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chapter 1






JESSE ALWAYS SAT IN CORNERS. For one thing, corners were often the safest place to be. Nobody could creep up behind him. He also learned a lot just sitting there and watching, although some people didn’t like it when he did. When he was six or seven, one of his foster mothers, who drank six-packs of beer for her lunches, stomped over to the nook where he was sitting and walloped him over the head. “Stop looking at me like that,” she said.


This morning, Jesse sat at his usual desk in the back of his ninth-grade home room at Prairie Progressive. The other students settled into their seats, chattering about their plans for the coming weekend, ignoring him. They were all midwestern white, and he was…well, he didn’t know what he was, exactly, except he wasn’t white and he sure wasn’t midwestern. He had skin the color of weak tea, high cheekbones that could have been copied from an Aztec carving, round black eyes like an Asian, and black curly hair tinted with reddish streaks, as though it had been singed by fire. But this wasn’t why they ignored him. After all, the popular star running back on the football team was one of the several Hispanics in the school, and the student body vice president was an Asian American. No, it was simply that Jesse was not only the newest student, but he was also from California, which was not just out of state but another country altogether.


Jesse stared out the window at the churning, tumbling clouds. He’d spent most of his life in Los Angeles, and he wasn’t used to this prairie weather. Two months in Longview with his latest foster parents and he’d already found out the sky here had a temper like one of those wild elephants on National Geographic. Big and slow and then bam, it was charging down on you. The local weatherman had said the weather was going to be fine. Fine for a tornado, maybe. The way the light was fighting with the shadows, with clouds zooming in to close a patch of sun and a ray bursting out from another spot, it seemed as though some cosmic battle was going on. The trees closest to the window shook in the wind, but on the other side of the street, the trees were still.


“All right, everybody, let’s quiet down,” Mrs. Bender said. “I have some announcements.”


As usual, nobody paid attention. It took Mrs. Bender several hollers at increasing volume to get everybody to shut up.


The classroom door opened. Jesse turned to look. A tanned blond girl stood to the side of the doorway, glancing into the room. She wore thick glasses and clunky earrings. Her books were stuffed into a basket of woven reeds.


“Excuse me,” she said.


Mrs. Bender looked up from the papers on her desk. “Ah, there you are.”


“I went down the other hall.”


“Never mind, you’re here.” Mrs. Bender waved her in.


The room fell silent as the girl entered. Betsy Keelan whispered, “God. Fashion disaster.”


Jesse didn’t see anything wrong with her clothes. Half the girls in the class were wearing jeans, and as for the girl’s red blouse, it had all the right curves in the right places. She stood by Mrs. Bender’s desk, looking down at her strapped sandals.


Mrs. Bender stood. “Everybody, this is Honor Clarke. A new student. Her parents have just arrived from China and so she’s joining us late.” She smiled at the girl. “Honor, why don’t you tell us something about yourself?”


Honor glanced up at Mrs. Bender. “Not China. Bali. That’s in Indonesia. My dad was killed. That’s why we’re late.” She had a slight accent, each word fully enunciated, the consonants crisply pronounced.


“Oh my, I didn’t know,” Mrs. Bender said. “I’m so sorry to hear that.”


Andy Turnbull straightened his thick shoulders. “Indonesia? Did terrorists blow him up or something?”


Mrs. Bender gave him a warning look. “Why don’t you just take a seat, Honor?”


Honor ignored her. With her forefinger, she pushed her glasses up her nose and blinked at Andy. “Actually, people said black magic. We got his body back but not his head.”


Jesse jerked upright. The wall clock’s tick-tick-tick swelled to fill the silence.


Mrs. Bender took a deep breath to say something, but Honor rode right over her. “My mom’s an anthropologist who studies witchcraft and black magic and the Bali police thought she might have done it, so that’s why they held her and why we’re late. Any more questions?”


There weren’t any. Mrs. Bender gestured toward the desks. “We’re happy to have you, dear.”


Honor walked to the back, twenty pairs of eyes following her. Out of the three empty desks, she picked the one next to Jesse. Sitting sideways on her chair, she put down her basket and took off her glasses to clean them on the hem of her blouse.


Jesse squinted at her earrings. Were those scorpions? They were scorpions, all right, little ones frozen in plastic cubes with their stingers raised. And frozen in the plastic bracelet around her wrist was a long black centipede with yellow legs and a big red head.


