Fear Nothing [039 5.0]

By Dean R. Koontz

Synopsis.

Christopher Snow isdifferent from dl the other resdents of Moonlight
Bay, different from anyone Y ou've ever met. For Christopher Snow has
made his peace with avery rare genetic disorder shared by only one
thousand other Americans, adisorder that leaves him dangeroudy
vulnerableto light. Hislifeisfilled with thefascinationg rituds

of one who must embrace the dark. He knowsthe night asno onedse
ever will, ever can-the mystery, the beauty, the many terrors, and the
egrie, dlken rhythms of the night-for itisonly a night thet heis

free. Until the night he witnessesa series of disturbing incidents

that sweep him into aviolent mystery only he can solve, amystery that
will force him to rise above dl fears and confront the many-layered

strangeness of Moonlight Bay and its resdents.

We have aweight to carry, adestination we can't know.

We have aweight to carry and can put it down nowhere,

We are the weight we carry from there to hereto there.



-The Book of Counted Sorrows

On the desk in my candldlit study, the telephone rang, and | knew that

aterrible change was coming.

| am not psychic. | do not see signs and portentsin the sky. Tomy
eye, thelinesin my pam reved nothing about my future, and | don't
have a Gypsy's ability to discern the patterns of fatein wet tea

leaves.

My father had been dying for days, however, and after spending the
previous night at his bedside, blotting the sweat from his brow and
listening to hislabored breathing, | knew that he couldn't hold on
much longer. | dreaded losing him and being, for thefirgt timein my

twenty-eight years, done.

| am an only son, an only child, and my mother passed away two years

ago. Her death had been a shock, but at least she had not been forced

to endurealingering iliness.

Last night just before dawn, exhausted, | had returned home to deep.

But | had not dept much or well.

Now | leaned forward in my chair and willed the phoneto fal slent,

but it would not.



The dog aso knew what the ringing meant. He padded out of the shadows

into the candleglow, and stared sorrowfully a me.

Unlike others of hiskind, hewill hold any man's or woman's gaze as
long as heisinterested. Animasusudly saredirectly at usonly
briefly-then look away as though unnerved by something they seein
human eyes. Perhaps Orson seeswhat other dogs see, and perhaps he,

too, isdisturbed by it, but heis not intimidated.

Heisadrange dog. But heismy dog, my steadfast friend, and | love

him.

On the seventh ring, | surrendered to the inevitable and answered the

phone.

The caller wasanurse a Mercy Hospitd. | spoke to her without

looking away from Orson.

My father was quickly fading. The nurse suggested that | cometo his

bedsde without delay.

As| put down the phone, Orson gpproached my chair and rested his burly
black head in my lap. He whimpered softly and nuzzled my hand. Hedid

not wag histail.



For amoment | was numb, unableto think or act. Theslenceof the
house, as degp as water in an oceanic abyss, was a crushing,
immobilizing pressure. Then | phoned Sasha Goodall to ask her to drive

me to the hospitd.

Usudly she dept from noon until eight o'clock. She soun musicinthe
dark, from midnight until six o'clock inthe morning, on KBAY,, the only
radio sationin Moonlight Bay. At afew minutes past five onthis
March evening, shewas most likely deeping, and | regretted the need

to wake her.

Like sad-eyed Orson, however, Sashawas my friend, to whom | could

awaysturn. And shewas afar better driver than the dog.

She answered on the second ring, with no trace of deepinessin her
voice. Before | could tell her what had happened, she said, "Chris,
I'm so sorry,” as though she had been waiting for thiscall and asif
inthe ringing of her phone she had heard the same ominous note that

Orson and | had heard in mine.

| bit my lip and refused to consider what was coming. Aslong as Dad

was alive, hope remained that his doctors were wrong. Even & the

eleventh hour, the cancer might go into remission.

| believein the possibility of miracles.



After dl, in spite of my condition, | have lived more than
twenty-eight years, which isamiracle of sorts-athough some other

people, seeing my life from outside, might think it acurse.

| believe in the possibility of miracles, but moreto the point, |

beievein our need for them.

"I'll be therein five minutes," Sashapromised.

At night | could walk to the hospita, but at this hour | would be too

much of a spectacle and in too great adanger if | tried to make the

trip on foot.

"No," | said. "Drivecarefully. I'll probably take ten minutes or

more to get ready."

"LoveY ou, Showman."

"LoveYou," | replied.

| replaced the cap on the pen with which | had been writing when the

cal had come from the hospital, and | put it aside with the yellow

legal-szetablet.



Using along-handled brass snuffer, | extinguished the three fat

candles. Thin, Snuous ghosts of smoke writhed in the shadows.

Now, an hour before twilight, the sun was low in the sky but il

dangerous. It glimmered threateningly at the edges of the pleated

shadesthat covered all the windows.

Anticipating my intentions, as usud, Orson was aready out of the

room, padding across the upstairs hall.

Heisaninety-pound Labrador mix, as black asawitch's cat.

Through the layered shadows of our house, heroamsall but invisibly,

his presence betrayed only by the thump of hisbig pawson the area

rugs and by the click of his claws on the hardwood floors.

In my bedroom, across the hal from the study, | didn't bother to

switch on the dimmer-controlled, frosted-glass celling fixture.

Theindirect, sour-yelow light of the westering sun, pressing & the

edges of the window shades, was sufficient for me.

My eyes are better adapted to gloom than are those of most people.

Although | am, figuratively speaking, abrother to the owl, | don't

have aspecid gift of nocturnd sight, nothing asromantic or as



thrilling asaparanorma tdent. Smply this Lifdong habituationto

darkness has sharpened my night vision.

Orson legped onto the footstool and then curled on the armchair to

watch meas| girded mysdlf for the sunlit world.

From apullman drawer in the adjoining bathroom, | withdrew a squeeze
bottle of lotion that included a sunscreen with arating of fifty. |

applied it generoudy to my face, ears, and neck.

Thelotion had afaint coconut scent, an aromathat | associate with
palm treesin sunshine, tropical skies, ocean vistas gpangled with
noontime light, and other things that will be forever beyond my
experience. This, for me, isthe fragrance of desire and denia and

hopel ess yearning, the succulent perfume of the unattainable.

Sometimes | dream that | am walking on a Caribbean beach inarain of
sunshine, and the white sand under my feet seemsto be a cushion of
pure radiance. Thewarmth of the sun on my skinismore eratic than a
lover'stouch. Inthe dream, | am not merely bathed in the light but

pierced by it. When | wake, | am bereft.

Now the lotion, athough smelling of thetropica sun, was cool on my

face and neck. | also worked it into my hands and wrists.



The bathroom featured a single window at which the shade was currently
raised, but the space remained meagerly illuminated because the glass
was frosted and because the incoming sunlight wasfiltered through the
graceful limbs of ametrosideros. The silhouettes of leaves fluttered

on the pane.

In the mirror above the sink, my reflection was little more than a
shadow. Evenif | switched on thelight, | would not have had aclear
look a myself, because the single bulb in the overhead fixture was of

low wattage and had a peach tint.

Only rardly have seen my facein full light.

Sashasaysthat | remind her of James Dean, more ashe wasin East of

Eden than in Rebd Without a Cause.

| mysdlf don't perceive the resemblance. The hair isthe same, yes,
and the pale blue eyes. But he looked so wounded, and | do not see

mysdf that way.

| am not James Dean. | am no one but me, Christopher Snow, and | can

livewith that.

Finished with thelotion, | returned to the bedroom. Orson raised his

head from the armchair to savor the coconut scent.



| was dready wearing athletic socks, Nikes, blue 'cans, and ablack
T-shirt. | quickly pulled on ablack denim shirt with long deeves and

buttoned it at the neck.

Orson trailed me downgtairs to the foyer. Because the porch was deep
with alow ceiling, and because two massive Cdifornialive oaks stood
inthe yard, no direct sun could reach the sdelights flanking the

front door; consequently, they were not covered with curtains or
blinds. The leaded panes-geometric mosaics of clear, green, red, and

amber glass-glowed softly like jewels.

| took azippered, black leather jacket from the coat closet. | would
be out after dark, and even following amild March day, the centra

coast of Cdliforniacan turn chilly when the sun goes down.

From the closet shelf, | snatched anavy-blue, billed cap and pulled it
on, tugging it low on my head. Acrossthe front, abovethevisor, in

ruby-red embroidered |etters, were the words Mystery Train.

One night during the previous autumn, | had found the cap in Fort
Wyvern, the abandoned military baseinland from Moonlight Bay. It had
been the only object in acool, dry, concrete-walled room three stories

underground.

Although I had no ideato what the embroidered words might refer, | had



kept the cap becauseit intrigued me.

Asl turned toward the front door, Orson whined beseechingly.

| stooped and petted him. "I'm sure Dad would like to see Y ou one last

time, fdla 1 know hewould. But therésno placefor Youina

hospitd."

Hisdirect, cod-black eyes glimmered. | could have sworn that his
gaze brimmed with grief and sympathy. Maybe that was because | was

looking at him through repressed tears of my own.

My friend Bobby Haloway saysthat | tend to anthropomorphize animals,
ascribing to them human attributes and attitudes which they do nat, in

fact, possess.

Perhapsthisis because animals, unlike some people, have dways
accepted me for what | am. Thefour-legged citizens of Moonlight Bay
seem to possess amore complex understanding of life-aswell asmore

kindness-than at least some of my neighbors.

Bobby tells me that anthropomorphizing animals, regardless of my

experienceswith them, isasign of immaturity. | tell Bobby to go

copulate with himsf.

| comforted Orson, stroking his glossy coat and scratching behind his



ears. Hewas curioudy tense. Twice he cocked hishead to listen
intently to sounds| could not hear-asif he sensed athreat looming,

something even worse than the loss of my father.

At that time, | had not yet seen anything suspicious about Dad's
impending death. Cancer was only fate, not murder-unless Y ou wanted to

try bringing crimina charges againgt God.

That | had lost both parents within two years, that my mother had died
when she was only fifty-two, that my father was only fifty-six ashe
lay on hisdeathbed . . . well, dl thisjust seemed to be my poor

luck-which had been with me, literally, Snce my conception.

Later, | would have reason to recal Orson's tension-and good reason to

wonder if he had sensed the tiddl wave of trouble washing toward us.

Bobby Halloway would surely sneer at thisand say that | am doing worse
than anthropomorphizing the mutt, that now | am ascribing superhuman
attributesto him. | would have to agree-and then tell Bobby to go

copulate vigoroudy with himsdif.

Anyway, | petted and scratched and generally comforted Orson until a
horn sounded in the street and then, amost at once, sounded againin

the driveway.



Sasha had arrived.

In spite of the sunscreen on my neck, | turned up the collar of my

jacket for additiond protection.

From the Stickley-style foyer table under aprint of Maxfield Parrish's

Daybreak, | grabbed apair of wraparound sunglasses.

With my hand on the hammered-copper doorknab, | turned to Orson once

more. "Well bedl right.”

Infact, | didn't know quite how we could go on without my father. He

was our link to the world of light and to the people of the day.

More than that, he loved me as no one left on earth could love me, as

only aparent could love adamaged child. He understood me as perhaps

no one would ever understand me again.

"WEell bedl right,” | repeated.

The dog regarded me solemnly and chuffed once, dmost pityingly, asif

he knew that | waslying.

| opened the front door, and as | went outside, | put on the wraparound

sunglasses. The specid lensesweretotaly UV-proof.



My eyesare my point of greatest vulnerability. | can take no risk

whatsoever with them.

Sasha's green Ford Explorer wasin the driveway, with the engine

running, and she was behind the whed!.

| closed the house door and locked it. Orson had made no attempt to

dipout a my heds.

A breeze had sprung up from the west: an onshore flow with thefaint,
adringent scent of the sea. The leaves of the oaks whispered asif

transmitting secrets branch to branch.

My chest grew so tight that my lungs felt congtricted, aswas dways

the case when | was required to venture outside in daylight.

This symptom was entirely psychologica but nonethel ess affecting.

Going down the porch steps and aong the flagstone walk to the

driveway, | felt weighed down. Perhaps this was how a deep-sea diver

might fed in apressure suit with akingdom of water overhead.

When | got into the Explorer, Sasha Goodall said quietly, "Hey,



"Hw,"

I buckled my safety harness as Sasha shifted into reverse.

From under the bill of my cap, | peered at the house as we backed away
from it, wondering how it would appear to me when next | saw it. |

felt that when my father left thisworld, dl of the thingsthat had

bel onged to him would look shabbier and diminished because they would

no longer be touched by his spirit.

It isa Craftsman-period structure, in the Greene and Greene tradiition:
ledger stone set with aminimum of mortar, cedar Sding slvered by
wesether and time, entirely modern in itslines but not in the least

atificid or insubstantia, fully of the earth and formidable.

After the recent winter rains, the crisp lines of the date roof were

softened by agreen coverlet of lichen.

Aswe reversed into the street, | thought that | saw the shade nudged

aside at one of the living-room windows, at the back of the deep porch,

and Orson'sface at the pane, his pawsonthesill.

"How long since Y ou've been out in this?'

"Daylight? A little over nineyears.”



"What happened nine years ago?"

"Appendicitis.”

Like That timewhen Y ou dmost died.”

"Only desth bringsme out in daylight."

Shesaid, "At least Y ou got asexy scar fromiit.”

"Youthink 07"

"l liketo kissit, don't I" "I've wondered about that."

"Actudly, it scaresme, that scar,” she said. "'Y ou might have

died."

"Didnt."

"l kissit likeI'm saying alittle prayer of thanks. That Y ou're here

withme"

"Or maybe Y ou're sexudly aroused by deformity.”

"Asshole



"Y our mother never taught Y ou language like that.”

"It wasthe nunsin parochid school.” | said, "Y ou know what |

like?'

"We've been together amost two years. Yeah, | think | know what You

like"

"| likethat Y ou never cut me any dack."

"Why should I?" she asked.

“Exactly.”

Evenin my armor of cloth and lotion, behind the shades that shielded

my sengtive eyesfrom ultraviolet rays, | was unnerved by the day

around and above me. | fet eggshdl-fragileinitsvisegrip.

Sashawas aware of my uneasiness but pretended not to notice.

To take my mind off both the threst and the boundless beauty of the

sunlit world, she did what she does so wedll-which is be Sasha.

"Wherewill You belater" she asked. "Whenit'sover.”



"If it'sover. They could bewrong.”

"Wherewill You bewhenI'montheair?’

"After midnight . . . probably Bobby's place."

"Make sure heturnson hisradio.”

"AreY ou taking requeststonight?" | asked.

"Y ou don't haveto cdl in. I'll know what Y ou need.”

At the next corner, she siwung the Explorer right, onto Ocean Avenue.

Shedrove uphill, away from the sea

Fronting the shops and restaurants beyond the deep sdewalks,

elghty-foot stone pines spread wings of branches across the street.

The pavement was feathered with shadow and sunshine.

Moonlight Bay, home to twelve thousand people, rises from the harbor
and flatlandsinto gentle serried hills. In most Cdiforniatravel
guides, our town is caled the Jewe of the Central Coast, partly

because the chamber of commerce schemesrelentlesdy to havethis



sobriquet widely used.

The town has earned the name, however, for many reasons, not least of

which isour wedlth of trees. Mg estic oaks with hundredyear crowns.

Pines, cedars, phoenix pams. Deep eucayptus groves.

My favorites are the clusters of lacy meldeucaluminaria draped with

gtoles of ermine blossomsin the pring.

Asareault of our relationship, Sasha had applied protective film to
the Explorer windows. Nevertheless, the view was shockingly brighter

than that to which | was accustomed.

| did my glasses down my nose and peered over the frames.

The pine needles stitched an elaborate dark embroidery on awondrous
purple-blue, late-afternoon sky bright with mystery, and areflection

of this pattern flickered across the windshield.

I quickly pushed my glasses back in place, not merely to protect my
eyes but because suddenly | was ashamed for taking such ddight in this

rare daytime journey even asmy father lay dying.

Judicioudly speeding, never braking to afull stop at those

intersections without traffic, Sashasad, "I'll goinwith You."



"That's not necessary.”

Sashdsintense didike of doctors and nurses and al things medical

bordered on a phobia. Mot of the time she was convinced that she

would live forever; she had greet faith in the power of vitamins,

mineras, antioxidants, postive thinking, and mind-body hedling

techniques. A visit to any hospitd, however, temporarily shook her vi

conviction that she would avoid thefate of dl flesh.

"Redly," shesad, "l should bewith You. | love your dad.”

Her outer cam was bdlied by aquiver in her voice, and | was touched

by her willingnessto go, just for me, where she most loathed to go.

| sad, "I want to be donewith him, thislittletimewe have."

“Truly? " "Truly. Listen, | forgot to leave dinner out for Orson.

Could Y ou go back to the house and take care of that?"

"Yeah," she said, relieved to have atask. "Poor Orson. He and your

dad werereal buddies."

"] swear he knows."



"Sure. Animasknow things."

"Especidly Orson.”

From Ocean Avenue, she turned left onto Pecific View. Mercy Hospital

was two blocks away.

She sad, "Hell be okay.”

"He doesn't show it much, but he'saready grievingin hisway."

"I'll give him lots of hugsand cuddles.™

"Dad was hislink to theday."

"I'll be hislink now," she promised.

"Hecan't liveexclusvely inthedark.”

"He'sgot me, and I'm never going anywhere.”

"Arent You?' | asked.

"Helll be okay."



Wewerent redlly talking about the dog anymore.

The hospitd isathree-story California Mediterranean structure built

in another age when that term did not bring to mind uninspired
tract-house architecture and cheap construction. The deeply set

windows feature patinaed bronze frames. Ground-floor rooms are shaded

by loggias with arches and limestone columns.

Some of the columns are entwined by the woody vines of ancient

bougainvilleathat blanket the loggiaroofs. Thisday, evenwith

spring acouple of weeks away, cascades of crimson and radiant purple

flowers overhung the eaves.

For adaring few seconds, | pulled my sunglasses down my nose and

marveled at the sun-splashed celebration of color.

Sasha stopped at a side entrance.

As| freed mysdlf from the safety harness, she put one hand on my arm

and squeezed lightly. "Cal my cdlular number when Y ou want meto

come back."

"It1l be after sunset by thetimel leave. I'll walk."

"If that'swhat Y ou want."



"l do."

Again | drew the glasses down my nose, thistime to see Sasha Goodall

as| had never seen her. In candldight, her gray eyes are deep but

clear-asthey are here in the day world, too. Her thick mahogany hair,

in candldight, isaslustrous aswinein crystal-but markedly more

lustrous under the stroking hand of the sun. Her creamy, rose-peta

skin isflecked with faint freckles, the patterns of which | know as

well as| know the congtdlationsin every quadrant of the night sky,

Season by season.

With one finger, Sasha pushed my sunglasses back into place.

"Don't befoolish."

I'm human. Foolishiswhat we are.

If I wereto go blind, however, her face would be asight to sustain me

inthelagting blackness.

| leaned across the console and kissed her.

"You smdl like coconut," she said.

"l try.”



| kissed her again.

"Y ou shouldn't be out in thisany longer," she said firmly.

The sun, haf an hour above the sea, was orange and intense, a

perpetua thermonuclear holocaust ninety-three million miles removed.

In places, the Pacific was molten copper.

"o, coconut boy. Away with Y ou."

Shrouded like the Elephant Man, | got out of the Explorer and hurried

to the hospital, tucking my handsin the pockets of my lesther

jacket.

| glanced back once. Sashawaswatching. She gave me athumbs-up

sgn.

When | stepped into the hospital, Angela Ferryman was waiting in the
corridor. She was athird-floor nurse on the evening shift, and she

had come downgtairsto greet me.

Angelawas a sweset-tempered, pretty woman in her lateforties:

painfully thin and curioudy pae-eyed, asthough her dedication to



nursing was so ferociousthat, by the harsh terms of adevilish
bargain, she must give the very substance of herself to ensure her
patients recoveries. Her wrists seemed too fragile for the work she
did, and she moved o lightly and quickly that it was possible to

bdievethat her bones were as hollow as those of birds.

She switched off the overhead fluorescent panelsin the corridor

caling. Then she hugged me.

When | had suffered the illnesses of childhood and adolescence-mumps,
flu, chicken pox-but couldn't be safely treated outside our house,
Angelahad been the visiting nurse who stopped in daily to check on

me.

Her fierce, bony hugs were as essentia to the conduct of her work as

were tongue depressors, thermometers, and syringes.

Nevertheless, this hug frightened more than comforted me, and | said,

"Ishe?’

"It'sdl right, Chris. Hes lill holding on. Holding on just for

You, | think."

| went to the emergency stairs nearby. Asthe stairwell door eased
shut behind me, | was aware of Angelaswitching on the ground-floor

corridor lights once more.



The gtairwell was not dangeroudy well-lighted. Even o, | climbed

quickly and didn't remove my sunglasses.

At the head of the gairs, in the third-floor corridor, Seth Cleveland

waswaiting. Heis my father's doctor, and one of mine.

Although tall, with shoulders that seem round and massive enough to
wedgein one of the hospital loggiaarches, he manages never to be
looming over Y ou. He moves with the grace of amuch smdler man, and

hisvoiceisthat of agentlefairy-tae bear.

"We're medicating him for pain,” Dr. Cleveland said, turning off the

fluorescent pandl's overhead, "'so hel's drifting in and out.

But each time he comes around, he asksfor Y ou."

Removing my glasses at last and tucking them in my shirt pocket, |
hurried aong the wide corridor, past rooms where patients with al
manner of maadies, in dl stages of illness, dther lay insensate or
sat before bed trays that held their dinners. Those who saw the
corridor lights go off were aware of the reason, and they paused in

their eating to stare at me as| passed their open doors.

In Moonlight Bay, | am areluctant celebrity. Of the twelve thousand



full-time residents and the nearly three thousand students at Ashdon
College, aprivate liberd-artsingitution that Sits on the highest

land in town, | am perhaps the only one whose nameisknown to all.

Because of my nocturnd life, however, not every one of my fellow

townspeople has seen me.

As| moved aong the hal, most of the nurses and nurses aides spoke

my name or reached out to touch me.

| think they felt close to me not because there was anything especidly
winning about my personality, not because they loved my father-as,

indeed, everyone who knew him loved him-but because they were devoted
healers and because | was the ultimate oh'ect of their heartfelt desire

to nurture and make well. | have beenin need of heding dl my life,

but | am beyond their-or anyone's-power to cure.

My father wasin asemiprivate room. At the moment no patient occupied

the second bed.

| hesitated on the threshold. Then with a deep breath that did not

fortify me, | went insde, closing the door behind me.

The dats of the venetian blinds weretightly shut. At the periphery
of each blind, the glossy white window casings glowed orange with the

digtilled sunlight of the day's last half hour.



On the bed nearest the entrance, my father was a shadowy shape. |

heard his shalow bregthing. When | spoke, he didn't answer.

He was monitored solely by an e ectrocardiograph. In order not to
disturb him, the audio signa had been silenced; his heartbest was

traced only by aspiking green line of light on a cathode-ray tube.

His pulse wasrapid and weak. As| watched, it went through abrief

period of arrhythmia, darming me, before stabilizing again.

In thelower of thetwo drawersin his nightstand were a butane lighter

and apair of three-inch-diameter bayberry candlesin glass cups. The

medical staff pretended to be unaware of the presence of theseitems.

| put the candles on the nightstand.

Because of my limitations, | am granted this dispensation from hospital

rules. Othewise, | would haveto St in utter darkness.

Inviolation of firelaws, | thumbed the lighter and touched the flame

to onewick. Then to the other.

Perhaps my strange cdlebrity winsmelicense also. Y ou cannot

overestimate the power of celebrity in modern America



Inthe flutter of soothing light, my father's face resolved out of the
darkness. Hiseyeswere closed. He was breathing through his open

moulth.

At hisdirection, no heroic efforts were being taken to sustain his

life. His breathing was not even assisted by an inhaator.

| took off my jacket and the Mystery Train cap, putting them on achair

provided for vigtors.

Standing at his bed, on the side more distant from the candles, | took
oneof hishandsin one of mine. His skin was coal, asthin as
parchment. Bony hands. Hisfingernaillswere yelow, cracked, asthey

had never been before.

His name was Steven Snow, and he was agreat man. He had never won a
war, never made alaw, never composed a symphony, never written a
famous novel asin his youth he had hoped to do, but he was greater

than any generd, palitic' lan, composer, or prizeiv winning novelist

who had ever lived.

He was great because he was kind. He was great because he was humble,
gentle, full of laughter. He had been married to my mother for thirty
years, and during that long span of temptation, he had remained

faithful to her. Hislovefor her had been so luminousthat our house,



by necessity dimly lighted in most rooms, was bright in dl theways

that mattered. A professor of literature at Ashdon-where Mom had been
aprofessor in the science department-Dad was so beloved by his
students that many remained in touch with him decades after leaving his

classroom.

Although my affliction had saverely circumscribed him socidly from the
day that | was born, when he himsdlf was twenty-eight, he had never
once made mefed that he regretted fathering me or that | was anything

less than an unmitigated joy and asource of undiluted prideto him.

He lived with dignity and without complaint, and he never failed to

celebrate what was right with the world.

Once he had been robust and handsome. Now his body was shrunken and

his face was haggard, gray. Helooked much older than hisfifty-gx

years.

The cancer had spread from hisliver to hislymphatic system, then to

other organs, until he wasriddled withit.

In the struggle to survive, he had lost much of histhick white hair.

On the cardiac monitor, the green line began to spike and through

eraticdly. | watched it with dread.



Dad's hand closed weakly on mine.

When | looked at him again, his sapphire-blue eyes were open and

focused on me, asriveting asever.

"Water?' | asked, because he was dwaysthirsty lately, parched.

"No, I'mall right," hereplied, although he sounded dry. Hisvoice

was barely louder than awhisper.

| could think of nothing to say.

All my life, our house wasfilled with conversation. My dad and mom
and | talked about novels, old movies, thefollies of paliticians,

poetry, music, history, science, religion, art, and about owls and deer
mice and raccoons and bats and fiddler crabs and other creatures that
shared the night with me. Our discourse ranged from serious colloquies
about the human condition to frothy gossip about neighbors. Inthe
Snow family, no program of physica exercise, regardless of how
strenuous, was considered to be adequate if it didn't include adaily

workout of the tongue.

Y et now, when | most desperately needed to open my heart to my father,

| was speechless.



He amiled asif he understood my plight and appreciated theirony of

it.

Then hissmilefaded. Hisdrawn and sallow face grew even more

gaunt.

Hewasworn so thin, in fact, that when a draft guttered the candle
flames, his face gppeared to be hardly more substantial than a

reflection floating on the surface of apond.

Astheflickery light stabilized, | thought that Dad seemed to bein
agony, but when he spoke, his voice revealed sorrow and regret rather

than pain: "I'm sorry, Chris. So damn sorry."

"Y ou've nothing to be sorry about,”" | assured him, wondering if he was

lucid or speaking through a haze of fever and drugs.

"Sorry about the inheritance, son.”

"I'll be okay. | can take care of mysdlf."

"Not money. Therell be enough of that," he said, hiswhispery voice

fading further. Hiswords dipped from hispaelipsamost as

dlently astheliquid of an egg from acracked shell. "The other

inheritance.



.. from your mother and me. The XP."

"Dad, no. Y ou couldn't have known."

Hiseyesclosed again. Words asthin and transparent as raw egg white:

"I'mso sorry...."

"Yougavemelife" | said.

His hand had gonelimpinmine.

For aningtant | thought that he was dead. My heart fell stone

through-water in my chest.

But the beat traced in green light by the ectrocardiograph showed

that he had merely lost consciousness again.

"Dad, You gave melife," | repested, distraught that he couldn't hear

me.

My dad and mom had each unknowingly carried arecessive gene that
appearsin only onein two hundred thousand people. The odds against
two such people meeting, faling inlove, and having children are
millionsto one. Even then, both must passthe geneto their offspring

for calamity to strike, and thereis only one chancein four that they



will do s0.

With me, my folks hit the jackpot. | have xeroderma pigmentosum-XP for

short-arare and frequently fatal genetic disorder.

XPvictims are acutely vulnerable to cancers of the skin and eyes.

Even brief exposure to sun-indeed, to any ultraviolet rays, including
those from incandescent and fluorescent lights-could be disastrous for

me.

All human beingsincur sunlight damage to the DNA-the genetic

materid-inther cdls, inviting meanomaand other maignancies.

Hedlthy people possessanatura repair system: enzymes that strip out
the damaged segments of the nucleotide strands and replace them with

undamaged DNA.

In those with XP, however, the enzymes don't function; therepair is
not made. Ultraviolet-induced cancers develop easily, quickly-and

metastas ze unchecked.

The United States, with a popul ation exceeding two hundred and seventy

million, is home to more than eighty thousand dwarfs.



Ninety thousand of our countrymen stand over seven feet tall. Our
nation boasts four million millionaires, and ten thousand more will
achievethat happy status during the current year. In any twelve
months, perhaps athousand of our citizenswill be struck by

lightning.

Feawer than athousand Americans have XP, and fewer than ahundred are

born with it each year.

Thenumber issmall in part becausethe &fflictionissorare.

The size of this XP populationisaso limited by the fact that many of

usdo not livelong.

Mogt physiciansfamiliar with xerodernia pigmentosum would have
expected meto diein childhood. Few would have bet that | could
survive adolescence. None would have risked serious money on the

propostion that | would still be thriving at twenty-eight.

A handful of XPers(my word for us) are older than | am, afew

sgnificantly older, though mogt if not al of them have suffered

progressive neurological problems associated with their disorder.

Tremors of the head or the hands. Hearing loss. Slurred speech.

Even mentd imparment.



Except for my need to guard againgt the light, | am as norma and whole
asanyone. | am not an adbino. My eyes have color. My skinis
pigmented. Although certainly | am far paler than a Cdifornia beach
boy, I'm not ghost-white. In the candldit rooms and the night world

that | inhabit, | can even appear, curioudy, to have adusky

complexion.

Every day that | remainin my current condition isa precious gift, and

| bedievethat | use my time aswell and asfully asit can be used. |

reishlife. | find ddight where anyone would expect it-but dso

where few would think to look.

In 23 B.C., the poet Horace said, " Seize the day, put no trust in the

morrow!"

| ssizethe night and rideit asthough it were agreat black

gdlion.

Most of my friends say that | am the happiest person they know.

Happiness was mine to choose or regject, and | embraced it.

Without my particular parents, however, | might not have been granted

thischoice. My mother and father radically dtered their livesto



shiddd me aggressively from damaging light, and until | was old enough
to understand my predicament, they were required to be relentlessly,
exhaudingly vigilant. Their salflessdiligence contributed

inca culably to my surviva. Furthermore, they gave me the love-and
thelove of life-that made it impossible for me to choose depression,

despair, and areclusive existence.

My mother died suddenly. Although I know that she understood the
profound depth of my feding for her, | wish that | had been ableto

expressit to her adequately on that last day of her life.

Sometimes, out in the night, on the dark beach, when the sky isclear
and the vault of stars makes mefedl smultaneoudy morta and
invincible, when thewind is still and even the seais hushed asit

breaks upon the shore, | tell my mother what she meant to me.

But | don't know that she hears.

Now my father-till with me, if only tenuoudydid not hear mewhen |
sad, "Yougavemelife" And | wasafraid that he would teke his
leave before | could tell him dl the thingsthat 1'd been given no

last chanceto tdl my mother.

Hishand remained cool and limp. | hed it anyway, asif to anchor him

to thisworld until | could say good-bye properly.



At the edges of the venetian blinds, the window frames and casings

smoldered from orange to fiery red as the sun met the sea.

Thereisonly one circumstance under which | will ever sunset

directly.

If I should develop cancer of the eyes, then before | succumbtoit or
go blind, I will one late afternoon go down to the sea and stand facing
those distant Asan empireswhere | will never wak. On the brink of

dusk, I'll remove my sunglasses and watch the dying of thelight.

I'll have to squint. Bright light painsmy eyes. Itseffect isso

total and swift that | can virtualy fed the developing burn.

Asthe blood-red light at the periphery of the blinds degpened to

purple, my father's hand tightened on mine.

| looked down, saw that his eyes were open, and tried to tell him all

that wasin my heart.

"I know," he whispered.

When | was unable to stop saying what didn't need to be said, Dad found

an unexpected reserve of strength and squeezed my hand so hard that |

halted in my speech.



Into my shaky slence, he said, "Remember | could bardly hear him. |

leaned over the bed railing to put my left ear closeto hislips.

Faintly, yet projecting aresolve that resonated with anger and
defiance, he gave me hisfina words of guidance: "Fear nothing,

Chris.

Fear nothing.”

Then hewas gone. Theluminoustracery of the electrocardiogram

skipped, skipped again, and went flatline.

Theonly moving lights were the candle flames, dancing on the black

wicks.

| could not immediately let go of hisdack hand. | kissed his

forehead, hisrough cheek.

No light any longer leaked past the edges of the blinds. Theworld had

rotated into the darkness that wel comed me.

The door opened. Again, they had extinguished the nearest banks of
fluorescent panels, and the only light came from the corridor from

other roomsaong itslength.



Nearly astall asthe doorway, Dr. Cleveland entered the room and came

gravely to the foot of the bed.

With sandpiper-quicksteps, Angela Ferryman followed him, one
sharp-knuckled fist held to her breast. Her shoulders were hunched,
her posture defensive, asif her patient's death were a physical

blow.

The EKG machine beside the bed was equipped with atelemetry device
that sent Dad's heartbeat to amonitor at the nurses station down the

hall.

They had known the moment that he dipped away.

They didn't come with syringesfull of epinephrine or with aportable
defibrillator to shock his heart back into action. As Dad had wanted,

there would be no heroic measures.

Dr. Cleveland's features were not designed for solemn occasions. He
resembled a beardless Santa Claus with merry eyes and plump rosy

cheeks.

He strove for adour expression of grief and sympathy, but he managed

only to look puzzled.



Hisfedingswere evident, however, in his soft voice. "Are'Y ou okay,

Chris?'

"Hanginginthere," | said.

From the hospital room, | telephoned Sandy Kirk at Kirk's Funera Home,

with whom my father himsalf had made arrangements weeks ago. In

accordance with Dad's wishes, he was to be cremated.

Two orderlies, young men with chopped hair and feeble mustaches,

arrived to move the body to a cold-holding room in the basement.

They asked if | wanted to wait down there with it until the mortician's

van arrived. | said that | didn't.

Thiswas not my father, only hisbody. My father had gone el sewhere.

| opted not to pull the sheet back for one last ook at Dad's sallow

face. Thiswasn't how | wanted to remember him.

The orderlies moved the body onto agurney. They seemed awkward in the
conduct of their business, at which they ought to have been practiced,
and they glanced at me surreptitioudy while they worked, asif they

fdt inexplicably guilty about what they were doing.

Maybe those who transport the dead never become entirely easy with



their work. How reassuring it would be to believe as much, for such
awkwardness might mean that people are not as indifferent to the fate

of others asthey sometimes seem to be.

Morelikely, these two were merdly curious, snesking glancesat me. |
am, dfter al, the only citizen of Moonlight Bay to have been featured

inamgor articlein Time magazine.

And | am the onewho lives by night and shrinks from the sight of the

aun. Vampire! Ghoul! Filthy wacko pervert! Hide your children!

To befair, the vast mgority of people are understanding and kind. A
ppoi sonous minority, however, are rumormongers who believe anything
about me that they hear-and who embdlish dl gossip with the

self-righteousness of spectators at a Sdlem witchtrid.

If these two young men were of the latter type, they must have been
disappointed to seethat | looked remarkably normal. No grave-pae
face. No blood-red eyes. No fangs. | wasn't even having a snack of

gpiders and worms. How boring of me.

The whedls on the gurney creaked as the orderlies departed with the
body. Even after the door swung shut, | could hear the receding

sgueak-sgueak-sgqueak.



Alonein the room, by candldight, | took Dad's overnight bag from the
narrow closet. It held only the clothes that he had been wearing when

he'd checked into the hospital for the last time.

The top nightstand drawer contained hiswatch, hiswallet, and four

paperback books. | put them in the suitcase,

| pocketed the butane lighter but |eft the candles behind. | never
wanted to smell bayberry again. The scent now had intolerable

associations for me.

Because | gathered up Dad's few belongings with such efficiency, | felt

that | was admirably in control of mysdif.

Infact, theloss of him had left me numb. Snuffing the candlesby
pinching the flames between thumb and forefinger, | didn't fed the

heat or smdl the charred wicks.

When | stepped into the corridor with the suitcase, a nurse switched
off the overhead fluorescents once more. | walked directly to the

darsthat | had climbed eaxlier.

Elevators were of no use to me because their ceiling lights couldn't be
turned off independently of their lift mechanisms. During the brief
ride down from the third floor, my sunscreen lotion would be sufficient

protection; however, | wasn't prepared to risk getting stuck between



floorsfor an extended period.

Without remembering to put on my sunglasses, | quickly descended the
dimly lighted concrete stairs-and to my surprise, | didn't stop at the
ground floor. Driven by acompulsonthat | didn'timmediately
understand, moving faster than before, the suitcase thumping against my

leg, | continued to the basement, where they had taken my father.

The numbnessin my heart became achill. Spirding outward from that

icy throb, a series of shudders worked through me.

Abruptly | was overcome by the conviction that I'd relinquished my
father's body without fulfilling some solemn duty, dthough | was not

ableto think what it wasthat | ought to have done.

My heart was pounding so hard that | could hear it-like the drumbest of

an gpproaching funera cortege but in doubletime.

My throat swelled half shut, and | could swallow my suddenly sour

sdivaonly with effort.

At the bottom of the stairwd |l was a sted fire door under ared
emergency-exit Sgn. In some confusion, | hated and hesitated with

one hand on the push bar.



Then | remembered the obli ation that | had amost failed to mest.

Ever the romantic, Dad had wanted to be cremated with hisfavorite
photograph of my mother, and he had charged me with making surethat it

was sent with him to the mortuary.

The photo wasin hiswallet. Thewallet wasin the suitcasethat |

carried.

Impulsively | pushed open the door and stepped into a basement

hdlway.

The concrete walls were painted glossy white. Fromilvery parabolic
diffusers overhead, torrents of fluorescent light splashed the

corridor.

| should have reeled backward across the threshold or, at least,
searched for the light switch. Instead, | hurried recklesdy forward,
letting the heavy door sigh shut behind me, keeping my head down,

counting on the sunscreen and my cap visor to protect my face.

my left hand into ajacket pocket. My right hand was clenched around

the handle of the suitcase, exposed.

The amount of light bombarding me during arace aong a hundred-foot

corridor would not be sufficient, initsdf, to trigger araging skin



cancer or tumors of the eyes. | was acutely aware, however, that the
damage sustained by the DNA in my skin cells was cumul ative because my
body could not repair it. A measured minute of exposure each day for

two months would have the same catastrophic effect as a one-hour burn

sustained in asuicidd session of sunworship.

My parents had impressed upon me, from ayoung age, that the
consequences of asingleirrespons ble act might appear negligible or
even nonexistent but that inevitable horrors would ensue from habitua
irrespongbility.

Even with my head tucked down and my cap visor blocking adirect view

of the egg-crate fluorescent pands, | had to squint against the glare

that ricocheted off the whitewalls. | should have put on my

sunglasses, but | was only seconds from the end of the hallway.

The gray-and-red-marbled vinyl flooring looked like day-old raw mest.

A mild dizziness overcame me, inspired by the vileness of the pattern

inthetile and by the fearsome glare.

| passed storage and machinery rooms.

The basement appeared to be deserted.



Thedoor at the farther end of the corridor became the door at the

nearer end. | stepped into asmall subterranean garage.

Thiswas not the public parking lot, which lay above ground.

Nearby were only apane truck with the hospital name onthesideand a

paramedics van.

More distant was ablack Cadillac hearse from Kirk's Funerd Home. |
was rdieved that Sandy Kirk had not aready collected the body and
departed. | till had time to put the photo of my mother between Dad's

folded hands.

Parked beside the gleaming hearse was a Ford van similar to the
paramedics vehicle except that it was not fitted with the standard
emergency beacons. Both the hearse and the van were facing away from

me, just insde the big roll-up door, which was open to the night.

Otherwise, the space was empty, so ddivery trucks could pull insdeto

off-load food, linens, and medica suppliesto the freight elevator.

At the moment, no deliveries were being made.

The concrete walls were not painted here, and the fluorescent fixtures

overhead were fewer and farther apart than in the corridor that | had

just left. Nevertheless, thiswas till not a safe place for me, and |



moved quickly toward the hearse and the white van.

The corner of the basement immediately to the left of the rollup garage
door and past those two waiting vehicles was occupied by aroom thét |
knew wdll. It was the cold-holding chamber, where the dead were kept

until they could be transported to mortuaries.

Oneterrible January night two years ago, by candlelight, my father and
| had waited miserably in cold-holding more than haf an hour with the

body of my mother. We could not bear to leave her there done.

Dad would have followed her from the hospital to the mortuary and into
the crematorium furnace that night-if not for hisinability to abandon

me. A poet and ascientist, but such similar souls.

She had been brought from the scene of the accident by ambulance and
rushed from the emergency room to surgery. Shedied three minutes
after reaching the operating table, without regaining consciousness,

even before the full extent of her injuries could be determined.

Now the insulated door to the cold-holding chamber stood open, and as|
gpproached it, | heard men arguing insde. In spite of their anger,
they kept their voices low; an emotiona note of strenuous disagreement

was matched by atone of urgency and secrecy.



Their circumspection rather than their anger brought meto astop ‘just
before | reached the doorway. In spite of the deadly fluorescent

light, | stood for amoment inindecision.

From beyond the door came avoice | recognized. Sandy Kirk said, "So

whoisthisguy I'll be cremating?'

Another man said, "Nobody. Just avagrant.”

"Y ou should have brought him to my place, not here," Sandy

complained.

"And what happens when he's missed?’

A third man spoke, and | recognized his voice asthat of one of the two

orderlies who had collected my father's body from the room upgtairs.

"Can wefor God's sake 'just move thisaong?'

Suddenly certain that it was dangerous to be encumbered, | set the

suitcase againg the wall, freeing both hands.

A man appeared in the doorway, but he didn't see me because hewas

backing across the threshold, pulling agurney.

The hearse was eight feet away. Before | was spotted, | dipped toit,

crouching by the rear door through which cadavers were |oaded.



Peering around the fender, | could till seethe entranceto the
cold-holding chamber. The man backing out of that room was a stranger:
late twenties, Sx feet, massively built, with athick neck and a

shaved head. He was wearing work shoes, blue jeans, aredplaid flanndl

shirt-and one pearl earring.

After hedrew the gurney completely across the threshold, he svung it

around toward the hearse, ready to push instead of pull.

On the gurney was a corpse in an opague, zippered vinyl bag.

In the cold-holding chamber two years ago, my mother was transferred

into asimilar bag before being released to the mortician.

Following the stone-bald stranger into the garage, Sandy Kirk gripped
the gurney with one hand. Blocking awhed with hisleft foot, he

asked again, "What happens when he's missed?’

The bald man frowned and cocked hishead. The pearl his earlobe was

luminous "I told Y ou, he was avagrant. Everything heownedisin

his backpack."

nw?'



"He disappears-who's to notice or care?"

Sandy was thirty-two and so good-looking that even hisgridy

occupation gave no pause to the women who pursued him. Although hewas
charming and less sdf-conscioudy dignified than many in his

profession, he made me uneasy. His handsome features seemed to be a
mask behind which was not another face but an emptiness-not as though

he were adifferent and less morally motivated man than he pretended to

be, but as though he were no man at al.

Sandy said, "What about his hospital records?'

| "Hedidn't die here," the bad man said. "I picked him up eerlier,

out on the state highway. Hewas hitchhiking."

| had never voiced my troubling perception of Sandy Kirk to anyone: not
to my parents, not to Bobby Halloway, not to Sasha, not even to

Orson.

So many thoughtless people have made unkind assumptions about me, based
on my gppearance and my affinity for the night, that | am reluctant to

don the club of crudty and spesk ill of anyone without ample reason.

Sandy's father, Frank, had been afine and well-liked man, and Sandy
had never done anything to indicate that he was less admirable than his

dad.



Until now.

To the man with the gurney, Sandy said, "I'm taking abig risk."

"Y ou're untouchable."

"l wonder."

"Wonder on your own time," said the bald man, and herolled the gurney

over Sandy's blocking foot.

Sandy cursed and scuttled out of the way, and the man with the gurney
came directly toward me. The wheels squeaked-as had the whedls of the

gurney on which they had taken away my father.

Still crouching, | dipped around the back of the hearse, between it
and the white Ford van. A quick glance revedled that no company or

ingtitution name adorned the side of the van.

The squeaking gurney wasrapidly drawing nearer.

Ingtinctively, | knew | wasin considerable jeopardy. | had caught

them in some schemethat | didn't understand but that clearly involved

illegdities. They would especidly want to keep it secret from me, of



al people.

| dropped facedown on the floor and did under the hearse, out of sght
and aso out of the fluorescent glare, into shadows as cool and smooth
asslk. My hiding place was barely spacious enough to accommodate me,

and when | hunched my back, it pressed againgt the drivetrain.

| was facing the rear of the vehicle. | watched the gurney roll past

the hearse and continue to the van.

When | turned my head to theright, | saw the threshold of the
cold-holding chamber only eight feet beyond the Cadillac. | had an
even closer view of Sandy's highly polished black shoes and the cuffs
of his navy-blue suit pants as he stood |ooking after the bald man with

the gurney.

Behind Sandy, againgt thewall, was my father's small suitcase.

There had been nowhere nearby to concedl It, and if | had kept it with

me, | wouldn't have been able to move quickly enough or dip

noisalesdy under the hearse.

Apparently no one had noticed the suitcase yet. Maybe they would

continue to overlook it.

The two orderlieswhom | could identify by their white shoes and white



pants-rolled asecond gurney out of the holding room.

The whedls on this one did not squesk.

Thefirst gurney, pushed by the bald man, reached the back of the white

van. | heard him open the rear cargo doors on that vehicle.

One of the orderlies said to the other, "I better get upstairs before
someone starts wondering what's taking me so long." He walked away,

toward the far end of the garage.

The collapsblelegs on the first gurney folded up with ahard clatter

asthe bald man shoved it into the back of hisvan.

Sandy opened the rear door on the hearse asthe remaining orderly
arrived with the second gurney. On this one, evidently, was another

opague vinyl bag containing the body of the nameless vagrant.

A sense of unredlity overcame me-that | should find myself in these
strange circumstances. | could almost believe that | had somehow

fdleninto adream without firg faling into deep.

The cargo-hold doors on the van dammed shut. Turning my heed to the
left, | watched the bald man's shoes as he approached the driver's

door.



The orderly would wait here to close the big roll-up after the two
vehicles departed. If | stayed under the hearse, | would be discovered

when Sandy drove away.

| didn't know which of the two orderlies had remained behind, but it
didn't matter. | wasrelatively confident that | could get the better
of ether of the young men who had wheded my father away from his

deathbed.

If Sandy Kirk glanced at his rear-view mirror as he drove out of the
garage, however, he might see me. Then | would have to contend with

both him and the orderly.

The engine of the van turned over.

As Sandy and the orderly shoved the gurney into the back of the hearse,
| did out from under thet vehicle. My cap was knocked off. |

snatched it up and, without daring to glance toward the rear of the
hearse, crabbed eight feet to the open door of the cold-holding

chamber.

Inside this bleak room, | scrambled to my feet and hid behind the door,

pressing my back to the concrete wall.

No oneinthe garage cried out in darm. Evidently | had not been



| redlized that | was holding my bresth. | let it out with along hiss

between clenched tegth.

My light-stung eyes were watering. | blotted them on the backs of my

hands.

Two walls were occupied by over-and-under rows of stainless stedl
morgue drawersin which the air was even colder than in the holding
chamber itsdlf, where the temperature was low enough to make me

shiver.

Two cushionless wooden chairs stood to one side.

The flooring was white porcelain tile with tight grout joints for easy

cleaning if abody bag sprang alesk.

Again, there were overhead fluorescent tubes, too many of them, and |

tugged my Mystery Train cap far down on my brow.

Surprisingly, the sunglassesin my shirt pocket had not been broken. |

shielded my eyes.

A percentage of ultraviolet radiation penetrates even ahighly rated



sunscreen. | had sustained more exposure to hard light in the past
hour than during the entire previous year. Like the hoofbegts of a
fearsome black horse, the perils of cumulative exposure thundered

through my mind.

From beyond the open door, the van's engine roared. Theroar swiftly

receded, fading to agrumble, and the grumble became adying murmur.

The Cadillac hearse followed the van into the night. The big motorized

garage door rolled down and met the sill with a solid blow that echoed

through the hospita's subterranean relms, and in itswake, the echo

shook atrembling silence out of the concrete walls.

| tensed, baling my handsinto fists.

Although hewas surely il in the garage, the orderly made no

sound.

| imagined him, head cocked with curiogity, Saring a my father's

suitcase.

A minute ago | had been surethat | could overpower this man.

Now my confidence ebbed. Physically, | was more than his equabut he

might possess aruthlessnessthat | did not.



| didn't hear him approaching. He was on the other side of the open
door, inchesfrom me, and | became aware of him only because the rubber
soles of his shoes squesked on the porcelain tile when he crossed the

threshold.

If he camedl theway insde, aconfrontation wasinevitable.

My nerves were coiled astight as clockwork mainsprings.

After adisconcertingly long hesitation, the orderly switched off the

lights He pulled the door shut as he backed out of the room.

| heard him insert akey inthelock. The dead bolt snapped into place
with asound like the hammer of a heavy-caiber revolver driving the

firing pin into an empty chamber.

| doubted that any corpses occupied the chilled morgue drawers. Mercy
Hospital-in quiet Moonlight Baydoesn't crank out the dead at the
frenetic pace with which the big indtitutions process them in the

violence-ridden cities.

Even if breathless deeperswere nestled in dl these stainless stedl
bunks, however, | wasn't nervous about being with them. 1 will one day
be as dead as any resident of a graveyard-no doubt sooner than will

other men of my age. The dead are merdly the countrymen of my



future.

| did dread the light, and now the perfect darkness of this cool
windowless room was, to me, like quenching water to aman dying of
thirst. For aminute or longer | relished the absol ute blackness that

bathed my skin, my eyes.

Reluctant to move, | remained beside the door, my back against the

wall.

| half expected the orderly to return at any moment.

Finaly | took off my sunglasses and dipped them into my shirt pocket

again.

Although | stood in blackness, through my mind spun bright pinwhed s of

anxious speculation.

My father's body wasin the white van. Bound for adestination that |
could not guess. In the custody of people whose motivations were

utterly incomprehensibleto me.

| couldn't imagine any logical reason for thisbizarre corpse
swap-except that the cause of Dad's death must not have been as
sraightforward as cancer. Y et if my father's poor dead bones could

somehow incriminate someone, why wouldn't the guilty party let Sandy



Kirk's crematorium destroy the evidence?

Apparently they needed his body.

For what?

A cold dew had formed inside my clenched fists, and the back of my neck

was damp.

The more | thought about the scene that | had witnessed in the garage,
the lesscomfortable | fdt in thislightlessway station for the

dead.

These peculiar events tirred primitive fears so degp in my mind that |
could not even discern their shape asthey swam and circled in the

murk.

A murdered hitchhiker would be cremated in my father's place.

But why kill aharmless vagrant for this purpose? Sandy could have
filled the bronze memorid urn with ordinary wood ashes, and | would
have been convinced that they were human. Besdes, it wasunlikely in
the extreme that | would ever pry open the sealed urn oncel received
it-unlikelier il that | would submit the powdery contents for

laboratory testing to determine their composition and true source.



My thoughts seemed tangled in atightly woven mesh. | couldn't thrash

loose.

Shakily, | withdrew the lighter from my pocket. | hesitated, listening
for furtive sounds on the far sde of the locked door, and then |

druck aflame.

| would not have been surprised to see an alabaster corpse silently

risen fromits steel sarcophagus, standing before me, face greasy with
deeth and glimmering in the butane lambency, eyeswide but blind, mouth
working to impart secrets but producing not even awhisper. No cadaver
confronted me, but serpents of light and shadow dipped from the
fluttering flame and purled acrossthe sted panels, imparting an

illusion of movement to the drawers, so that each receptacle gppeared

to beinching outward.

Turning to the door, | discovered that to prevent anyone from being
accidentally locked in the cold-holding room, the dead bolt could be
disengaged from within. On this side, no key was required; the lock

could be operated with a smple thumbturn.

| eased the dead bolt out of the striker plate as quietly as

possible.

The doorknob creaked softly.



The slent garage was apparently deserted, but | remained dert.

Someone could be concealed behind one of the supporting columns, the

paramedics van, or the pandl truck.

Squinting againg the dry rain of fluorescent light, | saw to my dismay

that my father's suitcase was gone. The orderly must have takenit.

| did not want to cross the hospital basement to the stairs by which |
had descended. Therisk of encountering one or both of the orderlies

was too great.

Until they opened the suitcase and examined the contents, they might
not realize whose property it was. When they found my father'swallet
with his1D, they would know | had been here, and they would be

concerned about what, if anything, | might have heard and seen.

A hitchhiker had been killed not because he had known anything about
their activities, not because he could incriminate them, but merely
because they needed a body to cremate for reasons that still escaped

me.

With those who posed a genuine thregt to them, they would be

merciless.



| pressed the button that operated the wide roll-up. The motor hummed,
the chain drive jerked taut overhead, and that big segmented door
ascended with afrightful clatter. | glanced nervoudy around the

garage, expecting to seean lant break from cover and rush toward

me.

When the door was more than halfway open, | stopped it with a second
tap of the button and then brought it down again with athird. Asit

descended, | dipped under the door and into the night.

Tdl pole lamps shed a brass-cold, muddy yelow light on the driveway
that doped up from the subterranean garage. At thetop of the drive,
the parking lot was dso cast in this sullen radiance, which waslike
thefrigid glow that might illuminate an anteroom to some precinct of

Hell where punishment involved an eternity of ice rather than fire.

As much as possible, | moved through landscape zones, in the nightshade

of camphor trees and pines.

| fled acrossthe narrow street into aresidential neighborhood of

quaint Spanish bungalows. Into an aleyway without streetlamps.

Past the backs of houses bright with windows. Beyond the windows were
roomswhere strangelives, full of infinite possbility and blissful

ordinariness, were lived beyond my reach and amost beyond my



comprehension.

Frequently, | fed weightlessin the night, and this was one of those

times. | ran asslently asthe owl flies, gliding on shadows.

This sunlessworld had welcomed and nurtured me for twenty-eight years,

had been always a place of peace and comfort to me.

But now for thefirg timein my life, | was plagued by thefeding

that some predatory creature was pursuing me through the darkness.

Resisting the urge to look over my shoulder, | picked up my pace and
sprinted-raced-streaked-flew through the narrow backstreets and

dark-ways of Moonlight Bay.

| have seen photographs of California pepper treesin sunlight.

When brightly linmed, they arelacy, graceful, green dreams of trees.

At night, the pepper acquires adifferent character from the one that

it revedsin daylight. It appearsto hang its head, letting itslong
branches droop to concea aface drawn with care or grief These trees
flanked the long driveway to Kirk's Funeral Home, which stood on a
three-acre knoll at the northeast edge of town, inland of Highway | and

reached by an overpass. They waited like lines of mourners, paying



their respects.

Yi Asl climbed the private lane, on which low mushroom-shaped

landscape lamps cast rings of light, the trees stirred in a breeze.

The friction between wind and leaves was awhispery lamentation.

No cars were parked dong the mortuary approach, which meant that no

viewingswerein progress.

| myself travel through Moonlight Bay only on foot or on my bicycle.

Thereisno pointin learning to drive acar. | couldn't useit by

day, and by night | would have to wear sunglasses to spare mysdlf the

gting of oncoming headlights. Copstend to frown on night driving with

shades, no matter how cool Y ou look.

Thefull moon had risen.

| like the moon. It illuminates without scorching. It burnishes what

is beautiful and grams concealment to what is not.

At the broad crown of the hill, the blacktop looped back on itsalf to

form aspacious turnaround with asmall grassy circle at its center.

In the circle was a cast-concrete reproduction of Michelangelo's



Madona.

The body of the dead Christ, cradled on his mother's Iap, was luminous

with reflected moonlight. The Virgin aso glowed faintly.

In sunshine, this crude replicamust surely ook unspeskably tacky.

Faced with terrible loss, however, most mournersfind comfort in
assurances of universdl design and meaning, even when asclumsly
expressed asin this reproduction. Onething | love about peopleis

their ability to belifted so high by the smallest drafts of hope.

| stopped under the portico of the funera home, hesitating because |

couldn't assess the danger into which | was about to leap.

The massive two-story Georgian house-red brick with white wood
trim-would have been the loveliest house in town, were the town not
Moonlight Bay. A spaceship from another galaxy, perched here, would
have looked no more dien to our coastline than did Kirk's handsome
pile. This house needed elms, not pepper trees, drear heavens rather
than the clear skies of Cdifornia, and periodic lashingswith rains

far colder than those that would drench it here.

The second floor, where Sandy lived, was dark.



The viewing rooms were on the ground floor. Through beveled, leaded

panes that flanked the front door, | saw awesk light at the back of

the house.

| rang the bell.

A man entered the far end of the hallway and approached the door.

Although hewas only a silhouette, | recognized Sandy Kirk by his easy

walk. He moved with a grace that enhanced his good |ooks.

He reached the foyer and switched on both the interior lights and the

porch lights. When he opened the door, he seemed surprised to see me

squinting a him from under the bill of my cap.

"Chrigtopher?

"Evening, Mr. Kirk."

"I'm so very sorry about your father. He was awonderful man.”

"Yes. Yes hewas."

"Weve dready collected him from the hospital. Weretreating him

just like family, Christopher, with the utmost respect-Y ou can be sure

of that. | took his course in twentieth-century poetry at Ashdon. Did



Y ou know that?"

"Yes, of course”

"From him | learned to love Eliot and Pound. Auden and Plath. Beckett

and Ashbery. Robert Bly. Yeats. All of them.

Couldn't tolerate poetry when | started the course-couldn't live

without it by theend.”

"Wallace Stevens. Dondld justice. Louise Ghick. They were his

persond favorites."

Sandy smiled and nodded. Then: "Oh, excuse me, | forgot.”

Out of congderation for my condition, he extinguished both the foyer

and porch lights.

Standing on the dark threshold, he said, "This must be terrible for

You, but at least heisn't suffering anymore.”

Sandy's eyes were green, but in the pale landscape lighting, they

looked as smooth-black as certain beetles shdls.

Studying hiseyes, | sad, "Could | see him?"



"What-your father?'

"I didn't turn the sheet back from his face before they took him out of

hisroom. Didn't have the heart for it, didn't think | needed to. Now

... I'dredlly likejust onelast look."

Sandy Kirk's eyeswere like aplacid night sea. Below the unremarkable

surface were great teeming depths.

His voice remained that of a compassionate courtier to the bereaved.

"Oh, Christopher I'm sorry, but the process has begun.”

"Y ouvedready put him in the furnace?’

Having grown up in a business conducted with arichness of euphemisms,

Sandy winced a my bluntness. "The deceased isin the cremator,

yes”

"Waan't that terribly quick?’

"In our work, theré's no wisdom in delay. If only I'd known Y ou were

coming. . .

| wondered if his beetle-shell eyeswould be able to meet mine so



boldly if there had been enough light for meto seether true green

color.

Into my silence, he said, "Christopher, I'm so distressed by this,

seeing Youinthispain, knowing | could have helped.”

Inmy odd life, I have had much experience of somethingsand little of
others. Although | am aforeigner to the day, | know the night asno
one else can know it. Although | have been the object on which
ignorant fools have sometimes spent their cruelty, most of my
understanding of the human heart comes from my relationshipswith my
parents and with those good friends who, like me, live primarily
between sunset and dawn; consequently, | have seldom encountered

hurtful deception.

| was embarrassed by Sandy's deceit, as though it shamed not merely him

but aso me, and | couldn't meet hisobsidian stare any longer. |

lowered my head and gazed at the porch floor.

Mistaking my embarrassment for tongue-binding grief, he stepped onto

the porch and put one hand on my shoulder.

| managed not to recoail.

"My businessis comforting folks, Christopher, and I'm good &t it. But



truthfully! | have no words that make sense of death or make it easier

to bear."

| wanted to kick his ass.

"I'll beokay," | said, redlizing that | had to get away from him

before| did something rash.

"What | hear mysdlf saying to most folksisal the platitudes Y ou'd
never find in the poetry your dad loved, so I'm not going to repest

them to Y ou, not to Y ou of al people.”

Keeping my head down, nodding, | eased backward, out from under his

hand. "Thanks, Mr. Kirk. I'm sorry to've bothered Y ou.”

"Y ou didn't bother me. Of course You didn't. | only wish You'd cdled

ahead. I'd have been ableto. .. dday."

"Not your fault. It'sal right. Redlly."

Having backed off the stepless brick porch onto the blacktop under the

portico, | turned away from Sandy.

Retreating once more to that doorway between two darknesses, he said,
"Have Y ou given any thought to the service-when Y ou want to hold i,

how Y ou want it conducted?"



"No. No, not yet. I'll et Y ou know tomorrow.”

As| waked away, Sandy said, "Christopher, are You dl right'," FAcing
him from alittle digtance thistime, | gpokein anumb, inflectionless
voicethat wasonly haf caculated: "Yeah. I'mdl right. I'll be

okay. Thanks, Mr. Kirk."

"l wish Y ou had called ahead.”

Shrugging, | jammed my handsin my jacket pockets, turned from the

house once more, and walked past the Madona

Flecks of micawerein the mix from which the replica had been poured,
and the big moon glimmered in those tiny chips, so that tears appeared

to shimmer on the cheeks of Our Lady of Cast Concrete.

| resisted the urge to glance back at the undertaker. | was certain he

was dill watching me.

| continued down the lane between the forlorn, whispering trees. The
temperature had falen only into thelow sixties. The onshore breeze
was pure after its journey across thousands of miles of ocean, bearing

nothing but the faintest whiff of brine.



Long after the dope of the driveway had taken me out of Sandy'sline
of sght, | looked back. | could seejust the steeply pitched roof and

chimneys, somber forms against the sar-sdted sky.

I moved off the blacktop onto grass, and | headed uphill again, this
timein the sheltering shadows of foliage. The pepper trees braided

the moon in their long tresses.

The funerd-home turnaround cameinto sight again. The Pietd.

The portico.

Sandy had goneinsde. The front door was closed.

Staying on the lawn, using trees and shrubsfor cover, | circled to the
back of the house. A deep porch stepped down to a seventyfoot lap
pool, an enormous brick patio, and formal rose gardensnone of which

could be seen from the public rooms of the funeral home.

A town the size of ours welcomes nearly two hundred newborns each year
whilelosing ahundred citizensto death. There were only two funera
homes, and Kirk's probably received over 70 percent of this
business-plus hdf that from the smaler townsin the county. Death

wasagood living for Sandy.

The view from the patio must have been breathtaking in daylight:



unpopulated hillsrisng in gentlefolds asfar to the east asthe eye

could see, graced by scattered oaks with gnarled black trunks.

Now the shrouded hillslay like deeping giants under pale sheets.

When | saw no one at the lighted rear windows, | quickly crossed the
patio. The moon, white asarose petd, floated on the inky waters of

the swvimming poal.

The house adjoined a spacious L -shaped garage, which embraced a motor

court that could be entered only from the front.

The garage accommodated two hearses and Sandy's personad vehicles-but
aso, a the end of the wing farthest from the residence, the

crematorium.

| dipped around the corner of the garage, along the back of the second
arm of the L, where immense eucayptus trees blocked most of the
moonlight. The air was redolent of their medicina fragrance, and a

carpet of dead leaves crunched underfoot.

No corner of Moonlight Bay is unknown to me-especiadly not thisone.

Most of my nights have been spent in the exploration of our specia

town, which hasresulted in some macabre discoveries.



Ahead, on my left, frosty light marked the crematorium window. |
gpproached it with the conviction-correct, asit turned out-that | was
about to see something stranger and far worse than what Bobby Halloway

and | had seen on an October night when we werethirteen. . . .

A decade and a half ago, I'd had as morbid a streak as any boy my age,
was as fascinated as dl boys are by the mystery and lurid glamour of
death. Bobby Haloway and |, friends even then, thought it was daring
to prowl the undertaker's property in search of the repulsive, the

ghoulish, the shocking.

| can't recall what we expected-or hoped-to find. A collection of

human skulls? A porch swing made of bones? A secret [aboratory where
the deceptively normal-looking Frank Kirk and his deceptively
norma-looking son Sandy caled down lightning bolts from storm clouds
to reaniniate our dead neighbors and use them as davesto do the

cooking and housecleaning?

Perhaps we expected to stumble upon ashrine to the evil gods Cthulhu

and Y og-Sothoth in some sinister bramble-festooned end of the rose

garden. Bobby and | werereading alot of H. P.

Lovecraft in those days.

Bobby sayswe were a couple of weird kids. | say we were weird, for



sure, but neither more nor lessweird than other boys.

Bobby says maybe so, but the other boys gradualy grew out of their

weirdness while we've grown further into ours.

| don't agree with Bobby on ' thisone. | don't believe that I'm any
more weird than anyone else I've ever met. Infact, I'm adamn sght

lessweird than some.

Whichistrue of Bobby, too. But because he treasures hisweirdness,

he wants meto bdieve in and treasure mine.

Heindgstson hiswerdness. He saysthat by acknowledging and
embracing our weirdness, we are in greater harmony with nature because

natureis deeply weird.

Anyway, one October night, behind the funeral-home garage, Bobby
Halloway and | found the crematorium window. We were attracted to it

by an edritch light that throbbed against the glass.

Because the window was set high, we were not tall enough to peer

indde.

With the stealth of commandos scouting an enemy encampment, we snatched

ateak bench from the patio and carried it behind the garage, where we



positioned it under the glimmering window.

Side by side on the bench, we were able to reconnoiter the scene
together. Theinterior of the window was covered by aLevolor blind;
but someone had forgotten to close the dats, giving usaclear view of

Frank Kirk and an assistant at work.

One remove from the room, the light was not bright enough to cause me

harm. At least that waswhat | told myself as| pressed my noseto the

pane.

Even though | had learned to be asingularly cautious boy, | was
nonetheless aboy and, therefore, love with adventure and camaraderie,
50 | might knowingly have risked blindness to share that moment with

Bobby Haloway.

On agtainless-stedl gurney near the window was the body of an elderly

man. It was cloaked in a sheet, with only the ravaged face exposed.

Hisydlow-white hair, matted and tangled, made him look as though he
had died in ahighwind. judging by hiswaxy gray skin, sunken cheeks,
and severdly cracked lips, however, he had succumbed not to a storm but

toaprolonged illness.

If Bobby and | had been acquainted with the man in life, we didn't

recognize him in this ashen and emaciated condition. If he'd been



someone we knew even casudly, he would have been no less gridy but

perhaps less an object of boyish fascination and dark delight.

To us, because we were just thirteen and proud of it, the most
compelling and remarkable and wonderful thing about the cadaver was
also, of course, the grossest thing about it. One eye was closed, but
the other was wide open and staring, occluded by abright red starburst

hemorrhage.

How that eye mesmerized us.

Asdeath-blind asthe painted eye of adoll, it nevertheless saw

through usto the core.

Sometimesin aslent rapture of dread and sometimes whispering
urgently to each other like apair of deranged sportscasters doing

color commentary, we watched as Frank and his assistant readied the
creniator in one corner of the chamber. The room must have been warm,
for the men dipped off their tiesand rolled up their shirtdeeves,

and tiny drops of perspiration wove beaded veils on their faces.

Outsde, the October night wasmild. Y et Bobby and | shivered and
compared gooseflesh and wondered that our breath didn't plume from us

inwhitewintry clouds.



The morticians folded the sheet back from the cadaver, and we boys

gasped at the horrors of advanced age and murderous disease.

But we gasped with the same sweet thrill of terror that we had felt

while glegfully watching videoslike Night of the Living Deed.

Asthe corpse was moved into a cardboard case and eased into the blue
flames of the cremator, | clutched Bobby's arm, and he clamped one damp
hand to the back of my neck, and we held fast to each other, asthough
asupernatura magnetic power might pull usinexorably forward,

shattering the window, and sweep usinto the room, into the firewith

the dead man.

Frank Kirk shut the cremator.

Even through the closed window, the clank of the door was loud enough,

find enough, to echo in the hollows of our bones.

Later, after we had returned the teak bench to the patio and had fled

the undertaker's property, we repaired to the bleachers at the football
field behind the high school. With no gamein progress, that place was
unlighted and safefor me. We guzzled Cokes and munched potato chips

that Bobby had gotten enroute at a 7-Eleven.

"That was cool, that was so cool,” Bobby declared excitedly.



"It was the coolest thing ever,” | agreed.

"Cooler than Ned'scards."

Ned was afriend who had moved to San Francisco with his parentsjust

that previous August. He had obtained a deck of playing cards-how, he

would never reveal-that featured color photographs of redly

hot-looking nude women, fifty-two different beauties.

"Definitely cooler than the cards," | agreed. "Cooler than when that

humongous tanker truck overturned and blew up out on the highway."

"Jeez, yeah, megadegrees cooler than that. Cooler than when Zach

Blenheim got chewed up by that pit bull and had to have twenty-eight

ditchesinhisarm."

"Unquestionably quantum arctics cooler than that,” | confirmed.

"Hiseye!" Bobby said, remembering the starburst hemorrhage.

"Oh, God, hiseye!"

"Gag-o-ramal"

We swilled down Cokes and talked and laughed more than we had ever



laughed beforein one night.

What amazing creatures we are when we're thirteen.

There on the athletic-field bleachers, | knew that this macabre

adventure had tied aknot in our friendship that nothing and no one
would ever loosen By then we had been friends for two years; but during
this night, our friendship became stronger, more complex than it had

been at the start of the evening. We had shared a powerfully formative
experience-and we sensed that this event was more profound than it
seemed to be on the surface, more profound than boys our age could
grasp. In my eyes, Bobby had acquired anew mystique, as | had

acquired in his eyes, because we had done this daring thing.

Subsequently, | would discover that this moment was merdly prelude.

Our red bonding came the second week of Decemberwhen we saw something

infinitely more disturbing than the corpse with the blood-red eye.

Now, fifteen yearslater, | would have thought that | wastoo old for
these adventures and too ridden by conscience to prowl! other people's

property as casualy asthirteen-year-old boys seem able to do.

Y et here | was, treading cautioudy on layers of dead eucalyptus

leaves, putting my face to the fateful window one moretime.



The Levolor blind, though yellowed with age, appeared to be the same
one through which Bobby and | had peered so long ago. The datswere
adjusted at an angle, but the gaps between them were wide enough to
dlow aview of the entire crematorium-into which | wastal enough to

see without the aid of a patio bench.

Sandy Kirk and an assistant were at work near the Power Pak Cremation
System. They wore surgeons masks, latex gloves, and disposable

plastic gprons.

On the gurney near the window was one of the opaque vinyl body bags,

unzipped, split like aripe pod, with a dead man nestled inside.

Evidently this was the hitchhiker who would be cremated in my father's

name.

Hewas about five ten, ahundred sixty pounds. Because of the begting
that he had taken, | could not estimate his age. Hisface was

grotesquely battered.

At firgt | thought that his eyes were hidden by black crusts of

blood.

Then | redlized that both eyes were gone. | was staring into empty

sockets.



| thought of the old man with the starburst hemorrhage and how fearsome

he had seemed to Bobby and me. That was nothing compared to this.

That had been only nature'simpersona work, while this was human

ViCioUTNess.

During that long-ago October and November, Bobby Haloway and |
periodicaly returned to the crematorium window. Creeping through the
darkness, trying not to trip in the ground ivy, we saturated our lungs
with air redolent of the surrounding eucalyptuses, ascent thet to this

day | identify with desth.

During those two months, Frank Kirk conducted fourteen funerals, but
only three of those deceased were cremated. The others were embalmed

for traditiond burids.

Bobby and | lamented that the embal ming room offered no windows for our
use. That sanctum sanctorum-"where they do the wet work," as Bobby put

it-was in the basement, secure againgt ghoulish spieslike us.

Secretly, | was relieved that our snooping would be restricted to Frank

Kirk'sdry work. | believe that Bobby wasrelieved aswell, dthough

he pretended to be sordly disappointed.

On the positive side, | suppose, Frank performed most emba mings during



the day while restricting cremationsto the night hours. Thismeadeit

possible for meto be in attendance.

Although the hulking cremator-cruder than the Power Pek that Sandy uses
these days-disposed of human remains a avery high temperature and

featured emission-control devices, thin smoke escaped the chimney.

Frank conducted only nocturnal cremations out of respect for bereaved
family members or friendswho might, in daylight, glance at the hilltop

mortuary from lower in town and see the last of their loved ones

dipping skyward in wispy gray curls.

Conveniently for us, Bobby's father, Anson, was the editor in chief of
the Moonlight Bay Gazette. Bobby used his connectionsand his
familiarity with the newspaper officesto get usthe most current

information about desths by accident and by natural causes.

We aways knew when Frank Kirk had afresh one, but we couldn't be sure

whether he was going to embalm it or cremateit.

Immediately after sunset, we would ride our bikesto the vicinity of
the mortuary and then creep onto the property, waiting at the
crematorium window ether until the action began or until we had to

admit at last that this one was not going to be a burning.



Mr. Garth, the sixty-year-old president of the First Nationa Bark,
died of aheart attack in late October. We watched him go into the

fire

In November, a carpenter named Henry Aimesfell off aroof and broke
his neck. Although Aimeswas cremated, Bobby and | saw nothing of the
process, because Frank Kirk or his assistant remembered to close the

datson the Levolor blind.

The blinds were open the second week in December, however, when we
returned for the cremation of Rebecca Acquilain. Shewas married to
Tom Acquilain, amath teacher a the junior high school where Bobby
attended classes but | did not. Mrs. Acquilain, thetown librarian,

was only thirty, the mother of afive-year-old boy named Devlin.

Lying on the gurney, swathed in a sheet from the neck down, Mrs.
Acquilain was so beautiful that her face was not merely avision upon

our eyes but aweight upon our chests. We could not breathe.

We had redlized, | suppose, that she was a pretty woman, but we had
never mooned over her. Shewasthe librarian, after dl, and someone's
mother, while we were thirteen and inclined not to notice beauty that
was as quiet as starlight dropping from the sky and as clear as
ranwater. Thekind of woman who appeared nude on playing cards had
the flash that drew our eyes. Until now, we had often looked at Mrs.

Acquilain but had never seen her.



Death had not ravaged her, for she had died quickly. A flawina
cerebra artery wall, no doubt with her from birth but never suspected,
swelled and burst in the course of one afternoon. Shewas gonein

hours.

As shelay on the mortuary gurney, her eyeswere closed. Her features
were relaxed. She seemed to be deeping; in fact her mouth was curved

dightly, asthough she were having a pleasant dream.

When the two morticians removed the sheet to convey Mrs. Acquilain
into the cardboard case and then into the cremator, Bobby and | saw
that shewas dim, exquidtely proportioned, lovely beyond the power of
words to describe. Thiswas abeauty exceeding mere eroticism, and we

didn't look at her with morbid desire but with awe.

Shelooked so young.

Shelooked immortd.

The morticians conveyed her to the furnace with what seemed to be
unusua gentleness and respect. When the door was closed behind the
dead woman, Frank Kirk stripped off hislatex gloves and blotted the
back of one hand againgt hisleft eye and then hisright. It was not

perspiration that he wiped away.



During other cremations, Frank and his assistant had chatted dmost
continuoudly, though we could not quite hear what they said. This

night, they spoke hardly at all.

Bobby and | were silent, too.

We returned the bench to the patio. We crept off Frank Kirk's

property.

After retrieving our bicycles, we rode through Moonlight Bay by way of

its darkest streets.

We went to the beach.

At this hour, in this season, the broad strand was deserted.

Behind us, as gorgeous as phoenix feathers, nesting on the hillsand

fluttering through awedlth of trees, were the town lights. Infront

of uslay theinky wash of the vast Pacific.

The surf was gentle. Widely spaced, low breskers did to shore, lazily

spilling their phosphorescent crests, which pegled from right to left

like awhiterind off the dark mesat of the sea.

Sitting in the sand, watching the surf, | kept thinking how near we



wereto Christmas. Two weeks away. | didn't want to think about

Christmas, but it twinkled and jingled through my mind.

| don't know what Bobby wasthinking. | didn't ask. | didn't want to

talk. Neither did he.

| brooded about what Christmas would belikefor little Devlin

Acquilain without hismother. Maybe he was too young to understand

what death meant.

Tom Acquilain, her hushand, knew what desth meant, sure enough.

Neverthdess, he would probably put up a Chrissmastree for Devlin.

How would hefind the strength to hang the tinsel on the boughs?

Speaking for the first time since we had seen the sheet unfolded from

the woman's body, Bobby said smply, "Let'sgo swvimming.”

