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For Christine, who wouldn’t let me talk myself out of this one 










Part One 


CURER OF ILLS










Chapter 1


[image: _img1]ou looked for the artifacts of their ambition. That was what a sociology professor had said one day in a freshman seminar, and Eric Shaw had liked something about the phrase, wrote it and only it in a notebook that would soon be forgot­ten and then discarded. Artifacts of their ambition. Only through study of those things could you truly understand people long departed. General artifacts could be overanalyzed, layered with undue importance. It was critical to find things that indicated ambitions and aspirations, that tired bit about hopes and dreams. The reality of someone’s heart lay in the objects of their desires. Whether those things were achieved did not matter nearly so much as what they had been. 


The phrase returned to Eric almost two decades later as he prepared a video montage for a dead woman’s memorial service. Video life portraits, that’s what he called them, an attempt to lend some credibility to what was essentially a glorified slide show. 


There’d been a time when neither Eric nor anyone who knew him would have been able to believe this sort of career lay ahead for him. He still had trouble believing it, in fact. You could live a life and never comprehend exactly how you found yourself in it. Hell of a thing. 


If he were fresh out of film school, he might have been able to convince himself that this was merely part of the artist’s struggle, a way to pay the bills before that first big break. Truth was, it had been twelve years since Eric claimed his film school’s high­est honor, twelve years. Two years since he’d moved to Chicago to escape the train wreck of his time in L.A. 


During his peak, thirty years old and landing bigger jobs with regularity, his cinematography had been publicly praised by one of the most successful movie directors in the world. Now Eric made videos for graduations and weddings, birthdays and anni­versaries. And funerals. Lots of funerals. That had somehow become his niche. Word of mouth sustained a business like his, and the word of mouth about Eric seemed to focus on funerals. His clients were generally pleased by his videos, but the funeral parties were elated. Maybe on some subconscious level he was more motivated when his work concerned the dead. There was a greater burden of responsibility there. Truth be told, he oper­ated more instinctively when he prepared a memorial video than when he did anything else. There seemed to be a muse working then, some innate guiding sense that was almost always right. 


Today, standing outside a suburban funeral parlor with a service about to commence, he felt an unusual sense of antici­pation. He’d spent all of the previous day — fifteen hours straight — preparing this piece, a rush job for the family of a forty-four-year-old woman who’d been killed in a car accident on the Dan Ryan Expressway. They’d turned over photo albums and scrapbooks and select keepsakes, and he’d gotten to work arranging images and creating a sound track. He took pictures of pictures and blended those with home video clips and then rolled it all together and put it to music and tried to give some sense of a life. Generally the crowd would weep and occasionally they would laugh and always they would murmur and shake their heads at forgotten moments and treasured memories. Then they’d take Eric’s hand and thank him and marvel at how he’d gotten it just right. 


Eric didn’t always attend the services, but Eve Harrelson’s family had asked him to do so today and he was glad to say yes. He wanted to see the audience reaction to this one. 


It had started the previous day in his apartment on Dearborn as he was sitting on the floor, his back against the couch and the collection of Eve Harrelson’s personal effects surrounding him, sorting and studying and selecting. At some point in that process, the old phrase came back to him, the  artifacts of their ambition, and he’d thought again that it had a nice sound. Then, with the phrase as a tepid motivator, he’d gone back through an already reviewed stack of photographs, thinking that he had to find some hint of Eve Harrelson’s dreams. 


The photographs were the monotonous sort, really — every­body posed and smiling too big or trying too hard to look care­free and indifferent. In fact, the entire Harrelson collection was bland. They’d been a photo family, not a video family, and that was a bad start. Video cameras gave you motion and voice and spirit. You could create the same sense with still photographs, but it was harder, certainly, and the Harrelson albums weren’t promising. 


He’d been planning to focus the presentation around Eve’s children — a counterintuitive move but one he thought would work well. The children were her legacy, after all, guaranteed to strike a chord with family and friends. But as he sorted through the stack of loose photographs, he stopped abruptly on a picture of a red cottage. There was no person in the shot, just an A-frame cottage painted a deep burgundy. The windows were bathed in shadow, nothing of the interior visible. Pine trees bordered it on both sides, but the framing was so tight there was no clear indi­cation of what else was nearby. As he stared at the picture, Eric became convinced that the cottage faced a lake. There was noth­ing to suggest that, but he was sure of it. It was on a lake, and if you could expand the frame, you’d see there were autumn leaves bursting into color beyond the pines, their shades reflecting on the surface of choppy, wind-blown water. 


This place had mattered to Eve Harrelson. Mattered deeply. The longer he held the photograph, the stronger that conviction grew. He felt a prickle along his arms and at the base of his neck and thought,  She made love here. And not to her husband. 


It was a crazy idea. He pushed the picture back into the stack and moved on and later, after going through several hundred photographs, confirmed that there was only one of the cottage. Clearly, the place hadn’t been that special; you didn’t take just one picture of a place that you loved. 


Nine hours of frustration later, nothing about the project com­ing together the way he wanted, Eric found the photo back in his hand, the same deep certainty in his brain. The cottage was special. The cottage was sacred. And so he included it, this lone shot of an empty building, worked it into the mix and felt the whole presentation come together as if the photograph were the keystone. 


Now it was time to play the video, the first time anyone from the family would see it, and while Eric told himself his curios­ity was general — you always wanted to know what your clients thought of your work — in the back of his mind it came down to just one photograph. 


He entered the room ten minutes before the service was to begin, took his place in the back beside the DVD player and pro­jector. Thanks to a Xanax and an Inderal, he felt mellow and detached. He’d assured his new doctor that he needed the pre­scriptions only because of a general sense of stress since Claire left, but the truth was he took the pills anytime he had to show his work. Professional nerves, he liked to think. Too bad he hadn’t had such nerves back when he’d made real films. It was the ever-present sense of failure that made the pills necessary, the cold touch of shame. 


Eve Harrelson’s husband, Blake, a stern-faced man with thick dark hair and bifocals, took the podium first. The couple’s chil­dren sat in the front row. Eric tried not to focus on them. He was never comfortable putting together a piece like this when there were children to watch it. 


Blake Harrelson said a few words of thanks to those in atten­dance, and then announced that they would begin with a short tribute film. He did not name Eric or even indicate him, just nodded at a man by the light switch when he stepped aside. 


Showtime, Eric thought as the lights went off, and he pressed play. The projector had already been focused and adjusted, and the screen filled with a close-up of Eve and her children. He’d opened with some lighthearted shots — that was always the way to go at a heavy event like this — and the accompanying music immediately got a few titters of appreciative laughter. Amidst the handful of favorite CDs her family had provided, Eric had found a recording of Eve playing the piano while her daughter sang for some music recital, the timing off from the beginning and getting worse, and in the middle you could hear them both fighting laughter. 


It went on like that for a few minutes, scattered laughter and some tears and a few shoulder squeezes with whispered words of comfort. Eric stood and watched and silently thanked whatever chemist had come up with the calming drugs in his bloodstream. If there was a more intense sort of pressure than watching a grieving group like this take in your film, he couldn’t imagine what it was. Oh, wait, yes he could — making a real film. That had been pressure, too. And he’d folded under it. 


The cottage shot was six minutes and ten seconds into the nine-minute piece. He’d kept most pictures in the frame for no more than five seconds, but he’d given the cottage twice that. That’s how curious he was for the reaction. 


The song changed a few seconds before the cottage appeared, cut from an upbeat Queen number — Eve Harrelson’s favorite band — to Ryan Adams covering the Oasis song “Wonderwall.” The family had given Eric the Oasis album, another of Eve’s favor­ites, but he’d replaced their version with the Adams cover during his final edit. It was slower, sadder, more haunting. It was right. 