She put on her glasses and looked at him. Her eyes were gray, the color of thin ice over dark water. After a slight hesitation, he wriggled his fingers in welcome. It was the least he could do, now that he wasn’t the newest student in the school. “Hi,” he whispered.


Her eyes widened in sudden alarm. She shrank back a little and hissed words under her breath that he didn’t understand, something urgent and challenging, almost hostile.


“What?” he said, more confused than offended by her reaction.


She stared at him for a moment longer, her alarm fading, and then straightened in her chair.


He lowered his hand. “Fine, then,” he muttered.


Yet there was a little itch in the back of his mind. It wasn’t just her odd reaction. He’d never seen her before in his life. But it was as though he knew this girl from somewhere.















chapter 2






ALL MORNING, THUNDERSTORMS TRAILED ACROSS THE COUNTY, KEEPING EVERYBODY INDOORS. In third-period study hall in the library, Jesse huddled at one of the student use computers, keeping an eye on Honor, who sat at one end of the long reference table. Open in front of her was a strange book the size of a six-inch ruler. It had wooden covers, and its pages were narrow rectangles, strung loosely together by string threaded through holes in the pages’ outer ends. The pages looked brittle and were covered with wavy black writing. Honor copied the writing into an exercise book. She’d pause and recite what she’d written in a low quavering voice.


The students at the other end of the reference table, and those seated at the other places, nudged each other, whispering and nodding at her.


The librarian, Mr. Applegate, came over and peered over Honor’s shoulder. “My word,” he said, breaking his own strict rule of silence. “Is that a palm leaf manuscript?”


“A Balinese lontar.”


“That appears to be Indic writing.”


“Sanskrit.”


“My word. How remarkable. J. Robert Oppenheimer also studied Sanskrit. He was the father of the atomic bomb. When the first test bomb exploded in the desert, he recited a Sanskrit verse. ‘I am become death, destroyer of worlds.’”


Honor swiveled her neck and stared up at Mr. Applegate for a second before she spoke. “Kalo ‘smi loka-ksaya-krt provrddho, lokan sama hartum lha pravrttah.”


Mr. Applegate smiled uncertainly. “Sanskrit. Remarkable. Most remarkable. But please put that away for now. Here’s a hall pass. The office needs you to finish some paperwork.”


After she left, Jesse continued his Internet search. He finally found a newspaper article from an Indonesian English newspaper that confirmed what Honor had said about her father.


The article also added the information that, while the police recovered Mr. Jim Clarke’s body from the Balinese temple where he was killed by flying debris during a sudden windstorm, they were still looking for his head.


Andy sneaked up behind him. “What are you looking at?” he whispered. “A bomb recipe? Contacting your terrorist cell?” Jesse clicked away, but Andy made him go back to the page. Andy read, his lips moving silently, and then snorted. “How can you lose a head?” he asked. Coming from Andy, that was an excellent and thoughtful question, and one that was troubling Jesse for an unlikely reason.


Last Halloween he’d gone to a haunted house near Long Beach with his foster-home counselor to help with the younger kids. One of the horrors was a headless man lurching about a cell, moaning, Where is my head? Where is my head? Jesse thought the fake costume and the acting all very childish. The headless man stopped and faced Jesse, as though sensing his presence. Then, without warning, the headless man thrust his arms through the bars and grabbed Jesse with cold hard fingers. “Where is my head?” the man whispered in a wheezy voice of someone who has to squeeze words out of his lungs. He shook Jesse with a vise-like grip. “You have to help me find my head.” Suddenly this wasn’t so childish anymore. For a terrible moment, Jesse thought that perhaps the man really was headless. Then the man laughed and said, “Gotcha.” Even so, the incident had been so frightening that for weeks afterward the headless man came to Jesse in his dreams, whispering, Where is my head? Where is my head?


But surely that could have nothing to do with Honor’s father.


By lunchtime, the news about Honor had spread like bacteria in a petri dish. As Jesse shuffled through the line in the noisy cafeteria, he overheard one girl say to another, “Did you hear about the new girl? She’s, like, studying these black magic curses.”


All the pizza had been hogged by the jocks, so Jesse took the meatloaf. As he slid his tray off the rail, Betsy waved him over to her table. Not to join, that was for sure. She had that teasing sparkle in her eyes, and her friends were giggling.


“I think our new classmate likes you, Jesse. Must be your curly hair.”


“You’re jealous?”


“You like her too? Love at first sight. How cute. You can get her a spider necklace to go with her earrings.”


