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Praise for Walter Greatshell


“An enthralling, apocalyptic fusion of Gulliver’s Travels and Food of the Gods, Enormity comes at you with big ideas, voluminous scope and colossal pace. [Greatshell] has the high-tech savvy and breadth of vision of a great SF writer, coupled with considerable daring.”


—James Lovegrove, New York Times bestselling author of Redlaw and The Age of Zeus


“Hilarious, fast-paced, and just mind-blowingly cool, Enormity is part Michael Crichton, part Jonathan Swift, maybe even a little bit Tom Clancy, but in the end genuinely unique...a page-turning thriller that will make you remember why you fell in love with Science Fiction all those years ago. This is some seriously good stuff!”


—Joe McKinney, author of Apocalypse of the Dead and Flesh Eaters


“Enormity is at once tight and sprawling, a vibrant rush of Phildickian apocalyptic menace. What feels at first like the collision of genres in a particle accelerator blends seamlessly into a whirling dervish of a novel that goes down like Everclear with a quark-gluon chaser. If you like spy movies, heist novels, Tom Clancy, and crazed speculations on the underlying structure of the universe, you’ll eat Enormity up with a spoon.”


—Thomas S. Roche, author of The Panama Laugh


“Equal parts science fiction thriller and coming-of-consciousness tale, this page-turner lays bare the inanity of modern-day existence in grand style. Powered by an endearing heroine (whose ingenuity and resourcefulness make MacGyver look inept), pedal-to-the-metal pacing, and generous amounts of social commentary, this science fiction thrill ride is the literary equivalent of a syringe full of adrenaline.”


—Publishers Weekly, on Mad Skills


“A heady brew of horror, science-fiction, suspense, and adventure…as sharp and bone-chilling as an arctic gale.”


—A. J. Matthews, author of Looking Glass and The White Room


“I really loved Xombies and want know what’s up next.”


—Jonathan Maberry, Bram Stoker Award-winning author of Ghost Road Blues


“Beyond the freshness of take on the subject matter and the compelling narrative, I was taken completely by the sheer quality of the writing. Often genre fiction is driven more by ideas and momentum than by good writing, but not in the case of Xombies. That was top-notch in every regard. A modern classic.”


—Bob Fingerman, author of Bottomfeeder


“I loved [Xombies] and have to [say] it was one of the big inspirations for Monster Island. [Greatshell] conjured up so many great images in that novel, but I think the thing I liked most about it was the characterizations—the dynamics of power and love between the various characters are really masterful.”


—David Wellington, author of Monster Island


“Xombies is by far the best horror novel I’ve read. I can’t wait for Xombie Rama! Hell, I’d check out anything that [Greatshell had] written at this point.”


—Jason Thompson, author of Manga: The Complete Guide


“The writing is fast-paced and keeps you hooked. The book itself is a cross between Night of the Living Dead and an end-of-the-world type premise like Earth Abides. I see the makings for a pretty decent horror movie—maybe Hollywood will listen?”


—Tracy Farnsworth, Round Table Reviews, on Xombies


“This book has it all: action, excitement, a subtle love story, a bit of comedy, a really cool part where the story is told from the point of view of a Xombie. The book is even left open for a sequel. I’ll keep my fingers crossed.”


—The Keyhole reviews, on Xombies
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Prologue:



AMERICAN IDOL


In this game you’re always on the move. It’s like fighting a fire: stay ahead of the flames, don’t trust the floor, and don’t leave anything smoldering—kill it dead. But no matter how careful you are, there is always an element of chaos. Or fate, if you prefer, in which case we’re both just actors on some cosmic stage. Do you believe in free will? Lord knows there were many times I kicked myself for taking on this thing, but I couldn’t stop. That’s government work for you, though: always just a little too good to pass up. As a private contractor you can’t always count on a steady paycheck. But this has become more than a job to me; as they say in the movies, this time it’s personal.


You know how many people I’ve killed to find you? How many fanatics and fools have tried to stop me? Dead fools, now. But you people are like heads on a Hydra: cut one off and five more pop up. That’s okay, I like a challenge. You might say I was born for this work. Your mistake is that you forgot about me; you got too comfortable. You got old.


Hell of a place you have here, hell of a place. Look at that view! Did you think nobody could find you out here? Or have you been looking out over the ocean all these years wondering when somebody like me

was going to finally show up at the door? I bet you have. Look at you: I bet you’ve hardly gone outside in twenty years—you’re a ghost. That’s why it’s such a tomb in here, isn’t it? You’ve gotten to like the dark, you and her, living like bugs under a rock, surrounding yourselves with this freakshow that would give anyone the creeps. You’ve turned paradise into your own private nightmare, you dumb shit. Open the curtains for God’s sake, let in some sun. Sorry to hurt your eyes. Take a breath of fresh air in case it’s your last.


