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How Li ke a God

By Brenda W C ough

Part One
CHAPTER 1

It was Rob's turn to drive the kids to day care. As usual the noise and
chaos of the norning departure were stupendous, enough to nmake a strong man
quake. Davey, eighteen nonths old, was perfecting a full-throated imtation
of Tarzan of the Apes. Julianne carried himyodeling out to the m nivan on
one hip, her briefcase slung over her shoul der and a bul gi ng di aper bag
hooked over the other arm In the living room Rob wedged the filled baby
bottles into Angela' s diaper bag and scooped his daughter up. "No!" she
shrieked. She raised her arns into noodle position and al nost slipped right
out of his grasp. He foiled her by grabbing one chubby | eg.

"Cone al ong, sugar pie." Wth his free el bow he pushed the new st orm door
open. He had installed it hinself only | ast weekend, and made a good job of
it—a white steel frane and door with a safety grate over the glass and a
sel f-storing screen.

"No no no no!" Angela how ed. Rob stuffed her expertly into the carseat in
the center seat of the van. Before she could w ggle away he clicked the
latch home. In the other carseat, Davey had al ready accepted the inevitable
and was phil osophically eating Cheerios by the fistful

Rob slid the door shut on the pair of them and waved at Julianne's
retreating back. "Bye, darling!"

"Have a good day, hon!" she called over her inpeccably tailored pink

shoul der. "Don't forget to tell Mss Linda about the shots!" Then the
Washi ngton, D.C., commuter bus roared into view at the far end of the
suburban street. Julianne sprinted to catch it, her satin blonde hair
bobbi ng.

Julianne was always in a rush. Years of hurrying in high-heel ed designer
punps had taught her to run as fast in themas in sneakers. But she had cut
it too fine this time, Rob decided. The bus showed no signs of slow ng
down. The gray diesel plune of its exhaust streaned out straight behind
like a fox's tail. Probably the driver hadn't even seen her. Shaking his
head, Rob went around the nmaroon van to the driver's side. If only Julianne
woul d all ow herself five nore minutes! Now she would need a lift to the

Vi enna Metro station, and that would nake them both late. The fanmly
schedul e had no slack in it at all

The revel ation cane to himsuddenly, just as his fingers touched the van's
fake wood door panel. The bus driver had indeed seen Julianne. Rob was
absolutely certain of it. The blue of the May norning sky over his head was
not nore obvious. The rotten bastard! Taking out his petty frustrations on
an innocent commuter . . . Rob jerked open the door, seething

A warmsolid wall of sound and odor hit himin the face. The twi ns yelled
in stereo and he realized that at |east one diaper was very thoroughly

soil ed indeed. Bitter experience had taught Rob there was never any
percentage in postponing the inevitable. Holding his breath, he clinbed up
between the front seats and clawed a diaper bag out of the back with one
hand, unlocking Angela with the other. It was fifty-fifty the diaper was
hers, and she was sobbing with rage, in desperate need of soothing.
Cheeri os crunched underfoot as he backed out. Davey had broadcast his snack
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with happy liberality onto the dashboard, over all the seats, and into his
sister's clothing and hair.

Qut of the car again, Rob stared, the screaming child nuffled agai nst the
knot of his necktie. The bus had stopped after all. But not at the bus
stop, not for Julianne. It had halted right in the niddle of the street. A
few passengers were clinmbing out, and others were crowded at the front.
Jul i anne cane trudgi ng back. "Thank god you haven't left yet," she said.
She tossed her briefcase into the front seat. "You'll have to drop ne at
the station.”

Wth his free hand Rob shook the orange plastic changing pad open and laid
it on the driver's seat. "Sure—an you hold her for me?"

Qut here in the open air it was evident that Angela wasn't the culprit.
Jul i anne took the hiccuping toddl er and said, "Now what?" But when Rob
haul ed Davey out in a hail of falling Cheerios no further explanations were
necessary. The stay-dry gathers had utterly and visibly failed in their
duty. Rob held his reeking son and heir at armis length to save his tan
sports jacket. Sighing, Julianne pulled the wi pes and a conpl ete change of
clothing out of Davey's bag.

"What happened to the bus?" Rob asked as he wi ped.

"I didn't see. The other passengers said the driver went into convul sions
or something. A woman with a cellular phone called 911."

"Lucky there wasn't an accident." An anbul ance sped past the bus and
halted, lights flashing. Rob didn't |ook up. The appalling condition of
Davey's clothing and car seat commanded his full attention

There was heavy traffic on the way to the train station, and then M ss

Li nda had to be brought up to date on the twi ns' vaccinations. Rob didn't
have a chance to catch his breath until he got to Chasbro Corporation, in a
Fairfax City brick-and-glass office conplex. Luckily nobody noticed he was
| ate. He dropped his briefcase on his desk, hung up his jacket, and hurried
to the kitchen alcove for that first reviving cup of coffee

"Yo, Bobster," Danny Ranmpne said. He was bearded and generously built, like
a rollicking black Santa Cd aus. "How they hangin' ?"

If there was a name worse than Bob, Rob thought, it was Bobster. But he
didn't want to say this to the head of the software project. Instead he
said, "Low, Dan, very |low+n need of coffee. Traffic on 66 was all shot to
hell this norning.”

"You should | eave earlier. Hey, | got in at 5:30 this norning! The commute
was a breeze!"

Once nore Rob held back his first words. Daycare didn't start until 8 A M,
and it was inpossible to ask for nore. Mss Linda al ready kept the tw ns
until 6 P.M And Julianne's job at the Garnment Design Association demanded
so nmuch from her—

Again there canme that opening sensation, as if a skylight gaped wide in his
forehead. In the driveway at hone it had been a nmere flicker of

enl i ghtennent, a canera shutter opening and then shutting again. Now Rob
stared at his boss, amazed at the flood of sightless unheard perception
Danny was pouring coffee and sayi ng somet hi ng about the joys of unl ocking
the office and having the mainfranme all to hinself. He hadn't intended to
annoy or criticize. He was too busy contenplating his own vigor, efficiency
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and intelligence. There was no nmore nmalice in himthan there was in the
el evator doors that shut before the passengers crowd on board. Rob coul d
al nrost taste Danny's magnificent, glistening self-absorption, like a
Thanksgi vi ng turkey huge enough to shrink everyone in Chasbro Corporation
into small potatoes and side dishes. "Ww, that's weird," Rob said.

"Cof fee too strong for you, huh, Bobster?" Danny cl apped hi mon the back
with a nmeaty hand and turned away. Rob stood staring at nothing for a few
monents. Had he al ways been able to do this? It felt so natural, to inspect
personalities in fine detail through this new nental m croscope. Then why
had he never done it before?

But sel f-exam nation had never been Rob's habit, and anyway the oddity of

t he whol e busi ness nade hi munconfortable. He dism ssed all these peculiar
thoughts and went back to his cubicle to inmerse hinself in the day's work.
Since the days of the abacus, no software has ever been devel oped snoothly,
cheaply, or on tine. Nor was Chasbro going to be the first to do it. Rob,
i ke everyone else on the team in the division, and in the entire conpany,
was racing the clock to produce, lurching fromone | oonm ng deadline to

anot her without letup. It was a crazy way to make a |iving.

As the program booted up, he briefly considered getting away fromit

al | —doing sonmething entirely different with his life. But the thought was a
fleeting one. The nortgage, the twins, the car paynents: Al these turned
hi s paycheck into gol den handcuffs. Although Rob was only in his early
thirties, his life was already laid out fromhere to retirenent.

Absorbed in witing C++ conputer code, Rob junped when one of the junior
programers stuck her head in the door. "Lunch in five, Rob," Tawana
called. "Can we count on your van for the ride?"

"Sure," he said. "Uh, we're going out?"

"C nmon, you renenber—Jean's getting married next nonth, and we're going to
give her the present. Lori chose this absolutely buff Fiestaware sal ad
set."

Rob had conpletely forgotten, and scranbled to put on his jacket. At
Chasbro it was inportant to fit into the corporate culture, to make all the
ri ght noi ses and touch all the bases. He |iked people, but since socia
skills didn't come naturally to him Rob had | earned to conpensate by
deliberately joining things and saying yes to all invitations. He foll owed
Tawana over to Lori's desk and duly admred the sal ad set before the gift
box was taped shut.

For the luncheon the bride had chosen the Bl ackeyed Pea, a restaurant just
up the road that advertised its conforting American-style food. Rob ordered
the neat | oaf special and ate without tasting it, hardly listening to the
technical chat around the table. He was too busy observing peopl e.

What a fascinating variety of personalities there were! It was |ike |ooking
out over a delightful intricate garden in which every flower was totally
different, not only a different color fromits neighbor but a different
species entirely—a cactus next to a rose, a sequoia shading a pansy. Here,
a staid conputer nerd with a lurid second career witing | eather porn;
across the rooma waitress working on a Ph.D. in heuristics. He worked
anong Trekki es and canoei ng fanatics, an ex-Cl A agent and a worl d-cl ass

gl azer of chocol ate truffles.

Rob had never wanted or been able to delve into his associates' private
lives. Now this painless panorama delighted him The charmof living in the
greater Washington area was its diversity. There were so many different
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ki nds of people here, and now he could really appreciate and enjoy it. The
kal ei doscopic view rem nded himof his first experience of conputer
bul l etin boards—a hundred thousand topics to surf through, each holding a
hundred t housand nessages.

"Yoo- hoo, Earth to Rob! Wyuld you pass the ketchup?"

Wth a start Rob | ooked up. Lori, one of the secretaries, sniled
inmpatiently at himand pointed at the ketchup bottle. Everyone was | ooking
at him This was obviously not her first request. He |unged awkwardly for
the bottle in front of him his hand feeling as | arge as hans. Rob had
never been graceful —even as a boy he had dreaded Little League and square
danci ng. Now his reaching hand closed an instant too soon. He could fee
the glass bottle sliding across his fingertips. It went spinning onto its
side across the table and a gush of ketchup hit Danny Ranbne dead center

"Dam it!" Danny excl ai ned, |eaping up. Wen he dabbed with a napkin, the
stain nerely spread down the broad white expanse of his shirt.

Two of the younger programmers appl auded. "Definitely hit points!"”

"Holy mackerel, Danny, | apologize!" Horrified, Rob held his own napkin to
Danny's belt buckle, to save his pants. The secretaries giggled. Their

wai ter bustled over with a towel. People at other tables craned their necks
to see. Rob yearned for the earth to open and swallow the entire
restaurant. He wouldn't live this one down for weeks—el ebration |unches

al ways made the conpany newsl etter, and any incident was fodder for it.

Danny burst into one of his braying |aughs. "I look |ike a drive-by
shooting victim You re lucky | don't hold grudges, Rob!"

"What with salary review com ng up next quarter," Lori said.

O her people at the table chinmed in with wisecracks too. Rob ignored them
and said, "I'lIl swing by the mall on the way back and pick up another shirt
for you, okay?"

"I sure can't go to the design neeting this afternoon Iike this!" Danny

| aughed. He minmed being hit by a bullet, clutching his stained chest and
slunping back in his chair. "Bitch set nme up," he npaned, soundi hg enough
like D.C.'s ex-con mayor to get another big | augh

Rob could only be glad that Danny was bei ng such a good sport. Still, he
wi shed with all his heart that everyone would forget his role in the entire
stupid incident. And the all-inportant software design nmeeting with the

customer had completely slipped his mnd!l He was too flustered to hang on
for dessert. He left a twenty with Lori to cover his share of the neal and
hurried off to the mall. A men's shirt sale was on at Hecht's. Rob bought
three plain white shirts in the three nost likely sizes, since he had
forgotten to ask what Danny wore. For good nmeasure he bought a tie too, in
a vivid Wle E. Coyote pattern that Danny woul d be sure to appreciate.

Hi s stomach was in a knot by the tinme he got back, and Rob swung by his own
desk to pop a few Tuns before rushing to Danny's office. "Thank goodness
you're still here," he exclained. "Wen's that design neeting?"

"Doesn't start until three," Danny said absently, staring at his conputer
screen. \Wien he | ooked up and noticed the bag in Rob's hand astoni shnent
spread over his plunp brown face. "Good god, Bobster!"

Rob took the shirts out of the shopping bag. "Didn't know your size," he
said. "I'll return the ones that don't fit."
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"This is above and beyond the call of duty, nmy man! And a necktie, mnmy god!
You're really determined |I'l|l represent the division with pride!"™ Wth
genui ne surprise and pleasure Danny held the coyote necktie up, unbuttoning
the stained shirt with his other hand.

"Well, this is the least | could do, considering nmy part in the whole
debacl e,"” Rob said uneasily.

"What part?" Danny demanded. He flung off the ruined shirt and tore open

the largest new one. "All ny own clunsiness! | better not tell the wife
either. She'd never let ne forget it." He buttoned the fresh shirt up over
his pot-belly and tucked in the shirttail. "Dam, | need a mirror to do the
tie."

"But —don't you renenber? Wen | pushed the ketchup bottle over?"

Danny rapidly transferred three pens, a pink highlighter, and a 0.5
mllimeter mechanical pencil fromthe old shirt pocket into the new one,
and sat down. "That was me, Bobster. | pushed it over. Stupidest thing |I've
done this week—except for this damed code here." He frowned at the gl owi ng
screen and tapped a few keys, the unknotted necktie draped around his neck
al ready forgotten. Stunned, Rob began to retreat. "Leave the receipt and
1"l reinburse you | ater, Bobster," Danny surfaced briefly to say.
"Appreci ate your thoughtful-ness, pal. | won't forget it."

"It was nothing, really," Rob nuttered, and left himto it.

Obviously the thing to do was to interview the wi tnesses, talk to the other
peopl e who went to lunch. Rob made a quiet circuit through the division,
eavesdroppi ng. As long as he frowned down at the printout in his hands he
bl ended in conpletely. No one nentioned the |Iuncheon at all, so he was
forced to bring it up hinself. He caught up with Jean, the upcom ng bride,
at the water cooler. "Pretty nessy scene at |lunch there, huh?" he greeted
her .

"Ch, |'ve seen worse," Jean said. "My future father-in-lawis |ike Danny—so
involved in his thoughts that there's, like, no one at the helm"”

"I't was Danny who spilled the ketchup,"” Rob said. "You're sure."
She stared at him "Well, yeah. W all sawit."
"1, uh, must have been lost in ny thoughts nyself."

Jean shook her head, smling. "That's |ike, an occupational hazard around
here. "

As obliquely as he could, Rob quizzed a few nore friends. Testinony was
unani nous. "A typical Dano trick," Lori pronounced it. Unable to let it
rest, Rob slipped out of the building and drove back to the restaurant. It
was mi dafternoon, and the dining roomwas nearly enpty. The hostess
chirped, "Wuld you like the lunch menu, sir? We don't start the dinner
menu until four-thirty."

"l don't want a menu," Rob said. "I was here at lunchtime, with a group
from Chasbro. Could | speak to our waiter? W were sitting right over
there. ™

"That would be Julio's table, but he's gone now. But | was here. Maybe
can hel p?"

"There was a little acci dent—soneone spilled ketchup on one of the guys."
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"I't wasn't our server's fault," she said quickly.

"l know that —-but who did it? Wo actually knocked the bottle over?"

The hostess wrinkled her brow in puzzlenent. "If your associate would bring
us the dry-cleaning bill for his suit, we'd be happy to—
"No, no! Besides, | already bought hima new shirt. Did you actually see

the incident? W knocked the bottle over?" He wanted to shake the answer
out of her.

She began to | ook nervous. "Fromwhere | was standing it |ooked |ike he

pi cked the bottle up hinself, and it slipped out of his hand and down his
front. Look, let me see the receipt for the shirt. If the nanager gives an
okay—

Rob turned on his heel and al nbst ran out of the restaurant. He stood on
the sidewal k, swaying on his feet, sweating in spite of the mld spring
weat her. His brain seemed to have overl oaded. He couldn't think properly.
It would be crazy to try and drive in this state. He'd have to get a grip
on hinself first. Across the street he saw the post office and, just
beyond, the Fairfax City branch of the library. He took a deep breath and
crossed with the light.

Li braries were one of Rob's favorite places. In college he had even witten
a paper about how the entire goal of civilization was to build libraries
and produce books to fill them Now he stepped through the double glass
doors and col |l apsed gratefully into an ugly institutional arncthair. The
library's famliar atnosphere of friendly neglect enveloped him As |ong as
he didn't becone noisy or destructive he could do anything here—sl eep, use
the restroom read |owbrow nmilitary adventure novels. Nobody woul d bot her
himw th questions, or descend on hi mdemandi ng why he was wasting tine
when there was software to be debugged and di apers to be changed. He

rel axed and took the nearest paperback fromthe rack for canoufl age.

Now he felt able to analyze his problemrationally. Wat the hell has
happened to me? he wondered. Can | really be | ooking into people's heads?
Altering their menmories? | know what happened at |unch today! How did
everyone at Chasbro forget? He took out the pocket notebook he al ways
carried, and nade a list:

1. Ketchup

2. Danny at the coffee nachine
Sl ow y, he added:

3. Julianne's bus driver

But before this norning, there had been no weirdnesses. Vague nenories of
the comi c books of his boyhood cane to him of unlikely accidents involving
meteors or lightning bolts. "Was it ny Weaties this norning?" he asked out
| oud. But he couldn't renenber anything special. His routine yesterday and
last night—n fact, for the entire past year-was set in concrete. Having
twins did that for you. He and Julianne hadn't even gone out to a novie
since Before Children

But a search for a cause was tine-wasting. |Instead, what should he do about
this? Rob got up and took the elevator upstairs to the reference room The
l'ibrarian showed himthe directories for doctors and nmedical specialties.
The t hi ckness of the books was di sheartening, and he noved over to the nore
popul ari zed nedi cal books on the nonfiction shelves. A fast skimthrough

i ndexes and tables of contents showed himthis was hopel ess too. Nobody
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seened to have his disease, if it was a disease. If he wanted a nedica

opi nion he'd have to consult a doctor in person, and woul d Chasbro's health
i nsurance cover such a speculative visit? "Holy mackerel, Chasbro!" Rob
excl ai med. He should be at the office!

Dashing out of the library and up the street to his car, Rob realized he
had made a default decision. This wasn't an inportant or interesting
ailment. It was just a weirdness. He was going to ignore it and carry on
with regular life. Eventually, like a cold sore, it would go away by
itself.

There was no tinme to ponder matters further. Rob stepped into the office
and was instantly collared by Lori. "Danny needs you!" she exclained. "The
custoner doesn't like the way the GU is |laid out—an you fold in these
changes right away?"

"I'mon it," Rob said, and dove for his cubicle. Gaphical Unit Interface
was al ways a royal pain in the neck. He spent the next two hours noving
mul ticol ored wi dgets around on the screen. Danny phoned in twice with yet
nmore alterations. Hi s opinion of the custoner was sul phurous.

"BEverybody's a critic," he groused. "Everybody! Now they want the nenu at
the top of the screen, not the bottom They don't know squat about what's
under the hood, noooo! But everybody's got an opinion about the user
interface!"

Rob was stuck at the conputer until past six. He did phone Julianne, but
she didn't have the car and therefore couldn't pick up the twins. Rob

pi cked themup hinself very late, which nmade M ss Linda positively icy.
When he pulled up in their driveway Julianne stood in the doorway, frantic.
"I told you I was running late," he protested.

She ignored him seizing a twin instead. "How s Momy's big boy, then?" she
cooed to Davey. "And Mormy's darling Angel ?" Wth a tot in each arm she

mar ched up the walk and into the house, |leaving Rob to bring in the diaper
bags.

She was deliberately making her peeve quite clear. Rob was resigned.
Juggling twins plus a two-career lifestyle took incredible drive and

organi zation, and it was nostly Julianne who kept those particular balls in
the air. Rob's sphere was nore traditionally male: car naintenance, hone
repair and inprovenent, the lawn—all the Harry Honeowner stuff. There was
no point in conplaining about occasionally getting caught in the machinery.
Jul i anne never stayed in a snit for long. Over the years Rob had | earned
that reconciliation was lots of fun. Besides, getting steaned about things
m ght |lead to weirdness. Mich better to pick up the ball and run

He grabbed the phone off its hook and punched one of the preprogramred
buttons. While it rang he began enptying the diaper bags, sorting out the
enpty bottles and dirty clothes. "Hello, China Garden? |'d |ike a delivery:
two egg rolls, one shrinmp lo-nein, no MG ..."

A tumul tuous neal and the kids' bedtine routine gave themno tine to work
it out. The twins insisted, as they always did, on hearing their favorite
story, "The Three Billy Goats Guff." After a hundred readi ngs Rob had
honed his dramatic technique finely. He nmade his voice go deep and gl uey
for the troll's words, "Who's that tripping over ny bridge?" And when he
bleated the reply, "It's only neeee, the tiiiniest Billy Goat Guff," Davey
gi ggl ed and Angel a crowed in delight.

After the story and the final kisses, Rob came into the undersized master
bedr oom and pushed the | ock button on the doorknob. Julianne lay on her
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si de under the king-sized duvet, pretending to be asleep. But he saw the
smle dinpling the corner of her nouth.

Kneeling by the bed he bent and kissed that dinple, tracing the line of her
upper lip with the tip of his tongue. Her mouth quivered under his as she
gi ggl ed. She raised the covers and slid an armout to circle his neck

Under the edge of the duvet she was naked. Her creany-pale breasts in their
post - pregnancy state sagged charmingly slightly sideways across her chest.
"Ri se and shine, sleepy,” he said a little breathl essly.

If his famly was the center of Rob's life, then the white-hot nolten core
of it was here, in bed with Julianne. Plunging into that sweetness
refreshed and renewed himlike nothing else. The tensions of the day burned
off in her enbrace, and he touched an exquisite reality that didn't exist
in other areas of his life. After five years of marriage he knew her body
well, all the hot buttons and favorite places. And her orgasm al ways drove
himw ld, right over the edge.

Afterwards she rested on his chest to catch her breath. He |lay beneath her
with his eyes closed, savoring the |assitude and occasionally running a
hand down her sweaty back and firmbuttocks. This was the best tine to
tal k, about the past, the future, or just nothing in particular at all

if you get a raise," she was saying drowsily into his neck. "And
talk Debra into bunmping ne up one grade. It'll be three hundred dollars
extra every nonth once we pay off the van. If we save that, put it into a
money market or sonmething, in a couple years we'd have sone real nopney.
That's my i dea—buy a bigger house. Wth nore bedroons, and a bi gger yard
for the kids."

"Sure, Jul," Rob yawned. "A raise. Your wish is ny command."

She | aughed, knowing as well as he did that she was daydreaning. He could
feel her rib cage expand under his palns as she sighed contentedly. "I |ove
you, hon. You put up with a real pushy dane."

"There are conpensations." He squeezed her butt gently as she rolled off
him It was only at times like this that Rob could say, "There's nothing
woul dn't do for you and the kids."

"Me too," she murnured, already nore than half asleep. An unwelcone little
flashbul b pop of weirdness showed himthat she hadn't really heard his
avowal . But words weren't inportant. Enacting this love, in bed and out,
was enough: bringing home the bacon, as well as sex.

They both liked to keep in contact during sleep—nothing grabby, but maybe
her hand on his flank, or his foot against her |leg. As she settled against
him Rob thought sleepily about doing sonething with the weirdness for Jul
For instance, could he use it to convince the head of the departnent to
give himthat raise? Probably it wouldn't fly-salary review took place only
in Septenmber, and Chasbro had no procedure for m dcourse corrections. WAs
there any way he could use it to pick a winning Lotto nunber? O influence
Ed McMahon? Jul was right—t would be so nice to have sone noney for a
change! Take a vacation, buy a bigger house . . . Holding her, he slipped
into sleep, skipping like a stone over the sunny wavetops of materialistic
dr eans.

CHAPTER 2

Julianne got the car the next day. On the way to dropping himat the office
she said, "lIs that a new tie?"

Rob | ooked down at the beige silk necktie against his white shirt front. "I
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think your brother Ike gave it to ne a few Christmases ago."
"Maybe it's the way you parted your hair. Sonething different, anyway."

Rob gl anced at her, but Julianne was giving nost of her attention to the
road. In the back Angela nmurnured, "Troll, troll, troll," as she pretended
to read her favorite book, and Davey sucked on a bottle. "I haven't changed
anything," Rob said as casually as he could. He had | ooked at his
reflection in the bathroommrror this nmorning to shave. As he recalled, he
| ooked just like usual: tall but not really good-Iooking, his thick Iight
brown hair not yet due for a trim his gray-blue eyes surrounded by
fair-skinned and slightly doughy flesh. As bland as supermarket white
bread. But he never did pay nuch attention to how he | ooked. It was
Jul i anne who had a sharp eye for appearances—as part of her job. She had
revanped his entire wardrobe after they married, for instance, ruthlessly
tossing out the pol yester neckties and shirts with overly-long collar
poi nt s.

"What sort of different?" he asked, and was imredi ately sorry he had. Wat
if some sign of the weirdness was becom ng visible?

But Julianne was no longer listening. A green sports-utility van cut in too
close in front, and Julianne as usual got ticked. "Bastard," she nuttered
bet ween cl enched teeth, and gunned the engine to bring the van right up
behi nd t he ot her vehicle.

"You're going to clip him" Rob exclained, instinctively flinging one hand
back to shield the tw ns.

"G me a break. When have | ever nmde contact ?"

"If you wouldn't take your driving so personally— They had this sane

poi ntl ess fight about every other nonth, every time Rob let Julianne's
pushy driving style get his goat. Now he nade a deliberate effort to sinmer
down. Suppose—suppose he could fix Julianne's little foible here? Transform
her into a sensible, conservative driver? As the idea seized himhis
confidence rose, warm and heady. It could be done. He was sure he could do
it. How funny! Yesterday it never would have occurred to himto do stuff to
her—+o fool her into believing he hadn't been late, for instance. And
fixing her style behind the wheel would be a good thing to do, he argued to
hi nsel f. Julianne was a | ousy driver. One of these days she'd piss off a
crack dealer or a psycho, and get shot or sonething. O she'd rear-end
sonebody, endangering the kids and incurring outrageously costly body-work
on the van. He would be saving her fromherself, really.

He turned in his seat to try it. Wth a hand-over-hand noti on Julianne cut
the van hard right and jerked to a halt in front of the Chasbro buil ding.

"Here you are," she said. "Have a nice day, hon." She | eaned over to give
hima peck on the cheek

Fl ustered, Rob grabbed his briefcase. "Bye, Jul. Bye-bye, kids!" He flapped
a hand vigorously at themthrough the window. Both tw ns stared at hi m but
only Davey flapped a fist back. Wth a squeal of tires Julianne pulled
away.

Just as well, Rob reflected. To mess with her driving style while she was
driving—woul dn't that be as stupid as changing the oil in a noving car?
Absorbed in his thoughts, Rob headed for the building entrance.

" Spare change, m ster?"

Rob blinked. By the doubl e doors slouched a honel ess person, a heap of gray

file:/l/F|/rah/Brenda%20Clough/Clough,%20Brenda%20W%?20-%20How%20Like%20A%20God.txt (9 of 156) [8/27/03 9:00:10 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Brenda%620Cl ough/Clough,%20Brenda%20W%20-%20How%20L ike%20A %20God. txt

tatters with eyes. He or she—hard to say whi ch—eccasionally hung out here,
until the building security people noticed. A plastic 7-El even cup sat on
the pavenent with a dime inside. Autonmatically Rob felt in his pants pocket
for change

"Wait a minute, wait a mnute here." Rob took his hand out. Now here was
the perfect subject for alittle experiment. Hardly anything that happened
to this street person could rmake his situation nuch worse—when Rob
concentrated he could tell that the beggar was male. He put his briefcase
down and brought the weirdness to bear on him It felt like reading a
newspaper obituary, all the biographical data in chronol ogical order. "You
are Joe McNeal Moore," Rob said. "You are fifty-seven years old, a veteran
of the Korean War, forner bartender, truck driver, janitor "

"What you say, man?" The honel ess man scuttled back against the granite
facade of the building. H's watery brown eyes, bloodshot and rimred with
yel low matter, glanced frantically to either side. "Look, | ain't got no
nmoney, okay?"

"Al cohol ," Rob announced. "And borderline schizophrenia. Let ne see ..." It
was |ike fixing one of Angela's toys, a SpeakNSpell or the pull-toy shaped
like a turtle. Unwind a tangle here, straighten out a bit there—his power
enconpassed Joe Moore conpletely. This was easy. "Ckay. If you go to the
honel ess shelter, that Open Door Center over at Fairfax Crcle, | bet you
can get a shower and shave and sone clothes. Here's a couple bucks for the
bus fare." Rob held out the npbney with one hand, and pointed down the road
with the other. The homel ess nman stared up at himfor a mnute, and then
slowy took the dollars and tottered to his feet. Wthout a word or a | ook
back he shuffled off towards the bus stop.

Lori canme up fromthe parking |lot and said, "Morning, Rob. You give them
money, they just drink it up."

"Ch, | don't know." Rob picked up his briefcase and politely held the big
gl ass door for her. "You can always hope they'll turn a corner and get
better."

"Optimst," Lori snorted.

Now Rob knew what the Amazing Spider-Man felt like, in the com c books he
had once loved. Wth great power cones great responsibility, he quoted to
hi nsel f —wasn't that Spider-Man's notto? He could strai ghten out every
steamgrate crazy in the greater Washington area if he wanted to. The power
sang through his nerves, beat in his veins. And what other evils could he
not battle? Was he going to have to wear a cape and spandex?

Wth a laugh he tried to come down to earth. A brief fiddle with a schizo's
head, and he was ready to save the world. Surely it would be only sensible
to see how Joe Moore turned out first. After lunch he borrowed a phone book
fromLori and phoned the shelter. "I gave your center's nane to a honel ess
person this norning," he said. "I was wondering if he got there okay. His
nane was Mbore, Joe More. Kind of an ol der white guy."

"Ch him" the person on duty said. "He's doing great—in with the jobs
counsel lor right now Could |I have himcall you back?"

"No, no, that's okay. I'll check back later." Rob set the receiver back
into place. If he really had done it, actually turned a street buminto a
productive normal menber of society, there was nothing he couldn't
acconpl i sh. Suddenly he was sweating, sick with dread. He would have to do
it, then: take apart and reassenble the head of every wino in D.C., on the
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East Coast, in the world.

"No, | don't," he nuttered, clutching his forehead. "Wy do | have to? Just
because | can? Who says?" How did really rich or really powerful people
manage? Surely Ml col m Forbes had never felt inpelled to feed every hungry
person in America

Danny pounded a brisk tattoo on the cubicle wall as he approached the door
opening. "You look like hell,"” he remarked cheerfully. "If it's the flu
don't share it, okay? There's too rmuch work to be done." Leaning over Rob's
shoul der he clicked the nouse and called a new section of the conputer
programonto the screen.

Rob watched it scroll by eagerly. "This is the nedicine | need, pal."

"Attaboy, Bobster." Danny doubl e-clicked the nmouse to highlight a section
of code on the screen. "Lookit, | figure the error's got to be about here.
The subroutine works fine up to about there ..."

Good god, a burglar!" Julianne exclainmed as they turned onto their own
street that evening. She stanped so hard on the brakes the van skidded a
bit.

Rob stared at the dark-clad figure fiddling with their Iiving roomw ndow.
"No it's not," he said with resignation. "It's Angie." Hi s sister, for whom
baby Angel a had been naned, ran a restaurant supply firmin Chicago, but
cane often to the D.C. area on business.

"About tine you cane hone," she called, clinbing out frombehind the holly
bush. "Look at what your jungle has done to ny pantyhose!" Her dark hair
straggl ed out of its French twi st, and pine-bark nmulch stuck to her skirt.

"You can't break in, Angie. | installed bolts on the wi ndows |ast nonth. |f
you' d phoned, | could have left you a key." Rob gave her a peck on the
cheek and picked her garment bag up off the hose rack

"And how are ny darling twinlets?" Angie denanded. "Look at what Aunty
Angi e' s brought you, Davey—a toy machine gun! And what's in here for
Angel a, a bongo drum "

Behi nd herJulianne nmade a horrified face. Rob shrugged—aunthood has its
privileges. Angie had a gift for choosing noisy, inappropriate toys that
the kids | oved. "Cone on in and have a beer," he suggested. "Wen did you
get in?"

"Flew in on the red-eye this norning, did neeting all day, and now |'m a
wreck." Angie paused on the doormat, stuck a cigarette between her
hi gh-gl oss lips, and flicked the lighter.

"Ch no, Angie dear, not in the house,” Julianne wail ed.

Rob laid the bag on a chair and | ooked his sister in the eye. "You nust
quit, Angie," he said firmy. "For your own health, not the kids or anybody
el se." Cone on, weirdness, kick in, he said to hinself. To his relief Angie
clicked the Iighter shut and took the cigarette out of her nouth. She

| ooked at it with a sort of surprise, as if she had forgotten how it got

t here.

There couldn't be anything at all wong with getting Angie to lay off
snoki ng for good. The entire fanmily nagged her about it, and she had fail ed
SmokEnders twi ce now. But Rob felt a twinge of guilt all the sane. It cane
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to himthat he hadn't truly grasped the magnitude of his fidget with Joe
Moore's head this norning. That had been a straightforward cure of a nental
illness, inarguably a good deed. But snoking? That was a |l ot |ess

clear-cut. This was his sister he was adjusting, a real person, not sone
anonynous recipient of casual charity. To hide his disconfort he said, "I'm
starving. Let's order pizza!"

It was Friday, and Angie was in town only over Saturday. On Saturday
morni ng there was no hope of extra sleep, since the tw ns knew nothing of
weekends. But an extra adult on hand was al ways hel pful . Angi e played
joyfully with the twi ns, bouncing balls, readi ng Barney books, pounding the
bongo drum This freed Rob up to run two | oads of |aundry, nend a w ndow
screen and now the | awn, and Julianne to cook | asagne and vacuum "I can't
stand you two," Angel a announced. "You've got to take a break! | know,
let's go out for lunch."

"There speaks the single wonan," Rob said.

"Wth these wild things," Julianne explained, "we wouldn't get to eat, just
chase them around a restaurant."

They conprom sed on a gourmet carry-out picnic in the park. The blue My
sky was clear as a jewel, and it was too early in the season for the

not ori ous Washi ngton humdity. Julianne and Angie, on their perpetua

diets, ate salad stuffed into pita bread, while Rob | oaded his pita with
chi cken dijonnai se. He noticed that Angie didn't reach for a cigarette, not
even at the crucial after-meal noment, and secretly congratul ated hinsel f.

Angel a and Davey burrowed into the sand area, nomnally finished with their
food. Every now and then Julianne would go over and pop a grape or a bit of
pita into their nouths. "It's so neat that they're getting independent,"
Angie marveled. "Only a year ago they were totally hel pl ess, renenber? Now
they're eighteen nonths ol d, playing by thensel ves, eating real food-—next
thing you know they'l|l be getting their ears pierced and borrow ng the
car."

"CGod forbid!'" Julianne said.

"It's only tenporary, playing by themselves,” Rob said lazily. He lay on
his back on the picnic quilt. "In a mnute they'Il yell for Moymry or Daddo
to help with the shovels."

At that nonment Davey did yell. "Siren!" he shouted. "Momm, siren!"

"I't sure is, poopsie!" Julianne picked Davey up to | ook for the vehicle,
and Rob sat up too.

A Jeep careened around the corner on two wheels. Behind it came a police
car, sirens howing and lights flashing. "They're chasing a bad car, just
like on TV," Angie told Angel a.

"That guy's a nenace," Rob exclainmed. Automatically he reached out and
scanned the driver. The roiling chaos in his head was di zzyi ng—the kid nust
be hyped up on drugs. Al three adults winced as the Jeep screeched around
the m nivan parked at the curb.

Rob's first thought was to wait for the chase to vanish. The police were
paid to do this kind of thing. But a deep atavistic instinct rose up in his
chest: defend the wonmen and chil dren! And Batrman woul d never have let it go
by. Quietly Rob said, "Stop." For good neasure he added, "Foot on the
brake, not the accelerator.”" The Jeep sl owed i nmedi ately, and al nbst got
rear-ended by the police car.
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Davey squeal ed with pleasure at the sight so Julianne didn't notice, but
Angi e stared at Rob narrowy. "Rob, did you just tell that car to stop?"

Rob was pleased that he didn't tense up. Wth his enhanced perception he
could strike exactly the right note for his sister. "You think | did it?"
he asked smling. "Superman and Green Lantern ain't got nothin' on ne."

"Ch, very funny." Angie rolled her eyes. "I told you when you were ni ne
that all those com c books would warp your brain. That's right, baby
dunpling, wave at the nice policeman!"

O course Angie was right—she frequently was. Rob knew that the com c books
were a bad precedent to follow Besides, he was just a little too plunp
around the mddl e these days to wear tights with dignity. Any public

di spl ay woul d be repugnant, not his style at all. If he was going to dabble
in crime-fighting and worl d-saving he was going to be private about it. The
i dea of being a secret benefactor was powerfully attractive—all the

pl easures of do-gooding without having to cope with the people invol ved.

He went to work on Monday and got the day off by announcing to severa

people, "I'mreally here." Anyone |ooking for himwould now be told
sonmething like, "Well, | just saw Rob a second ago. Isn't he in the Xerox
roonf"

He still only had today to act in. The software would continue to

accunul ate on the conpany computer net, and eventually he'd have to debug
it. What was the nost efficient use of this short tinme? He got into the

m ni van and thought about it. Wat he needed was a | arge concentration of
crimnals in one place that he could easily visit. "OF course,"” he
murmured. "Lorton Reformatory." He opened the gl ove conpartnent and rooted
around for a map.

It was in Fairfax County, but due to archaic regional regulations Lorton
Ref ormat ory housed convicts from nearby Washi ngton, D.C., not suburban
baddi es. The two-1|ane highway ran incongruously right through the prison
conpl ex. One nonment Rob was cruising past subdivisions full of six-figure
mansi ons, and then the road was flanked with tall razor-wire fences and
guard towers. He turned off onto a side street and unfol ded the nmap,
pretending to be |ost—o point in exciting the perineter guards.

He cl osed his eyes and reached out. How many prisoners were detai ned here,
maybe nine thousand? For a second he wondered if he'd bit off nore than he
could chew. But when he called on the power it was there, inexhaustible.
There were linmits to everything, but not, apparently, to this. O hadn't he
found the linmits yet? This would be an interesting test.

He phrased it carefully. "Decency," he said al oud. "Honesty. Politeness."
Shoul d he nention honor? Maybe not—+o0o0 conplicated a concept.

"Law- abi di ng"—there was a useful one. He scribbled the words on the edge of
the map, so as not to omit one, and concentrated on broadcasting them

i mpressing each on the soft clay of the brains around him Vaguely he
realized how vastly his abilities had nultiplied in I ess than a week. First
he had just observed, then he could interfere, and now he knew he coul d

i rpose a mndset on nine thousand people. Amazing. Were would it end?

"Excuse nme, sir—do you need hel p?"

A frowni ng uniforned cop tapped on Rob's wi ndow. Hastily he powered it
down. "I was |ooking for Cccoquan,"” Rob said, rustling his map. "But | seem
to have turned nysel f around.”
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The policeman rel axed. A Plymouth Voyager with fake wood paneling on the
sides and two child seats in the back was a preposterous vehicle for a
prison break. And Rob knew that he | ooked suprenely uncrimnal: an

out - of -shape white guy in a brown sports jacket and khakis. "You didn't go
far enough south down Route 123," the cop said, pointing. "Another
three-four mles'll get you there."

"I get it," Rob said, nodding at his map. "Thanks a lot!" He started the
engi ne again and, turning in a driveway, returned to 123 and joi ned the
traffic rolling south. Mght as well grab a sandwi ch in Qccoquan before
headi ng back to work. Five minutes' worth of weirdness shoul d be enough.
Crui sing past the prison again Rob began to laugh. "I can't believe I'm
doing this,"” he said out loud. "It's like something on TVI" He could

i magi ne hinself, in an Armani suit, sinpering beside Phil Donahue. "Yes,
Phil, 1 amindeed personally responsible for the 27 percent drop in the
D.C. crine rate ..."

CHAPTER 3

Rob took his time driving back after lunch, stopping to raid the ATM
machi ne and fill up on gas. It was a sunny warm day, the kind of afternoon
that insidiously encourages idleness. How | ong has it been, Rob wonder ed,
since | went to Great Falls and sat on the rocks by the river? But he
didn't feel confortable playing hooky any |onger. He was too conscientious
to enjoy the thought of all those software bugs piling up in cyberspace.

Si ghing, he turned onto the side street that led to Chasbro's buil ding.

Lost in thought, he al nost side-swi ped the fire engine. "Holy mackerel," he
muttered, swerving around it. There was another punper truck pulled up in
the circular driveway at the nmain door. The air was hazy and foul wth
snoke. An oily black plune of it streamed fromthe roof of the building. On
the grassy strip beside the parking garage huddl ed his coworkers, clutching
handbags and bri ef cases.

Rob pulled into a parking space and reached out. A fire? Wat about the
software? But to his horror, when he peeked into the others' m nds, he
found them full of inmages of hinself. Wien he powered down the wi ndow t he
snoke made hi m cough. He coul d hear Danny yelling, "W know he's in there,
man! You gotta find him"

"Damm. ©h, dam." Rob slouched in his seat so that no one would see him He
had "tol d* people he was really in the office, and they truly and totally
believed it. Everyone could see he was missing, and therefore he nust stil
be inside. No hope now of slipping out and just joining the group, letting
t hem assune he'd foll owed everyone out. He'd have to go into the building
and allow hinself to be rescued—be seen, carried out by a firenman.

Lori was weeping |loudly, saying, "And poorJulianne, with the tw ns! They
have to get himout, they just have to!" Rob opened the van door and
stepped out, concentrating hard. Invisible, he thought. I'mnot here. |I'm
wearing a tarnhelm an invisibility hat, just like in the Norse myth. You
don't see me. He wal ked past a group of firemen in yell ow and brown
slickers and stepped over a tangle of canvas hoses to the side door. Nobody
saw him It was a fire door, usually shut but now propped open. Inside, the

acrid snmoke burned his throat and nmade his eyes water. | am not Supernan,
he told hinself. The power, whatever it is, will in no way save me from
burning to death. | have got to keep my ass safe! Nevertheless it seened

i mpossibly incorrect to be found standing just inside the door. Coughing,
he noved a little farther in.

Everyt hi ng was chaos, noisy and strange. Under his feet the carpet
squel ched with water fromthe hoses. From above canme shouts and the
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crashing of fire axes agai nst doors, and the thunp of booted running feet.
Rob thought he couldn't see anything, but then an orange glow lit the snoky
air. The building's on fire, he noticed idiotically. He found he really
hadn't quite believed it until now Somehow he was slunping to his knees as
the nmenacing light and glare slowy increased. Cause of death, snpke

i nhalation. Dam it. Wat a stupid, stupid way to die.

A dark tornado seermed to whirl down the hallway. It caught Rob up and sent
himjostling back out the door into the blessed clean air. He fell onto the
grass and stared up at the tornado, which revealed itself to be a fireman
in full protective gear and gas mask. Ot her hands seized him starting an
IV, thrusting a cold stethoscope disc inside his shirt, slipping a mask
over his nose and nouth. He pushed it away to cough, and coughed until he
gagged. The shriek of the siren as the anbul ance pulled up beside him

al most split his head in two.

Then he was in the anbul ance, strapped to a wheel ed stretcher and covered
with a cheap scratchy blanket. Ch boy, now I'min big trouble, he worried.
They' Il do a CAT scan or sonething, and discover |I'mweird. Scientists from
the National Institutes of Health will cone and dissect ne. And Ju-lianne
will be stranded without the car. She'll hit the ceiling. The constant
siren noise filled his skull, nmaking connected thought inpossible. He
wanted to beg the paramedics to turn the horrible thing off, but couldn't
get the words past the oxygen nask.

Finally it was quiet. Bliss! He opened his eyes. His stretcher stood in a
nook curtained all around with green cloth. He was conpletely al one.
Suppose | was really ill, Rob thought crossly as he sat up. A guy could die
in here and nobody woul d noti ce.

H s shoes had been renoved, but nothing el se. When he stood up his chest
ached fromall that coughing, but otherw se he felt okay. He reached out.
The energency room people were all busy somewhere nearby, on somnething nore
important than Rob Lewis. He pulled the curtain aside and shuffled off in
his stocking feet to find out what.

Al the action seened to be happening across the room in another bay of
the ER Nurses scudded towards it pushing | aden instrunent carts.

Mysteri ous machines with lots of dials and LED di spl ays beeped and booped.
In the center, tense doctors in green scrub suits clustered two deep around
a gurney. Rob went to a sink and hel ped hinself to a paper cup of water. A
very young nurse said, "Excuse nme, sir," and reached past himto open a

dr awer .

"What ' s happeni ng there?" Rob asked.
"Ch, there was a fire in an office building."
Rob could feel the blood draining awmay fromhis face. "Sonebody was hurt?"

"A fireman—he was searching the building, and had some kind of attack
Heart, | guess."

The nurse hurried off. Rob | eaned agai nst the sink, sweating. My god, the
poor devil was searching for me! And | told them!| was there, but | wasn't.
If this guy dies, | will have killed him Rob's stomach tw sted even worse
than before. He retched into the sink, clinging to the chilly
stainless-steel rim

"What are you doi ng up? You should be Iying down!" A passing nurse grabbed
hi m and hust!| ed hi mback to his own bed.

"I's he going to die?" Rob croaked.

file:/l/F|/rah/Brenda%20Clough/Clough,%20Brenda%20W%20-%20How%20Like%20A%20God.txt (15 of 156) [8/27/03 9:00:11 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Brenda%620Cl ough/Clough,%20Brenda%20W%20-%20How%20L ike%20A %20God. txt

"Who?"

"The fireman ..

"Now you have enough to worry about, with your own self," she said, firmy
tucki ng the sheet around him But Rob read the truth easily enough. He |ay
shivering behind the shelter of his green curtains, his mnd racing nmadly.
I could nake them forget, he thought. Everybody, just like at the
restaurant. Chasbro, the fire departnment, the anbul ance people, the
doctors: everyone would forget this ever happened. But what about the
burned building? And, nore to the point, what about this fireman? Maybe he
has a wife, parents, sone kids. Do they forget himtoo? | could wi pe him

out utterly fromall living menory. It would be |ike he was never born. But
what a shitty thing to do to soneone who was only trying to save your |ife!
And—and | woul d renenber, Rob realized. | can't w pe nyself.

If only the weirdness could nake the fireman get better! Heal the sick,
raise the dead ... he tried it. "Get better," he whispered sternly, glaring
at the curtain in the direction of the sick man. But the nuted bustle of
medi cal wi zardry out there didn't change in tenpo or tone. If it had only
been a nmatter of the guy's head Rob felt he night have pulled it off. But a
physi cal problem a heart or pancreas or whatever, didn't seemto cone
under his jurisdiction. And suppose the guy died? The thought of being
anywhere near nade Rob cringe

From out si de cane a purposeful tip-tap of high heels. The curtain was
jerked aside, and Julianne stared down at him "OCh ny god, Rob!" she
excl ainmed. "Are you very badly hurt?"

"I"'mnot hurt at all,"
Jul —pl ease! "

Rob said hoarsely. "Get themto let ne out of here,

"You poor thing, you' re upset!" Julianne hugged him feeling his forehead
and straightening his shirt collar. She wasn't taking himseriously, Rob
saw, and no wonder. Reflected in her mind better than any mrror he saw how
he | ooked—snpke- begri ned, red-eyed, distraught. | could nmake her do it, he
t hought desperately. Really inspire her with a sense that she has to get ne
away from here. But he winced away fromthe idea. Lighthearted and casua
ment al dabbling had generated enough misery for today.

"Jul, the fireman is dying, and it's all nmy fault,” he blurted. "I didit."

"What, get trapped in a burning building? You big silly, what you need is
sonething to cal myou down." Wth a swish of the curtains she was gone, and
then back again with a doctor in tow

"Not quite ourself, are we?" the doctor said cheerfully. He pressed a
stethoscope to Rob's chest. "Now, breathe! In, out, good!"

"He's been talking a little disjointedly,” Julianne told the doctor.

"No, | haven't!" Rob said indignantly. "I'mtrying to tell you sonething
important!"

"Breathe again," the doctor conmanded. "Perhaps a mild sedative to take
home with him Ms. Lewis. It's probably not necessary to hospitalize him
overni ght, but he should certainly take it easy the next few days."

Rob kept his noputh shut. If they were inclined to let himgo there was no
reason to argue. Let the doctor talk over himas nmuch as he |iked.
Paperwork still had to get filled out and signed. Julianne and a nurse
conferred on it. Rob wanted to hold the pillow over his ears. Wat did they
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do in hospitals when sonebody di ed—+ing a bell, take off their hats? If
they did, he didn't want to know about it. He couldn't help straining his
ears for bad news about the fireman, but he was dammed if he'd trawl in
mnds. |If he could just go hone! But the nurse had to take his tenperature
and bl ood pressure one nore tine, and then he had to sign to get his
wal l et, digital watch, and shoes back. Al this time he hadn't even noticed
the wall et was gone. He pocketed it again with enbarrassnent.

He put his shoes on. Then, shod, he felt foolish sitting on the edge of the
bed. He stood up. "Just stretching ny legs," he said to no one in
particular. But there wasn't enough space in his curtained al cove, and he
didn't want to jog Julianne's el bow while she filled out forms. So he found
hi nsel f unwi | lingly wal king through the ER, drawn back towards the other
nook.

He was nore collected about it this tinme, able to tarnhel mhinself so that
none of the nurses and doctors noticed him A peek at a clipboard, clutched
in a passing hand, showed himthe fireman's nane: Vernon Shultz. For the
first time it occurred to himto wonder how Vernon Shultz felt about this
whol e thing. Fromwondering to finding out was for Rob a step so small now
that he hardly noticed it. This close, scarcely three yards away, he could
dive right into the sick man's head.

The first thing he noticed was an ill-fitting, gritty quality, like putting
on sneakers after a day at the beach. Rob realized this nust be fromthe
heart attack, and all the nedicines they were punping into Vernon Shultz's
system The real Vernon was safe in a deep inner fortress, beyond the

di sconforts besieging the outer defenses. Rob walked up to this centra

keep and knocked politely on the door, which, in contrast to the rest of
the castle, |ooked Iike an ordi nary nodern wooden door

Vernon opened it cautiously to the Iimt of the door chain. "Not buying any
today, man."

"I"'mnot selling anything," Rob assured him "I'mthe guy you were
searching for today, in that burning office building off Waples M || Road.
My nane's Rob. And you're Vernon, right?"

"Holy shit. It's Vern, actually. Nice to neetcha." Unsurprised, Vern undid
the chain and held the door open. "Get a nove on, there's bad shit
happeni n' out there."

Rob stepped inside. The space within was totally uncastlelike. In fact it
was a coll ege boy's room furnished by a fairly hip early-seventies
undergrad. A blacklight Grateful Dead poster was stuck to the wall with
poster putty, and brown shag carpet covered the floor. Vern refastened the
chain and gestured towards the waterbed. "Have a sit, man. 'Less you want a
floor cushion."

"No, this is fine." Rob perched on the edge of the bed. How funny—the man
in the ER | ooked twenty years older than this kid, who had shaggy ringlets
and a Ho Chi M nh beard. But, of course! This was Vern's nmental inmmge of

hi nsel f, perpetually young and hi p—probably hi pper than Vern had really
been at that age. "What do you think is happening out there?"

"Ch, snoke inhal ation, probably—earbon nonoxi de poi soning, that kind of

stuff. But I'lIl be okay. Take nore than this to kill ne."
"That's good to hear," Rob said with relief. "I really appreciate your
searching for ne. | wuld ve felt terrible if you died doing it."

"Al'l part of the job, man." Vern shrugged. He took his heroismutterly for
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granted, which disconcerted Rob a little.

"l hope you won't be sick long."

"Maybe 1'Il retire on nedical disability,” Vern said. "Mve down to Florida

and go fishing every day."
"That would be fun." This was not how Rob wanted the conversation to go
Platitudes and snmall talk he could do in a bar. He didn't have to storm
Vern's central soul to sit on a waterbed. But there didn't seemto be any
way to nove out of the nundane, to explain and apol ogi ze.

Looki ng around the room Rob rather thought Vern was a fairly nundane nan.
This was Vern's space. He was calling the shots. Maybe any ot her way of

i nteracting woul d make hi m unconfortable. Possible comments flitted through
Rob's head: "So, you a Deadhead?", "How |l ong you been into fishing?", "I
went to Florida once." CGuy talk, all of it. He had not realized how paltry
nmost mal e conversation was, how trivial and shallow Wth the weirdness he
coul d peer deeper now. But even then the insights were i ncomruni cabl e
because Rob hinmself was a man, trapped in that sane tight-1ipped Cint

East wood nol d. Worren were luckier—at least in the volleys of their female
chatter some feelings cane through.

A deep noise, not very loud but al nost subsonic, nade the entire room
quiver. "Dam, it's getting bad," Vern said. Then Rob noticed that the dorm
wal | was dissolving behind Vern. He pointed, and Vern whirled. Suddenly
Vern wore his full fireman gear, the hel met, the rubber coat, the boots,
everything. He brandished a fireman's axe at the onrushing darkness. "No
way!" he yelled, flailing.

Rob knew there was nothing for himto do. This was the absolute |ast place
he wanted to be, stuck in a dying man's head. He stood up on the jelly-like
surface of the water-bed as the dark washed up around it. The walls were
gone. Even the bed was nelting away |like an ice cube in hot chocol ate. Vern
stood al one in the nothingness. H s axe drooped. "Ch, well," he said
reluctantly. "Maybe I'Il go. | guess. | dunno.”

He didn't | ook back at Rob. Rob called, "Hey, thanks again for your help!"
But Vern still didn't |ook back.

Haul ass before it's too late, Rob told hinself. He | aunched hinself up and
out through the icy dark, refusing to think about getting lost in here. But
it wasn't far. He blinked and found hinself staring at an annoyed nurse.
His tarnhelmtrick nmust have slipped while he was 'away.' "This is a
restricted area, sir," she said. She thought he was ghoulish

"I"'msorry," he said neekly. Sonething was urgently beepi ng behind Vern's
curtain, and a doctor was talking rapidly at sonebody. The intercom was
paging a Doctor Mallory, and a nurse ran by with a rattling trayful of
instruments. Rob shuffled back to his side of the ER The misery that had
made himfrantic five mnutes ago still oppressed him At |east he had done
sonet hing. Finding Vern and sayi ng thanks was a m nor achi evenent, better
than nothing. But none of these cheer-up reflections had nmuch inpact. He
went back into the cubicle and sat on his bed again. Unhappi ness seened to
press down on the back of his neck, so that the pillow | ooked very
attractive. He |lay down.

"You can't nap here any nore," Julianne said indignantly. "They've just
di scharged you!"

The nurse put down her pen and grabbed Rob's armto hitch a bl ood-pressure
cuff around it. "Do you feel bad anywhere, M. Lew s? D zzy, nauseous?"
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"No no, I'mfine!"™ Rob sat up
Julianne felt his forehead. "You don't feel feverish."
"I'"'mfine! Let's go!"

The nurse stared narrowy at the gauge on the bl ood-pressure cuff. "Well, |
guess you'll do," she said reluctantly. She ripped the Velcro cuff free.
"Your wife has the list of the doctor's recommendations there. Stick to
themlike glue!"

"I"l'l see to that," Julianne promsed. "And if he gets sick, he's comng
strai ght back here."

"I won't get sick," Rob nuttered. There was not hing wong with himthat

unl oading to Julianne wouldn't cure. Al this secret identity stuff seened
utterly juvenile, the power fantasies of little boys. Strength is in
partnership, he thought as they left. | can tell ny w fe anything. And
she'l'l help nme. Julianne's such a sharp one, she'll have ideas, give ne
gui dance. The very presence of their minivan in the parking | ot was
testinmony to Julianne's resourceful ness. She had taken enmergency nedi ca

| eave fromthe association, phoned Mss Linda to set up the twins' care,
taken a taxi to Chasbro to get the van, and then driven to the hospital,
all without know ng whether Rob was alive or dead.

It was al nost midnight now, and Rob shivered in the cool sweet air.
Sonewhere this afternoon he had | ost his sports coat. The sleeve of his
shirt scraped annoyingly at the edge of the Band-Aid in the crook of his

el bow, where the 1V had been stuck. Suddenly exhausted, he collapsed into
the passenger seat of the van. He buckled the seat belt and fell into sleep
the way he would flick off a light.

CHAPTER 4

In the norning Rob woke | uxuriously, stretching all the way down to his
toes like a cat. A year and a half of fatherhood had taught himto sl eep
alertly, with one ear open for the sounds of a baby vomiting or choking or
clinmbing out of the crib. But the twins had spent last night with Mss

Li nda, and sonehow the knowl edge had perneated his rest. Rob sl ept deeper
and better last night than he had in nonths. He felt great.

