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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.


      






We take for granted pronouncements like, “You have a biochemical imbalance,” and “Mental disorders are like diabetes,” and can easily feel shocked when someone challenges their factual basis. In reality, these are not scientific observations—they are promotional slogans, so adamantly repeated in the media and by individual psychiatrists that people assume them to be true. The psychopharmaceutical complex fosters these falsehoods in order to promote the widespread use of their products.


—Dr. Peter Breggin, M.D. in his book Medication Madness: A Psychiatrist Exposes the Dangers of Mood-Altering Medications


“Transplants. Antibodies. We manufacture genes. We can produce birth ectogenetically. We can practically clone people like carrots. And half the kids in this ghetto haven’t even been inoculated for polio. We have established the most enormous medical entity ever conceived, and people are sicker than ever! We cure nothing! We heal nothing! The whole goddamned wretched world is strangulating in front of our very eyes.”


—Dr. Bock (George C. Scott) in the film The Hospital by Paddy Chayefsky (1971)









PROLOGUE


1.


The two men exchanged brief smiles as they entered the steam room. There were three others already there, sitting in the steam, two of them chatting with the familiarity of longtime friends, the third, a fat old man, slumped silently against the wall. As the two newcomers took seats on opposite sides of the room, the two men who were talking got up and left together, laughing at a joke and talking about getting lunch. The old man remained slumped against the wall on a bench, eyes closed, his great, lumpy, pasty-white belly rising and falling slightly in the rhythm of a doze.


The two men who had just entered settled on their towels. The one on the far side of the room had short curly hair, dark but shot with grey, and was in his early forties, of medium height, soft and fleshy but not fat. He sat on one of the lower benches, seeking a more moderate temperature, and stared remotely at nothing in particular, deep in thought. Across the room, the other man sat on a high bench. He looked to be about fifty but was in excellent shape, tall, slender and athletic, with close-cropped blond hair. He sat naked on his towel, leaning against the wall behind him, head tilted back, eyes closed.


After awhile, the dark-haired man’s eyes wandered over to the slender man. He watched him for a moment, then looked away, but his eyes darted back repeatedly, curious and questioning. He kept this up for a short time, a slight frown developing over his eyes. Finally, he leaned forward and said hesitantly, “Excuse me, but… you look familiar.”


The blond man opened his eyes slightly but did not move or speak as he looked at the other man.


The dark-haired man smiled a little sheepishly. “Sorry, I guess that was rude. I mean, I know a lot of celebrities come to this resort and it’s probably bad etiquette to horn in on their privacy the way I just did yours. In fact, I’ve recognized three celebrities here already and I just arrived this morning. My first time here, by the way. But I can’t seem to figure out where I’ve seen you before.” He added with a chuckle, “Are you a celebrity?”


The blond man’s left eyebrow rose as he continued to look at the other man with heavy-lidded eyes. After a lengthy silence, he said, “You watch the news much?”


“Oh, sure,” the dark-haired man said, nodding. “I like to stay well-informed. I get a lot of my news on the Internet, but I watch CNN, too.” He suddenly straightened his back. “Oh, by the way—” He stood and crossed the room to the other man, hand out to shake. “—my name is Maurie Silverman, nice to meet you.” He stood there for a long moment, hand outstretched, before the blond man finally leaned forward slowly and shook.


“Arnold Shipp,” the blond man said.


Silverman frowned again. “Even your name sounds familiar. So, have you been on the news?” He returned to his bench as he waited for an answer.


“I’m in politics,” Shipp said. “Normally, I’m on the news now and then, but lately… yes. I’ve gotten more coverage than usual.”


“You a politician?”


“I’m Senator Walter Veltman’s press secretary.”


Silverman’s eyes immediately widened and he smiled with recognition. “Of course! I knew I’d seen you somewhere.”


Shipp smiled, but it held tired indifference, as if he were already bored by Silverman.


“You’re right in the thick of everything, then,” Silverman said with interest. He smiled as he leaned forward with elbows on his knees, hands dangling between them. “That must be pretty exciting work. I mean, the people alone—hell, you must know just about everybody in Washington, from the politicians to the news media people, right?”


Silverman briefly lifted one shoulder. “You can’t get much done in that town unless you know a lot of people.”


“Well, I sure don’t envy your job the last few months. The senator has an ugly little sex scandal and you’ve got to dig him out of the hole, right?”


“Something like that.”


“So, did he really have sex with that young woman, or is she setting him up?”


Shipp’s mostly expressionless face dimpled slightly with a smirk as he chuckled. He leaned his head back, closed his eyes, and said flatly, as if by rote, “The senator staunchly maintains his innocence in this matter and remains focused on the business of the country.”


Silverman smiled. “You’ve been saying that in your sleep lately, haven’t you?”


Shipp said nothing, didn’t move.


The two of them sat silently in the moist heat as the old man continued to sleep, his belly rising and falling with his soft, purring snore.


“So, what do you do, Maurie?” Shipp said halfheartedly, eyes still closed.


“Me? Well, I guess I’m retired now.”


“You’re a little young for retirement, aren’t you?”


Silverman chuckled. “My age might be wrong, but the money was right. I had a chain of drive-through coffee stands all over the Midwest. Pretty lucrative little business. Just before the economy went tits up, a larger chain made me an offer I couldn’t refuse. Now… well, now I relax. I never married, don’t have a family of my own. I’ve got a couple of nieces I dote on, even though my sister is a pain in the ass. I’ve been seeing the country slowly. Thought I’d come check this place out, see what it is about it that all the beautiful people seem to like so much. Mostly, I spend a lot of time with my trains.”


Shipp’s head pulled away from the wall and his eyes opened, more abruptly than before. He was suddenly alert and interested. “Trains?”


Silverman’s sheepish grin returned. “You believe it? I’m forty-two and my favorite thing in the world is to play with electric trains.”


Shipp sat up straight for a moment, looking at Silverman with a very serious expression, then he leaned forward. “You’re serious? You’re into model railroading?”


“Yeah, most people think I’m nuts. My dad bought me a train set for my ninth birthday and I’ve been crazy about them ever since. I’ve got some beauties, too.” He added with a shrug, “But the only people who appreciate them, of course, are other train nuts like me. Everybody else thinks I’ve got a screw loose.”


As Silverman spoke, Shipp stood and snatched up his towel. He crossed the steam room in three broad, quick steps, a wide-eyed, boyish smile making the dimples return to his cheeks, deeper this time. He put his towel on the bench beside Silverman and sat down, then slapped a hand onto Silverman’s shoulder.


“Say hello to a fellow train nut, my friend,” Shipp said. His voice sounded different now, fuller, more alive, genuinely engaged.


Silverman’s eyebrows rose. “Really? Seriously?”


“Listen, if I took all the money I’ve spent on trains and gave it to charity, I could probably end world hunger in time for dinner.”


They laughed so loudly that the sleeping old man jerked, made a startled blurting sound, and looked around with blinking eyes as he sat up a little. His eyebrows stood high over his eyes at first, then lowered sharply when he figured out where he was and realized he’d been disturbed. He slowly leaned back against the wall.


Maurie Silverman and Arnold Shipp began to talk about model railroading with the kind of enthusiasm and relish typical of pre-pubescent boys talking about what it might be like to touch a naked woman’s breast. Actually, to be more accurate, it was Arnold Shipp who did most of the talking while Maurie Silverman listened and expressed his vigorous agreement. Shipp was quite eloquent and seemed to know it—he spoke with the non-stop momentum of someone accustomed to talking and being listened to, someone who enjoyed the sound of his voice as much as he imagined everyone else did. As he talked about his passion, from the first train set his parents had bought him at the age of seven to the latest vintage Lionel he had purchased for several thousand dollars, Shipp became ebullient and animated and years fell away from his face. Finally, he stopped talking abruptly and looked around as if startled to find himself in a sauna.