Their laughter followed him as carried his tray to his usual corner table. A moment later, Wesley Stephens plopped down in the chair opposite him. Jessie had gotten to know Wesley from the school’s photography club, which Jesse had joined so he could use the darkroom. He was the only club member who shot black-and-white film and developed it the old-fashioned way. This fascinated Wesley, a real gadget geek who had a fancy digital camera and was a Photoshop whiz. The third day of school, Wesley had sat with Jesse at the back table, and they’d eaten their lunches together ever since.


Wesley’s dad was a farmer. His mom made him bag lunches. He looked at Jesse’s plate. “Dude, the meatloaf? That’s last week’s leftovers.”


“The pizza was all gone.” Jesse stuck a fork into the hunk on his plate. A couple of gray peas rolled out.


Wesley grimaced. “I can’t sit here and watch you eat that. Here.” Wesley handed over half his ham sandwich, thick as a dictionary. He ate like a pro wrestler but stayed scrawny as a paper clip. He took a huge bite of his half. “You got that new girl in your section, don’t you? Does she really wear poisonous insects?”


“Scorpions aren’t insects,” Jesse said.


“Dude, an insect is anything you stomp on to kill.”


Jesse scanned the crowded cafeteria, wondering where Honor was sitting. Two tables over, where the arty students congregated, Allyn Shields was sketching something in the air. Her father was a local banker. She was in Jesse’s biology lab, the only class they shared. In two weeks of dissecting frogs, she’d said only a dozen words to him, more than half of them in one sentence when she leaned across his lab bench to ask, Can I borrow your pencil for a minute?


Her fingers paused in midair. She fixed her green eyes on him for a moment and then turned and whispered something to her friend. Jesse quickly lowered his head to take a bite of his donated sandwich.


At the jock table, Andy Turnbull was being loudly teased about his bee phobia. Everybody knew he could take a hit from a two-hundred pound lineman and come up for more, but bees and wasps scared him witless. “I hate needles,” he protested, “and that’s what bees are, needles with wings.” This was greeted with more teasing, which suddenly stopped. The din in the cafeteria quieted.


Wesley kicked Jesse under the table. He glanced up and saw Honor Clarke heading toward them, carrying a tray with only a glass of milk on it. She walked past their table and through the open door that led to the outside patio.


“Thank God,” Wesley whispered. “I thought she was going to sit with us.”


Honor picked a table that was under the overhang and out of the rain, now lightening to a drizzle. She took a sip of milk as a pigeon fluttered onto the next table over, boldly cocking its eye at her. She tilted her neck and stared right back. A second later, the bird exploded off the table with a furious beat of its wings.


Jesse took another bite of the sandwich and slowly chewed, thinking about that newspaper article. “Wesley, if somebody in your family had his head cut off and you could only get one part of him back, what would you choose—the body or the head?”


“The head,” Wesley said at once. “You could always attach it to a suit and pretend the rest is there.”


Jesse nodded. “That’s what I think too.”


As if she’d overheard, Honor swiveled her head to look at Jesse for a few long seconds.


Wesley kicked him again. “Whoa, dude, I think she’s hot for you. You should ask her out.”


“Why don’t you?”


“Are you kidding? Those could be old boyfriends she’s got dangling from her ears.”


For his art class after lunch, Jesse worked in the darkroom in the basement, printing an enlarged photo of the town’s water tower that he had taken his first weekend in Longview. He had borrowed one of the Mindells’ bicycles to wander around town and came to the tower down by the railroad silos. It looked like a bloated pumpkin on stilts. Somebody had painted a cornfield and blue sky around its middle. Just as he was taking the photograph with his old manual Nikon, a patrol car barreled up and skidded to a halt on the graveled yard. The policeman, whose name was Jenk, arrested him for suspicious behavior and took him to the station.


The chief sipped coffee and listened to Jesse’s explanation, which was more than the officer had done. Jesse tried not to stare at the drop of coffee clinging to the chief’s bushy mustache. Chief McMann made a phone call to the Mindells and let him go. On his way out of the office, Jesse heard Officer Jenk tell the chief, “Better safe than sorry, I say. You know who he is, don’t you? They let him go, sure, but he could still be a terrorist. They train them young. He could be a sleeper, just waiting for orders.”


Jesse whirled around, his fists clenched.


“Of course he’s a sleeper, Jenk,” the chief said, giving Jesse a friendly calming wink. “That’s what teenagers do. They sleep as much as they can.”


