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Saturday, June 23, 2007 Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada Thisishow
it was for him—not a reconstruction or guesswork. | have it on reliable



authority.

Charles Haden had expected the border to be ajoke, but it was barely even asitcom punchline. He
needn't have wasted one of hisfew remaining genuine passports. (But then, if thistrip paid off, that worry
would join dl hisothers.) Length of stay, Mr. Haden? One week. Purpose of trip? I'm retired now and |
aways heard Vancouver was the most beautiful city on earth. Big smile and apass.

No wonder hisown government said terrorists streamed across this border at will into America it was
one of the few things his government claimed to believe nowadays that made sense. That not one terrorist
had actually done so since the War of 1812 was a striking testament to the monumental stupidity of
terrorigts as aclass. Drug dedlers were smarter. Even poor Mexicans were beginning to figure out how
cheap aticket to Vancouver or Calgary was, and how much easier and more pleasant the northern
border crossing. Any day now, al-Qaedawere going to wise up. It reminded Haden how important this
operation was, how mortal the stakes—areminder he did not need, as he had thought of little else for
decades.

The half hour drive up to Vancouver camed his nerves. Driving is combat with rules, and Canadians had
more of them and obeyed them all. By American standards the highest ranking male he encountered on
that highway would have rated no higher than gamma or ddta. He found himself thinking that he usually
felt like awolf loose among unsuspecting sheep, but here the sheep were drugged, hobbled and
blindfolded. Just aswell; he reminded himself it had been along time since hed done one of these
insertions.

Halfway there, the observation was underlined. A breakdown in the right lane forced two lanesto merge
into one. And the strangest thing happened: the two lanes merged into one. Every single driver in the left
lane dowed, ddiberately alowed acar from theright laneto pull in front of him.. . . and no more than
onecar a atime ever took advantage of hisweakness. The two lines of traffic meshed like azipper, asif
their behavior wererational. Haden found it irriteting.

He saw large exit Sgnsfor a place with the implausible name of Tsawwassen. His GPStold him it wasa
very large ferry terminus servicing gigantic VVancouver 1dand, which was roughly the sze of Maineand
began thirty-odd miles offshore. That was the last feature of even that much interest on that highway for a
long time. For most of thetrip there was nothing at al visblein any direction. Endlessfidds of
indigtinguishable green growing cragp, with and without smelly animasgrazing onit. A zllion trees. Hills. A
ton of distant mountains. Nothing at al. Postcards.

A few miles—no, kilometers—Iater, they went through arather long tunnel undernesth something called
the Fraser River, and he noticed there was not asingle camerain the tunnel. Y et each car stayed in its
lane as requested, even when the other lane was moving faster.

Just short of the city heleft the highway and deked west to the airport. He entered the long-term parking
lot, idled around until he saw awoman park and wak away with avast amount of luggage suggesting a
lengthy trip, and swapped license plates with her. It took so little time the attendant | et him |leave without
paying.

Shortly he went over a structure that his GPS absurdly insisted was both the Oak Street Bridge and the
Arthur Laing Bridge, which spanned the same damn Fraser River held aready passed benesth earlier. It
got Haden thinking about the unrdliability of names, and being high above water it was afine placeto
scale adriver'slicense and passport out the window. By the time he reached the city limits of Vancouver,
he had completed an 1D dump, both the supporting documents and the persona itsalf.



Thomas McKinnon felt alittle better once he was surrounded by tall piles of stedl and stone and glass
again. Other drivers started to act abit more sengbly. The first chance he got he pulled over to the curb,
opened hislaptop, stole access and googled the lot where towed vehicles are stored by the Vancouver
police. It was at 1410 Granville Street, which turned out to somehow be located underneath the Granville
Street Bridge.

Even in Canada, traffic-impound lots are reasonably well-secured. But even in the paranoid States
they're secured in only one direction, because nobody but cops and tow-finks ever drive one the other
way. McKinnon'stiming was good. After a single reconai ssance spin around the block, he was ableto
driveright in, remove both his stolen license plates and put them in histravel bag, abandon the rest of the
car, and walk right out without being seen. Everyone would assume someone €l se had screwed up the
paperwork, and the car might stay there for weeks or even months. He only needed days. The identity
that had rented it, far away in another country, no longer existed. He carried everything he waslikely to
need in abag smdl enough to fit under an airline sedt.

Almog everything.

Helet hiswalking ingtincts take over, and within an hour he had located a place to buy agun and aset of
ID good enough to last aweek. It was one block from police headquarters, but that did not larm,
amuse, or even interest him. He knew citiesin which police headquarters would have been where to buy
agun. Heloitered, watched a boatload of drugs being sold, had afew oblique conversations, and in
under two hours he exchanged afat sheaf of genuine U.S. currency for passable documentsidentifying
him as " Thomas McKinnon," aGlock in reasonably good condition, asmall-of-the-back holster, and four
magazines. It was the "woman's mode" Glock, with "only" 17 bulletsinstead of the 19 or 22 cops used,
but he felt when you put 17 dugsin aman you've done enough for him. If he got himself into afix that
many rounds couldn't get him out of, two more wouldn't help.

Once he was armed and papered, M cKinnon went shopping for another car. He settled on aToyota
Camry just too old to have a GPS locator in it, had it open and started in seconds, and drove it around
until he found a spot where he felt comfortable dumping its license plates down asewer drain and
replacing them with the ones held stolen from the airport. Fifteen minutes, start to finish.

Hewasin aforeign nation, undocumented, with adequate 1D that led absolutely nowhere, adequately
armed and funded and whedled. In one day. Not bad for aman his age, out of practice.

Afternoon rush hour was beginning to get under way by then, but McKinnon didn't fight it because he
believed he had lots of time. And he wasindeed right back where he had started, a block from police
headquarters, just asthe day shift must be ending. But after haf an hour it was clear there was a problem
of some kind; no gathering of black-clad crows was apparent.

He spotted a pedestrian who looked snotty, rolled down hiswindow and asked if thiswas where the
police officers came off shift. Sure enough, the man could not resist explaining to him how stupid he was.

Shortly he had to agree: he should have redlized that if a city's police headquartersis situated one block
from an enormous open-air drug bazaar like something out of Dante or Ddli, that city will dmost
inevitably pretend police headquartersis somewhere ese. The nomina headquarters, including the
lockersand parking lot for al four of Vancouver's patrol team districts, turned out to be located miles
away. And undernesth a bridge, just like the traffic-impound lot—only thistime it was on Cambie
Street . . . underneath the Cambie Street Bridge.

(Hewondered idly if all Canadian bridges were Mdbius strips, the same at top and bottom. If he had
driven beneath the one that was caled both Oak Street Bridge and Arthur Laing Bridge, would he have



found a second Oak Street, with a man named Arthur laying init, perhaps?)

Hefindly found the place—and wasted yet another hour before conceding that he had reached it just
after shift-change. For some reason they changed shifts during rush hour here. He controlled his
irritation and had the GPS direct him to the target's address of record. In asense, he got lucky then. The
reason histarget had moved and the new address wasn't in the system anywhere yet was that the listed
address, an gpartment building, had been badly enough damaged by arecent fire to be condemned. So
he did not have to waste several hours staking the place out, before admitting to himself there was
nothing more he could do until morning. If police shift changed at 6:00 PM, the next change would come
at 2:00 AM, and the one he wanted at 10:00 AM. He got himself ameal and aroom, and wasaonein
bed well before prime time ended and the news came on.

Asusua these days, deep came hard to him. It was the worst part of aging, worse than the aches. Each
time he woke he used every relaxation technique he knew, but alittle after four in the morning he knew
he had dept al he was going to. Room service had not, so he showered, dressed in the clotheshe'd worn
the day before, and took the Camry out to look for an all-night restaurant. That took so long that asense
of stubborn professionalism made him decide to swing by the fake police headquartersfirst: four hours
early wasagood timeto ook it over.

A very good time: somehow he had badly migudged the time of shift change, and it was unmistakably in
progress now, at—Jesus, at 7:00 AM.

The same huge edifice also housed the headquarters of ICBC, the primary auto insurance company in the
province of British Columbia, so naturaly there was no possibility of acivilian vehicle parking or sanding
legdly anywhere within blocks of the building. Accident victimswho've just hobbled severa blockson
their crutches or walkers are much easier to negotiate with. But fortunately for him, therewasa
combination of bad signage and diabolically placed one-way streetsthat made it dmost impossible not to
circlethe building haf adozen times seeking escape from the loop. On hisfourth go-round an infuriated
McKinnon spotted histarget emerging from the Stalinesque Structure in hisrearview mirror, in acrowd of
other officersdl carrying laptops under their arms like some nightmare of Steve Jobs's and walking north
toward the parking lot.

He pulled over just past it and pretended to consult an imaginary map until the target drove past him, ina
private vehicle. He noted the make, modd and plate number, and let two other cars go by before pulling
out. Tailing apolice officer by onesdaf can betricky, but again he encountered no problems he could not
copewith. Within half amile or so—no, he reminded himself for the last time, within akilometer or
so—helet thetraffic cause him to start closing the distance. When he saw a chance, he pulled into the
right lane and made asif he intended to passillegaly on the right. Just as he entered the other driver's
blind spot, he powered hiswindow down, took something that looked just like alaundry marker from an
insde pocket of hissuit jacket, and used it to fire a GPS-snitch the size of an AAA battery at the rear
bumper of the other car.

He loved using that sort of James Bond junk, aways had, but hisluck so far had been so unreasonably
good he amost expected thisto fail. He couldn't help grinning when it worked just fine, stuck fast on
contact and began reconfiguring itsalf. A second later he sensed he was moving into the target's
peripherd vison, and eaborately mimed aman suddenly redlizing he's about to illegaly passapolice
officer and reconsidering his plan. He dowed drastically, dropped behind, and took the first right he
could. From that point on, he never again came within two blocks of histarget'sfield of vision, or needed
to.

Hewas an old fart, no mistake about it, but he hadn't lost astep. Not yet, by God. And the prize he had
sought for half a century as passionately and monomaniacally as Sidney Greenstreet had pursued the



black bird wasadmost in hisgrasp at last, only weeks after he had finally begun to despair. Time enough
for coffee and breakfast later. Life was good.

He had no idea that histarget had made him even before she had driven past his parked car that first
time, back under the Cambie Street Bridge.

2.

Saturday, June 23, 2007 Heron Island, British Columbia, Canada

Horsefeathers the cat purred in ecstasy as Jesse's fingernails found the right spot behind hisears. |
stopped short of the screen door with the tray of drinksin my hands and stood silently afew moments,
for the pleasure of watching my son unobserved, out there on the sun deck.

| got al too few chances. I'd had that deck built partly in hopes of getting him to come out to B.C. and
spend some time sitting out there on it with me. Son on sun deck. Bright sun deck produces bright son.
An effective magica pun.

Geg, | found mysdlf thinking, too bad | don't have amagic wife deck, too. That'd get him for sure.

| swept thet al away, and used dl those precious seconds to study my only child, hungrily, asif trying to
map him so well that 1'd be able to recreate him with available atoms some day, like atransporter beam.
Almost thirty yearsyounger than me. . . threeinchestaller, three inches broader, and twenty pounds
heavier, not boney likeme. . . fit and strong, not asemi-invaid likeme. . . buzzcut and cleanshaven,
straight-looking even to anorma contemporary, let doneto his"old-school” hippiedad . . . beyond
doubt the most expensively and tastefully dressed young man on Heron Idand, and possibly in the Lower
Mainland of British Columbiaaswell. | found myself looking for any feature or other visble characterigtic
we shared—or for that matter, any trait of his mother's that manifested in him—and came up empty. |
wanted to understand him, who he was, so well that one day | might risk telling him who | was and some
of thethings| had done. And | had high hopes that today might be the day we at |east began that
process, reopened the lines of communication, made astart. He was thirty, | was nearly sixty; if not now,
when? God knew it had been long enough coming.

The heart-stopping beauty of the place where | live was surely on my side. I'd managed to rid mysdlf of
more than one stubborn grudge sitting out there on that sunporch; raw nature is nothing but object
lessons, redly. Try explaining to a crow that you have reason to fed sour, or making a passing dragonfly
seethat it'sal about you. Tell ahundred-foot-tal pine how far behind schedule you are. Even a City
Mouse like Jesse had to be feding it, or at least starting to by now: peace. Giveit achance, | thought.

| smiled, did the screen door open, and stepped out onto my magic sun deck with the tray of
refreshments.

"Christ, Dad, how can you stand it out here?* my son asked. Horsefeathers jumped down off hislap and
went off to find hisfriend Fraidy, the half-mad feral cat who grudgingly permitsmeto feed her.



| glanced around. "Too many bugs? Let'sgoin.”

"Not out here. | mean out here—in the middle of nowhere on atiny idand at the assend of the universe.
A week hereand I'd go out of my mind."

| sighed, and set the tray down on the table. "What would be so bad about that? Two weeks, and you
might go back into it again.”" | went back and did the screen door closed again. "And find it improved by
your absence."

"What if you have one of your lung collgpses out here? A bad one?"

| shrugged. "If | do, I'm an hour or two from agood hospital. And sincel livein acivilized country
instead of America, my medica careis covered.”

He gave me The Look, said, "Dada," and shook his head. It wasthe way he said it that made my heart
suddenly heavy in my chest.

* * *

Jesefirgt started calling me that in precocious early adolescence, apun on hisvery first word intended to
indicate that he found me surredl. Fair enough: many do. It had arted out afriendly enough insult,
became contemptuous briefly during the worst of 1ate adolescence, then reverted to amere family joke
again for nearly adecade. . . but ever since his mother was diagnosed it had been an epithet, the kind
intended to be fighting words. Thiswasthe first glimpse of the blade concedled in the scabbard. He had
been scrupuloudy polite since his arrival—but now, after lessthan haf an hour in my home, my son just
had to confirm that he till hated me and everything | stood for, hated the place | stood itself.

| told mysdlf not to panic. Hewasal | had left of hismother; he could not be lost to me for good. She
would not likeit, so | must not permit it. Failure was not an option. A probability, maybe, but not an
option.

| took a seat across the round table from him, passed him the beer he'd asked for, and used theritua of
congtructing myself an Irish coffee to get some thinking done.

All right, then. If you must make the dedl, and you can't make the ded, the problem hasto be that you
have failed to correctly see through the other party's eyes.

So | tried ashard as| could to look through Jesse's eyes. First at our surroundings, which to me were so
surpassingly, transcendently idyllic.

| lived in ashithole, in Nowheresville.

Oh, therewasindoor plumbing. It was area house, nowhere near asrustic and primitive as some of the
hippie shacksin which I'd spent my own early adulthood, over on the far sde of the continent—Jesse
had heard about those, even if he didn't remember them, and had seen photos. This place had eectricity,
lights, hot water, central heat, cable TV, highspeed internet access . . . well, it had al those things aslong
asit had thefirst one, anyway. And the power seldom went out more than once amonth or so, unlessit
did, or for morethan aday or so, unlessit waslonger. Even then the place stayed warm and tight in
winter for aslong asthe firewood held out: it wasared, professondly built and properly maintained
house, not something thrown together by hippies out of scrap lumber like the shack in which he had been
concelved and nursed.

But to aNew Y ork public relations man, the distinction must be barely noticeable. It was acheap little
prefab cottage surrounded by completely unimproved wildernessin an out-of-the way corner of a



relatively undevel oped idand forty horrendoudy inconvenient minutes by ferry from the mainland and
another hour's drive from anything worth doing or going to. The deck on which we sat was solid,
honestly made and recently painted—>but it was cheap, Smple carpentry done with inexpensive materials.
Even though I'd swept it thoroughly that morning, it was aready lightly covered with crap that had blown
down from the thirty-meter-tal treesdl around, and | could dready see at |east a dozen new spiderwebs
established at various right angles. Around deck and house were no garden, no flowers, no hedges or
plantings, just raw nature, northern rainforest variety. Bugs, big and small. Other unknown smal fauna.
Paved road was a couple of hundred meters of deeply rutted driveway away, invisible through the trees.
And adl it led to was an idand so smal and undeveloped it had no bank branch, no taxi, no gas Sation, no
hospital, no hotel, asingle block with sidewalks and streetlights, one pub, and three restaurants. He did
not yet know that one of the restaurants was excellent and another superb.

And of course since it wasin Canadathe idand must be afrozen wasteland in winter, just like Nova
Scotia. | had told him about B.C. wegther, repeatedly, but | could tell he didn't believe me. In any case, it
was in Canada—where they let queers get married and the money was worth doodly and the
government took most of it in taxes and the sociaized medicine system didn't work and everyone
smoked pot and civil war was imminent and nobody could play football for shit and Arab terrorists
crosed over into Americadl thetime.

Only thefirst of thoseisactudly true, but try telling an American. A straight one, anyway.

All thisin thetimeit took to pour hot water out of my mug, dip the wet rim in the sugar bowl, turn it
rightside up again, pour Tanzanian coffeeinto it, and add the Jameson's.

So much for the surroundings.
Next, | turned my son'smercilesseye on me.

Old fart, just for agtart. | had been calling mysdf amiddle-aged fart for years now, but who was|
kidding? | was eight years past the middle of my life eveniif | wasgoing to get acentury like my
grandfather had, which | doubted.

Stir the sugar in; smell the coffee and whiskey getting acquainted. See your reflection recodescein the
surface.

Worsethan an old fart: aloser. Long scraggly hippie hair | had washed but probably forgotten to brush.
Beard and mustache | could tell I had forgotten to trim. Dressed in drip dry mail order plaid shirt and
unpressed jeans, generic socks, and superbly comfortable but undeniably ratty dippers, dl of thesefindy
coated with the hairs of my one and ahdf cats. My watch was the cheapest Timex sold. | wore
old-fashioned eyeglasses with clip-on shades againgt the summer sunlight, instead of the sdf-polarizing
contact lenses he had. The stud in his|eft earlobe was worth more than everything | waswearing, and his
shoes cost more than my monthly mortgage payment. | could not have loitered in his neighborhood for
more than afew minutes before being asked to state my business. Not even on adark night: one of my
pockets held marijuana so transcendently pungent that even | was aware of it, and to him | must have
reeked.

And what has he got to compare to all this? | asked myself as| added an extradollop of whipped
cream to my Irish coffee. A luxury apartment with parking, maid service and a view of Central
Park, ajob that bringsin a hundred thousand U.S. a year, the respect of the powerful and
privileged, a never-ending supply of beautiful intelligent women, the cultural, commercial and
culinary attractions of New York . . . hell, who wouldn't dump all that in a hot minute to move
here?



Wel, it's good to drink your Irish coffeein big gulps, beforeit hastimeto cool off.

"Do you remember when we moved from Hdifax to Toronto?" | asked him.
"Sure. | was nearly seven.”
"What did you think of the place? Can you till remember?’

He shrugged. "I hated it, and | see whereyou're going. | cameto likeit, yes. Eventualy | found
compensationsfor itsimmediately obvious drawbacks. | guessif | had to live herelong enough, 1'd find
the compensations here, too. Thank God | don't.”

"New Y ork has no drawbacks."
He shook his head. "None I've ever noticed.”

The caffeine and ethanol were playing tug of war with my brain, stimulant versus depressant. |sometric
intoxication. " Stepping over the bodies on the sdewak doesn't bother you?”

"There aren't any on my block."
"And you don't mind what it coststo live on that block.”
Hegmiled. "l can afford it."

Only because you work for Mordor, | thought, but | couldn't say it, becauseif | did we were done
now. | finished my Irish coffeeinstead.

Okay. Timeto. . . what wasthe military euphemism?. . . to retire to aprevioudy prepared position. It
sounds so much nicer than "retreat.”

"Y ou certainly can. | respect that. | hope you know how proud of you | am, Jess. How's your work
these days?'

"Intense but incredibly well pad.”

| forced asmile. "I wasthinking more dong thelines of information | didn't have aready.”
"What would that be, exactly? Youreajourndig.”

| Sghed. "I'vetold you before, I'm not. I'm acolumnis.”

"That'sjust ajourndist who's allowed to make it up.”

Exasperating young man. Exasperatingly smart: he was essentidly correct. "1 know who you work for. |
know in genera what you do there. I'm not asking for classified information, I'm not soliciting alesk or

planning an expos2.”
"Just meking smdl talk."

"I'm trying to express an interest in your life. I'll ask about your sex lifeif you prefer. But you're dways
telling meyou're dl about the work. So fine: tell me whatever you can about that. Broad outlines. What's
atypicd day like?'



He didn't answer right away. And when he did, his voice wasless antagonistic. "Actualy, Pop, it
probably isn't al that much different from atypical day of yours, in essence. | go to an office very near
my home. . .| read alot of news. . . | surf thenet . . . | talk to people by phone, e-mail or webcam . . .
| stareinto spacefor alongtime. . . and after awhile, | start to type. You do it for the Globe and Mail,
| doit for Burston-Marsdller, that'sall.”

There's a damned big difference, | thought, between a national newspaper and a planetary public
relations empire. But it wasthe friendliest thing held said since hisarrival. Never criticize an olive
branch. "It must be nice to get paid twenty times as much for it."

"Yes" he agreed, "but then you have to work twenty times as hard to keep it out of the hands of the tax
man. Or el se accept the blame for what they'll do with it. Hard, these days.”

He was definitely trying to meet me halfway. Thefirst encouraging sgn since hed arrived. "Actudly, here
in C—excuse measecond.” | held up ahand for silence, and listened hard, frowning.

A car had just pulled into my driveway. And | recognized it by the sound—even though | had not heard it
inacouple of years.

What the hell was she doing here? Now?

How come you can never seem to not-find a cop when you don't need one?

Detective Congtable Nika Mandi¢ was an officer of the Vancouver Police Department whom | had not
seen since we'd concealed the body of ahomicide victim on my property together two yearsearlier. It
had been the right thing to do, but neither of us much cared to remember it. And asfar as| knew, we had
nothing elseto talk about.

Sure enough, her scabby old '89 Honda Accord came into view through the trees. I'd owned one exactly
as horrible when | met her; you remember the sound.

"Who'sthat?' Jesse asked.

| got up, and gestured for him to keep his own seat. " Someone | used to work with. | haven't seen her in
years. Wait here a second, will you, while | find out what she wants."

Asfar asl| know, Nikas dert when she deeps, not that I'll ever find out. She saw me coming, saw
ingtantly that I'd left aguest behind me on the sundeck, and coasted by without dowing, parking much
farther down the rutted drive than she needed to. It let us meet well out of the guest's earshot, which
suited mejust fine. She was out of the car by thetime | reached it.

Asaways, shelooked like ateenage boy's fantasy of aLesbian, butch but incredibly beautiful. Like
every Leshian I've ever seen on teevision or in the movies, now | think about it, and few I've ever known
| happened to know she was not gay, but 1'd never seen her with anyone and had greet difficulty
imagining the hairy-knuckled, flashlight-dicked apha mae who'd have the confidence to take acrack at
her. Shelooked, asaways, fit enough to beat up a kangaroo. And agitated enough.

"Who'sthat?' she greeted me.
"Niceto see you again too, Nika. Those are the same words my son just used.”

She frowned, moved closer and lowered her voice. "What did you answer?”



" told him you were D.C. NikaMandig, aVancouver police officer with whom | had once criminaly
congpired to trap, murder and bury awedthy citizen we could not have convicted of anything, againgt
whom we did not have enough evidence to get a search warrant for his home, purely because a hermit
we know, who'd never met or seen him, assured us the guy was a once-in-a-generation mongter, getting
ready to rape and butcher an entire family asawork of art. | talk fast. Don't worry, though, your secret's
safe: | didn't havetimeto tell him you used to drive the Jailer-Trailer . . . excuse me, the Community
ServicesMobile Unit."

"If 1 gpplaud, will you give me agtraight answer?"

"Sure" | agreed. | never said atrue one. "'l told him | was getting you high. So held give us some room." |
took the joint from my shirt pocket, lit it, and offered it to her.

She smiled hugely for Jesse's benefit, said "God damn it, Russell,” through her clenched teeth, took the
doobie and pretended to toke. Then she crossed her eyes staring at it. "Jesus, what is thisshit?!

| took it back. "Kootenay Thunderfuck, they cal it."
Shelost theimaginary toke sheld been holding, and glared at me.
"That'swhat they call it. Now give me astraight answer: what are you doing here?"

Sheleaned in to take thejoint back, and locked eyes with me. "Tell me the truth. Have you said
anything? To anybody? Have you hinted?"

Those eyeswereincredible. | wasn't sureif | could have lied to her. Happily | had no need to. " Of
course not.”

Shewouldn't let go of my eyes. "Have you made any attempt whatsoever to learn more about . . . him?
Or to look for possible associates? Any attempt at all ? Online, inthelibrary?*

"Everything I've learned about Campbel snce welast saw him, you told me. Well before that, | knew
way more than | wanted to know about him or ever will. I've been trying real hard to forget | ever heard
of him."

Stll not done. Any moment her pupilswould begin to spird. "Have you had any further communication at
al with . . . with Smely? Or tried to research him in any way?"

"No, and no. Why?'

Shelet my eyes go, looked down at once and pretended to examinethejoint. "I think we may bein
trouble. Redlly serioustrouble. If weare, | put usthere. I'm sorry.”

"How redly serious?’

"I think | put my favorite cousin in serious danger. Maybeworse. If | did, I'm probably next. And then
you and Smelly. Take this damn thing back, I'm getting high just holding it."

| opened my mouth, but nothing came out. So | put thejoint iniit.
"Can| have ahit of that?' my son asked from afew meters behind me.

Tak about mixed emotions!



Oneof my greatest regrets, in alife by no means undersupplied with them, isthat despite diligent effort |
never succeeded in turning my own father on. He had not been unwilling in theory; he was not afraid of
the drug and admitted to me more than once that he was quite intrigued by my descriptions of its effects.

Unfortunatdly, thefirst time | ever discussed the matter with him was the day after he and my mother had
driven severd hundred miles at night in the middle of asnowstorm to bail me out on afelony charge of
congpiracy to ditribute the stuff, collect my belongings from the dorm | no longer lived in, and drive me
back hometo Long Idand. Dad knew the charge was just barely afelony, aClass E, and furthermore a
total utter crock, but you can see how it undermined my arguments for asking him to get high with me. As
you know—

—but maybe you don't. If you're under thirty, there's probably no way you can imagine just how
paranoid 1968 was. Trust me, then: it seemed reasonable in those times to believe that for the next year
or so, our home would be under constant survelllance, visuad and eectronic, by government forces—and
that | would probably betailed when | left it, for monthsto come. Even | was smart enough to
understand that it would be suicidally stupid to bring so much asaroach into my parents home before
thetrid.

So athough | am ashamed to confess| called my father acoward at thetime, | knew perfectly well then
and | admitted to him later that hisanswer to my request was eminently reasonable, under the
circumstances, and better than most arrested college students could have expected. His answer was,
"The day they legdizeit, you and | will get blasted together.”

| called him acoward then because | was one. Because | needed someoneto be angry at, and | was
afraid to be angry at either the cops or those who had delivered me to them. Being arrested and
arraigned and kicked out of school are dl humiliating; having to leave behind the person who doesn't
mind you calling her your old lady is heartbreaking; having prison over your head when you're askinny
weekling with long hair isterrifying; | badly wanted one of those I'd disappointed most to agree with me
that pot was worth al that trouble, to understand that | had not put him and Mom through all thisfor
frivolous reasons, to empathize. Onejoint, and he would grok in fullness. | did not so much ask it as
demand it.

But his point wasinarguable. Bad enough to have maybe gotten his phone tapped; getting him (and
Mom!) busted too was unthinkable. | yearned to turn him on—but wanting to turn people on was exactly
what had gotten me busted in the first place. And anyway—here again | must ask you to believe this
made perfect sensein 1968—anyway it could hardly be more than afew more years before grasswas
going to belegd, so what was the hurry?

A year later agenie waved his hands and the felony charge went away, poof!, so thoroughly away theat |
can legally answer "NOo" to the question "Have you ever been arrested for afelony?’ 1t ended up being
like getting aHeideberg scar—unpleasant for awhile at first, but not really dangerous, and then you get
bragging rightsfor life. But even after the shadow was past, | remained reluctant to bring risk to my
parents, even though | was sarting to lose faith in the imminent legdization of pot by then.

Except for Apollo 11, 1968-9 was not agreat period for hope.

Dr. King is shot by the FBI. Hersh breaks the story of the My La Massacre. Nixon bombs Cambodia.
Ho Chi Minh dies; so do Ikeand Allen Dulles, and Y uri Gagarin. Ted Kennedy and Mary Jo Kopechne
drive off abridge together and only one makesit to shore. Judge Hoffman tries the Chicago Seven, has
Bobby Sede gagged and manacled in his chair. The Weathermen start setting off bombs, sometimes
intentionaly.



Québecois separatists kidnap Commissioner Cross, so Premier Trudeau invokes the War Measures Act
authorizing the government to do anything it likes; 450 bystanders are arrested; Crossis soon found dead
inacar trunk. Gay men riot in aGreenwich Village dive called the Stonewall Inn, and the planet tiltson
itsaxis. The Godfather spends sixty-seven weeks on the Times ligt, and sells twenty-one million copies.
Woodstock happens. . . but then so does Altamont. Thefirst 10,000 heroin addicts are converted to
methadone addicts, to protect them from drugs. The Manson Family do their thing.

Mind you, during the same period abooming U.S. economy employs arecord number of workers,
unemployment fallstoitslowest level in 15 years, the primeinterest rateis 7 percent, the dollar is strong
in world money markets, and Wall Street's Dow Jones Industrial Average rises above 1,000 for thefirst
timein history. But none of us hippies gave adamn about any of that—or much of anything. We dready
sensed somehow that the Beatles had broken up. John and Paul were both married, and the wives
couldn't stand each other: it was only ametter of time. The dream was over.

By next May Paul had confirmed the news, and the Let 1t Be film publicly autopsied the corpse.

Things got steadily shittier for quite aspell, then. It became gradualy clear that the Apollo Program was
over, and that there was nothing of any consequence &fter it. A race had been won, and space flight was
over, before anything was done withit. It would take more than thirty-five years before men would again
have the sense and guts to venture more than a cheesey couple of hundred milesfrom the ground. The
Vietnam War findly ended . . . in shame and disgrace, and as clumsly aswe could manage. Asfor
politics, let's not even discussthe Nixon Era. 1t was he who gutted NASA, at the moment of its greatest
triumph, for being a Democrat'sidea.

Hdll, look a music. The Great Folk Scarefinaly blew over, rock and roll anarchy wasfindly tamed and
lamed, and the industry proudly brought us disco instead. Who wouldn't have been depressed?

Maybeit's no wonder people moved away from smoking Happy Weed . . . or for that matter, tripping
on acid, mescaline and peyote . . . and started to honk harsh powders that sometimes contained afew
molecules of cocaine up their bleeding noses, or set their faces on fire freebasing, or spike speed, or even
smack. When you cut your hair, shave, put on asuit, and get ajob with adental plan, you may discover
that's what you need, just to get over. Joy would get in the way, cost you your edge. We only had fifteen
yearsto convert oursalves from people who cheered for Captain Americain Easy Rider to people who
would cheer for Gordon Gekko in Wall Street, and coke and speed and skag hel ped.

| will never inject adrug for pleasure; | snorted cocaine sSix timesin my life and never cared for it; | never
stopped smoking pot mysdlf, or enjoying it. But | stopped trying to talk my father into getting stoned with
me. | cameto think of it less as a sacrament and more as an analgesic, an anodyne.

Until the day Dad caled with afunny little story, | wish | could quote it exactly for you, about the cosmic
particle that had lft afar-distant star eons ago, and traveled countless light-years for innumerable
centuries before passing through his pancreas and the rest of his planet without even noticing, one
unfortunate side effect being that he was going to be dead of pancreatic cancer in an absol ute maximum
of three months. Then pot became more of a sacrament to me again.

Onel falled to sharewith him, try as| might.

| was then living over athousand miles away, newly married. Jesse was Sx months old, and not ahedlthy
baby. His mom was basicaly ill recovering from athirty-hour labor followed by Caesarian section,
seriousinfection, and severa long bouts of madtitis. | wastrying to get my journaism career started, and
had aready used those excuses too many timesto my obligatory crusty editor. | managed to carve out
four days, arranged temporary support and backup for wife and child, and flew home.



Wherel found it dl but impossible to get two consecutive minutes alone with Dad in his hospita room. It
ispossibleto get high in ahospital room without getting caught, if you know what you're doing; | had
learned the knack on the second job | ever had, porter in ahospital, at eighteen, and used it in two
subsequent long hospita stays of my own. But even when | finaly came up with an errand that got Mom
out of the room for afew moments, and worked up the nerve to propose theideato Dad, he turned it
down. | pressed him. "l can sneak back in after Vigiting Hours, | know how hospitals work, Pop. It
would redly mean alot tome.”

Hedid hesitate. But then he shook his head. "Not at the end of my life," he said. "1t would only confuse
me, and | need my attention for dying now. | want to get it over with. Thanks, Son; too bad we didn't get
to it sooner.”

| didn't even get to respond; Mom came back that quickly.

So when my own son turned eighteen, I'd asked him to get high with me. He turned me down flat, then,
and the next half dozen times| proposed it—with something eerily closeto the samethinly veiled
contempt | had given my own father when he offered to get drunk with me on my own eighteenth
birthday. And for the same reason: he said held grown up seeing me use that drug, and wanted no part of
it.

Of course, | had cometo find use for alcohol later on—and | did, I'm happy to say, get pie-faced with
Pop one glorious night—and | did in later years smell unmistakable evidence that my sonwasat least a
socia pot smoker. But | had never gotten him to share ajoint or apipewith me. "Can | have ahit of
that?' were words I'd wanted to hear him say for along time—and for him to say them now, here, was
the best possible sign for my hopes of areconciliation between us.

Add in asabonusthefact that if Jesse became part of the circle, Nikawould have to stop pretending
and actualy take afew tokes—and | found that | wanted very much to get her stoned, to find out what
her robocop brain was like when it was wrecked. 1t would actualy help calm her down, which it was
clear she needed right now.

But damnit al to hell and back again, | did not want her getting stoned anywhere within akilometer of
my son. She was a neophyte, and among the most common effects on the beginner are atendency to
babble and a conviction that absolutely everything in theworld ishilarious. | could easily picture Nika, in
an explosive burgt of laughter and smoke, telling Jesse how little he knew about his father, recounting for
him the altogether Sde-splitting story of my old college roomie, Smelly the telepath, and how old Smelly
had led her and meto concedl abody down by the stream that ran through my property, one ugly
morning afew years before. Nobody who's been smoking dope for more than a couple of weeks
actudly behaveslikethat, except in folklore, but new users sometimes do.

So:

"A hit of what?' | asked, and made the joint disappear. "Have | introduced Detective Congtable Nika
Mandi¢?'

It wasridiculous. The scent of Kootenay Thunderfuck cannot possibly be mistaken for anything else, and
noses were probably opening appreciatively as much as haf akilometer downwind by now. Vagrant
wisps of heavy smoke still stood in the air between Nikaand me. | croaked it more than said it, and
exhaed hugely afterwards.

But he had heard me say Nikawas a cop, and he could see she was mortally embarrassed. He decided



toletit go.

Let the drug go, anyway. "A hit of the conversation, of course,” he said after a barely perceptible pause.
"Hi, I'm his son Jesse, and you're Nika. So you'rein law enforcement.”

"Hello, Jesse. That'sright, I'maVPD officer."

"Well, | for onefed safer dready,” he said, and showed her how good his dental work was, al the way
to the back teeth.

My God, hewas hitting on her.

Even she could tell. She dimpled and said, "Thank you, Jesse. And what do you do that's dangerous?'
Holy shit, shewas hitting back!

| stood there and gaped. All | kept thinking was, | really wish | could keep smoking that joint.

And I'm not even sure | can satisfactorily explain why | was so dismayed. My son and my collaborator in
felony were of about the same age, both hedlthy and single. The pairing even made a certain sense, from
some perspectives: they both had astick up their ass, for one thing. So why did | keep trying to think of
reasons why they'd make abad pair? It wasn't al that hard—she arrested people for not telling her the
truth, helied for aliving—she lived on a cop's sdlary, he was on the lower rungs of rich, with agood grip
and strong arms—she was a Canadian, he was an American—>but what the hell did | care? They were
both adults, barely.

Okay, it'sstupid. I'm closing in on sixty yearsold, and | get enough reminders of that every day to keep
me popping acetaminophen. And other pills. But in my head, I'm still my son'sage. Inmy silly secret
heart, | had dways thought of Nikaas apossbility untried, waysfdt that if things had gone another
way . . . well, they might have gone another way.

Right. | was gill the star of my own movie, sure, maybe even the main character . . . but | was no longer
the romantic lead, that was clear. The male ingenue had taken the set. My choices now were to become
kindly old dad and give benevolent wise advice to the young couple, or fuck off.

When | thought about it, by al the standard criteriathat matter to normal people, my son was a better
man than | was. | happened to know his peniswas bigger. So was his1Q. So was his bank balance. And
shewas anormal person. For acop, anyway.

Five minutes later, on the sundeck, drinking the Irish coffee | had intended as my second cup, Nika
remembered that she had amatter of life and death urgency to discuss with mein extreme priveacy.

By then things had become even more uncomfortable for me, and if you're wondering how that could be,
just think about it. That's right—they had started talking palitics. Do | need to say heturned out to be a
big fan of our current sissyphobe prime minister, Stephen Harper? Or that she was an ardent and
annoyingly well-informed supporter of Resident Bush? Or that my teeth nearly met through my tongue
within the firgt five minutes, from biting back brilliant rgjoinders? Isthere anything more frustrating than an
argument you could win with your heed inabag . . . that you can't let yourself win? Probably, and it's
frustrating that | can't think of it just now.

"No one's ever going to give up Osama, no matter how high areward is offered, or what kind of torture
isused," hewas saying, and | was not saying Of course not you silly shit, the dude's been deader than



Dubya's dick for years now, and then he went on, "If they want to find him, it'l take dumb luck or a
mind reader.”

Her eyeballs seemed to swap sockets and back again. "Oh. Um. . . Jesse, can | ask youto givemea
few minutesin private with your dad?1 just remembered the reason | drove out here, and I'm afraid it
mustn't wait. We won't belong."

We walked to her car together, stopped short of it—and found that he had followed us. It startled me.
His manners were better than that.

"l just wanted to say—" he began, and stopped.

"Jesse," Nikasaid, "you're a serious man. Y ou've obvioudy done some government work. Y ou're not
cleared to hear . . . are you lisgtening to me?"

Hewasn't. He was|ooking past her, at something on or near ground-level. In amoment he caught up
with what she'd said, and spoke to both of us. ™Y ou have some idea of the kind of resources and
influence | can summon. Are you sure you don't want meto st in on thisdiscusson?”

Burston-Marsdller was at that time the undisputed biggest and best public relations firm in the world.
There probably wasn't alot they couldn't fix if they wanted. | amost thought about it. "Thanks, Jess” |
sad. "But I'd rather not involve you."

"He'sright, Jesse," Nikasaid softly.
"I think it'salittlelatefor that,” he said just as softly. "Whatever's going on, I'm dready involved.”
We exchanged aglance. "How do you figurethat?' she asked him.

"I know that's not standard equipment on aHonda," he said, pointing. "1 happen to know what itis. Asa
matter of fact, | think | could quote the suggested list price.”

We spun to look where he was pointing. It took both of us secondsto seeit, seconds more to grasp
what wewere seeing. At first | saw . . . dirt. My rutted driveway. Mud. Random puddles.

Then | saw areflection in one. Something small and shiny, under Nikas rear bumper. Moving dowly.
Size and color of anail-clipper. Seconds after | focused onit, it stopped moving. | tried to blink away
floaters, failed as usua, and stooped for acloser look. Nika, far more effortlesdy, went down on one
knee and peered directly up at the thing, clinging to the underside of the bumper. It was motionless now.

It looked to melike atiny toy robot lizard, with ahorn sticking up out of its snout—just theright sizeto
go inabox of Cracker Jacks. (Do they ill sell them?How? Do kids with game boxes and video iPods
want little plagtic toys?)

| turned to Nika and the blood had drained from her face.
"l don't happen to know what itis" | said. "Do you?'

"I've heard about them,” she said dowly, getting to her feet. " Seen a sketch that turns out to be accurate.
It'saGPS snitch. It isthe tracking device of the gods. Almogt literally.” Sheturned to look at Jesse. "l
have no ideawhat it listsfor. | think it may be afedera felony to recognizeit. In America, anyway; |
doubt our government has any, so it may not be proscribed here yet. Not that it matters.”

"Not that it matters," my son agreed. "I think I've been involved since you drove up thisdriveway. That



thing picks up audio extremely well."

| straightened up, dmogt. "Jesus Chrigt in atrenchcoat!”

"Russl, I'm sorry. He'sright. I'm very sorry.”

"You think?" | bellowed. "Y ou don't know the meaning of the fucking word."

"Asamatter of fact, | do," she said, just loud enough to be heard. "Don't you tell me| don't.”

"Dad, how could she have known that was there? Now why don't you tell me what you're sorry I'm
involved in, so | can decide whether | agree?”

| turned to Nika. "We haveto tell him."
"We do now," she agreed sourly.

| propped an elbow on afist, covered my face with ahand. "Y ou sorry enough to take acrack at it?" |
muttered.

She sghed. "We might aswell sit back down.”

We resumed our seats on the deck. But before we could say anything, Jesse held up his hand for silence.
Hetook from his shirt pocket the hot new superphone he had been so quietly proud to show off when
held first arrived; it wasn't even supposed to be on sale for another few days yet, and then only in
America. He poked at the screen for amoment, and set it down on the table.

It began to play back—at plausible conversationa volume—everything heand | had said on that deck
snce hisarriva, with pauseslonger than afew seconds edited ouit.

| wondered why he had recorded our conversation. | wanted to believe it indicated that mending our
fences was asimportant to him asit wasto me. Or did he just keep the phone doing that al thetime, a
kind of audio diary, and dump it to hard disk each night? | wastoo busy to ask.

Its volume was impressive for so smal adevice, making both me and Nika start at first. He made an
adjustment with aforefinger, and the speed of playback dropped just perceptibly, not enough to distort
our voices. Then he pointed the same finger in the air and made a circular motion to indicate that the
recording was on aloop, and would repest. Nikaand | exchanged a glance, then both nodded that we
got it. All three of usrose as slently aswe could—me least of al, damn it—and | zipped the screen door
openinitstrack asquietly as| could, and we dl dipped into the house, pulling the solid wooden door
closed behind us.

"You redly think that thing picks up audio?' she asked as soon asit shut.
He shrugged. "1t wouldn't add much to the cogt.”

