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PESCADERO BEACH

IN THE DAWN LIGHT the beach looked like an alien terrain: whorls and spirals of corrugated sand pierced by bones of driftwood. The gunmetal surface of tidal pools was wrinkled by the brisk wind. 

Maureen scrambled down the eroded slope. He followed slowly, hanging back, seeing her diminishing figure as if through an inverted telescope.

“Look!” she exclaimed, pointing.

An off-shore rock came alive. A flock of gulls, cormorants, sandpipers, and pelicans rose into the pale air, obscuring the pewter-colored sun. Shadows of their wings dappled the wet sand.

He pulled out his phone and it dropped from his shaking fingers into the slimy weeds at his feet. He had a moment of pure terror. After all these months of trial-and-error to be thwarted by a slippery phone-case! He groped in the weeds and breathed out his accumulated tension when his fingers closed around the plastic rectangle.

A wave of sharp acrid stench rolled over them, over-powering the briny smell of the ocean.


PART 1

The Golden State


CHAPTER 1

SHE WAS STAYING in a wooden chalet incongruously perched above the lion-colored stubbly hills. There were other travelers in the chalet, all strangers, except for a girl who looked like Julie. There was also a child who hid in dark corners. 

A man in a bespoke suit came in, carrying a folder. His face was a blank expanse of sallow skin without a single feature. Swimming under its surface like a darting shadow was another face: thin and feathery, with a predatory beak and side-facing round eyes.

The man gave each traveler a voucher with a date on it.

“This is a free voucher for your flight back home,” the man said. “The date is the date of your death.”

***

Sharon Manley woke up, her heart hammering. She pulled the Petersens’ thick quilt over her head, curling up into the warmth. Mark’s absence lay like an icy hollow under her breastbone.

She had recognized the eyes and the beak. Argentavis magnificens, the giant teratorn, an extinct Miocene predatory bird with the wingspan of 26 feet.

She flashed back to the last night’s conversation at the dinner table. Carl and Rhoda were finishing their wine. Carl had his iPad out and was swiping it in search of postprandial news while Rhoda was watching Sharon with a fretful expression on her lined face.

“How did it go today?” Rhoda asked.

“Just look at this nonsense!” Carl exclaimed.

Sharon pretended she did not hear Rhoda’s question. She still cringed, remembering the glassy look in the chairman’s eyes as he had pushed her resume across the table. They did not need adjunct professors for the next academic year, the biology department was downsizing, budget cuts, and Ms. Manley was of course aware . . .

Dr. Manley, actually, but at this point his voice had faded into a drone and all she wanted was to be out of that stuffy little office in that third-rate community college. She got up rudely and walked out. Outside the familiar smell of academic life hit her like cigarette smoke tickling the nostrils of a recent quitter: a heady aroma composed of disinfectant, students’ sweaty bodies, and stink of caged lab animals. She caught the hem of her new skirt in the door and tugged. The skirt slid out with a ripping sound and she spat out “Kurwa!” She had no idea what it meant. It was Mark’s word.

A male student turned around and stared at her tight black top. She could see his mind shifting through his stock of clichés, trying to place her: too old for a student, too tarted-up for a professor, too exotic for a faculty wife . . . She glowered at him and the student hurried away.

She turned to Carl with a forced smile.

“What is it, Carl?”

He swiveled his iPad around, showing her the front page of the online edition of the San Jose Mercury News. All she could see was an editorial on the latest proposition to increase property taxes.

“I agree they are already high but . . . ”

“Not that!” Carl barked and stabbed at a smaller headline.

Sighting of a giant eagle on Pescadero Beach.

She rolled her eyes. A Californian eagle was a big bird but giant?

“Four times as big as a Californian eagle,” Carl read out as if responding to her thought. “Who comes up with this stuff?”

Sharon’s lethargy dissipated:

“A thunderbird sighting?” 

“A thunderbird?” Carl Petersen repeated, frowning. “No, they say it was an eagle. What’s a thunderbird?”

Rhoda leaned over his shoulder.

“Oh no!” she exclaimed. “It’s that man whose wife disappeared. Now he claims to have seen a giant bird too?”

Carl peered at the screen.

“He says his wife was taken by a giant bird,” he chuckled. “The Merc is in the toilet if they need this kind of clickbait. It used to be a real newspaper, now it’s an online rag.”

She had checked the story afterwards when the Petersens retired and she was free to escape into the guest quarters. She had a hot bath but even the smell of lavender and the green-and-gold Californian twilight failed to salve the sting of yet another failure. Sharon knew herself all too well: left alone, her mind would go over her accumulated defeats, worrying at them like a dog with a bone. So as a diversion she logged onto the San Jose Mercury website and read the description of the incident. She was not much wiser afterwards. Yes, the man in question had probably been drunk or delusional. Yes, he had probably seen a Californian golden eagle. Yes, his wife . . . well, whatever had happened to her, she had not been not carried away by an eagle who would be hard pressed to lift even a small dog, let alone a person.

On the other hand . . .

The witness’ name was Lester Choy, a resident of Mountain View. He claimed to have encountered a giant bird of an unknown species early on the morning of July 21 at Pescadero Beach, about forty miles south of San Francisco. Pescadero State Beach is a popular hiking and recreational destination but the day in question being Tuesday and the hour ungodly 5.30 AM, there had been no other witnesses. It was not clear what Mr. Choy and his wife had been doing on the beach so early in the morning. The article said that Mrs. Maureen Choy had been declared missing and a search for her was underway.

“The bird had the wingspan of about 25 feet or seven and a half meters,” Mr. Choy had said. “In the general shape it resembled a condor, but its beak was long, powerful and hooked, like an eagle’s beak, not stubby like a condor’s. Its head was not bald either and there was no flap of skin above its eyes. It had very powerful long legs with giant grasping talons, covered in a sort of down. It was dark-colored, maybe black or even navy. Its eyes were flashing red. It was a real predator.”

Teratorns were relatives of condors but their beaks resembled those of eagles, indicating an actively predatory rather than scavenging lifestyle. And yes, a teratorn could have carried away a human being. There were precedents: in Switzerland where an eight-year-old girl was reportedly snatched away by something that looked like an eagle on steroids and in 1977 in Lawndale, Illinois, where a hefty ten-year-old was dragged by a huge bird across his backyard. 

Teratorns had been extinct for over 5 million years.

Sharon had a perfect answer to this but in a strange house in this alien country she was beginning to doubt it made sense. Or that it was important. She was thirty-four. Her career was going nowhere. The most important relationship of her life was over.

She still had dreams, though, and they were becoming increasingly vivid as her life was bleeding away. Lying in bed, she clung to the dissipating remnant of the thunderbird dream. Even nightmares were preferable to emptiness. 


CHAPTER 2

THE WOMAN SLOWED down on the uphill slope, lifting her face toward the redwood boughs tracing intricate hieroglyphs in the cloudless sky. She was a good runner, had done the Seattle marathon several times, but age was beginning to tell. She whistled and her dog, a frisky black Lab, came out of the manzanita bushes, his tail wagging energetically. She patted his head and drew air into her lungs, ready for another spurt, when the dog suddenly froze, his lips pulling back from his teeth, a growl beginning deep in his throat. 

