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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.









Introduction


In 1987, something took place in Mt. Shasta, California, called the Harmonic Convergence. It was a gathering of New Age believers in everything from crystals to Mayan astrology to the bible – kind of a New Age flea market of beliefs. Mt. Shasta was only an hour away from my home. How could I miss such an event? While there, I saw a couple of “transchannels” who allegedly channeled ancient beings from other spiritual planes. These beings claimed to have humanity’s best interests at heart and shared their wisdom and experience with anyone who would listen. I listened. What I heard added up to a whole lot of nothing – little more than motivational poster captions and bumper sticker philosophy. But it gave me an idea.


Let’s say these people really were channeling some being who claimed to be benevolent and to possess all of life’s answers. Why should we believe they are what they say they are simply because they say it? What if they had secret motives, hidden agendas? What if they weren’t so benevolent after all? That line of thinking gave birth to this book.


Dark Channel was originally published by Bantam Books in 1992. A lot of things have changed since then. For example, cell phones are everywhere and computer technology is a lot different these days.









WHEATLAND, CALIFORNIA


OCTOBER, 1962


On the day Lizzie Dayton got a glimpse of hell, the playground of Prairie Grammar School was dark beneath the shadow of rain-threatening clouds.


Before releasing her students for recess, Miss Randall, the fourth-grade teacher, looked out the large rectangular window that gave a clear view of the playground. Drumming her fingernails on her desktop, she said, “It looks pretty cloudy, but the weatherman says it won’t rain. If it does, though, I want all of you to hurry back inside. At the first drop, understand?”


The class replied with a chorus of nods and uh-huhs.


“And be sure to wear your coats,” she added. As the children hurried toward the door and forty minutes of playful freedom, Miss Randall said, “Lizzie, could I see you a moment?”


Lizzie was still seated at her desk, as usual. She always waited for the rush to end before getting up to leave. She stood and approached her teacher’s desk, wondering if she’d unknowingly done something wrong.


As if reading Lizzie’s thoughts, Miss Randall smiled reassuringly and stood, coming around to the front of her desk. She folded her arms and crossed her thin ankles and said, “How would you like to do a favor for me, Lizzie?”


Smiling up at her teacher, Lizzie said, “Sure, Miss Randall.”


“Have you noticed that Hester is limping today?”


Her smile fading, Lizzie nodded.


“Well, she hurt her ankle over the weekend and she can’t do any running or jumping for a few days. I’ve noticed you don’t play in many of the games during recess and I thought you’d like to keep Hester company.”


Lizzie was no longer smiling. She had a sinking feeling inside all of a sudden, as if her stomach were oozing down into her legs.


“Do… do I have to?” she asked quietly.


“Well, you don’t have to. But I think it would be a nice thing to do.”


Lizzie looked down at her shoes.


“In fact,” Miss Randall said, leaning forward, “you two might even become good friends.”


That almost made Lizzie laugh; instead, she nodded, said, “Okay,” and got her coat.


Lizzie Dayton hated recess; the playground was littered with bad memories, and it seemed every time she went out there, another was made. She preferred the classroom, where, safely seated at her desk, she could quietly and confidently do the things she did best: solve math problems, spell words, write book reports or answer quiz questions.


She was a smart girl—the school had suggested she skip the fourth grade that year, but her mother would not hear of it—but for all of her spelling and writing and mathematical abilities, for all of her “book sense,” as Mom called it, she was unable to fathom the politics of recess.


If she refused an invitation to join in a game of kick ball or dodge ball, the other children branded her a “chicken”; they laughed at and ridiculed her for not participating. If she played, however, she was ridiculed for her inabilities and inexperience.


Lizzie was a chubby girl, round-faced and pink-skinned, and lacked the speed and coordination required to be any good at the games the other children played. Her size not only made sports difficult; Lizzie’s entire life seemed a chore simply because of the way she looked. She did not understand how a person such as herself—a girl who had never hurt anyone and who was so willing to share her belongings and talents—could be the target of so much cruelty.


Grown-ups seemed to see in Lizzie something special.


“A gifted child,” they’d say.


“Such a bright girl.”


“She has so much potential.”


Praise from adults made her swell with pride and think that perhaps someday, when she was a grown-up, she would be accepted and appreciated. But that day was a long way off. In the meantime, grown-ups made lousy playmates.


Lizzie had learned that if she were to avoid the tormenting laughter, the name-calling, and the pointing fingers of her classmates, she had to avoid her classmates altogether.


She especially had to steer clear of Hester Thorne, the most hateful of the lot.


Hester was probably the most popular girl at school. She had the admiration of students and teachers alike. Her shiny blond hair and big blue eyes were magnets that pulled in the attention of everyone around her. Hester was always smiling, always seemed in a cheerful mood, and was never seen without a small entourage of friends.


Lizzie was not, however, among her admirers. In fact, there were times when Lizzie was overcome with a burning hatred for Hester that was strong enough to bring tears to her eyes. It also brought a pang of guilt and the echo of her mother’s voice saying, Hating our enemies just lowers us to their level, sweety; we mustn’t hate them. Remember the Golden Rule that Jesus gave us: “Do unto others…”


Usually, Lizzie had no problem living by that rule. When others made fun of her or excluded her at school, they sometimes angered her and always hurt her, but she never lashed out at them. Only Hester Thorne could stir in her such trembling hatred. Sometimes that hatred was so fierce it made Lizzie want to kick or hit her, claw at her eyes, do something that would cause Hester enough pain to take that smile from her lips. Maybe it was the smile that did it….


Hester’s smile never went away. Even when she was angry or being cruel—and she’d been cruel to Lizzie more times than Lizzie cared to count—the smile remained as if it were a permanent feature of her face. The smile brought a glimmer to her eyes, as if she enjoyed every single thing she did.


But everything Hester did was not good….


Hester had quietly tormented Barry Walker, who was slightly cross-eyed. It was barely noticeable, really; in fact, Lizzie thought Barry’s eyes were nice, crossed or not. He wasn’t at Prairie anymore; he’d left the second week of school. While he was there, not a day had gone by that Hester did not, at least once, say something to him during recess or after school, only loud enough for her friends to hear. Lizzie never heard what Hester said to him, but she knew by the laughter that always followed that it was something awful. Barry had complained to Miss Randall, but it was useless; Hester and her friends always denied it and Miss Randall always believed Hester. Miss Randall was really a very nice lady and Lizzie liked her very much in spite of her allegiance to Hester. It had nothing to do with her character; everyone believed Hester. Everyone but Lizzie.


One day, Lizzie approached Barry after Hester and her friends had walked away in a chorus of derisive laughter. She smiled and tried to sound cheerful as she said, “Try not to pay too much attention to them. They’re nobody. Really.”


But Barry did not return to Prairie after that day and Lizzie had not seen him since.


At the beginning of the year, Miss Randall had brought a pair of hamsters into the classroom for the students to observe. She’d put Hester in charge of the animals, making her the only student with permission to feed and handle them. When Miss Randall was around, Hester always seemed to take great care in changing the hamsters’ food and water and cleaning the cage. But when the teacher was out of the room or busy in her office, Lizzie sometimes saw Hester pinch her thumb and forefinger over the nose and mouth of one of the hamsters until its little body began to wriggle and thrash desperately, all of which got a burst of stifled laughter from Hester’s friends.


There were other things, too, small things that seemed insignificant when considered individually but, when added up, were very unsettling.


Like the stray cat that used to hang around the playground waiting for scraps from the children’s lunch bags. Lizzie found the cat one day on her way to catch the bus after school; someone had used a firecracker to blow the cat’s backside into a glistening black-red mess. Normally, Lizzie would have thought even Hester incapable of such a thing. But the day before, she’d seen Hester huddling in a corner of the playground with her friends, passing around a small bright red object and laughing with corrupt delight….


What mystified Lizzie was everyone’s apparent blindness to Hester’s cruel nature. It was obvious enough to Lizzie, but no one else seemed to notice. Even those students not given the honor of joining Hester’s entourage treated her as if she were a misplaced princess accidentally enrolled in a small-town grammar school. Every teacher in the school knew Hester by name and gave her a smiling “Hello” when they passed her on campus—even the principal, Mr. Drummond, who never remembered anyone’s name.


Although adults saw great potential in Lizzie, they seemed not to see her at all when Hester was near by. No one did.


Hester captured and held the attention of everyone.


Except Lizzie. That was why Lizzie dreaded this particular recess more than she had any other.


When she stepped outside, a game of kick ball was already well under way.


Three girls were taking turns skipping rope on the sidewalk. When they saw her, they giggled and one of the girls began to chant as she skipped: “Liz-zie Day-ton gained a ton, eat-ing can-dy just for fun, al-ways hun-gry, nev-er full, she’s got-ta bot-tom like a bull!!”


Lizzie turned away from them and tried to shut the sing-song voice from her ears.


Two boys were playing catch with a softball on the other side of the playground and directly across from the sidewalk where Lizzie stood, Hester Thorne sat in one of the swings, lolling back and forth in the seat. Her honey-colored curls were jostled by the cool breeze and she kicked at the gravel beneath her with the toe of one shoe.


Hester smiled across the playground at Lizzie, but it was not a smile of welcome; it was a challenge.


Rather than crossing the playground and drawing attention to herself, Lizzie walked around it, first along the sidewalk that ran near a row of classrooms, then along the tall chain-link fence that separated the playground from the school’s ballfield. As she walked, Hester’s smiling gaze followed her every step. The piercing squeak of the swing’s chains grew louder as the distance between the two girls closed.


I’m not doing this for Hester, Lizzie thought firmly. I’m doing it for Miss Randall.


Lizzie stepped off the pavement and into the large rectangular graveled area that held the slide, monkey bars, teeter-totter, merry-go-round and swing set. She seated herself on the empty swing beside Hester and tried to smile as she met her eyes, tried to think of a pleasant greeting, something friendly. She could do neither. Instead, Lizzie turned her gaze to Hester’s left foot, which was wrapped in an Ace bandage.


“How did you hurt your foot?” she asked.


“Fell off the back of my daddy’s new pick-up truck,” Hester replied through her smile.


Lizzie blinked with surprise. “Was it moving?”


“Of course not, dummy. I’d probably be dead if it was moving.”


Still staring at Hester’s foot, Lizzie said, “It must’ve hurt.”


“Not really. I only sprained it a little.”


“Oh. That’s good.”


“Good?” Hester snapped.


Startled, Lizzie looked at the girl and saw anger in her smiling eyes.


“You think it’s good that I hurt my foot?”


“Oh, no, I just meant that—”


“How would you like it if you got hurt and I was glad?”


You always are, Lizzie thought, suddenly wanting to burrow into the gravel beneath her and disappear.


“I didn’t mean that,” Lizzie insisted, closing her eyes so she didn’t have to look at that smile. “I only meant it’s good that your foot was just sprained a little, that it wasn’t hurt worse.”


“I’m sure that’s what you meant, Lizzie Dayton.”


“Well, it is.” Her eyes were still closed.


“What do you want, anyway? You don’t like me. Why did you come over here?”


Lizzie’s eyes opened then and she stared at Hester in disbelief, momentarily forgetting her intimidation.


“I don’t like you? But you’re the one who’s always making fun of me, saying I’m fat. I’ve never done anything to—”


“But you are fat.”


