his
dr eans.

The guest house has an encl osed spiral staircase, stone walls encircling
granite steps. The treads alternate between bl ack and white, making ne think
of harl equins and piano keys, and of a treacly old song by Paul MCartney and
St evi e Wnder.

Al t hough stone stairs are unforgiving and the bl ack-and-white pattern can be
di sorienting, | plunged toward the ground floor, risking damage to the granite
if I fell and struck it with nmy head.

Si xt een mont hs ago, | |ost what was nost precious to me and found ny world in
ruins; nevertheless, I amnot usually reckless. | have less to live for than I



once did, but nmy life still has purpose, and | struggle to find nmeaning in the
days.

Leaving the stairs in the condition that | found them | hurried across the
mai n parlor, where only a night lanp with a beaded shade relieved the gl oom I
pushed t hrough a heavy oak door
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with a stained-glass wi ndow, and saw ny breath plume before me in the wi nter
ni ght .

The guest house cl oister surrounds a courtyard with a reflecting pool and a
white marble statue of St. Bartholonew. He is arguably the | east known of the
twel ve apostl| es.

Here depicted, a solem St. Barthol omew stands with his right hand over his
heart, left armextended. In his upturned palmis what appears to be a punpkin
but mght be a related variety of squash

The synbolic nmeaning of the squash el udes ne.

At this time of year, the pool was drained, and no scent of wet |inmestone rose
fromit, as in warnmer days. | detected, instead, the faintest smell of ozone,
as after lightning in a spring rain, and wondered about it, but kept noving.

| followed the col onnade to the door of the guesthouse receiving room went
i nsi de, crossed that shadowy chanber, and returned to the Decenber night
t hrough the front door of the abbey.

Qur white shepherd m x, Boo, standing on the driveway, as | had | ast seen him
frommy third-floor window, turned his head to ook at ne as | descended the
broad front steps. His stare was clear and blue, with none of the eerie
eyeshi ne common to aninmals at night.

W thout benefit of stars or noon, npst of the expansive yard receded into
murk. 1f a bodach |urked out there, | could not see it.

"Boo, where's it gone?" | whispered.

He didn't answer. My life is strange but not so strange that it includes
t al ki ng cani nes.

Wth wary purpose, however, the dog noved off the driveway,
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onto the yard. He headed east, past the form dabl e abbey, which appears al npst
to have been carved froma single great mass of rock, so tight are the nortar
joints between its stones.

No wi nd ruffled the night, and darkness hung with fol ded w ngs.

Seared brown by winter, the tranpled grass crunched underfoot. Boo noved with
far greater stealth than I coul d manage

Feel i ng watched, | |ooked up at the wi ndows, but | didn't see anyone, no I|ight
other than the faint flicker of the candle in nmy quarters, no pale face
peering through a dark pane.



| had rushed out of the guest wing wearing blue jeans and a T-shirt. Decenber
stropped its teeth on ny bare arns.

W proceeded eastward al ongside the church, which is part of the abbey, not a
separate buil di ng.

A sanctuary lanp glows perpetually, but it isn't sufficient to fire the
colorful stained glass. Through wi ndow after wi ndow, that dimlight seened to
wat ch us as though it were the single sullen eye of sonething in a bl oody
nood.

Having led ne to the northeast corner of the building, Boo turned south, past
t he back of the church. W continued to the wing of the abbey that, on the
first floor, contains the novitiate.

Not yet having taken their vows, the novices slept here. O the five who were
currently taking instruction, | liked and trusted four

Suddenl y Boo abandoned his cautious pace. He ran due east, away fromthe
abbey, and | pursued him

As the yard relented to the untaned nmeadow, grass |ashed ny knees. Soon the
first heavy snow woul d conpact these tall dry bl ades.
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For a few hundred feet, the I and sloped gently before | eveling off, whereupon
t he knee-hi gh grass became a nmown | awn again. Before us in the gloomrose St
Bar t hol omrew s School

In part the word school is a euphem sm These students are unwanted el sewhere,
and the school is also their hone, perhaps the only one that sone of themwl|I
ever have.

This is the original abbey, internally renodeled but still an inpressive pile
of stone. The structure al so houses the convent in which reside the nuns who
teach the students and care for them

Behi nd the fornmer abbey, the forest bristled against the stormready sky,
bl ack boughs sheltering blind pathways that led far into the |onely dark

Evidently tracking the bodach, the dog went up the broad steps to the front
door of the school, and through

Few doors in the abbey are ever |ocked. But for the protection of the
students, the school is routinely secured.

Only the abbot, the nother superior, and | possess a universal key that all ows
adnmi ttance everywhere. No guest before ne has been entrusted with such access.

| take no pride in their trust. It is a burden. In ny pocket, the sinple key
sonmetines feels like an iron fate drawn to a | odestone deep in the earth.

The key allows me quickly to seek Brother Constantine, the dead nonk, when he
mani fests with a ringing of bells in one of the towers or with some other kind
of cacophony el sewhere.

In Pico Mundo, the desert town in which I had lived for nost of ny time on
earth, the spirits of many nmen and women |inger. But here we have just Brother
Constantine, who is no less disturbing than all of Pico Mundo's dead conbi ned,



one ghost but one too nmany.
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Wth a bodach on the prow, Brother Constantine was the |least of ny worries.

Shivering, | used ny key, and hinges squeaked, and | followed the dog into the
school .

Two night-1lights staved off total gloomin the reception |ounge. Miltiple
arrangenents of sofas and arnthairs suggested a hotel | obby.

| hurried past the unmanned i nformati on desk and went through a sw ngi ng door
into a corridor lighted by an emergency lanp and red exit signs.

On this ground floor were the classroons, the rehabilitation clinic, the
infirmary, the kitchen, and the communal dining room Those sisters with a
culinary gift were not yet preparing breakfast. Silence ruled these spaces, as
it would for hours yet.

I clinbed the south stairs and found Boo waiting for me on the second-fl oor
l anding. He remained in a solem nood. His tail did not wag, and he did not
grin in greeting.

Two | ong and two short hallways formed a rectangle, serving the student
quarters. The residents rooned in pairs.

At the southeast and northwest junctions of the corridors were nurses
stations, both of which |I could see when | canme out of the stairs in the
sout hwest corner of the buil ding.

At the northwest station, a nun sat at the counter, reading. Fromthis
di stance, | could not identify her.

Besi des, her face was half concealed by a winple. These are not nodern nuns
who dress like nmeter maids. These sisters wear old-style habits that can nake
them seem as form dable as warriors in arnor

The sout heast station was deserted. The nun on duty nust have been maki ng her
rounds or tending to one of her charges.
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When Boo padded away to the right, heading southeast, | followed wthout
calling to the reading nun. By the time that | had taken three steps, she was
out of ny line of sight.

Many of the sisters have nursing degrees, but they strive to make the second
floor feel nore like a cozy dornmitory than like a hospital. Wth Chri stnas
twenty days away, the halls were hung with garl ands of fake evergreen boughs
and festooned w th genuine tinsel

In respect of the sleeping students, the Iights had been di nmed. The tinse
glimered only here and there, and nostly darkled into trenul ous shadows.

The doors of some student roons were closed, others ajar. They featured not
just numbers but al so nanes.

Hal f way between the stairwell and the nurses' station, Boo paused at Room 32,
where the door was not fully closed. On bl ock-lettered plagues were the nanes



annamari e and Justi ne.

This time | was close enough to Boo to see that indeed his hackles were
rai sed.

The dog passed inside, but propriety made nme hesitate. | ought to have asked a
nun to acconpany me into these students' quarters.

But | wanted to avoid having to explain bodachs to her. Mre inportant, |
didn't want to risk being overheard by one of those mal evolent spirits as |
was tal ki ng about them

Oficially, only one person at the abbey and one at the convent know about nmny
gift-if infact it is a gift rather than a curse. Sister Angela, the nother
superior, shares ny secret, as does Father Bernard, the abbot.

Courtesy had required that they fully understand the troubled young man whom
they woul d be wel coming as a | ong-term guest.
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To assure Sister Angela and Abbot Bernard that | was neither a fraud nor a
fool, Watt Porter, the chief of police in Pico Muindo, ny honetown, shared
with themthe details of some nurder cases with which | had assisted him

Li kewi se, Father Sean Llewellyn vouched for me. He is the Catholic priest in
Pi co Mundo.

Father Llewellyn is also the uncle of Storny Llewellyn, whom!| had | oved and
lost. WiomI| will forever cherish.

During the seven nmonths | had lived in this mountain retreat, |'d shared the
truth of ny life with one other, Brother Knuckles, a nonk. His real nane is
Sal vatore, but we call him Knuckles nore often than not.

Brot her Knuckl es woul d not have hesitated on the threshold of Room32. He is a
monk of action. In an instant he woul d have decided that the threat posed by

t he bodach trunped propriety. He would have rushed through the door as boldly
as did the dog, although with less grace and with a | ot nore noise.

| pushed the door open w der, and went inside.

In the two hospital beds |ay Annamarie, closest to the door, and Justine. Both
wer e asl eep.

On the wall behind each girl hung a lanp controlled by a switch at the end of
a cord | ooped around the bed rail. It could provide various intensities of
light.

Annamari e, who was ten years old but small for her age, had set her lanp | ow,
as a night-light. She feared the dark

Her wheel chair stood beside the bed. From one of the hand grips at the back of
the chair hung a quilted, insulated jacket. Fromthe other hand grip hung a
wool en cap. On winter nights, she insisted that these garnents be cl ose at
hand.

The girl slept with the top sheet clenched in her frail hands, as
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if ready to throw off the bedcl othes. Her face was taut with an expression of
concerned anticipation, |ess than anxiety, nore than nere disquiet.

Al t hough she sl ept soundly, she appeared to be prepared to flee at the
slightest provocation.

One day each week, of her own accord, with eyes closed tight, Annanarie
practiced piloting her battery-powered wheel chair to each of two el evators.
One lay in the east wing, the other in the west.

In spite of her limtations and her suffering, she was a happy child. These
preparations for flight were out of character

Al t hough she would not tal k about it, she seemed to sense that a night of
terror was coming, a hostile darkness through which she would need to find her
way. She night be prescient.

The bodach, first glinpsed frommy high wi ndow, had cone here, but not al one.
Three of them silent wolflike shadows, were gathered around the second bed,
i n which Justine slept.

A singl e bodach signals inpending violence that may be either near and
probabl e or renote and |l ess certain. If they appear in twds and threes, the
danger is nore inmediate.

In ny experience, when they appear in packs, the pendi ng danger has becone

i mm nent peril, and the deaths of many people are days or hours away. Although
the sight of three of themchilled me, | was grateful that they didn't nunber
thirty.

Trenbling with evident excitement, the bodachs bent over Justine while she
slept, as if studying her intently. As if feeding on her
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CHAPTER 2

THE LAVP ABOVE THE SECOND BED HAD BEEN turned | ow, but Justine had not
adjusted it herself. A nun had selected the di mest setting, hoping that it
m ght please the girl.

Justine did little for herself and asked for nothing. She was partially
paral yzed and coul d not speak

When Justine had been four years old, her father had strangled her nother to
death. They say that after she had died, he put a rose between her teeth-but
with the Iong thorny stem down her throat.

He drowned little Justine in the bathtub, or thought he did. He left her for
dead, but she survived with brain damage from prol onged | ack of oxygen

For weeks, she lingered in a coma, though that was years ago. These days she
sl ept and woke, but when awake, her capacity for engagenent with her
caregi vers fluctuated.

Phot ographs of Justine at four reveal a child of exceptional beauty. In those
snapshots, she I ooks inmpish and full of delight.
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Ei ght years after the tub, at twelve, she was nore beautiful than ever. Brain
damage had not resulted in facial paralysis or distorted expressions.
Curiously, alife spent largely indoors had not left her pale and drawn. Her
face had color, and not a bl enish

Her beauty was chaste, like that of a Botticelli madonna, and ethereal. For
everyone who knew Justine, her beauty stirred neither envy nor desire, but
inspired a surprising reverence and, inexplicably, sonething |ike hope.

| suspect that the three nenacing figures, hunched over her with keen
interest, were not drawn by her beauty. Her enduring innocence attracted them
as did their expectation-their certain know edge?-that she would soon be dead
by viol ence and, at last, ugly

These purposeful shadows, as black as scraps of starless night sky, have no
eyes, yet | could sense themleering; no nmouths, though I could al nost hear
t he greedy sounds of them feasting on the promse of this girl's death.

I once saw them gathered at a nursing hone in the hours before an earthquake
leveled it. At a service station prior to an explosion and tragic fire.

Fol  owi ng a teenager nanmed Gary Tolliver in the days before he tortured and
murdered his entire fanily.

A single death does not draw them or two deaths, or even three. They prefer
operatic violence, and for themthe performance is not over when the fat |ady
sings, but only when she is torn to pieces.

They seem i ncapabl e of affecting our world, as though they are not fully
present in this place and this time, but are in sone way virtual presences.
They are travel ers, observers, aficionados of our pain.

Yet | fear them and not solely because their presence signals
15

oncom ng horror. While they seemunable to affect this world in any
significant way, | suspect that | aman exception to the rules that |imt

them that | amvulnerable to them as vulnerable as an ant in the shadow of a
descendi ng shoe.

Seemi ng whiter than usual in the conpany of inky bodachs, Boo did not grow,
but watched these spirits with suspicion and disgust.

| pretended to have cone here to assure nyself that the thernmpostat had been
properly set, to raise the pleated shades and confirmthat the w ndow had been
firmy closed against all drafts, to dredge sone wax frommny right ear and to
pry a shred of lettuce frombetween two teeth, though not with the sane
finger.

The bodachs ignored ne-or pretended to ignore ne.

Sl eepi ng Justine had their conplete attention. Their hands or paws hovered a
few inches over the girl, and their fingers or talons described circles in the
air above her, as if they were novelty-act rmnusicians playing an instrument
conposed of drinking gl asses, rubbing eerie nusic fromthe wet crystal rins.

Per haps, like an insistent rhythm her innocence excited them Perhaps her
hunbl e ci rcunmstances, her |anblike grace, her conplete vulnerability were the
nmoverents of a synphony to them



| can only theorize about bodachs. | know nothing for certain about their
nature or about their origins.

This is true not only of bodachs. The file |abel ed things about which odd
t homas knows nothing is no |l ess inmense than the universe.

The only thing I know for sure is how nuch | do not know. Maybe there is
wi sdomin that recognition. Unfortunately, | have found no confort in it.

Havi ng been bent over Justine, the three bodachs abruptly
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stood upright and, as one, turned their wolfish heads toward the door, as if
in response to a summoni ng trunpet that | could not hear

Evidently Boo could not hear it, either, for his ears did not prick up. H's
attention remai ned on the dark spirits.

Li ke shadows chased by sudden |ight, the bodachs whirled fromthe bed, swooped
to the door, and vani shed into the hallway.

Inclined to follow them | hesitated when | discovered Justine staring at nmne.
Her blue eyes were linpid pools: so clear, seenmingly wthout nystery, yet

bot t onl ess.

Sonetimes you can be sure she sees you. O her times, like this, you sense
that, to her, you are as transparent as gl ass, that she can | ook through
everything in this world.

| said to her, "Don't be afraid,” which was tw ce presunmptuous. First,

didn't know that she was frightened or that she was even capable of fear
Second, my words inplied a guarantee of protection that, in the conming crisis,
| mght not be able to fulfill.

Too wi se and hunble to play the hero, Boo had |l eft the room

As | headed toward the door, Annamarie, in the first bed, murnured, "Qdd."

Her eyes renai ned cl osed. Knots of bedsheet were still clutched in her hands.
She breathed shallowy, rhythmcally.

As | paused at the foot of her bed, the girl spoke again, nore clearly than
before: "Cdd."

Annamari e had been born with nyel ocel e spina bifida. Her hips were dislocated,
her | egs deformed. Her head on the pill ow seened al nbst as large as the
shrunken body under the bl anket.

She appeared to be asleep, but |I whispered, "Wat is it, sweetie?"
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"Qdd one," she said.

Her nmental retardation was not severe and did not reveal itself in her voice,
whi ch wasn't thick or slurred, but was high and sweet and charning

"(dd one."



A chill prickled through me equal to the sharpest bite of the wi nter night
out si de.

Sonething like intuition drew nmy attention to Justine in the second bed. Her
head had turned to follow ne. For the first tinme, her eyes fixed on mne

Justine's mouth nmoved, but she did not produce even one of the wordl ess sounds
of which, in her deeper retardation, she was capabl e.

Whi |l e Justine strove unsuccessfully to speak, Annamari e spoke again: "QOdd
one."

The pl eated shades hung sl ack over the wi ndows. The plush-toy kittens on the
shel ves near Justine's bed sat i mobile, without one wink of eye or twitch of
whi sker.

On Annanarie's side of the room the children's books on her shelves were
neatly ordered. A china rabbit with flexible furry ears, dressed in Edwardi an
cl ot hes, stood sentinel on her night-stand.

Al was still, yet | sensed an energy barely contained. | would not have been
surprised if every inanimte object in the roomhad cone to life: levitating,
spi nning, ricocheting wall to wall

Stillness reigned, however, and Justine tried to speak again, and Annamarie
said, "Loop," in her sweet piping voice.

Leaving the sleeping girl, | noved to the foot of Justine's bed.

For fear that ny voice would shatter the spell, | did not speak
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Wondering if the brain-danaged girl had made roomfor a visitor, | w shed the
bottom ess blue eyes would polarize into a particular pair of Egyptian-black

eyes with which I was faniliar.

Sone days | feel as if | have al ways been twenty-one, but the truth is that |
was once young.

In those days, when death was a thing that happened to other people, ny girl
Bronwen Ll ewellyn, who preferred to be called Stormy, would sonetines say,
Loop ne in, odd one. She nmeant that she wanted nme to share the events of ny
day with her, or ny thoughts, or ny fears and worries.

During the sixteen nonths since Stormy had gone to ashes in this world and to
service in another, no one had spoken those words to ne.

Justine nmoved her nmouth without producing sound, and in the adjacent bed,
Annamarie said in her sleep, "Loop nme in."

Room 32 seened airless. Follow ng those three words, | stood in a silence as
profound as that in a vacuum | could not breathe.
Only a nonent ago, | had wi shed these blue eyes would polarize into the bl ack

of Storny's eyes, that the suspicion of a visitation would be confirmed. Now
the prospect terrified ne.

When we hope, we usually hope for the wong thing.



W yearn for tomorrow and the progress that it represents. But yesterday was
once tonorrow, and where was the progress in it?

O we yearn for yesterday, for what was or what might have been. But as we are
yearni ng, the present is becom ng the past, so the past is nothing but our
yearni ng for second chances.

"Loop nme in," Annanarie repeated.

As long as | remain subject to the river of tine, which will be as long as |
may live, there is no way back to Stormy, to anything.

19

The only way back is forward, downstream The way up is the way down, and the
way back is the way forward.

"Loop nme in, odd one."

My hope here, in Room 32, should not be to speak with Stormy now, but only at
the end of ny journey, when tine had no nore power over me, when an eterna
present robbed the past of all appeal

Before | mght see in those blue vacancies the Egyptian black for which
hoped, | | ooked away, stared at ny hands, which clutched the footboard of the
bed.

Storny's spirit does not linger in this world, as sone do. She noved on, as
she shoul d have done.

The intense undying love of the living can be a magnet to the dead. Enticing
her back woul d be an unspeakabl e di sservice to her. And al though renewed
contact mght at first relieve ny loneliness, ultimately there is only nmisery
i n hoping for the wong thing.

| stared at ny hands.

Annamarie fell silent in her sleep

The plush-toy kittens and the china rabbit remained inanimate, thus avoiding
either a denonic or a Disney nonent.

In a while, my heart beat at a normal rate once nore.

Justine's eyes were closed. Her |ashes glistened, and her cheeks were danp.
Fromthe line of her jaw were suspended two tears, which quivered and then
fell onto the sheet.

In search of Boo and bodachs, | left the room
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CHAPTER 3

I NTO THE OLD ABBEY, WH CH WAS NOW ST Barthol omew s School, had been
transpl ant ed nodern nechani cal systens that could be nmonitored froma conputer

station in the basenent.

The spartan conputer room had a desk, two chairs, and an unused file cabinet.



Actual ly, the bottom drawer of the cabinet was packed with over a thousand
enpty Kit Kat w appers.

Brot her Ti nothy, who was responsible for the mechanical systems of both the
abbey and the school, had a Kit Kat jones. Evidently, he felt that his candy
craving was unconfortably close to the sin of gluttony, because he seened to
be hiding the evidence.

Only Brother Tinothy and visiting service personnel had reason to be in this
roomfrequently. He felt his secret was safe here.

Al'l the nonks knew about it. Many of them with a wink and a grin, had urged
me to |l ook in the bottomdrawer of the file cabinet.

No one could have known whet her Brother Tinothy had
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confessed gluttony to the prior, Father Reinhart. But the existence of his
coll ection of wappers suggested that he wanted to be caught.

H s brothers would be happy to discover the evidence, although not until the
trove of wrappers grew even larger, and not until the right nonent, the noment
that woul d ensure the greatest enbarrassnment for Tinothy.

Al t hough Brother Tinothy was | oved by everyone, unfortunately for him he was
al so known for his bright blush, which nade a lantern of his face.

Br ot her Rol and had suggested that God woul d have given a nan such a gl orious
physi ol ogi cal response to enbarrassment only if He wanted it to be displ ayed
often and to be widely enjoyed.

Posted on a wall of this basenment room referred to by the brothers as the Kit
Kat Kat aconmbs, hung a framed needl epoint sanpler: THE DEVIL IS IN THE D d TAL
DATA.

Using this conputer, | could review the historical performance record as well
as the current status of the heating-and-cooling system the |lighting system
the fire-control system and the emnergency-power generators.

On the second floor, the three bodachs still roaned fromroomto room
previewi ng victins to enhance the pleasure they would get from carnage when it
cane. | could learn no nore from watchi ng them

Fear of fire had driven ne to the basenent. On the screen, | studied display
after display relating to the fire-control system

Every room featured at |east one sprinkler head enbedded in the ceiling. Every
hal | way had numerous sprinklers, spaced fifteen feet on center

22

According to the nmonitoring program all the sprinklers were in order and al
the water lines were nmaintaining the required pressure. The snoke detectors
and al arm boxes were functional and periodically self-testing.

| backed out of the fire-control systemand called up the schema of the
heati ng- and-cool i ng systens. | was particularly interested in the boilers, of
whi ch the school had two.



Because no natural -gas service extended to the renote Sierra, both boilers
were fired by propane. A large pressurized storage tank lay buried at a
di stance fromboth the school and the abbey.

According to the monitors, the propane tank contai ned 84 percent of maxi mum
capacity. The flow rate appeared to be normal. All of the valves were
functioning. The ratio of BTUs produced to propane consumned indicated no | eaks
in the system Both of the independent energency-shutdown switches were
operative.

Thr oughout the schema, every point of potential mechanical failure was
signified by a small green light. Not a single red indicator marred the
screen.

What ever di saster might be coming, fire would probably not be a part of it.

| |1 ooked at the needl epoint sanpler framed on the wall above the conputer: THE
DEVIL IS IN THE DI G TAL DATA

Once, when | was fifteen, sone seriously bad guys in porkpie hats handcuffed
me, chained nmy ankles together, locked me in the trunk of an ol d Buick, picked
up the Buick with a crane, dropped the car into a hydraulic conpressing
machi ne of the kind that turns any once-proud vehicle into a three-foot cube
of bad nodern art, and punched the crush odd thomas button

Relax. It's not ny intention to bore you with an old war story.
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| raise the issue of the Buick only to illustrate the fact that ny
supernatural gifts do not include reliable foresight.

Those bad guys had the polished-ice eyes of gleeful sociopaths, facial scars

t hat suggested they were at the very | east adventurous, and a way of wal ki ng
that indicated either painful testicular tunors or nultiple conceal ed weapons.
Yet | did not recognize that they were a threat until they knocked nme flat to
the ground with a ten-pound bratwurst and began to kick the crap out of ne.

| had been distracted by two ot her guys who were wearing black boots, black
pants, black shirts, black capes, and peculiar black hats. Later, | |earned
they were two school t eachers who had each i ndependently decided to attend a
costume party dressed as Zorro.

In retrospect, by the tine | was locked in the trunk of the Buick with the two
dead rhesus nonkeys and the bratwurst, | realized that | should have

recogni zed the real troublemakers the minute |I had seen the porkpie hats. How
could anyone in his right mind attribute good intentions to three guys in

i dentical porkpie hats?

In ny defense, consider that | was just fifteen at the time, not a fraction as
experienced as | amthese days, and that | have never clained to be
cl ai rvoyant .

Maybe ny fear of fire was, in this case, like ny suspicion of the Zorro
i mper sonat ors: m sgui ded.

Al t hough a survey of sel ected nechani cal systens had given ne no reason to
bel i eve that inpending flanes had drawn the bodachs to St. Bart's School, |
remai ned concerned that fire was a danger. No other threat seemed to pose such
a challenge to a large comunity of the mentally and physically disabl ed.
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Eart hquakes were not as comon or as powerful in the mountains of California
as in the valleys and the flatlands. Besides, the new abbey had been built to
the standards of a fortress, and the old one had been reconstructed with such
diligence that it should be able to ride out violent and extended tenblors.

This high in the Sierra, bedrock lay close underfoot; in sone places, great
granite bones breached the surface. Qur two buil dings were anchored in
bedr ock.

Here we have no tornadoes, no hurricanes, no active vol canoes, no killer bees.
W do have sonething nore dangerous than all those things. W have people.

The nonks in the abbey and the nuns in the convent seened to be unlikely
villains. Evil can disguise itself in piety and charity, but | had difficulty
picturing any of the brothers or sisters running anok with a chain saw or a
machi ne gun

Even Brother Tinothy, on a dangerous sugar high and crazed by Kit Kat guilt,
didn't scare ne.

The gl owering Russian staying on the second floor of the guesthouse was a nore
deservi ng object of suspicion. He did not wear a porkpie hat, but he had a
dour deneanor and secretive ways.

My nont hs of peace and contenpl ati on were at an end.

The denmands of my gift, the silent but insistent pleas of the |lingering dead,
the terrible losses that | had not always been able to prevent: These things
had driven me to the seclusion of St. Barthol omew s Abbey. | needed to

simplify ny life.

| had not come to this high redoubt forever. | had only asked God for a
ti me-out, which had been granted, but now the clock was ticking again.
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When | backed out of the heating-and-cooling-system schema, the conputer
nmoni tor went to black with a sinple white nenu. In that nore reflective
screen, | saw novenent behind ne.

For seven nonths, the abbey had been a still point in the river, where

turned in a lazy gyre, always in sight of the same fanmiliar shore, but now the
true rhythmof the river asserted itself. Sullen, untaned, and intractable, it
washed away ny sense of peace and washed nme toward ny destiny once nore.

Expecting a hard blow or the thrust of something sharp, |I spun the office
chair around, toward the source of the reflection in the computer screen
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CHAPTER 4

MY SPINE HAD GONE TO I CE AND MY MOUTH to dust in fear of a nun. Batnman woul d
have sneered at ne, and Odysseus woul d have cut ne no slack, but | would have

told themthat | had never clainmed to be a hero. At heart, | amonly a fry
cook, currently unenpl oyed.



In ny defense, | must note that the worthy who had entered the conputer room
was not just any nun, but Sister Angela, whomthe others call Mther Superior
She has the sweet face of a bel oved grandnother, yes, but the steely
determinati on of the Termi nator

O course | nean the good Term nator fromthe second novie in the series.

Al t hough Benedictine sisters usually wear gray habits or black, these nuns
wear white because they are a tw ce-refornmed order of a previously reforned
order of post-reform Benedictines, although they would not want to be thought
of as being aligned with either Trappist or Cistercian principles.
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You don't need to know what that neans. God Hinmself is still trying to figure
it out.

The essence of all this reformation is that these sisters are nore orthodox
than those nodern nuns who seemto consider thensel ves social workers who
don't date. They pray in Latin, never eat neat on Friday, and with a w thering
stare woul d silence the voice and guitar of any fol ksi nger who dared to offer
a socially relevant tune during Mass.

Si ster Angel a says she and her sisters hark back to a time in the first third
of the previous century when the Church was confident of its tinelessness and
when "t he bishops weren't crazy." Although she wasn't born until 1945 and
never knew the era she admires, she says that she would prefer to live in the
"30s than in the age of the Internet and shock jocks broadcasting via
satellite.

| have some synpathy for her position. In those days, there were no nucl ear
weapons, either, no organi zed terrorists eager to blow up wonmen and chil dren
and you could buy Bl ack Jack chewi ng gum anywhere, and for no nore than a

ni ckel a pack

This bit of gumtrivia cones froma novel. | have | earned a great deal from
novel s. Some of it is even true.

Settling into the second chair, Sister Angela said, "Another restless night,
Odd Thomnas?"

From previ ous conversations, she knew that | don't sleep as well these days as
I once did. Sleep is a kind of peace, and | have not yet earned peace.

"I couldn't go to bed until the snow began to fall,"” | told her. "I wanted to
see the world turn white."

"The blizzard still hasn't broken. But a basenent roomis a nost peculiar
pl ace to stand watch for it." Yes, ma' am
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She has a certain lovely snile that she can sustain for a long time in patient
expectancy. If she held a sword over your head, it would not be as effective

an instrument of interrogation as that forbearing snile

After a silence that was a test of wills, | said, "Ma' am you | ook as though
you think |I'm hiding sonething."



"Are you hiding sonething, Cddie?"

"No, ma'am" | indicated the conputer. "I was just checking on the school's
nmechani cal systens."

"I see. Then you're covering for Brother Tinothy? Has he been comritted to a
clinic for Kit Kat addiction?"

"I just like to learn new things around here ... to make nyself useful," |
sai d.

"Your breakfast pancakes every weekend are a greater grace than any guest of
t he abbey has ever brought to us."

"Nobody' s cakes are fluffier than mne."

Her eyes are the sane nerry blue as the periw nkles on the Royal Doulton china
t hat nmy nother owned, pieces of which Mom fromtime to time, threw at the
wal s or at me. "You nust have had quite a loyal followi ng at the diner where
you wor ked. "

"I was a star with a spatula.”

She snmiled at nme. Smiled and waited.

"Il make hash browns this Sunday. You've never tasted my hash browns."

Smi ling, she fingered the beaded chain on her pectoral cross.

| said, "The thing is, | had a bad dream about an expl odi ng boiler."

"An expl odi ng-boi l er drean®?"

"That's right."

"Areal nightmare, was it?"
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"It left me very anxious."

"Was it one of our boilers expl odi ng?"

"It m ght have been. In the dream the place wasn't clear. You know how dreamns
are."

A twi nkle brightened her periwi nkle eyes. "In this dream did you see nuns on
fire, scream ng through a snow night?"

"No, ma'am Good heavens, no. Just the boiler exploding."

"Did you see disabled children flinging thensel ves fromw ndows full of
flanme?"

| tried silence and a snile of ny own.
She said, "Are your nightmares always so thinly plotted, Cddie?"

"Not al ways, ma'am"”



She said, "Now and then | dream of Frankenstein because of a novie | saw when
| was a little girl. In ny dream there's an ancient windnm |l hung with ragged
rotting sails creaking 'round in a storm A ferocity of rain, sky-splitting
bolts of lightning, |eaping shadows, stairwells of cold stone, hidden doors in
bookcases, candlelit secret passageways, bizarre machines with gol d-pl ated
gyroscopes, crackling arcs of electricity, a denented hunchback with | antern
eyes, always the |unbering nonster close behind me, and a scientist in a white
| ab coat carrying his own severed head."

Fi ni shed, she smled at ne.
"Just an exploding boiler,"” | said.

"God has many reasons to |love you, Oddie, but for certain He | oves you because
you' re such an inexperienced and inconpetent liar."

"I"ve told some whoppers in ny time," | assured her

"The claimthat you have told whoppers is the biggest whopper you have told."
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"At nun school, you nust've been president of the debating team™

"Fess up, young man. You didn't dream about an expl odi ng boil er. Something
el se has you worried."

| shrugged.
"You were checking on the children in their roons."

She knew that | saw the lingering dead. But | had not told her or Abbot
Ber nard about bodachs.

Because these bloodthirsty spirits are drawn by events with high body counts,
| hadn't expected to encounter themin a place as rempte as this. Towns and
cities are their natural hunting grounds.

Besi des, those who accept nmy assertion that | see the lingering dead are | ess
likely to believe ne if too soon in our acquaintance | begin to talk, as well,
about sinuous shadowy denons that delight in scenes of death and destruction

A man who has one pet nonkey m ght be viewed as charmingly eccentric. But a
man who has made his home into a nonkey house, with scores of chattering
chi npanzees capering through the roons, will have lost credibility with the
nmental - heal th authorities.

| decided to unburden nyself, however, because Sister Angela is a good
listener and has a reliable ear for insincerity. Two reliable ears. Perhaps
the wi npl e around her face serves as a sound-focusing device that brings to
her greater nuances in other people's speech than those of us w thout w nples
are able to hear.

' mnot saying that nuns have the technical expertise of Q the genius
i nventor who supplies Janes Bond w th way-cool gadgets
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inthe novies. It's a theory | won't disniss out of hand, but | can't prove
anyt hi ng.



Trusting in her goodwill and in the crap-detecting capability nade possible by
her winmple, | told her about the bodachs.

She listened intently, her face inpassive, giving no indication whether or not
she thought | was psychotic.

Wth the power of her personality, Sister Angela can conpel you to neet her
eyes. Perhaps a few strong-willed people are able to | ook away from her stare
after she has |l ocked on to their eyes, but I'mnot one of them By the tinme |
told her all about bodachs, | felt pickled in periw nkle.

When | finished, she studied me in silence, her expression unreadable, and
just when | thought she had decided to pray for ny sanity, she accepted the
truth of everything 1'd told her by saying sinmply, "Wat nust be done?"

"I don't know. "

"That's a nost unsatisfactory answer."

"Most," | agreed. "The thing is, the bodachs showed up only half an hour ago
| haven't observed them | ong enough to be able to guess what's drawn them

here."

Cowl ed by vol um nous sl eeves, her hands cl osed into pink, white-knuckled
fists. "Something' s going to happen to the children.”

"Not necessarily all the children. Maybe sonme of them And maybe not just to
the children."”

"How much tinme do we have until... whatever?"

"Usual ly they show up a day or two ahead of the event. To savor the sight of

those who are ..." | was reluctant to say nore.
Si ster Angela finished ny sentence:"... soon to die."
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"If there's a killer involved, a human agent instead of, say, an expl odi ng
propane-fired boiler, they're sonetinmes as fascinated with himas with the
potential victins."

"W have no nurderers here," said Sister Angela.

"What do we really know about Rodi on Romanovi ch?"

"The Russian gentleman in the abbey guesthouse?"

"He glowers,"” | said.

"At times, so do I."

"Yes, ma'am but it's a concerned sort of glower, and you're a nun."

"And he's a spiritual pilgrim™

"W have proof you're a nun, but we only have his word about what he is."

"Have you seen bodachs foll owi ng hi maround?"



"Not yet."

Si ster Angela frowned, short of a glower, and said, "He's been kind to us here
at the school ."

"I"mnot accusing M. Romanovich of anything. |I'mjust curious about him"
"After Lauds, |I'll speak to Abbot Bernard about the need for vigilance in
general . "

Lauds is nmorning prayer, the second of seven periods in the daily D vine
Ofice that the nonks observe.

At St. Barthol omew s Abbey, Lauds inmediately follows Mtins-the singing of
psal ms and readi ngs fromthe saints- which begins at 5:45 in the norning. It
concl udes no later than 6: 30.

| switched off the conmputer and got to nmy feet. "I'mgoing to | ook around sone
nore."

In a billow of white habit, Sister Angela rose fromher chair. "If
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tomorrow is to be a day of crisis, |I'd better get sone sleep. But in an

energency, don't hesitate to call ne on nmy cell nunber at any hour."
I smled and shook ny head.

"What is it?" she asked.

"The world turns and the world changes. Nuns with cell phones.™

"An easy thing to get your mind around," she said. "Easier than factoring into
your philosophy a fry cook who sees dead people."

"True. | guess the equivalent of me would actually be like in that old TV
showa flying nun."

"I don't allow flying nuns in nmy convent," she said. "They tend to be
frivolous, and during night flight, they' re prone to crashing through

wi ndows. "
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CHAPTER 5

VWHEN | RETURNED FROM THE BASEMENT conputer room no bodachs swarnmed the
corridors of the second floor. Perhaps they were gathered over the beds of

other children, but I didn't think so. The place felt clean of them

They m ght have been on the third floor, where nuns slept unaware. The
sisters, too, mght be destined to die in an expl osion

| couldn't go uninvited onto the third floor, except in an emergency. I|nstead
I went out of the school and into the night once nore.

The neadow and the surrounding trees and the abbey upslope still waited to be
white



The bellied sky, the stormunborn, could not be seen, for the nmountain was
nearly as dark as the heavens and refl ected nothing on the undersides of the
cl ouds.

Boo had abandoned me. Although he likes ny conpany, | amnot his master. He
has no master here. He is an independent agent and pursues his own agenda.

Not sure how to proceed or where to seek another clue of what
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had drawn the bodachs, | crossed the front yard of the school, moving toward
t he abbey.

The tenperature of blood and bone had fallen with the arrival of the bodachs;
but mal evol ent spirits and Decenber air, together, could not explain the cold
that curled through ne.

The true source of the chill mght have been an understandi ng that our only
choice is pyre or pyre, that we live and breathe to be consumed by fire or
fire, not just now and at St. Barthol onew s, but always and anywhere. Consuned
or purified by fire.

The earth runbl ed, and the ground shivered underfoot, and the tall grass
trenbl ed though no breeze had yet arisen

Al t hough this was a subtle sound, a gentle novenent, that nost |ikely had not
awakened even one nonk, instinct said earthquake. | suspected, however, that
Br ot her John mi ght be responsible for the shuddering earth.

From t he meadow rose the scent of ozone. | had detected the sane scent
earlier, in the guesthouse cloister, passing the statue of St. Barthol onew
of fering a punpkin.

When after half a minute the earth stopped runbling, | realized that the
primary potential for fire and cataclysm nmi ght not be the propane tank and the
boil ers that heated our buildings. Brother John, at work in his subterranean
retreat, exploring the very structure of reality, required serious

consi derati on

| hurried to the abbey, past the quarters of the novitiates, and south past
the abbot's office. Abbot Bernard' s personal quarters were above the office,
on the second fl oor.

On the third floor, his small chapel provided himw th a place for private
prayer. Faint |anbent |ight shivered along the bevel ed edges of those cold
wi ndows.

At 12:35 in the norning, the abbot was nmore likely to be
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snoring than praying. The trenbling pal eness that traced the cut lines in the
gl ass must have issued froma devotional |anmp, a single flickering candle.

I rounded the sout heast corner of the abbey and headed west, past the | ast
roonms of the novitiate, past the chapter roomand the kitchen. Before the
refectory, | came to a set of stone stairs.



At the bottomof the stairs, a single bulb reveal ed a bronze door. A cast
bronze panel above this entrance bore the Latin

Words LI BERA NOS A MALO

Deliver us fromevil.

My uni versal key unlocked the heavy bolt. Pivoting silently on ball-bearing
hi nges, the door swung inward, a half-ton weight so perfectly bal anced that |
could nove it with one finger

Beyond lay a stone corridor bathed in blue light.

The slab of bronze swung shut and | ocked behind nme as | wal ked to a second
door of brushed stainless steel. In this grained surface were enbedded
polished letters that spelled three Latin words: LUM N DE LUM NE

Light fromlight.

A wi de steel architrave surrounded this form dable barrier. Inlaid in the
architrave was a twel ve-inch plasm screen

Upon bei ng touched, the screen brightened. | pressed ny hand flat against it.
| could not see or feel the scanner reading my fingerprints, but | was
nonet hel ess identified and approved. Wth a pneumatic hiss, the door slid

open.

Br ot her John says the hiss is not an inevitable consequence of the operation
of the door. It could have been nmade to open silently.

He incorporated the hiss to remind hinself that in every
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human enterprise, no matter with what virtuous intentions it is undertaken, a
serpent | urks.

Beyond the steel door waited an ei ght-foot-square chanber that appeared to be
a seam ess, wax-yellow, porcelain vessel. | entered and stood there |like a
| one seed inside a hollow, polished gourd.

Wien a second heedful hiss caused ne to turn and | ook back, no trace of the
door could be seen

The buttery light radiated fromthe walls, and as on previous visits to this
realm | felt as though | had stepped into a dream Simultaneously, I
experi enced a detachnent fromthe world and a heightened reality.

The light in the walls faded. Darkness cl osed upon ne.

Al t hough the chanber was surely an el evator that carried me down a floor or
two, | detected no nmovenent. The nachi nery made no sound.

In the darkness, a rectangle of red |ight appeared as another portal hissed
open in front of ne.

A vestibule offered three brushed-steel doors. The one to ny right and the one
to ny left were plain. Neither door had a visible | ock; and | had never been
invited through them



On the third, directly before me, were enbedded nore polished letters: PER
OWI A SAECULA SAECULORUM

For ever and ever.

In the red light, the brushed steel glowed softly, |like enbers. The polished
letters bl azed.

Wthout a hiss, For ever and ever slid aside, as though inviting me to
eternity

| stepped into a round chanmber thirty feet in dianmeter, barren but for a cozy
arrangenent of four wi ngback chairs at the center
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A floor |anmp served each chair, though currently only two shed |ight.

Here sat Brother John in tunic and scapul ar, but with his hood pushed back
off his head. In the days before he'd becone a nonk, he had been the fanobus
John Hei neman.

Ti me magazi ne had called him"the nost brilliant physicist of this

hal f-century, but increasingly a tortured soul,"” and presented, as a sidebar
to their main article, an analysis of Heineman's "life decisions" witten by a
pop psychologist with a hit TV show on which he resol ved the problens of such
troubl ed peopl e as kl eptonaniac nothers with bulimc biker daughters.

The New York Times had referred to John Heineman as "a riddle wapped in a
nmystery inside an enigma." Two days later, in a brief correction, the
newspaper noted that it should have attributed that menorabl e description not
to actress Caneron Diaz after she had nmet Hei neman, but to Wnston Churchill,
who first used those words to describe Russia in 1939.

In an article titled "The Dunbest Cel ebrities of the Year," Entertai nment
Weekly called hima "born-again noron" and "a hopel ess schl ub who woul dn't
know Em nem from Qprah. "

The National Enquirer had prom sed to produce evidence that he and

nor ni ng- show anchor Katie Couric were an item while the Weekly World News had
reported that he was dating Princess Di, who was not-they insisted-as dead as
everyone thought.

In the corrupted spirit of nuch contenporary science, various |earned
journals, with a bias to defend, questioned his research, his theories, his
right to publish his research and theories, his right even to conduct such
research and to have such theories, his notives, his sanity, and the unseemy
size of his fortune.

Had the nmany patents derived fromhis research not nade him
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a billionaire four tinmes over, nost of those publications would have had no
interest in him Walth is power, and power is the only thing about which

cont enpor ary culture cares.

If he hadn't quietly given away that entire fortune w thout issuing a press
rel ease and without granting interviews, they wouldn't have been so annoyed



with him Just as pop stars and filmcritics live for their power, so do
reporters.

If he'd given his noney to an approved university, they would not have hated
him Mst universities are no |onger tenples of know edge, but of power, and
true noderns worship there

At sone time during the years since all that had happened, if he had been
caught with an underage hooker or had checked into a clinic for cocaine
addi ction so chronic that his nose cartilage had entirely rotted away, al
woul d have been forgiven; the press would have adored him In our age,

sel f-indul gence and sel f-destruction, rather than self-sacrifice, are the
foundati ons for new heroic myths.

I nst ead, John Hei nenman had passed years in nonastic seclusion and in fact had
spent nonths at a tinme in hermtage, first elsewhere and then here in his deep
retreat, speaking not a word to anyone. His neditations were of a different
character fromthose of other nonks, though not necessarily |less reverent.

| crossed the shadowy strand surrounding the ordered furniture. The floor was
stone. Under the chairs lay a w ne-col ored car pet.

The tinted bul bs and the unber-fabric | anpshades produced |ight the col or of
caranel i zed honey.

Brot her John was a tall, rangy, broad-shoul dered man. Hi s hands-at that noment
resting on the arns of the chair-were large, with thick-boned wists.
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Al t hough a | ong count enance woul d have been nore in harnmony with his |anky
physi que, his face was round. The lanplight directed the crisp and pointed
shadow of his strong nose toward his left ear, as if his face were a sundi al
hi s nose the gnonon, and his ear the mark for nine o'clock

Assumi ng that the second lighted | anp was nmeant to direct me, | sat in the
chair opposite him

H s eyes were violet and hooded, and his gaze was as steady as the aimof a
batt| e- hardened shar pshoot er

Consi dering that he m ght be engaged in nmeditation and averse to interruption
| sai d nothing.

The nonks of St. Barthol onew s are encouraged to cultivate silence at al
ti mes, except during schedul ed social periods.

The silence during the day is called the Lesser Silence, which begins after
breakfast and lasts until the evening recreation period follow ng dinner
During Lesser Silence, the brothers will speak to one another only as the work
of the nonastery requires.

The silence after Conpline-the night prayer-is called the Geater Silence. At
St. Bartholonew s, it lasts through breakfast.

| did not want to encourage Brother John to speak with me. He knew that |
woul d not have visited at this hour w thout good reason; but it would be his
decision to break silence or not.

VWhile | waited, | surveyed the room



Because the light here was always |low and restricted to the center of the
chanmber, |I'd never had a clear |ook at the continuous wall that w apped this
round space. A dark luster inplied a polished surface, and | suspected that it
m ght be gl ass beyond which pool ed a nysterious bl ackness.

As we were underground, no nountain | andscape waited to be
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reveal ed. Contiguous panels of thick curved glass, nine feet high, suggested
i nstead an aquarium

If we were surrounded by an aquarium however, whatever lived in it had never
revealed itself in nmy presence. No pal e shape ever glided past. No

gape- mout hed deni zen with a blinkless stare had swm close to the farther side
of the aquariumwall to peer at me fromits airless world.

An inmposing figure in any circunstances, Brother John nade ne think now of
Captain Nenp on the bridge of the Nautilus, which was an unfortunate

conpari son. Nenmo was a powerful man and a genius, but he didn't have both oars
in the water.

Brot her John is as sane as | am Mke of that what you w sh.

After another nminute of silence, he apparently cane to the end of the |line of
t hought that he had been reluctant to interrupt. H's violet eyes refocused
fromsome far | andscape to ne, and in a deep rough voice, he said, "Have a
cooki e. "
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CHAPTER 6

IN THE ROUND ROOM | N THE CARAMEL LI GHT, beside each arnthair stood a snal
table. On the table beside ny chair, a red plate held three chocol ate-chip
cooki es.

Br ot her John bakes them hinmsel f. They're wonderf ul

| picked up a cookie. It was warm

Fromthe tine | had unl ocked the bronze door with my universal key until |
entered this room not even two m nutes had passed.

| doubted that Brother John had fetched the cookies hinself. He had been
genui nely lost in thought.

W were alone in the room | hadn't heard retreating footsteps when | entered.
"Delicious," | said, after swallowing a bite of the cookie.

"As a boy, | wanted to be a baker," he said.

"The worl d needs good bakers, sir."
"I couldn't stop thinking | ong enough to becone a baker."

"Stop thinking about what?"
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"The universe. The fabric of reality. Structure.”
"I see," | said, though |I didn't.

"l understood subatom c structure when I was six."

"At six, | made a pretty cool fort out of Lego blocks. Towers and turrets and
battl ements and everything."

H s face brightened. "When | was a kid, | used forty-seven sets of Legos to
build a crude nodel of quantum foam "

"Sorry, sir. | have no idea what quantumfoamis."

"To grasp it, you have to be able to envision a very small |andscape, one
ten-billionth of a mllionth of a meter-and only as it exists within a speck
of time that is one-millionth of a billionth of a billionth of a second."

"I"d need to get a better wistwatch.”

"This |l andscape |I'mtal king about is twenty powers of ten below the |evel of
the proton, where there is no left or right, no up or down, no before or
after.”

"Forty-seven sets of Legos woul d've cost a bunch."
"My parents were supportive."

"Mne weren't," | said. "I had to | eave hone at sixteen and get work as a fry
cook to support nyself."

"You make exceptional pancakes, Odd Thonmas. Unli ke quantum foam everybody
knows what pancakes are."

After creating a four-billion-dollar charitable trust to be owned and
adm ni stered by the Church, John Hei neman had di sappeared. The nedi a had
hunt ed hi m assi duously for years, wi thout success. They were told he had gone
into seclusion with the intention of becom ng a nonk, which was true.

Sonme monks becone priests, but others do not. Although they are all brothers,
some are called Father. The priests can say Mass
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and perform sacred rites that the unordai ned brothers cannot, though otherw se
they regard one another as equals. Brother John is a nmonk but not a priest.

Be patient. The organi zati on of nonastic life is harder to understand than
pancakes, but it's not a brain buster |ike quantum foam

These nonks take vows of poverty, chastity, obedience, and stability. Some of
t hem surrender hunbl e assets, while others | eave behind prosperous careers. |
think it's safe to say that only Brother John has turned his back on four
billion dollars.

As John Hei neman wi shed, the Church used a portion of that noney to renake the
former abbey as a school and a hone for those who were both physically and
ment al |y di sabl ed and who had been abandoned by their famlies. They were



children who woul d otherwise rot in nostly |oveless public institutions or
woul d be quietly euthanized by sel f-appointed "death angel s" in the nedica
system

On this Decenber night, I was warmed by being in the conpany of a nan |ike
Br ot her John, whose conpassion matched his genius. To be honest, the cookie
contributed significantly to ny inproved nood.

A new abbey had been built, as well. Included were a series of subterranean
roonms constructed and equi pped to neet Brother John's specifications.

No one called this underground conplex a | aboratory. As far as | could
discern, it wasn't in fact a | ab, but sonmething unique of which only his
geni us coul d have conceived, its full purpose a mystery.

The brothers, few of whom ever cane here, called these quarters
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John's Mew. Mew, in this case, is a nedieval word neaning a pl ace of
conceal nent. A hideout.

Also, a new is a cage in which hunting hawks are kept while they are nolting.
Mew al so neans "to nolt."

I once heard a nonk refer to Brother John "down there growing all new feathers
in the mew "

Anot her had call ed these basenent quarters a cocoon and wondered when the
revel ation of the butterfly would occur

Such conments suggested that Brother John night become sonmeone ot her than who
he is, someone greater

Because | was a guest and not a nonk, | could not tease nore out of the
brothers. They were protective of himand of his privacy.

I was aware of Brother John's true identity only because he revealed it to ne.
He did not swear me to secrecy. He had said instead, "I know you won't sell ne
out, Odd Thonmas. Your discretion and your loyalty are figured in the drift of
stars."”

Al though | had no idea what he meant by that, | didn't press himfor an

expl anation. He said many things | didn't fully understand, and | didn't want
our relationship to become a verbal sonata to which a rhythm c Huh? Huh? Huh?
was my only contribution

I had not told himny secret. | don't know why. Maybe | would just prefer that
certain people | adnmire do not have any reason to think of me as a freak

The brothers regarded himw th respect bordering on awe. | also sensed in them
a trace of fear. | mght have been m staken

| didn't regard himas fearsome. | sensed no threat in him Sonetines,

however, | saw that he hinself was afraid of sonething.
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Abbot Bernard does not call this place John's Mew, as do the other nonks. He
refers to it as the adytum



Adytum is anot her nedi eval word that means "the nost sacred part of a place of
wor ship, forbidden to the public, the innernost shrine of shrines.”

The abbot is a good-hunored man, but he never speaks the word adytumwth a
snmle. The three syllables cross his lips always in a nurnur or a whisper
solemmly, and in his eyes are yearning and wonder and perhaps dread.

As to why Brother John traded success and the secular world for poverty and
the nonastery, he had only said that his studies of the structure of reality,
as reveal ed through that branch of physics known as quantum nechanics, had |ed
himto revel ati ons that hunbled him "Hunbl ed and spooked nme," he said.

Now, as | finished the chocol ate-chip cookie, he said, "What brings you here
at this hour, during the Greater Silence?"

"I know you' re awake nuch of the night."
"I sleep less and less, can't turn nmy mnd off."

A periodic insomiac nyself, | said, "Sone nights, it seens my brain is
someone else's TV, and they won't stop channel surfing."

"And when | do nod off," said Brother John, "it's often at inconvenient tines.
In any day, I'mlikely to mss one or two periods of the Divine
O fice-sonetimes Matins and Lauds, sonetimes Sext, or Conpline. |'ve even

m ssed the Mass, napping in this chair. The abbot is understanding. The prior
is too lenient with me, grants absolution easily and with too little penance."

"They have a lot of respect for you, sir.
"It's like sitting on a beach.™

"What is?" | asked, snoothly avoidi ng Huh?
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"Here, in the quiet hours after mdnight. Like sitting on a beach. The ni ght
rolls and breaks and tosses up our losses like bits of weckage, all that's
left of one ship or another."
| said, "l suppose that's true,"
mood if not his full meaning.

because in fact | thought | understood his

"W ceasel essly exanmine the bits of weckage in the surf, as though we can put
t he past together again, but that's just torturing ourselves."

That sentiment had teeth. |, too, had felt its bite. "Brother John, 1've got
an odd question."
"OfF course you do," he said, either commenting on the arcane nature of ny
curiosity or on ny nane.

"Sir, this may seemto be an ignorant question, but | have good reason to ask
it. Is there a renote possibility that your work here might... blow up or
sormet hi ng?"

He bowed his head, raised one hand fromthe armof his chair, and stroked his
chin, apparently pondering my question



Al though | was grateful to himfor giving me a well-considered answer, | would
have been happier if he had wi thout hesitation said, Nope, no chance,
i mpossi bl e, absurd.

Brot her John was part of a long tradition of nmonk and priest scientists. The
Church had created the concept of the university and had established the first
of themin the twelfth century. Roger Bacon, a Franci scan nonk, was arguably
the greatest mathematician of the thirteenth century. Bishop Robert
Grosseteste was the first man to wite down the necessary steps for perforning
a scientific experinment. Jesuits had built the first reflecting tel escopes,

m croscopes, baroneters, were first to calculate the constant of gravity, the
first to neasure the height of the nountains on the noon, the first to devel op
an accurate nethod of
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calculating a planet's orbit, the first to devise and publish a coherent
description of atom c theory.

As far as | knew, over the centuries, not one of those guys had accidentally
bl own up a nonastery

O course, | don't know everything. Considering the infinite anmount of

know edge that one could acquire in a virtually innumerable array of
intellectual disciplines, it's probably nore accurate to say that | don't know
anyt hi ng.

Maybe nonk scientists have occasionally blown a nonastery to bits. | ampretty
sure, however, they never did it intentionally.

| could not imagine Brother John, philanthropist and cookie-maker, in a
weirdly lighted | aboratory, cackling a nmad-scientist cackle and schem ng to
destroy the world. Although brilliant, he was human, so | could easily see him
| ooking up in alarmfrom an experinent and sayi ng Woops, just before

uni ntentionally reducing the abbey to a puddl e of nano-goo.

