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Micky Bellsong has a history of making wrong choices; she wants to change but can’t find her way. She is living, temporarily, with her aunt in a dusty trailer park on the edge of the Californian dream. There she meets Leilani Maddoc, a precocious, radiant, dazzlingly charming nine-year-old. Although Leilani’s left leg requires a brace and her left hand is deformed as well, she is buoyant and indomitable; her great spirit begins to inspire change in Micky.

But under Leilani’s charm and buoyancy, Micky also senses a quiet desperation and a fear that the girl does not express. Then the Maddoc family disappears.

Micky is convinced that Leilani’s life is in danger, and no one seems to care but Micky herself. To the surprise of everyone who knows her – indeed, surprising even herself – Micky is for the first time living for something bigger than her own desires, for someone other than herself. She sets out across America to track and to find the Maddocs, alone and afraid but increasingly obsessed – and discovers that she has pitted herself against an adversary as fearsome as he is cunning.

A superb story of redemption, fear and wonder, ONE DOOR AWAY FROM HEAVEN is a gripping novel from international bestselling author Dean Koontz. It is a journey of incredible peril and stunning discoveries, a journey filled with tragedy and joy, with humour, with terror and hope, a journey that will forever change everyone who reads it.


Dean Koontz is the author of 58 New York Times bestsellers, of which 15 have risen to No.1. His books have sold over 450 million copies worldwide, a figure that increases by more than 17 million copies per year, and his work is translated into 38 languages.

He was born and raised in Pennsylvania and lives with his wife Gerda and their dog Anna in Southern California.

 

Praise for Dean Koontz

‘Koontz’s art is making the reader believe the impossible . . . sit back and enjoy it’ Sunday Telegraph

‘A master of the thriller genre’ Washington Post

‘Dean Koontz has always boldly gone where no other fiction writer has even considered going before. As ever, the writing is fluid, the dynamic taut and the relationships between characters compulsive’ The Times

‘Tumbling, hallucinogenic prose . . . “Serious” writers might do well to examine his technique’ New York Times


Praise for ONE DOOR AWAY FROM HEAVEN

‘Chock-a-block with trademark characters vulnerable kids, nurturing parental substitutes, a dog of above-average intelligence and a villain of insuperable nastiness sure to provoke a pleasurable conditioned response from his readers . . . A terrific cover will alert browsers to the awe and mystery within the novel’ Publishers Weekly

‘Suspense, humor and plenty of heart . . . spooky and satisfying’ People

‘A web of intrigue . . . Koontz lets the reader glide along, turning the pages in wonder’ Denver Post

‘A thrilling chase, adventure, mystery, suspense . . . funny, scary, filled with unexpected plot twists—Koontz at the top of his considerable form’ Toronto Sun

‘Koontz lights up a dark galaxy’ Kirkus Reviews


This book is dedicated to Irwyn Applebaum, who has encouraged me ‘to take the train out there where the trains don’t usually go,’ and whose character as both a publisher and a man has restored my lost faith in the publishing industry, or business, or folly, or whatever else it might accurately be called.
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Humor is emotional chaos remembered in tranquility.

—James Thurber

Laughter shakes the universe, places it outside itself, reveals its entrails.

—Octavio Paz

Why does man kill? He kills for food. And not only food: frequently, there must be a beverage.

—Woody Allen

In the end, everything is a gag.

—Charlie Chaplin

Unextinguished laughter shakes the skies.

—Homer, The Iliad

Funny had better be sad somewhere.

—Jerry Lewis
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The world is full of broken people. Splints, casts, miracle drugs, and time can’t mend fractured hearts, wounded minds, torn spirits.

Currently, sunshine was Micky Bellsong’s medication of choice, and southern California in late August was an apothecary with a deep supply of this prescription.

Tuesday afternoon, wearing a bikini and oiled for broiling, Micky reclined in a lounge chair in her aunt Geneva’s backyard. The nylon webbing was a nausea-inducing shade of green, and it sagged, too, and the aluminum joints creaked as though the lawn furniture were far older than Micky, who was only twenty-eight, but who sometimes felt ancient.

Her aunt, from whom fate had stolen everything except a reliable sense of humor, referred to the yard as ‘the garden.’ That would be the rosebush.

The property was wider than it was deep, to allow the full length of the house trailer to face the street. Instead of a lawn with trees, a narrow covered patio shaded the front entrance. Here in the back, a strip of grass extended from one side of the lot to the other, but it provided a scant twelve feet of turf between the door and the rear fence. The grass flourished because Geneva watered it regularly with a hose.

The rosebush, however, responded perversely to tender care.

In spite of ample sunshine, water, and plant food, in spite of the regular aeration of its roots and periodic treatment with measured doses of insecticide, the bush remained as scraggly and as blighted as any specimen watered with venom and fed pure sulfur in the satanic gardens of Hell.

Face to the sun, eyes closed, striving to empty her mind of all thought, yet troubled by insistent memories, Micky had been cooking for half an hour when a small sweet voice asked, ‘Are you suicidal?’

She turned her head toward the speaker and saw a girl of nine or ten standing at the low, sagging picket fence that separated this trailer space from the one to the west. Sun glare veiled the kid’s features.

‘Skin cancer kills,’ the girl explained.

‘So does vitamin D deficiency.’

‘Not likely.’

‘Your bones get soft.’

‘Rickets. I know. But you can get vitamin D in tuna, eggs, and dairy products. That’s better than too much sun.’

Closing her eyes again, turning her face to the deadly blazing heavens, Micky said, ‘Well, I don’t intend to live forever.’

‘Why not?’

‘Maybe you haven’t noticed, but nobody does.’

‘I probably will,’ the girl declared.

‘How’s that work?’

‘A little extraterrestrial DNA.’

‘Yeah, right. You’re part alien.’

‘Not yet. I have to make contact first.’

Micky opened her eyes again and squinted at the ET wannabe. ‘You’ve been watching too many reruns of The X Files, kid.’

‘I’ve only got until my next birthday, and then all bets are off.’ The girl moved along the swooning fence to a point where it had entirely collapsed. She clattered across the flattened section of pickets and approached Micky. ‘Do you believe in life after death?’

‘I’m not sure I believe in life before death,’ Micky said.

‘I knew you were suicidal.’

‘I’m not suicidal. I’m just a wiseass.’

Even after stepping off the splintered fence staves onto the grass, the girl moved awkwardly. ‘We’re renting next door. We just moved in. My name’s Leilani.’

As Leilani drew closer, Micky saw that she wore a complicated steel brace on her left leg, from the ankle to above the knee.

‘Isn’t that an Hawaiian name?’ Micky asked.

‘My mother’s a little nuts about all things Hawaiian.’

Leilani wore khaki shorts. Her right leg was fine, but in the cradle of steel and padding, her left leg appeared to be malformed.

‘In fact,’ Leilani continued, ‘old Sinsemilla – that’s my mother – is a little nuts, period.’

‘Sinsemilla? That’s a . . .’

‘Type of marijuana. Maybe she was Cindy Sue or Barbara way back in the Jurassic period, but she’s called herself Sinsemilla as long as I’ve known her.’ Leilani settled into a hideous orange-and-blue chair as decrepit as Micky’s bile-green lounge. ‘This lawn furniture sucks.’

‘Someone gave it to Aunt Geneva for nothing.’

‘She ought to’ve been paid to take it. Anyway, they put old Sinsemilla in an institution once and shot like fifty or a hundred thousand volts of electricity through her brain, but it didn’t help.’

‘You shouldn’t make up stuff like that about your own mother.’

Leilani shrugged. ‘It’s the truth. I couldn’t make up anything as weird as what is. In fact, they blasted her brain several times. Probably, if they’d done it just once more, old Sinsemilla would’ve developed a taste for electricity. Now she’d be sticking her finger in a socket about ten times a day. She’s an addictive personality, but she means well.’

Although the sky was a furnace grate, although Micky was slick with coconut-scented lotion and sweat, she’d grown all but oblivious of the sun. ‘How old are you, kid?’

‘Nine. But I’m precocious. What’s your name?’

‘Micky.’

‘That’s a name for a boy or a mouse. So it’s probably Michelle. Most women your age are named Michelle or Heather or Courtney.’

‘My age?’

‘No offense intended.’

‘It’s Michelina.’

Leilani wrinkled her nose. ‘Too precious.’

‘Michelina Bellsong.’

‘No wonder you’re suicidal.’

‘Therefore – Micky.’

‘I’m Klonk.’

‘You’re what?’

‘Leilani Klonk.’

Micky cocked her head and frowned skeptically. ‘I’m not sure I should believe anything you tell me.’

‘Sometimes names are destiny. Look at you. Two pretty names, and you’re as gorgeous as a model – except for all the sweat and your face puffy with a hangover.’

‘Thanks. I guess.’

‘Me, on the other hand – I’ve got one pretty name followed by a clinker like Klonk. Half of me is sort of pretty—’

‘You’re very pretty,’ Micky assured her.

This was true. Golden hair. Eyes as blue as gentian petals. The clarity of Leilani’s features promised that hers was not the transient beauty of childhood, but an enduring quality.

‘Half of me,’ Leilani conceded, ‘might turn heads one day, but that’s balanced by the fact that I’m a mutant.’

‘You’re not a mutant.’

The girl stamped her left foot on the ground, causing the leg brace to rattle softly. She raised her left hand, which proved to be deformed: The little finger and the ring finger were fused into a single misshapen digit that was connected by a thick web of tissue to a gnarled and stubby middle finger.

Until now, Micky hadn’t noticed this deformity. ‘Everyone’s got imperfections,’ she said.

‘This isn’t like having a big schnoz. I’m either a mutant or a cripple, and I refuse to be a cripple. People pity cripples, but they’re afraid of mutants.’

‘You want people to be afraid of you?’

‘Fear implies respect,’ Leilani said.

‘So far, you’re not registering high on my terror meter.’

‘Give me time. You’ve got a great body.’

Disconcerted to hear such a thing from a child, Micky covered her discomfort with self-deprecation: ‘Yeah, well, by nature I’m a huge pudding. I’ve got to work hard to stay like this.’

‘No you don’t. You were born perfect, and you’ve got one of those metabolisms tuned like a space-shuttle gyroscope. You could eat half a cow and drink a keg of beer every day, and your butt would actually tighten up a notch.’

Micky couldn’t remember the last time that she’d been rendered speechless by anyone, but with this girl, she was nearly befuddled into silence. ‘How would you know?’

‘I can tell,’ Leilani assured her. ‘You don’t run, you don’t power walk—’

‘I work out.’

‘Oh? When was your last workout?’

‘Yesterday,’ Micky lied.

‘Yeah,’ said Leilani, ‘and I was out waltzing all night.’ She stamped her left foot again, rattling her leg brace. ‘Having a great metabolism is nothing to be ashamed about. It’s not like laziness or anything.’

‘Thanks for your approval.’

‘Your boobs are real, aren’t they?’

‘Girl, you are an amazing piece of work.’

‘Thanks. They must be real. Even the best implants don’t look that natural. Unless there’s major improvement in implant technology, my best hope is to develop good boobs. You can be a mutant and still attract men if you’ve got great boobs. That’s been my observation, anyway. Men can be lovely creatures, but in some ways, they’re pathetically predictable.’

‘You’re nine, huh?’

‘My birthday was February twenty-eighth. That was Ash Wednesday this year. Do you believe in fasting and penitence?’

With a sigh and a laugh, Micky said, ‘Why don’t we save time and you just tell me what I believe?’

‘Probably not much of anything,’ Leilani said, without a pause. ‘Except in having fun and getting through the day.’

Micky was left speechless not by the child’s acute perception but by hearing the truth put so bluntly, especially as this was a truth that she had long avoided contemplating.

‘Nothing wrong with having fun,’ said Leilani. ‘One of the things I believe, if you want to know, is that we’re here to enjoy life.’ She shook her head. ‘Amazing. Men must be all over you.’

‘Not anymore,’ Micky said, surprised to hear herself reply at all, let alone so revealingly.

A lopsided smile tugged at the right corner of the girl’s mouth, and unmistakable merriment enlivened her blue eyes. ‘Now don’t you wish you could see me as a mutant?’

‘What?’

‘As long as you think of me as a handicapped waif, your pity doesn’t allow you to be impolite. On the other hand, if you could see me as a weird and possibly dangerous mutant, you’d tell me none of this is my business, and you’d hustle me back to my own yard.’

‘You’re looking more like a mutant all the time.’

Clapping her hands in delight, Leilani said, ‘I knew there must be some gumption in you.’ She rose from her chair with a hitch and pointed across the backyard. ‘What’s that thing?’

‘A rosebush.’

‘No, really.’

‘Really. It’s a rosebush.’

‘No roses.’

‘The potential’s there.’

‘Hardly any leaves.’

‘Lots of thorns, though,’ Micky noted.

Squinching her face, Leilani said, ‘I bet it pulls up its roots late at night and creeps around the neighborhood, eating stray cats.’

‘Lock your doors.’

‘We don’t have cats.’ Leilani blinked. ‘Oh.’ She grinned. ‘Good one.’ She hooked her right hand into an imitation of a claw, raked the air, and hissed.

‘What did you mean when you said “all bets are off”?’

‘When did I say that?’ Leilani asked disingenuously.