For the first few seconds he could detect no reaction. He stood scanning the crowd and saw no real interest in their faces, only patience or, in a few cases, confusion. Then, just before the pic­ture changed, his eyes fell on a blond woman in a black dress at the end of the third row. She’d turned completely around and was staring back into the harsh light of the projector, search­ing for him. Something in her gaze made him shift to the side, behind the light. The frame changed and the music went with it and still she stared. Then the man beside her said something and touched her arm and she turned back to the screen, turned reluc­tantly. Eric let out his breath, felt that tightness in his neck again. He wasn’t crazy. There was something about that picture. 


He was hardly aware of the rest of the film. When it ended, he disconnected the equipment and packed up to leave. He’d never done that before — he always waited respectfully for the conclu­sion of the service and then spoke to the family — but today he just wanted out, wanted back into the sunlight and fresh air and away from that woman with the black dress and the intense stare. 


He’d slipped out of the double doors with the projector in his arms and was headed through the foyer and toward the exit when a voice from behind him said, “Why did you use that picture?” 


It was her. The blond woman in black. He turned to face her, caught a blast of that stare again, able now to see that it came from intense blue eyes.


 “The cottage?” 


“Yes. Why did you use it?” 


He wet his lips, shifted the weight of the projector. “I’m not really sure.” 


“Please don’t lie to me. Who told you to use it?”


 “No one.” 


“I want to know who told you to use it!” Her voice a hiss. 


“Nobody said a word to me about that picture. I assumed people would think I was crazy for putting it up there. It’s just a house.” 


“If it’s just a house,” she said, “then why did you want to include it?” 


This was Eve Harrelson’s younger sister, he realized. Her name was Alyssa Bradford now, and she was in several of the photographs he’d used. Back in the main room someone was speaking, offering tribute to Eve, but this woman did not seem to care in the least. All of her attention was on him. 


“It felt special,” he said. “I can’t explain it any better than that. Sometimes I just get a sense. It was the only picture of the place, and there were no people in it. I thought that was unusual. The longer I looked at it . . . I don’t know, I just thought it belonged. I’m sorry if it offended you.” 


“No. It’s not that.” 


It was quiet for a moment, both of them standing outside while the service continued inside. 


“What was that place?” he said. “And why are you the only one who reacted?” 


She looked over her shoulder then, as if making sure the doors were closed. 


“My sister had an affair,” she said softly, and Eric felt some­thing cold and spidery work through his chest. “I’m the only person who knows. At least that’s what she told me. It was with a man she dated in college and during a rough time she had with Blake. . . . He’s a bastard, I’ll never forgive him for some of the things he did, and I think she should have left him. Our parents were divorced, though, and it was an ugly divorce, and she didn’t want to do that to her kids.” 


This sort of disclosure wasn’t all that uncommon. Eric had grown used to family members sharing more than seemed pru­dent. Grief sent secrets spilling past the old restraints, and it was easier to do with a stranger sometimes. Maybe every time. 


“That cottage is in Michigan,” she said. “Some little lake in the Upper Peninsula. She spent a week there with this man, and then she came back, and she never saw him again. It was the children, you know, they were all that kept her. She was in love with him, though. I know that.” 


What could he say to that? Eric shifted the projector again, didn’t speak. 


“She didn’t keep any pictures of him,” Alyssa Bradford said, and there were tears in her eyes now. “Tore apart the photo albums she had from college, too, and burned every picture he was in. Not out of anger, but because she had to if she was going to stay. I was with her when she burned them, and she kept that one, that single shot, because there was nobody in it. That’s all she kept to remember him.” 


“It just seemed to belong,” Eric said again. 


“And that song,” she said, her eyes piercing again after she’d blinked the tears back. “How on earth did you select that song?” 


They made love to it, he thought, probably for the first time, or if not that, then certainly for the best time, the one that she remem­bered longest, the one that she remembered not long before she died. They made love to that song and he pulled her hair and she leaned her head back and moaned in his ear and afterward they lay together and listened to the wind howl around that cottage with the deep red paint. It was warm and windy and they thought that it would rain soon. They were sure of it. 


The woman was staring at him, this woman who was the only person alive who knew of her dead sister’s affair, of the week she’d spent in that cottage. The only person alive other than the lover, at least. And now Eric. He looked back into her eyes, and he shrugged. 


“It just felt right, that’s all. I try to match the music to the mood.” 


And he did, on every project. That much was true. Every­thing else, that strange but absolute sense of the importance of the song, couldn’t possibly be more than trickery of the mind. Any other notion was absurd. So very absurd. 


Eve Harrelson’s sister gave him a hundred-dollar bill before she left to return to the service, a fresh wave of tears cresting in her eyes. Eric wasn’t sure if it was a tip or a bribe for silence, and he didn’t ask. Once his equipment was packed up and he was sit­ting in the driver’s seat of the Acura MDX that Claire had paid for, he transferred the bill from his pocket to his wallet. He tried not to notice that his hands were shaking. 










Chapter 2


[image: _img2]t wasn’t the first time. Over the years, Eric had grown used to sensing some unexplained tug over a specific sight. It was one of the reasons his finest work came on historical projects. The last film of note that he’d worked on was an HBO histori­cal drama about the flight of the Nez Perce in  1877, an amaz­ing and tragic story, and one Eric connected with from the start. They’d been shooting in the Bear Paw Mountains in northern Montana, at the spot where the fifteen-hundred-mile retreat had ended about forty miles from the Canadian border, which the Indians were trying desperately to reach. There was a team of historians along, people who’d devoted countless hours to the story and believed they had an accurate sense of the key loca­tions. The crew spent about six hours getting things set up and was nearly ready to shoot when Eric rode to a rise that looked down on another valley. This one was smaller and on the sur­face less visually appealing. A little bit of snow was blowing and the sun was losing a struggle with the clouds. It was as that last shaft of sunlight receded that he looked down at the smaller val­ley and knew that this was where they’d been. The Nez Perce. Chief Joseph and about seven hundred exhausted and starving followers, fewer than two hundred of them warriors. General William Tecumseh Sherman and two  thousand well-equipped 


U.S. soldiers on their heels. 


Eric spent a few more minutes up on the ridge, then rode back down and embarked on a furious argument to pack every­thing up and move the upcoming scene into the smaller valley. The director was Douglass Wainberg, a short Jewish guy who insisted on wearing cowboy hats throughout the whole project, and while he had plenty of faults, he also had a trust in talent. He relented after Eric went on a tirade about light and horizon lines that was total bullshit — the only reason he wanted to move was that he knew they were in the wrong valley — and they wasted most of a day relocating. One of the historians took issue with the decision, said it was sad to see accuracy sacrificed for lighting concerns, and Eric had ignored him, confident that the guy was wrong. The Nez Perce had never been in his damn valley. 


That was the strongest sense he’d ever had about the signifi­cance of a single shot until the picture of the red cottage. And his previous senses had always seemed to be closer to illusions, some­thing that vanished as soon as you tried to close your fist over it. 


Eve Harrelson’s sister called a week after the service, around the time he’d begun to smile ruefully at the way his imagination had gotten away from him. 


“I hope that you won’t let the . . . odd moment from Eve’s ser­vice discourage you from working with me” were Alyssa Brad­ford’s first words when they met the day after her call. They were sitting on the patio outside a coffee shop on Michigan Avenue, and she had two shopping bags on either side of her chair and wore probably two thousand dollars’ worth of clothes, carefully styled to seem casual. The woman reeked of money. Eric had no idea where it came from. He’d gotten to know the Harrelson side of the family, and they were middle class at best. Evidently, Alyssa had married up. 