“Come on, Buddy, it’s just a deer!” she called out impatiently.

The growl rose a fever pitch and the Lab dove into a dense patch of undergrowth. The crunch of breaking wood was as loud as a shot. The woman yelled but the dog did not reappear. She started after him but stopped when she saw the scarlet gleam of poison oak. Just perfect! Now Buddy would need a bath; her afternoon exercise was ruined; Steve had messaged that he would be home late; and . . .

The scarlet gleam was wet. She stared, unwilling to let her brain acknowledge what her eyes were seeing. There was no sound from the undergrowth. The silence was as absolute as it always was in the redwoods, wrapping her up in layers of what used to be peace but was now paralysis.

There were rumors of mountain lions . . .

She backed off, slipped on dry bark and fell, raising a cloud of leaves and needles. The manzanita bushes whipped around as something pushed through.

***

Sharon’s diary was pristinely blank for the week ahead: no more job interviews. There were two community colleges that had not yet responded to her resume, and she milked the delay of rejection for every drop of hope. But she had a job of sorts, gotten through Rhoda’s extensive network of friends and relatives. A techie who lived in a multi-million house in the Santa Cruz Mountains amused himself by keeping a collection of rare amphibians and reptiles at home. He needed somebody to baby-sit his pets. He had instantly taken to Sharon when she had correctly identified his current favorite as a Hochstetter frog from New Zealand. Like all of Frank’s animals, Hochstetter frogs were a protected species and forbidden to import.

Sharon needed the money but just the drive up the mountain to Frank’s house was enough of a reward for helping him break the law. Once she cleared Alice’s Restaurant where aged bikers shyly ogled her through their bulging helmets, she was alone on the mountain road dappled with gold and green and shaded by the feathery branches of redwoods and Douglas firs. Occasionally the bright strawberry-colored trunk of a madrone would flash by like a ruby set in jade. And even on a summer day there were thick undulating bands of fog lying across the tarmac, ghosts of twilight unafraid of the mild sun of Northern California.

She passed her favorite curve where the woods fell away on both sides and revealed the bark-littered slopes of ocher and pink dotted with cushions of emerald moss. And then she pulled into the driveway of Frank’s rustic cabin on steroids.

The frogs were ailing. The big male (about 5 centimeters long, huge by the standards of his species, and christened John Henry) seemed sluggish as he emitted a thin squeak perched on Sharon’s finger. New Zealand frogs don’t croak but it seemed to her he was deliberately complaining.

“I know how you feel,” she said.

By the time Frank got home, she had fed John Henry and his mates, cleaned their enclosure and removed the rose-colored Madagascar chameleon named Pinky from the mantelshelf where he liked to imitate an ornament. Frank muttered a greeting, which was the pinnacle of his social skills. He could, however, talk for hours, animatedly and fluently, about frogs, rare plants, and deep learning software. Sharon considered him the closest thing to a friend she had in California. The fact that he had an autism spectrum condition and could never tell what she was thinking or feeling was a huge relief. Nowadays she did not want anybody peering into the curdled jumble of her emotions.

“Hey, Frank,” she asked, “did you see that thing in the San Jose rag about a replay of the Birds in Pescadero?” 

He stared at her blankly and she had to explain. It turned out that he had heard of the case but did not know Hitchcock’s movie.

“What do you think happened?” she asked. “Was the guy drunk?”

“I don’t know,” he shrugged. “It certainly sounds like he was. The largest bird here is the Californian condor and it’s very rare, even though a couple has been observed in Big Sur, and in any case, its wingspan is only . . . ”

“9 feet, I know,” Sharon said impatiently. “So it’s hard to imagine somebody claiming a wingspan three times that unless he was under the influence”.

“Especially Les Choy,” said Frank.

“You know him?”

“Met him a couple of times.”

“What does he do?”

“He has a start-up.”

“Could you give me his number?”

“Sure.”

It was stupid, she told herself. She was done with cryptozoology. It had come between her and Mark even before Julie. It had destroyed her career.

No, she was not going to call him. 

***

Mark Kaminski was driving on M1 toward Heathrow. Clammy fog fastened upon his windshield like a clinging lover. Swept aside by the wipers, it always came back, embracing the car with its tenuous arms.

His cellphone played the opening bars of “Carmina Burana”. He pressed the Reject button and turned on the radio. BBC1 news bulletin was on but he caught only the tail end: something about long queues at Heathrow. A burst of static, and a voice said, loud and clear: “ . . . the alleged sighting of a giant bird in Half-Moon Bay, California, continues to draw attention of Nessie and Bigfoot fans on both sides of the Atlantic. And now for our 24-hour weather forecast . . . ”

The static cut in again. The forecast was unnecessary. Mark could provide one himself: visibility very poor; cold rain; probably an accident ahead; and time wasted at the airport as the sullen security personnel palpated his shoes and sniffed his aftershave. This was his next 24 hours.

Afterwards . . . who knows? The future lay ahead as blank as the fog. He had never been to the States before and the only mental image he could summon of Columbus, Ohio, was, incongruously, the white colonnaded front of the Columbus Hotel in Sussex Gardens. He knew the reason it popped up only too well. The first time with Julie, the first lie to Sharon.

He glanced at his silenced cellphone and imagined Julie staring at her own device, a pouting smile and a tear-swollen rebuke superimposed upon each, flickering like a Schrödinger cat in its sealed box.

He forced the image out of his mind and concentrated on driving. A lorry loomed ahead, and he braked sharply. This way he’d never make it to the airport. It’d be a pity to die at the age of thirty-five, leaving behind only a couple of broken hearts and a half-written book on evolutionary contingency.

The traffic eased and Mark touched the familiar number in Krakow and let the phone ring. Mama would not answer, he knew, but what if . . . And the “what if” of Julie. He imagined the cellular network of possibilities wrapping up the Earth, signals bouncing through its intangible fibers, branching and propagating like seaweed. But at some point it had to stop. There was one number he would never call; one “what if” that was never going to become “maybe” again. He had his chance and he blew it.

Back to the conference paper. “The evolution of alternative phenotypes: the case of planarian flatworms”. A solid, well-researched paper to be presented as part of the seminar series at Ohio State University’s Department of Evolution, Ecology, and Organismal Biology. A line to add to his CV, a step toward promotion to Senior Lecturer, a solid anchor in the post-Brexit UK. Perhaps even a financial opportunity. Flatworms, after all, had amazing regenerative capacities and some pharmaceutical company might be interested. Now that Sharon’s misplaced idealism was no longer in the way . . .

He sternly forbade himself to pursue this train of thoughts, marveling at the infinite hall of mirrors that the mind was: thinking about himself thinking about his own thinking. The miracle of self-awareness. Occasionally it became too much. Like now.

Love had died before he met Julie. They just had both pretended it was still alive, while carrying around its corpse like pallbearers at some invisible funeral. He could blame himself for many things but not for refusing to be dragged into a dead-end pseudoscience, as ridiculous as the Victorian table-turning. They would both end up poor and outcast, so-called “independent scholars”, the academic equivalents of bums and tube buskers. He was a scientist. Cryptozoology was woo.

But Sharon did not agree. Their project was going to do for biology what quantum theory had done for physics.