Although the day had been mild, thiswas December, and it wasn't ayear
when El Nifio-the warm current out of the southern hemisphere-ran close
to shore. The water temperature was inhospitable, and the air was

dightly chilly.

As Bobby undressed, he folded his clothes and, to keep the sand out of



them, nesatly piled them on atangled blanket of kelp that had washed
ashore earlier in the day and been dried by the sun. | folded my

clothesbesidehis.

Naked, we waded into the black water and then swam out against the

tide.

We went too far from shore.

We turned north and swam paralld to the coast. Easy strokes.

Minima kicking. Expertly riding the ebb and flow of the waves.

We swam a dangerous distance.

We were both superb swimmers-though reckless now.

Usudly asvimmer finds cold water |less discomfiting after beinginit

awhile; asthe body temperature drops, the difference between skin and

water temperatures becomes much less perceptible. Furthermore,

exertion creates theimpression of heet. A reassuring but false sense

of warmth can arise, which is perilous.

Thiswater, however, grew colder asfast as our body temperatures

dropped. We reached no comfort point, false or otherwise.



Having swum too far north, we should have made for shore. If we'd had
any common sense, we would have waked back to the mound of dry kelp

wherewed left our clothes.

Instead, we merely paused, treading water, sucking in deep shuddery

breaths cold enough to duice the precious heat out of our throats.

Then as one, without aword, we turned south to swim back the way we

had come, ill too far from shore.

My limbs grew heavy. Faint but frightening cramps twisted through my
stomach. The pounding of my riptide heart seemed hard enough to push

me deep under the surface.

athough theincoming swells were as gentle as they had been when we
first entered the water, they felt meaner. They bit with teeth of cold

whitefoam.

We swam side by side, careful not to lose sight of each other.

Thewinter sky offered no comfort, the lights of town were as distant
as stars, and the seawas hogtile. All we had was our friendship, but
weknew that in acrigs, either of uswould dietrying to savethe

other.



When we returned to our starting point, we barely had the strength to

walk out of the surf. Exhausted, nauseated, paler than the sand,

shivering violently, we spat out the astringent taste of the sea.

Wewere 0 hitterly cold that we could no longer imagine the hesat of

the crematorium furnace. Even after we had dressed, we were ill

freezing, and that was good.

We walked our bicycles off the sand, across the grassy park that

bordered the beach, to the nearest street.

As he climbed on his bike, Bobby said, " Shit.

"Yeah," | sad.

We cycled to our separate homes.

We went straight to bed asthough ill. We dept. We dreamed.

Lifewent on.

We never returned to the crematorium window.

We never spoke again of Mrs. Acquilan.

All these years|ater, either Bobby or | would till give hislifeto



save the other-and without hesitation.

How strange thisworld is: Those things that we can so readily touch,
those things so redl to the senses-the sweet architecture of awoman's
body, one's own flesh and bone, the cold seaand the gleam of stars-are

far lessred than things we cannot touch or taste or smell or see.

Bicycles and the boyswho ride them arelessred than what wefed in
our minds and hearts, less substantia than friendship and love and

londliness, dl of which long outlast the world.

On thisMarch night far down the time stream from boyhood, the
crematorium window and the scene beyond it were more redl than | would
have wished. Someone had brutally beaten the hitchhiker to death-and

then had cut out hiseyes.

Even if the murder and the substitution of this corpse for the body of
my father made sense when al the facts were known, why take the

eyes?

Could there possibly be alogica reason for sending this pitiable man

eydessinto the al-consuming fire of the cremator?

Or had someone disfigured the hitchhiker sheerly for the deep, dirty

thrill of it? with the shaved head and the | thought of the hulking



man single pearl earring. Hisbroad blunt face. His huntsman'seyes,

black and steady. His cold-iron voice with itsrusty rasp.

It was possible to imagine such a man taking pleasure from the pain of
another, carving flesh the carefree manner of any country gentleman

lazily whittling atwig.

Indeed, in the strange new world that had come into existence during my
experiencein the hospita basement, it was easy to imagine that Sandy
Kirk himsdf had disfigured the body: Sandy, as good-looking and dick
asany GQ modd; Sandy, whose dear father had wegpt at the burning of
Rebecca Acquilain. Perhaps the eyes had been offered up at the base of
the shrinein the far and thorny corner of the rose garden that Bobby

and | had never been ableto find.

In the crematorium, as Sandy and his assistant rolled the gurney toward

the furnace, the telephone rang.

Guiltily, I flinched from the window asthough | had triggered an

dam.

When | leaned closeto the glass again, | saw Sandy pull down the wall
phone. The hissurgica mask and lift the handset from tone of his
voiceindicated confusion, then darm, then anger, but through the

dud-pane window, | was not able to hear what he was saying.



Sandy dammed down the telephone handset almost hard enough to knock
the box off thewall. Whoever had been on the other end of theline

had gotten agood ear cleaning.

Ashe stripped out of hislatex gloves, Sandy spoke urgently to his
assgtant. | thought | heard him speak my name-and not with either

admiration or affection.

an The assgtant, Jesse Pinn, was alean-faced whippet of ain with red
hair and russet eyes and athin mouth that seemed pinched in
anticipation of the taste of a chased-down rabbit. Pinn started to zip

the body bag shut over the corpse of the hitchhiker.

Sandy's suit jacket was hung on one of a series of wall pegsto the
right of the door. When helifted it off the peg, | was astonished to
see that under the coat hung a shoulder holster sagging with the weight

of ahandgun.

Seeing Pinn fumbling with the body bag, Sandy spoke sharply to him-and

gestured at the window.

AsPinn hurried directly toward me, | jerked back from the pane. He

closed the haf-open dats on the blind.

| doubted that | had been seen.



On the other hand, keeping in mind that | am an optimist on such adeep
level that a subatomic condition with me, | decided that on this one
occasion, | would be wiseto listen to amore pessmigtic ingtinct and

not linger. | hurried between the garage wall and the eucalyptus

grove, through the death-scented air, toward the backyard.

The drifted leaves crunched as hard as snail shells underfoot.

Fortunately, | was given cover by the soughing of the breeze through

the branches overhead.

Thewind wasfull of the hollow susurrant sound of the seaover which

it had so long traveled, and it masked my movements.

It would also cloak the footsteps of anyone stalking me.

| was certain that the telephone call had been from one of the
orderlies a the hospital. They had examined the contents of the
suitcase, found my father'swallet, and deduced that | must have been

in the garage to witness the body swap.

With thisinformation, Sandy had redized that my appearance a his
front door had not been asinnocent as it had seemed. He and Jesse

Pinn would come outside to seeif | was ill lurking on the

property.



| reached the backyard. The manicured lawn looked broader and more

open than | remembered it.

The full moon was no brighter than it had been minutes earlier, but
every hard surface that had previoudy absorbed this languid light now
reflected and amplified it. An eerieslver radiance suffused the

night, denying me concedl ment.

| dared not attempt to cross the broad brick patio. Infact | decided
to stay well clear of the house and the driveway. Leaving viathe same

route by which | had arrived would be too risky.

| raced across the lawn to the acre of rose gardens at the back of the
property. Before me lay descending terraces with extensive rows of
trellises sanding at anglesto one ancther, numerous tunnel-like

arbors, and amaze of meandering pathways.

Spring along our mellow coast doesn't delay its debut to match the date

celebrating it on the calendar, and aready the roses were blooming.

The red and other darkly colored flowers appeared to be black inthe
moonlight, rosesfor asinister dtar, but there were enormous white
blooms, too, as big as babies heads, nodding to the lullaby of the

breeze.



Men's voices arose behind me. They were worn thin and tattered by the

worrying wind.

Crouching behind atall trellis, | looked back through the open squares
between the white lattice crossngs. Gingerly | pushed asdelooping

trailerswith wicked thorns.

Near the garage, two flashlight beams chased shadows out of shrubbery,

sent phantoms legping up through tree limbs, dazzled across windows.

Sandy Kirk was behind one of the flashlights and was no doulbt toting

the handgun that | had glimpsed. Jesse Pinn might dso havea

weapon.

There was once atime when morticians and their assistants didn't pack
heat. Until thisevening | had assumed | was il living in that

era

| was startled to see athird flashlight beam appear at the far corner

of the house. Then afourth. Then afifth.

A gxth.

| had no clue asto who these new searchers might be or where they

could have come from so quickly. They spread out to form alineand



advanced purposefully acrossthe yard, acrossthe patio, past the
swimming pool, toward the rose garden, probing with the flashlights,

menacing figures as featureless as demonsin adream.

The faceess pursuers and the thwarting mazes that trouble usin deep

were now redlity.

The gardens stepped in five broad terraces down a hillside. In spite
of these plateaus and the gentleness of the dopes between them, | was
gathering too much speed as | descended, and | was afraid that | would

stumble, fall, and bresk aleg.

Risng on dl sdes, the arbors and fanciful trellises began to

resemble gutted ruins. In the lower levels, they were overgrown with

thorny trailersthat clawed the lattice and seemed to writhe with

animd lifeas| fled past them.

The night had falen into awaking nightmare.

My heart pounded so fiercely that the stars reeled.

| felt asthough the vault of the sky were diding toward me, gaining

momentum like an avdanche.

Plunging to the end of the gardens, | sensed as much as saw thelooming



wrought-iron fence: seven feet high, its glossy black paint glimmering
with moonlight. | dug my heelsinto the soft earth and braked, jarring

againg the sturdy pickets but not hard enough to hurt mysdif.

| hadn't made much noise, either. The spear-point verticaswere
solidly welded to the horizontdl rails; instead of clattering from my

impect, the fence briefly thrummed.

| sagged againgt the ironwork.

A bitter taste plagued me. My mouth was so dry that | couldn't spit.

My right temple stung. | raised ahand to my face. Threethorns

prickled my skin. | plucked them ouit.

During my flight downhill, I must have been lashed by atrailing rose

brier, dthough | didn't recal encounteringit.

Maybe because | was breathing harder and faster, the sweet fragrance of
roses became too swest, sharpened into a half-rotten stench. | could
smell my sunscreen again, too, dmost as strongly aswhen it had been
freshly gpplied-but with a sour taint nowbecause my perspiration had

revitalized the scent of thelotion.

| was overcome by the absurd yet unshakable conviction that the six

searchers could sniff me out, as though they were hounds. | was safe



for the moment only because | was downwind of them.

Clutching the fence, out of which the thrumming had passed into my
hands and bones, | glanced uphill. The search party was moving from

the highest terrace to the second.

Six scythes of light dashed through the roses. Portions of the
|attice structures, when briefly backlit and distorted by those bright

sweeping swords, loomed like the bones of dain dragons.

The gardens presented the searchers with more possible hiding placesto
probe than did the open lawn above. Y et they were moving faster than

before.

| scaled the fence and swung over the top, wary of snaring my jacket or
aleg of my jeans on the spear-point pickets. Beyond lay open land:
shadowed vaes, seadily rigng ranks of moonlit hills, widely

scattered and barely discernible black oaks.

Thewild grass, lush from the recent winter rains, was knee-high when |
dropped into it from the fence. | could smdll the green juice bursting

from the blades crushed beneath my shoes.

Certain that Sandy and his associates would survey the entire perimeter

of the property, | bounded downhill, away from the funeral home. | was



eager to get beyond the reach of their flashlights before they arrived

a thefence.

| was heading farther from town, which wasn't good. | wouldn't find
help in thewilderness. Every step eastward was a step into isolation,
and inisolation | was as vulnerable as anyone, more vulnerable than

modt.

Some luck was with me because of the season. If the searing hest of
summer had already been upon us, the high grasswould have been as
golden as wheat and as dry as paper. My progress would have been

marked by a swath of trampled stalks.

| was hopeful that the still-verdant meadow would be resilient enough
to spring shut behind me, for the most part conceding the fact thet |
had passed thisway. Nevertheless, an observant searcher would most

likely be ableto track me.

Approximately two hundred feet beyond the fence, at the bottom of the
dope, the meadow gave way to denser brush. A barrier of tough,
five-foot-high prairie cordgrass was mixed with what might have been

goatsheard and massive clumps of aureola

| hurriedly pushed through this growth into a ten-foot-wide natura
drainage swale. Little grew here because an epoch of storm runoff had

exposed a spine of bedrock under the hills. With no rainin over two



weeks, thisrocky course wasdry.

| paused to catch my breath. Leaning back into the brush, | parted the
tall cordgrass to see how far down into the rose gardens the searchers

had descended.

Four of them were dready climbing the fence. Their flashlight beams
dashed at the sky, stuttered across the pickets, and stabbed randomly

at the ground as they clambered up and over theiron.

They were unnervingly quick and agile.

Weredl of them, like Sandy Kirk, carrying wegpons?

Considering their animal-keen instinct, speed, and persistence, perhaps

they wouldn't need weapons. If they caught me, maybe they would tear

me gpart with their hands.

| wondered if they would take my eyes.

The drainage channd-and the wider dedlivity in which it lay-ran uphill

to the northeast and downhill to the southwest. As| was aready at

the extreme northeast end of town, | could find no helpif | went

uphill.



| headed southwest, following the brush-flanked swale, intending to

return to well-popul ated territory as quickly as possble.

In the shdlowly cupped channe ahead of me, the moonburnished bedrock
glowed softly like the milky ice on awinter pond, dwindling into
obscurity. The embracing curtains of high, Slvery cordgrass appeared

to be stiff with frogt.

Suppressing dl fear of faling on loose stones or of sngpping an ankle
inanatura borehole, | gave mysdf to the night, alowing the
darknessto push me aswind pushes asailing ship. | sprinted down the
gradua dope with no sensation of feet striking ground, asthough |

actually were skating across the frozen rock.

Within two hundred yards, | came to a place where hillsfolded into one
another, resulting in abranching of the hollow. With bardy any
decrease speed, | chose the right-hand course because it would lead

more directly back into Moonlight Bay.

| had gone only ashort distance past that when | saw lights
gpproaching. A hundred yards ahead, the hollow turned out of sight to

the left, around a sweeping curve of grassy hillsde.

The source of the questing beams lay beyond that bend, but | could see

thet they must be flachlights.



None of the men from the funerd home could have gotten out of therose

gardens and ahead of me so quickly. These were additiona searchers.

They were attempting to trap mein apincer maneuver. | fet asthough
| were being pursued by an army, by platoons that had sprung

sorceroudy from the ground itself.

| cameto acomplete halt.

| considered stepping off the bare rock, into concealment behind the
man-high prairie grass and other dense brush that still bracketed the
drainage swale. No matter how little | disturbed this vegetation,
however, | was nearly certain to leave Sgns of my passage that would
be obvious to these trackers. They would burst through the brush and

capture me or gun me down as| scrambled up the open hillside.

At the bend ahead, the flashlight beams swelled brighter.

Spraysof tal prairie grassflared like beautifully chased formson a

serling platter.

| retreated to the Y in the hollow and took the |eft-hand branch that
I'd forgone aminute earlier. Within six or saven hundred feet, | came
to another Y, wanted to go to the right-toward town-was afraid 1'd be

playing into their assumptions, and took the left-hand branch instead,



athough it would lead me deeper into the unpopulated hills.

From somewhere above and off to the west arose the grumble of an
engine, distant at first but then suddenly nearer. Theenginenoise
was o powerful that | thought it came from an aircraft making alow
pass. Thiswasn't the stuttering clatter of ahelicopter, but more

like the roar of afixed-wing plane.

Then adazzling light swept the hilltopsto theleft and right of me,
passing directly acrossthe hollow, sixty to eighty feet over my

head.

The beam was s0 bright, so intense, that it seemed to have weight and

texture, like awhite-hot gush of some molten substance.

A high-powered searchlight. It arced away and reflected off distant

ridges to the east and north.

Where did they get this sophisticated ordnance on such short notice?

Was Sandy Kirk the grand kleagle of an antigovernment militia
headquartered in secret bunkers jammed with weapons and ammo, deep
under the funera home? No, that didn't ring true. Such thingswere
merely the stuff of redl life these days, the current events of a

society in fregfdl-whilethisfdt uncanny. Thiswasterritory

through which thewild rushing river of the evening news had not yet



swept.

| had to know what was happening up there on higher ground.

If | didn't reconnoiter, | would be no better than adumbrat ina

laboratory maze.

| thrashed through the brush to the right of the swale, crossed the
doping floor of the hollow, and then climbed the long hillside,

because the searchlight seemed to have originated in that direction.

As| ascended, the beam scared the land above again-indeed, blazing in
from the northwest as I'd thought-and then scorched past athird time,

brightly illuminating the brow of the hill toward which | was making my

way.

After crawling the penultimate ten yards on my hands and knees, |
wriggled thefind ten on my belly. At the crest, | coiled into an
outcropping of weather-scored rocks that provided a measure of cover,

and | cautioudy raised my head.

A black Hummer-or maybe aHumvee, the origind military version of the
vehicle beforeit had been gentrified for saleto civilians-stood one
hilltop away from mine, immediately leeward of agiant oak. Even

poorly reveded by the backwash of its own lights, n unmistakable



profile: aboxy, hulking, the Hummer presented afour-whed-drive wagon

perched on giant tires, capable of crossing virtualy any terrain.

I now saw two searchlights: Both were hand-held, one by the driver and
one by hisfront-seat passenger, and each had alensthe size of a
salad plate. Considering their candlepower, they could have been

operated only off the Hummer engine.

Thedriver extinguished hislight and put the Hummer in gear.

The big wagon sped out from under the spreading limbs of the oak and
shot across the high meadow as though it were cruising afreeway,
putting itstailgate toward me. It vanished over the far edge, soon
reappeared out of ahollow, and rapidly ascended amore distant Sope,

effortlessy conquering these coagtd hills.

The men on foot, with flashlights and perhaps handguns, were keeping to
the hollows. In an attempt to prevent me from using the high ground,

to force me down where the searchers might find me, the Hummer was

patrolling the hilltops.

"Who are Y ou people?’ | muttered.

Searchlights dashed out from the Hummer, raking farther hills, asea
of grassin an indecisive breeze that ebbed and flowed. Wave after

wave broke across the rising land and lapped against the trunks of the



idand oaks.

Then the big wagon was on the move again, rollicking over less
hospitable terrain. Headlights bobbling, one searchlight svinging
wildly, long acrest, into ahollow and out again, motored east and

south to another vantage point.

| wondered how visible this activity might be from the streets of
Moonlight Bay on thelower hillsand theflatlands, closer to the

ocean.

Possibly only afew townspeople happened to be outside and looking up

a an anglethat reved ed enough commotion to engage their curiosity.

Those who glimpsed the searchlights might assume that teenagersor
college boysin an ordinary four-by-four were spotting coastal ek or
deer: anillega but bloodless sport of which most people are

tolerant.

Soon the Hummer would arc back toward me. judging by the pattern of

itssearch, it might arrive on thisvery hill in two more moves.

| retreated down the dope, into the hollow from which | had climbed:

exactly where they wanted me. | had no better choice.



Heretofore, | had been confident that | would escape. Now my

confidence was ebbing.

| pushed through the prairie grass into the drainage swale and
continued in the direction that | had been headed before the
searchlights had drawn me uphill. After only afew steps, | halted,
gtartled by something with radiant green eyesthat waited on the trail

infront of me.

Coyote.

Wolflike but smdler, with anarrower muzzle than that of awolf, these
rangy creatures could nonetheless be dangerous. Asdivilization
encroached on them, they were quite literally murder on family pets
even in the supposedly safe backyards of resdentia neighborhoods near
the open hills. Infact, from timeto time Y ou heard of acoyote

savaging and dragging off achild if the prey wasyoung and small

enough.

Although they attacked adult humans only rarely, | wouldn't careto
rely on their restraint or on my superior sizeif | wasto encounter a

pack-or even apair-of them on their home ground.

My night vison was gill recovering from the dazzle of the
searchlights, and atense moment passed before | perceived that these

hot green eyes were too closaly set to be those of a coyote.



Furthermore, unlessthis beast wasin afull pounce posture with its
chest pressed to the ground, its baleful stare was directed at me from

too low a pogition to be that of a coyote.

Asmy vison readjusted to nightshade and moonlight, | saw that nothing
more threatening than a cat stood before me. Not a cougar, which would
have been far worse than a coyote and reason for genuine terror, but a
mere house cat: paegray or light beige, impossbletotel whichin

thisgloom.

Most cats are not stupid. Evenin the obsessive pursuit of field mice
or little desert lizards, they will not venture deeply into coyote

country.

Indeed, as | got aclearer view of it, the particular creature before
me seemed more than usudly quick and dert. It sat erect, head cocked

quizzicaly, ears pricked, sudying meintensely.

As| took astep toward it, the cat rose onto al fours. When |

advanced another step, the cat spun away from me and dashed dong the

moon-slvered path, vanishing into the darkness.

Elsawherein the night, the Hummer was on the move again.



Its shriek and snarl rapidly grew louder.

| picked up my pace.

By thetime | had gone a hundred yards, the Hummer was no longer

roaring but idling somewhere nearby, its engine noise like asow deep

panting.

Overhead, the predatory gaze of the lights swept the night for prey.

Upon reaching the next branching of the hollow, | discovered the cat
waiting for me. It sat at the point of division, committed to neither

trall.

When | moved toward the left-hand path, the cat scurried to the

right.

It halted after several steps-and turned itslantern eyes on me.

The cat must have been acutely aware of the searchersal around us,

not just of the noisy Hummer but of the men on foot.

With its sharp senses, it might even perceive pheromones of aggression
streaming from them, violence pending. 1t would want to avoid these
people asmuch as | did. Given the chance, | would be better off

choosing an escape route according to the animd'singtincts rather



than according to my own.

Theidling engine of the Hummer suddenly thundered. The hard pedls
echoed back and forth through the hollows, so that the vehicle seemed

to be smultaneoudy gpproaching and racing away.

With this storm of sound, indecision flooded me, and for amoment |

floundered iniit.

Then | decided to go the way of the cat.

Asl turned from the left-hand trail, the Hummer roared over the
hilltop on the eastern flank of the hollow into which | had dmost

proceeded.

For an ingtant it hung, suspended, asthough weightlessina
clock-stopped gap in time, headlights like twin wiresleading acircus
tightrope waker into midair, one searchlight stabbing straight up a

the black tent of the sky. Time snapped across that empty synapse and
flowed again: The Hummer tipped forward, and the front wheels crashed
onto the hillside, and the rear whedls crossed the crest, and gouits of
earth and grass spewed out from under itstires asit charged

downhill.

A man whooped with ddlight, and another laughed. They wererevdingin



the hunt.

Asthe big wagon descended only fifty yards ahead of me, the hand-held

searchlight swegpt the hollow.

| threw mysdif to the ground and rolled for cover. The rocky swae was
hell on bones, and | felt my sunglasses crack gpart in my shirt

pocket.

As| scrambled to my feet, abeam as bright as an oak-cleaving

thunderbolt sizzled across the ground on which | had been standing.

Wincing at the glare, squinting, | saw the searchlight quiver and then
sweep away to the south. The Hummer was not coming up the hollow

toward me.

| might have stayed where | was, a the intersection of thetrails,

with the narrower point of the hill a my back, until the Hummer moved
out of the vicinity, rather than risk encountering it in the next

hollow. When four flashlightswinked far back on thetrail that | had
followed to this point, however, | ceased to have the luxury of
hesitation. | was beyond the reach of these men'slights, but they

were gpproaching at atrot, and | wasin imminent danger of

discovery.

When | rounded the point of the hill and ente red the hollow to the



west of it, the cat was il there, asthough waiting for me.

Presenting itstail to me, it scampered away, though not so fast that |

logt Sight of it.

| was grateful for the stone under me, inwhich | could not leave
betraying footprints-and then | redlized that only fragments of my
broken sunglasses remained in my shirt pocket. Asl ran, | fingered my
pocket and felt one bent stem and ajagged piece of onelens. Therest
must have scattered on the ground where | had fallen, at thefork in

thetrall.

The four searchers were sure to spot the broken frames. They would
divide their forces, two men to each hollow, and they would come after
me harder and faster than ever, energized by this evidence that they

were closing on their quarry.

Onthefar sdeof thishill, out of the vale where | had barely
escaped the searchlight, the Hummer be an to climb again. The shriek

of itsenginerosein pitch, sweled in volume,

If the driver paused on this grassy hilltop to survey the night once
more, | would run undetected beneath him and away. If instead he raced
acrossthe hill and into this new hollow, | might be caught in his

headlights or pinned by a searchlight beam.



Thecat ran, and | ran.

Asit doped down between dark hills, the hollow grew wider than any
that | had traveled previoudy, and the rocky swae in the center
widened, too. Along the verge of the stone path, thetal cordgrass

and the other brush bristled thicker than el sewhere, evidently watered
by agreater volume of storm runoff, but the vegetation wastoo far to
either sdeto cast even afaint dappling of moonshadows over me, and |
felt dangeroudy exposed. Furthermore, this broad declivity, unlike
those beforeit, ran as straight as a city street, with no bendsto

shield me from those who might enter it in my wake.

On the highlands, the Hummer seemed to have come to ahat once more.

Its grumble drained away in the duicing breeze, and the only engine
sounds were mine: the rasp and wheeze of breathing, heartbest like a

pounding piston.

The cat was potentidly fleeter than I-wind on four feet; it could have
vanished in seconds. For a couple of minutes, however, it paced me,
staying a constant fifteen feet ahead, pae gray or pae beige, amere
ghost of acat in the moonglow, occasiondly glancin back with eyesas

eerie as seance candles.

Just when | began to think that this creature was purpossfully leading



me out of harm'sway, just as | began to indulgein one of those orgies
of anthropoinorphizing that make Bobby Halloway's brain itch, the cat
sped away from me. If that dry rocky wash had been filled with astorm
gush, the tumbling water could not have outrun thisfeline, and in two

seconds, three at mogt, it disappeared into the night ahead.

A minute later, | found the cat at the terminus of the channd.

Wewerein the dead end of ablind hollow, with exposed grassy hills
risng steeply on three sdes. They were so steep, infact, that |
could not scale them quickly enough to elude the two searchers who were

surely pursuing on foot. Boxed in. Trapped.

Driftwood, tangled balls of dead weeds and grass, and silt were mounded
at theend of thewash. | haf expected the cat to give me an evil

Cheshire grin, white teeth gleaming in the gloom. Instead, it

scampered to the pile of debris and dinked-wriggled into one of many

small gaps, disgppearing again.

Thiswas awash. Therefore the runoff had to go somewhere when it

reached this point.

Hadtily | climbed the nine-foot-long, three-foot-high dope of packed
debris, which sagged and rattled and crunched but held beneath me. It

was dl drifted against agrid of stedl bars, which served asa



verticd grate across the mouth of a culvert set into the side of the

hill.

Beyond the grate was a six-foot-diameter concrete drain between
anchoring concrete buttresses. It was apparently part of a
flood-control project that carried storm water out of the hills, under
the Peacific Coast Highway, into drains benegath the streets of Moonlight

Bay, and findly to the sea.

A couple of times each winter, maintenance crewswould clear the trash

away from the grate to prevent water flow from being completely

impeded.

Clearly, they had not been here recently.

Inside the culvert, the cat meowed. Magnified, its voice echoed with a

new sepulchra tone along the concrete tunnel.

The openingsin the stedl-bar grid were four-inch squares, wide enough
to admit the supple cat but not wide enough for me. The grate extended
the width of the opening, from buttressto buttress, but it didn't

reach al the way to the top.

| swung legs-first and back-ward through the two-foot-high gap between
the top of the grate and the curved ceiling of thedrain. | was

grateful that the grid had aheadrail, for otherwise | would have been



poked and gouged painfully by the exposed tops of the vertical bars.

Leaving the stars and the moon behind, | stood with my back to the
grate, peering into absolute blackness. | had to hunch only dightly

to keep from bumping my head againg the celling.

The smell of damp concrete and moldering grass, not entirely

unpleasant, wafted from below.

| eased forward, diding my feet. The smooth floor of the culvert had
only adight pitch. After just afew yards, | stopped, afraid | would
blunder into a sudden drop-off and wind up dead or broken-backed at the

bottom.

| withdrew the butane lighter from a pocket of my jeans, but | was
reluctant to srike aflame. Thelight flickering aong the curved

walls of the culvert would be visble from outsde.

The cat called again, and itsradiant eyeswere all that | could see
ahead. Guessing at the distance between us, judging by the angle at
which | looked down upon the animdl, | deduced that the floor of the

huge culvert continued at an increased-but not drastic-dope.

| proceeded cautioudy toward the lambent eyes. When | drew closeto

the creature, it turned away, and | halted at theloss of itstwin



beacons.

Seconds | ater it spoke again. Its green gaze regppeared and fixed

unblinking onme.

Edging forward once more, | marveled at this odd experience.

All that | had witnessed since sundown-the theft of my father's body,
the battered and eyeless corpse in the crematorium, the pursuit from
the mortuary-was incredible, to say the least, but for sheer

strangeness, nothing equaed the behavior of this smal descendant of

figers

Or maybe | was making alot more of the moment than it deserved,

attributing to this smple house cat an awareness of my plight that it

didn't actually possess.

Maybe.

Blindly, | cameto another mound of debris smaller than thefirst.

Unlike the previous heap, this one was damp. Theflotsam squished

beneath my shoes, and a sharper stench rose fromit.

| clambered forward, cautiously groping at the darknessin front of me,

and | discovered that the debris was packed against another stedl-bar



grate. Whatever trash managed to wash over the top of thefirst grate

was caught here.

After climbing this barrier and crossing safely to the other Side, |
risked usng thelighter. | cupped my hand around the flame to contain

and direct the glow as much as possible.

The cat's eyes blazed bright: gold now, flecked with green. We stared
a each other for along moment, and then my guide-if that'swhat it

was-whipped around and sprinted out of sight, down into the drain.

Using the lighter to find my way, keeping the flame low to conserve
butane, | descended through the heart of the coastd hills, passing

smaller tributary culvertsthat opened intothismainline. | arrived

at aspillway of wide concrete steps on which were puddles of stagnant
water and athin carpet of hardy gray-black fungus that probably

thrived only during the four-month rainy season. The scummy stepswere
treacherous, but for the safety of maintenance crews, asted handral
was bolted to onewall, hung now with adrab tinsal of dead grass

deposited by the most recent flood.

As| descended, | listened for the sounds of pursuit, voicesin the

tunnel behind me, but dl | heard were my own stedthy noises.

Either the searchers had decided that | hadn't escaped by way of the



culvert-or they had hesitated so long before following meinto the

drain that | had otten wdll ahead of them.

At the bottom of the spillway, on the last two broad steps, | dmost
plunged into what | thought at first were the pale, rounded caps of
large mushrooms, clugters of vile-looking fungi growing hereinthe

lightless dampp, no doubt poisonousin the extreme.

lutching therailing, | eased past sprouting forms on the dippery

concrete, reluctant to touch them even with one of my shoes.

Standing in the next length of doping tunnd, | turned to examinethis

peculiar find.

When | cranked up the flame on the lighter, | discovered that before me
lay not mushrooms but a collection of skulls. Thefragile skulls of
birds. The eongated skullsof lizards. Thelarger skulls of what

might have been cats, dogs, raccoons, porcupines, rabbits, squirrels.

Not ascrap of flesh adhered to any of these desth's-heads, asif they
had been boiled clean: white and yellow-white in the butane light,
scores of them, perhaps ahundred. No leg bones, no rib cages, just
skulls. They were arranged neatly side by side in three rows-two on

the bottom step and one on the second from the bottom-facing out, as



though, even with their empty eye sockets, they were hereto bear

witnessto something.

| had no ideawhat to make of this. | saw no satanic markings on the
culvert walls, no indications of macabre ceremonies of any kind, yet
the display had an undeniably symbolic purpose. The extent of the
collection indicated obsession, and the cruelty implicit in so much

killing and decapitation was chilling.

Recdling the fascination with deeth that had gripped me and Bobby
Halloway when we were thirteen, | wondered if somekid, far weirder
than we ever were, had done thisgridly work. Criminologigsdam

that by the age of three or four, most serid killers begin torturing

and killing insects, progressing to smal animals during childhood and
adolescence, and finaly graduating to people. Maybein these
catacombs, a particularly vicious young murderer was practicing for his

lifeswork.

In the middle of the third and highest row of these bony visages rested

agleaming skull that was markedly different from dl the others. It

appeared to be human. Smdl but human. Likethe skull of aninfant.

"Dear God."

My voice whispered back to me aong the concrete walls.



Morethan ever, | felt asthough | were in a dreaniscape, where even

such things as concrete and bone were no more solid than smoke.

Nevertheless, | did not reach out to touch the small human skull-or any
of the others, for that matter. However unred they might seem, | knew

that they would be cold, dick, and too solid to the touch.

Anxiousto avoid encountering whoever had acquired thisgrim

collection, | continued downward through the drain.

| expected the cat with the enigmatic eyesto reappear, pale paws
meeting concrete with feather-on-feather silence, but either it
remained out of Sight ahead of me or it had detoured into one of the

tributary lines.

Sections of doped concrete pipe aternated with more spillways, and
just as| was beginning to worry that the lighter didn't contain enough
fuel to see meto safety, acircle of dim gray light appeared and
gradualy brightened ahead. | hurried toward it and found that no
grate barred the lower end of the tunndl, which led into an open

drainage channd of mortar-set river rock.

| wasin familiar territory at lagt, the northern flats of town. A

couple of blocks from the sea. Half ablock from the high schoal.



After the dank culvert, the night air smelled not merely fresh but

sweet. The high points of the polished sky glittered diamondwhite.

According to the digita light board on the Wells Fargo Bank building,
thetimewas 7:56 P.m., which meant that my father had been dead less
than three hours, though days seemed to have passed since I'd lost

him.

The same Sgn set the temperature at Sxty degrees, but the night

seemed colder to me,

Around the corner from the bank and down the block, the Tidy Time
Laundromat was flooded with fluorescent light. Currently no customers

were doing their laundry.

With the dollar bill ready in my hand, with my eyes squinted to dits,

| went indde, into the flowery fragrance of soap powders and the
chemica keenness of bleach, my head lowered to maximize the protection
provided by the bill of my cap. | ran straight to the change machine,

fed it, snatched up the four quartersthat it spat into the tray, and

fled.

Two blocks away, outside the post office, stood a pay phone with
winglike sound shilds. Above the phone, mounted on thewall of the

building, was a security light behind awire cage.



When | hung my hat on the cage, shadowsfell.

| figured that Manuel Ramirez would gill be a home. When | phoned
him, his mother, Rosdina, said that he had been gonefor hours. He
was working adouble shift because another officer had called in

sck.

Thisevening he was on desk duty; later, after midnight, he would be on

patrol.

| punched in the main number of the Moonlight Bay Police and asked the

operator if | could spesk to Officer Ramirez.

Manuel, in my judgment the best cop in town, isthree inches shorter
than | am, thirty pounds heavier, twelve years older, and aMexican
American. Heloves baseball; | never follow sports because | have an
acute sense of time dipping away and areluctance to use my precious
hoursin too many passve activities. Manud prefers country music; |

likerock. Heisastaunch Republican; | have nointerest in

politics.

In movies, hisquilty pleasureis Abbott and Costello; mineisthe

immorta Jackie Chan. We arefriends.

"Chris, | heard about your dad,” Manudl said when he came on the



line

"l don't know what to say."

"Neither do|, redly."

"No, there never isanything to say, isthere?"

"Not that matters.”

"Y ou going to be okay?'

Tomy surprise, | couldn't speak. My terrible loss seemed suddenly to

be a surgeon's needle that stitched shut my throat and sewed my tongue

to the roof of my mouth.

Curioudy, immediately after Dad's death, 1'd been able to answer this

same question from Dr. Cleveland without hesitation.

| felt closer to Manuel than to the physician. Friendship thawsthe

nerves, making it possble for pain to befelt.

"Y ou come over some evening when I'm off duty,” Manud said. "Well
drink some beer, eat some tamales, watch a couple of Jackie Chan

movies."



In spite of basebdl and country music, we have much in common, Manuel
Ramirez and |. He works the graveyard shift, from midnight until eight

in the morning, sometimes doubling on the swing shift when, ason this
March evening, thereisapersonnel shortage. Helikesthe night as|

do, but he also worksit by necessity. Becausethe graveyard shift is

less desirable than daytime duty, the pay ishigher. More important,

he is able to spend afternoons and evenings with his son, Toby, whom he
cherishes. Sixteen years ago, Manud'swife, Carmdlita, died minutes

after bringing Toby into theworld. The boy isgentle, charming-and a
victim of Down's syndrome. Manuel's mother moved into his house

immediatdly after Carmelitas death and till helpsto look after

Toby.

Manud Ramirez knows about limitations. He fedsthe hand of fate
every day of hislife, in an age when most people no longer believein

purpose or destiny. We have much in common, Manuel Ramirez and |.

"Beer and Jackie Chan sound grest,” | agreed. "But who makesthe

tamaes-Y ou or your mother?"

"Oh, not mi madre, | promise.”

Manuel isan exceptiond cook, and his mother thinksthat sheisan

exceptional cook. A comparison of their cooking provides afearsomely

illuminating example of the difference between agood deed and agood



intention.

A car passed in the street behind me, and when | looked down, | saw my
shadow pull a my unmoving feet, stretching from my left Sde around to
my right, growing not merely longer but blacker on the concrete
sdewalk, straining to tear loose of me and flee-but then snapping back

to theleft when the car passed.

"Manuel, theré's something Y ou can do for me, something more than

tamaes”

"You nameit, Chris"

After along hesitation, | said, "Itinvolvesmy dad . . . his

Manuel matched my hestation. Histhoughtful slence wasthe

equivaent of acat's ears pricking with interest.

He heard morein my words than they appeared to convey. Histone was

different when he spoke thistime, till the voice of afriend but dso

the harder voice of acop. "What's happened, Chris?

"It's pretty weird."



"Weird?' he said, savoring the word as though it were an unexpected

taste.

"I'd redlly rather not talk about it on the phone. If | come over to

the station, can Y ou meet mein the parking lot?"

| couldn't expect the policeto switch off al their officelightsand

take my statement by the glow of candles.

Manud sad, "Were talking something crimina ?*

"Deeply. Andweird.”

"Chief Stevenson's been working late today. He's still here but not

for much longer Y ou think maybe | should ask himto wait'," "Yeah," |

sad. "Y eah, Stevenson should hear this."

"Can Y ou be herein ten minutes?"

"See Y ou then."

| racked the tel ephone handset, snatched my cap off the light cage,

turned to the Street, and shielded my eyes with one hand as two more

carsdrove past. One was alate-modd Saturn. The other was a Chevy

pickup.



No whitevan. No hearse. No black Hummer.

| didn't actually fear that the search for me was till on. By now the
hitchhiker would be charring in the furnace. With the evidence reduced
to ashes, no obvious proof existed to support my bizarre story. Sandy

Kirk, the orderlies, and all the name ess otherswould fed safe.

Indeed, any attempt to kill or abduct me would risk witnesses to that
crime, who would then have to be dedt with, increasing the likelihood

of gill morewitnesses. These mysterious conspirators were best

served now by discretion rather than aggression-especidly when their

sole accuser was the town freak, who came out of his heavily curtained
house only between dusk and dawn, who feared the sun, who lived by the
grace of cloaks and veils and hoods and masks of lotion, who crawled

even the night town under a cargpace of cloth and chemicals.

Conddering the outrageous nature of my accusations, few would find my
story credible, but | was sure that Manuel would know | wastelling the

truth. 1 hoped the chief would believe me, too.

| stepped away from the telephone outside the post office and headed

for the police ation. It was only a couple of blocks away.

As| hurried through the night, | rehearsed what | would tell Manuel

and his boss, Lewis Stevenson, who was aformidable figure for whom |



wanted to be well prepared. Tal, broad-shouldered, athletic,
Stevenson had a face noble enough to be stamped in profile on ancient

Roman cains.

Sometimes he seemed to be but an actor playing the role of dedicated
police chief, dthough if it was a performance, then it was of award
cdiber. At fifty-two, he gave the impression-without appearing to
try-that he was far wiser than hisyears, easily commanding respect and
trust. There was something of the psychologist and something of the
priest in him-qudities everyonein his position needed but few
possessed. He wasthat rare person who enjoyed having power but did
not abuse it, who exercised authority with good judgment and
compassion, and held been chief of police for fourteen years without a

hint of scandd, ineptitude, or inefficiency in his department.

Thus| camethrough lampless dleyslit by amoon riding higher inthe

sky than it had been earlier, came past fences and footpaths, past

gardens and garbage cans, came mentaly murmuring the words with which
| hoped to tdl aconvincing story, camein two minutesinstead of the

ten that Manuel had suggested, came to the parking lot behind the
municipa building and saw Chief Stevenson in aconspiratoria moment

that stripped away dl thefine qualitiesI'd projected onto him.

Revealed now was aman who, regardless of hisnoble face, did not
deserveto be honored by coins or by monuments or even by having his

photograph hung in the station house next to those of the mayor, the



governor, and the President of the United States.

Stevenson stood at the far end of the municipa building, near the back
entrance to the police station, in acascade of bluish light froma
hooded security lamp above the door. The man with whom he conferred

stood afew feet away, only half reveded in blue shadows.

| crossed the parking lot, heading toward them. They didn't see me

coming because they were deeply engrossed in conversation.

Furthermore, | was mosily screened from them as | passed among the
street-department trucks and squad cars and water-de apartment trucks
and persond vehicles, while dso staying as much as possible out of

thedirect light from the threetal pole lamps.

just before | would have stepped into the open, Stevenson's visitor

moved closer to the chief, shedding the shadows, and | hdtedin

shock.

| saw his shaved head, his hard face. Red-plaid flannd shirt, blue

jeans, work shoes.

At thisdistance, | wasn't able to see his pearl earring.

| was flanked by two large vehicles, and | quickly retreated afew



stepsto shelter more completely in the oily darkness between them.

One of the engineswas il hat; it pinged and ticked asit cooled.

Although I could hear the voices of the two men, | could not make out
their words. An onshore breeze still romanced the trees and quarreled
againg dl the works of man, and this ceasdlesswhisper and hiss

screened the conversation from me.

| redlized that the vehicle to my right, the one with the hot engine,
was the white Ford van in which the bald man had driven away from Mercy

Hogpitd earlier inthe night. With my father'smorta remains.

| wondered if the keys might bein theignition. | pressed my faceto
the window in the driver'sdoor, but | couldn't see much of the

interior.

If I could stedl the van, | would most likely have possession of

crucia proof that my story wastrue. Evenif my father's body had

been taken € sawhere and was no longer in this van, forensic evidence

might remain-not least, some of the hitchhiker's blood.

| had no idea how to hot-wire an engine.

Hdl, | didn't know how to drive.



And evenif | discovered that | possessed anatural talent for the
operation of motor vehiclesthat wasthe equivaent of Mozart's
brilliance at musical composition, | wouldn't be able to drive twenty
miles south aong the coast or thirty miles north to another police
jurigdiction. Not in the glare of oncoming headlights. Not without my
precious sunglasses, which lay broken far awvay in the hillsto the

ead.

Besdes, if | opened the van door, the cab lights would wink on.

The two men would notice.

They would come for me.

They would kill me.

The back door of the police station opened. Manud Ramirez stepped

outsde.

Lewis Stevenson and his congpirator broke off their urgent conversation
at once. From thisdistance, | wasn't able to discern whether Manuel

knew the bald man, but he appeared to address only the chief.

| couldn't believe that Manue-good son of Rosalina, mourning widower

of Carmdlita, loving father of Thbywould be apart of any business that



involved murder and grave-robbing. We can never know many of the
peoplein our lives, not truly know them, regardless of how deeply we
believe that we seeinto them. Most of them are murky ponds,
containing infinite layers of sugpended particles, stirred by strange
currentsin their greatest depths. But | waswilling to bet my life

that Manuel's clear-water heart concealed no capacity for treachery.

| wasn't willing to bet hislife, however, and if | called out to him
to search the back of the white van with me, to impound the vehicle for
an exhaudtive forensicsworkup, | might be signing his death warrant as

wdl asmine Infact, | wassure of it.

Abruptly Stevenson and the bald man turned from Manuel to survey the
parking lot. | knew then that he had told them about my telephone

cal.

| dropped into a crouch and shrank deeper into the gloom between the

van and the water-department truck.

At the back of the van, | tried to read the license plate. Although
usualy | am plagued by too much light, thistime | was hampered by too

little

Franticdly, | traced the seven numbers and letterswith my

fingertips.



| wasn't able to memorize them by braille reading, however, a least

not quickly enough to avoid discovery.

| knew that the bald man, if not Stevenson, was coming to the van. Was
aready on the move. The bald man, the butcher, the trader in bodies,

thethief of eyes.

Staying low, | retraced the route by which | had come through the ranks
of parked trucks and cars, returning to the dley and then scurrying
onward, using rows of trash cansas cover, al but crawlingto a
Dumpster and past it, to a corner and around, into the other dleyway,
out of aght of the municipa building, risng to my full height now,
running once more, asfleet asthe cat, gliding like an owl, a creature

of the night, wondering if | would find safe shelter before dawn or
would still be afoot in the open to curl and blacken under the hot

riSng sun.

| assumed that | could safely go home but that | might be foolish to
linger theretoo long. | wouldn't be overdue at the police station for
another two minutes, and they would wait for me at least ten minutes
past the gppointed time before Chief Stevenson redlized that | must

have seen him with the man who had stolen my father's body.

Even then, they might not come to the house in seerch of me. | was

till not aseriousthreat to them-and not likely to become one. | had



no proof of anything I'd seen.

Nevertheless, they seemed inclined to take extreme measures to prevent
the exposure of their inscrutable congpiracy. They might beloath to

leave even the smallest of |oose ends-which meant aknot in my neck.

| expected to find Orson in the foyer when | unlocked the front door
and stepped inside, but he was not waiting for me. | caled hisname,
but he didn't appear; and if he had been approaching through the gloom,

| would have heard hisbig paws thumping on the floor.

He was probably in one of his dour moods. For the most part, heis
good-humored, playful, and companionable, with enough energy in his
tail to sweep dl the streetsin Moonlight Bay. From timeto time,
however, the world weighs heavily on him, and then heliesaslimp asa
rug, sad eyes open but fixed on some doggy memory or on some doggy
vision beyond thisworld, making no sound other than an occasiond

attenuated Sigh.

Morerarely, | have found Orson in a state of what seemsto be bleakest
degjection. Thisought to be a condition too profound for any dog to

wear, dthough it fitshimwell.

He once sat before amirrored closet door in my bedroom, staring at his
reflection for nearly half an hour-an eternity to the dog mind, which

generaly experiences the world as a series of two minute wonders and



three-minute enthusiasms. | hadn't been able to tell what fascinated
himin hisimage, dthough | ruled out both canine vanity and smple
puzzlement; he seemed full of sorrow, al drooping ears and dumped
shouldersand waglesstail. | swear, at times his eyes brimmed with

tearsthat he was barely able to hold back.

"Orson?' | caled.

The switch operating the staircase chandelier wasfitted with a
rheostat, as were most of the switches throughout the house. | dided

up the minimum light that | needed to climb the sairs.

Orson wasn't on the landing. He wasn't waiting in the secondfloor

hall.

Inmy room, | dialed awan glow. Orson wasn't here, either.

| went directly to the nearest nightstand. From the top drawer |

withdrew an envelopein which | kept asupply of knocking-around

money.

It contained only ahundred and eighty dollars, but this was better
than nothing. Though | didn't know why | might need the cash, |
intended to be prepared, so | transferred the entire sum to one of the

pockets of my jeans.



As| did shut the nightstand drawer, | noticed adark object on the
bedspread. When | picked it up, | was surprised that it was actually

what it had appeared to be in the shadows. a pistal.

| had never seen thisweapon before.

My father had never owned agun.

Acting oningtinct, | put down the pistol and used a corner of the
bedspread to wipe my prints off it. | suspected that | was being set

up to take afal for something | had not done.

Although any tlevison emitsultraviolet radiation, I've seen alot of
movies over the years, because I'm safeif | gt far enough from the
screen. | know dl the great stories of innocent inenfrom Cary Grant

and James Stewart to Harrison Ford-relentlesdy hounded for crimesthey

never committed and incarcerated on trumped-up evidence.

Stepping quickly into the adjacent bathroom, | switched on the low-waitt

bulb. No dead blonde in the bathtub.

No Orson, either.

In the bedroom once more, | stood very till and listened to the

house.



If other people were present, they were only ghogts drifting in

ectoplasmic slence.

| returned to the bed, hesitated, picked up the pistol, and fumbled
withit until | gected the magazine. 1t wasfully loaded. | dammed

the magazine back into the butt. Being inexperienced with handguns, |
found the piece heavier than | had expected: It weighed at least a
pound and a haf Next to where I'd found the gun, awhite envelope lay

on the cream-colored bedspread. | hadn't noticed it until now.

| withdrew a penlight from anightstand drawer and focused the light
beam on the envelope. It was blank except for aprofessondly printed
return address in the upper |eft corner: Thor's Gun Shop herein
Moonlight Bay. The unsedled envelope, which bore neither a stamp nora
postmark, was dightly crumpled and stippled with curious

indentations.

When | picked up the envelope, it wasfaintly damp in spots.

Thefolded papersinsde were dry.

| examined these documents in the beam of the penlight. | recognized

my father's careful printing on the carbon copy of the standard

application, on which he had attested to the locd police that he had



no crimina record or history of menta illnessthat would be grounds
to deny him theright to own thisfirearm. Also included was a carbon
copy of the origina invoice for the weapon, indicating that it was a
9-millimeter Glock 17 and that my father had purchased it with a

check.

The date on the invoice gave me achill: January 18, two years ago. My
father had bought the Glock just three days after my mother had been
killed in the car crash on Highway 1. Asthough he thought he needed

protection.

In the study across the hdlway from the bedroom, my compact cdllular
phonewas recharging. | unplugged it and clipped it to my belt, & my

hip.

Orson was not in the study.

Earlier, Sasha had stopped by the house to feed him. Maybe she had
taken him with her when sheld gone. If Orson had been as somber as
he'd been when I'd | eft for the hospital-and especialy if he had

settled into an even blacker mood-Sasha might not have been ableto
leave the poor beast here alone, because as much compassion as blood

flowsthrough her veins,

Even if Orson had gone with Sasha, who had transferred the 9-millimeter

Glock from my father's room to my bed? Not Sasha.



She wouldn't have known the gun existed, and she wouldn't have prowled

through my dad's belongings.

The desk phone was connected to an answering machine. Next to the

blinking message light, the counter window showed two cdlls.

According to the machine's automeatic time-and-date voice, thefirst
cal had comein only haf an hour ago. It lasted nearly two minutes,

athough the caller spoke not aword.

Initially, he drew dow deep breaths and |et them out dmost asdowly,
as though he possessed the magica power to inhale the myriad scents of
my rooms even across atelephone ling, and thereby discover if | was
home or out. After awhile, he began to hum as though he had forgotten
that he was being recorded and was merdly humming to himsdlf inthe
manner of adaydreamer logt in thought, humming atune that seemed to
be improvised, with no coherent melody, spiraling and low, eerie and
repetitive, like the song amadman might hear when he believesthat

angdls of degtruction, in choirs, are inging to him.

| was sure hewas astranger. | believed that | would have been able
to recognize the voice of afriend even from nothing more than the

humming.



| was also sure that he had not reached awrong number; somehow he was

involved with the eventsfollowing MY father's degth.

By thetimethefirst caller disconnected, | discovered that | had

tightened my handsinto figs. | washolding usdessair in my

lungs

| exhaled ahot dry gust, inhaled a cool sweet draft, but could not yet

unclench my hands.

The second call, which had comein only minutes before | had returned
home, was from Angela Ferryman, the nurse who had been at my father's
bedside. Shedidn't identify hersdlf, but | recognized her thin yet

musica voice: Through her message, it quickened like an increasingly
restless bird hopping from picket point to picket point along a

fence.

"Chris, I'd liketo talk to You. Havetotalk. Assoonasit's
convenient. Tonight. If Y ou can, tonight. I'min the car, on my way
home now. Y ou know wherel live. Come seeme. Don't cdll. | don't
trust phones. Don't even like making thiscall. But I've got to see

You. Come to the back door. No matter how late Y ou get this, come

anyway. | won't be adeep. Can't deep.”

| put anew message tape on the machine. | hid the origina cassette

under the crumpled sheets of writing paper a the bottom of the



wastebasket beside my desk.

These two brief tape recordings wouldn't convince acop or ajudge of
anything. Nevertheless, they were the only scraps of evidencel
possessed to indicate that something extraordinary was happening to
me-something even more extraordinary than my birth into thistiny
sunless caste. More extraordinary than surviving twenty-eight years

unscathed by xeroderma pigmentosum.

| had been home less than ten minutes. Nevertheless, | waslingering

too long.

As| searched for Orson, | more than half expected to hear adoor being
forced or glass breaking on the lower floor and then footsteps on the
gairs. The house remained quiet, but thiswas atremulous slence

like the surface tension on a pond.

The dog wasn't moping in Dad's bedroom or bathroom. Not in thewak-in

clost, ether.

Second by second, | grew more worried about the mutt. Whoever had put

the 9-millimeter Glock pistol on my bed might dso have taken or harmed

Orson.

In my room again, | located aspare pair of sunglassesin abureau



drawer. They werein asoft casewith aVelcro sed, and | clipped the

case in my shirt pocket.

| glanced a my wristwatch, on which the time was displayed by

light-emitting diodes.

Quickly, I returned the invoice and the police questionnaire to the

envelope from Thor's Gun Shop. Whether it was more evidence or merely

trash, | hid it between the mattress and box springs of my bed.

The date of purchase seemed significant. Suddenly everything seemed

sgnificant.

| kept the pistol. Maybe thiswas a setup, just likein the movies,

but | felt safer with aweapon. | wished that | knew how to useit.

The pockets of my |eather jacket were degp enough to concedl the gun.

It hung in the right pocket not like aweight of dead stedl but likea

thing dive, likeatorpid but not entirely dormant snake.

When | moved, it seemed to writhe dowly: fat and duggish, an oozing

tangle of thick cails.

As| was about to go downstairsto search for Orson, | recalled a July

night when | had watched him from my bedroom window as he szt in the



backyard, his head tilted to lift his snout to the breeze, transfixed

by something in the heavens, degp in one of his most puzzling moods.

He had not been howling, and in any event the summer sky had been
moonless; the sound he made was neither awhine norawhimper but a

mewling of sngular and disturbing character.

Now | raised the blind at that same window and saw himin theyard

below. Hewas busily digging ablack hole in the moonslvered lawn.

Thiswas peculiar, because he was awell-behaved dog and never a

digger.

As| looked on, Orson abandoned the patch of earth at which he had been
furioudy clawing, moved afew feet to theright, and beganto diga

new hole. A qudity of frenzy marked hisbehavior.

"What's happened, boy?' | wondered, and in the yard below, the dog

dug, dug, dug.

On my way downdairs, with the Glock coiling heavily in my jacket

pocket, | remembered that July night when | had goneinto the backyard

to St beside themewling dog. . . .

His criesgrew asthin asthe whistle-hiss of aglassblower shaping a



vase over aflame, so soft that they did not even disturb the nearest
of our neighbors, yet there was such wretchedness in the sound that |
was shaken by it. With those cries he shaped amisery darker than the

darkest glass and stranger in form than anything a blower could blow.

Hewas uninjured and did not appear to beill. For dl | could tell,

the sight of the stars themsdlves was the thing that filled him with

torment. Y et if the vision of dogsis as poor aswe are taught, they

can't seethe starswell or at adl. And why should stars cause Orson

such anguish, anyway, or the night that was no deeper than other nights
before it? Nevertheless, he gazed skyward and made tortured sounds and

didn't respond to my reassuring voice.

When | put ahand on his head and stroked his back, | felt hard
shudders passing through him. He sprang to his feet and padded away,
only to turn and stare at me from adistance, and | swear that for a
while he hated me. Heloved me as dways, he was fill my dog, after
all, and could not escape loving me; but at the same time, he hated me

intensely.

Inthewarm July air, | could virtudly fed the cold hatred radiating
off him. He paced theyard, dternately staring at me-holding my gaze
asonly heamong dl dogsisableto hold it-and looking at the sky,

now gtiff and shaking with rage, now weak and mewling with what seemed

despair.



When I'd told Bobby Halloway about this, he'd said that dogs are
incapable of hating anyone or of feding anything as complex as genuine
despair, that their emotiona lives are as smple astheir intellectua

lives When | ingsted on my interpretation, Bobby had said, "Listen,
Snow, if Y ou're going to keep coming here to bore my ass off with this
New Age crap, why don't Y ou just buy a shotgun and blow my brains

out?

That would bein ore merciful than the excruciatingly dow deeth You're
dedling out now, bludgeoning me with your tediouslittle storiesand

your moronic philosophies.

There are limits to human endurance, Saint Francis-even to mine."

I know what | know, however, and | know Orson hated me that July night,
hated me and loved me. And | know that something in the sky tormented
him and filled him with despair: the stars, the blackness, or perhaps

something he imagined.

Can dogsimagine? Why not?

| know they dream. I've watched them deep, seen their legskick as

they chase dream rabbits, heard them sigh and whimper, heard them growl

at dream adversaries.



Orson's hatred that night did not make me fear him, but | feared for
him. | knew his problem was not distemper or any physica ailment that
might have made him dangerous to me, but wasinstead amaady of the

oul.

Bobby raves brilliantly at the mention of soulsin animalsand

splutters ultimately into atremendoudy entertaining incoherence.

| could sl tickets. | prefer to open abottle of beer, lean back,

and have the whole show to mysdlf Anyway, throughout that long night, |
sat inthe yard, keeping Orson company even though he might not have
wanted it. He glowered at me, remarked upon the vaulted sky with
razor-thin cries, shuddered uncontrollably, circled the yard, circled

and circled until near dawn, when &t |ast he came to me, exhausted, and

put his head in my lap and did not hate me anymore.

Just before sunrise, | went upstairsto my room, ready for bed hours
earlier than usual, and Orson came with me. Mogt of the time, when he
choosesto deep to my schedule, he curls near my feet, but on this
occasion helay on his side with his back to me, and until he dept, |

stroked his burly head and smoothed hisfine black coat.

| mysdlf dept not at dl that day. | lay thinking about the hot
summer morning beyond the blinded windows. The sky like an inverted

blue porcelain bowl with birdsin flight around itsrim.



Birds of the day, which | had seen only in pictures. And beesand
butterflies. And shadows ink-pure and knife-sharp at the edges asthey
never can bein the night. Sweet deep couldn't pour into me because |

wasfilled to the brim with bitter yearning.

Now, nearly three years later, as| opened the kitchen door and stepped

onto the back porch, | hoped that Orson wasn't in a despondent mood.

Thisnight, we had no time for thergpy either for him or for me.

My bicycle was on the porch. | walked it down the stepsand rolled it

toward the busy dog.

In the southwest corner of the yard, he had dug haf a dozen holes of
various diameters and depths, and | had to be careful not to twist an
anklein one of them. Acrossthat quadrant of the lawn were scattered
ragged clumps of uprooted grass and clods of earth torn loose by his

claws.

"Orson?"

He did not respond. Hedidn't even pausein hisfrenzied digging.

Giving him awide berth to avoid the spray of dirt that fanned out

behind his excavating forepaws, | went around the current holeto face



him.

"Hey, pd," | sdid.

The dog kept his head down, his snout in the ground, sniffing

inquisitively as hedug.

The breeze had died, and the full moon hung like achild'slost balloon

in the highest branches of the melaeucas.

Overhead, nighthawks dived and soared and barrel-looped, crying

peent-peent-peent as they harvested flying ants and earlyspring moths

fromtheair.

Watching Orson at work, | said, "Found any good boneslately? " He

stopped digging but till didn't acknowledge me. Urgently he sniffed

the raw earth, the scent of which rose evento me.

"Who let Y ou out here?"

Sasha might have brought him outside to toilet, but | was sure that she

would have returned him to the house afterward.

"Sasha?' | asked nevertheless.

If Sashawere the onewho had left him loose to wreak havoc on the



landscaping, Orson was not going to rat on her. Hewouldn't meet my

eyeslest | read the truth in them.

Abandoning the hole he had just dug, he returned to a previous one.

| wanted to talk to Angela Ferryman, because her message on my
answering machine had seemed to promise revelations. | wasin the mood

for revdations.

Firgt, however, | had to call Sasha, who was waiting to hear about my

father.

| stopped in . Bernadette's cemetery, one of my favorite places, a
harbor of darknessin one of the more brightly lighted precincts of

town. Thetrunksof Sx giant oaksrise like columns, supporting a

celling formed by their interlocking crowns, and the quiet space below
isladout inadessamilar to thosein any library; the gravestones

arelike rows of books bearing the names of those who have been blotted
from the pages of life, who may be forgotten el sawhere but are

remembered here.

Orson wandered, though not far from me, sniffing the spoor of the
squirrelsthat, by day, gathered acorns off the graves. Hewas not a

hunter tracking prey but ascholar satisfying his curiosity.



From my bdlt, | unclipped my cellular phone, switched it on, and keyed

in Sasha Goodall's mobile number. She answered on the second ring.

"Dad'sgone," | said, meaning more than she could know.

Earlier, in anticipation of Dad's desth, Sasha had expressed her

SOrrow.

Now her voice tightened dightly with grief so well controlled that

only | could have heardit: "Did he. . . did he go easy at the

end?'

"Nopan."

"Was he conscious?'

"Y egh. We had a chance to say good-bye."

Fear nothing.

Sashasad, "Life sinks."

"It'sjust therules" | said. "To get in the game, we haveto agree

to stop playing someday.”

"It dill ginks. Are Y ou at the hospital ?*



"No. Out and about. Rambling. Working off some energy.

WherereYou?'

"In the Explorer. Going to Pinki€'s Diner to grab breakfast and work

on my notesfor the show.” Shewould be on theair in three and a half

hours. "Or | could get takeout, and we could go eat somewhere

together."

"I'mnot redly hungry,” | said truthfully. "I'll see’Y ou later

though.”

"When?

"Y ou go home from work in the morning, I'll bethere. | meen, if

that's okay."

"That's perfect. Love Y ou, Snowman."

"LoveYou," | replied.

"That's our little mantra."

"It'sour truth."



| pushed end on the keypad, switched off the phone, and clipped it to

my belt again.

When | cycled out of the cemetery, my four-legged companion followed
but somewhat reluctantly at first. Hishead wasfull of squirrd

mydseries.

| made my way to Angela Ferryman's house asfar as possible by
dleywayswhere| was not likely to encounter much traffic and on
streets with widely spaced lampposts. When | had no choice but to pass

under clusters of streetlamps, | pedaed hard.

Faithfully, Orson matched his pace to mine. He seemed happier than he
had been earlier, now that he could trot at my side, blacker than any

nightshadow that | could cast.

We encountered only four vehicles. Each time, | squinted and looked

away from the headlights.

Angelalived on ahigh street in acharming Spanish bungaow that
sheltered under magnoliatrees not yet in bloom. No lightswereonin

the front rooms.

An unlocked side gate admitted me to an arbor-covered passage. The

walls and arched ceiling of the arbor were entwined with star



jaamine.

In summer, sprays of thetiny five-petaed white flowerswould be
clustered so abundantly that the |attice would seem to be draped with
multiplelayers of lace. Even thisearly in the year, the hunter-green

foliage was enlivened by those pinwhed-like blooms.

While | breathed deeply of the jasmine fragrance, savoring it, Orson

sneezed twice.

| wheeled my bike out of the arbor and around to the back of the
bungaow, where | leaned it against one of the redwood posts that

supported the patio cover.

"Bevigilant,” | told Orson. "Bebig. Be bad.”

He chuffed as though he understood his assgnment. Maybe he did

understand, no matter what Bobby Halloway and the Rationdity Police

would say.

Beyond the kitchen windows and the trand ucent curtainswas adow

pulse of candldight.

The door featured four small panes of glass. | rapped softly on one of

them.



AngelaFerryman drew aside the curtain. Her quick nervous eyes pecked
at me-and then at the patio beyond me to confirm that | had come

done.

With aconspiratoria demeanor, she ushered meinsde, locking the door
behind us. She adjusted the curtain until she was convinced that no

gap existed through which anyone could peer in & us.

Though the kitchen was pleasantly warm, Angelawas wearing not only a

gray sweat suit but also anavy-blue wool cardigan over the swedts.

The cable-knit cardigan might have belonged to her late husband; it

hung to her knees, and the shoulder seams were halfway to her elbows.

The deaves had been rolled so often that the resultant cuffs were as

thick as great iron manacles.

Inthisbulk of clothing, Angela appeared thinner and more diminutive

than ever. Evidently she remained chilly; shewas virtudly colorless,

shivering.

Shehugged me. Asawaysit was afierce, sharp-boned, strong hug,

though | sensed in her an uncharacterigtic fatigue.

She st at the polished-pine table and invited me to take the chair



opposite hers.

| took off my cap and considered removing my jacket aswell.

The kitchen wastoo warm. The pistol wasin my pocket, however, and |
was afraid it might fall out on thefloor or knock againgt the chair as
| pulled my arms from the coat deeves. | didn't want to darm Angdla,

and she was sure to be frightened by the gun.

In the center of the table were three votive candlesin little ruby-red
glass containers. Arteries of shimmering red light crawled acrossthe

polished pine.

A bottle of apricot brandy aso stood on the table. Angelahad

provided mewith acordid glass, and | hdf filledit.

Her glasswasfull to the brim. Thiswasn't her firg serving,

ather.

She hddtheglassin both hands, asif taking warmth from it, and when
sheraised it with both handsto her lips, shelooked more waiflike
than ever. In spite of her gauntness, she could have passed for
thirty-five, nearly fifteen years younger than her true age. At this

moment, in fact, she seemed dmost childlike.



"Fromthetimel wasalittlegirl, dl | ever redly wanted to be was

anurs”

"And Yourethebest," | said sincerely.

Shelicked gpricot brandy from her lips and stared into her glass. "My
mother had rheumatoid arthritis. 1t progressed more quickly than

usudl.

Sofast. By thetimel wassx, shewasin leg bracesand using
crutches. Shortly after my twefth birthday, she was bedridden. She

died when | was sixteen.”

| could say nothing meaningful or helpful about that. No one could
have. Any words, no matter how sincerely meant, would have tasted as

fdseasvinegar ishitter.

Sure enough, she had something important to tell me, but she needed

timeto marshd dl the wordsinto orderly ranks and march them across

the table at me. Because whatever she had to tell meit scared her.

Her fear was visble: brittlein her bones and waxy in her skin.

Sowly working her way to her true subject, she said, "I liked to bring

my mother things when she couldn't get them easily hersdlf.



A glassof iced tea. A sandwich. Her medicine. A pillow for her

chair. Anything. Later, it was a bedpan. And toward the end, fresh
sheetswhen shewasincontinent. | never minded that, either. She
aways smiled a mewhen | brought her things, smoothed my hair with
her poor swollen hands. | couldn't heal her, or make it possible for

her to run again or dance, couldn't relieve her pain or her fear, but |
could attend her, make her comfortable, monitor her condition-and doing

those things was more important to me than . . . than anything.”

The apricot brandy was too sweet to be called brandy but not as sweet
as | had expected. Indeed, it was potent. No amount of it could make

me forget my parents, however, or Angelaher mother.

"All I ever wanted to bewas anurse,”" sherepeated. "And for along
timeit was satisfying work. Scary and sad, too, when welost a

patient, but mostly rewarding.” When she looked up from the brandy,

her eyes were pried wide open by amemory. "God, | was so scared when
Y ou had appendicitis. | thought | wasgoing to lose my little

Chris"

"l was nineteen. Not too little."

"Honey, I've been your visting nurse since Y ou were diagnosed when Y ou

were atoddler. Youll dwaysbealittle boy to me."



| smiled. "I love Y ou, too, Angela.”

Sometimes | forget that the directness with which | express my best
emotionsisunusud, that it can gartle people and-asin this

case-move them more deeply than | expect.

Her eyes clouded with tears. To repressthem, she bit her lip, but

then she resorted to the apricot brandy.

Nine years ago I'd had one of those cases of gppendicitisin which the

symptoms do not manifest until the condition is acute.

After breskfadt, | suffered mild indigestion. Beforelunch, | was
vomiting, red-faced, and gushing sweat. Stomach pain twisted meinto

the curled posture of ashrimp in the boiling oil of adeep fryer.

My lifewas put at risk because of the delay caused by the need for
extraordinary preparations at Mercy Hospital. The surgeon was not, of
course, amenableto theideaof cutting open my abdomen and conducting
the procedure in adark-or even dimly lightedoperating room. Y et
protracted exposure to the bright lights of the surgery was certain to

result in asevere burn to any skin not protected from the glare,

risking melanoma but a so inhibiting the heding of theincision.

Covering everything below the point of incison-from my groin to my

toes-was easy: atriple layer of cotton sheeting pinned to prevent it



from dipping asde. Additiona sheeting was used to improvise complex
tenting over my head and upper body, designed to protect me from the
light but dso to alow the anesthesiologist to dip under from timeto
time, with a penlight, to take my blood pressure and my temperature, to
adjust the gas mask, and to ensure that the electrodes from the
electrocardiograph remained securely in place on my chest and wriststo
permit continued monitoring of my heart. Their standard procedure
required that my abdomen be draped except for awindow of exposed skin
a the ste of the surgery, but in my case this rectangular window had

to be reduced to the narrowest possible dit. With sdfretaining

refractors to keep theincision open and judicid use of tapeto shield

the skin to the very lip of the cut, they dared to dice me. My guts

could take dl thelight that my doctors wanted to pour into them-but

by the time they got that far, my appendix had burst. In spite of a
meticul ous cleanup, peritonitis ensued; an abscess developed and was
swiftly followed by septic shock, requiring a second surgical procedure

two days later.

After | recovered from septic shock and was no longer in danger of
imminent death, | lived for months with the expectation that what | had

endured might trigger one of the neurologica problems related to XP.

Generdly these conditions devel op after aburn or following long-term
cumulative exposure to light-or for reasons not understood-but

sometimes they gpparently can be engendered by severe physical trauma



or shock.

Tremors of the head or the hands. Hearing loss. Slurred speech. Even

menta impairmen.

| waited for thefirst Sgns of aprogressive, irreversible

neurological disorder-but they never came.

William Dean Howdlls, the great poet, wrote that death is at the bottom

of everyone's cup. But thereis till some sweet teain mine.

And apricot brandy.

After taking another thick sip from her cordid glass, Angelasaid,

"All | ever wanted wasto be anurse, but look at me now."

Shewanted meto ask, and so | did: "What do Y ou mean?"

Gazing a captive flamesthrough a curve of ruby glass, she sad,

"Nursingisabout life. I'm about death now."

| didn't know what she meant, but | waited.

"I've doneterrible things," she said.

"I'm sure Y ou haven't."



"I've seen others do terrible things, and | haven't tried to stop

them.

Theguilt'sthesame."

"Could Y ou have stopped them if Y ou'd tried?"

She thought about that awhile. "No," she said, but she looked no less

troubled.

"No one can carry the whole world on her shoulders.”

"Some of us better try," she said.

| gave her time. The brandy wasfine.

Shesad, "If I'mgoing to tell You, it hasto be now. | don't have

much time. I'm becoming.”

"Becoming?'

"I fed it. | don't know who I'll be amonth from now, or six

months.



Someone | won't like to be. Someonewho tarrifiesme.”

"| don't understand.”

"I know."

"How can| help?' | asked.

"No one can help. Not You. Not me. Not God." Having shifted her
gaze from the votive candlesto the golden liquid in her glass, she
spoke quietly but fiercely: "We're screwing it up, Chris, likewe

aways do, but thisisbigger than weve ever screwed up before.

Because of pride, arrogance, envy . .. werelosngit, al of it.

Oh, God, werelosing it, and aready there's no way to turn back, to

undo what's been done."

Although her voice was not durred, | suspected that she had drunk more
than one previous glass of gpricot brandy. | tried to take comfort in

the thought that drink had led her to exaggerate, that whatever looming
catastrophe she perceived was not a hurricane but only a squal

megnified by mild inebriation.

Nevertheless, she had succeeded in countering the warmth of the kitchen

and the cordid. | no longer considered removing my jacket.



"l can't stop them," she said. "But | can stop keeping secretsfor
them. Y ou deserve to know what happened to your mom and dad,
Chris-even if pain comeswith the knowledge. Y our lifé's been hard

enough, plenty hard, without this, too."

Truthis, | don't believe my life has been especidly hard. It has

been different. If | wereto rage againg this difference and spend my
nights yearning for so-caled normacy, then | would surely make life
as hard as granite and break mysdf onit. By embracing difference, by
choosingtothriveonit, | lead alife no harder than most othersand

easer than some.

| didn't say aword of thisto Angela. If she was motivated by pity to
make these pending reveations, then | would compose my featuresinto a
mask of suffering and present mysdlf asafigure of purest tragedy. |
would be Macbeth. | would be mad Lear. | would be Schwarzenegger in

Terminator 2, doomed to the vat of molten stedl.

"Y ou've got so many friends. . . but therere enemies 'Y ou don't know

about," Angela continued. " Dangerous bastards. And some of them are

grange. . . . They're becoming.”

That word again. Becoming.



When | rubbed the back of my neck, | discovered that the spiders| felt

wereimaginary.

Shesad, "If You're going to have achance. . . any chance at al

.. You need to know the truth. I've been wondering where to begin,

how to tell You. | think | should start with the monkey."

"Themonkey?' | echoed, certain | had not heard her correctly.

"Themonkey," she confirmed.

In this context, the word had an inescapable comic quality, and |

wondered again about Angelas sobriety.

When at last she looked up from her glass, her eyes were desolate pools
inwhich lay drowned somevita part of the Angela Ferryman whom | had
known since childhood. Meeting her stareits blesk gray sheen-I felt

the nape of my neck shrink, and | no longer found any comic potentia

whatsoever in the word monkey.

"It was Christmas Eve four years ago,” she said. "About an hour after
sunset. | was herein the kitchen, baking cookies. Using both

ovens,



Chocolate-chip in one. Wanut-oatmed in the other. Theradio was

on.

Somebody like Johnny Mathissinging 'Siver Bdls™

" | closed my eyestotry to picture the kitchen on that Christmas

Eve-but aso to have an excuse to shut out Angela's haunted stare.

She sad, "Rod was due home any minute, and we both were off work the

entire holiday weekend.”

Rod Ferryman had been her husband.

Over three and a half years ago, Sx months after the Christmas Eve of
which Angdawas spesking, Rod had committed suicide with ashotgunin
the garage of thishouse. Friends and neighbors had been stunned, and
Angelahad been devastated. He was an outgoing man with agood sense
of humor, easy to like, not depressive, with no gpparent problems that

could have driven him to take hisown life.

"I'd decorated the Christmastree earlier in the day,” Angelasaid.

"We were going to have a candldight dinner, open some wine, then watch

It'saWonderful Life. Weloved that movie. We had giftsto exchange,

lots of little gifts. Christmas was our favorite time of year, and we



were like kids about the gifts.

Shefdl slent.

When | dared to look, | saw that she had closed her eyes.

judging by her wrenched expression, her quicksilver memory had dipped
from that Christmas night to the evening in the following June when she

found her husband's body in the garage.

Candllight flickered across her eydlids.

Intime, she opened her eyes, but for awhile they remained fixed on a

faraway sght. She sipped her brandy.

"I was happy," she said. "The cookie amdls. The Chrigmas music.

And theflorist had delivered ahuge poinsettiafrom my sgter,

Bonnie

It was there on the end of the counter, so red and cheerful. | felt
wonderful, redly wonderful. 1t wasthelast time | ever felt
wonderful-and thelast time | ever will. So.. . . | was spooning

cookie batter onto a baking sheet when | heard this sound behind me, an
odd little chirrup, and then something like asigh, and when | turned,

therewas amonkey Stting right on thistable.”



"Good heavens."

"A rhesus monkey with these avful dark-yellow eyes. Not like their

normd eyes. Strange.”

"Rhesus? Y ou recognized the species?!

"I paid for nursing school by working asalab assstant for a

scientist at UCLA. Therhesusisone of the most commonly used animas

inexperiments. | saw alot of them.”

"And suddenly one of them isgitting right here."

"There was abow! of fruit on the table-gpples and tangerines.

The monkey was pedling and egting one of the tangerines. Neat as Y ou

please, thishig monkey placing the pedingsin atidy pile.”

"Big?' | asked.

"Y ou're probably thinking of an organ grinder's monkey, one of those

tiny cutelittlethings. Rhesuses aren't like that.”

"How big?'



"Probably two feet tall. Maybe twenty-five pounds.”

Such amonkey would seem enormous when encountered, unexpected, in the

middle of akitchen table.

| said, "Y ou must have been pretty surprised.”

"Morethan surprised. | wasalittle scared. | know how strong those

buggers arefor their size. Mostly they're peaceable, but onceina

whileY ou get one with amean streak, and hé'sared handful.”

"Not the kind of monkey anyone would keep as a pet.”