“You know what?” he said. “I think I’ve had enough of this place. Let me buy you lunch.”


It was an exclusive cottage-style resort in the green foothills of Montecito, just outside Santa Barbara. Five hundred acres of everything one might need to relax and enjoy the good life, providing one could afford it. The man who called himself Maurie Silverman—his name was as phony as his hair—had never been there before, and had his work not required it, he never would have considered going. It was not to his tastes. While quite wealthy himself, he typically did not enjoy the company of other rich people. At least, not the kind of rich people who came to resorts like this one: nipped, tucked, coiffed, tanned, and manicured to within an inch of their lives, wearing expensive brand names the way kings wore crowns and dropping names into conversations the way Messerschmitts dropped bombs into Chelsea during the Blitz. He was not there for his own enjoyment, though. He was there because it was a favorite haunt of Arnold Shipp.


Maurie Silverman’s real name was Oran Rubinek. He had never owned a chain of anything, much less drive-through coffee stands. He did not collect electric trains. He didn’t even like trains. He’d learned just enough about them to get through his conversation with Shipp. He knew much more about Arnold Shipp, including the fact that once Shipp started talking about model railroading, he would continue with such speed and so little pause that Rubinek’s knowledge of the subject would be much less important than his ability to feign enthusiasm for it.


In the resort’s quiet restaurant, they lunched on smoked trout pasta with verde sauce as a man wearing a dark suit and sunglasses plinked quietly at a piano in the corner. Shipp continued to soliloquize about electric trains—his favorites, his least favorites, the ones he had, the ones he wanted to get. They were halfway through lunch when Shipp finally said the very thing for which Rubinek had been waiting.


First, Shipp smirked as he chewed his food, arched a brow, then leaned forward and said secretively, “You’re not going to believe what I have in my cottage.”


“What’s that?”


“I always take a train with me whenever I travel. Especially on business. Helps me relax. The one I brought here—it’s a beauty.” He lowered his voice a little, as if what he were about to say might cause an outburst in the restaurant if overheard. “It’s a switching layout that’s—well, it’s a beautiful logging scene, just beautiful, with a shay that’s—oh, you’ve just got to see it, really, it’s brass, custom-made by Tenshodo.”


Rubinek said, “You have it here with you?”


Shipp nodded, smiling. “In my cottage.”


“Can I see it?”


“Oh, I insist!”


As Shipp went on about the layout, the train, how he’d painted it in meticulous detail, Rubinek became aware of the fact that he was bored. He chewed his food mechanically behind his empty, unfelt smile. The piano music was like the chirping of distant crickets heard from indoors. Shipp’s smiling lips moved rapidly around spoken words that seemed to drop to the table before they fully reached Rubinek.


I’ve been doing this too long, he thought.


The food was delicious, the view through the restaurant’s enormous windows was beautiful, and Shipp kept talking, scarcely stopping to chew—but all Rubinek could focus on was his own boredom. Once satisfied, he pushed his plate a couple of inches away, his food half-eaten. The train chatter continued even after Shipp stopped eating.


Pouncing on one of the tiny pauses in Shipp’s ongoing monologue, Rubinek finally said, “How about we go to your cottage? I’d like to see that Tenshodo shay.”


“You kidding? I’m gonna show you the whole layout.”


The walk seemed longer than it was. Shipp did not stop talking as they went past the busy tennis courts, along the edge of a small pond where a few ducks waddled out of their way and splashed into the water.


Shipp led Rubinek through his peak-roofed cottage to one of the two bedrooms, where the train set sprawled on the hardwood floor. The track followed a wandering oblong course through a meticulously fashioned forest of pine trees and large rocky outcroppings. Despite his lack of interest in trains, Rubinek was impressed with the beauty of the layout. It was clearly a labor of love, and even with his extremely limited knowledge of the hobby, Rubinek could tell it was pricey.


As he got down on his knees beside the track, Shipp rambled on—something about the romance of trains that appealed to young and old alike, blah blah blah.


Rubinek slipped his right hand into the pocket of his sport coat, pleased that the job was almost done.


“I brought this one because it’s so… peaceful,” Shipp said quietly, almost reverently, as he started the train. He looked up at Rubinek with a gentle boyish smile. “It’s a pain packing all this stuff around, but setting it up—that’s fun. I thought this was perfect to bring with me on my vacation, don’t you think?”


The train made a whispery-clickety sound as it snaked along the track. Rubinek smiled and nodded. When Shipp turned his attention back to the train, he took the garrote from his pocket.


“Isn’t it beautiful?” Shipp said as Rubinek got a grip on each of the garrote’s small handles.


In one smooth, quick movement, Rubinek slipped the garrote down past Shipp’s face while pressing his right knee into the center of the man’s back, then pulled the handles together behind Shipp’s neck and twisted them. As he pulled back with his hands and pushed forward with his knee, he felt the wire cut through skin and muscle and slice into Shipp’s throat. Shipp made a wet gurgling sound as his back stiffened. Rubinek kept pulling the twisted handles, pushing Shipp forward with his knees, his own arms outstretched to keep a distance and avoid any splashes of arterial spray. After a little struggle, the garrote hit bone.


Shipp’s legs kicked as Rubinek let him fall forward across the small railroad tracks. He crushed a section of the little pine trees as he fell and blood gushed from his open neck onto the idyllic miniature scene. Rubinek reached under his sport coat and removed a sleek hunting knife with a large deadly-sharp blade. He waited for the bloody spurting to stop, then straddled Shipp’s body, bent down, and hacked through the bone until the head fell free and rolled slightly to the left. Before the train could reach it, Rubinek lifted the headless body away from the track and placed it on the floor a couple of feet away. He got a paper towel from the bathroom, then went back to the body and retrieved the garrote, wrapped it in the towel, and stuffed it back into his pocket.


Shipp’s head—eyes and mouth open wide, blood on the lips—lay on its left cheek. Rubinek picked it up by the hair and set it upright in the center of the train layout. He stepped back and viewed his work.


Shipp appeared to be poking his head up through the forest, a surprised, bloody-mouthed giant. The train chittered whisperingly along the track, oblivious and unfazed.


“All aboard,” Rubinek said quietly as he left the cottage.


Before entering his cottage, Rubinek put on his leather driving gloves. Inside, he conducted a quick inspection to make sure he’d left nothing. He’d touched nothing in the cottage with his bare hands and had not used the bathroom. He’d brought only one small bag when he’d come to the resort early that morning, and it was packed and ready to go. He’d expected to have to stay overnight at the most, and was pleased that he’d finished the job in only a matter of hours.


As he drove his rental car out of the resort, he asked himself, Did I enjoy that? It was a question he asked after every job and he asked it of himself very seriously. If the day ever came when the answer to that question was yes, he would walk away from the business immediately, without looking back. Because if the answer was yes, that meant he had changed. He’d seen the change in others. First, killing was a job. But over time, it became something different. It became enjoyable, a pleasure. Then there was a point of no return beyond which a professional killer could never return to the person he had once been. Beyond that point, he ceased to be a professional killer—someone who did it for money—and became simply a killer. Someone who did it because he liked it. Rubinek wanted to make sure that never happened to him, so he asked that question of himself after each job, and if the answer turned out to be yes one day, he would flee from the work before he passed the point of no return.


He traveled eight miles from the resort along a narrow, seldom-used road. At the eight mile mark, he pulled off the road and drove along a narrow path that cut through a dense patch of willows, eucalyptus trees, and low greenery. In a small clearing, he pulled the rental up next to the black Escalade he’d parked there that morning. Before getting out, he did a quick check of the car to make sure he’d left nothing.