She looked around, seeing the room for the first time since the night aman had died in it while she
watched and thanked her lucky stars, and | knew from her body language it was al coming back for her.
Jesse et her pick her seat first. She chose the near end of the couch, beside the end table where a
reading lamp stood, and | took the daddy chair on the other end that | knew she was avoiding. He pulled
the old rocking chair at an angle to face both of us across the coffee table, and waited while shefinished
her drink. So did I. | found | was curiousto hear how she would say it.



"A long time ago, back when hewasin college, your father had aroommeate nobody € se on thewhole
campus was willing to share aroom with, for two semesters.”

"Excessve tolerance has been one of hisflavs aslong asI've known him. What was this dude's offense?”
"Hedidn't bathe. Ever."

| could hear him inhale. "My God, | think | remember my mother mentioning that goofbal, once. Stinky,
they dl caled him, right?'

| put my hands down and took adeep breath. "Smelly,” | said. "We cdled him Smelly."

3.

Tuesday, February 14, 1967 St. William Joseph College Olympia, New York,
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"Sim, | don't care how much grass you can get away with smoking in your room.” Slinky John said to
me. " till don't see how you can keep from killing him. No mosquito has ever been thirsty enough to
even circle that fat son of abitch! Hies have died trying—upwind. Wormswon't go near him when he
dies, until ayear later when he sartsto smell alittle better.”

The other card players, kibitzers and pardyzed drunks gathered in the end hall lounge of Ndligan Three
all growled loud agreement, even though it was three AM and the door to the hal was open. Even one or
two of the sudiers present haf-woke up to add their voices.

How long ago wasthis?"Ruby Tuesday" by the Rolling Stones was Number One, followed by the
Buckinghams "Kind of aDrag," and " Georgy Girl" by the Seekers—does that help? Crosby, Stillsand
Nash had not formed yet. Roger Chaffee, Gus Grissom and Edward White would have been taking off
that very day in Apollo 1, if it had not killed them on the ground afew weeks earlier. We had been
sending combat troops to Vietnam in large numbersfor two years, and would have soldiers there for
another five yearsto come.

Sinky John's point was not only popular but well taken, and his descriptionsif anything charitable. | had
often wondered mysalf how | could stand to room with Zandor Zudenigo, and knew | was not about to
come up with an answer for Slinks now, at three o'clock in the morning in the midst of amarathon poker
session. But pretending to think about it was good cover for any expression that might have flickered
across my face as| discovered that he had just dedlt me anine, aten, and three royals, al five wearing
diamonds. "Slinks, I'vetold you a hundred trillion times to avoid absurd hyperbole. The guy reeks, no
possible argument. But any smell wears off; after awhile you just stop noticing, aswith your extreme
physica ugliness. It can be endured.”

"Okay, but why? It hasto be easier to kill him. Hell, you might even end up making friends. Wouldn't that
be anice change?'

Therewasalot of money in the pot, so | thought harder than usua about his question. "What's the
hardest thing to do in adormitory?*



"Jerk off in privacy,” Matt Mee said a once. He peered at his hand and called, and so did Jm Clooney.
He had me there. "Okay, what's the second hardest?"

"Getting any God damned studying done," Bill Doane said, raising ahundred bucks. "Noise, water fights,
hall parties, room-jobbing, assholes knocking on the door with something more interesting to do. Card
gamesin the end-hdl lounge."

"Exactly,” | said. Bill seemed to have been using more words than he needed to, so | just called instead
of railsing back, to sucker himinfurther. "It's real peaceful in my room. Nobody comes near it. | wason
academic pro last year . . . this semester, I've got ashot at Dean'sList."

"Y ou've been on his shit list for along time" Sinkssaid, raising fifty.
"No, serioudy. B'sand up, man. If that stinks, so beit.”

Matt folded, got up and went down the hdl to the can. "When Slim'sright, he'sright, Sinks" Bill said. "
myself derive asgmilar though lesser benefit from the healthy respect our own neighbors hold for your foul
persondity, psychatic ingtability, and known interest in explosives.” He raised Slinks five hundred bucks.

"Okay, but | don't stink."

"Atwhat?' | asked happily. Verbosity and confidence—just what | liked to seein Bill when | was
planning to skin him first. | raised him athousand dollars even.

Silence. Thekibitzersleaned closer, and one of the studiers opened an eye. Far away down the hall
somewhere, someone cried out in disgust. Someone el se joined him, and then athird voice imitated a girl
screaming in ahorror movie. Nobody around the table even glanced up.

Slinky John gtared at meintently. "Y ou'refull of shit," he decided, but he closed up his hand anyway and
gestured with it to indicate he was folding, then reopened it and fanned himself withiit.

Bill regarded me balefully from under aforest canopy of red curls, and stroked his vast beard. He was
smarter than | was, but he looked like aguy Conan the Barbarian would try to bribe before fighting. |
dropped my head and swung it from side to Sde to crack my neck. ™Y ou always do that when you're
bluffing," he said. "Raise you agrand right back."

| grinned at my chest. That wasindeed a pattern I'd been establishing for weeks againgt just such a
moment. "And back at you," | said, putting aquaver init.

"And five thousand more," he boomed triumphantly.
Oh God, if only we'd been playing for real money! "Ten thousand,” | said, and looked up grinning.
Hisfacefdl.

Mike Linkman and Frank Vezina burgt into the room. "Holy fucking Jesus Chrigt,” they shouted in unison,
asif it were an act they had rehearsed well. Then they said it again, doppier thistime. Then they turned to
each other and nailed, "It can't be!™ After that, they went into counterpoint, with one saying " Of course,”
whilethe other said "I don't believeit," and then "It explains everything," dueting with "How could he
possibly not?* and like that.

Bill rosefrom the table like atime-lapse movie of aredwood growing, grabbed their collars, and gently
whacked their heads together. " Stop that,” he suggested.



They didn't, so hedid it again, lessgently. " Serious matters are at stake, here. I'm being screwed with my
pantson.”

"Forget it,” Frank said. "Ligen to this."

Bill regarded him thoughtfully, starting to become interested. In order to make Frank's and Mike's skulls
meet, hed had to lift Frank more than afoot off the floor, and was holding him a arm'slength. "Okay,"
he said, set Frank down and released Matt too.

Given thefloor, they passed it sllently back and forth like ahot potato for afew seconds.

Frank started. "We see him plain as day, okay? Y ou know how bright the light is down at that end?”
"They're not gonnabdieve us," Matt told him.

"Shit, | don't beieve us" Frank said. "But I'm gonnatdll it anyway. While sill don't believeit.”

Matt frowned. "Yesh. You are.”

"Everybody knowswe got the can back today, right?’

Slinky John had the grace to blush dightly, and fan himsdf abit harder with his dead hand of cards.
Naligan Three's big common washroom had only just reopened, after an unreasonably lengthy closure
necessitated by someone's scientific curiosity—admirable, redlly, considered objectively—as to whether
or not it wasredly possibleto lift awhole commode entirely off the floor using hypergolic chemicas
alone. The answer isyes, but not just one. The long trudge down to Naligan Two's washroom had
become onerousfor us, theterritoria resentment and mockery there tiresome; wewere dl glad to finaly
have our own crapper back.

"Asit happens,” Bill said, "we were discussing that very problem earlier.”

"Huh? How could you?' Frank asked, baffled.

"What problem are you talking about?' Mait asked.

"Thedifficulty of jerking off in privacy in adorm. That iswhere you're going with this, right?"
"l wish!" Frank said fervently.

Something even more embarrassing! We al were sarting to get interested now, even the studiers. " Just
tell it," | suggested.

Frank started to, then thought of one more thing we needed to know first. "We'rein our socks, right?”
He gestured to hisand Matt's feet, and they were indeed wearing only double pairs of socks on their
feet. Sowasl; it was apopular choice. The dorm floors were quite warm enough even in February— on
the upper floors, at least—and so heavily overwaxed by generations of dirt-despisng Marianite Brothers
and their minions that a man in socks could learn to skate on them quite efficiently, if the dternative were

Sudying.
"But we're not zipping, just walking," he went on.
"Not talking, because it's late, we don't want our asses kicked," Mait added.

"And wejust turn the corner, and there heis.”



"Right there," Mait agreed.
Bill cleared histhroat. "Wherewho is?"
They looked at him, blinking.

Bill dlosed hisown eyes. "Whom did you see?" he inquired with massive patience. "And what was his
location at thetime?' Hisvoice sounded like alocomoative idling afew floors below.

"Him," Frank dmost explained.
"Right there," Mait unamplified.

Bill's expression did not change, but his complexion began to approach the color of his
shoulderblade-length hair and nipple-length beard.

| jumpedintotry and savetheir lives. "Say hisname," | suggested, in the tone of voice one usesto say
"Fetchthedtick.”

"l can't,” Frank said. Matty too shook his head.

Which direction to take now? Ask why not? Say yesyou can? Just let Bill crack their skulls, since there
was nothing to leak out? Hadn't | been doing something important aminute ago? Oh, right—

Frank picked then to qualify his statement, and intersected glancingly with coherence. "1 can't pronounce
it," he said, managing to actudly explain, so effectively that his added, " Zibba Zabba-zooba," was
redundant.

Bill's eyes opened and we exchanged aglance. "Smelly," we said a the sametime.
"Y eah, but that's not his name," Frank said. "I can pronounce that."

"Not without atongue,” Bill said dreamily.

"What?"

"A momentary pleasure you could regret for hours," | told him soothingly. "Allow me. Frank, Matt, you
rounded the corner and saw Zan—" Lost cause. "—my roommate Smelly, coming out of the bog, is that
right?'

They both shook their heads and said "No no no,”" emphaticaly, "That'sjust what we didn't.” (Frank.)
"Didn't seehim doing." (Maitt.)
"Goingintoit, then."

Even louder no no no's. "That's exactly what hedidn't do." (Matt.) "That'swhat he doesn't." (Frank.)
"Exactly." (Both.)

No civilians had hand gunsin 1967 except lone-gunman ns, if there actudly were any. When | had
first cometo S. Billy Joe | had thought it Silly that they actudly bothered to put ano-gun clausein the
dormitory resdence manua. But not for long. | wished | had one now. "Where was Smdlly when you
saw him?'

Could | possibly have projected more menace with my voice than big Bill Doane had? | guess, because
Frank just started spilling—at last. "He's coming toward us, hafway down the hall, but heisn't coming



toward us. Frozen in histracks, I'm saying. Deer in the headlights. Onefoot in the air, no shit.”
"Already," Matt added.

"Right, that'swhat I'm saying: we come around the corner and he's aready frozen, before he heard us or
saw us. And he's standing directly under the good light, holding it right there by thetop like a, like g,
a—Jesus—you know: the thing with the fucking incenseiniit a fucking High Mass—"

"Censz," Bill said.

Frank blinked a him. "Sorry. Likethe thing with theincenseinit at High Mass, hesholding it like that.
One of those Mason-Dixon jars, the biggest one they make, | guess. Big enough thefirst thing I'm
thinking is, that's enough sausage therefor al three of us”

"Jesus, metoo!" Matt agreed, shuddering.

"Then I'm thinking, no, that's gotta be pickles: if it was sausage, theréd be something else solid in the
soup with it, onions or something. Only by then I'm starting to notice hisface, in spite of myself. | mean,
you know, that's not aface you need to look at once it stops being funny.”

"Right on," Sinky John agreed, and others chimed in. If Sir Winston Churchill had been shaved bad, he
and the cartoon character Baby Huey and Smelly could dl have passed for brothers, and Smelly would
have been consdered the ugly one.

"But he'sgot thisexpression like. . . | don't know what. | never saw anybody with that expression
before. Matt?'

"Maybethiskid in high school shop who cut acouple of hisfingers off.”

"Okay. Anyway, | seethisexpression on hisface, and right then, don't ask me how, | know what he's
gotinthejar. And | take acloser ook, and it is.”

"l didn't get it until you yelled,” Matt told him. "Well, | did, but I didn't want to believe | got it until
somebody dsedid firg."

"Yeah." They nodded a each other in shared understanding.

The sound of Bill inhaling was clearly audible, and went on for what seemed along time.

"Itwasajar of shit," Frank and Matt said in dow unison.

Bill stopped inhaing. Pretty much everyone else Sarted.

"A jar of shit and piss,” Mait said.

"Hisown shit and piss," Frank repeated.

Everyone started talking at once, at the top of their lungs. Nice arrangement.

Bill rode on top of the chorus by sheer lungpower. "Holy Christ on keyboards, it dmost makes sense.”
Hisroommeate stared at him. "Fuck you, it does."

"Well, dl right, no—but it dmost makes sick sense, like decongtructionism.”

"Derridaversus dareader,” Slinks couldn't help saying.



"Exactly. Think about it—all of you, think hard. Did you ever see Smdly in the can? Going in the can?
Going out of the can? Ever?"

We combed our memories, with difficulty. It wasn't the kind of record one tendsto storeretrievably. |
couldn't seem to bring a specific instance to mind myself, but surely someone would. It would only take
one of us—

Nobody. A lot of glances, shrugs, grimaces, not one retrieved memory of Smelly in the washroom.
Bill turned to me. "He drinks coffee?"

"Tea A lot if hespulling an dl-nighter.”

"Ever see him get up and go piss?’

| frowned. "No." Thiswasslly . . .

"| dill don't get it,” Frank said.

"He'sterrified that if anybody ever catches him in the john, that close to soap and water, a posse will
spontaneoudy form, and toss him in the goddam shower and scrub him down with atoilet brush and a
gdlon of Mr. Clean."

"Atlagt, aplan,” Slinky John growled.

Bill soun onhim. Y egh? You go get him. Get close enough to put your hands on him—" Slinkswas
paling. "—and stay that close long enough to drag him down the hdl and into the can.”

"| take your point."
"Guys, guys" | sad, "thisis crazy. How would he make it through the weekend?'
"Huh?'

"A guy Smelly'ssize could fill the biggest Mason jar they make at least once aday. At least. I've seen him
eat. So what about weekends?'

"Hun"

"On aschool night, sure, you can be guaranteed at least a couple of hours of peace, to skulk down to the
can. But Friday night? Saturday? Sunday, even? Forget it. No way."

That won me afew supporter skeptics.

Bill was frowning. "Morethan onej—"

| shook my head. "In aroom that size?'d've noticed.”
"Out the—"

"My bed's directly under the window, remember?"

"The answer isright under your noses,” Slinky John said.

Bill glared & him. "WdI? Out with it."



"Heholdsontoit,” Sinkssaid. "And it comes out his pores.”

There was acry of genera outrage, and pretty much everybody threw whatever was closest to hand at
him. Unfortunately, | did too, and even more unfortunately, so did dl the other card players, so the pot
wasvoid.

Nobody ever came up with a better explanation than Slinky John's, though extravagant attempts were
made. None of us—least of dl I, hisroommate—ever got up the nerve to raise with Smdlly the question,
why do you shit and pissin ajar, much less, how do you manage the logistics. The entire incident served
mostly to solidify along-standing tendency on the part of everyoneto think about Smelly just as seldom
ashumanly possible.

Maybe I'm editing memory, making myself smarter than | actually am. | do that sometimes. But | do
think, | do, that it was alittle later that night, Stting alonein the room | shared with Smelly at the end of
the hdl, that it conscioudy entered my head for the very first time—purely as ajoke—that my roommate
Zandor Zudenigo might be atelepath. If he were, went the thought, what spot on earth could possibly be
more terrifying than the place where dozens of male college students went to masturbate?

It was more than thirty-five yearslater that | learned I'd sumbled on the truth.

4.

Saturday, June 23, 2007 West Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada

Hewas given plenty of sgnage warning that the road was about to bifurcate, the right fork continuing to
be the Seato Sky Highway, and the left fork coming to astop a aferry termind in avillage called
Horseshoe Bay. And his GPS snitch was more than good enough to tell him which fork he wanted: the
left. So he continued to follow just out of sight, dowing from highway speed at the same rate ashistarget
did.

It wasthe size of theferry termina that took him by surprise: not as big as the monster he'd driven past at
Tsawwassen, but not the one-boat commuter-pooter he'd expected elther. By the time he grasped how
many different options there were, he was very nearly too late to see which one his quarry had chosen.
Irritatingly, it was the one he would have to cross the most lanes of traffic to reach; he barely managed it
without causing hornsto be honked. And a once he had to dedl with an attendant who, by his standards,
took forever to do asimple credit card swipe and issue him aticket. To someplace with the uncouth
name"Heron Idand.”

Hell.

He knew it would be the smallest destination served, because al the others had at least two booths.
Therefore he was about to park just behind his quarry, and sit there motionless for an indeterminate time,
and there would probably be hardly anyone e se around for her to look at whom she didn't already
know.



"Lane One," the attendant said and gave him an unwanted receipt.
"Can | get anewspaper somewhere nearby?*

"As soon asyou're undernesth,” the attendant agreed.
Underneath? This kept getting better.

All lanes of traffic past the ticket booths funneled leftward into asingle lane—God knew why—and
again, the Canadians dl queued up politely and waited their turn. After abit of winding, it just as
inexplicably opened out again into adozen or so lanes, and Lane One was the one he was dready in.
Everybody ese got out of hisway and let him make alittle peed. This cheered him until he hit the first
speed bump. It was a serious speed bump, and turned out to be the least serious of the series.

Lane Onetook him, very dowly, past long lines of stopped cars waiting for their ferry to arrive. Hiswas
empty. When he got to the front of it, there was a midget imitation of the ticket booth. He stopped by it.
Without glancing up, auniformed attendant inside pointed diagondly to theright. Hefollowed the finger,
and sure enough there was an unblocked entrance to aroofed-over area. He drovein cautioudy, as Sow
as he dared.

Four laneswerefull of cars, two on ether sde of aconcrete walkway lined with pillarsthat held the roof
up. No, fivelanes: afifth had just started up to the left of the rest, with one or two carsinit. He saw his
quarry at once, a the end of the lane furthest from him. It was nearly but not quite full.

He thought fast. Take the lane farthest from her, and he wasin front of her, in full view. Way in front,
okay, but suppose they boarded the right lanesfirst, and she drove past him at three fucking kilometers
per hour? Being what she was, how would she not notice him?

He parked right behind her, in the last space in that row. To examine him she would have to either turn
around, or use one of her three mirrors, and in al those cases he'd at least see it and know she was
checking him out.

He could see the newspaper vending-boxes the attendant had mentioned. Up at the head of theling;
forget it. Fortunately she was engrossed in anewspaper of her own.

Time now to consider whether he should board thisferry with her. Or develop engine trouble at some
point before he reached the head of theline.

Anidand meant fewer witnesses. It dso probably meant they al knew each other, and would be likely to
notice and remember him. On the other hand, all idands are tourist destinations; solvent-looking
strangers his age and apparent status would probably be so familiar asto go unseen.

And thismight be it. This might be the location of the ultimate target, the end of the quest. It would make
sensein many ways. He had to at least get a GPSfix on wherever she was going, even if he didn't dare
goforavisud.

Y es. It wasworth therisk.

He leaned forward, crossed his forearms on the steering whedl, rested his forehead on them, closed his
eyes, and was adeep nearly at once. He woke when he heard engines starting.

Theferry ride wasforty minutes of total boredom. But he soon saw that only regulars, idanders, were
bored. First-timers such as him found the scenery orgasmic. So he had to. Irritating. There wasawhole
lot of cam water, abig Sssfied sea. Rock stuck up out of it randomly in various directions, a varying



distances, in assorted shapes. Some were green, somejust grey. The sky was ashbig asa sky, and fully
as skylike as every one hed ever seen. The sun was on today. So what? Why did the view give so much
pleasure? And why only to those who'd never seen it before?

It amused him to reflect that he might actualy be on the verge of understanding those questions, and
countless otherslike them, after so many years. An unimportant consequence, surely . . . but amusing.

Of course there was a place to park within ahundred meters of the end of the ferry ramp in (God help us
al) Bug Cove, if you didn't mind paying an arm and aleg per hour or portion thereof. Unfortunately it
was on the left, and the ferry debarked two at atime, with himin theright lane. To avoid drawing
attention he took thefirgt right he possibly could instead, and found himself in the parking lot of what
looked like an old-timey train station whose tracks had been stolen, but wasin fact the Heron IS and
Public Library. He paused before choosing a space, and a voice camein his open window. "Library
parking only, mate. They're serious about it, eh?"

He turned to see Colorful Coot standing beside him. "I can see how they'd haveto be," he agreed in his
best imitation of Canadian manners. "I'm just waiting until 1 can get through the traffic to the pay lot
acrossthe street.” He must have got it right because Coot bought it, nodded and walked away and never
looked back.

Heturned around, waited a couple of minutes while the ferry finished emptying. But his accessto thelot
was gl blocked by carswaiting to board the ferry for the trip back to the mainland—and dthough the
two immediately in the way saw his problem and tried to maneuver to make him ahole, they were unable
to. Everything had to wait while the foot-passengers walked aboard firdt . . . or limped, or shuffled, or
lurched on their walkers. Only then did the cars board, and they did so for nearly five full minutes.

Finally the way was clear; he zipped across the street and into the lot, where he found the only empty
gpaces were aslong awalk as possible from the automatic kiosk where you had to buy your parking
permits. The kiosk took only Canadian coins; he had just enough. He made himsdlf consider the bright
gde. Mog of thelot serviced asmal but fully occupied and surprisingly unseedy marina operation. He
was almogt invisible way down at the end, and facing out at dl the water just as yokels were expected to.
He checked his GPS snitch's readout the moment he was back in the car, and saw that histarget had
goneto ground. The unit had automatically recorded the coordinates. He checked al his mirrors without
seeming to, rolled al hiswindows up, and activated the GPS snitch's audio circuit in time to hear:

"—worry, though, your secret's safe: | didn't have timeto tell him you used to drive the
Jailer-Trailer . . . excuse me, the Police Community Services Mobile Unit."

"If | applaud, will you give me a straight answer ?"
"SQure. | told him | was getting you high.""
Ah, he thought. Now we're getting somewhere. Leverage. . .

Unfortunately, the cop dropped out of the conversation nearly at once. The strong silent type. Okay, that
was information, too.

Now, who were these other two assholes she was listening to?

He accessed the net with his phone and was only dightly surprised to learn GPS aone could not get him
an address for that location. He could wait until business hoursin the morning and inquire a the



municipaity's office. Or he could go there tonight and look at the street sign and the number on the door.

D.

Saturday, June 23, 2007 Heron Island, British Columbia, Canada

"What doesthisguy look like?' Jesseinterrupted Nika.

"The Michelin Tire Man with Baby Huey'sface" | said.

"I don't know who they are."

"Neither do|," said Nika. "Think of atotaly bald Tony Soprano—whao's never been angry in hislife.”
"Got it," Jesse agreed.

Nikaresumed her account. "So | agreed to meet your father—"

"Could we cdl me Russl? Or just Gramps?”

"—to meet Russdll down at Spanish Banks Beach in the middle of the night. That's by—"

"I know whereit is,' Jesse said. "Dad sent me a photo of Vancouver once that said on the back it was
taken from there."

"Well, Zandor was just offshore, inasmall boat. | couldn't reach him, and he could regulate his distance
from me. He came within range. Then he spoke to me on acell phone, and he.. . . " She glanced away
for amoment. "Hetold methings, thet . . . well, he proved to me that he could read my mind. Deep.”

"Okay," Jessesad.

She shook her head. "No. Not like you're thinking, like a carnie act, where he asked leading questions
and | told him how to hook me."

"Okay," Jesse said.

She shook her head again. "Y ou haveto redlly get this. He told me when, where and how I'd lost my
virginity, which only the other party knew, and he told me how I'd felt about it, which nobody knew."
Her cheeks darkened.

"Okay," Jesse said again, blushing dightly himself. "I buy the premise. My father knows atelepath. Please
believe I'm not being flippant when | say I'm not terribly surprised. He would if anyone ever did. We can
move on. This Sandor—"

"Zandor. Zandor Zudenigo. It's Serbian.”
"Thisguy proved to you he was ateepath. But you say it hurtshimto do it.”

"Horribly. And there's no off switch. He's ahermit by choice. Y our fa—Russell is one of the few people



he can stand to be near."

Jesse nodded. "Because he doesn't judge people. | get that. Except for me.”

"Beg pardon?"
"Skipit. Zandor proved dl thisto you. Told an armed police officer he knew al her secrets. Why?"
"He had unwillingly reedthemind of . . . amonger.”

"A Bundy?"

She shook her head. "Much worse."
He blinked. "A Dahmer?'
"Muchworse."

"We're not talking about Picton? The pig farmer dash progtitute killer they're trying right now, supposed
to have taken out a couple of dozen women?'

"Muchworse."
He paded dightly. "Not just . . . worse.”

Again she shook her head. "Much worse. I've never heard or read of anybody as bad. In history. At the
timethat Zudie. . . I'm sorry, | should call him Zandor, but helooks so much like a cartoon character or
abad Tony Soprano, it's hard not to think of him as Zudie. At thetime Zudie read him, Allen was
planning to kidnap and rape and degrade and torture to death as perfectly blameless afamily of four as
he'd been ableto find in Vancouver. Over aperiod of days. With great ingenuity and with true scientific
brilliance and without amorsel of mercy. Asawork of art. He created and enhanced agony as others
make music or dance or paint.” She broke off.

"And hewasan Armgtrong,” | said. "A Baryshnikov. A Sdvador Ddli. In his spare time he becamea
cybermillionaire, arespected code warrior.”

Jessewasfinaly beginning to boggle abit, and | could seeit irritated him. He wanted to believe anything
Nikasaid to him, eveniif | agreed with it, but this was getting thick. He soldiered on. "' So Zudie gave you
evidence that would—"

| took it. He was used to being skeptical of me. "All Zudie had to give us was what happened to be
passing through Allen's head during maybe fifteen to thirty seconds—during which time he believed he
was just about to crash his plane into Howe Sound and die. He spent most of that time regretting the
ghoulish masterpiece he wasn't going to get to complete, savoring the ones he had, and gleefully telling
God to go fuck Himsdf. Then hisengine caught again, and he flew out of Zudie'srange. We had just
enough cluesto start hunting him. And no choicein theworld."

"And absolutdy nothing on himin any legal sense” Nikaclarified. "1 couldn't have gotten awarrant to
tap hisphone, evenif I'd known hislast name. | didn't have reasonable grounds to siop him on the
sdewdk and ask himhisname."

"All we had was hisfirst name, and that his private playground, his outdoor art studio, was somewhere
aong the SeaTo Sky Highway," | went on.

"Jesus Chrigt," Jesse said. "That's like saying, somewhere along the New England Thruway, isn't it?



| nodded. "Except it's ninety-eight percent empty forest. Handy for a man who doesn't want them

Jesse closed his eyesfor amoment. " So what did you do?’
"We started driving the Sea To SKky, pointing a camcorder out the window as we went."
He opened them again. "Hoping what, exactly?'

"That when we got home, Zudie might spot, somewhere in several hours of video, the unmarked turnoff
he'd seen beside the highway in Allen'smind's eye. Thetrail that led to Painland.”

He gtarted to ook interested. "I see. How'd it work out?”'
"Badly," Nikasaid, "He was much smarter than we were."

"With much better video gear,” | said. "It filmed license plates of anything that so much as dowed down
near his special turnoff. A live feed, back to his home near the city. He damn near beat us here.”

"Which turned out to be good,” Nikasaid. "He was taken by surprise, busy torturing us, when Zandor
showed up.”

We both fell slent. Jesse waited areasonable time, then alittle more, and finaly burst out, "And did
wha?'

| looked at Nika. Nikalooked at me. She shrugged you try it.

Okay. | turned back to my son. "Zandor ate his mind and his body died. Right about where you're
gtting."

| heard Nikadraw breath, but if she had any correction or amplification to offer, she thought better of it.

| watched Jesse decide to believe us, and start thinking it through, and waited for him to ask what wed
done with the body. He did not, then or ever. If you want to say that's appdling, | won't argue. If | say it
made me proud, you'd better not either.

Nikaand | let him it with it until he was ready to proceed. "So," he said, "you now figure a partner, or
apprentice, or acolyte or admirer or art-lover or whatever, has connected you with thisrich man's
disappearance, and put an ultra-high-tech GPS snitch on your car? Why the hell did you come out here
inthefirg place? Have you got Zudie out there in the woods, somewhere, getting ready to eat thisguy's
mind too?"

"We can't reech Zudie," | said. "He stopped talking to us."

"Toyou," Nikasad.

"To either of us. To anybody. Hejumped in ahole and pulled it in after him."
"Why?" Jesse asked patiently.

| gestured vaguely with my hands. "He ate aguy's mind.”

"Hehad to."

| nodded. "Apparently that doesn't help enough.”



He closed his eyes and began massaging one eyebrow. It isamannerism | have mysdlf, one that my wife
used to gently mock mefor. "I think I'm actually relieved to know that," he decided.

Neither of usresponded. | know part of mefet the same way, strongly. But the question was
complicated. What Zandor had done that night had saved my life, and Nika's, just for openers. It
unquestionably also saved the four other innocent lives we knew Allen dready planned to take, at the
very least. Arguably it also saved dl the countless other lives Allen would have gone on to takein the
course of pursuing hisMuse. And "lives' isonly part of it, and not even theworst. Allen didn't just take
lives, hetook souls, He cultivated agony like orchids, cut despair like diamond. Many of hisvictims never
bled at dl, but each one hemorrhaged every single drop of hope they had in them before he et them go.

And till, what Zudie had done—had been forced to do—creeped me out alittle. | guess because it
creeped him out alot.

Jesse shook his head and rebooted. "Okay, thisisdl history. Let's get back to: how did you redlize there
was anew problem to cometalk over with Russdll, before you knew there was abug on your car?!

Nikatook adeep breath. "My cousin Vasco . . . " She started over. "My cousin Vasco does computer
stuff for CSISin Toronto. That's our—" She saw that he knew what CSISis. "Deep stuff. They caught
him hacking into their system when hewas akid, and recruited him. We were best friends growing up, so
| think he talked about what he does there to me more than to anyone e se—and he told me hardly
anything. Just hints, and not many of those. Once, he said if | ever needed to know everything there was
to know about some person badly enough, | could haveit al within an hour. Everything. Every penny he
ever spent, every e-mail he ever sent, every webpage he ever looked at. Anybody. The chief of police.
The premier. Anybody not in the intelligence community, was how he put it."

"So you asked him to very quietly and very anonymoudy find out who Allen might have swapped jpg's
and videos with?" Jesse guessed.

Shewinced. "I didn't have the courage. Allen was so smart, | wasterrified of anybody he'd trust that
much. And. . . look, | was not going to give my cousin, afellow officer, the name of aman | helped
murder and ask him to run it. Okay?"

He nodded. " So then—?"

"| asked as a hypothetica what could he do with somebody who'd been deed thirty-five years, since
before computers? How much information could he turn up now? He said that was much tougher, could
take aslong as acouple of daysto run, unless there was something specia about him, and | said hewas
considered amath geniusin hisday, and—"

My ears Sarted to ring. | sat bolt upright. "Oh my God, no!"

"Russdl, | never so much as hinted or implied that he hasn't been dead for thirty-fiveyears. | just—"
"Nika, he told methefucking CIA dmost got him, once! That's why he's supposed to be dead.”
"He never told me that, and naither did you!" she said angrily.

| had no reply. | never had, now that | thought of it. I had smply assumed that Zudie would.

"And even s0, | warned Vasco to be careful, that there might have been atime when

three-l etter-agencies were interested in Zudie, back intheday. | didn't tell him why | wanted to know
about this dead guy—but | did stressthat it was not important enough to be worth any risk at dl, that he
should back away if he sniffed anything bad. He laughed a me."



"How did you—" | started to ask, and she guessed where | was going.

"We used to exchange holiday e-mails and phone calslike everybody, but for real communication we
aways used a goofy system he came up with when we were kids together, that was totaly secure.”

Jesse |ooked politely dubious. "1've been told theré's no such thing," he said.

She shrugged. "Y ou tell me how to beet it. He got one of those free e-mail accounts, under a name that
was just astring of meaningless letters, and gave methe password to it verbaly. Any time one of us
wanted to write the other privately, we'd open that account, type our message, without addressing it to
anyone. . . then put it in the Drafts folder, and quit.”

"My god, that's beautiful," Jesse said at once.

It took mealittle longer to grasp it, but oncel did | had to agree: it was breathtaking. God himsdlf
couldn't intercept the transmission . . . if no transmission ever took place. Asfar asthe system was
concerned, the message never went anywhere: it merely got contemplated by two different computers.
Nika's cousn was smart.

Because she was frowning Jesse felt he could, so now we were dl frowning. Timeto find out why. "What
happened, Nika?'

"l get acdl from my sergeant passing on a phone message. My cousin in Toronto had caled to say
goodbye, he was being transferred overseas.”

"Jesus Chrigt," | said involuntarily.
"What did you do?' Jesse asked gently.

"Sat il and thought hard for along time. Then | got hold of alaptop that couldn't be traced to me,
pirated wireless from acafé, and checked our Drafts folder. No message. Three daysinarow | tried. |
was trying to make myself believe that alittle thing like being parayzed would be enough to keep my
cousin Vasco offline. . . when he called. On thetelephone.”

She stopped talking. We gave her time.

She attempted a smile unsuccesstully. "He said held been promoted to a better positionin CSISs
Albanian office, asif that made sense. It was hard to say how long he'd be there. Hehad a
plausible-sounding story about why they were sending him there, and what he would do there, and | think
he convinced whoever was monitoring the call that he had convinced me. | did my best to help. But we
both knew he was reading a script. He made no mention of my data-search, and cut me off at thefirst
gyllablewhen | gtarted to. | forgot to ask him for his phone number, had to get it from Call Identify after
he hung up. It took me ten minutesto think of it."

"Jesus." It was Jessewho said it thistime.

"Look, we should get back outsde," she said. "Even if whoever ownsthat bug isn't paying close
attention, they're bound to notice eventudly that | hardly ever say anything."

"Damn it, we're not even closeto done here" | said.
"For now we are,” she said, and got up.

"She'sright,” my son said inevitably, and headed for the door with her. "Look how lateit's getting: it's



nearly dark.”
"Dont beslly," I sad. "It'sonly—"

"Oh shit," Nikasaid, and opened the door just in time for awave of thunder to roll in. At onceit began
to pour .

"Wherethe hdll did that come from?' Jesse asked indignantly. "It was sunny just awhile ago.”

| wedged past her and Jesse, sprinted to the porch table, grabbed the recorder and scampered back to
the house, atota of fourteen steps. When | got back insde | was aswet asif 1'd stood in the shower for
twice that long. | stopped on the doorway rug that kept pine needles from being tracked into the house,
and wrung out my shirt and hair and stepped out of my sodden shoes. Jesse watched me with wide eyes.
"That'snot rain," he said with awe. "That'safucking waterfal.”

"What, thet little drizzle?' Nikaand | both said at the sametime, looked at each other in surprise, and
then both added, "It rains more in Sesttle than it does here,” and looked at each other again.

Jesse shook his head. "Vancouver people, no shit. It rains more in Seettle than it doesin Nairobi in
monsoon season.”

| excused mysdlf, went to my bedroom, and changed into dry clothesas quickly as | could. | gave my
hair aquick toweling and hasty brushing but didn't fed | had timefor the hair dryer.

Nikafelt the urgency even morethan | did. "It strikesme," she said as| returned to the living room, "that
now would be agood timeto get out of here."

Jesse and | both turned to ook at her.

"Russl, I'm very sorry," shesaid to me. "I checked my car for bugs myself before | Ieft for work this
morning. | spotted some asshole staking me out this morning after parade, but | was sure I'd lost him. It
just never occurred to me anyone could manage to bug a car parked outside the police station. | made
damn sure nobody tailed me after | got off the ferry. | thought | had taken adequate precautionsto
protect you. | fucked up. I've burned thislocation. It's time to be someplace el se while we figure out our
next move. Therain will cover the sound of usleaving.”

"To go where?' Jesse asked. "And in what? SCUBA gear?'

| knew she was exasperated, and he probably did too, but she kept it out of her voice. "To anyplace at
al where we're sure nobody else knowswe're there. We need to break thetall. If that meanswalking
through the wood in adownpour, then hot-wiring somebody's car and getting off-idand on the next ferry,
that'swhat well do. We haveto losethisjerk and buy time to figure out what to do.”

"l seethat.” | agreed reluctantly, and took a deep breath. "Okay, let me get some water bottles from the
fridgeto takedong."

"I don't seethat," Jesse said. "There are three of us. Nika, you're acop. None of us has done anything
wrong. Why don't we just go out to your car and in loud voicesinvite the jerk in for coffee?’

She shook her head, the exasperation beginning to show. "Jesse, being a cop doesn't give me the kind of
weight to deal with somebody who uses gear like that bug. It makes me more vulnerable, because there
are handles on me, that people like that know how to use. Nobody | know has the weight to help me.
Maybe nobody has that much weight.”



"l know people who might,” Jesse said. "1 work for thelargest PR firm on the planet.”
"And they probably work for the CIA," | said bitterly. "No, thanks."
Jesse shut up, looking stubborn.

Nikasaid, "I need more information and some advice before | confront him, and | only know one place
on earth where | might get either one, but | don't dare go there or even attempt to until and unless| am
absolutely certain I'm not leading this asshole there.”

"To Zudig" hesad.

"To Zudie" | agreed. "If Mr. X ill remembers Zudie after al these years, it'sagood bet Zudie will
remember him too. And he got clear of him once aready, and stayed clear more than thirty years. Maybe
with usto help, hecould. . . " | trailed off.

"What?' Nikasaid, her voice harsh. "Maybe he could what ?*

| dodged. "Maybe we could discuss thisin therain? For al we know Mr. X on hisway hereright now.
I've got two spare pairs of boots and one spare umbrella—| et me get my cellphone—"

"Got acoat and hat | can borrow?' Nikaasked. "l don't want to get mine from my car.”
"Whoa," Jesseinterrupted us. "Nika, | know my father hasincipient Alzheimer's—but you're acop.”
"Yeeh?'

"Look a me. | comefrom New Y ork to visit my father on aremoteidand. Am | going to depend on him
to drive me around? Or rent acar at the airport?”’

"So whereisit? Oh! Y ou wouldn't take arental down thisdriveway. It'sthe onel saw out there by the
mailboxes.”

Not far from the mouth of my driveway iswhat | cal the Mailbox Box: ablocky green metal box which
contains the mailboxes for sixty-four different rura dwelingsthat are dl arguably within walking distance.
It's how we spare Canada Post the onerous chore of actually delivering our mail, asif wewerered
humans, living on the mainland. For tolerably obvious reasons there are parking vergesto either sde of i,
and Jesse was parked on the nearer one.

"That'sright,” hesaid. "Y ou might have taken it for Dad's car.”

"I didwhen| saw it," she agreed. "Didn't even notice the rentd plates. By thetime | saw hisout therein
the driveway. 1'd stopped thinking about it."

Jesse happened to have chosen the same car to rent that | had bought afew years earlier, aToyota
Echo—the same year and color as mine, right down to the bumpers, generic black rather than color
coordinated. The amount of delight I'd taken in that smple coincidence was asign of how nervous1'd
been about Jesse's visit, after an estrangement of so many years. (Maybe you can explain to mewhy the
majority of people who buy Echos—a cheap car designed to run just as cheaply as possible—pay extra
to have expendable bumpers painted the same color asthe car. Do they have their galoshes painted to
match their suits, too?)

| tossed Nikaahoodie from the front hall closet, set out an umbrellaon the bench just inside the front
door, and collected my phone, aflashlight, and three one-liter bottles of cold water while they both suited



up for rain. While getting water | noticed the open catfood can plastic-bagged in the fridge and was
reminded to put some out for Horsefeathers, adding another dish of the paté kind he hates for Fraidy;
then | propped the laundry room door open enough for them both to get in and out. When | got back
Nika had found my own boots and was holding open my jacket for me; as | turned around from putting it
on, she was holding open the door for us.

| held up ahand. "Hold on. | gofirgt. I live here. Y ou two don't show yoursavesuntil | whigtle. If | start
snging instead, go out the back door fast and low, head straight into the woods until you hit the stream,
then follow it uphill."

"Uphill?' Nikasaid.

"Harder going, but very soon you come to afootbridge and a path that'll take you to the road and Jesse's
car. I'll meet you thereif | can. If I'm not there, bug out, go to ground someplace, and find me agood

lawvyer."
"No such thing," she said automaticdly.
Jesse's eyeswere wide. "Dad—"

"Text me, son. | gottago,” | said, and stepped out the door, closing it behind me.

No oneimmediately apparent. Rain so thunderous there could be a platoon a hundred meters avay
counting cadence without being immediately gpparent.

Behave naturdly. Do not starein dl directions. Act like you're waking to the Mailbox Box to get the
mail, which cometo think of it you haven't done yet today. Natura to reach into pants pocket for
mailbox key. Inspiration: pretend you can't find it. Slow, stop, turn back toward house, excuseto
scrutinize everything to your left. PAm keys, remove them from pants pocket, pantomime finding themin
jacket pocket—just in time to make it seem natura to convert a 180 turn into a 360, excuse to scrutinize
everything to your right. Call me Chingachcook.

No oneimmediatdy apparent. No officid-looking vehicle visble. It is certainly possible to enter my
property and find the house without using the driveway, but | did not believe any city men could or would
do sointhisrain without extensive preparation. If they were that good, we were screwed. | continued
walking up the driveway until | reached the road. No vehiclesvisiblein either direction except Jesse's
Echo on theright. A driveway wasvisblein either direction, and for al | knew squad cars or tanks could
be parked fifty meters up either or both of them. The woods could be full of commandos. Therain made
it easy to believe there were choppers somewhere nearby.

The hell with it. | walked afew dozen steps back down the driveway, and gave the two-fingered
stevedore's whistle my bus-driver father taught me, which can be heard in a hurricane or Manhattan rush
hour. At once came the sounds of the front door being opened and closed firmly, and footsteps on my
creaky porch, so | turned and finished walking to the mailbox. No mail. | walked back the few stepsto
Jesse's car and waited there. Externaly it looked just like mine.

Jesse and Nika appeared at the mouth of the driveway. | was standing beside the passenger side front
door, but Nikawalked past me and stood right beside me at the same door, until | got it, and moved to
the back door. Okay . . .

Inside, the Echo was quite different from mine. Clean, for astart. No inch-thick layer of forest detritus on



thefloors. No CDs or MP3 discsin either of the compartmentsto either side of the car stereo. No
ice-scraper in the door boot. No smell of fine marijuana. Worse: it had been sprayed with fake new-car
scent recently. It started more easily for Jesse than mine did for me, too, and | knew why: he was starting
it correctly, by just turning the key. | cannot for the life of me seem to unlearn the habit of slamping on
the accelerator once, firg, to set the choke—which today is not only unnecessary but counterproductive.
"Have you ever heard of starter fluid?' | asked my son out of curiosity.

"For charcod briquettes? | use propane. Someone please tell me where we're going.”

