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As with all things, for Wendy and Ben.


But also for David, who insisted this one be the first.




Part 1: In Loco Parentis




 




“It is true, we shall be monsters, cut off from

all the world; but on that account we shall be more attached to one another.”




“Even that enemy of God and man had friends and

associates in his desolation.”




—Frankenstein, Mary Shelley




 




Chapter 1.1: May, 1997




“All parents are dysfunctional,” said Cindy’s

friend, Portia. “It’s the nature of evolution. They start as children and

teenagers—normal and useful members of society. Something about becoming adults

warps them.”




“I won’t be like them,” said Cindy Fiske grimly.




“We probably can’t help it.” Portia waved her hand

in the air. “It’s in the genes. When you get to be thirty and have a big

strapping boy like my brother, you’ll just naturally turn hateful. When I get

to be forty and my little girl has left me, I’ll probably dye my hair bronze like

my mother and try to pick up the gardener.”




They were walking around the fountain in Plaza

Frontenac. The mall’s faux Tudor buildings had been built thirty years before

and were showing their age. It was a cloudless spring day. The heavy heat of

the sun threatened to bludgeon them into a beatific stupor and fool them into

thinking it was already summer. The sweat ran down Cindy’s spine where her

backpack rested. As they walked from light into shadow, the shock of cool air

reminded them that it was still spring. Belief in summer was premature.




“You haven’t left home yet,” Cindy pointed out.




“My mother is acting out her part a little early.”

Portia admired clothing through the Neiman-Marcus window. “No doubt when she

fully reveals herself, I’ll be shocked and dismayed.” Portia turned her body and

ran her fingers over her torso, comparing her body to the display. “I would

look good in this, don’t you think?”




Cindy angled her body in conscious imitation of

Portia, then gave up. Portia clearly had the same figure as the manikins. The

dresses put into the windows would never fit Cindy. Both girls were fifteen but

that was where their similarities ended. Portia lived in Creve Coeur, a wealthy

suburb of Saint Louis. Her house was big enough that she, her brother, and her

parents could successfully avoid each other indefinitely. She had that thin,

tanned look that came from tennis and ballet lessons starting when she was

four. 




Cindy lived near Tower Grove in an ancient

community of four squares that dated back to the late nineteenth century. Where

Portia’s house was newly built, with brass fittings and a chandelier in the

foyer, Cindy’s family had inherited their home from her grandfather. Grandpa Fitzie

had given up on the renovation craze of the seventies. He’d gotten as far as

stripping the house to the stylish bare brick walls and board floors, and

stopped there. Similarly, Cindy did not have Portia’s aristocratic features.

She retained her child’s round face even while other parts of her body became more adult. With her big chest and round

hips, Cindy selected baggy clothes and

envied Portia’s long neck and thin shanks.




They had met at the City Museum as children and

had been friends ever since.




Portia noticed Cindy looking in the window. “Not

that dress. They cut that dress to fit someone like me. If you bought it, you’d

look like either an aging housewife or a slut. You need something more like

this.” She drew Cindy along the window and inside the store. “You have a more

1940s figure. This one would be good for you.”




The dress was red and dropped to just above the

calf but with a slit in the side that came up nearly to her mid-thigh. Its bust

was full. Cindy wasn’t sure it wouldn’t just make her look fat.




“Try it on,” ordered Portia. 




Cindy checked the price tag. It was over two

hundred dollars. “Unless there’s a knockoff at K-Mart, I’m never going to own

this.”




“I didn’t say marry it.” Portia pulled it off the

rack. “Go try it on.”




The dress seemed to fit, but there wasn’t a mirror

in the dressing room. She walked outside. Portia’s eyes widened as she looked

at her.




“What?”




“Look in the mirror.”




For a brief moment, Cindy wondered who stared back at

her. It was a flashy, no-nonsense sort of girl. The kind of girl that

would go out on the town and find herself singing with the band, take home the

lead guitarist, and break his heart the next morning. Take no prisoners. Damn

the torpedoes. Full speed ahead. 




“Am I good or what?” Portia said as she dropped

her hand on Cindy’s shoulder.




At that moment, Cindy knew she had to have the

dress. Fish need water and the whole world needs oxygen. Cindy needed that

dress.




“Loan me two hundred dollars,” she asked Portia in

a low voice.




“No can do. The cards are all maxed out. My, but you do look good.”




Wordlessly, Cindy went back to the dressing room,

knowing what she was going to do without ever really saying it to herself. She

took off the dress and hung it up, put her jeans and blouse back on. Then, as

casually as if she had been doing this all her life, she stuffed the dress in

her backpack.




Outside, Portia waited for her.




“Let’s go,” Cindy

said quietly.




As they left the store, a wail erupted from the

speaker over the door. Cindy remembered she hadn’t removed the tag.




Portia stared at Cindy, knowing instantly what

must have happened. 




It seemed that the plainclothes cop materialized

out of the air in front of her. She couldn’t raise her gaze to his face. She

could only see his nameplate: Nametag Harvey.




“Excuse me, miss,” he said. “Can I see your

backpack?”




“Oh, damn,” said Portia. “I forgot to buy that.

Here, let me get that now.”




The cop ignored Portia. “You’ll have to come with

me.”




He took Cindy outside where his partner, Nametag Turner,

was waiting. The three of them walked between the stores into a narrow alley,

the arresting cop trailing, the partner leading. Their car was at the end.




Harvey stared at her for a minute as Turner moved

behind her. “Do I have to cuff you?”




Cindy shook her head miserably. 




“Okay,” he said. “Do you have any ID?”




Cindy hesitated, then gave him her driver’s

permit.




Harvey looked at it for a minute. “Fiske. That

name rings a bell.”




Turner spoke up. “Jake Fiske?”




“Yeah. That’s it. Fiske. City detective out of North

Jefferson.” Harvey stared at her. “Are you Jake Fiske’s kid?”




Cindy didn’t see how it could get any worse. Maybe

her dad could help her. She nodded.




Harvey nodded. “Give Jake a call.”




After a moment, Turner replied. “No answer.”




Harvey pondered a moment. “Let’s take her in. We

can call again from the station.”




They carefully and impersonally eased her into the

car and closed the door. Harvey was driving. She saw a glimpse of Portia as

they left Plaza Frontenac. A moment passed, then they were on the highway

heading south. A turn onto Highway 40 and they stalled in traffic.




“Great,” said Turner.




“Don’t sweat it. Things will break out in a

moment.”




Sure enough, the traffic loosened and they ferried

across the highway as they would a river. Cindy stared out the window. People

glanced at her in the back of a squad car, then looked away. One man Cindy didn’t

recognize stared at her until the squad car pulled away. Stared at her and

mouthed her name.




oOo




Jake tried hard not to be judgmental. There were a

hundred thousand ways of living and none of them were right. Everybody was just

trying to get by. Jake liked to get along.




As a tavern, Mississippi’s was small, with barely enough

floor room to hold perhaps five tables. The bar was barely seven feet long. The

dartboard was placed next to the great, black ovens where Brendan ritually

barbecued pork ribs and steaks every morning. One whole side of the room was a

gilded front window, heavily curtained so only a strip of transparent glass

showed. 




Jake entered and looked around. Brendan was behind

the bar, and a huge man sat on a stool.




He raised a finger to Brendan as he sat down. “First

beer of the day, Brendan. Make it a good one.”




Brendan nodded and uncapped a tall bottle. “Tripple

bock. From Holland.”




Jake nodded and sipped. A nice full, though light,

flavor with a hint of sweetness. 




“I’m Connie Samoan,” said the big man.




“I know.”




Jake had no idea if Connie was a Samoan or not, or

even if Connie was his real name. Connie

was big, with shoulders perhaps three feet across. He was heavy as a sumo and

he sported Hawaiian shirts. The rumor was he had once actually been a sumo

wrestler. Who was Jake to disagree?




“Sam Forestell said I should introduce myself to

you,” Connie said.




“I see.”




“He said you were the person to see.”




“How is Sam?”




Connie chuckled. “Still in East Saint Louis, so he’s

still in Hell.”




Jake smiled. “I heard you want the Mexican’s old

turf.”




“He doesn’t need it anymore.”




Tom Haberman, the

Mexican, had disappeared a month before. The department had been taking bets

when it would be confirmed that he was dead. Connie’s approaching Jake counted

as confirmation, but Jake couldn’t talk about it. Pity.




“True. Did you kill him?”




Connie shook his head. “Wasn’t me. I heard he got

carved up by one of his girls and dumped in the river.”




“Really?” Jake didn’t believe it. But let it go.




Connie nodded. “I even know the girl. She’s one of

mine now.”




Jake shrugged. No skin off his nose as long as it

didn’t make any waves. “Here’s the deal. You can cover from the bridge out

Chouteau and south to River Des Peres and from the Arch to Laclede Station.

That’s where I have friends.”




“How much?”




“Six grand a month, a month in advance—until I know for sure you won’t get carved up

by the same girl that got the Mexican.” Jake’s cell phone vibrated against his

side, but he ignored it.




Connie nodded. “How much after?”




“An even ten a month.”




“Christ, that’s a lot.”




“Not really. The Mexican didn’t operate the street

trade and you won’t, either. The cheapest girls you have are two hundred a

trick. Ten tricks a day, six days a week, is twelve thousand a week or

forty-eight grand a month. So, I’m asking less than half the take of one girl a

month. You have a lot more than one girl. Some of them get a lot more than two

hundred a trick.” Jake grinned at him.




“I have other expenses.”




“And I’m sure you’ll be able to overcome them. You

look like an excellent businessman. Besides, I need some of that money to

grease the skids for you. It’s not all gravy.”




Connie nodded. He looked around the room and out

the front window, then leaned on the bar heavily to stand up off the stool.

When he was fully vertical, there was an envelope next to Jake’s beer. Brendan

reached up and pulled it below and out of sight.




Connie drained his beer and put the glass down. “Nice

talking to you,” he said as he reached the door. A momentary flash of sunshine

and he was gone.