It was a still, balmy afternoon. The only sound was the singing of birds in the trees overhead. Rubinek went to the rear of the SUV, opened it, and put his bag beside the leather satchel that awaited him. He opened the satchel, then carefully peeled off his toupee, uncovering his bald head and the narrow, close-cropped strip of dark hair that went around the back of his skull from ear to ear. He removed his sport coat and shirt, took a simple blue pullover from the satchel and put it on. He put his sport coat and shirt into the satchel, zipped it up, and put it back in the SUV. After closing up the rear of the Escalade, he got in, took off his gloves, started the engine, and headed out.


Rubinek had no idea why Shipp had to die, but he had his suspicions. Shipp himself had done nothing, he was certain. The press secretary’s death was a message to someone else, most likely Senator Veltman, for whom he’d worked. The sex scandal in which the senator was currently embroiled was entertaining the burger-bloated, tabloid-sucking public, but Rubinek suspected it was just a diversion from what was really going on, whatever that was. It seemed the senator had pissed off the faceless people in the dimly lighted nether regions of government; people to whom elections and opinion polls were as insignificant as the insect remains that speckled the grills of their cars, the people for whom Rubinek used to work and who still hired him now that he was an independent contractor.


It would have been much easier and cheaper to have had Shipp dispatched in a safer, more sterile way—he could have been shot from a distance, for example. But that would not have delivered much of a message. When Senator Veltman—if he was indeed the target of the message—heard that his press secretary had been found decapitated in his resort cottage, his head upright on the floor in the middle of a train set, he would know without question that someone was giving him a message, and he would understand that message. The color would probably leave his face, his scrotum would shrivel tightly, and if he wasn’t already sitting, he would drop heavily into the nearest chair. The message—whatever it was—would be clear. The story would make the news but only briefly. It wouldn’t get a lot of attention. Normally a beheading like this would be covered exhaustively—if it bleeds, it leads—but Rubinek suspected those in charge wouldn’t want this story to get that big. Word would move down through connecting channels—from the halls of power to the halls of the press—to report this but not dwell on it. The public’s focus would be shifted to some actress’s drug binge or the latest rape accusations against some grossly overpaid sports star. Arnold Shipp wasn’t sexy enough to hold their attention, anyway.


Rubinek did not know why he had been specifically instructed to remove Shipp’s head and place in the center of the electric train set, nor did he care. Well… that was not entirely true. Most likely it had something to do with the message being sent, and he wondered about that, too. So he supposed he cared a little. But he didn’t want to know—at least, he shouldn’t want to know. It annoyed him that he was even wondering. He never used to think about things like that.


It had been said that knowledge was power, but in Rubinek’s line of work, it could be a dangerous stumbling block. Knowing the reasons behind his assignment could lead to questioning those reasons and the people behind them. That had happened before and had nearly gotten him killed once. The questions had been coming more frequently in recent years. Along with the wit-dulling boredom that was creeping into his work like an encroaching fog, those questions were a bad sign. Maybe eighteen years on the job was long enough. But the possibility of walking away from the work brought up more questions. Would they let him pursue a civilian life? And if they did, what would he do with himself?


He’d almost quit once before. Back then, he’d had a solid reason and a future to walk into when he left the job. As he drove, he reached up and pulled down the visor. Clipped to the back of it was a small photograph of the solid reason for which he’d almost left the job, a photograph of the future that had opened up before him for a brief time. Her name was Olivia. The picture was oddly tilted because she’d snapped it herself, holding the camera at arm’s length above her as she lay back on the bed, her hair spread out on the pillow in a pool of shimmering red. Her face was so open and alive—eyebrows raised high, eyes wide, lips parted and smiling. He kept the picture there on the visor and looked at it often, even now, after the years that had passed. It kept her face vivid in his memory, the way it had looked before the happiness was drained out of it by sickness, before she had died on him. That was how he always thought of it, what he always told himself had happened—that she’d gotten sick and died. That wasn’t exactly true, it wasn’t really what had happened. But telling himself that made life a little easier to live and kept him from eating himself alive from the inside out.


Once she was gone, he’d tried to make those responsible for her death pay. He’d stayed in the background, but had supplied her family with all the money they’d needed to hire the best lawyers available. But the best weren’t enough, because they were only the best available—the real best, the lawyers who seemed incapable of smiling, who seemed to have mercury flowing in their veins, and who looked as if they’d never even vaguely considered the possibility of losing a case, were already on the payroll of the company responsible for Olivia’s death.


Rubinek remembered their lead counsel, a big barrel-chested man with a black patch over his right eye who hadn’t looked nearly old enough to have a full head of hair so purely, completely silver. Ronald Shelldrake.


“While Olivia Bello’s death was unfortunate,” Shelldrake had said, “there were many factors involved, including a long history of renal problems, and it would be the height of injustice to single out Braxton-Carville for punishment. As tragic as it is, I’m afraid it’s just… one of those things. One of those things that happens.”


When it was all over and Olivia’s family had lost in spite of Rubinek’s financial support, he’d come very close to killing that silver-haired man. He’d found out where the attorney lived, learned his schedule, and even planned the hit in detail. But he hadn’t carried it out. Too risky. It would’ve made Rubinek too vulnerable to discovery. It wouldn’t be like a job in which he had no personal or emotional involvement. It would be too dangerous. So he’d swallowed his bile and walked away.


After that, he’d thrown himself into his work, gotten lost in it. It had become his life… because after losing Olivia, he’d had no other life.


He flipped the visor back up and his thoughts returned to the job, to the possibility of walking away from it. He wondered again what he would do with himself afterward.


I could start collecting and assembling train sets, he thought, and then he chuckled without smiling.


He turned off the thoughts with customary ease and turned on the radio instead. It was a beautiful day, he’d just finished a job and fattened his bank account. He decided to enjoy the sense of satisfaction and accomplishment that typically followed the completion of a job. Those feelings used to come automatically.


One of the things that had made Rubinek so good at his work was that he did not worry. He was not without a conscience, but he’d always had the ability to let go of problems quickly and easily. He did not ignore problems and was quite good at solving them when they cropped up, but he didn’t let them bother him. Nothing bothered him. That had begun to change in recent years.


And that bothered him.


Rubinek hit the brake pedal hard and came to an abrupt, jerking stop when a squirrel darted into the road. He checked the rearview and was relieved to see no one behind him. He sat at the wheel and watched the squirrel. It was large for a gray squirrel, one of the biggest he’d ever seen. It sat up on its hind legs, front paws dangling loose at the wrists before it, and turned to Rubinek. Its little jaws rapidly chomped on something as it turned its head toward the Escalade. The small, glistening black eyes seemed to look through the windshield and directly at him. It stopped chewing, froze. For a long moment, it became perfectly still as it looked at him, almost as if it recognized him and were about to wave or, even more absurdly, shout a greeting. Then it shot across the road and disappeared into the brush.


Rubinek smiled as drove on, everything else forgotten for the time being. He loved animals.


2.


Edward Smurl noisily ate lunch at his desk with his executive assistant, Myrna McDowell. Smurl was 50 years old, a slender man with dark transplanted hair and a very narrow, beak-like nose that used to be even more beak-like before cosmetic surgery. The surgeon had done what he could with Smurl’s severe acne scars, but his cheeks were still mildly pitted.


At 39, Myrna had been working for him for almost a decade. Early in her employment, she had made herself invaluable to Smurl. But as indispensable as she had become to him, he was quite particular about who sat at the right hand of his throne. She’d once had a squarish figure that was rounded in all the wrong places, eyebrows that were too thick, a broad nose, and a pronounced overbite. Smurl had paid to remedy all that. In the space of two years, she’d been remade into a shapely and attractive woman appropriate to her position in Smurl’s professional life. She was still just as efficient, resourceful, and quick-minded as ever, but she looked much better doing it, made a better impression on others, and received better pay. And on occasion, they engaged in some of the angry, rough sex that Smurl enjoyed. His wife Delia did not like it and refused to participate, and since she’d had the kids, Smurl wasn’t that interested in her sexually, anyway. She had her place, her function, and she ably filled both, but they no longer included fucking. That position was now filled by Myrna, and various others.