Nikaturned in her seat s0 she could see both of us. "Russdll, isthere a place on the idand we can use as
abasefor aday or two while we take turns mounting watch to see who shows up hereto get hisbug
back?"

| thought hard. Or tried to. "Y es, but what's your job Stuation?"
"Shit." Shebit her lip. "1 have to get back and book off at 6:00. But | can be back again by, say, 8:00—"

"You'll never makethe 7:00 ferry from downtown,” | said with certainty. Y ou'll haveto wait for the
8:30, and be back here about 9:15 at the earliest. Just asthe last ferry back to the mainland isleaving:
youll be saying the night.”

She nodded. "Okay. Buit after that | have four free days.”

Jesse sad, "It sounded like you just said you have four days off."

"I do. VPD officersal work four days off, four days on, and today is Day Four for me."
"eat”

She shrugged. "Uniform officerswork e even-hour shifts. Investigative section can run longer. We need a
longer weekend than mogt.”

"And they shoot about five percent as many people each year asNYPD," | put in. "Even though the
GVRD has aout athird of New Y ork's population.”

Jesse was scowling, but not from theimplied insult to his beloved Big Apple. "'l hate this plan. Dad, what
other ways are there to get to the mainland, other than ferry? Could we rent aboat? Borrow one? Stedl
one?'

"What's your thought?'
"WhereisMr. X7’
| spread my hands. "Maybe on hisway hereright now."

"Exactly. We don't know. What werefairly sure of isthat heisnot around now, because he couldn't
have heard us discussing coming up the driveway but he wasn't here when we did. Even aman unfamiliar

with the idand should've found this place by now, with GPS. If he hasn't come here yet—why would he
?l

"Therain cutting off hisaudio could have just made him decideto closein.” It doesn't take any effort to
arguewith my son; | could do it in my deep.

"Only if hewastrying to follow the conversation,” Nikasaid. "And if he was, held have closed in earlier,
when that tape started to repeat. HEd be here by now.”



Two againgt one. "Okay, fine," | said. "Where are you going with this, Jesse?’

"If he's not here or on theway here, whereis he?"

"Oh." The penny dropped. Hewasright. "Very closeto the ferry.”

"You think?' Nikasaid. "Wouldn't he stand out?"

"He stands out lessthere than anywhereelse” | told her.

Jesse nodded. "He draws minimd attention, and we can't get on the ferry without him seeing us."
"l can disguise—" Nikabegan.

"Areyou confident you can fool aprofessond?' Jesseinterrupted. "A ferry lineisasow conveyor belt.
He could have a cameraand face-recognition software on hislaptop.”

"Intherain?| think | could. Or one of you could drive me, while lay on the floor in the back—"
"—and blink up a him, standing there on the sdewalk asyou go by at five per—"

"Okay—the trunk, then, dl right? Unless you think helll have radar on hislaptop.” It wasn't just me: Nika
was picking up the knack of arguing with him, too.

"I don't know what he'sgot,” Jesse ingsted, "except for abug so expensive, assuming theworst isnot a
bad policy. What | do know is, when al the cows line up and start moving forward dowly, you don't
want to bethere”

She rummaged for acomeback, and finaly sighed. "I know what a choke-point is. Okay. When you're
right, you'reright." Damn. Agreeing with him. I'd never tried that. She turned to me. "Well? What have

you got?”

A splitting headache. "'l can get us acouple of boats."

"Why two?'

"Y ou and Jesse need to get to the mainland before six. | need to get somewhere elsefast.”
"Why both of us?" Jesse asked.

"Because you're not welcome where I'm going.”

"I shouldn't go anywhere," Jesse said. "'l stay here and survell this place. If someone does come, we
haveto be watching: it may be our only chanceto learn anything.”

"Don't bedlly, Son," | said. "Youreasranger here."

"Which makes him the only one of usMr. X can't know anything about,” Nikasaid. Arguing with me
camenaturdly to her.

Jesse nodded eagerly. "'l haven't even used my credit card since | left New Y ork, Dad. My car was
pre-rented, and the company paid for it. Unless he checked every airlineflight for the last few daysto see
if by any chance any of your relativesisin town, I'minvisble. Would any of your immediate neighbors
put me up for anight without asking too many questions?”'

In spite of mysalf | saw where hewas going. "Doug's barn is close to the driveway, and it'swarm and dry



ingde. Hewon't mind, he's off shooting Harrison Ford.”
"Beg pardon?"

"He's a cinematographer. Ford'sin town thisweek."
"I'll seeif heleft aninfrared camerabehind.”

"Don't take any chances," | said, a the sameingtant that Nikasaid " Don't get near this guy.” Our
combined volume, in atiny car called Echo, was enough to make dl of usjump.

"l won't," Jesse assured us both, suppressing anatural impulse to smilein order to show us how serious
hewas. "Whereisthisbarn?'

Reluctantly | pointed behind us. "The driveway just before mine on the same side.”
"Even better," he said. "He hasto go past meto reach your driveway; I'll definitely hear him."

"And you'll be gpproaching on the opposite sde of Russdll's house from him," Nikasaid. "Timée's short.
Let'sgo.”

They both opened their doors and got out. Only Nikagot back in, on the driver's sde thistime. Jesse
was aready on hisway in therain. She buckled up.

"Wait—" | began.

"Wish | could,” shesaid, and put it in drive. We turned around in old Milt'sdriveway, and | just had time
to roll down my window and call, "Be careful, Jesse," before we were by him. | wished I'd had the hairs
toadd, "I loveyou." | turned to see him out the rear window, and he was gone. It was unsettling, but
impressve.

6.

| told myself he'd be fine. The barn would be unlocked because it was on Heron Idand. Evenif a
neighbor happened to see him, heéd think nothing of it because thiswas Heron Idand. It wasn't freezing.
Jesse was smart enough to keep his head down. He seemed to know about high-tech surveillance
suff—again, unsettling but impressive. After awhile, | turned around and faced forward again.

A five-minute drive will take you to anywhere on theidand that isn't closer. The one | directed Nikaon
now took usto the home of The Y oung Sdlt, as| usudly insgsted on cdling him. Keith Sdt'sfather Sam
had definitely been The Old Sdlt until hisrecent desth, and Keith has managed to inherit both hislove of
the sea.and his seamanship without also acquiring the old man's sour persondity, his deeply pessmistic
conservaism, or hisalergy to pleasure. Keith and hiswife Linalive in abeautiful house of their own right
down on the water, with asmall dock for their boat, which they call the Asclepeadean and everybody
elseon theidand calsthe Encyclopedia. She'sa 27-foot Erickson doop, if that conveys anything to
you—to meit sounds like akind of fuzzy bug. Aswe parked in their turnaround and got out, | hoped
they were both home. If so, there was no question they'd both agree to be Samaritans on arainy night
with aminimum of questions, whether they were happy about it or not, because it was Heron Idand. If
you want to live in a place where you can depend on others, live where they dl have to depend on you



too. Then don't fuck up.

Lina had the door open by the time we reached it, having heard us arrive. | waved Nikain ahead of me
and followed on her hedls. A huge amount of white noise went away when the door shut, asif apoorly
tuned radio station had suddenly been dided in properly. (If you're old enough to remember when radio
stations could be tuned poorly. Back in ancient times, when "sky the color of TV tuned to a dead
channd" did not mean "blue sky.")

"Hi, Russll,"” Linasad aswe were dedling with wet thingsin the acove. "Who'syour friend?"

"Ling, thisisNika," | said. "AKA Congtable Nika Mand—I do beg your pardon, Detective Constable
NikaMandic, Vancouver Police. | forgot the terminology's been changed.”

"Hello, Mrs. Sdlt,” Nikasaid.
"Lina. Out of the bag dready, a your age, huh?' Linasaid. "Way to go, hon."

Nikalooked at her with more respect. "Thanks. | got lucky. Sorry to crash in on you without phoning
likethis, but our hand was forced.”

Lina had been about to usher usinto the parlor; now she stopped. "What do you need?!

| aready knew Keith wasn't home, because he wasn't either here or bellowing greetings from the interior,
but hopeably hewas at least nearby. "Ishimsdf around?’ | asked hopefully.

She shook her head. " Sorry. On the mainland for the night, helping afriend move."

Shit. "Just what we need, too. Unfortunately, we need to movein two different directions at once. Very
soon.”

"Okay, we can—"

"And nether of them can involvetheferry, or anything in the marina.”
"l see," shelied politdy. "Well, | can solve hdf your problem.”
"Know anybody who can solve the other?"

She closed her eyes and thought for afull second before she said, "No," so | didn't ask if shewas sure.
She knew all the other boat people, and al the seaplane types, and the guy with the chopper pad.

Shit. That was bad. Nika had to go firgt, or draw unwelcome attention from her sergeant, who would
surely ask why she was booking off late, and would surely have an excellent bullshit detector. But that |eft
me with nothing effective whatsoever to do—for hours—except wonder if my sonwasdl right. Hell, until
morning! Linawould get back no earlier than ten o'clock, and way too tired for me to ask her to go right
back out with me. | wouldn't be—

"—except you, anyway,” Linafinished.

"Beg pardon?| don't . . . oh. Oh dear God, | do understand.” It was actually the ideal solution, redly: |
saw that a once. As quickly as my stomach began to protest. She was paying me an enormous
compliment and doing me a serious favor at risk to herself, so | couldn't even be mad at her. There was
nothing else to convert my fear into, nothing to do but suck it up.

"How far do you haveto go?'



"To Coveney and back.”

"Not far. You'l be okay if it doesn't get any uglier out than this" she said.

"Y ou trust me that much? In bad weather?'

" fi_gureyou'll just fal overboard and drown. | can live with that. If you sink her, I'll never speak to you
agan."

| wanted to find that touching, but was dready getting seasick. "Thank you too much. No, just enough.”
"Chicken. Youll befine. Anyway, the boat will. Just don't Snk her."

| smiled broadly. | looked at Nika, still smiling. "What'swrong?" she asked.

"I'mcdculating.” Letit go.

She had to ask. "Cdculating what?"

Precisely how much I'd careif you got killed by some CIA spook. "Don't ask."

Her eyesflicked to Linaand shelet it go. Quick on the uptake.

Yeeh, damnit, I'd care.

The Encyclopedia was equipped with alittle-outboard powered inflatable job (that's hyphenated
correctly: it was powered by alittle outboard) that Keith called the Fiendish Dinghy, and Linacaled the
Killer Zodiac. It was agredt little conveyance, if you didn't mind bailing alot and getting wet
anyway—and assuming you never had engine trouble someplace where you'd need to paddieit more
than afew meters, downstream, with the wind.

It would suck if Nikabought it.

I'm not abig fan of boats. I'm not even atiny fan of tiny boats. If thetiny boat isbasicaly atruck-tire
inner tube with afloor—arippling, inch-thick floor—and a propelor sticking out the back, | becomea
microfan at best.

Okay, it would suck alot.

I'm gonnabe the only onein the truck tire? Toward sunset, in therain? Heading for adestination that's
likely to kill me on arrival? Now I'm in the nanofan range.

| looked at her, looking back at me.

Detective Congtable Nika Mandic, not only not afriend, but my spiritud and psychologica and
emotiond antipod, had once—amost the last time 1'd seen her, | was ashamed to admit to
mysalf—knowingly risked rgpe, torture, maiming, dismemberment, persondity disintegration, soul
extinction and, after what would surely have been far too long for it to be any mercy, death, for no better
reason than to save me from the same fate. Wedll, and afamily of four, aso strangers. And dozensif not
hundreds after that. But that night she could have just turned around and left. Gone home and made a
plan, come back with reinforcements, confident that I'd be dive next morning, if not necessarily il
salvageable. Nobody else on the planet suspected | had a problem, or that she knew athing about it, or
even that we'd ever met . . . save one person, who couldn't talk to anyone but me. Totd available
backup on the idand was two RCMP officers, and the sober one was a fuckup legendary throughout the
whole Lower Mainland.



She had gone through the door. Alone. Up againgt that creature with nothing but ahandgun, not one of
itsdugs cast from silver. For her trouble she'd ended up sprawled across my couch with her own
handcuffs on her wrists and his on her ankles, bleeding from one ear and waiting for abrilliant, very bad
death to begin.

Faceit, Russdl: if she got taken out by some government golem—just because she was lucky enough to
meet you, once—it would suck one holy jumping fuckofalot. Not as bad as losing Jess, not as bad as
losing Susanwas. . . but in that band of the spectrum.

"Wel?' Linaprompted. She'd waited more than apolite interval.

Still meeting Nikas eyes, | felt my smile become smdler . . . but now it was genuine. She saw it a once.
"| dready knew the answer. It'sjust better if | check my math. Let'sroll.”

If you've sailed, or even read amagazine with pictures of boatsin it, you can probably skip the next part.
Therest of you. . . thisisthe part Travis McGee glosses over, when he makes The Busted Flush sound
likefun.

Damn, it'stough to pull out, when the lines are al wet and tied in knots you've never seen before, and the
engine's not that happy to Sart, and thewind isingstently advising you to remain! right herel up againg!
this S_IP! Whereyou're SAFE!, and even thewhed is saturated, and it's not looking to get better
anytime soon.

Sure, you're wearing borrowed dick yellow overdls, jacket and comedy hat that probably don't really
weigh twenty kilos, and most of the water isrolling off. But while man can make a suit that will keep out
Ebolavirus, keep him breathing in vacuum or cool in afurnace, it is gpparently fundamentally impossible
to fashion agarment that will keep out more than ninety-eight percent of a British Columbiarain, which
leaves about a pint aminute unaccounted for. God knows why, it seemsto seek the neck area. And for
some reason, sailors have not yet evolved asfar asdiversin intelligence: their rubber suit isway too
loose for wet-uit effect to provide any warmth.

If you've got any sense, you've changed out of the runnersthat have been your only footgear for over a
decade now into nine-league boots. But you hate clumping around asmall sailboat in boots, and you see
yoursdlf putting a booted foot through the floor (deck?) of the rubber truck tire, and if you had any sense
you wouldn't be here. So each shoe holds another pint. Socks and Stanfiel ds make great wicks. moisture
is gpproaching your crotch from both above and below, before you've even sat on anything.

Linacoaxesthe engineinto surly life, and then it dl startsto happen fast. Y ou and Nika each spring to
untie one of the soringlines (alittle sailing humor, there). Then Nika springs to untie your springline too,
while Linacursesin Greek. Y ou don't waste seconds being mortified—therell be plenty of time
later—but spring to untie the stern line. There'sjust time to break afingernail and see ahdf-full
film-container of Kootenay Thunderfuck fal from your shirt pocket into the drink before Nikafreesthe
bow line and comesto untie yours, apparently with agesture, while Linacursesin classical Greek. Nika
mimes push it away from the slip and jump aboard real fast. Youmime are you fucking kidding
me? Nikaglares: idiot, it's not our boat—HURRY! Y ou nod, turn to push and discover asyou leave
vertical that by now the boat has done fine on its own. Instantly you compute distance—asfar asyou
can jump with arunning start—form the theory that sufficient desperation isjust as helpful, and decideto
test it, Snce you're leaving the dock oneway or another anyway. Total effort. Belated redlization that half
of effort merely pushed dock away from you. Joyous redlization in midair that you will nonetheless reach
the boat, just likein the—



—then things happen very fast asyou land on therail on your groin and fold and your face hits both of
your figtsjust asthey hit the deck just as both knees hit the hull just asLina guns it in reverse and you roll
left which makes your body half-close and fly wide-open again like a dropped |aptop so now the back of
your face and groin both hurt too but there's enough rebound so that it's easy to get your elbows under
you and try to st and art diding off therail feetfirst toward an astonishing quantity of water and hook
both forearms under the rail and find out what a greet idea that was and your eyes open wide and
refocus on Nikastanding at the edge of the dock aready amile away just in timeto see her crouch dl of
ten centimeters and step across the water and pass over your head—

—and then things dow rapidly, so that by the time she's hauled you back aboard, you're reassuring
yourself the extensive inventory of Places' Y ou Hurt does not seem to include either of your collgpsible

lungs

Linabdlows, "Leavetherubberson,” or something likeit, from up at the whedl of the boat.
Pause. "I'm not wearing them,” you yell back with your test chestful of air.

Pause. "Dont, take, the fucking, rubber, off yet!"

| looked down a my groin. | hate admitting that. But | may aswell—Nikacaught me at it, and must
have told people by now. She made anoise like swallowing something horrid she'd snorted, touched my
relocating shoulder and pointed just as that sneaky dock came racing at uswithout warning and
whacked us squarein .. . . the rubber bumpers hanging over the sde. She was pointing with one hand,
and keeping me from tumbling headfirst back onto the dock with the other, so | assume she held onto the
boat with her butt-cheeks.

Wewaited until Linahad put her in drive and pulled away, and then aminute more, before hauling the
rubbers in and stowing them. There was being not-laughed-at by Nika, and then there was being laughed
at by Lina, and if you ask me which was harder to take, I'm going to need moretime. | was distracted by
how hard to take wet clothes are. In the movies, boats are nearly dways adequately equipped with spare
dry clothing for dl, in some unseen storage space. Unlessthe wet person isawoman with attractive
breasts—and sure enough, Lina, awoman with attractive breasts, had no clothes aboard at al. Except
for an orangelife vest | was glad to put on, even though it made me look like agay Imperid Storm
Trooper, and apair of boat shoes that |ooked even flimser than mine but had better traction.

"Good wesather," Linasad.
We stared.

"Itis" sheingsted. "Nothing hard about sailing in the rain. Rain accompanied by high wind and wavesis
bad. Y our timing's good, too: you'll be heading into what wind and current there is on your way to

n SJm..ll
"Would you rather they were against you on your way back, when you'retired?'

We booted it Sraight out from the Salts dock for half aklick or so, then Linaturned right, or in nautical
terms, hung aright, and we began circling Heron Idand. Left would have been a shorter route both for
me and for Nikaas the crow swims, but right, while longer, was better for me. Lina explained the wind,
tide and current reasons why thiswas so, even drawing little caligraphic objects she believed il luminated
things; | bought it, but didn't get it or bother to retain it. In only afew minutes we were rounding the point
by the west-facing beach imaginatively named Sunset Beach. | went back topside. Thewind picked up a



little, and the rain eased of f alittle, and Coveney Idand cameinto view in the declining light of late
afternoon. It looked like something it would take an Apollo Program to reach.

"Not that far,” Nika said behind me. She actualy sounded confident I'd have no problem.
Maybeit wouldn't suck that much. "No."
Strong hand on my right shoulder. "Good luck, Russdll." Squeeze. "I'mredlly sorry."

| tried to shrug without shrugging off the hand, and succeeded. "Y ou and | were going to haveto do
something about Zudie sooner or later anyway.” And each other.

"Should have along time ago."
Therain let up somemore. "All we needed was the faintest clue what to do.”
She snorted. " See? We didn't actually need that after all.”

" Spesk for yoursdif."

She cleared her throat. "L ook, I'm probably going to have to send Lina home without me, and find my
own trangport when | can. Booking off is going to be more complicated than usua tonight, and | don't
know how long it will take."

"The new chief?" Two days before, the mayor had appointed anew chief of police—Jm Chu, the first
Chinese-Canadian ever to hold that job, in a city whose ethnic Chinese population approaches twenty
percent. The trandition period was bound to be a complicated time for cops.

"Exactly. | don't know how fast I'll be able to get back out here tonight, but | promiseyou it'll be asfast
as| can makeit." Her hand squeezed my shoulder again. "I'll watch out for him."

| wastouched. And relieved. And dightly jealous. "Thank you, Nika."
"Y ou remember my cdl number?*
"Chrigt, no." | patted my hip pocket. "But mine hasit and Jesse'sin memory."

Therain dacked way off, to the condition I've dways caled smutch, arandom floating dampnesslike
being undernesth one of God's sneezes. | looked up, began to offer thanks, decided not to risk calling
attention to mysdlf, realized | wasworried about aGod | had not believed in for haf acentury, and
wondered if | should be dlowed out without a keeper.

The engines dowed, then died. Linawent below, aswe sailors cal downgtairs, and came up out of the
hole thing carrying abig duffle bag. "Timeto make sail. Russ, you're underfoot: why don't you jump
overboard?'

"Of course." Together we dl got the inflatable over the Sde of the Encyclopedia without either sinking or
losingit. (I wonder why boats stop being "her” when they get red smdl.)

"The Fiendish Dinghy," | said admiringly.
"TheKiller Zodiac," Linasaid automaticaly.

"I devoutly hope not.”



"Dont beslly. | told you dl you redly need to know."
"Tel meagan."

"Don' let the waves hit you from the side. Keep 'em dead ahead or dead astern. That'sbasicdly it. Long
asyou don't run out of gas, you'll befine. And you won't: | checked."

"What if abig gaslesk just started now?”

"Row." She pointed. | hoped for oars, and saw paddles.
"How'sit handle?" Nika asked.

Linashrugged. "Like akid's swimming pool."
Nikaturned to me. "Have you done much rowing?"

Politely phrased. | don't tell alot of people about the annoying tendency of my lungsto collapse; how
was sheto know Linawas one of the ones | had told? | said what | dways used to say when my late
wife Susan asked me if agiven task waswithin my acceptable range: "Oh, sure. No swest." | wasn't
going to have to row anyway, Linasaid so.

Unlike Susan, Nika bought it. "Good luck, then." Linaechoed her.

| thanked them both. With their help, | managed to get into the Dinghy without soaking mysdlf much
further, learning in the processwhy Keith called it "Fiendish.” I'd assumed it was a Besatles reference.
"Where'sthe handle?' | yelled back up to Lina, looking the motor over for apull-cord to yank.

Pause. "Just under your ribson either sde,”" she yelled back, pointing to theignition key.
Pause. "l knew that!"

| turned the key and it started up much faster and smoother than the Encyclopedia’s main engine had. |
heard Linayell what must have been "We never doubted you," then figured out the throttle and went
away from there.

Somehow it took only secondsto be all done. And notime at dl to be lonesome.

Thefirst haf of the voyage wasn't too bad. The seating was comfortable enough, oncel got the damn
cellphone out of my hip pocket and into my shirt pocket. Despite the overcast and the smutch there was
enough light left to see where | was going. Although Linahad been right about the wind and tide, the
Dinghy'slittle motor was up to them. It sounded like a sewing machine having hysterics, but it performed
more like abig chainsaw. The direction of the waveswas such that by diverging only dightly froma
head-on course | could approach Coveney Idand. | thought at the time | was miserable, but in retrospect
| was just uncomfortable, apprehensive, and heartsick.

If I'd been miserable, | wouldn't have had attention to spare to beat myself up for having somehow
dragged my son, my only remaining piece of Susan, into deadly peril. I'd awakened that morning hoping
today would be the day I'd finally manage to bury the hatchet with Jesse, so Susan could findly get on
with the resting-in-peace part of her afterlife. Instead we both had afair chance of joining her—thanksto
an old mess of mineI'd failed to clean up. Good one, Dad. Fortunately, after perhaps haf an hour of that
| was distracted by the rapid onset of mortal terror, followed amost at once by incredible peril.



It began with the idle observation that the rain seemed to be picking back up again. Rather . . . no, very
fedt.

Thenthewind did too. Hard.
Then thewaves did too. Big.

That quickly, | wasin Hell. It was dark and windy and cold and noisy and active out there. Therain
came down so hard it felt like a vibrator was strapped to my skull. It became a good ideato do abit of
bailing, now and again, with the hand | wasn't using to steer. Never in my life have | been more grateful
that | don't get seasick. (I grew up riding subways and the Coney Idland roller coaster.)

Then the damn water began to cheat. The direction of the waves changed: to keep making for Coveney,
| had to go at an ever-increasing angle from perpendicular to them. A point was going to comewhen I'd
have to steer away from my destination to keep from being flipped, swamped, or both. After hard
thought | decided when that point came, my move wasto turn counterintuitively, in what felt like the
wrong direction but somehow looked right. I'd be moving away from Coveney, then . . . but at least |
wouldn't drift past the bastard. Past it was nothing but awhole lot of the Strait of Georgia; | could just
make out the lights of Nanaimo on the horizon, but the bulk of Vancouver Idand itsalf wastoo far to
make out in thislight. Each time ran the problem, | got the same answer. Asthe angle changed, | began
to get astiff neck from keeping both my eye on the prize and my hand on thetiller.

The decison point came. | squinted at my cards one last time, put my money on the table, hauled on the
tiller and waited to see what Nature had.

| came about fast and was once again perpendicular to the waves. | stopped approaching Coveney . . .
but | stopped diding past it, too. | Sarted to gain ground, alittle. I hadn't fucked up. | began to envison
apoint at which | would be able to do aquick one-eighty, and amost coast to Coveney. Call me
Ishmael. Predecessor of email.

That raised the question I'd been postponing: just exactly what the hell | was going to do when | got
there?

Thefirg reason little Coveney Idand isaterrific place for aman in Zudie's predicament to liveis, there's
no good placeto land. The second reason is, there aren't even any mediocre ones. There are only one or
two even rotten ones charted, with warningsin boldface. Ugly rocks, laid out like a Driver-Ed obstacle
course. Completely invisble rocksin no pattern at dl. Crashing surf, with an occasiond geyser likea
sounding whale. Whirlpools. Randomly reversing currents. Enough rusting pieces of ex-shipsto qudify as
Davy Joness Dumpster. Even horny teenagers on drugs don't try to land on Coveney. (There are better
places closer.) | think Keith could have doneit. Linawould probably never have tried.

| told myself I'd think of something, once | got acloser look. Hell, I'd figured out that | needed to go the
wrong way, hadn't I? Thered been atime when Columbus was the only guy on earth that smart. How
hard could it beto park? No wonder the boat was barking like an applauding sed and shaking my hand.
It was—

Barking likeased?

—I spun around. A smilar sound can be made by inhding sharply while saying theword "We!"
repeatedly. What was producing it now was the motor mount tearing itself free of the Fiendish Dinghy.
No, the Killer Zodiac. All rubber breaks down if you leave it out in the sun for enough years, and the
firsg warning isusualy failure. A visible ggp widened with each "Wel" asthe motor tried to deny our
inevitable parting.



It wasn't because I'm stupid—really. It was because I'm so much faster than anormal human being that |
tried to hold onto the motor. Even as my handstouched it | wasthinking it's going to be loads of fun,
rowing with ten burned fingers, so you can seel redly wasdert. It just didn't help.

Nether did my sacrifice. "Wel" became"WE!" and then with onetermind "WHEEEE! Pah-LOOT !l "
the motor Ieft me. Followed amoment later, with the exquisite subtlety of a Chuck Jones punchline, by
the barely audible "wish-poop” of my cdlphone leaving my shirt pocket and chasing the motor.

It was suddenly much quieter. Just the white noise of the rain, and the oscillating signa of thewind. |
waited for the overgrown inner-tube to start hissing, go soft, and sink, but Fate's sense of humor was
subtler than that.

Linawas going to kill me. Worse: Keith was going to break my balsfor the next twenty years.

It wasn't fair: al sheld said was don't sink my boat. Once the motor |eft the boat, it wasn't my
respongbility. If it had asked mefirg, I'd have told it to stay.

If you're going to burn al your fingers, it is useful to do o inaswimming pool with adecimeter or two of
icewater init. They didn't hurt too bad at al until | picked the paddies up. Then they did. It was hard
getting the paddlesinto those oarlock things, when | finally succeeded | told myself | was an Oarlock
Warlock, smart as Sherlock. Mysdlf said it was sheer luck, so | called it a Person From Porlock. A split
persondity, suffering from share-lack. When in danger, when in doubt: run in circles, scream and
shout!

Look whereyou are. Look whereyouregoing . . .

No: rowing is better. In straight lines. Check position. Assesswind and current. Plot course, and:
Row, row, row your boat, gently down the stream

Merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily, lifeisbut a dream

Row, row, row your boat, gently down the stream

Screw merrily. Too many syllables.

Row, row, row your boat

Row, row, row your boat

Fuck, fuck, fuck this boat—

—for about as many iterations as you used to be able to stand singing " Ninety-Nine Bottles Of Beer" on
the schoolbus, before your chest startsto hurt.

Right side, low in back. Rest, get breath back. Pain fades reassuringly. Just a pulled muscle, thistime. Lift
head, assess position and course.. . . yikes. . . so much for resting, pick up paddiesin sore hands and:

Row your boat
Row your boat
Row your boat

Row your boat



Blow me, boat
Row your boat—

—chest pain comes much sooner thistime, high and on the side. Sharp, too, but that's the good news: it's
only one of the bracesthe surgeons I eft in there, shifting around a bit, pinching some nerve. No
biggie—usually. Work the right shoulder around and it starts to back right off. Longer pause for recovery
thistime before you dare lift your head up, check position and course, and:

Row!
Row!
Row!

Row!
Row!

—mild pain now, but it's dull and intimate. This summons some of the scariest memories you own; even
resting doesn't give you much of your breath back. One of the little bubbles you were born with on the
badtiretha isyour lungisofficidly threstening to let go. Y ou remind yoursdlf that sometimesthelittle
bubbles are bluffing. And sometimes they pop and they're just minicollgpses, of no consequence, aday
or two in bed moving carefully. The Charter of Rights and Freedoms must surely set some statutory
upper limit on the amount of bad luck aman isdlowed to have in any given day. Unclench teeth, open
eyes, and holy Jesusit's not too much further, let's:

Row, row, row, row, row, row, row, row, row—

Okay: row...row...row...row...row...row...

All right, dammit!
Row...row...row...row...row...row...row...row...

| had wondered dl my life what the word "landlubber” was dl about. | got it, now. It came from aguy
who wastrying to tell the universe he was aland lover, and drowned before he could finish.

LTOW. .. TOW. .. TOW...Iow...row. ..

Some tasks you can't ever complete, no matter how hard you try—but you have to keep on trying
anyway, dietrying if that'swhat it takes. Y ou know what that's about, eh, Russdll?

Everything melted away—the pain, the fear, the boat, the sea and sky themselves—and | paddied
through memory instead. Some of my least favorite memories, but | no longer had the strength to push
them back.



| was with Susan, on one of her last good days. Don't ask how far our definition of "good" had
contracted by that point, and don't even think about the days that came after that and redefined "bad" just
asdradticdly.

Lying beside my beloved wifein our last living room, on the foldout couch my friendsand | had
converted to her deathbed. Her head on my chest, her left arm across my belly, carefully placed to avoid
didodging the V. Taking quietly to me about some of the problems | would have to deal with after she
died, advisng me onelast time. I've done very few intelligent thingsin my entirelife that weren't based on
Susan's advice.

She saved Jessefor last.
"Forget it, Rusd!"
"He's got a perfectly good brain. There has to be some way—"

She shook her head against my chest. " Spice, listen to me. I'm not saying you won't be ableto doiit. I'm
saying it isn't going to be doable, by you or the best shrink in the world or anybody.”

"Butit'sso stupid.”
"That's not aword that gppliesin this context. It'slike saying apples are awkward."
"BlJt—"

"It'ssad, yes. That won't be easy to take. But it's nobody's fault. Not yours; not his. It'sjust the way it
is. Who Jesse is. The age he happens to be now. Who you are. How he relatesto you, and to me,
and . . .and to this. All the history between dl of usso far.”

"Suppose [—"

"No matter what you say or do, no matter how rational heison most other subjects, Jesseisgoing to
hold you responsible for me being gone. He is going to believe—no, he's going to know for afact—that
you could have talked me out of it if you realy wanted to, that your voice added to hiswould
unqguestionably have turned the tide. Ergo, you must not have redlly wanted to; ergo, you are evil. You
are merciless, indifferent, sdfish . . . you are the cancer itsdlf. It will take him years to get past that; it's
just who heis, and who heimaginesyou are.”

| didn't answer. | knew she was probably right.

"That's a shame, because you don't deserve hisanger, and trust me, hesgoing to fedl likeamagor jerk
about it oneday. But | canlivewith . . . no, | can diewith . . . thethought of him hating his dad's guts for
afew years. Hell move asfar away from you as possible—don't be surprised if he actualy picks New

Y ork, just to spite you—and that'll actually be agood thing. | think you both need to be donefor a
while, to hed separately before you try to hed together. Does that make any sense?”

"l guess. I'm not sure.”

"But what | can't diewith isthe thought of you hating him back. Of you doing just what he's doing: being
mad at him for something he can't help. Y ou're supposed to be smarter than atwenty-one-year-old. If
you let yoursdlf stay pissed off a him, together you're both going to dig yoursadves ahole you'll be too
stubborn to climb out of even when you findly figure out you should.”



| Sighed. "Damn it, babe, I've been letting him be pissed off a me since he was Sixteen.”

"Sure: that comes with the job. That's the point: he's about to become ten times as pissed off as ever, and
you're his cusomary whipping-man.”

"Terrific. What am | supposed to do with my own rage against the universe for steding you?"

She reached up, being careful of the 1V, and touched my face. "Put it to good use. Sit down at your
keyboard and aim it at al the sons of bitches and bitchesin the world. 'Right livelihood,' the Buddhists
cdl it. Cut 'em dl anew onefor me."

Pain, with itsreminder of mortality, brought me back to myself.

| learned along time ago that | can die; being reminded wasn't even interesting. | was absolutely
unsurprised to be unready again, thistime. | kept rowing because now it was easier to keep going than to
stop, somehow.

..TOW...TOW...TOW...IOW...IOW...
Maybe not.
..TOW...TOW...TOW...IOW...IOW...

Noise asserted itsdf. Noises. Ugly noises. Degath-rattle thunder. Giant turdsfaling into abowl from a
great height. Whiplashes. Lionsroaring. Birds shrieking. God trying to shush them dl. Thiswas some
very groovy acid. Maybe| should stop aminute and dig it. Smell thefish. Open my eyes, the visuds
might be even better . . .

Holy shit!
| was nearly there.
Now what?

| had avery short list of contingency plansfor this. Always go with your best hopefirst. At least it didn't
cal for physicd exertion. | closed my eyes again, and thought as hard as | could, so hard that | saw
bursts of acid-colours again, saw them shape the words | was thinking in shimmering blossoms of fire,
heard my voice chant them in my head louder than dl the Gyuto Monksin Dharamsaa

HELP ME, ZUDIE!
HELP ME, ZUDIE!
HELP ME, ZUDIE!
It'sahdl of anote when your best hope is something you don't think is going to work.

Zandor Zudenigo had told me afew years ago—the first night I'd seen him since weld been college
roommates back in the sixties—that these days, he had to stay at least ahundred meters away from
people, or it was"agony." (If you're an American baffled by the metric sysem—nobody e seis—ameter
isabout ayard.) From anyone but me, anyway: apparently | don't think asloud as most people or
something. That was my sole datapoint for his current tel epathic sengtivity. With absolutely nothing to go
on but intuition, aways a poor guidein novel circumstances, it felt to melikeif ahundred meterswas safe



range, anything over five hundred meters would be out of range atogether. | was agood three hundred
from the catastrophe zone where sea and land met snarling, itself a good hundred meters across, and
beyond that were fifty meters of horrible rocky rising shore before you came even to the edge of the
twisted, deformed, but quite thick woods. God aone knew whether Zudie's home even lay on this side of
theidand. There was no guarantee he had not gone to the mainland for aquart of milk today. Therewas
no guarantee hewas even il dive, if it cameto that. Hermiting isarisky professon. It had been more
than six months sincethe last time I'd come out here to try calling him again, and as dways gotten not an
answer . . . but at least the sense that one was still being withheld.

HELP ME, ZUDIE!
HELP ME, ZUDIE!
ZANDOR, PLEASE SAVE MY ASS—AGAIN—

Okay, no problem: go to Plan B. Close my eyes, crossmy fingers, arms, and legs. . . head straight in.. . .
and pray to dl thegods| didn't believein that—

Coming across the rocks of the shore like aghost warus: the cartoon character Baby Huey, or Tony
Soprano if you prefer, bigger than life and stark naked. Holy shit. Reaching the surfline, beckoning me
toward him with exaggerated gestures, indicating, " This way—thisway—right here, sraight toward
me—thisway—"

Well, hell. That had been my plan. THANKS, MAN—HERE | COME—

More gestures, al unmistakable: "NOT SO LOUD! That's better—keep coming—"
Sorry! | started paddling with dl | had left.

"—keep coming—keep coming—that'sit, sraight in—"

He had me heading into arock funnel toward an unbroken line of exploding foam. Are you SURE? It
really looks—

"—STRAIGHT IN—"

Giant ragged boulders went by on either sde. | was committed now, and everything ahead was ghastly. |
trust you with my life, Zudie, but ARE YOU SURE?

"STRAIGHT IN!"

Onelast huge black stone went by on my left, like the spine of asubmerged whale, or a submarine with
no conning tower. Okay, but listen: some CIA or NSA spook is after you—Nika's cousin was—

Suddenly he was gesturing even more frantically than | was paddling: "GO LEFT! GO LEFT! DOIT
NOW! GO LEFT—"

| went left, saw no point, kept going left, he gestured even harder, | gaveit everything | had left, and dll at
once saw aclear open channd to atiny sand beach maybe six or seven meters wide, two or threelong
even when the waves came dl theway in, quite invisible to anyone who had not committed himsdf to
certain death and then been directed just as| had.

THANK YOU, ZUDIE!!!

Row, row, row, row, r owr Owr OWr OWr OWr OWrow . . .



He came out wai st-deep to meet me. Helped me beach the Killer Zodiac. Helped me out of it. Helped
me climb up onto and stretch out on aflattish bit of rock which was very hard and very cold . . . but not
wet, and not moving in any direction at al. Dragged the Killer completely out of the water and up onto
rock that would not gut her. Came and sat beside me.

Familiar voice. The voice of thelittle Martian who keeps threatening Bugs with hisIlludium Q-36
Explosive Space Modulator. "Y ou're okay now, Russdll."

| felt likeacrumb. "I'm sorry, man.”

He shrugged. "1 know what | look like naked.

"How close behind ishe?

"Oh. Hdll, for aminute there, | thought there was a problem or something.

"Y eah, you too.

"Wel, give her mine, too.

"Because thisis my shower; you caught me bathing. Not that cold.

"I don't drink it, remember? No, not even tea. Y es—dry, and warmer than this."

Taking with Zandor can be unsettling for someone who doesn't smoke marijuana, but one compensation
is, it doesn't matter abit if you're out of breath. Y ou don't have to condense your own side of the
conversation to the fewest possible gasped syllables, and then take forever to get them out.

7.

Saturday, June 23, 2007 Bug Cove, Heron Island, British Columbia, Canada
McKinnon's state of the art, top of the line GPS receiver had a bad earphone jack.

So even though he was very hungry for breskfast by now, and wanted coffee very much indeed, he had
to stay in the car if he wanted to keep on monitoring the conversation taking place. It never occurred to
him not to; in Imilar stuationsin the past he had gone hungry for days, gone without peeing for aday,
remained motionlessin the sun for hours. Y ears ago. He concentrated hard . . . on what turned out to be
nothing much, which isaclassc first step to the hypnotic state. The conversation started out with an
interesting sentence or two. But nearly at once it wandered off into nothing but meandering meaningless
chatter between the two males, which histarget seemed prepared to let go on forever. Could Canada
redly be such asssy place that even femae police officers were too sdf-effacing to interrupt men
talking? Or was she smply too busy smoking the pot they'd mentioned? The men's voiceswere
remarkably alike, and they were so far from the mike he had to strain to make out what they were saying,
and when hedid it never turned out to be worth the trouble, and he didn't even realize he had fallen
adeep until thefirst crack of thunder and avaanche of rain arrived together.

When they did hisfirg thought was that hed had astroke. The truth made him little happier. He had



never falen adeep on stakeout before. It rattled him—might have frightened him alittleif it'd had time.

Firgt thingsfirst. The conversation was over; obvioudy they had goneinside to wait out therain. The
GPS snitch said it had not moved a centimeter from its last known position. He could probably expect
them to stay insde until therain at least moderated . . . so hewould havetimeto play back the
conversation he'd just dozed through.

Once he had dedlt with second things. Now he was starving for breakfast, and desperate for coffee,
and his bladder was about to burst.

Thelast problem was easiest to dedl with, thanks to the heaviness of therain. Anyone still outdoors
would have better things to do than gawk at carsin aparking lot. He opened his door, swiveled on his
seat and planted both shoes on the ground as if he intended to get out, and urinated between hisfest.

By the time he was as close to done as he felt he absolutely needed to be, and could swing back inside
and dam the door, he was soaking wet from the knees down, and both his shoes were overflowing. He
removed them, tipped water out of each, removed his socks, and wrung them out. He did his best to
wring out his pant legs, but was not willing to remove them to do a proper job because he had seen too
many comedies use that set-up to introduce a policeman. He started the car, forced himself to wait
patiently while the engine warmed, then set heat and fan to max, and arranged al the fan grilles he could
to am at either hisice cold calves or his sodden shoes and socks. It gave him plenty of timeto consider
his other problems.

He could carry the GPS receiver around with him aslong as he kept it dry, and it didn't need headphones
to work asan darm. It was smaller than an iPod. He could set it so that if the target's vehicle started up,
or another started nearby, or there was loud conversation, the receiver would imitate the sound of a
ringing cdll. No one thought anything of it if you shut the phone off ingde your pocket without bothering

to takeit out.

So it was safe to go find caffeine and food, in that order. And about time—dear God, it was nearly 5:00
PM! He had not fallen adegp so much as passed out from hunger. He could not have articulated why that
was less dismaying, but it was. He found away to fit his socks over two of the dashboard grillesand turn
them into warmwindsocks, held his shoes before two others. Waiting for everything to dry, for the first
time he had spare attention to notice that he had a vicious pulsing headache, so powerful it ran halfway to
his shoulder blades, asif yearning toward the duller but deeper ache below, in the muscles of hislower
back. It serves me right, he thought darkly, not only for passing out on a stakeout, but for not at
least admitting it to myself and putting the damn seat back first.

By the time everything was dry enough to put back on, he was spesking to his own blood sugar, tdling it
that it wasn't the boss of him, and close to doing so aoud. He thought about ng the net with his
phone and googling up a decent restaurant—then redized he was being slly: there wouldn't be any. Nor
any shortage of mediocre ones near the ferry ramp and marina. He put his shoes and socks back on, got
his top on and over his head, popped the trunk, got out into the rain and looked inside it, saw no
umbrella, cursed the car's owner, turned at once on his heel and set off uphill on what appeared to be not
only thevillages main, but its only, street.

Nearly at once hisluck took a sharp turn for the better.

Thefirgt business establishment he encountered, only a hundred meters or so after leaving the marinalot,
was arestaurant.

That at least was hisfirst assessment. As he neared the door, anumber of subliminal sgnals caused him
to reviseit to "avery good restaurant.” Because an overhang kept him dry enough, he took a moment to



glance at the small discreet menu in the window, and nearly at once knew that somehow, absurdly, he
had stumbled onto an excellent restaurant in the middle of nowhere. There were only four main courses
offered! He was nearly drooling as he entered.