Their project.

Mark put his foot down on the accelerator.

***

The day had started badly and steadily gotten worse. First was the dream.

She trudged wearily through the streets of a maze-like city. At least she assumed it was a city, even though there were no pedestrians, no cars, and no houses—just blank walls rising up above her head, and narrow passages that doubled in upon themselves. The pavement and the walls were of the same color: bright yellow. The sky above her head was dull white and a lick of fire was creeping up to the zenith, setting the air aflame.

Like all of her recent nightmares, there was nothing particularly frightening about the images, but the entire thing was so steeped in thick menace that Sharon woke up choking. And then there was a call from Frank Roberts. There had been a break-in on his property. When Sharon, still muzzy, drove up into the mountains, she found Frank and his girlfriend, a young woman named Noni, wading through the bushes at the back of the house. It still amazed Sharon that Frank, despite his social impairment, was quite successful in the dating game. She attributed it to his sweet nature or less charitably, to his money.

Sharon rather liked Noni whose random piercings seemed to draw a mysterious map on her body. Seeing her, Noni gave a delighted squeak, kissed her on both cheeks, and promptly disappeared, leaving the two of them comb through the backyard. “Backyard” was a loose definition: Frank’s land stretched down the mountain slope into a tangle of tanoaks and blackberry, and even Frank himself was not sure where it ended. Its cultivated portion was choked with reptile cages, amphibian enclosures, and a vegetable garden where Frank grew fifteen experimental varieties of eggplant that hitherto failed to tempt even the local raccoons. Nevertheless, somebody—or something—had rampaged through the garden, uprooted and tore plants, broke several cages, and absconded with a couple of frogs.

“John Henry!” wailed Frank.

“Perhaps we should call the police,” suggested Sharon.

“They won’t come,” Frank objected. “We’re an unincorporated area. The county sheriff thinks we belong in the valley and in the valley they don’t know where we belong. A woman died here ten years ago, and they only came after a week”.

Sharon sighed. She was endlessly grateful to Rhoda Petersen whose kindness to the British niece whom she hardly knew had enabled this Californian escape. Apart from Christmas cards and an occasional Facebook post, Sharon had had almost no contact with her mother’s estranged sister in the Silicon Valley until sheer desperation made her buy a one-way ticket. And now she had fallen in love with the Golden State. But as with any passion, there was a downside. Local law-enforcement was part of it.

“Anyway,” continued Frank, “I don’t think it’s a good idea to advertise my specimens. Pinky’s still here. No, the thing to do is to rig up some defenses. I can put motion-sensitive sensors and cameras around here. There’ll be a ruckus if the perimeter is breached.”

“And what’ll you do?” Sharon asked skeptically. “Call the police? They’ll come in a week.”

“Shoot the bastard,” Frank responded enthusiastically.

Sharon rolled her eyes. She hated firearms.

“And what if you’re not home?” 

“You can be here. I’ll pay for your time.”

“I’m not going to shoot anybody!”

“Well, maybe you can just scare them away.”

“Fat chance!” Sharon muttered.

The sun was coming down. The sky grew pearly-white, while the woods acquired the bright patina of the recently polished old bronze. In the gaps between the trees she could see the sea of clouds lapping at the mountains below her. The clouds were dense and solid, the color of whipped cream.

“I really liked John Henry,” said Frank despondently.

Sharon was picking burrs off her jeans preparatory to getting into her beat-up Subaru when she felt her cellphone intimately vibrate against her thigh. This was surprising because normally there was no signal on the mountain. But the screen showed nothing.

“How come there is such spotty cell coverage here?” she asked, irritated. “I’d think in the Silicon Valley, of all places, you’d have instant communication.”

“Bandwidth,” he replied cryptically.

“Whatever. But why didn’t one of your start-ups try something new?” 

“Les did. Lester Choy.”

“Really?” 

“Yeah. His start-up, UniCom, filed a patent for quantum communication. But the last I heard it wasn’t doing too well.”

As she was driving down, the phone, thrown on the passenger seat, vibrated again. She never bothered to get a hands-free set because so few people called her now. Who could that be? The Petersens? One of her Californian acquaintances? Or perhaps, just perhaps, it was a call from England . . .

The screen went blank; whoever called—if anybody called at all—was swallowed up by the vagaries of the local network.

When she flicked her eyes back to the road, there was an animal standing on the verge, looking at her.

The brakes screeched as she fought to stop the car from skidding. All the while, unfazed by the noise, the animal kept staring. And when the car was finally under control it turned majestically and disappeared into the roadside bushes cemented into a dense mass by the encroaching darkness.

Sharon pulled over, killed the engine and rested her head on the steering wheel. She could see the creature vividly with her eyes closed as if it had imprinted itself on her retina.

It had been large, the size of a buck. Its general outline and the fluid grace with which it slithered into the bushes were feline. Sharon knew there were bobcats in the Santa Cruz Mountains and an occasional mountain lion. But the animal had been neither.

As her headlight had raked the road, the animal, uncharacteristically for a wild creature, had stood still and turned its head as if deliberately allowing her a full view of its face.

It was not a cat’s face. Mostly it resembled the face of a large pug-nosed dog, such as a boxer or a bulldog: flat, with heavy hanging jowls, slit eyes and loose lips. But it was of dead-white color, hairless, and its narrowed eyes sparkled ruby-red as it lowered its heavy head and padded back into the forest. 


CHAPTER 3

THE CHILD STACKED up his Magna-tiles into a hexagonal construction. He scooted back and looked at it, satisfied. But no! One tile was left over, and the entire yellow tower was now wrong! Enraged, he kicked it and watched the clear multicolored squares scatter over the carpeted floor. The disorder hurt his eyes and he squeezed them shut. But even this did not help, so he had to do his special thing, moving his hands just so, to re-establish the world as it should be. He was momentarily apprehensive that his Mommy or Nana Rhoda would hear the crash and come up to check on him, but nothing happened, and he was left in peace to try to rebuild his tower. It was only the beginning. He had big plans. The yellow city he had seen in dreams was clear in his head. He just needed more tiles of the appropriate color. Fortunately, Nana Rhoda had recently given him a new set, and he had discarded all the yucky blues and sick reds, tossing them out the window, so only the beautiful golden ones were left. 

Thinking of the window, the boy lifted his head. A branch of the lemon tree in the courtyard rubbed against the pane and sitting on it was the largest butterfly he had ever seen. Or was it even a butterfly? A bird, maybe? No, he knew that there were no birds with four wings; he had studied his picture guide to Californian wildlife until it fell apart and he had to throw a tantrum to have it repaired.

He got up, the yellow city momentarily forgotten, and approached the window. 

***

“Mr. Choy?”

“Who’s that?”

Sharon was taken aback by his accent. It sounded vaguely British, but she could not place it.

“Ah . . . My name is Sharon Manley. Dr. Sharon Manley.”

“Doctor of what?”

“Biology.”

There was a brief silence and then the disquietingly attractive voice inquired:

“Could you tell me why you want to speak with me, Dr. Manley?”

Now she could hear a trace of soft sibilant vowels that she associated with East Asia.

“It’s about the sighting on Pescadero Beach. The thunderbird sighting.”