The following Sunday at the Presbyterian Church, after the grade school kids had bolted from their Sunday school classroom, Jesse mentioned Jenk’s reaction to Kellie Fairchild, his new caseworker from the county welfare office. Kellie taught the class as a volunteer, and Jesse was helping her. Jessie had liked Kellie from the moment she’d picked him up at the Chicago airport, when she’d given him a no-nonsense handshake and told him to drop the ma’am and stick to Kellie. It was hard for Jesse to say how old she was. One moment she looked like a college student and the next, she was looking at him with a gaze that said she’d seen it all, so no tricks from him. She’d been working with county welfare for less than a year. Her parents were diplomats, she said, and she had grown up all over the place. Perhaps that was one reason why Jesse felt so comfortable with her.


“That’s just how it is,” she said patiently, after she listened to his complaint about Officer Jenk. “After all, Immigration did hold you in detention and Homeland Security interrogated you and that’s a fact you can’t do anything about. Some people are going to be suspicious about you, no matter what.” Kellie never sugarcoated things or pretended everything was going to be just fine for Jesse. Everything wasn’t just fine, and they both knew it. “The important thing,” she said, “is how you’re going to handle it.”


“I know,” Jesse said. He wrinkled his forehead in thought and added, “You know what, though, sometimes I wonder maybe I am supposed to be a sleeper agent of some kind, but I just don’t realize it.”


Kellie looked at him with a mild lift of her brows that for her passed for astonishment. “Why on earth would you think that?”


“Hey, it’s not me,” he said, “it was Homeland Security who put that idea in my head.”


She knew his story, of course. In LA the previous year, Jesse happened to be in an empty convenience store when two teenage foster boys he knew strolled in. One pulled a gun on the clerk. For once Jesse didn’t stay in the back corner, watching. He grabbed a trolley stacked with cans to be put on the shelf and shoved it into the gun wielder’s back. The gun went flying with a bang, the stray bullet shooting a mirror into pieces, and both the robbers bolted. Like an idiot, Jesse picked up the gun as two policemen came charging in. They thought he did it. The terrified clerk thought so too, getting Jesse confused with the second kid. To top it off, the security camera was broken.


Eventually the police caught the real culprits, who confessed. But by then, Immigration plus Homeland Security had come to see Jesse. They had done some checking and found out that his birth certificate had been forged and that he had not been born in the U.S. Even though he’d lived in LA for as long as he could remember, to them he was no different from someone who had illegally crossed the border just yesterday.


He told Kellie, “They asked me the same questions over and over again, and it got stuck in my head.” Questions about his past and why he was in America and if strangers had been in touch with him, and what he was doing with that camera of his. He always replied with the truth, sticking desperately to it no matter how much they tried to shake him, telling them over and over again that all he knew was that he’d grown up in LA, in foster families when he was young and cute and in juvenile centers when he was older, trying to stay off the streets and out of the gangs, and that the Nikon had been given to him by a kind juvenile counselor. But the drip, drip, drip of those questions had eroded a little niche in his mind and planted a tiny seed that sometimes bloomed at odd moments. Maybe he was a sleeper agent. Maybe somebody was going to show up in his life and order him to carry out some plan.


In the school’s basement darkroom, the image of the water tower began to appear on the paper. He shelved his thoughts about Jenk and Homeland Security and sleeper agents in order to watch. This part of the process always entranced him. It was almost like magic.


The outlines of the tower took shape.




And there on the ground appeared a man, looking right at him.


“Huh?” Jesse said, leaning closer. What was this bald old man doing in the photo? There’d been nobody under the water tower when he’d snapped the picture. The image changed, the shape of the man melding into one of the tower’s legs.


Jesse exhaled in relief. Just to be sure, he exposed and developed another print. He watched every second with hardly a blink of the eye. This time no man appeared.


Just that seed, courtesy of Homeland Security, spooking his imagination.


 


Health was Jesse’s last class of the day. He arrived early and slipped into the empty classroom at the opposite end of the third floor hall. The rear window overlooked the Methodist Church across the street. He had his camera ready. Usually at this time the steeple was backlit by the sun, making an interesting composition, but today the sun was hidden behind clouds that looked like bland oatmeal, shedding a dull light.


He sensed somebody standing behind him and spun around. Honor stood on the other side of the closest desk, the gray of her eyes a piercing color as she studied him. Again there was that ridiculous sense of recognition, like a radar blip sparking sharply in his mind, before fading away.


“Aum hram hrum sah aung ung mang aum,” she chanted. She fell silent, studying him intently, looking right into him, as though waiting for some kind of internal reaction.