“How much was it, Brendan?”




“Six thousand,” Brendan said quietly. 




“Bank it with the rest.” He sipped his beer. “I

wonder if he did hit the Mexican. If he didn’t, who did?”




“You want another Tripple?”




“No,” Jake said after a moment. “I’m off to home.”




Jake’s house was only two blocks away. He walked

down the alley and stood behind it for a minute. Just the way his grandfather

had done when the two of them walked home after a bender down the street. That

was long ago, before he had quietly backed Brendan to start Mississippi’s. 




He looked critically at house’s brickwork. It

would probably need tuck pointing this year. Inside, the setting sun lent a red

glow to the brick walls. The floor boomed when he walked, thick timbers butted

against one another. Should seal them this year. Maybe put down a new floor.

The bricks gave the house a burnt earth smell. 




Jake’s cell phone vibrated again. This time he

answered it.




“Jake Fiske? This is Barry Hunter in Westwood. We

have a Cindy Fiske here with an ID for your address. She says she’s your

daughter.”




“What did she do?”




“Shoplifted a dress down at the Plaza Frontenac.”




“Shit.”




What to do? Go down for her? Try to keep it a

secret? Call Anya and tell her now? Tell her later?




“I’ll be right down.”




oOo




Bill Wallace could see the Alton, Illinois, bridge

as he banked gently south. The Alton Bridge was always his landmark to stay out

of the Lambert Field airspace. Right on time, he passed over the Missouri River

and followed it towards the small Creve Coeur airport where he was based. From the perspective of the cockpit of his

Cessna, this cloudless day and still sky

seemed made for flying. 




He entered the pattern and in a few moments was

settling down on the runway, gentle as a warm breeze in summer.




Bill tried very hard to avoid thinking about

anything other than flying when he was in a plane—for

safety as much as pleasure. But as he was taxiing over to his tie-down, he

couldn’t help feeling satisfied with the trip. Lifeworks, Bill’s company, had

very few investors, but any biotech effort took a fair amount of money and so

those investors had to have deep pockets. Bill’s largest investor was VCI out

of Chicago. VCI was a euphemism for Fred Hibbert, a retired sugar farmer who

lived in Chicago to be close to his grandchildren. Fred liked to see people in

person, and Bill didn’t think it a hardship to fly a couple of hours to say

hello. Consequently, every few months Bill saddled up his 182 for dinner and a

show down near the Loop. This time, however, it had been more than just a

face-to-face update.




Bill liked to think of Lifeworks as Doctor Jekyll

and Mister Hyde. Upstanding, staid Doctor Jekyll spent his day analyzing name

brand products, and supplying formulations to grocery and pharmacy chains to

make their own, generic, products. Doctor Jekyll helped these chains find

vulnerable products, determine what they were made of, and figure out the most

efficient method of producing them. Doctor Jekyll was self-funded.




Mister Hyde, on the other hand, delved into

overlooked areas of research and determined new and patentable alternatives to

those same brand products. Mister Hyde had so far been able to discover a new

tranquilizer and two new muscle relaxants he had then licensed to Eli Lilly.

Doctor Jekyll was well known and respected. Mister Hyde was a secret known only

to a few pharmaceutical clients and to his own investors and employees. 




Bill liked Mister Hyde. It satisfied him a great

deal more than developing copies of famous brands of laundry soap and lip

gloss.




This time he was going for the jackpot.




Six years ago, Bill had taken a chance on a

brilliant but odd (“oddly brilliant”, as he had told Fred) researcher named

Anya Fiske. It was part of a larger plan to develop a suite of drugs to be

brought all the way to market, following in the footsteps of firms such as

Genzyme and Novartis. Fred’s pockets were deep but not that deep, hence the

secrecy until they had a product. 




Now they did. Anapyridol had passed the first

round of toxicity tests and was ready for human clinical trials. The initial

patents were in place, with several refinements to be filed as soon as the

press was informed. He couldn’t wait to tell Anya. He thought about her for a

long minute, her dark hair and eyes, high, almost Indian cheekbones. He knew he

had a crush on her. It wasn’t the first time he had been attracted to an

employee. Bill had indulged only once, and he was still paying alimony so he was

content to worship from afar. Still, he always found himself irritated when he

thought of Jake. Jake didn’t deserve her.




Bill finished tying down his plane and found the

BMW in the parking lot. He caught the Mill Road and then Interstate 270 and

stalled immediately in traffic. Damn. His own fault for not listening to

the radio. He wished he were flying over this. The traffic edged forward, foot

by foot. 




He thought for a moment and then caught I-64 east.

He’d get off on Lindbergh and work his way on the back roads. No reason to wait

here. He was congratulating himself right until he stalled out again on

Clayton. Damn.




A police car showed its lights and edged slowly

across the lanes past him. Idly, he looked at it; he wasn’t going anywhere. It

took a moment for the girl in the back seat to register. Had he seen her

before? 




Last year. Company picnic in the state park. Anya’s

fifteen-year-old daughter. 




He stared. The girl stared back defiantly. Then

the squad car was across his lane and exiting the highway on the other side.




Hm.




Maybe he had two things to tell Anya.




oOo




Anya examined the MRI. The picture was a slice from

the forehead to the nape of the neck, far finer in detail than that available

to any axe murderer and with much less mess. Anya chuckled to herself. Bill

thought she had an odd sense of humor already. A few times Anya and Jake had

gone to a movie with Bill and whoever he was dating at the moment—always somebody beautiful, always somebody

accomplished. The laughter between the couples never coincided. If she and Jake

thought something was funny, Bill would only wonder why. It made Anya smile to

think of it. Bill and his very smooth sense of humor. He didn’t like edges.




It was one of the things she had always found

attractive in Jake. Jake liked edgy. He liked sharpness, even if he was the one

being skewered. One Saturday afternoon after they had begun dating, he had forgotten

one right after the other: his socks, where he had left his pants, his gun and

his shoes. When he finally found his shoes, he just sat on the bed and stared

at them, exasperated. 




“What the hell will I be like if I ever get

Alzheimer’s?” he growled to the room in general.




Anya, who had been watching this for half an hour,

said: “How would I tell the difference?”




He stared at her for a good four seconds and Anya

had time to think she’d messed up another relationship. Why can’t you just be

smoother? Nicer? She wasn’t sure.




Then Jake exploded into laughter and lay back on

the bed. “Good one,” he said when he could speak.




Anya shook her head. It was a ploy of her mind

when it was bored. Quick! Think of something more interesting and follow that!

She had to check these MRI’s.




The color of the MRI showed activity levels as

measured by blood flow. In an ancillary radiograph, she could see uptake of Anapyridol

tagged with radioactive oxygen in the brain of a chimp. The MRI image was of a human brain. The chimp radiograph showed

the neural reaction of the posterior superior parietal lobe—that area of the

brain that was involved in the orientation of the body in space. Secondary

activity in the prefrontal cortex—the attention association area—was also

strongly shown. This was the reaction she had predicted of Anapyridol in the

brain. Instead of exposing subjects of the Anapyridol toxicity study to the

radioisotope she had used in the chimp, she relied on the activity levels shown

by the MRI. Glendel’s group at Washington University had written a program they

called an analogic imager. 




Most physiological structures in vertebrates were

closely matched either physically or developmentally. The reptile jaw had at

least 4 bones. The mammalian jaw had one. The quadrate and the articular bones

had migrated into the middle ear to form the hammer and anvil of the mammalian

middle ear and left the dentary behind to become the mandible. 




The analogic imager operated from developmental

rules from several species, including chimps and man. The funding had come from

the McGovern Institute for Brain Research at MIT. The brains of man and his

closest relative, the chimp, had been given close attention. Using the analogic

imager, Anna could morph a map of the chimp brain onto that of a human being if

the chimp had followed human rules of development. In something like Anapyridol,

this was especially important since it was intended to target some structures

that were particularly well-developed in the human being. The raw pictures were

informative but didn’t show the level of detail she needed.




The images were closely matched.




Anya breathed a sigh of relief and sat back in her

chair. She hadn’t been too concerned by the toxicity studies—the animal studies

had not shown any toxicity, even in the chimps. There was always a risk, but it

was not terribly high.




But the target of Anapyridol was the unique human

brain. There was really no telling what the drug would do until it was actually

used in human beings. Now, at least, she had evidence the drug was targeting

the right areas.




“Hey, there,” Bill said as he came in the room. 




Anya smiled at him. “Good news. Look at the MRIs.”




“You tell me what they say.”




“Brain activity we hoped for. Anapyridol might

work.”




“Wow.” Bill sat down. “Any side effects?”




“Some reports of euphoria. Nothing unexpected.”




“Look out, Prozac. Here we come.” Bill frowned. “Hibbert

is willing to front the money for the human trials when we go to the FDA. But

he wants to meet you first.”




Anya felt cold. “No, Bill. We agreed—”




“You can’t stay in the background forever.”




“Who says I can’t?”




“I do, for one. Fred Hibbert, for another.” Bill

leaned across her desk from her and looked her in the eye. “You are my best-kept

secret. Fred needs to be let in on it, too. He’s paying for us to go on.

Without him, we have to sell what we have and move on.”




Anya shook her head. “I’ve spent over ten years—”




“I know. So does Fred. It’s just dinner and

drinks. We fly up to Chicago and back on the same day.” He spread his hands. “You

don’t have to be shy about this. There aren’t fifty people in the world that

could do what you’ve done.”




“I’m not shy.”




“Good. What would you say to him?”




Maybe it would be all right. It had been nearly

twenty years since she had left Moscow. Maybe it was time to quit worrying. “I

guess I’d start with d’Aquili and Newberg’s work—”




Bill shook his head. “Not yet. They’re too much on

the fringe.”




“Fringe?” Anya laughed. “They’re respected in the

field—”




“Anya, they were studying religious experiences.

It’ll turn Fred off. You don’t need to attribute anything to them. Just talk

about your own thoughts.”




