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Latein September | told the crew at Phoenix Publishing Company that | had had it, | was taking off, |
might never be heard from again and for them not to send the cops out looking for me. Gracie Blanchard,
my secretary, laughed and said, "Oh. Win. Go on." Then she asked how many cameras | wastaking, and
Phil Delacourt, the general manager, said he had been practicing my signature until he could forgeit on
anything that camein. But if | was heading north, he added, he could whip out alist of people | probably
should see about thisand that. | told him what to do with hislig.

We had finished abig catalogue job, and the Christmas catal ogues were long gone; the pharmaceuticals
were on schedule, even ahead of schedule, and | wastired. And bored. When | started Phoenix seven
years ago, it was exciting, but over the past few yearsit had turned into deadlines, messed up print runs,
back orders of paper that never arrived, photographs that were out of focus. . . . The usual fuckups,
people told me, the same people who told me seven years ago that | couldn't publish out of Atlanta; al
the talent wasin New Y ork.

| had no redl plans, noitinerary; | smply knew | wanted to be in New England when the foliagewas at its
best. | would call in now and then, | said to Gracie; keep the fires banked. | took off in my
twelve-year-old Thun-derbird with asuitcase, hiking gear, haf adozen books, and four cameras. | didn't
tell Gracie about the cameras; | didn't want to see her dimply, knowing smile. Graci€'s cute and
twenty-five years old. It had darmed methe day | redlized that she seemed terribly young. | was
thirty-eight.

| drove along the blue ridges of the Appaachians, and spent a couple of days hiking, but it wastoo early.
The trees would be better on my return trip. | cut over to the coast and paid acall on Atlantic City. |
hadn't been therefor yearsand | didn't want to linger thistime, | was just curious about how much it had



changed, but I made the mistake of arriving on Sunday and when | was ready to leave, so wereamillion
others. | checked ilto ahotel instead, and then walked along the beach where it seemed that more than a
million kidswere playing, enjoying Indian summer. One of them, alittle girl, began towalk & my side. |
looked at her uneasily, and then looked around for amother, father. someone.

"Can | have an ice cream?' the child asked. We had drawn near avendor.

"where's your mommy?' | asked thekid, as| fished out adollar. She shrugged and gestured toward the
casinos. | bought her an ice cream stick, and she walked with me for afew more yards, and then smiled
and darted away. | walked faster. A man just doesn't buy ice cream for strangelittle girls, | was
thinking, not if he wantsto stay out of trouble. Then | noticed one of the bridges and thought how fineit
would look in the early morning sunlight.

Thenext morning | returned with my old Leicaand sat ot-t , *ill waiting for the light. The samelittle girl
appeared and held up her hands for meto hoist her up to the wall.

"Honey," | said, after shewas settled, "didn't your mom tell you not to talk to strangers?* She giggled. It
was acool morning, too cool for her lightweight sweater which was too big and too loose on h.r, and she
was too big not to know bettgr than to pick up men and be this trusting with them. | scanned the beach
looking for adistraught mother, and saw only acouple of kids playing, afew people stralling, ajogger. |
stood up. "I've got to go now," | said. She held out her armsfor me to help her down; | lifted her and set
her on the sand. | should take her to the police, | wasthinking, turn her in, alost child. Then, to my relief,
agroup of *o-.. appeared, h"eading our way, and she_ began to run toward them. Theideaor tn. bridge
ii sunlight was dead; the light had come and gone again. | left, and that afternoon | was wandering around

Gettysburg.

In the car, meandering northward, | played Bach fugues and Sibelius and did not turn on the radio; in the
motels | read Fuente or Garc(aMdrquez or Don Délillo, or abiography of Mann, and did not turn on the
televison.

On Wednesday night, near Middletown, New Y ork, when | got back to the motd after dinner, aman
waswaiting for me, lounging against ablack Ford. He straightened as | approached.

"Mr. Seton? Winston Seton?"
Not amugger, | thought; they don't name the victim first. | nodded.
"Mry | have afew wordswith you? I'm feremy Kersh, FBI."

Heflicked open his|.D. ar-rd | wondered which had comefirgt, the many TV agentsflicking open the
samekind of 1.D., or the event itsdlf. | shrugged and opened my door, and he followed meinside.

He had around, soft-looking face, too pink and smooth, asif he had to shave every third day if that
often, and the kind of build that puts more bulk below the waist than aboveit, but | suspected he was not
as soft as helooked. | motioned him to achair, and crossed in front of him to get to the low dressing
table where | had a bucket of ice cubes and a bottle of bourbor-r. He drew in hislegsto let me pass. It
wasthe kind of motel that had two chairs, atiny round table with ahanging larnp that you brained
yoursdlf on frequentlv, aking-size bed, and adresser with abig nrirror.

"Wheat car-r | do for you, Mr. Kersh?" | asked, taking the shrink wrap off aglass. "Drink?" | eyed the
bottle and hoped he would say no; after six days there wasn't much left. He said no, and | poured mysdlf
bourbon, added ice cubes, and edged past him to sit on the side of the bed. He sat with hislegs apart, his
hands on hisknees, leaning forward. He looked uncomfortable.



"Y ou've been following the story about the crash of the Milliken Lear iet, | suppose,” he said. | shook my
head, and for amoment he appeared confused, asif his game plan had been scrapped without waming.
"Y ou know who Joe Milliken is, don't you?" he asked then.

Every kid knew about Bluebeard, Beauty and the Beast, fack the Ciant Killer, the Hope diamond, the
Milliken millions.. | nodded.

"Okay, Mr. Seton. As soon as you open anews nragazine, or turn on the television, or see a paper,
you'll get sorne version of the story. I'll give you ours. Two years ago Milliken's daughter and her baby
vanished, and Milliken said it was a kidngpping. Brought usin. We haven't come up with mother or child
inal thistime, and the case is as open as the Montana sky asfar aswe're concerned.”

| held up my hand as memory of the event seeped into consciousness. "l read that the mother took her
child and Ieft of her own accord.”

"Y ou could haveread alot of things," Kersh said with ashrug. "He, the old man, saysthey were
kidnapped. There's been no note, no ransom demand, notfting. Even o, it's on the books, unsolved. To
complicate things, when mothel and child vanished, so did al their hospita records, the child's prints,
blood type, everything. Okay. Two weeks ago Mr. Milliken got a phone cdl, awoman said she had his
granddaughter, and that she had sent him apicture tfiat should arrive any minute now. She said shewould
cal back, and hung up. He called our office in Houston, and our men were there when the picture
arrived, aPolaroid of akid with brown eyesand light hair. Like amillion other kids. But also like his
daughter at that age. He said it was her, his granddaughter. End of argument.”

Kersh sighed; helooked tired, asif the past two weeks had been tough. "I'll cut it short,” he said then.
"Milliken and the woman struck adedl. Shewould deliver the kid to him in Houston, no one ese, and he
cdled usoff, just like that. They planned for her to bring thekid to himin one of his Lear jets. Hispilot
told him they'd had trouble with the eectrical system and he blew up. He wanted that kid in that plane
and on her way to Houston right now. So aweek ago last night we stood with our thumbsin our mouths
and watched awoman and aman take alittle girl aboard the Milliken plane in Philadelphia. We had
planesin the areaand planned to track them every inch of the way, be there when theat jet landed. But
half an hour out of Philadd phiathe pilot got on the radio; he said something was wrong with the electrica
system, and then silence. It went down.”

Kersh had left his chair restlesdy; helooked like a man who wanted to stamp around and found it
frustrating that there wasn't enough room. | thought he wanted a drink, but didn't make the offer a second
time. He glanced inside the bathroom, the tiny dressing area, and came back to stand at the foot of the
bed with his hands deep in his pockets.

"We recovered the bodies of three women, two attendants and the other woman, and three men, pilot,
copilot, the man who boarded with the woman and child. No kid," he said, scowling. "We had people
there within minutes, the whole areawas being covered within haf an hour or so, but nokid." Hiseyes
had appeared unfocused, now he turned his attention to me. "And you haven't seen it on the news, read
about it?"

| shook my head. "What do you want with me, Mr. Kersh?' | asked patiently. "It'san interesting story,
and I'll catch up withiit in the papers any day now. Why are you here?"

"Wewant to enlist your help," he said; his attitude, that had suggested nothing more than fatigue a second
ago, had become harder, not menacing, but not yielding either.

| wondered if other agents were out in the parking lot, if achase car was nearby. | had to laugh to mysdlf
at the full-blown scenario that had cometo mind. | sipped my drink and waited.



"Wethink you talked with the child at least twice in Atlantic City," Kersh said. "Wewant you to return
and hang around for afew days, seeif she approachesyou again.”

Now | got up, but since he was blocking the only moving-around space there was, | sat down again.
"You'vegot to bekidding," | said after amoment. "If she'sthere, pick her up, get an identification, be
donewithit." Then | remembered the little girl who had mooched ice cream, but the memory only made
my temper flare. "Y ou've been watching me? For God's sake, why?'

"only snceMonday," he sadtiredly, not a al placating me, merdly explaining. "' Sunday, aloca police
officer thought he saw the child. We had an APB out, naturaly. Anyway, he thought maybe it was her,
but she told him she was waiting for her daddy, and she ran to you and you bought her anice creanl. He
forgot the whole thing. The next morning, he saw the two of you again, on aseawall or something, and
felt that he had been right to put it out of mind. Then he saw you driving off dlone—seemsyou havea
noticeable car—and for the first time, he got suspicious enough to do afollowup. We checked the license
number and came up with you. For al we knew you had the kid stashed away back with your gear, So ™"

| stared at him. "l don't get it, Kersh. Y ou know wherethat kid is, go get her. But thekid | saw isn't the
one you're looking for. She'stoo old, four, or closeto it. Y ou'relooking for what, atwo-year-old?"

Kersh scowled morefiercely than ever. "I've got atape recorder out in the car. 1'd like you to make a
statement, how you came to see the child, what she was wearing, what she said. Will you do that?"

"Sure" | said. "But, Kersh, she'sthewrong child.”
He started for the door. "Then you'll be out of it, won't you? Right back.”

It was after ten and | wastired and deepy. | had been in bed by ten every night and up before six every
morning since my trek started. | yawned, but the Milliken story intruded and | remembered more of it
now. Sogp operastuff. Daddy had been abrute. Poor little rich girl married someone unsuitable, atennis
player, jockey, grounds keeper, someone like that. It didn't matter who he had been, he had not lived
long enough to see his child born. A fatal accident of some sort. | couldn't remember the details. Then,
when her baby was afew weeks old, the Milliken daughter vanished with the child, and no one had seen
them since asfar as| knew. And that meant the child was only about two now. The reward must have
climbed up to amillion, | remembered, and tried to shrink thekid | had seen down to theright size. |
couldn't; thewrong kid. | yawned again.

Kersh returned with a space-age tape recorder, al sllver and black. "What we'd like, Mr. Seton, isfor
you to begin by stating your name and the date, to the best of your recollection, that you saw that little
girl, and then just tell about it in your own words.”

"Y ou know the date better than | do."
"Probably, but we want it for the record. Ready?

It didn't take very long; there waslittle to tell, after al. When | finished, Kersh asked, "Mr. Seton, will
you help usfind that child agarn?'

"No," I said firmly. "I'm on vacation. | don't know any way | could be of help.”

"Shetrusted you," he said. " She came to you asecond time without fear. We think she might approach
you agan.”

| smply stared & himin disbdlief.



Kersh sat there for amoment, then he said thoughtfully, | wonder what you want, Mt. Seton.”
"Aren't you going to turn that off?"

He did something to the tape recorder, possibly even turned it off, but | wasn't particularly interested. |
watched him.

"We know that everyone wants something,” he went on, still meditative.

"Wewant your help, of course. But what do you want? Could we appedl to your sense of chivary? Y our
sense of judtice? An annual income, tax free? Business thrown your way?"

"l want you to get your butt out of here so | can go to bed." When he didn't move, | stood up, put my
glass down on the bedside table, and started to unbutton my shirt. "Listen to me, Kersh. That kid | saw is
not, repeat not, the Milliken girl. She'stoo old. She showed no sign of being a kidnappee. I'vetold you
al | can about her, ar-rd | dor-r't want to be involved in any scheme you're working. Now, I'm going to
bed, and you can st there ail night for dl | care.”

He stood up, smiling dightly. The smiletook ten years off his apparent age; he could have been ateacher
inajunior college, pleased with his students, pleased with life.

He went to the door and then said, "l wo.der why, when you findly caught up with Steve Falco arid your
wife, you didn't beat the shit out of him. When | know the answer to that I'll know I'row to get your
cooperatior-r, Mr. Seton. Good night."

When | knew the answer to that, | thought, I'd know the answer to the riddle of the universe. | poured
another drink and sat in the chair Kersh had vacated. It was very warm. Twelve years ago my
grandfather died and left me asmall fortune and his housein Atlanta. | moved to New Y ork, married a
model, Susan Lorenza, Started a photography, graphic arts business with Steve Falco, and bought the
Thunderbird. Batting average way down, three strikeouts, one home run. Three years later, Susan and
Steve had cleaned me out, and headed west. | till had the house in Atlanta—they hadn't known that it
was avery fine house—and | ill had the Thunderbird. | got drunk and stayed drunk for along time, two
years worth of drunk, and then | went looking for them, arrd finally found them in Los Angeles.

