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Spake I not unto you, saying,

Do not sin against the child;

and ye would not hear?

—Genesis 42:22

If living were a thing that money could buy,

You know the rich would live and the poor would die.

—“All My Trials” (antebellum and West Indian spiritual-lullaby)



prologue


Miami, Florida

December 22, 1997

A woman’s cry of pain floated from the house.

The house sat at the end of Hibiscus Avenue, on a web of residential streets a half mile from the clogged din at Pro Player Stadium, where thousands had converged to watch the Miami Dolphins’ Monday-night game. The cement-block house had been built in 1964, when the area had been ringed by cow pastures and there had been no such thing as the Miami Dolphins. The little house’s only striking feature was its lemon yellow exterior, with neatly painted white awnings and matching railings that wrapped around a large porch shaded by bowing palm trees. An air conditioner jutted out of the front wall, but it was a cool night, so dozens of rows of jalousie windows were open to welcome the evening breeze.

A half-open rear window offered another scream to the night.

Inside, the house was filled with the smell of cooking gone cold. The meal was hours ago, at midday, but the dining-room table was frozen as if people were still sitting in the straight-backed chairs. Four plates were littered with half-chewed rolls and tiny bones from Cornish hens strewn across shallow puddles of congealing green-bean juice. In the living room, a television set blared to an empty sofa. A man had been sitting on the sofa an hour before, and the TV Guide he had been reading still marked his seat, but the man had finally left to go outside and take a walk because he didn’t have the stomach to listen to Jessica’s pain.

Jessica Jacobs-Wolde had known her baby would be coming as soon as she’d woken up, at dawn, even before the slightest pains began. The mound in her belly seemed to have shifted while she’d slept, inching downward to press a little more urgently against her bladder, as though overnight it had crawled steadily toward where it knew it was supposed to be. Not every woman would have noticed, maybe, but Jessica had. It’s time, she had thought. She hadn’t panicked. She’d only asked her mother to fix a special meal to celebrate the occasion. She’d called her sister, Alexis, and told her to bring her appetite and her medical bag. And the mother, her daughters, and the old man had sat at the dinner table, eating in silence, simply waiting.

The old man, her mother’s brand-new husband, wasn’t yet privy to their family secret—he didn’t know about the strangeness pulsing in Jessica’s veins—so when he’d asked why they were so quiet, Jessica just told him her baby was on the way. She’d said no more because he needed to hear nothing more. She could have told him that her baby would not, could not, be an ordinary child. But instead, she’d been silent.

Jessica was used to keeping silent by now.

That was why she was glad her sister was a doctor. When it was time, they had decided, the baby would be born in this house. This was the house Jessica had first called home twenty-eight years ago, the first home she’d known. This was the house Jessica had chosen as her sanctuary eight months ago, after the Bad Time, when her dreams had melted and her heart had died.

Jessica’s husband and daughter were gone, and a big part of her had gone with them. Her husband, David, had simply disappeared, leaving only questions and breath-stealing heartache behind. And poor Kira, her little girl, was buried in a pitifully small plot at Miami Gardens Cemetery, five miles away, beside the grandfather she had been born too late to meet. Kira Alexis Wolde had Gone Home to Christ, it said on the granite headstone that marked her five years on this earth. Jessica’s mother had chosen that inscription, because soon after Jessica had discovered her child was dead—that, in fact, her husband had killed her—Jessica hadn’t been able to make many decisions for herself. For hours on end she had only listened, wondering, to the sound of her own beating heart.

But she’d made a decision about her new baby. Her baby wouldn’t come into the world in a hospital, where both of them would be subjected to tests. Above all, Jessica was afraid of what the doctors would find if they examined their blood. There couldn’t be any tests, not ever.

She and her baby would be safe with her mother and sister, Jessica knew, and she wondered if this might be the only safe place for them in all the world. For the first time in as long as Jessica could bear to remember, everything was exactly the way it should be.

Except for the pain. She hadn’t expected so much pain.

“God . . . dammit,” Jessica said, screaming a curse almost foreign to her lips. That last stab of paralyzing pressure had blotted her reluctance to use the Lord’s name in vain, despite all recent indications that God’s touch was very, very real. Too real, sometimes.

“Jessica, please,” her mother said, her brow in a knot.

Jessica tried to push her pain away, tried to think of anything else. She suddenly heard the theme music for the football game playing from the living room, too loudly. The music enthralled her because her brain was begging for distraction, and her muscles relaxed.

“Concentrate, Jessica. You have to push,” Alex said.

The Dolphins against the Patriots, the television was trumpeting. Jessica couldn’t remember what city the Patriots were from, but the squall of celebration made it sound as if they were battling for possession of the world. She caught a glimpse of herself in the full-length mirror across the room on her closet door, still bearing the Y-100 radio bumper sticker she’d loyally pasted across the top fifteen years ago. For a moment, she was startled to realize she was no longer the same eighth-grader she’d been then; the wiry pigtails were gone, replaced by her mussed crown of short-bobbed hair glistening with perspiration. And her eyes were wild and scared, a way they’d never been then—or ever, before this awful year.

The room seemed to be pulling away from her sight, as if she were sinking. Maybe it was all just a dream, she thought, and she felt her chest swell with weak hope.

“Hon, are you focusing? You better focus, hear? Don’t make me call 911 and drag you to the hospital. You don’t want that, do you? Then focus. We’re almost there,” Alex said.

Because of the voice’s urging—and that was all it was to Jessica at this point, a lone, disassociated voice—Jessica pulled her mind back to the pain. She shrieked, hoarse. She felt as if she were pushing a ball of flames through her insides, and she wanted it gone. Her muscles heaved with their own mind, straining so furiously she believed she might fling herself from the bed.

“Almost, almost, almost. One more time. One more.”

Then, all of the sound was stolen from the room. Just silence. Jessica saw her sister’s lips moving and her mother exhaling slowly, her mole-dotted cheeks puffing because she was nervous, but it was all in a hush. In that glorious instant, even the pain was gone.

It is a dream, Jessica thought with certainty, amazed and grateful. That meant Kira had to be still alive. And David had never given her and her new baby this strange blood. David, then, was really just an ordinary man the way she’d believed he was when she married him, not some kind of monster who would kill his own daughter and turn Jessica into—

Jessica felt herself sucked into a tight, dark tunnel. No air. Just blackness. She struggled against the slippery walls for footing, for something to grab with her hands, but she couldn’t find anything familiar. Nothing to hold on to. Helpless terror smothered her thoughts, and she believed she had to be screaming, though she could only hear a loud, rhythmic pounding in her ears. And the horrified mantra of her thoughts: can’tbreathecan’tbreathecan’tbreathe can’tbreathe

Help me, she thought from deep inside herself, lost in confusion. Oh, God—

Light. Yes, light. Ahead. So, so bright. Am I dead?

Push, a muffled voice said from somewhere.

can’tbreathe can’t breathe

Help me, God.

Then, the world exploded into colors, sounds, and smells. Jessica closed her eyes against the light, which burned like the core of the sun. Oxygen smacked her face and skin, making her limbs tremble in the cold air. She had never been so cold.

“I got her! Jess, I got her, hon.”

Yes. Breathe. Safe.

Jessica felt herself submersed in a giddy relief. The terror that was so real before, so engulfing, was forgotten. She was safe. Finally. Her relief was so great, she began to laugh, a boundless laughter from a place she did not know.

A dream. Yes, it had all just been a horrible, unspeakable dream.

But a voice interrupted her laughter, like wind dispersing a mist.

“Thank you, Jesus,” Jessica’s mother was saying in a whispered vibrato, squeezing her hand. “Oh, we do thank you, Lord Jesus. Please bless this child. Lord, bless this baby girl.”

The pain suddenly returned, but it was less raw. A faraway voice inside Jessica told her that the pain didn’t matter because, by morning, her body would have repaired itself of the birthing tears. The blood David had given her would fix everything. Always.

Jessica’s essence began to seep slowly into her pores, bringing other small enlightenments. She blinked, staring at everything in front of her as if she were a stranger to herself. Again, she saw the faded Y-100 sticker on the mirror. In the reflection, she saw her legs raised before her in the stirrups Alex had fitted to the bed. Fascinated, Jessica watched her sister grasp a pair of scissors, which glinted from the yellow, petal-shaped lamp on the nightstand, the same lamp that had been in Jessica’s room nearly all her life.

“Is this a dream?” Jessica asked, surprising herself with the huskiness in her voice. For some reason, she had expected to sound like a little girl, a young child.

“No, child, it’s no dream,” her mother said, pressing her warm, steady palm against Jessica’s forehead. Her voice sounded heavy, bittersweet, because Jessica knew her mother wished with all her heart she could say, Yes, child, all of this strangeness was in your head, and everything is back like it was. “You have a baby girl. She’s your little miracle, Jessica. Forever. Remember that, hear?”

“Let me see her,” Jessica said, blinking to stanch her hot tears. Some of the tears were from her joy at being a mother again, but most of them were for Kira and David and the part of her that wanted so badly to be dreaming.

Through her tears, all Jessica could see of her baby was a slick, little curled fist, like a porcelain doll’s fist, or an impossibly small old woman’s. Jessica heard a small sound from the baby. Not crying, exactly—maybe gurgling would describe it best—but a reassurance that she was alive, that there was air in her tiny lungs. She was breathing. She was safe.

“She’s beautiful,” Jessica’s mother said.

“Why is she so small? Let me see.” Jessica lifted her head from the drenched pillow.

“She’s just a little underweight, hon. She’s fine,” Alex said.

Jessica wanted to feel the warmth of her child’s loose-fitting skin, count her digits, wipe away the glistening fluids from the uterus, bundle her in a blanket to shut out the cold. But she did none of those things because she was lost inside the softness of her new daughter’s wide-open brown eyes. Had Kira begun her life with such clear, seeing, open eyes?

Rooted to Jessica’s gaze, the naked, tawny-skinned child made a sound again, more loudly this time, and Jessica’s world, once again, rocked to a halt.

The baby was laughing. Still wet from the womb, the child was laughing in peals as delicate as strings of spun glass. Whether it was because of exhaustion or something she didn’t dare name, Jessica felt the joints at her elbows, shoulders, and knees trembling violently where she lay.

She understood now why she’d thought she was dreaming during the birth: Somewhere, somehow, this baby had tangled its little mind with hers, like a vine strangling the trunk of a tree. For crucial, awesome moments, Jessica had not been herself—she had been her own infant, struggling toward the light.

What in the name of sweet Jesus has David’s blood done to this child?

In the living room, the television announcers said the Dolphins had recovered a fumble. Through the house’s open windows, Jessica could hear the roar of thousands of nearby strangers cheering as if the skies had opened to reveal the kingdom of God.



healing


“Who taught you all this, Doctor?”

The reply came promptly:

“Suffering.”

—Albert Camus, The Plague
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Tallahassee, Florida

May 13, 2001

Mercy Hospital didn’t have the best emergency room in town, but it was the closest. And to Lucas Shepard, at that moment, any hospital was better than no hospital. Nothing mattered now except getting there and getting there fast.

At 3:30 A.M., with the roadway blanketed in darkness, Tallahassee was so deserted that it looked every bit like the overgrown market town and tobacco community it once was, virtually free of lights or cars as far as he could see. The Blazer’s headlights sliced through the foggy blackness in defiant cones, sweeping into view the road and the overgrown stalks of wild grass cloistered alongside it. Lucas’s neighbor Cal was hunched over the steering wheel like an old man, his head close to the windshield. Cal was going seventy-five miles per hour in a thirty-five zone, and Lucas knew any unexpected stop might send them flipping over the embankment. Cradling his son in his arms in the passenger seat, Lucas was breathing in thirsty gulps. He had never been so scared, and it wasn’t because of Cal’s driving.

Lucas had called Cal instead of trying to get an ambulance because he figured they could cut in half the time it would take to get to the hospital. He could only pray that was fast enough. Right after he’d called Cal, he’d phoned ahead to Mercy to ask a surgeon to stand by. Looks like a hemorrhage, he’d told the physician on call. Pulse was still strong, thank God, but erratic. Blood pressure bottoming out. Lucas had thought of everything he could, even though his hand had been shaking so badly he’d nearly dropped the receiver. The sound of his son’s earlier cries of pain still gnawed at his memory, as if they were echoing in an endless loop.

No, they hadn’t been cries; they’d been shrieks, followed by an even worse silence. The sounds of every parent’s worst nightmare come to life.