‘You said you’ve only got until your next birthday, and then all bets are off.’

‘Oh, the alien-contact thing.’

Although that wasn’t an answer, she turned away from Micky and crossed the lawn in a steel-stiffened gait.

Micky leaned forward from the angled back of the lounge chair. ‘Leilani?’

‘I say a lot of stuff. Not all of it means anything.’ At the gap in the broken fence, the girl stopped and turned. ‘Say, Michelina Bellsong, did I ask whether you believe in life after death?’

‘And I was a wiseass.’

‘Yeah, I remember now.’

‘So . . . do you?’ Micky asked.

‘Do I what?’

‘Believe in life after death?’

Gazing at Micky with a solemnity that she hadn’t exhibited before, the girl at last said, ‘I better.’

As she negotiated the fallen pickets and crossed the neglected sun-browned lawn next door, the faint click-and-squeak of her leg brace faded until it could have been mistaken for the language of industrious insects hard at work in the hot, dry air.

For a while after the girl had gone into the neighboring house trailer, Micky sat forward in the lounge chair, staring at the door through which she had disappeared.

Leilani was a pretty package of charm, intelligence, and cocky attitude that masked an aching vulnerability. But while remembered moments of their encounter now brought a smile to Micky, she was also left with a vague uneasiness. Like a quick dark fish, some disturbing half-glimpsed truth had seemed to dart beneath the surface of their conversation, though it eluded her net.

The liquid-thick heat of the late-August sun pooled around Micky. She felt as though she were floating in a hot bath.

The scent of recently mown grass saturated the still air: the intoxicating essence of summer.

In the distance rose the lulling rumble-hum of freeway traffic, a not unpleasant drone that might be mistaken for the rhythmic susurration of the sea.

She should have grown drowsy, at least lethargic, but her mind hummed more busily than the traffic, and her body grew stiff with a tension that the sun couldn’t cook from her.

Although it seemed unrelated to Leilani Klonk, Micky recalled something that her aunt Geneva had said only the previous evening, over dinner. . . .

‘Change isn’t easy, Micky. Changing the way you live means changing how you think. Changing how you think means changing what you believe about life. That’s hard, sweetie. When we make our own misery, we sometimes cling to it even when we want so bad to change, because the misery is something we know. The misery is comfortable.’

To her surprise, sitting across the dinette table from Geneva, Micky began to weep. No racking sobs. Discreet, this weeping. The plate of homemade lasagna blurred in front of her, and hot tears slid down her cheeks. She kept her fork in motion throughout this silent salty storm, loath to acknowledge what was happening to her.

She hadn’t cried since childhood. She’d thought that she was beyond tears, too tough for self-pity and too hardened to be moved by the plight of anyone else. With grim determination, angry with herself for this weakness, she continued eating even though her throat grew so thick with emotion that she had difficulty swallowing.

Geneva, who knew her niece’s stoic nature, nevertheless didn’t seem surprised by the tears. She didn’t comment on them, because she surely knew that consolation wouldn’t be welcome.

By the time Micky’s vision cleared and her plate was clean, she was able to say, ‘I can do what I need to do. I can get where I want to go, no matter how hard it is.’

Geneva added one thought before changing the subject: ‘It’s also true that sometimes – not often, but once in a great while – your life can change for the better in one moment of grace, almost a sort of miracle. Something so powerful can happen, someone so special come along, some precious understanding descend on you so unexpectedly that it just pivots you in a new direction, changes you forever. Girl, I’d give everything I have if that could happen for you.’

To stave off more tears, Micky said, ‘That’s sweet, Aunt Gen, but everything you have doesn’t amount to squat.’

Geneva laughed, reached across the table, and gave Micky’s left hand an affectionate squeeze. ‘That’s true enough, honey. But I’ve still got about half a squat more than you do.’

Strangely, here in the sunshine, less than a day later, Micky couldn’t stop thinking about the transforming moment of grace that Geneva had wished for her. She didn’t believe in miracles, neither the supernatural sort that involved guardian angels and the radiant hand of God revealed nor the merely statistical variety that might present her with a winning lottery ticket.

Yet she had the curious and unsettling sensation of movement within, of a turning in her heart and mind, toward a new point on the compass.

‘Just indigestion,’ she murmured with self-derision, because she knew that she was the same shiftless, screwed-up woman who had come to Geneva a week ago with two suitcases full of clothes, an ’81 Chevrolet Camaro that whiffered and wheezed worse than a pneumonic horse, and a past that wound like chains around her.

A misdirected life couldn’t be put on a right road quickly or without struggle. For all of Geneva’s appealing talk of a miraculous moment of transformation, nothing had happened to pivot Micky toward grace.

Nevertheless, for reasons that she could not understand, every aspect of this day – the spangled sunshine, the heat, the rumble of the distant freeway traffic, the fragrances of cut grass and sweat-soured coconut oil, three yellow butterflies as bright as gift-box bows – suddenly seemed full of meaning, mystery, and moment.
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In a faint and inconstant breeze, waves stir through the lush meadow. At this lonely hour, in this strange place, a boy can easily imagine that monsters swim ceaselessly through the moon-silvered sea of grass that shimmers out there beyond the trees.

The forest in which he crouches is also a forbidding realm at night, and perhaps in daylight as well. Fear has been his companion for the past hour, as he’s traveled twisting trails through exotic underbrush, beneath interlaced boughs that have provided only an occasional brief glimpse of the night sky.

Predators on the wooden highways overhead might be stalking him, leaping gracefully limb to limb, as silent and as merciless as the cold stars beneath which they prowl. Or perhaps without warning, a hideous tunneling something, all teeth and appetite, will explode out of the forest floor under his feet, biting him in half or swallowing him whole.

A vivid imagination has always been his refuge. Tonight it is his curse.

Before him, past this final line of trees, the meadow waits. Waits. Too bright under the fat moon. Deceptively peaceful.

He suspects this is a killing ground. He doubts that he will reach the next stand of trees alive.

Sheltering against a weathered outcropping of rock, he wishes desperately that his mother were with him. But she will never be at his side again in this life.

An hour ago, he witnessed her murder.

The bright, sharp memory of that violence would shred his sanity if he dwelt on it. For the sake of survival, he must forget, at least for now, that particular terror, that unbearable loss.

Huddled in the hostile night, he hears himself making miserable sounds. His mother always told him that he was a brave boy; but no brave boy surrenders this easily to his misery.

Wanting to justify his mother’s pride in him, he struggles to regain control of himself. Later, if he lives, he’ll have a lifetime for anguish, loss, and loneliness.

Gradually he finds strength not in the memory of her murder, not in a thirst for vengeance or justice, but in the memory of her love, her toughness, her steely resolution. His wretched sobbing subsides.

Silence.

The darkness of the woods.

The meadow waiting under the moon.

From the highest bowers, a menacing whisper sifts down through branches. Maybe it is nothing more than a breeze that has found an open door in the attic of the forest.

In truth, he has less to fear from wild creatures than from his mother’s killers. He has no doubt that they still pursue him.

They should have caught him long ago. This territory, however, is as unknown to them as it is to him.

And perhaps his mother’s spirit watches over him.

Even if she’s here in the night, unseen at his side, he can’t rely on her. He has no guardian but himself, no hope other than his wits and courage.

Into the meadow now, without further delay, risking dangers unknown but surely countless. A ripe grassy scent overlays the more subtle smell of rich, raw soil.

The land slopes down to the west. The earth is soft, and the grass is easily trampled. When he pauses to look back, even the pale moonlamp is bright enough to reveal the route he followed.

He has no choice but to forge on.

If he ever dreamed, he could convince himself that he’s in a dream now, that this landscape seems strange because it exists only in his mind, that regardless of how long or how fast he runs, he’ll never arrive at a destination, but will race perpetually through alternating stretches of moon-dazzled meadow and bristling blind-dark forest.

In fact, he has no idea where he’s going. He’s not familiar with this land. Civilization might lie within reach, but more likely than not, he’s plunging deeper into a vast wilderness.

In his peripheral vision, he repeatedly glimpses movement: ghostly stalkers flanking him. Each time that he looks more directly, he sees only tall grass trembling in the breeze. Yet these phantom outrunners frighten him, and breath by ragged breath, he becomes increasingly convinced that he won’t live to reach the next growth of trees.

At the mere thought of survival, guilt churns a bitter butter in his blood. He has no right to live when everyone else perished.

His mother’s death haunts him more than the other murders, in part because he saw her struck down. He heard the screams of the others, but by the time he found them, they were dead, and their steaming remains were so grisly that he could not make an emotional connection between the loved ones he had known and those hideous cadavers.

Now, from moonlight into darkling forest once more. The meadow behind him. The tangled maze of brush and bramble ahead.

Against all odds, he’s still alive.

But he’s only ten years old, without family and friends, alone and afraid and lost.
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Noah Farrel was sitting in his parked Chevy, minding someone else’s business, when the windshield imploded.

Noshing on a cream-filled snack cake, contentedly plastering a fresh coat of fat on his artery walls, he suddenly found himself holding a half-eaten treat rendered crunchier but inedible by sprinkles of gummy-prickly safety glass.

Even as Noah dropped the ruined cake, the front passenger’s-side window shattered under the impact of a tire iron.

He bolted from the car through the driver’s door, looked across the roof, and confronted a man mountain with a shaved head and a nose ring. The Chevy stood in an open space midway between massive Indian laurels, and though it wasn’t shaded by the trees, it was sixty or eighty feet from the nearest streetlamp and thus in gloom; however, the glow of the Chevy’s interior lights allowed Noah to see the window-basher. The guy grinned and winked.

Movement to Noah’s left drew his attention. A few feet away, another demolition expert swung a sledgehammer at a headlight.

This steroid-inflated gentleman wore sneakers, pink workout pants with a drawstring waist, and a black T-shirt. The impressive mass of bone in his brow surely weighed more than the five-pound sledge that he swung, and his upper lip was nearly as long as his ponytail.

Even as the last of the cracked plastic and the shattered glass from the headlamp rang and rattled against the pavement, the human Good & Plenty slammed the hammer against the hood of the car.

Simultaneously, the guy with the polished head and the decorated nostril used the lug-wrench end of the tire iron to break out the rear window on the passenger’s side, perhaps because he’d been offended by his reflection.

The noise grew hellish. Prone to headaches these days, Noah wanted nothing more than quiet and a pair of aspirin.

‘Excuse me,’ he said to the bargain-basement Thor as the hammer arced high over the hood again, and he leaned into the car through the open door to pluck the key from the ignition.

His house key was on the same ring. When he finally got home, by whatever means, he didn’t want to discover that these behemoths were hosting a World Wrestling Federation beer party in his bungalow.

On the passenger’s seat lay the digital camera that contained photos of the philandering husband entering the house across the street and being greeted at the door by his lover. If Noah reached for the camera, he’d no doubt be left with a hand full of bones as shattered as the windshield.

Pocketing his keys, he walked away, past modest ranch-style houses with neatly trimmed lawns and shrubs, where moon-silvered trees stood whisperless in the warm still air.

Behind him, underlying the steady rhythmic crash of the hammer, the tire iron took up a syncopated beat, tattooing the Chevy fenders and trunk lid.

Here on the perimeter of a respectable residential neighborhood in Anaheim, the home of Disneyland, scenes from A Clockwork Orange weren’t reenacted every day. Nevertheless, made fearful by too much television news, the residents proved more cautious than curious. No one ventured outside to discover the reason for the fracas.

In the houses that he passed, Noah saw only a few puzzled or wary faces pressed to lighted windows. None of them was Mickey, Minnie, Donald, or Goofy.

When he glanced back, he noticed a Lincoln Navigator pulling away from the curb across the street, no doubt containing associates of the creative pair who were making modern art out of his car. Every ten or twelve steps, he checked on the SUV, and always it drifted slowly along in his wake, pacing him.

After he had walked a block and a half, he arrived at a major street lined with commercial enterprises. Many businesses were closed now, at 9:20 on a Tuesday night.

The Chevy-smashing shivaree continued unabated, but distance and intervening layers of laurel branches filtered cacophony into a muted clump-and-crackle.

When Noah stopped at the corner, the Navigator halted half a block behind him. The driver waited to see which way he would go.

In the small of his back, holstered under his Hawaiian shirt, Noah carried a revolver. He didn’t think he would need the weapon. Nevertheless, he had no plans to remake it into a plowshare.

He turned right and, within another block and a half, arrived at a tavern. Here he might not be able to obtain aspirin, but ice-cold Dos Equis would be available.

When it came to health care, he wasn’t a fanatic about specific remedies.

The long bar lay to the right of the door. In a row down the center of the room, each of eight plank-top tables bore a candle in an amber-glass holder.

Fewer than half the stools and chairs were occupied. Several guys and one woman wore cowboy hats, as though they had been abducted and then displaced in space or time by meddling extraterrestrials.

The concrete floor, painted ruby-red, appeared to have been mopped at least a couple times since Christmas, and underlying the stale-beer smell was a faint scent of disinfectant. If the place had cockroaches, they would probably be small enough that Noah might just be able to wrestle them into submission.

Along the left wall were high-backed wooden booths with seats padded in red leatherette, a few unoccupied. He settled into the booth farthest from the door.