"Somet hing," he finally said. Sir?

He raised his head to ook at ne directly again. "Yes, perhaps sonething."

" Somet hi ng, sir?"

"Yes. You asked whether there was a possibility that ny work here m ght bl ow

up or sonething. | can't see a way it could blow up. | mean, not the work
itself."

"Ch. But sonething el se could happen.”
"Maybe yes, probably no. Sonething."
"But maybe yes. Like what?"

"What ever . "

"What whatever?" | asked.

"\What ever can be imagi ned."
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"Sir?"

"Have anot her cookie."

"Sir, anything can be imagined."

"Yes. That's right. Inmagination knows no linmts."
"So anything m ght go wong?"

"Mght isn't will. Any terrible, disastrous thing night happen, but probably
nothing will."

" Probabl y?"

"Probability is an inportant factor, Odd Thomas. A bl ood vessel might burst in
your brain, killing you an instant from now "

At once | regretted not having taken a second cooki e.

He smiled. He | ooked at his watch. He | ooked at ne. He shrugged. "See? The
probability was |ow "

"The anything that m ght happen,” | said, "supposing that it did happen, could
it result in a lot of people dying horribly?"

"Horribly?"
"Yes, sir. Horribly."

"That's a subjective judgment. Horrible to one person might not be the sane as
horri ble to another."

"Shattering bones, bursting hearts, exploding heads, burning flesh, blood,
pai n, screaning-that kind of horrible."

"Maybe yes, probably no."

"This again."

"Mre likely, they would just cease to exist."
"That's death."

"No, it's different. Death | eaves a corpse."

| had been reaching for a cookie. | pulled ny hand back wi thout taking one
fromthe plate.

"Sir, you're scaring ne."

A settled blue heron astoni shes when it reveals its true height
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by unfolding its long sticklike legs; |ikew se, Brother John proved even
taller than | remenbered when he rose fromhis chair. "l1've been badly scared

nmysel f, badly, for quite a few years now. You learn to live with it."

Getting to ny feet, | said, "Brother John ... whatever this work is you do



here, are you sure you should be doing it?"
"My intellect is God-given. |'ve a sacred obligation to use it."

H s words resonated with nme. \When one of the lingering dead has been nurdered
and comes to me for justice, | always feel obliged to help the poor soul

The difference is that | rely both on reason and on sonething that you m ght
call a sixth sense, while in his research Brother John is strictly using his
intellect.

A sixth sense is a mraculous thing, which in itself suggests a supernatural
order. The human intellect, however, for all its power and triunphs, is
largely formed by this world and is therefore corruptible.

This nmonk's hands, like his intellect, were also God-given, but he could
choose to use themto strangl e babies.

| did not need to remind himof this. | only said, "I had a terrible dream
I"mworried about the children at the school."

Unli ke Sister Angela, he did not instantly recognize that ny dreamwas a lie.
He said, "Have your dreanms cone true in the past?"

"No, sir. But this was very ... real."

He pull ed his hood over his head. "Try to dream of somnething pleasant, Qdd
Thomas. "

"I can't control ny dreans, sir."

In a fatherly way, he put an arm around ny shoul ders. "Then
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per haps you shouldn't sleep. The imagination has terrifying power."

I was not conscious of crossing the roomw th him but now the arrangenent of
arnchairs lay behind us, and before ne, a door slid soundl essly open. Beyond
the door |ay the antechanber awash in red |ight.

Havi ng crossed the threshold alone, | turned to | ook back at Brother John

"Sir, when you traded being just a scientist for being a nonk scientist, did
you ever consider, instead, being a tire sal esman?"

"What's the punch |ine?"

"It's not a joke, sir. When ny |ife became too conplicated and | had to give
up being a fry cook, |I considered the tire life. But |I came here instead."

He sai d not hing.

"I'f I could be a tire salesman, help people get rolling on good rubber, at a
fair price, that would be useful work. If | could be a tire sal esnan and
nothing else, just a good tire salesman with a little apartnent and this girl
| once knew, that would be enough."

Hs violet eyes were ruddy with the Iight of the vestibule. He shook his head,
rejecting the tire life. "I want to know. "



"Know what ?" | asked.

"Everything," he said, and the door slid shut between us.

Pol i shed-steel letters on brushed steel: PER OWN A SAECULA SAECULORUM
For ever and ever.

Thr ough hi ssing doors, through buttery light and blue, | went to the surface,
into the night, and | ocked the bronze door wi th ny universal key.
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LI BERA NOS A MALO said the door
Deliver us fromevil.

As | clinbed the stone steps to the abbey yard, snow began to fall. Huge
flakes turned gracefully in the windless dark, turned as if to a waltz that |
coul d not hear.

The night did not seemas frigid as it had been earlier. Perhaps | had been
colder in John's Mew than | realized, and by conparison to that realm the
wi nter night seermed nild.

In nonents, the flakes as big as frosted flowers gave way to snaller
formations. The air filled with fine shavings of the unseen cl ouds.

This was the noment that | had been waiting for at the wi ndow of ny small
guest suite, before Boo and bodach had appeared in the yard bel ow

Until coming to this nonastery, | had spent nmy life in the town of Pico Mindo
inthe California desert. | had never seen snow fall until, earlier in the
ni ght, the sky had spit out a few flakes in a false start.

Here in the first mnute of the true storm | stood transfixed by the
spectacl e, taking on faith what | had heard, that no two snowfl akes are alike.

The beauty took ny breath, the way the snow fell and yet the night was still,
the intricacy of the sinplicity. Al though the night woul d have been even nore
beautiful if she had been here to share it with me, for a nonent all was well

all manner of things were well, and then of course soneone screaned.
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CHAPTER 7

THE SHARP CRY OF ALARM WAS SO BRI EF THAT you mi ght have thought it was
i magi ned or that a night bird, chased by snow to the shelter of the forest,
had shrilled just as it flew overhead and away.

In the sumrer of the previous year, when gunnen storned the mall in Pico
Mundo, | had heard so nany screans that | hoped ny ears would fail ne
thereafter. Forty-one innocent people had been shot. N neteen perished. |
woul d have traded nmusic and the voices of ny friends for a silence that would
exclude for the rest of my life all human cries of pain and nortal terror

W so often hope for the wong things, and ny selfish hope was not fulfilled.
I am not deaf to pain or blind to blood-or dead, as for a while | m ght have



w shed to be.

Instinctively, | hurried around the nearby corner of the abbey. | turned north
along the refectory, in which the nonks take their neals, and no lights were
agl ow at one o' clock in the norning.
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Squi nting through the screening snow, | scanned the night toward the western
forest. If someone was out there, the stormhid him

The refectory forned an inner corner with the library wing. | headed west
agai n, past deep-set wi ndows beyond which |ay a darkness of ordered books.

As | turned the southwest corner of the library, | alnost fell over a nman
| ying facedown on the ground. He wore the hooded bl ack habit of a nonk.

Surprise brought cold air suddenly into my lungs-a brief ache in the chest-and
expelled it in a pale rushing plune.

| dropped to ny knees at the nmonk's side, but then hesitated to touch him for
fear that | would find he had not merely fallen, that he had been beaten to
t he ground.

The worl d beyond this nountain retreat was |argely barbarian, a condition it
had been striving toward for perhaps a century and a half. A once-glorious
civilization was now only a pretense, a mask allow ng barbarians to commit
ever greater cruelties in the name of virtues that a truly civilized world
woul d have recogni zed as evils.

Having fled that barbaric disorder, | was reluctant to admt that no place was
safe, no retreat beyond the reach of anarchy. The huddl ed formon the ground
besi de ne m ght be proof, nore solid than bodachs, that no haven existed to
which | could safely w thdraw

Anticipating his smashed face, his slashed face, | touched himas snow
ornanented his plain tunic. Wth a shudder of expectation, | turned himon his
back.

The falling snow seened to bring light to the night, but it was a ghost |ight
that illum nated nothing. Although the hood had
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slipped back fromthe victims face, | could not see himclearly enough to
identify him

Putting a hand to his nmouth, | felt no breath, also no beard. Sone of the

brot hers wear beards, but sone do not.

| pressed ny fingertips to his throat, which was still warm and felt for the
artery. | thought | detected a pul se.

Because ny hands were half nunmb with cold and therefore | ess sensitive to

heat, | nmight not have felt a faint exhal ation, when |I had touched his lips.
As | leaned forward to put ny ear to his nmouth, hoping to hear at |east a sigh
of breath, |I was struck from behind.

No doubt the assailant nmeant to shatter ny skull. He swung just as | bent



forward, and the club grazed the back of ny head, thunped hard off ny |eft
shoul der.

| pitched forward, rolled to the left, rolled again, scranbled to ny feet,
ran. | had no weapon. He had a club and naybe sonething worse, a knife.

The hands-on kind of killers, the gunless kind, mght stave in with a club or
strangle with a scarf, but nmost of themcarry blades, as well, for backup, or
for entertainment that might cone as foreplay or as aftermath.

The guys in the porkpie hats, nentioned earlier, had bl ackjacks and guns and
even a hydraulic automobile press, and still they had carried knives. |If your
wor k is deat hwork, one weapon is not enough, just as a plunber would not
answer an urgent service call with a single wench.

Al though life has made nme old for nmy age, | amstill fast in nmy youth. Hoping
nmy assailant was ol der and therefore slower, | sprinted away fromthe abbey,
into the open yard, where there were no corners in which to be cornered.
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| hurled myself through the snowfall, so it seemed as though a wi nd had sprung
up, pasting flakes to ny | ashes.

In this second mnute of the storm the ground remained bl ack, unchanged by
the blizzard' s brush. Wthin a few bounding steps, the | and began to sl ope
gently toward woods that | could not see, open dark descending toward a
bristling dark.

Intuition insisted that the forest would be the death of ne. Running into it,
| would be running to nmy grave.

The wilds are not nmy natural habitat. | ama town boy, at hone w th pavenent
under my feet, a whiz with a library card, a naster at the gas grill and
griddl e.

If ny pursuer was a beast of the new barbarism he mght not be able to nake a
fire with two sticks and a stone, might not be able to discern true north from
the growmth of noss on trees, but his | awl ess nature woul d make hi m nore at
horme in the woods than | woul d ever be.

| needed a weapon, but | had nothing except my universal key, a Kleenex, and
insufficient martial-arts know edge to make a deadly weapon of them

Cut grass relented to tall grass, and ten yards |later, nature put weapons
under my feet: |oose stones that tested ny agility and balance. | skidded to a
halt, stooped, scooped up two stones the size of plunms, turned, and threw one,
threw it hard, and then the other

The stones vani shed into snow and gloom | had either |ost ny pursuer or
intuiting ny intent, he had circled around ne when | stopped and stooped.

| clawed nmore nissiles off the ground, turned 360 degrees, and surveyed the
night, ready to pelt himw th a couple of half-pound stones.
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Not hi ng noved but the snow, seeming to come down in skeins as straight as the
strands of a beaded curtain, yet each flake turning as it fell



| could see no nore than fifteen feet. | had never realized that snow coul d
fall heavily enough to limt visibility this nuch.

Once, twice, | thought | glinpsed soneone noving at the limts of vision, but
it must have been an illusion of novenent because | couldn't fix on any shape.
The patterns of snow on night gradually dizzied mne.

Hol ding ny breath, | listened. The snow did not even whisper its way to the
earth, but seemed to salt the night with silence.

| waited. I'mgood at waiting. | waited sixteen years for ny disturbed nother
to kill me in ny sleep before at last | noved out and | eft her hone alone wth
her bel oved gun.

If, in spite of the periodic peril that comes with ny gift, | should live an
average life span, |'ve got another sixty years before | will see Storny

Ll ewel lyn again, in the next world. That will be a long wait, but | am
patient.

My left shoul der ached, and the back of ny head, grazed by the club, felt |ess
than wonderful. | was cold to the bone.

For sone reason, | had not been pursued.
If the storm had been stormng | ong enough to whiten the ground, | could have
stretched out on ny back and made snow angels. But the conditions were not yet

right for play. Maybe later.

The abbey was out of sight. | wasn't sure fromwhich direction | had cone, but
| wasn't worried that | would | ose ny way. | have never been |ost.

Announcing ny return with an uncontroll able chattering of teeth, holding a
stone in each hand, | warily retraced ny route
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across the meadow, found the short grass of the yard again. Qut of the silent
storm the abbey | ooned.

When | reached the corner of the library where | had nearly fallen over the

prone monk, | found neither victimnor assailant. Concerned that the man m ght
have regai ned consci ousness and, badly hurt and di soriented, m ght have
craw ed away, only to pass out once nore, | searched in a wi dening arc, but

found no one.

The library formed an L with the back wall of the guest wi ng, fromwhich | had
set out in pursuit of a bodach little nore than an hour ago. At last | dropped
t he stones around which nmy hands were clenched and half frozen, unlocked the
door to the back stairs, and clinbed to the third floor.

In the highest hallway, the door to my small suite stood open, as |I'd left it.
Waiting for snow, |I'd been sitting in candlelight, but now a brighter |ight
spilled frommy front room
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CHAPTER 8

AT SHORTLY PAST ONE I N THE MORNI NG, THE guest master, Brother Rol and, was not
likely to be changing the bed linens or delivering a portion of the "two



hogsheads of w ne" that St. Benedict, when he wote the Rule that established
nmonastic order in the sixth century, had specified as a necessary provision
for every guesthouse.

St. Barthol onew s does not provide any wi ne. The small under-the-counter
refrigerator in nmy bathroom contains cans of Coke and bottles of iced tea.

Entering my front room prepared to shout "Varlet," or "Blackguard," or sone
ot her epithet that would sound appropriate to the nedi eval atnosphere, | found
not an eneny, but a friend. Brother Knuckles, known sonetimes as Brother

Sal vatore, stood at the wi ndow, peering out at the falling snow.

Brot her Knuckles is acutely aware of the world around him of the slightest
sounds and telltale scents, which is why he survived the world he operated in
bef ore beconi ng a nonk. Even as
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stepped silently across the threshold, he said, "You'll catch your death,
trai psin' about on a night like this, dressed like that."

"I wasn't traipsing,” | said, closing the door quietly behind me. "I was
skul ki ng. "
He turned fromthe window to face me. "I was in the kitchen, scarfin' down

some roast beef and provol one, when | seen you cone up the stairs fromJohn's
New,

"There weren't any lights in the kitchen, sir. |I would' ve noticed."

"The fridge light is enough to nake a snack, and you can eat good by the gl ow
fromthe clock on the mcrowave."

"Commtting the sin of gluttony in the dark, were you?"
"The cellarer's gotta be sure things are fresh, don't he?"

As the abbey's cellarer, Brother Knuckles purchased, stocked, and inventoried
t he food, beverages, and other material goods for the nonastery and school

"Anyway," he said, "a guy, he eats at night in a bright kitchen that's got no
wi ndow bl inds-he's a guy tastin' his |last sandw ch."

"Even if the guy's a nonk in a nonastery?"

Br ot her Knuckl es shrugged. "You can never be too careful.”

In exercise sweats instead of his habit, at five feet seven and two hundred
pounds of bone and muscle, he | ooked |ike a die-casting nachine that had been
covered in a gray-flannel cozy.

The rai nwater eyes, the hard angles and blunt edges of brow and jaw, should
have given hima cruel or even threateni ng appearance. In his previous life,

peopl e had feared him and for good reason

Twel ve years in a nonastery, years of renorse and contrition, had brought
warnth to those once-icy eyes and had inspired in
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hi m a ki ndness that transformed his unfortunate face. Now, at fifty-five, he
m ght be mistaken for a prizefighter who stayed in the sport too |ong:
cauliflower ears, portobello nose, the humility of a basically sweet pal ooka
who has | earned the hard way that brute strength does not a chanpi on make.

A small glob of icy slush slid down nmy forehead and al ong ny right cheek.

"You're wearin' snow like a poofy white hat." Knuckl es headed toward the

bathroom "I1'll get you a towel."
"There's a bottle of aspirin by the sink. | need aspirin."

He returned with a towel and the aspirin. "You want sone water to wash 'em

down, maybe a Coke?"
"G ve me a hogshead of w ne."

"They must've had livers of iron back in Saint Benny's day. A hogshead was
like sixty-three gallons.”

"Then I'1l only need half a hogshead."

By the time | toweled ny hair half dry, he had brought me a Coke. "You cone up
the stairs fromJohn's Mew and stood there |ookin' up at the snow the way a
turkey stares up at the rain with its nouth open till it drowns."

"Well, sir, | never saw snow before."

"Then, boom you're off |like a shot around the corner of the refectory.”

Settling into an arncthair and shaking two aspirin out of the bottle, | said,
"l heard soneone scream"

"I didn't hear no scream”

"You were inside," | rem nded him "and making a | ot of chew ng noises."
Knuckl es sat in the other arncthair. "So who screanmed?"

| washed down two aspirin with Coke and said, "I found one of
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the brothers facedown on the ground by the library. Didn't see himat first in
his black habit, alnost fell over him"

"Who?"

"Don't know. A heavy guy. | rolled himover, couldn't see his face in the
dar k-t hen soneone tried to brain me from behind."

H s brush-cut hair seened to bristle with indignation. "This don't sound I|ike
St. Bart's."

"The club, whatever it was, grazed the back of ny head, and ny |eft shoul der
took the worst of it."

"W mght as well be in Jersey, stuff like this goin' down."

"I'"ve never been to New Jersey."



"You'd like it. Even where it's bad, Jersey is always real."

"They' ve got one of the world's |largest used-tire dunps. You' ve probably seen
it."

"Never did. Ain't that sad? You live in a place nost of your life, you take it
for granted.”

"You didn't even know about the tire dump, sir?"

"People, they live in New York City all their lives, never go to the top of
the Enpire State Building. You okay, son? Your shoul der?"

"1've been worse."

"Maybe you should go to the infirmary, ring Brother G egory, have your
shoul der exam ned. "

Brother Gegory is the infirmarian. He has a nursing degree.

The size of the nmonastic comunity isn't sufficient to justify a full-tine

i nfirmarian-especially since the sisters have one of their own for the convent
and for the children at the school-so Brother Gregory al so does the |aundry
with Brother Norbert.

"I"ll be okay, sir," | assured him

"So who tried to knock your block off?"

"Never got a look at him™"
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| explained how !l had rolled and run, thinking nmy assailant was at ny heels,
and how the nonk |I'd alnpost fallen over was gone when | returned.

"So we don't know, " said Knuckles, "did he get up on his own and wal k away or
was he carried.”

"We don't know, either, if he was just unconsci ous or dead."

Frowni ng, Knuckles said, "I don't like dead. Anyway, it don't nake sense. Wo
woul d kill a nmonk?"

"Yes, sir, but who woul d knock one unconsci ous?"

Knuckl es brooded for a nonment. "One tine this guy whacked a Lutheran preacher
but he didn't nean to."

"I don't think you should be telling ne this, sir.

Wth a wave of a hand, he dism ssed ny concern. H's strong hands appear to be
all knuckl es, hence his nicknane.

"I don't nean it was nme. | told you, | never done the big one. You do believe
me on that score, don't you, son?"

"Yes, sir. But you did say this was an acci dental whack."



"Never offed no one accidental either."
"Al'l right then."

Br ot her Knuckl es, fornmerly Sal vatore G anconp, had been well-paid nuscle for
the nob before God turned his life around.

"Busted faces, broke sone legs, but | never chilled no one.™

When he was forty, Knuckles had begun to have second thoughts about his career
path. He felt "enpty, driftin', Iike a rowboat out on the sea and nobody in
it."

During this crisis of confidence, because of death threats to his boss-Tony
"the Eggbeater” Martinelli-Knuckles and sone other guys like himwere

sl eepi ng-over at the boss's hone. It wasn't a paj amas-and-s' nores kind of

sl eepover, but the kind of sleepover where everyone brings his two favorite
automatic
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weapons. Anyway, one evening, Knuckles found hinself reading a story to the
Eggbeat er' s si x-year-ol d daughter.

The tal e was about a toy, a china-rabbit doll, that was proud of his

appear ance and thoroughly self-satisfied. Then the rabbit endured a series of
terrible msfortunes that hunbled him and with humlity came enpathy for the
suffering of others.

The girl fell asleep with half the story still to be read. Knuckles needed in
the worst way to know what happened to the rabbit, but he didn't want his
fellow face-busters to think that he was really interested in a kid' s book

A few days later, when the threat to the Eggbeater had passed, Knuckles went
to a bookstore and bought a copy of the rabbit's tale. He started fromthe
begi nning, and by the tinme he reached the end, when the china rabbit found its
way back to the little girl who had | oved him Knuckl es broke down and wept.

Never before had he shed tears. That afternoon, in the kitchen of his row
house, where he |ived al one, he sobbed like a child.

In those days, no one who knew Sal vat ore "Knuckl es” G ancono, not even his
not her, woul d have said he was an introspective kind of guy, but he
nevert hel ess realized that he was not crying only about the china rabbit's
return home. He was crying about the rabbit, all right, but al so about
somet hi ng el se.

For a while, he could not inagine what that sonething el se m ght be. He sat at
the kitchen table, drinking cup after cup of coffee, eating stacks of his

not her's pizzelles, repeatedly recovering his conposure, only to break down
and weep again.

Eventual | y he understood that he was crying for hinmself. He was ashanmed of the
man whom he had become, nourning the nan whom he had expected to be when he'd
been a boy.

This realization left himconflicted. He still wanted to be
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tough, took pride in being strong and stoic. Yet it seened that he had becone
weak and enoti onal .

Over the next nmonth, he read and reread the rabbit's story. He began to
understand that when Edward, the rabbit, discovered humlity and learned to
synmpat hi ze with ot her people's |osses, he did not grow weak but in fact becane
stronger.

Knuckl es bought anot her book by the sanme author. This one concerned an out cast
bi g- eared nouse who saved a princess.

The nmouse had | ess inpact on himthan the bunny did, but, oh, he |loved the
nmouse, too. He loved the nmouse for its courage and for its willingness to
sacrifice itself for |ove.

Three nonths after he first read the story of the china rabbit, Knuckles
arranged a neeting with the FBI. He offered to turn state's evi dence agai nst
his boss and a sl ew of other nugs.

He ratted themout in part to redeem hinself but no | ess because he wanted to
save the little girl to whom he had read part of the rabbit's story. He hoped
to spare her fromthe cold and crippling life of a crine boss's daughter that
daily woul d harden around her, as inprisoning as concrete.

Thereafter, Knuckles had been placed in Vermont, in the Wtness Protection
Program Hi s new nane was Bob Loudernil k.

Vernont proved to be too nuch culture shock. Birkenstocks, flannel shirts, and
fifty-year-old nmen with ponytails annoyed him

He tried to resist the worst tenptations of the world with a growing library
of kids' books. He discovered that some book witers seemed subtly to approve
of the kind of behavior and the values that he had once enbraced, and they
scared him He couldn't find enough thoughtful china rabbits and courageous
bi g-eared mice

Havi ng dinner in a nediocre ltalian restaurant, yearning for
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Jersey, he suddenly got the calling to the nonastic life. It happened shortly
after a waiter put before himan order of bad gnocchi, as chewy as caranel s,
but that's a story for later.

As a novice, following the path of regret to renorse to absolute contrition
Knuckl es found the first unalloyed happiness of his life. At St. Barthol omew s
Abbey, he thrived.

Now, on this snowy night years later, as | considered taking two nore aspirin,
he said, "This minister, nanme's Hoobner, he felt real bad about Anerican

I ndians, the way they lost their land and all, so he was always |osin' noney
at bl ackjack in their casinos. Sone of it was a high-vigorish |oan from Tony
Martinel li."

"I"msurprised the Eggbeater would I end to a preacher.™

"Tony figured if Hoobner couldn't keep payin' eight percent a week fromhis
own pocket, then he could steal it fromthe Sunday collection plate. As it
shook down, though, Hoobner woul d ganbl e and butt-pinch the cockt ai

wai tresses, but he wouldn't steal. So when he stops payin' the vig, Tony sends



a guy to discuss Hoobner's noral dilenma with him"

"A guy not you," | said.

"A guy not nme, we called him Needles."

"I don't think I want to know why you called him Needles."

"No, you don't," Knuckles agreed. "Anyway, Needl es gives Hoobner one | ast
chance to pay up, and instead of receivin' this request with Christian
consi deration, the preacher says 'Go to hell.' Then he pulls a pistol and
tries to punch Needles's ticket for the trip."

"The preacher shoots Needl es?"

"He m ght've been a Methodist, not a Lutheran. He shoots Needl es but only
wounds himin the shoulder, and Needles pulls his piece and shoots Hoobner
dead. "
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"So the preacher woul d shoot sonebody, but he wouldn't steal."

"I"'mnot sayin' that's traditional Methodist teachin' ."

"Yes, sir. | understand."

"Fact is, now!l think on it, the preacher was maybe a Unitarian. Anyway, he
was a preacher, and he was shot dead, so bad things can happen to anyone, even

a nonk."

Al t hough the chill of the winter night had not entirely left me, | pressed the
cold can of Coke to ny forehead. "This problemwe have here invol ves bodachs."

Because he was one of ny few confidants at St. Bartholomew s, | told himabout
the three denoni ¢ shadows hovering at Justine's bed.

"And they was hangin' around the nmonk you al nost stunbled over."

"No, sir. They're here for something bigger than one nonk bei ng knocked
unconsci ous. "

"You're right. That ain't the kind of fight card that draws a crowd anywhere."

He got up fromhis chair and went to the window He gazed out at the night for
a nonent.

Then: "1 wonder.... You think maybe ny past life is catchin' up with nme?"
"That was fifteen years ago. Isn't the Eggbeater in prison?"

"He died in stir. But some of those other nugs, they got |long nmenories.”
"If a hit man tracked you down, sir, wouldn't you be dead by now?"

"For sure. |'d be parked in an unpadded waitin'-roomchair, readin' old
magazi nes in Purgatory."
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"I don't think this has anything to do with who you used to be."

He turned fromthe wi ndow "Fromyour lips to God's ear. Wrst thing would be
anyone here hurt because of ne."

"Everyone here's been lifted up because of you," | assured him
The slabs and lunps of his face shifted into a smle that you woul d have found

scary if you didn't know him "You're a good kid. If | ever would ve had ne a
kid, it's nice to think he nmght've been a little like you."

"Being ne isn't sonething |I'd wi sh on anyone, sir.

"Though if | was your dad," Brother Knuckles continued, "you'd probably be
shorter and thicker, with your head set closer to your shoul ders.”

"I don't need a neck anyway," | said. "I never wear ties."

"No, son, you need a neck so you can stick it out. That's what you do. That's
who you are."

"Lately, I've been thinking I mght get myself neasured for a habit, becone a
novi ce. "

He returned to his chair but only sat on the armof it, studying nme. After
consi deration, he said, "Mybe soneday you'll hear the call. But not anytine
soon. You're of the world, and need to be."

| shook ny head. "I don't think | need to be of the world."

"The world needs you to be out there in it. You got things to do, son
"That's what |'mafraid of. The things I'Il have to do."

"The monastery ain't a hideout. A nug wants to come in here, take the vows, he
shoul d cone because he wants to open hinmself to somethin' bigger than the
wor | d, not because he wants to close hinself up in alittle ball like a pil
bug. "

"Some things you just have to close yourself away from sir."
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"You mean the summer before last, the shootings at the nmall. You don't need no
one's forgiveness, son."

"I knew it was com ng, they were coming, the gunnmen. | shoul d've been able to
stop it. N neteen people died."

"Everyone says, w thout you, hundreds woul d' ve died."

"I'"'mno hero. If people knew about ny gift and knew still | couldn't stop it,
they wouldn't call me a hero.”

"You ain't God, neither. You did all you could, anyone could."
As | put down the Coke, picked up the bottle of aspirin, and shook two nore

tablets onto ny palm | changed the subject. "Are you going to wake the abbot
and tell himthat | fell over an unconsci ous nonk?"



He stared at ne, trying to decide whether to allow ne to change the subject.
Then: "Maybe in a while. First, I'mgonna try to take an unofficial bed count,
see if maybe | can find someone holdin' ice to a lunmp on his head."

"The nmonk | fell over."

"Exactly. We got two questions. Second, why would sone guy club a nonk? But
first, why would a nonk be out at this hour where he could get hinself
cl ubbed?"

"I guess you don't want to get a brother in trouble."

"If there's sin involved, | ain't gonna help himkeep what he done fromhis
confessor. That won't be no favor to his soul. But if it was just sonme kinda
fool i shness, the prior maybe don't have to know. "

A prior is a nonastery's disciplinarian.

St. Bartholonew s prior was Father Reinhart, an older nmonk with thin Iips and
a narrow nose, |less than half the nose of which Brother Knuckles could boast.
H s eyes and eyebrows and hair were all the color of an Ash Wednesday f orehead
spot .
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Wal ki ng, Father Reinhart appeared to float like a spirit across the ground,
and he was uncannily quiet. Many of the brothers called himthe Gay Ghost,
t hough wi th affection.

Fat her Reinhart was a firmdisciplinarian, though not harsh or unfair. Having
once been a Catholic-school principal, he warned that he had a paddle, as yet
never used, in which he had drilled holes to reduce wi nd resistance. "Just so
you know, " he had said with a wi nk.

Br ot her Knuckles went to the door, hesitated, | ooked back at me. "If sonmethin'
bad is comn', howlong we got?"

"After the first bodachs showup ... it's sonetinmes as little as a day,
usual ly two."

"You sure you ain't got a concussion or nothin ?"

"Not hi ng that four aspirin won't help," | assured him | popped the second
pair of tablets into ny nouth and chewed t hem

Knuckl es grimaced. "Wat're you, a tough guy?"

"I read that they're absorbed into your bl oodstream faster this way, through
the tissue in your nmouth."

"What -you get a flu shot, you have the doc inject it in your tongue? Get a few
hours' sleep."

"I try.

"Find me after Lauds, before Mass, I'lIl tell you who got himnself conked-and
maybe why, if he knows why. Christ be with you, son."

"And with you."



He left and cl osed the door behind him

The doors of the suites in the guesthouse, like those of the nmonks' roons in
anot her wi ng, have no | ocks. Everyone here respects the privacy of others.
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| carried a straight-backed chair to the door and wedged it under the knob, to
prevent anyone from entering.

Maybe chewi ng aspirin and letting them dissolve in your nmouth speeds up
absorption of the nedication, but they taste like crap

Wien | drank sone Coke to wash out the bad taste, the crushed tablets reacted
with the soft drink, and | found nyself foam ng at the mouth |ike a rabid dog.

When it comes to tragic figures, |'ve got a nuch greater talent for slapstick
than Ham et did, and whereas King Lear woul d step over a banana peel in his
path, my foot will find it every tine.
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CHAPTER 9

THE COVFORTABLE BUT SI MPLE GQUEST SU TE had a shower so small that | felt as if
| were standing in a coffin.

For ten mnutes | let the hot water beat on my left shoul der, which had been
tenderized by the mysterious assailant's club. The muscles rel axed, but the
ache remnai ned.

The pain wasn't severe. It didn't concern nme. Physical pain, unlike some other
ki nds, eventually goes away.

When | turned off the water, big white Boo was staring at me through the
st eam cl ouded gl ass door

After | had toweled dry and pulled on a pair of briefs, | knelt on the
bat hroom fl oor and rubbed the dog behind the ears, which made himgrin with
pl easure.

"Where were you hiding?" | asked him "Where were you when sone niscreant
tried to nake ny brain squirt out ny ears? Huh?"

He didn't answer. He only grinned. | like old Marx Brothers movies, and Boo is
the Harpo Marx of dogs in nore ways than one.
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My toot hbrush seenmed to weigh five pounds. Even in exhaustion, | amdiligent
about brushing ny teeth.

A few years previously, | had witnessed an autopsy in which the nedica
exam ner, during a prelimnary review of the corpse, remarked for his recorder
that the deceased was guilty of poor dental hygiene. | had been enbarrassed

for the dead man, who had been a friend of m ne

| hope that no attendants at nmy autopsy will have any reason to be enbarrassed
for me.



You mght think this is pride of a particularly foolish kind. You' re probably
ri ght.

Humanity is a parade of fools, and | amat the front of it, twirling a baton

| have persuaded mnysel f, however, that brushing ny teeth in anticipation of ny
untimely demse is sinply consideration for the feelings of any autopsy

wi t ness who mi ght have known me when | was alive. Enbarrassnent for a friend
arising fromhis shortcom ngs, is never as awful as being nortified by the
exposure of your own faults, but it is piercing.

Boo was in bed, curled up against the footboard, when |I came out of the
bat hr oom

"No belly rub, no nore ear scratching,” | told him "I'mcom ng down |ike a
plane that's lost all engines.”

H s yawn was superfluous for a dog |like him he was here for conpani onship,
not for sleep.

Lacki ng enough energy to put on pajamas, | fell into bed in my briefs. The
coroner always strips the body, anyway.

After pulling the covers to my chin, | realized that | had left the Iight on
in the adjacent bathroom

In spite of John Heineman's four-billion-dollar endowrent,
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the brothers at the abbey live frugally, in respect of their vows of poverty.
They do not waste resources.

The Iight seenmed far away, growi ng nore distant by the second, and the
bl ankets were turning to stone. To hell with it. I wasn't a nonk yet, not even
a novi ce.

I wasn't a fry cook anynore, either-except when | nmade pancakes on Sundays- or
a tire salesman, or nuch of anything. W not-nuch-of-anything types don't
worry about the cost of |leaving a |light on unnecessarily.

Neverthel ess, | worried. In spite of worrying, | slept.

| dreaned, but not about exploding boilers. Not about nuns on fire, screaning
t hrough a snowy night, either.

In the dream | was sl eeping but then awoke to see a bodach standing at the
foot of nmy bed. This dream bodach, unlike those in the waking world, had
fierce eyes that glistered with reflections of the light fromthe half-open
bat hr oom door .

As always, | pretended that | did not see the beast. | watched it through
hal f - cl osed eyes.

When it nmoved, it norphed, as things do in dreams, and becane not a bodach any
| onger. At the foot of ny bed stood the glowering Russian, Rodi on Romanovi ch
the only other visitor currently staying in the guesthouse.

Boo was in the dream standing on the bed, baring his teeth at the intruder,
but silent.



Romanovi ch went around the bed to the nightstand.

Boo sprang fromthe bed to the wall, as though he were a cat, and clung there
on the vertical, defying gravity, glaring at the Russian

I nt eresting.
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Romanovi ch picked up the picture frame that stood beside the nightstand cl ock

The frame protects a snall card froma carnival fortune-telling machine called
Gypsy Mummy. It declares YOU ARE DESTI NED TO BE TOGETHER FOREVER

In ny first manuscript, | recounted the curious history of this object, which
is sacred to ne. Suffice to say that Stormy Llewellyn and | received it in
return for the first coin we fed the machine, after a guy and his fiancée, in
line before us, got nothing but bad news for their eight quarters.

Because Gypsy Mummy did not accurately forecast events in this world, because
Storny is dead and | am alone, | know the card neans that we will be together
forever in the next world. This promise is nmore inportant than food to ne,
than air.

Al t hough the light fromthe bathroomdid not reach far enough to all ow
Romanovich to read the words on the framed card, he read them anyway because,
bei ng a dream Russi an, he could do anything that he wanted, just as dream
horses can fly and dream spi ders can have the heads of human babi es.

In a murnur, in accented speech, he spoke the words aloud: "You are destined
to be together forever."

H s solemm yet nellifluous voice was suitable for a poet, and those seven
words sounded like a line of lyrical verse.

| saw Stornmy as she'd been that evening at the carnival, and the dream becane
about her, about us, about a sweet past beyond recovery

After less than four hours of troubled sleep, | woke before dawn.
The | eaded wi ndow showed a bl ack sky, and snow fairies
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danced down the glass. In the bottom panes, a few ferns of frost twinkled with
a strange light, alternately red and bl ue.

The digital clock on the nightstand was where it had been when 1'd fallen into
bed, but the framed fortune-teller's card appeared to have been noved. | felt
certain it had been standing upright in front of the lanp. Now it lay flat.

| threw aside the bedclothes and got up. | wal ked out to the living room
turned on a | anp.

The straight-backed chair remai ned wedged under the knob of the door to the
third-floor hallway. | tested it. Secure.

Bef ore communi sm bl ed t hem of so much of their faith, the Russian people had a
hi story of both Christian and Judaic nysticism They weren't known, however,



for wal ki ng through | ocked doors or solid walls.

The Iiving-roomw ndow was three stories above the ground and not approachabl e
by a | edge. | checked the | atch anyhow, and found it engaged.

Al t hough | acking nuns on fire, |lacking spiders with the heads of human babi es,
t he ni ght di sturbance had been a dream Nothing but a dream

Looki ng down fromthe latch, | discovered the source of the pulsing light that
throbbed in the filigree of frost along the edges of the glass. A thick

bl anket of snow had been drawn over the land while | slept, and three Ford
Explorers, each with the word SHERI FF on its roof, stood idling on the
driveway, clouds of exhaust plumng fromtheir tail pi pes, emergency beacons

f |1 ashi ng.

Al t hough still w ndless, the stormhad not relented. Through the screening
cold confetti, | glinpsed six widely separated flashlights w el ded by unseen
men nmoving in coordinated fashion, as if quartering the neadow in search of
sormet hi ng.
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CHAPTER 10

BY THE TI ME | CHANGED | NTO THERMAL LONG Johns, pulled on jeans and a crewneck
sweater, got feet into ski boots, grabbed my CGore-Tex/ Thermolite jacket,
rushed downstairs, crossed the parlor, and pushed through the oak door into

t he guest house cl oi ster, dawn had cone.

Sullen Iight brushed a gray veneer over the |limestone columms encircling the
courtyard. Under the cloister ceiling, darkness held fast, as if the night
were so uni npressed by the dreary norning that it mght not retreat.

In the courtyard, wthout ski boots, St. Barthol onew stood in fresh powder,
offering a winterized punpkin in his outstretched hand.

On the east side of the cloister, directly across fromthe point at which |
burst into it, was the guesthouse entrance to the abbatial church. Voices
raised in prayer and a tolling bell echoed to me not fromthe church but

i nstead al ong a passageway ahead and to ny right.

Four steps led up to that barrel-vaulted stone corridor, which
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itself led twenty feet into the grand cloister. Here a courtyard four tines
larger than the first was franed by an even nore inpressive col onnade.

The forty-six brothers and five novices were gathered in this open courtyard
in full habit, facing Abbot Bernard, who stood on the bell dais, with one hand
rhythm cally drawi ng upon the toll rope.

Mati ns had concl uded, and near the end of Lauds, they had come out of the
church for the final prayer and the abbot's address.

The prayer was the Angelus, which is beautiful in Latin, when raised with many
VOi ces.

A chanted response rose fromthe brothers as | arrived: "Fiat mhi secundum
verbum tuum" Then abbot and all said, "Ave Maria."



Two sheriff's deputies waited in the shelter of the cloister as the brothers
in the courtyard finished the prayer. The cops were big nen and nore sol emn
t han the nonks.

They stared at me. Clearly | was not a cop, and apparently | was not a nonk.
My indeterm nate status nmade me a person of interest.

Their stares were so intense that | wouldn't have been surprised if, in the
bitter air, their eyes had begun to steamas did their every exhal ation

Havi ng had nuch experience of police, | knew better than to approach themwth
t he suggestion that their suspicions would best be directed at the gl owering
Russi an, wherever he might coil at this noment. As a consequence, their
interest in me would only intensify.

Al t hough anxi ous to know the reason that the sheriff had been
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called, | resisted the urge to ask them They would be inclined to view ny
i gnorance as nerely a pretense of ignorance, and they would regard ne with
greater suspicion than they did now.

Once a cop has found you of even passing interest, regarding a crimna
matter, you can do nothing to renove yourself fromhis list of potential
suspects. Only events beyond your control can clear you. Like being stabbed,
shot, or strangled by the real villain.

"Ut digni efficianmur prom ssionibus Christi," said the brothers, and the abbot

said, "Or ermus" which nmeant "Let us pray."
Less than half a mnute later, the Angel us concl uded.

Usual |y, after the Angel us, the abbot's address consists of a brief comentary
on some sacred text and its application to nmonastic life. Then he does a
soft-shoe nunber while singing "Tea for Two."

Al right, | mde up the soft-shoe and "Tea for Two." Abbot Bernard does
resenble Fred Astaire, which is why |'ve never been able to get this
irreverent image out of ny head.

Instead of his usual address, the abbot announced a di spensation from
attendance at norning Mass to all those who m ght be needed to assist the
sheriff's deputies in a thorough search of the buil dings.

The tine was 6:28. Mass woul d begin at seven o' cl ock

Those essential to the conduct of Mass were to attend and, after the service,
were to nake thensel ves available to the authorities to answer questions and

to assi st as needed.

Mass woul d be over at about 7:50. Breakfast, which is taken in silence, always
begi ns at eight o'clock.

The abbot al so excused those assisting the police from Terce, the third of
seven periods of daily prayer. Terce is at 8:40 and
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lasts for about fifteen minutes. The fourth period in the Divine Ofice is
Sext, at eleven-thirty, before |unch.

When nost laynmen learn that a nonk's life is so reginented and that the sane
routine is followed day after day, they grimace. They think this |life must be
boring, even tedious.

From ny nont hs anong the nonks, | had | earned that, quite the contrary, these
men are energi zed by worship and meditation. During the recreation hours,

bet ween di nner and Conpline, which is the night prayer, they are a lively
bunch, intellectually engagi ng and amusi ng.

Well, nost of themare as |'ve described, but a handful are shy. And a couple
are too pleased by their selfless offering of their lives to make the offering
seementirely selfless.

One of them Brother Matthias, has such encycl opedi c know edge of-and such
strong opi ni ons about-the operettas of G lbert and Sullivan that he can bore
your ass off.

Monks are not necessarily holy by virtue of being nonks. And they are al ways
and entirely human.

At the end of the abbot's remarks, nmany brothers hurried to the deputies
waiting in the shelter of the cloister, eager to assist.

| becane aware of one novice lingering in the courtyard, in the descendi ng
snow. Al though his face was shadowed by his hood, | could see that he was
staring at me.

This was Brot her Leopold, who had finished his postulancy only in October and
had worn the habit of a novice |less than two nonths. He had a whol esone
M dwestern face, with freckles and a wi nning smle.

O the five current novices, | distrusted only him M reason for not trusting
himeluded nme. It was a gut feeling, nothing nore.
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Br ot her Knuckl es approached me, stopped, shook hinself rather |ike a dog

m ght, and cast the clinging snow fromhis habit. Pushing back his hood, he
said softly, "Brother Tinmothy is mssing."

Brot her Tinmothy, master of the mechanical systens that kept the abbey and
school habitable, wasn't one to arrive late for Matins, and certainly wasn't a
man who would run off for a secular adventure, in violation of his vows. His

great est weakness was Kit Kat bars.

"He nust've been the one |I nearly fell over last night, at the corner of the
library. | have to speak to the police."

"Not yet. Walk with ne," said Brother Knuckles. "W need a place don't have a
hundred ears."

| glanced toward the courtyard. Brother Leopold had vani shed.

Wth his fresh face and M dwestern directness, Leopold in no way seens
calculating or sly, furtive or deceitful

Yet he has an unsettling way of arriving and departing with a suddenness t hat



sometines reninds me of a ghost materializing and dematerializing. He is
there, then isn't. Isn't, then is.

Wth Knuckles, | left the grand cloister and followed the stone passage to the
guest cloister, fromthere through the oak door into the main parlor on the
ground fl oor of the guesthouse.

W went to the fireplace at the north end of the room though no fire was
burni ng, and sat forward on arncthairs, facing each other

"After we talked last night," Knuckles said, "I did a bed check. Don't have no
authority. Felt sneaky. But it seened the right thing."

"You made an executive decision."

"That's just what | done. Even back when | was dunb nuscle
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and lost to God, | sonetinmes made executive decisions. Like, the boss sends ne
to break a guy's legs, but the guy gets the point after | break one, so

don't do the second. Things like that."

"Sir, I'"'mjust curious.... Wen you presented yourself as a postulant to the
Brothers of St. Barthol onew, how |l ong did your first confession |ast?"

"Fat her Reinhart says two hours ten mnutes, but it felt like a month and a
hal f."

“1'"1l bet it did."

"Anyway, some brothers |eave their doors part open, some don't, but no roonms
ever |l ocked. | used a flashlight fromeach doorway to qui ck scope the bed.
Nobody was missin'."

" Anybody awake?"

"Brother Jerem ah suffers insomia. Brother John Anthony had a gut full of
acid fromyesterday's dinner."

"The chile rellenos."

"I told "em | thought maybe | snelled somethin' burnin', | was just checkin'
around to be sure there weren't no problem™

"You lied, sir," | said, just to tweak him

"It ain't alie that's gonna put me in the pit with Al Capone, but it's one
step on a slippery slope | been down before.”

H s hand, so brutal-1ooking, invested the sign of the cross with a speci al
poi ghancy, and called to mind the hymm "Amazi ng Grace. "

The brothers arise at five o' clock, wash, dress, and line up at 5:40 in the
courtyard of the grand cloister, to proceed together into the church for
Matins and Lauds. At two o'clock in the norning, therefore, they' re sacked
out, not reading or playing a Gane Boy.

"Did you go over to the novitiate wi ng, check on the novices?"
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"No. You said the brother facedown in the yard was in black, you al nost fel
over him"

In sone orders, the novices wear habits similar to-or the same as-those worn
by the brothers who have professed their final vows, but at St. Barthol onew s,
t he novi ces wear gray, not bl ack.

Knuckl es said, "I figured the unconscious guy in the yard, he naybe cane to,
got up, went back to bed-or he was the abbot."

"You checked on the abbot?"

"Son, | ain't gonna try that smelled-sonethin'-burnin" routine on the abbot in
his private quarters, himas smart as three of nme. Besides, the guy in the
yard was heavy, right? You said heavy. And Abbot Bernard, you gotta tie him
down in amld wnd."

"Fred Astaire."”

Knuckl es wi nced. He pinched the |unpy bridge of his mushroom nose. "W sh you
never told me that 'Tea for Two' thing. Can't keep nmy mind on the abbot's
nmorni n' address, just waitin' for his soft-shoe.”

"When did they discover Brother Tinothy was m ssing?"

"I seen he ain't in line for Matins. By Lauds, he still don't show, so |I duck
outta church to check his room He's just pillows."

"Pill ows?"

"The ni ght before, what |ooked |ike Brother Tinothy under the bl anket, by
flashlight fromhis doorway, was just extra pillows."

"Way woul d he do that? There's no rule about lights out. There's no bed
check. "

"Maybe Tim he didn't do it hinself, sonebody el se faked it to buy tine, keep
us fromrealizin' Timwas gone."

"Time for what?"

"Don't know. But if I'd seen he was gone last night, | would ve
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known it was himyou found in the yard, and |I'd have woke the abbot."
"He's a little heavy, all right," | said.

"Kit Kat belly. If a brother was missin' when | did bed check, the cops
woul d' ve been here hours ago, before the stormgot so bad."

"And now the search is harder,"” | said. "He's ... dead, isn't he?"

Knuckl es | ooked into the fireplace, where no fire burned. "M professiona
opinion is, | kinda think so."

I'd had too much of Death. |'d fled fromDeath to this haven, but of course in



running fromhim | had only run into his arnmns.

Life you can evade; death you cannot.
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CHAPTER 11

THE LAVB OF DAWN BECAME A MORNING LION with a sudden roar of wind that raked
the parlor windows with ticking teeth of snow A nere snowstormswelled into a
biting blizzard.

"I liked Brother Tinmothy," | said.

"He was a sweet guy," Knuckl es agreed. "That amazing blush."

| remenbered the outer light that reveal ed the inner brightness of the nonk's
i nnocence. "Somebody put pillows under Tims blankets so he wouldn't be nissed
till the stormcould conplicate things. The killer bought tine to finish what
he came here to do."

"He who?" Knuckl es asked.

"I told you, sir, I"'mnot psychic."

"Ain't askin' for psychic. Thought you seen some clues."

"I"'mnot Sherlock Holnes, either. |I better talk to the police."

"Maybe you should think on whether that's smart."

"But | should tell them what happened.™"

"You gonna tell 'em about bodachs?"
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In Pico Mundo, the chief of police, Watt Porter, was |like a father to nme. He
had known about ny gift since | was fifteen

| didn't relish sitting with the county sheriff and explaining that | saw dead
peopl e as well as denons, wolfish and sw ft.

"Chief Porter can call the sheriff here and vouch for ne.
Knuckl es | ooked doubtful. "And how | ong m ght that take?"
"Maybe not long, if | can reach Watt quick."

"I don't nmean how long for Chief Porter to tell the locals you' re real. | nean
how long for the locals to believe it."

He had a point. Even Watt Porter, an intelligent man, who knew ny grandnot her
wel | and knew ne, required convincing when I first took himinformation that
solved a stalled nurder investigation.

"Son, nobody but you sees bodachs. If the kids or all of us is gonna get
sl ammed by sonebody, by somethin'-you got the best chance of figurin' out
what - how when, the best chance to stop it."



On the nahogany floor lay a Persian-style carpet. In the figured world of wool
between ny feet, a dragon twi sted, glaring.

"I don't want that much responsibility I can't carry it."
"CGod seenms to think you can."
"N neteen dead,"” | renminded him

"When it mght've been two hundred. Listen, son, don't think the law is always
like Watt Porter."

"I knowit's not."

"These days law thinks it's about nothin' but laws. Law don't remenber it was
once handed down from somewhere, that it once nmeant not just no, but was a way
to live and a reason to live that way. Law now thinks nobody but politicians
made it or renake it, so maybe it ain't a surprise sone people don't care
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anynore about |aw, and even sone | awren don't understand the real reason for

[ aw. You pour your story out to a wong kind of | awran, he's never gonna see
you're on his side. Never gonna believe you're gifted. A lawran |like that, he
t hi nks you're what's wong with the world the way it used to be, the way he's
glad it ain't anynore. He thinks you're a psych case. He can't trust you. He
won't. Suppose they take you in for observation, or even for suspicion if they
find a body, what do we do then?"

| didn't |ike the arrogant expression of the dragon in the woven wool, or the

way bright threads lent violence to its eyes. | shifted ny left foot to cover
its face.
"Sir, maybe | don't nention ny gift or bodachs. | could just say | found a

nmonk on the ground, then | was clubbed by someone."

"What was you doin' out at that hour? Wiere was you comin' from goin' to,
what was you up to? Wiy your funny nane? You nean you're the kid was a hero at
the Green Moon Mall sunmer before |ast? How cone trouble follows you, or is it
maybe you yoursel f are troubl e?"

He was playing the devil's advocate.
| half believed I could feel the carpet dragon squirmning under mny foot.

"I don't really have much to tell themthat would be helpful,” |I relented. "I
guess we could wait until they find the body."

"They won't find it," Brother Knuckles said. "They ain't |ookin'" for a Brother
Ti m who' s been murdered, the body hidden. What they're lookin' for is a
Brot her Ti m sonewhere who sl ashed his wists or hung hinmself froma rafter.”

| stared at him not fully conprehendi ng.

"It's only two years since Brother Constantine comitted suicide," he remn nded

ne.
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Constantine is the dead nmonk who lingers in this world, and sonetines



mani fests as an energetic poltergei st in unexpected ways.

For reasons no one understands, he clinbed into the church tower one night,
while his brothers slept, tied one end of a rope around the mechani smthat
turns the three-bell carillon, knotted the other end around his neck, clinbed
onto the tower parapet, and junped, ringing awake the entire community of St
Bart hol onmew s.

Among nen of faith, perhaps self-destruction is the nost daming of al
transgressi ons. The effect on the brothers had been profound; time had not
di mini shed it.

Knuckl es said, "Sheriff thinks we're a rough crew, he can't trust us. He's the
ki nd bel i eves al bi no-nonk assassins live here in secret cataconmbs, goin' out
to nurder in the night, all that old Ku Klux Kl an anti-Catholic stuff, though
maybe he don't know it's fromthe KKK. Funny how people that don't believe in
nothin' are so quick to believe every crazy story about people like us."

"So they expect that Brother Tinothy killed hinmself."

"Sheriff probably thinks we'll all kill ourselves before we're done. Like
t hose Ji m Jones Kool -Aid drinkers."

| thought wistfully of Bing Crosby and Barry Fitzgerald. "Saw an old novie the
ot her night-CGoing My Way."

"That wasn't just another time, son. That was another planet."

The outer door of the parlor opened. A sheriff's deputy and four nonks
entered. They had cone to search the guesthouse, though it was not likely that
a suicidal brother would have repaired to this wing to drink a quart of

C or ox.

Brot her Knuckles recited the last fewlines of a prayer and
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made the sign of the cross, and | followed his exanple, as though we had
retreated here to pray together for Brother Tinmpthy's safe return

I don't know if this deception qualified as a half-step down the slippery
slope. | had no sensation of sliding. But of course we never notice the
descent until we're rocketing along at high velocity.

Knuckl es had convinced nme that | would find no friends anong these
authorities, that | nust remain a free agent to discover the nature of the

| oomi ng viol ence that drew t he bodachs. Consequently, | preferred to avoid the
deputi es without appearing to be dodgi ng them

Brot her Fletcher, the nonastery's cantor and music director, one of the four
nmonks with the deputy, asked for permi ssion to search my suite. | gave it
wi t hout hesitation.

For the benefit of the deputy, whose eyes were conpressed to slits by the
wei ght of his suspicion, Knuckles asked ne to help search the pantries and
storeroons that were his donain, as cellarer

When we stepped out of the parlor, into the guesthouse cloister, where w nd
bl ustered anmong the columms, Elvis was waiting for ne.



In ny previous two nanuscripts, | have recounted ny experiences with the
lingering spirit of Elvis Presley in Pico Mundo. Wien | left that desert town
for a nountain nonastery, he had come with ne.

Instead of haunting a place, especially an appropriate place |like Gacel and
he haunts ne. He thinks that, through me, he will in time find the courage to
nmove on to a higher place.
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| suppose | should be glad that |I'm being haunted by Elvis instead of, say, by
a punker like Sid Vicious. The King is an easy spirit with a sense of hunor
and with concern for me, though once in a while he weeps uncontroll ably.
Silently, of course, but copiously.

Because the dead don't talk or even carry text-nmessagi ng devices, | needed a
long tinme to | earn why Elvis hangs around our troubled world. At first |

t hought he was reluctant to | eave here because this world had been so good to
hi m

The truth is, he's desperate to see his nother, dadys, in the next world, but
he's reluctant to cross over because he's filled with anxiety about the
reuni on.

Few men have | oved their nmothers nore than Elvis | oved @ adys. She died young,
and he grieved for her until his death.

He fears, however, that his use of drugs and his other personal failures in
the years that foll owed her passage nmust have shaned her. He is enbarrassed by
hi s ignoni ni ous deat h-overdosed on prescription nedications, facedown in

vom t-though this seens to be the preferred exit scene for a significant
percent age of rock-and-roll royalty.

| have often assured himthat there can be no shane, no anger, no
di sappoi nt nrent where d adys waits, only | ove and understanding. | tell him
that she will open her arns to himon the O her Side.