Believe it or not, I’m a pacifist by nature, but I’m not afraid of a little blood—you can’t be squeamish in this business, and I been doing it a long time, long enough to know that the human body is a flimsy sack of guts, all too easily ruptured and spilled, and the sooner you remind a man of this, the sooner he is likely to be forthcoming with useful information.


Also it doesn’t hurt to look like I do. This face has a tendency to make little children cry…and sometimes grown men, too. That’s why I like having a teenage girl make my phone appointments—it makes some guys more inclined to take a meeting, if you know what I mean. You spoke to my assistant, didn’t you? I call her my own personal Siren—that sweet voice has lured a lot of sailors onto the rocks. You’re not the first. They get all decked out like schoolboys about to lose their cherry, and it’s amazing how the blood goes out of their faces when they find me waiting for them—you can just about see their nuts shrivel up inside their bodies. Usually it doesn’t take much more than that to get them talking a blue streak.


Others require more persuasion.


Only thing I don’t like about this work is when tax time rolls around. It’s always a pain in the ass, what with all the travel expenses, vouchers, receipts, you name it, and I particularly don’t like having to define what I do for a living. Like most bald guys, I wear a lot of hats. In any given year I might pick up a few bucks working someplace like Iraq or Sierra Leone, or maybe I’ll handle personal security for some dignitary or corporate hotshot, or I’ll do a little private investigative work for select clients in the higher echelons of our government—a little headhunting.


I guess you’d know about that.


Is this what my parents died for, this little ivory statue? Is this your good luck charm? Your people out there seem to think so—they swore I’d never get near you while you had this thing. Did you also think it was protecting you? That’s a shame. Anyway, it’s mine now, my own American idol. And while we’re at it I also need names. I need you to I.D. these faces for me. I need phone contacts and offshore account numbers and file access codes. I need cold hard facts—solid evidence of everything you people are doing out here, the whole sick playbook. It’s the only way you’re gonna outlive your wife.


You may think that these things won’t be admissible in court, fruit of a poisoned tree and all that, but we’re not following strict legal channels here. I’m just a private citizen doing his patriotic duty. Consider it a family matter. As for the old lady, she shouldn’t have tried to cut me—I don’t like to kill senior citizens, not even ghouls like her.


So talk, old man. Speak to your long-lost nephew. Unburden yourself while you still can. I’m giving you five seconds to decide, and then I tape your mouth and flick on the old Zippo. Your next chance won’t be for ten long minutes. Yes? No?


Time’s up.
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Chapter One



LABOR DAY


Running. The two of them running in the spotlight with nowhere to hide. Dark cliffs above, a dark sea below, and a paved ledge of a road in between. No escape from that insane glare, which follows them like the beam of a giant magnifying glass—a magnifying glass in the hands of a sadistic child—


Blink and it’s broad daylight. Night is replaced by the early morning hubbub of a departure lounge—he’s been daydreaming again. Henry Cadmus is taking his family to Catalina Island to visit his mother.


I’m taking my family to Catalina to visit my mother. I’m just taking my family to Catalina to visit my mother Vicki.


He’s said it aloud a few times already, to people at work and the stewardess on the plane from Chicago, but it still doesn’t sit right.


Hey, I’m only taking my wife and daughter to Catalina Island to visit grandma and do a little sightseeing—what’s so weird about that? That’s better.


Weird?—nothing. The answer is nothing at all. It’s a perfectly ordinary thing to do—just look around the ferry terminal at all the Labor Day tourists and daytrippers with their beach gear. No big deal. So why is his stomach wrung tight as a wet dishrag?


“Bootykins, are you okay?”


“What? Sure—sure.” Henry smiles reassuringly at his wife’s HD camcorder, embarrassed to be caught in a private moment. Ruby is his soul mate, his savior, the light of his life, and even after five years of marriage he’s still blown away by her creative energy as well as her darkly angelic beauty, but right now he could do without her need to compulsively record their lives for posterity, as if in her husband’s personal traumas she sniffs an Oscar for Best Documentary. That’s what he gets for marrying a younger, cooler woman. An artist.


“Just a little jetlagged, I guess,” he says.


“Are you sure that’s all it is?” The camera zooms in close.


Oh come on. It’s his own fault for being a sucker for art. Even before Henry fell in love with Ruby, he had been seduced by her taste in paintings: the walls of her alternative therapy practice were decorated with dark Goya prints, violent and alarming pictures that acknowledged the horrors of life and thus made slightly more bearable his chronic pain. Between the pictures and the candles and the slightly eerie, atonal music, Ruby’s studio was such an immediate relief from the clinical white hell of the VA medical center that Henry had pointed to Goya’s black Sabbath and joked, I think I need a witch. To which Ruby had replied, You’re in luck, cheerfully explaining that she was actually a lapsed Wiccan priestess—a fact later proven by her twining Druidic tattoos and discreet body piercings. Guess I went a little crazy in college, huh?