Adhering to the doctor's order sheet, Julianne had let himsleep. A Post-It
note stuck to the | anpshade said, "Gone to get the kids, back by 11, XX
00" It was only ten-thirty, plenty of tine for a shower and a cup of
coffee. Rob's nose told himthat Julianne—aonderful woman!-had al ready
brewed a pot. Yawni ng, he padded downstairs to the kitchen to get sone.

The sight of his own inage in the hall mrror brought it all back. He

| ooked |i ke a junkyard dog. Black oily soot had been wi ped, not very
thoroughly, off his face. His light-brown hair was thick with it. The
bedsheets nmust be a total |oss. Rob | ooked down at his hands and saw how
the grine stopped at the shirt-cuff line. "Priority shift," he announced.
Turni ng, he went straight back up to the bat hroom

Thoroughly clean, he sat down at the sunny dining table with coffee and the
paper. The headl i ne was about Congressional |egislation, but just bel ow was
a small er columm headed: FIRE I N FAI RFAX OFFI CE PARK KILLS ONE. Hi s

pl easure in the norning evaporated. Quickly he turned to the conics, hoping
to recapture his nood, but there was Spider-Mn, pouring out sone inane
work problemto his wife. Rob wondered if it was an onen.

The Spider-Man fanily, being child-free, could indulge in confidences any
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time. When the Lewi s household reunited there was no chance to talk for
hours. Angela trotted in and pointed at him screaning "Daddo!" in an

i nperious tone. "Were were you?" You disrupted ny routine! she would have
accused himif she coul d.

Rob picked her up and said, "How s ny girl, huh? Is she a baby bat?"
Hol di ng her upsi de down nmade her squeal with glee.

Davey cane in at a run, tripped over his own sneaker toes, and fell.
Unhurt, he howl ed anyway. Still clutching Angela by the ankles, Rob could
only say, "Hey, sport! C non, you're not hurt! \Were's the ow e, huh?"
Davey thought it over and pointed at his head. "Well, c'nmere then, let ne
kiss it." Rob dropped a peck on the danp buttercup hair. "Holy mackerel
kid, is that food there? Jul, he's got half a graham cracker welded to his
scal p, did you see?"

"Damm, | thought | got it all." Julianne came in and dunped the di aper bags
down in a corner. "How do you feel, hon?"

"Never better. Here, sweetie, down you go. Tine to be a wiggly snake."

He | aid Angela down on the rug and she shouted, "Hi ss!" Rob seized Davey
before he could join her, and began w ping cracker out of his hair.

"W have to feed themlunch," Julianne said feverishly, and surveying the
situation, Rob agreed. It was past eleven. This was the last flush of sweet
tenper before enpty tumm es and | ow bl ood sugar forced the twins into
whi ni ness. Julianne hurried into the kitchen and opened a can of
Spaghetti-0Cs. The nicrowave beeped just as Angela began to scow .

"Lunchi es,"” Rob announced. "Up into your chair, that's a big girl! Wat
about you, sport, you need a boost?" But Davey felt himself quite old
enough today to clinb into a high chair. Rob hovered in back in case he
sl i pped.

"Chow tine," Julianne said. "Oooh, our fave!"

"You think they'll ever learn to use a spoon?" Rob drew back fromthe
spl ash as Angel a dove into her bow with both fists.

"Ch yeah, maybe by high school. Keep an eye on them and I'Il rustle up
somet hing for us."

Armed with a roll of paper towels, Rob kept the mmjor spurts cleaned up

The hi ghchairs stood on an inadequatel y-sized old shower curtain that could
be hosed off outside. Fromthe kitchen came nore nicrowave sounds—eftover
pi zza, Rob could foresee. The weekend-type neal was going to taste strange
on a Tuesday. Ordinarily the famly never ate |unch together during the
week. Julianne set a small paper plate with a large |linp wedge of pizza
draped over it in front of him Rob asked her, "Wuld you change anythi ng
inour life if you had the chance, Jul?"

Jul i anne sat down across from hi mand raked her blonde bangs with her
fingers. "Potty training," she said. "God, if they would just be dry during
the day, that's all | ask! W'd save a fortune on the Panpers al one, you
know t hat ?"

"Yeah, but that's not what | nmeant." Rob bit off the dangling point of his
pi zza.

As he set the paper plate down Davey |unged for it. Pepperoni and sausage
pellets went flying, but Davey had the pizza tight in both hands. "Haw,
haw " he bel | owed proudly.
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"Ch, look at this!" Rob dove to his knees to gather up pepperoni

"No no, dearest!" Julianne tried to take the plate and its pizza away, but
Davey had his fingers sunk in to the knuckles and the struggle was
undignified. "It's hopel ess, Rob, the carpet's shot."

"W'll have to shanpoo it again."

"That's something 1'd like," Julianne said, setting the nmangl ed pizza slice
wel |l out of reach. "In our next house, the dining area will have a washabl e
fl oor—+inoleum or concrete, or sonething.”

"Sonet hi ng we can sandbl ast,"” Rob agreed. Tal king to Julianne was

i npossible with the kids on deck, he decided. Even connected conversation
was inpractical. But they took a nap right after lunch—that would be his
time.

The drill for naptime when both of themwere on hand was for Rob to take
Angela up to her crib first. Angela didn't approve of rest in any form
Whi | e she kicked up her heels in bed, singing "Twinkle twinkle!" at the top
of her voice, Rob sat out in the hall, officially not present but wthin
reach in case Angela decided to clinb out. Usually he used the tinme to
catch up on nmgazi nes, but today he took the cordl ess phone and the Chasbro
office directory up with him It would be really useful to know if he stil
had a job or not.

Rob di al ed the main Chasbro nunber just to see what woul d happen. "—not in
service," the nechanical voice said. Then he phoned Danny at his home
nunber. The answering machine, great. He left a nmessage: "Just checking in,
Danny. Hey, are we still pulling paycheck, or what?" Then he tried Lori

" Chmi gosh, Rob, how are you?" she demanded. "You | ooked |ike hell, we were
so worri ed—=

"I'"'mperfectly okay," Rob interrupted her. "They couldn't even fudge up an
excuse to keep me in the hospital overnight."

"Wasn't it scary! | was terrified! | was with Maura in the copier room when
the alarmrang, and we didn't really take it seriously for a while, but
then, when this smoke started filling up the hall—=

Rob | et her babble on for as long as he dared. Since he'd been playing
hooky yesterday norning it mght be very wise to catch up on what had been
going on in the office. Also with his free ear he could hear Angel a wi nding
down a little with a rendition of a Barney song. lnevitably Lori cane
around to asking, "But where were you? Nobody noticed you weren't follow ng
al ong down the fire stairs, until Danny counted noses out on the front |awn
and you were mssing!"

Rob had given this sone thought and was able to say, "Wll, you know I
never heard the alarmringing at all? | needed the nunber off ny health

i nsurance card, and when |I reached for my wallet | renmenbered 1'd left it
in the van. So | went out to get it, and that's when the alarm nust have
gone off. | went back up to the office, and by the time | noticed what was
goi ng on—

"How awful, you could have been killed!"

"But what | really want to know now is, what's the danage? What's the
status of the project?"

"The nmai nfranes are insured, that | know," Lori said uncertainly. "But the
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di sks are trashed, | bet anything you like."
" Somet hi ng can be sal vaged. "
"Only if the head office decides it's worth while."

"There is that," Rob admtted. "Listen, Lori, | have to run. You'll keep ne
up to date, huh?"

So that was taken care of—although it was a startling thought, that
Chasbro's parent corporation mght cut their |losses and fold. G anted,
Chasbro hadn't run in the black |ast year, but surely the powers that be
woul dn't throw themall to the wolves?

Julianne cane softly up the narrow stair, Davey noddi ng on her shoul der
Wth a visible effort Davey raised his flaxen head and grinned sleepily at
Rob, who couldn't help smling back. Julianne sidled into the now silent
bedroom and, after a |ong suspenseful pause, cane out on tiptoe. "Let's
beat it!" she whispered, and they sneaked downstairs again |ike burglars.

"Anot her triunmph of nap managenent," she congratulated himin the kitchen

"It's all in nmy dull personality,"” Rob boasted. "Bore any kid to sl eep,
guaranteed." He cracked open a large bottle of cola and took two gl asses
out.

"Aren't you a sweetie," Julianne said, sipping. She took her glass into the
toy-strewn living roomand |ay dowmn on the sagging sofa. "It's so great to
have a surprise day off. | wouldn't mnd a nap nyself." She w nked at him
wi ckedly.

"Could we talk first?" Rob sat down in a shabby green arnthair, a relic of
grad school days.

"Sure—what is it, Chasbro? Are they going to reopen the office, or what?"

"Who knows? When they decide they'll tell nme about it. But that's not what
| wanted to say."

"Ckay, what?"

Now that the tinme had come, Rob couldn't find a good way to begin. To
menti on Spider-Man woul d surely be madness, but he couldn't think of any
ot her conparabl e person. He stared at Julianne, whose eyes were cl osed. She

held the cold glass to her forehead and said, "I warn you, Rob, if you're
t hi nki ng di vorce, you get the kids. | amnot taking them"
That nmade himlaugh a little. Julianne knew himso well... "You renenber

what you were saying |ast week in the car, Jul? About how | had changed?"
She opened her eyes. "You' ve discovered you're gay."

"Cut it out, Jul, I'mserious! Something' s happened to me. Not fromthe
fire, but frombefore. | can do stuff now Things that nobody can do."

Julianne's raised eyebrows made himstop. "I"'mwaiting for the punch line,"
she said. "God's gift to conedy you're not, hon. Ckay, |'Ill bite-what kind
of things?"

She was hunmoring him Rob felt his face getting red with annoyance. "Well
m nd reading, for instance."

"Read ny mnd, then."
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"You don't believe nme."

"Of course not. Cnon, Rob, let ne in on the gag. April Fool's Day was | ast
mont h. Or—good god! Your head doesn't ache, does it? Do you see spots, or
feel nunmb or anything?" She sat up, staring at himw th narrowed hazel eyes
and setting down her drink.

"No, no!" Rob exclainmed in dismay. "I feel fine, never better!"

"But it's not like you to talk like this." Julianne advanced purposefully
on him Brushing his protesting hand asi de she clapped a chilly hand to his
forehead. "I don't know. Let ne get the thernometer.”

"Look, you want to know what else | can do?" Rob denanded, a little
desperately.

"That does it. I'mcalling the doctor."

"Julianne, listen to nme. | can change your nind. Make you believe ne.
kay?"

"Anyt hing you say, hon. | have the name of that emergency room doct or

witten down right here."

She had sei zed the cordl ess phone and was al ready punchi ng out the nunber.
"This is ridiculous,” Rob said. "All right. It shall be as | say. Julianne,
you do believe nme. Everything | said to youis a plain fact."

He watched with relief and a little guilt, as she clicked the cordl ess
phone of f and pushed the little antenna back in again. "How-how did it
happen, Rob? Did you, like, do radiation treatnments as a ki d? Get exposed
to kryptonite or sonething?"

"I haven't the faintest idea," Rob admtted. "And | can't think of any way
to find out."

"What have you done with it?"

"Not hi ng nuch. It's been, gosh, only about a week—+ can hardly believe it.
I think | might've made your bus driver sick that day. | guess | should
find out about him" Rob w nced at the thought of another Vernon Shultz.

"Can you, like, do anything useful ?"

"I mght've turned sonme of the Lorton convicts around. | sneaked out
yesterday to experinent with it. And | told the office | was there. So when
the fire broke out they all swore to the fire departnment that | was stil
inthe building. I"'mafraid |"mresponsible for that fireman's death

yest erday. "

There, it was out. Rob sagged in his chair with relief. Disappointingly,
the horror of it didn't seemto strike Julianne very greatly. "That's a
fireman's job, hon. They know what they're getting into. And what are you
wasting your energy at Lorton for? There's lots of better things to do with
thist™"

"l knew you'd have sone ideas," Rob said with pride

Jul i anne began to pace slowy back and forth fromthe sofa to the TV cart,
frowning with thought. "You can tell people what to think. Let ne see.
Lobbyi st, of course. W get the National Rifle Association or sonebody to
hire you as a | obbyist, and bingo, all the senators help you ramthrough
gun legislation.”
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"Holy mackerel!" Rob exclained in horror. "You know, Jul, I'mnot a
mover - and- shaker kind of guy! Besides, | think there are too many guns
al ready!"

"That's just an exanple, hon. Wat about PR? Convince everybody to drink
Fl orida orange juice, or buy panty hose. O, | know You could run for
public office! If you tell people to vote for you, they would, right?"

"Well, sure, but—

"How lucky that this is the off year! | don't think it's too late yet to
file to be on the ballot this Novenmber. You could start in one of the |oca
races, say for the state legislature. Then in two years pick up a House
seat, run for governor in '98— Julianne counted quickly on her
perfectly-mani cured fingers. "You' d be in a good position to make a
Presidential run in 2004!"

"But | don't want to be President!"
"But you literally can't |ose! So why not?"

Rob al mpbst stuttered, trying to get the words out. "For one thing, if | was
President, 1'd actually have to do stuff-naeet with foreign | eaders, declare
war, run the governnent—things like that. And | don't know anythi ng about
it."

"So what ? Does anybody? Wat difference will that nmake?"

"Jul! We live in this country! Do you want it run into the ground by an

i gnoramus? Suppose | declare war agai nst Canada or sonething?" Rob tried to
stick to the point. "And another thing—would it be right, to make people
vote for me? Or to buy orange juice, even?"

"l don't see howthat's different fromrunning ads in the paper."

"But you can choose to read the ad. You can choose what kind of juice to
buy. If | tell you which kind, you have no choice, Jul —one at all. You'd
have nore options if | held a gun to your head."

Julianne's eyes flashed. "Well, by that argument, you're just going to sit
on this thing, and not acconplish anything with it!"

On Thursday he had sworn there was nothing he wouldn't do for her. Rob felt
trapped. He stood up and grabbed her hand. "Look, we don't have to jump
into anything right away. Wat | really want us to think about is, what
kind of life do we want? Were do we want to go with this? For instance,
have you really envisioned living with the twins in the Wite House?"

The i mage nmade Jul i anne shudder. "And | never could stand Col oni al
furniture," she adnmtted

"W have all the time in the world," Rob said. "There's no need to rush."
"How do you know that this ability won't just go away, as fast as it came?"

"It's possible, but | don't think so." Rob turned away towards the w ndow
and | ooked out into the back yard. A chain-link fence encl osed the worn
grass, and the cenent patio was furnished with two alum numlawn chairs, a
rust-streaked barbecue grill, and a turtle-shaped sand box. "I've only
gotten stronger, Jul. The nunber of people | can reach seens to be grow ng
exponentially. Sonetinmes | wonder, is there any upper limt for ne? How
much nore can it increase?"
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Julianne joined him tucking her armthrough his. Fromupstairs cane a
smal | tentative whoop. The tw ns were awake. "You know, what we do need is
a picnic table," she said. "W need nmoney." The ceiling bunped al arningly
above their heads as Angela rocked her crib on its casters. No nore

di scussi on was possi bl e.

The rest of the afternoon had to be frittered away on a series of mnor
errands. Rob bought a kitchen sink aerator and a concrete splash block from
Hechi nger's, and the kids needed shoes. Angel a and Davey were used to
visiting the hardware store, but the relative novelty of Kmart intoxicated
them They ran screaning up and down the aisles of the shoe departnent
whi |l e Juli anne wavered between Barney sneakers and orange canvas hi gh-tops.

"I can't concentrate," she said peevishly. "lIt's all your fault, you know. "

"Me? What about thenP" Rob protested, but then he understood. "R ght—ahy
can't | have normal ailments, |ike everybody el se?"

She held up a midget pair of sneakers. "Rob, what would happen if you told
the clerk we'd already paid for these?"

Rob's mouth opened in dismay. "But—+ guess she'd believe ne, but—t
woul dn't be true, Jul! It'd be shoplifting!"

"l just wondered," Julianne said in a nettled tone.

Rob took a deep breath, but the words froze solid in his nouth. At the far
end of the aisle, in naughty silence, the twins were scaling a
floor-to-ceiling rack of nmen's work boots. The entire unit was pulling away
fromthe wall, toppling forwards under their conbined toddler weight.

Al ready the upper boots were falling.

Julianne screanmed. Rob reacted instinctively. There were trying-on benches
and clusters of startled custoners bl ocking the aisle, and he had never
possessed bodily deftness. Instead he now thrust like a javelin into the
head of the closest person, a black shoe clerk in a red Knmart shirt. As if
by renmpte control, Rob twirled the slimyoung nman around and janmmed hi m
like a two-by-four under the teetering boot rack. The shoe clerk whinnied
wi t h shock.

Faster on her feet, Julianne plunged past the other shoppers and snatched a
twin away with either hand. "You nonkeys!" she cried.

Rob foll owed and shoved the rack rattling back into a nore stable
configuration again. Around hima hail of tan work boots tunbled to the
floor. "You saved them" he said loudly to the stunned shoe clerk. He
caught Julianne's eye pl eadi ngly.

Julianne covered for himmagnificently. "That was so brave and cl ever of
you!" she caroled. She seized the clerk's slimblack hand in both her own
and wrung it. "You saved ny children fromcertain death! You' re a hero!"

Everyone in earshot began to talk loudly and rapidly, exclaining in wonder
or explaining the situation to each other. CQutraged at the abrupt
interruption of their nountaineering expedition, the twins began to yow .
The store manager and several assistants hurried up, peppering everyone

wi th questions and nervously exam ning the boot rack, visions of liability
|l awsuits dancing in their heads. The noi se was i mense.

Trenbling with reaction, Rob sat down on a try-on bench and hugged a
wai ling child in each arm He had never done that before, forced a crude
action on sonebody |ike that. Thoughts, notives, nenories even, but not
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action. Sonehow the physical reality of this thing was a shock worse than a
blowin the face. "I could do anything now," he nuttered into Angela's danp
blond curls. "Anything at all." Shoplifting, derelicts, all that was snall
change. He could rule this country not like a President, but |ike a god.
The t hought nade the sweat run cold down his arnpits.

Under the pure horsepower of Julianne's praise, the store manager rel axed.
"I'l'l see to it that M. Akkamis our next Enpl oyee of the Mdnth," he said.
"Good work, Akkam " He patted the shoe clerk on the back

In a thick foreign accent Akkam said, "I did nothing. |I did not know to
move. | just do it." H's dark face was conpletely confused

"You were wonderful '
have here!"

Julianne assured him "What a superb sales staff you

Keepi ng up a steady ful some barrage, she swept the famly up and through
the cashier checkout to the door. At the |last nonment Rob pulled hinself
toget her enough to nutter to an assistant manager, "l'd use six-inch
T-toggles to refasten that rack to the wall."

When the kids were safely buckled into their car seats, Julianne turned
towards Rob. "Are you all right, hon?" He nodded, and in an undertone she
said, "That was you, wasn't it? You nade that poor little man a hero."

"I wasn't close enough to help with my own hands."

"So you borrowed his instead? Good job! | didn't know you could jerk people
around like that! Did it take a lot out of you, though? You | ook kind of
shook up."

Rob sat down in the van's open doorway. "It took nothing out of ne, Jul. It
was easy as shapping ny fingers." Very softly he added, "Jul, |'mscared.”

"Pooh, you did exactly right." She patted his cheek and slung the bagful of

sneakers past himinto the rear seat. "Come on, |I'Ill drive if you like. If
we don't feed them soon they' |l start whining."
CHAPTER 5

Thi ngs began to roll at Chasbro the follow ng day. Rob drove to a tenporary
setup at the building next to the old one. Wen everyone was assenbled in
the | arge echoi ng unfurnished space Danny announced, "Okay. The powers that
be have given a tentative green light. The general gane plan is this. A
subcontracted sal vage teamflies in fromL.A tonorrow. The nore daring of
us will join themin digging through the rubble for disks and docunentation
and t he backup tapes. Jeans and work boots, boys and girls. Lori, renenber
to swing by Hechinger's for two dozen pairs of work gloves. The rest of us
will start setting up diagnostic progranms here. The mainframes will be
delivered and set up by next week. And nmay God have nercy on us all, they
still expect us to neet the October delivery deadline."

G oans burst out on all sides, but they were cheerful ones. Obviously
everyone woul d continue to have a job for now. Wrknen began to arrive to
install partitions and tel ephones. A truckload of rented office furniture
pul l ed up at the delivery dock. Someone set up the all-inportant coffee
machi ne on the first unloaded desk. A pleasant uproar filled the sprawing
space as it cane to life.

When one of the phone |ines came on, Rob plugged a phone in and sat on the
rug to phone Julianne. "Good news," he said. "I'mstill enployed."

"Ch, super!" Her sigh of relief rattled in his ear. "Because | may be
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| osing mne."

"You' re kidding!"
"That rat's ass Debra is going to squeeze ne out, | just knowit," she
mur nur ed. Debra was Julianne's boss, the bane of her professional life.

"Jul, don't they say that you should never attribute to nalice what you can
bl ane on ignorance?"

"This worman is both, Rob, | swear it. Dunb and nmean together."

"You two get into this every few nonths," Rob said reasonably. "A flurry of
menos, and it's all over until the next tine. Don't take it so personally,
Jul . Look at Debra-she isn't giving herself an ulcer about it."

"How do you know?" Julianne asked, her voice sharp with suspicion

"No, Jul, | can't read her m nd over the phone," Rob said inmpatiently. "I'm
usi ng my comon sense. |If she was as hassled by you as you are by her, you
woul d' ve been out on your ear nonths ago."

"Look, Rob, how busy are you? You have the van. Can you join ne for |unch?"

"Jul i anne, what do you have in mind?" Rob wi shed he really could probe her
t hi nki ng over the phone.

"The pizza place at 12:30, okay? Look, |'ve got to scoot. See you then."

Click! She hung up. Rob put his receiver back nore slowy. What on earth
did she have in mind? Suddenly it really worried him How far could he
reach these days? Julianne's office was in Crystal Cty, a good 15 niles
away.

There were desks now, but still no chairs. Rob noved over to a far w ndow
wher e nobody was hanmering partitions or tucking cables into baseboards.
Across the sunny parking lot was their old office building. Fromhere the
only signs of the fire were the snears of black soot above the w ndows at
the far end. A workman in an orange hard hat was sealing a broken w ndow
with black plastic and duct tape. Rob | eaned agai nst the wi ndow franme and
cl osed his eyes.

It was as if he stood on a high place, a rooftop or a nmountain peak, with a
view all around. As far as he could see down bel ow were fl owers, cup-shaped
bl ossonms |ike buttercups or crocuses. There were hundreds of them in every
col or imagi nable, the fantasy of a gardener w th megal omani a. And when Rob
| eaned over to | ook nore closely, he saw the flowers were heads, the heads
of people. The tops of their skulls were transparent. He could rmake out the
busy secret life inside each one, hunm ng and spi nning away, hidden from
everyone but him

Alittle dizzy, he straightened up again and gul ped. Either the nmountain
peak was growi ng, or he was going up, straight up towards the zenith. The
hori zon w dened and wi dened, spreading out to show nore flowers and yet
nmore, mllions of them How nany people could he enconpass now-everyone in
the greater Washington area? The state? The entire eastern seaboard? And he
had nore than a view. He had suprene power over these little flowers. He
could tell themhow to think, what to want, how to feel. He could force
noralities and actions on them He was omi potent. Suddenly he coul dn't
bear to contenplate it any nore. Wth a shudder he wenched hinsel f away,
back to the wi ndow overl ooking the parking |lot. He opened his eyes and

wi ped his wet forehead.
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"You don't | ook so good, Bobster,"
second, you've gone gray."

Danny said behind him "Just this

"The doctors said |I'd be okay," Rob said. "But maybe you're right. | should
take it easier. Go hone and take a nap."

"Good idea," Danny said. "Nothing's going to get going here until all this
housekeeping crap is set up. Next week we hit the ground running. You want
to take a shot at sifting through rubbl e? You recogni ze the disks."

"Sure, Dan. Have Lori set aside a pair of work gloves for ne." Rob had to
force a smle as he said that. Next week—what will | be, next week? At
this rate I|'mnot even going to be hunan. He gathered up his jacket and
briefcase with trenbling hands, and al nost ran out.

Behi nd the wheel of the van he tried to relax. At |least there'd be no
probl em now neeting Julianne for lunch. He arrived in good time at the
Pizza Pal ace. It had been their favorite restaurant when they lived in

Al exandria after the weddi ng. There was sonethi ng enornmously conforting in
sitting up to a red-checked tablecloth in the fam liar poky dining room
"Pepperoni, extra cheese, red peppers, and half anchovy," he told the
waitress. "And a small carafe of red." It was the standard Lewi s order.
When Jul i anne cane striding in she | aughed at him

"How long has it been since we did this?" she asked, sliding into the booth
across fromhim "Do you renenber when we ate here practically once a
week?"

"Those were the days," Rob said. "B.C. —before children! Renenber?" He
| eaned forward on his el bows, taking her hand.

She sighed, smling. She wasn't thinking about pizza. Rob didn't need
telepathy to see that. He grinned back. There's another idea, he thought.
Use this thing in bed—+t mght be a lot of fun. Wiat did sex do for wonen?
How good was it for Jul, when she npaned and juddered in his armnms?
Inquiring mnds want to know Their love life was terrific, but you never
knew. There m ght be room for inprovenent. Julianne's face grew pinker, as
if his ideas were contagi ous.

Suddenly it occurred to himthat they really were. He was so powerful now.
And sitting so close to Julianne, thinking intently about sonething that
she naturally shared with him—he was transmitting |ike a powerful radio
tower, overriding her own weaker signal. It wasn't her own desire gl ow ng
so deliciously in her hazel eyes, but just an echo of his own. The thought
instantly pulled the plug on his lust. He let go of her hand.

Luckily the wine and food arrived just then and he could fill up her gl ass.
Jul i anne shook her head, blinking. Danm, he was going to have to be nore
careful. "Tell me, uh, about Debra," he said quickly. "What's the big dea
this time?"

"Debra? Ch god, Rob, | wish | could strangle her. You know the report she
had me draft for the Atlanta division? Four of the graphs—four of

them —turn up in her presentation this norning! On viewgraph slides, no
less ..."

Rob chewed pizza and kept the glasses filled. Noddi ng and nmaki ng an
intelligent noise every now and then was enough to keep Julianne going
until she had vented all her frustrations. Wich was really the point of
this entire exerci se—there was nothing anybody coul d do about Debra's

al | eged cussedness. It was as nuch a feature of Julianne's job as wearing
designer suits and pearls. Besides, Rob didn't entirely believe in Debra's

file:/l/F|/rah/Brenda%20Clough/Clough,%20Brenda%20W%20-%20How%20Like%20A%20God.txt (28 of 156) [8/27/03 9:00:11 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Brenda%620Cl ough/Clough,%20Brenda%20W%20-%20How%20L ike%20A %20God. txt

denoni c aspect. It might be like the ineffectiveness of the postal system
or the collapse of the Anerican fam|y—a nugget of truth bl oated way out of
proportion by overzeal ous newspapers and TV tal k shows.

At this noment overzeal ous was a good word for Julianne. She waved her
pizza slice in the air. "—and when | checked with M. Thomas he said the
fax had never been sent! Now wouldn't you think that if she was going to be
so devious she'd at |east send a cover sheet, and then blane it on line

noi se?"

"Ch sure, Jul, that woul d be obvious," Rob agreed absently.

"So ny idea was to get you in on it," Julianne continued.

Rob choked on a sip of w ne. "M?"

"Yeah—you could drive ne back to the office after lunch, and cone up for a
few mnutes. It shouldn't take you but a Jiffy to tell Debra that |I'm
right. You can tell when she's lying, right?"

"Wl l, yeah, but—=

"And then I'Il wite a meno, an accurate meno, to send upstairs. And she'l
signit.”

"Jul, think a mnute! How can | nake the poor wonan do sonething? It
woul dn't be fair."

"But you're nmaking her do sonmething right. Howis that different from
maki ng a bunch of dipsticks in Lorton do sonething right? O pushing that
shoe clerk around? You're being really inconsistent!"

For a second Rob's mouth hung open, as his thought processes spun their
wheels to catch up. "So |I'minconsistent—+'ve been dealing with this for

| ess than a week! At the shoe departnent it was an emergency, okay? Just in
and out of the guy's head, nothing permanent. And | like to think | was
performng a service to society at the prison, Jul. How does ny | eaning on
your boss advance the conmon good?”

"I't'I'l advance nmy good, and |I'myour wife," Julianne said firmy. "I told
you how inportant it'll be this nonth, to put up a good show for the
Atlanta division. If I'"'msmart enough—if Debra doesn't undo all ny good
work the second |I turn ny back—the whol e departnent gets a gold star."

"That is not what you could call a broad-inpact goal, Jul," Rob protested.
"Look, isn't it tinme to start on back? W can discuss this on the way."

"Ch ny god, yes—took at the tine! You better let me drive, otherwise ||
be late.™

Rob willingly let her take the driver's seat. Wen she was in a rush
Jul i anne put even nore energy than usual into her driving. She would have
little attention to give to persuading him which neant he could think. Now
that she wasn't prodding at him it didn't seem so unreasonable to |l end her
a hand. She needed help with Debra and had asked himfor it. The cons in
Lorton hadn't even asked—he had just dunped a new m ndset on them And he
woul dn't do anything nearly so drastic to Debra. Just a very slight

adj ustnent, so that she woul dn't undercut Julianne so often. Wat could be
the harmin that?

So when they arrived at Julianne's building he et her park the van in the
basenent parking lot and hustle himup to her office. The Association of
Garnment Design had the eighteenth and nineteenth floors in the building.
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Their suites were ostentatiously nodern in decor and gave a fine view of
the airplanes | anding and taking off at National Airport. In his runpled
comput er jockey clothing, Rob always felt underdressed at the Association
Qperating anywhere in the garnment industry seened to demand very high
fashi on standards.

Rob had net Debra several tines before, at Christmas parties nostly, but he
al ways had troubl e recognizing her. Partly it was the disguising effect of
changes in hair color, hairstyle, and nmakeup. The one year she had becone a
redhead had really shaken his confidence. And today his difficulties would
be compounded by the certainty that Debra would be in ordinary business
attire rather than a killer party dress. Fortunately he now had a powerful
booster to his feeble social skills. He scanned the nminds around him
hopi ng to pick her out. Immediately he tapped into excitenent and
anticipation. "Sonething' s going on today, huh?" he asked Julianne.

"Ch, it's Joubert. He's in town getting the red-carpet tour of the
Associ ation."

"Who i s Joubert?"

"Ch, Rob! If you have to be a barbarian don't announce it, okay? Joubert is
the famous French couturier. But don't worry. M. Rowe will keep him
upstairs.”

"Don't you believe it, Jul. He's just around the corner, over by the file
cabi nets."

Julianne shot hima quick surprised glance, but there was no tine to talk
about it. They cane round the corner and the illustrious visitor was indeed
there, dressed in green suede fromhead to toe and flirting with a
delighted secretary. M. Rowe stood unconfortably by, and hailed Julianne
with relief. "Let nme introduce one of our npst energetic account execs,
Phillipe. This is Julianne Lewis. And, er ..." He |looked at Rob in

conf usi on.

"Rob Lewi s, her husband,"” Rob said hel pfully.

"Enchante, madane," Joubert said without taking his eyes off the secretary.
"Enchante, msieur." He was absurdly young, in his nmd-twenties perhaps,
with a carefully wild shock of dark hair. M. Rowe | ooked |ike his

di sapprovi ng grandfat her.

From pure m schief Rob said, "I've always adm red your work, M. Joubert.
Is that suit your own design?"

"Rob!" Julianne mouthed al nost silently at him

"Surely," Joubert said. He brushed his palnms over the studs and fringes. "I
hope to reform revanp, American male fashions, as | have revol utionized
the ladies'." He raised one fastidious eyebrow at Rob's beige sports

j acket .

"But suede will be so hot in the summertine," Rob said.

"So it is." Surprised, Joubert glanced down at his own fringed sleeve. "Too
oppressive! | shall renmake this in silk!"

"Green is all right, | guess,
I'i ked yell ow nysel f."

Rob said with a straight face. "But | always

"Yellow " Joubert seened to be seeing heavenly visions. "Yellow, a Naples
yellowwith a lot of orange in it! | think of sunflowers, of sunsets, of
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mari gol ds—
"Rob, cut it out!"™ Julianne hissed.

"Plaid," Rob suggested w ckedly.

"A piece of paper," Joubert denmanded feverishly. "I rnust draw"

The secretary handed the great man a pad. Mr. Rowe contributed his own
fountain pen. Julianne seized Rob by the el bow and haul ed hi m away. "How
coul d you?" she whispered. "Wat have you done to hinf? What will his Paris
coll ection | ook |ike next autum?"

"Heaven knows,
suede. "

he | aughed. "But anything' ||l be an inprovenent over green

"How you can shuffle Monsieur Joubert's design inspirations around |ike
that, and be so neal y-nmout hed about Debra, | will never understand."

"Ch, but Julianne, couturier fashion design has absolutely no rel ationship
to reality anyway!"

"But —but the industry, the balance of trade, the— She sputtered to a stop
and t hen announced in despair., "Ch, you're hopel ess!"”

Rob knew he shoul dn't be surprised at how easy that had been. He no | onger
had to pronounce a commrand, even in silent words, or to harness a strong
enotion to get the weirdness noving. A mere suggestion was enough, when he
put the nmuscle of his will behind it. That was what to call it, nuscle. And
maybe poor Joubert was the nalleable type anyway? But when he confronted
Debra, Rob felt a small naggi ng doubt. Yes, interference was easy to do and
subtle to execute. The wonman woul d never know, just as Joubert hadn't
noticed his interference. But Julianne would know. Rob couldn't help
wondering if that know edge woul d be good for her

Jul i anne was saying, "You renmenber my husband Rob, don't you? W sat
together at the conpany picnic last fall."

"OfF course | renmenber you," Debra said cordially. "The father of those
beautiful twins! Did you drop by to get a glinpse of Monsieur Joubert?"

Rob stared in fascination at her new hair color, a sort of strawberry

bl onde. Even her eyebrows matched. "He's just bringing ne back fromlunch,"
Julianne interposed, "and wanted to say hi." She frowned and nodded at Rob
to get on with it.

Again Rob felt an inpulse to delay. "I've run into Monsieur Joubert
al ready. Doesn't he have a keen suit on, though!"

Debra beaned at Julianne. "And you were telling us about his conservative
taste in clothes!"

"Look at what he's wearing now. Deb," Julianne said
"Office uniform" Rob said airily.

"A good-1ooking guy like you would really set off designer nenswear," Debra
sai d.

"I know what |'mgetting you for Christmas,"” Julianne threatened. "G een

suede! "

Rob stared soberly into Debra's eyes—at |east those were unchanged—and
said, "Julianne's always right about this sort of thing." He gave the words
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the push, the nuscle.

Debra blinked. "OF course she is," she assured him "Wy, wthout her
not hi ng woul d get done around here!"

"I"'mso glad you think so," Rob said unconfortably.

Julianne instantly seized the offensive. "Don't you think we should send
that fax off to Atlanta this afternoon?"

"Ch, for sure—do you have the revised draft?"

Rob didn't feel like contributing to the conversation any nore. He
wondered, is this how a rapist feel s? Soneone who slinks around forcing
weaker people to do things they have no intention of doing? Fiddling with
Joubert's clothing ideas had been a laugh riot, but would Joubert hinself
agree? By no stretch of the imagination could you argue that anyone woul d
benefit fromtoday's neddling. At the first nonent he could, Rob nmade a
show of consulting his watch and said, "My gosh, | better get going. 1'lI
pick you up at the Metro station, okay, Jul?"

"You got it, hon." She blew hima kiss, her eyes sparkling with pleasure.
Rob trundl ed gloonmily off down the shiny nodern hall to find the el evator
Had he ever seen that glitter in Julianne's eye before?

CHAPTER 6

After all the crises of this past week the Lewi ses were deeply in hock to
M ss Linda. Rob was well aware it wasn't only a question of nobney. Mss

Li nda was irrepl aceabl e and she knew it. No noney in the world could have
purchased a reliable and, above all, famliar sitter for the twins the
other night, at such short notice. Rob knew that it would be only decent of
himto apply the rest of this afternoon off to quality tine with the tw ns.
M ss Linda woul d get an unexpected holiday, thus giving the Lewis famly a
psychol ogi cal |eg up again.

When Rob halted the van at the curb the twins shrieked with joy. Their
sandbox was set up in the fenced side yard of a nodest brick ranbler. Wat
with the kids and the scattered sand, alnobst all the grass was dead. Mss
Li nda rose from her seat on the porch swing and waved. Rob unl atched the
chain-link gate and, slipping in quickly, shut it smartly behind hinmself to
prevent escapes. Living with two active kids forced everyone involved into
a ki nd of paranoia.

Davey flung hinself onto a |l eg and | ocked on, yelling, "Da!"
Angel a dashed up with a double handful of sand. "Here, Daddo! Annie give!"

"No way, sugar pie, I'mon to that one. H, Mss Linda—I| got the afternoon
off, so | thought 1'd give you a break."

"You feeling better, M. Rob? | saw that fire on TV."

"Sure, I'mfine. But it was scary, huh?" At this nonent Angel a dunped the
handful s of sand onto Rob's feet. Since he was wearing |oafers his shoes
filled immediately. "Ch, no no, Angelal!"

"No no," she replied, inspecting her work calmy.

"You better let me fetch their diaper bags out to you," Mss Linda said
ki ndly. "Maybe you should just enpty your shoes back into the sandbox
again."
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Rob did so. By the time he got his shoes and socks back on, and | oaded both
kids into the van. Mss Linda was back with the bags. "Use your afternoon
wi sely," he urged her. "Watch Oprah. Go to the hairdressers. Have a good
tine."

"You can count on nme, M. Rob. Good-bye, |oveys, I'll see you tonorrow "
She bl ew ki sses to the kids through the wi ndow, and they enthusiastically
bl ew ki sses back.

It woul d be shanmeful to waste such adorabl e toddl er npods, and besides it
was a glorious afternoon, full of birdsong and the green juicy snells of
spring. Rob said, "Shall we go to the playground again, huh, Kkids?"

The twins had nothing to say against it, so Rob drove to the park. Having

had enough sand for the day, Angela tugged inperiously at a toddler sw ng.
Rob lifted her up and fastened the lap belt, all the while keeping a sharp
eye on Davey clinmbing the tot slide. "Now push,"” Angel a comuanded.

The park wore an entirely different aspect m dweek. Last Saturday wi th Aunt
Angel a, there had been adults as well as kids. Today sone |ocal preschoo
had taken over. Two harri ed-1ooki ng woren chased after maybe forty ki ds.
And sone of those boys should have been in kindergarten, Rob judged. They
were huge. Luckily nost of them were waving sticks and horsing around near
the monkey bars. "Higher!" Angela squeal ed. "Go under!" Rob knew what t hat
meant, and obediently ran with the swing until he dashed right under
Angel a' s high-kicking feet. She screaned with delight.

He had only turned his back for a second, no nore. But there was Davey,
flat on his back at the foot of the slide, howing. A trio of bigger boys
gal | oped past, heading for the teeter-totters. Rob ran over and picked
Davey up. "Hey, poor little guy! Don't cry, let me | ook you over!"

Rob found not hing obvi ously wong, no broken linmbs or flow ng bl ood, as he
dusted his son off. Had those buddi ng thugs knocked himoff the slide?
"What happened, sport?" Davey hiccuped and stuck a dirty thunb in his
mout h. Rob gently pulled the hand down. "Davey, can you tell nme how you
fell?"

Davey had inherited Julianne's preposterously |ong eyel ashes, but his eyes
were blue-gray like Rob's. Wen Rob | ooked into them he saw only a
little-boy mnd, not much nmore than a baby's. He didn't really expect Davey
to answer. But suddenly Davey said, quite clearly, "The big boys ran by.
They waved a stick at ne. | got scared and ny shoes slipped."”

Rob's jaw dropped. Three whol e sentences: his son had never yet been so
articulate. Angela was the chatterbox of the two. "Ch ny god," he
whi spered. "Davey, little guy, did | just nake you say that?"

He knelt in the dirt hugging the little torso to his chest, and felt cold
all over. What was he doing, just with his powerful presence, to these tiny
i npressi onabl e brai ns? Was he warpi ng them the way plutoni um night nutate
their DNA?

There was no time to consider this now Davey, already completely
recovered, wiggled to be set free. The outraged Angel a, trapped in her
mot i onl ess swi ng, wailed, "Push, Daddo! Push!" at the top of her lungs. Rob
staggered to his feet and pushed. He felt winded, as if he had taken a

t hunder ous bl ow over the heart.

Anot her thing Rob felt obliged to do with an afternoon off was to cook sone
real food. The famly was forced to do far too nmuch carryout and TV di nner
Rob had only two nenus in his repertoire, chicken a |a king and spaghetti.
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Si nce chi cken was on sale when he got to the store, the choice was easy. He
knew the recipe by heart, which was good. Speed was essential when shopping
with the twins. He had to seat themside by side in the body of the
shopping cart, and then dash through the store tossing cream of nushroom
soup and frozen peas into the small front area. By the tinme the kids were
bored enough to try clinbing out, Rob was breezing through the checkout

I'i ne.

At home there was tinme to get the chicken going, change di apers, and feed
the kids a snack. The child-care books didn't approve of TV as a
babysitter, but Sesane Street kept them qui et and happy whil e he cooked.
Then he piled themback into the van to go to the station to fetch
Julianne. "Have you had a lovely restful afternoon?" she greeted him

"No, | haven't," Rob groaned. "I've been running around doing things till
my tongue's hangi ng out."

"Well, | had a great day! Come on, let's get it in gear—+'mdying for a
drink, and | bet you are too."

She al nost sparkled in the front seat beside him her bell of blonde hair
throw ng back the last of the day's sunshine. In her sharp hound's-tooth
jacket and green skirt she |ooked like a nodel, not at all |ike the nother
of two. How on earth did such a beautiful girl marry ne? Rob wondered idly,
as he sonetinmes did. But quickly he caught hinself up. He was too strong
now. If he pursued that line of thought he'd find the answer.

When Rob unl ocked the front door the snmell of cooking chicken was
marvel ous, filling the house. Suddenly he knew he'd feel better after
dinner. On his arm Davey renmarked, "Hungry."

"Your wish is ny command, sport! Into the highchair with you!"

"This is so nice!" Julianne exclaimed as she came in with Angela. "The
tabl e set, dinner cooking—+ love it!"

"Makes a nice change from pizza, doesn't it? By the time you get your shoes
off, the food' Il be on the table."

A scattering of Cheerios on their trays as an appetizer kept the tw ns busy
as Rob di shed up and poured sone beer. Julianne cane clattering downstairs
again in jeans, and took her seat. She raised her glass to him "To the
chef, long may he wave!"

"Thank you, thank you." Rob bowed to an imagi nhary audi ence on either side.
"And what's your discerning assessment, nadane?" he asked Angel a, as he
spooned chi cken onto her dinosaur plate.

"Yum " She squel ched the food through her fingers.

"Thank god for bibs," Julianne said shuddering. "Al right, baby boy,
here's your peas, Davey's favorite!"

The tw ns gobbled their usual fast and nmessy neal, while their parents cut
up chicken as quickly as possible and kept the plates filled. Once fully
fed, they could be cleaned off, lifted down, and allowed to roister with
toys underfoot. Then an adult meal becane possible at |ast. Rob heaped his
plate with chicken for hinself this tine, and asked, "So what's the story
with Debra now?"

"Ch, you won't believe what a difference!" Julianne piled her fork with
noodl es and chicken. "You renenber those graph slides? Well, she told ne
all about it. It was Gordon Rowe's fault after all! He took the graphs and
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had the graphics people transfer themw thout telling a soul, just boom
Li ke that..."

Rob's attention drifted a little. He had heard this sort of thing before.
Directly between his ankles Angel a was playing with her new bongo drum At
least it felt like the drum whacking irregularly against his instep. He
put his foot on it, casually pinning it against the rug, but she jerked it
away, exclaining, "Naughty Daddo!" Now, was it normal for an

ei ghteen-nonth-old to be so assertive?

Suddenly he focused on Julianne again. The flavor and tone of her conpl aint
was powerfully famliar, and it only took hima second to recognize it from
lunchtine. She was working up to a demand. Resigned, he waited for it.

"—the sinplest thing, all things considered, would be for ne to take over
Rowe' s position, when he retires next year."

"VWhat, becone director of the Association? | thought the garnment designer
menbers got to vote on the director."

"Why shoul dn't they choose ne? You could tell themto do it."

Rob concentrated on scraping food up with his fork. "And Rowe has been
promising to retire next year since the Reagan Adninistration. Wat nakes
you think he's serious this time?"

"He's going to have to bite the bullet some time." Julianne said it as if
this were the nost obvious fact in the world. "He's never there anyway,
except when soneone inportant cones by. Al he does is work on his golf
handi cap. "

"Not hing has to be done about it right away, right?" Rob said. "Let's wait
on it awhile. See how things develop." He stared unhappily at the

congeal ing ness on his plate. It looked like library paste studded with
carrots and peas. Maybe he should | earn anot her recipe.

"And there was another idea | had." Julianne speared another chicken w ng
and transferred it deftly to her plate. "You know how Il ke is getting his
degree next nonth?"

"I's he really?" Rob turned his attention to lke's problens with relief.
Jul i anne' s younger brother, a perpetual student, had stretched his
four-year undergraduate degree programwell into his twenties. "Wat's his
maj or now?"

"Ch god, sone tinme-waster, | think it's sociology. The point is, he'll need
ajobinthe real world."

"Not easy in this economic climte, Jul. He doesn't exactly have a stellar
resune. "

"Wll, | told himto | eave the bar gigs off," Julianne said. "And all those
part-tine busboy jobs at Shoney's. But what | figure is, once he decides
what field to go into, you could give hima boost."

"Me?" Rob wanted to clutch his forehead with both hands. "And suppose he
wants to be a rock drummer, like he did in the eighties? Jul, | don't know
that | can create talent where there isn't any!"

"Did | say he was going to be a drunmer?" Julianne denanded. "W woul dn't
let himdo that. | think he'd make a great CPA. O nmybe a | awyer."

"He'd make a lousy CPA'" Rob said flatly. "lke can't bal ance his own
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checkbook! How on earth will you talk himinto graduate school, and on such
a tough track?"

"You can do it."
" Noway! "

"Ch, come on, Rob," Julianne coaxed. "W want himto support hinself,
right? God knows ny parents won't |ast forever, and once they're gone he'l
sponge of f of us, unless he devel ops sone openings."

"No. Zero. Nada. Not one cent, not one finger lifted in his direction
lke's only hope is to make it off his own bat."

"And what about Angi e?" Julianne denanded.

"What about her?" Rob asked, caught off bal ance by the sudden change of
subj ect .

"Her real problemis that |ukewarm boyfriend of hers, what's-his-name,
Jerry. If there's one thing that gets on ny nerves it's a conm tment-phobic
man. "

"Good gosh, you don't want ne to stanpede Jerry Catharing, do you? Maybe
Angi e hasn't made up her own m nd about hi mhave you thought of that?"

"True, but— At that noment a squall of rage cane fromthe living room Rob
got up to investigate and found the twins westling over a toy. "Now, sugar
pi e, you know that the walrus is Davey's special friend," Rob said
reasonabl y.

"“Nol

"Where's Angel a's special pal, huh? Were's Tigger?" He snagged the toy out
of the playpen and thrust it into Angela's arns. "Okay, now everybody's
ready to go upstairs, right?"

"No upstairs!" Angela said. She hated bedtine.
"We'll take a bath first," Rob rem nded her.
"Bat h," Davey said happily.

"You're up for it, huh sport? Jul, |'mtaking Davey upstairs for his bath.
And then we'll read ' The Three Billy Goats Guff.' "

Angel a wavered. They m ght squabble, but the twins hated to be separat ed.
And the story was an irresistible lure. "Okay, bath," she conceded.

Rob hoi sted them both up. "We're all going up for a bath," he told Julianne
as they passed the kitchen

Jul i anne was speedi ng through the dinner cleanup, rattling the silverware
into the dishwasher and rinsing plates. "Wat you really ought to find her,
Rob," she said, "is a better boyfriend. Angie, | nean. A nice rich one, not
too old or too flaky."

Rob didn't bother to answer that one. On either side of his head the tw ns
were hooting, achieving their fanpbus stereo effect that cancelled all
rational thought. He galloped up the stairs with them shouting, "Gangway!"
They screamed with delight. How wonderfully sinple it was, to please then

CHAPTER 7
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The next day was Thursday. The West Coast sal vage teamwouldn't arrive til
this afternoon, so there was nothing for Rob to go in to work for. Julianne
took the bus to the station, leaving himto drop off the twins at his

| ei sure. Rob watched her trot off, glancing at her watch, her high heels
clicking. It was a week ago today, exactly, that the bus driver had tried
to ignore her. It mght have been a decade. Certainly Rob felt as if he'd
had ten years' worth of experiences.

He herded the kids into the van and drove themto Mss Linda's. "Going in a
little | ate today, huh, M. Rob?" she greeted him

"I"'msure sleeping in did us all good," he answered. She was assuning he
was going in to the office, and he didn't correct her

Instead he drove to Great Falls. It was a | ess than ideal day to go—he
renmenbered with regret the piercingly mld days earlier in the week. Today
was cooler, tending to rain. He wore new jeans and a nyl on Redski ns warm up
jacket, and hoped the drizzle wouldn't beconme a downpour

The unpaved trail wound through a strip of woodl and. Beyond was an infinity
of cloudy gray sky between the tall trunks. He came out onto a shoul der of
rock the size of an office building. The water-seaned granite sl oped
slightly downhill, and he picked his way carefully to the verge.

Twenty yards straight down the Potonmac River thundered past, sleek and
green as gl ass. Elsewhere on the river you could pretend the water was
safe, tame. Its power was hidden. Here, squeezed between the shel ves of
rock, the current's strength was |i ke a naked sword. People drowned here
every year. One false step and Rob knew that nothing could save him not
the weirdness, not even the U. S. Park Police. Their helicopter would fish
his battered body out of the current ten mles downstream

The cliff nade a perfect right angle. Sitting on it was like sitting on a
curbstone. He could I ook right across the river to the Maryland side, where
a | ookout platform had been build anbng the boul ders on A nstead |Island. A
few Maryl anders hung over the rail, snapping pictures and taking in the
view. One of them waved. Rob pretended he didn't notice. He didn't want to
conmuni cate with anyone, even with a gesture.

He had to force hinself to face the truth. It had been a terrible mstake
to tell Julianne. She was just not the type of person who could handl e
power over others, even at one renove. It would have been just as bad, Rob
sadly supposed, if they had won the Reader's Di gest Sweepstakes, or if she
had been nomi nated to be Treasury secretary or somnething. Julianne had
never known when to quit. She had never been able to put herself in sonmeone
el se's shoes. He could easily imagine her riding roughshod over all the
Treasury undersecretaries, sparking off Congressional investigations and
acerbic articles in the Washi ngton Post.

Rel uctantly he reviewed his options. How pleasant it would be to have a
supportive wife who wouldn't insist on appalling interference with other
people's lives! The only way to transform Julianne into such a person woul d
be with nmassive adjustnents of her personality. Fiddling with the honel ess
guy's head would be a fleabite conpared to it. Even the Lorton convicts—he
hadn't known them been married to them It felt outrageous, wong—tike
meddl ing with nature, or stealing her soul

And suppose he did. Suppose he successfully warped Julianne's character

until she was like—waell, like Lois Lane. Then she woul dn't be Julianne any
nmore. He'd have renodel ed her into a stranger, one that he nmight not even
Iike, might never learn to love. "And the devil of it is, | do |ove her,"

he said out loud. The roar of the tunbling waters drowned his words.
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Anot her, easier, possibility mght be to just excise the know edge from her
m nd. That would be far |less drastic. He could make her forget completely
about the weirdness and everything associated with it. If he was going to
take this route he had to act soon. He had told her on Tuesday, and today
was Thursday. Already she had had two days of thought, of action, of
menory. The | onger he waited, the nmore pruning he'd have to do.

He considered it carefully. The episode about Debra—well, Jul was
constantly conpl ai ning of Debra's inconsistency. Maybe her | atest

about -face could be blanmed on that. He had been able to drag his heels on
all of Jul's nore grandi ose proposals. The whol e thing was so wacky she
probably hadn't confided it to any of her friends. Al though he realized,
now he | ooked back on it, that he had never told her to keep it secret, She
had made no prom ses, and Rob, his head full of Spider-Man's hone |ife, had
not thought to demand one.

"Damm, | better nove on it," he nuttered. Carefully he stood up. A fine
m st had been falling all this tine, and he was chilled to the core. H's
jeans were clammy with the wet, and when he ran his hand over his hair
droplets fell onto his jacket collar. A baseball cap woul d' ve been snart.
Maybe the hi ke back to the car would get his bl ood noving.

The parking ot was nearly enpty as he made his way to the van. Atrio of
class-cutting teenage girls sat in the only other car, passing a joint
around. As Rob went by a spiky-haired head popped out the driver's w ndow.
"Hey mister, do you have any cigarettes?”

"Sorry, | don't snoke."
"Then maybe you coul d give us sone nobney to buy sone, instead."

Her tone was threatening. Rob |ooked. Surely that was the gl eam of a gun
barrel in the rear window. But no rush of |aw enforcenent zeal overtook
him "Onh, for god' s sake." Tiredly he marched up to the car. "Gve ne
that."

The wi ndow descended. The girl in back neekly put sonmething in his hand—a

| arge silvery tube froma roll-on foundation container. The Revl on insignia
was visible on the top. He gave it back. "Don't ever try that again," he
said, turning away. "Ch, and all of you, quit snoking," he added over his
shoul der. Probably he ought to do nore. But he couldn't deal with it today.
Wearily he clinbed into the van and drove off.

Hal fway to Crystal City it occurred to Rob that he could do the job

| ong-di stance. He didn't have to see Julianne or touch her to edit her
menories. He pulled off the parkway onto a side road. There was a coffee
shop in a strip mall just up the way.

Wth a hot nug cupped in his hands Rob felt better. Julianne would never
know about the adjustments in her head. Everything would be okay. They
could go on being married and life would carry on as it always did. He
woul d never tell anybody el se about the weirdness, and naybe soneday it
woul d dry up and go away.

He sat in a booth towards the rear, well back fromthe bustling pastry
counter. For further canouflage he spread out the sports page on the table.
A man neditating on the box scores wouldn't be interrupted.

He let the real world drop like a curtain to reveal the other place behind.
Yesterday Rob renenbered it had been a vast field of minds, all grow ng and
bl owi ng. Today it was like a crystal or a lattice, still a grow ng and
organic thing but with nore di nension, nore depth.
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Rob wal ked down gl assy corridors lined with clear crystals. O naybe it was
a passageway right through a crystal, a gigantic dianond, perhaps. And each
of these hand-sized crystals that nmade up the walls and fl oor and ceiling
was one nol ecul e of that dianond, a single twi st of tightly-knotted carbon
at ons.

He stopped and touched one crystal at random "Wy can't | get ny ear

pi erced, Mn? Al the guys at school are doing it." Unsurprised, he tried
another. "Oh, no no, not like that. First you | oosen the nuts, like this.
Here, hold the wench. Take the weight on your shoul der evenly, before you
spin the nuts right off " Peopl e, Rob thought. These were all people. He
was wal ki ng through Mansoul, the entire aggl oneration of mnds on, say,
this half of the continent. How many? Well, how many carbon at ons nmake up

t he Hope Di anond?

It didn't matter. He knew where he was and who he was | ooking for. After an
uncounted tinme of wal king through the cool |abyrinth of passageways he
found her. The crystal was | ow down on one wall. He knelt and touched it
gently. Julianne.

Here, safely wapped in crystal, he could be dispassionate. Al that there
was of Julianne he could hold in one hand. As on his conputer at the

of fice, he could call up the directory and see the files w thout opening
each one. Wen he got to the right file, he knew it imediately. It was the
only one with his own mark, his own fingerprint at the beginning, when he
had forced Julianne to believe him He picked it up. It was like a glass
bead in his hand, a tiny translucent pearl. Wuld sinply renoving the file
be enough? |If Julianne were a conputer he would be sure of it. But she
wasn't. He would have to go through the file's contents.

There was no point in refinements. This gl ass pearl was dooned anyway. So
he squeezed it hard between the heels of his hands. It shattered in a smear
of moisture, and suddenly he fell.

For a nmonent Rob thought he was back at Great Falls again, and had sli pped
on the rocks. A foam ng torrent washed over him tunbling him head over

heels in the current. But this couldn't be the Potomac. The water was warm
In fact it was downright unconfortable, warnmer than the water in a hot tub

He tried not to panic. This dark and rather dirty stuff wasn't real water
He wasn't drowning, could breathe perfectly well even though his head was
under. All this turnoil was in that pearl, and now he was in the pearl with
it. Abattering waterfall was just as nuch of a construct as—well, as
crystal corridors lined with conputer-gens. He realized the enornous
Mansoul di anmond had been his own creation, the kind of inmage he was
confortable with, cool and hard-edged and organi zed. Julianne's inmagery was
obviously very different. He was in her playground, and she had set the

rul es.

