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DEDI CATI ON
To the menory of Ray Mock, my uncle, who |ong ago noved on to a better world.

In ny chil dhood, when | was troubled and despairing, your decency and ki ndness and good hunour
taught me everything | ever needed to know about what a nan shoul d be.

ACKNOW.EDGEMENT

The real Barbara Christman won a prize: the use of her name in this novel. Considering that she
was one of a hundred booksellers involved in the lottery, | amsurprised by the way in which her
name resonates in this particular story. She was expecting to be portrayed as a psychotic killer
instead, she will have to settle for being a quiet heroine. Sorry, Barbara.

The sky is deep, the sky is dark.

The light of stars is so damm stark
VWhen | look up, I fill with fear.

If all we have is what |ies here,

this lonely world, this troubled place,
then col d dead stars and enpty space.
Well, | see no reason to persevere,

no reason to | augh or shed a tear

no reason to sleep or ever to wake,

no promni ses to keep, and none to nake.
And so at night | still raise ny eyes
to study the clear but nysterious skies
that arch above us, as cold as stone.
Are you there, God? Are we al one?

- The Book of Counted Sorrows

ONE
LOST FOREVER

1

At two-thirty Saturday nmorning, in Los Angel es, Joe Carpenter woke, clutching a pillowto his
chest, calling his lost wife's nane in the darkness. The angui shed and haunted quality of his own
voi ce had shaken himfromsleep. Dreanms fell fromhimnot all at once but in trenbling veils, as
attic dust falls off rafters when a house rolls with an earthquake.

When he realized that he did not have Mchelle in his arns, he held fast to the pillow anyway. He
had conme out of the dreamwith the scent of her hair. Now he was afraid that any novenent he nade
woul d cause that nmenory to fade and | eave himwith only the sour snell of his night sweat.

I nevitably, no weight of stillness could hold the nmenory in all its vividness. The scent of her
hair receded like a balloon rising, and soon it was beyond his grasp.

Bereft, he got up and went to the nearest of two wi ndows. His bed, which consisted of nothing but
a mattress on the floor, was the only furniture, so he did not have to be concerned about
stunbl i ng over obstructions in the gl oom

The studi o apartnent was one large roomwith a kitchenette, a closet, and a cranmped bat hroom all

file:/l/F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Koontz,%20Dean%20-%20Sole%20Survivor.txt (2 of 150) [1/17/03 3:10:46 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/K oontz,%20D ean%20-%20Sol €%620Survivor.txt

over a two-car detached garage in upper Laurel Canyon. After selling the house in Studio GCity, he
had brought no furniture with him because dead men needed no such conforts. He had conme here to
di e.

For ten nonths he had been paying the rent, waiting for the norning when he would fail to wake.
The wi ndow faced the rising canyon wall, the ragged bl ack shapes of evergreens and eucal yptuses.
To the west was a fat noon glinmpsed through the trees, a silvery promnm se beyond the bl eak urban
woods.

He was surprised that he was still not dead after all this tine. He was not alive, either.
Somewhere between. Halfway in the journey. He had to find an ending, because for himthere could
never be any goi ng back.

After fetching an icy bottle of beer fromthe refrigerator in the kitchenette, Joe returned to the
mattress. He sat with his back against the wall.

Beer at two-thirty in the norning. A sliding-down life.

He wi shed that he were capable of drinking hinself to death. If he could drift out of this world
in a nunbing al coholic haze, he m ght not care how | ong his departure required.

Too much booze woul d irrevocably blur his nenories, however, and his nenories were as sacred to
himas the inpression of Christ’'s face on the Shroud of Turin was precious to the priests who
believed in its authenticity and dedicated their lives to its preservation. He allowed hinself
only a few beers or glasses of wine at a tine.

O her than the faint tree-filtered glinmrer of noonlight on the wi ndow glass, the only light in the
room cane fromthe backlit buttons on the tel ephone keypad beside the mattress.

He knew only one person to whom he could talk frankly about his despair in the mddle of the night
- or in broad daylight. Though he was only thirty-seven, his nmom and dad were | ong gone. He had no
brothers or sisters. Friends had tried to confort himafter the catastrophe, but he had been too
pai ned to tal k about what had happened, and he had kept them at a distance so aggressively that he
had of fended nost of them

Now he picked up the phone, put it in his lap, and called Mchelle's nother, Beth MKay.

In Virginia, nearly three thousand miles away, she picked up the phone on the first ring. ‘Joe?
‘Did | wake you?

“You know ne, dear - early to bed and up before dawn.’

‘Henry?’ he asked, referring to Mchelle's father

‘“Ch, the old beast could sleep through Armageddon,’ she said affectionately.

She was a kind and gentle wonman, full of conpassion for Joe even as she coped with her own | oss.
She possessed an unconmon strength.

At the funeral, both Joe and Henry had needed to | ean on Beth, and she had been a rock for them
Hours | ater, however, well after m dnight, Joe had di scovered her on the patio behind the Studio
City house, sitting in a glider in her pyjamas, hunched |ike an ancient crone, tortured by grief,
muf fling her sobs in a pillowthat she had carried with her fromthe spare room trying not to
burden her husband or her son-in-law with her own pain.

Joe sat beside her, but she didn't want her hand held or an arm around her shoul ders. She flinched
at his touch. Her anguish was so intense that it had scraped her nerves raw, until a nurmnur of
commi seration was |ike a screamto her, until a loving hand scorched |like a branding iron

Rel uctant to | eave her al one, he had picked up the |Iong-handl ed net and skimred the swi mMi ng pool
circling the water, scooping gnats and | eaves off the black surface at two o' clock in the norning,
not even able to see what he was doing, just grimy circling, circling, skinmmng, skinming, while
Beth wept into the pillow, circling and circling until there was nothing to strain fromthe clear
wat er except the reflections of cold uncaring stars. Eventually, having wung all the tears from
herself, Beth rose fromthe glider, cane to him and pried the net out of his hands. She had | ed
hi mupstairs and tucked himin bed as though he were a child, and he had slept deeply for the
first time in days.

Now, on the phone with her at a | amentabl e distance, Joe set aside his half-finished beer. ‘Is it
dawn there yet, Beth?

“Just a breath ago.’

“Are you sitting at the kitchen table watching it through the big window? Is the sky pretty?
“Still black in the west, indigo overhead, and out to the east, a fan of pink and coral and
sapphire |ike Japanese silk.’

As strong as Beth was, Joe called her regularly not just for the strength she could offer, but
because he liked to listen to her talk. The particular tinbre of her voice and her soft Virginia
accent were the sane as Mchelle’ s had been
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He said, ‘You answered the phone with ny nane.’

‘“Who el se would it have been, dear?

“Am 1 the only one who ever calls this early?

‘Rarely others. But this norning. . . it could only be you.’

The worst had happened one year ago to the day, changing their lives forever. This was the first
anni versary of their |oss.

She said, ‘|l hope you're eating better, Joe. Are you still |osing weight?

‘No,’ he lied.

Gradual ly during the past year, he had becone so indifferent to food that three nonths ago he
began droppi ng wei ght. He had dropped twenty pounds to date.

‘Is it going to be a hot day there? he asked.

“Stifling hot and humid. There are sonme clouds, but we’'re not supposed to get rain, no relief. The
clouds in the east are

fringed with gold and full of pink. The sun's all the way out of bed now.’
‘It doesn’'t seemlike a year already, does it, Beth?
‘“Mostly not. But sonetinmes it seens ages ago.’

‘I mss themso nmuch,’” he said. ‘I’mso | ost without them’

‘*Ch, Joe. Honey, Henry and | love you. You're like a son to us. You are a son to us.’

‘I know, and | |ove you too, very much. But it’s not enough, Beth, it’s not enough.’” He took a
deep breath. ‘This year, getting through, it's been hell. | can't handl e another year like this.’
“1t'1l get better with tine.’

‘“I"'mafraid it won’t. I'"mscared. |'’mno good al one, Beth.’

‘Have you thought some nore about going back to work, Joe? Before the accident, he had been a
crime reporter at the Los Angeles Post. His days as a journalist were over

‘I can’t bear the sight of the bodies, Beth.’

He was unable to | ook upon a victimof a drive-by shooting or a car-jacking, regardless of age or
sex, W thout seeing Mchelle or Chrissie or Nina |lying bloody and battered before him

“You could do other kinds of reporting. You're a good witer, Joe. Wite some hunan interest
stories. You need to be working, doing sonething that’ll make you feel useful again.’

Instead of answering her, he said, ‘I don’t function alone. | just want to be with Mchelle. |
want to be with Chrissie and Nina.’

‘Soneday you will be,’ she said, for in spite of everything, she renmained a wonan of faith.

‘I want to be with themnow’' H's voice broke, and he paused to put it back together. ‘1'm
finished here, but I don't have the guts to nove on.’

‘Don’t talk like that, Joe.’

He didn’'t have the courage to end his |life, because he had no convictions about what cane after
this world. He did not truly believe that he would find his wife and daughters again in a real m of
light and loving spirits. Lately, when he gazed at a night sky, he Saw only distant stuns in a
meani ngl ess voi d, but he couldn’'t bear to voice his doubt, because to do so would be to inply that
Mchelle’s and the girls’ lives had been meani ngl ess as well.

Beth said, ‘W’'re all here for a purpose.’

' They were ny purpose. They're gone.’

"then there’s another purpose you're neant for. It’'s your job nowto find it. There' s a reason
you're still here.’

‘No reason,’ he disagreed. ‘Tell ne about the sky, Beth.’

After a hesitation, she said, ‘The clouds to the east aren’t gilded any nore. The pink is gone
too. They're white clouds, no rain in them and not dense but like a filigree against the blue.’
He |istened to her describe the norning at the other end of the continent. Then they tal ked about
fireflies, which she and Henry had enjoyed watching fromtheir back porch the previous night.
Southern California had no fireflies, but Joe remenbered them from his boyhood in Pennsylvani a.
They tal ked about Henry's garden, too, in which strawberries were ripening, and in time Joe grew
sl eepy.

Beth’s last words to himwere: ‘I1t’s full daylight here now. Mirning s going past us and headi ng
your way, Joey. You give it a chance, norning’'s going to bring you the reason you need, sone

pur pose, because that’'s what the norning does.’

After he hung up, Joe lay on his side, staring at the window, fromwhich the silvery lunar |ight
had faded. The moon had set. He was in the bl ackest depths of the night.

When he returned to sl eep, he dreaned not of any gl orious approachi ng purpose but of an unseen

i ndefinabl e, |oom ng nen-ace. Like a great weight falling through the sky above him
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Later Saturday norning, driving to Santa Mnica, Joe Carpenter suffered an anxiety attack. H s
chest tightened, and he was able to draw breath only with effort. Wen he lifted one hand fromthe
wheel, his fingers quivered |ike those of a palsied old man.

He was overconme by a sense of falling, as froma great height, as though his Honda had driven off
the freeway into an inexplicable and bottonl ess abyss. The pavenent stretched unbroken ahead of
him and the tyres sang agai nst the blacktop, but he could not reason hinself back to a perception
of stability.

I ndeed, the plummeting sensation grew so severe and terrifying that he took his foot off the

accel erator and tapped the brake pedal

Horns bl ared and skidding tyres squealed as traffic adjusted to his sudden decel eration. As cars
and trucks swept past the Honda, the drivers glared nmurderously at Joe or mnputhed offensive words,
or nade obscene gestures. This was greater Los Angeles in an age of change, crackling with the
energy of doom yearning for the Apocal ypse, where an unintended slight or an inadvertent trespass
on soneone else’'s turf might result in a thernonucl ear response.

Hi s sense of falling did not abate. His stonach turned over as if he were aboard a roller coaster
pl ungi ng along a precipitous length of track. Al though he was alone in the car, he heard the
screans of passengers, faint at first and then |ouder, not the good-hunoured shrieks of thril
seekers at an anmusenent park, but cries of genuine angui sh.

As though froma distance, he listened to hinmself whispering, ‘No, no, no, no.

A brief gap in traffic allowed himto angle the Honda off the pavenent. The shoul der of the
freeway was narrow. He stopped as close as possible to the guardrail, over which [ush ol eander
bushes |l ooned like a great cresting green tide.

He put the car in park but didn't switch off the engine. Even

t hough he was sheathed in cold sweat, he needed the chill blasts of air-conditioning to be able to
breat he. The pressure on his chest increased. Each stuttering inhalation was a struggle, and each
hot exhal ati on burst fromhimw th an expl osi ve wheeze.

Al though the air in the Honda was clear, Joe snelled snoke. He tasted it too: the acrid nel ange of
burning oil, nelting plastic, snmouldering vinyl, scorched netal.

Wien he gl anced at the dense clusters of |eaves and the deep-red flowers of the ol eander pressing
agai nst the wi ndows on the pas-senger side, his imagination norphed theminto billow ng cl ouds of
greasy snoke. The wi ndow becane a rectangul ar porthole with rounded corners and thick dual - pane
gl ass.

Joe m ght have thought he was losing his mind - if he hadn’t suffered simlar anxiety attacks
during the past year. Al though sonetines as nmuch as two weeks passed between epi sodes, he often
endured as nmany as three in one day, each |asting between ten ninutes and half an hour

He had seen a therapist. The counselling had not hel ped.

H s doctor recommended anti-anxiety nedication. He rejected the prescription. He wanted to fee
the pain. It was all he had.

G osing his eyes, covering his face with his icy hands, he strove to regain control of hinself,
but the catastrophe continued to unfold around him The sense of falling intensified. The snell of
snoke thi ckened. The screans of phantom passengers grew | ouder.

Everyt hi ng shook. The floor beneath his feet. The cabin walls. The ceiling. Horrendous rattling
and twangi ng and bangi ng and gong-1li ke clangi ng acconpani ed the shaki ng, shaki ng, shaking.

' Pl ease,’ he pl eaded.

Wt hout opening his eyes, he lowered his hands fromhis face. They lay fisted at his sides.

After a nonent, the small hands of frightened children clutched at his hands, and he held them
tightly.

The children were not in the car, of course, but in their seats in the doonmed airliner. Joe was
flashing back to the crash of Flight 353. For the duration of this seizure, he would be in two

pl aces at once:

inthe real world of the Honda and in the Nationwide Air 747 as it found its way down fromthe
serenity of the stratosphere, through

overcast night sky, into a nmeadow as unforgiving as iron.

M chel l e had been sitting between the kids. Her hands, not Joe's, were those that Chrissie and
Nina gripped in their last ong mnutes of uninagi nabl e dread.

As the shaking grew worse, the air was filled with projectiles.

Paper back books, |aptop conputers, pocket calculators, flatware and dishes - because a few
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passengers had not yet finished dinner when disaster struck - plastic drinking glasses, single-
serving bottles of liquor, pencils and pens ricocheted through the cabin.

Coughi ng because of the snoke, M chelle would have urged the girls to keep their heads down. Heads
down. Protect your faces.

Such faces. Bel oved faces. Seven-year-old Chrissie had her nother’s high cheekbones and cl ear
green eyes. Joe woul d never forget the flush of joy that suffused Chrissie' s face when she was
taking a ballet |esson, or the squint-eyed concentration with which she approached home plate to
take her turn at bat in Little League baseball games. N na, only four, the pug-nosed rmunchkin with
eyes as blue as sapphires, had a way of crinkling her sweet face in pure delight at the sight of a
dog or cat. Aninals were drawn to her - and she to them- as though she were the reincarnation of
St. Francis of Assisi, which was not a far-fetched i dea when one saw her gazing wth wonder and

| ove upon even an ugly garden lizard cupped in her small, careful hands.

Heads down. Protect your faces.

In that advice was hope, the inplication that they would all survive and that the worst thing that
m ght happen to them woul d be a face-disfiguring encounter with a hurtling | aptop or broken gl ass.
The fearsone turbul ence increased. The angle of descent grew nore severe, pinning Joe to his seat,
so that he couldn’'t easily bend forward and protect his face.

Maybe t he oxygen masks dropped from overhead, or maybe damage to the craft had resulted in a
systens failure, with the consequence that nmasks had not been depl oyed at every seat. He didn't
know i f Mchelle, Chrissie, and Nina had been able to breathe or if, choking on the billow ng
soot, they had struggled futilely to find fresh air.

Snoke surged nore thickly through the passenger conpartnent. The cabin becane as cl austrophobic as
any coal mne deep beneath the surface of the earth.

In the blinding blackdanp, unseen sinuosities of fire uncoiled |ike snakes. The wenching terror
of the aircraft’s uncontroll ed descent was equalled by the terror of not knowi ng where those
flanes were or when they might flash with greater vigour through the 747

As the stress on the airliner increased to all but intolerable |levels, thunderous vibrations
shuddered through the fusel age. The gi ant

wi ngs thrunmmed as though they woul d tear | oose. The steel frame groaned like a living beast in
nmortal agony, and perhaps mnor welds broke with sounds as |oud and sharp as gunshots. A few
rivets sheered off, each with a piercing screeeeek

To Mchelle and Chrissie and little Nina, perhaps it seened that the plane would disintegrate in
flight and that they would be cast into the black sky, be spun away from one anot her, plumreting
in their separate seats to three separate deaths, each abjectly alone at the instant of inpact.
The huge 747-400, however, was a marvel of design and a triunph of engineering, brilliantly
concei ved and soundly con-structed. In spite of the nysterious hydraulics failure that rendered
the aircraft uncontrollable, the wings did not tear |oose, and the fuselage did not disintegrate.
Its powerful Pratt and Wiitney engines screaming as if in defiance of gravity, Nationw de Flight
353 hel d together throughout its final descent.

At sone point Mchelle would have realized that all hope was |lost, that they were in a dying
plunge. Wth characteristic courage and sel fl essness, she woul d have thought only of the children
then, woul d have concentrated on conforting them distracting themas nmuch as possible from

t houghts of death. No doubt she | eaned toward Nina, pulled her close, and in spite of the breath-
stealing funes, spoke into the girl’'s ear to be heard above the clamour: it’'s okay, baby, we're

together, | love you, hold on to Mommy, | love you, you're the best little girl who ever was.
Shaki ng down, down, down through the Col orado night, her voice full of enotion but devoid of panic
she had surely sought out Chrissie too: it'’s all right, I"'mwth you, honey, hold nmy hand, | |ove
you so much, |I’mso very proud of you, we're together, it's all right, we’'ll always be together

In the Honda al ongsi de the freeway, Joe could hear Mchelle s voice alnbst as if fromnenory, as

t hough he had been with her as she had conforted the children. He wanted desperately to believe
that his daughters had been able to draw upon the strength of the exceptional woman who had been
their nother. He needed to know that the last thing the girls heard in this world was M chelle
telling them how very precious they were, how cheri shed.

The airliner nmet the meadow with such devastating inpact that the sound was heard nore than twenty
mles away in the rural Col orado vastness, stirring hawks and ow s and eagl es out of trees and
into flight, startling weary ranchers fromtheir arnchairs and early beds.

In the Honda, Joe Carpenter let out a nuffled cry. He doubled over as if he had been struck hard
in the chest.
The crash was catastrophic. Flight 353 expl oded on inpact and tunbl ed across the meadow,
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di sintegrating into thousands of scorched and tw sted fragments, spew ng orange gouts of burn-ing
jet fuel that set fire to evergreens at the edge of the field. Three hundred and thirty peopl e,

i ncl udi ng passengers and crew, perished instantly.

M chel I e, who had taught Joe Carpenter nost of what he knew about |ove and conpassion, was snuffed
out in that nerciless nonent. Chrissie, seven-year-old ballerina and baseball player, would never
again pirouette on point or run the bases. And if animals felt the same psychic connection with
Nina that she felt with them then in that chilly Col orado night, the neadows and the wooded hills
had been filled with small creatures that cowered niserably in their burrows.

O his fam |y, Joe Carpenter was the sole survivor

He had not been with themon Flight 353. Every soul aboard had been hammered into ruin against the
anvil of the earth. If he had been with them then he too would have been identifiable only by his
dental records and a printable finger or two.

H s flashbacks to the crash were not nmenories but exhausting fevers of inmagination, frequently
expressed in dreams and sone-times in anxiety attacks like this one. Racked by guilt because he
had not perished with his wi fe and daughters, Joe tortured hinself with these attenpts to share
the horror that they must have experienced.

Inevitably, his imaginary journeys on the earthbound airplane failed to bring himthe healing
acceptance for which he | onged. Instead, each nightnare and each waki ng sei zure salted his wounds.
He opened his eyes and stared at the traffic speeding past him If he chose the right nonent, he
could open the door, step out of the car, walk onto the freeway, and be struck dead by a truck.

He remai ned safely in the Honda, not because he was afraid to die, but for reasons unclear even to
him Perhaps, for the time being at |east, he felt the need to punish hinself with nore life.

Agai nst the passenger-side wi ndows, the overgrown ol eander bushes stirred ceaselessly in the w nd
fromthe passing traffic. The friction of the greenery against the glass raised an eerie

whi spering like lost and forlorn voi ces.

He was not shaki ng any nore.

The sweat on his face began to dry in the cold air gushing fromthe dashboard vents.

He was no | onger plagued by a sensation of falling. He had reached bottom

Through the August heat and a thin haze of snpg, passing cars and trucks shinmered |ike nirages,
trenbling westward toward cl eaner air and the cooling sea. Joe waited for a break in traffic and
then headed once nore for the edge of the continent.

3

The sand was bone white in the glare of the August sun. Cool and green and rolling canme the sea,
scattering the tiny shells of dead and dying creatures on the strand.

The beach at Santa Monica was crowded with people tanning, playing ganes, and eating picnic

| unches on bl ankets and big towels. Al though the day was a scorcher farther inland, here it was
merely pleasantly warm with a breeze coming off the Pacific.

A few sunbat hers gl anced curiously at Joe as he wal ked north through the coconut-oiled throng,
because he was not dressed for the beach. He wore a white T-shirt, tan chinos, and runni ng shoes
wi t hout socks. He had not cone to swi mor sunbathe.

As |ifeguards watched the swinmrers, strolling young wonmen in bikinis watched the |ifeguards. Their
rhythmc rituals distracted thementirely fromthe architects of shells cast on the foani ng shore
near their feet.

Children played in the surf, but Joe could not bear to watch them Their |aughter, shouts, and
squeal s of delight abraded his nerves and sparked in himan irrational anger.

Carrying a Styrofoamcooler and a towel, he continued north, gazing at the seared hills of Mlibu
beyond the curve of Santa Monica Bay. At |last he found a | ess popul ated stretch of sand. He
unrol l ed the towel, sat facing the sea, and took a bottle of beer fromits bed of ice in the

cool er.

I f ocean-view property had been within his neans, he would have finished out his life at the

wat er’ s edge. The ceasel ess susur-ration of surf, the sun-gilded and noon-silvered rel entl essness
of incom ng breakers, and the smooth liquid curve to the far horizon brought himnot any sense of
peace, not serenity, but a wel come nunbness.

The rhythns of the sea were all he ever expected to know of eternity and of God.

if he drank a few beers and let the therapeutic vistas of the

Paci fic wash through him he mght then be cal menough to go to the cenetery. To stand upon the
earth that blanketed his wife and his daughters. To touch the stone that bore their nanes.
This day, of all days, he had an obligation to the dead. Two teenage boys, inprobably thin,
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weari ng baggy swimtrunks slung | ow on their narrow hips, anbled along the beach fromthe north
and stopped near Joe’s towel. One wore his long hair in a ponytail, the other in a buzz cut. Both
were deeply browned by the sun. They turned to gaze at the ocean, their backs to him blocking his
Vi ew.

As Joe was about to ask themto nove out of his way, the kid with the ponytail said, ‘You holding
anyt hi ng, man?’

Joe didn’'t answer because he thought, at first, that the boy was talking to his buzz-cut friend.
“You hol di ng anyt hing?’ the kid asked again, still staring at the ocean. ‘Looking to nake a score
or nove sone nerchandi se?

‘“1”ve got nothing but beer,’ Joe said inpatiently, tipping up his sunglasses to get a better |ook
at them ‘and it’'s not for sale.’

‘Wll,’ said the kid with the buzz cut, ‘if you ain't a candy store, there's a coupl e guys
wat chi ng sure think you are.’

‘Vher e?

‘Don’t look now,’ said the boy with the ponytail. ‘Wit till we get some distance. W been
wat chi ng them watch you. They stink of cop so bad, |'"msurprised you can’t snmell ‘em’

The other said, ‘Fifty feet south, near the lifeguard tower. Two dinks in Hawaiian shirts, |ook
Ii ke preachers on vacation.’

‘One’s got binoculars. One’s got a wal kie-talkie.’ Bew | dered, Joe | owered his sungl asses and
said, ‘Thanks.’ ‘Hey,’ said the boy with the ponytail, ‘just doing the friendly thing, nman. W
hate those sel f-righteous asshol es.’

Wth nihilistic bitterness that sounded absurd comi ng from anyone so young, the kid with the buzz
cut said, ‘Screw the system’

As arrogant as young nale tigers, the boys continued south along the beach, checking out the
girls. Joe had never gotten a good | ook at their faces.

A few mnutes later, when he finished his first beer, he turned, opened the lid of the cooler, put
away the enpty can, and | ooked nonchal antly back al ong the sward. Two nen in Hawaiian shirts were
standing in the shadow of the l|ifeguard tower.

The taller of the two, in a predom nantly green shirt and white cotton slacks, was studying Joe
through a pair of binoculars. Alert

to the possibility that he’d been spotted, he calmy turned with the binoculars to the south, as
if interested not in Joe but in a group of bikini-clad teenagers.

The shorter nman wore a shirt that was nostly red and orange. His tan slacks were rolled at the
cuffs. He was barefoot in the sand, holding his shoes and socks in his |eft hand.

In his right hand, held down at his side, was another object, which mght be a small radio or a CD
player. It mght also be a wal kie-talKkie.

The tall guy was cancerously tanned, w th sun-bl eached blond hair, but the snaller man was pale, a
stranger to beaches.

Poppi ng the tab on another beer and inhaling the fragrant foany m st that sprayed fromthe can

Joe turned to the sea once nore.

Al t hough neither of the men |ooked as if he'd left honme this norning with the intention of going
to the shore, they appeared no nore out of place than Joe did. The kids had said that the watchers
stank of cop, but even though he’d been a crine reporter for fourteen years, Joe couldn’t catch

t he scent.

Anyway, there was no reason for the police to be interested in him Wth the nurder rate soaring,
rape al nost as conmon as ronance, and robbery so preval ent that half the popul ace seened to be
stealing fromthe other half, the cops would not waste tinme harassing himfor drinking an

al cohol i ¢ beverage on a public beach.

Hi gh on silent pinions, shining white, three sea gulls flew northward fromthe distant pier, at
first paralleling the shoreline. Then they soared over the shimering bay and wheel ed across the
sky.

Eventual | y Joe gl anced back toward the lifeguard tower. The two men were no | onger there.

He faced the sea again

I ncom ng breakers broke, spilling shatters of foamon the sand. He watched the waves as a willing
subj ect m ght watch a hypno-tist’s pendant sw nging on a silver chain.

This time, however, the tides did not nesnerize, and he was unable to guide his troubled nmnd into
cal mer currents. Like the effect of a planet on its noon, the calendar pulled Joe into its orbit,
and he couldn't stop his thoughts fromrevol ving around the date:

August 15, August 15, August 15. This first anniversary of the crash had an overwhel ning gravity
that crushed himdown into nmenories of his |oss.
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When the remains of his wife and children had been conveyed

to him after the investigation of the crash and the neticul ous catal oguing of both the organic
and inorganic debris, Joe was given only fragnents of their bodies. The seal ed caskets were the
size usually reserved for the burial of infants. He received themas if he were taking possession
of the sacred bones of saints nestled in reliquaries.

Al t hough he understood the devastating effects of the airliner’s inpact, and though he knew t hat
an unsparing fire had flashed through the debris, how strange it had seened to Joe that Mchelle’'s
and the girls’ physical renmains should be so small. They had been such enornous presences in his
life.

Wthout them the world seened to be an alien place. He didn't feel as if he bel onged here unti

he was at |east two hours out of bed. Some days the planet turned twenty-four hours wi thout
rotating Joe into an accommodation with life. Cearly this was one of them

After he finished the second Coors, he put the enpty can in the cooler. He wasn't ready to drive
to the cenetery yet, but he needed to visit the nearest public restroom

Joe rose to his feet, turned, and glinpsed the tall blond guy in the green Hawaiian shirt. The
man, w thout binoculars for the noment, was not south near the lifeguard tower but north, about
sixty feet away, sitting alone in the sand. To screen hinself from Joe, he had taken a position
beyond two young couples on bl ankets and a Mexican fanmily that had staked their territory with
folding chairs and two big yell ow striped beach unbrell as.

Casual Iy Joe scanned the surroundi ng beach. The shorter of the two possible cops, the one wearing
the predonminantly red shirt, was not in sight.

The guy in the green shirt studiously avoided | ooking directly at Joe. He cupped one hand to his
right ear, as if were wearing a bad hearing aid and needed to block the music fromthe sun-
bathers’ radios in order to focus on sonething el se that he wanted to hear

At this distance, Joe could not be certain, but he thought the man’s |ips were noving. He appeared
to be engaged in a conver-sation with his m ssing conpanion

Leaving his towel and cooler, Joe wal ked south toward the public restroons. He didn't need to

gl ance back to know that the guy in the green Hawaiian shirt was watchi ng him

On reconsideration, he decided that getting soused on the sand probably was still against the |aw,
even these days. After all, a

society with such an enlightened tol erance of corruption and savagery needed to bear down hard on
m nor of fences to convince itself that it still had standards.

Nearer the pier, the crowds had grown since Joe's arrival. In the amusenent centre, the roller
coaster clattered. Riders squeal ed.

He took off his sunglasses as he entered the busy public rest-roons.

The men’s lavatory stank of urine and disinfectant. In the mddle of the floor between the toil et
stalls and the sinks, a | arge cockroach, half crushed but still alive, hitched around and around
inacircle, having lost all sense of direction and purpose. Everyone avoided it - sone with
anusenment, sonme wth disgust or indifference.

After he had used a urinal, as he washed his hands, Joe studied the other nmen in the mrror
seeking a conspirator. He settled on a long-haired fourteen-year-old in swimtrunks and sandal s.
When the boy went to the paper-towel dispenser, Joe followed, took a fewtowels inmediately after
him and said, ‘Qutside, there nmight be a couple of cop types hanging out, waiting for ne.’

The boy met his eyes but didn't say anything, just kept drying his hands on the paper towels.

Joe said, ‘1'll give you twenty Blicks to reconnoitre for ne, then come back and tell nme where
they are.’

The kid s eyes were the purpl e-blue shade of a fresh bruise, and his stare was as direct as a
punch. ‘Thirty Blicks.’

Joe coul d not renmenber having been able to | ook so boldly and challengingly into an adult’s eyes
when he hinself had been fourteen. Approached by a stranger with an offer like this, he would have
shaken his head and left quickly.

‘Fifteen now and fifteen when | conme back,’ said the kid.

Waddi ng his paper towels and tossing themin the trash can, Joe said, ‘Ten now, twenty when you
cone back.’

‘Deal .’

As he took his wallet fromhis pocket, Joe said, ‘One is about six two, tan, blond, in a green
Hawai i an shirt. The other is maybe five ten, brown hair, balding, pale, in a red and orange
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Hawai i an.’

The kid took the ten-dollar bill wthout breaking eye contact. ‘Maybe this is jive, there’'s nobody
li ke that outside, and when | come back, you want nme to go into one of those stalls with you to
get the other twenty.’

Joe was enbarrassed, not for being suspected of paedophilia but for the kid, who had grown up in a
time and a place that required himto be so know edgeabl e and street smart at such a young age.
‘“No jive.’

“Cause | don’t junp that way.’

“ Under st ood.

At least a few of the nen present nust have heard the exchange, but none appeared to be
interested. This was a live and let |ive age.

As the kid turned to | eave, Joe said, ‘'They won’t be waiting right outside, easy to spot. They’'l|
be at a distance, where they can see the place but aren’t easily seen thensel ves.

Wt hout responding, the boy went to the door, sandals clacking against the floor tiles.

‘You take ny ten Blicks and don’'t come back,’ Joe warned, ‘I’'Il find you and ki ck your ass.

‘Yeah, right,” the kid said scornfully, and then he was gone.

Returning to one of the rust-stained sinks, Joe washed his hands again so he wouldn’t appear to be
| oitering.

Three nen in their twenties had gathered to watch the crippl ed cockroach, which was still chasing
itself around one snall portion of the lavatory floor. The beetle’'s track was a circle twelve
inches in dianeter. It twitched brokenly along that circunference with such insectile single-

m ndedness that the nmen, hands full of dollar bills, were placing bets on how fast it would

conpl ete each | ap.

Bendi ng over the sink, Joe splashed handfuls of cold water in his face. The astringent taste and
snell of chlorine was in the water, but any sense of cleanliness that it provided was nore than
countered by a stale, briny stink wafting out of the open drain.

The building wasn’t well ventilated. The still air was hotter than the day outside, reeking of
urine and sweat and disinfectant, so noxiously thick that breathing it was beginning to sicken
hi m

The kid seened to be taking a long tine.

Joe splashed nore water in his face and then studi ed his beaded, dripping reflection in the
streaked mirror. In spite of his tan and the new pi nkness fromthe sun that he had absorbed in the
past hour, he didn’t |ook healthy. H's eyes were grey, as they had been all his life. Once,
however, it had been the bright grey of polished iron or wet indulines; nowit was the soft dead
grey of ashes, and the whites were bl oodshot.

A fourth nman had joi ned the cockroach handi cappers. He was in his md-fifties, thirty years ol der
than the other three but trying to

be one of them by matching their enthusiasmfor pointless cruelty and sophonoric humour. The

ganbl ers had become an obstruction to the restroomtraffic. They were getting rowdy, |aughing at
the spasnodi ¢ progress of the insect, urging it on as though it were a thoroughbred poundi ng
across turf toward a finish line. ‘Go, go, go, go, go!’ They noisily debated whether its pair of
qui vering antenna were part of its guidance systemor the instruments with which it detected the
scents of food and ot her roaches eager to copul ate.

Striving to block out the voices of the raucous group, Joe searched his ashen eyes in the nmirror
wondering what his notives had been when he sent the boy to scope out the nmen in the Hawaiian
shirts. If they were conducting a surveillance, they nust have ni staken himfor soneone el se. They
woul d realize their error soon, and he woul d never see them again. There was no good reason to
confront themor to gather intelligence about them

He had come to the beach to prepare hinself for the visit to the graveyard. He needed to submt
himself to the ancient rhythms of the eternal sea, which wore at himas waves wore at rock
snoot hi ng the sharp edges of anxiety in his mnd, polishing away the splinters in his heart. The
sea delivered the nessage that |ife was nothing nore than neani ngl ess nechanics and cold tida
forces, a bleak nessage of hopel essness that was tranquillising precisely because it was brutally
hunbl i ng. He al so needed another beer or even two to further nunb his senses, so the | esson of the
sea would remain with himas he crossed the city to the cenetery.

He didn't need distractions. He didn't need action. He didn't need nmystery. For him |ife had | ost
all nystery the sane night that it had lost all neaning, in a silent Col orado neadow bl asted with
sudden t hunder and fire.

Sandal s sl apping on the tiles, the boy returned to collect the remaining twenty of his thirty

file:/lIF|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Koontz,%20Dean%20-%20Sole%20Survivor.txt (10 of 150) [1/17/03 3:10:46 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/K oontz,%20D ean%20-%20Sol €%620Survivor.txt

dollars. ‘Didn't see any big guy in a green shirt, but the other one’'s out there, sure enough
getting a sunburn on his bald spot.’

Behi nd Joe, sone of the ganblers whooped in triunph. Qhers groaned as the dyi ng cockroach
conpl eted another circuit either a few seconds quicker or slower than its tine for the previous
| ap.

Curious, the boy craned his neck to see what was happeni ng.

‘Where?' Joe asked, withdrawing a twenty fromhis wallet.

Still trying to see between the bodies of the circled ganblers, the boy said, ‘There’s a palm
tree, a couple of folding tables in the sand where this geeky bunch of Korean guys are playing
chess, naybe sixty-eighty feet down the beach from here.’

Al t hough hi gh frosted windows let in hard white sunshine and griny fluorescent tubes shed bl uish
Iight overhead, the air seened yellow, |ike an acidic mst.

‘Look at me,’ Joe said.

Di stracted by the cockroach races, the boy said, ‘Huh?

‘Look at ne.’

Surprised by the quiet fury in Joe's voice, the kid briefly net his gaze. Then those troubling
eyes, the col our of contusions, refocused on the twenty-dollar bill

‘The guy you saw was wearing a red Hawaiian shirt? Joe asked.

‘CGther colours in it, but nostly red and orange, yeah.

‘What pants was he wearing?

‘ Pant s?’

‘To keep you honest, | didn't tell you what else he was wearing. So if you saw him now you tel
me.’

‘Hey, man, | don’t know. Was he wearing shorts or trunks or pants - how am| supposed to know?’

‘“You tell ne.
‘“White? Tan? |'mnot sure. Didn't know | was supposed to do a damm fashion report. He was just
standi ng there, you know, |ooking out of place, holding his shoes in one hand, socks rolled up in
them'’

It was the sane man whom Joe had seen with the wal ki e-tal kie near the lifeguard station

From t he ganbl ers canme noi sy encouragenents to the cockroach, |aughter, curses, shouted offers of
odds, the making of bets. They were so |oud now that their voices echoed harshly off the concrete-
bl ock walls and seened to reverberate in the mrrors with such force that Joe half expected those
silvery surfaces to disintegrate.

‘Was he actually watching the Koreans play chess or pretending? Joe asked.

‘He was watching this place and talking to the cream pies.’

‘ Cream pi es?’

‘ Coupl e of stone-gorgeous bitches in thong bikinis. Man, you should see the redhead bitch in the
green thong. On a scale of one to ten, she’s a twelve. Bring you all the way to attention, nman.’
‘He was coming on to then®?

‘Don’t know what he thinks he's doing,’ said the kid. ‘Loser like him neither of those bitches
will give hima shot.’

‘Don’t call them bitches,’” Joe said.

What ?’

‘ They’ re wonen.’

In the kid s angry eyes, sonething flickered |ike visions of swtchblades. ‘Hey, who the hell are
you - the Pope?’

The acidic yellow air seenmed to thicken, and Joe inmagined that he could feel it eating away his
ski n.

The swirling sound of flushing toilets inspired a spiralling sen-sation in his stomach. He
struggl ed to repress sudden nausea.

To the boy, he said, ‘Describe the women.’

Wth nmore challenge in his stare than ever, the kid said, ‘Totally stacked. Especially the

redhead. But the brunette is just about as nice. I'd craw on broken glass to get a whack at her
even if she is deaf.’
‘ Deaf ?’

‘Must be deaf or sonething,’ said the boy. ‘She was putting a hearing aid kind of thing in her
ear, taking it out and putting it in like she couldn’'t get it to fit right. Real sweet-Iooking
bitch.’

Even though he was six inches taller and forty pounds heavier than the boy, Joe wanted to seize
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the kid by the throat and choke him Choke himuntil he promnised never to use that word again

wi t hout thinking. Until he understood how hateful it was and how it soiled himwhen he used it as
casual ly as a conjunction.

Joe was frightened by the barely throttled violence of his reac-tion: teeth clenched, arteries
throbbing in neck and tenples, field of vision abruptly constricted by a bl ood-dark pressure at
the periphery. Hi s nausea grew worse, and he took a deep breath, another, cal mng hinself.
Evidently, the boy saw sonmething in Joe's eyes that gave hi m pause. He becane |ess
confrontational, turning his gaze once nore to the shouting ganblers. ‘G ve ne the twenty.
earned it.’

Joe didn't relinquish the bill. ‘Were' s your dad?

‘ Say what ?’

‘Where' s your nother?

‘“What's it to you?

‘Where are they?

‘They got their own lives.

Joe’ s anger sagged into despair. ‘Wat’'s your nane, kid?

‘What do you need to know for? You think I'"ma baby, can't cone to the beach al one? Screw you, |
go where | want.’

‘You go where you want, but you don’t have anywhere to be.’

The kid made eye contact again. In his bruised stare was a glinpse of hurt and | oneliness so deep
Joe was shocked t hat

anyone shoul d have descended to it by the tender age of fourteen. ‘Anywhere to be? What’'s that
supposed to nean?

Joe sensed that they had nade a connection, that a door had opened unexpectedly for himand for
this troubled boy, and that both of their futures could be changed for the better if he could just
under stand where they mght be able to go after they crossed that threshold. But his own |ife was
as hollow - his store of philosophy as enpty - as any abandoned shell washed up on the nearby
shore. He had no belief to share, no wisdomto inpart, no hope to offer, insufficient substance to
sustain hinself |et al one another

He was one of the lost, and the |ost cannot | ead.

The nonent passed, and the kid plucked the twenty-dollar bill out of Joe' s hand. Hi s expression
was nore of a sneer than a smle when he nockingly repeated Joe’'s words, “They’'re wonmen.” Backing
away, he said, ‘You get themhot, they're all just bitches.’

“And are we all just dogs?’ Joe asked, but the kid slipped out of the lavatory before he could
hear the question

Al t hough Joe had washed his hands twice, he felt dirty.

He turned to the sinks again, but he could not easily reach them Six nen were now gat hered

i medi ately around the cockroach, and a few others were hangi ng back, watching.

The crowded | avatory was sweltering, Joe was streanmi ng sweat, and the yellow air burned in his
nostrils, corroded his lungs with each inhalation, stung his eyes. It was condensing on the
mrrors, blurring the reflections of the agitated men until they seemed not to be creatures of
flesh and blood but tortured spirits glinpsed through an abattoir w ndow, wet w th sul phurous
steam in the deepest kingdom of the dammed. The fevered ganbl ers shouted at the roach, shaking
fistfuls of dollars at it. Their voices blended into a single shrill ululation, seemngly
sensel ess, a nmad gi bbering that rose in intensity and pitch until it sounded, to Joe, like a
crystal -shattering squeal, piercing to the centre of his brain and setting off dangerous
vibrations in the core of him

He pushed between two of the nmen and stanped on the crippled cockroach, killing it.
In the instant of stunned silence that followed his intrusion, Joe turned away fromthe nen,
shaki ng, shaking, the shattering sound still tremulant in his nenory, still vibrating in his

bones. He headed toward the exit, eager to get out of there before he expl oded.
As one, the ganblers broke the paralytic grip of their surprise. They shouted angrily, as
righteous in their outrage as churchgoers

m ght be outraged at a filthy and drunken denizen of the streets who staggered into their service
to sag agai nst the chancel rail and vonmit on the sanctuary fl oor

One of the nen, with a face as sun red as a slab of greasy ham heat-cracked Iips peeled back from
snuf f-stained teeth, seized Joe by one arm and spun himaround. ‘Wat the shit you think you're

doi ng, pal?

‘Let go of ne.’
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‘1 was winning noney here, pal.’

The stranger’s hand was danp on Joe’'s arm dirty fingernails blunt but digging in to secure the
slippery grip.

‘Let go.’

‘I was winning noney here,’ the guy repeated. Hs nouth twisted into such a wathful grinace that
his chapped lips split, and threads of bl ood unravelled fromthe cracks.

Grabbi ng the angry ganbler by the wist, Joe bent one of the dirty fingers back to break the
bastard’s grip. Even as the guy’'s eyes w dened with surprise and alarm even as he started to cry
out in pain, Joe wenched his armup behind his back, tw sted himaround, and ran himforward,
giving himthe bums rush, face first into the closed door of a toilet stall.

Joe had thought his strange rage had been vented earlier, as he had tal ked to the teenage boy,

| eaving only despair, but here it was again, disproportionate to the offence that seened to have
caused it, as hot and explosive as ever. He wasn’'t sure why he was doing this, why these nen’'s
cal l ousness mattered to him but before he quite realized the enornmity of his overreaction, he
battered the door with the guy’'s face, battered it again, and then a third tine.

The rage didn't dissipate, but with the bl ood-dark pressure constricting his field of vision
filled with a primtive frenzy that |eaped through himlike a thousand nonkeys skirling through a
jungl e of trees and vines, Joe was neverthel ess able to recognize that he was out of control. He
let go of the ganbler, and the man fell to the floor, in front of the toilet stall

Shuddering with anger and with fear of his anger, Joe noved backward until the sinks prevented him
from goi ng any far-ther

The other nen in the |avatory had eased away fromhim Al were silent.

On the floor, the ganbler lay on his back in scattered one and five-dollar bills, his w nnings.
Hi s chin was bearded with blood fromhis cracked |lips. He pressed one hand to the |eft side of

his face, which had taken the inpact with the door. ‘It was just a cockroach, Christ’s sake, just
a | ousy cockroach.’

Joe tried to say that he was sorry. He couldn’t speak

‘You al nost broke ny nose. You coul d’' ve broke ny nose. For a cockroach? Broke nmy nose for a
cockroach?’

Sorry not for what he had done to this man, who had no doubt done worse to others, but sorry for
himsel f, sorry for the m serabl e wal ki ng weckage that he had becone and for the di shonour that
hi s i nexcusabl e behavi our brought to the nenory of his w fe and daughters, Joe nonethel ess

remai ned unabl e to express any regret. Choking on self-loathing as much as on the fetid air, he
wal ked out of the reeking building into an ocean breeze that didn’t refresh, a world as foul as
the lavatory behind him

In spite of the sun, he was shivering, because a cold coil of renorse was unwi nding in his chest.
Hal fway back to his beach towel and his cooler of beer, all but oblivious of the sunning

mul titudes through which he weaved, he renenbered the pale-faced man in the red and orange
Hawai i an shirt. He didn't halt, didn't even | ook back, but slogged onward through the sand.

He was no longer interested in |earning who was conducting a surveillance of him- if that was
what they were doing. He couldn’t inmagine why he had ever been intrigued by them If they were
police, they were bunblers, having m staken himfor soneone el se. They were not genuinely part of
his life. He wouldn’t even have noticed themif the kid with the ponytail hadn’'t drawn his
attention to them Soon they would realize their mstake and find their real quarry. In the
meantime, to hell with them

More people were gravitating to the portion of the beach where Joe had established canp. He

consi dered packing and | eaving, but he wasn't ready to go to the cenetery. The incident in the

| avatory had opened the stopcock on his supply of adrenaline, cancelling the effects of the
lulling surf and the two beers that he had drunk

Therefore, onto the beach towel again, one hand into the cooler, extracting not a beer but a half-
nmoon of ice, pressing the ice to his forehead, he gazed out to sea. The grey-green chop seened to
be an infinite array of turning gears in a vast nmechanism and across it, bright silver flickers
of sunlight jittered Iike electric current across a power grid. Waves approached and receded as
nonot onousl y

as connecting rods punping back and forth in an engi ne. The sea was a perpetual ly | abouring
machi ne with no purpose but the continuation of its own existence, romanticized and cherished by
countl ess poets but incapable of know ng human passion, pain, and promi se.
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He believed that he must learn to accept the cold nechanics of Creation, because it nmade no sense
to rail at a mindless machine. After all, a clock could not be held responsible for the too-swft
passage of tinme. A loomcould not be blanmed for weaving the cloth that |ater was sewn into an
executioner’s hood. He hoped that if he came to terns with the nmechanistic indifference of the
uni verse, with the neaningless nature of Iife and death, he would find peace.

Such acceptance woul d be cold confort, indeed, and deadening to the heart. But all he wanted now
was an end to angui sh, nights wi thout nightmares, and release fromthe need to care.

Two newconers arrived and spread a white beach bl anket on the sand about twenty feet north of him
One was a stunning redhead in a green thong bikini skinmpy enough to make a stripper blush. The
other was a brunette, nearly as attractive as her friend.

The redhead wore her hair in a short, pixie cut. The brunette’s hair was | ong, the better to
conceal the comunications device that she was no doubt wearing in one ear

For women in their twenties, they were too giggly and girlish, high-spirited enough to cal
attention to thensel ves even if they had not been stunning. They lazily oiled thenselves with tan-
ning lotion, took turns greasing each other’s back, touching with | anguorous pleasure, as if they
were in the opening scene of an adult video, drawing the interest of every heterosexual nale on

t he beach.

The strategy was clear. No one woul d suspect that he was under surveillance by operatives who
concealed so little of thenselves and conceal ed thensel ves so poorly. They were nmeant to be as
unlikely as the nen in the Hawaiian shirts had been obvious. But for thirty dollars’ worth of
reconnai ssance and the |ibidi nous observations of a horny fourteen-year-old, their strategy woul d
have been effective.

Wth long tan | egs and deep cl eavage and tight round runmps, naybe they were al so neant to engage
Joe’ s interest and seduce himinto conversation with them If this was part of their assign-nent,
they failed. Their charns didn’t affect him

During the past year, any erotic image or thought had the power

to stir himonly for a nonment, whereupon he was overcone by poignant menories of Mchelle, her
preci ous body and her whol esone ent husi asm for pleasure. Inevitably, he thought also of the
terrible long fall fromstars to Col orado, the snoke, the fire, then death. Desire dissolved

qui ckly in the solvent of |oss.

These two wonen distracted Joe only to the extent that he was annoyed about their inconpetent

m si dentification of him He considered approaching themto informthemof their mstake, just to
be rid of them After the violence in the lavatory, however, the prospect of confrontation nade
hi m uneasy. He was drai ned of anger now, but he no longer trusted his self-control

One year to the day.

Menmori es and gravestones.

He woul d get through it.

Surf broke, gathered the foany fragnents of itself, stole away, and broke again. In the patient
study of that endl ess breaking, Joe Carpenter gradually grew cal m

Hal f an hour later, w thout the benefit of another beer, he was ready to visit the cenetery.

He shook the sand out of his towel. He folded the towel in half lengthwi se, rolled it tight, and
pi cked up the cool er

As silken as the sea breeze, as buttery as sunlight, the lithe young wormen in the thong bikinis
pretended to be enthralled by the nonosyl |l abic repartee of two steroid-thickened suitors, the
|atest in a string of beach-boy Casanovas to take their shot.

The direction of his gaze nasked by his sungl asses, Joe could see that the beauties’ interest in
t he beefcake was pretence. They were not wearing sungl asses, and while they chattered and | aughed
and encouraged their admrers, they glanced surreptitiously at Joe.

He wal ked away and did not | ook back

As he took sonme of the beach with himin his shoes, so he strove to take the indifference of the
ocean with himin his heart.

Nevert hel ess, he could not help but wonder what police agency coul d boast such astonishingly
beautiful wonen on its force. He had known sone ferale cops who were as |ovely and sexy as any
movi e star, but the redhead and her friend exceeded even cellul oid standards.

In the parking lot, he half expected the nen in the Hawaiian shirts to be watching his Honda. |If
they had it staked out, their surveillance post was well conceal ed.

Joe drove out of the ot and turned right on Pacific Coast Hi gh-way, checking his rear-view
mrror. He was not being foll owed.

Perhaps they had realized theft error and were frantically |ooking for the right man
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From Wl shire Boulevard to the San Di ego Freeway, north to the Ventura Freeway and then east, he
drove out of the cooling influence of the sea breezes into the furnace heat of the San Fernando
Valley. In the August glare, these suburbs | ooked as hot and hard-baked as kiln-fired pottery.
Three hundred acres of lowrolling hills and shall ow val es and broad | awns conprised the nenori al
park, a city of the deceased, Los Angel es of the dead, divided into nei ghbourhoods by gracefully
wi ndi ng service roads. Fanous actors and ordinary sal esmen were buried here, rock-"n"-roll stars
and reporters’ famlies, side by side in the intimte denocracy of death.

Joe drove past two snmall burial services in progress: cars parked along the curb, ranks of folding
chairs set up on the grass, mounds of grave earth covered with soft green tarps. At each site, the
mour ners sat hunched, stifled in their black dresses and bl ack suits, oppressed by heat as well as
by grief and by a sense of their own nortality.

The cenetery included a few el aborate crypts and lowwalled fanm |y garden plots, but there were no
granite forests of vertical nmonunents and headstones. Sone had chosen to entonb the renains of
their loved ones in niches in the walls of conmunal mausol euns. Qthers preferred the bosom of the
earth, where graves were marked only with bronze plaques in flat stone tablets flush with the
ground, so as not to disturb the park like setting.

Joe had put Mchelle and the girls to rest on a gently rising hillside shaded by a scattering of
stone pines and Indian laurels. Squirrels scanpered across the grass on mlder days than this, and
rabbits came out at twilight. He believed that his three treasured wonen woul d have preferred this
to the hard scape of a nmausol eum where there would not be the sound of wind-stirred trees on
breezy eveni ngs.

Far beyond the second of the two burial services, he parked at the curb, switched off the engine,
and got out of the Honda. He stood beside the car in the hundred-degree heat, gathering his

cour age.

When he started up the gentle slope, he didn't |ook toward their graves. If he were to see the
site froma distance, the approach to it would be daunting, and he would turn back. Even after an

entire year, each visit was as disturbing to himas if he had cone here to view not their buria
pl ots but their battered bodies in a norgue. Wonderi ng how many years woul d pass before his pain
di m ni shed, he ascended the rise with his head down, eyes on the ground, slunp-shouldered in the
heat, like an old dray horse following a long-famliar route, going hore.

Consequently, he didn’t see the woman at the graves until he was only ten or fifteen feet from
her. Surprised, he halted.

She stood just out of the sun, in pine shadows. Her back was half to him Wth a Polaroid camera,
she was snappi ng phot ographs of the flush-set markers.

‘“Who' re you?' he asked.

She didn’'t hear him perhaps because he had spoken softly, perhaps because she was so intent upon
her phot ography.

St eppi ng cl oser, he said, ‘Wuat’'re you doi ng?

Startled, she turned to face him

Petite but athletic-1ooking, about five feet two, she had an i nmediate inpact far greater than her
size or her appearance could explain, as though she were clothed not nerely in blue jeans and a
yell ow cotton bl ouse but in some powerful nagnetic field that bent the world to her. Skin the
shade of milk chocol ate. Huge eyes as dark as the silt at the bottomof a cup of Armenian
espresso, harder to read than the portents in tea |leaves, with a distinct al nond shape suggesting
a touch of Asian blood in the family line. Hair not Afro-kinky or in cornrows but feather-cut,
thick and naturally straight and so glossy black that it al most | ooked bl ue, which seemed Asian
too. Her bone structure was all out of Africa: snmooth broad brow, high cheekbones, finely carved
but powerful, proud but beautiful. She was maybe five years older than Joe, in her early forties,
but a quality of innocence in her knowi ng eyes and a faint aspect of childlike vulnerability in
her otherw se strong face nmade her seem younger than he was.

‘“Who are you, what’'re you doi ng?’ he repeated.

Lips parted as if to speak, speechless with surprise, she gazed at himas though he were an
apparition. She raised one hand to his face and touched his cheek, and Joe did not flinch from
her .

At first he thought he saw amazement in her eyes. The extrene tenderness of her touch caused him
to l ook again, and he realized that what he saw was not wondernent but sadness and pity.

‘“I"'mnot ready to talk to you yet.’ Her soft voice was nusica

‘“Way're you taking pictures . . . why pictures of their graves?
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Clutching the canera with two hands, she said, ‘Soon. I'lIl be back when it’s tine. Don't despair.
You' Il see, like the others.’

An al nost supernatural quality to the nmonment hal f convinced Joe that she was an apparition, that
her touch had been so achingly gentle precisely because it was barely real, an ectopl asm c caress.
The wonman hersel f, however, was too powerfully present to be a ghost or a heatstroke ill usion.

Di mi nutive but dynamic. Mre real than anything in the day. More real than sky and trees and
August sun, than granite and bronze. She had such a conpelling presence that she seenmed to be
com ng at himthough she was standing still, |ooned over himthough she was ten inches shorter
than he. She was nore brightly lighted in the pine shadows than he was in the direct glare of the
sun.

‘How are you copi ng?" she asked.

Di sori ented, he answered only by shaking his head.

‘“Not well,’ she whispered.

Joe | ooked past her, down at the granite and bronze nmarkers. As if fromvery far away, he heard
hi msel f say, ‘Lost forever,’ speaking as much about hinmself as about his wi fe and daughters.
When he returned his attention to the woman, she was gazing past him into the distance. As the
sound of a racing engine rose, concern crinkled the corners of her eyes and creased her forehead
Joe turned to see what was troubling her. Along the road that he had travelled, a white Ford van
was approaching at a far higher speed than the posted limt.

‘Bastards,’ she said.

When Joe turned to the wonman again, she was already run-ning fromhim angling across the slope
toward the brow of the low hill.

‘Hey, wait,’ he said.

She didn’t pause or | ook back

He started after her, but his physical condition wasn’t as good as hers. She seened to be an
experienced runner. After a few steps, Joe halted. Defeated by the suffocating heat, he woul dn't
be able to catch up with her

Sunlight mirroring the windshield and flaring off the headlight |enses, the white van shot past
Joe. It paralleled the woman as she sprinted across the grave rows.

Joe started back down the hill toward his car, not sure what he was going to do. Maybe he shoul d
gi ve chase. What the hell was going on here?

Fifty or sixty yards beyond the parked Honda, brakes shrieking, |eaving twin snears of rubber on

t he pavenment behind it, the van slid to a stop at the curb. Both front doors flew open, and the
men in Hawaiian shirts | eaped out. They bolted after the woman.

Surprise halted Joe. He hadn't been followed from Santa Monica, not by the white van, not by any
vehicle. He was sure of that.

Sonehow t hey had known that he would conme to the cenetery. And since neither of the nmen showed any
interest in Joe, but went after the wonan as if they were attack dogs, they nust have been

wat chi ng hi mat the beach not because they were interested in him per se, but because they hoped
that she woul d make contact with himat sone point during the day.

The wonan was their only quarry.

Hel I, they nust have been watching his apartnent too, nmust have followed himfromthere to the
beach.

As far as he knew, they had been keepi ng hi munder surveillance for days. Maybe weeks. He had been
in such a daze of desolation for so long, walking through Iife Iike a sleeper drifting through a
dream that he would not have noticed these people slinking at the periphery of his vision

Who i s she, who are they, why was she photographing the graves?

Uphill and at |east a hundred yards to the east, the wonan fled under the generously spreading
boughs of stone pines clustered along the perineter of the burial grounds, across shaded grass
only lightly dappled with sunshine. Her dusky skin blended with the shadows, but her yellow bl ouse
betrayed her.

She was heading toward a particular point on the crest, as if famliar with the terrain.
Considering that no cars were parked along this section of the cenetery road, except for Joe's
Honda and the white van, she might have entered the nenorial park by that route, on foot.

The men fromthe van had a lot of ground to make up if they were going to catch her. The tall one
in the green shirt seemed in better shape than his partner, and his | egs were considerably | onger
than the woman’s, so he was gaining on her. Nevertheless, the smaller guy didn't relent even as he
fell steadily behind. Sprinting frantically up the I ong sun-seared sl ope, stunbling over a grave
mar ker, then over another, regaining his bal ance, he charged on, as though in an animal frenzy, in
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a bl ood fever, gripped by the need to be there when the worman was brought cl own.
Beyond the nmanicured hills of the cenetery were other hills in

a natural condition: pale sandy soil, banks of shale, brown grass, stink weed, mesquite, stunted
manzani ta, tunbl eweed, scattered | ow and gnarled dwarf oaks. Arid ravines led down into the
undevel oped | and above Giffith Observatory and east of the Los Angel es Zoo, a rattl esnake-

i nfested plot of desert scrub in the heart of the urban spraw .

If the woman got into the scrub before being caught, and if she knew her way, she could | ose her
pursuers by zigging and zagging fromone narrow declivity to another

Joe headed toward the abandoned white van. He might be able to |l earn sonething fromit.

He wanted the worman to escape, though he wasn't entirely sure why his synpathies were with her

As far as he knew, she nmight be a felon with a list of heinous crimes on her rap sheet. She hadn’'t
| ooked like a crimnal, hadn’t sounded |i ke one. This was Los Angel es, however, where cl ean-cut
young nen brutally shot gunned their parents and then, as orphans, tearfully begged the jury to
pity them and show nercy. No one was what he seened.

Yet . . . the gentleness of her fingertips against his cheek, the sorrowin her eyes, the
tenderness in her voice all marked her as a woman of conpassi on, whether she was a fugitive from
the law or not. He could not wish her ill.

A vicious sound, hard and flat, cracked across the cenetery, |eaving a brief throbbing wound in
the hot stillness. Another crack foll owed.

The wonan had nearly reached the brow of the hill. Visible between the last two bristling pines.
Bl ue jeans. Yellow blouse. Stretching her legs with each stride. Brown arns punping close to her
si des.

The smaller man, in the red and orange Hawaiian shirt, had run wi de of his conmpani on, whom he was
still trailing, to get a clear line of sight on the wonan. He had stopped and raised his arns,
hol di ng something in both hands. A handgun. The son of a bitch was shooting at her

Cops didn't try to shoot unarnmed fugitives in the back. Not righteous cops.

Joe wanted to help her. He couldn’t think of anything to do. If they were cops, he had no right to
second-guess them |f they weren't cops, and even if he could catch up with them they would
probably shoot himdown rather than let himinterfere.

Crack.

The wonan reached the crest.

‘Go,’ Joe urged her in a hoarse whisper. ‘Co.

He didn’t have a cellular phone in his own car, so he couldn’t call 911. He had carried a nobile
unit as a reporter, but these days he sel dom call ed anyone even from his hone phone.

The keening crack of another shot pierced the | eaden heat. If these nmen weren't police officers,
they were desperate or crazy, or both, resorting to gunplay in such a public place, even though
this part of the cenmetery was currently deserted. The sound of the shots would travel, draw ng the
attention of the mai ntenance personnel who, nmerely by closing the formidable iron gate at the
entrance to the park, could prevent the gunnen fromdriving out.

Apparently unhit, the woman di sappeared over the top of the hill, into the scrub beyond.

Both of the men in Hawaiian shirts went after her

4
Heart knocking so fiercely that his vision blurred with each hard-driven surge of blood, Joe
Carpenter sprinted to the white van.

The Ford was not a recreational vehicle but a panelled van of the type commonly used by busi nesses
to nmake snall deliveries. Neither the back nor the side of the vehicle featured the nane or |ogo
of any enterprise.

The engi ne was running. Both front doors stood open

He ran to the passenger side, skidded in a soggy patch of grass around a |eaking sprinkler head,
and |l eaned into the cab, hoping to find a cellular phone. If there was one, it wasn't in plain

si ght.

Maybe in the glove box. He popped it open

Sormeone in the cargo hold behind the front seats, mistaking Joe for one of the men in the Hawaiian
shirts, said, ‘Did you get Rose?

Dam.

The gl ove box contained a fewrolls of Lifesavers that spilled onto the floor - and a w ndow

envel ope fromthe Departnment of Mdtor Vehicles.

By law, every vehicle in California was required to carry a valid registration and proof of
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i nsur ance.

‘Hey, who the hell are you?' the guy in the cargo hold denanded.

C utching the envel ope, Joe turned away fromthe van

He saw no point in trying to run. This nman mght be as quick to shout people in the back as were
t he ot her two.

Wth a clatter and a skreeeek of hinges, the single door at the rear of the vehicle was flung
open.

Joe wal ked directly toward the sound. A sledge-faced speci nen with Popeye forearms, neck
sufficiently thick to support a snmall car, cane around the side of the van, and Joe opted for the
surprise of instant and unreasonabl e aggressi on, driving one knee hard into his crotch

Ret chi ng, wheezing for air, the guy started to bend forward, and

Joe head-butted himin the face. He hit the ground unconscious, breathing noisily through his open
mout h because hi s broken nose was streani ng bl ood.

Al t hough, as a kid, Joe had been a fighter and sonething of a troubl enaker, he had not raised a
fist against anyone since he nmet and married Mchelle. Until today. Now, twice in the past two
hours, he had resorted to violence, astonishing hinmself.

More than astoni shed, he was sickened by this primtive rage. He had never known such wrath
before, not even during his troubled youth, yet here he was struggling to control it again as he
had struggled in the public lavatory in Santa Monica. For the past year, the fall of Flight 353
had filled himwith terrible despondency and grief, but he was beginning to realize that those
feelings were like layers of oil atop another - darker - enotion that he had been denyi ng; what
filled the chanbers of his heart to the brimwas anger

If the universe was a cold nechanism if life was a journey fromone enpty bl ackness to anot her
he could not rant at God, because to do so was no nore effective than screamng for help in the
vacuum of deep space where sound could not travel, or like trying to draw breath underwater. But
now, given any excuse to vent his fury on people, he had seized the opportunity wth disturbing
ent husi asm

Rubbi ng the top of his head, which hurt frombutting the guy in the face, |ooking down at the
unconsci ous hulk with the bl eeding nose, Joe felt a satisfaction that he did not want to feel. A
wild glee sinultaneously thrilled and repul sed him

Dressed in a T-shirt pronoting the videogane Quake, baggy bl ack pants, and red sneakers, the
fallen man appeared to be in his late twenties, at |east a decade younger than his two associ ates.
H s hands were nassive enough to juggle cantal oupes, and a single letter was tattooed on the base
phal ange of each finger, thunmbs excluded, to spell out ANABCLIC, as in anabolic steroid.

This was no stranger to viol ence.

Nevert hel ess, although self-defence justified a pre-enptive strike, Joe was disturbed by the
savage pl easure he took fromsuch swift brutality.

The guy sure didn't look like an officer of the | aw. Regardless of his appearance, he nmight be a
cop, in which case assaulting himensured serious consequences.

To Joe’s surprise, even the prospect of jail didn't dimnish his twisted satisfaction in the
ferocity with which he had acted. He

felt half nauseated, half out of his mnd - but nore alive than he had been in a year

Exhil arated yet fearful of the nmoral depths into which this new enmpowering anger m ght take him
he gl anced in both directions along the cenetery road. There was no oncoming traffic. He knelt
beside his victim

Breath whistled wetly through the man’s throat, and he issued a soft childlike sigh. Hi s eyelids
fluttered, but he did not regain consciousness while his pockets were searched.

Joe found nothing but a few coins, a nail clipper, a set of house keys, and a wallet that

contai ned the standard ID and credit cards. The guy’'s nane was Wallace Morton Blick. He was
carrying no police-agency badge or identification. Joe kept only the driver’s |license and returned
the wallet to the pocket fromwhich he had extracted it.

The two gunnmen had not reappeared fromthe rugged scrub | and beyond the cenetery hill. They had
scranbl ed over the crest, after the woman, little nore than a mnute ago; even if she quickly
slipped away fromthem they weren't likely to give up on her and return after only a brief

sear ch.

Wondering at his bol dness, Joe quickly dragged Wallace Blick away fromthe rear corner of the
white van. He tucked himclose to the flank of the vehicle, where he was less likely to be seen by
anyone who canme along the roadway. He rolled himonto his side so he would not choke on the bl ood
that m ght be draining fromhis nasal passages down the back of his throat.
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Joe went to the open rear door. He clinbed into the back of the van. The | ow runble of the idling
engine vibrated in the floorboard.

The cranped cargo hold was lined on both sides with el ectronic comuni cati ons, eavesdroppi ng, and
tracki ng equi pnent. A pair of conpact conmmand chairs, bolted to the floor, could be swivelled to
face the arrayed devices on each side.

Squeezi ng past the first chair, Joe settled into the second, in front of an active conputer. The
interior of the van was air-conditioned, but the seat was still warm because Blick had vacated it
| ess than a minute ago.

On the conputer screen was a nap. The streets had nanmes nmeant to evoke feelings of peace and
tranquillity, and Joe recogni zed them as the service roads through the cenetery.

A small blinking |ight on the map drew his attention. It was

green, stationary, and |ocated approxi mately where the van itself was parked.

A second blinking light, this one red and al so stationary, was on the sane road but sone distance
behind the van. He was sure that it represented his Honda.

The tracking system no doubt utilized a CO-ROM wi th exhaustive maps of Los Angel es County and
environs, maybe of the entire state of California or of the country coast to coast. A single
conmpact disc had sufficient capacity to contain detailed street maps for all of the contiguous
states and Canada.

Sonmeone had fixed a powerful transponder to his car. It emitted a mcrowave signal that could be
followed fromquite a distance. The conputer utilized surveillance-satellite uplinks to
triangul ate the signal, then placed the Honda on the nap relative to the position of the van, so
they could track himw thout maintaining visual contact.

Leavi ng Santa Mnica, all the way into the San Fernando Vall ey, Joe had seen no suspicious vehicle
in his rear-view mrror. This van had been able to stalk himwhile streets away or miles behind,
out of sight.

As a reporter, he had once gone on a nobile surveillance with federal agents, a group of high-
spirited cowboys fromthe Bureau of Al cohol, Tobacco and Firearns, who had used a similar but |ess
sophi sticated systemthan this.

Acutely aware that the battered Blick or one of the other two nen might trap himhere if he

del ayed too long, Joe swivelled in his chair, surveying the back of the van for sone indication of
the agency involved in this operation. They were tidy. He couldn’t spot a single clue.

Two publications |ay beside the conputer station at which Blick had been working: one issue each
of Wred, featuring yet another nmajor article about the visionary splendiferousness of Bill Gates,
and a magazi ne aimed at former Special Forces officers who wi shed to nmake horizontal career noves
frommilitary service into jobs as paid nercenaries. The latter was fol ded open to an article
about bel t-Buckl e knives sharp enough to eviscerate an adversary or cut through bone. Evidently
this was Blick’s reading matter during lulls in the surveillance operation, as when he had been
wai ting for Joe to grow weary of contenplating the sea from Santa Moni ca Beach

M. Wallace Blick, of the ANABOLIC tattoo, was a techno geek with an edge.

When Joe clinbed out of the van, Slick was groaning but not yet conscious. Hi s | egs punped, a
flurry of kicks, as if he were a dog dreaning of chasing rabbits, and his cool red sneakers tore
divots fromthe grass.

Neit her of the nmen in Hawaiian shirts had returned fromthe desert scrub beyond the hill

Joe hadn’t heard any nore gunshots, although the terrain mght have nuffled them

He hurried to his car. The door handle was bright with the kiss of the sun, and he hissed with
pai n when he touched it.

The interior of the car was so hot that it seenmed on the verge of spontaneous conbustion. He
cranked down the w ndow.

As he started the Honda, he glanced at the rear-view mrror and saw a flatbed truck with board

si des approaching fromfarther east in the cenetery. It was probably a groundskeeper’s vehicle,
either coming to investigate the gunfire or engaged in routine maintenance.

Joe coul d have followed the road to the west end of the nenorial park and then | ooped all the way
around to the entrance at the east perinmeter, but he was in a hurry and wanted to go directly back
the way he had conme. Overwhel nmed by a feeling that he had stretched his luck too far, he could

al rost hear a ticking like a time-bonb clock. Pulling away fromthe curb, he tried to hang a U
turn but couldn’t quite nmanage it in one clean sweep.

He shifted into reverse and tranped on the accel erator hard enough to nake the tyres squea
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agai nst the hot pavenent. The Honda shot backward. He braked and shifted into drive again.

Tick, tick, tick.

Instinct proved reliable. Just as he accelerated toward the approachi ng groundskeeper’s truck, the
rear wi ndow on the driver’'s side of the car, inmmediately behind his head, exploded, spraying glass
across the backseat.

He didn't have to hear the shot to know what had happened.

A ancing to the left, he sawthe man in the red Hawaiian shirt, stopped hal fway down the hillside,
in a shooter’s stance. The guy was as pale as a risen corpse but dressed for a Margarita party.
Soneone shouted hoarse, slurred curses. Blick. Crawing away fromthe van on his hands and knees,
dazedl y shaking his bl ocky

head, like a pit bull wounded in a dog fight, spraying bloody foamfrom his nouth: Blick

Anot her round slamed into the body of the car with a hard thud followed by a brief trailing

t wang.

Wth a rush of hot gibbering wind at the open and the shattered w ndows, the Honda spirited Joe
out of range. He rocketed past the groundskeeper’s truck at such high speed that it swerved to
avoid him though he was not in the | east danger of colliding with it.