Henry loves that about her, the casual laughing-off of the awkward past. It is something he would like to be able to do himself, especially right now, when his own idiotic demons are scratching at the door. It is almost time to start boarding the boat. Throwing Ruby an Oedipal bone, he says, “It’s just my mother. The usual.”


“I know, but it’s going to be fine, I promise. I’ll be right there.”


“It’s just weird to have to track her down like this; she’s never done it before, just moved without telling me or anything. Not answering my letters. Obviously she doesn’t want to talk to me.”


“Well, it’s not like you haven’t done the same thing to her,” she says brightly, holding the camera in one hand and their leashed toddler in the other.


“Yeah, but…” He shakes his head as if to disperse the reflexive spasm of guilt that comes with anything having to do with his mother. “This is not like her, though. To just disappear and not tell me. Who knows what kind of crazy scam she’s mixed up with this time—I keep thinking of that phony Mexican property she bought a few years back. By going there we might get stuck bailing her out again.”


“God, this carpet is filthy,” Ruby says, zooming in on Moxie’s black-smudged hands and knees, then panning across the foot traffic of the departure lounge as if to emphasize the parade of filth. The smut underlying the sunny myth of the California Dream. “Maybe your mom’s just trying to show you how it feels to be cut out of the picture. You know what a shock it was to her when you moved away.”


“That was twenty years ago! I’m a middle-aged man, for God’s sake.”


“Not in her mind.” Wrestling the uncooperative toddler, Ruby says, “Some help!”


“Oh, sorry.” He takes the wipes from her bag and goes to work.


“My guess is she’s just giving you a taste of your own medicine.”


“But that’s not fair, I have a right to my own—” Henry stops himself, disengaging from the well-worn groove. His wife is just baiting him anyway, for dramatic purposes. “Hey, whose side are you on?” he asks.


“Just playing devil’s advocate,” Ruby says sweetly.


“Oh, thanks. Thanks, that’s what I need: a viper in my bed. Anyway, I don’t think so. She’s too needy to pull off something like that for long—if she was doing it out of spite, she’d have caved by now and sent me a big ranting letter. You’ve seen her letters; she’s never been one to suffer in silence. This is something new.”


“You know what I think?”


“What?”


“I think you’re jealous.”


“Poopiehead!” Moxie shrieks, straining against the leash.


“Jealous?”


“I think you’re afraid your mom has got her life together and doesn’t need you as much. Maybe she’s found love—or gotten married.”


“Hey, if only. You know how long I’ve been wishing she would do something like that? Take the burden off of me.”


“Maybe so, honeybun—” Ruby sets Moxie back on the floor, turns the camera off, and sits on Henry’s lap, resting her slender bare arms on his shoulders “—but sometimes you can be the eensiest bit judgmental, especially with her. It wouldn’t surprise me a bit if she didn’t want to tell you she had moved in with some old guy because she was afraid of your reaction. I wouldn’t really blame her—you can be pretty hard on her, you know.”


“It’s her judgment that’s the problem, not mine. She makes very bad choices.”


“Maybe so, but it’s her life.”


“Just so long as it doesn’t become our problem.”


During the monotonous, two-hour ferry ride, Ruby wanders the decks with Moxie and that camera, interviewing strangers, while Henry stares absently out the window at the passing waves. This is Ruby’s first trip to California, Moxie’s first boat ride, and they’re excited. Henry is glad for them—why shouldn’t they be? Why shouldn’t he be having fun as well? Just because of something that happened a long time ago—it’s silly.


Feet up on their luggage, half drowsing, Henry has plenty of time to think about things, and what an utterly different experience his first trip to the island had been: like going to another planet, as exotic and beautiful and…he dozes off.


Meat. A supermarket display of raw meat. Rows of ruby-red cutlets, steaks, chops, roasts, sausage, all glistening under fluorescent lights, garnished with sprigs of holly and berries. Going down the refrigerator case, you see something black and bristly on the bottom shelf—a huge boar’s head. Fascinated, heart thumping, you look closer, but your breath fogs the glass; you can’t see. Impatiently wiping it, you find that the head is gone…or perhaps was never really there at all.


Something drips on your scalp. You turn around to see that hideous pig head staring down at you, its long snout wrinkling at your scent. Big yellow teeth, so human, line its drooling jaws. The pig has a man’s body; the body of a butcher wearing a bloody apron and holding up a great, gory cleaver—


Someone bumps the back of his seat, and Henry awakens with a shout.
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Chapter Two



TERMINAL ISLAND


“Maybe it’s not coming.”


“It’s coming. Be patient.”


“But it’s late!”


