Also by F. Paul Wilson
Repairman Jack Novels,

TheTomb
Legecies
Congpiracies
All theRage
Hosts

TheHaunted Air

Heder

WhedsWithin Whedls

An Enemy of the State

Black Wind

Soft & Others

Dydeetown World

TheTery

Sbs

The Sdlect

Implant

Deep asthe Marrow
Mirage(with Matthew J. Costello)
Nightkill (with Steven Spruill)
Masque(with Matthew J. Costello)
TheBarrens & Others

The Chrigmas Thingy

Sms

TheAdversary Cyde



The Keep
TheTomb
The Touch
Reborn
Reprisd
Nightworld

Editor:
Freak Show

Diagnogs Termind

www.ebookyes.com

Thisisawork of fiction. All the characters and events portrayed in thisnove are ether fictitious or are
used fictitioudy.

GATEWAYS: A REPAIRMAN JACK NOVEL

Copyright © 2003 by F. Paul Wilson

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book, or portions thereof, in any form.
Edited by David G. Hartwell

A Forge Book

Published by Tom Doherty Associates, LLC
175 Fifth Avenue

New York, NY 10010

Www.tor.com

Forge® isaregistered trademark of Tom Doherty Associates, LLC.
ISBN 0-312-71161-1

First Edition: November 2003

for Danid and Quinn

Author’s Note

Thanksto the usud crew for their editorial help with the manuscript: my wife, Mary; my editor, David
Hartwdll; his assistant, M oshe Feder; Elizabeth Monteleone; Steven Spruill (who also alowed meto tap
into his store of knowledge about the Korean War); and my agent, Albert Zuckerman.


http://www.ebookyes.com
http://www.tor.com

Thanks, too, to the many friendly South Foridafolk and air-boat pilots who helped me aong the way,
especidly the rangers a the Royal PAm and Shark Valey Visitor Centersin Everglades National Park
who introduced me to the amazing diversity of wildlifein the Glades.

Specid thanksto Stuart Schiff for being so generous with his fabulous single madts, and to Blake Dollens
for hiskeen eye.

Findly, thanksto NY Joe (Joe Schmidt) and Angel (Janada Oakley) for advice on the weaponry. | did a
little improvising long theway, so any errorsin that areaare my own.

Contents
Author’ s Note

Tuesday

l© 100 IN oo 1o I 1w IN Ik


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html

hur

M < W0 O M~ 0l Ol mIU__ ﬂ___ MV__ B_ M.__ E_ ﬂ — NI M < 1 O] N~ 0l Ol mIU__ ﬂ___ MV__ B_ M.__ E_


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html

.ﬂ
o
S 3 N B a a1 m o< v © ~ o o

=]

]

o

4l

3


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Gateways.html

Tuesday

1
Blessed be the blackmailers, Jack thought as he pawed through the filing cabinet.

He had a penlight clamped in histeeth and kept it trained on the labels of the hanging folderswhile his
latex-gloved fingers fanned through them.

What atrove. If someone could be called aprofessona blackmailer, Richie Cordovafit the bill. Private
investigation was hislegitimate line, if such aline could belegit. But gpparently he dug up lots of
additiona dirt during the course of hisinvestigations, and put that to work for him. Never againg his
clients, Jack had learned. Did his blackmailing anonymoudy. That kept his professional rep clean, kept
that stream of referrds from satisfied clients flowing. But Jack had picked him up on amoney drop
Cordova had set up for hislatest fish and took an instant didike to the fat dob. Nine days of shadowing
him hadn’t mellowed that initia impresson. The guy wasajerk.
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Cordova's Pl office occupied a second floor space over an Orientd deli on the other side of Bronx
Park. But his other line of work, probably the more profitable one, was here on the third floor of his
house. Small and stuffy, furnished with thefiling cabinet, acomputer, ahigh-end color printer, and a
rickety desk, it appeared to be a converted attic.

Where wasthe letter? Jack was counting on it being in this cabinet. If not—

There...Jank. Could that stand for Jankowski? He pulled out the file and opened it. Y ep. Thiswasit.
Here was the handwritten letter at the root of Stanley Jankowski’ s problems. Cordova had found it and
was using it to squeeze the banker for al he wasworth.

Jack tucked it in his pocket.

Y es, blessed be those blackmailers, he thought as he began emptying the folders from both drawers of
the cabinet and dropping their contents—lIetters, photos, negatives—onto the floor, for they help keepeth
meinbusness.

Blackmail was the reason afair percentage of Jack’ s customers came to him. Stood to reason: They
were being blackmailed because they had something they wanted kept secret; couldn't go to officialdom
because then it would no longer be a secret. So they were left with two options: pay the blackmailer
again, and again, and again, or go outside the system and pay Jack onceto find the offending photos or
documents and ether return them or destroy them.

Destroying was better and safer, Jack thought. But untrusting customers feared Jack might smply usethe
materia to start blackmailing them on his own. Jankowski had been burned and wasn't about to trust no
one no how no more. He wanted to see the letter before he paid the second half of Jack’sfee.

Jack spread the two drawers worth of photos and documents on the floor. A small, voyeuristic part of
him wanted to st and sift through them, looking for names or faces he recognized, but he resisted. No
time. Cordovawould be back in an hour.

He pulled apair of glass Snapple bottles out of his backpack and unwrapped the duct tape from around
their tops. He was about to do abig favor for some of the peoplein that pile. Not al. Cordova had
probably scanned dl this stuff into acomputer and had digita copies stashed away somewhere. But a
scan couldn’t sub for a handwritten letter. Cordova needed the origind, with itsink and fingerprints and
all, to have any red leverage. A copy, no matter how closeto the original, was not the red deal and
could be dismissed asaclever fake.

He looked down at the pile of damning evidence. Some of these folks were about to get afreebie. Not
because Jack particularly cared about them—for al he knew, some of them might deserveto be
blackmailed—but because if hetook just the Jankowski letter, Cordovawould know who was behind
thislittle vigit. Jack didn’t want that. With everything destroyed or damaged beyond repair, Cordova
could only guess.

Burning the pile would have been best but the guy lived in atight little Williamsbridge neighborhood in the
upper Bronx. Lots of nice, old, post-war middle-class homes stacked cheek by jowl in anest grid. If
Cordova s place burned, it wouldn’'t burn aone. So Jack had come up with another way.

He held one of the Snapple bottles at arm’ s length as he unscrewed the cap. Even then the sharp odor
sung hisnose. Sulfuric acid. Very carefully—this stuff would burn right through hislatex gloves—he
began to sprinkle it on the pile, watching the glossy surfaces of the photos smoke and bubble, the papers
turn brown and shrive.



He' d used up most of thefirst bottle and the room was filling with acrid smoke when he heard the front
door dam threefloors below.

Cordova?

Checked hiswatch: about a quarter past midnight. In the past week or so that Jack had been shadowing
him, Cordovahad hit aneighborhood bar over on White Plains Road three times, and on each night he'd
hungtill 1a.m. or later. If that was Cordova downgtairs, he was home at least an hour early. Damn him.

Dumped the rest of the acid from the first bottle and doshed the contents of the second over the pile,
then | eft them atop the filing cabinet. Now to get out of here. Wouldn't be long before Cordova detected
the stink.

Opened the window and did out onto the roof. Looked around. He d planned on leaving ashe'd
entered—through the back door. Now he was going to have to improvise.

Jack hated to improvise.
Looked over at the neighboring roof. Pretty close, but close enough to...?

Through the open window behind him he heard Cordova s heavy feet pounding up the stairs. Another
glance at the neighboring roof. Guessed it was going to have to be close enough.

Hauling in adeep breath, Jack took three running steps down the shingled dope and legped. One
sneakered foot, then the other, landed on the opposing roof and found traction. Without pausing to
congratulate himsdlf, Jack used hisforward momentum to keep going, his rubber soles dipping and
scraping up the incline toward the pesk.

A loud, whiny “Noooooo!” followed by abellow of rage and dismay echoed from Cordova s house, but
Jack didn’t turn to look—didn’t want Cordovato see hisface. Then he heard a shot and dmost
smultaneoudy fdt the dugzing past hisear.

Cordovahad agun! Jack had figured he' d have one somewhere, but hadn’t expected him to shoot up his
own neighborhood. Two misca culations tonight. He hoped he hadn’t miscal culated on getting home
dive

Dove over the peak of the roof and did down toward the guitter, the shingles shredding the palms of his
latex gloves and wearing away the front of hisnylon windbreaker like an dectric sander. Halfway to the
gutter he dowed his dide and angled his body ninety degrees. That dowed him alittle more. Further
angling around alowed him to get hisfoot in the gutter and stop atogether.

Not home freeyet. Still two stories up with Cordovano doubt pelting down his stairs and heading for the
street. Plusthis house was occupied, probably with two families, since that seemed the rule around here.
He could see the glow of lightsturning on inside. He was sure the owners were diding 9-1-1 right now to
report the racket on their roof. Probably thought he was a clumsy second-story burglar.

Jack peeked over the gutter and positioned himsalf over adark window. Sid off the roof feet first and
belly down, easing hisweight onto the gutter. It groaned and creaked and sagged as he hung by his
fingers. Beforeit could give way he managed to place hisfeet on the windowsil| and let that take his
weight. Eased himsdlf into acrouch to where he could grip the sill with his hands, then dropped again. He
clung to the slll only a second or two, poising hisfeet amere six feet off the ground, then let go. He
twisted intheair and hit the ground running.

His sneakers made no sound as he sprinted along the sdewalk. He bent as low as he could without



compromising his speed and waited for a second shot. But none came. Took aleft at thefirst corner and
aright at the next and kept running. At least now hewas out of the line of fire—if Cordova stayed on
foot. But if hegot into acar and Sarted cruisng...

Plus, cops should be on their way.
What amess. Thiswas supposed to be asmplein-and-out job with no one the wiser until later.

Kept moving in acrouch, watching the passing cars, on dert for flashing lights. Sipped out of hispartialy
shredded windbreaker—he was wearing a WWE Lance Storm T-shirt beneath—and pulled the Mets
cap from the pocket. Jammed the cap on his head and bunched the jacket into anylon lump thesize of a
softball. Palmed that and dowed to a speedy walk.

Slowed further when he hit 232nd Street. Stuffed the windbreaker down into a trash receptacle ashe
walked to the elevated subway station on 233rd. Caught the 2 train and settled down for along ride
back to Manhattan.

He patted the | etter folded in his jeans pocket. Another problem fixed. Jankowski would be happy, and
Cordova...

Jack smiled. Fat Richie Cordova had to be fuming as much as the sulfuric acid on his photos and papers.

2

A man who was something more than aman crouched among the foundation plantings of atwo-story
house in aquiet Connecticut community. He moved through the world under different guises, using
different names, but never hisown, never his True Name. And as he traveled, doing what must be done
to prepare the way, he searched out places such asthisfamily home.

He sat with his spine and the back of his head pressed against the house' s concrete foundation. Someone
coming upon him might have thought he was an indigent deeping off abender. But he hadn’t been
deeping. Herequired very little rest. He could go for days without closing his eyes.

And even if this had been one of those rare occasions when he needed rest, he would have found deep
impossible while basking in the exhilarating emanations from the basement of thishouse.

On the other sde of thewall...systematic torture, mutilation, and defilement. The victim wasn't thefirst
so abused by thisfamily of three, and would not be the last. Or so the man who was something more
than a man hoped.

What the two adults within had done to the ones they’ d captured and imprisoned over the years would
have been sustenance enough for this man. But the fact that they had debased their own child and made
him awilling participant in the systematic defilement of another human being. ..thiswas exquisite.

He flattened his back more firmly againgt thewall, drinking, feagting. ..
3

After stopping at Julio’ sfor acouple, Jack fell into bed when he got home. Jankowski could wait till
morning for the good news.

Somewhere around 3A.M. theringing of the front-room phone dragged him from dumberland. The
answering machine clicked on and out came avoice he hadn't heard in fifteen years.



“Jackie. Thisisyour brother Tom. Long time no see. | assume you're ill dive, though it' s hard to tell.
Widll, anyway, Dad wasin acar accident earlier tonight. He' sin pretty bad shape, in acoma, they tell
me. So givemeacadl, prontissmo. We need to talk.”

Herrattled off a number with a215 area code.

Jack had been up and moving at the mention of hisfather’ s accident, but didn’t reach the receiver intime
to pick up. He stood over the phone in the dark.

Dad?In an accident? In acoma? How the hel—?

Uneasetrickled through hisgut. The past he'd cut himself off from wasworming itsway back into hislife.
First herunsinto hissister Kate last June, and aweek later she's dead. Now, three months after that, he
hears from big brother Tom that hisfather’ sin acoma. Was he detecting a scary symmetry here? A

pattern?
Ded with that later, hetold himsdlf. First find out what happened to Dad.

Jack replayed the message, writing down the phone number. He used his Tracfone to return the call. That
same voice answered.

“Tom?Jack.”
“Wadll, I'll be. Thelong lost brother. The prodigd son. Helives. Hereturnsacall.”
Jack didn’'t havetimefor this. “What' s the story with Dad?”’

Jack had never particularly liked his brother. Hadn't didiked him ether. They’ d never had any sort of a
relaionship growing up. Tom—Tom, J., officially—was ten years older and seemed to have viewed his
little brother as an inconvenient pet, one that belonged to his parents and his sster but had nothing to do
with him. He' d dway's been sef-involved to afault. Kate had said he was on histhird wife and hinted
that the latest marriage was headed for the same fate as his others. Jack hadn’t been surprised.

Tom had been a Philadelphialawyer for a couple of decades and was now a Philadelphiajudge. Which
meant he was an officer of the court, acog in thewheds of officialdom. All the more reason for Jack to
keep his distance. Courts gave him the cregps.

“Pretty much what | told you. | got acal from thisnurse at the Novaton Community Hospital that Dad
wasinvolved inan MVA and—’

“M-V—7

“Motor vehicle accident—and that he' sin bad shape.”

“Yeah. A coma, right? Jeez, what do we do?’

“Not we, Jackie. You.”

Jack didn't like the sound of this. “1 don’'t get you.”

“Oneof ushasto go downthere. | can't, and sSnce Kate' s not exactly available, that leavesyou.”
“What do you mean, you can't?’

“I—I’min the middle of abunch of legd business...judicid mattersthat have metied up.”



“You can’t get away to see acomatose father?’

“It's complicated, Jackie. Too complicated to go into on the phone at this hour of the morning. Sufficeit
to say that | can’t leave the city now.”

Jack sensed alot more going on here than Tom wastelling.
“Areyou in some sort of trouble?’

“Me? Chrigt, why would you ask something like that?’
“Because you sound funny.”

Tom' stone took on a sharp edge. “How would you know what | sound like? We haven't spokeniin,
what, ten years, and you' re going to tell me how | sound?’

“It’ sbeen fifteen years’—not quite long enough, Jack thought—*and yeah, I’ m telling you you sound
funny.”

“Y eah, well, don’t worry about me. Worry about Dad. He gave me your number before he moved to
Horida ‘Justin case, hesaid. Wdll, ‘justin case’ just happened. Tag, you'reit.”

Jack sghed. “All right. | guess!’ll go.”
“Don’'t sound so enthusiastic.”

Jack shook his head. First off, he hated to leave New Y ork for any reason, period. Plus, thiswasn't a
good time for him to be heading for Horidaor anywhere e se. He had another fix-it in the early stages of
development, but he' d haveto let it wait. Worse, an emergency trip like this meant that driving and
Amtrak were out. HE d have to take aplane. He didn’'t mind flying itself, but al the extra security since
9-11 made an airport ascary place for aguy with no officid identity.

But then, it was hisfather down there.
Tomsad, “Inaway you're lucky he' sinacoma.”
Strange thing to say. “How’ sthat?’

“Because he' s pissed at you for not showing up for Kate' s funeral. Cometo think of it, soam |. Where
the hell wereyou?’

Asif he dtdl ajudge, evenif that judge happened to be hisbig brother.
Big Brother...judge. How Orwellian.

“Sufficeit to say,” he said, deciding to give Tom adose of hisown medicine, “that it' stoo complicated to
go into on the phone at this hour of the morning.”

“Very funny. | tdl you, though, | can’'t say | was unhappy about him taking aturn on you. All we heard
for yearsfrom him was how he wanted to reach you and bring you back into the fold. That was how he
put it *Bring Jack back into thefold.” It became his mantra. He obsessed on it. But he' s not obsessing
anymore.”

Jack felt he should be glad to hear that—he d had no intention of ever returning to any fold
anywhere—but hewas't. Instead he felt apang of regret, asif he’ d lost something.



A decade and a half ago, when Jack had dropped out of college, out of hisfamily, and out of society in
genera, hisfather spent yearstracking him down. Somehow he found someone who had Jack’ s number.
He started calling. Eventually he wore Jack down to the point where he agreed to meet him in the city for
dinner. After that they got together maybe once ayear for ameal or aset of tennis.

A tenuous relationship at best. The get-togethers were dways uncomfortable for Jack. Though hisfather
had never said it, Jack knew he was disappointed in his younger son. Thought he was an appliance
repairman and was aways pushing him to better himsaf—finish college, get apension plan, think about
the future, retirement will be here before you know it, blah-blah-blah.

Dad didn’t have aclue about what his younger son was about, the crimes he' d committed, the people
he' d had to kill while earning hisliving, and Jack never would tell him. The old guy would be devastated.

“Where d you say hewas?’

“Novaton Community Hospital, and don’t ask me wherethat is because | don’t know. Someplacein
Dade County, I’d imagine. That’ swhere he had his place.”

“Where's—7’

“South of Miami. Look, the best thing to do is call the hospita—no, | don't have the number—and ask
for directionsfrom Miami Internationa. That' swhereyou' Il haveto fly into.”

“Swell.”

“If he wakes up, explain to himthat I’ d be thereif | could.”

Sure you would, Jack thought. And then it hit him.

“‘Ifhewakesup’?’

“Yeah. If. They say he' sbanged up pretty bad.”

Jack’ s chest ached. “I'll leave as soon as | tie up afew loose ends here,” he said, suddenly tired.

He hung up. He had nothing more to say to his brother.

4

Semelee awoke adonein the dark. She opened her eyes and lay perfect till, listenin. She heard the
breathin sounds of her clansmen around her, some soft, some rough. She heard the cresk of the old
houseboat timbers asit rocked gentle like, the soft |ap of the lagoon water against the hull, the croakin of
frogs and the chirpin of crickets among the night sounds of the other Everglades critters. She jumped as
someone nearby—L uke, most likely—made a coughin sound that turned into a snore.

Thethick hot air lay like adamp sheet on the exposed skin of her arms and legs, but she was used to it.
This September was provin to be ahot one, but not like August. That had been ahot one, hottest she
could remember.

Why was she awake? She usudly dept straight through the night. And then she remembered the
dream—not the details, for they had vanished into the night like mornin mist before a storm, but the
overdl fed of movement...movement toward her.

“Someone' scomin,” she whispered doud.



Shedidn’t know how she knew, shejust did. Thisweren't thefirst time she' d had a second sight. Every
S0 often, without warnin, she’ d get a sense of somethin about to happen, and then it did, it dwaysdid.

Someone was comin her way. A him, aman, was on hisway. Shedidn’t know if that wasagood thing
or abad thing. Didn't matter. Either way, Semelee would be ready.

5

“Such bounty,” Abe Grossman said, staring down at the half dozen donutslaid out in the box before him.
“I’ve done what to deserve this?’

Jack said, “Nothing...everything.”

Abe sraised eyebrows sent wrinkleslike sets of surfing waves up his brow and into the balding bay of
his scalp to crash on the receding gray shore of his hairline. “But Krispy Kremes? For me?’

“Forus.”

Jack dipped into the box and extracted one of the crustier, sour-cream models, heavy with grease and
glazed to within aninch of itslife. He took abig bite and closed his eyes. Damn, these were good.

Abemade aface. “But they're full of fat, those things.” He rubbed his bulging waistline asif hehad a
belly ache. “Likeladling concreteinto the arteries.”

“Probably.”
“And to me you brought them?’

Thetwo of them flanked the scarred rear counter of Abe' s store, the Isher Sports Shop, Jack on the
customer side, Abe across from him, perched like Humpty Dumpty on a stool. Jack made a show of
looking around at the dusty cans of tennis balls, the racquets, the basketballs and hoops, footballs and
Rollerblades dong with their attendant padding shoved hdter skelter onto sagging shelveslining narrow
aides. Bikesand SCUBA gear hung from the ceiling. If the Collyer brothers had been into sporting
goodsinstead of newspapers, thisiswhat their place might have looked like.

“Y ou see anyone else around?’
“WE re not open yet. | should see no one.”
“Thereyou go.” Jack pointed to the donuts. “ Come on. What are you waiting for?’

“Thisisatrick, right? Y ou'retrying to pull one over on your old friend. Y ou brought them for
Parabdlum.”

Asif inresponseto his name, Abe slittle blue parakeet peeked out from behind aneon-yellow bicycle
safety helmet, spotted the donut box, and hopped across the counter to it.

Jack spoke around amouthful of donut. “Absolutely not.”
Parabellum cocked his head at the donuts, then looked up at Jack.

“Better not deny him,” Abewarned. “He safierce predator, that Parabellum. A raptor in disguise,
even.”

“Oh, right.” Jack tore off atiny piece and tossed it to the bird, who legped onit.



“What happened to the fat-free Entenmann’ s and the low-fat cream cheese?’
“WEe retaking avacation from dl that.”

Abe rubbed hisbelly again.“Nu ?1 shouldn’'t be worried about my heart?Y ou want | should die before
my time?’

“Jesus, Abe. Can we have one breskfast without you complaining?If | bring inlow-ca stuff, you bitch.
So herel bring the kind of stuff you aways say you wish you were egting instead, and you accuse me of
trying tokill you.”

Abewas past sixty and hisweight ran in the eighth-of-a-ton range, which wouldn’'t have been so bad if
he were six-eight; but he missed that by afoot, maybe more. Jack had become concerned last year
about his oldest and dearest friend’ s potentia lack of longevity and had been trying to get himto lose
weight. His efforts had not engendered an enthusiastic response.

“Such acrank heisthismorning.”

Abewasright. Maybe he was feding alittle short. Well, he had hisreasons.
“Sorry,” Jack said. “Look at it thisway: Think of them asagoing-away present.”
“Going? I’ m going somewhere?’

“No, | am. To Florida. Don’t know how long I’ ll bethere so | figured I’ d pre-load you with some
cadoriesto tideyou over.”

“Florida? Y ou want to go to Florida? In September? In the middle of the worst drought they’ ve had in
decades?”’

“It'snot apleasuretrip.”

“And the humidity. It seepsinto your pores, headsfor the brain, makes youmeshugge . Water on the
brain—it' snot hedthy.”

“Swl.” Jack drummed hisfingers on the counter. “ Eat adamn donut, will you.”

“All right,” Abesaid. “If youinsst. Abisd "

He picked one, took a bite, and rolled his eyes. “ Things should not be alowed to taste this good.”

Jack had a second donut while he told Abe about his brother’ s call.

“I’'m sorry to hear this” Abe said. “Thisiswhy you' re so cranky? Because you don’t want to see him?’
“I don’'t want to see him like that. ..in acoma.”

Abe shook hishead. “First your sister, and now...” Helooked up at Jack. “Y ou don’t think...?’

“The Otherness? | hope not. But with the way things have been going lately, | wouldn't be surprised.”

After hanging up with Tom last night he’ d called the hospital and learned thet hisfather was stable but il
onthecritica list. He got directions from the airport, then tried to watch amovie. He d sarted aVal
Lewton festival, watchingThe Cat People Sunday night. He' d been looking forward to seeingl Walked
withaZombie, but after starting it he couldn’t get into it. Thoughts about hisfather in acomaand getting



through airport security proved too distracting. He' d shut if off and lain in the dark, trying to deep, but
thoughts about an indefinable something pulling the strings of hislife kept him awake.

So thismorning he wastired and irritable. The chance that the accident might not have been so accidenta
put him on edge.

“Y ou have any details on what happened?’

“Car accident isdl | know.”

“That doesn’t sound too sinister. How old is he?’

“Seventy-one. But he' sin great shape. Still playstennis. Or at least he did.”

Abe nodded. “I remember when he roped you into a father-son doubles match last summer.”
“Right. Just before al hell broke loose up here.”

“Another summer likethat | don’t need.” Abe shook himsdlf, asif warding off achill. “Oh, | may have
something for you on that citizenship matter.”

“Yeah? What?’

Since he'd found out last month that he was going to be afather, Jack had been looking for away to
snesk up from underground without having to answer the inevitable questions from various agencies of
the government as to where he' d been and what he’ d been doing for the last fifteen years, and why he'd
never applied for a Social Security Number and never filed a1040 or paid acent in taxesin al that time.

He d thought of smply telling them he' d been ill—disoriented, possibly drug addled—wandering the
country, depending on the kindness of strangers, and now he was better and ready to become a
productive citizen. That would work, but in these suspicioustimesit meant he' d be put under extra
scrutiny. Hedidn't want to livethe rest of hislife on the Department of Homeland Security’ swatch list.

“A contact in Eastern Europe called and said he thought maybe he had away. Maybe. It' s going to take
alittle more research.”

Thisbit of good news fdt like a spotlight through the gloom that had descended since Tom'scall.
“Didn’'t hegiveyou even ahint?’

Abefrowned. “Over aninternationa phone line? From his country? He should be so foolish. When he
works out the details—if he can—he will let me know.”

Well, maybe it wasn’t such good news. But at least it was potentially good news.
Abewas staring a him.“Nu ? Y ou're leaving for Horidawhen?’

“Today. Haven't booked aflight yet though. Want to talk to Giafirst, seeif | can convince her to come
adong”

“Think shell go?

Jack smiled. “I’m going to make her an offer she can't refuse.”

6



“Sorry, Jack,” Giasaid, shaking her head. “It won't work.”

They sat in the ol d-fashioned kitchen of number eight Sutton Square, one of the toniest neighborhoodsin
the city, he nursing acup of coffee, she Spping green tea. Gia had been letting her corn-silk-colored hair
grow out alittle; it wasn’t so close to her head anymore, but still short by most standards. She wore
low-cut jeans and a white scoop-neck top that clung to her dim torso. Although into her third month of
pregnancy, she had yet to show even the dightest bulge.

Gia sdiscovery last month that she was pregnant had thrown them both for aloop. It had not been on
the radar, and they hadn’t been prepared for it. It meant changes for both of them, most dragticaly for
Jack, but they were deding with it.

Jack had told her about hisfather as soon as he stepped through her door this morning. Gia had never
met him but had been upset by the news and urged Jack to hurry down to Florida. Jack didn’t share her
sense of urgency. All he could do down there was stand next to his unconscious father’ s bed and fedl
helpless, he could think of few thingsin the world he hated more than feding helpless. And if and when
his father awoke, how long before he started in on why Jack had missed Kate' sfunerd.

So Jack had sprung his plan on Giaand she had shot him down.

Hetried to hide his disgppointment. He d thought it was a sure thing. He d offered to fly her and Vicky
down to Orlando and put them up in Disney World. He d shuttle back and forth between hisfather and
Orlando.

“How can you say no?’ hesaid. “Think of Vicky. She' s never been to Disney World.”

“Y es, she has. We went with Nellie and Grace when she wasfive.”

Jack saw acloud pass through her sky-blue eyes at the mention of Vicky’stwo dead aunts.
“That was three years ago. She needs another trip.”

“Did you forget school 7’

“Let her play hooky for aweek. She' sabright kid. How much of a challenge can third grade be for
her?’

Giashook her head. “Uh-uh. New year, new class, new teacher. Shejust started two weeks ago. | can't
pull her out for aweek thisearly in theyear. If it was November, maybe, but then”—she patted her
tummy—"“I"d be far enough aong to where | wouldn’'t want to fly.”

“Swell,” Jack said. Hetook aturn patting her tummy. “How’ s Little Jack coming dong?’
“She'sdoing judt fine”

This had been their tug-of-war since learning she was pregnant. Jack was sure it was aboy—had to
be—while Giainsasted it was agirl. So far the feta doppler had been inconclusive asto sex.

“Hey, | just had anidea. What do you think about hiring Vicky ananny for aweek and...”

Gia sazure stare stopped him. “Y ou're kidding, right?’

Hesdghed. “Yeah, | guessso.”

What had he been thinking? Obvioudy he hadn’t. Giagoing off to Disney World without her daughter?



Never. It would crush Vicky. And Jack would be as uncomfortable as Gia about leaving her with anyone
elsefor aweek.

He leaned back and watched her taketiny sips of her tea. He loved the way she drank tea, loved the
way her whole face crinkled up when she laughed. Loved theway she did everything. They’d met alittle
over two years ago—twenty-six months, to be exact—but it seemed asif he'd known her dl hislife. All
the women before her, and there’ d been more than afew, had faded to shadows the first time he saw her
smile. No one had asmilelike Gia's. They’ d hit afew speed bumps aong the way—her discovery of
how he earned hisliving had dmost derailed them—and till didn’t see eye to eye on everything, but the
deep regard and trust they’ d developed for each other dlowed them to live with their differences.

Jack couldn’t remember fedling about anyone as he felt about Gia. Every time he saw her he wanted to
touch her—hadito touch her, even if only for an instant brush of hisfingertips againgt her am. The only
other person who approached Giain his affections was her daughter Vicky. Jack and Vicks had bonded
from the get-go. He couldn’t think of too many people or things worth dying for, but two of them livedin
thishouse.

“Aww,” Giasad, amiling that smile and patting hisknee. *“ Feding shot down?’

“Inflames. LookslikeI'll be going done. Usudly you' re the one getting on aplane and leaving.” Gia
made regular trips back to lowato keep Vicky in touch with her grandparents. Those weekswere like
holesin hislife. Thisonewould beworse. “Now it' sme.”

“I’'ve got acurefor those hurt fedings.” She put her cup down, rose, and took his hand. “Come on.”
“Where?’

“Updtairs. It sgoing to be aweek. Let’ s give you abon voyage party.”

“Do we get to wear dopey hats?’

“No hats dlowed. No clothes allowed ether.”
“My kind of party.”
7

Jack wasfeding alittle cross-eyed and weak in the knees when they left Gia's. She had that effect on
him.

On their way to his apartment on the West Side—she' d volunteered to help him pack—he stopped at a
mailing service and picked up a couple of FedEx overnight boxes, along with some bubble wrap.

“What arethosefor?’
“Oh...just have to mail acouple of things beforel go.”
Hedidn’'t want to tell her more than that.

When they reached his third-floor apartment in a West-Eighties brown-stone, he opened the windows to
let in some air. The breeze carried atang of carbon monoxide and the throbbing bass of a hip-hop song
with the volume turned up to 11.

Giasad, “How are you going to work this?’



“What do you mean?’
“Buying theticket.”

They stood in the cluttered front room filled with Victorian wavy-grained golden oak furniture laden with
gingerbread carving.

“How ese? Buy aticket and go.”
“Who are you going to bethistime?’
“John L. Tyleski.”

After careful consideration, Jack had settled on Tyleski as hisidentity for thetrip. Tyleski’sVisacard,
secured with adead kid's Socid Security Number, was barely six months old, and so far he'd made all
his payments on time. Tyleski had aNew Jersey driver license with his photo on it, courtesy of Ernie's
ID. It was as bogus as everything else Ernie sold, but the quality was Sterling.

“lan’'t that risky?’” she said. “ Y ou get caught buying aticket under an assumed identity these days and
you'reintrouble. Big, Federa trouble.”

“I know. But the only way | can get caught isif someone checks the number on the driver license with the
Jersey state DMV. Then I’'m screwed. But they don't do that at airports.”

1] Not yal”
Helooked at her. “Y ou're not making thisany easier, Gia”

She dropped into awing-back chair, looking worried. “1 just don’t want to turn on the news tonight and
hear that they’ re investigating some man with no identity who tried to board a plane, and see apicture of
yw.”

“Neitherdo|.”

Jack shivered. What anightmare. The end of hislifein theinterstices. But even worse would be having
his picturein the papersand on TV. He d made afair number of people very unhappy during the course
of hisfix-it career. The only reason he was gill aive was because they didn’t know who he was or where
to find him. A very public arrest would change dl that. Might aswell paint abull’ s-eye on his chest.

While Gia checked the Miami weather on the computer in the second bedroom, Jack seated himsdlf at
the claw-foot oak table and took out aspare wallet. He removed dl traces of other identities, leaving
only the Tyleski license and credit card, then added about a thousand in cash.

Giareturned from the other room. “The three-day forecast for Miami isin the nineties, so I’ d better pack
you light clothes”

“Fine. Throw in some running shortswhileyou're at it.” He was dressed in jeans, snekers, and a T-shirt
now, but he needed something more for the trip. “While you' rein there, pull me out along-deeved shirt,
will you?”

She made aface. “Long-deeved? It shot.”
“I have my reasons.”

She shrugged and disappeared into his bedroom.



While shewas digging through his drawers, Jack swathed his 9mm Glock 19 in bubble wrap, then
wrapped that in duminum fail, and shoved it into the FedEx box; he did the samewith his .38 AMT
Backup and its ankle holster, then packed in more wrap to keep them from shifting around in the box.
That done he wrapped duct tape around the box wherever the FedEx logo appeared.

“How many days should | pack for?” Giacaled from the other room.

“Threeor four. If | stay longer I'll have them washed.”

Gia popped back into the front room holding alightweight cotton shirt with atight red-and-blue check.
“Y ou sure you want long deeves?’

He nodded. “Need them to hide this.”

He held up aplastic dagger. It was dark green, dmost black, with athree-inch blade and afour-inch
handle, al molded from asingle piece of super-hard plastic fiber compound that Abe guaranteed would
breeze past any metd detector on earth. The blade had no cutting edge to speak of, but the point was
sharp enough to pierce plywood.

No onewas hijackinghisflight.

Gia seyeswidened. “Oh, Jack! You're not realy thinking of—"

“I'll have it taped to the inside of my arm. No onewill find it.”
“Thisisinsane! Do you know what will happen to you if you' re caught?’
“I won't be.” He held up aroll of adhesivetape. “Help metapeit on?’

“Absolutely not! I'll have no part inthis craziness. It' sirresponsible. Y ou have achild on theway! Do
you want to beinjal when she' sborn?’

“Of course not. But Gia, you should understand by now, thisistheway | am, thisistheway | haveto do
it”

“You'reafraid of giving up control iswhat itis.”

“Maybe s0. Getting on a plane piloted by someone | don’t know putsacrimp in my comfort zone. But |
can handlethat. What | can’t handle is handing some out-to-lunch airline full responsibility for making
surethat al the other passengers are going to behave.”

“You' vegot to learn to trust, Jack.”

“I do. I trust me, | trust you, | trust Abe, | trust Julio. Beyond that...” He shrugged. “ Sorry. It' sthe way
I"'mwired.” He held up the tape again. “Please?”’

She helped, but he could tell her heart wasn'tiniit.

He blunted the point with asmal piece of tape, then held it in place againgt theinsde of hisleft upper
arm, the butt of the handle dmost in hisarmpit, while she secured it with three long strips that encircled
hisarm. Not the most comfortable arrangement, but he’ d remove it in the restroom once they werein the
ar and transfer the knife to theinsde of one of his socksfor therest of the flight.

When she finished taping she stepped back and looked at her work.



“That should hold. I...” She shook her head.
“What?’

“I can't help thinking that if there’ d been someone like you on those 9-11 planes, the Trade Towers
might gill be standing.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. I'm not Superman. | can't take on five done. But along with guys like the ones on
Hight 93, who knows?’

He pulled on the shirt, rolled the cuffs halfway up hisforearms, and struck a pose.
“How do | look?’

“Suspicious,” shesad.

“Redlly?’

Shesighed. “No. You look like you dways|ook: Mister Everyday People.”

That was what he wanted to hear. “Great. Am | packed?”’

“I put it al on the bed. Where' syour suitcase?’

“Suitcase? | don't have one. I’ ve never needed one.”

“That' sright. Y ou don't travel. How about agym bag or something along that line?’
“Yeah, but it' sfilled with tools.” Hiskind of tools.

“Wél, if it'snot too dirty indde, empty it out and we' |l seeif it'll do thejob.”

Jack pulled the bag out of acloset and emptied its contents on the kitchen counter: glass cutter, suction
cup, rubber mallet, pry bar, dimjim for car doors, lock picks, an assortment of screwdrivers and clamps
in various Szes and configurations.

“What isdl this?’ Giaasked as she watched the growing pile.

“Tools of thetrade, m’ dear. Tools of the trade.”

“If you'reaburglar, maybe.”

He wiped out the inside of the bag with adamp paper towd and handed it to her. “Will thisdo?’

It did. His wardrobe down south would consist of shorts, T-shirts, socks, and boxers. They managed to
suff it dl into the bag.

“You're going to look wrinkled,” she warned.

“I"'m going to Horida, remember? Wrinkle City.”

“Touché”

He hefted the bag. “Do | check thisor will they let me carry it on board?’

“That looks plenty smdl enough for the overhead.”



“Overhead...? Oh, right. | know what you mean.”
She looked up a him. “When was the last time you were on a plane?’

Jack had to think about that. The answer was alittle embarrassing. “I think it was sophomore year of
college. Spring bregk in Lauderdale.”

He bardly remembered it. Seemed like alifetime ago. Inaway it was. A different life.
“Not once since?’

He shrugged. “No place| want to go.”

Shedared a him. “Isthat the truth?”

“Of course. Anything | could ever want isright herein thiscity.”

“Y ou don't think the fact that flying is so much of ahasde, arisky hasdefor you, has anything to do with
it?”

“Maybe some.” Where wasthisgoing?
Giadipped her arms around him and squeezed, pressing hersaf againgt him.

“Don’'t you see?” shesaid. “Don’'t you see? Y ou’ ve built this anonymous, autonomous life for yoursdlf,
but it's become atrap. Sure, no one knows you exist and you don’t spend the first four or five months of
every year working for the government like the rest of us, and that’ sgreat initsway, but it' salso atrap.
Everywhere you go you' ve got to pretend to be someone else and run the risk of being found out. | go
anywhere | want without a second thought. If | go to an airport and someone scrutinizesmy 1D, I’'m not
worried. But you' ve got the anxiety that someone will spot aflaw.”

She rdeased him and fixed him with her blue sare.
“Who'sfreer, Jack? Redlly.”

She didn’t understand. Jack figured she' d never fully understand. But that was okay. It didn’t make him
love her any less, because he knew where she was coming from. She' d been on her own for years, a
single mother trying to make a career for hersdf and alifefor her child. She had responsibilities beyond
herself. Her days, spent dedling with the nuts and bolts of everyday life, were hectic and exhausting
enough without adding multiple layers of complexity.

“It' snot subject to comparison, Gia. I’ velived theway | felt | had to live. By my rules, my code. My not
paying taxes has nothing to do with money, it hasto do with life, and who owns mine, or who owns
yours, or Vicky's, or anyone's.”

“I understand that, and philosophically I'm with you al the way. But in the practica, workaday world,
how does that work for aman with afamily?‘Oh, I’'m sorry, honey. Daddy’ s not traveling with us
because he' susng afdse identity and doesn't want usinvolved if he's picked up. But don’t worry, he'll
meet usthere. | hope.” That'sno way to bring up achild.”

“We couldall have faseidentities. We could be an under-the-radar family.” He quickly held up his hands.
“Only kidding.”

“I hope s0. What a nightmare that would be.”



Thistime he pulled her dlose. “I’'mworking onit, Gi. I'll find away.”

Shekissed him. “1 know you will. Y ou’ re Repairman Jack. Y ou can fix anything.”
“I'm glad you think s0.”

But coming back from underground with hisfreedom intact. . .that was atal order.
Y ou' d better come through for me, Abe, he thought, because I’ ve hit awall.

He didn’'t want the hasde of parking at the airport so he called a cab to take him to LaGuardia. Since Gia
lived in the shadow of the Fifty-ninth Street Bridge, aminimal detour would alow him to drop her off at
home dong the way.

“Becareful,” she whigpered after along goodbye kiss. “ Come back to me, and don’t get into any trouble
down there”

“I"'m vigting my comatose father. How on earth could | possibly get into any trouble?’
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Jack reached the Omni Shuttle Airways counter an hour before the next scheduled flight.

Before dropping Giaoff, he’ d had the cab take him over to Abe' swhere he left the package to be
overnighted to hisfather’ s place. Abe used asmall, exclusive, expensve shipping company that didn’t
ask questions. The cab ride had been uneventful, but it felt so odd to be moving about the city without a
gun either tucked into the small of his back or strapped to hisankle. He didn't darerisk trying to sneak
one onto the plane, though, even in checked luggage, now that they were x-raying every piece.

Theticket purchase went smoothly: A mocha-skinned woman with an indeterminate accent took the
Tyleski Visacard and the Tyleski driver license, punched alot of keys—an awful lot of keys—then
handed them back aong with aticket and aboarding pass. Jack had chosen Omni Shuttle because he
didn’t want any round-trip-ticket hasdes. The airline sold one-way tickets without regard to Saturday
stayovers or any of that other nonsense: When you want to go, buy aticket; when you want to come
back, buy another.

Jack’ skind of company.

He asked for an aide seat but they were dl aready taken. But he did manage to snag an exit row, giving
him more leg room.

He had sometime so0 he treated himsdlf to a container of coffee with atrendoid namelike
mochal atte-java-kaka-kookoo or something like that; it tasted pretty good. He bought some gum and
then, stedling himsdlf, headed for the metal detectors with their attendant body inspectors.

He made sure to get on the end of the longest line, to give him a chance to see how they conducted the
screening process. He noticed that amuch higher percentage of the people who set off the metal darm
were taken aside for more thorough screening than the ones who didn’t. Jack wanted to bein the latter

category.

Thisishow aterrorist must fed, heredized. Standing on line, sweseting, praying that no one seesthrough
his bogus identity. Except I’m not looking to hurt anyone. I’ m just looking to get to Florida.

When it came histime, he placed his bag on the belt and watched as it was swallowed by the maw of the



fluoroscope. Then it was histurn to step through the metal detector. He put hiswatch, change, and keys
into alittle bowl that was passed around the detector, then stepped through.

His heart skipped abeat and jumped into high gear when aloud beep sounded. Damn!

“Sir, have you emptied your pockets?’ said a busty bottle-blonde woman in awhite shirt with epaul ettes,
agold badge, and anametag that read “Delores.” She was armed with ametal detecting wand. A dozen
feet behind her, two security guards stood with carbines dung over their shoulders.

“I thought | did. Let me check again.” He patted his pants pockets front and rear but, except for his
wallet, they were empty. He pulled out the wallet. “ Could this be the cul prit?’