Anya leaned her head back. “Okay. Based on their

work—and I won’t attribute it—it occurred to me that the relationship they had

shown between the orientation association area and the attention association

area could describe a mechanism by which human relationships are mediated. This

behavior was shown in chimpanzee studies but such studies, since they involve

an organ unique to humans—the human brain—could only be termed inconclusive.

During the toxicity studies, surveys were administered before and after administration

showed an increase in social responsiveness.”




“Jeez. That sounds like a paper in Cell.”




“Human relationships: big problem. Drug will fix

better than club to head. You give us money.” She snorted. “There. Is that

better?”




“Much. Keep that in mind. We’ll work on trimming

it down tomorrow.”




Bill looked down for a minute, and Anya had a

moment of misgiving. “Bill,” she asked. “Did something go wrong in Chicago?”




“No. When I got back—” he paused. “Anya, I saw

Cindy in the back of a squad car on the way here from Creve Coeur.”




“Why the hell didn’t you say so, Bill? Jesus

Christ.” She pulled her cell phone out of her purse and dialed Jake. He picked

up immediately. 




“What happened to Cindy?” she asked immediately.




“Calm down, Anya. I’ve got it under control.”




In the background, she could hear mutterings and

office sounds. “You’re still at the station.”




“Out in the county. I was just talking to the

Sergeant—”




“What did they say she did?”




Jake sighed. “She tried to lift a dress over at

Frontenac.”




“She shoplifted?”




“It’s okay. I’ve got it taken care of—”




“I’ll meet you at home.” She hung up. “I’ll see

you later, Bill,” she said as she ran past him out the door.




She could only see a vision of Cindy in jail until

she reached her car. Sitting behind the steering wheel, she found herself

weeping. Did I come all the way over here for this? What kind of a mother could

I be—didn’t I tell her what it could be like? What kind of things she might

have to do to survive—what I had to do to survive? 




Of course

not, she said to herself coldly as she wiped her eyes. You barely told her anything, didn’t you? 




It’s not my fault. She tried to convince

herself. As she drove out of the parking lot towards Saint Louis, she found

herself thinking of the house in Tower Grove. If only they lived somewhere

else. Maybe it could be different. If only she didn’t hate that damned house so

much.




oOo




Like many of her friends, Cindy ornamented her

room. Some girls she knew liked posters of boy bands or stuffed animals. Portia

had carefully calculated her parental shock value and picked advertisements

using models with various pierced anatomies to decorate her wall. Cindy was

less interested in shock value than comfort. Her walls and shelves were

decorated with samples of things she would like to have done and pictures she

would like to have taken. Over the bed was a collection of snapshots she had

bought from an antique dealer in Soulard: GIs from World War II and Korea in

front of the Pacific Ocean. Postcards from France, London, Moscow. Over her

desk was a big picture of a collie. Cindy had never had a dog. Anya didn’t like

them.




Cindy knew the shoplifting was a big deal. She was

in real trouble. Jake took her aside when they got home and spoke about

juvenile hall, jail, and prison. 




“You’re not a Creve Coeur bitch like Portia—” he

started.




“Don’t you call her that!”




Jake stopped and breathed for a minute. “No. You’re

right. She’s not the one that got caught shoplifting. You are. But if she had,

you can imagine her daddy would have had her out without a mark on her makeup.”




Now was the time to butter him up a little bit. “So

did you.”




She could see him trying hard to be stern. “You’re

damned right I did,” he said. “But what if those guys hadn’t known me? That was

just luck. You can’t depend on just luck. You either have to have money or

power, or you have to keep your nose clean.”




Cindy looked at the ground, feeling sullen. “Okay.

It was a stupid thing to do. I just wanted to…” For a long moment, she

remembered what that dress had felt like against her skin, remembered looking

in the mirror and seeing that grinning woman looking back. Damn the torpedoes.

Full speed ahead. “I just wanted to look nice.”




“Jail doesn’t look nice on anybody.”




“I know.”




Home, she got out of the car and went up to her

room. She looked in her mirror and saw herself twenty years in the future,

living in a trailer south of Saint Louis, two, maybe three, kids and a dog,

smoking a cigarette, staring back at herself, wondering what happened. Heck.

She was alive, wasn’t she? Shouldn’t she want to live?




Anya came into the room.




Anya sat across from her silently for a long time.

Cindy didn’t look at her. She couldn’t look at her mother without feeling

guilty. Jake had grown up in this house. Grandpa Fitzie had worked for the

gasworks, and Great-Grandpa had been one of the contractors when the Municipal

Theatre had been built. Jake had been cozy in this house since Great-Grandpa

had built it. 




But Anya had been born in Siberia and had gotten

to Moscow by doing things of which she still would not speak. It was one thing

to fool Jake. Anya couldn’t be fooled.




“Look at me,” Anya said quietly.




Cindy glanced up and then down at the floor again.




“Look at me.” Anya grabbed her neck.




Cindy yelped and closed her eyes. Then she

swallowed and looked back at her mother.




Anya released her and sat back. “It is easy here.

Back in Russia, the policemen might have broken your legs. Or raped you. Or

ignored you until it occurred to someone that your parents might be called. And

it wouldn’t have been over a beautiful dress—you would never have been allowed

to get near a beautiful dress. It would have been over a potato.”




Usually she just let Anya’s lectures wash over her

but this time it was just too much. “Oh, come on, Mom. It’s different here. If

you had been a biochemist over there, we would have lived in a better place

than this.”




Anya’s face grew pale. She reached forward, held

up her hand as if she were going slap Cindy. Cindy stared straight at her,

disbelieving.




Slowly, Anya lowered her hand. “Don’t tell me what

it would have been like. You know nothing.”




The shock of the almost slap drove anything else

from Cindy’s mind. Cindy couldn’t recall ever being slapped. Or spanked.




Anya stood. “Stay in your room. You may come down

for meals and to go to school.”




“How long?”




“We shall see.” She closed the door quietly behind

her.




Cindy found her eyes stinging with near tears. She

could deal with being grounded. She could deal with not having a single dress

or shirt or pair of pants that didn’t make her look like an overfed Kansas

geek. But she didn’t deserve to be slapped. She knew better than that. The fact

the slap hadn’t happened didn’t matter.




She was getting out of this house. One way or the

other. When she hit eighteen, she was going to run as far and as fast as she

could. Seventeen. Sixteen, maybe.




Why wait?




She’d have to get out of Tower Grove. She was

surrounded on all sides by areas that weren’t the best—a fifteen-year-old white

girl late at night by herself was taking some pretty big chances. She could

catch the bus down on South Grand. That might get her as far as the train

station on 16th street. It was only a couple of miles away. She had some money.

She could catch the late train to Kansas City—they’d never think she’d taken

the train. From there, she could take a bus anywhere.




Cindy packed up her clothes and waited for Jake

and Anya to go to bed. Jake slept heavily, but Anya often tossed and turned for

a while. Cindy dozed, and when she awoke it was nearly midnight and the house

was quiet. She wondered if the bus was still running. Cindy decided to make her

way to the street and see for herself. The bus stop was well lit. There was a

convenience store. If the bus didn’t come in an hour or so, she’d come back and

wait until tomorrow night.




Out the window and down the fire escape to the

alley, then pussyfooting down the cobblestones until she was out of sight and

hearing of the house, followed by a dead run down to South Grand.




As she sat on the bench, the cars streamed past.

It was cool and she was glad she was wearing her sweater. A couple of cars

slowed down to look at her and then sped up. As if she looked like a

hooker. Besides, there weren’t any streetwalkers here. They were farther

uptown. 




Then a black Lincoln with tinted windows pulled

into the store parking lot and next to her. The driver’s side window came down.




“Need a lift, honey?” said a big man in the front

seat. 




Cindy stared at him. All her life she had been

told not to take such chances. But his face seemed kind. 




If you’ve got to live, it’s better to live.




“Okay. I’m going to the train station on 16th

Street.” She got in the car on the other side and put her backpack on the

floor. The seats were plush and the inside of the car was quiet. “I’m Cindy…

Swales.” She said at last.




“Pleased to meet you,” said the man as he swung out

into traffic. “My name’s Connie Samoan.”




oOo




After he left Lifeworks, Bill had a pleasant dinner

with Kathleen Morris, as he did two or three times a month. Kathleen lived in

Town and Country, a suburb a couple of steps above Creve Coeur on the

evolutionary scale. She was a pleasant, talkative woman. Bill had gone to MIT

at the same time Kathleen had attended Wellesley. Bill had married once and it

was a disaster. Kathleen had tried twice with somewhat more success, since she

had two grown children to show for it. Bill could barely mention his ex-wife’s

name without bile, but Kathleen was still quite friendly with her ex-husbands,

something Bill envied. While she rarely talked about her exes, her children were often a topic of conversation: a boy

named Raymond, who had dropped out of Washington University to guide for a

rafting company in Sacramento, and a girl named Marsha, who was attending

Tulane and living passionately with another girl whose name Bill could never

quite remember. Bill often had fantasies about Marsha and wished Kathleen would

talk more about her. He felt somewhat embarrassed by this and hoped Kathleen

never suspected his interest. Regardless, whatever Kathleen said about Marsha

was not what Bill had in mind, anyway.




With both marriages out of the way and the

children out of the house, Kathleen had directed her considerable energies into

creating and maintaining her own venture capital firm. Kathleen had inherited

deep pockets and was still cordial with her ex-husbands, who had deep pockets

themselves. VenCap was not a big player, but it had bankrolled bigger companies

than Lifeworks and done well in the nineties. Bill and Kathleen had been

friends for close to thirty years and never once had either mentioned the

possibility of Kathleen investing in Bill’s company. But the possibility was

always there, adding a certain spice to their relationship.




After dinner, they had drinks down in Soulard. As

they listened to the live blues and watched the river, Bill watched Kathleen

and thought about Anya. Comparing the two women was like comparing paper and

epoxy; the two were so different as to make comparisons all but impossible.