Was this really ariver? O was it a closed sphere of turbul ence, a sal ad
dressing shaken in its bottle? Up, he thought. If | can get up and out,
it's ariver. For sone nonents he struggl ed agai nst the currents, which
seenmed to batter at himfromall directions. Then he was through, up above
the turnmoil like a seagull in a storm

"It's ariver," he said with satisfaction. The obvi ous next step was to
find the source. The air was thick and supportive, and he had no trouble
dog-paddling along in it. The torrent bel ow soared down froma high cliff.
At the top he saw fl oodgates, |ike the gates on the spillways of big dans.
The gates were w de open, so that the nuddy water gushed out uni npeded. He
swooped | ower. There was just roomto stand on that rock by the open gate.
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Fromthis vantage point Rob could relax a little and survey the situation
A shock of recognition hit him This flood was famliar, though he had
never seen it as water before. It was another image: the torrent of
Julianne's ambition. H's tunbling struggle in the undertow just now was the
exact analogy of his struggle with her in real life. And there was another
proof of the parallel, right here. He surveyed the fl oodgates beside him
They seenmed to be nmade of poured concrete, gleamng wet and festooned with
slimy green weeds. About hal fway up the farther gate was a whiter splotch—a
handprint, sunk deep into the concrete. Rob didn't bother to go up and fit
his hand against it. He knew it was his own nmark. He had thrust open these
gates hinsel f.

And now he had to close themagain. But first, where else had the water
run? Now he realized the useful ness of the river netaphor. The
conmputer-crystal picture would have been nmuch | ess convenient. From here he
could track exactly where the water was goi ng.

He kicked off again into the thick soupy air. The streamwas fast and
strong but surely couldn't be very long yet. He glided above as it
fount ai ned over rocks and rushed through a gorge. "Ch boy," he excl ai ned.
The river split into several snmaller streans—Julianne had indeed told
peopl e!

Suddenly the humid thick air was intol erably oppressive. How rmuch nore

pl easant crystal corridors were! Enough—he wanted out of this tiny
worl dl et. Rob made a gesture of reaching, pushing, and broke right through.
Panting a little, he found hinmself sitting in the back booth again,
clutching a cold nug of coffee.

As soon as he caught his breath Rob got up and made for the pay phone. It
was in the back corner by the men's room Let's keep this sinple, he
thought. His fingers were cranped and clunsy as he punched out the nunber.
"This is Rob," he told the secretary. "lIs Julianne there?"

She picked up. "H hon, are you at work?"

"No, | didn't go in. Julianne, who have you tal ked to about this weird
thing of m ne?"

It was only yesterday, wasn't it? When he had told her he couldn't exert
the wei rdness over the phone? Well, a day was a long tine in Rob's life
these days. He could tell now that she was lying. "Only Angie, this
nmor ni ng. But how on earth did you know?"

He didn't answer that. "And who el se?"
"Well ... | did ask |Ike about his career plans."
" And?"

For a nmonent she hesitated. "You know ny secretary, Pat? She has a daughter
Nadi ne in junior high. Well, Nadine is going out for the cheerl eadi ng
squad, and—

"No," Rob interrupted. "Is that everyone, Jul?" She didn't say anything,

but he knew that it was all. "This is the end, Julianne. Forget it all
everything | told you about these powers, everything that you' ve thought
and done on the subject. |I'mw ping the slate clean." Still she didn't

speak. OF course-she couldn't, not on this subject, not now He hung up the
receiver quietly.

Rob's knees felt a little shaky. He was glad to slide back into his booth.
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The waitress brought the pot over. "Hot that up for you, dear?" She topped
of f his nug.

He had drunk so little of the first cup that the m xture was scarcely

| ukewarm He sipped it anyway. His hand trenbled so that the cup clicked
against his teeth, and he set it down again with a grunt of annoyance.
There was no need to get upset about this. Julianne would be exactly as she
was before. Nothing would be different, except—

Except that there was nobody now to turn to. He'd have to carry this thing
al one, however huge it got, however long it took. Rob stared down into his
cup, his shoulders bowed with the weight of it. Maybe it would be easier to
drive to soneplace |like NIH and hand hinsel f over to the research doctors.
At |east then he could talk to people about it—probably nore than he woul d
want to, after a while.

No, he wouldn't nake the same nistake again. No hasty, enotion-driven

deci sions. Anything he did with the power fromnow on, Rob resolved to
consi der carefully. There was no reason why he shouldn't survey those
scientists at NIH, for instance—try to predict what they m ght want to do,
maybe sel ect a synpatico one. Nobody who was into dissection, for instance

Wth a start he renmenbered there were still |loose ends to tie up: Angie,

I ke, Pat the secretary and maybe her cheerl eader daughter. Calling his
sister and | ke would be |ong distance. He could do that cheaper from hone.
He put a big tip under his cup and hurried out.

CHAPTER 8

That afternoon driving over to pick up the kids, Rob had another idea. He
had done his tel ephoning and found that it was easy to nake people forget
stuff. It was a piece of cake, making Angie and | ke forget what Julianne
told themthey'd only hal f-believed her, anyway. Forgetting is easy. Now,
listening to the news on the radi o, he thought about Bosnia, where another
atrocity had just been perpetrated agai nst hel pless civilians. Suppose he
went to the President and offered to nake the Croats and the Serbs forget
about the entire thing? Just wipe the slate clean of a thousand years or so
of attack and counter-attack. O course the Yugoslavians would | ose a chunk
of history if he did that—all the war stories and songs and poens woul d go,
for instance—but at this point, with people being disnenbered in the
streets, nmaybe they wouldn't mind. It nmight be the perfect solution for
sonme of those ethnic or religious conflicts with deep roots—Northern
Ireland, for instance. O Rwanda. Surely such power had conme to himfor a
reason. |If he could even partially heal sone of these festering sores it
woul d be worthwhile. It was a cheering line of thought, and Rob whistled as
he opened M ss Linda's gate.

As usual the kids were delighted to see him Davey gave Rob's knees a | arge
sl obbery kiss, leaving a purple jelly stain on his jeans. Angela said,
"Look, Daddo! Look what Annie do!" She turned a | eg-thrashing sonersault on
the rug.

"She just |earned that today,'
girl, huh?"

M ss Linda reported with pride. "Wiat a big

"Good gosh, where's the videocanera when you need it! WII you do that
again for Momy when we get hone, sugar pie?"

"Sure," Angela said with confidence, and Rob had to | augh.

"Cone on, smarty, time to drift." He caught her up in his arns.
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"Daddo, can | hold the videocan?" she asked sweetly.

Startled, Rob al nost dropped her. Was that unusually articulate for an
ei ght een-nont h-ol d? He gl anced at M ss Linda. "She's a clever cookie," Mss
Linda said with only m|d surprise

"I wouldn't be surprised if she could handl e the videocam" Rob said,
turning it into a joke. By the tinme he had both children and all their
paraphernalia | oaded into the van, he had concluded it was just Angela's
| at est verbal advance.

Traffic was terrible going back through Fairfax. The rain had cl eared, but
a big truck had lost part of its load right in the nmiddl e of Route 50.
Finally Rob was able to edge the van past the light at the intersection
"Lucky we don't have to pick up Momy today at the station,” he told the
tw ns.

"Why? I's she taking the bus tonight?"

Rob's bl ood froze. Had that been Angela tal king? He couldn't stop here in
the middl e of the highway. Instead he adjusted the rearview mrror to catch
a glinpse of the two. Angela was | ooking out the window, so their eyes
didn't meet. Nevertheless there seemed to be an unnaturally intelligent
light in the baby face. "Ch ny god," he groaned. "Wat have | done?"
Gitting his teeth he stepped hard on the gas. He had to get them honme as
soon as possi bl e!

"Sometimes there's a police car hiding here," Davey remarked.

Davey | oved police cars—that was why he renenbered, Rob realized. He forced
hinself to slow down. This was not the tine to be stopped for speeding.

What had he done to them by his nere presence? Maybe the power, easily
driven by enotion, was working through his natural paternal desire to help
his kids grow and devel op. He rolled through the suburban side streets

wi t hout seeing them stopping automatically at the stop signs and naking
all the correct turns, sick with fear. Wiat will happen to then? WII it
get worse? Is this permanent? How can | find out? What pediatrician would
know?

He al most whinpered with relief when he pulled into their own driveway.
Cutting off the engine, he dashed out of the van and around to the side
door. VWen he slid it aside, both children were staring at himwith a kind
of mild wonder. Davey was uncharacteristically grave as Rob unlatched his
carseat. He held his arnms out to be picked up. "Wy are you sad?"

Rob flinched. "I can't tell you, son,
anybody. "

he whi spered. "I can't tel

"You can tell your famly," Angela said reasonably. She sounded so nature,
maybe six or eight years old! Rob funbled at her carseat's latch, fallen
Cheeri os crunching under his feet.

Davey waited on the sidewalk with a patience totally alien to an

ei ght een-nont h-ol d. "The keys are in the ignition," he rem nded Rob
Blindly Rob fetched them out and shut the van up. Ordinarily as he herded
themup the walk to the front door they tried to chase butterflies or pick
dandel i ons or eat ants. Now the twins led the way wi thout instruction, and
stood clear of the storm door while Rob unl ocked the deadbolt.

I nside, on automatic pilot, Rob enptied the diaper bags and rinsed the
bottles out. He poured apple juice into sipper cups and carried theminto
the living room Dozens of toys lay neglected on the rug. Angela was
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perched on the footstool, frowning as she pushed the buttons on the TV
renote. "You want to see the Lehrer Report, Daddo?"

"No!" Rob said vehenently. "No, please watch cartoons!"

Davey turned over the pages of TV Guide. "Power Rangers is too violent for
our age group, you know. "

"This one tinme it's okay." Rob set the juice down and bolted fromthe room
My god, could the kid read already? He ran too fast up the stairs into the
bedroom sl amm ng the door behind him The blood roared in his ears, and

bl ack water seened to rush over him He fell half-fainting to his hands and
knees. | would |ove to pass out, he thought foggily. | can't deal with
this. Conme on, faint! But instead of overwhelnming him the friendly
oblivion slowy ebbed. He found hinself staring at the carpet, his fingers
sunk deep into the green pile.

He crawl ed up onto the bed and | ay face down on the duvet. It was vital to
anal yze this thing rationally. Mss Linda hadn't noticed any way-out
precocity today. Rob renenbered how she had been surprised when Angel a had
tal ked about the videocam So this unnatural maturity only appeared when
Rob was actually near the kids. Wth all his heart Rob prayed that this was
true. Because then the solution was sinple. He woul d keep away from them
and the children would revert to normal. Maybe even now, downstairs in the
living room it was far enough. Maybe they were babbling and romping and
acting |like regular toddl ers again.

Ch, let it be so! Rob rolled over onto his back and cl osed his eyes,
mentally reaching out. Very gingerly he felt for Angela. In her little
trebl e voi ce she was sayi ng sonet hi ng about the Israeli-Pal estinian
negoti ati ons. Rob jerked away. Obviously one storey wasn't nearly far
enough.

He rolled to his feet. There was only one course of action open to hi mnow,
though he had no guarantee at all that it would work. It was al nost
six-thirty. Julianne's bus would arrive soon. He kicked his |leather |oafers
off and laced on a pair of athletic shoes. There was no tine to pack

anyt hing, but he pulled his dark blue toggle coat out of the back of the
closet. He ran downstairs again and into the |iving room

"Angel a. Davey. | want you to renenber this—+ |ove you. Don't ever forget
it." They woul d never forget, he knewit. Al of hinself, his entire being,
was behind the words. He went down on one knee to hug them first Davey and
then Angela. "Monmmy will be here in a minute, okay?"

"Where are you goi ng, Daddo?" Angel a denanded

"We're too young to be left," Davey pointed out.

Rob coul dn't bear to answer. The truth was inpossible, and he wouldn't |et
his last words to the children be a lie. Wthout saying anything, he
stunbled fromthe room down the hall and out the front door. H's keys
still dangled jingling fromthe |ock. He pulled themout and pocketed them
a last tiny gesture of hope.

The sun was setting. The bus cane into sight at the end of the street, and
he ran to neet it. Wth a hiss of air brakes it slowed at the bus stop. He
dashed up to the doors just as they sighed open. Julianne stood astonished
at the top of the steps. "Goodness, Rob, what's wong? What are you doi ng

her e?"

Rob | eaped up the steps into the bus. "Jul, I+ have to go away. On
business. Along trip."
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O course she accepted this instantly, because his words had nuscl e behind
them but still she was surprised when he hugged her tight. "Wat, you're
| eavi ng tonight?"

"On this bus. Right now The kids are waiting at home for you. Don't worry
about ne. Kiss me, quick!"

"You know, man, | got a schedule to keep,
"I's she staying on or getting off?"

the bus driver said irritably.

Rob |l et her go. "Have a good trip, hon!" Julianne called brightly as she
ski pped down the steps.

"Good-bye, Jul." Rob stood on the top step as the doors shut.

"Stand behind the yellow line, do you nmind?" the bus driver said. "And no
bills."

Rob dropped the quarters into the fare box and sank into the nearest seat.
The pain in his heart was so dreadful he curled around it, bow ng his head
to his knees. He didn't realize he was sobbing until the woman in the seat
behi nd hi mtouched his shoul der uncertainly. "Excuse ne, are you al

right?"

He jerked upright, glaring. "No!" he shouted. "My life has coll apsed! |'ve
lost my wife and children! | amnot all right!" The bus driver turned, his
mout h open. Only a few passengers remained on the bus, and they al

cowered. Trapped on a bus with a screanm ng nut—would he pull out an Uzi and
start shooting next? "You don't see me," Rob commanded fiercely. "Forget
thi s happened. Nobody sees me."

And of course nobody did. The tension evaporated instantly. The wonan sat
back again in her own seat, and the bus driver accelerated to nake the
light. The bus runbled through the mld blue evening on its schedul ed
route, and Rob was alone with his grief.

Part Two
CHAPTER 1

A gaudy dawn cane slowy up in the east. Against the purple cloud streaks
and pink sky the factory chi meys could have been cut out of black paper.
Rob stared out the window at them He felt gutted, enpty. He had wept

hi nsel f out, but the misery couldn't be eroded by tears. Wthout thinking
about it, he had transferred frombus to subway to the downtown bus depot,
paying no fares, cloaked in his invisibility. He hadn't bothered to note
where this Greyhound was going. It had been the first departing interstate
bus. That was all he cared about.

When the bus stopped and everyone got out, Rob did the same. He foll owed
the ot her passengers out into a cavernous and grungy bus term nus. From
there he wandered aimessly out into the city: New York City.

I cannot bear this any nore, Rob reflected dully. Oh God, if there is a
god, take this thing away! It's a curse. It has ravaged ny life. | wsh |
wer e dead.

Though it was so early, the narrow streets thronged with people. Rob wal ked
|i ke a ghost through them unseeing and unseen. MIlions upon nmillions of
people lived in this city, all steaming with thought, thick with their
histories. He couldn't hold their ninds at bay any nore. It had been
madness to come here. New York was the |ast place for him He should have
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gotten on a bus to Mchigan, or Tennessee, soneplace rural

He wal ked at random for hours and hours through a repellent naze of grim
comrercial streets. At last he cane to a park, a tiny wedge of struggling
grass and broken bottles. One of the benches had been vandalized, its slats
burnt away, but the other was still reasonably whole. Rob slunped down onto
it, exhausted. He stretched out on his back and stared up at the slice of
sky remai ning between the tall gray office towers. The roar of city traffic
surged in his ears, and the workings of a mllion mnds scoured through his
skull. I amnot going to cope with this any nmore, he thought. | amgoing to
do nothing and think nothing. | give up

Vaguely he felt the danger of this. Wen | think it, it happens. If | tell
myself to die, | may very well die. But Rob didn't care any nore. He willed
hinself to stillness, to enptiness, to oblivion, and sank gratefully into

t he dark.

Ti me passed, an unreckoned period that could have been forever. It was the
rain that brought himback. Little annoying drops tapped on his forehead,
refusing to go away. Then they rolled down into his eyesockets, forcing him
to blink. O thenselves his dry lips parted and the rain trickled in. He
realized he was horribly thirsty. He had neither eaten nor drunk since

| eavi ng hone.

Sullen thunder runbled in the sky as Rob slowy sat up. Hi s joints creaked,
and his arms and | egs were full of pins and needl es. The rain poured down,
digging its cold fingers into his scalp. He was soaked to the skin, right
through his coat and jeans and shirt. It was night. The streetlights cast a
ghastly pinkish light over the dirty wet avenue. There was only noderate
traffic, so it nmust be very late. His watch said it was quarter to four on
Sunday norni ng. Confused, he could hardly believe it. But he rubbed his
chin—at least three days' worth of bristle there. What a horrible city! How
come no one had noticed a person lying here, trying to be dead, for three
whol e days? At the very | east sonebody shoul d have ripped off his watch.

A man wal ked briskly by, a bartender on his way to the subway. Rob gl anced
at hinself through the bartender's eyes and saw the problemimmediately. He
had never stopped doing his tarnhelmtrick. He was so strong now, the trick
could just run on automatic. H s bleak despair m ght even have
subconsciously repell ed anyone who wanted to sit on the bench. It occurred
to himthat all he had to do was quit being invisible, and a nugger woul d
cone along and put himout of his msery. He'd be too weak to resist.

Putting it like that nade Rob realize he didn't want to die. At |east, not
by being nugged. O fromstarvation and thirst. That single trickle of rain
had been enough to revive his will to live. The streetlights wavered and

danced as he blinked at them and he repeated to hinself, | am not
Superman. If | don't eat or drink | will die. Wiat a laugh if | die now
after all, a real triunph of mind over matter. If there is a God, he has a

sick sense of hunor.

He sat in the pouring rain without the strength to do nore than lick the
rai ndrops off his upper lip. Mre footsteps. He would have to ask this one
for help. Rob dropped the tarn-helmtrick and whi spered, "Help." |I'm your
friend, he thought at the man, who stopped in his tracks.

"My god! Is that—=

"Rob Lewis," Rob supplied. The tinder-dry creak of the words surprised him
Hi s voi ce was al nbst gone

"Jeez, Rob, what happened? You're hurt!"
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"In pretty poor shape, uh— He fished for the nane. "-Jim"

"These gang nenbers, they're everywhere, |ike roaches! .New York's going
down the toilet! You nust've got knocked on the head—what'd they get, your
keys, your credit cards? Conme on, |'mtaking you hone to Marge. Can you
wal k? Hey! Taxi!"

Jimwas a dapper ol der man, maybe in his sixties, but in great shape. He
drew Rob's armover his Burberryed shoul ders and hoisted himto his feet
with ease. Probably he went to the gymevery day. The first taxi was,
natural ly, off duty, but Jimbundled himinto a second one and gave the
driver an Upper East Side address.

CGood, Rob thought. Wuldn't want to sponge off a garment worker or a

wai tress. My buddy Jimcan afford to give ne a neal. Wen a uniforned

door man opened the taxi door Rob decided to let all scruples slide. The
doorman tenderly hel ped Rob into the elevator and prom sed, "I'll buzz Ms.
Deacon and | et her know you're coming, sir."

"Wth Rob Lewis, tell her that," Jiminstructed. Boy, will she be confused,
Rob t hought.

The el evator arrived on the 22nd floor. Hal fway down a | ong carpeted
hal | way Marge stood in a paisley bathrobe hol ding the apartnment door open
"Jim who on earth—

Friend, Rob thought at her hazily. "You renenber Rob, don't you, Marge?"
Jim cal | ed.

"OfF course | do! Ch, you poor boy, you're drenched!" Marge was an easy
twenty years younger than Jim but old enough to be notherly. Rob |et her
take away his sodden clothes and bundle himinto a hot shower, Jim
interrupting only to press a brandy snifter into his hand. The brandy was
excel lent, but far too strong for Rob's shrunken stomach. He had to run
sonme of his shower water into it. | think I'mgoing to survive, he thought.

That first day Rob ate chicken soup and sl ept, a genuine sleep, not the
deathlike trance. In a couple of days he recovered his health and strength
conpletely. By that tine he was too unconfortable to trespass on Ji mand
Mar ge any nore.

The probl em was, saying "friend" didn't make Rob their friend. He had
nothing in common with Jim a tel evision executive, or Marge, who ran
charity banquets. Because he wished it, they adored Rob, plying himwith
food and liquor, giving himthe run of their ritzy apartnment. But at the
di nner table conversation linped. Rob didn't dare confide his own affairs,
and when the Deacons tried to include himin their chat he didn't know or
care about any of their concerns. They couldn't renenber where they had
known Rob before—dnsurprisingl y—and that tended to throw a nonkey w ench
into any reniniscence or story.

So as soon as he felt able, Rob took his | eave. "You saved ny life, Jim"
he said. "I'lIl never forget it."

"I't was nothing, nothing!"™ Jimprotested. He squeezed Rob's hand in a
pai nful ly nmuscular grip. "God, it's been so great to see you!"

"Why don't you visit nore often?" Marge demanded. "Bring the wife and
children next tinme!"
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Rob held onto his smile with an effort. "Thanks for the great neals,

Marge." Marge ki ssed his cheek. Ji mhugged hi maround the shoul ders. They
wal ked hi m down the |long corridor and waved as the el evator doors cl osed on
him As the elevator went down, Rob tried to deci de whether he had just
conmmitted a crinme or not. The Deacons woul d never prosecute. No court would
ever convict. | amnot going to worry about it, he told hinself. | left al
these petty noral agendas in the park. Still it seenmed inpolite to just
wal k away fromthe Deacons' hospitality.

He strolled east towards Madi son Avenue. At the corner was a stationery
shop. A bread-and-butter note, that's it, he decided. That's the concession
1"l make to ny middl e-class upbringing. He went in and sel ected the

toni est notepaper in the store, in keeping with the Deacons' status. A
qui ck glance into the storekeeper's head showed Rob that nobody ever becamne
a tycoon selling cards in Manhattan. He paid up fair and square.

To canp outdoors in June in New York is no great hardship, at |east as far
as the weather goes. Central Park had plenty of grassy nooks for Rob to
choose from Rolled up in his toggle coat and tarnhel ned from cops and
petty crimnals, he slept well. Froma street vendor he bought a brown
duffel bag to keep the coat in on warner days. He al so scrounged sonme bl ack
pl asti c garbage bags to use as a groundcl ot h.

For the first week, noney was a worry. Rob wasn't often hungry any nore,
but eating at coffee shops even once a day soon depleted his cash. And
using the credit cards would only shift his expenses to Julianne—No! He
wasn't going to think about home, about the family! The effort of holding
hi nsel f back fromthat abyss made Rob shake all over. He | eaned suddenly
agai nst a |lanp post, al nbost unable to stand.

"You're blocking the crosswal k," an Asian worman with a briefcase snapped as
she shoul dered past. Viciously Rob directed her descending foot onto a
stormgrating as she stepped off the curb. "OCh shit! My heel!" She bal anced
on the other foot and pulled off her beige | eather punp. But it gave Rob no
real pleasure to see her hobbling away, the broken shoe in hand. He sl unped
down to sit on the curbstone. "Wat have | done to deserve this?" he
demanded of the nmorning rush hour.

To his astonishnent, an ol der black woman bent to address him "Look, get
yourself a square neal," she said kindly. And she stuffed a ten-dollar bil
into his hand.

Did he really appear so seedy? Rob took a | ook at hinself through the eyes
of the crowmd waiting to cross Lexington Avenue. Since |eaving the Deacons
he had gi ven up conbing and washing and shaving. His |ight-brown stubble,
al ways thick and vigorous, was fast approaching the status of a beard. His
jeans and shirt | ooked griny and thoroughly slept in. But it was his eyes
and his expression that really marked Rob as strange. He had the desperate
| ook of a man pushed too fast, too far: like a drunk or a nental case.

"Ch great," Rob nmuttered sourly. First a crimnal and now a vagabond. Only
two weeks ago | was a conpletely normal human being. Too bad ny former
self, that nmeddling Rob Lewis who aspired to a cape and tights, won't cone
along to reformny life!

But he could use this down-and-out appearance to advantage. Panhandli ng

m ght be tinme-consumng and unprofitable for other street people, but not
for him Rob plucked a paper cup froman overflowi ng trash bin and | eaned
against his lanp post. If everyone on this corner gave hima quarter he'd
be set for the week. But the congestion mght |ook odd. So he settled for
muscling a quarter fromevery third or fourth passerby. He skipped anyone
who seened |ike they couldn't afford it. By lunch tinme, his pockets were so
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wei ghted with coin that he had to transfer sone quarters to the duffel bag.
This is going to be a snap, Rob told himself. It was nuch easier being a
predator than a benefactor

On rainy days, and whenever he felt |ike a home-cooked nmeal or sleeping in
a bed, Rob selected a fat cat and briefly became his best friend. The first
time, staying with a hotel nmagnate in his Fifth Avenue penthouse, Rob
didn't even bother to bathe. But the inage of a snmelly street bumsitting
beside a baronial fireplace soon lost its hunor. Besides, when the owner of
a bathroomthe size of a racketball court begged himto try out the hot
tub, how could Rob resist?

There were thousands of really rich people in New York City. Rob figured he
woul dn't have to | eech off anyone twice for years, which was just as well.
He didn't want to see any of his hosts again. No application of power would
ever nmake himfeel at hone anpbng his victinms. And without hunman feeling to
season it, luxury cloyed fast. Always after a day or two, Rob returned to
Central Park.

Panhandl ing only took hima couple of hours a week. The rest of his tine
Rob nostly spent at the library. Particularly in the bad nei ghborhoods, the
branch libraries were dunps conpared to Fairfax County. But the nmain
Central Research library at Forty-Second Street was delightful, with a
reference collection like a dream Rob found a dozen out-of-print H R der
Haggard novel s he had never heard of before. Across the street, the

M d- Manhattan branch was nmore |ike the circulating suburban libraries he
was used to. There he del ved systematically through the mystery section. He
was through with self-exploration and analysis. It hurt too nuch. Better to
occupy the surface of his mnd with fiction

Whenever the shoot-'emup stuff began to pall Rob stretched hinmsel f by
trying poetry. He had never had tine to read poens before. Now he began
with T.S. Eliot, whose work was tough sl eddi ng. Wrking back in tine and
readi ng ol der poens was easier. He |liked Sw nburne, and Tennyson and
Matt hew Arnol d were quite understandable

Instinctively he skipped Dante—the very first lines of the Inferno were
of f-putting—but he spent weeks working through translations of the Iliad
and the Aeneid of Virgil. That, plus the daily papers and the news
magazi nes, kept him busy just about every day shuttling between the two
libraries. Except for the occasional thank-you note, he never set pen to
paper. Nor did he ever touch a tel ephone. Let it be a total amputation

Dmy Rob realized he was systematically severing hinself from al

meani ngf ul human contact. Adrift, rootless, there were days when he hardly
spoke a word to anybody. Certainly he never tal ked about anything

i nportant. The teem ng popul ati on around hi m consi sted of either patsies or
fish too small to exploit. H's rich hosts were exactly that, playing
contenptible host to his parasite. Like nmany nen, he had few enptiona
outlets outside of his famly. Severed fromthat natural intinmacy he had
not hi ng.

July brought the heat, atmospheric inversions that muffled the entire city
like a filthy plastic garbage bag. The air was brown with exhaust and
ozone. It was hellish, sullen weather that fostered madness. Tenpers
shortened, the crinme rate soared, and the wail of police sirens and

anbul ances sliced over and over through the foul air.

As the summer grew nastier, Rob found hinself idly considering rather crue
experinments. What woul d happen, for instance, if that taxi driver |ost
control of his cab and swerved into the throng of pedestrians at the

Col unbus Circle crosswal k? If the ticket taker at Radio City Misic Hal
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suddenly refused to let the customers in the door, how long would it take
for the managenent to notice? Wuld the Rockettes dance to an enpty house?
It might be kind of interesting to find out..

The only tinme the cold shell cracked a little was one Saturday afternoon
That day Rob didn't get around to walking to the library until well after
noon. It was a sweltering hot August day, the sidewal ks |ike a barbecue
grill, and he cut south through the Park. Because it was the weekend the
park paths were jamred with strollers and roller-bladers. The simering
hum d air was |laden with the snmell of PABA-free, high-SPF sunscreen and
spill ed sodas. Every rock and patch of grass had sunbathers sprawl ed on
them playi ng boom boxes or talking too | oud. Rob surveyed all this
humanity with a new distaste. There were too many people in New York, all
doing too many different and noi sy things. Someday he woul d do somet hi ng
about it—he wasn't sure what yet.

Abruptly a dark-haired man with both a stroller and a boom box junped up
and began to yell, his voice rising in a frightened carrying baritone. Rob
stared with only nmld interest. Surely he couldn't be shouting "Forceps!"
That was pretty unusual even for New York. Then he noticed the kid in the
stroller. Her wordl ess distress surged over him She was choki ng.

Rob ran up and, sweeping the shouting man asi de, hoisted the baby out of
the stroller. She was a small thing, only about a year old. Her face was
purpl e and her eyes bul ged. Rob hel d her upside down over his arm and shook
her sharply. A chunk of hot dog shot out of her npbuth onto the grass. She
drew in a whoop of breath, and began to how .

In a fury Rob shoved the scream ng baby back into the man's arms. "You
idiot!" he roared. "Never give a baby a hot dog! At this age they don't
chew their food!"

"It never occurred to ne,
don't usually feed her."

the man said, bew ldered. "She's ny niece—+

"And they taught you the Heimich maneuver, why didn't you use it?"

"Ch Jesus! | was so scared, all | could think of was pulling the bl ockage
out with forceps."

Rob snarled with disgust and turned away. Sone peopl e shoul dn't have charge
of children for nore than ten m nutes, max.

The nman grabbed Rob's ragged sleeve. "Wiit! Hey, thanks! |'mreally

grateful —you saved Katie's |life! Look, |I can see you're, like, fallen on
hard times ..." He set the baby down and funbled in his shorts pocket. |If
he of fers ne nobney, Rob thought, |'mgoing to wal k hi munder the wheels of

t he next crosstown bus.

But the man only pulled out a nmetal card case. "My name's Edwi n Bar bar ossa.
Here's ny nunber. Any time you need help, for any reason, you call ne,
okay?" Rob made no nove to take the card, but Barbarossa pushed it into his
hand and with surprising strength closed his unwilling fingers around it.
Hi s eyes, green and intelligent, searched Rob's face through the jungle of
dirty hair and beard. "How did you know that |I can do Heimich?"

Shit! Rob thought. Miust've read his mnd! He snatched his hand away. "You
don't see ne," he said quickly. He continued to stand there though,

wat ching with cold anusenent as Barbarossa | ooked wildly around for him
The little girl was still squalling on the picnic blanket. Rob clocked the
time on his watch. It took Barbarossa three entire mnutes to finish
maundering around and get back to the kid. Inconpetent! But the feel of
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that little ribcage in his hands had been obscurely upsetting. He had
better get on to the Periodicals Roomand read today's New York Tines.

CHAPTER 2

When August slid into Septenber, the sumer heat noderated. The air no

| onger thickened with snbg to the color of dishwater, and the sky becane
bl ue again between the city towers. Rob | ooked at his coat, threadbare and
stiff with dirt, and realized it was not going to be enough come w nter.

Where could he go when the cold weather came? Hotels were a possibility.
Rob commandeered a suite at the Waldorf-Astoria for a weekend, just to see
how he liked it. In theory it would be possible to hop fromhotel to hotel,
week after week, till spring. But sonething about hotel beds and canned
hotel air repelled him

Anot her idea would be to becone sone rich gull's permanent guest for the
season. If he didn't want to deal with his host on a day-to-day basis, he
could find someone who was spending the winter nmonths in Pal mBeach or
Bermuda. I n his pocket notebook he listed what this pirated apartnent would
have to have: view of Central Park, not above N nety-second Street, no
irritating nodern decor, no pets or plants to demand care. Wen he stayed
with his well-heeled victins these days, Rob assessed their hones
carefully. If a place attracted himsufficiently he m ght consider muscling
the rightful owners out.

Rob was still mulling over the problemin | ate Septenber when sone
entertai nnent organi zation threw a fancy awards cel ebration. On the
sidewal k outside the party Rob seized upon Denton MacQui e, the has-been

hi ppi e rocker. \Wether fromage or heavy drug use he was the dimrest bulb
Rob had ever fastened upon, a fifty-year old man with shoul der-1ength gray
hair and the wattage of a ten-year-old. But it m ght be kind of

i nteresting—shouldn't a rock | egend have a magnificent hone?

When the private elevator carried the two of themup to Denton's pad
though, it was a di sappoi ntnment. No Wod-stock nenorabilia or sixties
souvenirs renmai ned. Sone hot interior designer had gone through the place
like a steanmroller, scattering Navaho rugs and Sout hwest furniture, hanging
cow skulls over the fireplace, and painting fake saguaro cactus on the
dining roomwalls. "Sara had it done," Denton said proudly. "Hey chi ck,
this is Rob."

"Hey," Sara greeted themfromthe sofa. She |ooked |ike Janis Joplin would
have if she'd lived to see forty-five. Rob instantly slotted her as a
cokehead. The buzzing confusion in her head was entirely characteristic.
She stared vaguely at Rob, not quite focused, and he didn't even bother to
say "I'ma friend" to her. Her brain cells were chutney anyway-she'd never
noti ce.

Denton's glory days were long past, his life style now maintai ned only by
licensing old hits for Chrysler advertisenents. "But |'mstill witing
songs," Denton assured Rob. "Lei-nine play you a studio tape."

Rob riffled through Denton's nmenories of the new nusic and winced. "No
thanks. Think 1'lIl crash, it's late."

"It is not either late," Sara said indighantly. "lIt's only like three A M
Even Courtenay isn't back yet!"

"Who is Courtenay?" It was inportant to at |east know of every nenber in a
househol d, to avoid surprises.

"My daughter," Denton said. "Went to a party. There's the el evator, betcha
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that's her." A young and painfully thin girl with vivid orange hair cane

sl ouching in. "Courtenay, baby doll, this is Rob, an old friend."
"H ," the girl munbl ed ungraciously, and escaped down the hall to the
bedr oons.

In spite of hinmself Rob was shocked. "She's barely in her teens, and you
| et her run around town till this hour?"

"She turns fourteen in January," Sara said, with a spacey snile.

"Courtenay's got street smarts," Denton said, disnissing the subject. "Hey,
I know M bass player deals. Let's do some hash, like we did in the
Hai ght!'"

"Let's not," Rob said, standing up. "Good night." What a contenptible pair!
Only the ugly skulls and the bl anket-patterned sofas kept himfromevicting
the MacQui es on the spot.

Luckily he only slept there. In the Reading Roomat the main library Rob
had worked right back through alnost all the mmjor poetry and epics on the

shel ves. Now he planned to read the very oldest epic of all, the Sunerian
myt h about G | ganesh. He had | ong ago banboozl ed t he Readi ng Room librarian
into reserving books for him although that was against the rules. "I've
had the Ferry translation of the epic on reserve since July," he conplai ned
to her now. "Were the hell is it?"

"Well, it nmust be misfiled," the librarian said. "W do have over

thirty-six nmillion research itens, you know. "

"Tell nme sonmething | don't know," Rob said. "Can't you look for it?"

"You'll just have to be patient, M. Lew s,
"Everything that can be done is being done."

the librarian said soothingly.

The del ay put Rob thoroughly out of tenper. He stanped out into Bryant Park
behind the library and touched off a trenmendous shouting match between a
cabbie and an old lady by nmeking the cabbie forget that his fare had been
paid. The old |l ady, a game one in spite of her years, put up a surprisingly
noi sy battle about paying twice. In the end a traffic cop had to intervene.
Rob wat ched until both parties were ticketed, but it wasn't really

sati sfactory.

He returned early to the MacQui e househol d. Only Courtenay was hone,
slunmped in front of the TV watching a soap. Today was Mnday—why wasn't she
in school ? For want of anything nore entertaining to do, Rob hel ped hinself
to a beer and delved into her mnd to find out.

She was ski pping class, naturally. Rob wasn't surprised. He wasn't even
surprised to |l earn what she was skipping for: to sleep with not one, but
two of the boys on the school basketball squad. She was planning to get
themall. What an utterly brain-dead anbition! She nust've inherited idiocy
fromher parents.

But the know edge gave Rob a new i dea. He prow ed through the apartnent,

beer in hand, and thought, | could sleep with her nyself. The girl's a slut
anyway. No one woul d ever know. And now that he considered it, he hadn't
had sex in nmonths, since—well, since. "I can do it," he told a hangi ng cow

skull. "So I will."
He opened doors until he found Courtenay's room It was the only one so far

done in a reasonable style, with flowered wall paper and a tall white
pencil -post twin bed. Stuffed aninmals were cramred on picture-rail shelves

file:/l/F|/rah/Brenda%20Clough/Clough,%20Brenda%20W%20-%20How%20Like%20A%20God.txt (51 of 156) [8/27/03 9:00:11 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Brenda%620Cl ough/Clough,%20Brenda%20W%20-%20How%20L ike%20A %20God. txt

near the ceiling, and beneath hung posters of rap artists that Rob didn't
recogni ze. He began rifling the nightstand drawers and the bureau. This
type of girl surely had condons hi dden away sonmewhere. Right here in the
sock drawer

"VWhat the hell?" Courtenay canme bursting in and halted in surprise.
"VWhat ' re you doi ng here?"

Rob st epped between her and the door. Delicacy would be wasted on her
"Let's fuck," he said.

"Asshol e!" she spat, dodging past him "I'mtelling Den-ton and Sara!" How
very like the MacQuies, Rob thought, to train a kid to use their first
names. He sl anmmed her against the wall, enjoying her sudden terror

"You want it," he told her, and let her go. Wth a sigh she flung herself
against him Her kiss tasted disconcertingly of Juicy Fruit gum He let her
probe his nmouth with her tongue while he shoved a hand roughly under her
sweatshirt. No bra-she didn't need one. "Snaller boobs than |I'mused to,"
he told her, "but these'll do."

He adjusted the dials in her head, forcing her excitenent yet higher, and
then stepped back and unzi pped his jeans. Inmmediately she was stri pping
too, flinging her clothes aside and then unbuttoning his shirt for him

"Pl ease!" she begged. "Let's do it, now" The feel of her skinny naked body
agai nst his was wonderful ly arousing, alnobst as exciting as the raw | ust
he'd sent roaring through her mnd.

Rob stroked her, appraising it. She was going to climax at the first
thrust. How many tines could he get her to orgasn®? It mght be kind of
interesting to find out. He pushed her against the wall again and she
clasped him noaning into the tangle of beard where it hung over his chest.
This was going to be a perfectly fair deal after all. He'd give her the
best screw of her life, a stellar event that she'd renenber fondly
forever—far better than the entire basketball team could do

But standi ng was awkward. She was too short for him No probl emRob picked
her up and tossed her lightly onto the white bed. Wen he clinbed on top of
her she wrapped wiry arns and | egs around him "Cone on, come on!" she
begged. He fumbled at her crotch to enter her. Her pubic hair was sparse
under his fingers.

Suddenly big soft things were falling on Rob, bouncing on his head and
back. Startled, he flung one away. It was a blue teddy bear. The jounce of
the tall bedposts had disrupted the bal ancing act up on the shelf, and the
stuffed animals were tunbling off, bears and di nosaurs and wal ruses and
bel uga whal es rai ning down onto the bed.

He stared down at Courtenay in a welter of her old toys and thought, |I'm
having sex with a girl who still sleeps with teddy bears. "Ch, cone on!"
she wailed. Her fingernails dug into his bare buttocks. "Wat are you
waiting for? | want it!"

"No you don't," he said automatically. "Stop." And she did, like a car
slipping into neutral, lying still and bl ank on her pillow.

He sat on the edge of the bed, his thoughts whirling. Wiat am | doing? This
girl is underage, only thirteen years old—a child! Al the other stuff [|'ve
done is maybe marginal, but this is a crime, a genuine twenty-four-carat
crime. | amraping her, the sane as if | held a knife to her throat. Is
this the kind of person | anf

A sudden and overpowering sel f-disgust made hi m nauseous. He stumbled into
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Courtenay's pink-tiled bathroomand hung over the basin, panting. Cold
sweat trickled down his face into his beard, and goosebunps stood out on
his naked | egs. He stared into the mrror and didn't recogni ze the person
reflected there. Awild man, with hair matted down his back and tangles in
his |l ong dishevel ed beard, glared nadly out of the glass. It was a mask of
m ndl ess malice, a horror.

"No!" he cried out loud. "That is not ne!l" H's own voice echoing in the
tiled roomrang oddly in his ears, and he reaffirned his discovery. "That
is not ne." Fromthat statenment the logical corollary cane easily: "I have
to find ny real self."

He buttoned his shirt. Back in the bedroomhe retrieved his ragged jeans.
Courtenay still sprawled white and still on her bed. Rob didn't feel even a
twitch of desire. He drew the quilt up over her nakedness and told her,
"Forget all this. Everything that happened in this room You' re asleep, and
you'll wake naturally in tinme for dinner."

An hour ago that woul d have been enough, and nore than enough. Now Rob

t hought about the dingbat druggi e parents, the basketball team the condons
in the sock drawer, and knew he had to do nore. He sat on the edge of the
bed again and | ooked at Courtenay's sl eeping face under the stringy
orange-dyed fringe. She needed to straighten out and fly right. But howto
achieve it?

He spent a long tine flipping through her nenories and inmages. If this was
going to work it had to be done carefully, working with the grain of her
nature. He didn't want to just pull the plug on her sex drive. She'd need
that soneday when she got married. Wat she needed now was sone overri di ng
interest, to keep her safe until her enotions matured to match her body.
Sports? Not a good prospect in New York City. And in spite of her genes,
musi ¢ m ght be a bad nove-her father hung with too nmany sl eazebal
musi ci ans.

Ah, but here was sonething. Courtenay wasn't a conplete ditz. She had liked
books until fairly recently: Regency romances, Cothic novels, Rebecca and
Gone Wth The Wnd. He commanded, "You're going to fall deeply in love with
the works of et me see, Jane Austen. Charles Dickens. Anthony Troll ope.
Read everything they wote, those nineteenth-century witers. Wite papers
and book reports. Dive in and enjoy it."

That should do it. Her teachers will be stunned, Rob reflected. As he

qui etly closed the door on her he envisioned Denton and Sara MacQuie a
decade fromnow, hippies sitting bewildered in a university audi ence while
their daughter graduated summa cum |l aude with a degree in English
Literature. The picture made himlaugh, a weak rusty | augh, but a | augh al
t he sane.

Stores in Manhattan do not open early. Rob couldn't get a haircut unti
after ten. And barbers were apparently an extinct species uptown. There
were only hair designers in salons. The Personal Skylines salon on Madi son
Avenue was far too canpily cutting-edge for his taste. Fiberglass Liberty
statues stood in the corners hol ding aprons on their upheld arns. And a
|large inflatable King Kong clutched a Barbie-doll Fay Way as he scal ed the
wal | behind the espresso nmachine. But it was the first open shop Rob found.
He muscl ed the receptionist into overlooking his seedy appearance and
giving himthe first appointnment. He sat down in an opul ent white | eather
styling chair. Aclassic Billy Joel al bum popped into the CD player as the
boyi sh young stylist said, "There's nothing wong with long hair on a man

t hese days."
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"I want it cut," Rob insisted. "Short."

"But it's so nice, so long! Look at mne." He turned so that Rob could see
the bl ack ponytail bobbing at his nape. "You know how many weeks it took ne
to growit that |ong? Wien did you | ast have a cut?"

Rob had to think. "April."

"You've got roots to die for! Look, let ne just trimit up nice for you,
okay? G ve you an idea howit'll look. And if you're not happy, we'll buzz
it, | promse."

The stylist pulled the sane argunent in favor of Rob's jungly tangle of
beard. "It'lIl be far nore confortable for you, believe nme, to take it off a
step at a tine!" Wiy did people always have to argue? But Rob curbed his
impulse to nuscle him If you hired a pro, it was only sensible to heed his
advi ce.

Rob felt like a fool sitting here. The nostal gic Manhattan pop songs
pouring out of the speakers, "A New York State of Mnd" and "I've Loved
These Days," struck himas savagely ironic. The actual haircutting process
was curiously unsettling. Rob had not realized until now how stressful it
was to be touched, skin to skin. He had gotten into the habit of touching
people only to exploit them Now every tine the stylist's fingers brushed
his neck he had to fight down an involuntary twitch of power.

Forty-five mnutes later Rob still didn't recognize hinself, but at |east
the reflected i mage was neat—a sharp sil houetted wedge of beard and a
George Washington-style tail in back. Sumer outdoors had gl azed the |ight
brown of his hair and beard with an al nost butterscotch gold. "It'Il do, |
guess."” He was too jittery now to demand changes.

"I knew you'd |ove the | ook!" the stylist exclained. Rob tipped himheavily
in quarters and nade his escape.

Hi s new i mage flashed in each store wi ndow he passed, tattered clothing
topped by an absurdly trendy head. But I'mstill a wolf, Rob thought.
Shearing the wolf to |l ook |like a sheep doesn't nake it a nmenber of the
flock. They touch me, and | want to bite. His isolation terrified him
Where can | go? he wondered. How do | end, and then begin? If | give up
life as a wolf, how shall | live? I've built this wall around nyself brick
by brick, a prison, a bell jar, and now | can't get out.

And all his habits, body and m nd, worked against him Rob |ooked up after
wal ki ng and thinking for hours, and found hinself at Forty-second and
Fifth, in front of the public library. Wth a grunt of annoyance, he
clinmbed the steps between the big stone lions and went in. Then, it seened
only natural to walk down the cool high-ceilinged hall to the Periodicals
Room and | ook at today's Tines. On his way to his usual table, he heard
the periodicals librarian calling, "M. Lewi s? Is that you? There's a note
for you fromupstairs. Your book has been found, the epic of GI|ganesh."

After waiting two nonths, it would be a pity to mss the book. Rob gave her
the newspaper back again. "Did you get your hair cut?" she asked kindly. "I
don't know how | recogni zed you."

"You don't see me," Rob responded without thinking. Now was that necessary?
he thought. She was only making small talk. This tarnhelmtrick rmakes it
too easy to be a loner. 1've got to get out of the habit. He went upstairs
to the nmain Readi ng Room shooed two nen away fromhis favorite place, and
sat down. The book arrived in five m nutes.
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Readi ng G | ganesh's story was an eerie experience. For Rob it was |ike
idling through the poetry section, opening a book here and a book there,
and then suddenly finding his own biography in blank verse. My god, this
guy is me, he realized. Enornmous powers that isolate himfromhis

honet owmn—that neans anot her person had this problem even if it was five
thousand years ago! O course it was all wapped up in the usual epic-nmyth
trappi ngs, goddesses and angry denons and nagi cal undersea plants that nade
you imortal if you ate them but the skeleton of the story was weirdly
famliar. G lganmesh had even been a rapist.

Rob sat riveted, reading late into the day. Gl ganesh coped with his bel
jar by finding an equal, a conpani on naned Enki du. Rob knew that his
instincts had been right. He had to break out of this killer solitude too,
or it would twist himout of all recognition until he was a ravening
monster. And he would need help to do it. Wien he was frozen and hel pl ess
on that park bench, Jim Deacon had rescued him But now he had nobody to
call on. No quarrel some Mesopotam an dieties were going to drop an Enkidu
into his life. He was stuck, a wolf trapped in the center of a tight
tail-chasing circle.

Wai t -what about that guy in the park? Rob couldn't recall the name, but he
renenbered the assurance, the sharp intelligent gaze. What had happened to
that card? He felt in his coat pockets without result, then upended the
duffel bag onto the table. Quarters rolled everywhere, tinkling to the
marble floor. Half a very old soft pretzel fell squashily onto the book
Peopl e | ooked up at the noise, and a librarian cane over, her gl asses
glittering sternly. "No food in the library!" she said.

"You don't see me," Rob said absently. "Go away." Here it was at the very
bottom of the bag, a dirty and crunpled card. It read:

Dr. Edwi n Amadeus Bar bar ossa

M cr obi ol ogi cal Research Division
National Institute of Infectious D seases
Bui Il ding 5, Room 2C 993-A

The National Institutes of Health

Bet hesda, MD 20892

Holy mackerel! After all that worry about being dissected at NIH would he
actually have to go there? And in Maryland! Not only would he have to
travel, but Maryland was next to Virginia, too close for confort to—he
broke off that |ine of thought. Probably the guy had already forgotten his
extravagant prom ses of help. But | wouldn't really be risking anything,
Rob argued with hinself. What the hell does it natter, where | anf? And when
this Barbarossa turns out to be a jerk I'll just w pe himand nove on

He stood up and swept all his possessions back into the duffel. The
l'ibrarian wal ked by and stared right through him I|f this isolation was
strangling him howdid it help to be unseen? The tarnhelmtrick was just a
way to use the weirdness to lie. Rob realized he didn't want to be a liar,
that lying was no part of his true self. "I'mvisible," he told her,
suddenly ashanmed. This dammed power! That was the entire problem If he
curbed the trawling in heads for information and the casual tarnhel m ng,
surely that would force himto interact nore naturally with people.

The librarian took off her glasses, buffed themon her sleeve, and bal anced
them on her nose again, thrown for a |oop. "That won't happen again," Rob
told her impulsively. "I promse." Then, already feeling he'd conceded too
much, he pushed past her and hurried down the aisle towards the door.

Part Three
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CHAPTER 1

The huge National Institutes of Health complex baffled Rob. If you nunber
bui | di ngs, then they ought to be in nunerical order, right? But no, the
nunbers seenmed to be entirely random Armed with a map and the exact
address of where he was going, it still took Rob an hour to find Dr.

Bar barossa's office. When he found the right building, he wandered through
the corridors trying to deci pher the room nunberi ng system

The entire buil ding was chockabl ock crowded right out into the hallways,
which were lined all down one side with padl ocked refrigerators and
freezers. These bore handwitten notices like Sterile Sanples or The

St orage of Radioactive Materials Is *Prohibited* In This Unit! Every
refrigerator al so had nanes and phone nunbers taped on, in case of nachine
failure. The constant hum of the machinery nmade the hallways hot and

cl aust rophobi c.

Wth a determination that surprised him Rob tried stubbornly to stick to
his rash resolution not to use the power lightly any nore. Unfortunately he
was driven to make endl ess exceptions. For instance, how could he possibly
explain his errand to the NIH security guard? And wi thout a proper building
pass he couldn't ask passersby for directions. Easier to wal k unseen

At last he cane to the correct room The wi ndow in the door was bl ocked
with a roller shade, and beside the door were four black plastic
nanepl at es, one above the other. Edwi n Barbarossa Ph.D. was the third one
down. Rob stood for a long time staring at that door. |I'm not nervous, far
fromit, he told hinself. It's just that ny stomach is in a knot. The

| onger he stood there the worse he felt. Wth a sudden convul sive effort he
dropped the invisibility and opened the door.

I nside, surrounded by a welter of pipette trays and slide holders, a tiny
swarthy woman in a white | ab coat perched on a tall stool and peered
through a microscope |arger than she was. "Dr. Barbarossa?" Rob asked, and
she silently pointed on towards the connecting roomw thout | ooking up

The next roomwas full too, nore bul gi ng shel ves and nysterious instrunments
and cramred-full filing cabinets. Nobody sat at any of the desks. But the
room farther beyond had a |ight on. Rob peeked around the corner. This
office was yet smaller, not much bigger than a decent bathroom A |arge
desk with a conputer-stand ell took up half the space. Above it rose
shelves piled with three-ring binders, glass |laboratory jars, sheaves of
el ectron m crographs, and microscope slides in boxes. Pinned to the wal
were sone family pictures, two postcards, and a | arge bl owup of an
unrecogni zabl e oval object, possibly a plate of noldy spaghetti. On the
floor a bitten doughnut perched on a napkin in an open soft-sided
bri ef case.

Rob recogni zed i mredi ately from Central Park the CD boom box perched
precariously on top of a stack of scientific journals. O assical piano
music tinkled fromit very softly. Dr. Barbarossa hinself was al nost
invisible, slumped in his office chair with his feet on the desk. Only the
top of his head, with a slightly thin spot in the dark curls at the crown,
could be seen. Wien he turned a little, Rob saw that he was typing at great
speed on a small conputer propped on his lap. Rob waited to see if he was
going to stop or slow down. But Barbarossa could apparently keep it up for
hours. So Rob knocked on the open door.

"Cone!" The voice was confident and cheery. Barbarossa sat up and turned as
Rob stepped in.

At | east he had given his first words sone thought. "How s Katie?" Rob
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sai d.

"Katie? My niece? She's fine . . . Are you-holy nm ke, it's the Heimich guy
fromCentral Park!" He bounced up and shook Rob's hand. "How are you? You

|l ook to be in better shape than before! What's your nane, by the way?
Mne's Edwin."

Sonmehow it hadn't occurred to Rob that he'd have to tell his nane. And
Bar barossa nmade an intimdating figure, in a white |lab coat with pens and
an X-acto knife stuck in the pocket. Under his tan the skin had an olive
cast. He was a little shorter than Rob, but nore strongly built, with a
deep chest and powerful shoul ders. In another decade or so, his round
cheeks and cl ean-shaven chin woul d be inposing. But now his face was too
open and youthful to nmerit the word—eute rather than handsone. He | ooked
entirely capabl e of dissecting Rob at the drop of a hat. But there was no
time to chicken out now. "I'm. . . Robertson Mchael Lewis," Rob said

haltingly. " .call nme Rob."

He stuck there, conpletely out of practice at normal conversation. Luckily
Edwi n had no difficulty holding up both ends of the talk. "I renenber |ast
time, you called me 'Idiot!" It was great, exactly true. | |ooked up the

statistics on infant choking when | got back. Enough to nmake your bl ood run
cold!' Let's go down to the cafeteria and grab a cup of coffee. You want to
| eave your bag? It's safe enough while Dr. Lal is here."

He turned the CD player off, and swept Rob al ong the maze of stuffy
corridors and down the stairs, chatting easily about nothing. But when they
sat down in the cafeteria with their coffee, Edwi n suddenly said, "I owe
you, you know. You cane here for a reason, didn't you? Wat is it?"

Rob forced the reluctant words out, one by one. "I guess . . . just to
talk. It's scary. | don't. . . know anybody anynore. So | picked you
Because | had your card."

It didn't nake nuch sense, but Edwin said, "Okay." Rob stuck here again a
little, so Edwi n continued, "Were you honel ess in New York? How | ong have
you been on the street?"

"Not too long. Just the sumer. |+ think that's what | need to tell. How I
hit bottom | want to come back. And | can't. Unless | tell."

Edwi n nodded. "Confession is good for you."

Nettled, Rob retorted, "No, it isn't. It's going to be horrible. Because
I'"ve been horrible."

Edwi n grinned at himover the brimof his plastic coffee cup. "You won't
shock ne, Rob. How old are you?"

"Thirty-one," Rob said, surprised

"I'mthirty-four. |I've had three whole extra years on you, to pile up sins.
Not hi ng you say can surprise nme."

Now it was Rob's turn to smle. "Want to bet?"

After all his worries, Rob was astonished at how easy it was. Wth
practice, the logjamon his tongue went away and his whol e story poured
out, painlessly and without stress, as if it had all happened to soneone
el se. Edwin was a world-class listener, instinctively know ng when to be
silent and when to ask a pronpting question. Even the gravest difficulty
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Rob had foreseen—the conplete inpossibility of his entire situati on—didn't
wei gh on Edwin at all. "But isn't the whole thing unbelievable?" Rob
denmanded.

"I'"ve believed as many as six inmpossible things before breakfast," Edw n
replied. Ch great, Rob thought. | get it. He thinks I'ma nut.

They bought sandwi ches and wal ked across the canpus to a picnic table near
the Cinic building. It was a perfect autum day, with the trees turning
saffron and red agai nst a di anond-cl ear sky. "Wen you cone right down to
it," Rob said, "I know so little about what's happened to ne, it's
pathetic. | do stuff wthout knowi ng how. Sonetinmes stuff happens when
don't intend it, and | never can break on through to understand how or why.
| spend all nmy time thrashing around in the dark."

"So is that your goal ? To understand your condition, the how and the why?"
Edwi n unw apped a submarine sandwi ch as long as his forearm and squirted
mayonnai se from a deli packet onto the cold cuts with a generous hand.

Rob had chosen the small est sandwi ch on offer, a Mnterey Jack-and-pita
whi ch he probably wouldn't be able to finish. As he poked the alfalfa
sprouts around into a nore even and biteable layer, he noticed his dirty
broken fingernails, revolting crescents of black. He stuck his hands into
his coat pockets, and said, "You won't believe this. It's enbarrassing to
admit it. But once, at the very beginning . . . You ever read conic books
when you were a ki d? Superman, the Fantastic Four? That's what | thought I
could do. Fight crine. Save the world."