“No, my watch is fast.”


“I’m scared. What if it doesn’t come?”


“It’ll come. I promise.”


“You promise?”


“Yes, honey. I promise.”


San Pedro in the ’60s was a railway terminal by the sea, an industrial wasteland in which mile-long chains of freight cars, some with two or three locomotives at each end, clanged slowly along a creosote-smelling harbor front that was the Pacific gateway into America. This passage bustled day and night with massive cargo ships and muscular little tugboats, all plying the channel beneath the spindly arch of the great Vincent Thomas Bridge.


Overlooking this scene was the first of many crummy lodgings Henry Cadmus would occupy with his mother: the Del Monte Hotel, owned and operated by his grandparents.


For them, it was the last of their ill-fated ventures, which had begun with their migrating from southern Italy to the Belgian Congo in search of a better life, only to be interned as enemy aliens at the outbreak of World War II. When the war was finally over they and their twin daughters were deported to Brazil, where the prospects were not much better, and then made their way to the United States. In America they embarked on a final, futile stab at innkeeping, squandering their meager savings on a slum hotel that provided lodging to hardship cases and sailors and longshoremen sleeping off a bender.


That was where Henry Cadmus was born.


The Del Monte Hotel of Henry’s earliest memories was a huge, dim catacomb; a Spanish-tiled behemoth bracketed by sooty palm trees, deserted except for loving giants who loomed out of the dark to spoon-feed him mashed soft-boiled eggs and cut-up orange wedges weeping sugared juice. As he graduated to more substantial food, there were oily sardines and olives, crumbly goat cheese, imported chocolate coins and marzipan, pry-top tins of black prune paste or golden malt syrup, polenta, amaretto-flavored cookies, creamy avocado on buttered toast—flavors he would always associate with childhood. He remembers once choking on a butterscotch candy, and the gargantuan who was his grandfather hoisting him up by the ankles and shaking him until he expelled the lozenge. Another time he swallowed a penny—a wheat penny—which was never seen again.


As Henry got older and began to roam the hotel’s corridors, he took great interest in the gloomy surroundings, and was unperturbed by sights such as huge wharf rats crossing from one doorway to another, giant cockroaches and red centipedes in the showers, or clutches of blind pinky mice about to be flushed down a toilet as part of the ordinary housekeeping routine. He caught vague glimpses of bloody floors being mopped and his grandfather running up and down the stairs with a shotgun. Most vividly of all, Henry recalls once hiding with his mother under the bed as a strange man knocked on their door, calling softly, Vicki, open the door. Henry? Come out here, boy, I have a present for you. I can hear you in there—I know you’re both in there. Henry, come open the door so I can give you your birthday present. Come on out and we’ll go get cake and ice cream. After the man left, Vicki waited a good long time to make sure he was gone, telling Henry it was all a game, just a silly little game. When she finally opened the door the hallway was full of thick smoke—there was a fire somewhere. Trying not to breathe, they made their way out of the building to the front sidewalk, where she told him to sit still while she ran back in to help her parents and the other few tenants get out. Amid the commotion, Henry noticed the hotel’s big gray tomcat lying dead in the middle of the road. As firemen and policemen came and went, and Vicki flirted with them, he sat on the curb watching the cat’s curious metamorphosis from a familiar cat shape to a mangled pink pulp and finally—traffic taking its toll—to bits of flattened pelt curing in the sun.


The fire was blamed on Gladys. And since Gladys died in the fire, she made no defense. Of the mostly faceless tenants, Gladys was only one Henry ever remembers feeling close to. She was a hugely fat, sweet-natured African lady who was close friends with his grandparents and doted on him, always having a piece of butterscotch candy ready when wee Henry visited her squalid room. She told African stories and sang African songs and read people’s fortunes and had a collection of African masks and other artifacts that were deeply fascinating to Henry. Because of Gladys, he can never look at Aunt Jemima or any other mammy stereotype without a guilty rush of affection. Poor Gladys, who died smoking in bed…or so he was told. And why would they lie?


Of the other guests, he mainly remembers doors ajar and glimpses of beer bottles and stockinged feet propped on coffee tables beside clattering electric fans, and radio music wafting out to where young Henry lurked, peeping from the shadows.


One day he discovered he had cousins, Peter and Paul, one older and one younger than himself, whose parents brought them to live at the decaying keep so they could get to know their dying grandmother, and whose favorite game was sitting in adjoining stalls in the hotel’s echoing communal restroom and discussing all the whimsical things their turds resembled, as if describing constellations or cloud formations:


Ooh! Mine looks like an old man with whiskers!


Mine looks like a pointy wooden shoe!


I made a rattlesnake!


An only child, Henry was jealous of the clannishness of his cousins, as well as the sense of their being privy to a branch of the family from which he was strangely excluded. Also there was their rough-and-tumble boyishness, so different from his hesitance and general awkwardness.