Still, he tried. Anya was dark, muscular as a small gymnast, with faint

weathered wrinkles around her eyes and on her cheeks. Her skin was coarse from

years in the cold and some mysterious privation. There was a faint scar that

ran alongside her nose and crossed over the corner of her lips, its origin

another mystery. Anya carried with her a sad wariness, as if she was waiting

for the moment when everything would be taken away. Anya took nothing for

granted. Over the years, Bill had quit making generalizations or even making

broad statements, since he knew Anya would challenge them. 




On the other hand, Kathleen expected things to

turn out right for her. Tall, with long legs and delicate fingers, she spoke

with her hands as much as her voice. Her hair was a darkening blonde and her

eyes, blue. Intelligent, beautiful, and rich, things had always been easy for

her. No pain had ever injured her for long. Bill loved having sex with her. She

had no fear of being hurt and therefore no part of the act was closed to her,

save by those things she liked and those things

she didn’t.




Sex with Anya, Bill surmised, would feel uncertain

and strange, a hidden, dangerous, and attractive country populated with

landmines.




Kathleen leaned over to him and kissed him gently

behind his ear with lips and tongue. Her signal she was ready to leave. They

ended up in Town and Country. Afterward, as they lay intertwined together,

neither able to speak for breathing, he was filled with a warm affection for

her and smiled against her hair. 




Bill awoke around one and gently left the bed so

Kathleen wouldn’t awake. He took his clothes out into the hallway and dressed.

He made his way downstairs and out into the night. The cool air felt good

against his face, and he drove back to Lifeworks with the top down.




The building was empty when he let himself in. He

spent the next hour checking proposals left for him by the salesmen: an

equivalent of Zantac—Glaxo’s patent would expire next year. A new repackaging

method for selling ibuprofen. After he had disposed of them, he reviewed Anya’s

results. Things looked much better than she had said. MRIs of the subject groups

were well within expected tolerances. He leaned back in his chair. Anya did not

expect to see the same responses documented by d’Aquili and Newberg in any of

the trials; the therapeutic dosage was much too small. But the dosage was far

below toxicity. Bill wondered what it would be like.




It couldn’t be any stronger than the LSD he had

taken at MIT. Or the mescaline. Or the psilocybin. College had been a time of

experimentation, after all.




He went upstairs and measured out two drops of

purple liquid onto a scrap of filter paper, a triple

dosage of Anapyridol but still a far

below a toxic dosage. Anapyridol was similar to LSD in that respect. The active

dosage was measured in micrograms. A hundred milligrams was a ten times any

dosage they’d ever use in therapy. 




Bill held the filter paper with a pair of tweezers

and stared at it. It looked like the blotter acid he remembered from the

seventies. He swallowed it—a taste of soap and cinnamon. He wondered what it

would be like. The surveys said a certain euphoria and feeling of

connectedness. He glanced over to the screen saver of the PC on his desk, vibrant

colors melding into one another. If I’d had that when I was in college, I’d

never have graduated. I’d have taken mescaline and stared until my eyes bled. 




Nothing seemed to happen for perhaps an hour. He

checked the time. Nearly three in the morning. Then, for a moment, his vision

stretched like rubber. Colors blended in. He tried to speak—




—and was sitting in front of his machine, watching

the colors. 




It was like awakening from a long and exciting

dream, only to have it evaporate when he tried to remember it. Something

important. Something profound.




“Something,” he said out loud. “To do with this

computer.” He chuckled, feeling good. He noticed the time on the wall clock. It

was nearly seven in the morning and he didn’t feel tired.




He could barely remember a thing. That was

worrisome. He wondered if it was going to interfere with memory creation when

they marketed it. 




“Hell,” he said. “What did I do for the last four

hours?” Maybe he had stayed in the building. Once, on some orange barrel, he’d

had a quintessential profound epiphany where he knew and understood all things,

only to find out later it was the exact moment he had pissed himself.

Hopefully, if he had done something like that here he’d had the good grace to

use one of the potted plants. Better look around.




He stood up. At that point, he realized he was

naked.




oOo




Go to work, Anya told herself. Jake said

so. You can’t do anything moping around the house. 




What if she phones?

What if she comes home, broken and bleeding, and I’m not here?




We’ll take turns, he had said. I’ll stay

here for half a day. Then you. How about that?




That is nothing! she wanted to cry out to

him. She’s my baby! She’s out in the streets. I

drove her away. She’s never coming back. Like everything else in my life, she left

and she’s never coming back. 




But it was the house that decided her. The thought

of staying in this dingy, dank, dusty hovel in the midst of American Corporate

Wealth was intolerable. The other houses were painted and had been refurbished

or, in a couple of cases, gutted and restored. Only this house still looked a

hundred years old. Only this house still smelled of Jake’s grandfather, as

nasty and evil an old man as had ever lived.




Sure, the old man had said. Move in. Be

nice to have some new blood in the family. Hybrid vigor, he had said, and

lingered over every curve of her body, every day that he lived with them until

he was just lying there in his bed on the floor above them, only the sharp

smell of oxygen keeping him alive. Even then, his eyes followed her across the

room, burning. Only the final feebleness of impending death had kept him from

touching her or whispering things into her ear. His slyness kept him from being

caught, and deep embarrassment had kept Anya from speaking of it. 




After all, she had thought to herself. Someday

he’ll be dead, and Jake and I will still have to live together. One of the

lessons she had learned in the Soviet Union was never to burn your bridges

until you were fully certain they were too rotten to support you.




If she could, she would have razed this house to

the ground.




So, she fled to Lifeworks, her eyes dull and red

and her thoughts as sluggish as when she used to drink herself into a stupor

back in Siberia. 




Bill looked up from her desk when she came in. “You

look like hell.”




Anya nodded. She looked more closely at Bill. He

looked as if he had slept in his clothes. “You don’t look much better. Did you

need something?” She gestured towards her chair.




Bill looked at the chair, confused for a moment.

Then jumped up. “Oh, sorry. You had the report on your desk and I sat down here,

reading it.”




Anya put down her purse and sat heavily in her own

chair. She ran her fingers over the desk. It was clean. The PC on the right

corner, the report centered in the middle, a picture of Jake and Cindy to her

left. Seeing Cindy in the picture made her want to cry again, but she wouldn’t.

This isn’t how you got to Moscow, she scolded herself. This isn’t how you got

out of Russia.




“I was wondering if Anapyridol would interfere

with memory formation.”




Anya shook her head. “I don’t see why. There is

some hypothalamic involvement in its action but not within the therapeutic

dosages. I suppose…” Her voice trailed off. Come on, she said to herself. Keep

a grip.




“Anya,” Bill said quietly. “What’s wrong?”




“Cindy ran away list night. We haven’t been able

to find her.”




Bill whistled. “Wow. You don’t have to be here.

You can go home, you know.”




She smiled at him. As if going home would be any

improvement. “I have the cell phone. Jake is home now. I’ll go home in the

afternoon.”




Bill nodded and looked uncomfortable. Anya

suddenly felt very affectionate towards him. She realized Bill was what

Americans called a gentleman. This seemed to mean that Bill would earnestly

attempt to do the right thing without ever really understanding the situation.

The bumbling sincerity touched her like many things she had seen since she had

come here. As clumsy and demanding as an idiot child. 




Anya shook her head. To work. “So, does Mister

Hibbert need more papers or reports to back up our dinner conversation?”




Bill started. “Probably not, but it would look

good. Fred’s a busy man. It will probably be a couple or more weeks before we

get up there.” He looked up at her. “But you can’t go to Chicago while Cindy is

missing, can you?”




What a soft,

naïve country, she thought fondly. I

whored my way out of VECTOR to Moscow. Stole the emigration papers of a

crippled postal worker. Turned in my own brother as a dissident to delay the

secret police long enough to make it to Israel. I stayed in Israel just long

enough to make a new identity before I abandoned Tel Aviv for the United

States. Do this? Oh, Bill. I can do anything.




“I’ll manage,” she said.




oOo




Jake knew the time to catch a runaway is in the

first week. After that, it gets progressively harder to find them that at all,

much less find them alive. Jake figured out what had happened the next day and put

out the word to every station in and around Saint Louis. Nothing.




It didn’t always happen that way. Jake had

arrested more than one young prostitute with a missing person in her record.

Sometimes, the record was over ten years old. It all depended on the first

week. A girl gets picked up by somebody nasty and is found in an alley, missing

various parts that make identification difficult. If she lasts a month, then

she likely finds a depth where she can tread water. For a while. 




Cindy was a smart girl. If she’d decided to really

run—and Jake believed this was no plea for help but a desperate attempt to get away—she’d

put as many miles between herself and Saint Louis as she could. That meant car,

bus, or train. Jake didn’t think she had the money for plane fare and it would

be harder, since she was underage. If she had a ride lined up, then the best

they could do was put out a picture out on the wire and wait. She’d had at

least six hours before they found out she’d gone. Six hours at sixty-five miles

an hour—and she’d probably go faster—was about four hundred miles along

interstates that went to Kansas City, Chicago, Memphis, Columbus, or a hundred

places in between. If she hitched, it would take her some time to get a ride—not

much, but some. And if she didn’t get picked up by some freak, she could still

make some distance. And getting farther every minute.




A bus wouldn’t go as fast, but it could go

anywhere. Trains were the easiest and the first place Jake checked. Buses were

the second. Planes, the third. Nothing. Nada. Zip. 




Anya called him and asked if she could go to

Chicago. Absolutely, he said. 




It was good she was going to be gone for a bit. He

had some people to see, and it would be easier if she wasn’t around. Jake

always felt he had to protect Anya from the dirty side of America. From what

she’d told him of her life in Moscow, she’d been pretty well protected by her

family. They were nothing like the hookers and junkies he dealt with every day.




He’d find Cindy before Anya got back.




oOo




In the early morning hours, Bill had wandered all

over the Lifeworks facility to find his clothes and determine what he’d done.