Past one burial service where bl ack-garbed mourners drifted like forlorn spirits away fromthe
open grave, past another burial service where the grieving huddl ed on chairs as if prepared to
stay forever with whonever they had | ost, past an Asian famly putting a plate of fruit and cake
on a fresh grave, Joe fled. He passed an unusual white church - a steeple atop a Pall adi an-arch
cupola on colums atop a clock tower - which cast a stunted shadow in the early afternoon sun
Past a white Southern Colonial nortuary that blazed |like al abaster in the California aridity but
begged for bayous. He drove recklessly, with the expectation of relentless pursuit, which didn't
occur. He was also certain that his way woul d be bl ocked by the sudden arrival of swarnms of police
cars, but they still were not in sight when he raced between the open gates and out of the
menorial park

He drove under the Ventura Freeway, escaping into the suburban hive of San Fernando Vall ey.

At a stoplight, quaking with tension, he watched a procession of a dozen street rods pass through
the intersection, driven by the nmenbers of a car club on a Saturday outing: an era-perfect ‘41
Bui ck Roadrmaster, a ‘47 Ford Sportsman Wodi e with honey-mapl e panel ling and bl ack-cherry maroon
paint, a ‘32 Ford Roadster in Art Deco style with full road pants and chrone speedlines. Each of
the twel ve was a testanment to the car as art: chopped, channelled, sectioned, grafted, sone on
dropped spindles, with customgrilles, reconfigured hoods, frenched headlights, raised and flared
wheel wells, handforned fender skirts. Painted, pinstriped, polished passion rolling on rubber.
Watching the street rods, he felt a curious sensation in his chest, a | oosening, a stretching,
bot h pai nful and exhil arating.

A bl ock later he passed a park where, in spite of the heat, a young

famly - with three laughing children - was playing Frisbee with an exuberant gol den retriever
Heart poundi ng, Joe slowed the Honda. He alnobst pulled to the curb to watch

At a corner, two lovely blond college girls, apparently twins, in white shorts and crisp white

bl ouses, waited to cross the street, holding hands, as cool as spring water in the furnace heat.
Mrage girls. Ethereal in the snmpg-stained concrete | andscape. As clean and snooth and radi ant as
angel s.

Past the girls was a massive display of zauschneria al ongside a Spani sh-style apartnent building,
| aden with gorgeous clusters of tubular scarlet flowers. Mchelle had | oved zauschneria. She had
planted it in the backyard of their Studio Cty house.

The day had changed. |ndefinably but unquestionably changed.

No. No, not the day, not the city. Joe hinself had changed, was changing, felt change rolling
through him as irresistible as an ocean tide.

H's grief was as great as it had been in the awful I|oneliness of the night, his despair as deep as
he had ever known it, but though he had begun the day sunk in nelancholy, yearning for death, he
now want ed desperately to live. He needed to live.

The engi ne that drove this change wasn't his close brush with death. Being shot at and nearly hit
had not opened his eyes to the wonder and beauty of life. Nothing as sinple as that.

Anger was the engi ne of change for him He was bitterly angry not so much for what he had | ost but
angry for Mchelle's sake, angry that Mchelle had not been able to see the parade of street rods
with him or the masses of red flowers on the zauschneria, or now, here, this colourful riot of
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purple and red bougai nvill ea cascadi ng across the roof of a Craftsman-style bungal ow. He was
furiously, wenchingly angry that Chrissie and Nina would never play Frisbee with a dog of their
own, would never grow up to grace the world with their beauty, would never know the thrill of
acconpl i shnent in whatever careers they m ght have chosen or the joy of a good narriage - or the
| ove of their own children. Rage changed Joe, gnashed at him bit deep enough to wake himfromhis
long trance of self-pity and despair.

How are you copi ng? asked the woman phot ographi ng the graves.

I"mnot ready to talk to you yet, she said.

Soon. 1’1l be back soon. Wen it’'s tine, she prom sed, as though she had revel ati ons to make,
truths to reveal

The men in Hawaiian shirts. The conputer-nerd thug in the

Quake T-shirt. The redhead and the brunette in the thong bikinis. Teans of operatives keepi ng Joe
under surveillance, evidently wait-ing for the woman to contact him A van packed solid with
satellite-assisted tracking gear, directional mcrophones, conputers, high-resolution caneras.
Gunnen willing to shoot himin cold bl ood because.

Wy ?

Because they thought the black wonan at the graves had told himsonething he wasn't supposed to
know? Because even being aware of her existence made hi m dangerous to thenf? Because they thought
he m ght have conme out of their van with enough infornmation to learn their identities and
intentions?

O course he knew al nost nothing about them not who they were or what they wanted with the woman.
Nevert hel ess, he coul d reach one inescapabl e concl usion: What he thought he knew about the deaths
of his wife and daughters was either wong or inconplete. Something wasn't kosher about the story
of Nation-w de Flight 353.

He didn’t even need journalistic instinct to arrive at this chilling insight. On one |level, he had
known it fromthe nonent that he saw the wonan at the graves. Watching her snap photographs of the
pl ot narkers, neeting her conpelling eyes, hearing the conpassion in her soft voice, racked by the
mystery of her words - I’'mnot ready to talk to you yet - he had known, by virtue of sheer commobn
sense, that sonmething was rotten

Now, driving through placid Burbank, he seethed with a sense of injustice, treachery. There was a
hat eful wrongness with the world beyond the mere nechanical cruelty of it. Deception. Deceit.

Li es. Conspiracy.

He had argued with hinmself that being angry with Creation was pointless, that only resignation and
indifference offered himrelief fromhis anguish. And he had been right. Raging at the inagi ned
occupant of some celestial throne was wasted effort, as ineffective as throwing stones to
extinguish the light of a star.

Peopl e, however, were a worthy target of his rage. The people who had conceal ed or distorted the
exact circunstances of the crash of Flight 353.

M chel l e, Chrissie, and Nina could never be brought back. Joe's life could never be nade whol e
again. The wounds in his heart could not be heal ed. Watever hidden truth waited to be uncovered,
learning it would not give hima future. Hs life was over, and nothing could ever change that,
not hi ng, but he had a

right to know precisely how and exactly why Mchelle and Chrissie and Nina had died. He had a
sacred obligation to themto | earn what had really happened to that dooned 747.

H's bitterness was a fulcrumand his rage was a long | ever with which he would nove the world, the
whol e damm world, to learn the truth, no matter what damage he caused or whom he destroyed in the
process.

On a tree-lined residential street, he pulled to the curb. He switched off the engine and got out
of the car. He might not have much tine before Blick and the others caught up with him

The queen pal ms hung dead-1inp and whisperless in the heat, which currently seened to be as

ef fective an enbal mi ng nedium as a bl ock of fly-trapping anber.

Joe | ooked under the hood first, but the transponder wasn't there. He squatted in front of the car
and felt along the underside of the bunper. Nothing.

The clatter of a helicopter swelled in the distance, rapidly growing |ouder.

Goping blindly inside the front wheel well on the passenger side and then along the rocker panel
Joe found only road dirt and grease. Nothing was conceal ed inside the rear wheel well, either

The chopper shot out of the north, passing directly overhead at extrenely |low altitude, no nore
than fifty feet above the houses. The |long graceful fronds of the queen pal ns shook and whi pped in
the downdraft.
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Joe | ooked up, alarned, wondering if the crew of the chopper was |ooking for him but his fear was
pure paranoia and unjustified. Southbound, the aircraft roared away across the nei ghbourhood

wi t hout a pause.

He hadn’t seen any police seal, no lettering or insignia.

The pal ns shuddered, shivered, then trenbled into stillness once nore.

G opi ng agai n, Joe found the transponder expansion-clanped to the energy absorber behind the
Honda’ s rear bunper. Wth batteries, the entire package was the size of a pack of cigarettes. The
signal that it sent was inaudible.

It | ooked harnl ess.

He pl aced the device on the pavenent, intending to hamrer it to pieces with his tyre iron. Wen a
gardener’s truck approached along the street, hauling a fragrant |oad of shrub prunings and burl ap-
bundl ed grass, he decided to toss the still-functioning tran-sponder anong the clippings.

Maybe t he bastards woul d waste sonme tine and manpower following the truck to the dunp.

In the car again, on the nove, he spotted the helicopter a fewniles to the south. It was flying
in tight circles. Then hovering. Then flying in circles again.

H's fear of it had not been groundl ess. The craft was either over the cenetery or, nore likely,
above the desert scrub north of the Giffith Observatory, searching for the fugitive wonan.
Their resources were inpressive.

TWO
SEARCHI NG BEHAVI OR

1

The Los Angel es Tinmes booked nore advertising than any news-paper in the United States, churning
out fortunes for its owners even in an age when nost print nedia were in decline. It was quartered
downtown, in an entire high-rise, which it owned and whi ch covered one city bl ock

Strictly speaking, the Los Angel es Post was not even in Los Angeles. It occupied an agi ng four-
story building in Sun Valley, near the Burbank Airport, within the nmetroplex but not within the
L.A city limts.

Instead of a multiple-level underground garage, the Post pro-vided an open | ot surrounded by a
chain-link fence topped with spirals of razor wire. Rather than a uniforned attendant with a name
tag and a welconing smle, a sullen young nan, about nineteen, watched over the ungated entrance
froma folding chair under a dirty café unbrella enblazoned with the C nzano | ogo. He was
listening to rap nusic on a radi o. Head shaved, left nostril pierced by a gold ring, fingernails
pai nted bl ack, dressed in baggy black jeans with one carefully torn knee and a | oose bl ack T-shirt
with the words FEAR NADA in red across his chest, he |ooked as if he were assessing the parts

val ue of each arriving car to determine which would bring the nost cash if stolen and delivered to
a chop shop. In fact, he was checking for an enpl oyee sticker on the w ndshield, ready to direct
visitors to on-street parking.

The stickers were replaced every two years, and Joe's was still valid. Two nonths after the fal

of Flight 353, he had tendered his resignation, but his editor, Caesar Santos, had refused to
accept it and had put himon an unpaid | eave of absence, guaranteeing hima job when he was ready
to return.

He was not ready. He woul d never be ready. But right now he needed to use the newspaper’s

conmput ers and connecti ons.

No noney had been spent on the reception lounge: institutional-beige paint, steel chairs with blue
vi nyl pads, a steel-legged coffee

table with a faux-granite Form ca top, and two copies of that day' s edition of the Post.

On the walls were sinple framed bl ack-and-white photographs by Bill Hannett, the paper’s |egendary
prize-w nning press photo-grapher. Shots of riots, a city in flanes, grinning looters running in
the streets. Earthquake-cracked avenues, buildings in rubble. A young Hi spanic wonan junping to
her death fromthe sixth floor of a burning building. A brooding sky and a Pacific-facing nansion
teetering on the edge of ruin on a rain-soaked, sliding hillside. In general, no journalistic
enterprise, whether electronic or print, built its reputation or revenues on good news.

Behi nd the reception counter was Dewey Beenis, the conbi-nation receptionist and security guard,
who had worked at the Post for over twenty years, since an insanely egotistical billionaire had
founded it with the naive and hopeless intention of toppling the politically connected Tines from
its perch of power and prestige. Oiginally the paper had been quartered in a new building in
Century City, with its public spaces conceived and furnished by the uberdesigner, Steven Chase, at
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which time Dewey had been only one of several guards and not a receptionist. Even a negal omani aca
billionaire, determined to prevent the dehydration of his pride, grows weary of pouring away nobney
with the tap open wide. Thus the grand offices were traded for nore hunbl e space in the valley.
The staff had been pared down, and Dewey had hung on by virtue of being the only six-feet-four

bul | - necked, pl ank-shoul dered security guard who could type eighty words a nminute and claim
awesonme conputer skills.

Wth the passage of tinme, the Post had begun to break even. The brilliant and visionary M. Chase
subsequently desi gned nunerous striking interiors, which were celebrated in Architectural D gest
and el sewhere, and then died in spite of his genius and talent, just as the billionaire would one

day die in spite of his vast fortune, just as Dewey Beenis would die in spite of his commendabl e
variety of skills and his infectious snile

“Joe!’ Dewey said, grinning, rising fromhis chair, a bearish presence, extending his big hand
across the counter.

Joe shook hands. ‘How re you doi ng, Dewey?’

‘Carver and Martin both graduated summa cum | aude from UCLA in June, one going to | aw school now,
the other nedical,’ Dewey gushed, as if this news were only hours old and about to hit the front
page of the next day's Post. Unlike the billionaire who enployed him Dewey’'s pride was not in his
own acconplishnents

but in those of his children. “My Julie, she finished her second year on scholarship at Yale with
a three-point-eight average, and this fall she takes over as editor of the student literary
magazi ne, wants to be a novelist like this Annie Proul x she’s always reading over and over again-’
Wth the sudden nmenory of Flight 353 passing through his eyes as obviously as a dinm ng cl oud
across a bright nmoon, Dewey silenced hinsel f, ashamed to have been boasting about his sons and
daughter to a man whose children were | ost for-ever

‘How s Lena?’ Joe asked, inquiring about Dewey’'s wife.

‘She’s good. . . she's okay, yeah, doing okay.’ Dewey sml|ed and nodded to cover his uneasiness,
editing his natural enthusiasmfor his famly.

Joe hated this awkwardness in his friends, their pity. Even after an entire year, here it was.
This was one reason he avoi ded everyone fromhis old life. The pity in their eyes was genui ne
conpassi on, but to Joe, although he knew that he was being unfair, they also seenmed to be passing
a sad judgrment on himfor being unable to put his life back together.

‘l need to go upstairs, Dewey, put inalittle tine, do sone research, if that’'s okay.’

Dewey’ s expression brightened. ‘You com ng back, Joe?

‘Maybe, ' Joe |ied.

‘Back on staff?

“ Thi nki ng about it.’

‘M. Santos would |love to hear that.’

‘I's he here today?

‘No. On vacation, actually, fishing up in Vancouver.

Rel i eved that he wouldn’'t have to lie to Caesar about his true notives, Joe said, ‘There's just
sonething |’ve gotten interested in, a quirky human interest story, not ny usual thing. Thought
I"d come do sone background.

‘M. Santos would want you to feel |ike you re hone. You go on up.

‘ Thanks, Dewey.’

Joe pushed through a swinging door into a long hallway with a worn and stai ned green carpet, age-
mottl ed paint, and a discol oured acoustic-tile ceiling. Follow ng the abandonnent of the fat-city
trappi ngs that had characterized the Post’s years in Century City, the preferred i mage was
guerrilla journalism hardscrabble but righteous.

To the left was an el evator al cove. The doors at both shafts were scraped and dented.

The ground floor - largely given over to file roons, clerical offices, classified ad sales, and
the circulation department - was full of Saturday silence. In the quiet, Joe felt like an

i ntruder. He imagi ned that anyone he encountered woul d perceive at once that he had returned under
fal se pretenses.

While he was waiting for an el evator to open, he was surprised by Dewey, who had hurried fromthe
reception |ounge to give hima sealed white envel ope. ‘Al npst forgot this. Lady cane by few days
ago, said she had sone information on a story just right for you.

‘What story?

“She didn’t say. Just that you’d understand this.

Joe accepted the envel ope as the el evator doors opened.
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Dewey said, ‘Told her you hadn’'t worked here ten nonths, and she wanted your phone nunber. O
course | said | couldn’'t give it out. O your address.

Stepping into the el evator, Joe said, ‘Thanks, Dewey.’

‘Told her 1'd send it on or call you about it. Then | discovered you noved and got a new phone,
unlisted, and we didn't have it.

‘Can’t be inmportant,’ Joe assured him indicating the envel ope. After all, he was not actually
returning to journalism

As the elevator doors started to close, Dewey bl ocked them Frowning, he said, ‘Wasn't just
personnel records not up to speed with you, Joe. Nobody here, none of your friends, knew how to
reach you.’

“1 know.'’

Dewey hesitated before he said, ‘You ve been way down, huh?

‘Pretty far,’ Joe acknow edged. ‘But |’'m clinbing back up.’

‘“Friends can hold the | adder steady, make it easier.’ Touched, Joe nodded.

“Just remenber,’ Dewey said.

‘ Thanks.’

Dewey stepped back, and the doors closed. The el evator rose, taking Joe with it.

The third floor was largely devoted to the newsroom which had been subdivided into a naze of
somewhat cl austrophobi ¢ nodul ar workstations, so that the entire space could not be seen at once

Every workstation had a conputer, telephone, ergonomc chair, and other fundanentals of the trade.
This was very simlar to the much | arger newsroomat the Times. The only differences were that the
furniture and the reconfigurable walls at the Tinmes were newer and nore stylish than those at the
Post, the environnent there was no doubt purged of the asbestos and formal dehyde that lent the air
here its special astringent quality, and even on a Saturday afternoon the Times would be busier
per square foot of floor space than the Post was now.

Twi ce over the years, Joe had been offered a job at the Tines, but he had declined. Although the
Gray Lady, as the conpetition was known in sonme circles, was a great newspaper, it was also the ad-
fat voice of the status quo. He believed he'd be all owed and encouraged to do better and nore
aggressive reporting at the Post, which was |like an asylumat times, but also heavy on ball sy
attitude and gonzo style, with a reputation for never treating a politician’ s handout as real news
and for assuming that every public official was either corrupt or inconpetent, sex-crazed or power
mad.

A few years ago, after the Northridge earthquake, seisnplogists had di scovered unsuspected |inks
between a fault that ran under the heart of L.A and one that |lay beneath a series of conmunities
in the San Fernando Valley. A joke swept the newsroom regarding what |osses the city would suffer
if one tenbl or destroyed the Times downtown and the Post in Sun Valley. Wthout the Post,
according to the joke, Angel enos woul dn’t know which politicians and other public servants were
stealing themblind, accepting bribes fromknown drug deal ers, and having sex with aninmals. The
greater tragedy, however, would be the loss of the six-pound Sunday edition of the Tinmes, wthout
whi ch no one woul d know what stores were conducting sal es.

If the Post was as obstinate and relentless as a rat terrier crazed by the scent of rodents -
which it was - it was redeened, for Joe, by the nonpartisan nature of its fury. Furthernore, a
hi gh percentage of its targets were at |least as corrupt as it wanted to believe they were.

Al so, Mchelle had been a featured columist and editorial witer for the Post. He net her here,
courted her here, and enjoyed their shared sense of being part of an underdog enterprise. She had
carried their two babies in her belly through so many days of work in this place.

Now, he found this building haunted by nenories of her. In the unlikely event that he could
eventual ly regain enptiona

stability and con hinself into believing |life had a purpose worth the struggle, the face of that
one dear ghost would rock himevery tinme he sawit. He would never be able to work at the Post
agai n.

He went directly to his forner workstation in the Metro section, grateful that no old friends saw
him H s place had been assigned to Randy Colway, a good man, who wouldn't feel invaded if he
found Joe in his chair

Tacked to the noteboard were photographs of Randy’'s wife, their nine-year-old son, Ben, and six-
year-ol d Lisbeth. Joe | ooked at themfor a | ong nonent - and then not again.

After switching on the conputer, he reached into his pocket and w thdrew the Department of Motor
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Vehi cl es envel ope that he’d filched fromthe gl ove box of the white van at the cemetery. It

contai ned the validated registration card. To his surprise, the regi stered owner wasn't a
government body or a | aw enforcenment agency; it was something called Medsped, Inc.

He had not been expecting a corporate operation, for God s sake. Wallace Blick and his trigger-
happy associates in the Hawaiian shirts didn't seementirely |like cops or federal agents, but they
snelled a lot nore like the law than they did |ike any corporate executives Joe had ever
encount er ed.

Next he accessed the Post’s vast file of digitized back issues. Included was every word of every
edition the newspaper had published since its inception - mnus only the cartoons, horoscopes,
crossword puzzles, and the |ike. Photographs were included.

He initiated a search for Medsped and found six nentions. They were snall itens fromthe business
pages. He read them conpl ete.

Medsped, a New Jersey corporation, had begun as an air ambu-lance service in several nmjor cities.
Later it had expanded to specialize in the nationwi de express delivery of enmergency nedi-ca
supplies, refrigerated or otherwi se delicately preserved blood and tissue sanples, as well as
expensi ve and frangible scien-tific instruments. The conpany even undertook to carry sanpl es of

hi ghl y contagi ous bacteria and viruses between cooperating research |aboratories in both the
public and mlitary sectors. For these tasks, it naintained a nodest fleet of aircraft and heli-
copters.

Hel i copters.

And unnarked white vans?

Ei ght years ago, Medsped had been bought by Teknol ogik, Inc., a Delaware Corporation with a score
of wholly owned subsidiaries in

the nmedi cal and computer industry. Its conputer-related hol dings were all conpani es devel opi ng
products, nostly software, for the nedical and nedical -research comunities

When Joe ran a search on Teknol ogi k, he was rewarded with forty-one stories, nostly fromthe

busi ness pages. The first two articles were so dry, however, so full of investnent and accounting
jargon, that the reward quickly began to seem | i ke puni shnent.

He ordered copies of the four longest articles for review |later.

Whil e those were sliding into the printer tray, he asked for a list of stories the Post had
publ i shed about the crash of Nation-w de Flight 353. A series of headlines, with acconpanyi ng

dat es, appeared on the screen

Joe had to steel hinmself to scan this story file. He sat for a minute or two with his eyes cl osed,
breat hi ng deeply, trying to conjure, in his nmnd s eye, an inage of surf breaking on the beach at
Santa Moni ca.

Finally, with teeth clenched so tightly that his jaw nmuscles tw tched continuously, he called up
story after story, scanning the contents. He wanted the one that, as a sidebar, would provide him
with a conpl ete passenger nanifest.

He ski pped qui ckly past photographs of the crash scene, which reveal ed debris chopped into such
smal | chunks and tangled in such surreal shapes that the baffled eye could not begin to
reconstruct the aircraft fromits ruins. In the bl eak dawn caught by these pictures, through the
gray drizzle that had begun to fall about two hours after the disaster, National Transportation
Safety Board investigators in biologically secure bodysuits with visored hoods prow ed the bl asted
meadow. Looming in the background were scorched trees, gnarled black Iinbs clawing at the | ow sky.
He searched for and found the name of the NTSB Go- Team | eader in charge of the investigation -
Barbara Christman - and the fourteen specialists working under her

A couple of the articles included photos of some of the crew and passengers. Not all of the three
hundred and thirty souls aboard was pictured. The tendency was to focus on those victinms who were
Sout hern Californians returning home rather than on Easterners who had been coming to visit. Being
part of the Post famly, Mchelle and the girls were promnently featured.

Ei ght nonths ago, upon noving into the apartnent, in reaction to a norbid and obsessive
preoccupation with famly al buns and | oose snapshots, Joe had packed all the photos in a |large
cardboard box, reasoning that rubbing a wound retarded healing.

He had taped the box shut and put it at the back of his only closet.

Now, in the course of his scanning, when their faces appeared on the screen, he was unable to
breat he, though he had thought he would be prepared. Mchelle's publicity shot, taken by one of
the Post’s staff photographers, captured her beauty but not her tenderness, not her intelligence,
not her charm not her laughter. A nere picture was so inadequate, but still it was Mchelle
Still. Chrissie’ s photo had been snapped at a Post Christnmas party for children of the paper’s
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enpl oyees. She was caught in a grin, eyes shining. How they shone. And little N na, who sonetines
wanted it pronounced Neen-ah and other times nine-ah, was sniling that slightly |opsided snile
that seened to say she knew nagi cal secrets.

Her smile rem nded Joe of a silly song he sonetines sang to her when he put her to bed. Before he
realized what he was doing, he found his breath again and heard hi nsel f whispering the words:

“Ni ne-ah, Neen-ah - have you seen her? Neen-ah, nine-ah, no one finah.

A breaking inside himthreatened his self-control

He clicked the nouse to get their images off the screen. But that didn't take their faces out of
his mnd, clearer than he had seen them since packing their photos away.

Bending forward in the chair, covering his face, shuddering, he nmuffled his voice in his cold
hands. ‘Ch, shit. Onh, shit.’

Surf breaking on a beach, now as before, tonorrow as today. C ocks and | ooms. Sunrises, sunsets,
phases of the noon. Machines clicking, ticking. Eternal rhythms, meaningl ess notions.

The only sane response is indifference.

He |l owered his hands fromhis face. Sat up straight again. Tried to focus on the conputer screen
He was concerned that he would draw attention to hinself. If an old acquai ntance | ooked in this
three-wal l ed cubicle to see what was wong, Joe night have to explain what he was doi ng here,

m ght even have to summon the strength to be socia-ble.

He found the passenger mani fest for which he had been search-ing. The Post had saved himtine and
effort by listing separately those anong the dead who had lived in Southern California. He printed
out all their names, each of which was followed by the nane of the town in which the deceased
resi ded.

I"mnot ready to talk to you yet the photographer of graves had said

to him fromwhich he had inferred that she would have things to tell himlater

Don’t despair. You'll see, like the others.

See what? He had no idea.

What coul d she possibly tell himthat would alleviate his des-pair? Nothing. Nothing.

like the others. You'll see, like the others.

What ot hers?

Only one answer satisfied him other people who had | ost | oved ones on Flight 353, who had been as
desol ate as he was, people to whom she had al ready spoken

He wasn’'t going to wait for her to return to him Wth Wallace Blick and associates after her, she
m ght not |ive |long enough to pay hima visit and quench his curiosity.

When Joe finished sorting and stapling the printouts, he noticed the white envel ope that Dewey
Beeni s had given himat the elevator downstairs. Joe had propped it against a box of Kleenex to
the right of the computer and pronptly forgotten about it.

As a crime reporter with a frequently seen byline, he had fromtime to time received story tips
from newspaper readers who, to put it charitably, were not well glued together. They earnestly
clained to be the terrified victins of vicious harassnent by a secret cult of Satanists operating
inthe city's parks departnent, or to know of sinister tobacco-industry executives who were
plotting to |l ace baby formula with nicotine, or to be living across the street froma nest of
spiderlike extraterrestrials trying to pass as a nice famly of Korean inmm grants.

Once, when cornered by a pinwheel -eyed man who insisted that the mayor of Los Angel es was not
human but a robot controlled by the audi o ani matroni cs departnent at Di sneyl and, Joe had | owered
his voice and said, with nervous sincerity, ‘Yes, we've known about that for years. But if we
print a word of it, the people at Disney will kill us all.’” He had spoken with such conviction
that the nutball had expl oded backward and fl ed.

Consequently, he was expecting a crayon-scrawl ed nessage about evil psychic Mrtians |iving anong
us as Mornmons - or the equivalent.

He tore open the envelope. It contained a single sheet of white paper folded in thirds.

The three neatly typed sentences initially inpressed himas a singularly cruel variation on the
usual paranoid shriek: | have been trying to reach you, Joe. My |ife depends on your discretion. |
was aboard Flight 353.

Everyone aboard the airliner had perished. He didn't believe in ghost mail fromthe Oher Side,
whi ch probably nmade hi muni que anong his contenmporaries in this New Age City of Angels

At the bottom of the page was a nane: Rose Tucker. Under the name was a phone nunber with a Los
Angel es area code. No address was provi ded.
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Lightly flushed by the sane anger that had burned so hotly in himearlier, and which could easily
become a bl aze again, Joe al nost snatched up the phone to call Ms. Tucker. He wanted to tell her
what a di sturbed and vicious piece of garbage she was, wallowi ng in her schizophrenic fantasies,
psychic vanpire sucking on the msery of others to feed some sick need of her own -And then he
heard, in nenory, the words that Wallace Blick

first said to himin the cenetery. Unaware that anyone was in the white van, Joe had | eaned

t hrough the open passenger door and popped the gl ove box in search of a cellular phone. Blick
briefly mstaking himfor one of the men in the Hawaiian shirts, had said, Did you get Rose?
Rose.

Because Joe had been frightened by the gunnen, afraid for the wonan they were pursuing, and
startled to discover soneone in the van, the inportance of what Blick said had failed to register
with him Everything happened so fast after that. He had forgotten Blick’s words until now

Rose Tucker must have been the worman with the Pol aroid canera, photographing the graves.

If she was nothing nore than a whacked-out loser living in sone schizophrenic fantasy, Medsped or
Teknol ogi k - or whoever the hell they were - wouldn't be throwi ng so much nanpower and noney into
a search for her.

He renenbered t he exceptional presence of the wonan in the cenetery. Her directness. Her self-
possession and preternatural calm The power of her unwavering stare.

She hadn’'t seenmed like a flake. Quite the opposite.

| have been trying to reach you, Joe. My life depends on your discretion. | was aboard Flight 353.
Wthout realizing that he had gotten off the chair, Joe was standing, heart pounding, electrified.
The sheet of paper rattled in his hands.

He stepped into the aisle behind the nodul ar workstati on and surveyed what he could see of the
subdi vi ded newsroom seeking sonmeone wi th whom he could share this devel opnment.

Look here. Read this, read it. Something’s terribly wong, Jesus, all wong, not what we were
tol d. Sonebody wal ked away fromthe crash, lived through it. W have to do sonething about this,
find the truth. No survivors, they said, no survivors, catastrophic crash, total w pe-out
catastrophic crash. Wat else have they told us that isn't true? How did the people on that plane
really die? Wy did they die? Wy did they die?

Bef ore anyone saw him standing there in furious distress, before he went in search of a famliar
face, Joe had second thoughts about sharing anything he had | earned. Rose Tucker’s note said that
her |ife depended on his discretion

Besi des, he had the crazy notion, sonehow nore powerfully convincing because of its irrationality,
that if he shared the note with others, it would prove to be blank, that if he pressed Blick's
driver’s license into their hands, it would turn out to be his own license, that if he took
sonmeone with himto the cenetery, there would be no spent cartridges in the grass and no skid
marks fromthe tyres of the white van and no one there who had ever seen the vehicle or heard the
gunshot s.

This was a nystery delivered to him to no one else but him and he suddenly perceived that
pursui ng answers was not nmerely his duty but his sacred duty. In the resolution of this nmystery
was his mssion, his purpose, and perhaps an unknowabl e redenpti on.

He didn’t even understand precisely what he neant by any of that. He sinply felt the truth of it
bone- deep.

Trenbling, he returned to the chair.

He wondered if he was entirely sane.

2

Joe called downstairs to the recepti on desk and asked Dewey Beem s about the woman who had | eft
t he envel ope.

‘Little bit of a lady,’ said Dewey.

He was a giant, however, and even a six-foot-tall Amazon m ght seempetite to him

‘“Woul d you say five six, shorter? Joe asked.

‘Maybe five one, five two. But mighty. One of those ladies looks like a girl all her life but been
a nmount ai n- nover since she graduated grade school .

‘Bl ack woman?’ Joe asked.

‘Yeah, she was a sister.

‘ How ol d?’

‘Maybe early forties. Pretty. Hair like raven wi ngs. You upset about sonething, Joe?

‘“No. No, |’ m okay.’

“You sound upset. This |ady sonme kind of trouble?
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‘No, she’s okay, she's legit. Thanks, Dewey.’

Joe put down the phone.

The nape of his neck was acrawl wi th gooseflesh. He rubbed it with one hand.

H's palnms were clamy. He blotted themon his jeans.

Nervously, he picked up the printout of the passenger manifest fromFlight 353. Using a ruler to
keep his place, he went down the list of the deceased, line by line, until he came to Dr. Rose
Mari e Tucker.

Doct or .

She mi ght be a doctor of nedicine or of literature, biologist or sociologist, mnusicologist or
dentist, but in Joe's eyes, her credibility was enhanced by the nere fact that she had earned the
honorific. The troubl ed people who believed the mayor to be a robot were nore likely to be
patients than doctors of any Kind.

According to the nanifest, Rose Tucker was forty-three years

ol d, and her hone was in Manassas, Virginia. Joe had never been in Manassas, but he had driven
past it a few tines, because it was an outer suburb of Washington, near the town where Mchelle's
parents |ived

Swi veling to the conputer once nore, he scrolled through the crash stories, seeking the thirty or
nmor e phot ographs of passengers, hoping hers would be anbng them It was not.

Judgi ng by Dewey’s description, the wonan who had witten this note and the wonan in the cenetery -
whom Bl i ck had call ed Rose - were the same person. If this Rose was truly Dr. Rose Marie Tucker of
Manassas, Virginia - which couldn't be confirmed w thout a photo - then she had i ndeed been aboard
Fl i ght 353.

And had survi ved.

Rel uctantly, Joe returned to the two | argest accident-scene photo-graphs. The first was the eerie
shot with the stornmy sky, the scorched-black trees, the debris pulverized and twi sted into surrea
scul pture, where the NTSB investigators, faceless in bio-hazard suits and hoods, seened to drift

i ke praying nonks or |ike ominous spirits in a cold and flanel ess chanber in sonme forgotten |eve
of Hell. The second was an aerial shot revealing weckage so shattered and so widely strewn that
the term ‘catastrophic accident’ was a woeful |y i nadequat e description

No one coul d have survived this disaster.

Yet Rose Tucker, if she was the same Rose Tucker who had boarded the plane that night, had
evidently not only survived but had wal ked away under her own power. Wthout serious injury. She
had not been scarred or crippl ed.

| npossible. Dropping four nmles in the clutch of planetary gravity, four long niles, accelerating
unchecked into hard earth and rock, the 747 had not just smashed but splattered |like an egg thrown
at a brick wall, and then exploded, and then tunbled in seething furies of flane. To escape
unmarked fromthe God-rattled ruins of Gonorrah, to step as unburnt as Shadrach fromthe fiery
furnace of Nebuchadnezzar, to arise |like Lazarus after four days in the grave woul d have been | ess
mracul ous than to wal k away untouched fromthe fall of Flight 353.

I f he genuinely believed it was inpossible, however, his mnd would not have been roily w th anger
and anxiety, with a strange awe and with urgent curiosity. In himwas a crazy yearning to enbrace
incredibility's, walk with wonder.

He called directory assistance in Maryland, seeking a tel ephone nunber for Dr. Rose Marie Tucker.
He expected to be told that there was no such listing or that her service had been di sconnect ed.
After all, officially she was dead.

I nstead, he was given a nunber

She coul d not have wal ked away fromthe crash and gone hone and picked up her life w thout causing
a sensation. Besides, dangerous people were hunting her. They woul d have found her if she had ever
returned to Manassas.

Perhaps family still lived in the house. For whatever reasons, they might have kept the phone in
her narme.

Joe punched in the numnber.

The call was answered on the second ring. ‘Yes?

‘I's this the Tucker residence?’ Joe asked.

The voice was that of a man, crisp and without a regional accent:

‘Yes, it is.’

‘Could I speak to Dr. Tucker, please?
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“Who’ s calling?

Intuition advised Joe to guard his own nane. ‘Wally Blick.’

‘ Excuse nme. Who?’

“Wal | ace Blick.

The man at the other end of the line was silent. Then: ‘Wat is this in regard to? H's voice had
barely changed, but a new alertness coloured it, a shade of wariness.

Sensing that he had been too clever for his own good, Joe put down the phone.

He blotted his palnms on his jeans again.

A reporter, passing behind Joe, reviewing the scribblings on a note pad as he went, greeted him
wi t hout | ooking up: ‘Yo, Randy.’

Consulting the typewitten nessage from Rose, Joe called the Los Angel es nunber that she had
provi ded.

On the fifth ring, a wonan answered. ‘Hello?

‘Could | speak to Rose Tucker, please?

‘Nobody here by that nane,’” she said in an accent out of the deep South. ‘You got yourself a wong
nunber .’

In spite of what she'd said, she didn't hang up

‘She gave ne this nunber herself,’ Joe persisted.

‘Sugar, let me guess - this was a lady you net at a party. She was just makin' nice to get you out
of her hair.’

‘l don’t think she’d do that.

“Ch, don’t nean you're ugly, honey,’ she said in a voice that

brought to mind nagnolia bl ossonms and nint juleps and humid nights heavy with the scent of

jasm ne. ‘Just means you weren't the lady’'s type. Happens to the best.’

‘My nanme’s Joe Carpenter.’

‘N ce nane. Good solid nane.’

‘“What's your nanme?’

Teasingly, she said, ‘Wat kind of nane do | sound I|ike?

“Sound |ike?

‘Maybe an Cctavia or a Juliette?

‘More like a Dem .’

‘Like in Dem Moore the novie star? she said disbelievingly. *You have that sexy, snoky quality

in your voice.’ ‘Honey, ny voice is pure grits and collard greens.’” ‘Under the grits and collard
greens, there's snmoke.’ She had a wonderful fulsome |laugh. ‘M ster Joe Carpenter, mddle nane
“Slick.” OCkay, | like Dem .’

‘Listen, Dem, |I'd sure like to talk to Rose.’

‘Forget this old Rose person. Don’t you pine away for her, Joe, not after she gives you a fake
nunber. Big sea, lots of fish.

Joe was certain that this wonman knew Rose and that she had been expecting himto call. Considering
the viciousness of the enenies pursuing the enigmatic Dr. Tucker, however, Demi’'s circunspection
was under st andabl e.

She said, ‘Wat do you |l ook |ike when you' re bein’ honest with yourself, Sugar?

“Six foot tall, brown hair, grey eyes.

‘ Handsone?’

“Just presentable.’

‘How ol d are you, Presentable Joe?

‘A der than you. Thirty-seven.’

‘You have a sweet voice. You ever go on blind dates?

Deni was going to set up a neeting after all.

He said, ‘Blind dates? Nothing agai nst them’

‘So how about with sexy-snoky little nme,’ she suggested with a | augh

‘Sure. \Wen?

‘“You free tonmorrow evenin' ?’'

‘1 was hoping sooner.’

‘Don’t be so eager, Presentable Joe. Takes time to set these things up right, so there’'s a chance
it’ll work, so no one gets hurt, so there’s no broken hearts.’

By Joe's interpretation, Derni was telling himthat she was going

to make dammed sure the neeting was put together carefully, that the site needed to be scouted and
secured in order for Rose’'s safety to be guaranteed. And naybe she couldn’t get in touch with Rose
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with less than a twenty-four-hour notice.

‘Besides, Sugar, a girl starts to wonder why you're so pitiful desperate if you're really
presentabl e.’

Al'l right. \Where tonorrow eveni ng?’

‘“I"’mgoin to give you the address of a gournmet coffee shop in Westwood. W' |l neet out front at
six, go in and have a cup, see do we |like each other. If | think you really are presentable and
you think I'’mas sexy-snoky as ny voice . . . why, then it could be a shinin" night of golden

menories. You have a pen and paper?

‘Yes,’ he said, and he wote down the nanme and address of the coffee shop as she gave it to him
‘Now do nme one favour, sugar. You have a paper there with this phone nunber on. Tear it to bitty
pi eces and flush it down a john.’ Wen Joe hesitated, Denm said, ‘Wn't be no good ever again,
anyway,’ and she hung up.

The three typed sentences woul d not prove that Dr. Tucker had survived Flight 353 or that
sonet hi ng about the crash was not kosher. He coul d have conposed them hinsel f. Dr. Tucker’s name
was typed, as well, so there was no evidentiary signature.

Nevert hel ess, he was |loath to di spose of the nmessage. Although it would never prove anything to
anyone else, it nmade these fantastic events seemnore real to him

He called Demi’'s nunber again to see if she would answer it in spite of what she had said.

To his surprise, he got a recorded nessage fromthe tel ephone conpany infornmng himthat the
nunber he had called was no longer in service. He was advised to nmake sure that he had entered the
nunber correctly and then to call 411 for directory assistance. He tried the nunber again with the
same result.

Neat trick. He wondered how it had been done. Dem clearly was nore sophisticated than her grits-
and- col | ard- greens voi ce.

As Joe returned the handset to the cradle, the tel ephone rang, startling himso nuch that he |et
go of it as if he had burned his fingers. Enbarrassed by his edgi ness, he picked it up on the
third ring. ‘Hello?

‘Los Angel es Post?’ a man asked.

“Yes.’
‘“Is this Randy Colway’'s direct |ine?
‘“That’s right.’

‘“Are you M. Col way?’

Startlement and the interlude with Demi had |eft Joe slow on the uptake. Now he recognized the
uni nfl ected voi ce as that of the man who had answered the phone at Rose Marie Tucker’'s house in
Manassas, Virginia.

‘Are you M. Colway? the caller asked again.

“1"mWal | ace Blick,” Joe said

‘M. Carpenter?

Chills clinbed the | adder of his spine, vertebra to vertebra, and Joe sl anmed down the phone.
They knew where he was.

The dozens of nodul ar workstations no | onger seenmed like a series of confortably anonynous nooks.
They were a maze with too many blind corners.

Qui ckly he gathered the printouts and the nmessage that Rose Tucker had left for him

As he was getting up fromthe chair, the phone rang again. He didn't answer it.

On his way out of the newsroom he encountered Dan Shavers, who was returning fromthe

phot ocopying centre with a sheaf of papers in his left hand and his unlit pipe in the right.
Shavers, utterly bald with a luxuriant black beard, wore pleated black dress slacks, red-and-bl ack
chequered suspenders over a grey-and-white pinstripe shirt, and a yellow bow tie. H's half-Ilens
readi ng gl asses dangled fromhis neck on a |oop of black ribbon

A reporter and columi st on the busi ness desk, Shavers was as ponpous and as awkward at small talk
as he thought he was charm ng; however, he was benign in his self-delusion and touching in his

m st aken conviction that he was a spel |l binding raconteur. He said w thout preanble, ‘Joseph, dear
boy, opened a case of ‘74 Mondavi Cabernet |ast week, one of twenty | bought as an investnent when
it was first released, even though at the time | was in Napa not to scout the vintners but to shop
for an antique clock, and let me tell you, this wine has matured so well that-' He broke off,
realizing that Joe had not worked at the newspaper for the better part of a year. Funblingly, he
tried to offer his condol ences regarding ‘that terrible thing, that awful thing, all those poor
peopl e, your wife and the children.’
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Awar e that Randy Colway’'s tel ephone was ringing again farther

back in the newsroom Joe interrupted Shavers, intending to brush himoff, but then he said,
‘Listen, Dan, do you know a conpany call ed Teknol ogi k?

‘Do | know then?’ Shavers wi ggled his eyebrows. ‘Very anus-ing, Joseph.’

‘“You do know then? What's the story, Dan? Are they a pretty |large conglonmerate? | nean, are they
power f ul ?’

‘Ch, very profitable, Joseph, absolutely uncanny at recogni zing cutting edge technology in start-
up conpani es and then acquiring them- or backing entrepreneurs who need cash to develop their

i deas. Cenerally nedically related technology but not always. Their top executives are infanpus
sel f-aggrandi sers, think of thenselves as some kind of business royalty, but they are no better
than us. They, too, answer to He Who Must Be Obeyed.’

Confused, Joe said, ‘He Wio Mist Be Cbeyed?

As do we all, as do we all,’ said Shaver, smling and nodding, raising his pipe to bite the stem
Col way’ s phone stopped ringing. The silence nmade Joe nore nervous than the insistent trilling tone
had done.

They knew where he was.

‘Cot to go,’ he said, wal king away as Shavers began to tell himabout the advantages of owning
Teknol ogi k cor porate bonds.

He proceeded directly to the nearest nen’s room Fortunately, no one else was in the lavatory, no
ol d acquai ntances to delay him

In one of the stalls, Joe tore Rose’s nessage into snall pieces. He flushed it down the toilet, as
Dem had requested, waiting to confirmthat every scrap vani shed, flushing a second tinme to be
sure that nothing was caught in the drain.

Medsped. Teknol ogi k. Corporations conducti ng what appeared to be a police operation. Their |ong
reach, from Los Angel es to Manassas, and their unnerving omi sci ence, argued that these were
corporations with powerful connections beyond the business world, perhaps to the mlitary.
Nevert hel ess, regardl ess of the stakes, it made no sense for a corporation to protect its
interests with hitmen brazen enough to shoot at people in public places - or anywhere else, for
that matter. Regardl ess of how profitable Teknol ogi k mi ght be, big black nunbers at the bottom of
t he bal ance sheet did not exenpt corporate officers and executives fromthe |law, not even here in
Los Angel es, where the |ack of noney was known to be the root of all evil

Considering the inpunity with which they seenmed to think they

could use guns, the nen that he had encountered nust be mlitary personnel or federal agents. Joe
had too little information to all ow himeven to conjecture what role Medsped and Teknol ogi k pl ayed
in the operation.

Al the way along the third-floor hall to the elevators, he expected soneone to call his nane and
order himto stop. Perhaps one of the men in the Hawaiian shirts. O Wallace Blick. O a police
of ficer.

If the peopl e seeking Rose Tucker were federal agents, they would be able to obtain help from

| ocal police. For the time being, Joe would have to regard every nan in uniformas a potenti al
eneny.

As the el evator doors opened, he tensed, half expecting to be apprehended here in the al cove. The
cab was enpty.

On the way down to the first floor, he waited for the power to be cut off. \Wen the doors opened
on the | ower alcove, he was surprised to find it deserted.

In all his life, he had never previously been in the grip of paranoia such as this. He was
overreacting to the events of the early afternoon and to what he had | earned since arriving at the
of fices of the Post.

He wondered if his exaggerated reactions - spells of extreme rage, spiralling fear - were a
response to the past year of enotional deprivation. He had allowed hinself to feel nothing

what soever but grief, self-pity, and the terrible holl owness of inconprehensible loss. In fact,
he’d striven hard not to feel even that much. He had tried to shed his pain, to rise fromthe
ashes like a drab phoenix with no hope except the cold peace of indifference. Now that events
forced himto open hinself to the world again, he was swanped by enotion as a novice surfer was
overwhel med by each cresting wave

In the reception | ounge, as Joe entered, Dewey Beenis was on the tel ephone. He was |istening so
intently that his usually snooth dark face was furrowed. He nurnured, ‘'Yes, uh-huh, uh-huh, yes.’
Headi ng toward the outer door, Joe waved good-bye.

Dewey said, ‘Joe, wait, wait a second.
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Joe stopped and turned.
Though Dewey was |istening to the caller again, his eyes were on Joe.
To indicate that he was in a hurry, Joe tapped one finger against his wistwatch.
Hol d on,’ Dewey said into the phone, and then to Joe, he said, a nan here calling about you.’

Joe shook his head adamantly.

‘“Wants to talk to you,’ Dewey said.

Joe started toward the door again

‘“Wait, Joe, man says he's FBI.

At the door, Joe hesitated and | ooked back at Dewey. The FBI couldn’t be associated with the nen
in the Hawaiian shirts, not with men who shot at innocent people w thout bothering to ask
questions, not with nen Iike Wallace Blick. Could they? Wasn't he letting his fear run away with
hi m agai n, succunbing to paranoi a? He night get answers and protection fromthe FBI

O course, the nman on the phone could be Iying. He m ght not be with the Bureau. Possibly he was
hoping to delay Joe until Blick and his friends - or others aligned with them- could get here.
Wth a shake of his head, Joe turned away from Dewey. He pushed through the door and into the
August heat .

Behi nd him Dewey said, ‘Joe?

Joe wal ked toward his car. He resisted the urge to break into a run

At the far end of the parking lot, by the open gate, the young attendant with the shaved head and
the gold nose ring was watching. In this city where sonmetimes noney mattered nore than fidelity or
honour or nerit, style mattered nore than noney; fashions cane and went even nore frequently than
principles and convictions, |eaving only the unchanging signal colours of youth gangs as a
sartorial tradition. This kid s |ook, punk-grunge-neopunk-whatever, was already as dated as spats,
maki ng himl ook | ess threatening than he thought and nore pathetic than he would ever be able to
conprehend. Yet under these circunstances, his interest in Joe seemed om nous.

Even at | ow volune, the hard beat of rap nusic thunped through the blistering air.

The interior of the Honda was hot but not intolerable. The side w ndow, shattered by a bullet at
the cenetery, provided just enough ventilation to prevent suffocation

The attendant had probably noticed the broken-out w ndow when Joe had driven in. Maybe he’d been
t hi nki ng about it.

VWhat does it matter if he has been thinking? It’s only a broken W ndow.

He was certain the engine wouldn't start, but it did.

As Joe backed out of the parking slot, Dewey Beenis opened the reception-|lounge door and stepped
outside onto the small concrete

stoop under the awning that bore the |ogo of the Post. The big man | ooked not al armed but puzzl ed.
Dewey woul dn't try to stop him They were friends, after all, or had once been friends, and the
man on the phone was just a voice.

Joe shifted the Honda into drive.

Comi ng down the steps, Dewey shouted something. He didn't sound al arned. He sounded confused,
concer ned.

I gnoring hi mnonet hel ess, Joe drove toward the exit. Under the dirty Ci nzano unbrella, the
attendant rose fromthe folding chair. He was only two steps fromthe rolling gate that woul d
close off the |lot.

Atop the chain-link fence, the coils of razor wire flared with silver reflections of |ate-

af t ernoon sunlight.

Joe glanced at the rear-view mrror. Back there, Dewey was standing with his hands on his hips.
As Joe went past the Cinzano unbrella, the attendant didn't even come forth out of the shade.

Wat ching with heavy-Ilidded eyes, as expressionless as an iguana, he w ped sweat off his brow wth
one hand, black fingernails glistening.

Through the open gate and turning right into the street, Joe was driving too fast. The tyres
squeal ed and sucked wetly at the sun-softened bl acktop, but he didn’t sl ow down.

He went west on Strathern Street and heard sirens by the time that he turned south on Lankershim
Boul evard. Sirens were part of the nusic of the city, day and night; they didn't necessarily have
anything to do with him

Neverthel ess, all the way to the Ventura Freeway, under it, and then west on Morpark, he

repeat edly checked the rear-view mrror for pursuing vehicles, either marked or unnarked.

He was not a crimnal. He should have felt safe going to the authorities to report the nmen in the
cenetery, to tell them about the message from Rose Marie Tucker, and to report his suspicions
about Flight 353.
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On the other hand, in spite of being on the run for her life, Rose apparently hadn't sought
protection fromthe cops, perhaps because there was no protection to be had. My |ife depends on
your discretion. He had been a crine reporter |ong enough to have seen nore than a few cases in
whi ch the victimhad been targeted not because of anything he had done, not because of nobney or
ot her possessions that his assailant desired, but nerely because of what

he had known. A man with too nuch know edge coul d be nore dangerous than a nan with a gun

What know edge Joe had about Flight 353 seened, however, to be pathetically inadequate. |f he was
a target nerely because he knew t hat Rose Tucker existed and that she clained to have survived the
crash, then the secrets she possessed nmust be so expl osive that the power of them could be
nmeasured only in negatonnage

As he drove west toward Studio City, he thought of the red letters enblazoned on the black T-shirt
worn by the attendant at the Post parking |ot: FEAR NADA. That was a phil osophy Joe coul d never
enbrace. He feared so nuch.

More than anything, he was tornented by the possibility that the crash had not been an accident,
that Mchelle and Chrissie and Nina died not at the whimof fate but by the hand of nman. Although
the National Transportation Safety Board hadn’t been able to settle on a probable cause, hydraulic
control systens failure conplicated by human error was one possible scenario - and one with which
he had been able to |live because it was so i npersonal, as nmechani cal and cold as the universe
itself. He would find it intol erable, however, if they had perished froma cowardly act of
terrorismor because of sone nore personal crine, their lives sacrificed to hunman greed or envy or
hat r ed.

He feared what such a discovery would do to him He feared what he might becone, his potential for
savagery, the hideous ease with which he m ght enbrace vengeance and call it justice

3

In the current atnosphere of fierce conpetitiveness that marked their industry, California bankers
were keeping their offices open on Saturdays, sone as late as five o' clock. Joe arrived at the
Studio City branch of his bank twenty m nutes before the doors closed.

When he sold the house here, he had not bothered to switch his account to a branch nearer his one-
room apartnment in Laurel Canyon. Conveni ence wasn’t a consideration when tine no |onger nattered
He went to a wi ndow where a wonan naned Heat her was tending to paperwork as she waited for |ast-

m nut e busi ness. She had worked at this bank since Joe had first opened an account a decade ago.
‘l need to make a cash withdrawal ,” he said, after the requisite small talk, ‘but |I don’t have ny
chequebook with me.’

‘That’s no problem’ she assured him

It becane a small problem however, when Joe asked for twenty thousand dollars in hundred-dollar
bills. Heather went to the other end of the bank and huddl ed in conversation with the head teller
who then consulted the assistant manager. This was a young man no | ess handsone than the current
hottest novie hero; perhaps he was one of the |egion of woul d-be stars who | aboured in the rea
world to survive while waiting for the fantasy of fame. They glanced at Joe as if his identity was
now i n doubt.

Taki ng i n noney, banks were like industrial vacuumcleaners. Gving it out, they were cl ogged
faucets.

Heat her returned with a guarded expression and the news that they were happy to accommodate him

t hough there were, of course, procedures that must be foll owed.

At the other end of the bank, the assistant manager was tal king on his phone, and Joe suspected
that he hinmself was the subject of the conversation. He knew he was letting his paranoia get the
better of himagain, but his nouth went dry, and his heartbeat increased.

The nmoney was his. He needed it.

That Heat her had known Joe for years - in fact, attended the sanme Lutheran church where M chelle
had taken Chrissie and Nina to Sunday school and services - did not obviate her need to see his
driver’s license. The days of common trust and conmon sense were so far in Anerica s past that
they seenmed not nerely to be ancient history but to be part of the history of another country

al t oget her.

He remai ned patient. Everything he owned was on deposit here, including nearly sixty thousand
dollars in equity fromthe sale of the house, so he could not be denied the noney, which he would
need for living expenses. Wth the sane peopl e seeking hi mwho were searching for Rose Tucker, he
could not go back to the apartnent and would have to live out of notels for the duration

The assi stant nmanager had concluded his call. He was staring at a note pad on his desk, tapping it
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with a pencil.

Joe had considered using his few credit cards to pay for things, supplenmented by small suns

wi t hdrawn as needed fromautomated teller nmachines. But authorities could track a suspect through
credit-card use and ATM activity - and be ever on his heels. They could even have his plastic

sei zed by any nerchant at the point of purchase

A phone rang on the assistant manager’'s desk. He snatched it up, glanced at Joe, and turned away
in his swivel chair, as if he worried that his lips night be read.

After procedures were followed and everyone was satisfied that Joe was neither his own evil twn
nor a bold inpersonator in a clever rubber nmask, the assistant nanager, his phone conversation
concluded, slowy gathered the hundred-dollar bills fromother tellers’ drawers and fromthe
vault. He brought the required sumto Heather and, with a fixed and uneasy snmle, watched as she
counted it for Joe.

Perhaps it was inmagination, but Joe felt they disapproved of his carrying so nuch noney, not
because it put himin danger but because these days people who dealt in cash were stigmatised. The
government required banks to report cash transactions of five thousand dollars or nore, ostensibly
to hanmper attenpts by drug lords to |aunder funds through legitimate financial institutions. in
reality, no drug lord was ever inconvenienced by this law, but the financial activities of average
citizens were now nore easily

noni t or ed

Thr oughout history, cash or the equivalent - dianonds, gold coins - had been the best guarantor of
freedomand nobility. Cash neant the sane things to Joe and nothing nore. Yet from Heather and her
bosses, he continued to endure a surreptitious scrutiny that seened to be based on the assunption
that he was engaged in sone crimnal enterprise or, at best, was on his way for a few days of
unspeakabl e debauchery in Las Vegas.

As Heat her put the twenty thousand in a nanila envel ope, the phone rang on the assistant manager’s
desk. Murnuring into the nouthpiece, he continued to find Joe of interest.

By the time Joe left the bank, five nminutes past closing tinme, the |last custoner to depart, he was
weak- kneed wi th apprehensi on

The heat remai ned oppressive, and the five-o0’clock sky was still cloudl ess and bl ue, although not
the profound blue that it had been earlier. Now it was curiously depthless, a flat blue that

rem nded hi m of something he had seen before. The reference remai ned el usive until he had gotten
into the car and started the engi ne

- and then he recall ed the dead-blue eyes of the | ast corpse that he had seen on a norgue gurney,
t he night he wal ked away fromcrime reporting forever

When he drove out of the bank lot, he saw that the assistant nanager was standi ng beyond the gl ass
doors, all but hidden by the reflected bronze glare of the westering sun. Maybe he was storing
away a description of the Honda and nenorizing the license-plate nunber. O maybe he was j ust

| ocki ng the doors.

The metropolis shimered under the blind blue stare of the dead sky.

Passing a snall nei ghbourhood shopping centre, fromacross three lanes of traffic, Joe saw a woman
with | ong auburn hair stepping out of a Ford Explorer. She was parked in front of a conveni ence
store. Fromthe passenger side junped a little girl with a cap of tousled blond hair. Their faces
wer e hidden from him

Joe angl ed recklessly across traffic, nearly colliding with an elderly man in a grey Mercedes. At
the intersection, as the light turned fromyellowto red, he nade an illegal U-turn

He already regretted what he was about to do. But he could no nore stop hinself than he could
hasten the day’ s end by conmandi ng the sun to set. He was in the grip of a bizarre conpul sion

Shaken by his lack of self-control, he parked near the wonan’'s Ford Explorer. He got out of the
Honda. His | egs were weak.

He stood staring at the conveni ence store. The worman and the child were in there, but he couldn't
see themfor the posters and nerchandi se displays in the big w ndows.

He turned away fromthe store and | eaned agai nst the Honda, trying to conpose hinself.

After the crash in Col orado, Beth McKay had referred himto a group call ed The Conpassi onate
Friends, a nationw de organiz-ation for people who had |ost children. Beth was slowy finding her
way to acceptance through Conpassionate Friends in Virginia, so Joe went to a few neetings of a

| ocal chapter, but he soon stopped attending. In that regard, he was |ike nbst other nen in his
situation; bereaved nothers went to the neetings faithfully and found confort in talking with
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ot hers whose children had been taken, but nearly all the fathers turned inward and held their pain
cl ose. Joe wanted to be one of the few who could find salvation by reaching out, but male biol ogy
or psychology - or pure stubbornness or self-pity - kept him al oof, al one.

At | east, from Conpassionate Friends, he had di scovered that this bizarre conpul sion, by which he
was now sei zed, was not unique to him It was so common they had a nane for it: searching
behavi our .

Everybody who lost a | oved one engaged in a degree of searching behaviour, although it was nore

i ntense for those who | ost children. Some grievers suffered it worse than others. Joe had it bad
Intellectually, he could accept that the dead were gone forever. Enptionally, on a primal |evel,
he renai ned convinced that he would see themagain. At tines he expected his w fe and daughters to
wal k through a door or to be on the phone when it rang. Driving, he was occasionally overcone by
the certainty that Chrissie and Nina were behind himin the car, and he turned, breathless with
excitement, nore shocked by the enptiness of the backseat than he would have been to find that the
girls were indeed alive again and with him

Sonetimes he saw themon a street. On a playground. In a park. On the beach. They were always at a
di stance, wal king away fromhim Sonmetinmes he | et themgo, but sonetinmes he was conpelled to
follow, to see their faces, to say, ‘Wit for ne, wait, I'"mconing wth you.

Now he turned away fromthe Honda. He went to the entrance of the conveni ence store.

Openi ng the door, he hesitated. He was torturing hinself. The inevitable enotional inplosion that
woul d ensue when this wonman and child proved not to be Mchelle and Nina would be like taking a
hamer to his own heart.

The events of the day - the encounter with Rose Tucker at the cenetery, her words to him the
shocki ng nessage waiting for himat the Post - had been so extraordinary that he discovered a gut-
deep faith in uncanny possibilities that surprised him If Rose could fall nore than four mles,
smash unchecked into Col orado rock, and walk away ... Unreason overruled facts and logic. A brief,
sweet madness stripped off the arnmour of indifference in which he’d clothed hinself with so nuch
struggl e and determination, and into his heart surged something |ike hope.

He went into the store.

The cashier’s counter was to his left. A pretty Korean woman in her thirties was clipping packages
of SlimJimsausages to a wire display rack. She smiled and nodded.

A Korean man, perhaps her husband, was at the cash register. He greeted Joe with a comment about

t he heat.

Ignoring them Joe passed the first of four aisles, then the second. He saw the auburn-haired
wonman and the child at the end of the third aisle.

They were standing at a cooler full of soft drinks, their backs to him He stood for a noment at
the head of the aisle, waiting for themto turn toward him

The woman was in white ankle-tie sandals, white cotton slacks, and a time-green bl ouse. Mchelle
had owned sinmilar sandals, sim-lar slacks. Not the blouse. Not the blouse, that he could recall
The little girl, Nina's age, Nna's size, was in white sandals |ike her mother’s, pink shorts, and
a white T-shirt. She stood with her head cocked to one side, sw nging her slender arns, the way

Ni na sonetinmes stood.

Ni ne- ah, neen-ah, have you seen her.

Joe was hal fway down the aisle before he realized that he was on the nove.

He heard the little girl say, ‘Please, root beer, please?

Then he heard hinself say, ‘N na,’ because Nina's favourite drink had been root beer. ‘N na?

M chel | e?’

The wonman and the child turned to him They were not Nina and Mchelle.

He had known they woul d not be the woman and the girl whom he had | oved. He was operating not on
reason but on a denented

i mpul se of the heart. He had known, had known. Yet when he saw they were strangers, he felt as
t hough he had been punched in the chest.

Stupidly, he said, ‘You. . . | thought.. . standing there...’
‘Yes?' the wonman said, puzzled and wary.
‘Don’t ... don't let her go,” he told the nother, surprised by the hoarseness of his own voi ce.

‘Don’t let her go, out of your sight, on her own, they vanish, they' re gone, unless you keep them
cl ose.”’

Alarm flickered across the woman’'s face.

Wth the innocent honesty of a four-year-old, piping up in a concerned and hel pful tone, the
little girl said, “Mster, you need to buy sone soap. You sure snell. The soap’s over that way,
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"1l show you.’
The not her quickly took her daughter’s hand, pulled her close. Joe realized that he nust, indeed,
snell. He had been on the beach in the sun for a couple of hours, and later in the cenmetery, and

nmore than once he' d broken into a sweat of fear. He’'d had nothing to eat during the day, so his
breath nmust be sour with the beer that he had drunk at the shore.

‘ Thank you, sweetheart,’ he said. ‘You're right. | snell. | better get sone soap.’

Behi nd him soneone said, ‘Everything all right?

Joe turned and saw the Korean proprietor. The man’s previously placid face was now carved by
Worry.

‘1 thought they were people | knew,’ Joe explained. ‘People | knew. . . once.’

He realized that he had left the apartnent this norning wthout shaving. Stubbled, greasy with
stale sweat, runpled, breath sour and beery, eyes wild with bl asted hope, he nust be a daunting
sight. Now he better understood the attitude of the people at the bank

‘Everything all right? the proprietor asked the wonan.

She was uncertain. ‘l guess so.

‘“I"mgoing,’” Joe said. He felt as if his internal organs were slip-sliding into new positions, his
stomach rising and his heart dropping down into the pit of him ‘It’'s okay, okay, just a m stake,
I’ m going.’

He stepped past the owner and went quickly to the front of the store.

As he headed past the cashier’s counter toward the door, the Korean wonan worriedly said,
‘Everything all right?

“Not hi ng, nothing,’” Joe said, and he hurried outside into the sedi mentary heat of the settling
day.

When he got into the Honda, he saw the nmanila envel ope on the passenger’s seat. He had left twenty
thousand dol | ars unattended in an unl ocked car. Although there had been no mracle in the

conveni ence store, it was a mracle that the noney was still here.

Tortured by severe stomach cranmps, with a tightness in his chest that restricted his breathing,
Joe wasn't confident of his ability to drive with adequate attention to traffic. But he didn't
want the woman to think that he was waiting for her, stalking her. He started the Honda and | eft
t he shopping centre

Switching on the air conditioning, tilting the vents toward his face, he struggled for breath, as
if his lungs had coll apsed and he was striving to re-inflate themw th sheer willpower. Wat air
he was able to inhale was heavy inside him Iike a scalding Iiquid.

This was sonething else that he had | earned from Conpassi onate Friends neetings: For nost of those
who | ost children, not just for him the pain was at times physical, stunning.

Wyunded, he drove half hunched over the steering wheel, wheezing |ike an asthmatic.

He thought of the angry vow that he had nade to destroy those who mght be to blame for the fate
of Flight 353, and he laughed briefly, sourly, at his foolishness, at the unlikely inage of

hi nsel f as an unstoppabl e engi ne of vengeance. He was wal ki ng w eckage. Dangerous to no one.

I f he | earned what had really happened to that 747, if treachery was indeed involved, and if he
di scovered who was responsible, the perpetrators would kill himbefore he could lift a hand

agai nst them They were powerful, with apparently vast resources. He had no chance of bringing
themto justice

Nevert hel ess, he’d keep trying. The choice to turn away fromthe hunt was not his to nake.
Conpul si on drove him Searchi ng behavi our

At a K-Mart, Joe purchased an electric razor and a bottle of aftershave. He bought a toothbrush,
toot hpaste, and toiletries.

The glare of the fluorescent lights cut at his eyes. One wheel on his shopping cart wobbl ed
noisily, louder in his inmagination than in reality, exacerbating his headache.

Shoppi ng qui ckly, he bought a suitcase, two pair of blue jeans,

a grey sports coat - corduroy, because the fall lines were already on display in August -
underwear, T-shirts, athletic socks, and a new pair of Ni kes. He went strictly by the stated si ze,
tryi ng not hi ng.

After |eaving K-Mart, he found a nodest, clean notel in Mlibu, on the ocean, where | ater he m ght
be able to sleep to the runble of the surf. He shaved, showered, and changed into clean clothes.
By seven-thirty, with an hour of sunlight left, he drove east to Culver City, where Thonas Lee
Vadance' s wi dow |ived. Thomas had been listed on the passenger manifest for Flight 353, and his
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wi fe, Nora, had been quoted by the Post.

At a McDonal d’s, Joe bought two cheeseburgers and a cola. In the steel-tethered book at the
restaurant’s public phone, he found a nunber and an address for Nora Vadance.

Fromhis previous life as a reporter, he had a Thonmas Brothers Quide, the indispensable book of
Los Angel es County street nmaps, but he thought he knew M's. Vadance’ s nei ghbour hood

Whil e he drove, he ate both of the burgers and washed them down with the cola. He was surprised by
hi s own sudden hun-ger

The single-story house had a cedar-shingle roof, shingled walls, white trim and white shutters.

It was an odd nix of California ranch house and New Engl and coastal cottage, but with its
flagstone wal kway and neatly tended beds of inpatiens and agapantha, it was charm ng

The day was still warm Heat shimmered off the flagstones.

Wth an orange-pink glow growing in the western sky and purple twilight just sliding into viewin
the east, Joe clinbed two steps onto the porch and rang the bell

The wonan who answered the door was about thirty years old and pretty in a fresh-faced way.

Al t hough she was a brunette, she had the fair conplexion of a redhead, with freckles and green
eyes. She was in khaki shorts and a man’s threadbare white shirt with the sleeves rolled up. Her
hair was in disarray and danp with sweat, and on her |left cheek was a snudge of dirt.

She | ooked as if she had been doi ng housework. And crying.

‘M's. Vadance?' Joe asked.

‘Yes.’

Al t hough he had al ways been smpoth about ingratiating hinself with an intervi ewee when he had been
a reporter, he was awkward now. He felt too casually dressed for the serious questions that he had
come to ask. His jeans were | oose, the wai stband gathered and cinched with a belt, and because the
air was hot, he'd left the

Sports coat in the Honda. He wi shed he’d bought a shirt instead of just T-shirts.

‘Ms. Vadance, | was wondering if | could speak with you-

“1"mvery busy right now’

‘“My nane’s Joe Carpenter. My wife died on the plane. And ny two little girls.

Her breath caught in her throat. Then: ‘One year ago.

‘Yes. Tonight.’

She stepped back fromthe door. ‘Cone in.

He followed her into a cheery, predom nantly white and yellow living roomw th chintz drapes and
pillows. A dozen Liadro porcelains stood in a |ighted corner display case.

She asked Joe to have a seat. As he settled in an arnthair, she went to a doorway and call ed,

‘ Bob? Bob, we have a visitor.

‘I"msorry to bother you on a Saturday night,’” Joe said. Returning fromthe doorway and perching
on the sofa, the wonan said, ‘Not at all. But I"'mafraid I’mnot the Ms. Vadance you cane to see.
I"mnot Nora. My nane’s Clarise. It was ny nother-in-law who | ost her husband in the...in the

acci dent .’

From the back of the house, a man entered the living room and darise introduced him as her
husband. He was perhaps two years older than his wife, tall, lanky, crewcut, with a pleasant and
sel f-confident nmanner. H s handshake was firmand his smile easy, but under his tan was a

pal eness, in his blue eyes a sorrow.

As Bob Vadance sat on the sofa beside his wife, Carise explained that Joe's fam |y had perished
in the crash. To Joe, she said, ‘It was Bob’s dad we |ost, coning back froma business trip.’

O all the things that they might have said to one another, they established their bond by talking
about how they had first heard the dreadful news out of Col orado.

Clarise and Bob, a fighter pilot assigned to Mramar Naval Air Station north of San Di ego, had
been out to dinner with two other pilots and their wives. They were at a cosy ltalian restaurant
and, after dinner, noved into the bar, where there was a tel evision set. The basebal |l gane was
interrupted for a bulletin about Nationwi de Flight 353. Bob had known his dad was flying that
night fromNew York to L. A and that he often travelled Nationw de, but he hadn’t known the flight
nunber. Using a bar phone to call Nationw de at LAX, he was quickly connected with a public-
relations officer who confirmed that Thomas Lee Vadance was on the passenger manifest. Bob and
Clarise had driven fromMramar to Culver City in record tine, arriving shortly after el even

0’ cl ock. They

didn't call Nora, Bob’'s mother, because they didn't know if she had heard. If she was stil
unaware of the news, they wanted to tell her in person rather than over the phone. Wen they
arrived just after mdnight, the house was brightly lighted, the front door unlocked. Nora was in
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the kitchen, making corn chowder, a big pot of corn chowder, because Tom | oved her corn chowder,
and she was baki ng chocol ate-chi p cookies with pecans because Bob | oved those cookies too. She
knew about the crash, knew that he was dead out there just east of the Rockies, but she needed to
be doi ng sonmething for him They had been nmarri ed when Nora was ei ghteen and Tom was twenty, had
been narried for thirty-five years, and she had needed to be doing something for him

“In ny case, | didn't know until | got to the airport to pick themup,’ Joe said. ‘They'd been to
Virginia to visit Mchelle's folks, and then three days in New York so the girls could neet their
Aunt Delia for the first tinme. | arrived early, of course, and first thing when | went into the
terminal, | checked the nonitors to see if their flight was on tinme. It was still shown as on

tinme, but when | went up to the gate where it was supposed to arrive, airline personnel were
greeting people as they approached the area, talking to themin | ow voices, |eading sone of them
away to a private lounge. This young nman cane up to ne, and before he opened his nouth, | knew
what he was going to say. | wouldn’'t let himtalk. | said, “No, don't say it, don't you dare say
it.” When he tried to speak anyway, | turned away fromhim and when he put a hand on ny arm |
knocked it off. | might have punched himto keep himfromtal king, except by then there were three
of them himand two wonmen, around nme, close around nme. It was as if | didn't want to be told
because being told was what nade it real, that it wouldn't be real, you know, wouldn’'t actually
have happened, if they didn't say it.’

They were all silent, listening to the renenbered voices of |ast year, the voices of strangers
with terrible news.

‘Momtook it so hard for a long tinme,” Carise said at |ast, speaking of her nother-in-law as
fondly as if Nora had been her own nother. ‘She was only fifty-three, but she really didn't want
to go on without Tom They were-’

‘-so close,’ Bob finished. ‘But then |ast week when we canme to visit, she was way up, so nuch
better. She'd been so bitter, depressed and bitter, but now she was full of life again. She'd

al ways been cheerful before the crash, a real-’

‘--peopl e person, so outgoing,’ Carise continued for him as if their thoughts ran al ways on
precisely the sanme track. ‘And

suddenly here again | ast week was the woman we’d al ways known and missed for the past year.’

Dr ead washed t hrough Joe when he realized they were speak-ing of Nora Vadance as one speaks of the
dead. ‘What’s hap-pened?

From a pocket of her khaki shorts, Carise had taken a Kl eenex. She was blotting her eyes. ‘Last
week she said she knew now that Tom wasn’t gone forever, that no one was ever gone forever. She
seermed so happy. She was-

‘-radiant,’ Bob said, taking his wife’'s hand in his. ‘Joe, we don’t know why really, with the
depression gone and her being so full of plans for the first time in a year. . . but four days
ago, ny nom

she conmitted suicide.’