Lizzie stared at her lap, feeling the familiar pain again, the pain that would slowly grow into self-hatred. She whispered, “See what I mean?”


“You think that I don’t like you because I say you’re fat?” Hester laughed a moment—a laugh that came from the pain of others—then said, “That’s just stupid. You are fat! I’m just telling the truth when I say that, I didn’t make you fat.” She laughed again and began swinging back and forth, her small hands wrapped tightly around the squeaky chains.


The chanting voice of the girl jumping rope across the playground drifted around on the breeze. “… she’s got-ta bot-tom like a bull!”


“See?” Hester giggled. “Don’t get mad at me because you’re fat.”


Lizzie remained still in her swing, gulping back the tears she felt stinging their way to her eyes. She wanted to get up and leave but knew that, if she moved, she would reveal too much; she would cry or run away and Hester would know how much she’d hurt her.


Lizzie didn’t want that, so she stayed put.


“So how come you came over here, Lizzie Dayton?”


She still said nothing.


“Huh? How come?”


Lizzie wondered if she should tell the truth or say that it was her idea. If she took the credit, Hester might feel a bit guilty for returning a kindness with cruelty.


Then again…


“I thought you might like some company,” Lizzie said. “That’s all.”


“Oh? That’s all, huh?”


“Yes.”


Before Hester spoke again, she let out a little shriek of pain and stopped swinging.


“What’s wrong?” Lizzie gasped, turning to her.


Hester was leaning forward, wincing as she massaged her injured foot.


“Kicked my foot. I can’t use my foot to swing,” she said impatiently. Hester sat up, faced Lizzie, and said, “Come here and push me.”


It was at that moment that Lizzie realized exactly what was so unsettling about Hester Thorne.


She had the eyes of an adult. She spoke with the authority of someone accustomed to being obeyed. She did not make requests or ask for favors; she gave orders.


Lizzie slowly moved from her swing, got behind Hester and gave her a gentle push.


“So you thought I’d like some company, huh?” Hester said.


“Yes.”


“Are you sure it wasn’t just because you wanted some company? You always spend recess alone and you never play. Because you’re too fat.” She giggled.


Lizzie felt her nostrils flaring.


“Or maybe you just think you’re too good to play with the rest of us. If that’s what you think, you’re the only one who thinks it.”


Go away, Lizzie told herself, just go back to the classroom and read a book. Before you start to feel too bad.


She could feel the beginning of a hard lump in her stomach and it grew as Hester went on.


“Is that why you came over, Lizzie Dayton? Because you wanted company?”


“No. I told you.” She hated the way Hester called her by her full name.


“No, that’s probably not it,” Hester continued, her voice growing and fading as she swung back and forth, back and forth. “Maybe… maybe you did it for Miss Randall. Yes, that’s probably it, because you know Miss Randall likes me so much. Much better than she likes you.”


The hatred was coming back, and with it came tears, drowning the hollow whisper of her mother’s reminders to be kind even to her enemies. Lizzie pushed harder, sending Hester higher into the air.


“She probably told you to come talk to me because I can’t play, but you did it to make her like you. Not because you wanted to. Right?”


Lizzie gave another push, harder still.


“You know how much Miss Randall likes me, don’t you, Lizzie Dayton? Everybody likes me. But I can’t think of a single person who likes you.”


The chains squealed like angry rats.


“Think about it. You’re out here alone every day at recess. Miss Randall has never asked me or anybody else to keep you company. Has she?”


Hester laughed as she swung upward, her legs outstretched before her as she swung even higher than before, arms hugging the chains. When she spoke again, her voice was firm and even a little frightened.


“Hey, don’t push so hard!” she snapped.


Lizzie knew she should stop; the anger in Hester’s voice almost frightened her into stopping. It was the fear in her voice that made Lizzie want to push harder. Making Hester angry took no effort at all; it happened every day without provocation. But to make Hester Thorne afraid was something else altogether. Something like victory…


As Hester swung backward, Lizzie stepped back, raised her arms, pressed her palms flat against Hester’s back, and shoved so hard she grunted with exertion.


“I’m getting dizzy!” Hester cried with a small tremble in her voice. “Stop!”


Lizzie felt her own lips, salty with tears, curl into a smile that she knew she should be ashamed of—mustn’t hate them—but she could not fight it. When Hester swung back—


—“I’ll tell!”—


—Lizzie readied herself—


—“I swear I’ll tell!”—


—and pushed.


“Noooo!” Hester shouted, but the shout quickly became a whimper as she rose up higher and higher, stopping at a height almost level with the top of the swing. On her way back down, Hester babbled, “You’re gonna get into so much trouble for this, Lizzie Dayton—”


Lizzie took a deep breath—


“—so much trouble!”—


—gave another powerful shove—


—and Hester was airborne.


She flew from the swing and, as if in a slow-motion dream, floated silently through the chilly air, her limbs splayed helplessly in four directions. She seemed to take forever to land and during that long instant, Lizzie’s mouth dropped open and she sucked in a gasp of air and noticed, oddly, that the dark clouds overhead were moving along at a normal pace and everyone on the playground was playing and shouting as they were just an instant before. Only this—this one particular event in this corner of the playground—had slowed to a sort of underwater ballet in Lizzie’s eyes and she knew why….


Lizzie knew that when Hester Thorne hit the ground, Lizzie was going to be in so… much… trouble….


Hester landed with a thud, a whoosh of knocked-out breath, and a scattering of pebbles.


Lizzie froze.


The empty swing bobbed and swayed in Hester’s wake, the chains chattering like gossiping metal teeth. Distant thunder stomped through the clouds. Lizzie waited for Hester to cry, to scream for Miss Randall. To do something.


But she lay still as sleep on the ground.


“Hen… Hester?” Lizzie breathed, moving slowly around the swing. “I’m… I’m sorry, Hester.” She stopped two feet away from the girl and looked around, expecting to see teachers and students rushing across the playground toward her, hurrying to see what had happened to Hester…


… to see what the fat girl had done to their little Hester.


No one was coming; no one had noticed.


“Hester?” she whispered again, stepping forward and bending over her. “Hester, I didn’t mean—”


Hester’s body suddenly erupted in a fit of convulsions. Her arms and legs began to flop like fish on land; her back stiffened and her pelvis jutted upward again and again. With eyes bulging and her mouth a yawning O, Hester began to gag. Her head tilted back and foamy saliva began to gather at the corners of her mouth.


“Hester!” Lizzie cried, kneeling down and reaching for her but afraid to touch her. “Oh no, Hester, stop!” Glancing over her shoulder, Lizzie realized that they were still unnoticed by the others on the playground. She feared the trouble she knew would come if she called for Miss Randall, but she feared even more that Hester was dying. She filled her lungs with air to cry for help, but Hester’s convulsions suddenly stopped.


Lizzie’s voice caught in her throat; she was certain Hester was dead, that her last push had somehow killed Hester, that—


Hester rose up.


She did not sit up. She did not pull herself up. It was as if an invisible arm had lifted the top half of Hester’s body into a sitting position, bringing her face less than an inch from Lizzie’s.


Lizzie suddenly felt helplessly off balance and found herself groping fearfully for something to hold onto, as if she were teetering on the very edge of a pit, as if…


… as if she might fall into Hester’s no longer smiling eyes.


Hester slapped her hands to each side of Lizzie’s skull and held it in an iron grip as the playground seemed to fade around them and Lizzie tried to scream but could not find her voice and—


—when she looked over Hester’s shoulder, she could not find the playground.


The moment Hester’s hands began to squeeze Lizzie’s head, the playground and school buildings melted away like boiling wax and they were suddenly someplace else, someplace dark and cold in spite of the flames that were spitting from gaping craters all around them. The fire shot upward forty or fifty feet to lick the soot-black sky, rising nearly the height of the buildings around them, skeletal buildings with supports and girders jutting like splintered bones from enormous holes torn into the walls.


The sickening-sweet reek of burning meat cut through the icy air and distant screaming voices rose to the sky with the belching flames.


Other craters shot fire in the distance and one of them—far beyond the patch of land that, a moment ago, was the grassy playing field—was surrounded by a circle of people in tattered white robes streaked with soot, their hands lifted upward. Although her vision was blurred, either by tears or by the heat from the fire—


—Or because this is a dream, she thought, that’s all, I’m still in bed having a nightmare—


—she saw one of the robed figures step forward holding something bundled in a blanket. The blanket was peeled away ceremoniously and tossed aside and a flesh-pink lump with four struggling limbs was lifted above the figure’s head.


Lizzie squinted, struggling to see better.


No, no…


A baby.


Chanting voices murmured like ghosts on the breeze and with them came the frail, distant cries of the infant.


Lizzie took a breath to cry out but the child was already tumbling through the air, head over feet, swallowed by the fire before it even began its descent.


Cries of agony came from every direction, piercing the darkness in which vague shapes writhed and shifted, and there was an odd sound from overhead, a sound like wings flapping, very big wings. Lizzie looked up at the thick, greasy darkness, but saw nothing. When she lowered her eyes, they fell on something in the darkness to her left. It looked like… could it be… a pile of bodies! She looked closer, squinting and—


—Lizzie screamed, a keening wail, uncontrollable, clutching at her lungs like rat’s claws and she looked into Hester’s dead eyes again and—


—the two girls began to rise, leaving the corpses below them, lifting weightlessly on the black air and hovering over the fire-breathing craters, unnoticed by those below, some of whom ran for cover, always looking upward, while others fought, beating one another with spiked clubs and heavy chains, while still others walked through the darkness slowly and at ease, the hems of their dirty white robes slapping gently at their feet.


Dim lights glowed in the windows of battered houses while black smoke billowed from others.


Cries of pain and death rose toward them in voices young and old.


They began to move faster and faster until all below them was a dark, muddy blur and Lizzie managed to stop her screaming, lower it to a few deep, gripping sobs, and when she looked down again, they were slowing, descending over a mountain topped with red-streaked snow and on the other side of the mountain was—


—a house.


It was a pretty house, a big white U, filled with light, but it made Lizzie want to vomit because—


—the light was black. It was not real light, not good light, not the light Lizzie knew, that you could read by or warm to, but a light that was made of darkness, a cancerous light, thick and smothering, and as they drew closer to the house Lizzie began to cry harder, on the verge of screaming again, because coming from the house, she heard—


—laughter.


But it was not happy laughter.


They passed over the clean white roof of the house until they were floating over dense, dark green woods, falling lower and lower until—


—they were below the high tops of the trees, darting back and forth to avoid them, lower and lower until—


—they were just inches above the ground and ahead of them, Lizzie saw—


—a cave filled with blackness, and they shot through the opening, plunging deep into the darkness until—


—Lizzie saw a faint blue glow ahead of them that grew brighter as they shot deeper into the cave and the light made her ill, made her tremble because, like the light in the house, it was wrong, it was unnatural, and she began to scream as she turned and looked into Hester’s eyes, lifeless flat eyes with something lurking behind them, something that slithered and settled, waiting patiently and—


—through Hester’s mouth, it spoke:


“The child is mine, and through her I will bring about what is to be. Let… her… alone!”


Hester released Lizzie’s head and Lizzie fell back in the gravel, limp as a springless puppet.


The playground was suddenly as it had been an instant before.


Children were playing.


A gentle rain began to fall.


Lizzie Dayton wet her pants….