He found his pants around the loading dock and his jacket in the processing

room. He found his shirt and tie carefully hung on a hook in manufacturing.

Both his socks were looped over the top of the lyophilizer. His underwear was

carefully arranged to adorn the knob of the clean room. Bill, more or less

clothed, had sat at Anya’s desk for nearly an hour until she had come in,

trying to figure out where four hours of his life had gone.




Fred didn’t want to wait two weeks. He didn’t want

to wait two days. Fred strongly suggested that Bill bring Anya up as quickly as

possible. This was clearly impossible, since Cindy was missing. But when Bill

asked, Anya gave him a look like a dark hole carved out of a snow bank, called

on her cell phone, and spoke on it briefly.




“Sure,” she said lifelessly.




“You want to go home and pack?”




Anya shook her head. “I always have an overnight

bag in the car.” She chuckled and looked at him.




The weather was dicey all the way to Chicago: line

squalls and instrument minimums from Alton to Joliet. He landed at Meigs next

to the aquarium—Fred had an apartment in the city. A taxi was waiting for them.

First, they stopped at the hotel and dropped off their bags, then continued on

to Victor’s.




He didn’t want Anya to feel intimidated by Fred.

Bill tried to explain that Hibbert could be brisk at times. Anya waved him

away.




“He couldn’t be worse than Gorbachev.”




“Gorbachev? Mikhail Gorbachev? Where did you meet

him?”




But Anya only smiled wanly at him and didn’t

answer. She stared out the window until they got to Victor’s.




Victor’s maître d’ seated them in an enclosed

booth where Fred was waiting for them. Bill was surprised. This was more

private treatment than he was used to. Fred stood up when they approached. He

walked around the table and seated Anya. Anya smiled up at him, and Bill felt

vaguely jealous.




“So, this is Anya Fiske,” Fred said with a smile

as they sat down. “Bill tells me good things about you. According to him, you

are going to make us all rich.”




Hibbert wore a jacket over a t-shirt and jeans. He

was small and had the look of an older man trying to look young. He had no

jewelry and an open countenance—as if he were an ascetic attempting to look

stylish. 




Anya smiled quietly. “You and Bill are already

rich, Mister Hibbert.”




Fred laughed. “Rich-er, then. Call me Fred.”




She sipped her wine and dabbed at her mouth

delicately. Bill thought she looked delicious.




Bill leaned back and watched them. He realized

suddenly that this was the Fred and Anya show; Fred had only needed Bill to

bring the two of them together. 




Anya leaned forward on the table. “Anapyridol has

a terrific potential. Not only as a Prozac-like drug. It can also—”




Fred waved his hand. “Spare me. Bill has brought

everything down to my level. I’m very satisfied with your technical expertise.”




Anya straightened in her chair. Her face retained

her smile, but all other expressions disappeared. “I’m glad you’re pleased,

Mister Hibbert.”




“Call me Fred,” he said. “Bill? Could you do me a

great favor? I’d like to speak with Anya alone for a bit.”




“That’s not appropriate, Fred,” Bill said slowly.

He looked at Anya and then back at Fred. “I’m the head of Lifeworks. It’s my

company. You need to talk to me, not one of my employees.”




“I know.” Fred spread his hands. “She’s the golden

goose, Bill. My money is in her hands every bit as much as it is in yours.

Look, I’ve always liked talking to people one on one. Let me have this chance

with your very own miracle worker.”




Bill looked over to Anya. She shrugged and smiled.

It’s your call.




“Okay.” He checked his watch. “I’ll go have a

drink and be back in fifteen minutes.”




On his way to the bar, he thought of every

possible response he could have made that would have kept him at the table. 




Hindsight is always twenty-twenty.




oOo




Anya couldn’t figure out what was going on. She

almost declined, but some deep instinct kept her sitting there as Bill walked

away.




Fred turned back to her. “I’m very impressed with

your career. Ph.D. in biochemistry from the University of Moscow in 1979.

Several papers in polypeptide synthesis. Institute of Human Research. Wonderful

stuff.”




“Thank you.” What’s this all about?




“The papers you published after you came to the

states weren’t like that at all. ‘Neurochemistry of Synaptic Destruction.’ ‘Role

of the Posterior Superior Parietal Lobe in Personality Disorders.’ Very

interesting stuff but very different. Where did that come from?”




Anya became very still. She didn’t like where this

was going. “I’ve always been interested in neurochemistry. As soon as I had the

opportunity, I took it.”




“Of course.” Fred grinned. “You know, I was able

to trace Anya Gamova from Tel Aviv to New York but I couldn’t trace you from

Moscow to Tel Aviv. What’s up with that?”




“Why were you trying to trace me at all?”




He waved his hand. “A standard background check.

The same sort of thing I did to Bill when we first started working together.”




“Clearly the records must have been lost—the

Soviet Union did fall and I am here, Mister Hibbert.”




“Absolutely.” Fred ran his finger over the

tablecloth as if it were a map. “Call me Fred. Since I couldn’t follow from Tel

Aviv to Moscow, I looked around Moscow to see what I could find. That’s how I

found your papers—which was difficult in itself since all of your referenced

publications had ceased operation when Gorbachev abdicated. So did the

Institute of Human Research, for that matter.”




“It was a hard time for everyone.”




“I understand. Anyway, in my search, I did find

some interesting papers by an A. Gamow. One was, I think, ‘Autoimmune Induced

Parietal Lobe Epilepsy and Personality Changes.’ What do you think of that?”




The goose was cooked. The game was up. The sudden

relief shook her. She almost laughed. “What do you want, Mister Hibbert?”




Fred stared back at her, his smile in place but

empty. “Call me Fred.”




“Is that all you want?”




“No,” Fred said slowly, staring at her. “How long

were you at VECTOR, Anya?”




Anya returned the look for a long moment then

threw her head back and let the laugh escape. Fred Hibbert knew enough to send

her to Hell. 




She wiped her eyes. “The KGB kept up the Institute

as a fiction of where we worked. It gave us credentials when we went to

conferences. It was supposed to confuse the Americans.”




“It worked for a while.”




Anya carefully rearranged her napkin. “Alibekov

recruited me just out of graduate school. He had me working with Sergei Popov.

I was there for twelve years.”




Fred nodded. “What were you doing there?”




Anya smiled wickedly. “First, I worked with Popov

on his myelin experiments. It was a wonderful idea. Splice the gene sequence

for myelin into a strain of bacteria and then infect the host. The host, of

course, builds antibodies for the bacterial protein. But part of the bacterial

protein is now myelin, so the antibodies are active against that as well. The bacteria

are destroyed by antibiotics, but there’s myelin everywhere—nerves are coated

with it, brain cells are swathed in it. A couple of weeks after the infection

clears, the victim’s own antibodies start consuming his nervous system.” 




She chuckled and nodded. “Popov was a genius. We

were much better at this sort of thing than you Americans. Your heart was never

in it.”




Fred leaned back in his chair. “They called you

the Dark Lady.”




“That came later.”




“What happened?”




“Well.” Anya sipped her wine. “Popov took the

project as far as he could using different strains of bacteria. He ended up

using Legionella to great effect. I had something different in mind. I

went to General Kalenin—something I thought I would never do—and he set me up

in my own lab. Sergei was happy for me.” Anya leaned forward towards the table.

“My idea was much more precise than Sergei’s. I didn’t want to kill somebody or

make them sick. I wanted to change them. To make them more docile, say. To

destroy their language skills or their ability to read. I used the same tools

as Sergei did but not in bacteria. Bacteria are a blunt instrument for this

sort of thing. I developed a strain of coronavirus with a gap I could plug with

whatever DNA that interested me. First, I played with the genes coding synaptic

receptor proteins—acetylcholinesterase, for example. In a little while, I could

give you a common cold. You’d sniffle for a few days and then two weeks later.

BAM!” She slammed the table. “It would be like injecting you with curare. More

importantly, I had a scalpel I could use to peel away the layers of the human

brain and see what they did.”




Anya smiled at them both and drained her wine.




“What would happen if I reported you?” murmured

Fred.




She ran her finger around the rim of the glass

until it moaned. “Probably not much. I haven’t done anything illegal since I’ve

gotten here. They debriefed Alibekov and then gave him a job. Now he runs his own

company. The same with Popov. Both of them are here now. I don’t know what

happened to Kalenin.”




“Then why keep it a secret?” Fred scratched his

chin.




Anya didn’t answer immediately. “The human brain

is unique—you know that. That’s been the problem of our research all along.

Once you get past a certain point, you have to have human subjects. Rats and

mice and chimps just won’t do. My work was… Let us say the ‘Dark Lady’ is on

several lists. Prison is probably the least of my worries.” 




She rubbed her fingers together and looked back at

him. “So, now you know all my secrets. What will you do with them?”




Fred stretched out his hand. “Nothing.”




“Nothing?”




“Nothing at all. I expect we’ll have a long and

productive relationship.”




“That’s hardly reassuring.”




“I like mysteries. You were one. It’s as simple as

that.”




“You can blackmail me, I suppose.”




His eyebrows lifted. “Why should I want to do

that? I have enough money. You have no real power out of Russia—you’ve decided

not to have any. Think of it as intense curiosity about the human condition and

leave it at that.”




“Mister Hibbert—”




“Call me Fred.”




She laughed again. “Fred. That’s not much of an

answer.”




“It will have to do for now.”




He waved to a waiter in the distance who appeared

astonishingly quickly. “Try the garlic shrimp.”




oOo




Bill couldn’t concentrate on dinner. Anya was quick

on her feet and witty. She positively glittered as she spoke. Bill couldn’t

seem to catch up to the conversation. Mostly, he listened. He felt utterly

captivated. Fred left them right after dessert.




The two of them took a cab to the hotel. Bill had

come up here with a hazy idea of trying to make a pass at her but now that

seemed silly. She was lovely and smart. But for God’s sake, her child was

missing. What sort of evil cad was he, anyway? He settled for walking her to

her room.