Susan was il beautiful, but with a Hollywood gloss that was new, and breasts that were aso new. She
was wearing ayellow sweater that showed them off admirably. "l had to doit,” shehad said. "l had to try
to make it on my own." Her voice was new, a so: voice-lessons new; she had learned how to put alittle
throb init. The detective | had hired had reported that she was doing porn movies; | |-radrr't believed
him. Now | did. St.u. Falco was- exactly the same, shorter than me by severd inches, black hair, dark
restless eyes. He snapped hisfingersalot, | remen-rbered, and he was snappilg the'r that day. "well
make it up to you, kid," he said. "we alwavs said we'd make it up to you, soon as we got the breaks.”
They werein asirabby little stucco house with plagtic fun-riture. | took a step toward them, huddled
together by the sofa, aud Susan screamed, "Don't lit himl Winrlie, please. Let me explain.” Steve had cut
in, "star qudlity, tl-rat'swhat she has, wasted. I'll turn her into the Itevebiggesl—"

For two years| had lived with a pit insde me that wasfilled with red hot cod's, and sudder-rly that day,
looking at Susan'snew breasts, | felt asif the pit had sealed itself off, the coals were gone, and there was
only ahollow placethere. | turned and walked out, patted the T-bird, got init, and drove to Atlanta
where | mortgaged the house and started Phoenix Publishing Company.

And | ill didn't know why | hadn't beet the shit out of him. It had something to do with the plastic
furniture, | thought, pouring the last of the bourbon with regret. Plastic furniture, plastic breasts. That had
something to do withiit, but | couldn't sort it out more than that.



| remembered the day | called the Atlanta tenants and asked permission to inspect the house. | hadn't
seen it for fifteen years. It had been beautifully maintained, with sparkling white woodwork, gleaming oak
floors, and fine furniture. Camellias and azaleas were in bloom out front, and sunlight poured into the
gpacious rooms like ahealing balm. | stood in the wide foyer reassuring the tenants that | had no plansto
force them to move, and | was overwhelmed by shame.

When the tenants | eft two yearslater, | moved in.

| turned off the lightsin my motel room and sat propped up in bed, not ready to deep, but not willing to
let Kersh know his visit was keeping me awake. He had tried to tir up the ashes, bring something to life
that had died along time ago, until now even the ashes were gone, no embers remained, only ahollow
gpace, and dl the poking and prodding he could manage would be asfutile asshaking astick ina
vacuum. But he had tried. That was the salient point. He had tried. And | didn't know why.

He had tried to arouse what? My anger, frugtration, ffiy desire for revenge, retribution, the feding of
betrayal that had colored dl therest? Any of the above, al of the above? Or smply *y curiosity?|
grimaced in the semidark-ness. He had done that. | couldn't even guess how many work hours, how
many dollars had gone into the background check they had done on mein just afew days. Why?

| eased mysdlf down into the bed properly and stretched. If they were after the Milliken kid, | thought
then, thiswas afasetrail, and Kersh must know it. The child | had talked to was smply too old. | didn't
know alot about children, but two-year-olds were dill infants, ill in digpers mostly, till doing baby
things, and thelittle girl | had bought ice cream for was well out of that. She was dready alittle person,
not ababy. Not particularly pretty, or even cutethat | could recal, but, infact, | could recall little about
her physicdly. Just akid with brown eyes and blonde hair tangling in the ocean breeze.

But what if they were smply using the Milliken kidnapping as a cover to get to this other kid, | thought
then, and came wide awake again. Slowly | ihook my head. | didn't believe that. What could be bigger
than Milliken's millions, hisinfluentid friends, the power he wielded?

| checked out of the motd early, and when | pulled into the parking lot of arestaurant haf amile away,
the black Ford pulled in beside me.

"That's asweetheart of acar,” Kersh said admiringly. Hetrailed hishand over the silver hood. The car
was dirty, but class showed, dirt and al.

"Who's your supervisor, Kersh?' | asked, walking toward the entrance of the restaurant. He told me and
| went to apay phone near the door and diaed information, then the FBI number in Washington, ar-rd
when | got through to them, | asked for his supervisor. When | entered the restaurant itself afew minutes
later, Kersh waved meto a booth. There was apot of coffee on the table, service for two. Only afew
other people were edting at thisearly hour.

"We hoped you'd think of checking," he said. "Thought you might, but if you hadn't | was going to
suggest it. I'm having pancakes with blackberry jam. Sounds pretty good, doesn't it?"

| poured coffee, seetl-ring. Assistant to the Director Leland Murchison had been expecting my call, he
hoped | would cooperate, of the utmost importance, debt of gratitude, nationa interest. . . . Hehad had a
list of brzz words a hand and used them dl. And told me absolutely nothing.

The waitress came to take our orders and when she had left again, | said, "Now what, Mr. Kersh?You
tried reason, and hinted of bribery. Today do we advance to threats? IRS audits, red tape of one sort or
another?'



Hc laughed. It was disconcerting to see. Scowling, or even smply neutral he waslike an actor trving to
portray the stern FBI agent, but smiling he could be the guy next door, the good buddy with a six-pack
and a brand-new joke.

"No, Mr. Seton,” h. said then. "Audits take too long, for one thing. And we want 'lour help now. Today.
What we decided to do istdll you the whole story."

Now | laughed.

His expression became rueful. He opened the briefcase on the seat beside him and brought out a sheef of
papers clipped together. "Y ou know how | asked you to start your statement, name and date when you
saw thekid. Weve done them dl the same way. These are preliminary statements, like yours, the
questions and answers get abit bulky, ['m afraid. This should be e-nough for now." He did the papers
acrossthe table. "fust read through them," he said, and poured more coffee for both of us.

1 nudged the papersto the side and he looked at mewith aglint in hiseyesthat | hadn't seen before.
"Read them,” he said softly, "or I'll ram my little black F-ord into that big silver baby of yours."

| started to read the papers.

Ruth Hazeltine, Feb. 16

I've been a pediatrics nurse for fourteen yeors, always the graveyard shift. | likeit, and now I'm so
used to it, it iust feels natural. It gave me the chance to be with my own kids in the evenings, when
they needed me most, and | could sleep in the mornings when they were at school. It worked out
fine. | was on that night. It was during that bad snow storm and we were shorthanded. cloria
Strumm got snowed in, and couldn't make it, but it wds a quiet night and Vanessa and | were
managing okay. There were nine babies, not counting the preemies, who are in a separate wing so
we didn't have to deal with them. It used to be that once you got the moms tucked in for the night,
that was it, but we went to feeding on demand ten years ago, and sometimes one of the babiesis
in with his mom two, three times a night. The Hilyard baby was one of thlem. While they're in with
their moms we straighten up the cribs, change the sheetsif they need it, iust tidy up a bit, and |
had done that to hiscrib, had it all ready for him. | wdsn't gone more than three minutes. Walked
down the hall to Hilyard's room, collected the baby, said a word or two to the mother, and went
back, and she, thislittle baby girl, wasin hiscrib. No diaper, no bracelet, nothing, and sound
adeep. | put the Hilyard baby down in a different crib and examined the girl baby; not a mark on
her, good professional iob with the cord, nice and warm. Born within the past three hours was
how she looked to me. Around seven pounds, iust a normal little baby girl. | covered her up and
went out to get Vanessa. We called Dr. Weybridge, and he called Security. | didn't see dnyone
bring the baby in, didn't see dnyone come on the floor after midnight. lust me and Yanessa.

Silently | went on to the next statement:
Vanessa Goldstein, Feb. 16.

Nobody passed the nurses' station! | swear it. No one was up there but Ruth and me. Dr.
Weybridge examined the baby and said for usto follow the standard routine, and we did. | put the
dropsin her eyes and the lab sent up Sandra Lewis to draw blood. We printed her and got a
diaper and gown on her. | put the Baby Doe bracelet on her, started her chart. She was eight
pounds, one half ounces, twenty inches long. I'..lormal reflexes.

| glanced a Kersh in annoyance, but he seemed fascinated by swirlsin his coffee cup or something. |



picked up the next paper:
lane Torrance, M.D., Feb. 17.

Dr. Weybridge simply made a mistake, that's all. And the nurses were oyerworked and
shorthanded, as they said. | examined Baby Doe at eight-thirty in the morning and found an infant
who wcts ctt least ten days old. She was alert and active, her eyes were tracking well. Her cord
had dropped off and the navel was heal ed.

Fedling exasperated, put upon, ignored by Kersh who was till absorbed by the contents of his coffee
cup, | continued to read:

Lilian Tully, March 12.

| took her in. Therewas all that publicity, people lining up wanting to adopt her, you know. But
you cdn't iust farm off a kid like a sack of potatoes or something. There's channels. | run a foster
house for kids, specialty is newborns, and | was next on the list, so | got her. And lie! Boy, did they
lie! I don't know what they're trying to pull, them social workers, but if that kid wcts a newborn,
then so'm 1. | mean she already had teeth. Anyways, there she was and at first | thought I'd iust go
with it, keep her, start her education. You gotta start them young learning about rules and proper
procedures. | teach them, and when they go on their way, they know a thing or two about
discipline and obedience. start them young and they stay straight, believe you me. Little kids need
schedules, they need routines, but that one! contrary fromthe day | laid eyes on her. You don't
have to spank them or hit them, there's other ways to get their attention, but when | started to
pinch her ear alittle, to make her stop bawling for food off schedule, she bit me. A real devil she
was. sitting up in her bed, watching me like a witch. | couldn't keep restraiits on her for beans.
Sometimes you have to do that, keep them still for a little bit. Not her. oh, | called them and told
themto come gtet the little devil. Put her in a kennel or something. | didn't wint nothing more to
do with the likes of her. | told them to check their records. | specialize in newborns, | told them.

| turned to the first page and checked the date there, and the date that was on the statement | had just
read. Kersh was watching me with ablank expression, asif he had falen adeep with his eyes open.

Marilyn Schlecter, August 20.

| don't know how it happened! We're trying to keep up with more than two hundred cdses, and we
don't have enough people, or facilities. we don't even have a proper working computer. It eats
records, erdses information, misfilesthings. It iust happened. Her records got mislaid, misfiled. |
don't know what happei: ned to them. | don't even know how many different case workers handled
her, none of them comparing notes, and some of them even renamed her. She obviously was not a
six-month-otd baby; she was a toddler, eighteen months to two years old. She was taken out to
te,mporary homes two or three times until we could place her, and those records dre d mess,
different names, dges. But our supervisor had left and people were trying to filt in. No one cctn
blame them for what happened. If we had more people and some office help. . . . Somehow she got
in our books as Mary |lo Coodman and she was sent to winona Forbush under that name. | don't
know how it happened. But when they tried to get an identification for this other little girl, she
turned out to be Mary lo. | called Forbush and explained that a mistake had been made and
arranged to collect the child the following day, but when | went out to pick her up, the house was
empty. That'sall | know. | iust know sheisn't Mary |lo Goodman. | don't know where sheis, or
who sheis. And yes, I'm crying. And I'll keep crying.

| was reading more dowly, bewilderment and anger in about equa amounts n-ry reaction to the stuff in



the statements.
Max Godel, September, near the end of the month.

I'msittin' therein Sylvie's trailer, you know, reading the want cds. Notfting for me. I'Jever's
nothing, but what the hell, I look. And the phone rings and it's Marsha, for chrissake! | mean,
Marsha! Man, when she took a walk she didn't leave me nothing but a tattoo, and she'd a got that
if she'd had a scraper. And there sheis, and she goes, is Sylvie at work? She deals blackiack,
why'd she be home at ten? And | go, so what? And she goes, wait'll you see. Thisisthe biggest,
iust the biggest. | iust got in town. im coming, over. And | go, no way, babe. But she's already
gone, and pretty soon she's pounding on the door, and | open it and she goes, you look good,

Nlax. Sylvie gone? And | go, get lost, bitch. But she goes, 100k, Max, what | found. Or what found
me. And it'siust a ftid. No two ways about it, Marsha's a fast worker, but this, for chrissake! It'sa
kid up and walking, and Marsha was with me for a couple of years, up to last spring. | mean, not
even Marsha can't w,ork that fast, but the kid is holding her hand like she's Ndama, all right.
Blonde, brown eyes I"lot the towhead the papers showed, not the saucer eyes either. lust a little
kid, two, three years old, | medn little. Marsha sort of shoves the kid inside and she whips the door
right outta my hand and slams it and stands pushing it with her back, like the drmy's out there
and going to bust in any minute. Play with the cards, kid, she goes, and the kid goes to the table
where | been playing solitaire. Before | read the want ads, | mean. And she starts to mess around
with the cards, and Marsha goes | need to hang out a coupla days, Max, and | go Ha! Ha! And she
goes, it's the biggest thing we ever got usin, Max. Look at her, and | look at the kid and | thini
yeah, could be. The papers always get things wrong. And | ook at Marsha and | go, you snatched
her? You did thatT And she goes, no way, Max. | was going back to the city—she thinks Nei York
isthe only city in the world—from Philly and | heard it on the radio, you know, the crash and all,
and | was almost on top where it happened and | thought what the hell 1'd have a look, but there's
all them cops and god knows who else' stopping everything that moves, and | go shit, it's not
worth the pain.