She waved her wand past it without a beep. “No, sir. Step over here, please.”
“What for?’

“I haveto wand you.”

When had “wand” become averb?

“Issomething wrong?’

“Probably just your belt buckle or jewery. Stand here, back to the table. Good. Now spread your legs
and raise your arms out from your body.”

Jack assumed the position. The moisture deserting his mouth seemed to be migrating to hispams. She
waved the wand up and down the insde and outside of hislegs, then across hiswaist where she got a
beep from his belt buckle—no problem—and then she started on hisarms. Right one firsds—inside and
outside, okay; then the left—outside okay, but aloud beep as the wand approached his armpit.

Oh shit, oh hell, oh Christ. Abe you promised me, you swore to me the knife would pass the detectors.
What' s happening?

Without moving his head, Jack checked out the two security guards from the corner of hisright eye. They
looked bored, and certainly weren't paying attention to him. To hisleft ahandful of unarmed security
personnd were busy screening—wanding—other travelers. He could barrel past them and dash back out
into the termindl, but where to go from there? His chances of escaping were nil, he knew, but he damn
well wasn’t smply going to stand here and put his hands out for the cuffs. If they wanted him, they were
going to haveto catch him.

“gr7
“Hmmm?What?" Jack could fed the swest breaking out on hisforehead. Had she noticed?
“| said, do you have anything in your breast pocket?’

“My—7"

Hejammed his hand into the pocket and came out with his package of Dentyne Ice. Gum in ablister
pack...seded with fail...

Sheran her wand over it and was rewarded with abeep. She took the pack, opened it to make sure it
was only gum, then dropped it on the table. The rest of the wanding was beepless.

The future that had been tel escoping closed a warp-10 now opened wide again. Feding asgiddy asa



man with areprieve from death row, Jack retrieved hiswatch, keys, and chain, but he left the damn gum.
It had put him on atrain to heart attack city. Let Delores haveit.

As he hefted his gym bag strap onto his shoulder he fought an urge to ask Delores if she wanted to
ingpect that too. Ingpect anything you want! The mad inspectee Strikes again!

But he said nothing, contenting himself with afriendly nod as he started toward his gate. He reached it
with just enough timeto put inaquick to cal Gia

“I madeit,” he said when she answered. “I board the plane in a couple of minutes.”

“Thank God! Now | won't have to figure out how to bake a cake with afileinsde.”

“Well, there sill theflight home.”

“Let’snot think about that yet. Call me when you' ve seen your father, and let me know how heis.”
“Will do. Loveya”

“Loveyou too, Jack. Very much. Just be careful. Don't talk to strangers or go riding in strange car's, or
take candy from—"

“Gottarun.”

Hewound up in awindow seet in the left emergency row with the perfect traveling companion: The guy
fell adeep before takeoff and didn’t wake up until they were on the Miami tarmac. No small talk and
Jack got to eat the guy’ s complimentary bag of peanuts.

The only glitchin the trip was adight westward ateration of the usud flight path dueto tropical storm
Elvis. Elvis...when Jack had heard the name announced on TV the other night he’ d done adouble take
that would have put Lou Cogtdlo to shame.

Hewondered now if there' d ever been atropical storm named Eliot. If so, had it been designated on the
mapsasT. S. Eliot?

Elviswas not expected to graduate to hurricane status, but was presently off the coast near Jacksonville,
cruisng landward and gtirring things up, just as its namesake had in thefifties. Though the plane svung
westward to avoid the turbulence, Jack could see the storm churning away to the east. From hishigh
perch helooked out over the rugged terrain of cloud tops broken dramatically here and there by fluffy
white buttes from violent updrafts. Elviswas entering the building.
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“Don't let her bite me, Semelee!” Corley cried.
Semeleelifted the shellsaway from her eyes and looked at Corley.

Corley’ sgood eye, the one he could open, rolled in its socket under his bulging forehead as he looked up
at her from where he stood waist deep in the lagoon. Normally at that spot in the lagoon the water’ d be
up to his neck. But with thisdrought...

Corley was hard on the eyes, that was for sure, but that made him good for beggin. They’ d take him to
town, sit him in ashady spot on the sdewalk, put abeat-up old hat in front of him, and wait. That hat
wouldn't stay empty for long. Peopl€ d take one look at that face and empty their pockets of al their



gpare change, even tossin afew bills now and then.

But Tuesdays weren’t no good for beggin—not as bad as Mondays, but bad. So Mondays and
Tuesdays becamefishin days.

“Tell her not to bite!” Corley wailed.
“Hesh up and hold the net,” Luketold him.

Semelee smiled as she watched the two clansmen from the deck of the second, smaller houseboat,
theHorse-ship . They stood in the water beside the boat, each holdin afour-foot pole with anet of
half-inch nylon mesh stretched between them. Twisted trees with tortured trunks on the bank leaned over
the water.

Lukewas Corley’ s hdf brother, and he was specid too. Not in ways you could see so plain like
Corley’s, and not in ways that was much good on the beggin front. So he mostly just ferried the beggin
folk around. But Luke was specid in hisown way. Maybe too special. He d tried the beggin thing, takin
off hisshirt to show thelittle fins runnin down his spine and dl the big scales that covered his back, but he
was aflop. Didn't collect adime. People was heard to say it looked fake, that no one could really have a
back that ugly, and wouldn’t drop adime. The copstried to arrest him for public disgustation or somethin
likethat, but he run off before they could catch him.

Semelee was glad she wasn't misshapen like Corley or Luke or the other members of the clan. But she
was specid too. She had aweird look that had been enough to bring her alot of pain, but not weird
enough to bring in loose change. She was specid in another way. In her own way. Specid ontheinside.

“Ain’'t likethisisthefirst timeyou ever donethis” shetold Corley.

“I know, but | hateit. If'n1 doit amilliontimes!’m till gonna hateit. That thing could take my leg off
with one biteif it got amind to.”

“Not just oneleg, Corley,” Luke said with agrin. “When you think about it, she could take both off at
once—if shegot amind to, that is.”

“Orif | got tired of your whining and told her to,” Semelee added.
“That an't funny!” Corley said, dancing in place like alittle boy who had to take awizz.

“Stand fill!” Luke said. “We retryin to catch fish, not scare’em away! Just beglad it ain't Devil doin the
herdin.”

Corley’shands shook. “I1f' nit was Devil, | wouldn't bein the water! Hell, | wouldn’t even be on the
bank!”

Semelee spotted adark shape, maybe afoot or two deep, didin through the water toward them, rippling
the surface above asit moved.

Dorawas comin, drivin the fish before her.
“Get ready,” shetold them. “Herewe go.”
Corley let out a soft, high-pitched moan of fear but held his ground and hisend of the net.

The shape glided closer and closer to Luke and Corley, and then suddenly the net bowed backward and
the water between them was adive with fish, frothing the surface as they thrashed againgt the net. Thetwo



men pushed their poles together and lifted the net out of the water. A coupladozen or more good-size
mollies and even afew basswiggled in the mesh.

“Fghfry tonight!” Lukecried.

“Shetouched me!” Corley said, looking thisway and that. If his neck would ve dlowed it it'd be
swiveinroundin circles. “ Shetried to bite me!”

“That was just her flipper,” Luke said.
“| don't care! Let’s get these things ashore!”
“Don’t forget to leave me some,” Semeee said. “Dord |l be very unhappy if you don't.”

“Oh, right! Right!” Corley said. He reached into the net and pulled out awriggling six-inch mally. “The
uud?’

“A couple should do.”

Heflipped one and then another onto the deck, then headed for shore.

Semelee picked up one of the flopping, gasping fish and held it by itsdick, dippery tail over the water.
“Dora,” she sing-songed. “Dora, dear. Where are you, baby?’

Doramust have been waitin on the bottom because she popped to the surface right awvay. The snapping
turtle s mountainous shell with its algae-and grass-covered pesks and valleys appeared fir, runnin a
good three-four feet stem to stern. Then her heads broke the surface, al four beady little eyes fixed on
her, both hooked jaws open and waitin. Semelee could see the little wormlike growth on each of her
tonguesthat Dora used like fishin lures when she sat on the bottom during the daytime and waited for
lunch. Findly thelong tail broke the surface and floated behind her like abig fat water moccasin.

Semelee was sure scientistswould give anything for alook a Dora, the biggest, damnedest,
weirdest-looking aligator snapper anyone had ever seen, but she was Semelee’s, and no one elsewas
gettin near her.

Shetossed afish at the left head. The sharp, powerful jaws snapped closed across the center, severing
the head and tail. Theright head snatched those up asthey hit thewater. A pair of convulsive swallows
and the mouths were open again.

Semelee gave the right head first crack at the second fish, with similar results, then she stretched her
hands out over the water. Dorareared up so that her heads came in reach.

“Good girl, Dora,” she cooed, stroking the tops of the heads. Dora slong tail thrashed back and forth
with pleasure. “Thanksfor your help. Better get outta sight now before the dredgers come.”

Doragave her onelast look before sinkin from sight.

As Semelee graightened she caught aglimpse of her reflection in the churned-up water and took another
peek. Shedidn’t hold much with mirror gazin, but every oncein awhile shetook alook at hersdlf and
wondered how different things mighta been for her if she’d had ahead of normal hair—black or brown
or red or blond, didn’t matter, just so long asit wasn't what she' d been born with.

The surface of the water showed someone in her mid-twentieswith aface that wasn't no head turner but
not ugly neither. If heads did turn, it was cause of her hair, atangled slver-white mane that trailed after



her like acloud—avery tangled, twisted ssormy cloud that no amount of combin or brushin could
sraighten. No amount at al. She should know. She' d spent enough hours as akid workin onit.

That hair had been acursefor aslong as she could recal. She didn’t remember bein born here, right here
on thelagoon, and didn’t remember her mommaleavin the lagoon and takin her to Tallahassee. But she
did remember grammar school in Talahassee. Did she ever.

Her earliest memories there was of kids pointin to her hair and callin her “Old Lady.” Nobody wanted
Old Lady Semelee on their team no matter what they was playin, so she used to spend recesses and after
school mostly alone. Mostly. Being left out would have been bad enough, but the other girls couldn’t let it
go at that. No, they had to crowd around her and pull off the hat she wore to hide her hair, then they’ d
yank on that hair and make fun of it. The days she came home from school cryin to her mommawere
beyond countin. Home was her safe place, the only safe place, and her mommawas her only friend.

Semel ee remembered how she' d cursed her hair. If not for that hair she wouldn't be teased, she'd be
alowed into the other kids' games, she' d have friends—more than anything esein theworld little
Semelee wanted afriend, just one lousy friend. Was that too much to ask? If not for that hair
she'dbelong . And little Semelee so wanted to belong.

Since hats wasn't helpin, she decided one day at age sevento cut it dl off. Shetook out her momma’'s
sewin scissors and started choppin. Semelee smiled now at the memory of the mess she' d made of it, but
it hadn’t been funny then. Her momma d screamed when she seen it. She wasfit to be tied and that
scared Semelee, scared her bad. Her only friend was mad.

Mommatook the scissors and tried to make somethin outta the chopped-up thatch but she couldn’t do
much.

Andthekidsat school only laughed al the harder when they saw it.

But they ain’t laughin now, Seme ee thought with grim satisfaction as she threaded the holesin the
eye-shdllsthrough the dim leather thong she wore around her neck. At least some of them ain’t. Some of
them’ll never laugh again.

She watched the ripples and eddies that remained behind on the surface in Dora swake. Something
about their crisscrossing pattern reminded her of her dream last night, the one about someone coming
from someplace far awvay. As she watched the water she had aflash of insght. Suddenly she knew.

“He shere”

10

Miami Internationa had been amob scene, far more hectic and crowded than LaGuardia. Jack wound
his way through the horde of arrivees and departees toward the ground transportation area. There he
caught a shuttle bus to Rent-a-Car Land. In order to help them out of second place, Jack decided to rent
from Avis. He settled on an “intermediate’ car and chose the most anonymous looking vehiclethey had: a
beige Buick Century.

The hospita had given him directions from the Forida Turnpike but Jack chose US 1 instead. He figured
it would take longer. Thered-vested guy at the Avis desk gave him amap and highlighted the way to
Route 1.

Hewason hisway.



All around him South Floridalay flat as atabletop under amerciless sun, bright in a cloud-dappled sky,
blazing through a haze of humidity that hugged the land. Someone somewhere had called Floridaan
overszed sandbar hanging off the continent like avestigia limb. Jack couldn’t see anything to contradict
that.

He d expected more lushness, but the fronds of the palms dong the side of the road hung limp and dull
atop their trunks, their tips adirty gray-brown. The grass and brush around them looked burned out. No
doubt the result of the drought Abe had mentioned.

He reached Route 1—also known as Dixie Highway according to the sgns—and ran into some traffic at
the southbound merge. Peopl e rubber-necking an accident on the northbound side dowed him for a
while. He saw the strobing police and ambulance lights and felt aflash of resentment, wondering if people
had rubbernecked his father’ s accident like these yokels.

As soon as they passed the crash, the road speeded up again.

For awhilethe view adong US 1 threatened to devolve into Anytown, USA—at least an Anytown warm
enough for pam trees—with a parade of Denny’ s and Wendy’ s and McDonalds, and Blockbusters and
Chevrons and Texacos. Further proof of the depressing homogenization of America, itsterror of the
untried, itsangst of the unique.

But then he started noticing taquerias and tapas joints, and billboards in Spanish. The Cubano and
Mexican influence. He passed a place offering “fishes.” Okay, thiswas't Anytown. Thishad aflavor all
itsown.

The colors of the buildings struck him between the eyes. Standard granite gray had been banished. The
palette here was way heavy on the pastels, especialy turquoise and cord. The buildingslooked like
molded sherbet—orange, raspberry, key lime, lemon, watermelon, casaba, and maybe afew asyet
untried flavors. He spotted amall done up in what might be called rotten-lemon-rind yellow.

Further south he passed one car dedlership after another, every make from every nation that exported
cars, dl interspersed with AutoZones and Midas Mufflers, Goodyear Tire Centers, and dozens of
no-name auto parts shops. People must be nuts about cars down here.

He redlized he was hungry. He saw a place caled Joani€ s Blue Crab Café and pulled off the road. The
place was pretty much empty—this was off-season, after all—and decorated with loca crafts. Paintings
by locd artists studded the wall. The other three patrons were glued to the TV where the Weather
Channel was showing green, yellow, and orange swirls that were supposed to be tropical storm Elvis.
They were asking when the hell they were going to get rain.

An air conditioner or two might have expanded the comfort zone in Joani€'s, but that would have
detracted from the funky Floridaambiance. Jack hung in there under the twirling ceiling fans and asked
the waitressfor aloca brew. She brought him something called Y bor Gold and it tasted so damn good
he had another aong with a crabcake sandwich that was out of thisworld. Thislady could open on the
Upper East Side and clean up.

Bdly full, Jack stepped outside. Elvis might be dumping tons of water on Jacksonville and the rest of
north Forida, but down here, though the sky was speckled with clouds, none of them looked like the
raining kind. Theforecast wasbonedry. Dry at least asfar as precipitation went, but the air itsdlf lay
thick with humidity and clung to his skin like adoppy wet kissfrom aleast-favorite aunt.

Back in the car he searched around the radio dia for some music— rock, preferably—but dl he found
was country or folks speaking Spanish or sweaty-voiced preachers shouting aboutJay-sus.



If you want to believe inJay-sus, he thought, fine. If you want meto believe inday-sus, fine too; you can
want anything you wish. But do you have to shout?

Hefindly found arock station but it was playing Lou Reed. He quick-hitscaN . Through the years Jack
had come to the conclusion that Lou Reed was abrilliant performance artist whose act was alifelong
portrayd of asinger-songwriter who couldn’t carry atune or write amelody.

The tuner stopped on a dance gtation. Jack didn’t dance, the beat was monotonous, and he'd arrived in
the middle of awoman doing a double-time verson of “Boys of Summer.” He bailed when a cheesy
organ attempted to duplicate Kootch Kortchmar’ sriffs from the origina. What had Don Henley ever
doneto deserve that?

Next stop, one of the country stations—" Gator Country One-Oh-One Point Nine!” He liked some
country, mostly the Hank Williams—Senior, preferably—Buck Owens, Md Tillisbrand of mournful
nobody-loves-me-but-my-dog-and-he’ s-got-fleas-so-pass-that-whiskey-bottle-over-here-if-you-please
ballad. He lasted maybe fifteen minutes on 101.9. Three songs, three singers, and they al sounded
exactly the same. Wasthat the awful truth about modern country music? The onethey’ d kill to keep?
Onelead singer performing under agazillion different names? Jack was't sure about that part, but he
had no doubt that the same guy had been singing backup harmony on al three songs.

Okay. Can theradio.

He saw asign for Novaton and hung aright off US 1 onto aroad that ran due west, Sraight as alatitude
line. Looked like someone had given aguy acompass and a paver filled with asphdt and said, “ Go west,
young man! Go west!” It made sense. No hillsor valeysto skirt. The only risesin the road he' d seen
since leaving the airport had been overpasses.

He checked out the sickly palms and pines flanking the road. He d worked with alandscaper asateen
and knew northeast greenery, but even healthy these trees would be amystery to him. Dead gray fronds
lay on the shoulder like roadkill while some skittered onto the pavement when the breeze caught them.

All the houses aong the road were sguat little ranchesin overgrown yards, with carportsinstead of
garages, they hunkered againg the earth asif hiding from something. Every oncein awhile awarehouse
would soar to one-and-a-haf stories, but that was an aberration. The favored exterior shade seemed to
be asick green like oxidized copper, and here and there apizza-size DTV dish would poke up from a
roof. He' d been expecting lots of red-tile roofs but they seemed ararity; most were standard ashbestos
shingles, pretty threadbare in many cases. Oddly, the shabbiest houses seemed to sport the most
magnificent pdmsin thar front yards.

Evenif hedidn’'t know much about tropical or subtropica trees, he did know banyans, their ditinctive
aeria roots gave them away. The road to Novaton was loaded with them. In some siretches banyan
phalanxes lined each side of the Street and interwove their branches above the pavement, transforming a
bumpy secondary road into awondrous, leafy green tunndl.

He recognized a couple of coconut pams, only because of the yelowing nuts hanging among the fronds.
Plantsthat in New Y ork grew only indoorsin carefully watered and fertilized pots flourished like weeds
down here.

He passed atall white water tower emblazoned with the town name and shaped like one of those old
WWI potato-masher hand grenades the Germans used to toss at the Allies. At its baselay a dusty
soccer fidd flanked by ahigh school, amiddle school, and a senior center.

He passed afeed store. Feed what? He hadn’t seen any cattle.



Abruptly he wasin Novaton and quickly found the center of town—the whole four square blocks of it.
The directions from the hospital told him how to find it from there. Two right turns off Main Street and he
cameto athree-story cantal oupe-colored brick building of reasonable vintage. The sign out front told him
he' d reached his destination.

NOVATON COMMUNITY HOSPITAL
A MEMBER OF DADE COUNTY MEDICAL SYSTEMS

He parked in acorner of the visitor lot next to some sad looking cacti and headed through the stifling
|ate-afternoon heat toward the front door. An arthritic old man in the information kiosk gave him his
father’ sroom number on the third floor.

Minutes later Jack was standing outside room 375. The door stood open. He could see the foot of the
bed, the twin tents of the patient’ s feet under the sheet. The rest was obscured by aprivacy curtain. He
sensed no movement in the room, no one there besides the patient.

The patient...hisfather...Dad.
Jack hesitated, advancing one foot across the threshold, then drawing it back.
What am | afraid of ?

He knew. He' d been putting this off—not only hisarriva, but thinking about this moment as well—since
he' d started the trip. He didn’t want to see hisfather, his only surviving parent, laid out like a corpse.
Alive sure, but only in the bodily sense. The man ingde, the sharp-though-nerdy-middle-class mind, the
lover of gin, sticky-sweet desserts, bad puns, and ugly Hawaiian shirts, was unavailable, waled off, on
hold, maybe forever. He didn’t want to see him like that.

Y eah, wdll that’ sjust too damn bad for me, isn't it, he thought as he stepped into the room and marched
to thefoot of the bed. And stared.

Jeez, what happened to him? Did he shrink?

He' d expected bruises and they were there in aundance: abandage on the |eft side of his head, apurple
goose egg on hisforehead, and apair of black eyes. What shocked him was how small his father looked
inthat bed. He d never been abig man, maintaining alean and rangy build even through middle age, but
now helooked so flat and frail, like aminiature, two-dimensiona caricature tucked into a bed-shaped
envelope.

BesdesthelV bag hanging over the bed, running into him, another bag hung below the mattress, catching
the urine coming out of him. Spikes marched in an even progression dong the glowing line on the cardiac
monitor.

Maybe thiswas't him. Jack looked for familiar features. He couldn’t see much of the mouth asit hung
open behind the transparent green plastic of the oxygen mask. The skin was tanned more deeply than

he' d ever remembered, but he recognized the age spots on hisforehead, and the retreating gray hairline.
His blue eyes were hidden behind closed lids, and his sted-rimmed glasses—the only time hisfather took
off his glasseswasto deep, shower, or trade them for prescription sunglasses—were gone.

But yeah, thiswas him.
Jack felt acutely uncomfortable standing here, staring at hisfather. So hepless...

They’ d seen very little of each other in the past fifteen years, and when they had, it was al Dad' sdoing.



His earliest memories of home were ones of playing catch in the backyard when he’' d been dl of five
years old and the mitt was half the size of historso, standing in acircle with hisfather and sster Kate and
brother Tom, tossing the ball back and forth. Dad and Kate would underhand it to him so he could catch
it; Tom awaystried to make him miss.

Hislasting, growing-up impressonswere of adim, quiet man who rarely raised hisvoice, but when he
did, you listened; who rarely raised his hand, but when he did, asingle, quick whack on the butt made
you seethe error of your ways. He' d worked as a CPA for Arthur Anderson, then moved—decades
before the Enron scanda—to Price Waterhouse where he stayed until retirement.

Hewasn't ashowy sort, never thelife of the party, never had aflashy car—he liked Chevys—and never
moved from the west Jersey house he and Mom had bought in the mid-fifties. Then, without warning,
he' d up and sold it last fall and moved to Forida. He was a middle-class man with a middle-classincome
and middle-class mores. He hadn’t changed history and no one but the surviving members of hisfamily
and steadily diminishing circle of old friends would note or mourn his passing, yet Jack would remember
him as aman who adways could, as Joed McCreahad put it inRide the High Country , enter his house
judtified.

Jack stepped around to the left side of the bed, the one opposite the IV pole. He pulled up achair, sat,
and took hisfather’ shand. He listened to his breathing, dow and even. He felt he should say something
but didn’t know what. He' d heard that some people in comas can hear what' s going on around them. It
didn’t make much sense, but it couldn’t hurt to try.

“Hey, Dad. It'sme. Jack. If you can hear me, squeeze my hand, or move afinger. [—’
Hisfather said something that sounded like “ Brashee!” The word startled Jack.
“What'd you say, Dad? What' d you say?’

He caught movement out of the corner of his eye and saw a heavyset young woman in awhite coat enter
with aclipboard in her hand. She had a squat body, café au lait skin, short dark hair; a stethoscope was
draped around her neck.

“Areyou ardative?’ shesad.
“I’'mhisson. Areyou hisnurse?’

She smiled briefly—uvery briefly. “No, I'm hisdoctor.” She put out her hand. “Dr. Huerta. | wasthe
neurologist on call when your father was brought to the ED last night.”

Jack shook her hand. “ Jack. Just call me Jack.” He pointed to hisfather. “He just spoke!”
“Redly? What did he say?”’

“Sounded like ‘brashee.””

“Doesthat mean anything to you?’

“No.”

And then he thought, Maybe he heard my voice and wastrying to say,Black sheep.

“He sbeen vocalizing gibberish. It' snot unusud in hissae.”

He studied Dr. Huertafor afew seconds. She didn’t look old enough to be in med schoal, let donea



oecidist.

“Whatis his state? How' s he doing?’

“Not aswell aswe'd like. His coma scoreis seven.”
“Out of ten?’

She shook her head. “We use the Glasgow Coma Score here. The lowest, or worst score, isthree.
That's deep coma. The best isfifteen. We go by eyes, verbaization, and movement. Y our father scoresa
one on his eyes—they remain closed at dl times—and atwo on vocalization, which means he makes
meaningless sounds like you just heard now and then.”

“That’satotal of threg,” Jack said.

Thiswasn't sounding too good.

“But hismotor responseisafour, meaning he withdraws from painful stimuli.”
“What kind of painful stimuli? | won't be finding cigarette burnson his soles, will 17
Dr. Huerta s eyeswidened. “ Good heavens, no! What on earth do you think—7?’
“Sorry, sorry.” Jeez, lady. Chill. “Just kidding.”

“1 should hope s0,” she said with an annoyed look. “We use a specid pin to test motor responses. Y our
father’ s score of four brings histota to seven. Not grest, but it could be worse.” She checked her clip
board. “Hisreflexes, however, areintact, hisvitas are good, so are hislabs. Hisbrain MRI showed no
stroke or subdura hemorrhage, and his L P was negative for blood.”

“p7
“Lumbar puncture. Spind tap.”

“No blood. That’sgood, right?”

She nodded. “No signs of intracrania bleeding. His heart’ s been acting up, though.”
“Whoa,” Jack said, jolted by the remark. “His heart? He' saways had a good heart.”

“Wdl, hewent into atrid fibrillation last night—that’ sachaoticdly irregular heartbeat—and again this
morning. | caled for acardiology consult and Dr. Reston saw him. Both times your father converted
back to normal rhythm spontaneoudy, but it doesindicate some level of heart disease.”

“How bad isthisatrid fibrillation?
“Themain worry isaclot forming in the lft atrium and shooting up to the brain and causing astroke.”
“Swdl,” Jack said. “Asif acomaisn't bad enough.”

“Dr. Reston started him on ablood thinner to prevent that. But tell me about hismedica history. I've
been working in the dark, knowing nothing about him beyond the address and date of birth we got off his
license. Has he been treated for any illnesses or heart problemsin the past? Does he take any
medications?’

“I think he once mentioned taking an aspirin aday, but beyond that...”



“Do you know if he' s been seeing adoctor down here, for checkups and the like?’

Jack was embarrassed. He knew no more about what his father had been doing down here than what
he’ d been doing in Jersey before the move. He knew hisfather’ s new address but had never seen the
place. Truth was, he knew nothing about hisfather’ slife down here or anywhere e se, and even less
about his hedlth.

But he was getting a crash course this afternoon.

How to put this...

“Hewasn't much for talking to me about hishedth.”

Dr. Huertasmiled. “ That' sa switch. Most people his age talk about nothing but.”
“Ishe going to be okay?’

“I' wish | could say. If his cardiac rhythm stabilizes, | believe hel'll come out of thiswith little permanent
damage. He won't remember athing about the accident, but—"

“What about the accident?’ Jack said. “What happened?’

She shrugged. “1 have no idea. All | know isthat he was brought in unconscious from head trauma.
You'll haveto ask the police”

Thepolice...swdll. The last people Jack wanted to talk to.

Shefished in her pocket. “I’ [l belooking in on him again in the morning. If you learn anything about his
medica history, givemeacdl.” She handed him acard.

Jack dipped it into his pocket.
11

After the doctor bustled out of the room, Jack turned back to hisfather. As he stepped toward the
bed—

“So, you're one of Thomas' s sons.”

Jack jJumped at the sound of the voice, raspy, like someone who' d been gargling with kerosene. Startled
because he hadn’t heard anyone come in, he looked around and found the room empty.

“Who—7?'
“Over here, honey.”

The voice came from behind the curtain. Jack reached out and pulled it back. A thin, flat-chested old
woman sat in achair in ashadowed corner. Her black hair was pulled back in atight bun and her skin
was dark, made even darker by the deeveless canary yellow blouse and bright pink Bermuda shorts she
wore, but in the shadows he couldn’t tell her race. A large straw shopping bag sat on the floor beside
her.

“When did you comein?’

“I’ve been herethewholetime.” She pronounced it “ Oy’ ve been here the whole toym.” The accent was



from somewhere on Long Idand—L ynn Samuelsto the Nth degree. But that
cinderblock-dragging-behind-a-truck voice...how many packs of cigarettes had it taken to achieve that
tone?

“Since before| camein?’

She nodded.

That bothered Jack. He wasn't usually so cardess. He' d have sworn the room was empty.
“Y ou know my father?’

“Thomas and | are next-door neighbors. We moved in the same time and became friends. HE' s never
mentioned me?’

“We, um, don't talk alot.”
“He smentioned you, many times.”
“Y ou must bethinking of Tom.”

She shook her head and spoke at jackhammer speed. “Y ou don't look old enough to be Tom, Jr. You
must be Jack. And he did talk about you. Hell, sometimes | couldn’t get him to shut up about you.” She
rose and stepped forward, extending agnarled hand. “I’'m Anya.”

Jack took her hand. He saw now that she was white—or maybe Caucasian was a better term, because
shewas anything but white. Her skin was deeply tanned and had that leathery quality that only decades
of dedicated sunbathing can give. Her skinny arms and legs had the shape and texture of Sim Jms. Her
hair was mostly jet black except for amist of gray roots hugging her scalp.

Jack heard afaint yip from behind her. He looked and saw atiny dog head with huge dark eyes poking
over the edge of the straw shopping bag.

“That'sOyving,” shesad. “Say hdlo, Oyv.”

The Chihuahuayipped again.

“Oyving?How do you spell that?’ Jack said.

Shelooked at him. “I-R-V-I-N-G. How el se would you spdll it?’

Herdeased her hand. “Oyvingitis. | didn’'t know they adlowed dogsin hospitals.”

“They don’'t. But Oyv’ sagood dog. He knows how to behave. What they don’'t know won't hurt them.
And if they find out, fuck ’em.”

Jack laughed a the unexpected expletive. Thisdidn’t seem like the kind of woman hisfather would hang
out with—she couldn’t be more unlike his mothe—but he liked her.

Hetold her so.
Her bright dark eyesfixed on him as she smiled, reveding too-bright teeth that were obvioudy caps.

“Yeeh, wel, I'll probably like you too if you hang around long enough for me to get to know you.” She
turned back to the bed. “1 do like your father. I’ ve been sitting with him for most of the day.”



Jack wastouched. “ That’ s very kind of you.”

“That' swhat friends are for, hon. The benison of aneighbor like your father you don't take for granted.”
Benison? He' d have to look that up.

He cleared histhroat. “ So...he' s mentioned me?’

Jack was curious how his father had depicted him but didn’t want to ask.

Hedidn't haveto.

“He speaks of dl hischildren. Helovesyou dl. | remember how he cried when he heard about your
sgter. A terrible thing, to outlive achild. But he speaks of you the most.”

“Redly?’ That surprised Jack.

She amiled. “ Perhaps because you so vex him.”
Vex...another word you don't hear every day.
“Yeah, | guess| dothat.” In spades.

“I don’t think he understands you. He wants to know you but he can’t get near enough to find out who
you are.”

“Yegh, wel...”
Jack didn’t know what to say. This conversation was sidling into uncomfortable territory.

“But he loves you anyway and worries about you.” Her eyes bored into his. “ Sad, isn't it: The father
doesn’'t know his son, and the son doesn’'t know hisfather.”

“Oh, | know my father.”
“Y ou may think you do, hon,” she said with adow shake of her head, “but you don’t.”

Jack opened his mouth to correct her—no way thiswoman who'd met Dad less than ayear ago could
know more about the man he' d grown up with—but she held up ahand to cut him off.

“Trust me, kiddo, there’ smore to your father than you ever dreamed. While you' re here, maybe you
should try to get to know him better. Don’t missthis opportunity.”

Jack glanced at the still form pressed between the hospita sheets. “Maybe | dready have.”

She waved adismissive hand at the bed. “ Thomas will be fine. He stoo tough for alittle bump on the
head to put him down.”

More than alittle bump on the head, Jack thought.
“The doctorsdon’t seem to think so.”

“Doctors.” Another dismissveflip of her hand. “What do they know? Most of them have their heads up
theirtuchuses. Listen to Anya. Anyaknows. And Anyasaysyour father’ sgoing to befine.”

Foyn?Jack thought, taking on her accent. He' s gonna befoyn because you say 0, lady? Let’ s hope so.



Shelooked up a him. “Where are you staying tonight?’

“Not sure. Passed aMotel 6 on the way—"

“Nonsense. You'll stay at your father’ s place.”

“l...1 don't think s0.”

“Don’'t argue with Anya. He' d want you to. He d be very upset if you didn’t.”
“I don't have akey. | don't even know how to get there.”

“I'll show you.”

She walked over to the bed and took his father’ s hand. “Jack and | are going now, Thomas. Y ou rest.
We'll be back tomorrow.” Then she turned to Jack and said, “Let’s go. Where' syour car?’

“Inthelot. Where syours?’

“Oh, I don't drive. Trust me, hon, you wouldn’t want to be on the same road asme. Y ou’ re taking me
and Oyv home.”
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Assoon as Anyagot in the car she placed Oyv on her lap and lit up an unfiltered Pall Mall.
“Mindif | smoke?’

A littlelate to object now, Jack thought.

“Nah. Go ahead.” He lowered dl the windows.

“Want one?’

“Thanks, no. Tried it afew times but never picked up the habit.”

“Too bad,” Anyasaid, blowing a stream out the window. “And if you're going to tell meto stop, save
your breeth.”

“Wouldn't think of it. It'syour life.”

“Damnright. Over theyears|’ ve had five doctors tell meto stop. I’ ve outlived every one of them.”
“Now | definitely won't say aword.”

She smiled and nodded and directed Jack onto aroad leading west of town.

The sinking sun knifed through his dark glasses and stabbed at his eyes as he drove westward. He
watched what passed for civilization in these partsfall away behind them. The land became progressively
swampier, yet somehow managed to retain that burnt-out [ook.

They passed afreshly tilled field of rich brown earth and wondered what had been growing there dl
summer. Most of the cultivation seemed given over to pam tree nurseries. Odd to pass successive acre
plots, each packed with successively larger pams, al of equal height within their own acre.

Anyapointed a crooked finger a atwin-engine outboard motorboat in someone sfront yard.



“‘For Sde By Owner’ 7’ she said. “1 should hope so. Who else would be sdling it? Do they make * For
SdeBy Thief’ sgns?’

A few turnslater, past stands of scrub pines, they cameto ablock of concrete with a
blue-and-white-tiled mosaic acrossits front.

GATEWAYSSOUTH
GATEWAY TO THE FINEST IN MATURE LIFESTYLES

The droopy plants and pams framing the sign looked like they were on their last legs.
“Hereweae” Anyasad. “Home sweet home.”

“Thisisit? Thisiswhere helives?’

“Wherel livetoo. Turn aready or you'll missit.”

Jack complied and followed awinding path past amuddy pit with ameta pipe standing in its center.
“That used to be apond with afountain,” Anyasaid. “It was beautiful .”

All of Gateways South must have been beautiful when it was green, but it looked like it had been
particularly hard hit by the drought. All the grasslining the road had been burned to auniform beige. Only
the pines— which probably pre-dated the community—seemed to be holding their own.

They cameto acheckpoint divided intoviSTORS andRESIDENT arches, each blocked with a
red-and-white-striped crossarm. Jack began to angle left toward the visitor gate whereaguard satin an
ar-conditioned kiosk.

“No,” Anyasaid, handing him aplastic card. “Usethis at the other gate. Just waveit in front of the
whatchamacdl it.”

The whatchamacdll it turned out to be alittle metal box atop a curved pole. Jack waved the card before
the sensor and the striped crossarm went up.

“| fed like I’m entering some sort of CIA ingalation,” he said. “ Or crossing aborder.”

“Welcometo one of the retirement Balkans. Serioudy though, aswe al get onin our years, and become
more frail than we like to admit, sometimesthisiswhat it takesto let usfed secure when we turn out the

lights”
“Wall, asthe song says, whatever gets you through the night. But | can't see this place asmuch of a
crimerisk. It'sinthe middle of nowhere.”

“Which isexactly why we like a security force guarding the gate and patrolling the grounds.” She pointed
straight ahead. “ Just take thisroad to itsend.”

Jack shook his head as he followed the asphalt path that wound past what looked like a par-three golf
course. The grass was sparse and brown and the ground looked rock hard. That wasn't deterring the
hardcore hackers; he spotted half a dozen golf carts bouncing along the fairways.

“Can't they even water the greens?’

Anyashook her head. “ Drought emergency restrictions. No watering at dl in South Florida now, even if
you have your own well.”



He drove on, passing tennis courts—at least their Har-Tru surfaces were sill green—and shuffleboard
aress, dl busy.

“There sthe assigted living facility,” she said, pointing to athree-story building done up in cord shades.
Then she pointed to a one-gtory structure. “ That’ s the nursing home.”

“| don't getit.”
“The drought?’
“No. Why my father moved down here.”

“Warmth isafactor. Y ou get old, you fed the cold. But the main reason people come to Gateways and
other placeslikeitissothey’ Il never be aburden on their children.”

“Youtak likeyou' re not one of them.”

“I don’t have anybody to burden, hon. I'm herefor the sun.” She held up an arm to show off her
wafer-thin, beef-jerky skin. “Asyou cantell, | loveto sit and soak up therays. | used to sunbathein the
nude when | was younger. If | didn’t know how the community board would squawk, I’d do it now.”

Jack tried not to picture that.

“But | can't see my father being aburden on anyone.”

“Maybe you don't, kiddo, buthe can. That’swhy he' s here instead of in some West Palm condo.”
“I'm nat following you.”

“Gateways South—and North and East, for that matter—is a graduated care community that provides
for usthrough thefina stages of our lives. We gtart off in our own little bunga ows, when we become
more frail we moveto assisted living where we have asuite and they provide meals and housekeeping
sarvices, and when we can no longer care for ourselves, we move into the nursng home.”

“All it takesismoney, | suppose.”

She snorted a puff of smoke out her nose. “It’s not cheap, | can tell you that. Y ou buy your house, you
buy abond, you pay monthly maintenance fees, but your future care is assured. That'simportant.”

“Important enough to hide yourself away down here?’

She shrugged and lit another cigarette—her third since leaving the hospita. “1’m just telling you what I’ ve
heard my neighbors say. Me, I'm here because I’ ve got no one to care for mewhen | start losing it. But
theredt, they’re dl terrified of ending up in digpersin ason or daughter’ shome.”

“Some children might not see that as a burden.”
“But what of the parents? They don’'t want to be remembered like that. Would you?’
“No, | guess not. Iknow not.”

He didn't even want to remember hisfather asthat flattened man pressed between the hospital sheets
today. He wanted even lessto remember him as an empty-eyed drooler in digpers, alifetime s store of
dignity vanishing like agambler’ s paycheck.



Hesaid, “ Getting old sucks, doesn't it.”

“For some, yes, but not al. The body beginsto remind you in ways big and smdl that you ain’'t themaidel
orboychick you used to be, but you find waysto adjust. It'slargely amatter of acceptance.” She pointed
totheright. “Turn here”

Jack saw asign for White Ibis Lane as he made the turn. At the end of the short road stood two small,
identica houses. The four parking spotsin the little cul-de-sac were empty. Jack pulled into one and
stepped out of the car. Anyaopened her door and let Oyv hop to the ground. The Chihuahua
immediately trotted to the nearest pam and let loose atiny yellow stream againgt itstrunk.

Jack smiled. “That tree looks so dry, | bet it’ s grateful even for that.”

Anyalaughed as she straightened dowly from the passenger set to astanding position. “ Y ou' d win.
Take alook around while | go in and get the key to your father’ s place.”

Jack felt his eyebrows jump. “He gave you akey?’

Shewaved ahand at him and laughed. “Nothing like that, kiddo. We traded keys as a precaution. In
case of, you know, an emergency.”

Jack couldn't resst. Hewinked at her. “You' resurethat’ sal?”’

“What? Thomas with an old skinny-assed crone like me when he has al those other women chasing him?
Don't bedlly.”

Jack held up ahand. “Whoa. Rewind that. My father’ s got women chasing him?’
“Like vultures, they circle. Let metdl you, Thomas could have his pick of scores—scores.”
Jack had to laugh. “1 don't believe this. My father, the stud.”

“It' snot that. It'sjust that there’ sfour widows for every widower down here. Thomasis an able-bodied
man with agood mind and anice personality. And best of al, he can drive himsalf. Such acatch, you
wouldn’'t believe”

She reminded him alittle of Abe. “ Speaking of catches, Anya, if you ever decide to move back north,
havel got aguy for you.”

Shewaved her cigarette at him. “ Forget about it. My balling days are over.”

Jack shook his head. “My father, the catch. Wow.” He smiled at her. “ So if you' re not one of the circling
vultures you mentioned, can | ask how you two spend your time together?’

“It'snone of your beeswax, hon, but I [l tel you anyway: Mostly we play mahjongg.”
Another shock. “My father plays mahjongg?’

“See?| told you there were things you didn’t know about him. I'm teaching him and he' s getting very
good.” Shetapped her temple. “ That accountant’s mind, you know.”

“My father, the mahjongg maven. | think | need adrink.”

“Sodo|. Come over after you've settled in. We' Il knock back afew and I'll give you your firgt
mahjongg lesson.”



“I don't know...”
“You haveto giveit atry. And onceyou learn, it'll give you and your father something to do together.”
When there sfrost on hell’ s pumpkins, Jack thought.

“Anyway,” Anyasaid, pointing to the house on the right, “this one syour father's. Look around. I'll be
back inaminute.”

She headed toward the house on the | eft with Oyv trotting behind. Her place was painted. ..what would
they call that color? He d never heard of white zinfandel pink asapaint shade, but if therewere such a
thing, that would be the color of Anya'shouse. Dad’ swas amore masculine sky blue.

Jack realized he was facing the rear of the house. He tried the door to the jalousied back porch but it
was locked. It would have taken al of twenty seconds for him to open it but why bother if Anyahad a

key.

He strolled the date walk between the houses. The grass around the stones was as dead and brown as
the rest of Gateways South; the foundation plantings along the base of the smooth stucco exterior of his
father’ s place looked thirsty but not as wilted aswhat he' d seen dong the way. Jack suspected him of
snesking them alittle water during the night.

Then again, maybe not. Hisfather was such astickler for rulesthat he just might watch dl hisplantsdie
before breaking one.

Jack tried to peek through the windows but the shades were drawn. As he backed away from awindow
he glanced over at Anya s and stopped dead in histracks.

Her place looked like arain forest. Lush greens and reds and yellows of every imaginable tropical plant
concedled most of the Sde of her house, not merely surviving, but thriving. A grapefruit tree, heavy with
fruit, stood at acorner. And her grass...arich, thick, pool-table green.