He ordered a beer from a waitress who had evidently sewn herself into her faded, peg-legged blue jeans and red checkered shirt. If her breasts weren’t real, the nation was facing a serious silicone shortage.

‘You want a glass?’ she asked.

‘The bottle’s probably cleaner.’

‘Has to be,’ she agreed as she headed for the bar.

While Alan Jackson filled the jukebox with a melancholy lament about loneliness, Noah fished the automobile-club card out of his wallet. He unclipped the phone from his belt and called the twenty-four-hour help-line number.

The woman who assisted him sounded like his aunt Lilly, his old man’s sister, whom he hadn’t seen in fifteen years, but her voice had no sentimental effect on him. Lilly had shot Noah’s dad in the head, killing him, and had wounded Noah himself – once in the left shoulder, once in the right thigh – when he was sixteen, thereby squelching any affection he might have felt toward her.

‘The tires will probably be slashed,’ he told the auto-club woman, ‘so send a flatbed instead of a standard tow truck.’ He gave her the address where the car could be found and also the name of the dealership to which it should be delivered. ‘Tomorrow morning’s soon enough. Better not send anyone out there until the Beagle Boys have hammered themselves into exhaustion.’

‘Who?’

‘If you’ve never read Scrooge McDuck comic books, my literary allusion will be lost on you.’

Arriving just then with a Dos Equis, the cowgirl waitress said, ‘When I was seventeen, I applied for a character job at Disneyland, but they turned me down.’

Pressing END on his phone, Noah frowned. ‘Character job?’

‘You know, walking around the park in a costume, having your photo taken with people. I wanted to be Minnie Mouse or at least maybe Snow White, but I was too busty.’

‘Minnie’s pretty flat-chested.’

‘Yeah, well, she’s a mouse.’

‘Good point,’ Noah said.

‘And their idea was that Snow White – she ought to look virginal. I don’t know why.’

‘Maybe because if Snow was as sexy as you, people would start to wonder what she might’ve been up to with those seven dwarves – which isn’t a Disney sort of thought.’

She brightened. ‘Hey, you probably got something there.’ Then her sigh vented volumes of disappointment. ‘I sure did want to be Minnie.’

‘Dreams die hard.’

‘They really do.’

‘You’d have made a fine Minnie.’

‘You think so?’

He smiled. ‘Lucky Mickey.’

‘You’re sweet.’

‘My aunt Lilly didn’t think so. She shot me.’

‘Ah, gee, I wouldn’t take it personal,’ said the waitress. ‘Everybody’s family’s screwed up these days.’ She continued on her rounds.

From the jukebox, a mournful Garth Brooks followed Alan Jackson, and the brims of all the Stetsons at the bar dipped as though in sad commiseration. When the Dixie Chicks followed Brooks, the Stetsons bobbed happily.

Noah had finished half the beer, straight from the bottle, when a slab of beef – marinated in hair oil and spicy cologne, wearing black jeans and a LOVE IS THE ANSWER T-shirt – slipped into the booth, across the table from him. ‘Do you have a death wish?’

‘Are you planning to grant it?’ Noah asked.

‘Not me. I’m a pacifist.’ A meticulously detailed tattoo of a rattlesnake twined around the pacifist’s right arm, its fangs bared on the back of his hand, its eyes bright with hatred. ‘But you ought to realize that running surveillance on a man as powerful as Congressman Sharmer is substantially stupid.’

‘It never occurred to me that a congressman would keep a bunch of thugs on the payroll.’

‘Who else would he keep on the payroll?’

‘I guess I’m not in Kansas anymore.’

‘Hell, Dorothy, where you are, they shoot little dogs like Toto for sport. And girls like you are stomped flat if you don’t stay out of the way.’

‘The country’s Founding Fathers would be so proud.’

The stranger’s eyes, previously as empty as a sociopath’s heart, filled with suspicion. ‘What’re you – some political nut? I thought you were just a sad-ass gumshoe grubbing a few bucks by peeping in people’s bedrooms.’

‘I need more than a few right now. How much did your Navigator cost?’ Noah asked.

‘You couldn’t afford one.’

‘I’ve got good credit.’

The pacifist laughed knowingly. When the waitress approached, he waved her away. Then he produced a small waxy bag and dropped it on the table.

Noah drew comfort from the beer.

Repeatedly clenching and relaxing his right hand, as though he were troubled by joint stiffness after long hours of punching babies and nuns, the pacifist said, ‘The congressman isn’t unreasonable. By taking his wife as a client, you declared that you were his enemy. But he’s such a good man, he wants to make you his friend.’

‘What a Christian.’

‘Let’s not start name-calling.’ Each time the politician’s man flexed his fist, the fanged mouth widened on the tattoo snake. ‘At least take a look at his peace offering.’

The bag was folded and sealed. Noah peeled back the tape, opened the flap, and half extracted a wad of hundred-dollar bills.

‘What you’ve got there is at least three times the value of your rustbucket Chevy. Plus the cost of the camera you left on the front seat.’

‘Still not the price of a Navigator,’ Noah observed.

‘We’re not negotiating, Sherlock.’

‘I don’t see the strings.’

‘There’s only one. You wait a few days, then you tell the wife you followed the congressman all over, but the only time he ever slung his willy out of his pants was when he needed to take a leak.’

‘What about when he was screwing the country?’

 ‘You don’t sound like a guy who wants to be friends.’

 ‘I’ve never been much good at relationships . . . but I’m willing to try.’

‘I’m sure glad to hear that. Frankly, I’ve been worried about you. In the movies, private eyes are always so incorruptible, they’d rather have their teeth kicked out than betray a client.’

‘I never go to the movies.’

Pointing to the small bag as Noah tucked the cash into it once more, the pacifist said, ‘Don’t you realize what that is?’

‘A payoff.’

 ‘I mean the bag. It’s an airsickness bag.’ His grin faded. ‘What – you never saw one before?’

 ‘I never travel.’

 ‘The congressman has a nice sense of humor.’

 ‘He’s hysterical.’ Noah shoved the bag into a pants pocket.

 ‘He’s saying money’s nothing but vomit to him.’

 ‘He’s quite the philosopher.’

 ‘You know what he’s got that’s better than money?’

 ‘Certainly not wit.’

 ‘Power. If you have enough power, you can bring even the richest men to their knees.’

 ‘Who said that originally? Thomas Jefferson? Abe Lincoln?’

The bagman cocked his head and wagged one finger at Noah. ‘You have an anger problem, don’t you?’

 ‘Absolutely. I don’t have enough of it anymore.’

 ‘What you need is to join the Circle of Friends.’

 ‘Sounds like Quakers.’

 ‘It’s an organization the congressman founded. That’s where he made a name for himself, before politics – helping troubled youth, turning their lives around.’

‘I’m thirty-three,’ Noah said.

‘The Circle serves all age groups now. It really works. You learn there may be a million questions in life but only one answer—’

‘Which you’re wearing,’ Noah guessed, pointing at the guy’s LOVE IS THE ANSWER T-shirt.

‘Love yourself, love your brothers and sisters, love nature.’

‘This kind of thing always starts with “love yourself.”’

‘It has to. You can’t love others until you love yourself. I was sixteen when I joined the Circle, seven years ago. A wickedly messed-up kid. Selling drugs, doing drugs, violent just for the thrill of it, mixed up in a dead-end gang. But I got turned around.’

‘Now you’re in a gang with a future.’

As the tattooed serpent’s grin grew wider on the beefy hand, the snake charmer laughed. ‘I like you, Farrel.’

‘Everybody does.’

‘You might not approve of the congressman’s methods, but he’s got a vision for this country that could bring us all together.’

‘The ends justify the means, huh?’

‘See, there’s that anger again.’

Noah finished his beer. ‘Guys like you and the congressman used to hide behind Jesus. Now it’s psychology and self-esteem.’

‘Programs based on Jesus don’t get enough public funds to make them worth faking the piety.’ He slid out of the booth and rose to his feet. ‘You wouldn’t do something stupid like take the money and then not deliver, would you? You’re really going to shaft his wife?’

Noah shrugged. ‘I never liked her anyway.’

‘She’s a juiceless bitch, isn’t she?’

‘Dry as a cracker.’

‘But she sure does give the man major class and respectability. Now you go out there and do the right thing, okay?’

Noah raised his eyebrows. ‘What? You mean . . . you want me to give this bag of money to the cops and press charges against the congressman?’

This time, the pacifist didn’t smile. ‘Guess I should have said do the smart thing.’

‘Just clarifying,’ Noah assured him.

‘You could clarify yourself right into a casket.’

With the coils of his soul exposed for all to see, the bagman, sans bag, swaggered toward the front of the tavern.

On their barstools and chairs, the cowboys turned, and with their glares they herded him toward the door. If they had been genuine riders of the purple sage instead of computer-networking specialists or real-estate salesmen, one of them might have whupped his ass just as a matter of principle.

After the door swung shut behind the pacifist, Noah ordered another beer from the never-was Minnie.

When she returned with a dew-beaded bottle of Dos Equis, the waitress said, ‘Was that guy a stoolie or something?’

‘Something.’

‘And you’re a cop.’

‘Used to be. Is it that obvious?’

‘Yeah. And you’re wearing an Hawaiian shirt. Plain-clothes cops like Hawaiian shirts, ’cause you can hide a gun under them.’

‘Well,’ he lied, ‘I’m not hiding anything under this one except a yellowed undershirt I should’ve thrown away five years ago.’

‘My dad liked Hawaiian shirts.’

‘Your dad’s a cop?’

‘Till they killed him.’

‘Sorry to hear that.’

‘I’m Francene, named after the ZZ Top song.’

‘Why do a lot of cops from back then like ZZ Top?’ he wondered.

‘Maybe it was an antidote to all that crap the Eagles sang.’

He smiled. ‘I think you’ve got something there, Francene.’

‘My shift’s over at eleven.’

‘You’re a temptation,’ he admitted. ‘But I’m married.’

Glancing at his hands, seeing no rings, she said, ‘Married to what?’

‘Now that’s a hard question.’

‘Maybe not so hard if you’re honest with yourself.’

Noah had been so taken with her body and her beauty that until now he hadn’t seen the kindness in her eyes.

‘Could be self-pity,’ he said, naming his bride.

‘Not you,’ she disagreed, as though she knew him well. ‘Anger’s more like it.’

‘What’s the name of this bar – Firewater and Philosophy?’

‘After you listen to country music all day, every day, you start seeing everyone as a three-minute story.’

Sincerely, he said, ‘Damn, you would have been a funny Minnie.’

‘You’re probably just like my dad. You have this kind of pride. Honor, he called it. But these days, honor is for suckers, and that makes you angry.’

He stared up at her, searching for a reply and finding none. In addition to her kindness, he had become aware of a melancholy in her that he couldn’t bear to see. ‘That guy over there’s signaling for a waitress.’

She continued to hold Noah’s gaze as she said, ‘Well, if you ever get divorced, you know where I work.’

He watched her walk away. Then between long swallows, he studied his beer as though it meant something.

Later, when he had only an empty bottle to study, Noah left Francene a tip larger than the total of his two-beer check.

Outside, an upwash of urban glow overlaid a yellow stain on the blackness of the lower sky. High above, unsullied, hung a polished-silver moon. In the deep pure black above the lunar curve, a few stars looked clean, so far from Earth.

He walked eastward, through the warm gusts of wind stirred by traffic, alert for any indication that he was under surveillance. No one followed him, not even at a distance.

Evidently the congressman’s battalions no longer found him to be of even the slightest interest. His apparent cowardice and the alacrity with which he had betrayed his client confirmed for them that he was, by the current definition, a good citizen.

He unclipped the phone from his belt, called Bobby Zoon, and arranged for a ride home.

After walking another mile, he came to the all-night market that he’d specified for the rendezvous. Bobby’s Honda was parked next to a collection bin for Salvation Army thrift shops.

When Noah got into the front passenger’s seat, Bobby – twenty, skinny, with a scraggly chin beard and the slightly vacant look of a long-term Ecstasy user – was behind the steering wheel, picking his nose.

Noah grimaced. ‘You’re disgusting.’

‘What?’ Bobby asked, genuinely surprised by the insult, even though his index finger was still wedged in his right nostril.

‘At least I didn’t catch you playing with yourself. Let’s get out of here.’

‘That was cool back there,’ Bobby said as he started the engine. ‘Absolutely arctic.’

‘Cool? You idiot, I liked that car.’

‘Your Chevy? It was a piece of crap.’

‘Yeah, but it was my piece of crap.’

‘Still, man, that was impressively more colorful than anything I was expecting. We got more than we needed.’

‘Yeah,’ Noah acknowledged without enthusiasm.

As he drove out of the market parking lot, Bobby said, ‘The congressman is zwieback.’

‘He’s what?’

‘Toast done twice.’

‘Where do you get this stuff?’

‘What stuff?’ Bobby asked.

‘This zwieback crap.’

‘I’m always working on a screenplay in my head. In film school, they teach you everything’s material, and this sure is.’

‘Hell is spending eternity as the hero in a Bobby Zoon flick.’