“Thunderbird?”

“I’m a cryptozoologist, Mr. Choy. I study animals whose existence is not recognized by official science. I’ve interviewed people who claim to have had an experience similar to yours. I would be very interested to hear about your sighting first hand.”

He cleared his throat; she could almost feel his hesitation filling the pause.

“Are you British, Dr. Manley?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Affiliated with any of the local universities? Stanford, Berkeley?”

She felt blood rush into her cheeks.

“I’m on vacation now,” she said. “I used to teach at Queen Mary College, University of London.”

A longer pause this time.

“Very well,” he declared. “I’m tired of being treated like a freak. People in the UK may be more open-minded about such things. I’ll meet with you, Dr. Manley. Hope you recognize the truth when you hear it. Where do you live?”

“Menlo Park.”

“Do you know Café Borrone near Kepler’s bookstore?”

“Of course”.

“There at 13 hundred?”

“Splendid. See you then.” 

***

Café Borrone was very popular with the Silicon Valley lunchtime crowd. Men and women in office suits and scruffy jeans mingled at the salad bar and hunched over their Macs and phones at the sidewalk tables. The black-and-white pictures of obscure writers with bad haircuts stared at them disapprovingly from next-door Kepler’s, the largest independent bookstore on the Peninsula.

Sharon plunked herself down at the first free table and scanned the faces. She could see several Asian women but only one man, a geeky guy wearing a penguin-decorated T-shirt. 

“Dr. Manley?”

She turned around and felt her jaw drop.

The man who stood by her table was gorgeous: tall and lean, with transparent blue eyes and sandy-blond hair, lighter than his tanned face. He was dressed in gray twill slacks and a white button-down shirt.

“Mr. Choy?”

“Yes, it’s me. Sorry for being late”.

He wasn’t.

He gracefully lowered himself onto the chair opposite and they were silent for an awkward moment. Sharon felt as if her brain had been scooped out. The situation was beginning to resemble, ridiculously and uncomfortably, a blind date.

“Coffee?” suggested Lester.

“Yes,” she said with relief. “Latte, please, no sugar”.

The latte absorbed her embarrassment and to prove that this was a professional encounter Sharon conspicuously placed her notebook and cellphone on the table, even though there did not seem to be any immediate need of either.

He asked her how long she had been in the Silicon Valley and smiled when she said two months.

“I’ve been here for ten years and I still wake up from time to time and feel like Alice in the Wonderland,” he said. “And just to get it out of the way: yes, my name is really Choy, and no, I’m not Chinese or even Eurasian, though I speak Cantonese. I grew up in Hong Kong. My parents were expats. But my father died when I was a baby and my mother married Malcolm Choy, a Hong Kong businessman. He legally adopted me. So it’s all perfectly aboveboard”.

“I didn’t think it wasn’t,” Sharon said, ungrammatically but sincerely.

Now she felt obligated to share some information about herself: a biology degree from UCL, parents living in Barnet Town. No reference to Mark, of course; no mention of the fact that she had not spoken to her parents for more than a year.

Chatting to him was so pleasant that she almost forgot about the thunderbird. But she was reminded of it, by a chain of obscure associations, when the guy in a penguin t-shirt walked by in the company of another man, dressed in an expensive suit. The sunlight was so bright that the face of the other man looked like a featureless blob.

“So,” she asked, “did people believe you when you told them about the sighting?”

Lester Choy stared at the milky slops in his cup.

“They thought I was nuts,” he said.

“It does not surprise me,” she said. “Cryptozoologists are reconciled to having their friends leave psychiatrists’ phone numbers on the kitchen table.”

He looked at her and smiled. She was dazzled by the display of his even white teeth.

“Did you ever ring them?”

“No.”

“So,” he asked. “What’s cryptozoology?”

She shrugged.

“The traditional definition,” she said, “is the study of animals for which the conclusive proof of their existence is still lacking. Cryptids, in professional parlance.”

“Like the Loch-Ness Monster?”

“Or the Bigfoot. Or the Mothman. Yes, those are the examples that the average Joe would be familiar with. Not surprisingly, also the ones that mainstream scientists love to point to in order to discredit the entire field.” 

“And what would cryptozoologists themselves suggest as better ones?”

“The okapi. It’s a cute creature that looks like a cross between a zebra and a giraffe. It was supposed to be as mythical as the griffin until 1901 when a specimen was obtained by Sir Henry Johnston, the British Governor of Uganda. The coelacanth. It’s a . . . ”

“A prehistoric fish long supposed to be extinct. I’ve read about it. But what’s ‘cryptid’ about these creatures except that they’re rare?”

“Nothing. This is why most cryptozoologists always brandish them as examples. Give us more funds, they say, and we’ll prove that the mokele-mbembe, the dwarf African dinosaur, or the tatzelwurm, the feline-faced Alpine dragon, or the alma, the Pamir Mountain hairy hominid, are real. Hell, give us more money and we’ll put them in your zoos and hunt them down to extinction . . . ”

“You don’t seem to be very enthusiastic about this project.”

Sharon twirled her Queen Mary College pen between her fingers.

“No, I’m not,” she said. “I’m a little bit of a maverick even in my maverick field. Oh, there were great cryptozoologists, no doubt about it. Bernard Heuvelmans, the founder of the discipline, who wrote On the Track of Unknown Animals in 1958. Ivan Sanderson, a Scotsman. They were both great naturalist writers. People with the genuine sense of wonder. But nowadays the field has become a preserve of crackpots, the kind of people who go on daytime talk shows to explain how little green men abducted their pet dog and impregnated their teenage daughter. And if a semi-serious scientist wanders into it, they instantly dissociate themselves from its wilder fringes and wave around the poor old okapi and the coelacanth which are no cryptids at all but just ordinary, respectable, rare animals. Hell, there are new species of frogs and insects discovered every year. By this criterion, everything that’s not in your backyard is a cryptid!”

She stopped and gulped down her cold coffee, ashamed of her outburst, half-expecting her interlocutor to snigger, fidget or suddenly remember an urgent appointment. Choy, however, continued to observe her closely but not unsympathetically.

“And what about giant birds?” he asked. “What is the status of those?” 

Sharon shrugged.

“There have been many sightings in North America,” she said, “particularly in Ohio, Utah and Illinois. There was a sighting in Southern California in 2004. Most witnesses describe it as being a large dark-colored bird, similar to a condor or an eagle. The largest is described as being the size of a Cessna airplane, which means the wingspan of approximately 35 feet. The more usually reported wingspan is around 25 feet . . . ”

“But?” prompted Lester. “I hear a ‘but’ coming, so out with it.”

She smiled.

“You’re perceptive. Well, the usual argument—made by ornithologists—is that there is not enough food in any of those areas for a breeding population of birds that size. Also, there are so many bird-watchers; how come not a single one of them ever reported or even better, took a picture of, a thunderbird?”

Lester Choy looked at her intently and she felt a slow shiver of excitement travel down her spine as she met those transparent eyes.