He was nearly weeping as he left. Collinga Vernas was not a mere excellent restaurant—but one of only
three genuinely great ones he had ever been privileged to worship at. By politeinquiry he learned that a
culinary genius, chef a aVVancouver restaurant so good McKinnon had heard of it, called Bishop's, had
tired of the urban rat race and decided to move to the country for awhile instead; her husband Stephen
ran the restaurant with equal genius while Carol cooked with ababy on her hip. Few on theidand could
afford their prices—but those who could seldom ate anywhere else. And those who couldn't, McKinnon
learned, could usually afford to buy prepared frozen dinners and microwave them at home, accepting or
faling to notice that thisreduced their qudity from sublime to merely superb.

Sublime food isgood for thinking. By the time he finished his gppetizer, he redized histarget might well
be herefor the night, in which case so was he. Idedl in several ways. He could take the target's own
vehicle back to the mainland, and abandon it somewhere near the border. The question was, should he
bother to stay here above-radar, in some motel or B& B, or wasit better to just find a quiet place near
histarget to park unobserved until daybreak? The answer depended in part on whether such aquiet
place existed.

He bought two frozen entrées for takeout without even thinking about it, a brisket of beef in mustard
gravy with mashed and a butter chicken with rice, confident that he would be hungry again at least twice
before either could spoil, and had an engine block for astove. It took nearly dl the American cash he
had left on him—but he could not bear to tiff such an artist with a fugazee credit card.

An hour had passed by the time he got back to his car, so theferry linewas exactly ashe had left it, just
getting long enough to disappear around the curve at the distant top of the hill. The rain had not changed
inintengity either. But the sun was nearly down now, and the streetlights came on as he set hisfrozen
dinners on the passenger seat beside him. Thinking about his bogus credit card had reminded him that his
identity might be melting aready and surely would eventudly; helost no timein driving toward the
location of thetarget's vehicle.

Helogt afair amount of timeinfinding it, however. A GPSfix isonly as accurate as someone has paid to
make it, and nobody with a big checkbook was interested in Heron Idand. More than oneroad his
locator confidently told him to take turned out not to exist; one was afifty meter long driveway serving
three small cottages. It was close to eight o'clock by the time he drove dowly past the driveway where
histarget's car was parked. He couldn't see it through the trees and brush—this driveway seemed to be
hundreds of meterslong—but hislocator was sure. A rura postbox station just past it offered a
convenient place and excuse to pull over and think the Situation over.

So far held seen no good prospects for an overnight hideaway. Lots of tempting dirt roads. . . but any of
them could lead to the cabin of some paranoid hermit, and if they went nowhere, kids probably used
them at night for socid purposes. He'd seen no municipal lotswith buses or trucks to hide behind. Not
even one big snowplow—wasn't this Canada? A chain motel seemed like his best choice; or failing that,
aB&B. Apple Computer had recently stunned the world by releasing a breskthrough phone which was
nearly as good as his own; he used it now to accessthe net. So it took him lesstimeto learn that Heron
Idand had no motels, chain or otherwise, and only asingle B& B with the senseto haveaURL or alisting
with Google, than it took him to marvel over the information. He phoned the B& B before he was quite
finished, was able to make areservation for that evening, and smiled when Mrs. Meade the owner
cautioned him that he must be there to pick up hiskey before nine o'clock, when she went to bed. He
agreed hewould.



Wéll. He had just over an hour to reach a place at most fifteen minutes away. If he came back later, the
rain might just stop, aiding reconnaisance. But if it did, the sound of his car would carry along way, and
would be an unusual sound after the last ferry of the day.

How would he explain to Mrs. Meade his being soaked to the skin on arrival?
Who said he had to?

God damn it. He shut the engine, restarted it in neutral with the parking brake engaged o that it would
idle without lights, disabled the overhead light, and got out of the car. Helooked longingly at the
driveway . . . and entered the woods. It was ill early enough that histarget might decideto go get inline
for thelast ferry of the night at any time.

How wasit, he wondered, that James Bond had never found himsdf in Africain therainy season, or in
Bangladesh in monsoon season, or in the Peacific Northwest ever ? He did have an umbrella, which he
had seen carried into Collinga Verna's by aman who had disrespected its food, but as he'd expected it
provided minima help in the trees. He was wet pretty much everywhere below the digphragm by thetime
he saw thelights.

Theway theterrain waslaid out, he saw the two vehiclesin the driveway before he had agood view of
the house. The target's Honda, dl right, and arecent Toyota just past it. When he could see the house he
knew it was candy. He could walk in anytime he liked and walk out with anything he wanted. A kid
could. The same with the big toolshed or pottery studio or whatever the hdll that adjacent outbuilding
was. He couldn't understand people like that. Why have ahousg, if it wouldn't keep bad guys out? It was
like keeping a dog that wouldn't bite, or feeding a cat.

—which, most unexpectedly, hedid just then. A sudden shocking agony in hisright ankle reached his
attention smultaneoudy with the hallucinatory image of alight-coloured short-haired cat running away
from him at full speed, backwards. Long training aided him in squelching a scream of pain and outrage;
he was shocked to hear it anyway, and redlized it was coming from the damned cat. Asferd ashimsdlf,
by the sound of it, and territorid. Damn it, hereit came again—sideways, thistime, but no lessrapidly.

Therewas no question in hismind that he could kick its head off. That might draw attention from insde
the house—the cat squalling must be acommon sound, the cat dying not so much. Thetruth was he
didn't want to. He identified. He temporized by damming the umbrella againgt the ground just intimeto
make the cat abort its attack in panic. Asit did, he saw that one of its eyes was solid white. That decided
him; before it could regroup, he turned and bugged out. One of the features his phone lacked was a
flashlight: herisked using histo avoid breaking an ankle or aleg. Or ahip, he reluctantly admitted to
himsdlf.

Back in the car, breathing hard for the first timein entirely too long, he imagined what the Mgor would
have had to say about his performance. Routed by acat! He staunched his bleeding with Kleenex from a
box the previous Mr. McKinnon had tucked between the front seats, and found that he had lost about a
quarter'sworth of meat to the viciouslittle carnivore. Well, good for it. Pretty good for a critter that
couldn't possibly have any depth perception. He glanced again at the Kleenex . . . checked the trunk and
found that the same thoughtful previousincarnation of himself kept afirs-aid kit there.

Okay. Temporary setback. Go check in a—he shuddered—the HereOnHeron B& B before the window
closed, take a shower, dry hisclothes, do alittle websurfing without rain doing adrum roll just above his
head. At midnight, park areasonable distance away from this spot, hike here in stolen rain-gear nobody
will have bothered to lock up, and walk down the center of that driveway bold as brass, prepared to
meet any oncoming cat with ahandful of butter chicken in the snoot. Drift in and out of that house without



waking anyone, and with alot of information and any weapons or computer hard drives he encountered.
Possibly return once more before dawn, move in, and commence interrogations.

As he backed into the driveway to turn around and head back to the village, he caught himsalf humming
the chorus of an old militant antiwar song by Graham Nash, and smirked as he remembered the words. "
We can change the world/rearrange the world/it's dying to get better."

It was good to have hope again.

The car did seem abit too noisy as he pulled away, but it wasn't going to be his car much longer. And he
did keep automatic watch for atail, from force of long habit, dl theway to hisB&B. But it did not occur
to him that there weren't that many roads on Heron. Or that after dark in such arustic place, he could be
tailled by sound aone, amost aswell asif there were an expensive GPS bug on his bumper. Nor that it is
possible to drive with the lights off in amodern car, if you don't mind replacing the fuse when you're
done.

8.

Saturday, June 23, 2007 Coveney Island, British Columbia, Canada

The downside of talking with atelepath, of course, isthat he knows when you've stopped being out of
breeth. Long before | wanted to be, | was on my feet and following Zandor Zudenigo home. | divided
my attention between careful observation of where | was putting my feet, and equaly careful assessment
of the painin my right upper chest. | was already pretty sure | was okay, but the bad news can arrive as
much as haf an hour after the trauma sometimes. (And once there was no cause: | reached for a cup of
coffee and alung went.)

Widll, the division of my attention was not redly fifty-fifty. More like forty-forty. A good twenty percent
of my mind, despite everything | could do to censor it, inssted on marveling a Zudie's body. He was
barefoot to his scalp, wearing only an oversized wristwatch on hisleft wridt.

When I'd roomed with him back in the late sixties, | had on rare occasions seen him without ashirt or
without pants, though never entirely naked, and held basically been apile of bread doughin the
approximate size and shape of awarus. A couple of years ago, when I'd seen him for thefirst time since
those days, he/d been the same size and shape, so | had assumed the same body under his clothes.
Wrong. It wasn't ameatter of muscle definition: hewas still padded . . . but not with flab. He wasin the
same kind of shape Nikawas, now. It was obvious from the way he moved and carried himsdlf. |
reminded mysdf he had been living donein the wildernessfor . . . an indeterminate number of years.

And athough | was looking mosily at hisback, | could still clearly see hischest and groin in my mind's
eye. Third nipplesare not that rare, but they almost always occur near one of standard ones; Zudie's
was smack dab in themiddle of hisnearly hairless chest, just above an imaginary line connecting the other
two. And he was hung like Rocco Siffredi.

Which started me thinking, for the first time in decades, of Oksana Besher.

And she was an extremely awkward thing to think about in the close vicinity of Zandor Zudenigo, for at



least two reasons. Because | wasfairly sure the memories must be hurting him, and because | knew for
certain they were shaming me.

"Go ahead," he caled back over hisshoulder. "1 let go of her long ago. And forgave you way before
that.”

Fedling my earsget hat, | let the memoriesreturn.

Smdly, as everyone cdled Zudie back then, put the adminigtration of William Joseph Collegeina
quandary. Complaints about his eye-watering reek, and world-class weirdness even in the context of the
gxties, were continuous and angry from students, faculty and staff . . . but such was hisreputation in the
world of mathematicsthat he raised the school awhole couple of notchesin internationd prestige dl by
himsalf, smply by attending an occasond classthere, and choosing its professors and grad studentsto
discuss hiswork with oncein awhile. Professors from other schools, and occasiond students, would
sometimes come long distancesjust to talk with someone who had talked with Smelly.

That a least was how | explained the administration's extraordinary tolerance level to mysdlf at thetime.
It wasn't until later that | learned the Zudenigo family had given old Billy Joe U. alarge enough
endowment for anew gymnasium and a celebrity coachto runit . . . on the condition that young Zandor
not be sent, or encouraged to go, home again for at least four years. The school was motivated to put up
with afew problems.

I myself solved one of the adminigtration’s biggest problems for them by agreeing to room with Smelly.
Down theroad, their gratitude would have alot to do with my being able to end my college career with a
Bachelor's degree rather than a prison record.

He solved another problem for them by quietly agreeing to eat his medls after everyone else was done.
Smelly could not be reasoned with on the subject of his monstrous body odor—he would not discussit
at dl, rationaly or otherwise—but he waswilling to at least listen to reason when absolutely necessary.
The cafeteriastaff didn't mind remaining to serve him, because he actualy got them home faster: dmost
nobody else ever loitered after their meal once Smelly arrived. Nor did he necessarily dways egt alone. |
frequently shared amed with him smply because | waslateto everything. A bare handful of others had
the same quirk. And there were even one or two o fiercely committed to persond weird behavior of
their own—thiswas the sixties, remember—that they felt obliged to pretend they didn't notice anything
odd about Smelly.

So there were witnesses when Oksana Besher appeared across the cafeteria table from him one
afternoon, cleared her throat, and asked if this seat were taken. He blushed and nodded; she sat; and
they ate their lunchestogether in perfect sllence. Then they got up and left together in silence, not
touching, but sde by side. The story was so good, one witness would have been enough: it was all over
campus by dinnertime. Because they were perfect for each other.

"It'saBattle of The Giants, like Godzillaversus Rodan,” as Sinky John put it. "Dueling Fregks." Asa
child, Oksana had dived into alake somewhere and shattered her nose on an unseen rock. They rebuilt
it, of course, but she had managed to destroy her sense of sméll, and for that they could do nothing. She
was perfect for Zudie.

It wasimpossible to say which was the more ridiculous. He looked and sounded like Baby Huey; her
overpronounced overbite and lisp and absurdly thick finger- and toenails made her look and sound like
Bugs Bunny with an earectomy. Zandor wastall, Oksanawas short; he was wide, she wasthin; hewas
as heavy ashissmell, she asinsubstantia as her self-opinion. Smelly could be detected approaching from



acity block away; nobody but him was ever likely to get close enough to her to notice what, if anything,
Oxy smédlled like. Each was cursed with dmost unmeasurably high 1Q and afresk intdllectud gift:
mathematicsin his case, poetry in hers. Y ou tell me which had drawn the short straw there. Hewas a
perfect and total socia failure asaman, she asawoman: put them side by sde and their individua
weirdness was not doubled but squared. As a couple, they'd have made a cat laugh.

They didn't gppear to notice the ftifled grins. They began eating lunch together most days. Perhaps they
felt the pressure of everyone else's amused expectations. Within aweek or so they were observed to
take walks together, and the gossip mill exploded in laughter and jeers.

I've worked hard to retain my chosen saf-image as a Pretty Nice Guy, and | redlly did fed an dmost
painful degree of empathy with both of them, having been an outcast dl my ownlife. .. andeven | am
profoundly ashamed of what | thought of them asacouple. | liked them both, wished them both well, and
wanted to howl with laughter every timel saw them together. | don't even want to imagine what Zudie
must have been picking up from everyone else hewalked padt. | just wish | could wash my own mind out
with soap, retroactively. Somebody said once regret isthe sharpest pain.

Oxy became part of our shared life asroommates with no discusson at dl. | hardly ever saw them
together, actualy, and then usudly from adistance. Whenever | did encounter her, with or without Zudie,
shewasfriendly enough, but even lesstakative than hewas. | thought of offering to leave the room to
them until curfew on Friday or Saturday nights, as some roommates did for one another . . . but | never
actually worked up enough nerve to rai se the subject, and Smelly never asked, so asfar as| know Oxy
never saw theingde of our room. If their relationship was ever consummeted, it must have taken place
off campus somewhere. So did my own all-too-rare consummeations that year. Getting a Catholic girl to
agree to sneak into your dorm room was hard enough; getting one to sneak into that room was out of
the question.

(Thisdl occurred during an historica period inwhich, for reasons | despair of explaining, university
sudents—not just in Catholic collegeslike Billy Joe but everywhere—Iived in sexudly segregated
quarters with absolutely no parietd hoursever. | can il recal the day in my fina year when our floor
R.A. cdled ameeting to tell usthe stunning news that the school was congidering ingtituting co-ed visiting
hours, "periodicaly.” Sinky John brought the house down by calling out, "Y egh, | knew it. Every

twenty-eight days.")

Everyone on campus of course assumed the Smelly/Oxy relationship had been consummated, and most
had theories asto where, and exactly how. Some of them were quite imaginative, and afew were
actualy funny. Not until Michael Jackson married LisaMarie Predey would | again hear any coupl€'s sex
life speculated on with such avid distaste. Apparently we never redly do get much less crud than we
were in the playground. Not even in aCatholic college.. . . lessthan six months before what would come
to be known as The Summer Of Love.

I'm including mysdlf in that judgment.

| had spent most of my life—pretty much right up until the day | |eft for college—getting my asskicked
on aregular basis, and being ridiculed in between. For being too smart, too skinny, too sensitive, too
sarcadtic, too scared, sometimes just for being handy. | knew what it was like to be an outcast, afigure
of fun. But even |, who knew just how bad it fet, was not immune to the shameful human pleasure of
making mysdlf fed bigger by making someone dse seem amdller.

Only inmy mind, at least. | was quite sure | hid my secret amusement so well that neither suspected its
existence. | took painsto treat Oxy the same way | took painsto treat Smelly: with the same respect |
would anyone else, just asif | had it. Butinsde, | got abig kick out of them.



| tripped over arock as | stumbled behind him through the Coveney 1dand undergrowth, banged my
knee when | went down, and accepted the bright pain aslong overdue penance. A Catholic upbringing is
awfully—awefully—hard to shake.

Now, of course, | burned, knowing that back then Zudie had known perfectly well just what a
hypocritical condescending smug arrogant jackass | really wasinsde. The same respect | had pretended
to pay him, he had paid me by not busting mefor it.

Zudie'sarm, astonishingly strong, helped meto my feet. We were out of the wind and away from the
shore by now; he didn't haveto raise hisvoice to be heard. "There wasn't anything you could have done
differently if you had known. Y ou can't gpologize for finding something funny. It isn't an act of thewill. All
you can do isbe polite about it, and you were. | found just about everyone on that campus—yes,
including you—hilarious to the point of heartbreak. | dso found the mgority of you horrifying to the point
of hysteria. It wasn't easy to conced either one, sometimes. . . even with the overwhelming advantage
that you people could only see what was shown and hear what was said.”

| thought about that, as the pain in my knee dropped back to bearability. ™Y ou did okay."

"I know. So did you, ismy point. All things considered. Y oure welcome." He turned and continued on
hisway.

| felt aweight leave me. | followed him, my thoughts turning now to how it had al ended. | wished they
wouldn't, but there was no point trying to stop them.

Smelly and Oxy never attended any school socia events, either before or after they met. They werejust
seen around the campus together, usualy in some out of the way corner, and then snickered about
behind their backs. A couple of girlswho knew Oksana privately asked mewhat Zudiewasredly like,
and inreturn | tried to pump them for information about her, but we redlly didn't have alot to trade, and
nothing very interesting on ether Sde.

Before her hookup with Smelly, Oxy had not been considered particularly eccentric, at least by the
standards of sixties college students: just funny-looking. The word on her had been, brilliant poet, here on
full scholarship, alittle flakey. She was rumored to spend her summers at Duke University in North
Carolina, being tested for some sort of mild ESP ability at the famousingtitute J.B. Rhine had founded
there, but just what sort of ESP wasn't clear; it wasn't something she talked about. Not one of the
interesting oneslike reading minds or making things float, anyway. Remote seeing, maybe, or guessing the
weather. Of far moreinterest, asfar as| was concerned, was her poetry. Out of roughly one hundred
English mgors on campuswilling to publicly express opinions about poetry, about ninety-five werewilling
to admit they found hersimpenetrable, and five worshipped her to the point of awe so incoherent, they
couldn't explain it to anyone else. | was among the former group, rather to my own surprise. | liked
weird, exotic, avant garde stuff, prided mysdlf on it, but herswasjugt . . . out there. Mot often | smply
couldn't grasp what sheld been trying to accomplish well enough to hazard a guess asto how well shed
succeeded.

| guessthat's my prejudice with art. | don't carewhat set of rulestheartist used . . . aslong aslI'm given a
fighting chance to guesswheat they were. | liketo fed | could tdll if he made amistake.

By the time that school year ended, | had probably had fewer than a dozen conversations with her, none
of them long, none about anything of substance. The most personal thing | learned about her was that she



could barely taste anything; it turns out the sense of smell is essentid to the sense of tagte. (Try telling
strawberry ice cream from vanilla, blindfolded and holding your nose.) | dways meant to ask her about
her poetry, but never found a polite way to say, "'l find your work impenetrable; can you get me started?!
| meant to ask about the ESP stuff, but never found a polite way to ask, "Do you redly beievein that
crap?' | meant to ask her about her childhood in the Ukraine, but never found a polite way to ask, "So
what was Mordor like?' Above dl, from the moment she and Zudiefirst connected | wondered, just like
everyone else on campus, how in the hell she could possibly stand to be near anyone who stank so,
even if she hersalf couldn't detect it . . . but | doubt there is a polite way to ask that.

| remember that twice, before the end of that semester, | managed to get her done, with the intention of
working the conversation around to Zudi€e's unique persond hygiene standards. | wondered if she might
be able to shed any light on exactly what his problem with bathing was. Each time, she reacted the same
way: she didn't know what | was talking about. She seemed honestly unaware there was anything wrong
with the way he smelled. Thefirgt time she thought | was making an odd joke; the second time she got
mad and | had to apologize.

| didn't didike her. But | didn't especidly like her, either. | couldn't connect with her, didn't get her. |
couldn't seem to find atopic of conversation we both cared about. Except Zudie, and she didn't liketo
talk about him. Most people I'd known who were in love could not be stopped from talking about their
beloved, but | guessed maybe poets were different.

| take it back. There was one topic we did nearly discuss. . . until we realized how it was going to turn
out, and backed away by mutua agreement. To keep the peace—which was ironic because the topic
was war. She supported the war in Vietnam.

Reading accounts of the Sixtiestoday, it's easy to get the impression that after someinitia confusion, my
entire generation united in opposition to that war, and worked arm+-in-arm to end it, chanting " Give Peace
A Chance!" asone. That'srevisonist horse shit. Lessthan ten percent of Billy Jo€'s student body
opposed thewar when | arrived in 1966, and | doubt the figure ever rose higher than thirty percent while
| wasthere. . . until the U.S. pulled out and our numbers doubled overnight retroactively. They've been
climbing ever since. Try looking today for someone my age who will admit that he supported the war,
voted for Nixon, went short-haired and beardless, abstained from psycheddlics, or cheered when antiwar
protesters got the shit kicked out of them by right-wing thugs. | haven't found one in decades. All | can
tell you is, back then they were in the overwheming magority on my campus. Perhgpsthey dl died. Of
lameness.

But if | stand for anything at dl, it'stolerance. So Oksanawas not the only friend with whom | tacitly
agreed not to discussthe war. A lot of my fellow hippies enjoyed arguing with the straights, because it
was S0 easy. | was more the kind who believed | made my best contribution to the discussion by having
better vibes than the pro-war people. And she seemed to believein the same tactics on her Sde. There
was never atrace of bad fegling between us. | just never warmed to her, or sheto me. Our senses of
humor didn't match; she dways smiled when | made ajoke, but clearly only from politeness, and when
shemade one | usudly didn't notice she had until minutes or hours later. She had aknack for telling me
things about mysdlf | didn't want to know, and | couldn't even get irritated because she never did itin an
aggressive way but merdly offered dl-too-astute observations. It was only partly because | never saw her
without a science fiction paperback in her backpack (she wore abackpack) that | started thinking of her
in my head as part Martian.

"| told her that,” Zudie told me now. "It made her laugh hard.”



| thought about it. "I'm glad to know | made her laugh hard. | used to try."
"Y ou succeeded more often than you knew."

We had reached hishome. A big heap of rock at the edge of the water, heavily overgrown with scrub
vegetation and moss, over on thefar side of the idand where no sealanding was possible. Helifted his
left hand, and a section of the rock face developed avertica crack and siwung out on hinges, vegetation
and dl. | keep forgetting that nowadays they can pretty much pack afull service computer, phone and
remote control into awatch no bigger than the one he wore. 1t began to dawn on me that Zudie might be
about as naked and defenseless as a cartoon superhero. Who knew what weapons were trained on me
now?

"Nong," hesad. "Yourewith me." Hewent inside.
To keep being with him, | did too.

| was haf expecting to walk into afully modern luxury gpartment with hardwood floors, indirect lighting,
all thelatest high-tech gppliances and entertainment dispensers, and atwo-car Batcave in the basement.
What | found was quite different . . . but | had to admit it was by far the best upholstered and appointed
cave I'd ever seen. Not to mention the neatest bachel or's quarters 1'd ever seen: mine were a disaster
area by comparison.

He handed me abath towd. "Give me your clothes; I'll rinse and dry them.”
| nodded. | was dripping on hisfloor. And overdressed.

Temperature and humidity were not cavelike at dl but idedl for naked humans. The floor was stone, but
somehow warm enough for bare feet without feding heated. Adequate lighting, with the new
hyperefficient bulbs. Ceiling just abit low for aman of my height, which despite advancing yearsis so far
gtill 186 centimeters, or six foot one. | saw the room's heat sources, apair of the same highly efficient
Super brand dectric/gas radiatorsthat | used myself at home. The floor was stone. | could just barely
smdl hisdinner, something with garlic, and nothing dse.

We werein alarge kitchen/dining roonvliving room space, and directly ahead of uswas a corridor
running the length of the place, with four doors off it. | guessed the total square footage of the placeto be
alittle more than hdf that of my own cottage. There was aminimum of furniturein the living room areato
my right, just two chairs and a coffee table made of adab of rock, on which lay a Powerbook and an
assortment of remotes. But before them were three very large flatscreen monitors, each with itsown
eight-core Mac Pro workstation, one of those Apple TV gadgets I'd been lusting for, and a couple of
eight-speaker towersthat |ooked capable of vaporizing us and sending our constituent molecules back
through time. | didn't see any wires anywhere except afew power cords.

"Don't ak," hesad, sol didn't. | remembered that Zudie had come from money. Evidently hisfamily had
found away to leave some of it to ascion who did not legdly exist.

That pretty much exhausted the high-tech in the place, though. The kitchen was smple, basic, no gourmet
gear at dl. Smdll dectric two-burner stove with tiny oven, smal microwave. Water pumped from a
cistern, heated in astandard tank. To my horror | could see no coffee machine, or even ateapot, and |
remembered that Zudie regarded caffeine as a poisonous substance. I'm a hardcore caffiend. At homel
have aJduraScdaVario | got thirdhand. Push asingle button, and sixty seconds later you're drinking
fresh-ground French Press-style coffee. Every few days you tossin apound of beansand afew galons
of water, and empty the used-grounds hopper. | hoped | wouldn't be here too long.



"Relax," hesaid. "l have some, and meansto makeit." Without asking he went to the kitchen end and
started apot of water boiling. After some rummaging in one of the harder-to-reach cabinets, he located
coffee, sugar, and one of thosellittle red plastic cones designed to hold a one-cup coffeefilter above a
cup. "No cream.”

IIHrEII

Asthewater heated he said, "Okay, st down over there and go over it again. Slowly thistime. Visudize
rather than summarize."

| sat in one of the chairsby the TV and reviewed in my mind everything that had happened from the
moment Nika had pulled into my driveway until | had set to seain the Fiendish Dinghy. He never
interrupted. By thetime | was done, | was drinking hot coffee. It was startlingly good, for already-ground
coffee that was neither refrigerated nor vaccum-packed.

Thefirst comment he made after | finished my menta recap surprised me. "Very impressive young man,
your son," he said, sitting down across from me. "It tears you up indde, being hated by him."

"Almost asbad as her death itsdlf," | agreed. "That, I'm getting past, dowly."
"Y ou can't finish getting pagt it until he at least sarts" he said.

| stared at him. Even back in college hed had away of doing that: speaking a single short sentence that
didn't redly say anything you didn't dready know, exactly, but somehow got you looking &t it from a
fresh new angle. "And aslong as he stays pissed at me he doesn't haveto sart,” | said.

"It isn't you he's pissed at. Y ou'rejust the one he can reach.”

"Jesus." Hed doneit again. "What should | do?"

He smiled abitter smile. "Y ou are asking me for advice on interpersona relations?”

| looked himintheeye. "Yes," | said, and nodded. "Yes, Zudie, | am.”

Sowly the bitterness leached out of the smile. "Thank you."

"Thank you. What should | do?"

He thought for amoment, and his smile broadened. " Punch him in the mouth.”

| nearly choked on my last Sip of coffee. "What?"

"Think about it awhile." His smile went away. "Another time. Were busy right now."

Hewasright. My problem with my son was chronic, Zudieswas acute. "Sorry," | said. "But you brought
itup.”

He nodded. "It'simportant.”

"And now we move on. Okay." | stopped and tried to organize my thoughts. Suddenly | thought of a
guestion I'd wanted to ask him ever since we'd met again afew years ago and held confessed to being a
mind reader. "Zudie. . . can you ever send thoughts, instead of just receiving them? To someone

receptive?'
He became a gatue of himsdlf.



Was| offending him by suggesting he was amenta voyeur? | tried to explain. "I need alot of information
from you, and it would save an awful lot of timeif you could just giveit to mein adatadump theway |
justdidtoyou. | ... I'mjust asking,” | finished lamely.

The sudden transformation in him was horrifying. He was not seeing me anymore. He was not there
anymore. Wherever he was, the best thing you could hope for was aweek's vacation in Hell.

| closed my eyes and shouted with both voice and mind, " I'M SORRY, ZUDIE!"

Just as suddenly, he was back. "Not your fault. Perfectly reasonable question.” All a once | found mysdlf
recalling that on the day 1'd met Zudie, more than forty years ago, one of the very firgt thoughts that had
gone through my head was, this man can forgive anything. "It just derailed atrain of thought. Teda
resonance.”

| nodded. "Happens.”

Hetook a deep breath and let it out, then another. Then he rotated his head from side to sideto crack his
neck. | noticed for the first time his excellent posture.

"Okay," hesaid findly. "I'm going to tell you the story. I've only told it twice before, and not in years.
And when | am done, you will understand why | am absolutely positivethat | will never be ableto
directly touch another mind.

"But ligten carefully, Russdll: in order to make you understand that, I'm going to haveto tell you the most
terrible secret | know. One nobody else knows. Once | have, you'll be stuck with it, forever, just like |
am." Helocked eyeswith me. "And it'sredly rotten. Areyou willing to share that with me?’

"Absolutdy.” | never hesitated. This man had saved my life—and Nikas, and the lives of at least four
drangers we never met—by killing amonger with hismind in my living room, in someway so ghadtly it
had cost him his self-respect and peace of mind for the past two years. If he needed to share aburden, |
wasthere.

"Thank you," he said. His voice quivered just abit.
So did mine. "Y ou're welcome.”

He got up and made me a second cup of coffee. He used the time to organize his thoughts, so | shut up
too and used mineto look his place over alittle more closdly. Hed obviously been herefor years before
dropping in on me. Just ferrying al this gear out here was alot of work, and gpparently he'd managed it
both singlehanded and undetected, a neat trick. Keeping the place supplied must be another neat trick.
No wonder he was in such good shape.

| forced my mind away from both puzzles, for fear of distracting him with involuntary questions. The
Powerbook on the coffee table went into its screensaver mode, and Zudie used the same one | did,
Electric Sheep. It produces random visua effects strikingly like what | used to see behind my eydids
whiletripping on LSD-25 back in the sixties, bright and colorful and mathematicaly eegant and quite
hypnotic. | was about to hear astory from the sixties: | stared at the screen and let the thought of tripping
carry me back in memory—

—Zudie was handing me my clothes, till warm from the dryer, and a plastic container that held my belt,
keys, lighter and other pocket junk. When | wondered about my wallet he gestured to where it and its
contents were spread out on acounter to dry in the kitchen area. He was wearing grey Bermuda-type
shorts himsdlf, now, which | thought very gracious considering we werein hishome.



"Wrong initids" | said as| dressed.
"Beg pardon?"

"They warned us about dreaded acid flashbacks. Remember? I've waited eagerly for one ever since, and
I've never had onein my life, or met anyone who did. The dreaded flashbacksthat have recurred over
and over, roughly every decade, arent LSD. They'reKIA and MIA."

He sat back down. "And CIA."
"| thought that was where thiswas going.”

Hewas silent for so long that | began to watch the Electric Sheep display againto sillence my mind, lest |
derail histrain of thought again. Whether it helped | couldn't say.

Finaly he spoke. "Russdll, | think | haveto tell you why I've been holed up here for so long, ignoring you.
Why what | did to Allen nearly four years ago tore me up as badly asit has. Y ou think you want to
know . . . and you redlly do need to know. If | do, | think you'll agreethat | needed to tell you. But you
won't thank me. You'll wish | hadn't. Wish | hadn't had to.

"Now you have to make avery hard choice. Whether to let me.”

| sat and thought about that awhile. ™Y ou're my friend,” | said then, "and you know more about what's
going on than | do. Do what you think you need to do."

0.

Saturday, June 23, 2007 Coveney Island, British Columbia, Canada

Those were the last words | spoke until Zudie had finished his story. 1t was quite obviousthat telling it
was hard for him. | didn't want to make it any harder. Whenever he stopped to search for words, |
waited until he found them.

Hesad:

The last you saw of me and Oksana, at the end of that semester, we told you we were going to spend the
summer together at ESP Camp: aremote retreat in the woods somewhere in Maryland, where we were
going to be paid guinea pigs for abunch of white coats from the psych department at Duke University.
That's what we were told. Nobody mentioned any government involvement to us. Theonly initidlswe
heard were ESP and PSl. We thought of it asa paid vacation in the country. And just possibly an
approach to some way of learning to copewith . . . my predicament.

The last you heard of either of uswas when you got back to William Joseph in September and we
weren't there, and al you could find out was that Oksana had been killed in atragic hunting accident, and
nobody knew where | was. Y ou tried very hard to learn more, thank you for that, but there wasn't any
moreto learn, and after awhile you came to the same conclusion everyone else had: that in my grief at



losing her, I'd taken my own life.

That was pretty closeto thetruth. | didn't kill myself. But | did get Oxy killed. And then to Stay dive, |
had to kill my identity.

Right, getting ahead of mysdif.

Oksanawas the one they were redlly interested in. They had been for years, since sheld been in high
school. Her gift wasn't as dangerous as mine, so shed never learned to hideit. They'd findly gotten her to
st down for aweek of testing during Spring Break, and the data suggested that she seemed to have a
limited ability to influence probability somehow. Only on avery smdl scae. . . but if shewasin theright
frame of mind, she could roll sevensfor aslong asyou liked, with your dice. She made enough in roulette
winningsto pay for an entire semester before the Atlantic City Benevolent Association asked her nicely
to stop playing there. This was way before we decided to make up for our degradation of the noble
Native Americans by letting them milk gambling-addicts. Atlantic City was pretty much it for the east
coast, now that Havana was gone.

After afew disastrousincidentsin my childhood, and a long talk with my grandmother, I'd never told
anyone but her about my own ability, and | didn't plan to. I've dways known how most people would
react if they knew, and | didn't want to be feared. But | did want to spend the summer with Oksana, so |
compromised: | used telepathy to fake just enough talent at guessing Rhine cards to make me an ESP
suspect too. If it turned out that anyone there actually knew anything about telepathy that | didn't, |
thought perhaps | might just consider dowly "coming out" to him or her.

| was at that age when hope doesn't take any effort at all.

It started out great. The place was beautiful, alodge beside alake in the middle of nowhere that we had
al to ourselves. White birch and maple everyplace. Bullfrogs and atrillion crickets at night. Comfortable
rooms, decent food. No TV. Grest library. Everyone on the staff was adecent person in alab coat:
honest, earnest, academic. The other Specials—as we were encouraged to call ourselves—were a
fascinating crew, ranging from utterly ordinary to crazy as abasketbdl bat. But we dl got dong well
despite our sometimes wildly incompatible quirks, because for most of usit wasthefirst timewed ever
been in agroup where we were not considered weird. It was anovel and pleasant experience, not
automatically being the strangest person in the room. The work was interesting and not onerous.

Then new directives camein from somewhere outside, and the direction of the research started changing
subtly.

A guy with atalent for clairvoyance who'd been trying to predict stock market or sports results would be
tasked with predicting the outcome of a specific military operation in Southeast Asainstead. A woman
with telekinetic ability would find herself being asked not to make marblesroll uphill, but to try and cause
aguineapig's heart to stop beating. A road-company psychic like me would be asked not what card a
man was looking at, but whether he was lying to me about it or not.

And then one day Oksana was asked by her tester whether she thought she might be able to influence the
probability of anindividua uranium atom fissoning—and if so, from how far away? Could she,
hypotheticaly of course, prevent or discourage an atom bomb from going off? Or, say, encourage one
far away to go off by itsef, or fail to?

Wetaked quietly between oursalves that night, and we both began to have problems with our
paranormal powers. Nothing as obvious asastrike. . . but our test scores started to trend downward.
We aso talked about sharing what we knew with the other Specials. A few of uswere strongly in favor
of the Vietham War—I was mysdlf, then—»but not one of uswas interested in learning to use our specia



talent to kill people. Especidly not on anuclear scae.

But we were both nervous about taking that overt a step. Once released, the demon could not be put
back in the box: if it was agovernment operation and they knew wed outed it, we could end up in very
deep shit. We wanted to know how deep.

Wed dl seen the nominal director of the place, listened to him address us from a stage, gotten memos
from him—but he seemed a bit snobby, always kept his distance. | doubt anyone ese remarked it, but he
wasthe only person in the whole place who'd never come within fifty meters of me, or any of us. Well, |
was the only one capable of getting within fifty meters of him without being stopped, and one day | did.

Then | ran al the way back to Oksanas room, and got her to take awak with meto one of the places|
now knew was not bugged, and we began planning our escape.

His mind was one of the scariest I'd ever encountered, then—very much like I'd dwaysimagined
Mengeles mind must have been. But what redlly terrified me was the mind of the man who terrified him,
the master he served and hated. A CIA senior agent, who called himsdlf Pitt and didn't offer afirst name.
If the director's menta picture of Agent Pitt was remotely accurate, | did not want to ever meet him.

At Ritt'sinsstence, the director had placed surveillance devices dl around the perimeter of the place, not
just at the access points but in the forest itself too, even though he privately considered it astupid waste
of money and technology. It was very good technology for the time, CIA technology: it could not have
been defeated by anyone but its designers, the techs who monitored and serviced it, the director who'd
had it installed, or someone who'd been reading his mind.

If you're privy to another man's secrets, if you're better informed than he thinks you are, it can give you
theilluson that you're smarter than heis. Y ou can get so used to everyone you meet considering your
specid talent to be unimaginable, when you finaly encounter one of the rare mindsthat is capable of
imagining it, it blindsdes you. | forgot to be humble.

| paid dearly for it.

We gaveit afew days. Let our test scores come back up to basdline, so we'd stop standing out. It must
have made Pitt look even closer, realize we were getting ready to make our move.

Zudie stopped for so long that | sarted to think held reconsidered telling me the rest. And then enough
longer that | started to wish hewould, if it wasredly that bad. Then he went on.

Oksanawasfrom atiny little placein New Y ork called Saranac Lake, so remote they had their own
phone system. Her mom's phone number was L E-27; you had to ask an operator to connect you.
Oksana knew about living in thewoods. Shefilled backpacks with what we would need to survivein the
open for aslong as aweek. Anything we didn't have, | stoleto order. It got to be kind of fun. Adventure.
Tom Sawyer and Becky Thatcher, outwitting Injun Joe.

Findly she said we were ready. That night, we went over thewall.
It was apiece of cake. Almost an anticlimax. After all, | knew al the security procedures.

Wrong. | knew al the security proceduresthe director knew about. All the ones Agent Fitt had told him
about. But Pitt had no problem at al dealing with the concept of atelepathic opponent. A security system



he had carefully not told the director about—a robot system with no mind for me to read—caught us just
as we were becoming confident enough to talk to each other without whispering. Shewas leading, | think
it read usasasingle target. She said over her shoulder, "Zandor, it's going to be so—" and then it shot
her. With arubber bullet. Marketed as nonlethal. Agent Pitt didn't want to waste any assets, just stop
them leaving. It was supposed to hit the target in the lower chest, knock the breath out of him. Oksana
was very short. Shetook it in the larynx. Shefel down on her back. | laid down with her, held her in my
arms. She kicked her legs and died. Half aminute, maybe. That was very bad.

Then it got awhole lot worse.

Zudie got up abruptly.

He went to the kitchen end of the room and made more coffee. He moved dowly, ddliberately, likea
monk being mindful. When the cup was full he carefully dunked ashot glassinto it, then set the full shot
glass asde and replaced its contents in my cup with brandy. He brought me the cup and the bottle of
brandy, kept the shot glass for himsdlf. I'd never seen him drink caffeine before. Hed always treated it
the way some unfortunates have to treat peanuts. He'd once turned down a cup of decaf Nika offered
him, saying they didn't decaffeinate it enough. | set the bottle down on the coffee table and made a
toasting gesture. He responded. Clink. We drank.

Hesad:

I'd never been near anyone when they died before. Rich family. Sheltered life.

Inthe movies, on TV, in books, everywhere, it's dways the same. When people die, they dielikealight
going out. Or at worst likea TV getting turned off: z-z-z-zp, shrink down to asingle pixd, click!, gone.
It's pretty to think s0. Maybe even necessary.

But it's not true.

Wadl . .. maybeit'strue for those who die of sudden catastrophic brain trauma. | don't know. Maybeit's
even truefor those whose desth is the culmination of of asow natural process of dissolution. But not for
those who arekilled.

It wasn't for her, anyway.

| know. | wasthere.

Her breathing stopped. Her heart stopped. Her body died.
Consciousness persisted.

How much? Enough to fed pain. Know loss.

How long? A minute. An hour. A million years. Somewherein that range.
Oksana had faith. That helped her. A little. For awhile.

I'd never redly been religious. At age seven, | dready knew what the Catholic Church wastrying to do
tome; | just kept my head down and my mouth shut.



But they got to her. Her parents were so overjoyed to get out of the Ukraine, they made sure she joined
them in thanking God for the miracle. Like most good people, she took the good parts of her religion to
heart, and tried her best to resolve the contradictions.

She called on that faith to sustain her, and it did help. Some. For awhile.

But Oxy wasn't anidiot. She felt hersalf going away into the darkness. Alone. Blind. Helpless. Terrified
beyond al description. It was impossible not to wonder how, why, aloving God could leave one of his
children in this state for one second—

Let doneamillionyears.
No atheigsin foxholes? My ass.
No. No, you're wrong.

No, it wasn't like that either. Think about it. All the Near Death Experience stories you've ever read
were, by definition, recounted by someonewho didn't die. Maybe that's what you experience just
before your brain startsto die, | don't know. The ones I've read sound alot like anesthetic-dreams on an
operating table. Bright light in your face, shadowy people al around you with benevolent intentions who
look alittlelike your dead Uncle Phil.

Y es, maybe the Buddhists are right. Maybe she was just heading for one of the Bardos, a place between
incarnations. How can | know? To me the Buddhist universe has dways seemed cold, indifferent. Not
much comfort init. Lifeis suffering. Somehow they're okay with that. Oksanawasn't Buddhist.

Shejust saw extinction coming. And she was scared shitless. Jesus stopped being plausible. She missed
me so much.

She cried out for me.
That's how | know, for absolute certain, that | can't send.

With my whole heart and brain and mind and soul, more than | wanted to keep living, | tried to shout
back. | wanted to reach out and and tell her—

I'm here.

I'll always love you.

You made me so happy.

Let go now.

If it can be done, I'll find you again.

| tried harder than | ever had before to touch her mind, the way everyone touched mine. | gaveit
everything | had. More. Like amother lifting an SUV off her child with one hand.

Totd falure

We were both screaming at the top of our minds. | heard her. She heard nothing. She started to crack—



Zudielifted the shot glassto hismouth, moistened hislipsfromit. Sghed. Emptied it with agulp,
knocking it back like raw whiskey. Set the shot glass down on the table.

Y ou've read Daniel Dennett's Consciousness Explained?

| know. Don't fedl bad. Hisreasoning isn't hard to follow at dl . . . it'sjust hard to wrap your mind
around. Big surprise. I'll summarize asbest | can— without writing another book longer than his, anyway.