Know what | mean? And I'min thisline of cdrs, all trying to get the hell out of there, turning
around, backing up, likeit'scrazy. so | turn off to a blacktop road, me and a zllion others, we all
turn off, but | stop at this roadhouse for a beer and the placeis full of talk about the crash and the
kid that's been snatched, and | get an earful and split. All's| can think of is depart, get the fuck
out of there, back to the city where you know what's what, and I'm driving, looking for the way
back to a highway for god's sake, and she sits up in the back seat and asks dre we going to be
home pretty soon? The kid's over there at the table messing around with the cards all thistime.
she's got them all separated in suits. Diamonds, spades, like that, and she's got the face cards
lined up and she's working on the rest of them, putting themin order, ten down. | don't know, it
makes me nervous. | mean, Ehe'siust a little kjd. Anyways, she ain't dressed in pink pants with
flowers on the sides, or a pink shirt, and | shake my head. No way, | go, it ain't her. But Marsha
goes she had to buy her something to wear, her stuff was too small. she opens up the bag she's
got, and there's the clothes the radio and TV yammered about all day. We gotta talk, she goes and
she puts the kid in on the bed and closes the door, and pretty soon sylvie comes back and her and
Marsha dre screaming and yelling at each other and then both of them screaming at me, and
finally | go, we gotta call the cops, for chrissake! And they both scream and yell some more, and
for chrissakeit's three in the morning, and we decide to get Eome sleep. Marsha puts some covers
and a pillow on the flI*, for the kid and she takes the sofa and me and sylvie hit the hay. And next
thing | know the screaming starts again and Sylvie goes you son of a bitch what've ya done with
thekid, and | go yoi're c::razy. You know that, you're plain crazy. But the kid's gine, all right. And
sylvie goes, thisll lose me my iob, you creep. you kroi that? And she calls the cops.



Breakfast had been ddlivered while | was reading the last page. | finished reading and then carefully
shuffled the papersinlo aneat -li[le stack and fasten-ed the paper clip back on them before | glanced at
Kersh.

"l know. Craziness," he said, edting.

| started on my eggs. Not just graz!, 1 thought, not just that. creepy. It was crazy and it was creepy. |
didn't bedieve thi implications of what | had read, and if Kersh did he was crazy, but he wasn't done, he
had backup, superiors, underlings, and some of them must have believed it, too, ar-rd that was the
scariest part of al. "Two different children,” | said after afew minutes of silent egting.

He shook hishead. "l wish," he said gloomily. "Thelink is the woman winona Forbush. we recovered her
body from the plane crash, and her boyfriend's body. They found themsalves *ith an unidentified kid and
flashed on the Milliken kidnapping and thought they could make akilling." He groaned. "No pun
intended.”

"That'swhat | mean. The kid they had obvioudy was not born last February. The socid services office
screwed up the records royally. The woman admitted it. It'sascrew up al theway.”

He looked dmost apologetic. "We lifted prints from the Forbush house and checked them against the
Snow Storm Baby. That was the only child the Forbush woman had. It's her.”

| remembered it then, the Snow Storm Baby was what the papers had dubbed her, the child who
mysterioudy appeared at the hospital last February.

"Y ou must have found out how she got to the hospital, who lft her there" | said, working at controlling
my anger. | didn't know what he was trying to put over, why he wastelling medl this, and it wastoo
much to take in with scrambled eggs and toast first thing in the morning.

"Wel," he said mildly, "we weren't involved in that. Reverse kidngpping? What would you call it?
Anyway, the Philadel phia police didn't find anything, and we didn't start looking until after the Milliken
case opened again. Then we backtracked, and we're still backtracking. One more statement you should
see. Saved the best for last.” He pulled another paPer from the briefcase and held it. "We dready have
statements from everyone connected with the hospital—workers, the medica steff, vigitors, patients—or
they'redtill comingin. Itsalot, Seton. A lot. Thisone might interest you."

| didn't want to read another one. | didn't want to think about this any longer, but my hand took the
Paper, and my eyes began tracking the words.

Rae Ann Davis, February 16.

I'ma nurse's aide, in the premature baby ward. I've worked there for twenty-four yedrs. The night
of the stormwe had triplets delivered, poor little things, we knew they wouldn't make it, but you
'‘Andalway,s act like they have a chance and do everything you can. And we had a drug preemie
come in and he needed detox, and we wer e shorthanded, like everyone else that night. So we were
all running. So | came back from my break and | went in the bathroim that visitors uEe because if
I'd went in the nurses 'lounge they'd have put me to work again and | needed a couple mgre
minutes. So in the bathroom on the counter there was thislittle bundle, something wrapped in a
little towel. | looked at it, and it was this preemie. Nof even that yet. More like a fetus, like a
miscarriage or abortion, still had the placenta. It wasn't iust right, like the cord was too long for
one thing. It wouldn't have lived even if she'd carried it ti term. | could have cried. Some poot
little girl piobably scared to death by what happened to her, and now Itit. But it'd been cleaned up
and wrapped up iust like somebody thought it could haye made it. And they left it in the right



place, not the preemie ward, | don't medn, but a Catholic hospital where the nuns would christen
the poor little thing. Anyways even if it was still wdrm, it was dead, that's what | thought, and |
wrapped it up again in the towel and took it with me to the nurses' station and then one of thereal
preemies went into a convulsion, and the triplets weren't hooked up yet, and it was like | knew it
would be. They had me running with the rest of them for the next hour or more, and | iust forgot
about the fetus in the towel. | left it on the counter at the station and forgot it, God help me. And
when | seen it again | got scared because | didn't call the head nurse or the nuns or do anything
for the poor little thing, and | iust put the towel and everything in my bag. | thought that when |
got off work I'd put it on the doorstep, like in books, and et somebody else find it, nowhere near
the ward, but out by the door. At twelve when | teft it was snowing too hard to go home, and a
couple others were down at the door talking about sleeping over, and | didn't haye a chance to do
anything with it, so | went back to the nLrrses lounge and it was still in my bag. But | couldn't get
any rest until I did something, and finally | went back to the visitors' rest room. | meant to put it
back where | found it, only it was different, not so little, more like a real baby, but small And
there's no placenta, like | thought before. Bigger than most of the preemies we get, though. |
freaked out and | ran out of there, took the elevator to the canteen and had me a cup of cffie and
a smoke. | thought | was going crazy, seeing things wrong, seeing things that maybe wasn't even
there. Anyway | went back and it was still there, a baby girl, pink, wdrm, big enough for the baby
ward, and | knew |'d been working with preemies too long, seeing them where they weren't even
there. That's when | tied off the cord. | don't know why, iust seemed like somebody should. | knew
that if | waited a little bit Ruth would go get the baby | seen her take to the mother, and | could
dip this onein one of the cribs and let them take care of it. | couldn't say | found it, not now. |
medn nobody but me had been in the bathroom since nine. They'd ask why | didn't find it before.
And that'swhat | did. They didn't see me and the baby finally got a bed, and it all worked out all
right, only | had to take some time off because | kept getting a headache from wonying about
seeing things again. After | settled down a little | remembered the macaroni salad | ate that night
in the cafeteria and | knew what |I'd had was food poisoning, made me Eee things. Neyer seen
anything | shouldn't since then.

Kersh was watching me narrowly when | finished the papers.

"fesusbloody Chrigt!" | muttered. ™Y ou buy that akid born prematurely last February isthe equivaent of
afour-year-old now? Y ou chooieto believe that instead of a mess of fucked-up records and two
different kids?'

"By thetime shel€eft the hospital at least seven nurses and four doctors had examined her, each one giving
adightly different report. Then adozen socia workers, five foster parents had her, had somebody. Not
exactly inexperienced observers,”" he said softly. "To say nothing of Max and crew, and then theré's your
Satement.”

The restaurant had filled up by then, and the noise leve kept rising. Kersh glanced around, leaned
forward, and said in avoice so low | could hardly hear it, "We had a psychologist go over your statement
last night. She says you noticed a difference in the child from one day to the next, even if you weren't
aware of it a the time. Day one you treated her like athree-year-old, the wheres-mommy routine. Few
people know what to say to a child that young. Y ou bought her the ice cream and she skipped away.
Day two, you actually talked to her, warned her about strange men. Theway you'd talk toa
four-year-old."

He picked up thebill. "My treet," he said reaching for hiswallet.

Histame psychologist wasright, | redlized. But she didn't know the reason. When | lifted the child up to



the seawall, | had been surprised by how much heavier she wasthan | had expected. That's what made
me warn her. | shook my head hard.

"Y ou wanted to know why we asked you to help,” Kersh said, getting to hisfeet. "Because we might not
recognize her; you might not either, but she might recognize you and trust you again. Let'stakeawalk.”

We went outside and stopped at the Thunderbird. He ran his hand over the hood as he had done before.
"| don't suppose you let anyone elsetakeit out for aspin?

"Y ou supposeright.”

"Y ou need to think," he said. "Y ou're the kind of man who drives and thinks, but head south, will you?
Plenty of trees on theway. Like the man said, see one, you've seen them al.”

"And you'll beright behind me, | suppose.”

"Or someone dse," hesaid, amiling. "WEell talk again later.” 1 unlocked the door and opened it. His hand
held it open for another moment. " Seton, think fast, will you? Milliken has hired aherd of private
investigators, and we don't want them to find the child first. Weredlly don't want Milliken to take her.”

"Lifeasaprincess? Isn't that what he hasto offer?”

"For how long? What do you suppose he/d do when he redlized sheisn't exactly what he ordered up? In
al likelihood he had his son-in-law killed. No proof, no accusation even, but his daughter believed it and
ran. We don't want him to have this child, Seton.”

"And what will you do with her?' | asked bitterly.

His eyestook on that peculiar stedly glint again. "Not my department,” he said. "But it would be better
than what he hasto offer." He closed the car door, patted the top, and then walked away to his black
Ford. When | pulled out of the parking lot, he was behind me.

| droveto the Delaware Water Gap where | had planned to spend the day hiking. After only an hour on
thetrall, | returned to my car and stood looking at the scenery. The treeswere turning nicely, but they
had not yet acquired the full blaze | had anticipated. They would be better on my way back, | thought,
and wondered how many times| had thought the same thing already.

Another car was parked at the lookout, awhite Dodge, with alean-faced man at the whed reading a
newspaper. | ignored him, just as heignored me.

They couldn't make me do anything, | was thinking. They couldn't force me at gunpoint to wak on the
beach until alittle girl begged for an ice cream. No way to win the confidence of achild, parading arnan
a gunpoint. And why such a cock and bull story? Who wasthe kid? 1 could think of half adozen
answersthat were more convincing than the story Kersh had told: the president's long-lost
granddaughter, heir to the British throne, an ail billionairesillegitimate daughter, an experimenta subject
carrying deadly virusesin her blood. . ..

A wind had come up, whipping through the gorge below, setting the trees adance, and twirling leaves that
looked like ciouds of confetti. | had become hot and swesty hiking, but now | began to shiver. Where
wasthe kid deeping? Was she staying warm and dry? Who was feeding her? Buying her clothes?

| drove amlesdly through the mountains. Presently | would stop and take some pictures, | told mysdlf, but
| drove on and on. And finall,v | started to drive south. | didn't know yet if | could let myself be used by
Kerah; | ill didn't want to get involved in whatever was going on, but | drove south. | didn't believe his



story, and now accepted that | probably never would know what they were up to, but they were putting
inalot of timeonit, and they redly did want my help. | laughed out loud when it occurred to me that his
tame psychologist might have told hinr that arousing my curiogity rvasthe key to use.

But mosily | was remembering how the little girl had reached out her hands for meto lift her to thewall,
and how she had assumed | would help her down again, and how she had giggled when | warned her
about trusting strange men. Where was she now?

It was about two when | stopped at arestaurant. Kersh arnbled over to my side as| wastossing my
hiking boots into the trunk.

B"y you somelunch," he said amiably. "Y our appestat is sure st for different hoursthan mine. | thought
I'd starve before you stopped.”

| shrugged, and closed the trunk lid.
"Think of it asarefurrd on your incometax,” he said, as we entered the restaurant together.

Regular businesslunch, | thought, after we had ordered, pastrami on rye, milk for me, ham and cheese on
white toast, coffee for him. No busirresstak yet. He looked asif he needed the coffee. He looked
exhaugted. and asif in confirmation, he yawned widev.

Hedidn't bring up the matter until we had finished eating and | ordered coffee. Then he said, "Y ou
decided to go dong with us?'

"l haven't decided.”
"Y ou've got nothing to lose, Seton. Just gain, dl theway."
"What gan?'

"Good will. Bundles of good will, and that's not to be sneezed at these days. Get the government
agencieson your Sde, clear salling al theway."

"She might not even be there any longer.”

"Oh, she hasn't Ieft. We know who goesin and who comes out. Atlantic City's easy, not too many ways
in and out, unless you want to take along, cold swim.”

"The wegather's changed; she probably wouldn't be on the beach now anyway.”

"We thought of that. Thing is, she probably hangs out where other kids are. Purloined letter effect. We
have a pretty neat city map for you. It'll bein your room. Anyway, you wander around taking pictures of
the dementary schools, the playgrounds, the beach, boardwalk. Where there are other kids, shell turn
up. Were betting oniit.”

