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CHAPTER1
PAUL 1S DEAD.Call home.

Peter Russdll, stocky and graying, stood on the sdewalk and squinted at the text message on his cell
phone, bardly visible in the afternoon sun on Ventura Boulevard.

Helifted hisround glasses above smal, amused eyes, and brought the phone closer to see the display
moreclearly.

Paul is dead.He flashed on his youth, when for aweek he had sincerely believed that Paul was deed:
Paul McCartney.l am the walrus. But he had misread the phone’ s blocky |etters. The message was
actudlyPhil is dead.

That shook him. He knew only one Phil. Peter had not talked with Phil Richardsin amonth, but he
refused to believe that the message referred to hisbest friend of thirty-five years, the kinder, weaker, and
amogt certainly more talented of the Two Ps. Not the Phil with the thirty-two-foot Grand Taiga motor
home, keeper of their eternal plansfor the World' s Longest Old Farts Cross-country Hot Dog Escapade
and Tour.

Please, not that Phil.
He hegtated before hitting callback. What if it was ajoke, abit of cell phone spam?

Peter drove avintage Porsche 356C Coupe that had once been signal red and was now roughly the
shade of adry brick. He fumbled hiskey and amost dropped the phone before unlocking the car door.
He did not need this. He had an important gppointment. Angrily, he pushed the button. The number
rolled out in musica beeps. He recognized the answering voice of CarlaWyss, whom he had not heard
fromin years. She sounded nervous and alittle guilty.

“Peter, | just dropped by the house. | took the key from your bell and let mysdlf in. There wasanote.
My God, | never meant to snoop. It's from somebody named Lydia” Lydiawas Phil’ s ex-wife. “I
thought | should let you know.”

Peter had shown Carlathe secret of the bronze Soleri bell, hanging outside the front door, after anight
of very requited passion. Now, upset, she was having a sandwich and aroot beer from hisrefrigerator.
She hoped he didn’t mind.

“Mi casa es su casa,” Peter said, beyond irritation. He tongued the small gap between hisfront teeth.
“I'mligening.”

Carla svoice was shaky. “All right. The note reads ‘ Dear Peter, Phil died. He had a heart attack or a



stroke, they aren’t surewhich. Will let you know details” Thenit’'ssigned very neetly.” Shetook a
breath. “Wasn't he another writer? Didn’t | meet him here in the house?’

“Yeah.” Peter pressed his eyeswith hisfingers, blocking out the glare. Lydiahad been living in Burbank
for afew years. She had gpparently made the rounds of Phil’sLA friends. Carlarattled on, saying that
Lydiahad used afountain pen, afolded sheet of handmade paper, ablack satin ribbon, and Scotch tape.

Lydiahad never liked telephones.
Phil is dead.

Thirty-five years of kid dreams and late-night plans, sitting in the backyard in old radar-dish rattan chairs
on the dry grass between the junipers. Shooting the bull about stories and writing and big ideas. Phil
hanging out on movie sets and moded shoots—not so salfless—but aso hel ping Peter carry hisbulky and
unsold wire scul ptures to the dump in the back of the old Ford pickup they had often swapped.

Only the truck, never the women, Phil had lamented.

Slight, wiry Phil with the short, mousy hair who smiled so swestly every time he saw anaked lady. Who
longed for the femal e sex with such clumsy devotion.

“Areyou okay, Peter?’ Carlaasked from far away.
“Heart attack,” Peter repested, lifting the phone back to his mouth.
“Or agtroke, they aren’t sure. It' savery pretty note, redly. I’'m so sorry.”

He visudized Carlain his house, locked in her perpetud late thirties, leggy asadeer, dressed in peda
pushers and a dazzling man’ swhite dress shirt with deevesrolled up and tails pinned to show her
smooth, flat tummy.

“Thanks, Carla. Y ou better |eave before Helen comes over,” Peter said, not unkindly.

“I'll put thekey back inthe bell,” Carlasaid. “ And Peter, | waslooking through your files. Do you have
some glossies of methat | can borrow? | have anew agent, agood guy, redly sharp, and he wantsto put
together afresh folio. I’'m up for acredit card commercid.”

All of Carla s agents had been good guys, redlly sharp; al of them had screwed her both ways and she
never learned. “1I'll look,” Peter said, though he doubted cheesecake would help.

“Y ou know whereto find me.”

Hedid, and dso what she smelled and fdlt like. With awave of |oose guilt, Peter sat on the old sest in
the car’ s sunned interior, the door half open and one leg hanging out. The hot cracked leather warmed his
balls. A cream-colored Lexus whizzed by and honked. He pulled in hisleg and shut the door, then rolled
down the window asfar asit would go, about half way. Sweat dripped down his neck. He had to look
presentable and be in Malibu in an hour. His broad face crinkled above a close-trimmed, peppered
beard.

Peter wasfifty-eight years old and he couldn’t afford to take ten minutesto cry for hisbest friend. One
hand shielded his eyesfrom sun and traffic. “Damnit, Phil,” hesaid.



He started the car and took the back roads to his home, asquare, flat-roofed, fifties rambler in the
Glendaehills. Carlawas gone by the time he arrived, leaving only awaft of gardeniain thewarm il air
on the patio. Helen was late, or maybe not coming after al—he could never tell what her fina plans might
be—so he took a quick shower. He soon smelled of soap and washed skin and put on a blue-and-red
Hawaiian shirt. He picked up hisbest briefcase, amaroon leather job, and pushed through the old
French doors. The weedy jasmine cregping over the trellis had squeezed out afew flowers. Their
sweetness curled up dongside Carld s gardenia

Peter stood for amoment on the red tiles and looked up through the trellis at the bright blue sky. He
pressed his elbow against arough, sun-battered post, bresth coming hard: The old anxiety he always
found in tight places, in corners and shadows. When events fell outside his control or his ability to escape.
A minute passed. Two minutes. Peter’ s gasping slowed. He sucked in a complete breath and pressed the
ingde of hiswrist with two fingersto check his pulse. Not racing. The hitch behind hisribsuntied with a
few solid pushes of cupped fingers under the edge of his sternum. He had never asked a doctor why that
worked, but it did.

He wiped hisface with a paper towel, then scrawled anote for Helen on the smudged blackboard nailed
below the Soleri bell. Reaching into the oil drum that served as an outdoor closet, mounted high on two
sawhorses, he tugged out alightweight suit coat of beige silk, the only one he had, athrift-store purchase
from six years ago. He sniffed it; not too musty, good for another end of summer, soon to turninto
autumn,

PETER LET THEold Porscheroll back out of the garage. The engine purred and then climbed into a
sweet whine after he snicked the long, wood-knobbed shift into first geer.

Last he had heard, Phil had been traveling in Northern Cdifornia, trying to unblock anove. They hadn't
seen each other in months. Peter tried to think why friends wouldn't stay in touch from week to week or
even day to day. Some of hisbrightest moments had been with Phil; Phil could light up aroom when he
wanted to.

Peter wiped his eye and looked at his dry knuckle. Maybe tonight. But Helen might drop off Lindsey,
and if he started crying with Lindsey around, that might rip open awound that he could not afford to even
touch.

Numbness st in. He drove toward the ocean and Salammbo, the estate of Joseph Adrian Benolidl.

CHAPTER2

THE SUNSET BEY ONDthe hills and water was gorgeousin asullied way: lapis sky, the sun ayellow
diamond hovering over the gray line of the sea, dimmed by atan ribbon of smog. Peter Russdll pushed
along in second gear, between lines of palm trees and golf-green lawn spotted with eucalyptus. Flaubert
House cast along cool shadow across the drive and the golf-green approach. Crickets were starting to
play their hey-baby tunes.

Sadlammbo covered twenty acres of prime highland Malibu red estate. She had survived fires,
earthquakes, landdides, the Great Depression, the fading careers of two movie stars, and tract-home



development. In more than thirty yearsin Los Angeles and the Vadley, Peter had never encountered
anything like her—two huge, quirky mansions set far gpart and out of sight of each other, looking down
descending hills and through valleys rubbed thick with creosote bush and sage to Carbon Beach.

Herewasilluson at itsfinest: the fantasy that peace can be bought, that power can sustain, that time will
rush by but leave the finer things untouched: eccentricity, style, and dl the wallsthat money can buy. Life
goes on, Salammbo said with sublime salf-assurance, especialy for therich. But the estat€' s history was
not So reassuring.

Sdammbo was a nouveau-riche vison of heaven: many mansions“builded for the Lord.” Thelord inthis
case had died in 1946: Lordy Trenton—not ared lord but an actor in slent comedies—had risen from
obscurity in the Catskills for agood twelve-year run againgt Chaplin, Keaton, and Lloyd. His
character—a drunken aristocrat, basicaly decent but prone to causing enormous trouble—had paled on
audiences even before the onset of the Depression. Trenton had gotten out of acting while the getting was
grand. One grand, to be precise, which isthe price for which he had sold al rightsto hisfilmsin 1937.

During the Depression, Lordy had invested in sound equipment for the movies and made big money. In
the mid-thirties, he had built Flaubert House and then started to erect what some architecturd critics at
the time referred to as Jesus Wept. Trenton'sfriends called it the Mission. The Mission featured ahuge
circular entry beneath a dome decorated with Moorish tile, high vaulted ceilings, bedrooms furnished in
wrought iron and dark oak, an austere refectory that could seat a hundred, and aliving room that by itself
occupied two thousand square feet. It consumed much of hisfortune.

Inthe early forties, beset by visons of a Japanese invasion of California, Lordy connected Flaubert
House and the Mission with a quarter-mile underground tramway, complete with bomb shelter. Helined
the smoothly plastered stone-and-brick tunnel with agallery of nineteenth-century European ails. At the
sametime, he became involved with atroubled young artist and sometime actress, Emily Gaumont. After
their marriage in 1944, she spent her last year obsessively painting full-sized portraits of Lordy and many
of thar friends—as clowns.

In 1945, during aparty, afirein the tunne killed Emily and ten visitors and destroyed the tram. Four of
the dead—including Emily, so the story went—were burned beyond recognition.

A year |ater, done and broken by lawsuits, Trenton died of acute acohol poisoning.

The next owner, adepartment-store magnate named Gredl, in hislate sixties, acquired amistress,
alegedly of French Creole descent. To please her, he spent amillion dollarsfinishing the Missonin
Louisiana Gothic, mixing the two stylesto jarring effect. The name Jesus Wept acquired permanence.

Gred diedin 1949, asuicide.

In 1950, the estate was purchased by Frances Saint Claire, aHitchcock blond. Blackbaled by the
studios, her career ruined by alegations of |eftist sympathies, Saint Claire had married a savvy one-time
pretty boy named Mortimer Sykes. Sykes, playing against type, wisdly invested her money and endlessy
doted on her. In 1955, they built the third and find mangion of Salanmbo, the trendy, Bauhaus-inspired
Four Cliffs. In 1957, just sx months before Saint Claire' s desth from breast cancer, agrove of
eucdyptus trees caught fire. The flames spread to two of the mansions. Four Cliffs burned to the ground.
Mogt of Jesus Wept survived, but the refectory lay in ruins. A police investigation pointed to arson, but
friendsinloca palitics hushed up any further investigation, suggesting there was aready enough tragedy
at Sdammbo.



In 1958, Sykes put the estate up for sale and moved to Las Vegas. A broken man and heavily in debt,
he tried to borrow money from the wrong people. Two years later, hikers discovered hisbody ina
shallow gravein the desert.

The estate lay vacant for five years. In 1963, Joseph Adrian Benolid became Salammbo’s newest
madter. A lifdong bacheor, Joseph had made his fortune producing beach flicks and managing achain of
real-estate franchises.

And between 1970 and 1983, he had secretly financed four of Peter’ stitillation movies; lots of nudity
but no actual sex.

PETER PARKED THEcar, got out, and pulled his coat down over adight paunch. Broad-shouldered,
he carried the extraweight well enough, but he was starting to look more like an aging bodyguard than an
artist. No matter. The Benolidsdidn’t care.

Peter lifted and dropped the bronze fist on the striker plate mounted on the huge oak door. A young
man with short black hair, dressed in an oversized blue sweater and beige pants, opened the door,
looked him up and down, then held out something asif making adonation to the poor. Peter had never
met him before.

“Here, Mr. Benoliel doesn’t seem to want it,” the young man said in aclipped tone of British
disappointment. “They’refree. Who areyou?’ He pressed a black plastic ovoid into Peter’ s hand and
stood back to let him in.

“That' s Peter,” Joseph said. “Leave him done.” He walked into the entryway with a persistent poke of
his rubber-tipped cane, moving fast for aman with alimp. “I hate the goddamned things.” He did not
sound angry. In fact, he smiled in high good humor at Peter. In hisearly seventies, with afootbd| player’'s
body goneto fat and thefat carefully pared away by diet, the flesh of Joseph’s arms hung loose below
the short deeves of hisyelow golf shirt. Bandy legs weakened by diabetes stuck out below baggy black
shorts. His bristling butch-cut hair had long since turned white. “Hate them when they beep in restaurants.
People driving and yakking. Always have to be connected, like they’ d vanish if they stopped talking.
There' stoo much talk in the world dready.” He waved his hand in agesture between permission and
irritated dismissd. “If you take the damned thing, turn it off while you' re here.”

“They don't turn off,” the young man explained to Peter, drawing closer. His wide blue eyes assessed
Peter’ s character and the size of hiswallet. “Y ou can turn the ringer down, however.”

Peter smiled asif at ahalf heard joke. “What iSit?’ he asked.
“Freetadk,” Joseph said. “But it doesn’t work. Where s Mishie?’
“Shetold meto get the door,” the young man said.

“Wadll, hdl, Peter hasakey. Mishiel”

The young man regarded Peter with newfound but uncertain respect.

Mishie—Michdle—waked out of the hal leading back to the drawing room. “I'm here.” She amiled at
Peter and hooked her arm around Joseph’s. “ Time for hislordship’s monkey nut shots,” she announced



with thespian cheer. “ Come dong, dear.”

Joseph stared gloomily at the small elevator to the left of thelong flight of stairs, asif doom awaited him
there. “Don’'t ever leave me aone with her, Peter,” he said.

“Y ou two fine young bucks wait in the drawing room,” Michelleingructed primly. “We Il bedownina
whiffle”

“I'mdown now,” Joseph said. “If there sanything | hate, it's monkey nuts.” He patted Peter’ sarm in
passing.

“NICE COUPLE,” THE young man said asthey sat in an acove looking over the west lawn. The wistful
last of the day faded far out over the cliffs and the ocean. “ Theywere joking, weren't they?’

“l think s0,” Peter said. “I'm Peter Rusdl.”
“Stanley Weingein.”

They stretched out of their chairs and shook hands. Chairs throughout Flaubert House were dway's set
shouting distance gpart from one another.

“Scouting for an investment?’ Peter asked.

“Aninvestor,” Weingen corrected. “ One million dollars, minimum. A pittanceto finance arevolution.”
“Intedlecom?’

Weingtein cringed. “Let’ s please avoid that word.”

Peter raised the plastic ovoid to eye level and twisted it until he found aseam, then tried to pry it open
with athumbnail. It wouldn’t budge. “If it’snot aphone, what isit?’

“Wecdl it Trans” Weingein said. “T-R-A-N-S. Plurd, also Trans. Invest alittle, and you get oneto
use. Invest alot, and you get more to hand out to friends. Very chic, extraordinarily high tech, nothing
like them on the market. Fed that weight? Quality.”

“It'sacdl phone,” Peter said, “but not.”

“Close enough,” Weingtein agreed with alean of hishead. “They’ll be freefor the next year. Thenwe go
public and open boothsin every shopping mdl in the world.”

“Joseph won't invest?’ Peter asked.
Weingtein shrugged. “Our demo did not go well. Something seemsto be wrong with the house.”
“There' saged frame. Lots of stone.”

“Transwill work anywhere from the center of the Earth to the moon,” Weinstein said, puffing out his
cheeks. “I don’'t know what the problem is. | shal haveto ask my boss.”



“Andyour bossis...?

Weingein hed hisfinger to hislips. “Mr. Benolid trustsyou?’

“| suppose,” Peter said. “He trusts me not to hit him up for money too often.”
Weingein looked funny &t that, then wiggled hisfinger inthe air. “Monkey nuts?’
“Thatisajoke,” Peter said. “| do stuff for them. I’'m nobody, redlly.”

Weingtein winked. “Y ou have influence. They trust you, | cantell,” hesaid. “Keep the unit. In fact, let
me give you more. Hand them out to your friends, but if you would, please give oneto agood friend of
Mr. Benolid’s, or better yet, Mrs. Benolid’s.”

Peter shook hishead. “1 dready have acell phone,” he said. “1 get cals every week about new service
plans”

“What aboutno service plan? Weingein thrust out hisfingerslikeamagician. “A Transunit lagsfor a
year, and then you replace it with another, price yet to be established—but less than three hundred
dollars. Unlimited calling day or night, anywhere on the planet. Better than digital—in fact, pure andog
sound quality, just as God intended. Do you likevinyl LPs?’

“I fill haveafew.” Infact, Peter had hundreds, mostly jazz, classical, and 1960s rock.

“Then you know what | mean. Lovely, like a soft whisper in your ear. No interference, just clean sound.
If you can convince Mr. Benolid we're on to something, you' |l get free unitsfor life. Y ou and five—no,
ten of your friends.”

Peter gave adry chuckle. “And?’

Weingtein lifted an eyebrow. “ Five thousand shares, | PO guaranteed to be set at twenty-three dollarsa
share”

Peter raised his own eyebrow even higher. He hadn’t survived a career in filmsfor nothing.

Weingtein grinned devilishly. “ Or five thousand dollars, up front, your choice, payable when Mr. Benoliel
invess.”

“How about ten thousand?’

Weingein'ssmile remained, tighter but till friendly. “Okaaay,” he said, mimicking Joseph’ sddiberate
drawl. “Pardner.” He pulled afolded piece of paper from his pocket and began scrawling onit with a
fountain pen. “ Do you have an agent”’

“He hasn't heard from mein awhile.” Peter examined the short, negtly penned document. The address
wasin Marin County. He would probably need to go north anyway, for Phil’ sfunerd—if there was going
to be one. He asked for the fountain pen and signed. “What the hell,” he said. “ Joseph rarely changes his
mind.”

Weingtein excused himsdf and returned afew minutes later with awhite cardboard box. In the box,



buried in layers of foam, were ten plastic ovoidsin various cheery colors. “All active and good for ayear.
Push the help button for ingtructions.”

“How do you open them?’ Peter asked.

Weinstein demonstrated. Pressing abarely visible dimple on one side released the upper haf, which
swung aside with oily smoothness. There were no buttons. A screen covered most of the revealed face
and lit up pearly white with black touch keypad and |etters, different from hisMotorola. The unit was
neatly made and fdlt just right in hishand, dightly warm, dightly heavy.

“It' snot agift from aiens, isit?’ Peter asked.

“It should be,” Weingtein said, chuckling. “No, it'sentirdly human. Just . . . people.”

Weingtein handed Peter the box and looked around the drawing room. “ Quite aplace,” he said. “Have
you worked herelong?’

Peter smiled. Joseph did not like to be talked about, in any fashion, by anybody.

Weingtein turned serious. “ Get thisdone, Mr. Russdll, and you'll rate avisit to our new headquarters, as
well asyour bounty money. Then you'll meet the man behind Trans”

Peter folded shut the top of the box. “I’ll put thesein my car,” he said.
“That lovely old Porsche?” Weingein asked. “Isit areplica?’
“Nope,” Peter said.

“Thenit'solder than| am,” Weingten said.

AFTERWEINSTEIN’' S DEPARTURE, Peter followed Michelle up the long curve of marble airsto
the second floor. Flaubert House was huge and quiet, as solid asatomb but cheerful initsway. “ That
was awvkward,” Michelle murmured. “ Joseph knew someone' s daddy way back when. Now one of his
boys sends a sdesman to hit him up for ten million dollars”

Peter walked beside her for the last few steps, silent. It had taken him into hisfortiesto redize that the
true art of conversation was saying amost nothing.

“Joseph’ s been alittle down. | mean, not that he' sever aball of fire, you know? But alittle lesstwinkle.”
In truth, Joseph had never struck Peter as being capable of twinkle. Blunt honesty, sharp conversation,
an uncanny ability to pin down characte—and a good joke every now and then—defined his few
charms. Over the years, Peter had come to like Joseph; honesty and the occasiond joke could make up
for alot.

Michellelooked tired. “ Says he has a palooza of a chorefor you. Won't tell me what. Man stuff, do you
think?" Her long legs carried her more quickly over thethick Berber carpeting in the broad halway.

“Monkey nuts,” Peter said.



Michdlesmirked. “I’ll tdl him you're here.” Sheleft him standing between walls covered by framed
glossies of movie stars. Mogt of the stylish portraits were autographed, souvenirs of Joseph’sdaysasa
producer. Peter recognized them all: beautiful or soulful people brooding or sunny, feigning humor or
dignity, looking inaccessible or seductive, but al seeking approva no matter what attitude they copped.
Long ago, he had redlized an dmost universal truth about actors. They becamered only when they were
being witnessed, when they were on-screen. Hidden behind doors, alone, or looped around ared and
locked in adark metal can . . . For an actor, not being seen, not having an audience, was worse than
limbo.

“All right,” Michdlle said, returning. “He' s decent.” She opened adoor near the end of the hal. * Joseph,
it's Peter.”

“Who elsewould it be, Eliot Ness?’ avoice bellowed in the dark beyond.

Michelle sighed. “ Ten percent bonusif you leave him a contented man.”

“I heard that!”

Michelle sighed loudly and closed the door behind Peter.

Joseph sat in ahuge leather chair near full-length windows opening onto afal se balcony about afoot
deep and faced with black wrought-iron railing. Lights from the front drive and the last of the Sky glow
drew him in broad grainy strokeslike chalk on velvet. The room also contained an antique oak bar from
asaloon in Dodge City, so the legend went, and two brown leather couches separated by a square black
granitetable. “Goddamned awkward,” he said. “Did Weingtein try to suck you in?’

“Yeah. Ambition,” Peter said.

“In spades.”

Peter nodded. His eyes adjusted dowly to the twilit gloom.

“Offer you stock to convince me?’

“And cash.”

Joseph chuckled. “ They’ ve been yammering at me for aweek. Goddamned things don’t work. You'd
think they would check that out before they try to hit up arich old fool.” There was astrange set to
Joseph' swords. “Old trumpsrich,” he murmured. “And fool trumpsold.” He was staring fixedly through
the windows. Peter stood about six feet from the chair. “Anyway, I’'m glad you're here. | need you to go
Ssee awoman. Interested?’

“For you, always,” Peter said.

“She may be the most charismatic femae on the planet. Certainly one of the smartest. If | went
persondly, shewould play melike afarm trout. Y ou, however . . . Y ou know women better than any

mandive You'll survive”

Peter gave asmdl, dubious laugh.



“Wadl, youwill. You' ve made it with over two hundred women, photographed maybe two thousand,
and Michelle genuindly likesyou. That' s arésumé no other man in my experience can equd.”

“Who gave out my track record?’

“We ve known each other along time,” Joseph said. 1 did some research before bankrolling your
films”

“A bit exaggerated,” Peter said. “1 never kept count.”

Joseph lifted his hand, spread hisfingers, then let it drop back to the chair arm. “ Before she met me,
Michelle used to know alot of photographers. Long-haired sacks of fermented pig shit. That’ swhat she
cdled them. But not you.”

“I"m respectable?’ Peter asked.

“Not if you work for me, you aren’t.” Joseph shifted in his chair. “ Thiswoman you' re going to meet is
seventy years old. She' sthe most beautiful woman I’ ve ever seen, bar none. I’'ve watched her on TV.
Her teeth aren't perfect, but she smileslike some sort of Eastern saint, whatever you call that.”

“KwanYin,” Peter offered.

“Y eah, maybe. Her nameis Sandgji. Used to be Carolyn Lumley Pierce. She’ sfrom the Bay Area,
started out asaNew Age groupie, but | checked up on her, and she’ s been through hell and come out
wiser. Amazing story. She' s holding meditation seminarsin Pasadena.”

Joseph’ s voice became alow, assertive bellow. “1 want you to drop aroll of money, ten thousand
dollarsin hundred-dollar bills, into her collection plate. Then ask her my question. Bring me the answer

tomorrow morning.”

Peter’ s errands for Joseph were varied and often peculiar, but he had never done anything like this.
Peter was not fond of New Age types, followers or leaders. They had disappointed him.

“Directions. Loot.” Joseph held out afolded piece of paper and athick roll of money. “Don’'t tell
Michelle. She's still mad at mefor paying aquarter of amillion dollarsfor awaich last week.”

“Jesus” Peter sad involuntarily.

“It'sagood watch,” Joseph said with petulance. He pulled back his swesater cuff to reveal awide flash
of platinum. “Maybe I'll will it toyouwhen | die”

“I'mahumble man,” Peter said.
“Wdl, Michdlle sdready in my face, so don't tell her how much thistime, okay?’
“All right.” He pocketed the money and the directions. The money pushed against the Trans.

Joseph shuddered. “Goddamn, it's cold in here. Peter, you look gloomy. Worse than me, and | fed like
an old cabbage. What'sup?’

“My friend died. A writer named Phil Richards.”



“Sorry. Friends. . . can't afford to lose them.” Joseph’ s eyes moved beyond Peter to the far corner of
the room. “Water out there somewhere, reflecting moonlight,” he murmured. Peter looked up over his
shoulder and saw adim, milky flare play acrossthe ceiling. Then it was gone.

“What should | ask her?” Peter asked.

“I’ve arranged for a private audience. Y ou will absolutely not tell anyone else. | trust you, Peter . . . but |
want you to promise me anyway. Swear to me as much as one atheist can swear before another, all
right?’

“Crossmy heart, hopeto die,” Peter said.

Joseph seemed to accept this. He folded his handsin hislap like aschoolboy about to recite. Peter had
never seen him so vulnerable. “ Ask her if she believesit is possible for someone to live without asoul.
Ask her in private, not in front of dl those sdlivating white-collar geeks she cultivates”

“Someone, live, without asoul,” Peter said.

“Don’t mock me, Peter Russdll.” Joseph’ s voice was hard and clean. In the glow of therisng moon, his
face was the color of an expensive knife.

“No disrespect, Mr. Benolid,” Peter said. “ Just getting my lines sraight.”

“HE HAS BEENsuch alemon lately,” Michelle said in the entry, holding the door. The verandalights
cast adull golden glow over the stonework. “Please make him fed better.”

“lan’t that your job?’ Peter asked.

“Y ou're short tonight,” she observed.

“My best friend just died,” Peter said.

“Oh, shit, redly?” Michelle was shocked and saddened. On her face, the effect was of a curtain drawing
open to anew play. She stood straight and let go of the door. “How much time do you have?’ she
asked. “Timefor adrink?’

“You know | don't drink.”

“A small glass of sherry for me, ginger defor you,” Michdle said with studied grace. “We' Il toast your
friend.”

They went into the huge kitchen and Michelle sat Peter at the marble-topped counter. Only the counter
lightswere on and the rest of the kitchen fell back into olive-colored shadows. Peter felt asif hewere
under aspotlight. Michelle poured two glasses as described and sat at the corner next to him. “To your
friend,” shesad, lifting her sherry.

“To Phil,” Peter said, and fdlt his shoulders make a quaking motion. He sucked the ginger de down
wrong and started to choke. He used that to disguise the tears, and coughed until the impul se was amost



gone.
Michelle gave him anapkin to wipe his eyes. “Want to talk about him?’

“I don't think there' stime.”

“Y our gppointment isn't for another hour and ahdf,” Michelle said. “Was he famous?’
“Not redly,” Peter said. “He was a better writer than me. Maybe a better man.”

“Do you dill write?” Michelle asked.

“When | need the money,” he said.

“| admire people who do something with their talents.” Michelle put down her glass. “What did you think
of Weingein?’

“A hudtler,” Peter said. He reached into his pocket and took out the Trans. It did smoothly past the roll
of hundred-dallar bills. “Haven't tried it.”

“Give meyour number,” Michdle said. “Weingtein left abox of them. I'll pick out anice blue one.”
“Do they even work?’

“Not in the house, apparently,” Michdle said. “But | need to get outside more. Besides, Weingtein will
pay you if we convince Joseph . . . won't he?’

Peter smiled ruefully, tilted his head, and nodded. He opened the unit and read her the number from the
screen. It was odd, seven sets of two digits separated by hyphens.

Michelle wrote the number on adip of paper. “See?’ she said, and patted hishand. “1 was hard up
once. Cast adrift. | know how life goes. It isn't easy finding asafe harbor.” She shook her hair and
shoved out ahand toward the kitchen walls, asif to push them back. “I just get lost here. It' sbeen
thirteen years with Joseph, and | still haven't explored all the rooms.” She shook her head. “Half aren’t
even furnished. | can do whatever | want with the houses, but it' s just the two of us, and you, and the
cleaning people once or twice aweek. Joseph doesn’'t want servantsliving on the estate.”

“It'squiet,” Peter said.

“Very quiet,” Michelle said. Shetook Peter’s Trans and opened it. “Weingtein explained it to me afew
days ago, before he spoke with Joseph,” she said. “Isthisthe only one you have?’

“Hegavemeninemore,” Peter said. “Should | throw them away?’

“No, no. Maybe it’ sthe weether and they’ Il work inside the house later. We'll just spread them around.
They’reno use gitting in abox. Then I'll talk to Joseph again and try to convince him. For your sake, not
Weingein's”

Peter leaned forward. “1 don’t know what to say. Y ou're treating me like a brother.”

“You might aswell be abrother,” she said. “Y ou know your boundaries. Y ou give me more respect



than my real brothers ever did. Y ou understand that | have atough job, but it’sone | intend to stick with.
WEe ve seen alot of the same old world, from different sdes of the fence. And we both mean what we

“Wow,” Peter said. “That’s something | can, | don’t know, cherish.”

Michell€ slipstwitched. “You' re my project, Peter Russdll.” She sipped her sherry. “When you toast
the dead,” she said, “they fed comforted and don’t bother you, and you have only good thoughts about
them.”

“You sound like an expert,” Peter cracked.

Michdle amiled. “ That’ swhat my grandmother told me when | wasalittle girl. She was French, from
Louigana”

Peter took up his glass and they toasted Phil again.

“May hedeegptight,” Michellesad.

CHAPTERS

JOSEPH’ S MAP TOOK Peter into Pasadena and down a series of narrow streets. The summer evening
air oozed through the haf-open windows, filling the car with the green odors of juniper and eucalyptus
cut by the sweetness of honeysuckle. Sticky jacaranda flowersfilled the gutterswith purplerivers.

Ol d-fashioned street lamps dropped puddles of dim yelow light. He drove dowly, looking for arestored
Greene and Greene home, a classic wood-frame bungal ow with Japanese touches.

Can’'t miss it,Joseph had written on the map. Number s hidden. Guidebook saysiit’s fronted by a
huge river rock wall. Bamboo garden inside.

JOSEPH ANDPETER' Slast picture together, in 1983, had beenQ.T., the Sextraterrestrial , Peter’'s
biggest budget production—haf amillion dollars. Too old-fashioned, the film had gone traight to
late-night cable.

The hard-core porn revolution had punched heavy-gauge nailsinto Peter’ sfilm career. Whatever his
moras, Peter had been more of a gentleman than his competitors. He had cared for hisladies. It had
been tough watching them waltz off to shoot hard-core. Some had ended up sadly; others had become
underground legends.

Movies had never Ieft histhoughts, however, and in the early nineties, while visiting Benolid to drum up
support for alow-budget horror feature, Peter had discovered a new e ement in Flaubert House:
Joseph' syoung wife. They had been married two months. Michelle had taken animmediate liking to
Peter and had talked up his screenplay, but Joseph had refused to lay out good money for bad horror.
Persstent amost to afault, Michelle had asked Peter if he could do other work. Down to hislast few
hundred dollars, he had agreed.

Gruff, never easy to get long with, Joseph Adrian Benoliel could turn on the charm when he wanted to,



but only if he needed something. Worth half abillion dollars, he rarely admitted to needing anything.
Under Michdll€ stutelage, Peter had become his more charming face.

“You' reagem, you know that?’ she had told Peter at the beginning of hisnew role, as she had walked
ahead of him, adight, wiry figurein shorts and hdter top, her lambent contralto and dapping zoreys
echoing across the marble-lined entry of Flaubert House. Y ou won't believe the weirdoes trying to take
advantage of Joseph. You'rejust what he needs.”

For thirteen years now, Peter had toted, met with, dismissed, couriered, and kept mum. He had made
more money from hel ping Joseph and Michelle than he had ever earned from hismovies. Intheend,
Peter had become a decent factotum, fed hisfamily, and acquired aloose sort of freedom from want.

Now hewaslocked in, wary of trying anything new, of making another wrong move and losing the last
important thingsleftin hislife.

A fair number of peoplein LA now knew Peter only as Joseph’ s dogsbody.

So had ended hisbig dreams.

PETER SPOTTED Avriver rock wal nine feet high and thirty feet long, then found an open space across
the street just big enough to fit the Porsche. Beside the wall, twin red cedar garage doors were
illuminated by hyperbolas cast by jutting tin-saucer lightsfitted with clear glass bulbs. Authenticity meant a
lot in Pasadena.

Hewalked dong the rock wall, knuckles brushing the jutting boulders, until he came to the cedar gate.
Somewhere deep within the night behind the wall, chimestinkled. A breeze stirred dry leaves and they
made a sound like little hands rubbing together.

Peter found asmall ivory button mounted in green bronze above the sandardNO SOLICITORS sign
and rechecked the description. Nothing e se like it on the block. He pushed the button. Security lights
switched on within the yard. Two minutes|ater, athin woman of sixty or so peered through the gate with
intense black eyes.

“Yes?' shesad, leaning to look behind him.

“My nameis Peter Russdl. I'm herefor a private meeting with Sandgji.”

“Representing yoursdl f?’

“No,” Peter said.

“Who, then?’

“I wastold to come here and you' d know everything you needed to know.”

“Well, identification would certainly help,” the woman said. Peter produced hisdriver’'slicense. Sheheld
out asmdl flashlight and examined it with wrinkled brow. “Y ou make agood picture,” she said, and then

stepped back. The gate pulled open on ametal track. To either Sde of adate wakway, bamboo formed
an undulating curtain, up to and around a stone lantern. Through the stalks, he could see aporch and



dimly lit windows.

“Comein, Mr. Russl,” thewoman said. “My nameis Jean Badan. I'm Sandgji’ s personal assistant.
She' svery busy thistime of year. We dways love coming back to this house. A peaceful place.” Her
voice had a pleasant ululation to it, accompanied by atrace of Nordic accent.

Peter followed her up the winding wakway.

“WEe ve cleared thishour for you,” Jean Badan said. “If you plan on taking lesstime, please let us know.
Have you met Sandgji ?’

Peter said he had not.

Badan amiled. “Y ou have atreat in sore, Mr. Russell. We'redl totaly devoted to her.” With agentle
wave, she guided him through the front door into the living room. Dark wood and exquisite built-in
cabinetry set off antique furniture and handwoven oriental carpets. Tiffany lamps sat contented and
elegant on long tables of solid bird' s-eye maple. Peter recognized Morris chairs that looked genuine, and
the books within the glass cases were rich and interesting: |eather-bound sets of Voltaire, Trollope,
Dickens. He wondered what kind of women had lived in this house when it wasfirst built: no doubt

lovely, their dresses ankle-length, stepping like young deer with charming hesitations and subtle glances.
He could dmost smell their perfume.

“WEe re here to help needy people,” Jean Badan said, “peopleliving in pain and confusion, who
desperately need Sandgji’ s message of hope. What sort of question did your friend, your employer,
have?’

“Wdl,” Peter said, “it’ sprivate.”

“Ishedderly?’

“Inhisseventies,” hesaid.

“A friend aswell asan employer?’

Peter tilted his head to the left. “We respect each other,” he said.

“Ishe married?’

Peter smiled. “Mostly | run errands and take meetings. That sort of thing.”

“How intriguing . . .” Shelifted her hand. “ Sandgji will know what to tell him, I’'m sure.”

They had passed through a dining room and into the rear portion of the house. He saw a deeping porch

with two women sitting in warm darkness on wicker chairs. Their eyes glinted at him as he passed. For a
moment, he half imagined them in long slken dresses. The effect was a once charming and disconcerting.

“Y ou know what our greatest difficulty is?’” Badan asked. “ Discouraging proposas. For marriage, you

know. The men who cometo Sandgi find her so comforting. But then, sheisbeautiful, very much o,
and that confuses many.”

Peter said he was looking forward to meeting her. Personally, however, he had never found age much of



an gphrodisiac.

The house was awork in progress and in these back rooms, it looked more like amiddle-class grandma
lived here than avery rich aunt. Past the dining room, tables, couches, and chairs were not antiques. The
jambs and rafters still supported decades of paint, rather than being stripped to native wood asin the
restored sections.

Thefirst thing Peter noticed as Jean Badan opened the last door was the scent of freshly crushed herbs:
thyme, rosemary, and then spearmint. Aromatherapy, hethought.Oh, goodie.

Sandgji was pressing her dark velvet gown down over her hips, having apparently just stood up from a
plain wooden chair. Peter saw her first, and then the room she wasin. Later, trying to remember the
room, he would be hard-pressed to describe what wasin it. The rest of the house remained clear, but
from this moment, dl he truly remembered was the woman. She stiood six feet tall, hair agray curly
fountain tamed by clips and aribbon to flow down her back. The black gown she wore ended at
mid-ankle and she was barefoot, her feet bony but well formed, like the rest of her; hips protruding,
though she was not excessively thin, roll of tummy pronounced but not obtrusive, faint nubs on not
particularly small breasts. As Peter’ s eye moved from bare feet to shoulders, he recelved the impression
of awillowy college girl, and then Sandgi turned her head to face him, and he saw the mature woman,
well past her fifties but surely not in her seventies, observant eyesrelaxed in afacelightly but precisely
seamed by asubset of whole-life experiences. Her lips, still imbued with natura color and utterly lacking
in lipstick, bowed into aknowing Shirley Temple smile. She seemed wise but mischievous, awaiting a
cherished playmate, inviting speculation that she might be won over to adeeper friendship; hiseyes
moved down in regppraisal. The black gown covered atrim, hedthy body, promising rewards beyond
the spiritua. She enjoyed his appreciation.

Peter had met many beautiful women. He knew what they expected, the charming di ctates they imposed
on dl their unequa relationships. Somehow, however, he did not think his experience would be much
help with Sandgji.

“Thisis Peter Russll,” Jean Badan announced. “ Representing Mr. Joseph Adrian Benolid.”

Sandgji narrowed her eyeslike acat settling in for acoze. “How isMr. Benoliel?” she asked, and
looked back at thetable. “1t' sa pity we will not meet this evening. | understand he has aquestion.”

“Hedoes,” Peter said.

Sandgji looked around the room, pink tongue tipping between her lips. “ That' sagood seat,” she said,
and pointed to the forest-green couch againgt the wall, beyond the glass-topped table, al of which Peter
now noticed. “Pleasefed at ease”

“I'll leave you two aone for afew minutes,” Jean Badan announced with awink, asif shewerea
liberal-minded duennaleaving her chargein the trust of a gentleman. She closed the door behind her.

Peter sat on the green couch, knees spread comfortably, and rested his big, dry hands on them; an easy
workman’ sway of Stting, not agentleman’s, and for once, he was acutely aware of the difference.
Sandgji pressed her gown again with adownward stroke of her hand and returned to the plain wooden
chair. She sat Sraight and with kneestogether, not asif manner dictated, but equaly in comfort. Her long
fingers continued to shape precise smoothing motions, drawing the clinging velvet down an inch asshe
made asmall contraction in the corner of her mouth. Human, that contraction said; no matter what else
you seeor fed, | am merely human.



Peter was not so sure. He could not take his eyes off her. She seemed utterly at peace. Her eyes
remained fixed on his.

“1 do odd jobsfor Mr. Benolid,” Peter said. “He told me to come here.”

Sandgji obvioudy appreciated the effect she had on men and probably on other women, but it did not in
the final balance seem to mean alot to her. Sheraised her browswith an expression that said,how nice .
“Ther€ s so much pain to be soothed, so much confusion to be guided into useful energy.” Her voice was
tuned like acdllo. Peter could imagine himsdf swvimming in that voice.

“I’'msure” hesaid. Then, without willing it, he added, “My best friend died today.”

Sandgi leaned forward and she held her breath for an instant before exhaing delicately through her
nose. “| am so sorry to hear that,” she said.

“Hewas awriter, likeme,” Peter added.

“Y ou both have qualities,” Sandgji said. “Y ou are valued, that | can see. So many people—women in
particular, | think—have placed an astonishing faith in you. That is something specid, Peter.”

“Thank you. | likewomen,” he said. “They seemto likeme. And around me, well ... I can't...” He
could not stop talking. Embarrassing. His hands clutched his knees.

“I understand,” Sandgji said. “I commit only to my work now. That confuses some who need the kind of
lovewe can't afford to give, for different reasons.”

Peter chuckled uncomfortably. “Wdll, it isn’'t because I’ m successful and devoted to my work.”
“No?’
“Morelikel’ve never grown up.”

“Theré sacharmin youth, and asting,” Sandgji said. “Welet go of youth for agreat price. Life does not
offer thepriceto dl.”

Ah, Peter thought, and felt ameasure of control return.|”’ m getting her range. She's very good, but she
is not impenetrable. Stll, sheisvery good. “Sorry. That just dipped out. I’ m not here to talk about
me”

“l see”

“My employer has aquestion.”

“Wehavetime.

“Michdletold methat earlier. Mrs. Benolid.”

A wrinkle formed between Sandgji’ s pae brows. “ Sheworries for her husband.”

“All richwivesworry,” Peter said, feding defensive now and not because of theimplied andysis of



Michelle. He could fed the spatlight of Sandgji’ s attention moving around his persona landscape,
touching points he might not want illuminated.

She looked to hisleft, then leaned back in the chair. “Y our daughter,” she said, and the wrinkle between
her brows deepened.

Peter dtiffened until hisneck hurt. “1 didn’t ask about my daughter,” he said.

Sandgji opened and closed her hands, then folded them on her Iap, dimpling the black velvet. She
seemed agitated. “I assure you, I’'m not a psychic, Mr. Russell.”

“I'm here on Mr. Benalid’ sbehdf. Why bring up my daughter?’

“Pleaseask . . . your question.” Shelooked up at the ceiling, frowning self-criticaly. “1I’'m so sorry. | did
not mean to intrude. Please forgive me.”

Peter looked up aswdll. Light flickered there, asif reflecting from apool of water somewherein the
room.

Sandgji moved—jerked, actudly, asif startled—and the light vanished.

That, and mention of his daughter, and Sandgji’ s unexpected discomfiture, made Peter nervous. The
house was no longer welcoming and Sandgji’ s enchantment had evaporated. She suddenly looked
fragile, like chipped china

It wastime to get this charade over with.
“Please” Sandgji indsted. “The question.”
“Mr. Benolid asksif aman can live without asoul.”

She dropped her gaze to look over his shoulder, then dowly returned her focusto Peter. “He asksifa
man . ..” Thewrinkle between her brows became adark valley. She was sarting to look all of her
years, and more. “Live without asoul ?’

“No,” Peter corrected himsdlf, getting flustered. “He said  someone,” actudly. Not ‘aman,” but
‘someone.” ”

“Of course,” Sandgji said, asif it were the most obvious question in the world. Peter blinked. For an
ingtant, ashadow seemed to fill the room, sweeping acrosswalls and celling and then hiding behind the
furniture.

Sandaji appeared shocked and frightened. She stopped smoothing her gown. “1 beg your pardon,” she
sad. “I did not expect . . . | am not feeing well. Could you cal my assistant?’

Peter started to get up from the couch. Before he could reach for her, she dumped forward like adying
ballerina. Her hands fdl limp againgt the worn orientd carpet. A copper bracelet dropped and lodged
around her wrist. Her gray hair dipped and pooled. Peter kneeled, decided it would not be wise to touch
her—she appeared stunned, haf conscious.

He shouted, “Help!”



Jean Badan entered with aprim, pale look and together they lifted Sandgji back into the chair. “No, this
isn't very comfortable,” Badan observed, her face atight mask of concern. They picked the woman up
by her arms and helped her to the couch, where she lay back gracefully enough, skin waxy and hair in
disarray.

“Of course,” Sandgji said as she opened her eyes.

“What happened?’ Badan asked Peter.

“Shejust spoke afew wordsand fell over,” Peter said. “ She must have fainted.”

“| sawher ,” Sandgji said. She angled her head to stare straight-on at Peter. Her green eyeswere
intense. “I am not apsychic,” sherepeated. “1 donot havevisons”

“Did you dip her something?’ Badan accused Peter. “In her water?’
“Water? No, of course not,” heinssted to her steady glare.
“Didyou seeher 7’ Sandgji asked. Both women stared at Peter.
“Therewas areflection,” hesaid. “That'sdl | saw.”

“It' stimefor you to leave, Mr. Russdll,” Badan said.

Sandgji made an effort and sat up. “1’m so sorry. This has never happened before. I’ m usudly astrong,
healthy woman.” Shetried to resume control, but it was a poor effort.

“Let’sgo,” Badan indsted to Peter. Shetook hisarm and started to drag him away.
“No, hisquegtion,” Sandgji said.

“It canwait,” Badan said. Peter nodded, eager to get out of the house, away from this nonsense. He
wondered how much was being staged. It would not have taken much digging to find out about his
children. A good conjurer or medium was adways prepared.

“No, it'sagood question. | should answer.” Sandgji sat upright on the couch and took a deep breath.
She lifted her shoulders and arched her neck, then dowly let out her breath. She looked at them with
renewed deliberation and her voice resumed itsrich cello intonation. “Many live on without souls,” she
sad. “They areintensein away most cannot understand. They are driven and hungry, but they are
empty. Thereisnothing you or | can do for them. Even should they try for enlightenment, they arelike
anchorless shipsinastorm.” Her lips moved without sound for amoment, asif practicing aline, then she
concluded, “A curious question, but strangely important. My beloved guru once spoke long on the
subject, but you' re the first who has ever asked me. And now | wonder why.”

“It wasthe wrong question.” Badan glared at Peter.

“I am fedling much better,” Sandgji said, attempting to stand. Shefell back again with an expression of
mild disgust. “I am so sorry, Mr. Russdll.”

“Y ou have your answer,” Badan ingsted.



“We are polite, Jean,” Sandgji remonstrated softly. “But lam tired. And the evening started so well. |
think | should go to bed.”

Badan brusquely escorted Peter to the front door. “ The gate will open automaticdly,” she said, her face
gtill tight and eyes narrowed, like amother cat protecting kittens.

Peter walked onto the porch and down the steps, then turned and looked back as the door closed. He
stood there for amoment, the anxiety returning, and the shortness of breath. For an instant, he thought he
saw something dark in the bamboo, like an undulating serpent. Then it was gone; atrick of light.

He reached into his pocket and felt the smooth plagtic phone—Trans, he corrected—and the roll of
hundred-dollar hills.

The donation.

For amoment, he thought of just walking on and pocketing the money. Otherwise, what awaste. He
could pay alot of billswith ten grand, Helen’shillsin particular. Lindsey was sarting school soon. She
needed clothes. He would tell Joseph and Michelle that Sandgji’ s people were lying, that he had given
Badan themoney.

But he had never stolen money in hislife. Not since he had been alittle boy, at any rate, lifting coinsfrom
his mother’ s change bowl. And hewas not agood liar. Perhaps for that reason, he had always hated liars
and thieves.

His feet again made soft cupping noises on the porch’s solid wood. He knocked.

Badan swiftly opened the door.

“How isshe?’ he asked.

“Some better,” she said tersdly. “ She' sgone upstairsto rest.”

“1 asked her aquestion on behalf of Mr. Benolidl. | got an answer. That’swhy | came here. No other

reason. Anything like a persona reading was uncalled for. Y ou do her research, no doubt. | resent you
telling her about Danidla. | just wanted you to know.”

He held out theroll of money. Badan, her face coloring to apae grape, took it with an ingtinctive dip of
her hand. “1 do not doresearch ,” she snapped. “| told her nothing. Sandgji does not do readings or
communicate with spirits. We don’'t evenknow you, Mr. Russall.” She bobbed |eft to put the money
aside. He heard the clinking of ajar or ceramic pot. “We are not charlatans. Y ou can leave now.”

With Badan out of the doorway, Peter had aclear view through an arch to the dining room, about thirty
feet from the porch. A little boy in afrilled shirt and knee stockings stood there. He looked sick; not sick,
dead; worse than dead, unreal, unraveling. Hisface turned in Peter’ sdirection, skin as pae and cold as
skim milk. The head seemed jointed like adall’s. The grayish eyes saw right through him, and suddenly
the outline blurred, precisaly asif the boy had fallen out of focusin acameraviewfinder.

Peter’ s eyes burned.

Badan straightened. She gripped the edge of the door and asked sharply, “ Do you need areceipt?’



Peter’ sneck hair was bristling. He shook his head and removed his glasses asiif to clean them.

“Then good night.”

When he did not move, Badan |ooked on with agitated concern and added, “We re done, aren’t we?’
She prepared to close the door. Her motion again revea ed the arch and the dining room. The boy was
no longer visible. He couldn’t have moved out of the way, not without being seen.

He smply wasn't there. Perhaps he had never beenthere at dll.
Badan closed the door in Peter’ s face with asolidclunk .

Peter stood on the porch, dazed, face hot, like akid reacting to an unkind trick. He dowly forced his
fiststo open. “Thisiscrap,” he murmured, replacing his glasses. He had not wanted to come herein the
first place. He walked quickly down the steps and aong the winding stone path between the bamboo to
the gate. The scuff of his shoes echoed from the stonewall to hisleft. The gate whirred open, expelling
him from the house, the grounds. an unwanted disturber of the peace.

On the gtreet, he wiped his forehead with a handkerchief, then opened the car door and sat. He started
the car, liglening to the soothing, familiar whine, and tried to recall the answer Sandgi had given to
Joseph' s question; despite everything, it remained clear in his head. He repesated her words severd times,
committing them to memory before putting the Porschein gear.

Sowly hisbreath returned and the muscle binding in his chest smoothed. The back of hiseyes il felt
tropical, however, asif they were discharging amoist heeat into his skull.

They were charlatans after al. Why go through that awful charade in the back room, then trot out alittle
boy in aBuster Brown ouitfit? Both had been stuntsto gull the shills, trick the unwary into asking more
guestions, paying more money. That was as reasonable an explanation as any.

PETER WAS HAPPYto |eave Pasadena. Histhick, powerful hands clasped the whed so tightly that he
hed to flex hisfingers. “Ah, Chrigt!” he shouted in disgust once again at al things New Age and mysticdl.
Therewas life and this Earth and all the sensud pleasures you could reasonably grab, and then there was
nothing. Live and get out of it what you could. Leavethe rest done. That other sort of madness could kill

you.
Then why did | reach out for Phil?
Driving done, hiswork done, the traffic on the 210 blessedly easy for thistime of night, going back to
hishomein the hills, he pictured Phil’ srueful, ingratiating smile. On the highway, histearsflowed. His
shoulders shook.

And a pretty little girl in a blue sweater, pink shorts, and a tank top. Don’t forget her. Ever.

Theloss and the old, much-hated self-pity just piled up and spilled. It was dl he could do not to break
into amourning howl.

All he could do, dmogt, not to spin the wheel and driveright off the freeway.



CHAPTER4

PETER ROLLED OVERIn the tangled sheets and opened his eyesto an out-of-focus bedscape. He
blinked at ablur of satin trim coming loose from his brown wool blanket, then rubbed his eyes and
closdly observed another blur spotted with white: arumpled pillow leaking festhers through its seams. He
was dill haf adeep.

His hand fumbled on the bed stand for his glasses.

A shaft of sun fell across one corner of the room from the skylight, reflected from the full-length mirror,
and beamed over the space beside his bed. He made out dust motes in the beam. The motes danced
with apuff of hisbreath.