Basicaly Dennett saysthe Buddhists haveit right: the self isanillusion. Consciousnessisjust acover
gory: there is no you, redly, but your body findsit extremely useful to pretend thereis. Itsvarious
systems—organs, glands, nerves, muscles, blood, gonads—are what the Buddhists call dependently
co-arisng. They al haveto be there, working in concert, for any of themto exist at dl. Theilluson that
thereisatiny little man Stting in acontrol room in the middle of your brain, coordinating things by looking
at amonitor screen and deciding what should be done next, is so useful that not long after your birth your
body comesto consider it utterly essentia, and to depend on it.

Consciousnessisyour DNA and bloodstream and nerve cells and gut putting on a puppet show together,
and they need adirector so badly they create one out of thin air, the self, by the process that isthe
backwards of denial. If any part of the cast or crew losestheillusion of self for too long, al die. The
same kind of reverse-denial on asocietal scale can produce religion for smilar reasons: without it, al die.

That'swhy meditation is never going to be really popular. Most people would rather die than stop
thinking even for afew moments, because deep down they equate the two. When the ceasal ess monkey
chatter of the mind becomes oppressive, they just turn onthe TV or play some mp3sto drown it out.

But basically the mind exists because al the various parts of the body believeit does.

That goes for both the conscious and the subconscious mind—and aso for the "body-mind” even below
that, the part that would remember what side you like to degp on and how to play your favorite
instrument and where your genitals are located even if the brain were removed. Okay?

Somehow . . . knedling therein aforest in the dark with Oxy's head on my thighs, while my conscious
mind was tearing itself gpart trying to send solace to my Oksana, somehow . . . somehow my
subconscious mind or my body-mind or both knew it wasn't going to work, and somehow they intuited
the only thing that would, and knew there was no time to hesitate.

Yes, that'sright. Y ou remember what | said that night in your living room, standing over Allen Campbell's
corpse. "l made his selves dishdievein himsdf."

That'swhat | did to my Oksana. | can't tell you how: | don't know, and if | did there are no words. If it
helpsto think of it as pulling memory cores from Hal 9000, be my guest. In some manner | dispersed the
communications between dl those interlocking systems, dis-integrated them, made each doubt the
existence of Oksana Besher, thair sdif.

She ceased. She was gonein lessthan asecond. | think.

Itispossbleto fed infinite regret and infinite reief in the sameingant. To be grateful to the universeinthe
moment of despair. To be ashamed of being proud, and proud to be ashamed. Incredibly enough, it is
even possible to experience those paradoxes while running full-tilt through the forest in the dark.

Wheat | had done for Oksanawas mercy . . . and a the sametimeit felt like ultimate obscenity. Perhaps
even Origind Sin: not to lust for forbidden knowledge, but to forbid knowing. Paradox generated more



paradox. With al my heart | wanted to go directly to Hell and stay there; | felt | deserved to. And at the
sametime, | never sopped being aware that a demon from Hell was coming for me—specificaly to take
meto that very place, where | would spend my life being used for disgusting purposes by the man who
had killed Oksanas body. | agreed | had that coming, but that didn't mean | accepted it. The moment the
last particle of her essence departed from this plane of existence, | pushed her head off my lgp likean old
pair of gloves she wouldn't be needing anymore, took off her backpack and dung it over my shoulder,
got to my feet, and Started running.

If I had wasted as much as awhole minute mourning, | think Agent Fitt would have had methat night. It
was that close. He must have had to come some distance—how could he know my range wasn't aslong
asafew miles>—but he came fast. When hisadarms went off, he must have rolled out of bed and hit the
ground running. What saved me was, he knew woodscraft, knew the areawell and was extremely
physicaly fit, and | was clueless and totally out of shape. He had trained to hunt other wolves, not cows.
Nothing | did made senseto him.

He came close enough for me to read him. For maybe a minute.
I've spent every minute since running from him. Almost forty years, now.

Now I'm going to go out for ashort walk, to check afew security arrangements, and let you processthis.

| was grateful for histact. There certainly seemed to be alot to process, and it's easier to process stuff of
that level of profundity without anyone looking over your shoulder. | sat there thinking a dozen thoughts
at once, feding adozen emotions at once, while he got up and left. Some monitor component of my mind
noted how the door was opened from the inside and stored the information. A minute or two later, my
mouth—I think it was my mouth—caused meto get up and go make yet another cup of coffee. | was
halfway to the kitchen end of the room when | stopped in my tracks.

That's how long it took for it to hit me, for theimplicationsto sink in. For it to dawn on mewhy Zudie
had thought | might need sometimeto process hisstory.

Nearly ten years eaxlier, a her request, | had hel ped my wife Susan end her life.

| had been with her, done what was necessary. When her body died, | felt it happen. And then I'd sat
beside her for half an hour or so, taking what comfort | could from the knowledge that her suffering was
over, telling mysdf that now it wasfindly dl right for meto be sdfish, and giveinto sef pity: goindulgein
some exhilarating, stupid, self-destructive behavior for awhile.

And dl thewhile, if Zudie wasright, my beloved lay besde me—uiterly helpless, totaly terrified,
absolutely aone. For an hour, or ahundred million years. In that range.

Thanksto me.

My son Jesse had never forgiven mefor that act. 1'd only redlly managed it mysdf in the last four yearsor
0.

| dropped the coffee cup. It landed on my bareleft foot, hurting so much | nearly noticed, and skittered
crazily away acrossthefloor. | turned around and went back to my chair and sat down and stared at
Electric Fire on the Igptop for haf an hour or so without moving, until | had finished rewriting the story of
my lifeto datein light of the new information | now hed, in away that would let me continue. | think |
sang to myself from timeto time, but don't remember what songs. Oddly, it never occurred to meto



drink any of the brandy in the bottle Stting next to the computer.

The moment | had the ridicul ous thought that perhaps | should go yell out the door that it was okay to
come back now, Zudie came back in with an armload of firewood, opened athigh-tall binwith a
foot-peda, dropped in the wood and lowered thelid again. | didn't see awoodstove anywhere, but did
see severd areas where one could be concealed. And when | thought about it, he'd have been afoal to
depend on eectricity here on Coveney, no matter how he was getting it—which | dso didn't understand.
Héll, on Heron Idand we lived with blackouts for at least a dozen days out of every year, and often much
longer. And B.C. Hydro was aware we were paying cusomers.

He brushed wood debris from his bare chest, got a pitcher of cold water and clean cups, brought them
over and sat by me.

"Have you ever read Heinlein?' he asked me.

"Nameringsabdl."

"Dead science fiction writer. Considered the First Grandmaster of that genre.”
| nodded politely. "I'm colorblind in that range, sorry. 'Stranger' something?”

"...In A Srange Land,' Yes. Among many other achievements, some of his storiesinspired the
development of cryonics, freezing dead peoplein hope of future resurrection.”

"Totell you thetruth, | dwayskind of wished | had the kind of money it takesto make that bet,” | said.
"I mean, sure, it'slousy odds—but look at the payoff!"

Henodded . . . but oddly, asif I'd said something very sad. "Well, one of thefirst cryonics firms offered
him afree freeze to thank him. Heinlein turned them down and wouldn't say why. Drove them crazy.
After hisdeeth it turned out exactly one of hisfriends had had the nerve to ask him why he would regject
even along shot at extended life, when it was free.”

"Okay, Mr. Bones, what did he say?' | said, trying to lighten things up.

Zudiesvoice was as bleak asif hed been delivering a death sentence. "He said, 'How do | know it
wouldnt interfere with rebirth?"

"Oh. Oh." Suddenly | saw what hewasdriving a. "Oh, wow . . ."

He spoke with his head down, absurdly asif he were addressing his penis. "l have no opinion about what
happens after death. Maybe we go to the Christian Heaven and, if we've been good, get to spend
eternity in adrab white robe playing the harp without food or drink or sex, content to adore the guy who
invented pain and aging. Maybe we go to the Mudim Paradise and spend eternity getting smashed with
inexperienced lovers and adoring the same guy played by a different actor. Maybe we reincarnate
Buddhigt style, or Hindu style, or New Orleans style. Anybody who says he knowsislying or crazy."

Again | made afeeble attempt at levity. "Or dead."

Helooked up. The pain in his eyeswas shocking. "Whatever happens. . . how do | know | didn't fuck it
up for Oxy?"

"Hey Zudie, man, come on—"



"I'm pretty surewhat | did to her never happened to anyone before. Certainly not as often as people get
hit by meteorites. There can't be aprotocol for it in the system—"

"Come on, brother, what about the most likely answer, okay?"
"What'sthat?'

The question was exasperating. "That nothing happens. That we don't go anywhere when we die, we
just end, and are gone, from everywhere but human memory anyway, and as James Taylor sad, life goes
onwithout us, dl around us. That you fucked up nothing. That al you did was shorten aredly horrible
last moment for someone you love. Y ou stupid fat bastard, | should only be so lucky as Oxy was. | wish
to God you'd been there for Susan!™

He gaped a me, looking more than ever like Baby Huey.

"Jesus Chrigt," | said, "Nobody ever looks as hard for anything as a person looking for something to fed
guilty about."

Hegot aquizzicd look . . . and then hisfeatures began to relax. The pain started to leave hisface.
"Thank you, Russll," he said.

My own irritation was gone. "Y oure welcome.”
"You redly think that'sthe most likely answer?'
"Seemsto be the one with theleast amount of wishful thnkinginit."

"Maybe s0. I've dwaysfdt it wasthe least likely answer, mysdf. | mean, | seetheflawsin dl the other
ones—I just have trouble persuading mysdlf a) that random chance produced matter, music and
Oksands eyes, and b) that none of them matters a dl.”

"I know what you mean,” | agreed. " Substitute Susan's eyesfor Oxy's and I'm right with you. But see, |
want those thingsto matter, with roughly equd intensity, so my opinion is suspect.”

"Doesn't makeit wrong.”
"Makesit sugpect.”
Hedghed. "l don't disagree.”

"And I'll tell you thetruth, in away it'sthe answer | prefer. | mean, | don't think | want to spend eternity
in Catholic Heaven even if Susan is there. Or learn to read the Koran in Arabic, or stop eating beef, or
pork, or enter the VVoid, or any of that crap. Beautiful brief flickersin the darkness that the universe was
too dumb to cherish.. . . | can livewith that."

"I hear you, my friend,” hesaid. "But . . . isn't that ahdll of athing to be the outcome you prefer?”

Hehad me. "Yes, itis" | finished the water in my cup and replaced it with brandy. "I wish someone
would invent asanerdigion.”

"I'mworking onit," hesad.
"Go, cat, go."

"But there ismore pressing business before the house.”



The brandy hit me. "Y eah, I'm coming back up to speed, now. Y ou figure it was Agent Pitt who took out
Nikas cousn."

"I can't think of anyone ese dive—assuming he's dive—who would both be capable of following a
nonexistent link to Nikaal the way to your house, and interested enough to bother, after adl these years.
The CIA has been out of the ESP businessfor over thirty years now."

"Okay. You've beenin hishead. Y ou know more about how he thinks than | do. What do you think hell
do now?'

"Dig around until he finds areally good handle on Nikaor you or both of you. Then squeeze you hard.”
"Isthat his best move?!

"Yes. Think about it. He wants to capture atelepath. He knows I'm dmost as smart asheis. Therésno
way he's going to sneak up on me, on my hometurf, even if he can find out where that is. He needsto get
one of you to call me up or email me, and sucker meinto a preset trap he can spring from well outside
my range. Tricking you into it istoo complicated, and how can he be sure he's succeeded? Easier and
more reliable to hold some kind of metaphorical gun to your head.”

Jesus Chrigt inateddy. "And my son is somewhere on the same fucking idand with him!" | gulped more
brandy. It didn't help enough.

Then | saw thefaint smileon Zudie'sface.

"I'm amogt as smart as Agent Fitt," he said softly. "And | know he's coming for me, and he doesn't know
| know."

"You haveaplan.
"W, the beginnings of an outline of one, yes."

"Tell memore," | sarted to say. But just a that moment, apenny dropped in my head, and | suddenly
remembered something. Something horrible. | opened my mouth, tried to spesk, failed.

It didn't matter, of course. Zudie went just as pale as | must have done. "Oh God, Russell, that's bad," he
breathed. ™Y ou redlly fucked up.”

10.

Saturday, June 23, 2007 Heron Island, British Columbia, Canada

When McKinnon woke up the bedside clock said it was 12:13 AM. Hiswatch agreed. He checked: he
had set the watch for midnight. He always set his watch when he wanted to wake a a particular
time—and never needed to, always waking aminute or so before it could go off. So basically he had
failed to wake up twice. No, threetimes: the watch darm repeated after five minutesif he didn't switch it
off.



Thefakefire wasthe only light besides the clockface. The room's overhead light had adimmer switch, he
remembered . . . but had recently been supplied with one of the new low-wattage fluorescent bulbs,
which do not work with adimmer. He sat up, turned on the bedside lamp (al so flourescent, and therefore
of only one wattage: too bright), and looked around at aroom furnished in a style he thought of as Quaint
Misbehavin', with a50-inch flatscreen TV above afireplace so redistic he couldn't stop noticing how
redigtic it was. It took awholefifteen secondsfor the flame-flicker sequence to repest, and the
accompanying loop of crackle sounds was only ten seconds long. Genius.

He sighed, shut off the fire with a redistic-looking bedside fireplace wall-switch, and tried to recall just
how he had cometo be here, inthissilly room on thissilly idand in thissilly country, onthissilly-ass
mission. He reviewed the path from birth to here to try and spot just where he had gone wrong—

—redlized he was reviewing not his history but that of one of his more memorable cover identities—

—promised himsdlf to be scared by that just as soon as he had the time, and started over.

Born at a rest stop just outside Tampa. Childhood shuttling between warring parents in East
Baltimore and Drama City, until he was old enough for acting out to turn into a rap sheet. Very
high I1Q and reading scores bought him some slack, but two years into state college, he graduated
to felonies. Vietnam a way out that didn't involve choices or decisions, until suddenly it did.

Choseto live. Months as a Shadow Company security contractor, with a necklace of earsand a
price on his head.

Recruited into CIA's Operation Phoenix by the Major, a Truman appointee. Under histutelage,
traded necklace and rap sheet for a new name, a new personality, a philosophy and a purpose.
Morphed from wholesale to retail killer: from a soldier who matched himself against other
predators with wolfish joy, to a soldier who accomplished exponentially more by passionless
assassination of selected civilians or their loved ones. More important: became politically aware,
on a global scale, and for thefirst timein hislife truly pledged allegiance to the flag of the United
Sates of America, and to the republic for which it stood.

Finally too hot to remain in Southeast Asia. Back home to Drama City, which was called
Washington when you were wearing a suit and tie and a name with no priors attached to it. Two
years of training, indoctrination, grooming and college culminating in a BA in History, then finally
he was ready to do real work . . . just in time for himto get in on MK Ultra. A long series of
events then that made leaving a village mayor's dead wife outside their hooch seem like a clean
way to make a living. All of them were necessary, all in service to an end that justified any means:
truth, justice, and the American way. But all of themwere hard just the same. They didn't get any
easier, and that was the good news.

Felt his allegiance begin to waver . . .

Got himself reassigned to the Funny Farm—the ESP project—as a kind of vacation that he knew
would be temporary. And there, to his astonishment, he encountered the man who would change
the course of hislife even more than the Major had . . .

Hisbladder interrupted hislifereview . . . just as he had recapitulated himsdf to the point of remembering
why he didn't have timefor this shit. Just aswell, probably—the next forty yearswould have been



dreadful to relive. He shook his head, swung hislegs over the side of the bed, and had a disheartening
amount of difficulty getting up. On hisway to the bathroom, he told himself that perhaps tomorrow would
be alittle better . . . and realized he had been doing that for an awful ot of consecutive mornings now. So
he passed the time it took for the " coffeg” machine to cycle by working out. He couldn't do his usua
morning routine without waking anyone below him or next door, but he did manage enough to get his
heart pumping and hisjoints better oiled. When he was done, hefdt fifty again.

Over coffee he started his laptop, confirmed that no one else was using the B& B's wifi connection, and
did some research. The property owner's name was Russell Walker. Mr. Walker was an Op-Ed
columnist with the more libera of Canada's two conservative newspapers. A widower, lessthan a
decade younger than McKinnon himself. An ex-American—no, he saw on closer ingpection: a
dual-citizen, who'd been born in the U.S,, and moved to Canada after, not before, Vietnam,
subsequently becoming a Canadian citizen without renouncing U.S. citizenship. Not alot of those.

Shortly, McKinnon found himsdlf wondering if Mr. Walker actudly existed. The more he searched the
more skeptica he became.

Oneliving family member: agrown son living on the opposite end of the continent, inthe U.S.
Organizations belonged to: none. This guy was supposed to be pushing sixty, and belonged to no clubs,
societies, leagues, guilds, associations, religious groups, political parties, twelve-step groups, boards of
directors or porn websites. He paid for the minimum cable package: no specidty or movie TV channds
at al. The same cable package a so provided barely adequate internet access, dightly better than smoke
signds. max download speed 50 Mbps, max upload speed 30 no more than 10 e-mail addresses, and a
datatransfer limit of 60 gigs amonth that his records showed he rarely approached.

Phone records showed that the man amost never used his phone—save for short flurries of callsover a
two- or three- day period, every three weeks, plus afew holiday and birthday calls ayear to the distant
son, who amost never called back. An odd interva—uwhat actual human activity was on athree-week
cycle? It added to the growing impression that this Waker was a phantom. Wait a minute—the comic
srip character The Phantom had often used the name Walker as a pseudonym, because the Africans he
lived among called him The Ghost Who Walks. If a Phantom Walks in a forest but isn't really there,
do the leaves Russdll?

But the Heron Idand Credit Union believed Waker was red enough to give him amortgage. A mainland
bank might have been conned by a Potemkin Man, aslong as the checks kept clearing . . . but this
rockheap just wasn't big enough: everyone on it must know each other.

So: follow the rest of Walker's money.
After the mortgage, hislargest expenditures went for, in descending order:

—food delivery, one quarter from the place McKinnon himsalf had dined earlier that evening, Collinga
Vernas, and three quarters from The Red Bliss, which appeared to be one of those "co-operatives'
(how were other businesses structured? Anarchy?) that sold organic fruits and nuts to the organic nuts
and fruits

—prodigious, Valtairean quantities of Tanzanian Peaberry coffee, ordered asbeansin bulk by mail from
Ontario.

—books and CDs purchased from either amazon.com or one of its associated Used dedlers.

—postage apparently used to mail small quantities of discs and booksto others, both in Canadaand in
theU.S.



Therewere aso regular cash withdrawal s—at that sameirritating interval, every three weeks—strongly
suggesting anillegd drug. But the amounts were such that it was unlikely to be anything interesting. Pot,
probably, British Columbia being the connoisseur marijuanameccafor the entire planet.

0. .. bascdly, aguy with no life. Much like McKinnon himsdlf, redlly, savefor the pot addiction.

McKinnon got up from the laptop and made another potlet of coffee-colored fluid. Asit dripped, he
opened a container of butter chicken and ate from it with hisfingers. It was symphonic. When the
bubbling sounds ceased he washed hishandsin the sink, picked up acuplet, looked at it, put it down,
and took the whole potlet back to the computer with him.

Now . .. where did Waker's money come from? A lot of it, but not al, came from his Op-Ed column, it
turned out. He seemed to get paid alot more per column than the other columnists who appeared on the
same page, though hisran only . . . McKinnon smiled suddenly. Walker's column " Past Imperfect, Future
Tense" ran every third Friday. The odd three-week interval was explained.

So even a hisunusudly high word rate, he could not be bringing in enough to cover his nut then.
McKinnon kept digging. It was not easy to figure out, but he had specia forensic accountancy software
designed for that express purpose which was not available to the genera or even particular public.
Before too long he understood that Walker's late wife had been avery successful painter, who had left
enough to cover hisneedsfor therest of hisdaysif necessary. But that principal was still untouched,
because she had dso left him an unknown but apparently substantial number of completed paintings. So
far, every time his balance began to drop, he had produced one and sold it for enough to keep himself in
coffee and CDs for another year or two—atotal of four timesso far.

McKinnon wanted another potlet of "coffee," but was out of "coffee" pucks, save for the decaf, which he
took to be avariant spelling of "defective." He got a canlet of Coke from the room's microbar, took that
and the butter chicken container back to the desk. He ate afew biteswith hisfingers, then wiped them
off with Kleenex and resumed netsearching.

Okay. Now for the big question. Why was M cKinnon studying thisingrown toenail of aman, this hermit
who made hisliving lecturing an entire country about the events of the day? What was his connection to
Zandor Zudenigo?

The obvious agpproach was to start with the date Zudenigo had dropped off the planet, find out what
Walker had been doing at the time, and then wind both their lives backward until they intersected. Again
he had speciad software for the purpose—but he never even opened it.

Because the very firg thing he learned was that on the day Zudenigo had become a Ghost Who Walked,
forty yearsearlier, Walker had been his college roommate. McKinnon must have seen hisnamein the
filesmany times over the years; it had smply been too bland to stick. He said "Y' edl™ doud, punched his
thigh, sat back and resumed eating chicken without conscioudy naoticingit.

Bingo! It was confirmed, now. Histarget was alive . . . and close, too!

Until now he had not been absolutely sure. The cop could have had some innocuous cop-reason to
inquire after aman forty years dead over at the far end of another country. But at thefirgt hint of trouble
she had made a bedline for the dead man's old roommate, and then both of them had melted into the
scenery. There was no reason to be that paranoid about aforty-year-dead guy unless he was not redlly
dead. Case closed. Zudenigo was dive, somewherein thisarea.

And histwo friends were even now making a bedline for Zudenigo to warn him of danger, with ahead
dart that widened with each passing minute—



Fortunately his thoughts reached that point before he had absent-mindedly finished al the chicken. He
wolfed down everything elsein the container instead, saving the mesat for that damned cat he was going to
have to get past. Then he shut hislaptop and dressed quickly, pleased that he would be able to keep the
beef brisket container sedled and have that for tomorrow's medl. He left in such disciplined haste that he
very nearly caught Detective Constable Nika Mandic¢ loitering outside his B& B, and drove back to
Russdll Walker's place at exactly theidand's maximum lega speed of 40 KPH, or, in histerms, alow
idle. The gtreet lights ended within what he would have called a couple of blocks, for good, and there
was absolutely no other traffic on the road. After awhile he decided he didn't need lightsto drive that
dowly on empty moonlit roads, and it would be better to gpproach Waker's home thislate with
maximum stedlth, so pulled over for amoment, reached under the dash and, with the small sense of
satisfaction he aways got from disabling an unwanted safety festure, removed the fusefor his headlights.

* * %

The road leading to Walker's driveway was adight upgrade. From long habit of caution McKinnon went
acouple of driveways past it at the quietest speed he could, then put it in neutral, shut the engine, and let
the car drift back downhill. 1t rolled dowly enough that even by moonlight he had no difficulty backing
into Walker's driveway and coagting far enough to be in shadow from the road. He was nearly at rest
when hisstarboard taillight hit the tree—but still going fast enough to produce a miniwhiplash he knew he
would fed later, and an absurd amount of crunchy-tinkly noise, with an echo. There must be adamn
mountain somewhere out there in the dark, though he didn't recal one.

He sat «ill and waited for over aminute, listening for barking dogs, people asking one another what the
hell that had been, gpproaching meteorites. He watched his rearview mirror closaly enough to finaly
detect the approaching cat. He located the container of Ieftover butter chicken on thefloor in front of the
passenger seat, and got out of the car. He managed to open negotiations with the cat, arrive at mutually
agreeable terms, and strike abargain, but not without diffficulty. He was usualy good with cats, but this
one seemed to be ferd. It displayed zero interest in human touch of any kind, but alively interest in
chicken. He gaveit dl the mest, seding the bones back up in the container so it wouldn't choke on them,
but the moment it finished the last morsdl of bird it made abedine for the container and announced that it
wouldn't mind sampling the gravy too. He wrapped the bones in Kleenex, dropped them in the car's
wastebasket, made sureits windows were sealed. Asthe cat began following the floppy container
around the forest like adrunk chasing his hat, McKinnon took two steps and disappeared, moving
through the woods beside Walker's driveway like the shadow cast by asuspicion.

Nearly as quietly asthe second cat, who materiaized in his path about three or four meters ahead and to
theright.

No more chicken left. He froze and watched the cat carefully, looking for flattened ears, arched back or
rgpid tail movement, and listening for growling, or worse, hissing. It blinked a him for afew seconds. . .
then put itstal straight in the air and came prancing up to see if McKinnon's hand smelled good enough
to be scratched by. It did. He got on one knee and gave the new cat about twenty seconds worth of
scratching. When he heard the other cat moving somewhere in the woods behind him, he struggled to his
feet and continued on hisway.

He gpproached the house with extreme care, watchful of darms, but encountered none. The building was
dark, indde and out. He circled it to be sure. Nothing brighter than the inevitable stlandby lights or digital
time displayswas visble at any window, not so much asacandle. A small outbuilding briefly held his
interest because of faint light from itswindows, but it turned out to be only an empty office containing a
Powerbook laptop with agaudy screensaver. He checked the door carefully, found it unlocked, and was
tempted to dip insde and examine the computer. But he knew he had to confirm that the house was



empty first. His shoes were very muddy from walking through wet woods; he doubled back to ahose
he'd seen around the side of the house and was able to tip enough water out of it to clean his shoes, so
they would leave no printsinsde. He unhooked from hiskey ring aminiflashlight, the Sze of thecapon a
felt tip marker, and confirmed by touch that it was set for lowest power and smallest aperture.

He was not too surprised to find the front door unlocked—he was beginning to get used to Canada—but
he was surprised dmost to the point of indignation when helearned that it had no lock. Anyone who
cared to turn the doorknob could walk in. 1t made him suspicious enough to did his miniflash one step
brighter and double-check for asilent darm, but he found none.

He suppressed hisirritation, and everything else, and dipped into the house.

He tossed the place dowly, thoroughly, making careful use of hisflashlight. Walker clearly lived done.
Every wall of every room except the kitchen and bathrooms seemed to be obscured by tall bookshelves,
about aquarter of which held CDs, cassettes or vinyl records. He had four TV's, kitchen, livingroom and
both bedrooms, but al of them were cheap crap, no flat screens, no big screens even. Two had attendant
VCRsrather than DVD players. Only the set in the master bedroom, a 28-inch tube, had external
speakers, and just two of them. Every piece of furniture and gppliance in the house was adequate but
cheap; all the carpets had acne; dl the wals needed paint. The sound system in the dining room
contained no components less than ten years old and some much older. Everything he saw was just good
enough for its purpose—with a single exception: an absurdly high-tech Swiss unit in the kitchen that
produced single cups of fresh ground French-Press-style coffee at the press of abutton and cleaned itself
afterward. But even that was clearly long past its warrantee.

McKinnon found himsdlf starting to like Waker—the man treated himsdlf well, but did not waste adime
impressing anyone else. The place reeked of marijuana, but otherwise closely resembled McKinnon's
own current gpartment in Virginia

He kept up arunning search for stashes, hiding places, secret compartments that might concedl cluesto
Zudenigo's whereabouts. There are amillion places to stash something in ahouse, and he knew them dll.
But found nonein this house. The man's marijuana supply—l ess than an ounce, but strong by the smell of
it—was"hidden" in hisfridge, in atrangparent plastic container.

Hefound signs of abandonment on amoment's notice. A stereo amplifier left on. Thermostat |eft on day
setting. Crumbs on kitchen counters. Three cups of coffee dregsin the living room.

The master bedroom was comfortable and uncluttered, reasonably clean and orderly. The kingsize bed
was made, and McKinnon confirmed that its sheets and pillowcases had been changed recently. Walker
was surprisingly nest and tidy for awidower. Thisroom waswhere he did most of hisTV viewing; it had
the largest tube, the only surround speakersin the house, and afair-sized collection of DVDsand VHS
tapes. Therewas even atal mirror propped against the far wal at just the right angle to the master
bathroom so that Walker could follow aprogram while sitting on the throne or soaking in the tub.

There was a guest's suitcase in the guest bedroom, open on the bed but not yet unpacked. The cop's?
No. Mde clothing and ancillaries. Someone who lived and dressed considerably better than Walker. No
ID present. The tag on the suitcase handle gave an addressin New Y ork City, but no name; the baggage
code too indicated that the bag had been checked in a LaGuardiain New Y ork. The bathroom across
the hall showed no signs of recent use.

McKinnon thought about that for awhile. Less than an hour after she arrives, Detective Congtable
Mandi¢ persuades not only Walker but anewly arrived houseguest to join her in dropping everything and
running like hell. How? How many people could possibly share the secret of ateepath who had been



hiding successfully—from McKinnon!—for forty years now, and what were the odds of athird one
showing up from afar on the very day McKinnon himsdf findly caught up? He tabled the question and
finished his sweep.

The only remaining room was used for storage, of the sorts of itemsthat would have beenin an attic or
basement if the house had featured either. He gave it abored but thorough ingpection, finding nothing of
interest. He was feding impatient by then, but forced himself to go through the whole house room by
room once more. Only then did he go eagerly back outside to toss Walker's office.

It was aglorified shed, perhaps twenty-four feet by twelve, with three windowsfitted with venetian
blinds. Insde, every inch of wal was obscured by nine-foot-tall bookshelves, dl of them full, handmade
by somelocal artisan to accommodate the windows. An old wooden table covered with a chesp
tablecloth served as a desk and held a shiny new Powerbook with cable internet, a big cathode-tube
externd monitor, and apair of LavaLiteson elther side of it, one blue and one clear. On asmal wheded
table beside the desk were both alaserprinter and acolor inkjet printer; they and the Powerbook and the
seven-speaker surround-sound system connected to it were the most modern and expensive gear
McKinnon had seen so far, no more than ayear or so old. Thiswaswhere Waker spent most of his
time

He sat down at the keyboard, killed the hypnotic screensaver, opened a browser, accessed a page that
was decidedly not part of the World Wide Web, downloaded some software money couldn't buy, and
scanned Walker's computer rather more thoroughly than aVancouver Apple dealer could have. Nothing
he turned up was of any use or interest to him, as he had expected going in.

He gave some of Waker's Op Ed columns a hasty scan, and was surprised to find very few stupid
opinions. Walker had correctly assessed the significance of 9/11 on September 11, for example, and had
seen through the Iraq bullshit from Day One. He had the sense to know and the courage to say in print
that Osama had probably been dead for years. The man tended to get his supporting evidence from
sorces like The Economist rather than American or Canadian news media. Y et he was not aknee-jerk
American-basher, like many Canadians and nearly al ex-American Canadians. One paragraphin
particular caught McKinnon'seye: "Americasometimesfallsto live up toitsown ideds. If you want to
say 'often,’ | won't argue. So has every nation since history began. But it must be admitted that so far, the
United States of America has the most magnificent set of ideds any nation ever failed to live up to."
McKinnon was starting to like the man; he hoped it would not be necessary to end him.

But hishard drive definitely did not contain thetext strings " Zandor," "Zudenigo,” or "Smdly" witha
capitd S. Or anything else useful. Hise-mail contactsincluded afew names Homeland Security
considered questionable, but no more than was reasonable for anationa columnist, and none that were
flagged red or even amber. He did not have awebsite. He did not blog or IM or videochat. He had
hardly any red friends—very few of his correspondences produced more than half a dozen exchangesin
ayear—but he certainly knew someinteresting people. HisiTuneslibrary ran heavily to jazz, folk, soul
and Sixtiesrock.

McKinnon sighed, put the lgptop to deep, | eft the office and found himself reentering the main house
without knowing why. From long experience he knew that meant he had seen something in the house that
was not right, and failed to conscioudly noticeit at thetime. So helet hisfeet go where they would. He
found himsdlf gpproaching the spare room used for storage of obsolete junk.

Five steps before he reached it, he suddenly remembered what he was going to see that was wrong the
moment he passed through that door. A laptop. A Mac Powerbook, but severd iterations older than the
onein Walker's office, a 1400 series. On one that old, al the connections werein abay in the back, and
playing back memory now hewas certain the only thing connected to this one wasits power cord. He



hed noticed atiny light on the lgptop'slid blinking a him, announcing that it was deeping rather than shut
off. He remembered seeing a blue cable coming in through the wall that had to be internet, but was sureiit
had ended in acoil on the floor, nowhere near the computer.

He stopped to think it through. Lots of people kept obsolete old computers around. The new one might
break. Maybe afavorite old game would not work with newer operating systems. A Powerbook in deep
mode consumed very little power, so why not keep it plugged in? But even a 1400 could collect and
send e-mail, do smple net-surfing, play internet radio—so why would a man with high speed internet
access handy choose not to plug it in?

Only one answer occurred to McKinnon, and it made him smile. Waker had information on that
computer he wanted to be certain could not be hacked, not even by people like McKinnon.

It was theoretically possible to incurse acomputer through its power cord, but most civilians did not even
suspect that, and McKinnon himsdlf could not have done it with the tools at hand—or even had it done
on his authorization back when he'd been a Company man. He took amoment to marvel at Walker's
peculiar form of paranoia. He had taken precautions sufficient to foil a cyber-antagonist as powerful and
capable as the Company itself, or the Mossad, or the late Komitet Gosudarstveno Bezhopaznosti. Y et
held taken no precautions at all against aman walking in hisfront door while he was away.

Already grinning as hetried to imagine what lovely information he was about to acquire, McKinnon
resumed walking, and within three steps was in the room and staring directly at the spot where the
Powerbook 1400—

—had been, half an hour earlier, and was no more.

The window was wide open now. Knickknacks that had been on the sill were scattered on the floor.
Someone outside was heading for the trees.

Shit!

He sprang to the window, grabbed it at elither Sde and lifted one foot to the sill—and froze there, in that
off-baance position. The unexpected touch of agun muzzle between the tendons at the back of his neck
was shocking. Worse, he fdt it only for the second it took him to identify it. Thenit wasgone. .. and
now he had no idea where the gun or the person holding it were anymore. He was up against apro. And
his own gun, though covered by his jacket, was holstered at the small of his back.

"Good evening, Congtable Mandic,” he said softly. "May | turn around?"

"Detective Congtable," camethereply. "And no. Y ou can put your leg back down—and then your hands
behind your back." He heard handcuffs coming out of abelt holster.

Shit!
He did as directed, and waited.

Thefirg cuff ratcheted closed around his left wrist. The angle and direction told him she was holding the
cuffswith her right hand, the gun with her left. Expected form for aright-hander. He made afist with his
cuffed left hand and punched an imaginary fat man in front of him asfast and hard as he could with it.
Ingtinctively she kept her grip on the cuffs, which yanked her right sde forward, spinning her left sde and
gun-hand away from him. He trapped her right elbow and pivoted sharply to hisright, whipping her |eft
arm around in awide arc that ended abruptly when her wrist smacked againgt the side of the open
window frame. The gun sailed out into the darkness.



He was busy then for awhile. She was young, strong, fit, and reasonably well trained. But the outcome
was never in doubt. He had exponentialy more experience.

Once she was unconscious, he searched her, found the handcuff key, unlocked the one on hiswrist, and
cuffed her right wrist to her left ankle. He found aknife there, and unstrapped that and an empty holdout
holster he found on the other ankle. Then, feding pessmigtic, he ebow-crawled to the window and
popped up for aquick look.

Good news. The one outside had stopped running away, had come back, was adark silhouette halfway
between the tredline and the house. Both hands were free, held |eft the laptop somewhere. He froze
when he saw McKinnon's head briefly appear. Walker? Another cop? A neighbor?

What difference did it make? He spoke loudly enough to be sure he was heard, and no louder. "If you do
not bring it back, intact, right now, I will hurt her badly.”

Silence. No reply. No footsteps either, either running or dowly approaching.
"Do not pretend you don't know what | mean.”
Still no response.

Hefrowned. "At thismoment, | have no pressing need to kill either of you. The moment | cripple acop,
that changesfast and for good. Last chance: get the laptop, hand it up through the window, and then go
round the house and come in the front door. Hurry. Otherwise | start with an elbow. They're actudly
harder to replace than knees. . . not that it'll matter.”

"Very hard choice."

Oh, really? The voice was surprising, too: definitely not acop . . . but not acolumnist pushing sixty
ether. And definitely bluffing. "Makeit quickly.”

The sghwasaudible. "Y ouwin." Footsteps moved away, then came back.

"Come straight to the window," he called, because who knew whether this guy was aware that there was
ahandgun loose out there somewhere in the shadows to the right of the window.

But the footsteps did come straight to the window, and moments later the laptop appeared in the
opening..

"Set it down onthesdll," hesaid. "Good." He raised his hand high enough to be seen from outside, and
pointed to hisleft. "Now go round that way."

"But you told me to come in the front door. It's over that w—"
"And now I'm telling you to take the long way round!”
Pause. "Whatever." Footsteps moved away, to the lft.

He took the Powerbook from the window sill, set it on the floor beside him, located its abandoned
power cord, plugged it back in, and stood up. Just as he heard the front door opening at the far end of
the house, he saw the open door of the closet in which the cop had hidden to ambush him, and decided it
might work twice.

It did. The moment the other had approached closaly enough to see the sprawled form of the
policewoman on the floor, he raced heedlessinto the room and knelt by her sde. McKinnon pushed



open the closet door, took two measured steps, and knelt behind him. He held hisknife to the other's
throat just long enough for the fingers of hisleft hand to find the right spot, then was careful to get the
blade out of the way asthe man fdll. Heleaned forward and used his miniflashlight to confirm that this
was not Russell Walker, or anyone he knew. The guy was about the same age as the cop, but a patdown
showed he carried no weapon or handcuffs.

McKinnon sat back on hishedsand sighed. A pity the man hadn't brought a second set of cuffs. He got
to hisfeet, checked his clothing for damage, and dragged his burden down the halway to the kitchen by
onewrist, hoping for duct tape. He had no trouble locating Walker's tool drawer, but the only tapein it
was masking tape, too narrow to be of use. How could aman live without duct tape?

But in the adjacent drawer hefound alargeroll of Saran plastic wrap. Widowers refrigerated alot of
unfinished portions. Hetook the roll from its box, brought it into the living room, and rolled out aslong a
sheet of plastic wrap as he could. Then he dumped his newest acquaintance on it and kept rolling him
over until hisarmswere completely pinned to hissides. He cut it with hisknife and sealed it in place with
masking tape. Then he twisted another length into plagtic rope, bound the other's ankles with it, and used
what was |eft over to haul him back to the spare room by, atask made even easier because he offered
lessfriction wrapped in plastic.

When he had them laying side by side, he checked their breathing and pulses carefully, then dismissed
them from hismind and eagerly turned his attention to the laptop. It didn't take him any time to find what
he was looking for, even though he had no ideawnheat it was. All he needed to do was scan for
most-recent-activity: it turned out that these days, Walker used this Powerbook only for asingle

purpose.
Digging hisown grave.

11.

Saturday, June 23, 2007 Coveney I sland, Bitish Columbia, Canada

"How could | have been so fucking stupid, Zudie?' My voice sounded like an echo coming back from
thefar end of acold dark cave.

His sounded perfectly normd. ™Y ou weren't expecting an Agent Pitt to come along out of apast you
didn't share.”

" wasworried about people afuck of alot scarier than Agent Fitt!" My ass hurt. | must have sat down
too hard. | didn't recdl sitting down.

"And you assumed if they came it would be through the net. How € se? The only way you could put
yoursdlf or Nikaor mein jeopardy, asfar asyou knew, wasto alow any wisp of atraceable connection
to occur between you and Allen online, and you took stepsto make sure there were none. Y ou tell me;
how could God himsdf have physically followed Allen'strail to your house? Even if that monster e-mailed
afriend before he left hometo kill us, he himsdlf didn't know where he was going until he got here. . .

and when hedid, wekilled him."



"Sill—"

"Y ou reasoned, intelligently, that even if you did become the victim of thefirst burglary in Heron Idand
history, any reasonable thief would focus on the expensive recent-mode computer with high speed
internet Sitting in your office, and ignore an obsolete old piece of crap worth a hundred buckstops. At
worg, he'd open it and glance through it looking for porn—and get bored decrypting fileslong before he
got near anything of interest. Y ou hid the dangerous file well enough to stymie anyone but aMacintosh
power user . . . and they don't tend to become burglars.”

"But God damn it—"

"The precautions you took were more than reasonable. Thisis an unreasonable Situation. The sooner you
get over blaming yoursdlf the quicker we can get to work oniit.”

"Work on what?Y ou've convinced me: Agent Fitt is James Bond on steroids. No way intheworld ishe
going to walk past a superfluous laptop with its deep light blinking. Especialy one disconnected from the
net, two meters from an internet connection. No way in the world is he going to have the dightest trouble
decrypting old Disk Doubler encryption, for Christ's sake. How long will it take him to try the date of
Susan's death as my password? Third try, tops.”

"Yourebeng—"
"Half an hour later, max, he will have you and me by the bals, and Nika by the ovaries."
"That isnot neces—"

"It'sall there, Zudie. All of it. Ascloseas| could makeit to how it actualy happened. Every thing we
did. Every thing we didn't do. Chock full of verifiable facts. The exact spot we buried the son of abitch,
for example. Put it dl together, you've got the single most supernaturaly stupid thing anybody could
possibly have done. | wrote a detailed confession of murder—"

"Youreawriter, Russl. It'swhat you do, it's how you manage to cope with the world—by putting it on
paper whereit'sat arm'slength. 1t's how you coped with the most traumetic thing that ever happened to
you."

"—and left it lying around unlocked in abuilding | knew the CIA would be ingpecting soon—"
"—which you were leaving at high speed, scared to death for your son, not to mention yourself.”
"A man's supposed to have brains, even when he's scared. Especially when he's scared.”
"Which man?'

"Huh? OWWW!

He had grabbed me by the ears, hard. He was a arms length, on hisknees, abig nearly naked pae
hairless walrus with aface reminiscent of Tony Soprano asafat child. "Listen to me. Y ou're absolutely
right: the cartoon superherosin the adventure fiction you love to read would dl be disgusted with you. At
thisvery moment, Jack Reacher is curling hislip, Hawk is saying something ironic about you to Spenser,
and Travis McGeethinks you're as helpless as Meyer. Okay? Y oure atotal failure as Superman. The
Saint would be ashamed of you. Parker thinks you're apussy. Accept that. Deal with it on your own
time. Right now, you'rein the real world: work the problem.”

"Okay."



My voice sounded normal again. The rest of the room was there, once more, and the universe outside. |
could fed my lungsfilling and emptying.

"What timeisit, Zudie? After nine? Okay, obvioudy thefirst thingtodoisc..." | traled off.
"Oh," Zudie said sadly. "That's too bad."