From the Redding Dispatch, July 1972—


REDDING MAN STABS MOTHER INSTEAD OF WIFE


Dispatch staff reporter


In an apparent attempt to murder his wife, Michael Lumley accidentally stabbed his mother yesterday, putting her in critical condition in Redding’s Memorial Hospital.


According to Redding police officer Keith Muldoon, Lumley had been waiting for his wife, Hester, and handicapped son, Benjamin, to return from a drive, intending to kill them both. When Lumley’s mother let herself into the darkened house, Lumley mistook her for Hester and stabbed her four times.


68-year-old Beverly Walton was walking her dog by the house when the stabbing occurred and, after hearing Dolores Lumley’s scream, notified the police.


“Mr. Lumley’s been hysterical since we got to him,” Officer Muldoon said. “He’s been screaming, over and over, ‘I’m sorry Momma, I thought you were Hester, I meant to kill them, kill ’em both, I’m sorry Momma,’ stuff like that.”


Dolores Lumley is suffering from a punctured lung and kidney and, although critical, is in stable condition.


Michael Lumley is in Memorial’s psychiatric ward, where he remains heavily sedated.


When asked if he knew why Lumley wanted to kill his wife and son, Muldoon said, “He kept saying they were evil, that they weren’t human, something like that.”


Hester Lumley was unavailable for comment.









ANDERSON, CALIFORNIA


JANUARY 17, 1993


The yellow glow of sodium lights bled through sheets of pouring rain, bathing the Peach Tree Motel parking lot in a glaring mist. The splash of the windblown raindrops rose two inches from the flooded pavement, creating the illusion of a ground fog.


Eight cars were parked in the lot, and light glowed through the closed curtains of three motel rooms. A holly wreath framed the number on each door and, in the window of the office, multicolored lights blinked on the branches of a small Christmas tree that stood crookedly on its stand, weary after the long holiday season. An empty white Pontiac idled in front of the office, its wipers sweeping futilely over the windshield.


Interstate 5 ran behind the motel and was busy with late-night travelers, but the road in front of it was deserted. Even the shopping center across the way seemed empty in spite of the bright twenty-four-hour Safeway.


The night seemed defeated by the storm, cowed by the beating rain. Distant lightning occasionally flashed in the western sky, as if on the look-out for some form of resistance, some hint of rebellion from its battle-weary captive.


The office door opened with a jangle of sleigh bells and Harvey Bolton rushed to his car, got inside and parked it in front of one of the darkened rooms. The curb was painted red with white stenciled letters that warned NO PARKING UNLOADING ONLY. Harvey backed the car under one of the sodium lights, then splashed across the lot, clutching a briefcase under his left arm. The wind whipped the hem of his coat madly around his legs and slicked his hair against his skull. By the time he got to his room, the shoulders of his tan overcoat were soaked through.


Inside, he groped for a light switch, flicked it, and light oozed through a gawdy gold-colored lampshade that hung by a chain from the ceiling. Beneath it was a round table with two chairs that matched neither one another nor the rest of the garage-sale furniture in the room.


It had been the only motel along the interstate with a vacancy, so he couldn’t complain. Decor was the last thing on Harvey’s mind, anyway.


His eyes had spent half their time on the rearview mirror all the way back from Grover. He suspected—he hoped—it was just a mild case of paranoia brought on by the distinct sense of unwelcome he’d felt while he was there, but there had been the van.


It was gray, no windows except in the front, and the glass was tinted so he wasn’t able to see the driver or passenger, if any. Four times he’d noticed it parked across the street from him, or down the block. He was positive it was the same van. Everywhere he looked, it seemed, there it stood, parked with the engine off. It might have been empty. But then again…


Whether or not his suspicions were valid, he was taking no chances. He knew he might very well have annoyed someone with his questions. The Universal Enlightened Alliance wasn’t exactly the Rotary Club. It was a very big, very powerful organization. So he’d kept an eye to the rear all the way, and had felt uncomfortable—no, vulnerable was the word—when he pulled over to a rest stop to remove the chains from his tires.


There had been no van in sight the whole trip, but even so, he was happy to be nestled securely in a motel room, however garish its decor might be.


Still… he couldn’t shake that feeling of being observed.


He dropped the briefcase and his room key on the table and peeled off his coat, tossing it to the bed with a weary sigh. He quickly seated himself at the table, opened the case, took out a manila folder fat with papers and hunched over it, shuffling through the papers urgently.


The papers were covered with his hurried scribbling, notes written quickly during interviews with people who were reluctant to speak, perhaps even afraid to speak if Harvey’s suspicions were correct. There were more papers stuffed in the glove compartment of his rented car, but the ones before him now were the most recent. These were filled with information gathered in the last twenty-four hours.


Harvey stopped scanning his notes long enough to remove a micro cassette recorder from the case. He placed it in the center of the table and punched PLAY. Pinched, metallic voices began to speak through the tiny speaker as Harvey’s eyes returned to his sloppy writing. They were the voices of the people he’d interviewed in Grover earlier that day and the day before, cautious voices speaking well-chosen words….


A young woman standing behind her front screen door, a baby in her arms, another in her swollen belly: “I’d really rather not talk about it. Really. I’ve, um, got to take care of the kids.” Then, quietly, she added, “They don’t much like being talked about, you know.”


A bartender with dark bushy eyebrows, leaning on his bar: “Some of my best customers belong to that woman’s group. What I think about ’em ain’t important. Now, pal, the first one’s on the house if you’ll turn off that damned recorder.”


An enormous rosy-cheeked woman in a drugstore: “Does she know you’re writing about them? That woman?”


That woman.


Her.


The leader.


Most of the people he talked to knew of her—all of them, in fact—but none of them spoke her name. A coincidence, perhaps, but it could mean something. Harvey wondered if the people of Grover were afraid of the Universal Enlightened Alliance or of the woman who’d founded and now led the organization.


Only two people appeared perfectly comfortable talking to Harvey about the Alliance. One was Joan Maher, a waitress in the Lemurian Diner. She smiled at his questions and said, “If you’re looking for muck, I’m the wrong person to ask. I used to be a member. I’m not now, but I’m very happy. My life is better than it’s ever been and a lot of the credit for that goes to the Alliance. What’s your question?”


“Well, are they honest? Is it an… ethical organization?”


“Is it ethical?” She shook her head, took a deep breath and sighed, “You know, for years, televangelists have been falling right and left. Whore-monkeying, misuse of funds, hidden homosexuality, you name it. But nobody raises an eyebrow any more, it’s just another story on the news. Now, I admit that I no longer believe in a lot of the mumbo-jumbo that goes along with the Alliance, but they’re good, sincere, well-meaning people who have done wonders for me, who have made me a better person. So if you’re looking for a scandal, why don’t you go investigate the Reverend Barry Hallway, huh?”


The other was Bill Coogan who ran a small gas station and convenience store in the middle of Grover, Coogan’s Fuel Stop. He was congenial and willing to chat, but even he was a bit reluctant.


“Son, I don’t understand the Universal Enlightened Alliance—” He spoke the three words as if he were repeating a rumor he didn’t believe. “—and I don’t really like ’em much. But my daughter’s a member and she claims they’ve done okay by her, so I guess what I think don’t matter a whole lot. But I’ll tell you this: if I had my druthers, they’d have their headquarters someplace other than here.”


“Why is that, Mr. Coogan?”


“Not really sure. Not really sure.” He frowned slightly, pursed his lips and leaned forward on the counter, his weight on his elbows. “What, uh… what’s your interest in the Alliance?”


“I’m writing an article about them. For Trends magazine?”


Coogan chuckled. “You say that like we don’t read up here in the mountains.” He turned to the small magazine rack behind him and said, “Proud to say I carry your magazine right here. Read it myself. Fine piece of work you folks do. Where you from?”


“Los Angeles.”


“Mmm. Well, being a reader of your magazine myself, can’t say I wouldn’t mind seeing my name in it, but I’ll tell you what. I don’t really think the Universal Enlightened Alliance—” That subtle distaste in his voice again, “—deserves your attention, you ask me. Course, that’s just my opinion, but I’ll bet you a tank a gas most people in this town’ll feel the same way.”


Harvey silently agreed.


“So why don’t you go on home and write about something else. Something that deserves looking into.”


He’d looked at Harvey then with a smile on his lips, but a firmness in his eyes, a firmness that, Harvey thought, seemed to silently add, For your own good. He realized that might be nothing more than a projection of his hopes for a hot story, but still…


Water dripped from Harvey’s soaked hair and plopped onto the paper before him. He swept his hair back with a flick of his hand then turned off the recorder. He stood and began pacing at the foot of the bed, massaging his stiff neck. Noticing how lumpy the mattress looked, Harvey felt a sudden urge to get back in the car, drive the remaining four hours to the San Francisco airport, and fly home that night, home to his big bed in Los Angeles and his new wife Josie.


As much as he’d hated to leave Josie only four months after their wedding, Harvey was in no position at Trends to turn down this assignment. Now that he realized he was onto something much bigger than he or anyone else at the magazine had thought, he was thrilled he’d come. His position would soon change. This was going to lead to things far better than working on fluffy pieces about celebrity out-of-the-body experiences and the latest eccentricity of this week’s hottest rock star.


Harvey checked his watch. It was a few minutes after one in the morning. His editor, Tom Gleason, would not appreciate a phone call at such a late hour, but he called anyway.


“Yeah?” a woman croaked through the swirling hiss of long distance.


“Deb? Sorry to wake you. This is Harvey.”


“Harvey, what’s—is anything—”


“Nothing’s wrong, I’m fine. I’m still up north. I need to talk to Tom.”


There was a shuffling, some thick sleepy mumbles, then Tom Gleason said, “Harvey? Everything okay?”


“Better than okay, Tom. Fantastic. Fan-fucking-tastic!”


“Where are you?”


“Peach Tree Motel. Anderson.”


“Anderson? But that’s—why aren’t you back yet?”


“That’s why I’m calling. I need a couple more days. At least.”


“Mmm. No can do, Harvey. You know that. The story is due on-”


“Run something else.”


“What do you mean, run some—”


“What about the TV evangelist story you’ve been sitting on? The guy in Anaheim?”


“Old news. That’s why I’m sitting on it. I need that story, Harvey.”


“It’s not the same story anymore.”


“Not the—what?” Tom was fully awake now, speaking clearly.


“I mean, it’s not the same story. I’ve learned some new stuff, big stuff. I think. There’s more here than any of us thought, Tom, I’m sure of it. I need just a little more time.”


A thoughtful silence, then: “You’re sure, Harvey? I mean, this isn’t just wishful thinking or—”


“Yes, I’m sure.”


“What is it?”


“Well… I’m not sure of that yet. But I know it’s something.”


“Well, that won’t do us any good. I mean, we can’t just run some—”


“Then maybe, I could interest Newsweek,” Harvey barked. “Or the Times. I’m not fucking around here, Tom. I’ve got my ass on the line. I may—” He chuckled suddenly, more with tension than humor, “—hell, I may have pissed some people off already. And if I’m not mistaken, and I don’t think I am, they’re not nice people.”


“You’re serious.”


“Damned right, I’m serious!”


“We’re not a news magazine, you know.”


“But you’re getting this first.”


Harvey could hear the click-click-click of Tom tapping his front teeth with a thumbnail, something he always did when he was thinking fast.


