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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




THE HARVEST


Do you want to live? they had asked. Live without dying? Live, in effect, forever?


And Annie had said yes.


Do you want to live, they had asked, even if you change? Even if you become, in time, something no longer entirely human?


And that had given her pause; but she thought again of their long, complex, interesting lives; she understood that everything changed, that death itself was a kind of change, that of course it was impossible to live forever without changing – change was to be expected.


And again she said yes.




Prologue


“Tonight,” the President of the United States said, “as we gaze at the sky and wonder at what we see there, our minds are crowded with questions.”


It was an Everest of understatement, Matt Wheeler thought.


He regarded the President’s solemn face as it flickered in the blue aura of the TV screen. The man had aged in office, as presidents often do. Much of that aging, it seemed to Matt, had occurred in the past two weeks.


He turned up the volume and opened the patio doors.


Cool air spilled into the living room. The thermostat kicked over and the baseboard heaters began to warm up. Matt listened to the tick of hot metal in the President’s long pauses.


The air outside was cold, but the night sky had cleared for the first time this rainy March. For the first time, Matt would get his own look at the phenomenon that had been terrifying the rest of the world for most of a week. He’d seen pictures, of course, on the screen of his nineteen-inch Sony. But that was TV. This was his backyard. This was the sky above Buchanan, Oregon: moonless, dark, and cut with bright scatters of stars.


He checked his watch. Five minutes after ten o’clock. Back east, in the nation’s capital, it was past one in the morning. The President had delivered this speech hours ago. Matt’s daughter Rachel had been at band practice during the first broadcast … rehearsing Sousa marches at the announcement of what might, after all, be Armageddon. Matt had taped the whole thing. The networks were running excerpts at the top of every hour, but he thought she should hear all of it. Especially tonight. When the sky was clear.


He turned back briefly into the warm shell of the house. “Rachel? About time, honey.”


Rachel had been holed up in her bedroom since dinner, rearranging photos in the family album. Whenever she was unhappy, Rachel would deal out these old photographs across her bedspread, stare at them for a time, then shuffle them back into the vinyl-bound album in some new and presumably meaningful order. Matt had never interfered, although it troubled him when she disappeared into the past like this – unfolding family history like a road map, as if she’d taken a wrong turn somewhere.


But it was a soothing ritual, too, and he didn’t want to deny her any scrap of consolation. Rachel had been seven when Celeste died, and Matt supposed the memory of her mother, sad as it might be, might also help sustain her through this crisis. He hoped so.


She came out of her room dressed for bed: a nightie and a pink flannel robe. Comfort clothes. Rachel was sixteen, and he was occasionally startled that she had matured so fast – it was every parent’s lament, but he felt as if she’d grown up in an eyeblink. Not tonight, though. Tonight – in this old robe – she could have passed for twelve. Her eyes were shadowed, maybe a little resentful as she looked at him. Maybe she felt twelve. Don’t make me see this. I’m only a kid.


They stepped out together into the night air.


“For the first time in human history,” the President said, “we stand in the light of a new moon.”


“Sky sure looks big,” Rachel observed.


Bigger than it had ever looked, Matt thought. More hostile. But he couldn’t say that. “It’s a pretty night.”


“Chilly.” She hugged herself.


The house stood at the crest of a hill, and Matt had always appreciated this downslope view. He pointed east across a dozen dark rooftops to a ridge where a stand of Douglas firs tangled with the stars. “We should see it about there.”


“Many of us have reacted to recent events with fear. I have on my desk reports of rioting and looting. Perhaps this is unsurprising, but it does us all a great disservice. We are traditionally a strong and level-headed nation. If we survived Pearl Harbor, if we kept our wits about us at Bull Run, it would be absurd – it would be un-American – to surrender to hopelessness now.”


But the Pacific Fleet had been decimated at Pearl Harbor, the Union Army had panicked at Bull Run, and anyway, Matt thought, this wasn’t a war. It was something else. Something unprecedented.


Rachel pressed tight against his side. He said, “Are you scared?”


She nodded.


“It’s okay. We’re all a little scared.”


She gripped his hand fiercely, and Matt felt a cold rush of anger. Goddamn you, he thought at the empty sky. Goddamn you for frightening my daughter like this.


The President’s voice was clangorous and strange under all these springtime stars.


“Our scientists tell us we’ve travelled a long evolutionary road from the beginning of life on this planet. Whoever our visitors are, they must have travelled a similar road. Perhaps we seem as strange to them as they seem to us … or perhaps not. Perhaps they recognize us as their own kin. Distant cousins, perhaps. Perhaps unimaginably distant, but not entirely foreign. I hope this is the case.”


But you don’t know, Matt thought. It was a pious, happy sentiment. But nobody knows.


A screen door wheezed open and clattered shut: Nancy Causgrove, their neighbor, stepping outside. The yellow buglight in the Causgroves’ backyard made her skin look pale and unhealthy. She poured out a saucer of milk for Sookie, a fat tabby cat. Sookie was nowhere to be seen.


“Hi,” Rachel said unhappily. Mrs. Causgrove nodded … then paused. And looked up.


“When I was a child,” the President said, “we took our family vacation one summer in the Adirondacks. We owned a cabin by a river there. It was a wide, slow river – I don’t recall its name. That summer, when I was ten years old, I believed we were all alone, about as far from civilization as it was possible to get. But that river took me by surprise. It wasn’t crowded … but every once in a while someone would come by, a hiker along the shore or a canoe out in the river where the current ran fast. I was shy about these visitors, but in time I learned to smile and wave, and they always smiled and waved back. Sometimes they stopped, and we would offer them a cup of coffee or a bite of lunch.”


The President paused, and for a moment there was only the creak of frogs from the cold marshland down in the valley.


“I am convinced our Earth is like that cabin. We have been alone a long time, but it seems a river runs past our habitation, and there are people on that river. Our first instinct is to shrink back – we are a little shy after such a long time by ourselves. But we also feel the impulse to smile and say hello and trust that the stranger is friendly, and I think that is a strength. I think that impulse is what will carry us through this crisis, and I urge all of you to cultivate it in your hearts. I believe that when the story of our time is written, historians will say we were generous, and we were open, and that what might have seemed at first like the end of the world was simply the beginning of a new friendship.


“I urge you all – “


But the President’s words were lost in Rachel’s gasp.


Nancy Causgrove fumbled her grip on the milk bottle. It shattered on the stone patio, a wet explosion.


Matt stared at the sky.


Above the western horizon – stark behind the silhouette of the Douglas firs – the bone-white orb of the alien spaceship had begun to rise.


*     *     *


There were three things in this world Matt Wheeler loved above all else: his daughter, his work, and the town of Buchanan, Oregon.


Gazing at this blank and unimaginably large structure as it glided above the trees, as it eclipsed Orion and wheeled toward Gemini, he was struck with a sudden conviction: All three of those things are in danger.


It was a thought born in the animal fear of this new thing in the sky, and Matt worked to suppress it.


But the thought would recur. Everything he loved was fragile. Everything he loved might be forfeit to this nameless new moon.


The thought was persistent. The thought was true.


*     *     *


A year passed.




PART ONE



New Moon





Chapter 1


August


August 10 installment of the nationally syndicated column Washington Insider (from the scrapbook of Miss Miriam Flett, Buchanan, Oregon.)


The crisis some people call “Contact” continues to preoccupy Congress and the Administration as elections approach.


We call it “Contact,” but as Senator Russell Welland (R., Iowa) observed last week, contact is the thing most conspicuously lacking. The spacecraft – if it is a spacecraft – has circled the earth for more than a year without attempting any kind of signal. On the sole occasion when it displayed a sign of life – when it emitted the structures that occupy our major cities like so many monuments to the ineffectiveness of our air defenses – it was an event impossible to interpret. It’s as if we have been invaded by a troop of extraterrestrial mimes, deranged but very powerful.