Niceto just Sink, let deep win. Hishead fell back onto the pillow.
Eyes closed. Ddlicious blankness.
Birds sang in the backyard.

He opened his eyes again, arm twitching. The beam had shifted and the dust motes were swirling like
spoiled cream in coffee. As he watched, bleary, they took asort of elongated shape. He thought he could
make out two legs and an arm. Small. The arm lengthened, adding a hand-shaped eddy. A face was
about to form when he opened his eyes wide and said, bemused, “All right. I’'m waking up now.” He
leaned over and waved his arms through the sunbeam. The motes dissipated wildly.

Hisjaw hurt. He was amess and he stank. He got out of bed and straightened, hooking atemple piece
around one ear.

The night had been digointed, filled with scattered flakes of dream, memories drawn up from adeep sea
likefishinanet. The dreams had al possessed ajagged, surred quality, asif scripted by restless
demons, pent up for too long.

“Art, sperm, and sanity don’t keep,” Peter said to the face in the mirror.

He thought about that for amoment, then padded into the bathroom to turn the hot-water tap for a
shower. The old whitetilein the stal was cracked and creased with mildew. The room smelled of
moisture, It was agood thing the ar up in the hillswas dry or the floor would have rotted out along time

ago.

Ashe dressed, his clothes became akind of armor, like blankets wrapped tight around achild’ s eyes.
The waking world wasfilled with traps designed to make him fedl bad and he did not want to fed bad
anymore.

He stepped into old dippers and shuffled into the kitchen to make coffee in a French press, the only way
heliked it. As he pushed the red plastic plunger down through the grounds, a bell-like tone came from
the living room, not his house phone and certainly not his cell phone, both of which sounded like amorous
insects. He finished the plunger push and went to look. Big throw pillowsin Persan patterns covered an
old beige couch. Two graceful sixties chairs made of parabolas of stedl wire and dung with purple canvas



supported massive green pillows, like dien hands offering mints. The big front window looked out over a
garden left to itsdlf the last nine months, and doing fairly well without Peter’ s attention. Jasmine and
honeysuckle vied with Helen’ s old rosebushes to scent the air, and the splashes of red and yellow and
pink in the late-morning sun were cheerful enough.

The bell toned again. He peered back through the now-contrasty and dark spaces of the living room.
Then he remembered. He had |eft the box of Trans on the table by the French doors. He had also carried
onewith him into Sandgji’ s house in Pasadena.

He opened the door, stepped out across the brick pavers to the upright oil drum closet, and fished out
his coat. The unit was till in the coat pocket. He opened it and the display lit up a histouch.

“Helo?’ hesad into thetiny grill.
“Peter, it sMichelle. Seven rings. Hope | didn’'t wake you.”
“Just getting cleaned up.”

“Good. Weingtein left amap. It led me to ten more phonesin abox hidden behind the couch. Isthat
cute, or what?’

“Pretty cute,” Peter said.

“So | have fourteen phones now. | wastrying to remember which one you put in your pocket. Did | dia
theright number?’

“Y ou probably didn'tdial anything,” Peter said, looking at the circle of shaded graphic lozenges on the
touch screen, numbered from zero to twelve.

“Y eah, right. Smartass. Well, I'm standing outside the house, on the drive. It ssemsto work out here.”
“Gresgt,” Peter said, longing for coffee.

“Joseph’ s curious to hear what that woman told you.”

“I could come over now,” Peter said, hoping his sincerity sounded thin.

“He staking hydrotherapy. How about noon? HE Il be ready by then and relaxed, and besides, you
know that noon isthe best time of hisday.”

“I'll bethere,” Peter said, and stifled asmall urgeto say,l’s a-comin’, with bellson .

“Areyou glad to hear the phone works?’

“Trans,” Peter corrected. “Déelighted. I'll tell what' s-his-name.”

“Weingein. No, I'll tdl him, once | convince Joseph. And I'll tel himyou convinced me.”

Peter was picking the other units out of their box, just to give his hands something to do. Each wasa

different color: opa escent black, dark blue, red, atrendy metdlic auburn, and the one he held, dark
metallic green. They looked like propsin asciencefiction film. Something from the parts catalog inThis



Island Earth .

“It'sour little conspiracy,” Michdle said. “Besides, it won't hurt you or me to help Joseph make another
pot of money.”

What few telecom stocks Peter had owned had gone south long ago, leaving hisretirement schemeina
shambles. “Never mind,” Peter said. “1'll talk to Weinstein when the time comes.”

“If you ingst. Noon, then. How do you end acdl with thisthing?’
“Shut the cover,” Peter suggested.
“Right.”

A click, then silence. Peter pulled the unit away, then raised it to hisear again. The quiet in the room
seemed to deepen. Hetried the other ear. Samething.

Actudly, hewas impressed. He had never heard voices so clearly on a phone. Michelle could have been
right therein the house.

Maybe Weinstein was on the up-and-up.

ASHE DRANK coffee and ate abowl of Trix, Peter opened up the green Trans on the counter and
punched the single button marked “Help” below the circle of numbers.

Welcome to Trans,the display said. The message scrolled across, then shrank to fill the touch screen,
with arrows pointing left and right at the bottom.

Trans has voice recognition. Ask a simple question or say a key word.

“Did,” Peter said in amonotone. He had worked with computers enough to know the drill: Talk likea
robot and the unit might understand.

Would you liketo dial a number?
“How do | dial?’ Peter asked.

Trans works with a base-12 number system: 10, 11, and 12 are treated as integers. Every Trans
unit has an individual identification number seven integerslong. There are no area codes or
country codes. To communicate with another user, dial the ID number of the unit you wish to
connect to. Remember, a hyphen before 10, 11, or 12 means you should push one of those buttons
rather than entering the component numbers (1 or O or 2) on separate buttons. Transis base-12!

Peter made ahmph face and wondered if anyone other than computer geeks would ever catch onto
that. “What's my number?’ he asked.



The number of your Trans unit is-10-1-0-7-12-3-4. Your unit has been used once to receive one
call. You have not yet made any outgoing calls. Please use Trans as often as you wish to place a
call anywhere on Earth. Don’t be shy! There are no extra charges with Trans.

“My own persond Interociter,” Peter murmured, lifting the unit and looking at it from above and below.

There were no holesfor arecharging plug or an earphone. Except for the top of the case, the unit was
Seamless.

The Soleri bells gonged loudly outside the front door. Still in hisrobe, Peter marched acrossthe date
floor to the door and peeked through a clear section of glass. Hank Wuorinos—thirty-one, buff, his
close-cut gelled hair standing up like a patch of bleached Astroturf—stood on the patio. He reached out

one tattooed hand to play with a drooping branch of jasmine. Peter undid the locks and opened the
doors.

“Hey!” Wuorinos greeted. “1’'m on aflick, aJack Bishop film. I'm off to Prague. Wish meluck.”
“Congratulations,” Peter said, and stood back to let him in. Hank had gotten a start as ateenager
handling lighting for some of Peter’s more decorous and ornate model shoots. The girls had nicknamed

him Worny, which he had hated but tolerated, from them. Now he was afull-bore professond, IATSE
card and dl.

“Got some coffee?” Hank asked.
“Hdf acup. | can make more.”

“Beggars can't be choosers.” Hank followed Peter into the kitchen. He poured himself what was | eft
from the French press and filled it to the brim with milk, then dugged most of it down with onegulp. “I’ve
never been to Europe. Any advice?’

“I’ve never been to Prague,” Peter said.
“I hear it’ sfatal sensuous. Beautiful women eager to get the hell out of Eastern Europe.”
“Look out for yoursdlf,” Peter advised with some envy.

Hank waggled his extended pinky and thumb. “No worse than your average day at Peter Russdll’s
house”

“Did Lydiatell you about Phil ?”

Hank’ssmilefaded. “No . . . what?’

“Hedied yesterday.”

Hank was too young to know what to say, to fedl, or to actualy believe. “ Jesus. How?’
“Heart attack or stroke.”

Death was new to Hank. He tried to find something appropriate, some sentiment, and his face worked
through arange of trial emotionsfor several seconds. “Y ou going to the funerd?”



“I haven't heard about afunera yet,” Peter said.

“Lydiawill want one,” Hank said with assurance. “ Or at least awake. But I’ m leaving tomorrow. |
won't beabletocome. ..l could...”

Phil had introduced Peter and Hank. Hank had stayed with Phil and Lydiafor afew weeksasa
teenager. It had been a semina moment for Hank Wuorinos, young runaway from Ames, lowa. Lydia
had probably shoplifted Hank’ svirginity. Phil had never much held it againgt Hank. Lydiawaswhét she
was. A red Hollywood career, after such anintroduction to Los Angeles, was asign of persstence and
genuinetalent.

“Go towork,” Peter said. “Phil would understand.”

“Bedides, | couldn’'t face Lydia,” Hank said.

“She’ d want you to stay over and console her,” Peter said.

“Shit,” Hank said, crestfdlen. “ Shewould. Y ou know shewould.”

Peter held up the cardboard box. “Y ou'll need one of these to keep in touch,” he said. “Take your
pick.”

Hank peered. “What are they, Japanese Easter eggs?’

“They'recdled Trans. They’relike cell phones but they’re free. You'll love them. They use abase-12
number system.”

“Wow! They actualy work?’

“I just took acall on one”

Hank picked the red unit and twisted it with ddlight in his hands. Hank’ s dark emotions were
wonderfully transent. He had ajob, he was about to see the world, and that easily trumped the degth of
poor, hapless Phil.

“No long-distance charges?’

“Not so far. They’ re demos.”

“Let’stry.”

Peter indulged him. Just being around Hank cheered him. Peter showed him the help button and they
took down the numbers of al the phones on two pieces of paper. Then they tried calling the different
unitsfrom various roomsin the house, like boyswith cans on strings. The sound was crysta clear. Hank
wasthrilled.

“They are socool ,” hesaid. “They'relike Interociters.”

“That’swhat | thought,” Peter said.



“How many can | have?’
Peter overcame an odd twinge of greed. “Taketwo,” he said. “Onefor your girlfriend.”

“I don't have agirlfriend,” Hank said serioudy, “but | will find onein Prague. I’ ve been reading Kafka
just to get in the mood. The tourist brochures say Pragueis supposed to be the most haunted city in
Europe. City of ghosts. A church made of bones. That’ swhat the DP told me. Who yagonnacal?’ The
dark emotions returned and Hank picked up his cup of coffeein atoast. “To Phil. Isthiswhat it' sliketo
get old, your friends sart dying?’

“Something like that,” Peter said.

AFTERHANK LEFT, Peter checked his answering machine in the kitchen. A red 1 flashed on the
display. Herolled back the tape—it was avery old unit, he seldom bought new appliances—and
ligtened.

It was Lydia. She had avoice like the young Joanne Woodward, honey and silk and baby’ s breath. She
told him she was dready in Marin—she had taken the train—and she had findized arrangements. She
said she would be at Phil’ s house and gave his address and phone number. The wake would be late

tomorrow. “No funeral. Phil wanted to be cremated. Just afew friends, mostly from the time we were
married.”

He listened to the message again. Double whammy: Lydia had used a phone, and Phil had ahousein
Marin.

“Who'd of thunk it?’ Peter asked. His voice sounded childish, even petulant, asif he were resentful that
Phil had kept secrets. Phil had kept secrets from his best friend and then ditched him.

He went to pack his bag.

CHAPTERS

JOSEPH STRETCHED OUTon alounge chair with aflorid towe spread over hislegs. Helistened to
Peter’ sreport with agray, still face. Not even the sun shining through the sunhouse glass over the pool
could improve his pallor. He looked impassive, like an old king who has seen and doneit al.

When Peter finished, Joseph started to tap his thumb on his draped knee. Peter did not tell the rest of
the gory. He gtill had not made any sense of that part of the night’ s events.

“Sandgji took my money?’ Joseph asked.
“Her assstant did,” Peter said.

“All God' s children need money,” Joseph said with yielding disappointment. Peter had never heard such
atone of defeat coming from the man.

“Actualy, | forgot to hand it over and had to go back,” Peter said. “| thought about just keeping it.”



Sometimes Joseph was cheered by confessions of human greed and weakness.
“I would have,” Joseph said. “What did she mean by that answer?’

Peter shrugged. “1’m not much on this soul business, you know that.”

“| didn’t used to be. I'm giving it somered thought.”

“We re getting old,” Peter sympathized.

“Hell, you can ill jog around the house and fuck when you want. For me, just going to the bathroomis
athrill.”

“Bull,” Peter said, shading hiseyes.

“Yeah,” Joseph said. “Old man bullshit. | can still get it up, but | don’t know that | want to anymore.”

They sat for aminute.

“I'veled awicked life, Peter,” Joseph said. “1’ ve hurt people. Messed around and messed up every
which way. Despiteit dl, herel am with the sun and the sea.and the hills and the cool night breezes, living
on twenty acres of paradise. Makes you think. What' s the downside? Where' s the comeuppance?’

Peter |ft that one alone. He was not in the mood for discussing ultimates.

“Wheredoweadlgo 7’ Joseph asked in ahusky whisper.

“I’mgoing to Marin,” Peter said. “To awake. That’s sober enough, isn't it?’

“Wasyour friend agood man?’

Peter shrugged. “A better man than me, GungaDin.”

Joseph cracked adry amile. “Was he your water bearer?’

“He saved my lifewhen | was at the end of my tether. And he braved many an insult for achanceto
peer at theladies.”

“Sounds like he had at least one good friend,” Joseph said, softening. Right before his eyes, Peter
thought, the sun was melting this chilly man with the gray face. The sun and the thought of awake.

“You dlove what | saw last night,” Joseph said, apropos of nothing. He stared at the horizon, the hazy
blue sea beyond the grass and hills. “Do you believe in spooks, Peter?”’

“Youknow I don’'t.”
“I hope | never seethem again.”
Peter shivered involuntarily. Hedid not like this.

Another Slence.



Joseph grimaced asif experiencing astomach pain and waved hishand. “I’ll tell Michdleto giveyou a
five-hundred-dollar bonus. Come say howdy when you' re back.”

Peter prepared to leave. Joseph spoke out from across the poal. “ Michelle tells me those damn plastic
thingies actually work. She' s passing them around to her friends. Maybe | booted that whelp son of a
bitch too early.”

Joseph waved hishand again. All was square.

MICHELLE WAS UNUSUALLY quiet as she handed Peter five hundred dollarsin cash in thefoyer. It
was eleven o' clock. The whole damned house felt sad, Peter thought.

“When are you going to use a checking account?’ she bugged him, afavorite topic. Peter had cut up all
his credit cards and never carried a checkbook. He had a small savings account and that was it. He was
now dirictly cash-and-carry, paying hisbillsin person when he could, and having Helen write histax and
other checks when he visited to make child-care payments.

“When | deserveto beayuppie again,” he answered.
“Y ou can be such apill ,” Michdlesad.

Asheleft, she gave him aquick peck on the cheek and afriendly pat on the buns and wished him a
good trip to Marin. “Don't let it get you down,” shewarned.

Peter had aready put hisbagsin the Porsche. He descended the winding road to Pecific Coast Highway
and turned left into light traffic. He had had his share and more of grief, of unbearable loss and hopeful
speculation. After hislowest moment, when manic anguish and drink had amost killed him, he had come
down firmly on the Sde of teetotaing skepticism. Put on armor, wrapped himsalf in blankets.

Now, for reasons he could not fathom, people were trying to poke him through the blankets. First
Sandsji, and now Joseph.

“Blow it off,” he suggested. Then he glanced in the rear-view mirror, looking into eyes made cynical by
the rush of warm air. He puffed his upper lip into afeline pout and said “ Spooks’ severa times,
mimicking Bert Lahr's Cowardly Lion intheforest of Oz.

Fifty miles north of the Grapevine, driving north on 5, lulled by the road, he felt an oddly comforting,
bluntly sdlective slencefill the Porsche. He could still hear the dipstream, the whine of the engine, the
rumble of tires on the grooved freaway. Still, the sllence was there. Sometimes that happened. He would
be in aquiet room and the ambient noise would flicker, replaced by adistant, high-pitched hum that
faded dowly into anew silence. He remembered listening to the whine of the air as aboy, back when his
ears had been far more sengitive.

Heingtinctively patted his pocket and felt the green Trans.



Histhoughts wandered as the traffic grew sparse and the freeway straight and monotonous. Someday,
he mused, before al passion was spent, in thisworld of high-tech communications, hisown find true love
would call him and her voice would rise above the ambient noise of dl the other women. That was
Peter’ s one supernatura quest now: the perfect woman, a beauty who watched him with cool amusement
from behind histhoughts and memories, e usive and brazenly sexy.

Peter had met only one woman that came close to that impossible ideal, amodel and sometime actress
named Sascha Lauten. Buxom, smart, cheerfully supportive, Sascha had been sufficiently vulnerable and
sad about her life to make his heart puddle. Phil had warned him about Sascha. “ She seesright through
you,” hehad said. “ Y our charms do not soothe her magnificent breasts.” Sascha had ultimately turned
down his proposad and married a skinny-assed salesman with bad skin. They now lived quietly in
Compton.

He stuck his hand through the half-open window to fed the speed. Over thewind he sang, “I hate this
crap, burn up theroad, | hate thisshit , burn up the ROAD.”

CHAPTERG

PETER CROSSED THEGolden Gate Bridge a midnight and climbed the long hill into Marin before
turning inland. Somehow, he missed aturn. Sitting at a gas station, he used the Transto cdl Lydia. When
she answered, her voicewaslike alittle girl’s. She gave Peter thefind directionsto Phil’shousein
Tiburon. “The placeisfilled with boxes,” Lydiasaid. “God, was he apack rat.”

Peter wastired. He thanked Lydiaand closed the Trans. He had long wondered where Phil had stuck
all the books and old magazines and moviesthat he had bought over the decades. Apparently, for some
years Phil had been hauling hisworldly goods north in the Grand Taiga, following through ona
long-planned final escape from Los Angeles. And he had not told Peter about any of it.

Thelast few miles he followed awinding, dark road beneath ablack sky dusted with ten thousand
diamonds. Shadowy grasdand and expensve houses flanked the road. Beyond lay more hunched hills.
When he found the last turn, onto a cul-de-sac called Hidden Dreams Drive, he looked south and saw
San Francisco lit up like ahappy carnival on the far shore of the Bay.

The house cut three long, inky rectangles out of the starry sky between silhouettes of knobby,
pruned-back trees. Peter drove up beside anew-style VW Bestle. As he set the parking brake, he saw
Lydiasitting on afront porch swing, short, bobbed hair like adark commaover her paleface. The
orange bead of acigarette dangled from her hand. She did not wave.

Jesus, Peter thought. The lot alone must be worth a million dollars. He stood on the gravel at the
bottom of two wooden steps. “Nice night,” he said.

“I’'m not staying,” Lydiaannounced. She got up from the porch swing and stubbed the cigarette into a
tuna can. Then she tossed the buitt into the darkness. Peter jerked, thinking she might start afire or
something. But that was Lydia.

“Should | goin?’ Peter said.

“Uptoyou. He d probably want you to,” Lydiasaid dryly, “just to sort through his stuff. Last hands



pawing what he wanted most on this Earth. He sure didn’t love his ladiesworth adamn.”

Peter did not rise to the bait. Lydia stretched. At forty-eight, she till had a pruny grace. Low body-fat
since youth—and wrinkles from smoking—had diminished her other native charms, but the grace
remained.

Peter hauled his one suitcase onto the porch. She handed over three keys on apiece of dirty twine. The
twinewastied to asmal piece of finger-oiled driftwood. The driftwood dangled below his hand,
swinging oneway, then another.

“The medical examiner found my addressin Phil’ slittle black book,” Lydiasaid. “ Some cops cameto
visit me. They said he had been dead for a couple of days.” She opened the screen door for him. “Did
you know he had this place?’

Peter shook his head and entered the dark hallway. He set down his suitcase.

“Hesureashdl didn't tell me,” Lydiawent on. “It didn’t turn up on the divorce settlement. What do you
think it sworth?’

“l havenoidea,” Peter said.

“Ancient higory,” Lydiasaid. “Anyway, | got him into acrematorium in Oakland. | think maybe the
mailman found him. He had been dead for afew days.”

“You sadthat,” Peter said, grimacing.

“The mortuary will bring him back tomorrow. Hand delivery. We'll hold the wake in the backyard. I’ ve
invited some folks who knew Phil. And some of my friends. For backup.”

“When did you get up here?’ Peter asked.

“Thismorning. | left everything the way | found it. Peter, | hope you understood him. | hope somebody
understood Phil. | suredidn’t.”

Peter did not know what to say to that.

“Y ou know, despite everything, he was the sweetest guy | ever met,” Lydiasaid. She poked Peter in the
chest. “And that includes you. See you tomorrow around one. If they deliver Phil early, just put him on
the mantel over thefireplace. And, oh .. .” Sheheld out her hand. “I have no ideawhere he kept his
money. | paid for everything. Donations cheerfully accepted.”

Peter removed hiswadllet. He pulled out the five hundred dollars Michelle had given himin Malibu. He
was about to ped off severa of the billswhen Lydiadipped her hand with serpentine grace and snatched
the whole wad.

She counted it quickly. “That doesn’t cover even half the cost,” she said. She patted his bearded cheek.
“But thanks.” She walked acrossthe gravel to the VW, her bony, denimed hips cycling asidewaysfigure
8.

The car vanished into the dark beneath the stars.



That |eft Peter with ten dollars, not enough to pay for the gasto get home.

CHAPTERY

THE HOUSE WA Squiet and still. Outside, not a breath of air moved. A hallway beyond the dcove led
past the living room, abathroom, and the kitchen, to three rooms at the back.

He switched on the lightsin the a cove and the hall and stepped around two negtly taped boxes
Magic-Markered with names and dates: UNKNOWNWORLD S1940-43,
STARTLINGMYSTERY1950-56. Handmade pine shelves filled with paperback mysteries and science
fiction covered the wall behind the door, arched over the door, around the corner, and into the living
room, where more shelves framed the wide front window. Benesth the window, records and old laser
discs occupied asingle shelf. He could make out gtill more shelves marching back into the shadows of a
dining room, and stacked boxes where a table might have been.

In the living room, a single threadbare couch faced a scarred coffee table and the wide window. The
coffee table, seen from above, had the outline of aplumped square, like the tube of an old
black-and-white television set. In the fifties, those conjoined curves had been the shape of the future.
Peter thought about Indian-chief test patterns, the Monsanto House of the Future at Disneyland, and how
such curvilinear dreams had become part of the deep and forgotten past.

Their past.

Phil liked old black-and-white movies best. Histaste in music was even more consarvative than Peter’s:
Bach and Haydn and Mozart, no rock, just big bands and fifties jazz up to early Coltrane. No Monk,
even.

For some reason, it was taking time to get used to the idea that he had the house to himself. He kept
thinking Phil would show up and grin and gpologize, and then show him around, pulling books from
shelves, removing their plagtic bagsto fondle hismany little treasures.

Materidism, with adifference. Give me ideas, stories, music. Forget booze and diamonds, forget
women. Pages filled with printed words and groovesin vinyl are a guy’s best friend. So Phil had
oncetold him.

Peter found the kitchen. Hefilled a plastic glasswith water from the tap. The sdeboard was nestly piled
with clean dishes. No cats or dogs, that was ablessing. Phil had never been enthusiastic about pets.
Most of the cupboardsin the kitchen were stuffed with old pulp magazines, G-8 and His Battle Aces ,
The Shadow , thick compound issues of Amazing Stories . One small corner shelf was reserved for
cereal boxes and three more plastic glasses. The refrigerator held asix-pack of cheap beer, vanilla
pudding cups, yogurt, clam chowder in plastic pouches. White foods.

Phil loved mashed potatoes.

Peter searched for coffee or tea. He needed something warm. Finaly, he found ajar of instant coffee
and amug, right next to each other on the windowsill over the sink. He put on a saucepan of water and
st it to bail. Then he pulled up an old-fashioned step stool and sat with awhuff , wiping thelong drive
from his eyes with adamp paper towel. He did not want to deep in the house, but there was't enough
money left for amotel. The couch did not look inviting. Peter could not just deep anywhere these days.



His muscles knotted if helay down wrong. Findly, cup in hand, heturned on dl the overhead lightsin the
kitchen and hall and the back bedrooms, ingpecting each one until he cameto Phil’s. More shelves,
mostly new and empty, asif waiting to befilled. It was not amess; it was actudly pretty neat. Spartan.
Someone had made up the queen-sized bed.

Phil never made his bed.

Peter gritted histeeth. Lydiadid not say where they had found Phil. The room did not smell. Still, he
decided againgt deeping in here. Hetook blankets from the hal closet and reluctantly settled on the
couch. The window looked dantwise across the Bay at San Francisco, framed by two willow trees
farther down the road. It was a beautiful view.

“Jesus Chrigt, Phil,” Peter said. “1f you come back, I’ll punch you. | swear to God I'll punch youright in
theface. Y ou should have told me you were sick.”

Hewassotired. Againg dl hisintellectud rigors, dl hisbest intentions, he was still hoping to find Phil
somewherein the house. Hoping to grab one last minute together. “Where are you, buddy?’

Hefinished the cold coffee. Caffeine had little effect on him, but he doubted he would be getting much
deep tonight. “Come on, Phil,” he cgoled, hisvoice likeasmdl bird in the big living room. “One more
time. Show up and give me a heart attack. Don't ditch me.”

Peter leaned back and pulled up asmall wool blanket. He kept rolling around on the old cushions,
pushing hislegs out as his kneesfelt antsy. Sieep came, but it was uneven. Findly, awake again and
bladder full, he got up, sumbled around the boxes, and walked down the long hall.Never afraid of the
dark. Never have been. Empty dark. He touched hisway aong the wal to the bathroom door and
turned right.

A smdl plug-in night light illuminated a claw-foot tub, around-mouthed porcdan toilet, and a
gtand-aone corner sink that must have dated from the teens or twenties. He lifted the toilet lid, unzipped
his pants, and peed. Sighed at the relief from the sharp incentive nag. Not as bad as some his age, but
dtill. Jggled the stream around with childish intent, roiling the water. Thelittle things we do when facing
the big things, the imponderables. Peter softly sang aDoorssong,” Thisis. . . theend . . . beautiful
friend.”

His stream findly fatered and he shook loose afew drops, harder to get the last dribble out, asmall
indignity, meaninglessin the face of that awesome and final one.

“My only friend . . . theend.”

Something passed the open door, black against alesser dark. Peter’ slast squirt splashed on the floor.
Haf adeep, he stared in dismay at the puddle, zipped quickly, then bent to dab it up with afolded piece

of toilet paper.
What?

Glancing left, helowered thelid. Hisfingers dipped and thelid fell with aloud clatter on the ceramic
bowl.

Crap. Tell theworld.



He poked his head through the doorway and looked up and down the hall. His eyes were playing tricks.
Hewished Lydia, somebody, anybody, would pop out and go, “Boo!” just to show him how ridiculous
he looked and sounded. How much he was betraying his vows to be skeptical .

He might be doing it again, deceiving himsdlf, hoping beyond hope, beyond the materid world, and if it
kept on thisway, diding into this painful, hopeful retreet from the rationa, he knew whereit could dl leed:
graight into another case of Wild Turkey.

Trying to find the one who did it. Asking for Daniella. One last conversation with my daughter,
oh my God.

Something moved again in the hal, making not so much adigtinct sound as achangein the volume of air.
Now Peter was sure. Someone had comeinto the house while he was degping—not Phil, of course; a
burglar. He reached into his pants pocket, feding for the knife he sometimes kept there, and did not find
it. It must have dipped out in the car or on the couch.

He pushed open the bathroom door with a—this time—deiberate bang and stepped into the hall,
looking both ways. Dark |eft, dark right. “Whoever you are, get the hell out,” he caled, hands clenched.

Peter had no tolerance for burglars. He had been robbed often enough—the house four times, his car
three times. People who stole deserved no mercy asfar as he was concerned.

Hefound an antique button switch and pushed it. The hall light came on. Empty. The door at the end of
the hdll, leading into Phil’ s bedroom, was open just acrack. He stood for amoment, listening.

Someone crying. The sound could have come from outside, from another house. But there were no
houses close enough, not here at the end of Hidden Dreams Drive. Peter could fed hegt risng again
behind his eyes, seamy. Tropica. Such aweird sensation.

He redlized he was making little hiccuping gulps as he finished hiswalk toward the end of the hdl, Phil’s
bedroom. The door’ s closing had been blocked by wire hangers hooked over the top. He was
astonished by how clearly he saw everything inthe light of the hall fixture: wallpaper pastel flowersin
diamond patterns, dark-stained baseboards, antique oak floor, worn oriental-design runner rucked up
and curling on one Sde, boxes on the left stacked amost to the celling, WEIRDTALES1933-48, the
bedroom door and the hangers again, the darkness beyond the crack.

It sounded likea woman crying, soft, silky sobs, voice like dusty honey. Not Phil, then, of course, and
probably not aburglar. A lost little girl, maybe. Some out-of-it doper marching around late at night. Peter
forced his breath to dow. Maybe it was someone Phil knew, alover come back to pick up her
toothbrush, her underwear, her jewelry, as unlikely asthat might be—Phil had kept so much to himsdif.

Peter assumed afencer’ spodtionin the hdl,En garde . “I’m out here, and | won't hurt you,” he said,
hand outstretched. “Don’'t be afraid. 1t's okay.” He knew, could fedl it asatangible fact, that the
bedroom was empty, but he could still hear the sobbing through the door.

Sender lines of darkness gathered in the periphery of hisvison like smeared ink. As hetried to focus,
they blended into corner shadows like wisps of spiderweb. Still, outside his direct gaze, the smudged
linesflashed toward the bedroom door, wriggling like dark, blurry eelsanxiousto get in.

I’m having a stroke, just like Phil.



But hedid not fed ill. Physically he wasfine; it was the house, the bedroom, that was not fine.
It was the bedroom that was crying.

Peter was not a coward. He knew that about himsalf. He could fedl fear and till act, but what he felt
now was not fear; it was an unwillingnessto learn, and that was very different. Some thingsthat you
discover—infidelity, the deeth of loved ones—you cannot turn back from. What you suddenly know
changesyou, chopsyou up into little pieces.

He did not want to learn what was in the bedroom.

Still, he poked the door open with a tiff finger. He leaned dowly into the bedroom and fumbled to push
the button switch. The calling fixture dowly glowed to sterile yellow brightness. Shadows fled acrossthe
bedroom like little cyclones of soot.

Peter grabbed the doorjamb.

A woman stood at the foot of Phil’ sbed. She had buried her facein gray hands, but Peter could tell who
she was by the dark comma of bobbed hair and the honey-silk quality of her weeping. “My God,” he
said, and his shoulders dumped. He let out his breath and started to smile. “Lydia. Y ou scared me.”

The woman's hands dropped. She turned, head cocked, listening; dowly turned and listened some
more, asif to far-off and unpleasant music.

All of asudden, through hisrelief, Peter’ stongue moved involuntarily, and he bit into it. His head
exploded in pain. Eyes watering, gasping, hefet vulnerable and very, very foolish. Through histears, he
saw that the woman' sface was like aflat sheet of mother-of-pearl. Her eyes opened to quizzical
hollows. Lessthan solid, she resembled a paper doll frayed by careless snipping. Peter could actually see
her edgesripple. Trying to back out, he thumped againgt the door, closing it, and for an instant, felt
something tug at his head, histhrobbing tongue, his nerves.

Her blank and empty eyes vibrated. They seemed to point not quite in hisdirection, but through and
beyond him. Theimagefilled out like abaloon, assuming a counterfeit and temporary solidity.

Not Lydia. But it looks like her.

Theimage moved itslips. Asif pushing through gelatin, the sound arrived late a hisears. “Phil, how
could you do this, how could you justdie 7" came the high-pitched slken wail, only alittle louder than the
buzzing of afly.

The ed shadows swooped through the door and into the bedroom like descending hawks. He could fedl
them brush his shoulderslike thetips of cold, damp fingers. Thefigure jerked in ahorrible smulation of
fear, trying to escape, dodging faster than flesh, like abad film edit. But escape wasimpossible.

Peter’ s mouth went stone dry. He wanted to look away, block hisvison with ahand. Ingtincts old and
deep ingtructed him that he was about to bear witness to something private, asight no living human
should ever have to see; but he could not stop himself.

He gstared. Pity held him. And curiosity.

The ed shadows swarmed and lanced and worried the image, snatching away scalloped bites and



crumbling pieces. It lifted its handsin weak defense, shuddering with an astonishing, dry smulacrum of
pain. Whatever it was, itstime had come. Asthe likeness of Phil’ s ex-wife diminished and deflated, its
wailing turned tinny and desperate. It unraveled dragticdly, peding and dissolving in shredslike a
tissue-paper cutout dipped in abowl of water. In afew seconds, the last of its murky outline
disintegrated and fell awvay. Sated, the shadows fled, draining like water around hisfeet. The room
seemed to shiver off the last of them, leaving just the bed, neatly made and undisturbed, and the
threadbare carpet and empty shelves.

Theimage, the ddusion, the reflection or copy of Lydia—whatever it might have been—was gone. Peter
leaned his shoulder against the doorjamb. He could not move. For the moment, he could not even turn
his head. Blood pounded in his ears. His calf cramped and he gritted histeeth. Even in hisworse days of
besotted grief, he had never seen anything remotely likethis.

Pitiful, something left behind, dropped like an old Kleenex.

His heart dowed. The heat behind his eyes cooled. Finally, he had to blink. That instant with his eyes
closed terrified him and hefet his neck tense and intestines curl.

Nothing came. Nothing touched him. Quiet and till. The room wasinnocent.
Nothing had actually happened.
Nothingreal .

Peter wasfinaly able to turn. He put out one foot asif rediscovering how to walk, then another, and
dowly left the bedroom, reaching back with numb and inept fingersto close the door. The hangers
caught. He could not close the door dl theway, so he angrily dammed it. The hangersjangled. Oneféll
and bounced off the wood floor with atinny resonance. The whine of the hanger wire made him grit his
teeth; it sounded too much like thevoice .

He gave up and walked on what fdlt like tingling sstumps to the couch in the living room. Sat on the couch
with hands folded on hislap. Did not even try to relax. Watched the carnival of the city acrossthe water,
darker now in the wee hours. His neck knotted and stayed that way.

Hewas till dive and wasn't sure he wanted to be, not if he had to think about what he had just seen.

PETER WATCHED THEdawn light gether dowly over San Francisco, then burgt forth dong the
eagtern hills, reflecting gold against skyscrapers and banks of fog, the most beautiful sight of dl: day.

He was making a big, grown-man decision. There was only one way to react—it must have been abad
dream—and two thingsto do. He walked into the kitchen and poured himsdlf abowl of Cheerios,
chewing reflexively each milky mouthful. The milk had been in the fridge since Phil’ s deeth and was on
the edge of spoiling, but served well enough.

Heforced himsdlf to take ashower in the big bathroom, removing his clothes with catlike caution,
climbing into the claw-foot tub, and drawing the curtain around on its pipe, tucked insde just enough to
keep water from spraying on the floor, but with aclear view of the open bathroom door. Thistook
tremendous will but it had to be done, and just thisway. The water was set hot and stung his back. Phil
did not believe in wimpy showers, no water inhibitor vavesfor him.



No Bergson valves.

As Peter scrubbed using Phil’ s rounded block of Ivory soap, hetried to recall what a Bergson valve
was. Something he had picked up readingThe Doors of Perception inthe Sixties.

Thisistheend . . . beautiful friend.

Aldous Huxley. Something about drugs opening doors, or was it Spigots? Letting the taps of redlity flow
free. HE'd look it up when he got home. Or maybe Phil had a copy.

After toweing dry, he dressed in the living room, putting on his good wool dacks and ablack
long-deeve shirt and the thrift-store suit coat to get ready for when they ddlivered Phil, or when—and he
did not know how he would react to this—the real Lydiaturned up again on the porch.

Peter washed the bowl in the sink and suddenly started snorting with laughter. It didn't last ong; it
wasn't funny, redly. It was sad. “1 seelive people,” he said, and started snorting again until he had to
take off his glassesto wipe hisnose and hiseyes.

His best friend’ s wake was today and he couldn’t keep his act together long enough to get agood

night's deep. He had to start seeing things. Peter the screwup, two nights running. Maybe he was hoping
to draw attention to himself; poor Peter, maddened by loss once again.

Redly sad.

The sdlf-hatred built like bad clouds before a storm. Then it burst and went away. Peter’ s ground state
wasamellow kind of cheer, high energy at times, but usualy dow to blame or anger. Sometimes he just
reverted to the ground state when things got really bad, without explanation, but no solution, ether; the
bad cloudsinevitably returned. He would have to ded with them. Just not now.

“It did not fed likeadream,” hetold himsdlf. He was clean and well dressed, wearing hisbeige silk coat.
He had become afigure of cdm masculine dignity, gray-bearded, with wide-spaced and gentle eyes and

glasses, lacking only apipe.

Bring it on.

He sat on the porch swing, relishing the sun, the cool fresh air.

“What agreat house, Phil,” hesaid. “Redlly.”

A dark blue unmarked pand truck came up the road trailing a thin cloud of exhaust and dust. It parked
on the gravel beside the Porsche and aman in adark brown suit got out, carrying asquare cardboard
box.

“Isthat Phil?” Peter caled from the porch.

“Délivery for Ms. LydiaRichards,” the man said, holding out the box in both hands. He had thick,
thestrically wavy gray hair and walked and spoke with ajaded but professional dignity. Peter had once
known a stripper who had married an undertaker. It was al about flesh after al.

“I'll takehim,” Peter said.



“Areyou authorized by the family to receive the mortd remains of Mr. Philip Dadey Richards?’ the
dignified man asked.

“I'm family,” Peter said, and signed for Phil’ s ashes.

CHAPTERS8
PETER GINGERLY PLACEDthe box on the mantel of thefireplace. It barely fit.
The morning’ s explanations weren't making much sense now.

“Lydia, wheredid Phil die?’ he rehearsed out loud, standing before thefireplace. “Lydia, | don't think
he died in the house. Didyou diein the house, Lydia? Because it wasn't Phil who showed up this
morning, inthe dark.”

He rubbed hislips asif to wipe away that potential conversation. Best to just let the wake roll on. Unlike
Peter, Phil had not become ateetotaer. He would have appreciated afew drinks hoisted on his behalf.
But solemn speeches and rows of furtive people dressed in black would have bummed him.

Peter looked down at his hands. They were trembling. He was not cut out to lose people. He was not
cut out to face the desth of loved ones, and he had loved Phil. Maybe he was not meant to be afriend or
ahusband or adaddy or any kind of serious human being. He had been at his happiest, he thought with a
red twinge, facing the softer truths of young flesh, bawdiness and bodieslive, parties on setsthat
sometimes turned into happy orgies. So much joy and laughter, walking around with alarge pad of
newsprint and amarker, wearing awide floppy Shakespearean hat and nothing el se, sketching his actors
while orating like Richard Burton; loose easy conversations and kisses and ora sex and gentle, easy
fucking and food, just between friends.

In the sixties and early seventies, he had stayed well away from the serious and somber.

Hewould have loved to go on that Old Farts Hot Dog Tour, had there been time; that would have been
something he could have done well with Phil. This, he did not think he was going to do well.

“Lydia, do you burn incense, practice astra projection?’
Peter gaveit up.

At noon, gill donein the house, pacing, glancing at the mantel, Peter redlized that the cardboard box
was not decorous. He walked up to the fireplace and lowered the box to the brick hearth. Insde, a
bronze-colored plastic urn looked both cheap and better. He lifted the urn from the box and centered i,
creeting two urns, one on the mantel, onein the mirror above the mantel. Phil and anti-Phil. Through the

looking glass.

By one 0’ clock, Peter wasiirritated and not in the least nervous or worried about what he would say. By
two, hewasfurious. He opened a can of baked beans from the back of the cupboard and ate them cold.
He spooned up the sweet smoky beans and the little lump of pork fat and thought of al the potluck food
Lydiawould no doubt bring.



Ashefinished the last bite, the Trans chimed in his pocket. He answered.

“Yeah?

“Have | reached the party to whom | am speaking?’

“Whoisthis?’ Peter asked.

“Stanley Weingtein. Mrs. Benaliel told me you werein the Bay Area. I'm caling to say thanks.”

“For what?’

“For convincing Mr. Benalid to invest in our company.”

“DidI?

“Youdid. And he did. W€ re bubbly. I’m inviting you to come to the Big House and meet the crew. We
have some of your reward, and if you' re interested, we might have some work for you. I’ ve been doing
my research. | didn't know | was meeting afamous man.”

Peter stared out the window at the city. “Where are you?’ he asked.

“Michelle saysyou' re somewherein Marin. We re not far, if that’ strue—and | don’t otherwise know,
because a Trans unit cannot belocated, it is completely private.”

“I'min Tiburon,” Peter said.

“That'sgrand. We relessthan haf an hour away. Let me give you directions. Y ou can't missit, actualy.
Do you know where the old San Andreas prison is?’

“1"ve never been there”

“Now’ syour chance. California Department of Corrections closed the prison three years ago to sdll the
land. Very posh, four hundred and fifty acres, greet Bay views.”

“I didn’t know that,” Peter said.

“We |lease space in the condemned wing. It sright next to the gas chamber. When can you get here?’
“There sawake today. Maybe tomorrow?’

“1 was sorry to hear about your friend.”

“Thanks,” Peter said.

“You'll need sometime, obvioudy. Why don't we get together at €l even tomorrow morning? If that's
not too soon.”

Peter redlized he could use the money, if any, to get home. “Thanks. I'll be there.”

Weingtein gave him his Trans number and the backup landline office number. “We re till having some



glitches,” he explained. “ Just temporary.”
Peter wrote the numbers on a piece of scrap notepaper with aballpoint pen.

“Looking forward to it. I think you' Il enjoy the whole experience.” Weingtein ended the call. The cutoff
was noisaess. The silence next to Peter’ s ear just got deeper. He closed the unit, then turned over the
paper. Phil had cut an old typed manuscript into smaller pieces. Alwaysthrifty.

He read the truncated bit of diaog.

“ Do you play any games?” Megan asked him, licking her lips.
“Not really, not very well,” Carlton replied huskily.

“Why? Do you have something against rules?”

Peter folded the scrgp and put it in his shirt pocket, then walked down the drive for the fifth timein the
last two hoursto seeif cars were coming. For amoment, he wondered if Lydiahad died in an accident
and he actually had seen her ghost last night. Perhaps she had committed suicide, taking his five hundred
dollars and driving down the road to the beach and drowning hersdlf in the cold waters of the Bay. That
was crazy. Crazy thinking. Here he was, seeing things, dmost flat broke, hoping for a payout from
Stanley Weingtein because he didn’t have enough money to get home.

Hisimagination had dipped into atense, angry riot when hefindly saw carsdriving up Hidden Dreams
Drive. Thefirst one, agreen new-style Beetle, carried two people. The driver was Lydia. Behind the
Beetle came three more cars.

Peter straightened his coat and walked back to the house.

What the hell, he thought as he climbed the porch.Phil, you might have liked this. | suredon’t. But it
has your touch, somehow.

CHAPTER9

LYDIA LOOKED TIREDand pae but vitd, and she certainly behaved asif nothing untoward had
happened. She introduced the guests to Peter. Two he had met long ago, writers from agroup Phil had
bel onged to for dmost thirty years, the Mysterians. Peter had attended several meetings and liked them
well enough. Mystery writers, reporters, acouple of cops. Thetwo Mysteriansthat Lydia had invited
were both male, portly, and in their sixties. Peter had the impression they were gay and lived together.

Two women Peter did not know—matronly, in their early forties—carried Tupperware bowls of potato
sdad and green sdlad and afoiled tray of lasagna up the walk and into the kitchen. Four other unfamiliar
faces drifted by and were introduced, al male and in their mid-to-late fifties. The guests shook handswith
Peter, sood awkwardly in the living room, and circul ated past the bronze plastic urn, giving it Sdelong
glances.

“I’'m glad Phil showed up,” Lydiawhispered to Peter in the kitchen. Peter watched her closdly. “ They
had him for two days before they cdled me,” shesaid. “1 don’t know why they didn’t cal you.”



“You kept hislast name,” Peter said. Lydiabrushed his shoulder with her arm. She smelled cool and
nervous, benegth the haze of tobacco. If she had not smoked for thirty years she might still be beautiful.
She faced him square and her expression turned to concern. “Y ou look bad, Peter. Maybe you shouldn’t

have stayed herelast night.”

“It was not acomfortable evening,” Peter admitted.
“Spooky?’ she asked, piquant.

He awarded her athin smilefor the jab.

“| doubt it was Phil,” Lydiasaid. “He slong gone. Thisworld never did suit him. | didn’t suit him. But
you know, even so, | kind of lost it yesterday,” she suddenly confessed, her eyesbright. “1 had alittlefit.
| started shouting his name, in the empty house. Isn't that strange? Just blew out my grief. | felt better

after. | didn’'t know | ill gave adamn.”
Peter’ s eyes turned warm again. “Where were you when that happened?’
“In his bedroom. Looking at al the empty shelves. Why?’
“Standing at the foot of the bed?’
“What doesit matter?’
“It doesn't,” Peter said.
“Let’sget thisover with,” Lydiasaid with ashrug.

She cdled the guestsinto the living room. The room was not crowded. Three of the men stepped up to
the mantel and offered half-accurate descriptions of Phil, short, falseliterary tributes. The second called
him aneglected talent. The third spoke fondly of ashort story that Phil had not in fact written.

Lydiathanked them quietly. Peter spoke for amoment about their friendship, saw eyes glaze, and felt his
throat get thick with emotion. None of them had known Phil well. Phil was not famous enough to want to
suck up to, not in town often enough to make a strong impression; and none of them had known about

the house.

They then stood around eating sandwiches and potato salad on chipped plates from Phil’ s sdeboard.
The two gay male writerstook the opportunity to step out on the porch to smoke.

The four men Peter did not know left quickly when they redlized there was to be no liquor. Phil would
have left aswell, Peter thought. The two on the porch returned and wanted to look around the house,
examine the artifacts and old mystery pulps and Phil’ s books, but Peter politely put a stop to that by
saying the best of the collection wasin boxes now, not much to see. Phil would not have liked strangers
pawing his prize possessions. They seemed mildly affronted. Lydia politely accompanied them down the
drive, back to their car.

The matronly younger women stayed to clean up. Peter helped stack the old plates on the drying rack
beside the sink. Only then did they introduce themselves. The redheaded woman with a plump, pleasant
face was Hanna; the mousy-haired one with an expression of peaceful vacancy was Sherry.



“We only knew himto talk to afew times,” Hannasaid. Sherry nodded. “He was nice. Sherry wantsto
write, but neither of us have published much.”

“We keep journas,” Sherry said.

“We don't write real books, like Phil,” Hannasaid.

Lydiareturned to the kitchen and sat on the stoal. “That’ sthat,” she said.

“Where did Phil die?’ Peter asked.

“Doesit matter? Jesus, Peter.” Lydiastared at him with large, expressonless eyes. “They didn’t tell
me—the ME’ sboys, | mean. Neither did the cops.” She tongued her upper teeth, picked at a piece of
lettuce with afingernail, then concluded softly, “Not in any of these rooms, | guess.”

Hanna and Sherry regarded each other with bowed lips.

Peter took Lydiaaside, into the living room. “Did you do anything here yesterday | should know about?’
he asked.

“Another odd question. Y ou lookodd , Peter.”

“Humor me”

“I made arrangements. | told you. | had my moment, my grief thing, then got ready for what has turned
out to be atruly sad little shindig. By thetime you arrived, | was completely worn out. What iswrong
withyou?’

“I don’t know,” Peter said. Hannaand Sherry exchanged glancesin the dining nook.

Lydia shuddered. “Don’t cregp me out anymore,” she said. “ This house aready fedsweird with a
beard. | don’'t want to stay any longer than | haveto.”

Peter could fed it, too. The same qudity that he had sensed, or not sensed, while driving north inthe
Porsche. The deeper silence that made quiet seem loud.

“Doyou thinkPhil is till here ?” Sherry asked softly, trying for delicacy and not succeeding. Her
cheeks pinked.

“He might have wanted to stay with his books and magazines, wouldn't he? It' s such afine collection,”
Hanna observed.

“The houseis quiet, not noisy. Right, Peter?” Lydia asked.
“Mogly,” Peter said.

Lydiasquinted at him. “Whatever Phil was, hewasnot quiet,” she said, walking to the mantel. She
touched the urn with along finger. “If he was here, he' d be talking our ears off about this and that.”

They returned to the kitchen, where the matronly women gathered up the bowls and dishes of |eftover
food. “All done,” Hanna said, seeing boredom in their near future. She folded and draped the dish towd.



“We should be going. | came with Lydia, but | can go back with Sherry.”

“Goonahead,” Lydiasaid. “| need to talk some more with Peter.”

CHAPTER10

THE DUSK SKY over the hills faded through shades of peacock blue, distant and serene. After the
curious pair had left, Lydiatook a seat on the porch swing and lit up acigarette. Peter stood by therail.

“Hedidn't leaveawill,” Lydiasaid. “1 never heard about any family. | don’t know who this stuff belongs
to. | supposethe sate will takeit al eventudly. So you should pack up whatever you think isrightfully
yours. | could try to sell hisbooksin the city and send the money to whoever you think should get it.
Mysdlf, | don’'t want any of it—books or money.”

Peter had never made out awill and did not blame Phil for the oversight. “Y ou should hirealawyer,” he
suggested.

“I’'m hisex, not hiswife. | suppose some of thisis community property, but | don’t know what, and
certainly not the house. | never saw thisplace. | just want shut of it.”

“I understand,” Peter said.

“Y ou should look around. Maybe there salittle key or acombination on apiece of paper. Maybe he
left adocument in abank box somewhere and it all belongsto you. That would be great. A load off.”
Shewaved her cigarette in the gathering dark.

“Something isjust not right here,” she added aminute later. “ Don't take this the wrong way, Peter, but .
.. isityou ? Because the house did not fed thisway before you arrived.”

Peter shook his head. “I’'m just a screwed-up old friend of the deceased,” he said.

Lydiaglared a him in the gathering dark. “ So what did you think | was doing here, casing thejoint?
Waving my juju wandsto exorcise poor Phil and movein?’

“I’'m sorry | asked. It was arude question.”

“I have alot of baggage, but none of it hasto do with this house. Just with Phil. We were not good for
each other. But you asked for areason. | know you well enough, Peter.”

Peter could not bring himself to describe what he had seen. So he compromised. “1 felt your grief here
last night,” he said. “I"m not psychic, but it was here. Pretty obvious, too. That'sall.”

“Wadll, I'll be darned, Peter Russdll. Y ou're asensitive man after all.”
“| actually went to amedium once,” Peter said sheepishly, digging the hole alittle deeper.

Lydia stubbed out the cigarette. Thistime, sheleft the butt in the sand-filled can. “Redly?’ she asked,
savoring thisbreach in Peter’ swadll. “Do tdl.”



“It wasalong timeago.”
“After Danidla?’
L Yw.].”

Lydianodded. “Welearn our lessons. Phil was one of my lessons. | do not do well with nice, nervous
little men. Mean and sef-assured, that’smy style”

“Hank Wuorinos came over to vist yesterday. He' s off to Prague on afilm shoot.”
Lydia sface hardened. “Why mention him?’

“He remembered you and Phil.”

“Did hetdl you | fucked him?’ she asked.

“No,” Peter said.

“I| was crazy, Peter. | hated Phil. | hated men in generd. Phil talked about nothing but your goddamned
movies and model shoots and being your guest at the Playboy Mansion, that stupid cartoon thing, you
introducing him to Hef and meeting Miss October or whatever. That was the high point of hislife. Do you
know what that made mefed like?’

“No,” Peter said, folding hisarms.

“Like gpoiled leftovers. Then thisinnocent, beautiful young man comesinto the house, | don’t know
where Phil found him, but we put Hank up, and he was so sweet. | told mysdlf | could Sart al over
again, | could fedl something with thisboy. It was abad season, Peter. | hope Hank remembers me
fondly, because that was the beginning of the end for me and Phil.”

