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ONE


Twenty minutes before the quake hit, Stanley Banks was standing at his living room window. Though he held the sports section of the L.A. Times at chest level, he only pretended to read it. He pretended, every weekday morning, to read it.


In case Mother should happen to wheel herself into the room and spy him stationed by the window.


Usually, she remained in the kitchen sipping coffee and sucking cigarettes and listening to the radio.


But sometimes she put in surprise appearances, and the newspaper made a good diversion.


By now, she knew that Stanley was in the habit of standing at the window to take advantage of the morning light while he studied the front page of the sports section.


That was what he had told her often enough.


It wasn’t the truth, of course.


In truth, he stood there to watch the sidewalk.


He was watching it, now, over the top edge of the newspaper.


He hoped he hadn’t missed her.


He glanced at his wristwatch. Eight o’clock on the nose. She ought to be running past the house within the next five minutes.


‘Stanley!’ his mother called. ‘Stanley! Be a dear and fetch me some matches.’


Stanley felt his throat tighten.


‘Just a minute,’ he called.


‘Do as you’re asked, please.’


I’m gonna miss her!


Maybe not. Maybe not, if I hurry.


He slapped the newspaper onto the end table, then strode across the small living room to the fireplace, grabbed a handful of matchbooks from a wicker basket on the mantel and hurried through the dining room to the kitchen. He tossed them onto the table in front of his mother. They hit the surface hard, bouncing and scattering. One matchbook skidded off the edge and dropped to the floor beside her wheelchair.


Stanley whirled around. He managed only a single step of his escape before a harsh voice demanded, ‘Stop right there.’


‘Muh-therrrr.’


‘Look at me when I speak to you.’


‘Yes, ma’am.’ Stanley faced her.


Alma Banks, squinting at him through her pink-framed glasses, jabbed a Virginia Slims between her lips and fired a match. She sucked its flame to the tip of her cigarette. She inhaled, then blew twin gray funnels out her nostrils.


‘I asked you for matches, young man. Not for a display of temper.’


‘I’m sorry. If you just could’ve waited for a couple of minutes . . .’


‘Your time is so precious that you can’t afford to do a small errand for your own mother?’


‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry.’


I’m going to miss her!


‘Matches. That was all I asked for. Matches. Do I ask so much of you? You’re a grown man. You’re thirty-two years old. You live in my home. You eat my food. Is it so much to ask you to do a little something for me once in a blue moon? Is it?’


‘No. I’m sorry. Can I go now?’


‘May you go now?’


‘May I? Please?’


‘Go.’ A flap of her hand kicked the smoke cloud coiling and twisting away from her face.


‘Thank you, Mother.’ He headed for the living room, forcing himself not to rush. ‘I’ll be back to do the dishes in a few minutes. I just want to finish the sports section.’


‘You and your sports section. It isn’t going to vanish, you know.’ She wasn’t letting up, but she wasn’t following him. Her wheelchair remained silent. She was apparently content to pursue him with her voice. ‘Your precious sports page isn’t going to go up in a puff of smoke, do you know that? It won’t go anywhere.’


He was already at the window.


‘But it can’t wait two minutes while you find your mother some matches?’


‘I got you the matches,’ he called.


‘You threw them at me, that’s what you did.’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘You should be.’


He checked his wristwatch. Three minutes past eight.


If I’ve missed her . . .


‘I won’t always be around, you know,’ Alma reminded him.


Time for her to start pouring on the waterworks.


Stanley almost felt like crying, himself. He’d missed his chance for today, been cheated out of it by the selfish whims of . . .


And then she appeared.


Stanley thought, My God.


No matter how many times he saw her, no matter where, no matter what she might be wearing, a glimpse of Sheila Banner never failed to slam Stanley in the heart and suck out his breath and raise his penis.


‘Oh, Sheila,’ he whispered.


She came into view from beyond the oleanders at the left side of the lawn, long legs striding out, arms swinging at her sides with relaxed grace. Her white shoes and socks were so bright they flashed like sunlit snow. Her tawny legs gleamed, alive with shifting curves of muscle. They were bare all the way up to the golden trim of her shorts.


The royal blue shorts shimmered and flowed around Sheila as she ran. Stanley could feel how they caressed her. Slick as oil. Sliding over her thighs and buttocks, rubbing silken and warm between her legs.


She wore an old, faded blue T-shirt. Big and loose, it fluttered and flapped around her. Its chest shifted up and down with the jouncing of her breasts. From their steady rhythm, Stanley could tell that she was wearing a bra.


She never ran without one.


Stanley actually glimpsed her bra when her right arm cocked back. Its side showed near the bottom of the T-shirt’s armhole. It was white this morning.


The hole gaped enough so that he could see a lot of the bra.


Stanley wished she was not wearing it. Then he would be able to see most of her breast through the armhole. And the way her shirt was cut off at the waist, the way it hung down from her breasts, he would be able to look up from underneath and see them both. Their smooth round undersides . . .


Sure, he thought. If I’m lying on the sidewalk.


After noting that today, as always, she wore a bra, Stanley lifted his gaze to her face. A glorious face. At once smooth and hard, delicate and powerful, silk and granite, innocent and sophisticated. But altogether beautiful, the face of a movie queen and a warrior goddess melded into one stunning, incredible Sheila Banner.


Hair like a thick banner of gold flowed behind Sheila, and was the last Stanley saw of her when she ran past the bushes at the far side of the driveway.


Trembling, he took a deep breath.


Then he retrieved his sports section and stepped over to his armchair in the corner of the room. After sitting down, he pushed himself against the back of the chair so that it reclined and the footrest swung up. He raised the newspaper and stared at it.


He imagined himself going after Sheila.


Running out to the sidewalk after she passed, and following. At a discreet distance, of course.


It wouldn’t be against the law.


Why don’t I? he asked himself. Why don’t I really do it instead of just sitting here and dreaming about it?


She’d be bound to notice me.


So what?


Plenty of so what. She sees Stan the Man, all six foot two inches of him, all two hundred and eighty pounds of him, all red and sweaty and lumbering after her, she isn’t going to be exactly overwhelmed with ardor. She’ll be disgusted or scared, one or the other. Or both.


And maybe she sees which house I came out of, so she changes her route and that’s the last time she ever runs by.


And maybe she realizes it’s my house behind her backyard fence, and maybe she starts to worry about what else I might be up to . . . So maybe she starts being more careful about shutting the curtains, more careful about what she does in the yard. Warns the girl about me, too.


Lovely girl. Not in the same league as her mother, though.


To Stanley’s way of thinking, nobody was. Sheila Banner formed a league of one.


He wished he had photos of her. He didn’t dare sneak pictures of her with his good Minolta, though. He would have to send the film out to get it developed. People at the processing lab would see it. They might suspect something. For that matter, one of them might be a friend of hers.


Stanley just couldn’t risk it.


He used to have a Polaroid camera. He’d bought it shortly after moving back into Mother’s house, ten months ago. Because he just had to have photographs of the incredible woman who ran past the window each morning – who lived directly behind him.


He’d made the mistake of showing the new camera to Mother. Showing it to her before he’d even had a chance to use it.


She’d turned it this way and that, inspecting it. Then she’d narrowed her eyes at him. ‘Do you suspect, for one minute, that I don’t know what this is for?’


He’d blushed hot.


‘What are you talking about?’ he’d blurted.


‘As if you didn’t know. And who is it that you plan to take your dirty pictures of? Me?’


‘No!’ he’d cried out.


And watched Mother hurl the Polaroid. It struck the fireplace bricks. Bits of plastic and glass flew like shrapnel. The demolished camera bounced forward a couple of feet, dropped, and crashed to the tiles of the outer hearth.


‘I won’t have it,’ she had informed him. ‘Not in my home. Not now. Not ever. I’m ashamed of you.’


Remembering the fate of his Polaroid, Stanley let out a sigh.


I’m such a gutless wonder, he thought.


I could’ve bought a new Polaroid the next day. I could buy one today, for that matter.


What Mother doesn’t know won’t hurt her.


But if she catches me . . .