A little surreptitious sprinkling was one thing, but Anya seemed to be thumbing her nose a the water
restrictions.

He noticed asmadll forest of ornaments dotting her lawn: the usua eves and pink flamingos and pinwheds
of various models, but in among them were strange little things that |ooked homemade, like painted tin
cans and hits of cloth on dim tree branches that had been stuck into the ground.

He spotted a name plagque on the side of the house. He stepped closer until he could read it. MUNDY .

Hewalked on to the front of hisfather’ s place. The front yards of the two bungalows doped down to a
pond, roughly round, maybe fifty feet in diameter. As he gpproached for alook he heard anumber of
gplashes asfrogs leaped off the bank for the safety of the water. A black bird stood on the far bank, its
chevroned wings spread and held toward the sun asif storing up solar power. The pond stood full and
clear, its perimeter rimmed with hesalthy looking grass and reeds. Beyond it lay agrassy marsh that
seemed to stretch forever north and south, but ended at a stand of tall cypresses about amile due west.
Jack knew it was west because the sun was dipping behind the treetops.

He turned and checked out the front of his dad’ s place. A front porch, covered but open, held asmal
round tableand apair of chairs, al white. Some sort of flowering vine wastrying to crawl up the
supporting columns. Thefloor of the front porch was bluestone date. A picture window dominated the
wall to the left of the door, but vertica blinds hid the interior. He pulled open the screen and tried the
front door. Locked, just liketherear.



“Here sthekey,” Anyasad.

Jack turned to find her bustling from her green lawn across hisfather’ s brown one, akey held up in her
left hand, acigarettein her right. Oyv paced her.

“Your last name’' sMundy?’ Jack said. “Any relation to Talbot?’

“The author? Possibly.”

“King of the Khyber Rifleswas one of my favorite booksasakid.”

“Never read it. Here' sthe key.” She pressed it into hispalm.

Hewaved hisarm at the vista. “Lookslike you two landed prime locations.”

“Yes, quiteaview. Of course, | was one of the earliest resdents so | had my pick. I’m such a part of the
scenery they hire mefor temp work when they need help. Modtly it’ s just stuffing envelopes or applying
address stickersto advertising brochures. At minimum wage, | won't get rich, but it gets me out of the
house. It lets me pull afew strings, too. | helped Tom get this place when it went up for sae.”

“Redly?’ He wanted to ask her why she’ d do that for astranger but didn’t know quite how to put it. “I
guess he owes you for that.”

“He owes me more than he knows.” She pointed to the jeweled watch on her wrist. “Don't forget, hon:
drinksat my placein an hour.”

“I’ll haveto take arain check onthat,” Jack said.
“So, you don’t want to drink with an old lady? | understand.”

“Hey, comeon. That'snotit at dl. | just want to check with the police on my dad’ s accident. Y ou know,
find out how it happened, if it was hisfault, that sort of thing.”

Shefrowned. “Why?’

“Because | want to know.”

“Go tomorrow.”

He shook his head. “I want to know now.”

“Why?"

“Because that’ stheway | am.”

She shrugged and began to turn away. “ Suit yoursdlf.”

“Can | ask you aquestion?’ Jack said. “Two questions, actualy.”
“Ask away, hon. Doesn’'t mean Il answer.”

“Okay. Firg thing is, how comethat pond’ sfull and adl the rest are empty?’
“That on€ sfed by an underground channel from the Everglades.”
“The Everglades?”’



She gestured to the grassy marsh and the distant cypresses. “Thereit is. Thomas s place and mine are
just about as close as you can legdly build to the Everglades. Next question? | don’t mean to hurry you,
hon, but there’ sabottle of wine chilling on my kitchen counter and it' s calling my name.”

“Sorry. | just want to know how you keep your grass so green in this drought.”
“Just aknack, | guess. Y ou could say I’ ve got what they call agreen thumb.”
“Sureit’ snot just awet thumb?’

She frowned and jabbed an index finger a him. “And if | do, so what?’

“Nothing, nothing.” Jack held up his handsin adefensive gesture. 1 just don’t want to see agood friend
of my dad’ sgetting in trouble.”

Sherelaxed and puffed her cigarette. “Well, okay. | guessit’ snatura to think I'm watering. I’m not, but
no on€ |l believe me. Would you believe a couple of members of the board came by and threatened to
turn meinif | didn't stop watering.”

“What did you tell them?’

“Honey, | saidif they catch mewith ahosein my hand, they can dap the cuffs on. But until then, they can
kissmy wrinkledtuchus!”

Oyv yipped in seeming agreement as Anyaturned and marched off.
My kind of ga, Jack thought as he watched her go.
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Jack unlocked his father’ s front door and stepped into the cool, dark interior. The shadeswere pulled,
probably to keep it cooler during the day and cut down on the eectric bill. Hisfather had never been
cheap, but he hated waste.

He closed the door behind him and stood in the darkness, listening, fedling the house. Somewhere ahead
and to theleft arefrigerator kicked on. He sniffed. Onions...ahint of sautéed onionslingered inthe air.
Dad’ sdoing? He d dways been something of achef, probably more so out of necessity after Mom's
death, and had thisthing for onions; liked them on just about everything. Jack remembered one Sunday
morning as akid when he' d sautéed abunch and put them on pancakes. Everyone had started out
complaining but they turned out to taste pretty good.

Jack stepped over to the picture window and pulled the blinds, letting in the fading sunlight. Dust motes
gleamed intheair. He pulled up the rest of the shades and started exploring.

Thefront areawas alarge multipurpose living roomv/dining room angling into asmall kitchen. That was
what Jack wanted. He opened the fridge and found asix-pack and ahalf of Havana Red Ale. He
checked the label: brewed in Key West. Another local brand. Why not? He popped the top and took a
pull. A little bitter, not as good as Y bor Gold, but it would do.

He spotted a bottle of Rose' slime juice on adoor shelf. On ahunch he opened the freezer and there it
was. afrogsty bottle of Bombay Sapphire. Looked like Dad till liked agimlet now and then.

He wandered through the front room and recognized some of the paintings from the family homein
Jersey. He noticed atrophy shelf on the south wall and moved in for acloser look. First placein the



men’ s doubles in tennis—no surprise there—but what wasthis? A plaque for second placeinthemen's
bocce tournament?

My father, the bocce champ. Jeez.

He cdled Giato give her the medica report on hisfather. She said how sorry she was that the news
wasn't better. Jack said hello to Vicks, then told them he'd call back later.

After he hung up he stepped into one of the bedrooms. This looked like a guest room/office: abed, a
dresser, and adesk with acomputer and a printer. Jack saw alist of buy-sell confirmationsin the printer
tray. Looked like Dad was till day trading. He' d started it way before it became the rage in the nineties
and had made enough to retire on. He' d tried to get Jack into it once, saying that if you were vigilant and
knew theropes, it didn’'t matter if the market was up or down, you could make money every day.

Not if you don't have ared Social Security Number, Dad.

He moved on to the other bedroom, more cluttered and obvioudy Dad's. He stopped in the doorway,
taken aback by the photosfilling the walls. Mostly Mom, Tom, and Kate at various ages, sdted with a
few of Jack asakid. Here were the five of them as they embarked on their one and only family
camp-out...what a disaster that had been.

Memories flooded back, especidly of Kate—as histeenaged big sster, looking out for him...as an adullt,
dyinginfront of him.

He quickly turned away and checked the closet. There they were: Dad’ s ugly Hawaiian shirts. He pulled
oneout and looked & it: huge bulgeeyed goldfish swimming in agreen fluid that could only be bile. Jack
tried to imagine himsdlf wearing this and failed. People would...notice him.

As he replaced the shirt he noticed agray metal box on the shelf above the rod. He reached for it,
hesitated, then took it down. He thumbed the latch but it was locked. He shook it. Papers and other
things shuffled and rettled insde.

Locked...that piqued his curiosity. But thiswas hisfather’s, not his, and probably locked for agood
reason. He should put it back, he knew he should, but...

What would hisfather keep locked up when he was the only onein the house?
Jack looked at thelittle keyhole. Eminently pickable. All it would take was—
No. Mind your own business.

He put it back on the shelf and returned to the main room. He repressed a shudder. Timeto visit the
cops.

Jack found the phone book and looked up the address of the local police station. He' d planned to call
them for directions, but why not seeif he could learn what he wanted over the phone. Anything to avoid
setting foot in apolice gation.

He dided the number and was shuffled around until he wound up with Anita Nesbitt, a pleasant-sounding
secretary who said she' d see what she could do for him.

“I’'massuming I’ [l need acopy of the accident report for theinsurance,” hetold her. “Y ou know, to get
the car fixed.”



“Okay. Hereitis. I'll put acopy aside and you can pick it up.”
“Any way you can mail it?’

“I suppose. We have his address on the report. How is your father, by the way? | heard he was pretty
banged up.”

“Still inacoma.” A thought struck him. “Was anyone e seinjured?’

“Not that we know of,” she said. “It was hit and run.”

Jack swallowed. Those last three words sent awave of unease through his gut.
“Hit and run?’

“Yes. It sunder investigetion.”

“Save your stamp and envelope,” Jack told her. “I’m coming down to pick up that report.”
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Dusk had arrived and the air was cooling enough to bring out the mosquitoes as Jack reached the
mustard-yellow building with atwo-story center flanked by single-story wings that served as Novaton
City Hdll. A skeleta clock tower, too modern for the rest of the building, loomed over the high-columned
entrance. A green roof, front portico, and awnings completed the picture. A sign said the police station
wastoward therear on the left side.

Stedling himself, he stepped inside and asked for Ms. Neshitt. The desk sergeant directed him to her
office. Walking down the hal, passing cops moving thisway and that, hefelt like Pee WeeHerman a a
Klanrdly. If anyone peeked under the shest...

He hoped no one asked for ID to prove hisrelaionship. Hisfather’ slast name was not Tyleski.

Ms. Neshitt turned out to be a plump and pleasant little woman with glossy black skin, short curly hair
tight againgt her scalp, and aradiant smile.

“Here sthe accident report,” she said, handing him a sheet of paper.

Jack took aquick look at it; he meant to read it later but his eyes were drawn to the diagram of the
accident site.

“Where sthisintersection?’ he said, pointing to the sheet. “Pemberton Road and South Road?’

She frowned. “ They crossin the swamps on the fringe of the Everglades, way out in the middle of
nowhere”

“What was my father doing out in the middle of nowhere?
“That' swhat we re hoping you could tdll us” said avoice behind him.

Jack turned to see ayoung, beefy cop with buzz-cut hair. His massive biceps stretched the seams of the
short deevesof hisuniform shirt. His expresson was neutrd.

“Thisis Officer Hernandez,” Anitasaid. “Hetook the call and found your father.”



Jack stuck out a hand he hoped wasn't too sweaty. “ Thanks. | guess you saved my father’slife.”
He shrugged. “If | did, great. But | hear he’ snot out of the woods yet.”
“Y ou’ ve been keeping track?’

“We dliketo talk to him, get some details on the accident. Any ideawhat he was doing out there at that
hour?’

Jack glanced down at the report. “What hour?’

“Around midnight.”

Jack shook hishead. “I can’'t imagine.”

“Could your father have been mixed up in something he shouldn’'t have been?’
“My dad? Into something shady? He' slike...”

Likewho? Jack tried to think of a public figure who was atrue straight shooter, whose integrity was
beyond reproach, but came up blank. There had to be somebody. But no one came to mind. He amost
said Mr. Deeds but Adam Sandler had screwed up that reference.

“He slike Casper Milquetoast.” Jack saw no hint of recognition in Hernandez' sface. “He saregular
everyday Joe who minds his own business and doesn't take chances. My dad isnot arisk taker.” Jack
didn’t want to cal him timid, because he wasn’t. Once he took a position he could be a bulldog about
defending it. “Helived in Jersey most of hislife, not fifty milesfrom Atlantic City, and inal that timel
don't think he once visited the casinos. So theidea of him being involved in something even remotely
crimind is wdll, crazy.”

Hernandez shrugged. “ Doesn't have to be criminal. He could have been fooling around with the wrong
guy'swifeor—"

Jack held up hishands. “Wait. Stop. Not him. | promise you. No way.”
Hernandez was studying him.

Uh-oh. Hereit comes.

“Doyou live around here?’

“No. I'mdill in Jersey.” Wheredid Tyleski live? All theseidentities. . .after awhile they ran together in his
head. “In Hoboken.”

“How often do you see your father? How many timesayear do you visit him?’
“He hasn't been here that long. Lessthan ayear.”

“And?

“Andthisismy firg vigt.”

“Doyoutdk often?’

1] Uh, no.n



“Then you redlly don't know that much about your father’ slife down here”

Jack sighed. Thereit wasagain. “1 guess not. But | know what kind of man heis, and he's not asnesk or
aliar, and peoplewho are have no placein hislife.”

But how much more do | know? he wondered. What do you know about anyone, even someone who
raised you, beyond how they act and what they’ ve told you about themselves?

Anya s comment from this afternoon stole back to him:Trust me, kiddo, there s more to your father than
you ever dreamed .

He hadn't paid much attention to it then, but now with Dad the victim of a hit-and-run accident in the
midde...

“Say, if hegot hit in the middle of nowhere...” Heturned to Anita. “Didn’'t you say acal camein?’
She nodded. “It'sin the report.”

“But that means someone must have witnessed it.”

“That’ sthe obvious concluson but...” Hernandez' s macho cop personawavered. Just alittle.
“But what?”

“Wall, it took me about twenty minutes to reach the intersection, and when | got there, your father’s car
was the only vehicle at the scene and it looked like the accident had just happened. The car was Sitting
across Pemberton Road. From the debris spray | reckoned your father had been proceeding west on
Pemberton. He had astop sign at South. Looked like he was almost halfway across when he got hit.
Maybe he hadn’t been paying attention, maybe he ran the sop sign, maybe he was having alittle stroke.
All'I know isthat something hit him hard enough to spin the car ninety degrees, and there wasno onedse
insght when | got there”

“Thenwho cdled in?’ Jack said. “Man or woman?”’

“Tony, the desk sergeant took it. | asked him but he couldn’t tell. Said the person was whispering, red
quick like. Said, ‘ Bad accident at Pemberton and South. Hurry.” That wasit.”

“Did they 1D the number?’

Hernandez glanced at Anita. “ That’ s another thing we can't figure out. The cal came from apay phone
outside the Publix.”

“Publix? What' sa Publix?’
“LikeaWinn-Dixie
“I'm sorry.” Wasthis another language they were spesking?“1’m from up north and | till don't—"

“Publix isachain of grocery storesdown here,” Anitasaid. “It'slike...” She snapped her fingers. “I've
been up your way. What'sit caled...? A&P. That'sright. Likean A&P.”

“Okay. And where sthis Publix?’
“ About three blocks from here.”



“What?But how? That's...”

“Impossible?’” Hernandez said. “Not redly. The hit-and-run driver might have been into something illega
and that’ swhy he didn’t stop. But he might have had an attack of conscience and called afriend and told
him to cdl it in from apublic phone so we couldn’t ID him.”

“Thank God for attacks of conscience,” Anitasaid.

Hernandez nodded. “Amen to that. All | can say isit’sagood thing we got the call when we did,
otherwise your father might have been DOA.”
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Jack’ s mind raced as he drove toward the south end of Novaton.

After tdling Hernandez where he was staying and promising not to leave without checking in with him—in
case the cops had more questions—he d | ft the police station in something of adaze. But not before
getting directions to the impound ot where hisdad' s car had been towed.

A hit-and-run driver damn near kills hisfather but has enough Good Samaritan in him to arrange for the
copsto be notified. A mixture of bad luck and good.

But the big question gill remained: What the hell was Dad doing out there in the swamp at that hour?

Thelight had pretty well faded by the time Jack reached the south end of town. As Hernandez had told
him, he passed an old limestone quarry, then atrailer park, then came to the impound lot.

It turned out to be a combination junkyard/used-car lot called Jason’s. The place was closed. Jack could
have climbed the chain-link fence but didn’t want to risk an encounter with aguard dog, so he wandered
the perimeter, squinting at the wrecked carswithin.

The accident report said the make was—what else?—aslver Mercury Grand Marquis, the unofficia
state car of Florida, and gave the plate number. Jack found it near the gate. He clutched the fence and
gaped at the front end. The bumper was gone, the right front fender was amemory, the windshield was a
caved-in, spider-webbed mess, the engine block wastilted and canted and twisted to the | eft.

Had he runinto atank?

Jack’ sfingers squeezed the chain-linked wire, making it squeak. Who' d done this and run off? Maybe
Dad had been thinking of something else and hadn’t seen the stop sign. Okay. His bad, not the other
driver's. But till...what the hell had the other guy been driving?
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Jack’ s ssomach gtarted to growl as heleft Jason's. He realized he hadn't esten anything since the
crabcake sandwich at Joani€' s. He' d seen a Taco Bl on theway in and couldn’t help thinking of little
Oyv. He stopped for a couple of burritos and aMountain Dew to go.

As he ate and drove, he decided to swing by the hospital on hisway back to Gateways South and have
another look at his dad.

On thethird floor, Jack met Dr. Huerta coming out of the room, followed by ared-haired nurse. Her
picture D badge readC. MORTENSON, RN.



“How ishe? Any change?”’

Dr. Huertashook her head and brushed back avagrant strand of hair. She looked tired.
“The same. Still ascore of seven. No better but, thankfully, no worse.”

Jack supposed that was good. But he hadn’t come here tonight just to see hisfather.
“Where are his persond effects?’

“Effects?’

“Y ou know, his clothes, hiswallet, any papers he had on him.”

Dr. Huertaglanced at Nurse Mortenson who said, “They'rein alocker by the nurses’ station. I'll get
them for you.”

Dr. Huertamoved on and Jack stepped into his father’s room. He stood by the bed, watching him
bresthe, feding helpless and confused. Thiswas't right. His father should be at Anya s place, drinking
gimlets and playing mahjongg instead of lying here unconscious with tubes running in and out of him.

Mortenson camein with a clipboard and clear plastic bag.

“You'll haveto sign for this” she said. As Jack made an illegible scrawl across the sheet, she added,
“We couldn’t keep his clothes. The blood, you know.”

“But you emptied his pocketsfird, right?’
“| assume 0. That' sdonein the ER, long before he getsto us.”

Jack handed back the clipboard and took the bag. Not much init: awallet, awatch, some keys, and
maybe abuck’ sworth of change.

When the nurse was gone, Jack checked the wallet: an AmEx and aMasterCard, AARP and AAA
cards, a Costco card, seventy-some dollarsin cash, and a couple of restaurant receipts.

Jack dropped it back into the bag. What had he been hoping for? A note with a cryptic message? A
scrap of paper with ahastily scribbled address he could check out?

Watching too many mystery movies, hetold himsdf.

Maybe thereis no mystery. Maybe it was just an accident. Maybe Dad was smply out for adrive and
wound up in the wrong place a the wrong time. ..got clocked by accident by someone who wasn't quite
legit and couldn’t hang around to explain himsdf to the police.

Jack understood that. Perfectly.

Just an accident....arandom collision...
But hisgut wasn't buying. Not yet at least.
Jack looked down at hisfather.

“Have you been holding out on me, Dad?’

No response, of course. He patted hisfather’ s knee through the sheet.



“See you tomorrow.”
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Fortunately Anyahad |eft her gate passcard in Jack’ s car. He used it to breeze through the resident’s
arch. The old lady’ slights were out by the time Jack reached the house. Her lawn ornaments clinked and
clanked and whirred in the dark.

Onceingde, he went straight to hisfather’ sroom and took out the metal lockbox.
“Sorry, Dad,” he muttered as he carried it to the kitchen.

He hated invading hisfather’ s privacy, but this box might hold an explanation asto why he'd been out in
the swvamps after midnight instead of home in bed.

First, abeer. He grabbed another Havana Red from the fridge, then searched the bathroom for apair of
tweezers. He found one, and twenty seconds later the lid popped open. Jack hesitated. Maybe there
werethingsin here hisfather didn’t want anyone to know about. And maybe Jack wouldn’t want to
know about them once he saw them. Maybe parents should be able to keep their secrets.

All fine and good when they weren't the comatose victim of ahit and run.
Jeck lifted the lid.

Not much there. A handful of black-and-white photos, now sepiaed with age, and something that looked
likeasmal jewelry case. He checked the photosfirst. Mostly soldiers. He recognized hisdad in afew of
them—hedidn’t recdl him ever having that much hair—but most were of other uniformed guysin their
late teens or early twenties posing awkwardly for the cameraagaingt unfamiliar landscapes. Jack spotted
apagoda-like building in the background of one.

Korea. Had to be. He knew his dad had been in the war, in the Army, but he’ d never wanted to talk
about it. Jack remembered pressing him for war stories but getting nowhere. “It’s not something | careto
remember,” he'd dways say.

The last photo was aposed shot of eight men in fatigues, four knegling in front, four standing behind,
grinning at the camera. His father was second from the left, standing. 1t looked like a plague had been set
up in theright foreground but that corner of the photo was missing. It appeared to have been torn off.

Jack studied the other seven men, looking for a connection to hisfather. Who were they? They dl looked
s0 young. Like ahigh school varsity basketba |l team. It looked like a graduation photo. But from what?

Maybe he d never know.

He put down the photos and picked up the jewelry case. Something rattled within. He snapped it open
and found two medas. He didn’t know much about military decorations but one heimmediately

recognized.
A Purple Heart.

Hisfather’ s? That meant he’ d been wounded. But where? The only scar he' d ever seen on hisfather was
from his appendectomy. Maybe this belonged to someone e se...adead war buddy that hisfather
wanted to remember?

Nah. Purple Hearts tended to be kept by the loved one' sfamily.



Which meant thiswas probably hisfather's.

He checked the other medd: agold star hanging on ared-white-and-blue ribbon; asmdler siver sar
was st at its center. Thiscould be a Silver Star. Wasn't that for extraordinary bravery in battle?

Trust me, kiddo, there’ s more to your father than you ever dreamed.
| guessyou got that right, lady. Maybe | should have stayed in touch more,
Funny...just afew months ago he wouldn’'t have felt thisway. But after reconnecting with Kate. ..

With frudtration wriggling under his skin like an itch he couldn’t scratch, Jack replaced the contentsto the
box in roughly the same order that he' d found them. He' d wanted answers, but al this damn box had
provided was more questions.

Hereturned it to the closet shelf, then headed back to the kitchen for another beer. Along the way he
spotted hisfather’ swatch on the table. He hadn’t noticed the cracked crystal when he' d brought it home
from the hospital. He checked it out. An old Timex. No, not old—ancient. The wind-up type. Typica of
him: If the old one still works, why get anew one? This Timex had taken alicking but hadn’t kept on
ticking. It had stopped at 12:08.

Wait asec...

Jack pulled the accident report out of his pocket and unfolded it. He' d scanned through Officer
Hernandez sreport. HE' d mentioned acall coming in to the Sation a...where wasit? Here.

11:49pMm.

But that would mean the accident had been reported before it happened. No way. Hisfather’ swatch
must have been set ahead. Some people did that. Or maybe he’ d forgotten to wind it.

But not hisfather. He' d dways been astickler for the correct time, down to the minute. And he' d always
wound hiswaich at breskfast. Jack had seen him do it amillion times.

Hernandez was mistaken about the time of the call. Had to be. But for dl his brawn the cop had seemed
like apretty tight, spit-shinetype. And hadn’t he said that even though it took him twenty minutesto
reach the accident, it looked like it had just happened?

Shaking his head, Jack went to the fridge. He decided against another beer. Right now he needed a
gmlet.

Wednesday
1

Jack awoke with abuzzing in hisears. At first he thought it was a mosquito, but thiswas lower pitched.
Then hethought it might be gimlet-related, but he' d had only two. Finally heredlized it was coming from
outside the window. He lifted his head and looked around, momentarily disoriented by the unfamiliar
room.

Oh, yeah. Hewas at Dad' s place. In the front room. Must have fallen adegp on the couch. He'd
foundRio Bravo playing on TNT or some such station and had watched it for about the thirtieth
time—not for John Wayne or Dean Martin, and certainly not for Ricky Nelson, but for Walter Brennan.
Hands down, Stumpy was his best part, best job, ever—except maybe for his Old Man Clanton inMy



Darling Clementine . Old Walt made the movie for Jack.
But where was that buzzing coming from?
Herolled off the couch, padded to the kitchen, and squinted through the window.

A groundskeeper was running aweed whacker aong the edge of the dead grass bordering the
foundation plantings. Wasthat along-deeved flannd shirt he was wearing? In this westher? Where Jack
camefrom along-deeved shirt in the summer meant one thing: junkie.

But the weed whacker . .. he blinked and shook hishead...it looked like it was coming out of theguy’s
right deeve.

Therest of Jack’s clothes were till in the car so he had to go out anyway. Maybe he could get acloser
look aong theway.

The heat and humidity hit him like awave as he stepped outside. Barely 8:30 and aready it was cooking.
As he rounded the corner, the groundsman stopped working and stared at him, then turned off hisweed
whacker.

“You an't Tom. Whattayou doin here?’
“I'mhisson.”

And yes, that was aflannd shirt he had on. He wore green work pants and atattered olive drab boonie
cap. Hiseyeswere apiercing blue, but the left angled to the outside—the kind of eye known on the
street asabent lamp. Y et even this close Jack couldn’t see hisright hand. The weed whacker seemed to
be growing out of the deeve. Jack thrust out his own right hand in hopes of getting alook.

“My name' s Jack.”

The groundsman used hisleft hand to give Jack’ sasqueeze. “Carl.”

So much for that strategy.

“How comeyou' re out here so early?’ Jack said. *'Y ou can’t have much to do with this drought.”

“Besurprised,” Carl said. “Grasswon't grow, tropica plants get al curly and dried up, but the
weeds. ..the weeds do just fine. Never able to figure that out.”

“Maybethey should dl cultivate weeds,” Jack said.

Carl nodded. “Finewith me. Greenisgreen.” He glanced at Jack. “Miss Mundy told me about your
daddy. How' sthe old guy doin?’

“Sill inacoma”

Jack fought the urgeto sidleto hisright to put himsdf in linewith Carl’ sleft eye.

“Yeah?’ He shook his head. “Too bad, too bad. Nice guy, your daddy. He was one of the good uns.”
“‘Was ?Hey, he' snot goneyet .”

“Oh, yeah. Right, right. Well, let’ s hope he pulls through. But bein so closeto the Gladesand all....”
“The Everglades? What' swrong with that?’



Carl looked away. “Nothin. Forget | said it.”

“Hey, don't leave me hanging. If you' re going to art athought, finishit.”
Hekept hisgaze averted. “ You'll think I’'m loco.”

Y ou don't know loco like | know loco, Jack thought.

“Try me”

“Waell, dl right. Gateways hereistoo close to the Glades. It s been mistreated for years and years now.
All the freshwater runoff it's upposed to get from upstate, you know, from Lake Okeechobee, it's mostly
been channeled away to farms and funerd-parlor waitin rooms like Gateways. Everywhere you look
someone sfilling in acres of lowlands and paving it over to build abunch of houses or condos. The
Glades been hurt in for years and years, but thisyear’ s the worst because of the drought. Summer’s
upposed to be our rainy season but we ain't had barely alick.”

“There sill water out there, though, isn't there?’

“Y ep, there’ swater, but it'slow. Lower than it's ever been in anyone’ s memory. And that could be bad.
Bad for dl of us”

“Bad how?’

“Wél, maybe things that always used to be underwater ain’t under no more.”
Where was this goingAWasiit going anywhere?

“Carl—

He stared toward the Everglades. “ The good thing bout your daddy’ s and Miss Anya’s places here on
the pond is you never have to look into someone e se' s backyard...”

Jack glanced out at the endless expanse of grass. “Y eah. A panoramic view.”
“Pan-o-ramic?’ Carl said carefully. “What' sthat?’

Jack wondered how to explain it. He spread hisarms. “It meanswide angle...awide view.”
“Pan-o-ramic...| likethat.”

“Fine. The panoramic view isthe good thing, but I’ ve got afedling you were about to tell me adown
sde”

“I was. Thebad partis...they’srea closeto the Glades and the Glades ain’t happy these days. Y ou
might even say it' skindapissed. And if it is, we' d al better watch out.”

Jack stared across the mile or so of grass at the line of trees. He' d seen abunch of weird thingslately,
but an angry svamp...?

Y ou wereright, Carl, he thought. | do think you' reloco.

2

Semelee stood on the lagoon bank with Luke and watched the small dredgin barge suck wet sand out of



the sinkhole and deposit it into one of the even smaller, flat-bottomed boats it had towed aong behind it.
Excesswater ran out the gunwales and into the lagoon. The clan had moved the houseboats aside to give
the barge access to the hole.

“I dill can't believe you donethis, Semdee,” Luke said. “You of dl people”

Semelee had been surprised herself. She didn't like outsiders gettin anywheres near the clan’ slagoon,
and especidly near the sinkhole, but these folks had offered too much money to turn down.

“Y ou been sayin that for two weeks now, Luke. Every time the barge shows up you say the same thing.
And every timel give you the same answer: We can use the money. Peopl€ re pretty tight with their
gpare change these days, in case you ain't noticed.”

“Oh, | noticed, dl right. Probably causethey ain't got dl that much to spare. But | ill don't likeit,
Specidly thistime of year.”

“Don’'t worry. They’ll be outta here before the lights come. The dedl | made with them wasthey had to
finish up their business before this weekend. Thelights |l start comin Friday night. Told them Friday wasa
stone-solid deadline. Didn't care how much they offered me, by sundown on Friday, they’re gone.”

“Sill don't likeit. Thisisour home. Thisiswhere we was born.”

“I know, Luke,” she said, rubbing his back and feding the sharp tips of the fins through the cloth. “But
just think. Thetop of the sinkhole is above water for the first time anyone remembers. Maybe for the first
time ever. When the lights come thistime, they won't have to shine through the water. They’ll shine
sraight out into the night. That’ s never happened before, at least not in anyone’ s memory.”

“| @n't so crazy about that neither.” He rubbed ahand over hisface. “My daddy said them lights made
ustheway weis, twisted us up, just like it’ stwisted the trees and the fish and the bugs around here. And
that’ s from when they wasjust shining up through the water. What happensthisyear when thereain’t no
water?’

Semdeefdt athrill at the prospect. “ That’swhat | want to see.”

Thelights had been comin twice ayear—at the spring and fall equinoxes—for aslong as anyone could
remember. Her momma had told her they’ d kept that schedule every year since she’ d been born, andher
momma had told her the same thing.

But Semedee’smomma d said that years back the lights Started gettin stronger and brighter. And it wasn't
long after that, maybe afew years, that the peoplelivin around the lagoon started noticin changesin the
plants and the fish and things around the sinkhole. It started with the frogs missin legs or growin extra
ones. Then the fish sarted lookin weird and the plants started gettin twisted up.

All that was bad enough, but when the lagooners' kids started bein born dead or strange lookin, the
lagooners moved out. Not as agroup to the same place, but piecemed like, in al different directions.
Some stayed as close as Homestead, some asfar as Louisianaand Texas. After they moved away, they
stopped havin strange kids and they was happy about that.

But the strange kids they aready had wasn't happy. Not one bit. Not because they was al mistreated by
people as they was growin up—Semelee hadn’t been donein that—but because when they al finaly
growed up they fdt like somethin was missninther lives.

One by onethey al—al the misshapen ones—found their way back here to the lagoon and learned that
thiswas where the itch stopped, this was where they felt whole, where they belonged. Thiswas home.



And home was where your family lived. They cameto call themsavesaclan, and dl decided to stay here
on thelagoon.

Y et even with this big family-type gang around her, Semeee il felt ayearning emptinesswithin. She
wanted more,needed more.

“Why do they hafta takeour sand? There' s plenty of sand around. Why they want ours?’
“Don't rightly know,” Semeeesad.

“Who isthey, anyway?’

“Blagden and Sons. Y ou know that.”

“Yeah, | know the name, but that’sdl it is. aname. Whoare they? Where do they come from?’
“Don’'t know, Luke, but their money’ s good. Cash up front. That’ s bout as good asit gets.”
“Do they know about the lights?’

“That one | can answer: Y egh, they know about the lights.”

Some guy named William somethin from this company called Blagden and Sons come around in acanoe
afew weeks ago askin if anyone d been seein funny lights about thistime of the year. The clan folk he
talked to sent him to Semelee since she was sorta the leader round here. Not that she'd ever looked to
be the leader, but it seemed whenever somethin needed decidin, she wound up the onewho did it.

Semelee played it cagey with thisWilliam fellow until she was pretty sure he wasn't no tour-guide type or
scientist or anything like that, and wouldn'’t be bringing boatl oads of strangers or teams of pointy headsto
peek or poke at the clan and the sinkhole. Nope, all William wanted was to haul off the dirt and sand
from around where they’ d seen thelights.

When Semelee had told him they’ d been comin up through this sinkhole that used to be underwater but
was now gettin dry, he got all excited and wanted to know where it was. Semelee pretended she wasn't
gonnatell him, and held off even when he offered money. So he offered more money and more money
until Semelee had to say yes. Maybe she could’ ve held out for even more, but there weren’t no sensein
gettin al greedy about it.

When she' d took him to the sinkhole she thought he was gonna pee his pants. He danced around it, callin
it asenn-oaty or somethin like that. When she asked him what he was talkin about he spelled it for her:
C-E-N-O-T-E. Told her it wasaMex word and you said it like coyote. Semelee liked sinkhol e better.

The dredgin was al hush-hush, of course. The clan wasn't upposed to belivin here on thelagoon, this
bein aNationa Park and al, and Blagden and Sons wasn't upposed to be takin the sand.

“Matter off act,” shetold Luke, “I'm pretty sure they want the sandbecause of the lights.”

“That’ skindascary, dontchathink? Them lightsain't naturd. They changed us and everythin around
them. Probably even changed the sand in that hole.”

“Probably did.”
Luke looked uneasy. “What on earth could they want it for? | mean, what' re they gonnado with it?’

“Can't rightly say, Luke. And | don't rightly care. That ain’t our worry. What | do know isthat our little



snkhole isgonnabe alot degper without al that sand. And that just may mean that thelights Il be
brighter than ever. When the time comes maybe someone can even look down into that hole and see
wherethey’ re comin from.”

“Who' sgonnado that?’ Luke said.
Semelee kept her eyes on the rim of the deegpening hole. “Me.”
Luke grabbed her arm. “Uh-uh! You ain't! That'scrazy! | won't let you!”

She let Luke have sex with her once in awhile when she felt the need, and that probably was a mistake.
She'd told him flat out from the git-go that it didn’t mean nothin, that they was just now-and-again fuck
buddies and that was al therewasto it, but she' d probably made a mistake lettin it get started. Still,
every so often she needed to get laid and Luke was the least ugly of anyone elsein the clan. Trouble was,
it let him fed like he owed her, like he had to protect her or somethin.

If anyone needed protectin, it wasn't her.

“Y ou got nothin to say abouit it, Luke,” Semeleetold him as she wrenched her arm free of his grasp.
“Now lemme be. | gottaget to town.”

“What for?’
Sheflashed him ady smile. “I'mjoinin the nurain professon.”
He shook his head. “What? Why?’

Semeeefet the smilemet away in ablaze of anger. “To finish your half-assed job from the other night!”
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As Jack stepped out of the eevator on the hospital’ s third floor, he spied Dr. Huertawaiting to get in.
“Any changein my father?’

She shook her head. *“ Stable, but il level seven.”

“How long canthisgo on?” he said. “I mean, before we start thinking about feeding tubes and dl that?’

She stepped into the eevator. “ That’ sabit premature. | know it must seem like along timeto you, but
it's been less than seventy-two hours. ThelVsare perfectly adequate for now.”

[13 BlJt—”
The devator doors did shut.

Jack walked down the hall to hisfather’ s room, wondering if Anyawould be there. He' d stopped by her
place before leaving this morning, threading hisway through the gizmaos crowding her lawn, to offer her a
ride to the hospitd if she needed it. But she hadn’t answered hisknocks.

Normally that wouldn’t have bothered him, but with old folks...well, you never knew. She could have
had a stroke or something. Jack had peered through the front door glass but hadn’t seen anyone on the
floor or dumped in achair. Then he' d remembered Oyv. Thelittle dog would have been barking up a
storm by then if he'd been around.



But Anyawasn't in hisfather’ sroom either—he checked the corners and behind the curtains, just to be
sure. Empty except for the patient.

He stepped to the side of the bed and gripped the limp right hand. “1’ m back, Dad. Areyou in there?
Can you hear me? Give asqueeze, just alittle one, if you can. Or move just onefinger so | know.”

Nothing. Just like yesterday .

Jack pulled up achair and sat at the bedside, talking to hisfather asif the old guy could hear him. He
kept his voice low—pausing when the nurses buzzed in and out—and discussed what he’ d learned about
the accident and the conflicting information, dwelling on the time discrepancies between the report and his
father’ swatch. He' d hoped talking it out would clarify the incident for him, but he was as confused
afterward as before.

“If only you could tell mewhat you were doing out there at that hour, it would clear up awholelot of
questions.”

Once off the subject of the accident, he thought he' d run out of things to say. Then he remembered the
picturesin hisfather’sroom and decided to use them aslaunch pads.

“Remember the family camping trip? How it never gopped raning...?’

4

After an hour or so of talking, Jack’s mouth was dry and hisvoca cordsfelt on fire. He stepped into the
bathroom to get adrink of water. As he wasfinishing his second cupful his peripherd vison caught a
flash of white. He turned to see a nurse approaching his dad's bed. She hadn’t been around before; he
was sure he would have noticed her if she had. She was pretty in an odd way. Very dim, amost to the
point of boyishness, and with her dark skin—made all the darker by the contrast of her white
uniform—prominent nose, and glossy black hair trailing most of the way down her back inasingle braid,
Jack thought she might be part Indian—not the Bombay kind, the American kind.

She had her hand in the pocket of her uniform—Ilittle more than awhite shift, really—and seemed to be
gripping something.

Jack was about to step out of the bathroom and say hello when he noticed something strange about her.
Her movements were odd, jerky. She' d dowed her progress toward the bed and seemed to be straining
to moveforward, asif the air was holding her back. He saw sweat break out on her forehead, watched
her face flush and then go pale as she forced hersdlf forward another step. He watched her throat
working, asif shewastrying to kegp from vomiting.

Jack stepped out and approached her.
“Miss aeyou dl—?

She jumped, twisted toward him, staring with wide, confused, onyx eyes. Her hand darted from her
pocket to athong tied around her neck, and Jack thought he saw something move in the pocket.

She shook her head, pulling on the dim leather thong around her neck. It snapped but she barely seemed
to notice. She was drenched in swedt.

“Who—?"

Before Jack could reply she turned and staggered out of the room. He started to go after her but heard a



groan from the bed.
“Dad?’ Herushed over to the bed and grabbed his father’ s hand again. “ Dad, was that you?’

He squeezed the fingers—gently at first, then harder. Hisfather winced, but Dr. Huerta had said he was
responsive to pain. After shaking hisfather’ s shoulder and caling to him, al with no response, he backed
off. Nothing happening here.

He went out to check on that nurse. Something wrong about her...besides |ooking sick.

At the nursing station he found abig, brawny, gray-haired nurse who seemed to be in charge. Her photo
ID badge readr SCHOCH, RN.

“Excuseme,” hesaid. “A nursejust came into my father’ sroom, then turned and ran out. She looked
kind of sck and | was wondering if she was okay.”

Nurse Schoch frowned—or rather, her frown deepened. It seemed to be her only expression. “Sick? No
one said anything.” Shelooked around at the assignment board. “ Three-seventy-five, right? What was
her name?’

“I didn't get alook at her badge. Cometo think of it, | don’t think she was wearing one.”

“Oh, she had to be. What did shelook like?’

“Sim, dark, maybe five-three or s0.”

Schoch shook her head. “No one like that here. Not on my shift, anyway. Y ou sure she was anurse?’
“I’'mnot sure of alot of things,” Jack muttered, “and that’ sjust been added to my list.”

“ She could have been from housecleaning, but then she would have been in gray instead of white—and
she'd ill haveto have abadge.” She picked up aphone. “I'll call security.”

Jack wished she wouldn't—he didn’t want rent-a-cops messing into this—but couldn’t think of areason
he could tell Schoch.

“Yeah, okay. I'll be back in my father’sroom.”

He' d been keeping an eye on the door, making sure no one else went in there. When he returned, he
checked hisfather to seeif he'd moved—he hadn’ t—then went to the window and looked out at the
parking lot. He saw adim woman in white walking away through the lot. Heat from the late-morning sun
made her shimmer likeamirage.

It was her. Couldn’t mistake that long braid. And now she was climbing into the passenger sde of a
battered old red pickup.

Jack dashed into the hdl in time to see the elevator doors closing. Too dow anyway. He found the Sairs
and raced down to thefirgt floor. By the time he hit the parking | ot, the pickup was gone. But he kept
moving, running to his Buick and gunning out to the street. He flipped amentd coin and turned right,
telling himsdf he'd give thisten minutes and then call it quits.

He' d traveled about haf amile when he spotted the truck, stopped at ared light two blocks ahead.

“Gotcha,” hesad.



When the light changed he followed the truck out of town and into the swamps. Somewhere aong the
way the pavement ended, replaced by a couple of sandy ruts flanked by tall, waving reeds. He lost sight
of the truck for awhile but wasn't going to worry about that unless he cameto afork. Better to stay out
of sight. Luckily there were no forks, and before too long he was pulling into aclearing at the edge of a
smdl, dow-moving stream.

The red pickup sat there, idling, while the woman in white rode downstream in asmall, flat-bottomed
motor boat piloted by a hulking man in ared, long-deeved shirt. Jack jumped out of his car and ran to
the bank, waving hisarms, cdling after them.

“Hey! Come back! | want to ask you something!”

The woman and the man turned and stared at him, surprise evident on their faces. The woman said
something to the man, who nodded, then they both turned away and kept moving. He saw the name on
the stern:Chicken-ship .

“Hey!” Jack shouted.
“Whatchoo wanner for?’ said avoicefrom behind.

Jack turned and saw a man with amisshapen head leaning out the driver window of the pickup. With his
bulbous forehead, off-center eyes, and dmost non-existent nose he reminded Jack of Leo G. Carrall
from the opening scenes of Tarantula.. This guy made Rondo Hatton look handsome.

“I want to talk to her, ask her afew questions.”

“Looksto melike she don’t wannatalk to you.” His voice was high and nasdl.
“Where does shelive?”’

“Inthe Glades”

“How do | find her?’

“You don't. Whatever it is, migter, leaveit be”

Suddenly another guy, thinner and only marginaly better looking, jumped into the pickup’ s passenger
Sedt.