"God, no. Not anyone normal-at least not in my book. Well, I'll admit

that rhesuses can be cute sometimes, with their palelittle facesand

that ruff of fur. But thisonewasn't cute." Clearly, she could see

itin her mind'seye. "No, not thisone."

"So wheredid it come from?'

Instead of answering, Angelagtiffened in her chair and cocked her

heed, ligtening intently to the house.

| couldn't hear anything out of the ordinary.



Apparently, neither did she. Y et when she spoke again, she did not

relax. Her thin hands were locked clawlike on the cordid glass.

"I couldn't figure how the thing got inside, into the house. December

wasn't overly warm that year. No windows or doors were open.”

"Y ou didn't hear it enter the room?'

"No. | was making noise with the cookie sheets, the mixing bowls.

Music on theradio. But the damn thing must've been sitting on the

table aminute or two, anyway, because by thetimel redlized it was

there, it had eaten hdf the tangerine.

Her gaze swept the kitchen, as though from the corner of her eye she

had seen purposeffil movement in the shadows at the periphery.

After steadying her nerveswith brandy once more, she said, "Disgusting

amonkey right on the kitchen table, of al places”

Grimacing, she brushed one trembling hand across the polished pine, as

though afew of the creatureés hairs might till be clinging to the

table four years after the incident.

"What did You do?' | pressed.



"| edged around the kitchen to the back door, opened it, hoping the

monkey would run out.”

"But it was enjoying the tangerine, feding pretty comfortable where it

was," | guessed.

"Yegh. It looked at the open door, then at me-and it actualy seemed

tolaugh. Thislittletittering noise.”

"I swear I've seen dogs laugh now and then. Monkeys probably do,

too."

Angedashook her head. "Can't remember any of them laughing in the

lab.

Of course, consdering what their liveswerelike. . .

they didn't have much reason to bein high spirits.”

She looked up uneadily at the celling, on which three smdl overlapping

ringsof light quivered like the smoldering eyes of an apparition:

images of thetrio of ruby-red glasses on the table.

Encouraging her to continue, | said, "It wouldn't go outside.”



Instead of responding, she rose from her chair, stepped to the back

door, and tested the dead bolt to be sure it was still engaged.

"Angda?

Hushing me, she pulled aside the curtain to peer at the patio and the
moonlit yard, pulled it asde with trembling caution and only an inch,
asif she expected to discover ahideous face pressed to the far side

of the pane, gazing in &t her.

MY cordia glasswasempty. | picked up the bottle, hesitated, and

then put it down without pouring more.

When Angelaturned away from the door, she said, "It wasn't just a
laugh, Chris. 1t wasthisfrightening sound | could never adequately
describeto You. Itwasanevil . .. anevil little cackle, a
viciousedgetoit. Oh, yes, | know what Y ou're thinking-thiswas just

ananimal, just amonkey, so it couldn't be either good or evil.

Maybe mean but not vicious, because animals can be bad-tempered, sure,

but not conscioudy mdevolent. That'swhat Y ou're thinking.

Widl, I'mtelling Y ou, this one was more than just mean. Thislaugh
was the coldest sound I've ever heard, the coldest and the ugliestand

avil.



"I'm4till with You," | assured her.

Instead of returning to her chair from the door, she moved to the
kitchen sink. Every square inch of glassin the windows above the sink
was covered by the curtains, but she plucked at those panels of yellow

fabric to make doubly sure we were fully screened from spying eyes.

Turning to stare at the table as though the monkey sat there even now,
Angedasad, "l got the broom, figuring 1'd shoo the thing onto the
floor and then toward the door. | mean, | didn't take awhack at it or

anything, just brushed at it. Y ou know?"

"Sure"

"But it wasn't intimidated,” she said. "It exploded with rage.

Threw down the half-eaten tangerine and grabbed the broom and tried to

pull it away from me. When | wouldn't let go, it started to climb the

broom straight toward my hands.”

Jesus.

"Nimble asanything. Sofast. Teeth bared and screeching, spitting,

coming straight at me, so | let go of the broom, and the monkey fell to

thefloor withit, and | backed up until | bumped into the



refrigerator.”

She bumped into the refrigerator again. The muffled clink of bottles

camefrom the shaves within.

"It was on thefloor, right in front of me. It knocked the broom

adde.

Chris, it was so furious. Fury out of proportion to anything that had
happened. | hadn't hurt it, hadn't even touched it with the broom, but

it wasn't going to take any crap from me."

"Y ou said rhesuses are basically peaceable.”

"Not thisone. Lips skinned back from itsteeth, screeching, running
at me and then back and then at me again, hopping up and down, tearing
a theair, glaring at me so hatefully, pounding the floor with its

figs.

Both of her sweater deeves had partly unrolled, and she drew her hands
into them, out of Sght. This memory monkey was S0 vivid that
gpparently she half expected it to fling itsdf at her right here,

right now, and bite off thetips of her fingers.



"It waslikeatrall," she said, "agremlin, some wicked thing out of a

storybook. Those dark-ydlow eyes.”

| could dmost see them myself Smoldering.

"And then suddenly, it legps up the cabinets, onto the counter near me,
al awink. It'sright there'-she pointed-"beside the refrigerator,
inchesfrom me, a eyelevel when | turn my head. It hissesat me, a
mean hiss, and its bresth smellslike tangerines. That's how close we
are. | knew-" She hersdlf to listen to the house again. Sheturned

her head to the | eft to look toward the open door to the unlighted

dining room.

Her paranoiawas contagious. And because of what had happened to me

since sundown, | was vulnerable to the infection.

Tensing in my chair, | cocked my head to alow any snister sound to

fdl into the upturned cup of my ear.

Thethreerings of reflected light shimmered soundlesdy on the

caling.

The curtains hung slently at thewindows.

After awhile Angdlasaid, "Its bresth smdlled like tangerines. It



hissed and hissed. | knew it could kill meif it wanted, kill me
somehow, even though it was only amonkey and hardly afourth my

weight.

When it had been on the floor, maybe | could have drop-kicked the

little son of abitch, but now it wasright in my face."

I had no difficulty imagining how frightened she had been. A seagulll,
protecting its nest on a seaside bluff, diving repeatedly out of the
night sky with angry shrieks and ahard burrrr of wings, pecking at
your head and snaring strands of hair, isafraction the weight of the

monkey that she'd described but nonethdessterrifying.

"I considered running for the open door,” she said, "but | was afraid |
would makeit angrier. So | froze here. My back againgt the
refrigerator. with the heteful thing. After awhile, when it was sure

| wasintimidated, it jumped off the counter, shot across the kitchen,
pushed the back door shut, climbed quick onto the table again, and

picked up the unfinished tangerine.”

| poured another shot of apricot brandy for mysdf after al.

"So | reached for the handle of this drawer here beside the fridge,”

she continued. "Therésatray of knivesinit."



Keeping her attention on the table, as she had that Christmas Eve,
Angela skinned back the cardigan deeve and reached blindly for the

drawer again, to show me which one contained the knives.

Without taking a step to the side, she had to lean and stretch.

"I wasn't going to attack it, just get something | could defend mysdlf

with. But before | could put my hand on anything, the monkey leaped to

itsfeet on thetable, screaming at me again.”

She groped for the drawer handle.

"It snatches an apple out of the bowl and throwsit a me," she said,

"redly whaesit & me. Hitsme on the mouth. Splitsmy lip."

She crossed her arms over her face asif she were even now under

assault. "l try to protect myself The monkey throws another apple,

then athird, and it's shrieking hard enough to crack crystd if there

were any around.”

"AreYou saying it knew what wasin that drawer?"

Lowering her arms from the defengve posture, she said, "It had some

intuitive sense what was in there, yeah."

"And You didnt try for the knife again?'



She shook her head. "The monkey moved likelightning.

Seemed like it could be off that table and all over me even as| was
pulling the drawer open, biting my hand before | could get agood grip

on the handle of aknife. | didn't want to be bitten."

"Evenif it wasn't foaming at the mouth, it might have beenrabid,” |

agreed.

"Worse," she said crypticaly, rolling up the cuffs of the cardigan

deevesagain.

"Worsethan rabies?' | asked.

"So I'm standing at the refrigerator, bleeding from the lip, scared,

trying to figure what to do next, and Rod comes home from work, comes
through the back door there, whistling, and walksright into the middle

of thisweirdness. But he doesn't do anything Y ou might expect. He's
surprised-but not surprised. He's surprised to see the monkey here,

yeah, but not surprised by the monkey itsdf. Seeing it here, that's

what rattleshim. Do Y ou understand what I'm saying?*

"I think 0."



"Rod-damn him-he knows this monkey. He doesn't say, A monkey? He
doesn't say, "Where the hell did amonkey come from? He says, Oh,

Jesus.

Just, Oh, Jesus. It'scoal that night, there's athrest of rain, he's
wesaring atrench coat, and he takes a pistol out of one of his coat
pockets-asif he was expecting something likethis. | mean, yeah, he's
coming home from work, and he'sin uniform, but he doesn't wear a
Sdearm at the office. Thisis peacetime. He's not in awar zone, for
God's sake. He's stationed right outside Moonlight Bay, at adesk job,
pushing papers and claiming he's bored, just putting on weight and
waiting for retirement, but suddenly he's got this pistol on him that |

don't even know he's been carrying until | seeit now."

Colonel Roderick Ferryman, an officer in the United States Army, had
been Stationed at Fort Wyvern, which had long been one of the big

economic engines that powered the entire county.

The base had been closed elghteen months ago and now stood abandoned,
one of the many military facilities that, deemed superfluous, had been

decommissioned following the end of the Cold War.

Although I had known Angela-and to afar lesser extent, her
husband-since childhood, | had never known what, exactly, Colone

Ferryman did inthe Army.



Maybe Angdahadn't redly known, either. Until he came homethat

Chrigmas Eve.

"Rod-he's holding the gun in hisright hand, arm out straight and

diff, the muzzle trained square on the monkey, and he looks more
scared than | am. Helooksgrim. Lipstight. All thecolor isgone

from hisface, just gone, helookslike bone. He glances a me, sees
my lip starting to swell and blood &l over my chin, and he doesn't
even ask about that, looks right back at the monkey, afraid to take his
eyes off it. The monkey's holding the last piece of tangerine but not
eding now. It'sstaring very hard a the gun. Rod says, Angie, go to

the phone. I'm going to give Y ou anumber to cal.”

"Do Y ou remember the number?' | asked.

"Doesn't matter. It'snot in service these days. | recognized the
exchange, 'causeit wasthe samefirg three digits as his office

number on the base."

"He had Y ou cdl Fort Wyvern."

"Y es. But the guy who answers-he doesn't identify himsdlf or say which
officehesin. Hejust sayshello, and | tell him Colonel Ferrymaniis
cdling. Then Rod reachesfor the phone with hisleft hand, the pistol

dill inhisright. Hetdlsthe guy, ljustfound the rhesus here at my



house, in my kitchen. He listens, keeping his eyes on the monkey, and
then he says, Hdll if | know, but it's here, dl right, and | need help

tobag it.

"And the monkey'sjust watching dl this?'

"When Rod hangs up the phone, the monkey raisesitsugly little eyes
from the gun, looks straight at him, achalenging and angry look, and
then coughs out that damn sound, that awful little laugh that makes
your skin crawl. Thenit seemsto loseinterest in Rod and me, inthe

gun.

It eatsthe last segment of the tangerine and startsto peel another

one"

Asl lifted the apricot brandy that | had poured but not yet touched,

Angeareturned to the table and picked up her haf-empty glass. She

surprised me by clinking her glassagainst mine.

"What'rewetoasting?' | asked.

"The end of theworld."

"By fireorice?'

"Nothing that easy," she said.



She was as serious as stone.

Her eyes seemed to be the color of the brushed stainless-steel drawer
frontsin the cold-holding room at Mercy Hospitd, and her sarewas
too direct until, mercifully, she shifted it from meto the cordia

glassin her hand.

"When Rod hangs up the phone, he wants meto tell him what happened, so
| do. He has a hundred questions, and he keeps asking about my

bleeding lip, about whether the monkey touched me, bit me, asif he

can't quite believe the business with the apple. But he won't answer

any of my questions. Hejust says, Angie, Y ou don't want to know. Of

course | want to know, but | understand what he'stelling me.”

"Privileged information, military secrets”

"My husband had been involved in sengitive projects before,
national-security matters, but | thought that was behind him. He said
he couldn't talk about this. Not to me. Not to anyone outside the

office. Not aword."”

Angeacontinued to stare at her brandy, but | Sipped mine. It didn't
taste as pleasing asit had before. Infact, thistime| detected an

underlying bitterness, which reminded methat gpricot pitswerea



source of cyanide.

Toasting the end of the world tends to focus the mind on the dark

potentia in dl things, eveninahumblefruit.

Assarting my incorrigible optimism, | took another long sp and
concentrated on tasting only the flavor that had pleased me

previoudy.

Angelasad, "Not fifteen minutes pass before three guys respond to

Rod's phone cal. They mustve driven in from Wyvern usng an ambulance
or something for cover, though there wasn't any siren. None of them
arewearing uniforms, either. Two of them come around to the back,

open the door, and step into the kitchen without knocking. Thethird

guy must have picked the lock on the front door and come in that way,
quiet as aghogt, because he stepsinto the dining-room doorway the
same time as the other two come in the back. Rod's il got the

pistol trained on the monkeyhis arms shaking with fatigue-and dl three

of the others have tranquilizer-dart guns.

| thought of the quiet lamplit street out front, the charming
architecture of this house, the pair of matched magnoliatrees, the
arbor hung with star jasmine. No one passing the place that night
would have guessed at the strange drama playing out within these

ordinary stuccowalls.



"The monkey seemslike he's expecting them,” Angelasad, "ian't
concerned, doesn't try to get away. One of them shootshimwith a

dart.

He bares histeeth and hisses but doesn't even try to pluck the needle
out. He drops what's | ft of the second tangerine, struggles hard to
swallow the bite he hasin his mouth, then just curlsup on thetable,
sighs, goesto deep. They leave with the monkey, and Rod goeswith
them, and | never see the monkey again. Rod doesn't come back until
three o'clock in the morning, until Christmas Eveis over, and we never
do exchange gifts until late Christmas Day, and by then werein Hell

and nothing's ever going to be the same. No way out, and | know it."

Finaly shetossed back her remaining brandy and put the glass down on

the table so hard that it sounded like a gunshot.

Until thismoment she had exhibited only fear and melanchaly, both as

deep as cancer in the bone. Now came anger from atill deeper

source.

"I had to let them take their goddamn blood samplesthe day after

Chrigmas."

"Who?



"The project a Wyvern."

"Project?"

"And once amonth ever since-their sample. Like my body isn't mine,
like I've got to pay arent in blood just to be alowed to go on living

init"

"Wyvern has been closed ayear and ahdf" "Not dl of it. Somethings

don't die. Can't die. No matter how much we wish them dead."

Although she was thin dmogt to the point of gauntness, Angelahad
always been pretty in her way. Porcdain skin, agraceful brow, high
cheekbones, sculpted nose, a generous mouth that balanced the otherwise
vertical lines of her face and paid out awedth of smilesthese

qudlities, combined with her sdfless heart, made her lovely in spite

of thefact that her skull was too near the skin, her skeleton too
ill-concedled beneeth theillusion of immortdity thet the flesh

provides. Now, however, her face was hard and cold and ugly, fiercely

sharpened at every edge by the grinding whed of anger.

"If | ever refuseto give them the monthly sample, they'll kill me.

I'm sure of that. Or lock me away in some secret hospital out there

where they can keep a closer watch on me.”



"What's the sample for? What're they afraid of 7'

She seemed about to tell me, but then she pressed her lips together.

“Angela?”

| gave asample every month mysdlf, for Dr. Cleveland, and often
Angdadrew it. Inmy caseit was for an experimental procedure that
might detect early indications of skin and eye cancersfrom subtle
changesin blood chemigtry. Although giving the sampleswas painless
and for my own good, | resented the invasion, and | could imagine how

deeply | would resent it if it were compulsory rather than voluntary.

Shesad, "Maybe | shouldn't tell Y ou. Even though Y ou need to know to

... todefend yoursdlf. Tdling Youdl of itislikelighting a

fuse. Sooner or later, your whole world blows up.”

"Was the monkey carrying a disease?"

"l wish it were adisease. Wouldn't that be nice? Maybe I'd be cured

by now. Or dead. Dead would be better than what's coming.

She snatched up her empty cordia glass, made afist around it, and for

amoment | thought shewould hurl it across the room.



"The monkey never bit me," sheinssted, "never clawed me, never even

touched me, for God's sake. But they won't believe me.

I'm not sure even Rod believed me. They won't take any chances.

They made me. .. Rod made me submit to sterilization.”

Tearsstood in her eyes, unshed but shimmering like the vative light in

the red glass candleholders.

"l wasforty-five yearsold then," shesaid, "and I'd never had a
child, because | was aready sterile. Wed tried so hard to have a
baby fertility doctors, hormone therapy, everything, everything and

nothing worked."

Oppressed by the suffering in Angelasvoice, | was barely ableto
remainin my chair, looking passvely up a her. | had the urgeto

stand, to put my arms around her. To bethe nursethistime.

With atremor of ragein her voice, she said, "And il the bastards
made me have the surgery, permanent surgery, didn't just tie my tubes

but removed my ovaries, cut me, cut out al hope.”

Her voice dmost broke, but she was strong. "1 wasforty-five, and I'd
given up hope anyway, or pretended to giveit up. But to haveit cut

out of me. .. The humiliation of it, the hopelessness. They



wouldn't even tell mewhy. Rod took me out to the base the day after
Christmas, supposedly for an interview about the monkey, about its
behavior. He wouldn't elaborate. Very mysterious. Hetook meinto
thisplace. . . this place out there that even most people on the

base didn't know existed. They sedated me againgt my will, performed
the surgery without my permisson. And when it was dl over, the sons

of bitcheswouldn't even tdl mewhy!"

| pushed my chair away from the table and got to my feet. My shoulders
ached, and my legsfelt weak. | hadn't been expecting to hear astory

of thisweigh.

Although | wanted to comfort her, | didn't attempt to approach

Angela

The cordid glasswas till sedled in the hard shell of her fist.

Grinding anger had sharpened her once-pretty face into a collection of

knives. | didn't think she would want me to touch her just then.

Instead, after standing awkwardly at the table for seconds that were

interminable, not sure what to do, | went at last to the back door and

double-checked the dead bolt to confirm that it was engaged.

"I know Rod loved me," she said, dthough the anger in her voice didn't



soften. "It broke his heart, just broke him entirely, to do what he
had to do. Broke his heart to cooperate with them, tricking meinto

aurgery. Hewas never the same after that.”

| turned and saw that her fist was cocked. The blades of her face were

polished by candidlight.

"And if his superiors had understood how close Rod and | had aways

been, they would have known he couldn't go on keeping secrets from me,

not when I'd suffered so much for them.”

"Eventudly hetold You dl of it," | guessed.

"Yes. And | forgave him, truly forgave him for what had been doneto

me, but he was till in despair. There was nothing | could do to nurse

him out of it. So deep in despair . . . and so scared.”

Now her anger was veined with pity and with sorrow. "So scared he had

no joy in anything anymore. Findly hekilled himsdf . . .

and when he was dead, there was nothing |ft to cut out of me."

Shelowered her fist. She opened it. She stared at the cordial

glass-and then carefully st it on thetable.

"Angela, what was wrong with the monkey?" | asked.



Shedidn't reply.

Images of candle flames danced in her eyes. Her solemn facewaslike a

stone shrine to adead goddess.

| repested the question: "What was wrong with the monkey?"

When at last Angela spoke, her voice was hardly louder than awhisper:

"It wasn't amonkey."

I knew that | had heard her correctly, yet her words made no sense.

"Not amonkey? But You said-" "It gppeared to be amonkey."

"Appeared?

"And it was amonkey, of course.”

Lo, | said nothing.

"Was and wasnt," shewhispered. "And that's what was wrong with

it."

She did not seem entirely rationd. | began to wonder if her fantastic



story had been more fantasy than truth-and if she knew the

difference.

Turning away from the votive candles, she met my eyes. Shewas not

ugly anymore, but she wasn't pretty again, either. Hers was a face of

ashes and shadows. "Maybe | shouldn't have called Y ou. | was

emotiona about your dad dying. | wasn't thinking clearly.”

"You said | need to know . . - to defend mysalf She nodded. "You

do.

That'sright. Y ou need to know. Y ou're hanging by such athin

thread.

Y ou need to know who hates Y ou."

| held out my hand to her, but she didn't takeit.

"Angela" | pleaded, "I want to know what redlly happened to my

parents.”

"They're dead. They'regone. | loved them, Chris, loved them as

friends, but they're gone."

"I ill need to know."



"If Y ou're thinking that somebody hasto pay for thelr deaths. . .

then Y ou haveto redlize that nobody ever will. Not in your

lifetime.

Not in anyone's. No matter how much of the truth Y ou learn, no one

will be madeto pay. No matter what Y ou try to do.

| found that | had drawn my hand back and had curled it into afist on

thetable. After asilence, | said, "Well see”

"I'vequit my job & Mercy thisevening." Revedling this sad news, she

gppeared to shrink, until she resembled achild in adult clothing, once

more the girl who had brought iced tea, medicine, and pillowsto her

disabled mother. "I'm not anurse anymore.”

"What will Y ou do?'

Shedidn't answer.

"It wasall You ever wanted to be," | reminded her.

"Doesn't seem any point to it now. Bandaging woundsin awer isvita

work. Bandaging woundsin the middle of Armageddon isfoolish.



Besides, I'm becoming. I'm becoming. Don't Y ou see?

Infact, | didn't see.

"I'm becoming. Another me. Ancther Angela. Someone | don't want to

be. Something | don't dare think about.”

| till didn't know what to make of her gpocayptic tak. Wasit a
rationa response to the secrets of Wyvern or the result of the

personal despair arising from the loss of her husband?

Shesad, "If Youinsist on knowing about this, then once Y ou know,
there's nothing to do but sit back, drink what pleases Y ou most, and

wetchit al end.”

"l ings anyway."

"Then | guessit'stime for show-and-tell,” Angela said with evident

mbivaence. "But. . . oh, Chris, it'sgoing to break your heart.”

Sadness elongated her features. "I think Y ou need to know . . . but

it'sgoing to break your heart.”

When she turned from me and crossed the kitchen, | began to follow

her.



She stopped me. "I'll haveto turn somelights on to get what |

need.

Y ou better wait here, and I'll bring everything back."

| watched her navigate the dark dining room. Intheliving room, she

switched on asingle lamp, and from there she moved out of sight.

Restlesdy, | circled thisroom to which | had been confined, my mind
spinning as| prowled. The monkey was and was not amonkey, and its
wrongness lay in this smultaneous wasness and notness. Thiswould
seem to make sense only inaLewis Carroll world, with Alice at the

bottom of amagica rabbit hole.

At the back door, | tried the dead bolt again. Locked.

| drew the curtain aside and surveyed the night. | could not see

Orson.

Treeswere dtirring. Thewind had returned.

Moonlight was on the move. Apparently, new weather was coming in from
the Pecific. Asthewind flung tattered clouds across the face of the
moon, asilvery radiance appeared to ripple across the nightscape. In

fact, what traveled were the dappling shadows of the clouds, and the



movement of the light wasbut anillusion.

Nevertheless, the backyard was transformed into awinter stream, and

the light purled like water moving under ice.

From e sewherein the house came a brief wordless cry. 1t wasasthin

and forlorn as Angela hersdlf.

The cry was s0 short-lived and so hollow that it might have been no
more real than the movement of the moonlight across the backyard,
merdly aghost of sound haunting aroom in my mind. Like the monkey,

it possessed both a qudity of wasness and notness.

Asthe door curtain dipped through my fingersand fell slently across

the glass, however, amuffled thump sounded e sawhere in the house and

shuddered through the walls.

The second cry was briefer and thinner than the first-but it was

unmistakably ableat of pain and terror.

Maybe she had merdly falen off a step stool and sprained her ankle.

Maybe I'd heard only wind and birdsin the eaves. Maybethe moonis

made of cheese and the sky is a chocolate nonpareil with sugar sars.

| caled loudly to Angela



Shedidn't answer.

The house was not so large that she could have failed to hear me. Her

dlence was ominous.

Cursing under my bresth, | drew the Glock from my jacket pocket. |

held it in the candlelight, searching desperately for safeties.

| found only one switch that might be what | wanted. When | pressed it
down, an intense beam of red light shot out of asmaller hole below the

muzzle and painted a bright dot on the refrigerator door.

My dad, wanting awegpon that was user-friendly even to gentle
professors of literature, had paid extrafor laser sghting. Good

man.

| didn't know much about handguns, but | knew some models of pistols
featured "safe action” systemswith only interna safety devicesthat

disengaged asthe trigger was pulled and, after firing, engaged

agan.

Maybe this was one of those weapons. If not, then | would either find
myself unable to get off ashot when confronted by an assailant-or,

fumbling in panic, would shoot mysdf in thefoat.



Although | wasn't trained for this work, there was no one but meto do
thejob. Admittedly, | thought about getting out of there, climbing on
my bike, riding to safety, and placing an anonymous emergency cdl to
the police. Thereafter, however, | would never be ableto look at

mysdf inamirror-or even meet Orson's eyes.

| didn't like the way my hands were shaking, but | sure as hell

couldn't pause for degp-breathing exercises or meditation.

Asl| crossed the kitchen to the open door at the dining room, |
considered returning the pistol to my pocket and taking aknife from
the cutlery drawer. Teling the story of the monkey, Angelahad shown

me where the blades were kept.

Reason prevailed. | was no more practiced with knivesthan | was

expert with firearms.

Besdes, usng aknife, dashing and gouging at another human being,
seemed to require aruthlessness greater than that needed to pull a
trigger. | figured | could do whatever was necessary if my life-or
Angelas-wasontheline, but | couldn't rule out the possibility that

| was better suited to the comparatively dry business of shooting than
to the up-close-and-personal wet work of evisceration. In a desperate

confrontation, aflinch might befatd.



As athirteen-year-old boy, | had been able to ook into the

crematorium. Yet dl these yearslater, | still wasn't ready to watch

the grimmer show in an embaming chamber.

Swiftly crossing the dining room, | caled out to Angela once more.

Again, shefailed to respond.

| wouldn't call her athird time. If indeed an intruder wasin the

house, | would only be revedling my position each time | shouted

Angdasname,

Intheliving room, | didn't pause to switch off thelamp, but |

stepped wide of it and averted my face.

Squinting in the singing rain of foyer light, | glanced through the

open door to the study. No onewasin there.

The powder-room door was gjar. | pushed it dl theway open. | didnt

need to turn on alight to see that no onewasin there, either.

Fedling naked without my cap, which | had left on the kitchen table, |

switched off the ceailing fixturein thefoyer. Blessed gloom fell.

| peered up at the landing where the shadowy stairs turned back and



disappeared overhead. Asfar as| could tdll, no lightswerelit on
the upper floor-which wasfinewith me. My dark-adapted eyes were my

biggest advantage.

The cdlular phone was clipped to my belt. As| started up the Sairs,

| consdered calling the police.

After my failure to kegp our appointment earlier in the evening,
however, Lewis Stevenson might be looking for me. If so, then the
chief himsdf would answer thiscall. Maybe the bald man with the

earring would come aong for theride.

Manue Ramirez couldn't assst me himsdlf, because he was the duty

officer thisevening, restricted to the station. | didn't fed safe

asking for any other officer. Asfar as| knew, Chief Stevenson might

not be the only compromised cop in Moonlight Bay; perhaps every member
of the force, except Manud, wasinvolved in this conspiracy. Infact,

in spite of our friendship, | couldn't trust Manud, ether, not until

| knew alot more about this Stuation.

Climbing the stairs, | gripped the Glock with both hands, ready to
pressthe laser-sighting switch if someone moved. | kept reminding

myself that playing hero meant trying not to shoot Angelaby mistake.

| turned at the landing and saw that the upper flight was darker than

the lower. No ambient light from the living room reached thishigh. |



ascended quickly and slently.

My heart was doing more than idling; it was revving nicdly, but | was
surprised that it wasn't racing. Only yesterday, | could not have
imagined that | would be able to adapt so rapidly to the prospect of
imminent violence. | was even beginning to recognize within mysdf a

disconcerting enthusiasm for danger.

Four doors opened off the upstairs hall. Three were closed.

The fourth-the door farthest from the sairs-was gar, and from the

room beyond came a soft light.

| didiked passing the three closed rooms without confirming that they

were deserted. | would beleaving my back vulnerable.

Given my XP, however, and especidly considering how quickly my eyes
would sting and water when exposed to very bright light, I'd be able to
search those spaces only with the pistol in my right hand and the

penlight in my left. Thiswould be awkward, time-consuming, and
dangerous. Each time | stepped into aroom, no matter how low |
crouched and how fast | moved, the penlight would ingtantly pinpoint my
location for any would-be assailant before | found him with the narrow

beam.



My best hope wasto play to my strengths, which meant using the
darkness, blending with the shadows. Moving Sdeways aong the hall,
keeping awatch in both directions, | made no sound, and neither did

anyone elsein the house.

The second door on the left was open only a crack, and the narrow wedge
of light reveded little of the room beyond. Using the gun barrd, |

pushed the door inward.

The master bedroom. Cozy. The bed was nestly made. A gaily colored
afghan draped one arm of an easy chair, and on the footstool waited a
folded newspaper. On the bureau, a collection of antique perfume

bottles sparkled.

One of the nightstand lamps was aglow. The bulb was not strong, and

the pleated-fabric shade screened most of therays.

Angelawas nowhere to be seen.

A closet door stood open. Perhaps Angela had come upgtairsto fetch

something from there. 1 couldn't see anything but hanging clothes and

shoe boxes.

The door to the adjacent bathroom was gar, and the bathroom was

dark.



To anyonein there, looking out, | was awdll-lit target.

| approached the bathroom as obliquely as possible, aming the Glock at
the black gap between the door and the jamb. When | pushed on the

door, it opened without resi stance.

The smell stopped me from crossing the threshold.

Because the glow of the nightstand lamp didn't illuminate much of the

space before me, | fished the penlight from my pocket.

The beam glistered across ared pool on awhitetile floor. Thewdls

were sprayed with arteria gouts.

Angela Ferryman was dumped on the floor, head bent backward over the
rim of thetoilet bowl. Her eyeswere aswide, pae, and flat asthose

of adead seagull that | had once found on the beach.

At aglance, | thought her throat appeared to have been dashed

repestedly with ahalf-sharp knife. | couldn't bear to look at her too

closdly or for too long.

The smell was not merely blood. Dying, she had fouled hersdf.

A draft bathed me in the sench.



A casement window was cranked dl the way open. It wasn't atypicaly
smdll bathroom window but large enough to have provided escape for the
killer, who must have been liberdly splashed with hisvictim's

blood.

Perhaps Angdla had | eft the window open. If there was afirststory
porch roof under it, the killer could have entered aswell as exited by

thisroute.

Orson had not barked-but then this window was toward the front of the

house, and the dog was at the back.

Angelashandswere at her Sdes, amost lost in the deeves of the

cardigan. She looked so innocent. She looked twelve.

All her life, she had given of hersdlf to others. Now someone,
unimpressed by her seiflessgiving, had cruely taken dl that was

|eft.

Anguished, shaking uncontrollably, | turned away from the bathroom.

| hadn't approached Angelawith questions. | hadn't brought her to
this hideous end. She had called me, and athough she had used her car
phone, someone had known that she needed to be silenced permanently and

quickly. Maybe these faceless conspirators decided that her despair



made her dangerous. She had quit her job at the hospital. Shefdt
that she had no reason to live. And she wasterrified of becoming,
whatever that meant. She was awoman with nothing to lose, beyond
their control. They would havekilled her evenif | had not responded

to her call.

Nevertheless, | was awash in guilt, drowning in cold currents, robbed

of breath, and | stood gasping.

Nausea followed those currents, rippling like afat dippery edl
through my gut, swvimming up my throat and dmost surging into my

mouith.

| choked it down.

| needed to get out of here, yet | couldn't move. | was half crushed

under aweight of terror and guilt.

My right arm hung at my side, pulled as straight as a plumb line by the
weight of the gun. The penlight, clutched in my left hand, Stitched

jagged patterns on the wall.

| could not think clearly. My thoughtsrolled thickly, like tangled

masses of seaweed in adudgetide.



On the nearer nightstand, the telephone rang.

| kept my distance fromiit. | had the queer fedling that thiscaller

was the deep-breather who had |eft the message on my answering machine,
that he would try to steal some vita aspect of me with his bloodhound
inhaations, asif my very soul could be vacuumed out of me and drawn
away across the open telephoneline. | didn't want to hear hislow,

egrie, tundesshumming.

When at |ast the phonefell silent, my head had been somewhat cleared
by the strident ringing. | clicked off the penlight, returned it to my
pocket, raised the big pistol from my side-and redlized that someone

had switched on thelight in the upgtairs hall.

Because of the open window and the blood smeared on the frame, | had
assumed | was done in the house with Angelas body. | waswrong. An

intruder was il present-waiting between me and the sairs.

Thekiller couldn't have dipped out of the master bath by way of the
bedroom; amessy trail of blood would have marked his passage across
the cream-colored carpet. Y et why would he have escaped from the
upstairs only to return immediately through a ground-floor door or

window?

If, after fleeing, he had changed his mind about leaving a potentia

witness and had decided to come back to get me, he wouldn't have turned



on thelight to announce his presence. He would have preferred to take

me by surprise.

Cautioudy, squinting againgt the glare, | stepped into the halway.

It was deserted.

The three doors that had been closed when | had first come upstairs
were now standing wide open. The rooms beyond them were forbiddingly

bright.

Like blood out of awound, silence welled from the bottom of the house
into thisupstairshdl. Then asound rose, but it came from outside:

the keening of the wind under the eaves.

A drange game seemed to be under way. | didn't know therules. |

didn't know the identity of my adversary. | was screwed.

Flicking awall switch, | brought forth a soothing flow of shadowsto
the hall, which made the lightsin the three open rooms seem brighter

by comparison.

| wanted to run for the stairs. Get down, out, away. But | didnt
dare leave unexplored rooms at my back thistime. 1'd end up like

Angda, throat dashed from behind.



My best chance of staying divewasto remain cam. Think.

Approach each door with caution. Inch my way out of the house.

Make sure my back was protected every step of the way.

| squinted less, listened more, heard nothing, and moved to the doorway

opposite the master bedroom. | didn't cross the threshold but remained

in the shadows, usng my |left hand asavisor to shade MY eyesfrom the

harsh overhead light before me.

Thismight have been ason's or daughter'sroom if Angelahad been able

to have children. Instead, it contained atool cabinet with many

drawers, abar stool with aback, and two high worktables placed to

form an L. Here she spent time at her hobby: doll making.

A quick glance dong the halway. Still done.

Keep moving. Don't be an easy target.

| pushed the hobby-room door al the way open. No onewas hiding

behind it.

| stepped briefly into the brightly lighted room, staying sidewaysto

the hall to cover both spaces.



Angelawas afine dollmaker, as proved by the thirty dollson the

shelves of an open display cabinet at the far end of the hobby room.

Her cregtionswere atired in richly imagined, painstakingly redized
costumesthat Angela hersdf had sewn: cowboy and cowgirl outfits,
sailor suits, party dresseswith petticoats. . . . The wonder of the
dolls, however, wastheir faces. She sculpted each head with patience
and red taent, and shefireditin akilnin the garage. Some were
matt-finish bisque. Others were glazed. All were hand-painted with

such attention to detail that their faces|ooked real.

Over theyears, Angela had sold some of her dolls and had given many
away. These remaining were evidently her favorites, with which she had
been most reluctant to part. Even under the circumstances, dert for

the approach of apsychopath with ahalfsharp knife, | saw that each
face was unique-as though Angelawasn't merdly making dolls but was
lovingly imagining the possible faces of the children whom she had

never carried in her womb.

| switched off the celling fixture, leaving only aworktable lamp.

In the sudden swelling of shadows, the dolls appeared to shift on the

shelves, asif preparing to legp to the floor. Their painted eyes-some

bright with points of reflected light and somewith afixed inky



glare-seemed watchful and intent.

| had the heebie-jeebies. Bigtime.

The dollswere only dolls. They were no threet to me.

Back into the corridor, sweeping the Glock Ieft, right, left again. No

one.

Next along thisside of the hall was abathroom. Evenwith my eyes
narrowed to ditsto filter out the dazzle of porcelain and glass and

mirrors and yellow ceramictile, | could seeinto every corner.

No one was waiting there.

Asl| reached insde to switch off the bathroom lights, anoise rose
behind me. Back toward the master bedroom. A quick rapping like

knuckles on wood. From the corner of my eye, | saw movement.

| spun toward the sound, bringing up the Glock in atwo-hand grip
agan, asif | knew what the hell 1 was doing, imitating Willisand
Stalone and Schwarzenegger and Eastwood and Cage from a hundred
jump-run-shoot-chase movies, asif | actudly believed that they knew
what the hdll they were doing. | expected to see ahulking figure,
demented eyes, an upraised arm, an arcing knife, but | was still done

inthe halway.



The movement I'd seen was the master-bedroom door being pushed shut
fromtheingde. In the diminishing wedge of light between the moving
door and the jamb, a twisted shadow loomed, writhed, shrank. The door

fell shut with asolid sound like the closing of abank vauilt.

That room had been deserted when | |€ft it, and no one had come past me
since I'd stepped into the halway. Only the murderer could bein
there-and only if he'd returned through the bathroom window from a

porch roof where held been when I'd discovered Angelas body.

If the killer was dlready in the master bedroom again, however, he
couldn't dso have dipped behind me, moments earlier, to turn on the
second-floor lights. So there were two intruders. | was caught

between them.

Go forward or back? Lousy choice. Deep shit either way, and me

without rubber boots.

They would expect meto run for the stairs. But it was safer to do the
unexpected, so without hesitation | rushed to the master bedroom

door.

| didn't bother with the knob, kicked hard, sprung the latch, and

pushed insde with the Glock in front of me, ready to squeeze off four



or five shots at anything that moved.

| wasdone.

The nightstand lamp was il lit.

No bloody footprints stained the carpet, so no one could have reentered
the splattered bathroom from outside and then returned here by that

route to close the hall door.

| checked the bathroom anyway. | |ft the penlight in my pocket this
time, relying on aninflux of faint light from the bedroom lamp,

because | didn't need-or want-to see dl the vivid details again. The
casement window remained open. The smell wasasrepulsve asit had
been two minutes ago. The shape dumped againgt the toilet was

Angela

Although she was mercifully veiled in gloom, | could see her mouth

gaping as though in amazement, her wide eyes unblinking.

| turned away and glanced nervoudly at the open door to the hal. No

one had followed mein here.

Baffled, | retreated to the middle of the bedroom.

The draft from the bathroom window was not strong enough to have blown



the bedroom door shut. Besides, no draft had cast the twisted shadow

that | had glimpsed.

Although the space under the bed might have been large enough to hide a
man, he would have been uncomfortably compressed between the floor and
the box springs, with frame dats banding hisback. Anyway, no one

could have squirmed into that hiding place before I'd kicked my way

into the room.

| could see through the open door to the walk-in closet, which

obvioudy did not harbor anintruder. | took acloser look anyway.

The penlight reveded an attic accessin the closet calling. Evenif a
fold-down ladder was fitted to the back of that trap door, no one could
have been spider-quick enough to climb into the attic and pull the
ladder after himsalf in the two or three seconds that | had taken to

burgt in from the hdlway.

Two draped windows flanked the bed. Both proved to be locked from the

indde.

He hadn't gone out that way, but maybe | could. | wanted to avoid

returning to the hall.

K eeping the bedroom door in view, | tried to open awindow. It was



painted shut. These were French windows with thick mullions, sol

couldn't just bresk apane and climb out.

My back was to the bathroom. Suddenly | felt asthough spiderswere
twitching through the hollows of my spine. Inmy mind'seye, | saw
Angelabehind me, not lying by the toilet any longer but risen, red and
dripping, eyes asbright and flat asslver coins. | expected to hear

the wound bubbling in her throat as she tried to speak.

When | turned, tingling with dread, she was not behind me, but the hot
breath of relief that erupted from me proved how serioudy I'd been

gripped by thisfantagtic expectation.

| was still gripped by it: | expected to hear her thrash to her feetin

the bathroom. Already, my anguish over her death had been supplanted
by fear for my own life. Angelawas no longer a person to me. Shewas
athing, death itself, amongter, afist-in-the-face reminder that we

all perish and rot and turn to dust. I'm ashamed to say that | hated

her alittle because I'd felt obliged to come upstairsto help her,

hated her for having put mein thisvise, hated df for hating her, my

loving nurse, hated her for making me Mys hate mysdif.

Sometimes there is no darker place than our own thoughts: the moonless

midnight of themind.

My handswere clammy. The butt of the pistol was dick with cold



perspiration.

| stopped chasing ghosts and reluctantly returned to the upstairs

hellway. A doll waswaiting for me.

Thiswas one of the largest from Angela's hobby-room shelves, nearly
two feet high. It sat on the floor, legs splayed, facing mein the

light that came through the open door from the only room that | hadn't
yet explored, the one opposite the hal bath. Itsarmswere

outstretched, and something hung across both its hands.

Thiswas not good.

| know not good when | seeit, and thiswasfully, totaly, radically

not good.

In the movies, adevelopment like the gppearance of thisdoll was
inevitably followed by the dramatic entrance of aredly big guy witha

bad attitude. A redly big guy wearing a cool hockey mask.

Or ahood. Hed be carrying an even cooler chain saw or a

compressed-air nail gun or, in an unplugged mood, an ax big enough to

decapitate a T-Rex.

| glanced into the hobby room, which was il haf illuminated by the



worktable lamp. No intruder lurked there.

Move. Tothehdl bathroom. It was still deserted. | needed to use

thefecilities. Not aconvenient time. Move.

Now to the doll, which was dressed in black sneakers, black jeans, and
ablack T-shirt. The object in its hands was a navy-blue cap with two

words embroidered in ruby-red thread above the bill: Mystery Train.

For amoment | thought it was acap likemine. Then | saw that it was

my own, which I'd left downgtairs on the kitchen table.

Between glances at the head of the stairs and at the open door to the
only room that | hadn't searched, expecting trouble from one source or
the other, | plucked the cap from the smadl chinahands. | pulled it

onmy head.

Intheright light and circumstances, any doll can have an esrie or
evil aspect. Thiswas different, because not asingle festurein this
bisque face struck me as malevolent, yet the skin on the back of my

neck creped like Halloween-party bunting.

What spooked me was not any strangeness about the doll but an uncanny
familiarity: It had my face. It had been modeled after me. | was
smultaneoudy touched and cregped out. Angelahad cared for me enough

to sculpt my features meticuloudy, to memoridize melovingly in one



of her creations and keep it upon her shelves of favorites. Yet
unexpectedly coming upon such an image of onesdf wakes primitive
fears-asif | might touch thisfetish and ingtantly find my mind and
soul trapped within it, while some maignant spirit, previoudy

immobilized in the doll, cameforth to establish itsdf in my flesh.

Gleeful at itsrelease, it would lurch into the night to crack virgins

skullsand est the hearts of babiesin my name.

In ordinary times-if such timesexist-1 am entertained by an unusualy
vivid imagination. Bobby Halloway cdlsit, with some mockery, "the
three-hundred-ring circus of your mind." Thisisno doubt aqudity |
inherited from my mother and father, who were intdlligent enough to
know that little could be known, inquigitive enough never to stop
learning, and perceptive enough to understand that al things and al

events contain infinite possibilities.

When | was achild, they read to me the versesof A. A. Milneand
Beatrix Potter but also, certain that | was precocious, Donald Justice
and Wallace Stevens. Theresfter, my imagination has ways churned
withimagesfrom lines of verse: from Timothy Tim'sten pink toesto
firefliestwitching in the blood. 1n extraordinary times-such asthis
night of stolen cadavers-1 am too imaginative for my own good, and in
the three-hundred-ring circus of my mind, al thetigerswait to kill

thair trainers and al the clowns hide butcher knives and evil hearts



under their baggy clothes.

Move.

One more room. Check it out, protect my back, then straight down the

dairs.

Superdtitioudy avoiding contact with the doppelgdnger doll, stepping
wide of it, | went to the open door of the room opposite the hall

bath.

A guest bedroom, smply furnished.

Tucking my capped head down and squinting againgt the glare from the
cailing fixture, | saw nointruder. The bed had Sderallsand a
footboard behind which the spread was tucked, so the space under it was

revealed.

Instead of a closet, there were along walnut bureau with banks of
drawers and amassive armoire with apair of side-by-side drawers below
and two tal doors above. The space behind the armoire doorswas large

enough to concea agrown man with or without a chain saw.

Another doll awaited me. Thisonewas dtting in the center of the
bed, arms outstretched like the arms of the Christopher Snow doall

behind me, but in the shrouding brightness, | couldn't tell what it



held initspink hands.

| switched off the ceiling light. One nightstand lamp remained lit to

guide me.

| backed into the guest room, prepared to respond with gunfire to

anyone who appeared in the hall.

The armoire hulked at the edge of my vision. If the doors began to

swing open, | wouldn't even need the laser Sighting to chop holesin

them with afew 9-millimeter rounds.

| bumped into the bed and turned from both the hall door and the

armoire long enough to check out the doll. In each upturned hand was

aneye.

Not a hand-painted eye. Not a glass-button eye taken from the

dollmaker's supply cabinet. A human eye.

The armoire doors hung unmoving on piano hinges.

Nothing but time moved in the hall.

| was as dtill asashesin an urn, but life continued within me: My

heart raced asit had never raced before, no longer merdly revving



nicely, but spinning with panic initssquirrel cage of ribs.

Oncemore | looked at the offering of eyesthat filled those small

china hands-bloodshot brown eyes, milky and moit, sartling and
dartled in therr lidless nakedness. | knew that one of the last

things ever seen through them was awhite van pullingto astopin
response to an upturned thumb. And then aman with a shaven head and

one pearl earring.

Yet | wassurethat | wasn't dealing with that same bald man here, now,
in Angdds house. Thisgame-playing wasn't hisstyle, thistaunting,
this hide-and-seek. Quick, vicious, violent action was moreto his

taste.

Instead, | flt asthough | had sumbled into a sanitarium for
sociopathic youth, where psychotic children had savagdly overthrown
their keepers and, giddy with freedom, were now at play. | could
amogt hear their hidden laughter in other rooms: macabre silvery

giggles tifled behind smdl cold hands.

| refused to open the armoire.

| had come up here to help Angela, but there was no helping her now or

ever. All | wanted wasto get downgtairs, outside, onto my bicycle,

and away.



As| gtarted toward the door, the lights went out. Someone had thrown

abreaker in ajunction box.

This darknesswas so bottomless that it didn't welcome even me. The
windows were heavily draped, and the milk-pitcher moon couldn't find

gaps through which to pour itsdf. All was blackness on blackness.

Blindly, | rushed toward the door. Then | angled to onesde of it
when | was overcome by the conviction that someone wasin the hal and

that | would encounter the thrust of a sharp blade at the threshold.

| stood with my back to the bedroom wall, listening. | held my breath
but was unable to quiet my heart, which clattered like horses hooves

on cobblestones, arunaway parade of horses, and | felt betrayed by my
own body.

Neverthdless, over the thundering stampede of my heart, | heard the

creak of the piano hinges. The armoire doors were coming open.

Jesus.

It was aprayer, not acurse. Or maybe both.

Holding the Glock in atwo-hand grip again, | amed toward where |

thought the big armoire stood. Then | reconsidered and swung the



muzzle threeinchesto theleft. Only to swing it immediately back to

theright.

| was disoriented in the absolute blackness. Although | was certain
that | would hit the armoire, | couldn t be sure that | would put the

round straight through the center of the space above the two drawers.

Thefirgt shot had to count, because the muzzle flash would give avay

my position.

I couldn't risk pumping out roundsindiscriminately. Although aspray
of bulletswould probably waste the bastard, whoever he might be, there
was achancethat | would only wound himand asmaller but still very

real chancethat | would merdly pisshim off.

When the pistol magazine was empty-then what?

Thenwhat?

| sdled to the hallway, risking an encounter there, but it didn't

happen. As| crossed the threshold, | pulled the guest-room door shut

behind me, putting it between me and whoever had come out of the

armoire-assuming | hadn't imagined the creaking of the piano hinges.

The ground-floor lights were evidently on their own circuit. A glow

rose through the stair-well at the end of the black hall.



Instead of waiting to see who, if anyone, would burst out of the guest

room, | ran to the stairs.

| heard a door open behind me.

Gasping, descending two dtairs at atime, | was amogt to the landing
when my head in miniature salled padt. It shattered againgt thewall

in front of me.

Startled, | brought an arm up to shield my eyes. Chinashrapnd

tattooed my face and chest.

My right hedl landed on the bullnose edge of a step and skidded off. |
nearly fell, pitched forward, dammed into the landing wall, but kept

my baance.

On the landing, crunching shards of my glazed face underfoot, | whipped

around to confront my assailant.

The decapitated body of the doll, appropriatdly attired in basic black,

hurtled down. | ducked, and it passed over my head, thumping againgt

thewal behind me.

When | looked up and covered the dark top of the stairs with the gun,



there was no one to shoot-as if the doll had torn off its own head to

throw at me and then had hurled itsdlf into the stairwdll.

The downdairs lightswent out.

Through the forbidding blackness came the smell of something burning.

Groping in theimpenetrable gloom, | findly found the handrall. |
clutched at the smooth wood with one sweaty hand and started down the

lower flight of stairstoward the foyer.

This darkness had astrange sinuosity, seemed to coil and writhe around
me as | descended through it. Then | redlized that it wasthe air, not
the darkness, that | wasfeding: serpentine currents of hot air

swarming up the stair-well.

An ingant later, tendrils and then tentacles and then a great pulsing
mass of foul-smelling smoke poured into the stairwel | from below,
invisble but papable, enveloping me as some giant seaanemone might
envelop adiver. Coughing, choking, struggling to breathe, | reversed
directions, hoping to escape through a second floor window, athough

not through the master bathroom where Angelawaited.

| returned to the landing and clambered up three or four steps of the
second flight before hating. Through smoke-stung eyes flooded with

tears-and through the pall of smoke itself-1 saw athrobbing light



above.

Fire

Two fires had been set, one above and one below. Those unseen
psychoatic children were busy in their mad play, and there seemed to be
S0 many of them. | was reminded of the veritable platoon of searchers
that appeared to spring from the ground outsi de the mortuary, asthough

Sandy Kirk possessed the power to summon the dead from their graves.

Downward, once more and quickly, | plunged toward the only hope of
nourishingair. | would find it, if anywhere, at the lowest point of
the Structure, because smoke and fumes rise while the blaze sucksin

cooler air at its basein order to feed itsdlf.

Each inhalation caused a gpasm of coughing, increased my feeling of
suffocation, and fed my panic, so | held my breeth until | reached the
foyer. There, | dropped to my knees, stretched out on the floor, and
discovered that | could breathe. Theair was hot and smelled sour, but
al thingsbeing relative, | was morethrilled by it than | had ever

been by the crisp air coming off the washboard of the Pecific.

| didn't lie there and surrender to an orgy of respiration. |
hesitated just long enough to draw severa deep breathsto clear my

soiled lungs, and to work up enough salivato spit some of the soot out



of my mouth.

Then | raised my head to test the air and to learn how deep the

precious safe zone might be. Not deep. Four to Six inches.

Neverthdess, this shalow pool ought to be enough to sustain mewhile

| found my way out of the house.

Wherever the carpet was &fire, of course, there would be no safe-air

zone whatsoever.

Thelightswere till out, the smoke was blindingly thick, and |
squirmed on my stomach, frantically heading toward where |l believed |
would find the front door, the nearest exit. Thefirg thing |

encountered in the murk was asofa, judging by thefed of it, which
meant that | had passed through the archway and into the living room,

at least ninety degrees off the course | imagined I'd been following.

Now [uminous orange pul ses passed through the comparatively clear air
near the floor, underlighting the curdled masses of smoke asif they
were thunderheads looming over aplain. From my eyeto-the-carpet
perspective, the beige nylon fibers stretched away like avast flat

field of dry grass, fitfully brightened by an ectricd sorm. This

narrow, life-sustaining reelm under the smoke seemed to be an dternate
world into which | had fallen after stepping through a door between

dimendons.



The ominousthrobs of light were reflections of fire elsewhereinthe
room, but they didn't rdieve the gloom enough to help me find the way
out. The stroboscopic flickering only contributed to my confusion and

scared the hdl out of me.

Aslong as| couldn't seethe blaze, | could pretend that it wasin a
distant corner of the house. Now | no longer had the refuge of
pretense. Y et there was no advantage to glimpsing the reflected fire,
because | wasn't ableto tell if the flames were inches or feet from
me, whether they were burning toward or avay from me, so thelight

increased my anxiety without providing guidance.

Either | was suffering worse effects of smoke inhdation than |
redized, including a distorted perception of time, or the firewas
Spreading with unusua swiftness. The arsonists had probably used an

accel erant, maybe gasoline.

Determined to get back into the foyer and then to the front door, |
sucked desperately at theincreasingly acrid air near the floor and
squirmed across the room, digging my el bows into the carpet to pull
myself dong, ricocheting off furniture, until | cracked my forehead
solidly againg theraised brick hearth of thefireplace. | was

farther than ever from the foyer, and yet | couldn't picture mysdlf

crawling into the fireplace and up the chimney like Santa Claus on his



way back to thedeigh.

| wasdizzy. A headache split my skull on adiagond from my |eft
eyebrow to the part in my hair on theright. My eyes stung from the
smoke and the salty sweat that poured into them. | wasn't choking
again, but | was gagging on the pungent fumes that flavored even the
clearer ar near thefloor, and | was beginning to think | might not

urvive

Trying hard to remember where the fireplace was Stuated in
relationship to the foyer arch, | squirmed aong the raised hearth and

then angled off into the room again.

It seemed absurd to methat | couldn't find my way out of this place.

Thiswasn't amansion, for God's sake, not a castle, merely amodest
house with seven rooms, none of them large, and 2.5 baths, and not even
the cleverest Redltor in the country could have described in such away
asto givethe that had enough rattling-around space to satisfy the

Prince of Wales and hisretinue.

on the evening news, from time to time, Y ou see stories about people
dying in housefires, and Y ou can never quite understand why they
couldn't make it to adoor or window, when one or the other was surely
within adozen steps. Unlessthey were, of course, drunk. Or wasted

ondrugs. Or foolish enough to rush back into the flames to rescue



Huffy, thekitten. Which may sound ungrateful of me after | mysdlf

was this same night rescued, in asense, by acat. But now |

understood how people died in these circumstances: The smoke and the
churning darkness were more disorienting than drugs or booze, and the
longer Y ou breethed the tainted air, the less nimble your mind became,

until your thoughts rambled and even panic couldn't focus them.

When | had first climbed the stairs to see what had happened to An ela,
| had been amazed at how calm and collected | wasin spite of the
threat of imminent violence. With afat dollop of mae pride as

cloying asacupful of mayonnaise, | had even sensed in my heart a

disconcerting enthusiasm for danger.

What a difference ten minutes can make. Now that it was brutally
gpparent to me that | was never going to acquit mysdf in these
gtuations with even half the aplomb of Batman, the romance of danger

faled to gir me.

Suddenly, creeping out of the dismd blear, something brushed against

me and nuzzled my neck, my chin: something dive. Inthe
three-hundred-ring circus of my mind, | pictured Angela Ferryman on her
belly, reanimated by some evil voodoo, dithering acrossthe floor to

meet me, and planting a cold-lipped, bloody kisson my throat. The
effects of oxygen deprivation were becoming so severethat even this

hideous image was not sufficient to shock meinto aclearer state of



mind, and | reflexively squeezed off ashot.

Thank God, | fired entirely in the wrong direction, because even asthe
crack of the shot echoed through the living room, | recognized the cold
nose at my throat and the warm tongue in my ear asthose of my one and

only dog, my faithful companion, my Orson.

"Hey, pd," | said, but it came out as a meaningless croak.

Helicked my face. He had dog's breeth, but | couldn't redlly blame

him for that.

| blinked furioudy to clear my vision, and red light pulsed through
the room brighter than ever. Still, | got no better than a smeary

impression of hisfurry face pressed to the floor in front of mine.

Then | redized that if he could get into the house and find me, he
could show methe way out before we caught fire with astink of burning

denim and fur.

| gathered sufficient strength to rise shakily to my feet. That
stubborn edl of nausea swam up my throat again, but as before | choked

it down.

Squeezing my eyes shut, trying not to think about the wave of intense

heat that abruptly broke over me, | reached down and gripped Orson's



thick leather collar, which was easy to find because he was pressed

againgt my legs

Orson kept his snout close to the floor, where he could breathe, but |
had to hold my breath and ignore the nostril-tickling smoke as the dog
led me through the house. He waked meinto asfew pieces of furniture
as he could manage, and | have no suspicion whatever that he was
amusing himsdlf inthe midst of such tragedy and terror. When |

smacked my face into adoor frame, | didn't knock out any teeth.

Nevertheless, during that short journey, | thanked God repeatedly for

testing me with X P rather than with blindness.

Just when | thought I might passout if | didn't drop to thefloor to

get someair, | felt acold draft on my face, and when | opened my
eyes, | could see. Wewerein the kitchen, into which the fire had not
yet reached. There was no smoke, either, because the breeze coming in

the open back door droveit al into the dining room.

On the table were the votive candlesin ruby-red holders, the cordial
glasses, and the open bottle of gpricot brandy. Blinking a thiscozy
tableau, | could haf believe that the events of the past severa
minutes had been only amonstrous dream and that Angela, ill lostin
her dead hushand's cardigan, would St here with me once more, refill

her glass, and finish her Strange story.



My mouth was so dry and foul that | amost took the bottle of brandy
with me. Bobby Halloway would have beer, however, and that would be

better.

The dead bolt on the kitchen door was disengaged now. Asclever as
Orson might be, | doubted that he could have opened alocked door to

reach me; for onething, he didn't have akey.

Evidently the killers had fled by thisroute.

Outside, wheezing to expel afew fina traces of smoke from my lungs, |
shoved the Glock in my jacket pocket. | nervoudy surveyed the

backyard for assailants as| blotted my damp hands on my jeans.

Like fishes schooling bel ow the silvered surface of apond, cloud

shadows swam across the moonlit lawn.

Nothing else moved except the wind-shaken vegetation.

Grabbing my bicycle and whedling it across the patio toward the
arbor-covered passageway, | looked up at the house in astonishment,
amazed that it was not entirdly engulfed in flames. Instead, from the
exterior, there were as yet only minor indications of the blaze growing
from room to room insgde: bright vines of flamestwining up the

draperies at two upstairs windows, white petals of smoke flowering from



atic vent holesin the eaves.

Except for the bluster and grumble of the inconstant wind, the night

was preternaturaly silent. Moonlight Bay isno city, but it usudly

has adistinct night voice nonetheess: afew cars on the move, distant
music from acocktall lounge or akid practicing guitar on aback

porch, abarking dog, the whisking sound of the big brushes on the
Street-cleaning machine, voices of strollers, laughter from the
high-schoal kids gathered outside the Millennium Arcade down on
Embarcadero Way, now and then a melancholy whistle asan Amtrak
passenger train or achain of freight cars approaches the Ocean Avenue

crossing. . . . Not at this moment, however, and not on this night.

We might aswell have been in the deadest neighborhood of a ghost town

deep in the Mojave Desert.

Apparently, the crack of the single gunshot that | had fired in the
living room had not been loud enough out hereto draw anyone's

atention.

Under the lattice arch, through the sweet fragrance of jasmine, waking

the bicycle, itswhed bearings clicking softly, my heart thudding not

softly at dl, | hurried after Orson to the front gate.

He leaped up and pawed open the latch, atrick of histhat I'd seen



before. Together we followed the walkway to the street, moving quickly

but not running.

Wewerein luck: no witnesses. No traffic was either approaching or

receding along the street. No one was on foot, ether.

If aneighbor saw me running from the housejust asit went upin
flames, Chief Stevenson might decide to use that as an excuse to come

looking for me. To shoot me down when | resisted arrest.

Whether | resisted or not.

| swung onto my bike, balancing it by keeping one foot on the pavement,
and looked back at the house. Thewind trembled the leaves of the huge
magnoliatrees, and through the branches, | could seefire lapping at

severa of the downdtairs and upstairs windows.

Full of grief and excitement, curiosity and dread, sorrow and dark
wonder, | raced along the pavement, heading for astreet with fewer

lamps. Panting loudly, Orson sprinted at my side.

We had gone nearly ablock when | heard the windows begin to explode at

the Ferryman house, blown out by the fierce hedt.

Stars between branches, |eaf-filtered moonlight, giant oaks, a

nurturing darkness, the peace of gravestones-and, for one of us, the



eterndly intriguing scent of hidden squirrds. We were back in the

cemetery adjacent to St. Bernadette's Catholic Church.

My bike was propped against a granite marker topped by the haloed head
of agraniteangd. | was stting-sans hado-with my back against

another stone that featured a cross at its summit.

Blocks away, srens shrieked into sudden silence as firedepartment

vehicles arrived at the Ferryman residence.

| hadn't cycled all the way to Bobby Halloway's house, because I'd been
hit by apersstent fit of coughing that hampered my &bility to

Steer.

Orson'sgait had grown waobbly, too, as he expelled the stubborn scent

of thefirewith asaries of violent sheezes.

Now, in the company of acrowd too dead to be offended, | hawked up
thick soot-flavored phlegm and spat it among the gnarled surface roots
of the nearest oak, with the hope that | wasn't killing this mighty

tree that had survived two centuries of earthquakes, sorms, fires,
insects, disease, and-more recently-modern America's passion for
erecting aminimall with doughnut shop on every street corner. The

taste in my mouth could not have been much different if | had been

eating charcod briquettesin abroth of arter fluid.



Having been in the burning house a shorter time than hismore reckless
master, Orson recovered faster than |. Before | was haf done hawking
and spitting, he was padding back and forth among the nearest

tombstones, diligently sniffing out arbored bushytailed rodents.

Between spdlls of hacking and expectorating, | talked to Orsonif he
wasin sight, and sometimes he lifted his noble black head and
pretended to listen, occasondly wagging histail to encourage me,
though often he was unableto tear his attention away from squirrel

Spoor.

"Wheat the hdll happened in that house?" | asked. "Who killed her, why
werethey playing gameswith me, what was the point of al that
businesswith the dolls, why didn't they just dit my throat and burn

mewith her?"

Orson shook his head, and | made agame of interpreting his response.

He didn't know. Shook his head in bafflement. Cludess.

Hewas cludess. Hedidn't know why they hadn't dit my throet.

"] don't think it was the Glock. | mean, there were more than one of

them, at least two, probably three, so they could easily have

overpowered meif they'd wanted. And though they dashed her throat,



they must have been carrying guns of their own. | mean, theseare
serious bastards, viciouskillers. They cut people's eyes out for the
funof it. They wouldn't be squeamish about carrying guns, so they

wouldn't beintimidated by the Glock."

Orson cocked his head, considering the issue. Maybe it wasthe

Glock.

Maybe it wasn't. Then again, maybeit was. Who knew? What's a Glock,
anyway? And what'sthat smell”? Such anamazing smdl. Sucha

luxuriousfragrance. Isthat squirrel piss? Excuse me, Master Snow.

Business. Businessto attend to here.

"I don't think they set the house afireto kill me. They didn't redlly
care whether they killed me or not. If they cared, they would have
made amore direct effort to get me. They set thefireto cover up

Angelas murder. That wasthe reason, nothing more.”

Shiff, sniff sniff-sniff-sniff. out with the remaining bad ar of the

burning house, in with the revitdizing scent of squirrd, out with the

bad, in with the good.

"God, she was such agood person, so giving,” | said bitterly.



"Shedidn't deserveto dielikethat, todieat dl."

Orson paused in hissniffing but only briefly. Human suffering.

Terrible. Tariblething. Misery, death, despair. But nothing to be

done.

Nothing to be done about it. Just the way of the world, the nature of
human exigence. Terrible. Come smell the squirrdswith me, Master

Snow. Youll fed better.

A lump rosein my throat, not poignant grief but something more
prosaic, so | hacked with tubercular violence and findly planted a

black oyster among the tree roots.

"If Sashawere here," | said, "I wonder if right now I'd remind her so

much of James Dean?'

My facefelt greasy and tender. | wiped at it with ahand that also

fdt greasy.

Acrossthethin grass on the graves and across the polished surfaces of

the granite markers, the moonshadows of windtrembled leaves danced like

cemetery fairies.

Eveninthispeculiar light, | could seethat the palm of the hand |



had put to my face was smeared with soot. "I mugt sink to high

heaven."

Immediately, Orson lost interest in the squirrdl spoor and came eagerly
to me. He sniffed vigoroudy a my shoes, dong my legs, acrossmy

chest, findly gticking his snout under my jacket and into my armpit.

Sometimes | suspect that Orson not only understands more than we expect
adog to understand, but that he has a sense of humor and ataent for

Sarcasm.

Forcibly withdrawing his snout from my armpit, holding hishead in both
hands, | said, "Y ou're no rose yoursdlf, pa. And what kind of guard

dog are Y ou, anyway? Maybe they were dready in the house with Angela
when | arrived, and she didn't know it. But how come Y ou didn't bite
them in the ass when they |eft the place? If they escaped by the

kitchen door, they went right past Y ou. Why didn't | find abunch of

bad guys rolling around on the backyard, clutching their butts and

howlingin pain?'

Orson's gaze held steady, his eyes deep. He was shocked by the

guestion, theimplied accusation. Shocked. He was a peaceful dog.

A dog of peace, hewas. A chaser of rubber balls, alicker of faces, a

philosopher and boon companion. Besides, Master Snow, the job wasto



prevent villains from entering the house, not to prevent them from

leaving. Good riddanceto villains. Who wants them around, anyway?

Villainsand fleas. Good riddance.

As| sat nose-to-nose with Orson, staring into his eyes, asense of the
uncanny came over me-or perhapsit was atransgent madness-and for a
moment | imagined that | could read his true thoughts, which were

markedly different from the didloguethat | invented for him.

Different and unsettling.

| dropped my bracketing hands from his head, but he chose not to turn

away from me or to lower his gaze.

| was unableto lower mine.

To expressaword of thisto Bobby Halloway would have beento dicit a
recommendation of lobotomy: Nevertheless, | sensed that the dog feared
for me. Pitied me because | was struggling so hard not to admit the

true depth of my pain. Pitied me because | could not acknowledge how
profoundly the prospect of being alone scared me. More than anything,
however, he feared for me, as though he saw an oncoming juggernauit of
which | was oblivious: agreat white blazing whed, ashig asa

mountain, that would grind meto dust and leave the dust burning inits

wake.



"What, when, where?' | wondered.

Orson's stare was intense. Anubis, the dog-headed Egyptian god of
tombs, weigher of the hearts of the dead, could not have stared more
piercingly. Thisdog of minewasno Lasse, no carefree Disney pooch
with grictly cute moves and an unlimited capacity for mischievous

fun.

"Sometimes,” | told him, ™Y ou spook me.”

He blinked, shook his heed, leaped away from me, and padded in circles

among the tombstones, busily sniffing the grass and the fdlen oak

leaves, pretending to be just adog again.

Maybe it wasn't Orson who had spooked me. Maybe | had spooked

mysdf.

Maybe hislustrous eyes had been mirrorsin which I'd seen my own eyes,

and in thereflections of my eyes, perhaps| had seen truthsin my own

heart that | was unwilling to look upon directly.

"That would be the Halloway interpretation,” | said.

With sudden excitement, Orson pawed through a drift of fragrant leaves



gtill damp from an afternoon watering by the sprinkler system, burrowed
his snout among them as though engaged in atruffle hunt, chuffed, and

beet the ground with histail.

Squirrds. Squirrds had sex. Squirrels had sex, had sex right

here.

Squirrels. Right here. Squirrel-heat-musk smdll here, right here,
Master Snow, here, come smell here, come smell, quick quick quick

quick, comesmell squirrel sex.

"Y ou confound me," | told him.

MY mouth still tasted like the bottom of an ashtray, but | was no

longer hacking up the phlegm of Satan. | should be able to steer to

Bobby's place now.

Before fetching my bike, | rose onto my knees and turned to face the

headstone against which | had been leaning. "How're thingswith Y ou,

Noah? Still resting in peace?"

| didn't have to use the penlight to read the engraving on the stone.

I'd read it athousand times before, and 1'd spent hours pondering the

name and the dates under it.



NOAH JOSEPH JAMES

June 5, 1888-july 2, 1984 Noah Joseph James, the man with three first

names. It'snot your name that amazes me; it'syour singular

longevity.

Ninety-six yearsof life.

Ninety-9x springs, summers, autumns, winters.

Againg daunting odds, | have thusfar lived twenty-eight years.

If Lady Fortune comesto me with both handsfull, I might make
thirty-eight. If the physicians prove to be bad prognosticators, if

the laws of probability are suspended, if fate takes a holiday, perhaps
I'll liveto beforty-eight. Then | would have enjoyed one hdlf the

gpan of life granted to Noah Joseph James.

| don't know who he was, what he did with the better part of a century
here on earth, whether he had one wife with whom to share his days or
outlived three, whether the children whom he fathered became priests or

sarid killers, and | don't want to know.

|'vefantasized arich and wondrous life for this man. | bdievehim

to have been wdll traveled, to have been to Borneo and Brazil, to



Mobile Bay duringJubilee and to New Orleans during Mardi Gras, to the
sun-washed ides of Greece and to the secret land of Shangrilahighin
thefastness of Tibet. | believe that heloved truly and was deeply

loved in return, that he was awarrior and a poet, an adventurer and a
scholar, amusician and an artist and a sailor who sailed dl the seven
sess, who boldly cast off what limitations-if any-were placed upon

him.

Aslong as he remains only anameto me and is otherwise amystery, he
can bewhatever | want him to be, and | can vicarioudy experience his

long, long lifeinthesun.

Softly | said, "Hey, Noah, I'll bet when Y ou died back therein 1984,

undertakersdidn't carry guns.”

| roseto my feet and stepped to the adjacent tombstone, where my

bicycle was propped under the guardian gaze of the granite angdl.

Orson let out alow growl. Abruptly hewastense, dert. Hishead was
raised high, ears pricked. Although the light was poor, histail

seemed to be tucked between hislegs.

| followed the direction of his coay gaze and saw atall, sioop
shouldered man stalking among the tombstones. Evenin the softening
shadows, he was a collection of angles and sharp edges, like a skeleton

inablack suit, asif one of Noah's neighbors had climbed out of his



casket to go vigting.

The man stopped in the very row of gravesin which Orson and | stood,
and he consulted a curious object in hisleft hand. It appeared to be

the sze of acdlular telephone, with an illuminated display screen.

He tapped on the instrument's keypad. The eerie music of eectronic
notes carried briefly through the cemetery, but these were different

from telephone tones.

just asascarf of cloud blew off the moon, the stranger brought the
sour-apple-green screen closer to hisface for a better ook at
whatever datait provided, and those two soft lights reveded enough
for meto make an identification. | couldn't see the red of hishair

or hisrusset eyes, but even in profile the whippet-lean face and thin

lipswere chillingly familiar: Jesse Finn, assstant mortician.

Hewas not aware of Orson and me, though we stood only thirty or forty

feet to hisleft.

We played a being granite. Orson wasn't growling anymore, even though

the soughing of the breeze through the oaks would easily have masked

hisgrumble.

Pinn raised hisface from the hand-held device, glanced to hisright,



at St. Bernadette's, and then consulted the screen again. Findly he

headed toward the church.

He remained unaware of us, athough we were little more than thirty

feet fromhim.

| looked at Orson.

Helooked at me.

Squirresforgotten, we followed Pinn.

The mortician hurried to the back of the church, never glancing over

his shoulder. He descended abroad set of stone stairsthat led to a

basement door.

| followed closdly to keep himin sight. Hating only ten feet from

the head of the stairs and at an angle to them, | peered down at him.

If he turned and looked up, he would see me before | could move out of
sight, but | was not overly concerned. He seemed so involved in the
task at hand that the summons of celestial trumpets and the racket of

the dead riang from their graves might not have drawn his attention.

He studied the mysterious device in his hand, switched it off, and

tucked it into an inside coat pocket. From another pocket he extracted



a second instrument, but the light was too poor to alow meto see what
he held; unlike thefirst item, this oneincorporated no luminous

parts.

Even above the susurration of wind and oak leaves, | heard a series of
clicks and rasping noises. These were followed by ahard snap, another

snap, and then athird.

On thefourth snap, | thought | recognized the distinctive sound. A
Lockaid lock-release gun. The device had athin pick that Y ou dipped
into the key channel, under the pin tumblers. When Y ou pulled the
trigger, aflat stedl spring jumped upward and lodged some of the pins

a the sheer line.

A few years ago, Manuel Ramirez gave me a L ockaid demonstration.

L ock-release guns were sold only to law-enforcement agencies, and the

possession of oneby acivilianwasillegd.

Although Jesse Pinn could hang a consoling expression on hismug as
convincingly as could Sandy Kirk, heincinerated murder victimsina
crematorium furnace to assst in the cover-up of capita crimes, so he

was not likely to be fazed by laws redtricting Lockaid ownership.

Maybe he had limits. Maybe, for instance, he wouldn't push anun off a



cliff for no reason whatsoever. Nevertheless, recdling Pinn's sharp
face and the dtiletto flicker of his red-brown eyes as he had
gpproached the crematorium window earlier thisevening, | wouldn't have

put money on the nun at any odds.

The undertaker needed to fire the lock-release gun five timesto clear
all the pinsand disengage the dead bolt. After cautioudy trying the

door, hereturned the Lockaid to his pocket.

When he pushed the door inward, the windowless basement proved to be
lighted. Silhouetted, he stood listening on the threshold for perhaps

half aminute, hisbony shoulders canted to the left and his half-hung

head cocked to theright, wind-spiked hair bristling like straw;

abruptly he jerked himsdlf into a better posture, like asuddenly

animated scarecrow pulling loose of its supporting cross, and he went

indde, pushing the door only haf shut behind him.

"Stay," | whispered to Orson.

| went down the stairs, and my ever-obedient dog followed me.

When | put one ear to the haf-open door, | heard nothing from the

basement.

Orson stuck his snout through the eighteen-inch gap, sniffing, and

athough | rapped him lightly on the top of the head, he didn't



withdraw.

Leaning over thedog, | put my snout through the gap, too, not for a
sniff but far enough inside to see what lay beyond. Squinting against
the fluorescent glare, | saw atwenty-by-forty-foot room with concrete
wallsand ceiling, lined with equipment that served the church and the
attached wing of Sunday-school rooms: five gas-fired furnaces, abig
water hegter, eectric-service pands, and machinery that | didn't

recognize.

Jesse Pinn was three-quarters of the way acrossthisfirst room,

approaching aclosed door in the far wall, hisback to me.

Stepping away from the door, | unclipped the glasses case from my shirt
pocket. The Velcro closure peded open with a sound that made me think
of asnake breaking wind, though | don't know why, asl'd never in my
life heard a snake breaking wind. My aforementioned flamboyant

imagination had taken ascatologicd turn.

By thetime | put on the glasses and peered insde again, Pinn had
disappeared into the second basement room. That farther door stood

half open aswdll, and light blazed beyond.

"It'saconcretefloor inthere" | whispered. "My Nikeswon't make a

sound, but your clawswill tick. Stay."



| pressed open the door before me and eased into the basement.

Orson remained outside, a the foot of the stairs. Perhaps he was

obedient thistime because I'd given him alogicd reason to be.

Or perhaps, because of something he had smelled, he knew that
proceeding farther wasill-advised. Dogs have an olfactory sense
thousands of times sharper than ours, bringing them more data than all

human senses combined.

With the sunglasses, | was safe from the light, yet | could see more
than well enough to navigate the room. | avoided the open center,
staying close to the furnaces and the other equipment, where | could

duck into aniche and hopeto hideif | heard Jesse Pinn returning.

Time and swesat had by now diminished the effectiveness of the sunscreen
on my face and hands, but | was counting on my layer of soot to protect
me. My hands appeared to be sheathed in black silk gloves, and |

assumed that my face was equally masked.

When | reached the inner door, | heard two distant voices, both male,

one beonging to Pinn. They were muffled, and | couldn't understand

what was being said.

| glanced at the outside door, where Orson peered in a me, one ear at



attention and the other at ease.

Beyond the inner door was along, narrow, largely empty room.

Only afew of the overhead lights were aglow, suspended on chains
between exposed water pipes and heating ducts, but | didn't remove my

sunglasses.

At the end, this chamber proved to be part of an L-shaped and the next
length, which opened to the right, was longer space, and wider than the
firg, dthough till dimly lighted. This second section was used asa
storeroom, and seeking the voices, | crept past boxes of supplies,
decorationsfor various holidays and celebrations, and file cabinets

full of church records. Everywhere shadows gathered like convocations

of robed and cowled monks, and | removed my sunglasses.