The funeral had been held the previous day. Bob and Clarise didn't |ive here. They were staying
only through Tuesday, packing Nora's clothes and personal effects for distribution to relatives
and the Sal vation Arny Thrift Shop

‘It’s so hard,” Clarise said, unrolling and then rerolling the right sleeve on her white shirt as
she tal ked. ‘She was such a sweet person.’

‘I shouldn’t be here right now,’ Joe said, getting up fromthe arncthair. ‘This isn't a good tine.’
Ri si ng qui ckly, extending one hand al nost pleadingly, Bob Vadance said, ‘No, please, sit down.

Pl ease. W need a break fromthe sorting . . . the packing. Talking to you . . . well

He shrugged. He was all long arns and | egs, graceful before but not now ‘W all know what it’s
like. It's easier because-’

‘-because we all know what it’s like,” Carise finished.

After a hesitation, Joe sat in the arncthair again. ‘I only have a few questions. . . and maybe
only your nother could ve answered them'’

Havi ng readjusted her right sleeve, Clarise unrolled and then rerolled the left. She needed to be
doi ng sonet hing whil e she tal ked. Maybe she was afraid that her unoccupi ed hands woul d encour age
her to express the grief that she was striving to contro

- perhaps by covering her face, by twi sting and pulling her hair, or by curling into fists and
striking sonething. ‘Joe . . . this heat

woul d you |ike sonething cold to drink?

‘“No thanks. Quick is better, and I'll go. What | wanted to ask
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your nother was if she’d been visited by anyone recently. By a woman who calls herself Rose.’

Bob and C ari se exchanged a gl ance, and Bob said, ‘Wuld this be a black woman?’

A qui ver passed through Joe. ‘Yes. Snall, about five two, but with. . . real presence.’

‘Mom woul dn’t say much about her,’ Carise said, ‘but this Rose came once, and they talked, and it
seenmed as if sonething she told Momwas what nade all the difference. W got the idea she was some
sort of-’

‘-spiritual advisor or sonmething,’” Bob finished. ‘At first, we didn't like the sound of it,
thought it m ght be soneone taking advantage of Mom her being so down and vul nerable. W thought
maybe this was sonme New Age crazy or-’

‘-a con artist,’ Clarise continued, now |l eaning forward fromthe sofa to straighten the silk
flowers in an arrangenment on the coffee table. *Soneone trying to rip her off or just ness with
her mnd.’

‘But when she tal ked about Rose, she was so-

‘-full of peace. It didn't seemthis could be bad, not when it nade Mom feel so much better
Anyway -’

‘-she said this woman wasn't comning back,’ Bob finished. ‘Mom said, thanks to Rose, she knew Dad

was sonewhere safe. He hadn’'t just died and that was the end. He was somewhere safe and fine.’
‘*She wouldn’t tell us how she’d come around to this faith, when she’d never even been a churchgoer
before,” Carise added. ‘Wuldn’t say who Rose was or what Rose had told her.

‘“Wouldn’t tell us much at all about the woman,’ Bob confirmed. ‘Just that it had to be a secret
now, for alittle while, but that eventually-’

‘-everyone woul d know.'’

‘Eventual |y everyone woul d know what ?’ Joe asked.

‘That Dad was sonewhere safe, | guess, sonewhere safe and fine.’

‘“No,” Clarise said, finishing with the silk flowers, sitting back on the sofa, clasping her hands
in her lap, ‘I think she meant nore than that. | think she nmeant eventually everyone woul d know

that none of us ever just dies, that we. . . go on sonewhere safe.’

Bob sighed. ‘1’1l be frank with you, Joe. It made us a little nervous, hearing this superstitious
stuff coming fromny nother, who was al ways so down-to-earth. But it made her happy, and after the
awf ul ness of the past year-’

‘-we didn't see what harmit could do.

Spiritualismwas not what Joe had expected. He was uneasy if not downright disappointed. He had
t hought that Dr. Rose Tucker knew what had really happened to Flight 353 and was prepared to
finger those responsible. He had never inagined that what she had to offer was nmerely nysticism
spiritual counselling.

‘Do you think she had an address for this Rose, a tel ephone nunber?’

Clarise said, ‘“No. | don’t think so. Momwas. . . mysterious about it.’” To her husband, she said:
‘ Show himthe picture.’
‘“It’s still in her bedroom’ Bob said, rising fromthe sofa. ‘I1'Il get it.

‘“What picture? Joe asked Clarise as Bob left the Iiving room
‘“Strange. It’s one this Rose brought to Nora. It’s kind of creepy, but Momtook confort fromit.
It’s a photo of Tomis grave.’

The phot ograph was a standard colour print taken with a Polaroid canera. The shot showed the
headst one at Thonas Lee Vadance's grave: his name, the dates of his birth and death, the words

‘ cheri shed husband and bel oved fat her.

In menory, Joe could see Rose Marie Tucker in the cenetery:

I"’mnot ready to talk to you yet.

Clarise said, ‘Momwent out and bought the frane. She wanted to keep the picture behind glass. It
was inmportant to her that it not get danmged.’

‘“While we were staying here |ast week, three full days, she carried it with her everywhere,’ Bob
said. ‘Cooking in the kitchen, sitting in the fanmily roomwatching TV, outside on the patio when
we were barbecuing, always with her.’

‘Even when we went out to dinner,” Carise said. ‘She put it in her purse.’

‘“It’s just a photograph,’ Joe said, puzzled.

“Just a photograph,’ Bob Vadance agreed. ‘She could’ ve taken it herself - but for sone reason it
meant nore to her because this Rose wonan had taken it.’

Joe slid a finger down the snooth silver-plated frame and across the glass, as if he were
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clairvoyant and able to read the nmeaning of the photograph by absorbing a |ingering psychic energy
fromit.

‘“When she first showed it to us,’ said Carise, ‘she watched us with such . . . expectation. As if
she thought -’

‘-we woul d have a bigger reaction to it,’ Bob concl uded.

Putting the photograph on the coffee table, Joe frowned. ‘Bigger reaction? Like how?

‘W couldn’t understand,’ Carise said. She picked up the photo and began to polish the frame and
gl ass on her shirttail. ‘Wien we didn't respond to it the way she hoped, then she asked us what we
saw when we | ooked at it.’

‘A gravestone,’ Joe said.

‘Dad’ s grave,’ Bob agreed.

Cl ari se shook her head. ‘Mom seened to see nore.

‘More? Like what?

‘She woul dn’t say, but she-

‘-told us the day would conme when we would see it different,’ Bob finished.

In nmenory, Rose in the graveyard, clutching the canera in two hands, |ooking up at Joe: You'l

see, like the others,

‘Do you know who this Rose is? Wiy did you ask us about her?’ darise wondered.
Joe told them about neeting the wonan at the cenetery, but he said nothing about the nmen in the
white van. In his edited version, Rose had left in a car, and he had been unable to detain her

‘But fromwhat she said to ne . . . | thought she m ght have visited the famlies of sonme other
crash victins. She told me not to despair, told ne that |I'd see, |ike the others had seen, but she
wasn't ready to talk yet. The trouble is, |I couldn’t wait for her to he ready. If she's talked to
others, | want to know what she told them what she hel ped themto see.’

‘Whatever it was,” Clarise said, ‘it made Momfeel better.’

‘O did it? Bob wondered.

‘For a week, it did,” Carise said. ‘For a week she was happy.

‘But it led to this,’” Bob said.

if Joe hadn’t been a reporter with so nany years of experience asking hard questions of victins
and their famlies, he mght have found it difficult to push Bob and Clarise to contenpl ate
another grimpossibility that woul d expose themto fresh angui sh. But when the events of this
extraordi nary day were considered, the question had to he asked: ‘Are you absolutely sure that it
was suici de?

Bob started to speak, faltered, and turned his head away to blink back Iliars.

Taki ng her husband’s hand, Carise said to Joe, ‘There’s no question. Nora killed herself.’
‘Did she | eave a note?

‘“No,’ Clarise said. ‘Nothing to help us understand.

‘ She was so happy, you said. Radiant. If-

‘She left a videotape,’” darise said.

‘You nean, saying good-bye?

‘“No. It’s this strange . . . this terrible . . .° She shook her head, face twisting with distaste
at a loss for words to describe the video. Then: ‘It’'s this thing.’

Bob let go of his wife’'s hand and got to his feet. ‘I’mnot nuch of a drinking man, Joe, but |
need a drink for this.’

Di smayed, Joe said, ‘I don't want to add to your suffering-’

‘No, it’s all right,” Bob assured him ‘W’re all of us out of that crash together, survivors
together, famly of a sort, and there shouldn’'t be anything you can't talk about with famly. You
want a drink?’

‘Sure.’

‘Clarise, don't tell himabout the video until |’'m back. | know you think it’Il be easier on nme if
you tal k about it when I'mnot in the room but it won't.’

Bob Vadance regarded his wife with great tenderness, and when she replied, ‘1'Il wait,’ her |ove

for himwas so evident that Joe had to | ook away. He was too sharply rem nded of what he had | ost.
When Bob was out of the room Clarise started to adjust the arrangenent of silk flowers again.
Then she sat with her el bows on her bare knees, her face buried in her hands.

When finally she | ooked up at Joe, she said, ‘He's a good man.’

‘I like him’
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‘ Good husband, good son. People don't know him- they see the fighter pilot, served in the Gulf

War, tough guy. But he’s gentle too. Sentinental streak a mle wide, |like his dad.
Joe waited for what she really wanted to tell him
After a pause, she said, ‘W’ ve been slowto have children. I'mthirty, Bob’s thirty-two. There

seenmed to be so nmuch tine, so nuch to do first. But now our kids will grow up wi thout ever know ng
Bob’ s dad or nom and they were such good people.’

‘“It’s not your fault,’ Joe said. ‘It’s all out of our hands. W' re just passengers on this train
we don’'t drive it, no matter how nuch we |like to think we do.

‘Have you really reached that |evel of acceptance?

‘Trying.’

‘Are you even cl ose?

“Shit, no.’

She | aughed softly.

Joe hadn’t nmade anyone laugh in a year - except Rose’'s friend on the phone earlier. Al though pain
and irony coloured Clarise's brief laughter, there was also relief in it. Having affected her this
way, Joe felt a connection with I[ife that had eluded himfor so |ong.

After a silence, Carise said, ‘Joe, could this Rose be an evil person?

‘No. Just the opposite.’

Her freckled face, so open and trusting by nature, now clouded with doubt. ‘You sound so sure.
“You would be too, if you net her.’

Bob Vadance returned with three gl asses, a bow of cracked ice, a litre of 7-Up, and a bottle of
Seagramis 7 CGown. ‘I'mafraid there’s no real choice to offer,’” he apol ogi zed. ‘Nobody in this
famly's nmuch of a drinker - but when we do take a touch, we like it sinmple.’

‘This is fine,” Joe said, and accepted his 7-and-7 when it was ready.

They tasted their drinks - Bob had m xed them strong - and for a noment the only sound was the
clinking of ice.

Clarise said, ‘W know it was suicide, because she taped it.’

Certain that he had mi sunderstood, Joe said, ‘Wo taped it?

‘Nora, Bob’s nother,’ Clarise said. 'She videotaped her own suicide.’

Twi | i ght evaporated in a steam of crinmson and purple light, and out of that neon vapour, night
coal esced agai nst the wi ndows of the yellow and white |iving room

Qui ckly and succinctly, with commendabl e self-control, Carise reveal ed what she knew of her

not her-in-law s horribl e death. She spoke in a | ow voice, yet every word was bell-note clear and
seermed to reverberate through Joe until he gradually began to trenble with the cunulative

vi brati ons.

Rob Vadance fini shed none of his wife's sentences. He remmined silent throughout | ooking at
neither Clarise nor Joe. He stared at his drink, to which he resorted frequently.

The conpact Sanyo 8mm cantorder that had captured the death was Tom Vadance’'s toy. It had been
stored in the closet in his study since before his death aboard Flight 353.

The canera was easy to use. Fuzzy-logic technol ogy automati-cally adjusted the shutter speed and
whi te bal ance. Though Nora had never had much experience with it, she could have | earned the
essentials of its operation in a few m nutes.

The Ni Cad battery had not contained nuch juice after a year in the closet. Therefore, Nora Vadance
had taken tine to recharge it, indicating a chilling degree of prenmeditation. The police found the
AC adaptor and the battery charger plugged into an outlet on the kitchen counter

Tuesday norning of this week, Nora went outside to the back of the house and set the cantorder on
a patio table. She used two paperback books as shinms to tilt the canera to the desired angle, and
then she switched it on.

Wth the videotape rolling, she positioned a vinyl-strap patio chair ten feet fromthe I ens. She
revisited the cantorder to peer through the viewfinder, to be sure that the chair was in the
centre of the frane.

After returning to the chair and slightly repositioning it, she conpletely disrobed in view of the
cancorder, neither in the manner of a performer nor with any hesitancy but sinply as though she
were getting ready for a bath. She neatly fol ded her bl ouse, her slacks, and her underwear, and
she put them aside on the flagstone floor of the patio.

Naked, she wal ked out of canera range, apparently going into the house, to the kitchen. In forty
seconds, when she returned, she was carrying a butcher knife. She sat in the chair, facing the
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cancor der.

According to the nedical examiner’s prelimnary report, at approximately ten minutes past eight

0’ cl ock, Tuesday norning, Nora Vadance, in good health and previously thought to be of sound m nd
havi ng recently rebounded from depression over her husband s death, took her own life. Gipping
the handl e of the butcher knife in both hands, with savage force, she drove the blade deep into
her abdonen. She extracted it and stabbed herself again. The third tinme, she pulled the blade |eft
to right, eviscerating herself. Dropping the knife, she slunped in the chair, where she bled to
death in |l ess than one m nute.

The cantorder continued to record the corpse to the end of the twenty-nmi nute 8nm cassette.

Two hours later, at ten thirty, Takashi M shima, a sixty-six-year-old Japanese gardener, on his

schedul ed rounds, discovered the body and inmediately called the police.

When C arise finished, Joe could say nothing only, ‘Jesus.’
Bob added whiskey to their drinks. Hi s hands were shaking, and the bottle rattled agai nst each

gl ass.

Finally Joe said, ‘I gather the police have the tape.

‘Yeah,’ Bob said. ‘Until the hearing or inquest or whatever it is they have to hold.’

‘“So | hope this video is second-hand know edge to you. | hope neither of you had to see it.

‘l haven't,’ Bob said. ‘But Carise did.

She was staring into her drink. ‘They told us what was in it.

but neither Bob nor | could believe it, even though they were the police, even though they had no
reason to lie to us. So | went into the station on Thursday norning, before the funeral, and

wat ched it. We had to know. And now we do. Wen they give us the tape back, 1'Il destroy it. Bob
shoul d never see it. Never.

Though Joe’s respect for this woman was al ready high, she rose dramatically in his esteem
‘There are sone things |’ mwondering about,’” he said. ‘If you don’t mnd sone questions.’

‘G ahead,’ Bob said. ‘W have a |l ot of questions about it too, a thousand danmm questions.’
‘“First. . . it doesn't sound |like there could be any possibility of duress.

Clarise shook her head. ‘It’'s not something you could force anyone to do to herself, is it? Not
just with psychol ogi cal pressure or threats. Besides, there wasn’'t anyone else in canera range -
and no shadows of anyone. Her eyes didn’'t focus on anyone off camera. She was al one.’

‘“When you described the tape, Carise, it sounded as if Nora was going through this like a

machi ne.’

‘That was the way she | ooked during nost of it. No expression, her face just . . . slack.’
During nost of it? So there was a nonent she showed enoti on?
‘“Twi ce. After she'd al nost conpletely undressed, she hesitated before taking off ... her panties.

She was a nodest wonman, Joe
one nore weird thing about all of this.’

Eyes cl osed, holding his cold glass of 7-and-7 against his fore-head, Bob said, ‘Even if

even if we accept that she was so nentally disturbed she could do this to herself, it's hard to

pi cture her videotaping herself naked. . . or wanting to be found that way.

Carise said, ‘There’s a high fence around the backyard. Thick bougainvillea on it. The nei ghbours
couldn’t have seen her. But Bob’s right...she wouldn’t want to be found |Iike that. Anyway, as she
was about to take off the panties, she hesitated. Finally that dead, slack |ook dissolved. Just
for an instant, this terrible expression came across her face.’

‘Terrible how?” Joe asked.

Gimaci ng as she conjured the grisly video in her mnd, Carise described the nonent as if she
were seeing it again: ‘Her eyes are flat, blank, the lids a little heavy . . . then all of a
sudden they go wide and there’'s depth to them Ilike nornmal eyes. Her face wenches. First so
expressionl ess but now torn with emotion. Shock. She | ooks so shocked, terrified. A |ost
expression that breaks your heart. But it lasts only a second or two, maybe three seconds, and now
she shudders, and the | ook is gone, gone, and she’'s as cal mas a nachi ne again. She takes off her
panties, folds them and puts them aside.

‘Was she on any nedi cation? Joe asked. ‘Any reason to believe she m ght have overdosed on

sonet hing that induced a fugue state or a severe personality change?

Clarise said, ‘Her doctor tells us he hadn't prescribed any nedi-cation for her. But because of
her demeanour on the video, the police suspect drugs. The medi cal exam ner is running toxicologi-
cal tests.’
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“VWhich is ridiculous,” Bob said forcefully. ‘My nother woul d never take illegal drugs. She didn't
even like to take aspirin. She was such an innocent person, Joe, as if she wasn't even aware of

all the changes for the worse in the world over the last thirty years, as if she was living
decades behind the rest of us and happy to be there.’

‘There was an autopsy,’ Carise said. ‘No brain tunour, brain |esions, no nedical condition that

nm ght explain what she did.’

‘“You mentioned a second tinme when she showed sone enotion.’

“Just before she. . . before she stabbed herself. It was just a flicker, even briefer than the
first. Like a spasm Her whole face wenched as if she were going to scream Then it was gone, and
she remai ned expressionless to the end.’

Jolted by a realization he had failed to reach when C arise had first described the video, Joe
said, ‘You nean she never screaned, cried out?

‘No. Never.’
‘“But that’'s inpossible.’
‘Right at the end, when she drops the knife . . . there's a soft sound that may be from her

hardly nore than a sigh.’

‘The pain...' Joe couldn’t bring hinmself to say that Nora Vadance's pain must have been
excruci ati ng.

‘But she never screaned,’” darise insisted.

‘Even involuntary response woul d have-

“Silent. She was silent.

‘ The m crophone was wor ki ng?

‘“Built-in, omidirectional nike,’ Bob said.

‘On the video,” Clarise said, ‘you can hear other sounds. The scrape of the patio chair on the
concrete when she repositions it. Bird songs. One sad-soundi ng dog barking in the distance. But
not hi ng from her.’

St eppi ng out of the front door, Joe searched the night, half expecting to see a white van or
anot her suspi ci ous-1 ooki ng vehicle parked on the street in front of the Vadance place. Fromthe
house next door came the faint strains of Beethoven. The air was warm but a soft breeze had
sprung up fromthe west, bringing with it the fragrance of night-bloomng jasm ne. As far as Joe
coul d discern, there was nothing nenacing in this gracious night.

As Carise and Bob followed himonto the porch, Joe said, ‘Wen they found Nora, was the

phot ograph of Tonis grave with her?

Bob said, ‘No. It was on the kitchen table. At the very end, she didn't carry it with her.

‘W found it on the table when we arrived from San Diego,’ Carise recalled. ‘Beside her breakfast
plate.’

Joe was surprised. ‘She’d eaten breakfast?

‘I know what you're thinking,” Carise said. ‘If she was going to kill herself, why bother wth
breakfast? It’s even weirder than that, Joe. She’d made an onelette with Cheddar and chopped
scal lions and ham Toast on the side. A glass of fresh-squeezed orange juice. She was hal f way
through eating it when she got up and went outside with the canctorder

The wonan you descri bed on the video was deeply depressed

or in an altered state of sonme kind. How could she have had the nental clarity or the patience to
make such a conplicated breakfast?

Clarise said, ‘'And consider this - the Los Angeles Times was open beside her plate-’

‘-and she was reading the conmics,’” Bob finished.

For a nonent they were silent, pondering the inponderable.

Then Bob said, ‘You see what | neant earlier when | said we have a thousand questions of our own.
As though they were friends of |ong experience, Carise put her arms around Joe and hugged him ‘I
hope this Rose is a good person, l|ike you think. | hope you find her. And whatever she has to tel
you, | hope it brings you sone peace, Joe.’

Moved, he returned her enbrace. ‘Thanks, dari se.

Bob had witten their Mranmar address and tel ephone nunber on a page froma note pad. He gave the
folded slip of paper to Joe. ‘In case you have any nore questions...or if you |earn anything that
m ght hel p us understand.’

They shook hands. The handshake becane a brotherly hug.

Clarise said, ‘“Wat'll you do now, Joe?
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He checked the luminous dial of his watch. ‘It’s only a few minutes past nine. 1'mgoing to try to
see another of the fanmilies tonight.’

‘Be careful,’” she said.

“TowillL?

‘Sonet hing’s wong, Joe. Sonething’s wong big tine.’

“I know.’

Bob and C arise were still standing on the porch, side by side, watching Joe as he drove away.

Al t hough he’d finished nore than half of his second drink, Joe felt no effect fromthe 7-and-7. He
had never seen a picture of Nora Vadance; neverthel ess, the nmental image he held of a facel ess
wonan in a patio chair with a butcher knife was sufficiently sobering to counter tw ce the anount
of whi skey that he had drunk

The metropolis glowed, a |uminous fungus festering along the coast. Like spore clouds, the sour-
yell ow radi ance rose and sneared the sky. Nevertheless, a few stars were visible: icy, distant
Iight.

A m nute ago, the night had seemed gracious, and he had seen nothing to fear init. Now it | ooned,
and he repeatedly checked his rear-viewmrror.

4
Charl es and Ceorgine Del mann lived in an enornmous Georgi an house on a half-acre Iot in Hancock
Park. A pair of nmagnolia trees franed the entrance to the front wal k, which was flanked by knee-
hi gh box hedges so neatly grooned that they appeared to have been trinmred by | egi ons of gardeners
with cuticle scissors. The extrenely rigid geonetry of the house and grounds reveal ed a need for
order, a faith in the superiority of human arrangement over the riot of nature.

The Del manns were physicians. He was an internist specializing in cardiology, and she was both

i nterni st and opht hal nol ogi st. They were prom nent in the conmunity, because in addition to their
regul ar medi cal practices, they had founded and continued to oversee a free clinic for children in
East Los Angel es and another in South Central

When the 747-400 fell, the Del manns | ost their eighteen-year-old daughter, Angela, who had been
returning froman invitation-only, six-week watercolour workshop at a university in New York, to
prepare for her first year at art school in San Franci sco. Apparently, she had been a tal ented

pai nter with consi derabl e prom se.

Geor gi ne Del mann hersel f answered the door. Joe recogni zed her fromher photo in one of the Post
articles about the crash. She was in her late forties, tall and slim with richly gl ow ng dusky
skin, masses of curly dark hair, and lively eyes as purple-black as pluns. Hers was a wild beauty,
and she assiduously tanmed it with steel-frane eyegl asses instead of contacts, no nakeup, and grey
sl acks and white bl ouse that were manly in style.

When Joe told her his name, before he could say that his fanmly had been on Flight 353, she
exclaimed, to his surprise, ‘M God, we were just tal king about you!’

CNB?’

Grabbi ng his hand, pulling himacross the threshold into the

mar bl e-fl oored foyer, pushing the door shut with her hip, she didn't take her astoni shed gaze from
him ‘Lisa was telling us about your wife and daughters, about how you just dropped out, went
away. But now here you are, here you are.’

‘Lisa?’ he said, perplexed.

This night, at |east, the sober-physician disguise of her severe clothes and steel -rimed

spect acl es could not conceal the spark-ling depths of Georgine Del mann’s natural ebullience. She
threw her arns around Joe and kissed himon the cheek so hard that he was rocked back on his
heel s. Then face to face with him searching his eyes, she said excitedly, *She’s been to see you
too, hasn’'t she?

‘Lisa?’

‘No, no, not Lisa. Rose.’

An inexplicable hope skipped Ilike a thrown stone across the | ake-dark surface of his heart. ' Yes.
But -’

‘Cone, cone with ne.’” Clutching his hand again, pulling himout of the foyer and al ong a hal
toward the back of the house, she said, ‘W' re back here, at the kitchen table - me and Charlie
and Lisa.’

At neetings of The Conpassionate Friends, Joe had never seen any bereaved parent capable of this
ef fervescence. He’'d never heard of such a creature, either. Parents who | ost young children spent
five or six years - sonetines a decade or even nore -striving, often fruitlessly, merely to
overcome the conviction that they thensel ves should be dead instead of their offspring, that
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outliving their children was sinful or selfish - or even nonstrously w cked. It wasn't rnuch
different for those who, like the Del manns, had | ost an eighteen-year-old. In fact, it was no
different for a sixty-year-old parent who lost a thirty-year-old child. Age had nothing to do with
it. The loss of a child at any stage of life is unnatural, so wong that purpose is difficult to
redi scover. Even when acceptance is achieved and a degree of happi ness attained, joy often renains
elusive forever, like a promise of water in a dry well once brinm ng but now holding only the
deep, danmp snell of past sustenance.

Yet here was Georgi ne Del mann, flushed and sparkling, girlishly excited, as she pulled Joe to the
end of the hallway and through a swi nging door. She seened not nerely to have recovered fromthe

| oss of her daughter in one short year but to have transcended it.

Joe's brief hope faded, because it seened to himthat Georgine

Del mann nust be out of her mind or inconprehensibly shallow Her apparent joy shocked him

The lights were dinmmed in the kitchen, but he could see the space was cosy in spite of being
large, with a maple floor, naple cabinetry, and sugar-brown granite counters. From overhead racks,
in the | ow anber |ight, gl eaning copper pots and pans and utensils dangled |ike festoons of tenple
bells waiting for the vespers hour.

Leadi ng Joe across the kitchen to a breakfast table in a bay-w ndow al cove, CGeorgi ne Del nann said,
‘Charlie, Lisa, ook who's here! It’s alnmost a mracle, isn't it?

Beyond t he bevel | ed-gl ass wi ndows was a backyard and pool, which outdoor |ighting had transforned
into a storybook scene full of sparkle and glister. On the oval table this side of the w ndow were
three decorative, glass oil lanmps with flanes a-dance on floating w cks.

Beside the table stood a tall good-1ooking man with thick, silver hair: Dr. Charles Del mann.

As Ceorgi ne approached with Joe in tow, she said, ‘Charlie, it’'s Joe Carpenter. The Joe

Car penter.’

Staring at Joe with something |ike wonder, Charlie Del mann cane forward and vi gorously shook his
hand. ‘What’'s happeni ng here, son?

‘I wish | knew,’ Joe said.

‘ Somet hi ng strange and wonderful is happening,’ Delmann said, as transported by enotion as was his
wife.

Rising froma chair at the table, blond hair further gilded by the |Ianbent Iight of the oil |anps,
was the Lisa to whom Georgine had referred. She was in her forties, with the snooth face of a
college girl and faded-deni meyes that had seen nore than one | evel of Hell.

Joe knew her well. Lisa Peccatone. She worked for the Post. A former coll eague. She was an

i nvestigative reporter specializing in stories about particularly heinous crinmnals - serial
killers, child abusers, rapists who nutilated their victinms - driven by an obsession that Joe had
never fully understood, prowling the bl eakest chanbers of the human heart, conpelled to i merse
herself in stories of blood and madness, seeking neaning in the nost neani ngless acts of hunan
savagery. He sensed that a long tine ago she had endured unspeakabl e of fences, had conme out of

chil dhood with a beast on her back, and could not shrive herself of the denon nenory other than by
struggling to understand what

coul d never be understood. She was one of the kindest people he had ever known and one of the
angriest, brilliant and deeply troubled, fearless but haunted, able to wite prose so fine that it
could lift the hearts of angels or strike terror into the hollow chests of devils. Joe adnmired the
hell out of her. She was one of his best friends, yet he had abandoned her with all of his other
friends when he had followed his lost famly into a graveyard of the heart.

“Joey,’ she said, ‘you worthl ess sonofabitch, are you back on the job or are you here just because
you' re part of the story?

‘“I"mon the job because |I'mpart of the story. But I'mnot witing again. Don't have nuch faith in
t he power of words any nore.’

‘I don't have much faith in anything el se.’

‘“What're you doi ng here?’ he asked.

‘W called her just a few hours ago,’ said Georgine. ‘W asked her to cone.’

‘No offence,” Charlie said, clapping a hand on Joe’s shoulder, ‘but Lisa s the only reporter we
ever knew that we have a |l ot of respect for.’

‘Al nost a decade now,’ Ceorgine said, ‘she’s been doing eight hours a week of volunteer work at
one of the free clinics we operate for disadvantaged kids.’

Joe hadn’t known this about Lisa and woul dn't have suspected it.

She coul d not repress a crooked, enbarrassed smle. ‘Yeah, Joey, |I'ma regular Mther Theresa. But
listen, you shithead, don’t you ruin ny reputation by telling people at the Post.
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‘I want sone wi ne. Who wants wi ne? A good Chardonnay, maybe a Cakebread or a Grgich Hills,’
Charlie enthused. He was infected with his wife's inappropriate good cheer, as if they were
gathered on this solemm night of nights to celebrate the crash of Flight 353.

‘“Not for nme,’” Joe said, increasingly disoriented.

“1"l'l have some,’ Lisa said

‘“Me too,’ Georgine said. ‘1'll get the glasses.’

‘No, honey, sit, you sit here with Joe and Lisa,’ Charlie said. ‘1'lIl take care of everything.’
As Joe and the wonen settled into chairs around the table, Charlie went to the far end of the
ki t chen.

Georgine's face was aglowwith light fromthe oil lanps. ‘This is incredible, just incredible.
Rose has been to see himtoo, Lisa.'

Li sa Peccatone’s face was half in lanplight but half in shadow °‘Wen, Joe?

‘Today in the cenetery. Taking photographs of Mchelle' s and the girls’ graves. She said she
wasn't ready to talk to ne yet...and went away.’

Joe decided to reserve the rest of his story until he heard theirs, both in the interest of
hastening their revelations and to ensure that their recitations were not col oured too nuch by
what he reveal ed.

‘It can’t have been her,’ Lisa said. ‘She died in the crash.’

‘That’s the official story.’

‘Describe her,’ Lisa requested.

Joe went through the standard catal ogue of physical details, but he spent as much tine trying to
convey the black woman’ s singul ar presence, the nagnetismthat al nbst seened to bend her
surroundi ngs to her personal |ines of force.

The eye in the shadowed side of Lisa’'s smboth face was dark and enigmatic but the eye in the | anp
lit half reveal ed enotional turnoil as she responded to the description that Joe gave her. ‘Rose
al ways was charismatic, even in coll ege.

Surprised, Joe said, ‘You know her?

‘W went to UCLA together too long ago to think about. We were roonies. We stayed reasonably cl ose
over the years.’

‘That’s why Charlie and | decided to call Lisa a little while ago,’ said CGeorgine. ‘W knew she'd
had a friend on Flight 353. But it was in the mddle of the night, hours after Rose |eft here,
that Charlie renenbered Lisa's friend was al so naned Rose. W knew they nust be one and the sane,
and we’' ve been trying all day to decide what to do about Lisa.’

‘When was Rose here?’ Joe asked

‘Yesterday evening,’ GCeorgine said. ‘She showed up just as we were on our way out to dinner. Made
us promise to tell no one what she told us . . . not until she’d had a chance to see a few nore of
the victinms’ famlies here in L. A But Lisa had been so depressed | ast year, with the news, and
since she and Rose were such friends, we didn't see what harmit could do.

‘“I"mnot here as a reporter,’ Lisa told Joe.

‘“You're always a reporter.’

Georgi ne said, ‘Rose gave us this.’

From her shirt pocket she w thdrew a photograph and put it on the table. It was a shot of Angel a
Del mann’ s gravest one.

Eyes shining expectantly, Georgine said, ‘Wat do you see there, Joe?

‘I think the real question is what you see.

El sewhere in the kitchen, Charlie Del mann opened drawers and sorted through the clattering
contents, evidently searching for a corkscrew.

‘W’'ve already told Lisa.’ Georgine glanced across the room ‘I’'Il wait until Charlie's here to
tell you, Joe.’
Lisa said, ‘It's dammed weird, Joey, and |I'’mnot sure what to nmake of what they’ ve said. All

know is it scares the crap out of ne.’

‘ Scares you? Georgine was astoni shed. ‘Lisa, dear, how on earth could it scare you?

‘“You' |l see,’” Lisa told Joe. This woman, usually blessed with the strength of stones, shivered
like a reed. ‘But | guarantee you, Charlie and Georgine are two of the nost |evel -headed peopl e
know. Which you're sure going to need to keep in nind when they get started.

Pi cki ng up the Pol aroid snapshot, Georgine gazed needfully at it, as though she wi shed not nerely
to burn it into her nenory but to absorb the image and make it a physical part of her, leaving the
film bl ank.

Wth a sigh, Lisa launched into a revelation: ‘1 have ny own weird piece to add to the puzzle,
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Joey. A year ago tonight, | was at LAX, waiting for Rose’'s plane to |land.’

Geor gi ne |1 ooked up fromthe photo. ‘You didn't tell us that.’

‘I was about to,’ Lisa said, ‘when Joey rang the doorbell.’

At the far end of the kitchen, with a soft pop, a stubborn cork cane free froma w ne bottle, and
Charlie Del mann grunted with satisfaction

‘I didn’t see you at the airport that night, Lisa,’ Joe said.

‘1 was keeping a low profile. Torn up about Rose but also..flat out scared.

‘“You were there to pick her up?

‘Rose called ne from New York and asked me to be at LAX with Bill Hannett.

Hannett was the phot ographer whose i nages of natural and manmade di sasters hung on the walls of
the reception | ounge at the Post.

The pal e-blue fabric of Lisa’s eyes was worn now with worry. ‘Rose desperately needed to talk to a
reporter, and I was the only one she knew she could trust.’

‘“Charlie,’” Georgine said, ‘you’'ve got to cone hear this.’

‘l can hear, | can hear,’ Charlie assured her. ‘Just pouring now A mnute.
‘Rose al so gave ne a list - six other people she wanted there,’ Lisa said. ‘'Friends fromyears
back. | managed to locate five of themon short notice and bring themwi th nme that night. They

were to be witnesses.’

Rapt, Joe said, ‘Wtnesses to what?

‘I don’'t know. She was so guarded. Excited, really excited about something, but also frightened.
She said she was going to be getting off that plane with sonmething that would change all of us
forever, change the worl d.

‘ Change the world?’ Joe said. ‘Every politician with a scheme and every actor with a rare thought
thi nks he can change the world these days.

“Ch, but in this case, Rose was right,’” Ceorgine said. Barely contained tears of excitenent or joy
shone in her eyes as she showed hi mthe gravestone photo once nore. ‘It’s wonderful.’

If he had fallen down the Wite Rabbit’s hole, Joe didn't notice the plunge, but the territory in
whi ch he now found hinself was increasingly surrealistic.

The flames in the oil |anps, which had been steady, flared and withed in the tall glass chi meys,
drawn upward by a draft that Joe could not feel

Sal amanders of yellow light wiggled across the previously dark side of Lisa s face. Wen she

| ooked at the | anps, her eyes were as yellow as noons | ow on the horizon.

Quickly the flanes subsided, and Lisa said, ‘Yeah, sure, it sounded nelodramatic. But Rose is no
bull shit artist. And she has been working on sonething of enornous inportance for six or seven
years. | believed her.’

Bet ween the kitchen and the downstairs hall, the swi nging door made its distinctive sound. Charlie
Del mann had | eft the roomw t hout explanation

‘Charlie? Georgine rose fromher chair. ‘Now where’s he gone? | can’t believe he's missing this.
To Joe, Lisa said, ‘Wen | spoke to her on the phone a few hours before she boarded Flight 353,
Rose told me they were | ooking for her. She didn't think they would expect her to show up in L. A
But just in case they figured out what flight she was on, in case they were waiting for her, Rose
wanted us there too, so we could surround her the m nute she got off the plane and

prevent them from silencing her. She was going to give ne the whole story right there at the
debar kati on gate.’

‘ They?' Joe asked.

Georgine had started after Charlie to see where he’d gone, but interest in Lisa s story got the
better of her, and she returned to her chair.

Li sa said, ‘Rose was talking about the people she works for.’

‘ Teknol ogi k.

‘You’ ve been busy today, Joey.’

‘Busy trying to understand,’ he said, his mnd now swi mi ng through a swanp of hideous
possibilities.

“You and nme and Rose all connected. Small world, huh?

Si ckened to think there were peopl e nurderous enough to kill three hundred and twenty innocent
bystanders nerely to get at their true target, Joe said, ‘Lisa, dear God, tell ne you don't think
that plane was brought down just because Rose Tucker was on it.

Staring out at the shimrering blue light of the pool, Lisa thought about her answer before giving
it. ‘That night | was sure of it. But then...the investigati on showed no sign of a bonb. No
probabl e cause really fixed. If anything, it was a conbination of a mnor mechanical error and
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human error on the part of the pilots.

‘At least that's what we’ve been told.’

‘I spent tine quietly looking into the National Transportation Safety Board, not on this crash so
much as in general. They have an inpeccable record, Joey. They' re good people. No corruption
They’' re even pretty nuch above politics.

Georgine said, ‘But | believe Rose thinks she was responsi bl e for what happened. She’s convi nced
that her being there was the cause of it.

‘But if she’'s even indirectly responsible for the death of your daughter,’ Joe said, ‘why do you
find her so wonderful ?

Georgine’'s smle was surely no different fromthe one with which she had greeted - and charned -
himat the front door. To Joe, however, in his growi ng disorientation, her expression seened to be
as strange and unsettling as mght be the snile on a clown encountered in a fog-threaded all ey
after mdnight, alarm ng because it was so profoundly out of place. Through her disturbing smle,
she said, ‘You want to know why, Joe? Because this is the end of the world as we knowit.’

To Lisa, Joe said exasperatedly, ‘Wo is Rose Tucker? \What does she do for Teknol ogi k?

‘She’s a geneticist, and a brilliant one.’
‘Specializing in reconbi nant DNA research.’ Georgine held up the Polaroid again, as if Joe should
be able to grasp at once how the photo of a gravestone and genetic engineering were rel ated.

‘Exactly what she was doing for Teknologik,’ Lisa said, ‘I never knew. That’'s what she was going
to tell me when she | anded at LAX a year ago tonight. Now, because of what she told Georgi ne and
Charlie yesterday...l can pretty nuch figure it out. | just don’t know how to believe it.

Joe wondered about her odd |ocution: not whether to believe it, but howto believe it.

‘“What is Teknol ogi k - besides what it appears to be? he asked.

Lisa smled thinly. ‘You have a good nose, Joe. A year off hasn’t dulled your sense of snell. From
things Rose said over the years, vague references, | think you' re looking at a singularity in a
capitalist world - a conpany that can't fail.

‘Can’t fail? Georgine asked.

‘Because behind it there’'s a generous partner that covers all the |osses.

‘The mlitary? Joe wondered

‘Or some branch of government. Some organi zation with deeper pockets than any individual in the

world. | got the sense, from Rose, that this project wasn't funded with just a hundred mllion of
research and devel opnent funds. We're talking major capital on the line here. There were billions
behind this.’

From upstairs came the boom of a gunshot.

Even nuffled by intervening roons, the nature of the sound was unni stakabl e.

The three of themcane to their feet as one, and Georgine said, ‘Charlie?

Per haps because he had so recently sat with Bob and Clarise in that cheery yellow living roomin
Culver City, Joe i medi ately thought of Nora Vadance naked in the patio chair, the butcher knife
grasped in both hands with the point toward her abdonen.

In the wake of the gunshot’'s echo, the silence settling down through the house seened as deadly as
the invisible and weight-less rain of atomic radiation in the sepulchral stillness follow ng

nucl ear thunder.

Al arm growi ng, Georgi ne shouted, ‘Charlie!’

As Ceorgine started away fromthe table, Joe restrained her. ‘No, wait, wait. I'lIl go. Call nine-
one-one, and I'I1 go.

Li sa said, ‘Joey-

‘I know what this is,” he said sharply enough to forestall further discussion

He hoped that he was wong, that he didn't know what was happening here, that it had nothing to do
with what Nora Vadance had done to herself. But if he was right, then he couldn’t allow Georgine
to be the first on the scene. In fact, she shouldn’'t have to see the aftermath at all, not now or
| ater.

‘1 know what this is. Call nine-one-one,’ Joe repeated as he crossed the kitchen and pushed
through the sw nging door into the downstairs hall.

In the foyer, the chandelier dimred and brightened, di med and brightened, |ike the flickering
lights in one of those old prison novies when the governor’s call cane too |late and the condemed
man was fried in the electric chair.

Joe ran to the foot of the stairs but then was slowed by dread as he ascended toward the second
floor, terrified that he would find what he expect ed.

A plague of suicide was as irrational a concept as any brewed in the stew pot nminds of those
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peopl e who thought that the mayor was a robot and that evil aliens were watching themevery nonent
of the day. Joe coul dn’t conprehend how Charlie Del mann coul d have gone from near euphoria to
despair in the space of two mnutes - as Nora Vadance had gone from a pl easant breakfast and the
newspaper com cs pages to self-evisceration w thout even pausing to | eave a note of explanation
If Joe was right about the neaning of the shot, however, there was a slimchance that the doctor
was still alive. Maybe he hadn’t done hinself in with only one round. Maybe he could still be
saved.

The prospect of saving a life, after so many had slipped |ike water through his hands, pushed Joe
forward in spite of his dread. He clinbed the rest of the stairs two at a tine.

On the second floor, with barely a glance, he passed unlighted roons and cl osed doors. At the end
of the hallway, from behind a hal f-open door, cane ruddy |ight.

The master suite was entered through a snall foyer of its own. Beyond |ay the bedroom furnished
wi th bone-col oured con-tenporary uphol stery. The graceful pal e-green curves of Sung Dynasty
pottery, displayed on glass shelves, inposed serenity on the chanber

Dr. Charles Del mann was sprawl ed on a Chi nese sl eigh bed.

Across himlay a Mossberg 12-gauge, punp-action, pistol-grip shotgun. Because of the short barrel
he had been able to put the nmuzzle between his teeth and easily reach the trigger. Even in the
poor light, Joe could see there was no reason to check for a pul se.

The cel adon | anp on the farther of the two ni ghtstands provided the only illumnation. The gl ow
was ruddy because the shade was spl ashed with bl ood.

On a Saturday night ten nonths ago, in the course of covering a story, Joe had visited the city
nmor gue, where the bagged bodi es on the gurneys and the naked bodi es on the autopsy tables waited
for the attention of overworked pathol ogi sts. Abruptly he was gripped by the irrational conviction
that the cadavers surrounding himwere those of his wife and children; all of themwere Mchelle
and the girls, as though Joe had wandered into a scene in a science fiction novie about clones.
And fromw thin the body-size drawers of the stainless-steel coolers, where nore of the dead
rested between destinations, arose the nuffled voices of Mchelle, Chrissie, little N na, pleading
with himto release themto the world of the Iiving. Beside him a coroner’s assistant zipped open
a body bag, and Joe | ooked down into the winter-white face of a dead woman, her painted nouth like
a poinsettia |l eaf crunpled on snow, and he saw M chelle, Chrissie, N na. The dead woman’s blind

bl ue eyes were mrrors of his own soaring madness. He had wal ked out of the norgue and submtted
his resignation to Caesar Santos, his editor

Now, he quickly turned away fromthe bed before any bel oved faces naterialized over that of the
dead physi ci an.

An eerie wheezing came to his attention, and for an instant he thought that Del mann was strai ni ng
to draw breath through his shattered face. Then he realized that he was |listening to his own
ragged breat hi ng.

On the nearer nightstand, the |ighted green nunbers on a digital clock were flashing. Tinme changes
were occurring at a frantic pace:

ten mnutes with every flash, the hours reversing through the early evening and backward into the
af t er noon.

Joe had the crazy thought that the mal functioning clock - which nust have been hit by a stray
shotgun pellet - mght nmagically undo all that had happened, that Del mann mght rise fromdeath as
the pellets rattled backward into the barrel and torn flesh re-knit, that in a nonment Joe hinself
m ght be on the Santa Moni ca Beach once nore, in the sun, and then back in his one-room apartnent

in the noon-deep night, on the tel ephone with Beth in Virginia, and backward, still backward,
until Flight 353 had not yet gone down in Col orado.

From downstairs cane a scream inploding his desperate fan-tasy. Then another scream

He thought it was Lisa. As tough as she was, she had probably never before screaned in her life,
yet this was a cry of sheerest childlike terror.

He had been gone fromthe kitchen for at nost a minute. What coul d have happened in a ninute, so
fast?

He reached toward the shotgun, intending to pluck it off the corpse. The magazi ne m ght contain
ot her rounds.

No. Now it’'s a suicide scene. Move the weapon, and it |looks |like a murder scene. Wth me as the
suspect .

He I eft the gun untouched.

Qut of the thin blood-filtered light, into the hallway where a funerary stillness of shadows stood
sentinel, toward the enornous chandelier that hung in a perpetual crystal rain above the foyer
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staircase, he ran

The shotgun was usel ess. He wasn't capable of firing it at anyone. Besides, who was in the house
but CGeorgine and Lisa? No one. No one.

Down the stairs two at a tine, three at a tine, under the crystal cascade of bevelled teardrops,
he grabbed at the banister to keep his balance. His palm slick with cold sweat, slid across the
mahogany.

Along the lower hall in a thunder of footsteps, he heard jangly nusic, and as he sl anmed through
t he swi ngi ng door, he saw pendul ous copper pots and pans swi nging on the racks overhead, gently
clinking together.

The kitchen was as softly lit as it had been when he |eft. The overhead hal ogen downlights were
dimred so low as to be all but extinguished.

At the far end of the room backlit by the quivering glow of the three decorative oil |anps on the
table, Lisa stood with her fists pressed to her tenples, as if struggling to contain a skull-
cracki ng pressure. No |onger scream ng, she sobbed, groaned, shuddered out whi spery words that

m ght have been Ch God, oh God.

Geor gi ne was not in sight.

As the copper chines subsided |like the soft dissonant nusic in a dreamof trolls, Joe hurried
toward Lisa, and fromthe corner of his eye, he glinpsed the open wine bottle where Charlie

Del mann

had left it on the island counter. Beside the bottle were three gl asses of Chardonnay. The
tremul ous surface of each serving glinmered jewel-1ike, and Joe wondered fleetingly if sonething
had been in the wine - poison, chenical, drug.

When Lisa saw Joe approachi ng, she | owered her hands from her tenples and opened her fists, wet
and red, rose-petal fingers adrip with dew. A stinging salt of sounds shook from her, pure aninma
enotion, nore raw with grief and burning hotter with terror than any words coul d have.

At the end of the centre island, on the floor in front of Lisa, Georgine Del mann was on her side
in the foetal position, curled not in an unborn’'s anticipation of life but in an enbrace of death,
both hands still inpossibly clenched on the handl e of the knife that was her cold unbilical. Her
mouth was twisted in a scream never voiced. Her eyes were wide, welling with term nal tears, but
wi t hout dept h.

The stink of evisceration hit Joe hard enough to knock himto the edge of an anxiety attack: the
famliar sense of fall-ing, falling as froma great height. If he succunbed to it, he would be of
no use to anyone, no help to Lisa or to himself.

Wth little effort, he | ooked away fromthe horror on the floor. Wth a nuch greater effort, he
willed hinself back fromthe brink of enotional dissolution

He turned toward Lisa to hold her, to confort her, to nove her away fromthe sight of her dead
friend, but her back was now toward him

d ass shattered, and Joe flinched. He thought wildly that sone nurderous adversary was breaking
into the kitchen through the wi ndows.

The breaki ng was not w ndows but glass oil |anps, which Lisa had grasped like bottles, by their
tall chi meys. She had smashed the bul bous bases together, and a viscous spray of oil had burst
fromthem

Bright points of flane irised wider on the tabl etop, becanme glaring pools of fire.

Joe grabbed her and tried to pull her away fromthe spreading blaze, but w thout a word, she
wrenched | oose of himand seized the third | anp.

‘Lisal’

G anite and bronze ignited in the Polaroid of Angela Del mann's grave, image and nmedi um curling
i ke a black burnt | eaf.

Lisa tipped the third lanp, pouring the oil and the floating wi ck across the front of her dress.
For an instant Joe was i mmobilized by shock

The oil washed Lisa, but sonmehow the slithering spot of flame slipped along the bodice and wai st
of her dress and was extinguished in the skirt.

On the table, the blazing pools overl apped, and nolten streans flowed to all edges. |Incandescent
drizzle sizzled to the floor

Joe reached for her again, but as if dipping into a wash basin, she scooped handfuls of flanes off
the table, splashing them agai nst her breast. As Lisa's oil-soaked clothes exploded with fire, Joe
snat ched his hand back from her and cried, ‘No!’

Wthout a scream which at |east she had managed in reaction to Georgine’s suicide, without a
groan or even as nmuch as a whinper, she raised her hands, in which balls of flame roiled. She
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stood briefly like the ancient goddess Diana with fiery nmoons bal anced on her pal ns, and she
brought her hands to her face, to her hair.

Joe reel ed backward fromthe burning woman, fromthe sight that scorched his heart, fromthe

hi deous stench that withered him froman insoluble nystery that |left himenpty of hope. He
collided with cabinetry.

Remai ni ng miracul ously on her feet, as calmas though standing only in a cool rain, reflected in
every angle of the big bay window, Lisa turned as if to | ook at Joe through her fum ng veil
Mercifully, he could see nothing of her face.

Paral yzed by horror, he realized he was going to die next, not fromthe flanes that |icked the
mapl e flooring around his shoes but by his own hand, in some fashion as nonstrous as a self-
inflicted shotgun wound, self-evisceration, self-imolation. The pl ague of suicide had not yet
infected him but it would claimhimthe nonent that Lisa, entirely dead, crunpled in a heap on
the floor - and yet he could not nove.

Wapped in a whirlw nd of tenpestuous flames, she flung off phantons of |ight and ghosts of
shadow, which crawl ed up the walls and swarned across the ceiling, and sone shadows were shadows
but sonme were unspooling ribbons of soot.

The bone-piercing shriek of the kitchen snoke alarmcracked the ice in Joe’'s marrow. He was jarred
out of his trance.

He ran with the phantons and the ghosts, out of that hell, past suspended copper pots like bright
bl ank faces in a forge light, past three glasses of Chardonnay sparkling with i mages of flanmes and
now t he col our of claret.

Through the sw ngi ng door, along the hallway, across the foyer, Joe felt closely pursued by

sonmet hing nore than the blatting of the snoke alarm as though a killer had been in the kitchen
after all, standing so still in a darkish corner that he had watched unnoticed. At the front door
as Joe grasped the knob, he expected a hand to drop upon his shoul der, expected to be spun around
and confronted by a smling assassin.

From behi nd hi m cane not a hand and not, as he m ght have expected, a blast of heat, but a hissing
cold that first prickled the nape of his neck and then seened to drill into the summit of his

spi ne, through the base of his skull. He was so panicked that he did not renmenber opening the door
or |eaving the house, but found hinself crossing the porch, casting off the chill.

He hurried along the brick wal k between the perfect box hedges. Wen he reached the pair of

mat ched magnol i as, where large flowers like the white faces of nonkeys peered from anong the

gl ossy | eaves, he gl anced back. He was not, after all, being pursued by anyone.

The residential street was quiet but for the nuffled blaring of the snmoke alarms in the Del mann
house: no traffic at the nmonent, no one out for a walk in the warm August night. On nearby porches
and | awns, no one had yet been drawn outside by the conmotion. Here the properties were so |arge
and the stately houses so solidly built, with thick walls, that the screans m ght not have
penetrated to the attention of the nei ghbours, and even the single gunshot night have been
apprehended only as a car door slammng or a truck backfiring.

He considered waiting for the firemen and police, but he could not imagi ne how he woul d
convi nci ngly describe what had transpired in that house in a mere three or four hellish minutes.
As he had lived those feverish events, they had seened halluci natory, fromthe sound of the
shotgun to the nonent when Lisa swathed herself in flames; and now they were |ike fragnents of a
deeper dreamin the ongoing nightmare of his life.

The fire would destroy nuch of the evidence of suicide, and the police would detain himfor
questioning - then possibly on suspicion of murder. They woul d see a deeply troubled man who had
lost his way after losing his fanmily, who held no job, who lived in one room above a garage, who
was gaunt from wei ght |oss, whose eyes were haunted, who kept twenty thousand dollars in cash in
the spare-tyre well in the trunk of his car. H's circunstances and his psychol ogical profile would
not di spose themto believe

himeven if his story had not been so far beyond the bounds of reason.

Bef ore Joe could win his freedom Teknologik and its associates would find him They had tried to
shoot hi m down nerely because Rose night have told himsonething they didn't want known

- and now he knew nore than he’'d known then, even if he didn't have any idea what the hell to make
of it. Consider-ing Teknol ogi k's suspected connections to political and mili-tary power grids, Joe
more |ikely than not would be killed in jail during a neticulously planned altercation with other
prisoners well paid to waste him If he survived jail, he would be followed on his rel ease and
elimnated at the first oppor-tunity.

Trying not to break into a run and thereby draw attention to hinself, he wal ked to the Honda
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across the street.

At the Del mann house, kitchen wi ndows expl oded. Followi ng the brief ringing of falling glass, the
shriek of the snoke al arm was consi derably nore audi bl e than previously.

Joe gl anced back and saw fire withing out of the back of the house. The lanp oil served as an
accel erant: Just inside the front door, which he had | eft standing open, tongues of fire already
licked the walls of the downstairs hallway.

He got in the car. Pulled the door shut.

He had bl ood on his right hand. Not his own bl ood.

Shudderi ng, he popped open the consol e between the seats and tore a handful of tissues froma box
of Kl eenex. He scrubbed at his hand.

He stuffed the wadded tissues into the bag that had contained the burgers from MDonal d’s.

Evi dence, he thought, although he was guilty of no crine.

The worl d had turned upside down. Lies were truth, truth was a lie, facts were fiction, the

i mpossi bl e was possi bl e, and i nnocence was guilt.

He dug in his pockets for keys. Started the engine.

Through the broken-out wi ndow in the backseat, he heard not only the snoke al arns, several of them
now, but nei ghbours shouting at one another, cries of fright in the sumer night.

Trusting that their attention would be on the Del mann place and that they would not even notice
hi m departing, Joe switched on the headlights. He swng the Honda into the street.

The I ovely old Georgian house was now the domicile of dragons, where bright presences with

i ncendi ary breath prowl ed fromroom

to room Wiile the dead lay in shrouds of fire, nmultiple sirens rose like |lanmentations in the

di st ance.

Joe drove away into a night grown too strange to conprehend, into a world that no | onger seened to
be the one into which he had been born

THREE
ZERO PO NT

1

This Hall omeen light in August, as orange as punpkin |anterns but |eaping high frompits in the
sand, made even the innocent seem|i ke debauched pagans in its gl ow.

On a stretch of beach where bonfires were permtted, ten blazed. Large fanilies gathered at sone,
parti es of teenagers and col |l ege students at others.

Joe wal ked anbng them The beach was one he favoured on nights when he cane to the ocean for

t herapy, although usually he kept his distance fromthe bonfires.

Here the decibels of chatter were off the top of the- scale, and barefoot couples danced in place
to old tunes by the Beach Boys. But here a dozen listeners sat enthralled as a stocky nan with a
mane of white hair and a reverberant voice spun a ghost story.

The day’'s events had altered Joe’s perception of everything, so it seened he was | ooking at the
world through a pair of peculiar glasses won in a gane of chance on the m dway of a mysteri-ous
carnival that travelled fromvenue to venue in whisper-quiet black trains, spectacles with the
power not to distort the world but to reveal a secret dinension that was enigmatic, cold, and

f ear sone.

The dancers in bathing suits, bare linbs nolten-bronze fromthe firelight, shook their shoul ders
and rolled their hips, dipped and swayed, beat their supple arnms |ike wings or clawed at the
radiant air, and to Joe each cel ebrant seened to be two entities at the same tinme. Each was a rea
person, yes, but each was also a marionette, controlled by an unseen puppet naster, string-tugged
into postures of jubilation, winking glass eyes and cracki ng wooden sniles and | aughing with the
t hrown voi ces of hidden ventriloquists, for the sole purpose of deceiving Joe into believing that
this was a benign world that merited delight.

He passed a group of ten or twelve young nmen in swimrng trunks. Their discarded wetsuits
glistened like piles of seal skins

or flayed eels or sone other harvest of the sea. Their upended surfboards cast Stonehenge shadows
across the sand. Testosterone |levels were so high anong themthat the air virtually snmelled of it,
so high that it nmade them not rowdy but sl ow and nurmnurous, alnost sommanbul ant with primal male
fant asi es.

The dancers, the storyteller and his audi ence, the surfers, and everyone el se whom Joe passed
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wat ched himwarily. This was not his inmagination. Though their glances were nostly surreptitious,
he was aware of their attention

He woul dn’t have been surprised if all of them worked for Teknol ogi k or for whoever funded
Teknol ogi k.

On the other hand, although wadi ng deep in paranoia, he was still sane enough to realize that he
carried with himthe unspeakabl e things he had seen at the Del mann house - and that these horrors
were visible in him The experience carved his face, painted a dull sheen of desolation in his
eyes, and scul pted his body into angles of rage and dread. Wen he passed, the people on the beach
saw a tornented man, and they were all city dwellers who understood the danger of tornented nen.
He found a bonfire surrounded by twenty or nore utterly silent young nen and wormen with shaved
heads. Each of them wore a sapphire-blue robe and white tennis shoes, and each had a gold ring in
his or her left ear. The nmen were beardl ess. The wonen were wi t hout nakeup. Many of both sexes
were so strikingly attractive and so stylish in their raiments that he instantly thought of them
as the Cult of the Beverly Hills Children

He stood anbng themfor a few minutes, watching themas they watched their fire in neditative
silence. When they returned his attention, they had no fear of what they perceived in him Their
eyes were, W thout exception, cal mpools in which he saw hunbling depths of acceptance and a

ki ndness |i ke noonlight on water - but perhaps only because that was what he needed to see.

He was carrying the McDonal d’'s bag that contained the wap-pers of two cheeseburgers, an enpty
soft drink container, and the Kl eenex with which he had scrubbed the blood off his hand. Evidence.
He tossed the bag into the bonfire, and he watched the cultists as they watched the bag burst into
flane, bl acken, and vani sh

When he wal ked away, he wondered briefly what they believed the purpose of |ife to be. H's fantasy
was that in the mad spiral and plunmet of nodern life, these blue-robed faithful had | earned

a truth and achieved an enlightened state that gave neaning to existence. He didn’'t ask them for
fear their answer woul d be nothing other than one nore version of the sane sad | onging and wi shfu
t hi nki ng on which so many others based their hope.

A hundred yards up the beach fromthe bonfires, where the night ruled, he hunkered down at the
purling edge of the surf and washed his hands in the inch-deep salty water. He picked up wet sand
and scrubbed with it, scouring any lingering traces of blood fromthe creases in his knuckles and
fromunder his fingernails.

After a final rinse of his hands, without bothering to take off his socks and Nikes or to roll up
his jeans, he wal ked into the sea. He noved into the black tide and stopped after he passed the
break line of the quiet surf, where the water was above his knees.

The gentle waves wore only thin frayed collars of phosphorescent foam Curiously, though the night
was clear and pierced by a noon, within a hundred yards the sea rolled naked, black, invisible.
Deni ed the pacifying vista that had drawn himto the shore, Joe found sone solace in the surging
tide that pressed against his legs and in the | ow, dunb grunble of the great watery machi ne.

Et ernal rhythns, neaningl ess notions, the peace of indifference.

He tried not to think about what had happened at the Del mann house. Those events were

i nconpr ehensi bl e. Thi nki ng about them would not |ead to understandi ng.

He was dismayed to feel no grief and so little angui sh about the Del manns’ and Lisa's deaths. At
nmeeti ngs of The Conpassionate Friends, he had |learned that following the loss of a child, parents
often reported a disturbing inability to care about the suffering of others. Watching television
news of freeway wrecks, apartnment-building fires, and hei nous nmurders, one sat nunb and

unaf fected. Music that had once stirred the heart, art that had once touched the soul, now had no
ef fect. Sone people overcane this |loss of sensitivity in a year or two, others in five years or
ten, but others

- never.

The Del manns had seened |ike fine people, but he had never really known them

Lisa was a friend. Now she was dead. So what? Everyone di ed sooner or later. Your children. The
wonman who was the | ove of your |ife. Everyone

The hardness of his heart frightened him He felt |oathsone. But he could not force hinself to
feel the pain of others. Only his own.

fromthe sea he sought the indifference to his | osses that he already felt to the | osses of

ot hers.

Yet he wondered what nanner of beast he would becone if even the deaths of Mchelle and Chrissie
and Nina no longer mattered to him For the first time, he considered that utter indifference
m ght inspire not inner peace but a limtless capacity for evil.
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The busy service station and the adjacent twenty-four-hour conveni ence store were three bl ocks
fromhis notel. Two public tel ephones were outside, near the restroons.

A few fat moths, white as snowfl akes, circled under the cone-shaped downlights that were nounted
al ong the building eaves. Vastly enlarged and distorted shadows of their w ngs swooped across the
white stucco wall.

Joe had never bothered to cancel his phone-conpany credit card. Wth it, he placed several |ong-
di stance calls that he dared not nake fromhis motel roomif he hoped to remain safe there.

He wanted to speak to Barbara Christman, the 11 C - Investigator in Charge - of the probe of Flight
353. It was eleven o’ clock here on the West Coast and two o’ cl ock Sunday norning in Washi ngton
D.C. She would not be in her office, of course, and although Joe m ght be able to reach a duty
officer at the National Transportation Safety Board even at this hour, he would never be given
Christman’ s home numnber.

Nevert hel ess, he got the NTSB's main nunber frominformation and placed the call. The Board' s new
aut onat ed phone system gave hi m extensive options, including the opportunity to | eave voice mail
for any Board nenber, senior crash investigator, or executive-level civil servant. Supposedly, if
he entered the first initial and first four letters of the surname of the party for whom he w shed
to | eave a nessage, he would be connected. Though he carefully entered B-CH R-1, he was routed
not to voice mail but to a recording that inforned himno such extension existed. He tried again
with the same result.

Ei t her Barbara Christman was no | onger an enpl oyee or the voice-mail systemwasn't functioning
properly.

Al though the 11 C at any crash scene was a seni or investigator operating out of the NITSB
headquarters in Washi ngton, other nmenbers of a Go-Teamcould be culled fromspecialists in field
offices all over the country: Anchorage, Atlanta, Chicago, Denver, Fort Wrth, Los Angeles, Mam,
Kansas City, New York City, and Seattle. Fromthe conputer at the Post, Joe had obtained a Iist of

nost if not all of the team nenbers, but he didn’t know where any of them was based.

Because the crash site was a little nmore than a hundred niles south of Denver, he assuned at |east
a few of the team had been drawn fromthat office. Using his list of eleven nanes, he sought phone
nunbers fromdirectory assistance in Denver

He obtained three listings. The other eight people were either unlisted or not Denver-area

resi dents.

The ceasel ess swelling and shrinking and swelling again of nmoth shadows across the stucco wall of
the service station teased at Joe’s nenory. They rem nded hi mof sonething, and increasingly he
sensed that the recollection was as inportant as it was elusive. For a noment he stared intently
at the swoopi ng shadows, which were as anorphous as the nmolten fornms in a Lava Lanp, but he could
not make the connection

Though it was past mdnight in Denver, Joe called all three men whose nunbers he’ d obtained. The
first was the Go- Team neteorol ogi st in charge of considering weather factors pertinent to the
crash. Hi s phone was picked up by an answering nmachine, and Joe didn't | eave a nessage. The second
was the man who had overseen the team division responsible for sifting the weckage for

met al [ urgi cal evidence. He was surly, possibly awakened by the phone, and uncooperative. The third
man provided the link to Barbara Christman that Joe needed.

H s name was Mario Oiveri. He had headed t he human-perfornmance division of the team searching
for errors possibly comritted by the flight crewor air-traffic controllers.

In spite of the hour and the intrusion on his privacy, Aiveri was cordial, claining to be a night
ow who never went to bed before one o' clock. ‘But, M. Carpenter, |I'msure you'll understand that
I do not speak to reporters about Board business, the details of any investigation. It's public
record anyway.’

‘That’s not why 1've called, M. Qdiveri. |I’mhaving trouble reaching one of your senior

i nvestigators, whom| need to talk with urgently, and I’ m hoping you can put ne in touch
Sonething’s wong with her voice mail at your Washi ngton offices.’

‘Her voice mail? W have no current senior investigators who are womren. All six are nen.’

‘Barbara Christman.’

Aiveri said, ‘That had to be who it was. But she took early retirenent nonths ago.’

‘Do you have a phone nunmber for her?

Aiveri hesitated. Then: ‘I'mafraid | don't.
‘Maybe you know if she resides in D.C. itself or which suburb. If | knew where she lived, | might
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be able to get a phone-’

‘l heard she came honme to Colorado,” diveri said. ‘She started out in the Denver field office a
| ot of years ago, was transferred out to Washi ngton, and worked her way up to senior

i nvestigator.’

‘So she’s in Denver now?

Again Oiveri was silent, as if the very subject of Barbara Christman troubled him At |ast he
said, ‘1 believe her actual home was Col orado Springs. That's about seventy niles south of
Denver .’

And it was less than forty nmiles fromthe neadow where the dooned 747 had cone to a thunderous
end.

‘She’s in Colorado Springs now? Joe asked.

‘I don’t know.'’

‘“If she’s married, the phone night be in a husband’s nane.’

‘She’s been divorced for many years. M. Carpenter . . . | amwondering if. After |ong seconds
during which AQiveri failed to conplete his thought, Joe gently prodded: ‘Sir?

‘I's this related to Nati onwi de Flight 3537

‘Yes, sir. A year ago tonight.

QAiveri fell into silence once nore.

Finally Joe said, ‘Is there sonething about what happened to Flight 353...somethi ng unusual ?’

‘The investigation is public record, as | said.’

‘That’'s not what | asked.’

The open line was filled with a silence so deep that Joe could half believe that he was connected
not to Denver but to the far side of the noon.

‘M. diveri?

‘l don't really have anything to tell you, M. Carpenter. But if | thought of sonething later...is
there a nunber where | could reach you?

Rat her than explain his current circunmstances, Joe said, ‘Sir, if you' re an honest nan, then you
m ght be endangering yourself by calling ne. There are sone damed nasty peopl e who woul d suddenly
be interested in you if they knew we were in touch.

‘What peopl e?’

I gnoring the question, Joe said, ‘If sonething’s on your mind -or On your conscience - take tine
to think about it. I'Il get back to you in a day or two.’

Joe hung up.

Mot hs swooped. Swooped. Batted agai nst the floodl anps above. Clichés on the wing: noths to the
flame.

The menory continued to el ude Joe.

He called directory assistance in Colorado Springs. The operator provided himw th a nunber for
Bar bara Chri st man

She answered on the second ring. She did not sound as though she had been awakened.

Per haps some of these investigators, who had wal ked through the unspeakabl e carnage of nmmjor air
di sasters, did not always find their way easily into sleep

Joe told her his name and where his fanmily had been one year ago this night, and he inplied that
he was still an active reporter with the Post.

Her initial silence had the cold, nmoon-far quality of AQiveri’s. Then she said, ‘Are you here?

‘ Excuse nme?’

“Where are you calling fron? Here in Col orado Springs?

‘“No. Los Angeles.’

‘“Ch,’ she said, and Joe thought he heard the faintest breath of regret when she exhal ed that word.
He said, ‘Ms. Christnman, | have sone questions about Flight 353 that | woul d-

‘I"'msorry,’” she interrupted. ‘Il know you've suffered terribly, M. Carpenter. | can’t even
concei ve the depth of your anguish, and | know it's often difficult for famly nmenbers to accept
their losses in these horrible incidents, but there’s nothing |I could say to you that would help
you find that acceptance or-

‘“I"mnot trying to | earn acceptance, Ms. Christman. I'mtrying to find out what really happened to
that airliner.’

‘It’s not unusual for people in your position to take refuge in conspiracy theories, M.

Car penter, because otherwi se the | oss seens so pointless, so random and i nexplicable. Sone people
think we’'re covering up for airline inconpetence or that we've been bought off by the Airline
Pilots’ Association and that we've buried proof the flight crew was drunk or on drugs. This was
just an accident, M. Carpenter. But if | were to spend a lot of time with you on the phone,
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trying to persuade you of that, |'d never convince you, and |’'d be encouraging you in this deni al
fantasy. You have mny deepest synpathy, you really do, but you need to he talking to a therapist,
not to ne.’

Bef ore Joe could reply, Barbara Christnman hung up

He call ed her again. Al though he waited while the phone rang forty tines, she did not answer it.
For the nonent, he had acconplished all that was possi ble by tel ephone.

Hal fway back to his Honda, he stopped. He turned and studied the side of the service station
agai n, where the exaggerated and weirdly distorted shadows of noths washed across the white
stucco, like nightnare phantons gliding through the pale msts of a dream

Moths to the flame. Three points of fire in three oil lanps. Tall glass chi meys.

In nmenory, he saw the three flames | eap higher in the chimneys. Yellow | anplight glimrered across
Lisa's sonmbre face, and shadows swooped up the walls of the Del manns’ kitchen

At the time, Joe had thought only that a vagrant draft had abruptly drawn the flames higher in the
| anps, though the air in the kitchen had been still. Now, in retrospect, the serpentine fire,

shi mering several inches upward fromthe three wi cks, inpressed himas possessing greater

i mportance than he previously realized.

The incident had significance.

He watched the noths but pondered the oil w cks, standing beside the service station but seeing
around himthe kitchen with its maple cabinetry and sugar-brown granite counters.

Enl i ghtenment did not rise in himas the flanes had briefly risen in those | anps. Strive as he

m ght, he could not identify the significance that he intuited.

He was weary, exhausted, battered fromthe trauna of the day. Until he was rested, he could not
trust either his senses or his hunches.

On his back in the notel bed, head on a foampillow, heart on a rock of hard nmenory, Joe ate a
chocol ate bar that he’d bought at the service station

Until the final mouthful, he could discern no flavour whatsoever. Wth the last bite, the taste of
bl ood fl ooded his nouth, as though he had bitten his tongue.

H s tongue was not cut, however, and what plagued himwas the faniliar taste of guilt. Another day
had ended, and he was still alive and unable to justify his survival

Except for the light of the noon at the open bal cony door and the green nunerals of the digita
alarm clock, the roomwas dark. He stared at the ceiling light fixture, which was vaguely visible
- and only visible at all because the convex disc of glass was lightly frosted with noonglow It
floated like a ghostly visitant above him

He t hought of the |um nous Chardonnay in the three glasses on the counter in the Del manns

ki tchen. No expl anation there. Though Charlie m ght have tasted the w ne before pouring it,
Geor gi ne and Lisa had never touched their gl asses.

Thoughts |i ke agitated noths swooped and fluttered through his nmind, seeking light in his

dar kness.

He wi shed that he could talk with Beth in Virginia. But they night have her phone tapped and trace
his call to find him Besides, he was concerned that he would be putting Beth and Henry in
jeopardy if he told them anythi ng about what had happened to himsince he’d found hinsel f under
surveill ance at the beach

Lulled by the maternal heart sound of the rhythmic surf, weighed down by weariness, wondering why
he had escaped the plague of suicide at the Del manns’ house, he slipped into sleep with

ni ght mar es.

Later, he half woke in darkness, lying on his side, facing the alarmclock on the nightstand. The
gl owi ng green nunbers rem nded himof those on the clock in Charles Del mann’s bl oodi ed bedroom
tinme flashing backward in ten-mnute increnents.