“Jared?” Lucas nudged perspiration-damp strands of hair from his son’s forehead, above his slack face. Not long ago, the regrowth of Jared’s hair in downy patches that had gradually thickened closer to normal had been a triumph, signaling better days ahead. That notion seemed far away tonight. Still wearing his cheerful Mutant Men cartoon pajamas, Jared was limp in Lucas’s arms like a fainted bride, his head dangling against Lucas’s chest. He’d lost weight. He’d never regained his appetite during his illness, not really, but he looked even more frail than usual, his bones jutting sharply in his cheeks in a way that added years to his features. He was only ten, but he looked thirteen now. Jared had inherited bright cherry-red lips from his mother, but tonight his lips were pale as his circulatory system slowed. Jared’s skin had cooled dramatically, so clammy it stuck to Lucas’s fingertips like paste.

I’m losing him this time, Lucas thought, barely comprehending. I’m losing my son.

Lucas leaned toward his son’s ear, struggling to speak coherently through his heavy breathing. “Can you hear me? Daddy’s here. We’re going to see the doctor. Stay with me, Jared. You stay right here.”

“Is he awake?” Cal asked. They were the first words Cal had spoken since they’d climbed into Cal’s Blazer, and the sound of his neighbor’s sleep-roughened voice startled Lucas. He’d forgotten, for those few seconds, that Cal was even there.

“He’s out.” Lucas’s own voice was strange to him, too. “Looks like shock.”

“Goddammit.” Cal sounded perplexed, angry, and sad all at once. Lucas heard the Blazer’s engine kick up a notch into an urgent roar. The vehicle pitched around a corner so violently that the tires seemed to scream against the road, a sound that seared itself into Lucas’s mind like an omen. It mirrored the screaming inside of him, all his raw emotions clamoring for release past his rationality. Rage. Terror. And a grief he believed was waiting for him with such enormity that it would knock the breath from his lungs, maybe forever.

Suddenly, the lights of the squat, two-story hospital appeared before them. The parking lot, nearly empty, was slick and bright with the lights’ streaking reflections against puddles from that night’s rainfall. The word EMERGENCY was lit up in red neon, both beacon and warning.

“There’s Mercy,” Cal said. “We’re going to make it, Lucas.”

“We’re going to make it,” Lucas said, simply repeating the words for his son’s sake, no longer sure he had a right to believe it.

• • •

He’d known, all along, it would come to this. Without wanting to admit it to himself, and especially to his son, he’d known since the very first day.

Lucas, there’s a problem with his white count.

Two years before, Jared’s pediatrician had called Lucas just hours after the visit. Jared had been listless for the past few days, with a low-grade fever that had kept him out of school that Friday, but that sort of ailment had become commonplace since Rachel’s death. Jared had been sick much more often since his mom had died, susceptible to colds and fevers Lucas knew were stress-related. Lucas had been thirteen when his own mother had died, and he remembered spending many hours in bed nursing phantom fevers before and after she finally succumbed to her illness. For a long time now, sickness had seemed to be roosting in Lucas’s house.

So, Lucas didn’t have a particular reason to be worried about Jared. Still, he was. He’d taken Jared to see Graham at the doctor’s gaily decorated office at Governor’s Square Mall at 10 A.M. Saturday morning, and Graham had checked Jared’s temperature, looked at his tongue, and felt his lymph glands (which Lucas thought felt a little swollen, though not much), and just because Lucas had asked him to, Graham drew blood he promised to get analyzed that same day. Just in case. Then, Graham had given Jared a handful of Tootsie Rolls and sent him home with orders for bed rest.

Jared had already proclaimed he was feeling better by the time the phone rang at exactly two-thirty, as they were eating a pepperoni pizza for lunch and watching a video, Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory, one of Jared’s favorites. Jared was propped up in the leather reclining chair in the living room with pillows and blankets, snug as a bug. On the video, Charlie’s mother had just bought him a Willy Wonka chocolate bar for his birthday, one she could barely afford, and Charlie was eagerly peeling the wrapper away to see if it had the coveted Golden Ticket inside. And it did not, of course. “Ooh, I wish it was there!” Jared had said, which he said every single time, though they both knew from at least a dozen viewings that Charlie would get his Golden Ticket soon.

Then, the phone rang.

Lucas would never forget any of these details while there was still breath in his body. Though he missed Rachel like hell, he’d been finding his way back to some sort of balance, living his own life again, before that telephone call had come from Graham. By the time he hung up, another man’s life had begun. “Lucas? I’ve got Jared’s blood work here, and there’s a problem with his white count. It’s high.”

Ridiculously, Lucas had first thought Graham was only concerned about a minor infection, maybe mono. “How high?”

The pause wasn’t long, but it was long enough for Lucas to detect, and during that silence a part of his mind crumbled, because that was the first time he knew. He didn’t hear Graham’s answer the first time, so he asked him to repeat it. Then, he realized he had heard, but his ears just hadn’t accepted what he’d heard: “One hundred fifty thousand.”

Lucas didn’t say anything, the number ringing in his head like gibberish that needed translating, because a normal white-cell count was only ten thousand, and that was what his son should have, not fifteen times that. Graham went on, “You’d better get him over to Wheeler for more testing. I’ll let them know you’re on the way.”

Wheeler Memorial Cancer Center.

Rachel had spent time at Wheeler, too. Rachel had died of brain cancer almost exactly two years to the day of that phone call about Jared’s blood on June 5, 1999. Lucas had just been thrown off of one heartbreaking merry-go-round, and now he was being forced to board one whirling faster and more furiously than the last.

“Leukemia?” Lucas said in a hushed breath, out of Jared’s earshot.

“I can’t say for sure, but like you, that’s the first thing I was afraid of,” Graham said, speaking with a frankness Lucas knew he would not dare with any other parent, especially on the phone. “I know it doesn’t make sense. But he’s elevated, Lucas, and we need to jump on it. I’m sorry. This blindsided me, it really did.”

Jared was giggling in front of the television set, the first time Lucas had heard his son giggle in three days, and one of the few times Jared had allowed himself to giggle at all since Rachel had died. Tears stung so viciously at Lucas’s eyes that he felt as if he were blinking acid. Soon, he’d have to tell his eight-year-old son there was something terribly wrong with his blood, and it was probably cancer, just like his mommy had, except his cancer was in his blood.

“I’m sorry, Lucas,” Graham said again, as if he were blaming himself, and Lucas wanted to tell him it wasn’t his fault, not at all. Lucas swallowed back a sound that would only have come out like a half-hysterical laugh.

Hadn’t Graham figured it out yet? It was just the Curse, at work yet again, maybe for the last time. A trilogy. It had taken Lucas’s mother, then it had taken his wife, and now it was going to take his son; it was a spiteful brand of evil he’d stirred up long ago without even trying, something stalking him that he’d never been able to shake, that was determined to steal everyone he loved. First one. Then another. And another.

“I’m okay,” Lucas said, uttering the biggest lie of his life, because at that moment he’d finally known he would never be okay again.

• • •

“He has leukemia, and he passed out. He looks shocky, so I’m afraid he’s had some kind of internal rupture. Maybe he fell and didn’t say anything to me about it. Where’s your trauma surgeon?” Lucas said, following the gurney carrying his son down the hospital’s overly bright hallway; one of the back wheels danced in a crazy whirl as it wobbled across the riotously gleaming white floor. Nurses and orderlies stared at their processional, frozen in place where they stood, as if they weren’t used to late-night interruptions.

“We don’t have one,” said the crew-cut physician who’d met Lucas at the mechanical double doors. Lucas had been mortified to see him; he must have been at least thirty but barely looked twenty-five. His smooth, boyish face was covered with freckles, and he was wearing a lilac-colored scrub suit and bright orange sneakers, an overall effect that was so clownlike that Lucas had wondered for a moment if he was hallucinating. The young doctor, whose picture identification tag dangling from his neck identified him as R. Mandini, went on, “We usually refer the serious traumas to General—”

“Jesus fucking Christ,” Lucas said, the sickly dreamlike sensation sweeping him again. He brushed Jared’s forehead as if he needed to physically touch him to feel assured he was still there. Jared’s eyelids were fluttering slightly, involuntary impulses.

“—but I went ahead and paged Jaime Gonzalez, who’s affiliated here through the university. He’s on his way,” the young doctor finished, and Lucas felt such a surge of relief that he thought his knees would buckle. Jaime Gonzalez was on staff at Florida State University, and he was a damn good surgeon. Thank Mary and Jesus above.

While one of the nurses wrapped Jared’s arm in a blood-pressure cuff, Mandini pressed his hand gently against Jared’s abdomen, then pierced his pale stomach with a long needle. In an instant, blood spurted into the hypodermic’s plastic casing. There was internal bleeding, then, and a lot of it. Seeing his worst fears confirmed, Lucas’s heart went cold.

“Blood pressure’s only fifty,” the young nurse said. Her eyes were wide, alarmed.

Mandini looked up at Lucas. “You’re right, Dr. Shepard—your son is hemorrhaging, and he’s in distress. I need to get him open to stop this bleeding. Dr. Gonzalez will back me up when he gets here. In the meantime, you’re free to assist.” Then, Mandini looked at Lucas almost hopefully, as if willing to defer to an elder.

“I’ll go in the OR with you, but I’m not a surgeon,” Lucas said, more sharply than he’d intended. He hadn’t performed anything remotely resembling a surgery since med school thirty years before, and even then it had only been on cadavers. Was this doctor so inexperienced that Lucas would be forced to take the scalpel in his own hand?

“Okay, right, I wasn’t sure . . . ,” Mandini mumbled, his face flushing red.

Lord, please deliver me from fools, Lucas thought. Please deliver Jared tonight.

“Well, Dr. Shepard, I’m going to do everything I can for your son. I hope you have, too.” Then the young doctor added reproachfully, practically under his breath, “I hope you know a kid this sick needs a hell of a lot more than voodoo.”

Lucas stared at him, momentarily stunned, wondering if he had heard wrong. Then, when he’d decided he hadn’t, he was too weary even to be angry. How could this doctor even ask him if he’d done everything he could?

“What do you think?” Lucas said. “He’s my goddamned son.”

Mandini only glanced at him with nervous resignation as he shuttled the gurney toward the operating room, preparing to witness a death.

• • •

“I couldn’t believe that little twerp, practically asking you to do the operation yourself,” Cal said, biting into a powdered doughnut he’d just bought from the row of well-stocked vending machines in the Mercy North Medical Center doctors’ lounge. Cal’s sand-colored hair was splayed wildly across his head, betraying his sudden arousal from sleep. Gazing at his neighbor, Lucas realized he must look like hell, too. He glanced down at himself and saw he was wearing only a pair of tattered sweatpants and a stained undershirt, the clothes he’d been sleeping in. He was lucky he hadn’t run out of the house buck naked.

“He was scared is all,” Lucas said. “Knew he needed all the help he could get.”

“Yeah, well, that’s the kind of crap I would expect from Clarion, that HMO Nita and I are with. As long as the cheap bastards thought they could save a buck, they would’ve asked us to do the operation at home, too. Skip the emergency room altogether.” Even sleep-deprived and under stress, Cal’s face looked ruddy and cheerful because of his oversize cheeks. “Want some coffee, Doc? This fancy machine even has espresso.”

Lucas shook his head. He was so tired it almost hurt, but he knew coffee would only make him anxious. He’d begun hoping again, and Cal’s attempts to be jovial fed his hope, even though part of him was afraid to hope at all.

But it was six-thirty, and Jared was still alive. The sun was easing its way to full daylight outside, glowing ever brighter through the room’s louvered windows. The situation had slowly evolved into a maybe, not as dire as it had been in the car when he’d thought Jared might go into cardiac arrest. Maybe felt good. And having Cal here felt good. The day was beginning to dawn like one they might all survive. This time.

Because it was only May, Lucas realized. It wasn’t June yet. Lucas’s mother had died in June. Rachel had died in June. And he felt a new certainty that if Jared was going to die, it would be in June. It couldn’t happen on that operating table, not on an early morning in May. Not yet.

For Jared, today was not the day. It was like the line from Audre Lorde’s last poem, written while the poet herself was dying, that Rachel had taped to her wall for inspiration and memorized while she was sick: Today is not the day. It could be but it is not. Today is today.

“Hey, Doc . . . I hope you won’t take this wrong, but you look kinda rough sittin’ there,” Cal said, pulling Lucas from his morbid thoughts. “Maybe you’d better put that operating gown back on before someone comes in here and sticks a broom in your hand.”