This became only more pronounced as time went by, though to some degree he bonded with Peter—the two of them being the older ones. But any time Henry started to feel truly accepted or complacent about his position, there would be some little reminder of the barrier between them; evidence that he could never be one of them.


In the presence of their wizened elf of a grandmother, who spoke no English but only a peculiar mixture of Italian and Attic Greek, his cousins continued to natter fluently long after he had become estranged from that dialect, so that Henry could only tag along and nod, clumsily hanging on whatever sparse vocabulary he still possessed: “Buon giorno, Nonna. Come stai?” “Panta rhei, panta rhei.” But he was outside the loop, imagining that they were pityingly discussing him.


Over time the strange sticking point—the difference between them—became excruciatingly clear: Henry’s cousins had a father, while he did not. The sternly generous man who appeared from time to time to take them all on beach outings in his camper truck belonged to them, not him.


In some ways this was good. It meant that when they got into trouble, Henry didn’t have to share the whippings—as Peter and Paul were dragged off to face the leather belt, he could just retire to quarters with his mother. But his exemption from the bad was echoed in the good: it increasingly felt like charity.


Henry doesn’t remember exactly how or when the situation was explained, but at some point it came out that his own father died before he was born. This was not by itself a traumatic discovery—he did not feel the lack of a father, except insofar as it set him and his mother apart from the others. He did not want a father, per se. What he wanted was to be the same as everyone else.


But alike or not, his cousins were stuck with him, just as he was with them. Whether resentful or pitying, they had no other playmates, there being an extreme scarcity of children in the industrial gulag of the harbor district.


As the boys got older, approaching school age, their wanderings increased to encompass the street and the train yard beyond, so that they became spectators of the mechanized drama of the harbor, and connoisseurs of the varied modes of freight-hauling, their favorite being a spindly, spider-like truck that rolled along on tall struts which enabled it to drive over large cargo boxes, tuck them up underneath itself, and scoot off down the highway. To Henry and his cousins, the operator of this vehicle, seated up on his thrillingly high, exposed perch, was the monarch of the road, even more to be envied than the train engineers who waved back at them as they walked beside the tracks.


But there was still something that outshone the cargo trucks and all the other harbor commerce. That literally soared above the mundane activity of the terminal:


The gleaming white seaplanes of the Catalina ferry line.


These planes—classic specimens of the tubby, boat-like Grumman Goose, now to be found only in the aviation museum of the Smithsonian—would land and take off from the harbor many times a day, yet Henry never got over the thrill of seeing them, nor of hearing the roar of their fat, wing-mounted engines as they revved for take-off, wreathed in spray. There was magic about these things; the spectacle of their uncanny, amphibious flight so much like something out of the movies, and movies—especially given the proximity of Hollywood—were a big and increasing part of Henry’s early life.


Then, not long after Henry’s fifth birthday, the shit hit the fan.


He didn’t know what it was about, but his mother Vicki had a final falling-out with the family, a furious disagreement, and before Henry knew what was happening she had all their things packed up in a fat Yellow Cab, scooting in beside him and tearfully waving goodbye as they pulled away for all time from everyone he knew and the familiar, comforting gloom of the Del Monte Hotel.


We’ll be back, she called to her distraught, dying mother. Don’t worry, we’ll be back.


The next few years were a blur of pure chaos. Henry and Vicki lived from motel to motel (most apartment owners of the time disdaining children, much less single mothers), chasing jobs and cheap housing all over Greater Los Angeles, gaining and losing footholds until at last ending up where they began: overlooking the harbor.


Yes, they returned to San Pedro. Henry’s mother kept her promise; they had come back home.


But the Del Monte Hotel was gone.


“Didn’t I tell you it was coming?” his mother said.


Henry was eight years old now, almost nine, and thought he had seen it all. But everything past was prologue—all the disappointments and retreats, the winnowing of their possessions down to what could be carried on the bus—all of it shrank to insignificance before the wonderful vision that descended from the sky, banked overhead to kiss them with its hurtling shadow, and touched down not like a goose but like a white swan upon the water. It was their vision, coming for them. They had the tickets to prove it.


The magnificent sight of that seaplane as it waddled out of the harbor onto dry land, white keel dripping, fat black rubber wheels sloshing aground as it climbed the thickly-barnacled concrete ramp, was almost more than Henry’s pre-adolescent self could handle without bursting. Wow!—he was already closer than he ever imagined being to one of these aircraft, yet the threshold of reality would be pushed back still further, he knew; was about to be pushed beyond the limits of his imagining.


He watched awestruck as the plane executed a lazy taxi, propellers blasting spray off the tarmac as it presented its door to their cordoned-off boarding area under the flapping orange wind sock. With a final roar, the engines subsided.