Edwi n stopped in mdbite to look at him "You wanted to do good things.
That's so great!"”

Rob's smile felt as wy and twisted as a | enmon peeling. "And | ook what |
actual ly acconplish. | bully weaker people, and rape teenage girls."

"But you didn't actually go through with that.'
even a tang of condemati on

Edwi n spoke gently, without

Alittle conforted, Rob took his hands out of his pockets again and bit
into his pita. The taste of food reawakened his appetite, and he ate

rapidly. "Another thing |I thought about," he said between bites. "I'm so
isolated, it drives ne crazy. If | just had soneone to share this with, an
equal! It's the terrible inbalance of power that nmakes it so |lonely. |
wonder," he added, struck by the idea, "if | could just split it with

sonebody? Wth you, say. It might be interesting to try."

Edwi n was so cal mthat Rob was sure now he was just humoring him "Is it
the sort of thing—tike this sandw ch, for exanple—where if | give you half
I only have half left? Because then giving bits away m ght be hel pful to
you. Or is it nore like the flu—you give the virus to ne and then we both
get equally sick?"

"I don't know," Rob admitted. "I told you | know squat about this thing.
You think it's even possible?"

"I was putting that question aside, because | don't think it is. This is
part of you, not ne. You couldn't share your hair color with ne, for
instance. And | don't believe that equality and friendship work like that.'

"Wth ne it's different,"” Rob said.
"So you've got strong gifts. So? Oher people will have other gifts."

"You don't understand," Rob said with despair. Damm it. Should he just
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muscle the belief into Edwin's head? But that had really bonbed, the |ast
time he tried it. Rob realized how desperately he yearned to be believed
and understood in his own right, without weird nental neddling—to be
treated like an ordinary human bei ng.

Edwi n put down his sandwi ch and set his right el bow on the picnic table
between them "Look. Armwestle?" Hi s hands were solid and square, wth
the clever strong fingers of a musician or surgeon. Black hairs sprouted
fromthe backs of his palms and furred the wists up to the cuffs of his
white coat.

"What for?" But Rob put his arm up.

The other man's grip was surprisingly warm and inplacable as a table
clamp. Edwi n pushed his armover without even straining. "Come on, two out
of three."

"Forget it!" Rob said, laughing. "lI've lost too nuch weight this sumrer!"

"But you see what | mean. In one way you've got it on nme, but in others
I"ve got it on you. It's a waste of tinme running around naking
conparisons." Edwin took a large bite of his sandwi ch and chewed. "That's
the unsel fish reason why |1'd decline the honor," he said. "The selfish
reason is, | don't want anything to keep ne from passing ny physical."

"You need a physical to work here?"
"No, but I"mon the NASA long list for the manned Mars m ssion.”
"Ww That's super! But what do they need a microbiologist for on Mars?"

"Rob! Don't you read your science fiction? If there's life on Mars at all
it's at the cellular level. Good grief, if they don't bring a

m crobi ol ogi st they mght as well not go at all!" Rob had to laugh at this
| opsi ded view, and Edwi n | aughed too. "Actually ny chances aren't so great.
But it's nice to dream about it."

"l envy you," Rob admitted. "Not Mars, but having a dream a future. |
guess—to answer your question—+ don't know what | want any nore. This
sumrer |'ve been lost, drifting wi thout an anchor.”

"Well, we haven't even begun to work on you yet. Have you finished your
lunch? Let's go back up to ny |ab and begin."

When they went through the outer office Dr. Lal was still notionless at her
m croscope. Rob wondered if she ever budged at all. Edwin cleared a chair
in his nook by noving a clutter of slide trays to another stack. "There's
sone seltzer water behind those books there," he said, turning the music on
again. "Help yourself. | just want to | ook sonething up. Do you renenber
your ol d phone nunber in Fairfax?"

"Sure, it was 246-2741." Rob found the water bottle and poured while Edw n
dug into a cupboard. Then he saw that Edwi n was consulting a Northern
Virginia Wite Pages. "You're not going to phone Julianne, are you?"

"Ch no+'"mjust seeing if she's still listed.”
"Checking up on ny story?"

Edwi n tossed the book back into the cupboard. "I want to help you, Rob,
truly I do. But I don't knowif I'"mthe right person."

Rob smled w thout hunor. "Maybe you know a reputable psychiatrist.”
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"Well, that's certainly an idea. Rob, just now you said you didn't know
what you wanted. But | think I hear what you want, |oud and clear, al
through everything you told nme. Understandi ng your problem doing things
with it, giving chunks of it away—those are just side issues. Your centra
desire is: you want to return hone, to your wife and famly. Am| right?
And if alittle Thorazine would get you there—=

Rob didn't hear any nore. "That's true," he whispered. "My fanily. Ch god,
it's true." Suddenly he was choking with tears, the iron fingers digging
mercilessly into his throat and chest. Julianne. Angela. Davey. Menory and
| oss anmbushed him piercing himthrough and through

The twins would be coming up on their second birthday, and he woul dn't be
there. Did they still denmand nightly readings of "The Three Billy Goats
Guff"? Wuld they still yell in stereo? How had Jul made ends neet on just
her salary? He had told her not to worry, but how | ong could that conmand
hol d? The | eaves woul d need raking, the gutters clearing. Every enotion
that he had suppressed since spring, that he had been so safe from when he
was just telling it all to Edwin, seared himnow. He was so close to them
so dam close! Not even a toll call away, and yet the di stance was

unbri dgeabl e. He |l eaned his face on his hands and wept.

And through his pain it came to him | was |ooking for ny real self. This
is me: the father and husband. As long as |'m separated fromny famly,
this anguish will be an essential part of ny being. When | denied that, |

becane a stranger.
From far away Edwi n was shouting in his ear. "Rob! Rob, drink this!"

He pushed the seltzer cup into Rob's hand. The liquid | ooked |ike water but
went down |ike a hand grenade. "Wat the hell?" Rob sputtered and coughed.

"Topped it off with ethyl alcohol fromthe lab," Edwin said. H's face was
ghastly pal e under the olive skin tone. "Oh, holy Jesus. Rob—this is not
all just in your head, is it. It's not a delusion. It's real."

"You idiot," Rob said without heat. He wi ped his wet face on his coat
sl eeve. "Wat convi nced you?"

"Listen." Edwin went to the wi ndow and haul ed the sash up. From sonewhere
not very far away cane the how s of the dammed-shrieks and ul ul ating
bel l ows and the poundi ng of netal on netal.

"I's that your |ab animal s?" Rob asked, coughing. "Wait till the anim
rights people nail you."

"It isn't us, Rob. It's you. The chinps went absolutely nuts just a mnute
ago. You're transnmitting sonething that they can feel."

"Not just the chinps, Ed," Rob said. "Look at you."

Beneath the thick dark hair Edwi n's face had gone the col or of cold chicken
gravy. "I can't deny it," he said with a weak smile. "It was |ike— don't
know, being hit by an invisible truck. I'msorry | didn't believe you. Ch
Lord, and your poor children! You did the right thing | eaving them Forgive
me, for poking at the scars.”

"I't's okay." Rob was shivering with reaction. "I guess | thought if I
muffl ed the wounds up, tine would heal them But tine doesn't do nuch for
an anputation. You know, | still have ny house keys there, in ny bag."

Edwi n shut the wi ndow and turned on the heat. "I know sone fol ks at the
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Mental Institute who'd kill to neet you," he renarked.

Suddenly Rob was swept with paranoia. As |ong as Edwi n thought he was crazy
it was safe. But now Edwi n knew-what woul d he do? Wio would he tell? Had
that cup contained only seltzer and ethyl alcohol? Rob junped to his feet.
"You don't see me," he gasped. He could nake Edwin forget, w pe all the
know edge out —

"No!" Edwi n shouted. He barrel ed past Rob and stood in the open office

doorway, his broad-shoul dered franme blocking it al nost conpletely. "It's
all right! I would never sell you out. Rob, you swore you were going to
give this up! You can't cop out now, or you'll always do it!" He couldn't

see Rob, of course, but he glared stubbornly around the tiny room

Exasperated, Rob let the tarnhelmeffect drop. "You seriously think you can
bl ock that door agai nst nme?"

"Can't 1?" Edwin grinned faintly and rai sed an eyebrow. "Show me."

Wth a short sigh, Rob pushed aside Edwin's control of his own |inbs and
pre-enpted them hinsel f. He wal ked Edwin |ike a marionette to his office
chair and dropped himinto it before releasing him

For a long noment Edwi n stared down at his own arms and legs. "So | didn't

really beat you armwestling, huh? Ww, that was weird. | didn't like it."
"Shall | nake you forget it?"

"No . . . ! Can you really do that?"

"I can. | don't have to trust you, Edwin. Everything we did or said today
is witten on sand. | don't have to take any risks. | could w pe today
right out of your brain, like erasing a videotape. And nore—+ could dig

deeper, pull your neurons a handful at a tine, drive you to idiocy or
perversion or scream ng nadness. You see what | mean, about an inbal ance of
power . "

"God help you, it must be unbearable. Rob, you poor fellow" He junped up
and cl apped Rob on the shoul ders with both hands.

This close, face to face, eye to eye—touchi ng—t was al nost inpossible not
to read his mind. But Rob held back. | have to trust a little, he told

hi nsel f. Besides, his face is as open as a book. Only synpathy there, not a
trace of fear for his own safety. He trusts nme, even though | could destroy
himwith a gesture. O thenselves the words cane out: "Ed, help nme. Wat
shall | do?"

"Ch boy. That's a tough one. I'mgoing to have to think hard about it. But
we'll come up with sonething, don't you worry."

"Not hi ng invasi ve, okay?"

Edwi n | aughed. "You don't fit under an el ectron nicroscope, so you're safe
fromne! But seriously, | won't say or do anything w thout your ful
consent. Cross ny heart.”

"Good, |I'mglad." Suddenly Rob was exhausted. Too much enotional turnoil,
too much contact. A step at atine is easier, the hairstylist had said, and
that applied to nore than haircuts. "Ed, | have to go. I'll conme back
okay?"

"Make it soon. Phone nme. Hey, but where are you going? Are you staying
anywher e?"
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"I''"'m homel ess, renmenber? But |'Il be fine." Rob turned and went quickly out
through the connecting roons, shutting the office door behind him

Acres of green space surround the N H buildings. Rob curled up in his coat
in a thicket behind a parking garage, and slept for twenty-four hours
straight. Wien he woke it was raining, a cold steady drip fromthick, flat
gray clouds like carpet padding stretched fromeast to west. A gloony day
for a gloony situation. Tranping down W sconsin Avenue, Rob thought about
hi s own fool hardi ness yesterday. He knew zero about Ed Barbarossa. The
fellow could be calling a press conference right now, or notifying the C A
The picture made his enpty stonmach junp. Sonething had to be done.

It was about three in the afternoon. He turned in at the Pizza Hut on
Wsconsin and ate a very early dinner, or a very late lunch. But a
fast-food joint with its Mizak and bustle was too noisy for what Rob had in
m nd. He | ooked in the phone book, but the Bethesda |ibrary was already
closed for the day. Annoyed, he continued on down the street. A cold
trickle of wet went down his collar and onto his shoul der bl ade, and his
soppi ng jeans fl apped annoyingly around each ankle. | need quiet, he
thought. And to get out of the rain, of course.

Now t here was a possibility, across the street: a fur salon. Rob jaywal ked
across the avenue, adjusting his tarnhelmtrick, and pushed through the
heavy gl ass revol ving doors under the green awning. Inside, squelching
across the deep plush carpet past racks of fur coats, he found a |ong sofa
in alarge mrrored dressing | ounge at the back—the sort of area |aid out
for husbands and sugar daddies to relax in while their wonen shopped. An
el egant sales clerk strolled by without |ooking at him Rob sat down,

dri pping onto the uphol stery.

For nmont hs now he had deliberately kept his weirdness on the surface—ro

t hought, no anal yses, just using it. It had grown to be al nbst nechani cal,
pushing buttons and turning dials in people' s heads. But Rob remenbered
clearly now that it had been different at the begi nning. The power had been
far more deeply real then, with an entirely nore organic flavor, inages of
gardens and growh. He particularly recalled an episode with crystals.
Suppose now he searched out Edwin's crystal? It would be a way of checking
hi m out at one renove, netaphorically, w thout actually rooting through his
head. He | eaned back on the | uxurious sofa cushions.

It was different, of course. So far he had never cone to the sane inner

| andscape twice. Wat's the rule that governs what it |ooks |ike? Rob
wondered. |Is it sunspot activity, or the Dow Jones Industrial |ndex, or
just ny own enotional weather? This tinme it was very different indeed: a
broad featureless plain at twilight, shrouded in blowing mist. Afitfu

wi nd bl ew wi thout ever blowi ng the fog away. Rob could scarcely see three
yards ahead through the skeins of gray and yellow. This is no better than
Bet hesda in the rain, Rob thought as he wal ked along. And it would help if
I knew where | was going or what | was | ooking for

Nevert hel ess he kept wal ki ng, stunbling every now and then on rocks or
unevennesses of ground hidden by the fog. There didn't seemto be any road,
and the weather hid any stars or nmoon. Boring, Rob decided. Not fun. Didn't
it used to be scary, but alittle fun too?

Suddenly through a clearing in the mst he saw sonething. It |ooked like a
fence post. For |lack of a better destination he wal ked towards it. As he
got closer it |ooked nore like a nmilestone, or an oddly proportioned grave
marker. Finally he stood right in front of it. It was a m dget WAshi ngton
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Monunent, an obelisk about eight feet high

Was it made of stone? He touched it, just a casual brush of the fingertips,
and instantly letters appeared on one side. They were carved deeply into
the stone, as both eyes and fingers told him but he was certain they
hadn't been there a second ago. "This is really bizarre," Rob said al oud.

It cane to himthat this was a foreign object, quite alien to his inner

| andscape. Someone had put it here. To tell himsonmething? "Well, it's a
bust if | can't read the witing." The letters weren't al phabet, but half a
dozen wedgy and angul ar shapes |i ke cuneiform

Maybe he could | ook up the word at the library. Anyway it was an occasi on,
the very first communication of any sort he'd received here in the real mof
his power. Inmpulsively Rob felt in his pocket for the notebook and, wth

m | d astonishment, pulled it out. Well, if his clothes and shoes cane al ong
on these journeys, why not the notebook too? He sat down cross-|egged on
the gritty bare ground and set about copying the inscription

When he was done he had anot her thought. Wth his palns he brushed away the
sand beneath his knees. Underneath was stone, big blocks laid wthout
mortar. This was no natural plain, it was a pavenent. But there was not hing
el se, no inscription or painting or anything. He stood up and dusted off
the ragged seat of his jeans, stuffing the notebook back into his shirt
pocket. It was very quiet and cold here in the half-dark, and Rob felt a
twi nge of doubt. Could he find his way back? It had never been a probl em
before, but then it had never been so gl oony and joyl ess here before
either. Had he gotten to the right place? Wen he cane here with an end in
view, a way would turn up to achieve it. The inner travels were always
indirect and dreanm |y odd, but never random

He pushed tentatively at his environnent, and it gave way |i ke paper. This
is nothing but a stage set, Rob thought. A detour into a dead end. As the
reality came roaring in, he knew this was where he had been goi ng.

Rob found hinmself on a rocky sea shore. Wite-tipped breakers pounded

agai nst wet brown rocks, as picturesque as a travel ogue. He picked his way
down the slope to the water. The wind snelled of salt and the sea,

rem nding himof very early in the norning in Pacific G ove when he was a
boy. The sun was still behind the hill, but farther out the ocean danced
with light, sapphire with purple shadows in the hollows of the waves.

He squatted down at a tidal pool and rinsed gritty dust off his hands. This
was the right place. It was always interesting and conplex and alive here,
more so with every visit. He scranbled al ong the shingle just beyond the
reach of the waves. It could have been any northern California beach

But here was sonething different. Between a pair of huge boul ders was a
large tidal pool. Its water teemed with little fish, billions of shiny
silver creatures the size of a thunbnail. There were so nmany of themthe
wat er qui vered and boiled as they swam Rob wondered how they coul d survive
in such a chowder of their fellows, but the little fish seenmed perfectly

happy.

He | ay down on the rock on his stomach and di pped a hand in. There was

al nrost nore fish than water, their tiny cold bodies pouring between his
fingers like BB shot. Touching, skin to skin, he recognized theminstantly.
These were the flowers and the crystals frombefore. These were people.
Every person in the henmi sphere nmust be represented here. Rob found he
couldn't renenber the current popul ation of the New "Wirld, but it nust be
a good few billions. There were surely that many fish here.

Wth both hands he tried to isolate just one specinen. It was difficult to
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catch one, and then even harder to keep the fish under water and yet
separate for nore than a few seconds. There were so many! Finally he

i mprisoned one in his cupped hands for a mnute and peered at it. They
weren't really fish, nore |like tadpoles, so delicate that he could see the
internal organs through the thin silvery skin. This particular little thing
was a school teacher near Sao Paulo in Brazil. He relaxed his fingers and
let it go, trailing his hands through the water again. A fisherman in the
Bar bados. An old lady in Mntreal. A Chicago street sweeper. He had the
entire popul ation of the hem sphere flow ng through his hands.

Hi s original gane plan now seermed foolish and petty. Edwin was here, of
course, but it would take hours of paddling to find him On such a pretty
day it was nore energy than it was worth. Rob got up and w ped his hands
dry on his pants.

By clinbing and junping fromrock to rock, Rob gradually worked his way out
to sea, farther fromthe main shoreline. Had he sonehow traveled to a rea

pl ace, or was this amazingly detail ed | andscape still a construct, |ike the
jewel or the garden? He didn't recogni ze the coast, though it had such a
famliar air. He m ght not even be on Earth at all. Those had definitely

not been regular fish. Wuldn't Edwin be envious if he knew

The coast shelved steeply into the water and very soon Rob could go no
farther. Was there any way to tell where he was? Wen he | ooked back at the
coastal nountains the sun still hadn't risen above them Backlit, any
houses or roads were invisible. He turned and scanned the ocean horizon. No
boats, no contrails in the sky.

Then, a couple of hundred yards away, a |long gray back rose wetly above the
waves. A whal e! Delighted, Rob watched as the magnificent ani mal undul at ed
in and out. He tried to remenber what he had | earned on the whal e-wat chi ng
field trip in high school. Did a hunpback have such a very long tail?

The creature vani shed, then suddenly reappeared much closer. It had seen
him Scenes fromJaws canme fleetingly to mind, but Rob dismssed them This
is my place, ny image, he told hinself. Nothing can hurt ne here— think

About ten yards away the whale turned and cruised past. For a breathless

moment Rob stared into a nild black eye the size of a soccer ball. "Hey,
pal ," he called. It alnost |ooked |ike a human eye—definitely not a whal e!
Wth a ponderous flick of the overlong tail, the glorious thing turned

away. Wien it rose again, spouting, it was far down the shore

An unreasoning joy filled him Rob clanbered back to the beach, bounding

al ong over the rocks like a goat. At the foot of an enornous boul der he
announced, "I bet | can junp right up to the top!" A standing high junp! He
|l eaped it easily, though it was at least ten or twelve feet. WAs this not
his real n? But then he bungled the landing and fell on his nose onto
somet hi ng smoot h: a sof a.

He | ay breathing deep and staring into the dimess. The fur store seened to
be cl osed now. That was wonderful! he thought. If all these inmges and

pl aces are ways for ne to handle the power, | nmay be getting sonewhere

Then he thought, if everybody on earth was i naged as the tadpoles, then
what was the whal e?

Rob sat up. Hi s clothes and shoes had dried nicely on him Consulting his
wat ch he saw with surprise that it was past six in the evening, on
Sat urday. Anot her day gone—anmazi ng.

He pottered around the enmpty and | ocked store, using the bathroom
exploring the little refrigerator, rescuing yesterday's paper froma trash
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can. He felt alnost sociable. Well, Edwi n had urged himto phone. He dug
the card out of the duffel bag. There was a phone conveniently right by the
sof a.

Hard to believe that anyone would still be at work at this hour. Sure
enough, Rob got the voice-mail system "H, you' ve reached Edw n

Bar barossa's extension. If you want to | eave a nessage, wait for the tone.
If you're calling because of freezer failure, or if this is Rob Lew s,
press one. Thanks!"

Consi derably surprised, Rob pressed one. A new nessage kicked in: "I can be
reached at home, at 432-1059. Rob, this nmeans you!"

"CGood gosh!" Rob exclaimed mildly. To alter a voice-nmail nessage was no big
deal, but still he was inpressed that Edwin had gone to the trouble. He
di al ed the new nunber.

"Hel | 0?"
"Hi, BEdwin, this is Rob."
"Rob! Good grief, where are you? It's been pouring rain all weekend!"

"Has it really?" Rob | eaned over to | ook out into the main showoom Sure
enough, rain was scouring down outside the big front w ndows.

"You shoul dn't have just vanished |like that the other day. W coul d've
found you sonepl ace! Look, |I'm going out tonight anyway, to a pot-Iluck
I"l'l swing by and pick you up. \Were are you?"

Rob hesitated. "Don't bother, Ed. |I'min good shape."
"Don't be ridiculous! Rob, they're predicting a freeze tonight!"

"I"'mnot wet. I'mnot inthe rain at all. I'mstretched out on a very
confortable sofa. It's upholstered in green velveteen."

"The dickens with the vel veteen! \Were is it?"

"Wll ..." Rob was pretty sure Edwin woul dn't approve. "It's in a back
| ounge at Gartenhouse Furs on W sconsin Avenue."

"What ?" A clatter as the receiver on the other end fell down, and very
distantly Rob heard Edwin roaring with laughter. It was inpossible not to
smle when Edwi n | aughed. "I'mwasting nmy worry on you, buddy!" he said
when he came back.

"I'"'m not your usual honel ess person,"” Rob agreed. "Besides, the store is
cl osed. They have security gates | ocked down over all the w ndows and
doors. | don't think anyone can get in or out until they open up tonorrow.
I'"mnot even going to try to step into the nain showoom | bet they have
caneras and notion alarns."

"Coul dn't your, uh, vanishing trick fool then"

"I don't really vanish, Ed. | only nake people not see nme. | probably show
up on videotape just fine."

"Hm and mirrors too, |I'd think. Listen, can you conme to the | ab tonorrow?
| have sone ideas."

"Sure. After noon—they open the store then."

"Ri ght, see you then."
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Rob hung up and | ay back on the sofa. Maybe he really had a chance to get
out fromunder this. If there was any other case like it, a treatnment, even
just a nanme for what he had become, sonmeone at NIH would know. Wth Edw n
as an ally, there was hope. Suddenly he felt ravenously hungry. Wen had he
eaten yesterday? A fur sal eswonan had left some lunch in the little
fridge—hal f a ham sandwi ch and a banana yogurt. He went to investigate.

CHAPTER 2

The research buildings were relatively enpty on Sundays. Only an occasi onal
I ight showed through the windows in the lab doors. In the outer room the
monst er microscope rested under a plastic dustcover the size of a
bedspread. From Edwi n's nook cane the sounds of Cole Porter and

conversati on.

Rob peered in warily, but Edwin was only talking into a machine. He pointed
at a chair and mouthed, "Hello." Then he said, "Carina, you know any
sweater's fine with me. | have no objection to |lams. But no hat. |I'm
convi nced that wearing a hat causes premature hair |oss, and |I'm al ready
getting too thin on top ..." While he spoke he unzipped his briefcase and
took out a box of Grl Scout cookies. He handed themto Rob and nade silent
openi ng gestures.

Rob opened the box and ripped open one of the cell ophane inner packets.
Edwi n took a cookie, still talking. He was using a hamradio rig, Rob
decided. He ate a cookie hinself. Wen had he last tasted a Do-Si-Do? It
must have been in Pacific Gove when his sister was a Grl Scout. He could
vividly remenber Angie's splendid Grl Scout uniform How nany nenories he
had cut hinself off fromthis summer!

"All right!" Edwi n was shappi ng switches of f and unpl uggi ng things. "Sorry,
Rob, but Carina doesn't surface often, so | have to catch her when | can."

"Who is Carina?"

"My fiancee." Edwin pointed at a blurry Polaroid on the wall, of a dark
girl in a cowboy hat. "An archaeol ogist. She's in Peru, so we use the
radi o—o reliable phone service at the dig in Cuzco."

"From Peru to Mars? You're going for a Quinness record for |ong-distance

relationships, right? I"'msorry, Ed, | just noticed |I've wolfed half the
box. "

Edwi n | aughed. "I brought them for you—finish them O |eave themtill
after lunch. | was thinking we should go out. The cafeteria' s too pricey."

An active man, Edwi n apparently never used the el evator. Hal fway down the
staircase Rob said, "You know, Ed, |I'mnot dressed for restaurant dining."

"Neither am|l. You don't think we're going to Eion d Or? Bob's Big Boy is
nmore my speed.”

As they wal ked Rob noticed that Edwin wore not the |ab coat but gray jeans
with paint stains and a three-cornered hole at one knee. And he'd chosen
the budget restaurant with its all-you-can-eat Sunday buffet to make sure
Rob got enough to eat. The subtlety of Edwin's courtesy made Rob think. He
woul d never catch Edw n perform ng whol esal e nental renovations at Eorton
Ref or mat ory.

At the restaurant, Edwi n zoonmed down the buffet heaping his plate with
bacon, eggs, biscuit, and pancakes, while Rob followed nore slowy. He had
got out of the habit of big nmeals. They sat at a corner booth furnished
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with a large jug of coffee and sone dessert cards, and ate in conpani onabl e
si |l ence.

After Edwin refilled his plate with three kinds of salad, he sat down and
said, "l've been thinking your problemover, Rob. In a theoretical node,
you understand—trying to lay out a gane plan. W know your goal now to go
honme. We established that |ast week, right? And what is preventing you? Not
the weirdness per se, but the possibility of inadvertently endangering
peopl e around you."

Rob said, "You know, | never thought about it that way." How | ong had he
been wandering, |ost and alone, in the heart-freezing jungle of his own
fear and bewi | derment? Now he m ght find a way out of the tangled m dni ght
forest by the glimrer of a lanp in Edwin's hand: the |ight of reason

Edwi n frowned thoughtfully at his lettuce-laden fork. "Suppose you had sone
dangerous di sease, AIDS or Lassa fever. How woul d we achi eve your goa

then? Putting aside the question of whether you'd die of the bug yourself,
there'd be two | ogical ways to go on it. One would be that we cure you
Drive the virus out of your body and make you a heal thy human bei ng again."

"That's what |'ve been hoping for! How would you do it with the weirdness?"

Edwi n shook his head as he sliced a tomato into pieces. "I told you this
was theoretical. I'll have no idea at all how to inplenent wthout data.
The other possibility is, you learn to contain and control your problem
Here the anal ogy to AIDS woul d be using condons and bei ng careful about
sharing your body fluids. You got into trouble at honme when the power

| eaked out wi thout your knowing it, aml right? And began doi ng stuff you
hadn't i ntended?"

Thi nki ng about the twins nade Rob | ose his appetite. He pushed his plate
away. "You hit it on the head. So, we either cure or contain.”

"No reason we couldn't do both. AIDS research is doubl e-pronged too. Somne
peopl e concentrate on finding a cure, while other researchers specialize in
figuring out how H'V spreads and finding ways to prevent that. In your
case, we'd think about ways to permanently renove the weirdness, and in the
meanti me work on containing your 'leak.' "

"Ckay, I'min. Let's do both. You have no idea, Ed, how good it is to talk
to soneone who has a systematic outl ook."

"Don't start throwi ng bouquets yet. Like | said, | have no idea howto
actual ly acconplish either. I'mjust applying the cormon sense of a

m crobi ol ogi st! What would really help, on both fronts, is to know how you
do this stuff. Data! That's what | need. \Where does this thing come fron®
Is it contagious? Is it genetic, hornonal, neurol ogical, or what?"

Rob set his cup down slowy. "Wuld there be any other cases in the NIH
files? I"'mtired of making up my own term nol ogy."

Edwi n's eyes gleaned. "Rob, if there'd been anyone like you, ever, in the
past hundred years, | would ve heard of it. W all would. Heck, they'd have
his or her body pickled in a jar on display down at the Smthsonian."

Rob grinned at him "Tell you what. Wien | nmake my will, I'Il |eave ny body
to science."

"Don't |augh, Rob," Edwin said, laughing. "It mght be the npbst inportant
thing you could ever do. Finding out what nakes you tick is a Nobe
Prize-caliber project! In fact, in the interests of future research, |I'm
going to start keeping notes.”
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"Wll, in the neantime get that wi stful |ook off your face—I'mnot nearly
done with my remains yet!"

Edwi n topped off his coffee cup and took a gulp. "I can't believe you've
had this thing for so long without trying any experinents."

"l have," Rob said. "But not l|ike you nmean. In New York."

"You could say a | ot about your actions in New York, but nobody woul d cal
them systematic. Like that renote control trick you pulled on nme Thursday.
You' ve al ways used the renpte on unsuspecting people, am |l right? Wat
happens when you try it on soneone who's ready for you—tike right now? G ve
me some data!" Wthout the slightest warning or transition Edwin startled
Rob by bursting into one of the Cole Porter songs he had been playing in
his office:

Experi nent!

Make it your notto day and ni ght
Experi ment,

And it will lead you to the light!

As the tuneful voice rang through the room the other diners turned and
stared, smiling. Rob eyed Edwi n's unsel fconscious grin with sone envy. He
had never net a man who was so together, in whomm nd and heart noved in
such concord. "The idea doesn't frighten you?"

"Well sure, it gets on nmy nerves a little. But don't you see, Rob? That's
precisely the attraction. That's why | want you to try it again.”

Rob shook his head at this folly. To repeat a nerve-w acki ng experience
until it becane old hat? Rob hinself would never confront a fear in that
way. But it might be a useful trait in an astronaut candidate. He coul dn't
help smling at Edwin's expression. A terrier watching the progress of a
dog biscuit out of the box could not have been nore eager. "Ckay, Ed," he
said. "You're on. You take your coffee black, right?"

"Yeah, but—eh cone on, Rob! Not sugar! At |least nake it Sweet 'N Low "

They both watched as Edwi n's hands tore the white paper packet of sugar
open over his half-full cup. "Saccharin causes cancer," Rob remarked.

Unfaltering, Edwin's clever fingers picked up another sugar packet. "Only
if you eat saccharin by the carload," Edwi n objected. "No nore—+ absolutely
refuse to do it ... Darn, it's not working. That's nunber three. |I'mKkind
of disconnected fromny hands, is that it? This is |ike when | was eight,
and got the chicken pox. Four. My fever hit a hundred and three degrees,
and | could watch nmy hands shake, and listen to ny voice nmunbling about the
World Series, out of ny control. Five."

The sugar in Edwin's cup now rose in a soggy brown atoll above the surface
of the coffee. "Had enough?" Rob suggested.

"Could be ... So you're manipulating ny hands and fingers, and in addition
to that you're short-circuiting ny willpower. That's six. My volition is
totally out of the loop. Am1 right?"

"Ch, yeah. Shall | prove it?"

Edwi n' s hand pi cked up a spoon. The coffee was so sludgy now, stirring it
was sl ow work. Rob nmade Edwin lift the spoon. Undissolved sugar coated the
bow 1ike wet sand. Edwi n yel ped, "Hey, no! This is disgusting!'"
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"I can be very precise, Ed," Rob said softly. "Open your lips, insert the
spoon, force your tongue and throat to swall ow sonething that revolts you
It's not absolutely necessary, but it helps to be close to you, even nore
to touch you. Hel ps nme focus."

Wth clinical interest Rob watched Edwin struggle in his grip. Possibly
because he was a scientist, Edwin had a very different node of thinking,
preci se and analytical. H's mind was |ike a brand-new surgical instrunent,
suppl e but shiny-sharp, a scissors or a scal pel perhaps. Even as the

repul sive spoon rose inexorably to his mouth, Edwi n was coping, the

sci ssors snipping the probleminto smaller and hopefully nore solvable bits
that floated on a larger restless surface. It took Rob a second to
recogni ze this increasing turmoil as fear. Instantly he let Edwi n go.

"I +4"msorry," he said. "That's one of the things | was going to quit

doi ng. "

Edwi n dropped the sugary spoon into the cup again, slunping in his seat.
"Ww. So that's what a fruit fly on the dissecting tray feels |like. The way
you were staring at ne ..." He rubbed his eyes with both hands, knuckling
themlike a boy.

"I'"l'l keep out of your head fromnow on, Ed," Rob said, alarned.

"No, it's all right. Don't |ook so worried! We |earned something, didn't

we? And | asked you to try it. | wish | knew nore about the |atest

brai n-body research. | better read up on it. If | could just design sone

nice tight sinple experinments ..." He snagged a clean coffee cup fromthe
t abl e behi nd.

Rob poured fresh coffee into it, marveling at this resilience, and Edw n
took a long thirsty swall ow. Wen he was sure Edwi n was okay, Rob said,
"Listen, Ed. You know | spent the summer readi ng books. | did read about
one guy like nme."

"You did? Holy mke!" Edwi n banged his new cup down on the table.

"Don't get excited," Rob begged. "It was a guy five thousand years ago. A
ki ng, name of G| ganmesh."

Edwi n | ooked bl ank. "Never heard of him |Is he a Biblical character?"

"I don't think so. | read a | ong poem about him"

"l guess | better get a copy of it." He pulled out a notepad and a pen.

Rob nodded in approval. Then the sight of Edwi n's notepad brought sonething
else to mind, and he took out his own. He al nbst expected the page to be

bl ank. If you copy an inscription in a dreamit shouldn't be there when you
wake. But he knew it hadn't been a dream and his careful copy of the funny
witing was there where he drewit. He tore the | eaf out and passed it

over. "Can you read that?"

"Nope." Edwi n shot a hunorous green glance across the table. "I amactually
not all-knowing, Rob. | may act like | knowit all, but don't be deceived."
Rob |l aughed. "I didn't really expect you could. You think we could find

sonmeone to translate it?"

"I guess, if it's really witing. But why? Were did you get this?"

"I was lost," Rob said slowy. "And | was |ooking for directions. And
found a signpost, with this message on it. | never found witing before,

it's not that sort of place, so this nust be inportant."
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Edwi n | eaned back and stared at him "lI've fallen off the sled here."

"l +4+"msorry, Ed. | don't think | can explain better.” Al his inner
journeyi ngs were inconmuni cabl e, Rob realized. Describing his own actions
and crinmes was straightforward. But his inner adventures were too vivid,
too intimate, for nmere words. He might never be able to convey their
reality. It was the guy thing, in spades. For a nonent he felt utterly
desol at e.

"Don't worry about it," Edwin said quickly. "There's plenty on the plate to
deal with. Let me see what | can do. Wuld it be okay if |I digitized it and
upl oaded the witing onto the Internet? That'd be the fastest way to find
out what it is."

"Sure, why not."

"So let's leave it there for the nonent. And now, noving on to the next
itemon our agenda—would it be all right, Rob, if we discussed your
personal situation?"

Rob frowned. "What for?"

"I can't believe that it's confortable sleeping outdoors in Cctober."” Edw n
pushed his enpty cup aside and | eaned forward on his elbows. "And in no
time the snow Il be flying. You can't crash at a fur salon forever, Rob.
Suppose you canme and canped out on ny sof a- bed?"

"I appreciate the offer, Ed, but no thanks. It would be an inposition."

"Al'l right. How about a honel ess shelter? My church hel ps run one in Silver
Spring. They offer job counseling and sl eep space."

"An Open Door Center."
Edwi n rai sed an eyebrow. "You know it?"
"There's one in Fairfax too. | sent a bumthere once."

"But you've never stayed at one yourself, aml right? So it would be a new
experience for you. Wiy not give it a try?"

Edwi n was so persuasive that it was easier to give in. "Al right," Rob
sai d. Sonmehow the former ease of their talk had slipped away. He sat
silent, staring down at his hands fol ded on the red Form ca tabl etop.

Edwi n rubbed the back of his neck. "Look, Rob, | have to ask you this. |
know you said you were giving it up. But, except for just nowhave you been
messing with ny head?"

Rob | ooked up, shocked and yet unsurprised. "No! | mean—+ don't know, Ed. |

haven't deliberately done a thing, | swear it. But—+ told you, about Angela
and Davey. | do stuff without knowing it. I'mso damed strong. That's why
it would be crazy to stay on your sofa. | can't get too close to anybody. |
don't dare. It's not safe. I'mnot safe. Maybe even this honel ess shelter
is a dangerous idea, maybe even the street. Sonetinmes | think | should get
right away from everybody, live in the Arctic tundra—

Edwi n reached a synpathetic hand across the table to touch his cl enched

fingers. Rob jerked away fromthe contact, the words trenbling on the tip
of his tongue, You don't see nme! But Edwi n spoke first, cutting them off:
"It's okay, Rob, it's okay! You don't have to escape. Everything's fine!"

"There, you see?" Rob said bitterly. "How did you know that | was going to
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tarnhelm unless | transmtted it to you?"

"Sherl ock by name, Holnes by nature," Edwin said. "I didn't need the

wei rdness. Anyone could see what you were going to do, witten in your
face. | didn't nmean to upset you, bud. It's just that—the things you told
me Thursday woul d unsettl e anybody. And when it began raining cats and dogs
I woke up in the middle of the night on Friday and thought, Is Rob out in
this? And then | lay in the dark and thought, |Is he naking nme care, naking
me get involved? So it sort of got on nmy nerves."

"Ch god, | wish | were dead."

"Don't say that! It's okay, Rob, truly it is. If you're dranwing ne in,
that's fine. I+ consent, all right? People need to care nore, not |ess.
I"ma younger brother. | can deal with strong-m nded people. You nust neet
Carina sonetinme. No one could stand up agai nst your deliberate
mani pul ation, you've proved that, but your unconscious influence can't be
mal evol ent . "

"Not nml evol ent?" Rob demanded i ncredul ously. "And you're supposed to be
smart. | told you about New York!"

"That wasn't really you, Rob. You recognized that yourself. This whole
thing had dropped on you like a grand piano, and you were niserable. You
aren't really a bad person.”

"I't wasn't really ne," Rob repeated. The kindly words were an overwhel m ng
relief. He hinself wasn't the liar or rapist; it was sone separate unsavory
entity that he could expel or defeat. But Rob felt inpelled to add, "But
I"mstill dangerous."”

"Dangerous, what's to worry? W'll deal with it sonmehow. In the neantine,
what | want to deal with nowis dessert. Qur famly notto is, Dessert
Al ways. "

Wth a flourish he held a dessert card out. Rob took it, saying, "I
appreci ate your trust, Ed. But you're crazy, you know that."

"I may not get to do many crazy things in future,"” Edwi n said absently,
studying the nmenu. "No scope for it in the space program Hot fudge for
me—how about you?"

CHAPTER 3

Rob had never set foot in a honel ess shelter before. The Open Door Center
was in Silver Spring, a suburb a couple of mles around the Washi ngton
Beltway fromNIH A big crunbling gray bungal ow on a transitional street
had been converted into offices and dorm space. Rob gave the man at
registration a mni mum of information, pocketed the house rules without
reading them and went straight to bed in the nen's dormroom at the back
of the ground fl oor.

He woke the next norning to raindrops on his face. For a second Rob was
back on the park bench in New York City again, despair filling his chest
i ke quick-set concrete, but then he came fully awake. A | arge grayish
stain was spreading on the plaster ceiling above the folding cots, and
wat er dripped down. A few beds over, another nman burst into tears, and
sonmeone el se bell owed, "Hey! The fucking roof is fucking |eaking fucking
again!"

Rob rolled out of bed, muttering, and put his shoes on. Wasn't anyone goi ng
to pick up the ball? Going up the stairs he met a very pink young man
com ng down. "The roof is |eaking down here," Rob barked. "Wat's being
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done?"
"Un | don't know. Let nme go check the volunteer's nanual."

The carrot-headed young man skittered on downstairs. G owing, Rob ascended
to the smaller upper floor and went fromroomto interconnecting room

i nspecting the ceilings, ignoring the sleepy conmplaints of the nothers and
kids. He was | ooking for an attic access hatch. He found it in the bathroom
ceiling. By standing on the ol d-fashioned bathtub's rimhe was able to pop
it open. The pink youth came in just as Rob was preparing to clinb higher.
"You got a flashlight?"

He bl ushed even pinker. "You're not supposed to be here. This is the
wormen' s John! "

"The roof is |leaking," Rob explained patiently. "You never ignhore a roof
| eak. Especially when it's not even raining. Now+ need a flashlight."

After sone delay a flashlight was found. Rob hoisted hinself into the
attic. The slanting ceiling was so | ow he had to squat. The space was
cobwebby and littered with nouse droppings, but quite innocent of
insulation. This at least made it easy to find the | arge pool of water on
the floor near the dormer. "You should insulate,” Rob said.

The young nman stood on the bathtub below, staring through the hatch as if
Rob were proposing to hang upside down fromthe rafters like a bat. "That
woul d cost a fortune!"

"You probably blow a fortune in oil every winter—this place has oil heat,
right?" Rob could feel the old Harry Hone-owner instincts kick in. Leak
first, then insulation! He shone the flashlight at the pool of water on the
floor. Wiere was the water com ng fron? Not from overhead—+t was a frosty
clear norning outside. He peered between the |ouvers of the gable vent. "I
get it, here's your problem Look at that!"

"What is it? What is it?"

"The gutters. Conme on." Rob clinbed down again, sw nging by his hands from
the edge of the hatch until he could balance on the tub. "You got a
| adder ?"

"No, of course not."

Rob swept past himand down the stairs, where one of the boards was

m ssing, to the front door. The front porch spanned the wi dth of the house
and had once boasted gingerbread and fretwork railings, all broken and
faced with plywood now. Rob clinmbed up and stood on the rickety rail, and
then shinned his way up the corner porch post. Leprous chips of paint and
chunks of spongy rotten wood shredded away under his hands and |l egs. "Don't
do that," the young man begged fromthe unkenpt |awn bel ow. "W shoul d ask
the conmittee! We should call Pastor Phillipson!"

Rob sat on the edge of the porch roof and glared down at the little twt.
If there was anything he despised it was deliberate inconpetence. But after
all, the kid was a volunteer. "How old are you?"

"Uh, nineteen. |'m Jonathan, by the way."
"I'"'m Rob. Shouldn't you be in school ?"

"I am At Montgonery Junior College. But | don't have Monday norning
cl asses, so the college fell owship tapped nme for the Center here."
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"Wel I, Jonathan, naybe they haven't taught you yet that dealing with
gutters is one of an Anerican nale's duties and prerogatives."

"You' re kidding!"

"Says so right in the U S Constitution—go look it up. It's just after the
right to bear arns." Jonathan actually seened to be seriously considering
this. "Besides, the ladies admre this kind of work," Rob couldn't resist
adding. "Grilfriends. Mdthers. That's the sort who particularly abhor roof

| eaks. You should take this opportunity to learn about them It will have a
significant inmpact on your relationship with the opposite sex."

"CGolly! Maybe | better take you up on it."

Rob gave him a hand up onto the porch roof, thinking, If |I teach him then
the next tine this happens he can fix it. And I won't be clinbing on a
rickety roof at eight AM "See, here's the attic. This flat bit nust be
the roof over the men's dorm And here's the water. It nust be coming in
under the dornmer, and then on down into the bedroons."

"Ww No wonder it's |eaking! Wiy doesn't it run down to the ground?"

Rob spl ashed t hrough the standing pool which had forned near the base of
the attic dorner. "Here's the downspout, all blocked up. Hand ne that
stick, will you?"

Wth the stick Rob fished wet clots of |eaves out of the downspout. The
wat er began to seep away i mediately with a satisfying trickling noise.
Jonat han hel ped by tossing nore | eaves over the edge of the roof. Like an
ol d war-horse at the sound of the trunpets, Rob |eaped into battle. He
circled the entire roof and cleared the gutters all around. "It's autum,"”
he pointed out. "The | eaves are still falling. Cone early winter, say on a
nice dry day in Novenber or Decenber, you clinmb up here and do this again.
Then you'll be all set for the winter. No nore roof |eak."

"I can't believe it," Jonathan said. "It's like a mracle."

Rob rolled his eyes and clinbed down to ground | evel again. It was ten

o' clock and he was starving. Hanging out with a food fiend |i ke Edw n had
gotten himinto eating far nore than he used to in New York. He left
Jonathan to explain the miracle of gutters to another Center counsellor,
and went inside to wash up. Because of zoning regul ations there was no
kitchen at the Open Door Center, For neals the residents were supposed to
hit a nearby soup kitchen. Rob foresaw having to do that soneday soon, but
at the moment he still had quarters. He'd wal k a couple bl ocks over into
downt own Silver Spring and have a decent breakfast.

They were still yattering on the porch when he came out. "Rob!" Jonat han
said. "This is Ms. Ruppert, the jobs counsellor and daytine nanager."

"H," Rob said reluctantly.

"You are handy," Ms. Ruppert pronounced.

He | ooked down at his feet in their tattered athletic shoes. "Thank you."
"W shoul d have no probl em pl aci ng you."

Rob tensed. He knew, wi thout any mental stuff, that he shouldn't say he
didn't want a job. Not to a jobs counsellor. "Maybe after breakfast," he
nmut t er ed.

"But before we begin the placenent search, we were wondering, do you know
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anyt hi ng about —pl unbi ng?"
"You see," Jonathan broke in, "the downstairs toilet has never worked
right. Every now and then it just runs over. It's gross.”

Rob couldn't help smling into his blond beard. "I'mnot a real plunber,
but I can do fixes on toilets. | have—+ nmean | used to have an ol d house we
were fixing up."

"I'f you would ook at it, at your entire conveni ence of course, we would be
so grateful!"™ Ms. Ruppert, a very short middl e-aged | ady, beanmed adoringly
up at him Obviously working toilets |loonmed |arge in her concept of

happi ness. Rob hoped that Jonathan was absorbing the | esson

"Let me make a pass at it after breakfast," he said. "Wile |I'm gone, maybe
Jonat han can scout around for a pipe wench."

That norning Rob replaced the innards of all three of the Center's toilets.
In the afternoon he cleared a slow drain, caul ked all the shower stalls,
and began on the windows. It took all day Tuesday to finish caul king the
out si des of the wi ndows and doors, with only one short break to patch a
hole in the dry-wall near the office. By Wdnesday Ms. Ruppert had tw sted
Pastor Phillipson's armand gotten authorization to replace sone

| ong-m ssing floor boards and |inol eum squares. Rob began installing them

i medi ately. He al so made the radiators quit knocki ng by bl eeding the

sedi ment out of them

It was an al nost poignant pleasure to work with his hands again around a
house. No wonder he had been so desperately unhappy in New York. Looking
back, Rob wondered how he coul d have been so stupid. After working all his
adult life and years of being an energetic honeowner, and then entering the
mar at hon cal l ed raising twins, he had switched to idleness, just
panhandl i ng and readi ng newspapers all day long. A recipe for msery! It
was nmuch better, nmuch nore fun, to do things. And this building needed
wor k. From sonething the hardware store nman had said when Rob was buyi ng
spackl e, he gathered that the Center was not considered an asset to the

nei ghbor hood.

On Wednesday evening Rob sat cross-legged in the hall neasuring the |ast
board for the floor and pondering | awn care econonics. On the one hand
grass was nerely cosnetic. Spreading fall fertilizer on it wouldn't
increase the confort of the residents one bit. On the other hand it could
be argued that any inprovenent in the way the place | ooked m ght placate

t he nei ghbors. Rob was realistic about the Not-In-M/-Backyard phenomenon.
Havi ng a homel ess shelter on your street did nothing for your real estate
val ues. Heaven knew that if the county had proposed one on the Lew s bl ock
in Fairfax, Julianne would have hit the ceiling.

Jul i anne. She never fertilized or nowed the grass—that had been Rob's task
Had she just let the lawn go to hay this sumer? Mre likely she'd hired a
| awn service. Rob | ooked up at the pay phone, which hung in the hall near
the front door, and tenptation seized him

Hi s hand was on the receiver, the other fishing for quarters in his pocket,
before Rob got a grip on hinself. Wat exactly would he say to her? "Hi
honey, I'min Tanzania ... No, | don't know when I'I|l be back . . . No, no
paycheck ..." The lies he'd have to tell wouldn't deceive a baby, yet he'd
have to nuscle her into swallowi ng them And what good would it do? At

| east he'd had the sense to command her not to worry about him There was
not hing nore he could add to that. He swall owed hard and | eaned his
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forehead against the graffiti on the wall. It had been so nmuch | ess painfu
to just not renmenber. The doorbell chinmed right above his head, maki ng Rob
junp. He | ooked through the glass, and flung the door open. "Ed! Thank
goodness you're here!"

Plump as a robin in a red down parka, Edwi n said, "Hey, Rob, what's wong?"

Rob shook his head. "Nothing. Just—ust a little honmesick, that's all. Cone
onin, you're letting in the cold."

"I's that okay?" Edwi n | ooked uncertainly towards the comon room where
sonme residents were watching a sitcom

"Well technically, no—no visitors allowed. But we're not supposed to go in
and out at night, either. So either you come in, or we yell through the
door at each other."

Rob ushered himacross the hall to the dingy little office, and unl ocked
it. "You have a key," Edw n noti ced.

"Have to, to put away the tools. Sone of these guys you wouldn't trust with
a lollipop stick."

"But they trust you, eh?"

"A guy who can repair a toilet conmands respect around here, let ne tel

you ... And another rule is, no food in the facility." Rob | aughed out | oud
at the politeness struggling with dismay in Edwin's face. "But | still have
that hal f-box of cookies—+et ne get them"

"I was telling Pastor Phillipson about you," Edwin said. He took out a
small Swiss Arny knife and slit open the cell ophane w appi ng.

"Yeah?" Rob took a cookie. "I hear he doesn't understand the value of attic
insul ation."

Edwi n pushed a cookie whole into his nmouth, and | aughed. "Ms. Ruppert told
the pastor you were an angel specifically sent from above."

Rob al nost choked on a nout hful. "You nust be kidding. | hope you corrected
them "

"Come on, Rob, how could 1? | nade a prom se | wouldn't breathe a word
about your shenanigans. So instead | told about how you saved Katie."

Rob gl ared at Edwi n, who | eaned back grinning and propped his feet on Ms.
Ruppert's blotter. "I don't want a halo. |I'd rather have a cape."

"If you had a halo, we would get your renains."
"I think | had better will ny body to a dog food factory!"

Edwi n | aughed so hard he al nost | ost bal ance. When he recovered he sat up
and said, "Last night | had an idea, a really good one."

"Not anot her experiment!"

"This is perfectly safe and i nnocuous, Rob. Look, I'll show you some of the
el aborate and technical equiprment |'ve prepared.” Edwin pulled a shiny new
penny out of his jeans pocket and held it up between two fingers. "Ckay.
You want to hear it?"

Rob rel axed. There was not a lot of trouble anybody could get into with a
penny. "All right."
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"So let's consider this penny. | flip it." He did so, catching it neatly
and clapping it onto his hand. "Call it."

"Tails."

Edwi n | ooked. "Sorry, it's heads." He flipped it again. "Now-neither of us
have | ooked at this penny, right? You don't knowif it's heads or tails,
and neither do I."

"Right."

"I's there any way, by the exertion of power, that you could influence the
flip: nmake it cone out heads or tails? O find out which it is before
lift my hand?"

"No. This is all in the brain. No super-strength, no x-ray vision. The only
way to do it would be to seize control of your hand— Rob did so for a
moment. "And lift it. Looks like it's heads again."

Edwi n shook his right hand in the air. "Ack, that's creepy. Ckay, now what
if I flip the coin and then go down the hall and show the guys watching TV.
You could find out then."

"No problem+ fish the informati on out of their heads."

"Suppose then we change the gane. Flipping coins is a matter of pure
chance. What if we play blackjack, a ganme of both chance and skill?" He
took two poker decks out of his parka pocket and laid themon the desk

Rob shook his head. "I don't think I know how to play, but you don't want
to play cards with ne anyway, Ed."

"You woul d wi n—but how exactly woul d you be w nning? The chance conponent
you have no influence over, we've established that."

"Ed, | can |l ook through your eyes and see your cards."

"Suppose you don't read ny mnd to see ny cards. Wuld you still have an
i nfluence on my judgnent and skill?"

"I think so. Wanting things, feeling strongly about something, | notice
that a lot of the tinme that's what does it. The whol e point of playing
bl ackjack is to win. That al one would ensure that | couldn't help it."

"And if you nade a concerted effort to play dead fair?"

"l guess | could try," Rob said. "But it'd be tough to find players. How
woul d peopl e know I was trying?"

Edwi n's eyes gl eaned as he | eaned forward. "There is a way to know, Rob, At
| east, over tinme, and if you stick to one consistent systemof play. The
odds in bl ackjack have been analyzed to a fare-thee-well by statisticians.
| used to play around with the theory nyself, in grad school. They've
determ ned that when you play dealer's rules the house has an edge of about
si x percent. Suppose you don't deliberately pick up on anybody's cards.
Over a very large statistical sanple it should be possible to calcul ate
exactly how nmuch your powers are inadvertently affecting the play."

"And where does that get ne?"

"Rob, don't you understand? You could tell if your abilities were |eaking.
Your entire problemwith this weird thing is that right now you can't see
it working. It's inside your head, out of view I|f you could discern it
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sonmehow, you'd have a chance to control it. You know that you can teach
peopl e to produce al pha brain waves, by letting themwatch their own EEGs?
Bl ackj ack woul d give us a wi ndow to observe the workings of your ability.
Over tine you could learn to contain your powers, and we could chart your
progress by anal yzi ng your blackjack wins. W'd have hard nunbers, data we
could crunch and lay out in graphs or pie charts. And we woul d know when
your control was perfect-when your | oss rate gets to six percent.”

Rob stared across the desk at him "Ch ny god. | guess | better learn to
pl ay bl ackj ack."

Edwi n opened t he decks and began to shuffle the cards together. "I'msure
you've learned this. It's a really easy gane. Nunber cards count as their
nunber, and picture cards are worth ten. Aces can be either one or el even
The idea is to add up to twenty-one, without going over."

They played a few hands. Rob won themall. "I'm not doing anything,
either," he said gloomly.

"Three hands isn't enough data points. In theory any ganme that combines
chance and skill woul d work—bridge, poker, gin. But blackjack is a
particul arly good choice."

"Yeah? Wy?"

"Because first we have to accunul ate statistics, get a base line. Then,
perfecting your control might take nonths of practice. | can't play

bl ackjack with you all that time. | have a research project, and a textbook

deadline, all these things | have to do. Already there aren't enough hours
in the day. But we could go to the casinos in Atlantic City and scoop a | ot
of data fast."

"That's a good idea," Rob had to admt.
"Have you ever been there? | haven't."
"Me neither."

Edwi n dealt again, two cards apiece. "Maybe we should go. You free this
weekend?"

"I"'mnothing but free," Rob said with anusenent. "Another card, how about."

Edwi n dealt himanother. "Good! Let's leave on Friday. I'll take off a
couple hours early. | figure eight hundred hands will give us a nice base
|ine. Take maybe twenty hours."

"Twenty hours—that's ten hours a day! Can anyone play that nuch bl ackj ack?"

"Sure, lots of folks do. You'll see. Hm that's bust ne. Lucky we're not
actually betting. Remnd ne—while we drive there I'll coach you on how to
bet. And the jargon. Unfortunately there's no way to play blackjack in
casinos without betting. That's always the drawback to bl ackjack
statistical research.”

Rob gl anced at him "You're very know edgeabl e, for a nice church-going
fellow"

"I'"'ma Nevada boy—put nyself through MT working at Caesar's Pal ace. My
father played clarinet in the band for the floor shows. OCh, and anot her
thing, it would help if you—well, blended in. Has Ms. Ruppert offered to
revanp your wardrobe yet?"
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"She nmade noi ses about it yesterday but | didn't pay attention. | guess
should, if I"mgoing to be a high roller."

"I'"'mhoping that won't be a problem "We'Il stick to the two-dollar tables.
We're after nunmbers, not nmoney." He shot a merry glance at Rob. "This

honel ess thing is just a facade for you, Rob. A secret identity, if you
like. Ms. Ruppert is going to suit you up, reveal your true colors."

Rob | aughed at this. "Next time you see that pastor, tell himl lured you
into ganbling."

CHAPTER 4

It felt very strange to wear new clothes after all this time. Ms. Ruppert,
with job interviews in mnd, took Rob to the Sal vation Arny store and
bought hima blue jacket, a red tie, and a pair of khaki pants. He was
surprised to find that his waist size had gone down nore than two inches.
No wonder he had needed string to hold up his ragged old jeans. In the
mrror he saw a figure that didn't |ook unduly odd at all —weathered, tall,
blond, alittle too thin. Meeting the gaze of his reflection gave hima
pecul i ar feeling, however—as if there was soneone el se, a stranger, behind
those ice-chip eyes.