“Fuck you very much, Cal,” Lucas said, nearly smiling.

Lucas and Rachel had befriended Cal Duhart and his wife, Juanita, almost as soon as the Duharts had moved into their neighborhood nearly ten years ago, when they all made the unlikely discovery that they were two interracial couples living across the street from each other. Juanita had lost her best friend when Rachel died, just as Lucas had, but thank God he hadn’t lost Cal. By now, after more than five years of striving, waiting, grieving, and then striving and waiting some more, Cal’s insults had become pure, lifesaving habit.

“You know how it goes, one of these redneck MDs walks in and sees a black man lounging in here,” Cal went on, taking a seat beside Lucas while finishing his doughnut. “Some of the less enlightened may not realize you’re free at last, free at last, thank God Almighty, you’re free at last.” Cal’s expert imitation of Martin Luther King’s preaching voice was almost frightening—especially from the lips of a blue-eyed white man whose usual speaking voice was cracker to the core. Cal had been raised in the hills of Georgia and usually sounded like it.

Lucas laughed hard, from his gut. Then, the laugh caught in his throat and almost turned into a sob as it suddenly dawned on him that this might be the worst day of his fifty-five years of life. He squeezed his friend’s shoulder hard and didn’t let go for a long time, not saying a word. The silence seemed interminable. Cal broke it first, avoiding eye contact by staring steadfastly at the mounted television playing at a low volume above them.

“You can’t let your mind whip you in circles from waiting,” Cal said gently, all mirth gone. “Waiting’s the killer, Doc. You know that by now. Jared’s a tough kid.”

Lucas nodded, unable to speak.

“At least they’re treating you right here. They’re giving you and Jared the red carpet. That’s gotta be good for something.”

Yep, it was star treatment, all right. Maybe the medical community didn’t respect Lucas’s work in alternative medicine—as typified by Mandini’s snide comment about voodoo, a term so often misapplied that Lucas had given up correcting it—but at least his name still carried weight from the days he had won the Lasker microbiology prize in 1986, the field’s highest, before science had dismissed him as a kook. Or, maybe Mercy North just wasn’t interested in being noted in national news reports as the place where Dr. Lucas Shepard’s son had died. Whatever the reason, Mercy had gone out of its way to treat him and Jared well, and Lucas was glad.

The doctors’ lounge was much more friendly than the sterile emergency-room waiting area outside (although the term doctors’ lounge, at any hospital, struck Lucas as an oxymoron), with plush, wine-colored chairs and cherrywood-paneled walls that projected the air of a library. At the center, a handsome matching cherrywood conference table had chairs for a half dozen people. A cleaning woman had come in to begin brewing coffee about a half hour before, but Lucas and Cal had been relatively undisturbed since they’d been ushered to this room. Their only company was the television set, which had been playing a test pattern earlier, but was now blithely showing the Mutant Men cartoon Jared would ordinarily have risen to watch by now. Neither Lucas nor Cal had thought to change the channel. Lucas found himself watching the manic cartoon, trying to memorize the antics of the deformed but noble heroes, vowing he would tell Jared exactly what he’d missed as soon as he had the chance, as soon as Jared woke up. If he woke up, a voice in his head corrected him, trying to protect him from his hopes.

After all, he reminded himself, he might find himself sitting on the other side of death today.

There were plenty of doctors who’d learned to manage their emotions well enough to treat the seriously ill not only with dignity but with patience and compassion, and Lucas had known some wonderful doctors during Rachel’s illness and his residency in med school—but he would also never forget a senior doctor, his adviser, who always sounded pissed with terminal patients and their families, routinely reducing them to tears, as if they’d brought their illnesses upon themselves and were refusing to improve simply to fuck up his day. Dr. Everett Lowe. Lucas often thought of Dr. Lowe since his own brief stint in pediatrics, when his first three young patients had died in harrowing succession. Children crying and dying. It was too much. Each night, Lucas had gone home feeling as if he’d swallowed crushed glass. Maybe Dr. Lowe had been like that once, and he’d turned so vile to keep his sanity. The experience had spooked Lucas so much that he had decided right then he would get his Ph.D. and become a researcher. He’d fight disease, but he’d keep his soul safe in the process.

Thank God there were good pediatricians for Jared. Good pediatricians reminded Lucas of veterinarians: they considered cooing and coaxing a part of their job description. That meant fewer stony faces, less contempt, more of what patients referred to as that oft-craved bedside manner that still was not, as far as he knew, part of the standard curriculum at medical schools.

And it should be. Because death could never be mundane.

Lucas had always thought so when he was only on the other side of it, but he definitely understood that now. There was nothing the least bit mundane about watching his son die. It was like breathing hot coals, each breath more painful than the last.

Lucas’s glazed eyes were so fixed on the television set overhead that he hadn’t seen the door to the doctors’ lounge open, hadn’t noticed Mandini walk in. Lucas only glanced at the doorway when he felt Cal tap his knee, and Mandini stood there in his scrub suit, which was hugging his chest with streaks of perspiration.

Lucas lurched to his feet, looking for clues about Jared in Mandini’s eyes, and he felt the same voiceless hope he’d seen in the faces of patients’ family members his entire life. He’d first seen it in his father’s face when his mother had gotten sick, a childlike hangdog wondering, the first time Lucas had realized his father couldn’t fix everything the way he’d thought he could. He’d seen it in Jared during Rachel’s illness, when Jared quizzed Lucas every day she spent in the hospital, waiting for the news that his mommy would soon be coming home for good.

And at the pediatric leukemia center where Jared had received his rounds of chemotherapy, there had been a special room where doctors took parents when they needed to impart bad news. And all of the other parents—himself included—had felt sympathy for those poor folk they saw ushered into that room while at the same time they thanked God they weren’t the ones about to have their hopes crushed.

Lucas knew what crushed hope sounded like. Through the closed door, all of the fortunate families in the waiting area had been able to hear the unlucky parents’ screams.

“Well?” Lucas said hoarsely.

Finally a hint; not a smile, or anywhere near a smile, but Mandini nodded and beckoned Lucas toward him so they could speak privately. “He’s alive. But . . .”

Lucas didn’t want to hear the rest. “Just tell me where he is.”

• • •

As Lucas walked alone in the hallway toward the intensive-care post-op ward, all he wanted to focus on was that his son was still breathing, his brain was functioning, his heart was beating. Lucas had been told Jared was on oxygen, but not a respirator. That was good.

But with each footstep, Lucas’s mind swept him back to his memory of the frank talk he’d just received from Mandini and Gonzalez, both of them speaking in turns with condescending patience, as if Lucas didn’t have his own medical degree and hadn’t himself served on a medical school faculty and once won a national microbiology award—as if he were a witch doctor who needed a stern talk on the wonders of modern American science.

Have you tried to get him a bone-marrow transplant? There have been some real strides there, and that’s the only cure for the kind of leukemia he has. Chemotherapy isn’t very effective. His short-term prognosis is very poor. We couldn’t save his spleen, you know, and his other organs will be attacked by infection after infection. By the way, our on-site pastor doesn’t get in until eight—is there a family minister you want to call?

And Lucas had just listened, nodding with pursed lips. He’d resisted equally strong drives to burst into laughter and to punch both of them in the face, but he was afraid he would lose touch with his own mind if he did either. That is, if he hadn’t lost it already.

Lucas could have given both of these doctors an education on autologous bone-marrow transplants himself, because Jared had undergone one last year. He’d nearly died of pneumonia as a result, and it simply hadn’t worked. Only six months after the transplant, when Jared still hadn’t regained his ability to taste food (thus robbing him of the joy of chocolate ice cream, one of the few pleasures the kid still had left in the world) and was getting regular blood transfusions and couldn’t interact with people because his platelet count was still so low, the leukemia had shown up yet again. And he and Jared, together, had cried all night long.

So much for science.

Jared’s doctors said maybe it would have worked with the bone marrow from an outside donor; or ideally, the marrow from a sibling. But Jared didn’t have any siblings—though he’d always begged for a little brother or sister; and Lucas and Rachel had just decided they would try to have another baby only a couple of weeks before, as they always put it, The Day the Earth Stood Still—and there hadn’t been any movement on the waiting list Lucas had placed Jared on the same day he was diagnosed.

And even if they found a donor, they all knew a second bone-marrow transplant might kill Jared sooner than the leukemia would. Not to mention that Jared had told Lucas, in all earnestness, that he would rather die than go through that procedure again, because he’d finally regained the use of his taste buds and chocolate had become a miracle to him, and he didn’t want to risk losing it again, maybe forever this time.

And he didn’t want to be so sick for months and months that he couldn’t play outside or see any of his friends. And he was so, so tired of hospitals. And medicine. And being in bed. And he hadn’t started feeling really bad until he’d started the treatments, and if he was going to die anyway, he wanted to feel good as long as he could instead of taking treatments and feeling bad all the time.

Besides, Daddy, maybe Mommy misses me too much in heaven, and that’s why God gave me leukemia in the first place. The doctors and the Magic-Man aren’t as strong as God, right?

That was what Jared had told Lucas only three months before. And they had both cried for more hours on end after he’d said it, because Jared was only ten years old and was accepting death, which made him more grown-up than most adults Lucas knew. And as he’d hugged his son, Lucas kept imagining the last day Jared had truly been a child, when they’d been sitting in the living room watching Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory and eating pizza, when neither of them had had any reason to suspect, much less know, that Jared would never grow up.

As he walked down the deserted hospital hallway, Lucas longed so much to return to that last day of normalcy, just for twenty-four hours, that he felt his chest burning.

Because Lucas could not accept what was happening. He could not accept what Mandini and Gonzalez had told him, that even if Jared survived the next twenty-four hours, his body was likely to fail him in the next six weeks, or sooner. There had to be something else Lucas could do, something else he could try. Somewhere, there had to be a Golden Ticket for his son, too.

The sign on the door at the end of the hall read I.C.U.—Authorized Personnel Only, posted above a mop and a large rolling yellow bucket full of dingy water someone had left nearly in the door’s path. The water smelled so strongly of disinfectant, grime, and urine that Lucas had to pinch his nose. He pushed the glowing blue button beside the door to unlock it, then he turned the knob and let himself in, sidestepping the mop and bucket.

When he gazed through the square-shaped window of the first door on the left, he saw a narrow room with a row of unevenly spaced curtain partitions, presumably separating patients. This door was unlocked, so Lucas walked inside. He could hear Jared’s heart monitor, or at least that’s what he assumed it was. He followed the beeping, his stomach clenching. Someone attached to an IV was pushed up against the wall on a rolling bed, waiting for a room assignment. The man or woman—he couldn’t tell which—was curled up in a fetal position facing the wall.

As he walked past, he could tell that the patient on the table was a woman after glancing at the thinning tangles of long silver hair on her pillow. He saw a freshly bandaged, bloody stump where her right foot should have been, as if her stick-thin leg had simply vanished at the tip. An amputee. Probably diabetes, he thought. Lucas heard the old woman moan softly, but he kept walking, his son’s heart-song beckoning him.

Beyond the partition, through the clear plastic of the isolation tent over Jared’s bed, Lucas could see his son’s face. His eyes were closed, his eyelids no longer fluttering.

Immediately, Lucas gazed at the electrocardiograph monitor at Jared’s bedside, to be reassured by the jagged pulses of his heartbeat on the small screen. The heart rate was slow, but the rhythm was good. How many nights had Lucas fallen asleep to the sound of that machine’s beeping? Often, sleeping near Jared’s heart monitor, he’d awakened from dreams that he’d heard the jarring tone of a flat-line, signaling that Jared’s heart had stopped.

Maybe they hadn’t been dreams, he thought sadly. Maybe they’d only been glimpses into a future that was drawing closer all the time. Because he had known all along that Jared would not get well, hadn’t he? Even when he’d pretended his knowing was only irrational dread left over from losing Rachel, it had probably been genuine intuition all along.

No surprise that Jared’s acute myelocytic leukemia had turned out to be so difficult to cure. No surprise that the chemo hadn’t worked. No surprise that the bone-marrow procedure hadn’t worked, either. And ultimately, it had been no surprise that one of the most powerful shamans in the world, the one Jared called Magic-Man, hadn’t been able to help him even a little. The Something, whatever it was, was determined to have Jared, too. And contrary to what Jared believed, Lucas didn’t think it had the first thing at all to do with God. Lucas was convinced it was the work of something else altogether.