Where d he come from?

The new guy dapped the driver on the shoulder and nodded. Neither looked too bright. If someone
suggested playing Russian roulette with a semiautomatic, they’ d probably say, “Cool!”

Thedriver gave Jack alittle two-finger sdute. “Welp, nicetakin to ya. Gottago now.”

Before Jack could say anything the guy threw the truck into gear and roared off. Jack raced back to his
car. If he couldn’t follow the girl, then he' d tail these two. Sooner or later they had to—

He skidded to ahalt when he saw the Buick’ sflat front tire, and the gash inits sde wall.

“Swdl,” he muttered. “ Just swell.”

5



“I don't getit,” Luke said as he piloted theChicken-ship deeper into the swamp. “Who wasthat guy?’

Semelee pulled off the black wig and shook out her silver white hair. Shedidn’t fed liketakin. Her
somach ill was't right.

“He saw mein theroom. | think he might be the old guy’skin.”
“Thet why hewastrailin you?’

“Maybe. | don’t know. All | know is| felt so strangein that room. It started as soon as | stepped
through the door and got worse and worse the closer | got to the old man’ sbed. | started feeling sick
and weak, and the air got so thick | could barely breathe. | tell you, Luke, al | wanted to do was get out
of thereand get far, far away asfast | could.”

“Think it wasthe guy?’
“Could’ve been, but | don't think s0.”

Thisman wasn't just aguy, wasn't just one of the old man’ s kin. This man was the one she' d sensed
coming for the past two days, and he was specid. She sensed something about him...adestiny, maybe.
She didn’'t know exactly what, she just knew he was specid.

So am|, shethought. But in adifferent way.

Maybe she and this new man was destined to be together. That would be wonderful. She liked the way
he looked, liked hishair, his build—not too beefy, not too dight—Iliked his brown eyes and hair. She
especidly liked hisface, hisregular, norma face. Hangin round the clan like she did, she didn’t seetoo
many of those.

Maybe he' d been sent to her. Maybe he was herefor her. Maybe they was meant to share their destinies.
She sure hoped so0. She needed someone.

“Wadll, if youdon't think it shim madeyou sick,” Luke said, “what wasit?’

Semelee pulled the white dress off over her head, leaving her wearing nothin but apair of white panties.
Shelooked down at her small, dark-nippled breasts. Losersin the size sweepstakes, maybe, but at least
they didn’t sag. One of the guys she' d screwed in high school had called them “perky.” They were that,
she guessed.

Keepin her back to Luke—she didn’t want him gettin al hot and bothered out here on the water—she
dipped into her cutoffsand agreen T-shirt.

“I don't know. It waslike...” She shuddered as she remembered that awful sick fedin runnin through her
body, like she was being turned insde out. ..“like nothin | ever felt before. And | hope | don't never fed

itagan.”

She turned and whacked L uke on the leg as hard as she could.

Hejumped. “Hey, what—7?’

“And | wouldnahad to fed it in thefirst placeif you and Corley had done the job you was upposed to!”
“Hey, we did just what we was upposed to. Y ou was there.”

“l waan't there”



“Wdll, you waswatchin. Y ou saw what happened. The sacrifice was goin exactly accordin to plan when
that cop showed up outtanowhere. | said dl along we shoulda just flattened the old guy inside his car
and have donewithiit.”

Shehit him again. “Don’'t you never learn? The old man had to be donein by somethin from the svamp
or eseitan’t asacrifice, it'sjust akillin. And we ain't about just killin. We got a purpose to what we're
doin, aduty. Y ou know that.”

“Awright, awright. | know that. But | still can't figure why that cop had to come adong just then. We
never seen him out there before.”

“Maybe hewas sent,” Semelee said as the thought struck her.

“Whatchoo mean?’

“I mean maybe whoever was protectin the old man today was protectin him the other night aswell.”
“How can that be? We wasthe only ones who knew we' d be out there.”

“I don’t know how and | don’t know why, but someone' s protectin that old man.”

“Y ou mean likewith magic?’

“Maybe.”

L otsa peopl€ d see what Semel ee could do as magic, so why couldn’t there be someone else out there
who could do somethin different but just as magicd? Might be al sorts of magica people out there no
one ever dreamed of.

“I an't got no ideawho right now, but I'm gonnafind out. And when | do...”

She reached down and removed a palm-sized toad from the pocket of the discarded white dress. She
held it up and stroked its back. Thislittle feller was ardative to the big African marine toads some fool
had brought into Florida sometimein the last century. It had only three legs—itsleft arm was nothing but
anubbin—but it had these swollen glands startin behind each eye and runnin down its back in apair of
lines. Those glands was full of poison. Every so often adog would lick or bite one of its bigger cousins
and die. Thislittle guy came from the clan’ slagoon where hisfamily had bathed in the glow of the lights
for generations, and he was even more poisonous. Just alittle drop on atongue was enough to stop a
grown man's heart.

That had been Semelee’ s plan: snesk into the room, press the toad’ s back against the old man’slips,
then get out. A minute or so later he' d be on hisway to his maker and the job would be done.

She' d haveto think of another plan now.

After she set the toad on the front seat of the boat, where it squatted and watched her with its big black
eyes, her hand ingtinctively went to her breastbone to touch—

She stiffened. What? Whereisit?

Then she remembered—the thong had broken in the hospital room. As she' d fled the terrible fedlin, she
recdled suffinit into a pocket.

She rummaged in the uniform’ s other pocket and heaved asigh of relief when shefelt the dim thong. She
pulled it out, expecting to see the pair of black freshwater clam shells she wore around her neck. She



gasped when she saw only one.

“What' swrong?’ Luke said.

Semdeedidn’t answer him. Instead she lifted the uniform and pawed through one pocket then the other.
“Oh, no! It'sgone!”

“What'sgone?’

“Oneof my eye-shdlsismissn!”

“Check around your feet. Maybeit fell out when you was gettin changed.”

She checked, running her fingers aong the dimy bottom through theinch or so of weter.

“It' sgone!” shecried, feding panicrising like atide. “ Oh, Luke, what am | gonnado? | need them!”

She' d had the eye-shells ever since she was twelve. She' d never forget that moment. Her mother’ d taken
her to her daddy’ sfunerd. That wasthefirst time she'd ever seen him...or at least remembered seein
him. He' d up and left Mommawhen Semelee was just a baby, soon after they moved to Talahassee. He
was Miccosukee Indian, banished from the tribe for somethin Momma never knew. She’ d hooked up
with him a the lagoon—I ots a people livin round the lagoon back then was on the run from somethin or
other—and the three of them moved outta there aong with everyone else shortly after Semelee was

born.

Her daddy—or rather the man who' d knocked up her momma—had been killed in abar fight. Some of
his Miccosukee kin had decided to give him aproper Indian send-off and hiswife and child wasinvited.

She' d been scared of the wholeidea of lookin at adead man, so she'd hung back, asfar away from the
body as she could. Just getting her first period the day before and fedin sick and tired didn’t help none.
That was when she spotted the old Indian woman in a beaded one-piece dress starin at her from across
the room. She had eyesblack asabird’ sand hair like Semelee's, but aso the wrinklesto go with it. She
remembered how the old lady’ d come close and sniffed her. Semelee’ d shrunk back, scared,
embarrassed. Did her period smell?

The old woman’ d nodded and showed her gumsin atoothless smile. “Y ou wait right here, child,” she'd
whispered. “I’ ve got something for you.”

And then she' d gone away. Semelee’ d hoped she wouldn’t come back but she did. And when she did
she came carryin two black freshwater clam shells. They’ d been drilled through near their hinges and was
strung on alesther thong.

Shetook Semeleg’ s hand, pried open her tight-clenched fingers, and pressed the shellsinto her pams.
“Y ou got the sight, child. But it’s no good without these. Y ou take them and keep them close. Always
keep them close. Y ou'll need them when you' re ready, and you'll be ready soon.”

Then she'd walked away.

Semdeg’ sfirst thought had been to throw them away, but she changed her mind. Nobody hardly ever
gave her anything, so she kept them. She didn’t know what the old lady had been talkin about—"Y ou
got thesight,” and dl that—but it made her fed specid. Till that timein her life she d never runinto nothin
that had made her fed specid. Asfor “thesight”...maybe someday she d find out what that meant.



And one day shedid find out. And it had changed her life.

“Now just relax, Semelee,” Luke was sayin. “It’ sgot to be somewheres. Probably fell out while you was
gttininthetruck. Well find it.”

“Wegot to!”

She needed those eye-shells to do her magic. She' d kept them dung around her neck so’sthey’ d never
be away from her. But now...

Those eye-shdls d saved her life...or rather, sopped her from killing herself.

It had been aday, a Tuesday in May in her sixteenth year, when everything that could go wrong did.
She' d tried new hair dye the night before. Every other one she'd ever tried in the past—and she'd tried
them al—didn’t take. The dye just ran off her hair like water off wax. This one was touted as different,
and promised to turn her hair aluxurious chestnut brown. And it looked likeit might work. It didn’t run
off likethe others.

But when Semelee looked in the bathroom mirror that morning she saw that instead of chestnut brown
her hair had turned fire-engine red. Worse, it wouldn’t wash out.

Maybe the color woulda been okay for the dopers and weirdoes who just wanted attention or wanted to
show how they were rejecting their parents or society or whatever, but it was awful for Semelee. She'd
spent her wholelife bein rgjected. She wanted tobelong .

After crying for afew minutes—she would have liked to scream but Mommaand her new boyfriend
Freddy were in the bedroom down the other end of the trailer—she tried to figure what to do. She
would ve liked to call out sick and spend the day washin her hair, but that would leave her donewith
Freddy, and the way she kept catchin him lookin at her gave her the cregps. Not that shewasavirgin or
nothin—she was havin plenty of sex—but Freddy...yuck.

So she dried her bright red hair, jammed a cap over it, and headed for school. Not agood start to the
day but it got worse as soon as Suzie L efferts spotted her. She’ d had it in for Semelee since grammar
school and never passed up a chance to torment her. She yanked off Semelee’ s cap just for sport, but
when she saw the color of her hair sheraised aholler and caled dl the other girls over, sayin look who's
here: Lucy Ricardo!

Their laughter and cries of “Luuuuceeeeee!l” chased her down the hall, right into the arms of Jesse
Buckler. She was Jesse' s latest squeeze—or rather, he was hers. Depended on how you looked at it.
Semelee had discovered that the way to aboy’ s heart was through hisfly. Datesfor her had been asfew
asturtleteeth until sheturned fifteen and started puttin out. After that it was adifferent story. She knew
she had arep but so what? She liked screwin, and durin sex was the only time she was sure she had a
boy’ sundivided attention.

Jesse pulled her into the boy’ sroom and for aminute she thought they was gonna have sex there—screw
in school, how cool. But when she saw Joey Santos and Lee Rivers stlandin there with their flies open
and their peckers at attention, she got scared. Shetried to run but Lee grabbed her and said Jesse told
them how she gave the best blow job in school and they wanted a sample. She said no and how she'd
report them and they laughed and said who' d believe the school dut? They caled her “Granny” and
Jesse said how he got off doinit to an old lady.

The words shocked Semelee. She' d thought of hersalf as somethin of agoodtime gd, of easy virtue
maybe, but not the school dut. And it wasn't like Semelee loved Jesse or nothin, or ever even entertained



theideathat he loved her, but...he’ d been talkin about her like she was apull of chewin tobacco that he
was gonha pass around between his friends.

With some kickin and clawin she broke free and ran out—not just out of the boys room, but out of the
school aswell. She could' ve goneto the principal, but it would be the word of three of the football stars
againgt the school dut, and besides, nothin had happened.

So she' d run home. And there was Freddy. Alone. Drinkin abeer. And horny. He offered her abrew,
then started touchin her. Semelee just snapped. She started screamin and throwin things and the next
thing she knew Freddy was out the door and headin for hiscar.

He musgta called Momma because half an hour later she came stormin in, started dappin at Semelee,
calin her alittle whore for playin hooky so she could come on to Freddy. Now look what she' d done!
Freddy was gone, sayin hewasn't stayin in no house with afreeky piece of jailbait tryinto get himin
trouble.

Mommawouldn’t listen to her, and Semelee d been hurt that her own mommawas takin Freddy’ sside
over hers. But then Momma crushed her, sayin she wished Semelee’ d never been born, wished she'd
died like dl the other girls been born to the lagoon folk round that time, that she' d been aweight around
her neck ever since, draggin her down, her white hair scarin off the men interested in Momma.

That did it. Semelee busted out through the door with no direction in mind and kept goin. She wound up
on the beach where she collgpsed on the sand. Her momma, who she' d thought of as her best friend, her
only true friend, hated her, had dways hated her. She wanted to die.

She thought about drowning herself but didn’t have the energy to jump in the water. Thetide was out so
she decided to just lie here on the sand and et the water come to her, wash her out to sea, and that
would be the end of it. No more hasdes, no more nameslike “ Granny,” no more heartbreak, no nothin.

Shelay there on her back in the sand with her eyes closed. The sun was so bright it blazed through her
lids, botherin her. She didn’t have her sunglasses on her but she did have those two shells around her
neck. They wasjust the right Szeto go over her eyes. It'd be like layin in atannin booth.

Asshe sat up to untie the thong, she saw the gulls glidin overhead and wished she had wings like them so
she could fly away.

Shelay back on the sand and fitted a shell over each eye—

What?

She snatched the shells away from her eyes and levered back up to sittin.
What just happened?

She' d put the shells over her eyes expectin to see black. But she' d seen white instead. . .white sand. ..and
she' d been aboveit, lookin down on agirl lyinin the sand...agirl with shellsover her eyes.

Semelee put those shells over her eyes again and suddenly shewas lookin down on agirl sitting in the
gand—agirl with fire-engine hair.

That'smel

She pulled off the shells again and looked up. A seagull hovered above, looking down at her, probably
wondering if she had a sandwich and might throw it acrust or two.



She gtarted experimentin and found she could ook through the eyes of any bird on the beach. She could
soar, she could hover, she could spot afish near the surface of the water and dive for it. Then she
discovered she could see through fishes' eyes, swim around the rocks and coral and stay underwater as
long as she pleased without comin up for air.

It was wonderful. She spent the rest of the day testin her powers. Findly, after the sun had st, she
headed home. She didn’t want to go there, didn’t want to see her momma’sface, but she had no place
elsetogo.

When Semelee opened the door to the trailer Mommawas all tears and apologies, sayin she hadn't redly
meant what she'd said, that she was just upset and talkin crazy. But Semelee knew the truth when she
heard it. Mommahad said what was deep in her heart and meant every word of it.

But Semelee didn’t care now. She' d thought her world had ended but now she knew it was just beginnin.
She knew she was specia. She could do somethin no one else could do. They could make fun of her,
cal her names, but no one could hurt her now.

Shewas specid.

But now she'd lost one of her shells. She'd lose dl her specianess without them. She' d be anobody
agan.

Semelee gripped the edges of the canoe in white-knuckled panic. “1 just had aterrible thought, Luke.
What if | dropped it back in that hospital room?’
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When Jack returned to hisfather’sroom, amost an hour after he' d left, he wasin afoul mood. He could
have called the rental agency to come and change thetire, but had canned that course of action. HeE d
had no ideawhere he was, so how could hetdll them whereto find him?

So he' d changed thetire himself. No biggee. He'd changed alot of tiresin hisday, but usudly on
pavement. Today thejack had kept dipping in the sand, fraying his patience. Then the clouds wandered
off to let the sun out so it could cook him. But all that wouldn't have been so bad if the mosquitoes hadn’t
declared hisskin apicnic ground. Never in dl hislife had he seen so many mosquitoes. Now hisforearms
looked like pink bubble wrap and the itching was driving him nuts.

Fdtlikeajerk for |etting those yokel s sandbag him like that.

The TV was on and some news head was talking about Tropical Storm Elvis. It had lost alot of steam
crossing northern Horida but was now in the Gulf where it was gaining strength again, stoking itself over
the warm waters. Elvis had not entirdly |eft the building.

He went to the bed and checked hisfather. No change that he could see. He stepped to the window and
looked out again at the parking lot. Who were they, the girl and those odd-looking people? From the
way the girl had approached the bed—or at least started to—she’ d come here with a purpose. But
what?

As he turned back to the bed he spotted something on the floor, something glossy black and oblong. He
squatted besideit, wondering if it was some sort of FHorida bug, aroach maybe. But no, it looked like a
shell. He bent closer. It was curved like amussel but flatter. Some kind of clam, maybe.

As he reached to pick it up, something under the bed caught his eye. Not under the bed exactly—more



like behind the headboard. Looked like adim tree branch standing on its end.

Jack picked up the shell and stepped to the head of the bed. He peeked behind the headboard and
found atin can painted with odd little squiggles Sitting atop the branch. He' d seen something like this
before, then remembered Anya syard—it wasfull of them.

He smiled. Theold lady must think they’ re good luck or something. Probably put it here for him when
shevidited the other day. Might aswell leaveit. Sure as hell wasn’t doing Dad any harm. And who
knew? Maybeit would help him. Jack had seen alot stranger things these past few months.

As he straightened he noticed aglistening design on the back of the headboard. He did the bed afew
inches away from thewall for a better look. Someone had painted a pattern of black squiggles and
circlesthere. No question as to who, because they were very similar to the squiggles on the can. But how
had that skinny old lady moved the bed? It was damn heavy.

Jack decided to ask her later. He pushed the bed back, then placed the shell on the nightstand. Maybe
one of the staff had dropped it. If S0, they could reclam it here. At least thisway no onewould step onit.

Scratching his arms, Jack said goodbye to his father and headed back to the car. He hoped hisfather
had some calamine lotion & home.

v

Back at Gateways Jack found another car parked in the cul-de-sac. Maybe Anya had company. But
when he went around to the front of hisfather’ s place he found the front door open and heard voices
ingde

He stepped into the front room and found a young woman in ajacket and skirt showing an elderly couple
through the house.

“Who the hdl areyou?’ Jack said.

The old folks jumped and the young woman clutched her looseleaf notebook defensively againgt her
chest. Jack figured he might have had alittle too much edge on his voice, but that was the kind of mood
hewasin.

“I-I"'m with Gateways,” the woman said. “I’m showing this couple the house.” She squared her shoulders
defiantly. “And just who are you?’

“The owner’ s son. What are you doing here?’

The woman blinked. “Oh. I’'m so sorry for your loss, but—"
“Loss? What loss? Y ou talk asif my father’sdead.”
Another blink—adouble thistime. “Y ou mean he' snot?’

“Damnright, he' snot. | just came from the hospita. HE s not too hedthy at the moment, but he’ s not
dead.”

The old couple were looking uncomfortable now. They stared at the celling, at the rug, anywhere but at
Jack.

“Oh, dear,” the younger woman said. “1 wastold hewas.”



“Evenif hewas, so what? What are you doing here?’

“| was showing it to these—"

Fury hit him likeakick inthe gut. Vultured

“Showing it? Where do you get off showing this place to anyone? It’shisuntil he sdlisit.”

Another squaring of the shoulders, thistime with adefiant lift of the chin. “ Apparently you don’t know the
arrangement in Gateway communities”

“Apparently | don’t. But I'm going to find out. Asfor now”—hejerked athumb over his
shoulder—"out.”

“BUL"
“Outl”

She strode out the door with her head high. The old couple shuffled out behind her.
“I’'m sorry,” the old woman said, pausing as she passed.

“Not your fault,” Jack told her.

She put awrinkled hand on hisarm. “1 hope your father gets well soon.”

“Thank you,” he said, fedling suddenly deflated.

He closed the door after them and leaned againgt it. HE d overreacted. Hetold himsdlf it wasthe
frugtration of al these questions with no answers. Not one goddamn answer.

Bad day. And it was only noon.

Hewasjust turning away from the door when he heard a knock. He counted to three, promised he'd be
more gented thistime about telling the sdes lady where she could stick her commission, and pulled open
the door.

But Anya stood there instead. She held out afamiliar taped-over FedEx box.
“This camewhileyou were out,” shesaid. “1 Sgned for it.”

Ah. His Glock and his backup. Now he could fed whole again.

“Thanks”

“Heavy,” shesad. “What' ve you got in there? Lead?’

“Y ou might say. Come on in whereit’scool.”

“I can't stay. Y ou were by the hospital already?’

Jack nodded. “No change.” He debated whether or not to ask her about the can on the stick behind his
father’ s headboard but decided to saveit for later. “ Are you going over?’

She nodded. “1 thought I’ d sit with him for awhile.”



What agrand old lady. “I'll giveyou alift.”

Shewaved him off. “I’ ve already called acab.” Sheturnedto go. “I'll be back later. Cocktails at five, if
you'reavaladle”

He couldn’t turn her down twice. “It' sadate.” Jack thought of something. “By the way, who' sthe head
honcho around here?”

“Y ou mean Gateways?’

“Y eah. The generd manager or acting director or chairman of the board of whatever you cal him. Who
runsthe show?’

“That would be Ramsey Weldon. Y ou can find him &t the administration building. Y ou can't missit. It's
mostly glassand right on the golf course. Why?’

“We need to have alittle téte-a-téte,” Jack said.

8

The adminigtration building was pretty much as Anya had described it: asmall, cubica structure sheethed
inmirrored glass. As Jack got out of his car he saw atall, distinguished-looking man unlocking the door
to aclassic-looking four-door sedan. He looked fiftyish, had longish black hair, graying at the temples,
and wore amilk-chocolae brown lightweight silk suit that perfectly matched the color of his beautifully
restored car: two-tone—white over brown—with wide whitewall tires.

“Am | dreaming,” Jack said, “or isthat 21956 Chryder Crown Imperid ?’
The man’s smilewastolerant, and histone carried a hint of impatience.

“It'saCrown Imperid, dl right, but not a Chryder. Everyone makesthat mistake. Chryder spun off the
Imperid into itsown division in 1954. This baby came out two years later.”

“It sbeautiful,” Jack said, meaning it.

Heran ahand aong the crest of the rear fender to one of the stand-alonetaillights, sticking up likea
miniature red searchlight. The chrome of the salit grille gleamed like a gap-toothed grin; the flawlessfinish
threw back hisreflection.

God, he wished he could use something like thisfor hiswhedls. But it was too congpicuous. The last thing
he wanted was people to notice him as he drove around. That waswhy he d finaly given up Raph, his
old’ 63 Corvair convertible. People kept stopping him and asking about it.

“Y ou restore thisyourself?’

“Yes, it'sahobby of mine. Took me two years. Fewer than eleven thousand Imperials were made in ' 56
and only a hundred and seventy were Crowns. This one has the original engine, by theway—a
354-cubic-inch Hemi V-8.”

“Soit cranks.”
“Yes, indeed. It cranks.” He looked at Jack. “Vigting, | assume?’

“Yeah, inaway. My father’ sin the hospital in acomaand—"



“You're Tom’s son? Poor man. How ishe?’

Jack was surprised a the instant recognition. “Not great. Y ou know him?”’

He stuck out his hand. “Ramsey Weldon. I’ m director of Gateways South.”
“lsn’'t that something,” Jack said, shaking hishand. “| came here looking for you.”

“I bet I know why, too. | got acal from one of our salesteam. It seems she was given false information
about your father. Theinitia word from the hospital wasthat hewas DOA. I'm terribly sorry about the
misunderstanding.”

“Okay,” Jack said. “1 can see somebody getting the wrong information, but where did she get off
showing the place to prospective buyers?’

“Because she thought—erroneoud y—that the place belonged to Gateways.”

“Wherewould she get an idealike that?’

Weldon' s eyebrows rose. “Upon the death of the owner—or owners—the house reverts to Gateways.”
“You'rekidding.”

He shook his head. “ That’ sthe arrangement. It’s not unique. Plenty of graduated-care senior
communities have Smilar arangements.”

“I can't believe my father sgned on for that.”

“Why not? His purchase of the home and the bond guarantees him not only aplaceto live, but qudity
care from the moment he signs to the moment he goes to meet his maker, no matter how long it takes.
Members of a Gateways community will never be aburden on ther families. *What do we do with
Papa? or ‘“Who'sgoing to take care of Mom? are questionsthat will never arisein their families.”

A smooth pitch, ddivered with the timing and conviction of alifelong salesman. Jack could see how
powerful that pitch could be to someone like hisfather who had alot of pride and had always been an
independent sort.

“At no point,” Weldon went on, “will your father be aburden on his children. And at no point will you
haveto fed guilty about him, becauise you can rest assured that he' sbeing well cared for.”

“Maybeit’ snot so much guilt I'm feding as—pardon meif | sound paranoid, but it ssemsto beto your
advantage to have aquick turnover in housing.”

Weldon laughed. “Please, please, we re asked that al thetime. But you have to remember, thisisn't a
Robin Cook noved. Thisisred life. Trust me, it sal been amortized and insured and reinsured. Y ou can
check our financids. Gatewaysis a public company that posts an excellent bottom line every year.”

He noticed that Weldon was starting to sweat. But then, so was Jack. It was like a steam bath out here
on the macadam.

“Then I’'m not thefirgt to raise the question.”

“Of course not. Our society is conspiracy crazy, seeing dark plots wherever it looks. | assure you,
Gateways takes excellent care of its citizens. Wedo care. And our caring iswhat makes our citizens
recommend Gatewaysto their friends and relaives. That'swhy we have waiting listsall over the country



and can't build these communities fast enough. Just one exampleisthe availability of free annual exams|
indtituted last year to catch medica problems early when they’ re most treatable.”

“Redly? Where are they done?”’

“Right thereintheclinic.” He pointed to aone-story structure a hundred yards away across adead lawn.
“It’ sattached to the skilled nuraing facility.”

Jack guessed that was Gateways-speak for nursing home.
“Do you think | could spesk to the doctor about my father?”

“Please. Go right ahead.” He glanced at hiswatch. “Oops. Going to be late for my meeting.” He thrust
out his hand again. “Nice meeting you, and good luck to your father. We' red| pulling for him.”

He dipped into his car and started it up. Jack listened to the throaty roar of its V-8 and, again, wanted
one.

He watched him drive away. During all that talk he’ d tried to get abead on Ramsey Weldon but couldn’t
get past the smooth al-business, al-for-the-company exterior. If hisfather’ s accident hadn’t been hit and
run, he wouldn’t have bothered. But sinceit was...

He shook his head. Maybe he was just looking for something that wasn't there. He knew there was
plenty going on out there where no one could see. He didn’t need to be inventing a conspiracy around
here.

9

The doctor working the clinic today was named Charles Harris. He wasn't too busy at the moment so
Jack got to see him after only a short wait.

A nurseled him into awalnut-paneled consultation room with a cherry wood desk and lots of framed
diplomas on thewalls. Harris wasn't the only name Jack saw, so he assumed other doctors rotated
through the clinic. Dr. Harristurned out to be ayoung, dark, curly-haired fellow with bright blue eyes.
Jack introduced himsdlf by hisredl surname—aname he hadn't used in so long it tasted foreign on his
lips—and then added: “Tom’sson.”

Dr. Harris hadn’t heard about the accident but offered his wishes for a speedy recovery. Then he wanted
to know what he could do for Jack.

“Firg off I'd like to know if my father had aphysical here recently.”

Dr. Harrisnodded. “Y es, just a couple of months ago.”

“Gredt. Dr. Huertais his neurologist at the hospita—"

“I know Inez. Y our father’ sin good hands.”

“That's comforting. But I’ m wondering about his medica condition before the accident.”
Jack thought he sensed Dr. Harris recede about half a dozen feet. “ Such as?’

“Wéll, anything that might have contributed to the accident, or might explain what he was doing driving
around &t that hour.”



Dr. Harris leaned forward and thrust his hand across the desk, palm up.
“Could | seesome|D?’

“What?’ Jack hadn't seen this coming. “What for?’

“To prove you' re who you say you are.”

Jack knew he couldn’t. All hisID wasin the name of John Tyleski. He owned nothing with hisown
urname.

“I've got to prove I’'m my father’ s son? Why on earth—7?’

“Petient privilege. Normally | wouldn't under any circumstances discuss amedicd file without the
patient’ s permission, even with aspouse. But since this particular patient isincapable of giving
permission, I'm willing to make an exception for aclose relative—ifthat’ swhat you are.”

Since Jack couldn’t show ID, maybe he could talk hisway around this.

“If I wasn’t his son, why would | care?’

“Y ou could be alawyer or someone hired by alawyer looking for an angleto sue.”
“Sue? Wheat the hell for?’

“On behdf of someoneinjured in the accident.”

“But my father wasthe only oneinjured.”

Dr. Harris shrugged. “I don’t know that. | know nothing about the accident. | do know that peoplein
these parts sue a the drop of ahat. They’re caught up in some sort of |ottery mentality. Malpractice
insurance is through the roof. People may not be able to figure out apresidentid balot but they damn
sure know what lawyer to cdl if they stub atoe”

He could see Dr. Harris was getting steamed just talking abouit it.

“Look, | assureyou I’'m not alawyer. | can’'t even remember the last time | spoketo one—that is, if you
don’t count my brother who'sajudgein Philadel phia.”

Maybethat’ll mollify him, Jack thought.

Itdidn't.

“On the other hand,” Dr. Harris said, “you could be a.con man looking to pull some kind of dimy scam.”
“Likewha?" Jack wasinterested in hearing this.

He shrugged. “I don’t know, but Florida’ s got more con men per square mile than any other state in the
union.”

“I’m not acon man”—at least not today—"*and I’ m concerned about my father. In fact, you’ ve got me
worried now. What’ swrong with him that you won't tell me? What are you hiding?’

“Not athing.” Dr. Harriswiggled the fingers on his till outstretched hand. “We re wasting time. Just
show mesome D and I'll tell you what | know.”



Shit.
“I don't haveit withme. | Ieftit a my father’ s place.”

Dr. Harris sfeatures hardened. He shook his head and stood up. “Then I’'m afraid | can’t do anything for
you.” He hit abuzzer. “I'll have the nurse show you out.” “All right,” Jack said, rising. “But will you a
least call Dr. Huertaand tell her what you know?’

Dr. Harris obvioudy hadn’t expected that one.
“1...wdl, of course. | candothat. I'll cal her this afternoon.”

Asfrustrated and worried as he was, Jack had to respect this guy’ s ethics. He forced a smile and thrust
out his hand.

“Thanks. Nice to meet you, doc. Y ou could be classified asared painintheass, but I'm glad my dad
has someone like you looking after his privacy. My doc a home isthe same way.”

Of course, Doc Hargus was a different case. Hislicense to practice had been pulled, so no one was
supposed to know he evenhad patients.

Jack didn’'t wait for the nurse. He left the thoroughly befuddled Charles Harris, MD behind and headed
for thedinic exit.

Along the way he paid close attention to the windows and the walls—especially the upper corners near
the celling—and the door frame as he stepped through it. No alarm contacts or release buttons, no
motion detectors.

Good.
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“Isitworkin?’ Luke said. “ Can you see?’

Semeee sat on abenchin the gdley of theBull-ship . Some of the clan wasin town, beggin, while others
was ashore, dozin in the shade. She and L uke were the only ones aboard. She wished he' d get away and
stop hangin over her shoulder and leave her be. But his heart was in the right place and so she bit her lip
and kept her voice low.

“Just give me aminute here, Luke,” she said as she adjusted her one remaining shell over her right eye.
“Just givemealittle space so's | can seeif | can get thisto work.”

It was so different with only one shdll. With two she could focus right in. With one...

With only one eye-shell she could till get into the heads of higher formslike Dora, but the lower
forms...they were hard even with two. They didn’t have much goin for them brainwise, and that meant
she had to concentrate al the harder. If only she had that other shell.

“I could teke afew of the guys and hop the fence and watch him ourselfs. We—"
“Jugt hesh up, will you? 1 think I’'m gettin it.”
1] Ya,]?’

She could hear the hope, the excitement in hisvoice.



She didn’'t see any way she or one of her clansmen could sneak into the hospital to hunt down that other
eye-shell, but if she could keep an eye on the old guy’ s son, the specia one who' d been sent to her,
maybe she'd find out if he had it.

But she had to get control here.

Contral...back in her teens she’ d thought her power was limited to only seein through acritter’ seyes,
but she soon learned that was just part of the story. Shefound out in her junior year when Suzie L efferts
paid her avist on the beach.

Semelee had been comin down to the ocean almost every day, except for the rainy ones, to put on her
eye-shellsand fly, soar, and dive with the flocks, or swim and dart through the depths with the schools.
She could even get into acrab and crawl dong the sandy bottom. These wasthe only times shefdt truly
dive...truly free...like she belonged.

The sudden sound of atoo-familiar voice behind her jarred her back to the beach.
“So thisiswhere you spend dl your time.”

Suzie must have redlized that she was no longer getting to Semeleg, that her taunts and tiny tortures
weren't having their usud effect. So she' d followed her to seewhy.

“I thought you might' ve had anew boyfriend or something,” Suzie said, “but al you doissit herewith
those stupid shells over your eyes. Y ou were dways aloser, Semelee, but now you' vetotaly lost it.”

When Semeee didn’t even remove the shells from her eyes or bother to reply, Suzieflew into arage.
She grabbed the shells and put them over her own eyes.

“What isit with these things anyway?’
Oh, no! She'd see! She'd know!
But Suzie mustn’t’ ve seen anything. She caled them junk and tossed them toward the surf.

Terrified they might wash out to sea, Semelee screamed and ran down to the tide' s edge. Shefound
what she thought was them—they were freshwater clamshells after all—but wasn't sure. As Suzie
walked up the dune laughing, Semelee wanted to choke her, but she couldn’t go after her, not until she
made sure she had theright shells...to seeif they till worked...

They did. She put them on and there she was, glidin high over the beach, watching Suzie strutting toward
her car. The bitch!

Suddenly she was divin toward Suzie, beak open, screechin. She plowed into the back of her neck,
staggerin the bitch. And then she was peckin at her head, cuttin her scalp and tearin out her teased blond
hair in chunks.

Semelee was so surprised she dropped her shells. She watched the squawkin gull leave Suzi€' s head and
flap away while Suzie ran screamin for her car. The truth smacked Semelee right between the eyes then:
She couldn’t just get ingde things and look through their eyes, she could control them, make them do
what she wanted.

This cool fedin of power surged through her. Shewasn't just atiny bit specia, she wasredly specid.
But was she dl that specid with only one shell?



She clapped ahand over her |eft eye and focused al her will, al her concentration through her right.
Something was coming into focus. A blade of grass, dry and brown, loomed hugein her vision, like the
trunk of atree.

“I’'mtherel” shecried. “I got one. Now | got to get another.”

And another after that, and another, and another-...

Thiswas going to take time and effort. Lots of effort.

“| got to spread mysdlf around the old guy’ shouseand get inif | can.”

“You redly think he hasit?’

“Don’'t know. But I'm gonnado my damnedest to find out.”

“Andif hegot it, then what?”’

“Weain't cometo that bridge yet, Luke. When we do, we' |l figure somethin out.”

And maybein themeantime I'll just test thisguy’ sinner stuff, she thought. Seeif he sworthy of me.
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Jack’ s head was spinning. Not from the wine hel d been drinking but from this damn game he was trying
tolearn.

He' d spent the latter part of the afternoon in hisfather’ s hospitd room with Anya—and Oyv, of course.
No changein Dad’ s condition—still the same random, involuntary movements and incomprehensible
sounds. He' d been hoping to see Dr. Huertaand find out if Dr. Harris had contacted her. He figured he
might be able to get her to tell him what the doc was hiding about his father’ s pre-accident condition.

But she didn’t show, and finally he drove Anyaand Oyv back to Gateways. Shedidn’t let up on his
joining her for adrink, so after ashower and acall to Giato reassure himsdlf that she, Vicky, and the
baby were fine, he ambled next door.

Hefound Anya outside on her front lawn, cigarette in one hand, wineglassin the other, reclining face up
on achaise lounge next to abig liter-and-a-haf bottle of red wine chilling in an ice bucket. She wore
huge sunglasses with turquoise frames. Her flat breasts were encased in apink halter top over skimpy
black shorts. She'd coated the exposed areas of her wrinkled, lesthery brown skin with some sort of
sun-tanning oil and lay marinating in the sun.

Oyv was curled up next to her. He barked once when Jack stepped acrosstheline of dry brown grass
onto Anya slush green lawn, then settled down again.

“| started without you, hon,” she said. “Pull up achair and pour yourself aglass.”
“Chilled red wine,” Jack said. “I don't think I’ ve ever had that.”
“Don’'t tel meyou’ reawine snob.”

Jack shook hishead. “ A bit of abeer snob, maybe, but | wouldn’t know a cabernet from amerlot
without the labdl.”

“Glad to hear it. Y ou’ ve probably had peopletell you that the only wine you should drink cold iswhite or



blush or rosé. Trust me, kiddo, they’ re talking out theirtuchuses . Thisisa Cétes du Rhone. That's
French, by theway.”

“Redlly?

“Y ou probably expect an old broad like me to be awhiskey sour or Manhattan drinker, but asfar asI’'m
concerned, on ahot summer day likethis, aglass of chilled Cotes du Rhone or Beaujolais hits the spot.
Try it and seeif you likeit. If you don't, sorry, but that’s what we serve at CasaMundy. Y ou want beer,
you' |l haveto bring your own. I’'m not into that fizzy hops-and-malt drek.”

S0 Jack poured himsdlf aglassand damniif it didn’t, as Anya had said, hit the spot.
“Not bad.”

He pulled up a chaise lounge on the other side of the table with the ice bucket.

“How come you' rethe only one visiting my father? Doesn’'t he have any other friends?’

“He haslots. But they probably don’t know. | think I’ m the only one who knows, and | don’t talk to
many people.”

“How did you find out?’

“When | saw his car was missing Tuesday morning, | called the police and asked if there' d been any
serious accidents. They sounded pretty suspicious until | told them why | was cdling. They told me about
your father so | went right over to the hospitd to see.”

“Shouldn’t you let people know?’

“Why? So they can send dead flowers and comein and stare at him? Tom wouldn't want that.”
No, hewouldn't. Jack guessed she did know hisfather after all.

Together they sat and sipped and watched the sun settle in the west.

“Maybe we d better goin,” Jack said asit sank below the distant treetops. He checked hiswatch. 7:10.
“The Wehrmacht mosguito squadronswill be launching soon.” “So?

“Y ou like mosquito bites?’

“Y ou like to deny those poor femalestheir sustenance?’

“Femdes?’

“Only the female mosquiito bites. The males suck nectar.”

“Maeor femae, I'm not keen on being amosquito buffet.”

Shewaved ahand a him. “Not to worry. They won't bother you here.”
“Why not?’

“Because| won't let them.”

Ooookay, lady, Jack thought. If that’ swhat you want to believe.



But damn if they didn’t sit therewdll into the dusk without a sSingle mosquito bite.

When the magnum of Cotes du Rhone was done, Anya draped afuchsia blouse over her shoulders, rose,
and faced him.

“Comeoningde, hon. I'll fix you dinner.”
Not having a better offer, Jack accepted.

He stopped short as he crossed the threshold. He' d thought the outside was lush, but insdewasamini
jungle of potted plants and treeslining the perimeter and clustered here and there on the floor, with vines
growing among them and climbing the walls. He could identify aficus here, abird of paradiseand a
rubber plant there, but the rest were amystery: potted palms of all sorts—were those baby bananas on
the big onein the corner>—and smdler plants with leaves mixing reds and yellows and even silver ona
couple. Reminded Jack of one of the plant shops on Sixth Avenue.

Anyaturned to him and said, “I’ m going to change into something more gppropriate for dinner.”
“What' swrong with what you're wearing?’
“| want something morehaute couture,” she said with awink.

“Not necessary, but thisisyour party...”

As she threaded her way through the plants toward the master bedroom, Jack decided to take alook
around. Oyv, curled like acat on aworn yellow easy chair, watched him with hisbig dark eyesashe
wandered the front room.

Heredlized that her layout was the mirror image of his father’ s—whatever was on the right here, wason
theleft there. But where hisfather’ swalls sported some artwork—mostly south Florida
beachscapes—and some photos, Anya s walls were bare except for the vines. Not ashell, not afishnet,
not aknick knack. Nada.

Shel d said she had no family. Jack guessed she was right. But how about a painting ofsomething ? Even
Elvisor atiger on black velvet would say something about her.

And thefurniture....anondescript mishmash. Jack knew histaentsfor interior décor were on apar with
his ability to fly a 747, but this stuff looked like secondhand junk. Fineif Any adidn’t care, but he was
struck by the lack of personality. He' d been in motel roomswith more personal touchesthan this. It was
asif shelivedin avacuum.

Except for the plants. Maybe they were her persond statement. Her family. Her children.
Anyareentered and struck a pose with one arm held aoft. “What do you think?’

She' d wrapped hersdlf in some sort of psycheddic kimono which made her skinny figure seem even
thinner. Shelooked like a Rainbow Pop that had been left out in the sun too long.

“Woo-wo0,” Jack said.
It was the best he could do on such short notice.

Dinner turned out to be asidiosyncratic as the chef. She mixed up awok of walnuts, peanuts, pess,
jaapeno peppers, and corn seasoned with, among other things, ashesfaling from her ever-present
cigarette, dl rolled up in big flour tortillas. Despite Jack’ sinitid reservations, the méange proved very



tagly.
“Can | hazard aguessthat you' re avegetarian?’ he said.

They wereinto their second magnum of Cétes du Rhone. Anyakept refilling his glass, and Jack noticed
that she was putting away two or three glasses to every one he had, but showing no effects.

Anyashook her head. “Heavens, no. | don't eat vegetables at al. Only fruits and seeds.”

“Thereé scorninthis” Jack said around amouthful. “ Corn’savegetable.”

“Sorry, no. It'safruit, just like the tomato.”

“Oh. Right.” He remembered hearing that somewhere. “Well, how about the peas?’

“Peas are seeds—Iegumes. Nuts are seeds too.”

“No lettuce, no broccoli—?’

“No. Thoserequirekilling the plant. | don’t approve of killing. | eat only what aplant intends to discard.”

“What about Oyv?’ He glanced & the little Chihuahua chowing down on something in hisbowl. “He
needs mest.”

“He does perfectly wdl on soy burgers. Lovesthem, in fact.”

Poor puppy.

“So | guessif | stop by with acraving for abacon cheeseburger—”

“You can just keep on going, hon. There'saWendy’ s not too far down the road toward town.”

Giawould beright a home here, Jack thought. She wasn't avegan or anything, but she' d stopped eating
medt.

Whatever. Thisdish was ddlicious. Jack wound up having four burritofuls.

He helped clear the dishes, then Anya brought out the mahjongg tiles, saying, “Come, I’ll teach you.”
“Oh, | don’'t know...”