The office was starkly but expensively decorated with a lot of white and grey and silver. An enormous window behind Smurl provided a view of the corporate complex and the green, hilly northern Virginia landscape beyond. Directly across from him, a Jackson Pollock nearly as large as the window gave the room its only explosion of color. As they talked, Smurl methodically emptied the decorative tray of sushi before him, chewing fast with loud, wet smacking sounds. Myrna took notes as he spoke rapidly.


“We have to do this fast,” Smurl said. “They want it now, and they want it quiet. But for our sake and theirs, it will have to be more than quiet, it’ll have to be silent and invisible, because this is so last-minute, we’re going to have to divert some of the product.” He stopped eating for a moment and touched the tips of his long fingers to his temple, frowning. “I’m getting a headache,” he muttered. “Why am I getting a damned headache?”


“Divert some of the product?” Myrna said, raising a brow.


Smurl nodded as he popped another piece of sushi into his large mouth and smacked away. “Some market somewhere will have to do without for a little while. Not long. At this short notice, it’s unavoidable. We have no choice.”


“But is it wise?”


“It will be very profitable in the long run because our relationship with them will be permanent, therefore it’s wise. Profitable is always wise. They’re synonymous. I believe Merriam-Webster would back me up on that. If not, then Merriam-Webster is wrong.”


There were very few people who would press the issue—any issue—further with Smurl, but Myrna was paid to think and she was in familiar territory. “Won’t that create… possible contraindications?” she said, frowning across the desk.


“Possibly, yes, but it can’t be helped. That’s why we need to bring legal in on this right away. Well, not legal. Just Shelldrake. Nobody else, just Shelldrake. That’s very important.”


Ronald Shelldrake was Senior Legal Counsel in Corporate Compliance.


“I already called him,” Myrna said. “He should be here soon.”


His brow creased as he stopped chewing, pressed fingertips to his temple again and moved them in a small circle. “I didn’t get enough sleep last night,” he muttered. “I was up half the night thinking about this.”


“I’m not sure Shelldrake is going to like the sound of this.”


“He’s not paid to like things. He’s paid to cover our ass, and that’s what he’ll do here. We’ll have to pull somebody from PR in on this, too, because there will have to be an official explanation. Whoever it is will need to know only enough to get the explanation out, nothing more. I want this completely compartmentalized. I don’t want too many heads pulled together over this.”


Looking apprehensive, Myrna chewed on her lower lip a moment as Smurl noisily gobbled more sushi. “Have you really thought about this? About the possible problems that could arise from pulling this product out of a market, even temporarily? I’m not talking about monetary problems, I’m talking about—”


“Yes, yes, I know what you’re talking about. And yes, there are possible problems. But no problem is insurmountable. And it won’t be for long. A week, maybe a little more. Besides, this is the right thing to do. We’ll be saving lives.” He grinned. “That’s good, right? And more importantly, it’s big. For us, I mean.”


Myrna’s look of apprehension did not diminish.


“Mr. Shelldrake is here,” Smurl’s receptionist said over the intercom.


“Send him in.”


A moment later, the door opened and Ronald Shelldrake entered. He was a tall bear of a man a few years younger than Smurl, with a deep, broad chest and full silver hair. His right eye was covered by a black patch held in place by a thin black elastic band that went around his head.


“Come sit down, Ronald,” Smurl said. “Something’s come up and we need to talk.”


Shelldrake went to the chair next to Myrna and sat down.


Smurl popped another piece of sushi into his mouth with one hand while massaging his temple again with the other.


Myrna noticed the move and said, “Before that headache gets any worse, maybe you should take a couple aspirin.”


“Don’t be silly, Myrna,” Smurl muttered, “You know I never take drugs.”


When Smurl realized what he’d just said, he smirked and turned to Shelldrake. The two men laughed.









Chapter 1


Then and Now


1.


Bars of dim illumination cut through the treetops and through the smoky haze. They fell on the ground in vague puddles of halfhearted light as the water of Butter Creek burbled quietly by.


“I ate too much,” Chloe said.


“Me, too,” Eli said. They were stretched out on their backs together and his hand touched hers between them. They touched only very lightly, and Eli found the sensation very erotic.


“That’s what we get for not having breakfast,” she said with a sigh. “We eat too much for a late lunch.”


“Does sex count as breakfast?”


“Only if food is involved. Like in Nine ½ Weeks.”


They stared up at the trees and the smoky light that beamed weakly between the branches. An open picnic basket and the remains of their meal took up the rest of the space on the blanket.


It was punishingly hot, made worse by the smoke in the air, but the sound of Butter Creek took Eli’s mind off the heat. He used to come to this spot when he was a boy—to be alone, to think, to let his imagination run wild. It was within walking distance of the house in which he’d grown up. He’d always thought of it as his spot and until now, he’d never shared it with anyone else. But Chloe wasn’t just anyone. He’d bought a ring for her last week and planned to propose that evening. He’d had an impulse to bring her to Butter Creek and share with her something he’d shared with no one else.


“You’re the first person I’ve ever brought here,” Eli said, almost whispering. “Until now, I’ve always come here alone.”


“No old girlfriends?” Chloe asked.


“Nope.”


“Not even Roger?”


“Not even Roger.”


She rolled toward him, put a hand on his stomach, and touched her lips to his cheek in a long, tender kiss. “I’m honored. How long has it been since you came here last?”


“A long time. Years. Too many years. The last time I came here, the house was still standing and Mom and Dad were alive and well in it. My brother was alive. Everybody was alive, it seems. It’s like a lifetime ago. Or another lifetime altogether.”


They said nothing for a long time after that, just listened to the creek, the birds. Finally, Chloe said, “We should get back so we can shower and change before the movie.”


They packed up the basket, folded the blanket, and walked back to the car, which was parked near the empty lot where Eli’s childhood home had stood. Eli drove them back to the house they shared across town. They undressed, showered together, and that led to more sex. Afterward, they dressed and drove to the Northstar Cineplex.


It was like a first date, and even stirred a few butterflies in Eli’s stomach in spite of the fact that he and Chloe were celebrating the eight-month anniversary of the day they’d moved in together. He was a little nervous about the proposal. An old-fashioned ice cream parlor didn’t exactly meet the conventional definition of romantic, and he was limited by his current financial situation, neither of which would have gone over well with his first wife. But Chloe was different.


The years before he’d met Chloe had been dark and oppressive. Everything that had come since that darkness—happiness, health, contentment—was indelibly connected to her, as if all the goodness that had come into his life radiated from her. Eli wanted that to continue for as long as possible. He reached into his pocket of his sport coat and fingered the small velvet-covered box. It made him feel a little giddy.


They sat through a terrible big-budget science fiction epic. They laughed as they walked hand in hand out of the theater and into the lobby with the rest of the crowd.


“My dentist has seen better film on teeth,” Eli said.


“Oh, come on,” Chloe said. “When was the last time you had that much fun in a crowded movie theater?”


“Usually all the talking is annoying, but you’re right, it was fun this time.” Eli said as he pushed through the glass door and they stepped outside. “It was like an episode of Mystery Science Theater 3000.”


Through the glass doors, the night had looked deceptively cool and foggy, but stepping into the sweltering August heat was like walking into a giant oven. The fog was actually smoke from the wildfires that raged all around them. It had been an awful summer for fires throughout California, but especially in the northern part of the state. The blazes had started earlier than usual, at the beginning of June, and there had been no pause since then. For most of the summer, the northern California city of Santa Vermelha had been darkened by brownish waves of harsh smoke. Some days were like dusk from morning until night. Health advisories were common, warning people to stay inside and avoid strenuous activity outdoors.