"l don't know," Edwi n said when he arrived on Friday and saw the result.
"Maybe it's because |I've only known you in your old clothes."

"I kind of miss them" Rob adnmitted. He stared, awed, at the sleek vehicle
at the curb. Edwin's car cast a startling new light on his character. It
was a sexy red Mazda RX-7 with a spoiler, a nmoon roof, and |eather

uphol st ery—urvaceous as a centerfold nodel. Sonmehow Rob had i nagi ned that
as a nice nerdy type Edwin would drive a very different sort of car.

Rob wedged hinself into the | owslung seat and shut the door. The car had
such tight suspension, and was so close to the ground, it was like sitting
inaroller skate. It made a powerful contrast to Rob's own mnivan. From
the state-of-the-art CD sound system cane the supple voice of Barbra

Strei sand singi ng Broadway show tunes. Rob said, "And | thought of

somet hing el se.”

Edwin let in the clutch. "Ch? Wat ?"

"I"'mgoing to learn how not to win at bl ackjack, right?"

"Strange but true," Edwi n said, nodding. "ldeally, nonths of training and
careful coaching will finally enable you to | ose your shirt."

"But until | do learn, I'mgoing to win. Wn't this be cheating the casino,
sort of ?"

Edwin's grin lit up his face. "Funny you should nention that. | thought of
it too." The light turned green and the car swung with snmooth power out
into Colesville Road. "During the first few sessions, | expect you'll take

the poor fellows to the cleaners. That woul d be a severe blow to an honest
busi ness. "

"It would be terrible. W can't do that!"
Edwi n didn't slow down. "But suppose the casino was a di shonest one."
It was a new i dea. Rob thought about it. "Are there any?"

"My very question to Gary."
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"And Gary is?"

"Katie's dad, ny brother-in-law. He's also the nunmber three guy at the FB
office in Al bany, New York."

"You know sonebody everywhere, Ed. It's amazing."

"Well, my older sister deserves nost of the credit for ny acquaintance with
Gary. He especially urged me to keep out of the Lady Luck Casi no Royal e,
the | east savory establishment on the boardwal k. It's a noney-I| aundering
operation for a Col onbian drug cartel, and under investigation by New
Jersey's Casino Control Commission. | think the Lady Luck has earned a
visit fromyou. You want to fight crine? W fight crine."

Wth the flick of a button Edwin cut off Barbra in mdcroon. He revved the
Mazda's engi ne and tapped a rhythmon the steering wheel, hunm ng and
singing an old TV theme song: "Batman, Batman, Batnman!" Rob | eaned back in
the bucket seat and | aughed.

It was nore than a three-hour drive to the Jersey shore, and Edwi n insisted
on taking time out for a proper dinner outside WImngton. The autumm
evening had closed in by the tine they reached Atlantic City. The neon
casino signs stained half the sky with their glow. As they drove through
the tawdry tourist area |ooking for the notel Rob said, "And people cone
here for fun?"

"They say the beach can be nice. Not ny cup of tea, though—too devel oped."

"It's not a place for kids." For Rob that was the ultimate condemmati on

Edwi n had selected a notel fromthe AAA gui debook. It was too far fromthe
casinos to be first class, a fact Rob entirely approved. The room had cabl e
TV, two doubl e beds, and an instant coffee machine in the John. "I'm beat,"
Edwi n yawned. He slung his overnight bag onto a bed. "Early start tonorrow,
okay?"

Per haps because of the unaccustomed qui et—there were always noi sy residents
in the dormat the Open Door Center—Rob slept deeply. He found hinmself in
a perfectly famliar place: the basenment of the house in Fairfax. He
realized he was asl eep and dreaning, but doing the weird stuff too. Sonehow
the i nner domai ns were connected—Aot continuous, but hooked up in sone
ways. You learn nore every day, Rob thought. Maybe this is the only way |
can access ny subconscious self. And that's why this is the basenment. Wen
I"mupstairs, |'m awake.

The silly synbolismdelighted him and he set out to enjoy it. To

del i berately guide a dream al ong was a new experience, and this was a
particularly friendly setting for it. He noseyed over to the furnace and
had a | ook at the air filter. Maybe a new one next nonth. He admired the
cross-brackets he had installed between the ceiling joists, to correct a
sag in the dining roomfloor above. The sunp punp seened to be doing fine
t 0o.

The basenment had never been |ivable because it was so |ow. Over by the sunp
punp Rob had to duck his head under the ceiling beans. Since he was siXx
feet tall, that nmeant the floor would have to be | owered nore than a foot
to bring the basenent up to code. Such a mmjor renovation would have been a
gross overinprovenent to the Fairfax house. But this house is ne, Rob
realized. Here, | could do it. | could do anything.

He sat on a cobwebby old crate and considered this. Al major hone
i nprovenents are rooted in the basenent, as Rob well knew. And there were
things he didn't |ike about hinself. Anyone who could think or do some of
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the things Rob had, only this year, could use sone renovation. | could nake
mysel f into a happier person, a better person, he thought. The equival ent
of installing ceramic tile flooring and a whirl pool tub

Ah, but there was the problem He would be a different person. It would be
like letting Julianne railroad himinto becom ng President. Just as with
real houses, any changes had to be carefully worked into the existing
bui I di ng.

He was sitting, chin on hand, staring at the floor and thinking all this,
when he noticed the crack in the concrete foundation slab. Rob junped up
and fell to his knees to exam ne the place closely. It was a very straight
deep crack. Here under the low place it was rather dark, but Rob traced the
crack with his fingers. It turned a right angle, and then another. It was a
trap door.

The flashlight, in Fairfax, hung on its own recharging unit near the dryer
Rob fetched it and shone the beam on the door. There was no bolt—very
dangerous in a house with kids! But there was a crude handle, just a | oop
of leather protruding fromthe crack. Rob grabbed it and pulled. If there's
a sub-basenent, then the sunp punp shouldn't be on this level at all, he
thought. The jerks who sold and installed that punp are going to hear about
t hi s!

The door rose easily on well-oiled hinges. The space beneath was utterly

bl ack, swallowi ng up the feeble flashlight beam But how deep could it be?
Rob put the flashlight in his pocket, sat on the edge, and then hung by his
hands. "Gosh, it goes down a ways," he said al oud, and dropped.

It was a very long ways, at least twenty feet. Rob | anded awkwardly,
twisting his ankle a little, on a coarse dirt floor. At |east the space was
dry. There was only the snell of danp, no standing water. \When he pull ed
out the flashlight and pushed the button nothing happened. He must have
broken the bul b when he cane down.

"I't woul dn'ta worked here anyway."

The hoarse whisper was electrifying. Rob's heart seenmed to turn right over
in his chest. He couldn't see anybody. Only a faint yellow light trickled
down fromthe single light bulb in the basement above. He stood up with
difficulty and gasped, "Wo's there?"

" Behi nd you."

Rob whirled and half-fell backwards until his back hit a dirt wall. The
space down here nmust be very snall, only a deep slot or chute cut into the
clay soil: an oubliette. Wen the speaker stepped forward into the |ight he

was only an arm's length away. Rob recognized himinstantly. He | ast saw
that face glaring out of Courtenay MacQuie's bathroommrror. This is only
a dream he said to hinself. A nightmare. |I'll wake up any minute. Still he
had to bite his Iip to keep from screani ng.

"You think you're so smart," the tranp with the face of a nadman sai d.
"I''l'l show you. | know somnething you don't."

"What ? " Rob whi spered

The old Rob grinned at him a grimace full of glee and hate behind the
jungle of hair and beard. "I'm not gonna say. You'll have to go ask him"

Sonehow this spiteful answer increased the horror fivefold. Rob's breath
sobbed in his throat. Then he thought, the vicious bastard, he's doing this
to ne. Sure this is a dream but it's also a vision. He is me—but | am him
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It's ny power he's using to terrify nme. Nothing can hurt ne here. Here, |
don't need a flashlight. "Light!" he commanded, and the |ight cane, a cone
of sunshine as if a skylight had been let into the basenent ceiling.

Rob's eyes watered in the glare but he could see now a rusty cast-iron pipe
runni ng down one corner of the space here. OF course—the sunp punp! He
could have shouted with relief and joy. He scranbl ed, panting, to escape.
The pipe was six or eight inches in diameter, easy to clinb. Rob was al nost
at the top when he suddenly woke. Edwi n was drawi ng the curtains, and the
dawn light poured in across Rob's face.

"If that didn't wake you | was going to turn on the TV," Edwin said. "No
way | was going to touch you. Tell me that was just a nightmare, okay?"

Rob sat up, panting. "OCh ny god, yes. How did you know?"

"I'"'mglad we're noving on this containnent thing." Edwi n spoke naturally,
but Rob could see it was an effort. "You were right. It's getting

dangerous. It | ooked like heat lightning, | guess, around your head and
pillow. Saw it when | came out of the John, and it al nost scared ne
spitless ... Tell you what. | always run before breakfast. You cone too. W

can go down the beach."

"All right." Rob flung the sweaty covers aside and stood up. The pain in
his ankle was a surprise. He sat down heavily on the edge of the bed to
|l ook at it. The joint was only a little swollen. "Maybe "Il just walKk,

okay?"

"Sure—but how d you do that? Was it | ast night?"

"I fell, just now. It was good you didn't touch ne.
carefully and tottered to the bat hroom

He got up nore

The tide was all the way out, uncovering a very w de beach of clammy gray
sand. It was so early, nobody was around except for one girl with a
Labrador retriever. The wintry wi nd whi pped the waves into cat's paws, and
the seagulls had to flap hard to make any headway. Rob turned north to wal k
into the wind, with the ocean on their right. He sucked in a deep cl eansing
breath. "If this doesn't bl ow the cobwebs away, nothing will."

"Cold, isn't it?" Edwin agreed. He wore a faded green warmup suit. "Like
it's blowing straight fromthe North Pole. Look, let's walk to those rocks
there. Then I'Il run. You can either wait, or walk on, or go back."

"Fine. How far do you go?"

"Ch, three or four mles. Just enough to keep the cardi ovascul ar system
rolling around nicely."

Rob smiled at his airy tone. "NASA will appreciate it."

Edwi n | aughed. "I sure hope you were getting weird just then. | don't want
to be obvious."

They came to the rocks, and Edwi n jogged on. Rob sat down to rest his ankle
and watch Edwi n recede up the beach. Rob's coat—the same ol d dark bl ue
toggl e coat, threadbare but thoroughly dry-cl eaned now-hardly seened to
strain the wind. He shivered under its blast.

This has got to work, this blackjack stunt, he told hinself. Gherwise Il
nmove to-to Saskatchewan, or Tierra del Fuego, soneplace unpopulated. | wll
not put people in danger. He thought about total solitude. So nany of his
problemrs would fall away into uninportance, if only he didn't have to dea
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with ot her people. But beconming a hernit necessarily neant never seeing
Julianne and the kids again. So Rob knew he had no choice. He had to try.
He got up and began to wal k back to the notel.

They were finished with breakfast and ready to start by ten. Rob felt the
first doubt when he saw Edwin's | aptop conputer. "Do you think they'll |et
you bring that into a casino, Ed?"

"Sure, why not? I'Il just explain that I'ma postdoc gathering statistics
for research."

It sounded reasonable to Rob, who had never done this before. It was stil
early enough that there was little traffic when they drove to the casino.
Atlantic Gty endured far more than its fair share of snack joints, T-shirt
shops, and souvenir stands. Beyond the main streets the town seenmed stunted
and poor. Al the juice of civic Iife was sucked up by the casinos. They
dom nat ed the boardwal k, huge gaudy establishnments, the Trunp Plaza and the
Sands and Bally's Park Place, frosted with nore neon than Rob thought
possi bl e. The Trunp Taj had neon in the shape of a donme, the Trunp Castle
had neon outlining its turrets and parapets, while the Grand confined
itself to awni ngs and arches picked out in lights.

Among t hese grander casinos, the Lady Luck Casi no Royal e made a poor show,
having fallen well behind in neon one-upmanshi p. The outdated facade

di spl ayed a vaguely Moroccan style, with pointy wi ndows and curlicues of
gilt ceramic tile. "But the original Casino Royale was in France," Edw n
complained. "By the Riviera. It said so, in the Janes Bond novel." He
hopped out of the car, the |laptop under his arm and | ocked the doors with
care.

"Maybe these guys only saw the novie." As they wal ked towards the big
canopi ed doors Rob said nervously, "Now, today | just let it rip, right? No
del i berate nuscle, but no effort to stop |eaks."

"Right. You'll try to play four hundred hands. That'l| take all day. 1'lI
keep track of your cards on the conmputer. Tonorrow, you rmake an effort to
keep your weirdness strictly to yourself, and we'll conpare the results.”

Two big doornen in fakey yell ow satin Arabian Nights costunme stood at the
bi g brass doors. They had evidently been chosen not only to | ook alike, but
for size and strength. Between the sequinned fronts of his vest the nearer
doorman's chest rippled with nmuscle. The | aptop nade himscow . "No
card-counters,"” he told Edw n.

"Ch, | wouldn't do that," Edwin said reproachfully. "I don't want to count
the cards to cheat. | just want to collect the statistics and enter them
on."

The second doorman canme up, as tall and hulky as the first. "And what'|
you do with these statistics, huh?"

"Un wite a paper, that's it. 'A Statistical Analysis of Doubling Tactics
in Atlantic Gty Casino Play,' that sounds good." Edwin sniled, so visibly
lying that it was painful to see. "I wonder if M crobiol ogy Review would
consi der publication?"

Suddenl y everything began to happen very fast. One doornman jerked the

| aptop fromunder Edwin's arm At the sanme nonent the other one gave hima
sharp shove. As Edw n tunbl ed backwards, the first doorman's
satin-slippered foot was there to trip himup. It was all as choreographed
and neat as a circus routine, except that Rob junped forward to grab

Edwi n's arm and break his fall. Still Edwin rolled sprawing onto the
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r ed- car pet ed boar dwal k

"Spazz," Rob snapped, and both doornen coll apsed onto the ground. Rob
scooped up the conputer and hauled Edwin to his feet. "Cone on!"

He shoul dered through the heavy brass doors and into a huge noi sy space
packed with rows of whizzing slot machines. Their electronic boops and
whoops precluded all possibility of talk. But to one side was a dinmy lit
bar. Rob hustled Edwin into a booth there and said, "We're invisible, both
of us."

"What ' s happeni ng?" Edwi n said bew | dered. "Rob, did you just do
sonet hi ng?"

"You damm wel | bet | did." The bel ated adrenaline rush made every nerve in
Rob's body taut. "Do you even realize what they were doing there?"

"That big guy in the fez pushed ne, didn't he? And—hey, where's ny | aptop?"

"Here." Rob slid it across the table. "They were going to stonp it flat as
a pancake, after splitting your head open."

"But | said | wasn't using it for card-counting!"

"And surprise, surprise, they didn't believe you. Ed, when you worked at
Caesar's Pal ace over the summer, was it in the casino?"

"Of course not," Edwin said. "I was just a college kid. It would ve been
illegal. | was a lifeguard at the hotel pool. | got into blackjack while
was taking a statistics course for ny doctorate."

For a second Rob wanted to burst out |aughing. "Look, Ed, we better rethink
this."

Edwi n dusted off his jacket, still |ooking confused. "You want to explai n?"

It came to Rob that Edwin nmight be a little ol der, and considerably
smarter, than he. But Rob had him hands down, on horse sense. He said,
"What we are proposing to do is to take a large sum of noney away from
prof essional criminals."

"You're going to win it," Edwin corrected him

"Look at it fromtheir perspective," Rob said. "They have the noney. W
take it. Naturally they get mad." Edwin nuttered sonething about the New
Jersey Casino Control Commission. "Ed, these people are crininals. They've

just proven it. Wlves do not fight fair. Believe ne, | was one—+ know "
"But we're not intending to rip the casino off," Edwin argued. "It's just a
tenporary side effect. You'll get it together and start losing |ike a good

boy. "

"You really expect themto trust you on that? Your problem Ed, is that you
are too nice a guy!"

"Yeah, yeah. And | warned you, didn't I, that | do not know it all. Well,
what do you propose then? Do we bag it and go home?"

Rob hesitated. "I don't think | can afford to pass up even the small est
chance of getting a handle on this thing," he said at l|ast. "Besides—what's
the point of being powerful, if some two-bit heavies in fezzes can scare ne
of f 2"

"Attaboy," Edwi n applauded. "So it's a go. Break out the cape."
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"But we have to be very careful, Ed. | mean it. W cover our backs, we take
precautions, we don't do anything stupid."

"You better take the lead on that," Edwin said. "The conmputer here is
really only a recording device. | can easily note down your ganes on paper
and enter themlater."

"That'd be twice the work for you." Rob was beginning to feel stubborn

about it. If the wolves wanted unfair, he'd show themunfair. "I think the
nmost sensible way to cover all the bases today is for you to not appear at
all. I'l'l keep you tarnhel ned, but be visible nyself. Then you can | oad

data onto your program all day, and nobody will bother you."
"This will be fun!" Edwi n said, bouncing to his feet.

The gam ng roons were past the slots. A repellent haze of cigarette snoke
hovered near the ceiling. Though it was early, there were plenty of people
sitting on the attached stools punping coins into the slot nmachi nes and
pulling the | evers, over and over again. Their fingers were griny gray from
touchi ng so many coins. The noise of crashing silver and the clangor of the
el ectronic sound effects was deafening. "That doesn't | ook anusing," Rob
said, pitching his voice to carry over the racket. "It actually | ooks a |ot
like factory | abor."

"Slot jockeys are the lowest on the feeding chain. So am| really invisible
now? Nobody can see ne?"

"You're invisible." Rob glanced at him "You can go anywhere, do anyt hing.
Nobody woul d know. Listen to private conversations. Help yourself to chips
of f the gaming tables. Look up wonen's skirts. Take credit cards out of
handbags. Everything's open to you."

"Ch, but ["'mtoo nice to do that,"
D d you?"

Edwi n said smiling. Then he said, "Rob.

Rob renmenbered the dark narrow oubliette, the burial snell of clay and
solitude, and shivered. "I've got a nonster |ocked inside, Ed. Power hasn't
been good for him™"

Edwi n said, "W're every one of us flawed."

The bl ackj ack area was cavernous too, with big chandeliers and carpet that
woul d have been Oriental if it hadn't spread fromwall to wall. Edwi n

poi nted out the two-dollar tables. Rob sat down at one and bought a hundred
dollars' worth of chips fromthe dealer. Edwi n had | oaned hi mthe noney.
The snooth green baize table | ooked huge. It occurred to himthat if
sonmehow he |l ost heavily, if Edwin's theories were bunk, they m ght both be
in trouble.

He put a chip down, and the dealer dealt fromthe shoe. Edwi n had coached
himto play an extrenely sinple and overly-conservative strategy—take a
card up to 17 and then stand. Over time an ordinary player could expect to
lose with it. Rob sighed as the deal er bust and he won. Edwi n had predicted
it, of course, and it was actually a good sign, since it showed he was on
the right track. Still it was depressing, after an hour's play, to be
sitting behind the biggest stack of chips at the table.

"At |east you' re not wi nning every hand," Edw n pointed out. He sat on a
chair near Rob's, clicking quietly away every now and then on the | aptop

After lunch they chose a different table. Edwin said, "I figure that so far
you're winning nore than half the hands. That's way out of line, just like
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I thought. Look at the numbers here. The ratio shouldn't be nore than eight
out of seventeen."

Rob squinted at the laptop's screen. "W've got to whip the data into
better shape. Maybe bar graphs, what do you think? That thing should have
enough capacity to do graphics."

"That's right, you're a software wizard ... Wat's wong?"

Rob stared tensely at the back of the room where the service doors were

"Dam it, I'ma fool," he said quietly. "I forgot about the video caneras.
They nust have themin the ceiling to keep an eye on the ganbling. Ed,
you're still invisible. Go over and stand near that cigarette girl, wll
you?"

Edwi n began to say sonething, but Rob jerked a thunmb for himto hurry. A
hal f -dozen men in casino uniformwere fanning out around Rob's table.

Saf el y unseen, Edwi n slipped past. Rob ignored them even when one of them
came up and exam ned Edwin's chair. They m ght have seen Ed on the video,
Rob reflected with cautious satisfaction. But to actually get himthey need
human hands and eyes and brains.

After about ten m nutes of subdued confusion and di screet searching the nmen
went away. Rob nodded at Edwi n, who cane back. "So what were your cards?"
he demanded

"Aren't you even interested that those goons were |ooking for you?"
"Well sure, but let's keep our eye on the ball here. Mre data, nore!"

"I lost, on a queen and an eight. The dealer hit twenty-one. Nowif | jog
your el bow again, you nip over and wait by the | adies' roomthere."

It happened three tines nore in the next two hours, and becane rather
comc. Different groups of burly and unhappy nmen cane out to | ook for
sonmeone who haunted their video pictures but could not be found in rea
life. To further confuse them Rob had Edwin circul ate around the room and
pretend to observe other players. "You just renenber the hands | mss,"
Edwi n sai d.

Rob had been stowing extra chips in his pockets for sone tinme now, but he
knew the pit bosses had himnarked as a heavy wi nner. They had al ready
given himconplimentary food and entertai nment passes, all the incentive
goodi es other wi nners received. H s huge luck plus Edw n's uncanny presence
were sure to provoke some nore reaction, and Rob waited for it with

wat chful interest.

Finally one nore group cane out. These nen were nmuch better dressed, in
neat dark suits instead of the yellow sports jackets. In the mddle of the
group was a tall thick man in a very expensive suit indeed: a wolf dressed
like a sheep, the front man. He canme straight up to Rob and said, "How do
you do, sir? |I'm Conrad Baskin, nanager of the Lady Luck Casino Royale." He
hel d out a hand.

Rob took it without hesitating. "Hi, my name is Jones."

Baskin sniled. H s handshake was smpboth and dry. "An alias, surely, M.
Jones. "

"Ch yes—+ny wife doesn't know |'m here, you see."

"And how | ong have you been pl ayi ng casi no bl ackj ack?"
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"This is ny first visit to a casino, ever."

Rob, carefully observing Baskin's thought processes, saw that Baskin didn't
believe him Wth anmusenent he watched Baskin ape surprise and geni al

pl easure. "My goodness, your beginner's luck is phenonenal, then! Fred,
Marie, do the honors!"

A smling waiter appeared with chanpagne and an ice bucket. The camera girl
snapped Rob's picture as Baskin put his armaround his shoul ders. The cork
popped | oudly. People turned to | ook as Baskin announced, "H s very first
visit to the Lady Luck, |adies and gentlenen, and he's won, what? Ten
thousand dollars or so, in one day's play! And he's not done yet, right,
M. Jones?"

"Ch no," Rob said. "It's too early yet."

"That's the spirit! Here, let ne present you with this— Mre goodies
appeared, a yellow Lady Luck T-shirt, vouchers for roons and nore neal s,
tickets to see Regis and Kathie Lee. "And did | understand that you're
traveling with a friend? W'd be happy to offer hima room voucher

t oo—where is he?"

Rob smled. Wat a lot of rigmarole, to work up to that question! "He
sl i pped on the boardwal k and sprained a wist, so he went back to our room
to watch cable TV."

"W have cable too, the adult channels, everything. Please, both of you, be
the Lady's guests!”

"I"'msorry, we've already nmade other arrangements for this evening." Rob
wat ched to see what lurid interpretation Baskin would put on this: cal
girls, of course. Baskin's nen would probably waste hours trying to find
and suborn these phantomcall girls.

"Per haps sone other tine very soon then," Baskin said cordially, shaking
Rob's hand again in farewell. "You' re al ways wel cone here!"

As soon as the fuss died down Edwi n came back. "I thought they'd want to
sock you on the jaw or sonething," he said. "What's with the cornucopi a?"

"They can't possibly assault me here,” Rob said. "It'd be horribly bad
advertising. Wwuld you like sone of this champagne? They want nme to
stay—first, because | might |ose all this nmoney back again, and second,
because they haven't figured out our scamyet."”

"This is terrible,” Edwin said, sipping froma plastic chanpagne flute.

"The cheapest noney can buy, |'mafraid. How rmuch | onger do | have to do
t hi s?"

Edwi n checked his nunbers. "Another fifty hands will do it. Say anot her
hour . "

"It's getting tiresome,"” Rob grunbled. He persevered, however. Thanks to
M. Baskin, his pleasant anonymty was gone. O her ganblers nade side bets
on him and tourists goggled at his pile of chips. An adnmiring crowd
followed himto the cashier when he went to cash in. The canmera girl popped
the flash at him

"Wonder if | should buy one," Edwin said. "I'll turn out in her pictures,
won't |?"
"Neither of us will. She took her lens cap off, and then | had her put it
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back on."
Edwi n | aughed. "But they still have your inmage and mine on videotape."

"That | don't care about. What | don't want is for Julianne to open the
paper tonorrow and see ny picture with a caption: 'First Tine Bl ackjack
Pl ayer Wns Big.' "

Rob was supposed to fill out IRS tax fornms too. He handed them back bl ank
to the cashier and had her return themto her drawer. No way these people
were going to get his nane and address. Then she began to count out noney,
an enormous wad of linp old bills, greasy with the sweat of |osers. "—and
twenty nmakes thirteen. Thirteen thousand, one hundred and five doll ars!
Thank you for playing at the Lady Luck Casi no Royal e!"

The cashier beamed. Wth difficulty Rob wedged the rolls of fifties and
twenties into every pocket he had. Caneras flashed. M. Baskin appeared,
fl anked by confetti-tossing showgirls, and cried, "Congratul ations, M.

Jones! We're sending you home in the casino stretch lino!"

"I"'msorry, but I've already arranged for ny friend to pick me up." Rob
nodded slightly at Edwin, who took the hint and went to fetch the Mazda. A
huge white stretch lino pulled up at the awni ng anyway. Rob recogni zed the
door man who opened the door, and the fellow stared stonily at Rob from
under his ridicul ous yellow fez.

But not hing was going to happen here, in a cromd of adniring tourists and
onl ookers. Rob smiled easily at the caneras and pronised M. Baskin he'd
cone back tonorrow. Wien Edwin pull ed up Rob noticed the ripple of

astoni shment instantly—a car rolling along with no driver! Hastily he
dropped the tarnhelmeffect. Wth | uck nobody woul d believe their eyes.
"You're visible," he told Edwin as he clinbed into the front seat. "Wve at
t he nice doornan!"

Edwi n waved and grinned. "This is a gas," he laughed. "Don't |augh too
soon. This is where we start being paranoid."

"You didn't stay in their hotel, you didn't get into the linp. How el se can
they get their claws in you?"

"Well, they could follow this car and catch us at the notel."

"l never thought of that!" Edwin slowed down to | ook in the rearview
mrror. "Do you want to drive then?"

"No, you do it. | might need to do other stuff. Let's tour the town a bit."

It was fully dark now, but the garish neon signs pushed back the night. The
side streets and minor avenues were sl eazier than ever. Rob stared through
the wi ndow w t hout seeing them He was sure soneone was followi ng their

car. It would be what he would do in the same situation. The only problem
was pinpointing it. A slight effort, though, and in a few m nutes he said,
"Cot them That blue sedan."”

Edwi n | ooked. "What do they have in m nd?"
"Ch, they just want to know where we're staying."
"And what are you going to do about it?"

"Hrfm Driving is so conplex, there are lots of possibilities. Usually I
have the driver confuse the brake pedal with the gas for a while." The bl ue
sedan suddenly stopped with a screech in the mddle of an intersection.
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Edwi n kept on driving. "Can we go to the notel now?"

"Fine. But park across the street, in that little shopping center. Driving
a car like this is better than wearing your own neon sign. Ch, and if you
feel nervous about sharing a roomagain, |'msorry—but we really should
stay together."

"l do not either feel nervous," Edwi n said indignantly.

The foll owi ng norni ng, Rob commandeered the notel bill and paid it fromhis
Wi nni ngs. "You woul d never have had to conme here, but for ne," he pointed
out.

"But you'll need that noney," Edwin argued as he tossed his bag into the

back seat. "You're honel ess and jobl ess."

"That's not a problemif you have noney, and now | do. Oh, and your stake."
He passed Edwin two fifties. "You renenber at NIH that first day, Ed-when
told you I might just give you a parcel of the power?"

Edwi n stared at him across the gl ossy | ow slung roof of the sports car. He
| ooked utterly horrified. "You wouldn't really, would you? You haven't
al ready begun, with that invisibility?"

"No, no—that was just a tiny loan, very tenporary! | wanted to say that you
were right that day, with the armwestling. People don't have to be equal
Diversity is a strength. | could never have done this alone. | needed your
insight. It took the two of us, together, to get this going."

Edwi n bl ushed visibly under his tan and ducked into the car. "Don't let's

get excited till we see how it works out, okay? We're still only assum ng
that you can control the 'leak' at all. Have you thought about how you'll
do it?"

"No," Rob admitted. "I'mgoing to have to experinent with it. That's why I
think we should sinplify things today. No nore Janes Bond stuff. If | cash
in every time |'mahead a couple grand, |I'Il never be holding a flashy
mountain of chips. And 1'll nodify the tarnhelmtrick a little, and just

tell everyone in the entire building they don't recognize either of us.
That shoul d cover us conmpletely. No nmore veiled confrontations with the
managenent. You won't have to slink around |ike a ghost."

"Aw, that was kind of fun." Edwi n shook his head in nock di sappoi ntnent.
"And the | aptop?”

"They won't recognize that either. If anyone asks you, say it's jewelry."

"Did you learn to be such a great liar?" Edwi n asked | aughing. "You sure
have ne beat! O is it a gift?"

"I, 1 learned it," Rob said, flushing with shame. "In New York."

Wth the pressure fromthe casi no nanagenent renoved, and the novelty of
bl ackj ack worn off, it was a cal mday. Rob spent a lot of his time at the

tables in a brown study, funbling for control. Inmages, he thought. For ne
the weirdness is i mge and netaphor—as if it's too big, or too strange, for
a regul ar person to fully understand. | have to choose the right picture

and inpose it on the power.

At last he settled on the idea of a laser. This thing has been like a |ight
bul b, shooting out energy all over, Rob thought. 1've tried | anpshades and
wi mpy stuff like that as it's gotten stronger and brighter. Now | want to
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contain and focus the light, shoot it out in one direction only. It was the
first tine he'd ever tried to apply his own tenplate to the situation. He
realized the only | asers he'd ever seen were on TV and in novies. He'd have
to read up on themat the library to get a detailed idea of how they

wor ked.

At the end of the day, however, Rob felt he had made a little progress.
"Only twel ve thousand-sone dollars,” he reported with pride as they wal ked
to the car.

"That mght just be within statistical variation,” Edwin said. "W have to
crunch the nunbers sone."

"I want to tinker with your software in there. It's just the standard
spreadsheet, right?"

Edwi n handed himthe laptop. "Mess with it while |I drive honme. 1t'Il be
good to get back to the lab."

"Next time I'lIl cone by nyself, Ed—ow that you' ve got nme started.”

"You think this'll really do it?"

"l don't know, but Rob found he was grinning like an idiot through his
beard as he got into the car. "I think I have a chance!"

"That's great!"

"And | think I'Il have to nove out of the Open Door Center. It'd be dunmb to
live in a honeless shelter with nore than twenty grand stuffed in ny duffe
bag. I'll rent a room sonepl ace."

"I knew you'd turn around," Edwin said happily. "We'll stop for dinner in
Del aware to cel ebrate!” He pushed the buttons on the CD player, and Gaen
Verdon began to sing songs from"Sweet Charity."

It was a nippy evening for Cctober, frosty-clear and snelling of snow
Traffic east on Route 40 was noderate. Thinking about the future, Rob felt
the approaching nmalice only at the very last instant. "Ed!" he shout ed.

Edwi n junped. "What ?"

There was no time to explain, no tine to even grab the wheel of the Mzda.
Rob resorted to his Kmart renote trick. He shoved Edwi n out of the saddle
of his brain and seized control of his hands and feet. The sports car
rocketed forward as Edwi n's foot pushed the gas pedal, and Rob rmade his
hands spin the wheel. The Mazda screanmed across all four |anes of the

hi ghway, right into oncomng traffic. The headlights were blinding. Horns
bl ared and tires screeched before the Mazda went roaring back again. A
crash came as a side rear wi ndow shattered. The wi nter wi nd suddenly

shri eked through the interior.

"Don't |ose control, Ed," Rob snapped, twisting around in his seat. "I'm
| etting you have yoursel f back."

The Mazda jerked and sl owed as Edwin took charge of it again. "What the
heck are you doi ng, Rob? What's happened to the w ndow?"

"Someone's shooting at us," Rob said furiously, |ooking back. Their

assailants' car had dropped well behind, hiding in traffic. "Gve ne a
second to get onto them. . . Ch damm it, am| stupid! | forgot they'd
recogni ze your car! They noticed it in the casino lot and foll owed us."
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"But they can't know we did anything!"

"They knew we were doi ng sonet hing, and why bother to analyze it? Just punp
a few rounds of automatic rifle fire into the car and the probl em goes
away." Rob was so angry he could hardly see. But he had a hold of them now,
the driver and the gunman in the attacking car. "I'll fix them" he said
between his teeth.

"Ch ny God!" Edwi n gasped. The car cane zooning up frombehind with
headl i ghts glaring. It swept past at eighty mles an hour, the engine
howing in protest. "Rob, what are you doi ng?"

"An accident."” Rob sniled a snall savage snmile as he turned around again
and sat back. "Excessive speed and spin out, right through the rail of that
overpass up there."

"You're going to kill then?" The Mazda |urched as Edwi n pulled over onto
the shoul der and stopped. "Rob, no!"

"They were going to do us." Coldly Rob watched the tail-lights wi nk out of
si ght ahead.

Edwi n gripped his arm the strong fingers digging in hard. "No, Rob! Are
you i nsane? You can't nurder them"

Rob wenched free. In an icy whisper he said, "You dare?"

Edwi n hesitated for only a fraction of a second. Then he gl ared back,
bristling. "OF course | dare! Wwo else is going to tell you this is wong?"

"You idiot!" Rob's vision suddenly seened to clear as he said the words.
Wth a sharp exhal ation of breath he relaxed. "Ckay . . . they're off the
hook. "

"Ch, Jesus." Edwin | eaned on the steering wheel, gulping. "You woul dn't
have really done it?"

"Ch sure. |-+ got nmad, | guess . . . Thanks for stopping ne. I'msorry."
Rob | eaned back, shaken and sick

"You can be one terrifying dude, Rob, you know that?" Wth unsteady hands
Edwi n put the car in gear again.

"I"'msorry," Rob repeated unhappily.

Edwi n drove on, well below the speed Iimt. Incongruous Broadway show nusic
filled the silence. A mle up the road the headlights picked out the other
car slewed sideways in the nedian. The driver and passenger were barely
visible in the bushes beside the car. "They're begging the Virgin Mary for
mercy," Rob reported as they drove past.

"They have the right idea. Look, Rob, you try as hard as any nman | know to
be a decent human being. But you can't save yourself. You need help."

"l know it."
"There are answers. You want ne to tell you about then?"

"Not right now, Ed. | don't think | can take it in." Rob hardly heard him
staring wearily out the window He was bitterly ashanmed of hinself. Wth
great power cones great responsibility. He was as bad as Julianne with her
Wi te House anbitions, as contenptible as Denton MacQui e snoking hash in
his Santa Fe-style New York penthouse. Every tine he nade progress on one
front things seened to coll apse sonewhere el se. And what about Edwi n? Wth
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typical courage Edwi n had ignored his own peril, but Rob knew what he had
been capable of. He would have swatted his only friend |ike an annoyi ng
bug. The sel f-contenpt was crushing. Even noving to Antarctica woul dn't
solve this one. The nonster in the sub-basenent would go with him
everywhere, lying and nurdering. No matter where | run, | neet nyself

t here.

The wi nd blustering through the broken w ndow rapi dly nmade the car
unbearably cold. Edwin turned into a restaurant parking |lot and swept the
broken crunbs of safety glass out of the back seat with his gl oved hands.
Rob worked to plug the wi ndow with duct tape and a plastic garbage bag.
"Here's a little souvenir for you," Edwin said. He held it out on the palm
of his hand—a m sshapen bullet. "You can see where it punched right through
the side there. Don't | ook so mserable, okay? You really saved our bacon."

Rob picked the bullet up between thunb and forefinger. "You never would be

in such a situation, except for me. | don't think I'mgood for you to know,
Ed. "
"Too |l ate now+ already know you. | think we've gone as far as we can with

duct tape. Let's go have sone dinner."

CHAPTER 5

so | should be moving out in a couple days, as soon as | find a
furni shed room"

"Ch Rob, | amso very glad!" Ms. Ruppert's eyes were noist with gentle
enotion. "You know you never were one of our nore usual residents, quite a
different caliber. It's the Qpen Door Center's mssion to be a turning
point for the honeless, and to fulfill it just noves ne nore than | can
tell."

"You' ve taught me things | want to hang on to," Rob said honestly. "And
that brings me to a favor 1'd like to ask. | noticed that the front porch
is really shot."

"Ch, isn't it terrible? Pastor Phillipson is worried that it'll blow right
off this winter."

"I"d like to rebuild it,"” Rob said. "Even if I'"'mnot living here | could
conme over a couple days a week, maybe keep the tools here."

"Why—that woul d be marvel ous, but—aon't it be very difficult? And
expensi ve?"

"I't would be the biggest carpentry job |I've ever tried," Rob admtted. "But
I'"d supply all the materials, soif it's a bust the Center won't | ose nuch
The porch'll fall off any day now, the pastor's right about that. And if
the front of the building gets spruced up, your neighbors won't mind."

"They'd certainly be less catty! Ch, | don't see how we can say no, Rob
Let me just run the idea by the church. Thank you, thank you so nmuch!"

"Pl ease don't thank me, Ms. Ruppert." Rob sniled down at her. "It's ny
pl easure, believe nme."

So that was one lifeline secured. Wth Edwin and Ms. Ruppert as

ref erences, Rob had no problemrenting a partly-furni shed roomin the back
basenent of a house a mile away. It was dark and prison-like, the one

wi ndow barred with an iron security grille, but Rob didn't care. For him
any place that was not hone was a sorry substitute, and where he sl ept
didn't matter. "I'Il say this for you, Rob," Edwin said at the end of
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Novenber, when he saw the Spartan roomwith its single bed. "You have
sinmpl e needs. You're going to enbarrass ne when we get to ny place."

"Let me guess."” Rob pulled the ill-fitting apartnent door shut with a firm
tug. He'd have to plane it down one of these days and instal

weat herstri pping. "Your place | ooks just like your NIH office, piled with
stuff. An explosion in a scientific supply warehouse." He |led the way up
the steep flight of concrete steps to the street.

"It's ny co-authors' fault," Edwin said. "If they hadn't sent nme all their
chapters to collate and organize 1'd be tidier."

"What's the nane of your book?"
"It's a coll ege textbook: Eukaryotes and Prokaryotes.”
" O,]I "

"That's the usual reaction," Edwin said grinning. "I can't inmagi ne why.
They' re uni cel | ul ar organi sns. You' ve seen one—the poster in ny office.
That was Eugl ena. "

"Was that what it was? | thought it was a close-up of food gone bad."

Edwi n | aughed so hard at this that he alnpbst m ssed the turn into the
conmput er superstore. After borrowing Edwin's laptop for a couple of solo

bl ackj ack trips Rob had decided it was silly not to buy one of his own. The
salesman tried to steer himto a fancier nachi ne than he needed but Rob
knew exactly what he wanted. "CGee, you're fast,"” Edwin said. "It took ne
weeks to make up nmy mind, and | exchanged the thing tw ce."

"Read up on it in Byte at the library," Rob explained. He counted out
twenty-three hundred dollars in worn fifties and handed it to the cashier

Edwi n stared. "Tell me you're not carrying it all in cash."

"I don't worry about muggers, you know! But actually the noney got really
bul ky to haul around in the duffel. 1've nade maybe sixty thousand since
Cctober. So | started a few savings accounts. As long as | spread ny
deposits around, the banks won't get suspicious."

They drove to Edwin's apartment in Takoma. It was on the second floor of a
garden bl ock near the park. Edwin flung open the door and said, "Behold ny
nenesis! If | don't whip the manuscript into shape by the new year the
publisher will strangle nme."

There did seemto be a lot of paper in the room and also a |ot of
furniture and high-tech toys. A fancy notion sensor turned on the stereo
automatically, so that a Wnton Marsalis septet filled the roomas they
came in. The apartnment was spacious, with a balcony and a dining ell, but
it held two sofas and half a dozen tables, big and small. Edwin al so had
anot her computer, an electronic nusic keyboard, two CD players, and

i nnunerabl e stereo speakers trailing wires everywhere. Bookcases held fat
text books on the | ower shel ves and paperback science fiction on the upper
ones. Near the sliding doors, a Lifecycle stood draped with danp T-shirts
and jogging shorts. Qut on the bal cony a nmountain bike hung from a rack.
Packi ng boxes stood in towers in the corners. Everything was topped wth
pil es of typescript and fol ders bul ging with photographs of cells.

"Boy, | knew | didn't want to crash with you," Rob remarked. "How did you
conme by two sofas?" He tripped over a pair of rollerblades and sat down on
the only clear space on a sofa.

file:/l/F|/rah/Brenda%20Clough/Clough,%20Brenda%20W%20-%20How%20Like%20A%20God.txt (92 of 156) [8/27/03 9:00:12 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Brenda%620Cl ough/Clough,%20Brenda%20W%20-%20How%20L ike%20A %20God. txt

"Ch, half this stuff is Carina's. It didn't make sense for her to keep an
apartment when she was going to Peru for a year. And, speaking of
archaeol ogi sts, | have sonething for you." Edwin turned the litter on one
of the tables over like hay. "Here."

He handed over a sheet of paper. Cipped to it was Rob's own torn-out

not ebook sheet with the inscription copy on it. The paper had the same
wedgy characters on it, printed out big on a laser printer. Beneath them
were syllables in English. "A - Kme - Ben - N (Silent)," Rob read al oud.
"Agebin. Who is Agebin when he's at hone?"

"It's an archaeological site in the old USSR Uzbeki stan, one of those
new y i ndependent republics. During the heyday of the Enpire, a team of
British archaeol ogi sts began digging there in the | ate nineteen-hundreds.
Then the Comunists cane in and the Brits got tossed. Since then nobody
much has worked there. So says the assistant professor of ancient Near
Eastern studies who saw this on-line. He's nmailing ne a xerox of the teanis
prelimnary survey. That was all they ever published." Edw n | ooked
expectantly at Rob and rubbed his hands in anticipation. "Now it's your
turn. How does a defunct dig in Asia figure in? Does a rabbit pop out of a
hat, or what?"

Rob shook his head. "lI'msorry, Ed. It doesn't ring a bell for ne at all
Never heard of the place. | guess it was a waste of tinme, a dead end."

"Ch well —ain some, |ose sonme. Let's boot up your new toy and | oad the
software. Does it take three-and-a-half inch diskettes?"

Rob dropped the paper into an overfl ow ng wast epaper basket. "Of
course-bring 'emon. |'ve nade a few changes in your graph program by the
way ..."

It took several hours to set up the new |l aptop and transfer all the nunbers
Rob had been accumul ating. On the bus back and forth fromAtlantic Cty,
Rob had written a graphics programto display the nunbers in bar graph
form It printed out in a continuous sheet a couple of feet |ong. Wen the
dot matrix's buzz stopped Edwin tore the paper off and spread it out over
the litter on the table. "Wat do you think?"

"It's too easy to fool yourself with nunbers,” Rob said. "Massage your data
right and you can get any result you want. But it sure | ooks good, doesn't
it?" He noticed his voice was unsteady.

Edwi n scanned the printout, pencil in hand. "Not any result," he said. "You
can't get any old answer. You're definitely progressing here. If this is
nornmal down here, and we draw a line here where you'll intersect it..."

"I't'"1l take nme years," Rob said sadly. "At the rate |'ve been going."

"Maybe it's like working out at the gym" Edwin said. "As you get stronger
it gets easier. Wiat you nustn't do is give up."

Rob | eaned a shoul der against the wall and stared down at the graph. "It's
just . . . it's the end of Novenber already. The kids' second birthday is
Decenber twenty-fourth. And then it's Christnas. It's going to be hard to
hang on to ny courage."

"They arrived on Christmas Eve, how cool! But you poor guy, Decenber's
going to be a double whamry for you this year." Edwin began to fold the
| ong sheet up. "Was it a bumer, going to Atlantic Gty for Thanksgivi ng?"

"If there's a rehearsal for hell, they have it there then. Comruting in
fromthis area was the smartest decision |'ve made. Two or three day trips
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a week is plenty. If | had tolive in Atlantic City, I'd |lose ny mnd."

"I"mgoing to Tucson to see Carina over Christmas. She'll be there on
vacation, with her fol ks—ene of those huge extended Latino famlies. You
come too."

Rob shook his head. "A reunion with your girl, and you want to drag ne
al ong? Don't be silly. Besides, do they have casino ganbling in Arizona?
have to keep this up."

"Let me work on the problem" Edwi n said thoughtfully.

D smantling the Open Door Center's front porch took alnost no tinme. Once
Rob pried off the peeling roof shingles the rotten wood framng practically
fell apart of its own weight. He had to rent a small dunpster to take the
debris. Wien he was done only the stone steps and support piers were |eft.
The house | ooked odder than ever, and the shelter residents had to use the
back door.

But then the fun could start. Rob had Hechinger's deliver a truckload of
pressure-treated | unber, and began the fram ng. The Center had on hand only
the sinplest and cheapest tools, so Rob bought hinself a square, a
four-foot level, a D-handle drill, a wormdrive circular saw, and—an
irresistibly enchanting toy—an electric hamer.

After the unusually chilly fall, Decenber was nmild. Rob was able to get by
in just his old clothes and the blue toggle coat, saving his nore decent
outfit for casinos. It was enornously satisfying to be outdoors neasuring
and cutting two-by-sixes, hammering theminto a sturdy framework to support
t he decki ng. He dragooned Jonathan into helping to hold beans while he
nailed. If the weather held up, he hoped to get the roof franmed and

shi ngl ed before the new year. Then when winter really closed in, he could
sit under cover and work on the floor and rails.

He was | eveling and squaring a floor joist one norning, squinting in the
sunshine at the bubble in the level, when a fenal e voice said, "Excuse
me—M . Lewis?" It wasn't Ms. Ruppert, who still tapped Rob for the

occasi onal sink stoppage or radiator adjustnent, but an entirely different
woman, fortyish and conservatively dressed. "I'm Pastor Any Phillipson."

Rob straightened up and stared in surprise. But at least no inpolite
comrent slipped out—wonen becane clergy all the time these days. "Hi, |'ve
heard about you." He wi ped his hand on his faded and tattered jeans and
took hers as she held it out.

"And |'ve heard a | ot about you! Show me what you're doing here. This nust
be the new porch!"

Awkwar dly Rob pointed out the new framing bolted to the old stone piers.
Was she checking up on hin It had been so much easi er when he could just
scope out people's mnds. "Once | get sone joists up, | can set up a
tenmporary wal kway with plywod. Then fol ks won't have to go around back."

She was |ike a brown sparrow, her eyes bright and bird-1ike as she assessed
him "Ms. Ruppert says you've been a godsend. |'m sure you' ve had a very
interesting life, M. Lewis. How did you ever come to be honel ess?"

"There were things," Rob said evasively. "People have been nice to ne,
t hough. You know Edwi n Bar bar ossa. "

"I'sn't he a sweetie? He nentioned to ne that you'll be at |oose ends over
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the holiday. So | canme by to invite you to Christmas dinner."
"Urmm ..." Acute enbarrassnent nade hi mtongue-tied.
"Nobody much will be there—ny famly of course, Jeff and the children."”
Rob felt his stonmach tense. "How old are your kids?"

"El even and eight. Ch, and ny husband's daughter and her family will be
there too. Their baby was born in Septenber.”

Big kids and infants he could handle. If there had been toddl ers Rob knew
he'd decline. As it was, he ought to accept. "I appreciate it," he said
sl owy.

"The house is nearby, over on the other side of Colesville Road—here's the
address and phone nunber. If it's raining, call and sonmeone will give you a
lift. Around three, all right?"

When she was gone Rob shook his head in amazenent and picked up his hamrer.
He was a reformed criminal, currently supporting hinmself on bl ackjack

Wi nni ngs. What was a nice lady mnister doing inviting himto dinner? Edw n
shoul d have warned her.

Above himthe front door opened a cautious crack. Rob had barricaded it
with sone boards to prevent accidents. Ms. Ruppert |ooked out over the

bl ock, her small plunp face puckered in dismy. "Ch Rob," she wailed. "All
the lights have gone out upstairs in the wonmen's dorm"

"Il look at it. It nmust be the circuit breaker.'
agai n.

Rob put his hamrer down

Christrmas week was fully as bad as Rob had foreseen. He had | earned to

sl eep anywhere, in a pile of leaves in the rain, or by a crowded freeway.
But now he couldn't sleep in his stuffy little basement room He |ay awake
night after night, staring up into the dark. It was so stupid! He had tota
power, if he cared to exert it, over other people's heads and hearts. But
hi s own were unmanageabl e. One norning he went into a Toys "R' Us and began
toy shopping, torturing himself with specul ati ons about what Angela and
Davey might like. It wasn't too | ate—Federal Express could handle the
delivery. But the thought of the note or card defeated him He abandoned a
heapi ng shopping cart in the nmiddle of the aisle, and went to the honel ess
shelter to hamer pl ywood

I could phone her and not talk, he thought as he worked. Just hear her say,
"Hello." | could ride the Metro and the bus, and just | ook at the house as
it goes by. The weather's so warm the kids nmight be out in the yard.

Even changi ng di apers would be a pure delight. The palns of his hands
recal l ed enphatically the heft of solid toddler bodies. Then, with an equa
and frightful vividness, he renenbered the last tinme he had touched them
the TV blaring out the Lehrer Report, the snell of apple juice, the treble
voi ces speaking with preternatural clarity. No, he couldn't go back yet! It
wasn't safe—and the hamrer cane down, whaml on his thunb. Rob dropped the
hamrer and gri pped the throbbing finger with his other hand gratefully.
Here at |l east was a perfectly allowable reason for the tears rising to his
eyes.

Early on Christnas Eve norning, he took the subway downtown and visited
museuns. The National Gallery and the Sackl er woul d counterbal ance the
tacki ness of Atlantic City, he thought. He | ooked at Renai ssance paintings
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and toured a visiting exhibit of Mesopotam an scul ptures, eerie col ossa
statues of big-eyed curly-haired kings. It was hard to picture these stiff
smug figures as the G| ganesh of the epic.

But the exhibits were full of famlies and kids in town for the holiday.
Thei r sinpl e happi ness oppressed him At mnidday he gave up on culture and
set out to walk. If | could just wear nyself out 1'd sleep, he told
hinsel f. Walk until | drop

He went north up Connecticut Avenue towards Dupont Circle. The |eafless
trees were hung with glittery white lights, and red bows adorned the | anp
posts. Al the store wi ndows were decorated for the holiday. Was Julianne
going to have a birthday party for the kids? Had she set up a Christnas
tree? He stopped to look at a menu hanging in a bar wi ndow. | could get
drunk, he thought. Six or eight whiskies and out like alight. O if I'm
thinking lowife chemical solutions, sone dirtbag would sell me cocaine or
heroin even on Christmas Eve.

But it was the runup to oblivion that scared him Three drinks, maybe, and
the trap door to the sub-basenent would pop open. He'd just spent nobnths
wor ki ng towards control —what was the point if he tossed all that progress
away? Reflected in the dark glass he noticed his own face, a little haggard
fromlack of sleep but nuch nore human than this summer. | amgetting
there, he told hinself. No nore selfdestructive craziness. And a haircut
woul dn't hurt either, if 1'mgoing out to dinner tonorrow.

He wal ked on and found a barber shop in the | obby of an upscale hotel. "Of
with the ponytail,” he told the girl. He felt he endured the touch of her
fingers wielding the scissors and the clippers very calmy. \Wen she held
up the mirror he inspected the close-cropped fair hair and beard with nmld
surprise. | don't look like a derelict any nore, he realized.

He still had the evening to get through. Up near the circle was a big
bookstore. He went in and chose an arml oad of action-adventure paperbacks
with titles like MA Hunter or The Destroyer. On his way to the register he
saw a new paperback edition of the G| ganesh epic, and added it to the
stack. There was a Metro station at Dupont Circle. He would ride back to
the roomand read, all night if necessary.

Still he couldn't sleep. After reading the night through, Rob's head was
thick with cliff-hangers and blazing M16 rifles when he arrived at the
Phillipsons on Christnmas Day. Their house was a suburban archetype, a

split-level set in the center of a green | awn. Rob | eaned on the picket
fence and swall owed his envy. Hs |ife had | ooked |ike this once.

"Come on in!" Amy Phillipson waved fromthe front door. "lIsn't it warn®? It
could be spring! This is nmy husband Jeff, ny son Theo, and my daughter
Janey. My father-in-law Buck is watching TV with Mark, and mny stepdaughter
Anne is upstairs nursing the baby."

The new nanes swirled around in Rob's head w thout hooking up to their
proper faces. He stood dunb, acutely unconfortable. Then the older kid, a
brash carrot-topped girl in a blue soccer teamshirt, said, "I love it when
Mom bri ngs hone a hunk."

"Janey!" Both Phillipsons pounced on her. Rob |aughed so hard at this
picture of hinself that he felt better right away.

"Grls," young Theo said in disgust. He had red hair like his father too.
"l got a new baseball mtt for Christmas. You wanna go out back and catch a
f ew?"
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"Sure, I'min," Rob said.

The air was so mld the birds sang just as if it were April, and snowdrops
showed bravely in the fl owerbeds. Only the bare branches of the trees
betrayed the season. Theo had anmbitions to be a pitcher, so Rob undertook
the batting. "You watch yourself,"” Jeff warned when he came out with sone
eggnog. "Theo's idea of a strike zone is |oose at best."

"We could use a catcher and a fielder,"” Rob invited.

"I'"'m basting the turkey," Jeff said. "But I'lIl turf out the couch pot atoes.
It's too nice a day to watch TV."

In the end alnpst the entire famly joined the gane. Any Phillipson was
astoundingly fleet chasing ground balls, and the old father-in-law could
hit anything Theo pitched. The atnobsphere was so confortabl e and nor nal
that Rob felt hinself fitting right in, as if he were a cousin or a distant
nephew in town for the holiday. |I've rejoined the human race, he thought.
It's a mracle.

At dinner, Rob could have been eating turkey with these people all his
life. Jeff had stuffed the bird with fresh oysters and breadcrunbs, a
reci pe of his own invention which he refined every year. "This year | put
in brandy and nushroons,"” Jeff said, chewi ng thoughtfully. "I don't know.
Maybe if it was Madeira instead ..."

Rob was fascinated. It was sonething he was sure he could do. After all
fromcarpentry to cooking was not so far a step—they were the same sort of
creativity. He renenbered his scant repertoire of two recipes at hone.
"When this is all over," he confided, "I want to learn to cook."

"When what is all over?" Janey asked.

"Umm stuff.”

"Janey," her nother said warningly, and the girl pouted.

"I't's okay," Rob said. "I have kids of my own ..." Suddenly it was alien
again, the dining room the |laden table, the faces young and old around it.
The fellow feeling switched off with an al nost audi ble click. Wat am!]
doi ng here? he thought. Only common decency kept himfromjunpi ng up and
runni ng out of the house.

In the uproar of dessert, which was a Christnmas cake decorated with sprigs
of holly, he hoped his sudden silence woul d pass unnoticed. Wen they al
pitched in to clear the table, though, Amy Phillipson drew himaside into
the wi ndow bay. "lI'msorry," she said. "Janey touched on sonething hurtful,
didn't she?"

"Not her fault," Rob muttered.
"Can we do anything to hel p?"

He shook his head, forcing hinself to break out of the ice, to nmake a
reply. "I—+ got into a deep dark hole, and | have to work nmy way out. And
it takes so long ..."

She gazed thoughtfully out the window at the leafless trees ringing the

| awn, and quoted, " 'It is easy, the descent to Avernus. Morning and night
the gates stand open. But to retrace the footsteps, to |ight again return,
there indeed lies toil." "

"Virgil," he said, surprising hinself. "The Aeneid. | read it this sunmrer."”
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"You are a very unusual person," she said, surprised in her turn

"I's it ever really possible?" Rob asked her inpulsively. "To return to the
l'i ght?"

"Ch, never doubt it!" Her voice and eyes were full of certainty. "You can't
do it alone, of course. But there are those who can build bridges, and
unl ock doors, and even plunder Avernus."

Qut of his depth now, Rob said, "Edwi n's good that way." She | ooked up at

him surprised but smling. "I hadn't thought of himin that context, but
you're right. He's an excellent representative. W always sing carols after
Christmas di nner—you will too, won't you?"