“Of course not,” he said. “I understand your reaction.” 


“I called you only because of the quality of your film,” she said. “The way you worked it all together, and the music . . . just won­derful. Everyone who was there was touched by it.  Everyone.”


 “I’m glad.” 


“It triggered something in my mind. Something I could do for my husband. My father-in-law — his name is Campbell Brad­ford — is in extremely poor health, close to the end, I’m afraid. But he’s a remarkable man, and has a remarkable story, and after seeing your film I thought,  This would be perfect. An absolutely perfect tribute, something lovely for his family to have.” 


“Well, I’m glad it made a favorable impression. After seeing that one, you have a pretty good idea of what I’ll need, and —” 


He stopped talking when she held up a hand. 


“We won’t be doing quite the same thing. See, I want to con­tract your services for a longer period of time. I’d like to send you somewhere.” 


“Send me somewhere?” 


“If you’re willing. You have experience with bigger projects is my understanding.” 


Experience with bigger projects. He looked at her with a small smile and managed a nod, the shame landing on him again, almost enough to drive him from the chair. 


“I’ve done a lot of work in film,” he said. It was as difficult a sentence as he’d ever uttered. 


“That’s what I thought. I read about you online, and I was so surprised to see that you’d come back to Chicago.” 


The sidewalk was calling to him now, screaming at him. Get up, get your ass out of that chair and walk away from this disrespect. You were big once. Big, and ready to be huge. Remember that? 


“I thought that it was probably a family decision,” Alyssa Bradford said. 


“Yes,” he said. A family decision that when your career imploded, it was time to come home. 


“Well, this is a family matter, too. My father-in-law has an extraordinary story. He ran away from home in his early teens, came to Chicago in the midst of the Depression, and made a success of himself. A  massive success. He’s worth well over two hundred million today. It was a quiet fortune, too. Until very recently, no one in the family knew exactly what he was worth. We knew he was rich, but not  that rich. Then he got sick and the legal discussions started and it came out. Now can you see why I’d like to tell his story?” 


“What did he do to make the money?” 


“Investments. Stocks, commodities, bonds, real estate, you name it. He’s just had a golden touch.” 


“I guess so.” Eric was having trouble looking her in the eye for some reason. Her stare, that intense blue-eyed stare, reminded him of the way she’d cornered him during the memorial service. 


“The town where he was born, and where I want to send you, is in southern Indiana, a truly odd place, and beautiful. Have you ever heard of French Lick?” 


“Larry Bird,” he said, and she laughed and nodded. 


“That’s the general response, but at one point it was one of the great resorts in the world. There are two towns there, actually, West Baden and French Lick, side by side, and they each have a hotel that will take your breath away. Particularly the one in West Baden. It’s unlike anything I’ve ever seen, and yet it’s built out in the middle of nowhere, this tiny town in farm country.” 


“You want me to go there?” 


“That’s what I’m hoping, yes. It’s where my father-in-law is from, and he grew up in the era when it was really alive, when people like Franklin D. Roosevelt and Al Capone were visitors. That’s what he saw in his childhood. I visited the place for the first time last year after reading that they had restored the hotels. I was there only for a day, but long enough to see that the place is just surreal.” 


“Are you looking for a video history of the place, or of his life, or —” 


“A combination. I’m prepared to pay for you to be down there for two weeks, and then take whatever time you need to finalize it once you’re back.” 


“Two weeks sounds like an inordinate amount of time. Not to mention cost.” 


“I don’t think so. My father-in-law didn’t speak much of his childhood, or his family. He’d talk about the area, all these sto­ries about the town and times, but hardly anything about his own life. All we know is that he ran away from home when he was in his teens. His relationship with his family ended then.” 


“If that’s the case,” Eric said, “he might not enjoy seeing me present the family history on video.” 


“You could be right. This isn’t just for him, though — it’s for my husband and the rest of the family.” 


“I’m certainly interested,” he said, “but I do think two weeks sounds a bit —” 


“Oh, I forgot to tell you the price. I’d pay twenty thousand dollars for the completed product. I’ll give you five of that in advance.” 


It was amazing that his first instinct was to think that dol­lar figure unimpressive. His mind still went to real film budget numbers initially. Then he considered it again and realized that twenty thousand dollars was half of what he’d made all last year. And twenty thousand more than he’d made the year before that. He closed his mouth on the hedging  I don’t know if I can invest all that time argument that had been forthcoming, leaned back in his chair, and raised his eyebrows at Alyssa Bradford. 


“I don’t see how I can turn it down.” 


“Excellent. Once you see the town and the hotels and learn about the history, I think you’ll find the whole project very suited to you. Suited to someone of your gifts.”


 “My gifts.” 


She hesitated, the first time she’d shown anything but total self-assurance, and then said, “You know, taking things that are gone and bringing them back to life.” 


Eric said, “I’d like to interview him. Something of this length, interviews will be important.” 


She nodded, but the smile was fading. “I understand that, but I don’t know how much you’ll get. He’s ninety-five and in very poor health. Conversations are difficult.” 


“Sometimes one sentence is enough to make a hell of a dif­ference. If it’s the right words, the right sound . . . it can have an impact.” 


“Then I’ll arrange a time for you to visit. I also know that you like to have photos and family artifacts. I already brought some­thing for you.” 


She reached into her purse and withdrew a glass bottle, maybe eleven inches tall. Her purse had been resting in the sunlight, but the bottle was surprisingly cold when she passed it into his hand. Light green glass, with etching across it that said Pluto Water, America’s Physic. 


“Look at the bottom,” Alyssa Bradford said. 


He turned the bottle over and found another etching, this one the image of a jaunty devil with horns, forked tail, and a sword in his belt. One hand was raised, as if in a wave. The word Pluto 


was etched beneath the figure. 


“What is it?” 


“Mineral water. That’s what made the town famous, and what built the hotels and brought people in from all over the world.” 


There was a stopper held in place with a wire press-down, and below it the bottle was filled with a cloudy liquid the color of sandstone. 


“They drank this stuff?” Eric said. 


“Drank it out of the bottles, yes, but they also had spas, springs you’d sit in that would supposedly cure physical ailments. That was the big deal at the resorts. People would come from all over the world to visit those springs for the healing effects.” 


Eric was running his thumb over that etched figure on the base, watching sediment rise and settle inside the glass with his motions. 


“Isn’t it just a gorgeous bottle?” Alyssa Bradford said. “It’s the one thing I found that had something to do with his hometown. I think it’s fantastic that he kept it all these years. That bottle is about eighty years old. Maybe more.” 


“What’s with the devil?” 


“He’s Pluto. It’s the Roman version of Hades. God of the underworld.” 


“Seems like a strange mascot for a company to choose.” 


“Well, the mineral water came from underground springs. I suppose that inspired them. Anyhow, he’s a happy-looking devil, isn’t he?” 


He was that. Cheerful, welcoming. That water inside the bot­tle, though, was a different story. Something about its odd color and those fine, grainy flakes of sediment turned Eric’s stomach, and he set the bottle on the table and slid it back to her. 


“No, you can keep it for now,” she said. “I’d like you to take it with you. See if you can find someone who can give an accurate date for it.” 


He didn’t want the bottle at all, but he accepted it when she pushed it across the table, wrapped his hand around it and felt that unnatural penetrating cold from within. 


“What do you have in that purse, dry ice?” 


“It always feels that way, actually,” she said. “I don’t under­stand why. Something about the mineral content? Or maybe that old glass.” 