Thus far ny assurances have not convinced him O course there is no reason
why they should. Renenber: In Chapter Six, | admitted that | don't know
anyt hi ng.

So as we entered the passageway between the guest and the grand cloisters,
said to Brother Knuckles, "Elvis is here."
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"Yeah? What novie's he in?"
Thi s was Knuckl es's way of asking how the King was dressed.

O her lingering spirits manifest only in the clothes they were wearing when

t hey died. Donny Msquith, a former mayor of Pico Mundo, had a heart attack
during vigorous and kinky intimacy with a young wonman. Cross-dressing in spike
heel s and woren' s underwear stimulated him Hairy in |ace, wobbling along the
streets of a town that naned a park after hi mwhen he was alive but |ater
renamed it after a gane-show host, Mayor Msquith does not nake a pretty
ghost.

In death as in life, Elvis exudes cool. He appears in costunes fromhis novies
and stage performances, as he chooses. Now he wore bl ack boots, tight black



tuxedo trousers, a tight and open black jacket that came only to the
wai stline, a red cummerbund, a ruffled white shirt, and an el aborate bl ack
f oul ard.

"It's the flamenco-dancer outfit from Fun in Acapulco,” | told Knuckles.

"In a Sierra winter?"

"He can't feel the cold."

"Ain't exactly suitable to a nonastery, neither."

"He didn't make any nonk novies."

Wal king at ny side, as we neared the end of the passageway Elvis put an arm
around ny shoul ders, as though to confort nme. It felt no | ess substantial than
the armof a living person

| do not know why ghosts feel solid to me, why their touch is warminstead of
cold, yet they wal k through walls or dematerialize at will. It's a mystery
that | most likely will never solve- like the popularity of aerosol cheese in
a can or M. WIliam Shatner's brief post-Star Trek turn as a | ounge singer
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In the large courtyard of the grand cloister, wind rushed down the three-story
wal s, wielding | ashes of brittle snow, whipping up clouds of the softer early
snow fromthe cobbl estone floor, thrashing between colums as we hurried al ong

t he col onnade toward the kitchen door in the south w ng.

Li ke a crunmbling ceiling shedding plaster, the sky lowered on St. Bart's, and
the day seened to be coll apsing upon us, great white walls nore formdable

than the stone abbey, al abaster ruins burying all, soft and yet inprisoning.
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CHAPTER 12

KNUCKLES AND | DI D I N FACT SEARCH THE pantry and associ ated storeroons, though
we found no trace of Brother Tinothy.

Elvis admred the jars of peanut butter that filled one shelf, perhaps
recal ling the fried-banana-and- peanut-butter sandw ches that had been a staple
of his diet when he was alive.

For a while, nonks and deputies were busy in the hallways, the refectory, the
ki tchen, and other nearby roons. Then qui et descended, except for the w nd at
wi ndows, as the quest noved el sewhere.

After the library had been searched, | retreated there to worry and to keep a
low profile until the authorities departed.

Elvis went with ne, but Knuckles wanted to spend a few mnutes at his desk in
a storeroom review ng invoices, before going to Mass. As distressing as
Brother Tim s di sappearance was, work nust go on.

It is a fundanental of the brothers' faith that when the Day
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cones and tine ends, being taken while at honest work is as good as being
taken while in prayer.

In the library, Elvis wandered the aisles, sonetines phasing through the
stacks, reading the spines of the books.

He had periodically been a reader. Following his early fane, he ordered twenty
hardcovers at a time froma Menphis bookstore.

The abbey offers sixty thousand vol unes. A purpose of nonks, especially
Benedi cti nes, has al ways been to preserve know edge.

Many O d Wrld nonasteries were built like fortresses, on peaks, with one
approach that could be bl ockaded. The know edge of nearly two millennia,

i ncluding the great works of the ancient Geeks and the Romans, had been
preserved through the efforts of nonks when invasions of barbarians-the Goths,
t he Huns, the Vandal s-repeatedly destroyed Western civilization, and twice
when Islamc armes nearly conquered Europe in sonme of the bl oodi est canpai gns
in history

Cvilization-says ny friend Ozzi e Boone-exists only because the world has
barely enough of two kinds of people: those who are able to build with a
trowel in one hand, a sword in the other; and those who believe that in the
begi nning was the Wrd, and will risk death to preserve all books for the
truths they m ght contain.

| think a few fry cooks are essential, as well. To build, to fight, to risk
death in a good cause requires high norale. Nothing boosts norale |like a
perfectly prepared plate of eggs sunny-side up and a pile of crispy hash

br owns.

Restl essly wandering the library aisles, | turned a corner and cane face to
face with the Russian, Rodi on Romanovi ch, npbst recently seen in a dream
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| never claimed to possess Janes Bond's aplonmb, so |I'mnot enbarrassed to
admit | startled backward and said, "Sonofabitch!"

Beari sh, glowering so hard that his bushy eyebrows knitted together, he spoke
with a faint accent: "What's wong with you?"

"You frightened ne."

"I certainly did not."

"Well, it felt like frightened."
"You frightened yourself."
"I"'msorry, sir."

"What are you sorry for?"
"For ny | anguage,” | said.

"I speak English."

"You do, yes, and so well. Better than | speak Russian, for sure."



"Do you speak Russi an?"

"No, sir. Not a word."

"You are a peculiar young man."

"Yes, sir, | know"

At perhaps fifty, Romanovich did not appear old, but time had battered his
face with much experience. Across his broad forehead |lay a stitchery of tiny
white scars. His laugh lines did not suggest that he had spent a life smling;
they were deep, severe, like old wounds sustained in a sword fight.
Carifying, | said, "I neant | was sorry for ny bad | anguage."”

"Way would | frighten you?"

| shrugged. "I didn't realize you were here."

"I did not realize you were here, either,’
ne."

he said, "but you did not frighten

"I don't have the equipnent."

"What equi pnent ?"
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"I mean, |'mnot a scary guy. |'minnocuous."
"And I am a scary guy?" he asked

"No, sir. Not really. No. Inposing.”

"I am i nmposi ng?"

"Yes, sir. Quite inposing."

"Are you one of those people who uses words nore for the sound than for the
sense of then? O do you know what innocuous means?"

"It means 'harmess,' sir."
"Yes. And you are certainly not innocuous."

"It's just the black ski boots, sir. They tend to nake anybody | ook |ike he
could kick butt."

"You appear clear, direct, even sinple."
"Thank you, sir."
"But you are conplex, conmplicated, even intricate, | suspect.”

"What you see is what you get," | assured him "I'mjust a fry cook."

"Yes, you make that quite plausible, with your exceptionally fluffy pancakes.
And | ama librarian from | ndi anapolis."

| indicated the book in his hand, which he held in such a way that | could not



see the title. "Wiat do you like to read?"

"It is about poisons and the great poisoners in history."

"Not the uplifting stuff you' d expect in an abbey library."

"It is an inmportant aspect of Church history,"” said Romanovi ch. "Throughout
the centuries, clergynmen have been poi soned by royals and politicians.

Cat herine de' Medicis nmurdered the Cardinal of Lorraine wth poison-saturated
nmoney. The toxin penetrated through his skin, and he was dead within five

m nutes. "

"I guess it's good we're nmoving toward a cashl ess econony. "
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"Wy, " Romanovi ch asked, "would just-a-fry-cook spend nonths in a nonastery
guest house?"

"No rent. Giddle exhaustion. Carpal tunnel syndrone from bad spatul a
technique. A need for spiritual revitalization."

"I's that common to fry cooks-a periodic quest for spiritual revitalization?"

"I't mght be the defining characteristic of the profession, sir. Poke Barnett
has to go out to a shack in the desert twice a year to neditate."

Layering a frown over his glower, Romanovich said, "Wat is Poke Barnett?"
"He's the other fry cook at the diner where | used to work. He buys like two
hundred boxes of ammunition for his pistol, drives out in the Myjave fifty
nmles from anyone, and spends a few days blasting the Iiving hell out of
cactuses. "

"He shoots cactuses?"

"Poke has many fine qualities, sir, but he's not nuch of an environnentalist."
"You said that he went into the desert to neditate.”

"Whil e shooting the cactuses, Poke says he thinks about the neaning of life."
The Russian stared at ne.

He had the | east readable eyes of anyone | had ever met. From his eyes, |
could learn nothing nore about himthan a Parameci umon a gl ass slide, gazing
up at the lens of a microscope, would be able to | earn about the exam ning

scientist's opinion of it.

After a silence, Rodi on Romanovi ch changed the subject: "Wat book are you
| ooking for, M. Thomas?"

"Anything with a china bunny on a nagical journey, or mice who save
princesses."
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"I doubt you will find that kind of thing in this section.”

"You're probably right. Bunnies and m ce generally don't go around poi soni ng



peopl e. "

That statenent earned another brief silence fromthe Russian. | don't believe
that he was pondering his own opinion of the hom cidal tendencies of bunnies
and mce. | think, instead, he was trying to deci de whether ny words inplied
that | mght be suspicious of him

"You are a peculiar young nman, M. Thonmas."

"I don't try to be, sir."
"And drol|."

"But not grotesque," | hoped.

"No. Not grotesque. But droll."

He turned and wal ked away with his book, which m ght have been about poi sons
and fanous poisoners in history. O not.

At the far end of the aisle, Elvis appeared, still dressed as a flanmenco
dancer. He approached as Romanovi ch receded, slouching his shoul ders and
imtating the Russian's hulking, troll-like shanble, scowling at the nman as he

passed hi m

When Rodi on Ronmanovi ch reached the end of these stacks, before turning out of
sight, he paused, |ooked back, and said, "I do not judge you by your name, Odd
Thomas. You should not judge nme by mine."

He departed, |eaving nme to wonder what he had neant. He had not, after all
been nanmed for the mass nurderer Joseph Stalin.

By the time Elvis reached me, he had contorted his face into a recogni zabl e
and comc inpression of the Russian

Wat ching the King as he nmugged for me, | realized how unusual it was that
nei ther | nor Romanovi ch had nmenti oned
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ei ther Brother Tinothy being mssing or the deputies swarm ng the grounds in
search of him In the closed world of a nonastery, where deviations from
routine are rare, the disturbing events of the norning ought to have been the
first subject of which we spoke.

Qur nmutual failure to remark on Brother Tinothy's di sappearance, even in
passi ng, seenmed to suggest sone shared perception of events, or at least a
shared attitude, that nade us in sone inportant way alike. | had no idea what
| meant by that, but | intuited the truth of it.

When Elvis couldn't tease a smle fromme with his inpression of the sonber
Russi an, he stuck one finger up his left nostril all the way to the third
knuckl e, pretending to be mning deep for boogers.

Deat h had not relieved himof his compulsion to entertain. As a voicel ess
spirit, he could no Ionger sing or tell jokes. Sonetimes he danced,
renenbering a sinple routine fromone of his novies or fromhis Las Vegas act,
t hough he was no nore Fred Astaire than was Abbot Bernard. Sadly, in his
desperation, he sonetimes resorted to juvenile hunor that was not worthy of
hi m



He withdrew his finger fromhis nostril, extracting an i maginary string of
snot, then pretending that it was of extraordinary length, soon pulling yard
after yard of it out of his nose with both hands.

I went in search of the reference-book collection and stood for a while
readi ng about | ndi anapoli s.

Elvis faced me over the open book, continuing his performance, but | ignored
hi m

I ndi anapol is has eight universities and colleges, and a large public library
system
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When the King gently rapped ne on the head, | sighed and | ooked up fromthe
book.

He had an index finger stuck in his right nostril, all the way to the third
knuckl e, as before, but this time the tip of the finger was inpossibly
protruding fromhis left ear. He wiggled it.

| couldn't help smling. He so badly wants to pl ease.

Gatified to have pried a snmile fromme, he took the finger fromhis nose and
wi ped both hands on ny jacket, pretending that they were sticky with snot.

"It's hard to believe," | told him "that you're the sane man who sang 'Love
Me Tender.'"

He pretended to use the remaining snot to snooth back his hair.

"You're not droll," I told him "You' re grotesque."

Thi s judgnent delighted him Ginning, he performed a series of quarter bows,
as though to an audi ence, silently mouthing the words Thank you, thank you,

t hank you very nuch

Sitting at a library table, |I read about Indianapolis, which is intersected by
nore hi ghways than any other city in the U S. They once had a thriving tire

i ndustry, but no nore.

Elvis sat at a wi ndow, watching the snow fall. Wth his hands, he tapped out
rhythns on the window sill, but he nade no sound.

Later, we went to the guesthouse receiving roomat the front of the abbey, to
see how the sheriffs-departnment search was proceeding.

The receiving room furnished |like a small shabby-genteel hotel |obby, was
currently unoccupi ed.

As | approached the front door, it opened, and Brother Rafael entered in a
carousel of glittering snow, wi nd chasi ng around
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himand howing Iike a pipe organ tuned in Hell. Meeting with resistance, he

forced the door shut, and the whirling snow settled to the floor, but the w nd
still raised a nmuffled groan outside.



"What a terrible thing," he said to ne, his voice trenbling with distress.

A col d many-1egged sonething crawl ed under the skin of my scalp, down the back
of my neck. "Have the police found Brother Tinothy?"

"They haven't found him but they' ve left anyway." H s |arge brown eyes were
so wide with disbelief that he m ght have been naned Brother OM. "They've
left]"

"What did they say?"

"Wth the storm they're shorthanded. H ghway accidents, unusual demands on
t hei r manpower."

Elvis listened to this, nodding judiciously, apparently in synpathy with the
aut horiti es.

In life, he sought and received actual -as opposed to honorary-special -deputy
badges from several police agencies, including fromthe Shel by County,
Tennessee, Sheriff's Ofice. Anong other things, the badges pernitted himto
carry a conceal ed weapon. He had al ways been proud of his association with | aw
enf or cenent .

One night in March 1976, coming upon a two-vehicle collision on Interstate
240, he displayed his badge and hel ped the victinms until the police arrived.
Fortunately, he never accidentally shot anyone.

"They searched all the buildings?" | asked.

"Yes," Brother Rafael confirned. "And the yards. But what if he went for a
wal k in the woods and sonet hi ng happened to him a fall or sonmething, and he's
| yi ng out there?"
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"Some of the brothers like to walk in the woods,"” | said, "but not at night,
and not Brother Tinothy."

The nonk thought about that, and then nodded. "Brother Timis awfully
sedentary."

In the current situation, applying the word sedentary to Brother Tinothy m ght
be stretching the definition to include the ultinate sedentary condition
deat h.

"If he's not out there in the woods, where is he?" Brother Rafael wondered. A
| ook of dismay overcane him "The police don't understand us at all. They
don't understand anything about us. They said maybe he went AWOL."

"Absent w thout |eave? That's ridicul ous."”

"More than ridiculous, worse. It's an insult," Rafael declared, indignant.
"One of them said maybe Timwent to Reno for 'some R and R-rumand roulette.""'

If one of Watt Porter's nmen in Pico Mundo had said such a thing, the chief
woul d have put himon probation without pay and, depending on the officer's
response to a dressing down, mght have fired him

Br ot her Knuckl es's suggestion that | keep a low profile with these authorities



appeared to have been w se advi ce.
"What're we going to do?" Brother Rafael worried.
| shook ny head. | didn't have an answer.

Hurryi ng out of the room speaking nore to hinmself now than to nme, he
repeated, "Wat're we going to do?"

| consulted my wistwatch and then went to a front w ndow.

El vis phased through the cl osed door and stood outside in the sheeting snow, a
striking figure in his black flamenco outfit with red cumerbund.

The time was 8:40 a. m
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Only the tire tracks of the recently departed police vehicles marked the path
of the driveway. Ot herwi se, the stormhad plastered over the variety and the
roughness of the land, snobothing it into a white-on-white geonetry of soft

pl anes and gentl e undul ati ons.

From the | ook of things, eight or ten inches had piled up in about seven and a
hal f hours. The snow was falling nmuch faster now than it had fallen earlier.

Qutside, Elvis stood with his head tipped back and his tongue out, in a
fruitless attenpt to catch flakes. O course he was but a spirit, unable to
feel the cold or taste the snow. Sonething about the effort he made, however,
charmed me ... and saddened ne, as well.

How passi onately we | ove everything that cannot |ast: the dazzling crystallory
of winter, the spring in bloom the fragile flight of butterflies, crinmson
sunsets, a kiss, and life.

The previous evening, the TV weather report had predicted a nini mum two-f oot
accunul ation. Storms in the High Sierra could be prolonged, brutal, and m ght
result in an even deeper accunul ation than what had been forecast.

By this afternoon, certainly before the early wi nter dusk, St. Barthol omew s
Abbey woul d be snowbound. 1 sol at ed.

104
CHAPTER 13

| TRIED TO BE THE SHERLOCK HOLMES THAT Brot her Knuckl es hoped | coul d be, but
nmy deductive reasoning led nme through a maze of facts and suspicions that
brought ne back to where | started: clueless.

Because | am not much fun when |'mpretending to be a thinker, Elvis left ne
alone in the library. He m ght have gone to the church, hoping that Brother
Fl etcher intended to practice on the choir organ

Even in death, he likes to be around nmusic; and in |ife he had recorded six
al buns of gospel and inspirational songs, plus three Christmas al bunms. He

m ght have preferred to dance to sonething with a backbeat, but you don't get
much rock and roll in a nonastery.

A poltergeist could have blasted out "All Shook Up" on the organ, could have



pounded t hrough "Hound Dog" on the piano in the guesthouse receiving room the
same way that Brother Constantine, deceased, rings church bells when in the
nmood. But poltergeists are angry; their rage is the source of their power.
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El vis could never be a poltergeist. He is a sweet spirit.

The wintry norning ticked toward what ever disaster m ght be com ng. Recently |
had | earned that really brainy guys divide the day into units anmounting to
one-mllionth of a billionth of a billionth of a second, which nade each whol e
second that | dithered seemto be an unconsci onabl e waste of tine.

| wandered out of the receiving room fromcloister to grand cloister
thereafter into other wi ngs of the abbey, trusting that ny intuition would
lead ne toward sonme clue to the source of the pending violence that had drawn
t he bodachs.

No of fense intended, but my intuition is better than yours. Maybe you took an
unbrella to work on a sunny day and needed it by afternoon. Maybe you decli ned
to date an apparently ideal nman, for reasons you didn't understand, only to
see himon the evening news, nonths later, arrested for having sexua

relations with his pet |Ilam. Maybe you bought a lottery ticket, using the
date of your |ast proctol ogi cal exam nation to select your nunbers, and won
ten mllion bucks. My intuition is still way better than yours.

The spooki est aspect of nmy intuition is what | call psychic magnetism In Pico
Mundo, when | had needed to find soneone who was not where | expected himto
be, | kept his nanme or face in mind while driving at randomfromstreet to
street. Usually | found himw thin mnutes.

Psychic magnetismisn't always reliable. Nothing is one hundred percent
reliable this side of paradise, except that your cell phone provider will never
fulfill the service prom ses that you were naive enough to believe

St. Bartholonew s population is a tiny fraction of that in Pico Mindo. Here,
when giving nmyself to psychic nmagnetism | proceed on foot instead of cruising
in a car.
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Initially, | kept Brother Timothy in mnd: his kind eyes, his | egendary bl ush.
Now t hat the deputies were gone, if | found the nonk's body, | faced no risk
of being taken away to the nearest sheriff's station for questioning.

Seeking murder victins where their killers have hidden themis not as nuch fun
as an Easter-egg hunt, although if you overl ook an egg and find it a nonth
|ater, the snmells can be simlar. Because the condition of the cadaver m ght
provide a clue to the identity of the killer, mght even suggest his ultimate
intentions, the search was essenti al

Fortunately, | had skipped breakfast.

When intuition brought me three times to three different outside doors, |
stopped resisting the compul sion to take the search into the storm 1 zippered
shut ny jacket, pulled up the hood, tightened it under ny chin with a Velcro
closure, and put on a pair of gloves that were tucked in a jacket pocket.

The snowfall that | had wel comed the previous night, with nmy face turned to
the sky and ny nmouth open as if | were a turkey, had been a pathetic



producti on conpared to the extravaganza of snow that befell the nountain now,
a wide-screen stormas directed by Peter Jackson on steroids.

The wind contradicted itself, seeming to slaminto me fromthe west, then from
the north, then fromboth directions at once, as if it surely nust spend
itself against itself, and be extinguished by its own fury.

Such schi zophreni ¢ wi nd t hrew spun-whi pped fl akes in stinging sheets, in
funnels, in icy lashes, a spectacle sone poet once called "the frolic
architecture of snow, " but in this instance, there was a lot less frolic than
fusillade, wi nd boomi ng as loud as nortar fire and the snow |ike shrapnel
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My special intuition led me first north toward the front of the abbey, then
east, then south. After a while | realized that | had trudged nore than once
inacircle.

Per haps psychic magnetismdidn't work well in such a distracting environment:
the white tunmult of the storm the caterwauling wind, the cold that pinched ny
face, that stung tears fromny eyes and froze them on ny cheeks.

As a desert-town boy, | was raised in fierce dry heat, which does not
di stract, but tends either to enervate or to toughen the sinews of the mnd
and focus thought. | felt displaced in this cold and whirling chaos, and not

entirely nyself.

| mght have been hampered, as well, by a dread of |ooking into Brother
Ti mot hy' s dead face. Wiat | needed to find was, in this case, not what |
wanted to find.

Repur posing my search, | let Brother Tinothy rest and thought instead of
bodachs and wondered what terror mght be coming, and in general gave nyself
to worry about the indefinable threat, with the hope that | would be drawn
toward sone person or some place that in some way as yet unknowabl e woul d
prove to be connected to the pending viol ence.

On the spectrum of detective work, this plan was a di smaying di stance fromthe
Sherl ock end and closer to the tea-leaf-reading end than | cared to

acknowl edge.

I found nyself, neverthel ess, breaking out of the neaningless ranble on which
| had been engaged. Moving with nore purpose, | slogged east through the
ten-inch-deep mantl e of snow toward the convent and the school

Hal f way across the neadow, | succunbed to a sudden al arm and ducked, turned,
flinched, certain that I was about to receive a bl ow.
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| stood al one.

In spite of the evidence of my eyes, | didn't feel that | was alone. | felt
wat ched. Mdre than watched. Stal ked.

A sound in the stormbut not of the storm a keening different fromthe shril
| anent of the wind, drew near, receded, drew near, and once nore receded.

To the west, the abbey stood barely visible through a thousand shifting veils,
white drifts obscuring its foundations, w nd-pasted snow erasing portions of



its mghty stone walls. The bell tower grew less visible as it rose, seening
to dissolve toward the top, and the steeple-and the cross-could not be seen at
all.

Downhi Il and to the east, the school was as obscure as a ghost ship becal ned
in fog, |ess seen than suggested, a paleness in the | esser pal eness of the
blizzard

No one at a window in either building would be able to see nme at this
di stance, in these conditions. My screamwould not carry in the w nd.

The keening rose again, needful and agitated.

| turned in a circle, seeking the source. Mich was obscured by the falling
snow and by cl ouds of already-fallen snow whisked of f the ground, and the
bl eak |ight deceived.

Al though | had only turned in place, the school had entirely vani shed al ong
with the | ower portion of the neadow. Uphill, the abbey shimrered like a
mrage, rippled Iike an image painted on a sheer curtain.

Because | live with the dead, ny tolerance for the nacabre is so high that I
am sel dom spooked. The part-shriek-part-squeal - part-buzz, however, was so
otherworldly that nmy imagination failed to conjure a creature that m ght have
made it, and the marrow in
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nmy bones seenmed to shrink in the way that nercury, in winter, contracts to the
bottom of a thernoneter.

| took one step toward where the school ought to be, but then halted,
retracted that step. | turned uphill but dared not retreat to the abbey.
Sonet hi ng unseen in the canoufl aging storm sonething with an alien voice ful
of need and fury, seenmed to await ne no matter in which direction | proceeded.
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CHAPTER 14

STRI PPI NG VELCRO FROM VELCRO, PUSHI NG BACK the insul ated hood of ny jacket, |
rai sed ny head, turned ny head, cocked ny head, striving to determ ne from
whi ch point of the conpass the cry arose.

Icy wind tossed ny hair and frosted it with snow, boxed ny ears and nmade them
bur n.

Al'l magi c had been snuffed fromthe storm The grace of falling snow was now a
gracel ess wildness, a churning nael stromas raw and fl ayi ng as human rage.

| had the strange perception, beyond ny power to explain, that reality had
shifted, down there twenty powers of ten below the |evel of protons, that
nothing was as it had been, nothing as it should be.

Even with nmy hood off, | could not |ocate the source of the eerie keening. The
wi nd m ght be distorting and displacing the sound, but perhaps the cry seened
to come fromevery side because nore than one shrieking entity prow ed the
snowbl i nd nor ni ng.
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Reason asserted that anything stal king me nust be of the Sierra, but this
didn't sound |Iike wolves or nountain lions. And bears were cavebound now, | ost
in dreams of fruit and honey.

I amnot a guy who likes to pack a gun. My nother's affection for her
pistol-and the threats of suicide that she enployed to control nme when | was a
child-left me with a preference for other forns of self-defense.

Over the years, in pinches and crunches, | have survived- often just barely-by
the effective use of such weapons as fists, feet, knees, el bows, a basebal

bat, a shovel, a knife, a rubber snake, a real snake, three expensive antique
porcel ai n vases, about a hundred gallons of nolten tar, a bucket, a lug
wrench, an angry cross-eyed ferret, a broom a frying pan, a toaster, butter

a fire hose, and a |l arge bratwirst.

As reckless as this strategy mght be in my case, | prefer torely on ny wits
rather than on a personal arnmory. Unfortunately, at that nonment in the meadow,
my wits were so dry that | could wing fromthemno i dea except that perhaps I
shoul d make snowbal | s.

Because | doubted that mny eerily keening, unknown stal kers were m schi evous
ten-year-old boys, | rejected the snowball defense. | pulled the hood over ny
hal f-frozen head and fixed the Velcro clasp under ny chin.

These cries were purposeful, but in spite of how different they were from
other chaotic blusterings of the storm perhaps they were only w nd noi ses,
after all.

VWhen ny wits fail me, | resort to self-deception

| started toward the school again and at once detected novenent to ny left, at
t he periphery of vision

Turning to confront the threat, | saw something white and
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qui ck, visible only because it was angul ar and bristling in contrast to the
undul ant billow and whirl of falling and upswept snow. Like a goblin in a
dream it was gone even as it appeared, infolding into the downfall, |eaving a
vague i npression of sharp points, hard edges, gloss and translucency.

The keeni ng stopped. The groan and hiss and whi stle of the wi nd sounded al nost
wel comi ng without that other craving cry.

Movi es of fer no wi sdom and have little to do with real life, but | renmenbered
old adventure filnms in which the ceasel ess poundi ng of jungle drums had put
the sweaty pith-hel neted explorers on edge. The abrupt cessation of the
drumm ng was never the relief that it ought to have been, however, because
often the silence signaled i mm nent attack

| suspected Hol |l ywood had gotten that one right.
Sensing that | was soon to receive something worse and stranger than a poi son
dart in the throat or an arrow through an eye, | cast aside indecision and

hurried toward the school

Sonet hing | oomed in the stormahead and to the right, veiled by snow,
suggestive of the bare frosted linbs of a tree thrashing in the wind. Not a



tree. No trees stood in the neadow between the abbey and the school

Instead, | had glinpsed a narrow aspect of a nysterious presence that was nore
aware than wood, that noved not as the wind comranded it but with a fierce
purpose of its own.

Havi ng reveal ed only enough to make of itself a deeper enigma than it had been
previously, the thing drew cl oaks of snow around itself, vanishing. It had not
gone away, still paralleled ne out of sight, Iike a lion pacing a gazelle that
had becone separated fromits herd.

Intuitively perceived but not seen, another predator rose at ny
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back. | became convinced that | would be seized from behind and that ny head
woul d be ripped off as if it were the pull-tab on a can of cola.

I do not want a fancy funeral. | would be enbarrassed by flowery tributes
delivered over ny casket. On the other hand, | do not want my death to be
observed solely by the belch of sone beast that has slaked its thirst with ny
preci ous bodily fluids.

As | plunged across the sloping nmeadow, kicking through drifts, heart

knocki ng, the all-envel opi ng whiteness of the blizzard bl eached ny vision. The
fluorescence of the snow nade ny eyes ache, and the driven fl akes appeared to
strobe.

In this further-reduced visibility, sonmething crossed ny path, perhaps ten
feet ahead, fromright to left, its size and shape and nature obscured, but
not sinply obscured, also distorted, surely distorted, because the quick
scuttling sonething, judging by the portion briefly glinpsed in glare,
appeared to be a construct of bones jacketed in ice. Wth its inpossible

bi ol ogi cal architecture, it should have noved, if at all, with a shanbling
instability but instead exhibited a wi cked kind of grace, a visual glissando
of rippling notion, gliding past, gone.

| had monmentum and the school was near, so | didn't halt or turn, but crossed
the tracks of whatever had passed in front of ne. | didn't pause to exani ne
the prints it left. The fact that there were prints proved that | hadn't been
hal I uci nat i ng.

No keening rose-just the stillness of inmmnent attack, the sense of sonething
rearing up behind ne to strike-and through ny mnd flew words |ike horde,
host, |egion, swarm

Snow had drifted across the front steps of the school. The footprints of the
searchers, who had been here seeking poor Brother Tinothy, had already been
erased by the w nd.
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| scranbled up the steps, tore open the door, expecting to be snatched off the
threshol d, one step fromsafety. | crossed into the reception | ounge, shoved
t he door shut, |eaned against it.

The nonent that | was out of the wind, out of the eye-searing glare, in a bath
of warmair, the pursuit seened |like a dream from which | had awakened, the
beasts in the blizzard only fignments of a particularly vivid nightmare. Then
somet hi ng scraped agai nst the far side of the door
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CHAPTER 15

HAD THE VI SI TOR BEEN A MAN, HE WOULD HAVE knocked. If it had been only the
wind, it would have huffed and strained against the door until the planks
cr eaked.

Thi s scrape was the sound of bone on wood, or sonething |like bone. | could
i magi ne an ani mated skel eton clawing with m ndl ess persistence at the other
si de of the door.

In all my bizarre experiences, | had never actually encountered an ani nated
skel eton. But in a world where McDonal d's now sells salads with | owfat
dressing, anything is possible.

The reception | ounge was deserted. Had it been staffed, only a nun or two
woul d have been there, anyway.

If something like what | had glinpsed in the stormwas able to break the door
off its hinges, | would have preferred better backup than the average nun
could provide. | needed soneone even tougher than Sister Angela with her
penetrating periw nkle stare.

The doorknob rattled, rattled, turned.

Doubt ful that ny resistance al one would keep out this unwanted caller, |
engaged t he dead-bolt |ock

116

A scene froman old novie played in my nmenory: a man standing with his back
pressed to a stout oak door, believing hinself to be safe from preternatural
forces on the farther side.

The filmhad been about the evils of nuclear energy, about how ni ni mal
exposure to radiation will overnight cause ordinary creatures to nutate into
nmonsters and to grow gigantic as well. As we know, in the real world, this has
had a devastating inpact on the real -estate values in the nonster-plagued
conmuni ti es near all of our nucl ear power plants.

Anyway, the guy is standing with his back to the door, feeling safe, when a
gi ant stinger, curved like a rhino horn, pierces the oak. It bursts through
his chest, exploding his heart.

The nonsters in this flick were only marginally nore convincing than the
actors, on a par with sock puppets, but the skewering-stinger scene stuck in
ny m nd.

Now | stepped away fromthe door. Watched the knob rattling back and forth.
Eased farther away.

| had seen novies in which one kind of fool or another, putting his face to a
wi ndow to scope the territory, gets shotgunned or gets seized by a creature
that doesn't need a gun and that smashes through the glass and drags him
screamng into the night. Nevertheless, | went to the w ndow beside the door

If I lived ny entire life according to novie wisdom | would risk w nding up
as spi nni ng-eyed crazy as do many of our nation's nobst successful actors.



Besi des, this wasn't a night scene. This was a norning scene, and snow was
falling, so probably the worst that would happen, if life imtated fil ns,
woul d be soneone breaking into "Waite Christmas” or the equival ent.
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A thin crust of ice had crystallized across the exterior of the w ndowpanes. |
det ect ed sonet hing noving outside, but it was no nore than a white blur, an
anor phous shape, a pallid formquivering with potenti al

Squinting, | put my nose to the cold gl ass.
To ny left, the knob ceased rattling.

| held nmy breath for a nonent to avoid further clouding the window with every
exhal ati on.

The visitor on the doorstep surged forward and bunped against the glass, as if
peering in at ne.

| twitched but did not reel back. Curiosity transfixed ne.

The opaque glass still masked the visitor even as it pressed forward
insistently. In spite of the obscuring ice, if this had been a face before ne,
| should have seen at |east the holl ows of eyes and sonething that m ght have
been a nmouth, but | did not.

What | did see, | could not understand. Again, the inpression was of bones,
but not the bones of any animal known to nme. Longer and broader than fingers,
they were lined up like piano keys, although they were not in straight
keyboards, but were serpentine, and curved through other undul ant rows of
bones. They appeared to be joined by a variety of knuckles and sockets that |
observed, in spite of the veil of ice, were of extraordinary design

Thi s macabre collage, which filled the window fromside to side, fromsill to
header, abruptly flexed. Wth a soft click-and-rattle |ike a thousand tunbling
dice on a felt-lined craps table, all the elenents shifted as if they were
fragnments in a kal ei doscope, formng a new pattern nore anazing than the

pr evi ous.

| |l eaned back fromthe wi ndow just far enough to be able to
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appreciate the entire el aborate nmpsaic, which had both a cold beauty and a
fearsone quality.

The joints that |inked these ranked rows of bones-if bones they were, and not
insectile linbs sheathed in chitin-evidently permtted 360-degree rotation
al ong nore than one plane of novenent.

Wth the dice-on-felt sound, the kal ei doscope shifted, producing anot her
intricate pattern as eerily beautiful as the one before it, though a degree
nor e nenaci ng.

| got the distinct feeling that the joints between the bones allowed universa
rotation on numerous if not infinite planes, which was not just biologically
i mpossi bl e but mechanical ly inmpossi bl e.



Perhaps to taunt nme, the spectacle remade itself once nore.

Yes, | have seen the dead, the tragic dead and the foolish dead, the dead who
linger in hatred and the dead who are chained to this world by |love, and they
are different fromone another yet all the sanme, the sane in that they cannot
accept the truth of their place in the vertical of sacred order, cannot nove

in any direction fromthis place, neither to glory nor to an eternal void.

And | have seen bodachs, whatever they may be. | have nore than one theory
about them but not a single fact to support a theory.

Ghosts and bodachs are the sumof it. | do not see fairyfolk or elves, neither
grem i ns nor goblins, neither dryads nor nynphs, nor pixies, neither vanpires
nor werewolves. A long time ago, | stopped keeping an eye out for Santa d aus

on Christmas Eve because, when | was five, nmy nother told ne that Santa was a
wi cked pervert who would cut off ny peepee with a pair of
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scissors and that if | didn't stop chattering about him he would be certain
to put me on his list and | ook ne up

Christmas was never the sane after that, but at least | still have ny peepee.

Al t hough my experience with supernatural presences had been linited to the
dead and bodachs, the thing pressed to the w ndow seenmed nore supernatura
than real. | had no idea what it mght be, but | was reasonably confident that
the words fiend and denon were nore applicable than the word angel

What ever it was, thing of bone or thing of ectoplasm it had sonething to do
with the threat of violence that hung over the nuns and the children in their
charge. | didn't have to be Sherlock Holmes to figure that out.

Apparently each time the bones shifted, they abraded the ice and shaved sone
off the glass, for this nmpsaic was clearer than those that had preceded it,

t he edges of the bones sharper, the details of the joints slightly nore

defi ned.

Seeking a better understanding of the apparition, | |eaned close to the glass
agai n, studying the disturbing details of this unearthly osteography.

Not hi ng supernatural has ever harmed nme. My wounds and | osses have all been at
t he hands of human bei ngs, some in porkpie hats but nost dressed ot herwi se.

None of the many elements in the bony nosaic trenbled, but | had an inpression
that it was tight with tension

Al t hough my breath bl oomed directly agai nst the wi ndow, the surface did not
cloud, nost |ikely because nmy exhal ati ons remai ned shall ow, expelled wth
little force

| had the disturbing thought, however, that my breath was
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wi thout warnth, too frigid to cloud the glass, and that | inhal ed darkness
with the air but breathed no darkness out, which was a strange notion even for

ne.

| stripped off ny gloves, shoved themin mnmy jacket pockets, and placed one



hand lightly on the cold gl ass.

Agai n the bones clicked, fanned, seenmed alnost to shuffle in the manner of a
deck of cards, and rearranged themnsel ves.

Shavings of ice in fact peeled fromthe outside of the w ndow.

This new pattern of bones must have expressed a primal image of evil that
spoke to ny unconscious mind, for | saw nothing of beauty anynore, but felt as
t hough sonething with a thin flicking tail had skittered the length of ny

spi ne.

My curiosity had ripened into a |l ess healthy fascination, and fascination had
become sonet hing darker. | wondered if | might be spellbound, sonehow
mesmerized, but | figured that | could not be spellbound if | renained capable
of considering the possibility, though I was sonething, if not spellbound,
because | found nyself contenplating a return to the front steps to consider
this visitor without the hanpering interface of ice and gl ass.

A splintering sound cane froma couple of the wooden muntins that divided the
wi ndow into panes. | saw a hairline crack open in the white paint that seal ed
the wood; the fissure traced a crooked path along a vertical muntin, across a
hori zont al

Under the hand that | still pressed to the wi ndow, the pane cracked.

The single brittle snap of failing glass alarnmed ne, broke the spell. |
snat ched ny hand back and retreated three steps fromthe w ndow.

No | oose glass fell. The fractured pane rermained within the fram ng nmuntins.
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The thing of bone or ectoplasmflexed once nore, conjuring yet another but no
| ess nenacing pattern, as if seeking a new arrangenent of its elenments that
woul d apply greater pressure to the stubborn w ndow

Al t hough it changed from one malignant nosaic to another, the effect was
nonet hel ess el egant, as econom cal as the novenments of an efficient machine.

The word nachine resonated in ny mnd, seenmed i nportant, seened revealing,

t hough | knew this could not be a machine. If this world could not produce
such a biological structure as the one to which | now stood fearful

wi tness-and it could not- then just as surely, human beings did not possess

t he know edge to engi neer and build a nmachine with this phenonenal dexterity.

The stormborn thing fl exed again. This newest kal ei doscopi ¢ wonder of bones
suggested that, just as no two snowfl akes in history have been alike, so no
two of the thing's manifestations would produce the sane pattern

My expectation was not nerely that the glass would shatter, all eight bright
panes at once, but also that every muntin would burst into splinters and that
the frame would tear out of the wall, taking chunks of plaster with it, and
that the thing would clanmber into the school behind a cascade of debris.

| wished that | had a hundred gallons of nolten tar, an angry cross-eyed
ferret, or at |east a toaster.

Abruptly, the apparition flexed away fromthe w ndow, ceased to present a
mal evol ent bony pattern. | thought it must be rearing back to throw itself



t hrough that barrier, but the attack did not cone. This spawn of the storm
became again just a pale blur, a trenbling potential seen through frosted
gl ass.

A noment later, it seened to return to the storm No
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nmoverrent shadowed the wi ndow, and the eight panes were as lifeless as eight TV
screens tuned to a dead channel

One square of glass remmi ned cracked.

| suppose | knew then how the heart in a rabbit's breast feels to the rabbit,
how it feels like a leaping thing alive within, when the coyote is eye to eye
and peels its lips back fromteeth stained by years of bl ood.

No keening rose in the storm Only the wind huffed at the w ndow and whistl ed
t hrough the keyhole in the door

Even to one accustoned to encounters with the supernatural, the aftermath of
such an unlikely event sonetinmes includes equal measures of wonder and doubt.
A fear that makes you shrink fromthe prospect of any further such experience
is matched by a conpul sion to see nore and to understand.

| felt compelled to unlock and open the door. | quashed that compul sion, did
not lift a foot, did not raise a hand, just stood with nmy arnms w apped around
nmysel f, as if holding nmyself together, and took |ong shuddery breaths unti
Sister Clare Marie arrived and politely insisted that | renobve ny ski boots.
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CHAPTER 16

GAZI NG AT THE W NDOW TRYI NG TO understand what | had seen and silently
congratul ating nyself on the fact that |I still had clean underwear, | didn't
realize that Sister Clare Marie had entered the reception | ounge. She circled
around from behind nme, com ng between nme and the wi ndow, as white and sil ent
as an orbiting noon.

In her habit, with her soft pink face, button nose, and slight overbite, she
needed only a pair of long furry ears to call herself a rabbit and attend a
costume party.

"Child," she said, "you look as if you've seen a ghost."

"Yes, Sister."

"Are you all right?"

"No, Sister."

Twi t chi ng her nose, as though she detected a scent that alarned her, she said,
" Chi | d?"

I do not know why she calls me child. | have never heard her address anyone
el se that way, not even any of the children in the school
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Because Sister Clare Marie was a sweet gentle person, | did not want to al arm
her, especially considering that the threat had passed, at least for the
nmonent, and considering as well that, being a nun, she didn't carry the hand
grenades | woul d need before venturing again into the storm

"It's just the snow, " | said.
"The snow?"
"The wind and cold and snow. |I'ma desert boy, ma'am |'mnot used to weat her

like this. It's nean out there."

"The weather isn't nean," she assured me with a smle. "The weather is
glorious. The world is beautiful and glorious. Humanity can be nean, and turn
away from what's good. But weather is a gift."

"AIl right," | said.

Sensing that | hadn't been convinced, she continued: "Blizzards dress the | and
in a clean habit, lightning and thunder nake a nusic of celebration, w nd

bl ows away all that's stale, even floods raise up everything green. For cold
there's hot. For dry there's wet. For wind there's calm For night there's
day, which mght not seemlike weather to you, but it is. Enbrace the weather
child, and you'll understand the bal ance of the world."

| am twenty-one, have known the msery of an indifferent father and a hostile
not her, have had a part of ny heart cut out by a sharp knife of |oss, have
killed men in self-defense and to spare the lives of innocents, and have |eft
behind all the friends whom | cherished in Pico Mundo. | believe all this nust
show that | am a page on which the past has witten clearly for anyone to
read. Yet Sister Clare Marie sees sonme reason to call me-and only ne-child,
whi ch sonetimes | hope neans that she possesses sonme understanding | do not
have, but which nost often |
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suspect means that she is as naive as she is sweet and that she does not know
me at all.

"Enbrace the weather," she said, "but please don't puddle on the floor."

This seemed to be an adnmonition that once might have been better directed at
Boo than at me. Then | realized that nmy ski boots were caked with snow, which
was melting on the |imestone.

"Ch. Sorry, Sister.”

When | took off mny jacket, she hung it on a coatrack, and when | shucked off
nmy boots, she picked themup to put themon the rubber mat under the rack

As she noved away with the boots, | pulled the bottom of ny sweater over ny
head, and used it as a towel to blot ny soaked hair and danp face.

| heard the door open and the wi nd shriek

Pani cked, | pulled down ny sweater and saw Sister Clare Marie standing on the
threshold, looking less like a rabbit than like an array of sails on a vesse
on course in Arctic straits, vigorously knocking my boots together so the snow
caked on them woul d be | eft outside.



Beyond her, the blizzard didn't seemas though it wanted to be enbraced, not
this stormof storms. It |ooked instead as though it wanted to bl ow down the
school and the abbey and the forest beyond, bl ow down everything on the face
of the earth that dared to stand upright, and bury everything, and be done
with civilization and with humanity once and for all.

By the time | reached her, before | could shout a warning above the w nd,
Sister Clare Marie retreated fromthe threshol d.

Nei t her a demon nor an Amnay sal esperson | ooned out of the
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frigid tenpest before I pushed the door shut and engaged the dead-bolt | ock
once nore.

As she placed the boots on the rubber mat, | said, "Wit, I'll get a nop
don't open the door, 1'll get a nop and clean this up."

| sounded shaky as if | had once been badly traumati zed by a nop and needed to
sumon the courage to use one.

The nun didn't seemto notice the quaver in ny voice. Wth a sunny snmle, she
said, "You'll do no such thing. You' re a guest here. Letting you do ny work,
I'"d be enbarrassed in front of the Lord."

Indicating the puddle of nelting slush on the floor, | said, "But I'mthe one
who made the ness.”

"That's not a ness, child."

"It looks like a ness to ne."

"That's weather! And it's ny work. Besides, Mther Superior wants to see you.
She called up to the abbey, and they said you'd been seen goi ng outside, maybe
you were comng this way, and here you are. She's in her office."

| watched her fetch a nop froma closet near the front door

When she turned and saw that | hadn't left, she said, "Go on now, shoo, see
what Mbt her Superior wants."

"You won't open the door to wing out the nop on the stoop, will you, Sister?"

"Ch, there's not enough to wing. It's just a small puddl e of weather cone
i nsi de. "

"You won't open the door just to glory in the blizzard, will you?" | asked.
"It is a fantastic day, isn't it?"

"Fantastic," | said with no enthusiasm
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"I'f I'"ve got my chores done before None and rosary, then |I mght take time for
t he weat her."

None was the m d-afternoon prayer, at twenty mnutes past four, nmore than six
and a half hours from now.



"Good. Just before None-that'll be a nice tine for watching a storm Mich
ni cer than now. "

She said, "I mght make a cup of hot chocolate and sit by a w ndow and gl ory
in the blizzard froma cozy corner of the kitchen."

"Not too close to the wi ndow," | said.
Her pink brow furrowed. "Wyever not, child?"
"Drafts. You don't want to sit in a draft."

"Not hi ng wong with a good draft!" she assured ne heartily. "Sone are cold,
some are warm but it's all just air on the nove, circulating so it's healthy
to breathe.”

| left her swabbing up the small puddl e of weather

I f sonething hideous cane through the wi ndow with the one cracked pane, Sister
Clare Marie, wielding the nop |like a cudgel, would probably have the noves and
the attitude to get the best of the beast.
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CHAPTER 17

ON THE WAY TO THE MOTHER SUPERI OR S office, | passed the large recreation
room where a dozen nuns were supervising the children at play.

Sonme of the kids have severe physical disabilities conmbined with mld nental
retardation. They |ike board games, card ganes, dolls, toy soldiers. They
decorate cupcakes thensel ves and hel p make fudge, and they enjoy arts and
crafts. They like to have stories read to them and they want to learn to
read, and nost of themdo learn

The others have either mld or severe physical disabilities but greater nental
retardation than the first group. Some of these, |ike Justine in Room 32, seem
not to be nuch with us, though nost of them have an inner life that expresses

itself overtly when | east expected.

The betweeners-not as detached as Justine, not as involved as those who want
to read-like to work with clay, string beads to make their own jewelry, play
with stuffed animals, and perform
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smal | tasks that help the sisters. They enjoy hearing stories, too; the
stories may be sinpler, but the magic of stories remains potent for them

What all of themlike, regardless of their limts, is affection. At a touch, a
hug, a kiss on the cheek, at any indication that you value them respect them
believe in them they shine.

Later in the day, in either of the two rehabilitation roons, they will take
physical therapy to gain strength, inprove agility. Those struggling to
conmuni cate will get speech therapy. For sone, rehab is actually task

i nstruction, during which they learn to dress thenselves, to tell tinme, to
make change and nanage snall all owances.



Speci al cases will nove on fromSt. Bart's, be paired with assistance dogs or
caregivers, graduate to a supported i ndependence when they are ei ghteen or

ol der. Because many of these kids are so severely disabl ed, however, the world
will never welcone them and this place is their hone for life.

Fewer of the residents are adults than you m ght think. These children have
been dealt terrible blows, nbst of themwhile not yet delivered fromtheir
nmot hers' wonbs, others by violence before they were three. They are fragile.
For them twenty years is |longevity.

You m ght think that watching them struggle through various kinds of rehab
woul d be heartbreaking, considering that they are often destined to die young.
But there is no heartbreak here. Their small triunphs thrill them as nmuch as
wi nning a marathon might thrill you. They know nonents of unadulterated joy,

t hey know wonder, and they have hope. Their spirits won't be chained. In ny
nmont hs anong them | have never heard one child conpl ain.
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As nedi cal science has advanced, such institutions as St. Bart's have fewer

ki ds damaged by severe cerebral pal sy, by toxoplasnosis, by well-understood
chronosomal abnormalities. Their beds are taken these days by the offspring of
worren who preferred not to give up cocaine or ecstasy, or hallucinogens, for
ni ne boring nmonths, who played dice with the devil. OQher children here were
badly beaten-skulls cracked, brains damaged-by their drunken fathers, by their
not hers' meth-rotted boyfriends.

Wth so many new cells and lightless pits required, Hell nust be going through
a constructi on boomthese days.

Sonme will accuse ne of being judgnental. Thank you. And proud of it. You weck
a kid s life, I have no pity for you

There are doctors who advocate killing these children at birth, with |letha
injections, or who would let themdie later by declining to treat their
infections, allowing sinple illnesses to becone catastrophic.

More cells. More lightless pits.

Maybe ny | ack of conpassion for these abusers of children- and other failures
of mine-means | won't see Stornmy on the O her Side, that the fire | face will
be consuning rather than purifying. But at least if | wind up in that pal pable

dark where having no cable TV is the | east of the inconveniences, | wll have
t he pl easure of seeking you out if you have beaten a child. I will know just
what to do with you, and I will have eternity to do it

In the recreation roomon that snowy norning, perhaps with Hell coming to neet
us in the hours ahead, the children | aughed and tal ked and gave thenselves to
make- bel i eve.

At the piano in the corner sat a ten-year-old boy named Walter. He was a crack
baby and a meth baby and a Wld Turkey baby and a God- knows-what baby. He
could not speak and rarely nade
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eye contact. He couldn't learn to dress hinself. After hearing a nel ody just

once, he could play it note-perfect, with passion and nuance. Although he had
| ost so nuch else, this gift of talent had survived.



He pl ayed softly, beautifully, lost in the nusic. | think it was Myzart. |I'm
too ignorant to know for sure.

VWhile Walter made nmusic, while the children played and | aughed, bodachs
craw ed the room The three |ast night had beconme seven
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CHAPTER 18

SI STER ANGELA, THE MOTHER SUPERI OR, managed the convent and the school froma
smal |l office adjacent to the infirmary. The desk, the two visitors' chairs,
and the file cabinets were sinple but inviting.

On the wall behind her desk hung a crucifix, and on the other walls were three
posters: George Washi ngton; Harper Lee, the author of To Kill a Mockingbird;
and Fl annery O Connor, the author of "A Good Man |Is Hard to Find" and many

ot her stories.

She admires these people for many reasons, but especially for one quality they
all shared. She will not identify that quality. She wi shes you to ponder the
riddle and arrive at your own answer.

Standing in her office doorway | said, "lI'msorry about my feet, ma'am?"

She | ooked up froma file she was reviewing. "If they have a fragrance, it's
not so intense that | snelled you com ng."

"No, ma'am |I'msorry for ny stocking feet. Sister Clare Marie took ny boots."
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"I"'msure she'll give them back, COddie. We've had no problemwth Sister Care
Marie stealing footwear. Cone in, sit down."

| settled into one of the chairs in front of her desk, indicated the posters,
and said, "They're all Southerners.”

"Sout herners have many fine qualities, charmand civility among them and a
sense of the tragic, but that's not why these particular faces are inspiring
to ne."

| said, "Fane."

"Now you're being intentionally dense," she said.

"No, ma'am not intentionally."

"If what | admired in these three was their fame, then 1'd just as well have
put up posters of Al Capone, Bart Sinpson, and Tupac Shakur."

"That sure would be sonething,"” | said.

Leani ng forward, |owering her voice, she said, "What's happened to dear
Br ot her Ti not hy?"

"Not hi ng good. That's all | know for sure. Nothing good."

"One thing we can be certain of-he didn't dash off to Reno for some R and R
H s di sappearance nmust be related to the thing we spoke of |ast evening. The



event the bodachs have cone to w tness."

"Yes, ma'am whatever it is. | just saw seven of themin the recreation room"

"Seven." Her soft grandnotherly features stiffened with steely resolution. "Is
the crisis at hand?"

"Not with seven. Wen | see thirty, forty, then I'Il know we're coning to the
edge. There's still time, but the clock is ticking."

"I spoke with Abbot Bernard about the discussion you and | had | ast night. And
now wi th the di sappearance of Brother Tinothy, we're wondering if the children
shoul d be noved."
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"Moved? Moved where?"

"We could take theminto town."

"Ten mles in this weather?"

"I'n the garage we have two beefy four-wheel -drive extended SUVs with

wheel chair lifts. They're on oversize tires to give nmore ground cl earance,
plus chains on the tires. Each is fitted with a plow. W can nmake our own

path."

Movi ng the kids was not a good idea, but | sure wanted to see nuns in nonster
trucks plowing their way through a blizzard.

"W can take eight to ten in each van," she continued. "Mving half the
sisters and all the children mght require four trips, but if we start now
we'll be done in a few hours, before nightfall."

Sister Angela is a doer. She likes to be on the nove physically and
intellectually, always conceiving and inpl enenting projects, acconplishing

t hi ngs.

Her can-do spirit is endearing. At that nmonment, she | ooked |ike whichever

no- nonsense grandnot her had passed down to George S. Patton the genes that had
made hima great general

| regretted having to let the air out of her plan after she'd evidently spent
some tine inflating it.

"Sister, we don't know for sure that the violence, when it happens, wll
happen here at the school .™

She | ooked puzzled. "But it's already started. Brother Tinothy, God rest his
soul . "

"We think it's started with Brother Tim but we don't have a corpse."
She wi nced at the word corpse.

"W don't have a body," | anmended, "so we don't know for sure what's happened.
Al we know is that the bodachs are drawn to the kids."
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"And the children are here.”

"But what if you nove the kids in town to a hospital, a school, a church, and
when we get themsettled in, the bodachs show up there because that's where
the violence is going to go down, not here at St. Bart's."

She was as good an anal yst of strategy and tactics as Patton's grandma m ght
have been. "So we woul d have been serving the forces of darkness when we

t hought we'd been thwarting them"

"Yes, ma'am |It's possible."

She studied ne so intently that | convinced nyself | could feel her
periw nkl e-blue stare riffling through the contents of nmy brain as if | had a
simple file drawer between my ears.

"I"'mso sorry for you, Oddie," she nurmured.

| shrugged.

She said, "You know just enough so that, norally, you've got to act... but not
enough to be certain exactly what to do."

"In the crunch, it clarifies,” | said.

"But only at the penultimte nonment, only then?"

"Yes, ma'am Only then."

"So when the monent comes, the crunch-it's always a plunge into chaos."
"Well, ma'am whatever it is, it's never not nenorable.”