She opened her door, turned to him, reached up,

and pulled his lips to hers in a long, tingling kiss. Still licking his lips

with her tongue, she drew him inside.




Afterward, he lay there in an amazed,

half-conscious glow. Anya breathed softly, already asleep. 




Sex as good as this came with a sense of profound

significance, a link to a larger, deeper world. He felt connected to all

things.




As Bill had felt the other night after he’d taken

the Anapyridol. He had been sitting at his desk, watching his hands make trails

in the air. He felt open and vulnerable but excited. There was a deep rumble to

the world like a slow rumbling voice saying something important Bill couldn’t

quite understand. For a moment, he could see the world from the outside.

Everything was connected. The distance between them, between the inside and the

outside of the world, was mere illusion. The wall between him and the world was

a soft, greasy barrier to be discarded as easily as a snake’s skin, grow

thinner and thinner until—pop!—it was gone. He stood up, done with

barriers, and walked through his factory—as if anything could be defined to be

his. Money didn’t matter. Possessions didn’t matter. He could feel all the

people in the world touching him. Shirts didn’t matter—he took his off. Pants

didn’t matter—he tossed it to one side—until he stood on the little balcony

outside his office with the cool spring wind blowing deliciously over him. 




He was an empty vessel joined to the great

reservoir of life. All his life he’d never taken anything like God remotely seriously.

But now, perhaps he’d have to rethink the matter. God is love, he remembered

from his childhood, and was struck ringing like a bell with the love he felt

for the people in the cars he saw driving, the planes he saw flying, the people

moving inside the offices in the other buildings. 




You can’t keep this to yourself.




Back inside and clear in his mind as ever he had

been, he pulled up the company web page. Next to them, he pulled up the papers

Anya had sent him over the years: the molecular structure of Anapyridol, its

manufacturing requirements, its mode of effect. One by one, he took the files

and uploaded them to the website. 




Sitting there, staring at the computer, he spoke

aloud. “As soon as this wears off, I’ll pull these papers from the site.” His

words seemed to roll away from him as if into a dark well. The answer rolled

back as if he’d heard it said aloud. I’ll just have to forget I did it.




Bill sat up in the hotel room, suddenly and completely

awake. Anya rolled away.




The website! 




Hastily, he grabbed his clothes and made his naked

way down the hall to his room. He started up his laptop and connected to the

internet. Sure enough, linked to an unlabeled button, he found all Anya’s work

posted for the world to see. Every patent they’d applied for, every secret they

had kept, every deal he’d made with the FDA, was blown. He checked the number

of hits—just a few. 




He erased the files and button and flushed the

server cache, glad for the first time he’d decided to host their server

himself. 




He had no idea if he’d done it in time.




oOo




By the next day, when Anya returned, Jake had to

admit he’d struck out. He’d called in every favor to every street pimp he knew

or heard of. Every cop he knew. Every john he’d let go and held on to the name

for later. Nothing.




He filed the expected missing person report, his

stomach jumpy and sour. Cindy was gone. He was surprised to find the house so

different when he knew she wasn’t there. Cindy’s voice was higher than Anya’s;

he missed the counterpoint of their conversation. He missed the smell in the

bathroom of that flowery shampoo she liked. He even missed the twisted tension

in his stomach whenever he talked to her, that weird feeling of being

manipulated and in control at the same time. 




After a week, both he and Anya were wrecks. They

sat across from one another at the big table in the kitchen. Anya was still

going to work, but Jake had taken a leave of absence. 




The week turned again and again nothing. At that

point, the four walls seemed to close in on him and he left for Mississippi’s.

There he made a call. After an hour and two Irish Coffees, Connie Samoan came

in the door.




He sat across from Jake. “What’s wrong, man? You

look like shit.”




“My daughter ran away.”




“That’s pretty bad.” Connie sipped his whiskey. “So,

what’s so urgent I had to come down to see you? You got your money, just as we

agreed.”




“I need help.” Jake stirred his coffee. “You took

over the Mexican’s turf. But the Mexican had connections, too. I want you to

ask around about Cindy.”




“I don’t even know what she looks like.”




Jake pulled out a picture. Cindy in a green dress

and a scowl. She didn’t like that dress at all. 




Connie examined the picture carefully. 




Jake tapped the table. “You don’t want me

to go around asking. It would be bad for business. If you do this, I’ll cut my

take in half.”




“In half,” said Connie and looked at the picture. “Maybe

cutting down to forty percent would incentivize me even more.”




“Don’t push it.”




Connie stared at Jake for a long minute, then put

the picture in his pocket. “All right. I’ll see what I can do.”




oOo




Cindy lay back in the big bed. The rooms at the

Hyatt were huge, and they had the biggest bathtubs she’d ever seen. The place

smelled of money.




She took a bath and carefully shaved herself as

Connie had taught her. Cindy had seen for herself how a girl shaved in this

particular manner excited her “clients” (Connie’s words) but she didn’t

understand it. Then she bathed herself again and rubbed lotion where she had

shaved so it would still be smooth and any cuts wouldn’t be noticeable.




She slept for a little bit so she would be rested

when Mister—she checked the card Connie gave her—Bonifacio came in. Then she

brushed the sleep out of her hair and dressed for the occasion.




When Connie had suggested she come to work for

him, she figured out right away what he had in mind but she didn’t let on. She

made him repeat what he wanted from her over and over, each time taking a

little layer of glamour off it and coming closer to the truth. After about the

third explanation, she saw the light dawn in Connie’s eyes and he started

laughing.




“You know exactly what I’m getting, don’t you

girl?”




She grinned. 




“I won’t be a street hooker,” she said. 




He looked at her, and for a moment she was scared—was

this some line she crossed? Maybe she wasn’t supposed to tell him what she’d

do. Hell with that. If he got rough with her, she’d go back to daddy. This wasn’t

California they were talking about. It was Saint Louis, and she knew how things

were.




“I don’t do street work,” he said shortly. “I work

with good girls and rich men for a whole lot of money. You play your cards

right, being as young as you are, you’ll do well. You aren’t a virgin, are you?”




“Not since I was fourteen.”




“Good. Stick with me.”




He’d taken her to his apartment near the river and

they’d had sex—with a rubber, since she wasn’t on the pill yet. He said he’d

take care of that tomorrow. He was a lot more fun than her old boyfriend, Paul

Steele. Or, as she’d thought of him, Paul Squeal. 




Over the next week, she was with four men. Two

here at the Hyatt, one at the Marriot, and one at the Executive. They were all

older men but not so terribly ugly she had to pretend they were somebody else.

Sex had been mostly just okay—though Mister Browning, at the Executive, had

been terrific. But Connie had told her the client always needed to think it was

fun. She didn’t find it hard to convince them. Connie gave her more money than

she had ever seen. 




The first thing she wanted to do was call Portia,

but Connie said that was the quickest way to have her daddy find her. Maybe she’d

see Anya and Jake again someday, but not right now. Not when she was having

this much fun. 




Connie got her the dress she’d seen at Plaza

Frontenac and she’d modeled it for him. He said he could do better and took her

to Strapless in Clayton. The blue dress

hanging next in the closet was one of those. It fit her well enough to make her

look her age but strong enough to make her feel in control. “Worldly” was the

word she used to herself. 




“Always start off clothed,” Connie had said. “People

value what they have to work for.”




When Mister Bonifacio came in the door, she was

standing on the balcony watching the river, framed by the early evening light.

As his eyes lit up, Cindy smiled back. This was too good. She was never

going home.




Chapter 1.2: July, 1997




He had to get rid of her!




Connie gunned the motor even though he couldn’t

move two feet. The traffic on Lindberg did what it wanted to do; here, drivers

were not bound by traffic laws. If someone wanted to stop—which apparently had

happened—it was the solemn duty of each driver to slow down and stare carefully

before going on. 




Oh, she was sweet, Connie thought savagely. So

quick and young. She was already making more than his best—that baby virgin

flesh commanded a high price. Connie knew exactly how attractive it was. He’d

tried it himself and then cut himself off. A good woman was no different from a

drug: given half a chance, either one could own you. 




Even so, he thought he had it under control. Just

play her as long as she was able. Not too many at first, because what he was

selling wasn’t just the nice sex and the cute face; it was the softness. The

vulnerability. Push her too quick and she’d get hard too fast. Then down comes

the price. 




Besides, he liked her. 




Not that he would let that interfere with

business. Business came first. As young as she was, she understood that. 




So, play her a while. Make sure she got some

change of her own—nothing compared to what he was actually getting for her. But

not enough to let her get too greedy. Too much money spoiled a woman. If he

played her just right, he could have another Traci Lords on his hands. 




Then Fiske wanted to see him.




Jesus sweet fucking imperial Christ! Why

the hell did she have to be Fiske’s daughter?




Connie groaned as he turned onto Washington towards the bridge. The simplest

way, of course, would be to kill her and dump her body way, way, way far

away from here. But if he did that—and

Fiske figured it out—Connie would be done

for. It was slightly better for him if she were found alive. Even if she was

found to be a whore. But not much better. Connie would still be done for,

but he figured he could make the case it wasn’t kidnapping.




Except maybe it was. She was fifteen. Maybe it was

like kidnapping children. The willingness of the child meant nothing. Christ! Maybe

he should kill her.




But not here. Not in Saint Louis. Not Connie—somebody

else had to do it. But who? Where?




Connie didn’t yet know who, but he had a good idea

where. From Saint Louis everything drained downhill and across the river to

East Saint Louis. He had to see Sam Forestell. But you didn’t just see Sam. You

made an appointment. Connie called on his cell as he crossed the Eads Bridge.

Sam agreed to meet him for dinner. 




Damn. He was going to have to get back by

midnight to check on Cindy. Maybe he’d get lucky and Bonifacio would take care

of the problem.




The Chicken Shack was patterned after the old

fifties chrome restaurants, right down to the red booths and Formica tabletops.