“I’'msorry,” Peter said.

“Poor Phil,” Lydiamused, pushing out her lips. “Having to ogle al of Peter Russdll’ snaked ladies” She
took asmoker’ sdialog beat, picking at aflake of tobacco on her tongue. “How could anyone compete
withyour fantasy life?’ She said thiswith asad but radiant smile. He had never seen her like that, glowing
with the short-lived brilliance of abulb aout to burn out. She stood and hugged him. “Y ou charming
bastard,” she whispered in his ear. Then shejogged down from the porch. “It' sal yours, Peter.” She
opened the door to the V olkswagen and turned to wave cheerily at the house. “ Good-bye, Phil! TTFN.
Tatafor now.”

With two quick honks Lydia backed out, spun around, narrowly missing the Porsche, and roared down
the road and around the willow trees.

The stars came out.

Peter pushed back from the porch rail and puffed out his breath. He could not stay in the house, not
another night. He had been taken by an idea, however, listening to Lydia: not a pleasant idea, but more
than ahunch. Before heleft, he had to explore.

Hewalked down the steps, his shoes tapping hollow drumbegtsin the dark.



He knew where Phil might have goneto die.

CHAPTER11

THE LAND BEHINDthe house stretched for a hundred yards before meeting awobbling wire fence,
the end of the property, Peter presumed.

The night was beautiful, not very cold. Peter left his suit coat in the car.

The rough ground behind the house was covered with oat grass and scrub. A packed-dirt drive skirted a
run-down toolshed and pushed up to alarge old barn, dant-roofed, gray, and rickety. Someone had
once kept horses on the property. Behind the barn rose low hills and a broad sweep of starsaround a
brilliant orange risng moon.

Peter followed the rutted drive, noting dark oil stains on the center hump. The old Grand Taiga had
away's been incontinent. He found the motor home parked behind the barn, out of sght from the house
and half covered by abluetarp. The exposed rear half gleamed white. Peter had alway's possessed good
night vision, despite being nearsighted; he could make out the license plate number, the long avning rolled
and tucked up againgt the roofline, the door. A long strip of plastic police ribbon lay discarded before the
door.

Now he was sure. Phil had walked out hereto die. Or perhaps he had planned to deep in the motor
home before making another trip south to pick up more stuff. A few dayslater, perhaps the mailman had
knocked to ddliver a package, and discovered that the house door was open. Evenin Tiburon's
countryside, leaving adoor unlocked was not wise.

The mailman had called out severa times, walked around the house to check theback . . .
Peter could piece together the rest of the story.

The Grand Taiga s cold metal door handle turned easily. He swung the door wide and held his breath
for amoment, then sniffed. Theinterior smelled musty, faintly ripe, asif the sewage tank had not been
emptied. He pulled back and leaned againgt the metal side, thinking.

The door swung closed on its piston.

Peter looked across the field to the house. A breeze from the Bay was rapidly cooling theland. Out in
thelong oat grass, insectstried to muster some enthusiasm.

He opened the door again, then grabbed a vertical metal grip and hoisted himsdlf insde. The smell
wasn't so bad. More like aweak fart. Certainly not strong enough to drive him out. He switched on the
interior lights. Muddy boot prints and straw had been tracked on the floor. Phil had dways kept the
motor home immeaculate. These, then, were police tracks. Coroner, medical examiner. The officid
violators of aprivacy no longer needed, abandoned with the body.Go ahead. Look. It’s official; I'm
out of here.



The smdl was stronger in the nook behind the stove and refrigerator. Stronger ill as he moved forward,
toward the big blue-corduroy upholstered captain’s chairs.

He unlocked the driver’ s seat with hisfoot and rotated it. Blotches marked the lower cushion, darker
than water stains and more suggestive.

Peter closed hiseyes, letting go of the dream, laying to rest the Hot Dog Tour and Escapade. He
dumped into the passenger seat and rubbed his short beard. Peered through the windshield. The motor
home creaked from cooling off. The interior was still warm after Sitting in the sun al day. How long had
Phil sat propped behind the whedl, dead? How long did it take him to die?

Peter pushed up from the seat. He didn’t have the heart to ook for papers. It was dl over. He just
wanted to get away from the Grand Taiga, away from the house with its reminders that when you died all
your precious stuff had no value to you; he smply wanted to get back into his car and drive somewhere,
anywhere. He was about to open the meta door when he spied something on asmall desk beyond the
kitchen, hidden in deep shadow. Phil had often kept his typewriter there when he worked in the motor
home. Peter found another switch. A small lamp glowed warm orange in the short corridor. Ashe
stepped toward the rear, he saw that the desk supported not atypewriter, but awooden game board
and chess st

He remembered the set. It had been one of Phil’ s favorite possessions, had cost most of the advance on
abook: aDae Enzenbacher origind cast in bronze and silver, depicting the archetypd heroesand villains
of pulp fiction. On one Side, cast in Slver, stood the heroes: the king, astalwart adventurer in boots,
jodhpurs, and wai st-length doubl e-breasted jacket, clutched what might have been ablaster or a
long-barrded pistol. The queen was Dglah Thorisin dl her naked pulchritude. Knights were private eyes,
fedoras dumped low and collars pulled high, gunsbulging in their tiny pockets. Bishops were bald, wise
Asan priegtsin long robes, hands folded in Asian humility, no doubt waiting to torment and train the cruel
and headstrong Lamont Cranston. Rooks were squat pyramids topped by radiant, al-seeing eyes.

The pawns on the hero sdewere al ghosts, specters and litches, and for thefirst time Peter found that
odd. Spooks on the side of the heroes?

Thevillains, cast in dark-patinaed bronze, consisted of Ming and another princess, probably Ardda. She
wore aspoiled, sulky expression and little else. Bishops were mad scientists, monocled and clutching tiny
crysta beakers; knights were evil henchmen, dwarfish and hunched; rooks, castles mounted on hillsand
surmounted by lightning strokes. The pawns on this side consisted of tentacled and bug-eyed monsters,
no doubt moving above and around our norma set of dimensions.

Pages of manuscript had been shoved up behind the game board—Phil had aways preferred a
typewriter to aword processor. Peter pulled down the last few pages and read them with asquint. Phil’s
great crime novel, talked about over the years. ayoung FBI agent investigating corruption in Salt Lake
City. Thelast page ended in the middle of a sentence.

Phil could type over ninety words a minute on his old Olympic portable. And where was that essential
tool ? Peter glanced into the rear bedroom. Minusits silver-gray case, the typewriter had been deposited
in the middle of the bed. The police, Peter suspected, had |eft these things untouched, eager to close a
fairly obvious casefile. Tag ends of alifetoo short and too disorganized by half.

Peter returned to the desk and the chess set. He stood with hands on hips, trying to figure out the extent
and path of the rearrangements, based on Phil’ s habits. Above the desk was asmall cupboard in which



Phil had kept pencils and paper clips. Peter pulled the cupboard open. Inside were two shot glasses half
filled with amber liquid. He carefully lifted one glass and sniffed it: Scotch. He put the first glassdownin
the middle of the chesshoard, beside aleering monster, and lifted the second, finding undernesth a page
ripped from a notebook or bound diary. In Phil’ s crabbed handwriting:

Peter:

That you, bud? | hope you find this and not the cops or whomever. My last will and testament.
Take whatever you want. | won't need it anymore. Leave whatever you don’t want in the house.

| finally figured it out. Thisworld is awful—t's bad art. Some of usdon't fit because we're
always trying to look deeper. There’' s something under neath, something wonderful and full of
color. It's happy and it makes sense. | can fedl it. Some hifalutin, cruel god has painted over an
ancient masterpiece filled with joy. Well, I’ ve run my course. I’'m going exploring.

Seeyou later, old friend.

Phil had aways found the world of fiction—heroes and mongters, villains and exotic women—far more
comfortable than redlity. And for that matter, so had Peter. Phil had known he was dying, had known it
for at least an hour. He had come out hereto finish the job, given to dramaeven in his pain, leaving clues
duffed in the cubbyholes of their rolling clubhouse.

Peter reread the message, tearsin his eyes.
Both of usjust disappointed kids.

Finally, hefolded the paper and dipped it into his shirt pocket. He then lifted the glass from the game
board, toasted the empty air, and tossed it off neat. Even after Sitting for days, the Scotch tasted
great—smoke and fire and peat, atouch of vanilla oak—and immediately produced afar too pleasant
effect. The second glass|ooked tempting. It was not histo drink, however. Something truly for the
ghodts. Heléeft it in the cupboard and closed the door, then rummaged in the kitchen and found asmall
box.

One by one he placed the silver and bronze Enzenbacher piecesin the box, wrapping them in tissue
paper from the bathroom.

He had alwaysliked that chess set.

PETER PUT THEbox into his suitcase and carried it out to the car. He pulled the Trans from the pocket
of hisjacket, which he had left dumped in the Porsche' s passenger seet.

Theunit lay pretty and greenin hispam.

Thenight air was chilly. He dipped on the jacket and hefted the Trans, thoughtful. Everything had
sounded properly quiet in the Grand Taiga, but now, once again, below the quiet lay adeeper silence.
Anather illuson? Maybe he could ask Weinstein about that tomorrow.

Peter returned to close and lock up the house. Something flickered in the corner of hiseye. Helooked
left into the darkened living room. Pools of light played acrossthe walls, danced in the mirror above the



fireplace, reflections, it seemed, shining through the front window. But it hadn’t rained in days and the
ground outside was dry. No puddles. Besides, the moon was too high to be playing tricks.

Thelights gleamed in the mirror, glinted off the urn.
Phil’sashes. Thelast bits.

Peter stepped forward and picked up the urn, resolute. He would scatter the ashes somewhere nice.
Absent ared will, he knew that was what Phil would have wanted, to sow him into the waves at Big Sur.

Put his carbon back into the Earth’ srecycling bin.

Let me go choke a fish.

He could amost hear Phil saying that; it sounded right. Well, good, then, he had alittle bit of Phil’ svoice
ingde him still. Urn under one arm, Peter stood for amoment by the door watching the reflections. His
face went quizzicd. It took him twenty secondsto see that the lights were near the walls, not on them,
and floated just below the celling in the middle of the room.

They weren't reflections a al. They moved with far too much freedom. They were will-0’ -the-wisps,
meaking dmaost inaudibleshoosh-woosh sounds, like large moths.

Watching them was like dugging back ajolt of coffee; hefelt connected, energized, curious. But the
lights faded. The room turned dark and empty. Now he just felt lonely. The energy of amoment ago was
replaced by something gray and unpleasant, like coming down off ahigh. He thought about going back
and finishing Phil’ sdrink. Or looking for the bottle. Phil wouldn’t mind. A few minutes of solace. . .
Peter closed and locked the door behind him, then replaced the house keys on anail up under the porch
rafters. He walked to the car, wedged the urn beside his suitcase, closed the hood with aclunk and then
leaned to latch it shut.

Only when he was about to switch on theignition did he redlize Lydia had not told him about the nail, or
whereit might be, or that the keys belonged there. The nail was not visible unless you looked from a
certain odd angle.

He had just known.

And s0 had Lydia, apparently.

CHAPTER12

THE NIGHT WAScold in Marin and he did not fancy adrive south, only to return in the morning.
Besides, he would have to conserve his scant ten dollars. So he stopped at a gas station and asked the
night attendant, a young Asian woman locked in afluorescent-blue booth, how to find San Andress.
She stared at him speculatively from her bright little idand. “The fault, or the prison?’ she asked.

“I’m going to the prison tomorrow,” Peter said.



She cocked her head to one side, coquettish. “Y ou not look like abad man,” she said. “Y ou mature, not
punk.” She added, “Prison closed. They build.”

“Right,” Peter said. “High-tech office buildings”

“I not know.” Shelooked up the directionsin a Thomas Brothers guide, glad to have company thislate
at night, and apparently glad it was Peter. He often had that effect on people, and especidly on women.
Lydiahad nailed him. He might have led adifferent and more productivelifeif he had been alittleless
charming.

“Also, | need agood beach,” he said. “Nicewaves.”
“Thisthe Bay, no waves,” the woman said.

Peter shrugged. “ Anywhere close?’

“Maybe Point Reyes.”

“That'sgood. IsthereaY MCA nearby?’

“YWCA morefun, maybe?’ She shook her short black hair and covered agiggle with her hand. “But |
think onein San Rafadl. | find.” And shelooked that up by going to the Web on her booth computer. “It
get so boring here after ten, | go nuts,” shesaid. “I trave al over the Web. Owner not mind. He my
brother. Y ou think he set me up with some nice man? No! | work work work long hours. Get off late.”
She glanced hopefully through the bullet-proof plastic.

Peter rewarded her with awry smile. “My friend’ sashesarein the trunk,” he said. “I’m taking him down
to the beach.”

That sobered her right up. She watched owlishly as he returned to the car with directionsto the YMCA
on Los Gamaos Drive.

First, however, with the moon till up and the night il bright, and enough gasin histank, it wastimeto
send thelast of Phil back to nature,

CHAPTER13

THE WIND OFFthe Pecific lifted sand from the beach in trand ucent sheets and sent it shushing through
scrub and low trees. The moon was at its highest point and Peter could clearly make out the waves, long
rough rollers grumbling in from an unhappy riblbon of black sea. Sand got in his eyes. He had thought of
standing on arock and dispensing fistfuls of hisfriend’ s ashesto awide swath of ocean, but that clearly
was not going to be practicd. “ Let’ s choke the fishes, not me,” he murmured, pulling up the collar of his
coat to keep the sand out of hiseyes.

Carrying Phil’ s urn, he walked down as close to the waterline as he thought practical, then danced back
as the spume hissed forward with unexpected energy. After afew tries, he found agood compromise
position, stooped, unscrewed the thick plastic lid, and waited for the foaming burble of ocean to creep
back. The best technique, Peter thought, would be to apply Phil adollop at atime. Pouring out the
contents of the tub al at once would leave agray wet lump to be worked over like the stub end of awet



cigar. Not good.

Peter dispensed the gritty ashesin small handfuls. After five minutes, his ankles and knees ached. He
thought of al of Phil’smdadies. Heartburn, the beginnings of emphysemafrom so many years of
smoking—Phil had smoked like achimney, said it made him feel normal. A mole on his chin and beside
hisnose. An atack of shingles. Nervesin socid Stuations.

In 1987, Phil had been ajoyous, leering wreck at the Playboy Mansion. To calm him, Peter had sat him
down at atable and pulled out a sketchpad. Together they had performed dueling cartoons until well past
midnight. Phil’ s characters had been quickly sketched Everyman nebbishes with long noses and knowing
eyes. Peter had drawn more detailed, world-weary devilswith little horns and wry expressions. Right and
|eft, cartoons had been handed out to a growing crowd of beautiful women and envious men. Hefner had
sat with them for afew minutes, and later had published severd of the cartoons. The checks had totaled
over Six thousand dollars. Phil had caled that hisfinest moment.

He had suffered from obsessive-compulsive disorder. Not washing his hands over and over, but making
sure light switches were turned off, gppliances that might overheat were unplugged. Peter had once
waited twenty minutes while Phil had checked his gpartment, unlocking and then rel ocking the door ten
times. Coffeemaker, TV, space heaters, al had to be off or unplugged, because you never knew where
an eectricd firemight start, and Phil was fanatic about protecting his stuff.

Peter tossed another fistful into the foam, staying out of the blowback aswind sang over the waves. He
then crab-walked down the beach, another dollop, another step.

He had researched cremation for the horror film that Joseph had refused to finance. In older crematoria,
bodies often had to be turned and poked and rearranged to be burned clear to ash. It was atough,
low-paying job, taking tongs and turning the hot, smoking bodies. Sometimes the heart, atough hard
lump of muscle meat, had to be picked out and hammered or ground up separately.

Or so somefunera planners had told him over drinks at abar on Cahuenga.

“Jesus,” he murmured, and bent to let the spume wash his hand. “The things I” ve done for you, Phil. |
swear.”

But it flt right. It was worth it. He could imagine Phil liberated from nerves and pain and bad memories.
But the waves were dso dissolving Phil’ sweird, crackpot humor and eyes gleaming as he talked about
finding arare pulp in excelent condition at Collector’ s Bookstore. The cold sat water, filled with
breaking, hissing bubbles, was aso sucking up the Phil that had waved hisarms and laughed as they had
discussed the stops on their Old Farts Escapade and Tour. “ Pismo Beach. Albakoykee, Lompoc, and
Cuc-A-MONGA-a.”

Gone A0, the inner experience that had driven Phil to express himsdlf about Peter’ sloss, tearsrolling
down his cheeks. “ Shit, Peter, you never deserved anything thisbad, never.” Peter had amost quaked
himsdlf apart with grief in Phil’sarms. Two grown men, hugging and crying.

The spume glowed pale asit drew the muddy last of Phil out to sea. Peter wiped sand and spray and
fresh tears from his eyes and trudged back up the beach to the parking lot. It was four in the morning.
Except for the Porsche, the parking lot was empty. He was too tired and wrung out to makeit to the
YMCA. He drove the car out of reach of the salt spray and sand and parked on abluff. Then he curled
hisarms up in the tight bucket seat and leaned his head against asmdll pillow he carried to sometimes Sit
on.



With Phil gone, he had dmost nobody to talk to. Being donefor thislong was the worst kind of failure,
something he had awaystried to avoid, usudly with considerable success. Before his marriage, there had
of course been lots of women, but aso lots of friends. And quite afew who had been both.

Phil, however, had aways been there for the worst times. No more. No more.

He dreamed in vivid jerks about the keys on the string. They hung before him, suspended from
someone shand, aman’s, not Lydia's, as clear as could be, caught in golden light. Even the dirty string
was Titian red.

Then he woke and turned to see dawn glowing over the hills behind the freeway. His glasseslay folded
on the dash. All the world outside was a blur. The ocean looked blue-gray and cold. His mouth tasted
foul. He stank of salt water. There were cars on the road now. He couldn’t just step outside and pee.

He heard aknock on hiswindow, aslight asatapping fly. A grizzled old man bent to peer in a him.

“Nicecar,” the old man was saying.

Peter blinked and rubbed hiseyes. “Thanks,” he murmured, reaching for his glasses. They dipped from
hisfingers and dropped between the sedts.

“Porsche, right?” The old man’ s voice sounded miles away.

“Yeah,” Peter answered, neck hair pricking. He was feding that tug again, the same wrench of demand
he had sensed emanating from theimage of Lydiain Phil’ s bedroom.

“She' sabeauty, such acutie, and from the rear, she looks like bootie. How about aride?’

The old man kept talking. 1t took severa secondsfor Peter, till unableto find his glasses, to redlize that
while the background of the parking lot, the ocean, and surrounding trees was blurred, the old man was
infact crystd clear, dmost painfully etched with detail. Behind him stood three children. The children
werewaifs, thin and pale, hardly there at dl.

One of them climbed on aguardrail and did abaancing act, then jumped into the air and blew away like
smoke.

“Y oung’ uns grow three by three,” the old man observed, * hang like monkeysfrom atree.”

Peter franticaly felt between the seats while at the same time trying to keep his eyes on the old man, who
smiled with sardonic benevolence.

“Lonely out here, ain'tit?’ the old man said. “What | need is some of that oI’ Smoky Joe, twist, cut, or
blend. Got some for adear old friend?’

Peter felt the tug now sharp as afishhook snagging his chest. His hand found his glassesand he
graightened his knees, shoving himself hard upright in the sest.

“Tough old world. Smoky Joe. Helps you see what you should know.”

Peter pushed the glasses over his nose, nearly poking his eye with atemple piece. The scene outside did



asickening reverse—the landscape became sharp and clear, but the man and the children suddenly lost
detal. They looked ragged, not in dress but in form—dead but not decayed—not inthe least like
corpses, more like marble statues, faces worn smooth by long years of acid rain.

The old man’s eyes were gray shadows, the nose a cartoon bump.
“Go away!” Peter shouted. Hisvoice cracked. “Y ou aren't therel”

The old man jammed shapeless clay handsflat against the window. The tug hauled Peter so hard against
the door that he bruised hisarm.

“Comeon,Peter, ” the gray man said, hisvoice like insectstrying to dap through the glass. “Give usa
break, don’t be dow. Give methat oI’ Smoky Joe.We all know what you don’t know. ”

Then he started over again, exactly like ascratched and dirty record skipping to the beginning of the
sameold song.

“Nice car.”
The waif jumped up on the guardrail, did a balancing act, blew away like smoke.

They were about to repest the whole scene, with dl the samelines, al the while tugging, tugging, sucking
on what he was and what he knew like alollipop, getting off on the sugar, the sweetness. Peter’s
thoughts turned dow and cold. He needed to get away, needed to chill the heat behind his eyes before it
scalded.

He turned the key. The motor sounded like an old ail can rolling and rattling in adrum. Each cylinder
laborioudy ascended its round well, compressing aspume of gas, then—BANG—trudged down to expel
adead fume. He could make out every dowly working piece of metd in the sequence. Hisearsfelt asif
they were stuck in Jell-O.

Ashe dipped the car into reverse and let out the clutch, the figures performed aframe shift, swinging
beside him like transparent overlays on atheater screen.

Adrendinekicked in. Time sped up. Thetires spun and dug in and the Porsche' s rear end waggled,
kicking up aroogter tail of gravel. Peter toed hard on the peda and roared and bucked onto the freeway,
narrowly missing ared pickup and abig old Buick. The drivers honked and flipped him off. He did not
care. He drove fas—eighty, ninety miles an hour—for ten miles, weaving through the early-morning
traffic with squedling tires and drifts of rubber smoke, very unlike Peter Russll.

Two more near-collisons brought him to his senses.

At an old-fashioned garage with four rounded pumps and an antique red Pegasus, he pulled over and
stopped, grabbed the shift into neutral, set the parking brake, and tried desperately to stop shaking. He
Strained at the shoulder harness.

The motor chugged and whined steadily behind him. Little puffs of blue smoke curled from the end of the
tailpipe. He would need oil soon, he thought. The mundane world was returning, but now it had aredl
edge. The whole car smelled rank. He could not go to abusiness meeting like this. He was soaked.
Gratitude for smdl favors—he had not shit his pants. Still, he was breathing okay. He wasintact, not
scattered across the freeway, with bits and pieces ground under thetires of an eighteen-whedler.



Hewasdive.

He had to make himsdlf presentable. His brain worked at high speed, using energy left over from the
fear.

Taking up the Trans, Peter spoke a number—a phone number—from memory. He had to say it twice,
his voice was so shaky. Desperate times caled for humiliation and retribution, in that order, probably.

A woman'’ sthroaty, deepy voice answered.
“Jesse, it’s Peter. Forgive me. | need your help.”

“Forgiveyou?’ Jessie responded, her words languorous, asif she were lying back in bed. “Never. You
are an unutterable creep. Where are you?’

CHAPTER14

SHOW BUSINESS HADIlong ago taught Peter that some men and women should not get old. Perhaps
it waslooking in the mirror and predicting trends that had pushed Marilyn and Elvisinto drugs and degth:
critical ingpections of neckline, midsection, upper arms, tummy, thighs. For the heartachingly beautiful,
too reliant on the love of afickle public, putting on afew autumn pounds for the coming winter was more
horrible than being nailed into a coffin.

She' sfat.
She' sdead.
Dead was better.

For awoman like Jessie EnTrigue, the rules did not apply. Persondity had trumped age. Peter had
known her when she had been the loveliest nineteen-year-old in the exploitation-film business, afresh
face with a suppliant, beautiful body and sufficient brainsto pick a decent agent and move on to some
decent films. She had grown nicely from a soft-core princess to establish alasting reputation as a scream
queen.

In 1970, she had starred in one of Peter’ s better youthful efforts, Rising Shiner . They had lived together
for sx memorable months, and then she had packed up and moved on to better roles and better
directors. “ Thingsjust aren't piggy anymore,” she had told him.

By “piggy” she had meant interesting and alittle perverse.

Decades later, growing large in thigh and bosom, she had played mature as an asset and became the
sexiest horror-movie matron in town. Then she had quit atogether, when she could still claim it was her
decison. Roleswere gill being offered. Peter had met her severd times since at psychotronic film
festivas—thelast venuefor old talent or talent that had never quite made the cut. They had exchanged
Christmas cards once or twice,

Even now, standing in the doorway of the smdll, freshly painted tract home in one of the least expensive



neighborhoodsin Marin County, Jessie was aging beautifully. But then she lightly waved her amto invite
himin; just that, and it did not matter how old she was. Teenage boys till posted her pictures on ther

bedroom walls. Charismaonly improved with age.
‘How have you been?’ she asked, swishing into the living room in a purple-and-orange caftan.

Peter followed her at two paces. “Up to now, fine, but | think I’m going nuts,” he said.

She eyed him cautioudy. “Y ou gtink like you' ve beenin afight,” she said, not unkindly.

“| need to borrow a shower,” he admitted.
“Jesus, Peter. It'snineA .M. Of dl the showersin adl theworld, it hasto bemine” Jessesaid. “Like

some coffee?’

TWENTY MINUTESLATER, shewatched him like abored cat, as he sat down on her large,
comfortable couch. Peter had washed his hair and now his head was chilly. He was wearing her long,
thick velour robe. He kept his hands folded politely in hislap. She had taken his shirt and underwear at

the bathroom door. Even now the damp clothes wererolling and ticking in the dryer.

Jess € s hdf-friendly demeanor was not providing much warmth. “ Someone after you?’ she asked.
“I’'vebeento awake,” hesaid. “I’'m going in for ajob interview. | needed to clean up. Thank you, by

theway.”
“De Nader, asthey say a General Motors. Who died? Anybody | know?’

“Phil.”
“Phil Richards?” Sympathy crossed her face, but the expression quickly lapsed into watchful ness.

Peter nodded. “1 spread hisashes at Point Reyeslast night.” He fumbled into the story with eyes
averted, not wanting to tell it and start crying. He explained about Lydiaand his money but left out the
sandblasted man and the three transparent kids. “I1t was rough.”

“I remember Phil,” Jessie said. “Nice fellow. Hungry eyes. He didn't know how to hit on women, but he
wanted to. Oh, did hewant to.”

“Hewasmy best friend,” Peter said with aflat smplicity that surprised both of them. He looked away.

“Rough to lose friends. He was your age, wasn't he?’

“Two monthsyounger.”

Jessewas Six years younger than Peter. “1’m going down to Oakland for afilm festivd later this
morning,” shesaid. “But I'll make you breakfast. Stoke you up for thisinterview. Then you haveto go.”
She sauntered down the hall. Peter leaned back. He would have paid good money to watch her walk; it

was pure music.



From the laundry room, she called out, “Isit show business?’

“Not redly,” Peter said. “ Promotions, maybe more commercias. Telecom company. I’ m going to
prison.”

“San Andreas? Don't try that joke around the natives.” She returned and handed him his dry clothes,
then gave him alook and thumbs-down. “ All those telecom guys should go to prison for real. My
retirement isshot.”

She fixed him eggs and toast while he dressed in the bathroom. He looked at himsdlf in the bathroom
mirror as he shaved his cheeks and neck with her ectric razor and recombed hishair. Presentable
enough. Hewas starting to fed human again, if not confident.

Jessie sat on astoal at the pass-through kitchen bar and rested her chin on her hands and her elbows on
the Formica. She still had the greenest eyes, and she watched him eat the way a sated cat watchesa
canary. “Why should | forgiveyou?’ she asked. “What’ sto forgive?’

Peter pretended he could not talk with his mouth full. Findly, into her expectant and patient sllence, he
replied, “It just popped out.”

“I leftyou , remember? Ran away with—"

“I remember,” hesad.

“Y ou were aguy who needed variety. | could see that.”
“I didn’t, redly.”

“You're not hereto try to hook up again, are you?’
Peter shook his head.

“Because | have aguy. A pretty good guy, afew yearsyounger than me. Met him at afilm festival. He
thinksI’m agoddess. Chubby lights hisfire. 17t that wonderful ?’

“Itis” Peter said.

“Back then, | knew that for you, brains were everything, aslong asthey came with long legsand anice
pair of tits. Something told me | wouldn’t be growing old with you.” Shewaved her hands past her ample
bosom and hips,Look at me now.

“That’snot fair to either of us,” Peter said.

“No, but I do forgive you.” Now she had adistance in her eye. The visit was wearing. He was not piggy
enough. “Tdl me about why you're going nuts,” she said.

Peter took off his glasses and wiped them with the clean paper napkin. “No,” he said.

“Ingrate,” Jessie said, but blew him akiss across the counter. “Now get out. Gerry doesn't like meto
consort with known photographers.”



“I’ve been seeing things,” he said. Again, the desperation; he did not want to be aone, anywhere. That
frightened him almost as much asthe old man and children.

“Oh?" The piggy gleam brightened in Jess€ seyes.

Hetold her about seeing the smulacrum of Lydiain the Tiburon house, and then, more reluctantly, he
talked about the morning visitors a Point Reyes.

Jessewas very intoit by the time he finished. Peter was becoming adiversion, astory she could tell her

friends. She stared at him intently, green cat eyes searching. “ That’ swonderful,” she said matter-of-factly
as shetook his plate to the sink. “ Phantasms of the living. Doppel gangers. | made afilm about that once.”
“Am| crazy?’ Peter asked.

“Beyond adoubt,” Jessie said, then screwed up her facein disdain. “Peter! Come off it. Y ou're not
crazy.”

“Thenwhat am 7’

“People seethings dl thetime.”

“I never have,” Peter said.

She shrugged that off. “ Ghosts of the living are called wraiths. Ghosts of the dead are specters. | wishl
could see something. Life isabore around here. Maybe you can take Gerry and me out to Tiburon. We

could hold a séance. On second thought, never mind. Séances are areal bore, and Gerry’ san athelst.”

She waked around the counter and gave Peter aquick hug. “Now redly. Timefor youto go.” He
appraised her bulk through the caftan and wondered about Gerry, trying to picture him.

Asthey waked to the door, Peter peeked down the narrow hallway, looking for he knew not what.
Residues of bad times, perhaps. Wraiths of Gerry crying out for sympathy. Peter had forgotten how hard
it had been, stirring more than just good humor out of Jessie.

Nothing. The roomslooked clean and good. A quiet, cam life.

Back at the Porsche, Peter opened the door and climbed behind the whed.

Jessie smiled and waved good-bye from the door.

The Trans pressed againgt his hip as he buckled himself in.

CHAPTER15

YOU COULDN'T SEEmogt of the old prison from the main approach road. Construction on San
Andreas had begun in 1854. The complex had been emptied and decommissioned just two years ago,
the stretch of magnificent Bay Areabeachfront having long since become worth more to the state as raw
land.



Now, tall, mobile demolition unitswere pulling or knocking down most of the fortresdike walls, swinging
aside huge chunks of concrete and tangles of chain link and barbed wire. To the east, toppled concrete
guard towers lay stacked intrios like old cheeselogs, cracked and gray, facades of bricks clinging like
red mold. Piles of brick and stone and concrete rubble rose in hundred-foot mounds behind construction
fencing. Muddy truck-rutted gravel roads crisscrossed awide stretch of no-man’ s-land still colored by
jagged pentangles of lawn.

There remained intact the famous North Gate, hdlowed in film and TV, with its huge brick arch. Severa
dogans had glamorized that dreadful span over the years, including theinfamous“Pain Is Y our Last
Congtitutiond Right. Welcometo San Andreas.” There had dso been, “Don’'t Give Up Hope. Just Give
Up.” All the old admonitions had been replaced by arippling, shiny plastic banner reedingHAMPTON
'SSAN ANDREAS PARK BUSINESS LEASESAVAILABLE.

The new glassed-in security booth was manned by corporate guards wearing plain black uniforms. They
checked his name againgt the appointment book. “Y ou’ re going to seethe Trans boys,” the portly,
pleasant-faced chief of security mused as he hefted an e-pad. “They’ ve had folksin and out al day.
Busy, busy. Photo ID?’

Peter produced his driver’ s license and the guard used his pad to scan it from the wallet. He then
returned the wallet and vanished back into the booth.

Peter had nearly goneto prison once. An obscenity trial in Los Angelesin 1973 had ended in ahung
jury. Even had he been convicted, Peter would not have ended up in San Andreas. Thiswas the box that
had held the twisted hard candies of crime. “ Scum de lascum,” Peter murmured nervoudy just asthe
guard emerged from the booth.

“Pardon me?’ the guard asked.
“Did you work here before?’ Peter asked.

“Not me,” the guard said. “Knew some guyswho did. Scary. Me, I'm aLibertarian.” He gave Peter a
small wirdesscard. “ Y ou're cleared, Mr. Russell. Thisisyour eectronic pass. If you go outside your
zone, the card beeps and you show up on our screen here. Then we have to come looking for you. If you
lose the pass, you cause dl sorts of bother. Y ou're going to the old DP building.” He handed Peter a
crisp paper map and drew him the way with amarker. “Right to the heart of San Andress. Very
exclusve.” Theguard smiled, showing beautifully even faseteth.

The gate, an ordinary wooden beam, lifted. Peter entered with just the dightest grind of gears.

CHAPTERI16

“YOU LOOK SOserious,” Weingtein said as he and Peter walked down the long polished concrete
floor between the tiers, three stories on each Sde. Peter was frowning up at the cells. The bars had been
removed and workers were now bustling ong the walkways, carrying desks and chairs or stringing
cables.

“It'saserious-looking place,” Peter explained. He did not much like the decor, but Weinstein seemed
pleased. Exhausted, but pleased; even alittle manic.



Weingtein stared back at Peter through red-rimmed eyes. “We only have afew cubiclesin this block, for
overflow, you know,” he said. “We took the pit right out of the peach. Got into this deal early and scored
the DP block.”

“DP?’ Peter asked.
“Death Pendlty. Dead man waking. The complex right around the gas chamber.”
“Whoa,” Peter said.

“Out of desth comeslife, and out of incarceration comesreal estate. Both |lead to profit. And the ladies
adoreit. | cannot tell you how many timesin thelast month . . .” Hewaggled hishand from hiswrigt.

“Why would you rather be here than, say, Sausdito?’

“Thereinliesagory,” Weingtein said. “My officeisright ahead. It' s pretty closeto the old chamber. We
have dl rightsto the chamber, you know.”

Peter did not like the way the walls seemed to closein. Trick of perspective, he decided—or ddliberate
design. Prisons had been made to punish after al.

Weingtein went on breathlesdy. “The chamber hasatablein it with straps and tubes, not achair. Letha
injection. They stopped using gasalong time ago.”

They walked through an open gate of thick bars painted a nasty shade of lime green. “Thisway.”
Weingtein pointed |eft, down another, shorter block, where work had progressed to the point that the
cellsnow had glassinserts and Dutch doors. He waved his 1D card over asecurity plate and alatch
clicked. He pulled the door open. “Welcome to the office of the champion funding guru. That would be
me. Thanks of courseto you and to Mr. Benolidl.”

The cell was equipped with adesk, afile cabinet, a PC, and asmall refrigerator. The walls had been
painted afashionable but neutral gray and sported awhite board and a small corkboard covered with file
and business cards. Retrofit ducts and cable conduits snaked around the ceiling and floor.

“Telecoms melted down afew years ago. Remember?” Weingtein asked with atwitching wink. He
opened the refrigerator and offered Peter a Pepsi. Peter popped the top and sat in the chair before the
desk, which filled haf the cell. The office. “WorldCom and some offshoots of Enron and a couple of
other biggies were going to transform San Andreas into a huge business park, with condominiums and
shops lining the waterfront. Five hundred acres of prime waterfront, can you believeit? Best viewsin
Marin. Anyway, they werein the dedl to the tune of five billion dollars when it became obvious that the
old prison better suited their CEO needs.” Weingtein grinned ferocioudly and leaned back in the office
chair. “ The feds shut down the whole development. But the prison was theirs to dispose of, and it came
with a sweetheart tax offer from Marin, so someone made aquick decison. What' s the difference
between Dilbert cubicles and sad harmonicasin the Big House?’

“Not much,” Peter said.
Weinstein nodded decisively. “ A few surviving startups bid for space. Google wanted it, but we got in

first.” Helifted his Peps and toasted Peter. “My apologies. It took mefar too long to redize that you're
the director of Rising Shiner andThe Private Lives of Helen and Troy .”



Peter smiled. “ Old history.”

“I lovethosefilms. John Waters, eat your heart out. | go to psychotronic festivals whenever | can, which
iVt often, lately. What I’m saying is, to the younger generation, you're alegend.”

“1 didn't know that,” Peter said. Nor did he bdieveit.

“Wadll, we can play it that way in the trades. Out of the onetime dammer comes apromo campaign
headed by Peter Russdll, the edgiest sexploitation director ever.” Weingtein' s face grew serious. “And, to
be honest, Russ Meyer turned us down. But then he suggested you, one Russdll to another.”

“Nice of Russto givemeaplug,” Peter said. He glanced over his shoulder at the door. The office was
remarkably smdll.

“It wasfate” Weingtein's eyes shifted. “ Cellsfor the condemned,” he said with abarely perceptible
shudder. “1 try to get out whenever | can. A different route, each time, just in case.” Weingtein pushed
back from the desk. His chair bumped the concrete wall. “Needs afew canaries, don’t you think?’

Peter chuckled, but therewas little real humor in the air.

“Let’sgo meet our NicolaTeda,” Weingtein said. “If you two hit it off, we' rein clover. By theway, do
you have your Trans?’

Peter removed the unit from his coat pocket.

Weingtein put it in adesk drawer. “We don't take them any closer to the transponder than this. Sparks,
sort of. Not just energy, elther.Information. ” Weingtein pushed forward another grin, thistime
excessvely wry. “Fascinating effects.”

PETER DREW INTOhimsdlf as he automatically followed hishost down the relentless corridors. Tak
of Russ Meyer had taken him back.

Weingtein led himinto acircular cell block, older, fashioned of large ocher bricks. The cells here were
larger. They passed row after row of offices occupied by eager young men and women staring a
monitors.

Peter pulled up from hisreveriein time to walk through asted door, into the largest cell he had seen so
far: at least nine feet by ten, concrete walls painted pale green and blue, a stylish curved desk covered
with printouts and alaptop. No posters or pictures. The abode of a high-tech monk.

Weingtein introduced him to alarge, bearlike man in agolf shirt and black jeans, risng from behind the
desk. “Peter Russdll, meet Arpad Kreider.”

The bear held out his hand and squeezed hard enough to hurt, but his face was childlikein its eager
friendliness. “ Pleasure to meet you,” Kreider said with atrace of some Middle European accent. He
stood over six feet tdl, with large, square features, and broad, stooped shoulders. Stringy black hair hung
into deep-set black eyes. Theway he stood revedled a casua but avkward strength, and a strangely
coltish grace for aman of hisimposing sze. “ Stanley tells me you saved our butts.”



Peter looked pleasant and decided he would say aslittle as possible. He had no idea where he stood
here. Seconds passed before he realized they expected aresponse. “Thanks, but | didn’t do much,
actually. Mrs. Benoliel did the persuading. Sorry to zone out,” he added as an afterthought. “I haven't
been desping well.”

“None of us has been getting much deep,” Kreider said, his eyes momentarily losing focus. “Too much
work. But we get the hang. We are adjusting.”

Peter sensed tension, but could not determine what sort: startup tension, brilliance pushed to the limit, or
just working too hard and needing ayear off.Nothing amiss, hetried to convince himsdf, ignoring the
other voice that inssted he should leave, and sooner rather than later.

“Wonderful opportunity, working with such asyou,” Kreider said. “Has Stanley told you what we are
doing? What Trans does for the communication of the world?’

“I' left most of that for you, Arpad,” Weingtein said. “Y ou' re the heart and the brains.”

“Also kidney and spleen,” Kreider said, deadpan. “1 used to work for Xerox, they hire me right out of
Ukraine, then for Microsoft Research, you know?1 am the best.” He screwed hisfinger into his head and
winced. “But alittle cracked.”

Weingtein chuckled. “ Definitely.”

“So | do not handle money or go out in public,” Kreider said, raising his eyebrowsto read Peter’s
reaction.

Peter managed asmile. “Maybe you shouldn’t tell metoo much,” hewarned. “I haven't signed a, what is
it, an NDA or anything.”

Kreider’ sgrin waswicked. “Not aproblem,” he said. “We are ahundred years ahead. We could show
you everything and do the math right in front of you, and gtill you would have nothing.”

“Brave New World,” Weingtein said.

“We have yet to tell theworld how braveitis,” Kreider said. “ Perhaps you do that for us.”
Peter pulled himsdlf up. “Look, Stanley, Arpad—it isArpad, isn't it?’

Kreider nodded like a child expecting ascolding. “We haven’t talked money, to be sure—"

“Not at dl. | haven't made amoviein twenty years. My skills are more Mystery Science Theater than
MTV. With Joseph’ s money, you could hire anybody you want. So why me?’

“Actudly, no,” Weingein said. “We ve dready spent most of it.”

“Bills,” Kreider said, hislip curling and voice degpening in disgust.

“WEe re looking for someone different,” Weingtein said. “Honestly. Not retro, but unexpected. Why not
sl sexy technology the way you used to sell sex, the old-fashioned way, holding back alittle? We have

ever so much to hold back, and ever so much to offer. Y our techniques are anatural. Compared to
Hollywood today, you are innocent. So are we. But we' re also theredl thing. A true whiz-bang.”



“Perhaps you are like wide ties and bell-bottoms,” Kreider suggested. “Y ou are taken from the closet
every thirty years, back in fashion.”

“Gee, Arpad,” Weingein said, wagging hisfinger in warning.

Peter listened in concerned silence. They would not take no for an answer. There was more here than
met the eye. Arpad seemed friendly enough, but Peter was getting cold feet—and not just because of the
prison atmosphere. He was afraid of fdling flat on hisface dl over again. He could not afford another
fallure. And for that reason, he was about to screw himsdlf out of ajob, if hedidn’t pull back and think
thingsthrough. “Maybe,” he murmured.

“You are not too expensive?’ Kreider asked.

Peter laughed. “| doubt it,” he said. “I need the money and | could certainly use the work. | just want to
betruthful.”

Kreider |looked touched. “Five years ago, Six of our people—one my wife, beautiful lady—walk away
with fifty million dollars. They do us afavor—we are not even ablip when tech stocks and telecoms melt.
Two trillion dollars go south, what me worry? But they delay us by years. Not so good after al. Truthis
something we honor. | think you are our man, Mr. Russdl.”

“Help me, Obi-Wan Kenobi,” Weingtein said, cupping his hands around his ears.

“I tell you more,” Kreider said, hisvoice dropping even lower. “When Stanley says he meetsyou, | am
thrilled. | use your booksto learn to read English when | am young, in Kiev. American TV-show
paperbacks. | am afan. | tell Stanley you are famous. Honor to meet you.”

“What did | know?" Weingtein confessed.

Peter crinkled his eyes. Despite himself, he was touched.

“Stanley hastold you the basics dready, no?’ Kreider asked. “We are here to solve imminent crisis”
“Amen, save the world and make money doing it,” Weingtein said.

Kreider smiled indulgently. “ Three billion people will own wireless phones and computers by year 2030.
Houses, cars, refrigerators, televisons, wristwatches, eyeglasses, earrings, al will talk to information
centers and receive news, guidance, entertainment, and upgrades for essentia services. Companies will
sell whole-body sensorsthat transmit data to doctors and hospitals around the world. No one will ever
need to be aone and in danger again. That iswhat we have been promised. But the truth is much
otherwise. In lessthan twenty years, world will run out of bandwidth. Radio, TV, cdl phones, wireless,
al will hat screeching growth.” He smiled. “But world' s problem is solvable. | have solved it.”

Kreider rose and started to move hisarms, dowly at first, then describing large arcs. “No need for
waves, for radiation. | discover new source of bandwidth, forbidden information channels, not truly
radiation at al, unknown until now. Channelsinwhat | cal Bell continuum, after John Bell. Heisfamous
physicist. Transislike theway photons and e ectrons and atoms, everything tiny, sing to each other all
day, every day, tell each other where and who they are, to balance the books and obey the laws and
keep everything redl. We send our messages along Smilar channels. That meansyou can use Trans
anywhere. No degradation to huge distance.”



Peter’ s eyes were playing tricks again. Whenever he blinked, he could till see the outlines of the office,
the former cell. The new furniture was not there, however: just abunk, awall-mounted sted toilet and
snk, and asmall set of shelves—a prison cell, nothing more. The cdll was unoccupied and still, except for
an ankle-deep layer of dust.

Between blinks, the dust moved.

“Infact, for Trans,” Kreider continued, “distance means nothing. Plus, so far aswe can measure, our
datatravelsingtantly.” Hisvoice had risen to dramatic heights. Now it sank to an intimate whisper. “From
thistimeforward, nothing isthe same.”

“Damned right,” Weingtein said. Whatever stressthey were under, Peter could tdll that, for them, Trans
was much more than money. It was their meat and drink and religion besides.

“Faster than light?” Peter asked, rubbing his hands on his pants. He was going over the edge once again,
hiding behind hallucinations, just to avoid that most dreaded F-word—failure,

“We agree, it may beaphilosophica problem,” Kreider said. “But that iswhat we measure. Evidenceis
everything, no?’

With his eyes closed, Peter saw the cdll asif it were drawn in glowing blue ink on black paper. If he
kept his eyes closed for more than a second—which fortunately the circumstances did not permit—the
colors started to shift to the hues of bruised flesh.

Heworked hard to keep listening.

“Like cdl phones, Trans units awaystieinto network. They are dways on. What is more remarkable, as
they work, they actudly change surrounding space, perhaps permanently. They ater information
permittivity. Do you know permittivity?’

“No,” Peter said, then remembered hiseectrica training from three yearsin the army. He struggled to
fight back, to seem competent and cam. “Isthat like capacitance?’ His chest was starting to bind. He
wanted to shove hisfingers under hisribs, but instead took short breaths. Soon the sweet would Start. |
am so screwed.

“Yes, but we use term as metaphor,” Kreider said. “ A capacitor stores up charge. Space stores up
information, but over time, it fades, diss pates. When Trans accesses the forbidden channels, she
increases gpace’ s permittivity. Information does not fade, but builds up until it jumps like a spark.
Sometimes this happensin nature dready. Asif space has westher, and currents of permittivity sweep
past. As Trans units change space, they become more efficient. Eventually, over lessthan ayear, our
trangponder will carry many, many more signasthan now. Billions of units, large and smdl, will make our
communications revolution last forever. Transfor everyone on Earth, no problem. And they will use no
more energy than flies buzzing. Perhaps, in time, we even carry power. Trans can do that, you know.
Power without physical power lines. An entirely new industry. And we hold al the patents.”

There werefootprintsin the dust beside the lower bunk, the marks of big, old-fashioned shoes with flat
soles. Peter could not help himself. He bowed his head and rubbed his eyes, just to take a better 100k,
whatever the consequences. The footprints moved, diding about dowly on the concrete. They kicked up
low, dark puffs. Peter pulled away his hands. The footprints were not Kreider’' sor Weingtein's.



Different shoes, adifferent time.

“Changing space. Faster than light. That isn’t impossible—maybe dangerous?’ Peter asked abruptly,
hoping he wasn't sounding like acompleteidiot.

“We never fed it,” Kreider said. “ Trans reaches below our world, lower than networks used by atoms
or subatomic particles, to where it is very quiet. Down there is a deeper silence than we can know, a
great emptiness. Huge bandwidth, perhapsinfinite capacity. It can handle dl our noise, al our talk,
anything we have to say, throughout al eternity. Even should we expand to populate entire galaxy, we
can never hopeto fill it.” He gpproached the white board with marker in hand. “ Are you mathematician,
Mr. Rusd|?’

Peter thought he had heard that sllence, soothing and peaceful. “Not so’'syou’ d notice,” he answered
after apause. His eyes stung. Weinstein was catching on that something was wrong, but seemed
determined not to queer their dedl.

Kreder laid the marker down with alook of amused tolerance. “Y ou can take our word for it?’

“Why not?" Peter said. Despite the delusions, the footprints, his attempts at self-sabotage, he knew this
was hislast chance to snatch the ring and win aprize. And there was something in Kreider’ s attitude that
drew himin.

“Do you have an attorney to handle your side of the ded ?” Weinstein asked.

“I have an agent,” Peter said, just managing to avoid a hiccup. Weingtein was watching him like ahawk.
“Sorry, but | till don't have aclear picture of what you want. Commercids? Previewsfor trade shows?
A documentary?’

“All perhaps, intime,” Kreider said, encouraged. “First we start with low-budget promotiona video.
Something to present to companies with whom we wish to partner. Perhaps later we edit to atantalizing
commercid, thirty-second spot. We emphasize universal need, practicality, how solid are the patents.”
He amiled. “We have never designed such arollout. We would like to hear concepts.”

“WE Il be starting with just one short media component and in timework it up to an entire campaign,”
Weingtein said, still focused on Peter. “ As Arpad says. Drum up partners and investors. Cash isgoing to
be dimfor amonth or so. You'll have your finder’ sfee. . . We Il write you the finder’ s-fee check before
you leave here today. Pretty substantid. Five grand.”

“Ten,” Peter corrected.

“Right.” Weingtein did not miss abest. “ Can you coast on that for awhile? During the conceptud phase.
Once we get our bearings on our relationship and firm up the contract, we can put things on amore
professond footing.”

Peter did not like that sort of arrangement, but he had no choice. He hated desperation, and hated
begging worse. “1 can cruise on the check for awhile,” he said. “But | will need acash advance. I'm
pretty short.” He did not say,| helped pay for a friend’s cremation .

The tenson seemed thick, and then Kreider began to snicker. He broke into a guffaw, and Weingtein
joined him.



Terrific, Peter thought. Red-eyed, acting half drunk or crazy, then hitting them up for aloan. I’ ve
become local color. The true smell of old Hollywood.

“We have some petty cash,” Weingtein said when their laughter dowed. He lifted his hands and
explained to Kreider, “Hisfriend died last week. He' s aso up here to attend the wake. 1t’ s been arough
time”

“Sorry,” Peter said.

“Not at dl.We are sorry,” Kreider said. “Loss of friend, that isworst.”

Weingtein opened hiswallet and gave him three hundred dollars. “ All I’ ve got except grocery money.”

Kreider pulled out hisown wallet.

“More than enough. Thanks.” Peter folded the crisp new twenties. “I’ll drive home and get to work.
When should wetdk again?’

“Soon. Transwill be good for reaching you, no?’
“Of course,” Peter said.
“And for our next meeting, in aweek or so, we' |l spring for airlinetickets. Coach, I'm afraid.”

Kreider said good-bye, returning to his desk and piles of papers. Weinstein walked Peter out of the cell
and the block of offices.

“Kreider likesyou,” he said. “ That’ s good. He can bethorny. It is so damned difficult to teach great
people how to do greeat things.” Weingtein tapped his cranium and put on a conspiratorial look. “Want to
see something truly cool ?”

He led Peter degper into the building, down along corridor lined with windows covered with thick wire.
They passed other Trans employees, Sitting in converted cells, gathering around tablesin former guard
stations made into meeting rooms, sharing open boxes of pizza. A low buzz of tak and activity. Weingein
exchanged greetings with afew young men and women hustling from placeto place. All had bags under
their eyes.

“It'spart of our rental block, centrally located to al our spaces, available, and, well . . . empty,”
Weingein said. “ Absolutely glowering with history. Could be wonderful materia for apromo. Besides,
wedidn't know what elseto do withit. It'snot asif we're going to open it to tourists, right?’

Peter’ s eyes sung with the effort of not blinking. He followed Weinstein around another turn. They
passed an old steel door markedM EDICAL EXAMINER ONLY . The next door, spaced along the
outside of agentle curve, carried aplacard sayingOBSERVERS . A third door immediately adjacent,
also aong the curve, was markedGOVERNOR /WARDEN. All three were padl ocked.

“We keep server farmsin these rooms,” Weingtein said. “ Earn extramoney running corporate Web sites
and advertisng ventures.”

“Spam?’ Peter asked.



“Spam,” Weingtein confirmed without any trace of embarrassment.