Her right hand touched her pectoral cross, and her gaze travel ed across the
posters on her walls.

After a noment, | said, "I'mhere to be with the kids, to walk the halls, the
roonms, see if | can get a better feel for what mght be coming. If that's al
right."

"Yes. OF course."

| rose fromthe chair. "Sister Angela, there's sonmething I want you to do, but
I'd rather you didn't ask me why."
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"What is it?"

"Be sure all the doors are dead-bolted, all the wi ndows | ocked. And instruct
the sisters not to go outside."

| preferred not to tell her about the creature that | had seen in the storm
For one thing, on that day | stood in her office |I did not yet have words to
describe the apparition. Al so, when nerves are too frayed, clear thinking
unravels, so | needed her to be alert to danger wi thout being in a continuous
state of alarm

Most inportant, | didn't want her to worry that she had allied herself with
someone who night be not nerely a fry cook, and not nerely a fry cook with a



sixth sense, but a totally insane fry cook with a sixth sense.

"Al'l right," she said. "W'll be sure we're | ocked, and there's no reason to
go out in that storm anyway."

"Wul d you call Abbot Bernard and ask himto do the same thing? For the
remai ni ng hours of the Divine Ofice, the brothers shouldn't go outside to
enter the church through the grand cloister. Tell themto use the interior
door between the abbey and the church.™

In these sol em circunstances, Sister Angela had been robbed of her npst
effective instrument of interrogation: that lovely smle sustained in patient
and intimdating silence.

The stormdrew her attention. As om nous as ashes, clouds of snow snpked
across the w ndow.

She | ooked up at me again. "Who's out there, Cddie?"

"I don't know yet," | replied, which was true to the extent that | could not
nane what | had seen. "But they nean to do us harm"
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CHAPTER 19

VEARI NG AN | MAG NARY DOG COLLAR, | LET intuition have ny |eash, and was led in
a circuitous route through the ground-floor roons and hal |l ways of the school
to a set of stairs, to the second floor, where the Christmas decorations did
not inspire in me a nmerry nood.

When | stopped at the open door to Room 32, | suspected that | had deceived
nmysel f. | had not given nyself to intuition, after all, but had been gui ded by
an unconscious desire to repeat the experience of the previous night, when it
seened that Stornmy had spoken to ne through sl eeping Annamarie by way of nmute
Justi ne.

At the time, as nuch as | had desired the contact, | had spurned it. | had
been right to do so.

Storny is ny past, and she will be ny future only after my life in this world
is over, when time finishes and eternity begins. Wiat is required of ne nowis
pati ence and perseverance. The only way back is the way forward.

| told nyself to turn away, to wander farther onto the second
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floor. Instead | crossed the threshold and stood just inside the room

Drowned by her father at four, left for dead but still alive eight years
later, the radiantly beautiful girl sat in bed, |eaning against plunp pillows,

eyes cl osed.

Her hands lay in her lap, both pal nms upturned, as though she waited to receive
some gift.

The voices of the wind were nuffled but |egion: chanting, snarling, hissing at
t he single w ndow.



The coll ection of plush-toy kittens watched me fromthe shel ves near her bed.

Annamari e and her wheel chair were gone. | had seen her in the recreation room
where behind the | aughter of children, quiet Walter, who could not dress
hi nsel f wi thout assistance, played classical piano.

The air seened heavy, |ike the atnosphere between the first flash of |ightning
and the first peal of thunder, when the rain has forned mles above but has
not yet reached the earth, when fat drops are descending by the mllions,

conpressing the air bel ow them as one |ast warning of their drenching
appr oach.

| stood in |ight-headed anticipation

Beyond the wi ndow, frenzies of driven snow chased down the day, and though
obviously the wind still flogged the nmorning, its voices faded, and slowy a
cone of silence settled upon the room

Justine opened her eyes. Although usually she | ooks through everything in this
wor |l d, now she net ny gaze

| becane aware of a famliar fragrance. Peaches.

When | worked as a short-order cook in Pico Mundo, before the world grew as
dark as it is now, | washed ny hair in a peach-scented shanpoo that Stormy had
given ne. It effectively re-
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pl aced the aromas of bacon and hanburgers and fried onions that lingered in ny
| ocks after a long shift at the griddle and grill.

At first dubi ous about peach shanpoo, | had suggested that a

bacon- hanbur gers-fri ed-oni ons scent ought to be appealing, ought to make the
mout h water, and that nost people had quasi-erotic reactions to the aromas of
fried food.

Storny had said, "Listen, griddle boy, you' re not as suave as Ronal d McDonal d,
but you're cute enough to eat without snmelling like a sandwi ch."

As any red-bl ooded boy woul d have done, | thereafter used peach-scented
shanpoo every day.

The fragrance that now rose in Room 32 was not of peaches but, nore precisely,
was of that particul ar peach shanpoo, which | had not brought with ne to St
Bart's.

This was wong. | knew that | should | eave at once. The scent of peach shanpoo
i mobi |ized ne.

The past cannot be redeened. What has been and what ni ght have been both bring
us to what is.

To know grief, we must be in the river of tine, because grief thrives in the
present and promi ses to be with us in the future until the end point. Only
time conquers time and its burdens. There is no grief before or after tine,
which is all the consol ation we shoul d need.

Neverthel ess, | stood there, waiting, full of hope that was the wong hope.



Storny is dead and does not belong in this world, and Justine is profoundly
brai n-damaged from prol onged oxygen deprivation and cannot speak. Yet the girl
attenpted to conmuni cate, not on her own behal f but for another who had no
voice at all this side of the grave
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What came from Justine were not words but thick knots of sound that reflected
t he wrenched and buckl ed nature of her brain, eerily bringing to mnd a
desperate drowner struggling for air underwater, wetched sounds that were
sodden and bl oated and unbearably sad.

An angui shed no escaped ne, and the girl at once stopped trying to speak

Justine's usually unexpressive features tightened into a | ook of frustration
Her gaze slid away fromne, tracked left, tracked right, and then to the
wi ndow.

She suffered froma partial paralysis general in nature, though her left side
was nore profoundly affected than her right. Wth some effort, she raised her
nore useful armfromthe bed. Her slender hand reached toward me, as though
beseeching me to cone cl oser, but then pointed to the w ndow.

| saw only the bl eak shrouded daylight and the falling snow

Her eyes met mine, nore focused than | had ever seen them as pellucid as

al ways but also with a yearning in those blue depths that | had never glinpsed
before, not even when | had been in this roomthe previous night and had heard
sl eepi ng Annamari e say Loop nme in.

Her intense stare noved fromme to the window, returned to ne, slid once nore
to the wi ndow, at which she still pointed. Her hand trenbled with the effort
to control it.

| nmoved deeper into Room 32.

The single wi ndow provided a view of the cloister below, where the brothers
had daily gathered when this had been their first abbey. The open courtyard
| ay deserted. No one |urked between the colums in the portion of the

col onnade that | could see.
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Across the courtyard, its stone face softened by veils of snow, rose another
wi ng of the abbey. On the second floor, a few wi ndows shone softly with
[anplight in the white gl oomof the storm though nost of the children were
downstairs at this hour

The wi ndow directly opposite fromthe panes at which | stood gl owed brighter
than the others. The longer | gazed at it, the nore the |light seened to draw
me, as though it were a signal |anmp set out by someone in distress.

A figure appeared at that wi ndow, a backlighted silhouette, as featureless as
a bodach, though it was not one of them

Justine had | owered her armto the bed.
Her stare remai ned demandi ng.

"Al'l right," | whispered, turning away fromthe wi ndow, "all right," but said



no nore
| dared not continue, because on nmy tongue was a nane that | |onged to speak

The girl closed her eyes. Her |lips parted, and she began to breathe as if,
exhausted, she had fallen into sleep

| went to the open door but did not |eave.

Gradual ly the strange silence lifted, and the wind breathed at the w ndow
again, and nmuttered as if cursing in a brutal |anguage.

If | had properly understood what had happened, | had been given direction in
nmy search for the neaning of the gathering bodachs. The hour of viol ence
approached, perhaps was not inmm nent, but approached nonethel ess, and duty
cal l ed ne el sewhere.

Yet | stood in Room 32 until the fragrance of peach shanpoo faded, until |
could detect no trace of it, until certain menories would relinquish their
grip on ne.
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CHAPTER 20

ROOM 14 LAY DI RECTLY ACROSS THE courtyard from Room 32, in the north corridor.
A single plague had been fixed to the door, bearing one nane: JACOB.

A floor |anmp beside an arnthair, a squat nightstand | anp, and a fl uorescent
ceiling fixture conpensated for daylight so drear that it could press itself
i nside no farther than the wi ndow sill.

Because Room 14 contained only a single bed, the space could acconmobdate a
four-foot-square oak table, at which sat Jacob

| had seen hima couple of times, but | did not know him "My | cone in?"

He didn't say yes, but he didn't say no, either. Deciding to take his silence
as an invitation, | sat across fromhimat the table.

Jacob is one of the few adults housed at the school. He is in his mddle
twenti es.

| didn't know the nane of the condition with which he had been born, but
evidently it involved a chronosonal abnormality.

About five feet tall, with a head slightly too small for his body,
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a sloped forehead, |owset ears, and soft heavy features, he exhibited sonme of
the characteristics of Down's syndrone.

The bridge of his nose was not flat, however, which is an indicator of Down's,
and his eyes did not have the inner epicanthic folds that give the eyes of
Down' s peopl e an Asi an cast.

More telling, he did not exhibit the quick snmle or the sunny and gentle
di sposition virtually universal anong those with Down's. He did not | ook at
me, and his expression remained dour



H s head was m sshapen as no Down's person's head woul d ever be. A greater

wei ght of bone accunulated in the left side of his skull than in the right.
H s features were not symmetrical, but were subtly out of bal ance, one eye set
slightly lower than the other, his left jaw nore pronminent than his right, his
left tenple convex and his right tenple nore than usually concave.

Stocky, with heavy shoul ders and a thick neck, he hunched over the table,
intent on the task before him Hi s tongue, which appeared to be thicker than a
normal tongue but which didn't usually protrude, was at the monent pinched
gently between his teeth.

On the table were two large tablets of drawing paper. One lay to the right of
him cl osed. The second was propped on a sl ant-board.

Jacob was drawi ng on the second tablet. Ordered in an open case, an array of
pencils offered I ead in many thicknesses and in different degrees of softness.

H's current project was a portrait of a strikingly lovely woman, nearly
finished. Presented in three-quarter profile, she stared past the artist's
| eft shoul der.
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Inevitably | thought of the hunchback of Notre Dane: Quasinodo, his tragic
hope, his unrequited |ove.

"You're very talented," | said, which was true
He did not reply.

Al t hough his hands were short and broad, his stubby fingers w el ded the penci
with dexterity and exquisite precision.

"My nane is Odd Thomas."

He took his tongue into his mouth, tucked it into one cheek, and pressed his
i ps together.

"I"mstaying in the guesthouse at the abbey."

Looki ng around at the room | saw that the dozen framed pencil portraits
decorating the walls were of this wonman. Here she sniled; there she | aughed;
nost often she appeared contenpl ative, serene.

In an especially conpelling piece, she had been rendered full-face, eyes
brimming bright, cheeks jeweled with tears. Her features had not been

nmel odramatically distorted; instead, you could see that her angui sh was great
but also that she strove with sone success to conceal the depth of it.

Such a conplex enotional state, rendered so subtly, suggested that ny praise
of Jacob's talent had been i nadequate. The woman's enotion was pal pabl e.

The condition of the artist's heart, while he had | abored on this portrait,
was al so evident, sonmehow infused into the work. Drawi ng, he had been in
t or ment .

"Who is she?" | asked.

"Do you float away when the dark conmes?" He had only a m|d speech inpedinment.



H s thick tongue apparently wasn't fissured.
"I"'mnot sure | know what you mean, Jacob."
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Too shy to |l ook at ne, he continued drawing, and after a silence said, "I seen
t he ocean sone days, but not that day."

"What day, Jacob?"
"The day they went and the bell rung."

Al t hough already | sensed a rhythmto his conversation and knew that rhythm
was a sign of neaning, | couldn't find the beat.

He was willing to count cadence al one. "Jacob's scared he'll float wong when
the dark cones.”

From the pencil case, he selected a new instrunent.
"Jacob's gotta float where the bell rung."

As he paused in his work and studi ed the unfinished portrait, his tragic
features were beautified by a | ook of intense affection.

"Never seen where the bell rung, and the ocean it noves, and it noves, so
where the bell rung is gone sonewhere new. "

Sadness captured his face, but the | ook of affection did not entirely retreat.
For a while, he chewed worriedly on his |lower lip.

When he set to work with the new pencil, he said, "And the dark is gonna cone
with the dark."

"What do you mean, Jacob-the dark is going to come with the dark?"

He gl anced at the snow scrubbed wi ndow. "Wen there's no |ight again, the dark
is gonna come, too. Maybe. Maybe the dark is gonna cone, too."

"When there's no |ight again-that neans tonight?"
Jacob nodded. "Maybe tonight."

"And the other dark that's comng with the night ... do you nean deat h,
Jacob?"

He thrust his tongue between his teeth again. After rolling the
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pencil in his fingers to find the right grip, he set to work once nore on the
portrait.

I wondered if | had been too straightforward when | had used the word deat h.
Per haps he expressed hinself obliquely not because that was the only way his
m nd wor ked, but because speaki ng about sone subjects too directly disturbed
hi m



After a while, he said, "He wants ne dead."
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CHAPTER 21

W TH LEAD HE SHADED LOVE | NTO THE woman's eyes.

As one who had no talent except for magic at the griddle and grill, | watched
with respect as Jacob created her from nmenory as he made real on paper what
was in his mnd and what was evidently lost to himexcept by the grace of his

art.

When | had given himtinme to proceed but had gotten not another word from him
| said, "Who wants you dead, Jacob?"

"The Neverwas."
"Hel p me understand. "

"The Neverwas canme once to see, and Jacob was full of the black, and the
Neverwas said, 'Let himdie.'"

"He cane here to this roon?"

Jacob shook his head. "A long time ago the Neverwas cane, before the ocean and
the bell and the floating away."

"Why do you call himthe Neverwas?"

"That's his name."
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"He must have anot her nane."

"No. He's the Neverwas, and we don't care."”

"I never heard anyone naned the Neverwas before.”

Jacob said, "Never heard no one nanmed the Odd Thomas before.”

"Al'l right. Fair enough.”

Enpl oyi ng an X-Acto knife, Jacob shaved the point on the pencil.

Watching him | wi shed that | could whittle nmy dull brain to a sharper point.
If only I could understand somet hing about the schene of sinple netaphors in
whi ch he spoke, | might be able to crack the code of his conversation

| had made sonme progress, figuring out that when he said "the dark is gonna
cone with the dark," he meant that death was com ng toni ght or somne night
soon.

Al t hough his drawing ability made hima savant, that was the extent of his
special talent. Jacob wasn't clairvoyant. H s warning of onconing death was

not a presentinent.

He had seen sonething, heard sonething, knew sonething that | had not seen
had not heard, did not know H's conviction that death | oomed was based on



hard evi dence, not on supernatural perception

Now t hat the pencil wood had been cut away, he put down the X-Acto knife and
used a sandpaper block to sharpen the point of the I|ead.

Broodi ng about the riddle that was Jacob, | stared at the snow falling thicker
and faster than ever past the w ndow, so thick that maybe you could drown out
there, trying to breathe but your lungs filling up with snow.

"Jacob's dunmb," he said, "but not stupid."
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When | shifted my attention fromthe w ndow, | discovered he was | ooking at ne
for the first tine.

"That nust be another Jacob," | said. "I don't see dunb here.”

At once he shifted his eyes to the pencil, and he put aside the sandpaper
bl ock. In a different, singsong voice, he said, "Dunb as a duck run down by a
truck."”

"Dunmb doesn't draw |ike M chel angel 0."

"Dunmb as a cow knocked flat by a plow "

"You' re repeating sonething you heard, aren't you?"

"Dumb as a mutt with his nose up his butt."

"No nore," | said softly. "Ckay? No nore."

"There's lots nore.”

"I don't want to hear. It hurts ne to hear this."

He seened surprised. "Hurts why?"

"Because | like you, Jake. | think you're special."

He was silent. H s hands trenbled, and the pencil ticked against the table. He
gl anced at me, heartbreaking vulnerability in his eyes. He shyly | ooked away.

"Who said those things to you?" | asked.

"You know. Kids."

"Kids here at Saint Bart's?"

"No. Kids before the ocean and the bell and the floating away."

In this world where too nany are willing to see only the light that is

vi sible, never the Light Invisible, we have a daily darkness that is night,
and we encounter another darkness fromtime to time that is death, the deaths
of those we love, but the third and nost constant darkness that is with us
every day, at all hours of every day, is the darkness of the nmind, the

petti ness and meanness and hatred, which we have invited into ourselves, and

whi ch we pay out with generous interest.
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"Before the ocean and the bell and the floating away," Jacob repeated.

"Those kids were just jealous, fake, see, you could do sonething better than
anyt hing they could do."

"Not Jacob."
"Yes, you."
He sounded dubi ous: "What could | do better?"

"Draw. O all the things they could do that you couldn't, there wasn't one
thing they could do as well as you can draw. So they were jeal ous and call ed
you nanes and made fun of you-to make thenselves feel better."

He stared at his hands until the tremors stopped, until the pencil was steady,
and then he continued working on the portrait.

Hs resiliency was not the resiliency of the dunb but of a lanb who can
renenber hurt but cannot sustain the anger or the bitterness that brittles the
heart.

"Not stupid," he said. "Jacob knows what he seen."

| waited, then said, "Wat did you see, Jake?" Them
"\Who?"

"Not scared of them"

"OfF who?"

"Them and the Neverwas. Not scared of them Jacob's only scared he'll fl oat
wrong when the dark cones. Never seen where the bell rung, wasn't there when
the bell rung, and the ocean it noves, it always noves, so where the bell rung
i s gone somewhere new. "

W had cone full circle. In fact | felt as if | had been on a merry-go-round
too | ong.

My wistwatch read 10: 16
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I was willing to go around and around sone nore, in the hope that | would be
enlightened i nstead of dizzied.

Soneti mes enlightennment descends upon you when you | east expect it: like the
time that | and a smiling Japanese chiropractor, who was al so an herbali st,
wer e hangi ng side by side, bound with rope, froma rack in a nmeat |ocker

Sonme difficult guys with no respect for alternative nmedicine or human life
were intending to return to the neat |ocker and torture us to get information
they wanted. They were not seeking the nost effective herbal fornmula to cure
athlete's foot or anything like that. They wanted to tear fromus infornmation
regardi ng the whereabouts of a large sum of cash

Qur situation was nmade nore dire by the fact that the difficult guys were
m st aken; we didn't have the information they wanted. After hours of torturing



us, all they would get for their effort would be the fun of hearing us scream
whi ch probably woul d have been all right with themif they'd also had a case
of beer and some chi ps.

The chiropractor-herbalist spoke naybe forty-seven words of English, and

only spoke two words of Japanese that | could recall under pressure. Although
we were highly notivated to escape before our captors returned with an array
of pliers, a blowmorch, cattle prods, a CD of the Village Peopl e singing
Wagner, and other fiendish instrunents, | didn't think we could conspire
successfully when nmy two words of Japanese were sushi and sake.

For half an hour, our relationship was marked by ny sputtering frustrati on and
by his unshakabl e patience. To ny surprise, with a series of ingenious facial
expressions, eight words that included spaghetti and |inguini and Houdi ni and
tricky, he
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managed to make nme understand that in addition to being a chiropractor and an
herbal i st, he was a contortioni st who had once had a ni ghtclub act when he had
been younger.

He was not as linber as in his youth, but with nmy cooperation, he nmanaged to
use various parts of ny body as stepping-stones to eel backward and up to the
rack fromwhich we were suspended, where he chewed through a knot and freed
himsel f, then freed ne.

W stay in touch. Fromtine to tine he sends ne pictures from Tokyo, nostly of
his kids. And | send himlittle boxes of dried, chocol ate-covered California
dates, which he adores.

Now, sitting across the table from Jacob, | figured that if | could be even
hal f as patient as the sniling chiropractor-herbalist-contortionist, and if |
kept in nmnd that to ny Japanese friend | nust have seemed as inpenetrabl e as

Jacob seened to nme, | might in tine not only puzzle out the neaning of Jacob's
obl i que conversation but mght also tease fromhimthe thing that he seened to
know, the vital detail, that would hel p nme understand what terror was fast

approaching St. Barthol onew s.

Unfortunately, Jacob was no longer talking. Wien | had first sat down at the
table, he'd been num Now he was numto twenty powers of ten. Nothing existed
for himexcept the drawi ng on whi ch he worked.

| tried nore conversational ganbits than a |onely | ogonaniac at a singles

bar. Sonme people like to hear thenmselves talk, but | |like to hear nyself
silent. After five mnutes, | exhausted ny tolerance for the sound of ny
Voi ce.

Al t hough Jacob sat here in the tick of time that bridges past and future, he
had cast his mind back to another day before the ocean and the bell and the
floating away, whatever that m ght mnean.
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Rat her than waste time pecking at himuntil | wore ny beak down to a nub, |
got to ny feet and said, "I'll come back this afternoon, Jacob."

If he | ooked forward to the pleasure of ny conpany, he did a superb job of
conceal ing his delight.



| scanned the framed portraits on the walls and said, "She was your nother
wasn't she?"

Not even that question drew a reaction fromhim Painstakingly, he restored
her to life with the power of the pencil
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CHAPTER 22

AT THE NORTHWEST CORNER OF THE SECOND fl oor, Sister Mriamwas on duty at the
nurses' station.

If Sister Mriamgrips her lower Iip with two fingers and pulls it down to
reveal the pink inner surface, you will see a tattoo in blue ink, Deo gratias,
which is Latin for "Thanks be to God."

This is not a statement of commitnent required of nuns. If it were, the world
woul d probably have even fewer nuns than it does now.

Long before she ever considered the life of the convent, Sister Mriam had
been a social worker in Los Angeles, an enpl oyee of the federal government.
She worked with teenage girls from di sadvantaged families, striving to rescue
themfromgang life and other horrors.

Most of this |I know from Sister Angela, the nother superior, because Sister
Mriamnot only doesn't toot her own horn-she does not have a horn to toot.

As a challenge to a girl naned Jalissa, an intelligent fourteen-year-old who
had great prom se but who had been on the gang
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path and about to acquire a gang tattoo, Mriamhad said, Grl, what do |I have
to do to nake you think how you're trading a full life for a withered one?
talk sense to you, but it doesn't matter. | cry for you, you're anused. Do

have to bleed for you to get your attention?

She then offered a deal: If Jalissa would pronise, for thirty days, to stay
away from friends who were in a gang or who hung out with a gang, and if she
woul d not get a gang tattoo the followi ng day as she intended, M riam would
take her at her word and woul d have her own inner lip tattooed with what she
called "a synmbol of my gang."

An audi ence of twelve at-risk girls, including Jalissa, gathered to watch,
wi nce, and squirmas the tattooist perforned his needl ework.

Mriamrefused topical anesthetics. She had chosen the tender tissue of the
inner |ip because the cringe factor would inpress the girls. She bled. Tears
fl owed, but she made not one sound of pain.

That |evel of commitnent and the inventive ways she expressed it made M riam
an effective counselor. These years |later, Jalissa has two coll ege degrees and
is an executive in the hotel industry.

Mriamrescued many other girls fromlives of crine, squalor, and depravity.
You m ght expect that one day she woul d becone the subject of a novie with
Halle Berry in the title role

I nstead, a parent conpl ai ned about the spiritual element that was part of



Mriam s counseling strategy. As a government enpl oyee, she was sued by an
organi zation of activist attorneys on the grounds of separation of church and
state. They wanted her to cut spiritual references from her counseling, and

t hey insisted
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that Deo gratias be either obscured with another tattoo or expunged. They
believed that in the privacy of counseling sessions, she would peel down her
lip and corrupt untold nunbers of young girls.

You m ght think this case would be | aughed out of court, but you would be as
wrong as you were about the Halle Berry novie. The court sided with the
activists.

Ordinarily, governnent enployees are not easily canned. Their unions will
fight ferociously to save the job of an al coholic clerk who shows up at work
only three days a week and then spends a third of his workday in a toilet
stall, tippling froma flask or vomting.

Mriamwas an enbarrassment to her union and received only token support.
Eventual | y she accepted a nodest severance package.

For a few years thereafter, she held | ess satisfying jobs before she heard the
call to the Iife she now | eads.

St andi ng behind the counter at the nurses' station, review ng i nventory
sheets, she | ooked up as | approached and said, "Well, here comes young M.
Thomas in his usual clouds of nystery."

Unli ke Sister Angela, Abbot Bernard, and Brother Knuckles, she had not been
told of nmy special gift. My universal key and privileges intrigued her
however, and she seemed to intuit sonmething of nmy true nature.

"I"'mafraid you m stake my perpetual state of bafflenent for an air of
nmystery, Sister Mriam"

If they ever did make a novie about her, the producers would hew closer to the
truth if they cast Queen Latifah instead of Halle Berry. Sister Mriam has
Latifah's size and royal presence, and perhaps even nore charisma than the
actress.
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She regards ne always with friendly but ginmlet-eyed interest, as though she
knows that 1'mgetting away with sonmething even if it's not something terribly
naughty.

"Thomas is an English nanme," she said, "but there nust be Irish blood in your
fam |y, considering how you spread blarney as snoboth as warmbutter on a

muf fin."

"No Irish blood, I"'mafraid. A though if you knew ny famly, you would agree
that I cone from strange bl ood."

"You're not |ooking at a surprised nun, are you, dear?"

"No, Sister. You don't look at all surprised. Could I ask you a few questions
about Jacob, in Room Fourteen?"



"The woman he draws is his nother."
Fromtime to time, Sister Mriamseens just a little psychic herself.
"His mother. That's what | figured. When did she die?"

"Twel ve years ago, of cancer, when he was thirteen. He was very close to her
She seens to have been a devoted, |oving person.”

"What about his father?"

Di stress puckered her plumdark face. "I don't believe he was ever in the
pi cture. The nother never married. Before her death, she arranged for Jacob's
care at another church facility. When we opened, he was transferred here."

"W were talking for a while, but he's not easy to follow "

Now | was | ooking at a winple-framed | ook of surprise. "Jacob talked with you,
dear ?"

"Is that unusual ?" | asked.

"He doesn't talk with nost people. He's so shy. |'ve been able to bring him
out of his shell...." She | eaned across the counter toward me, searching ny
eyes, as if she had seen a fishy secret
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swi mt hrough them and hoped to hook it. "I shouldn't be surprised that he'l
speak with you. Not at all surprised. You' ve got sonething that makes everyone
open up, don't you, dear?"

"Maybe it's because I'ma good listener," | said.

"No," she said. "No, that's not it. Not that you aren't a good |istener
You' re an exceptionally good |istener, dear."

"Thank you, Sister."

"Have you ever seen a robin on a |l awn, head cocked, listening for wornms noving
all but silently under the grass? If you were beside the robin, dear, you
woul d get the wormfirst every tine."

"That's quite an image. |1'Il have to give it a try cone spring. Anyway, his
conversation is kind of enigmatic. He kept tal king about a day when he wasn't
allowed to go to the ocean but, quote, 'they went and the bell rung.'"

"' Never seen where the bell rung,'"
noves, so where the bell rung is gone sonewhere new.

Sister Mriamquoted, "'and the ocean it

"Do you know what he neans?" | asked.

"His mother's ashes were buried at sea. They rang a bell when they scattered
them and Jacob was told about it."

| heard his voice in nenory: Jacob's only scared he'll float wong when the
dark cones.

"Ah," | said, feeling just a little Sherlocky, after all. "He worries that he
doesn't know the spot where her ashes were scattered, and he knows the ocean



is always noving, so he's afraid he won't be able to find her when he dies."
"The poor boy. I've told hima thousand tinmes she's in Heaven, and they'll be
t oget her agai n one day, but the mental picture he has of her floating away in
the sea is too vivid to dispel."
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| wanted to go back to Room 14 and hug him You can't fix things with a hug,
but you can't make them any worse, either

"What is the Neverwas?" | asked. "He's afraid of the Neverwas."

Sister Mriamfrowned. "I haven't heard himuse the term The Neverwas?"
"Jacob says he was full of the black-"

"The bl ack?"

"l don't know what he nmeans. He said he was full of the black, and the
Neverwas cane and said, 'Let himdie.' This was a long tine ago, 'before the
ocean and the bell and the floating away.'"

"Before his nother died," she interpreted.

"Yes. That's right. But he's still afraid of the Neverwas."

She trained upon ne that gimnlet-eyed stare again, as if she hoped she m ght
pierce ny cloud of mystery and pop it as if it were a balloon. "Wy are you so
interested in Jacob, dear?"

| couldn't tell her that my lost girl, nmy Storny, had nade contact with ne
fromthe Gther Side and had nade known, through the instrument of Justine,
anot her sweet lost girl, that Jacob possessed information concerning the
source of the violence that would soon befall the school, perhaps before the
next dawn.

Wll, | could have told her, | guess, but | didn't want to take a chance that
she woul d pull down ny lower lip with the expectation that tattooed on the
inside of it would be the word lunatic.

Consequently, | said, "Hs art. The portraits on his wall. | thought they

m ght be pictures of his nother. The drawings are so full of love. | wondered
what it nust be like to |l ove your nother so nuch.”

"What a peculiar thing to say."
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“lsn't it?"

"Don't you | ove your nother, dear?"

"I guess so. A hard, sharp, thorny kind of love that mght be pity nore than
anyt hing el se."

| was | eani ng agai nst the counter, and she took one of my hands in both of
hers, squeezed it gently. "lI'ma good listener, too, dear. You want to sit
down with me for a while and tal k?"



| shook ny head. "She doesn't |ove ne or anyone, doesn't believe in |ove.
She's afraid of |ove, of the obligations that come with it. Herself is all she
needs, the admirer in the mrror. And that's the story. There's really nothing
nore to sit down and tal k about."

The truth is that nmy nother is a funhouse full of scares, such a tw sted
spirit and psychol ogical nmare's nest that Sister Mriamand | could have
tal ked about her without stop until the spring equinox.

But with the norning al nost gone, with seven bodachs in the recreation room
with living boneyards stalking the storm w th Death opening the door to a

l uge chute and inviting ne to go for a bobsled ride, |I didn't have tine to put
on avictimsuit and tell the woeful tale of ny sorrowful childhood. Neither
the tine nor the inclination.

"Well, I'malways here," said Sister Mriam "Think of ne as Oprah with a vow
of poverty. Anytine you want to pour out your soul, |I'mhere, and you don't
have to hold the enotion through conmercial breaks."

| smled. "You're a credit to the nun profession.”

"And you," she said, "are still standing there in clouds of nystery."
As | turned fromthe nurses' station, ny attention was drawn
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to novement at the farther end of the hall. A hooded figure stood in the open
stairwel |l door, where he had apparently been watching ne as | talked with
Sister Mriam Aware that he'd been seen, he retreated, letting the door fal
shut .

The hood conceal ed the face, or at least that was the story |I tried to sel
nmysel f. Although | was inclined to believe that the observer had been Brother
Leopol d, the suspicious novice with the sunny lowa face, | was pretty sure the
tuni c had been bl ack rather than gray.

| hurried to the end of the hall, stepped into the stairwell, and held ny
breath. Not a sound.

Al t hough the convent on the third floor was forbidden to ne and to everyone
but the sisters, | ascended to the | anding and peered up the last flight of
stairs. They were deserted.

No i mmi nent threat |ooned, yet my heart raced. My nouth had gone dry. The back
of my neck was stippled with cold sweat.

I was still trying to sell nyself on the idea that the hood had conceal ed the
face, but | wasn't buying.

Plunging two steps at a time, wishing I were not in my stocking feet, which
slipped on the stone, I went down to the ground floor. | opened the stairwell
door, | ooked out, and did not see anyone.

| descended to the basenent, hesitated, opened the door at the foot of the
stairs, and halted on the threshold, |istening.

A long hallway led the length of the old abbey. A second hall crossed the
first at mdpoint, but I couldn't see into it fromwhere | stood. Down here
were the Kit Kat Kataconbs, the garage, electrical vaults, nmachinery roons,



and storeroons. | would need a lot of time to investigate all those spaces.
Regar dl ess of how |l ong and thoroughly |I searched, | doubted
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that I would find a lurking nonk. And if |I did find the phantom | would
probably w sh that | had not gone |ooking for him

When he had been standing in the open stairwell door, a ceiling light had
shown down directly on him The hoods on the nonks' tunics are not as dranatic
as the hood on a nedieval cow. The fabric does not overhang the forehead
sufficiently to cast an identity-concealing shadow, especially not in a direct
fall of light.

The figure in the stairwell had been facel ess. And worse than facel ess. The
light spilling into the hood had found nothing there to reflect it, only a
terrible black enptiness.
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CHAPTER 23

MY | MVEDI ATE REACTI ON TO HAVI NG SEEN Deat h hinsel f was to get sonmething to
eat .

| had skipped breakfast. If Death had taken me before |I'd had sonething tasty
for lunch, | would have been really, really angry with nyself.

Besides, | couldn't function properly on an enpty stomach. M thinking was
probably cl ouded by plungi ng bl ood sugar. Had | eaten breakfast, perhaps Jacob
woul d have nmade nore sense to ne.

The convent kitchen is large and institutional. Nevertheless, it's a cozy
space, most likely because it is always saturated w th nout hwatering aromnss.

When | entered, the air was redol ent of cinnanon, brown sugar, baked pork
chops simering with sliced apples, and a host of other delicious snells that
made nme weak in the knees.

The eight sisters on the culinary detail, all with shining faces and smiles, a
feww th flour snmudges on their cheeks, some with their tunic sleeves rolled
back a turn or two, all wearing blue
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aprons over their white habits, were busy at many tasks. Two were singing, and
their lilting voices made the nost of a charm ng mnel ody.

| felt as if | had wandered into an old novie and that Julie Andrews, as a
nun, mght sweep into the room singing to a sweet little church nmouse perched
on the back of her hand.

When | asked Sister Regina Marie if | could nake a sandw ch, she insisted on
preparing it for me. Welding a knife with a dexterity and pl easure al nost
unseemy for a nun, she sliced two slabs of bread froma plunmp |oaf, carved a
stack of thin slices of beef froma cold roast, |athered one piece of bread
with nustard, the other with mayonnai se. She assenbl ed beef, Swi ss cheese,

| ettuce, tomato, chopped olives, and bread into a teetering marvel, pressed it
flatter with one hand, quartered it, plated it, added a pickle, and presented



it tome inthetine it took ne to wash ny hands at the pot sink

The kitchen offers stools here and there at counters, where you can have a cup
of coffee or eat wi thout being underfoot. | sought one of these-and cane
across Rodi on Romanovi ch

The bearish Russian was working at a | ong counter on which stood ten sheet
cakes in long pans. He was icing them

Near himon the granite counter |ay the volunme about poisons and fanobus
poi soners in history. | noticed a bookmark inserted at about page fifty.

When he saw nme, he glowered and indicated a stool near him

Because |I'man am able fellow and loath to insult anyone, | find it awkward to
decline an invitation, even if it cones froma possibly honicidal Russian wth
too much curiosity about ny reasons for being a guest of the abbey.
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"How i s your spiritual revitalization proceedi ng?" Romano-vi ch asked.

"Sl ow but sure."

"Since we do not have cactuses here in the Sierra, M. Thomas, what will you
be shooti ng?"

"Not all fry cooks neditate to gunfire, sir." | took a bite of the sandw ch.
Fabul ous. "Some prefer to bludgeon things."

Wth his attention devoted to the application of icing to the first of the ten
cakes, he said, "I nyself find that baking calnms the nmind and all ows for
contenpl ation. "

"So you made the cakes, not just the icing?"

"That is correct. This is ny best recipe ... orange-and-al nond cake with
dar k- chocol ate frosting."

"Sounds delicious. So to date, how many peopl e have you killed with it?"

"I long ago | ost count, M. Thomas. But they all died happy."

Si ster Regina Marie brought a glass of Coca-Cola for ne, and | thanked her
and she said she had added two drops of vanilla to the Coke because she knew I
preferred it that way.

When the sister departed, Ronmanovich said, "You are universally liked."

"No, not really, sir. They're nuns. They have to be nice to everyone."
Romanovi ch's brow seenmed to include a hydraulic nechanismthat allowed it to
beetl e farther over his deep-set eyes when his nood darkened. "I amusually

suspi ci ous of people who are universally liked."

"In addition to being an inposing figure," | said, "you' re surprisingly solem
for a Hoosier."
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"I ama Russian by birth. W are sonetines a sol emm people.™

"I keep forgetting your Russian background. You've |ost so nmuch of your
accent, people mght think you' re Jamaican."

"You may be surprised that | have never been m staken for one.™

He finished frosting the first cake, slid it aside, and pulled another pan in
front of him

| said, "You do know what a Hoosier is, don't you?"

"A Hoosier is a person who is a native of or an inhabitant of the state of
I ndi ana. "

"I"ll bet the definition reads that way word for word in the dictionary."
He said nothing. He just frosted.

"Since you're a native Russian and not currently an inhabitant of Indiana,
you're not at the noment really a Hoosier."

"I am an expatriate Hoosier, M. Thomas. When in time | return to
I ndi anapolis, I will once nore be a full and compl ete Hoosier."

"Once a Hoosier, always a Hoosier."

"That is correct."

The pickle had a nice crunch. | wondered if Romanovich had added a few drops
of anything lethal to the brine in the pickle jar. Well, too late. | took
another bite of the dill.

"I'ndi anapolis,"” | said, "has a robust public library system"

"Yes, it does."

"As well as eight universities or colleges with libraries of their own."

W thout |ooking up fromthe cake, he said, "You are in your stocking feet, M.
Thomas. "
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"The better to sneak up on people. Wth all those libraries, there nmust be a
ot of jobs for librarians in Indianapolis.”

"The conpetition for our services is positively cut-throat. If you wear
zi ppered rubber boots and enter by the nud roomat the back of the convent,
of f the kitchen, you nake | ess ness for the sisters.”

"I was nortified at the mess | nade, sir. I'"'mafraid | didn't have the
foresight to bring a pair of zippered rubber boots."

"How peculiar. You strike ne as a young man who is usually prepared for
anyt hi ng. "

"Not really, sir. Mostly |I make it up as | go along. So at which of those nany
I ndi anapolis libraries do you work?"



"The Indiana State Library opposite the Capitol, at one-forty North Senate
Avenue. The facility houses over thirty-four thousand vol umes about |ndi ana or
by Indiana witers. The library and the geneal ogy departnent are open Monday

t hrough Friday, eight o' clock until four-thirty, eight-thirty until four on
Sat urday. Cl osed Sunday, as well as state and federal holidays. Tours are
avai |l abl e by appoi ntnent."

"That's exactly right, sir.
"Of course.”

"The third Saturday in May," | said, "at the Shel by County Fairgrounds-I think
that's the nost exciting time of the year in Indianapolis. Don't you agree,
sir?"

"No, | do not agree. The third Saturday in May is the Shel by County Bl ue River
Dul ci mer Festival. If you think |ocal and national dulciner players giving
concerts and workshops is exciting, instead of nerely charning, then you are
an even nore peculiar young man than | have heretofore thought."
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| shut up for a while and finished ny sandw ch.

As | was licking nmy fingers, Rodion Romanovich said, "You do know what a
dul cimer is, do you not, M. Thomas?"

"Adulcimer,” | said, "is a trapezoidal zither with metal strings that are
struck with light hamers."

He seened anused, in spite of his dour expression. "I will wager the
definition reads that way word for word in the dictionary."

| said nothing, just licked the rest of ny fingers.

"M . Thomas, did you know that in an experinment with a human observer,
subatom ¢ particles behave differently fromthe way they behave when the
experiment is unobserved while in progress and the results are exam ned,
i nstead, only after the fact?"

"Sure. Everybody knows that."

He rai sed one bushy eyebrow. "Everybody, you say. Wll, then you realize what
this signifies."

| said, "At least on a subatomic level, human will can in part shape reality."
Romanovi ch gave ne a |l ook that | would have liked to capture in a snapshot.

| said, "But what does any of this have to do with cake?"

"Quantumtheory tells us, M. Thomas, that every point in the universe is
intimately connected to every other point, regardl ess of apparent distance. In

some nysterious way, any point on a planet in a distant galaxy is as close to
me as you are."

"No offense, but |I don't really feel that close to you, sir.

"This means that information or objects, or even people, should be able to
nove instantly between here and New York City, or indeed between here and that



pl anet in another gal axy."
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"\What about between here and I ndi anapolis?"
"That, too."

"Vow. "

"We just do not yet understand the quantum structure of reality sufficiently
to achieve such miracles.”

"Mpst of us can't figure howto programa video recorder, so we probably have
a long way to go on this here-to-anot her-gal axy thing."

He finished frosting the second cake. "Quantumtheory gives us reason to
believe that on a deep structural level, every point in the universe is in
some ineffable way the sane point. You have a snmear of mayonnai se at the
corner of your nouth."

| found it with a finger, licked the finger. "Thank you, sir.

"The interconnectedness of every point in the universe is so conplete that if
an enornous flock of birds bursts into flight froma marsh in Spain, the

di sturbance of the air caused by their wings will contribute to weather
changes in Los Angeles. And, yes, M. Thomas, in Indianapolis, as well."

Wth a sigh, | said, "I still can't figure out what this has to do with cake."
"Nor can |I," said Romanovich. "It has to do not with cake but with you and
ne."

| puzzled over that statement. When | nmet his utterly unreadable eyes, | felt

as if they were taking ne apart on a subatonic |evel

Concerned that sonething was smeared at the other corner of ny nouth, | w ped
with a finger, found neither mayonnai se nor mnustard.

"Well," | said, "I'm stunped again."

"Did God bring you here, M. Thomas?"
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| shrugged. "He didn't stop ne from com ng."

"I believe God brought ne here," Romanovich said. "Wether God brought you
here or not is of profound interest to nme."

"I"'mpretty sure it wasn't Satan who brought nme here," | assured him "The guy
who drove nme was an old friend, and he doesn't have horns."

| got off the stool, reached past the cake pans, and picked up the book that
he had taken fromthe library.

"This isn't about poisons and fampous poi soners,” | said.

The true title of the book did not reassure nme-The Bl ade of the Assassin: The
Rol e of Daggers, Dirks, and Stilettos in the Deaths of Kings and C ergynen.



"I have a wide-ranging interest in history," said Romanovich

The color of the binding cloth appeared to be identical to that of the book
that he had been holding in the library. |I had no doubt this was the sane
vol une.

"Wuld you like a piece of cake?" he asked.

Putting the book down, | said, "Maybe later."

"There may not be any left later. Everyone | oves ny orange-and-al nond cake."
"I get hives fromalnonds," | clained, and rem nded nyself to report this
whopper to Sister Angela, to prove that, in spite of what she believed, |

could be as despicable a liar as the next guy.

| carried ny enpty glass and bare plate to the main sink and began to rinse
t hem

Si ster Regina Marie appeared as if froman Arabian lanp. "1'll wash them
Qddi e. "
As she attacked the dish with a soapy sponge, | said, "So M. Ronanovich has

baked quite a |l ot of sheet cakes for the lunch dessert."
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"For dinner," she said. "They snell so good that |I'mafraid they're decadent."

"He doesn't strike nme as the kind of person who would enjoy a culinary
pastinme."

"Perhaps he doesn't strike you that way," she agreed, "but he | oves to bake.
And he's very talented.”

"You mean you've eaten his desserts before?"
"Many tinmes. You have, too."

"l don't believe so."

"The | enpon-syrup cake with coconut icing |ast week. That was by M.
Romanovi ch. And the week before, the polenta cake with al nronds and
pi stachi os."

| said, "Oh."

"And surely you renenber the banana-and-line cake with the icing made from
[inme-juice reduction.”

| nodded. "Surely. Yes, | remenber. Delicious."
A sudden great tolling of bells shook through the old abbey, as though Rodi on
Romanovi ch had arranged for this clangorous performance to nock nme for being

so gullible.

The bells were rung for a variety of services in the new abbey, but sel dom
here, and never at this hour.



Frowni ng, Sister Regina Marie | ooked up at the ceiling, and then in the
direction of the convent church and bell tower. "Ch, dear. Do you think
Brot her Constantine is back?"

Brot her Constantine, the dead nonk, the infanmus suicide who |ingers
stubbornly in this world.

"Excuse me, Sister," | said, and | hurried out of the kitchen, digging in a
pocket of ny jeans for ny universal key.
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CHAPTER 24

AFTER THE CONSTRUCTI ON OF THE NEW ABBEY, the church in the forner abbey had
not been deconsecrated. Tw ce every day, a priest came downhill to say Mass;
half the sisters attended the first service, half the second.

The [ ate Brother Constantine al nbst exclusively haunted the new abbey and the
new church, though he twi ce made menorabl e appearances, sans bells, at the
school . He had hanged hinmself in the new bell tower, and when previously his
restless spirit had raised a tolling, the clanor had been in that sane
structure.

Heeding ny warning to Sister Angela, | did not go out into the storm but
followed a ground-floor hallway into the forner novitiate wing, and entered
the sacristy by the back door

As loud as the bells had seenmed before, they were twi ce that |oud when
stepped out of the sacristy into the church. The vaulted ceiling reverberated
not with a celebratory tintinnabulation, not with a glory-of-Christms sound,
not with the joyful ringing that follows a wedding. This was an angry tunult
of bronze cl appers, a pandenoni acal bong-and-cl ang.
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By the murky stormight that penetrated the stained-glass w ndows, | stepped
down through the choir stalls. | passed through the sanctuary gate and hurried
along the center aisle of the nave, sliding a little in my stocking feet.

My haste did not nmean that | |ooked forward with pleasure to another encounter
with the spirit of Brother Constantine. He is about as much fun as strep
t hr oat .

Because this noisy nmanifestation was occurring here instead of in the tower
where he had killed hinmself, it mght be in sone way related to the viol ence
that was bearing down on the children of St. Bart's School. | had | earned
virtual ly nothing about that inpending event thus far, and |I hoped that

Brot her Constantine woul d have a clue or two for ne.

In the narthex, |I flicked a light switch, turned right, and cane to the
bel | -t ower door, which was kept | ocked out of concern that one of the nore
physically able children mght slip out of supervision and wander this far
Were a child to get to the top of the tower, he would be at risk of falling
out of the belfry or down the stairs.

As | turned nmy key in the lock, |I warned nmyself that | was as susceptible to a
fatal plunge as was a wandering child. | didn't mnd dying-and being reunited
with Stormy, whether in Heaven or in the unknown great adventure she calls
"service"- but not until the threat to the children had been identified and



nmet .

If | failed this tine, if some were spared but others died, as at the nall
during the shooting spree, | would have no place to flee that could prom se
nore solitude and peace than a nountain nonastery. And you al ready know what a
crock that promi se turned out to be
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The spiral staircase in the tower was not heated. The rubberized treads felt
cold under ny stocking feet, but they were not slippery.

Here the bedl am of bells caused the walls to resonate |ike a drum nmenbrane
responding to peals of thunder. As | clinbed, | slid ny hand al ong the curved
wal I, and the plaster humed under ny pal m

By the time | reached the top of the stairs, nmy teeth discretely vibrated |ike
thirty-two tuning forks. The hairs in ny nose tickled, and ny ears ached.
could feel the boomof the bells in nmy bones.

This was an auditory experience for which every thrashed-out heavy-netal
rhapsodi st had been searching all his life: tuned-bronze walls of sound
crashi ng down i n deafeni ng aval anches.

| stepped into the belfry, where the air was freezing.

Before me was not a three-bell carillon like the one at the new abbey. This
tower was wi der, the belfry nore spacious than the one in the building

upsl ope. In earlier decades, the nmonks clearly had taken nore exuberant

pl easure in their tolling, for they had constructed a two-level, five-bel
carillon, and the bells were enornous, as well.

No ropes or crankwheels were required to swing these bronze behenoths. Brother
Constantine rode themas if he were a rodeo cowboy | eaping fromone back to
anot her anmong a herd of bucking bulls.

Hs restless spirit, energized by frustration and fury, had becone a ragi ng
poltergeist. An immterial entity, he had no weight or |leverage with which to
nove t he heavy bells, but from himthrobbed concentric waves of power as
invisible to other people as was the dead nonk hinsel f, though visible to ne.
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As these pul ses washed through the belfry, the suspended bronze forns swung
wildly. The i mmense cl appers hammered out a nore violent knelling than their

makers had i ntended or inagined possible.

I could not feel those waves of power as they washed over nme. A poltergeist
cannot harma living person either by touch or directly by his emanations.

If one of the bells broke |oose of its nmountings and fell on nme, however,
nonet hel ess woul d be squashed.

Brot her Constantine had been gentle in life, so he could not have becone evil
in death. If he unintentionally harnmed me, he would be cast into a deeper
despair than the one he currently endured.

In spite of his deeply felt renorse, | would remain squashed

Back and forth along the carillon, up and down and up the two | evels, the dead



nmonk capered. Although he didn't appear denonic, | do not feel that | am being
unfair to himby using the word denented.

Any lingering spirit is irrational, having lost his way in the vertical of
sacred order. A poltergeist is irrational and pissed.

Warily, | moved along the wal kway that encircled the bells. They swung in
wi der arcs than usual, intruding on the pathway and forcing me to remain near
the perineter of the space.

Col ums stood on the waist-high outer wall, supporting the overhangi ng roof.
Bet ween the colums, on a clear day, were views of the new abbey, of the
ri sing and descendi ng sl opes of the Sierra, of a pristine vastness of forest.

The blizzard screened fromsight the new abbey and the forest. | could see
only the slate roofs and the cobbl estone courtyards of the old abbey
i medi ately bel ow.
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The storm shrieked as before, but it could not be heard above the boomn ng
bells. Wnd-harried twi sts of snow chased one another through the belfry, and
out again.

As | slowy circled him Brother Constantine was aware that | had arrived.
Li ke a robed and hooded goblin, he | eaped frombell to bell, his attention
al ways on rne.

H s eyes bul ged grotesquely, not as they had in life, but as the strangling
noose had caused themto bul ge when his neck had snapped and his trachea had
col | apsed.

| stopped with ny back turned to one of the colums and spread nmy arns w de,
both palns turned up, as if to ask, What's the point of this, Brother? How
does this benefit you?

Al t hough he knew what | neant, he did not want to contenplate the ultinmate
i neffectiveness of his rage. He | ooked away fromme and flung hinself nore
frenetically through the bells.

| shoved my hands in ny pockets and yawned. | assumed a bored expression. Wen
he | ooked at ne again, | yawned exaggeratedly and shook ny head as an actor
does when playing to the back rows, as though sadly expressing ny

di sappoi ntnent in him

Here was proof that even in its nost desperate hours, when the bones are
gnawed by a sharp-toothed chill and the nerves fray in fear of what the next
circuit of the clock may bring, life retains a comic quality. The clangor had
reduced ne to a mne.

This swelling of bells proved to be Brother Constantine's final flare of rage.
The concentric waves of power stopped radiating fromhim and at once the
bells swung less violently, their arcs rapidly dimnnishing.

Al t hough my socks were thick and made for winter sports, an
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icy cold pressed through themfromthe stone floor. My teeth began to chatter
as | strove to continue feigning boredom



Soon the clappers bunped gently agai nst the bronze, producing soft, clear
nmel | ow notes that were the essential thenme nusic for a nel ancholy nood.

The voice of the wind did not return in a howing rush because ny brutalized
ears were still thrummng with the menory of the recent cacophony.

Li ke one of those masters of martial mayhemin Crouching Tiger, Hi dden Dragon
who could leap gracefully to rooftops and then descend in an aerial ballet,
Brot her Constantine glided down fromthe bells and | anded near nme on the

bel fry deck.

He no | onger chose to be goggle-eyed. His face was as it had been before the
ci nchi ng noose, though perhaps he had never |ooked this mournful in life.

As | was about to speak to him | becane aware of novenent on the farther side
of the belfry, a dark presence glinpsed between the curves of silenced bronze,
sil houetted against the stifled light of the snow choked day.

Brot her Constantine followed nmy gaze and seened to identify the new arrival
fromwhat little could be seen. Although nothing in this world could harm hi m
anynore, the dead nonk shrank back as though in dread.

| had noved away fromthe head of the stairs, and as the figure circled the
bells, it came between me and that sole exit fromthe belfry.

As ny tenporary deaf ness faded and as the cry of the wind rose |like a chorus
of angry voices, the figure energed from behind the screening bells. Here was
t he bl ack-habited nmonk whom | had seen in the open door to the stairwell, as
I'"d turned away
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fromSister Mriamat the nurses' station, little nore than twenty m nutes
ago.

| was closer to himnow than | had been then, but | could still see only

bl ackness inside his hood, not the nerest suggestion of a face. The w nd
billowed his tunic but reveal ed no feet, and at the ends of his sl eeves, there
were no hands to be seen

Afforded nmore than a glinpse of himthis tine, | realized that his tunic was
| onger than those the brothers wore, that it trailed on the floor. The fabric
was not as comon as that from which the nonks' habits were fashioned; it had
the luster of silk.

He wore a necklace of hunman teeth strung like pearls, with three fingers, just
bl eached bones, pendant at the center

Instead of a cloth cincture at the waist, to gather in the tunic and the
scapul ar, he wore a woven cord of what appeared to be clean, shiny human hair.

He drifted toward nme. Although | intended to stand ny ground, | stepped back
from him as he approached, as reluctant to make contact as was ny dead
conpani on, Brother Constantine.
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CHAPTER 25



HAD NOT THE SOLES OF MY FEET BEEN STUNG by cold as sharp as needl es, had not a
burni ng ki nd of nunbness begun to cranp ny toes, | mght have thought that I
had never awakened to find the red Iight and the blue Iight of
sheriffs-department vehicles twinkling in the frosted wi ndows of ny guesthouse
bedroom that | was still asleep and dreani ng

The great pendul ar | obes of bronze, to which fevered Freud woul d have
attributed the sleaziest synbolic neaning, and the groin-vaulted ceiling of
the belfry, which was al so fraught wi th meani ng not solely because of its nane
but al so because of its curves and shadows, mnmade the perfect |andscape for a
dream surrounded by the virginal white of the frigid storm

This mininmalist figure of Death, robed and hooded, neither ripe with rot nor
squirmng with maggots as he would be in com c books and in cheesy
slice-and-di ce novies, but as clean as a dark polar wi nd, was as real as the
Reaper in Bergman's The Seventh Seal. At the same tine, he had the qualities
of a threatening
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phantomin a ni ghtmare, anorphous and unknowabl e, nost sharply seen fromthe
corner of the eye.

Deat h raised his right arm and fromthe sl eeve appeared a | ong pal e hand, not
skel etal but fully fleshed. Although a void renmained within the hood, the hand
reached toward me, and the finger pointed.

Now | was rem nded of A Christmas Carol by Charles Dickens. Here was the | ast
of the three spirits to visit the mserly naster of the counting house, the
om nous silent spirit that Scrooge named the Ghost of Christnas Yet to Cone.
The ghost had been what Scrooge called it but al so something worse, because
wherever else the future leads, it leads ultimtely to death, the end that is
present in ny beginning and in yours.