The voices grew louder as| proceeded, but the acoustics were terrible,
and | till couldn't discern any words. Although he was not shouting,
Pinn was angry, which | deduced from alow menacein hisvoice. The

other man sounded as though he was trying to placate the undertaker.

A complete life-size creche was arrayed across hdf the width of the
room: not merely Joseph and the Holy Virgin at acradle with the Christ
child, but dso the entire manger scene with wise men, camels, donkeys,

lambs, and herdding angds. The stable was made of lumber, and the



bales of hay were redl; the people and animals were plaster over
chicken wire and lath, their clothes and features painted by a gifted
artist, protected by awaterproof lacquer that gave them a supernatura
glow eveninthispoor light. judging by thetools, paint, and other
supplies at the periphery of the collection, repairs were being made,
after which the creche would be put under drop cloths until next

Chrigmeas.

Beginning to make out scattered words of Pinn's conversation with the
unknown man, | moved among the figures, some of which weretdler than
| am. The scene was disorienting because none of the e ementswas
staged for display; none wasin its proper relationship to the

others.

One of the wise men stood with hisfacein the bell of an angd's

raised trumpet, and Joseph appeared to be engaged in a conversation
with acamd. Baby Jesuslay unattended in His cradle, which stood on
abale of hay to one sde. Mary sat with abestific smileand an
adoring gaze, but the object of her attention, rather than being her
holy child, was agavanized bucket. Another wise man seemed to be

looking up acamd's buit.

| wended through this disorganized creche, and near theend of it, |
used alute-playing angel for cover. | wasin shadows, but peering
past the curve of ahaf-furled wing, | saw Jesse Pinnin thelight

about twenty feet away, hectoring another man near the airsthat led



up to the main floor of the church.

"Y ou've been warned,” Pinn said, raising hisvoice until it was dmost

asnarl. "How many times have Y ou been warned?"

At firgt | could not see the other man, who was blocked by Pinn. He

spoke quietly, evenly, and | could not hear what he said.

The undertaker reacted in disgust and began to pace agitatedly, combing

one hand through his disarranged hair.

Now | saw that the second man was Father Tom Eliot, rector of St.

Bernadette's.

"Youfoal, You stupid shit,” Pinn said furioudy, bitterly. "You

prattling, God-gushing moron.”

Father Tom wasfive feet eight, plump, with the expressive and rubbery
face of anatural-born comedian. Although | wasn't amember of his-or
any-church, I'd spoken with him on severa occasions, and he seemed to
be asingularly good-natured man with a self-deprecating sense of humor
and an dmog childlike enthusasm for life. | had no trouble

understanding why his parishioners adored him.

Pinn did not adore him. He raised one skeletal hand and pointed a bony



finger at the priest: "Y ou make me sick, Y ou sdfrighteous son of a

bitch."

Evidently Father Tom had decided to weather this outrageous verbal

assault without response.

As he paced, Pinn chopped at the air with the sharp edge of one hand,
asthough struggling-with considerable frustration-to sculpt hiswords

into atruth that the priest could understand.

"We're not taking any more of your crap, no more of your

interference.

I'm not going to threaten to kick your teeth out mysdlf, though I'd
sure ashell enjoy doing it. Never liked to dance, Y ou know, but I'd
sure like to dance on your stupid face. But no threats like before,
no, not thistime, not ever again. I'm not even going to threaten to
send them after Y ou, because | think that would actualy apped to

You.

Father Eliot the martyr, suffering for God. Oh, You'd like
that-wouldn't Y ou?-being a martyr, suffering such arotten desth

without complaint.”

Father Tom stood with his head bowed, his eyes downcast, hisarms

draight a his sdes, asthough waiting patiently for this storm to



pass.

The priest's passvity inflamed Pinn. Themortician madea
sharp-knuckled figt of hisright hand and pounded it into the palm of
hisleft, asif he needed to hear the hard snap of flesh on flesh, and

now hisvoice was as rich with scorn aswith fury. ™Y ou'd wake up some
night, and they'd be al over Y ou, or maybe they'd take Y ou by surprise
inthe bell tower or in the sacristy when Y ou're knedling at the

priedieu, and Y ou'd surrender yourself to them in ecstasy, inasick
ecgtasy, reveling in the pain, suffering for your God-that's the way

Y ou'd seeit-suffering for your dead God, suffering your way straight

into Heaven. Y ou dumb bastard. Y ou hopeless retard.

Y ou'd even pray for them, pray your heart out for them asthey tore You

to pieces. Wouldn't Y ou, priest?'

Todl of this, the chubby priest responded with lowered eyes and mute

endurance.

Keeping my own slence required effort. | had questions for Jesse

Pinn.

Lotsof questions.

Here, however, there was no crematory fireto which | could hold his



feet to force answers out of him.

Pinn stopped pacing and loomed over Father Tom. "No more threats
againg You, priest. No point to it. Just gives'Y ou athrill to think
of suffering for the Lord. Sothisiswhat'll happenif Y ou don't stay

out of our way-well waste your sster. Pretty Laura”

Father Tom raised his head and met Pinn's eyes, but ill he said

nothing.

"Il kill her mysdlf,” Finn promised. "With thisgun.”

Hewithdrew apistol from insde his suit coat, evidently froma

shoulder holster. Even a adistance and in this poor light, | could

seethat the barrel was unusualy long.

Defensively, | put my hand into my jacket pocket, on the buitt of the

Glock.

"Let her go," said the priest.

"WEell never let her go. She'stoo. . . interesting. Factis” Ainn

sad, "beforel kill Laura, I'll rape her. She's till agood-looking

woman, even if she's getting strange.”

LauraEliot, who had been afriend and colleague of my mother's, was



indeed alovely woman. Although | hadn't seen her in ayear, her face
came readily to mind. Supposedly, she had obtained employment in San
Diego when Ashdon eiminated her position. Dad and | had received a
letter from Laura, and we'd been disappointed that she hadn't come
around to say good-byein person Evidently that was a cover story and

shewas il inthe area, being held againgt her will.

Finding hisvoice a last, Father Tom said, "God help Y ou.”

"I don't need help," Pinn said. "When | jam the gun in her mouith, just

beforel pull thetrigger, I'll tell her that her brother says helll

see her soon, see her soon in Hell, and then I'll blow her brains

out."

"God hepme”

"What did Y ou say, priest?' Finninquired mockingly.

Father Tom didn't answer.

"Did You say, 'God hdp me?" Pinntaunted. "'God help me?

Not very damn likely. After al, Y ou aren't one of Hisanymore, are

You?'



This curious statement caused Father Tom to lean back againgt the wall
and cover hisface with hishands. He might have been weeping; |

couldn't be sure.

"Pictureyour lovely sster'sface,” said Pinn. "Now picture her bone
Sructure twisting, distorting, and the top of her skull blowing

out."

Hefired the pital a the celling. The barrel was long becauseit was
fitted with a sound suppressor, and instead of aloud report, there was

nothing but anoiselike afig hitting apillow.

In the same ingtant and with ahard clang, the bullet struck the
rectangular metd shade of the lamp suspended directly above the
mortician . The fluorescent tube didn't shatter, but the lamp swung
wildly onitslong chains, anicy blade of light like aharvesting

scythe cut bright arcs through the room.

In the rhythmic sweep of light, though Pinn himsdf did not at first
move, his scarecrow shadow leaped at other shadows that flapped like

blackbirds. Then he holstered the pistol under his coat.

Asthe chains of the swinging light fixture torqued, the linkstwisted
againg one another with enough friction to cause an egrie grining, as
if lizard-eyed dtar boys in blood-soaked cassocks and surplices were

ringing the unmeodious bells of a satanic mass.



The shrill music and the capering shadows seemed to excite Jesse

Pinn.

An inhuman cry issued from him, primitive and psychotic, a caterwaul of
the sort that sometimeswakes Y ou in the night and leaves Y ou wondering
about the species of origin. Asthat spittle-rich sound sprayed from
hislips, he hammered hisfigtsinto the priest's midsection, two hard

punches.

Quickly stepping out from behind the lute-playing angd, | tried to

draw the Glock, but it caught on thelining of my jacket pocket.

As Father Tom doubled over from the two blows, Pinn locked his hands

and clubbed them against the back of the priest's neck.

Father Tom dropped to the floor, and | findly ripped the pistol out of

my pocket.

Pinn kicked the priestin theribs.

| raised the Glock, aimed at Pinn's back, and engaged the laser
gghting. Asthe mortal red dot appeared between his shoulder blades,
| was about to say enough, but the mortician relented and stepped away

from the priest.



| kept my silence, but to Father Tom, Pinn said, "If Y ou're not part of
the solution, Y ou're part of the problem. If Y ou can't be part of the

future, then get the hell out of theway."

That sounded like aparting line. | switched off the laser Sighting
and retreated behind the angd 'just as the undertaker turned away from

Father Tom. He didn't see me.

To the singing of the chains, Jesse Pinn walked back the way he had
come, and the jittery sound seemed to issue not from overhead but from

within him, asthough locusts were swarming in his blood.

His shadow repeatedly darted ahead of him and then legped behind until
he passed beyond the arcing sword of light from the swinging fixture,
became one with the darkness, and rounded the corner into the other arm

of the L-shaped room.

| returned the Glock to my jacket pocket.

From the cover of the dysfunctiond creche, | watched Father Tom

Eliot.

Hewaslying at thefoot of the sairs, in the fetal position, curled

around hispain.



| congdered going to him to determine if he was serioudy hurt, and to
learn what | could about the circumstances that lay behind the
confrontation | had just witnessed, but | was reluctant to revea

mysdf. | stayed where| was.

Any enemy of Jesse Pinn's should be an dly of mine-but | could not be
certain of Father Tom's goodwill. Although adversaries, the priest and
the mortician were playersin some mysterious underworld of which | had
been utterly unaware until this very night, so each of them had morein
common with the other than with me. | could easily imaginethat, at

the sight of me, Father Tom would scream for Jesse Pinn, and that the
undertaker would fly back, black suit flapping, with the inhuman

caterwaul vibrating between histhin lips.

Besdes, Pinn and his crew evidently were holding the priest's sister
somewhere. Possession of her gave them alever and fulcrum with which

to move Father Tom, while | had no leverage whatsoever.

The chilling music of the torquing chains gradudly faded, and the

sword of light described asteadily diminishing arc.

Without a protest, without even an involuntary groan, the priest drew
himsdlf to hisknees, gathered himsdif to hisfeet. Hewas not ableto
gand fully erect. Hunched like an gpe and no longer comic in any

aspect of face or body, with one hand on therailing, he began to pull



himsdf |aborioudy up the steep, creaking steps toward the church

above.

When at last he reached the top, he would switch off thelights, and |
would be left here below in adarknessthat even St. Bernadette

hersdlf, miracle worker of Lourdes, would find daunting.

Timeto go.

Before retracing my path through the life-size figures of the creche, |
raised my eyesfor thefirst timeto the painted eyes of the

lute-playing angd in front of me-and thought | saw a blue to match my
own. | studied the rest of the lacquered-plaster features and,

athough the light was wesak, | was surethat thisangel and | shared a

face.

This resemblance paralyzed me with confusion, and | struggled to
understand how this Christopher Snow angel could have been here waiting
for me. | haverarely seen my own facein brightness, but | know its
reflection from the mirrors of my dimly lit rooms, and thiswas a

gmilar light. Thiswas unquestionably me: begtific asl am not,

idedized, but me.

Since my experience in the hospital garage, every incident and object
seemed to have sgnificance. No longer could | entertain the

possibility of coincidence. Everywhere | looked, the world oozed



uncanniness.

Thiswas, of course, the route to madness: viewing dl of lifeasone
elaborate conspiracy conducted by lite manipulators who seedl and
know dl. The sane understand that human beings are incapable of
sustaining conspiracies on agrand scale, because some of our most
defining quaities as a species are inattention to detail, atendency

to panic, and an inability to keep our mouths shut. Coamicdly
speaking, we are barely ableto tie our shoes. If thereis, indeed,
some secret order to the universg, it is not of our doing, and we are

probably not even capable of apprehending it.

The priest was athird of theway up the sairs.

Supefied, | sudied the angd.

Many nights during the Christmas season, year after year, | had cycled
aong the street on which St. Bernadette's stood. The creche had been
arranged on the front lawn of the church, each figurein its proper
place, none of the gift-bearing magi posing asaproctologist to
camels-and thisangel had not been there. Or | hadn't redized that it
wasthere. Thelikely explanation, of course, wastheat the display was
too brightly lighted for meto risk admiring it; the Christopher Snow
angel had been part of the scene, but | had aways turned my face from

it, squinted my eyes.



The priest was hafway up the stairs and climbing faster.

Then | remembered that Angela Ferryman had attended Mass at St.
Bernadette's. Undoubtedly, consdering her dolimaking, she had been

prevailed upon to lend her talent to the making of the creche,

End of mysery.

| still couldn't understand why she would have assigned my faceto an
angd. If my features belonged anywhere in the manger scene, they
should have been on the donkey. Clearly, her opinion of me had been

higher than | warranted.

Unwanted, animage of Angdarosein my mind'seye: Angdaas| had
last seen her on the bathroom floor, her eyesfixed on some last sight
farther away than Andromeda, head tilted backward into the toilet bowl,

throat dashed.

Suddenly | was certain that | had missed an important detail when I'd
found her poor torn body. Repulsed by the gouts of blood, gripped by
grief, in agtate of shock and fear, | had avoided looking long at

her-just as, for years, | had avoided looking at the figuresin the

brightly lighted creche outside the church. | had seen avita clue,

but it had not registered conscioudly. Now my subconscious taunted me

withit.



As Father Tom reached the top of the steps, he broke into sobs.

He sat on the landing and wept inconsol ably .

| could not hold fast to amental image of Angelasface. Later there
would be time to confront and, reluctantly, explore that Grand Guignal

memory.

From angd to came to magi to Joseph to donkey to Holy Virginto lamb
to Lamb, | wove slently through the creche, then past file cabinets
and boxes of supplies, into the shorter and narrower space wherelittle

was stored, and onward toward the door of the utilities room.

The sounds of the priest's anguish resonated off the concrete walls,
fading until they werelike the cries of some haunting entity barely
ableto make itsdf heard through the cold barrier between thisworld

and the next.

Grimly, | recaled my father'swrenching grief in the coldholding room

a Mercy Hospita, on the night of my mother's death.

For reasons | don't entirely understand, | keep my own anguish

private.



When one of thosewild criesthreatensto arise, | bite hard ntil |

chew the energy out of it and swallow it unspoken.

Inmy deep | grind my teeth-no surprise-until | wake some nightswith
aching jaws. Perhaps| am fearful of giving voicein dreamsto

sentiments | choose not to express when awake.

On theway out of the church basement, | expected the undertaker-waxy
and pale, with eyeslike day-old blood blisters-to drop on me from
above or to soar out of the shadows around my feet or to spring like an

evil jack-in-the-box from afurnace door.

He was not waiting anywhere dong my route.

Outside, Orson came to me from among the tombstones, where he had

hidden from Pinn. Judging by the dog's demeanor, the mortician was

gone.

He stared a mewith great curiogity-or | imagined that he did-and |

said, "l don't readly know what happened in there. | don't know what

it meant."

He appeared dubious. He hasagift for looking dubious: the blunt

face, the unwavering eyes.

“Truly," | insisted.



With Orson padding at my side, | returned to my bicycle. Thegranite

angel guarding my trangportation did not resemble mein the leest.

Thefretful wind had again subsided into a caressing breeze, and the
oaks stood slent. « shifting filigree of cloudswas silver acrossthe

dlver moon.

A largeflock of chimney swifts swooped down from the church roof and

dighted in the trees, and afew nightinga es returned, too, as though

the cemetery had not been sanctified until Pinn had departed it.

Holding my bike by the handlebars, | pondered the ranks of tombstones

and said: the dark grew solid around them, findlly changing to

earth.”

That's Louise Ghick, agreat poet.”

Orson chuffed asif in agreement.

"l don't know what's happening here, but | think alot of people are

going to die before thisis over-and some of them arelikely to be

people welove. Maybe even me. Or You."

Orson's gaze was solemn.



| looked past the cemetery at the streets of my hometown, which were

suddenly alot scarier than any boneyard.

"Let'sget abeer," | sad.

I climbed on my bike, and Orson danced a dog dance across the graveyard

grass, and for the time being, we | eft the dead behind.

The cottage isthe ideal residence for aboardhead like Bobby. It
stands on the southern horn of the bay, far out on the point, the sole
structure within three-quarters of amile. Point-break surf surrounds

it.

From town, the lights of Bobby Halloway's house appear to be so far
from thelights dong the inner curve of the bay that tourists assume
they are seeing aboat anchored in the channel beyond our sheltered

waters.

To longtime residents, the cottage is alandmark.

The place was constructed forty-five years ago, before many

restrictions were placed on coastdl building, and it never acquired

neighbors because, in those days, there was an abundance of cheap land
along the shore, where the wind and the weather were more accommodating

than on the point, and where there were Streets and convenient utility



hookups.

By thetime the shorelots-then the hills behind them-filled up,
regulationsissued by the Cdifornia Coastal Commission had made

building on the bay hornsimpossible.

Long before the house came into Bobby's possession, a grandfather
clauseinthelaw preserved its existence. Bobby intended to diein
thissingular place, he said, shrouded in the sound of bresking
surf-but not until well past the middle of thefirst century of the new

millennium.

No paved or graveled road leads along the horn, only awide rock track
flanked by low dunes precarioudy held in place by tall, sparse shore

grass.

The horns that embrace the bay are natural formations, curving
peninsulas. They are the remnants of the rim of amassve extinct
volcano. The bay itsdlf isavolcanic crater layered with sand by
thousands of years of tides. Near shore, the southern hornisthree to

four hundred feet wide, but it narrows to ahundred at the point.

When | was two-thirds of the way to Bobby's house, | had to get off my
bike and walk it. Soft drifts of sand, lessthan afoot deep, doped

acrosstherock trail. They would pose no obstacle to Bobby's



four-whed-drive Jeep wagon, but they made pedding difficult.

Thiswak was usualy peaceful, encouraging meditation. Tonight the
horn was serene, but it seemed as alien as a spine of rock on the moon,

and | kept glancing back, expecting to see someone pursuing me.

The one-story cottageis of teak, with a cedar-shingle roof.

Weathered to alustrous silver-gray, the wood takes the caress of
moonlight as awoman's body receives alover'stouch. Encirding three
sides of the houseis adeep porch furnished with rocking chairsand

gliders.

There are no trees. Thelandscaping consstsonly of sand and wild
shore grass. Anyway, the eyeisimpatient with the nearer view and
favorsthe sky, the sea, and the shimmering lights of Moonlight Bay,

which look more distant than three-quarters of amile.

Buying timeto settle my nerves, | leaned my bike againg the front

porch railing and walked past the cottage, to the end of the point.

There, | stood with Orson at the top of asope that dropped thirty

feet to the beach.

The surf was so dow that Y ou would have to work hard to catch awave,

and theridewouldn't last long. It was amost anegp tide, though



thiswasthe fourth quarter of the moon. The surf wasalittle doppy,
too, because of the onshore wind, which was blustery enough to cause

some chop out here, even though it was dl but dead in town.

Offshorewind is best, smoothing the ocean surface. It blows spray
from the crest of the waves, makes them hold up longer, and causes them

to hollow out before they breek.

Bobby and | have been surfing since we were eleven: him by day, both of
usby night. Lots of surfers hit the waves by moonlight, fewer when
the moon is down, but Bobby and | likeit best in storm waves without

even sars.

We were grommets together, totally annoying surf mongrels, but we
graduated to surf nazis before we were fourteen, and we were mature
boardheads by the time Bobby graduated high school and | took my
equivaency degree for home education. Bobby ismorethan just a
boardhead now; he's a surf mensch, and people al over the world turn

to him to find out where the big waves will be breaking next.

God, | lovethe seaat night. It isdarknessdidtilled into aliquid,

and nowherein thisworld do | fed more at home than in these black
swdls. Theonly light that ever arisesin the oceanisfrom
bioluminescent plankton, which become radiant when disturbed, and

athough they can make an entire wave glow an intense lime green, their



brightnessisfriendly to my eyes. The night sea contains nothing from

which | must hide or from which | must even look away.

By thetime | walked back to the cottage, Bobby was standing in the
open front door. Because of our friendship, dl thelightsin his
house are on rheostats, now he had dimmed them to the level of

candllight.

| haven't aclue asto how he knew that | had arrived. Neither | nor

Orson had made a sound. Bobby just dways knows.

He was barefoot, even in March, but he was wearing jeansinstead of
swim trunks or shorts. His shirt was Hawaiian-he owns no other
style-but he had made a concession to the season by wearing a
long-deeve, crewneck, white cotton sweater under the short-deeve

shirt, which featured bright quizzicd parrots and lush palm fronds.

As| climbed the steps to the porch, Bobby gave me ashaka, the surfer
hand sgnd that's easer to make than the sign they exchange on Star
Trek, which is probably based on the shaka. Fold your middie three
fingersto your palm, extend your thumb and little finger, and lazily
waggle your hand. It meansalot of things-hello, what's up, hang

loose, greet ride-dl friendly, and it will never be taken asan insult
unless Y ou waveit a someonewho isn't asurfer, suchasan L.A. gang

member, in which case it might get Y ou shot dead.



| was eager to tell him about everything that had transpired since
sundown, but Bobby values alaid-back approach to life. If he were any
more laid back, he'd be dead. Except when riding awave, he vaues
tranquility. Treasuresit. If Y ou're going to be afriend of Bobby
Haloway's, Y ou haveto learn to accept hisview of life: Nothing that
happens farther than haf amile from the beach is of sufficient
importance to worry about, and no event is solemn enough or stylish
enough to justify the wearing of anecktie. He respondsto languid
conversation better than to chatter, to indirection better than to

direct satements.

"Flow meabe?' | asked.

Bobby said, "Corona, Heineken, "Coronafor me."

Leading theway acrossthe living room, Bobby said, "Isthe one with

thetall drinking tonight?"

"Hell haveaHeinie"

"Light or dark?"

"Dark," | sad.

"Must've been arough night for dogs."



"Full-ongnarly."

The cottage consists of alarge living room, an office where Bobby

tracks waves worldwide, a bedroom, a kitchen, and one bath.

Thewalls are well-oiled teak, dark and rich, thewindows are big, the

floors are date, and the furniture is comfortable.

Ornamentation-other than the natural setting-islimited to eight
astonishing watercolors by PiaMick, awoman whom Bobby till loves,
though she left him to spend time in Waimea Bay, on the north shore of
Oahu. He wanted to go with her, but she said she needed to be donein
Waimea, which she calls her spiritual home; the harmony and beauty of
the place are supposed to give her the peace of mind sherequiresin
order to decide whether or not to live with her fate. | don't know

what that means. Neither does Bobby.

Piasaid she'd be gone amonth or two. That was dmost three years

ago.

The swell at Waimea comes out of extremely deep water. The waves are

high, wall-like. Piasaysthey are the green of trand ucent jade.

Somedays| dream of walking that shore and hearing the thunder of

those breakers. Once amonth, Bobby cals Piaor shecalshim.



Sometimes they talk for afew minutes, sometimes for hours. Sheian't
with another man, and she doeslove Bobby. Piais one of the kindest,
gentlest, smartest people | have ever known. | don't understand why

she'sdoing this. Neither does Bobby. The daysgo by. Hewaits.

In the kitchen, Bobby plucked a bottle of Coronafrom the refrigerator

and handed it to me.

| twisted off the cap and took aswallow. No lime, no sdt, no

pretension.

He opened aHeineken for Orson. "Hdf ordl?' | said, "It'sa
radicd night." In spite of my dire news, | was deep in the tropical

rhythms of Bobbyland.

He emptied the bottle into a deep, enameled-meta bowl on thefloor,
which he kegps for Orson. On the bowl he has painted ROSEBUD in block
letters, areference to the child'sded in Orson Welless Citizen

Kane.

| have no intention of inducing my canine companion to become an
acohalic. He doesn't get beer every day, and usualy he splitsa
bottle with me. Nevertheless, he has his pleasures, and | don't intend

to deny him what he enjoys. Consdering hisformidable body weight, he



doesn't become inebriated on asingle beer.

Dareto give him two, however, and he redefines the term party

animd.

As Orson noisily lapped up the Heineken, Bobby opened a Coronafor

himsdlf and leaned againgt the refrigerator.

| leaned againgt the counter near the Sink. There was atable with

chairs, but in the kitchen, Bobby and | tend to be leaners.

We are dikein many ways. Werethe same height, virtudly the same
weight, and the same body type. Although he hasvery dark brown hair
and eyes so raven-black that they seem to have blue highlights, we have

been mistaken for brothers.

We both have a collection of surf bumps, too, and as he leaned against
the refrigerator, Bobby was absentmindedly using the bottom of one bare

foot to rub the bumps on the top of the other.

These are knotty calcium deposits that devel op from constant pressure
againg asurfboard; Y ou get them on your toes and the tops of your
feet from paddling whilein aprone position. We have them on our

knees, aswell, and Bobby has them on his bottom ribs.

| am not tanned, of course, as Bobby is. He's beyond tanned.



He's amaximum brown sun god, year round, and in summer he's

well-buttered toast. He does the mambo with melanoma, and maybe one

day well die of the same sun that he courtsand | reject.

"There were some unred zippers out there today,” he said.

"Six-footers, perfect shape.”

"Looksway dow now."

"Y esh. Mdlowed out around sunsat.”

We sucked at our beers. Orson happily licked his chops.

"s0, Bobby said, "your dad died.”

| nodded. Sashamust have cdled him.

"Good," hesad.

"Yeah."

Bobby isnot crud or insengitive. He meant it was good that the

suffering was over for my father.



Between us, we often say alot with afew words. People have mistaken

usfor brothers not merely because we are the same height, weight, and

body type.

"Y ou got to the hospitd intime. So it was cool.”

IIItW%“

Hedidn't ask mehow | was handling it. He knew.

"So after the hospital," he said, Y ou sang a couple numbersin a

minstrd show."

| touched one sooty hand to my sooty face. "Someonekilled Angda

Ferryman, set her house on fireto cover it. | dmost caught the great

onaula-loain the sky."

"Who's the someone?"

"Wish | knew. Same people stole Dad's body."

Bobby drank some beer and said nothing.

"They killed adrifter, swapped his body for Dad's. Y ou might not want

to know about this."



For awhile, he weighed the wisdom of ignorance againgt the pull of

curiogity. "l can dwaysforget | heard it, if that seems smart.”

Orson belched. Beer makes him gaseous.

When the dog wagged histail and looked up beseechingly, Bobby said,

"No morefor You, fur face."

“I'm hungry,” | said.

"Yourefilthy, too. Catch a shower, take some of my clothes.

I'll throw together some clucking tacos.”

"Thought I'd clean up withaswim.”

"It'snippie out there.”

"Fed s about Sixty degrees.”

"I'm talking water temp. Bedlieve me, the nip factor ishigh.

Shower's better."



"Orson needs amake over, too."

"Take him in the shower with Y ou. Therere plenty of towels."

"Very broly of You," | said. Broly meaning "brotherly.”

"Yeah, I'm s0 Chrigtian, | don't ride the waves anymore-1 just walk on

them."

After afew minutesin Bobbyland, | was relaxed and willing to ease
into my news. Bobby's more than abeloved friend. He'sa

tranquilizer.

Suddenly he stood away from the refrigerator and cocked his head,

ligening.

"Something?" | asked.

"Someone."

I hadn't heard anything but the steadily diminishing voice of the

wind.

With the windows closed and the surf so dow, | couldn't even hear the

seq, but | noticed that Orson was aert, too.



Bobby headed out of the kitchen to see who the visitor might be, and |

sad, "Bro," and offered him the Glock.

He stared dubioudly at the pistol, then a me. "Stay casud.”

"Thet drifter. They cut out hiseyes." why?

| shrugged. "Because they could?!

For amoment Bobby considered what I'd said. Then hetook akey from a

pocket of hisjeans and unlocked abroom closet, which to the best of

my recollection had never featured alock before.

From the narrow closet, he took a pistol-grip, pump-action shotgun.

"That'snew," | said.

"Goon repdlent.”

Thiswas not lifeasusud in Bobbyland. | couldn't resst: "Stay

casud.)?

Orson and | followed Bobby acrass the living room and onto the front

porch. The onshoreflow smdlled faintly of kelp.



The cottage faced north. No boats were on the bay-or at least none
with running lights. To the east, the town twinkled aong the shore

and up thehills.

Surrounding the cottage, the end of the horn featured low dunes and

shore grass frosted with moonlight. No onewasin sight.

Orson moved to the top of the steps and stood rigid, his head raised
and thrust forward, sniffing the air and catching a scent more

interesting than kelp.

Relying perhaps on a sixth sense, Bobby didn't even look at the dog to
confirm hisown suspicion. "Stay here. If | flush anyone out, tell

him he can't leavetill we vdidate his parking ticket."

Barefoot, he descended the steps and crossed the dunesto look down the
steep incline to the beach. Someone could have been lying on that

dope, watching the cottage from conceal ment.

Bobby waked along the crest of the embankment, heading toward the
point, studying the dope and the beach below, turning every few steps

to survey theterritory between him and the house.

He held the shotgun ready in both hands and conducted the search with

military methodicalness.



Obvioudy, he had been through this routine more than once before. He
hadn't told me that he was being harassed by anyone or troubled by
intruders. Ordinarily, if he was having a serious problem, hewould

have shared it with me.

| wondered what secret he was keeping.

Having turned away from the steps and pushed his snout between apair
of balusters at the east end of the porch, Orson was looking not west
toward Bobby but back aong the horn toward town. He growled deepin

histhroat.

| followed the direction of hisgaze. Eveninthefullness of the moon
which the snarled rags of cloud didn't currently obscure, | was unable

to see anyone.

With the steadiness of agrumbling motor, the dog'slow growl continued

uninterrupted.

To the west, Bobby had reached the point, still moving along the crest
of the embankment. Although | could see him, he waslittle morethan a

gray shape against the stark-black backdrop of seaand sky.

While | had been looking the other way, someone could have cut Bobby

down so suddenly and violently that he had been unableto cry out, and



| wouldn't have known. Now, rounding the point and beginning to
gpproach the house a ong the southern flank of the horn, thisblurry

gray figure could have been anyone.

Tothegrowling dog, | said, "Y ou're spooking me."

Although | strained my eyes, | ill couldn't discern anyone or any
threat to the east, where Orson's attention remained fixed. Theonly
movement was the flutter of the tal, sparse grass. Thefadingwind

wasn't even strong enough to blow sand off the wellcompacted dunes.

Orson stopped grumbling and thumped down the porch steps, asthoughin
pursuit of quarry. Instead, he scampered into the sand only afew feet
to theleft of the steps, where he raised one hind leg and emptied his

bladder.

When he returned to the porch, visible tremors were passing through his
flanks. Looking eestward again, he didn't resume his growling;

ingtead, he whined nervoudy.

This change in him disturbed me more than if he had begun to bark

furioudy.

| sdled across the porch to the western corner of the cottage, trying
to watch the sandy front yard but also wanting to keep Bobby-if,

indeed, it was Bobby-in sight aslong aspossible.



Soon, however, il edging adong the southern embankment, he

disappeared behind the house.

When | redlized that Orson had stopped whining, | turned toward him and

discovered he was gone.

| thought he must have chased after something in the night, though it

was remarkable that he had sprinted off so soundlesdy.

Anxiousy moving back theway | had come, across the porch toward the
steps, | couldn't see the dog anywhere out there among the moonlit

dunes.

Then | found him at the open front door, peering out werily.

He had retreated into the living room, just insde the threshold.

Hisearswereflattened againgt hisskull. His head was lowered. His

hackles bristled asif he had sustained an dectrical shock. Hewas

neither growling nor whining, but tremors passed through hisflanks.

Orson ismany things-not least of al, strange-but heis not cowardly

or stupid. Whatever he was retreating from must have been worthy of

hisfear.



"Whét's the problem, pa?'

Failing to acknowledge me with even aslittle asaquick glance, the

dog continued to obsess on the barren landscape beyond the porch.

Although he drew hisblack lipsaway from histeeth, no snarl came from

him.

Clearly he no longer harbored any aggressive intent; rather, hisbared

teeth appeared to express extreme distaste, repulsion.

Asl turned to scan the night, | glimpsed movement from the corner of
my eye: the fuzzy impression of aman running in ahdf crouch, passing
the cottage from east to west, progressing swiftly with long fluid
srides through the last rank of dunesthat marked the to of the dope

to the beach, about forty feet away from me.

| swung around, bringing up the Glock. The running man had elther gone

to ground or had been a phantom.

Briefly | wondered if it was Pinn. No. Orson would not have been

fearful of Jesse Finn or of any man like him.

I crossed the porch, descended the three wooden steps, and stood in the

sand, taking acloser ook at the surrounding dunes.



Scattered sprays of tall grass undulated in the breeze. Some of the

shore lights shimmered across the lapping waters of the bay. Nothing

ase moved.

Like atattered bandage unraveling from the dry white face of a

mummified pharaoh, along narrow cloud wound away from the chin of the

moon.

Perhaps the running man was merely acloud shadow. Perhaps.

But | didn't think so.

I glanced back toward the open door of the cottage. Orson had

retreated farther from the threshold, deeper into the front room.

For once, he was not at homein the night.

| didn't fed entirely & home, ether.

Stars. Moon. Sand. Grass. And afedling of being watched.

From the dope that dropped to the beach or from a shallow swae

between dunes, through a screen of grass, someone was watching me. A

gaze can have weight, and this one was coming at me like a series of



waves, not like dow surf but like fully macking double overheads,

hammering a me.

Now the dog wasn't the only one whose hackles rose.

just when | began to worry that Bobby was taking amortally long time,

he appeared around the east end of the cottage. As he approached, sand

pluming around his bare feet, he never looked at me but let his gaze

travel ceasdesdy from duneto dune.

| said, "Orson haired out."

"Dont believeit,” Bobby said.

"Totdly haired out. HE's never done that before. He's pure guits,

that dog."

"Waell, if hedid,” Bobby said, "I don't blame him. Almost haired out

mysdf.”

"Someone's out there."

"Morethan one."

"Who?'



Bobby didn't reply. He adjusted his grip on the shotgun but continued

to hold it at the ready while he studied the surrounding night.

"They've been here before,” | guessed.

"Yeah.

"Why? What do they want?"

"I don't know."

"Who arethey?' | asked again.

Asbefore, hedidn't answer.

"Bobby?' | pressed.

A great pale mass, afew hundred feet high, gradualy resolved out of

the darkness over the ocean to the west: A fog bank, revealed in lunar

whitewash, extended far to the north and the south.

Whether it cameto land or hung offshore al night, thefog pushed a

quieting pressure ahead of it. On Slent wings, aformation of

pelicansflew low over the peninsula and vanished across the black

waters of the bay. Asthe remaining onshore breeze faded, the long



grass drooped and was till, and | could better hear the dow surf

breaking along the bay shore, athough the sound was less arumble than

alulling hushaby.

From out at the point, acry aseerie asthe call of aloon carved this
deepening sllence. An answering cry, equdly sharp and chilling, arose

from the dunes nearer the house.

| was reminded of those old Western moviesin which the Indianscall to
one another in the night, imitating birds and coyotes, to coordinate
their movesimmediately before attacking the circled wagons of the

homesteaders.

Bobby fired the shotgun into anearby mound of sand, startling me so

much that | nearly blew an aortic vave.

When echoes of the crash rebounded from the bay and receded again, when
the last reverberations were absorbed by the vast pillow of fogin the

west, | said, "Why'd Y ou do that?'

Instead of answering me at once, Bobby chambered another shell and

listened to the night.

| remembered Pinn firing the handgun into the ceiling of the church
basement to punctuate the threat that he had leveled against Father Tom

Eliot.



Findly, when no more loonlike cries arose, Bobby said, dmost asiif
talking to himsdlf, "Probably isn't necessary, but onceinawhileit

doesn't hurt to float the idea of buckshot past them.”

"Who? Who are Y ou warning off?"

| had known him to be mysteriousin the past, but never quite so

enigmatic asthis.

The dunes continued to command his attention, and another minute of
menta hang time passed before Bobby suddenly looked at me asif he had
forgotten that | was standing beside him. "Let'sgoinsde. You scrub

off the bad Denzel Washington disguise, and I'll dam together some

killer tacos."

| knew better than to presstheissue any further. He wasbeing
mysterious either to stoke my curiosity and enhance histreasured
reputation for weirdness or because he had good reason to keep this
secret even from me. In ether case, hewasin that special Bobby
place, where he's asinaccessible asif he were on hisboard, halfway

through atuberadicd, in an insanely hollow wave.

Asl followed him into the house, | was till aware of being watched.



The attention of the unknown observer prickled my back, like
hermit-crab tracks on a surf-smoothed beach. Before closing thefront
door, | scanned the night once more, but our visitors remained well

hidden.

The bathroom islarge and luxurious: an absolute-black granitefloor,
matching countertops, handsome teak cabinetry, and acres of
beveled-edge mirrors. The huge shower stall can accommodate four

people, which makesit idea for dog grooming.

Corky Coallins-who built Bobby's fine house long before Bobby's

birth-was an unpretentious guy, but heindulged in amenities. Likethe
four-person, marble-lined spain the corner diagonally acrossthe room

from the shower. Maybe Corky-whose name had been Toshiro Tagawa before
he changed it-fantasized about orgies with three beach girls or maybe

he just liked to betotaly, avesomely clean.

Asayoung man-aprodigy fresh out of law school in 1941, at the age of
only twenty-one-Tashiro had been interred in Manzanar, the camp where

loya Japanese Americans remained imprisoned throughout World War 1.

Following the war, angered and humiliated, he became an activigt,
committed to securing justice for the oppressed. After fiveyears, he
logt faith in the possibility of equa justice and aso cameto believe

that most of the oppressed, given achance, would become enthusiagtic

oppressorsin their own right.



He switched to persond-injury law. Because hislearning curve was as
steep as the huge monoliths macking in from a South Pecific typhoon, he
rapidly became the most successful persond-injury attorney in the San

Francisco area.

In another four years, having banked some serious cash, he walked away
from hislaw practice. In 1956, at the age of thirty-six, he built
this house on the southern horn of Moonlight Bay, bringingin

underground power, water, and phone lines at considerable expense.

With adry sense of humor that prevented his cynicism from becoming
bitterness, Toshiro Tagawalegdly changed his nameto Corky Callinson
the day he moved into the cottage, and he dedicated every day of the

rest of hislifeto the beach and the ocean.

He grew surf bumps on the tops of histoes and feet, below his
kneecaps, and on his bottom ribs. Out of adesireto hear the
unobstructed thunder of the waves, Corky didn't dways use earplugs
when he surfed, so he devel oped an exostos's; the channel to the inner
ear congtricts when filled with cold water, and because of repeated
abuse, a benign bony tumor narrows the ear candl. By thetime hewas

fifty, Corky wasintermittently desf in his|eft ear.

Every surfer experiences faucet nose after athrashing skim session,



when your sinuses empty explosively, pouring forth al the seawater
forced up your nodtrils during wipeouts, this grossness usualy happens
when Y ou're talking to an outrageoudy fine girl who'swearing a
bun-flossbikini. After twenty years of epic hammering and subsequent
nostril Niagaras, Corky developed an exostosisin his sSinus passages,
requiring surgery to aleviate headaches and to restore proper

drainage.

On every anniversary of this operation, he had thrown a Proper Drainage
Party. From years of exposure to the laring sun and the salt water,

Corky was aso afflicted with surfer's eye-pterygium-awinglike
thickening of the conjunctivaover the white of the eye, eventualy

extending across the cornea. Hisvison gradudly deteriorated.

Nineyears ago, he was spared ophthalmologica surgery when hewas
killed-not by melanoma, not by a shark, but by Big Mamahersdlf, the
ocean. Though Corky was sixty-nine at the time, he went out in monster
storm waves, twenty-foot behemoths, quakers, rolling thunder that most
surfersathird his age wouldn't have tried, and according to

witnesses, he was a party of one, hooting with joy, repeatedly almost
arborne, racing thelip, carving truly sacred rail dashes, repeatedly
getting barreled-until he wiped out big time and was held down by a
breaking wave. Mongersthat sze can welgh thousands of tons, which
isalot of water, too much to struggle againgt, and even a strong
swimmer can be held on the bottom haf aminute or longer, maybe alot

longer, before he can get air. Worse, Corky surfaced at the wrong



moment, just in time to be hammered deep by the next wavein the s,

and he drowned in a two-wave hold-down.

Surfersfrom one end of Cdiforniato the other shared the opinion that
Corky Coallins had led the perfect life and had died the perfect

desth.

Exogtosis of the ear, exostosis of the sinuses, Pterygium in both
eyes-none of that meant shit to Corky, and dl of it was better than
boredom or heart disease, better than afat pension check that had to
be earned by spending alifetimein an office. Lifewas surf, death

was surf, the power of nature vast and enfolding, and the heart stirred
at the thought of Corky's enviably sweet passage through aworld that

was so much trouble for so many others.

Bobby inherited the cottage.

This development astonished Bobby. We had both known Corky Collins
since we were eleven and first ventured to the end of the horn with

board racks on our bikes. He was mentor to every surf rat who was
ravenous for experience and eager to master the point break. He didn't
act like the point was his, but everyone respected Corky as much asif

he actualy owned the beach from Santa Barbaraal the way to Santa
Cruz. He wasimpatient with any gyrospaz who ripped and dashed up a

good wave, ruining it for everyone, and he had only disdain for freeway



surfers and wishwases of al types, but he was afriend and an

ingpiration to al of uswho werein lovewith the seaand in sync with
itsrhythms. Corky had legions of friends and admirers, some of whom

he had known for more than three decades, so we were baffled asto why
he had bequeathed al hisworldly possessionsto Bobby, whom he had

known only eight years.

As explanation, the executor of the estate presented to Bobby a letter

from Corky that was a masterpiece of succinctness:

Bobby, "a most people find important, Y ou do not. Thisiswisdom.

Towhat You believeisimportant, Y ou are ready to give your mind,

hart, and soul. Thisisgrace.

We have only the seg, love, and time. God gave Y ou the sea. By your

own actions You will find loveaways. So| give Youtime.

Corky saw in Bobby someone who had an innate understanding, from

boyhood, of those truthsthat Corky himsdlf had not learned until he

was thirty-seven. He wanted to honor and encourage that

understanding.

God blesshim for it.

The summer following hisfreshman year at Ashdon College, when Bobby



inherited, after taxes, the house and amodest sum of cash, he dropped
out of school. Thisinfuriated his parents. He was able to shrug off
their fury, however, because the beach and the sea and the future were

his.

Besides, hisfolks have been furious about one thing or another al

their lives, and Bobby isinured to it. They own and edit the town
newspaper, and they fancy themsealvestireless crusadersfor enlightened
public policy, which meansthey think most citizens are either too
sdfish to do the right thing or too stupid to know what isbest for

them. They expected Bobby to share what they called great issuestheir
"passion for and of our time," but Bobby wanted to escape from his
family'sinfluence and from al the poorly conceded envy, rancor, and
egotism that was apart of it. All Bobby wanted was peace. Hisfolks
wanted peace, too, for the entire planet, peace in every corner of
Spaceship Earth, but they weren't cgpable of providing it within the

wallsof their own home.

With the cottage and the seed money to launch the business that now

supported him, Bobby found peace.

The hands of every clock are shears, trimming us away scrap by scrap,
and every timepiece with adigital readout blinks ustoward

implosion.



Timeisso preciousthat it can't be purchased. What Corky had given
Bobby was not time, redlly, but the chance to live without clocks,
without an awareness of clocks, which seemsto make time pass more

gently, with less shearing fury.

MY parentstried to give the same thing to me. Because of my XP,
however, | occasondly hear ticking. Maybe Bobby occasondly hears
it, too. Maybe theres no way any of us can entirely escape an

awareness of clocks.

In fact, Orson's night of despair, when he had regarded the stars with
such despondency and had refused al my effortsto comfort him, might
have been caused by an awareness of hisown daysticking away. We are
told that the Smple minds of animals are not capable of encompassing

the concept of their own mortdity. Y et every animal possessesa

aurviva ingtinct and recognizes danger. If it Strugglesto survive,

it understands desth, no matter what the scientists and the

philosophers might say.

Thisisnot New Age sentimentaism. Thisissmply common sense,

Now, in Bobby's shower, as| scrubbed the soot off Orson, he continued

to shiver. Thewater waswarm. The shivers had nothing to do with the

bath.

By thetime | blotted the dog with severd towels and fluffed him with



ahair dryer that PiaKlick had left behind, his shakes had passed.

Whilel dressed in apair of Bobby's blue jeans and alongdeeve, blue
cotton swester, Orson glanced at the frosted window afew times, asif
leery of whoever might be out therein the night, but his confidence

appeared to be returning.

With paper towels, | wiped off my leather jacket and my cap.

They il smelled of smoke, the cap more than the jacket.

Inthedim light, | could barely read the words above the bill: Mystery
Tran. | rubbed the ball of my thumb across the embroidered | etters,
recalling the windowless concrete room where I'd found the cap, in one

of the more peculiar abandoned precincts of Fort Wyvern.

AngelaFerryman's words came back to me, her response to my statement
that Wyvern had been closed for ayear and ahaf Some things don't

die.

Can't die. No matter how much we wish them dead.

| had another flashback to the bathroom at Angelas house: amenta

image of her degth-startled eyes and the silent surprised oh of her

mouth. Again, | was gripped by the conviction that | had overlooked an



important detail regarding the condition of her body, and as before,
when [ tried to summon amore vivid memory of her blood-spattered face,

it grew not clearer in my mind but fuzzier.

We're screwing it up, Chri's. . . bigger than we've ever screwed up
before. . . and already therésnoway . . . to undo what's been

done.

The tacos-packed with shredded chicken, lettuce, cheese, and salsa-were
delicious. We sat at the kitchen table to eat, instead of leaning over

the snk, and we washed down the food with beer.

Although Sasha had fed him earlier, Orson cadged afew bits of chicken,

but he couldn't charm meinto giving him another Heineken.

Bobby had turned on the radio, and it was tuned to Sasha's show, which
had just come on the air. Midnight had arrived. She didn't mention me
or introduce the song with a dedication, but she played "Heart Shaped

World" by Chrislsagk, because it's afavorite of mine.

Enormoudy condensing the events of the evening, | told Bobby about the
incident in the hospita garage, the scenein Kirk's crematorium, and
the platoon of faceless men who pursued me through the hills behind the

funerd home.

Throughout dl of this, he only said, "Tabasco?"



"What?'

"To hotten up the salsa.”

"No," | said. "Thisiskiller just theway itis”

He got a bottle of Tabasco sauce from the refrigerator and sprinkled it

into his haf-eaten firgt taco.

Now Sashawas playing "Two Hearts' by Chris|sask.

For awhile | repeatedly glanced through the window beside the table,

wondering whether anyone outsde waswatching us. At first | didn't

think Bobby shared my concern, but then | realized that from timeto

time, he glanced intently, though with seeming casualness, at the

blackness out there.

"Lower theblind?" | suggested.

"No. They might think | cared.”

We were pretending not to be intimidated.

"Who arethey?'



Hewasdglent, but | outwaited him, and at last he said, "I'm not

ure”

That wasn't an honest answer, but | relented.

When | continued my story, rather than risk Bobby's scorn, | didn't
mention the cat that led me to the culvert in the hills, but |

described the skull collection arranged on the final two steps of the
Spillway. 1 told him about Chief Stevenson talking to the bald guy

with the earring and about finding the pistol on my bed.

"Bitchin' gun," he said, admiring the Glock.

"Dad opted for laser Sghting.”

Sometimes Bobby is as self-possessed as arock, so cam that Y ou have
to wonder if heisactudly ligeningto You. Asaboy, he was
occasiondly likethis, but the older he has gotten, the more that this
uncanny composure has settled over him. | had just brought him
astonishing news of bizarre adventures, and hereacted asif he were

listening to basketbd |l scores.

Glancing at the darkness beyond the window, | wondered if anyone out



there had mein agun sght, maybein the cross hairs of anight

Scope.

Then | figured that if they had meant to shoot us, they would have cut

us down when we were out in the dunes.

| told Bobby everything that had happened at Angela Ferryman's house.

He grimaced. "Apricot brandy."

"I didn't drink much."

Hesad, "Two glasses of that crap, You'll betaking to the sedls,”

which was surfer lingo for vomiting.

By thetime | had told him about Jesse Pinn terrorizing Father Tom at

the church, we had gone through three tacos each. He built another

pair and brought them to the table.

Sashawas playing "Graduation Day."

Bobby said, "It'saregular Chris Isaak festiva."

"She'splayingit for me"



"Yeah, | didn't figure Chris|sagk was at the Sation holding agun to

her head."

Neither of us said anything more until we finished thefina round of

tacos.

When at last Bobby asked a question, the only thing he wanted to know

about was something that Angelahad said: "So shetold You it wasa

monkey and it wasn't."

"Her exact words, as| recall, were'lt appeared to be amonkey. And

it wasamonkey. Was and wasn't. And that's what was wrong with it."

"She seem totally zipped up to You?"

"Shewasin distress, scared, way scared, but she wasn't kooked out.

Besides, somebody killed her to shut her up, so there must have been

something to what she said.”

He nodded and drank some beer.

Hewasslent for solong that | finaly said, "Now what?'

"Y ou're asking me?"

"I wasn't talking to the dog,” | said.



"Dropit,” hesad.

"What?

"Forget about it, get on with life.”

"I knew You'd say that," | admitted.

"Then why ask me?'

"Bobby, maybe my mom's deeth wasn't an accident.”

"Sounds like more than a maybe.”

"And maybe there was more to my dad's cancer than just cancer.”

"So Y ou're gonna hit the vengeance trail ?"

"These people can't get away with murder.”

"Sure they can. People get away with murder dl thetime.”

"Well, they shouldn't.”



"I didn't say they should. | only said they do.”

"Y ou know, Baobby, maybe lifeisn't just surf, sex, food, and beer.”

"l never said it was. | only said it should be."

"Well," | said, studying the darkness beyond the window, "I'm not

hairing out."

Bobby sighed and leaned back in hischair. "If Y ou'rewaiting to catch
awave, and conditions are epic, really big smokers honing up the

coast, and dong comes a set of twenty-footers, and they're pushing
your limit but Y ou know Y ou can stretch to handle them, yet You Sitin
the lineup, just being a buoy through the whole set, then Y ou're

haring out. But say, ingtead, what comesaong al of asuddenisa

long st of thirty-footers, massive pumping mackers, that are going to
totally prosecute Y ou, that are going to blast Y ou off the board and
hold Y ou down and make Y ou suck kelp and pray to Jesus. If your choice
Isto be snuffed or be abuoy, then Y ou're not hairing out if Y ou St

in the lineup and soak through the whole s&t. Y ou're exhibiting mature
judgment. Even atotd surf rebel needsalittle of that. Andthe

dude who tries the wave even though he knows he's going over thefalls,

knows he's going to be totally quashed-well, he's an asshole.”

| was touched by the length of his speech, because it meant that he was

deeply worried about me.



"S0," | said, "You're cdling me an asshole.”

"Not yet. Depends on what Y ou do about this."

"So I'm an asshole waiting to happen.”

Let'sjust say that your asshole potentia is off the Richter.”

| shook my head. "Well, from where| sit, thisdoesn't ook likea

thirty-footer.”

"Maybe aforty."

"It lookslike atwenty max."

Herolled hiseyesupinto hishead, asif to say that the only place

he was going to see any common sense was inside his own skull. "From

what Angelasaid, thisall goes back to some project at Fort Wyvem.”

"She went upstairs to get something she wanted to show me some sort of

proof, | guess, something her husband must have squirreled away.

Whatever it was, it was destroyed in thefire."



"Fort Wyvern. The Army. Themilitary." giso?"

"We're talking about the government here," Bobby said. "Bro' the

government isn't even athirty-footer. It'sahundred. It'sa

tsunami.”

"ThisisAmerica"

"It used to be."

"l have aduty here."

"Whet duty?"

"A mord duty."

Beetling his brow, pinching the bridge of his nose with thumb and

forefinger, asthough listening to me had given him aheadache, he

sad, "l guessif Y ou turn on the evening news and hear theré's acomet

going to destroy the earth, Y ou pull on your tights and cape and fly

into outer space to deflect that sucker toward the other end of the

gelaxy.”

"Unlessthe capeisat thedry cleaner.”

"Asshole”



"Asshole”

"Look here," Bobby said. "Datacoming down right now. Thisisfroma
British government wesether satellite. Processit, and Y ou can measure
the height of any wave, anywhere in the world, to within afew

cantimeters”

He had not turned on any lightsin his office. The oversize video
displays at the various computer workstations provided enough
illumination for him and more than enough for me. Colorful bar graphs,
maps, enhanced satellite photos, and flow charts of dynamic weather

dtuations moved on the screens.

| have not embraced the computer age and never will. With UV-proof
sunglasses, | can't easily read what's on avideo display, and | can't
risk spending hoursin front of even afiltered screen with dl those

UV rays pumping out a me. They are low-level emissonsto Y ou, but
considering cumulative damage, afew hours at acomputer would be a
lightstormto me. | do my writing by hand in legd tablets: the
occasiond article, the best-selling book that resulted in thelong

Time magazine article about me and XP.

This computer-packed room is the heart of Surfcast, Bobby's

surf-forecasting service, which provides daily predictions by fax to



subscribers al over the world, maintains a Web site, and has a900
number for surf information. Four employeeswork out of officesin
Moonlight Bay, networked with thisroom, but Bobby himsdlf doesthe

find dataandysisand surf predictions.

Along the shores of the world's oceans, gpproximately six million
surfersregularly ride the waves, and about five and ahdf million of
these are content with waves that have faces-measured from through to
crest-of six or eight feet. Ocean swells hide their power below the
surface, extending down as much as one thousand feet, and they are not
waves until they shoa up and bresk to the shore; consequently, there
was no way, until the late 1980s, to -foot humpers predict with any
reliability even where and when six could be found. Surf junkies could
spend days at the beach, waiting through surf that was mushy or soft or
even flat, while afew hundred miles up or down the coast, plunging
breakers were macking to shore, corduroy to the horizon. A sgnificant
percentage of those five and ahaf million boardheads would rather pay
Bobby afew bucksto learn where the action will or won't be than rely

grictly on the goodwill of Kahuna, the god of dl surf.

A few bucks. The 900 number aone draws eight hundred thousand cals
each year, at two dollars apop. Ironicaly, Bobby the dacker and

surf rebel has probably become the wedl thiest person in Moonlight
Bay-dthough no oneredizes this and dthough he ives away most of

it.



"Here," he sad, dropping into achair in front of one of the

computers.

"Before Y ou rush off to save the world and get your brains blown out,
think about this"" As Orson cocked his head to watch the screen, Bobby

hammered the keyboard, caling up new data.

Mogt of the remaining half million of those sx million surfersst out
waves above, say, fifteen feet, and probably fewer than ten thousand
can ride twenty-footers, but athough these more avesomely skilled and
ballsy types are fewer in number, ahigher percentage of them want
Bobby's forecasts. They liveand diefor theride; to missasession

of epic mongers, epecidly in their nelghborhood, would be nothing

less than Shakespearean tragedy with sand.

"Sunday," Bobby said, still tapping the keyboard.

“This Sunday?

"Two nightsfrom now, Y oull want to be here. Rather than be dead, |

mean.

"Big surf coming?'

"It's gonna be sacred.”



Perhaps three hundred or four hundred surfers on the planet have the
experience, talent, and c(jones to mount waves above twenty feet, and a
handful of them pay Bobby well to track truly giant surf, even though
itistreacherousand likely to kill them. A few of these maniacsare
wedlthy men who will fly anywherein the world to challenge sorm
waves, thirty- and even forty-foot belie moths, into which they are
frequently towed by ahelper on ajet Ski, because catching such huge
monoalithsin the usua fashionisssble. Worldwide, Y ou can find well
difficult and often impo formed, ride-worthy wavesthirty feet and

higher no more than and often they come to shore in exatic places.

thirty days ayear, Using maps, satellite photos, and weather datafrom
numerous sources, Bobby can provide two- or three-day warnings, and his
predictions are so trustworthy that these most demanding of al clients

have never complained.

"There"" Bobby pointed to awave profile on the computer. Orson took
acloser look at the screen as Bobby said, "Moonlight Bay, point-break
aurf. It'sgoing to be classic Sunday afternoon, evening, al theway

until Monday dawn-fully pumping mackers."

| blinked at the video display. "Am | seeing twelve-footers?’

"Ten to twelvefet, with apossibility of some setsashigh as

fourteen. They're hitting Hawaii soon . . . then us"



"Thetll belive"

"Entirdly live. Coming off abig, dow-moving scorm north of Tahiti.

There's going to be an offshore wind, too, so these mongters are going

to give You moredry, insanely hollow barrelsthan Y ou've seen in your

dreams.”

"Coal."

Heswiveed in hischair to look up a me. "So what do Y ou want to

ride-the Sunday-night surf rolling out of Tahiti or the tsunami

pipdineof death rolling out of Wyvern?'

"Both."

"Kamikaze," he said scornfully.

"Duck," | called him, with asmile-which isthe same as saying buoy,

meaning one who Sitsin the lineup and never hasthe gutsto tekea

wave.

Orson turned his head from one of usto the other, back and forth, as

if watching atennis match.



"Geek," Bobby said.

"Decoy," | said, which isthe same as saying duck.

"Asshole" hesaid, which hasidentical definitionsin surfer lingo and

sandard English.

"| takeit Y ou're not with me on this."

Getting up from the chair, he said, "Y ou can't go to the cops.

Y ou can't go to the FBI. They'redl paid by the other sde. What can

Y ou possibly hope to learn about some way-secret project at Wyvern?”

"I've dready uncovered alittle.”

"Y eah, and the next thing Y ou learnisthe thing that'll get You

killed.

Listen, Chris, Y ou aren't Sherlock Holmes or James Bond.

At best, You're Nancy Drew."

"Nancy Drew had an unredl rate of case closure,” | reminded him. "She

nailed one hundred percent of the bastards she went after. 1'd be



honored to be considered the equa of akick-ass crimefighter like Ms.

Nancy Drew."

"Kamikaze."

"Duck.

"Geek.

"Decoy.

Laughing softly, shaking his head, scratching his beard stubble, Bobby

sad, "You makemesck."

"Likewis2"

The telephone rang, and Bobby answered it. "Hey, gorgeous, | totaly
get off on the new format-al Chrislsaak, dl thetime. Play 'Dancin”

for me, okay?' He passed the handset to me. "It'sfor Y ou, Nancy."

| like Sasha's disc-jockey voice. It'sonly subtly different from her
real-world voice, marginaly deeper and softer and silkier, but the
effect isprofound. When | hear Sashathe degay, | want to curl upin
bed with her. | want to curl up in bed with her anyway, as often as

possible, but when sheé'susing her radio voice, | want to curl upin



bed with her urgently. The voice comes over her from the moment she
entersthe studio, and it'swith her even when sheis off-mike, until

she leaves work.

"Thistune endsin about a minute, I've got to do some patter between

cuts" shetold me, "so I'll be quick. Somebody came around here at

the sation alittle while ago, trying to get in touch with Y ou. Says

it'slifeor desth."

"NA/ho?'

"| can't use the name on the phone. Promised | wouldn't.

When | said Y ou were probably at Bobby's . . . this person didn't want

to cal You there or comethereto see You."

“Why?

"l don't know why exactly. But . . . this person wasredly nervous,

Chris. 'l have been one acquainted with the night.” Do Y ou know who |

mean?'

| have been one acquainted with the night.

It was aline from apoem by Robert Frost.



My dad had ingtilled in me his passion for poetry. | had infected

Sasha

"Yes" | sad. "I think | know who Y ou mean.”

"Wantsto see Y ou as soon as possible. Saysit'slife or death.

What's going on, Chris?’

"Big surf coming in Sunday afternoon,” | said.

"That's not what | mean."

"I know. Tdl Youtheres later.”

"Bigsurf. Can| handleit?'

"Tweve-footers."

"] think I'll just Gidget-out and beach party.”

"Loveyour voice" | sad.

"Smooth asthe bay."



She hung up, and so did I.

Although he had only heard my haf of the conversation, Bobby relied on

his uncanny intuition to figure out the tone and intent of Sashas

cdl.

"What're' Y ou walking into?"

"Just Nancy stuff,” | said. "Y ou wouldn't beinterested.”

AsBobby and | led atill-uneasy Orson onto the front porch, the radio

in the kitchen began to swing with "Dancin' " by Chris | saak.

"Sashais an awesome woman," Bobby said.

‘Unred," | agreed.

"Y ou can't be with her if You're dead. She'snot that kinky."

"Point taken."

"Y ou have your sunglasses?'

| patted my shirt pocket. "Yesh."

"Did Y ou use some of my sunscreen?’



"Yes, Mother."

"Geek." | said, "I've been thinking.

"It's about time Y ou started.”

I've been working on the new book."

"Findly got your lazy assin gear.”

"It's about friendship.”

"Amlinit?’

"Amazingly, yes"

"Y ou're not usng my red name, are Y ou?"'

"I'mcaling Youlgor. Thethingis. .. I'm afraid readers might

not relate to what | have to say, because You and I-al my friends-we

live such different lives.

Stopping at the head of the porch steps, regarding me with his patented

look of scorn, Bobby said, "1 thought Y ou had to be smart to write



books."

"It'snot afederd law."

"Ohbvioudy not. Eventheliterary equivaent of agyrospaz ought to

know that every last one of usleads adifferent life.”

"Y egh? MariaCortez leads adifferent life?"

MariaisManud Ramirez's younger sSster, twenty-eight like Bobby and

me. Sheisabeautician, and her husband works as acar mechanic.

They have two children, one cat, and asmall tract house with abig

mortgage.

Bobby said, "She doesn't live her life in the beauty shop, doing
someone's hair-or in her house, vacuuming the carpet. Shelivesher

life between her ears. Therésaworld insde her skull, and probably

way stranger and more bitchin' than You or I, with our shallow brain
pans, canimagine. Six billion of uswalking the planet, Sx billion

smaller worlds on the bigger one. Shoe salesmen and short-order cooks
who look boring from the outside-some have weirder livesthan You. Sx
billion stories, every one an epic, full of tragedy and triumph, good

and evil, despair and hope. Y ou and me-we aren't o specidl, bro."

| was briefly speechless. Then | fingered the deave of his



parrot-and-palm-frond shirt and said, "I didn't realize Y ou were such a

philosopher.”

He shrugged. "That little gem of wisdom? Hell, that was just

something | got in afortune cookie."

"Must've been a big honker of acookie."

"Hey, it was ahuge monolith, dude," he said, giving meady smile.

The great wal of moonlit fog loomed haf amile from the shore, no

closer or farther away than it had been earlier. Thenight ar wasas

dill asthat in the cold-holding room a Mercy Hospital.

Aswe descended the porch steps, no one shot at us. No one issued that

loonlike cry, ether.

They were till out there, however, hiding in the dunes or below the

crest of the dopethat fell to the beach. | could fed their

attention like the dangerous energy pending releasein the coils of a

motionless, strike-poised rattlesnake.

Although Bobby had |ft his shotgun insde, hewasvigilant.

Surveying the night as he accompanied meto my bike, he began to reved



moreinterest in my story than he had admitted earlier: "This monkey

Angelamentioned "What about it?"

"What wasit like?"

"Monkeylike"

"Like achimpanzee, an orangutan, or what?"

Gripping the handlebars of my bicycle and turning it around to walk it

through the soft sand, | said, "It was arhesus monkey.

Didn't | say?'

"How big?'

"She said two feet high, maybe twenty-five pounds.”

Gazing acrossthe dunes, he said, "1've seen acouple mysdf.”

Surprised, leaning the bike againgt the porch railing again, | said,

"Rhesus monkeys? Out here?!

"Some kind of monkeys, about that size."

Thereis, of course, no species of monkey nativeto California



The only primatesin its woods and fields are human beings.

Bobby said, "Caught one looking in awindow at me one night.

Went outside, and it was gone.”

"When wasthis?"

"Maybe three months ago.”

Orson moved between us, asif for comfort.

| said, "Y ou've seen them since?'

"Six or seventimes. Alwayséa night. They're secretive. But they're

aso bolder lately. They travd in atroop.”

"“Troop?"'

"Wolvestravel inapack. Horsesin aherd. With monkeys, it'scalled

atroop."

"Y ou've been doing research. How come Y ou haven't told me about

this?'



Hewas slent, watching the dunes.

| was watching them, too. "Isthat what's out there now?"

"Mwmn

"How many in thistroop?"

"Don't know. Maybe six or eight. just aguess.”

"Y ou bought ashotgun. Y ou think they're dangerous?'

"Mwmn

"Have Y ou reported them to anyone? Like animd control ?*

"Why not?'

Instead of answering me, he hesitated and then said, "Pids driving me

nuts."

PiaKlick. Out therein Waimeafor amonth or two, going on three

years.



| didn't understand how Piarelated to Bobby's failure to report the
monkeys to animal-control officers, but | sensed that he would make the

connection for me.

" She says she's discovered that she'sthe reincarnation of KahaHuna,"

Bobby said.

KahaHunaisthe mythical Hawalian goddess of surfing, who was never

actualy incarnate in the first place and, therefore, incapable of

being re,

Congdering that Plawas not a kamaaina, anative of Hawaii, but a haok

who had been born in Oskaloosa, Kansas, and raised there until she left

home a seventeen, she seemed an unlikely candidateto bea

mythologica uber wahine,

| said, "Shelacks some credentids.”

"She's dead-solid serious about this.”

"Well, she'sway pretty enough to be Kaha Huna. Or any other goddess,

for that matter."

Standing beside Bobby, | couldn't see his eyestoo well, but hisface



was bleak. | had never seen him bleak before. | hadn't even redized

that bleakness was an option for him.

Bobby said, " She'strying to decide whether being Kaha Hunarequires

her to be cdibate."

"Ouch."

" She thinks she probably shouldn't ever live with an ordinary dude,

meaning amorta man. Somehow that would be a blasphemous rejection of

her fate"

"Brutd," | said sympatheticdly.

"But it would be cool for her to shack up with the current

reincarnation of Kahuna."

Kahunaisthe mythical god of surfing. Heislargely acregtion of

modern surfers who extrapolate hislegend from the life of an ancient

Hawaiian witch doctor.

| said, "And Y ou aren't the reincarnation of Kahuna"

"I refuseto be"

From that response, | inferred that Plawas trying to convince him that



he was, indeed, the god of surfing.

With audible misery and confusion, Bobby said, " She's'so smart, so

talented.”

Piahad graduated summa cum laude from UCLA. She had paid her way

through school by painting portraits; now her hyperredist works sold

for impressive prices, as quickly as she cared to produce them.

"How can she be so smart and talented,” Bobby demanded, "and then .

this? " "Maybe Y ou are Kahuna," | said.

"Thisisn't funny,” he said, which was a striking statement, because to

one degree or another, everything was funny to Bobby.

In the moonlight, the dune grass drooped, no blade so much astrembling
inthe now windless night. The soft rhythm of the surf, risng from
the beach below, was like the murmured chanting of a distant, prayerful

crowd.

This Piabusiness-was fascinating, but understandably, | was more



interested in the monkeys.

"Theselast few years," Bobby said, "with thisNew Age stuff from Pia

.. wdll, sometimesit's okay, but sometimesit's like spending daysin

radical churly-churly.”

Churly-churly is badly churned-up surf heavy with sand and peagrave,

which smacks Y ou in thefacewhen Youwak into it.

Thisisnot apleasant surf condition.

Sometimes," Bobby said, "when | get off the phone with her, I'm so
messed up, missing her, wanting to bewith her . . . | could dmost
convince myself sheisKahaHuna She's so sincere. And she doesn't
rave on about it, Y ou know. It'sthisquiet thing with her, which

makesit even moredisturbing.”

"I didn't know Y ou got disturbed.”

"I didn't know it, either.” Sighing, scuffing at the sand with one

bare foot, he began to make the connection between Pia and the monkeys:
"When | saw the monkey at the window thefirst time, it was cool, made
melaugh. | figured it was someone's pet that got loose. . . but the

second time | saw more than one. And it was asweird asdl thisKaha



Huna shit, because they weren't behaving at dl like monkeys."

"What do Y ou mean?"

"Monkeysare playful, goofing around. Theseguys. . . they weren't

playful. Purposeful, solemn, creepy little geeks. Watching meand

studying the house, not out of curiosity but with some agenda.”

What agenda?”’

Bobby shrugged. "They were so strange.........

Words seemed to fail him, so | borrowed onefrom H. P.

Lovecraft, for whose stories we'd had such enthusiasm when wewere

thirteen; "Eldritch.”

"Y egh. They were edritch to the max. | knew no one was going to

believeme. | dmost felt | was hdlucinating. | grabbed a camera but

couldn't get apicture. Y ou know why?'

"Thumb over thelens?

"They didn't want to be photographed. First Sght of the camera, they

ran for cover, and they'reinsandy fast." He glanced a me, reading



my reaction, then looked to the dunes again. "They knew what the

camerawes."

| couldn't resist: "Hey, Y ou're not anthropoinorphizing them, are

You?

Y ou know-ascribing human attributes and attitudes to animals?'

Ignoring me, he said, "After that night, | didn't put the cameraaway
intheclost. | kept it on akitchen counter, close at hand. If they
showed up again, | figured | might get a sngpshot before they realized
what was happening. One night about six weeks ago, it was pumping
eight-footerswith agood offshore, barrel after barrel, so even though
it was way nippie out there, | put on my wet suit and spent a couple of
hourstotally tucked away. | didn't take the camera down to the beach

withme"

"Why not?"

"I hadn't seen the damn monkeysin aweek. | figured maybe I'd never
seethem again. Anyway, when | came back to the house, | stripped out

of the neoprene, went into the kitchen, and got a beer.

When | turned away from the fridge, there were monkeys at two windows,
hanging on the frames outside, looking in a me. So | reached for my

camera-and it was gone."



"Y ou misplaced it."

"No. It'sgonefor good. I l&ft the door unlocked when | went to the

beach that night. | don't leave it unlocked anymore."

"Y ou're telling me the monkeystook it?"

Hesaid, "The next day | bought adisposable camera. Put it onthe

counter by the oven again. That night | left the lights on, locked up,

and took my stick down to the beach.”

"Good surf?"

"Sow. But | wanted to give them achance. And they took it.

While | was gone, they broke a pane, unlocked the window, and stole the

disposable camera. Nothing dse. just the camera.”

Now | knew why the shotgun was kept in alocked broom closet.

This cottage on the horn, without neighbors, had aways appealed to me
asafineretreat. At night, when the surfers|eft, the A sky and the
seaformed a sphere in which the house stood like a dioramain one of

those glass paperweights that fills with whirling snow when Y ou shake



it, though instead of a blizzard there were deep peace and aglorious

solitude. Now, however, the nurturing solitude had become an unnerving

isolation. Rather than offering asense of peace, the night was thick

and 4l with expectetion.

"And they left meawarning," Bobby said.

| pictured athreatening note laborioudy printed in crude block

letters WATCH YOUR ASS. Signed, THE MONKEY S.

They weretoo clever to leave a paper trail, however, and even more

direct. Bobby said, "One of them crapped on my bed.”

"Oh, nice."

"They're secretive, like | said. 1've decided not evento try to

photograph them. If | managed to get aflash shot of them some night

.. | think they'd be way pissed.”

"You'reafraid of them. | didn't know Y ou got disturbed, and | didn't

know Y ou were ever afraid. I'mlearning alot about Y ou tonight,

bro."

Hedidn't admit to feding fear.



"Y ou bought the shotgun,” | pressed.

"Because | think it's good to chalenge them from time to time, good to
show thelittle bastards that I'm territorid, and thet thisis, by
God, my territory. But I'm not afraid, redly. They'rejust

monkeys."

", Amd then again-they're not."

Bobby said, "Some days | wonder if I've picked up some New Age virus
over the telephoneline from Pig, dl the way from Waimea-and now while
she's obsessed with being Kaha Huna, I'm obsessed with the monkeys of
the new millennium. | suspect that's what the tabloids would call

them, don't Y ou?"

"Themillennium monkeys. Hasaringtoit."

"That'swhy | haven't reported them. I'm not going to make mysdlf a
target of the press or anyone. I'm not going to be the geek who saw
Bigfoot or extraterrestriasin a gpaceship shaped like afour-dice
toaster. Lifewouldn't ever be the same for me after that, would

it?"

"You'd beafresk likeme."



“Exactly.”

MY awareness of being watched became moreintense. | dmost borrowed a

trick from Orson, amost growled low in my throat.

Thedog, still slanding between Bobby and me, remained alert and quiet,
his head raised and one ear pricked. He was no longer shaking, but he
was clearly respectful of whatever was observing usfrom the

surrounding night.

"Now that I'vetold Y ou about Angela, Y ou know the monkeys have

something to do with what was going on out at Fort Wyvern,” | said.

"Thisisnt just atabloid fantasy anymore. Thisisred, thisis

totaly live, and we can do something about it."

"Still going on," hesad.

"What?'

"From what Angelatold Y ou, Wyvern's not entirely shut down.”

"But it was abandoned eighteen months ago. If there were il

personne staffing any operations at al out there, we'd know about

it.



Evenif they lived on base, they'd come into town to shop, togoto a

movie"

"You said Angdacdled this Armageddon. It'sthe end of the world,

shesad.”

Yeah. So?'

"So maybeif You're busily working on a project to destroy the world,

Y ou don't have time to come into town for amovie. Anyway, likel

sad, thisisatsunami, Chris. Thisisthe government. Thereésno

way to surf these waters and survive."

| gripped the handlebars of my bike and stood it upright again.

"In spite of these monkeys and what Y ou've seen, Y ou're going to just

lay back?"

He nodded. "If | stay codl, it's possible they'll eventually go

avay.

They're not here every night, anyway. Once or twice aweek.

If I waitthemout . .. | might get my life back likeit was."



"Y eah, but maybe Angelawasn't just smoking something.

Maybe there's no chance, ever again, that anything will be like it

W&,"

Then why put on your tightsand capeif it'salost cause?'

"To XP-Man," | said with mock solemnity, "there are no lost causes.,)

"Kamikaze."

"Duck."

"Geek.

"Decoy," | sad affectionately and walked the bicycle awvay from the

house, through the soft sand.

Orson let out athin whine of protest aswe left the comparative safety
of the cottage behind us, but he didn't try to hold back. He stayed

closeto me, sniffing the night air aswe headed inland.

Wed gone about thirty feet when Bobby, kicking up smal clouds of
sand, sprinted in front of us and blocked the way. "Y ou know what your

problemis?' | sad, "My choice of friends?"



"Y our problem is'Y ou want to make a mark on the world. Y ou want to

leave something behind that says, | was here.”

| don't care about that."

"Bullshit.”

"Watch your language. There'sadog present.”

"That'swhy Y ou write the articles, the books," he said. "To leavea

mark."

"I write because | enjoy writing."

"Y ou're dways bitching about it."

"Because it'sthe hardest thing I've ever done, but it'saso

rewarding.”

"Y ou know why it's so hard? Becauseit's unnaturd .”

"Maybe to people who can't read and write."

"We're not here to leave amark, bro. Monuments, legacies,

marks-that's where we dways go wrong. Were hereto revel inthe



world, to soak in the awesomeness of it, to enjoy theride.”

"Orson, look, it's Philosopher Bob again.”

"The world's maximum perfect asit is, beauty from horizon to

horizon.

Any mark any of ustriesto leave-hell, it'sonly greffiti.

Nothing can improve on the world we've been given. Any mark anyone

leavesis no better than vandadism.” | said, "The music of Mozart."

"Vanddism," Bobby sad.

“Theart of Michdangdo."

"Greffiti."

"Renair," | said.

"Greffiti."

Bach, the Beatles."

T "Aurd graffiti," hesad fiercdy.



As hefollowed our conversation, Orson was getting whiplash.

"Matisse, Beethoven, Wallace Stevens, Shakespeare."

"Vandds, hooligans™

"Dick Dde" | said, dropping the sacred name of the King of the Surf

Guitar, thefather of dl surf music.

Bobby blinked but sad, " Greffiti."

"Youareasck man."

"I'm the healthiest person Y ou know. Drop thisinsandy useless

crusade, Chris."

"I must redly be swimming in aschool of dackerswhen alittle

curiosity is seen asacrusade.”

"Livelife Soak it up. Enjoy. That'swhat Y ou're hereto do."

“I'm having funin my ownway," | assured him. "Don't worry-I'm just

asbig abum and jerk-off as You are.”

"Youwish."



When | tried to walk the bike around him, he sidestepped into my path

agan.

"Okay," hesaid resgnedly. "All right. But walk the bike with one

hand and keep the Glock in the other until Y ou're back on hard ground

and canride again. Thenridefast."

| patted my jacket pocket, which sagged with the weight of the

pistal.