With an earnestness that could be achieved only by a boy-man with a wispy goatee and the conviction that movies are life, Bobby said, ‘You’re not the hero. My part’s the male lead. You’re in the Sandra Bullock role.’
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Down through the high forest to lower terrain, from night-kissed ridges into night-smothered valleys, out of the trees into a broad planted field, the motherless boy hurries. He follows the crop rows to a rail fence.

He is amazed to be alive. He doesn’t dare to hope that he has lost his pursuers. They are out there, still searching, cunning and indefatigable.

The fence, old and in need of repair, clatters as he climbs across it. When he drops to the lane beyond, he crouches motionless until he is sure that the noise has drawn no one’s attention.

Previously scattered clouds, as woolly as sheep, have been herded together around the shepherd moon.

In this darker night, several structures loom, all humble and yet mysterious. A barn, a stable, outbuildings. With haste, he passes among them.

The lowing of cows and the soft whickering of horses aren’t responses to his intrusion. These sounds are as natural a part of the night as the musky smell of animals and the not altogether unpleasant scent of straw-riddled manure.

Beyond the hard-packed barnyard earth lies a recently mown lawn. A concrete birdbath. Beds of roses. An abandoned bicycle on its side. A grape arbor is entwined with vines, clothed with leaves, hung with fruit.

Through the tunnel of the arbor, and then across more grass, he approaches the farmhouse. At the back porch, brick steps lead up to a weathered plank floor. He creaks and scrapes to the door, which opens for him.

He hesitates on the threshold, troubled by both the risk that he’s taking and the crime he’s intending to commit. His mother has raised him with strong values; but if he’s to survive this night, he will have to steal.

Furthermore, he is reluctant to put these people – whoever they may be – at risk. If the killers track him to this place while he’s still inside, they won’t spare anyone. They have no mercy, and they dare not leave witnesses.

Yet if he doesn’t seek help here, he’ll have to visit the next farmhouse, or the one after the next. He is exhausted, afraid, still lost, and in need of a plan. He’s got to stop running long enough to think.

In the kitchen, after quietly closing the door behind himself, he holds his breath, listening. The house is silent. Evidently, his small noises haven’t awakened anyone.

Cupboard to cupboard, drawer to drawer, he searches until he discovers candles and matches, which he considers but discards. At last, a flashlight.

He needs several items, and a quick but cautious tour of the lower floor convinces him that he will have to go upstairs to find those necessities.

At the foot of the steps, he’s paralyzed by dread. Perhaps the killers are already here. Upstairs. Waiting in the dark, waiting for him to find them. Surprise.

Ridiculous. They aren’t the type to play games. They’re vicious and efficient. If they were here now, he’d already be dead.

He feels small, weak, alone, doomed. He feels foolish, too, for continuing to hesitate even when reason tells him that he has nothing to fear other than getting caught by the people who live here.

Finally, he starts up toward the second floor. The stairs softly protest. As he ascends, he stays close to the wall, where the treads are less noisy.

At the top is a short hallway. Four doors.

The first door opens on a bathroom. The second leads to a bedroom; hooding the flashlight to dim and more tightly focus the beam, he enters.

A man and a woman lie in the bed, sleeping soundly. They snore in counterpoint: he an oboe with a split reed; she a whistling flute.

On a dresser, in a small decorative tray: coins and a man’s wallet. In the wallet, the boy finds one ten-dollar bill, two fives, four ones.

These are not rich people, and he feels guilty about taking their money. One day, if he lives long enough, he will return to this house and repay his debt.

He wants the coins, too, but he doesn’t touch them. In his nervousness, he’s likely to jingle or drop them, rousing the farmer and his wife.

The man grumbles, turns on his side . . . but doesn’t wake.

Retreating quickly and silently from the bedroom, the boy sees movement in the hall, a pair of shining eyes, a flash of teeth in the hooded beam of light. He almost cries out in alarm.

A dog. Black and white. Shaggy.

He has a way with dogs, and this one is no exception. It nuzzles him and then, panting happily, leads him along the hallway to another door that stands ajar.

Perhaps the dog came from this room. Now it glances back at its new friend, grins, wags its tail, and slips across the threshold as fluidly as a supernatural familiar ready to assist with some magical enterprise.

Affixed to the door is a stainless-steel plaque with laser-cut letters: STARSHIP COMMAND CENTER, Captain Curtis Hammond.

Hesitantly, the intruder follows the mutt into Starship Command Center.

This is a boy’s room, papered with large monster-movie posters. Display shelves are cluttered with collections of science-fiction action figures and models of ornate but improbable spaceships. In one corner a life-size plastic model of a human skeleton hangs from a metal stand, grinning as if death is great fun.

Perhaps signifying the beginning of a shift in the obsessions of the resident, a single poster of Britney Spears also adorns one wall. With her deep cleavage, bared belly, and aggressive sparkling smile, she’s powerfully intriguing – but also nearly as scary as any of the snarling, carnivorous antagonists of the horror films.

The young intruder looks away from the pop star, confused by his feelings, surprised that he possesses the capacity for any emotions other than fear and grief, considering the ordeal he has so recently endured.

Under the Britney Spears poster, in a tangle of sheets, sprawled facedown in bed, his head turned to one side, lies Curtis Hammond, commander of this vessel, who sleeps on, unaware that the sanctity of his starship bridge has been violated. He might be eleven or even twelve, but he’s somewhat small for his age, about the size of the night visitor who stands over him.

Curtis Hammond is a source of bitter envy, not because he has found peace in sleep, but because he is not orphaned, is not alone. For a moment, the young intruder’s envy curdles into a hatred so thick and poisonous that he feels compelled to lash out, to hammer the dreaming boy and diminish this intolerable pain by sharing it.

Although trembling with the pressure of his misplaced rage, he doesn’t vent it, but leaves Curtis untouched. The hatred subsides as quickly as it flourished, and the grief that was briefly drowned by this fierce animosity now reappears like a gray winter beach from beneath an ebbing tide.

On the nightstand, in front of a clock radio, lie several coins and a used Band-Aid with a blot of dried blood on the gauze pad. This isn’t much blood, but the intruder has recently seen so much violence that he shudders. He does not touch the coins.

Accompanied by dog snuffles and a flurry of fur, the motherless boy moves stealthily to the closet. The door is ajar. He opens it wider. With the flashlight beam, he shops for clothes.

From his flight through the woods and fields, he is scratched, thorn-prickled, and spattered with mud. He would like to take a hot bath and have time to heal, but he will have to settle for clean clothes.

The dog watches, head cocked, looking every bit as puzzled as it ought to be.

Throughout the theft of shirt, jeans, socks, and shoes, Curtis Hammond sleeps as soundly as though a spell has been cast upon him. Were he a genuine starship captain, his crew might fall prey to brain-eating aliens or his vessel might spiral into the gravitational vortex of a black hole while he dreamed of Britney Spears.

Not a brain-eating alien but feeling as though he himself is in the thrall of black-hole gravity, the intruder returns quietly to the open bedroom door, the dog remaining by his side.

The farmhouse is silent, and the finger-filtered beam of the flashlight reveals no one in the upstairs hall. Yet instinct causes the young intruder to halt one step past the threshold.

Something isn’t right, the silence too deep. Perhaps Curtis’s parents have awakened.

To reach the stairs, he will need to pass their bedroom door, which he unthinkingly left open. If the farmer and his wife have been roused from sleep, they will probably remember that their door was closed when they retired for the night.

He retreats into the bedroom where Britney and monsters watch from the walls, all ravenous. Switches off the flashlight. Holds his breath.

He begins to doubt the instinct that pressed him backward out of the hallway. Then he realizes that the dog’s swishing tail, which had been softly lashing his legs, has suddenly gone still. The animal has also stopped panting.

Dim gray rectangles float in the dark: curtained windows. He crosses the room toward them, struggling to recall the placement of furniture, hoping to avoid raising a clatter.

After he puts down the extinguished flashlight, as he pulls the curtains aside, plastic rings scrape and click softly along a brass rod, as though the hanging skeleton, animated by sorcery, is flexing its bony fingers in the gloom.

Curtis Hammond mutters, wrestles briefly with his sheets, but doesn’t wake.

A thumb-turn lock frees the window. Gingerly, the intruder raises the lower sash. He slips out of the house, onto the front-porch roof, and glances back.

The dog looms at the open window, forepaws on the sill, as if it will abandon its master in favor of this new friend and a night of adventure.

‘Stay,’ whispers the motherless boy.

In a crouch, he crosses the roof to the brink. When he looks back again, the mutt whines beseechingly but doesn’t follow.

The boy is athletic, agile. The leap from the porch roof is a challenge easily met. He lands on the lawn with bent knees, drops, rolls through cold dew, through the sweet crisp scent of grass that bursts from the crushed blades under him, and scrambles at once to his feet.

A dirt lane, flanked by fenced meadows and oiled to control dust, leads to a public road about two hundred yards to the west.

Hurrying, he has covered less than half that distance when he hears the dog bark far behind him.

Lights blaze, blink, and blaze again behind the windows of the Hammond place, a strobing chaos, as though the farmhouse has become a carnival funhouse awhirl with bright flickering spooks.

With the lights come screams, soul-searing even at a distance, not just shouts of alarm, but shrieks of terror, wails of anguish. The most piercing squeals seem less like human sounds than like the panicked cries of pigs catching sight of the abattoir master’s gleaming blade, although these also are surely human, the wretched plaints of the tortured Hammonds in their last moments on this earth.

The killers had been even closer on his trail than he’d feared.

What he sensed, stepping into that upstairs hallway, hadn’t been the farmer and wife, awakened and suspicious. These are the same hunters who brutally murdered his family, come down through the mountains to the back door of the Hammond house.

Racing away into the night, trying to outrun the screams and the guilt that they drill into him, the boy gasps for breath, and the cool air is rough in his raw throat. His heart like a horse’s hooves kicks, kicks against the stable of his ribs.

The prisoner moon escapes the dungeon clouds, and the oiled lane under the boy’s swift feet glistens with the reflected glow.

By the time he nears the public road, he can no longer hear the terrible cries, only his explosive breathing. Turning, he sees lights steady in every window of the house, and he knows that the killers are searching for him in attic, closets, cellar.

More black than white, its coat a perfect camouflage against the moon-dappled oil, the dog sprints out of the night. It takes refuge at the boy’s side, pressing against his legs as it looks back toward the Hammond place.

The dog’s flanks shudder, striking sympathetic shivers in the boy. Punctuating its panting are pitiful whimpers of fear, but the boy dares not surrender to his desire to sit in the lane beside the dog and cry in chorus with it.

Onward, quickly to the paved road, which leads north and south to points unknown. Either direction will most likely bring him to the same hard death.

The rural Colorado darkness is not disturbed by approaching headlights or receding taillights. When he holds his breath, he hears only stillness and the panting dog, not the growl of an approaching engine.

He tries to shoo away the dog, but it will not be shooed. It has cast its fortune with his.

Reluctant to be responsible even for this animal, but resigned to – and even somewhat grateful for – its companionship, he turns left, south, because a hill lies to the north. He doesn’t think he has the stamina to take that long incline at a run.

On his right, a meadow bank grows, then looms, as the two-lane blacktop descends, while on his left, tall sentinel pines rise at the verge of the road, saluting the moon with their higher branches. The slap-slap-slap of his sneakers echoes between the bank and the trees, slap-slap-slap, a spoor of sound that sooner or later will draw his pursuers.

Once more he glances back, but only once, because he sees the pulse of flames in the east, throbbing in the dark, and he knows that the Hammond place has been set ablaze. Reduced to blackened bones and ashes, the bodies of the dead will offer fewer clues to the true identity of the killers.

A curve in the road and more trees screen him from sight of the fire, and when he entirely rounds the bend, he sees a truck stopped on the shoulder of the highway. Headlights doused in favor of the parking lights, this vehicle stands with engine idling, grumbling softly like some hulking beast that has been ridden hard and is half asleep on its feet.

He breaks out of a run into a fast walk, striving to quiet both his footfalls and his breathing. Taking its cue from him, the dog slows to a trot, then lowers its head and slinks forward at his side, more like a cat than like a canine.

The cargo bed of the truck has a canvas roof and walls. It’s open at the back except for a low tailgate.

As he reaches the rear bumper, feeling dangerously exposed in the ruddy glow of the parking lights, the boy hears voices. Men in easy conversation.

Cautiously he looks forward along the driver’s side of the truck, sees no one, and moves to the passenger’s side. Two men stand toward the front of the vehicle, their backs to the highway, facing the woods. Lambent moonlight spangles an arc of urine.

He doesn’t want to endanger these people. If he stays here, they might be dead even before they empty their bladders: a longer rest stop than they had planned. Yet he’ll never elude his pursuers if he remains on foot.

The tailgate is hinged at the bottom. Two latch bolts fix it at the top.

He quietly slips the bolt on the right, holds the gate with one hand as he moves to the left, slips that bolt, too, and lowers the barrier, which is well oiled and rattle-free. He could have stepped onto the bumper and swung over the gate, but his four-legged friend wouldn’t have been able to climb after him.

Understanding his new master’s intent, the dog springs into the cargo bed of the truck, landing so lightly among its contents that even the low rhythmic wheeze of the idling engine provides sufficient screening sound.

The boy follows his spry companion into this tented blackness.

Pulling the tailgate up from the inside is an awkward job, but with determination, he succeeds. He slides one bolt into its hasp, then engages the other, as outside the two men break into laughter.