From Death's |l eft sleeve, another pal e hand appeared, and this one held a
rope, the end of which had been fashioned into a noose. The spirit-or whatever
it mght be-traded the noose fromhis left hand to his right, and ravel ed out
an unlikely length of rope fromwthin his tunic.

When he withdrew the | oose end of the rope fromhis sleeve, he tossed it over
t he rocki ng bar that, when turned by a crankwheel at the bottom of the tower,
woul d set the five-bell carillon to ringing. He fashioned a gallows knot wth
such ease that it seemed not like the skill of a seasoned executioner but |ike
a good nmgician's sleight of hand.

Al this had the feel of kabuki, that Japanese formof highly stylized
theater. The surreal sets, the elaborate costunes, the bold nasks, the w gs,
t he extravagant enotions, and the broad nel odramati c gestures of the actors
shoul d make Japanese theater as |aughable as Anerica's brand of professiona
westling. Yet by
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some nysterious effect, to the know edgeabl e audi ence, kabuki becomes as rea
as a razor drawn across a thunb.

In the silence of the bells, with the stormseenming to roar its approval of
his performance, Death pointed at ne, and | knew that he intended the noose
for ny neck.



Spirits cannot harmthe living. This is our world, not theirs.

Death is not actually a figure that stalks the world in costume, collecting
soul s.

Bot h of those things were true, which neant that this nenaci ng Reaper could
not do me any harm

Because ny imagination is as rich as nmy bank account is enpty, | could
nevert hel ess i magi ne the coarse fibers of the rope against ny throat, ny
Adam s appl e cinched to sauce.

Taki ng courage fromthe fact that he was al ready dead, Brother Constantine
stepped forward, as if to draw Death's attention and give ne a chance to nmake
a break for the stairs.

The nonk | eaped to the bells again, but he no | onger could summon the rage
required to produce psychokineti c phenonmena. He appeared instead to be
overcome by fear for me. He wung his hands, and his nouth wenched wide in a
silent scream

My confidence that no spirit could harm ne was shaken by Brother Constantine's
conviction that | was toast.

Al t hough the Reaper was a sinpler figure than the kal ei doscope of bones t hat
had stal ked me through the storm | sensed that they were alike in that they
were theatrical, mannered, self-conscious in a way that the |lingering dead
never are. Even a poltergeist at the sumit of his wath does not design his
ranpage for maxi num effect on the living, has no intention of spooking
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anyone, but wants only to work off his frustration, his self-loathing, his
rage at being stuck in a kind of purgatory between two worlds.

The dazzling transformations of the bone beast at the wi ndow had smacked of
vanity: Behold the wonder of ne, stand in awe, and trenble. Likew se, the
Reaper noved as might a conceited dancer on a stage, ostentatious, in
expect ati on of appl ause.

Vanity is strictly a human weakness. No animal is capable of vanity. People
sometines say cats are vain, but cats are haughty. They are confident of their
superiority and do not crave adnmiration, as do vain nen and wonen.

The lingering dead, though they m ght have been vain in life, have been
stripped of vanity by the discovery of their nortality.

Now t hi s Reaper nade a nocking cone-to-me gesture, as if | should be so
intimdated by his fearsonme appearance and his grandeur that | would put the
noose around ny neck and spare himthe struggle to snare ne.

The recognition that those two apparitions shared an all-too-human vanity, a
conceit unseen in all that is truly otherworldly, was significant. But |
didn't know why.

In response to his cone-to-ne gesture, | stepped back fromhim and he flew at
me with sudden ferocity.

Before | could raise an armto block him he got his right hand around ny
t hroat and, exhibiting i nhuman strength, lifted me off the floor with one



hand.

The Reaper's armwas so unnaturally long that | couldn't strike at himor claw
at the perfect blackness that pooled within his hood. | was reduced to tearing
at the hand that gripped me, trying to pry back his fingers.
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Al t hough his hand | ooked Iike flesh, flexed Iike flesh, | could not claw bl ood
fromit. My fingernails scraping across his pale skin produced the sound they
woul d have raised froma slate chal kboard.

He sl anmed ne against a columm, and the back of ny head rapped the stone. For
a nonent, the blizzard seened to find its way inside nmy skull, and a whirl of
white behind ny eyes al nost spun nme away into an eternal w nter

When | kicked and kicked, my feet |anded without effect in soft billows of

bl ack tunic, and his body, if one existed under those silken folds, seened to
have no nore solidity than quicksand or than the sucking tar into which

Jur assi ¢ behenot hs had bl undered to their destruction

| gasped for breath and found it. He was hol ding ne, not choking ne, perhaps
to ensure that, when | was discovered and haul ed back into the belfry, the
only marks on ny throat and under ny chin would be those left by the I etha
snap of the rope.

As he pulled nme away fromthe colum, his left hand rose and tossed t he noose,
which floated toward me like a ring of dark snmoke. | tw sted ny head away. The
rope fell across nmy face, and back into his hand.

The nonent he had succeeded in slipping the noose around ny neck and had drawn
it tight, he would pitch nme out of the belfry, and I would ring the bells to
announce ny deat h.

| stopped ripping at his hand, which had me firmy yoked, and grabbed the | oop
of rope as he tried once nore to fit me with that crude necktie.

Struggling to foil the noose, staring down into the enptiness of his hood, I
heard mysel f croak, "I know you, don't |?"
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That question, born of intuition, seemed to work nmagic, as if it were an
i ncantation. Something began to formin the void where a face should have
been.

He faltered in the struggle for the noose.

Encouraged, | said nore certainly, "I know you."

Wthin the hood, the basic contours of a face began to take shape, |ike nolten
bl ack plastic confornming to a die.

The countenance | acked sufficient detail to spark recognition, glistened
darkly as the dimreflection of a face might glimer and ripple in a night
pond where no noonlight brightens the black water

"Mt her of God, | know you," | said, though intuition had still not given ne a
nane.



My third insistence conjured greater dimension in the glossy black face before
me, al nost as though ny words had spawned in hima guilt and an irresistible
conpul sion to confess his identity.

The Reaper turned his head fromme. He threw nme aside, and then tossed away
t he hangman's rope, which ravel ed down upon ne as | collapsed onto the belfry
deck.

In a silken black swirl, he sprang onto the parapet between two col umms,
hesitated there, and then flung hinmself into the snowstorm

| thrust up fromthe floor even as he junped, and | |eaned over the parapet.

H's tunic spread |ike wings, and he sailed down fromthe tower, |anded with
ball eti c grace upon the church roof, and at once flung hinmself toward the
| ower roof of the abbey.

Al t hough he seenmed to ne to have been sonething other than a spirit, |ess
supernatural than unnatural, he dematerialized as
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fully as any ghost mght, though in a manner that | had never seen before.

In flight, he seenmed to conme apart like a clay disk blasted by a

skeet -shooter's shotgun. A mllion flakes of snow and a mllion fragnents of
t he Reaper |l aced out into a bl ack-and-white symetrical pattern, a

kal ei doscopic image in mdair, which the wind respected only for an instant
and then dissol ved.
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CHAPTER 26

I N THE GROUND- FLOOR RECEPTI ON LOUNGE, | SAT on the edge of a sofa to pull on
nmy ski boots, which had dried.

My feet were still stiff with cold. I would have liked to slouch deep in an
arnchair, put nmy feet on a stool, warmnyself with a lap robe, read a good
novel , ni bbl e cookies, and be served cup after cup of hot cocoa by ny fairy
godnot her .

If | had a fairy godnot her, she woul d resenbl e Angel a Lansbury, the actress in
Mur der, She Wote. She would | ove me unconditionally, would bring nme anything
nmy heart desired, and would tuck me into bed each night and put ne to sleep
with a kiss on the forehead, because she woul d have been through a training
program at Disneyl and and woul d have sworn the godnother's oath while in the
presence of Walt Disney's cryogenically preserved corpse.

| stood up in ny boots and flexed my hal f-nunb toes.

Beast of bones or no beast of bones, | would have to go outside again into the
blizzard, not imediately, but soon
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What ever forces were at work at St. Barthol omew s, | had never encountered
anything li ke them had never seen such apparitions, and didn't have nuch
confidence that | would understand their intentions in time to prevent

disaster. If | should fail to identify the threat before it was upon us, |



needed brave hearts and strong hands to help ne protect the children, and
knew where to find them

Graceful, stately, her footsteps hushed by her flowi ng white habit, Sister
Angel a arrived as if she were the avatar of a snow goddess who had stepped
down froma celestial palace to assess the effectiveness of the storm spel
t hat she had cast upon the Sierra.

"Sister Clare Marie says you need to speak with me, Cddie."

Br ot her Constantine had acconpani ed me fromthe bell tower and now joi ned us.
The not her superior, of course, could not see him

"CGeorge Washington was famous for his bad false teeth," | said, "but | don't
know anyt hi ng about the dental situations of Flannery O Connor and Harper
Lee."

"Nor do I," she said. "And before you ask, it has nothing to do with their
hairstyles, either."

"Brother Constantine did not commt suicide,” | told her. "He was nurdered."”
Her eyes wi dened. "I've never heard such glorious news foll owed by such

terrible news in the sane sentence."”

"He lingers not because he fears his judgnment in the next world but because he
despairs for his brothers at the abbey."

Surveying the reception | ounge, she said, "lIs he here with us now?"
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"Right beside nme." | indicated his position

"Dear Brother Constantine." Her voice broke with sentinment. "W've prayed
every day for you, and have mi ssed you every day."

Tears shone in the spirit's eyes.

| said, "He was reluctant to nmove on fromthis world while his brothers
bel i eved that he'd killed hinself."

"OfF course. He's been worried that his suicide nmight cause themto doubt their
own commitment to alife in faith."”

"Yes. But also | think he worried because they were unaware that a mnurderer
had cone anong them"

Sister Angela is a quick study, with a steel-trap m nd, but her decades of
gentle service in the peaceful environment of one convent or another have not
stropped her street smarts to a sharp edge.

"But surely you mean sone outsider wandered here one night, |ike those the
news is full of, and Brother Constantine had the misfortune to cross his
path."

"If that's the case, then the guy cane back for Brother Tinothy, and just now
in the tower here, he tried to nmurder ne."

Al armed, she put one hand on ny arm "COddie, you're all right?"



"I"'mnot dead yet," | said, "but there's still the cake after dinner."
" Cake?"

"Sorry. I'mjust being ne."

"Who tried to kill you?"

| said only, "I didn't see his face. He ... wore a nmask. And |'m convi nced
he's someone | know, not an outsider."

She | ooked at where she knew the dead nonk to be. "Can't Brother Constantine
identify hinP"
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"I don't think he saw his killer's face, either. Anyway, you' d be surprised
how little help |I get fromthe lingering dead. They want me to get justice for
them they want it very bad, but | think they nmust abide by some proscription
agai nst affecting the course of this world, where they no | onger bel ong."

"And you've no theory?" she asked.

"Zip. I've been told that Brother Constantine occasionally had insomia, and
when he couldn't sleep, he sonetimes clinbed into the bell tower at the new
abbey, to study the stars."

"Yes. That's what Abbot Bernard told ne at the tine."

"l suspect when he was out and about at night, he saw sonethi ng he was never
meant to see, sonething to which no witness could be tolerated."

She grinmaced. "That nmakes the abbey sound like a sordid place.™

"I don't nean to suggest anything of the kind. 1've lived here seven nonths,
and | know how decent and devout the brothers are. | don't think Brother
Const anti ne saw anyt hi ng despi cable. He saw sonething ... extraordinary."

"And recently Brother Tinothy al so saw somet hing extraordi nary to which no
wi tness coul d be tol erated?"

"I"'mafraid so."

For a nonent, she mulled this information and pressed fromit the nost |ogica
concl usi on. "Then you yourself have been witness to something extraordinary."

"Yes."

"Whi ch woul d be-what ?"

"I'"d rather not say until | have tinme to understand what | saw "
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"\What ever you sawthat's why we've nmade sure the doors and all the w ndows are
| ocked. "

"Yes, ma'am And it's one of the reasons we're now going to take additiona
nmeasures to protect the children.”



"We' || do whatever nust be done. What do you have in nind?"
"Fortify," | said. "Fortify and defend."
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CHAPTER 27

GEORGE WASHI NGTON, HARPER LEE, AND Fl annery O Connor smiled down on ne, as if
nmocking ny inability to solve the riddle of their shared quality.

Si ster Angel a sat at her desk, watching me over the franes of a pair of
hal f -1 ens readi ng gl asses that had slid down her nose. She held a pen poised
above a lined yellow tablet.

Br ot her Constantine had not acconpanied us fromthe reception | ounge. Maybe he
had at |ast noved on fromthis world, maybe not.

Pacing, | said, "I think nbost of the brothers are pacifists only as far as
reason allows. Mst would fight to save an innocent life."

"God requires resistance to evil," she said.

"Yes, ma'am But willingness to fight isn't enough. | want those who know how
to fight. Put Brother Knuckles at the head of the list."

"Brot her Sal vatore," she corrected.

"Yes, ma'am Brother Knuckles wll know what to do when the shit-" My voice
failed and ny face fl ushed.
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"You coul d have conpl eted the thought, Gddie. The words hits the fan woul dn't
have of fended ne."

"Sorry, Sister."

"I'"'ma nun, not a naif."

"Yes, ma'am"

"Who in addition to Brother Salvatore?"

"Brother Victor spent twenty-six years in the Marine Corps."
"I think he's seventy years old."

"Yes, ma'am but he was a marine."

"'*No better friend, no worse eneny,'" she quoted.
"Senper Fi sure does seemto be what we need."
She said, "Brother Gregory was an army corpsman.”

The infirmarian had never spoken of mlitary service.

"Are you sure?" | asked. "I thought he had a nursing degree."



"He does. But he was a corpsman for many years, and in the thick of action.”
Medics on the battlefield are often as courageous as those who carry the guns.
"For sure, we want Brother Gregory," | said.

"What about Brother Quentin?"

"Wasn't he a cop, ma' an®?"

"I believe so, yes."

"Put himon the list."

"How many do you think we need?" she asked.

"Fourteen, sixteen."

"We've got four."

| paced in silence. | stopped pacing and stood at the wi ndow. | started pacing
agai n.
"Brother Fletcher," | suggested.

This choice baffled her. "The nusic director?"
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"Yes, ma'am"

"In his secular life, he was a nusician."

"That's a tough business, ma'am?"

She considered. Then: "He does sonmetinmes have an attitude."”

"Saxophone players tend to have attitude,” | said. "I know a saxophoni st who
tore a guitar out of another rmusician's hands and shot the instrunent five
tines. It was a nice Fender."

"Way woul d he do a thing like that?" she asked.

"He was upset about inappropriate chord changes."

Di sapproval furrowed her brow. "Wien this is over, perhaps your saxophoni st
friend could stay at the abbey for a while. I"'mtrained to counsel people in
techni ques of conflict resolution.”

"Well, ma'am shooting the guitar was conflict resolution.”

She | ooked up at Flannery O Connor and, after a monent, nodded as if in
agreement with sonething the witer had said. "Ckay, Oddie. You think Brother
Fl etcher could kick butt?"

"Yes, ma'am for the kids, | think he could."”

"Then we've got five."



| sat in one of the two visitors' chairs.
"Five," she repeated.
"Yes, ma'am"”

| looked at my wistwatch. W stared at each other

After a silence, she changed the subject: "If it cones to a fight, what will

they fight wth?"
"For one thing, baseball bats."

The brothers formed three teans every year. Sunmer eveni ngs,
hours, the teams played one another in rotation

"They do have a | ot of baseball bats," she said.
"Too bad that nonks tend not to go in for shooting deer."
"Too bad," she agreed.
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during recreation

"The brothers split all the cordwood for the fireplaces. They have axes."

She wi nced at the thought of such violence. "Perhaps we should concentrate

nore on fortification."

"They'l|l be first-rate at fortification," | agreed.

Most nonastic communities believe that contenplative |abor is an inportant
part of worship. Some nonks make excellent wine to pay the expenses of their
abbey. Sone nake cheese or chocol ates, or crunpets and scones. Sone breed and

sel|l beautiful dogs.

The brothers of St. Bart's produce fine handcrafted furniture. Because a
fraction of the interest fromthe Hei neman endowrent wll always pay their
operating expenses, they do not sell their chairs and tables and si deboards.
They give everything to an organi zation that furnishes hones for the poor

Wth their power tools, supplies of lunber, and skills, they would be able to

further secure doors and w ndows.

Tappi ng her pen against the list of nanes on the tablet, Sister Angela

rem nded nme: "Five."

"Ma' am maybe what we should do is-you call the abbot, talk to him about this,

then talk to Brother Knuckles."

"Brot her Sal vatore."

"Yes, ma'am Tell Brother Knuckles what we need here, defense and
fortification, and let himconsult with the other four we've picked. They'l
know their brothers better than we do. They'll know the best candi dates."

"Yes, that's good. | wish | could tell themwho they'll be defendi ng agai nst."

"I wwsh | could, too, Sister."
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Al the vehicles that served the brothers and sisters were garaged in the
basenent of the school

| said, "Tell Knuckl es-"
"Sal vatore. "

"-that 1'lIl drive one of the school's nonster SUVs up there to bring them
here, and tell him"

"You said hostile people are out there sonmewhere."
| had not said people. | had said them and they.
"Hostile. Yes, ma'am"

"Wn't it be dangerous, to and fromthe abbey?"

"More dangerous for the kids if we don't get sone nuscle here for whatever's
com ng. "

"I understand. My point is you' d have to make two trips to bring so many
brothers, their baseball bats, and their tools. I'll drive an SUWV, you drive
the other, and we'll get it all done at one tine."

"Mp'am there's nothing 1'd like better than having a snowpl ow race with
you-tires chocked, engines revved, starter pistol-but |I want Rodi on Ronanovich
to drive the second SUV."

"He's here?"

"He's in the kitchen, up to his elbows in icing."

"I thought you were suspicious of him™"

"If he's a Hoosier, |I'ma radical dulciner enthusiast. Wen we're defending
the school, if it comes to that, | don't think it's a good idea for M.
Romanovi ch to be inside the defenses. I'lIl ask himto drive one of the SUVs to
t he new abbey. Wen you talk to Brother Knuck ... alvatore-"

"Knuckal vatore? I"'mnot familiar with Brother Knuckal vatore."
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Until meeting Sister Angela, | wouldn't have thought that nuns and sarcasm
coul d be such an effervescent m x

"When you talk to Brother Salvatore, ma'am tell himthat M. Romanovich will
be staying at the new abbey, and Salvatore will be driving that SUV back
here.”

"I assune M. Romanovich will not know that he's taking a one-way trip."
"No, ma'am | will lie to him You |leave that to nme. Regardl ess of what you
think, I ama masterful and prodigious liar."

"I'f you played a saxophone, you'd be a double threat."
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CHAPTER 28

AS LUNCHTI ME APPROACHED, THE KI TCHEN staffers were not only busier than they
had been previously but also nore exuberant. Now four of the nuns were singing

as they worked, not just two, and in English instead of Spanish.

Al'l ten cakes had been frosted with chocol ate icing. They | ooked treacherously
del i ci ous.

Havi ng recently finished nixing a |arge bow of bright orange buttercream
Rodi on Romanovi ch was using a funnel sack to squeeze an el aborate decorative
filigree on top of the first of his orange-al nond cakes.

When | appeared at his side, he didn't | ook up, but said, "There you are, M.
Thomas. You have put on your ski boots."

"I was so quiet in stocking feet, | was scaring the sisters."
"Have you been off practicing your dul ci mer?"

"That was just a phase. These days |'mnore interested in the saxophone. Sir,
have you ever visited the grave of John Dillinger?"

"As you evidently know, he is buried in Ctown H Il Cenetery,
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in my beloved Indianapolis. | have seen the outlaw s grave, but ny prinmary
reason for visiting the cenetery was to pay ny respects at the final resting
pl ace of the novelist Booth Tarkington."

"Boot h Tarki ngton won the Nobel Prize," | said.

"No, M. Thonmas. Booth Tarkington won the Pulitzer Prize."

"I guess you would know, being a librarian at the Indiana State Library at

one-forty North Senate Avenue, with thirty-four thousand vol unes about | ndi ana
or by Indiana witers."

"Over thirty-four thousand vol unes,"” Ronmanovich corrected. "W are very proud
of the nunber and do not like to hear it mnimzed. W nay by this tinme next
year have thirty-five thousand vol unes about I|ndiana or by Indiana witers."
"Ww. That'll be a reason for a big celebration.”

"I will nmost |ikely bake many cakes for the event."

The steadiness of his decorative-icing application and the consistency of
details in his filigree design were inpressive

If he'd not had about himan air of deceit equal to that of a chanel eon
sitting on a tree branch, disguised as bark, waiting for innocent butterflies
to approach, | mght have begun to doubt his potential for villainy.

"Being a Hoosier, sir, you nmust have a | ot of experience driving in snow. "

"Yes. | have had consi derabl e experience of snow both in nmy adopted Indiana
and in ny native Russia."



"W have two SUvs, fitted with plows, in the garage. W've got to drive up to
t he abbey and bring back sonme of the brothers."

"Are you asking nme to drive one of these vehicles, M. Thomas?"

"Yes, sir. If you would, I'd be nmost grateful. It'Il save ne making two
trips."”
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"For what purpose are the brothers conming to the school ?"

"For the purpose,” | said, "of assisting the sisters with the children if
there should be a power failure related to the blizzard."

He drew a perfect mniature rose to finish off one corner of the cake. "Does
not the school have an energency backup generator?"

"Yes, sir, you bet it does. But it doesn't crank out the sanme |evel of power.
Lighting will have to be reduced. They'll have to turn heating off in sone
areas, use the fireplaces. And Sister Angela wants to be prepared in case the
generator falters, too."

"Have the main power and the backup generator ever both failed on the sane
occasi on?"

"I don't know, sir. | don't think so. But in my experience, nuns are obsessed
with detail ed planning."

"Ch, | have no doubt, M. Thomas, that if nuns had designed and operated the
nucl ear plant at Chernobyl, we would not have suffered a radiation disaster."

This was an interesting turn. "Are you from Chernobyl, sir?"

"Do | have a third eye and a second nose?"

"Not that | can see, sir, but then you're largely clothed."

"I'f we should ever find ourselves sunning on the sanme beach, you are free to
i nvestigate further, M. Thomas. May | finish decorating these cakes, or mnust

we rush pell-nell to the abbey?"

Knuckl es and the others would need at least forty-five mnutes to gather the
items they'd be bringing and to assenble for pickup

| said, "Finish the cakes, sir. They look terrific. How about if you neet ne
down in the garage at twelve forty-five?"

"You can depend on ny assistance. | will have finished the cakes by then."
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"Thank you, sir." | started to | eave, then turned to himagain. "Did you know

Col e Porter was a Hoosi er?"

"Yes. And so are Janes Dean, David Letterman, Kurt Vonnegut, and \Wendel
Wllkie."

"Col e Porter, he was perhaps the greatest American songwiter of the century,



Sir.

"Yes, | agree."
"'*'Night and Day,' 'Anything Goes,' 'In the Still of the Night," 'l Get a Kick
Qut of You,' '"You're the Top.' He wote the Indiana state song, too."

Romanovi ch said, "The state song is 'On the Banks of the Wabash, Far Away' and
if Cole Porter heard you crediting it to him he would no doubt claw his way
out of the grave, track you down, and exact a terrible vengeance."

"Ch. Then | guess | was nisinforned."

He raised his attention fromthe cake | ong enough to give nme an ironic | ook
heavy enough to wei ght down a feather in a high wind. "I doubt that you are
ever msinformed, M. Thonas."

"No, sir, you're wong. I'mthe first to admt | don't know anythi ng about
anyt hi ng- except that |I'm sonmething of a nut about all things Indiana."

"Approxi mately what time this norning did this Hoosi ermani a overcone you?"
Man, he was good at this.

"Not this norning, sir," | lied. "All ny life, as long as | can renenber."
"Maybe you were a Hoosier in a previous life."

"Maybe | was Janmes Dean.”

"I amcertain you were not Janes Dean."

"Why do you say that, sir?"
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"Such an intense craving for adoration and such a capacity for rudeness as M.
Dean exhi bited could not possibly have been expunged so entirely fromjust one
incarnation to the next."

| thought about that statement froma few different angles. "Sir, | have
not hi ng against the late M. Dean, but | don't see any way to interpret that

except as a conplinent."

d owering, Rodi on Romanovi ch said, "You conplinmented nmy cake decorations, did
you not? Well, now we are even."
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CHAPTER 29

CARRYI NG MY JACKET, WHICH | HAD RETRIEVED fromthe rack in the reception

| ounge, | went down to the basement, grateful that there were no rea

cataconmbs full of noldering corpses. Wth ny luck, one of them would have been
Col e Porter.

Those brothers who had wi shed to be interred on the grounds of the abbey are
buried in a shady plot on the perineter of the forest. It is a peaceful little
cenetery. The spirits of those at rest there have all nmoved on fromthis
wor | d.



| have spent pleasant hours anong those headstones, with only Boo for conpany.
He ikes to watch the squirrels and rabbits while | stroke his neck and
scratch his ears. Sonetimes he ganbols after them but they are not frightened
by him even in the days when he was sharp of tooth, he was never a killer

As if nmy thoughts had summmoned him | found Boo waiting for me when | turned
out of the east-west hallway into the north-south.

"Hey, boy, what're you doi ng down here?"
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Tai | waggi ng, he approached, settled on the floor, and rolled onto his back
all four paws in the air.

Recei ving such an invitation, only the hard-hearted and the usel essly busy can
refuse. All that is wanted is affection, while all that is offered is
everything, synbolized in the defensel ess posture of the exposed tummy.

Dogs invite us not only to share their joy but also to live in the nonent,
where we are neither proceeding fromnor nmoving toward, where the enchant nment
of the past and future cannot distract us, where a freedom from practica
desire and a cessation of our usual ceaseless action allows us to recognize
the truth of our existence, the reality of our world and purpose-if we dare.

| gave Boo only a two-nminute belly rub and then continued with the usua
ceasel ess action, not because urgent tasks awaited nme, but because, as a wi se
man once wote, "Humanki nd cannot bear very nuch reality,” and | amtoo human.

The | arge garage had the feel of a bunker, concrete above and bel ow and on al
sides. The fluorescent ceiling fixtures shed a hard |ight, but they were too
wi dely spaced to dispel every shadow.

Seven vehicl es were housed here: four compact sedans, a beefy pickup, two
ext ended SUVs jacked up on big tires with snow chains.

A ranmp ascended to a large roll-up door, beyond which the wi nd how ed.

Mounted on a wall was a key box. Inside, fourteen sets of keys, two for each
vehi cl e, hung from seven pegs. Above each peg, a | abel provided the |license
nunber of the vehicle, and a tag on each set of keys carried the sane nunber.
No danger of Chernobyls here.
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| pulled on nmy jacket, got behind the wheel of one of the SUVs, started the
engine, and let it idle just |long enough to figure howto raise and | ower the
plow with the sinple controls.

When | stepped out of the truck, Boo was there. He | ooked up, cocked his head,
pricked his ears, and seened to say, Wat's wong with your nose, buddy? Don't

you snell the sanme trouble | snell?

He trotted away, glanced back, saw that | was followi ng, and |led ne out of the
garage, into the northwest hall once nore.

This wasn't Lassie, and | didn't expect to find anything as easy to deal with
as Timy down a well or Timry trapped in a burning barn



Boo stopped in front of a closed door, at the same point in the corridor at
whi ch he had offered me the opportunity to rub his tumy.

Per haps he had originally encouraged ne to pause at that point to give ny
fabled intuition a chance to operate. | had been caught in the wheels of
conpul si on, however, bent on getting to the garage, nmy m nd occupied wth

t houghts of the trip ahead, able to pause briefly but unable to see and feel

| felt something now, all right. A subtle but persistent pull, as if | were a
fisherman, ny line cast out into the deep, sonme catch hooked on the farther
end.

Boo went into the suspect room After a hesitation, | followed, |eaving the
door open behind ne because in situations like this, when psychic magnetism
draws ne, | cannot be certain |I'mthe fisherman and not the fish with the hook

in its nouth.

W were in a boiler room full of the hiss of flane rings and the runble of
punps. Four |arge, high-efficiency boilers produced the hot water that
travel ed ceasel essly through pipes in the walls of
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the building, to the scores of fan-coil units that heated the many roons.

Here, too, were chillers that produced supercool ed water, which al so
circul ated through the school and convent, providing cool air when a room grew
too warm

On three walls were sophisticated air nmonitors, which would trigger alarnms in
every farther corner of the big building and shut off the incomng gas |ine
that fired the boilers if they detected the nerest trace of free propane in
the room This was supposed to be an absol ute guarantee agai nst an expl osi on

Absol ut e guarantee. Fool proof. The unsinkable Titanic. The uncrashabl e
H ndenburg. Peace in our tine.

Human beings not only can't bear too much reality, we flee fromreality when
someone doesn't force us close enough to the fire to feel the heat on our
faces.

None of the three air nonitors indicated the presence of rogue nol ecul es of
pr opane.

| had to depend upon the nonitors because propane is colorless and odorl ess.

If | relied on ny senses to detect a leak, | would not know a probl em existed
until | found mysel f passing out for |ack of oxygen or until everything went
boom

Each nonitor box was | ocked and featured a pressed-netal seal bearing the date
of the npbst recent inspection by the service conpany responsible for their
reliable function. | exanm ned every |ock and every seal and di scovered no

i ndi cations of tanpering.

Boo had gone to the corner of the roomfarthest fromthe door. | found nyself
drawn there, too

In its circulation through the building, the supercool ed water absorbs heat.
It then travels to a |l arge underground vault near the
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eastern woods, where a cooling tower converts the unwanted heat to steam and
blows it into the air to dissipate; thereafter, the water returns to the
chillers in this roomto be cool ed again.

Four ei ght-inch-di aneter PVC pi pes di sappeared through the wall, near the
ceiling, close to the corner where Boo and | had been drawn.

Boo sniffed at a four-foot-square stainless-steel panel set six inches off the
floor, and | dropped to my knees before it.

Besi de the panel was a light switch. | clicked it, but nothing happened-unl ess
I'"d turned lights on in some space beyond the wall

The access panel was fixed to the concrete wall with four bolts. On a nearby
hook hung a tool with which the bolts could be extracted.

After renoving the bolts, | set aside the panel and peered into the hol e where
Boo had al ready gone. Past the butt-end and tucked tail of the big white dog,
| saw a lighted tunnel

Unafraid of dog farts, but fearful about what else might |lie ahead, | craw ed
t hr ough t he openi ng.

Once | had cleared the two-foot width of the poured-in-place concrete wall,
was able to stand. Before me lay a rectangul ar passageway seven feet high and
five feet wi de.

The four pipes were suspended side by side fromthe ceiling and were grouped
on the left half of the tunnel. Small center-set |lights reveal ed the pipes
dwindling as if to eternity.

Along the floor, on the left, were runs of separated copper pipes, stee
pi pes, and flexible conduits. They probably carried water, propane, and
electrical wres.

Here and there, white patterns of calcification stained the
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wal I's, but the place wasn't danp. It had a clean snell of concrete and |ine.

Except for the faint rushing noise of water flow ng through the pipes
over head, the passageway lay silent.

| consulted my wistwatch. In thirty-four mnutes, | would need to be in the
garage to neet the Hoosier's Hoosier.

Wth purpose, Boo trotted forward, and | followed with no clear purpose at
all.

| proceeded as silently as possible in ski boots, and when ny shiny quilted
thermal jacket whistled as | noved ny arms, | took it off and left it behind.
Boo made no sound what soever.

A boy and his dog are the best of all conpanions, celebrated in songs and
books and novies. Wen the boy is in the grip of a psychic conpul sion,
however, and when the dog is fearless, the chance that all will turn out well



is about as likely as a Scorsese gangster novie ending in sweetness, |ight,
and the happy singing of cherubic children
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CHAPTER 30

| DI SLI KE SUBTERRANEAN PASSAGEWAYS. | ONCE died in such a place. At least |I'm
pretty sure | died, and was dead for a while, and even haunted a few of ny
friends, though they didn't know | was with themin a spook state.

If | didn't die, sonething stranger than death happened to ne. | wote about

t he experience in ny second manuscript, but witing about it didn't help ne to

understand it.

At intervals of forty or fifty feet, air nonitors were mounted on the right
hand wall. | found no signs of tampering.

If the passageway led to the cooling-tower vault, as | was sure that it nust,
then it woul d be about four hundred feet |ong.

Twi ce | thought | heard somnething behind ne. Wen | | ooked over ny shoul der,
not hi ng | ooned.

The third time, | refused to succunb to the urge to glance back. Irrationa
fear feeds on itself and grows. You nust deny it.

The trick is to be able to differentiate irrational fear fromjustifiable
fear. If you squelch justifiable fear and sol di er on, daunt-
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| ess and determined, that's when Santa Caus will squeeze down the chi mey,
after all, and add your peepee to his collection

Boo and | had gone two hundred feet when another passageway opened on the
right. This one sloped uphill and curved out of sight.

Four additional PVC pipes were suspended fromthe ceiling of the intersecting
corridor. They turned the corner into our passageway and paralleled the first
set of pipes, heading toward the cooling tower.

The second serviceway nust have originated in the new abbey.

Instead of bringing the brothers back to the school in the two SUVs, risking
attack by whatever might be waiting in the blizzard, we could | ead them al ong
this easier route.

| needed to explore the new passageway, though not inmediately.

Boo had proceeded toward the cooling tower. Although the dog would not be of
hel p when | was attacked by the creeping thing behind me, | felt better when
we kept together, and |I hurried after him

In ny mind s eye, the creature at ny back had three necks but only two heads.
The body was human, but the heads were those of coyotes. It wanted to plant ny
head on its center neck

You m ght wonder where such a baroque irrational fear could have come from
After all, as you know, I'mdroll, but |I'mnot grotesque.



A casual friend of mine in Pico Mundo, a fiftyish Panam nt Indian who calls
hi nsel f Tomry C oudwal ker, told ne of an encounter he had with such a
t hr ee- headed creature.

Tommy had gone hi king and canping in the Mjave, when
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wi nter's tarni shed-silver sun, the Ancient Squaw, had relented to spring's

gol den sun, the Young Bride, but before summer's fierce platinumsun, the Ugly
Wfe, could with her sharp tongue sear the desert so cruelly that a sweat of
scorpions and beetles would be wung fromthe sand in a desperate search for
better shade and a drop of water

Maybe Tommy's nanes for the seasonal suns arise fromthe | egends of his tribe.
Maybe he just makes themup. I'mnot sure if Tommy is partly genuine or
entirely a master of hokum

In the center of his forehead is a stylized i mage of a hawk two inches w de
and one inch high. Tommy says the hawk is a birthmark.

Truck Boheen, a one-legged forner biker and tattooist who lives in a rusting
trailer on the edge of Pico Miundo, says he applied the hawk to Tommy's
forehead twenty-five years ago, for fifty bucks.

Reason tips the scale toward Truck's version. The problemis, Truck also
clains that the nost recent five presidents of the United States have cone
secretly to his trailer in the dead of night to receive his tattoos. | m ght
beli eve one or two, but not five.

Anyway, Tomy was sitting in the Mjave on a spring night, the sky w nking
with the Wse Eyes of Ancestors-or stars, if scientists are correct-when the
creature with three heads appeared on the farther side of the campfire.

The human head never said a word, but the flanking coyote heads spoke Engli sh.
They debat ed each ot her about whether Tommy's head was nore desirable than the
head al ready occupyi ng the neck between them

Coyote One liked Tormy's head, especially the proud nose.
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Coyote Two was insulting; he said Tomry was "nore Italian than Indian."

Bei ng sonet hing of a shaman, Tommy recogni zed that this creature was an
unusual manifestation of the Trickster, a spirit common to the folklore of
many | ndian nations. As an offering, he produced three cigarettes of whatever

he was snoking, and these were accepted.

Wth sol enm satisfaction, the three heads snoked in silence. After tossing the
butts in the canpfire, the creature departed, allowi ng Tormy to keep his head.

Two words might explain Tomy's story: peyote buttons.
The foll owi ng day, however, after resum ng his hike, Tonmy came across the
headl ess corpse of another hiker. The driver's license in the guy's wallet

identified himas Curtis Hobart.

Near by was a severed head, but it was the one that had been on the center neck



bet ween the coyotes. It |ooked nothing like Curtis Hobart in the
driver's-license photo.

Using his satellite phone, Tonmy O oudwal ker called the sheriff. Shimering
like mirages in the spring heat, the authorities arrived both overland and by
hel i copt er.

Later, the coroner declared that the head and the body did not bel ong

toget her. They never |ocated Curtis Hobart's head, and no body was ever found
to go with the discarded head that had been dropped on the sand near Hobart's
cor pse.

As | hurried after Boo, along the passageway toward the cooling tower, | did
not know why Tommy's unlikely story should rise out of ny nenory swanp at this
time. It didn't seemgermane to nmy current situation

Later, all would clarify. Even on those occasi ons when | am as
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dunb as a duck run down by a truck, ny busy subconscious is |aboring overtinme
to save ny butt.

Boo went to the cooling tower, and after unlocking the fire door with ny
uni versal key, | followed himinside, where the fluorescent lights were on

W were at the bottomof the structure. It |looked |ike a novie set through
whi ch Janes Bond woul d pursue a villain who had steel teeth and wore a
doubl e-barrel ed 12-gauge hat.

A pair of thirty-foot-high sheet-nmetal towers rose above us. They were |inked
by horizontal ducts, accessed at different levels by a series of red catwal ks.

Inside the towers and perhaps in sone of the smaller ducts, things were
turning with loud thrunmm ng and whi ski ng noi ses, perhaps huge fan bl ades.
Driven air hissed like peevish cats and whistled |ike catcalls.

The walls were Iined with at |least forty large gray netal boxes, simlar to
junction boxes, except that each featured a large ONV OFF | ever and two signa
lights, one red and one green. Only green lights glowed at the nonent.

Al green. A-OK. Good to go. Hunky-dory.

The machi nery offered numerous pl aces where soneone coul d hide; and the noise
woul d make even the nost |unbering assailant difficult to hear until he was on
top of me; but | chose to take the green |lights as a good onen.

Had | been aboard the Titanic, | would have been standing on the listing deck
| eani ng against a railing, gazing at a falling star and wi shing for a puppy
for Christmas even as the band played "Nearer My God to Thee."

Al t hough much that was precious has been taken fromme in this life, | have
reason to rermain an optimst. After the numerous
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tight scrapes |I've been through, by now | should have | ost one leg, three

fingers, one buttock, nost of ny teeth, an ear, ny spleen, and ny sense of
fun. But here | am



Bot h Boo and psychi c magneti sm had drawn nme here, and when | proceeded warily
into the big room | discovered the attractant.

Bet ween two nore banks of gray metal boxes, on a clear section of wall, hung
Br ot her Ti not hy.
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CHAPTER 31

BROTHER TI M S SHOD FEET DANGLED ElI GHTEEN i nches off the floor. Six feet above
himat its apex, a 180 degree arc of thirteen peculiar white pegs had been
driven into the concrete wall. Fromthese pegs stretched white fibrous bands,
like inch-wide lengths of cloth, by which he was suspended.

One of the thirteen Iines ended in his nussed hair. Two others ternminated in
the roll ed-down hood bunched at the back of his neck, and the renaining ten
di sappeared into small rents in the shoul ders, sleeves, and flanks of his

t uni c.

The manner in which those |lines had been fixed to himremai ned at every point
conceal ed.

Wth his head hung forward, with his arnms spread out and angled up fromhis
body, the intention to nmock the crucifixion could not have been clearer

Al t hough | acki ng vi si bl e wounds, he appeared to be dead. Fanous for his bl ush,
he was now whiter than pale, gray under the eyes. Hi s slack facial nuscles
responded to no enotion, only to gravity.
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Neverthel ess, all of the indicator |lights on the surroundi ng breaker boxes-or
what ever they were-renmai ned green, so in a spirit of optim sm bordering on

[ unacy, | said, "Brother Timpthy," dismayed to hear nmy voice so whi spery and
t hin.

The whoosh-whirr-thrumthrob of machinery covered the breathing of the

t hree- headed cigarette fiend behind nme, but | refused to turn and confront it.
Irrational fear. Nothing | oomed at ny back. Not a coyote-human | ndi an dem god,
not nmy nother with her gun

Rai sing ny voice, | repeated, "Brother TinP"

Al t hough smoot h, his skin appeared to be as juicel ess as dust, grainy |ike
paper, as if life had not nerely been taken from hi mbut had been sucked out
to the last drop

An open spiral staircase led to the catwal ks above and to the high door in the
portion of the cooling tower that rose above ground. The police would have

entered by that door to search the vault bel ow

Ei ther they had overl ooked this place or the dead nonk had not been here when
t hey had swept through.

He had been a good nman, and kind to me. He should not be left to hang there,
hi s cadaver enployed to nock the God to whom he had devoted his life.

Maybe | coul d cut hi m down.



I lightly pinched one of the fibrous white bands, slid my thunb and forefinger
up and down that taut ribbon. Not ribbon, though, nor cotton cloth, nor
anything that | had felt before.

@ ass-snooth, as dry as talcum yet flexible. And remarkably cold for such a
thin filanent, so icy that ny fingers began to grow nunb from even a brief
i nspecti on.

The thirteen white pins were wedges, sonehow driven into
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the concrete as a rock clinber drives pitons into cracks with a hamer. Yet
the concrete presented not one crack

The nearest of the thirteen bristled fromthe wall perhaps ei ghteen inches
above ny head. It resenbl ed bl eached bone.

| couldn't see how the point of the piton had been enbedded in the wall. It
seened to grow fromor to be fused with-the concrete.

Li kewi se, | wasn't able to discern how the fibrous band had been fixed to the
pi ton. Each suspending line and its anchor appeared to be part of a single
unit.

Because he was a thief of heads, the Trickster behind me would have a

form dabl e knife of sone kind, perhaps a nmachete, with which | could cut down
Brother Tinmothy. He wouldn't harmme if | explained that Tomry C oudwal ker and
| were friends. | didn't have cigarettes to offer him but | did have gum a
few sticks of Black Jack.

When | plucked one of the Iines fromwhich the dead nonk hung, to deternine
its toughness, it proved nore taut than | expected, as tight with tension as a
violin string.

The fibrous material produced an ugly note. | had plucked only one, but after
a beat, the other twelve lines vibrated, too, and fromthem arose eerie nusic
rem ni scent of a theremn

My scalp cramed, | felt a hot breath on the nape of nmy neck, |I detected a

foul snell, | knewthis was irrational fear, a reaction to the creepy
condition of Brother Tinothy and to the disturbing strains of therem n-1like
sound, but | turned anyway, | turned, chagrined that | was so easily suckered

by my imagination, | turned boldly to the | oom ng Trickster
He wasn't behind ne. Nothing waited behind me except Boo,
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who regarded ne with a baffled expression that hardened ny enbarrassment into
a di anond- bright luster.

As the cold sound fromthe thirteen tethers faded, | returned ny attention to
Brot her Tinothy, and | ooked up into his face just as his eyes opened.
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CHAPTER 32

MORE ACCURATELY: BROTHER TI MOTHY' S eyelids lifted, but he could not open his



eyes because he didn't possess eyes any longer. In his sockets were nmatching
kal ei doscopi c patterns of tiny bonelike forms. The pattern in the |left socket
irised into new shapes; the pattern in the right did |likew se; then both
changed in perfect synchronization.

| felt well advised to take a step back from him

Tonguel ess and toothless, his nouth sagged open. In the w de-ness of his
silent scream a |ayered construct of bony forms, jointed in ways that defied
anal ysis and description, flexed and rotated and thrust forward only to fold
inward, as if he were trying to swallow a colony of hard-shell ed arachnids
that were alive and reluctant to be consuned.

The skin split fromthe corners of his mouth to his ears. Wth not one bead of
bl ood, his upper lip peeled toward his scalp, the way the lid of a sardi ne can
rolls back with the twist of a key, and the lower part of his face peel ed down
over his chin.

Wiile the intention had been to nock the crucifixion of Christ,
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Brot her Tinmothy's body had al so been a chrysalis from which sonething | ess
charm ng than a butterfly strove to energe.

Beneath the veneer of a face lay the fullness of what | had only glinpsed in
the eye sockets, in the yawning nouth: a phantasmagoria of bony forns |inked
by hinge joints, by pivot joints, by ellipsoidal joints, by ball-and-socket

joints, and by joints for which no nanes existed, and which were not natura
to this world.

The apparition appeared to be a solid mass of bones conbined so intinmately
that they nmust be fused, conpacted so conpletely that they could have no room
to rotate or flex. Yet they did rotate and flex and pivot and nore, seened to
nmove not merely in three dinmensions but in four, in an unceasing exhibition of
dexterity that astoni shed and amazed.

I magi ne that all the universe and all of tine are together kept in right
nmotion and in perfect balance by an infinite gearbox, and in your mnd | ook
down into that intricate mechanism and you will have a sense of ny

i nconmpr ehensi on, awe, and terror as | stood before the uberskel eton that
churned and ticked and fl exed and clicked, peeling the gossaner remants of
Brother Timaway fromitself.

Sonet hi ng noved vi gorously under the dead nonk's tunic.
I f popcorn, Pepsi, and a confortable chair had been available, | night have
stayed. But the cooling tower was an inhospitable place, dusty and drafty,

of fering no refreshnents.

Besi des, | had an appointnment with the Hoosier |ibrarian cake-baker in the
school garage. | amloath to be late for an engagenment. Tardiness is rude.

A piton popped out of the wall. The fibrous tether reeled that wedge into the
kal ei doscopi ¢ boneworks, incorporating it in a wi nk. Another piton cane |oose,
ravel ed back to Papa.
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Thi s rough beast, its hour come 'round at last, didn't need to slouch to



Bet hl ehemto be born. Sharp white bl ades slashed through the tunic from
within, shredding it. No need for Rosemary; no need to waste years as a baby.

The tine had come either to light the black candl es and start chanting in
admiration-or blow this dunp.

Boo had al ready scrammed. | vanposed.

| pulled the door shut between the cooling tower and the service passage and
fumbled with ny key for a nmonent before | realized that the | ock only kept
people out; | couldn't |ock anyone inside.

The four hundred feet to the school appeared to be inmeasurable miles, the
ceiling lights receding to Pittsburgh and beyond.

Boo was al ready out of sight. Maybe he had taken a shortcut through another
di mension to the school boiler room

| wished I'd been hanging on to his tail.
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CHAPTER 33

VWHEN | HAD SPRI NTED ABOUT A HUNDRED feet, | heard the cooling-tower door slam
open. The crash booned |ike a shotgun bl ast through the service passageway.

Tommy C oudwal ker' s Mj ave pal, the three-headed poster boy for the evils of
snoki ng, seened nore likely to exist than did the skel et oni zed boogeyman t hat
now coveted nmy bones. But fear of this thing was a rational fear

Brot her Tinothy had been sweet, kind, and devout; yet | ook what happened to
him A shiftless, unenployed, smart-ass specinen |like me, who had never
exerci sed his precious American right to vote, who had accepted a conpli nment
at the expense of the late James Dean, ought to expect a fate even nore
gruesonme than Tim s, though | couldn't inmagi ne one.

| gl anced over ny shoul der

As it advanced through alternating pools of shadow and |ight, ny pursuer's
nmet hod of | oconotion could not clearly be discerned, though these were not
steps that it had | earned at a dance
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studio. It seened to be marshaling some of its nunerous bones into stubby
| egs, but not all were |legs of the sane design, and they noved i ndependently
of one another, foiling one another and causing the eager creature to lurch

I was still mnoving, repeatedly glancing back, not standing in thoughtful
contenpl ati on and maki ng notes of ny inpressions of the beast, but in
retrospect | think that I was npost alarned to see it progressing not on the
floor but along the junction of the ceiling and the right-hand wall. It was a
clinmber, which neant the children's quarters on the second floor would be nore
difficult to defend than | had hoped.

Furthernore, as it canme, the entire structure of it appeared to turn
ceaselessly, as if it were drilling forward |ike an auger boring through wood.
The word machine canme to mind, as it had when | watched anot her of these
things flexing itself into one el aborate new pattern after another, against



t he reception-1ounge w ndow.

Tri pping again, nmy pursuer lost its perch and clattered down the wall to the
floor. Scissoring jacks of bone cranked it erect, and it came forward, eager
but uncertain.

Perhaps it was learning its capabilities, as does any newborn. Mybe this was
a Kodak monent, baby's first steps.

By the time | reached the intersection with the passageway that evidently |led
to the new abbey, | felt confident that | would be able to outrun the
thing-unless its |earning curve was very steep

d anci ng back again, | sawthat it was not just clumsy but al so had becone
translucent. The light fromthe overhead fixtures did not play across its
contours any | onger, but seened to pass through it, as if it were nade of
m | ky gl ass.
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For a nonent, as it faltered to a halt, | thought it was going to
dematerialize, not at all like a machine but like a spirit. Then the

transl ucency passed fromit, and it became solid again, and it surged forward.

A famliar keening drew ny attention toward the intersecting passage. Far
uphill, in the voice that | had heard earlier in the storm another of these
things expressed its sincere desire to have a téte-a-téte with ne.

Fromthis distance, | couldn't be certain of its size, but | suspected that it
was considerably | arger than the | ovely that had cone out of the chrysalis. It
nmoved with confidence, too, with grace, glissading w thout benefit of snow,

l egs churning in a faultless rhythm w th centipede swi ftness.

So | did one of the things that | do best: | ran like a sonofabitch.

| only had two |l egs instead of a hundred, and | was wearing ski boots when
shoul d have been in athletic shoes with air-cushioned insoles, but | had the
benefit of wild desperation and the energy provided by Sister Regina Marie's
superb beef sandwich. | alnost nmade it to the boiler roomsafely ahead of
Sat an and Satan Juni or, or whatever they were.

Then somet hing tangl ed around ny feet. | cried out, fell, and scrambled up at
once, flailing at ny assailant until | realized that it was the quilted
thermal jacket | had shucked off earlier because of the whistling noise it
made.

As if a chorus line of frenzied skel etons were tapping out the final bars of
the show s big nunber, the clickety-clack of my pursuer rose to a crescendo.

| turned, and it was right there.
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As one, the reginented legs, different frombut as hideous as those of a
Jerusalemcricket, clattered to a halt. Al though knuckl ed, knobbed, ribbed,
and bristling, the forward half of the twelve-foot apparition rose off the

floor with serpentine el egance.

W were face to face, or would have been if | hadn't been the only one of us
with a face.



Across the whole of it, patterns of elaborately integrated bones bl ossoned,
wi t hered, were replaced by new fornms and patterns, but in a tickless,
clickless quicksilver hush

This silent exhibition was intended to display its absolute and otherworldly
control of its physiology, and to leave nme terrified and abashed at ny
conpar ati ve weakness. As when | had watched it at the wi ndow, | sensed an
overweening vanity in its display of itself, an arrogance that was eerily
human, a pompous-ness and boastful ness that exceeded nere vanity and that

m ght be call ed vainglory

| backed up a step, another. "Kiss ny ass, you ugly bastard."

In a rending fury, it fell upon ne, ice-cold and nercil ess. Uncountable
maxi | | as and nandi bl es chewed, spurred heel bones ripped, stiletto-sharp

phal anges gouged, a whiplike spine with hooked and razored vertebrae sl ashed
me open from abdonmen to throat, and ny heart was found and torn apart, and
thereafter what | could do for the children of St. Barthol onew s School was
l[imted to what power | night have as one of the |lingering dead.

Yes, it could have gone as badly as that, but in fact | just lied to you. The
truth is stranger than the lie, though considerably |ess traumatic.

Everything in ny account is true through the point at which | told the bag of
bones to kiss my posterior. After issuing that
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heartfelt vulgarity, | did take one step backward, and then one nore.

Because | believed that | had nothing to lose, that ny life was already
forfeited, | turned boldly fromthe apparition. | dropped to nmy hands and
knees, and craw ed through the four-foot-square aperture between the service
passageway and the boiler room

| expected the thing to snare ny feet and to haul nme back into its realm Wen
| reached the boiler roomunharnmed, | rolled onto nmy back and scooted away
fromthe open service access, anticipating the intrusion of a questing,

pi ncered, bony appendage.

No keening arose from beyond the wall, but no clitter-clatter of retreat,
ei ther, though the runble of the boil er-room punps m ght have masked all but
the | oudest of those noises.

| listened to ny thundering heart, delighted to still have it. And all ny
fingers, and all ny teeth, ny precious little spleen, and both buttocks.

Consi deri ng the wal ki ng boneyard's ability to manifest in infinite iterations,
| saw no reason why it wouldn't follow me into the boiler room Even inits
current configuration, it would have no troubl e passing through the
four-f oot -square opening.

If the creature entered, | had no weapon with which to drive it back. But if I
failed to make a stand, |1'd be conceding it access to the school, where at
this moment nost of the children were at lunch in the ground-floor refectory,
others in their roons on the second fl oor

Feeling foolish and i nadequate, | erupted to ny feet, snatched a fire
extingui sher fromits wall rack, and held it ready, as though | might be able



to kill those bundl ed bones of contention with a fog of anmmoni um phosphate, as
in bad early sci-fi novies where
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the heroes are apt to discover, in the penultimte scene, that the ranpagi ng
and apparently indestructi ble nonster can be dissolved by sonething as nundane
as salt or laundry bleach, or |avender-scented hairspray.

I could not even be sure that this thing was alive in the sense that people
and aninmals and insects are alive, or even in the sense that plants are alive.
I could not explain how a three-dinmensional collage of bones, regardl ess of
how astoundingly intricate it mght appear, could be alive when it |acked

fl esh, blood, and visible sense organs. And if it wasn't alive, it couldn't be
kill ed.

A supernatural explanation eluded me, too. Nothing in the theol ogy of any
maj or religion proposed the existence of an entity like this, nor anything in
any body of folklore with which I was faniliar

Boo appeared from anong the boilers. He studied nme and ny
ammoni um phosphat e-f og weapon. He sat, cocked his head, and grinned. He seened
to find me anusing.

Armed with the fire extinguisher and, if that failed, with only Black Jack
chewi ng gum | stood nmy ground for a mnute, two mnutes, three.

Not hi ng came from beyond the wall. Nothing waited at the threshold, tapping
its fleshless toes inpatiently.

| set aside the fire extinguisher
Staying ten feet back fromthe | ow opening, | got on ny hands and knees to
peer into the passageway. | saw the lighted concrete corridor dw ndling toward

the cooling tower, but nothing that would make ne want to call Ghostbusters.

Boo went closer to the service aperture than | dared, peered in, then gl anced
at me, perpl exed.

"I don't know," | said. "I don't get it."
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| replaced the stainless-steel panel. As | inserted the first bolt and
tightened it with the special tool, | expected sonething to sl am against the

farther side, rip the panel away, and drag ne out of the boiler room Didn't
happen.