Three Ravens Perez, the Arizona-based healer known globally for his successful treatment of terminal patients, had told Lucas as much in a rare moment of weary frustration. Perez was an old friend, one of the first shamans to teach Lucas the observable merits of spirit-based healing rituals, and Lucas had seen the anguish in his friend’s face. When Perez had flown to Tallahassee to perform a healing ceremony on Jared shortly before the bone-marrow transplant, Lucas’s optimism during the brief remission period had been crushed by something haunted in the powerful man’s eyes. And Perez’s words, spoken to Lucas in a hush while they drank tepid coffee, had been even more haunting. This is hard for me to say to you, but you have a right to hear it. The shadows have Jared, Lucas. I saw the same shadows with Rachel, smelled the same foulness. I have never known shadows like these. I’m afraid they won’t heed good medicine. I think they have hunted for him.

“Well, champ, you missed a good one today,” Lucas began at Jared’s beside, his tone much more upbeat than his thoughts. Jared had told him he sometimes heard the things Lucas said when he was unconscious or sleeping, so Lucas had made it a habit to talk and sing to him. Jared had probably heard him sing every Robert Johnson song ever recorded, from “Love in Vain” to “Ramblin’ on My Mind,” if slightly off-key. In case it made a small difference.

Slipping his gloved hand into the tent, Lucas smoothed back Jared’s wispy, light-brown hair, which only curled where it grew thickest at the top of his head. The hair, too, he’d inherited from Rachel, along with his skin color. Jared’s complexion had always been very pale, lighter than Lucas’s peanut-colored skin, but his son’s face was now almost ghostlike, as if he’d been dusted with powder. In the harsh glare of the fluorescent lights above them, Lucas could even see tiny blue webs of capillaries under Jared’s skin, just below his eyes. He looked almost like a stranger.

Still, aided by the oxygen tubes in his nose, Jared’s chest rose and fell steadily. His breathing sounded good, not bubbling in his chest the way it did when he had fluid in his lungs. Lucas squeezed Jared’s unmoving fingers, and the warmth that bled through the plastic felt like sunshine.

“Let’s see now . . . you know I get the names all mixed up, but I’ll remember as best I can,” Lucas said, stooping over to speak close to Jared’s ear. “These Mutant Men of yours are ugly as can be, Jared. Is Ned Nuke the one with the face like Swiss cheese? In any case, I think Ned Nuke found out about some kind of conspiracy to kill the earth’s population by poisoning the air. So he and the other one, the black one . . . is his name Freddy Fallout? Well, the two of them teamed up with that really big one who has tentacles for arms, that one you like so much . . .”

Hearing the soothing tones of his own voice, Lucas began to forget where he was, and details from the past few hours, the past few wretched years, began to melt away in his mind. This was no different from countless times before, when he’d told Jared bedtime stories about his other favorite heroes trying to save the world. It wasn’t so different at all.

But his fantasy ended abruptly when he realized he could hear the old woman calling out. He must have been ignoring her, dismissing her voice as background noise, but now he could hear her soft, piteous voice from across the room. She spoke almost politely, as if she didn’t want to intrude, but she repeated the same phrases over and over, too proud to beg but desperate to be heard: “I’m cold. Can someone bring me a blanket? This room is so cold.”

Glancing over the top of the partition, Lucas could see her lying shivering on her side in her thin gown, thoroughly and completely invisible to the world, her droopy buttocks exposed through the gap. This woman was alone, and no one else could hear her. It wouldn’t take him more than a couple minutes to find someone to look after her, he told himself. But though he wanted to, Lucas could not force himself to let go of his son’s warm little hand, not even to search for an old woman’s rightly deserved blanket.

Not if it meant leaving Jared alone, if it meant Lucas might not be there when his son finally opened his eyes and looked for his father. Lucas realized that was the only thing in the world he was living for, all he could afford to care about. In the end, that was all human life boiled down to, wasn’t it? Only survival. Only love.

“Please . . . I’m so cold,” the woman’s voice pleaded.

Bent over his dying son’s bed, Lucas Shepard wept.
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Three weeks later

June 6, 2001

“Lucas? Hang on, Doc. Got a little somethin’ for you.”

Lucas heard Cal’s voice as he wrapped one arm around Jared and bumped his elbow against the driver’s door of his Toyota pickup truck to swing it shut. The door’s muted sound was absorbed by the quiet of his street, with its scattering of homes built at the trunks of towering oak, dogwood, and sweet-gum trees on a steep road. His street had a virgin quality bordering on sloppiness. Kudzu grew wild, untamed, blanketing everything in the woods around them beneath its leafy green vines. As though following the kudzu’s random lead, Lucas and his neighbors tended to leave torn screen doors flapping, windows unwashed, and old cars rusting in the dirt paths leading to their homes. Most of them also still kept their doors unlocked, despite living only minutes from Florida’s state capitol building. Their street’s main security precaution was a habit of noticing when their neighbors’ cars drove up the winding, clay-orange Okeepechee Road, returning home from “the city,” as they all called it, as though the center of town were a full day’s journey away.

“Hey, Jared, my man,” Cal said as he leaned across the bed of Lucas’s pickup. The truck sank slightly beneath Cal’s weight.

“Lookit, Uncle Cal,” Jared said, modeling his new Chicago Bulls jersey, which was so big on his rawboned frame that it looked like a potato sack. After taking Jared on his first shopping trip since his release from the hospital, navigating his wheelchair through the dizzying layout of cartoon-colored chain stores at Governor’s Square Mall, Lucas figured he’d had enough of the city to last him through the weekend.

“Lookin’ sharp, little man. Glad to see you up and about,” Cal said, grinning. His mustache looked frosted, and his sun-broiled face was streaked comically white with something chalky. Paint, Lucas realized. Cal and Nita must be painting their extra bedroom to make a nursery for their baby.

“Can I tell you who you look like?” Lucas said. “Al Jolson’s albino twin.”

“You hear how he does me, Jared?” Cal said. “See, he’s just mad ’cause he’s one of them high-yallow Negroes, got to lay out in the sun to get a tan. One of them Atlanta Negroes with a complex. It’s all right, Lucas, man. Black is on the inside, not the outside. Love yourself. Do I hear an amen?” Cal cocked his hand against his ear, waiting for a response.

“Amen,” Jared said, giggling, then he turned to walk toward the house.

“He looks good, Lucas,” Cal said, watching Jared walk away. “Real good.”

“Yes, thank the good Lord,” Lucas said. “We had to use the chair today because he’s so weak, and neither of us likes that chair even a little bit. But at least I got him out of the house. Come on inside, Cal.”

“Naw, I got too much to do to mess with you,” Cal said, winking. “Just making a delivery. I knew you’d want this, figured I’d better bring it ’fore I forgot.” He pulled a creased magazine out of his back pocket.

“What’s this?” Lucas said, unfurling it.

It was an Atlantic Monthly, one of the slick, commercial newsstand magazines Lucas never had time to read because, frankly, he’d never found many worth reading. A full-color caricature of Nelson Mandela’s genial, grandfatherly face decorated the cover. Eerily, the magazine was dated exactly two years earlier: June 1999. Even if he’d been inclined to pick up an Atlantic Monthly instead of Scientific American from the bookstore occasionally, Lucas would never have stumbled across this one, published on that date. Pleasure-reading had been the last thing on his mind that particular June, so soon after Jared’s diagnosis. The very last thing.

“Nita, Miss Bookworm, was saving it like she tries to save everything about Mandela, but I said, hey, we got to get this over to the Medicine-Man. Check out the story on page thirty-eight.”

“Oh, I understand now,” Lucas said, pulling his reading glasses out of his breast pocket. “You’re transferring your trash across the street. Clever move.”

“You must not be as dumb as you look.” Cal’s cheeks deflated slightly as his grin softened. “Hey, know what? Let’s me and Nita come over later. We don’t have enough players for bid whist, but we can let Jared kick all our butts at go fish. Or maybe you can throw down some tunes for us?”

“Oh, Jesus, now I know I’m being patronized,” Lucas muttered, smiling. Since Jared referred to any music with live instruments as old-timey stuff, Lucas couldn’t ordinarily beg or bribe anyone to listen to him butcher Scott Joplin, W. C. Handy, and Jimmy Reed on the barely tuned baby grand piano in his living room. Not that he’d even sat at the piano in a year, or longer.

Today, though, Lucas understood the gesture. It was four years to the day of Rachel’s death. Two years after Jared’s diagnosis. Two family tragedies riding on each other’s back.

“I’d enjoy the company tonight, Cal,” Lucas said quietly. “So would Jared.”

“You sure?”

“If I weren’t sure, I’d tell you,” Lucas said, squeezing Cal’s shoulder. At six foot five and a half, Lucas towered over Cal the way he did almost everyone he knew. Lucas broke eye contact first, glancing down to flip through the magazine. “What’s that page number again?”

“Thirty-eight, I think. Headline is ‘Miracle Workers.’ Later, Doc,” Cal said, waving.

“Do you think you could make the goddamn magazine more current next time?” Lucas called after him, but there was no response he could make out as Cal disappeared behind the stand of blooming big-leaf magnolia trees at the end of the driveway.

Page thirty-eight, Lucas discovered as he strolled toward his door, was a piece of fiction. Nothing about miracle workers. Lucas gave up, rolled the magazine into a tube, and slid it under his arm. What the hell made Cal think he’d be interested in a two-year-old Atlantic Monthly? Politics, South African or otherwise, were Cal’s domain, not his. And what kind of miracle was he talking about?

As Lucas tugged the aluminum frame of his screen door to let himself into the house, he wondered if maybe he should have declined Cal’s offer to visit tonight. Oh, he loved Cal and Nita, all right. They were Jared’s godparents, after all. But as much as he loved them, it was hard to sit in their company now. He couldn’t help recalling how Rachel would have shared a knowing glance with Nita when she thought he wasn’t looking, or noticing how bland the iced tea tasted without the cinnamon or ginger or orange peel Rachel used to spice it with. And hell, Rachel and Cal had turned into such good bid-whist players that Lucas had begun joking they needed to investigate their lineage, that maybe their respective grandparents had come from Poland and Scotland by way of Mississippi.

Without Rachel, his meetings with the Duharts felt like forced, scrawny imitations. There were too many silences, all of them afraid to point out the missing pieces aloud. And Lucas couldn’t help reflecting on the morbid irony of their pregnancy: Cal and Nita were about to have a child, and he was about to lose one.

“What’s high-yallow mean?” Jared asked, making his way down the wooden stairs adjacent to the foyer. He’d gone up to retrieve his basketball, which he’d stuffed under his arm. Jared’s movements were careful as he clung to the wooden banister tightly with each step, relying on it to support his weight during his gingerly descent. Finally, two steps from the bottom, Jared leaped, and his new Air Jordan sneakers squeaked against the gleaming floorboards below. Lucas felt his heart catch in his throat as Jared swayed for balance.

“Whoa, whoa. What’s the matter with you?” Lucas steadied him with a deft grab of his thin arm. But he knew perfectly well: Jared had to cherish his good days. The bad days were never far behind, and they were worse all the time. Very soon, they both knew, Jared would not be able to handle the stairs at all.

“Sorry.” Jared bounced his basketball once. “So what’s it mean?”

“It’s a term old as dirt,” Lucas sighed. “Blacks used to call fair-skinned blacks yellow, or high yellow. Cal was just poking a little fun. Showing his age, is all.”

“I’m high yellow, too?” Jared asked, stretching his pipe-sized arm alongside Lucas’s to compare their complexions. Lucas glanced up from Jared’s pale skin to his pointy-tipped nose and green-gold eyes. Even Jared’s accent was all Rachel, flat and Midwestern.

“No, I don’t think anyone would call you high yellow,” Lucas said, remembering his own father’s words after he’d checked the family into a roadside Florida motel during a road trip to Miami in 1956, a place called Motel Marietta. That night, Lucas and his cousin Bonita had had to wait in the backseat of the huge old powder-blue Plymouth and sneak in later because they were too dark to pass like his father. This here ain’t about shame, his father had said. I’ve told you before, every one of us in this room is black as coal in the eyes of God, because not one of us wasn’t suckled on the suffering of a slave. I ain’t tryin’ to be white. I just want some sleep so I won’t drive us all in a ditch.

Lucas made a mental note to work harder to awaken his son’s racial consciousness during the summer ahead, whatever it took. Then, with the effect of a hot poker cracking against his temple, Lucas realized this was Jared’s last summer. As important as race was, how could it rival everything else Lucas had left to say?