“Don’'t be afraid. It seasy.”

Shelied.

Mahjongg was afour-person game played with illustrated tiles, but Anyawas teaching him atwo-player
variant. Theimages on the tiles swam before his eyes—circles, bamboo staks, ideograms that were
supposed to represent dragons or the four winds—while terms such aschow andpong andchong
searched for purchasein hisbrain. He didn't have any referencesfor this stuff. Why couldn’t the tiles
have spades and hearts or jacks and queens and kings?

The congtant stream of smoke from the chimney that was Anyadidn’t help. Neither did her plants. They
seemed to be watching the game, like agaggle of curious spectators crowding around a high-stakes
poker tablein LasVegas. One strand of vine with broad green and yellow leaves kept falling off apam
frond and draping across his shoulder. Jack would put it back, but it wouldn’t stay up.



“That' sEsmerdda” Anyasad.
“Who?" Jack replied, thinking she was referring to some new tile or rule in the game.
“The gold-net honeysuckle behind you.” She smiled. “1 think shelikesyou.”

“I'm not fond of clingy women,” he said, reaching once again to remove the vine from his shoulder. But
when he saw Anya' sfrown he changed hismind and let it Stay whereit was. “But in thiscase I'll make an

exception.”
She smiled and Jack thought, Sweet lady, but nut so, nut so, nut so.

In addition to the green, leafy digtractions, dl the wine hel d consumed wasn't exactly helping hislearning
curve. Anyalifted the bottle—she' d opened a third magnum—to give him arefill. Jack put hishand over
hisglass.

“I'mflagging mysdf.”

“Don’'t bedlly, hon. It' snot asif you have to drive home.”
“I have something | want to do tonight.”

“Oh? And that would be...?’

“Just getting some answersto afew questions.”

“Answers are agood thing,” she said. Her voice was clear, her hand steady as sherefilled her glass
amogt to the rim. No doubt about it: The woman had ahollow leg. “ Just make sure you' re asking the
right questions”
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Evenin hisdightly inebriated state, Jack had no trouble entering the clinic. All it took was aflat-head
screwdriver from hisfather’ stoolbox to pop the window lock and hewasin.

He' d managed to extricate himsalf gracefully from the mahjongg lesson with apromiseto return for
another red soon. Hewasn't big into board games, athough he' d playedRisk alot asakid. He liked
video games, though. Not so much the first-person shooters that were mostly reflexes; hedid well in
those but preferred role-playing games that involved strategy. He liked trying to outwit the designers.

After leaving Anya s he' d gone back to hisfather’ s place and doused himsdf with amosqguito repellent
goray he'd found on a shelf with the tennis racquets and balls. Then he' d walked around someto clear
his head and get the lay of the land. Here it was 9:30 and no one was out. Thiswas good. An occasiona
car drove by but he' d duck into the bushes as soon as he saw its lights. One set of lights had turned out
to be acruising security patrol jeep.

A couple of timeshe d stayed in the bushes longer than he had to because of the faint fedling that he was
being watched. He couldn’t find atrace of anyone following him, though, and wrote it off to hisbeing on
unfamiliar ground.

He d approached the clinic building from the rear, where there was less light, and held his breath ashe
lifted the window, ready to run in case it was armed with an darm system he hadn’t potted. But nothing
sounded.



Made sense when he thought about it. Why spring for the extra expense of darming al the buildings
when you had ared live security force manning the gates and patrolling the Streets?

He crawled through, closed the window behind him, and began searching about. He used the penlight
he' d found in hisfather’ stop drawer, flicking it on and off as he moved. He found the small fileroom to
the right of the receptionist area. He' d been hoping it would be windowless, but it wasn't, so he had to
search thefileswith hispenlight.

Again that feding of being watched, but he was the only one here. He snesked to the window but saw no
oneoutside.

A few minuteslater hefound hisfather’ sdim chart. Holding it in his hand, he hesitated before openingit.
What was the bad news Dr. Harris had been hiding? He knew the question—did he want the answer?

Again, the matter of hisfather’ s privacy. Theinformation insde could be pretty intimate. Did he have a
right to peek thisfar into the man’ slife?

Probably not. But the guy wasin acoma, and Jack needed answers.

Taking abreath, he opened the file and flipped through it. He found two pages of |ab test results. He
didn’'t know what al these numbers meant but noted that the “ Abnormal” column was blank on both
sheets. Good enough. An EKG had atypewritten reading at itstop: “Normal resting EKG.” Even better.

But hadn’t Dr. Huerta said something about his father devel oping an abnormal rhythm in the hospital ?
Maybe from the stress of the injuries. Everyone had heard of the patient with the norma EKG who hasa
heart attack on the way out of the doctor’ s office.

He checked the handwritten notes but couldn’t read much of Dr. Harris s scribbling. Thelast entry was
fairly legible though.

Reviewed labsw pt. All WNL. Finad assess. excdllent hedlth.
Excdlent hedth. Wdll, that was ardli€f.

But damn it, doc, why couldn’t you have just said so in thefirst place? Would have saved me awholelot
of trouble.
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Jack fished the house key out of his pocket as he walked down the dope toward hisfather’ s place. The
good news was that the man was in excellent health. The bad news was that Jack didn’t know one damn
thing more than he had when he woke up this morning.

Nearing the house, he passed a beat-up old rustbucket Honda Civic parked in the degp shadows on the
grass adjacent to the cul-de-sac. Hadn't been there when he passed by before.

On dert now, Jack dowed his pace. Before rounding the rear corner of the house, he peeked first. He
froze when he saw the silhouette of someone sguatting beside one of the trees between his house and
Anya's. Wasthiswho' d been watching him?

Dropping into a crouch he hugged the jalousied back porch and crept toward the figure. The wash of
light from the parking area of the cul-desac cast long shadows across the space, but not enough light for
Jack to make out his features. Could be one of those weird-looking characters from the pickup truck this
morming.



Then thefigure flicked aflashlight off and on—only for asecond, but that was enough for Jack to identify
him.

He graightened and walked up behind him.
“What'sup, Carl?’

The man jumped and let out alittle yelp. He wore alightweight, long-deeved camouflage suit—if nothing
elsg, it protected him from mosguitoes—but a screwdriver instead of a hand protruded from the right
cuff. He looked up at Jack and held hisleft hand over his heart.

“Oh, it'syou. Tom'sson...” He seemed to be fumbling for the name.

“Right. Jack. Boy, | gottatell you, Jack, you shouldn’t come up on abody like that. Y ou just bout scared
thelife outtame.”

Jack noticed something metallic with asilver finish on the grass before Carl. He couldn’t tell what it was,
but he knew it was too bulky to be agun.

“I"'vefound that people tend to get jumpy when they’ re doing something they shouldn’t. Y ou doing
something you shouldn't, Carl?’

Stll inasquat, Carl looked away. “Well, yeah, | guess so. Sorta. But not redlly.”
Now there' s aclear-cut answer, Jack thought.
“And what would that be?” When Carl hesitated Jack said, “ Share, Carl. It'sgood to share.”

“Oh, dl right. Might aswell tell you since you caught meintheact.” He looked up at Jack. “I’'mdoina
jobfor Dr. Dengrove.”

“Who'she? Y our therapist?’

“Naw. He lives three houses back, near the beginnin of the cul-desac. He wants me to catch Miss
Mundy in the act of waterin her stuff and dl.”

“Why would he want to do that?’

“Becauseit'smakin him crazy that hisgrassand hisflowersisal dead and wilty while MissMundy’sis
al green and growin likeajungle”

“So you' re supposed to hang out here dl night and catch her inthe act?’
Carl nodded. “ Sorta. He' s been after me for weeks, offering me money to do it, but | keep tellin him no.”
“Because you don't want to get MissMundy in any trouble, right?’

“Wall, yeah, there sthat, but also on account of how | gotta be up bright an early ever mornin for my
job. That don’t stop him from offerin me more money, though. But | just kept on tellin him no.”

“‘Kept'?” Jack said. 1 guess your being here tonight means he made you an offer you couldn’t refuse.”

“Inaway, yeah.” He motioned Jack down. “Here. Take alook at this.”



Jack glanced around to see If anyone else was lurking about. He sensed Carl was exactly what he
seemed to be: just a cracker working as agroundsman. But ill.. . after having one of histires dashed by
another cracker this morning, he wasn't taking any chances.

It looked like they were alone out here, so Jack squatted beside Carl.
“What' ve you got?’

“Somethin redlly cool.” He picked up the metal object and held it toward Jack. “ Dr. Dengrove lent it to
me. Ain't it somethin?’

Jac_k took it and turned it over in hishands. A digital minicam. He noticed two dim wirestrailing from the
casing.

“What do you think you' re going to do with this?’

“Get pictures. Dr. Dengrove wants meto get amovie of Miss Mundy water in her stuff.”

Jack shook hishead. “Inthislight, Carl, I'm afraid al you' re going to get isadark screen.”

“Nuh-uh. Nuh-uh.” Jack detected a certain note of nyah-nyah gleein Carl’ stone as he reached over and
pressed a button above the camera s pistol-grip handle. “ Take alook.”

Jack raised the viewfinder to his eye and blinked asthe walls of Anya’' s house and the grass and plants
surrounding it leaped into view.

“Whoa,” hesad. “A night-vison camera”

He could make out the palms and the larger flowers—not the colors, of course, because everything was
either green or black, just the shapes—a ong with her array of crazy lawn ornaments. As he swung the
view past alighted window theimageflared, loang dl detail. As he kept moving, thelight from the
window left awavering smear acrossthe tiny screen that quickly faded, alowing him to make out details

agan.
“Yeah,” Carl sad. “Almogt likelI’m runnin aBig Brother show, dontchathink?’

1] | wpm.”

Jack had never watched asingle episode. His own life was more interesting than any redlity-TV show.
He couldn’t resist tuning intoThe Anna Nicole Show now and again, but that couldn’t be classified as
redlity. At least he hoped not.

“These don’t come cheap,” he said as he lowered the camera and turned it over in hishands. “What's
this Dr. Dengrove doing with it?”

“Ask me, | think he bought it just so's he can catch MissMundy in the act. Hedon't seemto be hurt in
nonefor bucks, but he’' s sure hurt in bad for agreen lawn.” He snorted alaugh at thislittle turn of phrase.
“Hurtin so bad he' s near about crazy.”

“Crazy enough to drop abundle on anight-vision video cameraand hireyou to run it?’
Carl grinned. *Y ou betcha”
Jack shook hishead. Some people. “1 think Dr. Dengrove should get alife.”



“Mostly | think he eats. Y ou should see the gut and butt on him—red pan-o-ramic.”
“Pano—7"

“You know.” He spread hisarms. “Like you told me: wide.”

A panoramic butt. .. Jack opened his mouth, then shut it again. Let it ride.

“Hé slike mogt of the folks here, | guess. They got too much time on their hands so they worry about al
the wrong things. That’ swhy | liked your daddy so much—"

“Like, Carl. HE still dive, so you can il like him.”

“Oh, yeah. Right. Well, anyway, hedidn’t just Sit around and complain. He kept busy. Always seemed to
have somethin to do, someplaceto go.”

“Speaking of going place s...the accident happened out on aswamp road in the dead of night. Y ou have
any ideawhat he was doing out there?”

Jack couldn’'t make out Carl’ s expression but saw him shake his head.
“Nope. | go homeat night and | stay there.”
“Where shome?’

“Got meared nicelittletrailer in apark just south of town. Me and the guy next door share asatellite
dish. For bout thirty bucks a month each we got us azillion channels. No reason to go out. And even if
there was, you wouldn't catch me out in the Glades at night. | told you: It' sangry these days.”

“Right. You did. But you' re out tonight—nice camo suit, by theway.”
“These hereare my jammies.”

“They’'reyou, Carl. Sotheplanis, you're going to sit out here dl night and wait for Miss Mundy to
show?’

“Nup. Don't hafta. At first | figured I’ d just set the camera up and let her run, but that wasn't going to
work. Even if the battery would last, the memory wouldn't. But then | came up with thisred smart idea
to solve dl my problems. Look it here.”

Heheld up alittle circuit board.

“What' sthat do?’

“It' samotion detector.”

This Carl wasfull of surprises. “Did Dr. Dengrove give you that too?’
“Nup. Got it mysdf. Took it out of asngin fish.”

“I'msorry,” Jack said, poking afinger in hisright ear. “I thought you just said you took it out of asinging
fish”

“That'sright. That’swhat | did. Actudly, | took it out of the board the fish Stson.”

“You'relosng me”



“Big Mouth Billy Bass....the singin fish. He bends out from the board and sings ‘ Don't Worry, Be
Happy, and some other song | never heard before.”

“Oh, right. | know what you' re talking about.”

Jack had seen onein astore once and couldn’t imagine why anyone would want one. But aclerk had
told him he couldn’t keep them in stock.

“Course you do. | bought mine years ago. Was one of the first around here to get one. Hung it by my
front door and anytime someone camein it started singin. Pretty soon everyonein thetraler park had
one, but | wasfirgt.” He shook his head. “Haven’t used it much lately, though. Got pretty tired of havin to
listen to those same two songs every time | walked by. So | let the batteries run out. But just the other
night | remembered that it had a motion detector ingde that set it off every time you passed.” He waved
the circuit board. “And hereitis.”

“I getit,” Jack said. “ Y ou're going to attach the motion detector to the camera, and when Anya comes
out to water, you'll catch her.”

“That’ sthe plan. | made sure | popped off the speaker, though.” He chuckled. “Wouldn't do to have that
fish voice start singin * Don't Worry, Be Happy' in the middle of the night, now would it.”

“I guessnot. Y ou think this|l work?’
“Oh, it works. | checked it out at home.”
“Youredly think you'll catch her?” Jack didn’t liketheideaof Anyagetting in trouble.

“Nup. But don't tell Dr. Dengrove that, and don’t you go tellin her I'm doin this. | don’t want her mad at
rre”

“And you aso don't want her tipped off that she' s being watched.” He nudged Carl with his elbow.
“Won't you fed bad if you get her in trouble?’

“I would, cept that' s not gonna happen. Like told Dr. Dengrove, dl thiswork’ s gonna be for nothin.
Weain't never gonna catch Miss Mundy weterin.”

“Why not?

“Because shedon't. All shedoesisst and watch TV al night. Just like everbody else. Reruns of
eitherMatlock orGolden Girls. That and the Weather Channel’ sal anybody round here ever seemsto
waich.” Helicked hislips. “ But there’ ssomethin else”

“What?’
“Shelooks dead when she swatchin TV.”
“How do you know?’

“| peeked in last night while | was settin up, and | thought she was dead. | seen my share of dead
folks—I"m the one found Mr. Bass dead in a chair on hisfront porch awhile back, and Miss Mundy
looked just like him. Boy, was| glad to see her up and about this mornin.”

“Didn't you cal anyone?’
“Hey, | wasn't supposed to be there. And if she was as gone as she looked, there wasn’t nothin nobody



could do anyhow. Tonight | looked in again, just afew minutes ago, and it was the same thing. Gwon.
Look for yourself.”

Jack shook hishead. “1 don't think s0.”
“Gwon. Seeif | an't lyin. It' screepy, | tdll you.”

The last thing Jack needed was to get caught acting like a Peeping Tom, but his curiosity was piqued. He
crept up to the lighted window that looked in on the front room and peeked through the lower right
corner.

Stll in her kimono, Anyalay back in her recliner, mouth dack, eyes haf open and staring straight ahead.
ALaw and Order episode was playing—Jack recognized the music—but Anyawasn't watching it. Her
gaze was fixed on aspot somewhere abovethe TV. Oyv was stretched across her lap, looking equally
dead.

Jack watched her for sgns of breathing but shewas Hill as, well, desth. His comatose father showed
more signs of life. Jack straightened and was about to head around front to knock on her door, when he
saw her chest move. She took a breath. Oyv took a bregth too, at exactly the same time. Just one each.
Then they went deed till again.

Okay. So shewas dive. Maybeit was all that wine—she must have put away three liters—that put her
into such adeep deep.

Shaking his head, he returned to where Carl waited.

“Youweren't kidding,” hesaid. “But | saw her breathe. She'sokay.” He put ahand on Carl’ s shoulder.
“But you haven't explained how she can have such ahedthy lawn without watering.”

“Magic,” Carl said, looking around asif someone besides Jack might be close enough to hear. “Y ou may
think I’m loco, but that’ s the only explanation.”

Jack remembered Abe telling him about Occam’ srazor earlier in the year. It went something like: the
samplest, most direct explanation—the one that requires the fewest assumptions—is usudly the right one.
Magic required alot of assumptions. Water didn’t.

“I like water better as an explanation.”

“Nuh-uh. Not when you look at where her green grass ends and the brown begins. It runsin aperfect
linetwenty feet from her house dl theway around in abig circle. And when | say line, | meaniit’ sgot
sharp edges. | know, cause | cut it. | may not know much about lots athings, but | know you can’t water
likethat.”

Jack couldn't seethelineinthelow light. He figured Carl was exaggerating. Had to be.
“I think it’ sthem doohickies she' sgot dl over her yard,” Carl said. “And that writin on her wals.”
“Writing?" Jack didn’t remember seeing anything on Anya swalls.

“Yup. You can't seeitlookin &t it reglar, but—here.” He handed Jack the cameraagain. “Y ou look
through that while| put my flashlight on. Now I’'m only goin to put it on for a second so you look regl
hard.”

Jack peered through the viewfinder at the blank wall, avoiding the glare of the lighted window. A section



of thewall lit as Carl’ sflash beam hit it. And there, flaring to life, acollection of arcs and angles and
squiggles, very much like the symbols on the homemade ornaments dotting her lawn.

And like the symbols he' d found behind hisfather’ s headboard.
“Y’seeem?Didiaseeem?’

“Yeah, Carl. | saw them.” But what did they mean? He d never seen anything like them. On ahunch,
Jack did aone-eighty turn. “Flash that on my father’ s place, will you?’

When Carl complied, the same symbols appeared.

Dumfounded, Jack lowered the camera. “He s got them too.”

“Hmmm,” Carl said. “They surean’t doin nothin for hislawn. Wonder what they’ sfor?’
“Let’'sdo alittle research,” Jack said.

With Carl in tow, Jack used the same procedure to check out three other nearby houses, but their walls
were blank.

Returning to Carl’ s original spot, he handed back the camera. That fedling of being watched was back
and stronger than ever. He scanned the area and spotted a bunch of dead |eaves scattered across the
remains of hisfather’slawn. Hadn't noticed them before. Not unexpected, though. He' d seen trees drop
leavesin ahot dry spell.

While Carl attached the motion detector to the camera—still no sgn of aright hand, just a screwdriver
poking from the cuff—Jack turned toward Anya s house.

He had to admit he was baffled. That strange old lady was the common factor here: She lived next door
to hisfather...visited him in the hospital . . .the symbols on her house were dso on hisdad’ s place. Jack
knew hisfather hadn’'t painted them on his hospital bed. Not while comatose. So that left Anya.

She must have painted them with some sort of clear lacquer so they’ d beinvisble, But what did they
mean? And what did she think she was accomplishing with them?

Maybe he should just ask her. But then he’ d have to explain how he knew.

He glanced around again and noticed even more leaves on the lawn. Their number had doubled or tripled
gnce hislast look. Where the hdll were they coming from? They were small, maybe three inches long;
light from the parking area glinted off their shiny, reddish brown surfaces. Odd...dead leaves usudly lost
ther gloss.

Jack looked around for the source but couldn’t see any treesin the vicinity with that kind of leaf.

“There,” Carl said. Jack turned and saw him on hisfeet, dusting off his knees. He'd duct taped the
camerato the dender trunk of ayoung pam. “All set.”

“Tell me something, Carl,” Jack said, jerking athumb over his shoulder. “Where d dl those leaves come
from?’

Carl wasfacing the light when he glanced past Jack. Jack saw his expression change from curiosity, to
puzzlement, to shock. He turned and looked and knew his expression must be mirroring Carl’s.

No grasswasvisble. Theleaves had multiplied till they now covered every square inch of thelawn.



“Thoseain't leaves” Carl said in ahushed, awed tone. “Them’s palmettos!”

“What' s a pametto?’

“A bug! A Floridaroach!”

“Y ou mean like acockroach?’

“Yeah. But | can’'t remember ever seein more' n half a dozen palmettosin one spot a the sametime.”

Jack had encountered his share of cockroaches—couldn’t livein New Y ork without seeing them—but
never this size. These were cockroaches on steroids. His skin crawled. He wasn't the squeamish type,
but these were big, and there had to be thousands of them, all just afew feet away. If they started
scuttling hisway ...

“What' re they doing here?” Jack said.

“Dunno. Thereain't nothin for them to eat on that lawn, that’ sfor sure.” Helooked over his shoulder.
“Tell you what I'm gonnado. My car’s parked in the shadows on the other side of your daddy’ s place.
I’m gonnahead around the front of the house and get to it that way.”

“Why don't you just shineyour flashlight a them. Cockroaches hate light. Turn one on and they
disappear.”

“Not Pamettos. Light don’t bother them ay-tall. They actudlylikethelight.” He turned and took astep
away. “Be back tomorrow.”

That step seemed to trigger the bugs. With a chittering whir of wingsthey took to theair inacloud.
“Theyfly 7" Jack shouted as he started backing away. “Cockroaches don’t fly!”

“Pamettosdo!” Carl brokeinto arun.

Jack felt asurge of fear and didn’t know why. They were just roaches, not asif they were going to eat
him dive or anything. But his adrendine waskicking in, pushing his heart rate up afew notches. He
quickened his backpedal.

At that ingtant the churning mass of bugs turned as one and swept toward him in aswirling cloud. Jack
whirled and dashed after Carl.

“Herethey come!” he shouted.
Carl didn’t even turn his head; instead he put it down and upped his speed.

But neither stood a chance of outrunning the bugs. The palmettos were too fast. They swirled around
Jack, engulfing him, clinging to hisface, hisarms, hishair, buzzing in hisears, scratching at hiseydids,
wiggling their antennaed headsinto hisnogtrils, digging & hislips. The clatter of their wings sounded likea
million tiny hands gpplauding. Hefelt countlesslittle nipsal over hisexposed skin. Werethey biting him?
Did they havetegth?

He swept amass of them from his face but they poured back in on him. He couldn’t see and hewas
afraid to open his mouth to breathe—they might crawl down histhroat. He tore them again from hisface
and gtole aquick look ahead. The last thing he needed now wasto run into awall or tree trunk and
knock himsdf slly.



He saw that he’ d reached the corner of the house. Carl was still ahead, waving hisarmswildly about, all
but unrecogni zable under aswarming mass of pamettos, but till maintaining astumbling run. Jack
cupped ahand over his mouth, took a quick, bug-free breath, and shouted.

“Carl! Forget the car! Go into the house!”

But Carl either didn’t hear the muffled advice or choseto ignoreit. Jack had to close hiseyes again
againg the storm of palmettos. He angled to his right—the front door was somewhere in that
direction—and hoped hewouldn’t trip over one of the front porch chairs.

He dammed into awall and heard some of the bugs crunch againgt the sding. Hefelt to hisleft, found the
handle to the screen door, and pulled it open.

The front door—had he locked it? He hoped to hell not. Thisbeing a gated community and dl, why
would he bother? But he was aNew Y orker, and New Y orkers never—

He fumbled around, found the knob, turned it, pushed it open, and leaped insde. As he moved hewas
trying to think of waysto kill the bugs that made it through the door with him, but then he redlized that
wouldn't be necessary. They were peding off of him at the threshold line, like vacuum wrap being
stripped from a piece of meat. Jack stopped two feet inside the door and looked down at hisarms, his
clothes—not asingle bug had madeit in with him.

He turned and stared through the door as the screen banged shut. The pamettos were buzzing off in dl
directions, scattering like...like the leaves he' d first mistaken them for.

What the hell was going on here?

14
“Semelee! Semelee, answer me! Areyou dl right?’

Semelee opened her eyes and saw Luke s big face and hulking form hangin before her. No...hangin
above her. She shook her head, propped herself up on her elbows, and looked around.

“What happened?’

“Youwasusinthe shel, had it over your eye, and you was smilin and laughin and then al of asudden
you ydled and fell back on the floor. What happened?’

Good question. Real good question. But it was startin to come back to her now.

She' d spotted the old man' skid, the specia one, outside his daddy’ s house and followed him through

pal metto eyesto one of the buildingsin the old folks' village. She' d been hopin he' d show her that he had
her other eye-shell but he surprised her by breakin into the building. Shetried to follow him inside but he
closed the window too quick. She peeked through the windows and saw him lookin at some papers. She
had no ideawheat they were and didn’t care. She was |ookin for her eye-shdll.

Pretty soon he was out again. She followed him back to the house where he met someone outside. She
thought there was somethin familiar about the stranger but couldn’t place him.

It was about then that she' d started fedin the train of controllin mindlesslittle creatures like pamettos
with just one eye-shdll. She had to make somethin happen, get the specid oneinto the house where she
could have alook around for her eye-shell.



So she' d gathered as many as she could and attacked. She’ d been havin agood time chasin him and
seein what he was made of, and was gonnafollow him into the house and give him agood scare—maybe
have the bugs gather in the air and spell out somethin spooky—so he' d leave and let her search the
place. But as she gpproached the front door she started fedlin strange, alittle sick even. And then when
shetried to follow him indgdeit waslike runnin into awal. She was dammed back and things got alittle
fuzzy after that.

“It' shim,” shetold Luke. “1t' shim made me sick in the hospital room thismornin.”
“How you know that?’

“Cause| felt the sameway just now tryin to follow himinto his daddy’ s house.”
She' d sensed he was specia, but she hadn’t known just how specidl.

“Y ou think he’ sgot your other eye-shell then?’

“I'mwillinto bet onit.”

“Whét’' re we gonnado?’

“I don’t know.” Sherolled over and buried her facein her arms. “Let methink onit.”

She had no experiencein this sort of thing. Sometimes she wished she didn't have to make dl the
decisons. Shewas only twenty-three. Wasn't being specia and having a destiny enough? Did she have
to lead too?

And worse was redlizing that the man, the specia one, might not be herefor her...the way she’'d been
stopped dead at his doorstep tonight made her suspect he might beagainst her.

People againgt her paid aprice, ahigh one, for treatin her bad.
Suzie Leffertsfound that out. In spades.

After Semelee had experimented with her control powers for awhile, she decided to put them to the test.
She chose prom night. No one had asked her to go, of course. Like, big surprise. And guess who Jesse
Buckler asked: big-haired Suzie Lefferts.

So Semelee had sat in her bedroom—another thing she' d discovered was she didn’t have to be on the
beach to fly with her birds—and got together aflock of big fat seagulls and followed Jesse' s car from
Suzi€' s house to the prom. When they was both out of the car, she arranged the gullsinto alow circle.
Aseach one got near themit let loose with abig load of bird shit. Suzie started screamin asthe big white
globs landed in her hair, on her dress. Same with Jesse. They both jumped back in the car and drove
away. Toward home, most likely. Semelee was sure Suzie wasn't goin into the prom lookin like that.

Semeleelay on her bed and near split her sdeslaughing. But she redized how afew of her gulls hadn’t
donetheir thing yet, so she chased after the car, droppin big white splotches al over Jesse’ s nice new
wax job. He kept goin faster, trying to outrun them, but that wasn't gonna happen. Then aparticularly big
glob landed on hiswindshield. She saw the wipers come on but they just smeared it dl over the glass.
That was when Jesse missed the curve and smashed into the utility pole. Thetwo of them’d beenin such
arush to get away from the bombardment that they never buckled up. Jesse wound up dead; Suzie
survived but with abroke neck. Doctors said she' d never walk again.

Semel ee had been shook up somethin terrible. She put her shellsaway, but only for alittlewhile...she



couldn’t stay away from them too long. But she used them only for flyin and svimmin. Shedidn’'t try to
control no more critters.

Leastways not while shewas il in Jacksonville.

But that was then. The now Semel ee thought the then Semelee was a dork. Don't make no senseto
waste aspecia power. You don't useit, you ain't special no more. You're just like everybody el se.

Besides, people tend to get what they deserve.

Semeleelay on the deck amoment longer, till the stink of the floorboards—the spilled drink and bits of
old food rubbed into them over the years—became too much. She climbed to her feet.

“Wd|?" Lukesaid. “You gottaplan?’

Shetold him thetruth. “No. Not yet, anyways. I’ ll figure something out.” She turned to him. “There was
somebody with him tonight. Somebody | think | seen before.”

“Who?’

“If I knew that, I’d tdl you hisname. But | know | seen him. It'll cometo me.”
“Wéll, in the meantime we got unfinished business. That old man—"

“Y eah. We re gonnahaveto finish him. That’s number oneon thelist.”

But how? She wished she knew.

“If hiskid isstandin intheway, | can take care of that. Me and Corley can go out and catch him aone
and—"

“No! Don't you touch him!”

“Why the hdll not? He sin the way, and he' seven makin you sick. He...” Luke squinted at her. “Hey.
Youan't sweet on him, areyou?’

“Coursenot.” She couldn’t let on about the connection she felt between her and the specia one. Luke
might go off and do somethin redly stupid. “But like | told you before, we ain’t killers. We do what
needs to be done but we don’'t go past that. Thisguy’sonly protectin hiskin. Can’t blame abody for
thet.”

...protectin hiskin...

Of course. It wasn't amatter of him fightin against her, he was smply doin ason’ sduty. That thought
gave Semelee asurge of hope. Suddenly she felt better.

“I cantoo blamehim if he'sgettin in our way and makin you sick and knockin you to the floor!”
“Jugt don’'t do anything unless| tell you, okay? Areyou listenin to me, Luke? Nothin until | say s0.”
Lukelooked away. “ Awright.”

Semeee didn’t know whether she could believe him or not. She knew Luke would do anything to
protect her, whether she needed protectin or not. And that worried her.



15

After watching the cloud of palmettos disperseinto the night, Jack dammed the door and ducked into the
rear bedroom. He peered through the window in time to see a bug-free Carl getting into his old Honda
and roaring off. Obvioudy the bugs had lost interest in Carl aswell.

Jack rubbed his arms and face as he returned to the front room. He could till fedl them crawling on him.
What had made them attack like that? And what had made them quit just as suddenly?

What was happening around here? Odd ornaments on lawns and behind beds, invisible symbols painted
onwalls, flying killer cockroaches...what had he stepped into? It didn’t smell of the Otherness, but that
didn’'t mean the Otherness wasn't lurking behind these weird goings on.

Bigger question: Where did Anyafit in? She wasinvolved, no way around it. Whether peripherdly or
centraly, he couldn’t say. But she seemed to be on hisfather’ s sde, and that gave him alittle comfort.
Very little. If Sheweren't dead to theworld in her recliner, he might go over and ask her for an
explanation.

And say what? | wasjust attacked by pametto bugs. Know anything about that?

Maybe she did, maybe she didn’t. He was pretty sure she didn’'t causeit. But at the very least she could
explain the symbols on her house and hisfather’s, and how they’ d got there.

Jack decided to let it go until tomorrow.

He paced the front room a couple of times. He was till fedling the after-buzz of the bug-induced
adrenaline surge. It had burned away the dcohol from the wine and he was thirsty. Right now he needed
abeer.

He grabbed a couple from the fridge—getting low; he' d have to pick up some tomorrow—and settled
himsdf in front of the TV. After ligening to thelatest on T. S. Elvis, now drifting south in the Gulf and
threatening to become a hurricane, he surfed around until he chanced upon hisfavorite Woody Allen
film,Zdig, playing on TCM. He dwaysenvied Zdig staent for blending in with any group; it would be
s0 handy in Jack’ sfix-it business back home.

He sat and watched with the lights on. He wasn't about to let any bugs sneak up on him.
Thursday
1

A soft clattering noise woke Jack. He lifted his head from the pillow on the guest room bed and squinted
at the clock. The red LED numbers swam for asecond, then came into sharp focus: 8:02.

Herolled out of bed and went to the window for a peek outside. There he was: Carl, dressed inthe
same shirt and work pants as yesterday, but this morning aset of e ectric hedge clippers protruded from
hisright deeve as he trimmed away a dry-looking bushesthat didn’t need it.

Jack pulled on apair of shorts from his open gym bag on the floor and went outside.

Carl Scissor hands looked up and jumped at Jack’ s approach. He shook his head and stopped the
clippers.



“Mornin,” he said. “Man, that gang of pamettos was somethin last night, wasn't it. Never seen nothin like
that in al my born days. Never heard of it neither. How’ d you findly do with them?’

“Soon as | got insgde the house they just flew off. How about you?’
“Same. | was hafway to my car when they suddenly lost interest. Pretty weird, huh?’
“Very werd.”

“I had trouble deepin. | kept fedin likethey was il onme.” He shivered insde hisflannd shirt. “Gives
methewilliesjust thinkin about it. And then my car wouldn't start thismornin. My luck’ s runnin pretty
bad and pan-o-ramic these days.”

Jack glanced over to where Carl had set up his cameralast night. The spot was empty now.
“How did the video surveillance go?’

Carl shook hishead. “Nada. | come by red early this mornin to pick it up, you know, before anyone else
found it.” Hewinked and jerked histhumb at atattered backpack sitting among his gardening tools. “I
quick-checked the playback but the only thing on it was me bendin over it and picking it up. Least waysl
know the motion detector’ sworkin. Told Dr. Dengrove and he wasn't too happy, but wants meto try
agantonight.”

“You going to?’

“Sure.” He grinned. “He wantsto keep payin me, Il keep settin up the camera. It shismoney, and |
could sure use someof it.”

“Fine, aslong asyou don't catch Miss Mundy doing anything that’ Il cause her trouble.”
“Told you: no worry bout that.”

“Speaking of MissMundy...” Jack turned and looked a Anya s place. No signs of life there.
Consgdering how she looked last night...“ maybe | should go over and see how she'sdoing.”

“Oh, she'sdoin fine. Shewas up bright and early this mornin, waitin for acab. It picked her up alittle
before seven.”

“Oh?Weél, it' sgood to know she'sdl right.”

Jack wondered where she’ d be going at that hour. Hardly anything open then except the convenience
stores.

Theidea of aconvenience store got him thinking about coffee. He needed a couple of cups, but he didn’t
feature the idea of winding dl through Gateways twice, then back and forth through the security gates,
and hunting down a store in between. Oh, for the Upper West Side where he could walk around the
corner and have his choice of coffee spots.

He remembered his father had dways been abig coffee drinker. He' d seen acan in the refrigerator.
“I’m going to make some coffee,” hetold Carl. “Want some?’

Carl shook hishead. “Had some a home. Besides, | gotta keep lookin busy otherwise they’ll lay me off.
Not alotta gardenin to do when nothin’ s growin.”



As Jack turned away he glanced again at the clippers protruding from Carl’ sright deeve. What was
holding them? Maybe he didn’t want to know.

2

Back insde Jack pulled the can of coffee from the fridge. Brown Gold—"100% Colombian Coffee.”
Sounded good. But he couldn’t find a coffee pot. Just a miniature French press. Jack remembered seeing
abig version of thisin arestaurant where he once waited tables, but had never worked one.

And he needed coffee. Now.

Heflipped on hisfather’ s computer, did a Google search for “French press,” sfted through sites about
French newspapers and other siteswanting to sall him a press until he found onetelling how to use one:
two scoops of coffeeinto asmall press, followed by near-boiling water a about 195-200
degrees—were they kidding? Stir after one minute. After atota of three minutes, put on the cap and
push the plunger to the bottom.

Jack followed the directions using boiling water—Ilike he was going to check the temperature,
right?—and findly had his coffee. A damn good cup of coffee, he admitted, but who had timefor al this
rigamarole every time you wanted some?

Retired people, that’swho. And hisfather was one of them.

Heflipped on the Weather Channel while he was waiting the required three minutes and learned that Elvis
was il drifting south in the Gulf. Its sustained winds had reached seventy-eight miles per hour. That
meant it had graduated from atropical storm to a Category | hurricane. Whoopee.

Coffeein hand, he searched through the front-room desk until he found a couple of Floridamaps. One
was aroadmap of the state, but the other was Dade County only. That was the one he needed.

He found Pemberton Road and followed it till it intersected with South Road. . .the site of the accident.
Out in the boonies. Way out.

Timefor aroad trip.

He was hdfway through refolding the map—these things never wanted to go back to their origina
state—when aknock on the front door interrupted him. He found Anya, dressed in abright
red-and-yellow house dress, stlanding outside with Oyv cradled in her arms.

“Good morning,” she said. Hot, steamy air flowed around her.

Jack motioned her ingde. “Come onin whereit’scool. If you' ve got half an hour, | can make you acup
of coffee”

She shook her head as she stepped in. “No thanks, hon.”

“Sure? It' s made from beans.” He winked at her. “And on the labdl it saysthat no plants were killed
during the making of Brown Gold coffee.”

She winked back. “I’ll have to try some another time.” She gestured to the map in Jack’ s hand. “ Planning
atrip?’

“Y egh. Out to where my father got hurt.”



“I'll comewith you.”

“That' s not necessary.” Jack had planned to do alittle aimless reconnoitering after checking out the
intersection and didn’t know if he wanted an old lady and ayip-yip dog aong.

“Notroubleat al,” shetold him. “Besides, you' re anewcomer and I’ ve lived around here awhile. | can
keep you from getting lost.”

Wéll...on that score, maybe she' d be more of ahelp than ahindrance.

“Okay. Thanks. But | want to stop at the hospital and check up on my father before we head out to the
swvamps”

“That can wait till you get back,” shetold him. “I wasjust there”

“You were?’ He wastouched by her devotion. “That' s awfully nice of you. How was he?’
“When | |eft he was just the same as yesterday and the day before.”

“No progress?” Bummer. “How long can thisgo on?”’

“Not much longer, hon,” Anyasaid with asmile. “I have afeding he'll be taking aturn for the better
soon. Just giveit alittletime. But asfor exploring the hinterlands, we should get started before it getstoo
hot.”

She had apoint. “ Okay. Just let me throw afew thingstogether and I’ll beright out.”
“Oyv and | will meet you at the car.”

Jack figured he' d bring his backup .38 along—just in case. And mosquito repd lent. Lots of mosquito
repdlent.

3

A voice had called him from hislong dream of the war and he’ d responded. Hewas glad to leave the
dream...so many dead men, with pierced skulls and ruptured chests. .. staring at him with mournful

gyes. ..

And then he was out of the dream and awake. He sat up. Hewasin abed, in abarrack. But where were
the other beds, the other soldiers? No one here but him.

Then he saw alittle woman, athin bird of awoman in some sort of uniform, mopping the floor. He spoke
to her. Not volitionally. The words seemed to pop out of his mouth. He didn’t even hear them. But the
woman did. Her head snapped up. Her eyeswidened. Then she hurried from the room.

Where am 1? he wondered.

Wasthis till part of the dream? If not, how did he get here?

4

Jack tried to draw Anyaout during the trip but she wasn't very responsive. He told her about the
palmetto attack last night but she didn’t seem horrified or even concerned. Her only remark wasthat it
was*“very unusud.”



“How about you?’ he said, shifting the subject from him to her. He wanted to know more about her.
“Where are you from?’

“1 moved here from Queens,” she sad.

“I’d have thought you came from Long Idand.”

“Wdl, I’'velived there too.”

“What about your childhood? Where' d you grow up?’

“Just about everywhere, it seems.” She sighed. “It was so long ago it seemslike adream.”
Thiswas getting nowhere. “Wherehaven't you lived?’

“Onthemoon.” She amiled a him. “So what’ swith dl the questions?’

“Just curious. Y ou seem to know alot about me and my father, and you two seem close, so don’t you
think it's natural for me to want to know alittle about you?”

“Not to worry. We' re not involved. We never will be. We' rejudt friends. Is't that enough?’
“I supposeitis,” Jack said.
He supposed it would haveto be.

Hetook Pemberton Road southwest with Anyafollowing on the map and acting as navigator. Oyv lay
stretched out in the sun on the deck under the rear window. A drainage ditch paraleed the road,
sometimes on the | eft, other times on the right. Probably served asacana of some sort in norma times,
but now it was mostly a succession of intermittent pools of stagnant water.

“They're cdled borrow pits,” Anyasad, asif reading hismind. “ They’ re where the dirt and limestone
came from when they were building up these roads. Thistime of year they should befilled with water,
with turtlesand little dligators and jumping fish. Now...”

He could see what filled them now: beer cans, Snapple bottles, old tires, and hunks of algae-encrusted
Styrofocam.

Coarse brown grass stretched away to either side. He spotted three white-tailed deer—a doe and two
fawns—grazing near a stand of trees. Asthe car approached they legped over a bush and disappeared.

He saw a sign that read PANTHER CROSSING .
“Panthers?’
Anyanodded. “They 4ill have some around here.”

Theideaof wild panthers about was alittle unsettling even when in acar. Imagine seeing that Sgn while
on foot.

“I’ve driven through here with your father a couple of times. Every time we passthat Sgn he says some
rhyme about a‘ panther’ and *anther.””

Jack had to laugh. “Ogden Nash!”
“Who?’



“Hewasavery clever, down-to-earth poet. No airs about his stuff. Wrote alot for kids. Dad loved
him.”

Jack remembered hisfather’ snightly ritua of doling out afew of Nash'sanima poems at bedtime.

He' d forgotten about those times. He made a mental note to check the bookstores when he got home
and seewhat was dtill in print. Vicky would love Nash' swordplay.

Hewasjarred back to the present asthey passed a burnt-out area where some asshol e probably had
flicked a cigarette out the window. Up ahead, a Sign displaying a goofy-looking dligator informed them
that thiswas a*“ South FloridaWater Management Didtrict.”

“Not much water to manage at the moment,” Jack said asthe pavement ran out and became a dusty,
rutted dirt road bed.

“Even when there istheymis manageit. All the development north of here, it's screwed up the
Everglades—screwed it royally.”

Jack sensed anger in Anya svoice. And something e<e...
“You sound asif you' retaking it personaly.”

“I am, kiddo. | am. No decent person can fed otherwise.”
“Pardon my saying so, but isn't it redly just abig swamp?’

“Not aswamp a dl. Swvamps are stagnant; there’ s constant flow through the Everglades. It' sa
prairie—awet, saw grass prairie. Thiswhole part of the state runs downhill from Lake Okeechobeeto
the sea. The overflow from the lake travels dl those milesin doughs—’

“Whose?’