Joe had supposed that a stray shotgun pellet nust have struck the clock, danaging it. Now, in a
swoon of sleep, he perceived that the explanation was different fromwhat he had thought -
sonet hi ng nore nysterious and nore significant than a nere bead of |ead.

The clock and the oil |anps.

Nunbers flashing, flames |eaping.

Connecti ons.

Si gni fi cance

Dreans reclained himbriefly, hut the alarmwoke himlong before dawn. He had been out |ess than
three and a half hours, but after a year of restless nights, he was refreshed even by this mch
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sl eep.
Fol  owi ng a qui ck shower, as Joe dressed, he studied the digital clock. Revelation eluded hi mnow
as it had eluded hi mwhen he Had been sotted with sl eep

Joe drove to LAX while the coast was still waiting for dawn.

He purchased a sane-day, round-trip ticket to Denver. The return flight would bring himback to
Los Angeles in tinme to keep the six-o' clock neeting with Demi - she of the sexy-snmoky voice - at
the cof fee house in Wstwood.

As he was on his way to the gate where his plane was al ready boardi ng, he saw two young men in

bl ue robes at the check-in desk for a flight to Houston. Their shaved heads, the gold rings in
their left ears, and their white tennis shoes identified themas nmenbers of the sanme cult as the
group that he had encountered around the bonfire on the beach only hours earlier

One of these men was bl ack, the other was white, and both were carrying NEC | aptops. The bl ack nman
checked his wistwatch, which appeared to be a gold Rolex. Watever their religious beliefs mght
be, they evidently didn't take vows of poverty or have nuch in combn with the Hare Krishnas.

Al 't hough this was the first time Joe had been aboard an aircraft since receiving the news about
Mchelle and the girls a year earlier, he was not nervous during the trip to Denver. Initially he
worried that he woul d have an anxi ety attack and begin to relive the plunge of Flight 353 as he
had so often imagined it, but after just a few m nutes, he knew that he would be all right.

He wasn’t apprehensive about dying in another crash. Per-versely, if he perished in the sane way
that his wi fe and daughters had been taken, he would be cal mand w thout fear on the long ride
down into the earth, because such a fate would seemlike a welcome return to balance in the

uni verse, an open circle closed, a wongness made right at |ast.

O greater concern to himwas what he might learn fromBarbara Christman at the far end of his

j our ney.

He was convinced that she didn't trust the privacy of tel ephone conversations but would talk with
himface-to-face. He didn't think he had i nmagi ned the note of disappointnent in her voi ce when she
| earned that he was not calling her from Col orado Springs. Likew se, her speech about the dangers
of believing in conspiracy theories and the need for grief therapy, although conpassionate and
wel |l stated, sounded to Joe as though it had been intended | ess for himthan for the ears of
eavesdr oppers.

I f Barbara Christman was carrying a burden that she Ionged to put down, the solution to the
mystery of Flight 353 m ght be close at hand.

Joe wanted to know the whole truth, needed to know, but dreaded

knowi ng. The peace of indifference would forever be beyond his reach if he | earned that nen, not
fate, had been responsible for taking his famly fromhim The journey toward this particul ar
truth was not an ascension toward a glorious |ight but a descent into darkness, chaos, the

mael strom

He' d brought the printouts of four articles about Teknol ogi k, which he had gotten from Randy

Col way’ s computer at the Post. The business-section prose was so dry, however - and his attention
span so short after only three and a half hours of sleep - that he wasn’'t able to concentrate.

He dozed fitfully across the Myjave Desert and the Rockies: two hours and fifteen m nutes of half-
fornmed dreans |lit by oil lanps and the glow of digital clocks, in which understandi ng seened about
to wash over himbut from which he woke still thirsty for answers.

In Denver, the hunmidity was unusually high and the sky over-cast. To the west, the nountains |ay
buri ed under sl ow aval anches of early-norning fog.

In addition to his driver’s license, he had to use a credit card as IDto obtain a rental car. He
put down a cash deposit, however, trying to avoid the actual use of the card, which mght |eave a
trail of plastic for anyone who was tracking him

Though no one on the plane or in the terminal had seened to be especially interested in him Joe
parked the car at a shopping centre not far fromthe airport and searched it inside and out, under
the hood and in the trunk, for a transponder |ike the one that he had found on his Honda the

previ ous day. The rental Ford was cl ean.

From t he shopping centre, he wove a tangled course along surface streets, checking his rear-view
mrror for a tail. Convinced that he was not being followed, he finally picked up Interstate 25
and drove south.

Mle by mle, Joe pushed the Ford harder, eventually ignoring the speed lint, because he becane

i ncreasingly convinced that if he didn't get to Barbara Christrman’s house in time, he would find
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her dead by her own hand. Eviscerated. Imoplated. O with the back of her head bl own out.

2

In Col orado Springs, Joe found Barbara Christman’s address in the tel ephone book. She lived in a
dim nutive jewel -box Victor-ian, Queen Anne style, exuberantly decorated with el aborate millwork.
When she cane to the door in answer to the bell, she spoke before Joe had a chance to identify
hi msel f. ‘ Even sooner than | expected you.’

‘Are you Barbara Christman?’

‘Let’s not do this here.

“1’mnot sure you know who |-’

‘“Yes, | know. But not here.’

‘Vher e?

‘I's that your car at the curb? she asked.

‘The rental Ford.’

‘“Park it in the next block. Two blocks. Wait there, and I'Il pick you up.’

She cl osed the door.

Joe stood on the porch a nonment |onger, considering whether he should ring the bell again. Then he
deci ded that she wasn't likely to be planning to run out on him

Two bl ocks south of Christman’s house, he parked beside a grade-school playground. The swi ngs,
seesaws, and jungle gynms were unused on this Sunday norning. O herw se, he would have parked

el sewhere, to be safe fromthe silvery laughter of children

He got out of the car and | ooked north. There was no sign of the woman yet.

Joe consulted his wistwatch. Ten ninutes till ten o’ clock, Pacific Time, an hour |ater here.

In eight hours, he would have to be back in Wstwood to nmeet Demi - and Rose.

Along the sleepy street cane a cat’s paw of warm w nd searching the boughs of the pine trees for
hi dden birds. It rustled the | eaves

on the branches of a nearby group of paper birches with trunks as |um nous white as choirboys’
surplices.

Under a sky grey-white with lowering mst to the west and drear with gun-netal thunderheads to the
east, the day seened to carry a heavy freight of dire portents. The flesh prickled on the nape of
Joe’s neck, and he began to feel as exposed as a red bull’s-eye target on a shooting range.

When a Chevy sedan approached fromthe south and Joe saw three nmen in it, he noved casually around
to the passenger’'s side of the rental car, using it for cover in the event that they opened fire
on him They passed without glancing in his direction

A mnute |later, Barbara Christman arrived in an eneral d-green Ford Explorer. She snelled faintly
of bl each and soap, and he sus-pected she had been doing the |aundry when he’d rung her bell

As they headed south fromthe grade school, Joe said, ‘M. Christman, |'mwondering - where have
you seen a photograph of nme?

‘Never have,’ she said. ‘And call ne Barbara.’

‘ So, Barbara...when you opened your door a bit ago, how did you know who | was?

‘Hasn’t been a stranger at ny door in ages. Anyway, |ast night when you called back and | didn't
answer, you let it ring nore than thirty tines.’

‘Forty.’
‘Even a persistent man woul d have given up after twenty. Wen it kept ringing and ringing, | knew
you were nore than persistent. Driven. | knew you' d come soon.’

She was about fifty, dressed in Rockports, faded jeans, and a periw nkl e-blue chanbray shirt. Her
thick white hair looked as if it had been cut by a good barber rather than styled by a beautician.
Wl |l -tanned, with a broad face as open and inviting as a golden field of Kansas wheat, she
appear ed honest and trustworthy. Her stare was direct, and Joe |iked her for the aura of
efficiency that she projected and for the crisp self-assurance in her voice.

‘“Who are you afraid of, Barbara?

‘Don’t know who they are.

‘“I"mgoing to get the answer somewhere,’ he warned.

‘“What I'’mtelling you is the truth, Joe. Never have known who they are. But they pulled strings
never thought could be pulled.

‘To control the results of a Safety Board investigation?

‘The Board still has integrity, |I think. But these people...they were able to nmake sone evi dence
di sappear.’

‘What evi dence?
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Braking to a halt at a red traffic signal, she said, ‘Wat finally nmade you suspicious, Joe, after
all this time? Wat about the story didn't ring true?

‘It all rang true - until | met the sole survivor.

She stared blankly at him as though he had spoken in a foreign | anguage of which she had no

sl i ghtest know edge.

‘ Rose Tucker,’ he said.

There seenmed to be no deception in her hazel eyes but genuine puzzlement in her voice when she
said, ‘Who's she?

‘ She was aboard Flight 353. Yesterday, she visited the graves of ny wife and daughters while | was
there.’

‘I npossi ble. No one survived. No one could have survived.

‘ She was on the passenger manifest.’

Speechl ess, Barbara stared at him

He said, ‘And sone dangerous people are hunting for her - and now for me. Maybe the same people
who nmade that evidence di sappear.’

A car horn blared behind them The traffic signal had changed to green

Whi | e she drove, Barbara reached to the dashboard controls and | owered the fan speed of the air-
condi tioning, as though chilled. ‘No one could have survived,’ she insisted. ‘This was not your
usual hit-and-skip crash, where there’s a greater or |esser chance of any survivors depending on
the angle of inpact and lots of other factors. This was straight down, head-in, catastrophic.’
‘Head-in? | always thought it tunbled, broke apart.

‘Didn’t you read any newspaper accounts?

He shook his head. ‘Couldn’t. | just inagined...

‘“Not a hit-and-skip like nost,’ she repeated. ‘Al npbst straight into the ground. Sort of simlar to
Hopewel | , Septenber ninety-four. A USAir 737 went down in Hopewell Township, on its way to
Pittsburgh, and was just...obliterated. Being aboard Flight 353 would have been...l'msorry, Joe,
but it would have been like standing in the nmddl e of a bonb blast. A big bonb bl ast.

‘There were sone remains they were never able to identify.

‘So little left to identify. The afternath of sonmething like this. . it’s nore gruesone than you
can i magi ne, Joe. Wrse than you want to know, believe ne.’

He recalled the snall caskets in which his famly's remains had been conveyed to him and the
strength of the menory conpressed his heart into a small stone.

Eventual | y, when he coul d speak again, he said, ‘My point is that there were a nunber of
passengers for whom the pathol ogi sts were unable to find any renmains. People who just...ceased to
exi st in an instant. D sappeared.’

‘“Alarge majority of them’ she said, turning onto State H ghway 115 and headi ng south under a sky
as hard as an iron kettle.

‘Maybe this Rose Tucker didn't just... didn't just disintegrate on inmpact |ike the others. Maybe
she di sappeared because she wal ked away fromthe scene.’

‘ Vil ked?’

‘The woman | met wasn’t disfigured or crippled. She appeared to have conme through it without a
scar.’

Adamant |y shaki ng her head, Barbara said, ‘She’s lying to you, Joe. Flat out |lying. She wasn’t on
that plane. She's playing sone sort of sick gane.’

‘1l believe her.’

iy 2"
‘ Because of things |I’ve seen.

‘“What things?

‘I don’t think I should tell you. Knowing ... that mght put you as deep in the hole as | am |
don’t want to endanger you any nore than | have to. Just by conming here, | might be causing you
trouble.’

After a silence, she said, ‘'You nmust have seen sonething pretty extraordi nary to nake you believe
in a survivor.’

‘Stranger than you can inagine.’

“Still . . . I don’t believe it,” she said

‘CGood. That's safer.’

They had driven out of Colorado Springs, through suburbs, into an area of ranches, travelling into
increasingly rural territory. To the east, high plains dwindled into an arid flatness. To the
west, the land rose gradually through fields and woods toward foothills half screened by grey

m st .
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He said, ‘You're not just driving aimessly, are you?

“If you want to fully understand what |I'mgoing to tell you, it'll help to see.’ She glanced away
fromthe road, and her concern for himwas evident in her kind eyes. ‘Do you think you can handl e
it, Joe?

‘W're going . . . there.

‘“Yes. |If you can handle it.’

Joe closed his eyes and strove to suppress a welling anxiety. In his imagination, he could hear
the screanming of the airliner’s engines.

The crash scene was thirty to forty mles south and slightly west of Col orado Springs.

Barbara Christman was taking himto the neadow where the 747 had shattered |ike a vessel of glass.
‘Only if you can handle it,’ she said gently.

The substance of his heart seemed to condense even further, until it was |like a black hole in his
chest .

The Expl orer slowed. She was going to pull to the shoul der of the highway.

Joe opened his eyes. Even the thunderhead-filtered Iight seened too bright. He willed hinself to
be deaf to the airplane-engine roar in his mnd

‘No,’ he said. ‘Don't stop. Let’s go. I'll be all right. I've got nothing to | ose now.’

They turned off the state highway onto an oil ed-gravel road and soon off the gravel onto a dirt
lane that | ed west through tall poplars with vertical branches stream ng skyward |i ke green fire.
The popl ars gave way to tamarack and birches, which surrendered the ground to white pines as the

| ane narrowed and the woods thickened.

Increasingly pitted and rutted, wandering anong the trees as though weary and losing its way, the
lane finally pulled a bl anket of weeds across itself and curled up to rest under a canopy of

ever green boughs.

Par ki ng and switching off the engine, Barbara said, ‘W Il walk fromhere. It’s no nore than half
a mle, and the brush isn't especially thick.’

Al t hough the forest was not as dense and prineval as the vast stands of pine and spruce and fir on
the fog-robed nountains looming to the west, civilization was so far renoved that the soul ful hush
was rem ni scent of a cathedral between services. Broken only by the snapping of twigs and the soft
crunch of dry pine needl es underfoot, this prayerful silence was, for Joe, as oppressive as the

i magi ned roar of jet engines that sometinmes shook himinto an anxiety attack. It was a stillness
full of eerie, disturbing expectation

He trail ed Barbara between columms of tall trees, under green vaults. Even in the |ate norning,

t he shadows were as deep as those in a nonastery cloister

The air was crisp with the aroma of pine. Misty with the scent of toadstools and natural mulch.
Step by step, a chill as danp as ice nelt seeped fromhis bones and through his flesh, then out of
his brow, his scalp, the nape of his neck, the curve of his spine. The day was warm but he was
not .

Eventually he could see an end to the ranks of trees, an open space past the last of the white

pi nes. Though the forest had begun to seem cl austrophobic, he was now reluctant to forsake the
crowdi ng greenery for the revelation that |ay beyond.

Shivering, he followed Barbara through the last trees into the bottomof a gently rising nmeadow.
The clearing was three hundred yards wide fromnorth to south - and twice that long fromthe east,
where they had entered it, to the wooded crest at the west end.

The w eckage was gone, but the neadow felt haunted.

The previous winter’s nelting snow and the heavy spring rains had spread a healing poultice of
grass across the torn, burnt land. The grass and a scattering of yellow w | dfl owers, however,
could not conceal the nost terrible wound in the earth: a ragged-edged, ovate depression

approxi mately ninety yards by sixty yards. This enornous crater lay uphill fromthem in the

nort hwest quadrant of the nmeadow.

‘I npact point,’ Barbara Christnan said.

They set out side by side, walking toward the precise place where three-quarters of a mllion
pounds had cone scream ng out of the night sky into the earth, but Joe quickly fell behind Barbara
and then cane to a stop altogether. H's soul was as gouged as this field, ploughed by pain.
Barbara returned to Joe and, without a word, slipped her hand into his. He held tightly to her
and they set out again.

As they approached the inpact point, he saw the fire-blackened trees along the north perineter of
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the forest, which had served as backdrop to the crash-scene photograph in the Post. Sone pines had
been stripped bare of needles by the flanmes; their branches were charred stubs. A score of seared
aspens, as brittle as charcoal, inprinted a stark geonetry on the disnal sky.

They stopped at the eroded rimof the crater; the uneven floor bel ow themwas as deep as a two-
story house in sonme places. Although patches of grass bristled fromthe sloping walls, it did not
thrive on the bottom of the depression, where shattered sl abs of grey stone shown through a thin
skimof dirt and brown | eaves deposited by the wi nd.

Barbara said, ‘It hit with enough force to blast away thousands of years of accunulated soil and
still fracture the bedrock beneath.’

Even nore shaken by the power of the crash than he had expected to be, Joe turned his attention to
the sonbre sky and struggled to breathe.

An eagl e appeared out of the mountain mists to the west, flying eastward on a course as
unwaveringly straight as a latitude line on a map. Sil houetted agai nst the grey-white overcast, it
was al nost as dark as Poe’'s raven, but as it passed under that portion of sky that was bl ue-black
with a still-brewing storm it appeared to grow as pale as a spirit.

Joe turned to watch the bird as it passed overhead and away.

‘“Flight 353,” Barbara said, ‘was tight on course and free of problens when it passed the Goodl and
navi gati onal beacon, which is approximtely a hundred and seventy air mles east of Col orado
Springs. By the tinme it ended here, it was twenty-eight mles off course.’

Encouragi ng Joe to stay with her on a slow wal k around the crater rim Barbara Christman

summari zed the known details of the doonmed 747 fromits takeoff until its premature descent.

Qut of John F. Kennedy International Airport in New York City, Flight 353, bound for Los Angel es,
ordinarily would have followed a nore southerly corridor than the one it travelled that August
eveni ng. Due to thunderstormnms throughout the South and tornado warnings in the southern M dwest,
anot her route was considered. Mre inportant, the headw nds on the northerly corridor were
considerably | ess severe than those on the southern; by taking the path of |east resistance,
flight tine and fuel consunption could be substantially reduced. Consequently, the Nationw de
flight-route planning nmanager assigned the aircraft to Jet Route 146.

Departing JFK only four mnutes behind schedul e, the non-stop to LAX sailed high over northern
Pennsyl vani a, Cl evel and, the southern curve of Lake Erie, and southern M chigan. Routed south of
Chicago, it crossed the Mssissippi River fromlllinois to lowa at the city of Davenport. In

Nebr aska, passing the Lincoln navigational beacon, Flight 353 adjusted course southwest toward the
next najor forward beacon at Goodland in the northwest corner of Kansas.

The battered flight-data recorder, salvaged fromthe w eckage,

eventual ly revealed that the pilot nade the proper course correc-tion from Goodl and toward t he
next najor forward beacon at Blue Mesa, Col orado. But about a hundred and ten niles past Goodl and,
sonet hi ng went wrong. Although it experienced no | oss of altitude or airspeed, the 747 began to
veer off its assigned flight path, now travelling west-southwest at a seven-degree deviation from
Jet Route 146.

For two m nutes, nothing nore happened - and then the aircraft made a sudden three-degree heading
change, nose right, as if the pilot had begun to recognize that he was off course. But just three
seconds later, this was foll owed by an equally sudden four-degree headi ng change, nose left.

Anal ysis of all thirty paraneters covered by this particular flight-data recorder seened to
confirmthat the headi ng changes were either yawing of the craft or resulted in yawing. First the
tail section had swung to the left - or port - while the nose had gone right - starboard - and
then the tail had swung to the right and the nose to the left, skidding in mdair alnpbst as a car
m ght fishtail on an icy highway.

Post -crash data anal ysis al so gave rise to the suspicion that the pilot night have used the rudder
to execute these abrupt changes of heading - which nade no sense. Virtually all yaws result from

moverments of the rudder, the vertical panel in the tail, but pilots of comercial jets eschew use
of the rudder out of consideration for their passengers. A severe yaw creates |ateral

accel eration, which can throw standi ng passengers to the floor, spill food and drinks, and induce
a general state of alarm

Captain Delroy Blane and his copilot, Victor Santorelli, were veterans with forty-two years of

comrercial piloting between them For all headi ng changes, they woul d have used the ail erons
- hinged panels on the trailing edge of each wing - which facilitate gentle banking turns. They
woul d have resorted to the rudder only in the event of engine failure on takeoff or when I anding
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in a strong crossw nd.

The flight-data recorder had shown that eight seconds after the first yaw ng incident, Flight
353’ s heading again abruptly changed three degrees, nose left, followed two seconds later by a
second and even nore severe shift of seven degrees to the left. Both engines were at ful
performance and bore no responsibility for the headi ng change or the subsequent disaster

As the front of the plane swung sharply to port, the starboard wi ng woul d have been noving faster
through the air, rapidly

gaining lift. Wien the starboard wing lifted, it forced the port wi ng down. During the next
fateful twenty-two seconds, the banking angle grew to one hundred forty-six degrees, while the
nose-down pitch reached ei ghty-four degrees.

In that incredibly short span of time, the 747 went fromearth-parallel flight to a deadly rol
while virtually standi ng on end.

Pilots with the experience of Blane and Santorelli should have been able to correct the yaw

qui ckly, before it becane a roll. Even then, they should have been able to pull the aircraft out
of the roll before it becane an inevitable plunge. Under any scenario that the human-perfornmance
experts could conceive, the captain would have turned the control wheel hard to the right and
woul d have used the ailerons to bring the 747 back to level flight.

I nst ead, perhaps because of a singular hydraulic-systens failure that defeated the pilots’
efforts, Nationwide Flight 353 rolled into a steep dive. Wth both jet engines still firing, it
rocketed into this neadow, splashing mllenniuns of accumul ated soil as if it were water, boring
to the bedrock with an inpact powerful enough to crack the steel blades of the Pratt and Wit ney
power pl ants as though they were made of bal sa wood, sufficiently loud to shake all the wi nged
residents out of the trees hal fway up the slopes of distant Pike s Peak

Hal fway around the inpact crater, Barbara and Joe stopped, now facing east toward beetling

t hunder heads, | ess concerned about the pending stormthan about the brief thunder of that year-ago
ni ght.

Three hours after the crash, the headquarters contingent of the investigating team departed

Washi ngton from National Airport. They nade the journey in a Gulfstreamjet owned by the Federa
Avi ation Admi nistration.

During the night, Pueblo County fire and police officials had quickly ascertained that there were
no survivors. They pulled back so as not to disturb evidence that mght help the NISB arrive at an
under st andi ng of the cause of the disaster, and they secured the perineter of the crash site.

By dawn, the Go-Team arrived in Pueblo, Col orado, which was closer to the incident than Col orado
Springs. They were nmet by regional FAA officials who were already in possession of the flight-data
recorder and cockpit-voice recorder from Nati onw de

353. Both devices enmitted signals by which they could be |ocated; therefore, swift retrieval from
the wreckage had been possible even in darkness and even fromthe relative renoteness of the site.
‘The recorders were put on the @Qulfstreamand fl own back to the Safety Board’'s labs in

Washi ngton,’ Barbara said. ‘The steel jackets were badly battered, even breached, but we were
hopeful the data could be extracted.’

In a caravan of four-wheel-drive vehicles driven by county energency-response personnel, the

Saf ety Board team was con-veyed to the crash site for its initial survey. The secured perineter
extended to the gravel road that turned off State Route 115, and gathered al ong both sides of the
paved highway in that vicinity were fire trucks, black-and-whites, anbul ances, drab sedans from
federal and state agencies, coroner’s vans, as well as scores of cars and pickups belonging to the
genui nely concerned, the curious, and the ghoulish

‘It’s always chaos,’ Barbara said. ‘Lots of television vans with satellite dishes. Nearly a
hundred and fifty nmenbers of the press. They clanoured for statenents when they saw us arrive, but
we didn't have anything to say yet, and we cane directly up here to the site.’

Her voice trailed away. She shoved her hands into the pockets of her jeans.

No wind was at play. No bees noved anong the wildflowers. The surroundi ng woods were full of
nmot i onl ess nmonk trees that had taken vows of silence.

Joe lowered his gaze fromthe silent stormclouds black with throttled thunder to the crater where
the thunder of Flight 353 was now only a nmenory held deep in fractured stone.

‘1" m okay,’ he assured Barbara, though his voice was thick. ‘Go on. | need to know what it was
like.’

After another half minute of silence during which she gath-ered her thoughts and deci ded how rmuch
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to tell him Barbara said, ‘Wen you arrive with the Go-Team the first inpression is always the
same. Always. The smell. You never ever forget the stench. Jet fuel. Snoul dering vinyl and plastic
- even the new bl ended thernoplastics and the phenolic plastics burn under extreme conditions.
There's the stink of seared insulation, nelted rubber, and...roasted flesh, biological wastes from
the ruptured lavatory holding tanks and fromthe bodies.’

Joe forced hinmself to continue |ooking into the pit, because he would need to go away fromthis
place with a new strength that

woul d nake it possible for himto seek justice against all odds, regardl ess of the power of his
adversari es.

‘Ordinarily,’” Barbara said, ‘in even terribly violent crashes, you see sone pieces of w eckage

| arge enough to allow you to envision the aircraft as it once was. A wing. The enmpennage. A |ong
section of fusel age. Depending on the angle of inpact, you soneti nes even have the nose and
cockpit nostly intact.’

‘“In the case of Flight 3537

‘The debris was so finely chopped, so gnarled, so conpacted that on first ook it was inpossible
to see that it had been a plane. It seened to us that a huge portion of the mass nmust be nissing.
But it was all here in the neadow and scattered sone distance into the trees uphill, west and
north. Al here...but for the nost part there was nothing bigger than a car door. Al | saw that |
could identify at first glance was a portion of an engine and a three-unit passenger-seat nodul e.
‘“Was this the worst crash in your experience? Joe asked.

‘Never seen one worse. Only two others to equal it - including the Pennsylvania crash in ninety-
four, Hopewell, USAir Flight 427, en route to Pittsburgh. The one | mentioned earlier. | wasn't
the 11C on that one, but | sawit.’

‘ The bodi es here. How were they when you arrived?

‘Joe. ..’

‘You said no one could have survived. Wiy are you so sure?

‘“You don’t want to know the why.’ Wen he net her eyes, she | ooked away fromhim *‘These are

i mages that haunt your sleep, Joe. They wear away a part of your soul.’

‘ The bodi es?’” he insisted.

Wth both hands, she pressed her white hair back from her face. She shook her head. She put her
hands i n her pockets again.

Joe drew a deep breath, exhaled with a shudder, and repeated his question. ‘The bodies? | need to
know everything | can |learn. Any detail about this mght be helpful. And even if this isn’t much
help . . . it'll keep my anger high. Right now, Barbara, | need the anger to be able to go on.’
‘No bodies intact.’

‘None at all?

‘None even close to intact.

‘How nany of the three hundred and twenty were the patholo-gists finally able to identify . . . to
find at least a fewteeth from body parts, sonething, anything, to tell who they were?’

Her voice was flat, studiedly enotionless, but alnost a whisper. ‘1 think slightly nore than a
hundred.’

‘ Broken, severed, mangled,’ he said, hammering hinself with the hard words.

‘Far worse. All that imrense hurtling energy released in an instant. . . you don't even recognize

nost of the biological debris as being human. The risk of infectious di sease was high from bl ood
and tissue contam nation, so we had to pull out and revisit the site only in biologically secure
gear. Every piece of weckage had to be carted away and documented by the structural specialists,
of course

- so to protect themwe had to set up four decontamination stations out along the gravel road.
Most of the weckage had to be processed there before it noved on to a hangar at Pueblo Airport.
Being brutal to prove to hinself that his angui sh woul d never again get the better of his anger
until this quest was conpleted, Joe said, ‘It was pretty nuch like putting themthrough one of
those tree-grindi ng machi nes.’

‘ Enough, Joe. Knowi ng nore details can’t ever help you.’

The nmeadow was so utterly soundless that it mght have been the ignition point of all Creation
fromwhich God’s energies had | ong ago flowed toward the farthest ends of the universe, |eaving
only a nute vacuum

A few fat bees, enervated by the August heat that was unable to penetrate Joe's chill, forsook

file:///F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Koontz,%20Dean%20-%20Sole%20Survivor.txt (63 of 150) [1/17/03 3:10:46 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/K oontz,%20D ean%20-%20Sol €%620Survivor.txt

their usual darting urgency and travelled | anguidly across the meadow fromw | dfl ower to

wi | df l ower, as though flying in their sleep and acting out a shared dream about collecting nectar.
He could hear no buzzing as the torpid gatherers went about their work.

“And the cause,’ he asked, ‘was hydraulic-control failure - that stuff with the rudder, the yaw ng
and then the roll?

‘You really haven't read about it, have you?

‘Couldn’t.’

She said, ‘The possibility of a bonmb, anomal ous weather, the wake vortex from another aircraft,
and various other factors were elimnated pretty early. And the structures group, twenty-nine
specialists in that division of the investigation alone, studied the weckage in the hangar in
Puebl o for eight nonths without being able to pin down a probabl e cause. They suspected |ots of
different things at one tine or another. Malfunctioning yaw danpers, for

one. O an el ectronics-bay door failure. Engine nmount failure | ooked good to themfor a while. And
mal functioning thrust reversers. But they elimnated each suspicion, and no official probable
cause was found.’

‘How unusual is that?

“Unusual . But sonetimes we can’'t pin it down. Like Hopewell in ninety-four. And, in fact, another
737 that went down on its approach to Col orado Springs in ninety-one, killing everyone aboard. So
it happens, we get stunped.’

Joe realized there had been a disturbing qualifier in what she had said: no official probable
cause.

Then a second realization struck him ‘You took early retirenment fromthe Safety Board about seven
mont hs ago. That's what Mario Aiveri told ne.’

‘Mario. Good nan. He headed the human-performance group in this investigation. But it’s been

al nost nine nonths since | quit.

“If the structures group was still sifting the weckage eight nonths after the crash . . . then
you didn't stay to oversee the entire inquiry, even though you were the original IIConit.’
‘Bailed out,” she acknow edged. ‘When it all turned sour, when evidence disappeared, when |
started to nake sonme noi se about it...they put the squeeze on ne. At first | tried to stay on, but
I just couldn’t handle being part of a fraud. Couldn’t do the right thing and spill the beans,
either, so | bailed. Not proud of it. But |I’ve got a hostage to fortune, Joe.’

‘Hostage to fortune. A child?

‘Denny. He's twenty-three now, not a baby any nore, but if | ever lost him..

Joe knew too well how she woul d have finished that sentence. ‘They threatened your son?

Al t hough Barbara stared into the crater before her, she was seeing a potential disaster rather
than the aftermath of a real one, a personal catastrophe rather than one involving three hundred
and twenty deat hs.

‘It happened two weeks after the crash,’ she said. ‘I was in San Franci sco, where Deiroy Bl ane -
the Captain on Flight 353 - had |ived, overseeing a pretty intense investigation into his persona
history, trying to discover any signs of psychol ogi cal problens.’

* Fi ndi ng anyt hi ng?’

‘No. He seemed like a rock-solid guy. This was also at the time when | was pressing the hardest to
go public with what had happened to certain evidence. | was staying in a hotel. |I'm

a reasonably sound sl eeper. At two-thirty in the norning, soneone switched on ny nightstand | anp
and put a gun in ny face.’

After years of waiting for Go-Teamcalls, Barbara had | ong ago overconme a tendency to shed sl eep
slowy. She woke to the click of the lanp switch and the flood of |ight as she woul d have awakened
to the ringing tel ephone: instantly alert and cl ear headed.

She m ght have cried out at the sight of the intruder, except that her shock pinched off her voice
and her breath.

The gunman, about forty, had | arge sad eyes, hound-dog eyes,

a nose bashed red by the slow bl ows of two decades of drink, and

a sensuous nouth. His thick lips never quite closed, as though

waiting for the next treat that couldn’'t be resisted - cigarette,

whi skey, pastry, or breast.

H s voice was as soft and synpathetic as a nortician’s but with no unctuousness. He indicated that
the pistol was fitted with a sound suppressor, and he assured her that if she tried to call for

file:///F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Koontz,%20Dean%20-%20Sole%20Survivor.txt (64 of 150) [1/17/03 3:10:46 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/K oontz,%20D ean%20-%20Sol €%620Survivor.txt

hel p, he woul d bl ow her brains out with no concern that anyone beyond the room woul d hear the
shot .

She tried to ask who he was, what he wanted.

Hushi ng her, he sat on the edge of her bed.

He had not hing agai nst her personally, he said, and it would depress himto have to kill her
Besides, if the I1C of the probe of Flight 353 were to be found nurdered, inconvenient questions
ni ght be asked.

The sensualist’s bosses, whoever they mght be, could not afford i nconveni ent questions at this
time, on this issue.

Barbara realized that a second man was in the room He had been standing in the corner near the
bat hroom door, on the other side of the bed fromthe gunman.

This one was ten years younger than the first. H s snmooth pink face and choi rboy eyes gave hi m an
i nnocent demeanour that was belied by a disquietingly eager smle that came and went |ike the
flickering of a serpent’s tongue.

The older man pulled the covers off Barbara and politely asked her to get out of bed. They had a
fewthings to explain to her, he said. And they wanted to be certain that she was alert and
attentive throughout, because |ives depended on her understanding and believing what they had cone
to tell her.

In her pyjamas, she stood obediently while the younger man

with a flurry of brief snmiles, went to the desk, withdrew the chair fromthe kneehole and stood it
opposite the foot of the bed. She sat as instructed.

She had been wondering how they had gotten in, as she'd engaged both the deadbolt and the security
chain on the door to the corridor. Now she saw that both of the doors between this hotel room and
the next - which could be connected to forma suite for those guests who required nore space -

st ood open. The nystery remai ned, however, for she was certain that the door on this side had been
securely |l ocked with a deadbolt when she had gone to bed.

At the direction of the older man, the younger produced a roll of strapping tape and a pair of
scissors. He secured Barbara's wists tightly to the arns of the straight-back chair, wapping the
tape several tines.

Fri ghtened of being restrained and hel pl ess, Barbara nonet hel ess submitted because she believed
that the sad-eyed man woul d deliver on his threat to shoot her point-blank in the head if she
resisted. Wth his sensuous nouth, as though sanpling the contents of a bonbon box, he had
savoured the words bl ow your brains out.

When the younger nman cut a six-inch length of tape and pressed it firmy across Barbara' s nouth,
then secured that piece by winding a continuous |ength of tape twi ce around her head, she panicked
for a noment but then regained control of herself. They were not going to pinch her nose shut and
snot her her. If they had cone here to kill her, she would be dead al ready.

As the younger man retreated with his tremul ous snmiles to a shadow corner, the sensualist sat on
the foot of the bed, opposite Barbara. Their knees were no nore than a few inches apart.

Putting his pistol aside on the runpled sheets, he took a knife froma jacket pocket. A
switchblade. He flicked it open

Her fear soaring again, Barbara could manage to draw only quick shallow breaths. The resultant

whi stling in her nose anmused the man sitting with her.

From anot her jacket pocket, he w thdrew a snack-size round of Gouda cheese. Using the knife, he
renoved the cel |l ophane wapper and then peeled off the red wax skin that prevented the Gouda from
devel opi ng noul d.

Carefully eating thin slivers of cheese off the w ckedly sharp blade, he told Barbara that he knew
where her son, Denny, lived and worked. He recited the addresses.

He al so knew that Denny had been married to Rebekah for thir-teen nonths, nine days, and - he
consulted his watch, calculated -fifteen hours. He knew that Rebekah was six nonths pregnant with
their first child, a girl, whomthey were going to nane Felicia.

To prevent harmfrom befalling Denny and his bride, Barbara was expected to accept the officia
story about what had happened to the tape fromthe cockpit-voice recorder on Flight 353 - a story
that she had rejected in discussions with her coll eagues and that she had set out to disprove. She
was al so expected to forget what she had heard on the enhanced version of that tape.

If she continued to seek the truth of the situation or attenpted to express her concerns to either
the press or the public, Denny and Rebekah woul d di sappear. In the deep basement of a private
redoubt soundproof ed and equi pped for prolonged and difficult interrogations, the sensualist and
hi s associ ates woul d shackl e Denny, tape open his eyes, and force himto watch while they killed
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Rebekah and the unborn child.

Then they would surgically remove one of his fingers every day for ten days - taking el aborate
measures to control bl eeding, shock, and infection. They woul d keep himalive and alert, though
steadily less whole. On the eleventh and twel fth days, they would renobve his ears.

They had a full nmonth of inaginative surgery planned.

Every day, as they took another piece of him they would tell Denny that they would release himto
his mother without further harmif she would only agree to cooperate with themin a conspiracy of
silence that was, after all, in the national interest. Vitally inportant defence matters were

i nvol ved here.

This would not be entirely true. The part about the national interest was true, fromtheir point
of view, at |east, even though they could not, of course, explain to Barbara how the know edge she
possessed was a threat to her country. The part about her being able to earn Denny’'s rel ease by
cooperation would not be true, however, because once she failed to honour a pledge of silence, she
woul d not be given a second chance, and her son would be forever |ost to her.

They woul d deceive Denny solely to ensure that he woul d spend the last nmonth of his life
desperately wondering why his nother had so stubbornly condemmed hi mto such excruciating pain and
horrible disfigurenent. By the end, half nmad or worse, in deep spiritual msery, he would curse
her vehenently and beg God to let her rot in Hell

As he continued to carve the tiny wheel of Gouda and serve hinself off the dangerous point of the
bl ade, the sensualist assured Barbara that no one - not the police, not the adnmittedly clever FBI,
not the mghty United States Army - could keep Denny and Rebekah safe forever. He clained to be
enpl oyed by an organ-ization with such bottom ess resources and extensive connections that it was
capabl e of conprom sing and subverting any institution or agency of the federal or state

gover nnents.

He asked her to nod if she believed him

She did believe him Inmplicitly. Wthout reservation. H s seduc-tive voice, which seened to lick
each of his hideous threats to savour the texture and astringency of it, was filled with the quiet
confidence and smug superiority of a negal onaniac who carries the badge of a secret authority,
receives a confortable salary with numerous fringe benefits, and knows that in his old age he will
be able to rely upon the cushion of a generous civil-service pension

He then asked her if she intended to cooperate.

Wth guilt and humiliation but also with utter sincerity, she nodded again. Yes. She would
cooperate. Yes.

Studyi ng a pale oval of cheese like a tiny filleted fish on the point of the blade, he said that
he wanted her to be deeply inpressed with his deternination to ensure her cooperation, so

i npressed that she would be in no danger of forsaking the pledge she had just made to him
Therefore, on their way out of the hotel, he and his partner would select, at random an enpl oyee
or perhaps a guest - soneone who just happened to cross their path - and would kill that person on
the spot. Three shots: two in the chest, one in the head.

Stunned, Barbara protested from behind the gag, contorting her face in an effort to twist the tape
and free her nouth. But it was pulled cruelly tight, and her lips were stuck firmy to the

adhesi ve, and the only argunment that she could get out was a pained, muffled, wordl ess pleading.
She didn’'t want to be responsible for anyone’s death. She was going to cooperate. There was no
reason to inpress her with their seriousness. No reason. She already believed in their
seriousness.

Never taking his great sad eyes from her, w thout saying another word, he slowy finished his
cheese.

H s unwavering stare seemed to cause a power backflow, drain-ing her of energy. Yet she could not
| ook away.

When he had consuned the final norsel, he wi ped the blade of his knife on the sheets. Then he
folded it into the handle and returned the weapon to his pocket.

Sucking on his teeth and rolling his tongue slowy around his mouth, he gathered up the shredded
cel | ophane and the peels of red wax. He rose fromthe bed and deposited the trash in the waste
basket beside the desk.

The younger man stepped out of the shadowy corner. His thin but eager snile no |onger fluttered
uncertainly; it was fixed.

From behind the strapping tape, Barbara was still attenpting to protest the nurder of an innocent
person when the older man returned to her and, with the edge of his right hand, chopped hard at
the side of her neck
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As a scintillant darkness sprayed across her field of vision, she started to slunp forward. She
felt the chair tipping sideways. She was unconscious before her head hit the carpet.

For perhaps twenty mnutes she dreanmed of severed fingers in preserving sheaths of red wax. In
shrinp-pink faces, fragile smles broke |ike strings of pearls, the bright teeth bouncing and
rolling across the floor, but in the black crescent between the curved pink |ips, new pearls
fornmed, and a choirboy eye blinked blue. There were hound-dog eyes too, as black and shiny as

| eeches, in which she saw not her reflection but imges of Denny’s scream ng, earless face.

When she regai ned consci ousness, she was slunmped in the chair, which had been set upright again.
Ei t her the sensualist or his pearl-toothed conpani on had taken pity on her

Her wists were taped to the arns of the chair in such a fashion as to allow her to wench | oose
if she applied herself diligently. She needed | ess than ten nminutes to free her right hand, much
less to slip the bonds on the left.

She used her own cuticle scissors to snip through the tape wound around her head. \Wen she
gingerly pulled it off her lips, it took far |less skin than she expected.

Li berated and able to talk, she found herself at the tel ephone with the receiver in her hand. But

she coul d think of no one whom she dared to call, and she put the phone down.
There was no point in warning the hotel’s night nmanager that one of his enployees or guests was in
danger. |If the gunnan had kept his threat to inpress her with a senseless, randomkilling, he had

pulled the trigger already. He and his conpani on woul d have left the hotel at |east half an hour
ago.

Wncing at the throbbing pain in her neck, she went to the door that connected her roomwth
theirs. She opened it and checked the inner |ace. Her privacy deadbolt |atch was backed by a
removabl e

brass plate fixed in place with screws, which allowed access to the nechanismof her lock fromthe
ot her side. The other roonis door featured no such access plate.

The shiny brass | ooked new. She was certain that it had been installed shortly before she checked
into the hotel - by the gun-nman and hi s conpanion acting either clandestinely or with the

assi stance of a hotel engineer. A clerk at the front desk was paid or coerced to put her in this
room rat her than any other.

Bar bara was not nuch of a drinker, but she raided the honour bar for a twod-shot niniature of vodka
and a cold bottle of orange juice. Her hands were shaking so badly she could barely pour the
ingredients into a glass. She drank the screwdriver strai ght down, opened another m niature, m xed
a second drink, took a swallow of it - then went into the bathroomand threw up

She felt unclean. Wthdrawn | ess than an hour away, she took a |ong shower, scrubbing herself so
hard and standing in water so hot that her skin grew red and stung unbearably.

Al t hough she knew that it was pointless to change hotels, that they could find her again if they
want ed her, she couldn’t stay any longer in this place. She packed and, an hour after first |ight,
went down to the front desk to pay her bill.

The ornate | obby was full of San Francisco policenen - uni-formed officers and pl ai ncl ot hes
detecti ves.

Fromthe wi de-eyed cashier, Barbara | earned that sonetime after three o' clock in the norning, a
young roomservice waiter had been shot to death in a service corridor near the kitchen. Twice in
the chest and once in the head.

The body had not been discovered i nmedi ately because, curi-ously, no one had heard gunfire.
Harried by fear that seenmed to push her forward |like a rude hand in the back, she checked out. She
took a taxi to another hotel

The day was high and blue. The city's famous fog was already pulling back across the bay into a
towering palisade beyond the Golden Gate, of which she had a linmted view from her new room

She was an aeronautical engineer. A pilot. She held a master’s degree in business adm nistration
from Col unbia University. She had worked hard to becone the only current female I1C working air
crashes for the National Transportation Safety Board. Wen her husband had wal ked out on her
sevent een years ago, she had rai sed Denny alone and raised himwell. Now all that she had achi eved
seermed to have been gathered into the hand of the

sad- eyed sensualist, wadded with the cell ophane and the peels of red wax, and thrown into the
trash can.

After cancelling her appointnents for the day, Barbara hung the Do Not Disturb sign on the door
She closed the draperies and curled on the bed in her new room

Quaki ng fear became quaking grief. She wept uncontrollably for the dead room service waiter whose
nanme she didn’t know, for Denny and Rebekah and unborn Felicia whose |lives now seened perpetually
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suspended on a slender thread, for her own | oss of innocence and self-respect, for the three
hundred and twenty peopl e aboard Flight 353, for justice thwarted and hope |ost.

A sudden wi nd groaned across the meadow, playing with old dry aspen | eaves, like the devi
counting souls and casting them away.
‘l can't let you do this,’” Joe said. ‘I can’t let you tell nme what was on the cockpit voice

recorder if there's any chance it’'s going to put your son and his famly in the hands of people
like that.’

‘It’s not for you to decide, Joe.’

‘The hell it’s not.’

‘“When you called from Los Angeles, | played dunb because |I’ve got to assune nmy phone is
permanently tapped, every word recorded. Actually, | don't think it is. | don't think they fee
any need to tap it, because they know by now that they’'ve got ne nuzzl ed.

‘“If there’'s even a chance-

“And | know for certain |I’mnot being watched. My house isn’'t under observation. |'d have picked
up on that | ong ago. Wien | wal ked out on the investigation, took early retirenment, sold the house
i n Bethesda, and cane back to Col orado Springs, they wote ne off, Joe. | was broken, and they
knew it.’

‘You don’t seem broken to ne.’

She patted his shoulder, grateful for the complinment. ‘1’ve rebuilt nyself sonme. Anyway, if you
weren't foll owed-’

‘I wasn’t. | lost themyesterday. No one could have followed me to LAX this norning.’

“Then | figure there’s no one to know we’'re here or to know what | tell you. Al | ask is you
never say you got it fromne.’

‘I wouldn’t do that to you. But there’'s still such a risk you'll be taking,’ he worried.

‘I"ve had nmonths to think about it, tolive withit, and the way it seens to ne is . . . They

probably think | told Denny sone of it, so he would know what danger he’s in, so he'd be careful,
wat chf ul .’

‘Did you?

‘Not a word. What kind of a life could they have, know ng?

‘Not a normal one.’

‘But now Denny, Rebekah, Felicia, and | are going to be hanging by a thread as long as this cover-
up continues. Qur only hope is for soneone else to blow it w de open, so then what little |I know
about it won't natter any nore.’

The stormclouds were not only in the east now Like an arnada of inconmng starships in a film
about futuristic warfare, ominous black thunderheads slowy resolved out of the white nists

over head.

‘G herw se,’” Barbara continued, ‘a year fromnow or two years fromnow, even though |’'ve kept mny
mout h shut, they'll decide to tie up all the |oose ends. Flight 353 will be such old news that no
one will connect ny death or Denny’'s or a handful of others to it. No suspicions will be raised if
sonet hi ng happens to those of us with incrinmnating bits of infornmation. These peopl e, whoever the
hell they are . . . they' Il buy insurance with a car accident here, a fire there. A faked robbery
to cover a nurder. A suicide.

Through Joe’s mind passed t he waki ng-ni ght mare i mages of Lisa burning, Georgine dead on the
kitchen floor, Charlie in the blood-tinted |ight.

He couldn’t argue with Barbara’'s assessnent. She probably had it figured right.

In a sky waiting to snarl and crackle, nenacing faces forned in the clouds, blind and open-

nout hed, choked with anger.

Taking her first fateful step toward revelation, Barbara said, ‘The flight-data recorder and the
cockpit voice recorder arrived in Washington on the Gulfstreamand were in the [ abs by three

o' clock Eastern time the day after the crash.’

‘“You were still just getting into the investigation here.’

‘That's right. Mrth Tran - he's an el ectronics engineer with the Safety Board - and a few

col | eagues opened the Fairchild recorder. it's alnost as |large as a shoe box, jacketed in three-
ei ghths of an inch of stainless steel. They cut it carefully, with a special saw.

This particular unit had endured such violent inpact that it was conpressed four inches end to end
- the steel just crunched up |ike cardboard - and one corner had been crushed, resulting in a
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smal | breach.’

“And it still functioned?

‘No. The recorder was conpletely destroyed. But inside the |arger box is the steel nenory nodul e
It contains the tape. It was al so breached. A snmall anobunt of npisture had penetrated all the way
into the menory nodul e, but the tape wasn't entirely ruined. It had to be dried, processed, but
that didn’t take long, and then Mrth and a few others gathered in a soundproof Iistening roomto
run it fromthe begi nning. There were al nost three hours of cockpit conversation leading up to the
crash-’

Joe said, ‘They don't just run it fast forward to the |ast few m nutes?

‘No. Sonething earlier in the flight, sonething that seened to be of no inportance to the pilots
at the tine, mght provide clues that hel p us understand what we're hearing in the nonents

i medi ately before the plane went down.’

Steadily rising, the warmw nd was brisk enough nowto foil the lethargic bees on their |azy quest
frombloomto bloom Surrendering the field to the oncoming storm they departed for secret nests
in the woods.

‘Sonetinmes we get a cockpit tape that’s all but useless to us,’ Barbara continued. ‘The recording
quality’s lousy for one reason or another. Maybe the tape’'s old and abraded. Maybe the nicrophone
is the hand-held type or isn't functioning as well as it should, too nuch vibration. Muybe the
recording head is worn and causing distortion.’

‘I would think there’'d be daily maintenance, weekly replace-nent, when it’s sonething as inportant
as this.’

‘ Renmenber, as a percentage of flights, planes rarely go down. There are costs and flight-tine

del ays to be considered. Anyway, commercial aviation is a human enterprise, Joe. And what hunan
enterprise ever operates to ideal standards?

‘Poi nt taken.’

‘This tinme there was good and bad,’ she said. ‘Both Delroy Blane and Santorelli were wearing
headsets with boom ni crophones, which is real damm good, nuch better than a hand-held. Those al ong
with the overhead cockpit m ke gave us three channels to study. On the bad side, the tape wasn’t
new. It had been recorded over a |lot of tines and was nore deteriorated than we woul d have

i ked. Wirse, whatever the nature of the noisture that reached the tape, it had caused sonme patchy
corrosion to the recording surface.’

From a back pocket of her jeans, she took a fol ded paper but didn't inmediately hand it to Joe.
She said, ‘When Mrth Tran and the others listened, they found that sonme portions of the tape were
clearly audible and others were so full of scratchy static, so garbled, they could only discern
one out of four or five words.

‘What about the l[ast mnute?

‘That was one of the worst segments. It was decided that the tape would have to be cl eaned and
rehabilitated. Then the recording would be el ectronically enhanced to whatever extent possible.
Bruce Laceroth, head of the Major Investigations Division, had been there to listen to the whole
tape, and he called ne in Pueblo, at a quarter past seven, Eastern tine, to tell nme the status of
the recording. They were stowing it for the night, going to start work with it again in the
morning. It was depressing.’

Hi gh above them the eagle returned fromthe east, pale against the pregnant bellies of the
clouds, still flying straight and true with the weight of the pending stormon its w ngs.

‘COf course that whole day had been depressing,’ Barbara said. ‘W’'d brought in refrigerated trucks
fromDenver to collect all the human remains fromthe site, which had to be conpl eted before we
could begin to deal with the pieces of the plane itself. There was the usual organi zationa
nmeeting, which is always exhausting, because so many interest groups - the airline, the

manuf acturer of the plane, the supplier of the powerplants, the Airline Pilots Association, lots
of others - all want to bend the proceedings to serve their interests as nuch as possible. Human
nature - and not the prettier part of it. So you have to be reasonably diplomatic but al so damm
tough to keep the process truly inpartial.’

“And there was the nedia,’ he said, condeming his own kind so she wouldn’t have to do it.

‘Everywhere. Anyway, |’'d only slept Iess than three hours the previous night, before I'd been
awakened by the Go-Teamcall, and there was no chance even to doze on the Gulfstream from Nati ona
to Pueblo. | was like the wal king dead when | hit the sheets a little before mdnight - but back
there in Washington, Mrth Tran was still at it.

‘The el ectronics engi neer who cut open the recorder?
Staring at the fol ded white paper that she had taken from her hip
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pocket, turning it over and over in her hands, Barbara said, ‘You have to understand about Mrth.
Hs fanmily were Vietnanese boat people. Survived the Communists after the fall of Saigon and then
pirates at sea, even a typhoon. He was ten at the tinme, so he knew early that life was a struggle.
To survive and prosper, he expected to give a hundred and ten percent.’

‘l have friends . . . had friends who were Vietnanese inmi-grants,’ Joe said. ‘Quite a culture. A
| ot of them have a work ethic that would break a pl ough horse.

‘Exactly. When everyone el se went home fromthe |labs that night at a quarter past seven, they'd
put in a long day. People at the Safety Board are pretty dedicated. . . but Mrth nore so. He
didn't | eave. He nade a dinner of whatever he could get out of the vending nmachi nes, and he stayed
to clean the tape and then to work on the last minute of it. Digitise the sound, load it in a
conputer, and then try to separate the static and other extraneous noises fromthe voices of the
pilots and fromthe actual sounds that occurred aboard the aircraft. The |l ayers of static proved
to be so specifically patterned that the conputer was able to help strip themaway fairly quickly.
Because the boom ni kes had delivered strong signals to the recorder, Mrth was able to clarify the
pilots’ voices under the junk noise. What he heard was extraordi nary. Bizarre.’

She handed the fol ded white paper to Joe.

He accepted but didn't open it. He was half afraid to see what it contained.

‘At ten minutes till four in the nmorning Washington tine, ten till two in Pueblo, Mrth called
me,’ Barbara said. ‘I'd told the hotel operator to hold all calls, | needed ny sleep, but Mrth
tal ked his way through. He played the tape for ne. . . and we discussed it. | always have a
cassette recorder with ne, because | like to tape all neetings myself and have ny own transcripts
prepared. So | got ny machine and held it to the phone to make ny own copy. | didn't want to wait
until Mrth got a clean tape to ne by courier. After Mrth hung up, | sat at the desk in nmy room
and |istened to the | ast exchanges between the pilots naybe ten or twelve tines. Then | got out ny
not ebook and nade a handwitten transcript of it, because sonetinmes things appear different to you
when you read themthan when you listen. Cccasionally the eye sees nuances that the ear msses.’
Joe now knew what he held in his hand. He could tell by the thickness that there were three sheets
of paper.

Barbara said, ‘“Mrth had called me first. He intended to call Bruce

Laceroth, then the Chairnman and the Vice Chairnman of the Board

- if not all five board nenbers - so each of themcould hear the tape hinmself. It wasn’'t standard
protocol, but this was a strange and unprecedented situation. I'msure Mrth got to at |east one
of those people - though they all deny hearing fromhim W'Il never know for sure, because Mrth
Tran died in a fire at the labs shortly before six o' clock that same norning, approxinmately two
hours after he called nme in Pueblo.’

‘Jesus.’

“Avery intense fire. An inpossibly intense fire.

Surveying the trees that surrounded the neadow, Joe expected to see the pale faces of watchers in
the deep shadows of the woods. When he and Barbara had first arrived, the site had struck him as
remote, but now he felt as exposed arid vulnerable as if he had been standing in the middle of any
intersection in L. A

He said, ‘Let ne guess - the original tape fromthe cockpit recorder was destroyed in the |lab
fire.’

‘ Supposedl y burned to powder, vani shed, no trace, gone, good-bye,’ Barbara said.

‘What about the conputer that was processing the digitised version?

‘ Scorched garbage. Nothing in it salvageable.’

‘“But you still have your copy.’
She shook her head. ‘I left the cassette in nmy hotel roomwhile | went to a breakfast neeting. The
contents of the cockpit tape were so explosive, | didn't intend to share it right away with

everyone on the team Until we’d had tine to think it through, we needed to be careful about when
and how we rel eased it.’

iy 2"

‘The pilot was dead, but his reputation was at stake. His fanmily would be devastated if he was

bl aned. W& had to be absolutely sure. If the cause was laid in Captain Blanc’s |ap, then tens of
mllions - even hundreds of millions - of dollars worth of wongful-death litigation would ensue
W had to act with due diligence. My plan was to bring Mario back to ny roomafter breakfast to
hear the tape, just the two of us.’

‘“Mario diveri,’ Joe said, referring to the man in Denver who had told himlast night that Barbara
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had retired and noved back to Col orado Springs.

‘Yeah. As head of the hunman-performance group, Mario’'s thoughts were nore inportant to ne at that
monent than anyone’s. But just as we were finishing breakfast, we got word about the fire at the
| abs - about poor Mrth. By the tine | got back to ny roomwith Mario, the copy of the tape |I’'d
made over the phone was bl ank.

‘Stolen and repl aced.

‘O just erased on ny own machine. | guess Mrth told sonmeone that |1'd duped it |ong-distance.’
‘Right then you nust have known.

She nodded. *‘ Somet hing was very wong. Sonething stank.’

Her nop of hair was as white as the feathers on the head of the eagle that had overfl own them but
until this nmonent she had seenmed younger than fifty. Now she suddenly seered ol der

‘ Somret hi ng wong,’ he said, ‘but you couldn’t quite believe it.’

‘My life was the Safety Board. | was proud to be part of it. Still am Joe. They’ re dam good
peopl e.’

‘Did you tell Mario what was on the tape?

‘ Yeah.’

‘“What was his reaction?

‘Amazement. Disbelief, | think.

‘Did you show himthe transcript you d nade? She was silent a nonent. Then: ‘ No.
“Way not ?’

‘My hackl es were up.’

You didn't trust anyone.

‘“Afire that intense . . . there nust have been an accel erant.

‘Arson,’ Joe said.

‘But no one ever raised the possibility. Except nme. | don’t have faith in the integrity of their
investigation of that lab fire at all. Not at all.

What did the autopsy on Mrth reveal ? If he was nurdered and the fire set to cover it-
If he was, they couldn’t prove it by what was |l eft of the body. He was virtually cremated. The

thingis . . . he was a really nice guy, Joe. He was sweet. He loved his job because he believed
what he did would save lives, help to prevent other crashes. | hate these people, whoever they
are.’

Anong the white pines at the foot of the nmeadow, near where Joe and Barbara had first entered the
cl eari ng, sonething noved:

a shadow gliding through deeper shadows, dun agai nst purple.

Joe held his breath. He squinted but could not identify what he had briefly glinpsed.

Barbara said, ‘I think it was just a deer.’

“If it wasn't?

‘Then we’'re dead whether we finish this talk or not,’” she said in a matter-of-fact tone that
reveal ed the bl eak and paranoid new world order in which she lived follow ng Flight 353.

He said, ‘'The fact that your tape was erased - didn't that raise anyone’' s suspicions?

‘The consensus was that |'d been tired. Three hours’ sleep the night of the crash - then only a
few hours the next night before Mrth called and woke ne. Poor bleary-eyed Barbara. |1'd sat
listening to the tape over and over, over and over, and at the end | nust have pressed the wong
button - you know? - and erased it without realizing what |1’'d done.’” Her face twisted with
sarcasm ‘You can see how it nust have happened.’

“Any chance of that?

‘ None what soever.’

Though Joe unfol ded the three sheets of paper, he didn't yet begin to read them

He said, ‘Wiy didn't they believe you when you told themwhat you' d heard on the tape? They were
your coll eagues. They knew you to be a responsible person.’

‘Maybe some of themdid believe it - and didn't want to. Maybe sone of themjust chalked it up to
my fatigue. 1'd been fighting an ear infection for weeks, and it had worn ne down even before
Puebl 0. Maybe they took that into account. | don’t know. And there’s one or two who just plain
don't like nme. Who anpbng us is universally [oved? Not ne. Too pushy. Too opini onated. Anyway, it
was all moot - because without a tape, there was no proof of the exchanges between Bl anc and
Santorelli.’

‘“When did you finally tell someone you'd nade a transcript word for word?

‘l was saving that. | was trying to figure the right nonent, the right context in which to nention
it - preferably once the investigation turned up sone detail that would support what | said had
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been on the tape.’

‘Because by itself your transcript isn't real proof.’

‘Exactly. Sure, it's better than nothing, better than nmenory alone, hut | needed to augnent it
with sonet hing. Then those two creeps ‘woke nme in the hotel in San Francisco, and after that
Well, | just wasn’t nuch of a crusader any nore.

Qut of the eastern forest, two deer leaped in tandeminto the bottom of the neadow, a Buck and a
doe. They raced across the

corner of the clearing, quickly disappearing into the trees on the northern perineter.

Under the skin on the back of Joe’'s neck, ticks of apprehension still burrowed and tw tched.

The nmoverent he had glinpsed earlier nust have been the two deer. Fromtheir volatile entrance
into the meadow, however, he inferred that they had been flushed fromthe trees by sonething

- or soneone - that had frightened them

He wondered if any corner of the world would ever feel safe to himagain. But he knew t he answer
even as the question passed through his nind: no.

No corner. Not anywhere.

Not ever.

He said, ‘Wio do you suspect - inside the Safety Board? Who did Mrth call next after you? Because
that person is probably the one who told himnot to pass the word any further - and then arranged
to have himkilled and the evidence burned.’

‘It could have been any of themhe was intending to call. They were all his superiors, and he
woul d have obeyed their instructions. 1'd like to think it can’'t be Bruce Laceroth, because he's a
bedrock guy. He started out a grunt like the rest of us did, worked his way up. The five board
menbers, on the other hand, are presidential appointees, approved by the senate for five-year
terms.’

‘Political hacks.’

‘No, actually, the great mpjority of the board nmenbers over the years have been strai ght-shooters,
trying to do their best. Mst of themare a credit to the agency, and others we just endure. Once
in a while, yeah, one of themis slinme in a suit.

‘What about the current Chairnman and Vice Chairman? You said Mrth Tran was going to call them -
supposi ng he wasn’t able to reach Laceroth first.

‘They’re not your ideal public servants. Maxine Wil ce is the Chairman. An attorney, young and
politically anbitious, |ooking out for nunber one, a real piece of work. Whuldn't give you two
cents for her.’

‘Vice Chairman?’

‘“Hunter Parkman. Pure political patronage. He's old noney, so lie doesn’t need the job, but he
Iikes being a presidential appointee and talking crash lore at parties. Gve you fifteen cents for
him’

Al t hough he had continued to study the woods at the foot of the nmeadow, Joe had seen no further
novenent anong those trees.

Far to the east, a vein of lightning pulsed briefly through the dark nuscle of the storm

He counted the seconds between the silver flash and the runble of thunder, translating tine to
di stance, and ascertained that the rain was five or six mles fromthem

Barbara said, ‘lI’ve given you only a Xerox of the transcript | wote down that night. |’'ve hidden
the original away. God knows why, since I'll never use it.’

Joe was torn between a rage to know and a fear of knowi ng. He sensed that in the exchanges between
Captain Blane and First Oficer Santorelli, he would discover new dinensions to the terror that

his wi fe and daughters had endured.
Finally, Joe focused his attention on the first page, and Barbara watched over his shoul der as he
followed the text with one finger to allow her to see where he was reading.

Sounds of First Oficer Santorelli returning to his seat fromthe lavatory. Hi s initial coments
are captured by the overhead cockpit m crophone before he puts on his headset with the boom m ke.
SANTORELLI : Get to L.A (unintelligible), 1"mgoing to chow down on so nuch (unintelligible),
hunmus, tabboul eh, | ebne with string cheese, big plateful of kibby till | bust. There's this
Armeni an place, it's the best. You like Mddle East food?

Three seconds of silence.

SANTORELLI : Roy? Sonethin’ up?

Two seconds of silence.
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SANTORELLI : What’'s this? Wat're we ... Roy, you off the auto pilot?

BLANE: One of their names is Dr. Louis Blom

SANTORELLI : What ?

BLANE: One of their names is Dr. Keith Ranl ock.

SANTORELLI : (with audi bl e concern) What’s this on the McDoo? You been in the FMC, Roy?

When Joe inquired, Barbara said, ‘The 747-400s use digitised avionics. The instrunent panel is
dom nated by six of the |argest cathode-ray tubes made, for the display of data. And the MDoo
means MCDU, the nulti-function control and display unit. There's one beside each pilot’s seat, and
they’'re interconnected, so anything one pilot enters is updated on the other’s unit. They contro

t he

Honeywel | / Sperry FMC, the flight nanagenent conputer. The pilots input the flight plan and the

| oad sheet through the MCDU keyboards, and all enroute flight-plan changes are al so actuated with
t he McDoos.’

“So Santorelli cones back fromthe john and sees that Bl ane has nade changes to the flight plan

I s that unusual ?’

‘ Depends on weat her, turbul ence, unexpected traffic, holding patterns because of airport problens
at the destination...

‘But at this point in a coast-to-coast flight - little past the mdpoint - in pretty good weat her
with everything apparently ticking along routinely?
Bar bara nodded. ‘Yeah, Santorelli would wonder why they were naking flight-plan changes under the

circunstances. But | think the concern in his voice results nmore from Bl ane’s unresponsi veness and
from somet hi ng unusual he saw on the McDoo, sonme plan change that didn't make sense.’

“Whi ch woul d be?’

As | said earlier, they were seven degrees off course.

‘Santorelli wouldn’t have felt that happeni ng when he was in the |avatory?

‘It started soon after he was off the flight deck, and it was a gradual, really gentle bank. He

m ght have sensed sonething, but there’'s no reason he would have realized the change was so big.’
‘“Who are these doctors - Bl omand Raml ock?

‘l don’'t have a clue. But read on. It gets weirder.

BLANE: They're doing bad things to ne.

SANTORELLI : Captain, what's wong here?
BLANE: They’'re nean to ne.
SANTORELLI : Hey, are you with ne here?

BLANE: Make them stop

Barbara said, ‘Blane’s voice changes there. It’'s sort of odd all the way through this, but when he
says “make them stop,” there’s a trenor init, a fragility, as if he’s actually in . . . not pain
so nmuch but enotional distress.

SANTORELLI : Captain. . . Roy, |I'mtaking over here now.

BLANE: Are we recordi ng?

SANTORELLI : What ?

BLANE: Make them stop hurting mne.

SANTORELLI : (worriedly) Gonna be-

BLANE: Are we recordi ng?

SANTORELLI : Gonna be all right now A hard sound |like a punch. A grunt, apparently from
Santorel li.

Anot her punch. Santorelli falls silent.

BLANE: Are we recording?

As a tinpani of thunder drummed an overture in the east, Joe said, ‘He sucker-punched his

copilot?

‘O hit himwith sone blunt object, maybe sonmething he’'d taken out of his flight bag and hidden
beside his seat while Santorelli was in the lay, sonething he was ready wth.

‘Prenmeditation. Wat the hell?

‘“Probably hit himin the face, because Santorelli went right out. He's silent for ten or twelve
seconds, and then’ - she pointed to the transcript - ‘we hear hi m groaning.

‘Dear Cod.’
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‘On the tape, Blane's voice now |loses the trenor, the fragility. There’'s a bitterness that nakes
your skin craw .’

BLANE: Make them stop or when | get the chance. . . when | get the chance, I'Il kill everybody.
Everybody. | will. I"lIl doit. I'"lIl kill everybody, and I'Il like it.

The transcript rattled in Joe' s hands.

He t hought of the passengers on 353: sone dozing in their seats, others readi ng books, working on
| apt ops, |eafing through nagazines, knitting, watching a novie, having a drink, making plans for
the future, all of them conplacent, none aware of the terrifying events occurring in the cockpit.
Maybe Ni na was at the wi ndow, gazing out at the stars or down at the top of the cloud cover bel ow
them she liked the wi ndow seat. Mchelle and Chrissie mght have been playing a game of Go Fish
or Od Mids; they travelled with decks for various ganes.

He was torturing hinself. He was good at it because a part of himbelieved that he deserved to be
tortured.

Forci ng those thoughts out of his mnd, Joe said, ‘Wat was going on with Blane, for God' s sake?
Drugs? Was his brain fried on sonething?

‘No. That was ruled out.’

 How?'
‘“It’s always a priority to find something of the pilots’ remains to test for drugs and al cohol. It
took some tine in this case,’” she said, as with a sweep of one hand she indicated the scorched

pi nes and aspens uphill, ‘because a | ot of the organic debris was scattered as nmuch as a hundred

yards into the trees west and north of the inpact.’

An internal darkness encroached on Joe's field of vision, until he seened to be | ooking at the
worl d through a tunnel. He bit his tongue al nost hard enough to draw bl ood, breathed slowy and
deeply, and tried not to |l et Barbara see how shaken he was by these details.

She put her hands in her pockets. She kicked a stone into the crater. ‘Really need this stuff,
Joe?’

‘Yes.’

She sighed. ‘W found a portion of a hand we suspected was Bl ane’s because of a half-nelted
weddi ng band that was fused to the ring finger, a relatively unique gold band. There was sone
other tissue as well. Wth that we identified-’

‘Fi ngerprints?

‘“No, those were burned off. But his father's still alive, so the Armed Forces DNA Identification
Laboratory was able to confirmit was Blane's tissue through a DNA match with a bl ood sanpl e that
his dad suppli ed.

‘Rel i abl e?

A hundred percent. Then the remains went to the toxicologists. There were m nute anmounts of
ethanol in both Blane and Santorelli, but that was just the consequences of putrefaction. Blane’s
partial hand was in those woods nore than seventy-two hours before we found it. Santorelli’s

remai ns - four days. Sone ethanol related to tissue decay was to be expected. But otherw se, they
both passed all the toxicologicals. They were clean and sober.

Joe tried to reconcile the words on the transcript with the toxicological findings. He couldn't.
He said, ‘What're the other possibilities? A stroke?

‘“No, it just didn't sound that way on the tape | listened to,’ Barbara said. ‘Bl ane speaks
clearly, with no slurring of the voice whatsoever. And although what he’'s saying is dam bizarre,
it’s neverthel ess coherent - no transposition of words, no substitution of inappropriate words.’
Frustrated, Joe said, ‘Then what the hell? A nervous breakdown, psychotic episode?

barbara’s frustrati on was no | ess than Joe’'s: ‘But where the hel

did it cone fron? Captain Delroy Mchael Blane was the npbst rock-solid psychol ogi cal speci nen
you' d ever want to neet. Totally stable guy.’

‘“Not totally.’

‘Totally stable guy,’ she insisted. ‘Passed all the conpany psy-chol ogi cal exans. Loyal famly
man. Faithful husband. A Mornon, active in his church. No drinking, no drugs, no ganbling. Joe,
you can’t find one person out there who ever saw himin a single noment of aberrant behavi our. By
all accounts he wasn’t just a good man, not just a solid man - but a happy nan.

Li ghtni ng glimered. Weels of rolling thunder clattered along steel rails in the high east.
Pointing to the transcript, Barbara showed Joe where the 747 nade the first sudden three-degree
headi ng change, nose right, which precipitated a yaw At that point, Santorelli was groani ng but
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not fully conscious yet. And just before the manoeuvre, Captain Blane said, “This is fun.” There
are these other sounds on the tape -here, the rattle and clink of small |oose objects being flung
around by the sudden | ateral acceleration.’

This is fun.

Joe couldn't take his eyes off those words.

Barbara turned the page for him ‘Three seconds later, the aircraft made another viol ent headi ng
change of four degrees, nose left. In addition to the previous clatter, there were now sounds from
the aircraft - a thunp and a | ow shuddery noi se. And Captain Bl ane is |aughing.’

‘Laughi ng,’” Joe said with inconprehension. ‘He was going to go down with them and he was

| aughi ng?’

‘It wasn’t anything you d think of as a mad | augh, either. It was

a pleasant laugh, as if he were genuinely enjoying hinself.’

This is fun.

Ei ght seconds after the first yawi ng incident, there was another abrupt headi ng change of three
degrees, nose left, followed just two seconds |later by a severe shift of seven degrees, nose
right. Blane | aughed as he executed the first nmanoeuvre and, with the second, said, Ch, Ww
‘This is where the starboard wing lifted, forcing the port wing down,’ Barbara said. ‘In twenty-
two seconds the craft was banking at a hundred and forty-six degrees with a downward nose pitch of
ei ghty-four degrees.’

‘They were finished.’

‘It was deep trouble but not hopeless. There was still a chance

they might have pulled out of it. Renenber, they were above twenty thousand feet. Room for

recovery.’
Because he had never read about the crash or watched tel evision reports of it, Joe had al ways
pictured fire in the aircraft and snoke filling the cabin. A short while ago, when he had realized

that the passengers were spared that particular terror, he' d hoped that the |Iong journey down had
been less terrifying than the imagi nary plunge that he experienced in some of his anxiety attacks.
Now, however, he wondered whi ch woul d have been worse: the gush of snoke and the instant

recogni tion of inpending doomthat would have come with it - or clean air and the hideously
attenuated fal se hope of a last-mnute correction, salvation.

The transcript indicated the sounding of alarnms in the cockpit. An altitude alert tone. A recorded
voi ce repeatedly warning Traffic! because they were descending through air corridors assigned to
ot her craft.