Rob wanted to say no, but knew it would be a m stake. No hal f neasures, he

told hinself. If I"'min the human race, I'min all the way. "l can't carry
a tune in a paper bag," he said. "But if you can live with that, then let's
go for it." So the evening passed off fairly well after all. And whether it

was the carols, or nerely eating a large dinner with oyster stuffing, that
ni ght Rob sl ept.

CHAPTER 6

On his return in the mddl e of January from another Atlantic Gty day trip
Rob found three separate phone nessages from Edwin waiting for himat the
shelter. He called back right away. "Is something wong?" he demanded.

"OfF course not. | wanted to tell you | got a newtoy."
"You and your toys! Wat is it, another CD accessory?"

"No, this one is really cool, Rob—an EEG machine. To record your brain
waves, you know? | borrowed it froma friend at the Mental Institute, just
for you."

"Ed, no needles, please!"

"There aren't any needles," Edwin said indignantly. "Just electrodes to
paste to your scalp. This is as sinple and as |owtech as you can go in
brain studies, short of running mazes or doing pencil-and-paper tests. Ch
come on, Rob, in the interests of research, aren't you wildly curious to
see if your brain wave patterns differ fromeverybody el se's?"

"I'"ve never considered it," Rob said. "Haven't you had enough of the
experi nent s?"

"Never! It won't hurt, Rob, cross ny heart and hope to die. And if you want
we can set it up right here in ny office. You can recline in ny desk
chair."

Rob | aughed. "I'm just having you on. O course |'lIl come give it a try."

The foll owi ng afternoon Rob rode the Metro to NIH and wal ked to Edwin's
lab. Wnter had set in at |ast. A powdered-sugar sprinkling of snow
overlaid the grounds and nmade thema setting for a fairy tale. The heat
throwmn off by all the refrigerators and freezers in the hallways felt good.
"I"'mgoing to have to bite the bullet and buy nyself a heavier coat," Rob
said as he canme into the lab

"l don't understand your attitude," Edwi n conpl ai ned. "You have the
nmoney—why not spend it?"

"I want to travel light, | guess. Until | get hone. Is this the toy?" The
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machine sat on its own cart, taking up alnost all the space in the snall
room

"Yep. Conme and take her for a spin."

Edwi n' s eagerness nade Rob | augh. He obligingly sat in the chair while
Edwi n fussed with wires and connections, crawl ing under the desk to attach
the cables to his conmputer. "Does m crobiology involve work with EEGS?"

"Nope. But Maureen—she | ent nme the nmachi ne—eoached ne good."
"Ch great. You inspire confidence, Ed."

"It's not a conplicated technology, | tell you, Rob. Now, quiet in the
peanut gallery. I'mgoing to stick these el ectrodes on."

"You're going to put paste in ny hair."
"At least |I'mnot shaving it off, right?"

It was not actually unconfortable to be wired up with el ectrodes, but
Edwi n' s inexpert fingers felt shivery on his scalp. Every now and then,
bei ng touched still brought the power snapping into unwel cone focus. But he
didn't mention his difficulties to Edw n.

"See? Isn't that cool ?" Edwi n adjusted the colors on his conputer nonitor
"That's you!"

To Rob they | ooked |ike eight ordinary sine waves snaking slowy across the
screen. "Wat do other people's | ook |ike?"

"Here's some charts that cane with. Let ne adjust it down

here ...

Edwi n fiddled with the equi pnment out of sight bel ow, while Rob flipped
through old charts. He had no idea what the various lines signified at all
So far as he could tell his brain patterns on the screen were very sinlar.

"Ckay," Edwi n said, re-enmerging. "Now Do some stuff.”
"Li ke what ?"

" Ch—how about the invisibility thing?"

"Fine. You don't see ne."

Edwi n rubbed his chin, his eyes narrowed to a green glint. "Now | know
enpirically that you're there in ny chair," he said. "I can see the
el ectrodes, even. And it's not that you're actually transparent. But it's

hard to actually discern you sonehow .. . Let nme get a mirror. |'ve always
wanted to test that." He fetched a square mirror fromthe | ab next door
"Now, how about that. | can't see you here either."

"Vision's mainly in your head, you know. The photons hit the retina, the
optic nerve carries the signal, but your brain does the signal processing.
It's not that I'minvisible+ keep on telling you that. It's that you, the
viewer, don't see nme."

"True. It might be fun to reverse it someday—try nme on the EEG while you
vani sh." Edwi n scribbled notes on a pad of paper. "Do something else. Uh
no, not the renote control bit, that gives me the creeps. Sonething else."

Rob wat ched the colored |ines w ggle and change on the conputer screen as
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he dropped the tarnhelm So many of his tricks involved influencing another
person—there weren't that many that he did to hinmself. Ah, but how about a
little voyage to inner space? "Watch," he told Edwin. "This should be
different." And he let hinself drop

To his astoni shment he found hinmself on the barren plain again. He had
never come to the sane place tw ce, but even though it was night he
recogni zed his surroundings. It was very cold, the black wind cutting |ike
a razor blade and kicking up irritating powdery grit. He | ooked up and
recogni zed the stars, Orion and the Big Dipper. So this was an Earthly

pl ace! But a dull one. "What is this," Rob grunbled, "a trailer before the
mai n feature?" He reached, to tear the fake | andscape away.

Ri ght overhead out of the clear night sky cane a crack of |ightning. For
one strobe-like second, the sizzle of |ight drove the darkness back. The
thundercl ap sent Rob diving flat into the dust, his hands over his ears.
Still his ears rang with it, and in the ringing were words: You had a hint,
and you didn't take it. Now you get an order. Cone to Agebin!

Rob felt the command pierce into himlike a blade. This is what it's like
when | do it, he realized. Soneone's doing it to ne. Instinctively he
fought back. Pulling an unwitting puppet's string is one thing, he thought
grimy. But | have teeth. This is ny place, nmy head. Nobody's bossing ne
here. Dust was thick on his tongue as he struggl ed against the intrusion

Then he was out, free, on his feet again. The enforcing order was gone.
This is some automatic system he thought. Sonebody |left me an e-nai
message here. Somebody had the power to do that, to invade ny sphere and
hang up a paper | andscape with a note on it. The realization stunned him
He had to get back, back to ordinary life, to think about it. He blinked
and he was there.

Not, disconcertingly, in Edwin's desk chair, but on the floor. H's feet
were painfully cranped under the instrunent cart, and his head was jamred
up agai nst a bookcase. A small dark face hung over his, frowning. "Dr.
Lal ?" Rob asked, surprised.

"CGood, you recognize me." Her English was clipped, with a heavy Hi ndu
accent. She folded up her stethoscope and sat back on her heels.

Behi nd her Edwi n hovered hol ding a gl ass of water. "Here, bud, drink this.
Is that okay?" he asked the doctor.

She nodded, and they both watched |i ke hawks as Rob sat up and sipped. H's
hands were trenbling, and he w ped sonething thick off his nmouth. He had
thought it was dust, but red showed on his sl eeve—bl ood. He had bitten

t hrough hi s tongue.

"A seizure of sonme kind, not a typical grand nmal," Dr. Lal said. "I am

M D., but not a neurologist. Your friend nust see a good one, very soon
Show him or her that." She nodded at the conputer screen, where the col ored
i nes now stood notionless. The el ectrodes had been jerked off his scalp
and hung forlornly fromtheir cables over the armof the desk chair. "From
the brain scan they can di agnose, you understand? Brain tunor, epilepsy—=
She held her tiny hands w de, to show she didn't know.

"You got it," Edwin said fervently. "I'I|l set up an appoi ntment ASAP."
"No!" Rob protested, al arned.

Dr. Lal rolled her dark eyes eloquently and got up. "I'Il deal with him"
Edwi n promi sed. "Thank the Lord you were here!" He went out with her. Rob
haul ed hinself to his feet and dropped into the desk chair again. He hurt
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all over. It had never hit himlike this before. A gray gritty haze seened
to overlay the world.

Edwi n cane hurrying back. "I thought | was electrocuting you! But Dr. La
said it wasn't the apparatus. You have to see a doctor, Rob. Epilepsy is no
j oke. They've got the best in the world here—=

"I amnot sick, Ed," Rob said tiredly.

"I don't want to debate this with you, Rob. | saw what | saw. There's
sonet hing definitely wong, conpletely aside fromthe weirdness. You know
we were all set to call 911 just now?"

Rob cl osed his eyes, sorely tenpted to just comand himto lay off. It
woul d be so nmuch easier than expl ai ning, arguing, persuading. But the

shar pened bl ade that had al nost inpal ed himjust now nmade himthink. It was
very unpl easant to be nmuscled like that, to be the bug on the dissection
tray. Maybe he should just pull down the invisibility, walk out of Edwin's
life forever? But friends didn't do that to each other . . . He opened his
eyes. Edwi n was picking his tel ephone receiver up. "Hey, don't do that! |
was just thinking!"

Edwi n put the phone down. "You | ooked |ike you were zoning out on me again!
Tell me the truth, Rob, please-how do you feel ?"

"Alittle logy, but all right, okay? There's nothing wong with ne
physically, I"'msure of it. It was ... a nessage."

"You' re receiving nessages. From UFGCs, nmaybe."

Irrational anger seized him "Dam it, Ed, you do not have to participate
inthis. I only need one thing fromyou and then you can bail out."

"And that is?"
"That antique archaeol ogi cal report, about the dig at Agebin."

Edwin slowy | eaned forward and banged his forehead, gently, against the
file cabinet. "Now that is so bizarre, it's just like you. So it must make
sense sonmehow. All right. You're not ill. Explainit all to nme."

Rob rubbed a hand down his face, feeling the sticky blood in his short
beard. "Let nme wash first. And could we go have coffee or sonmething? | need
bal | ast . "

"Food! You're right, that's exactly what you need, nutrition!" Edw n | eaped
out of his chair. "Conme on!"

It was close enough to dinner time that Edwin insisted they eat a proper
meal at the cafeteria. "You can pull the wool over everyone el se, but you
can't lie to nme," Edwin said. "You | ooked |ike hell warmed over before, but
woul d you admit it? Noooo."

Cl eaned and fed, Rob had to agree. "It's never been |like that before."
"What hasn't?"

"The . . . the places | go. | can't explain the basic experience to you,
Ed. It's like it's not neant to be put into words. Al | can tell you is
how this time it was real different. In fact," he added, struck by the

t hought, "what did the EEG show?"

"I didn't |ook," Edwi n confessed. "You began to convul se, and | forgot all
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about it. But it's captured on disk."

Rob sighed. "I went—n, to where | go when | do this, and there was a
message waiting for ne. It was |ike—tike logging on to a conputer net, and
finding an e-mail in your box."

Edwi n nodded vehenently. "Stick with the net and the e-mail, and you got
me. Let's keep away fromin, and the places you go, and the basic
experience. You got an e-nmail. What did it say?"

"It was in the sane place that | got that inscription."

"I remenber you said back then that it was a nessage, too.

"It was a hint," Rob said grimy. "Today | got the nessage. It was, 'Cone

to Agebin.' And it had nuscle behind it."

"Muscl e? You nean—wait a mnute

Rob sat back and waited to see what Edwi n woul d concl ude. He inagined the
gears and precision wheels spinning in Edwin's head, the trained
intelligence, so different fromhis ow thought processes, sw nging around

to bear on the probl em

"If soneone can enforce a command |ike you can—and if they can use your
bulletin board system-holy m ke, Rob! There's another specinen!"”

Rob burst out |aughing, rocking back in his chair and sl apping his knee.
"And rmaybe this one won't be so pernickety about dissection, huh?"

Edwi n grinned. "You better make that will before you go. Are you goi ng? Do
you have to?"

"Whoever it was isn't naking nme do it, if that's what you nean. But | think
I have to go find out. If there's sonebody el se, soneone who's been through
this before, | could |learn so much, Ed. They'd be ny equal in power, and
with a |l ot nore experience. Maybe they've figured out the control question
Maybe they know where it conmes from Even if | could |learn the nane of the
wei rdness, that would be progress.”

"You woul dn't be al one any nore," Edw n said.

Rob | ooked at him "I haven't been, Ed. Not really. Not since | noved down
here. ™"

"You know what | nean," Edw n said, enbarrassed. "I wonder why this other
guy is in Asia. O girl—an't be sexist about it. Wth such a w de
separation you can't be sharing a mcrobe or a virus. You don't have any
Russi an ancestors, am| right? Have you ever traveled to Europe or the

M ddl e East?"

"Went to the Virgin Islands on our honeynoon, that's it. My fol ks have been
Californians for three generations. Before that they cane from
Massachusetts, and before that, Ireland."

"Then a genetic link isn't very likely. Maybe a random rmutation? You were
right—e have to find that site report. Let's not go off hal f-cocked on
this. Let me ask around about the dig and the area, do the background
research.”

"Wait a minute, Ed. What you nean, 'we'? You don't want to cone, do you?
Not to Kurdistan or wherever it was, in January."

"OfF course | want to cone! |'ve been wanting to get to the bottomof this
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for nonths!"”

Rob thought about it. If he travel ed al one he could go faster, without
tickets or passport in fact, |like a ghost. Wat about Edwin's job and
fam | y? Carina surely would not approve of his jauntering off like this. On
the ot her hand Rob now knew the perils of beconming a ghost. Edwin was a
smart and resourceful fellow, excellent in the planning phase, though he
tended to collapse in a crunch. It would be fun, Rob realized, to trave
with a friend.

Edwi n rested his el bow on the table and | eaned his chin on his hand. "I
hate it when you do that piercing ice-blue stare,” he remarked. "I know
you're not rooting through nmy thought processes, but it |ooks like you

are."

"Sorry," Rob said, glancing away. "No, | was just wondering if it was
really a good idea for you to cone. Wat about your book? Your research?"

"The manuscript's gone to one of ny co-authors for revision. And | can take
sone vacation. How long is this likely to take, anyway? A week?"

"Longer, | bet. It sounds pretty well off the beaten track."

"A travel agent." EdwWin wote it in his notebook. "Equi pnent. Boots.
Clothes. | know, let's go shopping for you!"

"No toys," Rob begged. "Let's travel light!"

O course they did not. Rob had to get a copy of his birth certificate by
mail fromCalifornia to apply for a passport, and then they both needed
visas. Al this took nore than a nonth, and during that tine Edw n
contrived to gather an astoundi ng anount of |uggage. "All these things are
essential," he insisted. "You ve never been to a prinmitive dig, Rob
Bel i eve ne, sonetines Ziploc bags and paper towels are a life saver. | went
with Carina to Chile once—thought |I would die."

"We're not going to dig," Rob argued. "W're just going to visit. W're
tourists! W are not going to need case | ots of paper goods."

Then Edwi n haul ed Rob to his favorite outdoor equi pment store. "Everything
for him" he told the clerk. "Fromthe skin out, for outdoor w nter work.
Boots, Polarfleece, thermals, parka, Thinsulate, everything."

"I's this really necessary, Ed?" Rob pl eaded.

"Do you want to turn into a popsicle? W' re going canping in Central Asia
in March. Cet real, Rob!"

"We're not going to the North Pole," Rob began, but then he subsided. It
came to himthat Edwin had been itching for weeks to get himinto

t horoughl y weat herproof clothing—as if Rob m ght suddenly start sleeping on
street corners again. How could he thwart such a paternal notive? So he
meekly et themput himinto a plaid flannel shirt, a green waterproof down
parka like Edwin's, Vibramlugged hi king boots lined with both Gore-Tex and

Thi nsul ate, and flannel-lined jeans. Dressed, he felt twenty pounds
heavier. In the mrror he | ooked rugged and conpetent, a bl ond bearded
| unberjack, ready for anything. "I'll never be cold again," he renarked

"Polarfleece mittens," Edwin nmuttered. "They' re warmer than gl oves.
Core-tex overmttens. Wol hat, wool hiking socks. Long underwear." He
pil ed these garnents on the counter
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It was certainly different fromshopping at the Salvation Arny store. Wen
Rob saw the grand total he blinked and | ooked again. Luckily he had thought
to cl ose out one of his savings accounts. "I can tell you where my next
stop will be," he remarked.

Edwi n | ooked up fromhis own stack of mnor purchases: a folding shovel,
three cheap di sposable button lights, some nylon webbi ng | uggage straps,
and a quartz-krypton 360-degree canping |antern that could be recharged
froma car battery. "Yeah? Were are you goi ng?"

"Atlantic Cty," Rob said, and Edwi n | aughed.
CHAPTER 7

During that nmonth Rob hustled as hard as he could on the Open Door Center's
front porch. Shingling a roof in January was so crazy that passersby
stopped on the sidewal k to watch him But once the crucial weather-flashing
was installed he could relax. No water or ice could creep in between the
house and the porch roof to | oosen joists or rot wood. The el ectric hanmmrer
made installing the flooring fun and easy. He laid all the fl oor boards and
ran the circular saw around the perineter of the porch to trimthem even

"What's the rush, dear?" Ms. Ruppert asked, astonished at this efficiency.
She was al ways bringing himhot chocolate or coffee, to keep off the chill.
"You'll catch your death working outside in this cold."

"I"'mgoing to be anay a few weeks the begi nning of March,"” Rob expl ai ned.
"If you have a floor, the porch is basically useable. 1'll do the railings
and bani sters when | conme back."

It was beyond his skill to duplicate the old gingerbread trim and anyway
he had no table jigsaw. So he opted for a nore Southern effect, with big
square porch columms and stepped pedi ments and nol di ngs. To keep kids from
falling off until he could build a railing, he strung two-by-fours between
the pillars.

Even on the day of their departure Rob was working at it, balanced on a
st epl adder shooting nails into the final dentil trim "This is gorgeous,
Rob, " Edwi n excl ai med when he pulled up in the Mazda. "It's the sane old
porch, only brand-new. Are you going to paint it white?"

"Not till spring—you can't paint in freezing weather." Rob pulled off his
wor k gl oves and dropped theminto the tool box. "And I'll tell you, a
fresh-painted porch will stand out |ike a sore thunb against this siding.
ldeally, 1'd paint the whole house to match.”

"This is neverendi ng—+ thought you were al nost done!"

"The slogan of the hone inprover: It's never done," Rob said. "Let me put
these tools in the office. |I've got ny bag here."

When he saw the ol d brown duffel bag, Edwin said, "Ch, you're joking.
That's all you're bringing?"

"This is everything I own, except a few books and the | aptop. One of us has
to travel light." Rob popped the passenger seat forward and tossed the
duffel into the back on top of the five fat bags already inside—Edwin's
absolute mnimum "They're not going to let you on the plane with all this
junk. "

"Books—+ forgot to bring sonething to read!" Edw n excl ai ned.
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“I''l'l lend you one of mine."

"You have reading material in there too," Edwin nuttered as he started the
car. "l don't believe it."

Their plane left from Baltinore-Washi ngton International Airport, and
connected in New York to the overnight Moscow flight. There was hardly tine
to settle down on the first short leg, but once the jet left JFK Rob said,
"Well, I'"'mgoing to sleep. |'ve been up since five, putting the final licks
on that porch."

"You can sleep? | can never sleep on planes. | get too excited about
traveling."

"l can sleep anywhere. I'mglad | let you have the aisle seat."

"Let nme have a book too, or I'Il go buggy. The magazi ne rack only has ol f

Worl d and Worki ng Worman. "

"You do have your Disknan and the |aptop,” Rob pointed out. But he unzi pped
his duffel and handed over an M A Hunter paperback. "So |'m a | owbr ow-sue
me. "

"Surely not. Pastor Phillipson told me you quote Virgil."

"She's a liar. She quoted, | recognized it. Wait, here's sonething else."
He handed Edwi n the G | ganmesh book

"And you say this guy is you." Edwin pointed at the cover, which showed a
bas-relief of a rather sticklike ancient warrior holding a lion up by a
hind I eg in either hand.

"No, not exactly. But read it, and tell ne what you think." Rob |eaned his
seat all the way back and closed his eyes. He felt nore nervous than he
wanted Edwin to see. |I'mgetting nearer, he thought. Getting to the bottom
of this. My Iife has been upside down since last May. Now I might find out
how and why. He had been | ooki ng backwards so | ong, back to an old life as
perfect and conplete as the jewel in the bezel of a ring. Now he | ooked
forward, and the future was unknowabl e, blank. He could not inmagi ne what
they would find in Agebin, but surely it was unlikely to |l ead himback to
his old happy life in Fairfax County. He would never be able to return
completely even if he found a cure there. He hinself had changed too nuch
Even his shirt size had gotten bigger. He'd noticed that at Edw n's outdoor
store—probably from doing so much physical |abor. He fell asleep thinking
about the fun Julianne woul d have choosi ng new clothes for him

It was a long flight, nore than thirteen hours. Edwi n had nmanaged the
booki ngs, because he had the credit cards to clinch reservations. "But even
American Express isn't all-powerful," he said. "I predict glitches."

"I thought we had tickets, paid for in hard currency."

"I talked to folks who had to bribe the pilot to take off in Novosibirsk."
"At |east we won't have that problem" Rob said smling.

"Weren't you going to give up nuscling people?"

"Ordering innocent folks around is one thing. But if | buy and pay for
somet hing, at an agreed price, and the guy welches so as to screw nore
money out of me—then | think a little push m ght be in order.”

Moscow was deep in snow and bitterly cold. At the Aeroflot desk they
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| earned that their flight to Samargand had been cancelled. "You've got to
be kidding," Edwin said. "There's only four a week, and you cancel one?"

The pretty airline clerk shrugged one shoul der, uninterested. "Fue
shortage. "

"I bet that's what you tell all the guys."” He turned to Rob. "You want to
spend a few days seeing Mdscow, till the next flight?"

"No." Rob | eaned an armon the counter
hi gher aut hority?"

Coul d we speak to soneone in

The clerk's big eyes got bigger. "How well you speak Russian!”

"l do?" Rob recovered fast. This was a perfectly reasonabl e extension of
the weirdness. "I'manxious to get to either western Kazakhstan or
Uzbeki stan. Can you hel p?"

"Your accent is perfect! That's rare in an American." She gave hima
flirtatious half-smile. "I will call ny superior. He will know "

Edwi n nudged hi m as she vani shed into a side room "You understand her?"

"It sounds like English to ne. And she just said nmy Russian accent is
perfect."

"What about witten Russian? That sign over there—what does it say?"

Rob shook his head. "Sorry, Ed. Maybe the neaning has to junp froma living
brain to mne."

Edwi n stared into the distance, a | ook of dreany abstraction on his face.
"After all this is over I'"'mgoing to wite a paper about it."

"How about ' Superhero Sidekick Tells Al"'?"

Edwi n | aughed. "1 never thought of that! No, it'll be nmore on the order of
'd ossol alial Behavior as an Aspect of the Lewi s Phenonenon.' "

The supervisor was an entirely bald man in an ill-fitting blue suit. "No
flight to Samargand today," he announced.

"But | have tickets." Rob passed t hem over

The supervisor flipped through them clicking his tongue in annoyance.
"Very sorry for your inconvenience, but if there is no plane, what can be
done?"

"Are there other flights to the area? W can be flexible."
"Probably no."

"Anywhere in Uzbeki stan, how about that?"

"Let nme see."

He di sappeared into the back. Edwi n said, "So what's happeni ng?"

"W may well see the sights of Mdscow after all. This guy says there's no
pl ane, and he believes it's true—no question about greasing him | wanted
to get close to himto be sure.”

"Ch, conme on!" Edwi n sl unped exhausted agai nst the counter. "Can you, you
know, do anythi ng?"
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Rob sat on one of Edwi n's bigger bags. "Sure. | could twist his arm push
himinto overdrive, get himto pull some other plane or something. But
should | do it? The problemis, Ed, the stronger | get, the |l ess casual |
can be about using this thing. In fact, if you carry the |ogica
progression to the very end, you could imagine a tine when I'mtotally

al | - power ful —-and can do absol utely nothing."

"Sounds real Zen. And boring. You really think you'll cone to that?"

Rob stared out through the foggy wi ndow at the dull gray tarnac and wintry
sky. If he couldn't get a grip on the weirdness, if the nonster inside
becane inpossible to keep down . . . "If | have to," he said. "But naybe
it'll be like traveling near the speed of light—4'Il approach it, but I"'l
never get there."

"Good. Navel -gazing is not your style."

"You got the map? They might be able to route us through sonme of these
smal l er towns. There's nothing set in stone about Sanmargand, right?"

Edwin pulled a map out of the side pocket of his briefcase and unfol ded it.
He had marked their destination on it in pen. The northern swathe of the
old USSR, now | abel ed the Russian Federation, swept across the |arge-scale
map fromthe Baltic to the Sea of Japan. Cuddl ed beneath this enornmous nass
was Kazakhstan, itself the size of a third of the US. South bel ow t hat
dangl ed the small er breakaway republics, Turknenistan, Uzbekistan,
Kyrgyzstan, and Taji kstan. The Agebin site was on the border between
Kazakhst an and Uzbeki st an.

"The big hassle is, there's no there there," Edwin said. "The Brits were
digging in the mddle of the Kyzyl kum Desert, a couple hundred mles from
any settlement. The Intourist people were going to have sone sort of car
for us at Samargand. If we go anywhere else we'll have to dredge up wheels
ourselves. So don't conmt us to too long a drive." He compared the

di stances by measuring with the edge of the paperback novel

They waited for al nost an hour before the pretty clerk returned.
"Zarafshan, all right? It's not on the Intourist lists at all, so we
usual ly don't send Westerners there. But you won't have any probl ens!"”

Edwi n stared expectantly at Rob, who consulted the map. "d ose enough," he
said, pointing the town out to Edwin. "All right."

Di stances here were so trenendous that Rob's expectations were confounded.
The flight would take ten hours, but that seened far |onger than their
crossing from America to Europe. The ol d Tupol ev-154 plane did not inspire
confidence as it | abored through the air. The wintry tan and white

| andscape bel ow was endl ess, a continent broader than many an ocean. "And
it's so old," he said, |ooking out. "People have been crossing these plains
si nce—si nce when, Ed?"

Edwi n was valiantly clicking away on the |aptop. "Oh, probably ever since
we started wal king upright. Couple mllion years or so." After twenty-four
solid hours awake, he was running on enpty, nodding as he sat. \Wen he
dozed off at |ast Rob reached over and powered the conputer down, to save
the battery. Then he | eaned back in the unconfortabl e seat—designed for a
shorter passenger—and took out his pocket notebook

He headed the |ist Questions, and began marking of f sections, |eaving space
for further additions: Origin. Control. Dealing with Regular People. After
sonme thought he added, O her Pl ace.
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When he wote this down it struck him Had his private ki ngdom been

i nvaded, spoiled forever by the nysterious visitor? Suddenly it really
worried him The inside place had al ways been there, part and parcel of the
power. He had forgotten it for weeks together, taken it entirely for
granted as it had devel oped and changed inside his head. Now t he prospect
of its loss hit himwth sonething |ike panic. He closed his eyes and dove
wi t hin.

The inportant thing was not to get drawn into the dead-end paper | andscape.
He was obeying, going to Agebin, so the unknown arrogant commander had no
beef. Besides, if he went into another seizure Edwi n woul d get upset.

Whet her because of his deliberate effort or not, all went well. He found
hinself in a deep wi ndow al cove lined with books. "A library!" Rob
excl ai ned al oud.

It was no library he'd ever visited inreal life. Arerican libraries didn't
usual Iy have carved ceilings and polished marble floors, or w ndow seats
cushioned in bal ding sun-faded corduroy. Perhaps it was a very |arge
research library at a major British or European university.

He ran his fingers over the spines of the books, pulling out a volune here
and there. A large collection of old books has its own aroma, a snell of
paper and | eather and glue all nellowi ng together. Rob sniffed it joyfully.
None of the titles was familiar and nany weren't in English. As in Mscow,
his | anguage skills apparently only extended to spoken words.

Beyond the first al cove was another, and then another. "This is great!" Rob
said. He pottered happily for a long uncounted time through the naze of
roonms, which connected and interlocked in a way that brought to mind the
library in The Nane of the Rose. If the books were organi zed, he could not
fathom t he system

There were other patrons in the library too, quietly pulling books off the
shel ves or sitting at tables and taking notes. Rob hardly noticed these
first human residents of his domain. They fit in so well they seened |ike
part of the building: typical library patrons, shabby-intellectual nen in
tweed jackets, and wonen with glasses and bul ging | eather portfolio

bri ef cases.

Then, browsing down a |ong aisle, he saw sonething new-a snmall bright
yel l ow object on the nmarble floor. It was a toy dunp truck, a Matchbox. Rob
pi cked it up. Around the corner sat the owner of the toy, a little boy.

Rob flinched. Davey? But this was an ol der kid, maybe four or five years
old, in some kind of school uniformknee pants and a bl azer and cap to
mat ch. In Rob's opinion though he was too young to be al one. "\Were are
your parents?" he asked.

The child accepted the toy that Rob held out but said nothing. Did he not
speak English? O had he nerely been thoroughly drilled about talking to
strangers? Fromthe tears in the big brown eyes Rob judged it was the
latter. The kid was lost, and unwilling to admt it. "Cone on then—we'll

| ook for them" Rob said, and held out a hand. The boy thought it over, and
took it.

There is a protocol about lost children, at least in America, that Rob
instinctively adhered to. Never take the kid into a car, or into your
house, or even to the potty. Go straight to the people in charge of the

pl ace and hand the kid over. The distraught parents would go there too. A
reuni on could then be achi eved through the nediation of the building
management, w thout |awsuits or accusations of nolestation or Kkidnapping.
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But this library was different. Search as he would Rob never cane to the
circulation desk, or the checkout counter, or the reference librarian, or
even an exit. The bays opened out into galleries which led to interl ocking
roons that petered out in dozens of alcoves. It was endl ess. He had not
known there were so nany books in existence. The schol ars and researchers
at the tables and carrels didn't | ook up as they passed.

Rob was beginning to worry. Surely there nust be a librarian in the place,
if only to create and maintain order in the collection. He wasn't in the
right place. The boy's nother or father nust be getting frantic. The boy
clung trustingly to Rob's hand, a new sensati on—his own two had been too
small to walk hand in hand with a tall man. If he'd had any sense he woul d
have circulated right in the imediate vicinity where he found the Kkid.
Probably the parent had been right there, one row over or sonething. Now he
wasn't even sure if he could find the original aisle again. Hs good
intentions were only making things worse.

The only thing to do, though it was not protocol at all, was to ask the
other library patrons. He stopped at a long table where two scholars sat at
opposite ends, each surrounded by stacks of nusty fat books. "Excuse ne,"
Rob said. "I have a lost child here. Could you direct ne to the librarian?"

The ol der reader, an elderly man with a goatee, put his finger on the
yel | owed page to mark his place and | ooked with surprise up at Rob. Then he
| ooked down through his glasses at the little boy and said, "W've |anded,
Rob. Tine to boogie."

"What ?" Rob blinked. Edwin was standing in the aisle of the plane, |eaning
on a seat back and staring hunmorously down at him For a second Rob

pani cked—he' d left a child in trouble, unattended! Then he rel axed. The
other library patrons could pick up the ball

"You weren't kidding," Edwin said, "when you said you could sleep anywhere.
You nissed a landing | never want to go through again. Everyone's gotten
off the plane but us." He held out Rob's brown duffel bag.

Rob took it. "Did you see anything unusual ? O touch me?"

Edwin frowned at him "Ch, | get it. No, you were smiling in your sleep,
perfectly normal. | did give you a good poke when the seatbelt |ight came
on, but you didn't stir so I hitched you up nyself."

"Good. Thanks." Elated, Rob followed himup the narrow aisle. Mich better
than in the notel, he thought. I'mreally getting there.

The Zarafshan airport was small and painfully ugly, a cinderbl ock building
erected by Stalinists. The new i ndependent governnent had renoved the
Communi st enbl ens and the statues of Lenin w thout naking any other

i mprovenents. As Edwi n stepped through the door onto the sidewal k he was
instantly engul fed by drivers, touts, and pinps, all shouting offers of
cars, hotels or other services. Staggering with a bag under each arm Rob
burst out to rescue him "Cut it out," he snapped.

"You speak Uzbek!" an astoni shed hotel tout said. "But aren't you
forei gners? Americans?"

"That's right," Rob said recklessly. "And you are driving us to your hotel
for an honest fare. Take this bag, please.”

In no tine their gear was | oaded into a rust-pocked Lada. Rob wasn't using
muscl e, but still the driver gave himstartled and curious glances in the
rear-view nirror as he drove theminto town. "How d you pick this guy?"
Edwi n asked.
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"At random Sonetinmes any firmdecision's better than dithering."

Zar af shan was a tiny dust-colored town with no industry and no obvi ous
tourist attractions. Cold wi nds swept powdery sand across its washboard
roads under a brilliant blue sky. If Al exander the G eat or Tanerl ane had
come through here on their conquests, they had left no signs of their
passage. An ol der nud-brick central square was surrounded by a few tatty
concrete bl ocks in poor repair.

The hotelier also seened to find a tall fair man, visibly American but
speaki ng perfect Uzbek, disconcerting. Rob had no trouble negotiating a
reasonabl e rate for an open-ended stay. The hotel was tiny and primtive, a
private house inconmpletely and badly converted for comercial use. It
boasted only three guest roons, but it was a block off the central square
and therefore quiet.

In such a small town, organizing the next leg of the trip was going to be
excruciatingly difficult. They spent a day resting up and adjusting to the
ti me change before naking plans. Edwin said, "Qur problem breaks down into
two sections. First, we need a vehicle that can handl e the desert. And
second, we need as detailed a nap as we can get. The site map shows only
ten mles or so of terrain, and the big national map doesn't give the road
detail we'll need."

"Intourist was going to set us up with a car in Samarqand,” Rob rem nded
hi m

"Probably it would ve been one of those Ladas. Didn't the one fromthe
airport sound like a lawnower? | want four-wheel drive and a decent engine
under the hood, if there is such a thing here. A vehicle we can rely on for
desert travel."

"You dreaner, Ed—+n central Uzbekistan? Well, take a stab at it. I'Il find
us a map first, and then work on the car problemwth you."

They were sitting in the only restaurant in Zarafshan, a |liquor and w ne
shop that al so served drinks and the |local shish kebabs. Edwin held his

gl ass of harsh red Uzbek wine up to the light. "I renmenber,"” he said

medi tatively, "when you first turned up at the lab in Cctober. You were in
rags, practically inarticulate, scared spitless—am| right? Running on raw
courage. And here you are six nonths later, full of confidence, tota
master of the situation.”

Rob squirnmed unconfortably in his green parka. "Don't let me push you
around, okay? I'mtrying to quit bullying people. | just thought that
having credit cards would nake it easier for you to do the car rental."

Surprised, Edwi n | ooked at himover the glass. "I was speaking with
admiration, bud. You' ve conme a long way, and | don't just nean to
Uzbeki stan. "

The unexpected prai se nade Rob so enbarrassed he had to | ook around the
room Most of the store custoners wore |ocal dress, |oose woolen robes and
baggy pants and sheepskin hats. But at the bar sat sonebody different, a
gray-haired man in a long tailored gray-green coat. Rob recogni zed the
garment but it took hima nmoment to recall where he had seen one like it—n
phot ographs of the old Conmmuni st reginme, of course, worn by grinfaced old
codgers on revi ewi ng stands wat ching arnored divisions and sol di ers parade
by. This nmust be sonmebody who used to be with the old government. And

gover nnent peopl e woul d have maps. I npul sively he stood up, carrying his
glass with him "Cone on, Ed."
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"Where are we goi ng?"
"Afriend of mne just canme in, and we have to say hello."
Edwi n stared around, startled. "Here? Wo?"

"l don't know his name yet, but hang on." Rob went to the bar and stood
beside the old Soviet. There were medals pinned to the front of his

coat —better and better, a mlitary type. Rob said, "H, I'"'mRob Lewis. |I'm
afriend.”

The ol d sol di er goggl ed at Rob, astonished. "Wy-why so you are! How do you
conme to this godforsaken place, Rob? It's been a long long tine!" He seized
Rob's hand and punped it enthusiastically. On his other side Edw n shook
his head in anazenent, not needing to understand the talk.

"I wanted to see sone ruins in the Kyzyl kum Desert, and | need a good map
of the district."

"Yuri! Bring vodka! W have to celebrate, ny friend!" He beamed at Rob
"You have hard currency, yes? Your best vodka, Yuri!"

The best that Zarafshan had to offer was not very good.

An hour | ater Rob had sipped enough bad vodka to thoroughly upset his
stomach. "You see, it's a security issue," Anatoly confided. "You say you
are not CIA and | believe you. But will the authorities believe nme, when
tell then? An American speaking perfect Russian woul d make a baby
suspi ci ous, you know. You have been carefully taught."

"But there's nothing there," Rob said. He topped off their vodka gl asses.
"It's just a desert, right, Ed?"

Edwi n pulled out and unfolded their map. Anatoly exanined it with
suspi cion. "They used spy satellites to nake this map!"

"l bought it fromthe National Geographic, for three dollars. It was in
their magazine."

"You're joking, really? Holy nmother, |'m ashaned for us. Gorbachev drove
the country to the dogs."

Rob tried to stick to the point. "Wy should anybody care, if we want to
tour the Kyzyl kum Desert? There's no security issue at all. They quit
excavating the site at Agebin in 1918."

Anatoly drained his glass in a gulp. "If your interests are solely
archaeol ogi cal, | can say you waste your tine here. Watever the ruins,
however inportant or beautiful they were in 1918, they're gone—pssssshhh!™”
He waved his hand parallel to the bar top, to indicate flatness.

"Good gosh, how?"

Anatoly stared down at his glass so hard that Edwin took the hint and
refilled it. "Don't tell us if it makes you unconfortable, Anatoly," Rob
said. He felt terribly guilty now about manipul ating the poor old man. How
had he been able to blithely do this so often in New York |ast summer? "
woul dn't want to get you into trouble on any account."

"Ch, ny friend, you are so kind!" Anatoly flung an arm around Rob's
shoulders. "And it's ridiculous, just security paranoia. There's no reason
you shouldn't know. It's old hat! But |'ve been a soldier too long to
change nmy ways easily. Wien | was young Stalin was in power, you
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understand? So we | earned to be circunspect. Look, conme to ny house—+ will
give the nap to you. Tell who you like, print it in the nmagazine, sell it
to the Western press for hard currency. It's no | onger inportant.”

"That's so very kind of you, Anatoly." Rob felt worse than ever. It was
unfair doing this, like armwestling a child.

Anat ol y nodded, his gray eyes bleary. "The fact is, that area was used for
an H-bonmb test in the fifties. Mstly they did that sort of thing near
Senenovka, northeast of here. An ugly place there, whew But they also
dropped one not far fromyour site. | suppose it was an experiment. | don't
know why they didn't keep it up. Since nobody lives there, and it's a
desert, it was a very suitable target."

"Ch ny gosh!" Rob repeated the information for Edwin's benefit. "Does that
mean it's still dangerous to go there?"

"I wouldn't think so, after forty-some years," Edwin said thoughtfully.

Anatoly confirmed this. "But play it safe, my friend. Don't eat anything
that grows there, not that there is any farmng, only a few nomads. And
don't drink the water. That's an American joke, ha ha!"

The vodka bottle was nearly enpty, and Rob paid the barman. He thought that
Anat ol y had probably had enough for one day. They wal ked with the old

sol dier back to his dismal concrete apartnment building in the nore nodern
street of the town. The hallway was filthy and snelled of cabbage and
urine. There were no bulbs in the light sockets, and many of the doors were
secured with padl ocks. An old woman in the dingy apartnent, a wife or a
sister dressed in black, glared bitterly at Rob and said, "Drunk, again!"

"I"'mvery sorry," Rob said sheepishly. "I didn't nean himto."

Anatoly stunbled to a desk and pulled a drawer open. "Your map, my friend!"
He pushed the folded map into Rob's hand and | eaned on his shoul der,
sniffling. "We will do this again, yes? Tormorrow? | will meet you at the
bar!"

The ol d wonman positively bared her teeth at Rob, snarling a silent warning.
Rob said, "You renmenber I'mgoing to the desert, Anatoly. Sone other tineg,
all right? Good-bye, thank you again!" He broke away gently, and ducked
back out to the dark splintered stairway where Edwin was waiting. "I fee
terrible. Let's go back."

Edwin said, "It's a very different way to nmake an acquai ntance, that's for
sure." They groped their way out into the street and began wal ki ng back to
the hotel. The short winter day was over, and it was col d.

Rob pulled on the double mttens and his hat. "Ed. What | did just now. Ws
that right?"

There were no streetlights in Zarafshan, nor any billboards or neon

advertisenents. And | ocal notorists dangerously pinched pennies by driving
only with their parking lights, turning on the headlights only in the nost
dire of energencies. So the noon reigned unrivalled in a broad done of sky.

Edwi n stared up at it. "I don't know, Rob. It's not like they refer to the
instant friendship stunt in the Ten Commandnents. But | think the fact that
you feel bad about it is significant. . . Does the issue of nental privacy

ever bother you?"
"Huh?"

"You woul dn't nake yourself invisible and then peek down wonen's bl ouses,
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am| right? We established that in Atlantic Cty. Suppose then that people
have a right to nmental privacy, as well as physical privacy."

Rob had never thought of it that way. "It does sound reasonable,"” he said
slowy. "But if I"'mrigid about that, 1'll never do anything at all. This
entire weird thing is in the head. 1'd wind up all Zen, like you said. At

some point nmy own agenda overrides these issues.”

"Mm that's a tough one all right—to know when that action point has
arrived. Your problem bud, is that you have no societal channels to guide
your abilities. Suppose you had tremendous physical strength instead. There
are acceptable things to do with that gift: you could be a Iineman for the
Washi ngt on Redskins, for instance. But you, you don't have any nobdels
except maybe in the comcs. That's one of the reasons why it's so inportant
for you to find these people at Agebin. Wth themto hel p, maybe you won't
al ways have to invent yourself fromscratch."

"Ed, you've been really cogitating on this." Rob was touched and inpressed.

Edwi n grinned at him his teeth white in the moonlight. "Well, it was just
a thought. And it is very nice to have a good map, and Anatoly had a bl ast
of an afternoon. It's a reasonably fair exchange."

"If he'd had any nore fun | woul d' ve been sick right there in the bar," Rob
said with feeling.

"We'I'l go honme and dose you with Pepto-Bisnol," Edwi n said soothingly.

CHAPTER 8

Finding a car was far nore difficult. People with four-wheel drive vehicles
needed them for farmng or other work, and were not about to rent them out
casually. Rob systematically interviewed the various touts and brokers
around town, and rejected several possibilities as too unreliable or
underpowered. "We're trusting our lives to this vehicle," he pointed out.
"I'f it breaks down out there, we're toast."

"I"m not questioning your judgnent at all," Edwin assured him "I wi sh the
| ocal drivers believed in autonotive nai ntenance, but | suppose out here
there's a parts problem™

A week had gone by, and Rob was beginning to feel desperate. At sone point,
as he had told Edwin, he had to override other people's agendas. Perhaps
that action point was approaching. He lay on the bed and considered the
problem If he had to, if no other possibilities opened up, Rob could
muscl e sonebody into renting thema good car. Wen would it be okay to do
t hat ?

The beds in their hotel were very foreign, |unpy kapok mattresses on
squeaky iron-sprung franes. Edwi n had nmade them nore confortable by
spreadi ng the Therm a- Rest pads and the down sl eeping bags on top. The door
opened and Edwin put his curly dark head in. "lIs this a good nonent, or are
you doi ng sonet hing wei rd?"

"I'"'mhere. | was just thinking."

He cane in. "Wat would you say, Rob, to a Land Rover? The only probl em
with it is that it's from Engl and—+the steering wheel's on the right side."

"You' re kidding, Ed! Wiere'd you find one? You don't even speak the
| anguage! "

"There are folks who are fluent in English in Zarafshan. | just met all two
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of them at the nonthly church service."
"I didn't even know it was Sunday. How d you get onto it?"

"Asked at the bar, of course. Wuld you be willing to have dinner with
Reverend Pallet and his wi fe? They're Wsl eyan nissionaries from Engl and.
They have to go to Kabul for a nont h—he needs new dentures—and if you act
reasonably respectable and trustworthy tonight they'll rent us their
preci ous Land Rover while they're gone."

"This is astounding, Ed. Is there a place on this planet where you coul dn't
find a friend?"

Edwi n | aughed at him "I mght say the same thing about you, bud!"

What struck Rob that evening at dinner was the genuine friendship Edw n
could kindle. It was nothing at all like his own fal se vodka-fuel ed
intimacy with poor Anatoly. The Pallets were |ike sonmething out of Rudyard
Kipling, an elderly British couple in the w | dest outposts of the enpire.
Rev. Pallet had a thick white nustache and a bald head fringed all around
with white. He greeted Rob with a deep startling bark:

"Can you nahage a standard transm ssion, young man?"
"Sure," Rob said, considerably rattl ed.

"Good!" To his relief, Edwin rescued himby asking a question about the
Wesl eyan m ssion organi zation. But this left Ms. Pallet to Rob. She | ooked
far too fragile to be living in Central Asia, a silver-haired old |lady with
| oose thin transparent skin. It was hard to think of things to say to her
He sat dunb, ill at ease. How pathetic, to be able to read thoughts, and
control minds |ike a god, and yet not be able to converse! The self-inposed
limtations he had put on his own power bound hi mnow hand and foot. He
couldn't traw in her mnd for topics of mutual interest. Maybe in Agebin
he woul d find somebody he woul dn't have to control hinself with.

Ms. Pallet seened to take pity on him because she said, "You have a great
| ook of my grandson, M. Lewis. He went up to Oxford last year. Wuld you
like to see his picture?"

"Very nmuch,"” Rob said with sincerity. The dullest famly photographs woul d
be better than sitting here silent. She took out a huge ol d-fashi oned scrap
book. Rob didn't see any resenbl ance to the grandson, a too-handsome young
towhead in a scholar's gown. "But who are these?" he asked, pointing to a
snapshot of a pair of babies.

"Ch, those are the darling twins, ny niece's girls. She named t hem Herm one
and Henrietta. | can't inmagine why, the poor mtes!"

Then everything was all right. Rob agreed with Ms. Pallet that the naming
of twins, particularly identical twins, was a high and arcane art. They

di scussed teething, and Ms. Pallet told himall about the work they were
doing to pronote child health care and vaccinations in Uzbeki stan. They sat

down to a stubbornly Western neal, |anb chops with potatoes and turnips.
Afterwards the entire party adjourned to the garage, where Rev. Pallet
showed themthe air filter and the radiator cap on the old but well-Ioved

Land Rover, and | ectured them about hoses.

"VWhat a wonderful pair," Rob said as they wal ked back to the hotel. "I
admre a man who's obsessive about regular oil changes."”

@ owing with food and good fell owship, Edwin |aughed. "It sure gives a guy
confidence when he borrows his car. I'rn glad you enjoyed the evening.
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We'll drive themto the airport next week, and then we can start. That will
give us plenty of time to scare up supplies."”

Only a few nore bureaucratic obstacles renmained for that |ast week. Even
renting a privately owned car involved filling out forms and getting ninor
officials to sign off on them For a while it |ooked like the entire
expedi ti on woul d col |l apse for want of the signhature of a deputy assistant
undersecretary. Rob had been ready to get tough, but the nore experienced
Edwin cane to the rescue with cigarettes and chocol ate bars.

A week | ater Rob drove cautiously north out of Zarafshan. Until he actually
took the wheel, he hadn't realized how disconcerting a right-hand drive
could be. If traffic in the former USSR had run on the left, then he could
have just nade a conmplete switch. But driving on the right, in a car with
the steering wheel on the right, was endl essly confusing. The Land Rover
persisted in drifting into the center of the road. Luckily traffic was
sparse, nostly pedestrians, with donkeys and canels and one bicycle.

Beside himEdwin westled with Anatoly's map. It was very | arge, paper
backed with cloth, and lettered in Cyrillic. Correlating it with the
Nat i onal Geographic map and the photocopy of the 1918 hand-drawn site nap
was no easy task. "As long as we keep heading north it should be al
right," he decided at last. "I told you the conpass would be useful."

The old gray Land Rover was fully | oaded. By Edwi n's advice, jerricans of
gasoline and plastic canisters of water nade up nost of the load. That and
the food had nade a big hole in Rob's hoard of casino dollars. Since he
didn't know how many days the trip would take, he had gone | ong on staples:
pot at oes, strange Central Asian noodles, and bags of the flat |ocal bread.
"You won't mind eating lean for a week or so," he joked to Edwi n.

Zar af shan was too small to have suburbs. The country began when the asphalt
quit and the dirt road carried on. Goats and sheep grazed on the tamari sk
as they passed, and the shepherds stared at them By afternoon the |and had
becone true desert. Rob saw now why "Kyzyl kunt meant "Red Sands." The road
meandered across stark red rocky ridges and down into sand-choked vall eys
where only tough canel thorn and saxaul grew. A stiff wintry wind stirred
the pinkish dust into the air and carried it along for mles. The horizon
was hazy and brown with it. Even when he | ooked straight up, the sky didn't
seem perfectly bl ue.

Bef ore the short winter day began to end they stopped for the night in a
steep little valley. The wind whistled dowmn at what felt |ike a hundred
mles an hour. "Ww, it's cold,"” Rob remarked as he stepped down. "I'mgl ad
we're sleeping in the Rover. A tent would bl ow right away."

"Let's light a fire so we can have a hot nmeal. Ch, for nmy LP canp stove
Open wood fires are the dickens in w ndy weather."

"Just build it downw nd of the car."”

"Trust me, Rob. Do |I look like a greenhorn?" Edwin gathered pale brittle
twigs fromunder the saxaul bushes and expertly lit a cooking fire. They
toasted | anb kebabs over the fire and ate themon flat bread. "How | ong

will the neat hold out?" Edw n asked.

"I got half a lanb's worth at the market. Even in this cold it'll probably
go bad before we can eat it all."

"CGood, then let's barbecue a few nore!"
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Rob felt very strange, sitting cross-legged on a rug in the desert eating
slightly gritty grilled lanb and drinking Uzbek wi ne. Edwi n reclined on one
el bow |i ke an anci ent Roman, nibbling on a sword-shaped skewer, perfectly
at ease. Rob couldn't help saying, "I can't believe we're doing this. Wat
if it doesn't pan out?"

"You worry too much, Rob," Edwin said lazily. "Take it as it comes. If
Agebin turns out to be a bust, we'll have had an extended canping trip. A
vacation."

"I'n the Kyzyl kum Desert in Uzbekistan."

"You' ve spent too nuch time in Atlantic Cty. Exotic and unusual vacations
are the best. That casino jaunt with you was the tanmest trip |'ve nade
since | was a kid, when we went to see the Hoover Dam"

Rob paused to chew. The | ocal |anmb was si newy-tough, even after marinating
all day in oil and spices in one of Edwin's Ziploc bags. "Wat do you think
our destination will be |ike?"

Edwi n waved his skewer around. "Probably it'll look |like this—a rocky
desert. But maybe ..." He sat up straight and pointed with his free hand at
Rob. "Maybe there'll be, | know, a large starship lying crash-landed on the

sands. The surviving space-travelers need the hunan race's help to get back
to Beta Centauri. So they call on you for help, and give you the nuscle to
persuade the United Nations for them Am1 right?"

Rob appl auded, |aughing. "Or how about a nore H Rider Haggard scenari o—a
lost city of adepts in the desert, all of themtarnhelnming Iike mad to keep
out of view"

"They'd have a problemw th surveillance satellites. Maybe an underground
city, that would be very cool. Ruled by a babelicious native queen."

"I'ma married man, so she'll have to fall nadly in love with you."

"Carina will mount an expedition to rescue nme. She'd |ike that—-she approves
of breaki ng down gender barriers."

The only canpi ng equi pnent available in the | ocal market was cheap wool en
rugs. Rob had picked up half a dozen of these for sitting and sl eeping on
The idea was to transfer all the fragile baggage, like Edwin's |aptop and
the bread, into the Rover's front seat. Then they could spread some rugs
and the mattress pads over the load in back and sl eep on them under cover,
the bed of the ol d-fashi oned Rover being just |ong enough for this.

It was conpletely dark now, so cold that touching the nmetal of the car with
bare fingers hurt. In the sky hung endl ess stars, nore than Rob had ever
seen. Repacking the car was difficult even in the 40-watt gl ow of Edwin's
fancy canping lantern. The jerricans, water jugs and suitcases nade an
extraordinarily lunpy surface. Also the |load was so high in back that there
was hardly roomto squeeze in under the roof, especially for Edwi n's broad
shoul ders. Wth a lot of grunting and thrashing in the narrow space they
rolled thensel ves in the down sl eeping bags. "You wouldn't let ne bring ny
tent,"” Edwi n conpl ained fromclose beside him "It's fromE L. Bean, a
geodesi c that sleeps four."

"You're horribly spoiled, Ed. Believe ne, this is nmles better than Centra
Park. "

"And you're going to do your sleeping like a baby bit, too, |I can tell."

"You want ne to make you sl eep?"
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"Ch, no thanks!"

Rob had to laugh at his tone. Contrary to expectation, Edwi n began to snore
al nrost i mMmediately, a small confortable noise |ike a young pig. Rob |ay

wi th his shoul ders wedged agai nst the roof of the Rover, his back in the

sl eepi ng bag pressed agai nst the bulge of Edwin's shoulder in its sleeping
bag. There was a sinple confort in lying so close to another human bei ng.

It had nothing to do with sex. Sonme primtive, alnost childlike hunger,
unfed since he | ast slept beside Julianne, was assuaged now by just the
contact, the warnmth of another person. How could | ever be a hernmt, he
reflected drowsily. Stupid idea. | need people too nuch. And he fel

asl eep.

As they drove the country continued rough, but very gradually dropped, a

sl ope that eventually would termi nate hundreds of miles to the north and
west at the Aral Sea. After a day or two, the road becane a nere track, and
soneti mes vani shed al t oget her under w ndbl own sand. Only once in the

di stance did they see nomad shepherds with their flocks. There were no
signs or postings to mark the border between Uzbeki stan and Kazakhstan, but
they were sonewhere in that area when the country flattened out into a wild
and dry plateau. Wnd-hewn hills crowmded it on the eastern side. "And | ook
at that!" Rob excl ai ned.

"Let nme just get her out of this sandy bit... okay. So what is that?"

"Looks like the desert beyond this plateau' s been hit by a hamrer." Even
frommles away the deep dinple in the land was visible. It looked like a
gigantic cereal bow set in the ground, half full of sand.

Edwi n cut the engine. "Let's look at Anatoly's nap. He didn't mark the site
of the nuke test—+'msure the exact spot is still way classified—but |
think we've found it."

They got out and spread the vari ous maps out on the hood of the car. "It
woul d help if our maps were drawn to the same scale,”" Rob grunbl ed

"And used the same artistic conventions, eh? It's taken ne weeks to figure
out the chicken scratches the archaeol ogists used ... As near as | can
figure it, we're very close to the old site. It should be right around here
somepl ace, at the edge of these hills." He scratched at his unshaven chin,
where a sprinkle of dark stubble showed too uneven to ever make a decent
bear d.

Leaving Edwin to nmutter and cal culate mleage and direction, Rob wal ked a
little way off. If you bring two nagnets together, he thought, they don't
have to touch. As soon as they're near enough they affect each other, to
attract or repel. | had the entire popul ation of the western hem sphere
pouring through ny hands. If there's another power of that caliber around
here, it should have spotted ne | ong ago. | should have spotted it. He
reached out, searching, and the desert all around felt as desolate as it

| ooked.

"l have no desire to see Gound Zero," Edwi n announced. "Do you? Okay then,
I think the old dig is around that way. If we can't find any ruins after a
few passes, we may have to assune that Anatoly was right, and they got
nuked to rubble."

The pl ateau was seaned with ravines and gullies. There was no road at al
now. For another hour Edwi n eased the Rover along in | ow gear, heading east
to skirt the plateau. "The terrain's getting too rough,” he finally said.
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"I hate to think what Rev. Pallet would say if we broke his baby's axle.
And the land's changed so much, this old British map isn't nuch use. But
we've got to be real near." He cut the engine and | ooked sideways at Rob
"Can't you get weird, and find it?"

"l ought to be able to. | can't understand it. There doesn't seemto be
anyone here. Maybe that atom bonmb killed them™

Edwi n si ghed and undi pped his conpass fromthe dashboard. "Okay, where
wei rdness fails, orienteering may save the day. Let's take a little hike."

The wind was a little | ess strong now, and the sky overhead burned clear
and blue. In the brilliant midday desert sunshine, the rocks and rosy- pi nk
sand | ooked entirely ordinary. Decades of w nd and weat her had eroded any
scars fromthe bonb test away. Wth his gift for living in the nmonment,
Edwi n seened to be enjoying the exercise after driving so | ong. But Rob was
too worried to relax. It occurred to himthat he might be too late. Tine
ran at a different rate in inner space. How | ong had those nessages been
wai ting there for sonebody powerful enough to receive then? As | ong,
perhaps, as it took for Agebin to crunble into ruins? He hunched up in his
green down parka and bent his head into the wind as they clanbered up a

I ong sl ope of reddish scree.