But it had seen better days. The plastic was patched with red tape and the

waitresses looked like reformed prostitutes. Maybe they were. Connie didn’t

recognize any of them, but he was a Saint Louis boy. 




Connie nursed a cup of coffee for nearly two hours

until Sam showed up.




Sam Forestell was a thin, tiny man. He was white

but Connie didn’t care. Money was money. Power was power. Sam carried himself

with authority. Connie never underestimated him. A knife didn’t have to be big

to be effective and Forestell always reminded Connie of a pale, narrow blade.

Connie explained what had happened.




Sam did not change his expression. His dark eyes

and narrow mouth didn’t move. Snake eyes, thought Connie. Stone eyes.






“You want me to take this girl off your hands,”

Sam said precisely. “No.”




“I can get the money. Forty, fifty easy. I can

afford it. You know I can.”




“I know that. You’ve got the Mexican’s territory.

I helped you set it up. I’m an investor. Now you’re fucked.” Sam shook his

head. “You’re not a good risk, Connie.”




That blew a chill down Connie’s back. “You said

yourself that Tom Haberman was ready to be taken, and you were right. We have a

good deal, here. I’ve just run into some unforeseen problems.”




Sam shrugged. “She knows who you are. She knows

where you work. We could take her and put her through the circuit and if she

came out alive, she could still finger you.”




Connie felt desperate. “Maybe we could put her out

in the foreign markets. She’s sweet, Sam. Really sweet. Maybe you could send

her to China or Hong Kong.”




Deep in Sam’s eyes, Connie thought he saw a

flicker of interest. “Here’s her picture.” Connie brought out the picture Fiske

had given him.




Sam studied it. “Maybe. Wait here.”




Sam left the booth and Connie took the chance to

wipe his face with the napkin. Maybe coming clean with Sam wasn’t such a bright

idea. It was too late now.




Twenty minutes later, Sam returned. He pulled out

a pen and wrote an address on the napkin. “Go get the girl. When you have her,

take her to this address.”




“They’ll take her to Hong Kong?”




Sam shrugged again. “I don’t know. I don’t own a

piece of you any more, Connie. I sold them you and your problem. That’s the

address of the new investor. They’ll take care of everything.”




Connie stared at the napkin. “But—” He looked up.

Sam Forestell was gone.




oOo




“Tell you what, Sam,” said Norman casually over the

phone. “One girl isn’t enough. I’ll make a trade, though. I’ll take Connie’s

territory if you take over a piece of the Alton crib.”




Sam couldn’t breathe for a long minute. His cell

felt cold and alien in his hand. For a moment, looking into the kitchen, he

caught the eye of one of the cute Puerto Rican cooks. Barely a boy, he

thought. With a soft mouth and big eyes. 




The cook realized Sam was watching him and dropped

his eyes. 




“Sam?”




“Excuse me?” he squeaked. He was standing in a

tiny alcove made by the propped open door of the kitchen and the wall next to

the coat rack. Two of the walls were covered with dirty red carpet and the

third gave him a window through which he could watch Connie.




“Maybe you’re not interested—”




“I’m interested.” Breathe, Sammy. Breathe. “How

much of the Alton crib?”




“Say, the south side.”




“Does that include Joe Cori?”




“Sure,” laughed Norman. “I don’t much care for

Brother Joseph. I’m not partial to white folks. You might get along with him

better.” Norman coughed. “Present company excepted, of course.”




“Of course.” Sam kept his response neutral. Norman

wasn’t somebody he wanted to get angry. Sam was higher than Connie in the food

chain, but Norman was the bigger shark.




“You tell Connie to bring that Fiske girl around

here. We’ll straighten things out. Then hustle your ass over to Alton and

introduce yourself to Cori. I’ll fax you what you need to know and call ahead.”

Norman hung up without saying good-bye.




Sam clicked off his cell. The little alcove seemed

like the only safe place in the world. 




Norman must know what he was giving Sam. Alton. It

was five or six times what Connie had and Sammy was on the ground floor. Connie

must be sitting on something big, he thought. 




Sam felt cold. Something big enough to blow little

Sammy away like a snowflake in the wind. Maybe this was even better than he’d

thought. Maybe he was better out of Saint Louis. Could Norman be getting ready to

try to make a big push into the city? Sam didn’t see how. Norman had a lot of

firepower, but he didn’t match up to Big Boy or Leonardo. 




Whatever it was, the possibility of Alton was more

than big enough for him. Mom, he thought. Your little Sammy is entering

the big time. 




Sam gave Norman’s address to Connie and said

good-bye. Poor Connie,

he thought as he drove north to Alton. It was like being a tadpole between a

hammer and an anvil.




The fax came was coming out of the machine as he

came in through his door. He read it quickly. Brother Joseph’s schedule was

filled. He was a man of prodigious appetites. Sam wasn’t surprised. He listened

to Brother Joseph’s radio station regularly. While Sam wasn’t exactly a

believer, he enjoyed a good Hellfire and Damnation sermon. An occasional fall

on his knees for other than carnal purposes was good for his soul.




Getting ready to go, Sam chose his suit carefully.

Hard but not mobbish. Sam settled on a lovely double-breasted blue. He smiled.

It was rare he got to dress this way. 




The Alton Bridge gently lit the darkness against the

sky. Seeing it, thinking about his new found position, Sam felt suddenly

heavier. Weightier. He was a businessman.




oOo




Norman carefully hung up the phone. He was happy

enough with the trade. Sam would make good on the Alton crib and Joe Cori was

out of his hair. Though it was just business, Norman had an antipathy towards

preachers. Perhaps it had come from his upbringing back in Charleston. Every

Sunday, his mother had dragged her husband, Frank, her son, Norman, and his

sister, Irene, to an eternal round of Hell and Damnation preaching that began

with sunrise services on Sunday and didn’t end until the entire family

collapsed, exhausted, into their beds that night. Norman’s father had escaped

first, disappearing on a trip out for a pack of cigarettes. Norman had hated

him for his easy ability to escape. 




Norman had been forced to wait four more years

before he was able to get a job and enough money to buy a gun. Then he was set.

A quick hold up of a liquor store down the street and a hotwired Chevy got him

to Atlanta, where he sold the car to a chop shop. For a few years, he muled

heroin and marijuana from Miami to Memphis until things got a little too hot

for his taste. He took his savings and, after much soul searching, bought a

sweet little Cadillac DeVille and drove in style all the way to East Saint

Louis. 




Sam reminded Norman of himself, twenty years ago.

All hot get up and go. The tremendous urge to make something of himself. To

imprint himself into the very sidewalks and the walls of buildings. 




“Who was that?” came LeRoy’s voice from the back

of the house.




You get responsibilities when you get family,

he thought. Duties. You get a legacy. Even if he isn’t your own child. Even

if he might not even reach twenty.




“Sam Forestell,” Norman called back as he walked

back to LeRoy’s room.




LeRoy liked the lights out. His dark young face

shone in the glow of the monitors. In the dark, mused Norman, you couldn’t see

the bones in his face. His wrists didn’t look so skeletal. 




LeRoy looked up at him. “Well?”




“Connie was desperate to dump the girl. Does that

make him a good source?”




“Sure.” LeRoy shrugged. “I still don’t trust him.”




“No reason why you should.” Norman rested his hand

on the boy’s shoulder, testing it thoughtfully. Maybe a little more meat on

him. Maybe the new drugs the boy prescribed for himself were working.




“Anyway,” said the boy. “We need her. Look at

this.” He drew up a set of web pages. “This is the Lifeworks site today. See?

Nothing.” A few clicks on the keyboard. “But last week, you can see it all: drug

chemistry, toxicity studies, references, stoichiometry—though they didn’t get

that exactly right.” 




He fiddled with a second computer and brought an

image like a collection of multicolored beach balls connected by soda straws. “This

is what they think it looks like. And they’re right in the native form. But

they don’t take into account the interaction with the receptors. They’re not

expecting it to kink. Here is what it looks like when it’s at the sites.”




The new image looked to Norman exactly the same.

He chuckled. “I can see the obvious differences.”




“Yeah, right.” LeRoy laughed. “You don’t see

nothing.”




“How old are you again?”




LeRoy grinned up at him, pure boy. “Fifteen.”




At a moment like this, he looked just like his

dead sister. Norman felt a surge of sudden, bitter longing to see her again. “You

can figure all that out, eh?”




LeRoy turned back to the screens. “Some fifteen-year-olds

can throw a ninety mile an hour fast ball. But me?” he said with satisfaction. “I

understand carbon.”




Norman heard a beep from one of the computers.

LeRoy looked over and read the message. He bent down and opened the small

refrigerator under the table. LeRoy pulled out a juice box and a pill

organizer. “We can’t match the production run they have,” he said as he

carefully arranged his pills. “We want to use this girl to get into white

suburbia. Lots and lots of teenage kids with burnable money. For that, we need

pills. Needles just won’t do. So, for that we need to get Lifeworks to do the

work for us.”




“You think this will go over?”




“Maybe. It plugs into all the right sites.” LeRoy

grinned at him. 




Norman couldn’t have been prouder of him if he’d

been his own son. “Not bad, LeRoy. Not bad at all.”




LeRoy nodded. He scooped the final pile of pills

off the table into his hands, poured them into his mouth, and chugged down the

grape juice. It took him several tries to get them all down.




“Yuk. The protease inhibitor is really bitter.” He

shook his head. “Uncle Norman?”




“Yes.”




“Don’t ever let anyone convince you different. AIDS

sucks.”




oOo




The secretary’s name was Maybelle. She led him down

a maze of corridors and stopped at a closed door. Sam could hear voices on the

other side. Maybelle knocked and put her head inside. 




Sam could see a tall, bony young man, perhaps

thirty, standing and staring back at him, a morose expression on his face. His

face was wide with sharp, jutting cheekbones and narrow eyes.




Maybelle opened the door a little further, and Sam

could see Brother Joseph Cori, sitting at his desk. 