Behind the truck, the highway remains deserted. The parallel median lines, yellow in daylight, appear white under the influence of the frost-pale moon, and the boy can’t help but think of them as twin fuses along which terror will come, hissing and smoking, to a sudden detonation.

Hurry, he urges the men, as if by willpower alone he can move them. Hurry.

Groping blindly, he discovers that the truck is loaded in part with a great many blankets, some rolled and strapped singly, others bundled in bales and tied with sisal twine. His right hand finds smooth leather, the distinctive curve of a cantle, the slope of a seat, pommel, fork, and horn: a saddle.

The driver and his partner return to the cab of the truck. One door slams, then the other.

More saddles are braced among the blankets, some as smooth as the first, but others enhanced with ornate hand-tooled designs that, to the boy’s questioning fingertips, speak of parades, horse shows, and rodeos. Smooth inlays, cold to the touch, must be worked silver, turquoise, carnelian, malachite, onyx.

The driver pops the hand brake. As the vehicle angles off the shoulder and onto the pavement, the tires cast loose stones that rattle like dice into the darkness.

The truck rolls southwest into the night, with the twin fuses on the blacktop raveling longer in its wake, and utility poles, carrying electric and telephone wires, seem to march like soldiers toward a battleground beyond the horizon.

Among mounds of blankets and saddlery, swathed in the cozy odors of felt and sheepskin and fine leather and saddle soap – and not least of all in the curiously comforting, secondhand scent of horses – the motherless boy and the ragtag dog huddle together. They are bonded by grievous loss and by a sharp instinct for survival, traveling into an unknown land, toward an unknowable future.
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Wednesday, after a fruitless day of job-seeking, Micky Bellsong returned to the trailer park, where much of the meager landscaping drooped wearily under the scorching sun and the rest appeared to be withered beyond recovery. The raging tornadoes that routinely sought vulnerable trailer parks across the plains states were unknown here in southern California, but summer heat made these blighted streets miserable enough until the next earthquake could do a tornado’s work.

Aunt Geneva’s aged house trailer looked like a giant oven built for the roasting of whole cows, in multiples. Perhaps a malevolent sun god lived in the metal walls, for the air immediately around the place shimmered as if with the spirits of attending demons.

Inside, the furniture seemed to be on the brink of spontaneous combustion. The sliding windows were open to admit a draft, but the August day declined the invitation to provide a breeze.

In her tiny bedroom, Micky kicked off her toe-pinching high heels. She stripped out of her cheap cotton suit and pantyhose.

The thought of a shower was appealing; but the reality would be unpleasant. The cramped bathroom had only a small window, and in this heat, the roiling steam wouldn’t properly vent.

She slipped into white shorts and a sleeveless Chinese-red blouse. In the mirror on the back of the bedroom door, she looked better than she felt.

At one time, she’d been proud of her beauty. Now she wondered why she had taken so much pride in something that required no effort, no slightest sacrifice.

Over the past year, with as much mulish resistance as the most obstinate creature ever to pull a plow, Micky had drawn herself to the unpleasant conclusion that her life to date had been wasted and that she was solely to blame for what she had become. The anger that she’d once directed at others had been turned upon herself.

Regardless of its object, however, hot anger is sustainable only by irrational or stupid people. Micky was neither. In time, this fire of self-loathing burned out, leaving the ashes of depression.

Depression passed, too. Lately she had made her way from day to day in a curious and fragile state of expectancy.

After giving her good looks, fate had never again been generous. Consequently, Micky wasn’t able to identify a reason for this almost sweet anticipation. Defensively, she tempered it with wariness.

Nevertheless, during the week that she’d been staying with Aunt Gen, she awakened each morning with the conviction that change was coming and that it would be a change for the better.

Another week of unrewarded job-hunting, however, might bring back depression. Also, more than once during the day, she’d been troubled by a new version of her former rage; this sullen resentment wasn’t as hot as her anger had been in the past, but it had the potential to quicken. The long day of rejection left her weary in body, mind, and spirit. And her emotional unsteadiness scared her.

Barefoot, she went into the kitchen, where Geneva was preparing dinner. A small electric fan, set on the kitchen floor, churned the hot air with less cooling effect than might be produced by a wooden spoon stirring the contents of a bubbling soup pot.

Because of the criminal stupidity and stupid criminality of California’s elected officials, the state had suffered electricity shortages early in the summer, and in an overreaction to the crisis had piled up surpluses of power at grossly high prices. Utility rates had soared. Geneva couldn’t afford to use the air conditioning.

As Aunt Gen sprinkled Parmesan cheese over a bowl of cold pasta salad, she served up a smile that could have charmed the snake of Eden into a mood of benign companionship. Gen’s once golden hair was pale blond now, streaked with gray. Yet because she’d grown plump with age, her face was smooth; coppery freckles and lively green eyes testified to the abiding presence of the young girl thriving in the sixty-year-old woman. ‘Micky, sweetie, did you have a good day?’

‘Sucky day, Aunt Gen.’

‘That’s a word I never know whether to be embarrassed about.’

‘I didn’t realize anyone got embarrassed about anything anymore. In this case, it just means “as bad as a sucking chest wound.”’

‘Ah. Then I’m not embarrassed, just slightly sickened. Why don’t you get a glass of cold lemonade, honey? I made fresh.’

‘What I really need is a beer.’

‘There’s also beer. Your uncle Vernon liked two icy beers more evenings than not.’

Aunt Gen didn’t drink beer. Vernon had been dead for eighteen years. Still, Geneva kept his favorite brand in the refrigerator, and if no one drank it, she periodically replaced it with new stock when its freshness date had passed.

Although conceding the game to Death, she remained determined not to let Death also take sweet memories and long-kept traditions in addition to his prize of flesh.

Micky popped open a can of Budweiser. ‘They think the economy’s going down the drain.’

‘Who does, dear?’

‘Everyone I talked to about a job.’

Having set the pasta salad on the dinette table, Geneva began slicing roasted chicken breasts for sandwiches. ‘Those people are just pessimists. The economy’s always going down the drain for some folks, but it’s a warm bath for others. You’ll find work, sweetie.’

The beer provided icy solace. ‘How do you stay so upbeat?’

Focused on the chicken, Geneva said, ‘Easy. I just look around.’

Micky looked around. ‘Sorry, Aunt Gen, but all I see is a poky little trailer kitchen so old the gloss is worn off the Formica.’

‘Then you don’t know how to look yet, honey. There’s a dish of pickles, some olives, a bowl of potato salad, a tray of cheese, and other stuff in the fridge. Would you put everything on the table?’

Extracting the cheese tray from the refrigerator, Micky said, ‘Are you cooking for a cellblock full of condemned men or something?’

Geneva set a platter of sliced chicken on the table. ‘Didn’t you notice – we have three place settings this evening?’

‘A dinner guest?’

A knock answered the question. The back door stood open to facilitate air circulation, so Leilani Klonk rapped on the jamb.

‘Come in, come in, get out of that awful heat,’ Geneva said, as if the sweltering trailer were a cool oasis.

Backlit by the westering sun, wearing khaki shorts and a white T-shirt with a small green heart embroidered on the left breast, Leilani entered in a rattle and clatter of steely leg brace, though she had climbed the three back steps with no noise.

This had been worse than a sucky day. The language necessary to describe Micky’s job search in its full dreadfulness would not merely have embarrassed Aunt Geneva; it would have shocked and appalled her. Therefore, at the arrival of the disabled girl, Micky was surprised to feel the same buoying expectation that had kept her from drowning in self-pity since she’d moved in here.

‘Mrs. D,’ Leilani said to Geneva, ‘that creepy rosebush of yours just made obscene gestures at me.’

Geneva smiled. ‘If there was an altercation, dear, I’m sure you started it.’

With the thumb on her deformed hand, Leilani gestured toward Geneva, and said to Micky, ‘She’s an original. Where’d you find her?’

‘She’s my father’s sister, so she was part of the deal.’

‘Bonus points,’ said Leilani. ‘Your dad must be great.’

‘Why would you think so?’

‘His sister’s cool.’

Micky said, ‘He abandoned my mother and me when I was three.’

‘That’s tough. But my useless dad skipped the day I was born.’

‘I didn’t know we were in a rotten-dad contest.’

‘At least my real dad isn’t a murderer like my current pseudofather – or as far as I know, he isn’t. Is your dad a murderer?’

‘I lose again. He’s just a selfish pig.’

‘Mrs. D, you don’t mind she calls your brother a selfish pig?’

‘Sadly, dear, it’s true.’

‘So you aren’t just bonus points, Mrs. D. You’re like this terrific prize that turned up in a box of rancid old Cracker Jack.’

Geneva beamed. ‘That’s so sweet, Leilani. Would you like some fresh lemonade?’

Indicating the can of Budweiser on the table, the girl said, ‘If beer’s good enough for Micky, it’s good enough for me.’

Geneva poured lemonade. ‘Pretend it’s Budweiser.’

To Micky, Leilani said, ‘She thinks I’m a child.’

‘You are a child.’

‘Depends on your definition of child.’

‘Anyone twelve or younger.’

‘Oh, that’s sad. You resorted to an arbitrary number. That reveals a shallow capacity for independent thought and analysis.’

‘Okay,’ said Micky, ‘then try this one on for size. You’re a child because you don’t yet have boobs.’

Leilani winced. ‘Unfair. You know that’s one of my sore points.’

‘No sore points. No points at all,’ Micky observed. ‘Flat as a slice of the Swiss cheese on that platter.’

‘Yeah, well, one day I’ll be so top-heavy I’ll have to carry a sack of cement on my back for balance.’

To Micky, Aunt Gen said, ‘Isn’t she something?’

‘She’s an absolute, no-doubt-about-it, fine young mutant.’

‘Dinner’s ready,’ Geneva announced. ‘Cold salads and sandwich fixings. Not very fancy, but right for the weather.’

‘Better than tofu and canned peaches on a bed of bean sprouts,’ Leilani said as she settled in a chair.

‘What wouldn’t be?’ Geneva wondered.

‘Oh, lots of things. Old Sinsemilla may be a lousy mother, but she can take pride in being an equally lousy cook.’

Switching off the overhead lights to save money and to avoid adding heat to the kitchen, Geneva said, ‘We’ll use candles later.’

Now, at seven o’clock, the summer-evening sun was red-gold and still so fierce at the open window that the shadows, which draped but didn’t cool the kitchen, were no darker than lavender and umber.

Seated, bowing her head, Geneva offered a succinct but heartfelt prayer: ‘Thank You, God, for providing us with all we need and for giving us the grace to be satisfied with what we have.’

‘I’ve got trouble with the satisfied part,’ Leilani said.

Micky reached across the dinette table, and the girl responded without hesitation: They slapped palms in a modified high-five.

‘It’s my table, so I’ll say grace my way, without editorial comment,’ Geneva declared. ‘And when I’m drinking pina coladas on a palm-shaded terrace in Heaven, what will they be serving in Hell?’

‘Probably this lemonade,’ said Leilani.

Spooning pasta salad onto her plate, Micky said, ‘So, Leilani, you and Aunt Gen have been hanging out?’

‘Most of the day, yeah. Mrs. D is teaching me all about sex.’

‘Girl, don’t say such things!’ Geneva admonished. ‘Someone will believe you. We were playing five-hundred rummy.’

‘I would have let her win,’ said Leilani, ‘out of courtesy and respect for her advanced age, but before I had a chance, she won by cheating.’

‘Aunt Gen always cheats,’ Micky confirmed.

‘Good thing we weren’t playing Russian roulette,’ Leilani said. ‘My brains would be all over the kitchen.’

‘I don’t cheat.’ Gen’s sly look was worthy of a Mafia accountant testifying before a congressional committee. ‘I just employ advanced and complex techniques.’

‘When you notice those pina coladas are garnished with live, poisonous centipedes,’ Micky warned, ‘maybe you’ll realize your palm-shaded terrace isn’t in Heaven.’

Aunt Gen used a paper napkin to blot her brow. ‘Don’t flatter yourself that I’m sweating with guilt. It’s the heat.’

Leilani said, ‘This is great potato salad, Mrs. D.’

‘Thank you. Are you sure your mother wouldn’t like to join us?’

‘No. She’s wasted on crack cocaine and hallucinogenic mushrooms. The only way old Sinsemilla could get here is crawl, and if she tried to eat anything in her condition, she’d just puke it up.’

Geneva frowned at Micky, and Micky shrugged. She didn’t know whether these tales of Sinsemilla’s debauchery were truth or fantasy, although she suspected wild exaggeration. Tough talk and wisecracks could be a cover for low self-esteem. From childhood at least through adolescence, Micky herself had been familiar with that strategy.

‘It’s true,’ Leilani said, correctly reading the looks that the women exchanged. ‘We’ve only lived beside you three days. Give old Sinsemilla a little time, and you’ll see.’

‘Drugs do terrible damage,’ Aunt Gen said with sudden solemnity. ‘I was in love with this man in Chicago once. . . .’

‘Aunt Gen,’ Micky cautioned.

Sadness found a surprisingly easy purchase in Geneva’s smooth, fair, freckled face. ‘He was so handsome, so sensitive—’

Sighing, Micky got up to retrieve a second beer from the refrigerator.