The curved door behind the wing was opened, a step was lowered, and a smart-uniformed crewman emerged. At the same time, ground personnel opened the gate and briskly escorted the dozen or so passengers to the plane, checking seat assignments and directing Henry and his mother into the small cabin, up the narrow aisle.


Inside the fuselage it was cozy; the sound was muffled, and the curtained dimness—the bus smell and rows of fabric-padded seats—lent a feeling of homey familiarity.


Henry took his seat, really no different than a seat on the Greyhound Bus, and looked out the window at the sunlit terminal building and the big orange ball of the Union 76 station just beyond. The Del Monte Hotel was now only an empty lot, a bare patch on the hill, but he knew his mother was weepily staring in the direction it had been.


He wished she would forget about it. There was nothing there, and had never been. Not for them. But this, finally, was theirs; their moment, their future. No more crummy motels, no more crazy family, no more cockroach-ridden slums—this time they were moving to paradise. To Catalina Island!


It was the greatest moment of Henry’s life. He could never have imagined it would also be the precursor to the strangest and worst...or the last.
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Chapter Three



AVALON, PRESENT DAY


“Ooh, Moxie! Look at the fishy! See the fishy?”


Ruby is recording as Henry pushes Moxie’s stroller up the ramp connecting the ferry dock to the wharf. Below them the water is gorgeous aquamarine, churned silvery by the idling ship, with vines of swaying kelp looming dark green and brown out of the depths. Here and there amid fizzy shafts of sunlight are living spots of bright orange.


“Those are Garibaldi perch,” Henry says, going back for the luggage. “Named after the Italian explorer. They’re protected. It’s like a five-hundred dollar fine to kill one.”


“That is so cool,” says Ruby. “They’re like big goldfish. See the pretty fishy, honey?”


“No,” Moxie says, craning out of her stroller. “Where?”


“Right there. Follow my finger.”


“Pishy, mommy! Stop! Wanna see Pishy!”


“Right down there. There’s one! See?”


“No!”


“Right there, silly.”


“Oh.” Moxie squints blankly at the fish and settles back, unimpressed.


“This is so beautiful,” says Ruby, taking a panoramic shot of the steep, rocky hillsides surrounding the town of Avalon like a great amphitheater; the expensive houses perched up there like sentinels, their picture windows overlooking the village and the perfect crescent beach below. “What a place to live. It looks like Greece or something.”


“Yeah, it’s a nice place to visit…”


The island is nearly as beautiful as Henry remembers. Even after thirty-plus years it is much the same, the harbor entrance still dominated by the Coliseum-like Casino and its stone jetty, the picturesque moored boats and the same old rickety green fishing pier. At least from here the town looks the same, too: the tourist shops and restaurants along the brick promenade, the bars and hotels—perhaps it is all just a bit more deliberately quaint than he remembers, a little more Disneyfied and upscale, but basically the same. After all, it was a tourist trap back then, too. He just saw it with different eyes.


The most visible difference now—and Henry noticed this while the ferry was still far away from the island—is the amount of development that has taken place on the mountainous flanks of Avalon: enormous white banks of luxury terraces climbing arid sea-cliffs that had previously been the province of wild goats and pigs. Construction has obviously been booming.


“Should we try to track down your mother first, or should we get a bite to eat?” Ruby asks. Henry knows she is just being supportive; none of them has eaten yet, and Moxie is getting cranky, but if he needs to do his thing, she’s there for him.


“Pancakes! Pancakes, mommy!” Moxie moans theatrically. “Paa-a-ancakes!”


“Thanks, honey,” he says gratefully to his wife. “No, let’s eat. There’s no rush.”


“Coffee for you folks?”


“Yes, please. Decaf.”


“Same for me.”


“All we have is Sanka.”


“That’s okay. As long as it doesn’t have caffeine—caffeine makes me insane.”


“Two Sankas…” The waitress scribbles briskly on her pad, then looks up. Her nametag reads, Glennis. “Do you need a couple more minutes, or do you know what you’re having?”


“I think we know. I guess we’ll both have the Two-Egg Special, eggs over easy, with rye toast. And could I get a side order of avocado with that?”


“Sure thing.”


“Thanks so much. Oh, and a glass of orange juice, and—”


“Pancakes, daddy, pancakes!”


“—and the Short Stack of pancakes and a glass of milk.”


“…O-kee-doke. Will that do it for you folks?”


“Yep, that oughtta do it for now. Thanks, Glennis.”


“Thank you. Your order should be right out.”


After the waitress leaves, Ruby grins and says, “You always get so folksy in places like this.”


“It’s just neighborly.”


“Shoot, I should have asked for water.” Ruby is just noticing signs apologizing for the island policy of not serving water unless it is requested. “After being out on that deck in the wind I could drink about a gallon.”