Tom finally said, “Wait a sec while I change phones.”


Harvey heard a hushed, “Hang it up for me, honey,” then silence as he waited.


Wind pressed hungrily against the curtained windows and raindrops slapped the pavement outside.


“Harvey?” Tom said as his wife hung up the other extension. “Okay, what are we getting first? Talk to me.”


“The Universal Enlightened Alliance.”


“Yeah, that’s what you’re there for. So tell me something I don’t know.”


“Well, we all thought it was just another one of those New Age money-grabbing scams preying on spiritually starved yuppies, right? Well, it’s more than that.”


“So what is it?”


“I… well, like I said, I’m not sure.” Before Tom could speak again, Harvey added, “But I know something’s going on up there, Tom. Look, I Fed-Exed some stuff to you today, it should be in your office in the morning. Go over it and you’ll see what I’m talking about.”


“What’d you send me?”


“A couple of interviews, lots of notes, some ideas I’ve had.”


“Ideas?”


“Like I said, I’m not sure what’s going on yet, but I’ve been speculating. People up there in Grover are afraid of something, Tom. I talked to one family that’s planning to move. Just up and move because of the Alliance. Some already have.”


“C’mon, Harvey, there’s always something weird going on up there. Little people living in Mount Shasta, flying saucers, Big-foot.”


“No, this isn’t like that. They talk about those things, they’re good for the tourist trade. This is different. They don’t want to talk about this. They’re afraid.”


“So if they won’t talk, why do you need more time? What’re you going to do? Why don’t you just come back and work with what you’ve got?”


“Uh-uh. Not yet. There’s this woman. Name’s Elizabeth Dayton. She lives in Wheatland. At least, she used to. She’s kind of disappeared. I think she pissed them off. I’m trying to track her down, get her to talk to me.”


“What makes her so special?”


“I found an old newspaper article that mentions her. I sent you a copy. I think she knows something.”


“Like what?”


“I think she’s got some dirt on—”


Three rapid clicks severed the connection and left Harvey with dead silence. He lowered the receiver and started to swear, when thunder exploded overhead and the room’s lights flickered, then died.


“Son of a bitch,” he groaned, replacing the receiver. He sat on the lumpy bed a moment, hoping the lights would come back on. In the meantime, he waited for his eyes to adjust to the new darkness.


Even the streetlights outside were gone. Harvey went to the window, tugged the curtain aside and looked across the street at the darkened Safeway; through the store’s glass front, auxiliary lights shimmered like ghosts, made misty by the rain. He dropped the curtain as harsh sheet lightning cut through the darkness for an instant.


There was nothing to do but wait, maybe sleep, but he felt like doing neither. He felt like rum. Inside the suitcase he’d left in the car was a bottle he’d bought earlier that day; he needed some of it inside him, could almost taste it on his lips. There was also a small battery-powered reading light in that suitcase.


Harvey decided he’d sip his rum, read over his notes, and prepare himself for tomorrow. If he managed to find Elizabeth Dayton, he wanted to be ready to catch her off guard with some pointed questions, because he didn’t expect her to be too anxious to talk.


Reluctant to face the weather, Harvey slipped into his wet overcoat and left his motel room. He took in a deep breath of cold damp air and let it out slowly as his shoes clapped on the wet blacktop.


The darkness was smothering. A trickle of light came from the motel office; beyond it, from Interstate 5, the lights of the passing cars cast an upward glow that came and went rapidly.


A police car drove slowly by the motel and pulled into the Safeway parking lot; a produce truck was parked at the side of the store, its lights glowing like bright orange pinpoints.


Harvey fumbled with his keys as he neared the Pontiac, stiffening against the cold breeze. When the trunk popped open, a small light came on inside and Harvey reached for his suitcase with one hand, his garment bag with the other, then—


—he heard a sound.


It was a door slamming. Sliding first, then slamming shut.


He let the garment bag drop back into the trunk and stood, setting the suitcase down beside him. He hadn’t heard a car drive up. Just the door. And it sounded close.


But when he looked around, he saw nothing new in the parking lot. Of course, it was dark….


Rainwater dribbled down his neck and chilled him.


Harvey turned to the car again, removed the garment bag and slammed the trunk, hitched the bag over his shoulder and carried the suitcase to the front of the car, where he put it down again. As he was unlocking the passenger door—


—something splashed.


As if something had been dropped in a puddle…… or someone had stepped in a puddle. Harvey opened the door, activating the dome light, and looked around again.


Yes, it certainly was dark. But it wasn’t so dark that he wouldn’t see someone standing near by or coming toward him.


The faint light from inside the Safeway didn’t get far. Harvey could see it, but it bled over the sidewalk in front of the store and no farther.


The dome light in the car was no help.


And the rain was coming down harder, thickening the night.


But I’d see someone, he thought. Yeah, sure, I’d see if someone was coming.


Harvey tossed the garment bag over the front seat and leaned into the car, opening the glove compartment. As he reached for the manila folder inside, it slipped out and fell to the floor, spilling its papers.


“Shit.”


Three of the papers fluttered by his legs and out the door, into the rain.


“Shit, shit, shit!” Harvey spat. He backed out of the car, turned, and squatted down to retrieve his notes and—


—found himself looking at two very large dark shoes.


First he saw the shoes, then caught the smell. Even in the damp gusty air, the smell was powerful.


Then Harvey was off the ground, lifted high. The darkness tilted around him, something slammed into his throat and he heard a crunch, then was thrown on top of the car, landing on his back and rolling down the rear window and over the trunk, falling to the pavement with his face in a puddle.


It was the cold water that kept him conscious; it was the footsteps slopping over the pavement—frighteningly heavy, stalking footsteps—that made him move.


Harvey crawled first, his feet kicking up water, palms scraping over pavement. He made two attempts to stand, nearly falling on his face, succeeded the third time, and realized he was running away from the motel, toward the supermarket.


The police car was there, parked beside the sidewalk, its parking lights on. Harvey couldn’t tell if it was occupied, but he tried to scream anyway, tried to scream, Police! Help! Police! but—


—nothing came out.


Not a rasp, not even a breath.


It was broken.


His throat was broken, closed, useless. And he couldn’t breathe.


Clutching his tight chest with one hand and holding out the other arm for balance, Harvey began to make a wide turn to head back to his motel room and—


—he collided with a wall, bounced back, and fell to the ground, sitting upright, legs splayed.


Harvey tilted his head back slowly, looking up as the wall moved forward.


It wasn’t a wall.


But it wasn’t human; it couldn’t possibly be human.


Can it? he thought. God, no, Jesus, it can’t be, no….


Crawling backward clumsily, his feet tangling in his coat, Harvey managed to make a slight, insect-like sound in his shattered throat before the beast bent down with massive arms outstretched, and mitt-like hands—each with only three pipe-thick fingers—closed on his lapels, lifted him high in the air, where he remained suspended for a moment, floating, until—


—Harvey shot downward and hit the pavement with sparks behind his eyes.


He was deaf for a few seconds, unable to hear through the thunder in his skull, unable to distinguish the lightning in the sky from that in his eye sockets, and for a brief but blissful time, his entire body was numb. Then the pain rolled over him like a boulder, crashing through his daze and returning clarity to the night and Harvey saw—


—the monster bearing down on him, a falling building with one glaring, dribbling eye visible and two tree-trunk legs and before the thought to fight back had even crystallized in Harvey’s mind, he swung a leg up and his foot connected with the creature’s jaw.


The beast reared back, suddenly upright, but did not make a sound, didn’t even release a startled gush of breath.


Harvey crawled backward again, his lungs beginning to burn now despite his efforts to drag some air down his smashed throat and—


—it was coming again, moving fast, straddling him, reaching down, and—


—Harvey kicked again. The crotch.


He felt the hulking body stiffen, then stagger back, and Harvey rolled and was on hands and knees, then on his feet, running in spite of the pain, molten pain everywhere, especially in his right arm because it was broken and flopped at his side, a useless tube of bone and tissue, but he ran anyway—swaggered, really—lurching from right to left as he tore at his collar, dragging hard for a breath, just one merciful breath, head craned back, mouth yawning desperately, but it wouldn’t come, and—


—it was coming for him again, the leaden footsteps gaining momentum as they splashed through puddles and occasionally scraped the pavement, but—


—the motel-room door was growing as he drew nearer, smeared by the hot tears in his eyes and jostling back and forth as he stumbled and swayed, but there just the same, giving him hope, even taking his mind, for a moment, off the blazing flames in his lungs that threatened to burn their way through the crushed cartilage in his throat, and he reached out his left hand, aiming it for the doorknob as—


—the footsteps came relentlessly behind him, no other sound in the rain but his own movement and pain, and—


—Harvey’s toe caught on the curb, plunging him onto the sidewalk, and a single mousey squeak pushed up through his throat when his chest hit the concrete, but his outstretched hand was touching the door, was only a couple of feet below the knob, and he crawled forward, leaning on the door, straining his arm, trembling fingers rigid, and he pushed once more with his knee until his hand closed on the doorknob, and then—


—something terrible happened.


It happened even before Harvey turned the knob, although he turned it anyway, but to no avail, because the door was locked.


The terrible thing was that, before he tried the door, Harvey closed his eyes for an instant and, in his mind, he saw it, his room key, exactly where he’d left it: on the table in the room, right beside his briefcase full of notes, right beside his micro-cassette recorder filled with quiet, nervous voices.


Harvey’s left arm dropped, suddenly limp as if it, too, were broken.


The footsteps came.


Harvey rolled on the door, turning, as the mountainous figure bounded up on the sidewalk, splashing water in Harvey’s face.


Well, Harvey thought with weak finality, wishing it could be a heroic thought, but unable to find any heroism in his fear, they won’t get everything. They won’t get the notes in the room. That’s what they want. But they won’t get them.


Lightning flashed on the beast’s face and, if he had a voice, Harvey would have screamed. The smell enveloped him, clinging like honey, and a three-fingered hand pressed down over his face, closed on his skull, and lifted him like an empty cloth sack from the sidewalk. The fingers squeezed hard…


… harder…


… and Harvey thought, I’m going to die, sweet savior Jesus, I’m gonna die!


But he didn’t. Not yet.


1:18 a.m. Pacific Time


Elizabeth Murphy was torn from her sleep by the sound of her own ragged scream. The bed jostled beneath her considerable weight as she jerked upright, her fists clutching the blankets, shoulders heaving with each desperate breath. She felt sweat trickle down her back beneath her nightgown; her hair clung to her moist forehead in wet strands. The bed sheet was damp.


After giving herself a couple minutes to catch her breath, she pulled the covers aside and got out of bed. As she slipped her robe on her muscles ached with a craving for a drink, a strong drink, something to put some distance between herself and that nightmare. She could even feel slight tremors in her hands, a familiar sensation. As she held her hands out before her, the trembling grew worse until her arms began to quake. She clenched her fists and held her arms stiff at her sides until the quaking stopped.


She’d experienced that before—that and worse—but only after drinking binges, only when she was trying to dry out; she’d gone without a drop for about three years now. She still had cravings at times, but only in times of stress. The nightmare she’d been having caused her plenty of stress, and the cravings were strong enough to make her imagine exactly which kitchen cupboard she used to keep her bottles of vodka in and on which shelf and how they’d been arranged. The cravings made her miss knowing that those bottles were in that cupboard whenever she wanted them.