Jesse shrugged. “I have no idea what you just said.”


She blinked. “No idea at all?”


“The home-run ogre hammered one home?”




She didn’t smile. She said, capitalizing with that precise enunciation of hers, “Those are the Words of Words. The Primal Sounds of the Universe.”


“I thought that was American Idol.”


Still no smile, but she relaxed a little. “I was wondering about you. Do I know you from somewhere?”


So she felt it too. Strange. “I don’t think so. Unless you’ve been to LA. That’s where I’m from.”


“Never been there.” She studied him again, but this time the externals, his black eyes, his black curly hair with streaks of red, his light brown skin. “So what are you doing here in Longview, excitement capital of the world?” The question sounded casual, but he could sense lingering tension.


“Staying with a new foster family. It’s a long story.” He didn’t want to get into it so he asked, “You’re in health class?”


“PE.”


“You better hurry. I think that’s down in the gym.”


“Is it? I guess I got lost again.”


Yeah, right, Jesse thought. She must have deliberately followed him here. His gaze fell on her centipede bracelet.


She held it out for his admiration. “Like it? I made it myself.”


“Nice,” he said.


“This one bit me.”


Jesse thought of that newspaper article he’d read earlier, and he heard in a distant corridor of his mind that headless man’s wheezy voice. “Can I ask you something?”


A sly shadow rose in her gray eyes. “If you’re sure you want to know.”


Even though he knew it wasn’t appropriate, he wanted to ask her if they’d really never found her dad’s head. But his nerve failed at the last moment and he asked instead, “What kind of centipede is that?”


She rubbed her finger on the bracelet. “The Balinese call it the graveyard centipede.”


The sun broke through the clouds, a bright beam falling on the church.


“Such a peaceful, quiet town,” Honor said. “The sort of place where you think nothing bad could happen, because everything is already in a coma.”















chapter 3






AFTER HEALTH CLASS, JESSE WAITED FOR WESLEY ON THE SCHOOL’S BACK STEPS, THE STONE WORN IN THE CENTER BY DECADES OF RUSHING FEET.


According to the big cornerstone out front, Prairie Progressive had been built in 1910. It was a stout box of a building, yellow bricks and arched windows stacked three stories high.


The ancient oak doors swung open and Allyn swished out with a couple of friends. She gave Jesse a quick sliding glance. A black SUV pulled out from the student parking lot. It was Stuart Yater’s car, bought for him by his dad, who owned the John Deere dealership. Stuart was a junior and one of the state’s ranked high school golfers. He braked to a stop in front of the steps, and Allyn gracefully folded herself into the front while the others clambered in the back. She gave Jesse another glance as the car pulled away.


Maybe he should say something to her next biology lab. Something clever and witty. What did one frog say to the other? Time’s fun when you’re having flies.


Wesley banged his way through the doors. “I wish you’d get a cell phone like everybody else,” he complained. “I had to come all the way out here to let you know I can’t go. I have to go home and babysit.”


They’d been planning to take photos at Victory Park. “Light’s not all that great anyway,” Jesse said.




“Why don’t you get one? They’re cheap. It’s unnatural not to have a cell phone.”


Jesse just smiled. “Have fun babysitting.”


“I’d rather have red ants eat my eyeballs. Catch you later.” He jumped over the railing and headed the other way. He called out over his shoulder. “And get a cell phone!”


Jesse slung his bag over his shoulder and trotted down the steps. When he’d been released, the lawyer from the America for Every American civil rights organization had given him a warning. “Keep in mind Homeland Security will be monitoring all your phone calls, your text messages, your e-mails, your Web searches. Be careful. All they need is one excuse, and the deal’s off and you get deported.”


The threat of deportation hung over Jesse like a guillotine. After weeks of interrogation, the Homeland Security agents had come in one day and said they were going to deport him to Cambodia. “But I’m not Cambodian,” he said in astonishment.


“Doesn’t matter,” they said, “we have a deal with the Cambodians, and that’s where you’re going.”


Cambodia! What did he know about Cambodia? He tried to be brave, but at night in the Immigration detention cell, he would sweat with fear on his bare mattress, staring sleepless at the ceiling.


His lawyer saved Jesse by a quiet whisper into the ear of an investigative newspaper reporter. The reporter started sniffing and digging. The story exploded. Protesters marched. The state senators and governor began trumpeting. So the embarrassed government released Jesse under strict conditions. Violate any of them, get into any kind of trouble, he would be kicked out of his own country with no second chances.