What ever had prevented the beast of bones fromdoing to me what it had done to
Brother Tinmothy, | do not know, though | amcertain it had wanted nme and had
intended to take me. I'mpretty sure that ny insult-Kiss my ass, you ugly
bastard-did not cause it to sulk away with hurt feelings.
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CHAPTER 34
RODI ON ROMANOVI CH ARRI VED | N THE GARACE wearing a handsome bearskin hat, a

white silk neck scarf, a black three-quarter-length lined |eather coat with
fur collar and fur cuffs, and-no surprise-zippered rubber boots that rose to



his knees. He | ooked as if he had dressed for a horse-drawn sleigh-ride with
the czar.

After nmy experience with the galloping boneyard, | was |ying on nmy back on the
floor, staring at the ceiling, trying to calmnyself, waiting for ny legs to
stop trenbling and regain sone strength.

St andi ng over ne, peering down, he said, "You are a peculiar young man, M.
Thomas. "

"Yes, sir. | amaware."

"What are you doi ng down there?"

"Recovering froma bad scare.”

"What scared you?"

"A sudden recognition of nmy nortality."
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"Have you not previously realized you are nortal ?"

"Yes, sir, |I've been aware of it for a while. | was just, you know, overcone
by a sense of the unknown.™

"What unknown, M. Thonms?"

"The great unknown, sir. I'mnot a particularly vulnerable person. Little
unknowns don't disconcert ne."

"How does lying on a garage floor console you?"

"The water stains on the ceiling are lovely. They relax ne."

Looki ng at the concrete overhead, he said, "I find themugly."

"No, no. Al the soft shadings of gray and black and rust, just a hint of
green, gently blending together, all free-form shapes, not anything that | ooks
as defined and rigid as a bone."

"Bone, did you say?"

"Yes, sir, | did. Is that a bearskin hat, sir?"

"Yes. | know it is not politically correct to wear fur, but | refuse to
apol ogi ze for it to anyone."

"Good for you, sir. I'"lIl bet you killed the bear yourself."
"Are you an ani mal activist, M. Thomas?"

"I have not hing against animals, but |I'musually too busy to march on their
behal f."

"Then | will tell you that | did, indeed, kill the bear from which this hat
was fashioned and fromwhich the fur cane for the collar and cuffs of this
coat."



"That isn't nuch to have gotten from a whol e bear."

"I have other fur items in nmy wardrobe, M. Thonmas. | wonder how you knew t hat
I killed the bear."

"I mean no offense by this, sir, but in addition to the fur for various
garnments, you received into yourself sonething of the spirit of the bear when
you killed it."
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From ny extrene perspective, his many frown lines |ooked like terrible dark
saber scars. "That sounds New Age and not Catholic."

"I'" m speaki ng metaphorically, not literally, and with some irony, sir.

"When | was your age, | did not have the luxury of irony. WII you get up from
t here?"

"In a mnute, sir. Eagle Creek Park, Garfield Park, Wite River State
Par k- I ndi anapol is has sone very nice parks, but | didn't know there were bears
in them"

"As | amsure you realize, | hunted the bear and shot it when | was a young
man in Russia."

"I keep forgetting you' re Russian. Ww, librarians are a tougher bunch in
Russi a than here, hunting bear and all."

"Everyone had it tough. It was the Soviet era. But | was not a librarian in
Russi a. "

"I'min the mddle of a career change nyself. What were you in Russia?"
"A nortician."

"I's that right? You enbal med people and stuff."

"I prepared people for death, M. Thonas."

"That's a peculiar way of putting it."

"Not at all. That's how we said it in ny forner country." He spoke a few words
in Russian and then translated: '"I ama nortician. | prepare people for
death.' Now, of course, | ama librarian at the Indiana State Library opposite

the Capitol, at one-forty North Senate Avenue."

| lay in silence for a noment. Then | said, "You're quite droll, M.
Romanovi ch. "

"But | hope not grotesque."
"I"'mstill thinking about that." | pointed to the second SUV
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"You're driving that one. You'll find the keys tagged with the |icense nunber
in a wall box over there."

"Has your neditation on the ceiling stains aneliorated your fear of the great



unknown?"

"As nmuch as could be expected, sir. Wuld you like to take a few mnutes to
nmedi tate on then®"

"No thank you, M. Thomas. The great unknown does not trouble nme." He went to
get the keys.

When | rose to nmy feet, ny legs were steadi er than they had been recently.

Ozzi e Boone, a four-hundred-pound best-selling nystery witer who is ny friend
and nentor in Pico Mindo, insists that | keep the tone light in these

bi ogr aphi cal manuscripts. He believes that pessinismis strictly for people
who are over-educated and uni magi nati ve. Ozzie counsels ne that nelancholy is
a self-indulgent formof sorrow. By witing in an unrelievedly dark node, he
warns, the witer risks culturing darkness in his heart, becom ng the very
thing that he decries.

Consi deri ng the gruesonme death of Brother Tinothy, the awful discoveries yet

to be revealed in this account, and the grievous |osses forthcom ng, | doubt
that the tone of this narrative would be half as light as it is if Rodion
Romanovi ch had not been part of it. | do not nean that he turned out to be a
swell guy. | mean only that he had wt.

These days, all | ask of Fate is that the people she hurls into ny life,

whet her they are evil or good, or norally bipolar, should be anusing to one
degree or another. This is a big request to make of busy Fate, who has
billions of lives to keep in constant turnoil. Mst good peopl e have a sense
of humor. The problemis finding snile-inducing evil people, because the evil
are nostly hunorl ess,
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though in the novies they frequently get sonme of the best lines. Wth few
exceptions, the norally bipolar are too preoccupied with justifying their
contradictory behaviors to learn to | augh at thenselves, and |'ve noticed they
| augh at other people nore than with them

Burly, fur-hatted, and | ooking as sol enm as a nan shoul d who prepares people
for death, Rodion Romanovich returned with the keys to the second SUV

"M . Thomas, any scientist will tell you that in nature many systens appear to
be chaotic, but when you study them | ong enough and cl osely enough, strange
order always underlies the appearance of chaos."

| said, "How about that."

"The winter storminto which we are going will seem chaotic-the shifting w nds
and the churning snow and the brightness that obscures nore than it

reveal s-but if you could view it not at the level of a meteorol ogi cal event,
viewit instead at the mcro scale of fluid and particle and energy flux, you
woul d see a warp and woof suggestive of a well-woven fabric."

"I left my micro-scale eyeglasses in ny room"

"If you were to viewit at the atomic level, the event m ght seem chaotic
agai n, but proceeding into the subatom c, strange order appears once nore, an
even nmore intricate design than warp and woof. Al ways, beneath every apparent
chaos, order waits to be revealed."



"You haven't seen ny sock drawer."

"The two of us might seemto be in this place, at this time, only by

coi nci dence, but both an honest scientist and a true man of faith will tell
you there are no coi nci dences."
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| shook ny head. "They sure did nake you do sone pretty deep thinking at that
nortician's school ."

Neit her a spot nor a winkle marred his clothes, and his rubber boots gl eaned
i ke patent | eather.

Stoic, seaned, and solid, his face was a mask of perfect order

He said, "Do not bother to ask for the nane of the nortician's school, M.
Thomas. | never attended one."

"This is the first time |I've known anyone," | said, "who enbal med without a
i cense.”

H s eyes reveal ed an order even nore rigorous than that exenplified by his
war dr obe and his face.

He said, "I obtained a license without the need for schooling. | had a
natural -born talent for the trade."

"Some kids are born with perfect pitch, with a genius for math, and you were
born knowi ng how to prepare people for death."

"That is exactly correct, M. Thonas."
"You must have come frominteresting genetic stock."

"I suspect," he said, "that your famly and m ne were equally unconventional ."

"I"ve never net my nother's sister, Aunt Cynry, but ny father says she's a
dangerous nutant they've |ocked away somewhere."

The Russi an shrugged. "I woul d neverthel ess wager heavily on the equival ency
of our famlies. Should | |ead the way or foll ow you?"

I f he contained chaos on sone | evel bel ow wardrobe and face and eyes, it mnust
be in his mnd. | wondered what kind of strange order might underlie it.

"Sir, |I've never driven in snow before. |'mnot sure how|'lI|l be able to tell
under all the drifts, exactly where the driveway runs

234

bet ween here and the abbey. |1'd have to plow by intuition- though |I usually do
all right that way."

"Wth all due respect, M. Thomas, | believe that experience trunmps intuition
Russia is a world of snow, and in fact I was born during a blizzard."

"During a blizzard, in a nmortuary?"

"Actually, in a library.”



"Was your nother a librarian?"

"No," he said. "She was an assassin."

"An assassin.”

"That is correct."

"Do you mean assassin figuratively or literally, sir?"

"Both, M. Thomas. Wen driving behind ne, please remain at a safe distance.
Even with four-wheel drive and chains, there is some danger of sliding."

"I feel like I've been sliding all day. 1'll be careful, sir.
"I'f you do start to slide, turn the wheel into the direction of the slide. Do
not try to pull out of it. And use the brakes gently." He wal ked to the other
SW and opened the driver's door

Bef ore he clinbed behind the wheel, | said, "Sir, |lock your doors. And if you
see anything unusual in the storm don't get out of the truck to have a cl oser
ook at it. Keep driving."

"Unusual ? Such as?"

"Ch, you know, anything unusual. Say |ike a snowran with three heads or
someone who | ooks |ike she might be ny Aunt Cynry"

Romanovi ch coul d peel an apple with his stare.

Wth a little good-luck wave, | got into ny truck, and after a nonent, he got
into his.
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After he drove around ne to the foot of the ranp, | pulled in behind him

He used his renote opener, and at the top of the incline, the big door began
to roll up.

Beyond the garage |lay a chaos of bleak light, shrieking wind, and a perpetual
aval anche of falling snow
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CHAPTER 35

I N FRONT OF ME, RODI ON ROMANOVI CH DROVE out of the garage into hanmers of w nd
and shatters of snow, and | sw tched on ny headl anps. The drowned dayl i ght

required themin this feathered rain.

Even as those beams brought sparkle to the dull white curtains of snow, Elvis
materialized in the passenger seat as though | had switched himon, as well.

He was dressed in his navy-frogman scuba suit from Easy Come, Easy Co,
possi bly because he thought | needed a | augh

The bl ack neoprene hood fitted tightly to his head, covering his hair, his
ears, and his forehead to the eyebrows. Wth his face thus isolated, the



sensuous quality of his features was weirdly enhanced, but not to good effect.
He | ooked not like a navy frogman but rather like a sweet little bowlipped
Kewpi e dol| that sone pervert had dressed in a bondage costune.

"Ch, man, that novie," | said. "Wth that one, you gave new nmeaning to the
word ridicul ous. "

He | aughed soundl essly, pretended to shoot me with a spear
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gun, and phased fromthe scuba suit into the Arabian costune he had worn in
Har um Scar um

"You're right," | agreed, "that one was even worse."

When making his nmusic, he had been the essence of cool, but in his novies he
was often a sel f-parody enbarrassing to watch. Col onel Parker, his nanager,
who had picked novie scripts for him had served Elvis | ess well than the nonk
Rasputin had served Czar Nichol as and Al exandra.

| drove out of the garage, stopped, and thunbed the renpte to put down the
door behind ne.

Using the rearviewmrror, | watched until the door had cl osed entirely,
prepared to shift into reverse and run down any fugitive froma ni ghtmare that
tried to enter the garage

Apparently cal cul ating the correct path of the driveway by a |ogical analysis
of the topography, Romanovich plowed w thout error north-by-northwest,
exposi ng bl acktop as he ascended in a gentle curve.

Sone of the scooped-away snow spilled back onto the pavenment in his wake.
lowered ny plow until it barely skinmed the bl acktop, and cleaned up after
him | remained at the requested safe distance, both out of respect for his
experi ence and because | didn't want himto report me to his nother, the
assassi n.

Wnd skirled as though a dozen Scottish funerals were under way. Concussive
bl asts rocked the SUV, and | was grateful that it was an extended nodel with a
| ower point of gravity, further anchored by the heavy plow

The snow was so dry and the blow so relentlessly scolding that nothing stuck
to the windshield. | didn't turn on the w pers.

Scanni ng the sl ope ahead, left and right, checking the mrrors, | expected to
see one or nore of the bone beasts out for a lark in
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the blizzard. The white torrents foiled vision alnost as effectively as a
sandstormin the Mjave, but the stark geometric lines of the creatures, by
contrast, ought to draw the eye in this conparatively soft sweep of

st or mscape.

Except for the SUVs, nothing nmoved other than what the wind harried. Even a
few big trees along the route, pines and firs, were so heavily wei ghed down by
the snow already plastered on themthat their boughs barely shivered in
deference to the gale.



In the passenger seat, Elvis, having gone blond, had al so phased into the work
boots, peg-legged jeans, and plaid shirt he had worn in Kissin' Cousins. He
played two roles in that one: a dark-haired air-force officer and a
yellowhaired hillbilly.

"You don't see many blond hillbillies inreal life," | said, "especially not
with perfect teeth, black eyebrows, and teased hair."

He pretended to have a buck-toothed overbite and crossed his eyes to try to
give the role nore of a Deliverance edge.

| laughed. "Son, you've been going through some changes lately You were never
able to laugh this easily about your bad choices."

For a nonent he seened to consider what | had said, and then he pointed at ne.
"\What ?"

He grinned and nodded.

"You think I'mfunny?"

He nodded again, then shook his head no, as if to say he thought | was funny
but that wasn't what he had nmeant. He pulled on a serious expression and

pointed at ne again, then at hinself.

If he nmeant what | thought he did, | was flattered. "The one who taught ne how
to laugh at ny foolishness was Storny."
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He | ooked at his blond hair in the rearview nmrror, shook his head, |aughed
silently again.

"When you | augh at yoursel f, you gain perspective. Then you realize that the
m st akes you nade, as long as they didn't hurt anyone but yourself-well, you
can forgive yourself for those."

After thinking about that for a noment, he gave ne one thunb up as a sign of
agreenent .

"You know what ? Everyone who crosses over to the ther Side, if he didn't know
it before he went, suddenly understands the thousand ways he was a fool in
this world. So everyone over there understands everyone over here better than
we under stand oursel ves-and forgives us our foolishness."

He knew that | neant his bel oved nother would greet himwi th delighted

| aughter, not wth disappointnent and certainly not with shame. Tears welled
in his eyes.

"Just think about it," | said

He bit his lower Iip and nodded.

Peripherally, | glinpsed a swift presence in the storm M heart junped, and
turned toward the movenment, but it was only Boo.

Wth cani ne exuberance, he appeared al nost to skate up the hill, glorying in
the winter spectacle, neither troubled by nor troubling the hostile | andscape,
a white dog racing through a white world.



After rounding the back of the church, we drove toward the entrance to the
guest house, where the brothers would neet us.

El vis had phased fromcarefully coiffed hillbilly to physician. He wore a
white I ab coat, and a stethoscope hung around his neck

"Hey, that's right. You were in a novie with nuns. You played a
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doctor. Change of Habit. Mary Tyler More was a nun. Not inmmortal cineng,
maybe not up there with the Ben Affleck-Jennifer Lopez oeuvre, but not

egregiously silly."

He put his right hand over his heart and nade a patting notion to suggest a
rapi d beat.

"You | oved Mary Tyl er Mbore?" When he nodded, | said, "Everybody |oved Mary
Tyl er Moore. But you were just friends with her in real life, right?"

He nodded. Just friends. He made the patting notion again. Just friends, but
he | oved her.

Rodi on Romanovi ch braked to a stop in front of the guesthouse entrance.

As | pulled up slowy behind the Russian, Elvis put the ear tips of the
stethoscope in his ears and pressed the diaphragmto nmy chest, as though
listening to ny heart. His stare was neani ngful and colored with sorrow

| shifted into park, tranped the emergency brake, and said, "Son, don't you
worry about me. You hear? No matter what happens, 1'Il be all right. Wen ny
day comes, |'Il be even better, but in the neantime, 1'll be all right. You do
what you need to do, and don't you worry about ne."

He kept the stethoscope to nmy chest.

"You' ve been a blessing to ne in a hard tinme," | told him "and not hi ng woul d
pl ease me nore than if | proved to be a blessing to you."

He put one hand on the back of my neck and squeezed, the way a brother m ght
express hinself when he has no adequate words.

| opened the door and got out of the SUV, and the wi nd was so col d.
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CHAPTER 36

BAKED BY BI TTER COLD, HALF THE FLUFF OF THE falling snow had been seared away.
The fl akes were al nost grains now, and they stung nmy face as | waded through

twenty i nches of powder to neet Rodi on Ronmanovi ch when he got out of his SW
He had left the engine running and the lights on, as | had done.

| raised my voice above the wind: "The brothers will need help with their
gear. Let them know we're here. The back row of seats in ny truck are fol ded
down. I'Il conme in as soon as |'ve put themup."

In the school garage, this son of an assassin had | ooked a bit theatrical in
his bearskin hat and fur-trimed | eather coat, but in the storm he appeared



imperial and in his element, as if he were the king of winter and could halt
the falling snowwith a gesture if he chose to do so.

He did not hunch forward and tuck his head to escape the bite of the w nd, but
stood tall and straight, and strode into the guesthouse with all the swagger
you woul d expect of a man who had once prepared people for death.
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The nonent he had gone inside, | opened the driver's door of his SUVv, killed
the headlights, switched off the engine, and pocketed the keys.

I hurried back to the second vehicle to shut off its lights and engi ne as
wel | . | pocketed those keys, too, assuring that Romanovich could not drive
ei ther SUV back to the school

When | followed ny favorite Hoosier into the guesthouse, | found sixteen
brothers ready to runble.

Practicality had required themto trade their usual habits for stormsuits.
These were not, however, the flashy kind of stormsuits you would see on the
sl opes of Aspen and Vail. They did not hug the contours of the body to enhance
aerodynam cs and apreés-ski seduction, or feature vivid colors in bold designs.

The habits and cerenonial garments worn by the nonks were cut and sewn by four
brothers who had |l earned tailoring. These four had al so created the storm
suits.

Every suit was a dull blue-gray, w thout ornanentation. They were finely
crafted, with fol daway hoods, ballistic-nylon scuff guards, and insul ated
snowcuffs with rubberized strippers: perfect gear for shoveling sidewal ks and
ot her foul -weat her tasks.

Upon Romanovich's arrival, the brothers had begun to put on
Thernol oft-i nsul ated vests over their stormsuits. The vests had el asticized
gussets and reinforced shoul ders, and like the stormsuits, they offered a
nunber of zippered pockets.

In this uniform wth their kind faces framed in snugly fitted hoods, they
| ooked |i ke sixteen spacenmen who had just arrived froma planet so benign that
its anthem nust be "Teddy Bears on Parade."

Brother Victor, the former marine, noved anong his troops, naking sure that
all the needed tools had been brought to this staging area.
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Two steps inside the door, | spotted Brother Knuckles, and he nodded
conspiratorially, and we rendezvoused inmediately at the end of the reception
| ounge that was farthest fromthe nmarshal ed forces of righteousness.

As | handed himthe keys to the SUV that Romanovi ch had driven, Knuckles said,
"Fortify and defend agai nst who, son? Wen you gotta go to the mattresses,
it's kinda traditional to know who's the nmugs you're at war with."

"These are some epic bad nugs, sir. | don't have tinme to explain here. I'lI
lay it out when we get to the school. My biggest problemis howto explain it
to the brothers, because it is nondo weird."

"I'"l1l vouch for you, kid. Wen Knuckles says a guy's word is gold, there ain't



no doubters.”
"There's going to be sone doubters this tine."

"Better not be." His block-and-slab features fell into a hard expression
suitable for a stone-tenple god who didn't lightly suffer disbelievers. "There
better be no doubters of you. Besides, maybe they don't know God's got a hand
on your head, but they |like you and they got a hunch sonethin's special about
you. "

"And they're crazy about ny pancakes."

"That don't hurt."

"I found Brother Tinmothy," | said.

The stone face broke a little. "Found poor Timjust the way | said he'd be,
didn't you?"

"Not just the way, sir. But, yeah, he's with God now "

Maki ng the sign of the cross, he murmured a prayer for Brother Tinothy, and
then said, "W got proof nowTim he didn't slip around to Reno for sone R and
R The sheriff's gonna have to get real, give the kids the protection you
want . "

"Wsh he would, but he won't. W still don't have a body."
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"Maybe all those times | got my ears boxed is catchin' up with ne, 'cause what
| thought you said was you found his body."

"Yes, sir, | did, | found his body, but all that's left nowis nmaybe the first
couple centineters of his face rolled up like on a sardi ne-can key."

Intensely eye to eye, he considered my words. Then: "That don't make no sense
of no kind, son."

"No, sir, no sense. I'll tell you the whole thing when we get to the school
and when you hear it all, it'll make even | ess sense.”

"And you think this Russian guy, he's in it somehow?"

"He's no librarian, and if he was ever a nortician, he didn't wait for
busi ness, he went out and nmde it."

"I can't puzzle the full sense of that one, neither. How s your shoul der from
| ast ni ght?"

"Still alittle sore, but not bad. My head's okay, sir, |I'mnot concussed, |
assure you."

Hal f the stormsuited nonks had taken their gear outside to the SUVs and
others were filing out of the door when Brother Saul, who was not going to the
school, came to informus that the abbey phones had gone dead.

"Do you usually | ose the phones in a big storn?" | asked.

Br ot her Knuckl es shook his head. "Maybe once in all the years | renenber."



"There's still cell phones," | said.
"Sonethin' tells nme no, son."

Even in good weather, cell service wasn't reliable in this area. | fished ny
phone from a jacket pocket, switched it on, and we waited for the screen to
gi ve us bad news, which it did.

Whenever the crisis arrived, we wouldn't have easy communi cati on between the
abbey and the school
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"Back when | worked for the Eggbeater, we had a thing we said when there was
too many funny coi nci dences."

"' There are no coi ncidences/" | quoted.

"No, that ain't it. W said, 'Somebody anongst us nusta let the FBI put a bug
up his rectum"'"

"That's colorful, sir, but 1'd be happy if this were the FBI."

"Wll, | was on the dark side back then. You better tell the Russian he don't
have a round-trip ticket."

"You' ve got his keys."
Carrying a tool box in one hand and a baseball bat in the other, the |ast of
the stormsuited brothers shoul dered through the front door. The Russian

wasn't in the room

As Brot her Knuckles and |I stepped out into the snow, Rodi on Ronanovi ch drove
away in the first SUW/, which was fully | oaded with nonks.

"Il be dammed."
"Whoa. Careful with that, son."
"He took both sets of keys off the peg," | said.

Romanovi ch drove hal fway back al ong the side of the church and then stopped,
as though waiting for me to foll ow

"This is bad," | said.
"Maybe this is God at work, son, and you just can't see the good in it yet."

"I's that confident faith talking, or is it the warm and-fuzzy optinism of the
nmouse who saved the princess?"

"They're sort of one and the sane, son. You want to drive?"

I handed himthe keys to the second SUV. "No. | just want to sit quietly and
stewin nmy stupidity.”
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CHAPTER 37



THE LI NT-WH TE SKY SEEMED TO BRI GHTEN THE day | ess than did the bl anketed
land, as if the sun were dying and the earth were evolving into a new sun
t hough a cold one, that would illumnate little and warm not hi ng.

Br ot her Knuckl es drove, follow ng the devious faux librarian at a safe
di stance, and | rode shotgun w thout a shotgun. Eight brothers and their gear
occupi ed the second, third, and fourth rows of seats in the extended SUV

You m ght expect that a truckful of nonks would be quiet, all the passengers
in silent prayer or neditating on the state of their souls, or schenmi ng each
in his own way to conceal from humankind that the Church is an organization of
extraterrestrials determined to rule the world through mnd control, a dark
truth known to M. Leonardo da Vinci, which we can prove by citing his npst
famous self-portrait, in which he depicted hinself wearing a pyram d-shaped
tinfoil hat.

Here in the early afternoon, the Lesser Silence should have been observed to
the extent that work allowed, but the nonks
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were vol uble. They worried about their missing brother, Tinothy, and were

al arned by the possibility that persons unknown intended to harmthe children
at the school. They sounded fearful, hunbled, yet exhilarated that they m ght
be call ed upon to be brave defenders of the innocent.

Brot her Al fonse asked, "Odd, are all of us going to die?"
"I hope none of us is going to die," | replied.
"If all of us died, the sheriff would be disgraced."

"I fail to understand," said Brother Rupert, "the noral cal culus that all of
us dyi ng woul d be bal anced by the sheriff's disgrace."

"I assure you, Brother," Alfonse said, "I didn't mean to inply that nmass death
woul d be an acceptable price for the sheriff's defeat in the next election.”

Brot her Quentin, who had been a police officer at one tine, first a beat
patrol man and then a robbery-and-homnici de detective, said, "QOdd, who are these
ki d-Kkiller wannabes?"

"We don't know for sure,"” | said, turning in ny seat to | ook back at him "But
we know sonet hing's com ng."

"What's the evidence? Cbviously sonething that's not concrete enough to
i npress the sheriff. Threatening phone calls, |ike that?"

"The phones have gone down," | said evasively, "so there won't be any
threatening calls now "

"Are you being evasive?" Brother Quentin asked.

"Yes, sir, | am
"You're terrible at being evasive."

"Well, |I do ny best, sir.



"W need to know the nane of our eneny," said Brother Quentin.
Brot her Al fonse said, "W know the name. His name is |legion."
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"I don't nmean our ultimate eneny," said Quentin. "Odd, we aren't going up
agai nst Satan with baseball bats, are we?"

"If it's Satan, | haven't noticed a sul furous snell."

"You' re being evasive again."

"Yes, sir.

Fromthe third row, Brother Augustine said, "Wy would you have to be evasive
about whether or not it's Satan? W all know it's not Satan hinself, it's got
to be sonme anti-faith zealots or sonething, doesn't it?"

"MIlitant atheists," said sonmeone at the back of the vehicle.

Anot her fourth-row passenger chined in: "Islanofascists. The president of Iran
said, 'The world will be cleaner when there's no one whose day of worship is
Sat urday. Wen they're all dead, we'll kill the Sunday crowd."'"

Br ot her Knuckl es, behind the wheel, said, "No reason to work yoursel ves up
about it. We get to the school - Abbot Bernard, he's gonna give you the straight
poop, as far as we knowit."

Surprised, indicating the SUV ahead of us, | said, "Is the abbot with then®"

Knuckl es shrugged. "He insisted, son. Maybe he don't wei gh nore than a wet
cat, but he's a plus to the team There's not a thing in this world could
scare the abbot."

| said, "There might be a thing."

From the second row, Brother Quentin put a hand on ny shoulder, returning to
his main issue with the persistence of a cop skilled at interrogation. "Al
I'"msaying, Odd, is we need to know the nane of our enemy. W don't exactly
have a crew of trained warriors here. Wien push cones to shove, if they don't
know who they're supposed to be defending against, they'Il get so jittery,
they' Il start swi nging baseball bats at one another."
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Br ot her Augustine gently adnoni shed, "Do not underestinmate us, Brother
Quentin."

"Maybe the abbot will bless the baseball bats," said Brother Kevin fromthe
third row.
Brot her Rupert said, "I doubt the abbot would think it proper to bless a

basebal | bat to ensure a game-w nning honme run, let alone to nake it a nore
ef fecti ve weapon for braining soneone.™

"I certainly hope," said Brother Kevin, "we don't have to brain anyone. The
t hought sickens ne."

"Swing |ow, " Brother Knuckles advised, "and take 'em out at the knees. Sone



guy with his knees all busted ain't an imedi ate threat, but the damage ain't
per manent, neither. He's gonna heal back to normal. Mostly."

"W have a profound noral dilemua here,” Brother Kevin said. "W nust, of
course, protect the children, but busting knees is not by any stretch of
t heol ogy a Christian response.™

"Christ," Brother Augustine rem nded him "physically threw the noney changers
out of the tenple."

"I ndeed, but |'ve seen nowhere in Scripture where our Lord busted their knees
in the process.”

Brot her Al fonse said, "Perhaps we really are all going to die."

H's hand still on ny shoul der, Brother Quentin said, "Something nore than a
threatening call has you alarmed. Maybe ... did you find Brother Tinothy? Did
you, Odd? Dead or alive?"

At this point, | wasn't going to say that | had found hi mdead and alive, and
that he had suddenly transformed fromTimto sonething not Tim |nstead,
replied, "No, sir, not dead or alive."

Quentin's eyes narrowed. "You're being evasive again."
"How coul d you possibly know, sir?"

"You've got a tell."
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"A what ?"

"Every tinme you're being evasive, your left eye twitches ever so slightly. You
have an eye-twitch tell that betrays your intention to be evasive."

As | turned front to deny Brother Quentin a view of my twitchy eye, | saw Boo
boundi ng gl eeful ly downhill through the snow.

Behi nd the grinning dog canme Elvis, capering as if he were a child, |eaving no
prints behind hinself, arnms rai sed above his head, waving both hands high as
some inspired evangelicals do when they shout Hall el ujah.

Boo turned away fromthe plowed pavenment and sprinted friskily across the
meadow. Laughing and jubilant, Elvis ran after him The rocker and the
rollicking dog receded fromview, neither troubled by the stornmscape nor
troubling it.

Most days, | wish that ny special powers of vision and intuition had never
been bestowed on ne, that the grief they have brought to nme could be lifted
fromny heart, that everything | have seen of the supernatural could be
expunged from menory, and that | could be what, but for this gift, | otherw se
am no one special, just one soul in a sea of souls, sw nmng through the days
toward a hope of that final sanctuary beyond all fear and pain.

Once in a while, however, there are nonments for which the burden seens worth
carrying: nonents of transcendent joy, of inexpressible beauty, of wonder that
overwhel ms the mind with awe, or in this case a nmonent of such piercing charm
that the world seenms nore right than it really is and offers a glinpse of what
Eden m ght have been before we pulled it down.



Al t hough Boo would remain at ny side for days to cone, Elvis would not be with
me much longer. But | know that the image of
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them racing through the stormin rapturous delight will be with nme vividly
through all ny days in this world, and forever after

"Son?" Knuckl es said, curious.

| realized that, although a smle was not appropriate to the noment, | was
sm ling.

"Sir, | think the King is about ready to nove out of that place down at the
end of Lonely Street."

"Heartbreak Hotel," said Knuckl es.

"Yeah. It was never the five-star kind of joint where he should be booked to
play."

Knuckl es brightened. "Hey, that's swell, ain't it."
"It's swell,"” | agreed.
"Must feel good that you opened the big door for him"

"I didn't open the door," | said. "I just showed hi mwhere the knob was and
which way it turned.”

Behind me, Brother Quentin said, "What're you two tal king about? | don't
fol low "

Wthout turning in ny seat, | said, "In time, sir. You'll follow himin tine.
W'll all follow himin tine."
"H m who?"

"Elvis Presley, sir.
"Il bet your left eye is twitching Iike crazy," said Brother Quentin.

"I don't think so," | said.

Knuckl es shook his head. "No twitch."

W had covered two-thirds of the di stance between the new abbey and the schoo
when out of the stormcane a scissoring, scuttling, serpentine bew |dernment of
bones.
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CHAPTER 38

ALTHOUGH BROTHER TI MOTHY HAD BEEN KI LLED- and worse than kill ed-by one of
these creatures, a part of ne, the Pollyanna part | can't entirely wing out
of nmyself, had wanted to believe that the ever-noving nosaic of bones at the

school wi ndow and my pursuers in the cooling-tower service tunnel had been
apparitions, fearsonme but, in the end, less real than such threats as a nan



with a gun, a woman with a knife, or a U S. senator with an idea.

Pol  yanna Odd hal f expected, as with the lingering dead and the bodachs, that
these entities would prove to be invisible to anyone but ne, and that what
happened to Ti nmot hy was sonehow a singularity, because supernatural presences,
after all, do not have the power to harmthe |iving.

That hopeful possibility was flushed down the wi shful -thinking drain with the
appear ance of the keeni ng banshee of bones and the i medi ate reactions of
Knuckl es and his brothers.

As tall and long as two horses running nose to tail, ceaselessly
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kal ei doscopi c even when traversing the meadow, the thing cane out of the white
wi nd and crossed the pavenent in front of the first SUV

In Dante's Inferno, in the ice and snowy nist of the frozen | owest |evel of
Hel |, the inprisoned Satan had appeared to the poet out of the w nds made by
his three sets of great leathery wings. The fallen angel, once beautiful but
now hi deous, had reeked of despair and msery and evil

Li kewi se, here was misery and despair enbodied in the cal cium and phosphat e of
bone, and evil in the marrow. Its intentions were evident in its design, in
its swift notion, and its every intention was pernicious.

Not one brother reacted to this manifestation with wonder or even with nere
fear of the unknown, and none with disbelief. Wthout exception they regarded
it at once as an abomination, and viewed it with as rmuch di sgust as terror
with loathing and with a righteous kind of hatred, as though upon seeing it
for the first time they recognized it as an ancient and enduring beast.

If any was stunned to silence, he found his voice quickly, and the SUV was
filled with exclamations. There were appeals to Christ and to the Holy Mt her
and | heard no hesitation or enbarrassment about |abeling the thing before us
with the nanes of denmons or with the name of the father of all denobns, though
I'mreasonably sure the first words from Brot her Knuckles were Manma m a.

Rodi on Romanovi ch brought his SUV to a full stop as the white denon passed in
front of him

When Knuckl es braked, the chain-wapped tires stuttered on the icy pavenent
but didn't slide, and we, too, shuddered to a halt.
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The pistoning bony |egs cast up plumes of snow fromthe nmeadow as the thing
crossed the road and kept going, as though it was not aware of us. The trai
it left in the fresh powder and the way the falling snow whirled in the

currents of its wake dispelled any doubt about its reality

Certain that the beast's disinterest in us was pretense and that it would

return, | said to Knuckles, "Let's go. Don't just sit here. Go, go, get us
i nsi de. "
"I can't go till he does," Knuckles said, indicating the SUV that bl ocked the

road in front of us.

To the right, south, rose a steep bank, which the uberskel eton had descended



in a centipedal scurry. W mght not bog down in the deep drift, but the angle
of incline would surely roll us.

In the northern neadow, the dismal |ight of the sunless day and shrouds of
snow fol ded around the fantastic architecture of restless bones, but we had
not seen the last of it.

Rodi on Romanovi ch still stood on his brake pedal, and in the red taillights,
snow canme down in bl oody showers

To the left, the neadow dropped two feet fromthe driveway. W coul d probably
have driven around Ronanovi ch; but that was a needl ess risk.

"He's waiting for another look at it," |I said. "lIs he nuts? Gve himthe
horn."

Knuckl es punped the horn, and the brake |lights on Romanovich's SUV fluttered,
and Knuckl es used the horn again, and the Russian began to coast forward, but
then braked once nore.

Qut of the north canme the nonster, harrowing the field of snow, moving | ess
qui ckly than before, a sense of ominous intention in its nore nmeasured
appr oach.
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Amazenent, fear, curiosity, disbelief: Watever had i mobilized Romanovi ch, he
broke free of its hold. The SUV rolled forward.

Bef ore Romanovi ch could build any speed, the creature arrived, reared up,
extruded intricately pincered arnms, seized its prey, and tipped the vehicle on
its side.
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CHAPTER 39

THE SUV LAY ON I TS STARBOARD SIDE. THE slowy turning tires on the port side
usel essly sought traction in the snowshot air.

The Russian and the eight nmonks could exit only by the back hatch or by the
doors turned to the sky, but not with ease and not with haste.

| assuned the beast would either pry open the doors and reach inside for the
nine nen or pluck themas they tried to escape. How it would do to them what

it had done to Brother Tinothy, | didn't know, but | was certain that it would
nmet hodi cally gather themto itself, one by one.

When they were harvested, it would carry themaway to crucify themon a wall
as it had done with Tinmothy, transformng their nortal forns into nine
chrysalises. O it would then come after us, here in the second truck, and
later in the day, the cooling tower would be crowded with eighteen
chrysal i ses.

I nstead of proceeding with its usual mechanical insistence, the thing
retreated fromthe overturned SUV and waited, retaining
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its basic formbut continuously folding in upon itself and bl oom ng out new



vaned and petal ed patterns.

Wth the nervel ess apl onb of an experienced getaway driver, Brother Knuckles
engaged his safety harness, raised the steel plow off the pavement, shifted
gears, and reversed up the driveway.

"W can't leave themtrapped," | said, and the brothers behind ne were in
voci f erous agreenent.

"W ain't |eavin' nobody,"
enough to stay put.”

Knuckl es assured nme. "l just hope they're scared

Li ke a macabre notorized scul pture crafted by graverobbers, the bone heap
stood sentinel by the side of the road, perhaps waiting for the doors on the
overturned SUV to open.

When we had reversed fifty yards, the tipped truck becane a blur on the road
bel ow, and the sheeting snow al nost entirely canoufl aged the bony specter.

| strapped nyself into the shoul der harness-and heard the brothers buckling up
behi nd me. Even when God is your co-pilot, it pays to pack a parachute.

Br ot her Knuckles slowed to a stop. Wth one foot on the brake, he shifted into
drive.

Except for the sound of their breathing, the nmonks had fallen silent.

Then Brother Al fonse said, "Libera nos a nalo."

Deliver us fromevil.

Knuckl es traded the brake pedal for the accel erator. The engi ne grow ed, the
tire chains rang rhythns fromthe pavenent, and we raced downhill, aimng to

sweep past the overturned SUV and take out the fiend.

Qur target seenmed oblivious of us until the penultimte nmonent, or perhaps it
had no fear.
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Plow-first we slamred into the thing and instantly |ost nost of our forward
nonent um

A furious hail crashed down. The wi ndshield crazed, dissolved, fell in upon
us, and with it cane both | oose bones and articul ated structures.

An el aborately jointed array of bones landed in ny |lap, spasnmng |ike a broken
crab. My cry was every bit as manly as that of a young school girl surprised by
a hairy spider. | knocked the thing off me, onto the fl oor

It felt cold and slick, yet not greasy or wet, had seened to harbor no warnth
of life.

The castoff scrabbled at ny feet, not with intent to harmbut as the

decapi tated body of a snake | ashes mindl essly. Nevertheless, | quickly pulled
my feet onto the seat and woul d have gathered my petticoats tightly around ne
if I had been wearing any.

After comng to a stop ten yards past the overturned vehicle, we reversed
until we were beside it once nore, things snapping and crunching |oudly under



the tires.

When | got out of the truck, | found the pavenent littered with tw tching
constructs of bones, splintered remmants of the beast's fragmented anatony.
Sone were as | arge as vacuum cl eaners, nany the size of kitchen

appl i ances-flexing, irising, folding, unfolding as if striving to obey the
conjuring call of a sorcerer

Thousands of single bones of all shapes and sizes were also scattered on the
roadway. These rattled in place as if the ground were shaki ng under them but
I could not feel any earth trenors through the soles of nmy ski boots.

Ki cking the debris aside, | cleared a path to the overturned
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SWV and clinbed onto the flank of it. Inside, tunbled brothers | ooked up at
me, wi de-eyed and blinking, through the side w ndows.

| pulled open a door, and Brother Rupert clamnmbered up to assist. Soon we had
pul | ed the Russian and the nonks fromthe vehicle.

Sonme were bruised and all were shaken; but none of them had sustained a
serious injury.

Every tire on the second SUV had been punctured by broken shafts of bone. The
vehicle sat on flat rubber. W would have to wal k the renmai ni ng hundred yards
to the school

No one needed to express the opinion that if one inpossible anbul atory

kal ei doscope of bones could exist, others mght follow In fact, whether
because of shock or fear, few words were exchanged, and those were spoken in
the softest voices.

Everyone worked urgently to unload all the tools and the other gear that had
been brought to defend and fortify the school

The rattling skeletal debris slowy grew quieter, and some bones began to
break down into cubes in a variety of sizes, as though they had not been
bones, after all, but structures formed fromsmaller interlocking pieces.

As we were setting out for the school, Rodion Romanovich took off his hat,
stooped, and with one gl oved hand scooped sone of the cubes into that bearskin
sack.

He | ooked up and saw me watching him Cdutching the hat in one hand as if it
were a purse filled with treasure, he picked up what appeared to be a large
attaché case, rather than a tool box, and turned toward the school

Around us, the wind seenmed to be full of words, all angry and
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growing rapidly angrier, in a brutal |anguage ideal for inprecation
mal edi cti on, bl aspheny, and threat.

The veil ed sky folded down to neet the hidden | and, and the vani shnent of the
hori zon was swiftly followed by the di sappearance of every structure of nman
and nature. A perfect consistency of |ight throughout the bleak day, allow ng
no shadow, did not illumnate but blinded. In that white obscurity, al



contours of the land faded from sight, except those directly underfoot, and we
were plunged into a total whiteout.

Wth psychic magnetism | amnever lost. But at |least a couple of the brothers
m ght have wandered off forever, within nere yards of the school, if they had
not stayed close to one another and had not received sonme gui dance fromthe
rapi dly vani shing patches of bl acktop exposed earlier by the plows.

More wal ki ng boneyards m ght be near, and | suspected that they would not be
bl i nded by the whiteout, as we were. \Watever senses they possessed were not
anal ogous- but perhaps superior-to ours.

Two steps before blundering into the segnmented roll-up garage door, | saw it

and halted. When the others had gathered around nme, | did a count to be sure

that all sixteen nonks were present. They nunbered seventeen. The Russi an was
there, but | had not m stakenly included himin the count.

| led them past the large door to a smaller, man-size entrance. Wth ny
uni versal key, | let us into the garage.

When everyone had passed safely inside, | closed and dead-bolted the door.

The brothers dropped their burdens on the floor, brushed snow fromthensel ves,
and pul |l ed back their hoods.

The seventeenth nonk proved to be Brother Leopold, the
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novi ce who often came and went with the stealth of a ghost. H s freckled face
| ooked | ess whol esone than it had al ways been before, and his usual sunny
smle was not in evidence.

Leopol d stood next to the Russian, and there was an ineffable quality to their
attitudes and postures that suggested they were in sone way allied.

262
CHAPTER 40

ROVANOVI CH VENT TO ONE KNEE ON THE garage floor, and from his bearskin hat, he
spilled a collection of the white cubes onto the concrete.

The | arger specinmens were about an inch and a half square, the smaller perhaps
hal f an inch. They were so polished and snooth that they m ght have been dice
wi t hout spots, and | ooked not |ike natural objects but |ike manufactured
itens.

They twitched and rattl ed agai nst one another, as though life yet existed in
them Perhaps they were agitated by the menory of the bone they had been, were
programed to reconstitute that structure but |acked the power.

I was rem nded of jumping beans, those seeds of Mexican spurge that are
ani mat ed by the nmovenents of the noth larvae living in them

Although | didn't believe that the agitation of these cubes was caused by the
equi valent of nmoth larvae, | wasn't going to try to bite one open to confirm
nmy opi ni on

As the brothers gathered around to observe the bl ank dice, one
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of the | arger specinmens shook nore violently-and rattled into four smaller
i denti cal cubes.

Per haps triggered by that action, a smaller cube turned end over end and
rendered itself into four dimnished replicas.

d ancing up fromthe self-dividing geonetries, Romanovich | ocked eyes with
Br ot her Leopol d.

"Quantum zing," the novice said.
The Russi an nodded in agreement.
| said, "Wat's going on here?"

I nstead of answering nme, Ronmanovich returned his attention to the dice and
said, alnost to hinself, "Incredible. But where's the heat?"

As if this question alarned him Leopold took two steps back

"You woul d want to be twenty mles fromhere,"” Romanovich told the novice. "A
bit late for that."

"You knew each other before comng here," | said.

Wth increasing rapidity, the cubes were breaking down into ever-smaller
units.

Turning nmy attention to the brothers, expecting themto support ny demand for
answers fromthe Russian, | discovered their attention fixed not on Romanovich
or Leopold, but instead half on me and half on the strange-and
ever-tinier-objects on the floor

Brot her Alfonse said, "Qdd, in the SU/, when we saw that thing cone out of the
snow, you didn't seem stunned by the sight of it like the rest of us were."

"I was ... just speechless,"” | said.

"There's that eye-twitch tell," said Brother Quentin, pointing at ne, frowning
as he must have frowned at numerous suspects in the hom cide-division
i nterrogati on room
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As the cubes continued dividing, growing dramatically in nunber, the
collective mass of them should have remai ned the sanme. Cube an apple, and the
pi eces will weigh as nuch as the whole fruit. But nmass was di sappearing here.

Thi s suggested that, after all, the beast had been supernatural, manifesting
in a mterial with nore apparent substance-but no nore real physica
exi stence-than ectopl asm

The problenms with that theory were many. For one thing, Brother Tinothy was
dead, and no nmere spirit had killed him The SUV had not been overturned by
t he anger of a poltergeist.

Judgi ng by the ghastly expression that had drained all the sunny |owan charm



from his boyish face, Brother Leopold was clearly focused on an expl anation
different fromand far nore terrifying than-any supernatural manifestation

On the floor, the cubes had become so nunmerous and tiny that they appeared to
be only a spill of salt. And then ... the concrete was bare again, as though
t he Russian had never enptied anything out of his hat.

Col or began to seep back into Brother Leopold s face, and he shuddered with
relief.

Masterful ly deflecting curiosity that might have been directed at him
Romanovi ch rose to his feet and, to reinforce the brothers' intuitive belief
that | knew nore about this situation than they did, he said, "M. Thomas,
what was that thing out there?"

Al the brothers were staring at nme, and | realized that I-with my universa
key and sonetimes enigmati c behavi or-had al ways been a nore nysterious figure
to themthan was either the Russian or Brother Leopold.

"l don't know what it was," | said. "I wish | did."
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Brother Quentin said, "No eye-twitch tell. Have you |l earned to suppress it or
are you really not being evasive?"

Before | could respond, Abbot Bernard said, "Odd, | would like you to tel
t hese brothers about your exceptional abilities."

Surveying the faces of the nonks, each shining with curiosity, |I said, "In al
the world, sir, there aren't half this many people who know ny secret. It
feels like ... going public."

"I aminstructing themherewith," the abbot said, "to regard your revel ations
as a confession. As your confessors, your secrets are to thema sacred trust."

"Not to all of them" | said, not bothering to accuse Brother Leopold of being
insincere in his postulancy and in the profession of his vows as a novice, but
addressing nyself solely to Romanovich

"I amnot leaving," the Russian said, returning the bearskin hat to his head
as if to punctuate his declaration.

I had known that he would insist on hearing what | had to tell the others, but
| said, "Don't you have a coupl e of poisoned cakes to decorate?"

"No, M. Thomas, | have finished all ten."

After once nore surveying the earnest faces of the nonks, | said, "I see the
i ngering dead."

"This guy," said Brother Knuckles, "maybe he evades a question when he's
gotta, but he don't know howto lie any better than a two-year-old."

| said, "Thanks. | think."

"In ny other life, before God called nme," Knuckles continued, "I lived in a
filthy sea of liars and lies, and | swam as good as any of those nugs. Gdd-he
aint like them ain't like I once was. Fact is, he ain't |ike nobody | ever
known before."
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After that sweet and heartfelt endorsenment, | told ny story as succinctly as
possi bl e, including that | had for years worked with the chief of police in
Pi co Mundo, who had vouched for nme w th Abbot Bernard.

The brothers listened, rapt, and expressed no doubts. Although ghosts and
bodachs were not included in the doctrines of their faith, they were nen who
had given their lives to an absolute conviction that the universe was
Cod-created and that it had a vertical sacred order. Having found a way to
understand the existence of the nonster in the stormby defining it as a
denon- they would not now be cast into spiritual or intellectual turnoil
nmerely by being asked to believe that a nobody smart-ass fry cook was visited
by the restless dead and tried to bring themjustice as best he coul d.

They were enotional at the news that Brother Constantine had not committed

sui cide. But the faceless figure of Death in the bell tower intrigued nore
than frightened them and they were in agreenent that if a traditiona

exorci smwoul d be effective with either of these two recent apparitions, it
woul d be nmore likely to work on the tower phantomthan on an uberskel eton t hat
could overturn an SW

| couldn't tell whether Brother Leopold and Rodi on Romanovi ch believed ne, but
| didn't owe those two any evi dence beyond the sincerity of ny story.

To Leopold, | said, "I don't believe that an exorcismw |l work in either
case-do you?"

The novice |l owered his gaze to the place on the floor where the cubes had
been. He nervously licked his I|ips.

The Russi an spared his conrade the need to answer: "M. Thomas, | amfully
prepared to believe that you live on a |edge
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between this world and the next, that you see what we cannot. And now you have
seen apparitions previously unknown to you."

"Are they previously unknown to you?" | asked.

"I ammerely a librarian, M. Thomas, with no sixth sense. But | ama man of
faith, whether you believe that or not, and now that | have heard your story,
I amworried about the children as nuch as you are. How nuch time do we have?
VWhat ever wi |l happen, when will it happen?”

| shook ny head. "I only saw seven bodachs this norning. There would be nore
if the violence was inmm nent."

"That was this norning. Do you think we should have a | ook now past one-thirty
in the afternoon?"

"Bring all your tools and the ... weapons," Abbot Bernard advised his
br ot hers.

The snow had nelted off nmy boots. | w ped themon the mat at the door between
t he garage and the basenent of the school, while the other nmen, who were al
veterans of winter and all nore considerate than I, shucked off their zippered
rubber boots and | eft them behind.



Wth lunch finished, nbst of the kids were in the rehabilitation and
recreation roons, each of which | visited with the abbot, a few brothers, and
Romanovi ch

Sooty shadows, cast by nothing in this world, slid through these roonms and

al ong the hallway, quivering with anticipation, wlfish and eager, seeming to
thrill to the sight of so many innocent children who they sonehow knew woul d
intine be screaning in terror and agony. | counted seventy-two bodachs and
knew t hat others would be prowing the corridors on the second fl oor

"Soon," | told the abbot. "It's com ng soon."
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CHAPTER 41

VWH LE THE SI XTEEN WARRI OR MONKS AND t he one duplicitous novice determ ned how
to fortify the two stairwells that served the second floor of the school

Si ster Angel a was present to ensure that her nuns were prepared to offer any

assi stance that night be wanted.

As | headed toward the northwest nurses' station, she fell in beside ne.
"Oddi e, | hear sonething happened on the trip back fromthe abbey."

"Yes, ma'am Sure did. | don't have time to go into it now, but your insurance
carrier is going to have a |lot of questions."

"Do we have bodachs here?"

| looked left and right into the rooms we passed. "The place is crawling with
them Sister.”

Rodi on Romanovich followed us with the authoritarian air of one of those
librarians who rules the stacks with an intimdating scow, whispers quiet
sharply enough to lacerate the tender inner tissues of the ear, and wll
pursue an overdue-book fine with the ferocity of a rabid ferret.
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"How i s M. Romanovi ch assisting here?" Sister Angela asked.

"He isn't assisting, ma'am?"

"Then what's he doi ng?"

"Schem ng, mnost likely."

"Shall | throw him out?" she asked.

Through my mind flickered a short filmof the nother superior wenching the
Russian's arm up hard behind his back in sone clever tae kwon do nove
nmuscl i ng himdownstairs to the kitchen, and making himsit in a corner on a

stool for the duration.

"Actually, ma'am 1'd rather have himhovering over nme than have to wonder
where he is and what he's up to."

At the nurses' station, Sister Mriam wth Thanks be to God forever on her
lips, or at least forever on the | ower one, was still behind the counter



She said, "Dear, the dark clouds of nystery surrounding you are getting so
thick I soon won't be able to see you. This sooty whirl of smbg will go past,
and people will say, 'There's Odd Thomas. Wnder what he | ooks |ike these
days.'"

"Mp'am | need your help. You know Justine in Room Thirty-two?"
"Dear, | not only know every child here, but | love themlike they were ny
own. "

"When she was four, her father drowned her in the bathtub but didn't finish
the job the way he did with her nother. |Is that correct, do | have it right?"

Her eyes narrowed. "I don't want to think in what sort of place his soul is
festering now. " She glanced at her nother superior and said, with an edge of
guilt in her voice, "Actually, | not only sonetinmes think about it, | enjoy

t hi nki ng about it."
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"What | need to know, Sister, is maybe he did finish the job, and Justine was
dead for a couple minutes before the police or the paranedics revived her
Coul d that have happened?"

Si ster Angela said, "Yes, Oddie. W can check her file, but | believe that was
the case. She suffered brain damage from prol onged | ack of oxygen, and in fact
had no vital signs when the police broke into the house and found her."

This was why the girl could serve as a bridge between our world and the next:
She had once been over there, if only briefly, and had been pull ed back by nen
who had all the best intentions. Storny had been able to reach out to ne

t hrough Justine because Justine bel onged on the O her Side nore than she did
her e.

| asked, "Are there other children here who suffered brain damage from oxygen
deprivation?"

"Afew " Sister Mriamconfirnmed

"Are they-are any of themnore alert than Justine? No, that's not the issue.
Are they capabl e of speech? That's what | need to know. "

Havi ng noved to the counter beside the nother superior, Rodion Romanovich

scowed intently at me, like a nmortician who, in need of work, believed that I
woul d soon be a candi date for embal m ng

"Yes," said Sister Angela. "There are at |east two."
"Three," Sister Mriam anended.

"Mp'am were any of the three clinically dead and then revived by police or
par amedi cs, the way Justine was?"

Frowni ng, Sister Mriam| ooked at her nother superior. "Do you know?"
Si ster Angel a shook her head. "l suppose it would be in the patient records.”
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"How long will it take you to review the records, na' anP"

"Hal f an hour, forty mnutes? Maybe we'll find something like that in the
first file."

"Wul d you please do it, Sister, fast as you can? | need a child who was dead
once but can still talk."

O the three of them only Sister Mriam knew not hing about mny sixth sense.
"Dear, you are starting to get downright spooky."

"I'"ve al ways been, ma'am™"
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CHAPTER 42

I N ROOM 14, JACOB HAD FI Nl SHED THE LATEST portrait of his nmother and had
sprayed it with fixative. He carefully sharpened each of his many pencils on
t he sandpaper bl ock, in anticipation of the blank page of the drawi ng tabl et
on the sl antboard.

Also on the table was a lunch tray |aden with enpty dishes and dirty fl atware.
No bodachs were currently present, although the darksone spirit who called

hi nsel f Rodi on Romanovi ch stood in the open doorway, his coat draped over one
armbut his fur hat still on his head. | had forbidden himto enter the room
because his glowering presence might intimnmdate the shy young artist.

If the Russian entered against my w shes, | would snatch his hat fromhis
head, park my butt on it, and threaten to scent it with essence of Odd if he
didn't back off. | can be ruthless.

| sat across the table fromJacob and said, "It's me again. The Odd Thomas."
Toward the end of my previous visit, he had net my every
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comment and question with such silence that I'd becone convinced he had gone
into an internal redoubt where he didn't any |onger hear me or even recogni ze
that | was present.

"The new portrait of your nother came out very well. It's one of your best."

| had hoped that he would be in a nore garrul ous nood than when | had | ast
seen him This proved to be a fal se hope.

"She must have been very proud of your talent."”

Jacob finished sharpening the last of the pencils, kept it in his hand, and
shifted his attention to the drawi ng tablet, studying the blank page.