‘—but he was on the needle,’ Geneva said. ‘Heroin. A loser in everyone’s eyes but mine. I just knew he could be redeemed.’

‘That’s monumentally romantic, Mrs. D, but as my mother’s proved with numerous doper boyfriends, it always ends badly with junkies.’

‘Not in this case,’ said Geneva. ‘I saved him.’

‘You did? How?’

‘Love,’ Geneva declared, and her eyes grew misty with the memory of that long-ago passion.

Popping open a Budweiser, Micky returned to her chair. ‘Aunt Gen, this sensitive junkie from Chicago . . . wasn’t he Frank Sinatra?’

‘Seriously?’ Leilani’s eyes widened. Her hand paused with a forkful of pasta halfway between plate and mouth. ‘The dead singer?’

‘He wasn’t dead then,’ Geneva assured the girl. ‘He hadn’t even begun to lose his hair yet.’

‘The compassionate young woman who saved him from the needle,’ Micky pressed, ‘was she you, Aunt Gen . . . or was she Kim Novak?’

Geneva’s face puckered in puzzlement. ‘I was attractive in my day, but I was never in Kim Novak’s league.’

‘Aunt Gen, you’re thinking of The Man with the Golden Arm. Frank Sinatra, Kim Novak. It hit theaters sometime in the 1950s.’

Geneva’s puzzlement dissolved into a smile. ‘You’re absolutely right, dear. I never had a romantic relationship with Sinatra, though if he’d ever come around, I’m not sure I could have resisted him.’

Returning the untouched forkful of pasta salad to her plate, Leilani looked to Micky for an explanation.

Enjoying the girl’s perplexity, Micky shrugged. ‘I’m not sure I could have resisted him, either.’

‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, stop teasing the child,’ Geneva said. ‘You’ll have to forgive me, Leilani. I’ve had these memory problems now and then, ever since I was shot in the head. A few wires got scrambled up here’ – she tapped her right temple – ‘and sometimes old movies seem as real to me as my own past.’

‘Could I have more lemonade?’ Leilani asked.

‘Of course, dear.’ Geneva poured from a glass pitcher that dripped icy condensation.

Micky watched their guest take a long drink. ‘Don’t try to fool me, mutant girl. You’re not so cool that you can roll with that one.’

Putting down the lemonade, Leilani relented: ‘Oh, all right. I’ll bite. When were you shot in the head, Mrs. D?’

‘This July third, just passed, made eighteen years.’

‘Aunt Gen and Uncle Vernon owned a little corner grocery,’ Micky explained, ‘which is like being targets in a shooting gallery if it’s on the wrong corner.’

‘The day before the July Fourth holiday,’ Geneva said, ‘you sell lots of lunchmeats and beer. It’s mostly a cash business.’

‘And someone wanted the cash,’ Leilani guessed.

‘He was a perfect gentleman about it,’ Geneva recalled.

‘Except for the shooting.’

‘Well, yes, except for that,’ Geneva agreed. ‘But he came up to the cash register with this lovely smile. Well dressed, soft-spoken. He says, “I’d be really grateful if you’d give me the money in the register, and please don’t forget the large bills under the drawer.”’

Leilani squinted with righteous indignation. ‘So you refused to give it to him.’

‘Heavens, no, dear. We emptied the register and all but thanked him for sparing us the trouble of paying income tax on it.’

‘And he shot you anyway?’

‘He shot my Vernon twice, and apparently then he shot me.’

‘Apparently?’

‘I remember him shooting Vernon. I wish I didn’t, but I do.’

Earlier, sadness had cast a gray shadow across Geneva’s face at the counterfeit memory of her anguish-filled love affair with a heroin junkie; but now a flush of happiness pinked her features, and she smiled. ‘Vernon was a wonderful man, as sweet as honey in the comb.’

Micky reached for her aunt’s hand. ‘I loved him, too, Aunt Gen.’

To Leilani, Geneva said, ‘I miss him so much, even after all these years, but I can’t cry over him anymore, because every memory, even that awful day, reminds me of how sweet he was, how loving.’

‘My brother, Lukipela – he was like that.’ In spite of this tribute to her brother, Leilani was not inspired to match Geneva’s smile. Instead, the girl’s cocky cheerfulness melted into melancholy. Her clear eyes clouded toward a more troubled shade of blue.

For a moment, Micky perceived in their young visitor a quality that chilled her because it was like a view of the darker ravines of her own interior landscape: a glimpse of reckless anger, despair, a brief revelation of a sense of worthlessness that the girl would deny but that from personal experience Micky recognized too well.

No sooner had Leilani’s defenses cracked than they mended. Her eyes glazed with emotion at the mention of her brother, but now they focused. Her gaze rose from her deformed hand to smiling Geneva, and she smiled, too. ‘Mrs. D, you said apparently the gunman shot you.’

‘Well, I know he shot me, of course, but I have no memory of it. I remember him shooting Vernon, and then the next thing I knew, I was waking up in the hospital, disoriented, more than four days later.’

‘The bullet didn’t actually penetrate her head,’ Micky said.

‘Too hard,’ Geneva declared proudly.

‘Luck,’ Micky clarified. ‘The angle of the shot was severe. The slug literally ricocheted off her skull, fracturing it, and furrowed through her scalp.’

‘So, Mrs. D, how did your wires get scrambled?’ Leilani asked, tapping her head.

‘It was a depressed fracture,’ said Geneva. ‘Bone chips in the brain. A blood clot.’

‘They opened Aunt Gen’s head as though it were a can of beans.’

‘Micky, honey, I don’t think this is really proper dinner-table conversation,’ Geneva gently admonished.

‘Oh, I’ve heard much worse at our house,’ Leilani assured them. ‘Old Sinsemilla fancies herself an artist with a camera, and she has this artistic compulsion to take pictures of road kill when we’re traveling. At dinner sometimes she likes to talk about what she saw squashed on the highway that day. And my pseudofather—’

‘That would be the murderer,’ Micky interrupted without a wink or a smirk, as though she’d never think to question the outrageous family portrait that the girl was painting for them.

‘Yeah, Dr. Doom,’ Leilani confirmed.

‘Never let him adopt you,’ Micky said. ‘Even Leilani Klonk is preferable to Leilani Doom.’

With cheerful sincerity, Aunt Gen said, ‘Oh, I don’t know, Micky, I rather like Leilani Doom.’

As though it were the most natural thing to do, the girl picked up Micky’s fresh can of Budweiser and, instead of drinking from it, rolled it back and forth across her brow, cooling her forehead.

‘Dr. Doom isn’t his real name, of course. It’s what I call him behind his back. Sometimes at dinner, he likes to talk about people he’s killed – the way they looked when they died, their last words, if they cried, whether they peed themselves, all sorts of kinky stuff.’

The girl put down the beer – on the far side of her plate, out of Micky’s reach. Her manner was casual, but her motive was nonetheless clear. She had appointed herself guardian of Micky’s sobriety.

‘Maybe,’ Leilani continued, ‘you think that would be interesting conversation, even if sort of gross, but let me tell you, it loses its charm pretty quick.’

‘What’s your pseudofather’s real name?’ Geneva asked.

Before Leilani could reply, Micky suggested, ‘Hannibal Lecter.’

‘To some people, his name’s scarier than Lecter’s. I’m sure you’ve heard of him. Preston Maddoc.’

‘What an impressive name,’ Geneva said. ‘Like a Supreme Court justice or a senator, or someone grand.’

Leilani said, ‘He comes from a family of Ivy League academic snots. Nobody in that crowd has a regular first name. They’re worse about names than old Sinsemilla. They’re all Hudson, Lombard, Trevor or Kingsley, Wycliffe, Crispin. You’d grow old and die trying to find a Jim or Bob among them. Dr. Doom’s parents were professors – history, literature – so his middle name is Claudius. Preston Claudius Maddoc.’

‘I’ve never heard of him,’ Micky said.

Leilani appeared to be surprised. ‘Don’t you read newspapers?’

‘I stopped reading them when they stopped carrying news,’ said Geneva. ‘They’re all opinion now, front page to last.’

‘He’s been all over television,’ Leilani said.

Geneva shook her miswired head. ‘I don’t watch anything on TV except old movies.’

‘I just don’t like news,’ Micky explained. ‘It’s mostly bad, and when it isn’t bad, it’s mostly lies.’

‘Ah.’ Leilani’s eyes widened. ‘You’re the twelve percenters.’

‘The what?’

‘Every time the newspaper or TV people take a poll, no matter what the question, twelve percent of the public has no opinion. You could ask them if a group of mad scientists ought to be allowed to create a new species of human beings crossed with crocodiles, and twelve percent would have no opinion.’

‘I’d be opposed,’ said Geneva, brandishing a carrot stick.

‘Me, too,’ Micky agreed.

‘Some human beings are mean enough without crocodile blood in their veins,’ Geneva said.

‘What about alligators?’ Micky asked her aunt.

‘Opposed,’ Geneva responded with firm resolve.

‘What about human beings crossed with wildly poisonous vipers?’ Micky proposed.

‘Not if I have anything to say about it,’ Geneva promised.

‘Okay, then what about human beings crossed with puppy dogs?’

Geneva brightened. ‘Now you’re talking.’

To Leilani, Micky said, ‘So I guess we’re not twelve percenters, after all. We have lots of opinions, and we’re proud of them.’

Grinning, Leilani bit into a crisp dill pickle. ‘I really like you, Micky B. You, too, Mrs. D.’

‘And we like you, sweetheart,’ Geneva assured her.

‘Only one of you was shot in the head,’ Leilani said, ‘but you’ve both got scrambled wiring – for the most part in a nice way.’

‘You’re a master of the gracious compliment,’ Micky said.

‘And so smart,’ Aunt Gen said proudly, as if the girl were her daughter. ‘Micky, did you know she’s got an IQ of one eighty-six?’

‘I thought it would be at least one ninety,’ Micky replied.

‘The day of the test,’ Leilani said, ‘I had chocolate ice cream for breakfast. If I’d had oatmeal, I might’ve scored six or eight points higher. Sinsemilla’s not a boffo mom when it comes to keeping the fridge stocked. So I took the test through a sugar rush and a major post-sugar crash. Not that I’m making excuses or complaining. I’m lucky there was ice cream and not just marijuana brownies. Heck, I’m lucky I’m not dead and buried in some unmarked grave, with worms making passionate worm love inside my empty skull – or taken away in an extraterrestrial starship, like Lukipela, and hauled off to some godforsaken alien planet where there’s nothing worth watching on TV and the only flavor of ice cream is chunky cockroach with crushed-glass sprinkles.’

‘So now,’ said Micky, ‘in addition to your perpetually wasted tofu-peaches-bean-sprouts mother and your murderous stepfather, we’re to believe you had a brother who was abducted by aliens.’

‘That’s the current story,’ Leilani said, ‘and we’re sticking to it. Strange lights in the sky, pale green levitation beams that suck you right out of your shoes and up into the mother ship, little gray men with big heads and enormous eyes – the whole package. Mrs. D, may I have one of those radishes that looks like a rose?’

‘Of course, dear.’ Geneva slid the dish of garnishes across the table.

Laughing softly, shaking her head, Micky said, ‘Kiddo, you’ve pushed this Addams Family routine one step too far. I don’t buy the alien abduction for a second.’

‘Frankly,’ Leilani said, ‘neither do I. But the alternative is too hideous to consider, so I just suspend my disbelief.’

‘What alternative?’

‘If Lukipela isn’t on an alien planet, then he’s somewhere else, and wherever that somewhere might be, you can bet it’s not warm, clean, with good potato salad and great chicken sandwiches.’

For an instant, in the girl’s lustrous blue eyes, behind the twin mirror images of the window and its burden of smoldering summer-evening light, behind the smoky reflections of the layered kitchen shadows, something seemed to turn with horrid laziness, like a body twisting slowly, slowly back and forth at the end of a hangman’s noose. Leilani looked away almost at once, and yet on the strength of a single Budweiser, Micky imagined that she had glimpsed a soul suspended over an abyss.
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Like the supernatural sylph of folklore, who inhabited the air, she approached along the hallway as though not quite touching the floor, tall and slim, wearing a platinum-gray silk suit, as graceful as a quiver of light.

Constance Veronica Tavenall-Sharmer, wife of the media-revered congressman who disbursed payoffs in airsickness bags, had been born from the headwaters of the human gene pool, before the river flowed out of Eden and became polluted with the tributaries of a fallen world. Her hair wasn’t merely blond but the rich shade of pure-gold coins, fitting for a descendant of an old-money family that earned its fortune in banking and brokerage. Matte-satin skin. Features that would, if carved in stone, earn their sculptor the highest accolades and also immortality, if you measure immortality by mere centuries and expect to find it in museums. Her willow-leaf eyes were as green as spring and as cool as the layered shade deep in a grove of trees.

When he’d met her two weeks ago, Noah Farrel had disliked this woman on first sight, strictly as a matter of principle. Born to wealth and blessed with great beauty, she would skate through life with a smile, warm in even the most bitter wind, describing graceful arabesques upon her flashing blades, while all around her people perished in the cold and fell through the ice that, though solid under her, was treacherously thin for them.