Eli coughed as they headed for his Honda Accord in the lot beside the theater. “I quit smoking for this?”


“Wildfire smoke is still probably better for you than cigarettes.”


They made a striking couple—Eli stood just slightly over six feet with an average build but seemed much bigger when he stood beside Chloe, who was four feet and eleven inches tall and weighed ninety-eight pounds. She complained that, due to her diminutive size, people often did not take her seriously. Eli knew from experience that those people did not feel that way for long. There was a great deal of crackling energy and intelligence wrapped up in that small package, and others were quick to see it.


Instead of going around to the driver’s side of the car, Eli opened Chloe’s door for her. She cocked a brow as she looked him over and smirked. “Well, look at you. Mr. Chivalry. I guess the honeymoon isn’t over yet.”


He moved in close, curled an arm around her waist, bent down and gave her a quick kiss. “It’s only been eight months. And we haven’t had a honeymoon. Yet.”


She laughed. “Yet? You say that with such confidence.”


He playfully slapped her bluejean ass. “In the car. We’re off to get ice cream.”


As he drove to Farley’s Old Fashioned Ice Cream Parlor, Eli turned on the radio and found a station playing “Addicted to Love” by Robert Palmer, a song from his teen years. Feeling young and excited about his plans, he turned the volume up loud until the car throbbed with the song’s beat.


“What’s gotten into you?” she said, laughing. “You trying to damage my hearing?”


Eli moved with enthusiasm to the beat and loudly sang along, thumping the steering wheel with the heel of his hand. Smiling, Chloe looked at him as if he were crazy and shook her head.


“Stick in the mud!” he said playfully, raising his voice to be heard above the music. “Old before your time. It’s sad.”


She laughed some more. “You must have had a really good day.”


He reached over and squeezed her thigh. “They’re all good these days.”


Eli felt young and light and without a care, a feeling that had not yet become familiar, and one that usually made him think, So this is happiness, huh? It wasn’t that he’d never been happy, but he’d been so miserable for what seemed like such a long time that happiness had become a memory vague with distance. The truth was, his dark period hadn’t been all that long, but it had felt like a small eternity.


Farley’s was even more old-fashioned than its name suggested. It had been in business in the same location for over fifty years and was a favorite spot in Santa Vermelha. While national chains either gobbled up or closed down most of the city’s independent businesses, Farley’s remained a constant with a popular menu that included a few sandwiches and salads but was dominated by delicious ice cream and yogurt treats. Eli had been a patron of Farley’s since he was a teenager. The place had been a favorite haunt of his family’s. Now he and Chloe went to Farley’s a couple of times a month for a treat.


The small lot behind Farley’s was packed, so Eli parked at a closed bank across the street. As usual, it was crowded inside—families with children, couples, small groups—and Eli and Chloe had to wait in the foyer for a seat. Through all the chatter and laughter inside, the player piano in the back plinked out a song. He winced a little and made a mental note to ask Annabelle to turn it off. He didn’t want the memory of this evening to have as its soundtrack the slightly out-of-tune player piano, which he had always found annoying.


“What are you thinking?” Chloe said.


Eli’s eyebrows rose high as he turned to her. “Thinking? Me?”


“You look like you’ve got a secret, or something.”


He smiled mysteriously but said nothing, just put his arm around her shoulders.


“Hi, you two,” the waitress said as she approached them and beckoned for them to follow her. Her name was Kelly, a perky, blonde twenty-something who had served them many times before.


They followed her through the brightly lighted ice cream parlor with its colorful 1950s decor, around the occupied marble-top tables, past a couple of authentic old pinball machines and the hulking vintage Wurlitzer jukebox that was operational when the player piano wasn’t in use. Kelly seated them at a corner booth in the rear, handed them each a menu, then left them alone.


“I saw Andy yesterday,” Eli said as they browsed their menus.


“Did you talk to him?” Chloe said.


“Yeah. He didn’t say much. He was… chilly.”


“Still?”


Eli shrugged. “He probably always will be. That relationship is a thing of the past, I’m afraid.”


Chloe lowered her menu. “Hey, don’t look so sad. You did everything you could.”


“Oh, sure. I drank myself into oblivion, damaged the business I had with Andy and threw a great career out the window.”


“No, I mean afterward. Sure, you blew it. We’re all human, we all make mistakes, and Andy’s no exception. But you’ve done everything you can to set things right. You’ve cleaned up your life. You’ve made amends, just like the program says. If Andy still has a problem, it’s his problem, not yours. I mean, what more can you do?”


He sighed. “I just wish I hadn’t blown it in the first place.”


She reached across the table and stroked his hand. “You can’t change the past. And, hey… if you hadn’t blown it, we wouldn’t have met.”


He got that light, happy feeling again. The touch of Chloe’s hand created a warmth inside him that was reminiscent of the internal burn he used to feel with his first stiff drink of the day. “There’s that,” he said with a smile. “There’s definitely that.”


She looked at her menu again. “I’m going to have the Chocolate Iniquity. That means we’ll need to have extra sex tonight so I can burn off some of the calories.”


“In that case, have two.” He closed his menu and set it down. “I’m having the strawberry-banana sundae. Can you order for me when Kelly comes back? I’m going to the restroom.”


He left the booth, wound his way around tables and went down a corridor that led to the restrooms on the right. Past them, he went through the door at the end marked EMPLOYEES ONLY and passed through a section of the noisy kitchen to Annabelle’s office. Eli knocked on the partially-open door with a single knuckle, then pushed it the rest of the way open.


The office was small but neat. There were three Edward Gorey posters on the walls with a calendar of Vargas pin-up girls from the fifties, and a desk with its clutter neatly arranged. Annabelle stood at a wooden file cabinet searching through an open drawer. In her early sixties with short-cropped rust-colored hair streaked with grey, she stood five and a half feet tall and weighed about three hundred pounds. She turned to Eli, head tipped down, and looked at him over the top edges of her glasses.


“Hey there, honey!” she said in her Texas drawl. Annabelle Walden had bought the place from the son of the original owner after moving to Santa Vermelha from Texas.


“Hi, Annabelle,” Eli said.


She replaced the file and closed the drawer. “Is tonight the night?”


“Tonight’s the night.”


She approached him with her head back, one half of her mouth curled up into a smile. “You sure about this, now?”


“I’m sure.”


“You love her.”


“I’m crazy about her.”


“Well, crazy passes after awhile. If there’s no real love behind it, the crazy passes and you settle into a kind of numb valley that goes on and on. And that brings on a whole different kind of crazy. You don’t want that.”


“I love her, Annabelle. I really do.”


The other half of her mouth completed the smile as she threw her big arms around him and squeezed so hard he grunted. “Oh, honey, I’m so happy for you.” She stepped back and faced him, clutching her upper arms. “Look at you. You look so good.”


“I feel good.”


“I’m glad. You deserve it.” A sad look came over her broad face and her smile melted like dew. Her voice dropped nearly to a whisper. “Jesus, you were so troubled for so long, Eli. It’s like you went away and left some other guy in charge of your life, some guy I didn’t know. Nobody knew him. Nobody knew what to do. But look at you now. You’re back.” The smile returned. “So handsome and healthy looking, you even catch the eye of an old carpet-muncher like me.” She clapped her hands once, then rubbed them together with anticipation. “So, you have the ring?”


He took the small black box from his pocket and removed the ring.


“It’s lovely,” Annabelle said.


“I did the best with what I could afford,” Eli said. “Roger offered to pitch in, but I already owe him—”


“Oh, please, honey, Roger’s rolling in it. Don’t worry about him. He’s set for life. Long as he don’t spend it all on pussy before his old age.”


“I know, but—” He shrugged. “I wanted to do this myself. I hope she likes it.”