Oneround fired accidentally at Angelas. Nineleft inthe magazine.

"But they'rejust monkeys," | said, echoing Bobby himsdf "And they're

Searching hisdark eyes, | said, "Y ou have something else that | should

know?"

He chewed on hislower lip. Findly: "Maybe | am Kahuna."

"That's not what Y ou were about to tell me.

"No, but it's not as fully nutball aswhat | was going to say.”

His gaze traveled over the dunes. "The leader of thetroop . . .



I've only glimpsed him at adistance, in the darkness, hardly more than

ashadow. He'sbigger thantherest.”

"How big?"

Hiseyesmet mine. "'l think he's a dude about my size."

Earlier, as| had stood on the porch waiting for Bobby to return from

his search of the beach scarp, | had glimpsed movement from the corner

of my eye: the fuzzy impression of aman loping through the duneswith

long fluid gtrides. When I'd swung around with the Glock, no one had

been there.

"A man?' | said. "Running with the millennium monkeys, leading the

troop? Our own Moonlight Bay Tarzan?'

"Wel, | hopeitsaman.”

And what's that supposed to mean?"

Breaking eye contact, Bobby shrugged. "I'm just saying there arent

only the monkeys I've seen. There's someone or something big out there

withthem."



| looked toward the lights of Moonlight Bay. "Fedlsliketheresa

clock ticking somewhere, abomb clock, and the whole town's Sitting on

explogves”

"That's my point, bro. Stay out of the blast zone."

Holding the bike with one hand, | drew the Glock from my jacket

pocket.

"As 'Y ou go about your perilous and foolish adventures, XPMan," Bobby

sad, "heré's something to keep in mind.”

"M ore boardhead wisdom."

"Whatever was going on out there at Wyvern-and might still be going

on-abig troop of scientists must have been involved.

Hugey educated dudes with foreheads higher than your whole face.

Government and military types, too, and lots of them. The dlite of the

sysem. Movers and shakers. Y ou know why they were part of this

beforeit al went wrong?'

"Billsto pay, familiesto support?"

"Every last one of them wanted to leave hismark." | said, "Thisisnt



about ambition. | just want to know why my mom and dad had to die.”

"Y our head's as hard as an oyster shell.”

"Y eah, but therésa pearl inade.”

"It'snot apearl,” he assured me. "It'safosslized seagulll

dropping.”

"Y ou've got away with words. Y ou should write abook.”

He squeezed out a sneer asthin asa shaving of lemon ped. "I'd

rather screw acactus.”

"That's pretty much what it'slike. But rewarding.”

"Thiswaveisgoing to put Y ou through the rinse cycle and then down

thedran."

"Maybe. Butitll beatotally cool ride. And aren't Y ou the one who

said were hereto enjoy the ride?!

Findly defested, he stepped out of my way, raised hisright hand, and

made the shaka sign.



| held the bike with my gun hand long enough to make the Star Trek

sgn.

In response, he gave methe finger.

With Orson at my side, | walked the bike eastward through the sand,

heading toward the rockier part of the peninsula. Before I'd gonefar,

| heard Bobby say something behind me, but | couldn't catch his

words.

| stopped, turned, and saw him heading back toward the cottage.

"What'd Y ou say?"

"Here comesthefog," he repeated.

Looking beyond him, | saw towering white masses descending out of the

west, an avalanche of churning vapor patinaed with moonlight. Like

some slently toppling wal of doom in adream.

The lights of town seemed to be a continent away.

By the time Orson and | walked out of the dunes and reached the

sandstone portion of the peninsula, thick clouds swaddled us. Thefog

bank was hundreds of feet degp, and though a pale dusting of moonlight

gfted through the migt al the way to the ground, we werein agray



murk more blinding than a starless, moonless night would have been.

Thelights of town were no longer vishble.

Thefog played trickswith sound. | could till hear the rough murmur
of breaking surf, but it seemed to come from al four Sides, asthough

| were on anidand instead of apeninsula.

| wasn't confident about being able to ride my bicyclein that cloying
gloom. Vighility continuoudy shifted between zero and amaximum of
sx feet. Although no trees or other obstacleslay aong the curved

horn, | could easily become disoriented and ride off the edge of the
beach scarp; the bike would pitch forward, and when the front tire
plowed into the soft sand of the dope below the scarp, | would cometo
asudden hdt and take a header off the bike to the beach, possibly

bresking alimb or even my neck.

Besides, to build speed and to keep my balance, | would have to steer

the bike with two hands, which meant pocketing the pistol.

After my conversation with Bobby, | wasloath to let go of the Glock.

In the fog, something could close to within afew feet of me beforel

became aware of it, which wouldn't Ieave me time enough to tear the gun

out of my jacket pocket and get off ashot.



| walked at ardatively brisk pace, wheding the bicycle with my left
hand, pretending | was carefree and confident, and Orson trotted
dightly ahead of me. The dog waswary, no good at whigtling in the
graveyard ether literdly or figuratively. He turned his head

ceasdlesdy from sideto side.

The click of thewhed bearings and thetick of the drive chain
betrayed my postion. There was no way to quiet the bicycle short of
picking it up and carrying it, which | could do with one arm but only

for short distances.

The noise might not matter, anyway. The monkeys probably had acute
anima sensesthat detected the most meager stimuli; in fact, they were

no doubt able to track me by scent.

Orson would be able to smell them, too. In thisnebulousnight, his
black form was barely visble, and | couldn't seeif his hackleswere

raised, which would be a sure sign that the monkeys were nearby.

As| waked, | wondered what it was about these creatures that made

them different from an ordinary rhesus.

In appearance, a least, the beast in Angelas kitchen had been a
typica example of its species, eveniif it had been at the upper end of

the sizerangefor arhesus. Sheld said only that it had "awful dark



yelow eyes" but asfar as| knew, that was well within the spectrum
of eye colorsfor thisgroup of primates. Bobby hadn't mentioned
anything strange about the troop that was bedeviling him, other than
their peculiar behavior and the unusua size of their shadowy |eader:
no misshapen craniums, no third eyesin their foreheads, no boltsin
their necksto indicate that they had been stitched and stapled
together in the secret laboratory of Dr. Victor Frankenstein's
megalomaniacal great-greet-great-great-granddaughter, Heather

Frankenstein.

The project leaders at Fort Wyvern had been worried that the monkey in

Angelas kitchen had either scratched or bitten her.

Congdering the scientigts fear, it waslogical to infer that the

beast had carried an infectious disease transmitted by blood, sdiva,

or other bodily fluids. Thisinference was supported by the physica
examination to which she'd been subjected. For four years, they had

a so taken monthly blood samples from her, which meant that the disease

had a potentialy long incubation period.

Biologicd warfare. Theleaders of every country on Earth denied
making preparations for such ahateful conflict. Evoking the name of
God, warning of the judgment of history, they solemnly signed fat
treaties guaranteeing never to engage in this monstrous research and

development.



Meanwhile, each nation was busily brewing anthrax cocktails, packaging
bubonic-plague aerosols, and engineering such a splendiferous
collection of exatic new viruses and bacteriathat no line at any
unemployment office anywhere on the planet would ever containasingle

out-of-work mad scientist.

Neverthdess, | couldn't understand why they would have forcibly
subjected Angelato sterilization. No doubt certain diseases increase

the chances that oné's offspring will suffer birth defects.

judging by what Angela had told me, however, | didn't think that the
people at Wyvern sterilized her out of a concern either for her or for
any children that she might concelve. They appeared to have been

motivated not by compassion but by fear swollen nearly to panic.

| had asked Angdlaif the monkey was carrying adisease. She had as

much asdenied it; | wish it were adisease. Wouldn't that be nice?

Maybe I'd be cured by now. Or dead. Dead would be better than what's

coming.

But if not adisease, what?

Suddenly the loonlike cry that we had heard earlier now pierced the

night and fog again, jolting me out of my ruminations.



Orson twitched to afull stop. | hated, too, and the click-tick of

thebicyclefdl slent.

The cry seemed to issue from the west and south, and after only abrief
moment, an answering cal came, asbest | could tell, from the north

and east. We were being stalked.

Because sound travel ed so deceptively through the mist, | was not able

to judge how far from usthe criesarose. | would have bet onelung

that they were close.

The rhythmic, heartlike pulse of the surf throbbed through the night.

| wondered which Chrissaak song Sashawas spinning acrossthe

arwaves a that moment.

Orson began to move again, and so did |, alittle faster than before.

We had nothing to gain by hesitating. We wouldn't be safe until we

were off the londly peninsulaand back in town-and perhaps not even

then.

When we had gone no more than thirty or forty feet, that eerie ululant

cry rose agan. It was answered, as before.



Thistime we kept moving.

My heart wasracing, and it didn't dow when | reminded mysdlf that
these were only monkeys. Not predators. Eaters of fruits, berries,

nuts. Members of a peaceable kingdom.

Suddenly, perversdly, Angelas dead face flashed onto my memory

screen.

| redized what | had misinterpreted, in my shock and anguish, when I'd
firgt found her body. Her throat appeared to have been dashed
repeatedly with a half-sharp knife, because the wound was ragged. In
fact, it hadn't been dashed: It had been bitten, torn, chewed. |

could see the terrible wound more clearly now than I'd been willing to

see it when standing on the threshold of the bathroom.

Furthermore, | half recdlled other marks on her, wounds that 1'd not

had the somach to consder at thetime. Livid bite markson her

hands.

Perhaps even one on her face.

Monkeys. But not ordinary monkeys.

Thekillers actionsin Angdas house-the busness with the dolls, the



game of hide-and-seek-had seemed like the play of demented children.

More than one of these monkeys must have been in those rooms: smdll
enough to hide in places where aman could not have been concealed, so

inhumanly quick asto have seemed like ghodts.

Anather cry arose in the murk and was answered by alow hooting from

two other locations.

Orson and | kept moving briskly, but | resisted the urge to bolt.

If I brokeinto arun, my haste might be interpreted-and rightly asa
sign of fear. To apredator, fear indicates weakness. If they

perceived any weakness, they might attack.

I had the Glock, on which my grip was so tight that the weapon seemed
to bewelded to my hand. But | didn't know how many of these creatures
might be in thistroop: perhaps only three or four, perhaps ten, maybe
even more. Congdering that | had never fired agun before-except

once, earlier thisevening, entirely by accident-1 was not going to be

ableto cut down al of these beasts before they overwhelmed me.

Although I didn't want to give my fevered imagination such dark
materia with which to work, | couldn't help wondering what arhesus

monkey's teeth were like. All blunt bicuspids? No. Even



herbivores-assuming that the rhesus was indeed herbivorousneeded to
tear at the ped of afruit, at husks, at shells. They were sureto

have incisors, maybe even pointy eyeteeth, as did human beings.

Although these particular specimens might have stalked Angdla, the
rhesusitself hadn't evolved as a predator; therefore, they wouldn't be
equipped with fangs. Certain gpes had fangs, though. Baboons had
enormous, wicked teeth. Anyway, the biting power of the rhesuswas
moot, because regardless of the nature of their dental armaments, these
particular specimens had been well enough equipped to kill Angela

Ferryman savagely and quickly.

At firgt | heard or sensed, rather than saw, movement in the fog afew
feet tomy right. Then | glimpsed adark, undefined shape closeto the

ground, coming a me swiftly and slently.

| twisted toward the movement. The creature brushed against my leg and

vanished into thefog before| could seeit clearly.

Orson growled but with restraint, as though to warn off something
without quite chalenging it to fight. He wasfacing the billowy wall

of gray mist that scudded through the darkness on the other side of the
bicycle, and | suspected that with light | would see not merely that

his hackles were raised but that every hair on his back was standing

diffly onend.



| was looking low, toward the ground, half expecting to seethe
shining, dark-yellow gaze of which Angelahad spoken. The shape that

suddenly loomed in thefog was, instead, nearly asbig as| am.

Maybe bigger. Shadowy, amorphous, like aswooping angd of death
hovering in adream, it was more suggestion than substance, fearsome
precisely because it remained mysterious. No baleful yellow eyes. No
clear features. No distinct form. Man or ape, or neither: the leader

of the troop, there and gone.

Orson and | had cometo ahdt again.

| turned my head dowly to survey the streaming murk around us, intent
on picking up any helpful sound. But the troop moved as slently as

thefog.

| felt asthough | were adiver far beneath the sea, trapped in
blinding currents rich with plankton and algae, having glimpsed a
circling shark, waiting for it to regppear out of the gloom and bite me
in half Something brushed againgt the back of my legs, plucked & my
jeans, and it wasn't Orson because it made awicked hissing sound. |
kicked at it but didn't connect, and it vanished into the mist before |

could get alook at it.

Orson yelped in surprise, as though held had an encounter of hisown.



"Here, boy," | said urgently, and he came a onceto my side.

| et go of the bicycle, which clattered to the sand. Gripping the
pistal in both hands, | beganto turnin afull circle, searching for

somethin to shoot at.

Shrill, angry chattering arose. These seemed recognizably to be the

voices of monkeys. At least haf adozen of them.

If | killed one, the othersmight fleein fear. Or they might react as
the tangerine-eating monkey had reacted to the broom that Angelahad

brandished in her kitchen: with furious aggressiveness.

In any event, vishility wasvirtudly zero, and | couldn't seetheir
eyeshine or their shadows, 0 | dared not waste ammunition by firing

blindly into thefog. When the Glock was empty, | would be easy

prey.

Asone, the chattering voicesfdl slent.

The dense, ceaselessly seething clouds now damped even the sound of the

aurf. | could hear Orson's panting and my own toorapid breathing,

nothing dse.

The great black form of the troop leader swelled again through the



vaporous gray shrouds. It swooped asif it were winged, dthough this

gppearance of flight was surdly illusory.

Orson snarled, and | juked back, triggering the laser-sighting

mechanism. A red dot rippled across the morphing face of the fog.

The troop leader, no more defined than aflegting shadow on a
frost-crusted window, was swallowed entirely by the mist before| could

pin the laser to itsmercurid shape.

| recalled the collection of skulls on the concrete sairs of the

Spillway in the sorm culvert. Maybe the collector wasn't some teenage
sociopath in practice for hisadult career. Maybe the skullswere

trophies that had been gathered and arranged by the monkeys-whichwasa

peculiar and disturbing notion.

An even more disturbing thought occurred to me: Maybe my skull and
Orson's-stripped of al flesh, hollow-eyed and gleaming-would be added

to the display.

Orson howled as a screeching monkey burst through the vells of mist and
leaped onto his back. The dog twisted his head, snapping histeeth,
trying to bite his unwanted rider, Smultaneoudly trying to thrash it

off.



We were s0 close that even in the meager light and churning migt, |
could seethe yellow eyes. Radiant, cold, and fierce. Glaring up a
me. | couldn't squeeze off a shot at the attacker without hitting

Orson.

The monkey had hardly landed on Orson's back when it sprang off the

dog.

It dammed hard into me, twenty-five pounds of wiry muscle and bone,
staggering me backward, clambering up my chest, using my leather jacket
for purchase, and in the chaos | was unable to shoot without a high

risk of wounding mysdf For an instant, we were face-to-face, eyeto

murderous eye.

The creaturé's teeth were bared, and it was hissing ferocioudy, iv
breath pungent and repuls e. It was amonkey yet not amonkey, and the

profoundly dien qudity of itsbold stare wasterrifying.

It snatched my cap off my head, and | swatted at it with the barrel of

the Glock. Clutching the hat, the monkey dropped to the ground. |

kicked, and the kick connected, knocking the cap out of its hand.

Squedling, the rhesus tumbled-scampered into the fog, out of sight.

Orson started after the beast, barking, all hisfear forgotten.



When | called him back, he did not obey.

Then the larger form of the troop leader appeared again, more
fleetingly than before, a sinuous shape billowing like aflung cape,
gone dmost as soon asit appeared but lingering long enough to make
Orson reconsider the wisdom of pursuing the rhesus that had tried to

stedl my cap.

Orson, " | said explosively asthe dog whined and backed away from the

chase.

| snatched the cap off the ground but didn't return it to my head.

Instead, | folded it and jammed it into an inside pocket of my

jacket.

Shakily, | assured mysdlf that | was okay, that | hadn't been bitten.

If I'd been scratched, | didn't fed the sting of it, not on my hands
or face. No, | hadn't been scratched. Thank God. If the monkey was
carrying an infectious disease communicable only by contact with bodily

fluids, | couldn't have caught it.

On the other hand, 1'd smdlled its fetid breath when we were

face-to-face, breathed the very air that it exhaled. If thiswasan



arborne contagion, | was already in possession of aone-way ticket to

the cold-holding room.

In response to atinny clatter behind me, | swung around and discovered
that my falen bicycle was being dragged into the fog by something |
couldn't see. FHat onits side, combing sand with its spokes, the rear
whed wasthe only part of the bike till in sight, and it amost
disappeared into the murk before | reached down with one hand and

grabbed it.

The hidden bicyclethief and | engaged in abrief tug of war, which |
handily won, suggesting that | was pitted against one or two rhesus
monkeys and not againgt the much larger troop leader. | stood the bike
on itswhedls, leaned it against my body to keep it upright, and once

more raised the Glock.

Orson returned to my side.

Nervoudy, herelieved himsdf again, shedding the last of hisbeer. |

was half surprised that | hadn't wet my pants.

For awhile | gasped noisily for bresth, shaking so badly that even a

two-hand grip on the pistal couldn't keep it from jigging up and

down.

Gradudly | grew calmer. My heart worked less diligently to crack my



ribs.

Like the hulls of ghost ships, gray wallsof mist sailed past, an
infiniteflotilla, towing behind them an unnaturd Hiliness. No
chittering. No squeals or shrieks. No loonlike cries. No sigh of

wind or sough of surf. | felt dmost asthough, without redizing it,

| had been killed in the recent confrontation, as though | now stood in
achilly antechamber outside the corridor of life, waiting for adoor

to open into Judgment.

Finally it became apparent that the gameswere over for awhile.

Holding the Glock with only one hand, | began to wak the bicycle east

aong the horn. Orson padded at my side.

| was sure that the troop was till monitoring us, though from a

greater distance than before. | saw no stalking shapesin thefog, but

they were out there, dl right.

Monkeys. But not monkeys. Apparently escaped from alaboratory at

Wyvem.

The end of theworld, Angelahad said.

Not by fire.



Not by ice.

Something worse.

Monkeys. The end of the world by monkeys.

Apocaypse with primates.

Armageddon. The end, finding, omega, doomsday, close the door and turn

out thelightsforever.

Thiswastotdly, fully, way crazy. Every timel tried to get my mind
around the facts and pull them into someintelligible order, | wiped
out big time, got radicaly clamshelled by ahuge wave of

imponderables.

Bobby's attitude, his relentless determination to distance himsdf from
theinsoluble troubles of the modern world and be a champion dacker,
had aways struck me as alegitimate lifestyle choice. Now it seemed

to be not merely legitimate but reasoned, logica, and wise.

Because | was not expected to survive to adulthood, my parentsraised
meto play, to have fun, to indulge my sense of wonder, to live as much
as possible without worry and without fear, to livein the moment with

little concern for the future: in short, to trust in God and to bdieve



that I, like everyone, am herefor a purpose; to be as grateful for my
limitations as for my talents and blessings, because both are part of a
design beyond my comprehension. They recognized the need for meto
learn self-discipline, of course, and respect for others. But, in

fact, those things come naturaly when Y ou truly believe thet your life
hasaspiritual dimension and that Y ou are acarefully designed element
inthe mysterious mosaic of life. Although there had appeared to be
little chance that | would outlive both parents, Mom and Dad prepared
for thiseventudity when | wasfirst diagnosed: They purchased alarge
second-to-die life-insurance policy, which would now provide handsomely
for meevenif | never earned another cent from my books and

aticles.

Born for play and fun and wonder, destined never to have to hold ajab,
destined never to be burdened by the responsibilities that weigh down

most people, | could give up my writing and become such atotal surf

bum that Bobby Halloway, by comparison, would appear to be a compulsive
workaholic with no more capacity for fun than a cabbage. Furthermore,

| could embrace absolute dack erhood with no guilt whatsoever, with no
qualms or doubts, because | wasraised to be what all humanity might

have been if we hadn't violated the terms of the lease and been evicted

from Eden.

Like dl who are born of man and woman, | live by thewhims of fate:

Because of my XP, I'm just more acutely aware of the machinations of



fate than most people are, and this awarenessisliberating.

Y e, as| waked my bicycle eestward dong the peninsula, | persevered

inmy search for meaning in al that 1'd seen and heard since sunset.

Before the troop had arrived to torment Orson and me, 1'd been trying
to pin down exactly what was different about these monkeys, now |
returned to that riddle. Unlike ordinary rhesuses, these were bold

rather than shy, brooding rather than lighthearted.

The most obvious difference was that these monkeys were hot tempered,
vicious. Their potentia for violence was not, however, the primary
qudity that separated them from other rhesuses; it wasonly a
consequence of another, more profound difference that | recognized but

that | wasinexplicably reluctant to consider.

The curdled fog was asthick as ever, but gradually it began to
brighten. Smears of blurry light gppeared in the murk: buildingsand

streetlamps adong the shore.

Orson whined with ddlight-or just relief-at these Sgns of

civilization, but we weren't any safer in town than out of it.

When we | eft the southern horn entirely and entered Embar cadero Way, |
paused to take my cap from the jacket pocket in which | had tucked

it.



| put it on and gave the visor atug. The Elephant Man adjusts his

costume.

Orson peered up a me, cocked his head consideringly, and then chuffed
asthough in approva. He was the Elephant Man's dog, after all, and
as such, ameasure of his own sdaf-image was dependent upon the style

and grace with which | comported mysdlf.

Because of the streetlamps, visibility had increased to perhapsa
hundred feet. Like the ghost tides of an ancient and long-dead ses,
fog surged off the bay and into the streets; each fine drop of mist
refracted the golden sodium-vapor light and trandated it to the next

drop.

if members of the troop still accompanied us, they would be forced to
lurk at agreater distance here than they had on the barren peninsula,

to avoid being seen. Like playersin arecasting of Poes"The Murders
inthe Rue Morgue," they would have to confine their Skulking to parks,
unilluminated alleyways, baconies, high ledges, parapets, and

rooftops.

At thislate hour, no pedestrians or motorists were in sight. Thetown

appeared to have been abandoned.



| was overcome by the disturbing notion that these silent and empty
streets foreshadowed ared, frightening desolation that would befall
Moonlight Bay in the not-too-distant future. Our little burg was

preparing to be aghost town.

| climbed onto my bike and headed north on Embarcadero Way. Theman
who had contacted me through Sasha, at the radio station, waswaiting

on hisboat a the marina.

As| pedaed adong the deserted avenue, my mind returned to the
millennium monkeys. | was surethat | had identified the most

fundamenta difference between ordinary rhesuses and this extraordinary
troop that secretly roamed the night, but | was reluctant to accept my

own conclusion, inevitable though it seemed: These monkeys were smarter

than ordinary monkeys.

Way smarter, radicaly smarter.

They had understood the purpose of Bobby's camera, and they had stolen

it. They filched his new camera, too.

They recognized my face among the faces of thethirty dollsin Angelas

workroom, and they used that one to taunt me. Later, they set afire

to conced Angelas murder.

The big brows at Fort Wyvern might have been engaged in secret



bacteriologicd-warfare research, but that didn't explain why their
laboratory monkeys were markedly smarter than any monkeys that had

previoudy walked the earth.

just how smart was "markedly smarter"? Maybe not smart enoughtowin a
bundle on Jeopardy! Maybe not smart enough to teach poetry at the
university level or to successfully manage aradio station or to track

the patterns of surf worldwide, maybe not even smart enough to writea
New Y ork Times best-sdller-but perhaps smart enough to be the most
dangerous, uncontrollable pest humanity had ever known. Imaginewhat
damage rats could do, how rapidly their numberswould grow, if they

were even half as smart as human beings and could learn how to avoid

all traps and poisons.

Were these monkeys truly escapees from alaboratory, loose in the world
and cleverly duding capture? If so, how did they get to be so

intdligent in thefirg place? What did they want? What wasther

agenda? Why hadn't amassive effort been launched to track them down,
round them up, and return them to better cages from which they could

never break free?

Or were they tools being used by someone a Wyvern? The way the cops
usetrained police dogs. The way the Navy uses dolphinsto search for
enemy submarines and, in wartime-it is rumored-even to plant magnetic

packages of explosives on the hulls of targeted boats.



A thousand other questions swarmed through my mind. All of them were

equaly crazy.

Depending on the answers, the ramifications of these monkeys
heightened intelligence could be earth-shattering. The possible
consequences to human civilization were especidly darming when You
considered the viciousness of these animas and their gpparently innate

hostility.

Angda's prediction of doom might not have been farfetched, might
actualy have been less pessmidtic than my assessment of the Stuation
would be when-if ever-1 knew all thefacts. Certainly, doom had come

to Angelahersdf.

| o intuited that the monkeys were not the entire story. They were
but one chapter of an epic. Other astonishments were awaiting

discovery.

Compared to the project at Wyvem, Pandoras fabled box, from which had
been unleashed dl the evilsthat plague human -wars, pestilence,
diseases, famines, floods-might prove to have held only acollection of

petty nuisances.

In my haste to get to the maring, | was cycling too fast to alow Orson

to keep pace with me. Hewas sprinting full throttle, earsflapping,



panting hard, but falling steedily behind.

Intruth, | was cranking the bike to the max not because | wasin a
hurry to reach the marina but because, unconscioudy, | wanted to
outrace the tidal wave of terror sweeping toward us. There was no
escaping it, however, and no matter how furioudy | pedaled, | could

outrun nothing but my dog.

Recalling Dad's find words, | stopped pedaling and coasted until Orson

was ableto stay at my side without heroic effort.

Never leave afriend behind. Friendsare dl we haveto get usthrough
thislife-and they are the only things from thisworld that we could

hope to seein the next.

Besides, the best way to dedl with arising seaof troubleisto catch
thewave at the zero break and ride it out, dide dong the face
graight into the cathedrd, get totally Ziplocked in the green room,
walk the board dl the way through the barrdl, hooting, showing no

fear.

That's not only cool: It'sclassic.

With agentle and even tender sound, like flesh on flesh in ahoneymoon

bed, low waves dipped between the pilings and dapped againgt the sea



wadl. Thedamp air offered afaint and pleasant aromatic melange of
brine, fresh kelp, creosote, rusting iron, and other fragrances|

couldn't quite identify.

The marina, tucked into the sheltered northeast corner of the bay,
offers docking for fewer than three hundred vessels, only six of which
arefull-timeresdencesfor their owners. Although socid lifein
Moonlight Bay does not center around boating, thereisalong waiting

list for any dip that becomes available.

| walked my bike toward the west end of the main pier, which ran
parale to shore. Thetires swished and bumped softly acrossthe
dew-wet, uneven planks. Only one boat in the marinahad lightsin its
windows at that hour. Dock lamps, though dim, showed me the way

through thefog.

Because the fishing fleet ties up farther out aong the northern horn

of the bay, the comparatively sheltered marinais reserved for pleasure
craft. There are doops and ketches and yawls ranging from modest to
impressive-athough more of the former than the latter-motor yachts
mostly of manageable length and price, afew Boston Whaers, and even
two houseboats. Thelargest sailing yacht-in fact, thelargest
boat-docked hereis currently Sunset Dancer, a Sixty-foot Windship
cutter. Of the motor yachts, the largest is Nostromo, afifty-six-foot

Bluewater coastal cruiser; and it wasto this boat that | was headed.



At the west end of the pier, | took a ninety-degree turn onto a
subsidiary pier that featured docking dips on both sides. The

Nostromo was in the last berth on theright.

| have been one acquainted with the night.

That was the code Sasha had used to identify the man who had cometo
the radio station seeking me, who hadn't wanted his name used on the
phone, and who had been reluctant to come to Bobby's house to talk with
me. It was aline from apoem by Robert Frost, one that most
eavesdroppers would be unlikely to recognize, and | had assumed that it

referred to Roosevelt Frost, who owned the Nostromo.

Asl| leaned my bicycle againgt the dock railing near the gangway to
Roosavelt'sdip, tiddl action caused the boats to wallow in their
berths. They creaked and groaned like arthritic old men murmuring

feeble complaintsin their deep.

| had never bothered to chain my bike when | left it unattended,
because until this night Moonlight Bay had been arefuge from the crime
that infected the modern world. By the time this weekend passed, our
picturesque town might lead the country in murders, mutilations, and
priest beatings, per capita, but we probably didn't have to worry about

adramatic increase in bicycle theft.



The gangway was steep because the tide was not high, and it was

dippery with condensation. Orson descended as carefully as| did.

We were two-thirds of the way down to the port-side finger of thedip
when alow voice, hardly more than a gruff whisper, seeming to
originate magicaly from the fog directly over my head, demanded, “"Who

goes there?'

Startled, | dmost fdl, but | clutched the dripping gangway handrail

and kept my feet under me.

The Bluewater 563 is a deek, white, low-profile, double-deck cruiser
with an upper helm gation that is enclosed by a hard top and canvas
wadls Theonly light aboard came from behind the curtained windows of
the aft stateroom and the main cabin amidships, on the lower deck. The
open upper deck and the helm station were dark and fog-wrapped, and |

couldn't see who had spoken.

the man whispered again, louder but with a harder edgein hisvoice,

"Who goes there?!

| recognized the voice now asthat of Roosevelt Frost.

Taking my cue from him, | whispered: "It'sme, Chris Snow."

"Shield your eyes, son.”



| made avisor of my hand and squinted as aflashlight blazed, pinning
me where | sood on the gangway. It switched off amost a once, and
Roosevdt sad, till inawhisper, "Isthat your dog with You? "

||Y$’ S'r..u

“And nothing dse?"

"I'm sorry?!

"Nothing esewith Y ou, no onedse?’

"No, gr."

"Come aboard, then."

| could see him now, because he had moved closer to therailing on the

open upper deck, aft of the helm station. | couldn't identify him even

from this rdlatively short distance, however, because he was screened

by the pea-soup fog, the night, and his own darkness.

Urging Orson to precede me, | boarded the boat through the gap in the

port railing, and we quickly climbed the open stepsto the upper

deck.



When we got to the top, | saw that Roosevelt Frost was holding a
shotgun. Pretty soon the Nationa Rifle Association would moveits
headquartersto Moonlight Bay. Hewasn't aming the gun at me, buit |
was sure held been covering me with it until he had been ableto

identify mein the beam of the flashlight.

Even without the shotgun, he was aformidablefigure. Six feet four.

Neck like adock piling. Shoulders aswide as a staysail boom.

Deep chest. With atwo-hand spread way bigger than the diameter of the
average hdmwhed. Thiswasthe guy who Ahab should have cdled to
cold-cock Moby Dick. He had been afootbal star in the sixties and

early seventies, when sportswritersreferred to him asthe

Sedgehammer. Though he was now sixty-three, asuccessful businessman
who owned amen's clothing store, aminimal, and hdf-interest in the
Moonlight Bay Inn and Country Club, he appeared capable of pulverizing
any of the genetic-mutant, steroidpumped behemoths who played some of

the power positions on contemporary teams.

"Hello, dog," he murmured.

Orson chuffed.

"Hold this, son," Frost whispered, handing the shotgun to me.



A pair of curious-looking, high-tech binoculars hung on a strgp around

his neck. He brought them to his eyes and, from thistopdeck vantage

point overlooking surrounding craft, surveyed the pier dong which |

had recently approached the Nostromo.

"How can'Y ou seeanything?' | wondered.

"Night-vison binoculars. They magnify avallablelight eighteen

thousand times."

"But the fog He pressed a button on the glasses, and as a mechanism

purred insgde them, he said, "They aso have an infrared mode, shows

Y ou only heet sources.”

"Must belots of heat sources around the marina."

"Not with boat engines off. Besides, I'm interested only in heet

sources on the move."

"People.”

"Mwm"

0?



"Whoever might've been following Y ou. Now hush, son.”

| hushed. As Roosevelt patiently scanned the marina, | passed the next
minute wondering about this former footba | star and local businessman

who was not, after al, quite what he seemed.

| wasn't surprised, exactly. Since sundown, the people I'd encountered
had revealed dimensionsto their lives of which | had previoudy been
unaware. Even Bobby had been keeping secrets. the shotgun in the broom
closet, the troop of monkeys. When | considered PiaMick's conviction
that she was the reincarnation of KahaHuna, which Bobby had been
keeping to himsdlf, | better understood his bitter, disputatious
responseto any view that he felt smacked of New Age thinking,
including my occasiona innocent comments about my strange dog. At
least Orson, if no one else, had remained in character throughout the
night-although, considering the way things were going, | wouldn't have
been bowled over if suddenly he reveded an ability to stand on his

hind paws and tap dance with mesmerizing showmanship.

"No onestrailing after You," said Roosevelt as he lowered the night

glasses and took back his shotgun. "Thisway, son.”

| followed him aft across the sun deck to an open hatch on the

starboard side.

Roosevelt paused and looked back, over the top of my head, to the port



ralling where Orson il lingered. "Here now. Come dong, dog.”

The mutt hung behind, but not because he sensed anything lurking on the
dock. Asusud, hewas curioudy and uncharacteristically shy around

Roosevdlt.

Our hogt's hobby was "anima communi cations quintessential New Age
concept that had been fodder for most daytime television talk shows,
athough Roosevet was discreet about histaent and employed it only

at the request of neighbors and friends. The mere mention of animal
communication had been able to start Bobby foaming at the mouth even
long before PiaMick had decided that she was the goddess of surfing in

search of her Kahuna

Roosevelt claimed to be able to discern the anxieties and desires of
troubled pets that were brought to him. He didn't chargefor this
sarvice, but hislack of interest in money didn't convince Bobby: Hell,
Snow, | never said he was a charlatan trying to make abuck. He's
well-meaning. But hejust ran headfirst into agoalpost once too

often.

According to Roosevdt, the only anima with which he had never been
able to communicate was my dog. He considered Orson a chdlenge, and
he never missed an opportunity to try to chat him up. "Come here now,

old pup."



With apparent reluctance, Orson finally accepted the invitation. His

claws clicked on the deck.

Carrying the shotgun, Roosevelt Frost went through the open hatch and
down asat of molded fiberglass sairslit only by afaint pearly glow
at the bottom. He ducked his head, hunched his huge shoulders, pulled
hisarms againgt his sdesto make himsdf smdler, but nevertheess

gppeared at risk of becoming wedged in thetight stairway.

Orson hegitated, tucked histail between hislegs, but findly
descended behind Roosevelt, and | went last. The stepsledto a

porch-style afterdeck overhung by the cantilevered sun deck.

Orson was reluctant to go into the stateroom, which looked cozy and
welcoming in thelow light of anightstand lamp. After Roosevelt and |
stepped insde, however, Orson vigoroudy shook I T the condensed fog
off his coat, spraying the entire afterdeck, and then followed us. |

could dmost believe that held hung back out of consderation, to avoid

gplattering us.

When Orson was insde, Roosevelt locked the door. He tested it to be

sure it was secure. Then tested it again.

Beyond the aft stateroom, the main cabin included agaley with

bleached-mahogany cabinets and matching faux-mahogany floor, adining



area, and asalon in one open and spacious floor plan. Out of respect
for me, it wasilluminated only by one downlight in aliving-room
display casefull of footbal trophies and by two fat green candles

standing in saucers on the dinette table.

The air was redolent of fresh-brewed coffee, and when Roosevelt offered

acup, | accepted.

"Sorry to hear about your dad,” he said.

"Wdl, at leest it'sover.”

Herased hiseyebrows. "Isit redly?'

"I mean, for him."

"But not for You. Not after what Y ou've seen.”

| frowned. "How do Y ou know what |'ve seen?"

"Theword'saround,” he said crypticaly.

"What do Y ou-,, He held up one hubcap-size hand. "Well talk about it

inaminute. That'swhy | asked Y ou to come here. But I'm il

trying to think through what | need to tdll Y ou. Let me get around to



it in my own way, son."

Coffee served, the big man took off his nylon windbreaker, hung it on
the back of one of the oversized chairs, and sat at thetable. He
indicated that | should Sit catercorner to him, and with hisfoot, he
pushed out another chair. "Here You go, dog," he said, offering the

third seat to Orson.

Although this was standard procedure when we visited Roosevelt, Orson

pretended incomprehension. He settled onto the floor in front of the

refrigerator.

"That is unacceptable,” Roosevet quietly informed him.

Orson yawned.

With one foot, Roosevelt gently rattled the chair that he had pushed

away from the table for the dog. "Be agood puppy.”

Orson yawned more elaborately than before. Hewas overplaying his

disnteres.

"If | haveto, pup, I'll come over there, pick Y ou up, and put Youin
thischair,” Roosevdt said, "which will be an embarrassment to your

measter, who would like Y ou to be a courteous guest.”



He was smiling good-naturedly, and no dightest threatening tone
darkened hisvoice. Hisbroad face wasthat of ablack Buddha, and his

eyeswere full of kindness and amusement.

"Beagood puppy," Roosevelt repeated.

Orson swept the floor with histail, caught himself, and stopped
wagging. He shyly shifted his stare from Roosevelt to me and cocked

his head.

| shrugged.

Once more Roosevelt lightly rattled the offered chair with hisfoot.

Although Orson got up from the floor, he didn't immediately approach

thetable.

From apocket of the nylon windbreaker that hung on his chair,
Roosevelt extracted adog biscuit shaped like abone. Hehdditin
the candldlight so that Orson could seeit clearly. Between hisbig
thumb and forefinger, the biscuit appeared to be dmogt astiny asa
trinket from acharm bracelet, but it wasin fact alarge treat. With
ceremonia solemnity, Roosevelt placed it on thetablein front of the

Segt that was reserved for the dog.



With wanting eyes, Orson followed the biscuit hand. He padded toward
the table but stopped short of it. Hewas being more than usualy

Sandoffish.

From the windbreaker, Roosevelt extracted a second biscuit.

Hehdd it closeto the candles, turning it asif it were an exquisite
jewd shining in the flame, and then he put it on the table beside the

firg biscuit.

Although he whined with desire, Orson didn't cometo the chair. He
ducked his head shyly and then looked up from under his brow at our
host. Thiswasthe only man into whose eyes Orson was sometimes

reluctant to stare.

Roosevelt took athird biscuit from the windbreaker pocket.

Holding it under his broad and oft-broken nose, heinhaled deeply,

lavishly, asif savoring the incomparable aroma of the bone-shaped

treat.

Raising his head, Orson sniffed, too.

Roosevet smiled dyly, winked at the dog-and then popped the biscuit

into hismouth. He crunched it with enormous delight, rinsed it down

with aswig of coffee, and let out asigh of pleasure.



| wasimpressed. | had never seen him do this before. "Whet did that

tastelike?"

"Not bad. Sort of like shredded wheat. Want one?"

"No, sir. No, thank You," | said, content to Sip my coffee.

Orson's ears were pricked; Roosevelt now had his undivided attention.

If thistowering, gentle-voiced, giant black human truly enjoyed the
biscuits, there might be fewer for any canine who played too hard to

get.

From the windbreaker draped on the back of his chair, Roosevelt
withdrew another biscuit. He held this one under his nose, too, and
inhaled so expansively that he was putting mein danger of oxygen
deprivation. His eyelids drooped sensuoudy. A shiver of pretended
pleasure swept him, amost swelled into a swoon, and he seemed about to

fdl into abiscuit-devouring frenzy.

Orson's anxiety was palpable. He sprang off thefloor, into the chair
across the table from mine, where Roosevelt wanted him, sat on his
hindquarters, and craned his neck forward until his snout was only two

inches from Roosevelt's nose. Together, they sniffed the endangered



biscuit.

Instead of popping this one into his mouth, Roosevet carefully placed

it on the table beside the two that were aready arranged in front of

Orson's seat. "Good old pup.”

| wasn't surethat | believed in Roosevelt Frost's supposed ability to

communicate with animals, but in my opinion, hewasindisputably a

firg-rate dog psychologist.

Orson sniffed the hiscuits on the table.

"Ah, ah, ah," Roosevdt warned.

The dog looked up at his host.

"Y ou musin't eat them until 1 say Y ou may," Roosevet told him.

The dog licked his chops.

"So hep me, pup, if Y ou eat them without my permission,” said

Roosevdt, "there will never, ever, ever again be biscuitsfor You."

Orsonissued athin, pleading whine.

"l meanit, dog," Roosavet said quietly but firmly. "I can't make Y ou



talk tomeif You don't want to. But | caningst that You display a
minimum of manners aboard my boat. Y ou can't just comein here and

wolf down the canapes asif Y ou were somewild beast.”

Orson gazed into Roosevet's eyes as though trying to judge his

commitment to this no-wolfing rule.

Roosevdt didn't blink.

Apparently convinced that this was no empty threat, the dog lowered his
attention to the three biscuits. He gazed at them with such desperate
longing that | thought | ought to try one of the damn things, after

al.

"Good pup,” said Roosevdlt.

He picked up aremote-control device from the table and jabbed one of
the buttons on it, although the tip of hisfinger seemed too large to

press fewer than three buttons at once. Behind Orson, motorized
tambour doorsrolled up and out of sight on the top half of abuilt-in
hutch, reveding two stacks of tightly packed dectronic gear gleaming

with light-emitting diodes.

Orson was interested enough to turn his head for amoment before

resuming worship of the forbidden biscuits.



In the hutch, alarge video monitor clicked on. The quartered screen
showed murky views of the fog-shrouded marinaand the bay on al four

sides of the Nos-tromo.

"What'sthis?' | wondered.

"Security." Roosevelt put down the remote control. "Motion detectors
and infrared sensorswill pick up anyone approaching the boat and dert
us at once. Then atelescopic lens automatically isolates and zoomsin
on the intruder before he gets here, so well know what we're dealing

with."

"What are we dedling with" The man mountain took two dow, dainty Sps
of hiscoffee before he said, ™Y ou might dready know too much about

that."

"What do Y ou mean? Who are Y ou?"

"I'm nobody but who | am," he said. "Just old Rosie Frogt. If You're

thinking that maybe I'm one of the people behind dll this, Y ou're

wrong.

"What people? Behind what?"

Looking at the four security-camera views on the quartered video



monitor, he said, "With any luck, they're not even aware that | know

about them."

"Who? People a Wyvern?'

Heturned to me again. "They'renot just a Wyvern anymore.

Townspeopleareinit now. | don't know how many. Maybe a couple of

hundred, maybe five hundred, but probably not more than that, at |east

not yet. No doubt it's gradually spreading to others. . . and it's

aready beyond Moonlight Bay."

Frudtrated, | said, "Are Y ou trying to be inscrutable?’

"Asmuch as| can, yes."

He got up, fetched the coffeepot, and without further comment freshened

our cups. Evidently he intended to make me wait for morsels of

information in much the way that poor Orson was being made to wait

patiently for his snack.

The dog licked the tabletop around the three biscuits, but histongue

never touched the treats.

When Roosevelt returned to his chair, | said, "If Y ou're not involved



with these people, how do Y ou know so much about them?”

"l don't know dl that much."

"Apparently alot morethan | do.”

"I know only what the animalstell me."

"What animas?'

"Widll, not your dog, for sure."

Orson looked up from the biscuits.

"Hesaregular sphinx," Roosevet sad.

Although | hadn't been aware of doing so, sometime soon after sunset, |

had evidently walked through amagic looking-glass.

Deciding to play by the lunatic rules of this new kingdom, | said, "So

.. asadefrom my phlegmatic dog, what do these animastell Y ou?'

"Y ou shouldn't know dl of it. just enough so You redizeit's best

that Y ou forget what Y ou saw in the hospital garage and up &t the



funerd home." in my chair, asthough pulled erect by my | sat up

Sraighter tightening scap. Y ou are one of them.”

"No. Relax, son. You're safe with me. How long have we been

friends?

More than two years now since Y ou first came here with your dog. And |

think Y ou know Y ou can trust me."

Infact, | wasat least half convinced that | could till trust

Roosevelt Frogt, even though | was no longer as sure of my character

judgment as | had once been.

"But if You don't forget what Y ou saw," he continued, "if Youtry to

contact authorities outside town, Y ou'll endanger lives."

Asmy chest tightened around my heart, | said, "You just told mel

could trust Y ou, and now Y ou're threatening me."

He looked wounded. "I'm your friend, son. | wouldn't threaten on

Y oul.

I'monly telling you.."

"Yeah. What theanimassad.”



"It's the people from Wyvern who want to keep alid on thisat any

cost, not me. Anyway, Y ou aren't personally in any danger evenif You

try to go to outside authorities, at least not at first. They won't

touch Y ou.

Not You. You'rerevered."

Thiswas one of the most baffling thingsthat he had said yet, and |

blinked in confuson. "Revered?"

"Yes. They'reinaweof You."

| redlized that Orson was staring at me intently, temporarily having

forgotten the three promised biscuits.

Roosevdt's statement was not merdly baffling: 1t was downright

wacky.

"Why would anyone bein awe of me?' | demanded.

"Because of who You are.”

My mind looped and spun and tumbled like a capering seagulll.

"Whoam |7



Roosevet frowned and pulled thoughtfully at hisface with one hand
beforefindly saying, "Damned if | know. I'm only repesting what I've

been told.”

"What the animastold you. The black Dr. Dodlittle.

Some of Bobby's scorn was cregping into me.

"Thepointis," hesad, "the Wyvern crowd won't kill You unlessYou

givethem no choice, unlessit's absolutely the only way to shut You

up.

"When Y ou talked to Sasha earlier tonight, Y ou told her thiswasa

meatter of life and death.”

Roosevelt nodded solemnly. "Anditis. For her and others.

Fromwhat | hear, these bastards will try to control Y ou by killing

people You love until Y ou agreeto cease and desist, until Y ou forget

what Y ou saw and just get on with your life."

"Peoplel love?!

"Sasha. Bobby. Even Orson.”



"They'll kill my friendsto shut me up?')

"Until Y ou shut up. One by one, they'll kill them one by one until You

shut up to save those who are left.”

| waswilling to risk my own life to find out what had happened to my
mother and father-and why-but | couldn't put the lives of my friendson
theline. "Thisismongrous. Killing innocent-" "That'swho Y ou're

deding with."

My skull felt asthough it would crack to relieve the pressure of my
frugration: "Who am | dedling with? | need something more specific
than just the people a Wyvern.l Roosevelt sipped his coffee and didn't

answer.

Maybe he was my friend, and maybe the warning held given mewould, if |
heeded it, save Sashas life or Bobby's, but | wanted to punch him. |
might have doneit, too, might have hammered him with amerciless

series of blowsif there had been any chance whatsoever that | wouldn't

have broken my hands.

Orson had put one paw on the table, not with the intention of sweeping
his biscuits to the floor and absconding with them but to balance

himsdlf as heleaned Sdewaysin his chair to look past me.



Something in the sdlon, beyond the gdlley and dining area, had drawn

his attention.

When | turned in my chair to follow Orson's gaze, | saw aceat Sitting
on the arm of the sofa, backlit by the display case full Of footbdl
trophies. It appeared to be pale gray. In the shadows that masked its

face, its eyes glowed green and were flecked with gold.

It could have been the same cat that | had encountered in the hills

behind Kirk's Funeral Home earlier in the night.

Like an Egyptian sculpture in a pharaoh's sepul cher, the cat sat

motionless and seemed prepared to spend eternity on the arm of the

sofa.

Although it was only acat, | was uncomfortable with my back to the

animd. | moved to the chair opposite Roosevelt Frost, from which |

could see, to my right, the entire salon and the sofa a the far end of

it.

"When did You get acat?' | asked.

"It'snot mine" Roosevdt said. "It'sjud visting."

"I think | saw thiscat earlier tonight.”



"Yes, Youdid."

"That'swhat it told Y ou, huh?' | said with atouch of Bobby's

scorn.

"Mungoierrieand | had atak, Yes" Roosevet confirmed.

"Who?'

Roosevelt gestured toward the cat on the sofa. "Mungoierrie”

He spdled it for me.

The namewas exatic yet curioudy familiar. Being my father'ssonin

more than blood and name, | needed only a moment to recognize the

source. "It's one of the catsin Old Possum's Book of practica Cats,

theT. S. Eliot collection.”

"Mogt of these cats like those names from Eliot's book."

"These cats?'

"These new cats like Mungojerrie here.”

"New cats?"' | asked, struggling to follow him.



Rather than explain what he meant by that term, Roosevelt said, “They
prefer those names. Couldn't tell Y ou why-or how they came by them. |
know one named Rum Turn Tugger. Another is Rumpelteszer. Coricopat

and Growltiger."

"Prefer? Y ou makeit sound almost asif they choosetheir own

names."

"Almogt," Roosevelt said.

| shook my head. "Thisisradicdly bizarre"

"After dl these years of anima communication,” Roosevet said, "l

sometimes dill find it bizarre mysdlf " "Bobby Halloway thinks'Y ou

were hit in the head once too often.

Roosevet smiled. "He'snot donein that opinion. But | wasa

football player, Y ou know, not aboxer. What do Y ou think, Chris?

Hashdf my brain turned to gristle?!

"No, gr," | admitted. "Y ou're as sharp as anyone I've ever known."

"On the other hand, intelligence and flakiness aren't mutudly



exclusve, aethey?'

"I've met too many of my parents fellow academicsto argue that one

withYou."

From the living room, Mungojerrie continued to watch us, and from his
chair, Orson continued to monitor the cat not with typical canine

antagonism but with consderable interest.

"l ever tel You how | got into this animal-communication thing?'

Roosevelt wondered.

"No, gir. | never asked." Cdling attention to such an eccentricity

had seemed asimpolite as mentioning aphysica deformity, so | hed

aways pretended to accept this aspect of Roosevelt asthough it were

not in the least remarkable.

"Wdl," he said, "about nineyearsago | had thisredly great dog

named Sloopy, black and tan, about half the size of your Orson. Hewas

just amuitt, but he was specid.”

Orson had shifted his attention from the cat to Roosevelt.

"Soopy had aterrific digpostion. Hewas dways aplayful,

good-tempered dog, not one bad day in him. Then hismood changed.



Suddenly he became withdrawn, nervous, even depressed.

Hewasten years old, not nearly apup anymore, so | took him to avet,
afraid | was going to hear the worst kind of diagnosis. But the vet
couldnt find anything much wrong with him. Sloopy had alittle

arthritis, something an aging ex-linebacker with football knees can
identify with, but he didn't have it bad enough to inhibit him much,

and that wasthe only thing wrong. Y et week after week, hewadlowed in

hisfunk."

Mungojerrie was on the move. The cat had climbed from the arm to the

back of the sofa and was stedlthily approaching us.

"So oneday," Roosevdt continued, "1 read this human interest story in
the paper about thiswoman in Los Angeleswho called herself apet
communicator. Name was Gloria Chan. She'd beenonalot of TV talk
shows, counseled alot of movie people on their pets problems, and
sheld written abook. The reporter's tone was smart-ass, made Gloria
sound like your typical Hollywood flake. For al | knew, he probably
had her pegged. Y ou remember, after the football career was over, |

did afew movies. Met alot of celebrities, actors and rock stars and
comedians. Producers and directors, too. Some of them were nicefolks
and some were even smart, but frankly alot of them and alot of the

peaple who hung out with them were so bugshit crazy Y ou wouldn't want



to be around them unless Y ou were carrying amajor concealed weapon.”

After cregping the length of the sofa, the cat descended to the nearer
arm. It shrank into a crouch, muscles taut, head lowered and thrust
forward, earsflattened againgt its skull, asif it was going to spring

at us across the six feet between the sofaand the table.

Orson was dert, focused again on Mungojerrie, both Roosevelt and the

biscuits forgotten.

"l had some busnessinL.A.," Roosevelt said, "so | took Sloopy with
me. We went down by boat, cruised the coast. | didn't havethe
Nos-tromo then. | wasdriving thisredly sweet sixty-foot Chris-Craft
Roamer. | docked her at MarinaDel Rey, rented a car, took care of
businessfor two days. | got Glorias number through somefriendsin
thefilm business, and she agreed to see me. Shelivedinthe

Pdisades, and | drove out there with Sloopy late one morning.”

On the sofaarm, the cat was still crouched to spring. Itsmuscles

were coiled even tighter than before. Little gray panther.

Orson wasrigid, as till asthe cat. He made a high-pitched thin,

anxious sound and then was Sllent again.

Roosevdt said, "Gloriawas fourth-generation Chinese American. A

petite, doll-like person. Beautiful, redly beautiful. Delicate



features, huge eyes. Like something a Chinese Micheange o might have
carved out of luminous amber jade. Y ou expected her to have a
little-girl voice, but she sounded like Lauren Bacall, this degp smoky
voice coming from thistiny woman. Sloopy instantly liked her. Before

| knew it, she's Stting with himin her lap, face-to-face with him and
talking to him, petting him, and telling me what he's so Moody

about."

Mungojerrie legped off the sofaarm, not to the dinette but to the
deck, and then instantly sprang from the deck to the seat of the chair
that | had abandoned when | had moved one place around the table to

keep an eye on him.

Simultaneoudy, asthe spry cat landed on the chair, Orson and |

twitched.

Mungojerrie sood with his hind paws on the chair, forepaws on the

table, garing intently a my dog.

Orson issued that brief, thin, anxious sound again-and didn't take his

eyes off the cat.

Unconcerned about Mungojerrie, Roosevelt said, "Gloriatold me that
Soopy was depressed mostly because | wasn't spending any timewith him

anymore. 'Y ou're aways out with Helen," she said.



'‘And Sloopy knows Helen doesn't like him. Hethinks Y ou're going to
have to choose between him and Helen, and he knows Y ou'll have to
choose her." Now, son, I'm stunned to be hearing all this, because|

was, in fact, dating awoman named Helen herein Moonlight Bay, but no

way could Gloria Chan have known about her.

And | was obsessed with Helen, spending most of my freetime with her,
and shedidn't like dogs, which meant Sloopy dways got left behind. |
figured she would come around to liking Sloopy, cause even Hitler

couldn't have helped having a soft spot in his heart for that mutt.

But asit turned out, Helen was a'ready turning as sour on me as she

was on dogs, though | didn't know it yet."

Staring intently at Orson, Mungojerrie bared hisfangs.

Orson pulled back in hischair, asif afraid the cat was going to

launch itsdlf a him.

"Then Gloriatellsme afew other things bothering Soopy, one of which
was this Ford pickup I'd bought. Hisarthritiswas mild, but the poor
dog couldn't get in and out of the truck as easy as he could acar, and

he was scared of breaking abone."

Still baring hisfangs, the cat hissed.



Orson flinched, and abrief keening sound of anxiety escaped him, like

aburst of steam whistling out of ateskettle.

Evidently obliviousto thisfeline-canine drama, Roosevelt said,
"Gloriaand | had lunch and spent the whole afternoon talking about her
work asan anima communicator. Shetold me she didn't have any
specid taent, that it wasn't any paranornia psychic nonsense, just a
sengtivity to other speciesthat we dl have but that weve

repressed.

She said anyone could do it, that | could do it mysdlf if | learned the
techniques and spent enough time at it, which sounded preposterousto

me.

Mungojerrie hissed again, somewhat more ferocioudy, and again Orson
flinched, and then | swear the cat smiled or came as closeto smiling

asany cat can.

Stranger yet, Orson appeared to break into awide grin-which requires

no imagination to picture because dl dogsare ableto grin.

He was panting happily, grinning at the smiling cat, asthough their

confrontation had been an amusing joke.



"l ask Y ou, son, who wouldn't want to learn such athing?' sad

Roosavdt.

"Who indeed?' | replied numbly.

"So Gloriataught me, and it took afrustratingly long time, months and

months, but | eventualy got asgood at it as she was.

Thefirg big hurdieisbelieving Y ou can actudly do it. Putting

aside your doubt, your cynicism, al your preconceived notions about
what's possible and what isn't. Most of dl, hardest of dl, Y ou have
to stop worrying about looking foolish, ‘cause fear of being humiliated
redly limitsY ou. Lots of folks could never get past dl that, and

I'm sort of surprised that | got past it myself " Shifting forward in

his chair, Orson leaned over the table and bared histeeth at

Mungojerrie.

The cat's eyes widened with fear.

Silently but thresteningly, Orson gnashed histeeth.

Wigtfulnessfilled Roosevelt's deep voice: "Sloopy died three years

later. God, how | grieved for him. But what afascinating and

wonderful three yearsthey were, being so in tune with him."

Teeth till bared, Orson growled softly at Mungojerrie, and the cat



whimpered. Orson growled again, the cat bawled apitiful meow of

purest fear-and then both grinned.

"What the hell isgoing on here?' | wondered.

Orson and Mungojerrie seemed to be perplexed by the nervoustremor in

my voice.

"They'rejust having fun," Roosevelt said.

| blinked at him.

In the candldight, hisface shone like darkly stained and highly

polished tesk.

"Having fun mocking their stereotypes,” he explained.

| couldn't believe | was hearing him correctly. Considering how

completely | must be misperceiving hiswords, | wasgoing to need a

high-pressure hose and a plumber's drain snake to clean out my ears.

"Mocking their stereotypes?’

"Yes, that'sright." He bobbed his head in confirmation. "Of course

they wouldn't put it in those terms, but that's what they're doing.



Dogs and cats are supposed to be mindlesdy hostile. Theseguysare

having fun mocking that expectation.”

Now Roosevet was grinning at me as supidly asthe dog and the cat
weregrinning & me. Hislipswere so dark red that they were

virtuadly black, and histeeth were as big and white as sugar cubes.

"Sir," | told him, "I take back what | said earlier. After careful
reconsideration, I've decided Y ouretotally avesomely crazy,
whacked-out to the max." like the darkling beams of ablack moon,
lunacy rosein hisface. He said, ™Y ou wouldn't have any damn trouble
believing meif | werewhite," and as he snarled the find word, he
dammed one massivefig into the table so hard that our coffee cups

rattled in their saucers and nearly tipped over.

If | could have reded backward whilein achair, | would have done so,
because his accusation stunned me. | had never heard either of my

parents use an ethnic dur or make aracist statement;

I'd been raised without prejudice. Indeed, if there was an ultimate
outcast in thisworld, it wasme. | wasaminority dl to mysdf, a

minority of one: the Nightcrawler, as certain bullieshad called me

when | wasalittle kid, before I'd ever met Bobby and had someone who
would stand beside me. Though not an abino, though my skin was

pigmented, | was stranger, in many peopl€e's eyes, than Bo Bo the



Dog-Faced Boy. To somel was merdly unclean, tainted, asif my genetic
vulnerability to ultraviolet light could be passed to otherswith a

sneeze, but some people feared and despised me more than they would
fear or despise athree-eyed Toad Man in any carniva fresk show from

seato shining seg, if only because | lived next door.

Half risng out of hischair, leaning acrossthe table, shaking afist
as big as a cantaloupe, Roosevelt Frost spoke with a hatred that

astonished and sickened me: "Racist! Y ou medly racist bastard!™

| could barely find my voice. "W-when did race ever matter to me? How

could it ever matter to me?"

Helooked asif he would reach acrossthe table, tear me out of my

chair, and strangle me until my tongue unraveled to my shoes.

He bared histeeth and growled at me, growled like adog, very much

likeadog, suspicioudy like adog.

"What the hell isgoing on here?' | asked again, but thistime | found

mysdlf asking the dog and cat.

Roosavelt growled at me again, and when | only gaped stupidly at him,
he said, "Comeon, son, if You can't cal meaname, a least givemea

littlegrowl. Givemealittlegrowl. Comeon, son, You candoit.”



Orson and Mungojerrie watched me expectantly.

Roosevet growled once more, giving his snarl an interrogatory

inflection at the end, and finaly | growled back a him. He growled

louder than before, and | growled louder, too.

Smiling broadly, he said, "Hodtility. Dog and cat. Black and white.

just having alittle fun mocking stereotypes.”

AsRoosevet sdttled into his chair again, my bewilderment began to

give way to atremulous sense of the miraculous. | wasawarel L of a

looming revelation that would rock my life forever, expose dimensions

of theworld that | could not now imagine; but dthough | strained to

grasp it, this understanding remained dusive, tantdizingly just

beyond the limits of my reach.

| looked at Orson. Thoseinky, liquid eyes.

| looked at Mungojerrie.

The cat bared histeeth & me.

Orson bared his, too.



A faint cold fear thrilled through my veins, asthe Bard of Avon would
put it, not because | thought the dog and cat might bite me but because
of what thisamused baring of teeth implied. Not ' just fear shivered
through me, ether, but dso addicious chill of wonder and giddy

excitement.

Although such an act would have been out of character for him, |
actually wondered if Roosevelt Frost had spiked the coffee. Not with
brandy. With halucinogenics. | was smultaneoudy disoriented and
clearer of mind than I'd ever been, asif | werein aheightened state

of consciousness.

The cat hissed at me, and | hissed at the cat.

Orson growled at me, and | growled at him.

In the most astonishing moment of my lifeto this point, we sat around
the dinette table, grinning men and beasts, and | was reminded of those
cute but corny paintings that were popular for afew years. scenes of
dogs playing poker. Only one of uswas adog, of course, and none of
us had cards, so the painting in my mind's eye didn't ssemto gpply to
this Stuation, and yet the longer | dwelled onit, the closer | came

to revelation, to epiphany, to understanding al of the ramifications

of what had happened at thistable in the past few minutes -and then my

train of thought was derailed by a beeping that arose from the



€lectronic security equipment in the hutch beside the table.

AsRoosevdt and | turned to look at the video monitor, the four views
on the screen resolved into one. The automated system zoomed in on the
intruder and revealed it in the eerie, enhanced light of anight-vison

lens.

The visitor stood in the eddying fog at the aft end of the port

finger

of the boat dip in which the Nostromo was berthed. It looked
asthough it had stepped directly out of the Jurassic Period into our
time: perhaps four feet tal, pterodactyl-like, with along wicked

beak.

My mind was so full of feverish speculations related to the cat and the
dog-and | was so unnerved by the other events of the night-that | was
prepared to see the uncanny in the ordinary, where it did not in fact

exig. My heart raced. My mouth soured and went dry. If | hadn't

been frozen by shock, | would have bolted to my feet, knocking my chair

over.

Given another five seconds, | still might have managed to make afool
of mysdlf, but | was saved from mortification by Roosevelt. Hewas
either by nature more deliberative than | was or he had lived so long
with the uncanny that he was quick to differentiate genuine edritch

from faux ddritch.



"Blue heron," hesaid. "Doing alittle night fishing."

| was asfamiliar with the gregt blue heron aswith any bird that
thrived in and around Moonlight Bay. Now that Roosevelt had named our

vigitor, | recognized it for whet it was.

Cancd thecal to Mr. Spidherg. Thereisno movie here.

In my defense, | would note that for dl its egant physiology and its
undeniable grace, this heron has afierce predatory auraand acold
reptilian gaze that identify it asasurvivor of the age of

dinosaurs.

The bird was poised at the very edge of the dip finger, peering
intently into the water. Suddenly it bent forward, its head darted
down, its besk stabbed into the bay, it snatched up asmdll fish, and

it threw its head back, swallowing the catch. Some die that others may

live

Congdering how hagtily | had ascribed preternatura quditiesto this
ordinary heron, | began to wonder if | was attributing more
significance to the recent episode with the cat and the dog than it

deserved.



Certainty gave way to doubt. The onrushing, macking wave of epiphany
abruptly receded without breaking, and a churlychurly tide of confusion

dopped over me again.

Drawing my atention from the video display, Roosevelt said, "Inthe
years snce Gloria Chan taught me interspecies communication, which is
basicdly just being acosmicdly good listener, my life has been

immeasurably enriched.”

"Cosmicdly good listener,” | repeated, wondering if Bobby would il
be able to execute one of hiswonderfully entertaining riffson a
nutball phrase like that. Maybe his experiences with the monkeys had
left him with a permanent deficit of both sarcasm and skepticism. |
hoped not. Although change might be afundamenta principle of the
universe, some things were meant to be timeless, including Bobby's
ingstence on alifethat alowed only for things asbasic as sand,

surf, and sun.

"I've greatly enjoyed dl the animasthat have cometo me over the
years," Roosevet said asdrily asif he were aveterinarian
reminiscing about acareer in anima medicine. He reached out to
Mungojerrie and stroked his head, scratched behind hisears. The cat
leaned into the big man's hand and purred. "But these new catsI've
been encountering the last two yearsor so.. . . they open afar more
exciting dimension of communication.” He turned to Orson: "And I'm

surethat You are every bit asinteresting asthe cats.”



Panting, tongue lolling, Orson assumed an expression of perfect doggy

VaCUOUSNESS.

"Ligten, dog, Y ou have never fooled me," Roosevdt assured him. "And
after your little game with the cat amoment ago, Y ou might aswell

giveuptheact."

Ignoring Mungojerrie, Orson looked down at the three biscuitsin front

of him, onthetable.

"Y ou can pretend to be al dog appetite, pretend nothing's more

important to Y ou than those tasty treats, but | know differently.”

Gaze locked on the biscuits, Orson whined longingly.

Roosevet sad, "It was Y ou who brought Chris herethe first time, old

pup, so why did Y ou comeif not to talk?"

On Christmas Eve, more than two years ago, not a month before my mother
died, Orson and | had been roaming the night, according to our usual

habits. He had been only ayear old then. Asa puppy, he had been

frisky and playful, but he had never been as hyper as most very young

dogs. Nevertheless, at the age of one, he was not dways able to

control his curiosity and not dways as wellbehaved as he ultimatey



became. We were on the outdoor basketball court behind the high
school, my dog and I, and | was shooting baskets. | wastelling Orson
that Michadl Jordan should be damn glad that 1'd been born with XP and
was unable to compete under lights, when the mutt abruptly sprinted
away from me. Repeatedly | cdled to him, but he only paused to glance
back at me, then trotted away again. By thetime| redized that he

was not going to return, | didn't even have time to snug the bal into

the net bag that wastied to the handlebars of my bicycle. | pedaled

after the fugitive fur bal, and he led me on awild chase: street to

aley to street, through Quester Park, down to the marina, and

ultimately along the docks to the Nostromo. Although he rarely barked,
that night Orson flew into abarking frenzy as he leaped off the dock
directly onto the porchlike afterdeck of the cruiser, and by thetimel
braked to a skidding halt on the damp dock planks, Roosevelt had come

out of the boat to cuddle and calm the dog.

"Y ou want to talk,” Roosevelt told Orson now. "Y ou origindly came

here wanting to talk, but | suspect Y ou just don't trust me.”

Orson kept his head down, his eyes on the biscuits.

"Even after two years, Y ou half suspect maybe I'm hooked up with the

people at Wyvern, and Y ou're not going to be anything but the most

doggie of dogs until Y ou're sure of me."

Sniffing the biscuits, once more licking the table around them, Orson



seemed not even to be aware that anyone was speaking to him.

Turning his attention to me, Roosevdt said, "These new cats, they come

from Wyvem. Some arefirst-generation, the original escapees, and some

are second-generation who were born in freedom."”

"Labanimas?' | asked.

"Thefirgt generation were, yes. They and their offspring are

different from other cats. Different in lots of ways."

"Smarter,” | said, remembering the behavior of the monkeys.

"Y ou know morethan | thought.”

"It'sbeen abusy night. How smart are they?'

"I don't know how to cdlibrate that," he said, and | could seethat he

was being evasive. "But they're smarter and different in other ways,

too."

"Why? What was done to them out there?”

"] don't know," hesaid.



"How'd they get loose?"

"Your guessisasgood asmine."

"Why haven't they been rounded up?’

"Beasme."

"No offensg, gir, but You'reabad liar."

"Always have been,” Roosevelt said with agmile. "Listen, son, | don't
know everything, either. Only what the animastell me. But it'snot

good for Y ou to know even that much. The more Y ou know, the more

Y ou'll want to know-and Y ou've got your dog and those friends to worry

about."

"Soundslikeathreet,” | said without animogity.

When he shrugged hisimmense shoulders, there should have been alow
thunder of displaced air. "If Y ou think I've been coopted by them at
Wyvem, then it'sathreat. If You believe I'm your friend, theniit's

advice"

Although | wanted to trust Roosevelt, | shared Orson's doubt. | found
it hard to believe that this man was capable of treachery. But hereon

the weird side of the magica looking-glass, | had to assume that every



facewasafdseface.

Edgy from the caffeine but with acraving for more, | took my cup to

the coffeemaker and refilled it.

"What | cantell You," Roosevet said, "is there were supposed to be

dogsout at Fort Wyvern aswell as cats.”

"Orson didn't come from Wyvern."

"Where did he come from?"

| stood with my back against the refrigerator, Spping the hot

coffee.

"One of my mom'’s colleagues gave himto us. Their dog had alot of

puppies, and they needed to find homes for them.”

"One of your mom'’s colleagues a the university?'

"Yeah. A professor at Ashdon.”

Roosevelt Frost stared, unspesking, and aterrible cloud of pity

crossed hisface.



"Wha?"' | asked, and heard aquavery notein my voicethat | did not

like.

He opened his mouth to speak, thought better of it, and kept his
slence. Suddenly he seemed to want to avoid my eyes. Now both he and

Orson were studying the damn dog biscuits.

The cat had no interest in the biscuits. Instead, he watched me.

If another cat made of pure gold with eyes of jewels, standing silent

guard for millenniain the most sacred room of apyramid far benegth a

sea of sand, had suddenly cometo life before my eyes, it would not

have seemed more mysterious than this cat with his steedy, somehow

ancient gaze.

To Roosevdt, | said, "Y ou don't think that's where Orson came from?

Not Wyvern? Why would my mother's colleaguelieto her?

He shook hisheed, asif he didn't know, but he knew dl right.

| was frustrated by the way he fluctuated between making disclosures

and guarding hissecrets. | didn't understand his game, couldn't grasp

why he was dternately forthcoming and closemouthed.

Under the gray cat's hieroglyphic gaze, in the draft-trembled



candldight, with the humid air thickened by mystery as manifest as
incense, | said, "All Y ou need to complete your act isacrystal ball,

slver hoop earrings, a Gypsy headband, and a Romanian accent.”

| couldn't get arise out of him.

Returning to my chair at thetable, | tried to use whét little | knew

to encourage him to believe that | knew even more. Maybe he would open

up further if he thought some of his secretsweren't so secret, after

dl.

"There weren't only cats and dogsin thelabs at Wyvern. There were

monkeys."

Roosevdt didn't reply, and he till avoided my eyes.

"Y ou do know about the monkeys?' | asked.

"No," he said, but he glanced from the biscuits to the security camera

monitor in the hutch.

"I suspect it's because of the monkeysthat Y ou got amooring outside

the marinathree months ago."

Redizing that he had betrayed his knowledge by looking at the monitor



when | mentioned the monkeys, he returned his attention to the dog

biscuits.

Only a hundred moorings were available in the bay waters beyond the
marina, and they were nearly as prized as the dock dips, though it was
anecessary inconvenience to travel to and from your moored boat in
another craft. Roosevelt had subleased a space from Dieter Gessdl, a
fisherman whose trawler was docked farther out along the northern horn
with the rest of the fishing fleet but who had kept ajunk dinghy at

the mooring against the day when he retired and acquired a pleasure

boat.

Rumor was that Roosevelt was paying five timeswhat the lease was

cogting Dieter.

| had never before asked him about because wasn't any of my business

unless he brought it up fird.

Now | said, "Every night, Y ou move the Nostromo from thisdip out to
the mooring, and Y ou deep there. Every night without fail-except
tonight, while Y ou're waiting here for me. Folksthought Y ou were
going to buy asecond boat, something smaller and fun, just to play
with. When Y ou didn't, when Y ou just went out there every night to
bunk down, they figured-'Well, okay, he's alittle eccentric anyway,

old Roosevelt, talking to peopl€'s pets and whatnot."



Heremained slent.

He and Orson appeared to be so intensaly and equally fascinated by
those three dog biscuitsthat | could dmost believe ether of them

might abruptly break discipline and gobble up the tredts.

"After tonight,” | said, "I think | know why Y ou go out there to

deep.

Youfigureit's safer. Because maybe monkeys don't swvim well-or at

least they don't enjoy it."

Asif he hadn't heard me, he said, "Okay, dog, evenif Y ou won't talk

to me, Y ou can have your nibbles.”

Orson risked eye-to-eye contact with hisinquisitor, seeking

confirmation.

"Go ahead," Roosevelt urged.

Orson looked dubioudly a me, asif asking whether | thought

Roosevet's permisson was atrick.

"He'sthehost,” | said.



The dog snatched up the first biscuit and happily crunched it.

Findly turning hisattention to me, with that unnerving pity ill in
hisface and eyes, Roosevelt said, "The people behind the project at

Wyvern . . . they might have had good intentions.

Some of them, anyway. And | think some good things might've come from
their work." He reached out to pet the cat again, which relaxed under

his hand, though he never shifted his piercing eyesfrom me. "But
therewas also adark sdeto thisbusiness. A very dark side. From

what 1've been told, the monkeys are only one manifestation of it."

"Only one?"

Roosevet hedd my starein slencefor along time, long enough for

Orson to eat the second biscuit, and when at last he spoke, hisvoice

was softer than ever: "There were more than 'just cats and dogs and

monkeysin those labs."

| didn't know what he meant, but | said, "1 suspect Y ou aren't talking

about guinea pigs or white mice.”

His eyes shifted away from me, and he appeared to be staring at

something far beyond the cabin of thisboat. "Lot of change coming.”

"They say changeisgood.”



"Someis."

As Orson ate the third biscuit, Roosevdt rose from his chair.

Picking up the cat, holding him againgt his chest, stroking him, he

seemed to be considering whether | needed to-or should-know more.

When hefindly spoke, he did once again from arevelatory mood into a

secretive one. "I'mtired, son. | should have been in bed hours

ago.

| was asked to warn Y ou that your friendsarein danger if Y ou don't

walk away from this, if Y ou keep probing.”

"The cat asked Y ou to warn me."

"That'sright.”

Asl got to my feet, | became more aware of the wallowing motion of the

boat. For amoment | was stricken by aspell of vertigo, and | gripped

the back of the chair to steady mysdif.

Thisphysicad symptom was matched by menta turmoil, aswell, and my

grip on redity seemed increasingly tenuous. | fdt asif | were



spinning along the upper rim of awhirlpool that would suck me down
faster, faster, faster, until 1 went through the bottom of the

funnd-my own verson of Dorothy's tornado-and found mysdlf not in Oz
but in WaimeaBay, Hawaii, solemnly discussing the fine points of

reincarnation with FiaKlick.

Aware of the extreme flakiness of the question, | nevertheless asked,

"And the cat, Mungojerrie.. . . heisn't in league with these people

a Wyvern?'

"He escaped from them.”

Licking his chopsto be sure that no precious biscuit crumbs adhered to

hislipsor to thefur around his muzzle, Orson got off the dinette

chair and cameto my side.

To Roosevdt, | said, "Earlier tonight, | heard the Wyvern project

described in gpocalyptic terms. . . the end of the world.”

"Theworld aswe know it."

"You actudly believe that?'

"It could play out that way, yes. But maybe when it al shakes down,

therell be more good changes than bad. The end of the world aswe

know it isn't necessarily the same as the end of theworld.”



"Tdl that to the dinosaurs after the comet impact.”

"l have my jumpy moments,” he admitted.

"If Y ou're frightened enough to go to the mooring to deep every night

and if You redly beieve that what they were doing at Wyvern was so

dangerous, why don't Y ou get out of Moonlight Bay?

"I've conddered it. But my businesses are here. My liféshere.

Besides, | wouldn't be escaping. 1'd only be buying alittletime.

Ultimately, nowhereissafe”

"That's a bleak assessment.”

"l guessso."

"Yet You don't seem depressed.”

Carrying the cat, Roosevelt led us out of the main cabin and through

the aft stateroom. "I've aways been able to handle whatever the world

threw at me, son, both the ups and the downs, aslong asit was at

least interesting. 1've had the blessing of afull and varied life,



and the only thing | really dread is boredom.” We stepped out of the
boat onto the afterdeck, into the clammy embrace of thefog. "Things
areliableto get downright hairy herein the jewd of the Centra

Coadt, but whichever way it goes, for damn sure it won't be boring.”

Roosevet had more in common with Bobby Halloway than | would have

thought.

"Well, gar. . . thank You for the advice. | guess” | sat onthe
coaming and swung off the boat to the dock a couple of feet below, and

Orson leaped down to my side.

The big blue heron had departed earlier. Thefog eddied around me, the
black water purled under the boat dip, and dl esewasas sill asa

dream of death.

| had taken only two steps toward the gangway when Roosevelt said,

"Son?"'

| stopped and looked back.

"The safety of your friendsredly isat stake here. But your
happinessison theline, too. Believe me, Y ou don't want to know more
about this. Y ou've got enough problems. . . theway Y ou haveto

live"



"I don't have any problems” | assured him. "Just different advantages

and disadvantages from most people.”

His skin was so black that he might have been amiragein thefog, a
trick of shadow. The cat, which he held, wasinvisible but for his

eyes, which appeared to be disembodied, mysterious-bright green orbs
floating in midair. "Just different advantagesdo Y ou redly believe

that?' he asked.