He put the bottle in his briefcase and refilled his coffee while she wrote him a five-thousand-dollar check, keeping his palm pressed against the warm side of the mug until she’d signed it and torn it free and handed it to him. 










Chapter 3


[image: _img2]t was the sort of story that begged for telling, and with the addition of those wild, extravagant hotels in so rural a place, it was a story with a strong visual component. Perfect for film. Maybe this could go somewhere beyond the Bradfords. Maybe, if he did it right, this could open some doors that had swung shut in his face out in L.A. 


Before even setting foot in the town, Eric had swiftly developed a sort of possessive fear about the place, a worry that somebody else was going to get there first. The stories he’d found in his first pass of research were countless. Rich and poor, gangsters and politicians, the explosion and then death of the passenger trains, Prohibition and the effects of the stock-market collapse — all of it had swirled through these bizarre little towns. They were a microcosm, really, a story of America. It was a chance to do something real again. 


Alyssa Bradford called him three days after their meeting to say he could check into the West Baden Springs Hotel on the first Friday of May. That was just one week away, and she’d arranged for him to have his first — maybe his only, depending on the man’s health — chance to talk with Campbell Bradford on the Thursday prior. Alyssa warned that the old man was not well, might not be able to communicate. Eric said he still wanted to give it a shot. 


Claire called that night, and when he saw her number on the caller ID, he felt flushed with relief and gratitude — it had been a week since they’d spoken, and each day was drawing longer and harder on him. Then she said, “I was just calling to check on you,” and that was all it took to erase the positive feelings. Call­ing to check on him? Like he was suicidal or something now that they weren’t together, incapable of maintaining a life with­out her in it? 


He made a few cutting remarks, threw in one jab about her father, and guided her toward an early hang-up like a dog herd­ing cattle toward an open gate. When she invited him to give her a call in a few days, he said not to count on it. 


“I’m headed out of town for a while,” he said. “Few weeks, maybe a month.” 


“Spontaneous vacation?” she said after a beat of silence.


 “Work.” 


“And where are you going?” 


“Indiana,” he said, biting off the word with pain. 


 “How exotic.” 


“It’s a hell of a story. Believe it or not, those don’t always come from Maui or Manhattan.” 


“I’m just kidding. Tell me about the story.” 


“Maybe later. I’ve got a lot to do, Claire.” 


“Okay.” Her voice had some sorrow in it, and that pleased him. “Well, I hope it goes great for you, whatever it is.” 


He swung a closed fist toward the wall, pulled the punch at the last minute, and landed it with a soft thump, no real pain. Damn her  hopes for him, her well wishes, and her blessings. 


“I’m sure that it will,” he said. “I’ve got a good feeling about it. Things just seem to be looking up for me lately.” 


That was a cruel parting line, and he knew from her frigid Good-bye, Eric, and the click of the breaking connection that it had scored a direct hit. He turned off his phone and went to the kitchen and poured himself two fingers of Scotch.  No, hell with it, pour four. He dropped an ice cube into that — Water the drink down a touch, and the quantity becomes no problem at all, right? — and then went into the living room and began scan­ning through the DVD collection, looking for something to take his thoughts away. Something by one of his old favorites, Huston or Peckinpah, maybe. Yes, Peckinpah. Make it bloody and loud. That seemed right tonight.


  H e’d watched Straw Dogs and had another Scotch and tried without success to sleep before he found himself back at the com­puter, researching again. He’d found there were matches for the correct Campbell Bradford — though it appeared in most formal circumstances he referred to himself as C. L. Bradford — but all of them had to do with his philanthropy. For a man of such great wealth, he’d lived a remarkably quiet existence. Eric couldn’t find so much as a short bio paragraph on the Web, just the name on list after list of contributors for various causes. His donations spanned a wide spectrum, too wide to tell Eric much about the man, but it was obvious he was partial to liberal politics and a supporter of the arts, particularly music. He’d made sizable dona­tions to various community orchestras, but Eric noted that they seemed to be small or rural groups, with names like Hendricks County Philharmonic, rather than the prestigious symphonies. Perhaps he assumed — correctly, no doubt — that the large ones were better funded. 


After cycling through pages of results without finding any­thing of interest, Eric went back and ran a search for Camp­bell along with the words “West Baden” and got nothing. He tried again with “French Lick” and was surprised to find three results. A closer look revealed all three were basically the same thing — a request for information on Campbell and a handful of others posted by an Indiana University graduate student named Kellen Cage. The student explained that he was researching the area’s history for a thesis and was hoping for any information about a handful of people — particularly, he’d written, Campbell Bradford and Shadrach Hunter. The latter name meant noth­ing to Eric. There was an e-mail address listed, though, so Eric went ahead and dropped him a note. If the kid was intrigued by Campbell, that meant he’d heard some stories already, which put him well ahead of Eric. And, for that matter, Campbell’s family. 


After exhausting the minimal possibilities for Campbell, he turned to searching for Pluto Water and soon found some old ads that he’d have to include in the film. They were priceless. Pluto Water cured damn near everything, it seemed. Alcohol­ism, asthma, obesity, paralysis, pimples, hives, influenza, insom­nia, malaria, and venereal disease all made the list. It turned out the product was nothing more than a laxative, but even after that was known, the company still made millions bottling and selling it with the charming slogan When nature won’t, Pluto will. 


The ads themselves were amazing things, too, perfect images of a time and place and people. Women in flowing gowns, men in suits, and that silly smiling devil always present. Eric was par­ticularly taken with one of a man standing in front of a basin sink and mirror. In the illustration he looked back at himself in what appeared to be true and total horror, and the text beside his head read, What’s wrong with me? 


He got to his feet, planning on another Scotch but then thought better of it. Maybe because the room reeled a little around him, maybe because he’d just seen the word alcoholism on those lists. Didn’t want to dance too close to that partner, no. 


But he was on his feet, and he felt like he was in search of something. 


The Pluto Water. He went into the living room and found his briefcase and opened it, wrapped his hand around the bottle. Still cold. Still  oddly cold, in fact. How could water sit in a room for so long and never absorb its temperature? He hadn’t read anything about that quality in his research. 


“Curer of ills,” he said, running his thumb over the etchings. The water looked hideous, but millions of bottles had been con­sumed over the years. Had to be safe. Mineral water didn’t go bad, did it? Then again, wouldn’t anything go bad after so long? 


Only one way to find out, but of course he couldn’t do that. 


Why not? 


For one thing, the water could be tainted, could poison his ass, leave him dead on the living room floor from one tiny taste. 


You know that won’t happen. That water is natural, came out of a spring, not a chemistry set. 


But there were other reasons, those of the courteous, profes­sional sort, not to crack into an artifact the old man had for some reason left untouched all these years. 


It has a cap. You open it, take a sip, put the damn cap back on. Who’s to know? 


He felt like a young boy standing in front of the liquor cabi­net, pondering his first taste of the sauce. Drink some of it down, then fill it up with water — maybe apple juice for color — and they’ll never know. What the hell was his problem? It was a bottle of old mineral water. Why did he want to know what it tasted like? It tasted, no doubt, like shit. 


Scared of it. For some reason, you’re scared of it, you pussy. 


It was true, he realized as he stood there staring at the bottle, it was true and it was pathetic, and there was only one way to slap that fear down. He forced the old wires up and loosened the stopper. It was a terrible thing to do — he’d probably just cut the bottle’s value in half by opening it, and it wasn’t even his bottle — but after the whiskeys and the bad conversation with Claire and the realization that for some inexplicable reason he was frightened of this bottle, he no longer cared about that. He just wanted a taste. 


There was a sulfuric smell to the water, and he felt mildly repulsed as he lifted the bottle to take a drink. He was almost unable to bear the smell of the stuff; how had so many people actually ingested it? 