They approached a portable privacy curtain on whedls. Weinstein shoved the curtain aside, knocking
loose aplume of dust. Through aheavy iron gate, chained and padl ocked open, they entered ashort hall.
In passing, Weingtein jangled the chain with aswipe of hishand. More dust. “Grest placefor a
Halloween prank, don't you think?’

Peter dowed and then stopped as the hall abruptly opened into a high-vaulted space. He looked across
and up and dowly spun full circle, surveying an octagond turret over seventy feet across and eighty feet
tal, topped by ahigh cupola. Dark iron beams supported the peaked copper roof. Between the beams,
small windows set dl around permitted a haze of light to suffuse the upper air.

Motesflashed in the digtant rays.

“They used to cal thisthe chancd,” Weingtein said, hisvoice diding into uncharacteristic reverence. He
stepped to one Sde. “Like around an atar. Are you Catholic?’

Peter reluctantly drew his eyes down from thetiny spill of daylight. Pressing closeto the opposte wal,
resting on a concrete foundation, amost lost in shadow, stood a hexagona chamber with its own smaler
peaked roof, like abizarre, diminutive chapd. Aniron rail formed a half-circle around the chamber. The
floor beyond the rail was divided by grated black iron drains, asnister ornamenta border. The chamber
wallswere plates of riveted forged steel enameled asickly green. Three thick glasswindows set in bolted
frames afforded aview of the black interior. Someone had mounted a bumper sticker on the middle
window. It read: HONK IFY OULOVEJESUS. Peter saw nothing else inside the chamber but afew
blinking lights: red, white, and green.

To Peter’ sleft and facing the chamber, three long single-pane picture windows dominated the concrete
inner wall. All were curtained on the insde. The curtains were drawn. Peter deduced that the doors along
the convex outside wall opened to rooms behind these windows. He imagined specid vistorswalking
into the rooms, concentrating their view until they saw only the chamber. Focusing on the desth to come.

“Voaild” Weingein said. “What kind of spin can we get from this? Out with the barbarian pagt, in with
the bright, gleaming future. Out of desth comestalk. Something likethat. You'rethe artist.”

Peter looked up, stuck his hands deep into his pockets, turned around again. He did not know what to
sy.

“They used to treat thiswhole place like achurch,” Weingtein said, eyes till bright. “ Except the priests

wore Sam Brown belts and thirty-eights and the penitents wore orange suits and shackles. Processions.
Step by solemn step. Everything but organ music. Now it’sours. Well, werent it anyway.”

Peter tried to imagine thisawful place asone slast stop on Earth, a prisoner’ slast view of thisworld;
antique, lightly corroded, filled with crude, scientific efficiency. “Tear it down,” he said, swallowing a
lump.

“Beg your pardon?’

“I"d bring in the wrecking ball. Bresk it to pieces.”

“Y ou don’'t think we can useit?”’



Peter made asick face. He knew alittle about capital punishment, had read up on it while brainstorming
ideasfor horror films. Watched Susan Hayward being led to this very chamber, or onejust likeit,
reconstructed on aHollywood set.| Want to Live. Paying state employeesto turn human beingsinto limp
mest.

For amoment, heforgot not to blink. As he closed his eyes, seeking blessed relief from the dryness, the
pain, the chamber, he saw:

Nothing.
Jugt the dim, descending sunlight, reddened by the blood still pulsing in hiseydlids.
But below the calm, like magma below adormant volcano . . .

Sop it, damn it.He blinked severd times.Nothing. Nothing yet. He took a deep breath. Seeing the
death chamber had to force everything into a brutal perspective.You're till alive. Get on with it.

“Wéll, fuck, whatdo you do with aplacelikethis?” Weingtein asked. “Give it the high-tech finger, | say.
So we put our heart in there, the heart of Trans, the most advanced piece of € ectronic equipment on
Earth, Arpad’ stransponder. We didn’t even have to upgrade the power supply. And you know, they
never did usethe dectric chair. Just hanging, gas, and lethd injection.” Weinstein swung about and
tapped the chamber’ sthick window. Y ou can amost seethem in there, can’t you?”

Peter glanced away.

“Strapping them down.” Weingtein' s eyes widened with speculation, and histhroat bobbed. “Letting the
pellets drop—isn't that what they did, way back then? Gas spewing up from tanks of acid. Cyanide. Or
being strapped to the table, | etting the doc pinch up your artery, insert the needle. Did it sting? Did they
use acohol fird, to clean the skin? What was the point? The patient didn’t have to worry about infection,
right? Hewasredly into it now.

With some embarrassment, Peter observed that Weinstein had a smdll but obvious bulge in his pants.
Weingtein pointed up at theiron arches. “I don’t think they ever hung anybody.”

“Not in here” Peter said, fedingill. “They built scaffolds outsde.”

BACK INWEINSTEIN’ Soffice, the young man wrote him his advance check, returned Peter’ s Trans
unit with amagician’ sflourish, and said they would be speaking again soon.

They had adedl.

Outside, Peter blinked regularly as Weinstein escorted him to the guard booth. He could not make out
the faint black-and-blue world benesth the daylight. They shook hands firmly and Peter returned his pass
to the guard.

“We must be brave,” Weingtein proclaimed.

“Right,” Peter sad.



“Transisjust like waking on the moon. That’ swhat Arpad says.” Weinstein shook his head in dmost
frenetic admiration. *Y ou should write that down. Sheer genius.”

CHAPTER17

WITH MONEY INhis pocket and the Porsche full of gas, he sped south on 5, intent on getting to Los
Angelesasfast ashe could. The bland straight miles on the freeway and the steady controlled rasp of the
Porsche’ s air-cooled engine worked like solitude and music, or should have, but Peter was certain he
was losing his mind. The more he racked up the miles, the less he knew whether he was coming or going,
seeking or fleaing.

He talked the Stuation over with himsdlf, glancing at his eyesin the rearview mirror, before he grew tired
of rehashing the facts or his perception of the facts.

It had dl begun with Sandgji in Pasadena—or earlier, at Sdlammbo.
It hed dl begun with Phil.

The truck-rutted asphalt of the freeway played rhythmic hell with histires. Sandaji, Salammbo. Sandaji,
Salammbo.

Lydid s cagt-off emotions, asif even living people could manufacture ghosts.

The edl shadows so eager to get into Phil’ s bedroom.

The eroded figure and the phantom children at the beach.

Peter tried to hum atune. Suddenly, he needed music. The radio had been broken for years, but only
now did he miss the chatter and noise of the busy outside world, talk shows, pop music, religious
sermons. The air wasfull of information, and al you needed was areceiver, but hisradio was broken.

Until now.

“I do not know what the hell | am trying to think, here,” he shouted, and rolled down the window just to
fed the Centrd Vdley air blow past. Theinterior of the Porsche became aresonant, pulsing bellows. “I

am not aradio. | am not tuning in to another world.”

Hetook abreak at arest stop and got out of the car, stretched hislegs, watching people walk their dogs
on the designated grassy fidd. He restlessly tried to avoid staring a anything for very long.

What if some of the things you see every day aren’t really there? What if they just |ook normal ?
You seldom compar e notes with anybody, do you? You don’t bring along a video camera and
record every minute of your daily life to see what you might have seen that wasn’t there after all.

He dipped his head. He was doing it again. “ Oh, crap,” he murmured under his breath. “None of it
makes sense. I’'mlosing it. I’ m afraid to get back into the saddle.”

An ederly woman cameinto hearing distance and he clamped histeeth. White-haired, wearing a



flower-print dress and antique white nurse pumps, she had pink hearing aids tucked up in both earslike
little plastic mushrooms. A Pomeranian on ashort, taut leash tugged her forward.

“Niceday,” she said, nodding pleasantly. The dog’ stongue hung out asit pop-eyed franticdly at the
bushes, eager to move on. The old woman awarded Peter a grandmotherly expression, mouth shaping a
pleased smper, head nodding dightly as she looked a apoint just beyond hisleft arm. The Pomeranian
husked and strained. The old woman lifted her gaze back to Peter, expression full of matronly
congratulations. “Lovely,” she said, and then, with ajerk on the leash that made the dog gag, moved on.

Peter stopped and made aone-eighty. The woman was solid, red. The Pomeranian was fluffy and
orange and ridiculous. He stood for amoment, and the despair burst. A chuckle came out gentle, not
harsh, from deep in his chest. Lifewastoo weird. A way with the ladies. Phil would have seen it
immediately. He could dmost hear Phil in hishead, You remind her of someone. An old beau, maybe.
The best orgasm she ever had, sixty years ago, you bastard you.

And asfor therest of the morning:

Nothing unusud; just concrete walkways, lawn, smal trees, brick buildings, avolunteer coffee booth
manned by two fit-looking gents about his age but looking older and happier, people waking, dogs
walking, kidsrunning.

A rest stop. Real and solid. Nothing more.

Hefdlt like squaring his shoulders but instead just took a deep, easy breath. He had ajob. He had work,
finally—decent work that could put him back on top.

Maybeit had been self-sabotage, maybe not. But whatever, maybeit was over.

CHAPTERI18

THEPORSCHE STOWED:In the garage—it had made the long trip in high old style, he was proud of it,
would have liked to Suff its noble nose into abig old bag of oats—the house in good shape, no
burglaries, everything quiet, calm; Phil scattered to the ocean, back to the carbon cycle, the best anyone
could do for him now; Peter’s mind deepily going over schemesfor how to promote anew kind of
telecom product—and wasn't that rich, he was so out of it he could be trendy again, like string-bean
ties—and the porch smelling of late-summer jasmine; the blackboard by the Soleri bell empty of new
messages, his answering machine silent and empty of calls, nothing to stop him after the long long drive
from smply pedling off his clothes and climbing into bed, no shower on the way, he did not stink so
bad—till smelled of Jessie’ s soap, in fact—so tired. A warm spot in his heart for good old Phil, dammiit,
he had done his duty to hisfriend, there would be missing him and maybe more tears later but that part of
hislife had to be over. Shirt off, pants halfway down, he stopped by the full-length mirror. His chest-hairs
were gray and he wore loose boxers now rather than BV Ds because BV Ds made his balls ache, he had
atight little paunch that wouldn't go away, but life was not over, far fromit. Hewastired. He had done
well, dammit. He had ajob.

He crawled into the unmade bed, then reached down to ped off his socks. Still flexible. He could reach
hisankles. He could still please awoman in bed four or five different ways—moreif they wereinclined to
be creative—and that was good.



It would come. All that was good would return, a second summer for Peter Russell.
He pulled up the sheet, dl he needed on thiswarm night. A breeze blew outside, fresh and welcome; the
wind chimesin back tinkled. Bed felt so good. He was well into adream about set construction and

actors when someone knocked on the front door, then donged the Soleri bell. He was alight deeper. He
had to be, the house was old and easy to break into. He hated thieves.

He pulled on arobe and went to answer, feet dapping bare againgt the parquet and then thetile. He
stared through the glass at Carla Wyss, rubbed his eyes, and opened the door.

Carlareturned his stare and then looked down at her feet, her knees, like alittle lost girl. “ The bastard,”
shesaid. “It' sover.”

“What'sover?’

“I'manidiot. I'mtoo old.”

“You'renot too old,” Peter assured her, yawning. He opened the door wider. “What happened?’
“What dways happens. Thistime, even stupid old me knew it was coming, and | was ready. | clobbered
him. | scratched his cheek. | screamed. | became such abitch , Peter.” The tears began, dampening her

cheeks as she stood pigeon-toed on the tile floor in her leather miniskirt and white blouse and lace net
nylons and high-hed black pumps. “Am | abitch?’

“Only when you need to be,” Peter said, ill standing there, waiting. He would not send her away. She

had been alover, shewas sill afriend, and he did not know what she needed, much less what she
wanted.

“Y ou are the only man who was ever decent to me,” Carlasaid, her lip quivering. “I treated you so
bedly.”

“That’snot how | remember it,” Peter said.
Shefaced him. “It doesn't matter. It just doesn’t matter anymore, but am |, like, acomplete hag?’
“You'regorgeous. You know it,” Peter said.

“| fed like abag of trash left out by the curb,” she said. “| try not to be adown chick,” she added after a
swallowed sob, “and the world just hammers andhammers .” Spoken softly and reasonably. Hands by
her sides. Color gone from her face.

That made him jump. He did not like colorless faces.
“Tea,” Peter announced.

“What?’

“Y ou need some hot tea.”

Her sad, stern look melted and she wiped her cheeks with her finger.No mascara streaks, thank you,
Lord. “Oh, yes,” she said. “And chocolate. Do you have chocolate?’



“Godivas good enough?’
Shelooked up, delighted, more like alittle girl than ever. “Redly?Y ou have Godivas?’
“Tesa, the best chocolate, and sympathy.”

“Oh, Peter.” Shetried to grin wickedly. “1 am achocolate vampire, and you are my victim. You arethe
one.” Then thetears started all over again. Peter put hisarm around her shoulders and led her into the
kitchen.

“I keep them locked up,” he said. “ The maid sneaksthem.”

IT WASOBVIOUSCarladid not want sex, and Peter quickly discovered that despite initia yearnings,
he wasfar too tired to care. He was just glad for company. She took a BlackBerry from her
purse—essentiad equipment for actors hoping for agent cals or e-mails—and turned off the phone part,
removed her clothesin the bathroom, put on one of hisold shirts—something that he usudly found
extremely stimulating in awoman—and lay down beside him with an expression that drew the last of the
blood from his erection. Shelooked utterly and fatally lost.

Peter snuggled againgt her.
“No sex,” shereminded him.
“Of course.”

“But hug me,” shesaid. Hedid.

“I never learn,” she said afew minuteslater, just as he was starting to nod off. The red letters of the
clock said it was four in the morning. He could tell even with her back to him that she had her eyeswide

open.
“Canwetak later?’ Peter asked. “I've had avery long day.”

“Uh-huh,” shesaid.

HE CAME WIDE-AWAKEat nine and lay beside Carla s dark, snoring form. She had rolled hersaf up
like a sheet sausage, stealing most of the covers. In boxers and T-shirt, Peter dipped out of bed and
gtrolled into the kitchen, bending and straining one arm to scratch between his shoulder blades. He put a
kettle on the stove and ingpected the refrigerator. There werefive eggs. He smelled the open package of
bacon, plastic streaked white with cold grease; till good. Milk not fresh but drinkable. The cream iniits
smdler carton had become a cheesy mass. Two apples, jam, some bread that would toast up nicely once
he scraped off alittle mold. Good enough for a surprise bregkfast, he thought.

He stared at the stove, bits of carbon sintered into the stainless sted but otherwise clean. A clean
bachdor stove. Something chimed lightly and far away, not the Soleri bell. He puzzled over what it could
be, then remembered the Transin his coat pocket.



What with finding the coat—draped over the purple chair—and fumbling out the unit, he flipped the case
open by the seventh ring. “ Peter here.” He was half-expecting Michelle or perhaps Weingen.

“Hey, Peter, it sHank! Thought I’d give you acdl, or whatever. This Transthing sounds great. You're
asclear asabdl.”

“Yeah, you, too,” Peter said, glad to hear another mae voice. “How' s Prague?’
“Wet. Whole city isup toitsassin filthy water. Six productions have been flooded out, including ours.
But we' re back to work tomorrow. | strung big lightsin the hotel dining room and hooked them to the

company generator. We sang songs and drank coffee and beer al night. It waslike the Saharain there,
the lightswere so hot. Hotel porters camein to dry out. Everyone cheered right up.”

“Sounds great,” Peter said. He added some gray to histone. “ Phil’ swake went okay. Lydiawasthere.
“Ah,” Hank said.

“I spread Phil’ s ashes on the beach at Point Reyes.”

“Hewould have liked that.”

“Y eah. Still might have some under my fingernails. Want me to save you a speck?’

Hank laughed nervoudy. “I’d prefer Phil as adiamond, you know, al squeezed down. They do that.”
“Yeah, wdl, hewasagem, dl right.”

“When | wasakid,” Hank said, “1 heard the wordcremation and thought it meant they turned you into
cream.”

Peter groaned. “That'sawful,” he said. “Carlais here now. She ran into another one of her agents.”
“Did you give her Godivas?’

“And tea. She'sadeep. I’'mfixing her breakfast. It's good to hear your voice. Good to know someone’'s
working.”

“When the water level drops, I’ll be working. Right now, I’ m sitting in ahotel room reading a stack of
Asterix | borrowed from an Itdian stand-in.”

Phil had once owned every singleissue of Asterix , in French and in English. They might till bein boxes
inthe house, Peter thought. “1 might have ajob mysdf,” he said. “ Doing commercials and promos for
Trans”

“That'sgrest! Money or credit?’
“Money, they say. I'm so out, I'm back in.”

“Hey, when you're not hot, you're cool. Everyone herehasaTrans,” Hank said. “They must have
saturated LA, because | swear, the entire crew is carrying them around. | fit right in. Even Bishop has



one. He cdls hiswife every day, tells her to send him dry socks.”
“Sounds like an adventure. | envy you.”

“Yeah, well, envy meafter | run my cablesthrough a puddie and fry the DP. He' saright bastard, ared
chiaroscuro type. He' srunning al of us hard around corners. | won't have any tread |eft in aweek.”

Peter could pick up the expressions a crew invented during ashoot. Filmswerelittle wars and every
crew had its catch-phrases and scars and campaign medals.

“But hey, Prague’ sgreat. No ghogts, though. We'redl very disappointed.”
“Giveittime,” Peter said, not so lightly.

“Right—"

Then, abruptly, aburst of harsh cricket chirps ended the call.

“Hank?’

No answer. The connection was gone.

Peter heard the degper silence and pulled the unit back from his head. “Nothing’s perfect,” he muttered,
and listened to Carlamoving around in the bedroom. He folded the unit and placed it on the dining table.

“Breakfast for degping beauty,” he shouted to her. “ Coffee with no cream, bacon, and scrambled eggs.”
Carlacame out till wearing his old Pendleton. “Man, did | dream,” she said.

“Sit, eat,” Peter invited. She surveyed the table with sad, wise eyes.

“You arethebest,” she said.

“Tel me something | don’t know,” Peter said.

SHE MOVED ANDsat dowly, asif walking through mud. Peter recognized the symptoms well enough.

“Why solow?’ he asked, Sitting across the table to give her room to make her own decisions, in her
owntime,

“I am such afuckup,” she said, placing both hands on the table. She was till astonishingly beautiful,
though not in acredit-card commercia way.

“Shh,” Peter said. “ Y ou’ re taking the sacred name of sex invain.”
She shook her head like atoy whose action was winding down. “I am forty-two years old. Never

married. No career. | degp around sometimes and from what |’ ve learned, thereisn’t aman in town who
won't fuck me, and not one willing to stick around for more than aweek.”



“I did.”

“I was younger then, and | wasworking for you,” Carlasaid, facing him with asoft frown. Her
eyebrows swept gently but with determination over dark blue eyesto a high but not too assertive
forehead. Those brows il feathered at their endslike agirl’ s, untouched by makeup. Peter watched her
face with professiond appreciation, automaticaly checking how he would light it, where he would set up
diffusers and umbrella, where he would place the baby spots to accent. Beneath the Pendleton, she wore
no underwesar; that was good. No red lines and dimples from bra hooks to smooth. And it was morning;
her tummy would gtill beflat from lying verticaly for so many hours. By mid-afternoon, one had to
changethelighting and adjust angles carefully to minimize the sagging effects of gravity.

“It' sso awful, Peter,” Carlasaid, and abruptly lifted her handsto cover her face, not to cry, but to hide.
“I don't want to have ever been in this busness.”

“It was good for atime,” Peter said.

“It'sadead end.”

“Not for some.”

“For you and for me, it is”

“Oh,” Peter said. “Well.”

“| wasn't good enough, long enough,” Carlasaid.

“You just need to find a better class of fellow. Play hard to get. Y ou’ re aknockout.”

This brought her hands down. “I’m honest,” she said. “1 trust men and | like them. Isthere something
wrong with that? | had awonderful father, and that spoiled me.”

Peter had not heard this angle before. He smiled.
“I just never know what to expect from men,” Carlafinished.
“I never treated you badly,” Peter said. Before she could disagree, he added, “ Eggs are getting cold.”

Carlatook abite. Some of the sadness and anger went away with the taste of food. She sipped from her
cup and made aface. “Mr. Coffee,” she said. “Maxwell House.”

“Folgers. I’'m not arich guy, Carla.”

“I prefer Kona coffee or espresso.”

“Sodol.”

They sat in sllence for amoment while shefinished her eggs and started on the bacon strips. Thething
about Carla, Peter knew, wasthat her sadness, even when it was deep, never lasted for more than afew

hours. She was naturaly sunny.

“I had someweird dreamslast night,” Carlasaid, raising her eyesto the kitchen window, mouth full.



“Oh?’

She finished chewing. “1 dreamed somebody like you was horny and had been dreaming about girlsand
sex and when you woke up, they just hung off of you, like old, naked baloons.”

Peter made adisgusted face. “That istruly . . .” He could not find the word.

“That isn't dl. The booksin your shelves were shedding limp white sacks. | looked around and there
were like these sacks hanging off them, like condoms, or you know, like when a spoon pulls up the skin
on hot milk.”

“Gaah,” Peter said, and got up to put the dishesin the sink. Carlahad never shown a cregtive or surred
talent before. He found the images disturbing; he could imagine them very clearly.

He scrubbed a pan for awhile, feding her eyes on his back.

“Itwas 0 red,” Carlasaid. Her thoughtful ook returned. “Y ou were getting up to go to the bathroom. |
rolled over in bed and watched. Y ou dragged these deflating women after you, and something dark
swooped down and ate them, just like that. Picked them off of you. Y ou didn’t even notice. God, |
remember it so clearly now. Wasn't that aweird dream?”’

Peter had gotten up twice to go to the bathroom. Lying next to Carla without moving had not been easy,
but he could not remember dreaming about sex.

It'swhy you don’t remember most dreams. They get eaten, like Lydia’ s cast-off emotions.
Peter jumped asif stung by awasp.
Carlajerked in sympathy. “What' swrong?’ she asked.

“Nothing,” Peter said and turned to look down at the scrapingsin the sink, trimmed edges of crisp egg
white. He poked it al down the drain and reached to switch on the disposal.

“Damn, I’veturned you off,” Carlasaid when the grinding ended. “1sn't that just my luck.”

Peter rinsed his hands. He was not turned off. Of all things, behind the numb expectancy of more
weirdness to come, he was even hornier than he had been before.

Carlasdled up behind him.

“May 1?7’ shesaid, and took his shoulders and turned him around. “1 need agood guy, just to balance
things. Let'sgetsacred , Peter.”

Asthey madelove, Peter could not help thinking that what he had, whatever he had, was contagious. It
didn’'t matter. Everything was so frantic and sharp through his entire body, he felt asif he were sixteen
again and could go dl day long. He had been without awoman for six months. Peter Russdll, without a
woman. For sx months. He had not gone without sex for that long since he had lost his virginity.

That wasit, redly; that explained it dl.



CHAPTERI19

THE WIND CHIMESsang below the bedroom window, waking him from a doze. He looked at the red
letters on the bedside clock. It was two in the afternoon. He felt totally refreshed.

Everything began from this point. Sex had dways made him fed that way. L ooking down on anaked
woman had dwaysfilled him with asense of wonder; privilege and lust and something that stood alittle
further aside, teling him of hisvaue. Peter measured himsalf by the joy of hiswomen.

Herolled over.

Carlasat up in bed. She sghed and smiled. Her smilereveded alittle more tooth and gum on theright
sde, and that made her extraordinarily beautiful. “1sit true, awoman once asked you to come over to
her house and teach some teenage boys about oral sex?’ she asked.

HY%.”

“Amazing.”

“That wasin the Sixties,” Peter said.

“Stll, it' s pretty gutsy. Did she have, like, permission dipsfrom the parents?’

Peter pushed his pillow up beside hers. “I don't know,” he said. “ She thought it was her civic duty.
Teaching young men to keep their women happy would help them stay married.”

Carlawatched him. “1 need someone to keep me happy, and it will never be you. Though you do cheer
meup.”

“Thank you. | think. Y ou cheer me, too.”
“I was afraid, from thelook in your face, when | told you—"

Peter twisted and pressed afinger lightly againgt her lips. Carladid tend to spoil good moments with
chatter. A minor flaw, but he was enjoying this new beginning too much.

She nibbled thetip of hisfinger. “I bet you taught them well. But, how did you, | mean—show them?”’

“Hash cards,” Peter said, making a broad sweeping gesture. “ Anatomical charts. | wore acap and
gown.” He swung agtiff arm, pulled down an imaginary map, and pointed out the highlights. “Labia,
vulva, clitoris, fetching water by the high road, swinging donkey by his ears, bringing honey homefor
tea” He pantomimed with nimble fingers, then reached to demongtrate. Carlalooked shocked and
squirmed out of reach with agiggle.

Peter raised his head. “It was years before every porno film in Christendom showed young people how
to give head.”

“Did the boys get married and stay married?’



“l don't know,” he said.

“I fedl so much better,” Carlasaid. “ Thank you so much. And now | haveto go.” She got out of bed
and picked her clothes from the top of the hamper, where she had | ft them the morning before. She
regarded him intently as she dipped on her black fishnet hose. “Hush,” she said.

HWI,H?!
“Y ou're thinking too loud.”

“Your legsaretoo long.”

She put on her blouse, then her skirt, zipping it up the front, rotating it, and finishing the zip. Arching one
knee, she pushed her feet into the black high-hed pumps, then angled her elbow, giving him acoy
three-quarters glance and running fingers through her long black hair.

Peter smiled.
“Wdl?' shesad.
“Come back to bed,” he said.

“You couldn’t, and | shouldn’t,” Carlasaid, smiling sweetly. She blew him akiss. “ Say good-byein
here,” sheingtructed primly as she walked through the bedroom door.

In the living room, sun poured through the big window onto the back of the couch and made ayellow
wedge across the floor. Carlastood by the front door. He went to her in his robe and leaned forward to

kiss her with equa primness.

“I would still likemy glossy,” shetold him, dl businessnow. “I’m out of copies.”

“Boyfriends?’ Peter asked.

She made aface. “ Agents and filchers. Some were boyfriends. Isn't that perverse, taking souvenirs?’

“I guess,” Peter said.

Carlaunlocked the door and opened it. Peter heard another woman' s footsteps. “ Sorry,” Carlasaid,
stepping back.

Helen came through the door and swept the room with her eyes, swept up Peter in hisrobe, swept
Carlaup and down the whole length of her. She smiled and did not look in the least upset.

“It'sbeen along time, hasn't it, Peter?” Helen said as Carla murmured something and backed through
the door. “Don’t run away mad in the heet of the day!” Helen called out after her. Then, closing the door,

shetook a bresth and added, “ Justrun away .”

HELEN SEEMED TObe enjoying his discomfort. She sat on the couch with her arms dung back and
contemplated Peter, with his hands stuck deep in the pockets of hisrobe, standing in the middle of the



living room.
“Still no beer?” she asked.
“Stll,” Peter said. “Wher€' sLindsey?’

“In school, dope,” she said. “But tonight’ sthe night. | very much need your services. I'll be bringing
Lindsey over about nine. This could be the one, Peter.”

113 NaN gljy?’

“I’ve been seeing him off and on for ayear. We ve cleared away some blockages, he' sneedy . . .
Tonight, he might even carry alittle velvet box.”

“Congratulations. Good luck,” Peter said.

“You'll be here?

“Helen, | haven't seen my daughter in months. I'd love to have her stay over.”

“Because sometimes | never know.”

“I'll be here”

“Youwon't be off & Salammbo running errands for Michelle and Joseph?’

Helen was convinced there was something between Peter and Michelle, that he was betraying hisaging
boss. She had met Michelle once, three years ago, and had been ingtantly suspicious. But then, Helen

had been suspicious of every woman in Peter’ ssightlines.

Y et she had been the one to cheat and walk out in the darkest hour of their lives. Not without excuses,
of course. Madness and grief had taken their toll.

“Not tonight. | have work to do here. Will she need dinner?’
“I'll feed her firs.”
“I'll behere,” Peter said, gritting histeeth.

“A little old for you, don't you think?" Helen asked, pointing her nose at the door. “Pretty, though.
What' s her name? Is sheamodd ?’

“No, yessheis, CarlaWyss, and yes. She can't find work, not the kind she wants.”

“Nor themen, I'll bet,” Hllen said. “But you' | doin apinch.”

Peter needed to stay on good terms with Helen. She seldom showed outright anger, but she could
withhold that which was not hers to withhol d—sometimes for months. He had long ago learned that

where he was concerned, Helen preferred her negative opinions, and confirming those opinionsin any
smdl way humored her.



He gave her addiberately sappy, little-boy smile. “1 yamwhat | yam,” he said.

Helen surprised him. Shelooked down at thetile floor and said, “Y ou're being helpful. I'm sorry. | have
noright. I amjust so nervous.”

“It snothing. Bring Lindsey by. Ninetonight, right?’

“She' sgoing through arough time. No surprise. | can’'t dways cut it. She needs afather,” Helen said,
dill looking at thetile.

They both turned at the sound of adelivery truck pulling up the driveway. Helen' s car was blocked for
the moment. She watched Peter sign for a package from Marin. That reminded him. He pulled
Weingein's check from hiswalet and dangled it in front of her.

“Red work,” he said. She made a surprised, approving face.
“I’'mimpressed,” shesaid.

“I'll writeit over to you,” Peter said. “ Take out the next two months' for Lindsey. Bring me back the
re.”

“It might take aweek to clear. | don’t have enough in my account to cover it.”

“I'll survive.” He signed the check over to her. Then, feeling generous, he held up afinger for her to wait
asec and retrieved a Trans from the box in the hall.“ Pour vous,” he said. “Freetalk, from anywhere, to
anywhere on Earth.”

“What' sthe gimmick?’ Helen asked.
“It only lastsayear. Then, if you're niceto me, maybe you |l get another.”

Helen looked at the unit, but did not take it from hishand. “Very pretty,” shesaid. “But | don't like
grings”

“No strings. Big promotional rollout. Only the best people are getting them.”

Shetwitched her lip, took the unit, and dipped it into her purse. Walking through the door and across
the porch, she called over her shoulder, “ Congratul ations on the job. But remember. Lindsey. Y our
daughter. NineP .M.”

Peter watched her go. Helen’s car now carried abumper sticker proclaiming that in choosing between
men and dogs, she preferred dogs. Peter refused to believe that he had done that to her; he was pretty
certain that despite everything, asfar as mae company went, he was il the best thing that had ever
happened to her.

And, of course, hewasthefather of her children.
Child.

He ripped open the package and stared at the contents: thick contract on top, letters from Arpad and
Stanley, aclipped batch of sketches—of the prison offices, the gas chamber, smiling men and women



using Trans. Someone had scribbled professiondly drawn bannersin silver marker acrossthree
renderings of the gas chamber, making a sequence. The bannersread:A FEW YEARS AGO

, TELECOMSWERE EXECUTED BY WALL STREET ./NOW ,THEY 'RE BACK FROM THE
DEAD AND READY TO WORK FOR YOU! /TRANS

Peter scanned the sequence severa times, aghast.

Stanley’ snote said,“ We have engaged Throughput, a great agency in Palo Alto. They' [l work with
you on video design, layout and such, content and script to be mutually decided. We're very
excited.”

Arpad had written,” | am handing it all over to Stanley and you. Glitches with the system absorb
my time. These sketches are just some ideas. Bad ones, | think.”

“No shit,” Peter said. On every project, there came atime when you were painfully deflowered. He
wondered how much Throughput was going to be paid to bugger him.

Wil, maybe he could turn that around. Anything he came up with had to be better. Arpad seemed
sensible, even crestive, he knew bad from good. Suddenly and perversdly, Peter felt reenergized. This
wasjug like the movie business: piling up the manure until aflower popped ouit.

He was back in the game.

CHAPTERZ20

HE TOOK Abrass key black with age and unlocked the door to his basement office. The floor and part
of awall a the back of the basement oozed moisture sometimes after ahard rain and he had covered
them with plastic. The duct tape holding the plastic to the concrete had failed and the sheet curled sadly.
Water had stained abox filled with old newspapers. Back then, Peter had been a pack rat, keeping
everything—magazines, newspapers, hoping to search and clip them and put quotes and quips and
philosophy into along-planned collection. That had stopped two years ago.

He hadn't entered his officein ayear.

A big metal war-surplus desk filled the corner of the office. On it perched an old IBM computer and an
Olivetti portable typewriter, stacks of paper covered with more plastic sheets. Behind the desk rose a
warped wooden bookcase filled with paperbacks, some of them bulging with moisture. The room
smelled damp. He opened awindow high on the north wall to let in someair.

Againg the south wall, his huge drafting table ill held a pasteup for aphoto comic he had been working
on. Didog labels had come loose and dipped to the meta catch-strip on the front of the table. They
made amusing juxtgpositions.Hey, this one’ s on fire//With all the passion// a boiled onion.

You look like//screaming metal on the highway.

Don’'t worry, bub//drop your H’s.

Peter stared down at the old work. Ancient history. He knew he had apad of televison-style
storyboard paper around somewhere, out-of-date for sure but still usable. He pawed through musty



tablets and blocks of watercolor paper, found the tablet he was looking for, and then cleared the drafting
table, scooping theloose didog labelsinto alittle bag. He dipped the unfinished pageinto atal meta
blueprint file cabinet in the corner. He switched on the overhead light and the light over the drafting table.

At sxteen, he had fled from Buffalo, New Y ork, away from the horrors of home and high schoal, to San
Francisco. There, he had witnessed the seamy heyday of Haight-Ashbury. The wonder and druggy
awfulness—and the sex—had impressed him mightily, teaching basic surviva skillsthat had served him
well ever since.

Running out of money, and with hisfather refusng to take collect phone calsthat in any case hewas
reluctant to make, Peter had dropped his aready bogus student deferment and showed up at the
Sdlective Service Office one drizzling November day in 1966. He had been shipped to boot camp at
Camp Legeune, North Carolina. With typica army economy, he had then been returned to Cdiforniato
spend two and ahdf yearsa Fort Hunter Liggett. A relatively intelligent sergeant who had shared
Peter’ staste for comics had enrolled him in the School of History and Journalism, asmall program
designed to create writers who would counter the cultural poison of hippie protesters.

Peter had found himsdlf surrounded for the most part by the spoiled sons of middle-class eastern
Democrats, mostly from New Y ork. Far from considering hippiesto be poison, Peter had spent al of his
leavetimein Berkeley and Oakland. There, he had avoided drugs heavier than beer and pot and had
lived with asuccession of confused, artistic-minded women in their late twenties. The woman who had
sold him hisfirst camera—a used Nikon body with two best-up lenses—had tutored him in both hedlth
food and cunnilingus. The camera had belonged to her fiancé, aphotojournaist killed in Mexico. Peter
had paid her twenty dollarsfor it.

He ill had that camera somewhere.

In an old gpartment in Oakland, in front of alarge bay window, she had posed on a couch, an unlikely
beauty—lithe, classy, apae patrician face, large, deep black eyes, frizzy auburn hair, abody somewhere
between Klimt and bulimia. Peter’ s photos had made her look haunting and luscious.

He had discovered aknack. Soon, he had packed away a hundred pages from hisfirst novel and started
submitting photo layouts. The woman, impressed by Peter’ sartistry, his ability to turn “athin old broad
into aclassc wet dream,” as she had put it, had brought in atrio of femae friends curious about “artful
photography.” She had encouraged Peter to practice both photography and lovemaking on them all.

Amazing woman. Amazing time.

She had died in atraffic accident in 1969. That year, out of the army, out of work, and now out of a
house, he had wandered into a clandestine movie studio in a Tenderloin warehouse, awindy cavern of
darkness and dust interrupted by movie lights. Actors naked beneath open robes, wearing bath dippers
and smoking hand-rolled reefers, had wandered through dirty passages between flats shoved together to
make crummy Sets.

It had been day two of a chegp nudie. For thefirst time, while the photographer sat wasted and
despondent in a corner, Peter had peered through the viewfinder of a sixteen millimeter Arriflex. He had
offered to load film, claiming that he had shot moviesin the army. He hadn’t. The produce—asmall, thin
dude who wore a Stetson and called himself Brock Werst—had broken off from afit of monotonous
cursing and coughing and suggested, with not a hint of irony, that maybe Peter could become agrip,
maybe he could become afocus puller, maybe he could become a cameraman, how about director of

photography.



The next day, the director had been ano-show. Peter had taken on that task, aswell. Coming down
from a cocaine binge, stanching aperennia bloody nose, Werst had handed over the ten-page script as
well.

That night, Sitting in atiny hotel room on Shattuck Avenue, Peter had ballooned the script into thirty
pages and sketched storyboards on aWalter T. Foster art pad. He had reported to the warehouse the
next day wearing awhite baseball cap on which he had scrawled, in Magic Marker, “Direct This’ above
the brim and “ Shove FIlm” acrossthe back. The actors had loved it, and Werst had laughed and
proclaimed, “ Shit, you' re the man.”

The picture had been rel eased—escaped, some claimed—as directed by Regent King. Hisnext film,
shot the following week, had been credited to King Regent.

Thaose had been bad times for erotic cinema, legdly speaking, and things would only get worse, but there
was money to be made, pretty women to take to bed, exciting times moving actors around under hot
lights, and of course, that perennid flower in Hollywood, dreams of bigger things.

Peter had made twenty-one films between 1969 and 1983, fifteen of them under his own name. During
the same period, he had sold over ahundred photo layouts, beginning with basement men’ s magazines
likeGRR andTuff . Then had come aspread inRogue . In 1972, two layoutsinOui had followed. Those
sdes, and threefilms paid for in cash and released in one month, had hel ped buy him his used Porsche
and the Glendae hills house.

Big-busted and leggy women had arrived in Peter’ slife, more than even he could imagine dealing with,
atracted to power, any power, and desperate for anything resembling charm. But compared with Peter’s
dreams; it had al seemed small potatoes.

Then had come his three months with Sascha and, coincidentally, felony obscenity chargesin LA County
Superior Court. That had forced Peter to redlize that hiswave was breaking. He wasllittle more than a
grunion snatched off the local beach to serve as an example to degpwater sharks. Hard core was
beginning to dominate the skin-flick industry, bringing with it sharp but futile jabs of legal repressonand a
pal of mob activity.

Eventualy, Peter had sold five cartoonstoPlayboy . But every novel and story he had
submitted—uwritten on sets during downtime and at home—had been regjected. Findly, with too much
energy and too many billsto pay, he had taken on anovelization, writing abook based on apopular TV
show,Canine Planet .

“On Canine Planet, dogsrule and men are dlaves. . .”

That, at least, had come out under his own name.

He dusted off the drafting stool and sat on it with asigh. The storyboard sat blank and silly before him,
with itsrows of old-fashioned TV -screen templates.

Hetried to conjure up some way to begin aspot about Trans: afilm, avideo, anything. Thought of
Carla sdream. Sketched frames of people dragging word-balloon voices behind them, leaving trails of
talk.

Doing the human thing. To talk ishuman. To ligenisdivine. To do it on the chegp isjust good business.



He amiled, shook out his hand, and quickly sketched a Phil cartoon of anebbishy guy with abig silly
smile clutching astack of word balloons and handing them out to people, boarding taxis, subways, on
bicycles, men and women chatting away with big smiles, swapping word balloons. He and Phil could
trade styles when they wanted to, and now a Phil guy seemed the better choice.

Talk is what we do. Reach out. Touch themwith your voice before it’ stoo late. Talk to your
mother, your father, your friends. . .

Before they're gone.

That stopped him. He stared down at the Phil guy: long nose, big doppy grin, dyly handing out word
balloons. Freetalk.

Peter spent ten minutes dotting a circle on the border of the paper, then looked up at the basement
window, listening to birdsin the backyard. An hour went by. With ashort, grunting hum, he stepped off
the stool and lay down the pencil.

He did not know where to begin. It had been decades. These ideas were nothing like the films he used
to make. If they wanted the old Russdll, edgy-cheesy, he wasfailing miserably. That man was|ong gone.

Peter shook his head and climbed the sairs. In the kitchen, the answering machine was flashing a big red
2. In the basement, he had not heard the phone ring. He pulled up astoal, alittle out of breath, and
pushed the playback button.

“Mr. Russell, thisis Detective Scragg, LAPD. Something got me thinking about you and Mrs.
Russell. We haven't talked in a while. 1" ve been going through some paperwork here and | thought
I’d find out how’ s it going. Nothing new, I’ ve just been thinking over details, have some more
guestions. We should touch base. I’ m calling from—’

Peter closed his eyes and pushed the stop button. The next message was a so from Scragg. They had
last spoken six months earlier, and there had been nothing new at that time. A dead-end case. Peter did
not want to think any more negative thoughts. He erased both messages, then backed away, asif the old
kitchen phone might be tainted. He picked up the Trans and punched in astandard phone number. He
hoped the number was il good.

He hadn’t spoken to Karl Pfell inyears.

CHAPTER21

PFEIL STOOD SIX-FEET-THREE-INCHEStE | in—literaly—his stocking feet. Hislong blond hair
swayed forward over his eyes as he leaned across the swoop of glass-topped desk to clasp Peter’s
hand.

“Eight years | looked it up. We haven't talked in eight years,” Karl said. “How the time shrieks by.”



Thewadlls of Karl’slong, windowless office were covered with framed posters, photos, and three big
plasmascreens, two turned off, one still exhibiting rough animatics—computer graphicsloops of lizardlike
characterswalking.

“You ve done great,” Peter said with genuine admiration.

“Don’t look,” Karl warned cheerfully, and punched a button on the desk to turn off the screen. “Jim
Cameron’s new movie. Well, maybe. Top secret. What brings you to Santa Monica?’

“I'mold,” Peter said.

Karl made aface. “Bullshit.”

“I’ve been out of the business so long, | don’'t know alensfrom apixe. | need professiond advice.”

Karl sat and leaned hiselbows on hisdesk. “If | can return any favors. . .”

Asagreenkid, Karl had worked on Peter’ sfind picture,Q.T., the Sextraterrestrial, putting together
two stop-motion sequences. Karl had animated—for almost no money—an anatomically correct monster
alien rampaging through a college campus, chasing coeds who had taken one too many tabs of LSD.
Now Karl wasin charge of one of the best computer graphics studios on the West Coast.

“I’ve got acommission,” Peter said.

Karl looked tan and buff and wore asilk shirt and linen pants, his geeky hair and face now part of a
stylish persona signature. Peter’ s chest suddenly felt cold.

“I presume I’ m going to shoot HD video,” he continued, histongue gluey. “I’ ve never used a Betacam,
or whatever itisnow. I’ d like to see some of the equipment, just to know what to rent.”

Karl shrugged. “Hell, with what’ sin Circuit City right now, you might aswell buy. Only cost you a
couple of grand for something pretty terrific.”

Peter shook hishead. “Thisis professonal, Karl.”

“That' swhat I’'msaying , Peter. Something the size of your hand, locked onto a hundred-dallar tripod,
will give you grest results. What kind of budget?’

“Hasn't been s, but it’ s promoting atelecom startup.”

Karl worked to keep astraight face. “ Are they actually going for psychotronic?’ he asked with a
Speculative squint.

“Probably,” Peter said.

“Ah. Then they’Il want afilm look, bad color correction. Scratches and blotches. Just like the old days.
I’ve got aterrific Arri Super 16 gathering dust in my attic. Y oursfor the asking.”

Peter nodded his thanks and walked around the room, studying the posters. “1 saw your last picture.
Beautiful work.”



“Not much of achdlenge,” Karl confessed. “We turned Robin Williamsinto ataking eephant. Did you
know he' safan of yours?’

Peter laughed.
“No, redly,” Karl inssted. “He quoted me somelinesfromQ.T. ”
“I didn’t know that,” Peter said.

Karl pushed back his chair and stood. “Come on. I’ll show you something. CGlI is about to put all your
pretty ladies out of business.”

KARL GAVEPETERatour. They waked down ahalway lined with more posters and passed a
fifty-seat viewing theater. Karl opened a heavy white metal door and they stepped into aquiet, shaded
room filled with long rows of cubicles.

“Our genies,” Karl said.

Weingtein had been right—there wasllittle difference between a cubicle and a prison cell. Insde each
cubicle was adesk holding atwenty-one-inch monitor, atrackball, and akeyboard. Shelves werefilled
with books and manuals and plastic toys. A young woman in jeans and a T-shirt sat manipulating blocks
of color around a plain-vanillahuman figure. She grabbed alimb and positioned it to her liking, then
swiveled on her chair and leaned back to smiletoothily at Karl.

Karl benevolently returned her smile, bossto wage dave. “ Tracy, thisis Peter, an old friend.”

“Good to meet you,” Tracy said. Her eyes were glazed. She yawned and stretched. “ Sorry. I ve been
working here since four in the morning.”

“Takeabreak.”

“I'mfine” Tracy said, returning with fated downessto her screen. She made the animated figure
grimace,

“Tracy istwenty-two,” Karl said asthey walked to the end of the corridor between the cubicles. * Just
out of MIT and one of the best in our building.”

“MIT? Peter asked. “Not USC?”’

“She debugs our Slicer and NextMove software,” Karl said. He took Peter up aflight of stairsinto a
long loft space filled with more posters, figures of dinosaurs and dragons, and afull-sized chrome-plated
skeletal robot.” Ah am pumping iron,” the robot intoned asthey walked by. It swiveled its head and
swayed itsarms menacingly.“ Scrahtch my bahk.”

“Shealla—my wife, I'm married now, believe it>—sherigged that for my birthday,” Karl said. He
plopped down in ared leather chair and switched on aforty-inch flat-screen monitor. “ Thisis top secret.
Not even Sheilaknows. Just some of the boys. Y ou're going to loveit.” He clipped on areceptionist’s
microphone and earplug.



Jean Harlow glowed into being on the monitor, in black and white, seen from the shoulders up, her hair a
dazzling Slver cascade. A radiant, crystallized glow outlined her head.

“Hdllooo, Jean,” Karl said. “Wherehave you been dl my life?’
Harlow turned to face him. “Isthat you, Karl?’ she asked, and rewarded him with abored smile.
“None other. I’d like you to meet Peter.”

“Isherich 7' she asked.

uvay.n

Harlow peered directly into Peter’ s eyes. Peter laughed nervoudy as she winked and threw him akiss.
“Why don't you and | go dancing and leave Karl to his monsters? I’ ve been cooped up in this boxall
day

“My God,” Peter said. “Shelooksred. Istherea. .. ?

“Mode inthe other room?’ Karl finished, and scoffed. “ Do you think I’ m made of money?’ He tapped
his nose. * Jean, could you get Jane for us?’

Harlow tossed her blond hair and assumed a coul d-care-less moue. She stepped aside and Jane Russdll
moved into view. Karl spun the mouse whed to pull back. Russell stood on a soundstage with awind
machine and a cloudy-sunset backdrop. She was wearing the blouse and bramade famous by The
Outlaw .

“Jane, honey, how about alittle cleavage?’

The figure shrugged, said, “Boyswill be boys,” and started to bend forward. Hands on her hipsand
elbowsout, shegave alittiewiggle. The resulting pendulum motion was very convincing.

“They’'redl anatomicaly correct, and very willing,” Karl sad. “We have Marilyn, Bettie—"
“Davis?’ Peter asked.

“No, Page, joker. And about a dozen others. They run off the same engine, and not even | can tell what
they’ll say next.”

“Wonderful,” Peter said, but he did not sound convinced. In fact, he was starting to feel uncomfortable.

Karl brought Bettie Page on-screen with her trademark straight-cut black bangs. Dressed in a
leopard-skin skirt, Page wasin the act of pinning fishnet hose on a clothedine crowded with dainties.
Behind her was a pink couch. Sheraised her head to ddiver asummer-promise amile. “Why, it' sKarl,”
shesad. “Whao’ syour friend?” She sashayed forward until her face filled the frame. “ Could you boys
help me move some furniture?’

“Not tonight, Bettie. Nice, huh?’ Karl said to Peter in an aside. “Next up . . . Sascha Lauten. Our prize.
| have to admit, your photosinspired us, Peter. The best-covered modd we have, actualy—if what you
did can be called coverage.”



Sascha appeared on-screen before Peter could protest. And itwas Sascha, right down to the way she
folded her aams—Karl had always been amaster at capturing subtleties. She wore afilmy scarf and
nothing e se. Peter fet hisface pink.

“Good to seeyou, Sascha,” Karl said.
“Good to be seen, and by such taented eyes.”
“Peter Russdll wantsto say hi.”

“Isthat redly you, Peter? What asurprise!” She sat demurely on an office-style chair, pulling down the
edge of the scarf. Sascha had been his best-looking model—gorgeous, buxom, and classy, with a
come-hither look that seemed not only natural but accidental. In Peter’ s photos, she had appeared
surprised and pleased at once that anyone could find her sexy—giving her analve vulnerability that belied
her ample charms.

“Let’sskip Sascha,” Peter said, but Karl was busy and did not hear him. Sascha simage had frozen and
bright red pixels were marching like ants across the bottom of the screen.

“Damn,” Karl said, clicking up aset of command buttons and picking through some digita remedies.
“Tracy refusesto debug this software. Leaves us at a disadvantage.”

Peter could not take his eyes from Sascha sface. “White man stedl soul,” he said, hismouth dry. Evenin
dtill-frame, she looked hedlthy and natura. And she was no older on this screen than she had been when
Peter had |ast taken pictures of her. “I mean it, Karl. Please.”

Karl looked up. “ Jeez, you look awful,” he said. “ Are you feding okay?’
“I don’'t want to see her likethis,” Peter said.

“Sorry,” Karl said, dumbfounded. “Let me clear the buffer.” He tapped the keyboard. Suddenly, the
image jerked and became ragged at the edges. The eyes went milky white, then dropped out of sight
completely, leaving black hollows. Peter watched Sascha de-rez. Her colors dropped out asif bleached.
The copy stared at Peter—directly into his eyes—with those blank hollows, and said through jagged lips,
inareedy skirl, “You shouldn’t leave me donein here. I'm avery needy girl.Where have you been,
Peter? Why did you leave me all alone? ”

Peter felt ashooting pain in hisrear molars and down his arm. He reached up to his shoulder and
stooped forward.

“Sorry, she' scaught in aloop.” Karl tapped madly on the keyboard. He made another sweep of the
mouse and reached for the monitor to just shut it off. Before he could do so, theimage jerked, reversed
its last movements, and juddered to another freeze. He held his finger above the monitor button, curious
asto what might happen next. “Whoops,” Karl said. “Bad girl. Well, she'sdown. Shit.” Karl punched off
the monitor. “My apologies. Good night, ladies!”

Peter backed away from the monitor station, still stooped. “ Could we get some water?’



BACK IN THEfront office, Karl gave Peter abottle of Evian and some aspirin and sat on the edge of
the desk as Peter massaged hisarm.

“Y ou look shook, Peter, if you don’t mind me making an observation. Does your arm hurt?’
“I'mfing” Peter said.
“My dad had angina painsin his head and arms. He had to—"

“It'sjugt indigestion,” Peter said, dugging back the pillswith along draft of the flat-tasting bottled water.
He usudly hated Evian but the liquid felt good in histhroat.

“Haveyou had an EKG?’

“Lagt month,” Peter lied. “1 just ate too much for lunch and it’s pushing back.”

After amoment, Karl looked crestfalen. “Y ou don’t gpprove of our ladies,” he said.

“They'relovely,” Peter said. Too lovely. Images, memories of the dead—except for Bettie Page and
Sascha, il dive but now disturbingly like wraiths, bits of information forced to dance through an endless
loop of wet dreams. . . Maelust tuned to the nth degree. He felt a shudder creep up hisback. It was
too much like anightmare distortion of hislife swork, hismovies, his photographs.

Another important meeting headed for salvage.

“Youmake mefed likeafifthwhed, that'sdl,” Peter sad. “ Just thinking about what it takes, with
masters like you around, makes me jumpy.”