If she catches me.


Stanley wished he had the guts to ignore that little refrain. If she catches me. Oh, the things he would’ve done if not for that. The things he would’ve seen. The wonderful opportunities . . .


He was thirty-two years old, and he felt as if he had missed his life.


Missed it because there had always been a woman watching over him like a prison guard. First Mother, then his wife Thelma, and now Mother again.


I shouldn’t have moved in here, he told himself. Stupid stupid stupid!


After Thelma’s death, however, Mother had begged him to come and live with her. It hadn’t seemed like a bad idea at the time. For one thing, Mother possessed a considerable amount of wealth and a little stucco house valued at nearly $400,000. For another thing, Stanley’s job had perished with Thelma.


Thelma was the only woman who had ever cared about him. So in spite of her age and size and face, he’d married her two weeks after his high school graduation. At that time, she had already been a fairly successful author of children’s books, making enough money for both of them. With no need to find a job, Stanley had gone to work for his wife, answering her fan letters, handling such chores as photocopying and mailing manuscripts, and so on. He’d been her secretary, really. And not a very good one.


With her death, Stanley’s prospects of finding a halfway decent job seemed remote. He doubted that he would be able to get by on her royalties.


So he’d agreed to move in with Mother.


And he’d missed his chance for freedom.


He had been like a prisoner whose guard had dropped dead while on duty, leaving his cell unlocked. He could’ve fled. All it would’ve required was an ounce of guts. But instead, he’d waited like a model prisoner for the new guard to show up.


But the cell has a great view, he told himself, and grinned.


Sheila.


I would’ve missed out on her.


Stanley checked his wristwatch.


Seventeen minutes past eight.


Sheila would’ve been back inside her house for some time, by now. With all his meandering thoughts, Stanley had neglected his habit of tracking her movements with his imagination.


He considered pretending he hadn’t missed out. He’d done that before, though, and it just wasn’t the same. The thrill was to picture her at the same moment as her actions: finishing her run, taking out her house key . . .


Oh where, oh where had she kept it this morning? Tucked in a sock? Nothing so mundane as that. No no no. Slipped beneath the waistband of her panties, perhaps. Or maybe she’d kept it safe inside a cup of her bra where it had made an imprint of itself on her breast. So many places where the key might hide, a warm secret pressed to her skin. Places where she would need to delve with long fingers to . . .


Quit it, he told himself. You missed all that. You’ve gotta catch up and make it simultaneous.


By now, she had probably finished stripping off her sweaty clothes.


Stanley loved to picture that. How she started with a shoe, usually balancing on one leg while she raised the other, bent over slightly and clutched the shoe with . . .


Catch up, damn it!


Yes. Right. What’s she doing now? At this very instant?


Stanley looked at his wristwatch.


Eight-nineteen.


Probably she was already standing under the shower, its hot spray splashing her naked body. Or perhaps she was sprawled out in her bathtub.


Stanley didn’t know whether she preferred showers or baths.


Being such an athlete, Sheila was just the sort to prefer showers. But her more feminine and sensual side would relish lounging in a tub full of hot water.


So she did both, the choice depending on her mood.


On my mood, Stanley corrected himself.


This seemed like a shower day.


After folding the sports section and resting it on his lap, Stanley shut his eyes. And saw the shower doors through swirling twists of steam. They were sliding doors of clear glass. In spite of the steam, they were not fogged up. He could see through them as if they weren’t there at all.


He could see Sheila standing beneath the nozzle, her back to the spray, her head tilted back, her elbows high as she pushed her fingers through her soaked hair. Her face gleamed with water. Shiny rivulets streamed down her breasts, which trembled ever so slightly with the motion of her arms. Drops like liquid diamonds gathered at the tips of her nipples and fell, one by one . . .


Stanley’s chair jerked beneath him. In that instant, he thought that Mother had somehow caught wind of his dirty daydream and rammed him with her wheelchair. Caught you, you filthy pervert!


By the time he got his eyes open, however, he knew that Mother had nothing to do with the alarming jolt.


Because she wasn’t in the room, and the room itself was juddering with such rough quickness that it blurred.


Beside him, the lamp pitched over.


He battered his newspaper aside and leaned forward, dropping the footrest. As he shoved himself out of the chair, he shouted, ‘Earthquake!’


Of course, Mother already knew that.


Stanley could hear her scream over the sound of his own voice, the roar of the quake, the clamor of the front window shattering and the noises of things all over the house crashing to the floor.


A falling chunk struck his shoulder when he was halfway to the front door. Plaster?


The ceiling!


I’ve gotta get out of here!


He reached out and grabbed the doorknob, turned it and pulled. Only when the door refused to swing open did he remember that he needed to unfasten the dead bolt. He let go of the knob and tried to nip the brass turner between his thumb and forefinger. It dodged him as if it didn’t want to get caught.


‘Bastard!’ he yelled.


Then he pinched it. He gave it a quick twist. A lurch of the house tried to hurl him backward. He grabbed the doorknob just in time, saving himself from a tumble.


‘Stanley!’ his mother squealed. ‘Help me! Help me!’


He looked past his shoulder.


And here came Mother, hunched over and wheeling in from the dining room like a contender making a sprint for the finish line. Clods and slabs of plaster dropped all around her as the ceiling broke apart. White dust sifted down on her.


‘Stanley!’ she shrieked.


‘I’ve gotta get the door open!’


He turned the knob, yanked. The door flew toward him. He had neglected to unhook the guard chain, but didn’t notice his oversight until the chain and uprooted jamb plate lashed his brow.


He staggered backward, swinging the door with him. His grip on the knob began steering him sideways toward the demolished window, so he let go. His own weight shoved him back across the floor. The chair stopped him. It reclined, popped up its footrest, scooted with the impact and pounded the wall behind it.


Right back where I started!


Stanley hugged his head with both arms and screamed.


And watched his mother.


He stopped screaming.


Because, after all, this was serious but it was also pretty funny. Funny how he’d gotten thrown right back into his chair. And really funny how Mother had quit her bee-line for the door (maybe because the route was blocked with ceiling rubble?) and was wheeling herself around in frantic circles. She was no longer screaming, either. And she had ceased calling for assistance from Stanley.


Hunkered down and working her push rims like crazy, she circled and shouted, circled and shouted, ‘Oh my oh my oh my oh my!’


A piece of ceiling plaster the size of a dinner plate dropped straight down in front of her. Either blessed with a good portion of luck or sensing the danger, she halted her wheelchair just in time. The plaster smacked the floor at her feet. ‘Oh my oh my oh . . .’


‘Hey, Ma!’ Stanley yelled. ‘The sky is falling!’


She didn’t seem to hear him.


As if somebody had heard him, however, the house collapsed. Not all of it, though.


The part that collapsed did not include the living room.


From his reclined easy chair, Stanley only saw the cave-in that happened just beyond the dining room archway. A big cave-in that smashed the table flat against the floor and disintegrated the chairs and buried it all under a pile of plaster and wood and stucco. Through the thick fog of dust, Stanley saw sunlight shining down on the heaped debris.


He muttered, ‘Holy fucking shit.’


He thought, I’d better get my butt out of here pronto.


He pictured himself making a detour on his way to the door. Scooping Mother out of her wheelchair and running with her, dodging this way and that as sundered support beams slammed down. Getting out the door and clear of the house even as the rest of it crashed down.


Quit thinking about it and DO it!


But what if I leave her?


What if I leave her and the house falls down?


Wouldn’t that be a fucking pity?


Let’s just get my own ass out of here – and quick!


As he leaned forward and shoved his heels against the footrest, the quake stopped.


The end of the roar left a great silence.


Mixed in with the silence were quiet sounds. Stanley heard the house creaking as its motions subsided. He heard the distant wow-wow-wow of car and house alarms. Somewhere far off, dogs were barking.


His mother’s wheelchair was silent. So was her voice.


He looked at her.


She sat motionless, still hunkered over, head down, hands still clutching the push rims of her wheelchair.


‘Mother?’ Stanley asked.


She didn’t move.


‘Mother, are you all right?’