“She’s gonna love it. Trust me. She’s not Pamela,” Annabelle said, referring to Eli’s ex-wife. “Not all women need a big fat rock, you know. There are still some who are more concerned with the man than the price of the ring.”


“I know. I wouldn’t be with her if I didn’t know that’s how she feels. I don’t plan to drive a FedEx truck the rest of my life. I’m thinking maybe it’s time to take a shot at getting back into advertising. Later, I can buy her something nicer.”


“I’ll bet she never takes this one off.”


“She’s going to order the Chocolate Iniquity,” Eli said, putting the box back in his pocket.


“Who’s station you in?”


“Kelly’s.”


Annabelle nodded. “I’ll make sure she gets this.”


“One more thing. Do you think you could—”


“Don’t worry, honey, I was gonna turn the piano off, anyway. I gotta get rid of that damned thing. Nobody likes it but me.”


“Thanks, Annabelle, I really appreciate this.”


Eli went back down the corridor and stopped at the end, looked over at the booth in back where he had left Chloe. She was talking with Kevin Stamp, an old friend of hers and a coworker at KNWS. Stamp was a reporter, and a good one, the pride of the station. He was short and stocky, built like a fireplug, balding on top with thick sandy hair on the sides and in back, a goatee that sported some grey, and metal-framed glasses over his alert blue eyes.


Eli watched Chloe as she smiled up at Kevin, watched her hands move as she talked. She nodded, reached up and swept back a strand of her long dark hair, then laughed and reached out to joshingly slap Kevin’s arm.


She had been the light at the end of a long, dark tunnel. Eli liked to think that, had Chloe never come along, he would have gotten out of that tunnel, anyway. But there wouldn’t have been so much light at the other end….


2.


Five years ago, Eli and his friend Andy Riker were the owners of a small but very successful advertising company called Market Art. They’d met a few years earlier at another advertising company where they’d both worked, Andy in the business end and Eli as a graphic artist. They’d discovered they shared a slightly bent sense of humor and had become fast friends. It was that humor that had inspired them to break out on their own with a small company that specialized in advertising campaigns with an odd, comedic flair. At Market Art, Andy handled the numbers, Eli the art and design, and they collaborated on the ideas. In a surprisingly short period of time, their clientele included some of the biggest businesses north of San Francisco.


At the end of Market Art’s first year, Eli had become engaged to Pamela Bancroft. She would not marry him until he could afford the kind of ring she claimed their union deserved. When she informed Eli of this, a quiet little alarm went off somewhere in his mind—some deep chamber where important decisions were made while he wasn’t paying attention, where nagging problems were quietly solved just beyond the range of his awareness. It was a part of his mind he’d learned to listen to since then, but to which he paid little attention at the time. It seemed rather materialistic of Pamela to put the value of her wedding ring ahead of him… but he let it pass without comment. So she was a little materialistic—so what? By Market Art’s second year, the company’s success allowed him to give her the kind of ring she wanted. Pamela’s father Harry—owner of three car dealerships, a bit of a big shot in the city, and a Market Art client—had provided them with a lavish wedding. Everything was perfect… for awhile.


One winter Tuesday morning a few months after he and Pamela had married, Eli received a call just minutes after arriving at the office. It was Pamela, and she sounded odd. Her voice was tight, tense, as if she were physically uncomfortable. He’d never heard her sound like that before, and he knew immediately that something was wrong. He slowly lowered himself into his chair as she told him that his parents were gone. Both of them. The house in which Eli had grown up had burned down in the early morning hours. It was later learned that the fire had been caused by a faulty coffeemaker that had been set to start brewing early in the morning. Later, when Eli had his attorney file a lawsuit against the coffeemaker’s manufacturer, he learned that that particular model had been recalled earlier in the year. His parents either had been unaware of the recall or had neglected to follow through on it and had continued using the faulty machine. No lawsuit was filed.


Their funeral was big—they’d had a lot of friends—but to Eli, it was mostly a slow-moving blur. He was lost in memories, good and bad, of his childhood and his parents: his father’s bitterness over the fact that Eli had not followed in his footsteps and gone into law; his mother’s constant efforts to make peace between Eli and his father; and both his parents’ coddling of his older brother Gerald.


Eli’s parents had never been supportive of his goals but had always praised Gerald no matter what he did. In spite of Gerald’s problems with drugs and the law, which had started in his teen years, and in spite of his inability to hold a job as an adult, they never criticized him, and in fact only praised him and reminded him often of his great potential, bragged to others about his artistic and musical talents. They encouraged Gerald to paint and sculpt, to play piano in small clubs where the only payment he received was tips.


Mom and Dad had saved their disapproval for Eli. He was an exemplary student, stayed out of trouble, and he had artistic talents, too. He impressed his teachers with his drawings and paintings and often won awards for his work in school art shows. But according to Dad, he just wasn’t good enough to take his talent seriously, and he needed to concentrate on something “more realistic.” Eli’s parents disapproved of Eli’s desire to somehow paint and draw for a living. “You don’t have the talent to make a living at it,” Dad said once.


Their criticism and lack of support had taken a toll on Eli, making him uncertain of himself, afraid to take chances. He’d always battled his own self-esteem issues, though, and had accomplished a good deal in spite of them.


Eli and Gerald had never been close. During his teen years, Gerald had constantly been in trouble with drugs and the law. In his early twenties, he’d simply left town and disappeared. They received a rare card or letter from him, but he didn’t feel the need to share any details of his life or tell them how to contact him.


Eli saw Gerald at their parents’ graveside service. While rain pattered on the canvas shelter set up beside the graves and the minister droned on, Eli realized that the tall, gaunt, craggy-faced man with the goatee and stringy long hair standing at the edge of the crowd was his big brother. He looked so old and… deflated.


They spoke briefly after the service, but only because Eli cautiously made the first move. Their eyes hardly met and they fidgeted uncomfortably.


“It’s been awhile,” Eli said.


Gerald nodded.


“How long has it been since you last saw them?”


Gerald shrugged. “I dropped in on ‘em just before Christmas last year.”


Eli’s parents had said nothing to him about Gerald’s visit, which led him to conclude that it hadn’t gone well. A silence stretched out as Eli struggled for something to say next. Finally, he said, “I’m sure they were glad to see you.”


Gerald’s upper lip curled back in a slight sneer as he shook his head. “Nah. Didn’t matter to them.” He turned to Eli and met his gaze. “It was you they loved most.”


Eli’s jaw fell slack.


“You were the success, Eli. The one who made something of himself.”


“B-but—”


“You were the one they were proud of. They didn’t give two shits for me.”


“But… but…” Eli was flabbergasted. Words escaped him.


“Take care, Eli,” Gerald said a moment later, then he turned, walked away and disappeared once again.


The death of his parents struck Eli with a kind of numbness. It was the first time anyone in his life had died, and he had no practice in dealing with it. He did not ache inside or shed any tears. He felt… nothing. Wondering if there was something wrong with him, he turned to Pamela for reassurance. But when he tried to discuss with her his parents’ death and how he felt—or rather did not feel—about it, she became uncomfortable. She listened for awhile, but offered no real support or consolation, then became distracted and tried to change the subject.


Eli had never seen Pamela cry or get angry or feel low. She seemed to have one steady, pleasant mood that never fluctuated, and he’d always found that to be one of her most comforting attributes. But now it seemed… odd. When he tried to discuss his lack of emotion about his parents’ death, she frowned—an expression uncharacteristic of her—and became uncomfortable, squirmy. Eli finally gave up, but it continued to bother him. She didn’t want to discuss painful emotions or anything troubling. She didn’t cry at sad movies, hadn’t been at all moved when her pet cat was run over by a car. But when given a pricey gift, she became positively giddy. Only months into the marriage, Eli began to question the emotional depth of the woman he’d married.