Or so the conventional wisdom would have us believe. In the City of Rumors, nothing is taken for granted. Recent high-level international summits – including several underreported jaunts by the Secretary of State – have sparked suspicion that genuine “contact” of some kind may be imminent. According to unofficial White House sources, back-channel lines to the Germans, the Russians, and the Chinese – among others – have been buzzing with traffic for at least a week. Coincidence?


Who knows? Clearly, however, something is afoot. And Congressional leaders of both parties are demanding to be let in on it.


*     *     *


A year and some months after the immense alien Artifact parked itself in a close orbit of the Earth, Matt Wheeler spent an afternoon wondering how to invite Annie Gates to the party he was hosting Friday night.


The question was not whether to invite her – obviously he would – but how. More precisely, what would the invitation suggest about their relationship? And what did he want it to suggest?


Pondering the question, he washed his hands and prepared to see the last two patients of the day.


*     *     *


In a town the size of Buchanan a doctor ends up treating the people he sees at backyard barbecues. His last patients were Beth Porter, daughter of Billy, a sometimes-patient; and Lillian Bix, wife of his friend Jim.


The two women, Beth and Lillian, were posed at opposite ends of the waiting-room sofa like mismatched bookends. Lillian paged through a Reader’s Digest and dabbed her nose with a hankie. Beth stared at the far wall, absorbed in the music that seeped from the headphones of her Walkman like the rhythmic rattling of a pressed tin pie plate. A few more years of this, Matt thought, and he’d be treating her for hearing loss.


The teenager was first up. “Beth,” he said.


She gazed into space.


“Beth. Beth!”


She looked up with the resentment of someone startled out of a dream. The resentment faded when she recognized Matt. She thumbed a switch on the cassette player and pried the phones out of her ears.


“Thank you,” he said. “Come on in.”


As he turned, Annie Gates stepped out of her consulting room with a file folder in hand. She glanced at Beth, shot him a look: Good luck! Matt returned a smile.


Annie Gates wore medical whites and a stethoscope around her neck. Unlike Beth and Lillian, Annie and Matt were a matched set. They were business partners. They were professionals. He was sort of in love with her. He had been sort of in love with her for most of a decade.


*     *     *


Matt Wheeler had been practicing primary-care medicine in this building for fifteen years. He had grown up in Buchanan, developed what he thought of as “the medical impulse” in Buchanan, and after serving his residency in a Seattle hospital and passing his general boards, he had hightailed it back to Buchanan to open a private practice. His partner then had been Bob Scott, a dark-haired and high-strung Denverite who had interned with him. Together they had rented this suite, a waiting room and three consulting rooms on the seventh floor of the Marshall Building, a sandstone legacy of the Hoover era planted firmly at the intersection of Marina and Grove.


Matt and his partner had understood the perils of family practice, or thought they did. The real money was in specialities, in “doing procedures”; the hassles were in family practice. Not just patient hassles – those they had been prepared for. But insurance hassles, Medicare and Medicaid hassles, paperwork hassles … in time, a crippling, skyrocketing overhead. Dr. Scott, professing a nostalgia for city life, bailed out and left for L.A. in 1992. Last Matt heard, he was working at the kind of corporate storefront clinic sometimes called a “Doc-in-the-Box.” Bye-bye hassles. Bye-bye independence.


Matt persevered. He couldn’t imagine a life outside of Buchanan, and he couldn’t imagine any work more satisfying than the work he did, at least when he was allowed to do it. Celeste had died around the time Bob left for California, and the new demands on his time had been, perhaps, a blessing in disguise.


Bob Scott’s replacement showed up in June of that year: a young female internist named Anne Gates. Matt had not expected a woman to show interest in the partnership, particularly not a young blonde woman in a businesslike skirt and a pair of black-rimmed glasses that amplified her eyes into something owlish and fiercely solemn. He told her she’d have to put in long hours, make house calls, cover at the local ER, and expect nothing spectacular in the way of remuneration. “It’s not city work,” he said, thinking of Bob Scott’s defection and the cut of that Perry Ellis skirt.


Whereupon Anne Gates informed him that she had grown up in a farm town on the prairies of southern Manitoba; she knew what small towns were like and Buchanan didn’t look so damn small to her (though it did look decent). She had survived a residency in an inner-city hospital where most of the ER patients had been gunshot wounds, knife wounds, and drug ODs. She had emerged from this ordeal still believing in the fundamental value of primary-care medicine, and as far as “remuneration” went, she would be happy to live in the absence of cockroaches, get more than five hours sleep in a given week, and treat at least the occasional patient who didn’t initiate the relationship by vomiting on her.


Whereupon Matt Wheeler discovered he had a new partner.


They had worked together for nearly a year before they discovered each other as human beings. He was recovering from Celeste’s death and what interested him about Anne Gates in that unhappy time was, for instance, her remarkable finesse with fiber-optic sigmoidoscopy, a procedure he loathed and dreaded, or her uneasiness with cranial injuries of any kind. They shifted patients according to each other’s weaknesses and strengths; Anne ended up with many of his geriatric patients, and he took an extra share of pediatrics. But she was also a woman and Matt was a widower and there were days when the vector of that equation did not escape him. On the first anniversary of her arrival in Buchanan, he took her to dinner at the Fishin’ Boat, a restaurant by the marina. Soft-shell crab, shallots in butter, margueritas, and a prearranged ban on doc-speak. By the end of the evening he was calling her Annie. They went to bed for the first time the week after that.


They were passionately involved for most of that year. The year after, they seemed to drift apart. No arguments, but fewer dates, fewer nights together. Then the pace picked up for another six months. Then another hiatus.


They never talked about it. Matt wasn’t certain whether these peaks and valleys were his fault or hers. Whether they were even a bad thing. He knew for a fact, however, that a pattern had been established. Nearly ten years had passed since Annie Gates stepped through that office door for the first time. Matt’s hair had grayed at the temples and run back a little from his brow, and Annie had developed frown lines at the corners of her eyes, but ten years was an eyeblink, really, and at no point in that time had they ever been entirely separate … or entirely together.


Later they had drifted through another vacuum, and he wondered how she would take this invitation for Friday evening. As a courtesy? Or as a suggestion to spend the night?


And which did he prefer?


The question lingered.


*     *     *


He showed Beth Porter into his consulting room, down the hall from Anne’s.


The consulting room was Matt’s enclave, a space of his own creation. Its centerpiece was a set of authentic Victorian oak medical cabinets, purchased at a rural auction in 1985. Behind his desk was a creaking leather chair that had formed itself to the precise contour of his behind. The window looked crosstown, beyond the sweltering marina to the open sea.


Beth Porter took her place in the patient chair while Matt adjusted the Venetian blinds to keep out the afternoon sun. Annie had recently equipped her office with vertical blinds, covered in cloth, which looked exactly sideways to Matt. His consultancy announced: Tradition. Annie’s replied: Progress. Maybe that was the invisible hand that conspired to pull them apart.


She was on his mind today, though, wasn’t she?


He took his seat and looked across the desk at Beth Porter.


He had examined her file before he called her in. Matt had been Beth’s regular doctor since her eleventh birthday, when her mother had dragged her into the waiting room: a sullen child wearing a cardboard party hat over a face swollen to the proportions of a jack-o-lantern. Between rounds of birthday cake and ice cream, Beth had somehow disturbed a hornet nest in the cherry tree in the Porters’ backyard. The histamine reaction had been so sudden and so intense that her mother hadn’t even tried to pry off the party hat. The string was just above embedded in the swollen flesh under her chin.


Nine years ago. Since then he’d seen her only sporadically, and not at all since she turned fifteen. Here was another trick of time: Beth wasn’t a child anymore. She was a chunky, potentially attractive twenty-year-old who had chosen to wear her sexuality as a badge of defiance. She was dressed in bluejeans and a tight T-shirt, and Matt noticed a blue mark periodically visible as her collar dipped below the left shoulder: a tattoo, he thought, God help us all.


“What brings you in today, Beth?”


“A cold,” she said.