Stanley raised himself out of the chair.


‘Mother?’


She lifted her head. White powder and flakes drifted off her hair and shoulders as she sat up. Her pink-framed glasses hung crooked on her face. She straightened them. She blinked at Stanley. Her chin was trembling. Spittle had dribbled down from her mouth, cutting moist streaks through the plaster dust.


In a shaky, piping voice, she said, ‘It’s over?’


‘It’s over,’ Stanley told her.


He went to her.


‘What ever will we do now?’


‘Nothing to worry about,’ Stanley said.


He crouched beside her wheelchair and picked up a chunk of plaster the size of a flagstone. He hefted it overhead.


He could see by the look in her eyes that she suddenly knew what was coming.


‘Stanley!’ She cringed away and started to bring up an arm.


The good, heavy slab of plaster broke in half when it struck the top of her head. It made a thuck. She made an ‘Hunh!’ Her glasses hopped down to the tip of her nose, but didn’t fall off.


Stanley held on to half the plaster slab. The other half fell, bounced off Mother’s right shoulder and dropped to the floor.


She sat very still for a moment.


Stanley raised his slab.


While he considered whether or not to hit her again, her head slumped down. Slowly, she leaned forward. Her glasses fell. They punched her skirt, making a narrow valley between her thighs.


She leaned farther and farther as if hoping to peer down over her knees and find something wonderful hidden beneath her chair.


Stanley stepped back and watched.


She leaned so far forward that her knuckles brushed the debris on the floor. Then her rump lifted off the wheelchair seat. Her head thumped the floor. She did a clumsy, crooked somersault that showed off more of her gray pantyhose than Stanley cared to see. Her legs came down straight and fast. The heels of her shoes exploded glass shards from the demolished window. She bucked as if trying to sit up, then dropped down again and lay still.


Stanley gave her hip a tap with the toe of his moccasin.


‘Mother? Mother, are you all right?’


She didn’t stir. She didn’t answer.


He gave her a good solid kick. The blow shook her, wobbled her head.


Stanley saw blood trickling out of her ear.


‘That’s a bad sign,’ he said, and couldn’t help but laugh.


Then his laughing stopped.


What killed it was the thought that Sheila Banner might be ruined, crushed beneath the rubble of her home.




TWO


One minute before the quake hit, Clint Banner yawned and glanced at his empty coffee mug.


It was emblazoned with a portrait of John Wayne as Rooster Cogburn from True Grit. A birthday present from his daughter Barbara, who liked to insist that Clint looked ‘exactly like Hondo.’ She hadn’t been able to find a mug with Hondo on it, however, so she’d settled for Cogburn. ‘I know you don’t look like that,’ she’d said, making a face. To which Clint had responded, trying to mimic Duke’s cadence and voice, ‘Give me a couple more years and an eyepatch, little lady.’


He yawned again.


It was eight-nineteen on Friday morning. He had been up since four-thirty, his gimmick for beating the system. Jump out of bed, dress in the bathroom so you don’t wake Sheila, and hit the road by a quarter to five for a forty-minute drive through the dark. A drive that would take you twice as long if you slept to a reasonable hour like six. Arriving so early, you had the offices to yourself for a few hours. That was nice. And you got to leave before two, ahead of the afternoon rush. Plenty of advantages.


Took a lot out of you, though.


Another yawn, then Clint picked up his empty mug, slid back his chair, and sidestepped clear of his desk. He planned to get a refill. But he only took one step.


He almost had time to wonder what that roar was.


But in an instant he knew what it was. Not an eighteen-wheeler or a freight train cannon-balling toward the building. Not a Boeing 747 about to take down the wall.


The roar came out of nowhere and before Clint could quite find time to wonder what it might be he knew it was a quake because it hit.


It sounded like a quake. It felt like a quake. This was Southern California, land of quakes, so it probably wasn’t a 747 crashing into the building. It wasn’t a tornado inside the office with him. It wasn’t the shock wave from a comet or a nuclear warhead striking ground zero a mile away; they might feel and sound a lot like this, but this was an earthquake.


First it roared.


Then it hurled a body block against Clint.


He staggered sideways, but kept his feet.


A quake had never hit him so hard before.


A good one, he thought. A really good one. Maybe a six-point. Maybe bigger.


Time for it to fade away now.


It didn’t fade.


It grew.


It shook the window blinds so hard they clattered and jumped. It splintered windows. It killed the fluorescent lights. It wobbled the walls. It clawed acoustical tiles off the ceiling. It cluttered the air with the flying debris of papers, case files, pens, Rolodexes, staplers. Drawers of desks and file cabinets leaped open. Computer keyboards and monitors slid and dropped. Chairs on wheels raced across the wild floor.


Clint thought, My God, it’s the Big One! This is it!


He wondered if this was his day to die.


Just stand your ground, he told himself. It’ll go away.


Standing his ground was not easy. The office floor bucked and jumped. The carpet had waves in it – combers two feet high that raced for the wall.


Impossible, he thought.


He was seeing it, though – floor surf.


Clint pranced and stayed up.


And thought, It’s a race. Which calls it quits first, the quake or the building?


If the quake wins, I’m dead meat.


He began his dash for the stairway. Knees pumping high, arms overhead. Dodging, jumping.


Get the fuck outa here!


As he ran, he recalled his years of glib wisdom. His quake cracks. ‘When your number’s up,’ pause for effect, ‘it’s an eight-point-five.’ A little Richter scale humor. Or his favorite bit: ‘No call to be afraid of earthquakes. A quake is completely harmless, never hurt anyone.’ Pause for effect. ‘It’s the shit that falls on your head that’ll kill you!’


Or taking a dive down the stairway, he suddenly thought.


At the top of the stairs, he reached for the handrail and missed. He reached again. This time, he caught the wooden rail. But it was jerked out of his grip.


No holding on.


The stairwell looked like a narrow tunnel. A steep one. A funhouse slide into a pit. It juddered and twitched down to where the light from above faded. The landing and door were somewhere below in the darkness.


Don’t try it, Clint told himself. Wait till the shaking stops!


Sure thing.


He bounded down the stairs, leaping, taking two at a time, slapping the walls to help his balance.


Like sprinting down a mountainside, an avalanche on your tail. You’ll probably take a headfirst dive, but it’s worth the risk. Speed’s the trick. Staying in front so you don’t get buried, crushed. Staying in front, no matter what.


Gotta get outa this place!


Through the roar of the quake, he heard his own yell.


It occurred to him that a fellow with more panache might shout ‘Geronimo!’ in such straits.


But all Clint yelled on his stampede down the stairwell was, ‘YAHHHHHHH!!!’


At the bottom, he crashed against a wall. He bounced off, fell against the stairs, scurried up and pawed the shuddering door until he found its handle. He levered the handle down. He pushed. Light from the foyer stung his eyes.


He rushed out of the stairwell, dashed across the reception area, flung himself against the front door, threw it open and ran outside into the morning sunlight.


The earth still shook. The quake still roared.


My God, Clint thought, it’s never going to stop!


Covering his head with both arms, he raced into the street.


Into the middle of the street, away from falling glass and walls that might crumble.


He whirled around. The two-story building that housed the law offices of Haversham & Dumont, his employers, appeared to bounce and shimmy. Clint knew it couldn’t possibly be jumping about so much without disintegrating. It’s jumping, but not as much as I am, he thought.


He glanced up and down the street.


Saw several cars.


Couldn’t tell for sure whether they were approaching or parked.


Probably just parked, he thought. Nobody would keep on driving through all this.


The cars were being tossed about like skiffs on a rough sea. And seemed to shriek with panic, their alarms set off by the quake.


A sound like the rip of tough fabric made Clint snap his head forward. He muttered, ‘Jesus!’ Moments before, the front of the office building had been intact except for several shattered windows. Now, it looked as if an oak tree had blasted its way through the stucco wall.


Got out of there just in the nick of time.


A horn blared. Its noise melded with the car alarms and the roar of the quake and a legion of other noises – a chaos of shatters and clashes and slams and sirens – so that Clint was only vaguely aware of the horn. The blare was like a sight glimpsed in his peripheral vision. Something barely noticed, vaguely troubling.