Joe asked, ‘What's this reference to the “stick-shaker alarn®”

‘It makes a loud rattling, a scary sound nobody’s going to overlook, warning the pilots that the
pl ane has lost lift. They're going into a stall.’

Gipped in the fist of fate punching toward the earth, First Oficer Victor Santorelli abruptly
stopped nmunbling. He regai ned con-sci ousness. Perhaps he saw cl ouds whi ppi ng past the wi ndshi el d.
O perhaps the 747 was al ready bel ow the high overcast, affording hima ghostly panorama of
onrushi ng Col orado | andscape, faintly |um nous in shades of grey from dusty pearl to charcoal

with the gol den gl ow of Pueblo scintillant to the south. O maybe the cacophony of alarns and the
radi cal data flashing on the six big display screens told himin an instant all that he needed to
know. He had said, Oh, Jesus.

‘His voice was wet and nasal,’ Barbara said, ‘which night have neant that Bl anc broke his nose.’
Even reading the transcript, Joe could hear Santorelli’s terror and his frantic determ nation to
survive.

SANTORELLI : Ch, Jesus. No, Jesus, no

BLANE: (| aughter) \Woooaaaa. Here we go, Dr. Ramlock. Dr. Blom here we go
SANTORELLI : Pul 1!

BLANE: (| aughter) Woooaaa. (laughter) Are we record-ing?

SANTORELLI: Pull up

Santorelli is breathing rapidly, wheezing. He's grunting, strug-gling with sonething, maybe wth
Bl ane, but it sounds nore like he's fighting the control wheel. If Blane's respiration rate is
elevated at all, it’s not registering on the tape.

SANTORELLI : Shit, shit!

BLANE: Are we recordi ng?

Baffl ed, Joe said, ‘Wy does he keep asking about it being recorded?
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Bar bara shook her head. ‘1 don’t know.'’

‘He’'s a pilot for how | ong?’

‘Over twenty years.’

‘He’ d know the cockpit voice recorder is always working. Right?

‘He shoul d know. Yeah. But he’'s not exactly in his right mnd, is he?
Joe read the final words of the two nen.

SANTORELLI : Pul I'!

BLANE: Ch, wow.

SANTORELLI : Mot her of God

BLANE: Ch, yeah.

SANTORELLI : No.

BLANE: (childlike excitenent) Ch, yeah
SANTORELLI : Susan

BLANE: Now. Look

Santorelli begins to scream

BLANE: Cool

Santorelli’s screamis three and a half seconds long, lasting to the end of the recording, which

is term nated by inpact.

W nd swept the nmeadow grass. The sky was swollen with a waiting deluge. Nature was in a cleansing
nood.

Joe folded the three sheets of paper. He tucked theminto a jacket pocket.

For a while he couldn’t speak

Di stant |ightning. Thunder. Cl ouds in notion

Finally, gazing into the crater, Joe said, ‘Santorelli’s last word was a nane.’

‘ Susan.’

“Who i s she?

‘His wife.’

‘1 thought so.’

At the end, no nore entreaties to God, no nore pleas for divine nercy. At the end, a bl eak
acceptance. A name said lovingly, with regret and terrible |onging but perhaps also with a neasure
of hope. And in the mnd s eye not the cruel earth hurtling nearer or the darkness after, but a
cherished face.

Again, for a while, Joe could not speak

3

From the inpact crater, Barbara Christnman | ed Joe farther up the sloping nmeadow and to the north,
to a spot no nore than twenty yards fromthe cluster of dead, charred aspens.

‘Here sonmewhere, in this general area, if | renenber right,” she said. ‘But what does it matter?
When they had first stood together in this field, she had told himthat on her arrival the norning
after the crash, the debris was so finely chopped it didn't appear to be the weckage of an
airliner. Virtually no piece was larger than a car door. Only two objects were i mediately
recogni zable - a portion of one of the engines and a three-unit passenger-seat nodul e.

He said, ‘Three seats, side by side?

‘Yes.’

“Upright?

‘Yes. What’'s your point?

‘Could you identify what part of the plane the seats were fron®?’

‘Joe-’

‘From what part of the plane? he repeated patiently.

‘Couldn’t have been fromfirst class, and not from business class on either the main deck or the
upper, because those are all two-seat nodules. The centre rows in econony class have four seats,
so it had to cone fromthe port or starboard rows in econony.’

‘ Damaged?’

‘COf course.’

‘Badl y?’

‘Not as badly as you' d expect.’

‘ Bur ned?’

‘“Not entirely.’
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‘Burned at all?
As | remenber . . . there were just a few small scorch marks, a little soot.

‘“In fact, wasn't the upholstery virtually intact?

Her broad clear face now clouded with concern. ‘Joe, no one survived this crash.

‘Was the uphol stery intact? he pressed.

“As | remenber, it Was slightly torn. Nothing serious.’

‘Bl ood on the uphol stery?” ‘I don't recall.

Any bodies in the seats? ‘No.

‘Body parts?’

“No.

‘Lap belts still attached?

‘“l don't remenber. | suppose so.’ ‘If the lap belts were attached-’ ‘No, it’'s ridiculous to think-

M chelle and the girls were in econony,’ he said.
Bar bara chewed on her lip, |ooked away fromhim and stared toward the onconming storm ‘Joe, your
famly wasn't in those seats.’

‘I know that,’ he assured her. ‘I know.’' But how he wi shed.
She met his eyes again.
He said, ‘They’'re dead. They're gone. I'’mnot in denial here, Barbara.’

‘So you're back to this Rose Tucker.’

“I'f I can find out where she was sitting on the plane, and if it was either the port or starboard

side in econony - that's at |east sone snall corroboration.’

‘O what?’

‘Her story.’

‘Corroboration,’” Barbara said disbelievingly.

‘That she survived.’

Bar bara shook her head.

‘“You didn't neet Rose,’ he said. ‘She’s not a flake. | don’t think she’s a liar. She has such .
power, presence.’

On the wind cane the ozone snell of the eastern lightning, that theatre-curtain scent which al ways

rises immedi ately before the rain nmakes its entrance.

In a tone of tender exasperation, Barbara said, ‘They came down four mles, straight in, nose in

no hit-and-skip, the whole damm pl ane shattering around Rose Tucker, unbelievabl e expl osive

‘1l understand that.’

‘CGod knows, | really don’t nean to be cruel, Joe - but do you understand? After all you’ ve heard,
do you? Trenendous explosive force all around this Rose. |npact force great enough to pulverize
stone. Ot her passengers and crew..in nost cases the flesh is literally stripped off their bones in
an instant, stripped away as clean as if boiled off. Shredded. Dissolved. Disintegrated. And the
bones thensel ves splintered and crushed |ike breadsticks. Then in the second instant, even as the
plane is still hamrering into the nmeadow, a spray of jet fuel - a spray as fine as an aerosol m st
- expl odes. Everywhere fire. Geysers of fire, rivers of fire, rolling tides of inescapable fire.
Rose Tucker didn't float down in her seat like a bit of dandelion fluff and just stroll away
through the inferno.’

Joe | ooked at the sky, and he | ooked at the land at his feet, and the |and was the brighter of the
t wo.

He said, ‘You ve seen pictures, news film of a town hit by a tornado, everything smashed flat and
reduced to rubble so small that you could alnmost sift it through a colander - and right in the

m ddl e of the destruction is one house, untouched or nearly so.

‘That's a weat her phenonenon, a caprice of the wind. But this is sinple physics, Joe. Laws of
matter and notion. Caprice doesn’t play a role in physics. If that whole damm town had been
dropped four mles, then the one surviving house woul d have been rubble too.’

‘Some of the famlies of survivors . . . Rose has shown them sonething that lifts themup.’

‘ What ?’

‘l don’'t know, Barbara. | want to see. | want her to show nme too. But the point is . . . they
bel i eve her when she says she was aboard that airplane. It’s nore than nmere belief.’ He renenbered
Georgi ne Del mann’s shining eyes. ‘It’s a profound conviction.

‘Then she’s a con artist wthout equal.’ Joe only shrugged.

A fewmles away, a tuning fork of lightning vibrated and broke the storm clouds. Shatters of grey
rain fell to the east.
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‘For sone reason,’ Barbara said, ‘you don’'t strike ne as a devoutly religious nan.

‘“I"'mnot. Mchelle took the kids to Sunday School and church every week, but | didn't go. It was
the one thing I didn’t share with them’

‘Hostile to religion?

‘“No. Just no passion for it, no interest. | was always as indifferent to God as He seened to be to
me. After the crash...l| took the one step left in ny “spiritual journey” fromdisinterest to

di sbelief. There’'s no way to reconcile the idea of a benign god with what happened to everyone on
that plane...and to those of us who're going to spend the rest of our lives missing them’

‘“Then if you're such an atheist, why do you insist on believing in this nmiracle?

“1"mnot saying Rose Tucker’s survival was a miracle.

‘Dammed if | can see what else it would be. Nothing but God H nmself and a rescue team of angels
could have pulled her out of that in one piece,’ Barbara insisted with a note of sarcasm

‘No divine intervention. There's another explanation, something amazi ng but |ogical.’

‘I npossi ble,” she said stubbornly.

‘1 mpossi bl e? Yeah, well. . so was everything that happened in the cockpit with Captain Bl ane.’
She held his gaze while she searched for an answer in the deep and orderly files of her mind. She
was not able to find one.

Instead, she said, ‘If you don’t believe in anything - then what is it that you expect Rose to
tell you? You say that what she tells them“lifts themup.” Don’t you imagine it’s got to be
sonmet hing of a spiritual nature?

‘“Not necessarily.’

‘“What el se would it be?

‘1 don’t know.’

Repeating Joe’s own words heavily coloured with exasperation, she said, “Sonething amazi ng but

| ogical.”

He | ooked away fromher, toward the trees along the northern edge of the field, and he realized
that in the fire-blasted aspen cluster was a sole survivor, reclothed in foliage. Instead of the
characteristic smooth pale trunk, it had scaly black bark, which would provide a dazzling contrast

when its | eaves turned brilliant yellow in the autum.
‘ Somret hi ng amazi ng but |ogical,’” he agreed.
Gl oser than ever, lightning | addered down the sky, and the boom of thunder descended rung to rung.

‘W better go,’ Barbara said. ‘There’'s nothing nore here, any-way.’
Joe foll owed her down through the neadow, but he paused again at the rimof the inpact crater

The few tines that he had gone to neetings of The Conpassion-ate Friends, he had heard ot her
grieving parents speak of the Zero Point. The Zero Point was the instant of the child s death,
fromwhich every future event would be dated, the eye blink during which crushing | oss reset your

i nternal gauges to zero. It was the nmonent at which your shabby box of hopes and wants - which had
once seemed to be such a fabul ous chest of bright dreans - was turned on end and enptied into an
abyss, leaving you with zero expectations. In a clock tick, the future was no | onger a ki ngdom of
possibility and wonder, but a yoke of obligation - and only the unattai nabl e past offered a
hospitable place to live.

He had existed at the Zero Point for nore than a year, with tine receding fromhimin both
directions, belonging to neither the days ahead nor those behind. It was as though he had been
suspended in a tank of liquid nitrogen and |ay deep in cryogenic slunber.

Now he stood at another Zero Point, the physical one, where his w fe and daughters had peri shed.
He wanted so badly to have them back that the wanting tore like eagle’s claws at his viscera. But
at last he wanted sonmething else as well: justice for them justice which could not give neaning
to their deaths but which mght give nmeaning to his.

He had to get all the way up fromhis cryogeni c bed, shake the ice out of his bones and veins, and
not Iie down again until he had dug the truth out of the grave in which it had been buried. For
his | ost wonmen, he would burn pal aces, pull down enpires, and waste the world if necessary for the
truth to be found.

And now he understood the difference between justice and mere vengeance: genuine justice would
bring himno relief of his pain, no sense of triunph; it would only allow himto step out of the
Zero Point and, with his task conpleted, die in peace.

Down t hrough the vaulted conifers came fluttering white wings of stormlight, and again, and stil
more, as if the cracking sky were casting out a radiant multitude. Thunder and the rush of w nd
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beat |ike pinions at Joe’'s ears, and by the many thousands, feathered shadows swooped and
shuddered between the tree trunks and across the forest fl oor.

Just as he and Barbara reached her Ford Explorer at the weedy end of the narrow dirt |ane, a great
fall of rain hissed and roared through the pines. They piled inside, their hair and faces

j ewel | ed,

and her periw nkl e-blue blouse was spattered with spots as dark as plum skin.

They didn’t encounter whatever had frightened the deer fromcover, but Joe was pretty sure now
that the culprit had been another animal. In the run to beat the rain, he had sensed only wld
things crouching - not the far deadlier threat of nen.

Nevert hel ess, the crowdi ng conifers seened to provide ideal architecture for assassins. Secret
bowers, blinds, ambushnments, green-dark lairs.

As Barbara started the Explorer and drove back the way they had cone, Joe was tense. Surveying the
woods. Waiting for the bullet.

When they reached the gravel road, he said, ‘The two nen that Bl ane naned on the cockpit tape.

‘Dr. Blomand Dr. Ran ock.’

‘Have you tried to find out who they are, |launched a search for then?

‘“When | was in San Francisco, | was prying into Delroy Blane’'s background. Looking for any
personal problenms that mght have put himin a precarious psychol ogical condition. | asked his
famly and friends if they’'d heard those names. No one had.’

‘You checked Bl ane’s personal records, appointnent cal endars, his chequebook?

‘Yeah Nothing. And Blane’s fanily physician says he never referred his patient to any specialists
with those nanes. There’'s no physician, psychiatrist, or psychologist in the San Francisco area by
those names. That's as far as | carried it. Because then | was awakened by those bastards in ny
hotel room a pistol in ny face, and told to butt out.

To the end of the gravel road and onto the paved state route, where sizzling silver rain danced in

a froth on the bl acktop, Barbara fell into a troubled silence. Her brow was creased, but not - Joe
sensed

- because the inclenment weather required that she concentrate on her driving.

The lightning and thunder had passed. Now the stormthrew all its energy into wind and rain.

Joe listened to the nonotonous thunp of the windshield wipers. He listened as well to the hard-
driven drops snappi ng agai nst the glass, which seened at first to be a neaningless randomrattle;
but

gradual |y he began to think that he perceived hidden patterns even in the rhythns of the rain.

Bar bara found perhaps not a pattern but an intriguing puzzle piece that she had overl ooked. ‘I'm
remenberi ng sonet hi ng pecu-liar, but...

Joe waited

‘...but | don’t want to encourage you in this weird del usion of yours.

‘ Del usi on?

She glanced at him ‘This idea that there nmi ght have been a survivor.

He said, ‘Encourage nme. Encouragenent isn’t something |’ve had nuch of in the past year.’

She hesitated but then sighed. ‘There was a rancher not far from here who was al ready asl eep when
Fl i ght 353 went down. People who work the Iand go to bed early in these parts. The expl osi on woke
him And then soneone canme to his door.’

“Who?’

‘ The next day, he called the county sheriff, and the sheriff's office put himin touch with the

i nvestigation conmand centre. But it didn't seemto amount to nuch.’

‘“Who cane to his door in the mddle of the night?

“A witness,’ Barbara said.

‘“To the crash?

‘ Supposedl y.’

She | ooked at him but then quickly returned her attention to the rain-swept highway.

In the context of what Joe had told her, this recollection seemed by the nmonent to grow nore
disturbing to Barbara. Her eyes pinched at the corners, as if she were straining to see not

t hrough the downpour but nore clearly into the past, and her |ips pressed together as she debated
whet her to say nore.

A witness to the crash,’ Joe pronpted.

I can’t remenber why, of all places, she went to this ranch house or what she wanted there.’
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‘ She?’

‘ The woman who cl ai ned to have seen the plane go down.

‘There’s sonething nore,’” Joe said.

‘Yeah. As | recall . . . she was a black wonan.’

Hs breath went stale in his lungs, but at last he exhaled and said, ‘Did she give this rancher
her nane?’

‘I don’t know.'’

‘If she did, | wonder if he'd renenber it.’

At the turnoff fromthe state route, the entrance road to the ranch was flanked by tall white
posts that supported an overhead sign bearing graceful green letters on a white background: LOOSE
CHANGE RANCH. Under those three words, in snmaller letters and in script: Jeff and Mercy Ealing.
The gate stood open.

The oil ed-gravel |ane was flanked by white ranch fencing that divided the fields into smaller
pastures. They passed a big riding ring, exercise yards, and nunerous white stables trimmed in

green.
Barbara said, ‘I wasn't here last year, but one of ny people gave ne a report on it. Coning back
tome now. . . It’'s a horse ranch. They breed and race quarter horses. Al so breed and sell sone
show horses |i ke Arabians, | think.’

The pasture grass, alternately churned by wind and flattened by the pounding rain, was not
currently hone to any horses. The riding ring and the exercise yards were deserted.

In sone of the stables, the top of the Dutch door at each stall was open. Here and there, fromthe
safety of their quarters, horses peered out at the storm Some were nearly as dark as the spaces
in which they stood, but others were pale or dappl ed.

The | arge and handsone ranch house, white cl apboard with green shutters, framed by groupi ngs of
aspens, had the deepest front porch that Joe had ever seen. Under the heavy cape of gl oomthrown
down by the thunderheads, a yellow glow as welcom ng as hearth light filled, nmany of the wi ndows.
Barbara parked in the driveway turnaround. She and Joe ran through the rain - previously as warm
as bath water but now cooler - to the screened porch. The door swung inward with a creak of hinges
and the singing of a worn tension spring, sounds so rounded in tone that they were curiously

pl easi ng; they spoke of time passed at a gentle pace, of gracious neglect rather than

di | api dati on.

The porch furniture was white wi cker with green cushions, and ferns cascaded from w ought-iron

st ands.

The house door stood open, and a man of about sixty, in a black rain slicker, waited to one side
on the porch. The weat her-thickened skin of his sun-darkened face was well creased and pati naed
like the leather of a | ong-used saddl ebag. H s blue eyes were as quick

and friendly as his smle. He raised his voice to be heard above the drumming of the rain on the
roof. ‘Mornin’ . Good day for ducks.’

‘Are you M. Ealing? Barbara asked.

‘That would be nme,’ said another man in a black slicker as he appeared in the open doorway.

He was six inches taller and twenty years younger than the man who had comented on t he weat her
But a Iife on horseback, in hot sun and dry wind and the nip of winter, had already begun to
abrade the snooth hard planes of youth and bless himwith a pleasantly worn and appealing face
that spoke of deep experience and rural w sdom

Barbara introduced herself and Joe, inplying that she still worked for the Safety Board and that
Joe was her associ ate.

“You poking into that after a whol e year?’ Ealing asked.

‘W weren't able to settle on a cause,’ Barbara said. ‘Never like to close a file until we know
what happened. Wiy we're here is to ask about the woman who knocked on your door that night.
‘Sure, | renmenber.’

‘Coul d you describe her? Joe asked.

‘Petite lady. About forty or so. Pretty.’

‘Bl ack?”

‘ She was, yes. But also a touch of sonething else. Mexican maybe. O nore |ikely Chinese. Maybe
Vi et nanese.’

Joe renenbered the Asian quality of Rose Tucker’'s eyes. ‘Did she tell you her nane?

‘Probably did,’” Eating said. ‘But | don't recall it.’
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‘How | ong after the crash did she show up here?’ Barbara asked.

‘Not too long.’” Ealing was carrying a |eather satchel similar to a physician’s bag. He shifted it
fromhis right hand to his left. ‘The sound of the plane com ng down woke ne and Mercy before it
hit. Louder than you ever hear a plane in these parts, but we knew what it had to be. | got out o
bed, and Mercy turned on the light. | said, “Ch, Lordy,” and then we heard it, like a big far-off
quarry blast. The house even shook a lit-tle.’

The ol der man was shifting inpatiently fromfoot to foot.

Ealing said, ‘How is she, Ned?

‘Not good,’” Ned said. ‘Not good at all.’

Looki ng out at the long driveway that dw ndled through the |Iashing rain, Jeff Eating said, ‘Wuere
the hell’s Doc Sheely? He

wi ped one hand down his |long face, which seemed to nmake it |onger.

Barbara said, ‘If we’'ve cone at a bad tinme-’

‘W've got a sick mare, but | can give you a minute,’ Ealing said. He returned to the night of the
crash. ‘Mercy call ed Puebl o County Emergency Rescue, and | quick got dressed and drove the pickup
out to the main road, headed south, trying to figure where it went down and could | help. You
could see the fire in the sky - not direct but the glow By the time | got oriented and into the
vicinity, there was already a sheriff’s car blocking the turnoff fromthe state route. Another
pul l ed up behind ne. They were setting up a barrier, waiting for the search-and-rescue teans, and
they made it clear this wasn’t a job for untrai ned do-gooders. So | cane hone.

‘How | ong were you gone?’ Joe asked.

‘Couldn’t have been nore than forty-five mnutes. Then | was in the kitchen here with Mercy for
maybe hal f an hour, having some decaf with a shot of Bailey's, wi de awake and listening to the
news on the radio and wondering was it worth trying to get back to sleep, when we heard the
knocking at the front door.’

Joe said, ‘So she showed up an hour and fifteen mnutes after the crash.’

‘ Ther eabout s!

Its engi ne noi se nmasked by the heavy downpour and by the shivery chorus of w nd-shaken aspens, the
approaching vehicle didn't attract their attention until it was al nost upon them A Jeep Cherokee.
As it swng into the turnaround in front of the house, its headlights, like silver swords, slashed
at the chain-mail rain.

‘Thank God!’ Ned exclainmed, pulling up the hood on his slicker. The screen door sang as he pushed
through it and into the storm

‘Doc Sheely’'s here,’ Jeff Ealing said. ‘Got to help himwith the mare. But Mercy knows nore about
that woman than | do, anyway. You go ahead and talk to her.’

Mercy Ealing s greying blond hair was for the nost part held away from her face and of f her neck
by three butterfly barrettes. She had been busy baki ng cookies, however, and a few curling | ocks
had slipped | oose, hanging in spirals along her flushed cheeks.

W pi ng her hands on her apron and then, nore thoroughly, on a dish towel, she insisted that
Barbara and Joe sit at the breakfast

table in the roony kitchen while she poured coffee for them She provided a plate heaped with
freshly baked cooki es.

The back door was ajar. An unscreened rear porch lay beyond. The cadenced rain was nuffled here,
like the drumming for a funeral cortege passing out on the highway.

The air was warm and redol ent of oatneal batter, chocolate, and roasting wal nuts.

The cof fee was good, and the cookies were better

On the wall was a pictorial calendar with a Christian thene. The painting for August showed Jesus
on the seashore, speaking to a pair of fishernen brothers, Peter and Andrew, who woul d cast aside
their nets and follow Hmto become fishers of nen.

Joe felt as if he had fallen through a trapdoor into a different reality fromthe one in which
he’d been living for a year, out of a cold strange place into the normal world with its little day-
to-day crises, pleasantly routine tasks, and sinple faith in the rightness of all things.

As she checked the cookies in the two ovens, Mercy recalled the night of the crash. ‘No, not Rose.
Her name was Rachel Thomas.

Same initials, Joe realized. Maybe Rose wal ked out of the crash suspecting that sonehow the plane
had been brought down because she was aboard. She night be anxious to |let her enem es think that
she was dead. Keeping the sanme initials probably hel ped her renenber the fal se nane that she had
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gi ven.

‘ She’ d been driving from Col orado Springs to Puebl o when she saw the plane conmi ng down, right over
her,” Mercy said. ‘The poor thing was so frightened, she jamred on the brakes, and the car spun
out of control. Thank God for the seat belts. Wnt off the road, down an enbankment, and turned
over.'’

Barbara said, ‘She was injured?

Spooni ng lunps of thick dough on greased baking sheets, Mercy said, ‘No, both fine and dandy, just
shaken up sone. It was only a little enbanknent. Rachel, she had dirt on her clothes, bits of
grass and weeds stuck to her, but she was okay. Ch, shaky as a leaf in a gale but okay. She was
such a sweet thing, | felt so sorry for her.’

To Joe, Barbara said neaningfully, ‘So back then she was claiming to be a witness.’

“Ch, | don’t think she was naking it up,’ Mercy said. ‘She was a witness, for sure. Very rattled
by what she saw.’

A timer buzzed. Diverted, Mercy slipped one hand into a baker’s

quilted mitten. Fromthe oven, she withdrew a sheet filled with fragrant brown cookies.

‘ The woman cane here that night for hel p?’ Barbara asked.

Putting the hot alum niumtray on a wire cooling rack, Mercy said, ‘She wanted to call a tax
service in Pueblo, but | told her they never in a mllion years come way out here.

“She didn’t want to get a tow truck for her car? Joe asked.

‘She didn't figure to be able to get it done at that hour of the night, all the way from Puebl o.
She expected to cone back the next day with the towtruck driver.’

Barbara said, ‘Wat did she do when you told her there was no way to get taxi service from out
here?’

Sliding a sheet of raw dough drops into the oven, Mercy said, ‘Ch, then | drove theminto Pueblo
mysel f.’

“All the way to Puebl 0?" Barbara asked.

‘“Vell, Jeff had to be up earlier than ne. Rachel didn't want to stay over here, and it wasn't but
an hour to get there, with my heavy foot on the pedal,’ Mercy said, closing the oven door

‘That was extraordinarily kind of you,’ Joe said.

‘“Was it? No, not really. The Lord wants us to be Samaritans. It’'s what we're here for. You see
folks in trouble like this, you have to help them And this was a real nice lady. Al the way to
Puebl o, she couldn’'t stop tal ki ng about the poor people on that plane. She was all torn up about
it. Alnost like it was her fault, what happened to them just because she saw it a few seconds
before it hit. Anyway, it was no big deal going to Pueblo. . though comi ng back hone that night
was the devil’s own trip, because there was so nmuch traffic going to the crash site. Police cars,
anbul ances, fire trucks. Lots of |ookie-loos too. Standing along the side of the road by their
cars and pickups, hoping to see blood, | guess. Gve ne the creeps. Tragedy can bring out the best
in people, but it also brings out the worst.’

‘On the way to Pueblo, did she show you where her car had gone off the hi ghway?’ Joe asked.

‘She was too rattled to recognize the exact spot in the darkness and all. And we couldn’t be
stopping every half mle or whatever to see if maybe this was the right embanknment or then we'd
never get the poor girl home to bed.’

Anot her timer buzzed.

Putting on the quilted mtten again and opening the door on the second oven, Mercy said, ‘She was
so popped, all sleepy-eyed. She didn't care about tow trucks, just about getting hone to bed.

Joe felt certain that there had been no car. Rose wal ked out of the burning neadow, into the
woods, all but blind as she left the blaze for the dark, but desperately deternmined to get away
bef ore anyone di scovered that she was alive, sonmehow sure that the 747 had been brought down
because of her. Terrified, in a state of shock, horrified by the carnage, lost in the wilds, she
had preferred to risk death from starvati on and exposure rather than be found by a rescue team and
perhaps fall into the hands of her eerily powerful enem es. Soon, by great good |uck, she reached
a ridge fromwhich she was able to see, through the trees, the distant lights of the Loose Change
Ranch.

Pushi ng asi de her enpty coffee cup, Barbara said, ‘Mercy, where did you take this wonman i n Puebl 0?
Do you renenber the address?

Hol di ng t he baki ng sheet half out of the oven to exanine the cookies, Mercy said, ‘She never told
me an address, just directed me street to street until we got to the house.

No doubt it was one that Rose had chosen at random as it was unlikely that she knew anyone in
Puebl o.
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‘Did you see her go inside? Joe asked.

‘l was going to wait until she unlocked the door and was inside. But she thanked nme, said CGod

bl ess, and | shoul d scoot back hone.’

‘Could you find the place agai n?” Barbara asked.

Deci di ng that the cookies needed an additional nminute, Mercy slid the tray back into the oven
pulled off the mitten, and said, ‘Sure. Nice big house in a real nice neighbourhood. But it wasn't
Rachel's. It belonged to her partner in the nedical practice. Did | say she was a doctor down in
Puebl 0?’

‘“But you didn’t actually see her go into this place? Joe asked. He assumed that Rose waited unti
Mercy was out of sight, then wal ked away fromthe house and found transportation out of Puebl o.
Mercy's face was red and dewy fromthe oven heat. Plucking two paper towels off a roll and

blotting the sweat fromher brow, she said, ‘No. Like | said, | dropped themoff in front, and
they went up the wal k.’
‘ Then?’

‘The poor sleepy little thing. Such a dear. She was the daughter of Rachel’s partner.’
Startled, Barbara glanced at Joe, then leaned forward in her chair toward Mercy. ‘There was a
child?’

“Such a little angel, sleepy but not cranky at all.
Joe flashed back to Mercy’'s nention of ‘seat belts,” plural, and to other things she had said that

suddenly required a nore literal interpretation than he had given them ‘You nean Rose. . . Rache
had a child with her?’
‘“Wll, didn't | say?” Mercy | ooked puzzled, tossing the danp paper towel into a waste can

‘W didn't realize there was a child,’ Barbara said.
‘l told you,” Mercy said, perplexed by their confusion. ‘Back a year ago, when the fella cane

around fromyour Board, | told himall about Rachel and the little girl, about Rachel being a
Wit ness.’
Looki ng at Joe, Barbara said, ‘I didn't remenber that. | guess | did well even to remenber this

pl ace at all.

Joe’' s heart turned over, turned |ike a wheel long stilled on a rusted axle.

Unawar e of the trenmendous inpact that her revelation had on Joe, Mercy opened the oven door to
check the cookies once nore.

‘How ol d was the girl? he asked.

‘Oh, about four or five,’ Mercy said.

Preroni ti on wei ghed on Joe’'s eyes, and when he closed them the darkness behind his |ids swarnmed
with possibilities that he was terrified to consider.

‘Can you...can you describe her?

Mercy said, ‘She was just a little slip of a doll of a thing. Cute as a button - but then they're
all pretty darn cute at that age, aren't they?

Wien Joe opened his eyes, Barbara was staring at him and her eyes brimed with pity for him She
said, ‘Careful, Joe. It can’'t |ead where you hope.

Mercy placed the hot baking sheet full of finished cookies on a second wire rack

Joe said, ‘What colon was her hair?

‘“She was a little blonde.’

He was noving around the table before he realized that he had risen fromhis chair

Havi ng picked up a spatula, Mercy was scooping the cookies off the cooler of the two baking
sheets, transferring themto a large platter

Joe went to her side. ‘Mercy, what colour were this little girl’s eyes?

‘Can’t say | renmenber.’

fTry.”’

‘Blue, | guess,’ she said, sliding the spatul a under another cookie.
‘You guess?

‘Wl |, she was bl ond.

He surprised her by taking the spatula fromher and putting it aside on the counter. ‘Look at ne,
Mercy. This is inportant.’

Fromthe table, Barbara warned himagain. ‘Easy, Joe. Easy.’

He knew that he shoul d heed her warning. Indifference was his only defence. Indifference was his
friend and his consolation. Hope is a bird that always flies, the light that always dies, a stone
that crushes when it can’'t be carried any farther. Yet with a recklessness that frightened him he
felt himself shoul dering that stone, stepping into the light, reaching toward those white w ngs.
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‘Mercy,’ he said, ‘not all blondes have blue eyes, do they?” Face to face with him captured by

his intensity, Mercy Ealing said, ‘Well..l guess they don’t.’

‘ Sone have green eyes, don't they?

‘Yes.’

“If you think about it, |I'msure you ve even seen blondes with brown eyes.’
‘Not many.’

‘But sone,’ he said.

Prenonition swelled in himagain. H's heart was a Bucking horse now, iron-shod hooves kicking the
stall boards of his ribs.

‘“This little girl,” he said, ‘are you sure she had bl ue eyes?

‘“No. Not sure at all.

‘Coul d her eyes have been grey?

‘I don’t know.'’

‘Think. Try to remenber.’

Mercy’ s eyes swam out of focus as nenory pulled her vision to the past, but after a nonent, she

shook her head. ‘I can't say they were grey, either.’
‘Look at my eyes, Mercy.’' She was |ooking. He said, ‘They're grey.’ ‘Yes.’
“ An unusual shade of grey.’ °‘Yes.

‘“Wth just the faintest touch of violet to them’
‘l see it,’ she said.

‘“Could this girl . . . Mrcy, could this child have had eyes |ike mnine?
She appeared to know what answer he needed to hear, even if she could not guess why. Being a good-
hearted wonman, she wanted to please him At last, however, she said, ‘I don't really know 1| can't

say for sure.’

A sinking sensation overcane Joe, but his heart continued to knock hard enough to shake him
Keeping his voice calm he said, ‘Picture the girl’s face.” He put his hands on Mercy’s shoul ders.
‘Close your eyes and try to see her again.

She cl osed her eyes.

‘On her left cheek,' Joe said. 'Beside her earlobe. Only an inch in fromher earlobe. A smal

mol e.’

Mercy’ s eyes twitched behind her snooth Iids as she struggled to burni sh her nenory.

‘It’s nore of a beauty mark than a nole,’ Joe said. ‘Not raised but flat. Roughly the shape of a
crescent noon.’

After a long hesitation, she said, ‘She mght have had a mark like that, but | can't renenber.’
‘Her smile. Alittle lopsided, a little crooked, turned up at the left corner of her nouth.

‘“She didn’'t smile that | renenmber. She was so sleepy. . . and a little dazed. Sweet but

wi t hdrawn.’

Joe coul d not think of another distinguishing feature that mght jar Mercy Ealing' s nmenory. He
could have regal ed her for hours with stories about his daughter’s grace, about her charm about
her hurmour and the nusical quality of her laughter. He could have spoken at |ength of her beauty:
the smooth sweep of her forehead, the coppery gold of her eyebrows and | ashes, the pertness of her
nose, her shell-like ears, the conmbination of fragility and stubborn strength in her face that
sonmeti mes made his heart ache when he watched her sleeping, the inquisitiveness and unm st akabl e
intelligence that infornmed her every expression. Those were sub-jective inpressions, however, and
no matter how detail ed such descriptions were, they could not |lead Mercy to the answers that he
had hoped to get from her.

He took his hands from her shoul ders.

She opened her eyes.

Joe picked up the spatula he had taken fromher. He put it down again. He didn’t know what he was

doi ng.

She said, ‘I'msorry.’

‘“It’s okay. | was hoping...l thought...l don’t know. |I'm not sure what | was thinking.’
Self-deceit was a suit that didn't fit himwell, and even as he lied to Mercy Ealing, he stood

naked to hinsel f, excruciatingly aware of what he had been hoping, thinking. He’'d been in a fit of
sear chi ng behavi our again, not chasing anyone into a convenience store this tine, not stal king an
i magi ned M chelle through a nmall or departnment store, not rushing to a schoolyard fence for a

cl oser glinpse of a Chrissie who was not Chrissie after all, but heart-deep in searching behaviour
nonet hel ess. The coi nci dence of this nystery child sharing his | ost daughter’s age and hair col our
had been all that he needed to send himracing pell-nell once nore in pursuit of false hope.
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‘“I"msorry,’” Mercy said, clearly sensing the precipitous down-ward spiral of his nmood. ‘Her eyes,
the nmole, the smle. . . just don’t ring a bell. But |I remenber her nane. Rachel called her N na.’
Behi nd Joe, at the table, Barbara got up so fast that she knocked over her chair.

4
At the corner of the back porch, the water falling through the downspout produced a gargle of
phant om voi ces, eager and quar-rel some, guttural and whispery, spitting out questions in unknown
t ongues.

Joe’'s legs felt rubbery. He | eaned with both hands on the wet railing. Rain blew under the porch
eaves, spattering his face.

In answer to his question, Barbara pointed toward the low hills and the woods to the sout hwest.
‘The crash site was that way.’

‘ How far?’

Mercy stood in the open kitchen door. ‘Maybe half a nile as the crow flies. Maybe a little
farther.’

Qut of the torn nmeadow, into the forest where the fire died quickly because it had been a wet
sunmer that year, farther into the darkness of the trees, thrashing through the thin underbrush,
eyes adjusting grudgingly to the gloom perhaps onto a deer trail that all owed easy passage,

per haps across anot her nmeadow, to the hilltop fromwhich the ranch |lights could be seen, Rose

m ght have led - or nostly carried - the child. Half a mle as the crow flies, but twice or three
tinmes as far when one followed the contours of the Iand and the way of the deer

‘“One and a half niles on foot,’ Joe said.

‘I npossi bl e,” Barbara said.

‘Very possible. She could have done it.’

‘1" mnot tal king about the hike.” She turned to Mercy and said, ‘'Ms. Ealing, you have been an
enormous help to us already, a really enornmous help, but we’ve got a confidential matter to

di scuss here for a minute or two.’

“Ch, of course, | understand. You just take all the tinme you want,’ said Mercy, hugely curious but
still too polite to intrude. She backed off the threshold and cl osed the kitchen door

‘Only a mle and a half,’ Joe repeated.

‘On the horizontal,’ Barbara said, noving close to him putting a

hand on his shoulder. ‘“Only a nile and a half on the horizontal, but nore than four miles on the
vertical, straight down, sky to ground. That's the part | can’t accept, Joe.’

He was struggling with it hinmself. To believe in survivors required faith or something very like
it, and he was without faith by choice and by necessity. To put faith in a god would require him
to see neaning in the suffering that was the weft of human experience, and he could see no neani ng
toit. On the other hand, to believe that this niracle of survival resulted somehow fromthe
scientific research in which Rose was engaged, to contenplate that humanki nd coul d reach
successfully for godlike power - Shadrach saving Shadrach fromthe furnace, Lazarus raising
Lazarus fromthe grave - required himto have faith in the transcendent spirit of humankind. Its
goodness. Its beneficent genius. After fourteen years as a crime reporter, he knew nen too well to
bend his knee before the altar in the First Church of Humanity the Divine. Men had a genius for
arrangi ng their dammation, but few if any were capable of their own salvation.

Wth her hand still on Joe’s shoul der, being tough with himbut in the spirit of sisterly

counsel ling, she said, ‘First you want me to believe there was one survivor of that hol ocaust. Now
it’s two. | stood in the smoking ruins, in the slaughterhouse, and | know that the odds agai nst
anyone wal ki ng out of there on her own two feet are billions to one.’

‘Granted.’

‘“No - greater than billions to one. Astronom cal, imreasur-able.

“All right.

‘So there sinply are no odds what soever that two could have cone through it, none, not even an

i nfinitesiml chance.

He said, ‘There’s a lot | haven't told you, and nost of it I’mnot going to tell you now, because
you’' re probably safer not knowi ng. But one thing. . . this Rose Tucker is a scientist who' s been
wor ki ng on sonething big for years, governnent or mlitary financing behind it, something secret
and very damm big.’

‘VWhat ?’

‘I don't know. But before she boarded the flight in New York, she called a reporter out in Los
Angel es, an old friend of hers, and set up an interview, with trusted wi tnesses, at the arriva
gate at LAX. She said she was bringing sonething with her that woul d change the world forever.
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Bar bara searched his eyes, obviously seeking sone sign that he

was not serious about this change-the-world-overnight fantasy. She was a wonan of |ogic and
reason, inpressed by facts and details, and experience had shown her that solutions were found at
an inchworm s pace, in a journey of countless small steps. As an investigator, for years she' d
dealt with puzzles that presented her with literally mllions of pieces and that were hugely nore
conplex than virtually any honicide case to which any police detective was ever assigned,
nmysteries of human action and nmachine failure that were solved not with mracles but wth
drudgery.

Joe understood the | ook in her eyes, because investigative jour-nalismwas not unlike her own

wor K.

“Just what are you sayi ng? she pressed. ‘That when the plane rolls and plumets, Rose Tucker
takes a squeeze bottle out of her purse, some fabul ous new topical lotion that confers tenporary
invul nerability on the user, sort of |ike a sunscreen, and quickly coats hersel f?

Joe al nost |aughed. This was the first time he'd felt |ike laughing in ages. ‘No, of course not.’
‘ Then what ?’

‘1 don’t know. Sonething.

‘ Sounds |ike a big nothing.

‘ Somret hi ng,’ he insisted.

Wth the forge fire of lightning now gone and with the crack of thunder silenced, the churning

cl ouds had an iron-dark beauty.

In the distance the | ow wooded hills were veiled in msts of enigma - the hills across which she
had conme that night, untouched out of fire and destruction

Skirling wi nd made cottonwoods and aspens dance, and across the fields, billows of rain whirled
like skirts in a tarantella.

He had hope again. It felt good. Exhilarating. O course that was why hope was dangerous. The
glorious lifting up, the sweet sense of soaring, always too brief, and then the terrible fall that
was nore devastating because of the subline heights fromwhich it began

But nmaybe it was worse never to hope at all.

He was filled with wonder and qui ckeni ng expectation

He was scared too.

“ Sonet hi ng,’” he insisted.

He took his hands off the railing. His | egs were sturdy again. He

blotted his wet hands on his jeans. He wi ped his rain-spattered face on the sleeve of his
sportscoat.

Turning to Barbara, he said, ‘Sonehow safe to the neadow, then a mle and a half to the ranch. A
mle and a half in an hour and fifteen minutes, which mght be just about right in the darkness,
with a small child to carry or help along.’

‘l hate to be always the pin in the ball oon-

‘Then don’t be.’

‘-but there’'s one thing you have to consider.’

“I"'mlistening.

Barbara hesitated. Then: ‘Just for the sake of argunent, let’s accept that there were survivors.

That this woman was on the plane. Her nane is Rose Tucker. . . but she told Mercy and Jeff that
she was Rachel Thomas.’

‘ So?

‘If she doesn’t give them her real name, why does she give them N na's real name?

‘These people who're after Rose. . . they're not after Nina, they don’t care about Nina.’

‘“If they find out Rose sonehow saved the girl, and if she saved the girl because of this strange,
radi cal news-truth-thing-whatever that she was bringing with her to the press interviewin Los
Angel es, then maybe sonehow that makes the girl as big a danger to them as Rose herself seenms to
be.’

‘Maybe. | don’t know. | don't care right now’

‘My point is - she’'d use another nane for N na.’

‘Not necessarily.’

‘ She woul d,’ Barbara insisted.

‘So what’'s the difference?

‘So maybe Nina is a fal se nane.’
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He felt slapped. He didn't reply.

‘Maybe the child who canme to this house that night is really naned Sarah or Mary or Jennifer

‘“No,’” Joe said firmy.

“Just like Rachel Thomas is a fal se nane.’

“If the child wasn’t Ni na, what an amazi ng coincidence it would be for Rose to pluck ny daughter’s
nane out of thin air. Talk about billion-to-one odds!’

‘ That pl ane could have been carrying nore than one little blond girl going on five.’

‘Both of them naned Ni na? Jesus, Barbara.

‘“if there were survivors, and if one of themwas a little bl onde

girl,’” Barbara said, ‘you ve at |least got to prepare yourself for the possibility that she wasn’t
Ni na.’

‘I know,’ he said, but he was angry with her for forcing himto say it. ‘I know.’

‘Do you?

‘Yes, of course.’
‘“I"'mworried for you, Joe.

‘Thank you,’ he said sarcastically. ‘Your soul’s broken.’

‘1" m okay.’
‘“You could fall apart so easy.’ He shrugged.
‘No,’ she said. ‘Look at yourself.’” ‘lI"mbetter than | was.’

‘*She m ght not be N na.’
‘She nmight not be Nina,” he adnmtted, hating Barbara for this relentless insistence, even though

he knew t hat she was genuinely concerned for him that she was prescribing this pill of reality as
a vacci ne against the total collapse that he m ght experience if his hopes, in the end, were not
realized. ‘I'mready to face that she might turn out not to be Nina. Ckay? Feel better? | can

handle it if that’s the case.

‘“You say it, but it’s not true.’

He glared at her. ‘It is true.

‘Maybe a tiny piece of your heart knows she might not be Nina, a thin fibre, but the rest of your
heart is right now pounding, racing with the conviction that she is.’

He could feel his own eyes shining with - stinging with - the delirious expectation of a

m racul ous reunion.

Her eyes, however, were full of a sadness that infuriated himso much he was nearly capabl e of
striking her.

Mercy maki ng peanut-butter dough balls. A new curiosity - and wariness - in her eyes. Having seen
t hrough the wi ndow, the enotional quality of the discussion on the porch. Perhaps catch-ing a few
words through the glass, even without attenpting to eavesdrop

Nevert hel ess, she was a Samaritan, with Jesus and Andrew and M ni on Peter marking the nonth of
August as a remnminder for her, and she still wanted to do her best to help

‘No, actually, the girl never said her nane. Rachel introduced her. The poor child never spoke two
words. She was so tired, you see, so sleepy. And maybe in shock a little fromthe car rolling
over. Not hurt, mind you. Not a mark on her. But her little face was as white and shiny as candle
wax. Heavy-eyed and not really with us. Half in a sort of trance. | worried about her, but Rachel
sai d she was okay, and Rachel was a doctor, after all, so then | didn't worry about it that nuch.
The little doll slept in the car all the way to Pueblo.’

Mercy rolled a ball of dough between her palns. She put the pale sphere on a baking sheet and
flattened it slightly with the gentle pressure of her thunb.

‘Rachel had been to Colorado Springs to visit famly for the weekend, and she’d taken Nina with
her because Nina's dad and nom were on an anniversary cruise. At least that’s how | understood
it.’

Mercy began to fill a brown paper |unch bag with the cool ed cookies that were stacked on the
platter.
‘Not the usual thing - | mean, a black doctor and a white doctor in practice together in these

parts, and not usual, either, to see a black woman with a white child around here. But | take al
that to nean the world' s getting to be a better place at last, nore tolerant, nore |oving.

She folded the top of the bag tw ce and handed it to Barbara.

‘ Thank you, Mercy.’

To Joe, Mercy Ealing said, ‘I’'msure sorry | couldn’'t be nore help to you.’

‘“You’ ve been a lot of help,” he assured her. He smiled. ‘And there' s cookies.
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She | ooked toward the kitchen wi ndow that was on the side of the house rather than on the back of
it. One of the stables was visible through the pall of rain

She said, ‘A good cookie does lift the spirit, doesn’'t it? But! sure wish | could do nore than
make cookies for Jeff today. He dearly loves that nare.

d ancing at the calendar with the religious theme, Joe said, ‘How do you hold onto your faith,
Mercy? How in a world with so nuch death, planes falling out of the sky and favourite nares being
taken for no reason?’

She didn't seem surprised or offended by the question. ‘I don't know. Sometines it’'s hard, isn't
it? | used to be so angry that we couldn’t have kids. | was working at sone record for

m scarri ages,

and then | just gave up. You want to scream at the sky sonetimes. And there’s nights you lie
awake. But then | think. well, this life has its joys too. And, anyway, it’s nothing but a place
we have to pass through on our way to sonewhere better. If we live forever, it doesn’t matter so
much what happens to us here.

Joe had been hoping for a nore interesting answer. Insightful. Penetrating. Honespun w sdom
Sonet hi ng he coul d beli eve.

He said, ‘The mare will matter to Jeff. And it matters to you because it matters so rmuch to him’
Pi cki ng up anot her |lunmp of dough, rolling it into a pale noon

a tiny planet, she smled and said, ‘Ch, if | understood it, Joe, then

I wouldn’t be ne. I'd be God. And that's a job | sure wouldn't

want .’

‘ How so?’

‘It’s got to be even sadder than our end of things, don't you think? He knows our potential but
has to watch us forever falling short, all the cruel things we do to one another, the hatred and
the lies, the envy and greed and the endl ess coveting. W see only the ugliness people do to those
around us, but He sees it all. The seat He's in has a sadder view than ours.’

She put the ball of dough on the cookie sheet and inpressed upon it the mark of her thunb: a
monent of pleasure waiting to be baked, to be eaten, to lift the spirit.

The veterinarian's Jeep station wagon was still in the driveway, parked in front of the Explorer.
A Wi maraner was lying in the back of the vehicle. As Joe and Barbara clinbed into the Ford and

sl anmed the doors, the dog raised its noble silver-grey head and stared at themthrough the rear
wi ndow of the Jeep

By the time that Barbara slipped the key into the ignition and started the Explorer, the humd air
filled with the aromas of oatneal -chocol ate-chi p cookies and danp denim The wi ndshield quickly
clouded with the condensation of their breath.

“If it’s Nina, your Nina,’ Barbara said, waiting for the air-conditioner to clear the glass, ‘then
where has she been for this whole year?

‘Wth Rose Tucker sonewhere.’

And why woul d Rose keep your daughter fromyou? Why such awful cruelty?

“It’s not cruelty. You hit on the answer yourself, out there on the back porch.’

‘“Way do | suspect the only tine you listen to me is when I'mfull of shit?

Joe said, ‘Sonmehow, since N na survived with Rose, survived because of Rose, now Rose’s enemi es
will want Nina too. If Nina had been sent hone to ne, she'd have been a target. Rose is just
keepi ng her safe.’

The pearly condensation retreated toward the edges of the wi ndshi el d.

Bar bara swi tched on the wi pers.

From the rear wi ndow of the Jeep Cherokee, the Winaraner still watched them w thout getting to
its feet. Its eyes were |um nous anber.

‘Rose i s keeping her safe,’ he repeated. ‘That’'s why |’ve got to |earn everything | can about
Flight 353 and stay alive long enough to find a way to break the story wi de open. Wen it’'s
exposed, when the bastards behind all of this are ruined and on their way to prison or the gas
chanber, then Rose will be safe and N na can

she can conme back to me.

‘If this Nna is your Nina,’ she rem nded him

“If she is, yes.’

Under the sonbre yell ow gaze of the dog, they swung past the Cherokee and circled the oval bed of
bl ue and purpl e del phiniunms around which the term nus of the driveway turned.
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“You think we should have asked Mercy to help us find the house in Puebl o where she dropped Rose
and the girl that night? Barbara wondered.

‘“No point. Nothing there for us. They never went inside that house. As soon as Mercy drove out of
sight, they noved on. Rose was just using Mercy to reach the nearest sizable town, where she could
get transportation, maybe call a trusted friend in Los Angel es or somewhere. How | arge is Puebl 0?
About a hundred thousand peopl e.

‘That’s | arge enough. Plenty of ways in and out of a city that size. Bus, maybe train, rental car,
even by air.’

As they headed down the gravel driveway toward the paved road, Joe saw three nmen in hooded rain
slickers exiting a stable stall beyond an exercise yard. Jeff Ealing, Ned, and the veterinarian
They left both the | ower and upper hal ves of the Dutch door standing open. No horse followed them
Huddl ed agai nst the downpour, heads bowed as if they were

a procession of nonks, they noved toward the house. No clair-voyance was required to know t hat
their shoul ders were slunped not only under the weight of the stormbut under the wei ght of

def eat .

Now a call to the knackery. A beloved mare to be transported and rendered. Another summrer

aft ernoon on the Loose Change Ranch - never to be forgotten

Joe hoped that the years, the toil, and the m scarriages had not caused any di stance to open
between Jeff and Mercy Ealing. He hoped that in the night they still held each other.

The grey stormlight was so dimthat Barbara swi tched on the headlights. In those twin beans, as
they reached the paved highway, the silvery rain glittered Iike flensing knives.

In Col orado Springs, a network of shallow | akes had forned on the grammar-school playground next
to which Joe had parked his rental car. In the grey-rinsed light, rising fromthe rain-dinpled
water, the jungle gyns and the seesaws and the el aborate swi ng sets appeared strange to Joe, not
at all like what they were, but like a steel-pipe Stonehenge nore nysterious even than the ancient
rock negaliths and trilithons on England’'s Salisbury Plain

Everywhere he turned his eyes now, this world was different fromthe one that he had inhabited al
his life. The change had begun the previous day, when he’d gone to the cenetery. Ever since, a
shift seened to be progressing with gathering power and speed, as though the world of Einsteinian
|l aws had intersected with a universe where the rules of energy and matter were so different as to
baffl e the wi sest mathemati ci ans and the proudest physicists.

This newreality was both nore piercingly beautiful and nore fearsone than the one that it

repl aced. He knew the change was subjective and woul d never reverse itself. Nothing this side of
death woul d ever again seemsinple to hin the snoothest surface hid unknowabl e dept hs and

conmpl exities.

Barbara stopped in the street beside his rental car, two blocks fromher house. ‘Well. | guess
this is as far as we go.’

‘ Thank you, Barbara. You' ve taken such risks-

‘l don't want you to worry about that. You hear ne? It was ny decision.’

“I'f not for your kindness and your courage, |’'d never have had a

hope of getting to the bottomof this. Today you ve opened a door for me.
‘But a door to what?’ she worried.

‘Maybe to Nina.’

Bar bara | ooked weary and frightened and sad. She wi ped one hand across her face, and then she

| ooked only frightened and sad.

‘Joe, you keep ny voice in your head. \Werever you go fromhere, you renenber to listen for ne at
the back of your mind. 1’'Il be an old nag, telling you that even if two peopl e sonehow cane out of
that crash alive, it’'s dam unlikely that one of themis your Nina. Don't swing the sword on
yoursel f, don’'t you be the one to cut yourself off at the knees.

He nodded.

‘Proni se me,’ she said.

‘Prom se.’

‘ She’ s gone, Joe.’

‘ Maybe.’

“Arnmour your heart.’

‘W'l see.’

‘Better go,’ she said.
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He opened the door and got out into the rain.

‘ Good luck,’ Barbara said.

‘ Thanks.’

He sl amred t he door, and she drove away.

As he unl ocked his rental car, Joe heard the Explorer’s brakes bark | ess than half a bl ock away.
When he | ooked up, the Ford was reversing toward him its red taillights shinmering on the slick
bl ackt op.

She got out of the Explorer, came to him put her arnms around him and held himtightly. ‘You're a
dear nman, Joe Carpenter.’

He enbraced her too, but no words cane to him He renenbered how badly he had wanted to strike her
when she had pressed himto forsake the idea that Nina mght be alive. He was ashanmed by the
hatred that he had felt for her then, ashaned and confused

- but he was al so touched by her friendship, which neant nore to hi mnow than he coul d have

i magi ned when he first rang her doorbell.

‘How can | have known you only a few short hours,’ she wondered, ‘and feel as if you re ny son?
She left himfor the second tine.

He got into his car as she drove away.

He watched the dwi ndling Explorer in the rear-view mrror until it turned left into Barbara's
driveway, two bl ocks behind him and di sappeared into her garage.

Across the street, the white trunks of the paper birches glowed |ike painted doorjanbs, the deep
nmoody shadows between |ike open doors to futures best |eft unvisited.

Soaked, he drove back to Denver with no regard for the speed lint, alternately using the heater
and the air-conditioner, trying to dry out his clothes.

He was electrified by the prospect of finding N na.

In spite of what he had said to Barbara, in spite of what he had pronised her, he knew that Ni na
was alive. One thing in this eerily altered world seened absolutely right again at last: N na
alive, Nina out there somewhere. She was a warm |ight upon his skin, a spectrumof |ight beyond
the ability of his eyes to detect, as were infrared and ultraviolet, but though he could not see
her, he could feel her shining in the world.

This wasn’t at all simlar to the portentous feeling that had so often sent himspiralling into
sear chi ng behavi our, chasing after ghosts. This hope was rock under his hand, not mst.

He was as close to happi ness as he had been in nore than a year, but each tine that his heart
swelled too full with excite-nent, his nood was danpened by a pang of guilt. Even if he found N na
- when he found Nina - he would not also regain Mchelle and Chrissie. They were gone forever, and
it seemed callous of himto be too happy about reclaimng only one of three.

Neverthel ess, the desire to learn the truth, which had notivated himto cone to Col orado, was the
tiniest fraction as powerful as the wenching need to find his younger daughter, which now raged
in himto a degree beyond the neasurenents used to define mere conpul sion or obsession

At Denver International Airport, he returned the car to the agency, paid the bill in cash, and
retrieved his signed credit-card form He was in the terminal again fifty mnutes before his
flight was schedul ed to depart.

He was starving. But for two cookies in Mercy’'s kitchen, he had eaten nothing since the two
cheeseburgers the previous evening on his way to the Vadance house and | ater a chocol ate bar

He found the nearest restaurant in the ternminal. He ordered a club sandwich with french fries and
a bottle of Heineken.

Bacon had never tasted half as good as it did now. He |licked mayonnaise fromhis fingertips. The
fries had a satisfying crunch, and the crisp dill pickle snapped with a spray of sour juice. For
the first tinme since another August, he not only consuned his food but relished it.

On his way to the boarding gate, with twenty mnutes to spare, he suddenly took a detour to the
men’s room He thought he was going to be sick

By the time he got into a stall and | atched the door, his nausea passed. |Instead of throw ng up
he | eaned his back agai nst the door and wept.

He hadn’t cried in many nonths, and he didn't know why he was crying now. Maybe because he was on
the trenbling edge of happiness with the thought of seeing Nina again. O nmybe because he was
scared of never finding her or of |osing her a second time. Maybe he was grieving anew for

M chel l e and Chrissie. Maybe he had | earned too many dreadful details about what had happened to
Flight 353 and to the people on it.
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Maybe it was all those things.

He was on a runaway rocket of enption, and he needed to regain control of hinmself. He wasn't going
to be effective in his search for Rose and Nna if he swng wildly between euphoria and despair
Red- eyed but recovered, he boarded the plane for Los Angeles as they issued the final call.

As the 737 took off, to Joe's surprise his heart nade a hollow racket in his ears, |ike running
f oot steps descending stairs. He clutched the arnms of his seat as though he might tunble forward
and fall headl ong.

He had never been afraid on the flight to Denver, but now he was in the lap of terror. Comni ng
eastward, he would have wel coned death, for the wongness of outliving his fanm |y had been heavy
on his mnd - but now, westward bound, he had a reason to |live.

Even when they had reached cruising altitude and levelled off, he renmi ned edgy. He could too
easily imagine one of the pilots turning to the other and saying, Are we recording?

Since Joe could not get Captain Delroy Blane out of his mnd

anyway, he withdrew the three fol ded pages of the transcript froman inner jacket pocket.
Reviewing it, he mght see sonmething that he had nissed before - and he needed to keep his mnd
occupi ed, even if with this.

The flight wasn’t heavily booked, a third of the seats enpty. He had a wi ndow seat with no

i medi at e nei ghbour, so he was afforded the privacy he needed.

In response to his request, a flight attendant brought a pen and note pad.

As he read through the transcript, he extracted Blane’'s dialogue and printed it on the note pad.
Standi ng apart fromFirst Oficer Victor Santorelli’s increasingly frantic statements, and shorn
of Barbara’'s descriptions of sounds and pauses, the captain’s words might allow for the discovery
of nuances ot herw se not easy to spot.

When he was done, Joe folded the transcript and returned it to his coat pocket. Then he read from
the note pad:

One of their nanes is Dr. Louis Blom

One of their nanes is Dr. Keith Ranl ock

They’ re doing bad things to ne.

They’'re nmean to ne.

Make them st op.

Are we recording?

Make them stop hurting ne.

Are we recordi ng?

Are we recordi ng?

Make them stop or when | get the chance . . . when | get the chance, [I’'IIl kill everybody.
Everybody. | will. I'Il doit. I'"lIl kill everybody, and I'll like it.
This is fun.

Whoooaaa. Here we go, Dr. Rumlock. Dr. Blom here we go

Whoooaaa. Are we recordi ng?

Are we recordi ng?

Ch, wow.

Oh, yeah.

Oh, yeah.

Now. Look.

Cool .

Joe didn’'t see anything newin the nmaterial, but something he bad noticed before was nore obvi ous
when Bl ane’ s di al ogue was

read in this extracted format. Although the captain was speaking in the voice of an adult, sone of
the things he was saying had a distinct childlike quality.

They’' re doing bad things to ne. They're nmean to ne. Make them stop. Make them stop hurting ne.
This was neither the phrasing nor the word choi ce nost adults would use to accuse tormentors or to

ask for help.

Hi s | ongest speech, a threat to kill everybody and like it, was petulant and childish as well -
especially when i mediately foll owed by the observation This is fun

Whoooaaa. Here we go . . Whoooaaa. Oh, wow. Ch, yeah

Bl ane’ s reaction to the roll and plunge of the 747 was like that of a boy thrilling to the arriva
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of a roller coaster at the crown of the first hill on the track and, then, to the first stomach-
rolling drop. According to Barbara, the captain had sounded unafraid; and there was no nore terror
in his words than in his tone of voice.

Now. Look.

Those words were spoken three and a half seconds before inpact, as Bl ane watched the ni ghtscape
bl oom like a black rose beyond the wi ndscreen. He seened gripped not by fear but by a sense of
wonder .

Cool

Joe stared at that final word for a long time, until the shiver it caused had passed, until he
could consider all the inplications of it with a nmeasure of detachnent.

Cool

To the end, Blane reacted |ike a boy on an amusenent-park ride. He had exhibited no nore concern
for his passengers and crew than a thoughtless and arrogant child night exhibit for the insects
that he tortured with matches.

Cool .

Even a thoughtless child, as selfish as only the very young and the incurably i mature can be,
woul d nonet hel ess have shown sone fear for hinself Even a determ nedly suicidal man, having | eaped
off a high | edge, would cry out in nortal fear if not regret as he hurtled toward the pavenent.
Yet this captain, in whatever altered state he occupi ed, watched oblivion approach with no
apparent concern, even with delight, as though he recogni zed no physical threat to hinself.

Cool .

Delroy Blane. Fanmily man. Faithful husband. Devout Mornon.

Stabl e, loving, kind, conpassionate. Successful, happy, healthy. Everything to live for. O eared
by the toxicol ogical tests.

VWhat’s wong with this picture?

Cool

A usel ess anger rose in Joe. It was not aimed at Blane, who surely was a victimtoo - though he
didn't initially appear to be one. This was the simmering anger of his chil dhood and adol escence,
undirected and therefore likely to swell like the ever-hotter steamin a boiler with no pressure-
rel ease val ve

He tucked the note pad into his jacket pocket.

Hi s hands curled into fists. Unclenching themwas difficult. He wanted to stri ke sonething.
Anything. Until he broke it. Until his knuckles split and bl ed.

Such blind anger always rem nded himof his father

Frank Carpenter had not been an angry person. The opposite. He never raised his voice in other
than anusenment and surprise and happy exclamation. He was a good man - inexplicably good and oddly
optim stic, considering the suffering with which fate saddl ed him

Joe, however, had been perpetually angry for him

He could not renenber his dad with two I egs. Frank had |ost the I eft one when his car was

br oadsi ded by a pickup truck driven by a nineteen-year-old drunk with | apsed i nsurance. Joe was
not yet three years old at the tine.

Frank and Donna, Joe’'s nother, had been married with little nore than two paycheques and their
work clothes. To save noney, they carried only liability coverage with their car. The drunk driver
had no assets, and they received no conpensation fromany insurance conmpany for the | oss of the

i mb.

The | eg was anput ated hal fway between knee and hip. In those days there were no highly effective
prost heses. Besides, a false leg with any sort of functioning knee was expensive. Frank becanme so
agile and quick with one leg and a crutch that he joked about entering a marathon.

Joe had never been ashaned of his father’s difference. He knew his dad not as a one-Ilegged man
with a peculiar lurching gait, but as a bedtime storyteller, an indefatigable player of Uncle
Wggly and ot her games, a patient softball coach

The first serious fight he’'d gotten into was when he was si X,

in first grade. A kid named Les O ner had referred to Frank as a ‘stupid cripple.” Al though d ner
was a bully and bigger than Joe, his superior size was an insufficient advantage agai nst the
savage animal fury with which he was confronted. Joe beat the shit out of him H's intention was
to put out Aner’s right eye, so he would know what it was like to live with one of two, but a
teacher pulled himoff the battered kid before he could half blind him
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Afterward, he felt no renorse. He still didn't. He was not proud of this. It was just the way he
felt.

Dorma knew that her husband’ s heart would break a little if he learned his boy had gotten into
troubl e over him She devised and enforced Joe' s puni shment herself, and together they conceal ed
the incident from Frank

That was the beginning of Joe's secret life of quiet rage and periodi c violence. He grew up

| ooking for a fight and usually finding one, but he chose the nonent and the venue to ensure that
his dad was unlikely to learn of it.

Frank was a roofer, but there was no scranbling up |ladders and hustling fromeaves to ridgeline
with one leg. He was loath to take disability fromthe governnent, but he accepted it for a while,
until he found a way to turn a talent for woodworking into an occupati on.

He nade jewellery boxes, |anp bases, and other itens inlaid with exotic woods in intricate
patterns, and he found shops that would carry his creations. For a while, he cleared a few dollars
more than the disability paynments, which he relinqui shed.

A seanstress in a conbination tailor’s shop and dry-cl eaners, Donna cane honme from work every day
with hair curled fromthe steampress humdity and snelling of benzene and other liquid sol-vents.
To this day, when Joe entered a dry-cleaning establishnment, his first breath brought vividly to
mnd his nother’s hair and her honey-brown eyes, which as a child he’'d thought were faded froma
dar ker brown by steam and cheni cal s.

Three years after losing the |l eg, Frank began suffering pain in his knuckles and then his wi sts.
The di aghosis was rheumatoid arthritis.

A vicious thing, this disease. And in Frank, it progressed with uncommon speed, a fire spreading
through him the spinal joints in his neck, his shoulders, hips, his one renaining knee.

He shut down his woodwor ki ng busi ness. There were govern-nment prograns providi ng assi stance,

t hough never enough and

al ways with the nmeasure of hunmiliation that bureaucrats dished out with a hateful - and often
unconsci ous - generosity.

The Church hel ped too, and charity fromthe |ocal parish was nore conpassionately provided and

| ess hunbling to receive. Frank and Donna were Catholics. Joe went to Mass with themfaithfully
but without faith.

In two years, already hanpered by the | oss of one leg, Frank was in a wheel chair.

Medi cal know edge has advanced dramatically in thirty years, but in those days, treatnents were

| ess effective than they are now - especially in cases as severe as Frank’s. Nonsteroidal anti-

i nfl ammat ory drugs, injections of gold salts, and then nuch later penicillanine. Still the

ost eoporosi s progressed. More cartilage and tendon tissue were lost fromthe chronic inflanmation
Muscl es continued to atrophy. Joints ached and swelled. The quality of inmunosuppressant
Corticosteroids available at the tine somewhat slowed but did not halt the deformation of joints,
the frightening loss of function

By the tine Joe was thirteen, his daily routine included hel ping his dad dress and bathe when his
nmot her was at work. Fromthe first, he never resented any tasks that fell to him to his surprise,
he found within hinmself a tenderness that was a counterwei ght to the omi present anger that he
directed at God but that he inadequately relieved on those unlucky boys with whom he periodically
pi cked fights. For a long tinme Frank was nortified to have to rely on his son for such private
matters, but eventually the shared chall enge of bathing, grooming, and toilet brought them closer
deepened their feelings for each other

By the time Joe was sixteen, Frank was suffering with fibrous ankyl osis. Huge rheunat oi d nodul es
had formed at several joints, including one the size of a golf ball on his right wist. Hs left
el bow was deforned by a nodule alnost as |large as the softball that he had thrown so many hundreds
of tinmes in backyard practices when Joe had been six years old and getting into Little League.

Hi s dad |ived now for Joe’'s achi evenents, so Joe was an honour student in spite of a part-time job
at McDonald’'s. He was a star quarterback on the high-school football team Frank never put any
pressure on himto excel. Love notivated Joe.

In the sumrer of that year, he joined the YMCA Youth Athletics Program the boxing | eague. He was
quick to learn, and the coach liked him said he had talent. But in his first two practice

mat ches, he continued hanmmreri ng punches into opponents after they were

saggi ng on the ropes, beaten and defenceless. He’'d had to be pulled off. To them boxing was
recreation and self-defence, but to Joe it was savage therapy. He didn't want to hurt anyone, not
any specific individual, but he did hurt them consequently, he was not pernmitted to conpete in
the | eague.
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Frank’s chronic pericarditis, arising fromthe rheunmatoid arthritis, led to a virulent infection
of the pericardium which ultimately led to heart failure. Frank died two days before Joe’s

ei ghteent h birthday.

The week following the funeral Mass, Joe visited the same church after mdnight, when it was
deserted. He'd had too nmany beers. He sprayed black paint on all the stations of the cross. He
overturned a cast-stone statue of Qur Lady and smashed a score of the ruby-red glasses fromthe
voti ve-candl e rack.

He ni ght have done considerably nore damage if he had not quickly been overcone by a sense of
futility. He could not teach renorse to God. He could not express his pain with sufficient power
to penetrate the steel veil between this world and t he next

- if there was a next.

Slunping in the front pew, he wept.

He sat there less than a minute, however, because suddenly he felt that weeping in the church

m ght seemto be an adnission of his powerlessness. Ludicrously, he thought it inportant that his
tears not be misconstrued as an acceptance of the cruelty with which the universe was rul ed.

He I eft the church and was never apprehended for the vandalism He felt no guilt about what he’'d
done - and again, no pride.

For a while he was crazy, and then he went to college, where he fit in because half of the student
body was crazy too, with youth, and the faculty with tenure.

H s nother died just three years later, at the age of forty-seven. Lung cancer, spreading to the
| ynphati c system She had never been a snoker. Neither had his father. Maybe it was the funes of
the benzene and other solvents in the dry-cleaner’s shop. Maybe it was weariness, |oneliness, and
a way out.

The ni ght she died, Joe sat at her bedside in the hospital, holding her hand, putting cold
conpresses on her brow, and slipping slivers of ice into her parched nmouth when she asked for
them while she spoke sporadically, half coherently, about a Knights of Col unbus di nner dance to
whi ch Frank had taken her when Joe was only two, the year before the accident and anputation
There was a big hand with ei ghteen fine nusicians,

pl ayi ng genui ne dance mnusic, not just shake-in-place rock-"n"-roll. She and Frank were sel f-taught
inthe fox trot, swing, and the cha-cha, but they weren't bad. They knew each other’s npoves. How
they laughed. There were balloons, oh, hundreds of balloons, suspended in a net fromthe ceiling
The centrepi ece on each table was a white plastic swan holding a fat candl e surrounded by red
chrysant hemuns. Dessert was ice creamin a sugar swan. It was a night of swans. The bal |l oons were
red and white, hundreds of them Holding her close in a slow dance, he whispered in her ear that
she was the nost beautiful woman in the room and oh how he | oved her. A revolving ballroom
chandel i er cast off splinters of coloured light, the balloons came down red and white, and the
sugar swan tasted of alnonds when it crunched between the teeth. She was twenty-nine years old the
ni ght of the dance, and she relished this nenory and no other through the final hour of her life,
as though it had been the | ast good time she could recall.

Joe buried her fromthe sanme church that he had vandalized two years earlier. The stations of the
cross had been restored. A new statue of the Holy Mther watched over a full conplenent of votive
gl asses on the tiered rack

Later, he expressed his grief in a bar fight. H s nose was broken, but he did worse danage to the
ot her guy.

He stayed crazy until he net Mchelle.

On their first date, as he had returned her to her apartnent, she had told himthat he had a wild
streak a foot w de. Wien he’'d taken that as a conplinment, she had told himthat only a noron, a
hor mone- crazed pubescent boy, or an ape in the zoo would be witless enough to take pride in it.
Thereafter, by her exanple, she taught himeverything that was to shape his future. That | ove was
worth the risk of |oss. That anger harns no one nore than he who harbours it. That both bitterness
and true happi ness are choices that we nmake, not conditions that fall upon us fromthe hands of
fate. That peace is to be found in the acceptance of things that we are unable to change. That
friends and fanmly are the blood of life, and that the purpose of existence is caring, conmtnent.
Si x days before their wedding, in the evening, Joe went alone to the church fromwhich he'd buried
his parents. Having cal cul ated the cost of the danage he’ d done years before, he stuffed a wad of
hundred-dollar bills into the poor box.

He nade the contribution neither because of guilt nor because

his faith was regained. He did it for Mchelle, though she would never know of the vandalism or of
this act of restitution.
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Thereafter, his life had begun
And t hen ended one year ago.

Now, Nina was in the world again, waiting to be found, waiting to be brought hone.

Wth the hope of finding Nina as balm Joe was able to take the heat out of his anger. To recover
Ni na, he must be totally in control of hinself.

Anger harnms no one nore than he who harbours it.