Hefinished his second cup of coffee and motioned to the waitressfor arefill. Any minute now hed sart
twitching, | thought. Very quietly he said, " Seton, someone's going to find that child. Y ou know it, and |
know it." Reluctantly | nodded. "Good. Now, well make your reservation for you. Y ou like that place
you stayed in before? The Abbey? If not, say so. Well put you up at the Tgf Maha, Trump's Paace,
whatever you say. Medls, booze, whatever you want, just put it on the tab. No problem. If there are
other expenses, kegp an account and hand it in. Well take care of it."

The Abbey was rdatively smal, three or four blocks off the main drag, quiet. | said it would do fine.



"Okay. See, we want you to be comfortable. This might take afew days. She might not spot you right
off, or she might hold back aday or two. If she does approach you, talk with her. That'sal, iust normal
friendly chatter. Then leave, and you're done. From sundown to sunup you're on your own. Play, have
fun. Sheisn't going to show at night. In aplace like Atlantic City akid by hersdlf at night would stick out
like adinosaur on the beach. Look over the map; well mark the places we think she might frequent. If
she doesn't show in any of them, then wander about where you think she might turn up. We don't expect
you to search for her, just bein places where she might see you.”

| drank my coffee; it had grown cold and was bitter. "What if she doesn't gpproach mein afew days?'

Th.r, well think of something dsetotry," he said tiredly. "On Saturday well turn the screws alittle.
Theres going to be one of those unfortunate lesksin time for the news Saturday night, and Sunday's
papers. It will hint that the FBI suspectsthe Milliken grandchild is being hidden in Atlantic City. and that
they intend a house-to-house search.” He sighed and spread his hands. "We want to avoid doing that.

L et's hope she comes to you tomorrow or by Saturday afternoon.”

| had an image of asmall child being cornered by aflock of FBI agents, aSWAT team, aherd of private
investigators, and amillion poor sods who knew about the Milliken reward. | stood up. "fesus,” | said.
"She'sjud alittlekid!™

"|s she, Seton? Areyou sure?’

| started to walk away and he suddenly snorted with laughter. "Good Lord, | iust realized why you like
the Abbey. They let you park your own car there, don't they? No vaet parking."

| kept moving. He caught up with me at the door. "If Falco had taken your car instead of your wife, then
would you have beaten the shit out of him?"

Hewas4till laughing, and | was till walking away from him, or he would have known that &t that instant
my indecision had become resolved.

If the child approached me, and if she was the three-to-four-year-old | had seen before, 1'd do what
Kersh wanted. Turn her over. You can'i leave asmall child donein Atlantic City, or anywhere else. She
bel onged to someone; presumably Kersh knew who that was, and presumably she would be returned
and | would never know more about it than | did then. But if a child gpproached me who seemed ol der,
bigger, different in any significant way, Kersh couldn't have her.

Stating thisto myself was smple and at thetime it even seemed reasonable; following up seemed
impossible. | drove and thought and the more | thoughi the more hopelessit appeared. They had the city
sewed up; no one could leave except by boat without crossing abridge, and it was- easy enough "ouldto
maintain surveillance on abridge.

Traffic was heavy; | got in theright lane and let everything moving pass me by, and findll caTg up with
the namefoey Mar.or, ,,id r phnihrt might even work. | pulled off at the next gas Station/diner complex
and called Joey in Manhattan. Since he worked for one of the biggest ad agenciesin the busnesswhere
he had advanced to dizzying heights, it was ed'ser to get the firm's number from information than to gel
him a the agency. FinaTlly he cameon theline.

"win," hesad, "that redly you?' | got inaword and then he said, ‘H"y, man! How you doing? Where are
you? Come on over!"

"lo"y, shut up and listen. | need afavor.”



"You got it," he said, dead serious.

Hedidn't interrupt asingle timewhen | told him | needed someone to bring me acar and to fly home
agan without seeing me.

"I'll need the license number, and make, dl that,’ | said. ,And the keys, natch. If this happens can you be
available over the next three nights? [ don't know when or eveniif I'll need the car.”

"Baby," he said soberly, "this sure sounds like big trouble to me. Atlantic City? No problem. Y ou'll want
acouple of numbetr *h... you can reech me."

| let out the breath | hadn't known | was holding. "Thanks, 10.y," | said. "fust thanks." No questions, no
demands, just, You got it. Wetalked afew more minutes and when | hung up | felt committed for the
firgtime

When |oey wasthirteen and | was fourteen hisfamily moved from Brooklyn to Atlanta, where they did
not find the over-touted Southern hospitality. foey was no darker than | was, but the kidsin high school
knew he was black, and he had afunny accent, Spanish Puerto Rican overlaid with Brooklyn. We had a
couple of classestogether and for the first time | found someone | could talk art with, and he said it was
the same for him. He was shy when he wasn't being a strutting macho son of abitch. We both wanted to
be artigts; we talked about what we would do: go to the Rhode Idand School of Design—neither of us
did—spend ayear or two soaking up art in ltaly—hedid, | didn't. When he wasfifteen and | was sixteen
he was picked up for questioning about abreak-in at a 7-Eleven, and | signed an affidavit saying he had
been with me a my folla cabin at the lake that weekend. [t was alie. Therewas alot of sniggering, alot
of those loola, but in the end they turned him loose. | invited him out to the cabin the next weekend and |
beat him up out there. It wasn't hard; | had severa inches and fifteen pounds on him.

"What'd you do that for?" he rvailed, holding a bloody washcloth to his cheek.
"Because you're athickheaded nigger and | know what thcy'd do to you."
Thistime he arted the fight, and afterward we both cried.

Back in the Thunderbird, driving south, the plan shaped up more and more firmly. But there was nothing
at dl | could do about it until 1 saw the child again.

| checked into the Abbey, showered, changed clothes, and hit the casinos. | played blackjack alittle,
played with the dots alittle, and hit the money machilesalot, three hundred here, five hundred there until
| had nearly five thousand in cash. | had dinner late, and then drove up and down theidald, in and out of
the side streets, dong the boardwalk, back, until 1 finally found the kind of place | waslooking for. A
round-the-clock store-front bingo game with a hundred players, and atiny children's area off to one side.
Out Front there were two zebras under spotlights, and r-rext door was a church. Atlantic City. | found
two parking lots within two blocks and, satisfied, | went back to the hotel and went to bed.

In the morning after breskfast | called foey from apay phone and told him the addresses of |he parking
lots, and he told me the kind of car he would drive down if | gave the word. An eighty-nine Toyota
Cdlica, gtay. | made anote of the license number; he said he'd be standing by, ar-rd that wasthat. Then |
went out to the boardwalk and the beach with my gear.

By threein the afternoon | was readl' to start driving anywhere. The*.rih., was cold and gray, threatening
rain that didn't materidize, but hung there like aglower. | had taken more picturesthan | had film for, and
bttgwas shootilg wit"h an empty camera, which didn't help my disposition. And | had eatEn ahot dog ior
lunch and now had heartburn. Not agood day, | was thinking, when | saw abunch of kids playing on



some concrete turtles. Little boys were climbing over the things, kicking at each other, king-of-the-turtle
fashion. And behind them asmal group of little girls played with abal. And shewasthere.

The sweater | had seen her in before had been abit too big; today it wasjust alittle too small. A hot
wash, | told mysdlf, unloading the camera, setting up, keeping my eyes on the boys and the turtles. All thi
kids stopped to watch me. Don't come near me, | thought to her. Keep your distance, kid. She stayed
back with the other girls. Today she was mingling with the four-to five-year-olds and passing just fine. |
focused on the boyr * ho began to make faces; the girls made faces back at them, taunting them, and |
Jaid in aconversationa tone, "Y our turn next, girls. Let's do the boysfirgt. you know where the zebras
are, down by the church?' One of the boys said sure, and | went on, leaning over the camera now,
"Wil, tonight I'll be taking picturesthere. After dark.”

Thelittle girls began to movein closer, and | said, still addressing the c-aTer-a, "5..p back. People are
watching us, you know." | glanced up at the kids, who laughed. Belatedly she laughed, too. But she
looked frightened. One of the boyswas trying to stand on his head; he fell, and they &l laughed louder. |
pretended to take his picture anyway. One of the giilsthrew the bal then and they al ran off after it; none
of them looked back at me. The boys stopped horsing around and | packed up my gear. "Thanks,
felows" | caled, and walked on.

Had it been enough? | had no way of knowing. But, at the very least, no watcher would have had cause
to sngle her out. And for thefirst iimet felt a shiver that was not brought on by weether. | thought of
Kersh'swordswhen | protested that shewasjust alittlekid: "Areyou iure?' And | knew that | wasn't
sure of anything.

| wandered for ten minutes, spotted a coffee shop, and werrt in. F.rom apay phonethere | called Joey
and said, "Tonight," and hung up, then quickly dialed my own office number. Gracie answeied and we
ch*attld aminute or two. A tal black woman had moved close enough to overhear and | made no
attempt to keep her from hearing. After that i had coffee and adanish.

Kersh waswaiting in the lobby when | got back to the Abbey. .Buy you adrink,” he said.

Sincefor the past haf hour al | had thought of was getting inside, getting warm, and having adrink, |
shrugged and followed hi; in; the ho[l ba; "Y ou look like hdll," | said when he sat opposite me at atiny
table. Thelight was dim, and seemed to exaggerate the shido* s under his eyes and the prl To, that had
overcome the pinkness of his cheeks.

"Cold coming on," hesaid. "l fed lousy. Too damn damp here.,

"Tell meabout it," | muttered. We ordered and didn't talk until we had our drinksin hand.
"Nodiceyet," he .said finally. "weredly didn't expect it to be quite that easy, you understand.”
"l worked my butt off in the cold today."

He grinned fleetingly. "I know. One of the reports stresses how conscientious you were. Well,
tomorrow's another dty."

"Why don't you get somedeep,” | said, draining my glass. "I'm cold, hungry, and tired. | intend to teke a
very hot shower for along time, then eat agood dinner, and then go to bed. | recommend it."

"Maybeit'll end tomorrow," h. said philosophicaly. "Maybe shelll come up and ask, not for ice cream,
not in this weather. Maybe hot chocolate. Hot chocolate today, Coke tomorrow, martini the next day?"
He nodded, and looked past me, and for a brief moment, | thought t glimpsed the man behind the nearly



babyish face. That man was frightened.

At nine-thirty | returned to the hotdl after dinner, retrieved my key from the desk and was given an
envelope that had been |eft for me. The car key for the Toyota. At aquarter to ten | turned off the room
lights and left again, thistime heading for the back stairs, not the elevator. | had put on ahear,y sweater
under my jacket, and my pockets were stuffed with money. | took nothing else with me. If anyone
stopped me | didn't want arazot to give me away.

| went out by the sde door to the parking lot. Many people were around; it was Friday night, along fun
weekend shaping up. | walked around the building, out to the back street, and started the longer walk to
the bingo room and the zebras.

| walked fast, trying to keep warm; astiff cold wind was blowing in off the ocean. When | reached the
Street with the perpetual bingo game | dowed down and even paused amoment to glance insde the store
front. 1t looked like the same bunch of people, only more of them, and the same bunch of bored kidsin
the little playroom. | moved on past the two zebras, drew even with the entrance to the church, then, as|
was getting closer to the corner, asmall figure came out from behind a message board. She dipped her
hand into mine.

Shewasicy, shivering hard, till in the sweater that was too small and too lightrveight for the weether.
Silently we kept walking, her hand in mine. Two blocks, | was thinking. fust two blocks to the parking
lot, acar, aheater, maybe even safety for her. We covered one of them, gill not speaking, not *r[kit,g
fast enough to draw attention. Therewere alot of people on the sdewalk, in groups, in pairs, bunches of
teenagers . | was afraid afew people were Jyeing me reproachfully, eyeing the child. Traffic had jammed
ion.rtly r gtidlo.k; driverswereleaning on horns, music blared. Another block. | ressted theimpulseto
pick her up and run.

We found the car and she got in the back seat. On the front seat in an envelope were the parking ticlet,
foey'sdriver'slicense and even a credit card, and under the .,,u.tp. was foey's beautiful black glove
leather beret that he had bought in Parisfifteen years ago. It had become dmost atrademark with him. |
put it on.

| drove the Sdeitreets for afew minutes before | stopped. "Areyou okay?' | asked the child. "Warm
ve?'

She nodded. "I'm hungry, though,” she said.

"I'll find something for you to eat as soor-l as| can." | looked up ar-rd down the street, alittle traffic, no
oneon foot, and | got out to ingpect what al foey had provided. | had asked for a dark blanket, but he
had done much better than that. The car was gray with black sheepskin seat covers, black floor rugs, and
the blanket was so dark it looked black. There were two deeping bags, a six-pack, a styrofoam cooler,
athermos bottle and a pillow. In the cooler were sandwiches, apples, awedge of cheese, atin of

smoked oysters. | wanted to laugh and to cry.

"Ligten," | said to the child, handing her asandwich, "well drive around for awhile and then well leave
theidand. After you eat, you have to stay on the floor with the blanket over you, until | say you can come
out. Okay?"

"Okay." Shebit into the sandwich ravenoudy.

| got one of the deeping bags from the trunk and spread it on the rear floor, and as soon as she was
through with the sandwich | arranged her with the black blanket over her. It was asif she had become
invisble, the effect was so good. | nodded at her. "What's your name?"



She shook her head. "l don't know."
"Wheat do the children call you?'
"Nothing. They don't likeme."