Until it wailed in his ears and he turned his head and saw a red Toyota pickup truck torpedoing at him through the road surf.


He yelled, ‘SHIT!’ and dived for the curb.


Airborne, he thought he’d done a halfway decent job of leaping clear. The bastard wouldn’t kill him, probably just clip off both his feet at the ankles.


But he felt no pain until he landed. The pavement scorched his hands and knees, slammed his chest, knocked his breath out. For a moment, he felt as if he were sliding across a cheese grater. Then he stopped skidding. He thought, Bastard! and raised his head, wanting to shout at the crazy asshole behind the wheel of the Toyota. But he had no breath for shouting.


The asshole had painted out some of the big white letters on his tailgate. Changing the brand name to TOY.


Clint realized that he had actually been able to read the word TOY.


The word TOY was not a vibrating, pounding blur.


The quake’s stopped!


Clint thought, Thank God!


Then he thought, Oh my God! because the red TOY hadn’t slowed down for the cross-street any more than it had slowed down for him, and this time there wasn’t a man in its way but a gray BMW rushing into the intersection from the left.


Just short of the crosswalk, the TOY cut hard to the right.


Maybe the driver thought he had cleared the curb at the corner. Maybe he figured a bounce over the curb would be better than getting broadsided by the BMW. But hadn’t he noticed the power pole? Maybe he’d figured it would snap like a toothpick when he hit it, and he would speed merrily on his way.


The pole did snap.


But the driver didn’t speed through a quick spray of splinters.


The pole didn’t burst into splinters at all.


Instead, its stump bludgeoned its way through the front of the TOY.


The TOY stopped very fast.


Clint couldn’t see what happened to the driver.


But the man in the passenger seat blasted headfirst through the windshield. He wore a blue baseball cap, a plaid shirt, and jeans. Obviously, he had not worn a seatbelt.


He soared over the TOY’s crumpled hood. The crown of his baseballcap looked smashed flat. The bill of the cap dangled by one corner and flapped like a fractured wing. His blue jeans were at knee level as he shot past the collapsing power pole. They slipped lower, hobbling his ankles as he glided down for a landing on the far side of the corner.


The BMW, brakes shrieking, intercepted him.


He hit the passenger window headfirst.


The window burst.


His head went through it. The rest of his body didn’t. The rest of his body snapped sideways and slammed the back door of the car, then dropped away. It tumbled and flopped, headless, as the BMW skidded to a halt and the power pole finished its downsweep and finally crashed against the street.


The TOY, its dented roof supporting one end of the pole, looked like a cheap metal parody of the Passion – a Jesus on wheels that had broken down on the way to Calvary.


Snapped lines, alive with juice, whipped and crackled high above the crossbeams.


Clint got to his feet fast, ready to bolt if any of the wires should try for him.


The way they leaped and sprang about, no telling . . .


The lines died. They went limp, sagged in midair, and dropped toward the pavement.


It’s over, Clint thought. Over. And I’m still here.


He took a deep breath. He looked around.


Nothing was shaking any more. Most of the buildings along the street were still standing, but two on the next block had collapsed, piling the southbound lane with rubble.


No cars seemed to be moving.


I made it, he thought. The Big One’s over, and I’m still here. A few scratches, that’s all.


He glanced at the scuffed heels of his hands. Then at the torn knees of his trousers.


No big deal.


No problem at all with the quake, it was the Toyota that damn near creamed me.


He pictured himself saying that to Sheila and Barbara. It was the sort of crack they would expect from him, and he would have to remember to lay it on them when they all sat around and told each other their stories . . .


What if they’re not okay?


They were in it, too, you dumb shit. A quake that strong . . . But maybe it wasn’t so bad over on the west side. They’re more than thirty miles.


Maybe it was worse.


For all you know, Sheila or Barbara might be . . .


He didn’t allow himself to think the word, but he pictured them dead. Sheila at home, Barbara at school. Both of them crushed and bloody and dead.


Clint swung his eyes to the ejected TOY passenger, glimpsed a smear of red between the shoulders, noticed that the pants had disappeared entirely, along with both the shoes, and looked away fast to avoid seeing more.


They might be like him.


No. They’re all right. They’re fine.


I’VE GOT TO GET HOME. NOW. RIGHT NOW!


Clint ducked slightly. Close to the ground, the building had open spaces like long narrow windows. He ran his eyes along them until he spotted his old Ford Granada. Just the roof and windshield were visible.


His car looked fine.


So did the parking lot. Nothing had collapsed in there.


He was glad to see no other cars. He’d assumed nobody else had arrived at work by the time the quake hit, but he hadn’t been absolutely certain. Several people who often showed up around eight-thirty worked on the ground floor, and he didn’t always hear them arrive.


They’re probably stuck in traffic somewhere.


Traffic’s gonna be a bear. I’d better stay off the freeways, take sidestreets.


He raced for the parking lot entrance. As he ran, he dug the keys from his pocket.


He scurried down a short slope of driveway, stopped at the side of the rolldown security gate, and found the key to activate it. His hand shook badly. He used his other hand to help guide the key into the slot. He twisted the key.


Nothing happened.


‘Come on come on come on.’


He twisted the key again.


With a quiet hum and metallic clatters and rattles, the gate should be lifting clear of the driveway.


There was no hum.


The gate didn’t stir.


Clint looked over his shoulder at the intersection. The traffic signals weren’t red, yellow or green. They showed no light at all.


He twitched the key, trying to make it work. Even though he knew it wouldn’t.


Not with the power down.


He could get to his car easily enough. But the gate barred the only way out.


Bash through it?


Oh, sure.


‘Movie crap,’ he muttered. This is real life, and you don’t crash through a gate like that and speed merrily on your way. Even if you’re lucky enough to live through the crash, your car bites the dust. No way.


If he disabled his car with a stunt like that, it wouldn’t get him home.


And that was all that mattered to Clint at the moment.


He had to get home. Had to make sure Sheila was okay. And Barbara.


Again, he pictured them crushed.


A quake never hurt anyone – it’s the shit that falls on you!


Please, God, let them be all right.


Clint jerked his key from the slot. He kicked the gate.


Damn it!


His car was fine! His car was in great shape, safe and sound, just waiting to speed him home.


But useless! Trapped inside a goddamn parking lot!


Jailed.


What do I do now? he wondered. Start walking?


He climbed to the crest of the driveway. He scanned the cars scattered along the curbs. Though alarms still blared, nobody had come along to check on them.


Steal one?


How about a little grand-theft auto?


Hell, Clint didn’t know how to go about stealing one. You pull the ignition? You cross some wires?


Sure thing.


Like which wires?


He frowned at the TOY pickup. He could take that and nobody was likely to make a fuss. It even, certainly, had the key in its ignition. But from the looks of the thing, it was as dead as its passenger, as dead as the driver who was inside somewhere out of sight beneath the smashed-down roof.


The BMW still sat in its lane just to the right of the intersection.


All right!


Bending over slightly, Clint could see the driver. A woman. She was sitting motionless, her head turned toward the passenger window. Clint thought she was staring at him.


I’m a witness, he thought. She probably wants to get my name and stuff.


He raised a hand at the woman. Then he hurried toward her. His legs felt weak and spongy. His head buzzed.


Too much action, he thought. Too much everything. But I’m still here. And so is she.


He almost called, ‘Don’t leave,’ but stopped himself. He didn’t want to give her any ideas.


She wasn’t moving, though. Just staring.


Staring, but not at me, Clint realized as he neared her car. Her gaze was aimed lower. At the passenger seat.


Clint suddenly knew why.


‘It’s all right,’ he said.


She didn’t respond. She just kept gazing as if entranced by the sight of her odd companion.


A curl of brown hair draped her brow. Otherwise, she looked neat and prim in her white blouse and her matching gray jacket and skirt.


Clint guessed she’d been on her way to an office job.


She wore very little makeup. And needed very little. Too young and too pretty to require much help. Early twenties?