“Dad, can I shoot some baskets?” Jared asked, bouncing his ball again.

“Let’s not overdo it. We went to the mall today, and I already promised we’ll go to a movie with your friends tomorrow.”

“Yeah, and you said we’d go to the rain forest this summer, too. But we’re not.”

Lucas sighed, rubbing his forehead. Right before Jared’s bone-marrow transplant, Lucas had done something downright crazy: He’d promised to take Jared to the Amazon over summer vacation. What the hell had been wrong with him?

Probably just a combination of wishful thinking and plain old garden-variety guilt, he decided. Lucas had spent six weeks in Peru the summer after Rachel died, on a field trip to study under a shaman and refresh himself on the South American medicinal plant ayahuasca for an article he’d wanted to write for Healing Touch, the alternative-medicine journal he’d founded a decade before. He’d known he shouldn’t have left Jared behind only a year after Rachel’s death, but the truth was, he’d been looking for a way to shut the hurting out of his head and to get rid of the stomach cramps that had still sometimes doubled him over.

The trip hadn’t been smart. Jared, staying with the Duharts, had developed a stutter while Lucas was gone. Luckily, much to the relief of them all, the impediment vanished a week after Lucas returned. But wherever Rachel’s spirit was, Lucas knew, she’d no doubt been frowning on him then. He’d made a vow to her before she’d agreed to conceive: A child meant he had to curtail his traveling. Period. He’d promised he was not going to raise a child who’d grow up thinking Daddy lived at the airport. And he had cut back, while she was here.

But then, suddenly, she wasn’t.

Forgive me, Rachel, but the way I remember it, this kid was supposed to have a mother, too, and now he doesn’t, so I guess all vows are off, he’d thought as his plane lifted off for Lima and his first whiskey sour had helped him realize how much he’d missed the freedom to go away, to pick his project and lunge into it. He extended his trip three times before finally, reluctantly, going home.

Six weeks. The last healthy year of his son’s life, he’d left Jared alone for six weeks. The memory of it still made Lucas feel so guilty he wished he could crawl out of his skin. What would he give to have those six weeks back?

“I said we’d go to the rain forest someday,” Lucas said, knowing full well that wasn’t what he’d said at all. “You’re not healthy enough for that kind of travel. We’ll do it when you’re well.”

Jared sighed, gazing up at Lucas with sharp skepticism.

“What’s with that look?” Lucas said.

Jared bounced the ball again, less playfully, but he didn’t answer. Lucas could read his son’s silence: Let’s cut the bullshit, okay? We both know I’m not getting well.

Lucas pressed his palm against Jared’s cheek. Jared’s skin felt a little warm, which alarmed Lucas, but he decided he’d get the thermometer to check a little while later. Not now. Jared was sick of being doctored. With a small grunt, Lucas sat down on the staircase, which put him at eye level with his son. “Jared, I know you’re a smart kid. I’m not going to try to fill your head with fairy tales. You and I both wish you were doing much better. Okay?”

Jared nodded, waiting.

Lucas had to pause a moment. He’d begun blithely enough, but as his own words caught up to his ears, he suddenly found it difficult to speak. “But I’m not about to roll over and give up on this. Not even close. And as long as that’s true, neither of us can say you won’t be healthy enough to go to the rain forest one of these days. Can we?”

“No,” Jared said in a dull tone, shrugging, and Lucas could tell he wasn’t convinced. There was a pause as Jared seemed to gather his nerve, not blinking. “Dad?”

“Yeah?”

“I know you’re trying to do a lot of stuff for me, right? But even though I’m supposed to go to the movies tomorrow, I might wake up feeling bad. And if that happens, I won’t get to go. I might even have to go back to the hospital. Right?”

Lucas didn’t answer, but he didn’t have to. They both knew Jared’s illness had a way of routinely ruining their plans, both big and small. The rule was this: Anytime his temperature reached 101, they went to Wheeler. Period. And in Jared’s case, there were rarely any routine visits. After his last close call, he was lucky he’d been able to come home at all. A lost spleen meant a weakened immune system, the last thing Jared needed.

Jared looked down at the floor, nearly mumbling. “Well . . . the only reason I wanted the new shoes and stuff was so I could shoot some baskets. I won’t hurt myself. Just for ten minutes.” His voice teetered on the edge of tears. “Please? That’s all I want, Dad.”

Suddenly, Lucas found his better judgment lying in shambles at his feet. He had few defenses against Jared’s tears. Lucky for him, it was an advantage Jared rarely abused.

“Ten minutes. That’s all. And no jumping,” Lucas said. Jared grinned, spinning toward the door, and Lucas called quickly after him, feeling like the world’s biggest killjoy: “And then I want you to bring me the thermometer. You feel like you have a temperature.”

“Oh, great. Big surprise,” Jared said as the screen door fell shut behind him.

Lucas sighed. He’d screwed up. He had promised to take Jared to the rain forest, even though there was no way Jared would have been strong enough for a trip like that even if the operation had cured his leukemia the way they’d hoped. Lucas had always tried to be careful about making promises to his son, because he didn’t think he should be the one to teach Jared that promises were only a convenient way to dodge what no one wanted to face.

Lucas had never made any promises to Jared even after Rachel got sick, when the two of them would sit alone in the waiting room and Jared would ask the ballsy questions he seemed to spend his days storing up. He’d been only six then, but the inquiries were searing and perceptive, dredging up things Lucas hadn’t even allowed himself to think about too long: Is that doctor as smart as you, Daddy? Should Mommy be so skinny? Does fatal mean you die? How come the Magic-Man can’t make her better? And Lucas had answered all of Jared’s questions, making no promises, trying not ever to lie.

The whole thing had been a cosmic sick joke.

There he was, Lucas Shepard, natural-medicines guru, alternative-therapies maverick, and all his expertise had been staggeringly, infuriatingly useless to save his own wife. One of the gloating E-mail jokes from his colleagues had accidentally strayed into his mailbox, forwarded as part of a group mailing that had originated from a med student at UC Berkeley:

Q: What potion finally saved Lucas Shepard’s wife?

    A: Formaldehyde.

He had failed, and everyone knew it. There just hadn’t been any answers. Lucas hadn’t expected answers from the oncologist, but he’d held out hope in the miracle disciplines. He’d seen for himself at vodun drumming ceremonies in the hillsides of Haiti, in smoky Lakota tents in New Mexico, in medicine women’s huts in Zimbabwe, at faith healings in the mountains of Tennessee, in chanting circles at the desert cancer center outside Phoenix where Three Ravens Perez routinely sent patients away healthy. Lucas had factored in the effects of mass hysteria, psychosomatic responses, and fraud, and none of that could explain how he’d seen dozens of people defy their conditions to walk, speak, and heal when doctors had given them up for hopeless. Spontaneous remission was real, and if magic was the term for what science could not yet explain, then so be it.

But nothing had helped Rachel. Nothing. No good magic, no healing magic, could touch her. Rachel had spent two weeks at Three Ravens Perez’s center in Phoenix almost immediately after her diagnosis, but her condition had not changed. Perez wanted to try again, on her home soil. He’d flown to Tallahassee to help Lucas and Cal cut down the twenty-foot trees they had needed to support the heavy canvas for the sweat lodge they had built for her. Jared, shirtless, his face painted playfully in bright red Indian stripes, had helped build the massive tepee alongside the house, at the mouth of the woods. While they’d worked, Perez had told them all of their energy, all of their thoughts, had to be focused on healing Rachel.

That afternoon, with Perez leading the ceremony, a group of skeptics and believers alike—Rachel, Lucas, Jared, Cal, Nita, Rachel’s twin brothers from Connecticut, Rachel’s best friend from her office, and three Cherokee healers from Georgia who knew Perez by reputation—tried to sweat the evil from their pores inside that structure with its glowing fire-pit and stifling wet heat. Rachel was propped on pillows, half-awake, while Lucas held her hand. She could take only halting draws from the pipe when she was instructed, coughing each time. Jared had sat alongside Lucas, never once complaining, although the exercise had long ago stopped being fun. Jared understood how important it was, that it was for his mother.

And Lucas had been convinced it would work. It should absolutely have worked.

None of them had talked about it later, but they had felt the way the ground beneath them had shivered and shifted as Perez sang and chanted, they had all seen colorful lights dancing in a frenzied kaleidoscope outside of the fabric that encircled them. All of them in that tent had felt Perez’s power, had been transported by it. Lucas believed he had fainted or lost consciousness until he realized he was having a vision: blackness. Shadows. Swallowing him.

And he would never forget the precise words Perez had spoken so wearily when the ceremony was finished near dawn and Rachel had been carried back to her bed inside the house. Lucas’s friend looked more defeated than Lucas had ever seen, the way he would look again much too soon, when he would come back for Jared: Lucas, she’s swimming in shadows. They won’t release her, even with the help of the spirits. I can’t find her. Give her permission to go the way of the shadows. Wish her a good journey.

Two days later, Rachel died.

Every detail about Rachel’s illness—the sudden appearance of a brain tumor when she had no history of cancer in her family, the remarkable spread within a span of only weeks—occurred gleefully, flying against reason, as if to demonstrate to him that healing magic, good magic, had a living rival. And it was stronger. It was not going to be fucked with by Lucas Dorsey Shepard and his Lasker Prize and his medicine cabinet full of herbs. It was not going to be fucked with even by the most gifted shaman in the continental United States. It was always going to have its way.

And it had taken Rachel. Today was its victory day.

Through the gray haze of the screen door, Lucas watched Jared fling a free throw toward the backboard built high against their house’s gable. From the familiar chunk-whoosh sound, Lucas guessed the shot had found its target. The ball bounced directly back into Jared’s chest, and he tossed it up again without hesitating, his lanky arms loose, eyes turned upward, face blank. The kid was still a good shot, just like always. One part of him was still untouched.

“Hey, want to take on your old man?” Lucas called to Jared through the screen. “See who misses first?”

Jared’s head whipped around with a grin. “Yeah!” he cried. Though it couldn’t possibly be true, it seemed to Lucas that he had never seen his son look so happy.

• • •

Too tired to climb the stairs after midnight, Lucas settled himself on the leather love seat beside his desk downstairs, atop an uncomfortable layer of back issues of Healing Touch, The New England Journal of Medicine, and outdated CDC bulletins. The open-air layout of the house meant that the downstairs served as living room, dining room, and work area in a vast space without walls. He’d gotten used to sleeping down here after Rachel couldn’t manage the stairs, when he’d brought her a hospital bed and made the living room a dying room. Gazing at the two-story picture window that made up the entire west wall of his house, Lucas felt he might as well be sleeping on the floor of the woods that brooded in front of him in the dim wash of moonlight. He could not even see the glass pane separating his living room from the naked night.

The woods were an indistinguishable tangle of pine, oak, and flowering dogwood trees both living and dead; some upright, some leaning for support against their neighbors, swathed in moss, kudzu, and aerial roots dangling toward the soil. At night, the dark silhouettes of hulking trees seemed to glower. No wonder Rachel had never slept well down here.

It was a hell of a house, though. His father had spent a small fortune to buy the Frank Lloyd Wright house in 1975, soon before he died, and its unique crescent-shaped layout made it the neighborhood’s showpiece. Too bad the goddamn woodpeckers were having a field day with the exterior, and the birds didn’t seem the least bit intimidated by the plastic owls Lucas had mounted on a second-floor ledge, even when the sun flashed against the aluminum panels he’d aimed at the owls to give them the illusion of movement. Not all creatures were as easily fooled by appearances as humans, apparently.

Lucas had figured Rachel would be left here chasing woodpeckers away long after he was gone. The fifteen-year age difference had always bothered him just a tad; not so much because of sneers from observers who thought the young white bride on his arm was his midlife crisis on parade, but because he felt guilty at the prospect of depriving a woman with Rachel’s passion and energy of her mate so soon. Morbid, she’d called him. Not morbid enough, as it turned out. She was all of thirty-six when she died. There had just been no sense to it. Not a goddamn bit of sense.

And as Lucas thought about her in the moonlit living room, suddenly Rachel was there.

She was sitting at the dining table only six feet from him, resting her head on her palm as she gazed at him. It took a moment for a dim part of his brain to register that he must have fallen asleep, that the only way Rachel could be there was if he was dreaming.

In his dream, he stood up and walked to her. His hands found her bony shoulders and squeezed them. “We’ll beat this. This time, I promise you, we will.”

Rachel rested her cheek against his hand. “What about the blood, Lucas?”