"Yes, gr," | said, athough | wasn't sure whether | believed it
because it was, in fact, the truth or because | had spent most of my
life convincing mysdlf thet it wastrue. A lot of thetime, redlity is

what Y ou makeit.

"I'll tell Y ou onemorething,” he said. "One more thing because it

might convince Y ou to let thisgo and get on with life.”

| waited.

At last, with sorrow in hisvoice, he said, "The reason most of them

don't want to harm Y ou, the reason they'd rather try to control Y ou by

killing your friends, the reason most of them revere Y ou is because of

who your mother was."

Fear, as death-white and cold as a Jerusalem cricket, crawled up the



small of my back, and for amoment my lungs constricted so that |
couldn't draw a bresth-athough | didn't know why Roosevelt's enigmatic
gtatement should affect me so ingtantly and profoundly. Maybe |
understood more than | thought | did. Maybe the truth was aready
waiting to be acknowledged in the canyons of the subconscious-or in the

abyss of the heart.

When | could breathe, | said, "What do Y ou mean?"

"If You think about it for awhile" he said, "redly think about it,

maybe Y oull redizetha Y ou have nothing to gain by pursuing this
thing-and so much to lose. Knowledge seldom brings us peace, son. A
hundred years ago, we didn't know about atomic structure or DNA or
black holes-but are we any happier and more fulfilled now than people

werethen?'

As he spoke that find word, fog filled the space where he had stood on

the afterdeck. A cabin door closed softly; with alouder sound, a dead

bolt was engaged.

Around the creaking Nostromo, the fog seethed in dow motion.

Nightmare creatures appeared to form out of the mist, loom, and then

disolve.

Inspired by Roosaevelt Frost'sfina revelation, more fearful things



than fog mongterstook shape from the mistsin my mind, but | was
reluctant to concentrate on them and thereby impart to them a greater

lidity.

Maybe he wasright. If | learned everything | wanted to know, | might

wish | had remained ignorant of the truth.

Bobby saysthat truth is sweet but dangerous. He says people couldn't

bear to go on living if they faced every cold truth about themsdves.

Inthat casg, | tdl him, hell never besuicidd.

As Orson preceded me up the gangway from the dip, | consdered my

options, trying to decide where to go and what to do next.

Therewas asren snging, and only | could hear her dangerous song;

though | was afraid of wrecking on the rocks of truth, this hypnotic

melody wasone| couldn't resst.

When we reached the top of the gangway, | saidto my dog, "So. ..

anytime Y ou want to start explaining al thisto me, I'm ready to

ligen."

Even if Orson could have answered me, hedidn't ssemtobeina



communicative mood.

My bicyclewas gill leaning againgt the dock railing. The rubber

handlebar gripswere cold and dick, wet with condensation.

Behind us, the Nostromo's en ines turned over. When | glanced back; |

saw the running lights of the boat diffused and ringed by haosinthe

fog.

| couldn't make out Roosevelt at the upper helm station, but | knew he
wasthere. Though only afew hours of darkness remained, he was moving

hisboat out to hismooring eveninthislow vishility.

As| waked my bike shoreward through the marina, among the gently
rocking boats, | looked back a couple of times, to seeif | could spot
Mungojerriein the dim wash of the dock lights. If hewasfollowing
us, he was being discreet. | suspected that the cat was sill aboard

the Nostromo.

... thereason most of them revere Y ou is because of who your mother

was,

When we turned right onto the main dock pier and headed toward the

entrance to the marina, afoul odor rose off the water.

Evidently the tide had washed a dead squid or aman-of-war or afishin



among the pilings. The rotting corpse must have gotten caught above
the water line on one of the jagged masses of barnaclesthat encrusted
the concrete caissons. The stench became so ripe that the humid air
seemed to be not merely scented but flavored with it, asrepulsve asa
broth from the devil's dinner table. | held my breath and kept my
mouth tightly closed againgt the disgusting taste that had been

imparted to the fog.

The grumble of the Nostromo's engines had faded asiit cruised out to
the mooring. Now the muffled rhythmic thumping that came acrossthe
water sounded not like engine noise at al but like the ominous beet of
aleviathan's heart, as though amonster of the degp might surfacein
themarina, sinking al the boats, battering apart the dock, and

plunging usinto acold wet grave.

When we reached the midpoint of the main pier, | looked back and saw

neither the cat nora more fearsome pursuer.

Nevertheless, | said to Orson, "Damn, but it's starting to fed like

the end of theworld."

He chuffed in agreement as we | ft the stench of death behind us and
walked toward the glow of the quaint ship lanterns that were mounted on

massve teek pilasters at the main pier entrance.



Moving out of an amost liquid gloom beside the marina office, Lewis
Stevenson, the chief of police, till inuniform as| had seen him
ealier inthe night, crossed into the light. He said, "I'm inamood

here"

For an ingtant, as he stepped from the shadows, something about him was
S0 peculiar that achill bored like a corkscrew in my spine. Whatever

| had seen-or thought 1'd seen-passed in a blink, however, and | found
myself shivering and keenly disturbed, overcome by an extraordinary
perception of being in the presence of something unearthly and
malevolent, without being ableto identify the precise cause of this

feding.

Chief Stevenson was holding aformidable-looking pistol in hisright
hand. Although he was not in a shooting stance, his grip on the weapon
wasn't casua. The muzzle was trained on Orson, who was two steps
ahead of me, sanding in the outer arc of the lantern light, while |

remained in shadows.

"Y ou want to guesswhat mood I'min?" Stevenson asked, stopping no

more than ten feat from us.

"Not good," | ventured.

"I'm in amood not to be screwed with."



Thechief didn't sound like himsdlf. Hisvoice wasfamiliar, the

timbre and the accent unchanged, but there was a hard note when before
there had been quiet authority. Usudly his speech flowed likea

stream, and Y ou found yoursaf dmost floating on it, cam and warm and

assured; but now the flow was fast and turbulent, cold and stinging.

"l don't fed good,” hesaid. "I don't fed good at dll. Infact, |

fed like shit, and | don't have much patience for anything that makes

mefed even worse. Y ou undersand me?"

Although I didn't understand him entirely, | nodded and said, "Yes.

Yes, dr, | understand.”

Orsonwas as il ascast iron, and his eyes never |eft the muzzle of

the chief'spistal.

| was acutely aware that the marinawas a desolate place at this

hour.

The office and the fueling station were not Saffed after Sx

o'clock.

Only five boat owners, other than Roosevelt Frogt, lived aboard their

vessals, and they were no doubt sound asleep. The dockswere no less



lonely than the granite rows of eternal berthsin St. Bernadette's

cemetery.

Thefog muffled our voices. No one waslikely to hear our conversation

and bedrawn toiit.

Keeping his attention on Orson but addressing me, Stevenson said, "l

can't get what | need, because | don't even know what it is| need.

|an't that abitch?"

| sensed that thiswas aman at risk of coming apart, periloudy
holding himsdf together. He had lost his noble aspect. Evenhis
handsomeness was diding away asthe planes of hisface were pulled

toward anew configuration by what seemed to be rage and an equally

powerful anxiety.

"You ever fed thisemptiness, Snow? Y ou ever fed an emptiness so
bad, You'vegot tofill it or You'll die, but Y ou don't know where the
emptinessis or what in the name of God Y ou're supposed to fill it

with?'

Now | didn't understand him at al, but | didn't think that hewasin a
mood to explain himsdf, so | looked solemn and nodded

sympatheticaly.



"Yes, ar. | know thefeding."

His brow and cheeks were moist but not from the clammy air; he
glistened with greasy swest. Hisface was so supernaturaly white that
the mist seemed to pour from him, boiling coldly off hisskin, as
though he were the father of dl fog. “Comeson Y ou bad a night,” he

sad.
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"Comes on Y ou anytime, but worse at night.”" Hisface twisted with what

might have been disgust. "What kind of damn dog isthis, anyway?"

Hisgun arm stiffened, and | thought | saw hisfinger tighten on the

trigger.

Orson bared histeeth but neither moved nor made a sound.

| quickly said, "He'sjust a Labrador mix. He'sagood dog, wouldn't

harm acat."

Hisanger swelling for no apparent reason, Stevenson said, "Just a

Labrador mix, huh? The hell heis. Nothing'gust anything.

Not here. Not now. Not anymore.”



| considered reaching for the Glock in my jacket. | washolding my
bike with my left hand. My right hand wawasin my right-hand

pocket.

Even as distraught as Stevenson was, however, he was nonethel ess a cop,
and he was sure to respond with deadly professionalism to any
threatening move | made. | didn't put much faith in Roosevelt's

strange assurance that | was revered. Evenif | let thebicyclefal

over to distract him, Stevenson would shoot me dead before the Glock

cleared my pocket.

Besides, | wasn't going to pull agun on the chief of police unlessl
had no choice but to useit. Andif | shot him, that would be the end

of my life, athwarting of the sun.

Abruptly Stevenson snapped his head up, looking away from Orson. He
drew adeep bregth, then severa that were as quick and shalow as

those of ahound following the spoor of its quarry.

"Whet'sthat?'

He had akeener sense of smell than | did, because | only now realized

that an amost imperceptible breeze had brought usafaint hint of the

stench from the decomposing sea creature back under the main pier.



Although Stevenson was dready acting strangely enough to make my scap
crinkleinto faux corduroy, he grew markedly stranger. He tensed,
hunched his shoulders, stretched his neck, and raised hisfaceto the

fog, as though savoring the putrescent scent.

Hiseyeswerefeverishin his pae face, and he spoke not with the
measured inquisitiveness of acop but with an eager, nervous curiat is
that? Y ou smell that? Someosity that seemed perverse: "What thing

dead, isn't it?"

"Something back under the pier,” | confirmed. "Somekind of fish, |

guess

"Dead. Dead and rotting. Something. . . It'sgot an edgetoit,
doesn't it?' He seemed about to lick hislips. "Yeah. Yesh. Sure

does have an interesting edgeto it.”

Either he heard the eerie current crackling through hisvoice or he
sensed my adarm, because he glanced worriedly at me and struggled to
compose himself. it wasastruggle. He was teetering on acrumbling

ledge of emation.

Findly the chief found his norma voice-or something thet's free, and
the pistol approximated it. "1 need to talk to Y ou, reach an

undergtanding.



Now. Tonight. Why don't Y ou comewith me, Snow."

"Comewhere?'

"My patrol car's out front."

"But my bicycle-" "I'm not arresting Y ou. Just aquick chat. Let's

make sure we understand each other."

Thelast thing | wanted to do was get in a patrol car with Stevenson.

If | refused, however, he might make hisinvitation more formal by

taking meinto custody.

Then, if | tried toresist arrest, if | climbed on my bicycleand
pumped the pedals hard enough to make the crank axle smokewhere would |

go?

With dawn only afew hoursaway, | had notimeto flee asfar asthe
next town on thislonely stretch of coast. Evenif | had ampletime,

XP limited my world to the boundaries of Moonlight Bay, where| could
return home by sunrise or find an under standing friend to take mein

and give me darkness.

"I'minamood here," Lewis Stevenson said again, through half-clenched



teeth, the hardness returning to hisvoice. "I'minarea mood. You

coming with me?'

"Yes, gr. I'm cool with that."

Motioning with his pistol, heindicated that Orson and | wereto

precede him.

| walked my bike toward the end of the entrance pier, loath to have the
chief behind mewith thegun. | didn't need to be an animal

communicator to know that Orson was nervous, too.

The pier planks ended in a concrete sdewalk flanked by flower beds
full of ice plant, the blooms of which open widein sunshineand close
at night. Inthelow landscape lighting, snails were crossing the
wakway, antennae glistening, leaving slvery trailsof dime, some
creeping from the right-hand bed of ice plant to the identical bed on
the | eft, others laborioudy making their way in the opposite

direction, asif these humble mollusks shared humanity's restlessness

and dissatisfaction with the terms of existence.

| weaved with the bike to avoid the snails, and athough Orson sniffed

them in passing, he stepped over them.

From behind us rose the crunching of crushed shells, the squish of



jellied bodies tramped underfoot. Stevenson was stepping on not only
those snailsdirectly in his path but on every hapless gasiropod in
gght. Some were dispatched with aquick snap, but he ssomped on
others, came down on them with such force that the dap of shoe sole

againg concrete rang like ahammer strike.

| didn't turn to look.

| was afraid of seeing the cruel gleethat | remembered too well from
the faces of the young bullies who had tormented me throughout

childhood, before I'd been wise enough and big enough to fight back.

Although that expression was unnerving when achild woreit, the same
look-the beady eyes that seemed perfectly reptilian even without
liptical pupils, the hate-reddened cheeks, the bloodless lips drawn
back in a sneer from spittle-shined teeth-would be immeasurably more
disturbing on the face of an adult, especialy when the adult had agun

in hishand and wore a badge.

Stevenson's black-and-white was parked at ared curb thirty feet to the
left of the marina entrance, beyond the reach of the landscape lights,
in deep night shade under the spreading limbs of an enormous Indian

laurd.

| leaned my bike againgt the trunk of the tree, on which the fog hung

like Spanish moss. At last | turned warily to the chief as he opened



the back door on the passenger side of the patrol car.

Even inthe murk, | recognized the expression on hisfacethat | had

dreaded seeing: the hatred, theirrational but unassuageable anger that

makes some human beings more deadly than any other beast on the

planet.

Never before had Stevenson disclosed this malevolent aspect of

himsdif.

He hadn't seemed capable of unkindness et alone senseless hatred. If

suddenly he had revealed that he wasn't the real Lewis Stevenson but an

dien life-form mimicking the chief, | would have believed him.

Gesturing with the gun, Stevenson spoke to Orson: " Get in the car,

fdla"

"Hell beadl right out here, | said.

"Get in," he urged the dog.

Orson peered suspicioudy at the open car door and whined with

distrust.

"Hell wait here" | said. "He never runs off."



"l want himinthe car,” Stevenson sadicily. "Therésaleashlaw in
thistown, Snow. We never enforce it with Y ou. We awaysturn our
heads, pretend not to see, because of . . . because adog is exempted

if he belongsto adisabled person.”

| didn't antagonize Stevenson by rgecting the term disabled.

Anyway, | wasinterested lessin that one word than in the six words|
was sure he had amost said before catching himself. because of who

your mother was.

"But thistime" he said, "'I'm not going to St here while the damn dog
trotsaround loose, crapping on the sidewalk, flaunting that he isn't

onaleash.”

Although I could have noted the contradiction between the fact that the
dog of adisabled person was exempt from the leash law and the
assartion that Orson was flaunting hisleashlessness, | remained

dlent. | couldn't win any argument with Stevenson while hewasin

thishodtile sate.

"If hewon't get in the car when | tell himto," Stevenson said, ™Y ou

makehimgetin.”

| hesitated, searching for a credible dternative to meek



cooperation.

Second by second, our situation seemed more perilous. I'd felt safer
than this when we had been in the blinding fog on the peninsula,

stalked by the troop.

"Get the goddamn dog in the goddamn car now!" Stevenson ordered, and
the venom in this command was so potent that he could have killed

snallswithout stepping on them, sheerly with hisvoice.

Because hisgun wasin hishand, | remained at a disadvantage, but |
took some thin comfort from the fact that he apparently didn't know
that | was armed. For thetime being, | had no choice but to

cooperate.

"Inthe car, pa," | told Orson, trying not to sound fearful, trying

not to let my hammering heart pound atremor into my voice.

Reluctantly the dog obeyed.

Lewis Stevenson dammed the rear door and then opened the front. "Now

Y ou, Show."

| settled into the passenger seat while Stevenson walked around the

black-and-white to the driver's Side and got in behind the whedl. He



pulled his door shut and told me to close mine, which | had hoped to

avoid doing.

Usudly | don't suffer from claustrophobiain tight spaces, but no
coffin could have been more cramped than this patrol car. Thefog
pressing & the windows was as psychologically suffocating asadream

about premature buridl.

Theinterior of the car seemed chillier and damper than the night
outsde. Stevenson started the engine in order to be able to switch on

the heater.

The policeradio crackled, and a dispatcher's satic-filled voice

croaked likefrog song. Stevenson clicked it off.

Orson stood on the floor in front of the backsesat, forepaws on the
sted grid that separated him from us, peering worriedly through that
security barrier. When the chief pressed a console button with the
barrel of hisgun, the power locks on the rear doors engaged with a

hard sound no lessfind than the thunk of aguillotine blade.

| had hoped that Stevenson would holster his pistol when he got into
the car, but he kept agrip on it. He rested the weapon on hisleg,
the muzzle pointed at the dashboard. Inthe dim green light from the
ingrument pand, | thought | saw that his forefinger was now curled

around the trigger guard rather than around the trigger itsdlf, but



thisdidn't lessen his advantage to any appreciable degree.

For amoment he lowered his head and closed his eyes, asthough praying

or gathering histhoughts.

Fog condensed on the Indian laurel, and drops of water dripped from the
points of the leaves, snapping with an unrhythmical ponk-pank-ping

againgt theroof and hood of the car.

Casudly, quietly, | tucked both handsinto my jacket pockets. |

closed my right hand around the Glock.

| told mysdlf that, because of my overripeimagination, | was
exaggerating the threat. Stevenson wasin afoul mood, yes, and from
what | had seen behind the police station, | knew that he was not the

righteous arm of justice that he had long pretended to be.

But thisdidn't mean that he had any violent intentions. Hemight,
indeed, want only to talk, and having said his piece, he might turn us

loose unharmed.

When at last Stevenson raised his head, his eyes were servings of
bitter brew in cups of bone. As hisgaze flowed to me, | wasagan
chilled by an impression of inhuman malevolence, as| had been when

he'd first stepped out of the gloom beside the marina office, but this



time | knew why my harp-string nerves thrummed with fear. Briefly, a
acertain angle, hisliquid stare rippled with ayelow luminance

smilar to the eyeshine that many animals exhibit a night, acold and
mysteriousinner light like nothing | had ever seen beforein the eyes

of man or woman.

The dectric and eectrifying radiance passed through Chief Stevenson's
eyes S0 fleetingly, as he turned to face me, that on any night before

thisone, | might have dismissed the phenomenon as merely a queer
reflection of theinstrument-pand lights. But since sundown, | had

seen monkeys that were not merely monkeys, a cat that was somehow more
than acat, and | had waded through mysteries that flowed likerivers

along the streets of Moonlight Bay, and | had learned to expect

sgnificancein the seemingly inggnificant.

Hiseyeswereinky again, glimmerless. The anger in his voice was now

an undertow, while the surface current was gray despair and grief.

"It'sdl changed now, dl changed, and no going back.”

"What's changed?'

"I'm not who | used to be. | can hardly remember what | used to be

like, thekind of man | was. It'slog.”

| felt he was talking as much to himsdf asto me, grieving doud for



thisloss of sdf that heimagined.

"l don't have anything to lose. Everything that matters has been taken
fromme. I'm adead man walking, Snow. That'sdl | an. CanYou

imagine how that fed s?'

"NO_"

"Because even Y ou, with your shitty life, hiding from the day, coming
out only at night like some dug crawling out from under arock-even

Y ou havereasonsto live."

Although the chief of police was an eected officia in our town, Lewis

Stevenson didn't seem to be concerned about winning my vote.

| wanted to tell him to go copulate with himsdlf. But thereisa
difference between showing no fear and begging for abullet in the

head.

Asheturned hisface avay from meto gaze at the white dudge of fog
diding thickly acrossthe windshidld, that cold fire throbbed in his
eyesagain, abriefer and fainter flicker than before yet more

disturbing becauseit could no longer be dismissed asimaginary.

Lowering hisvoice asthough afraid of being overheard, he said, "l



have terrible nightmares, terrible, full of sex and blood.”

I had not known exactly what to expect from this conversation; but
revelations of persona torment would not have been high on my ligt of

probable subjects.

"They started well over ayear ago," he continued. "At first they came

only once aweek, but then with increasing frequency.

And at the start, for awhile, the women in the nightmares were no one
I'd ever seeninlife, just pure fantasy figures. They werelike those
dreams Y ou have during puberty, silken girls so ripe and eager to
surrender . . . except that in these dreams, | didn't just have sex

with them.

His thoughts seemed to drift with the bilious fog into darker

territory.

Only his profile was presented to me, dimly lit and glistening with
sour swest, yet | glimpsed asavagery that made me hope that he would

not favor mewith afull-face view.

Lowering hisvoice further ill, he said, "In these dreams, | beat
them, too, punch them in the face, punch and punch and punch them until
theres nothing left of their faces, choke them until their tongues

swdl out of thair mouths. . . ."



As he had begun to describe his nightmares, his voice had been marked
by dread. Now, in addition to thisfear, an unmistakable perverse
excitement rosein him, evident not only in hishusky voicebut lsoin

the new tension that gripped his body.

hungry whisper that would haunt

"Lately," he continued in ahungry whisper that would haunt my deep

for therest of my life, "these dreams dl focus on my granddaughter.

Brandy. She'sten. A pretty girl. A very pretty girl.

So dimand pretty. Thethings| do to her in dreams. All thethings
| do. You can'timagine such mercilessbrutaity. Such exquigtely

viciousinventiveness. And when | wake up, I'm beyond exhilaration.

Transcendent. Inarapture. | liein bed, beside my wife, who degps

on without guessing what strange thoughts obsess me, who can't possibly

ever know, and | thrum with power, with the awareness that absolute

freedomisavailableto meany timel want to seizeit.

Any time. Next week. Tomorrow. Now."

Overhead, the sllent laurel spoke as, in quick succession, a least a



double score of its pointed green tongues trembled with too great a
weight of condensed fog. Each loosed its single watery note, and |
twitched at the sudden rataplan of fat droplets beating on the car,

half surprised that what streamed down the windshield and acrossthe

hood was not blood.

In my jacket pocket, | closed my right hand more tightly around the

Glock.

After what Stevenson had told me, | couldn't imagine any circumstances

in which he could dlow meto leavethiscar dive.

| shifted dightly in my seet, thefirst of severd smal movesthat
shouldn't make him suspicious but would put mein aposition to shoot
him through my jacket, without having to draw the pistol from the

pocket.

"Last week," the chief whispered, "Kyraand Brandy came over for dinner

with us, and | had trouble taking my eyes off the girl.

When | looked at her, in my mind's eye she was naked, as sheisin used
by the dreams. Sodim. Sofragile. Vulnerable. | became aro her
vulnerability, by her tenderness, her weakness, and had to hide my

condition from Kyraand Brandy. From Louisa. | wanted . . .

wanted to . . . needed to His sudden sobbing startled me: Waves of



grief and despair swept through him once more, as they had washed
through him when first he had begun to speak. His eerie needfulness,
his obscene hunger, was drowned in thistide of misery and

sdf-hatred.

"A part of mewantsto kill mysdf,” Stevenson said, "but only the
smdler part, the smaller and weaker part, the fragment that's | eft of
theman | used to be. This predator I've becomewill never kill

himsdf. Never. Hestoo dive."

Hisleft hand, clutched into afist, roseto his open mouth, and he
crammed it between histeeth, biting so fiercely on his clenched
fingersthat | wouldn't have been surprised if he had drawn hisown
blood; he was biting and choking back the most wretched sobsthat I'd

ever heard.

In this new person that Lewis Stevenson seemed to have become, there
was none of the calm and steady bearing that had dways made him such a
credible figure of authority and justice. At least not tonight, not in

this bleak mood that plagued him. Raw emotion appeared alwaysto be
flowing through him, one current or another, without any intervals of

tranquil weter, the tide aways running, battering.

My fear of him subsided to make room for pity. | amost reached out to

put acomforting hand on his shoulder, but | restrained mysdlf because



| sensed that the monster 1'd been listening to amoment ago had not

been vanquished or even chained.

Lowering hisfist from his mouth, turning his head toward me, Stevenson
reved ed aface wrenched by such abysmal torment, by such agony of the

heart and mind, that | had to look away.

Helooked away, too, facing the windshield again, and asthe laurel

shed the scattershot didtillate of fog, his sobs faded until he could

Speak.

"Since last week, 1've been making excusesto visit Kyra, to be around
Brandy." A tremor distorted hiswords at first, but it quickly faded,
replaced by the hungry voice of the soullesstroll. "And sometimes,
late at night, when this damn mood hits me, when | get to feding so
cold and hollow insdethat | want to scream and never stop screaming,
| think the way to fill the emptiness, the only way to stop thisawful

gnawinginmy gut . . . isto do what makes me happy in the dreams.

And I'm going to do it, too. Sooner or later, I'm going to do it.

Sooner than later." Thetide of emotion had now turned entirely from
guilt and anguish to aquiet but demonic glee. "I'mgoingtodoit and
doit. I've beenlooking for girls Brandy's age, just nine or ten
yearsold, asdim assheis, as pretty assheis. It'll be safer to

gtart with someone who has no connection to me. Safer but no less



saidying.

It'sgoing to fed good. It'sgoing to fed so good, the power, the
destruction, throwing off &l the shacklesthey make Y ou live with,
tearing down thewalls, being totaly free, totaly freeat last. I'm
going to bite her, thisgirl, when | get her done, I'm going to bite
her and bite her. Inthedreamsl lick their skin, and it'sgot a
sty taste, and then | bite them, and | can fed their screams

vibraingin my tegth.”

Eveninthedim light, I could seethe manic pulsethrobbing in his
temples. Hisjaw muscles bulged, and the corner of his mouth twitched
with excitement. He seemed to be more anima than human-or something

|ess than both.

My hand clutched the Glock so ferocioudy that my arm ached dl the way
to my shoulder. Abruptly | redlized that my finger had tightened on
thetrigger and that | wasin danger of unintentionally squeezing off a

shat, though | had not yet fully adjusted my position to bring the

muzzle toward Stevenson. With considerable effort, | managed to ease

off thetrigger.

"What made You likethis?' | asked.

Asheturned hishead to me, the trangent luminosity shimmered through



hiseyesagain. His gaze, when the eyeshine passed, was dark and

murderous. "A littleddivery boy," he said crypticaly.

"Jug alittle delivery boy that wouldn't die.”

"Why tell me about these dreams, about what Y ou're going to do to some

girl?"

"Because, Y ou damn freak, I've got to give Y ou an ultimatum, and | want

Y ou to understand how seriousit is, how dangerous| am, how little |

have to lose and how much I'll enjoy gutting Y ou if it comesto that.

There's otherswho won't touch Y ou-" "Because of who my mother was."

'S0 Y ou know that much aready?"

"But | don't know what it means. Who was my mother inal this?

Instead of answering, Stevenson said, " There's others who won't touch

Y ou and who don't want me to touch Y ou, either. But if | haveto, |

will. Y ou keep pushing your noseinto this, and I'll smash your skull

open, scoop your brain out, and tossit in the bay for fish food.

Think | won't?"

"l believeYou," | said Sncerely.



"With the book Y ou wrote being a best-sdller, Y ou can maybe get certain
mediatypesto listento You. If You make any calstrying to stir up
trouble, I'll get my hands on that degjay bitch first. I'll turn her

ingde out in more ways than one.”

Hisreference to Sashainfuriated me, but it dso scared me so

effectively that | held my slence.

Now it was clear that Roosevet Frost's warning had indeed been only
advice. Thiswasthethreat that Roosevelt, claming to spesk for the

cat, had warned me to expect.

The pallor was gone from Stevenson's face, and he was flushed with
color-as though, the moment that he had decided to surrender to his
psychoatic desires, the cold and empty spaces within him had been filled

withfire

He reached to the dashboard controls and he switched off the car

heater.

Nothing was surer than that he would abduct alittle girl before the

next sunset.

| found the confidence to push for answers only because | had shifted



aufficiently in my seet to bring the pocketed pistol to bear on him.

"Wheres my father's body?'

"At Fort Wyvern. There hasto be an autopsy.”

“Why?

"Y ou don't need to know. Buit to put an end to this stupid little

crusade of yours, I'll a least tell Y ou it was cancer that killed

him.

Cancer of akind. Therésno onefor Y ou to get even with, theway Y ou

weretalking to AngdaFerryman.”

"Why should | believe Y ou?"

"Because | could kill You aseasly asgive Y ou an answer-so why would

[ lie?'

"What's happening in Moonlight Bay?"

The chief cracked agrin the likes of which had seldom been seen beyond
thewallsof an asylum. Asif the prospect of catastrophe were
nourishment to him, he sat up straighter and appeared to fatten ashe

sad, "Thiswholetown'son aroller coaster sraight to Hell, and it's



going to bean incredibleride.

"That's no answer."

"It'sdl Youll get."

"Who killed my mother?"

"It was an accident.”

"I thought so until tonight.”

Hiswicked grin, thin asarazor dash, became awider wound.

"All right. Onemorethingif Youinggt. Y our mother waskilled,

like'Y ou suspect.”

MY heart rolled , as heavy as a stone whed. "Who killed her?!

"Shedid. Shekilled hersdf. Suicide. Cranked that Saturn of hers

al the way up to ahundred and ran it head-on into the bridge

abutment.

Therewasn't any mechanicd fallure. The accelerator didn't stick.



That was dl a cover story we concocted.”

"Y ou lying son of abitch.”

Sowly, dowly, Stevenson licked hislips, asif hefound hissmileto

be sweet. "Nolie, Snow. And Y ou know what? If I'd known two years
ago what was going to happen to me, how much everything was going to
change, I'd have killed your old lady mysdlf. Killed her because of

the part she played in this. I'd have taken her somewhere, cut her

heart out, filled the holein her chest with sdlt, burned her at a
stake-whatever Y ou do to make sure awitch is dead. Because what
differenceisthere between what she did and awitch's curse? Science

or magic? What's it matter when the result isthe same? But | didn't

know what was coming then, and she did, so she saved methetrouble and

took a high-speed header into eighteen-inch-thick concrete.

Oily nauseaweled in me, because | could hear thetruth in hisvoice
asclearly as| had ever heard it spoken. | understood only afraction

of what he was saying, yet | understood too much.

Hesaid, "Y ou've got nothing to avenge, freak. No onekilled your
folks. Infact, oneway Youlook at it, your old lady did them

both-herself and your old man."

| closed my eyes. | couldn't bear to look a him, not merely because

he took pleasure in the fact of my mother's desth but because he



clearly believed-with reason-that there had been justiceinit.

"Now what | want Y ou to do is crawl back under your rock and stay
there, livetherest of your daysthere. Wewon't dllow Y ou to blow
thiswide open. If the world finds out what's happened here, if the
knowledge goes beyond those a Wyvern and us, outsiderswill in& L
quarantine the whole county. They'll sedl it off, kill every last one

of us, burn every building to the ground, poison every bird and every
coyote and every house cat-and then probably nuke the place afew times
for good measure. And that would al be for nothing, anyway, because
the plague has aready spread far beyond this place, to the other end
of the continent and beyond. Werethe origina source, and the

effects are more obvious here and compounding faster, but now it'll go
on spreading without us. So none of us are ready to diejust so the

scum-sucking politicians can claim to have taken action.”

When | opened my eyes, | discovered that he'd raised his pistol and was

covering mewith it. The muzzle was|ess than two feet from my face.

Now my only advantage was that he didn't know | was armed, and it was a

useful advantage only if | wasthefirgt to pull thetrigger.

Although I knew it wasfruitless, | tried to argue with himperhaps
because arguing was the only way that | could distract myself from what

he had reveded about my mother. "Listen, for God's sake, only afew



minutes ago, Y ou said Y ou had nothing to live for, anyway. Whatever's
happened here, maybeif we get help-" "1 wasin amood,” he interrupted
shaply. "Weren't You listening to me, freek? | told You | wasina

mood. A serioudy ugly mood.

But now I'm adifferent mood. A better mood. I'm in the mood to be
all that | can be, to embrace what I'm becoming instead of trying to
ress it. Changelittle buddy. That'swhat it'sal about, Y ou

know.

Change

, glorious change, everything changing, dways and forever, change.

This new world coming--it's going to be dazzling.

"But we can't-" "If You did solve your mystery and tell the world,
You'd just be signing your degth warrant. Y ou'd bekillin' your sexy
degay bitch and al your friends. Now get out of the car, get on your
bike, and haul your skinny ass home. Bury whatever ashes Sandy Kirk

choosesto give You.

Thenif You can't live with not knowing more, if Y ou maybe picked up
too much curiosity from acat bite, go down to the beach for afew days

and catch some sun, work up aredly bitchin' tan.”



| couldn't believe hewas going to let me go.

Then he said, "The dog stayswith me."

He gestured with hispistol. "Out."

"Hesmy dog."

"He's nobody's dog. And thisisn't adebate.”

"What do Y ou want with him?"

"An object lesson.”

"Whet?'

"Gonnatake him down to the municipa garage. Thereé's awood-chipping

machine parked there, to grind up tree limbs."

"No way.

"I'll put abullet in the mutts head-"



‘No.

tosshimin the chipper-" "Let him out of the car now." -bag the dush
that comes out the other end, and drop it by your house asa

reminder.”

Staring at Stevenson, | knew that he was not merely a changed man. He
was not the same man at al. He was someone new. Someone who had been
born out of the old Lewis Stevenson, like a butterfly from achrysdlis,

except that thistime the process was hideoudy reversed: the butterfly

had goneinto the chrysdlis, and aworm had emerged. Thisnightmarish
metamorphosis had been underway for some time but had culminated before
my eyes. Thelast of the former chief was gone forever, and the person
whom | now challenged eye to eye was driven entirely by need and

desire, uninhibited by a conscience, no longer capable of sobbing ashe

had sobbed only minutes ago, and as deadly as anyone or anything on the

face of the earth.

If he carried alaboratory-engineered infection that could induce such

achange, would it pass now to me?

My heart fought itself, throwing hard punch after hard punch.

Although | had never imagined mysdlf cgpable of killing another human

being, | thought | was capable of wasting this man, because I'd be

saving not only Orson but aso untold girls and women whom he intended



to welcomeinto hisnightmare.

With more sted in my voice than | had expected, | said, "L et the dog

out of the car now."

Incredulous, hisface splitting with that familiar rattlesnake smile,
he said, "Are Y ou forgetting who's the cop? Huh, freek? You

forgetting who's got the gun?'

If I fired the Glock, | might not kill the bastard ingtantly, even a
such closerange. Evenif thefirst round stopped hisheartin an
ingtant, he might reflexively squeeze off around that, from adistance

of lessthan two feet, couldn't missme.

He broke the impasse: "All right, okay, Y ou want to watch while | do

it?"

Incredibly, he haf turned in his seet, thrust the barrel of his pistol

through one of the inch-square gaps in the steel security grille, and

fired at the dog.

The blast rocked the car, and Orson squealed.

"No!" | shouted.



As Stevenson jerked hisgun out of the grille, | shot him. Thedug
punched a hole through my leather jacket and tore open his chest. He
fired wildly into the calling. | shot him again, in thethroat this

time, and the window behind him shattered when the bullet passed out of

the back of his neck.

| sat sunned, asif spellbound by a sorcerer, unable to move, unable
even to blink, my heart hanging like aniron plumb bob in my chet,
numb to emotion, unable to fed the pistal in my hand, unableto see
anything whatsoever, not even the dead man whom | knew to be at the
other end of the car sest, briefly blinded by shock, baffled and bound
by blackness, temporarily deafened either by the gunfire or perhaps by
adesperate desire not to hear even the inner voice of my conscience

chattering about consequences.

The only sensethat | ill possessed was the sense of smell. The
sulfurous-carbon stink of gunfire, the metallic aromaof blood, the

acidic fumes of urine because Stevenson had fouled himsdlf in his desth
throes, and the fragrance of my mother's rose-scented shampoo whirled
over me at once, astorm of odor and maodor. All were rea except the
attar of roses, which waslong forgotten but now summoned from memory
with dl its ddicate nuances. Extremeterror gives us back the

gestures of our childhood, said Chaza. The smdll of that shampoo was
my way, in my terror, of reaching out to my lost mother with the hope

that her hand would close reassuringly around mine.



Inarush, Sght, sound, and dl sensation returned to me, jolting me
amog ashard asthe pair of 9-millimeter bullets had jolted Lewis

Stevenson. | cried out and gasped for bregth.

Shaking uncontrollably, | pressed the console button that the chief had
pressed earlier. The eectric locks on the back doors clicked when

they disengaged.

| shoved open the door at my side, clambered out of the patrol car, and
yanked open the rear door, frantically calling Orson's name, wondering
how | could carry himto the veterinarian's officein time to save him

if he was wounded, wondering how | was going to cope if he was dead.

He couldn't be dead. He was no ordinary dog: He was Orson, my dog,
strange and specia, companion and friend, only with me for three years
but now as essentid a part of my dark world aswas anyonedsein

it.

And hewasn't dead. He bounded out of the car with such rdief that he
nearly knocked me off my feet. Hispiercing squed, in the wake of the

gunshot, had been an expression of terror, not pain.

| dropped to my knees on the sdewalk, let the Glock dip out of my
hand, and pulled the dog into my arms. | held him fiercely, stroking

his head, smoothing hisblack coat, reveling in his panting, in the



fast thudding of hisheart, inthe swish of histail, reveling evenin
the dampish reek of him and in the stale-ceredl smell of his

bi scuit-scented breath.

| didn't trust myslf to speak. My voice was a keystone mortared in my
throat. If | managed to break it loose, an entire dam might collapse,
ababble of loss and longing might pour out of me, and al the unshed

tearsfor my father and for Angela Ferryman might comein aflood.

| do not dlow mysdf to cry. | would rather be aboneworn to dry
splinters by the teeth of sorrow than a ponge wrung ceasdesdy inits

hands.

Besdes, evenif | could have trusted mysdlf to speak, words weren't
important here. Though he was certainly aspecia dog, Orson wasn't

going to join mein spirited conversation-at least not if and until |

shed enough of my encumbering reason to ask Roosevelt Frogt to teach me

animd communication.

When | was ableto let go of Orson, | retrieved the Glock and roseto
my feet to survey the marinaparking lot. The fog concealed most of
the few cars and recreationa vehicles owned by the handful of people
who lived on their boats. No onewasin sight, and the night remained

slent except for theidling car engine.

Apparently the sound of gunfire had been largely contained in the



patrol car and suppressed by the fog. The nearest houses were outside
the commercia marinadigtrict, two blocks away. If anyone aboard the
boats had been awakened, they'd evidently assumed that those four

muffled explosions had been nothing more than an engine backfiring or

dream doors damming between the deeping and the waking worlds.

| wasn't inimmediate danger of being caught, but | couldn't cycle away

and expect to escape blame and punishment. | had killed the chief of

police, and though he had no longer been the man whom Moonlight Bay had
long known and admired, though he had metamorphosed from a
conscientious servant of the people into someone lacking dl the

essentid elements of humanity, | couldn't prove that this hero had

become the very mongter that he was sworn to oppose.

Forensic evidence would convict me. Because of the identity of the

victim, firgt-rate police-lab technicians from both county and state

offices would become involved, and when they processed the patrol car,

they wouldn't missanything.

| could never tolerate imprisonment in some narrow candldit cell.

Though my lifeislimited by the presence of light, no walls must

enclose me between the sunset and the dawn. None ever will.

The darkness of closed spacesis profoundly different from the darkness



of the night; the night has no boundaries, and it offersendless

mysteries, discoveries, wonders, opportunitiesfor joy.

Night istheflag of freedom under which | live, and | will livefree

or die.

| was sickened by the prospect of getting back into the patrol car with
the dead man long enough to wipe down everything on which | might have
left afingerprint. 1t would be afutile exercise, anyway, because I'd

surely overlook one critica surface.

Besides, afingerprint wasn't likely to be the only evidencethat I'd

left behind. Hairs. A thread from my jeans. A few tiny fibersfrom

my Mystery Train cgp. Orson's hairsin the backseat, the marks of his
claws on the upholstery. And no doubt other things equally or more

incriminating.

'd been damn lucky. No one had heard the shots. But by their nature,
both luck and time run out, and athough my watch contained amicrochip

rather than amaingpring, | sworethat | could hear it ticking.

Orson was nervous, too, vigoroudy sniffing the air for monkeys or

another menace.

| hurried to the back of the patrol car and thumbed the button to

rdleaethetrunk lid. It was locked, as 1'd feared.



Tick, tick, tick.

Steeling mysdlf, | returned to the open front door. | inhaed deeply,

held my breath, and leaned inside.

Stevenson sat twisted in his seat, head tipped back against the
doorpost. His mouth shaped asilent gasp of ecstasy, and histeeth

were bloody, asthough he had fulfilled his dreams, had been biting

young girls

Drawn by ameager cross-draft, entering through the shattered window, a
scrim of fog floated toward me, asif it were team rising off the

dtill-warm blood that stained the front of the dead man's uniform.

| had to lean in farther than | hoped, one knee on the passenger sedt,

to switch off theengine.

Stevenson's black-olive eyes were open. No life or unnaturd light
glimmered in them, yet | half expected to see them blink, sviminto

focus, and fix on me.

Before the chief's clammy gray hand could reach out to clutch a me, |
plucked the keys from the ignition, backed out of the car, and finally

exhded explosvdly.



Inthetrunk | found the large first-aid kit that | expected. Fromiit,
| extracted only athick roll of gauze bandage and apair of

SCissors.

While Orson patrolled the entire perimeter of the squad car, diligently
sniffing theair, | unrolled the gauze, doubling it again and again

into acollection of five-foot loops before snipping it with the

scissors. | twisted the strandstightly together, then tied aknot a

the upper end, another in the middle, and athird at the lower end.

After repeating thisexercise, | joined the two multiple-strand lengths

together with afina knot-and had afuse approximately ten feet

long.

Tick, tick, tick.

| coiled the fuse on the Sidewalk, opened the fuel port on the side of
the car, and removed the tank cap. Gasoline fumes wafted out of the

neck of the tank.

At thetrunk again, | replaced the scissors and what remained of the

roll of gauzein thefirg-aid kit. | closed the kit and then the

trunk.

The parking lot remained deserted. The only sounds were the drops of



condensation plopping from the Indian laurel onto the squad car and the

soft ceaseless padding of my worried dog's paws.

Although it meant another visit with Lewis Stevenson's corpse, |
returned the keysto theignition. 1'd seen afew episodes from the
most popular crime series on television, and | knew how easily even
fiendishly clever criminas could be tripped up by aningenious
homicide detective. Or by abest-sdlling femae mystery novelist who

solves real murders asahobby. Or aretired spinster schoolteacher.

All this between the opening credits and the find commercid for a
vagina deodorant. | intended to give them-both the professonasand

the meddlesome hobbyists-damned little with which to work.

The dead man croaked at me as a bubble of gas broke degp in his

esophagus.

"Rolaids" | advised him, trying unsuccessfully to cheer myself.

| didn't see any of the four expended brass cartridges on the front

sedt. In spite of the platoons of amateur deuths waiting to pounce,

and regardless of whether having the brass might help them identify the
murder wesgpon, | didn't have the nerve to search the floor, especialy

under Stevenson'slegs.



Anyway, evenif | found dl the cartridges, therewas fill abullet
buried in hischest. If it wasn't too grosdy distorted, thiswad of

lead would feature score marks that could be matched to the
singularities of the bore of my pistal, but even the prospect of prison
wasn't sufficient to make me take out my penknife and perform

exploratory surgery to retrieve the incriminating dug.

If I'd been adifferent man than | am, with the ssomach for such an
impromptu autopsy, | wouldn't have risked it, anyway. Assuming thet
Stevenson'sradica persondity change-his newfound thirst for
violence-was but one symptom of the weird disease he carried, and
assuming that thisillness could be spread by contact with infected
tissues and bodily fluids, thistype of gridy wet work was out of the
question, which isaso why | had been careful not to get any of his

blood on me.

When the chief had been telling me about his dreams of rape and
mutilation, 1'd been sickened by the thought that | was breething the
sameair that he'd used and exhaled. | doubted, however, that the
microbe he carried was airborne. If it were that highly contagious,
Moonlight Bay wouldn't be on aroller-coaster ride to Hell, as he had
claimed the town was:. It would long ago have arrived in the sulfurous

Ait.

Tick, tick, tick.



According to the gauge on the instrument pand, the fud tank was
nearly full. Good. Perfect. Earlier inthe night, at Angelas, the
troop had taught me how to destroy evidence and possibly conceal a

murder.

The fire should be so intense that the four brass cartridges, the
sheet-metal body of the car, and even portions of the heavier frame
would melt. Of thelate Lewis Stevenson, little more than charred

boneswould remain, and the soft lead dug would effectively vanish.

Certainly, none of my fingerprints, hairs, or clothes fiberswould

urvive

Another dug had passed through the chief's neck, pulverizing the
window in the driver'sdoor. It was now lying somewhere out in the
parking lot or, with luck, was at rest deep in theivycovered dope
that rose from the far end of thelot to the higher | Situated

Embarcadero Way, where it would be dl but impossibleto find.

Incriminating powder burns marred my jacket. | should have destroyed
it. | couldn't. | loved that jacket. It was cool. The bullet hole

in the pocket made it even cooler.

"Gotta give the spinster schoolteachers some chance,” | inuttered as|

closed the front and back doors of the car.



The brief laugh that escaped was so humorless and blesk that it scared

me dmogt asinuch asthe possibility of imprisonment.

| gjected the magazine from the Glock, took one cartridge fromiit,

which left six, and then dgpped it back into the pistal.

Orson whined fusein his mouth.

and picked up one end of the gauze

"Y eah, yeah, yeah," | said-and then gave him the double take that he

deserved.

The mutt might have picked it up solely because he was curious about

it, as dogs tend to be curious about everything.

Funny white coil. Like a snake, snake, snake. . . hut not a snake.

Interesting. Interesting. Master Snow's scent on it. Might be good

to edt.

Almost anything might be good to edt.

just because Orson picked up the fuse and whined impatiently didn't

necessarily mean that he understood the purpose of it or the nature of



the entire scheme I'd concocted. Hisinterest-and uncanny timing-might

be purdly coincidental.

Yeah. Sure. Likethe purdly coincidental eruption of fireworks every

Independence Day.

Heart pounding, expecting to be discovered at any moment, | took the

twisted gauize fuse from Orson and carefully knotted the cartridge to

oneend of it.

He watched intently.

"Do Y ou approve of the knot," | asked, "or would Y ou like to tie one of

your own?"

At the open fud port, | lowered the cartridge into the tank.

Theweight of it pulled the fuse dl the way down into the reservair.

Like awick, the highly absorbent gauze would immediately begin to soak

up the gasoline.

Orson ran nervoudy inacircle: Hurry, hurry. Hurry quick.

Quick, quick, quick, Master Snow.



| left dmost five feet of fuse out of thetank. It hung aong the

side of the patrol car and trailed onto the sdewalk.

After fetching my bicycle from where I'd leaned it againgt the trunk of
thelaurel, | stooped and ignited the end of the fuse with my butane
lighter. Although the exposed length of gauze was not gasoline-soaked,

it burned faster than | expected. Too fast.

| climbed onto my bike and peddled asif al of Hell'slawvyersand a
few demons of this earth were baying a my heels, which they probably

WEeEre.

With Orson sprinting at my side, | shot across the parking ot to the
ramped exit drive, onto Embarcadero Way, which was deserted, and then
south past the shuttered restaurants and shops that lined the bay

front.

The explosion came too soon, a solid whump that wasn't half asloud as
I'd anticipated. Around and even ahead of me, orange light bloomed;
theinitid flare of the blast was refracted a considerabl e distance by

thefog.

Recklesdy, | squeezed the hand brake, did through a
hundredand-eighty-degree turn, came to ahat with one foot on the

blacktop, and looked back.



Little could be seen, no details. acore of hard yellow-white light

surrounded by orange plumes, al softened by the deep, eddying mist.

Theworst thing | saw wasn't in the night but ingde my head: Lewis
Stevenson's face bubbling, smoking, streaming hot clear grease like

bacon in afrying pan.

"Dear God," | said in avoice that was so raspy and tremulous that |

didn't recognizeit.

Nevertheless, | could have done nothing else but light that fuse.

Although the cops would know Stevenson had been killed, evidence of how

it was done-and by whom-would now be obliterated.

| made the drive chain sing, leading my accomplice dog away from the
harbor, through a spirding maze of streets and alleyways, deeper into

the murky, nautilus heart of Moonlight Bay. Even with the heavy Glock

in one pocket, my unzipped leather jacket flapped asthough it were a
cape, and | fled unseen, avoiding light for more than one reason now, a
shadow flowing liquidly through shadows, asthough | were the fabled
Phantom, escaped from the labyrinth undernesth the opera house, now on

wheedls and hell-bent on terror! the world above ground.



Being ableto entertain such aflamboyantly romantic image of mysdif in
the immediate aftermath of murder doesn't spesk well of me. Inmy
defense, | can only say that by recasting these events asagrand
adventure, with mein adashing role, | was desperately trying to quell
my fear and, more desperately ill, struggling to suppressthe
memories of the shooting. | dso needed to suppress the ghastly images
of the burning body that my active imagination generated like an
endless series of pop-up spooks leaping from the black walls of a

funhouse,

Anyway, this shaky effort to romanticize the event lasted only until |

reached the aleyway behind the Grand Theater, haf ablock south of

Ocean Avenue, where agrime-encrusted security lamp made the fog appear
to be brown and polluted. There, | swung off my bike, let it clatter

to the pavement, leaned into a Dumpster, and brought up wheat little

had not digested of my midnight dinner with Bobby Halloway.

| had murdered aman.

Unquestionably, the victim had deserved to die. And sooner or later,
relying on one excuse or another, Lewis Stevenson would have killed me,
regardless of his coconspirators inclination to grant specia

dispensation to me; arguably, | acted in self-defense. And to save

Orson'slife.

Neverthdess, I'd killed a human being; even these qualifying



circumstances didn't alter the moral essence of the act. Hisvacant
eyes, black with death, haunted me. Hismouth, openin aslent
scream, his bloodied teeth. Sights are reedily recalled from memory;
recollections of sounds and tastes and tactile sensations are far less
eadly evoked; and it isvirtudly impossible to experience a scent
merely by willing it to risefrom memory. Y et earlier I'd recalled the
fragrance of my mother's shampoo, and now the metallic odor of
Stevenson's fresh blood lingered so pungently that it kept me hanging

on to the Dumpster asif | were at therailing of ayawing ship.

Infact, | was shaken not soldly by having killed him but by having
destroyed the corpse and al evidence with brisk efficiency and
sdlf-possession. Apparently | had atdent for the crimind life. |

felt asthough some of the darknessin which I'd lived for twenty-eight
years had seeped into me and had coaesced in a previoudy unknown

chamber of my heart.

Purged but fedling no better for it, | boarded the bicycle again and
led Orson through a series of bywaysto Caldecott's Shell at the corner
of San Rafadl Avenue and Palm Street. The service station was

closed.

Theonly light insde came from ablue-neon wall clock inthe sales
office, and the only light outsde was at the soft-drink vending

machine.



| bought a can of Peps to cleanse the sour taste from my mouth. At
the pump idand, | opened the water faucet partway and waited while

Orson drank hisfill.

"What an awesomely lucky dog Y ou are to have such athoughtful master,”

| said. "Alwaystending to your thirst, your hunger, your grooming.

Alwaysready to kill anyonewho liftsafinger againg Y ou."

The searching look that he turned on me was disconcerting evenin the

gloom. Then helicked my hand.

"Gratitude acknowledged,” | said.

He lapped at the running water again, finished, and shook his dripping

shout.

Shutting off the faucet, | said, "Where did Mom get Y ou?'

Hemet my eyesagain.

"What secret was my mother keeping?'

His gaze was unwavering. He knew the answersto my questions. Hejust

wasn't talking.



Carl, | suppose God realy might be loafing around in St. Bernadette's
Church, playing air guitar with acompanion band of angels, or games of
mental chess. He might be therein adimenson that we can't quite

see, drawing blueprints for new universesin which such problems as
hatred and ignorance and cancer and athlete's-foot fungus will have
been diminated in the planning Stage. He might be drifting high above
the polished-oak pews, asif in aswvimming pool filled with clouds of
spicy incense and humble prayer instead of water, slently bumping into
the columns and the corners of the cathedra celling as He dreamily
meditates, waiting for parishionersin need to come to Him with

problemsto be solved.

Thisnight, however, | felt sure God was keeping His distance from the
rectory adjoining the church, which gave me the cregpswhen | cycled
past it. The architecture of the two-story stone house-like that of

the church itsdf-was modified Norman, with enough of the French edge
abraded to makeit fit more comfortably in the softer climate of
Cdifornia. The overlapping black-date tiles of the steep roof, wet

with fog, were as armor-thick as the scales on the beetled brow of a
dragon, and beyond the blank black eyes of window glass-including an
oculus on each side of the front doorlay a soullessream. Therectory
had never appeared forbidding to me before, and | knew that | now
viewed it with uneasiness only because of the scene | had witnessed

between Jesse Pinn and Father Tom in the church basement.



| pedaled past both the rectory and the church, into the cemetery,
under the oaks, and among the graves. Noah Joseph James, who'd had
ninety-six years from birthday to deathbed, was just as Slent as ever

when | greeted him and parked my bike againgt his headstone.

| unclipped the cell phone from my belt and keyed in the number for the
unlisted back line that went directly to the broadcasting booth at

KBAY.

| heard four rings before Sasha picked up, athough no tone would have
sounded in the booth; she would have been derted to the incoming call
soldy by aflashing bluelight on the wall that she faced when at her
microphone. She answered it by pushing ahold button, and whilel

waited, | could hear her program over the phoneline.

Orson began to sniff out squirrelsagain.

Shapes of fog drifted like lost spirits among the gravestones.

| listened to Sasharun apair of twenty-second "doughnut” spots-which
are not ads for doughnuts but commercia s with recorded beginnings and
endingsthat leave aholefor live materid in the center. She

followed these with some way smooth historica patter about Elton John,

and then brought up " Japanese Hands' with asilky six-bar talk-over.



Evidently the Chris|sagk festival had ended.

Taking me off hold, she said , I'm doing back -to-back tracks, so

Y ou've got just over five minutes, baby."

"How'd Y ou know it was me?" my ahandful of people have this number,

and most of them are adeep at this hour. Besides, when it comesto

Y ou, I've got grest intuition. The moment | saw the phone light flash,

my nether parts sarted to tingle.”

Y our nether parts?'

"My femde nether parts. Can't wait to see Y ou, Snowman."

"Seeing would be agood start. Listen, who dseisworking tonight? "

"Doogie Sassman." He was her production engineer, operating the

board.

"Just thetwo of Y ou theredone?' | worried.

"You'rejedousdl of asudden? How sweet. But Y ou don't haveto

worry. | don't measure up to Doogi€'s standards.”

When Doogie wasn't parked in acommand chair at an audio control pand,

he spent most of histime with his massive legs wrapped around a



Harley-Davidson. He wasfive feet €leven and weighed three hundred
pounds. Hiswedth of untamed blond hair and his naturaly wavy beard
were s0 lush and silky that Y ou had to resst the urge to pet him, and

the colorful mura that covered virtudly every inch of hisarmsand

torso had put some tattooist's child through college. Y et Sashawasn't
entirely joking when she said that she didn't measure up to Doogi€'s
standards. With the opposite sex, he had more bearish charm than Pooh

to the tenth power. Sincel'd met him six years ago, each of the four
women with whom he'd enjoyed a relationship had been stunning enough to
attend the Academy Awardsin blue jeans and aflannd shirt, sans

makeup, and outshine every dazzling sarlet at the ceremony.

Bobby says that Doogie Sassman (pick one) has sold his soul to the
devil, isthe secret magter of the universe, has the most astonishingly
proportioned genitaiain the history of the planet, or produces sexua

pheromones that are more powerful than Earth's gravity.

| was glad Doogie was working the night, because | had no doubt that he

was alot tougher than any of the other engineersat KBAY .

"But | thought there'd be someone besidesthe two of You," | said.

Sashaknew | wasn't jealous of Doogie, and now she heard the concernin
my voice. "Y ou know how things have tightened up here since Fort
Wyvern closed and we lost the military audience a night. We're barely

making money on thisarshift even with askeleton staff. What's



wrong, Chris?'

"Y ou keep the station doors locked, don't Y ou?"

"Yeah. All uslate-night jocks and jockettes are required to watch

Play Misty for Me and take it to heart."

"Even though itll be after dawn when Y ou leave, promise me Y oull have

Doogie or someone from the morning shift walk 'Y ou out to your

Explorer.”

"What's on the loose-Dracula?'

"Promiseme.”

"Chris, what thehdl-" "I'll tell Y ou later. Just promiseme,” |

ingsted.

Shesighed. "All right. But are Y ou in somekind of trouble? Are

"I'mdl right, Sasha. Redlly. Don't worry. Just, damn it, promise

me.

"l did promise-" "Y ou didn't use the word."



"Jesus. Okay, okay. | promise. Cross my heart and hopeto die.

But now I'm expecting agreat story later, at least as spooky asthe

ones| used to hear around Girl Scout campfires. Y oull bewaiting for

me a home?"

"Will Y ou wear your old Girl Scout uniform?”

"The only part of it | could duplicate are the kneesocks."

"Thet's enough.”

"You're stirred by that picture, huh?"

"Vibrating"

"Y ou're abad man, Christopher Snow."

"Yeah, I'makiller.”

"SeeYouinalittlewnhile killer."

We disconnected, and | clipped the cell phone to my belt once more.

For amoment | listened to the sllent cemetery. Not asingle

nightingale performed, and even the chimney swifts had goneto bed. No



doubt the worms were awake and laboring, but they aways conduct their

solemn work in arespectful hush.

ToOrson, | said, "l find myself in need of some spiritual guidance.

Let'spay avigt to Father Tom.

As| crossed the cemetery on foot and went behind the church, | drew
the Glock from my jacket pocket. In atown wherethe chief of police
dreamed of besting and torturing little girls and where undertakers
carried handguns, | could not assume that the priest would be armed

solely with the word of God.

The rectory had appeared dark from the street, but from the backyard |

saw two lighted windows in arear room on the second floor. A,

After the scene that I'd witnessed in the basement of the church, from
the cover of the creche, | wasn't surprised that the rector of S.
Bernadette's was unable to deep. Although it was nearly three o'clock
in the morning, four hours since Jesse Pinn'svist, Father Tom was

dill reluctant to turn out the light.

"Makelikeacat," | whispered to Orson.

We crept up aset of sone steps and then, as silently as possible,



across the wooden floor of the back porch.

| tried the door, but it was locked. | had been hoping that aman of
God would condder it apoint of faith to trust in his Maker rather

than in adead bolt.

| didn't intend to knock or to go around to the front and ring the

bell.

With murder dready under my belt, it seemed foolish to have quams
about engaging in crimind trespass. | hoped to avoid bresking and
entering, however, because the sound of shattering glasswould dert

the priest.

Four double-hung windows faced onto the porch. | tried them one by

one, and the third was unlocked. | had to tuck the Glock in my jacket
pocket again, because the wood of the window was swollen with moisture
and moved giiffly in the frame; | needed both handsto raise the lower
sash, pressing firgt on the horizontal muntin and then hooking my

fingers under the bottom rail. It did upward with sufficient rasping

and squesking to lend atmosphere to an entire Wes Craven film.

Orson chuffed as though scornful of my skills as alawbresker.

Everyonesacritic.



| waited until 1 was confident that the noise had not been heard
upstairs, and | dipped through the open window into aroom as black as

theinterior of awitch's purse.

"Comeon, pa," | whispered, for | didn't intend to leave him outside

aone, without agun of hisown.

Orson sprang insde, and | did the window shut as quietly as

possible.

I locked it, too. Although | didn't believe that we were currently
being watched by members of the troop or by anyone dse, | didn't want
to make it easy for someone or something to follow usinto the

rectory.

A quick sweep with my penlight revealed adining roohme. Two doors led

from the room-one to my right, the other in the wall opposite.

Switching off the penlight, drawing the Glock again, | tried the nearer
door, to theright. Beyond lay the kitchen. The radiant numeras of
digital clocks on the two ovens and the microwave cast just enough
light to enable meto crossto the pivot-hinged hall door without
walking into the refrigerator or the cooking idand. sngle sm-moon
table againgt one wall The hdfway led past dark roomsto afoyer lit

only by adl candle. On athree-legged, haf was ashrineto the Holy



Mother. A votive candlein aruby-red glassfluttered fitfully inthe

haf-inch of wax that remained.

In thisinconstant pulse of light, the face on the porcdain figure of
Mary was a portrait less of bestific grace than of sorrow. She
appeared to know that the resident of the rectory was, these days, more

acaptive of fear than acaptain of faith.

With Orson at my side, | climbed the two broad flights of stairsto the

second floor. Thefelon fresk and hisfour-legged familiar.

The upstairs hal wasin the shape of an L, with the sairhead at the
junction. Thelength to the left wasdark. At the end of the hall
directly ahead of me, aladder had been unfolded from acelling
trapdoor; alamp must have been litin afar corner of the attic, but

only aghostly glow stepped down the ladder treads.

Stronger light came from an open door on theright. | eased dong the
hall to the threshold, cautioudy looked ingde, and found Father Tom's
garkly furnished bedroom, where a crucifix hung above the smple
dark-pine bed. The priest was not here; he was evidently in the

atic.

The bedspread had been removed and the covers nesatly folded back, but

the sheets had not been disturbed.



Both nightstand lamps were lit, which made that areatoo bright for me,
but | was more interested in the other end of the room, where awriting
desk stood againgt the wall. Under abronze desk lamp with agreen

glass shade lay an open book and a pen.

The book appeared to be ajourna or diary.

Behind me, Orson growled softly.

| turned and saw that he was at the bottom of the ladder, gazing up

suspicioudy at the dimly lighted attic beyond the open trapdoor.

When helooked at me, | raised afinger to my lips, softly hushed him,

and then motioned him to my sde.

Instead of climbing like acircus dog to the top of the ladder, he came
to me. For thetime being, anyway, he still ssemed to be enjoying the

novelty of routine obedience.

| was certain that Father Tom would make enough noise descending from
thedtic to dert melong beforehisarrival. Nevertheless|
stationed Orson immediately inside the bedroom door, with aclear view

of theladder.

Averting my face from the light around the bed, crossing the room



toward the writing desk, | glanced through the open door of the

adjoining bathroom. No one wasin there.

On the desk, in addition to the journd, was a decanter of what
appeared to be Scotch. Beside the decanter was a double-shot glass
more than half full of the golden liquid. The priest had been sipping

it neat, no ice. Or maybe not just Spping.

| picked up the journal. Father Tom's handwriting was astight and
precise as machine-generated script. | stepped into the deepest

shadows in the room, because my dark-adapted eyes needed little armed
the last paragraph on the light by which to read, and | scanned the

page, which referred to his sister. He had broken off in mid

sentence:

"en the end comes, | might not be able to save mysdf | know that |

will not be able to save Laura, because aready sheisnot

fundamentally who shewas. Sheisdready gone. Little morethan her
physica shell remains-and perhaps even that is changed. Either God

has somehow taken her soul home to His bosom while leaving her body
inhabited by the entity into which she has evolved--or He has abandoned
her. And will therefore abandon usal. | believein the mercy of

Chrigt. | believein the mercy of Christ. | believe because | have

nothing dseto livefor. Andif | believe, then | must live by my

faith and save whom | can.



If I can't save mysdlf-or even Laura, | can at least rescue these
pitiful creatures who come to meto be freed from torment and

control.

Jesse Pinn or those who give him orders may kill Laura, but sheisnot
Lauraanymore, Lauraislong logt, and | can't et their threats stop

my work.

They may kill me, but until they do Orson stood dertly at the open

door, watching the hall.

| turned to thefirst page of the journd and saw that theinitial

entry was dated January 1 of thisyear:

Laura has been held for more than nine months now, and I've given up
al hopethat | will ever see her again. And if | were giventhe

chanceto see her again, | might refuse, God forgive me, because |
would betoo afraid of facing what she might have become. Every night,
| petition the Holy Mother to intercede with her Son to take Laurafrom

the suffering of thisworld.

For afull understanding of his sister's Situation and condition, |
would haveto find the previous volume or volumes of thisjourna, but

| had no time to search for them.



Something thumped inthe attic. | froze, saring at the celling,

ligening. At the doorway, Orson pricked one ear.

When haf aminute passed without another sound, | turned my attention
once moreto the journal. With asense of time running out, | searched

hurriedly through the book, reading at random.

Much of the contents concerned the priest's theological doubts and
agonies. He struggled daily to remind himsdlf-to convince himsdif, to
plead with himsdlf to remember-that hisfaith had long sustained him
and that he would be utterly lost if he could not hold fast to his
fathinthiscrigs. These sectionswere grim and might have been
fascinating reading for the portrait of atortured psyche that they
provided, but they revea ed nothing about the facts of the Wyvern
conspiracy that had infected Moonlight Bay. Consequently, | skimmed

through them.

| found one page and then afew more on which Father Tom's negat
handwriting deteriorated into aloose scrawl. These passageswere
incoherent, ranting and paranoid, and | assumed that they had been
composed after he'd poured down enough Scotch to start speaking with a

burr.

More disturbing was an entry dated February 5-three pages on which the

elegant penmanship was obsessvely precise:



| blievein the mercy of Chrid. | believeinthe mercy of Chridt. |
believein the mercy of Chrigt. | believein the mercy of Chrig. |

believein themercy of Chridt. . . .

Those seven words were repested line after line, nearly two hundred
times. Not asingle one agppeared to have been hastily penned; each
sentence was so meticuloudy inscribed on the page that arubber stamp

and anink pad could hardly have produced more uniform results.

Scanning thisentry, | could fed the desperation and terror that the
priest had felt when held written it, asif histurbulent emotions had
been infused into the paper with theink, to radiate from it

evermore.

| believein the mercy of Chrig.

| wondered what incident on the fifth of February had brought Father
Tom to the edge of an emotiona and spirituad abyss. What had he

seen?

| wondered if perhaps he had written thisimpassioned but despairing
incantation after experiencing anightmare smilar to the dreams of
rape and mutilation that had troubled-and ultimately delighted-Lewis

Stevenson.



Continuing to page through the entries, | found an interesting
observation dated the eeventh of February. It was buriedin along,
tortured passage in which the priest argued with himself over the
existence and nature of God, playing both skeptic and believer, and |
would have skimmed over it if my eye had not been caught by the word

troop.

This new troop, to whaose freedom | have committed mysdlf, gives me hope
precisely becauseit isthe antithesis of the original troop. Thereis
no evil in these newest creatures, no thurst for violence, norage A

forlorn cry from the attic caled my attention away from thejourndl.

Thiswasawordlesswail of fear and pain, S0 eerie and so pathetic

that dread reverberated like agong note through my mind smultaneousy
with achord of sympathy. The voice sounded like that of achild,
perhaps three or four yearsold, lost and afraid and in extreme

distress.

Orson was 0 affected by the cry that he quickly padded out of the

bedroom, into the hallway.

The priest'sjourna was dightly too largeto fit into one of my

Jjacket pockets. | tucked it under the waistband of my jeans, against

the small of my back.

Then | followed the dog into the hl, | found him &t the foot of the



folding ladder again, gazing up at the pleated shadows and oft light
that hung in therectory atic. He turned his expressive eyes on me,
and | knew that if he could speak, he would say, We've got to do

something.

This peculiar dog not only harbors afleet of mysteries, n of only
exhibits greater cleverness than any dog should possess, but often

seemsto have awell-defined sense of moral responghility.

Before the events of which | write herein, | had sometimes
hafserioudy wondered if reincarnation might be more than

superdtition, because | could envision Orson as a committed teacher or
dedicated policeman or even asawiselittle nunin aformer life, now

reborn in adownsized body, furry, with tail.

Of course, ponderings of this nature have long qudified measa
candidate for the PlaKlick Award for exceptiona achievement in the
field of airheaded speculation. Ironicdly, Orson'strue originsas|

would soon come to understand them, although not supernatura, would
prove to be more astonishing than any scenario that | and PiaKlick, in

fevered collaboration, could have imagined.

Now the cry issued from above a second time, and Orson was so affected

that he let out awhine of distresstoo thin to carry into the attic.



Even more than thefirg time, the wailing voice seemed to bethat of a

smdll child.

It was followed by another voice, too low for the wordsto be

digtinct.

Though | was sure that this must be Father Tom, | couldn't hear his

tonewd | enoughto tdll if it was consoling or threatening.

If I'd trusted to instinct, | would have fled the rectory right then,

gone directly home, brewed a pot of tea, soread lemon marmalade on a
scone, popped a Jackie Chan movie on the TV, and spent the next couple
of hours on the sofa, with an afghan over my lgp and with my curiosity

on hold.

Instead, because pride prevented me from admitting that | had asense
of mora responsbility less well-devel oped than that of my dog, |

sgnaled Orson to stand aside and wait. Then | went up the ladder with
the 9-millimeter Glock in my right hand and Father Tom's stolen journa

riding uncomfortably againg the smal of my back.

Like araven franticaly besting itswings againgt a cage, dark images
from Lewis Stevenson's descriptions of hissick dreams flapped through
my mind. The chief had fantasized about girlsasyoung ashis
granddaughter, but the cry that 1'd just heard sounded as though it had

come from achild much younger than ten. If the rector of S.



Bernadette's wasin the grip of the same dementia that had afflicted
Stevenson, however, | had no reason to expect himto limit his prey to

those ten or older.

Near thetop of the ladder, one hand on the flimsy, collapsible
railling, | turned my head to peer down aong my flank and saw Orson
garing up from the halway. Asingtructed, he had not tried to climb

dafter me.

He'd been solemnly obedient for the better part of an hour, having
commented on my commands with not asingle sarcastic chuff or rolling
of theeyes. Thisrestraint marked apersond best for him. Infact,

it was apersond best by amargin of at least half an hour, an

Olympic-caliber performance.

Expecting to take akick in the head from an ecclesiastical boat, |
climbed higher nonethdless, into the attic. Evidently I'd been
aufficiently stealthy to avoid drawing Father Tom's attention, because

he wasn't waiting to kick my sinus bones deep into my fronta lobe.

Thetrapdoor lay at the center of asmall clear space that was
surrounded, asfar as| could discern, by a maze of cardboard cartons
of various sizes, old furniture, and other objectsthat | couldn't
identify-all stacked to aheight of about six feet. The bare bulb

directly over the trap was not lit, and the only light came from off to



theleft, in the southeast corner, toward the front of the house.

| eased into the vast attic in acrouch, though | could have stood
erect. The steeply pitched Norman roof provided plenty of clearance
between my head and the rafters. Although | wasn't concerned about
walking face-first into aroof beam, | still believed there was arisk

of being clubbed on the skull or shot between the eyes or stabbed in
the heart by a crazed cleric, and | wasintent on keeping aslow a
profile as possible. If | could have dithered on my belly likea

snake, | wouldn't have been al the way up in acrouch.

Thehumid air amdled liketimeitsdlf ditilled and bottled: dugt, the
staleness of old cardboard, alingering woody fragrance from the
rough-sawn rafters, mildew spooring, and the faint stink of some small
dead cresture, perhagps abird or mouse, festering in alightless

corner.

To the left of the trapdoor were two entrances into the maze, one

approximately five feet wide, and the other no wider than three feet.

Assuming that the roomier passage provided the most direct route across
the cluttered attic and, therefore, was the one that the priest

regularly used to go to and from his captive-if indeed therewasa
captive-l dipped quietly into the narrower aide. | preferred to take
Father Tom by surprise rather than encounter him accidentally at some

turning in thislabyrinth.



To both sides of me were boxes, some tied with twine, others festooned
with pedling lengths of shipping tape that brushed likeinsectile
federsagaing my face. | moved dowly, feding my way with one hand,
because the shadows were confounding, and | dared not bump into

anything and st off aclatter.

| reached aT intersection but didn't immediately step intoiit. |
stood at the brink, listening for amoment, holding my bregth, but

heard nothing.

Cautioudy | leaned out of the first passageway, looking right and left
aong thisnew corridor in the maze, which was dso only three feet
wide. Totheleft, the lamplight in the southeast corner was dightly
brighter than before. To the right lay deep sable gloom that wouldn't
yield its secrets even to my night-loving eyes, and | had the
impression that a hogtile inhabitant of this darknesswaswithin arm's

length, watching and set to spring.

Assuring mysdlf that dl trollslived under bridges, that wicked gnomes
lived in caves, that gremlins established housekeeping only in
machinery, and that goblins-being demons-wouldn't dare to take up
resdencein arectory, | stepped into the new passageway and turned

left, putting my back to the impenetrable dark.



At once asqued arose, so chilling that | swung around and thrust the
pistol toward the blackness, certain that trolls, wicked gnomes,
gremlins, goblins, ghosts, zombies, and severd psychotic mutant dtar
boys were descending on me. Fortunately | didn't squeeze thetrigger,
because this transient madness passed, and | redlized that the cry had
arisen from the same direction as before: from the lighted areaiin the

southeast corner.

Thisthird wail, which had covered the noise that I'd made when turning
to confront theimaginary horde, was from the same source asthe first
two, but herein the attic, it sounded different from how it had

sounded when I'd been down in the second-floor hallway. For onething,
it didn't seem as much like the voice of asuffering child asit had

earlier. More disconcerting: The weirdness factor was alot higher,

way off thetop of the chart, asif severd bars of theremin music had

issued from a human throat.

| considered retracing my path to the ladder, but | wasin too deep to
turn back now. There was sill achance, however dim, that | was

hearing achild in jeopardy.

Besides, if | retreated, my dog would know that | had haired out. He
was one of my three closest friendsin aworld where only friends and
family matter, and as| no longer had any family, | put enormous vaue

on hishigh opinion of me,



The boxes on my |eft gave way to stacked wicker lawn chairs, ajumbled
collection of thatched and lacquered baskets made of wicker and reed, a
battered dresser with an ova mirror so grimy that | cast not even a
shadowy reflection in it, unguessable items concedled by drop cloths,

and then more boxes.

| turned acorner, and now | could hear Father Tom'svoice. Hewas
speaking softly, soothingly, but | couldn't make out aword of what he

sad.

| walked into a cobweb barrier, flinching asit clung to my face and
brushed like phantom lips against my mouth. With my left hand | wiped
the tattered strands from my cheeks and from the bill of my cap. The
gossamer had a bitter-mushroom taste; grimacing, | tried to spit it out

without making a sound.

Because | was hoping again for revelations, | was compelled to follow
the priet'svoice asirresstibly as| might have followed the music

of apiper in Hamdin. All thewhile, | was struggling to repressthe
desire to sneeze, which was spawned by dust with a scent so musty that

it must have come from the previous century.

After onemoreturn, | wasin alast short length of passageway.

About six feet beyond the end of this narrow corridor of boxeswasthe



steeply pitched underside of the roof at the east flank-the front-of
thebuilding. The rafters, braces, collar beams, and the underside of
the roof sheathing, to which the date was attached, were reveded by

muddy-ydlow light issuing from a source out of sSght to the right.

Creeping to the end of the passage, | was acutely aware of the faint
creaking of the floorboards under me. It was no louder or more
suspicious than the ordinary settling noisesin this high redoubt, but

it was nonethel ess potentialy betraying.

Father Tom'svoice grew clearer, dthough | could catch only oneword

infiveor Sx.

Ancther voice rose, higher-pitched and tremulous. It resembled the

voice of avery young child-and yet was nothing as ordinary asthat.

Not asmusica asthe speech of achild. Not haf asinnocent. |
couldn't make out what, if anything, it was saying. Thelonger |
listened, the eerier it became, until it made me pausethough | didn't

dare pausefor long.

My adeterminated in a perimeter passage that extended along the

eadtern flank of the attic maze. | risked a peek into thislong

Sraight run.

To the left was darkness, but to the right was the southeast corner of



the building, where | had expected to find the source of the light and
the priest with hiswailing captive. Instead, the lamp remained out of
sght to theright of the corner, around one more turn, ong the south

wal.

| followed this six-foot-wide perimeter passage, half crouched by
necessity now, for thewall to my left was actualy the steeply doped
underside of theroof. To my right, | passed the dark mouth of another
passageway between piles of boxes and old furniture and then hated
within two steps of the corner, with only the last wall of stored goods

between me and the lamp.

Abruptly asquirming shadow |eaped across the rafters and roof
sheathing that formed the wall ahead of me: afierce spiky thrashing of
jagged limbs with abulbous swelling at the center, so dienthat |
nearly shouted in darm. | found myself holding the Glock in both

hands.

Then | realized that the apparition before me was the distorted shadow
of aspider suspended on asingle silken thread. It must have been
dangling so closeto the source of the light that itsimage was

projected, greatly enlarged, across the surfacesin front of me.

For aruthlesskiller, | wasfar too jumpy. Maybe the caffeine laden

Peps, which I'd drunk to sweeten my vomit-soured breath, wasto



blane

Next time | killed someone and threw up, I'd haveto usea
caffeine-free beverage and lace it with Valium, in order to avoid

tarnishing my image as an emotionless, efficient homicide machine.