“Slough. It's spelled S-L-O-U-G-H but pronounced likeit's S-L-E-W. The doughs are flows of water
through these prairies that keep things wet. We re near the Taylor Sough here. The Miccosukee Indians
cal the EvergladesPa-hay-okee : river of grass or grassy waters. But look what’ s been donein the past
fifty years. Cands have been cut and farms have been put in theway, lesking dl their chemicasinto the
water—or should | say, whatever water reaches here. What the farms don’t take is*managed’ by so
many canas and dikes and dams and levies and flood gates that you’ ve got to wonder how any of it gets
whereit naturally wantsto go. It'samazing anything at al has survived here. Just pure dumb luck that the
whole ared s not acomplete wasteland.” She glanced at him. “ Sorry, kiddo. End of lecture.”

“Hey, no. | learned something. But I’ d think that since Floridaisjust an overgrown sandbar, dl of the
water in the doughswould just seep into the ground.”

“Sandbar? Where d you get that idea?’
“I heard somebody describe it that way, so—"

Shewagged afinger a him. “Hewastaking out histuchus . Floridais mostly limestone. It'snot an
overgrown sandbar; if anything, it'sahuge reef. There' s sand, sure, but dig down and you hit the
cacified corpses of countlesslittle organismswho built up this mound back in the dayswhen dl thiswas
under water. That’ swhy the water runs downhill to the Everglades. Becauseit must.”

“How’ d you manage to learn so much about these problems?’



“It'sno secret. You just have to read the papers. Supposedly the government is going to spend billionsto
correct the mess. We' ll see. Shouldn’t havelet it happen in the first place.” She glanced down at the
map. “We should be coming up on it soon.”

“Onwha?’
“Theintersection.” She pointed through the windshield. “ There. That must beit.”

Jack saw a stop sign ahead. He dowed the car to a stop a dozen feet before the intersection. The
crossing road was unmarked. Jack took the map from Anyaand stared at the intersection he' d circled.

“How do we know thisisthe place?’

“Itis” Anyasad.

“But nothing saysthat’ s South Road.”

“Trust me, kiddo. Itis”

Jack looked at the map again. Not too many crossroads out here. This had to beit.

Leaving the engine running to keep the AC going, he got out and walked to the stop sign. It sported a
couple of bullet holes—.45 caliber, maybe—but the rime of rust dong their ragged edges said they were
old. A sour breeze limped from the west. He stepped into the intersection and looked |eft and right. He
checked the ground. Little pieces of glassglittered in the dust. Thiswas where it had happened.

“What are you hoping to find?’

He turned and found Anya approaching. Oyv trotted behind her, weaving back and forth as he sniffed
the ground.

“Don’t know,” hesaid. “It’sjust that alot of things don't add up, especidly with the timing and the
assumption that my father ran astop sgn.”

“I imagine alot of people do that out here. Look around. Here we are, midmorning on a Thursday and
not acar in sight. Y ou think maybe there were morein the earlyA. M. Tuesday?”

“No. I guess not. But he was—is—such a by-the-book guy, and not arisk taker, that | can’t seehim
doingit. And | can’'t seewhat he was doing out herein thefirst place.”

“Oh, | cantdl you that: Hewasdriving.”

Jack tried not to show hisirritation. “1 know he was driving. But whereto?” “To nowhere. Many nights
he had trouble deeping, so he'd go out for adrive.”

“How do you know?’

“Hetold me. Asked meif | wanted to come adong some night. | said he should include me out. | don't
know from insomnia. Likethedead | deep.”

So | noticed, Jack thought.
“Where did he go?’

“Out here. He said he always took the same route. He' d drive with his windows open. He said he liked



the slence, liked to stop and ook at the stars—you can see so many out here—or watch an approaching
storm. That would have been back when we had storms, of course.” She sighed. “ Such along while
snce we ve heard thunder around here.”

“All right. So he'sout here on hisnightly drive and—"
“Not nightly. Two, maybe three times aweek.”

“Okay, so Monday night or early Tuesday morning, he's out here and somehow hewinds up in the
middle of an intersection when something el seis coming dong. Something big enough to totd his car and

kesponroalling.”
“A truck then. Sounds asif he pulled out in front of atruck.”

Jack looked up and down the road. Hisfather’ s Marquis had been hit on the right front fender. That

“A truck? It would have to have been coming from the west. ..from the Everglades. Maybe he had allittle
stroke or something.”

“Dr. Huertasaid his brain scans showed no damage.”
“Thenit' samydery.”

“I don't like mysteries, epecidly when they involve someone | know. And speaking of mysteries, I'm
gl trying to find out how someone reported the accident from downtown Novaton—"

Anyashook her head. “Y ou call that adowntown?’
“Okay, from the loca supermarket—before it happened.”
Anya peered at him through her huge sunglasses. “How do you know when it happened?’

“From my father’ swatch. It's cracked and broken, and the time on the face is something like twenty
minutes after the accident cal. How isthat possible?’

“Clocks,” Anyasaid with ashrug. “Who can trust them? One' s set too fast, one's set too Sow—"
“My father was aways atightass about having theright time.”

“*Was,” Anyasaid. Shetsk ed and pointed agnarled finger at him. “What do you know about hiswatch
lately?’

Jack looked away. She had him there.
“Not much.”
“Right. And—"

Oyv darted barking. He was standing at the edge of the ditch with his head down and his ears drawn
back flat againgt his head.

“What isit, my sweet doggie?’ Anyasaid. “What have you found?’

Jack followed Anyaover to where Oyv was till making his racket.



“Oh, my!” shesad.
Jack came up beside her. “What?’
“Look at these tracks.”

Jack saw five-toed impressionsin the damp mud at the bottom of the ditch. They spanned about afoot
across. Whatever had made them was big. And pigeon-toed.

“Got to be acrocodile”

Anyalooked at him and made aface. “ Crocodile? The Florida crocodile likes brackish water. These are
dligator tracks. Seethat wavy line running between them? That was | eft by histail. Look at the Sze of
thosefeet. Thisisabig dligator.”

Jack did adow turn. With al the reeds and saw grass around, it could be hiding anywhere.
Now he knew how Captain Hook felt.

“How big?’

“Judging from the size of these prints, I’ d say twenty feet long, maybe more.”

Jack couldn’t imagine how she' d know that, but wasn’t going to call her oniit. Thislady knew an awful
lot about Florida.

“Twenty-plus, hun? Why don't we get back in the car.”
“Not to worry. These look old. See how the mud is dry? They were probably made days ago.”
“That doesn’t mean the maker isn't till nearby.”

Thetiny Chihuahuawas down in the canal sniffing at the tracks. He showed no fear. Jack haf expected
him to start cooing,Heeere, leezard, leezard, leezard. ..

Hisright hand drifted to the smal of hisback where hislittle AMT backup rested in its holster under his
T-shirt. He wondered if a.38 caliber frangible would stop a gator that size. Probably break up oniits
head. But he dternated them with FM Jsin the magazine. They might do some damage.

“Anyway, I've seen what | cameto see.”
“Which was?’
“Nothing in particular. | just thought | should come out and see where it happened.”

Wheat had he been hoping for? A mystery-solving clue, likein the movies? It hadn't happened. Wasn't
going to happen. The whole thing was just a stupid accident.

But ill...he wished he knew who' d been barreling dong South Road out of the swamp in something big
and heavy early Tuesday morning.

Back at the car, Jack played the gentleman and held the door for Anya—and Oyv—as she settled
hersdf in the passenger seet, then he walked around to the other sde. Physically he was heading for the
driver seat; mentaly he was miles away, thinking about giant gators and heavy rolling equipment. Hewas
reaching for the door handle when Oyv started barking again. He looked up and saw ared truck racing



toward him—forhim.

No timeto get in the car so he back-rolled onto the hood and got his feet up and out of the way just as
the truck sideswiped the Buick.

Jack’ s heart pounded. That son of abitch almost—

Thetruck...an old red pickup he’ d seen before. Jack couldn’t make out who was driving but he'd bet he
wasn't pretty. Coughing in the trailing dust cloud, he did off the hood, pulled open the door, and jumped
insde

“What wasthat?” Anyasaid as Oyv kept barking.

Thankslittle guy, Jack thought. Bark al you warnt.

“That was an attempted hit and run.”

He dammed the car into gear and spun thetires as he started pursuiit.

Anyalooked worried. “What do you think you' re doing?’

“Going after them.”

“Andif you catch them, then what?’

“Asthe saying goes, I'm going to kick ass and take names—in avery litera sense.”

The bogus nursein hisfather’ sroom yesterday had driven away from the hospitd in that truck, and now
that truck had tried to drive into him. It was't big enough to cause the damage that had befalen his
father’ s Grand Marquis without totaling itself, but it was connected. Oh, yes. Definitely connected.

Jack followed the pickup’ s dust cloud aong Pemberton. He was gaining on it when it suddenly braked
and hung ahard right. Jack skidded to a halt, almost missing the turn. He nosed onto apair of sandy ruts
that curved to the right. He accelerated but the dust was so thick that he missed the path and did off into
the brush. It took afew back-and-forth maneuvers to get moving again, and by the time he made it back
to the road—that pair of ruts was nothing more than an arc that curved back to South Road—the truck
was nowhere to be seen.

Jack drove to the intersection and got out. He scanned the roads up and down in search of atell-tale
dust cloud, but saw nothing. The truck had either dowed or pulled off the road to hide in the brush.

Frustration set his teeth on edge as he swung back into the driver seat. He pounded once on the steering
whedl.

“Not toworry,” Anyasad. “1 have afeding you |l be seeing that truck again.”
“Sodol,” Jack said. “That’ sthe problem.”
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Jack needed to pick up some beer and afew munchies. Anya said she needed to do some food
shopping aswell. So, following her directions, he drove them to the Publix in downtown Novaton. On
theway he saw anumber of homeess types begging on the sdewaks. He hadn’t noticed them on past
tripsthrough.



A fellow with acauliflower nose and alumpy face that looked like he' d stuffed his cheeks with marbles
stood near the door. He held a Styrofoam cup and shook the change within, looking for more.

As Jack dowed, trying not to stare but wondering if this guy was related to the two in the pickup, Anya
grabbed hisarm and pulled him through the automatic door.

“Give him nothing. Histype are up to no good.”

Insde, he and Anya split, sherolling her cart toward the produce section while he headed for the snack
ade. There he found more varieties of fried pork rinds and pork cracklinsthan he' d ever imagined
possible. He' d heard of them but never tried any. He passed them by and stocked up on hedlthier
fare—tubes of cheese Pringles, one of his household staples. On hisway back past the pork rinds he
gaveinto an impulse and picked up abag. He d try anything once. Couldn’t tell Gia, though. She’ d be
grossed out.

Hefound the beer section on the left side of the store whereit took up the whole wall. But nowhere on
that wall could hefind Y bor Gold. He saw astock boy who didn’t look old enough to drink stacking
twelve-packs of Bud Light in the cooler; he had late acne and an early goatee. His brown hair was gelled
into shiny spikes. Jack asked him where they hid the Y bor Gold.

“| don't think we carry that one anymore,” he said.

Damn. He d enjoyed those two he' d had on the way down.
“Why not?It'saloca beer.”

“That'snot locd. It'smadein Tampa”

Exasperated, Jack started waving hisarms. “If you can stock Sapporo Draft from the other side of the
world, how come you can’'t stock something from the other side of the state?”’

“Wait aminute,” thekid said. “Cometo think of it...”

He went over to the imported section, shuffled some stock around, and pulled out asix pack of Y bor
Gold. Hehddit up, grinning.

“Knew I’ d seen this somewhere.”

“My hero,” Jack said.

“There' s one more back there. Do you—7?"

“Sold!”

Asthekid put the two six packsin the cart, Jack handed him afive-dollar bill.

“Naw, that' sokay,” he said. “ Just doing my job.”

Jack shoved it into the breast pocket of the kid’ s shirt. “Y eah, but you deserve araise.”

He hunted up Anyaand followed her around as she picked out what she wanted. Thisinvolved playing
touchy-fedy with dmost every piece of fruit in the store. Finally she was done and they checked out.
Jack qualified for an Express Lane and cooled his hedls by the door as her order was rung up.

Out in the parking lot, he was | oading everything into the trunk when he spotted a battered red pickup



parked againgt thefar curb half ablock down. Anyaand Oyv were dready in the car; it was running with
the AC on. Jack leaned in the driver door.

“Can you spare afew minutes?” he said. “| want to check something out.”
She glanced at her watch. “Don't betoo long. I'd like to stop in on your father before we head home.”
That was on Jack’ sto-do list aswell. But firdt...

He angled across the parking lot, then crossed the street. As he approached the truck—no question now
that it was the same one—he noticed a dim young woman with adark complexion and wild hair a
gartling slver white. She leaned against anearby wall. She wore white Levisand atight black vest over a
long-deeved white shirt buttoned up to the collar.

He stared a her. Something familiar about her. Not the hair, but that face, those black eyes...

And then he knew. Stuff that hair under ablack wig, put her in anurse’ s uniform, and she' d bethe
mystery woman who'd fled hisfather’ sroom yesterday.

Firgt she' sabrunettein the hospita, now she’ swhite haired and hanging out on the street. What the hell?

Next to her stood a hulking man Jack recognized as the one who' d ferried the mystery nurse away
yesterday.

Thewoman' s eyes met hisand he saw an ingtant of recognition there. She hid it immediately and did her
gaze off him, but he'd caught it.

Jack stepped back and edged toward the truck. The guy with the bulging forehead was leaning againgt it.
Couldn't forget him. He' d been driving when Jack’ stire was dashed. Had he been driving an hour ago?

Timeto find out. Timeto seeif he could provoke alittle something out of thisclown.

Jack lidded his anger and sdled up to him. The man’s misaligned eyes were fixed on the crowd. Jack got
his attention by giving hisright shoulder anone-too-gentle shove. The guy bumped againgt the truck’s
passenger door and whirled on Jack.

“Hey! What—7’

Whatever he was going to say never got out. Jack saw his eyes widen with recognition and knew he had
hismen.

“Almost nailed me out there, didn’t you,” Jack said, stepping closer and getting in hisface.
“Luke?’ theguy saidinahigh, quavering voice.

Jack gave him another shove. “Whose bright ideawas that? Y ours? Or somebody else’ s?7°
“Luke?’ hesaid again, louder thistime, his eyes darting back and forth. “Luke!”

Jack was about to give him another shove when the big burly guy who' d been next to the woman came
up. Hislittle pig eyesfixed on Jack.

“What'sgoinon?’

“Thisyour truck?’



“What if itis?’

“It Sdeswiped me out in the boonies alittle while ago.”

Luke shook hishead. “No way. It'sbeen sittin here all day. Ain't that right, Corley?’
Corley missed a beat, then nodded his misshapen head. “ Y eah. That’ sright. Here dl day.”

“Redly?’ Jack stepped over to theright front fender and ran his hand adong the belge-streaked dent
there. “I bet if the police compare the paint on these scrapes to the paint on my car they’ |l come up with
aperfect match.”

He had no intention of getting the copsinvolved, but they didn’'t know that.
Luke s eyes shifted from the scrapes, to Corley, to Jack. “What if it does? Don't prove nothin.”

“I think the copswill seeit differently, and then | won't be the only one wanting to know why you tried to
run me down.”

“Somebody tried to run you down?’” said awoman’ s voice behind him.
It wasthe girl.
“Do | know you?’ Jack said.

She stuck out her hand. “My name's Semelee. What' syours?” Her dark eyeswere divewith interest as
shelooked a him.

“Jack,” he said as he shook her hand. Her skin was soft, like ababy’s. He nodded his head toward Luke
and Corley. “Y ou connected to them?’ He knew the answer but wanted to see how she’ d respond.

“They’rekin. Y ou think they tried to run you down?’

“I don’t know who was driving, but | know it wasthat truck.”

Her expression darkened. “Oh, it was, wasit?’ Sheturned and glared at her “kin.” “ Get in the truck.”
Luke spread hishands. “But Semelee...”

“Inthetruck,” she said through her teeth.”Now!”

The two of them moved off like whipped dogs. If nothing else, Jack had learned who ruled the roost.

Shewas all smileswhen she turned back to him. A nice amile. Thefirst he'd seen. It lit up her faceand
made her dmost pretty.

“I'm sure it was just an accident. Those boys drive alittle crazy sometimes. Why don't | buy you adrink
and we cantalk it over. Maybe—"

“What were you doing in my father’ sroom?’
“Your father?” Her brow furrowed. “I don't think [—"
“Hishospital room. You werein it yesterday, wearing awig and dressed likeanurse.”

She snapped her fingers. “Iknew | seen you before.”



Y eah, right. She’ d known him the ingtant she saw him.
“What were you doing there?’

“Oh, that. | been thinkin bout becomin anurse, so | dressed up like one and went to the hospital to see
what it waslike. It didn’t work out. Made me fed kindasickish. | guessnursnain’'t for me”

“I guessitan't.”
Good gtory. It fit nicely with what he d seen, but Jack wasn't buying aword.
She smiled again. “Now, about that drink... 7’

He hesitated. A little face time with her and he might get ahandle on what was going on between his
father and Semeee and her “kin.” But he had Anyaback in the car and he hadn’t seen hisfather yet
today. But maybe he could catch her later.

“Haveto takearain check,” hetold her. “Got to get to the hospital.”
“Oh, yeah. Your daddy. Is he bad sick?’
“He' s been better.”

Another battered pickup, this one blue, pulled up beside the first. For amoment he thought it wasfilled
with migrant workers, but then Jack saw their misshapen heads and bodies. If they were any sort of
workers, they looked like they might be extras for Wes Craven if he was doing anew sequedl toThe Hills
Have Eyes . He recognized the marble-cheeked guy from the Publix. All the funny-looking street people
he' d seen begging on histrip through town were gathered in these two trucks.

“Wdl,” Semeeesad, “well try for that drink some other time.”
Jack tore his eyes away from the blue truck. “We sure will. When?’
“Whenever you want.”

“How do | reach you?’

“Don’'t worry.” Her amile broadened as she opened the passenger door of the pickup and climbed in.
“Just say theword and I'll know.”

Something in her tone sent an icy trickle down Jack’ s spine.
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Jack walked into the hospital room and froze just inside the door. His father, dressed in an open-back
hospital gown with little booties on hisfeet, was Stting up on the edge of the bed eating a plate of green
JI-O.

“Chrigt! Dad...you re awake!”

Hisfather looked up. He looked fresh and rested. He might have been sitting on hisfront porch having a
gmlet.

“Jack? You're here? You?'



His blue eyes were clear and bright through his stedl-rimmed glasses. His hair was damp and combed, his
face looked freshly scrubbed. If not for the facia bruises and the bandage on the side of his head, there
was no evidence that he' d been serioudly hurt.

“Yeah. Me.” He shook hishead. “1 can’'t believe this. Last night you were till level-seven comaand
today...”

“They told me one of my sons had been visiting. | assumed it was Tom. But cometo think of it, | ssemto
remember hearing your voice.”

“| wastdkingtoyoualot.”

“Y ou were? Maybe that’ s what brought me out. | couldn’t believe you were here so | had to seefor
mysdlf.” He sighed and looked at Jack. “Isthiswhat | have to do to get you to vist?’

“Such athing to say!” Anyasaid, bustling around Jack and heading for the bed. She' d hung back at the
doorway, making Oyv comfortable, she'd said, and had waved Jack ahead. “Be nice, Thomas.”

“Anya” hisfather said, eyeslighting a the Sght of her. “What are you doing here?’
“Jack brought me. We ve becomefast friends.” Shetook hisright hand in both of hers. “How are you?’

“I'm fine. Better every minute, especialy since they took that catheter out of me.” He shuddered. “That's
not something—"

“There sheidl” said a heavily accented woman’ svoice. Jack turned and saw athin little Hispanic woman,
dressed like anurse’ saide, standing next to the hulking form of Nurse Schoch, pointing at Anya. “ She's
the onel told you about.”

Nurse Schoch, looking as stern as ever, glanced down at the aide and spoke in arumbling voice. “You
want to tell me again what you saw?’

“| was in the bathroom, washing the sink, when she comein and hold his hand and say, ‘ Okay, Tom.
Y ou’' ve been adeep long enough. Today’ sthe day you get up.” That'swhat she say.”

Anyalaughed and waved ahand at her. “How do you know | don't say that to him every day?’

Thelittle woman shook her head. “Right after sheleave, he St up in bed and ask meif hemiss
breekfast.”

“Did 7" hisfather said, smiling. “I don’t remember. | wasalittle groggy after | first woke up, but I'm fine
now.” The amilefaded. “ So many things| don’t remember. They tell me | had an accident but | don’t
remember athing abouit it.”

Theadewasdill pointing at Anya. Brujal”
Jack knew enough Spanish to know she was calling Anyaawitch.
“Enough of that,” Schoch said. “ Go clean something. Git.”

After onelast fearful look at Anya, thelittle woman scurried off. Nurse Schoch stepped over to his
father’ s side and took his blood pressure. She nodded and wrote on a clipboard.

“How am| doing?’ he said.



“Fine”” Schoch smiled and, surprisingly, it didn't bresk her face. “Amazingly fine. Dr. Huerta' s coming up
to seeyou.”

“Who'she?’
“She. She' s been taking care of you since you were brought into the ED.”
“Wdll, she' d better get here fast, because as soon as| finish this Jdl-O, I’ m going home.”

Jack and Schoch began talking at the sametime, telling him he couldn’'t, that he' d just had a serious
injury, and so on and so on. Didn’t faze him.

“I don't like hospitds. | fed fine. I’'m going home.”

Jack recognized the note of findlity in hisfather’ svoice. He' d heard it asakid. It meant Dad had made
up hismind and that was that.

“Youcan't,” Schochtold him.

He peered at her through his glasses. “I guess|’m alittle confused. When did | become the hospitd’s
property?”

Schoch blinked and Jack guessed no one had ever asked her that.

“Y ou're certainly not the hospital’ s property, but you became itsresponsibility when you were wheeled
through the doors.”

“| gppreciatethat,” hesaid. “Redly, | do. And from theway | fed right now, you' ve al done awonderful
job. But I no longer need a hospital, so I'm going home. Where' sthe problem?’

“The problem, Dad...,” Jack said, fedling his patience dipping. Hisfather was acting dumb. “The
problem isthat you had a serious accident—"

“So I’'mtold. Can't remember athing about it so | guess |’ Il have to take people sword for it.”
“It happened,” Jack told him. “I’ ve seen the car. Totaled.”

Hewinced. “Not even ayear old.” He shook hishead. “1 wish | could remember.”

Jack watched hisfather’ s expresson. Was that fear in his eyes? Was he afraid? Of what?

“That’snot the point,” hetold him. “The point isyou ve been in acomafor three days and how do we
know you won't lgpse back into onein the next minute or hour or day?’

Hissmilewasthin. “Wedon’t. But if | do, you can bring me back here.” He held out his arm—the one
with the IV running into it—to Schoch. “Would you remove that, please?’

She shook her head. “Not without doctor’s orders.”

“Okay, then. I'll do it mysdlf.”

“Chrigt, Dad,” Jack said as hisfather began peding off the tape that held thelinein place.

“All right, dl right,” Schoch said. “I'll take it out for you. Just let me get atray.”

As she lumbered out, Jack looked at Anya. She hadn’t said aword through al this. He looked at his



father who had lowered the top of his hospital gown and was pedling off the cardiac monitor leads.
“Can’'t you convince him?” he said to her. “I obvioudy can't.”

Oyv popped his head out of her big straw bag as Anya shook hers. “1 should be making his decisons?
He' snot crazy.”

“He sacting crazy.”
“Hewantsto leave the hospital because he fedlsfine. What' s so crazy about that?”

Thanksfor the help, he thought. He' d fed alot better if hisfather would stay just one more day, to make
sure his condition was stable. He had to find away around his reckless stubbornness.

Anyawas garing at him. “ Switch places. What would you do in his Stuation?’
I’d get the hell out of here and go home, he thought. But he couldn’t say that.
“I'm lots younger and—"

Oyv dropped back down into the bag as an anxious looking Nurse Schoch came charging into the room,
carrying atray. She stopped at the foot of the bed and shook her head as she stared at the cardiac leads
scattered across the shest.

“I figured that was what you were doing when the monitor flatlined, but | had to be sure”

A few minutes later, Dad had a gauze patch taped over the spot where the IV had been. He stood and
looked around.

“All I need now are my clothes.”

“They had to throw them out.” Here was the angle Jack had been looking for. “They were too bloody to
keep. Y ou know what? Why don’t you hang out here one more night and I’ll come back first thing in the
morning with some of your clothes. How does that sound?’

“Terrible, I'll wear thisif | haveto.”

Jack thought of refusing to drive him home, but what would that accomplish? All he had to dowascall a
cab.

He caught aglimpse of hisfather’ s skinny white buttocks through the back of the hospital gown ashe
walked to thetiny closat.

“Well, will you look at thisl” he said as he opened the door. He held up awhite golf shirt and tan
Bermuda shorts. “ Just what the doctor ordered.”

“Somehow | doubt that,” Jack said. Helooked at Anya. “Where d they come from? Y ou were herethis
morning. Did you—7?’

“Youthink I go snooping in closets?’
Hisfather headed for the bathroom. “I'll be out in aminute.”
“Dad, those aren’t your clothes.”

“I'm claming them for the moment. I’ ll bring them back tomorrow.”



| give up, Jack thought. I'm licked. He'sgoing home.

While he was changing, Anya puttered around the room, opening and closing drawers, filling alittle
plastic bag with the sogps, mouthwash, toothpaste, and other necessities the hospital had supplied.

“No sensein letting any of thisgo to waste,” she said. “He s paid for it, after al—probably through the
nosg, if | know hospitas.”

Jack watched as her hand darted behind the headboard. She pulled something out and quickly shoved it
into the plastic bag. He didn't seeit, but he could guess what it was. She was taking back her painted tin
can totem.

Dad, till wearing his hospital booties, stepped out of the bathroom and spread hisarmsto show off his
new duds.

“Would you believeit? A perfect fit.”
“Imeginethat.”

Jack looked at Anyabut she wouldn’t make eye contact. What was her part in dl this? Wasthat nurse's
aderight? Could Anyahave had something to do with hisfather’s miraculous recovery? That would be
strange, but he was becoming used to strange.

“Areweready?’ hisfather sad. “Then let’'sgo!”
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On the ride back to Gateways—Jack driving, hisfather in the passenger seat, Anyaand Oyv in the
back—he told hisfather what he knew about the accident, including the anonymous call to the police that
appeared to have been made before the crash.

“I wish | could remember,” hesaid. “Thelast thing | recdll isleaving the house and driving out the front
gate. And that’ sit. What happened during the drive? Why can’'t | remember?’

“It'scalled retrograde amnesia,” Jack told him. *'Y ou can't retrieve memories of eventsright before you
got hit. There' sagood chance over time your brain will sort them out, but then again, it may never.”

Hisfather stared at him. “How do you know so much about it?’
Oops. “A sort of lecture | listened to once. Very interesting.”

The spesker had been Doc Hargus. Jack had been knocked cold in afall from afire escape. After
coming to he’ d known enough to get to Hargus to have his scalp sewn up, but couldn’t remember why
he’ d been on the fire escape in the first place. The doc had explained about post-traumatic memory |oss,
both antegrade and retrograde. It had taken afew days, but Jack finally remembered how he' d got there.
And who'd shoved him off.

“Well, | hope mine comes back soon. Asfor the accident being reported before it happened...” He
shook his head. “Impossible. So we can forget that. Somebody’ swatch wasway off. That'sthe only
explanation. Wasn't it Sherlock Holmes who said, *When you eliminate the impossible, whatever
remains, however improbable, must be the truth’ 7’

Jack was sure he' d heard Basil Rathbone state that a hundred times.



“Yeah, | think s0.”

Except, considering the course of Jack’ s life these past months, the impossible was not as easy to
eliminate as he’ d once assumed.

After Jack parked the car in the cul-de-sac, hisfather inssted—over his son’s protests—on helping
carry Anya sgroceriesinto her house. They |eft her there with apromise to return for cocktail hour.

As he preceded Jack into the front room of hishouse, he said, “1 guess | should be saying, Boy, it's great
to be home. But | can't. | may have been in that hospita bed for days, but | fed asif | |eft hereonly a
few hoursago.”

He lowered himself into the recliner and stared into space. Jack watched him and realized he was scared.
He d never seen hisfather scared, or imagined he could be. He knew he couldn’t leave him like this.

“I’'mgoing to stay afew days” hetold him. “If that’sdl right with you.”

Hisfather looked up a him. *Y ou? Acting like you' re amember of afamily? What gives?’

The remark stung, and that must have shown in Jack’ s face because hisfather’ s voice abruptly softened.
“I’'m sorry. | shouldn’'t have said that. I'm glad you' re here. Y ou don’t know how glad. It'sjust...”
“Just what?’

“Kate sfunera. Why weren't you there? | ill can’t believe you didn’t show up.”

“| couldn’t.”

“Like hell. A hundred, maybe two hundred people showed up. Mothers bringing the children she'd
treated, people she' d trested as kids bringing their own children. All those strangers madeit to her
funera, but not her own brother. She touched alot of livesin her life, Jack, but yours most of al. She
practically raised you. Y ou brought out the nurturer in her. When you needed changing or needed to be
sung to deep, she' d take over, she'd say she'd do it. She'd dl but fight with your mother to take care of
you.”

“I know,” Jack whispered through a constricting throat. “Don’'t you think I’ d have been thereif it had
been possible—any way possible?’

“Then why weren't you?’

How could hetell him it was because BATF and FBI people were there too? Taking pictures. Because
of theway Kate died, and the events leading up to and connected to her death, they’ d camped outside
the funeral home and cemetery with their telefoto lenses. Jack had spotted them just as he was about to
turn into the funeral home parking lot. He d driven on. He couldn’t let them take his picture and have it
end up pinned to a corkboard wall with a question mark benegth it. Who he was was aquestion he
didn’t want them even asking, |et aone answering.

“It waan't...it just wasn't possble”
“Why not? Wereyou injail? In ahospital in acoma? Those reasons I’ |l accept. Anything less...”
“| wasthere. | couldn’t make it to the ceremonies, but | visited her grave after the funera.”

“If you could show up then, why couldn’t you show up before?”



Jack remembered the anger he' d felt at spotting the feds outside the funera home. Buit it had been an
anger tinged with guilty relief. Their presence meant he wouldn't have to face Kate' skids, her
ex-husband, and his father. Because there’ d be too many questions about Kate' slast daysand he
couldn’t tell them anything because there was so much she hadn’t wanted them to know. But most of al
because he ft in some ways respongble for her death. In her last moments he' d soothed her while she
bled, held her cooling hand after she died.

“Through thewhole orded,” hisfather said, “ everyone kept asking if the long-lost Jack would show, and
| said of course you would, especially since she'd just been taking care of you while you were sick.”

“Y ou know about that?’

“She cdled Ron the night shedied.. .told him. Shewas till 1ooking after you, even after you' d grown
up.” Tearsfilled hiseyes. “ She brought Kevin and Lizzie down for Easter week last spring. | didn’t know
it would bethelast timel’d see her dive. | was supposed to go up and stay with her awhilein July.
Instead | went up for her funeral.” Hisvoice hovered on the edge of asob. “1 miss her, Jack. Even
though I moved down here we till talked. We phoned each other two or three times aweek.”

Jack took a step closer. He reached out ahand to put on the old man’s shoulder, hesitated halfway
there—would he shrug it off2—then pushed past the doubt. He gave hisfather’ s bony shoulder agentle
queeze.

“Kate was awonderful person, Dad. Y ou can aways be proud of her. Y ou and Mom deserve alot of
credit for that.”

Helooked up at Jack. “1 wonder. Kate turned out grest, but you and Tom...whereis he, anyway?’

That reminded him: He should call Tom and let him know Dad was out of the coma. Not that he seemed
too worried. He d yet to call for an update.

“He couldn’t makeit. Hetold me he' stied up with somelegd thingin Philly.”

He shook hishead. “Figures. Tom’s aways got something elseto do; we al know who's number onein
hislife. And then there’ syou. . .the vanished son. | suppose your mom and | deserve credit for the two of
you aswdl asKate, don't we.”

He sounded so hitter. Maybe he had aright to be. Jack started to dide his hand off the shoulder but his
father grabbed it and squeezed.

“I’'m sorry, Jack. | had to let this out. It's been eating at me since the funeral. And since you never
returned my cals...”

“Y eah, sorry about that.” Again, he hadn’'t known what he could say.

“...I never had achanceto get this off my chest. | ill don't understand, and | guess | never will. You're
holding back on me. | don’t know why but | hope someday you'll tell methered story.” Hereleased
Jack’ s hand and dapped his pdms againg histhighs. “ Until then, I’ m through with thiskind of talk. It's
putting mein afunk.”

He sat in dlence for amoment, Jack standing beside the chair, trying to come up with something to say.
But he didn’'t have to. Hisfather broke the silence by rising from the chair and heading for the kitchen.

“I’m going to have a beer. Want one?’



“Do you think you should? | mean, you werein acomathis morning and—"

“Do you want one or not?” he snapped.

If you can't beat him, Jack thought, join him.

“Y eah, okay. Pop meone.”

Hisfather opened the refrigerator door and pulled out an amber bottle. “What' sthis?’
“Oh, that’san Ybor. It'saFloridabrew | discovered.”

Hisfather gave him ahard look. “What did you do? Movein while | was out cold?’
“Wdl, Anyasad you d want it that way.”

“Shedid, did she?’

These mood swings between friendly and hostile were getting to be abit too much. “Look, if you want
meto move out—"

“I wouldn't heer of it.”
He popped the caps off apair and handed one to Jack. They clinked the bottles.
Jack said, “To letting bygones be bygones?” At least for now.

“Not always as easy asit sounds, but I'll drink to that.” Hisfather took a sip and then studied the label.
“Ybor Gold, ay?1 likeit.”

Jack took along pull. “Y eah. But they should have named it Y gor Gold. Then they could have had this
sneaky-looking hunchback on the label. Would have been very cool.”

Hisfather stared a him. “Now why on earth would you think of that? Why would anyone think of that?
Y ou know, | used to worry that al those monster movies you watched as a kid would warp you. Now |
can seethey did. | swear they did.”

“Hey, I’ve watched lots of romantic filmstoo, Dad, but they didn’t make me romantic. And | know |
must have seen hundreds, maybe athousand comedies, but they didn’t make me funny. | haven’t
committed stand-up yet and, trust me, I’ mnot the life of the party.”

Hisfather laughed for the first time since he’d come out of the coma. That was agood thing.
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They hung around the front room for about twenty minutes or so, Spping their brews and making small
talk, then hisfather dozed off in hisrecliner. At first Jack worried that he' d lapsed back into coma, but he
responded when Jack shook his shoulder. He left him deeping in his chair and went outside.

Through the |ate afternoon haze he spotted Carl working three houses down. When he saw Jack he
hurried toward him acrossthe dry grass. A small garden spade protruded from hisright deeve.

“I heard about your daddy,” he said, flashing ayellow grin. “Red glad he' sokay. That's pan-o-ramic!”
“Sorry?’



He shrugged. “1 just like the word. Anyways, I’ m glad he' s back.”
“Thanks, Carl. HE s napping now.”

“Good. Red good. Lookslikethelist don’t get more pan-o-ramic.”
Wishing he' d never uttered that word, Jack said, “What lig?’

“Theligt of Gateways folks who' ve gone before their time—not thet ‘ before their time’ meansawhole
helluvalot round a place like this. Funera home waiting roomsiswhét they is.”

“I'm not following you.”
“Had abunch of strange deathsred recent like.”
Jack felt acrawly sensationin hisgut. “Like what? Hit and runs?’

“Nup. Nothin like that. | mean strange. Like Mrs. Borger bein attacked by about a dozen pelicans|ast
year—right before Christmas, it was. Pecked her to death. | hear tell one of them bit into her neck and
there was blood shootin everwhere. Beenin Horidaal my lifeand | ain’t never heard of no one bein
attacked by no pdicans. Then back in March there was Mr. Leo, dl bitten up by a bunch of spiders.
Brown recluses, they say.” He shuddered. “If | was ever onFear Factor , that’s what would set me to
runnin. Anyways, Doc Harris said he’ s never heard of someone gettin bit more’ n once, but there you go.
Poor old guy died in the hospitd.”

“Then just last June, Mr. Neusner trips and falsinto awhole nest of coral snakes. Hewas DOA likethe
others. Cometo think of it, your daddy was the only accident that made it to the hospital dive. | guess
that' sagood sgn.”

“Let’'shopeso.”

“Funny thing about Mr. Neusner and the cord snakes. We got asayin down here: ‘red touch
ydlow—kill afelow.”

“What' sthat mean?’

“Well, there' s cord snakes, which got red, yellow, and black stripes, and they’ s poisonous as all get out.
And then there sthe scarlet snake and the scarlet king snake which got smilar stripesbut they’re
harmless. Theway you tell em apart isby the order of their stripes.”

“Y ou mean people hang around long enough to check out the stripe order?”

“Sure. If it'sgot ared stripe next to ayelow stripe, it'sacoral snake. If it don’t, then you' re okay. Y ou
may get bit, but you won't get poisoned.” He pronounced it “pie-zund.”

Jack said, “I’'m acity boy. | see any snake, striped or plaid, I’m gone.”
He much preferred dealing with human snakes than the legless kind.

“But thething is,” Carl added, “I seen one of them snakes, the one Mr. Neusner ssomped on before he
kedled over. Don’'t know bout the other onesthat bit him, but this one didn’t have no red touchin yellow.
It shouldn’t have been poisonous, but it was.” He shook his head. “Kinda scary when somethin you
always depended on turns out not to be true anymore.”



Tell me about it, Jack thought. He' d seen the pins kicked from under more than one Cherished Truth
lady.

“Y ou said there was a nest of them? Right here at Gateways? How? The place |ooks so...manicured.”

“I can't figure that one neither. | run the mower over that spot every week and | ain’t never seen no
snake nedt. | think abunchathem just coiled theirselfs dl together durin the night and was il there when
Mr. Neusner come by like he did every mornin.” Carl looked away, toward the Everglades. “ Almost
like...”

“Almogt likewhat?’

“Likethey waswaitin for him.”

Jack’sgut crawled again. “You don't really believe that, do you?’
A shrug. “ Jugt athought.”

“I’'m having athought too,” Jack said asthe crawling sensation increased. “ December, March,
June...every three months someone buysit. And three months from Juneis—’

“September,” Carl said. “Y ou're thinkin of your daddy, right? But the otherswas donein right here at
Gateways by thingslike birds and spiders and snakes—all natura like. Y our daddy had a car accident
and hewasn't here at Gateways like the others.”

But the regularity of the fatal mishapsto Gateways residents, the steady three-month intervals between
them, bothered Jack. Especidly since hisfather had amost bought it at the end of another three-month
cycle.

Something might be going on, but it sure as hell wasn't the Everglades seeking revenge.

Jack feared something less substantia but far more red might be behind it.
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Tom awoke from his nap and looked around. Where was Jack? Or had he only dreamed he was here?
That might mean that the whole comathing was a dream too.

Then Jack walked in the front door and he felt a strange mix of emotions: up that his prodiga son had
come home, even if only for afew days, and down because it meant the accident and comawere dl redl.

“Oh,” Jack said. “Y ou' re awake. Short nap.”

“The short ones are the best. They don’t leave you groggy.”

Jack headed toward the kitchen. “1’m going to have another beer. Want one?’
“No, thanks. But you go ahead.”

Tom watched him twist off the top of an Y bor Gold and thought how much he looked like his mother. He
had Jane’ s brown hair and brown eyes. And he moved with her grace, her economy of motion.

Tom hadn’t seen hisyounger son in over ayear, not since that father-son tennis match he' d roped him
into last summer. He' d changed in that time. He didn’t look older, but his eyes hed adifferent look. He
couldn’'t cdl it ahunted look. Maybe haunted? Haunted by Kate' s death? Or was it something else?



Guilt, maybe. Wéll, heshould fed guilty about missing Kat€ sfunera. Damn guilty.

Hedidn't know what to make of hisyounger son. He d thought they’ d been close. He' d made a specia
effort to gpend time with Jack while he was growing up. An unplanned baby. He and Jane had their boy
and their girl and were content with that. But Jack showed up eight years after Kate, and neither Tom nor
Jane had quite the energy they’ d had with the first two. But Tom hadn’t wanted to shortchange thelittle
guy, thusthe specid effort.

But then Jane was killed; and less than ayear later Jack disappeared. He' d called home once to say he
was okay and not to worry, but wouldn’t say any more. In the space of lessthan ayear Tom logt hiswife
and one of his sons. He' d never imagined he could hurt so much. He thought hisworld had come apart.

He blamed himsdlf at firs—what had he done, where had he gone wrong? But then he cameto redlize
that disappearing was in keeping with Jack’ s character ashe' d cometo know it.

He' d redlized early on how bright Jack was, brighter than either Tommy or Kate, but hewas also
something of aloner. Okay, more than something of aloner. He did well enough gradewise, but dl his
teachers said he' d do better if he applied himsdlf. That and “ Does not play well with others’ were
congtants during his early schooling.

Although anatural athlete, he never seemed to care for sports. At least not team sports. It was his
father’ surging rather than any desire to compete that drove him to sign up for a.couple of the high school
teams. He joined the track team, but as a cross-country runner where he was competing with the terrain
and himsdlf as much as the opposing school’ s team. He also spent two years on the swim team. Both
loner sports.

Even hisfirst summer job—cutting lawnsin the neighborhood—was a solitary enterprise. He borrowed
the family lawnmower and went into businessfor himsalf. Asa college student he needed more cash so
he went to work for one of the local landscapers.

But what he redlly seemed to enjoy most was reading far-out fiction—if it had amonster or a spaceship
on the cover he bought it—and watching old sci-fi and monster movies.

He' d worried about Jack, urging him into more socia activities.It’'sabeautiful Saturday. Go down to the
park and get into one of the ball games! Jack would reluctantly get on his bike and pedal off. Later, as
Tom was riding through town, he' d spot Jack’ s bike chained to a standpipe outside the local theater that
was showing a Saturday afternoon monster double feature.

He d worried then, he worried now. Jack earned hisliving, at least asfar as Tom could tell, asan
gppliance repairman. In the few times during the past fifteen years that he' d seen his son—times he could
number on the fingers of one hand—and had a chance to ask him about it, he’ d dways seemed evasive.
Maybe because he sensed hisfather’ s disappointment. Nothing wrong in being arepairman in and of
itself; the world needed people who could fix the mechanical and eectronic conveniences of modern life.
Fine. But he wanted more for his son. Jack had three and ahdf years of college behind him that he
was't using. What was he going to do when his eyes got bad and hisfingers got arthritic? Did he think
he was going to get by on that Ponzi scheme called Socia Security? Tom hoped not.

But what bothered him more was that Jack seemed rootless, disconnected, adrift. Not exactly a
ne er-do-well, buit. ..