By the time Mrs. Sharmer had left his office at the end of that first meeting, Noah’s determination to dislike her had given way to admiration. She wore her beauty with humility, but more impressively, she kept her pedigree in her purse and never flashed it, as did so many others of her economic station.

At forty, she was only seven years older than Noah. Another woman this beautiful would inspire his sexual interest – even an octogenarian kept youthful by a vile diet of monkey glands. By this third meeting, however, he regarded her as he might have regarded a sister: with the desire only to protect her and earn her approval.

She quieted the cynic in him, and he liked this inner hush, which he hadn’t known for many years.

When she arrived at the open door of the presidential suite where Noah stood, she offered her hand; if younger and more foolish, he might have kissed it. Instead, they shook. Her grip was firm.

Her voice wasn’t full of money, no disdain or evidence of tutor-shaped enunciation, but rich with quiet self-possession and faraway music. ‘How are you this evening, Mr. Farrel?’

‘Just wondering how I ever took pleasure in this line of work.’

‘The cloak-and-dagger aspect ought to be fun, and the sleuthing. I’ve always loved the Rex Stout mysteries.’

‘Yeah, but it never quite makes up for always being the bearer of bad news.’ He stepped back from the door to let her enter.

The presidential suite was hers, not because she had booked the use of it, but because she owned the hotel. She was directly engaged in all her business enterprises; if her husband were having her followed, this early-evening visit wouldn’t raise his suspicions.

‘Is bad news what you always bring?’ she asked as Noah closed the door and followed her into the suite.

‘Often enough that it seems like always.’

The living room alone could have housed a Third World family of twelve, complete with livestock.

‘Then why not do something else?’ she asked.

‘They’ll never let me be a cop again, but my mind doesn’t have a reset button. If I can’t be a cop, I’ll be a make-believe cop, like what I am now, and if someday I can’t do this . . . Well, then . . .’

When he trailed off, she finished for him: ‘Then screw it.’

Noah smiled. This was one reason he liked her. Class and style without pretension. ‘Exactly.’

The suite featured contemporary decor. The honey-toned, bird’s-eye maple entertainment center, with ebony accents, was a modified obelisk, not gracefully tapered like a standard obelisk, but of chunky proportions. The open doors revealed a large TV screen.

Instead of seeking chairs, they remained standing for the show.

A single lamp glowed. Like a jury of ghosts, ranks of shadows gathered in the room.

Earlier Noah had loaded the tape in the VCR. Now he pushed PLAY on the remote control.

On screen: the residential street in Anaheim. The camera tilted down from a height, focusing on the house of the congressman’s lover.

‘That’s a severe angle,’ Mrs. Sharmer said. ‘Where were you?’

‘I’m not shooting this. My associate is at an attic window of the place across the street. We made financial arrangements with the owner. It’s item number seven on your final bill.’

The camera pulled back and angled down even more severely to reveal Noah’s Chevrolet parked at the curb: battered but beloved steed, still ready to race when this had been shot, subsequently rendered into spare parts by a machine knacker.

‘That’s my car,’ he explained. ‘I’m behind the wheel.’

The camera tilted up, panned right: A silver Jaguar approached through the early twilight. The car stopped at the paramour’s house, a tall man got out of the passenger’s door, and the Jaguar drove away.

Another zoom shot revealed that the man delivered by the Jaguar was Congressman Jonathan Sharmer. His handsome profile was ideal for stone monuments in a heroic age, though by his actions he had proved that he possessed neither the heart nor the soul to match his face.

Arrogance issued from him as holy light might radiate from the apparition of a saint, and he stood facing the street, head raised as though he were admiring the palette of the twilight sky.

‘Because he keeps tabs on you, he’s been on to me from the start, but he doesn’t know that I know that he knows. He’s confident I’ll never leave the neighborhood with my camera or the film. Playing with me. He isn’t aware of my associate in the attic.’

Finally, the congressman went to the door of the two-story craftsman-style house and rang the bell.

A maximum-zoom shot captured the young brunette who answered the bell. In skintight shorts and a tube top stretched so extravagantly that it might kill bystanders if it snapped, she was temptation packaged for easy access.

‘Her name’s Karla Rhymes,’ Noah reported. ‘When she worked as a dancer, she called herself Tiffany Tush.’

‘Not a ballerina, I assume.’

‘She performed at a club called Planet Pussycat.’

On the threshold, Karla and the politician embraced. Even in the fading light of dusk, and further obscured by the shade of the porch roof, their long kiss could not be mistaken for platonic affection.

‘She’s on the payroll of your husband’s charitable foundation.’

‘The Circle of Friends.’

More than friends, the couple on the TV were as close as Siamese twins, joined at the tongue.

‘She gets eighty-six thousand a year,’ Noah said.

The video had been silent. When the kiss ended, sound was added: Jonathan Sharmer and his charity-funded squeeze engaged in something less than sparkling romantic conversation.

‘Did this Farrel asshole really show up, Jonny?’

‘Don’t look directly. The old Chevy across the street.’

‘The scabby little pervert can’t even afford a real car.’

‘My guys will junk it. He better have a bus pass for backup.’

‘I bet he’s giving himself a hand job right now, watching us.’

‘I love your nasty mouth.’

Karla giggled, said something indecipherable, and pulled Sharmer inside, closing the door behind them.

Constance Tavenall – no doubt soon to cleanse herself of the name Sharmer – stared at the TV. She had married the congressman five years ago, before the first of his three successful political campaigns. By creating the Circle of Friends, he wove an image as a compassionate thinker with innovative approaches to social problems, while marriage to this woman lent him class, respectability. For a husband utterly lacking in character, such a spouse was the moral equivalent of arm candy, meant to dazzle the cognoscenti, not with her beauty, but with her sterling reputation, making it less likely that Sharmer would be the object of suspicion or the subject of close scrutiny.

Considering that all this had just now become incontestably clear to Constance, her composure was remarkable. The crudeness of what she heard failed to fire a blush in her. If she harbored anger, she hid it well. Instead, a barely perceptible yet awful sadness manifested as a faint glister in her eyes.

‘A highly efficient directional microphone was synchronized with the camera,’ Noah explained. ‘We’ve added a soundtrack only where we’ve got conversation that’ll ruin him.’

‘A stripper. Such a cliché.’ Even in the thread of quiet sorrow that this tape spun around her, she found a thin filament of humor, the irony that is the mother-of-all in human relationships. ‘Jonathan cultivates an image of hip sophistication. The press see themselves in him. They’d forgive him anything, even murder, but they’ll turn savage now because the cliché of this will embarrass them.’

The tape went silent again as a perfectly executed time dissolve brought the viewer from twilight to full night on the same street.

‘We’re using a camera and special film with exceptional ability to record clear images in a minimum of light.’

Noah half expected to hear ominous music building toward the assault on the Chevy. Once in a while, Bobby Zoon couldn’t resist indulging in the techniques that he was learning in film school.

The first time that he’d worked for Noah, the kid had delivered a handsomely shot and effectively edited ten-minute piece showing a software designer trading diskettes containing his employer’s most precious product secrets in return for a suitcase full of cash. The tape began with a title card that announced A Film by Robert Zoon, and Bobby was crushed when Noah insisted that he remove his credit.

In the Sharmer case, Bobby didn’t catch the jolly approach of the Beagle Boys with their sledgehammer and tire iron. He focused on Karla’s house, on the lighted window of an upstairs bedroom, where the gap between the half-closed drapes tantalized with the prospect of an image suitable for the front page of the sleaziest tabloid.

Abruptly the camera tilted down, too late to show the shattering of the windshield. Documented, however, were the bashing of the side window, Noah’s eruption from the Chevy, and the gleeful capering of the two brightly costumed behemoths who obviously had learned all the wrong lessons from the morning cartoon programs that had been the sole source of moral education during their formative years.

‘No doubt,’ Noah said, ‘they were once troubled youths rescued from a life of mischief, and rehabilitated by the Circle of Friends. I expected to be spotted and warned off, but I thought the approach, however it came, would be a lot more discreet than this.’

‘Jonathan likes walking the edge. Risk excites him.’

As proof of what Constance Tavenall had just said, the videotape cut from the Chevy to the soft light at the bedroom window across the street. The drapes had been pulled aside. Karla Rhymes stood at the pane, as though showcased: visible above the waist, nude. Jonathan Sharmer, also nude, loomed behind her, hands on her bare shoulders.

Sound returned to the tape. Over a background crash-and-clatter of Chevy-bashing, the directional microphone captured the laughter and most of the running commentary between Karla and the congressman as they enjoyed the spectacle in the street below.

The violence aroused them. Jonathan’s hands slid from Karla’s shoulders to her breasts. Soon he was joined with her, from behind.

Earlier, the congressman had admired Karla’s ‘nasty mouth.’ Now he proved that he himself could not have had a dirtier mouth if he’d spent the past few years licking the streets of Washington, D.C. He called the woman obscene names, heaped verbal abuse on her, and she seemed to thrill to every vicious and demeaning thing he said.

Noah pressed STOP on the remote control. ‘There’s only more of the same.’ He took the videotape from the VCR and put it in a Neiman Marcus shopping bag that he’d brought. ‘I’ve given you two more copies, plus cassettes of all the raw footage before we edited it.’

‘What a perfectly appropriate word – raw.’

‘I’ve kept copies in case anything happens to yours.’

‘I’m not afraid of him.’

‘I never imagined you were. More news – Karla’s house was bought with Circle of Friends money. Half a million disguised as a research grant. Her own nonprofit corporation holds title to the property.’

‘They’re all such selfless do-gooders.’ Constance Tavenall’s voice was crisp with sarcasm but remarkably free of bitterness.

‘They’re not just guilty of misappropriating foundation funds for personal use. Circle of Friends receives millions in government grants, so they’re in violation of numerous other federal statutes.’

‘You have the corroborating evidence?’

He nodded. ‘It’s all in the Neiman Marcus bag.’ He hesitated, but then decided that this woman’s exceptional strength matched the congressman’s weakness. She didn’t have to be coddled. ‘Karla Rhymes isn’t his only mistress. There’s one in New York, one in Washington. Circle of Friends indirectly purchased their residences, too.’

‘That’s in the bag? Then you’ve completely destroyed him, Mr. Farrel.’

‘My pleasure.’

‘He underestimated you. And I regret to admit, when I came to you, my expectations weren’t terribly high, either.’

In their initial meeting, she acknowledged that she would have preferred a large detective agency or a private security firm with nationwide reach. She suspected, however, that all those operations did business, from time to time, with individual politicians and with the major political parties. She was concerned that the one she chose would have an existing relationship with her husband or with a friend of his in Congress, and that they might see more long-term profit in betraying her than in serving her honestly and well.

‘No offense taken,’ Noah said. ‘No sane person ought to have confidence in a guy whose business address is also his apartment – and the whole shebang in three rooms above a palm-reader’s office.’

She had settled in a chair at a nearby writing desk. Opening her small purse, extracting a checkbook, she asked, ‘So why’re you there? And why isn’t your operation bigger?’

‘Have you ever seen a really good dog act, Ms. Tavenall?’

Tweaked by puzzlement, her classic features had a pixie charm. ‘Excuse me?’

‘When I was a little kid, I saw a fantastic performing-dog act. This golden retriever did all these astonishingly clever tricks. When I saw what potential dogs possess, how smart they can be, I wondered why they’re mostly happy to hang out doing dumb dog stuff. It’s the silly kind of thing a little kid can get to wondering about. Twenty years later, I saw another dog act, and I realized that in the meantime life had taught me the answer to the mystery. Dogs have talent . . . but no ambition.’

Her puzzlement passed to pained compassion, and Noah knew that she had read the text and subtext of his remark: not more than was true about him, but more than he intended to reveal. ‘You’re no dog, Mr. Farrel.’

‘Maybe I’m not,’ he said, although the word maybe issued from him without conscious intention, ‘but my level of ambition is about that of an old basset hound on a hot summer afternoon.’

‘Even if you insist you’ve no ambition, you certainly deserve to be paid for your talent. May I see that final bill you mentioned?’

He retrieved the invoice from the Neiman Marcus tote, and with it the airsickness bag still packed full of hundred-dollar bills.

‘What’s this?’ she asked.

‘A payoff from your husband, ten thousand bucks, offered by one of his flunkies.’

‘Payoff for what?’

‘Partly as compensation for my car, but partly in return for betraying you. Along with the videotapes, I’ve included a notarized affidavit describing the man who gave me the money and recounting our conversation in detail.’

‘I’ve got more than enough to destroy Jonathan without this. Keep his bribe as a bonus. There’s a nice irony in that.’

‘I wouldn’t feel clean with his money in my pocket. I’ll be satisfied with payment of that invoice.’

Her pen paused on the downswing of the l in Farrel, and when she raised her head to look at Noah, her smile was as subtly expressive as an underlining flourish by a master of restrained calligraphy. ‘Mr. Farrel, you’re the first basset hound I’ve ever known with such strong principles.’

‘Well, maybe I’ve padded your bill to make up for not keeping that ten thousand,’ he said, though he had done nothing of the sort, and though he knew that she was not for an instant disposed to take seriously his suggestion of dishonesty.

He was dismayed by his inability to accept her compliment with grace, and he wondered – though not with any analytic passion – why he felt obliged to slander himself.