He was ashaned by how qui ckly and absolutely he had turned away fromall the | essons that Mchelle
had taught him Wth the fall of Flight 353, he too had fallen, had plunmeted out of the sky into
which Mchelle had lifted himwith her love, and had returned to the nmud of bitterness. His
col l apse was a di shonour to her, and now he felt a sting of guilt as sharp as he m ght have felt
if he'd betrayed her with anot her wonan.

Nina, mrror of her nother, offered himthe reason and the chance to rebuild hinmself into a
reflection of the person that he had been before the crash. He coul d becone again a man worthy of
bei ng her father.

Neen- ah, N ne-ah, no one finah

He slowy | eafed through his treasure trove of nmental images of Nina, and the effect was soot hing.
Gradual |y his clenched hands rel axed

He began the last hour of the flight by reading two of the four printouts of articles about
Teknol ogi k, which he had retrieved fromthe Post conputer the previous afternoon

In the second, he canme upon a piece of information that stunned him Thirty-nine percent of
Teknol ogi k' s stock, the largest single block, was owned by Nellor et Fils, a Swi ss hol di ng conpany
with extensive and diverse interests in drug research, medical research, medical publishing,
general publishing, and the filmand broadcasting industries.

Nellor et Fils was the principal vehicle by which Horton Nellor and his son, Andrew, invested the
famly fortune, which was thought to be in excess of four billion dollars. Nellor was not Sw ss,
of course, but American. He had taken his base of oper-ations offshore a long tinme ago. And nore
than twenty years

ago, Horton Nellor had founded the Los Angeles Post. He still owned it.

For a while Joe fingered his astoni shment as though he were a whittler with an intriguingly shaped
pi ece of driftwood, trying to deci de how best to carve it. As in raw wood, sonething waited here
to be discovered by the craftsman’s hand; his knives were his nmind and his journalistic instinct.
Horton Nellor’s investnents were wi despread, so it m ght mean nothing whatsoever that he owned

pi eces of both Teknol ogi k and the Post. Probably pure coincidence.

He owned the Post outright and was not an absentee publisher concerned only about profit; through
his son, he exerted control over the editorial philosophy and the reportorial policies of the
newspaper. He might not be so intimately involved, however, with Teknol ogik, Inc. H's stake in
that corporation was large but not in itself a controlling interest, so perhaps he was not engaged
in the day-to-day operations, treating it only as a stock investnent.

In that case, he was not necessarily personally aware of the top-secret research Rose Tucker and
her associ ates had undertaken. And he was not necessarily carrying any degree of responsibility
for the destruction of Flight 353.

Joe recalled his encounter the previous afternoon with Dan Shavers, the business-page col umi st at
the Post. Shavers pungently characterized the Teknol ogi k executives: infanmous self-aggrandi zers,
think of thenselves as sonme ki nd of business royalty, but they are no better than us. They, too,
answer to He Who Must Be Cbeyed.

He Who Must Be (beyed. Horton Nell or

Revi ewi ng the rest of the brief conversation, Joe realized that Shavers had assumed that Joe knew
of Nellor’s interest in Teknol ogi k. And the columist seened to have been inplying that Nellor
asserted his will at Teknol ogik no I ess than he did at the Post.

Joe al so flashed back to sonething Lisa Peccatone had said in the kitchen at the Del mann house
when the rel ati onship between Rose Tucker and Teknol ogi k was nenti oned: You and ne and Rosie al
connected. Small world, huh?

At the time, he had thought she was referring to the fact that Flight 353 had beconme a spring
point in the arcs of all their lives. Maybe what she really neant was that all of them worked for
the sane man.

Joe had never net Horton Nellor, who had become sonething of a recluse over the years. He' d seen
phot ographs, of course. The bil-lionaire, nowin his late sixties, was silver-haired and round-
faced
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with pleasing if somewhat blurred features. He |l ooked like a nuffin on which, with icing, a baker
had pai nted a grandfather face.

He did not appear to be a killer. He was known as a generous philanthropist. H s reputation was
not that of a man who woul d hire assassins or condone nurder in the nmaintenance or expansion of
his enpire.

Human bei ngs, however, were different from appl es and oranges:

The flavour of the peel did not reliably predict the taste of the pulp. The fact renained that Joe
and M chelle had worked for the same

man as those who now wanted to kill Rose Tucker and who - in sone as yet inconprehensible nmanner -
had evidently destroyed Nationwi de 353. The noney that had | ong supported his famly was the sane
money that had financed their nurders.

H s response to this revelation was so conplexly tangled that he could not quickly unknot it, so
dark that he could not easily see the entire shape of it. Geasy fingers of nausea seined his
guts. Although he stared out the w ndow for perhaps half an hour, he was not aware of the desert
surrendering to the suburbs or the suburbs to the city. He was surprised when he realized that
they were descending toward LAX

On the ground, as they taxied to the assigned gate and as the tel escoping nobile corridor was
linked like an unbilical between the 737 and the terninal, Joe checked his wistwatch, considered
the distance to Westwood, and cal cul ated that he would be at |east half an hour early for his
meeting with Dem . Perfect. He wanted enough time to scope the neeting place fromacross the
street and a bl ock away before conmitting hinmself to it.

Dem should be reliable. She was Rose’'s friend. He had gotten her number fromthe nessage that
Rose had left for himat the Post. But he wasn’t in the nmood to trust anyone.

After all, even if Rose Tucker’s notives had been pure, even if she had kept Nina with her to
prevent Teknologi k fromkilling or kidnapping the girl, she had neverthel ess withheld Joe’s
daughter fromhimfor a year. Wrse, she had allowed himto go on thinking that Nina - |ike

M chell e and Chrissie - was dead. For reasons that he could not yet know, perhaps Rose woul d never
want to return his little girl to him

Trust no one.

As he got up fromhis seat and started forward toward the exit, he noticed a man in white sl acks,
white shirt, and white Panama hat rise froma seat farther forward in the cabin and gl ance back

at him The guy was about fifty, stockily built, with a thick nane of white hair that nade him

| ook I'ike an aging rock star, especially under that hat.

This was no stranger.

For an instant, Joe thought that perhaps the man was, in fact, a |lower-case celebrity - a nusician
in a fanmbus band or a character actor fromtel evision. Then he was certain that he had seen him
not on screen or stage but el sewhere, recently, and in significant circunstances.

M. Panana | ooked away fromhimafter a fraction of a second of eye contact, stepped into the

ai sl e, and noved forward. Like Joe, he was not burdened by any carry-on |uggage, as though he had
been on a day-trip.

Ei ght or ten passengers were between the day-tripper and Joe. He was afraid he would | ose track of
his quarry before he figured out where he had previously seen him He couldn’t push along the
narrow ai sl e past the intervening passengers w thout causing a comotion, however, and he
preferred not to et M. Panana know that he had been spotted.

When Joe tried to use the distinctive hat as a prod to nenory, he canme up bl ank, but when he
pictured the man without the hat and focused on the flowi ng white hair, he thought of the bl ue-
robed cult menbers with the shaven heads. The connection eluded him seened absurd.

Then he thought of the bonfire around which the cultists had been standing |ast night on the
beach, where he had di sposed of the McDonal d’s bag that contained the Kleenex danp with Charlie
Del mann’ s bl ood. And the lithe dancers in bathing suits around another bonfire. Athird fire and
the gathering of surfers inside the totemc ring of their upended boards. And still another fire
around whi ch sat a dozen enthralled listeners as a stocky man with a broad charismatic face and a
mane of white hair narrated ghost story in a reverberant voice.

This man. The storyteller.

Joe had no doubt that they were one and the sane.

He al so knew there was no |ikelihood whatsoever that he had crossed this man’s path on the beach
| ast night and again here sheerly by chance. Al is intimately interwoven in this nost
conspiratorial of all worlds.

They must have been conducting surveillance on himfor weeks or nonths, waiting for Rose to
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contact him when he had finally becone aware of them on Santa Mnica Beach, Saturday norning.

During that tine they had |l earned all his haunts, which were not numerous: the apartnent, a couple
of coffee shops, the cenetery, and a few favourite beaches where he went to learn indifference
fromthe sea

After he had di sabl ed Wallace Blick, invaded their van, and then fled the cenmetery, they had | ost
him He had found the transponder on his car and thrown it into the passing gardener’s truck, and
they had lost him They'd al nbst caught up with himagain at the Post, but he’'d slipped away

nm nut es ahead of them

So they had staked out his apartnent, the coffee shops, the beaches - waiting for himto show up
sonmewhere. The group being entertained by the ghost story had been ordinary civilians, but the
storyteller who had insinuated hinself into their gathering was not in the |east ordinary.

They had pi cked Joe up once nore the past night on the beach. He knew the correct surveillance
jargon: They had reacquired himon the beach. Followed himto the conveni ence store from which he
had tel ephoned Mario Oiveri in Denver and Barbara in Col orado Springs. Followed himto his notel.
They coul d have killed himthere. Quietly. Wile he slept or after waking himwith a gun to his
head. They coul d have made it look |ike a drug overdose - or |ike suicide.

In the heat of the noment, they had been eager to shoot himdown at the cenetery, but they were no
longer in a hurry to see himdead. Because maybe, just maybe, he would | ead them again to Rose
Mari e Tucker

Evidently they weren’'t aware that he had been at the Del mann house, anobng ot her places, during the
hours they had |l ost contact with him If they knew he' d seen what had happened to the Del manns and
to Lisa - even though he could not understand it

- they probably would terminate him Take no chances. Ternminate him‘with extrene prejudice,’ as
their kind phrased it.

During the night, they had placed another tracking device on his car. In the hour before dawn,
they followed himto LAX, always at a distance where they were in no danger of being spotted. Then
to Denver and perhaps beyond.

Jesus.

What had frightened the deer in the woods?

Joe felt stupid and carel ess, although he knew that he was not either. He couldn’t expect to be as
good at this gane as they were; he' d never played it before, but they played it every day.

He was getting better, though. He was getting better

Farther up the aisle, the storyteller reached the exit door and di sappeared into the debarkation
unbi | i cal

Joe was afraid of losing his stalker, but it was inperative that they continue to believe that he
was unaware of them

Barbara Christman was in terrible danger. First thing, he had to find a phone and warn her

Faki ng patience and boredom he shuffled forward with the other passengers. In the unbilical

whi ch was much wider than the aisle in the airplane, he finally slipped past them w t hout
appearing to be alarmed or in a hurry. He didn't realize that he was holding his breath until he
exhal ed hard with relief when he spotted his quarry ahead of him

The huge ternmi nal was busy. At the gates, the ranks of chairs were filled with passengers wailing
to catch a late-afternoon flight in the fast-fading hours of the weekend. Chattering, |aughing,
argui ng, brooding in silence, shuffling-striding-strolling-Ilinping--anbling, arriving passengers
poured out of other gates and al ong the concourse. There were singles, couples, entire famlies,
bl acks and whites and Asians and Latinos and four towering Sampan nen all wi th black porkpie hats,
beauti ful sloe-eyed wormen wil-1ow graceful in their turquoise or ruby or sapphire saris, others in
chadors and others in jeans, nen in business suits, nmen in shorts and bright Polo shirts, four
young Hasidic Jews argu-ing (but joyfully) over the nost nystical of all docunments (a Los Angel es
freeway map), uniformed soldiers, giggling children and shrieking children and two placid

oct ogenarians in wheel-chairs, a pair of tall Arab princes in akals and keffiyehs and fl owi ng
jellabas, preceded by fierce bodyguards and trailed by retinues, beacon-red tourists drifting
homeward on the astrin-gent fumes of nedicated sunburn lotion, pale tourists arriving with the
danpi sh snell of cloudy country clinging to them-and, like a white boat strangely serene in a
typhoon, the man in the Pananma hat sailing inperiously through the polygenic sea.

As far as Joe was concerned, they night all be stage dress-ing, every one of theman agent of
Teknol ogi k or of institutions unknown, all watching himsurreptitiously, snapping photographs of
himwith trick caneras concealed in their purses and attaché cases and tote bags, all conferring
by hi dden m crophones as to whether he should be pernmitted to proceed or gunned down on the spot.
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He had never before felt so alone in a crowd. Dreadi ng what m ght happen - night even now be
happeni ng
- to Barbara, he tried to keep the storyteller in sight while also searching for a tel ephone.

FOUR
PALE FI RE

1

The public tel ephone, one in a cluster of four, was not in a booth, but the wings of a sound
shield provided a snmall neasure of privacy.

As he entered Barbara' s Col orado Springs nunber on the keypad, Joe ground his teeth together as

t hough he could bite off the noise of the crowded terminal and chew it into a silence that would
allow himto concentrate. He needed to think through what he would say to her, but he had neither
the tine nor the solitude to craft the ideal speech, and he was afraid of committing a bl under
that would pitch her deeper into trouble.

Even i f her phone had not been tapped the previous evening, it was surely being nonitored now,
following his visit to her. Hs task was to warn her of the danger while sinultaneously convincing
t he eavesdroppers that she had never broken the pledge of silence which would keep her and Denny
saf e.

As the tel ephone began to ring in Col orado, Joe glanced toward the storyteller, who had taken up a
position farther along - and on the opposite side of - the concourse. He was standi ng outside the
entrance to an airport newsstand and gift shop, nervously adjusting his Panana hat, and conversing
with an Hispanic nman in tan chinos, a green madras shirt, and a Dodgers cap.

Through the screen of passing travellers, Joe pretended not to watch the two nmen while they
pretended, |ess convincingly, not to watch him They were | ess circunspect than they should have
been, because they were overconfident. Although they might give himcredit for being industrious
and clever, they thought that he was basically a jerk civilian in fast-running water way over his
head.

He was exactly what they thought himto be, of course, but he hoped he was al so nore than they
believed. A man driven by paternal |ove - and therefore dangerous. A nman with a passion for
justice that was alien to their world of situational ethics, in which the only norals were the
nmoral s of convenience

Bar bara answered the phone on the fifth ring, just as Joe was beginning to despair
‘“It’s me, Joe Carpenter,’ he said.

‘I was just-’

Bef ore Barbara could say anything that might reveal the extent of the revelations she’d nade to
him Joe said, ‘Listen, | wanted to thank you again for taking ne to the crash site. It wasn't
easy, but it was sonething | had to do, had to see, if | was ever going to have any peace. |’ m
sorry if | badgered you about what really happened to that airplane. | was a little crazy,
guess. A couple of odd things have happened lately, and I just let ny imagination run wild. You

were right when you said nost of the tine things are exactly what they appear to be. It’'s just
hard to accept that you can | ose your famly to anything as stupid as an acci dent, mechanica
failure, human error, whatever. You feel like it just has to be a |lot nore significant than an
acci dent because . . . well, because they were so significant to you. You know? You think there
have to be villains somewhere, that it can't be just fate, because God wouldn't allow this to
happen. But you started ne thinking when you said - the only place there’'s always villains is in
the novies. If I'"'mgoing to get over this, I’mgoing to have to accept that these things just
happen, that no one’s to blame. Life is risk, right? God does let innocent people die, lets
children die. It’s that sinple.’

Joe was tense, waiting to hear what she woul d say, whether she had understood the urgent nessage
that he was striving to convey so indirectly.

After a brief hesitation, Barbara said, ‘I hope you find peace, Joe, | really do. It took a |ot of
guts for you to go out there, right to the inpact site. And it takes guts to face the fact that
there’s no one to blame in the end. As long as you're stuck in the idea that there’'s someone who's
guilty of sonething, soneone who's got to he brought to justice . . . well, then you re full of
vengeance, and you’'re not healing.’

She under st ood.

Joe closed his eyes and tried to gather his unravelled nerves into a tight bundl e again.

He said, ‘It’s just . . . we live in such weird tinmes. It’'s easy to believe in vast conspiracies.
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‘Easier than facing hard truths. Your real argunent isn't with the pilots or the maintenance crew.
It isn't with the air-traffic controllers or with the people who built the airplane. Your rea
argurment’s with God.’

‘“VMhich | can’t win,’” he said, opening his eyes.

In front of the newsstand, the storyteller and the Dodgers fan finished their conversation. The
storyteller departed.

‘W' re not supposed to understand why,’ Barbara said. ‘W just have to have faith that there's a
reason. If you can learn to accept that, then you really mght find peace. You' re a very nice man,
Joe. You don’t deserve to be in such tornent. 1'Il be praying for you.’

‘ Thanks, Barbara. Thanks for everything.’

‘ Good | uck, Joe.’

He al nost wi shed her good luck as well, but those two words might be a tip-off to whoever was
| i stening.

I nstead, he said, ‘Good-bye.

Still hunmingbird tense, he hung up

Sinmply by going to Col orado and knocki ng on Barbara's door, he had put her, her son, and her son’'s
entire famly in terrible jeopardy - although he’d had no way of knowi ng this would be the
consequence of his visit. Anything mght happen to her now

-or nothing - and Joe felt a chill of blanme coil around his heart. On the other hand, by going to
Col orado, he had | earned that

Nina was mraculously alive. He was willing to take the noral responsibility for a hundred deaths
inreturn for the mere hope of seeing her again.

He was aware of how nmonstrous it was to regard the life of his daughter as nore precious than the
Iives of any hundred strangers

- two hundred, a thousand. He didn't care. He would kill to save her, if that was the extreme to
whi ch he was driven. Kill anyone who got in his way. Any nunber.

Wasn't it the human dilemma to dream of being part of the larger conmunity but, in the face of
everlasting death, always to operate on personal and fanmily inperatives? And he was, after all,

t oo hunman.

Joe left the public tel ephones and followed the concourse toward the exit. As he reached the head
of the escalators, he contrived to glance hack

The Dodgers fan followed at a discreet distance, well disguised by the ordinariness of his dress
and deneanour. He wove hinself into the crowd so skilfully that he was no nore evident than any
single thread in a coat of many col ours.

Down t he escal ator and through the |ower floor of the term nal, Joe did not |ook back again.

Ei ther the Dodgers fan would be there or he would have handed Joe over to another agent as the
storytell er had done.

G ven their form dable resources, they would have a substantial contingent of operatives at the
airport. He could never escape them here.

He had exactly an hour until he had to neet Demi, who he hoped would take himto Rose Tucker. If
he didn’t nake the rendezvous in tine, he had no way to re-establish contact with the wonan.

H's wistwatch seemed to be ticking as loudly as a grandfather clock

Tortured faces nelted into the nutant forns of strange aninals and nightmare | andscapes in the
Rorschach stains on the walls of the vast, drab concrete parking structure. Engi ne noise fromcars
in other aisles, on other levels, echoed |like a G endel grunble through these nanmade caverns.

H s Honda was where he’'d left it.

Al t hough nost of the vehicles in the garage were cars, three vans - none white - an ol d Vol kswagen
m ni bus with curtai ned windows, and a pickup truck with a canper shell were parked near enough to
himto serve as surveillance posts. He didn't give any of them a second | ook

He opened the car trunk and, using his body to block the view of any onl ooker, he quickly checked
the spare-tyre well for the nobney. He had taken two thousand to Col orado, but he had left the bul k
of his funds in the Honda. He was afraid the bank’s manila envel ope with the brass clasp woul d be
gone, but it was where he’'d left it.

He slipped the envel ope under the waistband of his jeans. He considered taking the small suitcase
as well, but if he transferred it to the front seat, the people watching himwould not be suckered
by the little drama he had planned for them

In the driver’s seat, he took the envel ope out of his waistband, opened it, and tucked the packets
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of hundred-dollar bills in the various pockets of his corduroy jacket. He folded the enpty

envel ope and put it in the consol e box.

When he backed out of the parking space and drove away, none of the suspect vehicles followed him
i medi ately. They didn't need to be quick. H dden sonewhere on the Honda, another transponder was
sendi ng the surveillance teama signal that nade constant visual contact unnecessary.

He drove down three levels to the exit. Departing vehicles were Iined up at the cashiers’ boot hs.

As he inched forward, he repeatedly checked his rear-view mr-ror. Just as he reached the cashier
he saw the pickup with the canper shell pull into line six cars behind him

Driving away. fromthe airport, he held his speed slightly below the legal Iimt and rmade no
effort to beat traffic lights as they turned yell ow ahead of him He didn’'t want to put too nuch
di stance between hinsel f and his pursuers.

Preferring surface streets rather than the freeways, he headed toward the west side of the city.
Bl ock by bl ock through a seedy comercial district, he searched for a setup that would serve his
pur poses.

The sunmer day was warm and clear, and the sunshine was diffused in matching parabolic rainbow
arcs across the dirty w nd-shield. The soapy washer spray and the w pers cleared the gl ass
sonewhat but not sufficiently.

Squinting through the glare, Joe alnost failed to give the used-car deal ership due consideration.
Gem Fittich Auto Sal es. Sunday was a car-shoppi ng day, and the | ot was open, though perhaps not
for long. Realizing that this was precisely what he needed, he pulled to the right-hand curb and
stopped half a bl ock past the place.

He was in front of a transmission-repair shop. The busi ness was housed in a badly maintained
stucco and corrugated steel building that appeared to have been bl own together by a capricious
tornado using parts of several other structures that it had previously torn asunder. Fortunately,
the shop was closed; he didn’t want any good- Samaritan mechani cs coming to his rescue.

He shut off the engine and got out of the Honda

The pickup with the canper shell was not yet within sight on the street behind him

He hurried to the front of the car and opened the hood.

The Honda was of no use to himany nore. This tinme they would have conceal ed the transponder so
well that he would need hours to find it. He couldn’t drive it to Westwood and | ead themto Rose,
but he couldn’t sinply abandon it, either, because then they woul d know that he was on to them
He needed to disable the Honda in such a fashion that it would appear to be not sabotage but
genui ne nechanical failure. Eventually the people follow ng himwould open the hood, and

if they spotted missing spark plugs or a disconnected distributor cap, they would know that they
had been tricked.

Then Barbara Christman would be in deeper trouble than ever. They would realize that Joe had
recogni zed the storyteller on the airplane, that he knew they' d been following himin Col orado -
and that everything he'd said to Barbara on the phone had been designed to warn her and to
convince them that she had not told himanything inmportant when, in fact, she had told him
everyt hi ng.

He carefully unplugged the ignition control nodule but left it sitting loosely inits case. A
casual inspection would not reveal that it was disengaged. Even if later they searched until they
found the problem they were nore likely to assune that the | CM had worked | oose on its own rather
than that Joe had fiddled with it. At least they would be left with the el enent of doubt,

af f ordi ng Barbara sone protection

The pickup with the canmper shell drove past him

He didn’t look directly at the truck but recognized it fromthe corner of his eye.

For a mnute or two he pretended to study various things in the engine conpartnment. Poking this.
Wggling that. Scratching his head.

Leavi ng the hood up, he got behind the wheel again and tried to start the Honda, but of course he
had no | uck.

He got out of the car and went to | ook at the engi ne again.

Peripherally, he saw that the canper truck had turned off the street at the end of the block. It
had stopped in the shallow parking area in front of an enpty industrial building that featured a
real -estate agency’s large For Sale sign on the front.

He studied the engine another mnute, cursing it with energy and col our, just in case they had
directional m crophones trained on him
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Finally he slanmed the hood and | ooked worriedly at his watch. He stood indecisively for a
monent. Consulted his watch again. He said, ‘Shit.

He wal ked back down the street in the direction he had come. Wen he arrived at the used-car |ot,
he hesitated for effect, then walked directly to the sales office.

Gem Fittich Auto Sal es operated under nunmerous crisscrossing stringers of yellow and white and red
pl astic pennants faded by a sunmer of sun. In the breeze, they snapped like the flapping w ngs of
a perpetually hovering flock of buzzards over nmore than thirty cars that ranged from good stock to
steel carrion.

The office was in a small prefab building painted yellowwith red trim Through the large picture
wi ndow, Joe could see a man |lounging in a spring-back chair, |loafer-clad feet propped on a desk,
wat ching a small television

As he clinbed the two steps and went through the open door-way, he heard a sportscaster doing
col our conmmentary on a baseball gane.

The buil ding consisted of a single large roomwith a restroomin one corner, visible beyond the
hal f - open door. The two desks, the four chairs, and the bank of netal file cabinets were cheap
but everything was clean and neatly kept.

Joe had been hoping for dust, clutter, and a sense of quiet desperation

The fortyish sal esman was cheery-1 ooki ng, sandy-haired, wearing tan cotton slacks and a yell ow
polo shirt. He swung his feet off the desk, got up fromhis chair, and offered his hand. ‘Howdy!
Didn't hear you drive up. I'mGemFittich.

Shaki ng his hand, Joe said, ‘Joe Carpenter. | need a car.’

‘“You cane to the right place.’” Fittich reached toward the portable television that stood on his
desk.

‘No, that’s okay, leave it on,’ Joe said.

‘“You're a fan, you mght not want to see this one. They're getting their butts kicked.

Ri ght now the transm ssion-repair shop next door blocked themfromthe surveillance team I|f the
canper truck appeared across the street, however, as Joe nore than half expected, and if
directional m crophones were trained on the big picture wi ndow, the audio fromthe basebal|l gane
ni ght have to be turned up to foil the listeners.

Positioning hinself so he could talk to Fittich and | ook past himto the sales |lot and the street,
Joe said, ‘Wiat’s the cheapest set of wheels you ve got ready to roll?’

‘Once you consider ny prices, you' re going to realize you can get plenty of value w thout having
to settle for-’

‘Here's the deal,’ Joe said, withdrawi ng packets of hundred dollar bills froma jacket pocket.

‘ Depending on how it perfornms on a test drive, 1'll buy the cheapest car you have on the |ot right
now, one hundred percent cash nobney, no guarantee required.’

Fittich Iiked the | ook of the cash. ‘Wll, Joe, |1’'ve got this Suburu, she’s a long road fromthe
factory, but she’'s still got Iife in her. No air-conditioning but radi o and-

‘ How much?’

‘Well, now, |’ve done sonme work on her, have her tagged at twenty-one hundred fifty, but I'Il let

you have her for nineteen seventy-five. She-

Joe considered offering |l ess, but every mnute counted, and considering what he was going to ask
of Fittich, he decided that he wasn't in a position to bargain. He interrupted the salesman to
say, ‘I'Il take it.’

After a disappointingly slow day in the iron-horse trade, GemFittich was clearly torn between
pl easure at the prospect of a sale and uneasiness at the way in which they had arrived at terns.
He snelled trouble. ‘You don't want to take a test drive?

Putting two thousand in cash on Fittich's desk, Joe said, ‘That is exactly what | want to do.

Al one.’

Across the street, a tall man appeared on foot, coming fromthe direction in which the canper
truck was parked. He stood in the shade of a bus-stop shelter. If he'd sat on the shelter bench
his view of the sales office would have been hampered by the nerchandi se parked in front of it.
Al one?’” Fittich asked, puzzl ed.

‘You’ ve got the whole purchase price there on the desk,’ Joe said. Fromhis wallet, he wthdrew
his driver's license and handed it to Fittich. ‘|l see you have a Xerox. Make a copy of ny
license.’

The guy at the bus-stop was wearing a short-sleeve shirt and slacks, and he wasn't carrying
anyt hi ng. Therefore, he wasn’'t equipped with a high-power, |ong-range |istening device; he was
just keeping watch
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Fittich foll owed the direction of Joe’'s gaze and said, ‘Wiat trouble am| getting into here?

Joe nmet the salesnan’s eyes. ‘None. You're clear. You're just doing business.’

‘Wiy's that fella at the bus stop interest you?

‘He doesn’t. He's just a guy.

Fittich wasn't deceived. ‘If what’'s actually happening here is a purchase, not just a test drive,
then there're state forns we have to fill out, sales tax to be collected, |egal procedures.’

‘But it’s just a test drive,’ Joe said.

He checked his wistwatch. He wasn't pretending to be worried about the hour now, he was genuinely
concer ned.

“All right, look, M. Fittich, no nore bullshit. |I don’t have tine. This is going to be even
better for you than a sale, because here’s what's going to happen. You take that nmoney and stick
it in the back of a desk drawer. Nobody ever has to know | gave it to

you. 1’1l drive the Suburu to where I have to go, which is only soneplace on the Wst Side. I'd
take my own car, but they've got a tracking device on it, and | don’'t want to be followed. |’]
abandon the Suburu in a safe area and call you by tonmorrow to let you know where it is. You bring
it back, and all that’'s happened is you ve rented your cheapest car for one day for two thousand

Bucks tax free. The worst that happens is | don't call. You ve still got the noney - and a theft
wite-off.

Fittich turned the driver’s |icense over and over in his hand. ‘Is sonmebody going to ask nme why
I"d let you nake a test drive alone even with a copy of your |icense?

‘The guy | ooked honest to ne,’ Joe said, feeding Fittich the lines he could use. ‘It was his

picture on the license. And | just couldn't |eave, ‘cause | expected a call froma hot prospect
who cane in earlier and might buy the best piece of iron | have on the lot. Didn't want to risk
m ssing that call.’

‘“You got it all figured out,’” Fittich said.

H s manner changed. The easy-going, snmiley-faced sal esman was a chrysalis fromwhi ch another Gem
Fittich was energing, a version with nore angl es and harder edges.

He stepped to the Xerox and switched it on

Nevert hel ess, Joe sensed that Fittich had not yet nmade up his nmind. ‘The fact is, M. Fittich
even if they cone in here and ask you sone questions, there's nothing they could do to you - and
not hing they’d want to bother doing.’

“You in the drug trade?’ Fittich asked bluntly.

“No.

“Cause | hate people who sell drugs.’

‘l do too.’

“Rui ning our kids, ruining what’s left of our country.

‘I couldn’t agree nore.’

‘Not that there is nmuch left.’” Fittich glanced through the wi ndow at the man at the bus stop

‘ They cops?

‘“Not really.

“Cause | support the cops. They got a hard job these days, trying to uphold the |aw when the

bi ggest criminals are sone of our own elected officials.’

Joe shook his head. ‘These aren’t any kind of cops you’ ve ever heard of.’

Fittich thought for a while, and then he said, ‘That was an honest answer.’

‘“I"mbeing as truthful with you as | can be. But I'min a hurry.

They probably think I"min here to call a nechanic or a tow truck or something. If I'’mgoing to
get that Suburu, | want it to be now, before they maybe tunble to what |I'’mreally doing.’

After glancing at the wi ndow and the bus stop across the street, Fittich said, ‘They government?
‘For all intents and purposes - yeah.’

“You know why the drug problemjust grows? Fittich said. ‘It’s because half this current group of
politicians, they ve been paid off to let it happen and, hell, a bunch of the bastards are even
users thensel ves, so they don’'t care.’

Joe said nothing, for fear that he would say the wong thing. He didn't know the cause of
Fittich's anger with authority. He could easily misspeak and be viewed suddenly as not a |ike-

t hi nker but as one of the eneny.

Frowni ng, Gem Fittich nade a Xerox copy of the driver’s license. He returned the lanm nated card to
Joe, who put it away in his wallet.

At the desk again, Fittich stared at the noney. He seenmed to be di sturbed about cooperating - not
because he was worried about getting in trouble but because the noral dinension, in fact, was of
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concern to him Finally he sighed, opened a drawer, and slid the two thousand into it.
From anot her drawer, he withdrew a set of keys and handed themto Joe.
Taking themgratefully, Joe said, ‘Were is it?

Fittich pointed at the car through the window. ‘Half an hour, | probably got to call the cops and
report it stolen, just to cover nyself.’

‘1 understand. Wth luck, 1'lIl be where |I’'m going by then.’

‘“Hell, don’t worry, they won't even look for it anyway. You could use it a week and never get

nail ed.’

‘I will call you, M. Fittich, and tell you exactly where | left it.’

‘1 expect you will.” As Joe reached the open door, Fittich said, ‘M. Carpenter, do you believe in
the end of all things?

Joe paused on the threshold. ‘Excuse ne?’

The Gem Fittich who had energed fromthe chrysalis of the cheerful sal esman was not nerely harder

edged and edgi er; he also had peculiar eyes - eyes different fromwhat they had been, full of not

anger but an unnerving pensiveness. ‘The end of tinme in our tinme, the end of this nmess of a world

we' ve nade, all of it just suddenly rolled up and put away |ike an old noth-eaten rug.’

“l suppose it's got to end sone day,’ Joe said.

‘Not sone day. Soon. Doesn’t it seemto you that wong and right have all got turned upside down,
that we don’t even half know the difference any nore?

‘Yes.’

‘“Don’t you wake up sonetines in the nmiddle of the night and feel it coming? Like a tidal wave a
t housand miles high, hanging over us, darker than the night and cold, going to crash over us and
sweep us all away?’

‘Yes,’ Joe said softly and truthfully. ‘Yes, I've often felt just that in the middl e of the

ni ght .’

The tsunam |oom ng over Joe in dark hours was of an entirely personal nature, however: the |oss
of his famly, towering so high that it blocked the stars and prevented him from seeing the
future. He had often |l onged to be swept away by it.

He sensed that Fittich, sunk in some deep noral weariness, also longed for a delivering

apocal ypse. Joe was disquieted and surprised to discover he shared this nelancholy with the car
sal esman.

The di scovery disturbed him because this expectation that the end of all things |oomed was

prof oundly dysfunctional and anti-social, an illness fromwhich he hinself was only beginning to
recover with great difficulty, and he feared for a society in which such gl oomwas w despread.
‘Strange times,’ Fittich said, as Joe had said weird tinmes to Barbara a short while ago. ‘ They
scare me.’ He went to his chair, put his feet on the desk, and stared at the ball gane on
television. ‘Better go now. '’

Wth the flesh on the nape of his neck as crinkled as crepe paper, Joe wal ked outside to the
yel | ow Subur u.

Across the street, the man at the bus stop | ooked inpatiently left and right, as though

di sgruntl ed about the unreliability of public transportation

The engi ne of the Suburu turned over at once, but it sounded tinny. The steering wheel vibrated
slightly. The uphol stery was worn, and pine-fragrant solvents didn't quite nmask the sour scent of
cigarette snoke that over the years had saturated the vinyl and the carpet.

W thout |ooking at the man in the bus-stop shelter, Joe drove out of the lot. He turned right and
headed up the street past his abandoned Honda.

The pickup with the canper shell was still parked in front of the untenanted industrial buil ding.

When Joe reached the intersection just past the canper truck, there was no cross traffic. He
slowed, did not cone to a full stop, and instead put his foot down heavily on the accel erator
In the rear-view nirror, he saw the nan fromthe bus stop hurrying toward the canper, which was
al ready backing into the street. Wthout the transponder to guide them they would have to

mai ntai n visual contact and risk following himclose enough to blow their cover - which they
thought they still enjoyed.

Wthin four nmles Joe |lost themat a major intersection when he sped through a yellow traffic
signal that was changing to red. Wen the canper tried to follow him it was thwarted by the
surging cross-traffic. Even over the whine and rattle of the Suburu engine, he heard the sharp
bark of their brakes as they slid to a halt inches short of a collision
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Twenty minutes | ater he abandoned the Suburu on Hilgarde Street near the UCLA canpus, as far as he
dared fromthe address where he was to neet Deni. He wal ked fast to Westwood Boul evard, trying not
to break into a run and draw attention to hinself.

Not | ong ago Westwood Village had been an island of quaint charmin the nore turbulent sea of the
city around it, a necca for shoppers and theatregoers. M dst sone of the nbst inter-esting snall-
scal e architecture of any Los Angel es comercial district and along the tree-lined streets had
thrived trendy clothing stores, galleries, restaurants, prosperous theatres featuring the |at-est
cutting-edge dramas and conedi es, and popul ar novie houses. It was a place to have fun, people-
wat ch, and be seen

Then, during a tine when the city’s ruling elite was in one of its periodic nobods to view certain
forns of sociopathic behaviour as a legitinate protest, vagrancy increased, gang nenbers began to
loiter in groups, and open drug dealing commenced. A few shootings occurred in turf disputes, and
many of the fun lovers and shoppers deci ded that the scene was too colourful and that to be seen
here was to be marked as a victim

Now West wood was struggling back fromthe precipice. The streets were safer than they had been for
a while. Many shops and galleries had cl osed, however, and new busi nesses had not noved into al

of the enpty storefronts. The |lingering atnosphere of despair night take years to dissipate
entirely. Built at the sol etmm pace of coral reefs, civilization could be destroyed with
frightening

swi ftness, even by a blast of good intentions, and all that was |ost could be regained, if ever,
only with deternination.

The gournmet cof fee house was busy. Fromthe open door cane the delicious aromas of several exotic
brews and the nmusic of a lone guitarist playing a New Age tune that was mnell ow and rel axi ng t hough
filled with tediously repetitive chords.

Joe intended to scout the neeting place fromacross the street and farther along the block, but he
arrived too late to do so. At two minutes past six o' clock, he stood outside of the coffee house
as instructed, to the right of the entrance, and waited to be contacted.

Over the noise of the street traffic and the guitar, he heard a soft tuneless jangling-tinkling.
The sound instantly alarmed himfor reasons he could not explain, and he | ooked around nervously
for the source

Above the door were wind chines crafted fromat | east twenty spoons of various sizes and
materials. They clinked together in the |light breeze.

Li ke a mi schi evous chil dhood playmate, nenory taunted him from hiding place after hiding place in
a deep garden of the past dappled by |light and shadow. Then suddenly he recalled the ceiling-
mount ed rack of copper pots and pans in the Del manns’ Kkitchen

Returning from Charlie Del mann’s bedroom in answer to Lisa s scream Joe had heard the cookware
clinking and softly clanging as he had hurried along the downstairs hall. Com ng through the door
into the kitchen, he saw the pots and pans sw nging |ike penduluns fromtheir hooks.

By the time he reached Lisa and saw Georgine’'s corpse on the floor, the cookware had settled into
silence. But what set those itenms in notion in the first place? Lisa and Georgine were at the far
end of the long room nowhere near the dangling pots.

Li ke the flashing green nunbers on the digital clock at Charlie Del mann’s bedside, |ike the
swelling of flanes in the three oil lanps on the kitchen table, this coppery nusic was inportant.
He felt as though a hard rap of insight was about to crack the egg of his ignorance, letting spil
a golden |iquid understanding.

Hol ding his breath, nmentally reaching for the elusive connection that would make sense of these
things, Joe realized that the shell-cracking insight was receding. He strained to bring it back
Then, naddeningly, it was gone.

Per haps none of these things was inportant: not the oil | anps,

not the digital clock, not the jangling cookware. In a world viewed through | enses of paranoia - a
pair of distorting spectacles that he had been wearing with good reason for the past day and a
hal f -every falling |leaf, every whisper of wind, and every fretwork of shadows was invested with a
portentous neaning that, in reality, it did not possess. He was not merely a neutral observer, not
merely a reporter this time, but a victim central to his ow story, so maybe he could not trust

his journalistic instincts when he saw significance in these snall, if admttedly strange,

details.

Al ong the sidewal k came a tall black kid, college age, wearing shorts and a UCLA T-shirt, gliding
on Rol | erbl ades. Joe, puzzling over clues that mght not be clues at all, paid little attention to

the skater, until the kid spun to a stop in front of himand handed hima cellul ar phone.
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‘“You'll need this,’ said the skater, in a bass voice that woul d have been pure gold to any
fifties’ doo-wop group.

Bef ore Joe could respond, the skater rolled away with powerful pushes of his nmuscul ar | egs.
The phone rang in Joe' s hand.

He surveyed the street, searching for the surveillance post fromwhich he was bei ng wat ched, but
it was not obvious.

The phone rang again, and he answered it. ‘Yeah?

‘“What's your name?’ a man asked.

‘Joe Carpenter.’

‘“Who're you waiting for?

‘1 don’t know her nane.’

‘“What do you call her?

‘Dem .’

‘“Wal k a block and a half south. Turn right at the corner and keep going until you come to a
bookstore. It’s still open. Go in, find the biography section.’

The cal |l er hung up.

After all, there wasn't going to be a pleasant get-acquainted chat over coffee.

According to the business hours posted on the glass door, the bookstore closed on Sundays at six
o'clock. It was a quarter past six. Through the big display wi ndows, Joe saw that the fluorescent
panel s toward the front of the store were dark; only a few at the back were |ighted, but when he
tried the door, it was unl ocked.

Inside, a single clerk waited at the cashiers’ counter. He was black, in his late thirties, as
small and wiry as a jockey, with a noustache and goatee. Behind the thick | enses of his horn-
rinmed gl asses, his eyes were as large as those of a persistent interrogator in a dream of

i nqui sition.

‘ Bi ographi es?” Joe asked.

Comi ng out from behind the counter, the clerk pointed to the right rear corner of the store, where
Iight gl owed beyond ranks of shadowed shel ves.

As he headed deeper into the maze of books, Joe heard the front door being | ocked behind him

In the biography aisle, another black man was waiting. He was a huge sl ab of ebony - and appeared
capable of being an irresistible force or an i mmovabl e object, whichever was required. H's face
was as placid as that of Buddha, but his eyes were |ike Kansas wi ndows with views of tornadoes.

He said, ‘Assune the position.

At once Joe knew he was dealing with a cop or forner cop

bediently, he faced a wall of books, spread his | egs w de, |eaned forward with both hands agai nst
the shelves, and stared at the spines of the volumes in front of him One in particular caught his
attention: a massive biography of Henry Janes, the witer

Henry Janes.

For sonme reason even that name seened significant. Everything seenmed significant, but nothing was.
Least of all, the name of a |ong-dead witer.

The cop frisked him quickly and professionally, searching for a weapon or a transnitter. \Wen he
found neither, he said, ‘'Show ne sonme ID.’

Joe turned away fromthe shelves and fished his driver’s license fromhis wallet.

The cop conpared the photo on the license with Joe’s face, read his vital statistics and conpared
themto the reality, then returned the card. ‘See the cashier.

“What ?’

‘ The guy when you cane in.’

The wiry nman with the goatee was waiting by the front door. He unlocked it as Joe approached. ‘You
still have the phone?

Joe offered it to him

‘“No, hold on to it,” the cashier said. ‘There’s a black Miustang parked at the curb. Drive it down
to Wlshire and turn west. You'll be contacted.’

As the cashi er opened the door and held it, Joe stared at the car and said, ‘Wose is it?

From behind the bottle-thick |l enses, the magnified eyes studi ed hi mas though he were a bacterium
at the lower end of a micro-scope. “Wiat’'s it matter whose?

‘Doesn’t, | guess.’

Joe went outside and got into the Mustang. The keys were in the ignition.
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At WIlshire Boul evard, he turned west. The car was al nbst as old as the Suburu that he had gotten
fromGemFittich. The engi ne sounded better, however, the interior was cl eaner, and instead of

pi ne-scented di sinfectant masking the stink of stale cigarette snoke, the air held a faint tang of
ment hol after-shave.

Shortly after he drove through the underpass at the San Di ego Freeway, the cellular phone rang.

‘ Yeah?’

The man who had sent himto the bookstore now said, ‘You re going all the way to the ocean in

Santa Monica. When you get there, I'Il ring you with nore directions.
Al right.’

‘Don’t stop anywhere al ong the way. You understand?

‘Yes.’

‘“We'l'l know if you do.’

They were sonewhere in the traffic around him in front or behind - or both. He didn't bother to
| ook for them

The caller said, ‘“Don't try to use your phone to call anyone. W’I| know that too.

‘1 understand.’

“Just one question. The car you're driving - why did you want to know whose it was?

Joe said, ‘Sone seriously unpleasant bastards are |ooking for me. If they find ne, | don’t want to
get any innocent people in trouble just because | was using their car.

‘“Whole world’s already in trouble, nman. Haven't you noticed? the caller asked, and then he

di sconnect ed.

Wth the exception of the cop - or forner cop - in the book-store, these people who were hiding
Rose Tucker and provid-ing security for her were anateurs with limted resources compared to the
t hugs who worked for Teknol ogi k. But they were thoughtful and clever amateurs w th undeni abl e
talent for the gane.

Joe was not hal fway through Santa Mnica, with the ocean still far ahead, when an inmage of the
book spine rose in his mnd - the name Henry Janes.

Henry Janes. So what?

Then the title of one of Janes’ best-known works canme to him The Turn of the Screw. It would be
on any short list of the nost fanpbus ghost stories ever witten.

Ghost .
The inexplicable welling of the oil-lanp flanmes, the flashing of the nunbers on the clock, the
jangling pots and pans now seened as if they m ght have been |linked, after all. And as he recalled

those images, it was easy in retrospect to discern a supernatural quality to them- although he
was aware that his imagination nmight be enhancing the nmenories in that regard.

He renenbered, as well, how the foyer chandelier had di mmed and brightened and di mred repeatedly
as he had hurried upstairs in response to the shotgun blast that had killed Charlie Del mann. In
the fearsone turnoil that had followed, he'd forgotten that odd detail

Now he was rem nded of countless séance scenes in old novies and tel evision progranms, in which the
openi ng of the door between this world and the realmof spirits was marked by the pul sing of
electric lights or the guttering of candl es w thout the presence of a draft.

Ghost .

This was absurd specul ation. Wrse than absurd. Insane. There were no such things as ghosts.

Yet now he recall ed another disquieting incident that occurred as he’'d fled the Del mann house.
Racing fromthe kitchen with the snmoke alarm bl aring behind him along the hallway and across the
foyer to the door. H's hand on the knob. From behind comes a hissing cold, prickling his neck

drilling through the base of his skull. Then he is crossing the porch w thout any menory of having
opened t he door.
This seemed to be a neaningful incident as |ong as he considered it to be nmeaningful - but as soon

as scepticismreasserted itself, the nonent appeared to be utterly without inport. Yes, if he had
felt anything at the back of his neck, it should have been the heat of the fire, not a piercing
chill. And, yes, this cold had been different fromanything that he had ever felt before: not a
spreading chill but like the tip of an icicle - indeed, nore finely pointed yet, like a stiletto
of steel taken froma freezer, a wire, a needle. A needle inserted

into the summit of his spine. But this was a subjective perception of sonething that he had felt,
not a journalist’'s nmeasured observation of a concrete phenonenon. He'd been in a state of sheer
panic, and he’'d felt a lot of peculiar things; they were nothing but normal physiol ogica
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responses to extreme stress. As for the few seconds of blank menory between the tinme when he’ d put
hi s hand on the doorknob and when he’d found hinself nost of the way across the porch...\Well, that
was al so easily explained by panic, by stress, and by the blinding power of the overwhel ni ng

ani mal instinct to survive.

Not a ghost.

Rest in peace, Henry Janes.

As he progressed through Santa Mnica toward the ocean, Joe’'s brief enbrace of superstition

| oosened, |ost all passion. Reason returned.

Nevert hel ess, sonething about the concept of a ghost continued to seemsignificant to him He had
a hunch that eventually he would arrive at a rational explanation derived fromthis consideration
of the supernatural, a provable theory that would be as |ogical as the neticul ously structured
prose of Henry Janes.

A needle of ice. Piercing to the grey matter in the centre of the spine. An injection, a quick
cold squirt of...sonething.

Did Nora Vadance feel that ghost needle an instant before she got up fromthe breakfast table to
fetch the cancorder?

Did the Del manns feel it?

And Lisa?

Did Captain Delroy Blane feel it, too, before he disengaged the auto pilot, clubbed his First
Oficer in the face, and calmMy piloted Flight 353 straight into the earth?

Not a ghost, perhaps, but sonmething fully as terrifying and as nal evol ent as any evil spirit
returned fromthe abyss of the damed, sonething akin to a ghost.

When Joe was two bl ocks fromthe Pacific, the cell phone rang for the third tine.

The caller said, ‘Okay, turn right on the Coast H ghway and keep driving until you hear fromus
again.’

To Joe’'s left, less than two hours of sunlight lay over the ocean, |ike | enmon sauce cooking in a
pan, gradually thickening to a deeper yell ow

In Malibu, the phone rang again. He was directed to a turnoff that would take himto Santa- Fe-by-
t he- Sea, a Sout hwest restaurant on a bluff overl ooking the ocean

‘Leave the phone on the passenger’s seat and give the car to the valet. He knows who you are. The
reservation is in your nane,’ said the caller, and he hung up for the last tine.

The big restaurant | ooked |i ke an adobe | odge transported from New Mexi co, with turquoise w ndow
trim turquoise doors, and wal kways of red-clay tiles. The | andscapi ng consi sted of cactus gardens
in beds of white pebbles - and two large sorrel trees with dark green foliage and sprays of white
flowers.

The Hi spanic val et was nore handsone by far than any current or past Latin novie star, affecting a
moody and snoul dering stare that he had surely practiced in front of a mrror for eventual use in
front of a canera. As the nman on the phone had pronmised, the val et was expecting Joe and didn't
give hima claimcheck for the Mistang.

I nsi de, Sant a- Fe-by-the-Sea featured nassive | odgepol e-pine ceil-ing beans, vanill a-col oured

pl aster, and nore red-clay payers. The chairs and tables and ot her furnishings, which fortunately
didn't push the Southwest thene to extrenes, were J. Robert Scott knockoffs though not

i nexpensive, and the decorator’s palette was restricted to pastels used to interpret classic
Navaj o notifs.

A fortune had been spent here; and Joe was acutely aware that by conparison to the decor, he was a
scruffy speci men. He hadn’t shaved since | eaving for Colorado nore than twelve hours ago. Because
nmost contenporary male novie stars and directors indulged in a perpetually adol escent lifestyle,

bl ue jeans were acceptable attire even at many tony establishments in Los Angeles. But his new
corduroy jacket was winkled and baggy from having been rain-soaked earlier, and he had the
runpl ed | ook of a traveller

-or a lush comng off a bender

The young hostess, as beautiful as any famous actress and no doubt passing time in food service
while waiting for the rote that would win her an Oscar, seened to find nothing about his
appearance to disdain. She led himto a window table set for two.

G ass formed the entire west wall of the building. Tinted plastic blinds softened the power of the
declining sun. The view of the coastline was spectacular as it curved outward both to the north
and south - and the sea was the sea.

‘Your associ ate has been del ayed,’ the hostess said, evidently
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referring to Dem. ‘She’s asked that you have di nner w thout her, and she’'ll join you afterwards.’
Joe didn’t like this developnent. Didn't like it at all. He was eager to nmake the connection with
Rose, eager to learn what she had to tell him- eager to find Nina.

He was playing by their rules, however. Al right. Thanks.’

I f Tom Crui se had undergone cosnetic surgery to inprove his appearance, he night have been as
handsonme as Joe’s waiter. Hi s name was Gene, and he seened to have had a tw nkle surgically
inserted in each of his gas-flane-blue eyes.

After ordering a Corona, Joe went to the men’s roomand winced at the mrror. Wth his beard
stubbl e, he resenbl ed one of the crimnal Beagle Boys in old Scrooge McDuck com cs. He washed his
hands and face, conbed his hair, and snpbothed his jacket. He still |ooked |ike he should be seated
at not a window table but a Dunpster.

Back at his table, sipping ice-cold beer, he surveyed the other patrons. Several were fanous.

An action-novie hero three tables away was even nore stubbled than Joe, and his hair was matted
and tousled like that of a small boy just awakened froma nap. He was dressed in tattered bl ack
jeans and a pleated tuxedo shirt.

Nearer was an Gscar-nom nated actor and well-known heroin addict in an eccentric outfit funbled
fromthe closet in a state of chemical bliss: black |oafers w thout socks, green-plaid golf pants,
a brown-chequered sportscoat, and a pale blue-denimshirt. In spite of his ensenble, the nost
colourful things about himwere his bl oodshot eyes and his swollen, flame-red eyelids.

Joe relaxed and enjoyed dinner. Pureed corn and bl ack-bean soups were poured into the sane dish in
such a way as to forma yell ow and bl ack yi n-and-yang pattern. The nesquite-grilled sal nbon was on
a bed of mango- and-red- pepper sal sa. Everything was delicious.

While he ate, he spent as nmuch time watching the customers as he did staring at the sea. Even
those who were not famous were col ourful, frequently ravishing, and generally engaged in one sort
of performance or another.

Los Angel es was the nobst gl anorous, tackiest, nost el egant, seediest, npbst clever, dunbest, npst
beautiful, ugliest, forward | ooking, retro-thinking, altruistic, self-absorbed, deal-savvy, politi-
cally ignorant, artistic-minded, criminal-Iloving, neaning-obsessed, nobney-grubbing, |aid-back
frantic city on the planet. And any

two slices of it, as different as Bel Air and Watts, were neverthel ess uncannily alike in essence:
rich with the sane crazy hungers, hopes, and despairs.

By the time he was finishing dinner with nango bread puddi ng and jal apeno ice cream Joe was
surprised to realize how much he enjoyed this people-watching. He and M chell e had spent
afternoons strolling places as disparate as Rodeo Drive and City Wal k, checking out the ‘two-
footed entertainnment,’” but he had not been interested in other people for the past year, only in
hi nsel f and his pain.

The realization that N na was alive and the prospect of finding her were slowy bringing Joe out
of hinmself and back to life.

A heavy-set black woman in a red and gold nuunuu and two pounds of jewellery had been spelling the
host ess. Now she escorted two nmen to a nearby table.

Bot h of these new patrons were dressed in black slacks, white silk shirts, and bl ack | eather
jackets as supple as silk. The ol der of the two, approxinmately forty, had enornous sad eyes and a
mout h sufficiently sensuous to assure hima contract to star in Revlon lipstick advertisenments. He
woul d have been handsonme enough to be a waiter - except that his nose was red and mi sshapen from
years of heavy drinking, and he never quite closed his mouth, which gave hima vacuous | ook. His
bl ue- eyed conpani on, ten years younger, was as pink-faced as if he had been boiled - and pl agued
by a nervous smle that he couldn’t control, as if chronically unsure of hinself.

The will owy brunette having dinner with the novi e-star-sl ash-heroi n-addi ct devel oped an i nstant
attraction for the guy with the Mck Jagger nouth, in spite of his rose-bloomnose. She stared at
himso hard and so insistently that he responded to her as quickly as a trout would respond to a
fat bug bobbing on the surface of a stream- though it was difficult to say which of these two was
the trout and which the tender norsel

The actor-addi ct became aware of his conpanion’s infatuation, and he, too, began to stare at the
man with the nel ancholy eyes --though he was glaring rather than flirting. Suddenly he rose from
the tabl e, alnost knocking over his chair, and weaved across the restaurant, as if intending
either to strike or regurgitate upon his rival. Instead, he curved away fromthe two nen's table
and di sappeared into the hall that led to the restroons.

By this time, the sad-eyed man was eating baby shrinps on a bed of polenta. He speared each tiny
crustacean on the point of
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his fork and studied it appreciatively before sucking it off the tines with obscene relish. As he
| ei surely savoured each bite, he | ooked toward the brunette as if to say that if he ever got a
chance to bed her, she could rest assured that she would wind up as thoroughly shelled and de-

vei ned as the shrinps.

The brunette was aroused or repulsed. Hard to tell which. Wth some Angel enos, those two enotions
were as inextricably entwi ned as the viscera of inoperable Sianese twi ns. Anyway, she departed the
actor-addict’s table and drew up a chair to sit with the two nen in | eather jackets.

Joe wondered how interesting things would get when the wasted actor returned - no doubt with a
white dust glowing around the rins of his nostrils, since current heroin was sufficiently pure to
snort. Before events could devel op, the waiter, Gene of the tw nkling eyes, stopped by to tell him
there woul d be no charge for dinner and that Demi was waiting for himin the kitchen

Surprised, he left a tip and followed Gene’s directions toward the hallway that served the
restroons and the cookery.

The late sumer twilight had finally arrived. On the griddle-flat horizon, a sun |ike a bl oody
yol k cooked toward a darker hue.

As Joe crossed the restaurant, where all of the tables were now occupi ed, sonething about that
three-person tableau - the brunette, the two nen in |leather jackets - teased his nenory. By the
time that he reached the hallway to the kitchen, he was puzzled by a full-blown case of deja vu.
Before stepping into the hall, Joe turned for one | ook back. He saw the seducer with fork raised,
savouring a speared shrinp with his sad eyes, while the brunette nurmured sonething and the
nervous pi nk-faced man wat ched.

Joe’s puzzl enent turned to alarm

For an instant, he could not understand why his nmouth went dry or why his heart began to race.
Then in his nmind s eye he saw the fork netanorphose into a stiletto, and the shrinp becane a
sliver of Gouda cheese.

Two men and a woman. Not in a restaurant but in a hotel room Not this brunette but Barbara
Christman. If not these two nmen, then two astonishingly simlar to them

O course Joe had never seen them only listened to Barbara's brief but vivid descriptions. The
hound- dog eyes, the nose that was ‘bashed red by decades of drinking,’ the thick-lipped nmouth. The
younger of the two: pink-faced with the ceaselessly flickering snile

Joe was nore than twenty-four hours past the ability ever to believe in coincidence again.
I mpossi bly, Teknol ogi k was here.

He hurried al ong the hallway, through one of two swinging doors, and into a roony antechanber used
as a sal ad-prep area. Two white-uniformed nen, artfully and rapidly arranging pl ates of greenery,
never even glanced at him

Beyond, in the nmain kitchen, the heavy-set black wonman in the vol um nous nmuurmuu was waiting for
him Even her bright dress and the cascades of glittering jewellery could not disguise her

anxi ety. Her big-manma, jazz-singer face was pretty and lively and made for mirth, but there was no
song or laughter in her now

‘My name’s Mahalia. Real sorry | couldn’'t have dinner with you, Presentable Joe. That woul d’ ve
been a treat.’ Her sexy-snoky voi ce pegged her as the woman whom he had named Dem . ‘But there's
been a change of plans. Follow nme, honey.

Wth the fornidable najesty of a great ship leaving its dock, Mahalia set out across the busy and
i mmacul ate kitchen crowded with chefs, cooks, and assistants, past cooktops and ovens and griddles
and grills, through steam and neat snoke and the eye-watering fragrance of sautéing onions.
Hurrying after her, Joe said, ‘Then you know about thenf’

‘Sure do. Been on the TV news today. The news people show you stuff to curl your hair, then try to
sell you Fritos. This awful busi ness changes everythin'.’

He put an armon her shoulder, halted her. ‘'TV news?

‘ Some peopl e been nurdered after she talks to them’

Even with the large culinary staff in white flurries of activity around them they were afforded
privacy for their conversation by the masking clang of pots, rattle of skillets, whir of mxers,
swi sh of whisks, clatter of dishes, buzz, clink, tink, ping, pop, scrape, chop, sizzle.

‘They call it sonethin’ else on the news,’ Mahalia said, ‘but it's nurder sure enough.” - -‘That’'s
not what | nmean,’ he said. ‘I'’mtal king about the men in the restaurant.’

She frowned. ‘Wat nmen?

“Two of them Black slacks, white silk shirts, black |eather jackets-’
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‘I walked ‘emto their table.

‘“You did, yeah. | just recognized thema ninute ago.’

‘Bad fol ks?’

‘The worst.’

Baf f | ed, she shook her head. ‘But, sugar, we know you weren't followed.’

‘I wasn’t, but maybe you were. Or maybe sonmeone el se who's protecti ng Rose was foll owed.’

‘Devil hinmself would have a hard tine finding Rose if he had to depend on getting to her through
us.’

‘But sonehow they’ve figured out who's been hiding her for a year, and now they're closing in.’
d oweri ng, wapped by bulletproof confidence, Mhalia said, ‘Nobody’s gonna lay one little finger
on Rose.’

‘Is she here?

‘“Waitin for you.

A cold tide washed through his heart. ‘You don't understand -the two in the restaurant won't have
conme alone. There's sure to be nore outside. Maybe a snall arny of them’

‘ Yeah, maybe, but they don’'t know what they’'re dealin’ with, honey.’ Thunderheads of resolve
massed in her dark face. ‘W' re Baptists.’

Certain that he could not have heard the wonman correctly, Joe hurried after her as she continued
through the kitchen.

At the far end of the big room they went through an open door into a sparkling scullery where
fruits and vegetabl es were cleaned and trinmed before being sent in to the nain cookery. This |ate
in the restaurant’s day, no one was at work here.

Beyond the scullery was a concrete-floored receiving roomthat snelled of raw cel ery and peppers,
danp wood and danp card-board. On pallets along the right-hand wall, enpty fruit and vegetable
crates, boxes, and cases of enpty beer bottles were stacked alnost to the |ow ceiling.

Directly ahead, under a red Exit sign was a wi de, steel exterior door, closed now, beyond which
suppliers’ trucks evidently parked to make deliveries. To the |eft was an el evator

‘Rose is down below.’ Mahalia pressed the call button, and the el evator doors slid open at once.
‘“What ' s under us?

‘Well, one tine, this was the service elevator to a banquet room and deck, where you coul d have
big parties right on the beach, but we can’'t use it like the joint did before us. Coasta
Conmi ssi on put

a hard rule on us. Nowit’'s just a storeroom Once you go down, |’'Ill have sone boys cone nove the
pallets and enpty crates to this wall. W’ Il cover the elevator real nice. Nobody' Il knowit’'s
even here.’

Uneasy about being cornered, Joe said, ‘Yeah, but what if they cone |ooking and they do find the
el evat or ?’

‘CGonna have to stop callin’ you Presentable Joe. Better would be Wrryin' Joe.’

‘After a while, they will come |ooking. They won't just wait till closing time and go hone. So
once I'’mdown there, do | have another way out? he persisted.

‘Never tore apart the front stairs, where the custoners used to go down. Just covered the openin’

with hinged panels so you don't really see it. You cone up that way, though, you'll be right
across fromthe hostess station, in the mddle of plain view’
‘No good.’

“So if somethin’ goes wong, best to skedaddl e out the | ower door onto the deck. Fromthere you
have t he beach, the whole coast.’

‘They coul d be covering that exit too.’

‘It’s down at the base of the bluff. Fromthe upper level, they can't know it’'s there. You should
just try to relax, sugar. W' re on the righteous side, which counts for sonethin’.

“Not rmuch.’

‘“Worryin' Joe.’

He stepped into the el evator but bl ocked the sliding door with his armin case it tried to cl ose
‘How re you connected with this place, Mbhalia?

“Hal f owner.

‘The food' s great.’

‘“You can ook at ne the way | amand think I don't know?’ she asked good-naturedly.

‘“What're you to Rose?

‘CGonna call you Curious Joe pretty soon. Rose nmarried ny brother Louis about twenty-two years ago.
They nmet in college Wasn’t truly surprised when Louis turned out smart enough to go to coll ege,
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but | was sure surprised he had the brains to fall for soneone |ike Rose. Then, of course, the man
proved he was a pure fool, after all, when he up and divorced her four years later. Rose couldn’'t
have kids, and havin’ kids was inmportant to Louis though with less air in his skull and any comon
sense at all, the man woul d’ ve realized Rose was nore treasure than a houseful of babies.

‘She hasn’t been your sister-in-law for eighteen years, but you're willing to put yourself on the
line for her?

“Way not? You think Rose turned into a vanpire when Louis, the fool, divorced her? She's been the
sanme sweet lady ever | net her. | love her like a sister. Now she’s waitin', Curious Joe.

‘“One nore thing. Earlier, when you told nme these people don’t know who they' re dealing with

You didn't say - “W’'re Baptists?”

‘That's exactly what | did say. “Tough” and “Baptists” don't go together in your head - is that
it?

“vell -’

‘Mama and Daddy stood up to the Klan down in M ssissippi when the Klan had a whole | ot nore teeth
than they do now, and so did my Grandna and G andpap before them and they never |et fear weigh
“emdown. When | was a little girl, we went through hurricanes off the Gulf of Mexico and Delta
fl oods and encephalitis epidem cs and poor tines when we didn’t know where tonorrow s food was
comn from but we rode it out and still sung loud in the choir every Sunday. Maybe the United
States Marines are sone tougher than your average Southern black Baptist, Joe, but not by much.’
‘Rose is a lucky wonman with a friend like you.’

‘“I"mthe lucky one,’” said Mahalia. ‘She lifts ne up - now nore than ever. Go on, Joe. And stay
down there with her till we close this place and figure a way we can slip you two out. I'Il cone
for you when it’'s tine.’

‘Be ready for trouble | ong before that,’” he warned her

‘.

Joe let the doors slide shut.

The el evator descended.

2

Here, now, at last and alone, at the far end of the long roomwas Dr. Rose Marie Tucker in one of
four folding chairs at a scarred work table, l|eaning forward, forearnms on the table, hands

cl asped, waiting and silent, her eyes solem and full of tenderness, this dininutive survivor
keeper of secrets that Joe had been desperate to learn but fromwhich he suddenly shied.

Sone of the recessed-can fixtures in the ceiling contained dead bulbs, and the |live ones were
haphazardly angled, so the floor that he slowy crossed was nottled with |ight and shadow as if it
were an underwater realm His own shadow preceded him then fell behind, but again preceded him
flowed here into a pool of gloomand vanished like a soul into oblivion, only to swminto view
three steps later. He felt as though he were a condemed man subnerged in the concrete depths of
an inescapable prison, on a |long death-row wal k toward | ethal punishnent - yet sinultaneously he
believed in the possibility of clemency and rebirth. As he approached the revel ati on that had
lifted Georgine and Charlie Del mann from despair to euphoria, as he drew nearer the truth about
Nina, his mnd churned with conflicting currents, and hope |ike schools of bright koi darted

t hrough his internal darkness.

Agai nst the left-hand wall were boxes of restaurant provisions, prinarily paper towels for the
restroons, candles for the tables, and janitorial supplies purchased in bulk. The right-hand wall
whi ch faced the beach and the ocean beyond, featured two doors and a series of |arge w ndows, but
the coast was not visible because the glass was protected by netal Rolladen security shutters. The
banquet roomfelt |ike a bunker.

He pulled out a chair and sat across the table from Rose.

As in the cenetery the previous day, this worman radi ated such extraordi nary charismatic power that
her petite stature was a source of continual surprise. She seemed nore physically inposing than
Joe - yet her wists were as dainty as those of a twelve-year-old

girl. Her magnetic eyes held him touched him and some know -edge in them hunbled himin a way
that no man twice his size could have hunbled him- yet her features appeared so fragile, her
throat so slender, her shoulders so delicate that she should have seened as vul nerable as a child.
Joe reached across the table toward her

She gri pped hi s hand.

Dread fought with hope for his voice, and while the battle raged, he could not speak to ask about
Ni na.
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More sol etm now than she had been in the cenetery, Rose said, ‘It’s all going so badly. They're
killing everyone | talk to. They'Il stop at nothing.’
Rel i eved of the obligation to ask, first, the fateful question about his younger daughter, Joe

found his voice. ‘I was there at the house in Hancock Park with the Delmanns . . . and Lisa.
Her eyes widened in alarm ‘You don't nmean ... when it happened?

‘Yes.’

Her small hand tightened on his. ‘You saw?’

He nodded. ‘They killed thenselves. Such terrible . . . such violence, madness.
‘Not madness. Not suicide. Miurder. But how in the name of God did you survive?
“I ran.’

‘“While they were still being killed?

‘“Charlie and Georgi ne were already dead. Lisa was still burn-ing.’

‘So she wasn’'t dead yet when you ran?

‘“No. Still on her feet and burning but not screaming, just quietly

quietly burning.’

‘Then you got out just in tinme. A mracle of your own.

‘How, Rose? How was it done to then?’

Lowering her gaze fromhis eyes to their entwi ned hands, she didn’t answer Joe’s question. Mre to

herself than to him she said, ‘|l thought this was the way to begin the work - by bringing the
news to the famlies who'd | ost | oved ones on that airliner. But because of ne . . . all this
bl ood.’

“You really were aboard Flight 353?" he asked.
She nmet his eyes again. ‘Econony class. Row sixteen, seat B, one away fromthe w ndow.’
The truth was in her voice as sure as rain and sunshine are in a green bl ade of grass.

Joe said, ‘You really wal ked away fromthe crash unharned.’

‘Unt ouched,’ she said softly, enphasizing the mracul ousness of her escape.

And you weren’'t al one.’

“Who told you?

‘“Not the Del manns. Not anyone el se you’' ve spoken wi th. They have all kept faith with you, held
tight to whatever secrets you' ve told them How | found out goes all the way back to that night.
Do you renenber Jeff and Mercy Ealing?

A faint snmle floated across her nouth and away as she said, ‘The Loose Change Ranch.

‘l was there early this afternoon,’ he said.

‘They're nice people.’

“Alovely quiet life.

“And you’'re a good reporter.

‘When the assignnment matters to ne.’

Her eyes were nidni ght-dark but |um nous | akes, and Joe could not tell whether the secrets sunk in
t hem woul d drown or buoy him

She said, ‘I'"mso sorry about all the people on that plane. Sorry they went before their time. So
sorry for their famlies. . . for you.’

‘“You didn’t realize that you were putting themin jeopardy -did you?

‘God, no.’

‘Then you' ve no guilt.’
‘I feel it, though.

‘“Tell me, Rose. Please. |'ve cone a long, long way around to hear it. Tell nme what you' ve told the
others.’
‘But they're killing everyone | tell. Not just the Del manns but others, half a dozen others.’

‘l don’t care about the danger.’

‘“But | care. Because now | do know the jeopardy |’mputting you in, and |I’ve got to consider it.’
‘No j eopardy. None whatsoever. |'m dead anyway,’ he said. ‘Unless what you have to tell ne is
sonmething that gives ne a life again.’

‘“You're a good man. In all the years you have left, you can contribute so nuch to this screwed up
world.’

‘“Not in my condition.

Her eyes, those | akes, were sorrow given substance. Suddenly they scared himso profoundly that he
wanted to | ook away fromthem - but could not.

Their conversation had given himtime to approach the question fromwhich at first he d cringed,
and now he knew that he nust ask it before he lost his courage again. ‘Rose. . . Were is ny
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daughter, Ni na?’

Rose Tucker hesitated. Finally, with her free hand, she reached into an inner pocket of her navy-
bl ue bl azer and w thdrew a Pol aroi d phot ograph

Joe could see that it was a picture of the flush-set headstone with the bronze pl ague bearing the
nanes of his wife and daughters -one of those she had taken the previous day.

Wth a squeeze of encouragenent, she let go of his hand and pressed the photograph into it.
Staring at the Polaroid, he said, ‘She’s not here. Not in the ground. Mchelle and Chrissie, yes.
But not Ni na.

Al nost in a whisper, she said, ‘Cpen your heart, Joe. Open your heart and your mind - and what do
you see?’

At |last she was bringing to himthe transformng gift that she had brought to Nora Vadance, to the
Del manns, and to ot hers.

He stared at the Pol aroid.

‘What do you see, Joe?’

‘A gravestone.’

‘ Qpen your nind.

Wth expectations that he could not put into words but that neverthel ess caused his heart to race,

Joe searched the image in his hand. ‘G anite, bronze . . . the grass around.
‘ Open your heart,’ she whi spered.

‘Their three names . . . the dates

‘ Keep | ooking.’

‘...sunshine . . . shadows..

‘ Open your heart.

Al t hough Rose’s sincerity was evident and could not be doubted, her little mantra - Open your
nm nd, open your heart - began to seemsilly, as though she were not a scientist but a New Age
guru.

‘ Open your mind,’ she persisted gently.

The granite. The bronze. The grass around.

She said, ‘Don't just |ook. See.

The sweet m |k of expectation began to curdle, and Joe felt his expression turning sour

Rose said, ‘Does the photo feel strange to you? Not to your eyes . . . to your fingertips? Does it
feel peculiar against your skin?

He was about to tell her no, that it felt |ike nothing nore than

what it was, |like a damed Pol aroid, glossy and cool - but then it did feel peculiar.

Fi rst he becane conscious of the el aborate texture of his own skin to an extent that he had never
bef ore experienced or imagi ned possible. He felt every arch, |oop, and whorl as it pressed agai nst
the photo, and each tiny ridge and equally tiny trough of skin on each finger pad seened to have
its own exquisitely sensitive array of nerve endi ngs.

More tactile data flowed to himfromthe Polaroid than he was able to process or understand. He
was overwhel ned by the snoothness of the photograph, but also by the thousands of microscopic pits
inthe filmsurface that were invisible to the unassisted eye, and by the feel of the dyes and
fixatives and ot her chenicals of which the graveyard i mage was conposed.

Then to his touch, although not to his eye, the inmage on the Polaroid acquired depth, as if it
were not nerely a two-dinensional photograph but a window with a view of the grave, a w ndow

t hrough which he was able to reach. He felt warm sunmer sun on his fingers, felt granite and
bronze and a prickle of grass.