But what? Why was he so secretive about hislife? Tom was abdiever in everyone sright to privacy, but
redly...it wasamos asif Jack were hiding something.



Earlier thisyear Tom had gathered the courage to ask if hewas gay. Jack had denied it, and his easy
laugh as he' d assured him that he was attracted only to women had convinced him he wastelling the
truth. Tom wouldn't deny that that had been ardlief. But if Jack had said yes, well, Tom would have tried
to find away to accept it. He was glad that wouldn't be necessary.

Soif it wasn't that, what? Was he using drugs? Or worse, dedling them? He prayed not. And for some
reason, thought not.

He supposed Jack’ s unused education rankled him the most. Education wasn't something Tom took
lightly. He d fought and killed to get his.

Hedid back adong the lines of hislifeto his childhood. He d been born during the Great Depression, the
son of atruck farmer outside Camden who' d been scraping by before the economy crashed, and
continued to scrape by after. At least they always had food on the table, even if it was only vegetables
they picked or pulled from the ground themselves.

Tom’ sfather had been just old enough to see alittle action in the First World War, and just alittle bit too
old to fight in the Second, athough that hadn’t stopped him from trying to enlist after hearing news of
what the Japs did to Pearl Harbor. Tom remembered being afraid that they’ d soon see hordes of yellow
men running wild through the streets of America. He' d read numerous scenarios describing just that
during the late thirtiesin the pages of theOperator 5 magazines he borrowed from akid in school.

But hisfather was rgjected and the Japs never set foot one on North America. So much for that worry.

But when Tom hit eighteen there was no money for college. He d donewell in high school but not well
enough for ascholarship. So he enlisted in the Army. It was peacetime S0 it seemed a safe place to be:
earn alittle money, save what he could, and maybe see some of the world in the bargain. But most
importantly, it offered a chanceto get off that farm.

A year after he enlisted he was seeing the world, all right. Shipped to Japan and then to South Koreato
fightinaUN “police action.” Even now, he ground histeeth every time he heard that phrase. It had been
afull-blown war. He d fought from sunny Seoul to the frozen hills of North Korea where he witnessed
firsthand the Red Chinese human-wave assaults. For years after, he awoke sweating and shaking with the
memory. At least he was dive to have nightmares, unlike too many in his unit who came back in boxes.

When he returned to the States he found aday job and used the Gl Bill to put himsalf through night
school. He graduated with an accounting degree and soon qualified asa CPA. Hejoined Price
Waterhouse and spent the rest of hisworking life with the firm. He was able to provide hiswifeand
children with dl the things his own father had been unableto give him. To Tom, the most important of
those was a higher education. Tom Jr. had made good use of it, so had dear Kate. The result was a
lawyer and adoctor in the family.

And then there was Jack. ..

The man in question dropped into a chair opposite Tom.
“Can | ask you something, Dad?’

“Sure”

“What were you doing out on those back roads at that hour?’

Tom amogt told him it was none of hisbusiness but bit it back. He had to put this anger behind him,
forget what happened before and be glad for the now.



Could hedo that? He had to try.

“Jugt driving. | havetrouble deeping latdly. | lietherein bed and | close my eyes but it won't come. They
tell you not to stay in bed if you can’t get to deep, so | go out for adrive.”

“And do what?’

“Not much. Lots of times | stop the car and Sit on the hood and watch the sky. Jack, you wouldn't
believeit. Y ou can cruise those back roads at night and not see another soul. Y ou stop the car and turn
off the headlights and get out and above you are starslike you' ve never seen, starslike | haven't seen
ancel wasakid in the Jersey sticks, when the air was till clean enough to see the Milky Way smeared
acrossthetop of the sky. It’s breathtaking.”

“Y ou dways drive the same route?’

“Pretty much. There aren’t many roads to choose from out there.”
“So you have apretty set pattern?’

“I guess 0. Why areyou asking?’

Jack took asip from hisbottle. “ Just trying to put some pieces together. Since there’ s no one out there,
do you bother to stop at stop signs?’

“Wall, yes. Of course| do. It may not make sense but...| guessit’sjust habit. And it’snot asif I’'m going
anywhere, or in ahurry to get there.”

“The copsthink you might have blown through a stop sign and got tagged by something speeding along
South Road. Something big.”

Tom shook hishead. “I wish | could remember.”

It disturbed him no end that apiece of hislife was missng—an important piece, onethat had put himina
comafor days. It scared him alittle...no, it scared him alot not knowing any of the details. That waswhy
he couldn’t stay in the hospital. If he had to bein the dark asto what had happened to him, he' d rather
beinthe dark here, in familiar surroundings. ..where he felt he wasin control. Or felt he had a |east some
modicum of control, evenif illusory.

“Do you remember awoman attacked by pelicans last year?”’

“Sure. Adele Borger. Terrible thing. | heard she was walking with two other women whom the pelicans
ignored. They attacked just her. They say shewas aterrible mess.”

“And the guy bitten by the snakes?’
“Ed Neusner. Where' d you hear about him and Adele?’
“From Carl.”

Tom had to smile. “Telephone, telegraph, tdl Carl. He s the Gateways gossipmonger. Not the brightest
bulb in the box, but agood man. Hard worker. He' s got some wild ideas, though. Has hetold you his
theory about the angry Evergladesyet?’

Jack nodded. “ Y eah. Maybe it’ s not so far-out. What about the guy killed by spiders?’



“Joe Leo? What about him?’
“Hasn't anyone noticed a pattern to these deaths—like every three months?’

“No.” Was heright? Every three months?“No on€e' s ever mentioned it. But why would they? It can’t be
anything other than coincidence.”

“Do you redlize your accident fallsright into the pattern?”

Good Lord, Jack was right. The muscles along the back of his neck tightened, but only for a second.
Coincidence. That wasal it was, dl it could be.

Tom forced agmile. “Isthiswhat you do in your spare time—invent conspiracies?’
Jack looked at him. “As amatter of fact, yes”

“Don’'t tedl meyou believein UFOs. Pleasedon’t.”

“Thekind with diensingde? Hardly. But I’ ve had to stop believing in coincidences.”
Tom wondered at the blesknessin his son’stone. “What does that mean?’

“Nothing.” Jack shook his head. “Maybe I’ m reading too much into this. For aminute | had thiswild idea
that the Gateways honchos might be offing some of their hedlthier resdentsin order to have their houses
revert to them.”

“Thatisawild idea”

Hesghed. “I know. Especidly when | redlized that the houses would stay with the spouses. So there
goes the motive for that scenario.”

“Except...,” Tom sad asthat tightening sensation crept again into the back of his neck, stronger thistime.
“Except that Adele was awidow and Joe and Ed were widowers.”

“Oh, Jeez,” Jack said asthey stared at each other.
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In Semeleg’ svision, at least in the eye covered by the shell, she moved at aheight varyin from onefoot to
amost two foot above the ground. Clumps of saw grass whipped past a eyelevel. Then she was
gplashin through ashallow pond, and now back up into the grass again. The goin was tougher than it
shoulda been. In September of any other year, she—or rather, Devil—woulda been able to stay in the
wet for thewholetrip. Thisyear, though, was different. Still, the drought wasn't gonnakeep Devil from
goin where she wanted him to.

The goin was rougher for another reason: She had to stay on course and find her landmarks with only
oneeye.

At last she came to the pond she' d been searchin for. Thelevel was down, but not as much as most
others. She did into the water and dove deep. Devil’ s underwater vision was good, better than any
human could claim, and soon enough she found the mouth of the tunnd.

She entered adark place, so dark that even Devil’ s eyeswas no good here. Sometime long ago, when
al thisland was formed, something happened heregbouts thet |eft a channe through the limestone. Its
width was enough to alow Devil to swim through, but just barely. She had to go mostly by fed.



The channd branched and Semelee guided Devil to the l€eft. It seemed to go on forever, but eventualy
she saw aglimmer of light ahead. Devil surged forward. She could fed his hunger, but she held him back,
dowin him to astop afew feet below the surface. She made him hover there for afew heartbeats, then
started adow float toward the surface. Shelet only his eyes and the top of his snout break the surface.
An egret wading at the pond edge saw him and took flight. Smart bird. As Devil took abreath through
the nogtrils atop his snout, Semelee focused on the old man’s house.

She' d been watchin the place through afrog’ s eyes, waitin for the son to come home. After bein so close
to him in town this afternoon, she had to see him again. She' d felt somethin click between them. Like
magic. She sensed destiny there. No doubt about it.

But as she' d been watchin she saw him arrive with that old crone from next doorand his daddy! Semelee
was s0 shocked she dmost dropped her eye-shell. She thought thiswas bad at first, but then changed
her mind. Sheredized that somethin must be helpin her, somethin big and powerful, maybe even the
Gladesitsalf must be guidin events. Because now that the old man was out of the hospital, he was closer
to her. Comin home put him within srikin distance.

And grikin wasjust why she' d guided Devil here. She had to get thisfinished. And it had to bethisold
man. He' d been offered, and had to go before the time of thelights.

Asabonus, after the old man was gone, there’ d be nothin standin between her and the son. They could
get together, just like they was meant to.

She watched the front door. She wondered when the old man would come out...or if he d come out.
Might bealong wait.

She heard voices. Good thing agator’s ears was aop his head, just behind the eyes, otherwise she
wouldamissed it. A swish of Devil’ stail angled him around so she could see who wastakin and...

Semelee blinked—her own eyes, not Devil’ s—and stared. There he was: the old man—wearing one of
the ugliest Hawaiian shirts she' d ever seen—and his son gttin in the neighbor lady’ sfront yard. Thiswas
too good to be true.

She made Devil sink toward the bottom of the pond, and then had him back up to the far end. When she
and Devil madetheir strike, he had to be movin fast. He had to come out of the water at full speed and
charge right at the old man. The big gator was hungry so she couldn’t et him get distracted and go for
anyone else—not that skinny old lady and especidly not the son. She had to keep him on course. Not
such an essy thing because when agator opened his mouth, it blocked his straight-ahead vision. To make
up for that, nature made it so that if anything touches the lower jaw, the upper snaps down like a bear
trap. That meant she had to aim just right so that nothin—not furniture and not the wrong people—got in
Devil’ sway.

Once he got histeeth set in the old man, nothin was gonna break hishold. Semelee would have Devil
drag him into the pond and take him to the bottom. The tunnd was too narrow to fit both gator and prey,
30 once the old man was drowned, she’d let Devil chow down alittle before high-tail init back to the

lagoon.

Back at the far end of the pond now, she surfaced for another look. Y es...there he was, talkin and
drinkin...if sheangled hersdlf just right, she' d have aclear shot at the old buzzard. She' d sink, use
Devil’ s powerful tail to propd them through the water, then hit the land a-runnin. The old man wouldn’t
know what hit him. And findly she’ d finish off what she, Luke, and Devil had begun the other night.
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Tom watched the sunset. He and Anyadid thisalot. Not every afternoon, but often enough to approach
the status of atradition. He was wearing one of hisfavorite shirts, the one with MaunaLoain full eruption
on the back with bright orange lava flowstrailing around to the front. As usua, Anyawas spping her
wine. He d brought over afew beers. Often he' d supply a stainless-sted shaker of gimletsthat he put in
theice bucket, but the Sapphire supply seemed lower than he remembered. Had Jack been nipping at it?

Jack had caled hisbrother to tell him their father was up and about, then handed him the phone. His
older son had made a stab at sounding overjoyed, but what he really sounded was distracted. He said
everything was fine but Tom sensed that something was bothering him.

Did this mean he now had two secretive sons?

Jack had come dong for the sunset tonight, and Tom learned that he and Anya had done the watch last
night.

They redly seemed to have hit it off, those two. He felt atwinge of ...what? Jealousy? No, that was
ridiculous. He liked Anya—l oved her, in fact—but in a brotherly way. He felt no sexud attraction to her.
Shewas afriend, aconfidante, adrinking buddy. He could talk to her, confidein her. She'd lent him an
ear when he' d talked about his self doubts and hiswayward children, she'd held him when he'd cried
after receiving word about Kate' s death. What sexua urges he had—and they seemed to be
diminishing—were more than satisfied by a couple of the horny widows populating Gateways South.
They weren’t looking for long-term relationships—what an adien concept in this environment—and
neither was he. The couplings were Viagrafueled, but alot of the pleasure wasin the shuggling and
cuddling and having someone esein bed with you.

He turned on the battery-powered CD-player-radio he aways brought dong. But instead of the usua
gentle music from the AM station he kept it tuned to, rap burst from the speakers.

“What the hdl?’ He checked the did and, sure enough, it was tuned to the right band. “What' s going on
here?’

“They changed the format while you were in the hospitd, hon,” Anyasaid.
1] No! ”
“Afraid so. Sorry.”

Hejabbed at the off switch. “What’ s happening to the world? Used to be I’ d drive behind women and
they’ d be doing eye makeup and fixing their hair in the rearview mirror. Now it'smen who can't take
their eyes off themsdves—staring at themsdalves and primping. Chrigt, everything’ sgoing to hell inahand
basket.”

“Yeah,” Jack said, “and you can bet it' sgot aFendi or Gucci logo oniit.”

“Very funny.” He pointed at hisson’s T-shirt. “Look at that. *Hilfiger’ al acrossthe front of your shirt.
They sdl you the shirt, then turn you into afree walking advertisement for their product. Y ou should be
chargingthem to weer it.”

“It'stheway of theworld, Dad,” Jack said. “Everybody doesit.”
“And that makesit right? Since when do you of al people want to look like everybody else?’



“Long story, Dad.”

“I'll bet.”

What' s the matter with me? he thought. Why am | so cross? | sound like a crotchety old man.
He smiled to himself. Hell, lam a crotchety old man. But not without reason, not—

Anyad sdog sarted yipping. The little Chihuahuawas standing at the edge of the pond barking at the
water. Crazy little dog. Tom had noticed a snowy egret there afew moments ago but it was gone now.
Probably scared off by the pooch. Nothing in sight but placid water.

He noticed another sound. A chorus of clanking rattles from al around him. The homemade
ornaments—the painted cans on sticks sdted in among the leprechauns, bunnies, turtles, and
flamingoes—were shaking and rattling on their sicks. Funny...hedidn’t fed abreeze.

The dog increased the pitch and volume of hisyipping.
Tom turned to Anya. “What’ swrong with him? He hardly ever barks.”

“He must sense something out of the ordinary,” she said. “ Oyv! Get away from there and stop that
racket. A migraine!’m getting already. Go back to—"

Suddenly the water erupted and something huge and bellowing exploded from the pond. Tom dropped
his beer and hismind blanked in shock for an instant. What the hell wasit? All he saw at first was a
wide-open set of jaws bordered with dagger like teeth, the delicate pink membranes lining the maw, and
the long, tapered, dightly darker tongue waggling within. Then he saw the dark green scaly legs and the
thick undulating tail behind.

Andligator, bigger than any he'd ever seenin dl the gator parks he' d visited. And it wasracing right for
him.

The only thing between Tom and those jaws was Anya s Chihuahua. Thelittle dog held its ground for a
second, then charged the gator, legping at it with a high-pitched growl. The onrushing jaws scooped up
the dog and snapped closed.

“Oyv!” Anyacried.
“Holy shit!” Jack was out of his chair and reaching for the small of hisback.

Without bresking stride, the dligator made one convulsive swallow and the dog was gone, devoured like
acanape.

The monster gator was still lunging forward. Tom started to legp up but hisfoot dipped on the grass and
suddenly he wasfdling backward in his chair. Before the gator opened its jaws again, Tom got alook at
its head. He caught aflash of two scaly protrusons, gray-green like the rest of its hide, each about Six
incheslong, on either sdejust behind and below the large brown eyes with their vertical-dit pupils. They
looked like horns.

Something twisted in his chest...something familiar about thisdligator. But what? How could he ever
forget acreature like this?

Asheand his chair hit the ground, Tom rolled to the Side and started to scramble to hisfeet. He heard
Jack mutter acurse and saw his hand coming out from under his shirt at the small of hisback. Jack



moved quickly, like apouncing cat, grabbing the back of hischair and holding it out legsfirg, likea
shield. To Tom's shock, he leaped between him and the gator.

“Dad! Get back!”

Tom regained hisfeet and backed away, but Jack hung in there, facing the big gator down.
“Jack! Anyal” Tom cried. “Into the house!”

“Not toworry,” Anyasaid.

Tom looked her way and saw that shewas ill on her recliner. She d straightened so that she was off the
back rest, but she il held her wineglass.

“Anyal” hesad. “Get up! It s—’
She glanced at him. Her eyes and expression were unreadable, but her voice was calm, aimost serene.
“No cresture on earth will harm you here”

“Tell that to Oyv!” Jack said, backing away from the onrushing gator, but keeping himself between it and
Tomand Anya.

His son’s courage and protective stance amazed Tom. He d known guys like that in the service—mogt of
them long gone, sadly—but had seen little of it in today’ s every-man-for-himself world.

And then, incredibly, the gator halted its charge. One second it was roaring toward them, the next it
stopped asif it had runinto awall. It stood on the border of Anya s emerald sward and the brown grass
that typified the rest of Gateways. It closed itsjaws and shook its head asif confused. It tried again to
crossthe line but then quickly retrested.

It turned left and stalked dong the margin of green, thrashing itshugetail asit looked for away in, and
that was when Tom saw something dangling from itsright flank. He squinted in thefalling light and saw
that it was an extraleg. But it looked vestigid. 1t didn’t move and didn’t touch the ground. It Smply hung
there.

The gator then turned and stalked the other way. Tom saw another vestigid limb on itsleft flank. But far
more puzzling wasitsinability to cross onto Anya slawn. It made no sense.

And then it occurred to him that the Situation might be only temporary. If only he had agun!

“Cdl the cops!” he cried. “ Call security! Get someone hereto either drive thisthing off or kill it before it
kills someone!”

“Noneed,” Anyasaid from her recliner. “It will beleaving soon.”

Thedligator stopped its stalking and bellowed. 1t shook its head and whipped itstail back and forth. It
seemed confused. It bellowed again, and thistime it sounded asif it wasin pain. Then it rolled onto its
sde, and from there onto its back, swinging its head back and forth, thrashing itstail and clawing at the
ar with itstaloned feet.

With another throaty bellow it rolled back onto itsfeet but didn’t charge. Instead it made adow turn and
began alimping retreat toward the pond. Asit moved away Tom noticed afist-sized bulgein itsleft flank,
just ahead of the vestigid limb. Not so much abulge as a pulsation.



The gator roared again as the bulge ruptured, spewing blood aong the hide, acrimson splash dong the
gray-green scales. Something moved within that opening, something red and snouted. The hide split
further and—

“Holy shit!” Jack shouted. “It's Oyv!”

Dear God, hewasright! Thelittle Chihuahuawas chewing itsway out of the gator. It squeezed through
the ragged opening like ababy being born. Once the upper half of hisbody was clear, therest of him did
out. Helanded on al fours and shook himself, then started barking at the retreating gator, chasing after it,
nipping at itstail until it did into the water and disappeared below the surface.

The dog dove into the water, repeatedly dipping its head under asit paddied in asmal circle, then
emerged with the blood washed away. He shook off the water with an amost epileptic shudder, then
trotted back toward Anyawith histail wagging, hislittle heed held high, and his black eyes shining.
Proud, and very pleased with himsdif.

“Good boy,” Anyasaid, patting her lap. “Cometo Momma.”

“What?' Jack gtarted to laugh and Tom thought he heard an hysterica edgeto hisvoice. “What the—?
Thisisimpossible! Just plain....” hisvoicetralled off to awhisper “...impossble”

Jack turned and stared at Anyaand she stared right back. Tom would have asked what was going on
between them, but he couldn’t speak. He had to sit down. He quickly righted his chair and dropped into
it, panting for air as his chest tightened.

He remembered now where he' d seen that horned dligator before.
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Semelee dropped the eye-shell and fell to thefloor, clutchin her left sde. Shefdt asif someone had
shoved a spear hdfway through her. Never in her life had shefdt pain likethis.

“It hurts, Luke. Oh, God, it hurts!”

He hovered over her, hands reachin toward her, then pull in back. “What happened? What' s wrong?’
“Not sure.” The pain was easin off now. “Don’t know how, but Devil got hurt. Hurt bad.”

“Did you finish the old man?’

“No. | couldn’t get to him.”

“That old guy?’ Luke stone said hedidn’'t believe aword of it. “He hurt Devil 7’

“No-no. It wasthe same like in the hospitd, only ten timesworse. Therewasthisline | couldn’t cross
without fedlin like | was gonna be sick or explode or both. | couldn’t push Devil pastit.” Truth was, she
couldn’t push hersdlf past it. “And then thispain in Devil’ ssidethat | felt too. Like he was bein stabbed,
but fromtheinsde”

“Theold guy’skid?’

“I don’'t think so. Thiswas't even at the old man’shouse. It was at the old lady’ s next door. It's her.
Gotta be her. She' sthe onethat’ s been messin usup.”

“Whattawe do?’



“I don’t know. I’ll worry about that later. First thing | gotta do is get Devil home. He' s hurt bad, and he
won't know where heis. | gottabring himin.”

Shelooked down at her eye-shdll. She knew that if she put it on she'd fed that pain again. But she had
to. She couldn’t leave Devil hangin. Had to bring him back to his gator hole where he could wallow and
hed up.

How’ d that skinny old hag do it? How’ d she hurt Devil whose hide was like armor plate?

Semedeedidn’t know but she was gonnafind out. And when she did, that old lady was gonna pay for
what she' d doneto Devil. That bitch was gonnahurt like Devil. Maybe even worse.

13

“Dad? Areyou okay?’

Tom looked up from his chair and found Jack staring a him, aworried look on hisface.

I must look like hell, he thought. He tried to respond but all he could do was shake his head and swest.
“Isit your heart?’

“No.” Findly he could speak. “Not my heart. It'smy head. | remember what happened Monday night.”
“Y ou mean, Tuesday morning?’

“Whenever | had the accident. That. ..that alligator wasthere.”

“That same one?’ Jack said.

“Youthink | could forget those horns and those extralegs?’

Anyawas watching him from her recliner. “Don’t go out a night like you do—how many timesdid | tell
you that?’

“Countlesstimes.” He shook hishead. “1 should havelistened.”

Jack dropped into hisown chair, opposite. “But how doesthat dligator figureinto your accident? Or
doexn'tit?’

“Oh, it does. | remember it now. | was driving south aong Pemberton, taking my time...”

No hurry, no placeto go, no timetable to hew to on that warm yet unseasonably cool night. Cool enough
to drive with the windows open, not worrying about the mosguitoes because even that easy pace was
too fast for them. He remembered the hum of histires on the pavement, the soft fedl of the wind swirling
through the car and the mix of fragrancesriding it: the sour smell of the saw grassyearning for water, the
sweetness of the flowering roadside bushes.

“...and as| cameto the stop sign on South Road, | dowed to a stop—well, maybe not a compl ete stop,
but asort of rolling stop. | wastaking my foot off the brake as the car eased into the intersection, but
before | could giveit gasagain | saw something crawl onto the road ahead of me. | hit the brakes hard
and came to a dead stop maybe three-quarters of the way through the intersection.”

“Anadligator?’ Jack said. “The onewejust saw?’



Tom nodded. “No question. | couldn’t keep going. Something that Sze—I mean it must be twenty feet
long—doesn’t leave you any room to go around it. And truth be known, | didn’t want to go around it. |
fet safe in the ca—especidly after | put the windows up. It wasn't threastening me, just staring a me. |
put on the high beams for a better look at it, and | must have been so fascinated by the sight of this
horned gator that | didn’t hear the truck until it was practically on top of me. My closed windows and its
off headlightsdidn’t help either.”

“Wait,” Jack said. “The guy was driving out therein the dark with no lights? Not even running lights?’

“Nothing. | heard arumble to my right and looked and saw this dark shape roaring down at me from the
west. It was practically on top of me. | didn’t have time to react—or maybe | froze in shock. Whatever
the reason, | couldn’t move out of itsway and it rammed me hard. | saw abig bumper smash into my
right front fender and then the car was jerked around like....like | don’t know...like it had been punched
by God. My head hit something and everything went dark for awhile, I don’t know how long, and then |
was back again, but the world was blurry and full of steam. My ruptured radiator, maybe.”

“Did you see any part of thetruck? | mean, wasit an old red pickup, by chance?’

Tom shook hishead. “No. Thiswasabig rig, and seemed to be in good shape. At least its bumper was.
| remember seeing what looked likeawal of shiny chrome damming into me. Why did you think it wasa
pickup?’

“Just athought.” Somehow Jack looked disappointed.

“Getting hit wasn't theworst part. Theredly frightening part came after the impact. | waslying there,
feding sck, hurt, bleeding, bardly ableto move, but dive and so thankful I’d worn my seet belt, when |
heard these voices, growing louder asthey got closer. | remember hearing someone sounding mad,
cursing, saying something about hitting me too hard and what if they’ d killed me. And then the door was
pulled open and | almost fell out of the car. That was when | heard someone say, ‘' Look! He' smoving!
Y ou damn well better thank your lucky starshe' still divel™

“That sounds like they meant to hit your car.”

“They did.” Tom repressed a shudder. He glanced at Anyawho was watching him impassively, her
expresson neutrd. “It didn’t click then, but now I'm surethey did.”

“Sure?’ Jack said. “What makes—7"

“By what came next. They unbuckled my seat belt and pulled me out and laid me on the road. | thought
they were being awful rough with aman who might have aspineinjury. Asl waslying there | saw the big
truck pulled over down aong the side of South Road.”

“Wait,” Jack said. “Thetruck pulled over? But the police said it was a hit and run.”
“Inavery red way, it was. It'sjust that the run part was delayed a bit. Let mefinish, will you?’
“Okay,” Jack said. “ Just trying to keep dl thisstraight in my head.”

“Forget about the truck for now. | know | did as soon as| saw that big aligator start to waddle toward
me. | couldn’t be sure, but | thought the men who' d pulled me from the car were waving it forward. Like
they wanted it to maul me...kill me...eat me.” Thistime he couldn’t repress the shudder. “It waswithin
ten feet of mewhen | heard asiren. | couldn’t see any flashing lights but | could hear the two men start
cursing about a cop car and what was he doing out here. That sort of thing.”



“Officer Hernandez,” Jack said.
“Y ou know him?’

“Met him. Remember | told you that acal about your accident came in twenty minutes beforeiit
happened?’ He glanced at Anya but she didn’t react. “ He' s the one who went out to investigate. Sounds
likethet cal saved your life”

But that didn’t make sense, Tom thought. How could anyone have known about the accident before it
happened? Y etsomething with a siren had been coming down the road.

“I don’t know who or what was heading my way. All | know isthat it scared off the two menwho'd
pulled me from the car, because they started calling to the dligator asif it was human, asif it could
undergtand. | heard one yell, ‘ There' sa cop on the way! Get out of sight. We'll meet you back at the
lagoon!” And then they started running back toward the truck.”

“Did you notice anything about them?’ Jack said. “Like did one have afunny-shaped head?’
“Funny-shaped head? Why—7?’
“Anythingdistinguishing,” Jack added quickly.

“No. Not that | could tell. I didn’t take my eyes off that dligator until it dithered off the road and into the
grass, and by then they were dmost to the truck.”

“Do you remember anything at dl about the truck? Like what kind? Wasit asemi or abig van or what?’

“A semi, maybe, but it didn’t have the usua big rectangular trailer. This had an odd shape, like those
trucksthat carry gravel or something.”

“What about aname or asign?’

“Nonethat | could see. | had only moonlight and starlight to go by and...” Something flashed in his
memoary.

Jack leaned closer. “What?”’

“Onitsrear pand...I think | saw something that looked like aflower, but dl black. At least it looked
black in the moonlight. After that, | remember flashing lightsand then | didn’t see anything until | woke up
thismorning.”

A sudden redization hit him like. ..like an onrushing truck. He looked at Jack and then at Anya.
“Someonetried to kill me.”

“Not necessarily,” Jack said. “From what you heard them say ... thank your lucky stars he' s il
dive...that soundsliketheydidn’t want to kill you.”

He sensed that Jack didn’t believe aword of it, that he was just trying to make him fedl better. But it
wasn't working.

“Theywanted to hit my car. And | have afeding they were going to feed meto that dligator.”

“Maybe you were just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”



No...that didn’t wash. No question in Tom's mind: Someone wanted him dead.

The thought sickened him. When he’ d been in Korea, the NK s and the Chinese Reds had wanted him
dead, but that was war, that was to be expected. Thiswas Florida. He d been herejust alittle over a
year. He' d made anumber of new friends but couldn’t imagine how he could have made an enemy.

Y et someone had tried to kill him.

Suddenly Tom felt exposed out here on Anya slawn. He wanted walls around him. He rose unsteadily
from the chair.

“| think I'll head home.”

“You okay?" Jack said.

“Yeah. Sure. I'll just go insde and lie down. Excuse me, Anya.”

“Go, Tom,” shesaid. Shewas il in her recliner, the wet dog curled up on her 1ap. “Y ou should rest.”
“I'll comewith you,” Jack said.

“That'sokay. | can find my ownway.”

“That' s not the point,” his son said, rising and gripping hisarm. “Comeon. I'll wak you back. | know
how you fed.”

No, you don’'t, Tom thought. And | hope you never do.

A good kid, Jack. No, not akid. A man, and a pretty gutsy one at that, placing himsalf between a
ferocious gator and the old folks with only alightweight resin chair as awegpon. But Jack couldn’t know
what it wasliketo fear for hislife, to have someone wanting him dead. That took awar. It had been
Tom'sgreat hope for his sons that neither would have to go to war as he did and know that kind of fear.
And it had worked out. Both boys had been too young for Vietnam, and avolunteer army had beenin
place by the time the Gulf Warsrolled around.

“Wait,” he sad, turning. “We should cal the cops or the wildlife control or something, shouldn’t we?’
“Why?" Anyasad.
“To let them know there samonster gator in our pond.”

“Not toworry,” Anyasaid with awave of her hand. “He s gone. And after such areception as he got
here today, | doubt he'll be back.”

“Where' d he go?’ Jack said.

“There san underground tunnel that leads from the pond back into the Everglades.”
“Redly?” Tomsad. “I didn’'t know that.”

Jack stared at her. “How do you know, Anya?’

She shrugged. “I’ ve been around here along time. | shouldn’t know things?’

He saw Jack stare a her again for amoment, then point afinger her way. “We need to talk.”



Sheraised her wineglass. “I'll be here”

Tom wondered at that exchange. As soon as they were in the house he turned to Jack. “Why did you say
that to Anya?’

“What?’

“*We need to talk.” About what? What does that mean?’
“I’ve got some questionsfor her.”

“ About what?”

“Things. Tell you about it later.”

Why didn’t Tom believe that? What was going on between those two? He was about to press him when
Jack grabbed the pen and notepad from the counter by the phone.

“Just thought of something. Give me the names again of those three people who werekilled.”
“Why?" And then heknew. “Oh, no. Y ou don't think—"

“I don’'t know what to think, Dad. When Carl told me about the others he said you didn't fit the pattern
because the others were killed by birds and spiders and snakes. Y ou were different because you were
hurt in acar accident. But if what you remember is correct, you weren't going to be the victim of a
hit-and-run accident, you were going to be amedl for that aligator. And thatdoesfit the pattern.”

Tom shook hisheed. “A few hours ago you were implicating Gatewaysin a scheme to get properties
reverted. Now you think it's...what? How, just how, do you get birds and snakes to attack someone?’

Jack stared a him. “How do you get an dligator to attack someone? Twice. Because, Dad, that gator
was coming for you. He was aimed at you like an arrow shot from abow.”

Tom wanted to deny it—tried to deny it—but couldn’t. Jack was right. Those open jaws had been
coming sraight a him.

“Butit'scrazy,” he said. Even crazier was how the gator had stopped at the edge of Anya slawn. He
was suddenly too tired to think about that now. Another question was far more pressing. “Why me?’

“That' swhat | intend to find out,” Jack said.

Tom noticed afiercelook in hiseyes. Therewasfirein Jack, aheat and aresolve he' d never expected in
his appliance-repairman son.

And something else. He had a sense that Jack already knew the answer, or at least whereto look. But
how was that possible? He' d been here barely two days.

“Give methosethree names,” Jack said with the pencil poised over the pad.

14

Hisfather had said good night and retreated to his bedroom. Jack heard the shower run, then the mutter
of the TV through the closed door. Maybe Dad was watching it, maybe just zoned out in front of it.

Jack was grateful for the solitude. It gave him time to think. He grabbed a beer from the fridge and paced



the front room, mulling what had happened, and what had amost happened. He' d been unarmed. Well,
why not? Just visiting aneighbor lady for some conversation and afew sundown drinks. Who needsto
be armed?

He' d know better next time. If there was going to be anext time. A few roundsinto that gator’ s eyesor
its open mouth. ..that would have stopped it. Or at least he was pretty sureit would have.

But a gun would have been superfluous because the gator hadn’t been ableto crossthelineinto Anya's
yard.

Jack was getting used to the surredl, but till. ..

Could someone or—worse—something be controlling the wildlife around here? Thiswhole Situation
hadOtherness written dl over it. He was convinced the Otherness had taken Kate from him, then it had
made an attempt at Giaand Vicky and the unborn baby. Wasit after hisfather now?

Giaand Vicky...

He pulled out his Tracfone and punched in Gia's number. She was ddlighted to hear that hisfather was
out of hiscoma. Jack |eft out the other details, like attempted murder by alligator—twice—and told her
he' d be hanging around afew days more, just to make sure he was okay.

Then Vickie got on the phone. She wanted him to bring her back a pet alligator. Jack shuddered at the
thought but told her he’ d seeif he could catch onefor her. A little one. Right.

Then Giaagain. She was feding good; she thought she' d felt the baby move but wasn't sure. All quiet on
Sutton Square.

After 1-love-yous and goodnights, he hung up and made another call to Manhattan. Thistimeto Abe.
When Abe picked up, Jack said, “Hey. It sme.”

Jack’ s Tracfone was untraceable, but he could never rule out that the BATF had taken aninterest in
Abe—Ilinked him to an illegal weapon, perhaps—and were eavesdropping. So for his own sake and for
Abe's, he never mentioned hisname or anyoneelse’'s, even Abe's.

“Good evening, Me. How’ sthe vacation going?’

“Could be better. Y ou know how | thought I’ d have an easy time at the tournament? It’ s not turning out
that way. The competitionisalot stiffer than | dreamed possible”

“Isthat s0? As| recall, you weren't expecting any competition.”

“Turned out | waswrong. Imagine that. But here' sthething. | need bigger and better equipment. Some
new tennis clothes, for sure. Largesize”

“How large? X? Double-X? Triple-X?’

“Big asyou' ve got. Thinkelephant when you pick it out.”
“Elephant?”

“Mastodon. Oh, and maybe some new racquets.”

“Any particular modd?’



“Y ou pick them out. | need something with anice sweet spot and lots more power than what I’ ve got.”
“Soit'sapower player you're up against?’

“Y eah. Back court al the way until today’ s round. That was when he started coming to the net. | don't
think I’ ve seen his best stuff yet, so | want to be prepared.”

“I should say 0. I'll send you a nice selection of racquets that you should be able to adjust to your
needs. Y ou want | should include extrastringsin case you bresk some?’

“Definitely. The more the better. Y ou know how | break strings.”

“Dol. Anything ds?’

“Sometennisbdls”

“Bdls?I’m not following you here. Surdly they have tennisbdlswhere you are?’

“Not like the brand you carry. Y ours aways seem fresher. And make sure they’reyellow. A pae
ydlow.”

“Pdeydlow...”

Jack detected anote of uncertainty in Abe svoice. “Y eah, paeydlow. Like the color of my favorite
fruit”

“A lemon?’
“No! Pineapple, my man. Pinegpple. Y ou know how | love pinespple.”

“Qy, of course. How could | have forgotten? Yes, well, I'll check to seeif | have any of that shadein
stock. | should send you how many?’

“Let’'ssee...l don't want to run short. How about a dozen?’
“A dozen. Soundsto melikeyou'll be playing alot of tennis.”

“I hope not. The longer you play, the greater the chance of injury. Asyou know, | liketo rip right through
the matches without much wear and tear, but you never know. Best to be prepared, don't you think?’

“Definitely. Y ou want | should send them to that address you left with me?’
“That’ sthe place. And make it quick, okay? Who knowswhat I’ll be facing tomorrow.”

“I'll pack it up right away and get it out tonight. I’ [l use my specia carrier. If all goeswell you should have
them by tomorrow afternoon.”

“Swell. Put it on my tab and we'll settle up when | get back. | owe you one.”
“I'll add thisto the ‘owe' list.”

“Dothat. Oh, and by theway. Have |l got agirl for you. She' s an older woman, but she could be a soul
mete.”

“Now you' re amatchmaker?’



“Judt trying to enrich your life, my friend.”
“Okay. I'll humor you. Firgt question: Is she on the thin side or the heavy sde?’
“She makes Olive Oyl look like asumo wrestler.”

“Sorry. Not interested. | need awoman with some meat on her, enough bulk so that we don’t look like
Mr. and Mrs. Sprat when we go out together. Someone who won't frown when | put extracream
cheese on my bagd. Someone, in fact, who'll ask meif | want seconds, or even thirds. An anorexic
womanisthelast thing | need.”

“Okay. Just thought I'd ask.”

“Find a Sophie Tucker for me and then we'll talk. But back to the tennis matches: Listen, be careful.
Watch your footwork. Sounds like even aminor misstep could take you out of the game.”

“Ain’'t that thetruth. Tak to you later.”
“Stay in touch. Let me know the scores.”
“Will do.”

Jack smiled as he cut the connection, but it faded as he turned toward his father’ s bedroom. He knocked
softly on the door. When he received no answer, he pushed it open and peeked in. Hisfather lay in bed,
snoring softly, the remotein his hand, the Weether Channd playingonthe TV.

Jack turned and headed for the front door. Timeto visit Ms. Mundy. He had afew questions he wanted
answered. Hell, he had lots of questions, and he knew she had answersto some of them.
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Anya sfront yard was deserted. The furniture was as he' d left it but she and Oyv were gone. So were
the glasses, the wine, and the beer Jack and his father had brought over.

Jack knocked on the door. Anya, wearing another garish kimono with bright red sampans sailing across
her flat chest, answered dmost immediately.

“Y ou're back. That must mean your father’s okay.”

“Shaken up but he' sal right, | think. We need to talk.”
“Asyouwish,” she said, moving away from the door. “Comein.”
Jack stepped into the greenhouse interior.

“I put your beer in the refrigerator so it wouldn't get warm,” she said on her way to the kitchen. “Do you
want one?’

“Thanks, no. I’'m not here to drink.”

She stopped at the kitchen counter where the wine bottle waited. An empty glass stood next to one haf
filled. Not dainty little claret glasses but big glass balloonsthat held eight to ten ouncesiif they held adrop.
She topped off both and held out the fresh one to Jack.

“Here. Try this. It'sltdian. Vapolicdla”



“No, redly. I—"

She locked eyeswith him. “I don’t like to talk to people who won’t share aglass with me.”

Jack shrugged and took the glass. He' d done worse things to get someoneto talk. Hetook asip.
“It'sgood.” There. Was she happy?“Now, can | ask you afew questions?’

“If youwish.” She seated hersdlf on the sofa overhung with plants and vines. Shelit acigarette and began
shuffling adeck of cards. She pointed him toward the recliner. “ Sit. Y ou want to ask me about a Russan
woman with amaamute, don't you.”

Jeck felt hisjaw drop. “1—I—"

“And an Indian woman with a German shepherd. The one who told you to stay away from that housein
Adoria Theoneyou foolishly ignored.”

“How did you know?" Jack said, finding hisvoice,

She blew smoke and shrugged as she began laying out the cards in a classic solitaire tableau. “ Lucky
gu&”

“Since June I’ ve been running into women who know too much—women with dogs. Y ou' re the third.
Twoisn'tatrend. But three...”

“Not to worry. Y ou have nothing to fear from them. Or me.”

Jack took a deep breath and let it out. He' d expected denials or, at the very least, evasions. To have her
comerright out and confirm his suspicions...it knocked him off balance.

Hetook agulp of hiswine. Maybe thiswaswhy she'd insgsted hetake aglass.
“Who are you people?’

Shefinished laying out the cards and began to play, flipping them over with sharp little snaps. “No onein
paticular.”

“I don’'t buy that. Y ou know too much. Back in June, when | was sick, the Russian lady cameto my
room”—he saw her in hismind, salt-and-pepper hair, gray jogging suit, big white malamute—*and told
me things about awar I’ d been drafted into. ‘ Iswar and you are warrior,” she said. | don’'t know if she
mentioned it directly or not, but I’'m pretty sure she was going on about something called the Otherness
and—"

Anya stopped her card play and looked up a him. “Y ou’ d aready heard of the Otherness by then.”
“Yeah”

Although he wished he hadn’t. The first mention had been earlier in the year, in the spring at
a—surprise—congpiracy convention. Since then hislife hadn’t seemed quite hisown.

According to what he' d been told, two vast, unimaginably complex cosmic forces have been at war
forever. Theprizeinthewar isdl exisence—all the dimensions, dl theredlities, al the pardlédl
dimensions up for grabs. Earth and humanity’ s corner of reality isaminor piece on the game board, of no
specia importance. But if oneisgoing to declare itsaf winner, one hasto take al the pieces. Eventhe
inconsequentia ones.



One sde—aforce, agate of being, whatever—isinimica to humankind. It has no name but through the
ages came to be called the Otherness by people aware of its existence. If the Othernesstakes over, it will
transform Earth’ sredlity into aplacetoxic to al known life. Fortunately, Earth and its attendant redlity are
currently in the portfolio of the other side, the force known only asthe Ally. From what Jack had learned,
“Ally” wasamisnomer. Thisforce was not afriend, merdly an enemy of humanity’ senemy. The most
Earth could expect from it was benign neglect.

“At thetime | thought the Russian lady was some sort of fever dream, but then she showed up again and
toldme...”

“That there would be no more coincidencesin your life”
Jack nodded. The words till chilled him. The implications were devastating.
“Wassheright?’

Anyawent back to her game, flipping and arranging the cardsin the tableau, moving some aces and
deuces up to the foundation.

“I'm afraid so, hon.”

“Then it meansthat my lifeisbeing manipulated. Why?’

“Becauseyou areinvolved.”

“Not by choice.”

“Choice means nothing in these maiters.”

“Wadll, if someone or something thinks I’ m its tandard bearer, it had better think again.”
“Y ou are not the standard bearer. Not yet.”

If true, that was ardief. A smdl one.

“Thenwhois?’