In her small bathroom, she splashed cold water on her face and, when she closed her eyes, she saw that face, the face from her nightmare, so full of hatred and corruption that it hit her like a blast of heat from an opened furnace.


There was still some cooking sherry somewhere in the kitchen….


She padded barefoot over the cold floor. There were several homeless people—at her request, the staff of the Freeway Chapel and Shelter referred to them as guests in an effort to help them retain some dignity—sleeping in the night room, but she didn’t hear so much as a snore as she went into the kitchen, moving as quickly as possible, before her conscience could catch up with her.


Her hand trembled as she turned on a single light over the large grill, as she opened two cupboards before she found the one she wanted. But the sherry was gone and in its place was a warped, stained noted that read “I dumped it just in case. Bea.” It was dated; the note was two and a half years old.


Her shoulders sagged as she released a heavy sigh and smiled with relief. She decided that when she saw Bea in the morning—Bea was one of the cooks and always made breakfast—she was going to give her a big hug.


“Thank you, Bea,” she breathed. “And thank you, lord.”


Instead of having cooking sherry, she put a mug of water into the microwave and heated it up for tea.


When she’d stopped drinking, she’d decided to leave behind, once and for all, the frightened and confused little girl she’d been for far too long. She’d been Lizzie Dayton back then. Everyone still called her Lizzie, although she’d married and become a widow since, but when she’d decided she’d taken her last drink, she’d also decided she was going to be a new Lizzie, more dependent upon god and, therefore, stronger. For the most part, and only with the lord’s help, she had succeeded.


But, oh, that nightmare…


Lizzie had been having the nightmare for about a month now and each time it grew worse. It made her feel, once again, like that frightened little girl paralyzed with fear in that chamber of horrors everyone else had called a playground. When she had the nightmare, every year that had passed since that awful cloudy day on the playground faded away as if it had never been, making that day seem immediate, making that hellish experience feel only minutes old.


She returned to her bedroom with her tea and sat on the edge of the bed. The face from her nightmare remained burned in her mind, hateful, malignant and horribly familiar, stirring those cravings for liquor, renewing those old fears. It was too vivid and powerful to be just another nightmare. It left her with the feeling that something was coming, something frightening and important that would involve Lizzie and—


—something that would involve the deadly face from her nightmare.


Hester Thorne.


Whatever it was, the nightmare made her feel it was coming fast, that it was unstoppable and there was no way she could step out of its path.


Lizzie’s hands shook again and some tea slopped onto the carpet. She felt the familiar tightness in her throat that only vodka could relax. Vodka and something else.


She put the tea on her night stand and knelt beside her bed.


“Dear lord,” she whispered, “trouble’s coming. And I’m afraid. I need your help.”









ONE


THE UNIVERSAL ENLIGHTENED ALLIANCE


1.


Everything was going perfectly.


Jordan Cross sat in the back of a taxicab headed for the wharf wearing tortoiseshell glasses, a blond mustache and a straw fedora over his dyed hair, smiling like an idiot, nodding his head up and down, up and down, like one of those fuzzy sequin-eyed plastic dogs they sell in tacky souvenir shops.


He was sitting by the window behind the driver—a boney Vietnamese man who kept clicking his teeth together—and beside Jordan sat Wendy Frye.


Wendy was slightly plump—rather attractively so—with rosy cheeks beneath her big ocean-blue eyes. She wore a teal silk dress and giggled a lot behind tightly pressed lips, as if she were doing something naughty—which she was—and kept squeezing the arm of the man beside her to her pillory breast.


The man beside her was T. C. Braddock, a man nearing fifty, on his way to being fat, with rusty hair and an immaculately trimmed beard. A big ring glimmered on his left pinky and a gold ID bracelet dangled from his right wrist. The worst thing about T. C. Braddock was his cigar; it was just one of those small ones, but it might just as well have been a long fat stag because it smelled just as bad, so bad that the cracked window didn’t help.


Jordan hated cigars.


But he just kept smiling and nodding and listening to Braddock’s endless monologue until he came to a conclusion: the worst thing about T. C. Braddock was not his reeking cigar, but his inexhaustible mouth.


“… so when my papa finally passed on—and I don’t care what the doctors said, it was from a broken heart ’cause he missed Mama so much—I took over the business. And I did it proudly. That’s the problem with young people today, so ashamed of their mamas and papas, ashamed to fill their shoes. But I knew, see, I knew how hard my papa had worked to build that business, and I was proud to take it over. Nothing to be ashamed of, selling men’s suits. ’Specially when they’re suits of such high quality, know what I’m saying? Like I said before, this suit I’m wearing now? Took it right off the rack in my Daly City store.” The Daly City store was where Wendy worked, where they’d met. “Proud to wear it. S’a fine suit.” Braddock puffed.


Wendy giggled.


Jordan smiled and nodded.


“ ’Course, things have changed a lot since papa died,” Braddock continued. “I’ve worked hard to make the business grow. Papa’d be proud of me, I think.” Puff, puff. “I don’t think he and mama ever dreamed his little business would grow so big. We do a lot of television now, you know? Commercials, stuff like that. A lot in prime time. Mostly independent channels, you know? They wanted me to do my own commercials, but, you know, I like to keep a low profile.” He nudged Wendy.


Wendy giggled.


Jordan produced a very convincing knowing chuckle as he glanced at the fat wedding band on Braddock’s finger.


Braddock said, “You’ll probably see our commercials, you watch any TV in your hotel room. What hotel you staying in?”


“The Hyatt.”


“Good hotel, good hotel. I stayed in the Hyatt in Dallas last, what was it, October? I was there for the—” He suddenly leaned forward in the seat, “—oh, here, drop us here, boy.”


The cab lurched to a stop and Jordan quickly got out, treating his lungs to a long drag of cool salty wharf air. He hitched the strap of his traveling bag up over his shoulder as the cab roared away, then he joined Braddock and Wendy on the crowded sidewalk.


The sunlight was beginning to fade and dusk cooled the July air. The steamy aroma of crab was quickly replaced by the strong odor of fish, then a gust of sea air, more crab….


The smells were the best part of Fisherman’s Wharf, the part Jordan liked. It was the tourists he hated, parading around with their balloons and their babies and kids and their overpriced packages from Ghirardelli Square and Pier 39, stopping to watch jugglers and clowns and caricature artists who drew the same picture over and over again. He’d asked to see the wharf because he knew they wouldn’t mind going; there was little chance of seeing anyone they knew there.


“Bet you don’t get a smell like that anywhere in Kansas, do you?” Braddock laughed, waving his cigar. “Where was it you said you’re from?”


“Kansas City,” Jordan said with the drawl he’d rehearsed to perfection. He’d told them he was on a business trip.


“My husband had a cousin used to live in K.C.,” Wendy said. “He used to come visit every—”


“Well,” Braddock interrupted, “we’re very proud of our wharf here in San Francisco.”


“Don’t blame you.” Jordan looked around and smiled.


“I promised dinner,” Braddock said. “Hope you like seafood.”


“Well, if you don’t mind, Mr. Braddock, I’d like to look around a little.”


“Oh, please, call me T.C., and hell, no, I don’t mind. Be proud to show you around. I’ve lived here thirty years. This is my city!” He beckoned Jordan as he put his arm around Wendy and the three of them walked along Beach Street past the cable car turntable, then down Leavenworth to Jefferson, Jordan craning his neck this way and that, looking at everything as if it were his last day on earth, just like those tourists he hated so much.


They walked the streets, slowed by Jordan’s meandering sightseer’s pace. He kept a smile on his face as he browsed the tables of the street vendors. He watched a man with long graying hair wearing a Grateful Dead T-shirt bend a strand of copper wire into an eagle with moveable wings; he stopped as a trio of young boys did a dance number on a corner; he let a street magician with breathless patter outwit him with a card trick. All the while, T.C. kept up a steady stream of trivia about the shops and restaurants they passed. They kept on like that for a while, maybe fifteen minutes, as the evening grew darker and the lights came up.


Then the moment came.


A little Hispanic boy stepped in front of T.C. and Wendy. He had a camera and a big smile and said, with a heavy accent, “Take your picture? You and the lady? Five dollars?”


“No, no,” T.C. grumbled, gently pushing the boy aside.


“Hey, that’s an idea,” Jordan said, grinning with tourist enthusiasm. “How about a picture? I’ve got my camera—” He started fishing it out of his bag. “—and if you don’t mind, Mr. Braddock, I’d like to be able to say I met you.”


T.C. laughed modestly. “Well, I-”


“I mean, I know this is really a silly tourist thing to do, but, if you don’t mind…”


“Oh, sure,” Wendy giggled. “Let him take a picture.”


Jordan had the camera out—one of his Polaroids, because he didn’t want to waste time—and they crossed the street to a corner that afforded a nice view of the lights of the piers, and Jordan had them stand close together—“Just a little closer, if you don’t—yeah, that’s good”—and snapped one picture, plucked it from the camera, then another, and on the third, something happened that made Jordan smile.


Wendy giggled, stood on tiptoe, and gave T.C. a big sloppy kiss on the cheek.


“Thank you,” Jordan said with a grin and five minutes later, before T.C. could bring up dinner again, Jordan lost them.


At nine thirty the next morning, he was in his office, sans glasses, mustache and hair dye, looking across his desk at Andy Frye, a wiry thirty-two-year-old construction worker from Daly City, who was examining the Polaroids.


“That little cunt,” Frye whispered.


“It wouldn’t have taken so long if they hadn’t been so careful,” Jordan said. “They were never together in a place where it was possible to take pictures.”


“That little cunt,” Frye whispered.


“So I had to do a little fancy footwork. Followed them into a bar and started up a conversation with Braddock. Said I was a small businessman from out of town, I’d seen him in Business Monthly, was an admirer of what he’d done with his business, Braddock Clothiers, and he took it from there. He couldn’t resist. Wanted to show me around a little and, voila.”


“That little cunt,” Frye whispered, then, glancing up, asked, “Was he? In Business Monthly?”


“Sure.”


“You knew that?”


“Of course not. I had to find out. I do my homework before I leave my office, Mr. Frye.”


“How’d you find out it was him? You hardly been on it for a week, how’d you find out it was him?” He didn’t look up from the pictures this time.


“That’s what you hired me to do. I found out. Took those. Satisfied?”


“That little cunt. Yeah. Yeah, this is fine. All I needed. Thanks.” He sat at the desk and stared at the three pictures. “That little cunt.”


“Well, if you don’t mind, um, I’ve got some work to do, and…”


He shook his head as he stared. “That little cunt.”


“Mr. Frye? Was there anything else you wanted me to—”


“Oh, no, no. Fine. That’s… little cunt… that’s fine.”


They were always like this, the husbands, when they found out.


Jordan slid the bill across the desktop.


“That… little… cunt.”


He put the bill on top of the pictures and Frye looked up, blinked a few times.


“Your bill.”


“Oh, yeah, yeah.” He glanced over the bill, got out his checkbook and scribbled as he muttered, “… cunt, that little…” He tore the check out violently, stabbed the pen back in the pocket of his blue chambray shirt, and stood, shaking his head and muttering.


Jordan stood, too. “If it’s any consolation, Mr. Frye, I’m sorry. I’ve been there and I know how it feels. It hurts.”