Matt pretended to take a note. Years in the practice of medicine had taught him that people preferred to make their confessions to a man with a pen in his hand. The lab coat didn’t hurt, either. “Bad cold?”


“I guess … not especially.”


“Well, you’re hardly unique. I think everybody’s got a cold this week.”


This was true. Annie had come to work snuffling. Lillian Bix, in the waiting room, had been doing her polite best to suppress a runny nose. Matt himself had swallowed an antihistamine at lunch. “There’s not much we can do for a cold. Is your chest congested?”


She hesitated, then nodded. “A little.”


“Let’s listen to it.”


Beth sat tensely upright while he applied his stethoscope to the pale contour of her back. No significant congestion, but Matt was certain it wasn’t a cold that had brought her in. The ritual of listening to her lungs simply established a doctorly relationship. A medical intimacy. He palpated her throat and found the lymph nodes slightly enlarged – hard pebbles under the flesh – which raised a small flag of concern.


He leaned against the edge of his desk. “Nothing too much out of the ordinary.”


Beth inspected the floor and seemed unsurprised.


“Maybe it isn’t a cold you’re worried about. Beth? Is that a possibility?”


“I think I have gonorrhea,” Beth Porter announced.


Matt made a note.


*     *     *


She surprised him by reciting her symptoms without blushing. She added, “I looked this up in a medical book. It sounded like gonorrhea, which is kind of serious. So I made an appointment. What do you think?”


“I think you made a reasonable diagnosis. Maybe you ought to be a doctor.” She actually smiled. “We’ll know more when the test comes back.”


The smile faded. “Test?”


Annie came in to chaperon and distract Beth while Matt took a cervical culture. There was the inevitable joke about whether he kept his speculum in a deep-freeze. Then Annie and Beth chatted about Beth’s job at the 7-Eleven, which was, Beth said, as boring as you might think, selling frozen pies and microwave burritos until practically midnight and catching a ride home with the manager, usually, when there was nothing on the highway but logging trucks and semitrailers.


Matt took the cervical swab and labeled it. Beth climbed down from the table; Annie excused herself.


Beth said, “How soon do we know?”


“Probably tomorrow afternoon, unless the lab’s stacked up. I can call you.”


“At home?”


Matt understood the question. Beth still lived with her father, a man Matt had treated for his recurring prostatitis. Billy Porter was not a bad man, but he was a reticent and old-fashioned man who had never struck Matt as the forgiving type. “I can phone you at work if you leave the number.”


“How about if I call here?”


“All right. Tomorrow around four? I’ll have the receptionist switch you through.”


That seemed to calm her down. She nodded and began to ask questions: What if it was gonorrhea? How long would she have to take the antibiotics? Would she have to tell—you know, her lover?


She paid careful attention to the answers. Now that she had popped the cassette out of her Walkman, Beth Porter began to impress him as a fairly alert young woman.


Alert but, to use the old psychiatric rubric, “troubled.” Enduring some difficult passage in her life. And tired of it, by the pinch of weariness that sometimes narrowed her eyes.


She was twenty years old, Matt thought, and seemed both much older and much younger.


He said, “If you need to talk – “


“Don’t ask me to talk. I mean, thank you. I’ll take the medicine or whatever. Whatever I have to do. But I don’t want to talk about it.”


A little bit of steel there.


He said, “All right. But remember to phone tomorrow. You’ll probably have to come by for the prescription. And we’ll need a follow-up when the medication runs out.”


She understood. “Thank you, Dr. Wheeler.”


He dated the entry in her file and tucked it into his “done” basket. Then he washed his hands and called in Lillian Bix, his last patient of the day.


*     *     *


Lillian had skipped a period and thought she might be pregnant.


She was the thirty-nine-year-old wife of Matt’s closest friend. The conversation was genial, rendered a little awkward by Lillian’s tongue-numbing shyness. She came to the point at last; Matt gave her a sample cup and directed her to the bathroom. Lillian blushed profoundly but followed instructions. When she came back, he labeled the sample for an HCG.


Lillian sat opposite him with her small purse clutched in her lap. It often seemed to Matt that everything about Lillian was small: her purse, her figure, her presence in a room. Maybe that was why she took such pleasure in her marriage to Jim Bix, a large and boisterous man whose attention she had somehow commanded.


They had been childless for years, and Matt had never commented on it to either of them. Now – armored in medical whites – he asked Lillian whether that had been deliberate.


“More or less.” She spoke with great concentration. “Well. More Jim’s doing than mine. He always took care of … you know. Contraception.”


“And you didn’t object?”


“No.”


“But contraception has been known to fail.”


“Yes,” Lillian said.


“How do you feel about the possibility of being pregnant?”


“Good.” Her smile was genuine but not vigorous. “It’s something I’ve thought about for a long time.”


“Really thought about? Diapers, midnight feedings, skinned knees, stretch marks?”


“It’s never real till it’s real. I know, Matt. But yes, I’ve imagined it often.”


“Talked to Jim about any of this?”


“Haven’t even mentioned the possibility. I don’t want to tell him until we’re certain.” She looked at Matt with a crease of concern above her small eyebrows. “You won’t tell him, will you?”


He said, “I can’t unless you want me to. Confidentiality.”


“Confidentiality even between doctors?”


“Honor among thieves,” Matt said.


She showed her brief smile again. It was there and gone. “But you have lunch with him all the time.”


Jim was a pathologist at the hospital; they had done pre-med together. They liked to meet for lunch at the Chinese cafe two blocks up Grove. “It could make for an uncomfortable lunch, sure. But it’s a quick test. We should have a verdict before very long.” He pretended to make a note. “You know, Lillian, sometimes, in a woman who’s a little bit older, there can be complications – “


“I know. I know all about that. But I’ve heard there are ways of finding certain things out. In advance.”


He understood her anxiety and tried to soothe it. “If you’re having a baby, we’ll keep a close eye on everything. I wouldn’t anticipate trouble.” That wasn’t all there was to it … but at the moment it was all Lillian needed to know.


“That’s good,” she said.


But her frown had crept back. She wasn’t reassured, and she was far from happy. He wondered whether he ought to probe this discontent or leave it alone.


He put down his pen. “Something’s bothering you.”


“Well … three things, really.” She tucked her handkerchief into her purse. “What we talked about. My age. That worries me. And Jim, of course. I wonder how he’ll react. I’m afraid it might seem to him like … I don’t know. Giving up his youth. He might not want the responsibility.”


“He might not,” Matt said. “But it would surprise me if he didn’t adapt. Jim likes to shock people, but he comes into work every day. He’s serious about his work and he shows up on time. That sounds like responsibility to me.”


She nodded and seemed to draw some reassurance from the thought.


Matt said, “The third thing?”


“I’m sorry?”


“You said three things bothered you. Your age, and Jim, and – what?”


“Isn’t it obvious?” She looked at him steadily across the desk. “Some nights I open the window … and I see that thing in the sky. And it frightens me. And now what they’ve put in the cities. Those big blocks or buildings or whatever they are. I see that on television. It doesn’t make any kind of sense, Matt. What’s the name of that shape? An ‘octahedron.’ A word you shouldn’t have to use after you leave high school. An octahedron the size of an ocean liner sitting in Central Park. I can’t turn on the TV without seeing that. And no one knows what it means. They talk about it and talk about it and none of the talk amounts to more than a whistle in the dark. So of course you wonder. I mean, what happens next? Maybe getting pregnant is just a kind of wishful thinking. Or a new way to panic.” She sat with her purse nestled in her lap and looked fiercely at him. “You’re a parent, Matt. You must know what I mean.”


*     *     *


He did, of course. The same doubts were written in Beth Porter’s withdrawal into her Walkman, in the way his daughter Rachel came home from school and watched the network newscasts with her knees pulled up to her chin.


He sent Lillian Bix home, did a little tidying up while Anne finished with her own last patient. Then he opened the blinds and let the sunlight flood in, a long bright beam of it across the tiled floor, the oak cabinets. He peered out at the town.