He tried to discuss it with Roger. He and Roger had grown up just two houses apart and had developed the kind of brotherly relationship Eli had never found with Gerald. At the time of Eli’s parents’ death, though, Roger was deeply preoccupied with the fact that he had suddenly become extremely wealthy.


Roger’s widower father had died a year earlier. His father’s family owned land in Oklahoma that had been leased to a big oil company for drilling back in the early 1950s. When it was learned that the company had been underpaying royalties on oil and gas from wells on several properties they leased, a class action suit was filed. By the time the money from the settlement came through, Roger’s father was in the final stages of his battle with cancer, and when he died, Roger became the beneficiary of his father’s share of the settlement, which amounted to over sixty million dollars.


Eli always had been able to discuss anything and everything with Roger, but the timing was wrong. Roger was dizzy from his sudden windfall and was busy adjusting his life accordingly. He did not dismiss Eli; they talked about it, but not in any depth. Eli’s concern about his own emotional numbness remained mostly unexpressed and continued to gnaw at him.


He began to have trouble sleeping. As weeks turned into months, the problem grew worse. He spent most of his nights in the living room watching television and most of his days dragging himself heavily through work, trying to stay alert. He began to drink at night, hoping it would help him sleep. While it brought on a state of unconsciousness, it was restless sleep that left him hung over the next day, making work difficult. When Andy asked him what was wrong, Eli said he was just having trouble sleeping, nothing more. Andy accepted that and probed no further. And Eli continued to drink.


A pattern developed. He would begin to drink as soon as he got home from work and would continue until he finally went to bed. The next day, he would struggle to get up and go to work and would force himself to get through the day, until he could go home and start drinking again. As time passed, he found he had to drink more to get to sleep at night. After awhile, he stopped monitoring the amount he drank. His sleep became more and more restless, until he was hardly sleeping at all.


At about the time he began to realize he needed to drink during the day just to get through the day, Eli started to get the vague sense that he was beginning to shut down inside.


3.


He made his way to the rear booth where Chloe was talking to Kevin. The two men shook hands and exchanged greetings, then Eli slid into the booth across from Chloe. He hoped Kevin would be gone when their orders—and Chloe’s ring—arrived.


“Eight months, huh?” Kevin said.


Eli smiled. “Eight whole months. And people said it wouldn’t last.”


Kevin smiled. “I’m glad you’re both happy. Chloe sounds better on the air when she’s happy.” He turned to Chloe and winked, then gestured to a table near the front. “I’ve got a couple of friends waiting for me over there. Good to see you, Eli. And Chloe, I’ll see you in the morning, right?”


“Bright and early.”


“Yeah, don’t remind me.” He waved as he walked away.


“I’m telling you,” Eli said, “he has a crush on you. Big time.”


“Oh, stop it. I’ve known Kevin for ages. He would’ve said something by now.”


“Not necessarily. His whole face lights up when he looks at you, and he—”


“I know, I know, you’ve said all this before.” She was smiling, but there was a slight edge of annoyance to her tone. “And I say you’re wrong.”


“Okay. If you say so. Did Kelly take our orders while I was gone?”


“Yes. Should be out here soon.”


Eli felt a tingle of anticipation and lowered his head to look at the tabletop just in case it showed in his face.


“What?” Chloe said, frowning slightly.


He lifted his head and looked at her, eyebrows raised. “Huh?”


“What’s wrong? You looked funny for a second.”


“Oh, I always look funny.”


Her left eye narrowed suspiciously. “You’ve been acting weird tonight. What are you up to?”


“Up to? Me?”


She sighed. “Okay, now it’s my turn to hit the restroom.”


He turned to watch her walk away, admiring the gloss of her long hair, the swing of her small ass as she moved. He hoped Kelly did not arrive with the ring while Chloe was away….


4.


Eli’s vague sense that he was shutting down inside became no clearer, but it did not go away. His doctor noticed the change in him during a routine physical examination a month after Gerald’s death. Eli had been seeing Dr. Everett Reasoner for a dozen years. During that time, they’d developed a friendship. Everett was a silent partner in a small, exclusive restaurant that had an account with Market Art and they occasionally saw each other socially.


After examining him, Everett sat on his wheeled stool. He was a big man, tall and broad, barrel-chested, with a thick head of dark blond hair. He wore a lot of plaid shirts, and they made him look like a lumberjack.


“Sure you’re feeling okay, Eli?” he asked.


Seated on the edge of the exam table, Eli wasn’t sure how to respond and said nothing.


“Sleeping well?”


“Uh, not… well, no.”


“How’s your sex life?”


Eli thought about it a moment, then shrugged and rolled his eyes.


Everett’s frown deepened. “You’re quiet. We usually do a lot of talking when you’re here.”


Another moment passed as Eli considered a response, then: “Sorry.”


“Drinking any more than usual?”


“Not much,” he lied.


“Having any suicidal thoughts?”


He flinched a little. “Suicidal? Uh… no.” There was uncertainty in his voice because, for a moment, he wasn’t sure such thoughts hadn’t crept in and out of his mind when he wasn’t paying attention, like burglars in the night.


Everett sighed as he stood. “You’ve been through a lot, Eli. Most people have a hard enough time losing one parent. You’ve lost both parents at the same time under tragic circumstances. I’m concerned. You’re not yourself.”


“Oh?” Eli smiled humorlessly. “Who am I?”


“Someone who’s going to see a psychiatrist. I’m referring you to Dr. Erica Myerson. She may feel an antidepressant is needed. I don’t prescribe them anymore myself. I stopped a few years ago. But I’ll defer to her judgment, but only if it’s on a short-term basis. I won’t have you on an antidepressant for an extended length of time, not as long as you’re my patient. She’s very good. I want you to see her as often as she thinks necessary. Do you understand?”


Eli looked down at his knees, unaware that he was frowning. Am I the kind of person who needs a psychiatrist? he thought. Therapy? And maybe even antidepressants? He lifted his head and looked at Everett. “I don’t mean to tell you your job, Everett, but… I really don’t think that’s necessary.”


Everett cocked his head to one side. “Really? You don’t? I’m guessing you know better than I that it is necessary. Not sleeping, drinking too much—I know you said you’re not, but frankly, I don’t believe you. I can tell by looking at you that you’ve been drinking too much, and in spite of the breath mint you ate recently, I can smell a hint of alcohol on your breath right now. You’ve emotionally flatlined, haven’t you? Lost interest in things? Been feeling numb? Dead inside?”


Eli said nothing, but his frown grew deeper and his eyes narrowed.


“It doesn’t mean you’re a bad person, Eli, it just means you’re depressed. The mind can get sick just like the body. And more often than not, when the mind gets sick, the body follow. You’re sick, that’s all. It’s not surprising under the circumstances. It needs to be treated before it gets worse. So that’s what we’re going to do.”


The earliest Dr. Myerson could see him was in five weeks. “She’s taken on the patients of a colleague who’s ill and she’s backed up at the moment,” Everett said. “I’d like you to see her because she’s damned good. But if you think you need to see someone sooner—and you really need to be honest with me about this, Eli—then tell me, and I’ll send you to someone else right away.” Eli said he could wait five weeks if it meant seeing a therapist Everett admired and trusted.


During those five weeks, Eli continued to drink and Pamela grew more distant. When Eli asked her what was wrong, she smiled brightly and said everything was fine. But he knew that was not true. She was quiet, remote, even cold. Something was bothering her, but she wouldn’t discuss it.


Dr. Erica Myerson was a soft-spoken woman in her early sixties, a sharp, stylish dresser with short silver hair and a pleasant smile. She recognized Eli’s nervousness immediately and tried to put him at ease. She asked him general questions about himself, his life. It sounded like small talk at first, but Eli could not shake the feeling that every word he said would be scrutinized, analyzed, read into like tea leaves. Halfway through the first session, Eli realized he was talking about personal things he normally kept to himself. She had him talking before he knew it. He told her how numb he still felt about the deaths of his family and reluctantly admitted he’d been drinking too much. He said nothing at all about the cocaine.