“Sure” Karl said, unconvinced. “Wdll, the ladiesaren’t commercid. They’rejust ahobby. Geekswill be

geeks. We don't even haveimage licenses.” Karl gave Peter asearching look, asif regretting the entire
afternoon. “We could get in trouble if someone found out, you know?’

“Don’'t worry.”

Karl walked around the desk and put his hand on Peter’ s shoulder. “Hey, they want you, man. Not
someMTYV verson of Ridley Scott. They want what you did so well, and there’ s no reason you can’t do
it again, right?’

Peter nodded, gripping the plastic bottle.

Karl could not hide hisrelief as he accompanied Peter down to the parking garage. Standing by the
Porsche, Karl said, “If you need equipment, anything . . . let me know. We have sweetheart deds dl
around town. I'd loveto help.”

“Thanks”

Peter opened the car door. Karl was amost twitching to get back to work.

“Man, itisgreat to have you vist,” he said as Peter did into the seat. “ Just like old times. Hey, do you
remember that classyou taught?’



Peter looked up. “ Class?’
“Lessonsinora sex. Cunnilingus.”
Peter said, “1 don’t remember you being there.”

Karl grinned sheepishly. “1 was sixteen, atota nerd virgin. Welooked up to you like agod. Jeez, you
knew it al. Wéll, it worked. Sheillaand | have been married for sixteen years. Thanks, man. | oweyou.”

But Peter could tdl. The next time, Karl would not take hiscall.

CHAPTER22

HE PULLED OFFand parked near the Santa MonicaFier. It was six o’ clock; he had three hours until
Helen showed up at the house.

Peter rolled down the window and took a deep bregth.

The sun was dropping Sow and rich over the water, with that specia light the coast manages to wear
likeaslk dressin the evening.

Maybe he should go get an EKG. He had responsibilities after all, and he had been making excusestoo
long. Besides, this had been an exceptionaly hard week. Idly, he removed his black address book from
his coat’ s breast pocket, turned the pages, searching for old colleagues, those lesswell placed than Karl,
less busy; an old boy’ s network for the grumpy, date stale, and unpredictable.

Then, cloging his eyes, he folded the book and felt afresh wave of despair.Faceit.

Face what? What was he supposed to face? His failure? He hadn’t started yet; he hadn’t had timeto
fail. Face up to alack of confidence? Even in his so-called heyday, Peter had never felt confident

beginning film projects.

He could not shake the de-rezzed images of Sascha. On the screen like that for al the world to see,
forced to do whatever the world wanted, forever and ever . What if every photo Peter had ever taken,
every frame of film he had ever shot, had stolen abit of an actor’ s soul? Would that explain why so many
actors and models seemed to fade, to get more and more eccentric and desperate over time?

To become soneedy ?

Werethey ever pushed to the point where they had nothing more to give, nothing left to be sucked
away,and the camera knew ?

Disgusted at his own imagination—there were thoughts that did not deserve thinking—he buckled up.
He was done for the evening. He would get home alittle early, fix supper, wait for Helen and Lindsey.
Seeing Lindsey again would help.

Peter needed dl the help he could get right now.



CHAPTERZ3

AHUGE TRAFF C jam had packed the 5 and spilled out onto the 10. Peter sat in hislow, low seat
behind amassive SUV—a Porsche SUV, he noted with adight curl of hislip, built like a stack of shaved
hockey pucks. Was nothing sacred?

He could not see ahead to know whether to push right and get off at the next exit. When he edged right
to reconnoaiter, he saw the surface streets were aready jammed and that traffic was, if anything, moving
more dowly there than on the freeway.

It took an hour for the never-ending congalline of red taillightsto ooze like cold molassesto the
interchange. Peter glanced at his watch—an old, scarred, gold-plated Bulova he had had since high
school—and saw it was eight-thirty.

“Damnit,” he said, clenching hisfists on the whed. Helen would be at the house before he got there. He
would not have food for Lindsey’ s breakfast or ice cream for alate night snack. He was once again a
loser, fulfilling Helen' s heartfelt expectations.

Suddenly, he hated Los Angeles, the freeways, hisineptitude for not foreseeing such adelay. He had
lived here mogt of hislife but had not in fact braved Friday-night traffic for years, hissocid life being what
it was.Blame LA. Blame everything and everyone.

After ten long minutes of angry speculation, the Porsche finaly crept around the dowdown'’ s dreadful
cause. Traffic was snaking to the right. Purple flares created a proscenium around a stage of spun and
crumpled wrecks, like gadightsfor atheater in hell. Firefighters and police waved red-muzzled flashlights
to get traffic to move dong, move aong. Two of thewrecks, still smoking, had been doused with white
foam.

Despite hisvow not to look, Peter stared, thought for one plunging moment Helen’ s car might be among
the ruins, he might see them trapped or on stretchers. Two covered stretchers were being lifted into abig
square white van. Cars had halted to let an ambulance push out from the shoulder of the highway.

The wreckage fdl behind and till the traffic did not et up. He endlessy shifted and pushed in the clutch
and brought the revs up for first gear and let the clutch out and turned the wheel minute fractions of an
inch, watching the temperature needle move closer to the red—it did that in prolonged dow driving. He
crept dong the last mile until he could get into second gear on the off-ramp.

Five minutes later, he pulled onto Pacific and breasthed asigh of rdlief, watching the temp gauge drop
back to normdl. Traffic herewaslight. He might makeit.

Climbing into the hills, with lessthan amileleft to the house, the oil pressure pegged on zero. The
Porsche made a desperate little grinding noise and coughed a chuff of blue smoke. The engine mercifully
died. By dint of quick action dipping the car out of gear, he was barely able to coast to the curb.

Thetime was now 9:05.
Peter lifted the rear lid and looked &t the engine, but he knew aready that the problem was nothing he

could fix, not here and not now. A tow and expensive days in the shop would be necessary. The Porsche
had not given him thiskind of trouble since an engine rebuild five years ago.



Gently, asif lowering adead pet into agrave, he dropped thelid and latched it, then dided Helen's cell
number on the Trans. Her network was busy. He tried the gpartment number. All he got was asharp run
of wheedling chirps. He had left his own cell phone back at the house. After three moretries, face grim,
he rolled up the car window and locked the doors and began the long walk.

At 9:37, out of bresth but with, fortunately, no chest pain—and wasn't that proof it was only
indigestion?—he walked up the asphalt dope of the driveway and past the black hollow of the garage.
The crickets were busy and the air was lovely and soft and cool and the house was dark and quiet and
looked empty.

They have come and gone, Peter thought. He had not even left the porch light on. The sadnessas he
walked under the twining loops of jasmine was degp and hard, a determined letting down of something
that had morein it than just Helen and Lindsey; a sadnessthat wastotally bottom line, the sum of an
indulgent life too deep in arrears ever to make good.

Bankrupt Peter Russall.

He removed his key and was about to fit it into the brass|ock when he saw the French door was
aready open. Helen had come and gone and had Ieft the door unlocked behind her, hoping perhaps he
would be robbed, and wouldn'’t that teach him alesson?

And what would the robbers take—books? Vinyl records? An old TV and stereo worth maybe a
hundred dollars—that might go. But the even older magazines? Basement file cabinets full of moldering,
fedthy picturesalot less suggestive than what you could catch any night on cable TV?

Peter pushed the door open with asmall squed of the upper hinge and stood for amoment. He
surveyed the darkened living room, the sun-warmed silence after aday of broken clouds, the faint
mustiness of cornersfilled with dust that aways eluded him during halfhearted attempts at cleaning.
Empty life, empty house.

Peter’ s shoulders sagged. He walked down the dark hall, not bothering to turn on thelights. In his
bedroom, stumbling over apair of running shoes, he relented and turned the knurl on the pullout wall
lamp. Light flashed acrossthe room. Norma light, norma night.

He had arranged the Enzenbacher chess set on his dresser, below the mirror, al the pieces nestly lined
up, game ready. In the mirror, from where he stood, Alice' s copy of the chess set showed in reverse. He
took a step forward and looked down at the real board. On the side of the silver pieces, good guys and
ghosts, the king’ s pawn had been advanced two squares. Phil’ s favorite opening move. Had he jostled
the piece after setting them up? He digtinctly remembered leaving them dl straight.

Stillness, dtillness, and then the cresk of aroof beam settling, an dmost laughable pause, followed by the
sharp crack of furniture or awall stud somewhere, sounds he had heard for decades, often at thistime of
night. Chunks of wood pushed up againgt other wood, just happening to enjoy tandem moments of

rel axation from the hest.

From the twin's bedroom his ears caught arustling as of disturbed linens.

His heart thumped a mighty thump and histhroat itched as he heard, from down the hdll, “Daddy?’

Suddenly everything changed, and he was happier than he had beenin years, dl hisdebtslifted and
failings blown off through the roof to the stars and clouds.



Helen had come and left Lindsey behind, tucking her into bed.

“I'm here, swestie,” he cdled, waking down the hal, pushing the door open, and stepping softly into the
girls bedroom. She had chosen the right-hand bed, where she lay with her face poking out from under
the covers, asmall moon in the blackness above apale smear of gray that was the coverlet, aband of
lighter gray that was the counterpane, straight and tidy. Two thin arms|lay folded on the counterpane. She
looked smadller and younger, lying in the bed in the dark, and she sounded younger, too, perhaps afraid of
the dark, waiting for him to come home.

That would give him some |leverage with Helen, leaving their daughter donein the house with the front
door unlocked. Was any date hot enough to be worth taking that kind of risk?

And then she would come back at him for his not being there in thefirst place, when she needed him,
betraying her onceagain . . .

Peter stowed al that and knelt beside his daughter.
“Where have you been?’ she asked.

“Stuck intraffic,” he said, smoothing back the dark hair above her forehead. Her skin was soft and cool.
“It was amongtrous big beast that grabbed me. Nothing else could have kept me away.”

“Traffic,” sheechoed injust histone of voice. “A beast.” Sherolled to one sde, facing him. Hewished
he could see her more clearly, but just touching her sent athrill up hisarm and into hisbody. It wasthe
babies that mattered, the sex that made them was nothing—it was the babies that made onefed so
excdllent and unworthy. He wanted to lay his head down on his daughter’ s [ap and beg forgiveness, spill
his sorrows, but he was a daddy. None of that.

Hewould be here for her when she awoke in the morning. He would walk down to the market and get
milk and cered; no, he would just wait and they would walk down together.

“Mother left you here” he said.

“yes”

“Well, that’sokay. Y ou’re here and that’ swhat matters. I’ ve missed you.”
“I'vemissed you,” shesaid. “It' sbeentoo long.”

“Now you just deep.”

She nodded a big up-and-down nod. He reluctantly got to his feet and watched her for along, lovely
moment, al the loneliness gone. Full again, to the top.

Then he turned and looked to the lft, at the broadly sketched suggestion of an empty bed in the lighter
shadows on that side of the room. He seldom came into this room now, but somehow, with one bed
filled, the empty onewastolerable.

It was a condition of life everywhere that parents sometimes lost their babies; knowing that did not stop
the pain, but with Lindsey here, hewasdl right. He could believe that life would go on.



“Sleep cozy,” he whispered, and closed the door to a crack.

PETER SAT INthe kitchen, wishing that he had just asingle beer, for this moment. Just awish.

No beer, no liquor, no drugs—not that he had ever done much in the way of illicit drugs. Working ashe
did, under the sort of federa and state scrutiny it was al too easy to imagine, drugs had never seemed a
smart move and had never appealed to him anyway.

No, it was a cohol that had seemed a safe haven and then had turned around and dowly, blearily blotted
out six months of hislife. Phil had found him in this very house, one, passed out in his pgamasin the
bathtub. Days before, Helen had taken Lindsey and moved out. Phil had been both sympathetic and
disgusted.” Jesus, Peter, you still have a wife and kid.”

“1 had a wife. | had another kid.”

“Well, shit. You still have a daughter, and that’s all that matters.”

Other than the Scotch in Phil’s motor home—ultterly excusable—Peter had not taken another drink in
eighteen months. He put akettle on the burner to make tea. Spooned a small mound of Earl Grey into the
wirefilter Stting low in the cup. Poured the hot water.

Chrigt, he missed those times, dl of them in the house. It had al gone wrong in so many ways, hisfaullt,
Helen'sfault . . . neither of them to blame.

He thought about returning to the bedroom to look at his daughter, decided not to bother her. Just Sip
the teaand linger on the moment, fedl like somebody other than awastrel—such aword. A loser. A man
who could not jump-gtart hislife. But at least, and most important of al, afather.

For now.

Helen had gained custody by having her lawyer tell the judge what Peter had done for aliving. Not that
Peter would have contested. After dl, look what he did for aliving.

He actudly smiled around thefirst Sp of tea. A ridiculouslife, but itwas hislife. Anditwas ridiculous.
After the marriage, he had locked up dl his photo filesin the basement, and Helen had considered it done
with.

In the late nineties, to supplement his earnings from the Benalids, and to fill the spare time, Peter had
falen back onwriting movieand TV novdizations, asfast asone or two amonth. He had planned a
mystery novel and they had talked about hiswriting full-time. Helen had gone back to construction, this
timeworking in an office, and for awhile, together, they had brought in more than enough money. They
had started anest egg, a college fund. A writing career had seemed possible.

They had been afamily. He had been happy, though restless. Always restless.
What he would not give to go back for one hour.

The boiling hurt was no more than asmmer now, cooler than the kettle asits whistle subsided.



“Tomorrow I'll call thetow service,” hesaid. “I’ll get my life back in shape. No more stals. No more
weirdness. No more sdlf-destruction.”

Peter finished his cup and thought about going to bed. Maybe he would descend to the basement office
first and look at his notes, now that his head was clear and he was feeling good. It was the depression

that had kept him down, kept him from thinking clearly and being inventive. With that lifted, surely he
could move forward, if only afew steps.

Happy.
Jesus, he was actualyhappy .
He marched barefoot down the steps into the basement and opened the door. Just as he switched on the

lights, the phone rang upstairs. He jumped up the steps two by two to get to the phone before it woke
Lindsey. Out of bresth and face flushed with irritation, he lifted the receiver in the kitchen. “Hello.”

“Peter, thisisHelen.”

“Sorry | wasn't hereto meet you,” he said quickly. “ She' s—”

Helen interrupted, “1 was going to call earlier. The bastard stood me up. To hell with them dl, right,
Peter? To hdl with men. That' sthe story of my life. I'm not the raving, enchanting beauty | once was, am
1?7

“Wdl, I'm glad you—"

Helen brokein again, her tone il bitter, but she wastrying to hold it back. “Lindsey was sorry not to
seeyou, but I'm anervous wreck, and I’ m certainly in no mood to drive. She' swatching TV. She' s mad
at me. Wedll, maybe I’ ll bring her over thisweekend. Maybe we can al go for adrive. Have apicnic.
That would be nice. Are you available?

“Peter?

“Peter?

“Damnit, it'snot my fault, Peter.”

She hung up.

Peter had | eft the receiver dangling by its cord. He was walking siffly and deliberately down the hall to
the girls bedroom. The weirdness had not gone away. It had lain in wait for him to drop his guard.

Lindsey aways dept in the left-hand bed. How could he have forgotten?

Danidlahad aways dept on theright.

CHAPTER24



SOMETHING STOPPED HIMin the hal. He did not dare to turn on the light to see what it was. He
could fed it watching him, part of the genera darkness. It dmost had ashape, dmost had asmell—adry
coil of edls, anest of long smooth lizards, all joined together and smelling of charcod and damp earth.

Many shaped into one.

It was very old and yet it had been born in this house, or reborn. It was hungry but patient. He did not
dare move or go back into the bedroom for fear of rousing it and exposing his daughter—hisdead
daughter, he reminded himself—to whatever danger it represented.

Swest broke out al over hisbody. He felt something in his hand and redlized he had picked up the
two-foot-long piece of stedl rebar he kept in the corner of the kitchen, hidden by the stove, ready to
hand in case of burglars. What did he expect to have to defend himsdlf against? Not burglars, not this
time

What could he protect his daughter against now?

They swarmed and fed. They ate the image of Lydia. Predators.

No.

Scavengers. Scavengers go after the dead and all they leave behind.

Peter’ sthinking was sharp and chilly. He took a soundless step forward and felt the darkness at the end
of the hall contract reflexively. The charcoa scent became more like mud, like damp, moldy wallboard.
Whatever was waiting in the far corner was imitating the odors found in an old house, as camouflage.
Peter could tdll the difference, like seeing the colors of ajaguar trying to hidein thejungle.

He cleared his congtricted throat. “1 know you' re down there,” he said. “Go away. Get out of here.” He
could amost see the coilstighten, the scavenger press back into the corner.How can a shadow twitch?
How can a shadow know I’ m here? It was not happy that Peter was watching for it, addressing it. For
once, Peter felt some power. The rebar would do no good, but so long as he was here, the predator
could not attack.

Could not go after his daughter.
His dead daughter.

Somewhere in the house, another—or the same—stud or beam let out a sharp crack, like agun going
off. A pause, and then the furniture replied.

Asif adoor had dammed, everything changed. The hdl was suddenly empty; no coiled thing waited in
the darkness. The smell of mud and charcoad and mold returned to the dry, familiar smell of an old house
nestled on a dead-end street in the Glendal e hills. Peter dabbed at his face with the back of his hand.
Anger and fear flashed in his head like lightning. Hisfingers reached out and touched the light switch,
then, with ajerk, he pushed the switch up. It rose in gpparent dow motion, thudded into the on position,
and light moved out in an oily wave from the milky glass celling fixture, washing up againg the corners,
flooding thewalls, and splashing out tofill the hall. Brightnesslay over everything like athick coat of
paint, but he was not reassured; paint could cover things up, but they might still be there. So he waited
for awhile until he could smell only the house and had stopped swesting.



Thegirls bedroom door was still nearly closed.
Peter opened it and walked in.
“Honey? Sweetie?”’

Both beds, reveded by the spill of light from the hallway, were prim and neatly made. The matching
Harry Potter coverlets and negtly folded counterpanes had not been disturbed. They werejust as Helen
had |eft them two years ago, with afew wrinkles made by Peter’ s dusting every now and then.

His hand let the rebar drop. It landed on end, then toppled onto the patchwork rug between the beds
with aheavy, ringing thump. He took a shuddering breath and squatted. “I'm here,” he told the room.
“Please, Daniella, give me another chance.”

Of course, there was no answer.

The world had becomered again.

CHAPTER25

SOMETIMES, THE ONLY thing that saves usisafantasy, amemory, something stolen from thelibrary
of the past and long past its due date, but we keep it anyway, grateful and not in the least guilty.

Peter took amorning shower and dressed and thought, when he thought much at adl, 1’ mokay. I'mall
right .

What could have, should have shattered him did nothing of the kind. He was not seeing thingsand he
was not crazy. He would not give himsdlf that kind of artistic credit; for afact, in dl the months he had
wished he could once again clearly visudize Danidlain hismemory, or in his dreams—see her without
looking at her pictures—he had failed.

It was not imagination that had brought his daughter back to him. Danidlawasin the house. Shewasin
some sort of trouble and she had come to him. With him around, she would be dl right; he provided
protection. It was al vague—vague, nebulous, and unconvincing—nbut it was enough to keep Peter
moving through the morning. He caled the tow company and then his favorite Porsche garage. He would
walk down to the car during the daylight; nothing would go wrong during the daytime. Perhaps day here
was night on that other side of the world and everything there dept or hid out. It was beginning to make
sense. Perhaps Phil’ sdeeth, or Lydia s phone cdll, had started it all, pushed him over theline.

Asateenager, he had lovedThe Twilight Zone , reveled in thethrill of haf believing therewas
something more than this ordinary life. Well, now hereit was. He had proof to tip his own balance scales.
Skeptica Peter Russall had swung back to credulity, but thistime he had redl, if entirely subjective,
evidence; he was no longer desperately reaching for straws but forced to acknowledge the tree trunks

floating by.

Peter went about his necessary businessin athick daze, waiting for evening and another chance to spend
afew momentswith Daniella. To protect her as he had not protected her before.

He walked down the hill and saw the Porsche, undisturbed where he had parked it—asmall miraclein



itself—and noted the striped police tape and crayoned impound date and number on the back window.

In the late-morning sun, he leaned against the roof of the Porsche, waiting for the tow truck. Today was
very likethe day he had received Lydia s call, waking him to alarger redlity. He visudized sunshine
pouring through the house, even into the hall corners, keeping the scavengers at bay.

Keeping his daughter safely hidden.

Thetow truck arrived on time, and Peter spent afew minutes thumbing through the battered, greasy
356C manua to remember how and where to arrange the hooks.

CHAPTER26

AFTER AN EARLY supper, Peter took one of the smaller rattan chairs from the backyard and placed it
at the end of the hdl. He sat there with hislength of rebar, waiting.

He had |&ft the door to the twins' bedroom cracked open, but not too far. Perhaps those on the other
Sde were as sKkittish as deer, like fawns afraid to break cover. He would trust their instincts. He would
trust his daughter to know what was best.

“Whenever you' re ready, sweetheart,” he murmured. “I’'m herefor you.”

Around ten o' clock, hefell adeep in the chair. He awoke at dawn, stiff but refreshed. He was not
alarmed or unhappy; had anything happened, he knew he would have awakened, would have jerked to
complete alertness had anyone—or anything—arrived.

The house had been quiet.
He could not expect miracles every night.

Peter stretched and showered, then descended into the basement and began sketching, automaticaly it
seemed. Floodgates opened. The ideas |ooked pretty good to him.

At eleven he took the phone call from the repair shop. Tried to wrap himself around a two-thousand,
four-hundred dollar estimate and along list of parts and necessary services.

Peter could not abandon anything in distress, not now. He had to preserve his past, any part of it. Peter
told the mechanic to go ahead, get her fixed, he had money coming in and would pay them next week.
He had used the same shop for twenty years, they had done hislast engine rebuild, they knew him well.
He had never welshed on abill. One good relationship left in hislife, thank God.

By four o’ clock, he had thirty sheets of breakdown paper and twenty pages of script. Just like old times.
Preserving the past had reawakened another, younger Peter Russell, more flexible and confident. With
satisfaction, he stacked and tamped the sheets and dipped them into a black folio binder. Redly, was
being haunted any different from dropping into another world while he was writing? Briefly living in
another space or time? Perhaps art and writing were like seeing another kind of redlity.

“Sure,” he said with achuckle. “ Canine Planet. Dogs driving motorbikes and hunting women in fur
bikinis”



There, see, hetold himsdlf. Y ou have perspective. You can tell slly ideas from those that make sense.
My daughter coming back makes sense.

My dead daughter.

He worked through most of the night, dept briefly, and resumed on Sunday morning, producing dozens
of drawings, sheets of script, scribbled scenarios. A flood of ideas.

Only for amoment did he fed lost and desperatdly fragile.

Thisistoo good. It can’'t go on.

CHAPTERZ27

AT HVE-THIRTY ONSunday evening, as he had predicted, the strange, private sanctuary of Peter
Russdll came crashing down.

He had been here before, full of desperate hope that the past could be reclaimed, or at least a shred of
it. One night elghteen months ago he had drunk himsdlf into a near-stupor and persuaded Phil to drive
him into Sherman Oaksto vist apsychic. The evening had cost him five hundred dollars and had ended
up acomplete disaster.

Phil had brought him back to this house, a basket case, weeping uncontrollably. He had brewed Peter
coffee and sat up with him al night and into the morning.

Peter could not |et that happen again.

Asthe sky darkened and the phones and Trans did not ring, as Sunday passed with no call from Helen,
Peter sat in the backyard douched in the solitary rattan chair—the other was dtill in the hal—with his
hands folded on his stomach. The sky declined from robin’ s-egg blue through a series of dusty shadesto
brown-tinted darkness.

Wind chimestinkled behind the house, not ten feet away.

All the rationales had worn thin. “What did you see?’ he asked himsdlf in leaden tones. “Maybe you
didn’t see her. Y ou made up what you wanted to see.”

But he had mistaken her for Lindsey. Lindsey was a close approximation, but not exact. Lindsey and
Danidlahad not been identical twins. After their births—within three minutes of each other—the doctors
had told him, and later, Helen, coming out of her general for the Caesarean, about athird type of twin,
neither fraterna nor identicd; the upshot was that both he and Helen (and Phil and alot of their friends)
had always been ableto tell Lindsay from Daniella, even as babies, even when they had been dressed
dike.

Wasn't it possible, then, that awraith of Lindsey had appeared—aleftover image of Lindsey’ semotions
from years past, from just after the funerd?



Peter nodded at the grim logic of that. Even if he was sane, he had yet to see afull-fledged ghost, a
haunt, someone dead. But what about the sandblasted old man and the children near Point Reyes?

Y et in Peter’ s memory, the dim face he saw so clearly above the shadowed counterpanein the girls
bedroom was indisputably Daniella. His expectations of Lindsey had colored what he had seen.

Even awraith of Lindsey would never have dept in Danidla s bed.

His misery and confusion deepened.

AT SEVEN O’ CLOCK, he climbed the short flight of stepsto the porch and walked through the rear
door into the kitchen. He listened for amoment to the pops and cracks of settling timbers, all soft. No
garting pistols announcing aleave-taking of his senses or the world changing into something new.

He was not hungry, so he walked to his bedroom and searched the shelves forThe Doors of

Perception . Hefound Huxley’ s book, adender volume, blue board covers and black cloth spine, minus
its dust wrapper. The pages were well thumbed—he had bought it from an dternative bookstorein
LagunaBeach back in 1969 and had read it once, but the previous owner had read it dmost to tatters.
He sat on the corner of the bed and leafed through the pages until he found the reference to philosopher
Henri Bergson' svave that kept the brain from being flooded by the minutiae of theredl. The valve that
kept usfree of metaphysical persiflage, kept us sane and focused on what was really important in life.
Focused on what could actudly kill you, not just distract you.

Huxley had died on the same day as JFK’ s assassination, November 22, 1963, leaving behind adip of
paper on which he had scrawled just three letters. LD . Perhaps Huxley had taken LSD just to keep
exploring. To jam that old Bergson valve wide open even after death.

That theory didn't fed right, however. What was happening to Peter was less like the opening of avalve
and more like aloose sed on aspigot: the drip, drip, drip of bad mental chemistry, mundane and sad. His
uncle on his mother’ s side had suffered from schizophrenia. Peter had never had any symptoms. . . until
now. But he had gone off the deep end before. Trying to find out. Trying to learn how to bring something
back.

He lowered the book and stared at the wall, at the elght-by-ten pictures of the girls hanging therein
amplebrassframes. Danidla, in the last year of her life, flashing him acheesy smile with her index finger
screwing alittle dimpleinto her plump cheek. Lindsay, on the same day, more serious, with wide blue
gyesand lipsdrawn into afirmly noncommitta line.

Peter told himsdlf, “No, you are not crazy, and you are not making up excuses. Y ou're a bereaved
daddy, and that’ s hard to live with, but you' re seeing redl things. Y ou' re trying to figure out what they are
and what makes the most sense.”

He then asked with awry grimace, “ So why isit justyou seeing things, me bucko?’

Huxley’ s book lay open on the bed, not very helpful after all.

The house phone rang in the kitchen. He walked across the hall and picked up the receiver from the
cradle, tugging itslong winding cord to hold it to hisear. “Russell here”



“Mr. Russll, thisis Detective Scragg. Robbery Homicide. | caled earlier. We haven't talked for quitea
while. | hopethisisagood time, or & least not abad time.”

Peter turned. The kitchen was dark; the only light came from the porch through the window over the
snk. A wood-datted Venetian blind over the window cast bars of shadow on the cabinets and counter.

The voice on the other end continued. “1 just wanted to set up an appointment to meet with you again.
Discuss somethings, if you don't mind.”

“It'sSunday evening,” Peter said.

“Yeah, wdl, weekends don't really exist for me. I’m going over open cases, cold cases. | do that.
Someday I'll learn, but not yet. Mrs. Russell won't take my cdls.”

“Right.” Peter didn’t fed like telling Scragg about the divorce.

“| don’t blame her, but there's some things | need to go over with you, not new stuff, just to refresh my
memory. Wind up the caseticker again.”

Peter did not know what a case ticker was. “What can | do?’
“Y ou know, thisisthe second anniversary.”
Peter looked at the calendar on thewall. His fingers tightened on the phone,

“1 just wanted to go back and ask some of the questions | might have asked before, and | might not
have. New perspective. Cops change and grow. Maybe I’ ll see something differently thistime.”

Two years Snce her death. Suddenly, Peter could visudize his daughter so clearly, walking acrossthe
porch, laughing with Helen asthey folded laundry, sulking after afight with Lindsay. Trying to make her
real againin hishead. That wasit, right? Make her so redl, asif she had never gone away. He hurt with

the effort.

“Nothing new?’ Peter asked.

“No, gr. Nothing new,” Scragg said. “Nothing concrete, anyway.”

Peter turned dowly in the dark kitchen, winding the cord around hisarm. “If | canhelp .. .”

“I'm sureyou can, Mr. Russdll. Sorry if I'm imposing. What | wanted to ask about was, did we miss
interviewing anyone, talking to people, anybody, even those we couldn’'t possibly suspect—anyone
interested in masks. . . I’'mreaching here.”

Peter closed hiseyes. Thekiller had painted araccoonlike mask around Daniella’ s eyes and nose, using
mixed dust and blood. Hefdt his own blood dow throughout his body, turning into cool, duggish rivers
everywhere but behind his eyes.

Hiseyes.

“WEe ve searched high and low for something smilar, and we' ve found nothing, Mr. Russdll. But we're
sure this person has killed before. Can you think of ahobbyist, acollector maybe, some sort of artit,



someone who knows you, who might have singled you out for specia attention . . . | mean, who has
killed before, but hidden his crimes. He would need a safe place to store bodies, perhaps lots of

bodies—"

Peter kept trying to see his daughter as she had been when dive, defense againgt the images so horribly
replayed for him. He stopped listening to Scragg' s voice. He could not focus on that particular fountain of
unbearable truths.

He opened his eyes and reversed histurning, unwinding the phone cord.

Thetwilit shadow of aten-year-old girl stood in the doorway that led from the kitchen back to the hall.
It was Daniella, not Lindsey, with longer hair, smdler and dighter, younger—of that he was certain. Her
outlinewas distinct, her form fully dimensiond. A spot of pale yellow light sesemed to rest on her
midsection. Shewatched him, basking in his attention.

Scragg continued to talk, adistant murmur of sympathetic but crud redlity.

Danidlaraised one hand asif to point. Peter stared, the heat behind hiseyeslike ablast of tropicd air.
His seeing made her moreredl.

Scragg’ svoice perversay grabbed his attention again.

“—someone she knew, someone she recognized,” Scragg said. “ Can you think of anybody we did not
interview?’

“I'll ask her,” Peter said.
“I beg your pardon?’
“She' shere, she' sback,” Peter murmured in awe.

It was not just the regppearance of his daughter, it was what she had become—trand ucent, gossamer,
as beautiful asapiece of crystal. Peter could not combine what he was hearing with what he was seeing.
The detective spoke of death, of suspects and murder, but Daniellawas here, demanding his attention.

Sheamiled.

He frowned and shook his head, resolved to focus. If he did not, he might lose the one impossibility that
was far moreimportant to him. “I can’t talk now.”

“Mr. Russdl—"
Peter hung up.

Thisimage was not just Danidlla seen from the outside, not just aghost of the exterior; asthe seconds
passed, he could see deeper, through the wisps of what might have been an afterthought of clothing;
deeper ill, below the skin, into lightly sketched outlines of bones and organs, kept in place by some
davery to mortd form, but no longer functiona, certainly. No longer necessary. Aswith the outside, so
theinsde. Shelooked like amedical school modd made of glass—or more correctly, like ahuman
diatom, trand ucent and nacreous.



“Ghosts have bones,” Peter murmured.

She looked to her left, mildly concerned about something waiting down the halway, and then returned
her gaze to Peter.

“Hello, Danidla” hesad. “Isit till there?” he asked gently, asif discussng aspider or some other small
vermin that had distressed her.Wait a minute. I’ [l get a jar and put it outside.

She agreed with agirlish nod, it was till there, whateverit might be. Peter wondered if she could
disagree with anything he said. Maybe ghosts were like puppets, forced to do or believe what you
suggested.

In hismind, hetried various statements,| 1ove you. Where are you, sweetie? What happened to you?
and wondered if she could pick up what he was thinking. He had been talking to Danidlain his head for
years, saying dl the things there had not been time enough to say while shewasdive.

Hefindly settled on, “ Tdl meif you'rered.”

She rewarded him with a step forward. Apparently, whatever wasin the hall did not worry her too
much—if shecould be worried.Past all mortal cares, right? But on to other cares, postmortal?

What in hell could that mean?

Peter felt asif he had just drunk six cups of strong coffee. His pulse raced. He was not swesting,
however; he was not in distress, just excited almost beyond words, excited out of hiswits. Overjoyed.

“I loveyou so much,” he said. “Thank you for giving me another chance. Thank you.”

Little motes of light floated up from the floor and found their place in her. The closer she came, the more
solid she seemed. He could almost reach out and touch her, embrace her.

No.

“You'rered,” Danidlasaid. Her voice was areed instrument through yards of thick gauze, abad
connection from across impossible seas. Sheraised her hand and spread her fingers asif to lay them flat
on his chest. Once more Peter noticed the glow, like light faling on her midriff, asif she contained asmall
luminous cloud, asunset within aghodt.

“What do you want, sweetie?’ Peter asked.

“Look,” she demanded, and made another step. Thistime, as she moved, he could seethe
discontinuity—a jerk, asif avideo were being rapidly advanced. Behind her face he discerned the
outlines of veins and arteries, teeth behind the lips, skull benesth the skin.No wonder we think the dead
come back shrunken and decayed. But she’' s made of crystal. She's beautiful, not ugly and broken.

Danidlawas now within hisreach. With amoan, Peter leaned forward. He felt resstance, like pulling
together the equa poles of two bar magnets. His skin tingled. Shelay againgt his chest, sighed—the echo
of asgh—closed her eyes, and wrapped trand ucent arms around him.

From every point she touched flowed awel come weariness, deeper than repose, the seeping desuetude
of desth: sadness and distance and | oss, loss of motive, utility, connection. His muscles grew limp. Too



late, he redized this was not good. Thiswould not work.

Peter gasped for air.

“Daddy,” she said, and spread up and around him.

CHAPTER28
INMEXICO THEdead are not mocked but laid and sweetened by candy skulls.

Ancient tribes, enlisting shamanstrained in sympathies and magic, placated their dead. They surrounded
and confused them with ritual, gently separated them from life and the living, and tried to make sure they
did not return, or that if they did return, they had no power. Their darkness was deegper than ours, their
nightslonger; they truly lived in the shadow of the Earth, and on some nights, haunted nights, the sun itsalf

was reluctant to show hisface again.
For theliving, it islove. For the dead not yet departed, it isaclinging, sapping necessity. The old ways

speak of dangerous needs that cannot be met or assuaged. Wise mothers protected their babies against
mal occhio , the unreasoning affection and desire of both the desperate living and the envious dead.

He should have prepared and protected his baby.
Mal occhio

Evil eyes

Time has dipped; he has dipped and fdlen.

He saw her so clearly. She wasthere.

He amost makes sense out of it. The dead can never return to their old homesin the same way. They
need release, forgetting. Freedom.

(The sunset withinthe ghost . . .)
Theweeping will never stop.

Peter just wants his daughter back.

CHAPTER29

HE LAY ONthe doping driveway outside the house, staring at a crusted patch of old oil flecked with
clay litter. His pulserattled in his ears, blood pumping like gasoline through astaled engine. He did not
remember coming out here and faling, but his knuckles and kneeswere skinned. Therewas no pain; pain

would have been welcome,

Hisface was wet with emotion, but he could not remember why at first and wondered if it had finally



come, if the angina or whatever had findly split histissues.

Herolled over and stared at the graying sky. Dusk or dawn? The sky was getting brighter. It must be
dawn. Had he been out on the driveway dl night?

The phonerang in the house. Not the Trans; the old wall phone. Communication. Talk from distant
lands. He counted seven rings before it stopped. Got tiffly to his knees on the drive, faced the house like
apenitent about to inch toward a shrine. Slowly, memories returned. He was saying his daughter’ s name
over and over. Helooked down. His shirt and pants were covered with athin layer of dust, not driveway
dirt. Grayish white. On hisfingers. house dugt, asif he had crawled under abed. He stood and sniffed his
fingers. Unmistakably, the scent he had associated with Danidllafrom infancy clung to him, sweet and
primd. “God help me.” Heleaned againgt the wall of the garage. His pulse steadied, his breath eased,
vitaity returned. Hefet adangerous kind of good, that sense of relief and well-being after a skipped
heartbest. He wanted more. He wanted to return to the house and see if Daniellawas till there. This
time, he knew that if they touched he would not wake up. And that would be okay. That would be just
finewith him.

The phonerang again.

Still dizzy, Peter walked toward the house. A little ssumble on the low curb beside the driveway. He
crossed the patio, stubbed histoe, lurched, and brushed the Soleri bell. The key broke loose fromiits
tape and fell onto the brickswith abluntting . He stared down at it, letting the phone ring.

Thekey was covered with dust.

Peter bent, picked it up, sniffed it, and put it in his pants pocket.

CHAPTER30
HE LIFTED THErecever on the tenth ring.

“I fed awful,” Helen said without waiting for him to speak. “It wasn't your fault. | don’t blame you for
being angry.”

Then, when he il didn’t answer, she said, “Peter, damn it, are you there?’
“I’'m not angry,” Peter said.
“Why don’t you answer your phone? | know you're angry.”

“I'm not feding well,” Peter said. He could see himsdlf in the glass of the kitchen cabinet—and frankly,
he thought he looked alittle luminous.

“We want to makeit up to you,” Helen said.
“I’d loveto see you both,” Peter said. He had questions, so many questions to ask so many people.

“I redly think we should go on apicnic.”



Softly, asif reaching for alife preserver, he asked, “Can Lindsey stay here overnight?’

“Of course” Helen said alittle sharply, her aggression not yet abated. Shefdt guilty but justified. Doing
thiswould make her fed better. Well, he’ d take what he could get, whatever would lure him away from
that blank and dangerous place that had held him for so many hours.

“Why areyou cdling thisearly?’ Peter asked her.

“What? Silly, it sten o' clock.”

Helooked outside. The sun was bright. “ The clock wound down.”

“Your eectric clock?’

“Power out, | mean.”

“Iseverything al right?’

“I think s0.”

Over the phone, he heard adryer buzzing. “ Sorry. Just asec.” Helen' s voice dropped away and she
cdled out, “Lindsey, come say hello to your father.”

A brief pause and aclunk . Lindsey took the phone. Thefirst thing she said was, “Hi, Dad, we need to
tak.”

“Sure,” Peter said.

“Mom’ s getting the laundry in the other room,” Lindsey said, dropping her voice. “Weneed to talk and |
can't tdl youwhy.”

“I know,” Peter said. “1 missyou, Lindsey.”

“Something’ s changing, Dad,” she whispered. Then, louder, “Here sMom.”

CHAPTER31

RAVENOUS, PETER MADEhimsdf alate breakfast of oatmed. As he ate, he could fed the nutrients
push aong his bloodstream, warm and sensuous as dollops of hot gravy wrapped in mashed potatoes.
After touching the dead, even catmed could be sinful.

In the back of the cabinet he found an ancient jar of Tang and made himself three glasses, breaking up
the fossilized orange clumpsin tap water, stirring and stirring with the clinking spoon, then lining them up
and drinking down dl three. The sugar was like eectricity. He could fed everything with a sharpnessthat
was both exhilarating and worrisome.



Lindsey needed to talk with him.

Peter put down his spoon, suddenly ill. A few minutes passed before he knew that what he had eaten
was not going to come back up—ghost of breakfast. He could not eat any more. He looked at the
phone, at the answering machine on the tile counter below, with itslight steady, no messages. And no
wonder. He had switched the answer mode to off. He did not remember doing that.

He reached out and turned it on again.

Peter wondered if Daniellawould leave him messages like a ghost on an episode of The Twilight Zone ,
dialing out of the graveyard over a storm-dropped telephone line. Of course, Danidllawasnotina
graveyard. Helen had had her remains cremated. There was an urn in acolumbarium.No. Don’'t go
there.

I’ ve never beenthere. | did not do for her what | did for Phil: return her to the sea. Helen forbade
me from taking my daughter back to nature.

Scragg. Detective Scragg. After dl thistime, till checking out the case. Looking at the calendar, two
years. Just a coincidence. How devoted, how dedicated. People we have not thought about. Suspects
al.

Heleaned over the breakfast-nook table, hands grabbing the meta rim, and just stared at the shiny
marble-print linoleum top, at nothing, nothing whatsoever.

Bit hislip, then his cheek.

She had been missing and dead for three weeks when ajogger found her buried in high, dry grass, under
apileof leaves.

Former nudie movie director Peter Russell’ s ten-year-old daughter has been found in a shallow
gravein Griffith Park.

Whoever had kidnapped and killed her had just scraped at a patch of grass and earth and dumped her
there. She had been stabbed many times, afrenzy. Their only solace, thin solace—Peter’s,

Helen' s—was that Daniella had not been raped.

Ghosts did not reflect the violence done to them in life, the Sickness, the murder.

Time seemed to have dowed, so rapidly were al these thoughts spilling out of his deeps.

No, that’s not it at all. She died of leukemia. She was sick for months, not murdered. Don't be an
ass.

Shedied in a car wreck,
a bus accident.
She died falling off a rock on a school outing,

broke her neck; she was beautiful, lying there in the coffin with all the flowers.



Who in this awful, awful world would want to slaughter such a lovely little girl, and then leave
her outsideto rot?

SOMETIMESRARELY ,THE missing kidsreturn aive, and the TV camerasreturn aswell. When the
kids return, dead, who will believe?Peter Russell’ s daughter comes back from the other side. Nation
rejoices. After the break, a happy father.

Those terrible three weeks of not knowing, Helen shrieking in the bathroom, scratching her arms bloody.
Lindsey hiding in her room or under the stairs down to the basement, a €leven too young to redly
understand death; and who at any age could ever understand or accept the death of aloved one?

Next, onOprah—mourning or forgetting? Pain or insanity?

Weeksinto months.

When the police could do nothing, find nothing, Peter had gone out himself. Bought books on solving
crimes. Returned to the scene over and over again, standing in October sun or December rain, coming
home with muddy shoes, running onin an optimistic fury about what he would do the next day, what he
would investigate,

Lying next to Helen at night, reading from the textbooks, until she grabbed up the blanket and went to
degpintheliving room.

Findly, that short last step into madness, going to the psychic. And al dong, drinking like afish just to
hope to fed normal for five or ten minutes out of the unendurable day.

Working on autopilot. Flying blind.
Who did thisto you, sweetie? And why?

Weeping quietly, his shoulders shaking, rubbing his slernum with agtiff finger, he sucked in a bregth.
“Humpty Dumpty time, Peter Russdll,” he said.

CHAPTER32

PETER WALKED UPthe hill from the small grocery store, carrying two paper bags full of milk and
salad makings and lunch meat and bread and a six-pack of ginger de. He saw ared Mercedes 500SL
parked on the doping drive before his house and paused, then hefted the paper bags and continued.

The Mercedes Cdifornialicense plate reedTRANS 4U2.

Stanley Weinstein was pacing in short arcs on the porch, stopping to thwong the Soleri bell with afinger.
He jumped as Peter said hdllo. “Didn’t hear you coming. What agreat house. Classic rambler. Hopel'm
not interrupting something interesting.”

Weingtein was a bundle of nerves, but not nervous energy. The bags under his eyes had darkened since
their mesting in Marin.



“No problem,” Peter said, unlocking the front door. “Comeonin. I'll put these away. Want aginger
de?

“Don’'t you have white wine? Whiskey?’
Peter shook hishead. “Won't keep it in the house,” he said. “Besides, you' re driving, right?’

“Respongblefdlow,” Weingein said, following him insde. He flipped the cardboard lid on the box in the
hadlway. “Y ou gill have afew units, | see”

“A few,” Peter admitted. “1 don’'t get out in public much. Gave them to severa friends, however.”
“All’swell, then,” Weingtein said, anot completely appropriate response, Peter thought. Asif the young
man was only hdf listening. “I’ m meeting with more moneyed interestsin Santa Monicatonight. Lots of
cash on the Sidelines. Raising money iskind of like show business, don’t you think? See and be seen.”
“Show businessisal about raisng money,” Peter agreed, taking the bags into the kitchen.

“Truthis” Weingein continued, “| also wanted to see how your work is going. There have been
Quedtions.”

“What kind of questions?’ Peter asked, washing the lettuce in a battered colander in the sink.

“Wiser heads say |’ ve taken a bit of arisk. Some of our newer investors wonder if you' re the best
choice. I'm hereto bring back ammunition—conceptua samples. Have you looked at the work done by
our desgn firm?’

Peter came out of the kitchen into the living room, wiping his handson atowe. “It' sawful,” he said.

Weingtein snorted. “We paid afair amount for their assessment. They’ re among the folks who wonder
about you, to tell thetruth.”

“Well, let’ sdwaystdl thetruth,” Peter said, feeling his cheeks pink.Watch your mouth. Delicate time.
No mor e self-sabotage.

“No offense,” Weingtein said. “But we need to move forward.”

“Other difficulties?” Peter asked.

“Other than keeping everyone on the same page, none,” Weingtein said, but would not meet Peter’s
eyes. “Geniuses are not my first choice for business partners. They keep going off on tangents. They get
lost intheory. Let’scondder this, let’s consider that. Y ou know the drill. Thedental drill.”

“I haven't got much to show, yet. Arpad sent me anote with the design team sketches, and he doesn’'t
likethem, either.”

Weinstein now faced him with what was apparently meant to be an accusing glare. “Well, yes, Arpad.
Truly our Teda, ishe not? And with about as much business sense. If I’ m going to fight for you, | need
some genuine Peter Russdl materid. Inspirationd.”



“If?" Peter asked.

Weingtein pulled his head to one side to take akink out of his neck. For amoment, his eyes |ooked
wild. “We ve got aweek to prove ourselves, and not one hour more. If | can keepArpad from getting
morosg, if | can keep our investors from turning into a pack of hyenas. . . Please. Anything.”

Peter decided that Weinstein was little worse than most of the producers he had worked for. The lower
the budget, the more they complained. But he had usualy ddlivered, and he would try now. *“Handing out
word baloons,” he offered, draping thetowe over hisarm like awaiter.

Weinstein cocked an eyebrow. “Beg pardon?’

Peter made asif he were uncorking a bottle of champagne, pantomimed pouring it into hisfist. “ People
on the street, blowing up word balloons and giving them to each other. They take them home and the
word balloons pop . . . out come messages. ‘We' re only human. Tak iswhat we do.” ”

“Sounds self-defesting,” Weingtein said. “Not in the least sexy or edgy.”

“I’'mworking on that,” Peter said. * Fan dancing. Men and women, naked, holding word baloonsin
front of their privates, waltzing around a street.”

Weingtein snickered. “Well,” he said, noncommittd. “Well.” Hewalked aong the big front window,
hand to chin.

“Amateur actors,” Peter said. “Old and young, not al hip pretty kids. Sightly baggy nudes, but they’re
al having fun. Maybe their skin suits are alittle too obvious. Shoot super eight. Or you can buy mea
used Arriflex Super 16, more control, we can pull it down in the lab. About thirty grand. Cheaper than
renting if we' re going to do several commercias or promos back-to-back.”

Peter would not ask Karl Pfeil for aloan, not now.

“Wheat about digita video? Weingtein asked, wincing alittle.

“Not thelook you said you wanted. But maybe things have changed.”

“No, no,” Weingtein said, backing down. He pursed hislips. “We can rent.”

Peter sensed acquiescence. * Give me abudget and I'll put together ateam. | can do wondersfor fifty

grand. If werent. And that’ s exclusive of my own fee. Twenty grand per promo, fifty grand for a

commercid. If wework fast, | can get you some short stuff in two weeks.” Peter secretly took a deep
breath.

Weingtein resumed pacing. “Y ou cannot believe the pressure. Six of our key people resigned yesterday.
It'sgot us seeing double.”

“Maybe they shouldn’t be working in aprison,” Peter suggested.
Weingtein shot him alook that Peter could not read, then turned away. “Y our agent,” he said.

“1 work with alawyer,” Peter said. They hadn’t spoken in over seven years.



“Fine” Weingtein said. “ Get me the papers. Y ou don't like the other ideas, huh?’
“They were going to use the gas chamber,” Peter said.
“I suggested that,” Weingtein said. “Psychotronic, right?’

“Suicidd,” Peter said, feding an odd strength roll back into him. “Y ou’ re selling talk, not video games.
But if you want to sell Transto jaded teenage boys. . .”

Weingtein consdered this, hisface blank. “All right,” he said, and held out his hand, waggling hisfingers
like abeggar. “A sample, anything. I'm desperate.”

Peter took up a sketchpad and aMagic Marker and drew alarge cartoon of four of Phil’ s nebbishy
guys, clutching their word baloons down low. “Don’t walk the walk without thetak,” he said, sharing
the words across the balloons. Then, over it dl, he scrawled, “When talk is cheap, lifeisgood. And
that' s the naked truth.” He handed the page to Weingtein, who glanced at it and grimaced.

“Habby nudes? The naked truth? Do you know the kind of people I’ m facing, Peter? They arelocked
into hyper-cool. They compete with each other to buy superexpensive sports cars, just for bragging
rights. Their women fit the perfect waist-to-hip ratio, like they order them from a catalog. They can smell
blood in thewater from amile awvay. They cantaste failure, like edls taste Sckness and death.”

Whereisthat coming from?Peter asked himsdlf.

Weingtein's cheeks tightened to form deep dimples around hislips, beyond anger and into desperation.
“If I let our investors meet Arpad now, theway heis, I'm sunk. We'redl sunk. He' sgoing through a
crigs”

“What sort of criss?’ Peter asked.

Weingtein shrugged that off. “| need assurance, cool, sability, savoir faire. | don’t think dull wit and
flabby nudesare going to cut it.”

“Thenwhy did you ask me?’ Peter said, hisvoice breaking. “Y ou know my reputation. That'sdl I've
ever been good for.” He had had enough.

“Because | thought you might still have something to add,” Weingtein said.

Peter made asiif to tear the sheet of paper in half, but Weinstein snatched it from his hands. “Fuck it. A
mesting tonight, bigger money than even Mr. Benolid can dream of . And this” Weingtein swiftly and
neatly rolled the paper. “ Got arubber band?’ he asked.

HALF AN HOURafter he saw Weinstein out the door, Peter sat in the kitchen, vibrating with anger and
wondering if he knew what in the hell he was doing, with Weingtein or with anyonedsein hislife. He
tried to Sp ginger de, but his hand was shaking so badly it spilled. The phone rang.

Helooked at it for amoment, sick of talk, any talk, then set down the glass and picked up the receiver.
“Hdlo.”



It was Michelle. “ Joseph is doing poorly,” she said. “ He wants to meet with you. Hewon't tell me why.
Can you be here?’

Peter drew himsdlf together. “ Of course,” he said. “My car’sin the shop. I'll go pick it up and be right
over.”

The garage sent a Jeep. The Porsche was dl fixed and ready to roll. But he would have to be back
before it was dark.

If hedared.

CHAPTERS33
“THANKGOD YOUmadeit,” Michdle said as he climbed the steps.

She was seated with legs crossed on awicker peacock chair on the long shaded veranda. It was three
0’ clock and she held amartini in one hand.

“What'sup?’ Peter asked.
She shrugged. “Hewon't tell me. Emotionally, he’ s been going downhill for aweek now,” she said, and
added, through prim lips, “ Sometimes | wonder if | even know the man.” Then she bucked up and set the

glasson around, glass-top table. “ Between you and me and the alcohal.”

“Of course,” Peter said. Beside the glass, he saw that she had arranged a pile of silvery pushpinsto form
aclownish, grinning face, like ajack-0'-lantern.

“I should quit,” she said, lifting the glassagain. “1 don’t drink much, but | should quit completely. It's
fase ign'tit, the way it takes the stress of f? Because the stressis il there.”