From the seventh floor of the Marshall Building, Buchanan was a long flat smudgepot in a blue angle of ocean. Still a fairly quiet lumber port, not as small as it had been when he opened the practice fifteen years ago. Many changes since then. Fifteen years ago he’d been fresh out of residency. Rachel had been a toddler, Celeste had been alive, and the community of Buchanan had been smaller by several thousand souls.


Time, cruel son of a bitch, had revised all that. Now Matt’s fortieth birthday was three months behind him, his daughter was looking at college brochures, Celeste was ten years in her grave at the Brookside Cemetery … and a spacecraft the color of cold concrete had been orbiting the earth for more than a year.


It occurred to Matt, also not for the first time, how much he hated that ugly Damoclean presence in the night sky.


How much he still loved this town. He believed he had always loved it, that he had been born loving it. It was funny how that worked. Some people have no sense of place at all; they can park at a Motel 6 and call it home. And some people, many of them his friends, had grown up hating the provincialism of Buchanan. But for Matt, Buchanan was a map of himself – as essential as his heart or his liver.


He had been a solitary, often lonely child, and he had learned the intimate secrets of the marina, the main street, and the Little Duncan River long before he acquired a best friend. He had folded this town, its potholed roads and Douglas firs, its foggy winters and the Gold Rush facades of its crumbling downtown, deep into the substance of himself.


His wife was buried here. Celeste had been committed to the earth at Brookside Cemetery, a stone’s throw from the estuary of the Little Duncan, where the chapel rang its small carillon of bells every Sunday noon. His parents were buried here.


He had always believed that one day he would be buried here … but lately that conviction had begun to falter.


He had deposited flowers on Celeste’s grave at Brookside just last week, and as he passed through the cemetery gates he was possessed of a dour conviction that some wind of destiny would sweep him elsewhere, that he would die in a very different place.


Like Lillian Bix – like everybody else – Matt had fallen prey to premonitions.


That ugly white ghost ship floating on the deep of every clear night.


Of course Lillian was scared. Who the hell wasn’t scared?


But you go on, Matt Wheeler thought. You do what you do, and you go on. It was the decent thing.


*     *     *


He heard Annie dismissing her last patient, and he was about to step into the hallway and offer his invitation when the phone rang: an after-hours call from Jim Bix that did nothing to dispel his uneasiness. “We need to talk,” Jim said.


Matt’s first thought was that this had something to do with Lillian’s visit. He said, cautiously, “What’s the problem?”


“I don’t want to talk about it over the phone. Can you stop by the hospital after work?”


Not Lillian. Jim sounded too disturbed. Not having-a-baby disturbed. There was a darker note in his voice.


Matt checked at his watch. “Rachel’s home from school and she said she’d fix dinner tonight. Maybe we could have lunch tomorrow?”


“I’d prefer tonight.” Pause. “I’m working shift hours, but how would it be if I stopped by on my way home?”


“How late?”


“Eleven, say. Eleven-thirty.”


“It’s important?”


“Yes.”


Not maybe or sort of, Matt thought. Flat yes. It made the small hairs on his neck stand up.


“Well, yeah,” he said. “I’ll be looking for you.”


“Good,” Jim said, and promptly hung up the phone.


*     *     *


He caught Annie as she headed out the door.


When he told her about the party Friday night, she smiled and said she’d be there. It was the familiar Annie Gates smile. She thanked him, touched his arm. He walked her to the parking lot.


By God, Matt thought, we may be on-again-off-again, but I do believe at the moment we are definitely on.


He was surprised by the pleasure he took from the thought.


She gave him a brief hug as she climbed into her Honda. The touch was therapeutic. It wasn’t good to be alone, Matt thought, when the world had taken such a curious turn.




Chapter 2


Brookside


In December 1843, when the explorer John Fremont was mapping what would become the state of Oregon, he descended in a single day from a howling snowstorm in the high Cascades to a lake surrounded by soft green grass – from winter into summer. Winter Rim, he called his starting point, and Summer Lake, where his party pitched camp for the night.


A century and a half later, the state was still defined by its geography. The Willamette Valley, heartland and breadbasket, ran between the Cascades and the Coast Range for 180 miles south of Portland. East of the Cascades was a parched, cold desert. West of the Coast Range was coastal Oregon, 280 X 25 miles of farmland, forest land, and isolated fishing villages.


Buchanan was the largest of the coastal towns, a forest port situated on a board, shallow bay. It had grown with the Dunsmuir Pulp and Paper Mill (est. 1895) to a population approaching 40,000 at the end of the twentieth century. Its snipping docks handled a respectable Pacific Rim trade, and its fishing fleet was the largest south of Astoria.


Buchanan had begun to cross the demarcation point between town and city, with all the possibilities and problems that implied: diversity, employment, anonymity, crime. But the municipality still held its Fishing and Logging Festival every July, and the local radio station still broadcast tide tables and Salmon Bulletins between sessions of softcore C&W.


Like every town on the Oregon coast, Buchanan was accustomed to rain. Each winter, the ocean seemed to infiltrate the air. There was not just rain, there was a complex palette of mist, drizzle, fog, woodsmoke, and low clouds. Winter was the slow season, the melancholy season.


But even Buchanan occasionally saw a blue sky, and this summer had been drier than most. Ever since Independence Day, the town had basked under a dome of clear Pacific air. Reservoirs were low and a fire watch had been declared in the deep coastal forests. Crickets ratcheted in the brown fingers of dry lawns.


Afternoons evolved into long summer evenings.


Matt Wheeler’s thoughts had turned to Brookside Cemetery that afternoon, lingered a moment and turned away. Tonight he sat down to a meal of pan-fried steak and pondered a more immediate problem: that troublesome phone call from Jim Bix. Brookside had fled his attention.


It lingered in the minds of others.


Miriam Flett, for one.


Beth Porter and Joey Commoner, for two more.


SPEECH PROMISED ON SPACECRAFT


announced the headline in the Buchanan Observer.


Miriam Flett spread the front page across the kitchen table and attacked it with the pocket razor she had purchased this morning at Delisle’s Stationery in the Ferry Park Mall.


Miriam appreciated these disposable pocket cutters, a tongue of stainless steel that slid in and out of a round plastic sheath as you touched a button on the side. They were 59¢ each in a bin on the counter at Delisle’s, and they came in different colors. Miriam bought one every week. This week, she had chosen blue – a calming color.


The blade, not calming, was as bright and sharp as a claw.


Miriam attacked the newspaper. Four neat slashes separated SPEECH PROMISED from the lesser SHELLFISH POISONING SUSPECTED and LUMBER INDUSTRY FORESEES SLUMP.


She inspected the bottom-right corner of the article for a continued p. 6 or similar words – continueds were always annoying. But there was no such notice.


Good, Miriam thought. A good omen.


Miriam did not precisely understand the nature of the work she had undertaken, but she understood two things about it. One: It was important. And two: Neatness counts.


*     *     *


If Beth Porter and Joey Commoner had come roaring along Bellfountain Avenue on Joey’s Yamaha motorcycle – but they didn’t, not until later – they might have seen Miriam outlined in the window of her small bungalow, clipping newspapers as the sun eased down, a compact gray-haired shape hunched over a scarred kitchen table.


Miriam had lived all her fifty-six years in the town of Buchanan. For nearly half of those years she had presided over the reception desk in the principal’s office at the James Buchanan Public School. Last year Miriam had been reprimanded for handing out religious tracts to the children waiting to be scolded by Principal Clay. Principal Clay (whose first name was Marion, and heaven help him if the truth behind “M. Jonathan Clay” ever escaped into the playground) had hinted to Miriam that early retirement might be a wise option. Miriam Flett didn’t have to be told twice.


Once upon a time she might have held on to that job with both hands – gripped it until her fingernails tore free. Miriam was not fond of changes in her life. But she supposed the Miriam who couldn’t tolerate time and change had died last year, when the Eye of God appeared in the sky.


The message in that advent had seemed quite clear.