The blood.

A steak knife was on the table, poised near the edge. Lucas picked it up, gazing at his muddy reflection in the blade, and suddenly he understood. Without pause, he sliced the center of his wrist with the sharp blade, making a deep laceration that bled in ribbons down his arm, dripping to the table. Rachel watched, not frightened, only entranced by his flowing blood. When she spoke, her enraptured whisper was more like a hiss: Yessssssss.

He brought the soiled blade to her wrist, cutting her delicate skin gently, making an incision half the length of his that was deep enough to bleed. Then he pressed their wrists together, allowing their bloody wounds to mingle. Of course! What a fool he’d been. Why hadn’t he thought of this long before now?

“It’s not too late,” he said, his voice shredded with emotion. He was doing it! At last, he was healing her. “I can do it, Rachel.”

“You’re sure?” Rachel asked.

“I’m sure.” He realized, with elation, that he had never been more certain of anything. “I’m absolutely sure.”

But then, as Lucas spoke, he noticed that a hulking shadow seemed to have risen and molded itself from the darkness of the woods outside his picture window. In an instant, the living, moving goliath shambled forward, oozing through the glass pane into his living room. As it pitched toward him, it drank up all the light until the moon vanished, until Lucas could no longer see Rachel. He held up his bleeding wrist, and the shadow swallowed that, too, crawling across his arm like a mammoth snail leaving a trail of stewing blackness. Lucas could even smell it; it was the unmistakable scent he’d encountered when he’d been exposed to corpses releasing the gases trapped within their cavities. A smell from beyond death.

“You’re sure?” a voice said again, so close to his ear that he could feel a cool breath tickle his earlobe, but this time the voice wasn’t Rachel’s. It was not any voice he knew.

Lucas tried to speak, but his voice had frozen. He could only watch, mute and horrified, as the shadow reeled, with its rhythmic treading, toward the stairs: BUMP-bump BUMP-bump

Toward Jared. Hunting.

With that, like a drowning man swimming furiously toward the surface, Lucas willed himself to wake up. When he opened his eyes, his mouth was open soundlessly and his throat was sandpaper, as if all his breath had been sucked from him. “Jesus fucking Christ,” he whispered, just to hear his own voice, to erase the too real memory of the faceless thing speaking into his ear. He even wondered if he couldn’t smell traces of the stench from his dream. He stood woozily, like a drunkard. Lucas waited for his head to clear.

No, Rachel was not here. And there was no shadow climbing the staircase. The shadows were outside the window, in the woods where they belonged. It was just him, alone.

Lucas had dreamed about the blood before, too many times to count, especially right before Rachel had died. The image of wounding himself and then Rachel used to frighten him, but not anymore. He knew it was the wishful thinking of his subconscious. Only natural, after what he’d witnessed.

The blood had been real, not a dream. That much he knew.

A malaria outbreak. That was what he’d been told was raging in a village only two weeks after he’d arrived in the Congo in 1965 as a Peace Corps volunteer. His supervisor had asked if he’d be interested in joining two English physicians and a team of native nurses on their way to treat the sick. Not only had Lucas been interested, he’d been eager. About fucking time. He’d only joined the Peace Corps after his recruiter promised him opportunities to work in tropical medicine, and up to that point all he’d done was till soil and teach grinning teenagers dirty words in English.

He’d begun to wonder if the Peace Corps was a mistake, if he shouldn’t be back at home at Howard University where he belonged. He’d been stoned when he signed up for the Peace Corps, stunned by Malcolm X’s assassination, disgusted with both his people and his country. His bad knee from high school basketball had saved him from Vietnam, and now maybe the Peace Corps would save him from a complete sickness of the soul. Give him a sense of hope, of usefulness. A malaria outbreak was a damn good start, he thought.

There, he’d learned the first law of tropical medicine: Expect the unexpected.

Eight of the village’s inhabitants had contracted a disease at once. There was no way in hell it was malaria; the symptoms were much more severe and chloroquine was useless against it. Antibiotics, too, did nothing to lower the patients’ raging fevers. They bled in their vomit and their bowels. A mother and child died the day he arrived, and another two, teenage brothers, had suffered convulsions and lapsed into comas. The village was hysterical with fear. Secretly, speaking among themselves, even the nurses wondered if a curse was responsible for this strange disease that killed members of the same families.

His third day in the village, a tall stranger, as tall as Lucas, came carrying an emaciated woman in his arms, walking past covered bodies as if he did not see them. Even as a newcomer to this country, Lucas could tell that the princely African man was not from the Congo, and he was not a bush-dweller. His singed-copper-colored face was rigid as he carried his human load. He walked past the white doctors without the timidity of other local Africans. He lowered the woman to a cot inside the tent of their makeshift clinic. “My daughter is dying,” the man said in clear, natural English, washed of any recognizable accent. “Use whatever you have for medicines. Help her.”

Lucas and the physician were certain he’d said daughter, despite the fact that she was in her midtwenties and he’d looked to be in his twenties himself. He looked more like her twin.

The stranger stayed by the woman’s side during her examination, refusing to wear a mask or gloves. The supervising physician, Ian Horscroft, pronounced as gently as he could that she was near death. She was comatose, her lungs filling with fluid. She would need a respirator, and their camp wasn’t supplied with one. He promised the stranger he would do what he could, but . . .

“We have limitations,” Ian told the stranger, whose expression did not change as he listened. “We have no treatments for this fever. I’m afraid we can’t help her.”

Only Lucas, who’d been surprised to see a flashlight beam glowing inside the woman’s tent when he got up to piss in the middle of the night, saw exactly what happened afterward. He saw the man produce a pocketknife from a pouch he carried at his waist. Lucas had cringed, watching him cut his own wrist with a flick, as though he were shaving from a block of wood. He bled in a startling gush. Then he lowered the knife to the woman’s bare forearm and cut her skin the same way, deeply. Lucas opened his mouth to speak, but within an instant the man had pressed his bleeding wrist against the woman’s wound, holding it there purposefully, steadily. For the first time, he raised his dark eyes to Lucas, as though daring him to object.

At that instant, Ian had appeared. “What the bloody hell are you doing?” Ian said, red-faced, shoving the man aside. “Good God, you’ll infect yourself.”

The man gazed at the physician dolefully, stepping away. “She’ll heal,” he said, and they would all agree later that those were the exact words he had spoken, in a certain, nearly condescending, tone.

By dawn, the stranger was gone. At noon that same day, the woman he’d brought opened her eyes. She called out a word one of the nurses told them meant “father.” Her temperature had returned to normal, and her lungs were clear. She was the sickness’s only survivor.

Lucas and Ian recounted the anecdote for years, debating what had happened, second-guessing the gravity of the woman’s initial condition, wondering at the significance of the strange blood-swapping. No one should have healed that quickly. Even the woman’s lacerated wrist, which they had dressed each day as she recuperated, healed at a remarkable pace, reduced to a bloodless scar within two days. There was no explanation for any of it.

Believing the victims cursed, the village’s elders agreed to forgo the usual burial rituals and allow the bodies to be burned. Tragically, in an act of vandalism, the blood and tissue samples the doctors had collected were also destroyed by flames, probably at the hands of angry relatives who blamed the white doctors for their loved ones’ unceremonious disposal. By the time a CDC investigator arrived, all clues of what had killed the villagers were gone.

Even the sole survivor, whom the CDC tracked down after she had left, had no clues remaining in her bloodstream. She also refused to talk about the mysterious man who had brought her to the camp, who had claimed to be her father, the one who had rescued her from death with a strange blood ceremony. Lucas had seen it himself, which made all the difference to him, he realized. His first lesson in that ill-fated village had been to accept the limitations of science, and to respect the endless possibilities of forces he knew nothing about. Lucas had never again seen anything like it since, nor had anyone else he’d interviewed.

It simply remained a mystery.

During Rachel’s illness, Lucas had dreamed of it often. Once, he had been close enough to literally touch it, but now it seemed so remote that it might as well be imaginary. For all he knew, he told himself in more whimsical moods, the man could have been an African deity who spent only one night on earth, then vanished from sight forever.

But, no. Lucas didn’t believe that. He believed in explanations, not deities. More likely, the man had been some sort of shaman performing a ceremony Lucas had never seen before, giving his own blood potent enough antibodies to eradicate the woman’s virus. The explanation might lie beyond accepted science, but Lucas was convinced it was not beyond human.

Unless . . .

In the dark living room, Lucas’s groggy imagination made a leap: Unless whatever was in his blood also made him look half his age. But Lucas shook the useless thought from his head, deciding to go to the downstairs bathroom to try to move his reluctant bowels.

The crossroads of Lucas Shepard’s life was waiting for him—not on page thirty-eight, but ten pages before, on page twenty-eight—in the Atlantic Monthly he took with him to read in the bathroom. As soon as he opened the magazine, Lucas saw the words that had been so elusive before: “Miracle Workers.” It was not a full-length article, but a tiny story boxed inside of the piece that occupied the rest of the page under the heading “South Africans Embrace Hopes Both True and False.” In all, the piece Cal had brought for him was only a few paragraphs long.

In KwaZulu territory, even fanciful folk symbols can be good medicine. Local blacks claim a tiny new clinic is performing miracles wholesale. The clinic, reportedly run by two American women, charges nothing except the price of hope, which is abundant here today.

The claims, while fantastic, are surprisingly consistent, as well as telling: The clinic is for the children. The clinic can cure any malady. The clinic can bring the dead to life.

Bring the dead to life. Suddenly, Lucas’s hands were trembling slightly.

Lucas stared at his wan, red-eyed reflection in the bathroom mirror, trying to steel himself for what it would be like to finally say good-bye to Jared. With Rachel, two days before she’d died, he’d held her hand and told her he would be okay without her. It had been a terrible, damnable lie, but he’d seen a shift on her face when he’d said it, nearly a smile. Jared would need those words, too, when it was time.

But Lucas was not ready for that, and he never would be. He couldn’t do it, not again.

Lucas began to shake so violently that he had to sit on the edge of the commode to wait until he would have the strength to stand. “I won’t let you go, Jared. I won’t,” he said, losing track of how many times he repeated it.

He would say it all night if he had to, until all the shadows were gone.
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After only two days, Lucas Shepherd was a believer, too hyped up on adrenaline to sleep. He’d warned himself he couldn’t afford to get his hopes up, but it was too late for that now.

First, he’d found out what he could about the “miracle clinic” by calling his former mentor, Ian Horscroft, who now worked for the South African Health Ministry. He felt sheepish making the call, because Ian could be brash and wasn’t shy about laughing at Lucas’s metaphysical pursuits. But this time, Ian hadn’t laughed. “The American clinic in KwaZulu/Natal, you mean? Is that the one?” he’d said over the uneven phone connection, as if the clinic was common knowledge.

Ian said he’d inspected the clinic himself about eighteen months ago. A Zulu physician named Floyd Mbuli had first brought it to Ian’s attention, with a fantastic claim that a child with life-threatening leukemia had been completely cured after one visit to the clinic. The boy’s mother said all he’d had was a single injection. He said it was bright red, like blood, Ian had told Lucas, consulting his notes.

Injections of blood. That was all Lucas needed to hear. Somehow, it just felt right.

But the myths were the only unusual thing about the clinic, Ian had told Lucas; Ian had found only malaria treatments, aspirin, and a few herbs during his inspection. The two American women who ran the clinic fled soon afterward, apparently. Vanished.

Lucas had written down the women’s names as Ian recited them: Dr. Alexis Jacobs and Jessica Jacobs-Wolde. Both names had sounded vaguely familiar to Lucas, especially the latter.

Now, he was about to find out why.

Garrick Wright was the director of the journalism program at Florida A & M University, Tallahassee’s historically black college, and information was his trade. If anyone could help Lucas with some quick detective work, it was Garrick. But Garrick had laughed at him when he’d called, and now he was laughing again as they made their way to their table in the faculty dining hall, near a window overlooking the campus’s red-brick buildings. A thick, bound accordion folder Garrick had brought from his office became the centerpiece.