The bottle hit his lips and tilted and a splash of the contents sloshed over the rim and into his mouth and found his throat. 


And Eric gagged. 


Dropped to his knees and spat the foulness onto the carpet, the taste more corrupt than anything he’d ever experienced, a taste of rot, of death. 


He set the bottle on the floor, spat onto the carpet again as he took a shuddering breath through his nose, and then felt another gag coming on and knew this time it wasn’t going to be so clean, made it halfway into the bathroom before vomiting violently onto the floor. The whiskey scorched through his throat and burned his nostrils and he fought his way to the toilet and hung on to the bowl and emptied again, felt his temples throb and saw his vision go cloudy with tears from the force of it, the terrible exertion. 


The next bout was worse, an awful wrenching from deep in his stomach, like somebody twisting a wet towel until the fibers screamed with strain. When he finished, he was facedown on the floor, the tile cold on his cheek. 


It was an hour before he left the bathroom. An hour before he felt strong enough to stand. He got out the mop and a bucket and some disinfectant spray and went to work. When the bath­room was clean, he returned to the living room, avoiding the clock that announced it was four in the morning, long past the hour that decent people had found their beds, and picked up the Pluto bottle. The smell rose again, and he clenched his teeth as he fastened the cap, holding his breath until the bottle was in his briefcase. 


Curer of ills, indeed. 










Chapter 4


[image: _img3]he next day he took some Excedrin and drank about a gallon of iced tea and waited until evening to eat, and that night he did not allow himself so much as a beer or a glass of wine. 


There were no other jobs in play, just the Bradford project, so he spent the rest of the week on research and equipment shop­ping, considering spending Alyssa Bradford’s advance check on a new camera. He wanted to upgrade partially for the quality improvement and partially to stop using the camera Claire’s father had given him as a present after things bottomed out in L.A. and Eric followed Claire to Chicago. That pretentious bas­tard. His latest novel had just come out this week. Eric wouldn’t read the book, that was for damn sure, but if he heard of a bad review, he’d absolutely read that. 


He didn’t talk to Claire again before his meeting with Camp­bell Bradford. By the morning after their last phone call, which he awoke to with a headache that clearly intended to linger for a few hours, he wished that he’d told her more. It would’ve inter­ested her, and she would’ve listened. One thing about Claire, she always listened. 


But he didn’t call, and she didn’t either. He checked the caller ID every day, and that ritual became maddening — she was his wife, and here he was, checking to see if she might have called. 


 His wife. 


He stopped by the apartment to pick up his equipment the night of his interview with Campbell Bradford and saw the mes­sage light blinking on the answering machine, thought perhaps Claire had called, then hated himself for such hopefulness. He didn’t allow himself to even check the message, ignoring the machine while he picked up his camera and tripod and briefcase. When he opened the case to put his recorder inside — always good to have an audio backup — he saw the pale green bottle and felt a wave of nausea. He started to remove the bottle, then changed his mind. Maybe he’d show it to old Campbell and see what sort of response it triggered. 


Alyssa Bradford had told him to go by the hospital around seven. He went through the building as quickly as he could, long, fast strides, the camera bag banging against his leg. He hated hospitals, always had. When he found the right room num­ber —  712 — he discovered the door was closed. Rapped lightly on it with his knuckles. 


“Hello?” he said, pushing it open, poking his head inside. “Mr. Bradford?” 


There were two beds in the room, but only one was occupied. The man in it turned to look at Eric, one half of his face lit by a small fluorescent lamp above the bed. Otherwise the room was dark. The sheets were pulled up to the man’s neck, and the face above them was weathered and gaunt, with sunken blue eyes that announced his sickness even more than the hospital room itself. Loose skin hung off a jaw that once would have been hard and square, and though the hands resting on top of the sheets were thin and brittle, they were large. Would have been power­ful, once. 


“Mr. Bradford?” Eric said again, and the old man seemed to nod. 


“Your daughter-in-law said she told you I’d be coming,” Eric said, crossing to the foot of the bed and pulling up a plastic chair. “I hope I’m not here at a bad time.” 


No answer. Not a word, or a blink. But the eyes followed Eric. 


“I think Alyssa told you what I was going to be doing?” Eric said. He was reaching into his camera bag now, rushing things along because the old man’s unresponsive stare was unsettling. 


“I was hoping I could hear some of the stories you’ve got to tell,” he continued as he removed the camera. “Alyssa promised me you’ve got some good ones.” 


Campbell Bradford’s breath came and went in soft, barely audible hisses, and when Eric became aware of the sound, he wanted out of the room, cursed himself for forcing this sugges­tion on Alyssa in the first place. This man was dying. He was not months away, or even weeks away. Death was close. He could hear it in those little puffing hisses from Campbell’s nose. 


It hadn’t been so many years ago that Eric could be in the presence of an old, sick person like this and feel sorrow. Now he felt fear. The buffer zone of years was thinning too fast. He’d be here soon. 


“I’ll just let you talk as much as you want, and whenever you’re ready for me to go, I’ll get lost,” he said, unfolding the tripod and fastening the camera to it. When he stole a glance at Campbell, he saw the same blank face and thought,  Well, this isn’t going to take long. The man was not going to be able to talk to him. Then Eric took the lens cap off and dropped his eye to the viewfinder to check the focus and felt his next words die in his chest, pulled down by a cold fist of fear. In the viewfinder Campbell Bradford was watching him with an entirely different expression, the blue eyes hard and penetrating and astonishingly alert. They were the eyes of a young man, a strong man. 


Eric lifted his head slowly, turned from the camera to the man in the bed and felt that cold fist in his chest open and flutter its fingers. 


Campbell Bradford’s face had not changed. The eyes looked just as dim, just as unaware. Eric looked at the door, wishing now that he’d left it open. 


“You going to talk to me?” Eric asked. 


A slow blink, another hissed breath. Nothing else. 


Eric looked at him, then thought, Okay, let’s try it again, and lowered his eye to the viewfinder. There was Campbell, still in the bed, still watching him, still with alert blue eyes that looked nothing like the ones Eric had just been staring into. 


He wanted to look up again but didn’t, kept his eye to the cam­era instead. Give Paul Porter credit — he might be an asshole, but the man bought one hell of a camera. It was amazing, the way the thing picked up the life in Campbell Bradford’s eyes. 


“Are you going to talk to me tonight?” Eric asked again, this time with his eye to the camera. 


“Yes,” Campbell Bradford said, voice clear and strong. 


Eric jerked his head up, bumped the tripod with his knee, and nearly knocked the camera over. Campbell looked back at him, face empty. 


“Great,” Eric said, steadying the camera and facing Camp­bell. “Where would you like to start? What would you like to tell me?” 


 Nothing. 


What in the hell was this about? The old bastard spoke only when Eric was looking at him through the camera. He waited, and still Campbell was silent. Eric pursed his lips, exhaled, shook his head.  Okay, Gramps, I’ll look away again. He put his eye to the viewfinder and said, “I’d like to ask you about your childhood. Is that okay?” 


“I don’t really have much to say about that,” Campbell Brad­ford said. His face was unchanged in the camera, the skin still loose and sallow, the sickness still clear. In fact, nothing had changed except the look in his eyes. For the first time, Eric con­sidered that the old man could be screwing with him. That blank-faced look could be forced. 


“Can I ask you something off topic?” Eric said. 


“Yes.” The voice was clear enough, but not youthful. It was an elderly man’s voice. A sick man’s voice. 


“Are you going to talk to me only when I’m looking through the camera?” 


Campbell Bradford smiled. 


“That,” Eric said, “is one wicked sense of humor.” 