Cool with the spider now, | also redlized that | could at last hear the

priet's voice clearly enough to understand his every word:

hurts, yes, of coursg, it hurts very much. But now I've cut the
trangponder out of You, cut it out and crushed it, and they can't

follow Y ou anymore.”

| flashed back to the memory of Jesse Pinn stalking through the cemetery
ealier in the night, holding the peculiar instrument in his hand,

listening to faint eectronic tones and reading dataon asmall,

glowing green screen. Hed evidently been tracking the signa from a

surgically implanted transponder in this cregiure. A monkey, wasit?

Y et not amonkey?

"Theincison wasn't very deep,” the priest continued. "The
transponder was just under the subcutaneous fat. 1've serilized the
wound and sewn it up." Hesighed. "I wish | knew how much You

understand me, if at dl."



In Father Tom's journal, he had referred to the members of anew troop
that was |less hostile and less violent than the first, and he had

written that he was committed to their liberation. Why there should be
anew troop, as opposed to an old one, or why they should be set loose
in the world with trangponders under their skin-even how these smarter
monkeys of ether troop could have comeinto existencein the first
place-| couldn't fathom. But it was clear that the priest styled

himsdf asamodern-day abalitionist fighting for the rights of the
oppressed and that this rectory was a key stop on an underground

railroad to freedom.

When he had confronted Father Tom in the church basement, Pinn must
have believed that this current fugitive had aready received

superficia surgery and moved on, and that his hand-held tracker was
picking up the sgna from the transponder no longer embedded in the
cresture it was meant to identify. Instead, the fugitive was

recuperating herein the attic.

The priest's mysterious visitor mewled softly, asif in pain, and the
cleric replied with a sympathetic patter periloudy closeto baby

talk.

Taking courage from the memory of how meekly the priest had responded
to the undertaker, | crossed the remaining couple of feet to the final

wall of boxes. | stood with my back to the end of the row, knees bent



only dightly to accommodate the dope of the roof.

From here, to see the priest and the creature with him, | needed only
to lean to my right, turn my head, and look into the perimeter aide
aong the south flank of the attic where the light and the voices

originated.

| hesitated to reved my presence only because | recalled some of the
odder entriesin the priest's diary: the ranting and paranoid passages
that bordered on incoherence, the two hundred repetitions of | believe
inthe mercy of Christ. Perhaps he wasn't ways as meek as he had

been with Jesse Pinn.

Overlaying the odors of mildew and dust and old cardboard was anew
medicina scent composed of rubbing acohoal, iodine, and an astringent

antiseptic cleanser.

Somewherein the next aide, thefat spider reded itsdf up its
filament, away from the lamplight, and the magnified arachnid shadow
rapidly dwindled across the danted ceiling, shrinking into ablack dot

and findly vanishing.

Father Tom spoke reassuringly to his patient: "I have antibiotic
powder, capsules of various penicillin derivatives, but no effective

painkiller.



| wish | did. But thisworld isabout suffering, isn't it?

Thisvaeof tears. Youll bedl right. Youll bejust fine. |

promise,

God will look after Y ou through me.”

Whether the rector of St. Bernadetteswas asaint or villain, one of
thefew rationd peopleleft in Moonlight Bay or way insane, | couldn't
judge. | didn't have enough facts, didn't understand the context of

hisactions.

| was certain of only onething: Even if Father Tom might berationd
and doing theright thing, his head neverthel ess contained enough loose

wiring to makeit unwiseto let him hold the baby during abaptism.

"I've had some very basic medical training,” the priest told his
patient, "because for three years after seminary, | wascaledto a

missonin Uganda."

| thought | heard the patient: amuttering that reminded mebut not

quite-of thelow cooing of pigeons blended with the more guttura purr

of acat.

"I'msure Youll bedl right,” Father Tom continued. "But Y ou redly



must stay here afew days so | can administer the antibiotics and

monitor the healing of thewound. Do Y ou understand me?”

With anote of frustration and despair: "Do Y ou understand me at

al?'

As| was about to lean to the right and peer around the wall of boxes,
the Other replied to the priest. The Other. That was how | thought of
the fugitive when | heard it speaking from such close range, because
thiswasavoicethat | was not able to imagine as being elther that of
achild or amonkey, or of anything esein God's Big Book of

Crestion.

| froze. My finger tightened on the trigger.

Certainly it sounded partly like ayoung child, alittle girl, and

partly likeamonkey. It sounded partly likealot of things, infact,
asthough ahighly crestive Hollywood sound technician had been playing
with alibrary of human and animd voices, mixing them through an audio
console until he'd created the ultimate voice for an

extraterrestrid.

The most affecting thing about the Other's speech was not the tond
range of it, not the pattern of inflections, and not even the
earnestness and the emotion that clearly shaped it. Instead, what most

jolted me was the perception that it had meaning. | wasnot lisgening



merely to ababble of anima noises. Thiswas not English, of course,
not aword of it; and dthough I'm not multilingud, I'm certain it

wasn't any foreign tongue, either, for it was not complex enough to be
atrue language. It was, however, afluent series of exotic sounds
crudely composed like words, a powerful but primitive attempt at
language, with asmall polysyllabic vocabulary, marked by urgent

rhythms.

The Other seemed pathetically desperate to communicate. As| listened,
| was surprised to find myself emotionadly affected by the longing,
londliness, and anguish initsvoice. Thesewere not quditiesthat |
imagined. They were asrea as the boards beneath my feet, the stacked

boxes againgt my back, and the heavy beating of MY heart.

When the Other and the priest both fell silent, | wasn't ableto look
around the corner. | suspected that whatever the priet's visitor

might look like, it would not passfor area monkey, asdid those
members of the original troop that had been tormenting Bobby and that
Orson and | had encountered on the southern horn of the bay. If it
resembled arhesus at dl, the differenceswould be greater and surely

more numerous than the baleful dark-yellow color of the other monkeys

eyes.

If | wasafraid of what | might see, my fear had nothing whatsoever to

do with the possible hideousness of thislaboratory-born Other. My



chest was so tight with emotion that | couldn't draw deep breaths, and
my throat was so thick that | could swallow only with effort. Wheat |
feared was meeting the gaze of thisentity and seeing my own isolation
initseyes, my own yearning to be norma, which I'd spent twenty-eight
years denying with enough success to be happy with my fate. But my

happiness, like everyone's, isfragile.

| had heard aterrible longing in this crestures voice, and | felt

that it was akin to the sharp longing around which | had ages ago
formed apearl of indifference and quiet resgnation; | was afraid that

if I met the Other's eyes, some resonance between uswould shatter that

pearl and leave me vulnerable once more.

| was shaking.

Thisisasowhy | cannot, dare not, will not expressmy pain or my

grief when life wounds me or takes from me someone | love.

Grief too easlly leadsto despair. In the fertile ground of despair,
sef-pity can sprout and thrive. | can't begintoindulgein

sdf-pity, because by enumerating and dwelling upon my limitetions, |
will bedigging ahole so deep that I'll never again be ableto crawl

out of it.

I've got to be something of acold bastard to survive, livewith a

chinkless shell around my heart & least when it comesto grieving for



the dead. I'm ableto express my love for the living, to embrace my
friends without reservation, to give my heart without concern for how

it might be abused. But on the day that my father dies, | must make
jokes about death, about crematoriums, about life, about every damn
thing, because | can't risk-won't risk-descending from grief to despair
to sdf-pity and, findly, to the pit of inescapable rage and

loneliness and seif-hatred that is freskdom. | can't love the dead too
much. No matter how desperately | want to remember them and hold them
dear, | haveto let them go-and quickly. | have to push them out of my
heart even asthey are cooling in their deathbeds. Likewise, | haveto
make jokes about being akiller, becauseif | think too long and too
hard about what it really means to have murdered aman, even amonster
like Lewis Stevenson, then | will begin to wonder if | am, infact, the
freak that those nadty little shitheads of my childhood insisted thet |

was. the Nightcrawler, Vampire Boy, Creepy Chris. | must not care too
much about the dead, either those whom | loved or those whom |
despised. | must not care too much about being done. | must not care
too much about what | cannot change. Likedl of usinthisstorm
between birth and degth, | can wreak no great changes on the world,
only small changesfor the better, | hope, inthelives of thosel

love, which meansthat to live | must care not about what | am but
about what | can become, not about the past but about the future, not
even so much about myself as about the bright circle of friendswho

providetheonly light in which | am ableto flourish.



| was shaking as | contemplated turning the corner and facing the
Other, inwhose eyes | might see far too much of mysdlf. | was
clutching the Glock asif it were atalisman rather than awesgpon, as
though it were acrucifix with which | could ward off dl that might
destroy me, but | forced mysdlf into action. | leaned to theright,

turned my head-and saw no one.

This perimeter passage aong the south side of the attic was wider than
the one along the east flank, perhaps eight feet across; and on the
plywood floor, tucked in against the eaves, was a narrow mattress and a
tangle of blankets. The light came from a coneshaped brass desk lamp

plugged into a GFI receptacle that was mounted on an eave brace.

Beside the mattress were athermos, aplate of diced fruit and
buttered bread, apail of water, bottles of medication and rubbing
acohal, the makings for bandages, afolded towe, and adamp washcloth

spotted with blood.

The priest and his guest seemed to have vanished asif they had

whispered an incantation.

Although immobilized by the emotiond impact of thelonging in the
Other'svoice, | could not have been standing at the end of the box row
for more than aminute, probably half aminute, after the cresture had
fdlendlent. Yet neither Father Tom nor hisvigitor wasinsight in

the passageway ahead.



Silenceruled. | heard not asinglefootfal. Not any creak or POP or
tick of wood that sounded more significant than the usud faint

Stling noises.

| actualy looked up into the rafters toward the center of the space,
overcome by the bizarre conviction that the missing pair had learned a
trick from the clever spider and had drawn themselves up gossamer

filaments, curling into tight black balsin the shadows overhead.

Aslong as| stayed close to the wall of boxes on my right side, | had
aufficient headroom to stand erect. Soaring from the eavesto my left,

the sharply pitched rafters cleared my head by six or eight inches.

Neverthdess, | moved defensvely in amodified crouch.

The lamp was not dangeroudly bright, and the brass cone focused the
light away from me, so | moved to the mattress for a closer look at the
items arrayed beside it. With the toe of one shoe, | disturbed the
tangled blankets; athough I'm not sure what | expected to find under

them, what | did find wasalot of nothing.

| wasn't concerned that Father Tom would go downgtairs and find

Orson.



For onething, | didn't think he was finished with hiswork up herein
the attic. Besdes, my crimindly experienced mutt would have the
street savvy to duck for cover and lie low until escape was more

feasible.

Suddenly, however, | redlized that if the priest went below, he might
fold away the ladder and close the trapdoor. | could forceit open and
rel ease the ladder from above, but not without making almost as much
racket as Satan and his conspirators had made when cast out of

Heaven.

Rather than follow this passage to the next entrance to the maze and
risk encountering the priest and the Other on the route they might have
taken, | turned back the way 1'd come, reminding mysdlf to belight on
my feet. The high-quality plyboard had few voids, and it was screwed
rather than nailed to the floor joigts, so | wasvirtudly silent even

inmy haste.

When | turned the corner at the end of the row of boxes, plump Father
Tom loomed from the shadows where | had stood listenin only aminute or
two ago. He was dressed neither for Mass nor bed, but was wearing a
gray sweat suit and a sheen of swedt, asif hed been fending off

gluttonous urges by working out to an exercise video.

"Youl" he said hitterly when he recognized me, asthough | were not

merely Christopher Snow but were the devil Baal and had stepped out of



aconjurer's chak pentagram without first asking permission or

obtaining alavatory pass.

The sweet-tempered, jovia, good-natured padre that | had known was
evidently vacationing in PAm Springs, having given the keys of his
parish to hisevil twin. He poked mein the chest with the blunt end

of abaseball bat, hard enough to hurt.

Because even XP-Man is subject to the laws of physics, | was rocked
backward by the blow, stumbled into the eaves, and cracked the back of
my head againg arafter. | didn't see stars, not even agrest

character actor like M. Emmet Wash or Rip Tom, but if not for the
cushion provided by my James Dean thatch of hair, | might have gone out

cold.

Poking mein the chest again with the baseball bat, Father Tom said,

"You! You"

Indeed, | wasme, and | had never tried to claim otherwise, so | didn't

know why he should be so incensed.

"Youl" he said with anew rush of anger.

Thistime he rammed the damn bat into my stomach, which winded me but

not asbadly asit might haveif | hadn't seenit coming. Just before



the blow landed, | sucked in my stomach and tightened my abdominal
muscles, and because I'd dready thrown up what was left of Bobby's
chicken tacos, the only consequence was a hot flash of pain from my
groin to my breastbone, which | would have laughed off if I'd been

wearing my armored spandex superhero uniform under my street clothes.

| pointed the Glock at him and wheezed threateningly, but he was either

aman of God with no fear of death-or he was nuts.

Gripping the bat with both hands to put even more power behind it, he
poked it savagely at my stomach again, but | twisted to the sde and
dodged the blow, dthough unfortunately | mussed my hair ona

rough-sawn rafter.

| was nonplussed to bein afight with apriest. The encounter seemed
more absurd than frightening-though it was plenty frightening enough to
make my heart race and to make me worry that I'd have to return Bobby's

jeanswith urine sains.

"You! You" hesaid more angrily than ever and seemingly with more
surprise, too, asthough my appearancein his dusty attic were so
outrageous and improbable that his astonishment would grow &t an

ever-accelerating rate until hisbrain went nova

He swung at me again. He would have missed thistime even if | hadn't

wrenched mysdlf away from the bat. He was a priegt, after all, not a



imijaassassn. He was middle-a,ed and overweight, too.

The basebd | bat smashed into one of the cardboard boxes with enough
forceto tear aholein it and knock it out of the stack into the empty
adebeyond. Althoughwoefully ignorant of even the basic principles

of the martid artsand not gifted with the physique of amighty

warrior, the good father could not be faulted for alack of

enthusaam.

I couldn't imagine shooting him, but | couldn't very well dlow himto
club meto desth. | backed away from him, toward the lamp and the
mattressin the wider aide along the south side of the attic, hoping

that he would recover his senses.

Instead, he came after me, swinging the bat from left to right, cutting
thear with awhoosh, then immediately swinging it right to left,

chanting"You!" between each swing.

His hair was disarranged and hanging over his brow, and hisface
appeared to be contorted as much by terror as by rage. Hisnodrils
dilated and quivered with each stentorian breath, and spittle flew from
his mouth with each explosive repetition of the pronoun that seemed to

condtitute his entire vocabulary.

| was going to end up radically dead if | waited for Father Tom to



recover his senses. If he even had senses|eft, the priest wasn't
carying themwith him. They were put avay somewhere, perhaps over in
the church, locked up with asplinter of asaint's shinbonein the

reliquary onthe dtar.

Asheswvung at meagain, | searched for that animal eyeshineI'd seen
in Lewis Stevenson, because aglimpse of that uncanny glow might
judtify meeting violence with violence. It would mean | was battling
not apriest or an ordinary man, but something with onefoot in the
Twilight Zone. But | couldn't see aglimmer. Perhaps Father Tom was
infected with the same disease that had corrupted the police chief's

mind, but if 0, he didn't seem asfar gone. asthe cop.

Moving backward, attention on the baseball bat, | hooked the lamp cord
with my foot. Proving mysdlf aworthy victim for an aging, overweight
prie, | fell flat on my back, drumming anice paradiddie on the floor

with the back of my skull.

Thelamp fell over. Fortunately, it neither went out nor flung its

light directly into my sengtive eyes.

| shook my foot out of the entangling cord and scooted backward on my

butt as Father Tom rushed in and hammered the floor with the bat.

He missed my legs by inches, punctuating the assault with that

now-familiar accusation in the second-person singular: Y ou!”



"Youl" | said somewhat hystericaly, casting it right back at him as|

continued to scoot out of hisway.

| wondered where al these people were who supposedly revered me. |
was more than ready to be revered alittle, but Stevenson and Father
Tom Eliot certainly didn't qudify for the Christopher Snow Admiration

Sodiety.

Although the priest was streaming sweset and panting, he was out to
prove he had stamina. He approached in the stooped, hunch-shoul dered,
rolling lurch of atroll, asif he were on aworkrelease program from
under the bridge to which he was usualy committed. This cramped
posture allowed him to raise the bat high over his head without

cracking it againgt an overhanging rafter. He wanted to keep it high

over his head because he clearly intended to play Babe Ruth with my

skull and make my brainssquirt out my ears.

Eyeshine or no eyeshine, | was going to have to blast the chubby little
guy without delay. | couldn't scoot backward as fast as he could
troll-wak toward me, and dthough | was alittle hysterical-okay, way
hysterica-l could figure the odds well enough to know that even the
greediest bookie in VVegas wouldn't cover abet on my survivad. Inmy
panic, hammered by terror and by adangeroudy giddy sense of the

absurd, | thought that the most humane course of action would beto



shoot him in the gonads because he had taken avow of celibacy,

anyway.

Fortunately, | never had the opportunity to prove mysdlf to be the
expert marksman that such aperfectly placed shot would have

required.

| aimed in the generd direction of his crotch, and my finger tightened

onthetrigger. Notimeto usethelaser Sghting.

Before | could squeeze off around, something monstrous growled in the
passageway behind the priest, and a great dark snarling predator leaped
on his back, causing him to scream and drop the baseball bat ashe was

driven to the attic floor.

For an ingtant, | was stunned that the Other should be so utterly

unlike arhesus and that it should attack Father Tom, its nurse and

champion, rather than tear out my throat. But, of course, the great

dark snarling predator was not the Other: It was Orson.

Standing on the priest's back, the dog bit at the swesat-suit collar.

Fabric tore. Hewas snarling so vicioudy that | was afraid held

actudly maul Father Tom.

| caled him off as| scrambled to my feet. The mutt obeyed at once,



without inflicting awound, not afraction as bloodthirsty ashed

pretended to be.

The priest made no effort to get up. Helay with hishead turned to
one sde, hisface half covered with touded, swest-soaked hair. He
was breathing hard and sobbing, and after every third or fourth breath,

he said hitterly, "You.........

Obvioudy he knew enough about what was happening a Fort WY vernand in
Moonlight Bay to answer many if not al of my most pressng

questions.

Yet | didn't want to talk to him. | couldn't talk to him.

The Other might not have |eft the rectory, might till be hereinthe
shadowy cloisters of theattic. Although | didn't believethat it

posed a serious danger to me and Orson, especidly not when | had the
Glock, | had not seen it and, therefore, couldn't dismissit asa

threat. | didn't want to stalk it-or be stalked by it -in this

claustrophobic space.

Of course, the Other was merely an excuseto flee.

Thosethingsthat | truly feared were the answers Father Tom might give

to my questions. | thought | was eager to hear them, but was not yet



prepared for certain truths.

"You.

He'd spoken that one word with seething hatred, with uncommonly dark
emotion for aman of God but also for aman who was usudly kind and
gentle. He transformed the S mple pronoun into adenunciation and a

Curse.

You.

Y et I'd done nothing to earn hisenmity. | hadn't given lifeto the

pitiable creatures that he had committed himself to freeing. | hadntt

been apart of the program at Wyvern that had infected his sster and

possibly him, aswdl. Which meant that he hated not me, as aperson,

but hated me because of who | was.

And whowas|?

Who was| if not my mother's son?

According to Roosevelt Frost-and even Chief Stevensonthere were,

indeed, those who revered me because | was my mother's son, though I'd

yet to meet them. For the samelineage, | was hated.

hristopher Nicholas Snow, only child of Wisteria Jane



(Milbury) Snow, whose own mother named her after aflower.

Christopher born of Wigteria, come into thistoo-bright world near the
beginning of the Disco Decade. Born in atime of tacky fashion trends
and frivolous pursuits, when the country was eagerly windiving down a

war, and when the worst fear was mere nuclear holocaust.

What could my brilliant and loving mother possibly have done that would

make me either revered or reviled?

Sprawled on the attic floor, racked by emotion, Father Tom Eliot knew

the answer to that mystery and would dmost certainly reved it when he

had regained his composure.

Instead of asking the question at the heart of all that had happened

thisnight, | shakily gpologized to the sobbing priest. "I'm sorry. |

| shouldn't have come here. God. Ligen. I'm so sorry. Please

forgiveme. Please”

What had my mother done?

Don't ask.

Don't ask.



If he had started to answer my unspoken question, | would have clamped

my handsto my ears.

| called Orson to my sde and led him away from the priest, into the
maze, proceeding asfast as| dared. The narrow passagestwisted and
branched until it seemed asthough wewere not in an attic at dl but
in anetwork of catacombs. In places the darkness was nearly blinding;

but I'm the child of darkness, never thwarted by it.

| brought us quickly to the open trapdoor.

Though Orson had climbed the ladder, he peered at the descending treads

with trepidation and hesitated to find hisway into the hall below.

Even for afour-footed acrobat, going down a steep ladder was

immeasurably more difficult than going up.

Because many of the boxesin the attic were large and because bulky
furniture was dso stored there, | knew that a second trap must exist,
and that it must be larger than thefirgt, with an associated
ding-and-pulley system for raising and lowering heavy objectsto and
from the second floor. | didn't want to search for it, but | wasn't

sure how | could safely climb backward down an attic ladder while

carrying a ninety-pound dog.



From the farthest end of the vast room, the priest called out to
me-"Christopher"-in avoice heavy with remorse. "Christopher, I'm

log.”

He didn't mean that he waslost in hisown maze. Nothing assmple as

that, nothing as hopeful asthat.

"Chrigtopher, I'mlost. Forgiveme. I'm sologt."

From e sawhere in the gloom came the child-monkey-not-ofthis-world
voicethat belonged to the Other: struggling toward language, desperate
to be understood, charged with longing and loneliness, asblesk as any
arcticicefidd but also, worsg, filled with areckless hope that

would surely never be rewarded.

This plaintive blest was so unbearable that it drove Orson to try the

ladder and may even have given him the balance to succeed.

When he was only halfway to the bottom, he lesped over the remaining

treads to the hallway floor.

The priest'sjournd had dmost dipped out from under my belt and into
the seat of my pants. As| descended the ladder, the book rubbed
painfully against the base of my spine, and when | reached the bottom |

clawed it from under my belt and held it in my left hand, as the Glock



was dill clamped fiercely in my right.

Together, Orson and | raced down through the rectory, past the shrine

to the Blessed Virgin, where the guttering candle was extinguished by

the draft of our passing. We fled dong thelower hdl, through the

kitchen with its three green digital clocks, out the back door, across

the porch, into the night and the fog, asif we were escaping from the
House of Usher moments before it collapsed and sank into the deep dank

tarn.

We passed the back of the church. Itsformidable masswas atsunami of
stone, and while we werein its nightshadow, it seemed about to crest

and crash and crush us.

| glanced back twice. The priest was not behind us. Neither was

anythingelse.

Although I haf expected my bicycle to be gone or damaged, it was
propped against the headstone, where | had |eft it. No monkey

business.

| didn't pause to say aword to Noah Joseph James. In aworld crewed

up asours, ninety-six years of life didn't seem asdesrable asit had

only hours ago.

After pocketing the pistol and tucking the journd insde my shirt, |



ran besde my bike dong an aide between rows of graves, swinging
aboard it while on the move. Bouncing off the curb into the Stre<t,
leaning forward over the handlebars, pedding furioudy, | bored like
an auger through the fog, leaving atemporary tunndl in the churning

mist behind me.

Orson had no interest in the spoor of squirrels. He was as eager as|

was to put distance between usand St. Bernadette's.

We had gone severa blocks before | began to redize that escape wasn't
possible. Theinevitable dawn restricted me to the boundaries of
Moonlight Bay, and the madnessin St. Bernadette's rectory wasto be

found in every corner of the town.

Moreto the point, | wastrying to run away from athreat that could
never be escaped even if | could fly to the most remote idand or
mountaintop in theworld. Wherever | went, | would carry with methe
thing that | feared: the need to know. | waan't frightened merely of

the answersthat | might receive when | asked questions about my

mother.

More fundamentally | was afraid of the questions themselves, because
the very nature of them, whether they were eventualy answered or not,

would change my lifeforever.



From abench in the park at the corner of Palm Street and Grace Drive,
Orson and | studied asculpture of asted scimitar balanced on apair

of tumbling dice carved from white marble, which werein turn balanced
on ahighly polished representation of Earth hewn from blue marble,

which itsalf was perched upon alarge mound of bronze cast to resemble

apile of dog poop.

Thiswork of art has stood at the center of the park, surrounded by a

gently bubbling fountain, for about three years.

Weve sat here many nights, pondering the meaning of this crestion,
intrigued and edified and challenged-but not particularly

enlightened-by it.

Initidly we believed that the meaning was clear. The scimitar

represents war or death. Thetumbling dice represent fate. Theblue
marble sphere, which isEarth, isasymbal of our lives. Putital
together, and Y ou have a stlatement about the human condition: Welive
or die according to thewhims of fate, our lives on thisworld ruled by
cold chance. The bronze dog poop at the bottom isaminimaist

repetition of the sametheme: Lifeis shit.

Many learned analyses have followed the first. The scimitar, for

example, might not be ascimitar at dl; it might be a crescent moon.

The dice-like forms might be sugar cubes. The blue sphere might not be



our nurturing planet-merdly abowling ball. What the variousforms
symbolize can beinterpreted in avirtudly infinite number of ways,
athough itisimpaossible to conceive of the bronze cagting as anything

but dog poop.

Seen asamoon, sugar cubes, and abowling ball, this masterwork may be
warning that our highest aspirations (reaching for the moon) cannot be
achieved if we punish our bodies and agitate our minds by egting too
many sweets or if we sustain lower-back injury by trying too hard to
torque the ball when we're desperate to pick up aseven-ten split. The
bronze dog poop, therefore, reved sto us the ultimate consequences of

abad diet combined with obsessive bowling: Lifeisshit.

Four benches are placed around the broad walkway that encirclesthe

fountain in which the sculpture stands. We have viewed the piece from

every perspective.

The park lamps are on atimer, and they are dl extinguished a
midnight to conserve city funds. The fountain stops bubbling as

wdl.

The gently splashing water is conducive to meditation, and we wish that
it goritzed Al night; although evenif | were not an X Per, wewould
prefer no lamplight. Ambient light isnot only sufficient but idegl

for the study of this sculpture, and agood thick fog can add



immeasurably to your gppreciation of the artist's vison.

Prior to the erection of this monument, a smple bronze statue of
Junipero Serra stood on the plinth at the center of the fountain for
over ahundred years. He was a Spanish missonary to the Indians of
Cdifornia, two and ahdf centuries ago: the man who established the
network of missonsthat are now landmark buildings, public treasures,

and magnets for history-minded tourists.

Bobby's parents and agroup of like-minded citizens had formed a
committee to press for the banishment of the Junipero Serrastatue on
the grounds that a monument to ardigiousfiguredid not belongina

park created and maintained with public funds.

Separation of Church and State. The United States Congtitution, they

said, was clear on thisissue.

Wigteria Jane (Milbury) Snow-"Wissy" to her friends, "Mom" to me-in

Spite of being ascientist and rationalist, led the opposing committee

that wished to preserve the statue of Serra.

"When asociety erasesits past, for whatever reason,” she said, "it

cannot have afuture.”

Mom lost the debate. Bobby's folks won.



The night the decision came down, Bobby and | met in the most solemn
circumstances of our long friendship, to determineif family honor and

the sacred obligations of bloodline required usto conduct avicious,
unrelenting feud-in the manner of the legendary Hatfieldsand
McCoys-until even the most distant cousins had been sent to deep with
theworms and until one or both of uswas dead. After consuming enough
beer to clear our heads, we decided that it was impossible to conduct a
proper feud and till find thetime to ride every set of glassy,

pumping monoliths that the good sea sent to shore. To say nothing of

al the time spent on murder and mayhem that might have been spent

ogling girlsin bun-flossbikinis

Now | entered Bobby's number in the keypad on my phone and pressed

send.

| turned the volume up alittle so Orson might be able to hear both
Sdes of the conversation. When | realized what | had done, | knew
that unconscioudy | had accepted the most fantastic possibility of the
Wyvern project as proven fact-even though | was il pretending to

have my doubts.

Bobby answered on the second ring: " Go away."

"Y ou adeepn?"



"Yeah."

"I'm dtting herein Life Is Shit Park.”

"Do| care?'

"Some redly bad stuff has gone down sincel saw Y ou."

"It's the sal sa on those chicken tacos," he said.

"l can't talk about it on the phone."

"Good.

"I'mworried about You," | said.

"That's sweet."

"You'rein rea danger, Bobby."

"l swear | flossed, Mom."

Orson chuffed with amusement. The hdl hedidn't.

"AreYou awakenow?' | asked Bobby.



“No."

"l don't think Y ou were adegp in thefirst place.”

Hewasdlent. Then: "Wl theré's been away spooky movieon all

night snceYou left.”

"Planet of the Apes?' | guessed.

"On athree-hundred-sixty-degree, wraparound screen.”

"What're they doing?"

"Oh, Y ou know, the usua monkeyshines."

"Nothing more threatening?'

"They think they're cute. One of them's at the window right now,

mooning me."

"Yeah, but did You gart it?'

"| get thefeding they'retrying to irritate me until | come outside

agan."



Alarmed, | said, "Don't go."

"I'm not amoron,” he said sourly.

"Sorry.

"I'm an asshole."

"That'sright.”

"There'sacritica difference between amoron and an asshole.”

"I'm clear on that."

"l wonder."

"Do Y ou have the shotgun with Y ou?’

"Jesus, Snow, didn't | just say I'm not amoron?"

"If we canridethisbarrd until dawn, then | think we're safe until

sundown tomorrow."

"They're on the roof now."

"Doing what?"



"Don't know." He paused, ligening. "At least two of them.

Running back and forth. Maybe looking for away in."

Orson jumped off the bench and stood tensely, one ear pricked toward
the phone, aworried air about him. He seemed to be willing to shed

some doggy pretensesif that didn't disturb me.

"Isthereaway in fromtheroof?' | asked Bobby.

"The bathroom and kitchen vent ducts aren't large enough for these

bastards."

Surprisingly, consdering al its other amenities, the cottage had no
fireplace. Corky Coallins-formerly Toshiro Tagawa-had most likely

decided against afireplace because, unlike the warm closest to Y ou.

Forget about leaving amark on the world. Ignore the greet issues of

your time and thereby improve your digestion.

Don't dwell in the past. Don't worry about the future. Liveinthe
moment. Trust in the purpose of your existence and let meaning cometo
Y ou ingtead of gtraining to discover it. When lifethrowsahard

punch, roll with it-but roll with laughter. Catch the wave, dude.



Thisishow Bobby lives, and heisthe happiest and most wellbalanced

person | have ever known.

| try to live as Bobby Halloway does, but I'm not as successful at it
asheis. Sometimes| thrash when | should float. | spend too much

time anticipating and too little timeletting life surprise me.

Maybe | don't try hard enough to live like Bobby. Or maybe | try too

hard.

Orson went to the pool that surrounded the sculpture. He lapped
noisily at the clear water, obvioudy savoring the taste and the

coolnessof it.

| remembered that July night in our backyard when he had stared at the
gars and falen into blackest despair. | had no accurate way to

determine how much smarter Orson was than an ordinary dog. Because his
intelligence had somehow been enhanced by the project at Wyvern,
however, he understood vastly more than nature ever intended adog to
understand. That July night, recognizing hisrevolutionary potentia
yet-perhgpsfor the first time-grasping the terrible limitations placed

on him by his physical nature, he'd sunk into asough of despondency

that dmost claimed him permanently. To beintelligent but without the
complex larynx and other physical equipment to make speech possible, to

be intelligent but without the hands to write or make tools, to be



inteligent but trapped in aphysica package that will forever prevent
the full expression of your intelligence: Thiswould be akinto a

person being born deaf, mute, and limbless.

| watched Orson now with astonishment, with anew gppreciation for his
courage, and with atenderness | had never felt before for anyone on

thisearth.

He turned from the pooal, licking at the water that dripped from his
chops, grinning with pleasure. When he saw melooking a him, he
wagged histail, happy to have my attention or just happy to be with

me on thisstrange night.

For al hislimitations and in spite of dl the good reasonswhy he
should be perpetualy anguished, my dog, for God's sake, was better at

being Bobby Halloway than | was.

Does Bobby have awise strategy for living? Does Orson? | hope one

day to have matured enough to live aswell by their philosophy asthey

do.

Getting up from the bench, | pointed to the sculpture. "Not a

Kimitar.

Not amoon. It'sthe amile of theinvisble Cheshire cat from Alicein



Wonderland."

Orson turned to gaze up at the masterwork.

"Not dice. Not sugar cubes," | continued. "A pair of either the

grow-smdl or grow-big pillsthat Alice took in the story.”

Orson congdered thiswith interest. On video, he had seen Disney's

animated verson of thisclassc tae.

"Not asymbol of the earth. Not ablue bowling bdl. A big blue

eye.

Put it al together and what doesit mean?”

Orson looked at me for elucidation.

"The Cheshireamileisthe artist laughing at the gullible people who
paid him so handsomely. The pair of pills represent the drugs he was
high on when he created thisjunk. The blue eyeishiseye, and the

reason Y ou can't see his other eyeis because heswinking it.

The bronze pile a the bottom is, of course, dog poop, whichis
intended to be a pungent critical comment on the work-because, as

everyone knows, dogs are the most perceptive of dl critics.”



If the vigor with which Orson wagged histal wasareliable

indication, he enjoyed thisinterpretation enormoudy.

Hetrotted around the entire fountain pool, reviewing the sculpture

from dl sdes.

Perhaps the purpose for which | was born is not to write about my life

in search of some universal meaning that may help othersto better
undergtand their own lives-which, in My more egomaniacd moments, isa
mission | have embraced. Instead of striving to make even thetiniest
mark on theworld, perhaps | should consider that, possibly, the sole
purpose for which | was born isto amuse Orson, to be not his master

but hisloving brother, to make his strange, difficult life, as easy,

rewarding and full of delight asit can be.

Thiswould congtitute a purpose as meaningful as most and more noble

than some.

Pleased by Orson'swagging tail at least as much as he seemed Ited my |
had two places| wanted to go before the sun chased meinto hidin The

first was Fort Wyvern.

From the park at Palm Street and Grace Drive in the southeast quadrant
of Moonlight Bay, thetrip to Fort Wyvern takeslessthan lowing for a

paten minutes by bicycle, even dl cethat will not tire your canine



brother. | know ashortcut through a storm culvert that ten-footruns

under Highway 1. Beyond the culvert is an open, wide, concrete drainage
channd that continues deep into the grounds of the military base after
being bisected by the chain-linker of the fence-crowned with razor

wire-that definesthe perimet facility.

ghout the grounds of Everywhere dong the fence-and throu.

Fort Wyvern-large sgnsin red and black warn that trespassers will be
prosecuted under federd statutes and that the minimum sentence upon
conviction involves afine of no lessthan ten thousand dollarsand a
prison sentence of no lessthan one year. | have dwaysignored these
threats, largely because | know that because of my condition, no judge
will sentence meto prison for thisminor offense. And | can afford

the ten thousand bucksiif it comes to that.

One night, eighteen months ago, shortly after Wyvern officidly closed
forever, | used abalt cutter to breach the chain-link whereit
descended into the drainage channdl. The opportunity to explorethis

vast new realm wastoo enticing to resst.

consdering that | was If my excitement seems strangeto Yout a
twenty-9x-year-old not an adventuresome boy at the time bu man-then

Y ou are probably someone who can catch aplaneto London if Y ou wish,
sall off to Puerto Vadlartaon awhim, or take the Orient Expressfrom

Paristo Istanbul. Y ou probably have ato be pleased by my latest riff



on the sculpture, | consu wristwatch. Lessthan two hoursremained

until dawn.

driver'slicense and acar. Y ou probably have not spent your entire
life within the confines of atown of twelve thousand people,
ceasdledy traveling it by night until Y ou know itsevery byway as
intimately as'Y ou know your own bedroom, and Y ou are probably,
therefore, not just alittle crazy for new places, new experiences. So

cut me some dack.

Fort Wyvern, named for General Harrison Blair Wyvern, ahighly
decorated hero of the First World War, was commissioned in 1939, asa
training and support facility. It covers 134,456 acres, which makesit
neither the largest nor by far not the smalest military basein the

gate of Cdifornia

During the Second World War, Fort Wyvern established aschool for tank
warfare, offering training in the operation and maintenance of every
tread-driven vehiclein usein the battlefields of Europe and inthe

Asan theater. Other schools under the Wyvern umbrella provided
firgt-rate education in demolitions and bomb disposa, sabotage, fied
artillery, fiedd medica service, military policing, and cryptography,

aswell asbasictraining to tens of thousands of infantrymen. Within

its boundari tillery leswere an arrange, ahuge network of bunkers

sarving as an ammunition dump, an arfield, and more buildings than



exig within the city limits of Moonlight Bay.

At the height of the Cold War, active -duty personnel assigned to Fort
Wyvern numbered-officialy-36,400. There were also 12,904 dependents

and over four thousand civilian personnel associated with the base.

The military payroll waswell over seven hundred million dollars
annually, and the contract expenditures exceeded one hundred and fifty

million per annum.

When Wyvern was shut down at the recommendation of the Defense Base
Closure and Redignment Commission, the sound of money being sucked out
of the county economy was so loud that local merchants were unable to
deep because of the noise and their babies cried in the night for fear

of having no college tuition when eventudly they would need it. KBAY,
which lost nearly athird of its potential county-wide audience and

fully hdf of itslate-night listeners, wasforced to trim staff, which

was why Sashafound herself serving as both the post-midnight jock and

the generd manager and why Doogie Sassman worked eight hours of
overtime per week for regular wage and never flexed his tattooed biceps

in protest.

By no means continuous but nevertheess frequent mgjor building
projects of ahigh-security nature were undertaken on the grounds of
Fort Wyvern by military contractors whose laborers were reportedly

sworn to secrecy and remained, for life, at risk of being charged with



treason for adip of the tongue. According to rumor, because of its
proud history asa center of military training and education, Wyvern
was chosen asthe site of amgor chemicabiological warfare research
facility congtructed as a huge selfcontained, biologicaly secure,

subterranean complex.

Given the events of the past twelve hours, | felt confident in assuming
that more than a scrap of truth underlay these rumors, although | have

never seen asingle thread of evidence that such astronghold exists.

The abandoned base offers Sightsthat are, however, aslikely to amaze
You, give Y ou the cregps, and make Y ou ponder the extent of human folly
asanything Y ou will seein acryobiologicd warfare [aboratory. |

think of Fort Wyvern, in its present state, as a macabre theme park,
divided into various lands much the same as Disneyland is divided, with
the difference that only one patron, dong with hisfaithful dog, is

admitted a any onetime.

Dead Town isone of my favorites.

Dead Townismy namefor it, not what it was called when Fort Wyvern
thrived. It congists of more than three thousand singlefamily cottages
and duplex bungalowsin which married active-duty personnel and their
dependents were housed if they choseto live on base. Architecturdly,

these humble structures have little to recommend them, and each is



virtudly identical to the one next door;

they provided the minimum of comfortsto the mostly young familieswho
occupied them, each for only a couple of years a atime, over the
war-filled decades. But in spite of their sameness, these are pleasant
houses, and when Y ou walk through their empty rooms, Y ou can fed that
lifewaslived wdl inthem, with lovemaking and laughter and

gatherings of friends.

These daysthe streets of Dead Town, laid out in amilitary grid,
feature drifts of dust against the curbs and dry tumbleweeds waiting
for wind. After the rainy season, the grass quickly turns brown and
stays that shade mogt of the year. The shrubsare dl withered, and
many of the trees are dead, their leafless branches blacker than the
black sky a which they seem to claw. Mice have the housesto
themsdlves, and birds build nests on the front-door lintels, painting

the stoops with their droppings.

Y ou might expect that the structures would either be maintained against
thered possihility of future need or efficiently razed, but thereis

no money for either solution. The materias and the fixtures of the
buildings have less vaue than the cost of salvaging them, so no

contract can be negotiated to dispose of them in that manner. For the
time being, they are | eft to deteriorate in the e ements much asthe

ghost towns of the gold-mining erawere abandoned.



Wandering through Dead Town, Y ou fed asthough everyonein theworld
has vanished or died of a plague and that Y ou are aone on the face of
the earth. Or that Y ou have gone mad and exist now in agrim solipsist

fantasy, surrounded by people Y ou refuse to see.

Or that Y ou have died and gone to Hell, where your particular damnation
consgsof eternd isolation. When Y ou see a scruffy coyote or two
prowling between the houses, lean of flank, with long teeth and fiery

eyes, they appear to be demons, and the Hades fantasy is the easiest
oneto believe. If your father was a professor of poetry, however, and

if You are blessed or cursed with athreehundred-ring circus of amind,

Y ou can imagine countless scenarios to explain the place.

Thisnight in March, | cycled through a couple of streetsin Dead Town,
but | didn't stop to visit. Thefog had not reached thisfar inland,

and the dry air was warmer than the humid murk along the coast; though
the moon had s, the stars were bright, and the night wasided for
sghtseeing. To thoroughly explore even this one land in the theme

park that is Wyvern, however, Y ou need to devote aweek to the task.

| was not aware of being watched. After what I'd learned in the past

few hours, | knew that | must have been monitored at |east

intermittently on my previousvists.

Beyond the borders of Dead Town lie numerous barracks and other



buildings. A once-fine commissary, a barber shop, adry cleaner, a
florist, abakery, abank: their sgns pedling and caked with dust. A
day-care center. High-school-age military brats attended classesin
Moonlight Bay; but there are akindergarten and an e ementary school
here. In the base library, the cobwebbed shelves are stripped of books
except for one overlooked copy of The Catcher inthe Rye. Denta and
medicd dlinics. A movie theater with nothing on itsflat marquee

except asingle enigmatic word: wHo. A bowling dley. An Olympic-size
pool now drained and cracked and blown full of debris. A fitness
center. In the rows of stables, which no longer shelter horses, the
unlatched stal doors swing with an ominous chorus of rasping and
cresking each timethe wind gtiffens. The softbal field is choked

with weeds, and the rotting carcass of amountain lion thet lay for

more than ayear in the batter's cageis at last only a skeleton.

| was not interested in any of these detinations, either. | cycled
past them to the hangarlike building that stands over the warren of
subterranean chambersin which | found the Mystery Train cap last

autumn.

Clipped to the back rack of my bicycleisapolice flashlight with a
switch that alows the beam to be adjusted to three degrees of
brightness. | parked at the hangar and unsnapped the flashlight from

the rack.

Orson finds Fort Wyvern dternatdy frightening and fascinating, but



regardless of hisreaction on any particular night, he staysat my
sde, uncomplaining. Thistime, he was clearly spooked, but he didn't

hesitate or whine.

The smadler man-size door in one of the larger hangar doorswas
unlocked. Switching on theflashlight, | went inside with Orson a my

heds.

Thishangar in't adjacent to the airfield, and it'sunlikely that
arcraft were stored or serviced here. Overhead are the tracks on
which amobile crane, now gone, once moved from end to end of the

dructure.

judging by the sheer mass and complexity of the sted supportsfor

these elaborate rails, the crane lifted objects of great weight. Sted
bracing plates, till bolted to the concrete, once must have been
surmounted by substantid machinery. Elsewhere, curioudy shaped wells
in the floor, now empty, appear to have housed hydraulic mechanisms of

unknowable purpose.

In the passing beam of my flashlight, geometric patterns of shadow and
light legped off the crane tracks. Like the ideograms of an unknown
language, they stenciled the walls and the Quonsetcurve of the celling,
revedling that haf the panesthe high clerestory windows were

broken.



Unnervin ly, the impression wasn't of a vacated machine shop or

mai ntenance center, but of an abandoned church. Theoil and chemical
gtains on the floor gave forth an incensdike aroma. The penetrating
cold was not solely aphysica sensation but affected the spirit as

well, asif thiswere adeconsecrated place.

A vestibule in one corner of the hangar houses a set of stairsand a
large devator shaft from which the lift mechanism and the cab have
been removed. | can't be sure, but judging from the aftermath |eft by
those who had gutted the building, access to the vestibule once must
have been through another chamber; and | suspect that the existence of
the stairs and elevator were kept secret from most of the personnel who

had worked in the hangar or who'd had occasion to passthroughit.

A formidable sted frame and threshold remain at the top of the
stairwell, but the door isgone. With the flashlight beam, | chased
spiders and pill bugs from the steps and led Orson downward through a
film of dust that bore no footprints except those that we had |eft

during other vigts.

The steps serve three subterranean floors, each with afootprint
congderably larger than the hangar above. Thiswebwork of corridors
and windowless rooms has been assiduoudy stripped of every item that
might provide a clue to the nature of the enterprise conducted

here-stripped all the way to the bare concrete. Even the smallest



elements of the air-filtration and plumbing systems have been torn

Out.

| have a sensethat this meticulous eradication isonly partly

explained by their desire to prevent anyone from ascertaining the
purpose of the place. Although I'm operating rictly onintuition, |
believe that as they scrubbed away every trace of the work done here,

they were motivated in part by shame.

| don't believe, however, that thisis the chemica-biologicd warfare
facility that | mentioned earlier. Congdering the high degree of

biologica isolation required, that subterranean complex issurely ina
more remote corner of Fort Wyvern, dramatically larger than these three
immense floors, more elaborately hidden, and buried far deeper beneath

the earth.

Beddes, that facility gpparently till operative.

Nevertheless, | am convinced that dangerous and extraordinary

activities of onekind or another were conducted beneath this hangar.

Many of the chambers, reduced only to their basic concrete forms, have
featuresthat are at once baffling and-because of their sheer

strangeness-profoundly disquieting.



One of these puzzling chambersis on the degpest level, down where no
dust has yet drifted, at the center of the floor plan, ringed us ovoid,
ahundred by corridors and smaler rooms. It isan enormo and twenty
feet long, not quite Sixty feet in diameter at itswidest point,

tapering toward the ends. Thewalls, celling, and floor are curved, so
that when Y ou stand here, Y ou feet asif Y ou are within the empty shell

of agiant egg.

Entrance isthrough a smdl adjacent space that might have been fitted
out asan airlock. Rather than a door, there must have been a hatch;
the only opening in the walls of thisovoid chamber isacirclefive

feet in diameter.

Moving across theraised, curved threshold and passing through this
aperture with Orson, | sweypt the light over the width of the
surrounding wall, marveing a it asaways. five fegt of

poured-in-place, steel-reinforced concrete.

Insde the giant egg, the continuous smooth curve that formsthewalls,
thefloor, and the ceiling is sheethed in what appears to be milky,

vaguely golden, tranducent glass at least two or three inches thick.

It's not glass, however, because it's shatterproof and because, when
tapped hard, it ringslike tubular bells. Furthermore, no seams are

evident anywhere.



Thisexotic materid ishighly polished and gppears as dick aswet
porcelain. Theflashlight beam penetrates this coating, quivers and
flickersthroughit, flares off the faint golden whorlswithin, and
shimmers acrossits surface. Y et the stuff was not in the least

dippery aswe crossed to the center of the chamber.

My rubber-soled shoes barely squeaked. Orson's claws madefant efin

musc, ringing off the floor with atink-ting likefinger bells.

Onthisnight of my father's desth, on thisnight of nights, | ted to
return to this place where I'd found my Mystery Train in cap the past
autumn. It had been lying in the center of the egg room, the only

object |eft behind in the entire three floors bel ow the hangar.

| had thought that the cap had merely been forgotten by the last worker
or inspector to leave. Now | suspected that on a certain October

night, persons unknown had been aware of me exploring thisfacility,
that they had been following me floor to floor without my knowledge,
and that they had eventualy dipped ahead of meto place the cap where

| would be sureto find it.

If thiswasthe case, it seemed to be not a mean or taunting act but
more of agreeting, perhaps even akindness. Intuition told me that

the words Mystery Train had something to do with my mother's work.



Twenty-one months after her death, someone had given me the cap because
it was alink to her, and whoever had made the gift was someone who

admired my mother and respected meif only because | was her son.

Thisiswhat | wanted to believe: that there were, indeed, those

involved in this seemingly impenetrable conspiracy who did not sseMY
mother asavillain and who fdt friendly toward me, evenif they did

not revere me, as Roosevelt ingsted. | wanted to believe that there

were good guysin this, not merely bad, because when | learned what my
mother had done to destroy the world aswe know it, | preferred to
receive that information from people who were convinced, at least, that

her intentions had been good.

| didn't want to learn the truth from people who looked a me, saw my

mother, and bitterly spat out that curse and accusation: Y oul

"Isanyonehere?' | asked.

My question spiraled in both directions dong the walls of the egg room

and returned to me as two separate echoes, one to each ear.

Orson chuffed inquiringly. This soft sound lingered dong the | curved

planes of the chamber, like a breeze whispering across water.

Neither of us received an answer.



"I'm not out for vengeance," | declared. "That's behind me."

Nothing.

"I don't even intend to go to outside authorities anymore. It'stoo

late to undo whatever's been done. | accept that.”

The echo of my voice gradudly faded. Asit sometimesdid, theegg

room filled with an uncanny slencethat felt as dense aswater.

| waited aminute before breaking that silence again: "1 don't want
Moonlight Bay wiped from the map-and me and my friendswith it-for no

good reason. All | want now isto understand.”

No one cared to enlighten me.

Wil, coming here had been along shot anyway.

| wasn't disappointed. | haverarely dlowed mysdf to fed

disgppointment about anything. Thelesson of my lifeis patience.

Above these man-made cavems, dawn was rapidly approaching, and |
couldn't spare moretime for Fort Wyvern. | had one more essential
stop to make before retreating to Sasha's house to wait out the reign

of the murderous sun.



Orson and | crossed the dazzling floor, in which the flashlight beam
was refracted dong glimmering golden whorlslike gdaxies of sars

underfoot.

Beyond the entry portd, in the drab concrete vault that might have
once been an airlock, we found my father's suitcase. The onethat |
had put down in the hospital garage before hiding under the hearse,

that had been gone when I'd come out of the cold-holding room.

It had not, of course, been here when we had passed through five

minutes ago.

| stepped around the suitcase, into the room beyond the vault, and

swept that space with the light. No one was there.

Orson waited diligently at the suitcase, and | returned to hisside.

When | lifted the bag, it was so light that | thought it must be

empty.

Then | heard something tumble softly inside.

As| wasreleasing the latches, my heart clutched at the thought that |
might find another pair of eyebdlsthe bag. To counter this hideous

image, | conjured Sashas lovey facein my mind, which started my



heart beeting again.

When | opened the lid, the suitcase appeared to contain only air.

Dad's clothes, toiletries, paperback books, and other effects were

gone.

Then | saw the photograph in one corner of the bag. It wasthe

snapshot of my mother that | had promised would be cremated with my

father's body.

| held the picture under theflashlight. Shewaslovely. And such

fierceintdligence shone from her eyes.

In her face, | saw certain aspects of my own countenance that made me
understand why Sasha could, after al, look favorably on me. My mother

was smiling in this picture, and her smilewas so like mine.

Orson seemed to want to look at the photograph, so | turned it toward
him. For long seconds his gaze traveled theimage. Histhinwhine,

when he looked away from her face, was the essence of sadness.

We are brothers, Orson and |. | am the fruit of Wisteria's heart and
womb. Orson isthefruit of her mind. He and | share no blood, but we

share things more important than blood.



When Orson whined again, | firmly said, "Dead and gone,” with that

ruthless focus on the future that gets me through the day.

Forgoing one more look at the photograph, | tucked it into my shirt

pocket.

No grief. No despair. No sdf-pity.

Anyway, my mother isnot entirely dead. Shelivesin meandin Orson

and perhapsin otherslike Orson.

Regardless of any crimes againgt humanity of which my mother might

stand accused by others, sheisdivein us, divein the Elephant Man

and hisfreak dog. Andwith dl due humility, | think theworldis

better for usbeing init. We are not the bad guys.

Asweleft thevault, | said "Thank You" to whoever had |eft the

photograph for me, though | didn't know if they could hear and though |

was only assuming that their intentions had been kind.

Above ground, outside the hangar, my bicycle waswhere I'd left it.

The starswere where I'd | eft them, too.

| cycled back through the edge of Dead Town and toward Moonlight Bay,



where the fog-and more-waited for me.

The Nantucket-style house, with dark wood-shingle siding and deep white
porches, seemsto have did three thousand miles during an unnoticed
tipping of the continent, coming to rest herein the Cdiforniahills

above the Pacific. Looking more suitable to the landscape than logic
saysit should, sitting toward the front of the one-acre lot, shaded by

stone pines, the residence exudes the charm, grace, and warmth of the

loving family thet liveswithinitswals.

All the windows were dark, but before long, light would appear in afew
of them. RosdinaRamirez would rise early to prepare alavish

breskfast for her son, Manuel, who would soon return from adouble
shift of police work-assuming he wouldn't be delayed by the extensive
paperwork associated with Chief Stevenson'sininiolation. Ashewasa
better cook than his mother, Manuel would prefer to make hisown
breakfast, but he would eat what she gave him and praiseit. Rosdina
was till deeping; she had the large bedroom that had once belonged to

her son, aroom he'd not used since hiswife died giving birth to

Toby.

Beyond a deep backyard, shingled to match the house and with windows
flanked by white shutters, stands asmall barn with agambrel roof
Because the property is at the extreme southern end of town it offers

accessto riding trails and the open hills; the origind owner had



stabled horsesin the barn. Now the structure isastudio, where Toby

Ramirez builds hislifefrom glassing.

Approaching through the fog, | saw the windows glow'

Toby often wakes long before dawn and comes out to the studio.

| propped the bike againgt the barn wall and went to the nearest

window.

Orson put hisforepaws on the windowsill and stood beside me, peering

indde.

When | pay avist to watch Toby create, | usualy don't go into

light.

And the studio. Thefluorescent celling pandls are far too bright
because borosilicate glassisworked at temperatures exceeding
twenty-two hundred degrees Fahrenhait, it emits sgnificant amounts of
intense light that can damage anyone's eyes, not just mine. If Toby is
between tasks, he may turn the lights off, and then wetalk for a

while

Now, wearing apair of goggles with didymium lenses, Toby wasin his
work chair at the glassblowing table, in front of the Fisher

Multi-Hame burner. He had just finished forming agraceful



pear-shaped vase with along neck, which was still so hot that it was

glowing gold and red; now hewas annedingit.

When apiece of glassware isremoved suddenly from ahot flame, it will

usualy cool too quickly, develop stresses-and crack.

To preservetheitem, it must be annealed-that is, cooled in careful

stages.

The flamewasfed by natura gas mixed with pure oxygen from a
pressurized tank that was chained to the glassblowing table. During
the annedling process, Toby would feather out the oxygen, gradually
reducing the temperature, giving the glass moleculestimeto shift to

more stable positions.

Because of the numerous dangersinvolved in glasshlowing, some people
in Moonlight Bay thought it wasirresponsible of Manud to dlow his
Down's-afflicted son to practice this technically demanding art and

craft. Fiery catastrophes were envisioned, predicted, and awaited with

impatience in some quarters.

Initidly, no one was more opposed to Toby's dream than Manuel For
fifteen years, the barn had served as a studio for Car melital's older
brother, Salvador, afirst-rank glassartist. Asachild, Toby had

spent uncounted hours with his uncle Salvador, wearing goggles,



watching the master at work, on rare occason donning f | A | Kevlar

mittensto transfer avase or bowl to or from the annealing oven.

While hed gppeared to many to be passing those hours in stupefaction,
with adull gaze and awitless smile, he had.actudly been learning
without being directly taught. To cope, the ntellectudly

disadvantaged often must have superhuman patience. Toby sat day after
day, year after year, in hisuncle's sudio, watching and dowly

learning. When Salvador died two years ago, Tobythen only

fourteen-asked hisfather if he might continue hisuncleswork.

Manuel had not taken the request serioudy, and heldd gently discouraged

his son from dwelling on thisimpossible dream.

One morning before dawn, he found Toby in the studio. At the end of
the worktable, standing on the fire-resistant Ceranifab top, wasa
family of ample blown-glass swans. Beside the siwans stood anewly
formed and annedled vase into which had been introduced a calculated
mixture of compatible impuritiesthat imparted to the glass mysterious
midnight-blue swirlswith asilvery gdlitter like sars. Manud knew at
once that this piece was equal to the finest vases that Salvador had
ever produced; and Toby was at that very moment flame-annealing an

equally striking piece of work.

The boy had absorbed the technica aspects of glass craft from his

uncle, and in spite of hismild retardation, he obvioudy knew the



proper procedures for avoiding injury. The magic of geneticswas
involved, too, for he possessed a gtriking talent that could not have
been learned. He wasnyt merely acraftsman but an artist, and not
merely an artist but perhaps an idiot savant to whom the inspiration of
the artist and the techniques of the craftsman came with the ease of

waves to the shore.

Gift shopsin Moonlight Bay, Cambria, and asfar north as Carmel sold
al the glass Toby produced. In afew years, he might become

sef-supporting.

Sometimes, nature throws a bone to those she maims. Witnessmy own

ability to compose sentences and paragraphs with some skill.

Now, in the studio, orange light flared and billowed from the large,
bushy annedling flame. Toby took care to turn the pearshaped vase so

that it was bathed uniformly by thefire.

With athick neck, rounded shoulders, and proportionately short arms
and stocky legs, he might have been a storybook gnome before awatch

fire degp in the earth. Brow doped and heavy.

Bridge of the noseflat. Ears set too low on ahead dightly too small
for hisbody. His soft features and the inner epicanthic folds of his

eyesgive him a perpetud dreamy expresson.



Y et on hishigh work chair, turning the glassin the flame, adjusting

the oxygen flow with intuitive precison, face shimmering with

reflected light, eyes conced ed behind didymium goggles, Toby did not
inany way seem below average, did not in any way impress me as being
diminished by his condition. To the contrary, observed in his eement,

inthe act of creation, he appeared exalted.

Orson snorted with darm. He dropped his forepaws from the window,

turned away from the studio, and tightened into awary crouch.

Turning aswell, | saw ashadowy figure crossing the backyard, coming
toward us. In spite of the darkness and fog, | recognized him at once
because of the easy way that he carried himsdlf. It was Manuel

Ramirez: Toby's dad, number two in the Moonlight Bay Police Department
but now at least temporarily risen by succession to the top post, due

to thefiery death of hisboss.

| put both hands in my jacket pockets. | closed my right hand around

the Glock.

Manud and | werefriends. | wouldn't fed comfortable pointing agun

at him, and | certainly couldn't shoot him. Unless he was not Manuel

anymore. Unless, like Stevenson, he had become someone el se.

He stopped eight or ten feet from us. Inthe anneding flame's



coruscating orange glow, which pierced the nearby window, | could see
that Manuel was wearing his khaki uniform. His service pistol was
holstered on hisright hip. Although he stood with his thumbs hooked

in his gun belt, hewould be able to draw hiswespon at least as

quickly as| could pull the Glock from my jacket.

"Y our shift over dready?' | asked, athough | knew it wasn't.

Instead of answering me, he said, "'l hope Y ou're not expecting beer,

tama es, and Jackie Chan movies at this hour."

" just stopped by to say hello to Toby if he happened to be between

jobs."

Manud'sface, too worn with care for hisforty years, had anaturally
friendly aspect. Evenin thisHalloween light, hissmilewas il
engaging, reessuring. Asfar as| could see, the only luminogity in

his eyes was the reflected light from the studio window.

Of course, that reflection might mask the same transient flickers of

anima eyeshinethat I'd seenin Lewis Stevenson.

Orson was reassured enough to ease out of his crouch. But heremained

wary.



Manud exhibited none of Stevenson's smmering rage or electric

energy.

Asdways, hisvoice was soft and amost musical. "Y ou never did come

around to the station after Y ou called.”

| considered my answer and decided to go with thetruth. "Yes, |

did."

"So when Y ou phoned me, Y ou were aready close," he guessed.

"Right around the corner. Who'sthe bald guy with the earring?”"

Manud mulled over hisanswer and followed my lead with some truth of

hisown. "His name's Carl Scorso."

"But whoishe?!

"A total dirtbag. How far are Y ou going to carry this?'

"Nowhere"

Hewasdlent, disbdieving.

"It started out acrusade," | admitted. "But | know when I'm

beaten."”



"That surewould be anew Chris Snow."

"Evenif | could contact an outside authority or the media, | don't

understand the Situation well enough to convince them of anything.”

"And Y ou have no proof."

"Nothing substantive. Anyway, | don't think I'd be alowed to make
that contact. If | could get someoneto comeinvestigate, | don't
think I or any of my friendswould be aive to greet them when they got

here"

Manuel didn't reply, but his sllence was dl the answer | needed.

Hemight gtill be abasebdl fan. Hemight il like country music,
Abbott and Costello. He still understood as much as || did about
limitations and gtill felt the hand of fate as| did. Hemight even
il like me-but he was no longer my friend. If hewouldn't be
aufficiently treacherousto pull thetrigger on me himsdf, hewould

watch as someone e se did.

Sadness pooled in my heart, agreasy despondency that I'd never felt
before, akin to nausea. "The entire police department has been

coopted, hasn't it?"



His smile had faded. He looked tired.

When | saw wearinessin him rather than anger, | knew that he was going

to tell me more than he should. Riven by guilt, he would not be abdle

to keep dl his secrets.

| dready suspected that | knew one of the revel ations he would make

about my mother. | was so loath to hear it that | dmost walked

away.

Almog.

"Yes," hesad. "The entire department.”

"BvenYou."

"Oh, mi amigo, especidly me."

"AreY ou infected by whatever bug came out of Wyvern?

'Infection’ isn't quite the word."

"But close enough.”

"Everyone sein the department hasit. But not me. Not that |



know.

Not yet."

"So maybe they had no choice. Youdid."

"| decided to cooperate because there might be alot more good that

comes from this than bad."

"From the end of theworl&" "They're working to undo what's

happened.”

"Working out there at Wyvern, underground somewhere?'

"There and other places, yeah. And if they find away to combat it .

. then wonderful things could come from this."

As he spoke, his gaze moved from me to the studio window.

"Toby," | sdid.

Manud's eyes shifted to me again.



| said, "Thisthing, this plague, whatever it is-Y ou're hoping that if
they can bring it under control, they'll be ableto useit to help Toby

somehow."

From the barn roof, an owl asked its Single question of identity "Y ou
have asdlfishinterest here, too, Chris™ fivetimesin quick

succession, asif sugpicious of everyonein Moonlight Bay.

| took adeep breath and said, "That's the only reason my mother would

work on biologica research for military purposes.

The only reason. Because there was a very good chance that something

would come of it that might cure my XP."

"And something may ill comeof it."

"It was aweapons project?’

"Don't blame her, Chris. Only aweapons project would have tens of

hillions of dollarsbehind it. She'd never have had achanceto do

thiswork for the right reasons. It wasjust too expensive.”

Thiswas no doubt true. Nothing but aweapons project would have the

bottoml ess resources needed to fund the complex research that my

mother's most profound concepts necessitated.



Wigteria Jane (Milbury) Snow was atheoretical geneticist. Thismeans
that she did the heavy thinking while other scientists did the heavy

lifting. She didn't spend much of her timein laboratories or even
working in the virtua |ab of acomputer. Her lab was her mind, and it
was extravagantly equipped. She theorized, and with guidance from her,

others sought to prove her theories.

| have said that she was brilliant but perhaps not that she was
extraordinaily brilliant. Which shewas. She could have chosen any

univergty afiliationintheworld. They al sought her.

My father loved Ashdon, but he would have followed her where she wished

to go. Hewould have thrived in any academic environment.

Sheredtricted hersdlf to Ashdon because of me. Mogt of the truly

great univergtiesarein either mgjor or midsize cities, wherel'd be

no more limited by day than | amin Moonlight Bay, but whereI'd have
no hope of arich life by night. Citiesare bright even after

UNSEL.

And the few dark precincts of acity are not places where ayoung boy

on abicycle could safely go adventuring between dusk and dawn.

She madeless of her lifein order to make more of mine. She confined



hersdf toasmadl town, willing to leave her full potentia

unredlized, to give me achance a redizing mine.

Teststo determine genetic damage in afetus were rudimentary when |
was born. If the analytic tools had been sufficiently advanced for my
XP to have been detected in the weeks following my conception, perhaps

she would have chosen not to bring me into the world.

How | lovetheworld in al its beauty and strangeness.

Because of me, however, theworld will grow ever sranger inthe years

to come-and perhaps less beautiful.

If not for me, shewould have refused to put her mind to work for the

project at Wyvern, would never have led them on new roads of inquiry.

And we would not have followed one of those roads to the precipice on

which we now stand.

As Orson moved to make room for him, Manue came to the window. He
gared in at his son, and with hisface more brightly lit, | could see

not awild light in hiseyes but only overwhelming love.

"Enhancing theintdligence of animds” | said. "How would that have

military applications?’



"For one thing, what better spy than adog as smart as ahuman being,
sent behind enemy lines? Animpenetrable disguise. And they don't

check dogs passports. What better scout on a battlefield?!

Maybe Y ou engineer an exceptionaly powerful dog that's smart but aso
savagely viciouswhen it needsto be. Y ou have anew kind of soldier:
abiologicaly designed killing machineith the capacity for

drategizing.

"| thought intelligence depended on brain size™

Heshrugged. "I'mjust acop.”

"Or on the number of foldsin the brain surface.”

"Evidently they discovered different. Anyway," Manue said, "therewas
aprevious success. Something called the Francis Project, severd
years ago. An amazingly smart golden retriever. The Wyvern operation
was launched to capitaize on what they learned from that. And at

Wyvern it wasn't just about anima intelligence.

It was about enhancing human intelligence, about lots of things, many

things”

In the studio, hands covered with Kevlar gloves, Toby placed the hot



vaseinto abucket hdf filled with vermiculite. Thiswasthe next

stage of the annedling process.

Standing at Manud'ssde, | said, "Many things? What €ls?"

"They wanted to enhance human agility, Soeed, longevity-by finding ways
not just to transfer genetic material from one person to another but

from speciesto species.”

Speciesto species.

| heard mysdlf say, "Oh, my God."

Toby poured more of the granular vermiculite over the vase, until it
was covered. Vermiculiteisasuperb insulator that dlowsthe glass

to continue cooling very dowly and at a congtant rate.

I remembered something Roosevelt Frost had said: that the dogs, cats,
and monkeys were not the only experimentd subjectsin thelabs at

Wyvern, that there was something worse.

"People,” | said numbly. "They experimented on people?’

"Soldiers court-martialed and found guilty of murder, condemned to life

sentencesin military prisons. They could rot there. . . or take

part in the project and maybe win their freedom as areward.



"But experimenting on people

"I doubt your mother knew anything about that. They didn't dways

sharewith her al the waysthey gpplied her idess."

Toby must have heard our voices at the window, because he took off the
insulated gloves and raised the big goggles from hiseyesto squint at

us. Hewaved.

"It al went wrong,” Manud said. "I'm no scientist. Don't ask me

how.

But it went wrong not just in oneway. Many ways. It blew up inther

faces. Suddenly things happened they weren't expecting.

Changesthey didn't contem late. The experimenta animasand the
prisoners-their genetic makeup underwent changes that weren't desired

and couldn't be controlled.

| waited a moment, but he apparently wasn't prepared to tell me more.

| pressed him: "A monkey escaped. A rhesus. They founditin Angda

Ferryman'skitchen." he searching look that Manuel turned on me was so

T penetrating that | was sure he had seen my heart, knew the contents



of my every pocket, and had an accurate count of the number of bullets

left in the Glock.

"They recaptured the rhesus," he said, "but made the mistake ttributing
its escape to human error. They didn't redize it had been let go,
released. They didn't redizetherewere afew scientistsin the

project who were. . . becoming.

"Becoming what?'

Just . . . becoming. Something new. Changing."

Toby switched off the natural gas. The Fisher burner swallowed its own

flames.

"Changing how?" | asked Manudl.

"Whatever ddivery system they developed to insert new genetic materia

inaresearch anima or prisoner . . . that system just took on alife

of itsown."

Toby turned off al but one panel of fluorescents, so | could goinside

for avigt.

Manuel said, "Genetic materia from other species was being carried

into the bodies of the project scientists without their being aware of



Eventudly, some of them began to have alot in common with the

animds”

"Too much in common maybe. There wassomekind of . . .

episode. | don't know the details. It was extremely violent. People

died. And dl the animas either escaped or were let out.”

"Thetroop."

"About a dozen smart, vicious monkeys, yes. But aso dogs and cats.

. and nine of the prisoners.”

"And they're fill loose?"

"Three of the prisoners were killed in the attempt to recapture them.

The military police enlisted our help. That's when most of the copsin



the department were contaminated. But the other six and dl the

animds. . . they were never found."

The man-size barn door opened, and Toby stepped into the threshold.

"Daddy?' Shuffling as much aswalking, he cameto hisfather and

hugged him fiercdly. He grinned a me. "Hello, Christopher.”

"Hi, Toby."

"Hi, Orson," the boy said, letting go of hisfather and dropping to his

knees to greet the dog.

Orson liked Toby. He dlowed himsdlf to be petted.

"Comevisgt," Toby sad.

ToManud, | said, "There'sawhole new troop now. Not violent like
thefirst. Or at least . . . not violent yet. All tagged with

trangponders, which means they were set loose on purpose. Why?'

"Tofind the firgt troop and report their whereabouts. They're so
elusvethat dl other attemptsto locate them havefaled. It'sa
desperation plan, an attempt to do something before the first troop
breedstoo large. But thisisn't working, either. It'sjust creating

another problem.”



"And not only because of Father Eliot."

Manuel stared at me for along moment. "Y ou've learned alot, haven't

You?'

"Not enough. And too much.”

"Y ou're right-Father Tom isn't the problem. Some have sought him

Out.

Others chew the transponders out of each other.

Thisnew troop . . . they're not violent but they're plenty smart and

they've become disobedient. They want their freedom. At any cost.”

Hugging Orson, Toby repeated hisinvitation to me: "Come vist,

Christopher.”

Before | could respond, Manud said, "It'samost dawn, Toby.

Chris hasto be going home."

| looked toward the eastern horizon, but if the night Sky was beginning

to turn gray in that direction, the fog prevented me from seeing the



change.

"Weve been friendsfor quite afew years," Manud sad.

"Seemslike | owed Y ou some pieces of the explanation. Y ou've dways
been good to Toby. But Y ou know enough now. I've done what's right

for an old friend. Maybe I've done too much. Y ou go on home now."

Without my noticing, he had moved hisright hand to thegunin his
holster. He patted the weapon. "We won't be watching any Jackie Chan

moviesanymore, You and me."

Hewasteling me not to come back. | wouldn't havetried to maintain
our friendship, but | might have returned to see Toby from timeto

time.

Not now.

| caled Orson to my side, and Toby reluctantly let him go.

"Maybe one morething,” Manue said as| gripped the handlebars of my
bike. "The benign animals who've been enhanced-the cats, the dogs, the
new monkeys-they know their origins. Y our mother..... well, maybe You
could say she'salegend to them..... their maker . . . dmogt like

their god. They know who Y ou are, and they revere Y ou. None of them

would ever hurt Y ou. But the origina troop and most of the people



who've been dtered . . . evenif on somelevd they like what they're

becom "Go home," Manue said. "Itll belight soon.”

"Who ordered Angdla Ferryman killed?"

"Go home."

"Who?'

"No one."

"I think she was murdered because she was going to try to go public.

She had nothing to lose, shetold me. Shewas afraid of what she was

becoming.”

"Thetroop killed her."

"Who controlsthe troop?’

"No one. We can't evenfind the fuckers."



| thought | knew one place where they hung out: the drainage culvert in
the hills, where I'd found the collection of skulls. But | wasn't

going to share thisinformation with Manuel, because at thispoint |
couldn't be sure who were my most dangerous enemies: the troop-or

Manuel and the other cops.

"If no one sent them after her, why'd they do it?"

"They havetheir own agenda. Maybe sometimesit matchesours. They
don't want the world to know about this, ether. Their futureisntin
undoing what's been done. Their future isthe new world coming. Soif
somehow they learned Angdlas plans, they'd dedl with her. Therésno
mastermind behind this, Chris. Therereal these factions-the benign
animas, the maevolent ones, the scientists at Wyvern, people who've
been changed for the worse, people who've been changed for the

better.

Lotsof competing factions. Chaos. And the chaoswill get worse

beforeit gets better.

Now go home. Drop this. Drop it before someone targets Y ou like they

targeted Angda”

"|sthat athreat?'



Hedidn't reply.

As| started away, walking the bicycle across the backyard, Toby said,
"Christopher Snow. Snow for Christmas. Christmas and Santa. Santa

and deigh. Seigh on snow. Snow for Christmas.

Christopher Snow." He laughed with innocent ddlight, entertained by

this awkward word game, and he was clearly pleased by my surprise.

The Toby Ramirez | had known would not have been capable of even such a

smple word-association game asthis one,

ToManud, | sad, "They've begun to pay for your cooperation, haven't

they?"

Hisfierce pridein Toby's exhibition of this new verba skill was

ching and so deeply sad that | could not look at hi sotoll im.

"In spite of dl that he didn't have, he was dways happy,” | said of
Toby. "Hefound apurpose, fulfillment. Now what if they can take him
far enough that he's dissatisfied with what heis. . . but then they

can't takehim dl theway to norma?"

"They will," Manuel said with ameasure of conviction for which there

could be no judtification. "They will."



"The same people who've cregted this nightmare?

"It'snot got only adark side.”

| thought of the pitiful wails of the vigitor in therectory éttic, the

melancholy qudlity of its changding voice, theterrible yearning in

its desperate attempts to convey meaning in acaterwaul. | thought of

Orson on that summer night, despairing under the stars.

"God help You, Toby," | said, because he was my friend, too.

"God bless You."

"God had His chance," Manud said. "From now on, well make our own

luck."

| had to get away from there, and not solely because dawn was soon to
arive. | sarted waking the bike across the backyard again-and
didn't redlize that I'd broken into arun until | was past the house

and in the dtreet.

When | glanced back at the Nantucket-style residence, it looked

different from the way that it had aways been before.

Smdler than | remembered. Huddled. Forbidding.



Inthe east, asilver-gray paleness was forming high above the world,

ether sunrise seeping in or judgment coming.

Intwelve hours | had lost my father, the friendship of Manuel and
Toby, many illusions, and much was overcome by the terrifying feding

that more and perhaps worse losses lay ahead.

Orson and | fled to Sasha's house.

Sashas houseisowned by KBAY and isaperk of her position as general
manager of the gation. It'sasmall two-story Victorian with
elaborate millwork enhancing the faces of the dormers, dl the

gableboards, the eaves, the window and door surrounds, and the porch

ralings.

The house would be ajewd box if it weren't painted the Sation
colors. Thewadlsare canary yellow. The shutters and porch railings
arecord pink. All the other millwork isthe precise shade of
Key-lime pie. Theresult isasthough aflock of Jmmy Buffett fans,
high on Margaritas and pifia coladas, painted the place during along

party weekend.

Sasha doesn't mind the flamboyant exterior. Asshe notes, shelives

within the house, not outsde where she can seeit.



The deep back porch is enclosed with glass; and with the help of an
electric space heater in cooler months, Sasha has transformed it into

an herb greenhouse. On tables and benches and sturdy metal racks stand
hundreds of terra-cotta pots and plastic trays in which she cultivates
tarragon and thyme, angelica and arrowroot, chervil and cardamom and
coriander and chicory, spearmint and swest cicely, ginseng, hyssop,
bam and basil, marjoram and mint and mullein, dill, fenne, rosemary,
chamomile, tansy. She usesthesein her cooking, to make wonderful,
subtly scented potpourris, and to brew hedlth teas that challenge the

gag reflex far lessthan Y ou would expect.

| don't bother to carry akey of my own. A spareistucked into a
terra-cotta pot shaped like atoad, under the yellowish leaves of arue
plant. Asthe deadly dawn brightened to apaer gray in the east and
the world prepared to murder dreams, | et mysdlf into the shelter of

Sashds home.

In the kitchen, | immediately switched on the radio. Sashawaswinding
through the last hdf hour of her show, giving awesether report. We
were gtill in the wet season, and a storm was coming in from the

northwest. Wewould haverain shortly after nightfall.

If she had predicted that we were due for a hundred-foot tidal wave and
volcanic eruptions with mgor rivers of lava, | would have listened

with pleasure. When | heard her smooth, dightly throaty radio voice,



abig stupid amile came over my face, and even on thismorning near the
end of theworld, | couldn't help but be simultaneoudy soothed and

aroused.

Asthe day brightened beyond the windows, Orson padded directly to the

pair of hard-plastic bowlsthat stood on arubber mat in one corner.

Hisnameis painted on each: Wherever he goes, whether to Bobby's

cottage or to Sashas, heisfamily.

Asapuppy, my dog was given a series of names, but he didn't careto
respond to any of them on aregular basis. After noticing how intently
the mutt focused on old Orson Welles movies when we ran them on
video-and especidly on the gppearance of Wdles himsdlf in any
scene-we jokingly renamed him after the actordirector. He has ever

since answered to this moniker.