“Your ornithologists may say whatever they want,” he said, “but I know what I saw. Trust me, Dr. Manley, I’m not a publicity seeker. I’ve no ambition to appear on day-time talk shows. But I saw that bird as clearly as I see this,” he pointed to a fat cooing pigeon on the sidewalk. “It was just as real. I wasn’t drunk, I hadn’t been doing drugs. I was on Pescadero beach early in the morning with my wife because this is where we had met a long time ago and we wanted to recreate that moment. Maureen posed on some rocks and I was going to take a picture of her. And then the bird appeared. I can’t tell you where it came from; I think from behind me, flying from inland toward the coast, because I stood facing the ocean and I did not see anything on the horizon. But I was not looking around; I was focused on Maureen and . . . well, on that moment and what it meant to us. I might have heard the sound of wings behind me, but I was not paying much attention. Anyway, there had been birds on the beach, and they took off when we approached with that flapping sound, so I guess I just assumed there were more behind me. And then there was that enormous shadow and . . . you know how your mind just refuses to accept certain things, just blanks out?”

Sharon nodded, pierced with the sudden unwanted recollection of an email from Mark on her screen and her inability to take in what it meant . . . But she put the memory down, focusing on the man before her.

“There was that shadow over me and I thought . . . frankly, I did not think anything, just stood there, gaping. I guess I might have thought it was a private plane or something like that, but I didn’t, not really, only in retrospect. Do you understand?”

She nodded, mesmerized.

“And there was this smell, rot and raw meat. I gagged. And I saw Maureen’s face all scrunched up, as if she was screaming, and probably she was, but I couldn’t hear anything and it was then I realized how overwhelming the noise was, how it deafened me. And then something buffeted me, and I fell on my face, flat, but I held onto my cellphone . . . I rolled over on that damp cold sand, all entangled with kelp, and it was then I got a good look at the creature. I was just lying there, helpless, trying to understand how it could be that this bird just filled everything, the entire sky, as if I’d shrunk or something . . . And I could not accept what it was doing and when I did, when I realized it was real, it was too late because it had disappeared beyond the hills.”

“What was it doing, Mr. Choy?” asked Sharon.

“It was carrying my wife away.” 


CHAPTER 4

MARK STARED HELPLESSLY at the hotel radio-clock by his bedside. The luminous numbers blinked and shifted. 3:23 AM. His unnaturally alert mind instantly calculated: 8:23 AM in London. 

He had always taken his friends’ complaints of jet lag with a grain of salt. He believed in the innate capacity of the body to adapt. Wasn’t his entire work based on this, the marvel of adaptation, both phylogenetic, of the species, and ontogenetic, of the individual? The plasticity of living organisms was practically unbounded: anything that could be imagined and a great deal that could not be, had been made flesh through evolution’s slow majestic labor.

But right now his body was a living refutation of his philosophy. It stubbornly refused to adapt to his environment. Five hours of time difference was not much: during his student days, he would sleep off pub crawls by waking up anytime between 9 a.m. and 4 p.m. and feeling none the worse for it. And yet now he felt as jittery and wide-awake as if he had to cram for a looming exam ahead.

But there was no exam. His paper was written; his university host had called him and sounded genuinely interested; he still had a whole day to acclimatize himself before having to face his audience. So why the jitters?

He sighed and turned on the bedside lamp, having to grope for an unfamiliar switch. He lifted the curtain and peered outside, into the murk, diluted with the orange light of sodium lamps. The cars in the parking lot crouched like predators.

He thought of making a cup of tea, but the room only held a Mr. Coffee. Mark glanced at his half-read J. G. Ballard novel, played with the TV remote, and finally had to confront the reason for his restlessness: being on the same continent with Sharon.

It did not help when his rational mind pointed out that the distance between Columbus and San Francisco was measured in hundreds of miles. Nor did it help when another portion of his soul offered him the stale dregs of guilt, anger, and resentment.

He powered up his laptop and logged on, Googling cryptid sightings in California. The first hit was, strangely, of a rodent infestation in Fresno. He blinked in surprise until he focused on the line in the news item that described the rodents as an unknown species.

***

Sharon woke up trying to sort out the confused memory of her dreams.

She was slugging through a marshland under the pale sky that looked like curdled milk. There was no sun and the light was dusty and dead.

The marshland was covered with enormous cattails, half again as tall as she was. She had to squeeze through their massed ranks. The cattails were the color of puke. Glassy tentacles waved in the air, slimy ribbons dancing above her head.

She ran away. A shape slithering through the cattails . . . and then it rose up and she felt like laughing and throwing up at the same time. It was nauseating in its absurdity: a giant weasel, wearing a Smiley plastic mask over its muzzle and an expensive silk tie around its furry neck. It was not a cute cartoon weasel but a real animal, though impossibly big. It stunk of musk and wet fur. She could see its dirty-white underbelly and ochre-colored, disproportionately dwarfish limbs.

Sharon lay in bed, feeling tired as if the walking and the running had been real. Her knees hurt. Outside it was shaping up to be another perfect Californian day, gold and crystal-blue, the colors of the fall even though it was still summer. But she was cold and shivering.

Were her dreams telling her something? Sharon believed in premonitions: her theory required her to do so. But she could make neither heads nor tails of the insistent barrage of creepy images that flooded her recent dreams, chiming somehow with the cryptid sightings around her.

Not “around”. Not anymore. She had seen her first cryptid. And instead of being elated, she felt like she was coming down with the worst flu of her life.

Witnesses were known to suffer a variety of physical and psychological symptoms to cryptid sightings. Nobody knew why—except for her.

The creature did not fit any of the traditional cryptid categories. But the fact that it appeared so soon after Les Choy’s encounter with a thunderbird fit perfectly with her theory. Few cryptozoologists were willing to tackle the weird coincidences that abounded in the history of the discipline. One of them was the fact that sightings came in waves, like the sightings of the Loch Ness Monster in the 1930s or of the Mothman in the 1960s. After all, if there was a breeding population of cryptids somewhere in the wilderness of the Scottish Highlands or in West Virginia’s TNT area, they should encounter humans with roughly the same regularity. Another stubborn little problem was that weird creatures often appeared in pairs, like the Jersey Devil and the Bigfoot.

Sharon’s theory was the only one that not only explained such coincidences but also predicted that a sighting of a cryptid in a particular locale would soon be followed by another one. As a good scientist, she had made a prediction, which was now confirmed. And by an incredible stroke of luck, she was the one to actually witness this vindication of her research first hand, not just hear about it from some local yokel.

So why was she upset, so enervated?

Because it was one thing to treat the cryptids as an intellectual challenge. And it was quite a different thing to have actually encountered one in the flesh, to look into its red glowing eyes—and to have been looked at.

These eyes . . . they really bothered her. But why? Many animals’ eyes glowed in darkness because of the tapetum lucidum, a layer of reflective cells. Human eyes, lacking it, were an exception in the animal kingdom.

But there was something human-like about the cryptid’s eyes: its steady, unwavering, purposeful gaze. And it was a combination of this purposefulness with a predator’s glow that made the creature look so malevolent. Animals are innocent; evil is the province of humanity because it has freedom of choice denied to the creatures of the wild.

But can there be such a thing as an evil animal?

The cellphone on the stand vibrated like an irritated wasp. She grabbed it. A new text: a coffee-drinking emoji.

She stared at it woozily. Seriously?

Are you free 2day?