Places change. People pass on. Love dies. The world becomes, in time, almost uninhabitably strange.


Faith abides.


She seldom attended church. It was Miriam’s opinion that the local churches – even the Truth Baptist, which people thought of as a fundamentalist church – misrepresented the Bible. Miriam believed in God, but she did not have what the television evangelists called “a personal relationship” with Him. The very idea frightened her. The churches made much of redemption and forgiveness, but Miriam had read the Bible three times through without discovering much evidence in those pages of a loving God. Merciful – perhaps. On occasion. But Miriam believed most profoundly in the scary God of Abraham and Isaac, the God who demanded his sacrifices in flesh and blood; who swept aside humanity, when humanity displeased Him, the way a farmer might spray his crops with Malathion to eradicate a persistent infestation of beetles.


These thoughts were vaguely on her mind as Miriam directed her eyes to the clipping before her.




The White House announced today that the President would address the nation amidst growing rumors of a new breakthrough in communication with the so-called alien spacecraft orbiting the Earth.


Similar announcements have been made by the leaders of several major powers, including President Yudenich of the Russian Republic and Prime Minister Walker of Britain.


These announcements have led to accusations of a high-level conspiracy to conceal information. In a speech to Congress, Republican Whip Robert Mayhew accused the President of –





But Miriam sighed and pushed the scrap of paper away. Tonight she seemed to have no relish for the news, particularly political news. She settled her bifocals on the table and rubbed her eyes.


The kitchen table had been much eroded by Miriam’s work. Over the course of a year, her cutter blades – bearing down a little too hard on this clipping or that – had stripped away slivers of Formica. The table had come to look like a butcher block, and Miriam regretted it. The kitchen, otherwise, was quite tidy. She had always believed in a tidy kitchen.


She picked up her eyeglasses and pulled her scrapbook closer.


This was the current volume, Volume Ten. The other nine were stacked on a hutch beside the table. The upper shelf held spice bottles and cookbooks; the lower shelf, her work.


It was not long after she left the school board’s employ – shortly after the Eye of God appeared – that Miriam began to understand that she was quite alone in the world: friendless in Buchanan, considered an eccentric even by the churches. Of her family, only her father had remained alive – and that barely. He had been living in the Mount Bailiwick Care Community, incontinent and incoherent, but Miriam had visited him every day, had talked to him even when his pupils dilated with foggy disinterest. She told him about her project.


“I’ve started clipping the papers,” she said, and watched him carefully for some tic of surprise or discouragement. There was none. Unshaven, he sat in bed and looked at Miriam with the same passive stare he directed at the TV set as soon as Miriam left the room, or before she arrived.


Emboldened, she went on. “I think it’s what I’m supposed to do. I can’t explain how I know that. I don’t suppose anybody told me to do it. But I will take all the newspaper writing about the Eye of God and I’ll put those clippings in a book. And at the end of all this it will remind someone what happened. I don’t know what the end will be, or who will need to be reminded. But that’s what I’ll do.”


In the old days, Daddy would have had some answer. He used to have quite a lot to say about Miriam’s projects, almost always disparaging. Miriam had never quite lived up to Daddy’s expectations.


Since the stroke, however, Daddy had had no expectations whatsoever. Miriam could say and do what she wished–even in this room.


She had wished to quit her job when Principal Clay accused her of fanaticism. She had done so. She had wished to keep a scrapbook. So Miriam had done.


She pulled down Volume One from the shelf. It was little more than a year old, but the newsprint inside had already begun to turn brittle and yellow.


All these clippings were from the Observer, mostly labelled UPI or Reuters. Miriam could have had more clippings if she’d taken a Portland paper or gone down to Duffy’s for The New York Times. But the point of the exercise wasn’t more. The point was enough.


NASA MYSTIFIED BY OBJECT IN SKY


Her first and fondly remembered. Miriam turned a page.


NOT NECESSARILY HOSTILE SAYS U.N. COMMITTEE FEAR SWEEPS WORLD


MOBS TOPPLE GOVERNMENTS IN JORDAN, ANGOLA


Miriam turned a whole sheaf of pages.


NEW YORK CITY RESCINDS CURFEW; PANIC HAS SUBSIDED SAYS MAYOR


Such a sweep of history enclosed in these books! She skipped ahead to Volume Three. By Volume Three, the screaming headlines were more sparse. Many of the clippings were from the Features section. So-called opinion pieces. In Miriam’s opinion, worthless. But she had collated them faithfully.


LIFE IN UNIVERSE INEVITABLE: SAGAN.




Astronomer and popular writer Carl Sagan argues that the events of the past six months were “inevitable, in one form or another, given overwhelming odds that life has evolved elsewhere in the galaxy. We ought to be grateful that this has happened in our lifetime.”


Sagan does not see the artifact as a threat. “It’s true that no attempt at communication has been made. But recall that any journey between stars must take an immensely long time. The entities responsible must be capable of exercising an enormous patience. We should try to do the same.”





But Miriam recognized that song: it was a lullabye, whistled in the dark. Clipping the Observer, Miriam had grown tired of Sagan and Asimov and all the other pundits to whom the media had so eagerly flocked. In the end, they were as plainly ignorant as everyone else. And as plainly misguided.


It is an Eye, Miriam thought, and was there any question just Who was peering through it? And an Eye must have a Hand: of Judgment.


Volume Six.


April and May of this year. A very fat volume indeed.


ALIEN ARTIFACTS IN MAJOR CITIES


But the photographs told the tale best. Here was a telescopic view of the so-called Artifact, starry dots emerging from it like so much confetti or winter snow, a snow of some two hundred flakes dispersed equivalently across the world. Then, in the later pictures, not flakes of snow any longer but faceted obsidian structures hanging above all the world’s proud hives – New York, Los Angeles, London; and Moscow, and Mexico City, and Amsterdam; and Johannesburg and Baghdad and Jerusalem, and too many others, all marked on a newsprint map of the world dated April 16. Grim octahedral slabs. Inhumanly perfect. They did not fly, veer, dash, dart, or glide; simply fell through the atmosphere like so many precisely aimed bubbles. They landed with the gentility of butterflies in available open spaces, and when they had landed they did not move. No visitors emerged. Having arrived, the octahedrons did nothing more spectacular than cast their own immense shadows.


Miriam supposed Mr. Sagan was continuing to advise patience.


It was not the Eye but these several Fingers of God that seemed to have worked an effect on the people of Buchanan. Miriam knew people had begun to take the Eye for granted, as people will take anything for granted if it stands still long enough. But the Fingers were a message. They said: Yes, I’ve come jot a purpose. No, I’m not finished with you. And: I move slowly but inexorably and you may not lift a hand against me. It was a truth that penetrated the idiotic cheerfulness of her neighbors, a truth that bent the backs of the proud and softened the voices of the mighty. The town of Buchanan seemed to acknowledge at last that this was the Endtime, or something like it – that nothing predictable would happen anymore.


Miriam opened Volume Ten to the first blank page and installed SPEECH PROMISED ON SPACECRAFT with a few dabs of her Glu-Stik, also from Delisle’s.


She hoped this was the only clipping from the Observer tonight. Miriam was tired. She had shopped for the week’s groceries today and felt worn out, maybe even a little feverish. Light-headed. The check-out girl at Delisle’s had sneezed three times into her hankie as Miriam was purchasing her cutter blade today. Miriam had paid with a one-dollar bill and hoped she hadn’t been handed a case of influenza along with her change. What were they calling it? Taiwan Flu? That was all she needed … what with the difficult times ahead of her.


But Miriam was dutiful and didn’t go directly to bed. Instead she turned the pages of the Observer and frowned through her bifocals at every article. There was nothing more for her collation in the first section. She observed with pleasure that Perdy’s, the big department store at the Ferry Park Mall, had stopped running their NEW MOON MADNESS sale ads with that ridiculous drawing of the Eye of God beaming at a Kenmore washing machine. Maybe Perdy’s advertising department had been talked out of this sacrilege. Or maybe they were just nervous – like everybody else.