“Here’s what I’d like to do,” Dr. Myerson said at the end of the session. “I think it’s pretty clear that you’re suffering from depression. I’m not sure how long this has been going on. It can sneak up on you. By the time you notice it, it’s been with you for some time. According to Dr. Reasoner’s notes, you’ve also been drinking heavily, which is common with depression. I want you to try a mild antidepressant, and I’d like you to come twice a week for awhile. You also need to decide how you want to address your alcohol consumption. I don’t know how severe it is, but it needs to be dealt with before it grows worse. We can do it here or, if you think it’s warranted, you can enter a program.”


She gave him a prescription for Zoloft and he filled it at a pharmacy near his house. But he reacted badly to the medication. His difficulty sleeping became worse, he became nervous, irritable, even hostile. He reported this to Dr. Myerson and she switched him to another antidepressant. When he reacted badly to that one, she prescribed another. The third did nothing at all. During their sessions, when she asked how he was handling his drinking, he simply said he was working on getting it under control.


Over the next several months, everything unraveled. Eli became less efficient at work, and that inefficiency decayed into dysfunction. Andy noticed and frequently commented on it, asking Eli what was wrong, if there were problems at home, if he needed time off. Eli always said he would be okay, he was just working out some problems. He began missing days, finding himself unable to leave the house. As the quality of Eli’s work declined and he became more unreliable, his relationship with Andy became bitter and hostile.


What remained of his relationship with Pamela crumbled. She spent more time away from the house in the evenings, talked to him less and less. He later realized why she’d become so cold toward him. She knew something was wrong but did not want to know what, because that would involve a discussion about his feelings, and Pamela avoided anything that dealt with messy emotions. She’d married a very stable man, and when he began having emotional problems, Pamela sensed them even before they became visible. As they grew worse, she pulled farther and farther away. Eventually, she moved into the guest room and stopped sleeping with him.


Eli’s luck with antidepressants did not change—he reacted badly or hardly at all to each one Dr. Myerson tried. In spite of any progress he made in therapy—progress in understanding why he felt so shut off from his own emotions—he didn’t feel any different. His numbness steadily grew worse and so did the shrieking emptiness he felt inside. So did his drinking.


Unhappy at home and starved for affection, Eli sought out a prostitute one weekend. It was his first time, but not his last. One night, he awoke in a hotel room as a prostitute was dressing and preparing to leave. He had no memory of how he’d gotten there and could not remember having sex with the hooker. He could not even remember laying eyes on the woman prior to waking in the bed.


Although they hadn’t seen much of each other at the time, Roger noticed Eli’s decline and tried to reach out to him. Eli rebuffed him each time until Roger, feeling helpless, backed off.


After not going to work for more than a week, Eli played his answering machine message to hear Andy say that he was fed up. He wanted to buy Eli’s half of the business before Eli’s drunkenness did irreparable damage to it.


Everything fell apart in one Tuesday. Pamela had stopped talking to him altogether and spent little time at home anymore. In search of companionship, Eli went to the Hen House a bar he’d patronized before where he knew prostitutes frequently hung out. On that particular night, he was already quite drunk when he entered the bar. The woman he approached was an undercover police officer. Eli was arrested and thrown in jail. He called Pamela and she came to the police station and bailed him out. Then on the sidewalk out front, she told him she was leaving and he would hear from her attorney.


Eli was required by law to enter a 12-step program to deal with his addictions. He attended the meetings but did not participate and never felt a part of the group, even when others reached out to include him. He did not attend regularly, though, and the meetings had no affect at all.


After the arrest, Everett began to monitor him more closely and Dr. Myerson continued to counsel him as he fought to stop drinking, a process more torturous and painful than he had imagined, but necessary. Roger closed the distance that had grown between them and took it upon himself to help Eli through the initial withdrawals and intense cravings. Roger insisted that Eli stay at his house. As helpful as that was, it did nothing to ease the spinning cycle of depression and anxiety that had moved Eli to reach for booze in the first place. His first relapse came quickly and was followed by others. Roger came to the rescue each time. Eli realized that Roger was all he had—everyone else in his life had either died or left. He became so frustrated that he stopped attending the meetings. He had all but accepted defeat when Dr. Myerson prescribed another antidepressant.


Paaxone was a new drug that had been on the market for only a few months and reportedly was having great success in doing things other antidepressants were unable to do. Since it hit the market, Paaxone commercials had been running frequently on TV. It seemed every commercial break on any channel included at least one of the ads that showed a happy family having a barbecue at a park near a river with brightly-colored hot air balloons hovering in the sky and pleasant, soothing music on the soundtrack.


At the same time he began taking Paaxone, Eli began attending regular AA meetings. He went to a different group this time, attending meetings daily—sometimes twice daily—in the basement of a large Catholic church. There, he met Chloe.


Eli was surprised when the drug seemed to work. The fog in his mind cleared just enough for him to realize that he had destroyed his life. That clarity cut through the depression and his anxiety retreated.


After Chloe entered his life, things slowly but steadily began to get better.


5.


As they waited for their order, Chloe discussed her job at KNWS. It was one of the few talk radio stations in the country that still had a balanced mix of local hosts and syndicated shows. The programming on most stations was entirely syndicated, but KNWS had a handful of local talent, veteran radio personalities who had become celebrities in Santa Vermelha. Chloe had been the News Director for five of the eleven years she’d worked at KNWS. She loved her job and got along with her coworkers—with one exception.


Russ Campbell hosted the afternoon talk show on KNWS and had for as long as Chloe had been there. He’d become something of an institution in Santa Vermelha. Along with his popular right-wing radio show, he made occasional appearances on local TV and wrote a column for the Journal. Chloe and Russ did not get along and never had. She often came home from work with tales of Russ’s latest offenses. The previous week, Russ had annoyed everyone at the station by boycotting a Bruce Springsteen concert.


“He went on the air Thursday,” Chloe said, leaning forward with her arms folded on the table, “and told his listeners not to go to the Springsteen concert coming up because Springsteen had played for President Obama’s inauguration, and anyone who went to the concert was a supporter of socialism. Can you believe that? I swear, if ‘asshole’ was a political party, they’d be running him for president in the next election.”


Russ had a habit of running to the boss and complaining whenever others on the staff did things he didn’t like. He seemed convinced that the station existed for his purposes alone and anything he did not approve of was simply unacceptable.


Kelly came to the booth and placed their orders on the table. As she turned and walked away, she surreptitiously winked at Eli.


“I don’t know why any of you put up with him,” Eli said.


“Because he gets great ratings. He pisses people off.”


“Making people angry is a good thing?” Eli said as he began to eat his sundae.


“Oh, sure. Controversy is always good radio.” She had not yet looked down at her Chocolate Iniquity—three scoops of different kinds of chocolate ice cream in a sugar-cone bowl topped with chocolate syrup, nuts, marshmallows, and a cherry. Perched atop the cherry like a little crown was the ring. “These days, outrage is the fuel of talk radio, and if Russ isn’t outraged about something himself, then he’s outraging other people. And when he’s not doing either, he—” She stopped talking and stared down at the ring with her mouth open. Her eyes rose to meet Eli’s.


He put down his spoon and grinned as he reached across the table and took her hand in both of his. “I’ve never been as happy as I’ve been since I met you,” he said. “Never in my life. I want to do more than just live together. I want to have kids with you. And grandkids, and great grandkids. I want to get old with you. Will you marry me?”


Her large brown eyes filled with glistening tears as she sat frozen in place. She did not move for a long time, then suddenly slid out of the booth, came around the table, and threw herself into Eli’s arms.


“Yes,” she whispered into his ear. “Yes, of course, yes.”


Awhile later, a voice said, “I’m guessing this has worked out well.”
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