“Doc Shepard, if you can’t remember who Jessica Jacobs-Wolde is, you must be the only one,” Garrick said with a chuckle, sliding a generous pat of butter into the belly of his roll. Garrick was still as hefty as Lucas remembered him, easily eighty pounds overweight, and Lucas heard those extra pounds in his lumbering breathing pattern. “I don’t mean to laugh, ” Garrick went on, “but that’s like asking ‘Who was Monica Lewinsky?’ or ‘Whatever happened to O.J.’s wife?’ ”

Lucas had kept in touch with the amiable scholar ever since Garrick’s cover story about Lucas for Emerge magazine ran in 1996—the cover itself had proclaimed “Dr. Voodoo?” in huge type above Lucas’s face. That had been a hellish year, when Lucas had ignited a debate after he’d tried to use his position as an administrator at the National Institutes of Health’s Office of Alternative Medicine to legitimize the study of shamanism. A colorfully tongued senator from Missouri had railed against “throwing money at magic spells and Dr. Voodoo,” and Lucas had lost his job over the ensuing circus when he had told the truth about his unorthodox beliefs. Despite a controversy over the insulting use of the word voodoo directed at a black scientist, the nickname itself had stuck, much to Lucas’s chagrin.

At least Garrick’s story, unlike the pieces in Time and Newsweek, had given Lucas a hell of a lot more credibility than any other mainstream report. At the time, Garrick’s fair-mindedness had felt like a lifeline. Now, Lucas needed Garrick again.

“Who is she, Garrick?” Lucas prodded, feeling impatient. He wished Garrick had simply told him on the telephone when he’d called him that morning. After a full day of feeling fine, Jared had been vomiting when he woke up that morning, his temperature topping a hundred degrees. But instead of explaining the delicacy of his home life to Garrick, Lucas had called in Jared’s private nurse, Cleo, and told her he would be back home from FAMU within an hour and fifteen minutes. The beeper clipped to his belt had been silent so far, but Lucas expected it to sound off at any moment.

“I can tell you one thing: Jessica Jacobs-Wolde was a hell of a story,” Garrick said, drawing out his words like a seasoned storyteller. “My arms are tingling now, just to talk about her. We knew people in common, so that brought it closer to home. I even know people who’d met him, back when he was teaching at the University of Miami.”

“Him?”

“Her husband.” As Garrick said the word husband, he lowered his chin so that his stare deepened. He pushed the folder in the center of the table toward Lucas, returning his attention to his plate of macaroni and cheese, fried chicken wings, green beans, and sliced ham. “Open it.”

And so Lucas did. After unwinding the string that bound the folder, Lucas found a jumbled stack of newspaper and magazine clippings and computer printouts. “All this is about her?”

Garrick settled against his chair with a long exhalation. “Yessir. This was a Florida story, and I’d toyed with the idea of writing a book about it myself. True crime. My wife and I were in the market for a bigger house that year, and I’ve never figured there was any crime in quick money. I wasn’t quick enough, though, as it turned out. Someone beat me, and then the movie was out before I could blink. I saw that blasted thing on cable again not even a month ago, starring that black guy, whatchamacallit, who used to play on L.A. Law. Underwood. They even called it Mr. Perfect, the same title I wanted to use. Well, they say great minds think alike. . . . I gave it up in the end. But I still say there’s more to it.”

“More than what?” Lucas said, hopelessly lost.

“More than your typical serial-killer-of-the-month.”

Lucas’s spirits plummeted at the same moment he felt an unmistakable prickling at the back of his neck, as tangible as a breath. Whatever he’d stumbled onto wasn’t anything like he’d thought. He had a feeling his hopes were about to die a painful, humiliating death.

“Garrick, why don’t you give me a thumbnail sketch?”

“You really don’t know, do you? What blissful ignorance.” Garrick reached into the folder to pull out the uppermost newspaper, a front-page story from the Miami Sun-News. Two photographs were displayed as large as any Lucas had seen on a newspaper page, except after the moon walk, or Kennedy’s death, or the huge photo of the desperately pointing fingers on the balcony of the Lorraine Motel the instant after Martin Luther King was shot. In one photo, an attractive short-haired black woman posed with one arm hooked playfully around the neck of an unsmiling black man; the other was a school photograph of a young, pigtailed black girl who was grinning as if she’d been anticipating all day the chance to have her picture taken. Her face was pure joy.

The block-style headline: “Serial Killer Ended Spree with Own Child.”

Juxtaposed against the photographs, the weight of the headline made Lucas’s stomach tighten.

“Yessir,” Garrick said, reading Lucas’s expression. “There’s your Jessica Jacobs-Wolde. A newspaper reporter down in Miami, real promising. I went to school with her boss, back in the day. She had the bad luck of being married to a serial killer. And let me tell you, she paid for it.”

“Quite a price,” Lucas said, his eyes once again resting on the child’s face. The irony of the girl’s childlike smile felt cruel. This photograph of Kira Alexis Wolde, according to the caption, had been taken the fall before her father strangled her to death. She’d been five years old.

“I have to tell you, I hate that it was a brother, you know?” Garrick said. “When a story like that hits, you just think to yourself, ‘Please don’t let him be one of us.’ And this guy distinguished himself even in the ranks of serial killers. The FBI is still scratching its head. Just no rhyme or reason to it. No distinguishable pattern. No criminal record. The guy is a music scholar. Supposed to be brilliant. Hell, his jazz text is still taught right here in our music school. Then, out of the blue, he ducks out of a lecture up at a college in Chicago to sneak into a nursing home and smother an eighty-year-old woman. No apparent connection, no motive. A little while later, he slashes the throat of another guy, his wife’s friend, in the parking lot of their newspaper building. Next, he bashes the brains out of an eighty-year-old stroke victim, his wife’s grandfather or something. They suspect him in a couple of other unsolved cases in Miami around the same time, too. Then, for his coup de grâce, he drugs and strangles his own daughter. Tries to do the same to the wife. By some miracle, she survives. But you know what? I bet there are days she wishes she hadn’t.”

“No doubt,” Lucas said, riveted to the photograph of David Wolde. The man wasn’t smiling, but his youthful face had an unusual sweetness, his delicate features perfectly contoured. In light of his crimes, his good looks were offensive to Lucas, unsettling. With his benign gaze into the camera while his wife hugged him, the man looked like the consummate predator. Soulless.

“Her nickname for him was Mr. Perfect, and he turns out to be a psychopath. Not only that, he’s a phantom. After the cops up in Louisiana finally shoot him, the FBI finds out his records were all falsified. No real records of him anywhere, so he might as well have never existed. Is that the woman you’re looking for? Good luck. I hear she left the country, and I don’t blame her.”

“She went to South Africa. For a while, anyway,” Lucas said quietly.

“That so? Doing what?”

Lucas couldn’t help pausing before he answered. In the context of what he’d just heard, his tip on Jessica Jacobs-Wolde sounded all the more ridiculous, even to him. “Running a clinic for sick children. Healing people who shouldn’t be able to heal.”

At this, Garrick grinned widely. He chortled and shook his head. “That figures.”

“Why?”

“Because I once lost a heap of cash after remarking to one of my colleagues—that woman in red over there pouring herself a cup of coffee, in fact—that this story could not possibly get any more strange. She’s found great delight, and great profit, in proving me wrong. So why don’t you start doing the talking now, Doc Shepard? And I’ll get to work on this food before it gets cold.”

“Be my guest,” Lucas said, smiling. He folded the newspaper page and slowly replaced it in the bulging folder, debating how much he wanted to divulge. On the one hand, he might be about to destroy any slim credibility he might have in Garrick’s eyes; on the other, how much worse could his reputation really get?

“There was another story about her, one I’m sure you never knew about,” Lucas began, and told him what he’d learned since receiving the Atlantic Monthly from Cal. Garrick sat and listened in silence. No comments. No questions. He just listened and ate.

Lucas’s paltry plate of baked chicken and salad remained nearly untouched except for occasional stirring. It was harder and harder for him to eat, and when he wasn’t at home trying to set a good example for Jared, he rarely tried, even when he needed to. He’d easily lost fifteen pounds himself since Jared got sick. But by the time he finished his story, Garrick’s plate was nearly clean and he was sopping up the last of his gravy with his second roll.

“So there you are,” Lucas finished. “Strange enough for you?”

The two men shared the longest silence of their meeting. Finally, tasting the white icing of his red velvet cake with a dab of his pinkie, Garrick lowered his eyebrows and stared at Lucas thoughtfully. “Yeah, that’s strange, all right,” he muttered.

“May I borrow your file, Garrick? Just overnight?”

Garrick nodded, grinning at him playfully. “Tell you what, Doc Shepard—throw in a couple bottles of HerbaVyte vitamins, and you can keep it as long as you want. I still take two of those twice a day. ‘The first step toward longer life,’ right? I’m counting on that label, you know.”

Lucas forced a smile. HerbaVyte tablets, though they’d made Lucas a respectable profit, were the bane of his career. One of the banes, anyway. Fresh from his Lasker Prize in the 1980s, he’d been approached by herbalists who hoped his prize-winning name would bring their new product legitimacy, and Lucas had seen no reason to turn them away. For years, he’d been a strong believer in the Brazilian plant Pfaffia paniculata, which gave HerbaVyte its immune-system boosters. His colleagues told him endorsing such a fringe product was crass and damned near insane, and they warned him he might never be considered for another serious prize. Screw them, Lucas had decided. By fluke, his partnership with HerbaVyte’s manufacturers had been the smartest financial decision he’d ever made, giving him enough money for an early retirement. There were plenty of people like Garrick, who hoped they could use vitamins to compensate for the ways they were killing themselves. Lucas glanced once again at his friend’s paunch. “Right now, you’d be better off with a serious nutrition and exercise program,” he said, giving Garrick his most earnest gaze. “I mean that.”

Garrick looked down, embarrassed. “Now you sound like my wife,” he muttered, glancing at his cleaned plate. “My diet starts tomorrow. That’s what I tell her, anyway.”

Don’t count on tomorrow, Lucas thought, but he kept that to himself. As much as he’d love to give Garrick a lecture on obesity, he had his own problems. A cynical voice inside him was raging, My son is dying, so could we move on? Lucas loathed that voice, but it had come to rule his life.

“Seriously, though, keep that file as long as you need it,” Garrick went on. “There isn’t any danger I’ll want to write a book until I know how the story ends. Like I said, I always thought there was more to it than just a serial killer, I just didn’t know what.”

“What made you think so?”

“How about this?” Garrick leaned forward. “The police shoot the guy three times while he’s strangling his daughter. Pronounced dead on the spot. Then, overnight, he manages to walk away from the morgue.”

It might have been because of his still-empty stomach, but Lucas’s insides surged slightly. “What do you mean?” he said, thinking about the phrase that had struck him so profoundly from the magazine article: The clinic can bring the dead to life.

“They misplaced the body. Or someone stole it. Can you believe it? I’m telling you, the whole case was like that, Doc Shepard, like The Twilight Zone. When I was still playing with that book idea, I called the police up there, talked to a couple of the cops who’d been on the scene. Off the record, they told me they not only lost the body, they lost some evidence, too. A needle.”

“Needle?” Lucas whispered the word. He felt as if his heart had kicked him.

“Two of the cops swear the guy was about to inject his daughter with a hypodermic with one hand while he was strangling her with the other. At first they thought it was the poison, but it turns out he’d given both the kid and his wife some pills to knock them out. The cops said whatever was in the needle didn’t look like poison anyway.”

“Didn’t look like poison? What does that mean? What did they say it looked like?” Lucas’s voice was thinned by an anxiousness that sounded more like fledgling panic.

“I talked to both of them, and they said the same thing: It looked like blood. Could have been the kid’s, I figure, and he took it from her for some twisted reason. But I guess we’ll never know, will we? Disappeared from the scene after they shot him. Nobody thought to wonder about it until later, and by then they couldn’t find it. Who knows? Tell you what, this whole case was so bizarre, it spooked everybody more than a little bit. That’s why I’ve never been able to get it out of my own mind. And he died over in Louisiana, remember, the cradle of voodoo—”

Suddenly, Garrick stopped talking and stared at Lucas with eyes widening with concern. “Doc Shepard . . .? What did I say?”

But Lucas didn’t hear him. Beyond blood, he had not heard a word.

• • •

Since his beeper had never sounded and he had a few minutes to spare after lunch without breaking his word to Cleo, Lucas stopped by the video store closest to his house—a modest independent store at a strip mall—and found a copy of the movie Mr. Perfect in the thriller section. On the video’s cover, a huge pair of coldly staring eyes with bloodred irises hovered menacingly above a black man and woman in a loving embrace. Studying it closely, he noticed the evil eyes had even been enhanced by tiny round pockets of red fluid glued to the box to make the irises gleam.

Lucas rolled his eyes. Pure trash, the kind of video Rachel and Nita would have loved but Lucas would never have sought on his own. But he was eager to watch Mr. Perfect to see what he could learn. What in the world could a miracle clinic and a serial killer have in common, besides hypodermics filled with blood?