Skimming Section Two, the only other section the Observer possessed, Miriam was startled by something she had not expected:


It was her father’s obituary.


Silly to be surprised. She had arranged for it herself. Daddy had been a respected instructor in lathe mechanics at the community college and Miriam thought his passing deserved notice in the Observer.


But the impending publication of the obituary, like so many of the other occasions and observances surrounding his death, had slipped from Miriam’s mind like a dew drop falling from a leaf.


Seeing the notice brought it all back. She had marked appointments on her calendar: a meeting Saturday with Rev. Fisk to arrange details of the memorial service. A check to the funeral director at Brookside. Notices to Daddy’s friends and colleagues, of whom only a handful were still living.


He had died Monday night in his sleep. The doctor at Mount Bailiwick said Daddy’s heart had simply stopped, like a weary soldier surrendering the flag. But she had not witnessed the death and still couldn’t encompass the simple fact of his absence.


There would be no more painful, wordless visits to his room. No more of the awful suspicion that his body had been vacant since the stroke – that he had been replaced by some respirating automaton.


But no more Daddy calling her name, either: not even the hope of it ever again. No smell of shaving soap and the razor white of starched collars.


No more his Try to do better today, Miriam, as she trudged out the door to school, woman and child.


Since the stroke, Daddy had been a ghost in a hospital bed. In death, he had evolved. When the man at Mount Bailiwick called to tell her Daddy died, Miriam had been startled by an involuntary memory of places: the house on Cameron Avenue where they had lived so many years, her room in it, her bedspread and her books, the way the lace curtains moved and sighed when she opened the windows on summer nights.


Things she had not thought about for thirty years.


In death, Daddy had entered into the world of all those lost things.


Sorely missed by his daughter Miriam, said the obituary. But that was only half a truth. All the unfulfilled expectations that had dogged her even in his hospital room – all those were gone, too. She had mourned him with tears the night he died … but mourned him also with secret relief and a childish, hidden glee.


She kept these feelings to herself, of course.


But the Eye – of course – could See.


*     *     *


She put the eviscerated newspaper in a pile to be bundled for the garbage. She filed Volume Ten in its place on the shelf.


She made a cup of tea. The sun was well down now. The sky was a transparent inky blue, the Eye already peeking through the big back window.


Miriam pulled the drapes.


She turned on the television and watched the ten o’clock news show, a Portland program on cable. But the anchors, a man and a woman, looked like children to her. Children playing dress-up. Where were the adults? Dead, probably.


She touched her forehead with the back of her hand.


I really am feverish, Miriam thought. At least a little.


She turned out the lights, checked the lock on the front door, and retired to bed.


She was asleep as soon as she pulled the quilt around her shoulders.


She stirred only once – after midnight, when Joey Commoner’s motorcycle sped past the house, the sound of Beth Porter’s laughter mingling with the roar of the engine.


Miriam turned once restlessly and went back to sleep as the noise faded. But her sleep was not dreamless.


She dreamed of Brookside Cemetery.


*     *     *


At sunset, as Miriam Flett was gazing absently into the many volumes of her Work, Beth Porter stood at the south end of the parking lot of the Ferry Park Mall wiping her nose and waiting for Joey Commoner to show up.


She wondered whether she ought to be here at all. She felt hot and stupid in her leather jacket. She probably should be home lying down. She was sick, after all. Dr. Wheeler had said so.


The parking lot was empty – a lonely vastness in the last blue daylight.


The air was still hot, but the sky had a deep and vacant look, and by midnight there would be a cool wind running in from the sea.


Beth checked her watch. He was late, of course. Joey Commoner! she thought. You asshole! Be here.


But she still didn’t know what to do when he came.


Tell him to fuck off?


Maybe.


Go with him?


Maybe.


To Brookside? In the dark, with a motorcycle and this can of spray paint she had bought for no better reason than because he told her to?


Well … well, maybe.


*     *     *


Ten minutes later, she recognized his bike making a noisy exit from the highway.


He zoomed across the parking lot driving gleeful S-curves, leaning with the motorcycle until it looked like his elbows would scrape the blacktop.


He wore a black helmet and a black T-shirt. The shirt was from Larry’s Gifts and Novelties on Marina, downtown. Larry’s had been what used to be called a head shop until they took away all the drug paraphernalia a few years ago. No more waterpipes, no more grow-your-own manuals. Now Larry’s specialized in leather pants, T-shirts illustrated with the gaudy iconography of heavy metal bands, and a few brass belt buckles in the shape of marijuana leaves.


Joey Commoner’s T-shirt showed a neon-blue screaming skull on a bed of blood-red roses. Beth couldn’t remember which band it was supposed to represent. She wasn’t into heavy metal or the Dead. Neither was Joey, really. She was willing to bet he’d chosen this shirt because he liked the picture. It was the kind of picture Joey would like.


He came to a stop a yard away with the engine roaring and bucking. What struck Beth as really bizarre was the combination of that shirt and his helmet. The helmet was gloss black and the visor was mirrored. It made him look utterly insectile. For lack of a face to focus on, your attention strayed to the shirt. To the skull.


Then he pried the helmet off his head and Beth relaxed. Just Joey. His long blond hair was matted by the helmet, but it came free in a gust of wind and trailed around his shoulders. He was nineteen years old, but his face looked younger. He had round cheeks and a lingering case of adolescent acne. Joey would have loved to look dangerous, Beth thought, but nature hadn’t cooperated. Nature had conspired to make Joey’s anger look like petulance and his hostility resemble a pout.


He stood with his bike between his legs and the setting sun behind him, waiting for her to say something.


Beth discovered her heart was beating hard. She felt as if she’d had too much coffee. Light-headed. Nervous.


The silence stretched until Joey took the initiative. “You sounded pissed off on the phone.”


Beth summoned all the blistering accusations she had rehearsed since she left Dr. Wheeler’s office. Eloquence fled. She struck to the heart of the matter. “You gave me the clap, you asshole!”


Incredibly, he smiled. “No shit?”


“Yeah, no shit, you made me sick, no shit!”


He stood there absorbing the information with his lip still curled in that faintly insolent smile. “You know, I wondered…”


“You wondered?”


“Well, it kind of hurts…”


“What hurts?”


He was beginning to sound like a twelve-year-old. “When I pee.”


Beth rolled her eyes. He was hopeless, he was really completely hopeless. It hurts when I pee. Well, damn! Was she supposed to feel sorry for him?


“So who have you been screwing, Joey?”


He looked faintly hurt. “Nobody!”


“Nobody? You don’t get the clap from nobody.”


He thought about it. “Last year,” he said. “My cousin took me to a place. In Tacoma.”


“A place? What, a whorehouse?”


“I guess.”


“A whorehouse in Tacoma?”


“Yeah, I guess. Do we have to talk about this?”


She felt she could only repeat these verbal impossibilities he was pronouncing. She nearly said, “Do we have to talk about this?” Instead she gathered what was left of her composure. “Joey, you screwed a prostitute in Tacoma and gave me gonorrhea. I’m not happy.”


“It was before I met you,” he said. He added – grudgingly, Beth thought – “I’m sorry.”


“Sorry doesn’t pay for the antibiotics.” She looked away. “It’s degrading.”


“I’m sorry. All right? What am I supposed to say? I’m sorry.” He pushed forward on the Yamaha’s seat. “Climb on.”


No, she wanted to tell him. It’s not that easy. Not just I’m sorry. Climb on. You can’t get away with that.


But maybe it was that easy, and maybe he could get away with it.


She felt something shift inside herself, the tumbling of a weight in the hollow of her stomach.


“You got the paint?” Joey asked.


She was condemned by the weight of the bag in her hand. She held it up to show him.


“Good.” He stepped on the starter until the motor caught and screamed. He lowered his helmet over his head. There was a second helmet strapped to the bike; Beth put it over her head and tucked her hair underneath.