"Since | was last here," | told him "I had a wonderful roast-beef sandw ch
and a crisp dill pickle that probably wasn't poisoned."

H s thick tongue appeared, and he bit gently on it, perhaps deciding what his
first pencil strokes should be.

"Then this nasty guy al nost hanged me fromthe bell tower, and | got chased



t hrough a tunnel by a big bad scary thing, and I went on a snow adventure wth
Elvis Presley."

He began lightly and fluidly to sketch the outline of sonmething that | could
not recogni ze at once from ny upsi de-down point of view

At the doorway, Romanovich sighed inpatiently

Wthout |ooking at him | said, "Sorry. | know ny interrogation techniques
aren't as direct as those of a librarian."

To Jacob, | said, "Sister Mriam says you |l ost your nother when you were
thirteen, nore than twelve years ago."

He was sketching a boat froma high perspective.

"I"ve never |ost a nother because | never really had one. But | lost a girl |
| oved. She neant everything to ne."
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Wth a few lines he suggested that the sea, when fully drawn, would be gently
rol I'i ng.

"She was beautiful, this girl, and beautiful in her heart. She was kind and
tough, sweet and determ ned. Smart, she was smarter than ne. And so funny"

Jacob paused to study what he had thus far put on the paper

"Life had been hard on this girl, Jacob, but she had enough courage for an
arnmy."

H s tongue retreated, and he bit instead on his |lower lip.

"W never made | ove. Because of a bad thing that happened to her when she was
alittle girl, she wanted to wait. Wait until we could afford to be nmarried.”

Wth two styles of cross-hatching, he began to give substance to the hull of
the boat.

"Sometines | thought | couldn't wait, but then I always coul d. Because she
gave me so nmuch el se, and everything she gave ne was nore than a thousand
other girls could ever give. All she wanted was | ove with respect, respect was
so inportant to her, and | could give her that. | don't know what she saw in
me, you know? But | could give her that nmuch."

The pencil whispered over the paper.

"She took four bullets in the chest and abdonen. My sweet girl, who never hurt
a soul ."

The novi ng pencil gave Jacob confort. | could see how he took confort from
creation.

"I killed the man who killed her, Jacob. If |I had gotten there two m nutes
sooner, | mght have killed himbefore he killed her."

The pencil hesitated, but then noved on

"W were destined to be together forever, ny girl and I. W had a



fortune-teller's card that said so. And we will be ... forever.
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This here, nowthis is just an internission between act one and act two."

Per haps Jacob trusts God to guide his hand and show hi mthe very boat and the
preci se place on the ocean where the bell rang, so he will knowit, after all

when his own time cones to float away.

"They didn't scatter my girl's ashes at sea. They gave themto ne in an urn. A
friend in my honetown keeps it safe for ne."

As the pencil whispered, Jacob murnured, "She could sing."

"I'f her voice was as lovely as her face, it nust have been sweet. Wat did she
si ng?"

"So pretty. Just for ne. Wien the dark cane."
"She sang you to sleep."

"When | woke up and the dark wasn't gone yet, and the dark seemed so big, then
she sang soft and made the dark small again.”

That is the best of all things we can do for one another: Mke the dark snall.
"Jacob, earlier you told me about sonmeone called the Neverwas."

"He's the Neverwas, and we don't care."”

"You said he cane to see you when you were 'full of the black.""

"Jacob was full of the black, and the Neverwas said, 'Let himdie.""

"So 'full of the black' mnmeans you were ill. Very ill. Was the man who said
they should let you di e-was he a doctor?"

"He was the Neverwas. That's all he was. And we don't care."

| watched the graceful lines energe fromthe sinple pencil gripped by the
stubby fingers of the short broad hand.

"Jacob, do you renmenber the face of the Neverwas?"
"Along tinme ago." He shook his head. "A long tine ago."
Cataracts of falling snow nade a blind eye of the w ndow.
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In the doorway, Romanovich tapped one finger against the face of his watch and
rai sed his eyebrows.

W might have precious little time remaining, but | could think of nowhere
better to spend it than here, where | had been sent by the nedium of the
once-dead Justi ne.

Intuition rai sed a question that at once seened inportant to mne.



"Jacob, you know ny name, ny full nane."
"The Odd Thonas. "
"Yes. My last name is Thomas. Do you know your | ast nanme?"

"Her nane."

"That's right. It would be your nmother's |ast name, too.
"Jennifer."
"That's a first nane, |ike Jacob."

The pencil stopped nmoving, as if the menory of his nother cane so vividly to
himthat no part of his nind or heart renmained free to guide his draw ng.

"Jenny," he said. "Jenny Calvino."

"So you are Jacob Calvino."
"Jacob Cal vino," he confirned.

Intuition had told ne that the name would be revealing, but it meant nothing
to ne.

Agai n the pencil noved, and the boat took further form the vessel from which
Jenny Cal vino's ashes had been di spersed.

As during nmy previous visit, a second large drawing tablet |lay closed on the
table. The longer | tried and disnally failed to think of questions that m ght
extract vital information from Jacob, the nore ny attention was conpelled
toward that tablet.

If | inspected the second tablet w thout perm ssion, Jacob m ght consider ny
curiosity a violation of his privacy. Ofended, he might wthdraw again, and
gi ve me nothing further.
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On the other hand, if | asked to see the tablet and he refused perm ssion
t hat avenue of inquiry would be closed off.

Jacob' s |l ast name was not revelatory, as | had thought it would be, but in
this case, | did not think that intuition would fail me. The tablet seened
alnost to glow, alnost to be floating above the table, the nost vivid thing in
the room hyper-real

| slid the tablet in front of nme, and Jacob either did not notice or did not
care.

When | turned back the cover, |I found a drawing of this room s only w ndow.
Pressed to the gl ass was a kal ei doscope of bones, which he had rendered in
exqui site detail

Sensing that | had found sonething al armi ng, Romanovich took a step into the
room

| raised one hand to warn himto stop, but then held up the drawi ng so he
could see it.



When | turned the page, | found another depiction of the beast at the sane
wi ndow, though in this one, the bones fornmed a pattern different fromthe
first.

Either the thing had clung to the wi ndow | ong enough for Jacob to draw it in
great detail, which |I doubted, or he had a photographic nmenory.

The third drawi ng was of a robed figure wearing a necklace of human teeth and
bones: Death as | had seen himin the bell tower, with pale hands and wi t hout
a face.

As | was about to show this drawing to Romanovi ch, three bodachs slunk into
the room and | closed the tablet.
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CHAPTER 43

El THER NOT | NTERESTED I N ME OR PRETENDI NG no interest, the three sinister
shapes gat hered around Jacob

Their hands were fingerless, as devoid of detail as were their faces and
forms. Yet they were nore suggestive of paws-or the webbed extrenmities of
anphi bi ans-t han of hands.

As Jacob worked, oblivious of his spirit visitors, they appeared to stroke his
cheeks. Quivering with excitement, the specters traced the curve of his thick
neck and kneaded hi s heavy shoul ders.

Bodachs appear to experience this world with some if not all of the usual five
senses, perhaps also with a sixth sense of their own, but they have no effect
on things here. If a hundred were to rush past in a pack, they would make no
sound, create no slightest draft.

They seermed to thrill to a radiance produced by Jacob that was invisible to
me, perhaps his life force, knowi ng that soon it would be torn fromhim Wen
eventual ly the viol ence cones, the
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pendi ng horror that has drawn them they w Il shudder and spasm and swoon in
ecst asy.

Previ ously, | have had reason to suspect that they m ght not be spirits. |

sonmetinmes wonder if they are instead time travelers who return to the past not
physically but in virtual bodies.

If our current barbaric world spirals into greater corruption and brutality,
our descendants may become so cruel and so norally perverse that they cross
time to watch us suffer, bearing orgasm c witness to the bl oodbaths from which
their sick civilization grew

In truth, that is a few small steps down from current audi ences' fascination
with the wall-to-wall disaster coverage, bloody nurder stories, and relentless
fear-nongering that conprise TV news.

These descendants of ours would surely | ook Iike us and would be able to pass
for us if they journeyed here in their real bodies. Therefore, the creepy
bodach form the virtual body, might be a reflection of their tw sted,



di seased soul s.

One of these three prowed on all fours around the room and sprang onto the
bed, where it seened to sniff the sheets.

As if it were snoke drawn by a draft, another bodach slithered through a crack
under the bathroomdoor. | don't know what it did in there, but for sure it
didn't take a potty break

They don't pass through walls and cl osed doors, as the lingering dead can do.
They must have the crack, the chink, the open keyhole.

Whi |l e they have no mass and should not be affected by gravity, the bodachs do
not fly. They clinb and descend stairs three or four at a time, in a |ope, but
never glide through the air as do novie ghosts. | have seen themrace in
frenzied packs, as swift as panthers but limted by the contours of the |and.
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They seemto be bound by some-but not all-rules of our world.

From t he doorway, Romanovich said, "lIs sonething wong?"

| shook ny head and subtly nade a zip-your-lips gesture, which any rea
l'ibrarian should at once understand.

Al t hough surreptitiously watching the bodachs, | pretended to be interested
only in Jacob's drawing of a boat at sea.

Inall my life, |I have encountered just one other person who could see
bodachs, a six-year-old English boy. Mnents after he had spoken al oud of

t hese dark presences, within their hearing, he had been crushed by a runaway
truck.

According to the Pico Mundo coroner, the driver of the truck had suffered a
massi ve stroke and had col | apsed agai nst the steering wheel

Yeah, right. And the sun comes up every norning by sheer chance, and nere
coi nci dence expl ai ns why darkness foll ows sunset.

After the bodachs departed Room 14, | said to Romanovich, "For a minute there,
we weren't alone.”

| opened the tablet to the third drawing and stared at facel ess Death
festooned with human teeth. The foll ow ng pages were bl ank

When | turned the tablet to face Jacob and put it on the table near him he
did not glance at it, but remained fixated on his work.

"Jacob, where did you see this thing?"

He did not reply, and | hoped that he had not gone away from nme agai n.
"Jake, 1've seen this thing, too. Just today. At the top of the bell tower."
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Tradi ng his pencil for another, Jacob said, "He conmes here."

"To this room Jake? When did he cone?"



"Many tinmes he conmes."

"What does he do here?"

"Wt ches Jacob. "

"He just watches you?"

The sea began to flow fromthe pencil. The initial tones and textures
conmitted to the paper suggested that the water woul d be undul ant, om nous,
and dar k.

"Why does he watch you?" | asked.

"You know. "

"I do? I guess | forgot."

"Wants nme dead.”

"You said earlier that the Neverwas wants you dead."

"He's the Neverwas, and we don't care.”

"This drawi ng, this hooded figure-is he the Neverwas?"

"Not scared of him"

"I's this who cane to see you when you were sick that tine, when you were ful
of the black?"

"The Neverwas said, 'Let himdie/ but she wouldn't |et Jacob die."

Ei ther Jacob saw spirits, as | did, or this death figure was no nore a spirit
than had been the wal ki ng boneyard.

Seeking to establish the reality of it, | said, "Your nother saw the
Never was?"

"She said cone, and he canme just the once.”
"Where were you when he cane?"

"Where they all wore white and squeaked in their shoes and used the needl es
for medicine."”

"So you were in the hospital, and the Neverwas cane. But did
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he come in a black robe with a hood, with a necklace of hunman teeth?"
"No. Not like that, not back in the long ago, only now"

"And he had a face then, didn't he?"

In graded tones, the sea formed, full of its own darkness, but brightened
el sewhere by reflections of the sky.



"Jacob, did he have a face in the | ong ago?"

"A face and hands, and she said, "Wat's wong with you,' and the Neverwas
said, '"What's wong is with him' and she said, 'MWy God, ny God, are you
afraid to touch him' and he said, 'Don't be a bitch about it.""

He lifted his pencil fromthe paper because his hand had begun to trenble.

The enotion in his voice had been intense. Toward the end of that solil oquy,
his mld speech inpedi mrent had thi ckened.

Concerned that | mght drive himinto withdrawal by pressing too hard, | gave
himtime to settle.

When his hand stopped trenbling, he returned to the creation of the sea.
| said, "You are being such a help to ne, Jake. You are being a friend to ne,
and | know this isn't easy for you, but | love you for being such a friend to

ne."

He gl anced al nost furtively at me, then returned his gaze at once to the
drawi ng paper.

"Jake, will you draw sonething especially for me? WIl|l you draw the face of
t he Neverwas, the way he | ooked in the | ong ago?

"Can't," he said.

"I"'mpretty sure you have a photographic menory. That means you renenber

everything you see, in great detail, even fromlong
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before the ocean and the bell and the floating away." | glanced at the wall

with the many portraits of his nother. "Like your nother's face. Am 1 right,
Jake? Do you remenber everything fromlong ago as clear as if you just saw it
an hour ago?"

He said, "It hurts.”

"What hurts, Jake?"

"All of it, so clear."

"I"ll bet it does. | know it does. My girl has been gone sixteen nonths, and
see her clearer every day."

He drew, and | waited.
Then | said, "Do you know how old you were that tinme in the hospital ?"
"Seven. | was seven."

"So will you draw nme the face of the Neverwas, fromthat time in the hospita
when you were seven?"

"Can't. My eyes was funny then. Like a window with the rain and nothi ng | ooks
right through it."

"Your vision was blurred that day?"



"Blurred."

"From the sickness, you nmean." My hope deflated. "I guess it m ght have been
blurred."”

| turned back one tablet page to the second drawi ng of the bone kal ei doscope
at the w ndow.

"How of ten have you seen this thing, Jake?"

"More than one thing. Different ones.”

"How of ten have they been at the w ndow?"

"Three tines."

"Just three? Wen?"

"Two tines yesterday. Then when | woke fromthe sleep.”
"When you woke up this norning?"
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"Yeah. "

"I'"ve seen them too," |I told him "I can't figure out what they are. Wat do
you think they are, Jake?"

' "1'"'mnot scared of

"The dogs of the Neverwas," he said without hesitation

them™
"Dogs, huh? | don't see dogs."

"Not dogs but like dogs," he explained. "Like really bad dogs, he teaches to
kill, and he sends them and they kill."

"Attack dogs," | said.

"I"'mnot scared, and I won't be."

"You're a very brave young man, Jacob Cal vino."

"She said ... she said don't be scared, we wasn't born to be all the tine
scared, we was born happy, babies |augh at everything, we was born happy and
to make a better world."

"I wish I'd known your nother."

"She said everyone ... everyone, if he's rich or he's poor, if he's sonmebody
big or nobody at all-everyone has a grace.” A |ook of peace came over his
enbattl ed face when he said the word grace. "You know what a grace is?"

"Yes."

"A grace is a thing you get from God, you use it to make a better world, or
not use it, you have to choose.™

"Li ke your art," | said. "Like your beautiful draw ngs."



He said, "Like your pancakes."
"Ah, you know | made those pancakes, huh?"

"Those pancakes, that's a grace."

"Thank you, Jake. That's very kind of you." | closed the second tablet and got
up fromny chair. "I have to go now, but 1'd like to come back, if that's al
right."

"Al'l right."
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"Are you going to be okay?"

"Al'l right, okay," he assured ne.

I went to his side of the table, put a hand on his shoul der, and studied the
drawi ng from hi s perspective

He was a superb Tenderer, but he wasn't just that. He understood the qualities
of light, the fact of light even in shadow, the beauty of l|ight and the need
for it.

At the wi ndow, though the winter twilight lay a few hours away, nost of the
[ight had been choked out of the blizzard-throttled sky. Al ready the day had
come to dusk.

Earlier, Jacob had warned nme that the dark would cone with the dark. Maybe we
couldn't expect that death would wait for full night. Maybe the gl oomof this
fal se dusk was dark enough
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CHAPTER 44

QUTSI DE ROOM 14, AFTER | LEFT JACOB WTH the promi se to return, Rodion
Romanovi ch said, "M . Thomas, your questioning of that young man-it was not
done as | would have done it."

"Yes, sir, but the nuns have an absolute rule against ripping out fingernails
with pliers.”

"Well, even nuns are not right about everything. What | was about to say,
however, is that you drew himout as well as anyone could have done. | am
i mpressed. "

"I don't know, sir. I'mcircling close to it, but I'"mnot there yet. He has
the key. | was sent to himearlier in the day because he has the key."

"Sent to himby whon?"
"By someone dead who tried to help nme through Justine.™

"Through the drowned girl you mentioned earlier, the one who was dead and then
revived. "

"Yes, sir.
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"I was right about you," Romanovi ch said. "Conplex, conplicated, even
intricate.”

"But innocuous," | assured him

Unawar e t hat she wal ked t hrough a cluster of bodachs, scattering them Sister
Angel a cane to us.

She started to speak, and | zipped nmy lips again. Her periw nkle blues
narrowed, for although she understood about bodachs, she wasn't used to being
told to shut up.

When the malign spirits had vani shed into various rooms, | said, "Ma'am |'m
hopi ng you can help me. Jacob here-what do you know about his father?"

"Hi s father? Nothing."

"I thought you had backgrounds on all the kids."

"We do. But Jacob's nother was never narried.”

"Jenny Calvino. So that's a maiden-not a married-nane. "

"Yes. Before she died of cancer, she arranged for Jacob to be admitted to
anot her church hone."

"Twel ve years ago."

"Yes. She had no famly to take him and on the fornms, where the father's nane
was requested, |I'msad to say, she wote unknown."

| said, "I never met the lady, but fromeven what little | know about her,
can't believe she was so prom scuous that she wouldn't know. "

"I't's a world of sorrow, Oddie, because we neke it so."

"I"ve |l earned some things fromJacob. He was very ill when he was seven,
wasn't he?"

She nodded. "It's in his medical records. |I'mnot sure exactly, but | think
sone kind of blood infection. He al nost died."
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"From t hings Jacob has said, | believe Jenny called his father to the
hospital. It wasn't a warm and fuzzy famly reunion. But this nane-it may be

the key to everything."
"Jacob doesn't know t he nanme?"

"l don't think his npther ever told him However, | believe M. Ronmnovi ch
knows it."

Surprised, Sister Angela said, "Do you knowit, M. Romanovi ch?"

"I'f he knows it," | said, "he won't tell you."



She frowned. "Wiy won't you tell me, M. Romanovich?"

"Because," | explained, "he's not in the business of giving out information
Just the opposite.”

"But, M. Romanovich," said Sister Angela, "surely dispensing information is a
fundanmental part of a librarian's job."

"He is not," | said, "a librarian. He will claimto be, but if you press the
point, all you'll get out of himis a lot nore about Indianapolis than you
need to know. "

"There is no harm" Romanovi ch said, "in acquiring exhaustive know edge about
nmy bel oved I ndianapolis. And the truth is, you al so know t he nane."

Agai n surprised, Sister Angela turned to nme. "Do you know the nane of Jacob's
fat her, Cddie?"

"He suspects it," said Romanovich, "but is reluctant to believe what he

suspects. "
"I's that true, Oddie? Wiy are you reluctant to believe?"

"Because M. Thomas admires the man he suspects. And because if his suspicions
are correct, he may be up against a power w th which he cannot reckon."

Sister Angela said, "Qddie, is there any power with which you cannot reckon?"
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"Ch, it's along list, maam The thing is-1 need to be sure I'mright about
the nane. And | have to understand his notivation, which | don't yet, not

fully. It mght be dangerous to approach himw thout full understanding."

Turning to the Russian, Sister Angela said, "Surely, sir, if you can share

with Oddie the name and notivation of this nman, you will do so to protect the
children."

"I wouldn't necessarily believe anything he told nme," | said. "Qur fur-hatted
friend has his own agenda. And | suspect he'll be ruthless about fulfilling

it."

Her voice heavy with disapproval, the nother superior said, "M. Ronmanovich
sir, you presented yourself to this community as a sinple librarian seeking to
enrich his faith."

"Sister," he disagreed, "I never said that | was sinple. But it is true that
ama man of faith. And whose faith is so secure that it never needs to be
further enriched?"

She stared at himfor a nonent, and then turned to ne again. "He is a rea
pi ece of work."

"Yes, ma'am"”

"I"d turn himout in the snowif it wasn't such an unchristian thing to do-and
if | believed for a mnute we coul d manhandl e hi mt hrough the door."

"l don't believe we could, Sister."



"Neither do I|."

"I'f you can find me a child who was once dead but can speak," | rem nded her
"I mght learn what | need to know by other neans than M. Romanovich."

Her wi npl ed face brightened. "That's what | cane to tell you before we got
into all this talk about Jacob's father. There's a girl naned Fl ossie
Bodenbl att-"
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"Surely not," said Ronmanovich

"Flossie,"” Sister Angela continued, "has been through very much, too nuch, so
much-but she is a girl with spirit, and she has worked hard in speech therapy.
Her voice is so clear now She was down in rehab, but we've brought her to her
room Cone with nme."
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CHAPTER 45

NI NE- YEAR- OLD FLOSSI E HAD BEEN AT ST. Barthol onew s for one year. According to
Sister Angela, the girl was one of the mnority who would be able to | eave
someday and |ive on her own.

The nanes on the door plaques were FLOSSI E and PAULETTE. Fl ossie waited al one.

Frills, flounce, and dolls characterized Paulette's half of the room Pink
pillows and a small green-and-pink vanity table.

Fl ossie's area was by contrast sinple, clean, all white and bl ue, decorated
only with posters of dogs.

The nane Bodenbl att suggested to ne a Gernman or Scandi navi an background, but
Fl ossi e had a Mediterranean conpl exi on, black hair, and | arge dark eyes.

| had not encountered the girl before, or had seen her only at a distance. My
chest grew tight, and | knew at once that this mght be nore difficult than
had expect ed.

When we arrived, Flossie was sitting on a rug on the floor, paging through a
book of dog phot ographs.
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"Dear," said Sister Angela, "this is M. Thomas, the man who would like to
talk to you."

Her smle was not the smle that | renmenbered from anot her place and tine, but
it was close enough, a wounded snmile and | ovely.

"Hell o, M. Thomms."

Sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of her, | said,
nmeet you, Flossie."

m so pleased to

Si ster Angel a perched on the edge of Flossie's bed, and Rodi on Romanovi ch
stood among Paul ette's dolls and frills, like a bear that had turned the
tabl es on Col di | ocks.



The girl wore red pants and a white sweater with an appliquéd i nage of Santa
G aus. Her features were fine, nose upturned, chin delicate. She could have
passed for an elf.

The left corner of her mouth pulled down, and the left eyelid drooped
slightly.

Her |left hand was cranped into a claw, and she braced the book on her lap with
that arm as if she had little other use for it than bracing things. She had
been turning pages with her right hand.

Now her attention focused on me. Her stare was direct and unwavering, full of
confidence earned from pai nful experience- a quality | had al so seen before,
in eyes this very shade.

"So you |ike dogs, Flossie?"

"Yes, but | don't like ny nane." |If she had once had a speech i npedi ment
caused by brain danage, she had overcone it.

"You don't like Flossie? It's a pretty nane."

"It's a cow s nane," she decl ared.

"Well, yes, | have heard of cows naned Flossie."

"And it sounds |ike what you do with your teeth.”

293

"Maybe it does, now that you mention it. What would you prefer to be called?"

"Christnmas," she said.
"You want to change your name to Christnmas?"
"Sure. Everyone |loves Christnas."

"That's true."

"Not hi ng bad ever happens on Christmas. So then nothing bad coul d happen to
soneone naned Christmas, could it?"

"So, let me begin again," | said. "lI'mso pleased to neet you, Christnas
Bodenbl att."

"I'"'m gonna change the |l ast p-p-part, too."
"And what woul d you prefer to Bodenblatt?"

"Al nost anything. | haven't nade up ny nmind yet. It's gotta be a good name for
wor ki ng with dogs."

"You want to be a veterinarian when you grow up?"

She nodded. "Can't be, though." She pointed to her head and said with awful
directness, "I lost some smarts in the car that day."

Larmely, | said, "You seemplenty smart to ne."



"Nope. Not dumb but not smart enough for a vet. If | work hard on ny arm

t hough, and ny leg, and they get b-b-better, | can work with a vet, you know,
like help himw th dogs. Gve b-baths to dogs. Trimthem and stuff. | could do
alot with dogs."

"You |like dogs, | guess.”

"Ch, | love dogs."

A radi ance arose in her as she tal ked about dogs, and joy nmade her eyes appear
| ess wounded than they had been

"I had a dog," she said. "He was a good dog."

Intuition warned nme that questions | mght ask about her dog woul d take us
pl aces | could not bear to go.
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"Did you conme to tal k about dogs, M. Thomas?"
"No, Christnas. | cane to ask a favor."

"What favor?"

"You know, the funny thing is, | don't remenber. Can you wait here for ne,
Chri st mas?"

"Sure. | got a dog book."
| rose to ny feet and said, "Sister, can we tal k?"

The not her superior and | noved to the farther end of the room and confident
that we could not manhandl e him the Russian joined us.

In a voice alnost a whisper, | said, "Ma'am ... what happened to this girl...
what did she have to endure?”

She said, "W don't discuss the children's histories with just anyone," and
fried the Russian with a neani ngful | ook

"I am many things," said Romanovich, "but not a gossip."
"Or a librarian," said Sister Angela.

"Mp'am there's a chance maybe this girl can help ne | earn what is com ng-and
save all of us. But I'm... afraid."

"Of what, Oddie?"

"OfF what this girl mght have endured."

Si ster Angel a brooded for a nonment, and then said, "She lived with her parents
and grandparents, all in one house. Her cousin came around one night.

Ni net een. A probl em boy, and high on sonething."

I knew she was not a naif, but | didn't want to see her saying what surely she
woul d say. | closed ny eyes.



"Her cousin shot themall. Gandparents and parents. Then he spent sone tine
sodoni zing the girl. She was seven."

They are sonething, these nuns. Al in white, they go down into the dirt of
the world, and they pull out of it what is precious,
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and they shine it up again as best they can. C ear-eyed, over and over again,
they go down into the dirt of the world, and they have hope always, and if
ever they are afraid, they do not showit.

"When the drugs wore off," she said, "he knew he'd be caught, so he took the
coward's way. In the garage, he fixed a hose to the exhaust pipe, opened a
wi ndow j ust w de enough to slip the hose into the car. And he took the girl
into the car with him He would not |eave her only as danaged as she was. He
had to take her with him"

There is no end to the wailing of senseless rebellion, to the el evation of
self above all, the narcissismthat sees the face of any authority only in the
mrror.

"Then he chickened out," Sister Angela continued. "He left her alone in the
car and went in the house to call nine-one-one. He told them he had attenpted
sui cide and his lungs burned. He was short of breath and wanted hel p. Then he
sat down to wait for the paranedics."

| opened my eyes to take strength fromhers. "Ma'am once |ast night and once
t oday, soneone on the Other Side, soneone | know, tried to reach ne through
Justine. | think to warn nme what's coning."

"I see. | think | see. No, all right. God help ne, | accept it. Go on."
"There's this thing I can do with a coin or a |ocket on a chain, or with nost
anything bright. | learned it froma magician friend. | can induce a nild
hypnosi s. "

"To what purpose?"

"A child who's been dead and revived is maybe like a bridge between this world
and the next. Relaxed, in a light hypnosis, she mght be a voice for that
person on the O her Side who wasn't able to speak to ne through Justine.”
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Sister Angela's face clouded. "But the Church discourages an interest in the
occult. And how traumatic would this be for the child?"

| took a deep breath and let it out. "I"'mnot going to do it, Sister. | just
want you to understand that maybe, doing this, | could |learn what's coning
and so maybe | should do it. But I'mtoo weak. |I'mscared, and |I'm weak."

"You're not weak, Oddie. | know you better than that."

"No, ma'am |I'mfailing you here. | can't handle this ... with Christms over
there and her heart so full of dogs. It's too nmuch."

"There's sonmething | don't understand about this," she said. "Wat don't |
know?"



| shook ny head. | couldn't think how to explain the situation

After retrieving his fur-trimred coat from Paul ette's bed, Romanovich said in
a rough whisper, "Sister, you know that M. Thonas | ost one who was nost dear
to him'

"Yes, M. Romanovich, | amaware of that," she said.

"M . Thomas saved many people that day but was not able to save her. She was a
girl with black hair and dark eyes, and skin like this girl here."

He was maki ng connections that could only be made if he knew rmuch nore about
nmy | oss than was in the press.

Previ ously unreadable, his eyes were still storyless; his book renai ned
cl osed.
"Her nane," Romanovich said, "was Bronwen Llewellyn, but she disliked her

nane. She felt that Bronwen sounded like an elf. She called herself Storny."
He no longer nerely puzzled me. He nystified me. "Wo are you?"
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"She called herself Stormy, as Flossie calls herself Christmas,"” he continued.

"Stormy was abused as a girl, by her adoptive father."
"No one knows that," | protested.

"Not many do, M. Thomas. But a few social workers know. Stormy did not suffer
severe physical damage, nmental retardation. But you can see, Sister Angela,
the parallels here make this nost difficult for M. Thonmas."

Most difficult, yes. Mst difficult. And as a mark of how very difficult, no
twist of wit came to mind in that nmonent, not even a pucker of sour hunmor, no
thin astringent joke.

"To speak to the one he lost," Romanovich said, "through the nmedi um of one who
rem nds himof her ... too much. It would be too nmuch for anyone. He knows
that using this girl to channel a spirit would be traumatic for her, but he
tells himself her trauma is acceptable if lives can be saved. Yet because of
who she is, of how she is, he cannot proceed. She is an innocent, as Storny
was, and he will not use an innocent."

Wat ching Christmas with her book of dogs, | said, "Sister, if | use her as a
bri dge between the living and the dead ... what if that brings back to her the
menory of death that she's forgotten? What if when |I'm done with her, she has
one foot in each world, and can never be whole in this one or know any peace
here? She was al ready used as though she were just a thing, used and thrown
away. She can't be used again, no matter what the justifications are. Not
again."

From an i nner pocket of the coat draped over his arm Romanovi ch produced a
long vertical-fold wallet, and fromthe wallet a |am nated card, which he did
not at once present to ne.

"M. Thomas, if you were to read a twenty-page report on ne
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that was prepared by seasoned intelligence anal ysts, you would know all that
is worth knowi ng about me, as well as much that would not have been of

i nterest even to ny nother, though ny nother doted on ne."

"Your nother the assassin.”

"That is correct."

Si ster Angel a said, "Excuse ne?"

"Mt her was al so a concert pianist."

| said, "She was probably a naster chef, too.

"In fact, | |learned cakes fromher. After reading a twenty-page report on you,
M. Thomas, | thought | knew everything about you, but as it turns out, | knew
little of inmportance. By that, | do not nean only your ... gift. | mean | did

not know the kind of man you are.”

Al t hough | woul dn't have thought the Russian could be a nedicine for
nmel ancholy, he suddenly proved to be an effective nood-el evat or

"What did your father do, sir?" | asked.
"He prepared people for death, M. Thomas."
Heretofore, | had not seen Sister Angel a nonpl ussed.

"So it's a famly trade, sir. Wiy do you so directly call your nother an
assassi n?"

"Because, you see, technically an assassin is one who proceeds only against
highly placed political targets."

"Whereas a nortician is not as choosy."
"A nmortician is not indiscrimnate, either, M. Thonas."

If Sister Angela didn't regularly attend tennis matches as a spectator, she
woul d have a sore neck in the norning.

"Sir, I'll bet your father was also a chess master."
"He won only a single national chanpionship."
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"Too busy with his career as a nortician."

"No. Unfortunately, a five-year prison sentence fell at that very point at
whi ch he was at his npbst conpetitive as a chessnman."

"Bunmer . "

As Romanovi ch gave ne the | am nated photo-1D card with enbedded hol ographs,

whi ch he had taken fromhis wallet, he said to Sister Angela, "Al of that was
in the old Soviet, and | have confessed it and atoned. | have | ong been on the

side of truth and justice."

Reading fromthe card, | said, "National Security Agency."



"That is correct, M. Thomas. After watching you with Jacob and with this girl
here, | have decided to take you into ny confidence."

"W nust be careful, Sister,” | warned. "He may only nean that he is a
confidence man."

She nodded but seened no | ess perpl exed.

"W need to tal k somewhere nore private," Romanovi ch said.
Returning his NSA credentials, | said, "I want a few words with the girl."

As once nore | sat on the floor near Christnmas, she | ooked up from her book
and said, "I like cats, too, b-b-but they aren't dogs."

"They sure aren't," | agreed. "l've never seen a group of cats strong enough
to pull a dogsled.”

Picturing cats in the traces of a sled, she giggled.

"And you'll never get a cat to chase a tennis ball."
"Never," she agreed.

"And dogs never have nouse breath."

"Yuck. Muse breath."

"Christmas, do you really want to work with dogs one day?"
"I really do. I know !l could do a lot with dogs."
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"You have to keep up rehab, get back as much strength in your armand |l eg as
you can."

"Gonna get it all b back."
"That's the spirit.”
"You gotta retrain the b-b-brain."”

"I"'mgoing to stay in touch with you, Christnmas. And when you're grown up and

ready to be on your own, | have a friend who will nake sure you'll have a job
doi ng somet hing wonderful with dogs, if that's still what you want."

Her eyes wi dened. "Something wonderful -1ike what ?"

"That'll be for you to decide. Wiile you're getting stronger and grow ng up

you think about what woul d be the nost wonderful job you could do with
dogs-and that will be it."

"I had a good dog. H s nanme was F-Farley. He tried to save me, but Jason shot
him too."

She spoke about the horror with nmore di spassion than | could have done, and in
fact | felt that | would not maintain ny conposure if she said another word
about it.



"One day, you'll have all the dogs you want. You can live in a sea of happy
fur."

Al t hough she couldn't go directly fromFarley to a giggle, she snmled. "A sea
of happy fur," she said, savoring the sound of it, and her smile sustained.

| held out ny hand. "Do we have a deal ?"

Sol emml y, she thought about it, and then she nodded and took my hand. "Deal."
"You're a very tough negotiator, Christnmas."

(If 1v

| anf

"I'"'m exhausted. You have worn nme down. | am bl eary and dopey and pooped. My
feet are tired, ny hands are tired, even
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my hair is tired. | need to go and have a long nap, and | really, really need
to eat sone pudding."

She gi ggl ed. " Puddi ng?"

"You' ve been such a tough negotiator, you' ve so exhausted ne that | can't even
chew. My teeth are tired. In fact ny teeth are already asleep. | can only eat
puddi ng. "

Ginning, she said, "You're silly."

"It's been said of me before,” | assured her

Because we needed to talk in a place where bodachs were unlikely to enter,

Si ster Angela | ed Romanovich and me to the pharnacy, where Sister Corrine was
di spensi ng evening nedicines into small paper cups on which she had witten

t he nanes of her patients. She agreed to give us privacy.

When the door closed behind Sister Corrine, the nother superior said, "Al
right. Who is Jacob's father, and why is he so inportant?"

Romanovi ch and | | ooked at each other, and we spoke as one: "John Hei neman."
"Brot her John?" she asked dubiously. "CQur patron? Who gave up all his wealth?"
| said, "You haven't seen the uberskeleton, ma'am Once you' ve seen the

uber skel eton, you pretty much know it couldn't be anyone el se but Brother
John. He wants his son dead, and naybe all of them all the children here."
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CHAPTER 46

RODI ON ROVANOVI CH HAD SOVE CREDI BILITY with nme because of his Nationa
Security Agency | D and because he was droll. Maybe it was the effect of rogue

nol ecul es of tranquilizers in the nedicinally scented air of the pharmacy, but
mnute by mnute, | grew nore willing to trust him



According to the Hoosier, twenty-five years before we had come under siege in
this blizzard, John Heineman's fiancée, Jennifer Calvino, had given birth to

their child, Jacob. No one knows if she had avail ed herself of a sonogram or

other testing, but in any case, she had carried the child to term

Twenty-si x, already a physicist of significant acconplishnents, Heineman had
not reacted well to her pregnancy, had felt trapped by it. Upon his first

si ght of Jacob, he denied fatherhood, w thdrew his proposal of marriage, cut
Jennifer Calvino out of his Iife, and gave her no nore thought than he woul d
have given a basal-cell carcinoma once it had been surgically renmoved fromhis
ski n.

Al t hough even at that tine, Heineman had been a man of
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some neans, Jennifer asked himfor nothing. H's hostility to his deformed son
had been so intense that Jennifer decided Jacob woul d be both happier and
safer if he had no contact with his father

Mot her and son did not have an easy life, but she was devoted to him and in
her care, he thrived. Wen Jacob was thirteen, his nother died, after
arranging for his lifelong institutional care through a church charity.

Over the years, Heineman became fanmpbus and weal thy. \Wen his research, as

wi dely reported, drove himto the conclusion that the subatom c structure of

t he uni verse suggested indi sputabl e design, he had reexamined his life and, in
somet hing |i ke penitence, had given away his fortune and retreated to a

nonast ery.

"A changed man," said Sister Angela. "In contrition for how he treated
Jenni fer and Jacob, he gave up everything. Surely he couldn't want his son
dead. He funded this facility for the care of children |ike Jacob. And for
Jacob hinsel f."

Leavi ng the not her superior's argument unaddressed, Ronanovi ch said,
"Twenty-seven nont hs ago, Hei nenan canme out of seclusion and began to discuss
his current research with forner coll eagues, by phone and in E-mails. He had
al ways been fascinated by the strange order that underlies every apparent
chaos in nature, and during his years of seclusion, using conputer nodels of
hi s design, processed on twenty |inked Cray superconputers, he had nade

br eakt hr oughs that woul d enable him as he put it, "to prove the existence of
God.""

Sister Angela didn't need to mull that over to find the flawin it. "W can
approach belief froman intellectual path, but in the end, God nust be taken
on faith. Proofs are for things of this world, things in time and of tine, not
beyond tine."
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Romanovi ch continued: "Because sone of the scientists wi th whom Hei neman spoke
were on the national-security payroll, and because they recogni zed ri sks
related to his research and certain defense applications as well, they
reported himto us. Since then, we have had one of ours in the abbey
guesthouse. | amonly the latest."

"For sone reason," | said, "you were alarmed enough to introduce anot her agent
as a postulant, now a novice, Brother Leopold."



Sister Angela's winple seened to stiffen with her disapproval. "You had a nan
fal sely profess vows to God?"

"We did not intend for himto go beyond sinple postul ancy, Sister. W wanted
himto spend a few weeks deeper in the community than a guest m ght ever get.
As it turned out, he was a nman searching for a newlife, and he found it. W
lost himto you-though we feel he still owes us sone assistance, as his vows
al | ow. "

Her scowW was nore inposing than any of his had been. "Mre than ever, M.
Romanovi ch, | think you are a dubious piece of work."

"You are undoubtedly correct. Anyway, we becane al armed when Brot her
Constantine comm tted suici de-because thereafter, Heineman at once stopped
calling and E-mailing his old coll eagues, and has not since comunicated with
anyone outside St. Barthol onew s. "

"Perhaps," said Sister Angela, "the suicide noved himto trade his research
for prayer and reflection.”

"We think not," Romanovich said drily.

"And Brother Tinothy has been murdered, ma'am There is no doubt of it now |
found the body."
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Al t hough she had al ready accepted the fact of his rmurder, this hard
confirmation |eft her stricken

"If it helps you cone to terns with the situation,” Romanovich said to her
"we believe that Hei neman nmay not be fully aware of the viol ence he has
unl eashed. "

"But, M. Romanovich, if two are dead and others threatened, how could he not
be aware?"

"As | recall, poor Dr. Jekyll did not at first realize that his quest to rid
hinsel f of all evil inpulses had in the process created M. Hyde, whose nature
was pure evil unleavened by the goodness of the doctor."

Seeing in nmy mnd s eye the uberskel eton assaulting the SUV, | said, "That
thing in the snow wasn't nerely the dark side of a human personality. There
was not hi ng human about it."

"Not his dark side," Ronmanovich agreed. "But perhaps created by his dark
side. "

"What does that nean, sir?"

"We aren't sure, M. Thomas. But | think nowit is incunbent upon us to find
out - qui ckly. You have been given a universal key."

"Yes."
"Why, M. Thonas?"
"Brother Constantine is one of the lingering dead. | was given a key so

could let nyself into anyplace on the property where he went poltergeist. 1've
been trying to ... counsel himto nove on."



"You lead an interesting life, M. Thomas."
"You're no slouch yourself, sir."

"You are even allowed access to John's Mew. "
"W connected, sir. He nakes good cookies."
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"You have a culinary bond."
"Seems |ike we all do, sir."

Si ster Angel a shook her head. "I can't cook water."

Romanovi ch threw the switch that beetled his hydraulic brow over his eyes.
"Does he know of your gift?"

"No, sir."
"I think you are his Mary Reilly."

"I hope you aren't becom ng enigmatic again, sir.

"Mary Reilly was Dr. Jekyll's housekeeper. For all that he conceal ed from her
he subconsci ously hoped that she would find himout and stop him™"

"Did this Mary Reilly end up killed, sir?"

"I do not recall. But if you have not actually done any dusting for Hei neman,
you may be safe.”

"What now?" asked Sister Angel a.

"M . Thomas and | nust nake it alive into John's Mew. "

"And out again alive," | said.

Romanovi ch nodded. "We can certainly try."
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CHAPTER 47

THE STORM SUI TED MONKS NUMBERED TEN nore than seven. Only two or three

whi stl ed while they worked. None was unusually short. As they secured the

sout heast and the northwest stairwells, however, | half expected Snow Wiite to
stop by with bottled water and words of encouragenent.

In the interest of safety, the stairwell doors could not be | ocked. At each
floor, the | anding was a generous space, so the door opened into the stairwell
i nstead of outward.

At the basenent |evel, ground floor, and third floor, the nonks drilled four
holes in each door frame-two on the left, two right-and fitted themw th stee

sl eeves. Into each sleeve, they inserted a half-inch-dianeter bolt.

The bolts protruded an inch fromthe sleeves, preventing the door from



openi ng. This schenme engaged not nerely the strength of the frane but al so of
the entire wall in support of the door

Because the sl eeves were not threaded and were wi der than the shafts inserted
into them the bolts could be plucked out in seconds to facilitate a hasty
exit fromthe stairwell.
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At the second floor, the children's dornmitory, the trick was to devise a way
to prevent the doors from being pulled open in the unlikely event that

somet hing broke into the stairwell, through a bolt-reinforced door, at another
| evel . Already the brothers were debating the nmerits of three security

opti ons.

From t he sout heast stairs, Romanovich and | enlisted Brother Knuckles, and
fromthe northwest stairs, Brother Maxwell, for the defense of Jacob Cal vino.
Each of them brought two baseball bats in case the first was cracked in
battl e.

If the M. Hyde part of Brother John Hei neman's personality had an ani nus
against all nentally and physically disabled people, then no child in the
school was safe. Every one of them mi ght be slated for destruction

Conmon sense suggested, nonethel ess, that Jacob-Let himdie-renained the
primary target. He would nost likely either be the only victimor the first of
nany.

When we returned to Jacob's room he was for once not drawing. He sat in a
strai ght - backed chair, and a pillow on his lap served as a hand rest when he
needed it. Head bowed, intently focused, he was enbroidering flowers with
peach-col ored thread on white fabric, perhaps a handkerchi ef.

At first, enbroidery seened to be an unlikely pursuit for him but his
wor kmanshi p proved to be exquisite. As | watched himfinesse intricate

patterns fromneedl e and thread, | realized that this was no nore
remar kabl e-and no | ess-than his ability to summon detail ed drawi ngs from
pencil lead with these same short broad hands and stubby fingers.

Leavi ng Jacob to his enbroidery, | gathered w th Romanovi ch, Knuckles, and

Brot her Maxwell at the only w ndow.
Brot her Maxwel | had graduated fromthe University of M ssouri
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School of Journalism For seven years, he worked as a crime reporter in Los
Angel es.

The nunber of serious crines was greater than the nunber of reporters

avail able to cover them Every week, scores of industrious thugs and notivated
mani acs conmitted outrageous acts of nmayhem and di scovered, to their

di sgruntl enment, that they had been denied even so nuch as two i nches of colum
space in the press.

One norni ng, Maxwell found hinself having to choose between covering a

ki nky-sex nurder, an extrenely violent nmurder conmitted with an ax and a pick
and a shovel, a murder involving cannibalism and the assault upon and ritua
di sfigurement of four elderly Jewish wonen in a group hone.



To his surprise as well as to the surprise of his coll eagues, he barricaded
hinself in the coffee roomand would not conme out. He had vendi ng machi nes
stocked with candy bars and peanut-butter-filled cheese crackers, and he
figured he could go at | east a month before he m ght devel op scurvy due to
severe vitamn C deficiency.

When his editor arrived to negotiate through the barricaded door, Maxwell
demanded either to have fresh orange juice delivered weekly by | adder through
the third-story coffee-roomw ndowor to be fired. After considering those
options for exactly the length of tine that the newspaper's vice president of
enpl oyee rel ati ons deemed necessary to avoid a wongful -termnation | awsuit,
the editor fired Maxwell.

Triunphant, Maxwell vacated the coffee room and only later, at home, with a
sudden gal e of laughter, realized that he sinply could have quit. Journalism
had conme to seemnot |ike a career but |ike an incarceration
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By the time he finished | aughing, he decided that his petit madness had been a
divine gift, a call to | eave Los Angeles and to go where he could find a
greater sense of comunity and | ess gang graffiti. He had beconme a postul ant
fifteen years ago, then a novice, and for a decade he had been a nonk under
full vows.

Now he exam ned the w ndow in Jacob's room and said, "Wen this building was
converted fromthe old abbey, some of the wi ndows on the ground floor were
enl arged and repl aced. They have wood rmuntins. But on this level, the old

wi ndows remain. They're smaller, and they're solid bronze-rails, muntins,
everyt hi ng bronze."

"Not hi n' s gonna chop or chew t hrough those too easy," Brother Knuckles
decl ar ed.

"And the panes," said Romanovich, "are ten-inch squares. That brute we
encountered in the stormwould not fit through one. Indeed, if it managed to
tear out the entire window, it would still be too large to get into the room"™
| said, "The one in the cooling tower was snaller than the one that smacked
down the SWV. It couldn't get through a ten-inch pane, but it'll fit through
an open w ndow this size."

"Casenment wi ndow, opens outward," Brother Maxwell noted, tapping the crank
handle. "Even if it snashed a pane and reached through, it woul d be bl ocking
the window it was trying to open."

"While clinging to the side of the building," said Ronanovich

"I'n high wind," Brother Maxwell said.

"Which it might be able to do," | said, "while al so keepi ng seven pl ates
spi nning atop seven banmboo poles."

"Nah, " Brother Knuckles said. "Maybe three plates but not seven. W' re good
here. This is good."

Squatting beside Jacob, | said, "That's beautiful enbroidery."
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"Keepi ng busy," he said, his head remaining bowed, his eyes on his work.

"Busy is good," | said.

He said, "Busy is happy,"” and | suspected that his nother had counsel ed him
about the satisfaction and the peace that cone fromgiving to the world
what ever you are capabl e of contributing.

Besi des, his work gave hima reason to avoid eye contact. In his twenty-five
years, he had probably seen shock, disgust, contenpt, and sick curiosity in
too many eyes. Better not to neet any eyes except those of the nuns, and those
you drew with a pencil and into which you could shade the | ove, the

tender ness, for which you yearned.

"You're going to be all right," | said.

"He wants ne dead."

"What he wants and what he gets are not the same thing. Your nmom called him
t he Neverwas because he was never there for the two of you when you needed
him"

"He's the Neverwas, and we don't care.”

"That's right. He's the Neverwas, but he's also the Neverwill. He never will
hurt you, never will get at you, not as long as |I'mhere, not as |long as one
sister or one brother is here. And they're all here, Jacob, because you're

special, you're precious to them and to ne."

Rai sing his m sshapen head, he nmet ny eyes. He did not at once | ook shyly
away, as always he had done previously.

"You all right?" he asked.

"I"'mall right. Are you all right?"

"Yeah. I'"'mall right. You ... you're in danger?"
Because he would know a lie, | said, "Maybe a little."
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H s eyes, one higher in his tragic face than the other, were pellucid, full of
timdities and courage, beautiful even in their different elevations.

H s gaze sharpened as | had never seen it, as his soft voice grew softer
still: "Did you accuse yoursel f?"

"Yes."

" Absol uti on?"

"I received it."
"When?"
"Yesterday."

"So you're ready."



"I hope |I am Jacob."

He not only continued to neet ny eyes but also seenmed to search them "I'm
sorry."

"Sorry about what, Jacob?"

"Sorry about your girl."

"Thank you, Jake."

"I know what you don't know, " he said.

"What is that?"

"I know what she saw in you," he said, and he | eaned his head on ny shoul der

He had done what few ot her people have ever achieved, though many may have
tried: He had rendered ne speechl ess.

| put an armaround him and we stayed like that for a mnute, neither of us
needi ng to say anything nore, because we were both all right, we were ready.
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CHAPTER 48

IN THE ONLY ROOM CURRENTLY W THOUT children in residence, Rodi on Ronanovich
put a large attaché case on one of the beds.

The case belonged to him Brother Leopold had earlier fetched it fromthe
Russian's roomin the guesthouse and had brought it back in the SUV

He opened the case, which contained two pistols nestled in the custom nol ded
foaminterior.

Pi cki ng up one of the weapons, he said, "This is a Desert Eagle in fifty
Magnum In a forty-four Magnumor three-fifty-seven, it is a form dabl e beast,
but the fifty Magnum nakes an incredible noise. You will enjoy the noise."

"Sir, with that in a cactus grove, you could do sone heavy-duty neditation."

"It does the job, but it has kick, M. Thomas, so | recomend that you take
the other pistol."

"Thank you, sir, but no thank you."
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"The other is a SIG Pro three-fifty-seven, quite manageable."
"I don't like guns, sir."

"You took down those shooters in the mall, M. Thonas."

"Yes, sir, but that was the first tine | ever pulled a trigger, and anyway it
was soneone else's gun.”

"This is someone else's gun. It is my gun. Go ahead, take it."



"What | usually do is just inprovise."
"I nprovi se what ?"

"Sel f-defense. |If there's not a real snake or a rubber snake around, there's
al ways a bucket or sonething."

"I know you better now, M. Thonmas, than | did yesterday, but in nmy judgment
you remain in some ways a peculiar young man."

"Thank you, sir.

The attaché case contai ned two | oaded magazi nes for each pistol. Romanovich
jamred a magazi ne in each weapon, put the spare nagazines in his pants
pocket s.

The case al so contained a shoul der hol ster, but he didn't want it. Hol ding the
pistols, he put his hands in his coat pockets. They were deep pockets.

When he took his hands out of his pockets, the guns were no |onger in them
The coat had been so well made that it hardly sagged with its burdens.

He | ooked at the wi ndow, checked his watch, and said, "You would not think it
was just twenty past three."

Behi nd the white gravecloth of churning snow, the dead-gray face of the day
awai ted i mm nent burial .

After closing the attaché case and tucking it under the bed, he said, "I
sincerely hope that he is nerely m sguided."

315
"Who, sir?"
"John Hei neman. | hope he is not mad. Mad scientists are not only dangerous,

they are tedious, and I have no patience for tedious people.”

To avoid interfering with the work of the brothers in the two stairwells, we
rode down to the basenent in the elevator. There was no el evator nusic. That
was nice.

Wien all the children were in their roons and the stairwells were secured, the
nmonks would call the two elevators to the second floor. They woul d use the
not her superior's key to shut them down at that position

I f anything nefarious got into a shaft fromthe top or the bottom the
el evator cab itself would bl ockade access to the second fl oor

The ceiling of each cab featured an escape panel. The brothers had al ready
secured those panels fromthe inside, so nothing on the roof of the cab could
enter by that route.

They seemed to have thought of everything, but they were human, and therefore
they had definitely not thought of everything. If we were capabl e of thinking
of everything, we would still be living in Eden, rent-free with

all -you-can-eat buffets and infinitely better daytime TV progranm ng.

In the basenent, we went to the boiler room The gas fire-rings were hissing,
and the punps were runbling, and there was a general happy atnosphere of



West ern mechani cal geni us about the place.

To reach John's Mew, we could venture out into the blizzard and strive through
deep drifts to the new abbey, risking encounter with an uberskel eton sans the
arnmor of an SUV. For
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adventure, that route had many things to recommend it: chall engi ng weat her
terror, air so cold it would clear your head if it didn't freeze the mucus in
your sinus passages, and an opportunity to nake snow angels.

The service tunnels offered an avenue without weather and with no wind shriek
to cover the rattling approach of the plug-uglies. If perhaps those boneyards,
however many there mght be, had all gone topside, to prow around the schoo
in anticipation of nightfall, we would have an easy sprint to the basenent of
t he new abbey.

| took the special wench fromthe hook beside the craw -t hrough entrance to
t he service passageway, and we knelt at the steel access panel. W |istened.

After half a mnute, | asked, "You hear anything?"
When anot her half m nute had passed, he said, "Nothing."

As | put the wench to the first of the four bolts and started to turn it, |
t hought | heard a soft scraping noise against the farther side of the panel

| paused, listened, and after a while said, "Did you hear sonethi ng?"
"Not hi ng, M. Thomas," said Romanovi ch

Fol | owi ng anot her half-mnute of attentive listening, | rapped one knuckl e
agai nst the access panel.

From beyond exploded a frenzied clitter-clatter full of rage and need and cold
desire, and the eerie keening that acconpanied all the frantic tap-dancing
seenmed to arise fromthree or four voices.

After tightening the bolt that | had begun to | oosen, | returned the special
wench to the hook

As we rode the elevator up to the ground floor, Romanovich said, "I regret
that Ms. Romanovich is not here.”
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"For sone reason, sir, | wouldn't have thought there was a Ms. Ronanovich."

"Ch, yes, M. Thomas. W have been married for twenty blissful years. W share
many interests. If she were here, she would so enjoy this."
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CHAPTER 49
| F ANY EXITS FROM THE SCHOOL WERE BEI NG nonitored by skeletal sentinels, the

front door, the garage doors, and the nud-room door adjacent the kitchen woul d
be the nost likely places for themto concentrate their attention



Romanovi ch and | agreed to depart the building by a window in Sister Angela's
of fice, which was the point farthest renoved fromthe three doors that nost
invited the eneny's attention. Although the nother superior was not present,
her desk | anp gl owed.

Indicating the posters of George Washi ngton, Flannery O Connor, and Har per
Lee, | said, "The sister has a riddle, sir. Wat shared quality does she npst
admre in those three peopl e?"

He didn't have to ask who the wonen were. "Fortitude," he said. "Washi ngton
obviously had it. Ms. O Connor suffered fromlupus but refused to let it
defeat her. And Ms. Lee needed fortitude to live in that place at that tine,
publish that book, and deal with the bigots who were angered by her portrait
of them"
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"Two of them being witers, you had a librarian's advantage."

When | switched off the |anp and opened the drapes, Ronmanovich said, "It is
still a total whiteout. W will be disoriented and lost ten steps fromthe
school . "

"Not with ny psychic nmagnetism sir."