“You know what hurts?” Frye asked quietly, and chuckled, pocketing the pictures. “I’ll tell you what hurts. What I’m gonna do to that goddamned son of a—”


Jordan was around the desk quickly, leading Frye to the door with a hand on his shoulder, saying, “That’s not the right attitude, my friend.”


“Whatta you mean? That son of a bitch’s been fucking my wife. He’s been—”


Jordan held up an index finger and raised his brows, silencing his client. “Remember. Your wife has been fucking him, too.”


Some of the anger left Frye’s face and he took out the pictures, looked at them again thoughtfully, his eyes darkening, not with anger, but with pain.


“Yeah,” he said. “Yeah. Guess you’re right.” Then he left.


Lari Parker, Jordan’s secretary, looked up from her small desk and watched Frye leave.


Jordan turned to her and said, “They always want to beat up the wrong person,” then he turned to go back into his office, but Miss Parker stopped him.


“Um, there’s a man named Fiske on the phone. Edmond Fiske?” She cocked a brow.


Jordan mused over the name a moment. It was a familiar name, an important one—even Miss Parker seemed to realize that—but he could not remember why. He said, “Okay,” and went into his office and picked up the phone. “Jordan Cross.”


“Mr. Cross, thank you for your time. My name is Edmond Fiske.” He said it as if Jordan should recognize it, even paused, as if waiting for the recognition.


“Uh-huh. Your name sounds very familiar, Mr. Fiske, but I can’t say that I know you. Should I?”


“Oh, no, not personally. Do you read Trends magazine?”


It clicked.


Edmond Fiske owned Trends magazine, which was on every grocery store checkout stand across the country, on the rack between People and Us. He also owned a nationwide cable network, one of those artsy channels that showed foreign films with subtitles and documentaries about old lesbian war correspondents and the invention of the bomb. But what kept him in the gossip columns was the very prestigious and astronomically expensive apartment building he owned in Manhattan; the residents moved in by invitation only and included some of the weightier names in society, politics and show business and being a weighty name in all of the above, Mr. Fiske himself lived in the penthouse.


“Mr. Fiske,” Jordan said, “my apologies. Of course I know who you are. It just didn’t occur to me that you would be—”


“Oh, never mind, please.” He had a deep voice that sounded young and healthy and pleasant. And important. “Look, the reason I’ve called you is this: I’m in L.A. right now, but I’m coming to San Francisco tomorrow and I’d like you to have lunch with me tomorrow afternoon.”


Jordan waited a moment for the punch line. “I’m sorry?”


“I said, I’d like you to have lunch with me tomorrow afternoon.”


He was tempted to tap the receiver on the desktop to knock the bugs out of the connection. “May, uh, may I ask why?”


“Of course. Because I want to hire you and I’d like to talk with you first. I sent a package to your office that should arrive today. I’d like you to look that over before we meet. Say, one o’clock? Stars?”


“Stars? The restaurant, you mean?”


“Yes. I’ll be staying at the Mark Hopkins so, should anything come up, you can reach me there.”


Jordan still didn’t believe it, not for a second, but he spoke as if it happened every day. “Sure. One o’clock it is.”


“Great. See you then.” Edmond Fiske hung up.


Jordan sat behind his desk frowning for a few minutes, trying to remember the last time he saw the real Edmond Fiske on television and trying to decide if the voice on the phone bore any resemblance to the one on television and wondering why anyone would pull such a lame prank and if maybe it wasn’t a prank at all. Finally, he got up and stepped outside his office.


“Miss Parker? Who just called?”


“An Edmond Fiske. Um, was that… the Edmond Fiske?”


He worked his jaw, thinking a moment, then looked at her as if she’d asked a stupid question.


“Yes. Of course it was. By the way, has a package—”


She held it up, a thin manila envelope. “It just came. It’s from—” She looked at the envelope’s label. “—Fiske Enterprises.”


Taking it into his office, Jordan said, “Yes. Of course it is.”


At his desk, he cut the envelope open and an issue of People magazine slid out. It was two weeks old and there was a small quickly scribbled note paper-clipped to the cover that read, MR. CROSS – PLEASE READ COVER STORY.


There was a picture of a woman on the cover. Pretty, blond, smiling, and probably forty or so, Jordan guessed, although she looked younger. He knew who she was, had seen her everywhere lately. But he couldn’t imagine what interest Edmond Fiske could possibly have in Hester Thorne, or why that interest would require Jordan’s services.


In bold white letters beside her face, the cover read, WHO (OR WHAT) DOES THIS WOMAN THINK SHE IS?


Jordan opened the magazine, skimmed the long article, then picked up the phone and placed a call.


“Ackroyd Security, may I help you?”


Lowering his voice: “Pete Lacey from the IRS calling Mr. Ackroyd.”


A pause. “Just a moment, Mr. Lacey.”


After a few moments of silence, someone picked up and hesitated before speaking.


“This is Marvin Ackroyd.”


“How about lunch, Marv?”


“You son of a bitch. You son of a bitch.”


“Hey, it got me through, didn’t it? Your secretary hates me.”


“Your secretary hates you. To what do I owe the steaming lump of shit I’m now sitting on?”


“Lunch?”


“Sure, I could use a bite. You paying?”


“Bring sandwiches.”


“Aw, c’mon. I gotta look at your office again? Can’t we meet somewhere?”


“I want to talk to you about something and I’d rather do it here.”


“Couldn’t you come to my off—yeah, yeah, I know, my secretary hates you. What kind of sandwich you want?”


“Surprise me.”


Jordan read the article again, very slowly this time, including all the captions under the photographs. When he finished, he was frowning and Marvin still hadn’t arrived, so while he waited, he opened his closet door and threw darts at his ex-wife.


2.


It was her day off.


Lauren Schroeder could not afford a day off, but the Message Line Answering Service refused to work its employees the eighteen hours seven days a week Lauren needed if she and Mark were ever going to get back on their feet.


But that was okay because on her two days off each week, Lauren was able to avoid thinking about how much money they needed and concentrate, instead, on Nathan, their five-year-old son.


After taking the job at the answering service more than nine months ago, Lauren had been able to spend far too little time with Nathan, and she was afraid it showed in his behavior. Of course, Lauren was fully aware of the fact that she was such a consummate worrier, she sometimes searched for things to worry about just to keep in shape. She knew it might very well be her imagination.


Nathan seemed quiet lately, that was all, and it worried her. He struck her as rather lethargic, too. At least, when he was with her. He was much livelier when Mark was around; something happened to him, he became more animated, more interested in things.


That was what really worried her: those things that so interested Nathan.


Then again, she kept thinking, it could be her imagination. Maybe the changes in Nathan had nothing to do with the fact that she could spend so little time with him.


God knew he had plenty of other reasons to be disturbed….


“Mom?”


Lauren blinked her thoughts away and glanced at Nathan, tucked behind his seat belt in the passenger seat. “What, sweetie?”


“Can we go to Chuck E. Cheese?”


“But you just ate.”


“I don’t wanna eat. I just wanna play the games.”


“No, honey. We can’t.”


He clicked his tongue and sighed. “Just to watch the Chuck E. Cheese show?”


Lauren wanted to roll her eyes and groan when she thought of the giant mechanical animals on stage at the pizza parlor, moving stiffly to loud, badly recorded music. She would be glad they couldn’t afford to go there anymore if it weren’t for the fact that Nathan always had so much fun. It always made him laugh, that loud mechanical stage show.


Maybe that was what bothered her so much; Nathan didn’t laugh very often anymore.


“You can’t just go in and watch the show, Nathe. They want you to buy something.”


“Couldn’t we just get a Coke?”


“Please don’t do this, honey. I’ve told you we can’t afford Chuck E. Cheese anymore. We can’t afford McDonald’s anymore. For a while, anyway. But when things get better—”


He interrupted quietly, sinking into the seat a little. “But when do things get better?”


That is the sixty-four billion dollar question, Lauren thought. “I don’t know. When they get better, I guess.”


He looked out his window, silent.


“But look at what we got to do today,” she tried. “We went to the park this morning, ate brunch by the pond. We fed the ducks and the fish, too, didn’t we? And that was all free! See, sometimes free things are just as much fun as anything.” You just have to have the rug jerked out from under your feet to notice, she thought.


Nathan said nothing, just folded his arms in his lap and stared out the window.


It was as if he just got up and walked out of his body. That’s the way it always was lately. He didn’t really look unhappy; he looked thoughtful, reflective, but as if his thoughts were unsettling.


“Want to listen to the radio?” she asked. He shrugged.


She turned it on and found a station playing a Weird Al Yankovic song. Nathan liked Weird Al. But he didn’t seem to notice.


He’d been fine in the park, laughing at the ducks, running with a dog—a little terrier that belonged to an old man sitting on a nearby bench—even finding amusement in the simple act of eating tuna fish sandwiches and Doritos on the grass.


And now he’d gone, just up and left, leaving his little four-limbed vehicle parked in the car seat.


Well, she was taking him to see Dr. Puccinelli tomorrow. Mark thought she was being paranoid—


—“He seems just fine to me,” he’d said—


—but she wasn’t going to take any chances. Maybe the doctor would have a few thoughts. If nothing else, Nathan always got a good laugh out of the man’s name.


She looked at him again. He didn’t even seem interested in the scenery. There wasn’t much to see on Highway 17, but normally Nathan would find something.


“I’ll make a deal with you,” she said, and waited for him to look at her before going on. “If you promise, for the rest of this week, to be understanding when Mom or Dad says we can’t afford something, we’ll get a scoop of ice cream before we go home.”


He smiled.


“Do you promise?”


“Promise. Cross my heart.” He crossed it sincerely.


There was a Thrifty Drug on the way. They had the cheapest. She was ashamed to have to think that way; it would be nice to take Nathan to Swensen’s or Baskin-Robbins, or even to see those damned mechanical animals.


But they—along with so many other things, nearly everything—had disappeared up her husband’s nose….


Unlike other people she’d heard about—and one person she actually knew—Lauren had not seen the symptoms first, she’d seen the problem. It had been, you might say, right there under her nose. But more importantly, it had been under Mark’s nose—


—at five-forty one cold winter morning almost two years ago. She was awakened by the bathroom light. The door was only open a crack, but being a light sleeper, the single bar of light that fell across the bed was enough to jar her. First she looked at the clock and wondered why Mark was up twenty minutes early, then she listened. He was rattling around in there, doing something. He cleared his throat three or four times, exhaled slowly, then—


—the first long wet sniff.


Lauren rubbed her eyes and sat up just before the next one. There were three quick coughs, a few staccato sniffs, then a sigh, and Lauren thought of Lynda Petersen. Just for an instant.


“Mark?”


He dropped something.


“Mark?”


“Yeah?”


“What’re you doing?”


Shuffles, rattles, and clanks, all with a certain ring of guilt to them.


“Just getting up.” “It’s not time.” “Couldn’t sleep.”


Lauren got out of bed and went to the bathroom door, wide awake now. When she pushed it open, Mark was slipping his black leather shaving kit under the sink. He stood, sniffed, flicked a finger under his nose, and smiled.


“I’ve got an inspection at the plant today,” he explained. “A little nervous, that’s all.”