Shaking her head, gentle amusement still written on her face, she returned her attention to the checkbook.

From the woman’s demeanor and a quality of mystery in her smile, Noah suspected that she understood him better than he knew himself. This suspicion didn’t inspire contemplation, and he busied himself switching off the TV and closing the doors on the entertainment center while she finished writing the check.

While Noah watched her from the doorway, Constance Tavenall left the presidential suite, carrying the congressman’s doom in the Neiman Marcus bag. The weight of her husband’s betrayals didn’t pull the lady’s plumb-bob spine even one millimeter out of true. Like a sylph she had come; and after she turned the corner at the far end of the hallway, disappearing into the elevator alcove, the path that she had followed seemed to be charged with some supernatural energy, as the aura of an elemental spirit might linger after its visitation.

While the red and then the purple dust of twilight settled, Noah remained in the three-bedroom suite, roaming room to room, gazing out of a series of windows at the millions of points of light that blossomed across the peopled plains and hills, the shimmering dazzle of an electric garden. Although some loved this place as though it were Eden re-created, everything here was inferior to the original Garden in all ways but one: If you counted snakes an asset, then not merely a single serpent lurked within this foliage, but a wealth of vipers, all schooled in the knowledge of darkness, well practiced in deception.

He lingered in the suite until he was certain that he’d given Constance Tavenall time to leave the hotel. In case one of the congressman’s minions coiled in a car outside, waiting to follow the woman, Noah must avoid being seen.

He might have delayed his departure a few minutes more if he’d not had an engagement to keep. Visiting hours at the Haven of the Lonesome and the Long Forgotten were drawing toward a close, and a damaged angel waited there for him.
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So her brother was on Mars, her hapless mother was on dope, and her stepfather was on a murderous rampage. Leilani’s eccentric tales were acceptable conversation over dinner in an asylum; but in spite of how looney life could sometimes be here in Casa Geneva, and though the relentless August heat withered common sense and wilted reason, Micky decided that they were setting a new standard for irrationality in this trailer where genteel daffiness and screwball self-delusion had heretofore been the closest they had come to madness.

‘So who did your stepfather kill?’ she asked nevertheless, playing Leilani’s curious game if for no reason other than it was more amusing than talking about a miserable day of job-hunting.

‘Yes, dear, who did he whack?’ Aunt Gen asked with bright-eyed interest. Perhaps her occasional confusion of real-life experiences with the fantasies of the cinema had prepared her to relate to the girl’s Hitchcockian-Spielbergian biography with less skepticism than the narrative aroused in Micky.

Without hesitation, Leilani said, ‘Four elderly women, three elderly men, a thirty-year-old mother of two, a rich gay-nightclub owner in San Francisco, a seventeen-year-old high-school football star in Iowa – and a six-year-old boy in a wheelchair not far from here, in a town called Tustin.’

The specificity of the answer was disconcerting. Leilani’s words struck a bell in Micky’s mind, and she recognized the sound as the ring of truth.

Yesterday in the backyard, when Micky admonished the girl not to invent unkind stories about her mother, Leilani had said, I couldn’t make up anything as weird as what is.

But a stepfather who had committed eleven murders? Who killed elderly women? And a little boy in a wheelchair?

Even as instinct argued that she was hearing the clear ring of truth, reason insisted it was the reverberant gong of sheer fantasy.

‘So if he killed all those people,’ Micky asked, ‘why’s he still walking around loose?’

‘It’s a wonderment, isn’t it?’ the girl said.

‘More than a wonderment. It’s impossible.’

‘Dr. Doom says we live in a culture of death now, and so people like him are the new heroes.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘I don’t explain the doctor,’ Leilani said. ‘I just quote him.’

‘He sounds like a perfectly dreadful man,’ Aunt Gen said, as though Leilani had accused Maddoc of nothing worse than habitually breaking wind and being rude to nuns.

‘If I were you, I wouldn’t invite him to dinner. By the way, he doesn’t know I’m here. He wouldn’t allow this. But he’s out tonight.’

‘I’d rather invite Satan than him,’ said Geneva. ‘You’re welcome here anytime, Leilani, but he better stay on his side of the fence.’

‘He will. He doesn’t like people much, unless they’re dead. He isn’t likely to chat you up across the backyard fence. But if you do run into him, don’t call him Preston or Maddoc. These days he looks a lot different, and he travels under the name Jordan – “call me Jorry” – Banks. If you use his real name, he’ll know I’ve ratted on him.’

‘I won’t be talking to him,’ said Geneva. ‘After what I’ve just heard, I’d as soon smack him as look at him.’

Before Micky could press for more details, Leilani changed the subject: ‘Mrs. D, did the cops catch the guy who robbed your store?’

Chewing the final bite of her chicken sandwich, Geneva said, ‘The police were useless, dear. I had to track him down myself.’

‘That’s so completely radical!’ In the gathering shadows that darkened but didn’t cool the kitchen, in the scarlet light of the retiring sun, Leilani’s face shone as much with enchantment as with a patina of perspiration. In spite of her genius IQ, her street smarts, and her well-polished wise-ass attitude, the girl retained some of the gullibility of a child. ‘But how’d you do what the cops couldn’t?’

As Micky struck a match to light the three candles in the center of the table, Aunt Gen said, ‘Trained detectives can’t compete with a wronged woman if she’s determined, spunky, and has a hard edge.’

‘Spunky though you are,’ Micky said as the second candle cloned the flame on her match, ‘I suspect you’re thinking about Ashley Judd or Sharon Stone, or maybe Pam Grier.’

Leaning across the dinette table, whispering dramatically to Leilani, Geneva said, ‘I located the bastard in New Orleans.’

‘You’ve never been to New Orleans,’ Micky affectionately reminded her.

Frowning, Geneva said, ‘Maybe it was Las Vegas.’

Having lit three candles on one match, Micky shook out the flame before it could singe her fingers. ‘This isn’t real memory, Aunt Gen. It’s movie memory again.’

‘Is it?’ Geneva still leaned forward. The slow unsynchronized throbbing of the candle flames cast an undulant glow across her face, brightening her eyes but failing to dispel the shadow of confusion in which she sat. ‘But, sweetie, I remember so clearly . . . the wonderful satisfaction of shooting him.’

‘You don’t own a gun, Aunt Gen.’

‘That’s right. I don’t own a gun.’ Geneva’s sudden smile was more radiant than the candlelight. ‘Now that I think about it, the man who was shot in New Orleans – he was Alec Baldwin.’

‘And Alec Baldwin,’ Micky assured Leilani, ‘wasn’t the man who held up Aunt Gen’s store.’

‘Though I wouldn’t trust him around an open cash register,’ said Geneva, rising from her chair. ‘Alec Baldwin is a more believable villain than hero.’

Doggedly returning to her initial question, Leilani asked, ‘So the guy who killed Mr. D – was he caught?’

‘No,’ Micky said. ‘Cops haven’t had one lead in eighteen years.’

‘That reeks.’

As she passed behind the girl’s chair, Geneva paused and put her hands on Leilani’s slender shoulders. With good cheer untainted by any trace of bitterness, she said, ‘It’s okay, dear. If the man who shot my Vernon isn’t already roasting in Hell, he will be soon.’

‘I’m not sure I believe Hell exists,’ the girl replied with the gravity of one who has given the matter considerable thought during the lonely hours of the night.

‘Well, of course it does, sweetheart. What would the world be like without toilets?’

Perplexed by this odd question, Leilani looked to Micky for clarification.

Micky shrugged.

‘An afterlife without Hell,’ Aunt Gen explained, ‘would be as polluted and unendurable as a world without toilets.’ She kissed the top of the girl’s head. ‘And now I myself am off to have a nice sit-down with Nature.’

As Geneva left the kitchen, disappeared into the short dark hallway, and closed the bathroom door behind her, Leilani and Micky stared at each other across the dinette table. For languid seconds in the time-distorting August heat, they were as silent as the trinity of flames bright upon the smokeless wicks between them.

Finally, Micky said, ‘If you want to establish yourself as an eccentric around this place, you’ve got your work cut out for you.’

‘The competition is pretty stiff,’ Leilani acknowledged.

‘So your stepfather’s a murderer.’

‘It could be worse, I guess,’ the girl said with a calculated jauntiness. ‘He could be a bad dresser. A weaselly enough attorney can find a justification for virtually any murder, but there’s no excuse for a tacky wardrobe.’

‘Does he dress well?’

‘He has a certain style. At least one isn’t mortified to be seen in his company.’

‘Even though he kills old ladies and boys in wheelchairs?’

‘Only one boy in a wheelchair, as far as I know.’

Beyond the window, the wounded day left an arterial stain across the western sky, pulling over itself a shroud of gold and of purple.

When Micky rose to clear away the dinner dishes, Leilani pushed her chair back from the table and started to get up.

‘Relax.’ Micky switched on the light above the sink. ‘I can handle it.’

‘I’m not a cripple.’

‘Don’t be so sensitive. You are a guest, and we don’t charge guests for dinner or make them work it off.’

Ignoring her, the girl plucked a roll of plastic wrap from a counter and began to cover the serving bowls, which were half full.

Rinsing the dishes and the flatware, stacking them in the sink to be washed later, Micky said, ‘The logical assumption is that all this talk of the killer stepfather is just a vivid imagination at work, merely an attempt to add some dark glamor to the image of Ms. Leilani Klonk, flamboyant young mutant eccentric.’

‘That would be a wrong assumption.’

‘Just a bunch of hooey—’

‘I live in a hooey-free zone.’

‘—but a bunch of hooey that maybe has a second and more serious purpose,’ Micky suggested.

Returning the potato salad to the refrigerator, Leilani said, ‘What – you think I’m talking in riddles?’

Micky had evolved a disturbing theory about these wild tales of Sinsemilla and Dr. Doom. If she stated her suspicions directly, however, she would risk driving Leilani to further evasion. For reasons that she hadn’t yet found time to analyze, she wanted to provide the girl with whatever help was needed if indeed help was being sought.

Instead of making eye contact, avoiding any approach that might seem like an inquisition, Micky continued rinsing dishes as she said, ‘Not riddles exactly. Sometimes there are things we can’t easily talk about, so we talk around them.’

Putting the pasta salad in the fridge, Leilani said, ‘Is that what you’re doing? Talking around what you really want to talk about? And I’m – what? – supposed to guess the true subject?’

‘No, no.’ Micky hesitated. ‘Well, yes, that is what I’m doing. But I meant maybe you’re talking around something when you tell these tall tales about Dr. Doom murdering boys in wheelchairs.’

From the corner of her eye, Micky was aware that the girl had stopped working and had turned to face her. ‘Help me here, Michelina Bellsong. This little chat of ours is making me dizzy. What is it you think I’m talking around?’

‘I don’t have any idea what you’re talking around,’ Micky lied. ‘That’s for you to tell me . . . when you’re ready.’

‘How long have you been living with Mrs. D?’

‘What’s that matter? A week.’

‘One week, and already you’re a master of hugely befuddling conversation. Oh, I’d love to hear what a chinfest between the two of you is like when I’m not here to provide some rationality.’

‘You provide rationality?’ Micky rinsed the last of the dishes. ‘Just when was the last time you actually ate tofu and canned peaches on a bed of bean sprouts?’

‘I never eat it,’ Leilani said. ‘The last time old Sinsemilla served it was Monday. So come on, tell me, what do you think I’m talking around? You brought it up, so you must suspect something.’

Micky was flummoxed that her amateur psychology was proving to be no more successful than would have been a little amateur nuclear-reactor engineering or a session of brain surgery with kitchen utensils.

Drying her hands on a dishtowel, she turned to the girl. ‘I don’t have any suspicions. I’m just saying, if you want to talk about anything instead of just around it, I’m here.’

‘Oh, Lord.’ Although the sparkle in Leilani’s eyes might have been read as something other than merriment, the mirth in her voice was unmistakable: ‘You think I’m making up stories about Dr. Doom killing people because I’m too fearful or too ashamed to bring myself to talk about what he really does, and what you think maybe he really does is have his sweaty, greasy, drooling, lustful way with me.’

Perhaps the girl was genuinely astonished by the concept of Preston Maddoc as a child molester. Or perhaps this was nothing more than a pretense of amusement, to cover her discomfort at how close Micky had come to the truth.

The only thing trickier than an amateur using a psychologist’s techniques was an amateur trying to interpret a patient’s responses. If this had been nuclear-reactor engineering, Micky would already have been reduced to a cloud of radioactive dust.

Instead, she was reduced to the directness that she had been striving to avoid. ‘Does he?’ she asked Leilani.

Picking up Micky’s second can of Budweiser from the table, the girl said, ‘There’s at least a million reasons why that’s an absurd idea.’

‘Give me one.’

‘Preston Claudius Maddoc is virtually an asexual creature,’ Leilani assured her.

‘There’s no such thing.’

‘What about the amoeba?’

Micky understood this special girl well enough to know that the mysteries of her heart were many, that the answers to them could be learned only by earning her complete trust, and that her trust could be gained only by respecting her, by accepting her highly ornamental eccentricities, which included playing her baroque conversational games. In that spirit, Micky said, ‘I’m not sure amoebas are asexual.’

‘Okay, then the lowly paramecium,’ Leilani said, shouldering past Micky to the sink.
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