“Youjust don't fed it asmuch,” Peter said.

“You quit along time ago,” Michelle said, looking up a him with heavily made-up and inquisitive green
eyes. He had not seen her use so much makeup before: rouge-pinked cheeks, false eyelashes, mascara.
It bordered on the grotesque.

“It would havekilled me,” Peter said.

“You'restrong.” She changed expressions, brightened. One moment she was somber, the next, friendly
and curious. “How did theinterview go?’

“I’'vegot ajob,” Peter said, smiling. “ Thanksto you.”
“I try,” Michelle said distantly. “ Joseph might be pleased to hear about that. He likes you, you know.”
“I know,” Peter said. “1 wouldn’t want to disgppoint him, or you.”

“How in hdl could you disgppoint us?” Michelle asked, astonished.



“I may belosing it again,” Peter said. “It' sasif I’'m trying to sabotage everything.”

“Likelast time?’ Michdle asked, leaning forward.

“Worsethan last time. I'm seeing things.”

She reached out and brushed the back of his hand. One of her long nails briefly scratched the skin there,
leaving awhite mark. “What makes you think you' relosing it? Joseph seesthings al thetime.” She
smiled asif that might be ajoke—or might not. “Hewon’'t confidein me. It'sasif | can fed the storm
clouds, but . . . | don't know where they’ re coming from. He talksin his deep, sometimes. We dl get
old, I guess”

Peter looked across the broad green lawn, embarrassed. “Wédll, it' sworse for me.”

Cloud shadows chased over the estete.

“Tell meabout it,” Michele said. Sheleaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees, and gave him a
sddong look. “I care, Peter. | listened before, | can listen now.”

“I wouldn't know whereto begin.”
“Start with yesterday,” Michdle said. “Asgood aplace asany.”

“What I’'m seeing or not seeing, that isn't theworst of it,” Peter said. “It’ sthe pattern. It's caring and
losing and then breaking down. Don't ever have kids, Michelle”

“l won't,” Michelle vowed.

“No matter how much of aselfish bastard you think you are, kids come aong and they dismantle you,
they rebuild you. Y ou put everything you are into them, al your hopes and fears. It' sasif you haveto
reach out and protect everybody—the whole family, thewholeworld. | usedtoliein bed afraid that I'd
lose one or both of my children, afraid of what that would do to me, to me and Helen.”

“Well, that must be common enough,” Michelle observed.

“Yes, but | still didn’'t keep track, didn’t listen to my own fears. | lost my focus. | was off on atrip. . .
doing research for abook. A stupid little book that wasn’t going to go anywhere, no matter how much
research | did. And abit of the dark world came and took her.”

Helen calling on the phone, Daniellawas missing. Flying back on acommuter plane from San Francisco.
Getting into Burbank Airport, Helen picking him up curbside, rushing home. . . to sit and wait, talk to
police officers, digging for photographs, writing down descriptions for the Amber Alert, dowly working
their way up after four daysto Detective Scragg.

Just four days, and then they were talking to Robbery Homicide.

“Dark world?’” Michelle repeated, incredul ous. “ Devils and demons? She was murdered, Peter.”

“It' sametaphor. Kipling,” Peter said. Thiswas getting him nowhere.

“I'd dtill like to know what you' re seeing. Maybe it can help me understand Joseph.”



Peter squinted acrossthe lawn. “1 don't get you,” he said. It doesn’t mean athing, becauseit can’t be
red, right?’

She shrugged. “ Sometimes he deepwalks. Screamsin the middie of the night. The doctor saysit might
be areaction to his blood-pressure medicine. It' sworse at night, but now it happensin the daytime, too.
When you aren’t here. When you' re here, he s on hisbest behavior.” Michelle rubbed her hands and
stared at her knuckles. “He talks about you like ason.” Her face went blank. “ So | guess that makes me
your mother, and that makes me responsible for both of you. See? | can fed responsible, too.”

“Hehas't told me any of this”

“Well, hewouldn’'t, would he? It’ s up to me, when you' re gone, to bear up under that particular brunt.”
She sat back in the chair, eyeslikeflint. “1 don't think anybody hereis going nuts. Y ou or Joseph. But
thereis amystery. Two big strapping males start worrying about their sanity and spending big money on
gurusin Pasadena.” Now she stood. In her short-deeve white blouse and pleated dacks, shelooked like
aHoward Hughes protégée, about to portray Amelia Earhart. She might have been aghost hersdlf, an
actressvistor from Sdammbo’ s past, from the 1930s. “Go to him.”

“Of course.” He got up from the chair and headed for the door.

“I &till can’'t get my Transto work insde the house, past the veranda,” Michelle called after him. “ Ask
Weingtein about that.”

“I will,” Peter said.

JOSEPH WAS SEATEDIN front of the open French windows in the upstairsroom. Hewore a
sweatshirt and what looked like ski pants. “Happy hunting?’ Joseph asked as he heard the door close.
He did not turn to look.

“Pretty decent,” Peter said. “They’re giving meajob. | oweit to you and Michelle”

“Michelle did the legwork, as sheis most talented in that department,” Joseph said. “Come sit. Don't
make me bend my neck. I'm stiff dl over today.”

“Why not get out and get some exercise?’ Peter asked.

“Becausel’'m...”

For amoment, Peter thought he could anticipate what Joseph was going to say:losing my mind . But
Joseph pulled hiswords back and amended them to, “ That Sandaji woman’ s assistant has been pestering

me ever Snceyour vist.”

“For more money?’



“No. Apparently you impressed her maidservant or whatever she'scaled.”

“Jean Badan,” Peter remembered. “1 doubt she wasimpressed.”

“Well, somebody was. Sandgji would never cdl directly, not even me, her benefactor.”
“Wary of filthy lucre?’ Peter offered.

“She enjoys her money. But she spends too much time dealing with troubled people and she probably
likes her privacy. How’ sthat for ingght, Peter?” Joseph afforded him awan smile.

“Pretty good,” Peter said.

“My producer ingtincts. Now cheer me up. Tell me about your job.”

Peter outlined the generdities of the commission, and told him about the awful pitch scribbled by the
consultantsin Palo Alto and the dicey meeting with Weingtein at the Glendd e house. He felt not the
dightest inclination to tell Joseph about his ghosts. Here, in the clean old room with its dark, expensive
furniture, the view of the endlesslawn, back a Sdlammbo, lifefelt normal. He could be half convinced it
wasdl aningdejob. Psychological. Faling back into an old, old rut. Well, he had survived that before,
hecoulddoitagain. .. and soon, asherolled out the story of hisvisit to San Andress.

“Jesus,” Joseph said when Peter finished. He made aface. “ They actudly have their switchboard thing in
the gas chamber?’

“They’'reproud of it, inaweird way. I’ m trying to convince them that stunt isalittle too juvenilefor the
open market. A certain amount of respect is called for when you go big time.”

“Spoken like atrue king of exploitation,” Joseph said. “ Are they heedless nerds?’

“They seem to have socid sKills,” Peter said. “Arpad Kreider . . . he' spretty interesting.”
“Head on his shoulders?’

Peter nodded.

“A new beginning,” Joseph said.

“Maybe”

“Waél, we might not need you here much longer,” Joseph said. “ That would set you free to watch over
my investment.” He swdlowed. “Michdl€ sinvestment.”

“I can dtill help out herewhen I'm needed,” Peter said, suddenly uneasy, asif about to wake up from a
nice dream. “Gratis. Y ou’ ve both been good to me.”

Joseph motioned for Peter to move his chair and it directly in front of him, in the pool of sun coming
through the window.

“Areyou sureyou'redl right?” Joseph asked.



“Pretty sure,” Peter said. He would confess hisworriesto Michelle, but not Joseph; that’s how it was.
Joseph checked him over through narrowed eyes, and for asecond, Peter wondered what was going
on. Joseph’slook as much as said, What do you know? “Well,” Joseph drawled, pulling back this
scrutiny, “onelast errand, and then I’d like you to put dl this behind you. Go through that gate, and don't
come back.”

Peter was surprised into amoment of slence.

“It’ snot about you,” Joseph continued. “My past is about to return and sit on my lap, and it’ snot pretty.
I’ve made somefairly big mistakes, onein particular. | should have known . . . producer’ sinstinct. But
cojones ruled.”

“Y ou're sounding alittle scary, Mr. Benolid.”

“As| said, thisdoesn't concern you,” Joseph said mildly, asif speaking to afavored child. “ Do thisfor
me. Go back to Sandgji. She apparently has some questions, her handmaid was vague about what sort.
Maybe she needs your masculine services. Even Mother Teresamust have had her moments.”

“| doubt that very much,” Peter said, drawing his brows together.

“Y ou have time to go see them, for me?’

“I think so,” Peter said.

“Thisevening?’

113 Okw.”

“And what will you do if they clue you in to some cosmic mystery, some further answer to my origina
question?’

“Tell you dl about it. If you don't lock the gates.”

“I'll never lock the gates on you, Peter. But it’ stimefor you to move on. Still, if they clueyou...” He
nodded and set hisjaw. “Call and tell me. And if something happensto me. . . watch out for Michdlle.”

“Of course | will,” Peter said. “But nothing's—"
“I meanit,” Joseph sad. “Promise meyou’ [| humor an old man. Y ou’ Il watch out for her.”

Peter nodded, a aloss what to do now. Joseph waved him off and stared blankly out the window. “Tie
up the loose ends. And thanks, Peter.”

“My pleasure,” Peter said. As he opened the door, Joseph—as he often did—issued a dramatic set of
parting words. “Don’t believe what you read in the papers.”

“Right,” Peter sad.



MICHELLE LOOKED BACKat Peter asthey waked down the long front steps below the veranda.
“Joseph and | haven't had sex in years, Peter. I’ m okay with that. There' s been far too much sex in my
life. But this other stuff—this brooding—that worriesme.”

“Thanksfor sharing,” Peter said.

“What, afraid of the fate thet liesin sorefor al old men?’

Peter sniffed.

“| assume you' re leaving soon to go to that Sandgji woman. Can you drive me over to Jesus Wept?’

“Sure. Or we could walk.”

She looked up. “It’ sgoing to rain. That woman'’s creepy, don’t you think?’

“I don’'t know,” Peter said, detecting a hint of covetousness he had not heard from Michelle before.ls
everyone a little off these days? Phil was the starting pistol. Then Sandaji. Then me. Now Joseph
and Michelle. We're all in Wonderland.

“Anyway, drive us over and leave from there. I'll walk back. | want your opinion.”

Peter wondered how much time Michelle spent at the other house. Thiswas the first occasion she had
invited him to see what she was doing. How she occupied her time when Joseph was being moody . . .

Despite his tastes in women—he thought without gpology that twenty-five to thirty was the age range of
perfection—he had never had much faith in May-December relationships.

Peter opened the Porsche' s door for Michelle.

“I'veadwaysloved thiscar,” she said, dipping into the low seat with otterlike grace and pulling in her
legs. “I hate our Arnage. It'saboat.” Her lip curled. 1 fed embarrassed driving it.”

“Sdl it,” Peter advised. “Y ou could buy ten or twenty of these, and | could use the parts.”

Michelle smiled. A whistling freshet lifted her hair. An offshore deck of mottled clouds was moving
inland. Sprinklesfdl by the time they swung around the low hills and U-turned by the huge bronze satue
of El Cid that dotted the long exclamation mark of oleander hedge. They approached the Misson-style
mangon down adoping drive.

“Did you know there' s enough poison in that oleander to kill asmdl town?” Michelle asked. “Makea
note for your next mystery.”

“I haven't written amystery in years,” Peter said. That had been Phil’ sforte. Involved, complicated
mysteries with what seemed to the average reader alarge number of loose ends. They had not sold well.

“I could help,” Michelle offered. Thelook she gave him just asthey pulled up by the row of five garage
doors was at once speculative and blank. She tossed back her hair in away that Peter knew from
experience meant awoman was cons dering making a pass. The blankness, he suspected, wasa
combination of not wanting to show her hand too early and possibly of not being certain or happy about
her plans. Something drove her forward anyway. “Y ou should do what you need to do,” shetold him.



“I’ve known you for years, Peter. Old friends. And now | do meanold . Timeisrunning short.”

It redly was Wonderland. For thefirst timewith Michelle, Peter felt acutely uncomfortable. He had long
ago learned how to turn down passes both overt and covert from women of al walksin life without
arousng too much resentment. Still, the fact that he was thumbing through his mentd three-by-five card
file of polite rgections was disturbing. He had aways thought Michelle was too smart and too classy to
advancethislittle card onto the table.

Joseph would smdll it on them both, even if it never went beyond a smple pass—he would know it right
away, producer’ singtincts.

Still, where women were concerned, Peter had always been dangeroudy curious. He followed Michelle
up the two tiers of stepsto the huge, wrought-iron-studded door. Michelle swung it open with ashove of
onefine, long-fingered hand; it was not locked.

“Welcometo my beast,” she said. They entered the mansion. Their footsteps, crossing the black date
floor, sharpened in the sonic retrospect of the entry, transformed into a suggestion of razors. “1 just can't
figure out what to do with this place. The more | spend and the harder | try, the uglier she gets”

Enough light filtered in from high windows over the front door to light their way, but the circular foyer
was gtill gloomy and unwel coming. Staircases descended in heavy swoopsto each Side. Iron railingson
the stairs and dong the baustrade were amarve of dark, eye-snagging difficulty.

Michelle swung her arm up to the balcony. “ Seewhat | mean?” shesaid. “I could hang klieg lights up
there and she would still depress me. But you should have seen what she was like before. The fire made
such amess of her. I've torn down walls, opened up rooms, painted, fixed floors. . . Like most old
ladies, you can lift and tuck, but you can't hide bad bones. Still, I ve aways thought she has potential.
Don't you?’

Peter tried to concedl hisunease.

Michelle walked to the center of the foyer. Her voice seemed to fan out and come from al around.
“ Joseph once told me something terrible happened here, but he won't say what.”

“Murder most foul,” Peter suggested.

“Yes, well, morelikely an orgy went wrong. Lost innocence, drugs, Coke bottles. Fatty Arbuckle stuff.”
She smiled. “But it’snot in the history books or the newspapers, so who knows? Maybeyou can pry it
out of him.” Then she made amoue. “On second thought, forget it. HE snot up to sad stories.”

Joseph hasn’t told her about ending my employment, Peter thought.

“Y ou know the tunnel between the houses? With the tracks and little cars?’

“I’ve never been down there”

“I think we' re going to fix it up. Clean it out and makeit run again.” Michelle gave him another blank
look. For thefirst time, Peter felt that she was lying, and he could not begin to guesswhy.

“Comeinto the kitchen,” Michelle suggested. “It’ sthe best place.”



“I’d better not,” Peter said. His curiosity had evaporated. “1’ ve got to run my errand.”
“Bethat way,” Michdle said lightly enough, returning to stand close. * Did you bring your Trans?’

He hadn't. “I think they’ re having network problems,” he said. The truth was, he had smply forgotten it
on theway out of the house,

“Well, maybethat explainsit,” Michdle said. “I haven't told Joseph, but the units don’t work inside
either of the houses. Wouldn't want him to think we' ve bet hismoney on alame horse. Areyou al

right?’
“Just cold. I d better get moving,” Peter said.

Michelle wrapped her arms around hersdlf. “It is chilly. And she does show better when thesunis
shining”

Outside, she became Joseph’ s Michelle again, comradely and straight. She patted hisarm. “Don’t let
that woman bum you,” she advised, standing by the driver’ s door as he buckled himsdlf in. “Sandgi’s
turned Joseph into a pill, I'm sure of it. Trying to get more money, | bet. | just don't like her.”

Peter said he would do his best to protect Joseph from predatory gurus. Hetried to smile but hisface
just wouldn'’t cooperate, so he gave her awry grimace and awink. Then he backed up and left Michelle
standing on the long, cracked concrete drive, before the huge old house with its high Alamo-style peak
and second-floor rows of narrow, deep-set black windows.

Not like eyes. Like the gaps between stained teeth.

CHAPTER34

JEANBASLAN OPENEDthe door. Without aword, she let him in and motioned for him to wait in the
living room. He carefully sat on an antique Morris chair and folded his hands. He heard her short hard

hedl s clicking across the dining room and down the hall.

Peter turned hishead a asmall sound behind him. An extremely elderly man stood by asquare pillar
supporting one haf of the archway into the living room. He wore a blue cardigan buttoned at the belt,
loose, baggy pants, and awhite shirt, and above his high forehead, a brush of gray hair jutted. Round
glasses covered rheumy gray eyes. Narrow shoulders dumped like folded wings and long arms hung with

elbows bent dightly, hands gripped asif practicing agolf swing.

With asmall, shy smile, he stepped gingerly around aspray of dried flowersin alarge ceramic vase and
sdled dong the edge of the coffeetable.

“Sandgji will join usshortly,” he said, his voice soft and deep. “My nameis Edward Schelling.”
“Pleased to meet you,” Peter said, standing and offering his hand.
Schelling shook his head apologetically: no touching. “Brittle bones,” he said. “Compared to you, I'm

likeapieceof glass” Helet himsdaf down onto the couch with arelease of locked joints, and dumped
adarmingly to one sde before Sitting upright again. He managed dl thiswith great dignity.



“It’ s been many years since Sandgji last spoketo me,” he said. “ Something of a privilege now, that we
should be afforded an audience.”

“Cogts some people plenty,” Peter said.

Schelling raised his brushy white eyebrows in agreement. “ For being such aspiritual woman, security in
thislifeisvery important to Sandgji. Still, let usnot be catty.” He paused and leaned his head back to
inspect the woodwork on the ceiling. “ Do you remember being told that sheisnot apsychic?’

“I remember.” Peter needed to understand what was happening here. Was he still representing Joseph,
or had that relationship been tossed aside? " Y ou're an old friend?’

“I am not an acolyte, if that’ syour question,” Schelling replied. Helifted his shoulders briefly, then let
them sag back. They might have been connected by springs, or weighed down by time. “We were
married once, in another life. Sorry, I’'m not being clear. In thislife, but before she was Sandgji.”

Peter slently opened his mouth,Ah .

“Shewill not be staying here much longer. The house and what isin it have become too much for her.
Stll, it will be amgor inconvenience to move. Thisisan important time of the year. Many vistors”

“Sorry to hear that,” Peter said.
“May | ask you an odd question?’
Peter lifted the corners of hislips.
“Areyou psychic?”’

Peter drew back. “No.”

“Have you recently experienced suspicions, odd fedlings. . . sensations? Or induced the samein
others?’

“I'msorry, Mr. ...” Peter had forgotten his name.

“Schelling.” The old man’'s eyeswere very bright. He reminded Peter in some ways of a superannuated
Dashidl Hammett, or perhaps Faulkner.

“I’m not surewhy you're asking,” Peter said.

Both men turned their heads. Sandgji walked with dow dignity into the entry, asif seeking distance and
timeto ingpect Peter. Schelling’ s neck crackled. He pulled back his shoulders with more conviction and
stood. Peter followed suit.

She wore agreen velvet gown with adark bronze blt, asif trying out for therole of Ophdiaina
geriaric verson of Hamlet , and shelooked thinner, older; the beautiful radiance from that first meeting
had diminished. Still, even with the force of her presence so reduced, it took Peter several secondsto
notice Jean Badan standing to one Side, hands tightly clasped.



Having performed her inspection, Sandgji finished her walk into the living room and offered her hand to
Peter. “Is Edward giving you the proper third degree?’ she asked, her stance belying her tone: light and
conversationd . Peter clasped her hand and felt something like reassurance pass between. Uneasy, he
rgjected it without even thinking. He had dedlt with charismatic women before; he had a so watched them
disrobe and assume undignified postures.

Schelling observed their touch with bleared, sad eyes.

Sandgji stepped around the table to the couch. Shetook a seat as her former husbhand stepped aside, his
bony knees cracking.

“WEe re getting along famoudy,” Schelling said. They stared at Peter with lips pressed together, hands
clasped intheir [gps, like children in the principd’ s office—two shy, wise children, amatched set.
Figurinesin abizarre antiques shop.

“Joseph Benolid asked meto comevisit him,” Sandgji said. “ After my troubling experience here, with
you, Mr. Russll, | wondered if it was wiseto comply.”

“Mr. Russdll says heisnot psychic, my dear,” Schelling explained. “I assume that means heis not
reponsible for the continuing disturbances.”

Sandgji raised her hand in rather abrupt dismissal and focused on Peter, leaning dightly forward while
gtill keeping her back straight.

“For thelast two days, I’ ve been seeing ghosts,” she said, her beautiful eyesfixed on Peter’s.
“Memories drifting like smoke, but pervasive. Impressons from outside the house, bits of interior didog,
not words so much asimages or smells, rarely sounds. And other sensations| cannot explain at dl. My
body feels moments of exatation and sadness, moving within me, from other momentsin other lives. As
well, phantasms of other bodies—sensations within my organs, my muscles, on my skin. Often, | itch
without cause. It can be embarrassing.”

Despite his concedled distress, perhaps because of it, Peter could not help laughing. “ Thatis weird,” he
sad.

Sandgji joined hislaughter for an ingtant, charmingly, and then with along flutter of her lashes,
straightened her face. “I have seen mysdf, as| will be or have been in this house. That frightens me,
because of stories my great-grandmother told me when | was alittle girl. She warned that seeing yourself
istantamount to learning you will soon die”

“Remarkable,” Peter said. The hair on his neck was now fully erect.

“Mr. Benolid offered us another large sum of money to come out to his estate. Apparently, something is
troubling him. After | made my decison, | enlisted the aid of Mr. Schelling. Has he told you thet heis, in
fact, psychic?’

“We re not on such intimate termsyet,” Peter said. Helooked at Schelling. “ Are you going out there?’
he asked.

“Oh, we have dready made our vist. Y esterday,” Schelling said.

Peter stared between them, mouth open. “I wasjust there. Joseph didn’t say anything about you.”



“I presume he wishes dl thisto be kept closeto home,” Sandgji said. “But by sending you, | presume he
has a so given permission for usto speak. He places some confidence in you. He has been disturbed
recently, but he could not tell uswhy, or by what.”

“What did he see?’ Peter asked.
Sandgji lifted an eyebrow at this choice of words, but did not answer.

“Sandgji isnot done, nor isMr. Benalid, in beingdisturbed ,” Schelling interrupted. “Today, Jean and |
witnessed achild standing right herein thisliving room. He was clutching atoy fire engine. His clothing
was not of the latest fashion, and he was most certainly neither dive, nor physicaly present.”

Peter glanced up at Badan. She nodded, face pale.

“Usually, even with my abilities tuned to the strongest degree, | see nothing more than wisps, hints,
figuresin the corner of my eye,” Schelling continued. “ Thistime, however, it was asif we had both put on
anew pair of glasses. Our little boy was asvivid asyou are right now. What | saw made me want to
weep. Anintimacy, atruth . . .” Schelling shook his head, his eyes growing even more watery. “Most
remarkable.”

Peter swallowed hard. The pause between this sentence and the next seemed unbearably long, and he
did not know if he could bear to wait, or stand to hear whatever might come from Schelling’slips.

The elderly man’ s voice dropped to a soft, rumbling stentor. Now he sounded angry, asif describing an
affront to their dignity. He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out something oblong wrapped in
tinfoil, and laid it on the table. “We visted Mr. Benolid, and hiswife—we assume it was hiswife—gave
usthiswhen weleft.”

Hislong, thin fingers could not muster sufficient dexterity to unwrap thefoil, so Sandgi did it for him.
Before she had finished pulling off the last of three layers, Peter saw clearly that it wasa Trans—a
bright-red unit.

“It' s some sort of phone, isn't it?” she asked Peter.

“Yes,” Peter said. He tongued the gap between histeeth. “ Joseph invested in the company.”

“Y ou carried one of these with you when you first visited Sandgji, did you not?” Schelling asked.

“I think s0,” Peter said. He remembered touching the Transin his pocket, ongside theroll of
hundred-dollar bills. “Yes, | did.”

“That could explain quitealot,” Schelling said, blinking dowly. “Y ou confirm my worst suspicions.”

Sandgji said, “Y ou're hiding something, Mr. Russdll. Are you sure that you, too, haven't been seeing
ghosts?’

Schelling did not wait for an answer. Heheld the Transto his ear asif listening to aseashell and fastened
an even sharper look on Peter. “These devices produce aremarkable effect,” he said. “ A certain
extraordinarysilence . And then something unexpected . . . Liketherising of acurtain before ahidden
dage. |, for one, am very frightened by what may be happening to usdl.”



Peter fdt asif histongue had jammed againgt the roof of his mouth.Everyone is hiding something. And
some things are no longer hiding from anyone.

Badan, now at Peter’ s elbow, obligingly offered him abottle of Evian. He opened the sealed cap and
took asip, nodding histhanks. For her part, she continued to regard him asif he were a strange and
threatening animal that had been set loose in the house.

CHAPTER35

SANDAJ TOOKSCHELLINGby the elbow and helped him through the kitchen to the back door and
outside. Peter followed. They stopped by alarge oriental stone lantern at the meeting of two
perpendicular paths. “ A few specia people,” she said, “ have the ability to see deep into roiled waters.
Sometimesit' s because of what they are, sometimesit’s because they have been involved in
extraordinary events.”

Peter was remembering the sensation he had felt before opening the door to Phil’ s bedroom.| do not
want to know.

Jean Badan closed the porch door, pulling on a blue swester, and ran down the stepsto join them. The
rain had stopped for the moment but the sky was still clouded over, threatening. The large backyard was
ornamented by clumps of sword grass and papyrus neetly arranged in undulating, brick-walled planters.
A Japanese-style teshouse rose above the grassin the back corner of thelot, angled to face the garden;
the rice-paper doors were open and lanterns burned insde and aong the steps. Order, beauty, calmness;
none of which he could share, not now.

“These are specid people,” Sandgji said as she helped Schelling up the steps of the teahouse. “ Some are
like saints. Others. . . not saints. They have extraordinary skills, and some do not realize what they can
do. Edward has met them. He a so happens to be oneof them.”

A deck chair had been set on the tatami mat floor. Schelling sat fiffly. “Y ou gtill haven't answered our
questions,” he said through awheeze. Cushions provided seating for Sandgji; Peter remained stlanding,
arms crossed in defense, fedling both dread and embarrassment.

“I wouldn’t know what to say.”

“WE re not enemies, Mr. Russdll,” Sandgji said.

“I just don’'t know what’ strue and what isn't,” Peter said.

Schelling lifted his eyebrows and scrutinized Peter’ sface.

Sandgji looked distressed. “Why don't you trust us, Mr. Russdll?”’

“Because you take money from lonely people, peoplein pain,” Peter said.

“Hospitals and doctors take money,” Sandgji said. “| treat adifferent kind of illness.”

“Wall, youwrgpit in fake charm and piety. Maybe that’swhy | don’t trust you.”



Schelling seemed about to stand in defense of hisformer wife, but Sandgji placed arestraining hand on
his knee before the joint had a chanceto pop. “It'saliving,” she said, eyesdancing. “I believe what | tell
people. | truly do relieve their pain and give them peace. And what doyou do for aliving, Mr. Russdl?’
“I take pictures of naked ladies,” Peter said. “And make movies.”

Schdling' sjaw fdl. He had remarkably straight, corn-colored teeth, al hisown, it seemed. “I’ll be
damned,” he said, and |ooked aside either in indignation or in embarrassment.

“I see” Sandaji said, with as much aplomb—and no more—asif he had said he was alawyer.
“Edward, remember when | posed for your box camera?’

“We are straying from the topic,” Schelling said.

“How old were you, my dear?’

“Sixty-two,” Schelling answered, throat bobbing.

“A lovey time,” Sandgji said. “I was quite the young beauty. And you, my dear,” again she patted
Schdling' sknee, “were very artful, like another Edward | once knew—Edward Weston. Y our
photographs, Mr. Russell, are for young men who lack female company,” Sandgji said, peering up at
Peter like a schoolgirl. “ Do we not both peddle dreams of happiness?’

Peter could picture himsdf standing with arms crossed, jaw stuck out likell Duce ; agraying genieina
Hawaiian shirt and abeige coat spotted by rain. She could see right through him, and make him know it.
“Art for art'ssake,” hesad.

Sandgji laughed. Edward, still looking to one side, began to laugh next. Peter tried to keep a straight
face, but the tenson and the Situation—and Sandgji’ s charm—drew himin.

He had begun with Michelle; why not tell dl to these two, these extraordinary antique figurines?Because
they re no better than palmreaders. You can’'t ever go there again. It would kill you.

And yet, here you are.

“Perhaps Mr. Russdll isright not to trust us, my dear,” Schelling said. “What can we offer him that he
needs?’

“Mr. Russdll needsto talk, and soon, or hewill burst,” Sandgji said. * Perhaps we should begin,
however.”

“Have we not aready begun?’ Schelling asked, perplexed.
“Not atyour beginning, my dear. And how long did it take you to reved that particular tale?’
“Decades,” Schelling said, mouth working.

Jean Badan had gone back to the house, and now returned with atray, carrying apot of teain aknit
cozy and four fine chinacups.



“It’ s obvious you understand something about life,” Sandgji said to Peter. Badan noisdesdy st thetray
on asmall sandawood table. “What do you know about death?’

THE RAIN BEGANagain as drizzle, and soon surrounded the teahouse with arushing downpour. The
roof rumbled and water cascaded from the edge of thetiles and out of the gutters, gathering in furious
puddles and stooping the sword grass and papyrus. It had not rained so hard in months.

“I lost my daughter. | buried my best friend. | don't know much at dl,” Peter findly answered, his
strong, thick fingers absorbing the cup’ s heat.

“Nor dol,” Sandgji said. “But Edward does.”

|solated from the world by thin gray walls of falling water, Spping jasmine-scented tea, Peter felt likea
little boy. Despite everything, he knelt cross-legged on the pillow in front of Schelling and redlized he
actualy liked both of these people, very much—could possibly even trust them.

Wheat he did not trust and could never trust again was himsdlf, hisfdlibility, hiswesknessin the face of
absolutes.

“Firgt, Edward, tell Mr. Russdll how old you are,” Sandgji suggested.
“Today ismy birthday,” Schelling replied with awide smile. “I am one hundred and five years old.”

Peter was suitably impressed. He could not imagine being so old. For that matter, it was hard to imagine
being fifty-eght.

Sandgji beamed at Schelling. “Now tell Mr. Russell about Passchendagle” She jostled hiselbow, asif
to switch on atape recorder.

Schelling began hisstory.

“A man | once knew survived the Great War in France,” he said. “Hewasme , of course, in asense.
But | am no longer that trim and idedistic adolescent, so pardon meif | do not use the first-person
pronoun. He witnessed horror upon unspeakable horror. He saw thousands die. For weeks, he and his
fellow soldierslay in muddy trenchesjust yards from the bodies of their friends, who had died hours or
days earlier, mowed down in an endless series of aborted advances. As the bodies bloated and were
reduced by rats, those gtill dive gave them comic names, made jokes, placed bets asto when one or
another would burst from decay or be blown to pieces by amortar. It was al done to numb themselves
to the horror. For atime, it worked. Humans are astonishingly resilient.

“But after aweek, the weather changed . . . not the rain, which was constant, but some other weather.
Thisyoung man noticed the change first. Perhaps he was dways alittle sengtive. At first, he saw wisps
moving across the fields, down the trenches, like whirls of fog. In subsequent hours, a night, he would
catch the slhouette, standing in afamiliar posture, of afriend long dead. Then the outline of aface hung
over him as he dept, empty eyes beseeching. In fitsand starts, he saw full figures of his dead comrades
return, walking among the living, seeming asred asthose still wearing their flesh. They struggled to
appear normal, to do the things they had aways used to do. Memory istenacious, Mr. Russdl. Itisthe
gluethat holds the universe together, and it binds the dead to their friendsand family . . . for atime.



“Others saw them aswell. Assuming perhapsthat in thishellish place dl the rules had changed—class
and etiquette, savagery and kindness, the separation of the living and the dead—afew of the more
foolhardy attempted to strike up conversations with their old comrades. At firs, the revenants were
unresponsive, ‘hollow.” They spoke rarely, and when they did, merely echoed, in weird rearrangements,
the words spoken to them.”

Schdling stared out into the rain. His hand, hanging over the arm of the chair, trembled. “1t’sno good,”
he said. “It comes back too clearly.

“Ultimately, being around these heartless specters drained one of the will to live. After along night trying
to dicit aresponse from one of my former comrades—whose corpse | could clearly see, stuck on
barbed wire a hundred feet away—and receiving only sad echoes, | broke down. | made arun over the
top, done. A few quick and observant friends grabbed me by the ankles and dragged me back into the
trench. | did not thank them.”

Schelling patted Sandgji’ s shoulder. She was weeping quietly into ahandkerchief. “ After afew days, the
revenants became little more than blurs or outlines, asif suffering through yet another cycle of decay.
Perhaps most horrible of dl, they now attracted shadows—worms of the spirit and dark, swooping
things, like wingswithout bodies”

Schelling had Peter. He felt unableto ress, or evento move.

“Inthetrenches, at night, after aday of fierce shdlling, we heard the moaning of hundreds of wounded
from the German side. And between those cries, we dll heard—all of us, in those trenches, perhaps on
both sdes—an indescribableskirling , like birds caught in long stedl pipes. In the dark, under the awful
brilliance of flares drifting down on parachutes, we saw shadows swarming, harrowing the revenants.
There was no escape. That terriblenesslasted dl night, and nobody dared deep; it was the most awful
night of an unbelievably awful war. Y et it did not last forever. Theliving endured. And by morning, al
was Clear.

“That strange season did not return, not for the other young men, not for me, through the entire war. But
now, it is back, stronger and stranger than ever. We are dl seeing ghosts, and not just on battlefields. Am
| speaking truth, Mr. Russdll?’

Peter wrapped histemples and crown in his hands. His head hurt from clenching hisjaw.

Schelling took encouragement from this response. “ All who survived that wretched war returned broken
in oneway or another, their lives changed, and not for the better. | wanted to believe that what | saw was
just amadness of the battlefield. Y et wherever | went theresfter, thirty and forty years|ater, the faces of
the dead swam through my dreams. Rarely, | met them on the street, lost, seeking, watching mewith
empty, hungry eyes, asif | could help.

“I do not know why | was afforded thisthird sight, but | sometimeswonder . . . Wasit because | had
witnessed a process no living being should ever see? What becomes of uswhen we die. And how we die
asecond time.”

Schdlling looked down at Peter, hislips pressed tightly together. “Don’t confuse death with deep, Mr.
Russl,” he said, his stentor growing husky. “Degth ismore like being born. 1t salong, hard giving up of
warmth for something you don’t know. There' s adesperate glamour that surroundstheliving, and for a
time, the dead think they are ftill in the game. They cling to any memory of their life—the sharper and
stronger, the better. The dead grieve. They grievefor the living, for what they have log, their places, their



possessions, their loved ones, dl that defined them in thisworld. Their mournful need holdsthem to the
Earth. And so they must be shaken loosg, like flakes of old skin.” Here, he shuddered, not ddlicately, but
s0 violently and abruptly he upset histeacup. The cup fell to the deck, but miraculoudly did not shaiter.
He bent dowly, joints creaking, to stare dolefully down at it. “If you’ ve seen such things,” Schelling said,
“I most certainly understand your reluctance to talk about them.”

Sandgji returned the cup to his hand, and both contemplated a stone lantern just outside the teahouse.
Asthe dusk degpened, the rain dowed, then stopped, and lights came on automaticaly in the yard,
around the well-groomed bushes, and findly insde the lantern itself.

“Please, tdll uswhatever you know,” Sandaji encouraged. “It could be so very important.”

Peter craned his neck to ook at the darkening sky, the few stars, and wondered what he was about to
do, and what the consegquences would be. Michdlle sdistrust. Joseph’s decline.

| saw her. | know I did. I’'mnot crazy, and it’s not just the bad old grief coming back.

She'sreal.

Peter clenched hisfigts, amenacing, gorilldike gesture that made both Schelling and Sandaji flinch. “It
hurts too much to believe.”

“What about truth?’ Sandaji asked.
Peter snorted. “ Truth isahunter. Truth iswhat kills you when you give up thelies.”

Sandgji said, “ An astute observation, but must it be your fina answer? When you are ready—" she
began.

Peter interrupted. “What do you think the shadows are?’

“I don't know,” Schelling said.

“If memoriesdrop away like dead skin,” Peter said, “well, there are bugsthat eat dead skin, right?’
Sandgji gave him areproachful look.

“They could be scavengers, likerats, or edls. Or like you said, worms or vultures,” Peter said quietly.
“Youhave witnessed,” Sandgji said.

“They might dso befriendsin disguise,” Schelling said. “ Sacrificeisliberation, Mr. Russdll. We' re
talking about a process and a condition we know amost nothing about, and so if we draw conclusions,
they’ re bound to be erroneous. And if we interfere, it is bound to be disastrous.”

It was growing dark. Peter needed to get back to the house, to protect his daughter from the shadows.
Back to hisinsanity. But he could not convince his body to move. He remained seated. Whatever she

had become, Daniellawas no longer safe—for him.

| don’t know how to help her.



Crickets, assured that the rain was over, started singing in the garden.

“Let’'ssay | bedieveyou,” Peter said, hisvoicerough. “Let’ssay I’ ve seen these things. What caused the
change? How can we help them escape, pass on, whatever they need to do?’

Sandgji’ s expression became sad and radiant, aware of Peter’ s breakthrough—and the pain it could
cause.

“Thisisdifficult to convey,” Schdling said. “When we die, we shed dl our memories at once—the
temporary psychic equivaent of the physical body. But embedded within that immateria skin, asyou cdl
it, is something else, not temporary, different. It departs, but does not aways do so immediately. I've
seen such only twice, inal my experienceswith spiritual matters, but it left alasting impression: akind of
golden glow, like aninner sunset.”

“What isit?’ Peter asked.

“Somethink that aghost can dtill carry its soul, trapped in memorieslike abird in athorny bush.
Trauma—war or other violence—may drag out the release. Or because we remember our loved ones
too passionately, they cannot let go. This change that we are witnessing, this ateration in the spiritua
weather, only addsto their difficulties—and to ours. If we can reversethe change. . .”

Sandgji held up the unwrapped Trans. Peter stared at it in mixed wonder and horror.

“Thisdeviceisresponsble, Mr. Russdll,” Schelling said. *Y ou carried one into this house, and at that
moment, precisaly, induced Sandgji’ s visions. The visons returned when Mrs. Benoliel gave us another.
With the experience of dmost nine decades of dedling with the spiritud, | am convinced that these
ingruments of communication are highlighting the dead and their supernatura entourage, perhaps even
blocking the pathways of our fina liberation. Tell your friends, the ones who built these, whom you are
working for, that they must stop. They may be putting usal in worse than mortal danger.”

Peter stared at the plastic ovoid. “How?’

“Perhaps you have been told, and smply haven’t made the connections.”

Forbidden channels . . . Down thereis a degper silence than we can know, a great emptiness.
Huge bandwidth, perhaps infinite capacity. It can handle all our noise, all our talk, anything we
have to say, throughout all eternity. So Kreilder had told him.

But the forbidden channels were not so empty after al.

Not news of Phil, not the fear of aredl, paying job—but getting a Trans.

That was the shot from the starting pistol.

“Such intimate contact with the dead is neither good nor right,” Schelling said, hisface turning grim at
Peter’ slengthening silence, his gpparent obstinacy. “1 have advised Sandgji that it istimeto leavethis
city, to leave the West Coadt entirely. It isnot healthy.”

Perhaps Josephwas seeing ghosts; Sandgji and Schelling were, too. If Peter was crazy or sick, it was

contagious—but they dl had Transunits. “Not just here,” he said, hismouth dry. “ They’ ve shipped Trans
worldwide.”



Sandgi’ s hand clutched his. “Then it smost urgent.” She looked even more vulnerable than hefdt.

“Y our daughter. When first you visited, | saw her beside you. Just aface, obvioudy that of ayoung girl, a
brief hint, but there was aresemblance. Y ou are not beautiful, if | may say so, but shewas. That isthe
way of children.”

Tearsformed in Peter’ s eyes. He wiped them quickly with the back of hisfigt. “Danidla...” wasdl he
could manage. The observations were tumbling for him now. The old woman with the silly dog, at the
rest stop, hethought.She smiled at someone standing right beside me, smiled like a doting
grandmother.

“It was a shock, much more than | was prepared for,” Sandgji said. “Before that moment, | had never
seen aghost.”

Schdlling reached to grip Peter’ s shoulder. Holding each other, they formed asmdll circle. “Have
courage,” the old man said. “We have seen the girl again, but not with you, and not here.”

“Where?' Peter asked.

“At Sdlammbo,” Sandgji said. Her ook beseeched his understanding. “ Both of us witnessed her.
Edward and |. And we saw others, so many others. The estate is crowded with the dead. We fear for
her, and for you, Mr. Russll. Thereisagreat and old maevolence at Salammbo, and it isgrowing.”

“Did Mr. Benolid ever do something very, very wrong?’ Schelling asked. “ Something crimina ?’

CHAPTERS36

PETER PULLED OFFthe 10 onto National Avenue and found himsalf wandering into the Cheviot Hills.
He had been driving aimlesdy for the last hour, trying to skirt evening traffic. He parked on awide street
and ratcheted up the emergency brake. Let out his breath. Peered through the windshield, speckled with
drops of rain. The skieswere clearing after the ssorm. Thiswas a neighborhood of fine old homes, not
too ogtentatious but well maintained and beautifully manicured. A place of order and decorum. Peter had
awaysloved this part of Los Angeles, an oasis of neighborhood and sanity on the edge of gray industria
Sprawl.

What he was |onging for was a place away from his beaten path, where he could put together what he
thought he knew and prepare some course of action.

He had planned al dong to be home before dark. Now that thought scared him. A pretty little shade,
one step behind him wherever he went, waited to hug him, envelop him. He did not want to end up
gorawled on the driveway again, abit of hislife negtly diced away.

He glanced with ashiver at the Porsche' sright-hand seat. No dimpling of the upholstery, no wandering
specks of dust.

Objective confirmation. Seeing the same things. You know you' re not crazy, and you're certainly
not just making it up to fail again.

Peter folded hisarms and closed hiseyes.



Just know what you need to do. If Schelling isright, Daniella is stuck—

He gave a sudden, unexpected hiccup. The effective center of hisimmediate problem might be Joseph.
Peter had no ideawhat to do now about the Trans units, all over the world, but hecould drive back to
Malibu in the dark and approach Joseph in his upstairs room and ask what in the hell was happening.
Ask what Joseph suspected, grill him if necessary about what he had known even before the Trans units
had arrived at Salammbo.

Neither Sandgji nor Schelling could describe to Peter the nature of the malevolence they had sensed at
Sadammbo, only that they wanted nothing to do with it. A man who had seen unimaginable horrors during
the First World War, nearing the end of along and peculiar life. . . asfrightened asachild.

But the key question was dmost unaskable: Why would Danidllaappear a Sdammbo, to Strangers?

Scragg had asked about people who had never been mentioned during the investigation. People beyond
suspicion.

Joseph.

Peter was shivering, though the inside of the car was warm. He, too, felt a deep and pervasive fear, what

he imagined would be experienced by hunted mice, rabbits, hewasasmall animad still hoping to escape
from greater and carnivoroustruths.

But there was no place to hide.

Evenif helearned something important at Salammbo, there was il the matter of the units, of Trans
itself, blocking the pathways of the dead—and whatever that implied.

“What in the name of dl that isholy am | going to do?’ he asked out loud. But thusfar he had seen
nothing holy. Awesome, frightening, dangerous, yes, but holy seemed to have no placein this scheme of
things. What Peter wanted mogt of dl, Stting in hisold car in the prosperous and orderly neighborhood,
was a safe and gentle God to provide answers and guidance. The God of his childhood, gray-bearded
and welcoming and full of warm understanding.

Not this spiritua abyss.

Peter’ s hand reached out to turn the key. He had come to akind of decision: not Salammbo. Not yet.
He needed to be better prepared, stand on firmer ground. He needed to return to the real center of his
life, dl that he had left.

Lindsey and Helen.

Hewound around the neet dark streets, with their old milk-glass streetlights glowing like warm little
moons, and finally returned to the freeway. The traffic was hideous after the storm. Lane after lane, road
after road, jammed full, horns honking, people getting out of their cars and standing, rolling down
windows to share complaints.

Blocked traffic everywhere.

Not a good time to die.



CHAPTER37

LINDSEY RAN UPto the condo door first after Peter rang the doorbell. They stood with the screen
between them and exchanged alook that confirmed what Peter had suspected; things had changed in this
household—for Lindsey, at lesst—in much the same way they had changed in hisown.

She gave him a scrunched look. “What took you so long?’

“I’'m here now, sweetie,” he said. “Where€' s your mother?’

Helen came around the corner from the kitchen and flipped on the outside light. She stood beside
Lindsey and eyed Peter suspicioudy. “It'sten o' clock.”

“Lindsey and | havetotak.”

“What about?’ Helen asked. “Who invited you?’

“She doesn't know?’ Peter asked Lindsey.

Lindsey shook her head.

“Know what?’ Helen demanded.

“1 need to spesk to my daughter,” Peter said.

“Mom, can you go someplace for awhile?’ Lindsey asked.

Peter cringed inwardly.

Helen flashed over. 1 contral this household, buster. Nobody tells me to leave my own house!”
“I don't bargein likethis often,” Peter said, trying for aningratiating smile.
“Mom, it simportant. It' s nothing like what you' re thinking.”

Helen stepped back, aghast. “Who here has ever given adamn about what I’ m thinking? Sure as hell,
you haven't told me something,” she said, livid.

“You'dfreak,” Lindsey said. At this, Helen' s eyes popped and she shoved Lindsey ingde and dammed
the door.

Peter heard them shouting, but it was athick, burglar-proof door, and he could not make out what was
being said. Part of him miserably wanted to walk away, but he stuck his handsfirmly in his pants pockets
and leaned againgt the stucco wall.

The shouting insde went on for amost five minutes. He glanced at hiswatch just as the door opened
again. Helen unlatched the screen and et it dideintoitsroller.



“I amin chargein my own house,” sheinssted, stepping out and closing the door to acrack behind her.
She was subdued, on the edge of tears. “It’ sthe last thing | have. God help meif | losethat, right?” She
regarded Peter plaintively, asking for help in the only way she knew how—uwithout asking. Helen had had
so much kicked out of her in thelast two years; the starch was amost gone, leaving only wrinkles and
weariness. He did not know what more to say. He could not reassure when there was no assurance |l ft
inhim. But he had to try.

Peter straightened. “1t'sjust some stuff we need to hash out, father-daughter. | need to catch up. You
know that.”

“I know thet, al right,” Helen said.

“Nothing for you to worry about,” Peter added, smiling. Theway Helen searched hisamile, if therewas
anything leftiniit, in him, for her, waspainful. “Whenit'sdl over, I'll explain.”

Fat chance I'll even know how to start.

Lindsey’ sarm poked out through the door and gestured for him to comein.

“Promise?’ Helen asked. She sounded younger than Lindsey.

“Promise,” Peter said.

Helen went back into the house. When she returned, she was clutching her purse and alight sweater was
half wrapped around her shoulders. “I'll be back in ten minutes,” she said, abruptly shoving past Peter.
“Isit raining?’ she asked, her face bitter and resigned al at once.

“It' sstopped,” Peter said. “ Thanks.”

“Y ou two deserve each other,” Helen said. “Lock the door. Ten minutes.”

“Twenty!” Lindsey caled out.

Peter joined Lindsey in the living room. Lindsey offered him aglass of water. “Mom drinks bottled
water. | don’t mind tap water. Do you?’

“It' sokay,” Peter said.
“Mom doesn't allow soft drinks or alcohol.”
“I don’'t drink now anyway,” Peter said.

“Right,” Lindsey sad, asif shewould reserve judgment on that. “Mom’ s pretty strung out with this
boyfriend stuff.”

Peter sat on the couch. With some guilt, he saw that the stuffing was poking from a corner of the
armrest; guilt because he could not buy them new furniture. But that was stupid. Helen had never asked.
The possible cause of the damage, a young orange cat, sauntered into the living room, stretched out its
many-toed feet, and sat on its haunches, gppraising him.

“That'sBolliver,” shesaid. “Mom callshim Bolliver Sing-shit. We have to watch where we step in the



bathroom. Hislitter box isin there. HE smessy.” She stood in front of him and took a deep breath.
“How did you and Mom meet?’

Peter looked up from the couch.
“I mean, you're so different.”

“She was working on a construction crew,” Peter said. “Wejust hit it off. A year later, we were
married.”

Helen, unrecognizable now, from this distance, had stood in the sun beside the freeway, wearing a
ydlow hemet, aponytail thrusting stubbornly from the back, her professiona smile brooking no nonsense
from passing drivers; stern brown eyes, dark red hair very curly indeed, musclesinstead of fat, nicely
shaped, but more utilitarian and hedthy than voluptuous. He had driven past, S.OW, as specified by her
extended orange sign, rolled down the window of the Porsche, and asked her out for lunch at anearby
Hamburger Hamlet.

“Y ou and congtruction,” Lindsey said. “Did you ask her to modd?’

“Noway,” Peter said. “ She would have hit me.”

“That explainsalot. Yeah.” Lindsey’ sexpression told Peter that the time had finally come, and could not
be put off. She sat beside him. “Thisian’t exactly new, you know. What’ sgoing on.”

“You've seen Danidla”

“Mm-hmm. | felt her over ayear ago. I’ vejust never seen her until now.”

“Fdt her, how?’

“At thehousein Glendae, when | visted. Shedidn’t, like, show hersdlf or anything; | just knew. | didn’t
tell anybody because Mom would have called in apsychiatrist. | didn’t need that. | still don’'t.” She had
assumed an explanatory, grown-up voice, but Peter saw her hands were trembling.

“And now?’

Lindsey leaned her head back, staring at the ancient popcorn-textured celling. “ She appeared to me
three nights ago, in my room. | had anight-light on. It was late. She wasjust there. There was something
else, too, but | couldn’'t seeit. Shedidn’'t scare me, at first.”

“Atfirg?

“Why not tell me what you know?” Lindsey asked. “Becauseif I'm going to be crazy, you haveto be
crazy, too, okay? It sonly fair.”

“I’ve seen Daniella,” Peter confessed. “ And other things.”
“All right,” shesaid. “My throat isreally dry. How about yours?’

Peter toasted her and they both took along swallow of water.



“We have alittle group a school, pretty tight, we talk about this stuff. Other people seeing things. And
there' sthisWeb ste that started yesterday, kids writing about it.”

Peter showed his astonishment. “A Web ste?’

“Yup. A lot of kidstak about the new phones, like the one you gave Mom. But Mom hasn't used hers.
She saysit doesn't fed right. | tried it. It' sredly quiet. | didn't likeit, either.”

“Y our mother hasn't seen Danidla?’

“She seeswhat she wants to see. She deegps with eye patches on and stuff al over her face. | think she
takes pills. We re not having it red easy here.” She fixed Peter with alimpid,what’ s-a-woman-to-do
look.

“Have you talked with your sister?” Peter asked.

“Fird, she'snot my ster, not anymore,” Lindsey said with afragile defiance. “ She' sdead. She's
something else.” Lindsey looked up over his shoulder, at the front door. “Let’s start at the beginning,
okay? Y ou first. But hurry. Mom will come back soon. She doesn't trust either of us. Shethinkswe'll
talk about her boyfriends.”

“Y ou could be more understanding,” Peter suggested.

“Just tell me, please”

Peter described what he had seen at the house, leaving out his attempt to hug Danidlla. He asked, “You
haven't touched her, have you?’

“Noway ,” Lindsey said. “ Shelooked like aVisible Woman . | could see her bones, Dad.”
Peter stared at his daughter. “Y ou didn't fed sympathy?’
“Wdl,yeah, of course,” Lindsey said. “I wouldn't want to be where sheis, if that’ swhat you mean.”

“No,” Peter said. “That isn't what | mean.” Her toughness was beginning to beirritating. He had hoped
for alittle help resolving this problem.