Wel, why would | memorize my son's cell phone number? Christmas and birthday calls| makeon a
land-line. And why would aVancouver police officer who wanted only to forget she ever knew me have
givenme her cdl?If there was any way to look up acedl phone number, | didn't know it, and if there
was, | was sure theirs would both be unlisted.

Wait—Zudie had alaptop and internet, | could . . . oh damn it, that was no good ether. Jesse used an
e-mail address that was just arandom string of |etters and numbers, to defeat spammers.

Could | cal somefriend of Jesse'sin New Y ork and get his cdll number from them? Not for hours, even
if I could think of one; it was after 1:00 AM there now. Could | cal the Vancouver cops, and try to use
my newpaper credentialsto con Nikas cell number out of them?Hal | remembered how much fun I'd
had, afew years ago, just trying to get the copsto tell me over the phone where| could find Police
Headquarters.

| could call my own house. If Jesse were within earshot, heard my voice on the answering machine,
maybe | could get him to come insde and pick up the phone. Or maybe Agent Pitt would hear me, and
I'd have given him a phone number tracesble back t—

"Zudie, do you even have aphone out here?' No land-line, obvioudy, and where the hell would be his
cdllphone rdlay? Whatever, hed stand out like a sore thumb, asingle-number cdll zone like that.

He pointed across the room to hislaptop. "V OIP. Untraceable.”

| Sghed. "Boy, that would be useful, if | could just think of somebody to call. But | can't think of anyone
on Heron who'd take amessage to a stranger hiding in my neighbor's barn without asking questions. At
least, no one I'd fed right sending out in the dark with Agent Pitt on the loose. Of the two RCMP on the
idand, the good one has dammed car doors shut on his own head three timesjust that | know of. It'sa
perfect—" | saw hisface, broke off, took a deep breath. "Y ou'reright.”

"Work the problem.”

"Okay. Step one: define parameters. | say Pitt won't make amove until at least one AM. Hedmost has
to have taken aroom in one of the B& Bs down in the Cove, and that's the one part of The Rock where
there are people waking around on sdewalks under streetlights noticing one another until midnight or so,
most nights. So I've got awindow of four hours. To get my assback to my place. . . get Jesseclear . . .
grab that damned Powerbook 1400 and physicaly destroy itsinterna drive. . . then hook up with Nika
and find us al a safe house for the night. Tomorrow, we can cook up away to get him out hereand in
your range, so you can figure out how to neutralize him. Zudie, tell me you've got aboat stashed.
Something fast and powerful that a child could operate, fully fueled and ready to go.”

He hesitated. "Wdll, I've got aboat.”
Just from theway he said it, my heart started sinking. "Show me."

Wewent outside. Therain had gone, at least for now, and there was a steady warm breeze. Night had
fdlen. | followed Zudie's pale form through the darkness, and whenever | grew uncertain of my next
move, he knew it, and called back directions. Before long we cameto asort of seaside grotto, likea



cave open on three sides, easily accessible but concedled from the air.

The boat was atwo-man kayak. | looked around frantically without finding anything with an outboard, or
fue cansfor one.

"Shit, Zudie—"

"Engines make noise, draw attention. | don't ever need to go anywhere farther or faster than | can
paddie. Y ou can't sink one of those."

Just looking at the thing made metired. | understood perfectly now why he was so incredibly fit for our
age he had to be. Wdll, it was atwo-holer, at least. "Can you paddle usto Heron Idand?’

"At thistime of night? No. Sorry. Too many people awake. No place | know to land where| wouldn't
have to comein range of way too many."

| suppressed a groan—a pointless gesture with him.

"| redly am sorry, Russell. But you'll befine. Y ou've got four hoursto do alittle over an hour's worth of
paddling. It won't be anywhere near ashard asrowing that big Zodiac you arrived in, and you'll make
much better time, and | think the rain will hold off long enough. Keep it dow and steady and you'll be
fine. Y ou can afford to stop and rest whenever you need to. The current will be with you, going the other
way. Thewind direction could be better, but it could be worse, too. Heron's right next door. Try atrip to
the mainland, sometime—now that's aworkout.”

| told mysdf he wasright. Heron was afar larger navigationa target than Coveney had been, easier to
See, easer to hit. | could do this. "Okay, how—"

"Launch straight out and paddle like mad. It'll be nutsfor awhile, and then al of asudden you'll catch a
current. It'll let go of you a couple of hundred meters out. When it does, head north. That way. As soon
asyou'refar enough around to see Heron, make straight for it."

| knew if | hesitated I'd never go. Without even looking ahead | jumped into the rear hole of the gllly little
thing, figured out how to sit, figured out how the paddle wanted to be held, got Zudie to show me how to
attach aleash like telephone cord to it so | couldn't loseit. It was wet in there, but not too bad. Zudie
showed me where water, flashlight, first-aid kit and flares were stashed, and shoved me off.

Hewasright: for thefirst little while it was nuts. Water changed direction and speed unpredictably, soray
kept lashing my face, the actions | took sometimes seemed to have no effect at al and other times
seemed to have more than I'd expected. More than once | glanced off rock, either seen or unseen, and
wasglad | wasin akayak instead of abig rubber donut. And then dl at once | felt that current Zudie had
spoken of take hold of me and start rushing me out into deep water. My speed increased, to the point
where | stopped using the paddles to make sure | wouldn't |ose them. Distance started to open up
between me and theidand behind me. | grinned, Sarting to enjoy myself. | let the magic carpet carry me
until | felt it losing steam, and then | put my paddies back in the water and started heading north. It was
enormously easer than rowing the damn Zodiac had been. | glanced back at the shore and saw Zudie, a
pale smudge againgt the blackness. | waved, but did not see him wave back. | must beinvisibleto him.
And out of telepathy range, too. | resumed rowing, chose adow, steady pace | knew I'd be able to keep

up.
And fdt my right lung let go.



Spontaneous pneumothorax is not the scariest thing that's ever happened to me. Not even the very first
one, when | wasfifteen. The scariest so far was hearing Susan's diagnosis and prognosis. Next scariest
would probably be the time, centuries before that, when | watched an angry biker put two dugs through
the rear window of my car and then bring the Luger around until it was aimed right between my eyes. |
can dill remember his.

Butit'supinthat range.

Even now. Despite dl the years of weary familiarity. Despite the fact that it had been years since the last
really bad one. Maybe partly because of how long it had been: the surgery that had changed my lung
collgpses from life-threatening to highly unpleasant had been done more than thirty years ago—without
warranty or expiry date, in acharity ward. But thereisn't even that much rationdlity to it. Maybeit'sjust
the intimacy of the pain. Insde your own persona chest, you fed agiant hand clamp down on one of
your lungs and start to squeeze, and it might aswell be squeezing your adrend glands. A State of panicis
not improved by entering it with ahaved air supply. Every breeth reinforcesthe fear.

And even the fear was|less powerful than the dismay | felt.

God damn it, | did not have fucking time for thisnow! My son wasin serious danger. My friendswerein
serious danger. | wasin serious danger. Thiswas not the time to belaid up in bed for afew days, living
on teaand packaged food and watching all seven seasons of The West Wing on DVD again. | had to
undo my own monstrous stupidity, or a least warn Jesse and Nikaof it—I had to. Fuck thisstupid lung
collapse, | didn't have time for it, it wasjust going to have to wait. | put the paddle back into the water
and took another stroke—

The pain became more powerful than the fear and the dismay put together.

| tried to scream, but lacked the air, and so produced instead a sound remarkably like the one the
cartoon anima makeswhen it redlizesit has overrun the edge of the cliff. But | didn't need air to scream
with my mind. Just as| had on theway into Coveney Idand, | found mysdaf mentaly shrieking, "HELP
ME, ZUDIE!," on my way out.

And with even less optimism. In thefirst place, thistime | knew for afact | was outsde hisrange. Andin
the second place, what the hell could he possibly do if he did hear me? | wasin his only boat. And what
the hell differencedid it make?If he could reach me, on a Jet Ski he'd forgotten to mention, say, the best
he could do was bring me back to his Batcave and give me acomfy placeto lie down while everything |
cared about went to shit outside.

It took me that long to redize what a comparatively happy outcome that would have been. At best, | was
ligble to get that place to lie down aminimum of twelve hours from now, aboard some Coast Guard
rescue vessdl, and | doubted it would be comfy.

But it seemed at least aslikely that | would be getting my rest much sooner than thet, et aB&B run by
Davey Jones.

| resumed screaming telepathically. Maybe Zudie just hadn't felt like waving back. Maybe he had a
windsurfing board stashed somewhere. In my head | bellowed, roared, hollered, whooped, hooted, and
produced abetter thumb-and-two-finger busdriver'swhistle than | actualy could aloud.

Meanwhile my body was busy, mindlessy seeking relief, indifferent to any but the most immediate
CONSeguences.

When you fed the buildup of pressurein haf your chest that meansair and blood and other body fluids



are moving to aplace they're not supposed to be, it becomes essentid to be lying down flat on your back
on something as soft and supportive as possible, with your head dightly eevated. Only then can you
begin to accurately eva uate both the extent and the rate of that pressure buildup, which will tell you how
much troubleyou'rein.

The best | could manage in that damn kayak wasto bring my armsinside and put them down at my sides
and try to breathe as shdlowly as possible. The paddie was, sensibly enough, attached to the hull with a
leash, so | decided to just let it drift. But its random collisions with the kayak became unbearably
irritating. | retrieved it with my left hand and tried to stuff it into the forward passenger compartment, but
there was a cover |'d have needed both hands to unzip. | had to stow it in my own cocoon, where there
was just barely room for it.

Then my mind and my body had both done everything they could, everything there was for them to do,
and sorrow smashed meflat. The only thing you can do to try to ease grief that profound isto burst into
tears—and even that small consolation was denied me. | had not cried for longer than ten seconds a a
timein over thirty years: it just hurt too much. | cut it off in the first second or two now, from long habit.

| concentrated on dowing my breething, then, and listening very hard to my lung. After an eternity or two,
| began to fedl reassured that it was not getting worse. The pressure did not appear to grow, or migrate. |
could takein well over half a breath before the pain clamped down. Nothing about pneumothorax is
certain, but this seemed to be one of the minor ones.

Just bad enough to make paddling unthinkable.

What | did next embarrasses mealittle. It used to drive Susan crazy when she was dive. But if you can't
even ease your unbearable grief by sobbing, the only thing left to doisconvertitinto anger . . . and anger
hasto have atarget . . . and arandom and indifferent universeisjust not avery satisfying enemy . . . and
so | found mysdlf, not for thefirst time, vicioudy and bitterly cursing aGod | have not believed in sSince
childhood. It dways fedswrong even at the time, exactly as hypocritica as suddenly finding faithina
foxhole. But hey, it's the only consolation God has |eft me—so give me abreak, okay? Since | didn't do
it out loud, | wasn't even wasting my breath. There could be a God, and if so, somebody ought to be
curang Her. An Inteligent Designer of this messwould have to be a sadist with an infantile sense of
humor. | won't attempt to reproduce any of my rhapsody of rage, but | put my heart into it and outdid
mysdf. | mean, | cut the Almighty anew one.

Y ou tell me: what more perfectly, hilarioudy ironic response could | have hoped to receiveto my cursing
than agtraight-up miracle?

"Cut it out!"

Those had been the very first words Zudie had spoken to me after the thirty-year hiatusin our friendship,
exactly. But they weren't coming from my memory. They were coming from about ahundred metersto

my left.

Just don't let it happen again, | said to my imaginary God, and stopped believing in Him again. And
then | started trying to make myself tranquil, out of politenessto my telepathic friend who had risked
death to save my life, and not for the first time.

By the time he reached the kayak | was as calm as| could manage, and he knew how grateful | was.
"L et meworry about getting us ashore,”" was the first thing he said when he could spare breeth for talking.

"Fine" | said with relief, for the problem appeared insoluble to me. So did another, more pressing one.
"How are you going to—"



He unzipped the cover on the forward seat. "Brace yoursdlf,” hesaid, and | did, and if | told you what |
think | saw you wouldn't believe me, and | wouldn't blame you because | don't believe it mysdlf, so dll

I'm going to say isthat one minute he was in the water, and the next minute he was in the kayak. Without,
as I'd been expecting, having to rall it over and dunk me. We didn't even rock hard or for long. "Here,"
he said, and handed me back the wet flotation cushion held just sat on. | tucked it between me and my
seat back, and it helped.

We sat there together like that without spesking for awhile until he got hiswind back, him bresthing big
and fast, me breathing small and dow, rocking on the waves together. Once again | wasimpressed by his
physica conditioning. His upper arms were incredible. He must have swvum like adolphin to caich me.

Y ou couldn't get armslike that just rowing back and forth from Coveney to the mainland, not unlessyou
did nothing € se with your time—which would draw too much attention, get you photographed or
videoed by too many tourists on passing ferries or sailboats. So he must have—

"That'sright,” he said over his shoulder. "I've never gone asfar as George Dyson has. . . but at least
once | paddled so far north | wasthe only living thing bigger than a bacterium.”

Sure, it made sense. | could see him doing it. For the exercise. For thetrip itself. For the solitude so
preciousto him.

"And for penance, yes," hesad. "It nearly killed me"
—qglad to hear it—
"What do you mean, youre glad to hear it?"

—inthefour years since we saw each other lagt, Zudie, | must have rented aboat and come out here half
adozentimes. . . okay, God damnit, four times. . . and each time, | pooted round and round your
stupid idand shouting at the top of my mind for hours, and it wasn't so much that no answer ever came
back asthat | never once got a sense that anybody was even home, listening to me, choosing to ignore
me. It waslike yelling down awdll. | wasredly afraid you were dead, you big dumb son of—

"I'm sorry. | should have left word that 1—"

—you should have left some fucking word, Arctic Circle excursion or not. I've been figuring maybel
sent you off to your cave to snuff yoursalf because | bungled the job you gave me so badly that you had
to—

"Chill." Theincongruity of theword coming from him helped me do so. "We can swap guilts|ater, okay?
Right now there's paddling to do."

—roger that. Speaking of chilling, you're starting to shiver, you know—

"I know." He reached down into his own body-cast, fumbled around, came up with ahoodie sweatshirt
and put it on. "If you raise that seet cushion alittle higher, itll till provide as much support, and you'l be
ableto lean your head back againgt it."

—by God, you'reright. Thanks, Zudie. Y ou know, thisisthefirst timel've ever had acollgpsed lung and
been able to have a conversation with someone without sounding like the kid in thewhedchair in
Malcolmin the Middle—

"Stevie Kenarban. Let me know if the pain startsto get any worse." He began to paddle, and then he
paddied, and then he paddled, and we were gone gone gone like a cool breeze.



* * %

At firgt | divided my attention between monitoring my right thorax, and trying to think my way out of the
hole I'd put us dl into. But even with apartid lung collapse and a crisis ahead, skating on black glass
through awarm star-spattered night on akayak being paddled by aman with armslike The Mighty Thor
isamagica experience. Digtracting. Caming. Soon hypnotic. | knew | had some hard thinking to do. But
not just yet. These might be the best moments left in my life. The sun wasal the way down, now, and the
moon wouldn't be up for hours yet. But the skies had cleared for the moment, and there sure were alot
of starsup there.

Zudie found hisrhythm and settled into it, cutting agigantic silver V through the black water, riding the
waves with the effortless ease of aveteran subway straphanger, or, | suppose, asurfer. | entered a
mentd state deeper than meditation generally took me, but short of atrance. | remained dert and aware
of my surroundings and my Situation and my predicament. | just opped having any opinions at al about
them for awhile.

12.

Saturday, June 23, 2007 Heron Island, British Columbia, Canada

| came out of my fugue without any sense of trangition at the point where Heron Idand grew close
enough for decisonsto need to be made. | breathed just abit degper than | had been, evauated the
pain, and was reassured. It didn't seem any worse.

| needed a spot where Zudie could bring usto shore, but encounter the absolute minimum possible
number of peoplein the process. The prospects were as shitty as could be. It was awarm Saturday night
in Paradise. Every good place to land aboat was also a great place to make out. | felt Zudie's paddling
rhythm falter momentarily a the thought.

It might almost have made sense to have him head right into Bug Cove. Thelast ferry of the day had long
snceleft by now: "downtown," such asit was, would be dead. The only place still open would be the
Pub, situated at |east five hundred meters uphill from the ferry ramp. But immediately to the south of the
ferry terminus was the Bug Cove Marina, where about a hundred boat people and their guestswere sure
to beawake. . .

The best choice of abad lot wasthe Y acht Club beach—nearly dl the way round theidand from where
| wanted to end up. Heron Idand teenagers all knew it was the only beach on the Rock that the RCMP
patrolled effectively, and would roust them from. But there would probably be at least afew tourists or
mainlanders. And to reach the shore weld have to scull past a couple of dozen moored yachts, at least
some of which would probably be occupied.

"By some of therichest sons of bitcheson theidand,” Zudie said.
—what can | tdl you?—

Short pause. "All right. Which way?'



| visualized it, and he atered course appropriately.

Long before | would have said it aloud he heard me wondering, what'sit like, getting too close to another
mind?

"Ever know someone who got migraines?”

—acouple of people, one of them real well. That bad?—

"Worse. A migraine plus acouple of abscessed teeth isclose.”

—Jesus—

"That'sfor one mind. It gets worse exponentidly with each additiona one."
—dear God. How isit being this close to me?—

Hetook a breather from paddling. When his breeth regularized, he said, "Y oure different. Y ou dways
were. Even for ahippie, you were unusualy tolerant. Nonjudgmental. | don't know why. | mean, you put
up with me asaroommate. |'ve aways found that amazing. So did everyone on campus. Excuse me.”

He fumbled around in his cockpit, came up with a bottle of water, drank deep. | remembered where he
had shown me my own was stowed . . . but it was on my right, too far to reach across mysdlf and get it
with my left hand. A whole haf liter wasway too much weight to risk lifting with my right.

He handed his own water back over his shoulder, angling it so | could reach it easily with my left hand.
"Never thirg," he said, sounding asif he were quoting someone. | intended to take asmall sip but found
mysdlf drinking deep. It was ddlicious.

"But what amazes mefar more," he said, "isthat you're il the same, forty yearslater. Y ou haven't
hardened with age, the way most people do. If anything, you're more tolerant than you were in college.
Y ou have fewer fixed opinions now than you did then. Even after alifetime of acquiring the kind of
embarrassments and regrets teenage boys can't begin to imagine, you're till okay with the idea of me
walking around insde your heed."

—You, | trust in there—

"l have—" he began. He was silent then for at least aminute, maybe two. Findly he finished the sentence
asif it had never been interrupted. "—only been asflattered once: when Oxy choseto love me. | don't
think I've ever been more deeply moved.”

—s0 answer the question you ducked—
"Being thiscloseto you islike having abad heedache.”

Even as the sentence was | eaving his mouth, we were both regretting it, because it made me laugh as he
had meant it to, and you don't want to do that with apartid pneumothorax. But we also both knew the
pain was minor, even reassuring in its minorness, and | mentaly told him there was no need to apologize.
Hedid anyway.

A great blue heron went by on our right. Okay, to starboard. It was an impressive sight even in the dark.
God knows what he was doing out that late. Heron Idand getsits name from the fact that it happensto
contain one of exactly three great blue heron hatcheriesin the lower mainland of British Columbia.
Theres another in Stanley Park in VVancouver, and | forget where the other oneis.



"| redly like herons™ Zudie sad.

"Me, too."

"I mean their minds. They're alot easier to take than people.”
—you can read animals, too?—

"Not dl. Some. And not aswdll, obvioudy. But | do get something more than just fedings and sensations
from some. Severd of the smarter bird species. Dolphins. Cats of course, but anybody but a dog can
read a cat's mind. Some dogs. Pigs. Pigs are smarter than most people imagine.”

—how about whales?—
"Whales are as smart as people. At least."
—Jesus. Can you—

"No. They're are as smart as we are—but they aren't remotely like us. We just don't have enoughin
common to learn each other's thought-language. If | get close enough | can 'hear' them thinking, and be
aware that their thoughts are at |east as sophigticated and structured and subtle and colored as my own. |
just have no ideawhat any of it means. One of the things I've been doing with my time, sincel cameto
this part of the world, istrying to identify the places where my world-view comes closest to agreeing with
theirs, in hopes of one day establishing the basisfor akind of mentd pidgin.”

—how'sit going?—
He shrugged and resumed his paddling.

So | resumed my plotting.

| didn't have much to work with. Way too many unknowns. Almost nothing but. And | was juggling the
mogt precious egg in my world.

Okay, that was a gtart. Priority number one: keep Jesse dive and out of Guantanamo . . . or worse.
Priority two: keep Agent Fitt from getting his hands on Zudie, by whatever means necessary. Priority
three: keep Nikaand me out of jail for murder . . . or worse. Only priority three was optiond.

Zudie was following my tortured thoughts, of course, but kept his mouth shut and let me work the
problem at my own speed.

—after you drop me off, Zudie, | want you to paddle back out asfar asyou need to, and wait there. If
you see aflashlight on the beach blink one, two . . . pause. . . three, comein asfast asyou can and pick
up Jesse. Then get him to the airport asfast asyou can. If you don't see any flashlight by first light, take
off and get your ass back home and tyle the lodge. Do you till have that cellphone | gave you back
then?—

"No. And you can't call my internet phone because it has no number: it's outgoing only. But you can
e-malil or ingant-message me when I'm home." He gave me the necessary data. And shut up.

| kept thinking. A couple of useful ideascametome. . . but | had noideaif or how | could put them into
effect. Again, just too many unknowns. | was Smply going to haveto improvise. Againgt atrained CIA
agent. It began to Snk al theway inthat | might in fact die tonight.



And found mysdlf thinking that everyone dies, and that the"naturd” end | could foresee for myself was
one of the very bad deaths. Agent Pitt would almost certainly be both quicker and more merciful.

Did that mean | wasfeding suicidd?

No. | wasjust assessing and accepting the stakes before placing my bet. If you want the truth, part of me
was looking forward to the challenge of matching wits with aspook. How cool would it beif | actualy
managed to take him, using nothing but brains? Most of my life, I'd fdlt like | wasthe smartest guy inthe
room. Maybe it wastimeto find out how smart. If it killed me. . . well, there were worse waysto go,
that'sal.

A little after 11:30, we finally came in sight of the dozen or two boats moored at the Y acht Club Beach.
Zudie paused in his paddling only momentarily. Perhaps he wasjust sounding the telepathic arrwavesto
try to pick out the least painful route for him.

| mentally assured him most of those people were probably going to be adeep, but he didn't bother to
reply. We both knew it wasn't likely, not before midnight on awarm Saturday night in Paradise.

| could seeit first begin to affect him when we were still over five hundred meters from the nearest yacht.
His breathing began to speed up. His paddling became less steedy. | could see him hunch his shoulders
and tense his neck like aman steding himsdf againgt pain. He murmured something, then repeated it
louder when | didn't catch it. "Alcohol makesit louder. Some drugstoo.”

—try focusing on me—
"Good ideg," he said.

Three boats were visibly and unmistakably hosting parties, two of them into the raucous stage. Others
were occupied but less noidy so. Presumably those would contain the fewest and quietest minds. Zudie
amed that way . . . and from hisinvoluntary physical responses| could tell it wasn't working out as well
as held hoped. Aswe approached within fifty meters of alarge boat that seemed empty, or at least dark,
quiet and buttoned up for the night, he began to moan softly. Then without warning he spun his head to
the left, away from the boat, vomited with great force, and changed courseto missit aswidely as
possible. He was able to close his teeth and lips on the moan, but not to stop it, and his paddling began
tofdter.

Maybe thiswill sound stupid, but | tried to be me ashard as | could, to think asloud as possible.
He stopped moaning. "Thanks," he said, just loud enough for meto hear.

The current was strong, this closein, and blindly determined to frustrate him, sweeping him the way he
didn't want to go; as his stroke was weakening, each one did him less good. The distance between us
and the dark devil boat was widening, but just barely—and not fast enough.

| took out my paddie. "No," he groaned, but | ignored him. My right arm was al but usaless, but my right
hand worked aswell asever. | madeit into an oarlock and rowed the paddie like an oar with my left
am. If | timed it just right with my breathing cycle, it didn't hurt abit. Well, not abyte. It added some
velocity. Enough that wefinally pulled far enough away for Zudie to Sart recovering.

—that bad?—

His answer was a shaky whisper. "That manisvile."



—worsethan Allen?—

"God, no! No, he'sonly aman. But as bad as men get.”
—who?—

"Never mind. Jugt . . . thank you, Russdl."

That wasdl | could get out of him on the subject. There were two other boats we had to passthat gave
him some trouble, but not as bad, and then we had run the gauntlet. He seemed to regain strength aswe
reached the shallows, and when we had approached the beach close enough to heer it, he suddenly
poured on the coals and then somehow executed a maneuver strikingly like the bootlegger-turn Jm
Rockford used to do in histan Firebird once an episode, so that we hit the sand stern-first.

—showoff—

"Sit tight." He climbed out of his cockpit, and helped me get out of mine without hurting myself too badly.
No companion so thoughtful as atelepath. But he was not as much help as1'd expected him to be. Even
those stevedore's arms of his had to betired after nearly two hours of paddling, of course, but it was
more than smple fatigue. That last five hundred meters had sapped him.

"Areyou sure you can make it back out again?' | asked aloud.

He shrugged. "What if | said no?"

"I'd get back in, help you make it back out, and go to Plan B. | just thought of it. See?!

"Y ou thought of it an hour ago and rgjected it. It'sterrific for me—and no good at dl for you."

Hewasright of course. The Japanese Buddhist monk Oriyoki Kondo had absolutely no neighbors. . .
because his stark little minimalist's sketch of acabin wasin a preposterous location at the base of a
rough, near-vertical hillsde, accessible only by boat, or by along and extremely gnarly path that
switchbacked its way down the dope from amunicipa hiking path that led to paved roads. Best of dll,

Y oke was sure to be away now, on hisannua pilgrimage to amonastery in Osaka. Zudie could land me
therein perfect comfort and safety, tie up to Y oke's bare-bones dock, and await further eventsin peace.
Thendl I'd haveto do was climb avery steep hill without completely collapsing my lung. In the dark,
without aflashlight . . . on apath I'd taken atota of maybe fivetimes, dl in daylight. And then be left with
an even longer walk to my place than the one | was facing now.

"Thisway isonly medium crappy for both of us. | promise I'll get your boy on aplaneto New York if he
shows up. Good luck, Slim." He shoved the kayak off, boarded it like Hopal ong Cassidy, and began
paddling like mad.

Simisnot thefirg nickname | ever had, but it was thefirst onel ever liked, and Zudie was the one who
gaveit tome, and kept using it until everyone esedid.

—qgood luck, Zandor—

With no ideawhether it helped or not, | stood there at the water's edge, being me asloud as| could, until
he had madeit safely all the way through the mindfield. | could barely see him wave his paddle. | waved
back with my good arm.

Then | turned around, and alowed mysdf to think about what lay before me.



The path that leads up from the Y acht Club beach to the small gravel parking lot isn't that steep, but it's
long, and sand dl the way, hard to walk in. (Trucked-in sand, like the beach itsalf. Heron Idand hasno
natural sandy beaches.) The road the parking lot leadsto is asphat, amore reasonable walking

surface. . . but itsfirst hundred meters or so are way steeper than the path up from the beach, ahigher
grade than provincid or city codeswould have permitted, and it doesn't entirely level off for nearly hdf a
klick. If I had to guess, I'd say that inidedl circumstances—asfit as| ever get, rested, and with two fully
inflatable lungs—it would have taken me perhaps two and a half to three minutes to wak from the shore
al theway up to level ground, depending on how many times | chose to stop aong theway, and I'd have
arrived sweety and breathing agrobicaly, feding it in my caves.

It took me about ten minutes, and there were a couple of times | honestly doubted I'd makeit, and |
arrived soaked with sweet, wishing | could spare the breath to sob, feding pain riding the sciatic nerves
al theway up my legsto my lower back. | wanted, badly, to it down and re<t, but | knew how hard it
would beto get back up again. So | picked out a sturdy tree afew meters from the road, leaned back
agang it very carefully, and let it hold me up until | felt ready to continue. Not soon. Findly | lurched
back out onto blacktop and resumed walking home.

Leve ground lasted no more than two or three hundred meters. It came back from time to time, but not
often for much longer than that.

Every road on Heron Idand isaroller coaster to one degree or another for most of itslength, and onein
particular was clearly designed by God specifically to kill bicyclists and joggers. My route home that night
was not that bad, but | fedl confident in saying it was the second worst possible, because | gaveit alot of
thought, as | walked, replayed each road on The Rock in my mind in detail and compared them. For
some reason it seemed important to quantify exactly how bad my luck was running tonight. For some
other reason, when the answer came back almost as shitfully as possible, rather than minding, | took a
weird kind of comfort init.

Even on Heron Idand there are usudly at least afew cars on the road at night on a Seturday night. But |
was on the least-traveled road, and furthermore | seemed to have precisdy hit that golden period during
which everybody who wanted to party was aready there, and nobody was ready to go home yet.

Ordinarily that walk home would have taken perhaps forty-five minutes. That night it took more than two
hours. Each of them composed of longer-than-usua minutes.

| was born with bubbles on the surface of my lungs, called blebs, much like the bubbles on abad inner
tube. Nobody knowswhy. Every so often, for mysterious reasons or none at all, one of those bubbles

pops, and thetire startsto go flat. Asthe lung collgpses, it pulls away from theinner wal of the thorax,

leaving avacuum which promptly beginsfilling with blood and other bodily fluids. That hurts even more
than it sounds like it does, and encourages further collapse.

At worgt it opsabout hafway . . . but if it getsthat bad, you'rein for lengthy hospitalization, involving
procedures you don't want to hear about and | don't want to think about. Fortunately, thirty yearsago a
surgeon at Bellevue Hospital in New Y ork did aprocedure | also won't describe, and since that time I've
never had a collapse worse than five or ten percent . . . which only means afew daysin bed and aweek
or two of feding frail and moving carefully.

Three decades|ater | can till vividly remember exactly how painful that operation and its aftermath
were. Beyond beief—Ilet'sleaveit at that. | only learned about ten years ago, by accident, that itis
congdered one of the most painful procedures ahuman islikey to survive. Nobody at Bellevue thought



to tell methat; for twenty years| believed | wasjust more of acoward than other people. To thisday, |
can't bear to be touched on or near the scar, which runs from my right nipple amost al the way back to
my spine, even though it can hardly be seen any more.

That iswhy painin my chestismy worst nightmare. Reason has nothing to do with it. My animal body
knows that its lungs once caused it an eternity of unendurable horror, and believesthey might again a any
time.

My son was at risk. My friend Nika's career and freedom were in great jeopardy. Mine too. Reason had
nothing to do with it. | kept on walking through the dark. So my chest hurt; big dedl.

Every time| passed adriveway, especidly onewith light visble through the trees, | fantasized giving up:
knocking on the door at the end of it and begging whoever wasinsdefor aride. | just couldn't come up
with afantasy in which my explanation for why | needed one sounded remotedly plausible, evento me.

Keep waking, Russell. Remember to dternate fedt.

Because the problem was, | didn't need aride to my home, or even to my driveway. | needed arideto
no closer than half akilometer from my home. There was no way of knowing where Agent Pitt wasright
now—so | had to assume he was in my home right this minute, rummaging through my underwear drawer
in search of mapsto Zudie's place. If so, | did not want him to hear a vehicle stop at the end of the
driveway, make aU-turn, and go away.

Keep walking. Oh, wow—Ilook there: agarbage can asold as| am, metal instead of plastic, just tall
enough to sit on and the lid isflat. Sit. Rest aminute. Or two.

| needed to connect with my son, one driveway short of mine, just as quietly as possible, and find out
from him whether my house was still safeto gpproach . . . and if so, send him to burgle that damned
incriminating laptop at once, while | stood watch near the end of the driveway. Armed with, say, a
shovel, that | could swing left-handed, maybe two or three timestops.

Back on your feet. Keep walking.

If it wastoo late, if Pitt had already tossed the place or wastherenow . . . well, | could ask Jesse to hit
me with the shovel, and put me out of my misery. He probably wouldn't take much persuading.

Bad upgrade. Throttle back from dow to ultradow. Listen to chest.

Maybe | would get lucky, and find Nika, too, lurking in my neighbor Doug's barn. Linamight have
ingsted on waiting around for her, and then if clocking out took Nikalesstime than she'd feared, Lina
could have gotten her back to Heron by about now.

Pause until pain subsides.

And evenif Linahad dropped her off and come right home, Nika might have been able to clock out fast
and then rent or charter something with enough muscle to beat Linaback here. She might have Agent Fitt
in handcuffs right now.

Keep walking.

Or she might have found herself saddled with emergency overtime duty of some sort, and be stuck on the
mainland overnight, or worse.

Bad downgrade. Downghift from ultrasow to haf thet.



Car! Wak backwards, stick out thumb, smile ingratiatingly—
—diveinto roadside brush, bardly intime, fortunately landing on left Sde—

Get up. Curse drunken louts. Resume walking.

13.

Outside time and space
It went like that forever.

| can't remember how many times | had to stop atogether, and wait for the pain to recede. At least once
on every upgrade. | do remember very clearly giving up, three separate times—just despairing entirely
and sitting down somewhere to await the heat death of the universe. | only remember changing my mind
thefirst time; the other two, | Smply found myself in motion again with no memory of having decided to
be.

At some point | came unstuck from redlity, and seemed to be walking through an unedited highlights-redl
of my own life. Times and places and especidly people from my past came and went randomly,
completely out of sequence.

Xerox, for instance.

Therewas atimewhen | could havetold you what Xerox'sred nameis, but it'slong gone from memory
after al these years. Something Hindu and very long and barely pronounceableisal | can recall now. But
the man himsdlf | don't think I'll ever forget; for some reason, he made alasting impression on me. The
first thing he said to me was, "Please call me Xerox, my excdlent friend. | have renamed mysdlf after one
of my greatest heroes.” At that time, Xerox Corporation was probably the biggest runaway stock market
success story since the Depression; its revenues had risen from chump change to more than haf abillion
dollarsin eight years. | do not know if my friend Xerox thought the company had been founded by
someone of that name, or if it was the company itself he admired. But | am quite certain that if he's il
divetoday, he'sdoing precisdy whatever it is he wants to be doing—successfully, in style, and with huge
gusto.

Thiswill sound ridiculousif you're not asold as| am, but trust me: back in the sixties, things got so weird
that even genuindy caring parents like the ones | was lucky enough to have could find themsdvestelling
their beloved son he was no longer welcome in their home until he cut hishair short again. So by 1967 |
was spending my holidays, semester breaks and summer vacations hiding out on campusat William
Joseph College, rather than accept symbolic castration. When the administration caught me at it that
summer, we worked out a deal where | earned my keep by doing odd jobs, and the first one | got was
thewerdest: human firedarm.

The Marianite Order that ran old Billy Joe had just constructed a small new dormitory that year
specificaly for foreign students, of whom they'd accepted alarge number at inflated rates, and of course



the building wasn't ready when the new year approached. Mogt of the thingsit lacked (hot water, hedt,
windows) would merely be vast lingering inconveniences for the new inhabitants, but onelack in
particular was redly important even in the school's eyes: afire darm system. Without one, the building
could not legaly open—state law forbadeit.

So they hired me to walk around the building looking for fires.

Eighteen hours aday, seven days aweek, for atota of nearly three months. Even a minimum wage, it
added up to atidy sum, enough to keep me in marijuanafor the next two semesters. Minimum wagein
1967 was something like $1.20 an hour . . . but agallon of gas cost 28 cents, and an average new home
went for $40,000. Marijuana was then commonly sold in quarter-ounces called "nickel bags' because
they cost five dollars; you could buy apound of excellent weed for ahundred bucks, or akilo for two.

| can no longer recall what hashish went for then—I just remember that | got an incredible dedl from
Xerox.

Mogt of theinternationa studentsthat first year were dirt-poor, there by the grace of God or scholarship;
Xerox seemed, if anything, more affluent than any of the American-born students. When he waked the
campus he somehow gave the impression of wearing spats and swinging awalking stick. Girls went crazy
for him even though he was short and dark and had aface like afoot and spoke with an accent thicker
than that of Apu the Quickie-Mart owner. Guysforgave him for it because of his extraordinary hash, of
which he seemed to have an inexhaustible supply.

He shared abowl with me the night we met, and roared with laughter at my explanation of what | was
doing there. It was good stuff; | found myself telling him about my weird roommate Smelly, and my
problemswith my old lady; hetold me about his politics and his mother. And finaly we had reached a
level of stoned intimacy at which even |, agood American hippie white boy terrified of accidentally saying
something racis, felt comfortable asking him what it had been like to grow up well off, while surrounded
by so much abject poverty.

Helaughed so hard he spilled the pipe, and burned ahole in the one blanket Billy Joe had so far found
for him. He had grown up in Bombay (as Mumbai was called back then) poorer than poor: not just
broke like everybody else, but without family. He had no ideawho his parents were or what might have
happened to them; there was nobody to ask. Nobody raised him; he did it himsdf.

How? | naturaly asked. He wasn't sure. He said his earliest memories were of running a protection
racket that covered three streets, using hired eight-year-olds as muscle. That had brought him to the
amused atention of aloca crimelord named Y ama, who took him under hiswing, and bullied him into

learning English.

"Thebig mistake Lord Yamamade," Xerox said, passng methe generoudy refilled pipe, "wasto tell me
just how great agift he was giving me: how much people paid for English lessons. Those who tutored the
children of therich, hetold me, were paid more than even agood thief could make." He grinned likea
hungry hyena. "Hewasright. | stayed with him for nearly Six years, learning many useful things, but only
until 1 could passfor ateenager most excellently. Then | got my first job asatutor of English . . . and that
year earned more money than Y amahad paid mein six. The work was also much easier, and much
sdfer. Inthreeyears, | waslending money to Yama." He stuck out his chin proudly. "Bombay ishometo
the Bombay Stock Exchange, the National Stock Exchange of India, and the Reserve Bank of India. |
am the only person in thisinternationd students building who has paid histuition and expenses out of his
own pocket, every penny. | even offered to pay for four yearsin advance, but the college was unwilling
to gamble so on the American economy.”



"| didn't redize they werethat smart,” | said, and passed him the pipe | now had going well. "But tell me
something, Xerox. How did you ever manage to promote yourself that first tutoring gig, without any
credentials you could show? | mean, you couldn't put 'graduate of Lord Y ama's academy for young men'
onaresumé.”

"That would not have been prudent, no," he agreed, and took afew hits before continuing. "Instead |
went with my grestest srength: bullshit.”

"How?'

"| saw avery wedlthy person indeed in apark, watching his children being given an English lesson by
their tutor, afat smug fool. | went up to this weathy man, bowed to him with greatest respect, and said,
'Oh gr, | am normanically gormented by the dumpacity of your genius!' And then | walked away before
he could be replying.

"Before long the wealthy person comes after me. '‘My children'stutor did not know haf those words you
used, so | havefired thefool. Will you tell me, please, what means, "I am normanicaly gormented
by,"...by...whatever you said?

"Certainly, gr,' | say. 'l will tell you exactly what it means. It meansthat if you hire me to replace that
fool, | will teach your children agreat deal more than just grammar and vocabulary, dl for the same
price’

"For ten seconds | thought | was adead man. Then hisfrown became asmile, and | knew | would be
attending college in the United States of America”

Thinking of Xerox helped. I'd told Jesse about him more than once while he was growing up. Xerox's
was just the kind of insane dogged confidence | needed now, al right. | wondered what he was up to
now.

* % *

Then the pain got bad enough that | started to replay different memoriesentirely. Like my first
hospitalization for a collapsed right lung.

Spontaneous pneumothorax isnot initsaf aletha condition. But being trested for it can be—if you
happen to draw dumb enough doctors. They brought me my X-rays, and explained that they were going
to have to remove the defective right lung. But, they said, my hippielifestyle had |eft me way too anemic
to be agood surgicd risk, so they were going to spend aweek or so fattening me up firs.

| know: I'm asking you to believe an American hospita choseto keep an indigent patient in abed for a
week before surgery, merely because he was too weak and in pain to go home. Even Canada’s excellent
medical care syslem might balk at that one, today. All | cantell youis, in 1967 Medicaid had only been
law for two years, and gtill actually worked.

Fortunately for me, sometime during that week of high-protein diet, some competent doctor (I never got
his name) happened to pass through that hospital, glance at my X-rays, and note the proposed treatment.
He pointed out to my team that | had just as many blebs on the left lung, and gently inquired whet they
planned to do when that onelet go?

The operation was scrubbed. The lung had in the meantime reinflated itself naturaly; they said | should go
home now, and hope it didn't happen again too often. When | findly bullied them into explaining why, in



non-doctoresg, | tried to hit the roof—you almost took my right lung out by mistake?—~but my chest
gtill hurt too much. So | gave up and left quietly, and had just did into the passenger seet of my mother's
clapped-out old Buick when | felt my left lung go.

None of my doctors ever met my eyes again. But none ever offered aword that even hinted a an
gpology, ether. Two different nurses found occasion to quietly dip me the card of ama practice lawyer,
but I never followed up. It was actudly one of my better hospitdizations, inthat | came out of it no worse
off than I'd been when | went in. Modern medicine is mostly guesswork in awhite coat. I'm not saying |
haven't met excellent doctors; Susan's happened to be exemplary, thank God. I'm just saying the good
ones shine like beaconsin my memory.

| got mysdlf through something like awhole kilometer by fantasizing that | was on my way to punch out
al the other ones.

Then that started me thinking about the last time I'd dmost been punched out mysdlf, by aguy from Easy
Company, and about what had saved me.

"Easy Company" was the chosen name of agroup of ultraconservative mae engineering mgjors attending
William Joseph College who took it astheir patriotic duty to support the Vietnam War by putting on
army fatigue blouses and ski masks and besting the crap out of any hippiesthey caught out of doors after
dark. They had the ninja power to becomeinvisible to campus security guards—and if the perpetrators
could not be caught in the act and positively identified, what was apoor college administration to do?
They couldn't very well search dorm rooms for fatigue blouses with blood on them and ski masks, could
they? The periodic searches for acohol and drugs were dready controversia enough . . .

They werent dl that hard to avoid if you were careful. For one thing, they had aways been drinking
recently. They liked to smoke cigars, because Sergeant Rock, hero of the comic book they'd named
themselves after, smoked cigars, and were too dumb not to approach from upwind. And they seemed to
find it difficult to resist dapping their bludgeons againg their pams as they skulked through the shadows.
That they bagged any victims at al was a sort of backwards tribute to the potency of the drugs we used
to take back then.

But one night my own luck ran out.