She felt a silly grin spread over her face as she typed:

Good morning, Lester!

Have you been to Monterey Aquarium?

No.

A handful of emojis with their cartoon eyebrows raised.

I know

2day

Why?

Business in Monterey. Short. Lunch after

Sharon hesitated. More emojis.

Sure

Pick u up at 10.30

She winced. Not much time to get dressed. But enough.

K

?

She gave him the Petersens’ address and kicked off the blankets, calculating the shortest time in which she could get herself ready and mentally sorting through her wardrobe. With a sudden burst of energy, she managed to take a shower, blow-dry her hair that owed its mahogany tint to nature with just a tiny bit of help from a henna bottle, and put on an outfit, with which she was reasonably content: skinny jeans that emphasized her long legs; an emerald-green blouse that highlighted her green eyes, and black sandals. A whiff of a Jo Malone perfume and she was ready. She was even left with enough time to click on her email in the hope of seeing a reply from one of the colleges she had applied to for a teaching job.

There was no college email in her inbox. Instead, there was a message from Mark.

She closed the mail app. The unread message made the phone feel heavy in her hand.

There was a honk from outside. Les Choy’s blue SUV was sitting in the drive.

***

The Monterey Aquarium was an immense maze of glass, water, and steel. It was populated by jellyfish, polyps and sea anemones blooming in unearthly colors; cute sea otters; and fishes ranging in size from Sharon’s pinky to twice her body mass and in weirdness—from humdrum to eye-popping. She turned off her zoological knowledge as much as she could: this was a date, not a guided tour.

While most other visitors crowded around the sea otters, Lester led Sharon over to the jellyfish section. The jellies were floating in the deep blue of their tanks like transparent UFOs, dragging nets and ribbons of mouth-arms, some of them in lovely pastel hues; some crystal-clear; some dotted with cheerful Technicolor spots. Sharon stopped in front of the tank containing a lion’s mane: a jelly whose tentacles can reach 100 feet in length. It resembled a giant unraveling knitted cap.

“They should have put ‘Professor Moriarty of the ocean’ on the plaque,” she murmured more to herself than to her companion.

“Bested by good old Sherlock without the help of Dr. Watson,” Lester chimed in.

She smiled at him, delighted.

“You know the story? Not many people do nowadays”.

“‘The Lion’s Mane’. One of Sherlock Holmes’ last exploits. Doyle’s afterthought. A man is killed by a jellyfish when swimming and a foul play is suspected.”

They moved away from the cage and onto a steel walkway where her high heels snagged in the girders. Lester took her arm without sidling up too close but without awkward distance-keeping either. They paused over the crash of human and marine bodies below. Lester turned around to face her. She could see his lips moving but could not hear anything. His words were swallowed up in a deafening roar.

The next couple of minutes impinged upon Sharon’s consciousness in a welter of images she could never put together afterwards. The walkway trembling like a leaf in the storm; her body sliding sideways in defiance of gravity; Lester’s fingers painfully digging into her upper arm; a kaleidoscope of running, falling, screaming people . . . And a wall of water filled with thrashing tentacles and exploding jellies like popping balloons..

She found herself in a puddle of salt water, a ribbon of slime wrapped around her legs. She crawled away, shaking off the sea nettle, and collided with a pile of sodden clothes. Then she saw a blood-rimmed face poking out.

Somebody grabbed her. She flailed until Lester’s voice penetrated through the ringing in her ears, mixed with the rising chorus of screams, cries, and smoke alerts. He dragged her away from the woman.

“What . . . ?” she yelled.

He shook his head, pulling her toward the red Exit sign.

As they pushed through the crowd of hysterical survivors, Sharon gathered her wits enough to take in the magnitude of the catastrophe. It was not as bad as she had feared. One of the jellies’ tanks had burst and showered the people standing close to it with glass, water, and flying invertebrates. There were splatters of red on the floor. But it was not the biggest of the tanks and the water was not under pressure, so those who had escaped the first impact were relatively undamaged. Children were crying, their parents yelling. It was a pandemonium, but she did not see other bodies lying around.

Lester dove into a side passage leading to the labs. The overhead lighting had failed, and they had to grope through the murk illuminated only by the blinking of the Exit sign. Sharon stopped and peered into the gloom of an alcove. It seemed to be filled with a glistening tentacle-ensnared mass. A sharp smell like brine mixed with vomit wafted from the alcove.

“What the . . . ?”

“Sharon!” Lester yanked at her arm. “There will be aftershocks! We have to get out!”

Aftershocks? She ran after him, slipping on the slimy floor. It was California, the land of San Andreas Fault. All the disaster movies she had seen came calling.

Lester jiggled the handle of an emergency exit. She was suddenly convinced that it would not open, but it did. They tumbled out into the sunshine, wet and breathless.

The street was freakishly calm, but the wailing of emergency vehicles could be heard in the distance. She followed Lester numbly to the parking. She could see no sign of any other damage: no overturned vehicles or cracked walls. If it had been an earthquake, it was a minor one.

And of course, an earthquake could not have brought to the surface a giant cnidarian. Or did the Monterey Aquarium have one in its collection? That would be quite a feat, considering no such creature currently existed. 

***

“Are you saying that evolution is going nowhere?” demanded the girl in a red OSU t-shirt that was at least two sizes too small.

Mark sighed. His lecture had gone well, and he was flattered when Professor Feldman suggested this meeting with undergraduates. But he was not impressed by their questions so far. One person inquired about the compatibility of evolution and the Scripture. Mark’s honest answer that he was an atheist caused a minor exodus from the classroom.

Now the brave remnant quizzed him on less contentious topics but still evinced a fair degree of scientific innocence. At least their curiosity was preferable to the sullen silence of a thin but round-faced boy who regarded Mark with an enigmatic expression from the back row.

“Where would it be going?” he responded to the last question.

“Well, it produced human intelligence . . . ”

“‘Produced’ is a wrong word. Human intelligence just happened. If it were not for a long chain of accidents—like the giant meteor slamming into the Earth and causing the K-T extinction of the dinosaurs—mammals would have never evolved beyond tiny shrew-like animals. Our own species, Homo sapiens sapiens, is very young but there had been hominids long before we appeared. Only they did not amount to much in the way or building civilization. Our unique combination of intelligence and self-awareness is the last, unpredictable effect of a long chain of unpredictable causes. Evolution is contingent, which means random and accidental. It has no goal, including the goal of intelligence. Richard Dawkins calls it ‘the blind watchmaker’ because it puts together complex and intricate structures by groping about in the dark.”

He hoped they had read Dawkins’ book but the blank expressions on most faces did not change except for the round-faced boy who frowned and scribbled something on a torn piece of paper.

“But are you saying that the living world as seen today is merely a chance event? Like rolling dice and accidentally getting six-six?” insisted the red-shirted girl.

“Well, it’s more complicated than that but yes basically this is what I’m saying”.

“Isn’t it a horrible idea, Professor Kaminski?” this from a pretty Latina. “What effect will it have on our conservation efforts? If all species are just accidents, why to bother to save the African elephant or the spotted owl?”