He lifted his head again, and Campbell went back to the vacant expression, and Eric laughed. 


“Okay, I’ll play the game.” He moved the camera over and flicked the viewing display open so he could look through the camera without having to keep his eye to the tiny viewfinder. “Why don’t you want to talk to me about your childhood?” 


“Not much to say.” 


The old man was good. He could time it right, speak just as Eric dropped his eyes to the display, stop just as he flicked his eyes up. What a case. 


“Tell me about the town, maybe. West Baden, isn’t that it?” 


“Nice town,” Campbell said, and his voice seemed tired now. 


“Did you live by the hotel?” Eric said and waited a long time on this one, staring right at Campbell, waiting for him to crack. He didn’t, and Eric dropped his eyes to the camera, and Camp­bell said, “Sure.” 


Shit, he wasn’t going to give it up. 


“How long did you live there?” Eric said, eyes still on the camera. 


“A while.” The fatigue appeared to be taking Campbell quickly, and Eric wondered if the game he’d played had sapped his strength. 


Show him the bottle, maybe. Tell him the way that shit had tasted, see if he could get a laugh or a response of any depth. Eric took the bottle out. Damn but that thing was cold. 


“Alyssa gave me this,” he said, pushing it into the old man’s hand, and for the first time Campbell’s face changed while Eric had his eyes away from the camera, went drawn and lined with concern. 


“You shouldn’t have this,” he said. 


“I’m sorry. She brought it to me.” 


Campbell’s long, ancient fingers opened and he lifted his hand from the bottle, found Eric’s forearm and squeezed with surpris­ing strength. 


“It was  so cold,” he said. 


“The bottle? Yeah, I know. Weird stuff.” 


“No!” Campbell’s eyes were wide now, full of emotion, the game forgotten.


 “What?” 


“Not the bottle.” 


“Well, I thought it was plenty cold. When I touched —” 


“Not the bottle.” 


Eric said, “What, then? What are you talking about?” 


 “So cold.”


 “What was?” 


 “The river.” 


“What river are you talking about?” 


“It was  so cold.” 


Eric wanted to say something about Bradford’s sense of humor again, wanted to give him some credit for this unnerving and inventive-as-hell prank, but he couldn’t get the words out, couldn’t even get them formed, because he was staring into the man’s face and unable to believe that any drama school on earth had ever produced a talent like this. He wasn’t acting. He was lost in some frozen memory. One that terrified him. 


“So cold the river,” Campbell Bradford repeated, his voice now dropping to a whisper as he lowered his head back to the pillow. “So cold the river.” 


“What river? I don’t understand what you’re talking about, sir.”


 Nothing. 


Eric said, “Mr. Bradford? I’m sorry I brought the bottle.” 


Silence. The amazing job of blank-faced posing he’d done before paled in comparison to this. 


“Mr. Bradford, I was hoping to talk to you about your life. If you don’t want to talk about West Baden or your childhood, that’s fine with me. Let’s talk about your career, then. Your kids.” 


But it wasn’t going to work. Not anymore. The old man was stone silent. Game or not, Eric wasn’t going to wait all night. He let five minutes pass, asked a few more questions, got no response. 


“All right,” he said, removing the camera from the tripod. “I think you were messing with me earlier, and I hope you are now. I’m sorry if I upset you.” 


That got a languid blink. When Eric picked up the bottle from the bed and put it back in his briefcase, Campbell followed it with his eyes but said nothing. 


“Okay,” Eric said. “Take care, Mr. Bradford.” 


He left the hospital and drove back to the apartment, opened a beer and leaned against the refrigerator while he drank it, hold­ing the bottle to his forehead between sips. What a weird guy. What a weird night. 


It was the sort of story he’d have shared with Claire once, and that thought reminded him of the message he still hadn’t checked. Maybe it was her. Hopefully, it was her. If she’d called, he was justified in calling her back. It would give him the excuse. 


When he played the message, though, it wasn’t Claire’s voice. 


“Eric, hey, I hope this catches you! This is Alyssa Bradford, and I’m calling to tell you not to waste your time driving to the hospital tonight. My father-in-law took a turn for the worse this week. I went down there yesterday and he couldn’t say a word, would just look at me and stare. The doctors said he hasn’t spo­ken since Monday. I’m so sorry it won’t work out. I wish you could have talked with him. He had such a sense of humor. I guess the last time he spoke, it was to tell the nurse she needed to get a new outfit. That was just like him. If those were his last words, at least they were a joke.” 


She wished him luck in West Baden and hung up. Eric fin­ished the rest of his beer in a long swallow and deleted the message. 


“Hate to tell you, Alyssa,” he said aloud, “but those weren’t his last words.” 










Chapter 5


[image: _img2]t hit ninety on the first Friday of May, and everyone Anne McKinney spoke with commented on the heat, shook their heads, and expressed disbelief. Anne, of course, had seen this coming about six weeks earlier, when spring arrived early and emphatically. It had been in the high sixties throughout the third week of March, and while the TV people were busy talking about when it would break, Anne knew by the fourth day that it would not. Not really, not in the way of a normal Indiana spring, with those wild swings, seventy one day and thirty the next. 


No, this year spring settled in and put up its feet, and winter didn’t have much to say about it, just a few overnight grumblings of cold rain and wind. There had been five days in the eight­ies during April, and the rain that came was gentle. Nurturing. The entire town was in bloom now, everything lush and green and unpunished. The grounds around the hotel were particu­larly stunning. Always were, of course — full-time landscapers could do that for you — but Anne had seen eighty-six springs in West Baden, remembered about eighty of those pretty well, and this was as beautiful as any of them. 


And as hot. 


She couldn’t avoid the weather conversations even if she’d wanted to; it was her identity in town, the only thing most people could think to mention when they saw her. Sometimes the topic came up casually, other times with genuine interest and inquiry, and, often enough, with winks and smiles. It amused some peo­ple, her fascination with weather, her house on the hill filled with barometers and thermometers and surrounded by weather vanes and wind chimes. That was fine by Anne. To each his own, as they said. She knew what she was waiting for. 


Truth be told, there were times when she thought she might never see it either. See the real storm, the one she’d been count­ing on since she was a girl. The last few years, maybe she’d let her eye wander a bit, let her interest dim. She still kept the daily records, of course, still knew every shift and eddy of the winds, but it was more observation and less expectation. 


But now it was ninety on the first Friday of May, the air so still it was as if the wind had lost its job here, headed elsewhere in search of work. The barometer sat at 30.08 and steady, indi­cating no change soon. Just heat and blue skies and stillness, the summer humidity yet to arrive, that ninety more tolerable than it would be in July. 


All peaceful signs really. Anne didn’t believe any of them. 


She went into the West Baden hotel at three and sat in one of the luxurious velvet-covered chairs near the bar and had her afternoon cocktail. Brian, the bartender, gave a wink to one of his coworkers when he fixed Anne’s drink, as if she didn’t know he put only the barest splash of Tanqueray in the tonic before squeezing the lime. A splash was all she needed these days. Hell, she was eighty-six years old. What did the boy think she was coming down here for, to end up three sheets to the wind? 


No, it was the routine. A ritual of thanks more than anything else, an appreciation for continued health, health that she couldn’t ask for at this age. She still made it up all those front steps, didn’t use a cane or a walker or a stranger’s arm. Walked in under the dome and had herself a seat and a sip. The day she couldn’t do that, well, go ahead and pop the lid on the pine box. 