Only one, thank Christ. Easy Company must have just dismissed itsdf for the night; it wasway past
curfew, so late this joker felt safe returning to his dorm with his ski mask and army shirt till on. | wasjust
sneaking back on campus after an emergency suicide-prevention run—asuccessful onethat time, I'm
happy to say. | came around the corner of Naligan Hall to find him coming the other way. He'd aready
been hurrying, to get through the lighted area by the entrance, and had just reached the door when we
saw each other. Instant mutual recognition occurred.

| tried to turn and run, corner accelerating, and then bear down: if | could reach and use the dorm's back
door, alarm bellswould go off . . . but disciplinary probation was better than a broken jaw, and perhaps
acollapsed lung. But to turn, run or corner, you needed legs made of something stronger than jello, and |
didn't seem to have any. So | stood there and waited, trying to remember even one of the dozens of cool
hand-to-hand combat moves I'd read about in books. He reached me before | succeeded, dammed me
hard againgt the dorm wall, and began to position me correctly to beat the crap out of mefor aslong as
possble before | fell down.

Just above my head, venetian blinds went up, awindow did open, and avoice said, "Oh wow, man.”



"Help," | yelped.

My assailant paused with hisfis—no, | saw, his blackjack—raised high, and stared up at the window,
hard. It was a corner window, easy to remember for anyone who wanted to identify the occupants. It
did shut again, and | heard the blinds drop.

With achuckle of satisfaction he returned hisfull attention to me, and chose hisfirgt point of impact with
some care. "Loveit or leaveit, asshole," he murmured.

Another window opened above us. Way above us, dl the way up on thethird floor. Holy shit—my
window.

"He does, Tom," Zudie called down. His voice was just loud enough to hear.

Looking back onit, | doubt the guy had ever met Zudie; he was just too buzzed on adrenaine and

befuddled by bloodlust to redizeit. The voice was friendly, absolutely nonconfrontationd; PFC Tom let it
digract him, when he might have ignored ydls of protest. "Huh?'

"Heredly doesloveit.”
"Huh?' Tom repested, then added, "Bullshit! Look at him, for Chrissake.”

"Trust me, Tom-Tom: | know that man. He loves America as much as you do. As much as your brother
George. He doesn't even believe we should have stayed out of Vietnam. Do you, Russell?

"Doyou?' Tom asked me, tightening hisgrip on my shirt.

| cast my fate to the winds and answered truthfully. "No. We gave our word. Maybe we were stupid to,
but we gave our word. | sdlute your brother for doing what the politicians didn't: for putting his ass on the
line so we could keep our word." Embellish the truth? "'l might be over there mysdlf right now if | werentt
aborn 4-F." No—don't try to bullshit an angry drunk. "People who piss on soldiers make me crazy. The
only thing | hate about the war is the suits and generalswho've fucked it dl up so badly there's nothing
left to do now but bail out . . . but prefer to keep sacrificing guys like your brother instead, becauseit's
easer than admitting they blew it.”

When arguing with adrunk, give him long sentences to parse. He worked on it for afew seconds, and
findly said, "Then you're not one of those fuckin' peace cregps?'

Dodge. "My friend'sright: | love Americajust as much asyou and George." It wasthetruth. | just found
Americavery damn hard to like, sometimes.

Zudiejumped in. ™Y our father named you Thomas Jefferson and him George Washington, didn't he?!
"Damnright." Back then, | took it for alucky guess.

"Widll, there you go. Russdll and | think the Condtitution and the Bill of Rights are worth fighting for, too.
He said to me just the other day, our system may not be perfect . . . but it's ten times better than anything
€lse anybody's ever dreamed up.”

It nearly worked. But saying my name a second time had been amistake. "Russdll? Russdll Walker ? The
folksnger faggot?' Heleaned closer. "Yeah. You are afuckin' peace creep! | heard you sing at that

peecerdly.”
"No, you must have misunderstood what | was—" | stopped talking as his hands closed around my



throat. Tom was so mad, heldd forgotten he held ablackjack in one of them, and it really hurt digging into
my neck.

"You mock me?You mock my brother's sacrifice? Y ou cocksucker, I'm gonnatear your head off and
piss down the hole, you—"

Something hit the ground right beside uswith aloud wet splat!
"Speaking of piss. .. " Zudiesad.

We both looked up to see Zudie balancing alarge jar on the window sill. Something doshed over its
gdes. A few morelittle splatslanded al around us, like ordnance taking our range and bearing, and one
of them, maybe aquarter cup, got me square on my head and splashed Tom in theface. "Hey," heyelled
indignantly, "what are you doing? What the hdll isthat?'

"This" Zudie cdled softly, tapping the can, "isexactly what it smellslike. Piss™
Tom let go of my neck. "What the fuck are you—"

Zudieraised hisvolumefor thefirst time, overriding him." | promise you this, Thomas Jefferson Mitchell:
if you do not immediately let go of him and go home, | will empty thiswhole thing on your head, so help
me God. Russdl'sahippie; hewon't give adamn. But you'll never liveit down. The story will follow you
even after you graduate; it'll be too good not to tell."

Tom was gone from there so fast, the vacuum of his departure tugged at my hair.

Better yet, when | got upstairs, the jar turned out to be full of water from the shower. Hed even had the
senseto makeit just abit warmer than room temperature.

Thinking about it now, | laughed so hard the pain brought me back to myself again, and | had to stop
walking atogether for the dozenth time. Laughter is supposed to be good for pain. | guess nothing istrue
adways.

Rdiving pleasant momentsin my past was clearly better than letting the pain remind me of times of terror,
though. By the time | was ready to continue again, I'd managed to come up with one more inspiring
memory of unexpected good fortuneto recall as| plodded: the morning | wasled into ajudge's
chambers and informed that the felony charges pending against me had been dismissed by the county.
That | was not only freeto go, right now, but was legdly entitled to answer "no" any time | was asked if
I'd ever been arrested.

The newswas so stunning, it didn't redly hit me until an hour later, just as| waswalking in the door of my
friend Bill Doan€'s place. Bill was as happy as held ever been himsdlf, that morning, and not alittle
digtracted: held just gotten married—by the very same judge who'd turned me loose an hour ago, weirdly
enough. But he aso knew what day thiswas for me, and saw the grin on my face as| came in the door,
and correctly worked out what it must mean. He came over with agrin bigger than my own, and took
both my hands, and spoke the memorable words, "My brother, | perceive that agreat expresstrain has
been lifted from your testicles.”

Susan and Jesse heard the story enough that it became another of our family in-jokes, a catch-phrase that
could produce alaugh dl by itsdf, like being normanicaly gormented by someone's dumpacity.

It surewould be nice, | thought, if | could somehow uncouple mysdf from the expresstrain | seemed to



be scrotaly dragging behind menow . ..

L et's see now. Happy memories. Happy memories.

Héll, that's easy. I'll just replay every day | got to spend with Susan. Start with that first day, when she
met me as | was sneaking off campus, going down the hill to Wandasto get in lineto Bang the Bunny (a
campus legend), and she politely pretended not to know where | was going, and | completely forgot
where | had been going, and followed her to an art exhibit in town. She said later she felt rather asthough
she was being tailed by adreamily smiling pink zeppdlin, that kept its distance but could not be shooed
away. | just remember her eyes being remarkably large and bright.

Then there was the next day—thefirgt timein my lifethat | ever literaly sprang out of bed, laughing with
joy. Over breskfast, | had—

| think | actually came pretty close to doing that comprehensive areview. Everybody has daysthat are
just unmemorable, in which nothing of red interest occurs. Thereve been periodsin my lifewhen I've
had weeks like that, and I'm sure the same went for Susan. But she and | as a couple had fewer than
average empty days. we found each other genuinely interesting on a day-to-day basis. Even the partsthat
baffled or repdled or irritated us. And somehow we kept it up for years and years without interruption.
Wetook annual vacations from one another for the express purpose of inner refreshment, but in the
nearly thirty years we were granted, neither of uswas ever unfaithful to the other, or more than hedthily
tempted to be. Inthelast years, I'm convinced we came very close to something like the telepathy | had
with Zudie—but it must have been different, because it hardly ever hurt, and it dways flowed both ways.

It had pissed Jesse off alittle. No sensible boy finds his parents genuindly interesting, but he could sense
that our fascination with each other creasted something that excluded him, that had nothing to do with love
or being loved, but did have something to do with intimacy, with closeness, with surrender—things for
which young men are counterprogrammed. Some of them, unfortunatdly, for life.

Susan said that only meant that his competititive streak would one day cause him to love someone even
more and harder and more totally than | had—a concept | had serious trouble imagining. So far, her
prophecy had failed rather spectacularly to cometrue: so fa—asfar as| knew—Jesse had never beenin
love. Even after he grew old enough to start looking outward and ahead, Jesse had just never seemed
interested in any relationship deeper than fuck-buddies. Like so many young people nowadays.

But therewastime. And anyway, it was hislife. Maybe being raised by two happy loving parents had
made him grow up so strong, he had less of that desperate need to touch and be touched by another that
had driven both of us. If so, was he better off, or worse? It seemed to me he wasworse off . . . but
perhaps every junkie feds the same sense of superiority over al those poor fools who've never known
what ajoy it isto be endaved, to ease an unbearable need.

All'l know is, casting my mind back over dl the many times and many ways Susan and | had eased each
other's unbearable needs gave me alarge number of happy thoughtsto sustain me as| trekked through
that eternity in hell. I hope Jesseis banking something that will help him the same way when he needsiit.

Combing my memory for happier times helped, some. For perhaps as much astwo thirds of thetota
distance. After that, al | could do was suffer, and keep aternating fest.

Longest night of my life, no question.



14.

Saturday, June 23, 2007 Heron Island, British Columbia, Canada

So much of my energy was going into just staying upright and moving dowly forward that it wasn't until |
spotted my mailbox-bank coming, five or six hundred meters up ahead on the left, that | redlized | not
only was going to makeit, but had nearly done so. | lit my watch and saw it was after 1:00 AM. I'd done
atwenty-minute walk in alittle over three hours.

Much too late, | put my attention on the question of how | was going to approach Jesses hiding placein
Doug's barn without scaring the morta shit out of him.

Then | changed my mind. Reuniting with my son was second priority. First, | needed to know if hewas
busy, just now.

For dl | knew, Agent Pitt was even now inside my house or my office, tossing the place, and Jesse was
watching from a place of concealment. Or, knowing him, skulking along outside the house, ducking when
he came to windows, following the sound of Fitt's footsteps.

Or Pitt might be sound adeep in aB&B down in the cove, and Jesse cathapping in the drafty barn just
ahead.

Or RFitt might have come, and with the ingtincts of afera creature felt or smelt the presence of an
observer on the next door property. If so, he'd have emulated a hunted tiger: doubled back on hisown
tracks, circled around, and come up behind Jesse. Dawn would find the boy either dead or cuffed and
ready for deivery to the CIA. Or worse, to the oxymoronic and moronic as an ox, massively overfunded
and underbrained Department of Homeland Security.

The latter wouldn't even be afirst: not long before, the American DEA had invaded Canada (with the
craven clandestine cooperation of the government and RCMP), kidnapped awell-known Canadian
citizen in Vancouver, dragged him back acrossthe border in chainsto the States . . . and there charged
him, in America, with committing—on Canadian soil, only—an act which isbarely amisdemeanour in
Canada, but happensto beafeony in America (Sdlling high-grade marijuana seeds by mail.)

Try that from adifferent angle. Imagine you sdll beer wholesdlefor aliving. You'll ship cases of beer to
anyone anywhere in the world who meets your price. One day two Saudi Arabian cops break down
your door, drag you off in chainsto the airport, put you in asmall jet and fly you directly to Riyadh,
where amullah explains that you're going to have your head cut off for violating a Saudi law that forbids
importing beer. Wait aminute, you cry, | never heard of this cockamamielaw! I'm an American, | wasin
America I'm only subject to your law if I'minyour country, and | never was until you endaved me and
dragged me here againgt my will. | demand to see my ambassador! Certainly Sir, and in the meantime,
would you kned right here and rest your face in the little face-shaped depression in the top of thistree
stump? Thiswon't takelong. . .

Would you fed fairly treated? Or mistreated by savagesfor violating ataboo that doesn't apply to you?

The DEA had little choice, of course. Thefiend in question, Mark Emery, had been in effect exporting
B.C. marijuana—the undisputed best in the world—to anyone in the world who was bright enough to



plant aseed. Joe Blow in New Y ork, happily paying more than US$300 an ounce for B.C. Bud, could
suddenly grow himsdlf an endless supply of grassjust as good for acouple of dollars, including
postage—of which not one cent would flow as payoffsto the DEA, the FBI, the federd, state or local
drug enforcement agencies. . . or to the mob that did the actud heavy lifting. Emery had to be stopped,
or members of the many branches and layers of the drug war forces might have to start living on their
sdaies—

Damn it, Russall—no more woolgathering! Focus.

| hadn't considered Nika, yet. Where was she now, and what was she doing? It was not out of the realm
of posshility that she could be somewhere on The Rock now. Linamight have decided after dl to wait
around for her, or she might have found someway to lay her hands on a rocket-boat and begat Lina back
here. Either way, the timing would suggest that she might very well arrive any minute. Now what was the
best way to—

Inthefar distance, coming toward me, the sound of acar.

For afew moments, | thought about waving down whoever it was when they reached me, and
persuading them to turn around and take me a couple of hundred meters. | knew | must look desperate
enough to pull it off—and at that point, even that short aride would have been a godsend.

But fortunately, it dawned on meintimethat | heard acar coming, but | didn't see acar coming. And
then | did—acar moving dow, with its headlights off.

| hadn't realized that could be done with amodern car. And | couldn't think of alegit reason to go to the
trouble. So | |eft the road, found a spot where the drainage ditch dongside it wasn't too steep for me,
and crouched down in it to await developments.

The dark car, a Camry, went past my driveway. Two curb cuts later, alittle ways short of me, it dowed
to astop intheroad and shut itsengine. Then the driver put it in neutral and let it dide backward on the
dight downgrade. When he reached my driveway again he backed into it. A few minuteslater asmal
musical sound announced that he'd failed to completely missthe tree that's too close to the driveway on
theleft. Still, he'd done rather well without power steering to help.

If I'd had the energy or the air, I'd have burst into tears of frustrated rage. All that effort, al that pain, al
that determination . . . and I'd arrived only minutestoo late! 1t was monstrous.

No, God damniit, dl was not yet logt. | beat back the despair—or maybe just lost the strength for that
too. Perhaps he would decide to toss my office firsds—I would have, in his shoes—and would get hung up
examining the hard drives and internet history of the new Powerbook there, long enough for meto dip
into the spare bedroom and grab the old one. If | entered and | eft the house on the side opposite from the
office, through the washer-dryer room, | might just pull it off.

| gave him alittle time to get out, check his surroundings, take a pee, and skulk off down my driveway to
creep my place. But as | started to climb up out of the ditch, | froze. Another car was coming,

Another car with no lights! Here it came now, even dower than its predecessor had.

It did dmost the exact same maneuver the Camry had. But it waited until it waswell past meto shut its
motor and drift back—I ducked my head—and then it went one driveway farther downhill. The oneit
chose to back into was that of Doug, my neighbor, and it was either better or luckier than the firgt, for
there were no crunch sounds.



For amoment | didn't know what to think. Which car was Fitt? Or did he have backup? What the hell
was my move?

Then | redlized the second car had been an Echo, just like my own. Nikawas back on theidand! And
on her way to back up Jesse. At last, some good news.

Asl| climbed up out of the ditch, Nikawalked back out to the road to seeiif her arrival had drawn any
attention; we saw each other smultaneoudy. | waved hello. She waved get your ass down here. So |
did.

She must have noticed the way | was moving, and met mewe| short of my own driveway. "Jesus Chrigt,”
she whispered, "what the hell hgppened to you? Y ou look like—"

"Partid right lung collgpse," | answered parsmonioudy.
Shedidn't need adiagram. "How bad?'

"It only hurtswhen I'm conscious.”

"I'll get thecar.”

"No! Just give me your shoulder.”

It felt like she carried half my body weight. Even so, | was breathing alot louder than she wasthe whole
way.

Finaly, my million-year-marathon was over—at least for afew minutes—and | found mysdlf Sitting on an
actual cushioned surface, with a cushioned back that included neck support. It was areward that put
Paradise to shame. | bathed in it, basted mysdlf with it, orgasmed behind it. At least ten seconds.

"That was Agent Fitt in the Camry?"' | asked with my first pain-free breath.

Shewasfadt. "Isthat hisname? Y eah, Jesse has him staked out from the barn up ahead like you said.
And he scoped out a good spot for me around the other side of your house.”

"How do you know dl that? Y ou just got heretoo.”

She blinked at me, and showed me her cellphone, and | felt like anidiot. There€'sjust no way aroundit; |
redly am an old fart.

Shedidn't sop to rub it in. "The planisto wait until he splits, go in and deactivate whatever boobytraps
and bugs he left, and then try and figure out our next—"

"No good.”
"What'sthe problem?"

"Theworst problem isI'm amoron. In my spare bedroom is alaptop so old the next timeit needs parts
it'sapaperweight. Uses an OS nobody else hasin years. Uses fucking MacWrite for aword processor;
nobody else hasin decades. It'sjust barely possible to connect it to the net, and | never—"



Likel said, Nikawas very fast. "Oh fuck me, tel meyou didn't write down—"

"Only thing | was afraid of was one of Allen Campbell's cybergenius mongter friends hacking me. Figured
if there was ever oneinsde my house, decoding and reading what look like twenty-year-old filesina
junk computer, | was dready fucked.”

"Chrigt, Russl, didn't you—"

"Damnit, Nika, it'show | process, okay? Keyboard's aways been my confidante. Only one I've had
since Susan. It'smy shrink. My bartender. My stranger on atrain. Y ou cops get training. How to handle
this shit, whereto put it. Y ou can just kill aman and keep going, but [—"

"l wrote mine longhand,” sheinterrupted.

"Redly?"

She nodded, embarrassed. "In Herzegovinian.”

"What's that, some kind of shorthand?'

"A didect of Croatian. My grandmother made melearniit.”
"Wow. That beats my MacWrite 2.2 with DiskDoubler."

"Not for the CIA. But mine'sin a safe deposit box nobody else knows about. Still, what are the odds this
guy isgoing to even glance a an obsolete computer?”

"Zudie says Pitt isredly smart. Zudie knows smart, and he wasin Fitt's head once, forty years ago. He's
been hiding from him ever snce

"Sill—"
"| left the damn thing connected to wall current, but not the internet. HEd notice things like that.”

"What . . . oh, | see. Whatever you use the thing for, why wouldn't you want e-mail and net accesswhile
you were doing it? Why haveto go al the way out to your office to Google something? So you can't be
hacked."

"Exadtly.”
"Hdl. Whereis Zudie now?'

"Waiting offshore in akayak for usto bring him Jesse. Zudi€'s going to get him out of the country and
then divein hisholeand pull it in after him, and | won't blame him. It'sthe safest place | know in this part
of theworld. I don't want him anywhere near aguy like Pitt. Let'sgo tell Jesse” | started the painful
process of getting up.

"Sit," Nikasaid, and gave me her cellphone.

| squinted at it inthe dark. "'l can't find the redia button.”

Shelooked at melikel wasfrom Mars. "Thereisn't one. Y ou push 'send,”
Fedling slly, I did. Jesseg's number appeared onscreen. | put the phoneto my ear.
"And pushit again,”" she prompted.



Feding gllier, | did. Theword "diding" gppeared. Shetook it from me and turned on the speskerphone
somehow.

| will enter the twenty first century, yes| will. At my own pace.
"Yeh"

"Jesse, I'm at the end of Doug's driveway with Nika."

"Hi, Pop," he said very softly. "How are you?'

The only thing to do with that question wasfail to hear it. "He'sa CIA agent named Fitt, Zudie says. Very
smart. Very scary. So scary I'm speaking as softly asyou are, and I'm a couple of hundred meters away.
Whereishenow?'

"Just now coming up on the house through the woods. He spent some time making friends with your cats.
He movesdow, like he'stired.”

"Dont bet onit. Listen carefully. Thisisimportant. If Pitt goesinto the office shed firgt, dip in my back
door. | left it gar so the cats could get in to eat and out to shit. Go to the spare bedroom, the one at the
far end of the hall. There's an ancient Powerbook, black. Plugged into thewall but not the net. Grab it
and bug out. Y ou hear him leaving the office, go out the window. Short drop and the office itself will
cover you from hisangle. Well meet you at the barn.”

Hewas asfast as Nika "Understood. Something on that |aptop Pitt mustn't see.”
"A diary | forgot,” | confessed miserably. "I'm sorry."

Tomy surprise, dl he said was, "Can he see any house windows from the office?" It had been along time
since my son had passed up a chance to break my balls, and thiswas area good one.

"Only the bathroom, and it's frosted anyway."

"Good. Shit."

What?"

"He circled the office and looked in the window, but now it lookslike. . . yes, hesgoing in the house."
"Damn.”

"He hasto," Nikasaid. She was crouching by the open car door, close enough to mefor the
peakerphoneto pick her up even at very low volume. "He can't trap himsdlf in that office until he's
absolutdy surewe dl really bugged out. Y our car and mine are still parked in front of the house.”

"And after he's been through your house, he can ask your computer more intelligent questions,” Jesse
added. "While he goes about it, I've got two questions. Firgt, are you having one of your lung collgpses?!

| nearly dropped the phone. " Jesus Christ, how could you possibly—?"
"It'sthe only time you ever speak in short sentences. How bad?"

For some reason my eyes stung. "Extremey minor. Little short of breath isal. Not much help to you
guys. But I'm okay, and I'll be fine after anight's deep. Second question?”



"I'm glad it's not worse. Once I've got this laptop back here to the barn where | can pulverize it without
him hearing—then what? What's the plan? | mean, Pitt searches your house, your office, your computer,
then helll probably go back to hisB& B and work on locating you and Nika and squeezing one or both of
you for Zudie. What do we do then?"

"Firgt thing we do is get you to the Y acht Club Beach. West end of theidand. Zudies waiting for you
offshore. Two-man kayak. He'll take you to the mainland and you can get a busto the airport. Y ou need
to be out of the country. Y ou have your passport on you, right? | saw you grab it aswe | eft the house.”
God, that seemed like days ago!

"Yes

"A kayak's close quarters,” he said dubioudy. "I don't think he's going to find my mind as endurable ashe
doesyours."

"He knowsthat. He gtill volunteered. Trust me, he's endured much worse than you dreedy, tonight.”
"What does he do after he drops me off?"

"He disappears. He has a Fortress of Solitude, if you get the reference.”

"No, but | can figureit out. He has a safe house."

"And you guyswill meet him there and figure out whét to do?'

Nikaand | looked at each other. Our eyes met. We had not discussed this. She had avery hard choice
to make, and no time to make it. How far was she prepared to go, to keep Zudie out of the hands of a
CIA agent hédd been running from hiswholelife?

She was apolice officer, adetective constable, with a career and afuture to lose. She only had those
things because afew years ago, Zandor Zudenigo had risked hislife and sanity to save her—and
me—from rape, torture and death at the hands of a sadistic supergenius with extensive experience. But
now she had those things, and they were dl she had.

"Just asecond,” she said, and did something that apparently muted the phone. Because her next words
were, "Damn it, Walker, just once | would liketo visit you out here and not end up hiding a corpse.”

| was shocked speechless. And not just by her decision. Asnear as| could recdll, it wasthe very first
time Nikahad ever said anything funny. | wanted to saluteit by giving her the funny comeback | knew
shewanted, but for thefirst timein my lifel could not think of one. | settled for "Metoo. Thank you.”
She understood everything | meant by that, | could seeit in her eyes, and she nodded.

She unmuted the phone. Jesse said, "He's in the kitchen now, | can see hisflashlight through the window.
| said, you guys have your own transportation to Zudi€e's, right?*

| didn't seem to have any choices. | opened my mouth and lied. "Probably not right awvay. We need to
decoy him in the wrong direction first while you're getting out of the country. Forget your luggage. Itll be
herefor your next visit. Turns out thisisn't agood time for houseguests after dl.”

"Don't be slly, Pop. You can't undo me. | boarded a plane, crossed a border, used my passport. I'll
haveto doit dl againto go home. I'm documented. Agent Pitt has my voice on tape, for Christ's sake."

"I want you documented off the board, very soon."
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"Because bad things are about to happen.”

"Russl, do | haveto remind you how many years|'ve been an adult?' Hisvoice was till low and
quiet—but he only used my first name when he was thinking of punching me. "Or what | do for aliving?
Burston-Marsdller may not be more powerful than the CIA . . . but we've had more than one client who
is. I've met the current assistant director socialy. There are two guysin my address book right now I'm
sureare CIA, and one or two others | suspect. But | dso have the private numbers or e-mail addresses
of six senators, a couple of congresscritters, a Supreme Court Justice and an ex-president. If you're
planning on mixing it up with the CIA, | could bean—"

"Fitt'snot CIA," Nikainterrupted.

"He'snot?' Jesse asked.

"Ex-CIA, I'll buy. But heisdefinitdy off the reservation on this. HEs on hisown time."
"Why, because he has no partner?’ | said.

She shook her head. "The FBI alwaystravel in pairs—so ther€ll be awitness. CIA prefersto go solo, so
therewon't be."

“Thenwhy—"

"I've seen him. Just glimpses—but up close and in decent light, three times now. I'm the only one of us
who has. The most recent time | saw him open adoor, walk, get into asmall car.”

ll&?l

"So I'mtdling you: Ritt is pushing seventy, hard. A vigorous seventy; | wouldn't be surprised if he can
take me. But the CIA has mandatory retirement at Sixty-five, and they pull in field agents younger than
thet."

lla,].ll

"Just asecond.” Nikatook the phone from me again, did something that brought up a photo of the man,
and then another. They were awfully tiny photos, but he did ook too old to be on active duty. Then she
did something else, and Jesse said, "Got 'em. Huh. Y ou'reright, he looks seventy.”

"If he had the seniority or the weight to override mandatory retirement, we'd have agents coming out of
our ears. Which would be in Guantanamo.”

"l agree," Jessesad. "If hewere dtill active CIA, Aitt could just make your chief order you to go see him,
and then demand you give him everything you know about Zudenigo. Naturaly you'd refuse, and alittle
whilelater you'd wake up a home with adight headache and that would be that. This assholeisacting
like he doesn't want to show up on anybody's radar.”

"The car he'sdriving isnot American, it's Canadian,” Nikasaid. "So he stole it after he got here, and
swapped plates with something in long-term parking &t the airport. They do hot-plate searches out there
now, not fast but steady. That car's got a shelf-life of about two or three more days. He's on a budget,
improvising. He's probably aready used three identities since he crossed the border.”

"Okay, you've both convinced me," | said. "He's arogue e ephant. That makes him more dangerous.



Nobody at Burston-Marseller can tell you who he answersto, Jesse, because Pitt answers to nobody. |
want you the fuck out of here. Out of the country, on your home turf surrounded by the most powerful
friendsyou have. Y ou're the only leverage Fitt could possibly use to squeeze Zudie out of me—"

"Butif—"

"Youredl I've got left, Jesse."

"That doesn't—"

"God damnit, you're all I've got left of her, don't you get it? | can't risk you."

Nobody said anything for awhile. Nika's eyes were close to mine, little more than acellphoneswidth
away. They were studying mineintently. | sudied hers back. We became aware of each other asmale
and femde.

"Okay, hefindly finished casing the house, and he just went in your office.”

| yanked my eyes back to the woods ahead of me. "How the hell can you tell that from Doug's place?
There's a house in the way, Have you—"

"Chill, Pop: it was open and shut. | heard the front door open and shut. Then | heard the office door
open and shut.”

"Oh. Sorry. So you are lill in the barn, then?”

"Not any more. Didn't you hear me? He'sin the office. It's showtime. Timeto seeif your laptop diary's
dill inthe house, and snatchit if itis"

"Wait for me" Nikasaid urgently.

"Why do | need you?'

"Areyou armed?"'

"Come around the right side of the barn, not the l&ft. I'll wait for you by the back door."
She stuck the phonein my shirt pocket. "Do you know how to text?"

My face answered for me.

"Never mind. If that vibrates, bug out. Keys arein the dashboard bay. Thefusefor thelightsisin the
ashtray if you want 'em; your cdl, but makeit now." She stood up and walked away, reaching behind her
to unsnap the holster she wore at the small of her back. A few steps later she stopped, dropped to one
knee, and took a second, much smaller gun from an ankle holster. She came back and handed it to me
butt-first, shocking me speechless for the second time that night. It was alittle snubnosed revolver,
resembling achild'stoy in everything but weight. "In case bugging out doesn't work. No safety. Point and
dick."

"Nika, I—"

"If you useit, loseit." Shewasgone.



| blinked stupidly & my new gun. Fivedugs, not Six. If | had tofireit at al, I'd belucky to livelong
enough to squeeze off al five. | had no ideawhat caliber they were, whether they were hollow points or
anything. I'd read enough mysteries to know its accuracy was pathetic beyond about two meters, but
maybe that and my lousy aim would cancel each other out. Especidly left-handed; | could support its
weight with my right arm, but it hurt.

| got the car keys out of thelittle hollow in the center of the dashboard where people keep sunglasses,
replaced them with the gun, and got out of the car. One of the many improvements they've madeto cars.
you can close the door with hardly any sound at al now. The driver's-side door opened and closed just
asquietly. | had to rack the seat back; Jesse's shorter than | am. | replaced the fuse for the headlights
with difficulty and acceptable pain. | fastened my seatbelt and put the key in the ignition and sat back to
wait.

| was confused and worried and bone weary. But it did fee wonderful to be sitting down, not walking,
with the chair supporting the back of my chest. Now that | had my bresth back and my pulse normal, the
pain began to ease off alittle. Thisonereally wasn't al that bad, as pneumothoraces go, and wasn't
getting any worse with time. | could take in nearly three-quarters of anorma breath beforeit started to
hurt. More, if | sat very ill, and did it very dowly . . .

Digtant voices shouting in the woods.

| was standing beside the car with no memory of having gotten out of it. A billion billion stars weaved
around overhead, inviting me to come dance with them. | wished | had the time. The wind had picked up,
enough to make it hard to hear the voices. But nobody sounded happy.

| turned and hurried up the road. | wanted to approach the house through the trees, and | knew the
woods dongside my own driveway much better than | did the woods between Doug's driveway and my
place. With no flashlight, that would be important. Call me Hawkeye.

| was twenty meters up my drive and ten steps into the trees before | remembered the revolver sitting
back in the dashboard dot. Call me Asshole.

Voicesfar ahead. Gun not far behind. | seemed to stand there forever, ajackass between two piles of

hay.

A trick of the wind brought me Jessé's voice, saying, "Very hard choice." | couldn't make out the reply he
got, but the tone wasthat of aman giving orders.

| moved forward.

Maddeningly conflicting imperatives: go very quickly, and don't make a sound. Extremdly difficult. Feet
want to make noisein the forest. But no point in arriving if | was expected.

| think | did apretty good job. But the sound of my breathing and my pulse thundering in my earswere
enough to keep me from making out what they were saying. | arrived at the closest safe vantage point, a
little less than ahundred meters from the house, just in time to hear Fitt finish asentencewith™ .. . long
way round.”

| could see Jesse outside, his back to me, not far from the open window of the spare bedroom. | saw his
shoulders dump, then shrug. "Whatever," he agreed dully. He waked to hisright, the long way round to
the front door, and disappeared around the corner.

| gave PFitt five seconds to turn away from the window, and then broke cover, moving asfast as| could



without making noise, thinking faster. Pitt wanted Jesse to go to theright for some reason. If hewas
looking out any window it was on the right side of the house. | went |eft, headed for the narrow
passageway between the house and the office, made very good time until | stepped wrong on something
hidden in the grass and sprained my ankle faling down and landed on my bad side.

| couldn't believeit. It seemed most unfair of al that | couldn't even curse. That open window was just
too close, and for dl | knew Pitt was till right besideit. | lay there clenching my teeth until the chest pain
backed off enough to let me sit up. I'm not sure why | groped in the grass for whatever 1'd stepped on;
maybe | was planning to beat my brains out with it.

It was a handgun.

Nikasgun. A big mother.It wasn't the Berretal remembered her carrying, and | recalled reading in the
Vancouver Sun that the VPD had recently switched to the Sig Sauer P 266. That would mean | had 15
rounds, 9mm Parabellums. Now it seemed most unfair of al that | couldn't laugh out loud. That damned
open window—

Faint, hard-to-interpret sounds came out that damned window, and | stopped wanting to laugh. If Fitt
choseto stick his head out he could hardly missme. | drew abead on the window, holding the gun the
way I'd seeninamillion movies, and waited.

After ten seconds or so of that | remembered to wonder what those odd sounds had been. Like. . . well,
asif someone in the same shape | was had tried afew pushups, and then groaned, given up and let
himself fal to the mat. Just then | heard another odd noise, like asoft hissing, that faded out. Like. . . like
something heavy being dragged.

Up on your feet. Placesto be. Expect the ankleto hurt like flaming Jesus fuck when you put weight on it,
so you won't yelp. Hey there, you see? It only hurtslike fuck. Now walk like Kwa Chang Caine, leaving
no trace on the rice paper—but haul ass. Y our son might till be dive.

15.

McKinnon closed the laptop, smiling.

Detective Constable Mandi¢ was awake now, sitting up against astack of cardboard boxes much like
the one McKinnon sat on himself, as comfortably as she could with awrist cuffed to the opposite ankle.
She had nothing to say, and he was not surprised.

"Cheer up, Nika," he said. "Y ou don't know it, but you're very lucky | found this computer.”
Her face gave back nothing. "Am 7"

"I'm not being ironic. Y ou won the lottery. And not just you. All of usdid. Redlly. | can't tell you how
much better I'm feding than | was afew minutes ago.”

"All who of us?'
"You, me, Russl and Zudie." Maybe everybody, he thought amost giddily. "Wevedl hit the jackpot.”



"Why isthat, Agent Pitt?" she returned the serve. He smiled fondly; that had been one of hisfavorite
names and he hadn't thought of it in years. She sounded exactly like acomputer shrink program. Hewas
liking her more by the minute.

"It'sMcKinnon today." He gestured toward the lgptop beside him. "Becauseif this account isremotely
accurate—and | know itis, | know an honest report when | read it—then al three of you are unusualy
ethicd people”

"Arewe?'

He got up, turned on the overhead light, closed the window and blinds. The plastic-wrapped man on the
floor stirred, groaned, turned over and began to wake up. " Hell, yes. Zudie, coming out to Russell,
jeopardizing a cover hed worked on redlly hard, to save people held never meet, who'd never know
held doneit. Russll, risking hislifefor the same strangers and for afriend he hadn't seenin over thirty
years and remembered as aflake. Y ou, risking your job in order to serve and protect . . . prepared to
loseyour life, career, freedom and good opinion of yoursef if the Situation called for it. Any of you could
have just walked away, and no onewould ever have known. Instead al three of you went up against one
of the scariest freaks | ever heard of—just because he was. | hope you won't be offended if | say dll
three of you have balls of stedl. But that 1've seen before, often. Ethics of that order, however, | have
found to be about as common as albino Negroes. | salute you.”

She was studying his face carefully. After afew moments of silence, she said, ™Y ou know, | haveto say |
agree with you. Why isthat lucky for me?"

"It meansthere's an excellent chance | won't have to bury you beside Allen Campbell tonight. Or your
friendsether.”

She didn't blink. "What would clinch the ded ?*

It had been along time since M cKinnon had been asked smart questions. "I would need to be convinced
that you don't oppose what | plan to do.”

With help from Nika, the man he didn't know had struggled to a sitting position now. McKinnon knew
his head hurt badly but he didn't let it show. "Wewould dl like very much to know exactly what you plan
to do, Mr. Aitt," hesaid quietly.

"It'sMr. McKinnon today," | said. "Tom. Am | correct in guessing you're Walker's son? Jason . . . no,
Jesse Walker?!

"l am," hesaid, carefully not nodding.

"That heedache will be gonein just aminute," McKinnon promised. "Do | haveit right that you'rein
public relations?’

"Y ou didn't go through my wallet?'

"I've been busy. Reading.”

"I'm ajunior associate at Burston-Marsdller. New Y ork office. | did acouple of years oversess.”
"Interesting. Which of the current directors do you like best there, Jesse?"

"Inwhat sense, Tom?"



"Who'sthe most ethica human being in the firm, in your opinion?’

Jesse dlowed his surprise to show through his poker face for amoment. "Thank you—for presuming
both that | like ethicd men, and that there are any in public relations. Neither of thoseisagimme. Asfor
your question, I'd have to say it'satoss-up.” He named two names.

McKinnon grunted. "Very good answer. Thank you. What do you honestly think of your father's
columns? I'm sure you read them."

"What'sit to you?'
Helived in New Y ork, dright. "Indulge me."

"If you ever tell him aword of this!'ll kill you. I think they are well-informed and well-reasoned, smart
and wise both, one hundred percent honest and utterly fearless. | can't believe he gets published ina
nationd paper.”

"Nobody cares about anything that happensin Canada,” McKinnon explained gently.
Nikawas frowning. "McKinnon, what does—"

"| like his ethicstoo, now," heinterrupted. "Here," he added, and tossed her the handcuff key, and then
her own ankle-knifein its sheath.

She gtared at them, then at him, then at them.

"There are scissorsin that open box in the corner. They'll probably work better than your knife for cutting
Jeseloose.”

She and Jesse exchanged a dubious glance. Neither moved.

"I'm extending trust," he said. "This conversation is going to take awhile, and you'l both listen better if
you're comfortable and less pissed off."

Nika picked up the key, freed herself, strapped her knife back on, and took his advice about the
scissors. "Extending trust to apoint,” she said as she was cutting Jesse loose. "1 bet you till have that gun
inyour pine holger.”

"Of course| do. Wejust met. But if thisgoesaswell as| hope, in alittle while well go outsde and you
can find your own in the weeds."

"Reglly?

He nodded. "Y ou're agood cop. | know that you won't try to shoot me unless| force you to. Y ou don't
know it yet, but | fed the same. | quiit killing people who didn't need killing along time ago, and for

The new voice behind him in the doorway was soft, hoarse, and shockingly close. "Me, | only started
killing guysafew years ago. Haven't redly started making . . . ditinctionslike that yet. So don't move."

McKinnon never flinched, because he dways expected sudden assaults. He kept hisvoice cam. "Hello,
Russdl. | was hoping you'd show up. Congratulations: you're the first man to snesk up on mein thirty
years.

"My turf."



The voice had moved back, out of reach. "Of course. Y ou know every floorboard, every hinge. Still nice
work. If you didn't hear, I'm Tom McKinnon tonight, not John Pitt. Are you pointing Nikas service
weapon at the back of my head?’

"Center mass. | can seeyou're not wearing avest. But in acasua, purely precautionary way. And only
because I'm scared shitless.”

"Sengble" McKinnon sighed. "All right. | am going to sand up in dow motion, with my handsinsight. |
will reach into the open carton of stationery itemsright here. Very carefully | will take out amagic marker
| saw inthere”

"A Sharpie, you mean?' Nikaasked.
"Probably. Here | go. Russdll, don't shoot me.”

Herose with great care and did as held said, keeping his back to Russall. "Now | take four dow steps
forward." They brought him to the room'sfar wall. He uncapped the marker—sure enough, they were
caled Sharpies now—and used it to write on the wall, large, but in script, the name " Zandor Zudenigo.”
The capita zed isn't easy to do in script, but he managed a pretty fair hand.

"What doestheat tell me?' Russall asked behind him.
The cop got it. "It tells us he's right-handed.”
ll&?l

McKinnon capped the Sharpie and dropped it to the floor. "Next, I'm going to lose my jacket, reveding
my own wegpon." He shrugged it off his shoulders, and held his arms out wide asthe jacket did down
them to thefloor.

"Now | will very dowly use only the thumb and pinky of my left hand to unsnap the gun, lift it from the
holster, and extend it behind me at arm'slength for Nikato take. Beginning."

Shortly he was lighter by nearly three pounds of polymer, lead, and alittle bit of metal.

"Now | will resume my seat and you will find one of your own and wewill dl talk for awhile.” He turned
around and saw Russdll Walker for thefirst time. Helooked older than McKinnon had expected, and in
some sort of pain.

"What about?' he asked.

Russdll was right-handed too, but held Nika's gun in hisleft hand. Perhaps he was having one of hislung
incidents. He talked in shorter sentences than McKinnon had expected from a columnist. McKinnon
pretended not to notice; it would only make Russell more insecureif hisweakness were exposed. His left
arm was certainly strong enough; Nika's wegpon looked like a Sig Sauer 9mm, and it wasn't wavering a
bitinhisgrip.

Nikaand Jesse were both on their feet now. Nika had taken a good position, probably without thinking
about it, and had McKinnon's Glock pointed at him, also at center mass. Jesse was rubbing the back of
his neck.

"Excuse me, Russl," McKinnon said. "I'm not dodging your question. | just haven't had thismuch funin
years. I'm going to talk about my plans and how important they are, and when you've heard me out,
youll give meyour opinions of them.”



"What for?'

Heliked Russdll's questions as much as Nikas. "1t is my hope that when we're donetalking, al three of
you will agreethat Russell ought to take meto meet Zudie. If that happens, we dl walk away from this."

Russdll shook his head. "Zudie would rather cut histhroat than come within athousand meters of you.

"I know," he agreed. "'l don't blame him. His fiancée's death was on me, and what he must have found in
my mind back then would have scared anyone shitless. Well have to come up withaway tofix it so I'm
immobilized and he getsto decide how close he comesto me. That'sdl | ask. If he's till as powerful as
he wasforty years ago, it won't take him long to know whether to stay afraid of me or not. If you kept
any damned duct tape in your house, al we'd need isatreein the middlie of some wild part of theidand.”

"I have plenty in my trunk," Nikasaid. "Unless your GPS snitch ateit by now."

"Excdlent." He sat back on his carton, brought up both legs and crossed them with some difficulty, then
leaned forward on hiselbows. The position left him about as harmless as possible, and made him look
sncere and intense. "Okay, let'stake the first hurdle. Jesse, awhile ago you thanked mefor being willing
to entertain the concept of an ethica public relaions man.”

"Many would cdl it oxymoronic," he agreed.

"I've known afew. The two you named among them. I'm going to propose an even bigger stretch to you.
Can you conceive of an ethica CIA agent?'

"You'retoo old to ill be CIA," Nikasaid.

McKinnon felt his voice harden involuntarily. "On thislgptop here, | found the secret that could destroy
Russdll, and you, and Zudie. Now | am going to tell you the secret that could destroy me, the one I've
been protecting al my life. Hereit is: | love the United States of America, and aways have. | have great
difficulty liking it, but I can't help loving it. If my former employers had the dightest idea | do, or how
much | do, they'd have taken me out long ago. The book | could write would bring them all down.
Unfortunately, it would bring the whole country down with them. We as anation smply could not survive
the disclosure of the secrets| know, and thereisno way to tell only part of them.