“Tell her when she comes back.”


As they sit and wait, enjoying the late breakfast ambiance and the view of the beach promenade, they become aware of a babble of conversation issuing from the next booth:


“—and I think you’ll agree that restaurant prices here are comparable to dining out on the mainland.”


“Yes, but what about the water shortage? Is that a problem?”


“Not at all. As you can see there are longstanding conservation measures in place. There’s plenty of water to go around, don’t worry.”


“I just wonder how they can keep building condos right and left if the water supply is limited.”


“Every new construction has to submit an environmental impact statement to prove it’s sustainable. It’s all very environmentally friendly.”


“But is it those low-flow toilets and fixtures? I hate those.”


“Not at all—our units have nothing but the most luxurious bathroom appointments. A little later we’ll take a drive up there and you can see for yourself.”


“Gee, I just don’t understand how it can be so inexpensive…”


“Not everyone wants to live on an island year-round. These are residential retirement units, not vacation property—we’ve designed them specifically to appeal to independent-minded folks like yourselves, people who are alone in their golden years and may be seeking more of a sense of belonging, of community.”


“But I heard condos here start at half a million dollars.”


“We use a sliding scale; some of our residents do pay that.”


“So they subsidize people like me. How do they feel about that?”


“You can ask them yourselves—I think you’ll find they’re all very warm and welcoming. It’s just like our brochure says: ‘Come for a look, stay for a lifetime.’”


Henry steals a backward glance and sees a party of elderly ladies and a tall, lustrous blond woman. The blond is the one making the sales pitch, and is wearing a name tag that says Hi! My name is Lisa.


Henry leans over the seat and says, “I’m sorry to bother you folks, but I couldn’t help overhearing that you were talking about condos. Could I just ask you a quick question?”


“I guess so,” the blond says, smiling thinly.


“Well, I spent a little time here as a kid, and I always wondered what it would be like to live here. Do you know anything about a place called Shady Isle?”


“Of course. Did you want to make an appointment with one of our agents? Let me just give you some of our literature—”


“Well, the reason I ask is that my mother just moved up there, and I was curious about the place.”


“Your mother lives up there?” The woman sounds oddly perplexed.


“Yes. Something wrong with that?”


“No, but…shouldn’t you ask her, then?”


“Oh sure, but I was wondering what the locals thought about it.”


“Thought about what?”


“All those new residents moving in. If there’s any friction…?”


“Not at all.”


“Because I remember the islanders weren’t too crazy about outsiders when I was here.”


“I’m not sure what would’ve given you that idea, but I can assure you it’s not the case.”


“Don’t they put a strain on the resources, though?”


“Resources?”


Henry taps the conservation notice. “Water shortage.”


Her smile frozen, the woman says, “It’s not an issue.”


“Oh, good. That’s good to know. Must be some pretty crazy competition for building permits in a place like this, though. A lot of back-door maneuvering, if you know what I mean. I’d love to know who’s getting a piece of that action.”


“Sir, I really wouldn’t know. Now, if you don’t mind…”


“No, that’s okay. Thanks, Lisa.” Henry turns back to his own table, whispering to Ruby, “Was it something I said?”


“She’s just busy, honey.”


Suddenly Henry realizes he’s being watched with raptor-like intensity by someone in the booth opposite—a thickly-scarred bald guy with forearms like furry hams. The man’s brutish head and neck form one contiguous unit that rises like a stump from the collar of his knit shirt. But something doesn’t fit the picture: A tiny pair of bifocals is perched on the man’s ruined nose—an old-time boxer’s nose—and documents from an open briefcase are spread across his table, giving him the look of a scholarly gorilla.


Ruby snaps Henry’s attention back: “Oh, shoot,” she says.


“What?”


“I forgot to ask for water again.”


“Yeah, I need hot sauce, too.” Henry turns to call the waitress, when suddenly something about that blond woman registers in his mind:


Lisa. Holy shit.


The height, the blond hair, that perfect chin. The attitude. It’s her; it’s definitely her. Henry puts his hand over his mouth and glances back around, unsure of whether to laugh or scream. “Oh my God,” he murmurs, shaking his head.


“What?” Ruby says, alarmed by his sudden change of complexion. “What’s the matter?”


Under his breath, he says, “I remember that woman.”


“Who? The condo woman?”


“Yes.”


“What about her?”


“Just someone I went to school here with,” he says. “Nothing. I’ll tell you later.” He looks down at his plate as if noticing it for the first time. “Phew, looks good! I’m starving.”


“I still haven’t gotten my water.”


“Can we skip the damn water?”


This comes out more harshly than he intended. Henry realizes he’s sweating. Moxie pipes up, “Mommy! Daddy made boo-boo—give him time out!”


“Whoa boy,” says Ruby in surprise.