“Weloveflesh,” Lindsey said defiantly. “Y ou said that.”

“l did?’

“Or Mom said you did. And the flesh isgone, right? She' s nothing but ashes now.”
Peter shook his head. “ She needs something. She'' s coming to us for some reason.”

“lsn’'t that what ghosts do? Kind of like homeless people by the freeway? Y ou let hertouch you , didn't
you?’

"Y&,”

Her eyeswent wide. “Wow. What did that fed like?’



“1 blacked out.” Peter wiped hisforehead. “What did she say to you?’

Lindsey drew hersdf up. “ She used thisredlytinny voice, like it was coming from a chegp boom box
turned down low. She said—I think she said—'It'sbeen too long.” She said it a couple of times, likean
echo and creepy. | thought | saw something in acorner but it wasn't her. It was something that was, like,
waiting . | might have screamed, because Mom opened the door and turned on the light, and they were
gone.”

Peter folded his hands around hisface. “Y ou didn't tell your mother.”
“Likel said, she'd freak. You're not going to tell her, are you?’

Peter shook his head. “1 wouldn’t know where to begin.”

“When you die, you' re supposed to go away and leave people alone, and it' sal sad and, like,sad, and
therest of uslive until it’sour turn. Right?’

Peter remembered his own adolescence. An gppearance of toughness was sometimes the only armor
you had. Still, Lindsey’ s brisk doofnessirritated him. “ She was your sister and my daughter,” he said, but
cut hiswords off before he could add, You shared a womb with her for nine months . “I don’'t know
what sheisnow. Still, | care what happensto her.”

“What if shekills us?’ Lindsey asked, eyes burning. “ Shewasin my room, it’smy room , and she just
zapped me. | didn’t touch her, but she sill sucked up my energy. | pushed back into my bed and just
went,’ Go away!” What if ghogtsreally are vampires?’

“I don’t think that’ swhat happens.”

The front door opened and Helen camein hoisting abag of groceries. Her face was till pale but she
appeared resigned to the interruption of her routine. Again, Peter felt a sudden and sharp sympathy.

“| took the opportunity to do some shopping,” she said. “I bought Dulce de L eche. Haagen Dazs. Is that
dl right?’

“I’m going to bed now,” Lindsey said, jumping up from the couch and doing a short spin to the hall.

“Dad and | had our talk. It went okay, so don't worry.” She looked over her shoulder at Peter. “You're
going to quit working for that phone company now, aren’'t you?’

“IWON 'T ASKwhat you talked about,” Helen said primly after Lindsey closed her bedroom door.
“I’'m sorry | was cross. She' sjust acting strange lately—and so are you.”

“Y ou haven't seen anything odd?’ Peter asked, following her into the smdl kitchen.
“If you mean ghosts, no,” she answered curtly.
Confused, Peter said, “Lindsey told me you hadn’t talked.”

Helen squinted. “1 deposited your check,” she said. “Bank manager gave me some guff, but |



kowtowed. It salot of money, Peter. | hopethejob isgoing well. I'll get the cash out for you next
week.” Shereached into akitchen drawer and took out an ice-cream scooper. She then reached to the
back of the drawer and removed the Trans. “Lindsey asked meto return this. | guessit works, but |
haven't used it.”

Peter pocketed the unit, feding like he had come into the middle of amovie and missed most of the
important didog.

“One scoop or two?”’
“Two,” hesad. His hands trembled and he hid them from her view.

“I'm just feeling an urge to help some man or other be contented for at least a couple of minutes. Is that
too much to ask? To make somebody care, be happy, just alittle?’

“Not at all,” Peter said.

“I wish | could sill communicate with Lindsey,” she said with brittle caution. “We used to have such an
open relaionship.” Shefolded two scoops of ice cream into asmall bowl, stuck a spoon upright, and
handed the bowl to him. “Typicd, right? | was the same way with my mom.”

“She'sokay,” Peter said. “ She’ stough. Just like you.”

“She actstough, but she' sjust twelve yearsold,” Helen said. “I worry.”

They walked into the living room. Helen was working to appear chearful. She swallowed abite of ice
cream and said, “Um. | just have thisfeding there’ sa conspiracy going on, and I'm being | eft out.”

“No conspiracy,” Peter said. “We needed to clear the air before the picnic. About how | haven't
knocked down the door to see her.” He did not know whom he was protecting now.

“Y egh, wdll, guilty me, woeisyou. The picnicison for this Seturday. | assumeyou'll be there?’
“I'll do my damnedest,” Peter said.

“No more baby-stting overnights, not for now. | have no lovelife.” Helen spooned up alarger bite. “My
boyfriend—in case you' re wondering why | talk about ghosts—is acomplete loon. His excuse for
ditching me was, he saw hiswife walking in the backyard of his house. She' s been dead for six years. |
redly pick’em, don't |7’

CHAPTERS38

PETER SAT INthe booth at the Denny’ s, watching people come and go, asking them slently, And what
have youbeen seeing lately ? Two weeks ago, he had been a plumpish bachdor living askinny
existence, along gray quiet following on araucous youth, waiting for circumstancesto go hisway. They
had, in arush; too many circumstances. He swarmed with circumstances.

He stared at the booth across from him, half expecting some ederly lady to congratulate him on his
pretty young daughter, and how radiant she looked in thislight. She positively glows.



But the booth was empty. The restaurant was doing brisk business, solid bodies going to and fro, hither
and yon, too many to alow the dow accumulation of Visble Women and Visble Men, like crystd shells
full of the departed spirits of bones and organs.

And if helooked &t the floor long enough . . .

He closed hiseyes. Just warmly lit darkness, no footsteps through the accumulated ages of dust and skin
flakes. But perhaps they swept this Denny’ s clean in more ways than one, every night.

If the world was changed forever, no going back, would they hire janitorsto clean up after the ghosts?
Offer new items on the menu—restoratives, collations, remembrances, plates of wine or of blood?

It was nearly midnight when he finished hisfifth cup of coffee. He was wide-awake, determined. A good
time, perhaps, to get out to Salammbo and ask Joseph some important questions. They might ill be
awake.

Seep no more.

He thought of Helen with eye patches and skin cream, full of pillsand oblivious—and tried to connect
that image to the first time he had seen her, jaunty, strong, and smiling, sporting a Day-Glo orange vest
and patched jeans under the never-ending sun on Pecific Coast Highway.

Friction of life.

He might never deep again.

He was back in the Porsche when he heard a Trans chime. He pulled out the unit Helen had given him,
but it was quiet. He looked around, peered into the backsest, trying to locate the sound.

It was coming from the front.

Peter popped the hood and got out of the car. Nestled in the front storage well, below the gas tank,
three Trans units gleamed gold, black, and white under awedge of streetlight glare. Peter could not
imagine how the units had gotten into histrunk. He had not put them there. Senses tuned by shock, he
found the chiming unit. He opened it but did not say his name.

Heard a sharp intake of breath—masculine breath—on the other end.

“Peter, isthat you? Who'sthere?’

It was Hank.

“ThisisPeter,” he said with frightened formdlity.

“Thank Christ. What timeisit? Shit, | don't care, I’'m sorry. I'm till in Prague. Everybody elseislocked
intheir rooms or gone. The hotdl staff ran out last night.”

Peter’ s mind buzzed. Someone had come to his house and moved the Trans unitsinto the Porsche. But
when? And why?*“It' s after midnight. What timeisit there, Hank?’



“It'smorning. Late, | guess. | wish | wasaone, Peter. She'sill here. She' sbeen heredl night. She's
making mesck. Youwon't believethis”

“Try me” Peter said.

“They’ ve ruined the shoot. They' re everywhere. The whole crew is hiding or trying to get out of Prague.
Jack Bishop hung himself yesterday, right outside the hotel, from alamppost. He just climbed up with a
rope and dropped. | saw what was after him, Peter. Like along cloud of soot. He had these shadows
clinging to hisback and hishead likeleeches .”

“Thisisn't my Trans,” Peter said, il trying to think things through. “How did you get my number?’

“Jesus, Peter, wetraded dl the numbers. | just kept dialing until you answered.”

“What' syour visitor doing?’ Peter asked.

“She' s standing by the door and she won't move. Shelooks so old. | mean, she might have been young
once, but now she'sjustfrayed , likean old sock, and . . . Christ, theroom isfull of shadows, the
corners, the celling, the closet.”

“Issheaghost, Hank?’

Prague, city of ghosts. Possibly the worst place on the planet to have a Trans.

“Fuck, yeah, she' saghost! Haven't you been listening? Oh, shit, now there' s another one.” Hisvoice,
aready high, rose anotch in pitch. “God, God, God—thisoneisworse. | can’'t even seeaface, just

wrinkles—"

“Listen to me, Hank. Shut the Trans and smash it. Bregk it dl to hell. Then go out awindow or push
through . . . to the door, whatever it takes. Just get out of there.”

“Areyou joking? Gothrough them?’

“Just doit,” Peter said. “Get on the next airplane. Go to Africaor someplacefar away. | haveto go

“Peter, for the love of God—"

No more debating, no more arguments. He shut the Trans. His hand tingled and he shook it out,
dropping the unit to the curb. It bounced.

Seep no more.

Y ears ago, when he had taken avacation with Helen and the girls, he had left akey to the Glendale
house with Joseph and Michelle. He had never retrieved it.

One more reason to go out to Salammbo.
He removed the units from the Porsche and dropped them into the street. Something dark had stained

the bottom of the trunk. Again, his hand tingled and this time the sensation was painful. He added Helen's
Trans, and, one by one, ssomped them beneath hisfeet. It took some effort. Peter danced on them,



grunting and flinging out hisarms. Asthe casesfindly cracked, like the tough shells of big insects, apae
blue fluid seeped into the guitter.

Hishand till tingled.

People leaving the Denny’ s stared a him in pity.

PETER STOPPED ATan old pay phone near an Asian grocery, one of the last pay phonesin Los
Angel es—they were being dismantled everywhere. Everyone was going wireless.

He dropped asmall stack of quartersinto the dot and dided Weingtein’ s dternate office number at San
Andress, ten digits, abackup landline phone. It waslate, everyone might have gone home, but he did not
care. Hehad to try.

Wengtein was not the one to answer.

“Thisiswrong phone. Who in hell iscaling?’ It was Arpad Kreider. He sounded upset, angry, and
exhausted.

“Mr. Kreider, it's Peter Russdll. | need to ask something.”
“Itislate. | do not care about marketing now. Y ou ask Weingtein, but heis not here.”

“Y ou might be able to answer my questions,” Peter said. “| think something is going wrong with Trans.
With your network. | don’t know how to begin explaining . . . I’ ve thought | was crazy—"

“Yes, yes, you are seeing things. So? What can | do for you?’

“It'snot just me”

“Of coursenat. | try to tell them three days ago, Trans network is going bad. Weinstein orders me to
shut up, and when | do not, he orders guardsto kick me out of San Andreas. | am partner! He cannot
do that. He says hewill call Homeland Security about my green card.”

“But you'retherenow . ..” Peter said.

“Guards at gate quit,” Kreider said. “ Gateis open. | am looking for Weinstein. Placeisamess.” Then,
in alower tone of voice, dmost reverentid, Kreider asked, “What do you see, Mr. Russdll?’

“Ghosts,” Peter said. “And I’'m not aone. | thought | was, but I'm not.”
“Of coursenot,” Kreider said.

“Everyonewho hasaTransis seeing things.”



“That isnot good,” Kreider said, dmost awhisper.

“Youtold us Trans would change space,” Peter said. “ Something about permittivity, sparking
information. | remember that much. Can it go back? Can we shut everything off and makeit return to the
way it was?’

“Weingein, he will not let us shut down network. Thereis so much money involved now. Even so, | try,
but I cannot get to the center, the transponder. It is very bad in there.”

“I need to know. If | destroy my units, if you turn it off, will it go back to theway it was?’

Kreider did not answer for amoment. “I have been thinking. | do not know shit. Stuffs of old memory
and persondity, irregularly coded information, we did not understand about its persstence, evenin
wildest theory. Embedded in space like carvings, graffiti. But when lifeis over, it must decay—so the
math says—Iike burning unread booksin alibrary and scattering ashes. | think Transinterferes. Normal
decay isblocked. Old library doesn’t burn, ashes don’t get scattered. And old memories seem to attract
bad things.”

“Edward Schelling said something like that,” Peter said.

“I do not know him,” Krelder said. “Ishe physcig?’

“No. A very old, wise man.”

Kreider’ svoice became smple and determined. “1 will find Weingtein. Y ou should see what isgoing on
here. . . indescribable, redly.”

“Did you have any cluethat Trans could go wrong, that thiswas possible?’ Peter asked.

“No, | swear. | am not believer. | am inventor and scientist. Ghosts are figments of long nights and too
much work. Y ou know, dl that bullshit. Not even on my horizon, what is happening here.”

“I’ve smashed al the Transunits | have,” Peter said. “1 don't know if that’ s enough. What will happen if
the network does't shut down?’

“Youtdl me” Kreider said. “You areimaginative writer. What isthe worst? Maybe it is permanent, we
mugt live like this—and die like this—forever. But | do my best, that | dso swear. Perhaps, Mr. Artigt,
Mr. Writer fellow, you can come here and help.” He laughed, bitter, wrung out, and hung up.

Kreider’ swords stung. Peter was not acoward, but he had to think things through. There had to be the
right place to begin. He walked across the wet asphalt to the car in the market parking lot and sat for a
few minutes. The lightsinside the grocery dimmed. A curtain was pulled on the door. Thered neon sign
on the facade blinked out, but the tubes continued to sputter, flashes of faded brilliance following the
cursvecircuit of theletters.

Peter watched, hypnotized.

Then heturned the key.

Frg thingsfird.



Family.

CHAPTER39

PETER ROLLED DOWNhiswindow and tapped in the number code on the pad outside the big
wrought-iron gate. The gate opened with acomplaining whine and bounced at the end of itsrun. He
drove forward, stopped, and watched the gate swing shut behind him.

Under spotty, cloud-dappled moonlight, the road through Salammbo stretched in along V toward El
Cid, the long black hedge, and to the left, Flaubert House. He could not see Jesus Wept from this
vantage. He looked at his watch. One-thirty in the morning. Sleep no more.

The Porsche seemed incredibly loud on the long stretch of dark road. A warm breeze sighed acrossthe
grounds. Only onewindow in Flaubert House was illuminated,; the porch and veranda lights were off.
Moon shadows crossed the long stretch of lawn. Peter followed their blurred outlines with acurious
sense of disbdief; how could he be sure they were clouds? Perhaps something equally vast was
swvimming above him, waiting for an opening, avulnerability . . .

He blocked that line of thought. El Cid was bad enough, glowering over the sparkling oleander leaves
with an expression of haughty aarm, horse' sleft hoof poised high over the roadway.

HE PARKED THEcar at thefar end of the circular brick drive and switched off the motor. The grounds
were exceptionally quiet. He opened the door and put out one leg, then stopped to listen some more, like
acat deciding whether or not to go through an open door. His senses might or might not be tuned to an
extraordinary degree; how could you know for sure until you heard something? But the only sound he
heard was the scuff of his shoe on brick—that, and a distant whisper of leaves.

Themoon hid. Parts of the estate were till illuminated, trees and hills, but wherehe sat inthe car, he
could see dmogt nothing.

Hedid out and shut the door as quietly as possible.

The verandalights came on. They were connected to motion and sound sensors. Broad ovals of
brightness played over the limestone and bricks. Joseph and Michelle sometimes hired a security forceto
patrol the grounds at night, but Peter saw no signs of them. Joseph didiked having too much, and too
obvious, security.” | get claustrophobic. | don’t like to have cops and walls shoved in my face,” he
had oncetold Peter.

Peter walked quickly across the bricks to the steps of Flaubert House. He bounded up the stepsinto the
brighter light and entered a keypad code next to the intercom speeker, buzzing directly into Joseph's
bedroom. Waited five minutes. No answer.

Peter pulled hiskey ring out of his pocket and fumbled to untangle it from athread. Holding one hand



againg the heavy oak door, he dipped the thick brass key into the appropriate |lock—there were three,
al dectronicdly coded. The locksdid not move.

Drawing back, Peter looked behind him with aquick jerk. Nobody on the lawn, the circular drive, the
road to the main gate. He wondered if it would be best to just get back in hiscar and try again
tomorrow. Michelle might have shut down everything, set the entry codes and key codesto reject, and
locked the house up tight. But if that were the case, how could he have gotten through the main gate?

Joseph. What if his problem past had come back? What if something had happened to Michelle,
or to both of them?

Experimentally, just testing, Peter raised his hand and pressed the door again, harder. The door opened.
He stepped back, his neck shrinking into his shoulders, waiting for ablast of alarms. None sounded. The
house security was turned off.

The door sivung back toward him with agroan, leaving just acrack. He pushed it again. “Hédllo, it's
Peter!” he shouted into the entryway and the hal beyond. “Hey, the darm’s of f!”

He waited afew seconds, then called out, “ Joseph, Michellg, it' s Peter. If | comein, don’'t shoot me,
okay?" Joseph owned guns, Michelle no doubt had access to them. The house had aready been entered.
Perhaps the guns had already been used. What would he find if he went insde?

Now he regretted destroying his Trans units and leaving his cell phone behind. Crazy thinking, hauntings,
madness. Puts you in abind when real emergencies come aong. Phonesin the house required persona
four-number codesto dia out. There were panic buttons, of course, but neither Joseph nor Michelle had
told him where they were.

“Joseph, it's Peter!”

The entry beyond was awall of black. As Peter’ s eyes adjusted, he saw asmall red diode glowing likea
rat’ s eye straight ahead—possibly the darm pand under the sairs. He tried to remember the layout, dl
the pandl's and security boxes, and could not; that had never concerned him. Asacat burglar—or a
y—hewasatotd falure.

He stepped into the entry and did not bother to close the door behind him. “ Someone come down here
and hedp meout. Or I'll just turn around and leave, dl right?’

Hefdt like afool. What could only be worse than babbling such crap would be to babble such crap to
the corpses of hisfriends asthey lay sprawled in the shadows, their heads blown off or bashed in. He
could not leave without trying to find out what had happened. Then, wiser or not, he could locate apanic
button and bring in the police, because thiswasway beyond starting to look bad. Itwas bad.

The glowing red rat’ s eye went dark. Peter stopped moving. His bresth caught. He found it easy to
convince himself he was not aonein the house. Something had passed in front of the diode.

Almost immediately amemory map flashed into hismind and he saw thelocation of the switchesin the
entryway, on the right-hand wall, just before one turned to enter asmal study. Peter moved right and felt
aong thewadl. Hisfingers made smal brushing sounds againgt the paint and then bumped into the
wainscoting, bruising aknuckle. A short table blocked hisway. He stopped and felt around, knocking a
vase. The vase spun and wobbled and something brushed his arm—flowers. A fumbling grab stopped
the vase from falling, but the flowers and water spilled onto thefloor.



At the splash, the red light winked into view, then smeared and dimmed asif adark tranducent vell was
diding between them. By now, Peter thought, his eyes should have adjusted. He edged around the table
and found thelight switch. Hisfingers pushed up dl five of the switches on the plate, and for good
measure, he twirled the round plastic knob of the rheostat.

With shocking downess, the room filled with light. Light advanced in oily waves from fixturesin the
celling and acrystal chanddier, down and across the entry and the stairway, diding over each gair to the
marble-tiled floor, which filled asif with brilliant milk.

The light streamed around a shape at the bottom of the stairs, outlining a shaded hesitation of empty
air—roughly the size of ahunched grizzly bear.

That, too, filled in and vanished.
Peter blinked to clear swest from his eyes.

The whole process had taken afraction of a second—but still, he had seen it and knew that it was
wrong, that something dangerous was nearby.

The red diode glowed steadily, part of an open security panel mounted in the wal to the right of the
stairs. He closed and bolted the front door.

“I am not crazy, and | am not psychic,” Peter said, asif that might be some sort of shield againgt an
incontrovertible fact. He was dso most definitely not aone, but he couldnot see what waswith him.
Whatever, it was huge—at least aslarge asa bear, if Sze had any meaning. And like the loops of
Serpentine shadow in the hal of his Glendae home, it was weatching him, waiting. Expecting.

“Get out of here,shoo, ” he shouted. Then, asif shocked by asmal charge of gatic dectricity, hissocia
sensereturned. He wasin the home of afriend and employer, yelling silly thingsand acting likea
frightened child. With a supreme effort, Peter moved away from thewall.

His shoes scraped and tapped lightly on the tile but no echoes returned, and in Flaubert House that was
odd. He had always heard echoes in the entryway—except on the rare occasions when Joseph and
Michelle had thrown a party. The huge room seemed full, asif an invisible crowd filled the space around
the stairs. He walked swiftly, restraining an urge to stretch out his hands and fend off bodies, people that
he could not see. Y et hefdlt nothing.

He ingpected the security pandl. A button turned on motion sensors that would activate the house lights
wherever there was an intruder. Looking over his shoulder, he pushed it. Then, room by room, he
searched the north and south wings, bright celling lightsin the halls switching on and momentarily turning
off again, triggered by his passage.

Ten minutes later, standing in the kitchen, he knew that the bottom floor was not occupied—not by
Joseph or Michelle, at least, or any human intruder. Returning to the entryway, he passed the open
elevator door and gave it a quick and unhappy glance. Joseph used the elevator to get to the second
floor, but Peter never had, preferring the stairs. He did not like elevators to begin with, and this one was
small, with just enough room for two. The elevator also had a basement stop, opening onto the tram
tunnel between Flaubert House and Jesus Wept. Joseph had years ago promised to take Peter al the
way down for atour, but then had claimed the tunnel was blocked by stored junk and still stank of
smoke.



Just another of Lordy Trenton's excesses, another piece of unused history. Michelle had long ago
covered the basement button with tape. “It’ s like a catacomb down there,” she had told Peter.

He climbed the stairs. Upon reaching the landing, he looked over his shoulder. Something was following
him. He could fed it watching with curious, invisible eyes, ahuge presence of no weight or mass.

Hisarm hair went siff asabristle brush.

“Shoo,” Peter said.You' re my death. You'll grab me and shake me like a big channel catfish
gulping a lump of carrion. You' |l shake and chew and shake some more, until I’ m nothing but an
empty sack of skin.

His breeth left him in ashuddering moan. Having avivid imagination was sometimes ared bitch.

The presence had halted at the foot of the tairs. It waited, expectant and serene. It wanted something,
that much he could sense—but if it wanted him, here he was, as alone and vulnerable as he would ever
be, and nothing was happening.

By main force of will, Peter turned away and peered dong the length of the upstairs hall. Thefirst door
on theright led to Michelle s bedroom. He had long known that they dept in separate rooms. He had
assumed it was the politeness of ayounger wife for an old and ill husband.

The door was cracked open. The lights were on.
He knocked lightly. “Michelle?”

No answer.

Peter pushed the door open with the toe of his shoe.

She had chosen one of the smaller upstairs rooms. Somehow, that did not surprise Peter. But the room
was amess, and that did surprise him. Pages of photos had been cut out of magazines and tacked to the
walswith aglimmering forest of straight pins, far more pins than necessary. The clippings showed
tattoos, hundreds of them, on arms, backs, faces, eydids, penises, and labid lips. Straight pins outlined
the tattoos, straight pins by the hundreds, the thousands; some marched off beyond the borders of the
images to delineste prickly labyrinths on the narrow passages of uncovered walls.

Sliced and torn and crumpled magazines covered the floor beside the four-poster bed, alittle girl’ s bed
with pink ruffles and duvet and lace-trimmed pillows, barely long enough to hold Michelle slanky five
and ahdf feat.

He stepped over the piles of magazines and studied the clippings. Michelle had never shown him tattoos;
he did not know whether she had any.

Facing the bed was afull-length ova mirror. Peter again skirted the piles of cut-up magazines and
looked into the mirror. Lipstick, eyebrow pencil, rouge, and other items of makeup had been used to
daub shapes and designs on the glass, stripes and animal patterns, and higher up, grimacing masks.

He stooped before the mirror to line up his own face within a painted mask. The design made him look
like ademented badger. An anima clown.



He could not imagine Michdleliving here, not the Michelle he knew. Thought he knew.
Masks. Mud and blood.

Lordy Trenton’s young wife painted clowns.

Peter turned away from the mirror, his scomach twisting.

The bathroom light was on. The fan whirred faintly. Peter looked inside. The heeat lamp and fan timer had
ten minutes|eft to run, out of an hour maximum. Theroom 4till felt humid. The shower curtain surrounding
the oval tub was beaded with water. The tub was empty except for reddish stains—not blood, but
smeared rouge or lipstick. False eyelashes had settled over the drain cover. More than a pair; there were
at least Six or eight, tangled like adrowned family of spiders.

Peter backed out of the bathroom and turned to the walk-in closet. Shoe boxes had been stacked
againg onewall insde the closet. Shelves and clothes on hangers covered the other wall.

Beyond any sense of discretion, he took down a shoe box and pulled up the cardboard lid. Inside lay
Polaroid snapshots and what |ooked like digital photo prints. more corpses, freshly dead, no decay,
dismayed but fataly relaxed expressons, sorawled on linoleum, lying over abattered couch, dumped into
anondescript corner.

Eyesflat, uncaring.

Judging by the lighting and the angles, these were not officid crime-scene photos. Peter pulled down
another box, lid askew. One peek insde and hisfingers loosened. The box dropped and spilled.

All Polaroids, the photosinsde were of alittle girl sprawled on asquare of plywood. Armsand legs
draped over the edges, limp.

He pushed up against the hanging clothes. Pictures spilled over the carpeted closet floor, dozens,
dozens.

All of Danidla

Thisisit, he thought. He had had enough. Let the thing in the hall come and get him. He did not want to
see any more, and if he continued, Peter knew there would be worse things than just pictures of his dead
daughter, horrible as they were. After dl, he had known she was dead for some time, two years, and that
was the principa fact here demonsirated so graphically.

Peter stood in the closet for afew minutes, not moving, staring at the stacked boxes, surprised by his
srength. “You'll die when you don’t want to,” he murmured. “Not a minute sooner.”

Someone who used Michelle’ sroom had collected crime-scene photos of his dead daughter. Photos of
other murdered people. That was perverse, but it was not beyond belief. Peter had learned about alot of
weird, secret hobbiesin histimein Los Angeles. But he could not make the connection. The Joseph he
knew—the Michelle he thought he knew—uwould never do or dlow such athing.

He looked down onelast time at the spilled photos. It was indeed his daughter, but without the painted
raccoon markings. Not as she had been when the hikers had notified the police. Not on the dry golden



grass of ahillsde, covered with clods of dirt and leaves.

But as her killer would have seen her.

In the bathroom, the timer clicked off with a short whir.

Peter |eft the bedroom and stood in the hallway. With red ddliberation—it was amost impossibleto
force onefoot in front of the other—he turned right and walked dowly down the corridor to the door
that led to Joseph’ s sitting room, the room with aview over the drive and the estate. Motion sensors
again switched on the overhead lights as he walked. The stark white glare from each hdogen bulb inits
recessed can bounced along the dead walls to the end and rushed back in atidal echo.

He reached the door and touched the knob. Joseph was inside this room. What condition he wasin,
Peter could not know; but he could smell the man with senses as sharp asadog's, instincts tuned by fear.

Things were different between them now.

Peter could dmogst seeit.

Joseph is sitting in his chair, by the window, waiting for me to come in, a blanket over hislegs
and a gun, a pistol, resting casually on hislap. Hewill say, “ I’ ve killed Michelle. She’ s down in the
tunnel, and now I’ m going to kill you, you bastard, for trying to steal my wife. | hate thieves.”
Joseph will raise the pistol and shoot until the clip is empty. There are plenty of places around
here to stash bodies.

Masks and bodies.

Just what Scragg was looking for.

Peter clutched the knob and twisted it. He was not now and never had been a coward. The door
opened with the familiar dight squeak. The room beyond the door was mostly dark. Light from the hall
illuminated the wet bar. Peter pushed the door beyond its second squeak and entered.

“Don’t turn onthelight.”

For amoment, Peter wondered who was speaking, and then redized it had to be Joseph; itwas Joseph.
But the voice was weak and under strain.

“Shut the door. Watch.. . . your . . . back.”

Peter closed the door behind him. Joseph sat in hisfavorite chair by the moonlit French windows. He
was wearing athigh-length terry-cloth robe and pgamas, both white. The shadow of the window frame
covered hisface; the moon was high and steady and |eft a blackness under his chair.

“Joseph, youbastard , what in God' s name have you done?’ Peter said. “Where sMichdle?’

Joseph’ s hands lay over the ends of the chair arms. They did not move.

“What . . . Have you beenadeep 7’ Peter demanded.

“I'll never deep again,” Joseph said. 1 don't fed well, Peter.”



Peter had adifficult time making out hiswords. “Where sMichelle?’ he asked.

“| don’'t know. Listen.”
“Should | cdll adoctor?’

“Just be quiet and listen.”
Peter took a step forward, fists clenched. “Y ou have somered explaining to do. | found—"

“Don't,” Joseph said.
Peter stopped. Something inthevoice. . . He could not see the gun, but it might till be there, hidden in
thefolds of the robe. Joseph, as dways, wasin control. “How long have you been sitting here?’

“I don’'t know. | can't leave just yet. Thisisfor you, Peter. Listen close. It' sthe only explanation | have.
Just after | met Michelle, awoman | knew came back with her punk boyfriend to beat money out of me.

| shot both of them right where you' re standing.”

“My God,” Peter said.
“They’ re down in the tunnel. Michelle hel ped me bury them under the tracks. She helped me pour
concrete over the hole. | thought, Good woman. Faithful. Doeswhat | ask. But | guessit broke her

spirit. God help me, | triggered something.”
Peter leaned on the door, sill sick with anger, confused, but strangely no longer afraid. He glanced up;

lances and motes of slver danced just below the celling.

“I wasn't sure until afew daysago. | might have guessed . . . But | didn’t want to know.” Joseph’ svoice
went reed-thin, below awhisper. “ She became an empty vessdl. Things had been waiting around here a

long time for someone like her. They got in, and they do have their fun.”
Peter’ sthroat ached. He reached up to touch it; he could fed hisvoca cords vibrating. It wasn't Joseph

gpesking.

It was Peter.
“I wonder who it wasthat | loved. Maybe there sasmall part of her left,” the voice—Joseph’svoicein

his mouth—continued. “How el se could she be so convincing and sweet? She must have put most of
them down in thetunnel. A few days ago, they started to come back. I’m sorry, Peter. Hell of anote.

I’ve warned you. Watch out for Michelle. Take care of her.”
Peter stood in the growing spell of quiet. Histhroat relaxed. He tried to breathe. He had not seen Joseph
move Snce entering the room.
Thetwinkles on the ceiling flared and vanished.
Darkness swirled over his head with anoise like windblown curtains,hush .

The cry that went out of him was shameful, quavering. He wet his pants, anyone would have. But hedid



not open the door and run. Instead, he reached back and flipped the wall switch.
To scare off the shadows. How usdless, but the last duty owed to afriend.

Light syruped around the room in resentful waves. The advancing front of luminance crawled up and
around Joseph’slegs, his pgameas, historso, and findly his head, juddering there briefly, asif pressng
againgt some gluey obstacle.

Joseph sat revedled. His head hung forward. A white face-cloth had been rolled and propped under his
chin. Blood from hislips stained the cloth. Two negat holes pierced the hairy chest between the lapels of
therobe. In the skin of hisforehead, someone had scratched three wordsin light, bloodless strokes,

LOVE YOU HONEY

Peter looked down. Whoever had scratched the message had crouched before Joseph, leaving bloody
knee prints.

A draight pin glinted beside the dippered | eft foot.

Peter extended his hand to touch Joseph’ swrigt. His palm met a blunt bristling. Five more pins poked up
from the skin on the back of Joseph’s hand.

Thiswas so far beyond Peter’ s experience that the chemistry flooding his body actually steadied him.
Hisfingers sopped trembling. A fata curiogty took over; curious cat. Still aive, temporarily beyond fear;
al thefear draining down his pants leg, dripping on thefloor.All right, no dignity, what the hell, check
his pulse, man.

Peter pushed back the deeve of the robe and reached under the wrist with two fingers. No pulse and
cold to the touch. He brushed the bluish skin of Joseph’slower arm. Also cold. Hisfriend and former
employer had been dead for along time. Not seconds, not minutes.

Hours.

Peter pulled the toe of his shoe avay from the perimeter of gelid blood. Could he believe the confession
of adead man?

A shining lobe of blue plastic poked from the breast pocket of Joseph’ s robe. Peter gingerly reached
into the pocket and pulled out a cell phone—not a Trans. He lifted it as he might some large bestle,
expecting its carapace to crack open and wings to suddenly whir.

The phone beeped out atune in hisfingers, “Hernando's Hideaway.” He jerked but did not drop it. He
could easily guess who was on the other end, on the far deadly side of the universe from the rest of the
humean race.

He pushed the button.

“Isthat you, Peter?’ Michelle asked. Her voice was not very clear; she was calling from another phone.
Shemight bein the house.

“Who es2?’ Peter asked. He sounded hoarse.



“Did you find Joseph?’
“I found him.”
“He' sdead?’
Peter did not know how to answer that.
“Oh, my God, Peter, he'sdead, isn't he? Thisis so weird. | don't know what to say.”
He stared down at the cold corpse of Joseph Adrian Benolid. “Who areyou?’ he asked.
“1 beg your pardon?’
“Michelewould not do this”
The voice on the other end changed. “Wouldn't she?’
“No, shewouldn't.”
“Would you like to spegk to Michdle? Want me to rummage around and find her?’
“Who areyou?’
“Michdleissotiny, downinsde here, likealittle baby, so | helped her. Can you ever forgive me?’
Peter faced the door now, eyes wide.In the house. Nearby. “I haveto cal the police”
“What good would they be? She' s been dead and punished for along time.”
“Why did you kill Joseph? Did he make you angry?’ Peter asked.
“If | could fedanger , I'd belikeyou,” Michelle said.

“Did you kill my daughter?’ The old, sane Peter, hiding away from al the horror, could not believe he
had just asked that question of Michelle. Her answer was even harder to accept.

“| ride the horse, and sometimes the horse wantsto run.”

Peter looked around the room, hoping Michelle had |eft the gun in plain Sght; he could useit if hefound
her. If she cameinto the room. If he hunted her down on the estate, or anywhere else. “1 don’t get you,”
hesad.

“My mount. My face. My pretty little mask, Peter.”
“Oh.” He needed desperatdly to think thingsthrough. “Danidlawasjugt alittle girl.”

“My horse saw how much you loved that little girl. She cried thinking about it. My horse' sfather wasn't
soloving. To fed those emotions, dl tangled, got in my way.”

“| «ill don’t understand.”



“I know we'll be going to prison, Peter. It will bewonderful in prison. So many horses without riders.
So many masksto wear.”

Fury and a genuine, gut-deep panic made him shake. He could barely hold the phone, barely speak. She
could be anywhere. She's outside the door.

“Tdl mewhy you killed Danidla”

Michelle sounded petulant, then sighed. “There were only two men my horse loved and trusted. One of
them was Joseph, and the other was you. All men are fathers and brothersto my horse. And dl men
have disgppointed her.”

“That’'saload of crap.”
“It' strue”

The room seemed to quake around him. He gripped his forehead with one hand and |ooked down, dizzy
with rage. “When | find you, I'll kill you.”

“Well, you can't, slly. It'sjust us, and we don’t care. Maybe you || take your revenge, and empty out.
And then perhaps | will rideyou . And if the policefind us, prison will belovely. So many of us, dl inone
place, like afamily reunion.Poor Michelle. Good-bye, Peter.”

The cdl ended. Peter looked in dismay at the cell phone' s screen, small and tidy and green. So easy to
talk anymore, wherever you were, whatever you might be.

CHAPTER40

HE DESCENDED THEdairsinto the living room. Histhinking was cold and steedy, like a stedl
pendulum swinging from one extreme fact to another. He faced anumber of immediate decisions. firdt,
whether to cdl the palice. If he gave truthful answersto the police, nobody would bdieve him—unless
they, too, had seen what a Trans could do to the local dead lines .

Clever, that. Thelinesthe dead used, not phone lines; but channels of communication nonethel ess.
Means of escape, diffusion, passage, whatever happened to the memories and experiences and shapes
that lingered after death. Arpad had discovered them, abrilliant act, but had then come to the wrong
conclusions. Peter thought back once again on that memorable conversation:

“Trans reaches below our world, lower than networks used by atoms or subatomic particles, to
whereitisvery quiet.”

Not so quiet after al. Even alittle interference made the dead more likely tospark , made their sad
flakes of memory linger alittle longer, perhapsalot longer. Until the shapes of the dead filled the Earth, a
feast for shadows, scavengers. Attracting worse things than dust mites or worms or edls: lions, hyenas,
bears. Sharks. Huge carrion-eaters seldom seen except during the horrors of war, the madness of vast
human upheavals, taking advantage of a change in the weather .

Theblinking diode, the grizzly-sized invishility downgairs. A staker. Something worse even than the



awful opportunist that had entered Michelle, that rode her and called her its mount, that played so well at
being human.

Intelligence without conscience. Curiosity without check or balance. Playing with them all.
With Danidla

The Trans units do not work at Salammbo, inside the houses.

Thelines here are already jammed.

By what?

Sweet Jesus, | can’t knowanyof this, Peter tried to assure himself, but the promise of sanctuary in
ignorance rang hollow. He had pieced it together, with Joseph’ s hel p—dead Joseph.

Joseph. Daniella. The tug, the compulsion. They cannot speak for themselves; nothing moves the
air. They are scraps and little more, attracted to your memories. That is how ghosts suck away
your energy, trying to be real. They become real only when you see them and remember.

It al fit. It had to fit. Trans unitstransfixing that which, by the dictates of any right order, should move on,
dissolve, evaporate. Trivia day-to-day chatter unsettling, and then halting outright, the passage of the
dead, and exposing another redlm, a system of which living things were supposed to be ignorant.

Hefdt the burden fal heavily on him now, and it led inevitably to his next decison: What would he do
about it? What could anyone do now?

Peter had aways thought of himsdf asasmall if somewnhat talented man, charming to apoint and not
pushy; not agreat spirit or ahero. Ordinary life, sex and friendship and marriage, had after al enticed and
then defeated him.

He dowly breathed in, breathed ouit.
Thieves. That'sdl they were. Thieves.
He could deal with thieves, couldn’t he? He hated thieves.

“Help,” he asked softly.

AT THE BOTTOMOof the gairs, the firs-floor halways were dark. But as he turned, looking first |eft,
then right, the lights switched on at the far ends smultaneoudy, then advanced toward the atrium,
illuminating walls and paintings, closed doorways, and rich wool carpets, converging on Peter. Invisble
things moved dong the halls on both sdes—things that no longer followed their natural tendency, no
longer faded, but instead had been given weight and purpose.

Peter’ s head began to throb. He could hear histeeth grind and fed histhroat stiffen; they wanted to use
him, al of them at once. He clutched and dapped at his neck with one hand, then turned to run, but the
floor between him and the front door suddenly blurred, then rippled like water. Shadows obscured the
marbletiles: swerving serpents, formlesswaves, swiftly advancing and risng. They covered up thewadlls,



the windows, then whirled around and brushed againgt him with a careless and needy familiarity.
The ultimate homeless, the saddest panhandlers of dl, long dead: Michell€ svictims.

How many?

The door to the devator opened with abuzzingsnick . A single naked bulb burned orange within. The
tiny cage dropped, vibrated, and adjusted itsalf once again to belevel with thefloor, asif something had
stepped inside.

Something invisble and bulky.

“No,” Peter said. “Noway in hell.”

“Hell,” someone echoed, using histhroat.

“Hell,” said another presence, and “Hell,” agreed yet another, dl in strangling seizures of hisvoca cords.

He bit down on histongue to keep it ill, until he could taste blood in his mouth. Muffled groans
continued.

They surrounded him, ripples, slhouettes, suggestions, fragments of dead humanity compressed and
herded by others, or maybe just one other, not human. Awkwardly, Peter took a reluctant step toward
the elevator. His eyes shut involuntarily, he could not stand the small space, and then he was shoved
ingde
The bronze meshwork door closed. Theinterior was even smdler than he had imagined.

Thear smelled smoky.

The dim orange bulb flickered. Pulleys and cables jerked. An eectric motor whined.

The cage bounced and descended.

CHAPTERA4L

PETER LEANED INTOthe corner, eyesflickering, trying to keep as much space and distance in front
of hisface ashe could, anilluson of volume, of not being locked inside a coffin. His face was wet with
tears and sweat and his heart galloped in dide rhythms.

Heknew that if he died, right now, he would be stuck on the freeway, stuck in traffic. He would never

get out, never find the off-ramp and move on to whatever neighborhood had been his destination to begin
with.

Heaven, staid and orderly and cam, like the Cheviot Hills.

Or out into the night to just fade away.



Peter Russall was determined not to die, not here and not now. His heart dowed and steadied.

The orange light above his head hummed and winked. The cage door did aside with areverberant
scrape.

He opened his eyes wide and pushed out of the corner with a hasty flinging of arms and scuffle of shoes,
asif fanning acloud of mosguitoes. But he was done. The crowd in the evator had gone. The big
presence, theinvisible grizzly, was not obvious, ether; he had no sensation of being accompanied.

They could move faster than he, or did not need tomove to get out of the way. Jerk edits.

He stood with arms hanging and hands clenched on alinoleum floor in aroom lined with steel storage
cabinets. In thefar corner an antique washer and adryer were haf hidden by astack of wooden fruit
boxes, and beyond them hunkered an immense water heater, mounted sideways on concrete pierslike a
ship’s steam boiler. Framed pictures of long-dead actors and actresses lay in toppled piles, blocking the
cabinets, dozens of smilesfrozen in black and white behind broken glass, strongly handsome and
winsomdy beautiful faces peering up in fase promise of friendship and seduction.

“To Lordy and especially to his better half, Emily.”
“To Morty and Frances.”

“1 oweit all to you.”

“ XXXXs Galore!”

Cardboard boxes had been dumped beside the stacked photographs. Old scrapbooks, bound in rotting
leather, dl boretheinitidsLT . One lay opened to apage of curled sepia Brownie snapshots of adight,
amiling blond in ablack swimsuit, arms spread, body angled asif ready to legp into aswan dive. Emily
Gaumont. Peter turned the page with the toe of his shoe. Other snapshots resurrected pretty young
darlets, ingénuesall, and sately old cars. A Packard. A Bentley. An antique fire truck.

Heflipped back. There was something oddly familiar in Emily’ sexpression, awinning smile but acritical
tilt of the eyebrows. Lordy Trenton’s young wife reminded him of Michelle. But the picture was more
than sixty yearsold.

“Throw out the old, hang up the new,” Peter whispered. Michelle had a passion for redecoration.
Joseph had indulged her in everything.

Helooked to hisright and saw a Dutch door painted yellow and beige. The two halves of the door
stood askew. “ Joseph, youfucking bastard,” he said, radiating hisfury. The room seemed to vibratein
response. “Y ou brought Michelle here. Y ou brought her hereand . . .”

He couldn’t finish. What lay beyond those accusations was avoid, a desert filled with dl that he had
gone through the last two years, the madness and the searching. What if Joseph had guessed right—what
if he had not brought Michelle here, not the essential, commanding part of her? What if that had been a
Sdammbo aready? An ancient cregture patiently awaiting the arriva of just the sort of femae found
around rich, desperate old men—awaiting another nalve and vulnerable young vessd . . .

Michdle. Shocked by two murders, her stunned and frightened consciousness had findly shrunk away,



hiding in avery degp and dark corner, leaving an dmost empty cup waiting to befilled.

Scragg had asked if Peter could provide any more clues, anything that might point to someone familiar,
someone who had known them.

Asit had to, hisanger turned inward. He could not possibly have guessed. Could he?

And now he saw the smoke and scorch marks curling up and around the ceiling above the platform.
Whether it was imagination or not—he was inclined to think not—Peter felt awind blowing out of the
tunnel, carrying with it an ancient, acrid smell of barbecue—smoke and burned mesat. He could not fedl
thewind on hisskin; it wasin hismind. Fragments of thoughts came with thewind like soot faling into a
specid and dl-perceiving eye. Pain, fear. And not just from the victims of the old trolley tunnel fire.

Peter covered his mouth and nose with his hand.

CHAPTERA42

BEYOND A PLATFORMabout six paces on one side, the trolley tunnel to Jesus Wept stretched like a
miniature subway into murky darkness, lit only by widdy spaced incandescent bulbs hanging from athin
black wire. Some of the bulbs had burned out. Piles of lumber, black with char and gray with dust, lay
blocking haf the tunnel. More boxes cluttered the other side of the small platform, some split and spilling
more abums, more photographs, more history. An enclosed trolley car lay on itssidein thefar right-hand
corner, four grooved whedls sticking out from the carriage. Beside the trolley lay an empty toolbox. Dust
and soot obscured everything but atrail leading to the tunndl, asif atowe had been swiped with aheavy
hand between the piles of debris. Someone had been dragging burdens. Small footprints marred the edge
of the cleared path.

Peter looked down at the trail.
Bent over.
Looked closer, not beieving what he saw.

Scraps of phantoms lay low to the linoleum, wobbling like plastic wrap or busted balloons, of no
material substance but stuck there nonethel ess. Flattened pieces of faces, hands upthrugt, fingersin
gpasmodic motion. Empty eyesin empty skins. Gossamer leavings from so many scavenger feadts,
decaying to an indigestible dust that would blow through these spaces and up and out into the world to
become fleeting impressions, whims, to stick in dreams like raisnsin a pudding, incomprehensible by
themselves. Shards of inspirations and hopes. The broken crockery of memories and shapes.

What kind of broom could sweep this away? What kind of wind? There is never an escape; we
swimin thisall our lives, and cannot know where the impressions come from. Like dust inhaled
into our lungs. Explaining ESP, past lives, you nameit . . . Trans hasjust made it visible.

Peter’ sterror had broken once again on ashoal of the rational. Speculation to the rescue. Y es, he would
die; yes, he had encountered unimaginable horrors and would soon encounter more. Bits of what he was
would join this crockery, this dust. No doubt. Loss and betraya. And so? Hundreds of billions had gone
before him.



Lifewas not ample, death wasfar from smple.

“Let’ sget thisover with,” he said. He walked to the edge of the platform. Joseph and then Michelle had
come down here and hidden things. He needed to know what.

Who.Other than the two thieves who had threstened to kill Joseph. He stared down into the gloom a
few yards from the platform. Saw aroughly troweled dab of newer concrete under some pried-up and
rusted rails that had then been laid back down, the bolts|eft undone.

Sloppy.

CHAPTERA43

THE RAILS RANstraight into gloom. Peter walked with mincing steps along the miniature parodies of
railroad ties. Water pooled in the gravel between theties, gray with scum. Black curls of smoke had
painted thelong, crumbling plaster of the roof.

To ether Sde, he saw hooks and bits of wire and outlines of lighter plaster where paintings now missing
had absorbed the pal of smoke. Only one painting remained, the canvas torn down the middle: a
darkened, full-length portrait of what must have been Lordy Trenton, without histop hat and made up as
acircus clown, but till sporting along, dender gentleman’ s cane and wearing histrademark flappy spats.
A brass plague at the bottom of the frame read, DIGNITY , ALWAYSDIGNITY .

Short-nosed, with alittle goatee, behind the whiteface and red-dotted cheeks, Trenton looked happy
enough, or would have, had he had eyes. They had been diced out, leaving square pits. Plaster gleamed
white through the holes.

Beyond the dashed portrait, Peter noticed brownish markings on the cracked and baked walls.
Imitations of claw dashes, downward strokes four or fiveto aset. Spird eyesin sketchy masks. All
crudely daubed in what could have been blood, now dried. Cave paintings, barely visiblein the spaces
between the dangling bulbs.

AHEAD,AT THE far end of the tunnel, agate or door must have been opened, because ared and
steady current of air soughed toward Peter, touching the whiskers of hisbeard. He carefully stepped up
to alarge, square piece of plywood bolted to another set of carriage wheels. A rope had been threaded
through holes drilled in the plywood. The rope hung down onto the gravel, damp and twisted. It wasa
makeshift dolly, madeto roll heavy objects down the tunnel. Blood stained the plywood.

He knelt for amoment. Dally, trolley. Tunnel. Cave. Awful place, mold and mud. Just to roll people
from one house to another, underground, out of the sun, astunt; too many houses, too many toys, too
many greedy and excessive dreams brought to life by money. Money and life faded; the folly remained.
Dadlly, trolley, fally.

Peter got to hisfeet and edged around the plywood, soaking his shoesin the scummy puddles. A few
yardsfarther on, ared panel door poked out from the bricks and plaster. A storage closet, a
maintenance room, an electrica room. Or Lordy Trenton’s bomb shelter.



She—it—could be in there, hiding just behind that door.
Don’'t want to die down here.

Peter looked back. He had come about four hundred feet. The distance between FHaubert House and
Jesus Wept was about athousand fest, if one took adirect line under the hedge and under the low hill.

A waysto go.

And once more, the knowledge that alarge presence was watching and waiting. Behind, in front, Peter
could not be sure. Strangely, he did not feel menaced. Just another dread atop awhole stack of them.

He examined the diding pand. Both red paint and wood had seen better times. Something had gnawed
at the bottom edge, probably rats. Fresh grease had been daubed on the wheels and runners. The panel
had been opened recently.

Peter’ snose wrinkled. Even under the perpetua stink of smoke, something smelled off. He shoved the
door aside as best he could without exposing himself to the darkness within. Waited, listened to water
dripping. Stooped to look in. A single old bulb had been screwed into a ceramic socket in thewall, yards
off and very dim. Might have been left on for decades. Blacknessin dl the corners. He could not tell how
far back the chamber reached.

“Michdle?

For agtartled moment, he felt something peer over his shoulder. Controlling himsdlf, he dowly turned his
head. A large shadow did across the tunnd’ s opposite wall and celling like avertica sheet of fog.

He recognized it immediately. The grizzly-s zed nothingness had returned. It could change shape andflow

“What in hell areyou?’ Peter asked, but the shadow had seeped back into the plaster and bricks,
indistinguishable from smudge. “Y ou don’'t want me. Y ou could have taken me by now. Y ou' ve never
been interested in me. Whatdo you want?’

Then adifferent kind of tremor struck him. He was starting to laugh, dow and deep, an awful laugh.
“Could you at least make yoursdlfuseful ? Fetch me something?’ he asked the opposite wall. “Could you
at least go back and get me aflashlight?’

He turned back to the space behind the door and the laughter gurgled in histhroat. He coughed. His
eyes had adjusted as much as they were going to. The chamber beyond the hatch was no more than
twenty feet wide but degper than he had thought. He could not see the rear wall. He stooped again and
pushed through.

THE CONCRETE FLOORwas old and cracked and roughly surfaced. He could make out lengths of
ironrail propped up in acorner. Along the wal to hisright—hetried to orient himself, just to keep his
thinking clear—the northeast wall, stood aline of double bunk beds, like those used in barracks. He
counted at |least eight marching back into the gloom, sixteen bedsin dl, and dl apparently occupied by
gtill, recumbent forms, covered with dusty blankets. Even under the covers, the forms appeared
shrunken, diminished.



He pulled back ablanket corner. Dust sifted down over hisfeet. The bony face benegth the blanket had
stringy, bleached-blond hair. Female. Not very large, but an adult, not a child. For that Peter was
minimaly grateful. The flesh of the face had been gnawed through to brownish skull. What remained was
dry and leathery. Dust puffed again as he let the corner drop.

Peter walked on, deeper into the side tunndl. This had to be Trenton’s bomb shelter, with
accommodations for many dozens of friends. More bunks, more bodies, lined up in the darkness, toothy,
grinning, leather-dark faces poking out from benesth rat-filthy blankets.

The bunks stretched along the northeast wall for asfar as he could see into the blackness. It was difficult
to believe that Michelle could have done dl this by herself. How long had she been at it? And how could
Joseph not have known? What sort of complicity had been denied, and then shared, asthe years went
on? Peter redized he might never understand, much less know.