Weirder still: Now he felt a colour, as if wires had crossed in his brain, junbling his senses,
and he said, ‘Blue,’” and inmmediately he felt a dazzling burst of light, and as if from a distance,
he heard hinself say, ‘Bright.’

The feelings of blueness and |ight quickly becane actual vis-ual experiences: The banquet room
began to fade into a bright blue haze.

Gaspi ng, Joe dropped the photograph as if it had cone alive in his hand.

The bl ue brightness snapped to a snall point in the centre of his field of vision, like the
picture on a television screen when the Of switch is clicked. This point shrank until the fina

pi xel of light hung starlike for an instant but then silently inploded and was gone.

Rose Tucker |eaned across the table toward him

Joe peered into her comandi ng eyes - and perceived sonething different fromwhat he had seen
before. The sorrow and the pity, yes. They renmi ned. The conpassion and the intelligence were
still there, in as full measure as ever. But now he saw - or thought he saw - sonme part of her
that rode a mad horse of obsession at a gallop toward a cliff over which she wanted himto foll ow.
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As though reading his thoughts, she said, ‘Joe, what you're afraid of has nothing to do with mne.
What you're truly afraid of is opening your mind to something you ve spent your life refusing to
bel i eve.’

“Your voice,’ he said, ‘the whisper, the repetitive phrases - Open your heart, open your mnd -

i ke a hypnoti st.

‘“You don't really believe that,” she said as calmy as ever. ‘Sonmething on the Polaroid,’” he said,
and heard the quiver of desperation in his voice.

‘What do you nean?’ she asked.

“A cheni cal substance.’

“No. ’

An hal | uci nogeni ¢ drug. Absorbed through the skin.

‘No.’

‘Sonet hing | absorbed through the skin,” he insisted, ‘put ne in an altered state of

consci ousness.’ He rubbed his hands on his corduroy jacket.

‘Not hi ng on the photograph could have entered your blood-streamthrough your skin so quickly.
Not hi ng coul d have affected your nmind in nmere seconds.

‘l don’'t know that to be true.

‘1 do.’

‘1"’ m no pharmacol ogi st .’

‘Then consult one,’ she said without ennmity.

“Shit.” He was as irrationally angry with her as he had briefly been angry with Barbara Christnman
The nore rattled he becane, the deeper her equaninmity. ‘Wat you experienced was synesthesia.
“What ?’

Al'l scientist now, Rose Tucker said, ‘Synesthesia. A sensation produced in one nodality when a
stimulus is applied in a different nodality.’

“ Munbo-j unbo.’

‘Not at all. For instance, a few bars of a famliar song are played

- but instead of hearing them you night see a certain colour or snell an associated aroma. It's a
rare condition in the general population, hut it’s what nost people first feel with these photos -
and it’'s comon anmong nystics.’

‘Mystics!’ He al nost spat on the floor. ‘I'"mno nystic, Dr. Tucker. I'’ma crine reporter - or was
Only the facts natter to ne.’

‘Synesthesia isn't sinply the result of religious mania, if that's what you' re thinking, Joe. It’'s
a scientifically documented experi-ence even anong nonbelievers, and sone well-grounded peopl e
think it’s a glinpse of a higher state of consciousness.’

Her eyes, such cool |akes before, seemed hot now, and when he peered into them he | ooked at once
away, afraid that her fire

woul d spread to him He was not sure if he saw evil in her or only wanted to see it, and he was
t hor oughl y conf used.

“If it was sone skin-perneating drug on the photograph,’ she said, as maddeni ngly soft-spoken as
any devil ever had been, ‘then the effect would have |lingered after you dropped it.’

He said nothing, spinning in his internal turnoil.

‘But when you rel eased the photo, the effect ceased. Because what you're confronted with here is
not hi ng as conforting as nere illusion, Joe.’

‘“Where's Nina?’" he demanded.

Rose i ndicated the Pol aroid, which nowlay on the table where he had dropped it. ‘Look. See.
“No.

‘Don’t be afraid.’

Anger surged in him boiled. This was the savage anger that had frightened himbefore. It
frightened himnow, too, but he could not control it.

‘“Where's Nina, dam it?

‘ Open your heart,’ she said quietly.

‘“This is bullshit.’

‘ Qpen your nind.

‘“Cpen it how far? Until |'ve enptied out ny head? Is that what you want ne to be?
She gave himtime to get a grip on hinmself. Then: ‘I don’'t want you to be anything, Joe. You asked
me where Nina is. You want to know about your family. | gave you the photograph so you could see

So you coul d see.’
Her will was stronger than his, and after a while he found hinself picking up the photograph
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‘ Renenber the feeling,’” she encouraged him ‘Let it come to you again.

It did not come to himagain, however, although he turned the photograph over and over in his
hands. He slid his fingertips in circles across the glossy image but could not feel the granite,
the bronze, the grass. He summoned the bl ueness and the brightness, but they did not appear
Tossi ng the photograph aside in disgust, he said, ‘I don't know what |'mdoing with this.
Infuriatingly patient, she sniled conpassionately and held out a hand to him

He refused to take it.

Al t hough he was frustrated by what he now perceived as her

New Age proclivities, he also felt that somehow, by not being able to | ose hinmself a second tine
in the phantasmal blue brightness, he had failed Mchelle and Chrissie and N na.

But if his experience had been only an hallucination, induced with chem cals or hypnosis, then it
had no significance, and giving hinself to the waki ng dream once again could not bring back those
who were irretrievably | ost.

A fusillade of confusions ricocheted through his nind

Rose said, ‘It’'s okay. The inbued photograph is usually enough. But not always.’

‘| mbued?’

‘“It’s okay, Joe. It's okay. Once in a while there’'s soneone .

sonmeone like you . . . and then the only thing that convinces is gal vanic contact.’

‘I don’t know what you’'re talking about.

‘The touch.’

“What touch?

I nstead of answering him Rose picked up the Pol aroid snapshot and stared at it as though she
could clearly see sonething that Joe could see not at all. If turnmoil touched her heart and m nd
she hid it well, for she seemed as tranquil as a country pond in a wi ndless twlight.

Her serenity only inflamed Joe. ‘Wiere’s Nina, dam it? Were is ny little girl?

CalmMly she returned the photograph to her jacket pocket.

She said, ‘Joe, suppose that | was one of a group of scientists engaged in a revolutionary series
of medi cal experinments, and then suppose we unexpectedly di scovered sonething that could prove to
your satisfaction there was some kind of life after death.’

‘I might be a hell of a lot harder to convince than you.

Her softness was an irritating counterpoint to his sharpness: ‘It’s not as outrageous an idea as
you think. For the past couple of decades, discoveries in nolecular biology and certain branches
of physics have seened ever nore clearly to point toward a created universe.’

“You’' re dodging ny question. Where are you keepi ng Nina? Wiy have you let ne go on thinking she's
dead?’

Her face remained in an al nost eerie repose. Her voice was still soft with a Zen-1ike sense of
peace. ‘If science gave us a way to perceive the truth of an afterlife, would you really want to
see this proof? Mdst people would say yes at once, w thout thinking how such know edge woul d
change them forever, change what

they have al ways considered inportant, what they intend to do with their lives. And then. . . what
if this were a revelation with an unnerving edge? Wuld you want to see this truth - even if it
was as frightening as it was uplifting, as fearsone as it was joyous, as deeply and thoroughly
strange as it was enlighteni ng?

‘“This is just a whole I ot of babble to me, Dr. Tucker, a whole lot of nothing - Iike healing with
crystals and channelling spirits and little grey nmen kidnapping people in flying saucers.

‘Don’t just |ook. See.’

Through the red | enses of his defensive anger, Joe perceived her cal mess as a tool of
mani pul ation. He got up fromhis chair, hands fisted at his sides. ‘Wat were you bringing to L. A
on that plane, and why did Teknologik and its friends kill three hundred and twenty people to stop
you?’

‘I"'mtrying to tell you.’

‘Then tell me!”’

She cl osed her eyes and fol ded her small brown hands, as though waiting for this stormin himto
pass - but her serenity only fed the winds of his tenpest.

‘“Horton Nellor. Once your boss, once mine. How does he figure in this? Joe demanded.

She sai d not hi ng.

‘“Way did the Del manns and Lisa and Captain Bl ane comit suicide? And how can their suicides be
murder |ike you say? Wo're those nmen upstairs? What the hell is this all about? He was shaking
‘Where is N na?
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Rose opened her eyes and regarded himw th sudden concern, her tranquility at |ast disturbed.
‘What men upstairs?

‘Two thugs who work for Teknol ogi k or sonme secret damm police agency, or soneone.’

She turned her gaze toward the restaurant. ‘You re sure?

“l recognized them having dinner.’

Getting quickly to her feet, Rose stared at the low ceiling as though she were in a submarine
sinking out of control into an abyss, furiously calculating the enornity of the crushing pressure,
waiting for the first signs of failure in the hull.

“If two of themare inside, you can bet others are outside,’ Joe said.

‘Dear God,’ she whispered.

‘Mahalia’ s trying to figure a way to slip us past themafter closing tine.’

She doesn’t understand. W’'ve got to get out of here now.’

She’ s havi ng boxes stacked in the receiving roomto cover the entrance of the el evator-

‘l don't care about those nmen or their damm guns,’ Rose said, rounding the end of the table. ‘If
they come down here after us, | can face that, handle that. | don't care about dying that way,
Joe. But they don't really need to cone after us. If they know we’'re somewhere in this building
right now, they can renpote us.

“What ?’

‘Renpte us,’ she said fearfully, heading toward one of the doors that served the deck and the
beach.

Fol | owi ng her, exasperated, Joe said, ‘Wat does that nmean -renote us?

The door was secured by a pair of thunmb-turn deadbolts. She di sengaged the upper one.

He clanped his hand over the | ower |ock, preventing her fromopening it. ‘Where s N na?

‘Cet out of the way,’ she demanded.

‘“Where’ s N na?

‘Joe, for God' s sake-’

This was the first tinme that Rose Tucker had seenmed vul nerable, and Joe was going to take

advant age of the nmonment to get what he nost wanted. ‘Where' s N na?’

‘Later. | promnise.’

‘ Now. ’

From upstairs cane a loud clatter

Rose gasped, turned fromthe door, and pressed her gaze upon the ceiling again as if it m ght
crash down on them

Joe heard voices raised in argunent, filtered through the el evator shaft - Mahalia s and t hose of
at least two or three nmen. He was sure that the clatter was the sound of enpty packing crates and
pal | ets being dragged and tossed away fromthe cab door

VWhen the nmen in the | eather jackets discovered the el evator and knew there was a | ower floor to
the building, they might realize that they had | eft an escape gate open by not covering the beach
I ndeed, others night even now be | ooking for a way down the sheer forty-foot bluff, with the hope
of cutting off that route.

Neverthel ess, face to face with Rose, recklessly determned to have an answer at any cost,
fiercely insistent, Joe pressed his question: ‘Were s N na?

‘Dead,’ she said, seeming to wench the word from hersel f.

‘Like hell she is.’

‘Pl ease, Joe-’

He was furious with her for Iying to him as so many others had lied to himduring the past year.
‘Like hell she is. No way. No damm way. |’ve talked to Mercy Ealing. Nina was alive that night and
she’s alive now, sonewhere.’

“If they know we’'re in this building,’ Rose repeated in a voice that now shook with urgency, ‘they
can renote us. Like the Del manns. Like Lisa. Like Captain Bl ane!

‘Where is N na?

The el evator notor runbled to life, and the cab began to hum upward through the shaft.

‘Where is N na?

Overhead the banquet-room |ights di nmed, probably because the el evator drew power fromtheir
circuit.

At the dinming of the lights, Rose cried out in terror, threw her body against Joe, trying to
knock himoff his feet, and clawed fren-ziedly at the hand that he had cl anped over the | ower
deadbol t .

Her nails gouged his flesh, and he hissed in pain and |l et go of the |ock, and she pulled open the
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door. In cane a breeze that snelled of the ocean, and out went Rose into the night.

Joe rushed after her, onto a twenty-foot-w de, eighty-foot-Ilong, elevated wood deck overhung by
the restaurant. It reverberated |like a kettle drumw th each footfall

The scarlet sun had bled into a grave on the far side of Japan. The sky and the sea to the west
were raven neeting crow, as feathery snmooth and sensuous and inviting as death.

Rose was already at the head of the stairs.

Fol l owi ng her, Joe found two flights that | ed down fourteen or sixteen feet to the beach

As dark as Rose was, and darkly dressed, she all but vanished in the black geonetry of the steps
bel ow hi m Wen she reached the pal e sand, however, she regai ned sone definition

The strand was nore than a hundred feet across at this point, and the phosphorescent tunble of
surf churned out a | ow white noise that washed |ike a ghost sea around him This was not a
swi mm ng or surfing beach, and there were no bonfires or even Coleman |anterns in sight in either
direction.

To the east, the sky was a postulant yell ow overlaid on black, full of the glow of the city, as
insistent as it was meani ngl ess. Cast from hi gh above, the pale yellow rectangles of light from
the restaurant wi ndows quilted part of the beach

Joe did not try to stop Rose or to slow her. Instead, when he

caught up with her, he ran at her side, shortening his stride to avoid pulling ahead of her

She was his only link to Nina. He was confused by her apparent nysticism by her sudden transit
frombeatific calmto superstitious terror, and he was furious that she would |ie to himabout

Ni na now, after she had led himto believe, at the cenetery, that she would ultinmately tell him
the full truth. Yet his fate and hers were inextricably |inked, because only she could ever |ead
himto his younger daughter.

As they ran north through the soft sand and passed the corner of the restaurant, soneone rushed at
them from ahead and to the right, fromthe bluff, a shadow in the night, quick and big, |ike the
featurel ess beast that seeks us in nightmares, pursuer through corridors of dreans.

‘Look out,’ Joe warned Rose, but she al so saw the oncomi ng assailant and was al ready taking
evasi ve action.

Joe attenpted to intervene when the hurtling dark shape noved to cut Rose off - but he was

bl i ndsi ded by a second man who came at himfromthe direction of the sea. This guy was as big as a
prof essi onal football |inebacker, and they both went down so hard that the breath shoul d have been
knocked out of Joe, but it wasn't, not entirely - he was wheezing but breathing - because the sand
in which they | anded was deep and soft, far above the highest |apping line of the conpacting tide.
He kicked, flailed, ruthlessly used knees and el bows and feet, and rolled out fromunder his
attacker, scranbling to his feet as he heard sonmeone shout at Rose farther along the strand -
‘Freeze, bitch!’ - after which he heard a shot, hard and flat. He didn’t want to think about that
shot, a whip of sound snapping across the beach to the growing sea, didn't want to think about
Rose with a bullet in her head and his Nina | ost again forever, but he couldn’t avoid thinking
about it, the possibility like a lash burn branded forever across the surface of his brain. Hs
own assailant was cursing himand pushing up now fromthe sand, and as Joe spun around to dea

with the threat, he was full of the neanness and fury that had gotten himthrown out of the youth-
boxi ng | eague twenty years ago, seething w th church-vandalizing rage - he was an ani nmal now, a
heartl| ess predator, cat-quick and savage - and he reacted as though this stranger were personally
responsi bl e for poor Frank being crippled with rheumatoid arthritis, as if this sonofabitch had
wor ked sone hoodoo to nake Frank's joints swell and deform as if this wetched thug were the sole
per petrator who had somehow put

a funnel in Captain Blane's ear and poured an elixir of madness into his head, so Joe kicked him
in the crotch, and when the guy grunted and began to doubl e over, Joe grabbed the bastard s head
and at the same tinme drove a knee upward, shoving the face down into the knee and janmm ng the knee
up hard into the face, a ballet of violence, and he actually heard the crunch of the man’s nose
disintegrating and felt the bite of teeth breaking against his knee cap. The guy coll apsed
backward on the beach, all at once choking and spitting blood and gasping for breath and crying
like a small child, but this wasn’t enough for Joe, because he was wild now, wlder than any
animal, as wild as weather, a cyclone of anger and grief and frustration, and he kicked where he

t hought ribs would be, which hurt himalnost as nuch as it hurt the broken nan who received the

bl ow, because Joe was only wearing N kes, not hard-toed shoes, so he tried to stonp the guy’s
throat and crush his w ndpi pe, but stonped his chest instead - and would have tried again, would
have killed him not quite realizing that he was doing so, but then he was ramred from behind by a
third attacker.
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Joe sl amed facedown onto the beach, with the weight of this new assailant atop him at least two
hundr ed pounds pi nning himdown. Head to one side, spitting sand, he tried to heave the man off,
but this tinme his breath was knocked out of him he exhaled all of his strength with it, and he

| ay hel pl ess.

Besi des, as he gasped desperately for air, he felt his attacker thrust sonething cold and bl unt
agai nst the side of his face, and he knew what it nust be even before he heard the threat.

‘“You want nme to blow your head off, I'Il do it,’ the stranger said, and his reverberant voice had
a ragged homicidal edge. ‘I'lIl do it, you asshole.

Joe believed himand stopped resisting. He struggled only for his breath.

Silent surrender wasn’'t good enough for the angry man atop him Answer ne, you bastard. You want
me to bl ow your dam head of f? Do you?

“No. ’

‘Do you?’

‘No.’

‘Going to behave?

‘Yes.’

“1"mout of patience here.

“All right.’

‘ Sonof abitch,’ the stranger said bitterly.

Joe said nothing nore, just spit out sand and breathed deeply, getting his strength back with his
wi nd, though trying to stave off the return of the brief madness that had seized him

Wiere is Rose?

The man atop Joe was breathing hard too, expelling foul clouds of garlic breath, not only giving
Joe tine to cal mdown but getting his own strength back. He snelled of a tine-scented col ogne and
cigarette snoke.

What’' s happened to Rose?

‘W're going to get up now,’ the guy said. ‘Me first. Getting up, | got this piece ained at your
head. You stay flat, dug right into the sand the way you are, just the way you are, until | step
back and tell you it’'s okay to get up.’ For enphasis, he pressed the nmuzzle of the gun nore deeply
into Joe’'s face, twisting it back and forth; the inside of Joe’s cheek pressed painfully against
his teeth. ‘You understand, Carpenter?

‘Yes.’

‘1 can waste you and wal k away.

“1"mcool .’

Nobody can touch ne.’

‘“Not nme, anyway.'’

‘I nmean, | got a badge.’
“Sure.’
“You want to see it? I'll pinit to your damm lip.

Joe said nothing nore.

They hadn’t shouted Police, which didn't prove that they were phony cops, only that they didn't
want to advertise. They hoped to do their business quickly, cleanly - and get out before they were
required to explain their presence to the local authorities, which would at |least tangle themin
inter-jurisdictional paperwork and m ght result in troubling questions about what legitinate | aws
they were enforcing. If they weren't strictly enployees of Teknol ogi k, they had sone neasure of
federal power behind them but they hadn't shouted FBI or DEA or ATF when they had burst out of
the night, so they were probably operatives with a clandestine agency paid for out of those many
billions of dollars that the governnent dispensed off the accounting books, fromthe infanous

Bl ack Budget.

Finally the stranger eased off Joe, onto one knee, then stood and hacked away a coupl e of steps.
‘CGet up.’

Ri sing fromthe sand, Joe was relieved to discover that his eyes were rapidly adapting to the
darkness. When he had first come

out of the banquet roomand run north along the beach, hardly two m nutes ago, the gl oom had
seened deeper than it was now. The |onger he remained night blind to any degree, the less likely
he woul d be to see an advantage and to be able to seize it. Although his raki sh Panama hat was
gone, and in spite of the darkness, the gunman was clearly recognizable: the storyteller. In his
white slacks and white shirt, with his long white hair, he seenmed to draw the neagre anbient |ight
to hinmself, glowing softly like an entity at a séance.
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Joe gl anced back and up at Sant a-Fe-by-the-Sea. He saw the sil houettes of diners at their tables,
but they probably couldn’t see the action on the dark beach

Crotch-ki cked, face-slamred, the disabled agent still spraw ed nearby on the sand, no | onger
choki ng but gagging, in pain, and still spitting blood. He was striving to squeeze off his flow of
tears by wheezing out obscenities instead of sobs.

Joe shouted, *‘Rosel’

The white-clad gunman said, ‘Shut up.’

‘ Rosel!”’

*Shut up and turn around.’

Silent in the sand, a new man | oonmed behind the storyteller and, instead of proving to be another

Teknol ogi k drone, said, ‘|l have a Desert Eagle .44 Magnum just one inch fromthe back of your
skul | .’

The storyteller seemed as surprised as Joe was, and Joe was dizzied by this turn of events.
The man with the Desert Eagle said, ‘You know how powerful this weapon is? You know what it’' |l do
to your head?’

Still softly radiant but now al so as powerl ess as a ghost, the astonished storyteller said,
“Shit.’

“Pul verize your skull, take your fat head right off your neck, is what it’'ll do,’ said the new
arrival. ‘It’'s a doorbuster. Now toss your gun in the sand in front of Joe.

The storyteller hesitated.

‘ Now. ’

Managi ng to surrender with arrogance, the storyteller threwthe gun as if disdaining it, and the
weapon thudded into the sand at Joe's feet.

The saviour with the .44 said, ‘Pick it up, Joe.

As Joe retrieved the pistol, he saw the new arrival use the Desert Eagle as a club. The
storyteller dropped to his knees, then to his hands and knees, but did not go all the way out
until struck with the

pi stol a second tine, whereupon he pl oughed the sand with his face, planting his nose like a
tuber. The stranger with the .44 - a black man dressed entirely in black - stooped to turn the
whi t e- maned head gently to one side to ensure that the unconscious thug would not suffocate.

The agent with the knee-smashed face stopped cursing. Now that no wi tnesses of his own kind were
abl e to hear, he sobbed niserably again.

The bl ack man said, ‘Cone on, Joe.’

More i mpressed than ever with Mhalia and her odd collection of amateurs, Joe said, ‘Wuere's
Rose?’

‘This way, we’ve got her.’

Wth the disabled agent’s sobs purling eerily across the strand behind them Joe hurried with the
black man north, in the direction that he and Rose had been headi ng when they were assaulted.

He al nost stunbl ed over another unconscious man lying in the sand. This was evidently the first
one who had rushed them the one who had fired a gun

Rose was on the beach but in the inky shadow of the bluff. Joe could barely see her in the nurk,
but she seemed to be huggi ng herself as though she were shivering and cold on this mld sumer

ni ght .

He was half surprised by the wave of relief that washed through himat the sight of her, not
because she was his only link to Nina but because he was genuinely glad that she was alive and
safe. For all that she had frustrated and angered and sorely confused him she was still speci al
for he recalled, as well, the kindness in her eyes when she had encountered himin the cenetery,
the tenderness and pity. Even in the darkness, small as she was, she had an inposing presence, an
aura of nystery but also of consequence and prodi gi ous wi sdom probably the same power with which
great generals and holy wonen alike elicited sacrifice fromtheir followers. And here, now, on the
shore of the night sea, it was al nost possible to believe that she had wal ked out of the deeps to
the west, having breathed water as easily as she now breathed air, cone to land with the wonderfu
secrets of another realm

Wth her was a tall man in dark clothes. He was little nore than a spectral form- except for
masses of curly blond hair that shone faintly |ike sinuous strands of phosphorate seaweed.

Joe said, ‘Rose, are you all right?

“Just got . . . battered around a little,’ she said in a voice taut with pain.

‘l heard a shot,’” he worried. He wanted to touch her, but he wasn't sure that he should. Then he
found hinself with his arnms around her, hol ding her
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She groaned in pain, and Joe started to let go of her, but she put one armaround himfor a
monent, enbracing himto let himknow that in spite of her injuries she was grateful for his
expression of concern. ‘I'mfine, Joe. I'll be okay.

Shouting rose in the distance, fromthe bluff top beside the restaurant. And fromthe beach to the
south, the disabled agent replied, calling feebly for help

‘CGotta get out of here,’” said the blond guy. ‘They' re com ng.

‘Who are you peopl e?’ Rose asked.

Surprised, Joe said, ‘Aren’t they Mahalia's crew?

‘No,’ Rose said. ‘Never saw them before.

‘“I"'mMark,’ said the man with the curly blond hair, ‘and he's Joshua.

The black man - Joshua - said sonething that sounded like, ‘W' re both in finna face.

Rose said, ‘I'Il be damed.’

‘“Who, what? You're in what?' Joe asked.

‘It’s all right, Joe,” Rose said. ‘I'msurprised but | probably shouldn't be.’

Joshua said, ‘W believe we're fighting on the sanme side, Dr. Tucker. Anyway, we have the sane
eneni es.’

Qut of the distance, at first as soft as the nurnur of a heart, but then |ike the approaching
hooves of a headl ess horseman’s steed, cane the whunp-whunp-whunp of helicopter rotors.

3

Havi ng stol en nothing but their own freedom they raced |ike fleeing thieves al ongside the bluffs,
whi ch soared and then declined and then soared high again, alnost as if mrroring Joe’s adrenaline
| evel s.

While they were on the nove, with Mark in the |l ead and Rose at his heels, Joe heard Joshua talking
urgently to someone. He gl anced back and saw the black man with a cell phone. Hearing the word
car, he realized that their escape was bei ng planned and coordi nated even as it was unfol di ng.
Just when they seened to have gotten away, the thunping prom se of the helicopter becane a bright
reality to the south. Like a beamfromthe jewel eye of a stone-tenple god angered by desecration
a searchlight pierced the night and swept the beach. Its burning gaze arced fromthe sandy cliffs
to the foam ng surf and back again, noving relentlessly toward them

Because the sand was soft near the base of the palisades, they |left shapeless inpressions init.
Their aerial pursuers, however, wouldn’t be able to follow themby their footprints. Because this
sand was never raked, as it might have been on a well-used public beach, it was disturbed by the
tracks of many others who had cone before them |If they had wal ked nearer the surf, in the area
where hi gher tides had conpacted the sand and left it snmooth, their route would have been as
clearly marked as if they' d left flares.

They passed several sets of switchback stairs |leading to great houses on the bluffs above, sone of
masonry pinned to the cliff lace with steel, sone of wood bolted to deep pylons and vertica
concrete beans. Joe gl anced back once and saw the helicopter hovering by one staircase, the
searchlight shinmrering up the treads and across the railings.

He figured that a team of hunters mght already have driven north fromthe restaurant and gone by
foot to the beach to work nmethodically southward. Utimately, if Mark kept themon the

strand like this, they would be trapped between the northbound chopper and the sout hbound

sear chers.

Evidently the sanme thought occurred to Mark, because he sud-denly led themto an unusual set of
redwood stairs rising through a tall box frame. The structure was rem niscent of an early rocket
gantry as built back when Cape Kennedy had been cal |l ed Cape Canaveral, the spacecraft gone now and
the architecture surround-ing a curious void.

Whil e they ascended, they were putting no additional distance between thensel ves and the chopper
but it continued to approach. Two, four, six, eight flights of steep stairs brought themto a

| andi ng where they seemed horribly exposed. The helicopter, after all, was hovering no nore than a
hundred feet above the beach, which put it perhaps forty feet above themas they stood atop the
bluff - and hardly a hundred and fifty yards to the south. The house next door had no stairs to
the shore, which nmade this platformeven nore prominent. If either the pilot or the co-pilot

| ooked to the right and at the bluff top instead of at the searchlight-splashed sand bel ow,

di scovery coul d not be avoi ded.

The upper | anding was surrounded by a six-foot-tall, wought -iron, gated security fence with a
sharply i nward-angl ed, spiked top to prevent unwanted visitors from gai ni ng access by way of the
beach below. It had been erected | ong ago in the days when the Coastal Conmission didn't contro
such things.
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The helicopter was now little more than a hundred yards to the south, moving forward slowy, al

but hovering. Its screamng engine and clattering rotors were so |loud that Joe could not have made
hi msel f heard to his conpani ons unl ess he shout ed.

There was no easy way to clinb the fence, not in the ninute or two of grace they m ght have left.
Joshua stepped forward with the doorbuster Desert Eagle, fired one round into the |ock, and kicked
t he gate open.

The men in the helicopter could not have heard the gunshot, and it was unlikely that the sound was
perceived in the house as anything nore than additional racket caused by the aircraft. |ndeed,
every wi ndow was dark, and all was as still as though no one was hone.

They passed through the gate into expansive estate-size property with | ow box hedges, formal rose
gardens, bow fountains currently dry, antique French terra-cotta wal kways lit by bronze-tulip
path lights, and nmulti-level terraces with |inmestone balustrades rising to a Mediterranean

mansi on. There were phoenix pal ms, ficus trees.

Massive California |ive oaks were underlit by |andscape spots:

magi sterial, frost-and-black, free-formscaffoldings of branches.

Because of the artful ness of the | andscape lighting, no glare spoiled any corner. The romantic
grounds cast off tangled shawl s of shadow, intricate |laces of soft |light and hard darkness, in
whi ch the four of them surely could not be seen by the pilots even as the helicopter now drew

al nrost even with the bluff on which the estate nmade its bed.

As he foll owed Rose and Mark up stone steps onto the |owest terrace, Joe hoped that no security-
system notion detectors were installed on the exterior of the enornous house, only within its
roons. |f their passage activated kleigs nmounted high in the trees or atop the perineter walls,
the sudden dazzle would draw the pilots’ attention

He knew how difficult it could be even for a lone fugitive on foot to escape the bright eye of a
police search chopper with a good and determ ned pilot - especially in conparatively open environs
such as this nei ghbourhood, which didn't offer the many hiding places of a city’'s nazes. The four
of them would be altogether too easy to keep pinpointed once they had been spotted.

Earlier, an on-shore breeze had come with the grace of gull wings fromthe sea; currently, the
flow was off-shore and stronger. This was one of those hot wi nds, called Santa Anas, born in the
mountains to the east, out of the threshold of the Mjave, dry and blustery and curiously wearing
on the nerves. Now a | oud whispering rose fromthe oaks, and the great fronds of the phoenix pal nms
hi ssed and rattled and creaked as though the trees were warning one another of gales that m ght
soon descend.

Joe’s fear of an outer security line seenmed unwarranted as they hurriedly clinbed another short
flight of stone steps to the upper terrace. The grounds remai ned subtly lighted, heavily |ayered
with sheltering shadows.

Qut beyond the bluff’s edge, the search chopper was paral-lel with them noving slowy northward.
The pilots’ attention renai ned focused on the beach bel ow.

Mark | ed them past an enornous swi mm ng pool. The oil-black water glimered with fluid arabesques
of silver, as though schools of strange fish with |lum nous scal es were sw nming just beneath the
sur f ace.

They were still passing the pool when Rose stunbled. She alnmost fell hut regai ned her bal ance. She
hal ted, swayi ng

‘“Are you all right? Joe asked worriedly.

‘Yes, fine, I'll be okay,’ she said, but her voice was thin, and she still appeared to be

unst eady.

‘How badly were you hurt back there? Joe pressed as Mark and Joshua gat hered around.

“Just knocked on ny ass,’ she said. ‘Bruised a little.

‘ Rose-’

“1"m okay, Joe. It’s just all this running, all those dam stairs up fromthe beach. | guess |I'm
not in as good a shape as | should be.

Joshua was tal king sotto voce on the cell phone again.

‘Let’s go,’ Rose said. ‘Conme on, cone on, let’s go.’

Beyond the bl uff, above the beach, the helicopter was al nbst past the estate.

Mark | ed the way again, and Rose followed with renewed energy. They dashed under the roof of the
arched | oggi a against the rear wall, where they were no |longer in any danger of being spotted by
the chopper pilots, and then to the corner of the house.

As they nmoved single-file along the side of the mansion on a wal kway that serpentined through a
smal |l grove of shaggy-barked nel al eucas, they were abruptly pinned in the bright beamof a big
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flashlight. Blocking the path ahead of them a watchman said, ‘Hey, who the hell are-

Acting w thout hesitation, Mark began to nove even as the beam flicked on. The stranger was still
speaki ng when Mark collided with him The two nen grunted fromthe inpact.

The flashlight flew against the trunk of a nelal euca, rebounded onto the wal kway, and spun on the
stone, naking shadows whirl |ike a pack of tail-chasing dogs.

Mark swivelled the startled watchman around, put a hanmerlock on him bumrushed himoff the

si dewal k and through bordering flower beds, and sl anmed hi m agai nst the side of the house so hard
that the nearby wi ndows rattl ed.

Scoopi ng up the flashlight, Joshua directed it on the action, and Joe saw that they had been
chal | enged by an overwei ght, uniformed security guard of about fifty-five. Mark pressed himto his
knees and kept a hand on the back of his head to force his face down and away fromthem so he
couldn’t describe theml|ater

‘He’s not arned,’ Mark informed Joshua.

‘Bastards,’ the watchman said bitterly.

‘ Ankl e hol ster?’ Joshua wonder ed.

‘“Not that either.’

The wat chnman said, ‘Stupid owners are pacifists or sone dam

thing. Wn’'t have a gun on the place, even for ne. So now here | am’

‘W’re not going to hurt you,’” Mark said, pulling himbackwards fromthe house and forcing himto
sit on the ground with his back against the trunk of a nel al euca.

‘“You don’t scare ne,’ the watchman said, but he sounded scared.

‘ Dogs?’ Mark demanded

‘ Everywhere,’ the guard said. ‘Dobermans.

‘He’s lying,” Mark said confidently.

Even Joe could hear the bluff in the watchman’s voice. Joshua gave the flashlight to Joe and said,
‘Keep it pointed at the ground.’” Then he produced handcuffs froma fanny pack

Mark directed the guard to reach in back of hinmself and clasp his hands behind the tree. The trunk
was only about ten inches in diameter, so the guard didn't have to contort hinself, and Joshua
snapped the cuffs on his wists.

‘The cops are on the way,’ the watchman gl oat ed.

‘No doubt riding Dobermans,’ Mrk said.

‘Bastard,’ said the watchnan.

From his fanny pack, Mark withdrew a tightly rolled Ace ban-dage. ‘Bite on this,’” he told the
guard.

‘Bite on this,’” the guard said, indulging in one |ast bleat of hopel ess bravado, and then he did
as he was told.

Three tinmes, Joshua wound el ectrician’s tape around the guard’ s head and across his nouth, fixing
the Ace bandage firmy in place.

From the watchnan’s belt, Mark unclipped what appeared to be a renpote control. ‘This open the
driveway gate?’

Through his gag, the watchman snarl ed sonet hi ng obscene, which issued as a neaningl ess nmunbl e.
‘Probably the gate.’

To the guard, Joshua said, ‘Just relax. Don’'t chafe your wists. W’ re not robbing the place.
W're really not. We're only passing through.’

Mark said, ‘Wien we’'ve been gone half an hour, we'll call the cops so they can cone and rel ease
you. '’

‘Better get a dog,’ Joshua advised.

Taki ng the watchman’s flashlight, Mark led themtoward the front of the house.

The confrontation had occurred and been successfully resolved, with aplonb and with as little
injury to the watchman as possible, in slightly nore than one m nute. Woever these guys were, Joe
was glad that they were on his side.

The estate occupied at |east three acres. The huge house was set two hundred feet back fromthe
front property wall at the street.

In the eye of the wide, |ooping driveway was a four-tier marble fountain: four broad scall oped
bowl s, each supported by three |eaping dol phins, bow s and dol phins dimnishing in scale as they
ascended. The bow s were full of water, but the punp was silent, and there were no spouts or
cascades.

‘W'l wait here,’” Mark said, leading themto the dol phins.

The dol phins and bow s rose out of a pool with a two-foot-high wall finished with a broad cap of
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I i mestone. Rose sat on the edge

-and then so did Joe and Mark

Taki ng the renote control they had gotten fromthe watchman, Joshua wal ked al ong the driveway
toward the entrance gate, talking on the cellular phone as he went.

Dogs of warm Santa Ana wi nd chased cat-quick | eaves and curls of papery nel al euca bark al ong the

bl ackt op.
‘How do you even know about nme?’ Rose asked Mark
‘“When any enterprise is |launched with a one-billion-dollar trust fund, like ours,” Mark said, ‘it

sure doesn’t take long to get up to speed. Besides, computers and data technology are what we're
about .’

‘What enterprise? Joe asked.

The answer was the sanme nystifying response that Joshua had given on the beach, ‘In finna face.’
“And what’s that nean?

‘Later, Joe,’ Rose pronised. ‘Go on, Mark.’

‘Well, so, fromday one, we’ve had the funds to try to keep track of all prom sing research in
every discipline, worldw de, that could conceivably |l ead to the epi phany we expect.’

‘Maybe so,’ Rose said, ‘but you peopl e have been around two years, while the |argest part of ny
research for the past seven years has been conducted under the tightest inaginable security.’
‘Doctor, you showed enornous prom se in your field until you were about thirty-seven - and then
suddenly your work appeared to conme alnpst to a conplete halt except for a mnor paper published
here or there fromtine to tine. You were a Niagara of creativity - and then went dry overnight.’
“And that indicates what to you?

‘It’'s the signature pattern of a scientist who's been co-opted by the defence establishnment or
some ot her branch of governnment with sufficient power to enforce a total information blackout. So
when we see sonething like that, we start trying to find out exactly

where you're at work. Finally we |ocated you at Teknol ogi k, but not at any of their well-known and
accessible facilities. A deep subterranean, biologically secure conpl ex near Manassas, Virginia.
Somet hi ng call ed “Project Ninety-nine.”

Wiile he listened intently to the conversation, Joe watched as, out at the end of the |ong
driveway, the ornate electric gate rolled aside

“How much do you know about what we do on Project N nety-nine? Rose asked.

‘Not enough,’ Mark said.

‘How can you know anything at all?

‘“When | say we track ongoing research worldwi de, | don't mean that we linmit ourselves to the sane
publications and shared data banks that any science library has available to it.

Wth no aninosity, Rose said, ‘That’s a nice way of saying you try to penetrate conputer security
systens, hack your way in, break encryptions.

‘“Whatever. We don't do it for profit. W don't economically exploit the informati on we acquire.
It’s sinply our mission, the search we were created to undertake.’

Joe was surprised by his own patience. Al though he was |learning things by listening to themtalk -
the basic nmystery only grew deeper. Yet he was prepared to wait for answers. The bizarre
experience with the Polaroid snapshot in the banquet room had | eft himshaken. Now that he’d had
time to think about what had happened, the synesthesia seened to be but prelude to some revel ation
that was going to be nore shattering and hunbling than he had previously inagi ned. He renai ned
conmitted to learning the truth, but now instinct warned himthat he should allow the revel ations
to wash over himin small waves instead of in one devastating tsunam .

Joshua had gone through the open gate and was standi ng al ong the Pacific Coast H ghway.

Over the eastern hills, the swollen noon ascended yel |l ow orange, and the warm wi nd seenmed to bl ow
down out of it.

Mark said, ‘You were one of thousands of researchers whose work we foll owed - though you were of
somewhat special interest because of the extreme secrecy at Project Ninety-nine. Then, a year ago,
you |l eft Manassas with sonething fromthe project, and overni ght you were the npst wanted person
in the country. Even after you supposedly died aboard that airliner in Colorado. Even then .
peopl e were | ooking for you, lots of people, expending

consi derabl e resources, searching frantically for a dead wonan -whi ch seemed pretty weird to us.’
Rose said nothing to encourage him She seened tired.

Joe took her hand. She was trenbling, but she squeezed his hand as if to assure himthat she was
all right.

‘Then we began to intercept reports froma certain clandestine police agency. . . reports that
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said you were alive and active in the L.A area, that it involved fanilies who' d | ost |oved ones
on Flight 353. W& set up some surveillance of our own. We're pretty good at it. Some of us are ex-
mlitary. Anyway, you could say we watched the watchers who were keeping tab on people |ike Joe
here. And now. . . | guess it’s a good thing we did.’

‘Yes, thank you,’ she said. ‘But you don’t know what you're get-ting into here. There's not just
glory . . . there's terrible danger.’

“Dr. Tucker,’ Mark persisted, ‘there are over nine thousand of us now, and we’ve committed our
lives to what we do. W're not afraid. And now we believe that you may have found the interface

- and that it's very different fromanything we quite anticipated. If you' ve actually made that
breakt hrough. . . if humanity is at that pivot point in history when everything is going to change
radically and forever . . . then we are your natural allies.’

“lI think you are,’ she agreed.

Gently but persistently selling her on this alliance, Mark said, ‘Doctor, we both have set

our sel ves agai nst those forces of igno-rance and fear and self-interest that want to keep the
world in darkness.’

‘Renenber, | once worked for them’

“But turned.’

A car swung off Pacific Coast Hi ghway and paused to pick up Joshua. It was followed through the
gate and along the driveway by a second car

Rose, Mark, and Joe got to their feet as the two vehicles - a Ford trailed by a Mercedes - circled
the fountain and stopped in front of them

Joshua stepped fromthe passenger door of the Ford, and a young brunette woman got out from behind
the steering wheel. The Mercedes was driven by an Asian nan of about thirty.

They all gathered before Rose Tucker, and for a noment every-one stood in silence.

The steadily escalating wind no | onger spoke nerely through the rustling foliage of the trees,
through the cricket-rasping branches of the shrubbery, and through the hollow flutelike music

i ssuing from

the eaves of the nmansion, for nowit also enjoyed a voice of its own:

a haunted keening that curled chillingly in listening ears, akin to the nuted but frightfu

ul ul ant crying of coyote packs chasing down prey in sone far canyon of the night.

In the | andscape lights, the shuddering greenery cast nervous shadows, and the gradually paling
nmoon gazed at itself in the shiny surfaces of the autonobiles.

Wat chi ng these four people as they watched Rose, Joe realized that they regarded the scientist not
solely with curiosity but with wonder, perhaps even with awe, as though they stood in the presence
of someone transcendent. Soneone holy.

‘“I"msurprised to see every one of you in nmufti,’ Rose said
They sm | ed, and Joshua said, ‘Two years ago, when we first set out on this nission, we were
reasonably quiet about it. Didn't want to excite a lot of media interest. . . because we thought

we' d largely be misunderstood. What we didn't expect was that we’'d have enem es. And enem es so
viol ent.’
‘So powerful,’” Mark said.

‘W thought everyone would want to know the answers we were seeking - if we ever found them Now
we know better.
‘“lgnorance is a bliss that sone people will kill for,’” said the young wonan.

‘So a year ago,’ Joshua continued, ‘we adopted the robes as a distraction. People understand us as
a cult - or think they do. We're nore acceptable when we’'re viewed as fanatics, neatly | abelled
and confined to a box. W don’t nake people quite so nervous.’

Robes.

Ast oni shed, Joe said, ‘You wear blue robes, shave your heads.

Joshua said, ‘Sone of us do, yes, as of a year ago - and those in the uniformpretend to be the
entire nenbership. That's what | neant when | said the robes are a distraction - the robes, the
shaved heads, the earrings, the visible conmunal enclaves. The rest of us have gone underground,
where we can do the work wi thout being spied on, subjected to harassnment, and easily infiltrated.’
‘Come with us,’” the young worman said to Rose. ‘W know you may have found the way, and we want to
hel p you bring it to the world - w thout interference.

Rose nmoved to her and put a hand agai nst her cheek, much as she had touched Joe in the cenetery.

‘I might be with you soon, but not tonight. | need nore time to think, to plan. And I’'min a hurry
to see a young girl, a child, who is at the centre of what is happening.’

Ni na, Joe thought, and his heart shuddered |ike the shadows of the w nd-shaken trees.
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Rose noved to the Asian man and touched himtoo. ‘I can tell you this nuch . . . we stand on the
threshol d you foresaw. W will go through that door, naybe not tomorrow or the day after tonorrow
or next week, but in the years ahead.’

She went to Joshua. ‘Together we will see the world change forever, bring the light of know edge
into the great dark |oneliness of human exi stence. In our tine.’

And finally she approached Mark. ‘1 assume you brought two cars because you were prepared to give
one to Joe and ne.’

‘Yes. But we hoped-

She put a hand on his arm ‘Soon but not tonight. |I’ve got urgent business, Mark. Everything we
hope to achi eve hangs in the bal ance right now, hangs so precariously - until | can reach the
little girl | nentioned.

‘Wherever she is, we can take you to her.
“No. Joe and | nust do this alone - and quickly.
‘“You can take the Ford.’

‘ Thank you.’

Mark wi thdrew a fol ded one-dollar bill fromhis pocket and gave it to Rose. ‘'There are just eight
digits in the serial nunber on this bill. Ignore the fourth digit, and the other seven are a phone
nunmber in the three-one-oh area code.’

Rose tucked the bill into her jeans.

‘“When you're ready to join us,’ Mark said, ‘or if you're ever in trouble you can't ‘get out of,
ask for me at that nunber. We'll cone for you no natter where you are.’

She ki ssed himon the cheek. ‘W’ ve got to go.’” She turned to Joe, ‘WII| you drive?

‘Yes.’

To Joshua, she said, ‘Muy | take your cell phone?

He gave it to her

Wngs of furious wind beat around themas they got into the Ford. The keys were in the ignition
As Rose pulled the car door shut, she said, ‘Ch, Jesus,’ and | eaned forward, gasping for breath.
‘“You are hurt.’

‘Told you. | got knocked around.

“Where's it hurt?

‘W’'ve got to get across the city,’” Rose said, ‘but | don’'t want to go back past Mhalia’s.

“You could have a broken rib or two.’

Ignoring him she sat up straight, and her breathing i nproved as she said, ‘The creeps won't want
to risk setting up a roadblock and a traffic check w thout cooperation fromthe [ocal authorities,
and they don't have tinme to get that. But you can bet your ass they'll be watching passing cars.’
“If you’ve got a broken rib, it could puncture a | ung.

‘*Joe, damm it, we don’t have tine. W’ ve got to nove if we're going to keep our girl alive.’

He stared at her. ‘N na?

She nmet his eyes. She said, ‘Nina,’ but then a fearful | ook cane into her face, and she turned
fromhim

‘“We can head north fromhere on PCH,’ he said, ‘then inland on Kanan-Dune Road. That’s a county
route up to Augora Hills. There we can get the one-oh-one east to the two-ten.

‘CGo for it.’

Faces powdered by noonlight, hair w nd-tossed, the four who would | eave in the Mercedes stood

wat chi ng, back dropped by | eapi ng stone dol phins and thrashing trees.

This tabl eau struck Joe as both exhilarating and om nous - and he could not identify the basis of
ei ther perception, other than to adnit that the night was charged with an uncanny power that was
beyond hi s understandi ng. Everything his gaze fell upon seemed to have nonumental significance, as
if he were in a state of hei ghtened consci ousness, and even the noon appeared different from any
nmoon that he had ever seen before.

As Joe put the Ford in gear and began to pull away fromthe fountain, the young woman cane forward
to place her hand agai nst the wi ndow besi de Rose Tucker’'s face. On this side of the glass, Rose
mat ched her palmto the other. The young wonan was crying, her lovely face glinmering w th noon-
bright tears, and she noved with the car along the driveway, hurrying as it picked up speed,

mat chi ng her hand to Rose’s all the way to the gate before at last pulling back

Joe felt alnost as if sonewhere earlier in the night he had stood before a mirror of madness and,
closing his eyes, had passed through his own reflection into lunacy. Yet he did not want to return
t hrough the silvered surface to that old grey world. This was a lunacy that he found increasingly
agreeabl e, perhaps because it offered himthe one thing he desired nmost and could find only on
this side of the |ooking glass - hope.
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Sl unped in the passenger seat beside him Rose Tucker said,

‘Maybe all this is nore than | can handle, Joe. I'mso tired - and so scared. |’ m nobody specia
enough to do what needs done, not nearly special enough to carry a weight like this.’

‘You seempretty special to nme,’ he said.

‘I"'mgoing to screw it up,’ she said as she entered a phone nunber on the keypad of the cellular

phone. ‘1’mscared shitless that |’mnot going to be strong enough to open that door and take us
all through it.’ She pushed the Send button
‘ Show ne the door, tell ne where it goes, and I'I|l help you,’ he said, wi shing she would stop

speaki ng i n netaphors and give himthe hard facts. ‘“Wiy is Nina so inportant to whatever’'s
happeni ng? Were is she, Rose?

Soneone answered the cellular call, and Rose said, ‘It’'s ne. Move N na. Mowve her now.’

Ni na.

Rose listened for a nonent but then said firmly, ‘No, now, nove her right now, in the next five
m nutes, even sooner if you can. They |linked Mahalia to ne . . . yeah, and in spite of all the

precautions we'd taken. It’s only a matter of time now - and not very much tine - until they make
t he connection to you.'’

Ni na.

Joe turned off the Pacific Coast H ghway onto the county road to Augora Hlls, driving up through
a runpl ed bed of dark land fromwhich the Santa Ana wind flung sheets of pale dust.

‘Take her to Big Bear,’ Rose told the person on the phone.

Big Bear. Since Joe had talked to Mercy Ealing in Colorado -could it be | ess than nine hours ago? -
Ni na had been back in the world, mraculously returned, but in some corner where he could not find
her. Soon, however, she would be in the town of Big Bear on the shores of Big Bear Lake, a resort
in the nearby San Bernardi no Mountains, a place he knew well. Her return was nore real to himnow
that she was in a place that he could nane, the byways of which he had wal ked, and he was fl ooded
with such sweet anticipation that he wanted to shout to relieve the pressure of it. He kept his
sil ence, however, and he rolled the name between the fingers of his nind, rolled it over and over
as if it were a shiny coin: Big Bear.

Rose spoke into the phone: ‘If | can. . . I’'mgoing to be there in a couple of hours. | love you
Go. Go now.’
She term nated the call, put the phone on the seat between her |egs, closed her eyes, and |eaned

agai nst the door.
Joe realized that she was not maki ng nmuch use of her |eft hand.

It was curled in her lap. Even in the dimlight fromthe instrunent panel, he could see that her
hand was shaki ng uncontrol |l ably.
‘“What’'s wrong with your arnf’

‘Gve it arest, Joe. It's sweet of you to be concerned, but you' re getting to be a nag. |I'Il be
fine once we get to Nina.
He was silent for half a nile. Then: ‘Tell me everything. | deserve to know.’

‘“You do, yes. It’s not a long story...but where do | begin?

4
Geat bristling balls of tunbleweed, robbed of their green by the nercil ess Western sun, cracked
fromtheir roots by the withering dryness of the California sumer, torn fromtheir hones in the
earth by the shrieking Santa Ana wi nd, now bounded out of the steep canyons and across the narrow
hi ghway, silver-grey in the headlights, a curiously nelancholy sight, famlies of thistled skel-
etons |ike starved and harried refugees fleeing worse torment.

Joe said, ‘Start with those peopl e back there. What kind of cult are they?

She spelled it for him Infiniface.

‘It’s a made word,’ she said, ‘shorthand for “Interface with the Infinite.” And they’'re not a
cult, not in any sense you nmean it.’

‘Then what are they?

I nstead of answering immediately, she shifted in her seat, trying to get nore confortable.

Checki ng her wristwatch, she said, ‘Can you drive faster?

‘“Not on this road. In fact, better put on your safety belt.’

‘“Not with ny left side feeling like it does.’ Having adjusted her position, she said, ‘Do you know
the nane - Loren Pol | ack?

‘The software genius. The poor nman's Bill Gates.’

‘That’'s what the press sonetines calls him yes. But | don't think the word poor should be
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associ ated with sonmeone who started fromscratch and nmade seven billion dollars by the age of
forty-two.’

‘ Maybe not.’

She cl osed her eyes and sl unped agai nst the door, supporting her weight on her right side. Sweat
beaded her brow, but her voice was strong. ‘Two years ago, Loren Pollack used a billion dollars of

his noney to forma charitable trust. Named it Infiniface. He believes many of the sciences,
through research facilitated by new generati ons of super-fast conputers, are approaching

di scoveries that will bring us face to face with the reality of a Creator.’

“Sounds like a cult to ne.’

‘Oh, plenty of people think Pollack is a flake. But he's got a singular ability to grasp conpl ex
research froma w de variety of sciences - and he has vision. You know, there’'s a whol e novenent
of nmodern physics that sees evidence of a created universe.’

Frowni ng, Joe said, ‘What about chaos theory? | thought that was the big thing.

‘ Chaos theory doesn’'t say the universe is randomand chaotic. It's an extrenely broad theory that

anong many ot her things notes strangely conplex relationships in apparently chaotic systens - like
the weather. Look deeply enough in any chaos, and you find hidden regularities.

Actually,’” he admitted, ‘I don’t know a damm thing about it -just the way they use the termin the
nmovi es.’

‘Most novies are stupidity machines - like politicians. So .

if Pollack was here, he'd tell you that just eighty years ago, science nocked religion s assertion
that the universe was created ex nihilo, out of nothing. Everyone knew sonet hing coul dn't be
created fromnothing - a violation of all the I aws of physics. Now we understand nore about

mol ecul ar structure - and particle physicists create matter cx nihilo all the tine.” Inhaling with
a hiss through clenched teeth, she | eaned forward, popped open the glove box, and rummaged through
its contents. ‘I was hoping for aspirin or Excedrin. I'd chew themdry.

‘W coul d stop sonewhere-

‘“No. Drive. Just drive. Big Bear’s so far. She cl osed the gl ove box but remained sitting
forward, as though that position gave her relief. Anyway, physics and biol ogy are the disciplines
that nost fascinate Pollack - especially nolecular biology.’

“Why nol ecul ar bi ol ogy?

‘Because the nore we understand living things on a nolecu-lar level, the clearer it becones that
everything is intelligently designed. You, ne, mammals, fish, insects, plants, everything.’

‘“Wait a second. Are you tossing away evol ution here?’

‘Not entirely. Wherever nol ecul ar biology takes us, there might still be a place for Darwin's
theory of evolution - in sone form’

“You’'re not one of those strict fundanmentalists who believes we were created exactly five thousand
years ago in the Garden of Eden.

‘Hardly. But Darwin's theory was put forth in eighteen fifty-nine, before we had any know edge of
atom c structure. He thought the snmallest unit of a living creature was the cell - which he saw as
just a lunmp of adaptabl e al bunen.’

Al bumen? You're losing ne.’

‘“The origin of this basic living matter, he thought, was nost |ikely an accident of chemstry -
and the origin of all species was explained through evolution. But we now know cells are
enornously conpl ex structures of such clockwork design that it’'s inpossible to believe they are
accidental in nature.’

‘W do? | guess |’ve been out of school a long tine.’

‘“Even in the matter of the species . . . WlIl, the two axions of Darw nian theory - the continuity
of nature and adapt abl e desi gn -have never been validated by a single enpirical discovery in
nearly a hundred and fifty years.’

‘Now you have | ost ne.’

‘Let ne put it another way.’' She still |eaned forward, staring out at the dark hills and the
steadily rising glow of the sprawling suburbs beyond. ‘Do you know who Francis Crick is?

“No.

‘He’s a nol ecul ar biologist. In 1962, he shared the Nobel Prize in Medicine with Maurice WI kins
and Janmes Watson for discovering the three-di nensional nolecular structure of DNA - the double
heli x. Every advancenent in genetics since then - and the countless revol utionary cures for

di seases we’'re going to see over the next twenty years - spring directly fromthe work of Francis
Crick and his colleagues. Crick is a scientist’s scientist, Joe, to no degree a spiritualist or
mystic. But do you know what he suggested a few years ago? That life on earth may well have been
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designed by an extraterrestrial intelligence.’

‘Even hi ghbrows read the National Enquirer, huh?

“The point is - Crick was unable to square what we now know of nol ecul ar biology' s conplexity with
the theory of natural selection, but he was unwilling to suggest a Creator in any spiritua

sense.’

“So . . . enter the ever-popular godlike aliens.
‘“But it totally begs the issue, you see? Even if every formof life on this planet was designed by
extraterrestrials . . . who designed then?

‘It’s the chicken or the egg all over again.’

She | aughed softly, but the laughter nutated into a cough that she couldn’t easily suppress. She
eased back, |eaning against the door once nore - and glared at hi mwhen he tried to suggest that
she needed nedi cal attention

When she regai ned her breath, she said, ‘Loren Pollack believes the purpose of human intellectua
striving - the purpose of science

- is to increase our understanding of the universe not just to give us better physical control of
our environment or to satisfy curiosity, but to solve the puzzle of existence God has put before
us.’

“And by solving it to becone |ike gods oursel ves.

She sm | ed through her pain. ‘Now you' re tuned to the Pollack frequency. Pollack thinks we're
living in the tine when sone key scientific breakthrough will prove there is a Creator. Sonething
that is...an interface with the infinite. This will bring the soul back to science - lifting
humanity out of its fear and doubt, healing our divisions and hatreds, finally uniting our species
on one quest that’'s both of the spirit and the mnd.’

‘Li ke Star Trek.

‘Don’t make me | augh again, Joe. It hurts too much.

Joe thought of GemFittich, the used-car dealer. Both Pollack and Fittich sensed an approaching
end to the world as they knew it, but the oncom ng tidal wave that Fittich perceived was dark and
cold and obliterating, while Pollack foresaw a wave of purest |ight.

‘So Pol |l ack,’” she said, ‘founded Infinif ace to facilitate this quest, to track research worl dw de
with an eye toward projects with

wel I, with metaphysical aspects that the scientists thensel ves nmight not recognize. To ensure that
key discoveries were shared anong researchers. To encourage specific projects that seened to be

| eadi ng to a breakthrough of the sort Pollack predicts.

“Infiniface isn't areligion at all.’

‘No. Pollack thinks all religions are valid to the extent that they recognize the existence of a
created universe and a Creator -but that then they bog down in elaborate interpretations of what
God expects of us. What’s wanted of us, in Pollack’s view, is to work together to learn, to
understand, to peel the layers of the universe, to find God . . . and in the process to becone H's
equal s.’

By now they were out of the dark hills and into suburbs again. Ahead was the entrance to the
freeway that woul d take them east across the city.

As he drove up the ranmp, heading toward G endal e and Pasadena, Joe said, ‘Il don't believe in
anyt hi ng.’

“1 know.'’

‘“No | oving god would allow such suffering.’

“Pol  ack woul d say that the fallacy of your thinking lies in its narrow human perspecti ve.

‘Maybe Pollack is full of shit.’

Whet her Rose began to | augh again or fell directly victimto the

cough, Joe couldn't tell, but she needed even | onger than before to regain control of herself.
“You need to see a doctor,’ he insisted.

She was adamantly opposed. Any delay. . . and Nina' s dead.’

‘Don’t make me choose between-’

‘“There is no choice. That’s nmy point. If it’s me or Nna. . . then she cones first. Because she’s

the future. She’s the hope.

Orange-faced on first appearance, the noon had lost its blush and, stage fright behind it, had put
on the stark white face of a snmugly anused nmni ne.
Sunday night traffic on the noon-nocked freeway was heavy as Angel enos returned from Vegas and
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other points in the desert, while desert dwellers streaned in the opposite direction, returning
fromthe city and its beaches: ceaselessly restless, these nultitudes, always seeking a greater
happi ness - and often finding it, but only for a weekend or an afternoon

Joe drove as fast and as recklessly as he dared, weaving fromlane to | ane, but keeping in mnd
that they could not risk being stopped by the highway patrol. The car wasn't registered in either
his name or Rose’'s. Even if they could prove it had been |oaned to them they would | ose val uabl e
time in the process.

‘“What is Project N nety-nine? he asked her. ‘\What the hell are they doing in that subterranean
facility outside Manassas?

‘You' ve heard about the Human Genone Project.’

‘Yeah. Cover of Newsweek. As | understand it, they' re figuring out what each hunan gene controls.
‘The greatest scientific undertaking of our age,’ Rose said. ‘Mp-ping all one hundred thousand
human genes and detailing the DNA al phabet of each. And they’'re naking incredibly fast pro-gress.’
‘Find out how to cure nuscul ar dystrophy, multiple sclerosis-’

‘Cancer, everything - given tine.’

‘You're part of that?’

‘“No. Not directly. At Project Ninety-nine . . . we have a nore exotic assignnent. W' re | ooking
for those genes that seemto be associated with unusual talents.
‘“What - |like Mbzart or Renmbrandt or M chael Jordan?

‘No. Not creative or athletic talents. Paranornal talents. Tel e-pathy. Tel ekinesis. Pyrokinesis.
It’s a long strange |ist.

H s i medi ate reaction was that of a crinme reporter, not of a man who had recently seen the
fantastic in action: ‘But there aren’t such talents. That's science fiction.’

‘There are people who score far higher than chance on a variety of tests designed to disclose
psychic abilities. Card prediction. Calling coin tosses. Thought-inmage transm ssion.’

‘That stuff they used to do at Duke University.’

‘That and nore. When we find people who performexceptionally well in these tests, we take bl ood
sanmples fromthem W study their genetic structure. O children in poltergeist situations.’

‘Pol tergei sts?

‘Pol tergei st phenonena - weedi ng out the hoaxes - aren’t really ghosts. There’'s always one or nore
children in houses where this happens. W think the objects flying around the room and the

ectopl asm c apparitions are caused by these children, by their unconscious exerci se of powers they
don’t even know t hey have. W take sanples fromthese kids when we can find them W’re building a
i brary of unusual genetic profiles, |ooking for comobn patterns anong peopl e who have had al
manner of paranornmal experiences.’

‘And have you found sonethi ng?

She was silent, perhaps waiting for another spasmof pain to pass, though her face reveal ed nore
ment al angui sh than physical suffering. At last she said, ‘Quite a lot, yes.’

If there had been enough light for Joe to see his reflection in the rear-view mrror, he knew t hat
he coul d have watched as his tan faded and his face turned as white as the noon, for he suddenly
knew t he essence of what Project N nety-nine was all about. ‘You haven't just studied this.

‘“Not just. No.’

“You’' ve applied the research.

‘Yes.’

how many work on Project N nety-nine?

‘Over two hundred of us.’

‘ Maki ng nonsters,’ he said nunbly.

‘People,’” she said. ‘Mking people in a lab.’

‘They may | ook |ike people, but some of themare nonsters.’

She was silent for perhaps a mle. Then she said, ‘Yes.’” And after another silence: ‘Though the
true nonsters are those of us who nmade them’

Fenced and patrolled, identified at the highway as a think tank called the Quartermass Institute,
the property enconpasses ei ght-een hundred acres in the Virginia countryside: neadowed hills where
deer graze, hushed woods of birch and beeches where a plenitude of snall gane thrives beyond the
rifle reach of hunters, ponds with ducks, and grassy fields with nesting plovers.

Al t hough security appears to be mininmal, no aninmal larger than a rabbit noves across these acres
wi t hout being nonitored by notion detectors, heat sensors, nicrophones, and caneras, which feed a

file:/l/F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Koontz,%20Dean%20-%20So0le%20Survivor.txt (129 of 150) [1/17/03 3:10:47 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/K oontz,%20D ean%20-%20Sol €%620Survivor.txt

continuous river of data to a Cray conputer for continuous anal ysis. Unauthorized visitors are
subject to immedi ate arrest and, on those rare occasi ons when hunters or adventurous teenagers
scale the fence, they are halted and taken into custody within five hundred feet of the point of

i ntrusion.

Near the geographical centre of these peaceful acres is the orphanage, a cheerless three-story
brick structure that resenbles a hospital. Forty-eight children currently reside herein, every one
bel ow t he age of six - though sone appear ol der. They are all residents by virtue of having been
born wi thout nothers or fathers in any but the chemnical sense. None of them was conceived in | ove,
and none entered the world through a wonan’s wonb. As foetuses, they were nurtured in mechanica
wonbs, adrift in amiotic fluid brewed in a | aboratory.

As with laboratory rats and nonkeys, as with dogs whose skulls are cut open and brai ns exposed for
days during experinents related to the central nervous system as with all animals that further
the cause of know edge, these orphans have no nanmes. To nane them would be to encourage their

handl ers to devel op enotional attachments to them The handl ers - which includes everyone from
those security nmen who doubl e as cooks to the scientists who bring these children into the world -
must remain norally neutral and enptionally detached in order to do their work properly.
Consequently, the children are known by letter and nunber codes that refer to the specific indices
in Project 99's genetic-profile library fromwhich their special abilities were sel ected.

Here on the third floor, southwest corner, in a roomof her own, sits ATX-12-23. She is four years
old, catatonic, and incontinent. She waits in her crib, in her own wastes until her nurse changes
her, and she never conplains. ATX-12-23 has never spoken a single word or uttered any sound

what soever. As an infant, she never cried. She cannot wal k. She sits notionlessly, staring into
the mddle

di stance, sonetimes drooling. Her nuscles are partially atrophied even though she is given
mani pul at ed exercise three tines a week. If her face were ever to be enlivened by expression, she
m ght be beautiful, but the unrelieved slackness of her features gives her a chilling aspect.
Caneras cover every inch of her roomand record around the clock, which nmght seemto be a waste
of videotape -except that fromtine to tine, inaninmate objects around ATX-12-23 becone ani mat ed.
Rubber balls of various colours levitate and spin in the air, float fromwall to wall or circle
the child s head for ten or twenty minutes at a tine. Wndow blinds raise and | ower wi thout a hand
touching them Lights dimand flare, the digital clock speeds through the hours, and a teddy bear
that she has never touched sonetines wal ks around the roomon its stubby legs as if it contains

t he mechani cal systemthat would allowit to do so.

Now, cone here, down to the second floor, to the third roomeast of the elevators, where lives a
five-year-old male, KSB-22-09, who is neither physically nor nentally inpaired. Indeed, he is an
active redheaded boy with a genius-level 1Q He loves to learn, receives extensive tutoring daily,
and is currently educated to a ninth-grade equival ent. He has nunerous toys, books, and novies on
vi deo, and he participates in supervised play sessions with the other orphans, because it is
deenmed essential by the project architects that all subjects with normal nental faculties and ful
physical abilities be raised in as social an atnosphere as possible, given the limtations of the
Institute. Sonmetines when he tries hard (and sonetinmes when he is not trying at all), KSB-22-09 is
able to make small objects - pencils, ball bearings, paper clips, thus far nothing larger than a
gl ass of water - vanish. Sinply vanish. He sends them el sewhere, into what he calls ‘The A

Dark.” He is not able to bring them back and cannot explain what The Al Dark may be - though he
does not like the place. He nmust be sedated to sleep, because he frequently suffers vivid

ni ght mares in which he uncontrollably sends hinself, piece by piece, into The All Dark -first a
thunb, and then a toe, and then his left foot, a tooth and another tooth, one eye gone froma
suddenly enpty socket, and then an ear. Lately, KSB-22-09 is experiencing nmenory |apses and spells
of paranoia which are thought to be related to the long-termuse of the sedative that he receives
bef ore bed each night.

O the forty-eight orphans residing at the Institute, only seven exhibit any paranornmal powers.
The other forty-one, however, are not regarded as failures. Each of the seven successes first

revealed his or her talent at a different age - one as young as el even nonths, one as old as five.
Consequently, the possibility remains that many of the forty-one will blossomin years to cone

- perhaps not until they experience the dranmatic changes in body chenistry related to puberty.
Eventual | y, of course, those subjects who age without revealing any valuable talent will have to
be renpved fromthe program as even Project 99's resources are not infinite. The project’s
architects have not yet deternmined the opti mum point of term nation.
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Al t hough the steering wheel was hard under his hands and slick with his cold sweat, although the

sound of the engine was fam liar, although the freeway was solid under the spinning tyres, Joe

felt as if he had crossed into another dinension as treacherously anorphous and ininmical to reason

as the surreal |andscapes in Salvador Dali’s paintings.

As his horror grew, he interrupted Rose: ‘This place you're describing is Hell. You. . . you

couldn’t have been part of anything like this. You re not that kind of person.

‘“Aren't 1?7

“No.

Her voice grew thinner as she tal ked, as though the strength supporting her had been the secrets

she kept, and as she reveal ed them one by one, her vitality ebbed as it had for Sanson | ock by

I ock. In her increasing weariness was a sweet relief like that dispensed in a confessional, a

weakness that she seemed to enbrace

- but that was nonethel ess coloured by a grey wash of despair. ‘If I’mnot that kind of person

now. . . | nust have been then.’

‘But how? Why? Wiy woul d you want to be involved with these

these atrocities?

‘Pride. To prove that | was as good as they thought | was, good enough to take on this

unprecedented chal |l enge. Excitenment. The thrill of being involved with a program even better

funded than the Manhattan Project. Wiy did the people who invented the atonic bonb work on it
knowi ng what they were naki ng? Because others, elsewhere in the world, will do it if we don't.
so maybe we have to do it to save ourselves fromthen®?’

‘Save ourselves by selling our souls?” he asked.

‘There’'s no defence | can offer that should ever exonerate me,’ Rose said. '‘But it is true that

when | signed on, there was no

consensus that we would carry the experiments this far, that we would apply what we |earned with

such. . . zeal. Wt entered into the creation of the children in stages. . . down a slippery sl ope.
We intended to nonitor the first one just through the second trinester of the foetal stage - and,
after all, we don’'t consider a foetus to be an actual human being. So it wasn't |ike we were
experimenting on a person. And when we brought one of themto full term . . there were intriguing
anonalies in its EEG graphs, strangeness in its brainwave patterns that m ght have indicated

her et of ore unknown cerebral function. So we had to keep it alive to see. . . to see what we had
achi eved, to see if nmaybe we had noved evol ution forward a giant step.’

‘Jesus.’

Though he had first net this woman only thirty-six hours ago, his feelings for her had been rich
and intense, ranging fromvirtual adoration to fear and now to repul sion. Yet fromhis repulsion
came pity, because for the first time he saw in her one of the many cloves of human weakness that,
in other fornms, were so ripe in hinself.

‘Fairly early on,” she said, ‘I did want out. So | was invited for a private chat with the project
director, who made it clear to nme that there was no quitting now. This had becone a job with
lifetime tenure. Even to attenpt to | eave Project Ninety-nine is to commt suicide - and to put
the Iives of your |oved ones at risk as well.’

‘“But couldn’t you have gone to the press, broken the story wi de open, shut them down?

‘Probably not w thout physical evidence, and all | had was what

was in nmy head. Anyway, a couple of ny colleagues had the idea

that they could bring it all down, | think. One of them suffered

a tinmely stroke. The other was shot three times in the head by a

mugger - who was never caught. For a while. . . | was so depressed

| considered killing nmyself and saving themthe trouble. But then al ong cane CCY-21-21...

First, born fourteen nonths ahead of CCY-21-21 was nml e subj ect SSW89-58. He exhibits prodigious
talents in every regard and his story is of inportance to you because of your own recent experi-
ences with people who eviscerate thenselves and set thenselves afire - and because of your |osses
i n Col orado.

By the time he is forty-two nonths old, SSW89-58 possesses the | anguage skills of the average
first-year college student and is

able to read a three-hundred-page volunme in one to three hours, depending on the conplexity of the
text. H gher math cones to himas easily as eating ice cream as do foreign | anguages from French
to Japanese. Hi s physical devel opnent proceeds at an accelerated rate, as well, and by the tinme he
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is four, he stands as tall and is proportionately devel oped as the average seven-year-ol d.
Paranormal talents are anticipated, but researchers are surprised by 89-58 s great breadth of nore
ordinary genius - which includes the ability to play any piece of piano nusic after hearing it
once -and by his physical precocity, for which no genetic selection has been made.

When 89-58 begins to exhibit paranormal abilities, he proves to be phenonenally endowed. His first
startling achievenment is renote viewing. As a gane, he describes to researchers the roons in their
own hones, where he has never visited. He wal ks them through tours of nuseuns to which he has
never been adnmitted. Wen he is shown a photograph of a Womrming nountain in which is buried a top-
secret Strategic Air Command defence centre, he describes in accurate detail the m ssile-status

di splay boards in the war room He is considered an espi onage asset of incal cul abl e val ue

- until, fortunately by degrees, he discovers that he is able to step into a hunan nind as easily
as he steps into distant roonms. He takes nental control of his prinmary handl er, nakes the nan
undress, and sends himthrough the halls of the orphanage, crowing like a rooster. Wen SSW 89-58
relinqui shes control of the handler and it is discovered what he's done, he is punished severely.
He resents the punishrment, resents it deeply. That night he conducts a renpte view ng of the

handl er’s honme and enters the handler’s mnd at a distance of forty-six mles. Using the handler’s
body, he brutally nurders the man’s wi fe and daughter, and then he wal ks the handl er through
sui ci de.

Subsequent to this episode, SSW89-58 is subdued by the use of a massive dose of tranquillisers
adm ni stered by a dart gun. Two enpl oyees of Project 99 perish in this process.