“Well,” said Mark, “science cannot be ruled by moral considerations. Science cannot tell you what should be but only what is. If we decide that some species are worth saving, it must be on other grounds, moral or aesthetic or whatever. But why do we need some kind of external justification for our decisions? Why can’t we just choose what we think is the right path and keep to it?”

This did not make much headway with these Midwestern kids either; he could see in their fidgeting that they had already dismissed him as a weird godless foreigner. Nor did it help his own equilibrium that he could distinctly hear the echo or Sharon’s words in his own. It had happened several times already and he hated it: a strange doubling effect, his voice seemingly overlaid with hers.

She did not respond to his email, so sod her! He was certainly not going to grovel and apologize for what was essentially her fault.

“Professor Kaminski,” this from the round-faced boy who had an unexpectedly deep voice with a pronounced drawl. “You say that the living world today is only a tiny part of what could have existed potentially, what evolution could have created. Am I right?”

Mark’s incipient headache receded as he looked at his interlocutor with renewed interest.

“Absolutely.”

“So whatever animal species exist today are only a subset of the infinite set of all possible evolutionary outcomes”.

“Yes.”

“Then is it possible to argue that there is a larger framework that can accommodate this infinite set?”

Mark drained the tepid water from his glass.

“What would this framework be? A totality of quantum variations?” 

“Yes.”

“It’s a theoretical concept. We have no access to other variations.”

“But maybe they have access to us.” 

***

They were seated on the secluded terrace of a Monterey café that looked like the bastard offspring of a Greek tavern and an English pub. The bottle of a Stag’s Leap merlot Lester had ordered was almost empty.

Nobody died in the Monterey debacle. Apparently just a couple of people were injured. It made Sharon feel better. The Internet and the NPR radio station buzzed with reports, conjectures, and experts’ opinions delivered with total self-confidence and total lack of any useful information.

If Lester was shaken, he showed no sign of it. He was solicitous toward Sharon, seemingly more concerned about her peace of mind than his own. His behavior was almost too good to be true and naturally aroused her suspicions. But suspicions of what? That Mr. Lester Choy had a talent for attracting unusual disasters? That was hardly a flaw; not in Sharon’s world at least.

“It was no earthquake,” she said, pushing aside the barely touched salmon linguini. She had no appetite; Lester, on the other hand, put away a medium-raw steak, surprising Sharon who had for some reason thought of him as a vegetarian.

“No,” he agreed. “No more than Maureen was carried away by a California eagle.”

“That’s what they think happened?”

“No,” Lester said calmly. “They think I killed her.”

Sharon’s glass jerked, spilling wine onto the tablecloth. What shocked her was not Lester’s words—this was a rational suspicion under the circumstances; she could hardly expect the Californian police to be more open-minded than her fellow scientists. No, the thing that struck her was his tone, as neutral as if he were speaking of a distant acquaintance rather than himself. And wasn’t it a tad cold-blooded that he was on a date while his wife was missing, probably dead?

He looked at her with these amazing transparent eyes and Sharon felt a faint spark of lust which she held onto, trying to coax it into a fire that would burn away the memories of Mark.

“The police suspect you?”

He nodded.

“But surely they must have done some forensic investigation on the beach where it happened?”

“No,” Lester said with the same maddening equanimity (shock, perhaps? She thought). “No money or manpower for that. But I have evidence.”

“You do?” she leaned closer, her heart beating fast it was deafening, spurred on by a combination of intellectual and sexual excitement: the intoxicating brew she had not expected to taste again after the breakup with Mark. “What evidence?”

“Pictures,” Lester said. “Remember I told you I was about to take a picture of Maureen when it happened? Well, my phone was on and it was recording. Not a video, unfortunately, but a burst.”

Sharon frowned. Pictures were mostly useless in crypto-zoological investigations as they could be so easily faked. Still, it was better than nothing. And these pictures would have a time-stamp.

“Can I see them?” she asked.

He nodded. More sirens sounded in the distance.

“We should go,” he said. “There will be bad traffic all the way back.”

She got up and swayed, clutching the edge of the table. Napa Valley wines were more potent than they tasted. Lester’s arm went around her waist and she relaxed into it.


CHAPTER 5

SHARON WAS AFRAID to go to sleep.

This was ridiculous. Considered rationally, her dreams had recently been odd rather than nightmarish. A blank-faced man in an immaculate suit; a yellow city; a wilderness that looked like California . . . what did it all amount to? Nothing.

And yet she did not want to encounter them anymore.

Sharon finally decided to compromise. As opposed to most people, alcohol tended to keep her awake until she crashed. And Les had presented her with another bottle, this time from Clos Pegase winery, when they parted. He had also sent a batch of images from his phone to hers. She was planning to look at them tomorrow but no time like now.

She sipped the ruby-red cabernet and smiled. Normally the wine-speak of Rhoda and Carl left her suspicious that they were pulling her leg: “notes of ripe blackberries opening up into the full bouquet of black pepper and wet stone,” for God’s sake! But here she could definitely taste the sweetish tartness of blackberries, though whatever “wet stone” was, it eluded her.

She turned on her phone, then forwarded the folder of images to her laptop. She needed a bigger screen to make sense of whatever Les’ phone had recorded. It had looked rather big and chunky to her, almost like an old model—or maybe a prototype? Wasn’t he into communication? Once again, she had forgotten to ask him about his start-up. But this was easily remedied.

They were meeting tomorrow for dinner. Chef Liu’s in downtown Mountain View. Was she dating her main witness in a spectacular cryptid encounter—and the suspect in a murder inquiry to boot? A bad idea on both counts. But Sharon was used to having her professional and personal life being described as a hotbed of bad ideas.

Lester had told her he was physically incapacitated by the encounter, even though the thunderbird did not touch him. This was an additional black mark against him: that he did not immediately go to the police. He actually did make a 911 call from the beach but could not talk and the call was dropped, though the record of it survived.

“I was in shock.” He said. “I couldn’t focus my eyes and was throwing up non-stop.”

Sharon nodded:

“It’s a pretty standard reaction to a cryptid encounter”.

“My step-father drummed into me to keep a stiff upper lip. Never to complain. If the ethos of the British Empire survives anywhere, it’s in Hong Kong. Anyway, I spent some time on the beach trying to get over it. When I emptied my stomach several times over and could drive, I went to the police. They took one look at me and decided I was too cool to have had a recent encounter with a feathered Godzilla.”

“Did you show them the pictures?”

“No. I want you to take a look at them first.”

This was either a touching proof of his confidence in her, Sharon reflected, or . . . She shrugged and opened the folder.

Pictures were notoriously easy to fake and practically worthless as evidence in cryptozoology. It had been true even in the good old days when a clay model would do for Nessie’s snaking neck, and it was even truer nowadays, with Photoshop. The famous “Surgeon’s photo” taken in 1934 and showing the Loch Ness monster’s head sticking out of the loch was now shown to have been a hoax.

But she believed Lester. Not just because of the thrill that ran through her body when she thought of him. Not just because a thunderbird was the lamest excuse for a murder. But because she had now seen a cryptid herself.

She clicked a slide show on. Her brows rose as she studied the blurred pictures appearing one by one on her screen.