There wasn’t a soul in the world who would understand how it made Anne feel to come in here and see the place alive. The day it had finally reopened, she walked into the rotunda beneath that towering dome of glass and burst into tears. Had to sit down on a chair and cry, and people just smiled sympathetic-like at her, seeing an old woman having an old woman’s moment. They couldn’t understand what it meant, couldn’t understand the way this place had looked when she was a girl, the most amazing place she could ever have imagined in the world. 


It had been mostly a ruin for years. Decades. She’d come and gone through the town daily, looking up to see the crumbling stone and cracked marble, and with every day and every look, a little piece of her died a wailing, anguished death. 


But she’d never lost hope either. The place was special, and she just couldn’t imagine that it would go on like that forever. The hotel’s return, much like the big storm, was something she’d believed in without fail. You called that sort of thing faith. 


Her faith had been rewarded. Bill Cook, the man’s name. Awful plain name, she thought, but he’d made a few billion dol­lars on it with a medical company up in Bloomington, and then he’d found his way down here and not only seen what had to be done but could afford to have it done. 


So now they were back, both of them, the West Baden Springs Hotel and the French Lick Springs Resort, buildings that seemed as out of place in this valley as a pair of giraffes at a dog show, and though she had no use for the ugly fake riverboat casino that was built to draw people down, she understood its purpose. Most irksome part of that was that the thing wasn’t really a riverboat, was nothing but a building with a moat around it, but evidently that was enough to please the legislators, who wouldn’t allow anything but riverboat casinos in the state. You had to wonder what that said about the quality of brains in the statehouse, that they could fool themselves into thinking a building was a boat just because you filled a ditch around it with water, but Anne had been around for too many years to hold much hope for gov­ernment anyhow. They could have declared the thing a spaceship for all she cared as long as it allowed the hotels to come back. 


She’d lived to see it. That was a special thing, and one that returned her faith in the storm. It was coming, someday, a dark, furious cloud, and though she didn’t know what role she would play in that, she knew it was important that she be ready. Part of her wanted the storm; part of her dreaded it. As much as she loved them — those brilliant flashes of lightning, the terrible screaming winds — she feared them, too. They took all the pow­ers of man and sneered at them. 


A convention of some sort was in the hotel today, and the place was particularly active, echoing with voices and laughter and foot­falls on the parquet. It soothed her like a hand on the shoulder. She asked Brian for one more, smiled to herself as she saw him fill the short glass with nothing but tonic and ice before adding the lime. He knew the rules. Anne was here for the sounds and the sights, not the sauce. 


She took the tonic in slow, and by the time it was gone, that comforting noise and bustle and the soft velvet armchair were pulling her down to sleep, and she knew it was time to go. Start falling asleep down here and she’d begin to seem less charming to the staff. Right now, with her daily gin and her smiles and occasional barbed jokes, she was something of a local treasure. Valued, appreciated, even by the younger ones. She liked that role, and understood all too well that it could quickly be erased by one drooling nap. 


She got to her feet, taking care to relish that tug of pain in her lower back, a tug that she wouldn’t have if she couldn’t still get to her feet. Left a few dollars for Brian — Thank you, Mrs. McKinney, have a good day and we’ll see you tomorrow — and walked away from the bar and back into the rotunda. Stood in the middle and looked up at the dome, with the sun shining down and the place glittering, took a deep breath, and thanked the good Lord for one more afternoon like this. Precious things. Precious. 


Out the main doors and back onto the steps and what do you know — there was some wind to greet her. First she’d felt all day. Nothing of real notice, just a gentle, experimental puff, like the breeze wasn’t sure about it yet, but it was there all the same. She stood at the top of the steps and watched the bushes rustle and the leaves turn and flutter, saw that the wind was coming up out of the southwest now. Interesting. She hadn’t expected the shift today. The air was still hot, might’ve even pushed a few degrees past ninety by now, but she thought she could detect a chill to the wind, almost as if there was some cold trapped in it, surrounded by warmth but still there nevertheless. 


She’d go home and take a few readings, see what sense she could make of it. All she knew now was that there was some­thing in the air. Something on the way. 










Chapter 6


[image: _img2]t was a six-hour drive, the final third a hell of a lot more pleasant than the first two. Getting out of the city and into Indiana was a nightmare in itself, and then Eric was rewarded by only as bleak a drive as he could think of, Chicago to India­napolis. South of Indy, though, things began to turn. The flat-lands turned into hills, the endless fields filled with trees, the straight road began to curve. He stopped for lunch in Bloomington, left the highway and drove into town to see the campus, one he’d always heard was beautiful. It didn’t disappoint. He had a burger and a beer at a place called Nick’s, the beer something local, Upland Wheat. When in Rome, right? Turned out to be as good a warm-weather beer as he’d ever tasted, sort of thing made you want to stretch out in the sun and relax for a while. There was driving to be done, though, so he left it at just the one beer and got back into the Acura and pushed south. 


Past Bloomington to Bedford, and then the highway hooked and lost a lane in a town called Mitchell and began to dip and rise as it carved through the hills. Everything was green, lush, and alive, and now and then flatbed trucks loaded with fresh-quarried limestone lumbered by. There weren’t many houses along this stretch of the highway, but if Eric had had a dollar for every one with a basketball hoop outside, he’d have been a rich man by the time he hit Paoli. 


He knew from the map that Paoli meant he was close, and once he figured out what road to take away from the square — a mural covering the entire side of a building pointed the way to French Lick — he laid a little heavier on the gas, ready to have this drive done. 


A dull, constant headache that had lodged in the back of his skull somewhere north of Indianapolis, then faded while he had his beer, now returned with a little stronger pulse to it, one that made him wince every now and then as it hit a particularly inspired chord. He had Excedrin in the suitcase, would have to take some as soon as he got to the hotel. He’d hoped things might turn a little more exotic as he neared West Baden and French Lick, but there was just more farm country. He ran past one white rail fence that seemed to stretch for a mile — would hate to paint that thing — and not much else that was worth notice. Then a few buildings began to show themselves, and a sign told him he’d reached West Baden, and he thought,  You’ve got to be kidding me. 


Because there was nothing here. A cluster of old buildings and a barbecue stand, and that was it. Then he felt his eyes drawn away from the road, up the hill to the right, and he let off the gas and felt his breath catch in his chest as the speed fell off. 


There was the hotel. And Alyssa Bradford had used the correct word in describing it, because only one word came close —  surreal. The place was that, and then some. Pale yellow towers flanked a mammoth crimson dome, and the rest of the structure fell away beneath, hundreds of windows visible in the stone. It looked more like a castle than a hotel, something that belonged in Europe, not on this stretch of farmland. 


A horn blew behind him, and Eric realized he’d coasted almost to a stop in the middle of the road. He pushed on the gas again, found a set of twin stone arches that guarded a long, winding brick drive that led up to the hotel. West Baden Springs —  Carlsbad of America, the arches said. He knew from his research that referred to a famed European mineral spa. 


The place gave him an immediate desire to reach for the cam­era, get this recorded now, as if it might soon disappear. 


He wasn’t certain the brick road was a legitimate entrance, so he drove past the stone arches in search of the parking lot and, within the space of a blink and a yawn, found himself in French Lick. Out of one town and into the other, all in what felt like six city blocks. They were separate towns, but the reality was, they felt like one place, and the only reason they hadn’t merged into one town over the years was those hotels. They’d been rivals at one time, French Lick and West Baden, and many locals just referred to the area as Springs Valley. 