"I never was a Company man at heart. | worked against them as often and as hard as | worked for
them. I've dways been in the Saving America business for mysdlf; | just do it on my own dime, now.
There used to be some of uslike that in the Company: we never once met asagroup or even had a
conversation about it, but we knew each other and abetted one other in screwing things up. But there are
only avery few left there, now, and al but afew of them are approaching retirement age too.

"The man who brought mein was one of the last holdoversfrom the origina, Truman-administration CIA.
No one remembersit now, but back then nearly everyonein the Agency wasaliberd intellectua
Democrat: the parking lot was aseaof Adlai Stevenson bumper stickers. The Mgjor was one of the left
from those days who managed to stay low enough to escape the purges that followed when the Dulles
Brothers arrived with Eisenhower. And he taught me to do the same, to be his replacement. | tried to
train my own replacements, but of the four | chose and mentored, two are dead, one dipped up and was
canned, and onelost the faith. Theresjust me now. And Zudieisdl | have left.”

After ashort slence, Nikasaid, "You redly arent CIA."

"Take back 'old, too," Russdll advised. "L ook at his body language. He's perfectly at ease facing two
gunsand aknifein asmall room, barehanded. He can probably take usdl if he needsto.”



McKinnon stepped over that. "I don't need to be told the U.S. has deep flaws, important ones. | know
morethan dl of you put together, more than amost everybody dive, about its flaws, its mistakes, its deep
shames. | wasthere at the time, doing what | could to minimize the horror, and I'll be thefirst to admit |
didn't do enough. But the Condtitution and Bill of Rights are among the most enlightened political
documents the human race has produced so far, and its people are, God help us, some of the kindest
who have yet walked the earth.”

Nika reacted as most Canadians probably would have. "Are you serious?’ she asked. "Who thought up
the War on Drugs? Who else lets people die of poor credit? Kindest?'

"Asempiresgo. | know you Canadians are kinder, but there are hardly any of you—not enough to
populate Cdifornia. Ask anyone who lived under Pol Pot, or Idi Amin, or Hitler, what | mean by 'kind.'
We may have an occasiona McCarthy era, but we don't have Cultural Revolutions or intentiona famines
or ethnic cleansing as policy. Wetook Europe, and we gave it back, helped it get back onitsfeet. The
same with Japan. The same with the Evil Empireitself. We're the country that didn't set up apartheid.
Were asracist as any other nation in history—including kinder Canada, as you must know—abut so far
nobody's ever been as ashamed of their own racism aswe are. O'Rourke wrote that al nations are
basically parliaments of whores. . . but at least we've aways wanted to have hearts of gold.

"l do not deny we are dso sometimestota utter bastards. If | start giving examplesweéll be heredl night,
and I'm sure you have your own list. America has done shameful things, lots of them. | did some of them
mysdf. But it's unusual for our soldiersto rape, for our cops to be fences and pimps, for our judgesto
befor sde. Yes, too many of us are bumpkins, drones and corner boys fooled by even the most childish
tricks, ready to believe any nonsense we hear on TV, chasing the wax carrot while being whacked from
behind by the credit stick. But wetry. Tell me you wish the Soviet Union had won the Cold War."

Russdll and Nikawere silent, frowning. "'l don't disagree with what you say in generd terms” Jesse said
findly. "But I'm sorry, Tom, Americarealy needsto get its head out of itsass. And soon.”

He nodded vigorous assent. " Yes. Exactly. Look . . . can | assume al of us here agree that America has
been sampeding blindly toward adliff at least Snce the towersfdl, actingadmodt asirraiondly as

possble?’
All threesaid "Yes" in near unison, and Russdll added, "If not long before.”

McKinnon declined to quibble. "And do we al share a sense that people of good will and good sense
seem helplessto do anything about it, even once they get the facts? That no matter how many voters
want us out of Afghanistan and Irag, or how loud they shout, there somehow doesn't seem to be
anybody in Washington, even aDemocrat, who'swilling or ableto bring that any closer to happening?”

"They just broke ground on fourteen new permanent U.S. military basesin Irag, haf abillion dollars
worth, and the largest embassy building in the world, bigger than the Vatican," Russd| said. "A hundred
and four acres, over athousand employees, and aguard for every two of them. WEell definitely beleaving

any day now."

"Perhaps you've noticed that no matter how many Americans arefindly growing ashamed of
Guantanamo and Abu Ghraib, the best we seem able to do is get them rel ocated or outsourced? That no
matter how many of uswrite our senators and congressmen demanding action for New Orleans, nothing
getsdone? That no matter how many of us cry out for a decent health-care system like every other
industridized nation on the planet has, we can't seem to find one politician interested enough to come up
with ahdfway sensble plan, even with dl the excellent examples available for study and improvement?*

"I never did get why agovernment can't possibly carefor its people more efficiently than corporations



legally required to show their stockholders aprofit,” Nika admitted. " Some things government just should
do. Prisons. Firefighting. Disagter rdlief. Defense.”

"What are you telling us?' Jesse asked.

"I'm saying that the kind of decay I'm talking about didn't just happen, al because nineteen psychopaths
had alucky morning one September. The United States of Americal’velived in for seventy yearsdidn't
suddenly changeits mind and decide monopolies were good and small business and poor immigrants
were bad again onitsown. It didn't dismantle its own Constitution and Bill of Rights and the Geneva
Convention and its own image of itself in lessthan ten years without help.”

RussdlI's weapon was no longer pointed at him. "What do you mean, ‘image of itsdf'?"

"All my life, if there was anything everyonein Americaknew for sure, without even thinking about it, it
wasthat John Wayne would never beat up a little guy. We've doneit twice, now—and the latest one
turned out to an innocent bystander. We used to know that Americans were the oneswho didn't torture
people, ever, and that it hadn't made us weaker than the Nazis or the Japanese. A man | greetly
admired, one of my teachers, solemnly assured me there were no imaginable circumstancesin which the
United Stateswould ever fight apreventive war. Hetold methat in 1965, and he said it again in 1980,
and he dtill believed it when hedied in '87. Twenty years later, the Americahe knew isgone.

"That process of change didn't just happen. It had help.”

"From whom?"' Russell asked. "Are you taking about the extreme rdligious right wing? A politica elite?
White Power fascists? The llluminati? The fucking DaVinci Code? Who are we talking about, here?!

McKinnon shook his head. "The kind of people I'm talking about are not politicians or religious nuts or
even gangsters. They're just very very rich. Sorich, in some cases, that not many people know just how
rich they are. They're not impressed by political power, popularity, or viciousness. They use peoplelike
those as chess-pieces—pawns. They've got handles on them dl. They themselves are off the radar. They
don't think of themselves as Americans. They don't even think in terms of nations or ideologies or the
improvement of mankind; they are fundamentaly indifferent to all suffering and deeth except insofar asit
afectsther game.”

"Getting richer.”

"What's new about that?' Jesse asked.
McKinnon shook his head. "Too much.”
"l don't get you."

"L ook, the history of the U.S,, likethat of al countries, isbasically astory about the battle between the
very rich and everybody else. Since 1776, those two groups have struggled for power, and democracy
leveled the playing fidd just enough to make it a standoff, a continually revised working compromise. But
at least once a century, the very rich get sick of having limits placed on them by their inferiors, and make
agrab for total power. So far, every time somethng has screwed them up. When the J.P. Morgans came
aong, therest of the country invented antitrust legidation and unions. . . and so on.

"But what's going on now isan historic joint push for real power by some really stupid rich people,
some of the dumbest the world has ever seen . . . and the toolsthey have now arefinaly good enough to
completely subvert democracy. It doesn't matter how many people want their country to supply freefair
hedth-care, like every other civilized country. No paliticianin Americawill even offer it to them, and if



onetried she'd be bought off or put out of business.”
"Theinternet will save America," Jesse said, and then repeated it. Like amantra.

"Maybe. | hope 0. | redlly do. But they're dready working on controlling that, too. For months, Google
Earth was forced to show usdl fake pictures of New Orleans, taken before Katrina happened. That not
only shows you how powerful they are, it showsyou how stupid they are, like catstrying to pretend
thereisn't aturd on thefloor.

"Good luck with the internet underground. But be redl careful what Sitesyou visit, and look carefully to
seewho'swatching.”

Jesse started to reply, and thought better of it.

"| think of them asthe Vandds," McKinnon went on. "They are both ignorant and stupid, extremely
powerful, absolutdy sdlfish, utterly contemptuous of al mordity and ethics. They believein no god, do
not hope for an afterlife or rebirth, are certain lifeis pointless and death is extinction. So they want to
have fun while they're here, and things like the War on Drugs and the War on Terrorism aretheir idea of
ajoke. The Cold War wasfun, but it's done. The new one with their opposite numbersin China has been
under way for more than five years now, but almost nobody has noticed, or will for awhileyet. So
they're working on toughening America up for the struggle.”

"Another McCarthy era" Russdall said, "but subtler and with better technology. Another fucking Cold
Wa."

Nikalowered her wegpon for the first time. "Who are these people?' she exclamed. "How many of
them arethere?"

McKinnon shook hishead. "I won't discuss that with anyone but Zandor Zudenigo. If héll let me."
"Why not?'

Hesghed. "It took me amost half alifetime of unusual accessto identify these bastards—some of them,
anyway—and I've spent every day since doing my very best to concedl that awareness from them. They
scare me more than the fires of Hell. They're like the monster you two buried down by the stream,
capable of anything. | cannot risk letting them learn | know about them . . . and forgive me, but | just
met you people. No names. It's one of the movie clichés| hate most of dl, but I'm afraid thisisonetime
it redly applies. If | told you, I'd haveto kill you."

"Why tell Zudie, then?' Russall asked.

"Because he's the only man | know who can help me stop them. | need more information to fight them,
but | don't darelook for it. They'retoo careful. Zudieis my only hope of learning more about the
bastards without getting caught looking. My unsuspected Enigma code-bresker. My only way to snesk
up on their blind Sde, penetrate their security. That'swhy I've kept hunting him for so long.”

"Jesus Chridt," Russdll said softly.

"Forgive mefor bringing thisup,” Jesse said, "but you are in your seventies. What could you possibly
hope to accomplish in the limited time you have left to live?!

"How much difference did Osamamake in one morning? | don't even know what | would haveto do to
whom, to have that big an impact. | haven't dared to find out yet. But | know there is something, and |
know if | had atelepath | could find out what that is, and do it. All I'm asking isthat you put Zudie and



me together, in circumstances where helll feel safe gpproaching me close enough to read me. | believe if
he does, once he sees my mind and knows what'sin my true heart, he will agree to help me. Give me that
chance."

"What if Zudie doesn't agree?' Russdll asked.

McKinnon's shoulders dumped. "Then he's of no use to me. If he doesn't want to help me, | can't
imagine away to coerce him. | admit I've thought about it, asamenta exercise, but theideaisridiculous.
| doubt | could manage to keep himin custody.”

Russdl held hiseyes. ™Y ou know it tears him up to be close to other people? That his so-called gift hurts
?I

McKinnon nodded. "When | knew him, he had to keep everyone at least fifty meters away, just to stay
sane and conscious. Hence the whole 'Smelly' business. Ingenious.”

"Well, it's gotten worse with time. Much worse. He says it makes migraine look good. He couldn't walk
across a college campus today without having ameltdown and passing out. And then being trapped in a
hospita, surrounded by minds full of fear, agony and sorrow, would probably finish him off. He's a pretty
limited secret wesgpon.”

"| expected that,” McKinnon said. "1 can work with it. Think of theway he found out about Allen
Campbd|: aplane went by overhead unusudly low. Imagine Zudie afew hundred yards beyond the end
of arunway, milesfrom anybody except the targetswho sail over hishead and never notice him. There
are adozen other ways| could use him effectively without hurting or endangering him. If he wantsto.
And noway | canthink of if he doesn't.

"For Christ's sake, let me ask him. And then one way or another, at least dl of us can go home and get
somedeep.”

Seconds ticked by.

Russdll cleared histhroat. He went to where his boy was sitting, bent and handed him the gun, "Hold
onto thisfor me, son.”

"Sure, Pop."

He straightened and turned back to face McKinnon. "Let's go in the kitchen, Tom. I'll make us coffee
before we go. And then I'll introduce you to my friend Zandor."

McKinnon exhaded a bregth he hadn't redized he was holding. "Thank you, Sr."

"Hold onaminute," Nika said, and got to her feet with an ease M cKinnon envied. She held her weapon
at her side, but did not holster it. "I have aquestion | want answered before | sign off on any of this.”

llA*lll
"Whet the hdll did you do to my cousin?"

McKinnon grimaced at the memory. "'l pressured Vasco hard. Scared the living shit out of him. Made
him believe he was two steps from Guantanamo. And had him transferred asfar away as| could. | had
to. He'sredlly tough, and heredlly cares about you, and he was the best lead I'd had on Zudie in more
than twenty years. | know that doesn't excuseit.”



"Did you hurt him?*

"Yes, | put acrimpin hiscareer, and another in his self-image.”

"Did you lay handson him?*

"No." He hesitated. "But | might have made him believe | would, if nothing else had worked. | was
desperate.”

"Jack Bauer wouldn't have hesitated to torture under those circumstances.”

He shrugged. "1 don't care about cartoon characters. | was taught you don't become aNazi even to beat
Nazis. | went further than | should have. I'm going to have to make it up to Vasco somehow.”

"Seethat you do," she said. She holstered her weapon. "L et's get that coffee.”

McKinnon said, "I'll be with you inaminute. | have to do something first." He stood, picked up the
Powerbook, and saw everyone in the room tense up. Heleft the room with it, and they al followed him.

To the guest bathroom just outside. Where he set the laptop in the bathtub, plugged the drain, and turned
on the water.

16.

There had been lively discussion over coffeein my kitchen. | had envisioned atwo-man party: Tom and
me. Keep the mindsto a minimum, for Zudi€'s sake. But Nika and Jesse were adamant about
accompanying us. "Well stay back well out of range. Zudie'srange. No offense, Tom," Nikasaid, "but
for al | know you could be aredly great con man, and I've been taken by afew just good ones. When
you're within ahundred meters of Zudie and he tells me everything isdright, that'swhen I'll redlly sart to
relax.”

He nodded. "See why | need him? He's the only touchstone in aworld without trugt.”

Then more chatter about how many vehiclesto take. Nika and Jesse both wanted to ride with us,
protective of me, which I found warming and annoying in equal measure. Thistime | put my foot down.
Tomand | weregoing in my car; they could follow in the vehicle or vehicles of their choice. Reuctantly
they agreed to ride together.

| assumed they would pick Jesse's Echo or Tom's Camry, but when we left Nika made straight for her
ancient piece-of-crap Honda. She called "I'll back it out of your way," over the ghastly noise of it starting
up, and that did make sense; | could have just backed around it, but not without difficulty. Jesse got in
the passenger side, and that made sense, too: she could take them both to his car, up at the end of
Doug's driveway next-door. Tom's Camry was safe enough for now where it was, out on the road next
to the big green mailbox-box.

Aswe reached my car, | handed Tom the keys.
"Redly?' hesad.

"I shouldn't drive with a pneumothorax. I've only got one good arm.”



He nodded. "Isit bad?’
"Asthesethings go, no. Sofar.”

Wegot in, and did the seat-adjusting and seat-belt dances. He adjusted the rear view to his satisfaction,
gave the dash and controls a quick ingpection, and turned the key. Nika and Jesse had opted to remainin
her hegp, waiting for us out on the road. Tom backed out in front of them, put it in drive, and they fdl in
behind.

Oncewewereontheroad | sad, "I'm going to get something from the glove compartment.”
He nodded. His eyebrows rose when he saw it was ajoint.

"l hope you don't expect meto ask if you mind in my own damn car,” | said mildly, and pushed in one of
thelast car cigarette lightersin captivity. " The windows are open.”

"l didn't object,” he said. "A guy once said to me, ™'I'll live by your rulesin your house. Y ou can live by
your rulesin my house. But if you ask me to live by your rulesin my own house, then you go too damn
fa."

"It helps Zudie for meto be alittle buzzed when were together. Not too much. Take theright fork here,
and dow down by about athird.”

"Got it. | can see how that would be," he agreed. A few moments of silence went by whilel lit up, and
took afew tokes. They helped. Then he sghed audibly, and said, "What the hell. It's been more than
twenty-five years. Give me atoke."

"When weredmost there," | said, pinching it out. "I had you dow down because suiciddly stupid deer
hang out on thisroad. And if you haven't smoked anything in that long, thiswill be much stronger than
anything you remember.”

"Okay."
We only saw one deer and he missed it easly. After awhile he made a snorting sound.
"Wha?'

"l wasjust thinking about the drive up here, how the drivers changed as soon as | crossed the border. At
thetime, | felt contempt for them, found their odd habitsirritating, made fun of themin my mind. Thinking
back onit, dl they were doing was treating each other with courtesy and common sense. Merging
without cheating. Not tailgating. That kind of thing. The kindness| wastalking about earlier, that
Canadiansdo sowell."

| waited.

"I see now that what made me mad was, people used to treat each other that way in Americawhen |
was aboy."

"It hasalot to do with why | moved up here," | said.
"MaybeI'velived theretoo long," he said softly.

In no time we reached the Y acht Club. Instead of parking inthelot, | had him drive past it dl the way
downhill to the beach accessfor boat trailers. I'd climbed that damn hill dready tonight; once was plenty.
He parked just short of the sand, lit the joint, and took asingle deep hit, then put it out again and gave it



back to me. Nikas Honda pulled into the parking lot and parked facing out. Then they walked down to
us. She and Jesse must have smelled the weed, but neither commented, even with their expressions.

By mutua unspoken agreement we had al given up theidea of immobilizing Tom with duct tape; the
thought seemed grotesque. "Okay," | said. ™Y ou two are going to Stay at least five hundred meters back.
That should keep you completely out of Zudie's range, and he's got enough on his plate.” They both
nodded agreement, but Jesse said, "L et me hang a cellphone on your belt, Pop"

"No," | said at the sametime Tom shook his head. "We're going to keep this conversation assmple as
wecan."

"Don't put it on speakerphone then. WEIl only be ableto listen.”
"Please do ashe asks, Russdll," Nikasaid tiffly.

| gavein. Jessefixed hiscell to my belt, made sure | knew the buttonsto start and stop acall. "Give her
your number,” | reminded him.

"I haveit,” Nikasaid, and they both |ooked embarrassed.
"Let'sgo,” | sad.

Tom turned to Nika. "Wouldn't you like to pat me down first?"
She hesitated.

"I'd rather you would," he said.

She nodded. She did a professiona job, which is more thorough than they show in the movies, then
stepped back and said, "Thank you, Tom."

"WEélIl both fed easier now," he said. "I'm ready, Russl.”
"Let'sdoit."

We crossed the beach without difficulty. The moon was just setting, which made it somewhere around
3:00 AM, but there was more than enough starlight to pick our way through the driftwood and mossy
spots. The temperature was perfect, just warm enough for the gentle breeze to be welcome.

"Why do you both feel easier now?" | asked aswe walked.

"Nikas more confident than she was that I'm unarmed, so she fedls better. That makes her lesslikely to
shoot me through the spine, o | fed better.”

| glanced over my shoulder, made out their Silhouettes. "From that range?”

"Shetook her car because she hasalong gun in thetrunk. | bet she's good with it. She'savery good
cop.”

| felt an urge to walk farther away from him. Instead | moved closer and put my left arm around his
shoulder. He made no comment. We walked that way al the way to the water's edge together. Then |
stood closest to the surf, directly in front of him, where athrough-and-through would get me too. He
sueezed my |eft shoulder briefly and said, "Thank you. What now?"

The phone buzzed a my bdlt, startling hell out of me. | brought it up where | could seeit, hit start, put it



to my ear and said, "I'm here, Jess."
"What now?" he said.

"Now we both wait here a the shore, for along silent interval, both of trying to think asloud aswe can,
'‘Comecloser, Zudieg, it'ssafe, | promise.™

"How long do you think that might take?'

"I have absolutely no idea. Somewhere between ten minutes and eternity. He hasforty years of paranoia
to overcome. I'm going to put this back on my belt again. Y ou'll hear usif he comes close enough to talk.
Over and out."

As| was pulling the phone away from my ear, | just made out hisvoice saying, "'l love you, Pop." It
startled me so badly | nearly dropped the phone. Then | just looked at it. Finally | brought it back near
my mouth and said, "I'm very glad, son. | love you too," and hooked it to my belt.

Fifteen minuteslater | spotted Zudie, way out. A few minutes after that Tom did too. "'l seehim,” he
murmured.

"I think hell bein range, soon.”

He cameforward and stood next to me on my left, making himsdlf aviabletarget for Nika. | had my eyes
shut for concentration, but | could hear him Straighten to hisfull height, square his shoulders, rotate his
head on his neck once, and stand facing the seg, taking long dow deep breaths | wished | could emulate.
But | didn't need them to bellow in my head.

—I BELIEVE HIM, ZUDIE—

—I DON'T THINK YOU NEED TO BE AFRAID OF HIM—

No result. | could practically fed Zudie's skepticism.

—NIKA CAN DROP HIM WHERE HE STANDS IF SHE WANTS TO—

—HE SURRENDERED HISWEAPONS, PUT HIMSELF IN OUR HANDS, TO TALK TO
YOU—

Minutes went by. Tom waited in silence.
—I| BELIEVEHIM, ZUDIE—
—I THINK YOU SHOULD GIVE HIM A CHANCE—

Tom had taken Oxy from him. Tom had made him spend the rest of hislife hiding asahermit. Thiswas
never goingto. . .

—DO YOU REMEMBER THE DAY WE MET? THE FIRST THING | NOTICED ABOUT YOUR
EYES?WHAT THEY TOLD ME YOU WERE VERY GOOD AT?

The voice came from so far away | could barely heer it.
"Forgiving. | remember, Sim,"
Tomfilled hislungsto shout areply.



"Dont!" | said urgently. "Unless you want to meet the RCMP. A lot of those boats moored out there are
full of deeping rich guys. Y ou don't need to speak out loud with Zudie either.”

He emptied hislungsreuctantly. "l want to."
"Don't worry. HEll be here soon.”
He subsided.

About five minutes later we could hear Zudie's paddie. | opened my eyes and saw him. In another few
minutes he braked to a stop about a hundred to a hundred and fifty meters out, and waited. So did I.

"Zandor Zudenigo," Tom said doud, but probably too softly for Zudie to hear him with hisears, "l
humbly apologize to you. Y our Oksana's desth was my responsibilty: | chose the security system that
killed her. It ismy fault you've spent the past four decades running for your life, hiding from me. | took
your love and | took your lifeand | have no excuse.

"The man | wasthefirst time you touched my mind was gravely damaged. | was better than Allen
Campbell only inthat | wasn't enjoying my work, but I'm sure we both used some of the same
techniques. | think | only started to get better when | learned that you existed. | had begun to believe that
the hijacking and corruption of the United States| aready saw going on behind the sceneswas
inevitable, unstoppable, that they were just too smart, strong and well dug-in . . . and you were thefirst
hint I'd ever gotten that it might be possible to fight the sons of bitches. I'd have sold my mother to get my
hands on you. It was only after | lost you that | began to redlize | didn't deserveyou, that | wasn't a
wholelot better than the people | wasfighting. 1'd been thinking of mysdlf al dong asaGood Guy,
who'd been placed in a position where he had to do bad things.”

"Y ou kept screaming that after me with your mind, as| ran through the forest that night,” Zudie called
back. "'Stop! I'm aGood Guy!" | remember.”

"And you didn't buy it for asecond,” Tom agreed. "After you were gone, | had to resolve that. There
were only two possibilities. Either you were alousy telepath, and no help to me—or | was someone who
didn't deserve your hep." Hewas silent for maybe haf aminute, and then said, abit louder than anything
before, "I've been working on that ever since.”

Zudie let the wavestake himin alittle closer to shore before sculling to hold position again. He stayed
therein sillence for aminute.

Hisfirsg wordswere, "God, you look like hell, Billy," followed by, "Y ou too, Russl."

Hewasright. | know what | must look like, and Tom/Billy looked for thefirst timetypica of hiscaendar
age or maybe alittle worse. But Zudie made us both look good. | saw a painting in a comparative
religions book once that was supposed to be the Buddhain Hell Realm. Zudie looked like that.

Billy made anoisein histhroat. "Nobody's caled methat in over fifty years," he called back.
"Youredill him, though."

Zudi€'s voice sounded strained. All that time drifting near yachts had taken alot out of him. "I'm going to
back off aways," | said. Neither objected. | took the cellphone from my belt, handed it to Billy. He
nodded and hung it from his open shirt collar, and | backed away about thirty meters, at an angle, ol
ended up the same distance from them both. | sat down on adriftwood log. | could still hear them speak,



and | took a second to confirm that Nika and Jesse could too.

"Hereswhat | need to do, Zandor," Billy said then. "Hereswhat | want from you." And then there was
slencefor two minutes, maybe three.

Zudie |et the current take him even closer in, until he was no more than fifty metersaway. | could just
make out hisface now, and | was shaken by the awesome total overwhelming sadness oniit. I'd seen it
only once before. In Susan's eyes, as she was telling me the doctor's prognosis. Wishing she didn't have
to, even more than | waswishing | wasn't hearing it.

"Thisisagood news, bad newsthing," he said.
Billy seemed to turn to stone. "Bad firg."
"| cannot help you. Not ‘will not." | can not. What you want is not doable.”

Billy gasped asif held been knifed, and rocked dightly. He took along dow breath so deep it hurt me
just towatchit, filled his chest, held it until he must have been seeing spots, and then released it asdowly
ashe had taken it in. "Why not? What did | get wrong?"

Zudie sghed. "Severd things, but chiefly aflawed premise. Y ou've been assuming I'm the only telepathin
theworld, and that you are the only player in this game who knowsthere are any."

Thet hit Billy even harder. "No! " he gasped.

"How the hell did you think they became so strong—so fast—so surreptitiousy? Enough to take us from
the America of the sixtiesto the America of today, from Flower Power to Guantanamo, in alousy few
decades?

Holy shit! | felt my stomach lurch. | had been making the same assumption for years, ever sncel'd first
learned Zudi€'s secret: that he was unique, aone-of-a-kind mutation. Most mutations that radical just die,
before or shortly after birth. I'd dways thought of him as being sort of like atwo-headed baby that had
miraculoudy survived, aonce-a-generation freak. Now | felt stupid. Did anything ever happen once?

"It can't be" Billy ingsted. "If they have tdepaths, why am | ill dive?”

"l hateto say it, but they must not have thought of you as asignificant threat. There are too few of us, and
we're dl too fragile, for them to have everyone vetted. Y ou just never scared any of them enough for
them to run you past their telepath.”

If it shook me, it shattered Billy. He seemed to age before my eyes, like Dorian Grey, to shrink five
percent. He sat down heavily on the sand, and it seemed surprising not to hear an accompanying crack of
forearmsor hip bresking.

Zudie shocked me, then. He paddled to shore, beached the kayak, got out of it, tugged it farther up on
the sand, and sat down equidistant from Billy and me. No more than ten or fifteen meters from either of
us. | could seethat it hurt him terribly, and that he didn't give ashit. Billy sat too.

"Your aceintheholeisworthless, Billy," he said softly. "They know how to protect themsdaves from
people like me; I'd never get near them. And they know how to use people like me. Y ou and | together
would be easier for them to hunt than you aone.”

"How many?' Billy asked hoarsdy. "Worldwide."



"I can't tell you for certain. I'm sure of three, pretty sure about another, and there must be others. But |
have amogt no facts."

"How many are working for or with the Vandas?"
"At least three"
"What are they like? Can they be reached?’

Zudie shook hishead. "'l can't redly say. Everything | know about them is based on inference. | spend
two hours aday monitoring news, worldwide from multiple sources. I'm a mathematician by trade, and
when | look at the planetary newsflow and think of it as an enormous equation, | can intuitively spot
anomdies, gpparent errorsthat resst analysis. Until | include the assumption that people likeme existin
the world, and then the anomalies make perfect sense.”

"Haven't you tried to investi—"

Zudie cut him off. "No. | have not directly touched another mind like my own since | was fourteen years
old. I hopel never will again. Itwas. . . horribleinaway | can't explain. I'm sorry, Billy: | will not be
your telepath-detector. Not a gunpoint. Not even if you threaten to send my friendsto jail for being
heroes. And even if you could drug or con meinto it, the second | detected one, he'd know everything |
knew. Y ou'd be dead within the hour, and I'd be waiting for you in Hell. The secret wegpon you've had
your hopes pinned on isadud. That'sthe truth.”

Billy sat up straight, folded hishandsin hislap, raised hiseyesto take in the murmuring surf nearby, the
far horizon, and the unthinkably distant stars overhead. He started some sort of measured breathing
exercise, yogafor dl | know. Weadl left him done with it, doing our own processing in our own ways.

"Y ou said there was good news," he said findly.

"Y ou've been overestimating the power of the Vanda s to manipulate the country. There aren't as many
asyou think there are, and they aren't nearly as smart asyou think they are, their influenceisn't half as
grong asyou think it is"

"Then why are they so fucking effective at fucking up my country?'

Zudie flinched and winced, but stayed where he was. He shook his head. The sadnesswas back in his
eyes. "I'm sorry, but that's on the country.”

"What?'

"Faceit. No secret cabal can corrupt a country that doesn't want to be corrupted, no matter how dick
they are. If American does saf destruct, it will be becausein the end it choseto. It ispossbleto sitin
front of awidescreen surround-sound HDTV and listen to aprofessiond liar try hisbest to terrify you out
of your wits with transparent nonsense and CGIl effects. . . and to rgject him, decline to take the
exhilarating adrendin high he's offering. Americansdon't have to est bullshit, and they're learning more
about how to spot the taste every day. Vanda s or their minions can manipulate news and entertainment
on paper, on radio and on TV, but as your son said, theré's not alot they can do about the internet yet.
Americacan still wise up and turnitself around. But only if it wantsto enough. If it doesn't, no secret
wegpon will hdp.”

"So what am | supposed to do?'
Again Zudie flinched, but took it. "What people of good will have been doing for millennia. Wait, watch



for chances to nudge things the other way, and hope. Take the long view, and be content with small
victories"

"That's not good enough any more.”
"Why not?'

"If the Vandals get their way, al the ethical progress of the last two hundred yearswill reverseitsalf. It
could take centuries for the pendulum to swing back. My guessisthey'll end up establishing areligious
tyranny that will take an ocean of blood to bring down, because those offer the maximum control.”

"That's happened beforein history," Zudie caled. "1t can be recovered from. The whed kegpsturning.”
"Not forever," Billy sad sharply.
"What do you mean?’ | said.

"Timé's running out—for the whole human race. We have to start acting globdly; there's no choice
anymore. We have a century or so, tops, to get this stupid planet organized, to build the kind of wise
benign compassionate Terran Federation you see in SO many science fiction movies, to start making the
world fair, and get it self-sustaining. If we haven't gotten at least that far by then, the resources necessary
to develop and build and maintain the necessary space-based technology will be gone, pissed avay in
pointless squabbles. Then everything fallsto shit, and the future holds only triba anarchy and progressve

decay."
"Yourelosng me" | sad.

"On the evening of September 10, 2001, the United States was closer than any other nation in history has
ever cometo being widely trusted. That's not very close, granted. Many people despised us. Quite afew
just didiked us. But deep down, most people trusted us, on that day, at least alittle. No other nation ever
had a better shot at persuading and cgjoling al the nations of the world to come together and work
together to save ourselves beforeit'stoo late.

"And ever snce the next morning, weve been blowing it. Setting fire to a century of built-up good will,
frightening haf the planet and offending the rest. We needed to be telling the world that had just seen us
win the Cold War, you can trust us;, we are just and fair . . . and instead we told them, murder two
thousand of us, and we'll murder six hundred thousand people who had nothing to do with it, even
if we have to kill another three thousand of our own and wound twenty-five thousand more in the
process.

"We need to get our heads straight, and we don't have forever to do it. Not anymore. Thisisour very
last chanceto get it together.”

Zudie roseto hisfeet, brushed sand from hislegs, waked right up to Billy and gave him his hand, helped
him to hisown feet. | couldn't recdl the last time Zudie had physicaly touched me.

"Then let's hopewe do,” Zudietold him, so softly | barely heard.
"That's not good enough.”

"I know. It'sjust dl we have. | promiseyou, inthe end it isn't about you and me, or the Vandals, or
which political party hired the best PR firm thisterm. It's about the American people. They've been freer
than any humans before them for centuries now. If they do decide they'd rather be sheep, itll be their
choice. If they redly are determined to turn off their brains and entertain themsalves to death, we can't



stop them.

"But I'm much less sure that will happen than you are. Again and again inits history, Americahas gone
through love affairs with ignorance and supertition and meanness and conformity, like recurring attacks
of abad fever. But so far, it has ways recovered, rediscovered that knowledge and reason and
kindness and persond liberty redly are worth al the dreadful effort they cost.

"Wetend to start out each new century by going crazy for awhile, usualy with fear, and behaving like
idiotsfor thefirst thirty or forty years. But each time we seem to start returning to sanity around the fifties
or sixties, and by the close of the century we've reached anew plateau of ethical awareness, higher than
any beforeit. There's no reason to think it can't happen again."

"And no reason to think it has to, just because it dways has," Billy cried. "What if it doesn't happen this
time?'

"Thenit won't, and Americawill join the British Empire and Rome and awhole bunch of other pinnacles
of ethica achievement. And perhapsin time, it will be replaced by an improved verson of them dl, that
will learn from past mistakes better. It is never safeto say that new technologies won't be discovered
before al the oil and metasrun out. If that doesn't hagppen, then you're right: the human race will die
before long. On the bright side, you'll never live long enough to know the answer for sure either way."

"What if it isn't replaced? What if we never do get to the stars, and everything ends here, in the mud?'
Zudie shrugged. "Then lifeisapointlessjoke, suffering followed by extinction. Ded withit."

"What am | supposed to do in the meantime?"

Zudie's hand settled on his shoulder. Y ou've done enough.”

"No."

"Y es. Remember, | know everything you've ever donein thelast haf century. I'm the only one but you
who does. I'm telling you Thomas Jefferson didn't love Americaas much as you do, or give as much to
it." He pulled Billy's face closer to his own, even though it obvioudy killed him to do it. "Go home now.
Y ou're off duty. Enjoy your retirement.”

"l don't know how!" Billy cried desperately.
"I know. I'll help you."

"Youwill?'

"Asmuchas| can."

"How?'

"Y ou've done internet videoconferencing?'
"Ves"

"I have avideoconferencing address Skype doesn't know about, off the web. I'll leave the URL for you
in Vasco's cousn's dead-drop account. | will accept acall from you any time day or night. | can help. |
know more about you than you realize you do. Ask Slim; | cured his depression once."

"Liftedit," | said. "It's been back since."



"And | haven't been taking your calls,” he said sadly. "I am sorry, Russdll. | wasin bad shape for along
time"

"You had alot to process."

"Wdl, | have. And I'm going to be a better friend to you, and to Nika, and to your boy. And to you too,
Billy, if youwant."

Pitt/M cKinnon/Billy backed five or ten meters away from him. His expression was indescribable. |
killed her," he cried out.

Zudie shook his head. "Very bad luck killed Oksana. Even back then, you didn't kill without cause if you
could possbly help it.”

"How can you know that?'
"Becauseyou do. You redly do."

Billy tried to look away from hiseyes, and could not. "Will you at least keep thinking about this problem,
Zudie?'

"Of course | will. Weal will. How could we help it? If you acquire any new relevant data, usethe
message-drop gimmick Nikas cousin did. Well do the same." He named an e-mail addressand a

password.
Billy blinked and opened hismouth. "l—my—"

"| dready know your own address and password,” Zudie reminded him gently.

Nothing at al showed on theformer CIA man'sface; it might aswell have been adeathmask. But
something titanic must have happened in his head or hisheart. All at once Zudielogt it, turned on his hedl
and sprinted to hiskayak. "That'sit,” he called over his shoulder. Heran it into the water, mounting the
kyak the way Hopa ong Cassidy used to mount a speeding horse, and was rowing before he settled into
his cockpit. He took off like arocket, leaving an impressive wake.

Billy and | looked at each other across the sand.
"He held out aslong as he could,” | said.

He just nodded. We watched Zudi€'s progress for awhile, long after he was out of sight. Then Billy
turned without aword and headed back to the car, and | followed.

17.

Aswe gpproached the car, we saw that Nika had aready waked uphill to the parking lot. To give us
room, | guess.

But Jessewas gill waiting. "1 need to talk to you," he said to me aswe reached him.

"Can it wait, Jess? At least until we get home and get some more coffeein us? I'm sorry, but it'sbeen a



long day. I'mjust fried."”

He shook hishead. "No."

"Fve minutes?'

"No, Dad. This can't wait another minute. We could both crash and diein that five minute drive.”
| stared at him.

"I'll beinthecar,” Billy said, and left us.

"Okay. Go ahead, Jess."

Hesaid, "I need you to know this. That guy—Pitt, McKinnon, whatever the hell hisnameis? What he
says he spent hislife doing in the CIA? Working undercover to try and nudge it in more humane
directions?'

"Yeah. Hell of ajob for man to assign himsdif. | think hes—"
He cut me off. " That's what I'm doing at Burston-Marsellar."”
"What?"

"That'swhy | went into public relaions. The Vandas he talked about: public reationsisther best
wegpon. That's what wags the dog. That's what changes people's most basic attitudes and beliefs over
time without them noticing. That'swhat cons anation. That's how they sold the War On Terror. That's
how they got forty percent of Americans believing Saddam was directly involved in 9/11. It's about the
only place left where aman can actually do some good, find ways to sabotage those bastards
effectively—going into palitics or journalism just doesn't work, anymore.”

Therewasaloud buzzing in my ears. | could fed my kneesthreatening to giveway. "Why . . . why the
hell didn't you tell methis, Jesse?'

"When?'Y ou wouldn't, wouldn't, wouldn't come to New Y ork no matter how much | begged you—and
surely to God you must see | couldn't trust the phonesto say something likethat. Besides, youand 1 ... "
Helooked down. "Wdl, we haven't been talking.” He met my eyesagain. "1 wastoo fucking mad at
you."

| swallowed something. My pride, maybe. "Areyou sill, Son?!
"I cameto you. What do you think?" He reached out and took my hand in his. "I needed time, okay?"

| opened my mouth to answer, and instead burst into tears. It was probably the first time | had cried
sincethe night Susan died, and | hopeit'sthe last because it hurt more than anything el se that had
happened to me all that day, but | smply did not give ashit. My son embraced me and held me,
sgueezing my chest with his strong armswhile | cried, and that hel ped some. He cried with me, and that
hel ped even more. | knew we were crying for his mother, together, and | had wanted that more than
anything elsefor years, now.

Billy started my car asaswe reached it. Assoon as| was belted in, he backed uphill at startling speed
without looking over his shoulder, using mirrors aone. Heturned at just the right instant, skidded to a
stop on parking lot gravel, and waited while Jesse walked up the hill and got into the other vehicle, idling



ahead of usout on theroad. Then Billy put her in drive, and cornered hard on the way out of thelot.
Nikadriveslikealunatic, but he had no trouble keeping her taillightsin sight.

After afew milesof silence, | asked him, "Are you okay?Y ou're wel come to crash with me and Jesse.
Theresafoldout couch that's actualy comfortable.”

Hedidn't answer.

* * %

Infact, | never heard him speak another word. When we got back to my place, heignored anything any
of ussaid to him. He accepted his gun back from Jesse, and shook his hand. He went to the back of
Nika's car, recovered the GPS snitch from the bumper, and shook her hand. He shook my hand with
both of his, and nodded once. It fdt asif I'd been sdluted. Then he got in his Camry and drove away,
blinking histaillightsoncein farewell. | presume he returned to his B& B for histhings, and perhaps anap
and a shower, and took one of the early ferries back to the mainland. | never saw him again, never heard
fromor of him. If he'sill diveintheworld | have no ideawhere or what hesdoing. | hope heisalive,
and enjoying his retirement in whatever way pleases him, but | don't know. Zudie probably knows, but
he's never said, and somehow | don't fed | havethe right to inquire.

Thethree of usdl stayed a my house that night and most of the following day. We taked together in the
kitchen until dawn, and then | folded, Ieft Nika sheets and blankets for the foldout, and tottered off to my
bedroom. It felt inexpressibly good to finally rest my chest. | was adeep a once, and dept like astone.

For three hours, and then | had to get up to pee. One more of the many joys of aging. My bathroomis
just athin wall away from the guestroom bathroom. As| entered it | clearly heard agiggle from next
door. A femaegiggle. Thelewd kind. A kind | had never expected to hear from Detective Congtable
NikaMandig. After amoment of thought I tiptoed back to my bedroom, closing the door silently behind
me, and peed out my open window, narrowly missing Fraidy the Cat.

| took half aZopoclone before | laid back down, and thistime | was out for asolid seven hours. | woke
feding terrific, except for areally full bladder, to find that my house was empty, and only the guestroom
bed showed signs of having been dept in. A note on the stove said only, "Back later, Pop," and when
Jesse did return just after dark, aone, he did not mention Nikaand | didn't raise the subject.

Where, if anywhere, they've taken it from there, | couldn't say. Jesse has been back in New Y ork for a
couple of months, now . . . trying to make some very hard choices, | think. We did—finaly—get stoned
together on Kootenay Thunderfuck before he left, and it was as nice as I'd hoped. Nikais till on the
force, serving and protecting Vancouver; how well shesdoing &t it, | don't redly know for sure. | called
her acoupleof times. . . but we don't really have alot in common to talk about, and hardly any of what
we do issafe to talk about on the phone. She doesn't seem eager to come back out to Heron Idand any
time soon, and | can't say that | blame her.

Zudie and | did two of those videoconferences, for over an hour apiece, but then he e-mailed methat he
had to make atrip to an unspecified degtination, and would be gone for afew months, so | can't tell you
with any assurance where heis, or what he's doing there or how it'sgoing. And like | said, Agent
Pitt/TonVBilly could be anywhere, or nowhere.

When you comedownto it, | don't redly know ahell of alot about much at all, | guess.

But somethings| do know. My emotionaly damaged friend Zandor Zudenigo isfinaly on the mend,



darting to forgive himsdlf for what he did to Allen Campbell four years ago in my living room. Thanksin
large part | think to the sincere praise of afellow professiona she respected, my serioudy-uptight friend
NikaMandi¢ has begun to lighten up alittle and forgive hersdf for condoning and abetting what Zudie
did. My son Jesse never redly did stop loving me, and, for whatever miraculous reasons| care not, has
findly started to forgive me for not making his mother stay longer than she wanted.

And after dl these years, my Susan hasfindly started coming to me in my dreams, happy and proud of
both of us, and it helps. It redly helps.

That's enough to know for now. I've got a column to write.
—30—
THE END

For more great booksvisit http:/Mmww.webscription.net



http://www.webscription.net
http://www.webscription.net