When he found both bowls empty, Orson picked up one of themin his
mouth and brought it to me. | filled it with water and returned it to
the rubber mat, which prevented it from diding on thewhite

ceramic-tilefloor.

He snatched up the second bowl and looked beseechingly at me. Asis
true of virtually any dog, Orson's eyes and face are better designed

for abeseeching look than are the expressive features of the most



talented actor who ever trod the boards.

At the dining table with Roosevelt and Orson and Mungojerrie aboard the
Nostromo, | had recalled those well-executed but jokey paintings of

dogs playing poker and it had occurred to me that my subconscious had
been trying to tell me something important by so vividly resurrecting
thisimage from my memory. Now | understood. Each of thedogsin
those pai ntings represents afamiliar human type, and each is obvioudy

as smart as any human being.

On the Nostromo, because of the game that Orson and the cat had played
with each other, "mocking their stereotypes,” | had realized that some

of these animas out of Wyvern might be far smarter than | had

previoudy thought-so smart that | wasn't yet ready to face the avesome
truth. 1f they could hold cards and talk, they might win their share

of poker hands; they might even take meto the cleaners.

"Itsalittleearly,” | said, taking the food dish from Orson.

"But You did have avery active night.”

After shaking aserving of hisfavorite dry dog food from the box into

hisbowl, | circled the kitchen, closing the Levolor blinds against the

growing threet of the day. As| was shutting the last of them, |

thought | heard a door close softly elsewherein the house.



| froze, ligening.

"Something?' | whispered.

Orson looked up from his bowl, sniffed the air, cocked his head, then

chuffed and once more turned his attention to hisfood.

Thethree-hundred-ring circus of my mind.

At the sink | washed my hands and splashed some cold water on my

face.

Sasha keegps an immeaculate kitchen, gleaming and sweet-smelling, but
it's cluttered. She's asuperb cook, and clusters of exotic appliances
take up at least hdf the counter space. So many pots, pans, ladles,
and utensils dangle from overhead racksthat Y ou fed asif You're
spelunking through a cavern where every inch of the calling ishung

with stalactites.

| moved throughout her house, closing blinds, feding the vibrant
spirit of her in every corner. Sheisso divethat sheleavesan aura

behind her that lingerslong after she has gone.

Her home has no interior-design theme, no harmony in the flow of

furniture and artwork. Rather, each room is atestament to one of her



consuming passions. Sheisawoman of many passions.

All meals aretaken at alarge kitchen table, because the dining room
isdedicated to her music. Along onewall isan eectronic keyboard, a
full-scale synthesizer with which she could compose for an orchestralif
she wished, and adjacent to thisis her composition table with music
stand and a stack of pages with blank musical saffsawaiting her

pendcil. Inthe center of theroomisadrum set. Inacorner tandsa
high-quality cdlowith alow, cdlig'sstoal. In another corner,

beside amusic stand, a saxophone hangs on abrass sax rack. Thereare

two guitars aswell, one acoustic and one electric.

The living room isn't about appearances but about books-another of her
passions. Thewallsarelined with bookshelves, which overflow with
hardcovers and paperbacks. The furnitureisnot trendy, neither

stylish nor styldless: neutral-tone chairs and sofas selected for the
comfort they provide, for the fact that they're perfect for sitting and

talking or for spending long hours with a book.

On the second floor, the first room from the head of the stairs
features an exercise bicycle, arowing machine, aset of hand weights
from two to twenty pounds, calibrated in two-pound increments, and

exercise mats.

Thisis her homeopathic-medicine room, aswell, where she keeps scores

of bottles of vitamins and minerals, and where she practicesyoga.



When she usesthe Exercycle, shewon't get off until she's streaming

swest and has churned up at least thirty miles on the odometer. She

stays on the rowing machine until she's crossed Lake Tahoein her mind,
keeping a steady rhythm by singing tunes by Sarah McLachlan or Juliana
Hatfield or Meredith Brooks or Sasha Goodall, and when she does stomach
crunches and leg lifts, the padded mats under her seem asif they will

gtart smoking before she's half done. When she'sfinished exercising,

she's dways more energetic than when she began, flushed and buoyant.

And when she concludes a session of meditation in various yoga
positions, theintensity of her relaxation seems powerful enough to

blow out thewalls of the room.

God, | love her.

As| stepped from the exercise room into the upstairs hall, | was
stricken once more by that premonition of impending loss. | began to

shake so badly that | had to lean against the wall until the episode

passed.

Nothing could happen to her in daylight, not on the ten minute drive

from the broadcast sudios on Signal Hill through the heart of town.

The night iswhen the troop seemsto roam. By day they go to ground



somewhere, perhapsin the storm drains under the town or even inthe
hillswhere I'd found the collection of skulls. And the people who can

no longer be trusted, the changelings like Lewis Stevenson, seem more
in control of themsalves under the sun than under the moon. Aswith

the anima men in The Idand of Dr. Moreau, the wildnessin them will
not be as easily suppressed at night. With the dusk, they losea

measure of salf-control; a sense of adventure springs up in them, and
they dare thingsthat they never dream about by day. Surdy nothing
could happen to Sasha now that dawn was upon us, for perhapsthe first

timeinmy life, | fet relief at therisng of the sun.

Findly | cameto her bedroom. Here' Y ouwill find nomusicd
instruments, not a single book, no pots or trays of herbs, no bottles

of vitamins, no exercise equipment. Thebedisample, withaplain
headboard, no footboard, and it is covered with athin white chenille
spread. Ther€'s nothing whatsoever remarkable about the dresser, the
nightstands, or thelamps. Thewalls are pae yelow, the very shade

of morning sunlight in a.cloud; no artwork interrupts their smooth

planes.

The room might seem stark to some, but when Sasha's present, this space
isas elaborately decorated as any baroque drawing roomin aFrench
cadtle, asnurturingly serene as any meditation pointinaZen

garden.

She never degpsfitfully but always as deep and gtill asastone at



the bottom of the sea, 0 Y ou find yoursdlf reaching out to touch her,
to fed the warmth of her skin or the throb of her pulse, to quiet the
sudden fear for her that grips Y ou from timeto time. Aswith so many
things, she hasapassion for deep. She has a passion for passion,

too, and when she makes love to Y ou, the room ceasesto exi<t, and
You'rein atimelesstime and a placeless place, where thereés only
Sasha, only the light and the heet of her, the gloriouslight of her

that blazes but doesn't burn.

As| passed the foot of the bed, heading toward the first of three

windowsto close the blinds, | saw an object on the chenille spread.

It was smdl, irregular, and highly polished: afragment of

handpainted, glazed china. Half asmiling mouth, acurve of cheek, one
blueeye. A shard from the face of the Christopher Snow doall that had
shattered against the wall in Angela Ferryman's house just before the
lights had gone out and the smoke had poured into the stairwell from

above and bel ow.

At least one of the troop had been here during the night.

Shaking again but with fury rather than fear thistime, | ripped the
pistol out of my jacket and set out to search the house, from the attic
down, every room, every closet, every cupboard, every smallest spacein

which one of these hateful creatures might be able to conced itsdlf.



| wasn't stedlthy or cautious. Cursing, making threatsthat | had

every intention of fulfilling, | tore open doors, dammed drawers shut,
poked under furniture with abroom handle. In genera | created such a
racket that Orson sprinted to my side with the expectation of finding
mein abettle for my life-then followed me at a cautious distance, as

if hefeared that, in my current state of agitation, | might shoot

mysdlf in the foot and him in the paw if he stayed too close.

None of the troop was in the house.

When | concluded the search, | had the urgeto fill apail with strong
ammoniawater and sponge off every surface that the intruder-or
intruders-might have touched: walls, floor, stair treads and railings,
furniture. Not because | believed that they'd |eft behind any
microorganismsthat could infect us. Rather, because | found them to
be unclean in aprofoundly spiritua sense, as though they had come not
out of laboratories a Wyvern but out of avent in the earth from which
aso rose sulfur fumes, aterrible light, and the distant cries of the

damned.

Instead of going for the ammonia, | used the kitchen phoneto call the
direct booth lineat KBAY. Before | entered the last number, |
realized that Sashawas off the air and aready on her way home. |

hung up and keyed in her mobile number.



"Hey, Showman," shesad.

"Whereare Y ou?"

"Hve minutesawvay."

"Areyour doors locked?'

"Whet?'

"For Christ's sake, are your doors locked?

She heditated. Then: "They are now."

"Don't sop for anyone. Not anyone. Not for afriend, not even for a

cop. Especidly not for acop.”

"What if | accidentaly run down alittle old lady?"

"Shewon't bealittle old lady. Shell only look like one.”

"Y ou've suddenly gotten spooky, Snowman."

"Not me. Therest of theworld. Listen, | want Y ou to stay on the

phoneuntil Yourein thedriveway."



"Explorer to control tower: Thefog's pulling back dready. Y ou don't

need totdk mein."

"I'mnot talking Youin. Youretaking medown. I'min adate

here.

sorta noticed.”

"1 need to hear your voice. All theway. All theway home, your

voice"

Smooth asthebay,” she said, trying to get meto lighten up.

| kept her on the phone until she drove her truck into the carport and

switched off the engine.

Sun or no sun, | wanted to go outside and meet her as she opened the
driver'sdoor. | wanted to be at her sde with the Glock in my hand as
she walked across the house to the rear porch, which was the entrance

that she always used.

An hour seemed to pass before | heard her footsteps on the back porch,

as she walked between the tables of potted herbs.

When she siwung open the door, | was standing in the wide blade of



morning light that dashed into the kitchen. | pulled her into my
arms, dammed the door behind her, and held her so tightly that for a
moment neither of us could breathe. | kissed her then, and she was

warm and redl, redl and glorious, glorious and dive.

No matter how tightly I held her, however, no matter how sweet her
kisses, | was still hatinted by that presentiment of worse lossesto

come.

With al that had happened during the previous night and with dl that
loomed in the night to come, | didn't imagine that we would make

love.

Sasha couldn't imagine not making love. Even though she didn't know
the reason for my terror, the sght of me so fearful and so shaken by
the thought of losing her was an aphrodisiac that put her in amood not

to berefused.

Orson, ever agentleman, remained downstairsin the kitchen.

We went upstairs to the bedroom and from there into the timelesstime

and place ess place where Sashaisthe only energy, the only form of

matter, the only forcein the universe. So bright.

Afterward, in amood that made even the most gpocayptic news seem



tolerable, | told her about my night from sundown until dawn, about the
millennium monkeys and Stevenson, about how Moonlight Bay was now a

Pandoras box swarming with myriad evils.

If shethought | wasinsane, she hid her judgment well. When | told

her of the taunting by the troop, which Orson and | had endured after
leaving Bobby's house, she broke out in gooseflesh and had to pull ona
robe. Asshegradualy realized fully how dire our Stuation was, that

we had no one to whom we could turn and nowhere to run even if we were
alowed to leave town, that we might already be tainted by thisWyvern
plague, with effects to come that we could not even imagine, she pulled

the collar of the robe tighter around her neck.

If shewas repulsed by what I'd done to Stevenson, she managed to
suppress her emotions with remarkabl e success, because when | was
finished, when | had told her about even the fragment of the dall's
face that 1'd found on her bed, she dipped out of her robe and,

athough still stippled with gooseflesh, brought meinto her light

agan.

Thistime, when we made love, we were quieter than before, moved more
dowly, more gently than we had thefirst time. Although tender

before, the motion and the act were more tender now. We clung to each
other with love and need but a so with desperation, because anew and
poignant appreciation of our isolation was upon us. Strangdly, though

we shared a sense of being two condemned people with an executioner's



clock ticking reentlessy, our fusion was sweseter than it had been

previoudy.

Or maybethat isn't strange at dl. Perhaps extreme danger strips us

of dl pretenses, dl ambitions, dl confusons, focusng usmore

intensely than we are otherwise ever focused, so that we remember what
we otherwise spend most of our lives forgetting: that our nature and
purpose is, more than anything else, to love and to make love, to take
joy from the beauty of the world, to live with an awarenessthat the

futureisnot asred aplace for any one of us as are the present and

the past.

If theworld aswe knew it was this minute being flushed away, then my
writing and Sasha's songwriting didn't matter. To paraphrase Bogart to
Bergman: In this crazy future tumbling like an avalanche straight at

us, the ambitions of two people didn't amount to a hill of beans. All

that mattered was friendship, love, and surf.

The wizards of Wyvern had given me and Sasha an existence as reduced to

the essentials as was Bobby Halloway's.

Friendship, love, and surf Get them while they're hot. Get them before
they're gone. Get them while Y ou're ill human enough to know how

preciousthey are.



For awhilewelay in silence, holding each other, waiting for timeto

dart flowing again. Or maybe hoping that it never would.

Then Sashasaid, "Let's cook."

"l think wejust did."

“| mean omd ets.”

"Mminnumn. All those delicious egg whites" | said, ridiculing her

tendency to carry the concept of ahedlthy diet to extremes.

"I'll use thewhole eggstoday.”

"Now | know it'sthe end of theworld."

"Cooked in butter."

"With cheese?"

" Somebody's got to keep the cowsin business.”

"Butter, cheese, egg yolks. So Y ou've decided on suicide.”

We were doing cool, but we weren't being coal.



We both knew it, too.

We kept at it anyway, because to do otherwise would be to admit how

scared we were.

The omelets were exceptionaly good. So were the fried potatoes and

the heavily buttered English muffins

As Sashaand | ate by candlelight, Orson circled the kitchen table,
niewling plaintively and making starving-child-of-the-ghetto eyes at us

when we looked down at him.

"Y ou dready ae everything | put in your bowl," | told him.

He chuffed asif astonished that | would make such aclaim, and he
resumed mewling pitiably at Sasha as though trying to assure her that |
waslying, that no food whatsoever had yet been provided him. He
rolled onto his back, wriggled, and pawed at the air in an al-out
assault of merciless cuteness, trying to earn anibble. He stood on

hishind feet and turned in acircle. He was shameless.

With onefoot, | pushed athird chair away from the table and said,

"Okay, St up here.”

Immediately he legped onto the chair and sat at eager attention,



regarding meintently.

| said, "Ms. Goodall here has bought afully radicd, way insane sory
from me, without any proof except afew months of diary entriesby an
obvioudy disturbed priest. She probably did thisbecause sheis
criticaly sex crazy and needsaman, and I'm the only one that'll have

her."

Sashathrew acorner of buttered toast at me. It landed on thetable

in front of Orson.

He darted for it.

"Noway, bro!" | said.

He stopped with his mouth open and histeeth bared, an inch from the
scrap of toast. Instead of eating the morsdl, he sniffed it with

obvious pleasure.

"1f Y ou help me proveto Ms. Goodall that what 1've told her about the
Wyvern project istrue, I'll share some of my omelet and potatoes with

You."

"Chris, hisheart," Sashaworried, backdiding into her Grace Granola

persona.



"He doesn't have aheart," | said. "He'sdl somach.”

Orson looked at me reproachfully, asif to say that it wasn't fair to

engage in put-down humor when he was unable to participate.

Tothedog | said, "When someone nods his head, that meansyes. When

he shakes his head side to side, that means no. Y ou understand that,

don't You?'

Orson gtared at me, panting and grinning stupidly.

"Maybe Y ou don't trust Roosevelt Frogt," | said, "but Y ou have to trust

thislady here. Y ou don't have achoice, because sheand | are going

to be together from now on, under the same roof, for the rest of our

lives"

Orson turned his attention to Sasha

"Arentwe?' | asked her. "Therest of our lives?'

Sheamiled. "l love Y ou, Showman."

"l loveYou, Ms. Gooddl."

Looking at Orson, she said, "From now on, pooch, it's not the two of



Y ou anymore. It'sthe three of us."

Orson blinked a me, blinked at Sasha, stared with unblinking desire at

the bite of toast on thetablein front of him.

"Now," | said, "do Y ou understand about nods and shakes?"

After ahesitation, Orson nodded.

Sasha gasped.

"Do Youthink shesnice?' | asked.

Orson nodded.

"Do Youlike her?!

Another nod.

A giddy delight swept through me. Sasha's face was shining with the

samedation.

MY mother, who destroyed the world, had also hel ped to bring marvels

and wondersintoit.

| had wanted Orson's cooperation not only to confirm my story but to



lift our spirits and give us reason to hope that there might belife

after Wyvern. Even if humanity was now faced with dangerous new
adversaries like the members of the original troop that escaped the

labs, even if we were swept by amysterious plague of gengiumping from
speciesto species, even if few of ussurvived the coming years without
fundamenta changes of an intellectual, emotiona, and even physicd
nature-perhaps there was neverthel ess some chance that when we, the
current champions of the evolutionary game, ssumbled and fell out of

the race and passed away, there would be worthy heirswho might do

better with the world than we did.

Cold comfort is better than none.

"Do You think Sashas pretty?" | asked the dog.

Orson studied her thoughtfully for long seconds. Then heturned to me

and nodded.

"That could have been alittle quicker,” Sasha complained.

"Because he took histime, checked Y ou out good, Y ou know he'sbeing

sncere" | assured her.

"| think Y ou're pretty, too," Sashatold him.



Orson wagged histail acrossthe back of hischair.

"I'malucky guy, aren't I, bro?" | asked him.

He nodded vigoroudly.

"And I'malucky girl," shesad.

Orson turned to her and shook his head: No.

"Hey," | said.

The dog actudly winked a me, grinning and making that soft wheezing

sound that | swesr islaughter.

"Hecan't eventak,” | said, "but he can do put-down humor."

Weweren't just doing cool now. We were being cool.

If You're genuinely coal, Youll get through anything. That's one of

the primary tenets of Bobby Halloway's philosophy, and from my current
vantage point, post-Wyvern, | have to say that Philosopher Bob offersa
more effective guide to ahappy lifethan dl of hisbig-browed
competitors from Aristotle to Kierkegaard to Thomas More to
Schelling-to Jacopo Zabardla, who believed in the primacy of logic,

order, method.



Logic, order, method. All important, sure. But can dl of lifebe
anayzed and understood with only those tools? Not that I'm about to
claim to have met Bigfoot or to be able to channel dead spiritsor to
be the reincarnation of Kahuna, but when | see where diligent attention
to logic, order, and method have at last brought us, to this genetic

gorm. ..

well, | think 1'd be happier catching some epic waves.

For Sasha, apocalypse was no cause for insomnia. Asaways, she dept

deeply.

Although exhausted, | dozed fitfully. The bedroom door was locked, and
achair was wedged under the knob. Orson was deeping on thefloor,
but he would be agood early-warning system if anyone entered the
house. The Glock was on my nightstand, and Sasha's Smith & Wesson
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Chiefs Specia was on her nightstand.

Y et | repeatedly woke with a gtart, sure that someone had crashed into

the bedroom, and | didn't fed safe.

My dreams didn't soothe me. In one of them, | was adrifter, walking



aongsde adesart highway under afull moon, thumbing aride without

success. Inmy right hand was a suitcase exactly like my father's. It

couldn't have been heavier if it had been filled with bricks. Findly,

| put it down, opened it, and recoiled as L ewis Stevenson rose out of

it like acobrafrom abasket, golden light shimmering in hiseyes, and

| knew that if something as strange asthe dead chief could bein my

suitcase, something even stranger could bein me, whereupon | felt the

top of my head unzipping A and woke up.

An hour before sundown, | telephoned Bobby from Sasha's kitchen.

"How's the weather out there at monkey central?' | asked.

"Storm coming in later. Big thunderheads far out to sea.”

"Did Y ou get some degp?’

"After the jokesters | eft.”

"When wasthat?'

"After | turned the tables and started mooning them.”

"They wereintimidated,” | said.

"Damnright. I've got the bigger ass, and they know it."



"Y ou have alot of ammunition for that shotgun?"

"A few boxes."

"WEell bring more."

"Saghds not on theair tonight?"

"Not Saturdays,” | said. "Maybe not weeknights anymore, either.”

"Soundslike news."

"Wereanitem. Ligten, do Y ou have afire extinguisher out there?!

"Now Y ou're bragging, bro. The two of Y ou aren't that hot together.”

"WEell bring acouple of extinguishers. These dudes have athing for

fire"

"Youredly think itll get thet red ?'

"Totaly."

Immediately after sunset, while | waited in the Explorer, Sashawent



into Thor's Gun Shop to buy ammunition for the shotgun, the Glock, and
her Chiefs Specid. The order was so large and heavy that Thor Heissen

himsdf carried it out to the truck for her and loaded it in back.

He came to the passenger window to say hello. Heisatall, fat man
with aface pitted by acne scars, and hisleft eyeisglass. HE's not
one of the world's best-looking guys, but he'saformer L.A. cop who
quit on principle, not because of scandal, an active deacon at his
church and founder of-and largest contributor to-the orphanage

asociated withit.

"Heard about your dad, Chris."

"At least he's not suffering anymore,” | said-and wondered just what

had been different about his cancer that made the people at WY vern want

to do an autopsy on him.

Sometimes, it'sablessng,” Thor said. "Just being dlowed to dip

away whenit'syour time. Lotsof folkswill misshim, though.

Hewasafineman."

"Thanks, Mr. Helseen."

What're Y ou kids up to, anyway? Gonnastart awar?"



"Exactly,” | said as Sashatwisted her key in theignition and raced

theengine.

"Sashasays Y ou're gonna go shoot clams.”

"That's not environmentaly correct, isit?"

He laughed as we pulled away.

In the backyard of my house, Sasha swept aflashlight beam acrossthe

cratersthat had been clawed out of the grass by Orson the previous

night, before 1'd taken him with me to Angela Ferryman's.

"What's he have buried here?' she asked. "Thewhole skeleton of a

T-Rex?'

"Lagt night," | said, "'l thought dl the digging wasjust agrief

reaction to Dad's death, away for Orson to work off negative

energy.”

"Grief reaction?’ shesad, frowning.

Sheld seen how smart Orson was, but she dtill didn't have afull grasp

on the complexity of hisinner lifeor onitssmilarity to our own.



Whatever techniques were used to enhance the intelligence of these
animdls, it had involved the insertion of some human genetic materid
into their DNA. When Sashafindly got a handle on that, she would

have to sit down for awhile; maybe for aweek.

"Sincethen,” | said, "it's occurred to me that he was searching for

something that he knew | needed to have.”

| knelt on the grass beside Orson. "Now, bro, | know Y ou werein alot
of disresslast night, grieving over Dad. Y ou were rattled, couldn't
quite remember whereto dig. He's been gone aday now, andit'sa

little easier to accept, isn't it?"

Orson whined thinly.

o giveit another try," | said.

He didn't hesitate, didn't debate where to start, but went to one hole

and worked to enlargeit. Infiveminutes, hisclaws clinked against

something.

Sashadirected the flashlight on adirt-caked Mason jar, and | worked

it therest of the way out of the ground.

Insdewasarall of yellow pagesfrom alega tablet, held together by

arubber band.



| unrolled them, held the first page to the light, and a once
recognized my father's handwriting. | read only thefirst paragraph:

If You're reading this, Chris, | am dead and Orson hasled Y ou to the
jar inthe yard, because only he knows of its existence. And that's

where we should begin. Let metdl Y ou about your dog. . . .

"Bingo," | said.

Rolling up the papers and returning them to the jar, | glanced at the
sky. No moon. No stars. The scudding clouds were low and black,
touched here and there by asour-yellow glow from therising lights of

Moonlight Bay.

"We can read these later,” | said. "Let'smove. Bobby's done out

there" side, not out of fear that the murderous troop might be among

the dunes even now but, in hisrole asfood cop, to guard against the

unfair distribution of the pizza.

Sasha removed two plastic shopping bags from the Explorer.

They contained the fire extinguishersthat she'd purchased a Crown

Hardware.

She closed the tailgate and used the remote on her key chain to lock



the doors. Since Bobby's Jeep occupied his one-car garage, we were

leaving the Explorer in front of the cottage.

When Sasha turned to me, the wind made a glorious banner of her

lustrous mahogany hair, and her skin glowed softly, asif the moon had

managed to press one exquisite beam through the clot ted cloudsto

caress her face.

She seemed larger than life, an dementd pirit.

"What?' shesaid, unableto interpret my stare.

"Y ou're 0 beautiful. Like awind goddess drawing the ssormto Y ou.”

As Sasha opened the tailgate of the Explorer, shrieking gullswheded

low overhead, tumbling inland toward safer roosts, frightened by awind

that shattered the sea and flung the wet fragments across the point of

the horn.

"You'reso full of shit," she said, but she smiled.

"It'sone of my most charming qualities”

A sand devil did adervish dance around us, spitting grit in our faces,

and we hurried into the house.



the With the box from Thor's Gun Shop in my arms, | watched white wings
dwindle across the turbulent black sky. Bobby waswaiting insde,

where the lights were dialed down to acomfortable murk. Thefog was

long gone.

Under the lowering clouds, the night was crystdine. Helocked the

front door behind us.

Around us on the peninsula, the sparse shore grass thrashed. Looking
around at the large panes of glass, Sashasaid, "I sure wish we could

nail some plywood over these."

Tdl sand devilswhirled off the tops of the dunes, like pae spirits

spun up from graves.

"Thisismy house," Bobby sad. "I'm not going to board up the
windows, hunker down, and live like a prisoner just because of some

damned monkeys."

| wondered if more than the wind had harried the seagulls from their

shdter. To Sasha, | sad, "Aslong as|'ve known him, thisamazing

dude hasn't been intimidated by monkeys."

"Never," Bobby agreed. "And I'm not starting now."



"They're not here yet," Bobby assured me as he took the two pizza-shop

boxes from the back of the Explorer.

"It'searly for them."

"Monkeysare usualy egting at thishour,” | said. "I had alittle

"Let'sat least draw the blinds," Sashasaid.

| shook my head. "Bad idea. That'll just make them suspicious.

dancing.”

If they can watch us, and if we don't appear to belying in wait for

them, they'll beless cautious.”

"Maybe they won't even come at al tonight,” Sasha hoped.

"They'll come," | said. Sashatook the two fire extinguishersfrom

their boxesand "Y eah. They'll come," Bobby agreed.

clipped the pladtic presale guards from the triggers. They wereten
Bobby went insde with our dinner. Orson stayed close by his pound,
marine-type models, easy to handle. She put onein acorner of the
kitchen where it couldn't be seen from the windows, and tucked the

second beside one of the sofasin the living room.



While Sasha dedlt with the extinguishers, Bobby and | sat inthe

candlelit kitchen, boxes of ammunition in our lgps, working below table
level in case the monkey mafia showed up while we were at work. Sasha
had purchased three extra magazines for the Glock and three
speedloadersfor her revolver, and we snapped cartridges into them.

"After | left herelast night,” | said, "I visited Roosevelt Frog.”

Bobby looked at me from under his eyebrows. "He and Orson have abroly

chat?'

"Roosevelt tried. Orson wasn't having any of it. But there wasthis

cat named Mungojerrie.”

"Of course," he said drily.

"The cat said the people a Wyvern wanted meto walk away fromthis,

just moveon.”

"Y ou talk to the cat personaly?'

"No. Roosevelt passed the messageto me.”

"Of course™



"According to the cat, | wasgoing to get awarning. If | didn't stop

Nancying this, they'd kill my friends one by one until | did." tv

"They'll blow me away to warn you off!" V, "Thelr ideg, not mine."

"They can't just kill Y ou? They think they need kryptonite?"

"They revere me, Roosevelt says.”

"Well, who doesn't?" Even after the monkeys, he remained dubious about

thisissue of anthropomorphizing anima behavior.

But he sure had cranked down the volume of his sarcasm.

"Right after | left the Nostromo,” | said, "1 waswarned, just like the

cat said | would be."

| told Bobby about Lewis Stevenson, and he said, "He was going to kil

Orson?"

From his guard post where he stared up at the pizza boxes on the

counter, Orson whined asif to confirm my account.

"s0," Bobby sad, "Y ou shot the sheriff."

"Hewasthe chief of police.”



"Y ou shot the sheriff," Bobby ingsted.

A lot of years ago, he had been aradica Eric Clapton junkie, 0|

knew why he liked it better thisway. "All right. | shot the

sheriff-but | did not shoot the deputy.”

"| can't let Y ou out of my sight.”

He finished with the speedloaders and tucked them into the dump pouch

that Sasha had a so purchased.

"Bitchin' shirt," | said.

Bobby was wearing arare long-deeve Hawaiian shirt featuring a

spectacular, colorful mura of atropica festival: oranges, reds, and

greens,

He said, "Kamehameha Garment Company, from about 1950."

Having dedlt with the fire extinguishers, Sasha cameinto the kitchen

and switched on one of the two ovensto warm up the pizza.

To Bobby, | said, "Then | set the patrol car onfireto destroy the

evidence"



"What'son the pizza?' he asked Sasha.

"Pepperoni on one, sausage and onions on the other."

"Bobby's wearing aused shirt,” | told her.

"Antique," Bobby amended.

"Anyway, after | blew up the patrol car, | went over to St.

Bernadette'sand let mysdf in."

"Bresking and entering?'

"Unlocked window."

"Soit'sjust crimind trespass,” he sad.

As| finished loading the spare magazines for the Glock, | said, "Used

shirt, antique shirt-seems like the same thing to me."

"Onée's chegp," Sasha explained, "and the other isn't.”

"Onesart," Bobby said. He hed out the leather holder with the

speedloaders. "Here's your dump pouch.”

Sashatook it from him and snapped it onto her belt.



| said, "Father Tom's Sster was an associate of my mother's.”

Bobby said, "M ad-scientist-blow-up-the-world type?

"No explosves areinvolved. But, yeah, and now she'sinfected.”

"Infected." He grimaced. "Do weredly haveto get into this?'

"Yegh. But it'sway complex. Genetics”

"Big-brain suff. Boring."

“Not thistime."

Far out to sea, bright arteries of lightning pulsed in the sky and a

low throb of thunder followed.

Sasha had also purchased a cartridge belt designed for duck hunters and
skeet shooters, and Bobby began to stuff shotgun shellsinto the

leather loops.

"Father Tom'sinfected, too," | said, putting one of the spare

9-millimeter magazinesin my shirt pocket.



"AreYouinfected?' Bobby asked.

"Maybe. My mom had to be. And Dad was."

"How'sit passed?’

"Bodily fluids" | said, standing the other two magazines behind afat

red candle on the table, where they could not be seen from the

windows.

"And maybe other ways."

Bobby looked at Sasha, who was transferring the pizzasto baking

shests.

She shrugged and sad, "If Chrisis, then | am.”

"Weve been holding handsfor over ayear,” | told Bobby.

"Y ou want to heat your own pizza?' Sashaasked him.

"Nah. Too much trouble. Go ahead and infect me."

| closed the box of ammo and put it on the floor. My pistol was il

inmy jacket, which hung on the back of my chair.



As Sasha continued preparing the pizzas, | said, "Orson might not be

infected, exactly. | mean, he might be more like acarrier or

something.”

Passing ashotgun shell between hisfingers and across his knuckles,

like amagician rolling acoin, Bobby said, " So when does the pus and

puking start?"

"It'snot adiseasein that sense. It's more aprocess.”

Lightning flared again. Beautiful. And too brief to do any damage to

me.

"Process," Bobby mused.

"You'renot actualy Sck. just . . . changed.”

Sliding the pizzas into the oven to reheat them, Sasha said, " So who

owned the shirt before Y ou did?"

Bobby sad, "Back in thefifties? Who knows?"'

"Weredinosaursdivethen?' | wondered.

"Not many," Bobby said.



Sashasaid, "What's it made of 7"

n R@/Orl,"

"Looksin perfect condition.”

"You don't abuse ashirt like this," Bobby said solemnly, "Y ou treasure

it,"

At therefrigerator, | plucked out bottles of Coronafor every one but
Orson. Because of his body weight, the mutt can usualy handle one
beer without getting doppy, but this night he needed to keep atotdly

clear head. Therest of usactually needed the brew;

caming our nerves alittle would increase our effectiveness.

Asl| stood beside the sink, popping the caps off the beers, lightning

tore a the sky again, unsuccessfully trying torip rainin out of the

clouds, and in theflash | saw three hunched figures racing from one

dune to another.

"They'rehere," | sad, bringing the beersto thetable.

"They dways need awhileto get up their nerve," Bobby said.



"I hopethey give ustimefor dinner."

"I'm starved," Sasha agreed.

"Okay, so what're the basic symptoms of this not-disease, this

process?

Bobby asked. "Do we end up looking like we have gnarly oak fungus?'

"Some may degenerate psychologicaly like Stevenson,” | said.

"Some may change physicdly, too, minor ways. Maybein mgor ways, for

al | know. But it sounds asif each caseisdifferent. Maybe some

people aren't affected, or not so Y ou'd notice, and then othersredly

change."

As Sashafingered the deeve of Bobby's shirt, admiring it, he said,

"The pattern's a Eugene Savage murd caled Idand Feast.

"The buttonsarefully stylin'," she said, in the mood now.

"Totdly gylin'," Bobby agreed, rubbing histhumb over one of the

yellow-brown, striated buttons, smiling with the pride of a passionate

collector and with pleasure at the sensuous texture.



"Polished coconut shdl."

Sasha got a stack of paper napkins from adrawer and brought them to

thetable.

Theair wasthick and damp. Y ou could fed the skin of the storm

swdling likeabaloon. It would burst soon.

After taking aswallow of theicy Corona, | said to Bobby, "Okay, bro,

beforel tdl Youtherest of it, Orson has alittle demonstration for

You."

"I'vegot dl the Tupperware | need.”

| called Orson to my side. "There are some throw pillows on the

living-room sofas. One was a gift from meto Bobby. Would Y ou go get

it for him, please?’

Orson padded out of the room.

"What's going on?' Bobby wondered.

Sitting down with her beer, Sashagrinned and said, "Just wait." Her
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Chiefs Specia was on thetable. She unfolded a paper napkin and



covered the weapon with it. "Jugt wait."

Every year, Bobby and | exchange giftsat Christmas. One gift each.

Because we both have everything we need, value and usefulness are not
criteriawhen we shop. Theideaisto givethe tackiest itemsthat can

be found for sale. This has been ahallowed tradition since we were
twelve. In Bobby's bedroom are shelves on which he kegpsthe
collection of tasteless giftstheat 1've given to him; the only one he
findsinsufficiently tacky to warrant space on those shelvesisthe

pillow.

Orson returned to the kitchen with thisinadequately tacky itemin his
mouth, and Bobby accepted it, trying to look unimpressed with the dog's

fedt.

The tweve-by-eight-inch pillow featured a needlepoint sampier on the

front. It was among items that had been manufactured byand sold to

raise fundsfor-apopular televison evangelis.

Inside an el aborate border were eight words in scrollwork gtitching:

JESUSEATS SINNERSAND SPITSOUT SAVED SOULS.

"You didn't find thistacky?' Sashaasked disbdievingly.



"Tacky, yes," Bobby said, strapping the loaded ammo belt around his

walst without getting up from hischair. "But not tacky enough.”

"We have avesomely high standards,” | said.

The year after | gave Bobby the pillow, | presented him with aceramic
sculpture of Elvis Predey. Elvisisdepictedin oneof hisglitziest
white-slk-and-sequins V egas stage ouffits while sitting on the toil et
where he died; his hands are clasped in prayer, hiseyes areraised to

Heaven, and there's aha o around his head.

In this yuletide competition, Bobby is at a disadvantage because he on
actudly going into gift shopsin search of the perfect sh. Because of
my XP, | am redtricted to mail order, where one tra can find enough
catalogs of exquidtdy tacky merchandisetofill al the shevesin

the Library of Congress.

Turning the pillow over in his hands, frowning a Orson, Bobby said,

"Neat trick."

"Notrick," | said. "Therewere evidently alot of different

experiments going on a Wyvern. One of them dedlt with enhancing the

intelligence of both humansand animas.™"

"B(EUS,"



"“Truth."

"Insane.”

"Entirdy."

| instructed Orson to take the pillow back where held found it, then to

go to the bedroom, nudge open the diding door, and return with one of

the black dress loafers that Bobby had bought when held discovered that

he had only thongs, sandals, and athletic shoesto wear to my mother's

memorid sarvice.

The kitchen was redolent with the aroma of pizza, and the dog gazed

longingly at the oven.

"You'l get your share," | assured him. "Now scoot.”

As Orson started out of the kitchen, Bobby said, "Wait."

Orson regarded him expectantly.

"Not just ashoe. And not just aloafer. Theloafer for my left

foot.

Chuffing asif to say that this complication wasinggnificant, Orson



proceeded on his errand.

Out over the Pacific, ablazing staircase of lightning connected the

heavensto the seq, asif signaing the descent of archangels.

The subsequent crash of thunder rattled the windows and reverberated in

the cottage walls.

Along thistemperate coast, our storms are rarely accompanied by

pyrotechnics of thiskind. Apparently we were scheduled for amagjor

hammering.

| put acan of red-pepper flakes on the table, then paper plates and

the insulated serving pads on which Sasha placed the pizzas.

"Mungojerrie,” said Bobby.

"It'saname from abook of poems about cats."

"Seems pretentious.”

"It's cute," Sashadisagreed.

"Huffy," Bobby said. "Now that'sanamefor acat."

Thewind rose, rattling avent cap on the roof and whistling in the



eaves. | couldn't be sure, but | thought that | heard, in the

distance, the loonlike cries of the troop.

Bobby reached down with one hand to reposition the shotgun, which was

on thefloor besdehischair.

"Huffy or Boots" hesaid. "Those are solid cat names.”

With aknife and fork, Sasha cut adice of pepperoni pizzainto

bite-size pieces and st it aside to cool for Orson.

The dog returned from the bedroom with one loafer in his mouth. He

presented it to Bobby. It wasfor theleft foot.

Bobby carried the shoe to the flip-top trash can and disposed of it.

"It's not the tooth marks or the dog drool,” he assured Orson. "l

don't plan ever to wear dress shoes again, anyway."

| remembered the envel ope from Thor's Gun Shop that had been on my bed

when I'd found the Glock there the night before.

It had been dightly damp and stippled with curious indentations.

Sdiva Tooth marks. Orson was the person who had put my father's



pistol where| would be sureto findit.

Bobby returned to the table and sat staring at the dog.

"S0?" | asked.

"What?

"Y ou know whét. "I need to say it?"

"Yesh.

Bobby sighed. "I fed asif one honking huge niondo crashed through my

head and just about sucked my brain out in the backwash.”

"You'reanhit," | told Orson.

Sasha had been fanning one hand over the dog's share of pizzato ensure
that the cheese wouldn't be hot enough to stick to the roof of his

mouth and burn him. Now she put the plate on the floor.

Orson banged histail againgt table and chair legs as he set about

proving that high intelligence does not necessarily correlate with good

table manners.

"Silky," Bobby said. "Simplename. A cat name. Silky."



Aswe ate pizzaand drank beer, the three flickering candles provided
barely enough light for me to scan the pages of yellow lined tablet

paper on which my father had written a concise account of the
activitiesat Wyvern, the unanticipated devel opments that had spirded
into catastrophe, and the extent of my mother'sinvolvement. Although
Dad wasn't ascientist and could only recount-largely in layman's
terms-what my mother had told him, there was awedlth of information in

the document he had lft for me." "A little ddivery boy," | sad.

"That'swhat Lewis Stevenson said to me last night when | asked what
had changed him from the man he'd once been. 'A little ddivery boy
that wouldn't die" Hewastaking about aretrovirus. Apparently, my
mother theorized anew kind of retrovirus. . . with the selectivity

of aretrotrangposon.”

When | looked up from Dad's pages, Sasha and Bobby were staring at me

blank-eyed.

He said, "Orson probably knowswhat Y ou're talking about, bro, but |

dropped out of college.”

"I'madegay,” Sashasaid.

"And agood one," Bobby said.



"Thank You."

"Though Y ou play too much Chrislsaak," he added.

Thistimelightning didn't step down the sky but dropped straight and

fadt, like ablazing express devator carrying aload of high

explosives, which detonated when it dammed into the earth.

The entire peninsula seemed to legp, and the house shook, and rain like

ashower of blast debris rattled across the roof.

Glancing at thewindows, Sashasaid, "Maybe they won't liketherain.

Maybethey'll say away."

| reached into the pocket of the hanging on my chair and drew the

Glock.

| placed it on the table where | could get at it more quickly, and |

used Sashas trick with the paper napkin to conced it.

"Mogly inclinicd trias, scientists have been tregting lots of
illnesses -AlIDS, cancer, inherited diseases-with various gene

therapies.



Theideais, if the patient has certain defective genes or maybe lacks
certain genes atogether, Y ou replace the bad genes with working copies
or add the missing genesthat will make his cells better & fighting

disease. Thereve been encouraging results.

A growing number of modest successes. And failures, too, unpleasant

surprises.”

Bobby said, "Therésdways a Godzilla. Tokyo'shumming dong, dl

happy and prosperous one minute-and the next minute, Y ou've got giant

lizard feet samping everything flat.”

"The problem is getting the healthy genesinto the patient.

Mostly they use crippled virusesto carry the genesinto the cdlls.

Most of these areretroviruses."

"Crippled?' Bobby asked.

"It meansthey can't reproduce. That way they're no threat to the

body.

Oncethey carry the human geneinto the cell, they have the ability to

negtly spliceit into the cdll's chromosomes.”



"Ddlivery boys," Bobby said.

"And once they do their job," Sasha said, "they're supposed to die?"

"Sometimesthey don't go easlly,” | said. "They can causeinflammation
or seriousimmune responses that destroy the viruses and the cellsinto
which they ddlivered genes. So some researchers have been studying
ways to modify retroviruses by making them more like retrotrangposons,
which are bits of the body's own DNA that can aready copy and dot

themsavesinto chromosomes.”

"Here comes Godzilla," Bobby told Sasha.

She said, " Snowman, how do Y ou know dl thiscrap? You didn't get it

by looking at those pages for two minutes."

"Y ou tend to find the driest research papersinteresting when Y ou know

they could saveyour life" | said. "If anyone can find away to

replace my defective genes with working copies, my body will be ableto

produce the enzymesthat repair the ultraviolet damageto my DNA."

Bobby said, "Then Y ou wouldn't be the Nightcrawler anymore.”

"Goodbye freakhood,” | agreed.



Above the noisy drumming of the rain on the roof came the patter of

something running across the back porch.

Welooked toward the sound in time to see alarge rhesus leap up from

the porch floor onto the windowslll over the kitchen sink.

Its fur was wet and matted, which madeit look scrawnier than it would
have appeared when dry. It balanced adroitly on that narrow ledge and

pinched avertica mullionin onesmal hand.

Peering a uswith what appeared to be only ordinary monkey curiosity,

the creature |ooked quite benign-except for its baleful eyes.

"They'll probably get annoyed quicker if we pretty much ignore them,”

Bobby said.

"The more annoyed they are," Sasha added, "the more careless they might

gat”

Biting into another dice of the sausage-and-onion pizza, tapping one
finger againgt the stack of yelow pagesonthetable, | said, "Just
scanning, | seethis paragraph where my dad explains as much ashe
understood about this new theory of my mother's. For the project at
Wyvern, she devel oped this revolutionary new gpproach to engineering

retroviruses so they could more safely be used to ferry genesinto the



patient's cels.”

"| definitely hear giant lizard feet," Bobby ssid. "Boom, boom, boom,

boom."

At the window, the monkey shrieked at us.

| glanced at the nearer window, beside the table, but nothing was

peering in there.

Orson stood on his hind legs with his forepaws on the table and in more

pizza, lavishing dl his

"Y ou know how kidstry to play one parent against the other,” | warned

her.

"I'm morelike hissgter-in-law,” she said. "Anyway, thiscould be

hislast med. Ours, too."

| sghed. "All right. But if we aren't killed, then were setting a

lousy precedent.”

A second monkey legped onto the windowsill. They were both shrieking

and baring their teeth at us.

Sasha sdlected the narrowest of the remaining dices of pizza, cut it



into pieces, and placed it on the dog's plate on the floor.

thestrically expressed an charm on Sasha

Orson glanced worriedly at the goblins at the window, but even the

primates of doom couldn't spail his appetite. Heturned his attention

to hisdinner.

One of the monkeys began to dap ahand rhythmicaly againgt the

windowpane, shrieking louder than ever.

Its teeth |ooked larger and sharper than those of arhesus ought to

have been, plenty large enough and sharp enough to help it fulfill the

demanding role of a predator. Maybe thiswas aphysical trait

engineered into it by the playful weapons-research boysa Wyvern. In

my mind'seye, | saw Angelastorn throat.

"Thismight be meant to distract us," Sashasuggested.

"They can't get into the house anywhere e se without bresking glass,"

Bobby said. "Well hear them.”

"Over thisracket and therain?' she wondered.

"WEell hear them."



"l don't think we should split up in different rooms unlesswe're
absolutely driventoit,” | said. "They're smart enough to know about

dividing to conquer.”

Again, | squinted through the window near which the table was placed,

but no monkeys were on that section of porch, and nothing but therain

and the wind moved through the dark dunes beyond therailing.

Over the sink, one of the monkeys had managed to turn its back and

dill cling to thewindow. It was squedling asif with laughter asit

mooned us, pressing its bare, furless, ugly butt to the glass.

"S0," Bobby asked me, "what happened after Y ou let yourself into the

rectory?'

Sengng time running out, | swiftly summarized the eventsin the attic,

at Wyvern, and at the Ramirez house.

Manuel, apod person,” Bobby said, shaking hishead sadly.

"Ugh," Sashasaid, but she wasn't commenting on Manudl.

At the window, the male monkey facing us was urinating copioudy on the

glass.



"Wadll, thisisnew," Bobby observed.

On the porch beyond the sink windows, more monkeys started popping into
theair like kernels of corn bursting off ahot oiled pan, tumbling up

into sight and then dropping away. They wereal squeding and

shrieking, and there seemed to be scores of them, though it was surely

the same half dozen springing-spinningpopping repeatedly into view.

| finished the last of my beer.

Being cool was getting harder minute by minute. Perhaps even doing

cool required energy and more concentration than | possessed.

"Orson," | said, it wouldn't be abad ideaiif Y ou sauntered around the

hous2"

He understood and set out immediately to police the perimeter.

Before he was out of the kitchen, | said, "No heroics. If You see

anything wrong, bark your head off and come running straight back

here"

He padded out of sight.

Immediately, | regretted having sent him, even though | knew it wasthe



right thing to do.

The first monkey had emptied its bladder, and now the second one had

turned to face the kitchen and had begun to loose his own stream.

Others were scampering adong the handrail outside and swinging from the

porch-roof rafters.

Bobby was sitting directly opposite the window that was adjacent to the

table. He searched that comparatively cam part of the night with

suspicion equa tomine.

The lightning seemed to have passed, but volleys of thunder il

boomed across the sea. This cannonade excited the troop.

"I hear the new Brad Pitt movieisredly hot," Bobby said.

Sashasad, "Haven't seenit.”

"l dwayswait for video," | reminded him.

Something tried the door to the back porch. The knob rattled and

sgueaked, but the lock was securely engaged.

The two monkeys at the sink windows dropped away. Two more sprang up

from the porch to take their places, and both began to urinate on the



glass.

Bobby said, "I'm not cleaning thisup.”

"Widl, I'm not cleaning it up,”" Sashadeclared.

"Maybethey'll get their aggression and anger out thisway and then

just leave" | said.

Bobby and Sasha appeared to have studied withering sarcastic

expressions a the same school.

"Or maybe not," | reconsidered.

From out of the night, a stone about the size of acherry pit struck

one of the windows, and the peeing monkeys dropped away to escape from

theline of fire. More small sones quickly followed thefird,

rattling like hall.

No stones were flung at the nearest window.

Bobby plucked the shotgun from the floor and placed it across his

lap.

When the barrage was at its peak, it abruptly ended.



The frenzied monkeys were screaming more fiercely now.

Their escalating crieswere shrill, eerie, and seemed to have

supernaturd effect, feeding back into the night with such demonic
energy that rain pounded the cottage harder than ever. Merciless
hammers of thunder cracked the shell of the night, and once again

bright tines of lightning dug at the mest of the sky.

A stone, larger than any in the previous assault, rebounded off one of
the sink windows. map. A second of gpproximately the same sze

immediately followed, thrown with greater force than thefird.

Fortunately their hands were too small to dlow them to hold and
properly operate pistols or revolvers, and with their reatively low

body weight, they would be kicked head over heds by the recoil. These
creatures were surely smart enough to understand the purpose and
operation of handguns, but at least the horde of geniusesin the Wyvern

labs hadn't chosen to work with gorillas.

Although, if theidea occurred to them, they would no doubt immediately
seek funding for that enterprise and would not only provide the
gorillaswith fireermstraining but ingtruct them, aswdl, inthefine

points of nuclear-weapons design.

Two more stones snapped againgt the targeted window glass.



| touched the cell phone clipped to my belt. There ought to be someone
we could cal for help. Not the police, not the FBI. If theformer
responded, the friendly officers on the Moonlight Bay force would
probably provide cover firefor the monkeys. Evenif we could get
through to the nearest office of the FBI and could sound more credible
than al the calers reporting abduction by flying saucers, we would be
talking to the enemy; Manud Ramirez said the decisonto let this
nightmare play itsdf out had been made a "very highleves" and |

bdieved him.

With a concession of responsibility unmatched by generating ions before
ours, we have entrusted our lives and futures to professionals and

experts who convince us that we have too little knowledge or wit to
make any decisions of importance about the management of society. This

is the consequence of our gullibility and laziness.

Apocaypse with primates.

A 4till larger stone struck the window. The pane cracked but didn't

shetter.

| picked up the two spare 9-millimeter magazines on the table and

tucked one into each of my jean pockets.



Sasha dipped one hand under the rumpled napkin that concealed the

Chiefs Specidl.

| followed her lead and got a grip on the hidden Glock.

Welooked at each other. A tide of fear washed through her eyes, and |

was sure that she saw the same dark currentsin mine.

| tried to smile reassuringly, but my face felt asthough it would
crack like hard plaster. "Gonnabefine. A degay, asurf rebel, and

the Elephant Man-the perfect team to save the world.”

"If possible" Bobby said, "don't immediately waste thefirst one or

two that comein. Let afew insdde. Delay aslong as'Y ou can.

Let them fed confident. Sucker thelittle geeks. Then let me open on

them firgt, teach them respect. With the shotgun, | don't even haveto

am."

"Yes, dr, General Bob," | said.

Two, three, four stones-about as hefty as peach pits-struck the

windows.

The second large pane cracked, and asubsidiary fisl sure opened off

thet line, like lightning branching.



| was experiencing aphysiologica rearrangement that would have
fascinated any physician. My stomach had squeezed up through my chest
and was pressing inggtently at the base of my throat, while my

pounding heart had dropped down into the space formerly occupied by my

stomach.

Half adozen more substantial stones, whaled harder than before,
battered the two large windows, and both panes shattered inward. With
aburg of brittle music, glassrained into the sainless-sted sink,

across the granite counters, onto the floor. A few shards sprayed as

far asthe dinette, and | shut my eyes briefly as sharp fragments

clinked onto the tabletop and plopped into the remaining dices of cold

pizza.

When | opened my eyes an ingtant later, two shrieking monkeys, each as
large asthe one that Angela had described, were dready at the window
agan. Wary of the broken glass and of us, the pair swung inside, onto
the granite counter. Wind churned in around them, plucking at their

ran-matted fur.

One of them looked toward the broom closet, where the shotgun was
usualy locked awvay. Sincether arriva, they hadn't seen any of us
approach that cupboard, and they couldn't possibly spot the 12-gauge

balanced on Bobby's knees, under the table.



Bobby glanced at them but was more interested in the window opposite

him, acrossthetable.

Hunched and agile, the two creatures already in the room moved aong
the counter in opposite directions from the sink. Inthedimly lighted
kitchen, their maevolent yelow eyes were as bright as the flames

legping on the points of the candle wicks.

Theintruder to the left encountered atoaster and angrily swept it to
thefloor. Sparks spurted from the wall receptacle when the plug tore

out of the socket.

| remembered Angela's account of the rhesus bombarding her with apples
hard enough to split her lip. Bobby maintained an uncluttered kitchen,

but if these beasts opened cabinet doors and started firing glasses and
dishes at us, they could do serious damage even if we did enjoy an
advantage in firepower. A dinner plate, spinning like a Frisbes,

catching Y ou across the bridge of the nose, might be nearly as

effective asabullet.

Two more dire-eyed creatures sprang up from the porch floor into the

frame of the shattered window. They bared their teeth at usand

hissed.

The paper napkin over Sasha's gun hand trembled visibly-and not because



it was caught by adraft from the window.

In spite of the shrieking-chattering-hissing of the intruders, in spite

of the bluster of the March wind at the broken windows and therolling
thunder and the drumming rain, | thought | heard Bobby singing under
his breath. He was largely ignoring the monkeys on the far sde of the
kitchen, focusing intently on the window that remained intact, across

the table from him-and hislips were moving.

Perhaps emboldened by our lack of response, perhaps bdlieving usto be
immobilized by fear, the two increasingly agitated credluresin the
broken-out windows now swung inside and moved in opposite directions
aong the counter, forming pairswith each of thefirst two

intruders.

Either Bobby began to sing louder or stark terror sharpened my hearing,

because suddenly | could recognize the song that he was singing.

"Daydream Bdliever." It was golden-oldie teen pop, first recorded by

the Monkees.

Sashamust have heard it, too, because she said, " A blast from the

pest”

Two more members of the troop climbed into the windows above the Sink,



clinging to the frames, hdllfirein their eyes, squedling monkey-hate

aus.

The four aready in the room were shrieking louder than ever, bouncing
up and down on the counters, shaking their fistsin the air, baring

their teeth and spitting at us.

They were smart but not smart enough. Their rage wasrapidly clouding

thelr judgment.

"Wipeout," Bobby said.

Herewe go.

Instead of scooting backward swung sidewaysinit, rosefluidly to his
feet, and brought up the shotgun asif held had both military training

and balet lessons.

Fame spouted from the muzzle, and the first deafening blast caught the
two latest arrivals at the windows, blowing them backward onto the
porch, as though they were only a child's stuffed toys, and the second

round chopped down the pair on the counter to the left of the sink.

My earswereringing asthough | wereinside atolling cathedra bell,
and athough the roar of the gunfirein this confined space wasloud

enough to be disorienting, | was on my feet before the his chair to



clear thetable, he

12-gauge boomed the second time, as was Sasha, who turned away from the
table and squeezed off around toward the remaining pair of intruders

just as Bobby dedlt with numbersthree and four.

Asthey fired and the kitchen shook with the blasts, the nearest window
exploded a me. Air-surfing on a cascade of glass, a screaming rhesus
landed on the table in our midst, knocking over two of the three
candles and extinguishing one of them, spraying rain off its coat,

sending apan of pizza spinning to the floor.

| brought up the Glock, but the latest arriva flung itself onto
Sasha's back. If | shot it, the dug would pass straight through the

damn thing and probably kill her, too.

By thetime| kicked achair out of the way and got around the table,
Sashawas screaming, and the squealing monkey on her back wastrying to
tear out handfuls of her hair. Reflexively, sheld dropped her .38 to

reach blindly behind hersdf for therhesus. 1t snapped at her hands,

teeth audibly cracking together on empty air.

Her body was bent back-ward over the table, and her assailant was

trying to pull her head back farther ill, to expose her throat.



| dropped the Glock on the table and sei zed the creature from behind,
getting my right hand around its neck, using my left to clutch the fur
and skin between its shoulder blades. | twisted that handful of fur

and skin sofiercely that the beast screamed in pain.

It wouldn't et go of Sasha, however, and as| struggled to teer it

away from her, it tried to pull her hair out by the roots.

Bobby pumped another round into the chamber and squeezed off athird
shot, the cottage walls seemed to shake as if an earthquake had rumbled
under us, and | figured that was the end of the final pair of

intruders, but | heard Bobby cursing and knew more trouble had come our

way.

Reveded more by their blazing yelow eyesthan by the guttering flames
of the remaining two candles, another pair of monkeys, total kamikazes,

had sprung into the windows above the sink.

And Bobby wasreloading.

In another part of the cottage, Orson barked loudly. | didn't know if

he was racing toward usto join thefray or whether hewas calling for

help.

| heard mysdlf curaing with uncharacteristic vividness and snarling

with animdl ferocity as| shifted my grip on therhesus, A | getting



both hands around its neck. | choked it, choked it until findly it

had no choice but to let go of Sasha.

The monkey weighed only about twenty-five pounds, less than one-sixth

of my weight, but it was dl bone and muscle and seething hatred.

Screaming thinly and spitting even asit struggled for breeth, the
thing tried to tuck its head down to bite a the hands encircling its
throat. it wrenched, wriggled, kicked, flalled, and | can't imagine
that an edl could have been harder to hold on to, but my fury a what
thelittle fucker had tried to do to Sashawas so greet that my hands

werelikeiron, and at last | felt its neck snap.

Then it wasjust alimp, dead thing, and | dropped it on the floor.

Gagging with disgust, gasping for breath, | picked up my Glock as
Sasha, having recovered her Chiefs Special, stepped to the broken

window near the table and opened fire at the night beyond.

While reloading, apparently having lost track of the last two monkeys
in spite of their glowing eyes, Bobby had goneto the light switch by
the door. Now he cranked up the rheostat far enough to make me

squint.

One of thelittle bastards was standing on a counter beside the



cooktop.

It had extracted the smallest of the knives from thewall rack, and

before any of us could open fire, it threw the blade at Bobby.

en busy learning smple | don't know whether the troop had be military
arts or whether the monkey was lucky. The knife tumbled through the

air and sank into Bobby's right shoulder.

He dropped the shotgun.

| fired two rounds at the knife thrower, and it pitched backward onto

the cooktop burners, dead.

The remaining monkey might have once heard that old saw about
discretion being the better part of valor, because he curled histail
up againgt hisback and fled over the sink and out the window. | got

two shots off, but both missed.

At the other window, with surprisingly steedy nerves and nimble

fingers, Sashafumbled a speedloader from the dump pouch on the .38.

She twisted the speedloader, her belt and dipped it into neatly
filling dl chambers at once, dropped it on the floor, and snapped the

oylinder shut.



| wondered what school of broadcasting offered would-be disc jockeys
courses on weaponry and grace under fire. Of al the peoplein
Moonlight Bay, Sasha had been the sole one remaining who seemed
genuinely to be only what she appeared to be. Now | suspected that she

had a secret or two of her own.

She began squeezing off shotsinto the night once more. | don't know

if she had any targetsin view or whether shewasjust laying down a

suppressing fire to discourage whatever remained of the troop.

Ejecting the half-empty magazine from the Glock, damming in afull

one, | went to Bobby as he pulled the knife out of his shoulder. The

blade appeared to have penetrated only an inch or two, but therewas a

spreading bloodstain on his shirt.

"How bad?' | asked.

"Damn!”

"Can Y ou hold on?!

"Thiswas my best shirt!"

Maybe hewould be dl right.



| Toward the front of the house, Orson's barking continued-but it was

punctuated now with squeals of terror.

| tucked the Glock under my belt, againgt the small of my back, picked
up Bobby's shotgun, which was fully loaded, and ran toward the

barking.

The lights were on but dimmed down in the living room, aswe had | eft

them. | dided them up alittle.

One of the big windows had been shattered. Hooting wind droverain

under the porch roof and into the living room.

Four screamin monkeys were perched on the backs of chairsand on the
arms of sofas. When thelights brightened, they turned their heads

toward me and hissed asone.

Bobby had estimated that the troop was composed of eight or ten
individuas, but it was obvioudy alot larger than that. 1'd dready

seen twelve or fourteen, and in spite of the fact that they were more
than haf crazed with rage and hatred, | didn't think they were so
reckless-or stupid-that they would sacrifice most of their community in

asngleassault likethis.

They'd been loose for two to three years. Plenty of timeto breed.



Orson was on thefloor, surrounded by this quartet of goblins, which
now began to shriek at him again. Hewasturningworriedly ina

circle, trying to watch al of them at once.

One of the troop was at such adistance and anglethat | didn't haveto
worry that any stray buckshot would catch the dog. Without hesitation,

| blew away the creature on which | had aclear line of fire, and the
resulting spray of buckshot and monkey guts would cost Bobby maybe five

thousand bucks in redecorating costs.

Squeding, the remaining three intruders bounded from one piece of
furniture to another, heading toward the windows. | brought down
another one, but the third round in the shotgun only peppered a

teak-paneled wall and cost Bobby another five or ten grand.

| pitched the shotgun aside, reached to the smdl of my back, drew the
Glock from under my belt, started after the two monkeys that were
fleaing through the broken window onto the front porch-and was nearly
lifted off my feet when someone grabbed me from behind. A beefy am
swung around my throat, ingtantly choking off my air supply, and ahand

seized the Glock, tearing it away from me,

The next thing | knew, | was off my fedt, lifted and tossed asthough |



wereachild. | crashed into a coffee table, which collapsed under

me.

Flat on my back in the ruins of the ffirniture, | looked up and saw
Carl Scorso looming over me, even more gigantic fromthing isangle
than he actually was. The bald head. Theearring. Though I'd dided
up thelights, the room was still sufficiently shadowy that | could see

theanima shinein hiseyes.

He wasthe troop leader. | had no doubt about that. He waswearing
ahletic shoes and jeans and aflannd shirt, and there was awatch on
hiswrigt, and if hewere put in apolice lineup with four gorillas, no
onewould have the least difficulty identifying him asthe sole human
being. Yet in spite of the clothes and the human form, he radiated the
savage auraof something subhuman, not merely because of the eyeshine
but because his features were twisted into an expression that mirrored
no human emation | could identify. Though clothed, he might aswell
have been naked; though clean-shaven from his neck to the crown of his
head, he might aswell have been ashairy asan gpe. If helived two
lives, it was clear that he was more attuned to the one that he lived

at night, with the troop, than to the one that he lived by day, anong

those who were not changelingslike him.

Hehdld the Glock at arm'slength, executioner Syle, aming it a my

face.



Orson flew a him, snarling, but Scorso was the quicker of thetwo. He
landed a solid kick against the dog's head, and Orson went down and

stayed down, without even ayelp or atwitch of hislegs.

My heart dropped like astonein awell.

Scorso swung the Glock toward me again and fired around into my

face.

Or that was how it seemed for an ingtant. But a split second before he
pulled the trigger, Sasha shot him in the back from thefar end of the

room, and the crack | heard was the report of her Chiefs Special.

Scorso jerked from the impact of the dug, pulling the Glock

ff-target.

The teak floor besde my head splintered asthe bullet tore through

it.

Wounded but less fazed than most of uswould have been once shot in the
back, Scorso swung around, pumping out rounds from the Glock as he

turned.

Sasha dropped and rolled backward out of the room, and Scorso emptied

the pistol at the place where she had stood. He kept trying to pull



thetrigger even after the magazine was empty.

| could seerich, dark blood spreading across the back of hisflannel

shirt.

Findly hethrew down the Glock, turned toward me, and appeared to
contemplate whether to ssomp my face or to tear my eyesfrom my head,
leaving me blinded and dying. Opting for neither pleasure, he headed
toward the broken-out window through which the last two monkeys had

escaped.

He was just stepping out of the house onto the porch when Sasha

reappeared and, incredibly, pursued him.

| shouted at her to stop, but she looked so wild that | wouldn't have
been surprised to see that dreadful light in her eyes, too. She was
acrossthe living room and onto the front porch while | was il

getting up from the splintered remains of the coffeetable.

Outside, the Chiefs Specia cracked, cracked again, and then athird

time

Although it seemed clear now that Sasha could take care of hersdlf, |
wanted to go after her and drag her back. Even if shefinished Scorso,
the night was probably home to more monkeysthan even afird-rate disc

jockey could handle-and the night was their domain, not hers.



A fourth shot boomed. A fifth.

| hesitated because Orson lay limp, so il that | couldn't see his

black flank risng and faling with hisbreething. He was either dead

or unconscious. If unconscious, he might need help quickly.

He had been kicked in the head. Evenif hewasdive, there wasthe

danger of brain damage.

| redlized | wascrying. | bit back my grief, blinked back my tears.

Asl dwaysdo.

Bobby was crossng the living room toward me, one hand clamped to the

stab wound in his shoulder.

"Help Orson,” | said.

| refused to believe that nothing could help him now, because even to

think such aterrible thing might ensurethat it be true.

PiaKlick would understand that concept.

Maybe Bobby would understand it now, too.



Dodging furniture and dead monkeys, crunching glass underfoat, | ran to
the window. Slvery whipsof cold, windblown rain lashed past the
jagged fragments of glass il prickling from theframe. | crossed

the porch, legped down the steps, and raced into the heart of the
downpour, toward Sasha, where she stood thirty feet away in the

dunes.

Carl Scorso lay facedown in the sand.

Soaked and shivering, she sood over him, twisting her third and last
speedloader into the revolver. | suspected that she had hit him with
most if not al the roundsthat I'd heard, but she seemed to fedl she

might need afew more.

Indeed, Scorso twitched and worked both outflung handsin the sand, as

if hewere burrowing into cover, like acrab.

With ashudder of horror, sheleaned down and fired one last round,

thistimeinto the back of hisskull.

When she turned to me, shewas crying. Making no attempt to repress

her tears.

| wastearless now. | told mysdlf that one of ushad to hold it

together.



"Hey," | sad gently.

She cameinto my ams.

"Hey," shewhispered againgt my throat.

| held her.

The rain was coming down in such torrentsthat | couldn't seethe

lights of town, three-quarters of amileto the east. Moonlight Bay

might have been dissolved by thisflood out of Heaven, washed away as

if it had been only an elaborate sand sculpture of atown.

But it was back there, al right. Waiting for this storm to pass, and

for another storm after this one, and others until the end of dl

days.

There was no escaping Moonlight Bay. Not for us. Not ever.

It was, quiteliterdly, in our blood.

"What happensto usnow?' she asked, gtill holding fast to me.

"Life"



"It'sdl screwed up.”

"It dwayswas."

"They're dill out there."

"Maybethey'll leave usdone-for awhile."

"Where do we go from here, Snowman?"

"Back to the house. Get abeer."

Shewas dtill shivering, and not because of therain. "And after

that?

We can't drink beer forever."

"Big surf coming in tomorrow."

"It'sgoing to be that easy?"

"Got to catch those epic waves while Y ou can get them.”

We walked back to the cottage, where we found Orson and Bobby sitting

on the wide front-porch steps. There was just enough room for usto



gt down beside them.

Neither of my brotherswasin the best mood of hislife.

Bobby felt that he needed only Neosporin and abandage. "It'sa

shallow wound, thin as a paper cut, and hardly more than haf aninch

from top to bottom."

"Sorry about the shirt," Sashasaid.

"Thanks."

Whimpering, Orson got up, wobbled down the stepsinto therain, and

puked in the sand. It wasanight for regurgitation.

| couldn't take my eyes off him. | was trembling with dread.

"Maybe we should take him to avet,” Sashasaid.

| shook my head. No vet.

| would not cry. | do not cry. How bitter do Y ou risk becoming by

swallowing too many tears?

When | could spesk, | said, "'l wouldn't trust any vet in town.



They're probably part of it, coopted. If they redizewhat heis, that
he's one of the animals from Wyvern, they might take him away from me,

back to thelabs."

Orson stood with hisface turned up to therain, asif hefound it

refreshing.

"They'll be back," Bobby said, meaning the troop.

"Not tonight," | said. "And maybe not for away long time."

"But sooner or later.”

"Yesh.

"And who ds=?' Sashawondered. "What =7

"It'schaos out there," | said, remembering what Manud had told me.

"A radicd new world. Who the hell knowswhat'sin it-or what's being

born right now?"

In spite of dl that we had seen and al that we had learned about the
Wyvern project, perhaps it was not until this moment on the porch steps

that we believed in our bones that we were living near the end of



civilization, on the brink of Armageddon. Like the drums of Judgmernt,

the hard and ceasdl ess rain beat on the world.

This night was like no other night on earth, and it couldn't have felt

more dien if the clouds had parted to reved three moonsinstead of

oneand asky full of unfamiliar gars.

Orson lapped puddied rainwater off the lowest porch step.

Then he climbed to my side with more confidence than he had shown when

he had descended.

Hestantly, using the nod-for-yes-shake-for-no code, | tested him for

concussion or worse. He was okay.

"Jesus," Bobby said with relief. 1'd never heard him as shaken as

this.

| went inside and got four beers and the bowl on which Bobby had

painted the word Rosebud. | returned to the porch.

‘A couple of Pids paintings took some buckshot,” | said.

"Well blameit on Orson," Bobby said.



"Nothing," Sashasaid, "is more dangerous than a dog with ashotgun.”

We st in slence awhile, listening to the rain and breathing the

ddlicious, fresh-scrubbed air.

| could see Scorso's body out there in the sand. Now Sashawas a

killer just likeme.

Bobby sad, "Thissureislive.”

"Totaly," | sdid.

"Way radicd."

"Insandy,” Sashasad.

Orson chuffed.

That night we wrapped the dead monkeys in sheets. We wrapped Scorso's

body in ashest, too. | kept expecting him to Sit up and reach out for

me, trailing his cotton windings, as though he were amummy from one of

those long-ago movies filmed in an erawhen people were more spooked by

the supernatura than the real world alows them to be these days.

Then we loaded them into the back of the Explorer.



Bobby had a stack of plastic drop clothsin the garage, left over from
the most recent vist by the painters, who periodicaly hand oiled the
teek paneling. We used them and a staple gun to seal the broken

windows as best we could.

At two o'clock in the morning, Sashadrove dl four of usto the
northeast end of town and up the long dried past the graceful iveway,
Cdiforniapepper treesthat waited like aline of mournerswesping in
the storm, past the concrete Pietd. We stopped under the portico

before the massive Georgian house.

No lightswereon. | don't know if Sandy Kirk was deeping or not

home.

We unloaded the sheet-wrapped corpses and piled them at his front

door.

Aswe drove away, Bobby said, "Remember when we came up here askids-to

watch Sandy's dad at work?"

"Yegh"

"Imagineif onenight wed found something likethat on his

doorstep.”



'Cool."

There were days of cleanup and repairs to be undertaken at Bobby's
place, but we weren't ready to bend to that task. We went to Sasha's
house and passed the rest of the night in her kitchen, clearing our
heads with more beer and going through my father's account of the

originsof our new world, our new life.

My mother had dreamed up arevolutionary new approach to the
engineering of retroviru. sesfor the purpose of ferrying genesinto
the cdlls of patients-or experimental sub'ects. In the secret facility

at Wyvern, aworld-class team of big brows had realized her vision.

These new microbe delivery boys were more spectacularly successful and

sl ective than anyone had hoped.

"Then comes Godzilla," as Bobby said.

The new retroviruses, though crippled, proved to be so clever that they
were able not merely to deliver their package of genetic material but

to select a package from the patient's-or lab animal's-DNA to replace
what they had ddlivered. Thusthey became atwo-way messenger,

carrying genetic materia in and out of the body.

They aso proved capable of capturing other viruses naturaly present

in asubject's body, selecting from those organisms traits, and



remaking themsdlves. They mutated moreradicaly and faster than any
microbe had ever mutated before. Wildly they mutated, becoming
something new within hours. They had a so become able to reproducein

Spite of having been crippled.

Before anyone at Wyvern grasped what was happening, Mom's new bugs were
ferrying as much genetic materid out of the experimental animalsas
into them-and transferring that materid not only among the different

animals but among the scientists and other workersin the labs.

Contamination is not solely by contact with bodily fluids. Skin
contact aloneis sufficient to effect the transfer of these bugsif You
have even the tiniest wound or sore: apaper cut, anick from

shaving.

ad In the years ahead, as each of usis contaminated, he or she will
take on aload of new DNA different from the one that anybody else
receives. Theeffect will besngular in every case. Some of uswill

not change appreciably at dl, because we will receive so many bits and
pieces from so many sources that there will be nofocused cumulative
effect. Asour cdlsdie, theinserted materid might or might not

appear in the new cellsthat replace them. But some of us may become

psychologica or even physica mongers.

To pargphrase James Joyce: It will darkle, tinct-tint, al thisour



funanimd world. Darkle with strange variety.

We know not if the change will accelerate, the effects become ewidely
visible, the secret be exposed by the sheer momentum of the
retrovirusswork-or whether it will be a processthat remains subtle

for decades or centuries. We can only wait. And see.

Dad seemed to think the problem didn't arise entirely because of aflaw
inthetheory. He believed the people at Wyvern-who tested my mother's
theories and devel oped them until actua organisnis could be
produced-were more at fault than she, because they deviated from her
vison in waysthat may have seemed subtle at the time but proved

cdamitousin the end.

However Y ou look at it, my mom destroyed the world as we know it-but,
for dl that, shes ill my mom. On oneleve, she did what she did
for love, out of the hopethat my life could be saved. | love her as
much as ever-and marvel that she was able to hide her terror and
anguish from me during the last years of her life, after she redized

what kind of new world was coming.

My father was less than half-convinced that she killed hersdlf, but in
his notes, he admitsthe possbility. He felt that murder was more
likdy. Although the plague had spread too far-too fast-to be

contained, Mom findly had wanted to go public with the story.



Maybe she was silenced. Whether shekilled hersdf or tried to stand
up to the military and government doesn't matter; she'sgonein either

case.

Now that | understand my mother better, | know where | get the
strength-or the obsessive will-to repress my own emotionswhen | find
them too hard to dedl with. I'm going to try to change that about
mysdf. | don't seewhy | shouldn't be ableto doit. After dl,

that's what the world is now about: change. Relentless change.

Although some hate me for being my mother's son, I'm permitted to

live

Even my father wasn't surewhy | should be granted this dispensation,

consdering the savage nature of some of my enemies.

ected, however, that my mother used fragments of my He susp genetic
material to en ineer this apocalyptic retrovirus, perhaps, therefore,

the key to undoing or at least limiting the scope of the calamity will
eventudly befound in my genes. My blood is drawn each month not, as

I've been told, for reasons related to my XP but for study at Wyvern.

Perhaps | am awalking laboratory: containing the potential for
immunity to this plague-or containing a.clue asto the ultimate

destruction and terror it will cause. Aslong as| keep the secret of



Moonlight Bay and live by therules of theinfected, | will most likely
remain adive and free. On the other hand, if | attempt to tell the
world, I will no doubt live out my daysin adark room in some

subterranean chamber under the fields and hills of Fort Wyvern.

Indeed, Dad was afraid that they would take me anyway, sooner or later,

to imprison me and thus ensure a continuing supply of blood samples.

I'll haveto dedl with that threat if and when it comes.

Sunday morning and early afternoon, as the sorm passed over Moonlight
Bay, we dept-and of the four of us, only Sasha didn't wake from a

nightmeare.

After four hoursin the sack, | went down to Sashas kitchen and sat
with the blinds drawn. For awhile, inthedim light, | studied M |

the words Mystery Train on my cap, wondering how they related to my
mother'swork. Although | couldn't guesstheir significance, | felt

that Moonlight Bay isn't merely on aroller-coaster rideto Hell, as
Stevenson had claimed. We're on ajourney to a mysterious destination
that we can't entirely envision: maybe something wondrous-or maybe

something far worse than the tortures of Hell.

Later, using apen and tablet, | wrote by candldight. | intend to

record dl that happensin the days that remain to me.



| don't expect ever to see thiswork published. Thosewho wishthe
truth of Wyvern to remain unreveaed will never permit meto Spread the

word. Anyway, Stevenson wasright: It'stoo late to save the world.

In fact, that's the same message Bobby's been giving me throughout most

of our long friendship.

Although | don't write for publication anymore, it'simportant to have
arecord of this catastrophe. The world aswe know it should not pass

away without the explanation of its passing preserved for the future,

We are an arrogant species, full of terrible potentia, but we aso

have agreat capacity for love, friendship, generosity, kindness,

faith, hope, and joy. How we perished by our own hand may be more
important than how we cameinto existencein thefirst place-whichisa

mystery that we will now never solve.

I might diligently record dl that happensin Moonlight Bay and, by
extension, in therest of the world as the contamination spreads-but
record it to no avail, because there might one day be no oneleft to
read my words or no one capable of reading them. I'll take my

chances.

If I were abetting man, I'd bet that some specieswill arise from the

chaos to replace us, to be masters of the earth aswe were. Indeed, if



| were a betting man, I'd put my money on the dogs.

Sunday night, the sky was as deep asthe face of God, and the stars
were as pure astears. The four of uswent to the beach. Fourteen
foot, fully macking, glassy monaliths pumped ceasdesdy out of far

Tehiti. It wasepic. Itwassolive.

Moonlight Bay'sradio ation, KBAY, isentirely afictiond enter

prise. Thered KBAY islocated in Santa Cruz, Caifornia, and none of
the employees of the Moonlight Bay station isbased on any past or
present employee of the Santa Cruz station. Thesecdl letterswere

borrowed here for one reason: They're cool.

In chapter seventeen, Christopher Snow quotes aline from a poem by
Louise Ghick. Thetitle of thepoemis"Lullaby,” and it gppearsin

Ms. Ghick'swonderful and moving Ararat.

Christopher Snow, Bobby Halloway, Sasha Goodall, and Orson areredl. |
have spent many monthswith them. | like their company, and | intend

to spend alot more time with them in the yearsto come. -DK