He passed the French Lick Springs Resort, which held the grandeur of its West Baden partner but not the magic. The architecture was more traditional, that was all. A good-looking building, but a building nonetheless. The West Baden hotel, with its dome and towers, quickened the pulse more. The owner of the French Lick hotel, Thomas Taggart, had been a fierce rival of the West Baden Springs Hotel owner, Lee Sinclair — in busi­ness and politics, with Taggart a key Democrat in the state and Sinclair an equally powerful Republican. For decades those two had dueled for superiority in the valley, and while Sinclair’s hotel may have won out, Taggart created a million-dollar business with his Pluto Water, while Sinclair’s Sprudel Water — virtually the same product — had somehow failed, eventually forcing him to sell his interest in the water to Taggart. 


Eric turned at the casino and drove up the road in search of the entrance for the West Baden hotel. The parking lot was set to the side and above the hotel, and he parked and took his bags out and walked toward the entrance, looking out at the grounds as he went. A creek cut through the middle, surrounded by flower­ing trees and flowerbeds and emerald-colored grass. The smell of the grass was in the air, freshly cut, and something about that drew him away from the parking lot entrance and around to the front of the building. He set his bags down on the steps and inhaled and looked off down the long brick drive. 


“What a place.” He said it aloud, but softly, and was surprised when someone said, “Wait’ll you see the inside.” 


He turned and saw an elderly woman heading down the steps toward him. She looked at least eighty but walked with a firm, steady stride and wore makeup and jewelry, a pocketbook held between her upper arm and her side. 


“I’m looking forward to it,” he said, stepping aside so she could come down. “Have been for a while.” 


“I know the feeling,” she said. “And don’t worry, it won’t disappoint.” 


He picked up his bags and went up the steps and through the doors and into the atrium. Made it about twenty feet inside before he had to drop the bags again — not because they were heavy but because taking the place in called for energy. 


The dome was three times as wide as he’d expected and twice as tall, a tremendous globe of glass resting on white steel ribs. The design had been truly ingenious in its time — hell, it still was. Harrison Albright, the architect who had conceived of the whole amazing design, came up with the umbrella-like supports to hold the dome up, but he had concerns that temperature changes would cause it to expand and contract at a different rate than the building below — a sure recipe for disaster, a collapse of the dome that would shower those beneath with glass and humiliate its creator. As a solution, Albright rested the steel support ribs on ball bearings, allowing the dome to expand and contract at a dif­ferent rate than the building below. This idea in 1901. 


There were ten thousand square feet of glass in the dome alone. More glass than in any other building in the world at the time of its construction, more even than London’s Crystal Palace. It was one thing to read details like that on the Inter­net, another to see it. One of the stories Eric had found said that when they removed the supports beneath the dome, many spec­tators, including Sinclair, weren’t certain the thing would avoid collapse. In response, Albright insisted on climbing to the roof and standing dead center on top of the dome when they removed the last of the scaffolding. He’d been sure of his math, even if nobody else was. 


The atrium stretched out beneath the dome, shining floor and ornate rugs and potted ferns, lots of gold trim on the perimeter. They’d redone the tile — twelve million marble mosaics were hand-laid in the original floor — and matched the paint to the original color, matched the rugs, matched damn near everything that could be matched. Eric had seen impressive renovations but nothing with such attention to detail. 


Some of the rooms had balconies that looked out over the atrium, and he hoped Alyssa Bradford had come through with one of those for him. He wanted to sit out there at night and have a drink and watch the place quiet down.  Probably see ghosts, he thought, and smiled. 


The hotel had that kind of feel, though. It started with that misplaced quality, floating out here in the middle of nowhere, and then built on the astonishing design and a restoration job so carefully and perfectly completed that entering the building was like walking out of one century and into another. 


He took a few steps away from his luggage, more into the cen­ter of the room, and then tilted his head back to look directly up at the dome. When he did that, the headache that had been momentarily forgotten bloomed bright behind his eyes, a swift, jagged pain. He winced and dropped his eyes, shaded them with his hand. Bad idea, looking up into the light like that. Light always exacerbated a headache. 


He returned to his bags and brought them to the reception desk and checked in. Took the keycard for his room — 418 — and then went up and got the luggage stowed. The room was a reflec­tion of everything else — ornate, luxurious, reminiscent of times gone by. And it had the balcony. Alyssa Bradford had done well. 


He was distracted from enjoying the room, though, because the headache was getting to him now. He opened the suitcase and took out the Excedrin, shook three tablets into his palm, and went into the bathroom and poured a glass of water and washed them down. 


That should help. A drink didn’t sound like a bad idea either. He wanted to sit down at the bar under the dome and sip one slow. Give the Excedrin a little while to work, and then he’d come back up and get the camera and start the job. 


Josiah Bradford had hardly gotten his cigarette lit before Amos came boiling around the corner, telling him to put it out. Had one tantalizing puff and then he was smashing it under his foot and Amos was bitching at him. 


“How many times I got to tell you, we don’t smoke on the job, Josiah. You think I want the guests to come outside to enjoy the day and have to breathe in the cigarette smoke from my land­scaping crew? I swear, son, you get told and told again and it don’t mean a thing to you.” 


Josiah bit down his response, shoved past Amos’s wide paunch and threw the cigarette into the trash, and took his weed eater and fired it up with a theatrical flourish, pumping the throttle trigger with his index finger to turn the thing’s whine into a scream and drown out Amos’s voice. Shit, it was a cigarette, not an atom bomb. Amos needed to get his ass some perspective. 


Josiah went off down the brick road, trimming edges that didn’t need trimmed, keeping his back to Amos until he heard the Gator come to life and drive away. Then he let off the trig­ger, turned to Amos departing in the stupid little cart, and sent a thick wad of spit in his direction. Didn’t come close, but it was the gesture that counted. 


It was too damn hot for May. The skin on Josiah’s arms and the back of his neck had gone dark brown by mid-April, and now he could feel the sweat soaking through his shirt and hold­ing his hair to his neck in damp tangles. Had been a time, not all that long ago, that he’d been griping about the cold. Now he wished fall would hustle along. 


He worked all the way down the brick drive to the stone arches and the old building beside them that had once been a bank. Then he crossed to the other side and paused before start­ing his return trip, looking up at the length of the drive at the work yet to be done. Looking up at that damned hotel. 


Oh, he’d liked it at one time. Had been excited, same as every­body, when word came down that the place was going to be restored, that the casino was on its way. Jobs aplenty, that was the word. Well, he had his job now. Had his callused hands and sunburn. Some fortune. 


The resorts were supposed to be a big deal for the locals. 


Provide a — what was the word that politician had said? — a boon, that was it. A boon. Shit. 


Thing these damn hotels provided, so far as Josiah was con­cerned, was torment. Rich folks coming in again, the way they had so long ago, and all of a sudden you were more aware of your place in the world. More aware of your fifteen-year-old Ford pickup when it was idling next to a Mercedes with Massa­chusetts plates, waiting for a green light. More aware of the Key­stone Ice you bought in thirty-packs when you saw somebody in an Armani suit throw down a twenty for a Grey Goose martini and then wave off the change. 


They said all this was going to boost the local economy, and they’d been right. Josiah made eight thousand dollars more per year now than he had before the restorations began. But he did it trimming weeds in front of people who made eighty grand more than that. Eight hundred grand more than that. Worse than the money was the anonymity — people coming and going right past you all day and never giving you so much as a blink. Wasn’t that they disrespected you outright; they didn’t even realize you were there. 


It vexed him. Had almost from the day the hotel doors opened and he saw all that gold and glitter, from the first time he’d walked through the casino with his hand wrapped tight around the ten-dollar bill that was all he could afford to gamble with. Because Josiah Bradford’s family had been in this valley for generations, and there was a time, back when the resorts were flourishing in the Prohibition days, when they were pow­erful. Noticed and known. Somehow, seeing the place come back to life while he held a weed eater in his hands felt beyond wrong — felt intolerable. 
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