That’s why he didn’t have a cell phone. He didn’t want to risk it. From his experience, Homeland Security saw conspiracies everywhere. He had even asked the Mindells to remove the Internet hookup from his bedroom computer.


The school was in the center of town. On Main, Jesse stopped to help an old woman load her car with groceries she’d just bought at Budget General, the all-purpose store that sold everything from canned peas to canvas tennis shoes. It had a lot of business because the closest mall was thirty miles of cornfields away. The woman gave him a suspicious look. “Don’t expect a tip.”


“No, ma’am.”


She gruffly thanked him. After he closed the trunk and the woman drove off, he studied a new poster in the shop’s window. The store announced that it was sponsoring an outhouse-race team for the Corn Games. The Corn Games were the town’s big fall festival, which along with the high school homecoming, was held on Columbus Day weekend. The highlight of the games was the Outhouse Race. Jesse had a hard time imagining it, teams of adults dressed in silly costumes, racing with toilet sheds. On the other hand, this was a country town that proudly called itself the Corn on the Cob Capital of the World. Outside of town, painted on the side of a barn, was a huge WELCOME TO LONGVIEW sign that said so.


At the end of the block, the door to the Lone Bar stood open to the damp humidity. The Lone Bar was just that, the only licensed drinking joint in a town of twenty-two churches. The light didn’t penetrate far into the gloom. Several dim figures sat on stools. As Jesse walked past the open door, catching a whiff of stale beer, a pale arm snaked out and grabbed him to pull him inside.


It was George, a former college teacher and present town drunk, getting a head start on his weekend drinking. “Observe our harbinger of doom,” he announced to the other drinkers slouched on their stools. “Tell us, son, what horseman of the apocalypse will ride down upon Longview? What seal will be broken, what vial will be poured upon our fair and pleasant village? Fire, famine, plague, blood?”


“Would you please let me go?” Jesse tried to tug his arm free, but George’s fingers clenched deeper into his skin.


He leaned closer, his red-rimmed eyes burning. “Not until you tell us. Something wicked this way comes. What is it, boy?” He shook Jesse’s arm, hard. “Tell us!”


From the depths of the bar’s smoky shadows appeared an old man whose bald brown head poked up out of a high-necked tunic. He was puffing on a lumpy hand-rolled cigarette. “Leave the boy be,” he said in a lilting English accent.


George looked at him. “And you are?”


The man smiled. “I am the man who will buy you your next drink. Bartender, another for this gentleman.”


George let go of Jesse’s arm and swung to the bar. “You understand me well, dear sir. Only alcohol will drown my nightmares.”


The old man looked at Jesse. His wrinkled eyes drooped, but there was nothing lazy about their black irises, fixed as sharply as pins on Jesse. The man took another puff of his cigarette, not saying a word. The smoke had the sweet scent of cloves mixed in with the tobacco. An exotic scent, from a distant foreign country.


Jesse turned and eased out the door. He heard the man’s steps behind him. Ignoring the red light and a speeding pickup that angrily honked its horn, he darted across the intersection into the Dairy Queen. After ordering a soft ice cream cone, he glanced out the window. The old man was nowhere in sight.


 




Jesse left the Dairy Queen, taking slow licks of the ice cream.


The old man in the bar had looked just like the man who’d popped into view in the developing photograph. What were the chances of that? Close to zero. But then again, he remembered what Mr. Mindell had said upon reading the news of a woman winning two lotteries in a row, that unbelievable things happened all the time. “If you have enough people getting out of bed,” he’d said, “then at least one impossible thing is bound to happen before breakfast. It’s all statistics, the law of large numbers. It’s only when they happen to you that you think there must be something supernatural going on.”


Jesse finished the cone and tossed the sticky napkin into a trash can at the wrought-iron gate of Victory Park. The elementary school was having a game on the park’s soccer field. Parents crowded the sidelines, shouting encouragement and instructions.


Volt was on the field, dirty socks bunched down around his ankles. He was a fourth-grader, a lively, scrawny, redheaded kid Jesse had gotten to know from his occasional bicycle rides around town. Volt would pop up out of nowhere to join him, buzzing with a thousand questions, chock full of stories. His full name was Augustine Jonathan Volter but everybody except his mom called him Volt. He was like one of those photons you learn about in science class, part particle and part wave, all over the place. Soccer was the perfect game for him.


He spotted Jesse and gave him a wave.