At the top Edwin consulted his conpass again. "Do you think this could be
the place? W've cone far enough around the plateau." The pebbly ridge

sl oped downhill again to a flat place about the size of a football field.
The wi nd whi pped sand up into little dust-devils over it. Beyond, the
ground dropped sharply down again in a cliff, so that the space was like a
terrace in the side of the hill. Eying in the mddle of the flat was a | ong
finger of rock, half buried in sand-drift.

Rob's breath hissed between his teeth as he sucked it in. "lI've been here
before," he whi spered.

Edwi n stared. "You have? Then this is it?"

But Rob was al ready noving, sliding down the shallow slope to the bottom
He wal ked up to the fallen rock. It was worn al nost shapel ess, but surely
once it had been an obelisk

Edwi n caught up, his papers flapping in the wind as he pulled themfrom an
i nner pocket. "The Brits said there was a stele,” he said, turning the
pages with gloved fingers. "They translated the inscription. You want to
see?"

"Sure." Rob | eaned to | ook

The picture was a preci se hand-drawn copy of rows of wedgy characters. The
Engl i sh was not ed under neat h:

The [city] of eagles, fed by [a | arge nunber, a thousand?] rivers
and bel oved of Ishtar, builded this tenple and [consecrated] it
to nyself, the great [one], who knows all his subjects may do,
powerful to sway the [hearts of] nen, king who is mighty [like?
as?] a god.

Rob didn't think the old inscription was especially informative. "Wen
saw it," he said, "the stone was new, standing up."

"You know, weird is a good word for this whole thing." Edwi n knelt and
dusted the surface off. "No witing here now Maybe the inscription's on
t he underside. "
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"No." Rob pulled off his nitten. Touch was the trigger, his own skin to the
stone. He squatted and put his bare hand gingerly on the cold gritty
surface. The shock nade himjerk back

"Ww Did you see that? Are you okay?"

"Yeah." Rob sat down, deliberately relaxing hinself. If he didn't cal m down
he'd be sick, just like on the first day of kindergarten. "I know where to
go. This thing told me. Another little e-mail. Let's get back to the car."

Edwi n pulled off his glove and touched the stone hinmself. "Hmm Either it
doesn't work for anyone but you, or you' ve already enptied the box and
there's no nore mail left inside. Darnit, | wish 1'd tried it first! A
right, let's go."

When they got back to the dusty Rover Edwin said, "Shall | drive?"

"Better let me." Rob took the offered keys. He felt certain of the route
now, but it was not the sort of certainty that he could direct sonmeone el se
to follow. He steered the Land Rover slowy north and east, deeper into the
hills.

Edwi n shaded his eyes to peer ahead. "lIs it ny imagination, or is it
beginning to be a road agai n?"

If it was a road, it was not much nore than a footpath, w nding uphil
around the shoul der of a steep barren slope. There was no doubt an hour

| ater when it ended, though, on a natural bal cony of dust-colored rock
There was just roomto carefully turn the Rover around, ready to descend
again. Fromthis height they could see for nmles north and west. Al the
way to the horizon the country was lifeless, a desolation of pink rock and
wi nd-driven sand. The indifferent enptiness was crushing, awesone.

"And look! It ;s going to be an underground city!" Edwin pointed at a dark
cleft in the rock and bounded joyfully out of his seat.

Rob went around to dig the big canping | antern out of the back. "Wit up,
Ed."

Edwi n stopped and | ooked back. "Rob. Do you know what's inside?"

Once nore Rob extended hinself, feeling all around, bringing the full power
of his unnaned weirdness to bear. "No." Perhaps they were all dead years
ago. You could set up quite elaborate automatic answering systens—ook at
Edwi n's voice-mail at N H

"But you're nervous about it. Very natural."
Rob forced hinself to smle. "Not nervous, exactly."

"Fine, don't admt it. Do the raw courage thing instead." He cane and took
the flashlight out of Rob's grasp. "The two of us together can cope with
anything. Let's go in, shall we?"

CHAPTER 9

Qut of the wind the cave seened al nrost warm They paused to pull off hats
and gloves, and let their eyes adjust to the dark. The sound of the w nd

had been a constant presence for so long that the quiet nowrang in their
ears. The narrow gap in the hill was obviously a natural formation, like

the rock platformoutside. "But |ook," Edwin said. He bent and tilted the
lantern so that it shone at a | ow angle across the gritty floor. In th-e

glow the inmprint in the sand could be clearly seen: an ordinary human
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footprint. "Not aliens,
it went."

Edwi n sighed in disappointnment. "Let's see where

The passageway went deep into the hill, twisting and turning. The roof was
so low Rob could easily touch it. Around a final corner, and it ended
abruptly in a small cavern scarcely bigger than Edwin's NIH of fice. Edwi n
flicked the beam around the dark little space. "Enpty," he said. "Is this
al | ? What a bunmer.”

"No," Rob gasped. The tarnhelmtrick, how stupid of himnot to think of it!
"There's soneone-sitting right there!"

And there was. Rob couldn't tell how he was seeing it in the dark, but a
towering figure sat enthroned on a | edge of the unhewn rock only ten feet
away, a living man in the dress of nen five thousand years gone. A robe
fringed with gold wapped his |l egs. H s splendid brown chest was bare
except for a massive pectoral necklace set with rubies. He had a bl ack and
el aborately curl ed beard, but no nustache. Long black hair hung in gl eam ng
corkscrew curls down his back, and his eyes were huge in his face, black
and brilliant. He was a statue fromthe ancient Mesopotani a museum exhi bit
cone to life.

Rob thrust Edwi n behind himso roughly the lantern fell with a clatter.
This was a sophisticated illusion, he could tell: not nmuch different from
appearing as somebody's best friend. And who could say what |ay behi nd?
Instinctively he responded in kind, flinging up a fal se seemng of his own.
The honel ess man, of course—rags, and a piece of string for a belt, and his
fam liar threadbare blue toggle coat over all. It was a standoff, facade
faced with facade.

"l can't see anything," Edw n grunbled at his back
"You don't see hin®"

"See who? You better not have bust ny flashlight, Rob. Wait a minute, here
we go." The light flickered and steadied as Edwin turned the lantern al
the way up. "Holy Mke!" The light dipped wildly as Edwin funbled it again.

Rob didn't | ook around. "Keep behind me, and set that |ight down before you
break it."

A new voi ce spoke, |ow and hoarse: "Perhaps we should drop the nasks, eh?"
Its sound was jolting, like a hidden door suddenly flung open

"I will if you will," Rob said warily.

"Agreed. "

Edwi n jammed the lantern into a crevice, and drewin a |long breath of
wonder. The magni ficent god-king had shrunk. A skeletally thin figure, very
short by nobdern standards, sat slunped on the | edge. The | ong hair hung
lank and thin in black streaks over his shoulders, and the beard straggl ed.
His ribs showed, and the yell owbrown skin stretched tight over his knobbly
el bows and knee joints. He wore sandals and a ragged brown robe. Only the
huge eyes were the sane, eerily big and sharp. "You are not doing it
right," he croaked pettishly. "lIllusion is supposed to nmake you | ook
grander and nore inpressive, not less. That is not the way it should be
done. "

"l see," Rob said, very taut.

The skeletal man frowned sourly up at him Their faces were scarcely ten
feet apart. "So you have youth. And beauty, though not of the Asian style.
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It does not inpress ne. Tell me your nane."

"Tell nme yours first," Rob said

The nman smled. "I amthat | am
"No way!" Edw n excl ai ned, his eyes kindling.
"You understand him Ed?"

"Yes, and he's lying!"

Rob di dn't understand how Edwi n could know this, but he said, "You want to
try agai n?"

"Speak with respect," the skeletal man said, still smling so that all his
yel |l owi sh teeth showed. "For | amyour father."

Rob could feel Edwi n's uneasy gaze prickling on the back of his neck. "My
father passed away in 1989. He was a retired civil engineer."

"l seduced your nother," the man suggest ed.

Rob folded his arms. He couldn't fathomthe notive behind this rigmarole.
"I'"'mthe living i mage of Dad. Everyone says so. W even wore the sane shoe
size."

"I think then you nust guess ny nane," the nan said grunpily. "You are not
doing this right. And who is that?" He gl anced at Edw n.

"A friend." Danger signals shivered down Rob's spine. He didn't want to
tell Edwi n's nanme. Though he couldn't avoid giving his own. "My name is
Robertson M chael Lewis. And | bet | can nane you. You are G |ganesh son of
Lugal banda, once king of Wuk in Mesopotama."

Edwi n' s nouth opened in astonishment. The skeletal man's eyes got even
wider. "My nane is still spoken," he said, pleased. "And ny epic is stil
sung!"

"l have the book out in the car."
"Later on you nust show it. How did you know ne?"
"Yeah," Edwin interjected. "That was some stunt, even for you!"

"l recogni zed you right away when | read the book," Rob said slowy. "I
knew that G | ganesh was sonmeone with the power—tike nme. | told you that,"
he added to Edw n.

"l thought you were being netaphorical! And the plant,"” Edwi n said, struck
by anot her thought. "The nmgical undersea plant that gives imortality. |
read about it on the plane. The story said you lost it to a snake."

"A story is only a story,"'
sm | e again.

G | gamesh said, baring his teeth in a skeleta

"Holy M ke! That neans you're maybe five thousand years old! You woul dn't
by any chance consider visiting NIH, would you?"

Rob had to set his teeth to keep fromlaughing out |oud. Gl ganesh stared
at Edwin with annoyance. "Silence," he rasped. Rob could feel the subtle
crackl e of power, and when Edwi n opened his nouth no words cane out.

"I don't feel that's necessary,” Rob said mldly. He had never seen that
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trick before. But nerely seeing it done was disproportionately infornative.
Wth a nental gesture he easily undid Edwin's dunbness. "Although you mi ght
consi der taking the hint," he suggested.

"Right," Edw n gul ped.
"Ch, you are a bold one," Glganesh said to Rob. "I will give you your true
title then. Not slave, nor son—but brother."

The whi spery creaking voice held for Rob the note of truth. Here was
sonmeone with exactly his abilities, an equal, just as he had once wi shed
for. "I've been |ooking for you," Rob said in a | ow tone.

"Now t hat sounds right." G| ganesh nodded in approval, the black strings of
hair shifting on his shoul ders and chest. "You al one fully understand,
then. I ama king and the son of a king, nonarch of humanity's first city,
the mghtiest hero of my age. Tell me: How do | cone to the desert, ny

subj ects only a few nonad shepherds?"

Rob | ooked into his own heart, and knew the answer. "You couldn't stand it.
The pressure, dealing with all the people, all around. You had to get away,
to where it was enpty."

"Very good! One insect, a hundred even, | can smash, but it becones a
weari ness." Rob began to speak—that hadn't been quite what he'd nmeant —but
G | gamesh was al ready going on. "Even the shepherds here were too near. |
made the overlords of this land drive themfarther off."

"You had them drop an H bonb?" Rob said, horrified.

"I's that what it is naned? The noi se was inpressive. But recently | decided
it was tine to turn again. | felt a need for a conpanion, an equal, an
Enki du as of old. And ..."

The rasping voice trailed away. G | ganesh stared at Rob out of his huge
glittering eyes, and raised a bony hand in an inviting gesture. Rob could
feel the blood draining away fromhis face. "Ch ny god." It burst out of
himin a sob. "Ch ny god. You did this to me. This power is fromyou."

G | gamesh cl apped his bony hands together. "Oh, well done. Very good. Yes,
| divided ny godhead with you. Half—a fair sharing, renmenber that. W are
equal, and exactly alike. Except for the imortality, of course—that is

m ne alone. It should be very diverting."

"You nean—you did this to ne, you trashed ny life, broke up ny famly,
drove ne al nost insane, for a diversion? Just to anuse yoursel f?" A pure
and towering fury filled Rob, naking his voice crack. Through his down
sleeve and all the thernmal |ayers he felt Edwin's restraining clutch on his
arm

"You talk as if this were a whim" G| ganesh said. "Since we are brothers
will adnmit to you what | would tell no other. It is a solitary business,
bei ng divine."

Again Rob felt the prickle of recognition. The sanme horrible isolation had
oppressed him The weirdness could sever a nman fromhis fellows |like a
sword. You became too strong, too different, no | onger on the sane | evel as
ot her people. Rob hinself had only broken out by |uck—wai th Edw n's hel p.
And the epic had told of the death of Enkidu, howin spite of all his power
G | gamesh had been hel pl ess to save his best friend. Over the thousands of
years, and through the dozens of translations fromlanguage to | anguage to
| anguage, the poemstill ached with grief. Perhaps G | ganmesh had been
struggling against the glass walls all the centuries since then, noving
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further and further away from hunmanity, undying and yet eternally al one.
And his strange sl anted approaches to Rob were his | ast gasp for help, the
final attenpt to break free fromthis cave and all that it meant. Only the
ut nrost desperation could have driven a proud ancient king to give away half
his power to a stranger.

Edwi n seenmed to be acting on the same thought. He stepped around the
war ni ng arm Rob flung out and said, "You poor old fellow You didn't have

to do it this way. That's not how nmaking friends works at all. W'Ill cook
you sone di nner. Maybe you don't need to eat, but you ought to. And this
cave is way too cold for a bathrobe. Here, take this ..." He went down on

one knee to talk to Gl ganesh on the |level, unzipping his red parka.

For a second Rob thought it was really going to happen—his faith in

Edwi n's genius for friendship was that strong. Surely no one was beyond
Edwi n's warm rescui ng grasp: the bridge builder, the opener of doors,
standing at the edge of the dark wood with a rechargeabl e canping |l antern
in one hand. But a look at the old king told the story. Rage suffused the
brown skeletal face. "You dare to pity nme," he creaked. "You dare, you
insect. You worm you—

"M crobe," Edw n suggested, smling.

Rob coul d have punched him the idiot! "Look, he only wants to help," he
began. "We both do—

Wth a shimer |ike heat lightning Gl gamesh | ashed out. Edwi n tunbled
backwards with a choked cry. Rob shouted, "No!" and junped forward.

He towered above the frail old man, his fists clenched. A physical fight
woul d have been no contest at all. But to his horror, this contest was a
stal emate. Rob put his full strength into pushing Gl ganesh out of Edwin's
head, and he couldn't do it. He could hold his own position, but that was
all. Between themat their feet Edwin npaned, a shrill and terrible sound.
"We shall kill himbetween us," G lganmesh said. "Such slaves have not fiber
enough to endure our battle."

The truth of this was shatteringly obvious. Rob was forced to retreat. "If
you are G |l ganesh,"” he panted, "so aml. This one has stood as Enkidu to
me. "

"Yes indeed," G lganesh said alnost fondly. "Very good! You have it right.
You are G lganesh too. You are |. If | nade you to serve ny need, you nmade
this one. He is not your friend, he is your pawn, your tool. And now we
have net, you have no nore need of him" He poked Edwin with a sandal ed
toe. "Up, you. Stand."

Edwi n reel ed upright. H's face was slack, as blank as a dummy's, but his
eyes were still his own. Repetition had not yet worked its dulling magic.

H s gaze was luminous with terror. Rob stuck his hands deep into his
pockets, fighting down another inpulse to try and grab the strings out of

G |l gamesh's control. The old man's words were |ike a knife-blade, stabbing
himwi th truth. The difference between what he's doing to Ed and what | did
is only a matter of degree. We're equal and exactly alike, indeed.

"Go back to Agebin," the old king commanded. "Behind the tenple was a
cliff. Throw yourself off it."

Rob hel d back a gasp of protest. Let Gl gamesh think he concurred. Edw n
pivoted like a puppet. Rob felt his pleading gaze, but kept his face
i mpassi ve and | ooked at his watch. It was two o' clock. He listened to
Edwi n's sl ow footsteps recedi ng down the passage and cl enched the fist in
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hi s pocket tight: around the keys of the Land Rover

Edwi n woul d have to wal k back. It had taken them an hour to drive here from
the site. It would take Edwin | onger than that to return on foot. If Rob

coul d fudge up sone excuse to step outside soon, he could drive back, catch
up with Edwin, and rel ease himfromthe enforced command. It could be done!

"l agree that we nust begin with a battle," G| ganesh was saying. "It is an
old, old tradition—+the way all heroes becone friends. But a single human

mnd is too small a battlefield, and too frail. The planet itself shall be
our arena. Return you to your western |ands, and conquer them Meanwhile
shal | subdue Europe and Asia to ny will, and be a king of nen again. W can

then battle: with pawmns. Let us agree to begin the war one year fromtoday.
That should be plenty of tine."

Rob was unable to keep silent any nore. "You have it all planned, don't
you?"

"l have spent centuries in thought," Glgamesh said with smling pride
"After the war we can be reconciled. You shall call me GI, and | shal
call you Rob. Is that not the parlance of these times?"

"Why bother to ask? You have it all taped out." Rob's voice slipped from
his control again, shaking with enotion. "You are insane. | will have no
part of this!"

"But we are brothers!" The ol d man sounded genui nely surprised.

"You don't want a friend or a brother," Rob said savagely. "You want a pawn
or a tool, you murdering psychopath. And you can go to hell!"

"I made you," Gl ganesh rasped. "Long and long did | search, sifting
through tiny vermin nminds around the world, until | found one that mi ght
grow to match mne. | raised you up fromthe sline to sit beside ne. You

are as | now. a god. You should be on your knees with gratitude!"

"I never wanted this thing," Rob shouted. "You pushed it on nme in a lunp
wi t hout asking, and left ne to struggle with it. And now |'mgoing to | eave
you to it. Play your little games al one!"

Rob turned on his heel. There was plenty of time—Edwi n had scarcely fifteen
m nutes' start on him Neverthel ess he nmoved fast down the shadowy cranped
passage, so fast that he tripped on the rough floor and fell

In the instant of falling, Rob knew he had nmade a huge and possibly fata
m stake. He had turned his back on G lganmesh. H's body was probably stil
in the cavern, sprawl ed on the gritty stone floor. Severed fromit, his

mental self fell and fell, an endl ess tunbling drop through the dark

He | anded hard, on his back. Harsh sumrer sunshine filled the cloudl ess
desert sky above him Its heat was |ike a furnace. Rob rolled quickly to
his feet. Big square stones polished to a gl ossy sheen paved a w de pl aza.
Around the sides cycl opean stone buil dings stood enpty, their w ndows bl ank
and dark. In the center the gleam ng obelisk stood tall, graven deep with
the boasts of a god-king. This was the Agebin site as it had been thousands
of years ago. And this was the original of that paper |andscape, the
reality that G| gamesh had photocopied to mail to him Definitely the wong
pl ayground, Rob realized. This is going to be ugly.

Now t here were no nore decisions to nake, Rob felt icy-calm He only had to
fight and get out, fast, before too rmuch time passed. "Hurry up, dam you,"
he cal | ed.
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"Listen to the little rooster crow," a deep voice bell owed. Fromthe black
yawni ng doorway of the biggest building, a tall figure cane striding out
into the sun, a Sumerian warrior in full battle dress. A glittering round
bronze hel met protected his head. Bright overlapping nmetal strips arnored
his chest, which was once nore superbly mnmuscled. He carried a long flashing
battle-axe with a curved edge. The bl ack beard was braided and tied with
gold, and above it, full red lips curved in a wide terrifying smle. In
spite of hinself Rob was inpressed. G lganmesh in the center of his power
made an awesone sight.

"You think mghty well of yourself, GI, old pal," Rob said. "And you sure
don't worry about fighting fair." G| gamesh here was head and shoul ders the
taller. Wthout arnmor or weapons, Rob could not hope to stand agai nst him
In fact, his down parka and flannel |inings handi capped himw th their heat
and bul k.

"I have no wish to fight you, brother," G lganesh runbled. "W are too
nearly matched. It could be unpleasant. | only want you to do as | say.
After all, | amconsiderably your elder. You should heed ne."

"l deny the relationship,”" Rob said between his teeth.
"Then | rmust convince you to alter your mnd."

Rob tensed, getting ready to dodge that | ong deadly axe. But suddenly

G | gamesh was gone, between one eye-blink and the next, like a specia
effect in a novie. Rob was al one. Sonething nore conplicated than just a
whack from an axe was coni ng.

"Ch god," Rob said aloud. "I amalone.” In this huge and illimitable inner

| andscape there was not one living thing. Gl gamesh had paved it over,
smashi ng everything flat, nuking everything except hinmself. Rob had never
known either agoraphobia or claustrophobia, but both seized hi mnow at

once. He was both isolated in space and yet closed in. Sheer terror bore
himto his knees. Sweat poured down his face. "The bastard, he's doing this
to ne," he whispered, as he had in the sub-basenent. But this tinme it
didn't help. In this place Rob was defensel ess, and G | ganesh's power was
supr ene.

In New York City the isolation had been a bell jar. Here it descended on
Rob in glass bricks, weighting himdown, crushing himflat against the hot
pavenent. G| ganesh was squeezing himlike a bug under a gl ass paperwei ght.
Rob was being deliberately driven insane. Strange voices chanted in his
ears, and a dizzying vertigo made the world spin even through his cl enched
eyelids. No, he thought, clawing at his wits. Been there, done that. | am
not going to go crazy again. He withed, pushing out and away with
desperate strength, back to the cool reality of the cave.

"You astound ne!" Gl ganesh said, in his rusty-iron voice. "Have you i ndeed
the bol dness and artifice to escape?"

Rob gasped on his hands and knees at the old man's feet. "How can you stand
it there?" he panted. "How can you do that to yourself? There's nothing
alive there. It's all dead!"

"Have no worry about me, pretty boy," the old king chuckled. "Taste this
i nstead. You may not know it."

Suddenly every nuscle in Rob's body locked rigid in cranp. H's back arched
and his linbs twisted. A shout of pain tore out of his throat before his

wi ndpi pe cl osed. The agony was unspeakabl e. Under the breastbone his heart
turned traitor, galloping wildly faster and faster. A hot red haze filled
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his eyes, and the |long bones in his |legs and arns creaked under the strain.
I n another second they would snap, or his overdriven heart would col | apse.
I'"'mdying, he realized. He's using nmy own brain to nmurder nme. But | can't
die yet. | have to, to ..

For a monent he coul dn't remenber. Rescuing Edwi n, returning to Julianne,
raising his children, everything slipped away into the scal ding m st of
pai n, and death nearly had him Then an inmage cane to him fifty feet of
porch railing and a pair of stair banisters in Silver Spring, Mryland. And
the commitrment to finish themwas so nundane, so specific and ordi nary and
down-to-earth, that it was obvious he wasn't going to die. Carpenters and
handynen do not get thenselves racked to death by Mesopot am an nonarchs.

He didn't die. Glganmesh let himgo just in tinme. The smling skull-face
swaminto Rob's view as the haze of pain cleared. "That was interesting,"
he sai d happily.

Rob's breath rasped unevenly through his raw throat. H s nose was bl eedi ng.
In his chest his heart junped and slowed, trying to return to its nornal
rhythm He lay on his side, shuddering and throbbing as if he'd been worked
over with a baseball bat. The sadistic swine, he thought foggily. Another
one like that will kill nme.

And yet this was fanmiliar too. The nonster in his sub-basenent would get on
with G1 just fine. That's why he chose ne, Rob realized. G| was | ooking
for a brother, someone whose personality matched his, equal and exactly
alike. And in the basenent | have a psychopath too, every bit as bad, a
rapist, a bully, a rmurderer. Al | have to do is let himout, and G| wll
be nmy best friend.

The sandal ed foot by his head took a few practice swi ngs and then ki cked
himin the face. The old man was too starved and slight to do nore than
gash Rob's eyebrow. Al Rob could do was blink the hot sting of blood out
of his eye. He was too drained to stir.

"That," Gl ganmesh said, "was for being defeated. For you are defeated.

wasn't quite truthful when | said we were conpletely equal. |I do have the
advant age of experience, little brother." He set his foot on Rob's nouth
and chin. "In time to cone," he said, "I want you to renenber this nonent.

Renenber who had the nmastery. Admit it!"

The taste of chilly | eather and sand ground into his nouth. If | could just
turn his own trick on him Rob thought. | saw himdo it, so | know how
Pull himin. Touch him skin to skin.

Wth a trenmendous effort Rob turned his head a little. The crushing foot
slipped a bit in the blood, and for a second the papery cold ankle touched
his nose and cheek. Instantly Rob grabbed through that contact at

G | gamesh. He pulled, falling backwards to drag the old king into hinself.
He had no idea what the inner |andscape was doing today, but he trusted it
woul d answer his need as it had al ways done.

Rob stood up. Hi s pains dropped away. Tinmes Square swirled around him neon
signs and skyscrapers and traffic signals and crowds of people, a glorious
heart-1ifting sight. Power and joy surged through him "M/ playground,
G1l," he shouted | aughing. "New York, New York!"

The traffic lights changed and the pedestrians hurried across, every one of
themlayered with their different histories. As properly cool New Yorkers
shoul d, they stepped around the Sumerian nmonarch crouched on the sidewal k
wi t hout | ooking at him G| ganesh stared wildly around, his nouth open. Jet
contrails threaded the sky. The towering buildings were festooned with
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advertising banners. Cars honked. Bicycle nessengers whizzed past.
Everyt hi ng, however small, revealed an infinite conplexity the nmonent it
was examined. MIlions of people, billions of artifacts and toys, zillions
of magazi nes and books and newspapers—there was a gal axy of information
here, enough and to spare to totally overwhel many reclusive ancient king.

"How do you stand it?" G| ganmesh npbaned, covering his eyes.

"Stand it? | made it!" Rob said, with a shock of delighted discovery. This
wasn't the real New York City-he could see differences in the skyline, and
the sidewal ks were inpossibly clean. It was only a reflection: the
reflection in hinself of the real city. It all hooked up, all of it, right
back to that very first day when he had adnired the chocolate artists and
the Star Trek fans at the office luncheon. Diversity, that was the thene.
Not hi ng t he sanme, not one person, not one flower in the endl ess garden he
had surveyed, not even one grain of sand, and yet a unity. E pluribus unum
just like on the dollar bills.

"Gl, I"'mpleased to say we are fundanentally different after all," Rob
announced. "You pruned everything inside away and made a desert. | opened
up and |l et things grow. You ground things down to be the sane, and | |ove
things that are different. W really have no comobn ground to stand on. And
now—+ don't suppose you read conic books? Well, watch this!"

Here Rob knew he coul d do anything. He had al ways wanted to fly, and now he
did. He junmped up into the air and it held himup nicely. He paddled

hi gher, up anong the pigeons fluttering between the concrete towers. H's
horri bl e experience inside G I|gamesh's universe had been educational. The
trick was to call the reflection's basic character into play. He knew
exactly what to do now.

About sixty stories up Rob halted, treading air. From here he could see
nmost of downtown. The city throbbed with Iife, a community yet chockful of
diversity, nore conplex and beautiful and uni que than anything he could
imgine. It's only a reflection, he told hinself. But a really good one.
I"mproud of it.

Rob called on that quality now. G| ganmesh had socked himw th undil uted

i solation. Rob was going to return the favor, with pure comunity. It rose
up behind himin an invisible tidal wave, a whole city's worth of
everything that people did or nade or said to hook thensel ves up with other
peopl e, and foll owed himas he zoomed down, in an irresistible curving
breaker right onto G| ganesh's dazed head.

Rob swooped clear in the best superhero style, leading with one fist like
Superman in flight. Then he | ooped back to inspect the result. The old king
| ay prone, unmoving, his long lank hair and beard spilled onto the

si dewal k. Rob | anded with a grace he could not hope to duplicate in rea
life, and haul ed G|l ganesh by the arns into a nearby bus shelter. He had to
find a permanent fix for GI. The guy was far too dangerous to |let go. And
he had to do it now, before the old king recovered.

Rob propped the Iinp old man in the corner against a Mostly Mdyzart poster,
and sat on the bench to consider the problem Could G| ganesh be killed? If
a magi ¢ sea flower had endowed himwith eternal life that was a rea
question. He'd already hung around for mllennia. If it was possible at all
then sone acci dent should have done himin | ong ago. Perhaps Rob could
strip himof his powers. He had been given half of themalready. Wuld it
be possible to renove the other half by force?

We are equal and exactly alike, Rob renminded hinself. He did it to ne,
wi thout ny participation or know edge. So | should be able to turn the
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tables on him And here | can do anything. It's a reflection: | can bend it
to ny desire if | find the right image to do it in. He put his will behind
it, leaning his forehead agai nst his clenched hands.

Then, | ooking down, he noticed a small rectangular tag at the base of

G | gamesh' s ski nny neck, between the protruding points of the collar bones.
It | ooked exactly |like a zipper tab. Wen he | ooked cl oser he even saw the
brand name "Talon" inprinted on the plastic. "It's not any nore unusua
than swimring in the air, | guess,"” he said out loud. He took the tab

bet ween finger and thunb, and pulled it down.

G | gamesh unzi pped very tidily down the mddle past his navel. He | ooked
like an untenanted wetsuit, his skin as thick as neoprene rubber and
showi ng the seans on the inside. There were no organs inside the holl ow
shell. In the mddle only two little objects rolled around. Rob reached in
and scooped them up before zipping the old man back together again.

He exami ned the things carefully. They were beads, one a pearl and the
other a gleaning red-orange crystal like a fat drop of juice froma bl ood
orange. In the epic, Rob remenbered, G| ganesh won eternal life by plucking
a magic flower fromthe bottomof the sea. That woul d nake the pearl the
synbol of his immortality.

The old man stirred suddenly. Intelligence returned to the huge bl ack eyes,
and he sat up. "What have you done to ne?" he whi spered hoarsely.

Rob held out the two gens, the red and the white, so that G| ganmesh coul d
see them Here in this realmof joy he was no | onger driven by wayward

i mpul ses. He could say with cal mand perfect truth, "In the cause of
justice, Glganesh, I'"'mreturning to you what you truly need: your
humanity. You wanted a brother. Wl conme back to the brotherhood of man."
Rob dropped the two gens into his shirt pocket, safe inside the green

par ka.

The old king's eyes bulged in horror. "No! Not after all this time, not
mortality! | need to live forever—=

Wth a finger's gesture Rob cut himoff. In this place he didn't have to
agoni ze or debate hinmself. At this nonent he was briefly the unity he was
sorarely in real life, and his confidence was total. O course G | ganesh
didn't want it this way. And the cons in Lorton hadn't really wanted to go
straight, and if consulted, Courtenay MacQui e woul d have scorned to read
Di ckens. Nevertheless it was right, and Courtenay and the jailbirds woul d
agree soneday.

Wul d G | ganesh agree too, naybe years from now? Sonmehow Rob rather doubted
it. The old king sat glowering in the corner, full of hate but unable now
to do anything about it. He might not even be able to speak anythi ng ot her
than Sunerian, or whatever it was they spoke in Mesopotam a five thousand
years ago, now that he had no power to bridge the | anguage gap. Rob | ooked
up at the glorious neon signs, and |leaped to his feet in shock. The cl ock
under the Sony sign said 5:30 P.M Surely it couldn't be so late! Tine ran
at a different rate here. How nuch had passed, in reality?

"Come on, GI|-—we've got to get back!" Wthout cerenony Rob stepped back
into the desert cave, dragging the helpless old man with him It was a
nasty drop back into his battered physical body. His nmouth tasted of bl ood
and vomt, and sand gritted between his back teeth. H's bruised |inbs were
al rost crippled, stiff fromlying on the clammy stone floor. Awkwardly he
haul ed hinself to his knees and funbled at his wist. To his dismay the
wat ch was broken. The digital face must have smashed agai nst the rock
during his spasns.
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Rob staggered to his feet. "I'Il be in touch,” he flung at G| gamesh, and
ran. His joints groaned and his nmuscles protested as he forced themto
move. His cold wooden fingers could hardly tug the car keys out of his
pocket. Qutside he | eaned agai nst the dusty Rover for a second. Physically
he m ght be shot, but his m nd was sharp and icy-cl ear.

He concentrated, searching the nearby desert all around. Maybe pulling the
pl ug on Gl ganmesh had rel eased Edwin fromthe death sentence. But Rob found
not hi ng and nobody. For mles around the wastel and seened enpty of Ilife.
Was Edwin al ready dead at the bottomof a cliff? Maybe Rob had just m ssed
him It was hard to know how accurate his searches really were. Wiy hadn't

he listened to Edwin, and tested his skill systematically? O, nost |ikely,
that tricky swine G lganmesh had rigged sone kind of cloak again. Miustn't
give up hope. The sun was still above the hills. The afternoon wasn't over

yet. He clinbed painfully into the Rover

How fast could Edwi n have wal ked? Rob drove down the steep nonexi stent
track Iike a maniac, jouncing over the rocks as fast as he dared. The Rover
bounced and skidded, rattling every bone in his aching body. Around every
curve he | ooked for Edwin's red parka, but the stony desert hillside

remai ned stubbornly enpty.

Once on the flat he could push the Rover along in second gear. Miustn't |ose
the way, Rob told hinself grimy. Mistn't break an axle. Ch God, if there
is agod, let me be in tine!

As he approached the site he could see the | ong pebbly ridge, enpty. Rob
brought the Rover to a skidding halt at its foot and haul ed on the hand
brake. He ran up the slope, his Vibramboot soles sliding in the red
gravel, his heart pounding in his throat.

He cane over the crest and halted, sagging with relief. There was Edwi n on
the far side of the pavement, his red parka still hangi ng open from when he
had unzipped it to give it away. No tarnhelmtrick could cloak himfrom Rob
at this close range. "Ed!" he shout ed.

Edwi n turned, and instantly Rob knew sonething was wong. Edw n stood
unnovi ng a few yards fromthe verge, saying nothing, not even waving in
greeting. Rob sharply focused his power and felt it right away—the conmand
of G lganmesh, still in force. And the ancient king had | earned too, from
how easily Rob had undone the silence command. Rob couldn't override this
one fast enough: It was | aden with safeguards and | ocks. He began to run

Rob slithered down the gravelly slope in a cloud of red dust. The centra

pl aza of Agebin seenmed enornous, Edwin's figure tiny on the far side. "Ed!"
he called as he ran. "Hang on for one nore second!" If he could just touch
Edwi n, grab his hand!

Rob was cl ose enough to see his expression now. A look of hurt and horror
distorted Edwin's face. He stepped backwards, one step, and then another
"No!" Rob screanmed hoarsely, as Edwi n stepped over the edge.

Rob skidded to his knees at the stony lip. The actual drop was nore than
twenty feet and sl oped away into a steep rubbl e-choked valley. Edw n
tunmbl ed down |i ke a discarded doll, |oosening a small aval anche of pebbles
and rock. He slid to a halt hal fway down, partly buried in the scree. Dust
settled in his hair. "Ed!" Rob yelled. But Edwin didn't nove

An icy clarity filled Rob. He couldn't clinb down from here—nore rocks
woul d slide down. He ran well to one side, where the cliff was lower, to
climb down and then over. As he clanbered down the slope, he realized it
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woul d be inmpossible for himto haul Edwin back up alone. The hill was too
steep and unstable. He had to have hel p, fast. What had G| ganesh said
about nomad shepherds?

He scranbl ed across to Edwin and touched himgently. In its torn sleeve
Edwi n's left armwas bent back at an inpossible angle. Rob straightened it
gently, and the sound of the broken bone ends grating agai nst each ot her
made hi m shudder. Bl ood pouring froma gaping scal p wound rmasked Edwi n's
face. When Rob tried to clear away the boul ders pinning his | ower body,
more rocks threatened to roll down, and he had to stop. Rob pulled out a
Pol arfl eece mitten liner, the only piece of cloth to hand, and pressed it
to the head wound. The skull bone gave sickeningly under his fingers. He
didn't dare to apply firmpressure. Afamliar terror filled Rob, the odd
pani ¢ that had possessed himin the hospital ER after the Chasbro fire.
Edwi n was dyi ng.

But now Rob was al nbst a year older, and far nore experienced. He didn't
have to thrash around in frantic and selfish dismay. He could really act
this tinme. The plight was desperate, |ong past what Edwin had called the
action point. Rob reached out, questing, feeling for the nearest help. He
sensed G | gamesh, immured in his cave, and noved outwards. About ten niles
west at an oasis, sone shepherds living in yurts. Conme, he silently
commanded them Farther out now, in a widening circle. Agebin was between
Uzbeki st an and Kazakhstan. Zarafshan to the south had been a small town,
but farther north and east was Qyzylorda, a provincial Kazakh capital. No
airplane could land at the site here, so he needed a helicopter

Edwi n sighed, stirring a little. He was sinking. Rob could feel it. Deep in
the central stronghold of himself Edwi n was perhaps even now pulling on a
white lab coat for his final stand, marshaling an el ectron nicroscope and a
| apt op conputer for weapons. None of the sumoned help could arrive in
time. The distances were just too great. Shivering, Rob stared down into

t he bl ood-sneared face and thought, this is how Gl ganesh felt when Enkidu
died. G lganesh has sat gazing into the face of a dying friend, and
suffered this same pain. Equal and exactly alike.

Suddenly Rob threw down the dripping gory nmtten. He had brought his copy
of the Agebin inscription back to everyday life once. And once he had
twisted his ankle in a visionary sub-basenment and woke up |inping. Wat now
was in his shirt pocket? He wi ped his sticky hands on his jeans and groped
in the flannel pocket with trenbling fingers.

He drew t he beads out and cupped themcarefully in his palm In the |ast
sunset |ight they glowed strangely, the pearl with a cool luster and the
gemlike a tiny live coal. They were netaphors made real, constructs,
synbol s for processes or nagi cs he could not conprehend. What exactly did
eternal life entail? Escape fromthe aging process, obviously, and liberty
fromtrivial details |like eating and drinking, but what else? Healing of
nmortal wounds, perhaps? Rob barely hesitated. The ganble had to be taken
What ever happened, Edwin could hardly come to worse harm now. Gently, he
forced the pearl past Edwin's pallid |ips and onto his tongue.

Not hi ng happened, no flash of light or alarmbell or anything. Rob felt
Edwi n's pul se but wasn't able to say whether it was getting weaker or
stronger. The head wound had stopped bl eedi ng, but applying pressure could
be responsible for that. He could only watch and wait.

The light was going fast. The sand-laden wi nd scoured |ike emery paper
across the darkening hill, teasing fluffs of goose down out of the rents in
Edwi n's parka. Al this tine Rob had been clutching the red gemin his left
hand. But suddenly, with a horrible start, he realized the hand was
clutching enptiness. If he had dropped the jewel on this rocky hillside no
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one would ever find it again! Rob opened the hand, cursing his own

carel essness, and was jolted to see a vivid red-orange danpness on his
pal m Even as he watched, the color sank into his skin and vani shed. The
gem had nelted like an ice cube and apparently been absorbed. It was so
dark now he coul d al nost believe he'd inmagined it. It wasn't as if his
hands weren't already sneared with red wetness. Yet the jewel was gone. |f

only he had worn mittens, or kept the thing in his pocket! I amin big
troubl e now, Rob thought wearily. And, dam it, | left the lantern with
G | ganesh.

It was fully night before half a dozen shepherds arrived riding two-hunped
Bactrian camels. A strangely conpliant crew, they wasted no tine on

questions, but lit torches and dug Edwin carefully out of the hill. Chilled
and pai n-w acked, Rob could only help a little as they rolled Edwin in
wool en rugs and carried himto safety. He still clung to life, but Rob

wasn't quite able to hope yet.
"Do you have nedicine for him great |ord?" the chief shepherd asked.

"No. But a helicopter will arrive in a couple hours," Rob replied. He sat
bone-weary by the canpfire that sonmeone had Iit near the Rover. Very
tentatively soneone el se offered hima netal cup of the | ocal green tea
Rob took it and drank thirstily, nodding his thanks.

"Are you— The shepherd hesitated. He was a starved-looking man in worn
wool en robes and a shaggy fur cap, his bronze face weathered into a hundred
winkles. "Are you the new god? Is the old one gone at |ast?"

Rob al nost crushed the thin netal cup in his hands. "Don't call ne that!
Don't you dare, not me or himeither, or I'Il, I'"ll—= He couldn't think of
anything frightening enough to use as a threat.

But the shepherd didn't need threats. He groveled in the dust at Rob's
feet, whinpering, "Mercy, great lord! Forgive nme!"

"It's all right. Get up, please! You know him then. The old one, in the
cave." O course—these unfortunate nomads were G | gamesh's nearest

nei ghbors in the desert. He had probably been nuscling the tribe to cater
to his whinms for centuries. No wonder they were scared rigid.

"When you called to us, we thought it was him" That accounted then for
their speed and docility.

"You keep it in mind, then, all of you—+ ama nman, and he is a man. Never
believe anything different." The shepherds squatting around the fire nodded
obediently. Rob rubbed his dirty beard, thinking hard. "Wuld your people
be willing to take himin?"

"Who, the old one?" The chief |ooked anything but enthusiastic.

"He is wthout power now. He may not even be able to speak to you. | doubt
if he knows Kazakh. He is old and hel pl ess, and weary of being alone in his
cave." Rob was careful not to use any nuscle. These nen deserved to make
their own choice

"Well..." The chief | ooked around at his nen. "It would be an act of
hospitality. Allah smiles upon such.”

So there was one burden gone. "Good. Now, does anyone in your tribe know
how to drive a notor vehicle?"

Anot her round of glances, and a tribesman vol unteered, "My son can drive."
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"Whuld he be willing to drive this Land Rover back to Zarafshan for ne?
I"I'l wite down where it should go. In return I'Il give your tribe all the
baggage. "

That got a big positive reaction. The shepherds junped up, chattering
excitedly, to | ook over their bonanza. Rob claimed only his duffel and
Edwi n's bl ack nylon briefcase with the laptop, with a few extra cl ot hes
stuffed in the top. Edwin's toys would be a gold mine for these

i mpoveri shed people, and there was no way to fit all this junk into a
rescue helicopter. Fromthe bottom of the duffel he dug out the box of
classy letter paper he had bought on Madi son Avenue. By firelight he
scribbled a brief note to Rev. Pallet, explaining that an acci dent had
forced themto evacuate by air. He gave the note and the keys to the
shepherd with the driver son

Then Rob could let hinself relax. Everything else he'd worry about
tomorrow. It was al nbst midnight. He was so exhausted the canpfire seened
to split into two fires, then three, before slipping into focus again.
warmy wapped, Edwin slept beside it. Rob |lay down on the bare ground
beside himand fell asleep instantly.

CHAPTER 10

"You remenber, Rob, when | called you a terrifying dude?" Edw n asked in
cheerful tones. "That's what you call reasoning ahead of your data. | take
it back. Beside old G| you cone off |ike Wody Alien."

It was barely after sunrise, but they were already over the Aral Sea flying
west. The cargo plane was only half full, so Edwi n's body-board stretcher
was strapped across four of the folding canvas seats that ran down one
flank of the interior. Rob sat on the seat at his feet. Edwin grinned
happily at himfromunder the heavy white bandage around his head. He was
al nost unrecogni zable. His hair was matted into points with dried bl ood,
and the slurry of blood mxed with dust had dried into his skin. Dr.
Mtchells, the Red Cross doctor, said, "Hs pelvis is fractured. He should
be screaming in pain. | don't understand it." He stuck the | ast piece of
whi t e adhesive tape down on the leg splint and cut off the end with a

sci ssors.

"I didn't think | could bear it," Rob explained tautly.

"You couldn't bear it?" Dr. Mtchells shot himan odd gl ance

"I get by with alittle help fromny friends, doc." Edwi n | ooked down at
his splints and bandages. "Guess |'mnot going to pass nmy NASA physical,
huh?"

"Don't give up hope, Ed—please!" So far there had been no chance to bring
Edwin up to date. The prospect nade Rob al nbst too tense to sit still.

"You're sure now?" Dr. Mtchells demanded once again. "This is inportant.
It will affect his future treatnent, you understand? They didn't adm nister
morphia in the helicopter, nor at the airfield? And you didn't medicate

hi n? No experiments with hashi sh, no opiumcigarettes, no nothing?"

Rob shook his head. Edwin said, "He wouldn't know how to nedi cate a house
pl ant, doc."

"This is so weird," the doctor nuttered. "And | have a quarterly report to
wite in Qzylorda. | have no idea why |'m zipping off to Istanbul on a
cargo flight with a pair of tourists.” He pulled the blanket up to Edwin's
chest.
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"It's a nystery," Edwin agreed. "Am | done for the nonent? Good! | wonder,
coul d you | ook himover now?"

"There's nothing wwong with me,"’
touched possessed him

Rob objected. The old reluctance to be

"You shoul d see yourself." Edwin net Rob's eye and wi nked a perm ssion. Rob
took a quick glance at hinself through Edwin's eyes, and was startled. He
had forgotten how nany knocks he had taken yesterday. His fair hair and
beard were crusted with dark dried blood, and his face was bruised al

al ong one side fromfalling onto rock. And he was filthy—not as
spectacularly griny as Edwin, but pretty bad.

Grunbling, the doctor swabbed his cuts clean. "You should have a stitch in
that eyebrow. Let ne give it sone xylocaine."

"Don't bother—ust sewit." If Rob could short-circuit Edwin's pain
response it was no trouble to briefly disconnect his own too.

"It's a macho contest, right? You two are trying to see who's tougher." The
doctor rooted in his nmedical bag, swearing under his breath.

When the doctor was finished with Rob he retreated to the cockpit to swap
grievances with the pilot. Rob took a deep breath of nervous anticipation
"Does it bug you that |I'mnessing with your head? Anytine you want, |'1|
quit.”

"Don't be ridiculous. To screamlike the doc thinks | should would
enbarrass me. | can tell I'"mhurting, but it doesn't bother nme at all—ike
it's happeni ng sonewhere far away."

"Are you tired? You want to sleep?"

"Maybe a little later. Right now !l want to think and tal k. The usua
Bar bar ossa agenda. You got sone pretty nmjor bruising there, bud. Is that
what's bot hering you?"

"CGolly, no!" Rob hastily buttoned his flannel shirt back up, cursing the
doctor for insisting on listening to his chest. Opening the shirt had
reveal ed that he was bl ack and bl ue all over.

"Well, what's on your mind?" Edwin's eyes narrowed in suspicion. "This pain
thing you're doing on me, you're not actually toting the |oad or anything?"

"Forget it, it's a snap." Rob unbuckled his seat belt and noved to sit
cross-l egged on the floor beside the stretcher. "Ed, | have sonet hing
extrenely inportant to say, okay? And | want to apol ogi ze i n advance.

Anything | can do to help you with it in future, you got it. That's a
prom se. "

Edwi n shook his head. "Come on, Rob. I'msure this isn't going to be a
per manent disability. People break their pelvic bones all the tine. It's no
big deal ."

"No, Ed, that's not it at all. Let ne tell this ny way." Rob couldn't think
where to begin. "The doctor told you about your injuries, right? The | eg,
the pelvis, the arm the ribs."

"Funny thing," Edwin said. "I renenber everything up to the actual fall.
Just as well, | guess."”
"Shall | tell you why that is? Because the worst injury was your head."
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"What, this?" Edwin touched the head bandage with his uninjured right hand.
"It's just a scalp wound. The doc said so. Fourteen stitches, though—a
personal best for nme."

"When | got to you, Ed, it was a dent in your skull. About this big." Rob
made a circle with his fingers and thunbs. "And-and squi shy. You must have
hit a rock."

"Ch, you nust be nistaken, Rob," Edwi n said with naddeni ng assurance.
"Cranial trauma like that? | woul d' ve been herniating, bleeding into the
brain with a burst aneurysm or an epidural henatona. People don't survive
injury like that without inmrediate surgery to relieve the pressure inside
the skull. And a brain injury usually entails obvious neurol ogi ca
consequences. | nmean, here | amtalking quite connectedly to you, sound as
a dollar, at least on the cognitive front. Scal p wounds are way nessy-that
nmust have confused you."

"I"'mnot telling this the right way," Rob said, frustrated. "Look. Wen I
nailed G1 | stripped himof everything. The power, and the eternal life
too. | had to do it. He was too dangerous to let run around with it."

Edwi n blinked up at him "D d you kill hinP"

"Not outright." When he thought back on it Rob was appalled at his own

serene cruelty. "I should have. To suddenly be an ordi nary average person,
after all these centuries—he'll go nuts. It's worse than how he did it to
me. At least | had a week or so to gear up to speed. G| lost it all in one
i nstant."

"And out there in the desert al one—the poor old guy, Rob, he'll freeze! And
starve!"

"No he won't. The shepherds will take himin. Ed, don't distract me.
clinmbed down and found you dying froma massive head injury. | swear
it—+t's absolutely and objectively true. | had to save your life the only

way | could. And | had it on ne: the nagic sea flower that confers eterna
life. So | gave it to you."

Edwi n lay and stared consideringly at himfor a |long nonent. Wen it becane
obvi ous he wasn't going to speak Rob said inpatiently, "Ch, spit it out,
Ed. We've been through so nuch, you can be up front with ne."

"I think," Edwin said gently, "that you've taken sone pretty heavy hit

poi nts, Rob. Ooviously you've defeated G | ganesh, but it's cost you. It
must have been brutal. Look at those bruises. And you haven't conme to an
acconodation with the tiger side of yourself, aml right? If you had to
kill him it's perfectly normal to suffer enotional stress, and feel a need
for a coping nechanism. . . You don't agree with ne."

Rob covered his sore face with his hands, partly in frustration but also to
hide his unwilling smle. "Be fair, Ed. Have | ever told you anything that
wasn't the plain and sinple truth? But there's an easy way to prove this
one. Back in Kazakhstan Dr. Mtchells said your pelvis was broken. That's
why you're strapped to this body board. Let's get himto look at it again."
He got up

In the cranped airplane cockpit Dr. Mtchells refused point-blank to | eave
the copilot's chair. "There's no necessity whatever to check the injury.

The | ess stress we put on the break the better. | never saw a plai ner
fracture. He'll probably need surgery, and be bedridden for nonths."
Rob was nettled by his self-satisfied tone. "I don't agree with your
di agnosi s, " he said deliberately.
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The doctor glared at him "And who awarded you an M D.? You want himto
scream is that it? | tell you, Meg, there are sone sick people in the
world."

The pilot gl anced over her shoulder at Rob. "Ch, be a sport, Bill. Go check
hi m out —Araybe there's sonething really wong."

"No such luck," the doctor grow ed, grabbing his nedical bag.

Back in the cargo bay Edwi n was restless. "Maybe we should wait for an X
ray," he said nervously. "O an MRI. You know, Rob, it's not that | don't
trust you. It's just that you see things in a nore creative way sonetines."

"Creative," Rob repeated, with a straight face. "Very tactful, pal. I
appreciate it."

Ignoring all this, the doctor knelt and threw the bl anket back. Underneat h,
what renmi ned of Edwin's bl ood-boltered clothing hung in tatters fromwhere
the doctor had cut things away. The bulky splints on his right |eg
imobilized it fromhip to ankle. Bl ack padded nyl on straps snugly
criss-crossed his body fromarnpits to knees, binding himinnmoveably to the
body board. "This ought to hurt,” Mtchells said. "If it doesn't, it's

anot her goddam nmystery." He worked his fingers into exam nation gloves and
delicately probed the hipbones.

"You're going to tickle ne," Edwin fretted

Mtchells sat back on his heels for a nmoment. "That's not right," he
muttered. He put a pal mon the point of either hip and | eaned, rocking the
dish of bone with his full weight. "Could it be that. . . Dam it! Wit a
m nute though. You felt sonmething, didn't you?"

The | ayer of grime stood out starkly on Edwin's stubbled face as he went
suddenly pale. "Not a thing," he said in a stunned tone. "It's just—+'m
thinking, that's all."

Wth brusque angry notions the doctor began unbuckling the nylon straps.
"It's got to be broken. It was broken when we strapped you down! Here, sit
up, will you?"

Rob hel ped the doctor hoist Edwi n up, maneuvering the clunsy splinted arm
and leg into position. Edwin sat on the edge of the board | ooking nerely
bewi | dered. It was obvious the action gave himno trouble at all

Hopel essly, the doctor flexed his good leg in several directions. Then he
stood up and announced, "Ckay. There's no pelvic fracture. | give up. | do
not understand. The sooner you two get out of ny life, the happier 1'lI
be." He turned and marched back to the cockpit.

Rob sat down in his own canvas seat. "Ed, |I'mtruly sorry. | know the | ast
thing you wanted was to get sucked in like this."

Edwi n rubbed the back of his neck with his good hand. Loosened dust
pattered down all around him "Wuat | wouldn't give for a cup of coffee
And a shower. | still can't believe this is happening. Tell me nore, Rob
Tell me everything. How did you get the thing away from G | ganesh? Is it
connected to your own weirdness? How did you give it to ne?"

Rob stuck for a nmonent, trying to surmount his usual difficulty in putting
the experience into words. Finally he said, "You swallowed it, Ed. Like a
pi ece of candy."

Edwi n | eaned hi s bandaged forehead on his hand. "No, Rob. You can't do the

file:/l/F|/rah/Brenda%20Clough/Clough,%20Brenda%20W%?20-%20How%20Like%20A%20God.txt (135 of 156) [8/27/03 9:00:13 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Brenda%620Cl ough/Clough,%20Brenda%20W%20-%20How%20L ike%20A %20God. txt

i nexplicable explanation bit any nore. This time | really have to
understand. Let's rewind a bit, and go through it in order. Wien | left the
cave, go back to that. Wwo said or did what, next?"

"He . . . I—= For a nmonent Rob wanted to beg off, just repeat that it was
too hard to explain. But hadn't he just prom sed Edwi n he'd hel p hi mcope?
No one had been there to tell Rob the score |ast year, but at |east he
could help Edwin find a balance now. "Well, we—we discussed conquering the
world."

Edwi n wat ched himnarrowy fromunder the head bandage. "The two of you
were going to take over the world. Like Pinky and the Brain."

"Um not quite. He was going to take over his bit, Europe and Asia, while
managed the Americas. And then we were going to have a war, just for
ki cks."

Edwi n raised his eyebrows so high, the dried blood and dirt fell off his
browin flakes. "I can't dismiss old G| as a wacko w th del usi ons of
grandeur. |'ve seen too much now. Rob, truly—did he have that caliber of
power ?" Rob nodded, and Edwi n sl ow y added, "Do you?"

"Gl told ne he was a god. And—and that |'mone too."

Rob coul d hear the edge of anxiety, the shameful plea for reassurance, in
his own voice. But Edwin didn't fail him "I have sone slight acquai ntance
with God," he said gravely, "and | can assure you there's not mnuch

resenbl ance. Besides, didn't the epic poemsay that G| ganesh was only
partly divine?"

"Two-thirds god and one-third man," Rob recall ed.

"Well, there you are," Edwin said with satisfaction. "That's fl at-out

i mpossi ble, the way DNA replication wirks. He'd have to be one-half, or
maybe three-quarters. The ancient Sunerians woul dn't have a clue about the
Mendel i an | aws of inheritance. So G| planned to rule the world. Cbviously
you didn't go along with this anbitious agenda."

"No. In fact we, uh . . ."

"Di sagreed. Vehenently. You fought him" Edwin pointed at Rob's plaid
shirt, which hid the bruises conpletely. "How?"

"In our . . . There's a place you can get to, Ed. If you get sufficiently
weird. It's your own place, individual as a fingerprint, sort of ... like
your own personality, expressed as an environnent." Edw n's bl ank
expression drove Rob to greater clarity. "Like the way a Wb page is you
expressed on the Internet. | told you about mne. How G| left nme an e-nmai
there. "

"Right, | remenber that."
"So when we fought, he dragged me into his own head."

"Holy Mke!" Edwin pulled the |aptop out of his briefcase and powered it
up. "I wish | could ve seen it—what was it like in there?"

"It was a desert, exactly like the country we drove through. Just | ooking
at it, you'd know G| was really bad news. And he tried to nail ne. But
wi ggl ed out, back to the cave, and that's when |I got so dinged up."

Wt hout |ooking up fromthe keyboard Edwi n shook his head. "You're
abridging, Rob. | can tell. But how d you get the drop on hinP"
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Edwi n was hunt - and- pecki ng notes on with one hand, his right. Rob noticed
that the left hand in its shoul der-to-knuckle splint kept trying to help
too, particularly with the space bar. Wthout mentioning it he wi thdrew the
pai n bl ocker from Edwi n's head. Edwin didn't seemto feel a change. Rob
said, "I saw how he did it. Pulled me into his owmn head. So | did the sane.
Pulled himinto ne."

"What's it |ike there?" Edwi n asked, as he had before.

But this was utterly inpossible for Rob. The strange joy and power, the
sense that he had truly conme together in that place—he knew it was a
ridiculously inadequate description of that glory and beauty to say, "It
was |ike New York City . . . I'msorry, Ed. If | were a poet, or a
songwiter, if I had the words ..."

"It's okay." Edwin's gl ance was specul ative but full of synpathy. "Maybe
we'll work on that later, bud. Right nowlet's stick to the straight
narrative. What did you do to hin? How did you take away his power?"