"Okay. Well think of aname for you." Shewould fal adeep, | thought, and | would have to remember to
check on her to make certain she hadn't worked her way out from under the cover, but aslong as she
stayed where she was, it would take avery close look to spot her.

| got behind the whedl again and put foey's driver'slicense and his credit card in my wallet and removed
everything that had my name. | oweyou, loey, | thought, when | started to drive again. | wouldn't try to
leave theidand until thetraffic jam was gone; | didn't want to bein astopped car under the garish lights
of the streets leading to the causeway. Instead, | drove the length of the idand, poking along, and when |
got back it was alittle past midnight and the gridlock had vanished. There was till heavy traffic, but
manageable now, and | got in it after glancing at the child to make sure she was hidden. She was sound
adeep, out of Sght.

They stopped me, glanced inside the car, iooked in the trunk, called me Mr. Marcos after looking at the
driver'slicense, and then waved me on. | didn't relax until | reached the first toll booth and was stopped a
second time and waved through. | turned west, heading for Wilmington and points west and south. No
onelooked insde the car again, or asked for I1D. Along about three in the morning, when | was afraid of
faling adeep at thewhed | pulled off the road into a driveway, and opened the thermos. Steaming hot
black coffee. | laughed when | sipped it. foey had spiked it liberaly with bourbon.

| dept for nearly three hours, woke up freezing and stiff, and finished the coffee. The child was degping
sweetly, nice and warm under the blanket. | had wanted to be through Frederick, heading south on 340
by morning, but it looked asif | couldn't makeit. | had stayed off the freeways, the interdtates, the tall
roads, and the roads | had chosen instead had dowed me down. | began to drive again. In ashort while
she yawned and said she had to go to the bathroom, and she was hungry and thirsty. We stopped at the
side of theroad and | told her to go into the bushes. She balked, but finally she did, and then we ate the
last of the sandwiches, and she started on an apple. | looked at her in dismay. She needed her face
washed, her hair combed, clean clothes. . . .

"Why wereyou hidingT" | asked her then.
"| don't know," she said with her mouth full.

Fair enough, | thought tiredly. If she asked mewhy | was hiding her, that would be my answer. "Do you
know who islooking for you?"

She shook her head. "Do | have to stay on the floor again?”

| knew it would not be as effective during daylight hours. "No. But stay in the back seat. Y ou know that
people are looking for you, don't you?' She nodded solemnly. "Okay, if we haveto stop, get down there
again. Well be getting to atown pretty soon, and when the stores open, I'll get you some other clothes
and ahairbrush. And you'll have to wait in the car for me. Okay?"

"Okay."

When | started to drive again, she sat on the edge of the back seat with her chin on the passenger sedt.
"Where did you deep when you were hiding?" | asked.

"Places. Inacar once. And | saw adog go inahouseand | went in after him. He had his own little door.



Hewasmy friend."

A dog door?| got as much from her as she could remember or wanted to tell me; it was hard to say
which. She remembered there was a plane wreck, she said, and she saw alot of people by carstalking
and she opened a car door and got in. But she hadn't liked those people much; she had been afraid they
would hurt her ears, and she left when they al went to deep. Then she followed the dog into his house
and ate cered there. She went in another house but people came back and locked the doors and she hid
inacloseat al night and dept and when they went away the next day she crawled out awindow.

"Why did you ask meto buy you ice cream?"
"l washungry."

Asshetaked | was overcome by rage and outrage, but now | felt only a great sadness, a
stomach-wrenching sickness. | looked at her in the rear-view -irtor; she was watching the scenery
intently. Everything was new to her, | realized; she was discovering her world, and her lessons had
included the most basic lessonsin survival. She had learned them well.

We were getting near Frederick; traffic was picking up, and there were malsfindly. | shopped for her
and made her change her clothesin the back seat, and then pulled into a gas station where she went into
the rest room and washed up and brushed her hair. When she came back | told her to sit up front; it
would look more suspicious to have her in back, I thought. Other parents didn't seem to do that. We
stopped at astrip mal and | bought her afew more things, and anew worry presented ircelf. She looked
too different from the other kids we saw; everything she had on except her shoes was brand new. Shoes,
| thought with disrnay. Shewould need abigger size.

And | needed to call her something, | also realized. "When were around other people,” | said in the car,
"you should cal me Daddy. Will you do that?"

"Don't you know your name, either?”

"I know it, but little kids don't use namesfor their parents. They cal them Mommy and Daddy. And we
need anamefor meto cal you. What name do you like?"

She shrugged. "'l don't know."
"What did you cal yoursdlf if the other kids wanted to know your name?"

"They didn't. Once | said my namewas Kid and agirl hit meand | ran away." She gave me asidelong
look, and asked, "Oprah? Can that be my name?"

"No. It'sdready taken. How about Sarah? Or fennifer? Or Michelle? Rachd?"
She pursed her lipsand said positively, "Today my nameisDally."

The sick feding returned. She didn't know any names. "Dally,” | said. "But just for today.” Ahead, | saw
aGood Will outlet, and headed for it. Good, serviceable clothes, used clothes, worn clothes, kids
clothes. Maybe even shoes.

Wedid better in the Good Will store than we had done before, and | even bought afew thingsfor her
"older sister.” Shelooked at me hard for asecond, started to speak, then looked past me. "Can | have a
book?"'

There was a used-book section that had a shelf of children's books. She passed over the smple ones,



though, ar-rd began to page through a book that appeared to me to be for third- or fourth-grade kids.
When had she had time to learn to read? She chose four books and we |eft. She was skipping a my
gde, amiling. | hadn't seen her smile very often; t liked it.

Driving again, | asked her who had taught her to read.
"l don't know."
"Sesame Street maybe," | suggested.

She brightened and said yes. She had seen Sesame Street, and she went back to the book she was
reading.

| bought ice for the cooler, added milk and fuice and more fruit, and continued southward. Homefree, |
thought, not with any greet eation, however. At first | had been completely preoccupied with how, and
had given no thought to what next. | had not really expected it to work, | had to admit. Her ingtincts had
told her to hide, and mine had told me to help her. Now what? My ingtincts had deserted me. | could
drive around with her for the next few days and then what? | couldn't take her home, obvioudy, and |
couldn't stay on the road forever.

| glanced at her; she was sounding out anew word slently, pursing her lips, adight frown wrinkling her
forehead. She had asked mefor help afew timeswith new words—doubtful, reluctant, wholesome,
joyous. . .. What are you? | wanted to demand. Who are you? A sport, amutant? Will the accelerated
process of maturation continue? Isit anilh-ress?

| understood why Kersh had been frightened. He had given me a clue when he said she would stand out
like adinosaur on the beach if she went out done at night. A dinosaur on the beach. Not her, but maybe
the rest of us? Were there others like her? Would she have children who would be born weighing afew
ounces, and reach maturity in acouple of years? Too many questions, no answers. | knew | should stop
a aphoneand call Kersh, tell him to come get her, |et the scientissshave ago at theriddle. And | knew |
wouldn't do that. | felt asif my ingtincts had forced me to jump off acliff, and ther-r had deserted me;

bel ow, the chasm yawned, and | was airborne.

She closed the book and sighed.
"No good?'
"Itsdumb,” shesaid.

"Next town with amall well stop and go to area bookstore and I'll pick out afew thingsfor you." She
flashed me asmile and opened another book. Winnie the Pooh, | thought, The Wind in the Willows,
Alicein Wonderland. . . .

Latein the afternoon | made what | planned to be the last stop of the day before we hit amotd. Another
mall, this one with abookstore. | picked out the few booksthat | wanted her to have, and she was
brows ng when some teenage boys entered and began talking to ateenage girl behind the counter.

"Roadblocks, the state cops, Chiefie, and his crew, and abunch more. Escaped convicts, that's what
Clarenceis saying, over at the Arco sation.”

"They stopped Brother McNirney ar-rd made him open the trunk of hiscar,” another boy said, and they
al laughed.

"Comeon," | saidto thekid. | took her hand and we walked to the counter to pay for the books. Her



hand was shaking.

Inthewide aide of themall | began to think about the car with Stuff strewn about every which way.
Paper bags from Good Will with her clothes, department store bags, my shaving stuff in abag, things she
had outgrown. ... | veered toward a Sears where | bought a suitcase, and then | saw aline of kids and
parents at one of those four-in-one theaters. A Disney film was showing.

"Ligten," | said to her, "I'll take you to the movie and you stay there until it's over. When you come out, I'll
beright herewaiting. Okay?"

Her hand tightened in mine and she looked at me for what seemed too long atime before she nodded.
"Il comeback,” | said. "l promise.”

Many parents were doing the samething, | redized afew minutes|later, aswe got our kids settled down
with popcorn, and ducked out. Most of the others hadn't bothered with the charade of buying two
tickets.

| straightened up the car, packed the suitcase and put it in the trunk aong with the blanket and deeping
bags; | put the six-pack of beer and some chipsin a paper bag on the back seat, added the can of
smoked oysters, and looked it al over. Satisfied that no one would suspect | wastraveling with achild, |
got in theline of traffic heading south, sopping and starting, stopping again. Findly | was at the head of a
double line where the right lane became an access road to the interstate about three miles to the west,
and the left lanewaslocd traffic. | wasin the left lane, and was not detained very long, but they asked
me to open the trunk and they checked the registration foey had |eft in the glove compartment.

It chilled me more than anything else had done. We were more than three hundred miles from Atlantic
City, and they were checking cars. Maybe random checks, maybe they had been tipped, someone had
become suspicious, maybe there were escaped convicts. | knew | had to get off the road, stop long
enough to get some deep, and think. | pulled in at a Best Western motel afew blocks farther down and
registered for Mr. and Mrs. Marcos and two children; my wife and kids were watching the movie and |
would collect them later, | said. The clerk was so bored he hardly even looked up.

| returned to the mall by side streets, keeping well back from the highway that bisected the town, and
arrived at the theater afew minutes before the movie ended. Ten or fifteen other adults were aso waiting
for the children to emerge. | saw the child before she saw me; she was disconsolate and guarded at the
sametime. Shelooked like alittle girl who had been abandoned. Then she spotted me and her face
lighted up; shelaughed and ran to me.

"Hi, honey," | said, swinging her up in my arms. She kissed my cheek.

That night | watched her deeping. She could easily passfor five yearsold, | knew. No one would
question the ageif | said that. She was smart, maybe brilliant, but ignorant. There smply hadn't been time
yet for her to learn about things like donkeys and owls. | had read Winnie the Pooh for awhile; she had
stopped me repeatedly to ask questions. She needed alibrary to read her way through, and school
books, textbooks, math books, whatever other kids took for granted, no doubt many things | wasn't
even aware of. Like names.

My plan to drive around for afew days had to be scuttled. | had to get her somewhere and settlein, stay
out of sght, off the roads, but where?

| findlly lay down on the other bed and it came to me: Aunt Bett. Not ared aunt of mine, she had been
my mother's best friend asfar back as| could remember. They had grown up together, had goneto



school together, married at about the same time, and visited back and forth dmost daily until twenty
years ago when Aunt Bett had moved to Tennessee where she il lived. After that they had paid visitsto
each other severd timesayear. When my father died dmost instantly from amassive coronary, she had
come and stayed for several weeks. A year later, when my mother drove into atree doing ninety, Aunt
Bett had wrapped her arms around me and said | shouldn't blame myself. At nineteen, | found that
embarrassing, and until then it had not even occurred to me to attach blame. | had not seen her again until
four years ago when | had dropped in to see her on my way to alrade show in Cincinnati. We didn't
correspond, or exchange Christmas cards, or phone calls. She was not listed in my address book. Aunt
Bett. About seventy-five, nraybe alittle more, shelived in ahouse by hersdf in an areathat had been
taken over by devel opers, leaving only haf adozen of the origind residents. Good old Aunt Bett, | said
to mysdlf; then | was ableto go to deep.

Thelast timel saw Aunt Bett the house had needed repairs which she said a hired man would do as soon
as he could. The repairs had not been done, and | understood now, with apang of guilt, that there was
no hired man, probably not enough mor-rey to hire anyone, and the house was gradudly faling apart.
Aunt Bett was more frail than | had expected, close to eighty. She kept up the flower beds, and had a
tiny weed-filled garden, but the rest of the two acres had gone to brambles and scrub pine and oak trees.
Across the creek that made up one side and the back boundarv was an upscale subdivision with ahigh
wirefence.

Aunt Bett was ddlighted to see us, and started to bustle in an authoritative way. " Of course you'll stay a
while" shesad. "And, Win, dear, will you seeif the upstairs bedroonls are aired out? If you'd just let me
know ..." Likethat, we wereinvited to stay aslong as we wanted.

| told her that foe Marcos was the father, that hiswife had had an accident and would bein traction for a
few weeks, and tl'rey had been desperate for help with the child, who had told me that today she was
Alice. Alice Marcos.

"I thought | would keep her for aweek or two,” | finished. The child had watched me silently as| gave
her afather and mother and background in aNew Y ork City apartment.

"Y ou're going to leave her donein that big house of yourswhile you go off working every day? Winl
That's no way to treat alittle girl. Come on, Alice, you can help me make supper.”