Climbing onto the bike, she felt a sudden burst of something she realized was joy … the mysterious, dizzying pleasure of doing something she knew was wrong. Making a serious mistake, making it deliberately.


“Hurry up.” Joey’s voice was muffled by his visor and the roar of the bike. “Almost dark.”


She put the motorcycle between her legs and her arms around the bone and sinew of his hips.


*     *     *


He smelled like leather and grease and sweat and wind.


Beth remembered schoolgirl gab sessions, steamy telephone conversations, the inevitable question: But do you love him? The same question rattled in her head now, high-pitched and girlish and embarrassing. But do you love him, do you love him, do you love him?


Her first instinct was that the whole idea was ridiculous, even offensive. Love Joey Commoner? The words didn’t connect. It seemed to Beth that he was an inherently unlovable object, like … oh, a garter snake, for instance, or a bait shop, or a can of motor oil. Something only a grubby little boy could approach with affection.


But that was not the whole answer. If the question had truly been asked, Beth’s truest answer would have been something like: Yes, I do love him … but only sometimes, and I don’t know why.


She had met him last year during her first month at the 7-Eleven up the highway. Beth had divided the clientele into five basic types: little kids, high-schoolers, suburban family types, bikers, and “Pickup Petes” – the guys who drove pickup trucks with strange accoutrements, roll bars or banks of what looked like kleig lights, and who wore those duckbill caps day and night. Joey didn’t fit any of these categories, not even “biker.” He didn’t ride a muscle bike and he didn’t travel with the bike crowd. He always came alone. He shopped for snack food: quarts of ice cream and frozen pies, usually, and almost always on a Friday night. She learned to expect him.


One Friday he got into an argument with a Pickup Pete who had parked his rig practically on top of Joey’s Yamaha. No damage had been done to anything but Joey’s sense of dignity and proportion, but Joey called the guy a “cross-eyed asshole” and spat out the words with such acidic clarity that Beth was able to hear him quite clearly through the window glass next to the checkout counter. The pickup guy’s response was inaudible but obviously obscene.


She had watched with startled interest as Joey hurled himself at the man, who must have been twice his age and nearly twice his weight. Suicide, she thought. He’s fucking crazy. But the boy moved like a whirlwind.


By the time she remembered to ring for the night manager, the fight was over.


Joey, needless to say, had lost.


When she went off-shift at midnight, he was still sitting on the cracked sidewalk outside. His upper lip was split and dripping blood onto the dusty concrete. In the green-and-white glare of the illuminated 7-Eleven sign, the spatters of blood looked both ghastly and unreal – like alien blood.


She could not say why she stopped and spoke to him. It had seemed like a bad idea even at the time.


But, like many bad ideas, it had a powerful momentum of its own. Her feet paused and her mouth opened. “No ice cream tonight, huh?”


He looked up sullenly. “You saw that guy?”


She nodded.


“He was fat,” Joey said with a shudder of distaste. She learned later that this was one of Joey’s pet horrors: he was disgusted by fat people.


“Yeah,” Beth said, “he was.” She remembered the guy as a steady customer – remembered the distinctive way his jeans sagged below the cleavage of his rump. “Gross,” she contributed.


Joey’s look turned to cautious gratitude.


Later, Beth would realize that she had seen both sides of Joey Commoner that night. Joey the authentically dangerous: Joey who had called that impressive wall of flesh “a cross-eyed asshole” and leapt at him like a crazed monkey attacking a rhino. Joey had been all fingernails and spit and bony knees and her first fear had been for the bigger man.


And Joey the vulnerable, Joey the little boy. Joey bleeding on the sidewalk.


She wanted to mother him and she wanted to offer herself to him. The combination of impulses made her feel like the sidewalk was spinning.


“How about a ride home,” she said.


“What?”


“Ride me home and I’ll fix up those cuts for you. I have Band-Aids and things. My name is Beth Porter.”


He climbed onto his motorcycle. “I know. I’ve heard of you.”


Well, Beth thought, that fucks that up.


Same story all over again. She was inured to it; nevertheless it hurt.


But he scooted forward. “Climb on,” he said.


She didn’t hesitate and she concealed her surprise. She climbed on and felt the leather seat press up between her legs.


“Joey Commoner,” he said.


“Hi, Joey.”


Zoom.


*     *     *


Tonight he took her south along the highway and across the bridge that spanned the Little Duncan River. He turned off the highway and circled back through a raw development of frame houses to the river’s edge. Beth hopped off the bike. Joey cut the motor and wheeled the vehicle down the embankment behind the concrete pilings of the bridge.


The air was quiet here. Beth listened as the crickets resumed their creaking along the riverside.


The Little Duncan followed this stony bed to the sea. South across an open field, beyond the hydroelectric towers, the lights of the houses looked too far to reach – the last margin of civilization. North beyond the river was only weeds and the grassy back lots of businesses fronting on the highway. East: the Duncan River cutting back into the foothills of Mt. Buchanan. West: the cemetery.


Joey knew what most high school graduates in the south end of Buchanan knew, that if you followed the Little Duncan beyond this rockfall and through the duckweed flats, you could sneak into Brookside Cemetery after the main gates were locked.


Joey took the can of cherry-red aerosol spray paint out of the bag. He balled up the bag and threw it into the moonlit flow of the creek. He tucked the can under his belt, to keep his hands free.


Beth followed him along the riverbank. She understood Joey well enough to know that talking was over: there would be no talking now, only motion.


She had the idea that Joey was a reservoir of motions, that he did much of his thinking with his body. She had to work to stay close to him as he scrambled among the weeds and rocks up to the grassy margin of the cemetery. He moved with a feverish agility. If his motions were ideas, Beth thought, they would be strange ones – deft, delirious, and unexpected.


Maybe they would be dreams. The night had begun to seem dreamlike even to Beth. The Artifact had risen in the sky like a big backward moon. It looked faintly yellow tonight, a harvest-moon color. Beth was as frightened of the Artifact as everybody else, but she took from it, too, a curious exaltation. Hanging in the sky above her, casting its light across the trim grass and gravestones, the Artifact was a refutation of all things safe and secure. People lived their stupid lives in their stupid houses, Beth thought, but this new moon had come to remind them that they lived on the edge of an abyss. It restored vertigo to everyday life. That was why people hated it.


Joey had gotten ahead of her. He moved in the shadows of the trees, uphill to the three stone mausoleums where Buchanan’s best families had once interred their dead. Too good for burial, the bodies had been enclosed in these stone boxes. To Beth it seemed doubly macabre. She had stood once on a hot spring afternoon and peered through the small barred opening into the darkness inside one of these tombs, a garage-sized building inscribed with the name of the JORGENSON family. The mausoleum had been frigid with undisturbed winter air. She felt it on her face like a breath. It must be winter in there always, she thought. And backed away with a shuddery, instinctive reverence.


It was a reverence Joey obviously didn’t share. He raised the can of cherry-red spray paint to the wall of the building and began to work the nozzle.


He worked fast. Beth stood back and watched. He covered the east exterior wall of the mausoleum with a motley collection of words and symbols like a machine printing some indecipherable code. The symbols were commonplace but Joey made them his own: swastikas, skulls, Stars of David, crosses, ankhs, peace symbols. She couldn’t guess what they meant to him. Maybe nothing. It was an act of pure defilement, empty of meaning. The hiss of the spray can sounded like leaves tossing in the night wind.


He turned to the gravestones then, moving along the hillside so fast that Beth had to run to keep up. He made red Xs across the engraved names and dates. Now and then he would pause long enough to make a skull or a question mark. In the light of the Artifact, the red paint looked darker – brown or black on these chill white slabs.


It must be like sex for him, Beth thought. This frantic motion. This ejaculation of paint.


It was a funny thought but truer than she realized. When the can was empty Joey threw it at the sky – at the Artifact, maybe. The can looped high up and came down noiselessly among the graves. Beth approached him, and as he turned she saw the outline of his erection pressing against his jeans. She felt a shiver that was both attraction and revulsion.