Recounting the vivid unreality of the battle was like trying to grasp a

dream "I got himdown," Rob said slowy, "and then I, | unzipped him The
two things, they were |ike beads inside his tumy: a pearl and a ruby. And
I took themout. But | knew fromthe epic that eternal |ife was the pearl."

"And this is the pearl you had me swallow |ike candy." Edwin sat staring at
his conputer screen, his splinted | eg sticking awkwardly out to one side.
"Darn it, | have to cook up a way to get a better grip on this. An
inarticulate fellow like you is the worst possible observer. Rob, does this
mean you have G1's power? |Is it a sandwich, or a virus? | nean, do you now
have tw ce as nmuch as before?"

"l guess so. | haven't tried anything nmuch with it."
"But won't it be twice as hard to ride herd on?"

"Probably. | should' ve given the red jewel to you too, but you woul dn't
have |iked it."

"I"'mvery glad you didn't," Edwin agreed. "This pearl bit is going to be
pl enty weird enough, as it were."

"Let nme see your arm" Rob began picking at the adhesive tape on the
splint. "There's only one nore vital thing for you to know, Ed. You're not
in nmy situation. You're not stuck with this. | gave it to you, and | know
how to take it away again. |If having eternal |ife gets on your nerves,

can unzip you and take the pearl out—though I'd like you to put up with it
until your bones all knit together, first. Any tine you want out, you just
say." He ripped the fastening tape free and began unw nding the cloth
bandage.

"l see a problemwth that, Rob. | nmay well outlive you, and if | do I'min
dutch.” Edwin's grin was still alittle crooked. "I do not at all want to
live forever. |'d rather do ny threescore and ten and then die in peace.

But it does occur to ne that an astronaut who can't get killed night be
really useful on a space mssion. So don't predecease ne until after | cone
back from Mars, and then you can have the inmortality back again with ny

bl essing. "

"Ri ght. When the photon torpedoes need new dilithiumcrystals you could
just step out into warp space and install them"™

"You're no Trekki e—photon torpedoes don't take dilithiumcrystals!" Edwin's

file:/l/F|/rah/Brenda%20Clough/Clough,%20Brenda%20W%?20-%20How%20Like%20A%20God.txt (137 of 156) [8/27/03 9:00:13 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Brenda%620Cl ough/Clough,%20Brenda%20W%20-%20How%20L ike%20A %20God. txt
| augh had sonething of its old exuberance now.

"Ckay, how does it feel?" Rob let the splints drop in a tangle of padding
and bandage stri ps.

Edwin flexed the armw thout difficulty. "I can see the fracture sites," he
said, pointing. Alivid bruise near the crook of his el bow and anot her near
the wist were all that remained of the injuries. A ready the nmarks | ooked
yel low and old, fading at the edges. "I wonder if the bone would sustain
pushups yet?"

"Gve it another couple hours," Rob suggested. "Shall | start on your |eg
now? That splint doesn't | ook confortable."

"Dr. Mtchells is going to be so pissed," Edwi n said, shaking his head
ruefully. "Sure, get it going. I'll start rolling up some of these
bandages. Maybe if we put themneatly back into his bag you can convi nce
himit was all a bad dream”

Part Four
CHAPTER 1

On the first afternoon in May, Rob arrived at Edwin's apartnent. He had

wal ked all the way fromthe bus termnal. Now he ran up the stairs two at a
time, the old duffel bag on his shoulder and the laptop carrier in hand. He
rang the bell and then turned the doorknob. Edwin didn't bother to | ock the
door when he was at hone.

Stepping into the hallway, Rob alnbst ran into a young wonan. Wth an
effort he kept his nouth from dropping open. She was not tall, but
stunningly beautiful, with a mass of dark curly hair and fiery brown eyes
under delicate eyebrows. The nonment she saw him the butterfly eyebrows
sl anted together. "You," she said. "I recognize you. You nust be that

wor | d-cl ass | ouse, Rob Lew s!"

Rob clutched his laptop to his chest. "Holy nackerel. And you nust be
Carina. Ed's told ne so much about you."

"Edwi n," Carina declared, "hasn't the conmmon sense God gave a hen. And you
take himon a rock-clinbing vacation in the Ural nountains! He could have
gotten really hurt—ef all the stupid, ill-considered expeditions, and in
March, no | ess! Nobody with two brain cells to rub together visits Centra
Asia in winter. You could have frozen to death!"

Rob recogni zed the rock-clinbing story they'd agreed on. In the face of her
righteous fury he could only shrink. "I"'mvery sorry," he munbled. "I1'I1
never do it again, | promse."

"Ch dear!" A stricken | ook spread over her tanned face. "And | prom sed
Edwin faithfully I wouldn't yell at you! |I'msorry. You have to excuse me—+
have to nake a phone call."

She darted into the bedroom and banged the door. Rob went nore slowy into
the messy living room Dressed in jean shorts and a baseball T-shirt, Edwi n
was wor ki ng out on his Lifecycle to the pounding beat of Van Mrrison. The
| at est issue of Journal of M crobiology was clipped open on the book stand,
and he was eating a large slice of apple pie fromthe pan. He picked up the
renote and powered the stereo's volune down. "H, Rob, want sone?"

"You don't have to pack in the calories any nore, you know Ed, have
caused troubl e between you and your girl?" Rob noved a pair of rollerblades
froma chair to the floor before sitting down.
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"I mpossible. What, did Carina lay into you? Ignore it. She has a |l ot on her
mnd. | think we're going to tie the knot at last."

"Congratul ati ons! She's a gemthat Pol aroid you have of her at the |l ab
doesn't nearly do her justice."

Edwi n raised his dark eyebrows in nock alarm "You didn't tell her that,
did you?"

"l wouldn't have the nerve!"

"She hates it when peopl e judge her by her |ooks." Edw n grinned,
renenbering. "In fact, at the cerenony, be sure and tell her that her
weddi ng gown nakes her | ook intellectual."

Rob laughed. "I'Il do that, and I'Il tell her you told nme to! Wenis it
goi ng to be?"

"I'n August sonetine. She's calling her fol ks now to coordi nate cal endars.
You see, we have to do it after July twentieth."

Edwi n' s voi ce suddenly quivered with suppressed excitenent. Rob asked, "And
what's so inportant about that day?"

"This canme yesterday over the net." He put the pie pan down and scooped a
pi ece of paper froma table to pass over. It was a printout of an e-nmil
nessage

Eddie!'!! The list's FINALLY been handed down from on high! I
spent all morning chasing it down, they DON T want it all over

the place yet, but YOURE ONIT!!I!I!! <virtual confetti and
chanpagne> The official wheels will start turning next week. You
can tell your famly of course, but don't steal the President's
t hunder, okay? There'|ll be a Wite House announcenent, on July
20, natch. CONGRATULATIONS!!!!I! Jeremny
P.S. Bring nme back a souvenir—how about a T-shirt? "My coll ege
roonmmate went to Nix Aynpica, and all | got was this |ousy
T-shirt!™ ):):):):):):)

"July twentieth," Rob said, thunderstruck. "I renenber, that's Apoll o Day.

Does that nean—
"A good day to make the Mars announcenent, don't you think?"

"So you're in!" Rob shook Edwin's free hand with both his own.
"Congratul ati ons agai n! You've been having a very busy week!"

"I''l'l be busier yet. | have to nmove to Houston to do astronaut training.
You want to take over ny apartnent |ease here?"

"No, |I... Gosh, | didn't realize you'd have to nove. And you'll be in space
for years." Rob's heart sank a little.

"They're only just building the space station. | figure it'll be five years
easy, before they're ready for lift-off."

"That's practically forever," Rob said with relief.

"Just what Carina said. Hence the wedding." The tiner dinged. Edwi n | eaped
of f the machine and w ped his sweaty forehead and neck with an old towel.
"I couldn't sleep last night, | was so jazzed up. And if we don't talk
about something else | won't sleep tonight either. Wat are you doing with
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your |aptop there? Do we need to print you another graph?"

Rob nodded. "I spent all this week in Atlantic Cty."
" And?"
From pure excitenment Rob could hardly get the words out. "I lost ny shirt,

Ed. Every dine."

"You did? Eet ne have that disk! But | thought it was going to be at |east
twi ce as tough?"

"Let me do it. | can't really describe it, but |I figure it's like this.
It's sandw ches, not viruses. G| ganesh gave ne half his power, and it was
i ke one wheel —a unicycle. It's tough to learn to ride a unicycle, but
after a while | was doing okay with it. Then | got his other half, and I'm
riding on two wheels now-a bicycle. And bicycles are easier, not harder
I"'ma whiz now, with total control—-+ook at this."

Rob t ook one hand off the keyboard and held it up. The heat |ightning
effect, the only visible sign of his power, |eaped obediently from
fingertip to fingertip and back again.

"Holy M ke! Then that neans you did it! Thank God!"

Edwi n gave hima high five. The open joy on his face was wonderful to see
Rob grinned happily back at himand said, "So | was wondering, do you have
a razor | could borrow?"

"I"ve fallen off the sled here," Edwin confessed. "Are you taking off the
face fuzz? What for?"

"I can tell you're not a parent, Ed. Angel a and Davey have never seen ne in
a beard. The transition will be easier for the kids if | |ook pretty nuch
the sane as a year ago."

Edwi n cl apped a hand to his forehead. "Of course! | wasn't thinking. You're
goi ng hone!"

"Tonight." Hi s happiness was so great Rob felt alnmpst sick with it. If he
shoul d ever get swell-headed his nervous stomach woul d keep hi m hunbl e.

Carina passed through briskly frombedroomto kitchen, remarking, "Edw n
says you have tumy trouble, Rob. So it's tea and toast for you. No apple
pie—+t'll be too rich.”

"Besides, | ate it all,"” Edwin said. As the printer began its chatter he
moved over to sit at one of the two dining tables.

Carina set a Corningware casserole dish of |eftover vegetarian | asagne
down. "Oh Edwi n, how coul d you, before |unch?"

"It's not slowing me domn, nowis it?" He cut hinself a generous portion,
| aughi ng up at her.

Rob sat down. It seened easier not to argue with Carina, and it was too
early to | eave yet. Rush-hour bus service in Fairfax didn't start unti
four. He ate chewy whol e-grain toast and drank organi c herbal digestive
tea, another Carina inport—Edwin only ever served coffee and desi gner
wat er .

Rob felt old and wise as he watched the electricity between the two, and
more than a little anused. To see two such confident and sel f-possessed
peopl e so deeply enanpbred was a riot. It was obvious to his experienced eye
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that they were not yet sleeping together. In her worn khaki shirt and
shorts, Carina | ooked |ike Mss Anerica doing an |Indiana Jones inpression
for the talent conpetition. It was particularly comc to watch Edw n
assessing the fit of those shorts, and the nutual blush when Carina noticed
himdoing it. Just as well the wedding would be this sunmer.

After lunch Rob piled the dishes into the sink, and would have washed them
if Carina hadn't turfed himout. "I have to put the chicken nole on," she
said. "You two go and anal yze your graphs." She dropped a kiss on the top
of Edwin's head and went into the kitchen

"l thought we should | ook over the entire file," Edwin said when they noved
into the living room "Here, hold this end.”

Spread out, the bar graph showed a truly notable progress. Rob could see
how he had slowy and steadily decreased the | eak since autumm. "And you
know, this wasn't a waste of tine," he said. He slid the | ong sheet of
paper through his work-call oused hands. "If | hadn't gotten a handle on the
power, G | ganesh woul d have trashed ne. He nearly did anyway. "

"I think you had better stick to GI|," Edwin said. "The nane G | ganesh will
excite Carina unduly. There isn't an archaeol ogi st on earth who woul dn't
kill to meet him Even without the weirdness and the live-forever thing,

he's a treasure trove. To talk to soneone who's actually lived in Uuk and
Dlmn ..."

"Go back to Kazakhstan then and | ook himup."

"Ch, don't tenpt ne, Rob! Maybe when | get back from Mars. You'll have to
come too, you know, to translate. Sumerian's a dead | anguage."”

"I just promised Carina |I'd do no such thing!"

Edwi n shouted with |aughter until the roomrang. "You know, there never
used to be enough hours in the day for everything | wanted to acconpli sh:
the books and papers to read and wite, the research to do, the people to
know. Now | realize, | literally have all the time in the world."

Rob | ooked at himcarefully, not quite sure what he was trying to perceive
Edwi n | ooked exactly as al ways, tanned and fit and blithe—f anything, nore
cl ean-cut than usual, since his hair had been trimed for Carina's visit.
But Rob renenbered, that first day at NIH, foreseeing that his friend's
dark coneliness would nature. That woul d never happen now. Edwi n had al ways
| ooked young for his age, and now he al ways woul d. Wthout the sound of
time's winged chariot hurrying behind him would Edwi n be able to change
and grow? He had gained eternal life, but what had he lost? "Imortality is
going to suit you, is it?" Rob said cautiously.

"Well, it did occur to me that a ot of really useful research could be
done, and now | don't have to rely on the unwilling cooperation of a nervy
subject. It would be fascinating to find out exactly how eternal life is
done. Just for starters I'mhaving a friend over in the Blood Institute do
me a full blood workup. Me, I'mnot afraid of needles, no sirree."

Rob | aughed. "You can still count ne out. For a minute you had me worried,
but you're still yourself, Ed."

"Yes," Edwin said nore soberly. "And I'mgoing to do ny |level best to stay
that way. Call it denial if you want, but I'm hanging onto ny self and ny
goals. I'mgoing to eat neals, and get nmarried, and start a famly, all the
ordinary stuff. Your experiences have been kind of ... frightening."

Rob nodded. "Yeah, by all neans avoid ny mstakes. No point in two of us
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maki ng dam fools of ourselves."

Edwin swirled the tea around in the bottomof his nug. "I don't know how
you survived this past year, bud. Now |'ve cone a little way into weird
with you | can appreciate it."

Rob sat up, alarnmed. "Are you in bad shape, Ed?"

"Nah, do | look it?" Edwi n gave his barrel chest with its orange Oioles
T-shirt a resounding slap. "But even though being i mortal doesn't have a
day-to-day inpact, it—sonetinmes it haunts nme, Rob. The inplications. Like,
do | tell Carina? She's going to be my wife-how can | not trust her with
such an inportant fact about nme? So |'ve decided | have to, maybe after the
weddi ng. And what about NASA? My oxygen consunption rate tests really worry
me. "

"Your what? What does oxygen have to do with it?"

"Rob, think about it. | don't need to eat or drink. | don't need to breathe
either. The other day | held nmy breath for fifty-five mnutes just to see
if I could doit. If this shows up on the metabolic rate tests, how |l ong
will it be before the whole story runs on the front page of the Washi ngton
Post ?"

"You don't need to eat, but that isn't keeping you from scarfing down
| asagne and apple pie," Rob pointed out.

Edwi n | eaned back, considering. "That's a thought. Perhaps |'m burning
oxygen anyway, as long as there's plenty around. There are ways to find
out. . . And you, your weirdness is way scarier. It trashed your life.
You're still not finished pulling the pieces together. You could have been
hel | on wheels squared and cubed, Rob. Bad as old G| in his cave—=~

Edwi n stopped, watching him and Rob realized he had frozen in md-sip, the
mug hal fway to his mouth. He set it down carefully on the armof his chair.
"That' s—that's nmore true than you know, Ed," he said quietly. "I never
thought I'd find out why this thing happened to ne. But G| told ne."

"He was | onesone," Edwin recalled. "Wanted sone peers."

"He wanted to have sone fun," Rob corrected him "And he chose soneone who
could share his interests. Rape and nurder, for instance."

Edwin junped to his feet. "No, Rob! What is this, a selfesteemissue?
That's sinply not true! You are nothing like the old guy. | can attest to
it."

"Sel f-esteem be damed! " Suddenly Rob was frightened, with the violent
unreasoni ng despair of a child in the dark. G| gamesh had naned the
prisoner in the sub-basenent: H s name was G | ganesh too. "And so is mne,"
Rob said aloud, his voice barely above a whisper. "I defeated G | ganesh.
But heis I. I'll never be rid of him" It had all been for nothing, the
worry and striving. He had conscious control over the power now, but what
about his control over hinself? How could he return home, know ng that the
next tinme Jul cut off another driver, he mght lose it and kill her? The
eneny wi thin was unbeat abl e.

"Rob," Edwi n was repeating. "Rob! WIIl you listen to sonme plain reasoni ng?"
"Sure." The habitual reply escaped wi thout thought.

"Firstly, | want to point out that old G| was a liar. Practically the
first thing he told you was an untruth. He wasn't God, nor your father, or
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any of that stuff. Am1 right?"

Rob had forgotten that. "But we thought so nmuch alike, Ed. It gave ne
chills. Some of the things he said—=

"I'"'m not saying he was nendaci ous from beginning to end. But don't forget
to consider the notives behind old GI's words, Rob. Can you say that he
wasn't just pulling your chain?"

Rob couldn't. "It would be just Iike him" he realized. "And for G| it
woul d be easy. So easy."

"Like it would be easy for you," Edwin agreed. "He clainmed to be in contro
of the situation, to have selected you. What if he didn't?"

"But if he lied, then there's no rhyne or reason to it at all."

"I't's natural to ook for patterns and | ogic, Rob. But maybe there isn't
any. Maybe old G| has just gone through the rinse cycle too often. So take
himwith a grain of salt, okay? Secondly ..." Edwin paced the linmited space
between the Lifecycle and the second sofa. "You're only a human bei ng, Rob
You have the power to act like a god or a devil. But you're only a man."

The unexpected statement nmade Rob's mouth drop open in wonder. He had
needed to hear that. More than anything in the world, those were words he
had needed to hear. But how had Edwi n known?

Pursuing his train of thought rapidly around the room Edwin didn't notice.
"Your capacity to turn tiger bothers you. Okay. But that capacity is an
essential conponent of the human personality. You need it to survive—not
every day or every year, but when push conmes to shove, at the action point
we tal ked about. It's Darw nian, you understand? A survival trait bred in
our bones, yours, mne, everybody. Keep the tiger on a |leash, use himto
the right degree and not too often, and you'll be fine."

Rob stared doubtfully up at him Edwi n's insight was al ways so keen—surely
he was right about this too? But on the other hand, Edwin was too nice a
guy. In sonme things he was as innocent as a boy. He had no real know edge
of evil, had difficulty recognizing it even when it pushed himoff a cliff.
Just now he' d even tal ked about returning to Kazakhstan and interview ng

G | ganmesh again! "How can | be sure, Ed?" he said at last. "You don't know,
it's inmpossible for you to know, what ny nonster is like."

"I mpossi bl e?" Edwi n grinned down at him "A funny word fromyou of al
peopl e, bud. You're so weird, you can do anything. So why don't you get a
second opi nion on hin? |Introduce me."

Taken conpl etely aback, Rob sputtered, "But—Ed, you're out of your mni nd!
Take you on a tour of ny inner sewers—do you think | want to destroy our
friendship?"

"You can't do that, Rob. You confessed all your crinmes to ne already,
renenber? And |'mvery well-read—you can't shock ne."

O fering books as proof of worldiness was so typical of Edwi n that Rob

| aughed in spite of his turnmoil. The kitchen door opened and Carina cane
in, frowmning with concentration and drying a skinless chicken drunstick on
a paper towel. "Edwi n, do you have any chi cken stock? O bouill on cubes?"

Edwi n put his hands into the pockets of his denimshorts and turned them
out. "Nope, sorry. Do you need sone? Shall | pop out and pick up a few
cans? | live to serve you, ny darling! Rob can come w th—you want to, Rob?
We can wal k across the park to the store and get sonme exercise."
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Bef ore Rob could formul ate any objections he was out the door and headi ng
down the steps with a grocery list in hand. Edwin |l oitered, ostensibly

| ooking for the canvas shopping bag. But fromthe blissful satisfaction of
his grin when he caught up at the bottom of the stair, he had nore likely

been stealing a kiss. "It's going to be so much fun being a married man,"
he told Rob happily. "We're talking three kids to start with, maybe up it
to four if the NASA scheduling works out. Don't you think I'll do great as

the patriarch of a | arge brood?"

If anything Rob found the idea comic. It was inpossible to inmagine Edwi n as
a parent. Rob carefully kept a grave countenance. "Do you have a | ot of
hands-on practice wi th babies, Ed?"

"You nean, human ones? |'ve raised a |ot of bacteria and fruit-fly |arvae.
How much of a difference can there be?"

"Um ..." Rob decided it would only be kind not to disillusion himnow Let
that first baby do it!

Edwi n grinned at him "Do | sense an aura of skepticism Rob?"

They had crossed the parking lot and the intervening street into the park.
Suddenly Edwi n put on a spurt of speed and ran at a park bench. He grasped
the top slat of the seat back and wi thout apparent effort flipped up into a
briefly perfect handstand. Then he overbal anced and toppled, flailing his

| egs and nearly catching an ankle on the seat. "Ed, you idiot!" Rob
excl ai med, | aughi ng.

"Don't you understand, Rob?" Edwin said as he bounced to his feet. "There's
not hi ng beyond ne today. Carina is going to marry nme, and |'m an astronaut!
The world and everything in it is wonderful! I'minvincible—+f we went to
Atlantic Cty, |1'd break the bank! 1'll manage a famly, tidy up your | oose
ends, anything and everything! Come on, let's run!"

He | oped down the path past the soccer field on through a strip of trees,
singing as he went:

And everything is so conplete

When you're wal kin out on the street
And the wi nd catches your feet

And sends you flyin', cryin

Woo0, o0o0o0oh, 00000-wheee!

WIld nights are callin'

Beyond the trees was anot her suburban avenue with a conveni ence store at
the corner. Edwin whirled down the aisles |like a joyous tornado. The cans
of chicken broth paid for, he said, "There's a pond with ducks beyond the
game field there. And it's Mnday, so nobody will be around. So that'd be a
good pl ace. "

"A good place? For what?"

"To tour your inner |andscape, Rob. Are you faniliar with the term nol ogy
of personality theory? Shadow, ego, and self? It's tine the pieces of your

psyche got on better terns. And today, |I'mjust the one to facilitate it."
"No, Ed." Rob shook his head stubbornly as they wal ked. "I appreciate your
good will, but it would be very dangerous."”

"This is where it's going to work out so great, Rob. Only | can do this for
you. For me it won't be dangerous at all. |I can't die. I"'mimortal."
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"But what about nental danmage? Enotional injuries?" Rob argued. "You're not
proof agai nst those."

"How do you know?"

Rob fell back, stunped. How did he know? He realized he knew even |ess
about Edwin's condition than he did about the weirdness. Trotting to catch
up, he said, "Is this how you're going to nmanage on Mars? Just plunge
headfirst into the unknown and count on the imortality to save the day?"

"This is not unknown territory, Rob, | keep telling you. | know you
Besi des, " he added after a pause, "the nonent you told ne G| ganesh got a
tour, | wanted to go too." He | aughed uproariously at Rob's incredul ous

expr essi on.

The pond was a small rmunicipal one, the shall ow sunny water surrounded by
flagstones. Fat puffs of white cloud were reflected in the still surface.
Gnhostly green in the shadow depths, the young | eaves of a water lily
unfurled towards the light. The sidewal k wi dened out to acconpdate sone

pi nk-fl oweri ng azal eas and anot her slatted wooden park bench. As Edwi n sat
down, three brown nallard ducks carved vees in the water towards him
hopi ng for a handout. Edwi n set the canvas grocery bag cl anki ng besi de him
and pointed at the remaining space. Reluctantly Rob sat. "I've heard of
scientific curiosity, but this is crazy," he said.

"Conme on, Rob—you can't tell me about it, we've already seen that. So why
not show me?"

Rob realized that, ever articulate and far the faster thinker, Edwi n had an
answer to objections that Rob hadn't even dreaned up yet. And it would be
undeni ably interesting to see what happened. Today was his |ucky day too.

I mpul sively he said, "Okay. You really nean it? Then let's go. Hold out
your hand."

"My hand?" Edwin laid his left hand on top of the grocery bag.

Rob wat ched hi m sharply, but saw no signs of nervousness or second
thoughts. Very lightly he brushed his fingers across the back of Edwin's
wist, drawing himgently in.

CHAPTER 2

Rob found hinmself |ying on the grass | ooking up at a fathom ess sunny bl ue
sky. It was framed by drifts of fairylike pink bl ossom Beside himwas an
ol d stone Japanese | antern. He sat up, and a chubby man in polyester plaid
pants said, "Say, mate, take a kip again, wouldjer? You re comng into the
shot . "

The man was focusing an enornous canera bal anced on an i nadequat e-1| ooki ng
tripod, otherwi se Rob woul dn't have known what he was tal ki ng about.
"Sorry," he said. "Let ne nove out of your range." He | ooked around and saw
Edwi n sitting nearby, against a gnarled gray tree trunk. "How do you like
it, Ed?" he asked.

"This is the Tidal Basin, in Washington, B.C ," Edwi n said, enthrall ed.
"See the Jefferson Menorial? And the Lincoln's over that way. Wat
happened? Did you teleport us? | thought you said it was |ike New York
Cty."

Rob shook his head. "It's different every tine, did | nmention that? This
isn't the real Washington, Ed. This is me, ny playground, and today it
happens to refl ect downtown. Your body is untenanted, left to sit on a park
bench in Takoma Park. | just hope passers-by will assune we're stoned or
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drunk. "
"But this is so real! Are you sure?"

"Thi nk back, Ed. Did you watch the | ocal evening news |ast night? Wen did
they say the cherry bl ossons peaked?"

"Ten days ago," Edwi n said, stunned. "During the cherry bl ossom festival
Ww  And who are they?" He pointed at the plunp tourist, who had posed with
his fanmily around the lantern and was now using a renote to take the

pi cture.

Rob shrugged. "I don't know. A lot of things here | don't understand. Shal
we go on?"

Edwi n stared out at the sunny sparkling Tidal Basin. Soneone in a paddle
boat was hal fway across to the Jefferson Menorial, glow ng snow white

agai nst the blue sky. "Wat a beautiful day! Even if it isn't real. This is
so great! Wiere are we goi ng?"

cone to the

Rob smiled at this enthusiasm "If we go that way we
d we be at the nuseuns

Pot omac, and the Lincoln Menorial. Head east, an
on the Mall."

"The nmuseuns! Let's go to Air and Space, and | ook at the Mars col ony
nodel !I'"

"There may not be one there,” Rob warned him "Keep it in mnd every
mnute, Ed. This is a construct, a netaphor. You're pretty safe with
me—this place is the core of nmy power, and | can literally do anything
here. But we have to stay together. If you get lost in here, | don't know
what woul d happen to you."

"Are you kidding? 1'mgoing to stick |ike glue—you have to answer ny
guestions!" Edwi n took the small notebook and a ball-point pen out of the
back pocket of his shorts. "Did you make this place, Rob? Did you know
beforehand it would be D.C.? Wiat exactly are we | ooking for?"

"l suppose, no, and | don't know, " Rob said laughing. "I'Il know when we
find it."

It was inpossible to be wary on such a glorious day. The cherry trees were
so excessively gorgeous, and there were so nany of them that it was
difficult to believe they were real. The beauty was superfluous, a generous
gift pressed down and running over, unasked, undeserved. Cars full of
gawki ng tourists arned with videocans and pocket caneras thronged every
road around the Tidal Basin. The traffic chugged slowy past Rob and Edw n
as they strolled down the sidewal k. Everything was gl orious yet nundane,
sunny and safe. It occurred to Rob that in defeating Gl ganesh he had
routed the nonster in the sub-basenment too. Perhaps this was all there was
now, a bright and sane interior universe.

Edwi n's glance was full of what Rob was startled to recogni ze as respect.
"And you say |'mtoo nice? If this is you, your true self, Rob, you keep
some i npressive inner beauties hidden under a bushel."

Rob shook his head. "l1've changed a |ot, Ed. Do you renenber when we met,
in Central Park? | bet it wasn't so pleasant in here then."

"I recall. You | ooked |ike a crazy person—+f you hadn't hel ped Katie |
woul d never have spoken to you. You've recovered anmazingly since then, bud.
It's a mracle."
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Rob stared at him "But Ed—you' re the one who did it. How can you not have
noticed? If it's a mracle, you worked it. You nade the darkness bright,
and built the bridge. If | hadn't nmet you first, before neeting G|, he
woul d have had nme by the short hairs, you know that? I'd still be in
Agebi n, being grooned to be the next Hitler."

Edwi n | aughed with genui ne astoni shment. "Holy Mke, it's true. Superhero
si deki ck saves the world fromdisaster, filmat eleven. No, don't you dare
thank nme, | can't stand it. Tell me instead, why WAshi ngton? Why not Paris,
or Singapore? |'ve never been to Singapore."

Rob stared up at the linpid sky. "I never know what it's doing in here, or
why. Maybe it's Washi ngton because |'ve never been to Singapore either
Maybe the weat her is good only because |I'm happy."

Edwi n stopped for a nmonent, and then excitedly began to wal k again. "That
is areally significant statenment, Rob, do you realize? You hardly ever
confess, even to nme, how you're feeling."

"That's true." Rob knew that out in reality even that sinple adm ssion
woul d have nade himstamer with enbarrassnent. "I wonder why that is.”

"l can guess," Edwin said, thinking hard. "It's because here we're really
i nside you. Somewhere out there— He waved an arm at the cloudl ess bl ue
sky—ei ther about four inches away, or a hundred billion |ight years,
dependi ng on how you think about it, is your face, Rob. Your nask. Your
reserved tough-guy interface with the rest of the world."

Rob |l aughed. In a strange way it all nade perfect sense. He had given up
expecting this place to be |ogical in any nmundane way. "How does a guy who
holds by all the articles of Christianity know so nmuch psychobabbl e?"

"Nonsense, Rob, I'mthe epitome of consistency. Taking apart the toy to see
how it works just increases your respect for the toymaker."

The path dw ndl ed drastically as the road crossed over an inlet of the
Tidal Basin. Rob led the way al ong the foot-w de sidewal k, separated by an
ordinary steel highway barrier fromthe clogged tourist traffic idling

al ong beside his right hip. Under his left hand the ugly WP. A -era bridge
rail was made of concrete uprights and clunky rectangul ar ironwrk painted
green. Edwin followed at his heels, still simering with questions. "And
suppose we wal ked over to the Wiite House? Wuld there be a President
there? Who woul d he be? George Bush, or that other guy who ran agai nst him
I forget his nane, dinton?"

Suddenly the water beside Rob burbled and boiled. A deep and gl uey voice
roared, "Who's that tripping over my bridge?"

Rob hal ted, conpletely unal arnmed. He recognized that voice. It was his own,
the om nous troll-voice he had perfected for Angela and Davey. In his

opi nion this overpass barely nerited the honor. "Ed," he said. "Does this
even rate as a real bridge?"

"There's water on both sides,
t hat ?"

Edwi n poi nted out, gul ping. "Rob, who was
Rob smiled. "It's the troll, Ed—did you ever read the fairy tale? He lives
under the bridge."

Big oily bubbles rose to the surface, bringing up a snmell of swanp and
decay. "Who's that tripping over ny bridge?" the troll yelled again in
ear t hquake tones.
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"This is uncanny," Edw n said.

"That's what this place is |like," Rob agreed. "Scary, but fun too." Serene,
he | eaned over the iron rail. In the shadow of the | ow bridge the water was
gl oony gray. There was no gap between the bottom of the overpass and the
sullen surface of the water. "I'm Rob Lewi s," he called down.

"Then I'Il eat you up!"

"You don't want to eat nme," Rob said. He had nearly said "neeee," in

billy-goat bleats! "There's another guy conming just behind ne, with a | ot
nmore meat on him"

He grinned back at Edwi n, who waved his hands in negative denying notions
and pulled a comic horrified face. "Leave me out of it, why don't you?"
Edwi n whi spered. "Why doesn't the troll yell at all these cars?"

"He doesn't know there are people inside? He doesn't want to becone a
traffic fatality? Don't sweat it, Ed—ust refer the troll to soneone even
bi gger and tastier following us. That's howit worked in the story."

The water bl urped and bubbl ed disgustingly again. "No," the troll bell owed.
"1 want —you!"

Sonet hing shot with a trenendous spurt of icy water straight up at Rob, a
greeni sh slinmy paw at the end of an inpossibly |long boneless arm Wth
horrible sticky strength, it clutched Rob's chest and throat. He gasped,
thrashing in terror as the thing dragged himdown. He tore at the cold
strangling grip with desperate hands.

"Holy M ke! This is inmpossible!" Edwin stared around wildly, searching
perhaps for a policenman.

"Ed—hel p ne!" Rob choked. "It's pulling ne over—

Just in time Edwin | ocked his powerful hairy arns around Rob's wai st.
"Don't worry, bud," Edwin panted. "I've got ny |egs hooked around a
concrete baluster. We're rooted like Gbraltar. Holy Jesus, why isn't
anybody getting out of their car?"

But the vehicles crept by without pause. It was as if underwater nonsters
pl ucked pedestrians off this bridge every day. Fire swamin his eyes as Rob
forced first two fingers, and then three, between his throat and the
stinking green death-clutch. He was stronger than this nonster. He had
defeated G | ganesh and stripped himof everything. This troll wasn't going
to get him He dragged the paw relentlessly off his neck

As if it sensed defeat, the watcher in the water abruptly switched tactics.
The oozy grip turned itself inside out with rubbery ease and fastened with
nunmbi ng strength on Rob's wist. "No!" he gasped. But the swift outward
jerk on his armnearly dislocated his shoul der, and plucked himneatly
right out of Edwin's grasp.

"Rob!" Edwi n yell ed, |unging.

Wth a splash, Rob was reeled under. The water bit icicle cold through his
khaki s and sports shirt. Here at the edge, the Tidal Basin couldn't

possi bly be nore than a couple of feet deep. Yet the inplacable arm sucked
hi m down and down with fearful speed into the gelid sunless water. He could
see nothing, and a roaring noise filled his ears. I'mgoing to drown, he
thought in terror. | didn't breathe properly before | went under. 1]

bl ack out and then drown. He struggled feebly, hopelessly, and felt

sonet hing dragging on his right foot. Sonething warm clinging to the
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ankl e—Edwi n!

The know edge cal ned Rob's panic a little. This is ny place, ny country, he
told hinself. | can't drown here. Nothing can hurt me. Still he didn't
quite dare to open his mouth and inhale the water just yet. He could hold
out anot her few seconds—

Wth a rush and a buffet Rob's head broke the surface. He had arrived. The
grip on his wist was gone, and the darkness was absol ute. Gasping, he
groped forward and touched a slick rough surface. It was a narrow pl ace, a
| edge perhaps. Weezing for breath, he |l evered hinself onto it. He was deep
under the foundations of the bridge, in a tiny underwater nook that had
trapped a bubble of air.

Edwi n funbled at his I eg, and Rob reached in the dark to help himup. The
sound of their rasping breath echoed close around their ears. The pl ace
nmust be very small.

When he recovered a little, Rob wi ped away the water streaming fromhis
beard and hair. "Told you so," he panted. "Dangerous."

"Right. Rub it in." Water splashed and dripped in the dark as Edwin shifted
to sit on the narrow sl ope besi de Rob. "Wat do we do now?"

"I don't know." In this country he could speak the truth w thout
sel f-consci ousness. Rob | eaned back agai nst what felt |ike a stone wall. He
knew what was coning, very soon. "Ed, |+'mterrified."

"Very sensible,’
not ebook, too. But if | still have nmy Swiss Arny knife ..

Edwi n panted. "I'm scared spitless myself. Lost mny

It was so dark Rob could distinguish no difference if he opened his eyes or
shut them He glared out into the void anyway, stubbornly hoping to glinpse
hi s eneny. How coul d he have ever dreaned the nonster had fled? Fear jerked
and plucked at his nerves, grinding in his stomach |ike gravel. "W're not
really trapped here, Ed," he said, steadying his voice with an effort.
"Takoma Park, the bench by the pond—we can get back in a second. Then he
can't get us. I'min control. | can push the 'abort' button any tine."

"Let's think about that," Edwin said. "Is this troll here the nonster you
wer e tal king about ?"

Rob nodded, but then renenbered Edwin couldn't see him "Yeah," he said
huskily. "Up there on the bridge. He knew ny nane."

"Then he's the gent we've conme to see. There's no point in running away
fromhimyou did that before, aml right? Let's try to see it through this
time."

Rob hitched hinself up onto the slippery |edge again. It was true that
not hi ng horrible was happening right this noment. At any tine he could pul
out. Nothing could hurt himhere. He swallowed the lunp of irrational fear
in his throat and said, "You want to just sit here in the dark for a while,
before we go?"

Cl ose beside him Edwin gave a grunt of satisfaction. "lIt's a shame |']I
never be able to tell anyone how clever | am" And a tiny spark of |ight
came to life in Edwi n's hand, pushing back the dark

Rob goggled at it. "Ed—how?"

"Hal ogen button light," Edwin said, grinning with justifiable pride. "I buy
them at the camping store, mainly for the Mazda—so | can unl ock the door at
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ni ght without scratching the finish. | keep it on the ring with my knife.
It's only powered by a couple watch batteries, though. So it won't |ast us
| ong. Here—since the troll is after you, you take this."

He passed over the Swiss Army knife. It was the little one, not the massive
four-inch Gerber multi-purpose tool Edwi n kept for canping trips. Rob
snapped open the biggest blade. He had seen Edwin use this to slit open
cooki e packets and cut the tape on parcels. It was |ess than two inches
long, totally comic as a defense. Rob gave a | augh so weak it sounded I|ike
he was choking. "Ed, this thing wouldn't stop a nouse."

"I't's wonderful what a little light will do," Edwin said, replying to the

tone rather than the words. "Let's boogie, huh? Cone out, troll," he called
softly, lifting the Iight. "Cone where we can see you."
The tiny glow just barely illuninated a rough concrete ceiling. It was very

low, too low to stand under, and cane down to the black water all around.
Their sliny | edge, the only footing, was about three yards |ong. Rob held
his breath and listened. The only sound was the drip fromtheir sodden

cl ot hes.

After a long noment Edwin said, "You want to give it a try?"

"No," Rob admitted. "But | will." He raised his voice. "Were are you? Cone
out!"

The space was too small for a creature of any size to hide Rob stared at
the om nous bl ack surface of the water wondering if trolls were anphi bi ous.
Edwi n shifted to a crouch his tennis shoes squel ching. As the |ight noved
with his nmotion Rob caught a glinpse of sonething out of the corner of his
eye. In the dark, beside himin the shadow—No!" he yelled, throw ng

hi nsel f back.

Edwi n grabbed Rob by the shoul der before he plunmeted into the water again.
"It's okay, Rob!" he said. "I+ know you."

Edwi n was staring past himat the troll. Rob | ooked too, and gul ped. It was
not really a novie nonster with sliny tentacles. O the green spiny trol
fromthe twins' favorite book, or even a Mesopotam an nonarch. The third
person in this tiny space | ooked |ike a drowned man. Hi s face was
greeny-white, and weeds clogged his |l ong pale hair and beard. Water
streaned fromhis colorless rags, and he glared at them out of deep-set icy
gray-blue eyes—the eyes of a wolf.

"I know you," Edw n repeated, kneeling up. He ducked his head under the | ow
ceiling, watching the drowned nan intently across Rob's spraw ed body. "You
did a HeimMich on Katie. You stood up to the casino doornen. You fought to
save ny life. You are not a bad person. You are Rob Lewis too."

The truth of this struck Rob with the force of revelation. O course! This
wasn't a monstrous aspect. It was an emergency weapon. It had al ways been
here, down in his unconscious. Newy arned this past year with the

wei rdness, this inner tiger was as dangerous as a nuclear mssile. But |ike
a nuke, this terrifying lurker had on occasion been a genui ne asset.

Gal vani zed, Rob began to sit up

Suddenly the drowned nman spoke, with difficulty, a thick ol eagi nous voi ce.
"Who asked you, snart guy?"

"Rob asked me," Edwi n said, disconcerted.
The words were |ike matches to gunpowder. Wth a wordl ess bellow the

drowned man dove across Rob and seized Edwin's throat in both hands. The
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i mpact carried Edwi n backwards hal fway off the | edge. In the scuffle, the
little knife squirted out of Rob's hand into the water and was |l ost. The
button |ight also went flying, bouncing off the wall behind Rob's head.

G bbering with rage, the drowned nan straddl ed Edwi n's chest and held his
head under.

Fifty-five mnutes, Rob recalled, fighting down panic. Ed' s okay. He held
his breath the other day for fifty-five mnutes. Rob knew he had to use
smarts, as he had against G| gamesh, not force. Now was the time to start
exerting that control he claimed. He scrabbled to find the Iight—+hank
goodness it hadn't bounced off into the water, too—and held it up to the
mani ¢ dead-white face

"You don't have to do this," Rob stamered. "Edwin's a friend, renenber?"

Edwi n's | egs thrashed. His strong hands clawed at the drowned man's
tattered sleeves, and with a final withe he kicked free. He slid with a
splash into the dark water. Sleek as a seal, his head i medi ately broke the
surface, and he sucked in a huge furious breath. He trod water and croaked,
"Try me fair, you trog!'"

"BEd, cut it out." Rob kept his attention fixed on the cunning crazy face
not six inches fromhis own, gleaming with wet in the tiny |light between
them What could he say to calmthe creature? Sone glib and pl ausibl e

fiction, anything! "You are nme," Rob said insistently. "And | amyou. | can
expl oit people for ny own gratification. Lie w thout blushing. Threaten mny
friends, steal and cheat and kill. | amyou."

Then Rob's heart al nobst stopped in his chest. Here in the depths he could
not lie. What he had said was indeed true. Hi s very intention,

par adoxi cal ly, showed it—to placate the nonster with tarradiddle. In
desperate situations, under sufficient stress, there was no crinme beyond
him no trough he could nor plunb. "You are ne," he repeated, in a
trenbling whisper. "Brother. Self."

The drowned nan sat back on his ragged haunches, a sardonic glint in his
eye. "Thought | was old G1I."

At least the logical corollary to that canme easily. "No, no," Rob said. "He
was |ying about that. | see it now, the old lunatic. You are the worst of
me, and still you're mles better than him G| is the sort of real bad-ass
we save the rough stuff for. You did a fine job on himin Kazakhstan, by
the way."

The drowned man grinned wol fishly. "That was fun, wasn't it? Wen do we get
to do that again?"

Edwi n hoisted hinself up onto the | edge again on Rob's other side. "How
about right now," he wheezed. Rob gl anced back in surprise at him He had
never known Edwin to be so aggressively hot-headed.

Suddenly, without the slightest warning, the button Iight died in his hand.
In the illimtabl e darkness Rob could only see blurry afteri nages of Edw n
sprawl ed on his left and the drowned man squatting on his right. Quickly,
before he lost track of positions, Rob put both hands out to touch his
compani ons. Edwin's furry armwas humidly warm trenbling with some strong
enotion, but the drowned man's hand was bonel ess and cold, slick with wet.

"Ch Jesus," Edwi n gasped, coughing. "Ch Jesus, where's the Iight?"

"You shoul dn't've brought him" the drowned man grunbled. "This place is
bad for his |ike. How cone you take himaround to all these dangerous
pl aces, anyway? He's a drag."
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"No, he isn't," Rob said. "In fact, he nostly drags ne!"
"Well, take himaway, or he'll go buggy. I'll be in touch.”

The drowned man pulled his icy hand away, and was gone. Rob coul d neither
feel nor hear any trace of him On his other side Edwi n was panting
unevenly, obviously in distress. Rob tugged gently on his hand and Edw n
tackled him a clunmsy funbling hug in the dark. Here no foolish shyness

i npeded Rob's tenderness. He held Edwi n the way he woul d Davey or Angel a,
feeling the strong heart thuddi ng desperately with fright under the deep
ribs. The drowned man was right. Down here was no place for a child of the
light. "Hang on, pal," Rob said. "W're out of here."

And they were rolling over and over together in the shall ow warm wat er of
t he duck pond. The sun bl azed down so high and bright in the sky that it
must still be early afternoon. Wth an irritated quack, a nmallard duck
fluttered away fromtheir flailing linbs. Rob stood up shakily in the
knee-deep water. "Ed, are you okay?"

"Better now." Edwi n wall owed over and clung gasping to the flagstone verge.

To his horror Rob saw ferocious crinson finger-marks sunk deep in Edwin's
throat. "My god, Ed! Let ne see—we've got to get you to a doctor. You're
bl eedi ng!"

"Rob, this is ne, remenber? Gve nme ten mnutes in the sun here, and 1'|
be fine." He rolled over onto his back in the water and | eaned his head on
the verge. Rob clinbed out and lay prone on the sun-warned stone. For a
long tine they rested, panting. Then in a stronger voice Edw n said,

"Besi des—+f we went to the enmergency room+ bet these marks woul d match
your fingers, bud. | wonder what a passerby woul d have seen.”

The t hought nmade Rob gulp in dismay. "Ch yeah. I'mglad this is a quiet

park." A brief silent struggle, and then Rob went on, "It was ne, Ed. |
can't shove the responsibility off onto anybody but myself. | just tried to
rip your head off. I'mreally sorry."

"Nonsense, Rob. Perfectly okay. | can take it, thanks to you. Maybe
shoul dn't have pushed you so hard to let me in. | didn't realize howhow
deep we were going to go. | was intruding, so | deserved sonme hassle."

"No—+t was okay. You did good." Rob had to snmile at the shy, inadequate
words. Qut here he could say little nore, entrenched once again behind his
reserve. It was just the way he was—he coul d never change

After sone consideration Edwin added, "I will say though, that | never want
to do that again. The next tine you need help with your psyche, 1'Il give
you advice fromthe outside."

Rob sighed. "I don't know quite what |'ve achi eved just now, Ed. Except
that+ know I'I| always have to stay in control. Keep a tight hold on ny
temper, ny inpulses. Wth great power conmes great responsibility, you
know. "

Edwi n raised his head. "I've heard that sonepl ace before. Wwo said it,
Virgil?"

"Believe it or not, the Amazing Spider-Man."

Edwi n snorted with |aughter. After another long reflective pause he said,
"l don't know why | began to lose it in there. That's unusual for ne. And
here's a good question: what happened to ny stuff? The notebook, the light,
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the Swiss Arny knife—they're not in ny pocket now. | dropped themin your
head. So where are—-yeow ch!"

Rob started, bunping his chin on the flags. "Ed, what is it?"

Edwi n roll ed over and heaved hinself splashing out onto the flagstones. "A
duck bit ny toe, right through the sneaker!"

Rob | aughed. Suddenly his heart was absurdly Iight. Somehow, fromthe dark
bel ow t he bridge, he had brought back some smatch of that inner joy and
serenity. "Let's take the hint, and get noving."

The canvas grocery sack was still on the bench. "I wonder if we just sat
there on the bench awhile,” Edwi n nused, "and then fell forward into the
wat er ?"

Rob noticed that the savage red marks on Edwi n's neck were nearly gone.
Amazi ng! He said, "Maybe you should tell Carina we were just horsing
around, and fell in."

"What, lie to her?"

"It's the truth—you'd just be | eaving out some details. On second thought,
let me do the talking. When you lie you always | ook Iike a guilty baby. You
can take our clothes downstairs to the laundry roominstead." Wether from
the duck pond or the Tidal Basin, their clothes exuded a grow ng swanpy
reek in the hot sun

Wth relish Edwin declared, "If you're going to walk fromthe |laundry room
up to ny apartnment, and pitch a story to Carina, all without a stitch on, |
want to see it."

Rob | aughed at the picture. "No, | guess that wouldn't work!"

In the end they both went upstairs, sneaking into the apartment |ike
naughty school boys. A heavenly snell of chicken nole made Rob's nouth
water. Carina was sitting out on the bal cony, chattering rapid-fire Spanish
into a cordl ess phone.

"Suppose you take first whack at the shower,"” Edwin said. "Towels are under
the sink, the shaving stuff in the cabinet." He snatched a blue terrycloth
bat hrobe of f the hook behind the bat hr oom door

Rob dove into the bathroom and stripped off his wet casino clothes for
Edwin to wash. After a thorough shower he spent a long time painfully and
clumsily shaving. Rob had | ast handl ed a razor a year ago alnost to the
day. The face that emerged fromthe final toweling was not the sanme as the
one in the bathroommrror in Fairfax. He | ooked ol der and thinner. Pain
and nadness had etched their lines around his eyes and nouth. Threads of
gray contributed to the new butterscotch brightness of his hair. The
icicle-blue glint in his eyes was new too, and his chin was pasty pink
agai nst the rest of his weathered face. But overall he thought the famly
woul d recogni ze him and that was all he cared about.

He put on a fresh set of clothes, the heavy jeans and a plain white
Salvation Arny T-shirt, and snatched up his bags. He ran downstairs,
i ntercepting Edwi n near the nuail boxes.

Edwi n stared at him "Holy Mke, is that you, Rob? |'ve never seen you
wi t hout the beard. You | ook so, so ordinary!"

Wth a self-conscious grin Rob said, "I shouldn't have let it slide for so
long. | better leave you to it, Ed. It'Il take me a couple hours to get
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hone by Metro and bus."

"That's right, |eave me holding the bag. Could it be that nmy bride nakes
you nervous?" Edwi n set the box of laundry detergent down on the stair and
rubbed the back of his neck thoughtfully. "I suppose you can pick up your
clean clothes any tinme. Rob, will it be all right? You think you should
maybe phone ahead?"

"OfF course not," Rob said confidently. "Everything'll be great." He held
out his hand, and Edwin took it in a firmgrip. "Look, Ed ... | was
thinking. You're right—-what you said by the cherry trees. It is a mracle.
I"ve been really lucky. So lucky it's crazy. There were hundreds of tines |
coul d' ve gone under this past year, but |I didn't. |'mthankful, | guess."

"Now | warned you, Rob, not to make a habit of thanking nme. It'Il get on ny
nerves, and then | won't invite you to the wedding."

"l wasn't thanking you," Rob said indignantly.

"You're not, huh?" Edwin | ooked at him his gaze very sharp. "Then who?
We'll talk later about it. Right now you have a | ong-awaited date. God
bl ess you, bud."

Rob turned away, and then renenbered. "Ed, | forgot! |I'mflat broke. | |ost
every cent | had at the casino. Could you lend me ten bucks for the bus and
subway ?"

Edwi n began to | augh. Reaching into the pocket of his terrycloth bathrobe,
he drew out his sodden wallet.

CHAPTER 3

Rob rode the Metro Red Line downtown in such a turmpoil of happiness he
could hardly think straight. He al nost missed the transfer entirely at
Metro Center to the Virginia train. He tried to get a grip on hinself. He
had worked for this day, dreamed about it for so long, it would be a pity
to be incoherent about it.

The twins wouldn't be the same, of course. At that age children grow and
change daily, alnmost hourly. They'd be taller, smarter, nmaybe even
approaching the potty stage. Angela would sing new songs for him and Davey
had probably nastered the playground nonkey bars | ong ago. Perhaps they'd

| earned to use forks—that would be a major inprovenment in the househol d
anbi ance.

And Julianne. Rob was overwhel med with yearning: the nmenory of her Kkiss,
her touch, the snell of her skin. She woul d have new cl ot hes, of course,
and probably a new haircut, but she herself would be exactly the sanme .
woul dn't she?

The train stopped at the end of the line. Rob rode the escalator up to the
bus stops. Suddenly he was uneasy. It was illegal, he was sure of it, to
just up and abandon your wife and children. He had vani shed fromhis
Fairfax life |ike snmoke. He hadn't called, or sent word, or witten.
Suppose Julianne had given up on hin? Didn't |ove himany nore? Divorce
woul d be an entirely reasonabl e reaction, given her situation. Desertion
was sufficient grounds, wasn't it?

And if she'd gone through with a divorce, she mght even have remarried by
now, a full year later. People did that every day. In her style, Julianne
was as lovely as Carina. There'd be hundreds of guys waiting in line for
her. Rob realized that, as always, Edwi n had been right. He ought to phone
ahead. But just at that noment the commuter bus pulled up at the stop in a
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cloud of blue diesel exhaust. If he didn't take it, he'd have to wait forty
m nutes for the next one. The doors sighed open, and he got on. He'd have
to go through with it.

The bus wasn't full. He set the ancient brown duffel bag on the seat beside
hi m and searched inside. Down at the bottom corner he felt a clunp of neta
bits: his keys. He drew themout and held them If |I were marrying a young
di vorcee with kids, he thought—er, ny god! if | bought the house from her
when she nmoved away! If | did that, | would rekey all the | ocks and bolts.
It woul d be the sensible, Harry Honeowner thing to do. Even if Julianne has
just axed ne, the first thing she'd do would be to change the | ocks. So |
don't have to phone. | don't even have to ring the bell and see her new man
open the door. O the new owner of the house. Al | have to do is try mny
key in the | ock

Rob sat and stared tensely out the w ndow as the subdivisions rolled by. He
was afraid now, afraid as he hadn't been at Agebin. Power sang through his
bl oodstream and bent to his will, power enough to totally dom nate the
entire earth and everyone on it. And he couldn't use it, not now, not for
this. If Julianne had noved on, enotionally or physically, he couldn't
nmuscl e her into com ng back. She was free to nmake her own choice, and he
woul d have to accept her decision. He could do absolutely nothing about it.
For all his strength, he was helpless as a child when it came down to what
really mattered.

The thought shoul d have been fearful, but was in fact gloriously freeing.
Here, arguably at the pinnacle of human power, Rob was only a snall step

above everyone el se after all. He wasn't a god, had never even been cl ose.
In the fanmily of humanity he wasn't the dad, but only a younger son. The
realization was a tremendous relief, like a titanic rock rolling off his

back. Sonmebody el se had the job of being God. He had never for one second
want ed that burden, and now he knew he woul d never have to shoul der it.
Dmy he saw, not the details, but the broad contours of belief, a w de new
country to explore sone day.

When the bus halted at his stop Rob felt dizzy. It roared away into the
sweet spring evening, vanishing around the corner before Rob nustered the
nerve to cross. | amnot going to chicken out, he insisted to hinself. I
have to know. |'ve faced so nuch, | can face this.

H s own street now. The house at the corner had a new roof, and soneone was
bar becui ng—Rob coul d snell the burning charcoal. The azal eas were just
comng into flower in nasses of clashing reds and pinks. He marched sl ow
but steady down the sidewal k, putting one foot ahead and then the other,
watching for the first glinpse of the house.

And there it was. The maroon Plynobuth van was parked in the driveway—they
hadn't noved away. The lights were on in every room so that the Cape Cod
house gl owed a welcone in the twilight. The yard | ooked in reasonabl e shape
too. Jul had probably hired a | awn service after all.

Rob went slowy up the front walk and set the duffel and the laptop on the
stoop. The keys jangled in his shaking hand, and in the shadows he had
probl ems sorting out the right one. She never renenbered to put the porch
I'ight on.

He pull ed open the stormdoor, the famliar door he had bought and hung
hinself, and it was too nmuch. He | eaned his forehead on the door janb,
silently pleading for nercy, fromwhomhe didn't quite yet know. Then he
strai ght ened and pushed the key into the | ock

It fitted. It turned. The deadbolt snicked back, and the door opened. From
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i nside canme the aronma of nicrowave pizza, and the thunder of gall oping
smal | feet. Davey's ululating Tarzan cry echoed down the hall. Rob took one
nmore deep breath, right down to the bottom of his stomach. "Thank you," he
sai d al oud. Then he stepped in and shut the door behind him

AUTHOR S NOTE

The central alteration | have nade in the ancient story of G| gamesh—that
the king actually retained the gift of eternal life instead of m sl aying
it—+s my own. Everything el se about the hero | have borrowed from many
sources. O the epic, translator Maureen Gallery Kovacs says, "As was
traditional in Mesopotam an literature, 'authorship' consists largely in
the creative adaptation of existing thenmes and plots fromother literature
to new purposes.” | have happily aligned nyself with this tradition

In the New York Public Library, Rob reads David Ferry's G| ganmesh (1992),
the nost vivid verse rendering avail abl e today. The paperback epic he buys
on Christnas Eve is the Penguin Cassics edition, translated into prose by
N. K. Sandars. Randall Garrett coined the term"tarnhelmeffect" for his
Lord Darcy stories. The Individuated Hobbit, by Timothy R O Neill (1979),
explicated for me the use of Jungian archetype in fiction. And the

mar vel ous and obvious truth about immortality—that it is a pearl, not an
under sea plant—s pointed out by Geoffrey Bibby in Looking for Dilnun
(1969).

Many on-Iline geniuses supplied answers to ny inordinate array of questions,
rangi ng fromtrucks to casino bl ackjack to EEG machines to the adventures
of Mandy Patinkin. David Singer told ne about travel in the fornmer USSR and
the i nmate popul ation of Lorton Reformatory. Dr. Loui se Abbott sneaked ne
into the bowels of buildings at NIH for a private tour. Geg Feel ey
westled mghtily with title problenms, and Carol Kuni hol mand Larry read
the manuscript. To all these generous people, ny thanks.
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