At breakfast the next morning the child announced that today her name was Mary. | held my breath, but
Aur-rt Bett nodded. "All right, Mary. | like that name, dways did. Y ou want to help me wash up the
dishes?' | let out the bresth.

| rnade alist of things that needed doing most—yputtying windows, replacing two panes of glass, fixing the
front porchrail ... it wasalong list. | checked Aunt Bett's groceries and made another lit, even longer.
Aunt Bett had no idea how much food that little girl could stow away.

And Aunt Bett startecl the child on anew education. " She doesn't know abiscuit from abread roll,” she
sad indignantly. " She doesn't know a cosmos from a zinnia. What were they thinking of, bringing her up
ignorant?'

In the afternoon, | was on the ladder finishing awindow when | heard Aunt Bett naming the flowersto
her: Busy Lizzie, Sassy Francie, old man's beard, honeysuckle . . . they moved out of range. Later, from
the roof, | saw the child darting here and there, examining everything. She had on ared swester and her
hair was tied back with ared ribbon; she looked like arare tropicd butterfy in the golden sunlight,
swooping down, darting away, aighting somewhere else.

She was going through the books in the house at an darming rate. Aunt Bett's children had |eft stacks and



boxes of books upstairs, and more werein the attic and basement. The child clearly intended to read
them all. Whatever she read she remembered, whatever she heard she retained. Her education,
haphazard asit was, advanced like lightning. And she was growing. | worked at fixing up the house and
tried to think of what to do with her.

I mowed the lawn and reglazed some windows. | fixed the porch rail and took down the screen door and
replaced the screening;; | puttied and caulked and put up weather stripping, and | wasno closer to a
solution than | had been the day we arrived. | was beginning to fed desperate; | had to go home, go

back to my own life, my office, ffiy company.

We had been there for six days when avisitor dropped in, thefirst one dl week. "Is Mrs. Markham
here?' she asked. She was a prim-looking woman of abouit fifty whose clothes and car—a Buick—said
money. She was eyeing me with unconceded hodtility.

"Aunt Bett? She's around back, | think."
"Oh, | thought you might be one of her sons.”

| had been painting the new wood of the porch, and | stopped, waited for her to go, but she took a step
or two toward meinstead. "I'm Hadley Pruitt,” she said. "['m avolunteer worker for the county senior
sarvices. Frankly, {1—"

"Wingon," | said.

"Mr. Winston, we are terribly concerned about your aunt living out here alone. I've written to her sons,
both of them, but no one seemsto be able to persuade her that she should give up the house, moveinto
something more manageable. She should not be alone, Mr. Wington. Not at her age. And she can't
afford alive-in companion.”

"Where you do think she should go?' | could imagine Aunt Bett's reaction to any suggestion fromthis
woman. And asfor Bob and Tyler, they would both treat Hadley Pruitt with such gracious courtesy she
would think she was being courted, but they would then defer to their mother.

"There are government housing developments," Hadley Pruitt said eagerly, smiling now, "especidly
designed for elderly people. She hasatiny pension, but they base the rent on what the tenants can afford.
She could manage quite well."

"I'll tell her you said so, maam,” | said very politely.
She gtiffened. " Since she has company, | won't bother her today. Goodbye, Mr. Winston."

| watched her drive off, and returned to the paint job, but she had given me the first workableideal'd
had. | took the brushes and paint around back to clean up, and saw Aunt Bett on the porch in her old
rocker, the sun on her legs, her eyes closed, and the child on the step nearby. | motioned to her, put my
finger to my lips so we wouldn't wake up Aunt Bett.

"I'm not adeep,” Aunt Bett said, Sitting up straight. "I'm trying to figure out ariddle. What has eighteen legs
and bats."

The child was watching her with suppressed glee. She had found ajoke book and was going right
through it with Aunt Bett who was being agood sport.

"I giveup,” Aunt Bett said findly.



"A baseball team!” She laughed and Aunt Bett laughed aong with her.
"What's your nametoday?"' | asked the child.

"| dready told you. Don't you remember?*

"Tdl meagan."

"Nope. You haveto guess.

Aunt Bett winked at her and got up and went inside. | waited until the door closed behind her and then
sad, "If Aunt Bett wants to take care of you, do you want to stay here with her for awhile?!

"Areyou going awvay?"' she asked, instantly sober.

"| have to pretty soon. Y ou know, | have work to do, people who expect me to be there. | can't Stay
away much longer, and | can't take you home with me. They'll be watching for you."

"It'sFrancie," she said, looking a her new shoes.
"Sassy Francie?' | asked, smiling.
She shook her head. "fust Francie.”

| put my arm around her stiff little figure, and after amoment she buried her face against my shoulder and
held onto me. | stroked her hair. "'l wish | could take you with me" | said softly.

"That'sdl right," she sad, her words muffled.

| waited until shewasin bed before | brought it up with Aunt Bett, who looked troubled. "What's wrong
with her, Win? Sheisn't foe Marcoss child, is she? Is she yours?!

"No. | wish she were. She has a growth problem, hormones or something. No treatment. All she needsis
aplace where she can fed safe and wanted. Y ou can imagine what it would be likefor her to try to go to
school, outgrow everyonein her class, be mocked and teased.”

She nodded gravely. "Yes, | canimagine that. Whose child is she? Where does she belong?’

"l don't know for sure," | said after amoment. Theninarush | told her, "She'safoundling, and
researchers are after |-rer to see what makes her tick. That'sall | know about her." It was close enough
to thewhole truth.

"I've known you from the day you were born,” she said. "Tell methe truth, Win. Have you done
something wrong?"'

| shook my head. "I've done something | probably shouldn't have donein hiding her, bringing her here.
But nothing wrong."

The troubled look did not yet leave her wrinkled face. Y ou know I'll be eighty in March? Eighty,” she
sadinamusing way. "l don't expect I'll be around very much longer, Win. Thiswouldn't be a permanent
home, iswhat | mean."

"l don't think shelll need a permanent home,” | said dowly.
"Well, then, maybeit'll dl come out even. Maybeit will. I'll take good care of her, dear.”



We tdked about money for the child's care, atouchy subject. If | suggested too much Aunt Bett would
beinsulted, fed that | wastreating her asacharity case, but it had to be enough not to impoverish her
further. The kid outgrew everything within weeks. And she ate like ahorse. Then | had to make certain
about communications, they had to be able to get meif necessary; | had to know how she was doing.
lo.y Marcos would be the go-between, | decided.

When it was done, Aunt Bett stood up to go to bed. At the doorway she glanced back at me and
paused. "'l know why I'm doing this, Win. I'm so lonely, and aready | love the child, you see. She could
be one of my own grandchildren. But why areyou?"

"She needed help, | happened to be there."
Aunt Bett regarded me another moment, then went on to her room, clearly unconvinced.

Why?1 echoed, donein theliving room. Theworld wasfull of kidswho needed help; Atlantawas full of
them. | gave to good causes, worthy charities, did my civic and mora duty through donations, and tried
to put them dl out of mind, and most of the time was quite successful at not thinking of the troubled
world. Why? Because | had grown to love her? Maybe, but not the day | took her away in aborrowed
car. | certainly had not loved her then, and was not sure | did now. I'd had very little experiencein loving
another person, after dl. | was young enough to have haf adozen or more of my own children if thiswas
asmple paternal urge. | could be married within aweek, | knew, father achild within ayear. | didn't
need a surrogate daughter. whv?

The next day | took her shopping for the last time. We bought her a couple of things and then alot of
things she thought her big sster would like. I bought anew television for them, and arranged for cable,
paid sx monthsin advance. | bought her a computer, severa programs, and half adozen computer
books, and that evening gave her afew eementary lessons in computing; that went exactly like dl her
other lessons. She saw no differencein learning the names of the fowers, learning the African tribes
names, learning computerese.

Thefollowing day | started the drive to New Y ork. We did not delay over the goodbyes. No one cried.
But when | looked back through the rear-view mirror and saw the ancient frail woman holding the hand
of the child for whom age was meaningless, | wanted to cry. Oh, | wanted to cry.

In New Y ork | returned foey's possessions and we had along talk, and afterward Winston Seton
reentered the world. | few home. Specid Agent fames Hanrahan was my welcoming committee of one,

He said Mr. Kersh would like afew words with me, if | didn't mind. | said of course not and we went to
the Federd Building FBI officeswhere | waited for three hours. The room was relaively comfortable,
with trvin sofas, a coffee machine, magazines, dl the comforts, but no telephone.

| stretched out on one of the sofas and went to deep. At firg, it was an act, to show how unconcerned |
was, but then | was waking up and Kersh was standing over me.

"Y ou son of abitch,” he said in alow voice. He stamped across the room and opened a door. "Come
on." Thisdoor had been locked earlier; it opened to aroutine office with a government issue desk,
severd chairs, not much ese.

He motioned to achair and seated himsalf behind the desk. He set up the tape recorder on the desk but
did not turn it on. "Off the record,” he said. "How'd you get off the idand? Where'sthe kid? Who's got
thekid?'

"No, Mr. Kersh," | said. "On the record. Let's keep everything on the record.” Heflicked a switch on the



tape recorder. "I've had alot of timethese past days,” | said. "'l thought it would be interesting to write an
account of our various conversationsin which | insisted that the child | saw wasthree or four, too old to
be either of the children you claimed to belooking for. | believe Mr. Milliken might become incensed if
he learns that the whole FBI is using his persona tragedy as a screen, and it might amuse my
correspondents to think of the whole FBI engaged in amanhunt for an infant hiding out by herself on the
beach. | think the people | sent the copiesto will share my sentiments. | told them al | would be back in
town today, and if for any reason | didn't show up, to open the sealed envelopes and read thefairy talel
hed written.”

He was not impressed. "Y ou see too many movies. One of the thingsthey don't tell you isthat we have
the advantage of time. Next week, next month, next year, dl the timein the world. Well find the child,
you can be certain of that. But you'll never know when someone will drop by to ask just afew more
questions, to clarifu another point. Y ou won' like that, Mr. Seton, never knowing if an agent is at the next
table with another question. Now, about your statement. ..."

Asfar asmy origina statement was concerned, | cooperated fully. | had told him the truth and there was
no reason to ater anything. | refused to say anything about where I had gone, how | had left, if | had seen
the child again. " Charge me with something and let me call my attorney,” | said after four hours. "'l want
my car back and my various possessions. Now, if we're done here. ..." | stood up.

| knew he had to be astired and irritated as | was, but his smooth face remained imperturbable. He
turned off the tape recorder and leaned back in his chair. "Weredly don't want her genesin the gene
pooal," he commented. "Bad, very bad mix. Y ou've stashed her away somewhere, but not alone. Winter's
coming on. She'swith someone. Well find out who that is, Seton. As| said, we have the benefit of time.
Yourefreetogo."

Cabsdidn't cruisein Atlanta; | had to walk severa blocksto the Carlton Hotel where | knew | could get
one, and on theway | thought about the various people they would find and question. All my friendsin
Atlanta, my employees, my relatives. My ex, Susan, and Steve Falco in Los Angeles. Eventudly they
would get around to foey, ffiY best friend in high school. Would they get to Aunt Bett? | didn't see how.
She had been my mother's friend, not mine, and she was not ardative. Then | redlized that Kersh would
expect meto be worried, maybe to get in touch with someone, giveawarning. A grimmer thought
followed quickly: Kersh would expect meto figure that out. He was toying with me, trying to make me
nervous. And succeeding.

| stepped back into my life asif nothing had changed. Everyone at the office wanted to know why the
FBI had been asking questions, and | said | was as baffled asthey were. Gracie, my secretary, said
maybe | had robbed some banks up north, and then she dimpled; it bugged the bg esus out of me. Gracie
was smart or she wouldn't have had her job, that she did extremey well. But she still thought she could
get abigger payback through being cute. And therewasn't athing | could do about it. If | told her to stop
being so damned cute, she would pout, but prettily. The topic lost interest after aday or two, and routine
took over.

| had been home aweek, working hard to catch up, taking work home with me, staying at the office after
hours. If they werewatching, and | knew they were, there was nothing to report. On the next Saturday
Kersh paid meavigt. | wasworking in my studio a home, in an old swester, older sneakers, jeans. |
opened the door and he wasthere, carrying his briefcase.

"What do you want now, Kersh? I'rn pretty busy.”

"You look likeit. What alife you lead, thiskind of house, work in comfortable clotheslike that. | brought
your car home. She'sared sweetheart." He held up the keys. "Mind if | Step ingde?’



It was acold day, not rainy, but threatening, and a blustery wind started and stopped, started and
stopped. | pulled the door open wider and stepped aside. He handed me the keys as he entered.

"It'sredly nice" he said. "These old houses are the greatest, aren't they?' He was|ooking past meinto
theliving room.

"Do you want to search it?"
"No reason to. We know you're alone. fust admiring it. Mind if | see your studio?!

| shrugged and led him through the wide hal into a narrower one and on into one of the back roomsthat
had once been asun room, or sewing room, something like that. It had wide windows, no curtains. Even
on thisovercast day it was bright. It held my desk, piled high with proofs, manuscripts, glosses, mail. . . .
The big drafting table was amost buried under more heaps of stuff, but the smaller drawing table was
relatively clear. On ashelf werewatercolorsthat | hadn't touched in severd years. | had been working at
the light table when he rang, spotting photographs, ajob | shouldn't haveto do, | grouched now and
then, but one that no one else did to suit me. | stood in the center of the room and watched him take it all
in.