‘It’s all right,’ he said again. ‘It wasn’t your fault. I saw the whole thing. You won’t be in any sort of trouble. Okay?’


She didn’t respond.


Okay, shit, here goes nothing.


Clint stepped forward fast.


The head was on the passenger seat. It still wore its baseball cap, but the cap had lost its bill completely, and was no longer Dodger blue. The head lay face up. It was as red as the baseball cap. It was staring at the ceiling, its stump of a neck aimed at the young woman.


No wonder she’s freaked, Clint thought.


He grabbed the door handle and pulled, but the door was locked. Instead of wasting time trying to get the gal to unlock it, he reached through the broken window and found the lock switch. He flicked it, withdrew his arm, swung the door open wide, and suddenly surprised himself by stopping.


He’d thought he would just sweep the head off the seat, let if fall to the street.


He couldn’t do it, though.


This wasn’t garbage. It wasn’t a spoiled sandwich or a dirty napkin. It was the head of a man who had been alive a few minutes ago.


A man who probably had a family and friends, a job, who was a Dodger fan, who maybe liked to take his kids to the stadium and eat hot dogs under the sunlight . . . Whose crime was being in the passenger seat of a guy who must’ve panicked when the quake hit.


Clint lifted the head gently by both sides of its face. It was slippery. It was heavier than he’d expected.


He stepped backward with it and carried it well in front of him so blood wouldn’t get on his clothes. He took it to the body sprawled on the pavement. He set it down there, neck to neck, and had a sudden urge to fasten it on somehow – tape it or strap it or . . .


I’ve gotta get home!


The head rolled a little when he let go. Only an inch or so. Not far enough to matter.


Rising from his crouch, Clint spotted the dead man’s blue jeans near the middle of the intersection. He hurried over to them and picked them up. They seemed clean. He used them to wipe the blood off his hands, then hurried with them to the BMW.


The driver met his eyes. She frowned.


So she’s not catatonic. Is that good news or bad?


‘It’s all right,’ Clint said. ‘I’ll just clean up this mess for you.’


She nodded.


He leaned inside the car and did his best to mop the blood off the seat cover. When it looked fairly clean, he tossed away the jeans and swung himself into the car and sat down.


He pulled the door shut.


‘I’m Clint Banner,’ he said, forcing his voice to sound calm. ‘What’s your name?’


She blinked a few times, frowned. Her lips moved, but no words came out.


‘Your name?’


‘Mary,’ she whispered. ‘Davis.’


‘Were you on your way to work, Mary?’


A nod, barely perceptible.


‘What do you do?’


‘I’m a secretary. With an advertising firm.’


‘Advertising.’


Her head bobbed, more pronounced this time.


‘Okay, if that’s your job, there won’t be any work today. Do you understand? We’ve had a major quake. You don’t need to go in to work. What you need to do is go home.’ He glanced at her hands. They were clutching her thighs, fingers spread and pressing hard into the gray fabric of her skirt. She wore rings on both hands, but no engagement ring or wedding band. ‘Do you have family?’


More bobbing.


‘In L.A.?’


‘Chicago.’


‘Then you don’t need to worry about them. What you need to do, Mary, is get yourself safely home. Do you understand?’


‘I . . . I don’t know.’


‘Where do you live?’


‘Santa Monica.’


‘Great!’ The word burst out, and Mary flinched. ‘Great,’ Clint said again, speaking more softly. ‘Look, I’ll help you. I need to get home to my wife and daughter, and my car’s . . . no good. I’m over in West L.A. It won’t even be out of your way. All I need is for you to get me over the hills. And I’ll help you. It might be a tough trip. A lot of traffic between here and there . . . traffic signals down . . . roads’ll probably be blocked in places . . . no telling what we might run into. We can help each other. Okay?’


‘What about my accident?’


‘Don’t worry about it.’


‘But . . . that’s hit-and-run.’


‘Not today,’ Clint said. ‘You probably couldn’t report this mess if you wanted to. And even if the phones are working, the police have business a lot more urgent than this.’


‘I . . . I ought to try and report it.’


Clint put his hand on her shoulder. He squeezed firmly, but not hard enough to hurt her. ‘We can’t waste the time, Mary. Do you want to get home today?’


‘Yes.’


‘So do I. I want to get home so bad it hurts. So what we’ve gotta do is leave right now, and leave hard and fast. Do you want me to do the driving?’


‘I . . . yeah, maybe so.’




THREE


When the quake hit, the Chevy Nova rocked and swerved left and veered across the center line.


Barbara Banner’s stomach gave a sick lurch.


Behind her, Heather squealed while Earl yelled ‘Hey!’ and Pete muttered, ‘What the . . . ?’


‘Brakes!’ gasped Mr Wellen, slapping the dash with both hands.


Barbara was already jamming her foot down on the brake pedal as she wrenched the wheel to the right. The car cut back into its proper lane, then nosed too far to the right and headed for the tail of a parked Wagoneer.


‘You’re over-correcting, Bar . . . Stop!’


‘I am stopped!’ she shouted back at her driver’s ed teacher.


‘Y’are not!’ Earl yelled.


Barbara knew that she had stopped the car – braked it to a halt only an instant after it had taken the odd turn toward the Wagoneer. But it kept on shuddering and jerking and twisting its way closer to the Jeep’s rear bumper.


‘Look out!’ Wellen scooted himself across the seat, grabbed the wheel with one hand, flung his left leg sideways, and stomped his shoe down hard on top of Barbara’s foot.


‘OW!’


He shoved against her foot as if trying to crush it into the brake pedal.


Barbara shot her elbow into his ribs.


Now I’ve done it, she thought. Oh, my God. What do they do to you for hitting a teacher?


But at least he quit mashing her foot.


‘It’s a quake!’ Pete said. He sounded excited, like the only kid in class to come up with the answer to a teacher’s trick question.


‘No kidding,’ Earl said.


A quake! Clenching the wheel, keeping her sore foot pressed to the brake pedal, Barbara for the first time looked beyond the nearby threats to the school car. She saw a stucco apartment building a short distance ahead and off to the right. It was a two-story building. Instead of a lawn, it had pavement sloping down to parking spaces beneath the ground floor.


The whole structure, the pavement below it, and the cars parked inside a few of its nooks, shook as if Barbara were watching through the viewfinder of a camera held by someone in the midst of a grand mal seizure.


She was looking directly at one of its high windows when the glass exploded and a woman came out backward. An old woman with wispy white hair. Wearing a peach-colored terri robe that matched the stucco wall, a color that camouflaged her so that she was nearly invisible except for her head and small hands and bare white legs that kicked frantically at the sky.


‘Everybody down!’ Mr Wellen ordered.


The old woman dropped out of sight, rump first, scrabbling with both hands as if trying to claw a rung of air.


The wall of the next-door apartment building began to crumble. It was just sloughing down when Mr Wellen grabbed Barbara’s upper arm. Clutching it, he fumbled at her hip.


‘What’re you . . . ?’


She looked down. The safety harness, suddenly retracting, whipped its buckle at her face. She flung her head back. The buckle missed. Then Wellen was pulling her by the arm, dragging her from behind the wheel toward his side of the car. Then he was clambering onto her. Sitting on her lap. Squirming off. Scooting under the wheel. Taking the wheel with one hand, shifting to reverse with the other, and backing away from the Wagoneer’s bumper.


‘What’re you doing?’ Pete shouted from the rear.


‘Getting us outa here!’


The car lunged forward, shoving Barbara back against the seat.


‘Wait till the quake stops!’ Earl yelled.


Wellen gunned it, speeding up Bedford, the Nova shaking and bouncing and swerving from side to side. A jaunt to the left skidded it toward the side of a parked Plumber John truck. Heather screamed. Barbara clutched the dashboard. Wellen fought the wheel, recovered, and swung them clear with inches to spare.


During the next few seconds, Barbara glimpsed apartment buildings on both sides of the street break apart as if struck by huge wrecking balls. Walls exploded. Roofs crashed down. One building only lost its front wall, while the next collapsed entirely, the next two appeared to be intact and the one after those dropped its north half to the ground while its south half remained standing.