Joe Cori was a big man, maybe fifty, with a big

belly and a heavy neck. His hands were broad and muscular, with scars across

the fists betraying a violent past. Sam felt as if he were in the presence of

royalty.




“Thanks, Maybelle. Come on in, Mister Forestell.

This is my son, Ethan.” He stood and gestured towards the young man. “He was

just leaving.”




Ethan turned and stared at Joe for a moment. “Yeah.

I suppose. There’s not much more I can say here.” He brushed past Sam. He and Maybelle

walked loose-limbed down the corridor.




Joe motioned for him to sit down. 




Sam sat down across from him. 




Joe didn’t seem to notice him. “I wanted to meet

you. And all,” he said absently. He lay his hands flat on the desk as if he

were about to declare it healed! as he did on his daily television show.

He drummed his fingers for a moment.




Suddenly, he looked at Sam. “Have any children?”




“No.”




Joe nodded. “‘Sharper than a serpent’s tooth’ and

all that. It’s true, you know. They are ungrateful. They take your whole life…”

His voice faded off for a moment. “My son—my son—said everything I did

here was built on lies.” Joe’s voice boomed into the room. “As if anything

built on the glorious birth, death, and resurrection of Jesus could be a lie.

As if my whole life as a minister has been a lie. As if Jesus himself is a lie.

That’s what they’re teaching him in graduate school.” 




He shook his head. “My son is smart. He’s smarter

than his daddy. He’s studying astrophysics down to Washington University and

considers things that are more than my feeble mind can comprehend. But can he

comprehend the mind of God? Can he understand that Jesus died for his sins?” 




Joe slammed his hand on the desk. “No, sir!” he thundered.

“That he cannot.”




Joe took a deep breath and seemed to look around.

His hands came back to rest on the top of the desk, wiggling like so many fish in

a school. Silence grew in the office. 




“My daddy was a preacher,” Joe said in a calm

voice.




Sam wouldn’t have changed this conversation for

anything. “Really?”




“He worked the Revivalist circuit all across the

South. ‘Brother Jimbo Harrison. If he couldn’t save you, the Devil would surely

have your soul.’” Joe chuckled. “He changed his name because Cori was Italian

and people might think he was Catholic. He needn’t. The Coris were Protestant

three hundred years ago—even Italy had to have a few, I suppose. He started in

the twenties with Amy Semple MacPherson and split off from her in the thirties

to go on his own way. He was over fifty when I was born.”




“You were close to him?”




“Oh, no. I hated the son-of-a-bitch.” He drummed

his fingers for a minute. “He wanted me to come into the business, as it were.

It was just another way to separate gullible, scared people from their money. I

changed my name back to Cori as soon as I could and left town. He didn’t hold

it against me. It was probably a relief to him. He was near seventy when I

left. He didn’t hate me, then.”




Joe leaned forward on his desk and worried a

broken bit of skin on his palm with the other hand. “No. What frosted him was

that I got saved. Billy Graham saved, too. In Indianapolis, Indiana. On September

the eighteenth. In the Year of Our Lord, nineteen hundred and seventy-two. I

figured I had to make peace with the old man. I went home and tried to save his

soul. Made him so mad he dropped dead in the living room right in the middle of

my sermon on how he had to change his ways.” Joe made a sound in the back of his

throat that could have been a cough or a chuckle. Sam couldn’t tell.




“Here, look at this,” Joe opened a drawer and

pulled out an envelope. “Daddy used this trick. Bob Tilton used it again. See

here? That’s two cents. Next to it you can see it says: ‘Do you need money?’

The idea is the receiver takes the two cents, prays over it, and sends it back.

With a check. Daddy took the check and threw out the prayer request.”




“So, you wouldn’t use such things?”




“This was the first thing I sent out when I

started my ministry.” Joe leaned forward. “But here is the difference: I take

the prayer request and offer it to God.”




Sam was confused. “What difference does that make?”




“It makes all the difference in the world. A

person makes a prayer, writes a check, and sends it to me. I take that money,

pass on the prayer, and use the money in the furtherance of our holy mission.

By passing on the prayer I have completed the transaction. It has become

sanctified.”




“I don’t understand.”




Joe sighed. “Ethan didn’t, either. Here, let’s

take a different one.” Joe pulled out another envelope containing a plastic

glove and a flyer. “In this one, the petitioner has some affliction. He takes

the glove and rubs the afflicted part and then mails the glove—and a check—back

to me. I take the money, pray over the glove, and use the money to run the

station. This has made the signing of the check an act of faith—a prayer, if

you will. I accept that prayer in the spirit it was offered and add my own

prayers. Now, ask me what Ethan asked me.”




Sam tried to think like a graduate student in

physics. “Why is the check necessary?”




Joe smiled widely. “Exactly. In your position, you

already know the answer.”




It was like the dawning of a blinding light. “Money

is the token of worth,” Sam stammered. “By associating it with the prayer you’ve

elevated the worth of the prayer in the mind of the petitioner.” And everything

else of worth in the world. 




Joe beamed. “I couldn’t have put it better myself. I

can see we’re going to get along well.”




oOo




Cindy made Connie open the sunroof. Connie wouldn’t

let her stand up and let the wind blow over her—too many cops around, he said.

She gave him her sexiest pout and held her hands out, feeling the summer wind

run over them. She wanted to shout, she was so happy.




Mister Bonifacio—she’d kept calling him that even

though he’d told her to call him Dominic since she could tell it turned him on—had

been just a flat-out good time. He had taken her downstairs and danced with her

in the hotel bar. It had been a terrific place with lights moving back and

forth like an old disco. She had obeyed his instructions and acted all

daughterly (or grand-daughterly, in this case) but she was having so much fun

she couldn’t help touching him every now and then when the shadows came across

them. After a while, it was clear he was having trouble keeping down his

grandfatherly appearance so they came back upstairs.




He’d even been fun in bed. He wasn’t too fat so

she didn’t have to make up anybody for him to be, and he’d really liked the way

she’d smoothed herself out. Dominic had insisted on doing it three times, which

got a little tiresome—she was ready to call it a night after the first one—but

he was the customer and it wasn’t like it wasn’t fun. She was just a little

tired. 




Midnight rolled around, and she slipped out of bed

and took a quick shower, gathered up her things, and slipped out the door.

Dominic had the sweetest little smile on his face. She wished she could be

there when he woke up—give him something nice in the morning—but Connie said

Mister Bonifacio didn’t like to have anybody there when he woke up. She’d have

to ask Connie about that. It seemed to her that he might like it if she were

there for him in the morning.




Still, she sighed to herself. I suppose

it’s better I get a good night’s sleep, too.




But when she got into Connie’s car, she was just

too excited to sleep. Connie said they had an errand to run over in East Saint

Louis. She said fine. 




It was an early summer night. The moon was big and

yellow and reflected a buttery streak down the river. The waterfront was lit up

like Christmas and she could hear a saxophone wail and echo over the causeway.

The Eads Bridge looked utterly black. It

broke up the moon as they drove under the girders. The air had that warm, close

feeling, like nestling together after making love. Sex, she thought to

herself. Connie said she should never call it making love. It was

unprofessional.




They pulled up in front of an old brick house

among other similar houses. Cindy was familiar with the style: two completely

vertical floors terminated by a broad asphalt roof. The porch pushed out of the

front with a poured concrete base and columns and covered by a shingled awning.

It was like hundreds of houses she’d seen in Webster Groves or University City.

In the hot summers, the brick gradually absorbed the heat, and by July the

interior was a baking kiln. The only thing good about this sort of architecture

was that it beat the Tower Grove house where she had grown up.




It was a far cry from the Hyatt.




“What are we doing here?” She stared at the two

dark men lounging on the porch. They looked bored but watchful.




“You have an appointment.”




Yuk! she thought. Cindy had figured she’d

been getting the plum jobs because she was so young. Eventually, she’d have to

pay some dues. She just didn’t expect to pay them so soon.




Connie led her up the steps. “Connie Samoa,” he

said to one of the two men.




“Yeah. He’s expecting you. Go on in.”




The door opened into a brightly lit hallway. Cindy

blinked and looked around. The walls were white and the floor was the color of

honey. Framed pictures were carefully hung in the rooms she could see with

track lighting above them. Cindy had been in the Saint Louis museums on field

trips and these paintings had a similar feel to them.




Connie looked around nervously while Cindy admired

one painting in particular. It was fairly large, perhaps two feet square. A man

sat in a red chair with only his back visible, his business mysterious and

inscrutable. A woman dressed in a yellow blouse and white dress sat to his left,

playing something that might have been a piano. A woman stood to his right,

dressed in a grayish blue dress. She could have been singing. 




What struck Cindy was the light that fell on them.

It made the yellow blouse and white dress positively glow. The red-backed chair

was the color of sunset. The blue dress was a cloud. In fact, the more Cindy

looked at the painting, it seemed that the people playing music or singing or

whatever were incidental. The real subject of the painting was the light. The

people, checkered floor, and draperies were there to tell the story of the

light. As people could be used to tell the story of money or Christ be used to

tell the story of God.




“Hey, there!”




Cindy started. Wow, she thought. If I

had written that on the report for the MFA field trip I’d have gotten an A for

sure.




It was a skeletally thin black boy roughly her own

age. He had come downstairs. “What are you doing out here?”




“Connie Samoa,” Connie said stiffly. 




“You were supposed to come in the back way,” the

boy said accusingly. He saw Cindy and his eyes widened slightly. Cindy knew

that look. She smiled at him and he almost smiled. He clearly was sick in some

way. Cindy wondered what was wrong with him.




“The guy outside just sent us in,” said Connie,

oblivious.




Connie whispered to her. “The kid is LeRoy Parkin.

Norman’s his uncle.”




“Norman?” whispered Cindy back. 




“My boss.” Connie shook his head in irritation.




Cindy found herself liking the boy.




“Okay,” the boy said. “You and the bitch follow

me.”




Cindy felt as if she’d been struck.




So much for first impressions.
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