No rats now. That fact struck him. A sinking household.

Peter pressed againgt the wdll, the light bulb to hisright like a glowing match head in the gloom, the awful
smell of dust and old decay thin and cold in his nose. Worse than the field where they had found
Danidla sbody. Worse by far than that sunny, grassy knall in the hills. Scragg had told them that she had
not been killed there. Her body had been laid out, asif with some minimal respect, hands crossed over
her ruined chest.

Peter stood straight. Reluctant to bresthe the foul air, he was on the verge of passing out. He walked
back toward the hatch, steadying himself with one hand against the rough, sandy concrete.

ADARK SQUARE had been laid at the foot of the blanketed form in the rightmost lower bunk. Peter
forced himsdlf to knedl. His chilled fingers touched folded knit fabric. Holding it up, the deeves and
buttoned lapel s unfolding, he recognized the one piece of clothing that had never been found. A girl’ sblue
wool swegter, siff with blood.

A souvenir.

Peter could fed it coming again. The heat behind his eyes. The fear and the love. Between hismemory
and the blood, the identity of spirit and spilled tissue, between her father and the dust in the long burid
chamber, with aclear picture of his daughter and avivid memory of the way she had smelled, of
Danidla slong brown hair . . .

Like afine autumn migt taking the shape of alittle girl, she stood in the open hatchway, yards off, asif
reluctant to enter. Barely visible, in this place where she had been taken by Daddy’ sfriend, where she
had been killed, she watched him as he held out the swester.

Peter walked toward her to ask an awful question. “Was it here?’

The shape raised and lowered arefractory outline of a chin. She extended one filmy hand.

Peter reached out ingtinctively, without athought for his own safety. Her fingers passed into his. For an

ingtant, he felt youthful surprise and animal-deep panic. Her mouth and eyes darkened and sagged and
parts of her gaped like rotten mudin. The ghost of his daughter shared what she had carried for so long,



too long, shared how it felt to have the point of aknife dam into skin, punch through with asound like
ripping vinyl, over and over, pain so intense even now it threatened to tear this small ghost gpart.

The pain brought Peter to his knees. He voiced the short, hard, dying shrieks of hislittle girl and his
hands ripped at his throat, trying to stop the gppalling sounds.

MORE THAN Aprojection, less than apresence, Danidla pulled back and released him. Clutching the
swester to hisface, hiding his eyes, Peter wept, again hoping that his heart would split open. He did not
want to live. Too much for any man to besr.

Sheturned, not dl at once—the outer shell of skin rotating first, hints of bones benesth following asif
digoinedintime. .. Flowed asde, out of sight, toward Jesus Wegpt.

Again, Peter’ s strength betrayed him. So much to do. The gashes on histhroat soaked blood into his
collar. He did not fed it; the memory of his daughter’ s pain overshadowed al.

PETER LEFT THEold bomb shdlter, now aburid chamber, and sumbled the remaining length of the
tunne, passing from the glowing yellowish domain of one ancient light bulb to another, glancing at smears
of brown on the walls, finger sweeps and handprints. Not Joseph’slarge, beefy hand.

Michelle' s
Perhaps the dead could only speak truth.

Joseph had recognized Danidlla, once the weether had changed under the influence of Trans. A few days
ago, he had seen Danidlaand the others and could no longer deny the long-suspected truth about what
his woman was, what she had done. Terrorsin the night, screams.

Sleep no more.

As Peter walked, shadows like puffs of thin soot followed, darting from side to sde. Peter was well
aware that he was being tracked, used in adifferent way thistime, by athing or thingsthat had never
been human, that did not spesk and had no use for communication as such, little use for matter in and of
itsdf; large, tranquil, and patient, but with an dmaost unimaginable potentid for violence.

He dtill held the small wool swegter in hisright hand. Hisfingers touched a saturated curve of dried
blood and the knife hole in the weave. Scragg would want it, he thought; in that other, rationd world,
above ground, away from the suffering of ghosts, Scragg would put the swesater in aplastic bag and send
it off for lab techniciansto andyze.

Here, in the lower world, at the end of the tunnel and far below the rational, Daniellawaited for Peter by
the base of along flight of concrete steps, adaub of crystal and darkness. Air fell down the stepsfrom an
open door. He could fed it, cool and fresh, welcome.

A trap.



CHAPTER44

PETER DRAGGED HISfeet up the last step and gripped therail with hisfree hand. No sign of Daniella
now. His eyes stung with exhaustion, crust of dried tears, sdt from swest. His collar suck to hisskin. He
knew he looked more dead than dive.

The room above was small, cubic, heavy beams supporting the ceiling, athick black wooden door on
one sde and asmdl octagonal window on the other, the window mounted high, above ground level. A
faint glow of predawn showed through beveled panes of leaded glass. A workman' slight stand faced
into acorner, one bright bulb pouring illumination onto the unpainted plaster. A thick orange cord sneked
from the stand under the black door. The rest of the room was clean and empty.

The door had been locked from the outside. Peter tried it severd times, fingers dipping on the old brass
knob. No go. Then he heard aclick. The knob turned. The door opened easily.

Another sign of atrap. Michellewould wait for him with the pistol in her hand.Well, good, he thought; it
would be quick. He would dietrying.

NO ONE STOODon the other side. The central, circular atrium of Jesus Wept was dark. Even when
they were unbelievably ugly, big houses dways had big entrances, like desperate old maids showing
cleavage. A not very hdpful grayness suffused from the high ceiling windows mounted below the dome.
To either side of the huge black front door, stairs swept down from the omega-shaped bal ustrade.
Scaffolding and black cloth blocked Peter’ sview of much of the opposite sde of the hal. Workmen had
recently come and gone.

Had the killing stopped during redecoration?

One passion giving way to another?

Peter needed guidance. Needed his connection with the reason for being here at dll.
“Honey?’ he cdled softly.

From acrossthe main hal, Michelle answered in abrassy, echoing voice, “Isthat you, Peter? Areyou al
right?’

He could not see her. Echoes kept him from tracking her by sound. Peter crossed the wide hallway
benegth the high dome, then under the ba ustrade, between thick, spirding Moorish pillarsand
wrought-iron rails, toward the voluminous and unknown rear of the house. He did not see Michelle, but
he could hear her breathing, asif she had just been exercising; a pretty intake followed by alittlesigh as
of gratified weariness. He heard a door close.

“You'rerunning meamerry chase,” she cdled. Suddenly her voice wastiny and she seemed far away.



Peter stopped. Blinked at the sweat, but did not dare wipe his eyes. The temptation to blind himsalf and
See no more was too great. He was a man on the edge of honest-to-God madness, perhaps over the
edge, clutching the bloody swester, sill feding Danidlla sripping pain. He might be capable of anything.

Peter glanced over his shoulder. A dark, thin curtain of smoky gloom rippled and spread to obscure the
entire atrium. He had underestimated its magnitude; either that, or like an octopus, it could expand to
amazing Size.

Whatever, he was not afraid of it. It meant him no harm; he was not its prey. Peter had become adog
following a scent.

Leading ahunter to itsred quarry.

“We need to talk,” hetried to shout to Michelle. It came out as a husky moan. He lowered his chin to
more efficiently use what little voice he had lft. *“ Joseph is deed. | think you killed him.”

A door hinge creaked down along hall, at the end of which atall window was showing a pale fan of
dawn.

“Let’stak it over, just likethe old days,” Michelle answered. “But stay where you are, okay?’

Peter was turned around now; he had thought the house was oriented east to west, and the sun would
rise behind him. Instead, the sun seemed to be coming up directly ahead.

“Why not face-to-face?’ Peter hollered, feding hisvoca cordsflare.

“Youwouldn't like my real face, Peter,” Michellesaid. “Y ou' rein my ocean now. It isso dark down
here. Y ou're out of yourdepth , don’t you know?’

He did know, but he could not stop.

MICHELLE HAD DROPPEDTrans unitsaong the hal. As he waked toward the fanlight window,
Peter counted twelve of them, dl different colors, likeatrail of huge candies. For amoment, he thought
the carpet had been stained apae, milky blue. But as he walked, the blueness parted around his shoes
and quickly flowed back. Smooth, odorless, the gassy fluid was pouring from the seams and grill and
display of each unit, clinging to the floor like aheavy fog, lessthan haf an inch thick.

He stooped to pick up aunit. Hisfingers brushed the fluid. Abruptly, the blue changed to yellow and
green shot through with veins of red. Shock knocked him back againgt the wall, not e ectricity—pain and
grief. He dumped and his hands spread to stop hisfal. Asthey touched the fluid, an incredible ache
seeped up hisarms and spine—pain of loss; guilt; miserable, hopeless frustration; fear of confinement, of
being boxed in and beaten and spat upon and clubbed down by men in uniforms with expressonless
faces, donein endless dark with dripping water and roaches and spiders. The cataog ran quickly into
varieties of interior and exterior torture he had never encountered in hisown life.

Hopd esstorment was lesking from the plagtic unitslike oil from amotor. The foulness numbed his
ankles, spread up hislegsand dong hisveinslike infection. He could fed the anguish cregp into his
abdomen, hisheart, find purchase on his nerves and climb higher, until it bit into hisbrain likea
razor-sharp and rotting tooth.



The swirling mist had turned the color of bloody pus.

Being strapped into chairs, trying to hold a breath against a rising vapor redolent of bitter
almonds; tied to hard tables, nostrils widening at the antiseptic whiff of alcohol, the gentle pinch
of expert fingers bringing up an artery, the burning sting of the long needle, and every time, all
those times, pale faces swimming outside the thick glass, watching, watching in horrified
fascination, like visitors to a monstrous aquarium.

Peter pushed himsdlf frantically against thewall and stood. He stared down at the mist. Knew with
absolute certainty he was standing in prison soup, thin broth boiled down from the memories and
emotions of tens of thousands of incarcerated and executed men and women, the condensation and
digtillation of dl that was cruel and hopeessin human nature.

Theletha heart of San Andreas had subverted the Trans network. It had findly found away into
Arpad’ stransponder, and now it wasfree. It could go anywhere it wanted, anywhere therewasa Trans.

Confused, he looked to the end of the hall, the closed doors, the fanlight window, the glow of dawn
brightening outside. All turned around. No need to even try to understand. A mosguito in ahurricane will
never get it right.

“I il havethegun,” Michelle caled, her voice muffled. “I’ll useit if you don’t get out of here.”

Peter’slipscurved in araw smile. If he found her now, it would al be worth it. From the mist he had
soaked up apowerful supply of undilutedloathing , enough to top off histank athousand times over with
high-octane vengeance.

“What part of the ocean are you from, Michelle? What kind of creature are you? The kind that stedls
bodiesfor protection, to hidein?How do | kill something like you? ” Peter’ smind eedlly filled witha
thousand scenes of gory violence.

“You can't,” shesaid, amost too soft to hear. “Nobody can touch me.”

The shadow rose behind him. He did not turn to look, but he could fed it. He could fed its power and
itshunger.

“I’ve brought afriend , Michdle!” he shouted, and for afew moments, everything redly did turn an awful
red.It' slike I’'m bleeding inside my eyes. That'srage, all right. Don’t givein. If you let it, it will
stain you to the core. Your essence will stink. They will have to burn your soul. “Y ou know al about
myfriend , don’t you? Y ou must be old acquai ntances.”

“Don’'t comein here,” Michdle sad, her voice suddenly unsure. No more banter.

They were getting too close.

“What kind of miserable, parasitic creature are you?’ Peter harangued, teeth bared, his smile savage.
Thisthief had stolen his daughter. “1 think you' reacrab . A hermit crab, soft and vulnerable, scuttling
around looking for empty shells. Well I’ ve found something that lovesto dig out hermit crabs. You'reit's
prey , aren’'t you? Isthat what you're afraid of 7’

“Just et meleave, let me get out of here” the smal voice called. “You'll never see meagain. Think of al



we shared. Think of what | did for you, Peter.”

“Think of dl you did for Joseph and Danidllaand the others” Peter growled. “How many, ahundred, a
thousand ? They certainly won't likeit.” It was not his voice adonethat spoke now. He twisted; his
muscles knotted and he dmost fell over. Recovering, bracing against the wal, he felt the pus-colored mist

clawing at hisingdes, trying to form words with histongue. The dead of San Andreas recognized the
cregtureingde Michdle,

They knew it intimately.

“All the men and women ever put through the gas chamber, they won't like it, either. Can you see them?
They’ re here with us, flooding your precious carpet. All the anguish your kind hascaused . . . All the
killers, the criminals, the sad, empty shellsyou’ vefilled with murder and pain. That' swhat I'm wading

through, a hundred-proof liquor of hate. Come on out. Let us see you, Michelle, or whatever your name
is. Do you even have aname?’

“If you come any closer, I'll do worse than kill you,” Michelle shouted, arrogance and assurance trying
to return and not succeeding.

“Too late,” Peter said, and gavein to afit of violent coughing. As he recovered, he suddenly understood
why Michelle had tried to disperse the Trans units, giving them to dl she met. The solution arrivedina
gpreading blot of induction. For whatever occupied Michdlle, the crab inits pitiful shell, it was amatter of
survival. A Trans changed the wesather. 1t was like a smoke screen. It provided cover and distraction,
making the entireinvisble world spark and change.

And that could put ahunter off the scent.

Stll, she had not taken into account the sSide effects.

Nobody had.

NONE OF THEdoors were locked. Two of them opened into ordinary rooms, redecorated like model
showrooms, filled with ordinary furniture, ordinary if antique wallpapers, common pastdl colors. All the
masks of normality, of trying to visibly fit in and not raise aripple of concern.

Nothing more—and in context, nothing less.

He found theright door on thethird try.

THE WALLS OFthe room behind the door had been torn out but no further work had been done. Just

asmal, closed room awaiting the decorator’ s touch: lath and bits of cracked plaster, a dusty parquet
floor, awindow.

Miasmawashed in athin flood around hisfest.

Peter’ s chest suddenly went hollow. He could not immediately reconcile what he saw and what he felt.
He had aways been glad to see Michdlle. Always interested in what she might say, what anecdotes she



might convey about Joseph’ srich eccentricities. She had made avery pleasant mask indeed, she had
fooledthemal.

Perhaps the hermit crab had used something of the real Michelle. He would never know. But that
Michelle was gone. What remained was pushed back into the far corner. She wore a shift dress and her
armswere bare and skinny, her legs scrawny. Whatever beauty she had once possessed was now less
than amemory. Shelooked just thisside of old; face pale, hair spiky and matted.

He could not hatethis . The mist pulled back from hisfeet, leaving him in avoid, and crept toward the
corner.

“Why my daughter?’ he asked. “What did she ever do to you?’

“Peter, please,” she said, holding up her arms, elbows presented like shields. One hand clutched a black
Beretta. Her eyes went to the doorway.

“You said | wasyour project,” Peter reminded her. “Y ou were helping me. Why kill Danidlla?” He held
up the sweater. “What did my daughter ever do to deserve you?’

“Y ou were my project, not her,” she said, shrinking back, dropping her arms, pulling in her strength for
onelast ploy. “If you take away their most valued things, people only get better.” Her eyes narrowed to
dits. “How sadness becomes you. How you' vegrown , Peter.” Then the eyes expanded, wide,
enormous, likealemur’s. She shivered. Peter did not frighten her in the least, but till, shetrembled asif
with fever.

No escape. She knowsiit. | almost feel sorry for her.
“Can | talk to Michelle?” he asked. “Isthere anything left of her?’

“Jugt dried gtrings.I” m the one you love, the one you warnt. I’ ve been at Sdlammbo, for al of my men,
for ever solong.” She pointed the gun a him. The air behind her head grew murky. “We played. Y ou
learned. Don't tell meyou didn’t enjoy it, just alittle. All that sympathy. Just imagine what your lifewould
have been likeif you hadn’t been so utterlycharming .”

Her finger tightened on thetrigger. The room filled with painful noise. A bullet whizzed by hishead and
he smelled burned powder. His eyes stung and his ears buzzed.

“Let mego,” she demanded, and tried to pull the trigger again. But her features softened. The gun barrel
wavered. Oily flowerslike dark liquid glass squeezed from her eyes, her mouth, her ears. Therider, the
hermit crab, wastrying to make a break, to scuttle away fromits shell.

Michell€ sbody went limp. The gun fell. From al of Michdll€ s orifices sorang dark, gleaming blossoms.
Asthe gun hit thefloor, the hunter shoved through the wall and flooded the room with ribbons of shadow
likelong eadtic fingers. Thefingers curled and pinched at the black flowers. They were seized and jerked
out, to be instantly and brutally snipped by sudden, scissorlike gppendages, then whirled into amouth like
atangle of razor blades and broken china, amouth that chewed and cut and spat. The hunter’ s savor
was ingtantly obvious. Theair filled with expanding, glutted sacs, somachs, receptacles. Bits dopped
over inits enthusiasm. Black nubs squirmed, then drifted to the parquetry to be swept up by greedy,
urgent black whiskers.

It was over in afew seconds, violent and final. Nothing wasted—nothing of interest to the hunter.



A thin, pale woman with matted, wet hair and parboiled, milky eyes sagged to the floor in the corner of
the dusty, unfinished room. Grime caked her knees and calves. A wreath of coiled shadows briefly
crowned her damp forehead, writhed, and then vanished. She stared fixedly at her ankles and took
shdlow, husking bregths.

Theroom cleared.

The empty woman’s head wobbled and tipped. Her face bore the helpless, animal confusion of an
imbecilic patient in an old, filthy sanitarium—araped patient who hasjust given birth to astillborn. She
glanced up, dazed and listless. Her eyes barely tracked Peter.

The hermit crab, Michelle srider, addicacy intheinvisble world, had been plucked forth, dispatched,
and swallowed. The hunter had |eft behind only the shell—and nothing el se that redly maitered.

Not even vengeance.

Peter picked her up in hisarms—she hung like an empty sack—and carried her down the long hall,
through the atrium, and out of Jesus Wept. The stench that rose from her wasfinaly too much. He
deposited her as gently as he could manage on the stone porch. She stood for amoment, legslikefrall
sticks, then dropped to her hands and knees, rotated like a sick dog, and crawled back inside through
the heavy black door. Peter tried to grab her ankle but she turned, eyesflaccid. Her legs flopped and
pushed like afrog’s. Her teeth clacked and snicked like castanets, and for amoment, Peter thought she
would rise up to attack him, dl teeth and Michelle slong, thickly painted fingernails.

He jumped back and ailmost fell down the steps.

The door swung ponderoudy, then dammed shut.

CHAPTER45

PETER HAD NOTgotten turned around insde Jesus Weypt. The glow through the fanlight window was
not sunrise, but Faubert House. He found agap in the long row of oleanders and crawled through to
stand and watch as the old mansion blew jets of flame from itswindows. The roof was aready fully
engulfed and the northeast corner of the building—where Joseph’ s body il sat in its chair—had

collapsed.
A long tower of smoke climbed above Sdlammbo.

He heard srens. Time to make adecison. He could stay on the estate and try to explain what had
happened, present the sweater and whatever remained of the bodiesin the tunnel as evidence. Scragg
would be interested, no doubt.

Smoke puffed from cracksin the lawn, dmost beneath hisfeet. He could fed the heat. The grass,
spotted with morning dew, started to steam. Over the hedge he saw agray haze rise from Jesus Wegpt.
Fire had crept dong the tunndl. Lordy Trenton’s underground trolley line was turning into an inferno.

Peter’ s mind worked quickly despite his exhaustion. Evidence was being destroyed. No one would
believe him about Michelle—certainly not Scragg, as hardheaded and skeptical asthey came. Peter now



looked psychotic enough. Why not blamehim for his daughter’s murder?

And dl the othersaswdl?

Peter hed littlefaith in justice.

He hoped what was | eft of Michdlle would have senseto fleeafire. And if shedidn’t . . . he honestly
couldn’t put together the will or the energy to return to Jesus Wept and find her.

He had what he wanted—or at least he thought he did. Had he actualy seen Michell€ srider hunted
down and consumed? Or had that just been smoke mixing with thelast of along string of hallucinations?
An amazing and convoluted congtruct of horror and fantasy erected to get around his grief, his
self-destructive refusal to work againintherea world . . .

Peter, dl by himsdlf, could give the police what they needed to put him behind barsfor life. How could
he convince himsalf otherwise, now that he stood under the morning sun, with redl flamesburning ared
houseto very red ashes?

Staying for the last of thistruly dreadful party would be abad idea.

Peter climbed into the brick-red Porsche. He laid the swesater carefully on the side seat and looked
down at it. Sat upright.

He put the car in gear and backed up. Glanced in hisrearview mirror to seeif fire trucks or bystanders
might witness his departure—so far, so good—then swung left and took a side road around Flaubert
House to the rear of the estate. Hidden by trees on the western boundary was a fence secured with a
rusty chain and an old lock that dated back to the forties at least. He was pretty sure atire iron would

break it loose. Beyond the fence lay an unpaved fire road that followed some ridges down to the coastal
highway.

If the rains hadn’t |eft too many ruts, Peter thought the old Porsche might makeit.

CHAPTERA46
S_EEP NO MORE.

He did not even try. But he rested.

He stripped off his bloody and filthy clothes, but lacked the energy to take ashower. Lying on hisbed in
the old, familiar housein the Glendde hills, with the sound of wind chimes risng from the backyard, he
looked away from the pebbly, diffuse peace of the old popcorn ceiling.

A tired old man stood by the foot of his bed, watching him.

Peter sat up on the rumpled sheets.

The old man was ragged at the edges, but not worn down—not yet. After afew minutes, lying as il as
he dared, Peter’ slegs began to go numb. The old man barely moved—asdow riseand fdl of his
shoulder, an dmaost mechanical turn of the head—but Peter thought he recognized him.



A wraith, not aspecter. A stray scrap of Peter Russdll, but not from the past. Not thistime.
“You guysredlylike thefoot of the bed, don’t you?’ Peter asked, indignant. “Why?’

Thefigure showed some surprise, raised ahand in protest, and then—with afrightened, focused
consternation of empty eyes—faded to a scrim and winked out.

Peter got up and put on hisdippers. If Sandgji was correct, seeing himsdlf that way meant he would die
soon. “Big whoop,” he murmured as he walked on tingling legsto get a shower.

He had never thought he would ever appear o old and gray, but as he looked at himsdlf in the bathroom
mirror, he confirmed the resemblance. The scratches on histhroat had crusted over. Helooked like a
bottom-feeder, afreeway bum holding up a cardboard sign.

Stepping into the shower stall and turning on the hot-water tap, he said, in atired but reasonable voice,
“Thisshit has got to stop.”

CHAPTER47

PETER LISTENED TOthe radio in the bathroom as he dried off. He had not taken a newspaper for
years. The news announcer droned on about aMalibu estate going up in flames, two mansions
destroyed, the ruins il too hot to investigate. Reclusive movie producer and red-estate magnate Joseph
Adrian Benalid and hiswife, Michdlle, were both missing.

The announcer persisted through the bad news of the day. Mgjor telephone companies were
experiencing serious outages. Phone and even cdlular service had been interrupted for tens of millions of
customers across wide areas of the country. No cause had yet been established.

As Peter buttoned his shirt and walked into the living room, he peered down &t the Enzenbacher
chesshoard. Somebody had responded to hismove. A knight—a private detective in an overcoat—had
been advanced to threaten his pawn.

Peter gazed out the front window at the jasmine. The sky was going gray. He saw someone crossthe
porch. The Soleri bl tinkled and the door lock turned.

He finished buttoning his shirt and zipped up his pants, ready for whatever.

Lindsey pushed the door wide. “Good,” she said. “Y ou’ re back. The phones aren’t working. Mom'’s
half-crazy, she thinks you' re dead. Did you know that?’

Peter shook his head and went to hug his daughter. “What did you tell her?’
“I didn’t. I just knew it wastimeto come over.” Shelooked around the living room, biting her lip. “This
morning, she showed up again. Shelooked different. Redly thin and weak. Did you do something?’

Lindsey’ sexpression lit up, dangerous youth. “ Did you burn down Sdammbo?’

“No,” Peter said, and mussed her hair with one hand. She accepted his touch with alook of adolescent
tolerance.



“Sowhy isshe dill here?’

“She stayed to protect us.”

“Agang what?’

Peter suddenly hugged Lindsey and shook his head, rubbing his chin againgt her crown. She did not
resst. He could fed her silky hair get caught up in hisbeard. “No,” he murmured. “I did not burn
Sdammbo.”

“But you did something.”

“Yes,” Peter said.

“And Danielladoesn’'t need to protect us now?’

Peter |ooked through the long window. Thought of the key from the bell, white with dust, and the open
door.1t’ s been too long. “Maybe not.”

“She needsto go away,” Lindsey said. “I need for her to go away. We al do. Can we do that for her?
Let her go?’

“I don't know. | hope s0,” Peter said. “1 took your advice.” He pulled away, dragging awisp of hair
over her face. She blew it back. “How did you get here?’

“Rode the bus. Mom’ s too much of awreck to drive.”

“Thebus?InLA?You'reabravegirl.”

PETER LAID THEsweater on the bed where Danidllahad first reappeared. Lindsey sat on her own bed
and folded and unfolded her handsin her lap.

“Where did you get that?” she asked him as he sat beside her.

“At Sdlammbo,” Peter said.

“Who killed her?’

“Michelle” Peter said. Explaining was too complicated. Lindsey’ s eyes widened.
“Mom never did like her. IsMichelle dead now?’

“Close enough,” Peter said.

“|sthat blood?’

“It'sblood,” Peter said.



“Danidld sblood?’
“l think s0.”

“That was her best swester,” Lindsey said, sudden and unavoidable tearswelling in her eyes. Peter saw
how much she cared under dl the brittle armor. “Y ou gaveit to her for our birthday.”

“I remember,” Peter said.

Lindsey jammed her lips together and wiped her eyes. “What do we do?’

“Youtel me” Peter said.

“How the hell should | know?’

“You're her agter, her twin. You're closer to her than | am. | think they’ re attracted to form and
memory. DNA and what we remember. Relatives are part of the memory. Especidly for atwin. You're
the closest thing left on Earth to what she was.”

“We re not identical. She used to argue with me,” Lindsey said, forlorn. “Maybe she' s till mad.”

“l don’t think so. Tell me what we should do.”

“Wdll, she comesto mewhen I’ ve been dreaming about her or thinking about her, or sometimes when
Momiscrying.”

“Did your mother ever see her?’

“Only once, | think. She said she thought she might be going crazy.”

Lindsey shut her eyes and reached for Peter’ s hand. “What we do is, | guess, we think about her.”
They thought and tried to remember.

The room was dark and till.

PETER HXED THEMa supper of canned soup. They atein slence. Lindsey watched him carefully,
plucking at the chapped skin of her lower lip. After dinner, they did the dishes together and sat on the
couch in the living room. Lindsey nodded off and he held her head in hislap, studying the chess set on the
coffee table, wondering if thiswas good, involving Lindsey when touching ghosts might be so dangerous.

But itwas theright thing, he knew that.

There was a grester place and agreater redity, and in that realm, there were duties and responsibilities
known now only to those few who could imagine atime when there had been no dectric lightsand no
candles, no wegpons against the dark. When the dead had to be reminded that their time of duty was
finished.



Dust wafted up between the coffee table and the window.

Lindsey twitched in her doze and whimpered. Peter stroked her silky hair and watched the dust. Tiny
motes waltzed with dow dignity in the glow cast by the porch light through the broad front window.

It took an hour, but even now there was dust enough in the old house.
“Look,” Peter said.
Lindsey opened her eyes.

Danidlastood on the other side of the coffee table. In the darkness of the living room, the golden glow in
her midriff was obvious, the rest of her less so.

Lindsey sat up, deepy and somber.

“She'ssosad,” shesad.

Danidlalooked over them, aswirl of purposeful dust around afading hint of sunset.

Lindsay reached out first.

Thefigure saw or felt the extended fingers. Shifted dightly, asif drawn.

Peter took Lindsey’ s other hand, and together, they offered Danidlatheir touch. Danidladid not seem
to notice for amoment, then, with ajerk, abad edit, the whirlpool of dust that was her hand connected
with Lindsey’s. Another jerk and shetouched Peter’s.

That made acircle.

Thistimeit did not hurt or shock them senseless, but Peter felt the shadows gathering in the corners and
inthe hal, the ed's and scavengers he had seen before, and for a sharp moment he wanted to stop. He
knew what thissmdl ritual meant.

Liberation required sacrifice.

The end of grief and remembrance was freedom.

Thiswasthelag, truly thelast of any communication with his daughter, in thisworld, and for dl he knew,
inany other.

Danidllaglanced in Peter’ sgenerd direction. Hefelt her vibrancy in hisfingers, atiny dectric thrill. Felt
the moments they had shared, like faded photos, old tapes. Already she seemed to move her attention

elsawhere, asif consdering adifficult task. The dus—flakes of skin, fibers of clothing that she had
worn—started to sft from her like thin snow, no longer needed and becoming secret once again.

Peter’ seyesfilled with tears.

“Good-bye,” Lindsey sad. “Weloveyou.”



The sunset glow spread and intengified. For astunning moment, the living room turned bright as day.
Peter saw the bonesin his hand, the ghost of his own skeleton and the X-ray haze of the flesh around it.

Ddliverance.
Release.

What isit? So beautiful, so powerful. Where does it go? Beyond life, after death, another mystery.
Do the mysteries never stop?

Mystery is pain. Why can’'t | go with her?
Who is she now?
What remained of Danidllawas ragged, hollow, sad, without direction. Frayed from its added time,

beyond itstime, it tried to fasten to them with a desperate and final twitch of old ingtincts, the last earthly
link of DaniellaCarey Russdll to her father, to her sster, to dl of her memories, to the physica world.

Defenseless.
The shadows whirled and plunged as they had since the beginning of life, in the endless dark.
They fed. Cleansed.

Going now: al the summersthey had had together, the days at the SantaMonica Pier, getting apple pie
and cider in Julian, taking the trams across the Cdlifornia countryside at Wild Animal Park and smelling

hot lionslounginginthesun. . .

Picking out akitten from asquirming, furry litter at the house of Helen' sold friend Paulette, in Sherman
Oaks, and the expression on Danidlla sface when the kitten peed on her . ..

Peter readingThe Hobbit to the girlsbefore bed . . .

Smeling hisdaughter’ shair as she dept in hislap at age five on atrip to Phoenix to vidt their
grandmother . . .

Eating ice cream with her sster for thefirst time at a Baskin-Robbins and getting a surprised ook, and
then crying, a the cold on her new teeth.

Bringing homework from school and working so hard to get it done on time.

Leaving to walk to the corner market and buy asmoothie.

Asking why boyswere different.

Memory is tenacious.

Peter held Lindsey and covered her eyes. But he watched. He had to. It was hisway of saying hisown

fina good-bye, | love you, thank you. Of paying respect to a brave young woman who had stayed
behind for so long—too long—to protect her father and her family.



QUIET.
Stillness.
The room had not changed.

Peter heard the Soleri bell jingle softly and sadly on the porch. Lindsey pulled avay his hands, looked
asde, and sad, “Wow.”

It was over.
There would never be explanation enough or understanding.

Lindsey cried and then Peter released her and they cried together.

CHAPTERA48

LINDSEY WASHED HERface and |ooked presentable by the time Helen knocked, or rather dammed
her fist on the door. Helen was pale and would not say much to either of them, but she glared at Peter.
Lindsey stood to one side, asmaller, dimmer model of her mother, but with hiseyes and hisown
mother’ shair, soft and straight.

Helen looked between them and sensed the weary peace they shared. Her eyebrows drew together and
she stared directly at Peter. She took adeep breath. “I’ ve been calling and calling, but the whole world's
going to hdll. I don’t know what' s hgppening, and then Lindsey disgppears. I’ ve been frantic.”
“I'msorry,” Lindsey said.

“What is going on here? What the hdll have you two been doing?’

“Shelll tdl you,” Peter said. “Y ouwouldn't believe me.”

Helen noticed the marks on Peter’ sneck. “My God,” she said. “Did you get those at Salammbo? |
knew it. | should have been here. Lindsey, you should have—"

“We'refine” Lindsey said. “It' sover, Mom.”

“Not quite,” Peter said. “1’m going away for afew days. When | come back, I’ [l answer any questions.
But right now | need some quiet. I'm not fedling very well.” His somach was churning and he thought he
might throw up. “Okay?’

Helen looked so sad and lost that Peter reached out with both hands and squeezed her, hard. Shewas
shivering like afrightened colt, and she folded into hisarmswith surprising ease and no resistance. Even



more surprising was how good shefdt to him, dight and warm and trembling. Alive.

“Y ou're both cutting me out, and | don’t deserveit,” she wept into his shoulder. “1 want to help. | should
have been here, but nobody told me. Please don’t cut me out.”

Peter held her back and searched her face, appreciating the reversal but not reveling init. He knew too
much about human frailty. “None of us deserved this,” he said. “Least of al you.”

“Canwedl try harder? Redly?’ Helen asked.

Peter nodded, then let her go and gave Lindsey onelast hug.

The parting was dow and alittle awkward, as there was much healing to do, and so little time. Not
enough timefor al theyears. It was midnight. Lindsey waved to him as she followed Helen across the
porch and down the drive. She waved with the assurance of youth, that the bad part was over and she
would see her father again soon and things were starting to look up. Not even sending on the soul of her
sgter and watching the awful aftermath could dim that vital spark of optimism.

Peter smiled and waved back.

HE SAT INthe kitchen and drank a glass of iced tea. The wind chimes on the back porch were quiet.
Thear was gill and warm.

At onein the morning, he started to pack asmdl suitcase. He went to the garage and checked the ail
level on the Porsche. He would need to stop for gas.

Coming back to the bedroom to pick up his suitcase, he saw someone lying adeep in hisbed. Thefigure
turned over, pulling back coversfrom abearded, grizzled face, revedling smal, amused eyes, puffy with
deep, and agap between hisfront teeth. Peter could see the pillow through the man’ s head.

The man put on an expression of irritated boredom. “Y ou guys redlylike the foot of the bed, don’t
you?’ heasked. “You redly like watching us. Why?’

Peter knocked over the suitcase behind hisfeet and swiveled to recover his balance.
The coverswere empty. Theloop had closed. Histime would be short.

He did not need Sandgji to tell him that.

SOMETHING IN HISown westher had changed, and as he drove out of the Glendae hills, out of Los
Angeles, over the Grapevine, in the early-morning darkness, he saw the world differently.

The Porsche moved with remarkable speed. At times he was hardly even aware he was driving.



Exhaugtion had filled him with agray, dusty calm, his emotions on hold, most of histhoughts on hold. But
he could not stop. Peter had milesto go and one last thing to do before he could ever deegp again.

Little fish bring sharks. But in the vastness above and around him, sharks could be just the beginning.

CROSSING THE DRY Centrd Vdley farmlands just before dawn, the windows down, the smell of
grassand wind and dust in his nose, he looked up at the starlit sky, down at the rhythmicaly fleeing
dripes of the center divider on the Straight black highway. To the eadt, hesat lightning flickered over round
hills. Theflashes, silent and steady, turned asomber red. The entire sky looked inflamed, swollen.

Storm-sized shadows crossed the stars and dropped dark appendages to theflat valey floor. The
shadows marched over the land, then straddled the freeway, cumbrous but determined. Peter zoomed
under them, glancing left to see one of the huge limbs touch down and twist like an ethered tornado.

He drove on with shoulders hunched. Due north, over the Bay Area, the stars had been blocked
completely.

Who could ever know what they wanted, what they hungered for? The atered currents of life and death

had dredged up ages of nutrients, upwellings from unknown abysses, rich pickings for these strange,
gigantic feeders. More would follow. Visitors not seen in hundredsif not thousands of yearswould

return. The Four Horsemen of the Apocaypse. Dark gods.
Earth’ s age-old defenses were down. And he hoped he knew what had to be done.

“Thisshit has got to stop,” Peter said, and brought his squinted eyes down once more to track the
freeway.

Too late. Hisjaw throbbed. Pain shot up hisarm. His hands went numb and his fingers spasmed. His
chest felt asif it would split wide open. The whed dipped and spun. The old Porsche skidded sidewise,
tumbled, bounced along the asphalt, then ploughed the dirt shoulder and legped aguardrail.

Peter flew through the air like acomet, trailing splashes of brilliant life.

SOME TIME LATER, standing by the side of the road, confused, he hitched aride in a battered,
colorless pickup. The ashen old fossi| behind the whedl smiled. “Pity about your car. Porsche 356C,
right?’

Peter nodded, the wind till knocked out of him.
“She'sabeauty. And from behind, shelooks like booty.”

Children giggled, standing in the truck bed and peering in the rear window. Peter had lost his glasses and
could not see his benefactor clearly.



“Hope you brought some of that oI’ Smoky Joe,” the old man said. “Helps you see what you should
know. Long tough trip. Hard on the butt. Smoky Joe, twist, blend, or cut.”

Light played through the cab of the pickup, wisps and flares of slver. The old man’swords and the light
meade Peter flinch. The children in back watched him curioudly, with greast sympeathy.

CHAPTER49
THE SKY ANDthe earth were gray shot through with tiny rainbows.

Peter stood before the gate to San Andreas, surprised to have made it thisfar. He did not watch the
pickup pull away. It had been anice gesture, the ride, but he could not remember liking that old gray
man.

The guard would not look at him or take his name and said nothing, staring nervoudy at the broad
parking lot. Talk around the world had been interrupted. Business was bad. Communication was difficult.
Peter could understand. People passing through these gates could be grumpy.

Everyone on edge.
Almost like the bad old days.

Inside the prison, guards lingered everywhere. Perhaps there had been threats from unhappy customers
or investors, and that was why there were so many guards, with so many different uniforms. Capswith
bills, no caps. Nightsticks, cans of Mace, tasers, cattle prods, rifles, riot guns, shotguns. Gloves, no
gloves. Tal boots. Stedl-toed boots. Shiny black shoes. They were waking, Sitting, standing silently.
They watched Peter with eterna suspicion but did not try to stop him. Most were middle-aged and mae.
The average working life of aprison guard ended before he wasfifty, Peter had read somewhere; stress.

The prison was back. But no prisoners; just guards. And him.

The floors were covered with bluish dust. Peter tried not to look down. When he did, the dust flinched
and moved in duggish waves. It turned the color of pus and blood.

Hetried to remember the way. It wasn't easy. Nobody wanted to help.

CHAPTERS0

PETER FOUNDARPADKT reider on Death Row, wearing aworn-down expression, standing with big
shoulders dumped before the gas chamber. Histhree-day growth of facia hair had advanced to abristly
week or two. He was the only man in the old prison complex who looked asif he wanted to be
somewhere el se—desperately.

“Business model shot to hell?” Peter asked. Arpad did not respond, so Peter touched him. The effect
wasimmediate: The large man’s knees buckled and he swooped aside, jamming up against a broad,
shuttered window. Arpad raised his brushy browsin darm. His eyesfocused to the right of Peter, and his



breath went wheezy with terror. “ Are you aguard?’ he asked. Then, looking l€ft, “Who are you?’

“You'regoing to shut it dl down, aren’t you?’ Peter asked. It took al hisenergy just to speak. After the
wreck, hewasn't hisold sdf. His batteries were running low.

Arpad’ sforehead furrowed with intense concentration. Peter could not make himsalf heard. Arpad did
not respond. Peter wanted to strangle the bastard.

“Where sWeingtein?’ he asked, and reached out to lightly dap Arpad’ s head. Arpad swerved likea
drunken prizefighter, but hislips moved. “Weingtein,” he said, Adam'’ s gpple bobbing. “He sgone.
Guardstook him. They took himhere , yesterday. To the chamber. | haven't seen him since. Who are
you?”

Peter had found the way to be heard. He touched Arpad’ s throat.

Arpad' slips moved involuntarily, and he said, “Peter.” Now he saw Peter and showed histeethin an
apish snarl. Hiseyes narrowed. “ Peter Russdll . . . Isthat you? My God, what happened? Areyou. .. 7’

Arpad didn't like the way helooked. Hard to accept, but there it was. Bruised and beat-up from the
crash, no doubt. Hours or daysin the hospital. But Peter could not remember any of that. And it did not
metter.

Arpad tried to back away. Peter enjoyed thislittle game of cat and mouse.

“Y ou should get out of here,” Arpad warned. “ There' s nothing but guards. The prisoners—they leave as
soon asthey die. The guards return. They are suck here. Weird, yeah?’

Peter made him speak some more. Arpad’ slips formed more words. “ Shut it down.”

Tothis, Arpad nodded vehemently. “ Absolutely. Assoon as| cangetin. ..” He pointed to the gas
chamber. “It's nasty. Stupid idea, right, putting the trangponder in there? Sophomore bullshit. Nerd
arrogance. Y ou understand.”

Peter was getting the hang of this. Being around Arpad made him fed alittle lessweary. He had dways
liked Arpad. And Arpad had seemed to take to Peter aswell. The large engineer tracked him with some
precision now, frowning so deeply his brows amost covered his eyes.

Peter’ s perspective shifted with a sudden jerk.

“The guardswon't let meleave,” Arpad said, spesking to where Peter had been. “Most of our staff ran
away afew days ago. It became unbearable. Now the old guards are everywhere, thousands of them.
Can you tak to them—convince them?’

Peter could imagine—or perhaps he actualy saw—the guardsfilling the ancient halways of the huge old
prison, milling like ratsin a cage—capo rats. The prisoners gone, glad to berid of Earth and itswalls, but
the guardsin for the duration, the long haul.

Their shift never ends.

Peter touched Arpad’ sthick neck. “No,” Peter made him say. “ Shut it down.”



Arpad rubbed histhroat. “I’ll shut it down, | promise,” he said, and leaned against apillar. “ How about
you? Canyou get in? | wouldn't ask, but . . .”

Peter looked through the thick glassinto the chamber. What he saw did not encourage him. Weingtein
wasin there, Strapped to thetable. If hewas il dive, he was not moving.

Something apparently made of mildewed gray velvet sat on Weingtein's chest, like the shadow of a
desiccated monkey, avery poor bit of taxidermy. It bent over Weinstein’ s head and pried open his eyes
with soft, flabby-looking fingers. The ancient monkey face turned on awet, leathery ribbon of neck to
peer through the glass directly at Peter, no ambiguity, no hesitation.

It had Weingein' sgimlet eyes. It had Weingein' singratiating smile. Something dark lesked from itsears.

The transponder equipment, racks of high steel boxes—the heart of Trans—stood in one corner. Green
and blue lights blinked in rows across the bottom.

“I can't gointhere,” Arpad repeated.

Peter did not want to go in, either. He had no idea how much it would hurt, or what he had |eft that
could be hurt. But Peter Russell had never been a coward.

He held his hand againgt the glass. Even now, it felt cold.

He touched Arpad, used him.

“Open thedoor,” Arpad said on hisbehdf. Then, with aroll of hiseyes, Arpad lifted the bar and spun
the whedl on the heavy stedl hatch to the chamber. Peter was not certain he needed the hatch to get in,
but he took that route anyway. Force of habit, dream logic.

The monkey held up awizened hand that trailed fumes of stinking night. Peter could still smell, and that
agtonished him. Dreams were funny that way.

But I’'m not dreaming.

Insde the cramped, awful chamber, the monkey with Weinstein' s eyes gibbered and danced on his
torso. Pus-colored vapor sprayed from its ears, from its nose and mouth.

The monkey on your back. On your chest.

Nightmare, mocker, suffocating the prisoners by night and twisting their thoughts by day . . .
feeding off their rot, their prolonged misery.

The monkey spewed the prison’ s venom, vomited and shat it forth, then, perversely, began to grow like
aboail, puffing out, infected, loathsome.

The big one. Eater of souls. The ghost of San Andreas itself.
Arpad stood in the steel doorway. He had picked up abar of rusted metd. Against whatever sense and

judgment he had |eft, Peter moved in, drawing the beast’ s attention. It opened its mouth. It had no teeth,
no gums, no throat. Something black wriggled behind the shrunken lips.



“It'snot aphone ,” the monkey told them in Weingtein' svoice, its bony index finger thrust high. “Please
don'tever cdl it acdl phone.”

Arpad swung the bar savagely againgt the boxes until the last of the lights stopped blinking.
The beast scuttled and skidded around the table. Peter stood aside from the spray of foulness.

Weingein tried to st up. He mewled. The monkey, alarmed, stretched out ahuge gray paw and pinned
him back again.

Arpad withdrew, his arms covered with trailing leeches of shadow. Seeing them, he began to shriek like
alittle boy.

Peter pushed through the glass, anest trick. However much it expanded, though, the monkey was a
specidig—it could not leave the gas chamber. It was stuck there, dong with Weingtein.

The monkey did not seem to mind. It lifted its face and laughed, an awful sound that was no sound &t all.

They do have their fun.

PETER WAS TIREDnow. He looked up to the high-peaked roof above the chamber and saw a
gmilarity to the atrium in Jesus Wept. He was there for amoment, back at the mansion, surrounded by
vaporous walls, confused because he could see the sky. What had happened? Had there been afire?

Lordy Trenton himsaf walked through the burned-out, empty ruins, with trademark high hat and flapping
gpats, forever the drunken, loose-limbed, incompetent fop. Beneath Lordy’ s truculent eyebrows,
someone had cut out his eyes. He fdt his blind way with eloquent fingers, their tips worn down to nubs.

I’ ve been going through my scrapbooks, he informed Peter. Those wer e the days, weren’t they?
When everyone, simply everyone, looked at you. Who can ever abandon such an audience?

Michelle crawled after Lordy on dl fourslike awounded dog. She smiled at Peter.It does show better
when it’s sunny, don’'t you think?

But Peter could not stay.

HE WAS HOME. He knew the place well, though not his placeinit. And though he felt some comfort
at returning, there was dso asense of guilt. He could not think straight. He couldn’t even see straight.
Corners seemed devious. The light was uniform, unpredictable. Shadows—red shadows—moved
everywhere without warning.

Obvioudy, after al he had been through, he had finally gone out and gotten smashed—that is, drunk out
of hisgourd, the mother of al sodden, sopping, liver-dissolving binges. He did have an excuse or two,
didn’t he? Most certainly did. Time had compressed and dipped away, just asit had during the months
he had spent like alab specimen in aglassjar, soaked in acohol.

That explained why his head wasn't working right.



TheDTs.

He looked down at the chess set, then sat on the couch. Thought about making a cup of tea, afeeble
attempt to sober up and dieright. FHy right.

A young woman came into the house. Peter watched her with interest, then with some darm. Who was
she, what was she doing here? She stood in the living room, then moved into the kitchen. A manina
beige suit followed.

They weretaking about insurance, awill.

It had been ayear, two years, he guessed. Could one stay drunk that long? He recognized the young
woman. Lindsey was growing rapidly. She was getting to be area beauty, even more lovely than her

mother. No need to bother them. He wouldn’t be much help anyway. Like Phil, Peter had never made
out awill.

But they did not see him. That was good. Peter understood and gpproved. Things were getting back to
normdl.

Helooked down at the Enzenbacher chess set on the coffeetable. A slver knight, a private detectivein
histrench coat, lifted dowly over asiver ghost pawn and landed to menace Peter’ s overextended
bishop. The game had progressed quite aways.

In response, Peter moved the mad scientist back three squares. He felt someone watching him.

PHIL SQUATTED ACROSSthe table, pale and ragged, but recognizably Phil. Still carrying the sunset
glow that could light up aroom, when it wanted to.

“Good to seeyou,” Peter said.

Phil nodded cordidly.

“Where have you been?’ Peter asked.

Around. Waiting. You' re a busy man.

Phil extended his hand over the chessboard. Peter could not see hisfriend’ sfingers, but somehow Phil
managed to move the silver Dgjah Thoris queen into aposition of considerable menace. Peter had been
outclassed again; checkmate. He was glad to lose, glad it was Phil who had won. Phil had had atough

life, hard luck with women. He had aways deserved more.

They clasped hands as best they could, without flesh or touch, hints of thumbs extended in their old
victory gesture, from the days when the world had been fresh and full of adventure.

Hisold friend was here to do more than just finish the game.We' re finished here. We have to give it
up, Peter. Time for the Old Farts Cross-country Hot Dog Escapade and Tour.

Peter tried to deny that.l want to help Lindsey.



You already have. It’s hard keeping hold of memories now. Believe me, it’stime. Dust to dust. Let
go of the important stuff.

PETER LOOKS DOWN, looks very deep, and sees the sunset in his abdomen.

This?

Phil nods.

To hissurprise, Peter isready. He hasresisted for so long, he remembersthat now; firdt, fighting to be
born and to stay alive, tofit in and be socid, to do the art thing, to marry and raise children, to protect

themal . ..

All the women he has loved, sumptuous flesh and bright doorway eyes, al the men he has worked with
and talked with and shaken hands with and gotten drunk with, the films and thousands of cartoons, the
ungrateful books he has daved over, his daughters, born al a once, in ascary rush, beautiful, wrinkled,
and pink, changing him forever, the puzzling and painful love he hasfdt for Helen and Sascha and others,
he wonders what they are doing, whom they are loving, and he fedlslonely and left out, despairing, but
most of dl, he seesclearly, too late, hislove for Helen, who gave him children and suffered.

For sometime now he hasresisted giving up al this. And still heressts. Responsibilities and relations,
passions and jedlousies, the stuff of theliving. And only of theliving.

There’ smore to do, so much left unfinished.

Phil will have noneof it.You' ve crossed the river, Peter. No sense hauling the boat with you. 1t will
just weigh you down.

So many ties, so many thingsto protect. The pain comes back to him now, and that’ sthefina
goad—the pain of awarenessthat heisdiminished. Thereis so much he cannot recall. Already heis
half-lost and ragged at the edges.

It'sover. No going home. No going back.

Finaly, following Phil’ sexample, Peter searchesfor that dreaming release, the unhooking, the ungluing.
We all die with the knack, Phil tdlshim.Like an egg tooth on a chick. Can you feel it?

He can. There are lights across the harbor. A sensation of moving to another land.

Peter relaxes. He drops the luggage, lets go of the boat.

Theroom fillswith light, bright and beauttiful, but nobody isthereto seeit, not thistime.

Asit should be. Some things are best kept private.



THE LAST OFtheir memories, like shed skins, play a chessawhilelonger, aleisurely game without
much energy. Because they have no centers, thiswill take awhile. It isbecoming impossible to remember

what happened a moment before. Moments themselves grow to impossible lengths. The grayness has
come down on them with avengeance, the penultimate desuetude, after which there is nothing, amercy.
Even now, though, what littleis |eft of Peter will watch and try to protect. What isleft of Phil will stick

with him. Together, they gill have something.
The mongter pawns are waiting on one side of the board, the ghost pawns on the other.

I’ ve got your back.

And | have yours.

They will not go without afight.

AGHOST |Sarolewithout an actor.

Ghosts are like movies—the story goes on, but nobody’ s home. Like dead skin, under normal
circumstances, a ghost lingers just long enough to protect the vulnerable flesh of the living.

Not all that rarely, people are born with nothing inside, or lose what little they have—living
ghosts. And when they die, sometimes even before they die, a hole opens up and a bit of the dark

world creepsin.
We were all therein that city that draws its paycheck from the manufacture of ghosts. We were

there when one man started handing out free talk. And we are there now, sad little dolls made of

dust.
Your friends, if only you knew. If only you were smart enough to care. Maybe now you'll listen,

though you never have before.

You'll join us soon enough.

You're next.

Thisisawork of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are
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Scary people, all.

A ghost is a role without an actor.

Ghosts are like movies—the story goes on, but nobody’ s home. Like dead skin, under normal
circumstances, a ghost lingers just long enough to protect the vulnerable flesh of the living.

Not all that rarely, people are born with nothing inside, or lose what little they have—living
ghosts. And when they die, sometimes even before they die, a hole opens up and a bit of the dark
world creepsin.

We were all therein that city that draws its paycheck from the manufacture of ghosts. We were
there when one man started handing out free talk. And we are there now, sad little dolls made of
dust.

Your friends, if only you knew. If only you were smart enough to care. Maybe now you'll listen,
though you never have before.

You'll join us soon enough.

You're next.
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