This is really it, Barbara thought. This is the Big One.


She pictured her mother ducking and covering her head as their house on Swanson Street came down on top of her.


No! No, she’ll be all right.


Maybe she’s not even in the house. Maybe she’s out watering the yard, or . . .


Please let her be all right. And Dad.


Dad’s so far away, he might not even be getting this where he is. Or maybe just a little tremble.


‘You ought to stop, Mr Wellen,’ Pete advised. ‘It isn’t safe to be driving . . .’


‘You’ll kill us all!’ Earl yelled.


‘Shut your face, Jones! I know what I’m doing. I’m the teacher around here, right?’


‘Doesn’t mean you’re right.’


‘Shut up.’


Barbara released her grip on the dashboard, snatched down the passenger seat harness, swept its belts across her chest and lap, and felt for the buckle slot. Felt for it because she didn’t dare look away from the destruction all around them.


The whole world’s falling down!


But not on us, she told herself. Not so far, anyway.


Even the walls that toppled toward the road were too far away to reach them.


As long as nothing falls on us, we’ll be okay.


And she heard her father. Kidding around, as usual. An earthquake never hurt anyone. An earthquake’s harmless. It’s the shit that falls on your head that’ll kill you.


Or your driver’s ed teacher freaking out and creaming you in a head-on . . .


She thrust the metal tongue into the buckle’s slot, heard and felt it lock into place.


If he crashes now . . .


A bowling ball sailed down from high on the right and whunked the hood.


Can’t be, Barbara thought. Not a bowling ball.


But it is.


She saw its finger holes, its pretty purple marbling . . .


It bounced, leaving a big dent in the hood, and the speeding car rushed at the airborne ball. In front of Wellen’s face, the windshield dissolved into frosty chunks. Bits of it flew at him. Barbara expected the ball to come in. But it bounced off and fell away, leaving a hole no larger than an orange in the safety glass.


Wellen kept on driving.


‘You okay?’ Barbara yelled. And realized that her voice seemed strangely loud, that it seemed so loud because the roar was gone. Not only the roar, but the rough shudders and . . .


‘I think it’s stopped,’ Pete said.


‘Yes!’ Earl blurted. ‘All right, sports fans!’


Heather was crying.


Barbara looked back at her. The girl seemed very small and fragile between Earl and Pete. She was hunched over, hugging her belly, head down, the sides of her face draped by long brown hair. Her shoulders hitched up and down as she sobbed.


‘You okay?’ Barbara asked.


Heather shook her head. The shrouds of hair swayed.


‘We’re all right,’ Barbara told her. ‘We made it. The quake’s over.’


The car swung hard to the right. Barbara was thrust sideways toward Wellen, but the chest belt stopped her. In the rear, Pete caught hold of the door handle to keep himself upright. Heather fell across Earl’s lap.


He cast his eyes down at her. Wrinkled his nose. Said, ‘Hey, get off the merchandise,’ and shoved her away with his forearm.


‘Take it easy,’ Pete said.


‘Gettin’ her cooties on me.’


‘I’m sorry,’ Heather murmured.


‘Everybody knock it off back there,’ Wellen commanded. ‘Just knock it off!’


Heather, sitting up straight, leaned away from Earl. Which pressed her right side against Pete. She glanced at Pete as if asking permission. He nodded. Then he slipped his arm across her shoulders. His hand cupped her left shoulder, gave it a squeeze.


And Barbara felt an ache deep inside her. Something like longing or regret. Which made no sense. She didn’t even know Pete, just from driver’s ed.


No sense at all. But it hurt a little, anyway, to see him holding Heather. So Barbara turned forward. She settled back into her seat.


What’s wrong with Wellen? she wondered.


Hunched over the wheel, he was peering forward through the hole in the windshield. Barbara could only see his right eye. But it looked bulgy and wild. His red face glistened with sweat. He was gasping for breath. His lips were skinned back, baring his teeth.


It scared her to look at him.


So she looked forward.


Beyond the windshield, a wide road. Blocked here and there by stopped cars. Bordered not by apartment houses but by parking meters, shops, banks, businesses of all sorts – most in shambles. People stumbling about as if dazed.


We’re sure not on Bedford anymore, Barbara thought.


No, of course not. That right turn we made . . .


She spotted the Shell station.


Our Shell station? she wondered. The one with Heinz who called the Granada ‘your junk’?


Must be.


So we’re on Pico, Barbara thought. And this is La Cienega just ahead.


Familiar territory. At least it would have been familiar if so much of it didn’t look as if it had been leveled by bombs.


Barbara spotted the post office beyond the intersection, far ahead and off to the left.


We’re going the wrong way!


‘Mr Wellen?’


He didn’t repond. Nor did he slow down as they rushed into La Cienega.


Car horns blared.


A Porsche bore in from the side, straight at Barbara.


‘Look out!’ Barbara yelled.


‘Oh, Jeez!’ Pete blurted.


The Porche missed, passing behind them.


Somebody’s not obeying the . . .


The traffic signals at the far corners of the intersection were dark, dead.


No lights, and he’s taking us . . .


You’re supposed to stop and wait your turn!


‘Wellen!’ Earl shouted.


A moment later, they shot clear of La Cienega untouched. ‘Stop the car!’ Pete snapped.


Wellen picked up speed, weaving from lane to lane.


Heading east on Pico.


East.


Barbara jerked her head around to glance at the others. ‘He’s taking us the wrong way!’


Earl reached over the seatback. He smacked Wellen on the shoulder. ‘Hey! Turn us around!’


‘Don’t touch me again, punk,’ Wellen said.


‘Mr Wellen,’ Barbara said. ‘Please! You’ve got to turn us around and take us back to school. We need to get home. Please.’


‘I’ll get you back to school,’ he said, still hunched forward and peering through the windshield’s hole. ‘Just everybody quit your whining. I’ve gotta check up on my kid.’


‘Your kid?’


‘Yeah, my kid. My daughter.’ His head jerked toward Barbara. A quick, fierce, hateful glare. Then he turned again to his windshield hole. ‘Nobody stops me. Don’t even think about it.’


‘Oh, great,’ Earl muttered. ‘Terrific. So where the hell are you dragging us, you lunatic?’


‘Shut your face,’ Wellen said.


‘Where is your daughter?’ Barbara asked, trying to sound kind and sympathetic.


‘Saint Joan’s.’


‘What?’


‘Saint Joan’s.’


‘What’s that, a church?’ Pete asked.


‘A school,’ Wellen said. ‘A Catholic girl’s school.’ He glanced again at Barbara. This time, his eyes didn’t seem quite so mean.


‘What grade is she in?’


‘She’s not in any grade. She’s a teacher. Ninth grade English.’


At Fairfax, he slowed down only a bit. He drove onto a sidewalk to get past a line-up of waiting cars, bounced down from the curb, hit the brakes to avoid broadsiding a pickup truck, then gunned the engine and sprinted for the other side as cars in the way swerved and honked.


When Barbara could breathe again, she asked, ‘How far away is that high school where your daughter works?’


‘We’ll be there pretty soon.’


‘We won’t get there at all if you kill us!’ Pete yelled.


A tear was sliding down Wellen’s face, alongside his nose.


‘It’ll be all right,’ Barbara told him.


‘It’s such an old school,’ he said. ‘I think it’s been reinforced to meet earthquake standards, but . . . Dear God, look at all this. How could Saint Joan’s possibly still be standing after . . .’ He shook his head. He was weeping outright, his face streaming.


‘We’re all worried about our families,’ Barbara told him. ‘They’ve gotta be worried about us, too.’


If they’re not dead.


Don’t even think about that. Mom and Dad are fine. They’ve gotta be.


‘Your daughter’s probably just fine,’ she said.


‘I don’t know, I don’t know.’


‘Where is her school?’


He sniffed. ‘On Pico.’


‘Where on Pico?’


‘Normandie.’


‘Normandie!’ Earl cried out. ‘That’s downtown! That’s miles from here.’