“You were doing coke.” She didn’t say it accusingly; it was spoken more as an absurd realization, with a little chuckle behind it. It was absurd. The only time they did any drugs was at parties, and that was almost always marijuana. She could only remember a couple times they’d done cocaine; she hadn’t liked it and Mark had seemed rather indifferent. And in the first year of their marriage, they’d agreed that, if they did indulge, it would only be when they were together, because they’d gone to a party that year, gone separately, Mark first and Lauren about two hours later because she had a baby shower to attend and, as it turned out, she’d arrived three hours later to find Mark stoned on weed and engaged in some serious flirting in the dark phone nook in the hallway, the kind of flirting you go someplace private to do, the kind of flirting that does not lead to a handshake and an invitation to do lunch sometime. She’d been furious at first, but then agreed that, when you’re high, you sometimes do things you’d never do while straight, so they’d decided. They would only do it together.


“It’s five-forty in the morning,” she said, “and you’re doing coke.” She had a surprised smirk on her lips.


“Oh, c’mon, hon, just one line. Like I said, an inspection, you know? I’ve been nervous about this for weeks. Tony gave me the coke, just a little. When we had dinner with them last week, remember? It was just for this, just for today. So I could go to work, you know, feeling… confident. Believe me, Lauren, I need to feel confident today.” He spoke fast, but sounded a little hurt, as if she’d falsely accused him of something.


“Okay, honey, okay, I just—” She chuckled tiredly and rubbed her eyes, going back to bed. “—I was just surprised, that’s all.”


“There’s a little left in there,” he said. “I mean, if you want to finish it off later. You go back to sleep. I’m gonna take a shower. You want me to fix breakfast?”


She shook her head, crawling back between the covers where it was warm and she could get a little more sleep.


A little more sleep, she’d thought bitterly many times since. About eight months more.


That’s how long it had taken her to wake up.


Oh, she noticed things, little things, like the way Mark was always sniffing.


“You gotta cold, Dad?” Nathan asked at dinner one night.


“No. Just allergies, is all.”


“Maybe you should see Dr. Puccinelli,” Lauren said, thinking, once again, of Lynda Petersen.


“Nah, they’re not that bad. Besides, he’d probably want to give me a shot, and you know how I feel about needles.”


Maybe it’s not needles you should be worried about, Lauren thought, but she didn’t say it. Then she put her suspicion away, thinking perhaps he did have a mild allergy, even though she knew he’d never had so much as a cold since she’d known him, and if he didn’t, if he was doing a little too much nose candy now and then, he was a big boy and could handle it. He was breaking their agreement, but that was no big deal. He was too busy at the plant to have time to do any more serious flirting. He barely had time to flirt with her. She didn’t worry.


Then the first past-due notices came.


Lauren had always been clumsy with numbers so, when they got married, it was agreed that Mark would handle the finances. So when a past-due notice came now and then, she handed it to Mark and he slapped his forehead and muttered, “Shit, I completely forgot,” and she would forget all about it. They were small ones at first, a phone bill or cable bill, so it was no big deal. Then they got bigger.


First, there was a threat to turn off the water if the bill was not paid promptly. Then a threat came from the electric company, which held to its word and turned off the power one week later.


“I told you about the power bill, Mark, how could you forget about the power bill?”


“I told you, I’m up to my ass in work this month, and I told you I would take care of it.”


“You should’ve taken care of it a week ago! Now we’ve got flashlights and candles and no heat until they turn it back on!”


He sniffed and ran a hand through his hair and sniffed again, then said, quietly and with a tremble, “I’m sorry, okay? I mean, what do you want me to do, huh? I’m sorry. I promise it won’t happen again.”


He looked guilty, but sorry, too, so much like Nathan when he was sorry, and she apologized for shouting and wrapped her arms around him, and that was the first time she noticed that he was thinner. Much thinner. Mark was tall and had never been heavy, but he’d always been substantial, and he didn’t feel that way anymore. He didn’t look it, either. His chest was getting boney and his arms had thinned. His naturally narrow face looked even longer than usual and that tiny patch of skin that puffed a little when he pulled in his chin—gravity’s first real hold on his face—was gone, leaving a sharp jawline and a sinewy neck.


She held him for a moment, her frown growing, then looked up at him and asked, “Honey… you okay?”


“Sure I’m okay,” he sniffed.


“You’re feeling all right? I mean… well, have you been doing co—”


“Oh, listen to you. It was a mistake, okay? Just a little mistake. Now. Get off my back.” He went upstairs and didn’t talk to her the rest of the night.


The following month, the cable was shut off.


“Do we really need it?” Mark asked. “I mean, by the time a movie comes on Showtime, we’ve already seen it on video, right? And we don’t watch any of that other stuff, do we? Tell you the truth, I’d rather Nathan not be exposed to MTV. He’s at a very impressionable age and I don’t want him watching that crap.”


Then a check bounced and Lauren found out they had only one hundred and twelve dollars in the bank.


“Remember when I had to go into San Francisco a couple weeks ago and stayed the night because it was so late? Well, I had to pay for all of that, the hotel, the meals. I just haven’t been reimbursed yet, that’s all. But don’t worry—” Sniff, sniff. “—I will be. Everything’s fine, I promise.”


Lauren knew everything wasn’t fine, she noticed he was sniffing more and eating less and getting thinner, and she knew what the problem was, but she didn’t know what to do. In her sudden panic she was watchful, but silent. Just to be safe, she started working part-time at the answering service.


When she caught a strange man driving their BMW out of the garage one afternoon the following month, she ran out of the house screaming, first Mark’s name—“Mark! What’ve you done, Mark, damn you, Mark, what’ve you done?”—then she shouted, “Wait!” running down the walk waving a dish towel. “Wait, what’re you—who’re you—what the hell do you think you’re doing?”


“Taking the car, lady. You’re four months late.”


“But we didn’t get a notice! They didn’t send us anything! Don’t you understand, they didn’t tell us!”


“I don’t send the bills,” he said through the window as he drove away, “I just drive the cars.”


Suddenly Lauren was living in a movie of the week. This was the part where the wife realized it was up to her to do something about her husband’s drug addiction/alcoholism/(fill in other appropriate popular social problem) and, if she didn’t, her family would be destroyed. They usually broke for a commercial about this time.


But not Lauren. She just went into the house, called Mark at work, and screamed at him until her throat was raw. When he got home that night, they talked about it. They shouted, but they talked, too, and Mark, his eyes teary, just like in a movie of the week, agreed to get help.


“Gonna have to,” he said quietly, one half of his mouth twitching, “or we’re gonna have to find someplace else to live.”


“Whuh… what?”


“I’m a little bit, um, behind on the house payments.”


“There’ve been no notices, not one, I haven’t seen—”


“I’ve been driving home during lunch… while you’re at work, and… and I’ve been going through the mail… taking all the bills.”


He cried then and apologized again and again.


Lauren’s parents loaned them some money and a car.


They couldn’t afford a drug clinic, so Mark went, instead, to a counselor who charged on a sliding scale.


Lauren was thankful for one thing: they did not end up like the Petersens. Almost, but not quite. Mark came out of it and so did she and they were trying hard now to get out of their financial hole. They still had their home—although that was the biggest burden of all—and they could still say they lived in Shady Hills Colony, even though they were flat broke. Things were going pretty well. Not as well as they might in a movie of the week, but certainly better than they’d gone for the Petersens.


Then Mark found another addiction, one that frightened Lauren even more because it was completely out of her realm of experience. She had no friends who’d faced this problem and knew of no counselors or clinics that treated it. Donahue hadn’t even covered this one. She had no one to talk to about it and nothing to read. It was not something she could see or touch and it wasn’t illegal.


Mark’s second addiction was the Universal Enlightened Alliance.


By the time they got home, Nathan had finished his scoop of rocky road and was crunching on the soggy sugar cone.


Lauren had meant to go grocery shopping while they were out, but she’d forgotten to make out a list so, while she was thinking about it, she got a pen and notepad and began jotting down the things she knew they needed before going through the cupboards and refrigerator.


“Mom?”


“Hm?”


“Can I go out back and feed the ’coons?”


“Uh-uh.”


“How come?”


“You know how come.”


Nearly every day, a few raccoons wandered up from the ravine behind the house and loitered at the edge of the backyard, waiting for the scraps that Nathan used to throw them until Lauren had read an article about wild animal attacks and had learned how vicious raccoons could be. She made him stop.


“Awww. Oookay.” He paused, chewing a bite of cone, then: “Mom?”


“Hm?”


“Are you and Dad gonna be yelling again tonight?”


She turned from the cupboard and looked at him, put her list down and reached out to touch him, reminding herself to smile. “No, honey, we’re not. I promise.”


“Cross your heart?”


She crossed her heart.


Lauren worked on her list and was inspecting the contents of the refrigerator when she realized she didn’t have the slightest idea what to fix for dinner.


“What would you like to eat tonight, Nathe?”


“Chuck E. Cheese pizza!” he shouted with enthusiasm, nearly dropping his cone.


“You promised….”


“Oh. Yeah.” He calmed, became quiet. “Sorry.”


“That’s okay. How about spaghetti?”


“I don’t care.”


“Some chicken, maybe? Fried?”


“I don’t care.”


“Well,” she sighed, frustrated, putting her hands on her hips and staring thoughtfully into the refrigerator. “Do me a favor?”


“What?”


“Call your dad at work? Before he leaves for lunch? I want to find out what he’d like for dinner.”


Nathan brightened and said, “Yeah!” then blinked and said, “Thought we weren’t s’posed to call Daddy at work.”


Mark was a shift supervisor at Diego Nuclear Power Plant and a phone call was usually more bother than it was worth, so he’d asked her not to call unless it was absolutely necessary and asking what he wanted for dinner did not fall under the heading of “absolutely necessary.” But she was feeling down; they’d had another big fight last night and, although they’d made up that morning before he left for work—he’d done it grudgingly, but that was okay, as long as it was done—she still felt edgy about it and wanted to make sure he was coming home in a good mood. After all, she had promised Nathan they wouldn’t fight.


“Well, today,” she said, “we make an exception.”


“ ’Kay!” He hurried into the living room.


“The number’s on the pad beside the phone!” Lauren called. “Remember to dial slowly!”


“I ’member.”


As she scribbled new items onto the list, Lauren listened to Nathan and smiled.


“Hi, is my dad—I mean, um, is Mr. Schroeder there? Mr. Mark Schroeder?… Oh. Yeah… Nathan… ’Kay. Thank you.”


He came back into the kitchen chewing on the last piece of his cone.


“Gone to lunch already?” Lauren asked.


“Uh-uh.”


“Oh.” She turned to him, a little surprised. “Well, is he away from the phone, or something?”


“Kinda.”


“Well, what did she say, Nathan?”


“The lady said Mr. Schroeder don’t work there no more.” He licked his fingertips. “Hasn’t for ’bout three weeks.”


Lauren dropped the pad and pen and stared at Nathan.


“You sure that’s the right number, Mom? Huh? Mom?”


She was gone, running for the phone.


3.


“You didn’t bring sandwiches”


“And you didn’t redecorate—no, pardon me, decorate—you didn’t decorate your office.” Marvin Ackroyd took in the room and shook his squarish, balding head. “My favorite. Art Messo.”


“So where are the sandwiches? I’m hungry.”


“They’re being delivered. I got held up by a phone call and didn’t have time.”