"Do they still include prizes in boxes of Cracker Jack?
Wth a twinge of guilt, | opened a couple of Sister Angela's desk drawers,
found a pair of scissors, and cut off six feet of drapery cord. | wapped one

end around my gl oved right hand.

"When we're outside, I'll give you the other end, sir. Then we won't be
separated even if we're snow blind."

"I do not understand, M. Thomas. Are you saying that the cord will act as
some kind of dowsing rod | eading us to the abbey?"

"No, sir. The cord just keeps us together. If | concentrate on a person that |
need to find, and drive or walk around awhile, I'Il alnmost always be drawn to
hi m by ny psychic magnetism |'m going to be thinking about Brother John

Hei neman, who is in the Mew "

"How i nteresting. The nost interesting part, to me, is the adverb al nost."
"Well, I"'mthe first to adnit that | don't live rent-free in Eden."

"And what does that nmean when you admit it, M. Thomas?"

"I"'mnot perfect, sir.

After making sure that nmy hood was firmly fastened under ny chin, | raised the
bottom hal f of the doubl e-hung wi ndow, went out into the roar and rush of the
storm and scanned the day for signs of cemetery escapees. If |I'd seen any
shanbl i ng bones, | would have been in big trouble, because visibility was down
to an arm s | ength.
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Romanovi ch foll owed me and cl osed the w ndow behind us. W were not able to
lock it, but our warrior nonks and nuns could not guard the entire building,



anyway; they were even now retreating to the second floor, to defend that nore
[imted position

| watched the Russian tie the | oose end of the cord to his wist. The tether
bet ween us was about four and a half feet |ong.

Only six steps fromthe school, | becane disoriented. | had no clue which
direction would bring us to the abbey.

| summoned into mnd an i mage of Brother John sitting in one of the arncthairs
in his nysterious receiving room down in the Mew, and | sl ogged forward,
rem nding nyself to be alert for a I oss of tension on the cord.

The snow | ay everywhere at | east knee-deep, and in places the drifts cane
nearly to ny hips. Wadi ng uphill through an aval anche coul dn't have been a
whol e I ot nore annoying than this.

Bei ng a Mpj ave boy, | again found the bitter cold only slightly nore appealing
t han machi ne-gun fire. But the cacophony of the storm conbined with the

whi teout, was the worst of it. Step by frigid step, a weird kind of open-air

cl aust rophobi a got a grip on ne.

| also resented that the deafening hoot-and-boom of the wi nd prevented
Romanovi ch and nme from saying a word. During the weeks that he had been in the
guest house, he'd seened to be a taciturn old bear; but as this day had
unf ol ded, he had becone positively |oquacious. | was enjoying our
conversations as nmuch now that we were allied in a cause as when | had thought
that we were enem es.

Once they have exhausted the subject of Indianapolis and its
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many wonders, a lot of people have nothing nore of interest to say.

| knew we had reached the stone stairs down to John's Mew when | stunbled into
them and nearly fell. Snow had drifted agai nst the door at the bottom of the
st eps.

The cast-bronze words libera nos a malo, on the plaque above the door, had
nostly been obscured by encrusting snow, so that instead of reading Deliver us

fromevil, it read sinply evil

After | unlocked the half-ton door, it pivoted open smoothly on ball-bearing
hi nges, revealing the stone corridor bathed in blue light.

W went inside, and the door closed, and we di sengaged ourselves fromthe
tether that had kept us together during the slog.

"That was nost inpressive, M. Thonas."

"Psychic magnetismisn't an earned skill, sir. Taking pride in it would be
like taking pride in how well ny kidneys function."

We brushed snow from our coats, and he took off his bearskin hat to shake it
At the brushed stainless-steel door with LUMN DE LUM NE enbedded in polished

letters, | knocked one foot against the other to shed as much caked snow as
possi bl e.



Romanovi ch renoved his zi ppered boots and stood in dry shoes, a nore
consi derate guest than I|.

Transl ating the words on the door, he said, "'Light fromlight.""

"'Waste and void, waste and void. Darkness on the face of the deep,'" | said.
"Then God commanded |light. The |light of the world descends fromthe

Everl asting Light that is God."
"That is surely one thing it neans,"” said Romanovich. "But it may al so nmean
that the visible can be born fromthe invisible,
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that matter can arise fromenergy, that thought is a formof energy and that
t hought itself can be concretized into the very object that is inmagined."

"Well, sir, that's a mouthful to get out of three words."

"Mbst assuredly,"” he agreed
| flattened the palmand fingers of my right hand agai nst the plasma screen in
the wi de steel architrave

The pneurmatic door slid open with the engineered hiss intended to renind
Brot her John that in every human enterprise, no matter with what good
intentions it is undertaken, a serpent lurks. Considering where his work
apparently had led him perhaps in addition to the hiss, |loud bells should
have rung, lights should have flashed, and an om nous recorded voice shoul d
have said Sonme things men were never neant to know

W stepped into the seam ess, wax-yell ow, porcelain-like vessel where buttery
light emanated fromthe walls. The doors hissed shut at our backs, the light
faded, and darkness envel oped us.

"I have no sense of notion," | said, "but |I"mpretty sure it's an el evator
and we're going down a few floors."

"Yes," Romanovich said, "and | suspect that surrounding us is an enornous | ead
reservoir filled with heavy water."

"Real | y? That thought hadn't occurred to ne."
"No, it would not."

"What is heavy water, sir, besides being obviously heavier than ordinary
wat er ?"

"Heavy water is water in which the hydrogen atons have been replaced wth
deuterium™

"Yes, of course. I'd forgotten. Most people buy it at the grocery store, but |
prefer to get the mllion-gallon jug at Costco."
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A door hissed open in front of us, and we stepped into the vestibule bathed in
red |ight.

"Sir, what is the purpose of heavy water?"



"It is used chiefly as a coolant in nuclear reactors, but here |I believe it
has ot her purposes, including perhaps, secondarily, as an additional |ayer of
shi el di ng agai nst cosmic radiation that m ght affect subatom c experinments."

In the vestibule, we ignored the plain stainless-steel doors to the left and
right, and went forward to the door in which were enbedded the words PER OVNI A
SAECULA SAECULORUM
"' For ever and ever,'"
that."

sai d Romanovi ch, scowing. "I do not |like the sound of

Pol | yanna Odd, surfacing again, said, "But, sir, it's nerely praising God.
"For thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory, for ever and ever,
amen. ' "

"No doubt that was Hei neman's conscious intention when he chose these words.
But one suspects that unconsciously he was expressing pride in his own

achi evenents, suggesting that his works, perforned here, would endure for ever
and ever, beyond the end of time, where only God's kingdom ot herw se endures."

"I hadn't thought of that interpretation, sir.

"No, you would not, M. Thomas. These words m ght indicate pride beyond nere
hubris, the self-glorification of one who needs no word of praise or approval
fromothers."

"But Brother John is not an egonani acal nutbag, sir.

"I did not say that he was a nutbag. And nore likely than not, he sincerely
bel i eves that, through this work, he is devoutly and hunbly seeking to know
God. "

Wthout a hiss, For ever and ever slid aside, and we proceeded
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into the thirty-foot-di aneter chanber where, at the center, standing on a
Wi ne-col ored Persian carpet, four w ngback chairs were served by four floor
| anps. Currently, three |anps shed |ight.

Brot her John, in tunic and scapular, with his hood pushed back from his head,
waited in one of those three chairs.
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CHAPTER 50

IN THE CQZI NESS OF HONEY- COLORED LI GHT, W TH the surroundi ng roomin shadows
and the curved wall darkly lustrous, Romanovich and | settled in the two
chairs to which we had clearly been directed.

On the tables beside our chairs, where usually three fresh warm cooki es woul d
have been provided on a red plate, no cookies were in evidence. Perhaps
Br ot her John had been too busy to bake.

H s hooded violet eyes were as piercing as ever, but they seemed to reveal no
suspicion or hostility. His smle was warm as was his deep voi ce when he
said, "I have been inexplicably weary today, and at times even vaguely
depressed.”



"That is interesting,"” Romanovich remarked to ne.

Brot her John said, "I amglad you came, Odd Thomas. Your visits refresh ne."
"Well, sir, sonetines | think | make a pest of nyself."

Br ot her John nodded at Romanovi ch. "And you, our visitor from I ndianapolis-I
have only seen you once or twi ce at a distance and have never had the pleasure
of speaking with you."
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"That pleasure is now yours, Dr. Heineman."

Rai sing one large hand in genteel protest, Brother John said, "M. Romanovich
I am not that man anynmore. | amonly John or Brother John."

"Li kewi se, | amonly Agent Romanovich of the National Security Agency," said
t he assassin's son, and produced his ID

Rat her than lean forward fromhis chair to accept and exani ne the |am nated
card, Brother John turned to ne. "Is he indeed, Odd Thomas?"

"Well, sir, this feels true in a way that librarian never did."

"M . Romanovi ch, Odd Thomas's opinion carries nore weight with ne than any
identification. To what do | owe the honor?"

Putting away his I D, Romanovich said, "You have quite a vast facility here,
Br ot her John."

"Not really. The vastness you sense may be the scope of the work, rather than
the size of the facility."

"But you nmust need many specialists to keep it functioning."

"Only six brothers who have had intense technical training. My systens are al
but entirely solid-state.”

"On occasion, tech support comes in fromSilicon Valley by helicopter.”

"Yes, M. Romanovich. | am pleased but surprised the NSA would be interested
in the work of a spiritual seeker."

"I ama man of faith myself, Brother John. | was intrigued when | heard that
you have devel oped a conputer nodel that you believe has shown you the
deepest, nost fundanmental structure of reality, even far below the |evel of
guant um f oam "

Brot her John sat in silence, and finally said, "I nust assune that sone of ny
conversations with former coll eagues, which | allowed nyself a couple of years
ago, were reported to you."
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"That is correct, Brother John."

The nonk frowned, then sighed. "Well, | should not hold themto blanme. In the
hi ghly conpetitive secular world of science, there is no expectation of



keepi ng a confidence of this nature.™

"So you believe you have devel oped a conputer nodel that has shown you the
deepest structure of reality?"

"l do not believe it, M. Romanovich. | know that what the nodel shows ne is
true. "

"Such certitude."

"To avoid a bias toward nmy views, | didn't create the nodel. W inputted the
entirety of substantive quantumtheory and the evi dence supporting it,
all owi ng the conputer array to devel op the nodel with no human bias."

"Conputers are creations of human beings," said Romanovi ch, "so they have bias
built in."

To ne, Brother John said, "The melancholy |'ve struggled with today does not
excuse ny bad manners. Whuld you |ike sone cooki es?"

That he offered cookies only to me seened significant. "Thank you, sir, but
I"msaving roomfor two slices of cake after dinner."

"Back to your certitude," Romanovich said. "How can you know what the node
shows you is true?"

A beatific | ook overcane Brother John. Wen he spoke, his voice had a trenor
that m ght have been inspired by awe. "I have applied the | esson of the
nodel ... and it works."

"And what is the | esson of the nodel, Brother John?"

Leaning forward in his chair, seemng to refine the silence of the roomto a
hush by the force of his personality, he said softly, "Under the final |evel
of apparent chaos, one finds strange order again, and the final |evel of order
i s thought."
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" Thought ?"

"All matter, when seen at its root, arises out of a base web that has all the
characteristics of thought waves."

He cl apped his hands once, and the previously dark, lustrous walls brightened.
Across them around us, floor to ceiling, intricate interlacing |lines of
nunerous col ors presented ever-changi ng patterns that suggested | ayers like
thermal currents in an infinitely deep ocean. For all their conplexity, the
lines were clearly ordered, the patterns purposeful

Thi s display possessed such beauty and nystery that | was at the sanme tine
mesmnerized by it and conpelled to | ook away, struck both by wonder and fear
by awe but equally by a sense of inadequacy, which nmade ne want to cover ny
face and confess all the baseness in myself.

Brot her John said, "Wat you see before you is not the thought patterns of God
that underlie all matter, which of course we have no way of actually seeing,
but a conputer representation of them based on the nodel | nentioned."

He cl apped his hands tw ce. The astoni shing patterns faded, and the walls went



dark again, as though the display had been controlled by one of those devices
that some elderly people use to turn the roomlights on and off without having
to get out of bed.

"This little exhibition so profoundly affects people,” Brother John said,
"resonates with us on some |level so deep, that witnessing nore than a mnute
of it can result in extrenme enotional distress.”

Rodi on Romanovi ch | ooked as shaken as | suppose | did.

"So," said the Russian, after regaining his conposure, "the | esson of the
nodel is that the universe-all its matter and fornms of energy-arises out of
t hought . "
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"CGod i magi nes the world, and the world becones."

Romanovi ch said, "Wll, we know that matter can be transfornmed to energy, as
burning oil produces heat and |ight-"

"As splitting the nucleus of an atom produces the nuclei of lighter atons,"”
Brot her John interrupted, "and al so the rel ease of great energy."

Romanovi ch pressed him "But are you saying that thought- at |east Divine

t hought-is a formof energy that can shape itself into matter, the reverse of
nucl ear fission?"

"Not the reverse, no. This is not nerely nuclear fusion. The usual scientific
ternms do not apply. It is ... imagining matter into existence by the power of
the will. And because we have been given thought, will, and inmagination

al beit on a human scale, we too have this power to create.”

Romanovi ch and | | ocked eyes, and | said, "Sir, have you ever seen the novie
For bi dden Pl anet ?"

"No, M. Thonmas, | have not."

"When this is all over, | think we should watch it together."
"I will make the popcorn.™

"Wth salt and just a pinch of chili powder?"

"So shall it be."

Brot her John said, "Are you sure you won't have some cookies, Gdd Thomas?
know you like ny cookies."

| expected himto make sorcerous gestures toward the table beside ny chair,
conjuring chocolate-chip treats fromthin air.

Romanovi ch said, "Brother John, you said earlier that you have applied the

| esson of your conputer nodel, the I esson being that all matter as we know it
has arisen out of thought. The universe, our world, the trees and the flowers
and the animals ... all inmagined into existence."
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"Yes. You see, ny science has led ne back to faith."



"How do you nean you applied what you believe you' ve | earned?"

The nmonk | eaned forward in his w ngback chair, his hands fisted on his knees
as if he were struggling to contain his excitement. H's face appeared to have
shed forty years, returning himto boyhood and t he wonder thereof.

"I have," he whispered, "created life."
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CHAPTER 51

THI' S WAS THE CALI FORNI A SI ERRA, NOT THE Car pat hi an Mount ai ns. Qutsi de, snow
flew rather than rain, wthout thunderclaps or bolts of lightning. In this
room | found a disappointing | ack of bizarre nachines w th gol d-pl at ed
gyroscopes, crackling arcs of electricity, and demented hunchbacks wth
[antern eyes. In the days of Karloff and Lugosi, they really understood the
demands of nel odrama better than our mad scientists do these days.

On the other hand, it is true that Brother John Hei neman was | ess mad than
m sgui ded. You will see that this is true, though you will also see that
bet ween the mad and the nisguided, the line is as thin as a split hair that
has been split again.

"This chanber," said Brother John with a curious mx of glee and solemity,
"isn't nerely a roombut is also a revolutionary machine."

To nme, Rodi on Romanovich said, "This is always trouble."

"I'f I envision an object and consciously project that image,"
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Br ot her John continued, "the machi ne receives it, recognizes the projected
nature of it separate fromall other kinds of thought, anplifies ny directed
mental energy to several million tines its initial power, and produces the
obj ect i magi ned."

"Good Lord, sir, your electrical bill rmust be outrageous."

"I't's not inconsiderable,” he acknow edged, "but it isn't as bad as you m ght
think. For one thing, it's not volts that matter so nuch as anps."

"And | suppose you receive a high-user discount."”

"Not only that, Odd Thonmas, ny |aboratory has certain rate advantages because
it isin fact a religious organization."

Romanovi ch said, "Wen you say you can inmagi ne an object and the roomwi ||
produce it-you nmean |like the cookies you have nentioned."

Br ot her John nodded. "Certainly, M. Romanovich. Wuld you |ike sonme cookies?"

d owering, the Russian said, "Cookies are not alive. You said you had created
life."

The nonk sobered. "Yes. You're correct. Let's not make a parlor ganme out of
it. This is about First Things, man's relationship to God and the neani ng of
exi stence. Let's go directly to the main show | will create a floppy for



you.

"A what ?" Rommnovi ch asked.

"You will see," Brother John prom sed, and smled know ngly.
He sat back in his chair, closed his eyes, and furrowed his forehead as if in
t hought .

"Are you doing it now?" | asked.
"If I amallowed to concentrate, yes."

"I thought you would need a hel net of some kind, you know, with all Kkinds of
wires trailing fromit."
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"Nothing so prinmtive, Odd Thomas. The roomis attuned to the precise
frequency of ny brain waves. It's a receiver and an anmplifier, but only of ny
projected thoughts, no one else's."

| glanced at Romanovi ch. He | ooked as bearishly disapproving as ever | had
seen him

Per haps twenty seconds had passed before the air felt thicker, as though the
hum dity had abruptly increased, but this heaviness had no noist quality.
Pressure pushed in upon ne fromall sides, as if we had been descending into
oceani ¢ dept hs.

On the Persian carpet, in front of Brother John's chair, arose a silvery
shimering, like a reflection of light that had bounced off a bright object
el sewhere in the room although that was not the explanation for it.

After a noment, tiny white cubes had forned apparently out of nothing, as rock
sugar crystallizes on a string that is suspended in a glass of highly

sweet ened water. The nunmber of tiny cubes rapidly increased, and at the sane
time they began to fuse with one another, as if | were watching a rew ndi ng
video of the incident in the garage.

Romanovich and | rose to our feet, no doubt notivated by the sanme thought:
VWhat if a "floppy" is the pet name Brother John has given to the anbul atory
boneyar ds?

We need not have been al arned. Wat forned before us was a creature the size
of a hanster. Al white, conbining features of a puppy, a kitten, and a baby
bunny, it opened huge eyes that were as blue as-but |less predatory than-the
eyes of Tom Cruise, gave ne a winning smle, and made an appeal i ng, nusica
bur bl i ng sound.

Br ot her John opened his eyes, smiled at his creation, and said, "Gentlenen,
meet your first floppy."
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I was not present in the school to witness this, but following is what | was
told of events unfolding parallel to Brother John's revelations in the Mew

In Room 14, as Jacob does needl epoi nt, Brother Knuckles places a chair in the
open doorway, where he sits, a baseball bat across his knees, and observes the



activity in the hallway.

Brot her Maxwell, fifteen years downriver fromhis journalismcareer, is

per haps hopi ng that he has not conme all this way and tinme only to encounter

t he sane nindl ess violence that he could have had w thout a vow of poverty, in
Los Angel es.

Maxwel | sits in a chair near the only wi ndow. Because the whirl of snow half
hypnoti zed him he has not been focusing on the fading day beyond the gl ass.

A noise nore crisp than the wind, a series of faint clinks and squeaks, draws
his attention to the wi ndow. Pressed to the far side of the panes is a
shifting kal ei doscope of bones.

Rising slowy fromhis chair, as if a sudden novenent m ght agitate the
visitor, Maxwell whispers, "Brother Salvatore."

In the open doorway, with his back to the room Brother Knuckles is thinking
about the latest book by his favorite author, which isn't about either a china
rabbit or a nmouse who saves a princess, but is nonethel ess wonderful. He
doesn't hear Brother Maxwell.

Backi ng away fromthe w ndow, Brother Maxwell realizes that he has |left both
hi s basebal|l bats beside the chair he vacated. He agai n whi spers for
Sal vatore, but perhaps no | ouder than before.

The patterns of bone at the wi ndow constantly change, but not
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in an agitated fashion, alnost lazily, conveying the inpression that the
creature may be in a state simlar to sleep

The dreany quality of the kal ei doscopi c nmovenent encourages Brother Maxwell to
return to his chair to pick up one of the baseball bats.

As he bends down and grips that weapon, he hears a pane of glass crack above
him and as he startles upright, he shouts, "Salvatore!"

Al though it had forned out of cubes, the floppy was as furry, cuddly, and
floppy as its nanme. Its huge ears drooped over its face, and it brushed them
back with one paw, then rose on its hind feet. The Pill sbury Doughboy m ght
have sonmething like this as his pet.

H s face a portrait of enchantnent, Brother John said, "All nmy life, |I've been
obsessed with order. Wth finding order within chaos. Wth inposing order on
chaos. And here is this sweet little thing, born out of the chaos of thought,
out of the void, out of nothing."

Still standing, no less wary than when he had expected one of the boneyards to
rise up before him Romanovich said, "Surely you have not shown this to the
abbot . "

"Not yet," Brother John said. "In fact, you're the first to see this ... this
proof of God."

"Does the abbot even know your research was leading to ... this?"

Br ot her John shook his head. "He understands that | intended to prove that at

t he bottom of physical reality, under the | ast |ayer
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of apparent chaos is ordered thought waves, the m nd of God. But | never told
himthat | would create |iving proof."

"You never told him" Romanovich said, his voice groani ng under the weight of
hi s astoni shrent .

Smiling at his creation as it tottered this way and that, Brother John said,
"I wanted to surprise him"

"Surprise hin?" Romanovich traded astoni shnment for disbelief. "Surprise hin®"
"Yes. Wth proof of God."

Wth barely throttled contenpt, nore directly than | might have said it under
t hese circunstances, Romanovich declared, "This is not proof of God. This is
bl asphemny. "

Brot her John flinched as if he had been sl apped, but recovered at once. "I'm
afraid you haven't entirely foll owed what 1've told you, M. Romanovich."

The giggling, toddling, big-eyed floppy did not at first glance seemlike a
wor k of suprene bl aspheny. My initial take was: furry, cute, cuddly, adorable.

When | sat down on the edge of my chair and | eaned forward to have a cl oser
| ook at it, however, | got a chill as sharp as an icicle in the eye.

The floppy's big blue peepers did not engage ne, did not have the curiosity of
a kitten's or puppy's eyes. They were vacant; a void |ay beyond t hem

The nusi cal burbling and the giggle charnmed, |ike the recorded voice of a
toy-until | rem nded nyself that here was not a toy, that here was a living
being. Then its utterances rem nded me of the low nuttering of dead-eyed dolls
i n ni ghtmares.

| rose fromthe chair and took a step or two back from Brother John's dark
m racl e.
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"Dr. Heineman," Romanovich said, "you do not know yourself. You do not know
what you have done."

Br ot her John appeared bew | dered by the Russian's hostility. "W have a
di fferent perspective, | see, but-"

"Twenty-five years ago, you rejected your deforned and di sabl ed child,
di sowned and abandoned him"

Shocked that the Russian was privy to that transgression but also clearly
stricken by shame, Brother John said, "I amnot that man anynore."

"I will grant that you becane renorseful, even contrite, and you did an

amazi ngly generous thing by giving away your fortune, taking vows. You are
reforned, you may be a better man, but you are not a different man. How can
you convi nce yourself of such a thing when you are so conversant with the

t heol ogy of your faith? Fromone end of this life to the other, you carry with
you all that you have done. Absolution grants you forgiveness for it, but does



not expunge the past. The nman you were still lives within you, repressed by
the man you have struggled to becone."

| said, "Brother John, have you ever seen Fredric March in Dr. Jekyll and M.
Hyde? If we get through this alive, maybe we can watch it together."
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CHAPTER 52

THE ATMOSPHERE | N THE MEW WAS NOT heal thy, which is |ike saying that you m ght
not want to have a picnic in the cone of a dormant volcano if the ground is
runbl i ng underfoot.

Brot her John's feelings had been hurt when his mracul ous work had been
received with | ess enthusiasmthan he had expected. And his di sappoi nt mrent had
about it a quality of wounded pride, a thinly masked resentnment, a disturbing
childli ke peevi shness.

The cute, creepy, cuddly, soulless floppy sat on the floor, playing with its
feet, nmaking all the noises of a creature that was wonderfully anmused with
itself, showing off for us, as if confident that we would at any nonent coo
with admiration for it. Its giggle, however, sounded nore humnorless by the
second.

The bone beasts, the tower phantom and now this denonic Beani e Baby had
exhibited a vanity unseen in genuine supernatural entities. They existed
outside the vertical sacred order of
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human beings and spirits. Their vanity reflected the vanity of their troubled
creator.

I thought of Tommy C oudwal ker's three-headed coyote-man and realized that
anot her di fference between the genuinely supernatural and the bizarre things
we had seen in the past twelve hours was the fundanmentally organic character
of what is supernatural, which is no surprise, really, since true spirits once
lived as flesh.

The bone beasts had seenmed not organic but |ike machines. When Death had

| eaped fromthe bell tower, it had disassenbled in flight, had broken apart
into geonetric fragments, as mght a failed machine. The fl oppy was not the
equi val ent of a puppy or a kitten, but of a w nd-up toy.

Standing with his hands in the pockets of his coat, as if he would at any
nmonent withdraw the .50-caliber Desert Eagle and blow the floppy to

snmi t hereens, Rodi on Ronmanovi ch said, "Dr. Heineman, what you have made is not
life. Upon death, it does not deconpose. It deconstructs itself in sone
process simlar to fission but not fission, producing no heat, |eaving
not hi ng. What you have created is anti-life."

"You sinply do not grasp the achi evenent," said Brother John. Like the facade
of a sunmer hotel being boarded up for the off-season, his face steadily put
away its former light and ani mati on

"Doctor," Romanovich continued, "I amsure that you built the school as
at onenment for abandoni ng your son, and | am sure that you had Jacob brought
here as an act of contrition."



Brot her John stared at him still wthdrawi ng behind shutters and boarded
wi ndows.
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"But the man you were is still within the man you are, and he had his own
notivations."

Thi s accusation aroused Brother John fromhis withdrawal. "What are you
i mpl yi ng?"

Pointing to the fl oppy, Romanovich said, "How can you put an end to that
t hi ng?"

"I amable to think it out of existence as efficiently as | created it."
"Then for the | ove of God, do so."

For a nonent, Brother John's jaw clenched, his eyes narrowed, and he did not
appear di sposed to oblige the request.

The Russian radi ated not just the authority of an officer of the state but
al so moral authority. He renoved his left hand froma coat pocket and nade a
hurry-up gesture.

Cosing his eyes, furrowing his forehead, Brother John imagi ned the floppy out
of existence. Mercifully, the giggling stopped. Then the thing disassenbl ed
into rattling, tw tching cubes. It vanished.

When the scientist nmonk opened his eyes, Romanovich said, "You yourself noted
that you have been obsessed with order all your life."

"Any sane man sides with order over anarchy, order over chaos," said Brother

John.

"I agree, Dr. Heineman. But as a young nan, you were so obsessed with order
that you not only decried disorder, you despised it as if it were a persona
affront. You abhorred it, recoiled fromit. You had no patience for anyone
whom you felt furthered disorder in society. Ironically, you exhibited what

m ght be called an intellectual rather than an enotional obsessive-conpul sive
di sorder."

"You have been tal king to envious nen," said Brother John
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"When your son was born, his deformities and disabilities struck you as

bi ol ogi cal disorder, the nore intol erable because it came fromyour |o0ins. You
di sowned him You wanted himto die."

"I never wanted himto die. That is outrageous."

| felt alittle like a traitor to himwhen | said, "Sir, Jacob renmenbers when

you visited himin the hospital and urged his nother to let his infection run

its course untreated."

Atop his tall Ianky body, his round face bobbed |like a balloon on the end of a

string, and | could not tell whether he was nodding in agreenent or shaking
his head in denial. He m ght have been doing both. He could not speak



In a voice no longer characterized by accusation, opting for a note of quiet
entreaty, Romanovich said, "Dr. Heineman, have you any consci ous awareness
that you have been creating abom nations that have materialized outside this
room that have killed?"

At the school, in Room 14, Brother Maxwell stands tense, his baseball bat

rai sed, while Brother Knuckles, having dealt with nmore than his share of

W seguys in years past, and having recently nmowed down an uberskeleton with an
SWV, is wary but not wound tight.

In fact, |eaning alnbst insouciantly on his bat as if it is a cane, Knuckles
says, "Sone big guys, they think struttin' the nmuscle will put your tai

bet ween your legs, but all they got is strut, they ain't got the guts to back
up the brag."

"This thing," says Maxwel |, "doesn't have either guts or nuscle, it's al
bones. "

342

"Ain't that what I'mtellin" you?"

Hal f the cracked pane breaks out of the bronze muntins, shatters on the floor
"No way this chunp gets through the wi ndow, not with all themlittle squares."
The remai ni ng portion of the broken pane cracks |oose and falls to the floor

"You don't scare me," Knuckles tells the dog of the Neverwas.
Maxwel | says, "It scares ne."
"No it don't," Knuckles assures him "You' re good, Brother, you're solid."

A clutching gnarl of flexing bones gropes through the hole in the casenent
wi ndow.

Anot her pane cracks, and a third expl odes, spraying shards of glass onto the
two nonks' shoes.

Toward the farther end of the room Jacob sits with the pillow on his lap, his
head bowed to his enbroidery, exhibiting no fear, creating beautiful order out
of blank white cloth and peach thread, while the disorderly creation at the

wi ndow shatters two nore panes of glass and strains agai nst the bronze

munti ns.

Brot her Fletcher steps in fromthe hall. "Showtine. You need sonme backup?"

Brot her Maxwel | says yes, but Brother Knuckles says, "Seen tougher nugs than
this in Jersey. You watchin' the el evator?"

"It's covered," Brother Fletcher assures him

"Then maybe stay beside Jacob, nove himout fast if this chunp gets through
the wi ndow. "

Brot her Maxwel | protests: "You said it won't get through.”

"It ain't gonna, Brother. Yeah, it's makin' a big show, but the true fact
is-this geek, he's scared of us."
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The stressed bronze nmuntins and rails of the casenent w ndow creaked, groaned.

"Abom nations?" Brother John's round face seened to swell and redden with the
pressure of new dark possibilities that his mnd could barely contain. "Create
wi t hout consci ous awareness? It isn't possible.™

"If it is not possible,"” Romanovich said, "then have you created them
i ntentionally? Because they do exist. W have seen them"

| unzi pped ny jacket and renoved fromw thin a fol ded page that | had torn out
of Jacob's tablet. As | opened the sheet of paper, the drawi ng of the beast
flexed with an illusion of nmovenent.

"Your son has seen this at his window, sir. He says it is the dog of the
Neverwas. Jennifer called you the Neverwas."

Br ot her John accepted the draw ng, spellbound by it. The doubt and fear in his
face belied the confidence in his voice when he said, "This is neaningless.
The boy is retarded. This is the fantasy of a deformed nind."

"Dr. Heineman," the Russian said, "twenty-seven nonths ago, fromthings you
said to your former colleagues in calls and E-mails, they inferred that you
m ght have already... created something."

"I did. Yes. | showed it to you nonents ago."
"That pathetic flop-eared creature?"

Pity nore than scorn informed Romanovich's voice, and Brother John net it with
silence. Vanity receives pity as a wasp receives a threat to its nest, and a
desire to sting brought an unholy venonous shine to the nmonk's violet, hooded
eyes.

"I'f you have advanced no further in these twenty-seven nonths," Ronanovich

said, "could it be because sonething
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happened about two years ago that frightened you off your research, and you
have only recently begun again to power up this god-machine of yours and
‘create' ?"

"Brot her Constantine's suicide," | said.

"Whi ch was not a suicide," said Romanovi ch. "Unconsciously, you had dispatched
some abomination into the night, Dr. Heineman, and when Constantine saw it, he
could not be allowed to live."

Either the drawing cast a dark enchantnent over the scientist nonk or he did
not trust hinmself to neet our eyes.

"You suspected what had happened, and you put your research on hol d- but
twi sted pride nade you return to it recently. Now Brother Tinothy is dead ..
and even at this hour, you stalk your son through this nonstrous surrogate."

Wth his gaze still upon the drawing, a pulse junping in his tenples, Brother
John said tightly, "I long ago accused nyself of ny sins against ny son and



hi s not her."
"And | believe your confession was even sincere,"” Romanovi ch conceded.
"l received absolution."”

"You confessed and were forgiven, but some darker self within you did not
confess and did not think he needed to be forgiven."

"Sir, Brother Timothy's murder |ast night was ... horrendous, inhuman. You
have to help us stop this."

Al this tine later, | am saddened to wite that when Brother John's eyes
welled with tears, which he managed not to spill, | half believed they were
not for Timbut for hinself.

Romanovi ch said, "You progressed from postul ant to novice, to professed nonk.
But you yourself have said you were spooked
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when your research led you to believe in a created universe, so you cane to
God in fear."

Straining the words through his teeth, Brother John said, "The notivation
matters |l ess than the contrition."

"Per haps,"” Romanovich allowed. "But nost come to HHmin | ove. And sone part of
you, some Ot her John, has not come to Hmat all."

Wth sudden intuition, | said, "Brother John, the Other is an angry child."
At | ast he | ooked up fromthe drawi ng and nmet ny eyes.

"The child who, far too young, saw anarchy in the world and feared it. The
child who resented being born into such a disordered world, who saw chaos and
yearned to find order init."

Behind his violet windows, the her regarded ne with the contenpt and
self-regard of a child not yet acquainted with enpathy and conpassion, a child
fromwhomthe Better John had separated hinmself but from whom he had not
escaped.

| called his attention to the drawing once nore. "Sir, the obsessed child who
built a nodel of quantum foam out of forty-seven sets of Lego blocks is the
same child who conceived of this conplex nechani smof cold bones and efficient
joints."”

As he studied the architecture of the bone beast, reluctantly he recognized
that the obsession behind the Lego nodel was the sane that inspired this eerie
construction.

"Sir, there is still tinme. Time for that little boy to give up his anger and
have his pain lifted."

The surface tension of his pent-up tears abruptly broke, and one tracked down
each cheek.

He | ooked up at ne and, in a voice thick with sadness but also with
bitterness, he said, "No. It's too late."
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CHAPTER 53

FOR ALL | KNOW DEATH HAD BEEN I N THE ROOM when the curved walls had bl ooned
with colorful patterns of inagined God thought, and had noved as our heads had
turned, to stay always just out of our line of sight. But it canme at me now as
if it had just swept into the chanber in a cold fury, seized ne, lifted ne,
pulled me face to face with it.

Instead of the previous void in the hood, confronting ne was a brutal version
of the face of Brother John, angul ar where his was round, hard where his was
soft, a child' s idea less of the face of Death than of the face of Power
personi fied. The young geni us who had recogni zed and feared the chaos of the
wor |l d but who had been powerless to bring order to it had now enpowered

hi nsel f.

H's breath was that of a machine, rife with the reek of snoking copper and
scal di ng steel

He threw me over the wi ngback chair, as if | were but a knotted mass of rags.
| slammed into the cool, curved wall and jacked nyself up fromthe floor even
as | | anded.
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A wi ngback chair flew, | ducked and scooted, the wall rang |like a glass bell,
as it had not done when | struck it, the chair stayed where it fell, but I

kept noving. And here cane Death again.

At the window, the bronze rails and muntins strain and slightly tweak but do
not fail. The keening of the frustrated attacker grows |ouder than the clatter
of its busy bones.

"This geek," Brother Maxwell decides, "isn't scared of us."

"It's gonna be before we're done," Knuckles assures him

Qut of the kal ei doscopi c beast and through one of the enpty spaces where a

wi ndowpane had been, an urgent thrusting tentacle of scissoring bones invades
five feet into the room

The brothers stagger back in surprise.
The extruded form breaks off or is ejected fromthe nother mass, and col |l apses
to the floor. Instantly the severed |inb assenbles into a version of the

| arger creature.

Pi ncered, spined, barbed, and hooked, as big as an industrial vacuum cl eaner
it cones roach-quick, and Knuckles swi ngs for the bl eachers.

The Louisville Slugger slams sone corrective discipline into the delinquent,
splintering off clusters of bones. Knuckles steps toward the thing as it
shudders backward, denmplishes it with a second sw ng.

Thr ough the w ndow cones anot her thrusting tentacle, and as it detaches,
Brot her Maxwel |l shouts to Brother Fletcher, "Get Jacob out of here!"

Brot her Fl etcher, having played some dangerous gigs in his salad days as a



saxophoni st, knows how to split a dive when custoners start trading gunfire,
so he is already scramming from
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the roomw th Jacob before Maxwell shouts. Entering the hallway, he hears
Brother Gregory cry out that something is in the elevator shaft and is
furiously intent on getting through the roof of the bl ocking cab

* k%

As Deat h rushed ne again, Rodi on Ronmanovi ch rushed Death, with all the
fearl essness of a natural-born nortician, and opened fire with the Desert
Eagl e.

H s prom se of incredible noise was fulfilled. The crash of the pistol sounded
just a few decibels softer than the thunder of nortar fire.

| didn't count how many rounds Romanovi ch squeezed off, but Death burst apart
into geonetric debris, as it had done when | eapi ng down fromthe bell tower,
the fragmenting robe as brittle as the formit clothed.

Instantly, the shards and scraps and splinters of this unnatural construct
twitched and junped with what | ooked like life but was not-and w thin seconds
remani f est ed.

When it turned toward Romanovi ch, he enptied the pistol, ejected the depleted
magazi ne, and frantically dug the spare out of his pants pocket.

Less shattered by the second barrage of gunfire than by the first, Death rose
swiftly fromruin.

John, not a brother at this nonent, but now a snug child, stood with eyes
cl osed, thinking the Death figure into existence again, and when he opened his
eyes, they were not those of a man of Cod.
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Brot her Maxwel |l slans a home run through the second intruder in Room 14, then
sees that Knuckles is again hamrering at the first one, which has rattled
itself back together with the swiftness of a rose blooning in stop-notion
phot ogr aphy.

A third scuttling extrusion of the nother mass assaults, and Maxwel | knocks it
apart with both a swing and backswi ng, but the one he had first denvolished,
now reassenbl ed, rushes himin full bristle and drives two thick barbed spines
t hrough his chest.

When Brot her Knuckles turns, he wi tnesses Maxwel |l pierced and, with horror
sees his brother transforned, as if by contami nation, into a kal ei doscope of
fl exi ng-pivoting-rotating bones that shreds out of the stormsuit as if
stripping away a cocoon, and conbines with the bone nmachine that pierced it.

Fl eeing the room Knuckles frantically pulls shut the door and, holding it
cl osed, shouts for help.

Sone consi deration has been given to such a predicament as this, and two
brothers arrive with a chain, which they loop to the | evered handle of the
door. They join that handle to the one at the adjacent room ensuring that
each door serves as the |ock of the other



The noise fromthe el evator shaft grows tremendous, rocking the walls. From
behind the closed lift doors comes the sound of the cab roof buckling, as well
as the thrum and twang of cables tested nearly to destruction.

Jacob is where he will be safest, between Sister Angela and Sister Mriam
whom surely even the devil himself will treat with wary circunspection
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Reborn again, Death shunned me and turned toward the Russian, who proved j ust
two steps faster than the Reaper. Snapping the spare magazine into the Desert
Eagl e, Romanovi ch noved toward the nman whom | had once adnired and shot him
twi ce.

The inmpact of .50-caliber rounds knocked John Hei neman off his feet. Wen he
went down, he stayed down. He wasn't able to inagine hinmself reconstructed,
because no matter what that |ost dark part of his soul mght believe, he was
not his own creation.

The Death figure reached Romanovich and laid a hand on his shoul der, but did
not assault him The phantom focused instead on Hei neman, as if thunderstruck
that its | owercase god had been laid low like any nortal

This time Death deconstructed into a spill of cubes that split into nore

cubes, a nound of dancing dice, and they cast thenselves with larval frenzy,
rattling their dotless faces against one another until they were only a fizz
of nol ecul es, and then atonms, and then nothing at all but a nenmory of hubris.
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CHAPTER 54

BY ELEVEN O CLOCK THAT NI GHT AS THE STORM began to wane, the initial
contingent of National Security agents-twenty of themarrived in snow eating
nmonster trucks. Wth the phones down, | had no i dea how Romanovi ch cont acted
them but by then | had conceded that the clouds of nystery gathered around
hi m made ny cl ouds of mystery look Iike a light m st by conparison

By Friday afternoon, the twenty agents had grown to fifty, and the grounds of
t he abbey and all buildings lay under their authority. The brothers, the
sisters, and one shaken guest were exhaustively debriefed, though the
children, at the insistence of the nuns, were not disturbed with questions.

The NSA concocted cover stories regarding the deaths of Brother Tinothy,

Brot her Maxwel I, and John Hei neman. Tinothy's and Maxwel|l's fam lies woul d be
told that they had perished in an SUV accident and that their remains were too
grisly to allow open-casket funerals.

Al ready, a funeral Mass had been said for each of them In the
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spring, though there were no remains to bury, headstones would be erected in
the cenetery by the edge of the forest. At least their nanes in stone would

stand with those whom they had known and | oved, and by whomthey thensel ves

had been | oved.

John Hei neman, for whom al so a Mass had been of fered, would be kept in cold
storage. After a year, when his death would not seem coincidental with those



of Timothy and Maxwel I, an announcement woul d be made to the effect that he
had di ed of a massive heart attack

He had no famly except the son he had never accepted. In spite of the terror
and grief that Heineman had brought to St. Barthol omew s, the brothers and
sisters were agreed that in a spirit of forgiveness, he should be buried in
their cemetery, though at a discreet distance fromthe others who were at rest
in that place.

Hei neman' s array of superconputers were inpounded by the NSA. They woul d
eventual ly be removed from John's Mew and trucked away. All the strange roons
and the creation machi ne woul d be studi ed, neticul ously di sassenbl ed, and
renoved.

The brothers and sisters-and yours truly-were required to sign oaths of
silence, and we understood that the carefully spelled-out penalties for
violation would be strictly enforced. | don't think the feds were worried
about the nonks and nuns, whose lives are about the fulfillnment of oaths, but
they spent a lot of tine vividly explaining to me all the nuances of suffering
enbodied in the words "rot in prison.”

| wote this manuscript nonetheless, as witing is ny therapy and a kind of
penance. |f ever, ny story will be published only when |I have nmoved on from
this world to glory or dammati on, where even the NSA cannot reach ne.
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Al t hough Abbot Bernard had no responsibility for John Hei neman's research or
actions, he insisted that he woul d step down from his position between
Christrmas and the new year.

He had called John's Mew the adytum which is the nost sacred part of a place
of worship, shrine of shrines. He had enbraced the fal se idea that God can be
known t hrough science, which pai ned himconsiderably, but his greatest renorse
arose fromthe fact that he had been unable to see that John Hei neman had been
notivated not by a whol esone pride in his God-given genius but by a vanity and
a secret simering anger that corrupted his every achi evenent.

A sadness settled over the community of St. Barthol omew s, and | doubted that
it would lift for a year, if even then. Because the beasts of bone that
breached the second-fl oor defenses of the school had collapsed into

di m ni shing cubes at the monment of Heineman's dem se, as had the figure of
Deat h, only Brother Maxwell had perished in the battle. But Maxwell, Tinothy,
and agai n poor Constantine would be nourned anew i n each season that life here
went on w thout them

Sat urday evening, three days after the crisis, Rodion Romanovich came to ny
roomin the guesthouse, bringing two bottles of good red wi ne, fresh bread,
cheese, cold roast beef, and various condi nents, none of which he had

poi soned.

Boo spent much of the evening lying on ny feet, as if he feared they m ght be
col d.

El vis stopped by for a while. | thought he m ght have noved on by now, as
Const anti ne appeared to have done, but the King remained. He worried about ne.
| suspected al so that he m ght be choosing his noment with a sense of the
drama and style that had nmade hi m fanous.
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Near m dnight, as we sat at a small table by the wi ndow at which a few days

earlier I had been waiting for the snow, Rodion said, "You will be free to
| eave Monday if you wish. Or will you stay?"
"I may cone back one day," | said, "but nowthis isn't the place for ne."

"I believe without exception the brothers and the sisters feel this wll
forever be the place for you. You saved themall, son."

"No, sir. Not all."

"Al'l of the children. Tinmothy was killed within the hour you saw the first
bodach. There was not hing you coul d have done for him And | amnore at fault
for Maxwell than you are. If | had understood the situation and had shot

Hei neman sooner, Maxwell night have |ived."

"Sir, you're surprisingly kind for a man who prepares people for death.”

"Well, you know, in some cases, death is a kindness not only to the person who
receives it but to the people he hinself m ght have destroyed. Wien will you

| eave?"

"Next week."

"Where will you go, son?"

"Home to Pico Mundo. You? Back to your bel oved I ndi anapolis?"

"I amsadly certain that the Indiana State Library at one-forty North Senate
Avenue has becone a shanbles in ny absence. But | will be going, instead, to
the high desert in California, to meet Ms. Romanovich on her return from
space. "

W had a certain rhythmfor these things that required ne to take a sip of
wi ne and savor it before asking, "From space-do you nean |ike the noon, sir?"

355

"Not so far away as the moon this time. For a nonth, the lovely Ms.
Romanovi ch has been doing work for this wonderful country aboard a certain
orbiting platformabout which | can say no nore."

"WI||l she make America safe forever, sir?"

"Nothing is forever, son. But if | had to comend the fate of the nation to a
single pair of hands, |I could think of none | would trust nmore than hers."

"I wish | could neet her, sir."
"Perhaps one day you will."

Elvis lured Boo away for a belly rub, and | said, "I do worry about the data
in Dr. Heineman's conputers. In the wong hands ..."

Leani ng cl ose, he whispered, "Worry not, ny boy. The data in those conputers
i s appl esauce. | nmade sure of that before |I called in nmy posse.”

| raised my glass in a toast. "To the sons of assassins and the husbands of
space heroes."



"And to your lost girl," he said, clinking my glass with his, "who, in her new
adventure, holds you in her heart as you hold her."
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CHAPTER 55

THE EARLY SKY WAS CLEAR AND DEEP. THE snow mantl ed meadow | ay as bright and
clean as the nmorning after death, when tine will have defeated tine and al
wi || have been redeened.

| had said ny good-byes the night before and had chosen to | eave while the
brothers were at Mass and the sisters busy with the waking children

The roads were clear and dry, and the custom zed Cadillac purred into view
wi thout a clank of chains. He pulled up at the steps to the guesthouse, where
I waited.

| hurried to advise himnot to get out, but he refused to remain behind the
wheel

My friend and nentor, Ozzie Boone, the fambus nystery witer of whom| have
witten nuch in ny first two manuscripts, is a gloriously fat nman, four
hundred pounds at his slimest. He insists that he is in better condition than
nost sunmo westlers, and perhaps he is, but | worry every time he
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gets up froma chair, as it seens this will be one demand too many on his
great heart.

"Dear (dd," he said as he gave ne a fierce bear hug by the open driver's door
"You have lost weight, |I fear. You are a w sp."

"No, sir. | weigh the same as when you dropped ne off here. It nay be that I
seem snal l er to you because you've gotten |arger."

"I have a col ossal bag of fine dark chocolates in the car. Wth the proper
conmitment, you can gain five pounds by the tinme we get back to Pico Mindo.
Let me put your luggage in the trunk."

"No, no, sir. | can manage."

"Dear (dd, you have been trenbling in anticipation of nmy death for years, and

you will be trenbling in anticipation of ny death ten years fromnow. | will
be such a nassive inconvenience to all who will handle ny body that God, if he
has any nercy for norticians, will keep ne alive perhaps forever."

"Sir, let's not talk about death. Christmas is coming. 'Tis the season to be
jolly."

"By all means, we shall talk about silver bells roasting on an open fire and
all things Christmas."

Whi | e he wat ched, and no doubt schemed to snatch up one of ny bags and | oad
it, I stowed ny belongings in the trunk. When | slamred the |lid and | ooked up
| discovered that all the brothers, who should have been at Mass, had gat hered
silently on the guesthouse steps.



Si ster Angela and a dozen of the nuns were there as well. She said, "Cddie,
may | show you sonet hi ng?"

| went to her as she unrolled a tube that proved to be a | arge sheet of
drawi ng paper. Jacob had executed a perfect portrait of ne.
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"This is very good. And very sweet of him"

"But it's not for you," she said. "It's for nmy office wall."
"That company is too rarefied for ne, ma'am"

"Young man, it's not for you to say whose |likeness | w sh to | ook upon each
day. The riddl e?"

| had already tried on her the fortitude answer that Rodi on Romanovi ch had
made sound so convi nci ng.

"Ma'am intellectually I've run dry."

She said, "Did you know that after the Revolutionary War, the founders of our
country offered to make George Washi ngton king, and that he declined?"

"No, ma'am | didn't know that."

"Did you know that Flannery O Connor lived so quietly in her conmunity that
many of her fellow townspeople did not know that she was one of the greatest
witers of her tinme?"

"A Southern eccentric, | suppose.”

"I's that what you suppose?"

"I guess if there's going to be a test on this material, | wll fail it. |
never was much good in school."

"Harper Lee," said Sister Angela, "who was offered a thousand honorary
doctorates and untold prizes for her fine book, did not accept them And she
politely turned away the adoring reporters and professors who made pil gri mages
to her door."

"You shouldn't blanme her for that, ma'am So nuch uninvited conpany woul d be a
terribl e annoyance."

I don't think her periw nkle eyes had ever sparkled brighter than they did on
t he guesthouse steps that norning.

"Dom nus vobi scum ddie."
"And also with you, Sister."
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| had never been kissed by a nun before. | had never kissed one, either. Her
cheek was so soft.

When | got into the Cadillac, | saw that Boo and Elvis were sitting in the
backseat .



The brothers and sisters stood there on the guesthouse steps in silence, and
as we drove away, | nore than once | ooked back at them | ooked back until the
road descended and turned out of sight of St. Barthol onew s.
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CHAPTER 56

THE CADI LLAC HAD BEEN STRUCTURALLY reinforced to support QOzzie's wei ght
wi thout listing, and the driver's seat had been handcrafted to his dinensions.

He handl ed his Cadillac as sweet as a NASCAR driver, and we flew out of the
mountains into lower lands with a grace that should not have been possible at
t hose speeds.

After a while, | said to him "Sir, you are a wealthy nman by any standard."

"I have been both fortunate and industrious,” he agreed.

"I want to ask you for a favor so big that I'mashamed to say it."

Ginning with delight, he said, "You never allow anything to be done for you.
Yet you're like a son to ne. Who am| going to | eave all this noney to?
Terrible Chester will never need all of it."

Terrible Chester was his cat, who had not been born with the nanme but had
earned it.

"There is a little girl at the school."
"St. Barthol onew s?"

"Yes. Her nane is Flossie Bodenblatt."
"Ch, ny."
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"She has suffered, sir, but she shines."
"What is it that you want?"

"Coul d you open a trust fund for her, sir, in the amount of one hundred
t housand doll ars, after tax?"

"Consider it done."

"For the purpose of establishing her in Iife when she |eaves the school, for
establishing her in a life where she can work with dogs."

"I shall have the attorney specify it exactly that way. And shall | be the one
to personally oversee her transition fromthe school to the outside world,
when the time comes?"

"I would be forever grateful, sir, if you would."
"Well," he said, lifting his hands fromthe wheel just |ong enough to dust

them briskly together, "that was as easy as eating cream pie. Wwo shall we set
up a trust for next?"



Justine's profound brain damage could not be restored by a trust fund. Mney
and beauty are defenses against the sorrows of this world, but neither can
undo the past. Only time will conquer tinme. The way forward is the only way
back to innocence and to peace.

We cruised awhile, talking of Christnmas, when suddenly | was struck by
intuition nore powerful by far than | had ever experienced before.

"Sir, could you pull off the road?"

The tone of ny voice caused his generous, jowly face to forma frown of
overl appi ng | ayers. "Wat's wong?"

"I don't know. Maybe not anything wong. But sonething ... very inportant.”

He piloted the Cadillac into a lay-by, in the shade of several mmjestic pines,
and switched off the engine.

"Qddi e?"
"Gve ne a nonent, sir."
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W sat in silence as pinions of sunlight and the feathered shadows of the
pines fluttered on the w ndshield.

The intuition became so intense that to ignore it would be to deny who and
what | am

My life is not mine. | would have given ny life to save ny lost girl's, but
that trade had not been on Fate's agenda. Now | live alife | don't need, and
know that the day will come when | will give it in the right cause.

"I have to get out here, sir.
"What-don't you feel well?"
"I feel fine, sir. Psychic magnetism | have to walk from here."
"But you're coming hone for Christnas."

"l don't think so."

"Wal k from here? Wal k where?"

"I don't know, sir. I'Il find out in the walking."

He woul d not remrain behind the wheel, and when | took only one bag fromthe
trunk of the car, he said, "You can't just walk away with only that."

"It has everything | need,” | assured him
"What trouble are you going to?"

"Maybe not trouble, sir.

"What el se would it be?"



"Maybe trouble,” | said. "But maybe peace. | can't tell. But it sure is
calling ne."

He was crestfallen. "But | was so | ooking forward ..
"So was I, sir."
"You are so missed in Pico Mindo."

"And | miss everyone there. But this is the way it has to be. You know how
things are with me, sir."

| closed the lid of the trunk
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He did not want to drive away and | eave ne there.

"I"ve got Elvis and Boo," | told him "I'mnot alone.”

He is a hard man to hug, with so nuch ground to cover

"You have been a father to me," | told him "I |ove you, sir."

He could say only, "Son."

Standing in the lay-by, | watched himdrive away until his car had dw ndl ed
out of sight.

Then | began to wal k al ong the shoul der of the highway, where intuition seened
to | ead ne.

Boo fell in at ny side. He is the only ghost dog |I have ever seen. Aninals
al ways nove on. For some reason he had lingered nore than a year at the abbey.
Per haps waiting for ne.

For a while, Elvis anbled at ny side, and then he began to wal k backward in
front of ne, grinning like he'd just played the biggest trick ever on me and
didn't know it yet.

"I thought you'd have noved on by now," | told him "You know you're ready."
He nodded, still grinning Iike a fool

"Then go. 1'll be all right. They're all waiting for you. Go."

Still wal ki ng backward, he began to wave good-bye, and step by backward step

the King of Rock and Roll faded, until he was gone fromthis world forever.

W were well out of the mountains. In this California valley, the day was a
mld presence on the land, and the trees rose up to its brightness, and the
bi rds.

Per haps | had gone a hundred yards since Elvis's departure before | realized
t hat someone wal ked at ny side.

Surprised, | |ooked at himand said, "CGood afternoon, sir.

He wal ked with his suit jacket slung over one shoul der, his shirtsleeves
rolled up. He smiled that winning snmile
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"I"'msure this will be interesting," | said, "and | am honored if it's
possible that I can do for you what | did for him"

He pulled on the brimof his hat, as if tipping it without taking it off, and
wi nked.

Wth Christmas only days away, we followed the shoul der of the highway,

wal ki ng toward the unknown, which is where every wal k ever taken always | eads:
me, nmy dog Boo, and the spirit of Frank Sinatra.
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NOTE

The books that changed Brother Knuckles's life were both witten by Kate

D Camillo. They are The M racul ous Journey of Edward Tul ane and The Tal e of
Despereaux, and they are wonderful stories. How they could have turned
Knuckles froma life of crine to a |life of goodness and hope nore than a
decade before they were actually published, | do not know. | can only say that
life is filled with nystery, and that Ms. DiCanm |l o0's magi c may have had
something to do with it.

-Qdd Thonas
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