He pushed her down – she let herself tumble – into the high grass at the edge of the woods. It was late, they were alone, and the air was full of scary electricity. A cool wind came in from the ocean with the battery odor of midnight and salt. She let him pull up her skirt. He was like a shape above her, something out of the sky. She lifted up for him as he tugged her underpants away. He breathed in curt, hard gasps. His penis was as hard and as chilly as the night. It hurt for a minute. And then didn’t.


*     *     *


Was this what she wanted from him? Was this why she had adopted Joey Commoner the way an alcoholic adopts the bottle?


No, not just this. Not just this push and shove and brief oblivion and sticky aftermath.


Joey was dangerous.


She wanted him – not in spite of that – but because of it.


This was a bad and troubling thought, allowable only in the neutral calm that came after fucking.


He pulled his pants up and sat beside her. Suddenly embarrassed by her own nakedness, Beth smoothed her skirt. Fucking in a graveyard, she thought. Christ.


She followed Joey’s gaze out across the night. From this hill she could see the lights of downtown Buchanan and the night shimmer of the sea.


“Someday we’ll do something big,” Joey said.


Joey often made this ponderous statement. Beth knew what he meant by it. Something really dangerous. Something really bad.


He put his arm around her. “You and me,” he said.


He’s like some kind of wild animal, Beth thought. A wild horse maybe. A wild horse you befriended and who lets you ride him. Ride him at night. To some wild place. To the edge of a cliff. She closed her eyes and saw it. Saw herself riding Joey the wild horse to the brink of a limestone butte. Long drop to the desert floor. Some starry night like this. Just Beth and her wild horse and that soaring emptiness.


And she spurs him with her heels.


And he jumps.


*     *     *


Later they saw the lights of the little golf cart the security guard rode through Brookside every night, and they ran down the hill and across the graves to the duckweeds and into the dark ravine where the river flowed. Beth imagined she could hear the guard’s hoots of surprise as he discovered the vandalism, but that was probably her imagination. Still, the idea was funny; she laughed.


Joey sped away past these houses full of sleeping people, wending a crooked path down Buchanan’s side streets … past the house of Miriam Flett, who turned in her bed at the sound of a motor and Beth Porter’s wild laugh, and thought in her sleep of how strange the town had lately become.




Chapter 3


Machines


Jim Bix was ugly the way President Lincoln was said to have been ugly: profoundly, distinctively.


His face was long and pockmarked. His eyes, when he focused the full beam of his considerable powers of attention, resembled poached eggs cradled in cups of bone and skin. He wore a brush cut that emphasized his ears, which stood out not merely like jug handles – the image that sprang to mind – but like the handles of a kindergartener’s clay jug, or the discarded work of a tremulous potter.


It was also a face transparent to emotion. When Jim Bix smiled, you wanted to smile along with him. When he grinned, you wanted to laugh. He was conscious of his own guilelessness, Matt knew, and oddly ashamed of it. He avoided poker games. He told lies seldom and never successfully. Matt had once witnessed Jim Bix attempting a lie: He told Lillian he had broken one of her Hummel figurines, protecting the guilty party, the family dog, whom Lillian despised. The lie had been so incoherent, so patently manufactured, and so blindingly obvious that everyone present had laughed – including Lillian but excepting Jim himself, who blushed and clenched his teeth.


Jim Bix, in other words, was a nearly unimpeachable witness. Matt kept that in mind as he listened to what his friend had to say. From anyone else, it would have been unbelievable. Absurd. From Jim …


Belief, that cautious juror, withheld a verdict.


*     *     *


Matt opened the door a quarter of an hour before midnight that August evening and welcomed in this ugly and obvious man, his friend, who was also one of the best and most scrupulous pathologists Matt had encountered. Jim accepted Mart’s offer of coffee and settled leadenly into the living room sofa. He was 6′3″ from toe to crewcut, and he dominated any room he inhabited, but tonight, Matt thought, he looked smaller – a sag had crept into his shoulders, and his frown hung on his face like a weight. He took the coffee wordlessly and cradled the cup in his hands.


Matt interpreted all this as fatigue. Early in the year, Buchanan General had been certified as a regional trauma center. This was good news for the administration; it meant prestige and more reliable funding. Among staff, the reaction was mixed. They were handed a wish-list of technological goodies – respirators, bronchoscopes, a new pediatric ICU. But they also inherited a number of difficult cases that would ordinarily have been transferred to Portland. For Pathology, it had meant a huge new workload without the prospect of additional staff. Jim had been working evenings for most of two months now. Of course he was tired.


Rachel had gone to bed, and the house, with its curtains drawn against the dark, seemed uneasy in its own silence. Jim cleared his throat. Matt said, “How is Lillian?” disguising the fact that he’d seen her this afternoon.


“Seems fine,” Jim said. “Kind of quiet.” He ran a large hand through his stubble hair. “We don’t see much of you and Annie lately.”


“Lousy hours. Yours and mine. I hope you can make it on Friday.”


“Friday?”


“Friday night. A little get-together. I called about it last week.”


“Yeah, of course. I’m sorry, Matt. Yeah, we’ll try to be here.”


Matt said, “You look punch-drunk.” No argument. “Is it that serious?”


A nod.


“Then you better tell me about it. And drink your damn coffee before it gets cold.”


“Something’s fucked up at the hospital,” Jim said, “and nobody wants to listen to me.”


*     *     *


It had all happened, he said, very quickly.


It started earlier in the week. He took a couple of complaints from the staff doctors that hematology results were coming back funny. Standard tests: Smack 24s, red counts, white counts. Patients with borderline anemia were showing radically low hemoglobin totals, for instance.


New blood was drawn, new tests ordered, and he promised to oversee the results personally.


“Everything was kosher. I made sure of it. But the results … were worse.”


Matt said, “Significantly worse?”


“I couldn’t go to staff with these numbers. What was I supposed to say? I’m sorry, Doctor, but according to the lab your patient is dead. When the patient is actually sitting in the dayroom watching Days of our Lives. And the bad thing is, it’s not just a few samples now – now everything is coming up fucked. Hematology, hemostasis, immune response, blood typing. Suddenly we can’t run any kind of blood assay without getting completely Martian numbers out of it.”


“A lab problem,” Matt said.


“Can you think of any kind of problem that would screw up all these results? Neither could I. But I thought about it. I talked to the chief resident, and he agreed we should farm out the most urgent tests to other labs until we track down the problem. Okay, we do that. This was a couple of days ago. We start looking at everything. Some weird contamination coming through the air ducts. Bad sterilization. Voltage spikes on the A.C. lines. We clean it all up. We try some basic tests on a sample of whole blood from the freezer. And everything comes out within reasonable limits.”


“So far so good.”


“Exactly. But I’m not entirely convinced. So we draw some fresh blood from a healthy donor, and we put it through the cell counts, hemoglobin counts, reticulocyte counts – plasma fibrinogen, platelet counts, one-stage assays – “


“And it comes up fucked,” Matt guessed.


“It not only comes up fucked,” Jim said, “it comes up so completely fucked that we might as well have been running tests on a glass of tepid well water.”


*     *     *


Matt felt a touch of fear, as tentative as a cold hand stroking the back of his neck.


If there was some new pathology out there, and if it was common enough to be manifesting in all of Jim’s blood samples … but why hadn’t anyone else seen it? “What about the tests you farmed out?”


“They’re not back. We phone the private labs. They’re sorry, but the results don’t seen quite … plausible. They want to know if the samples were damaged in some way, maybe contaminated in transit. Meanwhile, the chief resident gets a call from the hospital in Astoria. Are we having blood-count problems? Because they are. And so is Portland.”


“Jesus,” Matt said.


“That’s the situation this morning. Everybody’s going crazy, of course. Phone lines to the CDC are jammed. This afternoon, I take some fresh blood and I put it under a microscope. Has anything changed? Well, yeah. Suddenly there’s foreign bodies there. Like nothing I’ve ever seen before.”
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