“Liar. You knew if they were delivered here, my secretary would pay for them.”


Marvin’s small eyes twinkled behind his tinted wire-rim glasses. “And probably with pleasure, knowing it’s your money, because she—”


“—hates me, yeah, I know. Move aside a stack of something and sit down,” Jordan said, waving at the chair Andy Frye had occupied less than an hour before.


Marvin bent his stubby frame and lowered it into the chair with some caution, gently tugging on the sleeves of his dark suit coat. “How can you live like this, Jordy? Don’t your clients complain?”


“Number one, I don’t live here. Number two, they don’t complain nearly as much as they would if I spent time cleaning instead of giving them their money’s worth. And number three—”


“There was no number three.”


“—number three, I’m sick of hearing about my office, so let’s have a real conversation for a change.”


The office was a mess. When Jordan was doing some quick research, he tended to get careless. The office was cluttered with books and magazines and newspaper clippings, some scattered over the desk, floor and shelves, others stacked haphazardly in boxes waiting to be thrown out. But the research notes he milked from the books, magazines and clippings went immediately into his files—which were always kept in perfect order—so Jordan felt it all balanced out.


The small office was made even more claustrophobic by the clutter, but the rectangle of smoky mirrored tiles on the south wall helped a little. Unfortunately, the tiles only reflected the opposite wall, which was bare; the lower half was covered by two packed bookcases, but above that, the paint on the wall was peeling and chips of dull grey were gathering on top of the bookcase.


There was a window behind Jordan’s desk that afforded a view of another window in a red brick building across a narrow alley. Jordan often thought that was for the better because the Tenderloin—although his office was located in its better half, a qualification that always got a chuckle whenever someone asked for directions—was not much to look at.


There were no pictures in Jordan’s office. There were no family photographs on the walls, no framed portraits of a wife or children on his desk; he had none.


There was, however, a life-size cardboard standee tacked to the back of Jordan’s closet door. It was a beautiful auburn-haired woman, naked, with a towel draped over the more private parts of her body; her eyes were closed, her lips slightly parted in a gentle smile, and she was holding a bar of soap to her cheek lovingly. Four darts were stuck in the woman’s body; a fifth had missed and hit the soap.


The standee had been cut from a store display advertising a brand-new hand soap called Sensua. The model was Teri Cole, Jordan’s ex-wife.


“I see you’ve been sticking it to Ten again,” Marvin said.


“My aim’s getting better. See? I got her twice in the towel. All the really painful spots are under the towel.”


“I saw her new commercial yesterday. The one for the stockings?”


“Yeah.”


“Seems to be doing very well. Teri, I mean.”


“That’s not surprising.”


“No. No, it’s not. She’s a very beautiful woman.”


“No, that’s not it. I thought I told you. She’s the antichrist. She sold her soul to the devil. Signed the contract in blood. Probably menstrual blood. God knows she’s got no shortage of that.” Jordan kicked the closet door shut and the darts all clunked to the floor on the other side. He leaned forward and tossed the People magazine across the desk at Marvin. “What do you know about her?”


“Very rich, for one thing,” Marvin said immediately, adjusting his glasses as he looked at the woman on the cover.


“What else?”


“Well, what do you want to know?”


“Is there something between her and Edmond Fiske?”


“What’re you, high? As rich and famous as Hester Thorne is, you know what kind of publicity that would be for a financial and social god like Fiske? I mean, can you see him bouncing around with the leader of some New Age religion, or cult, or… or whatever they call it?”


“The Universal Enlightened Alliance.”


“Yeah. I mean, maybe I’m wrong, because if I knew as much about getting and staying as big as Fiske is, I sure as hell wouldn’t be sitting here talking with you, but I’ve gotta tell you, I can’t see, realistically, Fiske getting chummy with a woman who charges people twelve hundred bucks a pop to spend the weekend with her and her fifty-thousand-year-old—what is he, a king?”


“He was a king in one incarnation, a warrior in another. And a religious leader and a queen and—”


“A queen?”


“It’s all in that article.”


“So what’s the deal here, you called me because you wanted to know if Edmond Fiske is boinking this—here, here it is, a channel—if he’s boinking this channel? That it?”


“Well, part of it.”


Marvin snorted good-naturedly. “Who am I, now, Liz Smith? You want me to give Fiske a call and ask him?” He held an imaginary receiver to his ear. “Hey, Ed, buddy. What’s the deal with you and this Thorne babe? You poking her, or what?”


“You don’t have to. I’m having lunch with him tomorrow.”


“Shit and fall back in it.”


Marvin stared at Jordan for a while and Jordan nodded his head slowly.


“Get outta town,” Marvin said.


Another slow nod. “He just called me about an hour ago. Said he wants to hire me.”


“You’re serious?”


He nodded.


Through the closed door, they heard voices and paper bags being crumpled.


“Okay,” Marvin said, “the sandwiches are here. We’ll eat, we’ll talk and… you’re really serious?”


Another nod.


Miss Parker brought the sandwiches in and the office filled with the smell of spicy pastrami and pickles.


“Okay, Jordy. If this is no shit, I’ll pay for the sandwiches.” So Jordan told him about the phone call….


Since he was a boy, it had been Jordan’s ambition to be an actor. He’d never sold his parents on the idea. They were strict charismatic Christians—the kind who rolled on the floor and spoke in tongues—and the profession of acting fell under the condemned heading of “frivolous.” They were so opposed to it, in fact, so anxious to discourage him from pursuing it, that they refused to attend any of his school plays, even the Christmas play in which he played Joseph.


Their absence cut him deeply. His pain was made even worse when, after each play, he came home and tried to relive it for them, share with them every delightful detail of the evening’s show, only to be silenced or assigned some chore, as if his account of the evening’s show would somehow contaminate the air like a germ. They’d seen only one of Jordan’s performances and he’d had to sneak that one on them.


It was on the day his mother had discovered his stash of Mad magazines in his bedroom closet. She’d lectured him on the damage such reading would do to him, how it would prevent him from growing into a stable, serious-minded, god-fearing young man, at which point Jordan said, in a display of uncharacteristically brave defiance, that he didn’t want to grow into that kind of young man and he didn’t want to grow up fearing anybody.


“Oh,” she said, her voice trembling with shock, “and what kind of young man do you want to be?”


“An actor.”


She lost all color in her face and stared at him, horrified. When she recovered enough to rush through the house and find Jordan’s father, she told him what Jordan had said and they decided to call Reverend Belcher.


The reverend’s name was funny, but that was all. He was tall—enormously tall to Jordan—with a thick neck, broad shoulders, and hands that hung like anvils at the ends of his arms. His flat round face was riddled with deep pockmarks and his tiny eyes were set deep in two dark oval pits. The reverend’s name made Jordan laugh, but the reverend himself terrified him.


When he arrived, Reverend Belcher talked quietly with Jordan’s parents for a while, then came into the living room where Jordan waited on the sofa and lectured him on the evils of pursuing a career as worldly, as fraught with immorality and godlessness as acting.


As he listened to the towering preacher’s gravelly voice, Jordan got an idea. It was a risky idea, but it tickled him inside. He considered it a while, tuning Reverend Belcher out, then decided to go through with it: his first acting performance in front of his parents.


Jordan dropped to the floor and began to roll around and convulse as he’d seen his parents do so many times. He shouted in tongues—actually, he just rattled off bits of old Little Richard songs and part of “The Name Game”—and he received his first standing ovation. His parents shot to their feet and began shouting praises.


Then Jordan stopped, got back on the sofa and smiled up at them, saying, “See? I’m a pretty good actor, don’t you think?”


A major earthquake could not have been as powerful or frightening as the horrible silence that followed. Then Reverend Belcher leveled a thick finger at the spot between Jordan’s eyes—it was like staring down the barrel of a shotgun—and said in a low voice that grew steadily into a terrifying roar, “Drop… to… your knees… and ask god… and Jesus… and all that’s holy… to save your blaspheming ass… from the fiery pits of hell… into which it so deserves to be thrown!”


And Jordan had done exactly as he was told, trembling as he prayed for forgiveness of his mockery. His parents had never mentioned it again; Jordan had resented them for allowing Reverend Belcher to terrify him, and for still refusing to acknowledge that he had a talent—a god-given talent—and not encouraging him to nurture it.


His parents had never failed to provide for him, but their attitude toward his passion for acting had never changed, and it had instilled in him a seemingly unshakable bitterness toward the beliefs of Christianity, which he considered arbitrary and dictatorial.


Prodded by the practical urgings of friends and family, Jordan went to college to major in business. But his schedule allowed him to take a few theater classes, which were sometimes bizarre; they never bored him and he learned a few things, but for the most part they simply weren’t challenging enough. His favorites were the two makeup classes he took. He enjoyed, and became quite proficient at, transforming himself into different kinds of people.


He never quite finished college. Having nearly ruined his health by working constantly to pay his tuition and spending his nights with books, he decided to take a temporary break, work a while, and save some money. Although, for a while, he entertained fantasies of supporting himself by acting, he once again followed the advice of friends to do something more practical, something more secure and profitable.


So he went into real estate.


Back to school he went, but only for a short time and this time focusing on only one subject. Then he got a job at a small firm in Redwood City, Kiley-Jessup Realty. He tried hard to involve himself in his work and, for the most part, succeeded. But he still wanted to act, more than anything, and talked about it passionately whenever someone bent an ear.


One of those someones was Marvin Ackroyd, who also worked at Kiley-Jessup. Marvin was ten years his senior and not at all interested in acting, but was intrigued by Jordan’s boyish enthusiasm for the profession.


“If you’re so hot on acting, Jordy,” Marvin said one day over burgers at Carl’s, Jr., “what the hell’re you doing in real estate?”


“Well, I’ve got to make a living. I figured I’d stick with this awhile, see how it goes, and maybe try out for a part now and then, you know. Lots of plays around here. In fact, San Francisco’s sort of become a—”


“Listen to me,” Marvin interrupted. “Just listen a sec, okay? There was this guy—an old guy—at Kiley-Jessup name of Arvy Barbour. He retired just before you came. We threw a little party for him, you know, so long, good luck, all that hot comedy. We pitched in together and bought him this tacky little plaque—even I thought it was tacky and I got no taste—and we gave it to him at this party. It came time for him to give a speech and he stood up and I remember exactly what he said, he said, ‘All my life, I’ve wanted to paint. Anything. Houses, fences, pictures, anything. But after college, I realized I had to pay the rent, so I got into real estate because everyone told me it was profitable. So I’ve been in this business forty-five years, at this firm for twenty-three, and now, looking back over those years, I’ve realized something. I’ve realized that, while my children were growing up, while my wife was raising them, and later, while she was slowly wasting away, I had spent my life selling a bunch of houses. Now I am going to leave you sorry sons of bitches to go home to an empty house and my hands are too shaky to hold a brush. That, ladies and gentlemen, sucks. I hope those of you for whom it is not too late will not wait until your house is empty and your hands are too shaky to hold a brush. Now. Thank you for this lovely plaque. ‘This plaque—’ And then he held up that cheap little piece of junk and said, ‘This plaque is what I’ve lived and worked for.’ Then he left. Just left. And you could’ve heard a gnat sneeze, the place was so quiet, everybody just sitting there like they’d been hit over the head with a Buick. Because you know why? All us sorry sons of bitches knew he was right.”
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