Finaly he nodded. " A red work room, isn't it? Brought something to show you, i[ | can spread it out.”
He pulled arolled-up paper from his briefcase and | cleared off the drawing table by picking up the few
thingson it and dumping them on thefloor.

He grinned, and the change in hisface was asremarkable as | recalled. He could change age at will by
dtering hisexpression.

He unrolled the paper and spread it out. "Y ou nust know more about these thingsthan | do,” he said,
amost apologetically. "It's how some of our people make projections.”

What he had unrolled wasasmple x,y graph.

"Thisupright line hereis marked off in apparent age by years," he said, pointing, "and the bottom
horizonta lineisactud timein months. See?' He drew back and looked a me thoughtfully. "The redly
fine-tuned onesthey're using arein days, but thiswill do. She was born here, zero day, zero month, zero
year. Wejust added the points werefairly sure of, you know, the foster parent who had her at one
month, the Forbush woman who had her a six months, your report when she was eight months. Those
arethe points.”

"And thelines?' | asked. My hands were sweeting. | understood the lines drawn through the points.

"You know," he chided. "There's some dispute about some of the projections, but they went ahead and
prepared them all anyway. For instance, between this one a six months, when she gppeared to be ayear
and ahalf, to the time you saw her, when shelooked three to four, that's pretty steep. But they went
ahead and used it for one of the projections, although some of our people think she was stressed, that the
sressresulted in the spurt that isn't her norm. Y ou know, the plane crash, Max and his girl friends, being
alone on the beach. Pretty stressful. Anyway, if that's her growth line, see here, shelll reach twelve
physicaly when she's seventeen months old. If you take this one, the average rate of growth through al
the points, then shelll be two and ahalf when she reaches the physical age of twelve.”

There were other lines and he explained them, but they were meaningless. If these projections were
anywhere near right, then between one and a hdf to two and ahdf years after her birth, shewould
become an adol escent.



Herolled up the chart again. " She has a secret, anew way of metabolizing food maybe, something. A
hormone, an enzyme, anew combination. Was there afood supply in that placenta, or the long umbilicus,
enough to sustain rapid growth for afew hours? What if they could find what let her do that and inject it
into livestock? What if they could useit to cure cancer? The men in the white coats are frothing at the
mouth for her. Believe me, Seton, they will not harm ahair on that child's head. Hell, she could die of old
age by the chronologica age of six! They want her now. And they don't want her out there breeding.
They'd much prefer her dive, of course, and even bearing children under supervision, but they'd rather
have her body than have her out there breeding.” The glint wasin hiseyesagain.

| didn't know what it was. Fanaticism? Zed ? Earnestness? Fatigue? Whatever brought it on was well
repressed most of thetime. | turned away from him. "They don't have athing to base such coniectures
on, and you know it. Hypotheses are cheap, let them dream.”

"For now. For now, but not very much longer. Think of what it would do to the population if women had
kidsthat easily, every few months here comes another one. No pain, no swest. Hell, think what it would
do to women, and the way women and men treat each other. And in acouple of years each new one's
out doing it. Y ou can make your own charts. Think about it, Seton. I'll be seeing you."

| could make the charts, | thought after he had gone, and God help usdl, in many ways hewasright. |
remembered what he had said about her, like adinosaur on the beach, and with the memory | found
myself at the drawing table sketching a dinosaur, then another, and another until | had a beach crowded
with them, with one of them open-mouthed, displaying many dagger teeth, looking down at arock that a
tiny mouse crouched behind fearfully. | sared at it along time until findly, reluctantly, | drew inthe
balloon and lettered thewordsin big, bold caps. YOU'RE GOING To DO WHAT?

What was K ersh waiting for? He knew by now that | had no intention of cooperating. | had read the
novels, had seen the movies; | believed they had waysto get information out of peopleif they had to.
Kersh had warned me that they would use whatever meansthey chose if too much time passed. Why?
He could be gambling that | would panic and get word to her to run again, and that he would be ableto
intercept that word. Probably that was part of it. But the bigger part, | felt certain, was that they were il
using me as bait, dangling mein the water so that eventually she would cometo me. | had no doubt they
were intercepting my mail and monitoring my phone cals. Everyone | talked to would be scrutinized;
everyone | had lunch with, dined with, went to a show with.

Very quietly |- began to drop out of the socid circles that made up my Atlanta. | pleaded work, fatigue,
deadlines, whatever came to mind. It wasnit fair to involve anyone dseinthis. | began to draw again, and
even got out the watercolors and played with them, and the waiting game continued. loey came down to
vigt his parents over the holidays, as he usudly did, and we had dinner together, aswe usudly did. |
passed him alarge envelope addressed to Aunt Bett and asked him to remail it from New York. No
questions. Insde the big envelope was a thousand dollarsin mixed bills, for the child, | had written, and
another envelope, addressed to her. | was frustrated because | didn't know what name she would be
using, and findly | wrote Francie. Inthisletter | expressed -y fearsthat they would be watching me
forever, that she must never try to reach me directly. | warned her about AIDS, herpes, drugs, men .. |
told her everything | knew about her early months, the differences between her and other children. | told
her that she had to move before fune, and that | must not know where she had gone. They would wait
until fune, | prayed. It was parental stuff, | mocked mysdlf, but | wroteit all out, and Joey took it to mall

In February | celebrated her birthday by myself with abottle of champagne. | couldn't even properly
toast her because | didn't know her namefor 'tof ,ay.

In April | was home at ten on Saturday night, when the phonerang. "Wir," she said, "Aunt Bett died
Monday, and we buried her Wedn.rda!. | left. I'll beall right. | wanted you to know. Thank you, win.



Thank you."
That wasdl. Theline buzzed and hummed and | stared at thewall behind the telephone stand.

Within the hour Kersh was there. "Who is Aunt Bett?' he demanded. | told him. He regarded mefor a
time, hisface closed, the hard glint in hiseyes. "Y ou turned her into astreet walker, Seton. She'sin New
York. It'slittle girlslike her that grease the whed s that keep the city rolling. How many guys you suppose
shelll have to blow tomorrow to make errough bread to stay dive?!

| wanted to kill him.

Winter into spring, pring into summer, the pace set intimeimmemoria; so it went. | put her out of mind,
how big was she, how mature, how was she living, was she surviving, had they found her. . . ? There
were hours at astretch that | didn't wonder what her name was today .

August, aheavy sultry month, with thunderstorms and windstorms and hest curtains rising from wet
pavement, and visible steam a arm-length distance. Kersh came to see me. Hewas carrying a
light-weight jacket, his shirt moigt, hisface moigt. "Y ou're selling out I-rere?" he asked on the front porch.

| motioned him inside where the air conditioner failed to squeeze the humidity out of theair, merely
reduced it somewhat. It dwaysfelt good for acouple of minutes. "So?"

"Heard you had atempting offer," he said, and followed me to the living room, where he sank down into
aleather-covered chair and sighed. "Can't take the heat," he explained.

"What do you want?"

"Nothing." He held up his hand. "Honestly, Seton, nothing. fust heard you might be sdlling the business,
wondered.”

"I might be. Haven't decided.”
"Y ou're not exactly what they cal aquick decison maker," he commented. " She's il out there.”
| shrugged. "Y ou want someiced tea?"

"Y e, 1hat would be good." He followed me to the kitchen and watched while | prepared two glasses of
tea. "We don't want you to get out of touch,” he said ittity. "Y ou know, keep up the friendship, that sort
of thing. Tired of the business?’

Tired to death of it, | thought, and did not respond. | squeezed alemon and added a dash of juiceto
each glass, handed one over to him. Tired of deadlines, bad photographs, delayed orders. Irritable with
incompetence. Sick of dedling. Tired. Over the last two years | had had three tempting offers, the one he
had got wind of, God a one knew how, the most tempting of the lot. The conglomerates couldn't start
companiesfor shit, but they liked to acquire them after they were up and running.

What | wanted to do was|oad up the T-bird and drive, and drive, and drive. Take a picture now and
then, sketch something or other now and then, and drive again.

Very politdy | waited until he had finished histeabefore | asked, "l assume you cameto ddliver that
message? Stay intouch? Anything € s?!

Hedrained the glass and set it down. "l figure, one, she's dead. Six weeks for an inexperienced kid like
that isalifetimein the Big Apple. Or, two, she's hooked on something. They like to hook them young.



They never dray after that. Or, three, she'ssick, infected dready with half adozen baddies. The morgue,
the hospitals, thejails, they're keeping an eye out. We figure shell turn up in one of them. But in case she
doesn't, we gtill think she might want to renew old acquaintances with you. When she's sick enough, or
broke enough, or hurting enough. That's the message. fust Stay in touch. Be seeing you, Seton. | think |
can find the front door again.”

| let him find it done. | hadn't told anyone about the newest offer, yet they had found out. What €lse?
What dse wasthereto learn? | asked mysdlf bitterly. Histhree possibilities seemed dl too real, and they
would bethe first to know.

Augus, hurricane month, a hurricane hanging off the coadt, bringing torrentia rainsinland. Atlantahad
two incheswithin sx hours, and there was flooding, as usud, and staled transportation, grounded planes.
| stood at the office window watching the wakes being left by carsleaving work before the floods got
worse. Gracie had gone dready, Phil had left, the building was emptying fast. And the telephone rang.

| never used the official answering procedure; | never remembered what it was. | merdly said, "Hello."
"Win, darling, isit you? | thought I'd never find anyone | knew."

"Whoisthis?' | asked, irritated at the whispery promise of the voice.

"Darling, and you said you'd never forgetl It's Francie, win, darling. I'm stranded out at the airport.”
Francie. | closed my eyes hard and clung to the telephone as if it were saving me from the abyss below.

"| thought maybe you knew away to get out here," she went on, husky, suggestive. "'l mean, were
grounded, and they don't know when they'll fly. | got aroom at the airport hotel, but I'm lonesome.”

It's Francie, she said. Sassy Francie? | asked. lust Francie.

"If you can't,” shesaid, "I mean, redly can't, that'sdl right, swesetie. | iust thought how nice it would beto
get together, since I'm here. Y ou know. Tak over old times." Shelaughed alow dirty laugh. ™Y ou never
got back to New Orleans, did you?'

"Never did. Look, I'll be out there as soon as| can get through. It will be good to see you after solong.”

She laughed again and told me the bar she would bein, and hung up. | had broken out in a sweat and my
hands were shakv.

| took adeep breath and tried io think. They would have listened, they would be right there with me even
if I didn't know who they were. They would pick up a glass she touched, take away thetable or chair, lift
fingerprints, match them. ... | told her to stay away from me, | thought furiouily.

Thiswas exactly what they had waited for. But they wouldn't connect her with that voice, | argued with
myself; she sounded just like aNew Orleans whore. They would belooking for alittle girl, an adolescent
girl. And they knew how long it had been since | had been with awoman. It would ook even more
suspiciousif | didn't go; she had practically undressed by phone. Maybe | could smudge any prints she
might have left, find out what she was &fter, send her packing again. . . .

| got there faster than | expected; most people were heading for town not the airport, snce al flights had
been grounded. The wind was gusting around forty to fifty milesan hour, and the rain was coming down
hard enough to put another two inches on the ground before midnight. Her timing, her excusefor caling,
everything she had done had been perfectly planned, and when | saw her, the deception seemed totdl.
Shelooked like ahigh-priced New Orleans call girl. She had on black lace stockings, glovesto match, a



narrow shiny black miniskirt, low-cut frilly blouse, and her hair waslong, thick, and black. She fluttered
fake eyelashes as she dipped off abar sool. Every man in the place watched her dithering walk as she
cameto greet me.

| felt asawkward asif | had entered a cathouse to find it full of Sunday-School teacherswho al knew
me. Shelaughed and took my arm. "Relax, honey. Let's have alittle drink and then go someplace quiet
wherewecan . . . tak." One of the men nearby laughed and turned back around; he said something to
his companion, who a so laughed, and Francie and | found atable.

The bartender came over and called her doll and she called him handsolne and ordered Perrier and then
sad, "Let'sseeif | remember, Win, darling. It used to be avery dry gibson, vodkagibson. Am | right?"

| nodded and shelaughed at the bartender, winked, and said, "l never forget theimportant things."

As soon as he was gone | leaned forward and whispered, "We've got to get out of here. I'm being
followed."

She kissed thetip of her finger and touched it to my lips, smiling. ™Y ou northern businessmen are dways
insuch ahurry. So impetuous. Let metell you about the flight, Win darling. | was never so scared inmy
life when that plane began to rock back and forth, up and down. Why, you couldn't get me back on an
arplane with agtick, not until the gsorm'sal the way gone, and the sun'sshiningand al. And | believeit
could go onraning dl night, into tomorrow. Y ou know?"

Shewas perfect, | had to admit. She had the accent down, the flirtatious glances at other men, the way
sheflirted outrageoudy with the bartender, Ler chatter. . . . She had even thought about fingerprints. |
drank the gibson, and she sipped her water, and eventually we were ready to leav_e. Shetook my arm
and held it hard againgt her when we walked out. Perfect.

In her room | hurried to close the drapes, and she turned on the radio and fiddled with it until she had
loud rock, and then we sat on the side of the bed. Slowly she pulled off the black wig, and then peded
off her fake eyelashes. Her hair was brown and short with deep waves. Her eyes were golden brown.