The pictures were certainly dramatic, if not particularly illuminating. There were five of them. Two were such close-ups as to make little sense—they could have been anything, any kind of highly textured material, from tree bark to a decorative wall-hanging. The other three had apparently been taken from a greater distance. They showed a bird’s foot with scaly grayish-brown skin and wicked curving yellow talons. The best picture allowed her to count the digits—four all in all, with the last one pointing backwards. This was characteristic of raptors, predatory birds.

But this did not mean anything. Such pictures were freely available online and there was no scale to indicate the size of the bird.

Or was there? She paused the slide show and squinted closer to the screen. There was some kind of pinkish blur in the corner of the last picture.

She fiddled with the program. Zoom, sharpen, rotate, zoom again . . .

She let out an instinctively held breath as the blur came into focus.

It was a human arm, the shoulder cut off by the margin of the photo, so whoever the arm belonged to must have been lying on the ground with the limbs flung out. But the size of it in comparison with the bird’s foot was simply unbelievable. The arm was not much longer than the middle digit.

Predatory birds have especially big feet. To carry off Mrs. Choy, as Lester claimed the thunderbird had done, it would have needed to grip her securely. If this was indeed an untouched picture of the cryptid, it was easy to see how it could do it. It was also easy to see that wherever Mrs. Choy had been carried to, her chances of survival were not high.

Sharon gulped more wine.

So what was Lester Choy doing going on a date while his wife had been reduced to chickenfeed?

He had told her as they drove back from Monterey that Maureen and himself had been on the brink of divorce and that the morning outing to Pescadero Beach had been her idea: trying to save the marriage, rekindle the romance, relive the past. He had also been pretty clear that as far as he was concerned, chances of that were not high.

“I only went along because I owed it to her father,” he had said. “He dotes on Maureen.”

“Owed it?”

“He invested in my start-up when I came here. Gave me a leg up.”

Sharon’s head was buzzing: too much wine, too much excitement, and too many unanswered questions. She put the laptop to sleep and floated to the bathroom, suffering a close encounter with a door jamb on the way. Washing her face, she smiled crookedly at herself in the mirror.

“When in love, we begin by deceiving ourselves and end by deceiving others,” she quoted Oscar Wilde.

She fell asleep immediately. Mark’s email still sat in her inbox, unread.

The blank-faced man in a three-piece suit from Saville Row was handing her a bowl of glass balls, as brightly colored as candy. She turned away. He stood behind her; she could hear his stertorous breathing, even though he had no mouth or nose to breathe with.

Sharon woke up with a foul taste in her mouth, dryness in her eyes, and swarming questions in her brain. She decided to go easy on Napa and Sonoma in the future.

***

Jim Falco was the name of the thin round-faced boy who had asked about the multiverse at Mark’s presentation. Only he was not a boy.

He lingered after the rest of the undergrads had trooped out of the classroom, palpably relieved that the seminar was over. Mark who was collecting his notes and taking his time shutting down the slide show hoped he, too, would be gone soon. He was in no mood for additional questions. But the boy came over and when Mark reluctantly lifted his eyes, he was shocked. The student was at least as old as himself, maybe older. His apple-cheeked face and rangy physique made him appear as a teenager from a distance but close by there was no mistaking the network of fine wrinkles around his eyes and a worldly, shrewd look in them.

“Jim Falco,” he said, extending his hand, which Mark shook, surprised at how hard it was. “Glad to talk to you. Prof from England—I don’t meet one every day!”

Indeed. And Mark did not meet somebody like Jim every day.

Jim reminded him of old shipyard workers in his native Poland, always ready with a coarse joke or a slap on the back but as tough—and as sharp—as nails. Like them, Jim Falco had worked with his hands most of his life, having dropped out of school and gone into business of crafting precision parts for obscure electronic equipment where he managed to make quite a bit of money. At the age of 37, he had suddenly decided to go back to college and was now doing his PhD in theoretical physics. Mark’s respect for him had gone up a couple of notches when he heard it.

But what did a mature physics student want from a professor of evolutionary biology? Jim was quite elusive on this point. Instead he pressed Mark on the matter of evolutionary contingency.

“Yes,” Mark said when they were sitting in the deserted cafeteria, “there are all these roads not taken. Sure. I like alternative-history sci-fi as much as anybody. But there is no way we can access these aborted evolutionary paths. I heard about multiverse, quantum variations, all that stuff. But I always thought it was a purely theoretical construct. Am I wrong?”

Jim shook his head.

“No, Prof, you are on point. That’s the consensus. But in your talk you seemed to suggest—and maybe I’m just putting words in your mouth—that we can somehow see what might have been. Did you mean like special effects kind of stuff?”

Mark sipped his beer and made a face—give him Tyskie brand any time! Putting it aside, he looked at Jim Falco and suddenly made a decision.

“No, I don’t mean stupid Lost World movies. Listen, have you heard of the noosphere?”

Falco shook his head.

“Can’t say that I have.”

“It’s an idea proposed by the Russian geochemist Vladimir Vernadsky in the 1930s. Later it was taken up by the French scientist Pierre Teilhard de Chardin. The noosphere is created by human cognition, human thought. The biosphere is the envelope of life around our planet, and the noosphere is the envelope of mind.”

“How does it help with roads not taken? Or not taken here?”

“The noosphere is more than just the sum of individual minds; it’s a powerful and autonomous entity. It contains not only memories but also predictions, guesses, suppositions; scientific knowledge and mythical belief mixed together. Joseph Conrad said, ‘The mind of man can encompass everything because it contains the past as well as the future’. But mostly it contains what might have been because living in the contingent world this is what we need in order to survive. The calculus of probabilities, the hunch, the lucky guess—these are the greatest tools of the evolved mind. So the noosphere calculates what might have been; what creatures might have inhabited our world. And under certain conditions, these calculations become manifest, embodied, and seen by individuals.”

“Embodied?” Jim repeated, raising his almost invisible eyebrows.

“I know how it sounds. But you are a quantum physicist, aren’t you?”

“Sort of.”

“What if the noosphere can manipulate quantum uncertainty, bring into being what might have been—or even what might have not?”

“That’s a lot of fancy words,” Falco said, smiling broadly, as if to underscore than he was not trying to take the piss out of Mark. “But you might be onto something, Prof. Only I don’t reckon this has much to do with your . . . noosphere. Or it might. See, I have friends in the Silicon Valley. One of them sent me something . . . interesting.”

“What is it?” Mark asked, already regretting his mini-lecture. Not just because this would-be physicist was probably laughing at his cavalier handling of quantum theory but more importantly because it had brought him back to the place in his mind he did not want to be in. He could practically hear the echo of her voice in his words.

“A phone.”

***

Chef Liu’s in Mountain View at 6.58 pm. Sharon parked her Subaru in front of the restaurant and got out carefully, mindful of her high heels. She was wearing a simple Dolce and Cabana black dress, the most expensive one in her wardrobe. For jewelry she had opted for an asymmetric pendant of beaten silver on a leather thong she had bought in Camden Market. Its arresting shape obscurely reminded her of Francis Bacon’s paintings of screaming popes.

When she saw Les rise from the table, she experienced two simultaneous emotions: pleasure at seeing him, and remorse at this pleasure. She squelched the latter and kissed him on the cheek. He looked stunning in a soft gray shirt and slim black trousers.
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