“Eyes on the ball!” Jesse shouted, pointing. It was coming Volt’s way. He jerked his attention back to the ball and gave it a big kick that missed. He fell flat on his back on the soggy ground and then bounced to his feet with a laugh. Typical Volt. Jesse applauded.


Mrs. Volter looked down the sidelines at him. He had met her a couple of times, and she’d been all surface smiley and polite enough, but he could tell she didn’t much like him, didn’t like Volt hanging around him. Not only that, but she and Mr. Mindell, a biology professor at Longview College, hated each other. They’d had a huge blowup in a school board meeting about the teaching of evolution in school, and they hadn’t said a word to each other since. Other kids sometimes came around to the Mindell house to ask if they could see the Mindells’ talking bird, but not Volt. He wasn’t allowed anywhere near the house.


Jesse moved on. The Mindells’ home was tucked at the end of a wooded street next to the college campus. They had one married son and a daughter in a state university, leaving plenty of room for Jesse.


Jesse was uncomfortable using the front door. He wasn’t family. He’d only ended up with the Mindells because they were active members of the America for Every American organization. Sometimes he wondered if the Mindells really wanted him here, or if it was just a political show. After the AEA had led that big uproar over his civil rights, somebody had to put their money where their mouth was and take him in.


He went around to the back of the house and paused on the porch landing to take off his sneakers. One of Mrs. Mindell’s house rules. She was relaxed about most things, but she was a stickler for clean floors and carpets. Sliding open the outer glass door and the inside screen, he stepped up to the porch, a large weatherproofed extension to the house.


A low voice said, “Stop right there, you thief.”


He grinned. “What’s up, Miss Myrna?”


“It’s a wonderful life.”




Miss Myrna the myna bird jumped around in her large cage. With blue-black feathers and a yellow face mask, she looked like a thief herself. Mr. Mindell said she was smarter than the whole psychology department put together and noisier than the college dean after a cocktail party. Somebody had abandoned her as a fledgling on the Mindells’ front porch. Mr. Mindell said it was a probably a college student who realized that keeping a noisy bird in a dorm was too much of a hassle.


After making sure the back door and window screens were closed, Jesse let Miss Myrna out of the cage so he could replace the newspaper spread on the cage’s floor and splattered with digested bananas and oatmeal. “There’s this new girl just joined our class,” he told her. “Her mom studies black magic and her dad was killed and they never found his head.”


Miss Myrna poked her beak into the open front pouch of his backpack. “It’s okay, I forgive you.”


“Hey, I didn’t do it.”


The front door bell rang. “No Red Sox fans allowed!” Miss Myrna said. But it was only the UPS man, delivering a package for the Mindells, which Jesse signed for.


Mr. Mindell, a thick plug of a man with a scar on his forehead, looked more like a boxer than a biology professor. Mrs. Mindell was also a professor at the college and taught history and archaeology. She was thin, with sharp angles. She was very nice to Jesse, but there was a distance. She made a big show of trusting him, like leaving her purse and wallet out in the open, but the morning after he asked about the valuable heirloom jade pieces in the living room cabinet, they were put somewhere else.


Mrs. Mindell said that Jesse was a good reason for them to get back to the routine of having a sit-down family dinner. She was a good cook. Still, Jesse wondered how long this was going to last. His experience with foster parents was that many started out with the finest of intentions and were on their best behavior for a while. Then things returned to normal.


Dinner that evening was chicken fried in Mrs. Mindell’s special-recipe batter.


“What a day, Jesse,” Mr. Mindell said, spreading his napkin on his lap. He had a voice that rumbled like a bowling ball. “The fine young minds of Biology 101 are striving for knowledge like rocks for flight. And how about the strange weather? Sunny skies, my sweet little derriere.”


“Not so little, honey,” Mrs. Mindell said.


Jesse took a bite of the mashed potatoes and then said, “We have this new girl in my class. Honor Clarke. Her mom’s an anthropologist.”


Mr. Mindell nodded. “Ruth Clarke. New college hire. We’re lucky to get her. She’s published some terrific papers on shamanism and witchcraft.”


“The poor woman,” Mrs. Mindell said. “She’s been through hell, losing her husband like that.”


“She wears this centipede in plastic for a bracelet. Honor, I mean.”


Mr. Mindell perked up with interest. “Centipede? What does it look like?”


“Yellow legs and a big red head.”


“S. subspinipes mutilans. The Chinese redheaded centipede. Fairly common throughout Asia.”


“Last time I saw Honor,” Mrs. Mindell said, “she was just the most adorable little girl.”