‘I’ll drive you back to Rancho Heights. Just as soon as I’ve picked up Katherine.’


‘You won’t be able to drive us back,’ Pete said. ‘Look at the traffic in that direction.’


‘I’ll get you back. Don’t worry.’


‘Just let us off here,’ Barbara said. ‘Just stop and let us out. We can walk back.’


Sobbing, Wellen shook his head. ‘Can’t stop. We’re almost there.’


‘Almost there, my butt,’ Earl said. ‘STOP THE CAR!’ As he shouted, he leaned forward and swatted the side of Wellen’s head. A hard smack. The car lurched to the left. Into the path of a gray Mazda.


Barbara braced against the dash. She squeezed her eyes shut.


Instead of a collision, she felt a sudden jerk to the right.


She looked, saw they were back in their own lane, safe for the moment, and glimpsed Earl’s hand coming toward her about to launch another strike at Wellen.


She grabbed Earl’s wrist. ‘Don’t! Leave him alone! You wanta make him crash?’


‘Let go of me!’ Earl wrenched his arm from her grip. But he didn’t swing at Wellen. Instead, glaring at Barbara, he sank back into his seat. ‘I could make him stop, you know.’


‘I know. You’re so tough.’


‘You wanta see how tough I am, just keep it up.’


‘Oh, I’m scared to death.’


‘Everybody shut up!’ Wellen shouted.


‘If you don’t like it,’ Barbara snapped at him, ‘stop the car and let us out.’


‘I’ll let you out when I’m good and ready, young lady. I’m still the teacher around here. I’m still in charge. So everybody sit still and keep your mouths shut. Is that understood? And as for you, Jones, you can look forward to criminal charges for assault and battery when all this is over.’


‘Oh yeah?’


‘Yeah.’


Ahead, both eastbound lanes were blocked by stopped cars.


Wellen didn’t slow down.


‘Hey,’ Barbara said. And cried out, ‘NO!’ as he poured on the gas. ‘Stop it! Are you nuts?’


He cut to the left and they sped alongside the line of halted cars, straight toward the front of an oncoming RTD bus.




FOUR


‘These’ll come right down, right down,’ Stanley muttered as he sidestepped between two of his mother’s rose bushes. He hated them. He hated all of her rose bushes. They stood at the cinderblock wall like sentinels posted to keep him away.


Though they couldn’t keep him away, they never failed to draw his blood.


No matter how often he trimmed back their thorny branches, no matter how much care he took to suck in his stomach and lift his arms above their reach as he eased through, their thorns always found him.


He’d paid with stinging wounds for his many trips to the wall.


Now, a nettle pricked the back of his shoulder. As he tried to escape it, another nicked his thigh. Both barbs snagged his pajamas and wouldn’t let go.


Stanley almost wished he’d left his bathrobe on; its thick nap would’ve given him some protection from the thorns. But he’d left his robe in the house.


After all, why should he wear it? The morning was warm and luscious. Mother was hardly in any position to complain about his attire. Nobody was likely to complain, considering the circumstances.


Hell, the house had fallen down. What could they expect Stanley to wear, a tux?


He was glad he’d left the robe behind. He enjoyed being outside dressed in nothing except his moccasins and pajamas. He liked how the pajamas drifted lightly against his skin, caressing him. And he liked it that they were so thin; any woman he might meet would be able to see quite a lot of him through the lightweight fabric.


The heavy robe might have saved him from a few scratches, but it would’ve smothered him, hidden him.


After plucking his pajamas free of the thorns, he made it to the wall.


He braced his hands against the cinderblocks, leaned forward and lifted himself on tiptoes to see Sheila’s house.


He moaned.


Beyond the lawn, beyond the concrete patio, the house was down.


It looked as if it had been kicked apart and stomped by a giant.


All that remained was a mess of junk corralled by broken walls – a litter heap of splintered wood, tattered patches of roofing asphalt, red tiles, crumbled stucco and plaster and sheetrock, tendrils of pipe jutting up here and there, a few wires leading to nowhere.


Maybe Sheila wasn’t inside when it went down, Stanley told himself. Anything could’ve happened. Maybe she’d decided to run an extra mile or two. Maybe she’d gone on an errand.


Maybe she was inside, but she’s still alive.


And if I save her, she’ll be so grateful to me that . . .


If she was inside the house when it fell, she has to be dead.


Stanley squeezed his eyes shut. ‘She’s not dead,’ he whispered. ‘She’s not. She’s just fine, and I’m gonna save her.’


Opening his eyes, he clapped his hands down on top of the wall and jumped. He shoved himself higher, belly and groin and thighs scraping against the rough blocks. Elbows locked, he flung a leg up sideways and hooked the top with his foot. Seconds later, he was standing upright on the wall.


Nothing to it!


Should’ve done it months ago! Should’ve climbed right over the wall and enjoyed some close-up views.


But he’d never dared. Afraid of being caught.


By Mother. Or by Sheila’s husband.


So he had never done more than peer over its top. At night after Mother had gone to bed. During the day, those occasional times when Mother was away from the house without him.


He’d seen a lot, but never enough. Never near enough.


From now on, there would be no Mother in his way. He could do whatever he pleased.


But now it was too late. The quake had seen to that.


It just isn’t fair, Stanley thought.


From his height above the wall, he could see that the houses on both sides of Sheila’s place still stood. They had broken windows, some cracks in the walls, and they might’ve sustained some serious damage beyond Stanley’s view. But they hadn’t collapsed.


Why her place?


Nobody even lived in the house to the left. It had been vacant for two months, a FOR SALE sign in the front yard. And the young couple who lived in the house to the right both held full-time jobs. So they probably weren’t even home when the quake struck.


Nobody home at two out of three. The quake had dropped the only house with a person in it.


Not just any person. Sheila.


My Sheila.


Stanley leaped. In midair, he realized he should’ve lowered himself down from the wall instead of jumping. But it was a bit late for that.


His feet pounded the ground. Pain shot up both his legs. He stumbled forward, leaving one moccasin behind, and fell. He landed on his knees, dived from there, and skidded headfirst over the grass.


The grass felt thick and soft and very wet. Stanley lay motionless on it for a few seconds, then got slowly to his feet. The front of his pajamas clung to him. Where the pale blue fabric adhered to his skin, it looked nearly transparent.


He went back for his moccasin, slipped his foot into it, then headed for the ruin of Sheila’s house.


The sunlight on the concrete patio made him squint. The patio looked fine. Normal. Just the same as always. There was the Weber grill that often sent such wonderful aromas into the evening. There was the picnic table, a flower pot in its center, a long bench on either side. There was the lounger with its faded, green cushion.


Four times during the past few weeks, he had gazed over the wall and found Sheila stretched out on this very lounger. She had worn a skimpy white bikini. She’d rubbed her skin with oil, but hadn’t been able to reach the middle of her back.


Only twice had he seen the daughter come out to sunbathe. Her bikini was orange. Compared to Sheila, she looked scrawny. Skin and bones. Cute, but not in the same league as her mother.


As if anybody could be.


Only last Wednesday, Louise Thayer had taken Mother to a bridge party and Stanley had visited the wall. Peering over the top, he’d spied Sheila sprawled bellydown on the lounger. She wore a baseball cap and sunglasses. She read a book. Her bikini top was untied, leaving her bare and glossy all the way down her back. A small white triangle draped the middle of her rump. A white cord crossed her hip. Except for that cord, her side was nothing but sleek skin all the way down from her shoulder to her foot.


Stanley had gazed at her, aching.


She’s got to move sooner or later, he’d thought. She’ll get up. And maybe she’ll be careless about her top. Maybe she’ll lift herself up, and it’ll stay down there on the cushion.


Maybe she’ll even turn over onto her back without it!


Yes!


She might! She just might!


And Stanley had suddenly remembered the binoculars in his bedroom closet.


He couldn’t take a picture of her, thanks to the Bitch, but he could damn sure get a good close-up look with his field glasses.


So he’d hurried away to get them.


Hurried so fast that he’d ended up with three nicks from the rose bush thorns.