• • •

“Hey, Dad. Did you have a good lunch?” Jared said, not sitting up from where he lay in bed, when Lucas returned. Jared’s voice sounded parched, the way it always did when he had a high fever. Cleo had told him Jared’s temperature was still one hundred and a fraction, too high for comfort but not high enough to rush him to the hospital. Lucas poured some water from the cool pitcher Cleo had left on Jared’s nightstand. The stack of styrofoam cups stood tall in a collection of nearly a dozen prescription bottles of varying heights and sizes.

“Great. I had a T-bone steak and a big baked potato and a whole apple pie for dessert. I think I gained ten pounds,” Lucas said, winking, as he offered Jared the water. “How about you?”

Cleo made a clicking sound with her teeth from behind Lucas in the bedroom doorway. “We barely forced down a bowl of chicken broth, Doc Shepard. And had to fight for that.”

“Why does she always say we? I’m the one who ate it,” Jared said, raising himself to his elbows so he could drink from the cup. “I told her it was too hot.”

“Yes, and then it was too cold. We acted out the whole Three Bears routine today, except for the part where it’s just right.” Cleo’s scolding was good-natured. She was a broad-shouldered woman in her late sixties with fading orange hair, a semiretired nurse with the patience of a houseplant who had helped Lucas care for Rachel the last month of her life. Her accent was more refined than Cal’s, more belle than cracker. When Lucas had called her last year to ask if she could assist him with Jared from time to time, she’d tried as hard as she could to conceal her quiet sobs on the telephone. And even though Jared groused at her, Lucas knew his son cherished the pampering of Cleo’s motherly touch.

“But I ate it all. Just ask her. And my fever’s going down, too.” Jared’s voice grew scratchier, as if to contradict his words.

“Not according to the thermometer, champ,” Lucas said, smoothing back Jared’s hair. God, the kid was burning up. Wet heat radiated through the thin hair on Jared’s scalp.

Jared curled his lips with mock disgust, then settled back against his pillow. Almost immediately, his eyes fought to close. “Is Cleo going home?” His voice was fainter still.

“Nope. Cleo’s going to stick around to help out while I do some research downstairs.”

“Okay,” Jared said, satisfied. Lucas leaned over to kiss Jared’s too hot forehead.

Downstairs, Lucas called Jared’s pediatric oncologist at Wheeler, whom all the patients called their “oncodoc,” and Dr. Reid agreed Lucas could continue to medicate him at home and monitor his temperature. He’d check Jared out tomorrow, Dr. Reid said. At least it bought Jared another night in his own bed. Once Jared went to the hospital, he might not be back for weeks.

Or simply, he might just not be back.

When the tears tried to come, Lucas refused to honor them. He had work to do.

• • •

The story of serial killer David Wolde had captured the attention of every major publication in the nation in the summer of 1997, with dozens of articles in everything from the New York Times to the National Enquirer. No wonder Garrick was so surprised Lucas had never heard of Jessica Jacobs-Wolde. Rachel’s illness must have kept him so preoccupied that he’d managed to miss one of that year’s biggest news stories.

While the melodramatic Mr. Perfect played softly on the VCR, only occasionally intriguing Lucas enough to raise his head to watch, he culled through the pile of articles, fanning them across the living room floor. With eerie coincidence, he read passages he would soon hear reenacted on his television, or vice versa. Apparently, the producers had relied not only on scriptwriters, but accounts from the parties involved. Few facts seemed to have been changed.

But why bother? In this case, fiction couldn’t outdo the truth.

Jessica had been David Wolde’s student when he taught at the University of Miami. Her mother and sister had never trusted him because his background seemed vague, but Jessica had been young and naive, dazzled by his good looks and intelligence. He was a nationally recognized jazz scholar and spoke eight languages, after all. She never suspected her husband of any wrongdoing even as people she knew began turning up dead around her. When a reporter named Peter Donovitch was nearly decapitated in the parking lot of the newspaper where she worked, Jessica didn’t suspect David of killing her friend even after she’d learned he was probably the last person to see him alive.

“But who are you . . . really? Your eyes are so full of mystery, David,” the actress said, and Lucas glanced up at the TV. The familiar actress playing Jessica had the same short-cropped hair, but a smaller, more birdlike frame, than the true-life Jessica Jacobs-Wolde.

“That’s no mystery in my eyes, Jessica—there’s only you,” responded baby-faced Blair Underwood, who managed to infuse his character with the same unsettling sweetness Lucas had seen in Wolde’s photograph. “Je t’aime, my love.”

Lucas shuddered. Jesus, that poor woman.

But the more Lucas read, the deeper the mystery became. As Garrick had told him, the missing hypodermic needle from the scene of David Wolde’s death was off-the-record, because he didn’t find a single mention of it in print, even in the tabloids. And Alexis Jacobs was Jessica’s sister, as he had guessed, but the articles included very little description of her medical background, except that she had worked at the Sickle Cell Center at Jackson Memorial Hospital in Miami. As far as he could see, Alexis hadn’t been involved in any alternative practices, nothing to foreshadow the work she would later undertake in Africa.

Lucas felt so absorbed and frustrated as hours passed that a migraine rocked against his temples and made his stomach feel queasy. Not that he’d eaten more than a bite since breakfast, and it was past dinnertime. Cleo had left a half hour before, promising to call and check on them in the morning. Just like that, another day had slipped him by.

After slapping together a sandwich from refrigerator scraps, Lucas sat down cross-legged in the midst of his carpet of clippings and turned the VCR back on. Earlier, he hadn’t been in the mood to watch the finale, David Wolde’s horrible murder of his daughter in a Louisiana motel room, but he decided maybe the producers would include something worth seeing.

While the tape played, Lucas flipped through a Time magazine story featuring profiles of David Wolde’s half dozen victims. The first was an old woman in a nursing home with pancreatic cancer, Rosalie Tillis Banks. Lucas was about to skip on to the next profile, but a photograph in the section on Banks caught his eye: Her only claim to fame, before her death, was that her father had been Seth Tillis, the bandleader of a 1920s-era group called the Jazz Brigade, who had vanished without a trace when she was still a child.

The magazine displayed a grainy photograph of the bandleader, and it nearly made Lucas drop his food. The young Seth Tillis and David Wolde were identical.

Granted, the photo of Tillis was seventy years old and the quality was poor, obscuring parts of his forehead and hairline. But the eyes! And the angles of his jawbone, the curve of his mouth. David’s resemblance to the old woman’s father was outright uncanny. The photograph’s cutline, also noting the remarkable similarities between the victim’s father and the killer, surmised that David Wolde might have been a family descendant, the jazz artist’s own great-grandson.

Then, Lucas noticed an eye-catching cover of the Weekly Guardian, the shabbiest tabloid of them all. The July 17 issue featured twin photographs of Seth Tillis and David Wolde, proclaiming, “Wolde Returned from Dead to Kill His Children.” In the article inside, the reporter claimed Wolde himself was really the ghost of Seth Tillis, which was why his corpse had vanished. David Wolde, the story said, could not be killed.

On the television set, gunshots rang out. Lucas looked up in time to see David Wolde’s death grip around his daughter’s neck. Three bloody gunshot wounds across his chest formed a triangle that ruined his white shirt. David fell back and slowly slumped to the floor, leaving a bloody trail on the wall. Jessica, looking ragged and only semiconscious on the bed beside her dead daughter, was screaming, “He’s not dead! He’s not dead!”

Lucas rewound the tape, just to be sure there had been no hypodermic in the scene. Nope.

But the very last shot of Mr. Perfect intrigued Lucas: While the credits rolled, the camera showed a rain-slick New Orleans street, dark on both sides, while a shadowed man walked toward the camera, illuminated by the path of the moonlight. As the man got closer, Lucas could see he was the movie’s version of David Wolde, his death-pale face fixed in a smirk, with a triangle of bloody gunshots painting his white shirt as he ambled toward the camera.

Then, the screen went black.

That was also the first time Lucas noticed it was after dark, because the room had suddenly been robbed of its light. His fingers trembling slightly for reasons he did not yet understand, Lucas flipped on the floor lamp to bring warmth and familiarity back to the living room, which the clippings had now turned into a macabre shrine. His head was filled with a question triggered by the movie’s motel-room scene, reinforced by that parting image of David: Had Jessica Jacobs-Wolde really claimed that her husband was not dead? Had she known something about him the police had not?

For the next hour, he searched the clippings for interviews with anyone who had been in that motel room. It took him that long to find a detailed follow-up story in the New York Times, which quoted a police officer on the scene, Veronica Davis, who had tried to comfort Jessica Jacobs-Wolde after her daughter’s death. That poor woman was not in touch with reality, the newspaper quoted Davis as saying. She’d just seen her husband killed, but it hadn’t sunk in. “He’s not dead,” she said to me over and over. Then she said she knew her little girl was dead for now, but she told me to check on her later to see if she had woken up, if she had healed. And she meant it, too.

The room, somehow, was still too dark.

With stiff knees that felt suddenly unsteady, Lucas stood up and flipped on the switch to activate the overhead light and ceiling fan, which made the papers on the floor rustle and stir as the fan’s blades built up speed. Lucas’s heart was pattering, and he was now so hungry, even after eating half a sandwich, that he was on the verge of nausea. Why did he feel a distinct sense that his unconscious was beginning to make crucial connections his conscious mind couldn’t yet grasp?

A growing part of him almost didn’t want to know, felt he should not know.

Tomorrow, he decided, he would call Officer Veronica Davis in Louisiana to find out if she could remember anything else, anything at all, Jessica Jacobs-Wolde had said to her that night. He would ask her if Jessica had said anything about blood or the missing hypodermic.

For now, though, it was time to check Jared’s temperature and give him his nightly dose of meds. After glancing at his watch, he realized Cleo had been gone more than an hour.

“Dad?”

Lucas had to stand stock-still and crane his ears to determine if he’d really heard Jared’s voice, which sounded far-off and dreamy. For a moment, there was silence in the room, except for the sound of the tape rewinding in the VCR and the gentle breeze-murmurings of the papers on the floor.

“Dad . . . you know what she told me?”

Definitely Jared, but his voice had a strange quality that made Lucas feel a stab of outright panic. He made it as far as the foot of the stairs, where what he saw there stopped him: At the top landing, a dozen stairs above Lucas, Jared was standing in his perspiration-drenched pajamas, his face beaming with a wide grin. Lucas was so surprised to see the raw jubilance on his son’s face that it took him a second to realize Jared’s balance was odd; he was nearly rocking in place.

Sleepwalking. Jared had never done it before, but he was definitely doing it now. Either that or he was delirious, and both prospects were terrifying.

“Jared, step back.”

“Know what she told me, Dad?” Jared said again in the same flat voice.

Lucas had no idea what Cleo had told him, assuming Cleo was the she in Jared’s head, and he didn’t care. Lucas made such a sudden movement to climb the first step toward Jared that his bad knee buckled, the cartilage grinding so hard that he felt a twisting pain plow through his knee. For a crucial instant, he lost his footing.

“She said the blood heals,” Jared said, a gentle musing, and then he crumpled.

Lucas watched Jared’s body seem to actually deflate, as if it had become liquefied, free of bone or muscle. While Lucas screamed his name, Jared pitched headfirst down the stairs.
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Two kilometers outside Serowe

Botswana

“Mommy . . . wake up.”

Only half-awake in her bed, Jessica made a small sound, drawing her arms around her face to block out the light bleeding through her eyelids. Just a few more minutes, sweetheart, she thought she mumbled aloud. Or maybe she didn’t. Delicious sleep was creeping back to her, so maybe she hadn’t opened her mouth at all.

“Mommy, now . . . please?” A whine, then a sharp tug at her blanket.

“Oh, Lord have mercy . . .” This time, Jessica opened her eyes to face the sun’s assault. Someone, probably her daughter, had already pulled open the ruffled, gold-colored curtains, one of the handful of frills left by the home’s previous owners, and the cloudless day was well under way outside her bedroom window. It must be at least nine-thirty, she judged by the light. Their neighbors had been up for hours, tending their livestock, plowing, collecting wood, cooking, or heading out on foot or bicycle for their town jobs. They rose at dawn and went to sleep soon after dark, living by the sunlight.

But sleeping in was an American vice Jessica had seen no need to renounce. Sleep was one of the few familiar comforts she had been able to bring to Africa with her.
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