Thereafter, for a period of eighteen days, he is nmaintained in a drug-induced cona while a team of
scientists designs and oversees the urgent construction of a suitable habitat for their prize -
one which will sustain his life but assure that he remains controlled. A faction of the staff
suggests i mMmedi ate term nation of SSW89-58, but this advice is considered and rejected. Every
endeavour is at sone point troubled by pessimsts.

Here, now, cone into the security roomin the southeast corner

of the first floor of the orphanage. In this place - if you were an enpl oyee - you nust present
yourself for the scrutiny of three guards, because this post is never manned by fewer, regardless
of the hour. You must place your right hand on a scanner that will identify you by your
fingerprints. You nust peer into a retina scanner, as well, which will conpare your retina
patterns to those recorded in the scan taken when you first accepted enpl oynent.

From here you descend in an el evator past five subterranean | evels where much of the work of
Project 99 is conducted. You are interested, however, in the sixth and | owest |evel, where you
wal k to the end of a long corridor and through a grey nmetal door. You stand in a plain roomwth
sinple institutional furnishings, with three security nmen, none of whomis interested in you.
These nen work six-hour shifts to ensure that they remain alert not only to what is happening in
this room and the next but to nuances in one another’s behaviour

One wall of this roomfeatures a |arge wi ndow that [ooks into the adjoining chanber. Frequently
you will see Dr. Louis Blomor Dr. Keith Ram ock - or both - at work beyond this glass, for they
are the designers of SSW89-58 and oversee the exploration and the utilization of his gifts. Wen
neither Dr. Blomnor Dr. Ranmlock is present, at |east three other nenbers of their imediate staff
are in attendance.

SSW89-58 is never |eft unsupervised.

They were transitioning fromlinterstate 210 to Interstate 10 when Rose interrupted herself to say,
“*Joe, could you find an exit with a service station? | need to use a restroom’

‘What’ s wong?’

‘“Nothing. | just need . . . arestroom | hate to waste the tine. | want to get to Big Bear as
quick as we can. But | don’t want to wet ny pants, either. No hurry. Just sonewhere in the next
few niles, okay?

“Al'l right.

She conducted him once nore, on her version of a renpote viewi ng of Project 99 outside Manassas.

Onward, please, through the connecting door and into the fina

space, where stands the el aborate containnent vessel in which 89-58 now |ives and, barring any

unf oreseen and cal ani tous devel -oprents, in which he will spend the rest of his unnatural life.
This is a tank that sonmewhat resenbles the iron lungs which, in nore primtive decades, were used
to sustain victins of polionmyelitis. Nestled like a pecan in its shell, 89-58 is entirely
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encl osed, pressed between the nmattress-soft halves of a lubricated body nmould that restricts al
nmovenent, including even the novenent of each finger, limting himto facial expressions and
twitches - which no one can see, anyway. He is supplied with bottled air directly through a nose
clip fromtanks outside of the contai nment vessel. Likew se, he is pierced by redundant

i ntravenous-drip lines, one in each armand one in his left thigh, through which he receives life-
sust ai ni ng nourishment, a balance of fluids, and a variety of drugs as his handlers see fit to
adm nister them He is pernmanently catheterised for the efficient elimnation of waste. |If any of
these IV drips or other lifelines works | oose or otherwise fails, an insistent alarmimredi ately
alerts the handlers, and in spite of the existence of redundant systens, repairs are undertaken
wi t hout del ay.

The researchers and their assistants conduct conversations as necessary with 89-58 through a
speaker phone. The clanshell body nould in which he lies inside the steel tank is equipped with
audio feed to both of his ears and a m crophone over his nouth. The staff is able to reduce 89-
58" s words to a background whi sper whenever they w sh, but he does not enjoy an equival ent
privilege to tune themout. A clever video feed allows images to be transmitted by glass fibre to
a pair of lenses fitted to 89-58 s sockets; consequently, he can be shown photographs - and if
necessary the geographi cal coordinates - of buildings and places in which he is required to
conduct renote view ngs. Sonetines he is shown photographs of individuals against whomit is
desired that he take one formof action or another

During a renote view ng, 89-58 describes in vivid detail what he sees in whatever far place they
have sent him and he dutifully answers questions that his handlers put to him By monitoring his
heart rate, blood pressure, respiratory rate, brainwaves, eyelid nmovenents, and changes in the

el ectrical conductivity of his skin, they are able to detect a lie with better than ninety-nine-
percent accuracy. Furthernore, they test himfromtine to time by renmoting himto places on which
extensive, reliable intelligence has already been gathered; his answers are subsequently conpared
to the material currently in file.

He has been known to be a bad boy. He is not trusted.

When 89-58 is instructed to enter the nmind of a specific person and either elimnate that

i ndividual or use himto elininate another

- which is nost often a foreign national - the assignment is referred to as a ‘wet mission.’” This
termis used partly because blood is spilled but largely because 89-58 is plunged not into the
conpar ative dryness of faraway roons but into the nmurky depths of a human mind. As he conducts a
wet m ssion, 89-58 describes it to Dr. Blomor Dr. Ram ock, at |east one of whomis al ways present
during the event. After nunerous such m ssions, Blomand Ram ock and their associ ates are adept at
i dentifying deception even before the pol ygraph signals trouble.

For his handlers, video displays of electrical activity in 89-58s brain clearly define the
activity in which he is engaged at every noment. When he is only renpte viewing, the patterns are
radi-cally different fromthose that arise when he is engaged in wet work. If he is assigned only
to observe sone distant place and, while view ng, disobediently occupies the mnd of sonmeone in
that renote |ocation, either as an act of rebellion or sheerly for sport, this is known at once to
hi s handl ers.

I f SSW89-58 refuses an instruction, exceeds the paraneters of an assignnment, or exhibits any
other signs of rebellion, he can be punished in nunmerous ways. Electrical contacts in the body
moul d

- and in his catheter - can be activated to deliver painful shocks to selected tender points head
to foot or over his entire skin surface. Piercing electronic squeals at excruciating volunme my be
bl asted into his ears. Disgusting odours are easily introduced with his air supply. A variety of
drugs are available to precipitate painful and terrifying physiol ogical synmptons - such as viol ent
muscl e spasns and i nfl amed nerve sheaths - which pose no danger to the life of this valuable
asset. Inducing claustrophobic panic by cutting off his air supply is also a sinple but effective
di sci plinary technique.

If he is obedient, 89-58 can be rewarded in one of five ways. Although he receives his prinary
nutrients - carbohydrates, pro-teins, vitanmins, mnerals - through IV drips, a feeding tube can be
extruded fromthe body nould and between his lips, to allow himto enjoy tasty liquids from Coca
Cola to apple juice to chocolate nilk. Second, because he is a piano prodigy and takes great

pl easure fromnusic, he can be rewarded with anything fromthe Beatles to Beethoven. Third, entire
nmovi es can be transmitted to the | enses over his eyes - and fromsuch an intimate perspective, he
seens to be virtually in the mddle of the cinenmatic experience. Fourth,

he can recei ve nood- el evating drugs that make him as happy, in some ways, as any boy in the world.
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Fifth, and best of all, he is sometines allowed to go rembte viewing in places that he would like
to experience, and during these glorious expeditions, guided by his own interests, he knows
freedom- or as nuch of it as he can i nmagine.

Routinely, no fewer than three staff nonitor the contai nment vessel and its occupant, because 89-
58 can control only one mind at a tinme. If any of the three were to turn suddenly violent or

exhi bit any unusual behaviour, either of the other two could, with the flip of a switch

admi ni ster sufficient sedatives through the intravenous feeds to drop 89-58 into a virtually

i nstant, deep, and powerless sleep. In the unlikely event that this should fail, a doomsday button
follows the sedative with a | ethal dose of nerve toxin that kills in three to five seconds

The three guards on the other side of the observation wi ndow have sinilar buttons available for
use at their discretion.

SSW89-58 is not able to read ninds. He is not a telepath. He can only repress the personality of
the person he inhabits and take control of the physical plant. There is di sagreenent anong the
staff of Project 99 as to whether 89-58's |lack of telepathic ability is a disappointnent or a

bl essi ng.

Furt hernore, when sent on a wet mssion, he nust know where his target is |ocated before being
able to invade its nmind. He cannot search at will across the popul ations of the world but nmust be
gui ded by his handlers who first |ocate his prey. Once shown an inage of the building or vehicle
in which the target can be found - and when that place is geographically sited in his nind

- he can act.

Thus far, he is also linmted to the walls of that structure and cannot effectively pursue a wanted
m nd beyond the boundaries that are initially established. No one knows why this limtation should
exi st, though theories abound. Perhaps it is because the invisible psychic self, being only a wave
energy of some type, responds to open spaces in much the manner of heat contained in a hot stone
placed in a cold room It radiates outward, dissipating, dispersing itself, and cannot be
conserved in a coherent form He is able to practice renote view ng of outdoor |ocations - but
only for short periods of time. This shortcomng frustrates 89-58 handl ers, but they believe and
hope that his abilities in this regard may inprove with time.

If you can bear to watch, the contai nment vessel is opened tw ce

each week to allow the handlers to clean their asset. He is without fail deeply sedated for this
procedure - and remmi ns connected to the doonmsday button. He is given a thorough sponge bath,
irritations of the skin are treated, the mnimal solid waste that he produces is evacuated from
the bowel, teeth are cleaned, eyes are exanined for infection and then are flushed with
antibiotic, and other naintenance is perforned. Al though 89-58 receives daily |owvoltage

el ectrical stimulation of his nmuscles to ensure a nmininal |ife-sustaining nmass, he resenbl es one
of the starving children of any third-world country racked by drought and evil politics. He is as
pale as any job on a nortician’s table, withered, with elfin bones grown thin fromlack of use;
and when uncon-sciously he curls his feeble fingers around the hands of ministering attendants,
his grip is no stronger than that of a cradl ed newborn baby struggling to hold fast to its

not her’ s t hunb.

Sonetimes, in this profound sedation, he nurmurs wordlessly but forlornly, nmewls, and even weeps,
as if adrift in a soft sad dream

At the Shell station, only three vehicles were at the self-service punps. Tending to their cars,
the notorists squinted and ducked their heads to keep wi nd-blown grit out of their eyes.

The lighting was as bright as that on a novie set, and though Joe and Rose were not being sought
by the type of police agency that would distribute their photographs to | ocal television news
prograns, Joe preferred to stay out of the glare. He parked along the side of the building, near
the restroons, where huddl ed shadows survived.

Joe was in enotional turnoil, felt slashed across the heart, because now he knew t he exact cause
of the catastrophic crash, knew the nurderer’s identity and the twi sted details. The know edge was
like a scal pel that pared off what thin scabs had forned over his pain. Hs grief felt fresh, the
|l oss nmore recent than it really was.

He switched of f the engi ne and sat speechl ess.

‘1l don’t understand how the hell they found out I was on that flight,’ Rose said. ‘1’d taken such
precautions. . . But | knew when he renote-viewed the passenger cabin, |ooking for us, because
there was an odd dimm ng of lights, a problemwith nmy wist-watch, a vague sense of a presence -
signs I'd learned to read.
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‘“1’ve met a National Transportation Safety Board investigator who's heard the tape fromthe
cockpit voice recorder, before it was destroyed in a conveni ent sound-lab fire. This boy was
inside the captain’s head, Rose. | don’t understand . . . Wiy didn't he take out just you?

‘He had to get us both, that was his assignnent, ne and the girl - and while he could’ ve nailed ne
wi thout any problem it wouldn't have been easy with her.

Uterly baffled, Joe said, ‘N na? Wiy would they have been interested in her even then? She was
just anot her passenger, wasn't she? | thought they were after her later because. . . well, because
she survived with you.’

Rose woul d not neet his eyes. ‘Get nme the key to the wonen’s restroom Joe. WIIl you, please? Let
me have a minute here. I'Il tell you the rest of it on the way to Bi g Bear.

He went into the sales roomand got the key fromthe cashier. By the tine he returned to the Ford,
Rose had gotten out. She was |eaning against a front fender, back turned and shoul ders hunched to
the whistling Santa Ana wind. Her left armwas curled agai nst her breast, and her hand was stil
shaking. Wth her right hand, she pulled the |apels of her blazer together, as though the warm
August wind felt cold to her

‘“Woul d you unl ock the door for nme? she asked.

He went to the wonen’s room By the tine that he unl ocked the door and switched on the |light, Rose
had arrived at his side.

“1"11 be quick,’ she prom sed, and slipped past him

He had a glinpse of her face in that brightness, just before the door fell shut. She didn't | ook
good.

Instead of returning to the car, Joe | eaned against the wall of the building, beside the |avatory
door, to wait for her.

According to nurses in asyluns and psychiatric wards, a greater number of their nost disturbed
patients responded to the Santa Ana wi nds than ever reacted to the sight of a full moon beyond a

barred window. It wasn't sinply the baleful sound, like the cries of an unearthly hunter and the
unearthly beasts that it pursued, hut also the sublininal alkaline scent of the desert and a queer
electrical charge different fromthose that other - less dry - winds inparted to the air.

Joe coul d understand why Rose m ght have pulled her blazer shut and huddled into it. This night
had both the nobon and the Santa Ana wind to spark a voodoo current in the spine - and a parentl ess
boy without a nane, who lived in a coffin of steel and

nmoved invisible through a world of potential victins oblivious to him

Are we recording?

The boy had known about the cockpit voice recorder - and he’'d left a cry for help on it.

One of their nanes is Dr. Louis Blom One of their names is Dr. Keith Ram ock. They’re doing bad
things to me. They're nmean to me. Make them stop. Make them stop hurting ne.

VWhat ever el se he was - sociopathic psychotic homicidal - he was also a child. A beast, an

abomi nation, a terror, but also a child. He had not asked to be born, and if he was evil, they had
made himso by failing to teach himany human val ues, by treating himas nere ordnance, by
rewarding himfor nurder. Beast he was, but a pitiable beast, |lost and al one, wandering in a naze

of misery.

Pitiable but form dable. And still out there. Waiting to be told where he could find Rose Tucker.
And Ni na.

This is fun.

The boy enjoyed the killing. Joe supposed it was even possi ble that his handl ers had never

instructed himto destroy everyone aboard Nationw de Flight 353, that he had done it as an act of
rebel lion and because he enjoyed it.

Make them stop or when | get the chance . . . when | get the chance, 1'Il kill everybody.
Everybody. | will. I'Il doit. I'Il kill everybody, and I'Il like it.

Recal |l i ng those words fromthe transcript, Joe sensed that the boy had not been referring nerely
to the passengers on the dooned airliner. By then he had already nmade the decision to kill them
all. He was speaki ng of sone act nore apocal yptic than three hundred and twenty nurders.

What coul d he acconmplish if provided w th photographs and the geographical coordi nates of not
merely a missile-tracking facility but a conplex of nuclear-mssile |aunch silos?

‘Jesus,’ Joe whi spered.

Somewhere in the night, Nina waited. In the hands of a friend of Rose’s, but inadequately
protected. Vul nerable.

Rose seened to be taking a long tine.

Rappi ng on the restroom door, Joe called her nane, but she did not respond. He hesitated, knocked
agai n, and when she weakly called *Joe,’” he pushed the door open
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She was perched on the edge of the toilet seat. She had taken off her navy blazer and her white
bl ouse; the latter | ay bl ood-soaked on the sink.

He hadn't realized she’'d been bl eeding. Darkness and the bl azer had hidden the blood fromhim

As he stepped into the restroom he saw that she had shaped a conpress of sorts froma wad of wet
paper towels. She was pressing it to her left pectoral nuscle, above her breast.

‘That one shot on the beach,’ he said nunbly. ‘You were hit.’

‘The bull et passed through,’ she said. ‘There’s an exit wound in back. N ce and clean. | haven't
even bled all that nmuch, and the pain is tolerable . .. So why am| getting weaker?

‘“Internal bleeding,” he suggested, wi ncing as he | ooked at the exit wound in her back

‘1 know anatony,’ she said. ‘Il took the hit in just the right spot. Couldn’t have picked it

better. Shouldn’t be any danage to nmj or vessels.

‘The round might have hit a bone and fragnented. The fragnent maybe didn’'t cone out, took a
different track.

‘I was so thirsty. Tried to drink some water fromthe faucet. Al nost passed out when | bent over.
‘This settles it,” he said. H's heart was racing. ‘W' ve got to get you to a doctor.’

‘Get me to N na.

‘Rose, damm it-

‘Nina can heal ne,’ she said, and as she spoke, she | ooked guiltily away from him

Ast oni shed, he said, ‘Heal you?

‘“Trust ne. Nina can do what no doctor can, what no one else on earth can do.’

At that nmonent, on sone |level, he knew at | east one of Rose Tucker’'s renmining secrets, but he
could not allow hinself to take out that dark pearl of know edge and exanine it.

‘“Hel p me get ny bl ouse and blazer on, and let’s go. Get me into N na’'s hands. Her healing hands.’
Though half sick with worry, he did as she wanted. As he dressed her, he renenbered how | arger
than life she had seenmed in the cenetery Saturday norning. Now she was so snal |

Through a hot clawi ng wind that m nm cked the songs of wolves, she |l eaned on himall the way back
to the car.

When he got her settled in the passenger’s seat, she asked if he would get her sonmething to drink
From a vending machine in front of the station, he purchased a can of Pepsi and one of O ange
Crush. She preferred the Crush, and he opened it for her

Bef ore she accepted the drink, she gave himtwo things: the Polaroid photograph of his fanly’'s

graves, and the folded dollar-bill on which the serial nunber, nminus the fourth digit, provided
t he phone nunber at which Mark of Infiniface could be reached in an enmergency. ‘And before you
start driving, | want to tell you howto find the cabin in Big Bear - in case | can’'t hold on

until we get there.’

‘Don’t be silly. You'll nake it.

‘Listen,’ she said, and again she projected the charisma that commanded attention

He listened as she told himthe way, and his familiarity with the Big Bear area was such that he
didn't need to wite down the directions.

“And as for Infiniface,’” she said, ‘I trust them and they are ny natural allies - and Ninha's - as
Mark said. But I'’mafraid they can be too easily infiltrated. That’'s why | wouldn't let them cone
with us tonight. But if we're not followed, then this car is clean, and naybe their security is

good enough. If worse comes to worst and you don’t know where to turn. . . they may be your best
hope.’

H s chest tightened and his throat thickened as she spoke, and finally he said, ‘I don't want to
hear any nore of this. I'll get youto Nina in tine.’

Rose’s right hand trenbl ed now, and Joe was not certain that she could hold the Orange Crush. But
she nanaged it, drinking thirstily.

As he drove back onto the San Bernardi no Freeway, headi ng east, she said, ‘|I’ve never neant to
hurt you, Joe.’

‘“You haven’'t.’

‘1"ve done a terrible thing though.’

He gl anced at her. He didn’t dare ask what she had done. He kept that shiny black pearl of

know edge tucked deep in the purse of his mnd

‘Don’t hate ne too much.’

‘l don't hate you at all.

‘My notives were good. They haven’'t always been. Certainly weren't spotless when | went to work at
Project N nety-nine. But ny notives were good this time, Joe.’

Driving out of the light stormof Los Angeles and its suburbs, toward the nountain darkness where
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Ni na dwel |l ed, Joe waited for Rose to tell himwhy he should hate her
‘So . . . let me tell you,’ she said, ‘about the project’s only true success

Ascend, now, in the elevator fromthe little glinpse of hell at the bottom of those six

subt erranean | evels, |eaving the boy in his contai nment vessel, and cone all the way up to the
security roomwhere the descent began. Farther still, to the southeast corner of the ground fl oor,
where CCY-21-21 resides.

She was concei ved w thout passion in the sane nonth as 89-58, though she was the project not of
Doctors Bl om and Ram ock, but of Rose Tucker. She is a lovely child, delicate, fair of face, with
gol den hair and anmethyst eyes. Although the majority of the orphans living here are of average
intelligence, CCY-21-21 has an unusually high I Q even higher perhaps than 89-58, and she |oves to
learn. She is a quiet girl, with nmuch grace and natural charm but for the first three years of
her life, she exhibits no paranormal abilities.

Then on a sunny May afternoon, when she is participating in a session of supervised play with
other children on the orphanage | awn, she finds a sparrow with a broken wing and one torn eye. It
lies in the grass beneath a tree, flopping weakly, and when she gathers it into her snall hands,

it becones fearfully still. Crying, the girl hurries with the bird to the nearest handl er, asking
what can be done. The sparrow is now so weak and so paral ysed by fear that it can only feebly work
its beak - and produces no sound whatsoever. The bird is dying, the handler sees nothing to be
done, but the girl will not accept the sparrow s pending death. She sits on the ground, grips the
bird gently in her left hand, and carefully strokes it with her right, singing softly to it a song
about Robin Red Breast - and in but a minute the sparrowis restored. The fractures in the w ng
knit firmagain, and the torn eye heals into a bright, clear orb. The bird sings - and flies.
CCY-21-21 becones the centre of a happy whirlwi nd of attention. Rose Tucker, who has been driven
to the contenpl ati on of suicide by the nightmare of Project 99, is as reborn as the bird, stepping
back fromthe abyss into which she has been peering. For the next fifteen nonths, 21-21's healing
power is explored. At first it is an unreliable talent, which she cannot exercise at will, but
nmont h by wondrous nonth she learns to sumon and control her gift, until she can apply it whenever
asked to do so. Those on Project 99 with nedical problens are brought to a | evel of health they
never expected to enjoy again. A select few politicians and mlitary figures - and nmenbers of
their famlies - suffering

fromlife-threatening illnesses, are brought secretly to the child to be heal ed. There are those
in Project 99 who believe that 21-21 is their greatest asset - although others find 89-58, in
spite of the considerable control problens that he poses, to be the npbst interesting and nost

val uabl e property in the long run

Now, | ook here, cone forward in tinme to one rainy day in August, fifteen nonths after the
restoration of the injured sparrow. A staff geneticist naned Anbs has been di agnosed with
pancreatic cancer, one of the deadliest forns of the disease. Wile healing Anbs with only a soft
and lingering touch, the girl detects an illness in addition to the malignancy, this one not of a
physi cal nature but nonethel ess debilitating. Perhaps because of what he has seen at Project 99,
per haps for numerous other reasons that have accunul ated throughout his fifty years, Anos has
decided that life is without purpose or neaning, that we have no destiny but the void, that we are
only dust in the wind. This darkness in himis blacker than the cancer, and the girl heals this,
as well, by the sinple expedi ency of showing Anos the Iight of God and the strange di nensiona
lattices of realns beyond our own.

Once shown these things, Anmbs is so overcone with joy and awe that he cycles between | aughter and
weepi ng, and to the eyes of the others in the room- a researcher named Jani ce, another named
Vincent - he seens to be seized by an alarm ng hysteria. Wien Anpbs urges the girl to bring Janice
into the same |ight that she has shown to him she gives the gift again

Jani ce, however, reacts differently from Anps. Hunbl ed and frightened, she collapses in renorse.
She claws at herself in regret for the way she has lived her Iife and in grief for those she has
betrayed and harned, and her anguish is frightening.

Turul t .

Rose is sunmpned. Janice and Anbps are isolated for observation and eval uation. What has the gir
done? What Anps tells them seens |ike the happy babbling of a harnl essly deranged man, but
babbl i ng nonet hel ess, and from one who was but a few nminutes ago a scientist of serious - if not
broodi ng - disposition.

Baffl ed and concerned by the strikingly different reactions of Amos and Janice, the girl w thdraws
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and becomes uncommuni -cative. Rose works in private with 21-21 for nore than two hours before she
finally begins to pry the astoundi ng expl anation fromher. The child cannot understand why the
revel ation that she’s brought to Anrbos and Jani ce woul d overwhel mthem so conpl etely or why
Janice’s reaction is a mx of euphoria and self-flagellation

Havi ng been born with a full awareness of her place and purpose in the universe, with an

under standi ng of the | adder of destinies that she will clinb through infinity, with the certain
know edge of |ife everlasting carried in her genes, she cannot ever fully grasp the shattering
power of this revelation when she brings it to those who have spent their lives in the nud of
doubt and the dust of despair.

Expecting nothing nore than that she is going to experience the psychic equival ent of a nagic-
lantern show, a tour of a child s sweet fantasy of God, Rose asks to be shown. And is shown. And
is forever changed. Because at the touch of the child s hand, she is opened to the fullness of

exi stence. What she experiences is beyond her powers to describe, and even as torrents of joy
surge through her and wash away all the countless grieves and niseries of her life heretofore, she
is flooded, as well, with terror, for she is aware not only of the promise of a bright eternity
but of expectations that she nust strive to fulfil in all the days of life ahead of her in this
world and in the worlds to come, expectations that frighten her because she is unsure that she can
ever nmeet them Like Janice, she is acutely aware of every nean act and unki ndness and |lie and
betrayal of which she has ever been guilty, and she recogni zes that she still has the capacity for
sel fishness, pettiness, and cruelty; she yearns to transcend her past even as she quakes at the
fortitude required to do so.

When the vision passes and she finds herself in the girl’s roomas before, she harbours no doubt
that what she saw was real, truth in its purest form and not nerely the child s del usion
transmtted t hrough psychic power. For alnost half an hour she cannot speak but sits shaking, her
face buried in her hands.

Gradual |y, she begins to realize the inplications of what has happened here. There are basically
two. First, if this revelation can be brought to the world, even to as many as the girl can touch
all that is now will pass away. Once one has seen - not taken on faith but seen - that there is
life beyond, even if the nature of it remains profoundly mnmysterious and even as fearsone as it is
glorious, then all that was once inportant seens insignificant. Avenues of wondrous possibilities
abound where once there was a single alley through the darkness. The world as we know it ends.
Second: There are those who will not wel cone the end of the old order, who have taught thensel ves
to thrive on power and on the pain and humiliation of others. Indeed, the world is full of them
and they will not want to receive the girl’s gift. They will fear the

girl and everything that she pronmises. And they will either sedate and isolate her in a

contai nnent vessel - or they will Kkill her

She is as gifted as any nessiah - but she is human. She can heal the wing of a broken bird and
bring sight to its blinded eye. She can banish cancer froma di sease-riddled nan. But she is not
an angel with a cloak of invulnerability. She is flesh and bone. Her precious power resides in the
delicate tissues of her singular brain. If the nmagazine of a pistol is enptied into the back of
her head, she will die like any other child; dead, she cannot heal herself. Al though her soul wll
proceed into other realns, she will be lost to this troubled place that needs her. The world will

not be changed, peace will not replace turnoil, and there will be no end to |oneliness and
despair.
Rose quickly becones convinced that the project’s directors will opt for termnination. The nonent

that they understand what this little girl is, they will kill her.

Before nightfall, they will kill her.

Certainly before midnight, they will kill her.

They will not be willing to risk consigning her to a contai nnent vessel. The boy possesses only
the power of destruction, but 21-21 possesses the power of enlightenment, which is inmeasurably

t he nore dangerous of the two.

They will shoot her down, soak her corpse with gasoline, set her remains afire, and | ater scatter
her charred bones.

Rose nust act - and quickly. The girl nust be spirited out of the orphanage and hi dden before they
can destroy her.

‘Joe?’
Against a field of stars, as though at this noment erupting fromthe crust of the earth, the black
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nmount ai ns shoul dered darkly across the horizon

“Joe, I'msorry.’ Her voice was frail. ‘I'"mso sorry.’
They were speeding north on State H ghway 30, east of the city of San Bernardino, fifty nmles from
Bi g Bear.

‘Joe, are you okay?

He coul d not answer.

Traffic was light. The road ascended into forests. Cottonwoods and pi nes shook, shook, shook in
the wi nd.

He could not answer. He could only drive.

‘When you insisted on believing the little girl with ne was your own Nina, | let you go on
believing it.’

For what ever purpose, she was still deceiving him He could not understand why she continued to
hide the truth

She said, After they found us at the restaurant, | needed your help. Especially after | was shot,
| needed you. But you hadn't opened your heart and nmind to the photograph when | gave it to you.
You were so. . . fragile. | was afraid if you knewit really wasn't your Nina, you d just.

stop. Fall apart. God forgive nme, Joe, but | needed you. And now the girl needs you.’

Ni na needed him Not some girl born in a lab, with the power to transmt her curious fantasies to
others and cloud the mnds of the gullible. N na needed him N na.

If he could not trust Rose Tucker, was there anyone he could trust?

He nanaged to shake two words from hinself: ‘Go on.

Rose again. In 21-21's room Feverishly considering the problem of howto spirit the girl through
a security systemequal to that of any prison.

The answer, when it cones, is obvious and el egant.

There are three exits fromthe ground floor of the orphanage. Rose and the girl wal k hand-i n-hand
to the door that connects the main building to the adjoining two-story parking structure.

An armed guard views their approach with nore puzzl ement than suspicion. The orphans are not
permitted into the garage even under supervision

When 21-21 holds out her tiny hand and says Shake, the guard snmiles and obliges - and receives the
gift. Filled with cyclonic wonder, he sits shaking uncontrollably, weeping with joy but also with
hard renorse, just as Rose had trenbled and wept in the girl’s room

It is a sinple matter to push the button on the guard s console to throw the electronic |ock on

t he door and pass through

Anot her guard waits on the garage side of the connecting door. He is startled by the sight of this
child. She reaches for him and his surprise at seeing her is nothing conpared to the surprise
that foll ows.

A third guard is stationed at the gated exit fromthe garage. Al arned by the sight of 21-21 in
Rose’s car, he leans in the open wi ndow to demand an expl anation - and the girl touches his face

Two nore arnmed nmen staff the gate at the highway. Al barriers fall, and Virginia |lies ahead.
Escape will never be as easy again. If they are apprehended, the girl’s offer of a handshake will
be greeted by gunfire.

The trick nowis to get out of the area quickly, before project security realizes what has
happened to five of its nen. They will nount a pursuit, perhaps with the assistance of |ocal
state, and federal authorities. Rose drives madly, recklessly, with a skill -born of desperation -
that she has never known before.

Barely big enough to see out of the side wi ndow, 21-21 studies the passing countryside wth
fascination and, at |ast, says, Ww, it sure is big out here.

Rose | aughs and says, Honey, you ain’t seen nothing yet.

She realizes that she nmust get the word out as quickly as possible: use the nedia to display 21-
21's healing powers and then to denonstrate the greater gift that the girl can bestow. Only the
forces of ignorance and darkness benefit from secrecy. Rose believes that 21-21 will never be safe
until the world knows of her, enbraces her, and refuses to allow her to be taken into custody.

Her ex-bosses will expect her to go public quickly and in a big way. Their influence within the
media is widespread - yet as subtle as a web of cloud shadows on the skin of a pond, which nakes
it all the nore effective. They will try to find her as soon as possible after she surfaces and
bef ore she can bring 21-21 to the world.

She knows a reporter whom she would trust not to betray her:
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Li sa Peccatone, an old college friend who works at the Post in Los Angel es.

Rose and the girl will have to fly to Southern California - and the sooner the better. Project 99
is ajoint venture of private industry, elenents of the defence establishnent, and other powerful
forces in the governnent. Easier to halt an avalanche with a feather than to resist their conbined
m ght, and they will shortly begin to use every asset in their arsenal to | ocate Rose and the
girl.

Trying to fly out of Dulles or National Airport in Washington is too dangerous. She considers
Bal ti nore, Phil adel phia, New York, and Boston. She chooses New YorKk.

She reasons that the nore county and state |ines she crosses, the safer she becones, so she drives
to Hagerstown, Maryland, and fromthere to Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, without incident. Yet nmle by
mle, she is increasingly concerned that her pursuers will have put out an APB on her car and that
she will be captured regardl ess of the distance she puts between herself and Manassas.

In Harrisburg, she abandons the car, and she and the girl continue to New York City by bus.

By the time they are in the air aboard Nationwi de Flight 353, Rose feels safe. Inmediately on

I andi ng at LAX, she will be met by Lisa and the crew that Lisa has assenbled - and the series of
nmedi a eruptions will begin.

For the airline passenger manifest, Rose inplied that she was married to a white man, and she
identified 21-21 as her step-daughter, choosing the nane ‘ Mary Tucker,’” on the spur of the nonent.
Wth the nmedia, she intends initially to use CCY-21-21"s project nanme because its sinmlarity to
concentration-canp i nmates’ nanes will do nore than anything else to characterize Project 99 in
the public mind and generate instant synpathy for the child. She realizes that eventually she will
have to consult with 21-21 to pick a permanent name - which, considering the singular historica

i mportance of this child s Iife, should be a name that resonates.

They are seated across the aisle froma nmother and her two daughters, who are returning home to
Los Angeles - Mchelle, Chrissie, and N na Carpenter

Ni na, who is approximately 21-21's age and size, is playing with a hand-held el ectronic gane
called Pigs and Princes, designed for preschool ers. Fromacross the aisle, 21-21 becones

fasci nated by the sounds and the inmages on the snall screen. Seeing this, Nina asks ‘Mary’ to nove
with her to a nearby pair of enpty seats where they can play the gane together. Rose is hesitant
to allowthis - but she knows that 21-21 is intelligent far beyond her years and is aware of the
need for discretion, so she relents. This is the first unstructured play tine in 21-21's life, the
first genuine play she has ever knowmn. Ninais a child of enornous charm sweet and gregari ous.

Al t hough 21-21 is a genius with the reading skills of a college freshman, a healer with niracul ous
powers, and literally the hope of the world, she is soon enraptured by Nina, wants to be N na, as
totally cool as Nina, and unconsciously she begins inmitating Nina' s gestures and nanner of

speaki ng.

Theirs is a late flight out of New York, and after a couple of hours, Nina is fading. She hugs 21-
21, and with the permis-sion of Mchelle, she gives Pigs and Princes to her new friend before
returning to sit with her nother and sister, where she falls asleep

Transported by delight, 21-21 returns to her seat beside Rose, hugging the small el ectronic gane
to her breast as though it is a treasure beyond val ue. Now she won't even play with it because

she is afraid that she mght break it, and she wants it to remain always exactly as N na gave it
to her.

West of the town of Running Lake, still nmany nmiles fromBig Bear Lake, follow ng ridgelines past

t he canyons where the wind was born, bonbarded by thrashing conifers hurling cones at the
pavenment, Joe refused to consider the inplications of Pigs and Princes. Listening to Rose tell the
story, he had barely found sufficient self-control to repress his rage. He knew that he had no
reason to be furious with this woman or with the child who had a concentration-canp nane, but he
was |ivid nonethel ess -perhaps because he knew how to function well in anger, as he had done

t hroughout his youth, and not well at all in grief.

Turning the subject away fromlittle girls at play, he said, ‘How does Horton Nellor fit into this
- aside fromowning a big chunk of Teknol ogi k, which is deep in Project N nety-nine?

“Just that well-connected bastards like him. . . are the wave of the future.’” She was hol ding the
can of Pepsi between her knees, clawing at the pull tab with her right hand. She had barely enough
strength and coordination to get it open. ‘The wave of the future

unless Nina. . . unless she changes everything.’

‘Bi g business, big governnent, and big nedia - all one beast now, united to exploit the rest of
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us. Is that it? Radical talk.’

The alumi numcan rattl ed against her teeth, and a trickle of Pepsi dribbled down her chin.

“Not hing but power matters to them They don't believe .. . in good and evil.’

‘There are only events.’

Though she had just taken a |ong swall ow of Pepsi, her throat sounded dry. Her voice cracked. ‘And
what those events mean

‘ depends only on what spin you put on them’

He remained blindly angry with her because of what she insisted that he believe about Nina, but he
could not bear to glance at her again and see her grow ng weaker. He blinked at the road ahead,
where showers of pine needles stitched together billow ng sheets of dust, and he eased down on the
accelerator, driving as fast as he dared.

The soda can slipped out of her hand, dropped on the floor, and rolled under her seat, spilling
the renai nder of the Pepsi. ‘Losin’ it, Joe.’

‘Not | ong now.’

‘Got to tell you howit was . . . when the plane went in.

Four mles down, gathering speed all the way, engines shrieking, w ngs creaking, fusel age

t hrunmmi ng. Screamnm ng passengers are pressed so hard into their seats by the accunulating gravities
that many are unable to lift their heads some praying, some voniting, weeping, cursing, calling
out the many nanes of God, calling out to |loved ones present and far away. An eternity of

pl unging, four mles but as if fromthe noon-

-and then Rose is in a blueness, a silent bright blueness, as if she is a bird in flight, except
that no dark earth lies below, only blueness all around. No sense of notion. Neither hot nor cool
A flaw ess hyaci nth-blue sphere with her at the centre. Suspended. Waiting. A deep breath held in
her lungs. She tries to expel her stale breath but cannot, cannot, until-

-with an exhal ation as |oud as a shout, she finds herself in the neadow, still in her seat,
stunned into imobility, 21-21 beside her. The nearby woods are on fire. On all sides, flanes lick
mounds of twi sted debris. The neadow i s an unspeakabl e charnel house. And the 747 is gone.

At the penultimate nmonment, the girl had transported themout of the doonmed aircraft by a
nmonunent al exertion of her psychic gift, to another place, to a dinmension outside of space and
time, and had held themin that mysterious sheltering |inbo through one terrible mnute of
cataclysm c destruction. The effort has left 21-21 cold, shaking, and unable to speak. Her eyes,
bright with reflections of the many surrounding fires, have a faraway | ook |i ke those of an
autistic child. Initially she cannot wal k or even stand, so Rose nust |ift her fromthe seat and
carry her.

Weepi ng for the dead scattered through the night, shuddering with horror at the carnage,

wonder struck by her survival, slamed by a hurricane of enotion, Rose stands with the girl cradled
in her arns but is unable to take a single step. Then she recalls the flickering passenger-cabin
lights and the spinning of the hands on her wistwatch, and she is certain that the pilot was the
victimof a wet mission, renoted by the boy who lives in a steel capsule deep below the Virginia
countryside. This realization propels her away fromthe crash site, around the burning trees, into
the moonlit forest, wading through straggly underbrush, then along a deer trail powdered with
silver light and dappled with shadow, to another

meadow, to a ridge fromwhich she sees the Iights of Loose Change Ranch

By the time they reach the ranch house, the girl is somewhat recovered but still not herself. She
is able to wal k now, but she is lethargic, brooding, distant. Approaching the house, Rose tells 21-
21 to renmenber that her name is Mary Tucker, but 21-21 says, My nane is Nina. That's who | want to
be.

Those are the last words that she will speak - perhaps forever. In the nonths i nmedi ately
followi ng the crash, having taken refuge with Rose’'s friends in Southern California, the girl

sl eeps twelve to fourteen hours a day. Wien she’s awake, she shows no interest in anything. She
sits for hours staring out a window or at a picture in a storybook, or at nothing in particular
She has no appetite! |loses weight. She is pale and frail, and even her amethyst eyes seemto |ose
some of their colour. Evidently, the effort required to nove herself and Rose into and out of the
bl ue el sewhere, during the crash, has profoundly drained her, perhaps nearly killed her. N na

exhi bits no paranornal abilities any nore, and Rose dwells in despondency.

By Christnmas, however, Nina begins to showinterest in the world around her. She watches

tel evision. She reads books again. As the wi nter passes, she sleeps |l ess and eats nore. Her skin
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regains its former glow, and the colour of her eyes deepens. She still does not speak, but she
seens increasingly connected. Rose encourages her to cone all the way back from her self-inposed
exile by speaking to her every day about the good that she can do and the hope that she can bring
to others.

In a bureau drawer in the bedroomthat she shares with the girl, Rose keeps a copy of the Los
Angel es Post, the issue that devotes the entire front page, above the fold, to the fate of

Nati onwi de Flight 353. It helps to renm nd her of the insane viciousness of her enemies. One day in
July, eleven nonths after the disaster, she finds Nina sitting on the edge of the bed with this
newspaper open to a page featuring photographs of sonme of the victins of the crash. The girl is
touching the photo of Nina Carpenter, who had given her Pigs and Princes, and she is sniling.
Rose sits beside her and asks if she is feeling sad, renenbering this |lost friend.

The girl shakes her head no. Then she gui des Rose’s hand to the photograph, and when Rose’s
fingertips touch the newsprint, she falls away into a blue brightness not unlike the sanctuary
into which she was transported in the instant before the plane

crash, except that this is also a place full of notion, warnth, sensation

Cl ai rvoyants have long clained to feel a residue of psychic energy on common objects, left by the
peopl e who have touched them Sonetinmes they assist police in the search for a nurderer by
handl i ng objects worn by the victimat the time of the assault. This energy in the Post photograph
is simlar but different - left not in passing by Nina but inbued in the newsprint by an act of
will.

Rose feels as if she has plunged into a sea of blue light, a sea crowded with swi nmers whom she
cannot see but whom she feels gliding and swoopi ng around her. Then one swi mMer seens to pass
through Rose and to linger in the passing, and she knows that she is with little N na Carpenter
the girl with the | opsided snmle, the giver of Pigs and Princes, who is dead and gone but safe,
dead and gone but not |ost forever, happy and alive in an el sewhere beyond this swarm ng bl ue
brightness, which is not really a place itself but an interface between phases of existence.

Moved al nost as deeply as she had been when she was first given the know edge of the afterlife, in
the room at the orphanage, Rose wi thdraws her hand fromthe photo of N na Carpenter and sits
silently for a while, hunbled. Then she takes her own Nina into her arnms and holds the girl
tightly and rocks her, neither capable of speaking nor in need of words.

Now that this special girl’s power is being reborn, Rose knows what they nust do, where they nust
start their work. She does not want to risk going to Lisa Peccatone again. She doesn’t believe
that her old friend knowi ngly betrayed her, but she suspects that through Lisa's Iink to the Post -
and through the Post to Horton Nellor - the people at Project 99 |earned of her presence on Flight
353. Wiile Rose and Nina are believed dead, they need to take advantage of their ghostly status to
operate as long as possible without drawing the attention of their enemes. First, Rose asks the
girl to give the great gift of eternal truth to each of the friends who has sheltered them during
these el even nonths in their enotional wilderness. Then they will contact the husbands and wi ves
and parents and chil dren of those who perished on Flight 353, bringing themboth the received
know edge of imortality and visions of their |oved ones at the blue interface. Wth |uck, they
will spread their nessage so widely by the tine they are discovered that it cannot be contai ned.
Rose intends to start with Joe Carpenter, but she can’'t locate him Hi s co-wrkers at the Post
have lost track of him He has sold

the house in Studio City. He has no |listed phone. They say he is a broken man. He has gone away to
di e.

She must begin the work el sewhere.

Because t he Post published photographs of only a fraction of the Southern California victins and
because she has no easy way to gather photos of the nany others, Rose decides not to use
portraits, after all. Instead, she tracks down their burial places through published funeral-
service notices, and she takes snapshots of their graves. It seens fitting that the inbued imge
shoul d be of a headstone, that these grimnmenorials of bronze and granite shoul d become doorways

t hrough which the recipients of the pictures will learn that Death is not m ghty and dreadful

that beyond this bitter phase, Death hinself dies.

Hi gh in the wi nd-churned nountains, with waves of noon-silvered conifers casting sprays of needles
onto the roadway, still nore than twenty mles fromBig Bear Lake, Rose Tucker spoke so softly
that she could barely be heard over the racing engine and the humof the tyres: ‘Joe, will you
hol d ny hand?
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He coul d not | ook at her, would not |ook at her, dared not even gl ance at her for a second,
because he was overcone by the childish superstition that she would be all right, perfectly fine,
as long as he didn't visually confirmthe terrible truth that he heard in her voice. But he

| ooked. She was so snmall, slunped in her seat, |eaning against the door, the back of her head

agai nst the window, as small to his eyes as 21-21 nust have appeared to her when she had fled
Virginia with the girl at her side. Even in the faint glow fromthe instrument panel, her huge and
expressive eyes were again as conpelling as they had been when he'd first met her in the
graveyard, full of conpassion and kindness - and a strange glimrering joy that scared him

H s voi ce was shakier than hers. ‘It’'s not far now.’
‘Too far,’ she whispered. ‘Just hold ny hand.’
‘Ch, shit.’

‘“It's all right, Joe.’

The shoul der of the highway w dened to a scenic rest area. He stopped the car before a vista of
darkness: the hard night sky, the icy disc of a noon that seenmed to shed cold instead of |ight,
and a vast bl ackness of trees and rocks and canyons descendi ng.

He rel eased his seat belt, |eaned across the console, and took her hand. Her grip was weak.
‘ She needs you, Joe.

‘1" m nobody’ s hero, Rose. |’ m not hing.

“You need to hide her...hide her away...

‘ Rose-’

‘Gve her tine . . . for her power to grow.’

‘l can’t save anyone.

‘l shouldn’t have started the work so soon. The day will come when...when she won't be so
vul nerabl e. Hide her away...l et her power grow. She’ll know...when the tinme has cone.’

She began to | ose her grip on him

He covered her hand with both of his, held it fast, would not let it slip fromhis grasp

Voi ce ravel ling away, she seenmed to be receding from hi mthough she did not nove: ‘Cpen. . . open
your heart to her, Joe.’

Her eyelids fluttered.

‘ Rose, please don't.

‘“It’s all right.’
‘Pl ease. Don't.’
‘See you later, Joe.
‘Pl ease.’

‘ See you.’

Then he was alone in the night. He held her small hand alone in the night while the wind played a
hol | ow t hrenody. Wen at |ast he was able to do so, he kissed her brow.

The directions Rose had given himwere easy to follow The cabin was neither in the town of Big
Bear Lake nor el sewhere along the | ake front, but higher on the northern slopes and nestl ed deep
in pines and birches. The cracked and pot hol ed bl acktop led to a dirt driveway, at the end of

whi ch was a small white clapboard house with a shake-shingle roof.

A green Jeep Wagoneer stood beside the cabin. Joe parked behind the Jeep

The cabi n boasted a deep, elevated porch, on which three cane backed rocking chairs were arranged
side by side. A handsonme black nman, tall and athletically built, stood at the railing, his ebony
skin highlighted with a brass tint cast by two bare, yellow light bulbs in the porch ceiling.

The girl waited at the head of the flight of four steps that led up fromthe driveway to the
porch. She was bl ond and about six years old.

From under the driver’'s seat, Joe retrieved the gun that he had taken fromthe white-haired
storyteller after the scuffle on the beach. Getting out of the car, he tucked the weapon under the
wai st band of his jeans.

The wi nd shrieked and hissed through the needled teeth of the pines.

He wal ked to the foot of the steps.

The child had descended two of the four treads. She stared past Joe, at the Ford. She knew what
had happened.

On the porch, the black man began to cry.

The girl spoke for the first tine in over a year, since the nonment outside the Ealings’ ranch
house when she had told Rose that she wanted to be called N na. Gazing at the car, she said only
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one word in a voice soft and small: ‘Mther.’

Her hair was the sane shade as Nina's hair. She was as fine-boned as N na. But her eyes were not
grey like Nina s eyes, and no matter how hard Joe tried to see Nina's face before him he could
not deceive hinself into believing that this was his daughter

Yet again, he had been engaged in searching behavi our, seeking what was |ost forever.

The nmoon above was a thief, its glow not a radiance of its own but a weak reflection of the sun
And like the moon, this girl was a thief - not NNna but only a reflection of N na, shining not
with Nina’s brilliant light but with a pale fire.

Regar dl ess of whether she was only a | ab-born nutant with strange nental powers or really the hope
of the world, Joe hated her at that nonment, and hated hinself for hating her - but hated her
nonet hel ess.

5

Hot wi nd huffed at the wi ndows, and the cabin snelled of pine, dust, and the black char from]| ast
winter’s cosy blazes, which coated the brick walls of the big firepl ace.

The incoming electrical lines had sufficient slack to swing in the wind. Fromtinme to tine they

sl apped agai nst the house, causing the lights to throb and flicker. Each trenul ous brown-out

rem nded Joe of the pulsing lights at the Del mann house, and his skin prickled with dread.

The owner was the tall black man who had broken into tears on the porch. He was Louis Tucker
Mahalia s brother, who had divorced Rose ei ghteen years ago, when she proved unable to have
children. She had turned to himin her darkest hour. And after all this tinme, though he had a wife
and children whom he | oved, Louis clearly still |oved Rose too.

“If you really believe she’s not dead, that she’'s only noved on,’ Joe said coldly, ‘why cry for
her ?’

‘“I"'mcrying for ne,’” said Louis. ‘Because she’s gone fromhere and I’'Il have to wait through a |ot
of days to see her again.

Two suitcases stood in the front room just inside the door. They contai ned the bel ongi ngs of the
child.

She was at a window, staring out at the Ford, with sorrow pulled around her |ike sackcl oth.
‘I’"mscared,’” Louis said. ‘Rose was going to stay up here with Nina, but | don't think it’s safe

now. | don’t want to believe it could be true - but they m ght’ve found me before | got out of the
|l ast place with Nina. Couple tines, way back, | thought the same car was behind us. Then it didn't
keep up.’

‘They don’'t have to. Wth their gadgets, they can follow fromnmles away.’

“And then just before you pulled into the driveway, | went out on to the porch ‘cause | thought |

heard a helicopter. Up in these nountains in this wind - does that make sense?

‘You better get her out of here,’ Joe agreed.

As the wind slapped the electrical |ines against the house, Louis paced to the fireplace and back
a hand pressed to his forehead as he tried to put the | oss of Rose out of his mind |ong enough to
think what to do. ‘I figured you and Rose...well, | thought the two of you were taking her. And if

they’re on to ne, then won’t she be safer with you?

‘“If they’re on to you,’” Joe said, ‘then none of us is safe here, now, any nore. There’'s no way
out.’

The lines slapped the house, slapped the house, and the lights pul sed, and Louis wal ked to the
fireplace and picked up a battery-powered, |ong-necked, butane match fromthe hearth.

The girl turned fromthe w ndow, eyes wi de, and said, ‘'No.’

Loui s Tucker flicked the switch on the butane match, and blue flame spurted fromthe nozzle.
Laughi ng, he set his own hair on fire and then his shirt.

‘N na!’ Joe cried.

The girl ran to his side.

The stink of burning hair spread through the room

Abl aze, Louis noved to bl ock the front door

From t he wai stband of his jeans, Joe drew the pistol, ainmed -but couldn’t pull the trigger. This
man confronting hi mwas not really Louis Tucker now, it was the boy-thing, reaching out three
thousand niles fromVirginia. And there was no chance that Louis would regain control of his body
and live through this night. Yet Joe hesitated to squeeze off a shot, because the nonent that
Loui s was dead, the boy woul d renote soneone el se.

The girl was probably untouchable, able to protect herself with her own paranormal power. So the
boy woul d use Joe - and the gun in Joe’'s hand - to shoot the girl point-blank in the head.

“This is fun,’” the boy said in Louis’s voice, as flanmes seethed off his hair, as his ears charred
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and crackl ed, as his forehead and cheeks blistered. ‘Fun,’ he said, enjoying his ride inside Louis
Tucker but still blocking the exit to the porch.

Maybe, at the instant of greatest jeopardy, Nina could send herself into that safe bright blueness
as she had done just before the 747 ploughed into the neadow. Maybe the bullets fired at her woul d
nmerely pass through the enpty air where she had been. But there was a chance that she was stil

not fully recovered, that she wasn't yet able to performsuch a taxing feat, or even that she
could performit but would be nortally drained by it this tine.

‘Qut the back!’ Joe shouted. ‘Go, go!’

Ni na raced to the door between the front roomand the kitchen at the rear of the cabin.

Joe backed after her, keeping the pistol trained on the burning nan, even though he didn’t intend
to use it.

Their only hope was that the boy's love of ‘fun’ would give themthe chance to get out of the
cabin, into the open, where his ability to conduct renpte viewing and to engage in nmnd contro
woul d be, according to Rose, severely dimnished. If he gave up the toy that was Louis Tucker, he
woul d be into Joe’s head in an instant.

Tossi ng asi de the butane match, with flames spreading al ong the sleeves of his shirt and down his
pants, the boy-thing said, ‘Ch, yeah, oh, wow,’ and cane after them

Joe recalled too clearly the feeling of the ice-cold needle that had seened to pierce the summt
of his spine as he had barely escaped the Del mann house the previous night. That invadi ng energy
scared hi mnore than the prospect of being enbraced by the fiery arns of this shanbling spectre.
Frantically he retreated into the kitchen, slaming the door as he went, which was pointless
because no door no wall, no steel vault could delay the boy if he abandoned Louis’s body and went

i ncor por eal

Ni na slipped out the back door of the cabin, and a wolf pack of w nd, chuffing and puling, rushed
past her and inside.

As Joe followed her into the night, he heard the living roomdoor crash into the kitchen

Behi nd the cabin was a small yard of dirt and natural bunch-grass. The air was full of wind-torn

| eaves, pine needles, grit. Beyond a redwood picnic table and four redwood chairs, the forest rose
agai n.

Ni na was already running for the trees, short |egs punping, sneakers sl apping on the hard-packed
earth. She thrashed through tall weeds at the perinmeter of the woods and vani shed in the gl oom
anong the pines and birches.

Nearly as terrified of losing the girl in the wilds as he was frightened of the boy in the burning
man, Joe sprinted between the trees, shouting the girl’s name, one armraised to ward of f any pine
boughs that might be drooping | ow enough to [ ash his eyes.

From t he ni ght behind himcanme Louis Tucker’s voice, slurred by the damage that the spreadi ng
flames had al ready done to his |lips but neverthel ess recogni zabl e, the chanted words of a chil dish
chal l enge: ‘Here | conme, here | cone, here | cone, ready or not, here | cone, ready or not!

A narrow break in the trees admtted a cascade of noonbeans, and Joe spotted the girl’s cap of

wi nd- whi pped bl ond hair glowing with pale fire, the reflection of reflected light, to his right
and only six or eight yards ahead. He stunbled over a rotting |og, slipped on sonething sliny,

kept his balance, flailed through prickly waist-high brush, and di scovered that Ni na had found the
beaten-cl ear path of a deer trail

As he caught up with the girl, the darkness around them abruptly brightened. Sal amanders of orange
light slithered up the trunks of the trees and whipped their tails across the gl ossy bows of pines
and spruces.

Joe turned and saw the possessed hul k of Louis Tucker thirty feet away, ablaze fromhead to foot
but still standing, hitching and jerking through the woods, caroning fromtree to tree, twenty
feet away, barely alive, setting fire to the carpet of dry pine needl es over which he shanbl ed and
to the bristling weeds and to the trees as he passed them Now fifteen feet away. The stench of
burning flesh on the wind. The boy-thing shouted gleefully, but the words were garbl ed and
unintelligible.

Even in a two-hand grip, the pistol shook, but Joe squeezed off one, two, four, six rounds, and at
| east four of themhit the seething spectre. It pitched backward and fell and didn’t nove, didn't
even twitch, dead fromfire and gunfire.

Loui s Tucker was not a person now but a burning corpse. The body no | onger harboured a nind that
the boy could saddle and ride and tornent.

Wher e?

Joe turned to Nina - and felt a famliar icy pressure at the back of his neck, an insistent
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probi ng, not as sharp as it had been when he was al nost caught on the threshold of the Del nann
house, perhaps blunted now because the boy's power was indeed dinminishing here in the open. But
the psychic syringe was not yet blunt enough to be ineffective. It still stung. It pierced.

Joe screaned.

The girl seized his hand.

The iciness tore out its fangs and flew fromhim as though it were a bat taking w ng.

Reel i ng, Joe clanped a hand to the nape of his neck, certain that he would find his flesh ripped
and bl eedi ng, but he was not wounded. And his nind had not been viol ated, either.

Nina’s touch had saved himfrom possessi on

Wth a banshee shriek, a hawk expl oded out of the high branches

of a tree and dive-bonbed the girl, striking at her head, pecking at her scal p, w ngs flapping,
beak click-click-clicking. She screamed and covered her face with her hands, and Joe batted at the
assailant with one arm The crazed bird swooped up and away, but it wasn't an ordinary bird, of
course, and it wasn't nerely crazed by the wind and the churning fire that swelled rapidly through
t he woods behi nd them

Here it came again, with a fierce skreeeek, the latest host for the visitant from Virginia,
arrowi ng down through the noonlight, its rapier beak as deadly as a stiletto, too fast to be a
target for the gun.

Joe let go of the pistol and dropped to his knees on the deer trail and pulled the girl
protectively against him Pressed her face against his chest. The bird would want to get at her
eyes. Peck at her eyes. Jab-jab-jab through the vul nerabl e sockets at the precious brain beyond.
Damage the brain, and her power cannot save her. Tear her special ness right out of her grey matter
and | eave her in spasns on the ground.

The hawk struck, sank one set of talons into the sleeve of Joe's coat, through the corduroy,
piercing the skin of his forearm plant-ing the other set of talons in Nina’s blond hair, w ngs
drumming as it pecked her scal p, pecked, angry because her face was conceal ed. Pecki ng now at
Joe’s hand as he tried to knock it away, holding fast to sleeve and hair, determi ned not to be

di sl odged. Pecking, pecking at his face now, going for his eyes, Jesus, a flash of pain as it tore
open his cheek. Seize it. Stop it. Crush it quickly. Peck, the darting head, the bl oody beak

peck, and it got his browthis time, above his right eye, sure to blind himwi th the next thrust.
He cl enched his hand around it, and its talons tore at the cuff of his coat sleeve now, tore at
his wist, wings beating against his face, and it bobbed its head, the wi cked beak darting at him
but he held it off, the hooked yell ow point snapping an inch short of a blinding wound, the beady
eyes glaring fiercely and bl ood-red with reflections of fire. Squeeze it, squeeze the life out of
it, with its racing heart stuttering against his relentless palm Its bones were thin and hol | ow,
which nade it |light enough to fly with grace - but which also nmade it easier to break. Joe felt
its breast crunple, and he threwit away fromthe girl, watched it tunble along the deer trail

di sabl ed but still alive, wings flapping weakly but unable to lift into the night.

Joe pushed Nina's tangled hair away fromher face. She was all right. Her eyes had not been hit.
In fact, she was unmarked, and

he was overcone by a rush of pride that he had prevented the hawk fromgetting at her

Bl ood oozed fromhis slashed brow, around the curve of the socket, and into the corner of his eye,
blurring his vision. Blood streaned fromthe wound in his cheek, dripped fromhis pecked and
stinging hand, from his gouged wi st.

He retrieved the pistol, engaged the safety, and jamed the weapon under his wai stband agai n.
From out of the surroundi ng woods issued a bleat of aninmal terror, which abruptly cut off, and
then across the nountainside, over the howing of the wind, a sharp shriek sliced through the

ni ght. Sonet hi ng was coni ng.

Maybe t he boy had gai ned nore control of his talent during the year that Rose had been on the run
and naybe now he was nore capabl e of renoting soneone in the outdoors. O perhaps the coal esced
power of his psychogei st was radiating away |ike the heat froma rock, as Rose had expl ai ned, but
just wasn’t dispersing fast enough to bring a quick end to this assault.

Because of the blustery wind and the express-train roar of the wildfire, Joe couldn’'t be certain
fromwhich direction the cry had arisen, and now the boy, clothed in the flesh of his host, was
conming silently.

Joe scooped the girl off the deer trail, cradling her in his arms. They needed to keep noving, and
until his energy faded, he could nmove faster through the woods if he carried her than if he led
her by the hand.

She was so snmall. He was scared by how snmall she was, nearly as breakabl e as the avian bones of
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t he hawk.

She clung to him and he tried to snmle at her. In the hellish leaping light, his flaring eyes and
strained grin were probably nore frightening than reassuring.

The mad boy in his new incarnation was not the only threat they faced. The expl osive Santa Ana
wind threw bright rags, threw sheets, threw great billowing sails of fire across the flank of the
nmount ai n. The pines were dry fromthe hot rainless sumrer, their hark rich with turpentine, and
they burst into flame as though they were nade of gasoline-soaked rags.

Ranparts of fire at |east three hundred feet across bl ocked the way back to the cabin. They coul d
not get around the blaze and behind it, because it was spreading laterally faster than they could
hi ke t hrough the underbrush and across the rugged terrain.

At the sane tine, the fire was com ng toward them Fast

Joe stood with Nina in his arnms, riveted and di smayed by the sight of the towering wall of fire,
and he realized that they had no choice but to abandon the car. They would have to nake the trip
out of the nountains entirely on foot.

Wth a hot whoosh, roiling gouts of wind-harried flames spewed through the treetops i mrediately
overhead, like a deadly blast froma futuristic plasm weapon. The pi ne boughs expl oded, and
burni ng masses of needl es and cones tunbl ed down through | ower branches, igniting everything as
they descended, and suddenly Joe and Nina were in a tunnel of fire.

He hurried with the girl in his arns, away fromthe cabin, along the narrow deer trail
renmenbering stories of people caught in California brushfires and unable to outrun them sonetines
not even able to out drive themwhen the wind was particularly fierce. Maybe the flanmes coul dn't
accel erate through this density of trees as quickly as through dry brush. O naybe the pines were
even nore accomodating fuel than nesquite and manzanita and grass.

Just as they escaped the tunnel of fire, nore rippling flags of flanes unfurled across the sky
overhead, and again the treetops in front of themignited. Burning needl es swarned down |ike
bright bees, and Joe was afraid his hair would catch fire, Nina's hair, their clothes. The tunnel
was growing in length as fast as they could run through it.

Smoke pl agued himnow. As the blaze rapidly intensified, it generated winds of its own, adding to
the force of the Santa Anas, building toward a firestorm and the blistering gales first blew
tatters of snoke along the deer trail and then choki ng masses.

The cloistered path | ed upward, and though the degree of slope was not great, Joe becane nore

qui ckly wi nded than he had expected. Incredible wthering heat wung oceans of sweat from him
Gasping for breath, sucking in the astringent fumes and greasy soot, choking, gagging, spitting
out saliva thickened and soured by the flavour of the fire, desperately holding onto N na, he
reached a ridgeline.

The pistol under his waistband pressed painfully against his stonmach as he ran. If he could have
let go of Nina with one hand, he would have drawn the weapon and thrown it away. He was afraid
that he was too weak to hold onto her with one arm that he would drop her, so he endured the
gougi ng steel

As he crossed the narrow crest and followed the descending trail, he discovered that the wi nd was
Il ess furious on this side of the ridge. Even though the flames surged across the brow, the speed

at which the fire Iine advanced now dropped enough to allow himto get out of the incendiary zone
and ahead of the snpbke, where the clean air was so sweet that he groaned at the cool, clear taste
of it.

Joe was running on an adrenaline high, far beyond his normal |evel of endurance, and if not for
the bol stering effect of panic, he mght have collapsed before he topped the ridge. Hs leg
muscl es ached. His arns were turning to | ead under the weight of the girl. They were not safe,
however, so he kept going, stunbling and weaving, blinking tears of weariness out of his snoke-
stung eyes, neverthel ess pressing steadily forward - until the snarling coyote slanmed into him
from behind, biting savagely at the hollow of his back but capturing only folds of his corduroy
jacket in its jaws.

The inpact staggered him eighty or ninety pounds of lupine fury. He alnost fell facedown onto the
trail, with Nina under him except that the weight of the coyote, hanging on him acted as a
count er bal ance, and he stayed erect.

The jacket ripped, and the coyote let go, fell away.

Joe skidded to a halt, put N na down, spun toward the predator, drawing the pistol fromhis
wai st band, thankful that he had not pitched it away earlier

Back lighted by the ridgeline fire, the coyote confronted Joe. It was so like a wolf but |eaner
rangi er, with bigger ears and a narrower nuzzle, black |ips skinned back from bared fangs, scarier
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than a wol f night have been, especially because of the spirit of the vicious boy curled like a
serpent in its skull. Its glowering eyes were | um nous and yel |l ow.

Joe pulled the trigger, but the gun didn’t fire. He renenbered the safety.

The coyote skittered toward him staying |low, quick but wary, snapping at his ankles, and Joe
danced frantically backward to avoid being bitten, thunbing off the safety as he went.

The ani mal snaked around him snarling, snapping, foamflying fromits jaws. Its teeth sank into
his right calf.

He cried out in pain, and tw sted around, trying to get a shot at the damm thing, but it turned as
he did, ferociously worrying the flesh of his calf until he thought he was going to pass out from
the crackling pain that flashed |ike a series of electrical shocks all the way up his leg into his
hi p.

Abruptly the coyote let go and shrank away from Joe as if in fear and confusion

Joe swung toward the animal, cursing it and tracking it with the pistol

The beast was no longer in an attack node. It whined and surveyed the surroundi ng night in evident
perpl exity.

Wth his finger on the trigger, Joe hesitated.

Tilting its head back, regarding the | anbent noon, the coyote whined again. Then it | ooked toward
the top of the ridge.

The fire was no nore than a hundred yards away. The scorching wi nd suddenly accel erated, and the
flames clinbed gusts higher into the night.

The coyote stiffened and pricked its ears. Wien the fire surged once nore, the coyote bolted past
Joe and N na, oblivious of them and disappeared at a |lope into the canyon bel ow

At | ast defeated by the draining vastness of these open spaces, the boy had lost his grip on the
ani mal and Joe sensed that nothing spectral hovered any |onger in the woods.

The firestormrolled at them again, blinding waves of flames, a cataclysm c tide breaking through
the forest.

Wth his bitten leg, |inping badly, Joe wasn't able to carry Nina any |onger, but she took his
hand, and they hurried as best they could toward the prinmeval darkness that seened to well out of
the ground and drown the ranks of conifers in the | ower depths of the canyon

He hoped they could find a road. Paved or gravelled or dirt - it didn't matter. Just a way out,
any sort of road at all, as long as it led away fromthe fire and would take theminto a future
where Nina would be safe.

They had gone no nore than two hundred yards when a thunder rose behind them and when he turned,
fearful of another attack, Joe saw only a herd of deer galloping toward them fleeing the flanes.
Ten, twenty, thirty deer, graceful and swift, parted around himand Nina with a thudding of
hooves, ears pricked and alert, oil-black eyes as shiny as mirrors, spotted flanks quivering,

ki cking up cl ouds of pale dust, whickering and snorting, and then they were gone.

Heart pounding, caught up in a riot of enotions that he could not easily sort out, still holding
the girl’s hand, Joe started down the trail in the hoof prints of the deer. He took half a dozen
steps before he realized there was no pain in his bitten calf. No pain, either, in his hawk-pecked
hand or in his beak-torn face. He was no | onger bl eeding

Along the way and in the turmult of the deers’ passing, N na had heal ed him

6

On the second anniversary of the crash of Nationwi de Flight 353, Joe Carpenter sat on a quiet
beach in Florida, in the shade of a palmtree, watching the sea. Here, the tides canme to shore
more gently than in California, licking the sand with a tropical |anguor, and the ocean seened not
at all Iike a machine.

He was a different man fromthe one who had fled the fire in the San Bernardino Muntains. H's
hai r was | onger now, bleached both by chenicals and by the sun. He had grown a nopustache as a
sinpl e di sgui se. Hi s physical awareness of himself was far greater than it had been one year ago,
so he was conscious of how differently he nmoved these days: with a new ease, with a rel axed grace,
wi t hout the tension and the coil ed anger of the past.

He possessed IDin a new nane: birth certificate, social security card, three najor credit cards,
a driver’'s license. The forgers at Infiniface didn't actually forge docunents as nuch as use their
conput er savvy to nanipulate the systeminto spitting out real papers for people who didn’'t exist.
He had undergone inner changes too, and he credited those to Nina - though he continued to refuse
the ultimate gift that she could give him She had changed hi m not by her touch but by her
exanpl e, by her sweetness and ki ndness, by her trust in him by her love of Iife and her |ove of
himand her calmfaith in the rightness of all things. She was only six years old but in sone ways
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anci ent, because if she was what everyone believed she was, then she was tied to the infinite by
an unbilical of light.

They were staying with a commune of Infiniface nmenbers, those who wore no robes and |left their
heads unshaven. The big house stood back fromthe beach and was filled at al nost any hour of the
day with the soft clatter of conmputer keyboards. In a week or two, Joe and Nina would nove on to
anot her group, bringing themthe gift that only this child could reveal, for they travelled
continuously in the quiet spreading of the word. In a few years,

when her nmaturing power nade her |less vulnerable, the tine would arrive to tell the world.

Now, on this anniversary of |oss, she cane to himon the beach, under the gently swaying palm as
he had known she woul d, and she sat at his side. Currently her hair was brown. She was wearing
pi nk shorts and a white top with Donal d Duck wi nking on her chest

- as ordinary in appearance as any six-year-old on the planet. She drew her knees up and encircl ed
her legs with her arms, and for a while she said not hing.

They watched a big, |ong-legged sand crab nove across the beach, select a nesting place, and
burrow out of sight.

Finally she said, ‘Wy won't you open your heart?

“I will. Wen the time's right.
‘“When will the time be right?
‘“When | learn not to hate.’

Who do you hate?’

For a long tine - you.’

Because |'mnot your Nina.’

‘l don’'t hate you any nore.’

‘1 know.’

‘I hate myself.’

Ny 2"

‘For being so afraid.

‘“You're not afraid of anything,’ she said.

He smiled. ‘Scared to death of what you can show ne.’

‘\py 2"

“The world’ s so cruel. It’s so hard. If there’s a God, He tortured ny father with di sease and then
took himyoung. He took Mchelle, ny Chrissie, ny Nina. He all owed Rose to die.

‘This is a passage.’

“ A damm vi ci ous one.’

She was silent a while.

The sea whi spered against the strand. The crab stirred, poked an eye stalk out to examine the
wor | d, and deci ded to nove.

Ni na got up and crossed to the sand crab. Odinarily, these creatures were shy and scurried away
when approached. This one did not run for cover but watched N na as she dropped to her knees and
studied it. She stroked its shell. She touched one of its claws, and the crab didn't pinch her
Joe wat ched - and wonder ed.

Finally the girl returned and sat beside Joe, and the big crab di sappeared into the sand.

She said, ‘If the world is cruel . . . you can help ne fix it. And if that’s what God wants us to
do, then He's not cruel, after all.’

Joe did not respond to her pitch.

The sea was an iridescent blue. The sky curved down to nmeet it at an invisible seam

‘Pl ease,’ she said. ‘'Please take ny hand, Daddy.

She had never called himdaddy before, and his chest tightened when he heard t he word.

He net her amet hyst eyes. And wi shed they were grey like his own. But they were not. She had cone
with himout of wind and fire, out of darkness and terror, and he supposed that he was as much her
father as Rose Tucker had been her nother.

He took her hand.

And knew.

For a tine he was not on a beach in Florida but in a bright blueness with Mchelle and Chrissie
and Nina. He did not see what worlds waited beyond this one, but he knew beyond all doubt that
they existed, and the strangeness of themfrightened himbut also lifted his heart.

He understood that eternal life was not an article of faith but a |aw of the universe as true as
any | aw of physics. The universe is an efficient creation: matter becones energy; energy becones
matter; one formof energy is converted into another form the balance is forever changing, but
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the universe is a closed system fromwhich no particle of matter or wave of energy is ever |ost.
Nature not only | oathes waste but forbids it. The human mind and spirit, at their noblest, can
transformthe material world for the better; we can even transformthe human condition, lifting
ourselves froma state of prinal fear, when we dwelled in caves and shuddered at the sight of the
nmoon, to a position fromwhich we can contenplate eternity and hope to understand t he works of
God. Light cannot change itself into stone by an act of will, and stone cannot build itself into
tenples. Only the human spirit can act with volition and consciously change itself; it is the only
thing in all creation that is not entirely at the nercy of forces outside itself, and it is,
therefore, the nost powerful and valuable formof energy in the universe. For a tine, the spirit
may becone flesh, but when that phase of its existence is at an end, it will be transfornmed into
di senbodi ed spirit once nore.

Wien he returned fromthat brightness, fromthe blue el sewhere, he sat for a while, trenbling,
eyes cl osed, burrowed down into this revealed truth as the crab had buried itself in the sand.

In tinme he opened his eyes.

Hi s daughter sniled at him Her eyes were anmethyst, not grey. Her features were not those of the

ot her Nina whom he had | oved so deeply. She was not, however, a pale fire, as she had seened

bef ore, and he wondered how he could have all owed his anger to prevent himfrom seei ng her as she
truly was. She was a shining light, all but blinding in her brightness, as his own N na had been

- as are we all.
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