No more than four minutes later, he’d returned to the wall, binoculars in hand, ready and eager.


No Sheila.


She was gone. Her book was gone. Her plastic bottle of suntan oil was gone.


She had gotten up, and he would never know whether or not she’d been careless about her top. He’d missed it. Gone for the binoculars and missed it!


In a rage, he had slammed the binoculars against the wall. Pounded them, smashed them.


Now, he realized that he had missed more than a chance to see Sheila rise from the lounger, possibly revealing her breasts.


He had missed his last chance.


Because now she was somewhere under all that rubble.


Crushed, ruined, dead.


Stanley walked over to the lounger. Its green cushion, faded in places so it was almost white, showed yellow and brown stains in the rough shape of a body. Run-off from Sheila, he thought. Some from Barbara, too, he supposed.


Crouching, he sniffed the cushion. Its dry, sweet aroma whispered to him of long summer days and sweltering beaches, the squeal of gulls, the rush of combers washing over the sand.


It’s her suntan oil, he realized.


Suntan oil and sweat.


He pressed his face into the cushion. Eyes shut, he felt the warm fabric against his lids – and against his lips as he sucked, filling himself with the air from the cushion.


Sheila was right here.


He licked the cloth.


And sucked.


And thought he heard a voice.


The voice didn’t startle him, didn’t worry him. It hadn’t come from someone near enough to observe what he was doing.


He hadn’t been caught.


And he didn’t intend to get caught, so he raised his head. A dark patch of wetness on the cloth showed where his mouth had been.


Glancing all around, he saw no one.


He heard no voice.


Maybe he hadn’t heard a voice at all. It might’ve been something different. No telling what he had really heard through the awful clutter of noises: the wailing, blaring, hooting alarms from cars or houses; the sirens nearby and far away; the car horns beeping over on Robertson Boulevard; the whup-whup-whup of a helicopter that was out of sight but not very far away; the bangs and pops and blasts (none alarmingly loud) that might be backfires or slams, but were probably gunshots; a scream of car brakes; the sound of a crash; various other clamors and roars.


A regular chaos of noises.


Stanley heard such noises every day, but not so many of them, not all at once.


One of the neighborhood’s normal sounds was missing, though. Probably the worst of all. The leaf-blowers. This morning, they were silent.


All the little crews of lawn workers must’ve decided to take the day off on account of the Big One.


Just three days ago, Mother had demanded that Stanley ‘do something’ about the Mexican gardeners who’d shown up across the street at seven-thirty and demolished the morning peace. First, they’d slammed the tailgate of their antique pickup truck. Then they’d gone into action with the power mower and the leaf-blower. The din of the blower had destroyed the last of Mother’s restraint.


‘You go out there right this minute and do something, Stanley!’


‘What am I supposed to do?’


‘Have a word with them. They’ve no right, no right in the world, to be raising such a Godawful racket at an hour like this.’


‘They’ll be done in a while.’


‘Stanley!’


‘It won’t do any good, anyway. They won’t understand a word I say.’


Behind her glasses, her eyes narrowed. ‘I suppose you’re right. Damn wetbacks. They’ve got no business coming to this country if they can’t learn to speak . . .’


‘I know, I know.’


‘Call the police.’


‘The police? I’m not gonna call the police about a leaf-blower.’


‘I will.’ Scowling, she had wheeled herself toward the telephone. After passing Stanley, she’d looked back at him. ‘You’re totally worthless, do you know that? You’ve got no balls at all. Your father was a complete pervert and a moron, but at least he had balls. But not you. I’ve never seen such a worthless excuse for a man.’


Remembering, Stanley smiled.


Had the balls to bust your head in, Bitch.


As he thought that, he heard a voice again. This time, it seemed to find its way through a gap in the tumult of noise. A woman’s voice. It called out, ‘Hey!’


From somewhere in front of Stanley.


From somewhere in the rubble.


He felt an explosion of wild hope.


He shouted, ‘Hello!’


‘Help!’ the voice called back. ‘Helllllp!’


He stepped to the very border of the debris. Off to the left, a portion of the chimney rose out of the mess. The fireplace itself was buried, but a seascape still hung on a remnant of wall above the mantel. The painting looked only a little crooked.


No other artwork was visible. Nor could Stanley spot any piece of furniture, any book or garment, utensil or knick-knack. Except for the lone painting, the only signs that the house had been inhabited were the refrigerator and oven that still stood upright in what must have been the kitchen – near the right front corner. Every other possession of Sheila and her family was apparently entombed beneath the fallen walls and ceiling and roof. The scatter of mounds and slopes, he supposed, showed where there might be hidden sofas, beds, dressers, counters.


Under one of the piles might be Sheila herself.


‘Where are you?’ Stanley yelled.


‘Down here!’


The sound seemed to come from an area somewhere ahead and to his right – near the oven? At the time of the quake, he had pictured her taking a bath or shower, but maybe she’d been in the kitchen.


‘I’m on my way,’ Stanley called. He reached out his leg, planted his foot atop of a tilted slab of stucco, wondered for a moment if it would hold him, then stepped aboard. The stucco wobbled, but he kept his footing.


From there, he surveyed the area ahead.


The tumbled remains of the house bristled with shards of window glass, with rows of nails. The thin leather soles of his moccasins might save his feet from cuts, but . . .


Just don’t step on a nail, he warned himself as he risked another stride.


And for God’s sake don’t fall.


He spread his arms for balance.


He picked his route carefully and moved slowly, trying to avoid slabs or chunks or boards that didn’t look stable. Some broke apart anyway. Many teetered. A few flipped and dropped him ankle-deep into laths or plaster.


‘Are you there?’ the voice called.


It had to be Sheila’s voice. Though it sounded louder, more distinct than before, it was still battered by conflicting noises. Besides, he’d only heard her speak a few times. He couldn’t be sure this was Sheila.


Must be, he thought. It’s her house. Who else could it be?


‘I’m coming,’ he answered. ‘Are you hurt?’


‘I think I’m okay. But I’m trapped. I can’t move.’


Her voice didn’t actually seem to be coming from the kitchen area – from that general direction, but not from that distance. Sheila was not so far away. Maybe ten or fifteen feet this side of the oven.


He couldn’t see her, though. Between Stanley and the place where Sheila seemed to be, there stood hills of rubble and the low remains of a few interior walls.


Heading that way, he called, ‘Was anybody else in the house?’


‘No. Just me.’


‘What’s your name?’


‘Sheila. Sheila Banner.’


Yes!


‘I’m Stanley Banks. I live in the house behind you.’


‘Sure am glad you showed up, Stanley.’


‘I was checking around the neighborhood and saw the condition of your house.’


‘You mean they didn’t all go down?’


‘Nope. From what I’ve seen so far, maybe one out of three or four got leveled.’


‘My God!’


‘Could’ve been a lot worse.’


‘I just hope to God the school’s okay.’


Careful, Stanley thought. ‘Do you have a child?’


‘Yeah. She goes to Rancho Heights High. Have you heard anything – any news?’


‘None. It must’ve been a hell of a quake, though.’


‘They always said we’d get it.’


‘Yeah.’ He began to climb a slope of wreckage. Until now, he had avoided anything so high. He could’ve detoured around this one, but knew there would be a good view from its top.


If I can just get there in one piece.


He made his way upward slowly, crouching, open hands down low so that he might catch himself if he should slip.


‘How about your house?’ Sheila called.


‘It got . . .’ His left foot suddenly triggered a small avalanche. He scrambled higher and found solid footing. Hunched there, he panted for breath. He was shaking, drenched with sweat. His pajamas felt sodden. His moccasins felt gooey inside, as if they’d been lathered with lard.


‘Stanley?’


‘Yeah?’


‘Are you all right?’


‘Fine.’


‘Are you sure? Did you fall?’


‘Some stuff . . . gave out under me. I’m okay.’


‘Be careful. I don’t want you hurting yourself.’


‘Thanks.’ Slowly, he straightened up. With a damp pajama sleeve, he wiped his face.


‘What about your family?’ Sheila asked. ‘Are you married?’
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