"Why did you come here?’ | asked in alow voice. "Is anything wrong?"

She shook her head. "l had to see you, et you see me, know it'sfinished. | don't know. Aunt Bett died,
Win."

"l know. Where did you go? How did you live?'

"She gave me most of the money you had been sending, and | had the other money you sent. It wasalot.
She said to tell you thank you. She made me promise to say thank you for her.”

| wanted very much to put my arm around her, draw her close and comfort her, but this was not the child
| had found in Atlantic City. | couldn't touch this young woman and | knew it. We spokein low voices,
sometimes herswas hardly audible as she told me how she had managed. "There was a school for girls,
you know, with uniforms. | bought auniform like theirs and no one paid any attention to me around there.
And there was a big building where alot of people dept in the halls, under the steps, and | did too.” |
shuddered, and she said quickly, "It wasn't bad. | bought some toothpaste, the kind without any smell or
taste, and | would chew it up alittle, mix it with spit, and then make little bubbles at the sdes of my
mouth, and no one came near me. | learned to roll my eyesfunny too. Likethis." Sherolled her eyesand
looked demented.

"Chrigt," | muttered and ducked my head.



She put her hand on my arm, then hurriedly pulled it away again. "It was okay,” she said softly. "Hones, it
was. When | grew alittle more | got other clothes and then | hung out around the university, | even got a
,otr near there, and after that it wasredly al right. | went to the library and read alot. | kept changing,
though; you know, growing. Not taler. fust getting more rnature. And | began to think about you, and
how much | wanted to seeyou again. ..." Fler voice trailed off and stopped.

After amoment | pointed to thewig at the foot of the bed. "Where did you learn that act?"

She laughed deep in her throat. "Wasn't | good! | read things, and saw movies, and | watched the
women on the streets, how they -walked, how they talked to men.”

And never forgot athing, | finished silently when she stopped again. | stood up and walked to the
window and pulled the drape op." abit. The rain was pelting down harder than ever. No doubt the
aiporf road would go under water within the hour. | pulled the drape shut and iurned back to hJr. "Now
what?' She obvioudy no longer needed help. Maybe alittle money, but no more than that. She could go
anywhere, be anyone she chose.

"l don't know," she said in avoice so low that thisiime | couldn't hear her over the loud radio, but read
her lips, and remembered how she had moved her lips sounding out words less than a year ago.

Alrggtly she stood up and came across the room m trk. my hand. She headed for the bathroom with me
intow, and there she closed ihe doo, and turned on the shower full blast. "The radio was driving me
batty," she said with afaint smile. Almost ingtantly she was somber again. "I know how different | am,
Win. It is possible that my mother used adrug that caused chromosoma damage, scrambling, bresks,
something of the sort, and this difference will be salf-limiting. | won't breed true. But it isalso possible
that | am atrue genetic sport, something new, and my children will be dso. In either event, those people
who want to study mewon't rest until | am dead. They will hunt and hunt. Intellectualy, | don't blame
them; | would do the samein their place. But I'm not in their place, and | don't know how it would fedl to
belike them, like you, like anyone else. This, how | am, fedsnaturd. | don't fed likeafregk or a
monder.”

"God," | whispered. "Oh, God, Francie. Y ou're not amonster. Y ou're a beautiful woman.”

"Makeloveto me, Win. Please. Y ou've taught me so much. Will you teach me that?" She touched my
cheek.

| reached past her and turned off the shower, then | picked her up and carried her to bed and taught her
about love.

"What | would like," she whispered that night, "isto live on amountainsde with treesall around, and a
fresh little brook with fish. And no people. But what would you do in such a place?!

"Oh, I'd keep the house in good repair, cut wood for thefires, and | would paint and take pictures.”

"Good," shesaid with anod, asif that were settled. "And | would teach the children the way Aunt Bett
taught me. | would teach them the names of the flowers, and which plants you can est, and how algebra
works, and how to make biscuits, and where the Serengeti Plains are located. The girlswould go out and
meet men and pick carefully which ones, and then come hometo have their babies" She laughed softly.
"Grandparents.”

When she dept, | studied her facein the dim light from the bathroom. How very beautiful she had
become, such fine bones, such soft skin. This, | undersiood finally, waswhy | had helped that child on the
beach, why | had hidden the girl from the world; to get to thismoment | had to do those things, this



moment had been determined. | smiled a how foolish that ,our,-d"d, but | believed it. | touched her
cheek as she dept and she smiled and moved closer without waking up. Tomorrow | would send her
away. | would make her promise never to come near me again, never- to cal, or write. She could make
it now by hersdlf. | wasthe only menace for her, and eventualy | would betray her. | didn't want to deep.
| wanted to look at her, to touch her cheek now and then, to see her smile, but | dozed, and when |
woke up she was moving around the room with atowd.

"Wheat are you doing?"
She came to the bed and knelt by me. "Wiping off my fingerprints. | iust thought of it," she whispered.

| iuiled her into the bed and made love to her again, and | did not tell h., ihrt no prints would be as much
agiveaway asfinding afull st of clear prints. When | woke up again it was ninein the morning and she
was gone.

| knew it as soon as | opened -y eyes. Last night her presence had filled the space, and now it wasfust a
bleak and empty hotel room.

September. October. | decided to sdll the businessthe day | stared at spotted photographs and didn't
giveadamn. | told my lawyer and my accountant to take care of it, my only real demand wasthat those
who wanted to keep their jobs would be alowed to. Not abig sstumbling-block. For afew days|
expected -Kersh to come calling, but he didn't; maybe he was walking the streets of New Orleans
looking for ablack-haired hooker in ashiny tight itltt.

| wanted desperately to hear her voice, to know she waswell, and, more desperately, | wanted her to
stay away, not to call, not to write. Ope day | found mysalf sorting books, stacking some, boxing others,
and | realized that | had made the decision to sdll the house as well as the business. | had to move away
S0 she could not find me.

November. The Thanksgiving homecoming weekend party was to be held at the Carlton Hotel; asit was
every year. Our team, win or lose, rah rah. | was homewhen shecaled. "H"y, Win," she said in abubbly
voice, "it'sRosdee. Y ou've been hiding out long enough, bubba. Come to the party Saturday. Duck
away from the mobs and hit the little partiesin eight twenty, six fourteen, and ten thirty. Seeyal”

Numbly | hung up. Shewasinsane, coming back, caling. She knew they w-ere monitoring my line. She
knew they watched me day after day, nighrt after night. | wouldn't go near the Carlton, | thought, and
igected that. She wasin towtt, and might call again, suggest something else, and at least & the
homecoming party there would be hordes of young people. would she come as a cheerleader? A footbdll
groupie? Whatever it wis, shewould blend right in, | knew.

| had been shopping for giftsfor everyone at the office; now | shopped -withoutfor iust the right present
for her. Sornething | could keep at hand without arousing suspicions. Something | could pass over when |
told her | was|eaving the city, leaving the state. | tried to figure out what she had meant by the numbers
she had given me, and failed. There were dways private room parties, dways jammed; she wouldn't be
planning to meet .. i,-, Iy of them, and | could not recombine the .t.tmbeisin any way to make sense. |
stalked th,rough stores searching for the gift, and worked wiih thc numbers, and looked at rnore stuff.
fust stuff. Not for her.

Then| fourrd it. A gossamer sheer kimono in gleaming white silk, as soft asacloud, with asinglered
rose embroidered ot'r the balck, and a delicate gold-thread edging on the front. | passed it up, went back
and felt it, and bought it. The box wastoo big to carry rtou,id a party, but it was hers. It looked asif it
had been made for her done, had beenih"r* waiting afor me. | had it gift-wrapped and carried it home



ir-r ashopping bag.

Saturday night the Carlton was like an asylum *iit att th-e attendants out on strike. The party took up
threelarge downstairs rooms, the dining room, the lounge and bar. | carried the shopping bag in with me
and made my way to the cloakroom. | had decided to check it ;ith my coat and pass her thl claim check
when we met; it seemed the best | could do. Moving through the lobby was adow business; | knew haf
the people there, it seemed, and had not seen many of them for along time. Everyone was happy and
loud.

At the cloakroom | waited in line, then passed over the coat and the shopping bag, talking to one of my
old teachers and hiswife. The young woman behind the counter pressed the claim check into my hand,
and at the touch, | pivoted. You. She smiled pleasantly and was dready taking the coat of the next manin
line. I looked & my hand; | held the claim check, and also aroom key.

She had told methetime, | redlized: ten thirty. Room parties were going on up and down the tenth floor.
Men were reliving moments of glory, reenacting plays, throwing apillow here, ared footbdl there. ... A
bunch of them were lined up for the kickoff inthe hdl. ... | visited one party after another, Sayed for a
minute or two, then moved on. Ninethirty, nineforty, nineforty-five. | hit another room, accepted
another drink that | would not taste, talked to people, and instantly forgot what we talked about and even
who they were. | didn't know who was watching me, but then, | never did. Ten twenty. | got on the
elevator on the tenth floor and rode dowrr to six with people | did know. On six | |eft the group, entered
the stairwell, and started the climb up to the fourteenth floor.

If I saw anyone | hadn't known for along time, | would go to ten, do another party or two, and then go
home, | told mysdlf. | was sure that no one had noticed when | entered the stairwell, and you couldn't
find anyone in the crowds milling about if you had to. fust to make certain, | |eft the stairs on eleven and
walked the length of the corridor. It was quiet up here; the parties were being confined to ten, eight, and
gx, and themain floor. | found other stairs and went up the remaining floors. No thirteen.

On fourteen an elderly couple passed mein the hal. We al nodded; they went on to the elevator and |
went on to room number fourteen eighteen. At first | thought she wasn't there yet. A smal table was near
tall double windows that were open to atiny bacony with alovely visaof Atlantaby night. Everything
out there glittered. On the table was a champagne bottle in i cooler and two glasses. Then she moved into
sight on the balcony. "lsn't it beautiful ?* she said. She had changed her clothes from the black and white
uniform she had worn earlier to along pae blue skirt and matching swesater. She was more beautiful than

| remembered.

"| have apresent for you," she said, and picked up adim package on the table.
"And | checked apresent for you."

Her eyes shifted and widened. Staring past me, she whispered, "Promise you'll take them home, Win.
K eep the presents as mementoes. Promise. Don't forget me.”

| spun around to see Kersh and two other men entering the room without a sound. One of them leaped
toward her, knocking me out of the way, but she was on the bal cony, the table between her and the rest
of us. Shelooked at me another second, turned, and swung her legs over therailing, and then stepped
off.

For amoment no one moved, then | screamed, and lunged toward the bal cony. Someone clipped me
behind the ear and | fell to my knees.

They took meto a different room where | sat in alarge chaii while people came and went. | couldn't



weep for her; | had no tears, only the d.rd.nirrg knowledge that | h,ad doneit, | had failed her. | failed
my -other who drou! her car into a hee doing ninety miles an hour. Failed my ex-wife who thought she
needed plagtic breasts. Failed Aunt Bett who had lived so many y"r6 i1 poverty and loneliness. Failed the
little girlswho oiled the wheeis of New Y ork. Failed the socia worker who wept because they wouldn't
give her what she needed to save children. Failed them all.

Kersh brought the little package from the other room and asked me to open it. It was abook with
handpainted illustrations of common flowerswith their names. Heleafed through it and handed it back to
me. "Do you want someone to take you home?'

| stood up and started to walk toward the door.

"seton, hold on asecond,” Kersh said heavily. He regarded me for amoment, then said, "It's over. we
aren't going to Lother you anymore. you understand? Y ou couldn't have prevented Itrir. We've been
getting closer for weeks now. wew_eren't going to wait any longer. Do you f.,d.ritr,1d what ‘mtdling
you? cet in that big pretty .rr of loursand drive, seton. Just drivealong time.”

Someone went down the elevator with me; although it was after two in the morning, there was still amob
in the lobby, but iubdued, huddling in small groups. No one paid any attention astlre agent led me
through the clusters of people and retrieved my coat and shoppt.,g bag. He went to the outer door with
me, and | walked on adoneto my car.

It r' along time before | turned the key in theignition, along time before Itl shifted into gea-r and began
todrive.. At home, | carriedi” ti. fr.krg.r. Promise. Don't fo_rget me. | opened the book but could not
focus on the pictures, thewords. A gold bookmark wasinit. | opened to that fage, and the words
seeme dtolegp at me. " 'sassy Francie,' saxifraga. smetimes called Mother of Thousands.”

| looked up at the shopping bag then, and | knew. | had noticed without conscious awareness, but |
knew it held morethan | had put init. My hand was shaking when | reached inside and broughf out a
small box, the size of a shoebox for children's shoes. It was wrapp*ed in silver foil and had bee. pierced
al over. Carefully | lifted thetop r.rd m* her, our daughter, curled in deep, clothed in atiny garment
attached to the sides of the box, which was padded and covered with pink silk. Then | wept.

She had known it could never end aslong as she lived, but our daughter wasfree. | would find the
mountainside witl] the forests dl around; | would teach her what she needed to know, and her children
and theirs. It would take careful planning; no one must suspect until they had scettered everywhere, like
seeds on the wind. There would be timeto think and plan as| drove.

"Y our namewill be Rose," | murmured to my child, who would fit in the pam of my hand. | had begun
naming theflowers