Backpedaling, he says, “No—I’d—just like to finish up and get out of here, if it’s okay.”


“All right, fine.” She looks at him interestedly. “What’s the matter?”


“Nothing, I’m fine. Really. Let’s just eat.”


Dibs on his heart.


Henry can’t taste a thing.


The Formosa Hotel is just as Henry remembers it: a big, dilapidated wooden heap, bleached gray and peeling from the salt air, with balconies overhanging the narrow side-street and tiny, stuffy rooms with hornets buzzing through perforated screens. Even as a child it reminded him of the beached wreck of a ship, yet there was always something cheerful and light about the place, a sunny transparency very different from the dank, tomblike Del Monte. It still has no television, no phones, no private baths and no sea view, but it is cheap—which is the main attraction.


“When we ran out of money, my mother cleaned rooms here in exchange for our lodging,” Henry says, humping their bags up three flights of groaning, ancient stairs. “That was supposed to be just until she could get a real job.”


“You poor kid,” says Ruby from behind, carrying the toddler.


“I just remember being terrified we’d have to go back to the mainland. We’d already bounced around so much, and here we had finally come to a place I wanted to stay. I loved it here—I was having the time of my life.” He fumbles the key into the door and kicks it open.


Ruby looks at the bright, hot, cramped little room, barely big enough for a bed, and says, “I can see the appeal.”


“Well, it seemed bigger at the time. And my standards were lower.”


“I guess so.” She sets Moxie loose on the threadbare coverlet and opens a window onto the balcony. Leaning out, she says, “Well, at least we can sit out here in the evening after we put Moxie to bed. It’ll be nice when the sun goes down.”


“Yeah, we should eat out there.”


“Get some wine…”


“Oh, yeah. Definitely.” He brushes against her from behind and she ducks back in to kiss him.


“I told you this was going to be fun.”


Ruby was right: It was the best thing he could have done to confront his childhood anxieties head on. Even if her motives for doing it were not entirely pure.


Oh, let’s go, she had said firmly, dismissing his reservations. We have to go. Not for your mother, but for you. I’ll bring my camera and it’ll be like a Freudian travelogue: the estranged mother/son thing, the spectacular island scenery, the childhood fears, PTSD, and devastating brain trauma that have left you a hollow shell of a man, the grandchild she’s never met. I’d just love to get you and your mother talking on camera—who knows what dark family secrets might get dredged up? You never even knew your father, right? That kind of stuff is pure PBS-quality gold!


Great.


How a place like Catalina could have become such a ridiculous hobgoblin in his mind, Henry can’t imagine. It’s just an ordinary resort town, for God’s sake. After serving in Iraq and Afghanistan he should be grateful as hell to be here, to be anywhere. The problem is he can hardly remember his military experiences, while the events of his childhood won’t leave him alone.


He has vague impressions of the war, just enough to know it happened, but the details are sketchy because those memories were stored in the part of his brain that got scrambled in The Accident—a nasty car crash that occurred while he was home on leave. It is kind of funny: all those combat tours without a scratch, only to be done in by a drunk driver running a stoplight. Ten years of his life deleted in one stroke.


Not that he’s bitter—he has a wife and daughter who love him; a good job as a private security consultant—Henry knows he’s a lucky man. How many guys would love to erase their horrible war memories, and destroy themselves trying to do it with alcohol or drugs? How many of his fellow Marines got shipped home in boxes, or lost major body parts? As for The Accident, he could easily have been killed or crippled for life, a vegetable; it is nothing short of a miracle that he survived with only some memory loss. Yes, he is lucky—damn lucky.


So why is he so nervous about being back on this island? The ridiculous thing is there is no real basis for his fear—just flashes of weird shit he might have dreamed or invented…and that whole school incident. Kid stuff. Fuck it. Time to put it to rest.
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Chapter Four



FANTASY ISLAND


This is a filthy place.


There are two kinds of filth: There is filth on the outside and then there is filth on the inside. Filth on the outside is good, honest filth. A place that is filthy on the outside can be the cleanest place of all, because it hides nothing—that’s the kind of place I’m most comfortable. Sarajevo springs to mind, during the war. Baghdad, Beirut, Mogadishu. Give me a place where I can buy a modified Kalashnikov for less than fifty dollars and carry it through the town square in broad daylight, where I can sling it over my chair in a café while I’m having a drink. Where the bodies are left to rot in the street.


Filth on the inside is more troublesome. It takes so many forms and uses pretty scenery as camouflage—as defense. No one can believe it exists, not in such a nice place, and they don’t like someone like me stirring it up. So not only have I got the filth to deal with, I’ve got these guardians of the filth, the so-called “innocent bystanders,” gawking at me like a bunch of sour-pussed old biddies in church. Sometimes they become casualties.
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