Jesse nearly spluttered another mouthful of mashed potato. “You know her?”




“Jim Clarke was a Longview boy. They were married here and went to Bali, where Honor was born. Then they came back and lived here for a year while Ruth wrote her dissertation. Honor was what, four?”


“Something like that,” Mr. Mindell said.


“She idolized her father. It was so cute to see.” Mrs. Mindell’s smile faded into a sigh. “It’s just the saddest thing. There’s going to be a memorial service tomorrow. Perhaps you should come with us, Jesse, since she’s your classmate.”


“She said he was murdered,” Jesse said. “The police over there thought her mom did it. Cut off his head. Black magic.”


“Nonsense,” Mr. Mindell said. “It was a god-awful accident. He was at a temple ceremony when a strong wind sent a piece of tin sheeting flying.” He sliced his finger across his throat. “Simple physics at work.”


“Did they ever find it? His head?”


“I’m sure they did. A head’s a heavy object. Unless the tin sheeting took it somewhere on a magic carpet ride.”


Mrs. Mindell lowered her fork. “Do we really have to talk about this at dinner?”


 


After doing his homework and getting ready for bed, Jesse unlocked the suitcase in his closet and pulled out an album. The sleeves were full of newspaper clippings, starting with the short paragraph in the local paper about his arrest and ending up with a dozen headlines in the LA Times and other big newspapers. Jesse ignored those and extracted a photocopy of an old article that his lawyer had dug up while preparing for his case. By now, Jesse had the article memorized, but he read it again.


The article was from a local New Jersey paper and was dated May 3, fourteen years previously. A boat of scuba divers going out to dive to a World War II German submarine wreck way offshore came across a tramp steamer drifting without power. Nobody on the steamer answered the radio. It appeared abandoned. The skipper of the dive boat, Captain Jones, boarded the steamer and heard a baby crying in the empty cargo hold. The infant was newly born and wrapped in a roughly woven cloth.


The Coast Guard investigated. They concluded that the tramp steamer had been used to transport illegal immigrants to America, and the immigrants and the crew had gotten off just before the dive boat appeared. Why a newborn infant had been left behind, the Coast Guard couldn’t say.


Except, as the reporter pointed out, there was very little evidence that the steamer had had any passengers on board at all. It was just a leaky old boat, slowly sinking beyond U.S. territorial waters (a fact that Homeland Security pounced on fourteen years later), with a newly born infant the only person onboard.


The paper quoted Captain Jones as saying, “I was meant to find him for a purpose. This baby’s going to be somebody special.”


The lawyer probed some more. He found out that when the New Jersey authorities refused to allow Captain Jones to adopt the baby he’d found, Captain Jones stole him and skipped clear across country to Long Beach, California. He forged a birth certificate for the baby, naming him Jesse David Jones. Then, a year later, the captain died in a diving accident. Never came up. Vanished. His girlfriend handed Jesse off to the state welfare agency.


After that, a local politician adopted Jesse, but her opponents accused her of improper procedure. She had to give him back. Twice Jesse had missed out on a family, and that’s how it stayed. Every time he was in a foster family, something would happen. He learned early not to get too close or attached to people. He learned to sit in corners and watch.


Jesse had no memory of Captain Jones. When the lawyer showed him the New Jersey article, he read it in disbelief. All his life he thought he was born and raised in LA. The one thing that convinced him was the article’s photograph of him on the New Jersey dock. Not that he recognized himself as a wrinkled newborn. It was the woven cloth that he was wrapped in. He still had it. He could tell it was the same one by the design of the weave. Somehow, over the years, the cloth stayed with him. It wasn’t that he took special care of it, or that it meant much to him. He mostly used it as a scarf when it was cold. He misplaced it a couple times, left it behind on school buses and the like, and only realized he lost it when he found it again.


Matter of fact, even right now he wasn’t sure where it was. He plowed through his dresser and found it wadded in a corner. Unfolding it, he pondered the rough cotton, woven in patterns of deep rusty red that resembled stick figures fighting each other, falling through stars. It wasn’t anything special, just a piece of cloth.


He studied the design again, as though there might be some message there, but it meant nothing to him.


I was meant to find him for a purpose. This baby’s going to be somebody special.


What purpose was that? What kind of special?


He tossed the scarf back into the drawer. All he wanted was to be left alone, to stay out of trouble, and especially to not get deported half way around the world to Cambodia.


So that’s what he was going to do. Hunker down. Stay in corners.
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