Anyawas dedling to hersdlf from the stock now, and Jack couldn’t help but notice that the cards were
falling her way, more and more finding placesin the tableau or the foundation.

“Onewho preceded you,” she said. “He preceded the twinsas well. Y ou remember the twins, don't
yw.”

Jack had aflash of two meninidentica black suits and dark glasses, with identical pale, expressonless
faces.

“How could | forget?
“They were meant to replace their predecessor. But when you dispatched them—"

“They didn’t leave me much choice. It wasthem or me. And | tried to help them at the end, but they
refused.”

“They did what they had to do, but their passing left avoid. Onethat you were tapped tofill.”

“But you said there ssomeone e se”



Anyanodded as she laid the final card from her stock on the solitaire tableau. All the cards were face up.
She' d won. Without bothering to shift dl the tableau cards to the foundation, she gathered them up and

begen shuffling.

“Thereis. Amensch ofmensches, that one. But he' s old now, and may die before he' s needed again.”
“Agan’?’

“Hewasthe Ally’schampion for along time.”

“How long?’

“Verylong. So long you wouldn't believe. But now his days are numbered. After agesinthe Ally’s
service—too long, | think, but who listens to an old woman—he was freed. But it seems hisliberation
was premature. Even though he has aged, he may be needed again. But if he does't livetill that day...”
Her eyesmet Jack’s.

“Thenit'll beme?’
“Yw.ll

Againg dl reason, Jack believed her. With an effort, he shelved his dismay. Maybe that day would never
come. Or maybehe' d have died of old age when it did.

But he hadn’t come here about himsdlf. He' d come about his father.

“Isthe Othernessinvolved in what' s been happening to my father?’

She nodded as she finished shuffling and began to lay out another solitaire tableau.

“The Ally isinvolved here aswell, though tenuoudy.”

“But | can assume, at least from what I ve seen, that you and your ladies are on the Ally’ sside, right?”
She shook her head. “No. | oppose the Otherness, but I’ ve no connection to the Ally.”

“Then whose Sdeare you on?’

“Yours”

“But I’'m stuck with the Ally, so that means—"

Anyagrimaced with irritation and stopped her card play.

“I didn't say the Ally’sside, did 1? No. | said,yours. That meansyou , separate and distinct from the
Ally”

“But why?

“Because the Ally can be as ruthless as the Otherness. It opposes the Otherness for its own reasons,
none of which involves our health and happiness. It will use you and anyone el seit can to fend off the
Otherness, and not care awhit what happensto you. Humanity’ swell-being is not on itsagenda. It is,
however, on mine”

“Why?What' syour sakein this?’



She began rearranging the cardsin the tableau.

“My stakeisyour stake. Everyone here on this planet isin the same boat—Earthis a boat, when you
think of it—and we dl deserveto be free of both these meddling powers. This planet, in this subdivision
of redlity, isinhabited by sentient beings, which makesit al the more vauablein the Sruggle. Butit's
more than mere property that can be won or lost or traded at will. If it must belong to one of them, then
I"d far prefer the Ally over the Otherness. But why belong to either? Why not be shut of both of them?’

“Sounds good to me,” Jack said. He leaned back, trying to get a handle on what she was saying, and
what it meant. “But what I’ m getting here...what you'retdling me...isthat there sathird force involved
indl this”

“I suppose you could put it that way.”

“And you...you and those other women...you're part of that?’

“So it would appear.”

“But how can you hope to compete with the other two players?’

“Because | mugt.”

“But who are youWhat are you? Where do you come from?’

“We come from everywhere. We re al around you. Y ou Smply never see us.”

Jack shook hishead to clear it. He didn’'t want to deal with this now. He d had trouble enough buying
into the cosmic tug-of-war scenario. But now Anyawastelling him that athird party had entered the
fray—or maybe had aways been in the fray but no one had told him. Whatever the case, he' d get to that
later. Right now he had to stay focused on hisfather.

“Why my father? Why would—?’
And then he had a chilling thought. What had she said to him that first day in the hospital room?
Trust me, hon, there smore to your father than you ever dreamed.

“Oh, no! You're not telling me that this‘ predecessor champion’ you'’ ve been telling me about is my
father!”

“Tom?" Anyalaughed. “Oy! Such athought! Y ou think you'reliving in afairy tae? How can you even
consder such athing!”

“That' snot aexactly a‘no.

“All right then. Youwant a‘no’ ?Here sa‘no.” Y our father hasno direct connection to the Ally or the
Otherness. Never did, never will.”

Shelaughed again and continued her card play.

Jack too had to amile. All right, yeah, it was aridiculous thought. The pen might be mightier than the
sword, but an accountant as defender of humanity againgt the Otherness? Crazy.

Y et...for amoment there...



“Wait. Y ou said no direct connection. Does he have anindirect connection?’
“Of course. Isn'tit obvious?’

“Because he smy father?’

Anyanodded. “A blood rlative.”

Jack closed hiseyes. Thiswaswhat he' d suspected, what he' d feared.
“That dligator, then...it was sent by the Otherness.”

“Sent? No, that was someone else'sidea. | can tell you that the cresture was crested by the Otherness,
but whether intentiondly or accidentally ishard to say.”

“Why?Y ou seem to know everything else. Why don’'t you know that?’

“| don’'t know everything, kiddo. If | did, maybe the two of us could send the Otherness and the Ally
packing.”

“Why do | get thisfedling you' re holding back?Y ou don't know everything? Fine. Nobody does. But
why don’t you just come out and tell everything youdo know?’

“Because sometimesit’ s best that you learn things on your own. But | can tell you about the connection
between the Otherness and that alligator.”

Jack leaned back and took another dug of wine. “I'm dl ears.”
“It was born near anexus point.”
“Andthatis...?’

“A place. A very specia place. In variouslocaes around the globe there are spots where the vell
between our world and the Othernessisthin. Occasiondly the vell attenuatesto the point where alittle of
the Otherness can enter our sphere. But only briefly. Rarely do beings from the other side pass through.
But influence. . .ah, that’ s another matter.”

“Let meguessalocation,” Jack said. “Washington, DC, maybe? Say, near the Capitol Hill or the White
Hous=?”’

Anya smiled as she gathered up her cards. She' d won again.

“I’'m afraid thosegonifs have no such excusesfor their behavior, hon. But oneis near here, and another
near whereyou live”

“Where?’ Somehow Jack wasn't surprised.
“Inthe New Jersey Pine Barrens. At aplace called Razorback Hill.”

Jack had gone into the Barrenslast spring, and dmost hadn’t come out. “It must be pretty well hidden. |
mean, don’t you think someone would have ssumbled acrossit by now?’

“There are places in the Pine Barrens that no human eyes have seen. But even so, the nexus points
manifest themsalves directly only twice ayear—at the equinoxes. But their indirect effects can be viewed

every day.”



“Likewhat?’

“Mutations. Something lesks through from the other side around the time of the equinox; whatever it is
changesthe cdls of the living things around it—plants, animals, trees...and people.”

“Y ou d think someone would have noticedthat by now.”
Anyashook her head. “ The nexus points are located in unpopul ated aress.”
“How convenient.”

“Not s0. When you consider that these |eaks have been occurring for ages, and that most people
experience a sense of uneasiness when they near anexus point, it makes sense. Nexus points don’t occur
in places that people avoid. Just the opposite: People—most people, that is—ingtinctively avoid nexus

points”

Jack was thinking,nexus point. .. mutations....a humongous horned aligator. ..

“Ther€ sanexus point out there in the swamp, isn't there.”

“I told you, it'snot aswamp, it' s—”

“A river of grass. Right. Okay. But am | right that there’ s anexus point nearby in the Everglades?’
Anyanodded. “In alagoon within one of the hardwood hummocks.”

“How do you know dl this?’

Anyashrugged. “Like| said before, hon, I’ ve been around here longer than you.”

“How long?’

“Long enough.”

“All right, then.” He sensed a certain timelessness about Anya, and was convinced she was more than
she pretended to be. He took a chance and asked her flat out: “How long have you and these other
women been around?’

“I should tdl you my age?’

Shelit another cigarette and gathered up her cards. She' d won another game. That made threein arow.
More than luck there. Had to be. She was either chegting or....

Letit go.

“All right, don't tell me. Maybeif | seethat Indian woman again”—he remembered her orange sari and
long braid, and her German shepherd—"maybe Il ask her. She looked young.”

Anyalaughed.” Never ask awoman her age!”
Thinking of the other women with dogs reminded Jack of something one of them had said.
“The Russian woman mentioned someone caled the Adversary. Who'sthat? Shesaid I'd met him.”

Anyaleaned back and stared a him.



“Y ou have. Remember my telling you about the aging one who once spearheaded the Ally’ s cause? Well,
the Otherness has its own champion. He' s very dangerous. He' sancient. He' s been killed more than
once but each time he' s been reborn.”

“And I’ve met him?|—"

And then Jack knew. The strange, strange man who'd first explained the Othernessto him, the man he
suspected of being ultimately responsible for Kate' s degth. ..

“Roma,” he whispered. “Sa Roma. At least that waswhat he told me hisname was. | later learned that
wasalie”

“Always you must expect lieswhere he is concerned—unless the truth will hurt you. Hefeeds on pain.”

“Y eah. That waswhat your Russian friend told me: human misery, discord, and chaos. But whoishe,
redly?’

“Morelikewhat is he. He used to be aman just like you, but now heis more. He is destined to become
something e se, but he hasn’t reached that state yet. He can do things that humans can only dream of, but
heis till in the process of becoming. HE sknown as ‘the Adversary’ to those who oppose the
Otherness, and ‘the On€e' to those digned withiit.”

“Why would people work for the Otherness when they know it meansthe end of everything?’

Anya shrugged. “Who can explain people? Some are so filled with hate that they want to see everything
destroyed, some bdieve their efforts toward bringing the Otherness apocaypse will be rewarded
afterward, some believe packages of liesthey’ ve been fed, and some are smply mad. The Adversary
orchestrates their movements from afar.”

“But what' shisname 7’

“He uses many. He has many identities, many different looks, but he never uses his True Name.”
“Doyou know it?’

Anyanodded. “But | will not tell you.”

“Why the hdl not?’

“Because he would hear you. And you do not want to attract his attention.”

“Sayswho?’ Jack said, fedling the heet of the rage he! d been carrying around for months now. “I’ ve got
asooreto settlewith him and—"

“No!” Anyawas leaning forward in her seet, eyes ablaze. *Y ou stay away from him! Whatever you do,
you must not antagonize him. He will snuff you out likeametch if it suitshim.”

“WEe |l see about that. Just tell me his name and let me worry about the rest.”
Anya shook her head. * Speaking his name would lead him here—and he' slooking for me.”
“You? Why?’

“Tokill me”



Her words shocked Jack. And the matter-of-fact way she said it, asif she'd been dealing with this threet
for solong she' d grown used to it, made it al the more believable.

But could it betrue? If so, he'd lay off pressing her for Roma sred name.
“Because you oppose the Otherness?’
“Morethan that. | Stand in its way—inhisway.”

Jack wanted to say, You'realittle old lady...how can you stand in anyone' sway? But he hadn’t
forgotten how that aligator had been unable to enter her yard. Perhaps she and the others were keeping
out the Othernessjust as she' d kept out the gator, but on afar greater scale.

Thislittle old lady was alot more than she seemed. She had power . ..but from where?

Jack wasn't going to waste histime asking. She' d aready made it damn clear there were things about her
and her friends she didn’t want known.

“You gtand in hisway to...what?’

“To opening the gates to the Otherness. The Adversary will remain in astate of becoming until he
succeeds. If he does, hewill betransformed and life, redity, existence aswe know it will end. He thought
he' d found a shortcut earlier thisyear. Y ou were there and—"

“How do youknow this stuff? Or was one of your ladies watching?’
“Youmight say that.”

Jack remembered gazing down into a bottomless hole...into an abyss glowing with strangelights...a
steadily enlarging hole that he feared might devour him and the rest of the world.

Anyasaid, “The Adversary failed then because he acted prematurely. That shows me he' sanxiousto
finish hisbecoming. Since then he and those he has manipulated have doubled and redoubled their efforts
to open those gates. But to achieve fina success he must kill me or hurt me so severely that | can no
longer oppose them.”

Apprehension tightened his shoulders. If the Adversary or the One or Romaor whatever the hell hewas
caled was as dangerous as Anyasaid, she could be in big trouble. Jack hadn’t known her long, but he'd
taken ared liking to thisold broad.

“But if he doesn’t know where you are, he can't hurt you, right?”
She shook her head. “No. He can hurt me. He hurts me dl thetime.”
“But how—7?"

Anya stiffened and grimaced with pain as she sucked air through her teeth with ahiss. She arched her
back and reached around to touch her right shoulder blade. Oyv jumped up and started barking.

“See?’ she gasped. “Even now he doesit! He' shurting me again!”
Jack was up and around the chair, looking at her back.

“What? What' s happening?’



“Oh!” Shewastaking quick, shalow, panting breeths. “He stabs me! It hurts!”
“What can | do?’
“Nothing. It will pass.”

Jack thought he saw asmall spot of red—blood red—appear on the back of her kimono, but couldn’t
be sure because it was within the hull of one of the bright red sampans.

“Areyou bleeding?’

Sheleaned back againg the chair, hiding her back from view.

“I'll bedl right.”

Her color was better and her breathing, though not normal yet, was easing in the right direction.
“Should | get adoctor?’

She shook her head. “No doctor can help with this. I'll befine. Thisisn't thefirst time he’ shurt me, and it
won't bethelast. HE smoving closer and closer to hisgod. A strange season isupon us, and it will grow
Sranger.”

“Damnit, Anya, tel me hisname. I'll put an end to this.”
She shook her head. “No, Jack. HE' simmune to your methods. He' s more than you can handle.”
“Then how do we stop him?’

Anyalooked up at him and Jack saw fear in her eyes. “I don’t know. We can only hope that he makesa
fatal mistake—he s not perfect you know—or that the Ally stepsin on our side. Otherwise, | don’'t know
if hecan be stopped.”

16

After Anya spain had subsided, she shooed Jack out of the house. He felt he should stay but he could
see that she wanted to be aone.

He stood in her front yard among the ornaments, staring at the rising moon, and wondering a how hislife
had changed since ayear ago last summer when he’ d accepted the seemingly smple, straightforward job
of finding astolen necklace. Now it seemed that every time he turned around, a new revelation legped a
him, tearing ajagged rent in the fabric of the snug, familiar worldview he' d been wrapped in for the first
thirty-fiveyearsof hislife.

A year ago he' d have written Anya off asaloon. But no more.

He popped into hisfather’ s house and peeked again into his bedroom. The old guy was still deeping
peacefully with the TV going. Jack found the screwdriver and flashlight he' d used last night, then stepped
outside and headed for the clinic.

Although he' d broken in once before, he didn't take for granted that it would be as easy the second time.
Hewasjust as careful about gpproaching the building, keeping to the bushes and watching for the
security patrols. About hafway there he redlized he' d forgotten the mosquito repellent. They’ d declared
hisarms and neck an dl-night deli and were ordering take ouit.



Sapping and scratching, he picked up his pace and madeit to the clinic fagter than last night. He popped
the window latch again and did insde. After reclosing the window, he killed a couple of mosguitoes that
weredtll drilling into hisskin, then got to work.

Straight to the record room where he began flipping through the charts. He had the list of names hisfather
had given him and though it was along shot that they’ d dl had recent physicals, he had to check.

He started at the top of the alphabet and worked hisway down, pulling the charts as he came across
them:Adele Borger...Joseph Leo...Edward Neusner ...

All here

No second guessing the ethics of invading privacy thistime. These folks weren't hisfather, and they were
dead.

Inside the charts, Jack knew where to look. He went to the bottom of the final page of the complete
physical. Each one read the same:Findl assess: excdllent hedth.

A prickling sensation ran aong the back of hisneck. Seemed like being single at Gateways South and
passing your free physical with flying colors was not agood thing. In their cases, it appeared to bea
degth sentence.

The pattern was obvious: The healthiest Sngle members of Gateways South were dying by mishap. An
early demise meant that, instead of having to wait many yearsfor these hedlthy folk to go, the
management was able to resd| their homesimmediately.

Jack had a pretty good ideaasto thewhy and thewho , and awild idea asto thehow .
Hewondered if the doc wasin on it. Probably not. He seemed like too much of a straight shooter.

Besides, you didn’t need the doc to get alook at thefiles. Jack’ s presence here proved that. But there
was an even easier way. If you were someone with an officia position at Gateways South, and if you had
akey totheclinic, you could stroll in here at night, check out the names of those who' d had acomplete
physicd lately, and peruse their filesto your heart’s content.

Jack decided that he and Gateways South director Ramsey Weldon were going to have alittle
heart-to-heart chat tomorrow.

Friday

1

Jack jogged dong the agphdt walking/bicycle path that wound through the pines lining the eastern limits
of Gateways South. A thin morning mist wound between the trunks; brown needles, shedding early due
to the drought, littered the path. The scent of pinelay thick intheair.

He' d awvakened to silencefor achange. Carl must have been trimming someone else' s hedgesthis
morning. Hisfather was just starting to stir, so Jack had come out for arun. He' d been too sedentary the
past few days. Needed to get the blood flowing. He' d thought about checking on Anyabut it was too
early. He' d swing by on the way back.

He chugged dong in aBondess T-shirt and gym shorts, building a sweet; he wore hisleather belt under
the loose shirt to hold the small-of the-back holster for his Glock 19; the way it bounced against the base



of his spine as he ran was annoying, but no way he was going unarmed around this place.

An eight-foot chain-link fence ran aong the Gateways border to hisright. Thelinks of the par-3 golf
course lay to hisleft. He noticed alone, vaguely familiar figure hunched over aputter on arise ahead. As
he neared he recognized him: Carl.

Jack veered to hisleft and found Carl on a putting green, working with aclub that protruded from his
right deeve. Jack had thought he was arighty, but he was using alefty stance.

Hewaited until Carl had hit the ball—he just missed, rimming the cup—Dbefore speaking.
“When did you join the community?’

Carl jumped and spun. “Oh, it'syou! Y ou scared me again! Y ou gotta learn to make more noise when
you come up on people.”

“Sorry,” Jack said. “I’ll work on it. Say, did your video camera catch any signs of Ms. Mundy watering
her lavn?’

“Zilch again.” Hegrinned. “And | hopeit don’t. Wouldn't mind keepin this up the rest of the year, long as
old Doc Dengrove keeps payin me.”

Jack glanced down at the balls Carl had arranged on the grass before him, itting in aline, waiting for the
putter. “Isagolfing membership one of the perks of your job?’

He shook his head. “Only on weekdays, and only on my day off, and only if | stay out of everbody’s
way. | ain't much with the drivers—| mean, my scoresfor eighteen holes are pretty pan-o-ramic—but |
liketo putt. | an't abad miniature golf player.”

“No kidding.” Thiswas fascinating, smply fascinating. Jack waved and turned away. “ Got to keep
moving. Good luck. Sink those putts. Make those birdies”

But he never got restarted. The sight of a beat-up red pickup cruising the dirt road on the far side of the
fence stopped him cold. It dowed asapair of mismatched eyes peered a him from under the brim of a
dirty John Deere cap, then picked up speed again.

A thought struck Jack. He turned back to Carl, intending to ask him if he knew them, but the half-sick
look on his face as he watched the pickup bounce away into thetrees said it all.

“Y ou know those guys, don’t you.”

Carl swalowed. Hisleft eye was dready looking away; the right followed. “Why you say something like
thet?’

“Because | think you do. Who are they?’
“Nobody to messwith. Y ou don’t want to know em.”

“Yeah, | do.” Especidly after what hisfather had told him last night about the accident. Jack gavehim a
hard stare. “Who are they, Carl?’

Carl looked like hewas going to try to float some bullshit, then his shoulders sagged and he shook his
heed.

“They live out in the Glades. On alagoon in one of the hardwood hummocks.”



“I thought no one was supposed to live out there except maybe some local Indians.”
“Wadll, | think you know that what' s upposed to be and what isain’'t necessarily the samething.”
Y eah. Jack knew that.

“Y ou know wherethislagoon is?’

Carl nodded. “I guess s0.”

“How do | get there?’

“Y ou don't, not unless you know theway.”

“Can you show me on amap?’

Another shake of hishead. “It ain't marked on no maps. It's preity well hid.”

“Then how come you know whereit is?’

Carl looked away. “I was born there.”

Thisdidn’t surprise Jack. He d seen what the folks connected to the red pickup looked like, and figured
there had to be something wicked strange about Carl’ sright arm. Add that to what Anya had said about
the mutating effects of the Othernessleak at the nexus point in the Glades, and the connection looked
obvious.

He remembered other misshapen people he' d met earlier inthe year...Meanie Ehler and Frayne
Canfidd...both had attributed their deformitiesto “aburst of Otherness’ during their gestations. Carl’s
story was mogt likely the same.

“All right then,” Jack said, “take methere.”

Carl backed away a step, holding up his hand. “Nuh-uh. No way. | |eft there yearsago and | an't goin
back.”

“Wall, if it'snot on amap, and you can't tell me how to get there, and you won't take me there, how am
| supposed to find it?’

“Youan't. That' sthe whole point.”

Asif to say he wasthrough talking, Carl bent over his putter and lined up ashot. He tapped the ball and
it went wide.

“I’ve good reason to believe they caused my father’ s accident and were setting him up to be eaten by an
dligator when the police interrupted them.”

Carl straightened and looked at him. “ Alligator? That woulda meant your daddy’ d go the same way as
the others, killed by a swamp critter.”

“Wadll, thiswasn’t no ordinary swamp critter.” Jeez, Jack thought. A couple of conversationswith this
guy and I'm gtarting to talk like him. “ This gator was huge, with what looked like horns sticking out of its
head.”

Carl visbly shuddered. “Devil. That could only be Devil.”



“Who'sDevil 7

“Big freaky bull gator that hangs around the lagoon. But how on earth did they get him out of the
swvamp?’

“Couldn’t say. But it seems Devil gets around. He visited Gateways last night.”
“Noway!”
“WW.”

Jack gave him a Reader’ s Digest version of the attack, leaving out Oyv’'s amazing feat and the gator’s
inability to crossinto Anya syard. He remembered what hisfather had said about Carl being the
community gossp.

“I want to get alook at thislagoon, Carl. I’ ve aready met the people, now | want to see where they
live”

“Y ou met them?’

“Intown yesterday. Met that woman, too. The onewith the white hair.”
“Semdee”

“Right. What do you know about her? Is she as spooky as she looks?”
“Can'trightly say. | left the clan about—"

“Whoa! Arewetaking Kluxers here?’

“Naw. That'sjust what we cdl oursdfs. We'redl kindarelated inaway.”
“Yeah?How?

Carl’ sgood eye shifted away again. “Not by blood or anything like that. More likewewas al inthe
same Stuation. Anyway, it was just us guys, maybe twenty of us, when she showed up acouple years
ago. I’ d been kinda plannin on leavin anyway, but when she showed up | took it asasign and
skeedaddled outta there.”

“A 9gn of what?’

“That thingsin the clan was gonna head south real soon. | mean, you got e ghteen-twenty guys and one
woman, that’ strouble.”

“They seemed pretty tight when | saw them in town yesterday.”

“Y eah, well, maybe. | seen em from a distance a couple times. We aways done some panhandlin, but
now they’s become like professionds. | stay away from em cause we ain't exactly on good terms.”

“Why not?’

“They waskindapissed | &ft. Luke—he was sortakinda like the leader—he called me atraitor and all
sortsa stuff like that. But that don’t matter to me. I’'m glad | got out. | didn’t wantalive like them no
more. Y'know, like gypsies. They live on the boats or in what' sleft of abunch of old Indian hutson the
shore. No runnin water, no lectricity, no TV.” He shook hishead. “Man, | suredo love TV. Anyways, |



wanted my own place where | didn’t have to deep next to nobody cept myself.”
“A room of one€’ sown,” Jack murmured. He knew the feding.

Carl grinned. “Hell, | got morethan just aroom, | got me awholetrailer.”

“But do you have any money in the bank?’ Jack said asan ideahit him.

“Naw. Pretty much everthing gets spent just for livin.”

“Okay, then. What say | pay you athousand bucks to take me to this lagoon?’
“A thousand?’ Carl laughed. “Y ou’ re shittin me, right?”

“Nope. Five hundred when we leave, and another five when we get back. That sound fair to you?”
Carl licked hislips. “Yeah, but...”

“But whet?’

“But they’ sgonnabe awful mad if they find | brung an outsider to the lagoon.”

“Don’t worry about that.” Jack flipped up the back of his shirt to show Carl the Glock. “I'll get you back
home. | promise. And anyway, if we go in the afternoon, won'’t they al bein town, begging?’

“Cometo think of it, yeah. Specidly thisbein Friday.”
“What' s so special about Friday?”

He shrugged. “L otsa people round here get paid on Thursdays, and on Fridays they’ re happy the work
week’ sover, so they’ re looser with their change. Saturday’ s pretty much the same. But Sunday’ s usudly
abug.”

“ Spent too much on Saturday night, right?’

“Y eah. Or they just come from church and did some givin there. Monday’ s even worse.” He scratched
hisjaw. “So yeah. We should have the lagoon pretty much to ourselfsthis afternoon.”

“Then that’ swhenwe' Il go. A quick trip for aquick look-see. In and out. Easiest thousand you ever
mede.”

Carl took abreath. “ Okay. But since my car ain’t workin, you gotta drive me down to the waterside.”
He began picking up hisgolf bdls. “ Guess| better get movin. Gotta get home, gottafind usaboat.”

“How’ d you get here without acar?’
“Bike. How e se?’
More power to you, pa, Jack thought. Maybe the thousand would let Carl repair hisjunker Honda.

He got directionsto Carl’ strailer park—it was the one Jack had seen between the auto body place and
the limestone quarry—and continued hisjog.

2

Semelee stood with Luke a couple dozen feet from Devil’ s gator hole and watched. The big gator lay half



sunk in the water a the shady end, his eyes closed. The water around his left flank wound was tinged
red. At first she thought he was dead, but then she saw hissides pull in alittle as he took a breath.

“He' sdill bleeding,” Luke said.
“I know,” she said through her clenched teeth. 1 got eyes.”
She felt so on edge this morning she wanted to take a bite out of somebody.

Devil wasthe biggest gator anybody’ d ever seen, so0 it made sense he' d have the biggest gator holein the
Glades. Like dl gators, asthe winter dry season began, he’ d scrape out al the vegetation from thislow
spot in the limestone floor and create a big walowing hole. Fish would work their way into it, turtlesand
frogs too, and even some birds would come around to seeif they could snag aquick mea. Sometimes
those birds and turtles became gator snacks.

In the wet summers gators | eft their holes and spread out through the Glades, but not thisyear. The dry
gpell made gator holes more important than ever.

The edges of Devil’ shole were piled high with muck he’ d scraped out. This provided rootin soil for
thingslike cattails, swvamp lilies, ferns and arrowleaf. Y el ow-flowered spatterdock liliesfloated on the
surface of the blood-tinged water.

Devil lifted his head and let out ahoarse, rumbling bellow, then let it flop back down into the water asif it
was too heavy to hold up.

“He shurt in, Luke. Hurtin bad.”
Because of me, she thought.

Guilt scalded her. She' d consdered Devil indestructible, invincible, dmost supernaturd. But he wasn't.
Hewas just a big, misshapen gator who would have been happy spendin his days doin what gators do:
lalling in hishole, eatin thisand that, waitin for therains.

But no. Semedee couldn’t let him be. She had to roust him out of his comfy hole and lead him out of the
Gladesinto the outer world where he didn’t belong. The result was he got hurt. Hurt bad.

“Hecan'tdie” shesaid. “Hejust can’'t.”

She had thisterrible feding that if Devil died, part of the spirit of the Gladeswould die with him. And it
would bedl her faullt.

“Itwasthat guy,” Lukesaid. “ That city guy you been takin ashineto. He donethis.”

“No, hedidn’t. | aready told you that. He didn’t have nothin to do with hurt in Devil. It wasthe old lady.
She' sthe one. She' s some sortawitch. So’'s her dog.”

Inaway Semelee was secretly glad that the old witch’s spell, or whatever it was, had kept Devil out of
her yard. Because she' d seen her man, the specia one, place himself between Devil and hisfather.

She' d've had to go through him to get to the old man, and that would' ve meant hurt in him, maybe even
killin him, somethin she definitely didn’t want to do. But it had showed her that he was made of good
Suff. That wasimportant.

“I say we do al three of them—old lady, father, and son—and have done withit.”

“No. | told you: The son ain't to be touched.”



Luke grumbled. “All right. W€ |l have another go at the old guy, but the lady...what’ re you gonnado
about her?’

“Don’'t know yet. We can'tdo her unlesswe can get to her. I’ll think of somethin. But it’ Il have to walt till
thelightsisdone. | ain't lettin nothin get between me and the lights.”

“Awright. But what do we do till the lights come? We goin panhandlin as usud ?’

“Not durin the lights. W€ ll just hang out. Besides, we don't need to go beggin cause we' Il be gettin a
hunk of cash from those dredgin guys when they finish at noon.”

“What if they try to Stiff us?’
“They won't. They ain't gettin out of the lagoon less n they pay up.”

But Semdeedidn’t want to think about dredgin or money or nothin cept thelights. Anticipation
thrummed through her like she was aplucked guitar string. The lights d sart tonight and run for three
days. But this year would be like no other. Thistime they wouldn't be underwater, which meant they’d
be bigger and brighter and better than ever before.

Starting tonight, everything in her lifewould change. She sensed it, she knew it.
3

Tom had been watching the Weather Channdl’ sreports on Hurricane Elvis. It continued to move south
off Florida swest coast; athough its winds had increased to 90 miles an hour, it was ill a Category |.
And no threet to Floridaat this point.

Hewasjust finishing his cup of coffee when Jack came through the door, dripping with swest.

“| was wondering where you were.” He d been alittle anxious after awakening to finding the house
empty and Jack’ s car <till parked outside. Obvioudy he' d been out jogging. “1 don’t suppose you' d care
for acup of hot coffee right now.”

“ After my shower I’ d love one. Never turn down coffee.”

As Jack ducked into the bathroom, Tom rinsed out the French press and began to make another serving.
He noticed his hand shaking alittle as he pooned the ground coffee. He touched the fresh bandage on
his head. The stitches were till alittle tender under there. He' d been shocked at the sight of his bruised,
black-eyed face in the mirror thismorning. He felt so good he' d amost forgotten about the accident.

Now he couldn’t get it out of his head. Someone wanted him dead. Why?
Last week hislife had been safe and sane, prosaic, maybe even alittle dull. Now...

What was happening? He didn’t live the sort of life where he got on people swrong side. Wasit a
mistake? Had he been mistaken for somebody el se? Who on earth would want to kill him?

He pondered those imponderables until Jack returned, in fresh shorts and T-shirt, hiswet hair combed
straight back.

“Hey, good coffee,” he said after Spping the cup Tom had made for him.

“Colombian. | wasthinking of scrambling some eggs. Want some?”’



“Sure. And some hash browns and toast, and maybe some grits with extra butter. Oh, and while you're
at it, asdeof biscuitsand gravy.”

Tom gave him adour look.

Jack shrugged and smiled. “Hey, we'rein the south so | figured one of their traditiona, artery-clogging
breakfasts would bein order.”

“What do you know about southern cooking?’

“There saplace cdled Down Home afew blocks from wherel live. In New Y ork you can edt any style
you want.”

“Right now,” Tomsaid, “I don't fed like eating at all. Hard to be hungry when there' s someone out to get
you. If I knew who or why, maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. I'd ill be scared, but...”

“Maybe| can help there,” Jack said softly.

“You?How?’

The phonerang. It wasthe front gate, wanting to know if he was expecting any packages.
“Not that | know of. Wait.” He turned to Jack. “ Are you expecting addivery of some sort?’
“Yeah!” Hegrinned. “1t's here dready? Great. Good old Abe.”

Tom told the gate to send the truck through, then turned back to Jack.

“Y ou were saying something...?’

Jack cleared histhroat. “| checked out the medical records on Borger, Leo, and Neusner last night
and—’

“How on earth did you do that?’
“I got in through one of the clinic’ swindows.”
“What?’

“No biggee. | popped the lock on one and crawled through. Don’t worry. You' d have to look pretty
closeto the underside of the sash to even suspect someone was there.”

Tom couldn’t believe this. His own son breaking and entering—and the clinic of all places.
“Dear God, why?’

“Stay cam. | wanted to seeif any of them had had physicals recently—the answer turned out to be yes
to dl three, by the way—and to see how they did.”

“What if it had an darm, or what if you were caught on camera? Y ou could go to jail for something like
thet!”

“Only if | got caught, which | didn’t. No aarm, no surveillance cameras. | checked that out first. But |
found what | waslooking for: Each one of them passed their physical with flying colors.”

“A lot of good it did them. They'redl dead.”



“I think they diedbecause they passed with flying colors.”

“Oh, you' re not going back to that Gateways conspiracy thing you were talking about yesterday, are
you?”

“Follow the money, Dad. Whenever you wonder if something funny might be going on, follow the money.
And the money leadsto Gateways.”

Had he gone completely paranoid?
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“Think about it: It'sonly younger, hedthy widows and widowers being attacked—the ones who stand
the best chance for holding on to their houses the longest. Coincidence?’

“Y ou'retaking about abillion-dollar corporation, Jack. Thisis penny-ante stuff. Imagine the impact of
four extraresdesin ayear on anine-digit bottom line. Meaningless!”

“It may be meaningless globally, but what about locally? What if someonein Gateways South needsto
boost his bottom line and thisis away—just one of anumber of ways, ssy—to do it?’

Tom didn't know what to say. Bresking into offices, digging up “clues’...he had to admire Jack’s
initiative, and was touched that he’ d go to al that trouble for him, but.. . Jack seemed to think he was
Philip Marlowe or Sam Spade. And he wasn’'t. He was an gppliance repairman, and he was going to get
in over hishead and in deep troubleif he kept thisup.

“| suppose you can make acircumstantial casefor it, but it just doesn’t add up. Y ou' re implying that
Ramsey Weldon or someone at hisleve of management went out and hired those men to smash up my
car and then have me eaten by an dligator. It's preposterous.”

Jack scratched his head. “1 know it seemsthat way, but so far he and Gateways South are the only ones
| can see benefiting from your passing. I’ [l have to go with Weldon for thetime being.”

Tom felt asurge of acid in his somach. “‘ Go with’ ? What does that mean?’

“Oh, | don't know,” Jack said with asmilethat did nothing to relieve Tom’sanxiety. “Have alittle
téte-a-téte or something like that.”

“Don’t. Please, don't. You're just going to get yoursdlf in trouble.”

“Don’t worry. I'll be discreet. The very soul of discretion.”

Somehow Tom doubted that. But before he could say anything else, the doorbell rang.
“I'll getit,” Jack said.

A delivery man stood at the door holding a cardboard carton.

“I've got four packagesfor ‘ Jack.””

“That'sme.” Jack took the box and placed it on thefloor. “I'll help you with the others.”

As Jack followed the man outside to histruck, Tom stepped over and looked at the return
address.Bammo Toy Co.



Toys?

He noticed too that the shipping label was addressed to “ Jack” at this address. No last name, just
“Jack.” Odd.

When dl four cartons were inside the door, Jack tipped the driver, then lifted one of the boxes.
“I’'m going to put these in the spare bedroom, if you don’'t mind.”
“Sure. Go ahead.”

As Jack headed for the bedroom, Tom lifted one of the packagesto help. He hefted it...heavier than
he' d expected.

Jack had aready relocated the first box and admost ran into Tom in the bedroom doorway. He took the
package from him—rather quickly, Tom thought.

“Hey, no, Dad. Thanks, but that’s okay. | don’'t want you hurting your back.”
“Don’'t beslly. They're not that heavy.”

He returned to the living room and picked up another package. Jack was right behind him, hovering like
amother hen.

“Ded, redly—"
Tom ignored him and carried the carton into the bedroom.

When dl four were piled againgt thewall, he said, “It saysthey’ re from atoy company. What kind of
toys are we talking about? Toy robots? | mean, they’ re heavy enough.”

“Just toys.” Jack seemed tense.

“Do you mind showing me one?’

A heartbeat’ s hesitation, then Jack said, “I guess not. But we' |l need aknifeto cut the tape.”
“I'll get one”

Tom found an old serrated steak knife in the kitchen drawer, but by the time he’ d returned, Jack had the
smallest box aready open.

He held up afolder with acurved blade. “| forgot | had onein my pocket.”

Insde, Tom saw an odd-looking stuffed toy, some unidentifiablelittle animd alittle bigger than afootball.
“What' sthet?’

“It'saPokemon. Thisone' s Pikachu. They weredl the rage with kids afew years ago.”
“But why are you buying them?’

“I'll probably wind up giving them to aloca kids' charity.”

Tom shook his head. What an odd man his son had turned out to be.
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Jack found Carl waiting on the street outside histrailer park in knee-high green rubber boots; a short
wooden paddle protruded from hisright deeve.

“Where stheboat?’ Jack said as Carl did into the passenger sest.
“It' swaitin. A guy | know’ slettin me borrow it.” He stuck out his hand. “My money?’
Jack handed him an envelope. “As promised.”

He' d come down with about a thousand in cash. His dedl with Carl was going to leave him short, so he'd
stopped at an ATM for an advance on the John L. Tyleski Visa card. Another envelope with the balance
of the fee was tucked into a back pocket.

Carl checked the contents. Didn't take long to count five bills. The reverent way he touched them made
Jack wonder if Carl had ever seen that much money at once.

“I hopel ain't makin abig mistake,” he said, till staring into the envelope.

“Don’t worry. A few hoursfrom now you'll be sitting in front of your TV with another one of thosein
your pocket.”

He sighed and folded the envelope. “Okay. Let’sgo.”

Asthey pulled away, Jack noticed high chain-link fencing disappearing into the foliage; arusted length of
chain with a beat-UpNO TRESPASSING Sign spanned a gap that |ooked like an entrance.

“That the quarry I’ ve heard about?’ Jack said.
Carl nodded. “ Some company carved amess of limestone blocks outta there, then went outta business.”
“What'sit like down there?’

Carl shrugged. “Just abig holein the ground. Used to have abig pool of water in its bottom, but not this
year.

“Much security?’

“Nonel ever seen. You can't steal aholein the ground. Kids snesk in there at night to drink, smoke
dope, and screw. Never seen anyone kick em out. Why you so interested?”

“Jud curious.”
Jack hoped it wouldn't be necessary, but if worse came to worst, he might have use for the quarry.

Hefollowed Carl’ sdirections, turning thisway and thet, heading in ageneraly northwest direction. Along
the way he saw ablack bird with ared head pecking at something on the side of the road.

“Chrig, that'san ugly bird.”

“That' saturkey vulture—'TV,’ for short. Right homely, aren’t they. Good thing about them isthey clean
up roadkill. They do such agood job that round here we cdl roadkill ‘ TV dinners.’” He snickered. “' TV
dinners” Getit?’

“I getit, Carl.”
The vegetation became reedier asthey rolled ong. Finaly Carl pointed to asmal building with abigAIrR



BOATS Sgn. Another, smaler sgn—not much more than adim board with ahandwritten message—head
been tacked to the bottom.

CLOSED DO TO DROWT.
Jack wondered what the owners were doing with al this extra spare time. Playing Scrabble maybe?

“We regoing on an air boat?’ He d seen them whizzing across the Evergladesin movies and nature
shows and had aways wanted to ride one. “Cool.”

“Can’'t use no air boatswhen it' sthisdry. There’ senough water in the big channdls, but thelittle
ones—forget it.”

Jack followed Carl around to the rear of the shack where a beached canoe waited on the mud.
“That’s our boat?”’

“That’sher,” Carl said with agrin. “Sheain't too pan-o-ramic, but she'sgot amotor.”

Jack looked at the tiny, odd-shaped hunk of stedl clamped to theright rear stern.

“You cal that amotor? |’ ve seen bigger eggbesaters.”

“Don’t knock it. It' s better’ n paddlin the whole way.”

Carl stepped into the water and pulled the canoe off the mud. He hopped into the stern seat and used the
paddlejutting from hisright deeve to steady the boat. Jack had no choice but to wade in, sneakersand
al, after him.

“Didn’t you bring no boots?’
“Ain't got no boots” Therel go, talking like him again.

Jack was cdf high in water before he reached the canoe and eased himself onto the forward bench. Carl
primed the motor, then: acouple of quick pulls on the cord, acloud of smoke, a bubbling clatter,
and—hi-yo, Slver—they were off.

Jack looked down at the sodden legs of hisjeans, and his once white sneakers, now tinted brown with
mud. His feet squished and squeaked inside them.

Swdl.

“This channd’ s usually so much deeper and wider thistime of year. And most of thissaw grassis half
underwater.” He shook his head. “Man, weredly need ussomerain.”

Jack looked up. A lid of clouds had moved in, hiding the sun and the sky, but none of them looked like
rain clouds.

“What you need down here, Carl, isabig storm, a hurricane to dump aload of water. Maybe Elvis will
take care of your drought.”

“I’d go for atropica storm, okay. Y ou know—thirty-five-or forty-milean-hour windsand aton of rain. |
could handle that. But no hurricane, thank you. | was here when Andrew came through and | don’t never
want to seethelikes of that again.”



Asthey did dong, Jack heard acall and response of throaty roars from ether side.
“Thosedligators?’

“Y ep. Bullscdlin from their gator holes”

“What are those grunting sounds? The femaes?’

Carl laughed. “Naw. Them'’ s pig frogs. Got the name cause they grunt like pigs.”

Jack noticed lots of snails, with shells maybe an inch to an inch and ahdf across, floating near the
surface. The tops of some of their shells broke the surface asthey clung to underwater growths. He saw
little pristine white beads lined up on blades of saw grass and asked Carl about them.

“Those' re snall eggs. Cormorants love the snails. Use the hook on the end of their beak to yank them
fromther shdls”

A goose-necked turtle with asmooth brown shell and an uncircumcised nose stuck its head above the
water and looked at him.

“Hello,” Jack said.
Theturtle ducked away.
“That' sa soft-shelled turtle. Gators justlove to catch those. Gobble them up like crunchy tacos.”

Jack dapped at hisneck. He didn’t have along-deeved shirt so he' d sprayed on lots of repellent, but it
didn’t seem to be helping much.

“How can you stand al these mosquitoes?’

“All?Y ou kidding? Thisisagood year, agreat year for mosquitoes. The drought dried up most of their
little breedin pools.”

If thisisagood year, Jack thought, remind meto stay far away in abad one.

He reached out ahand to grab afew of thelong thin blades of grass brushing the side of the canoe. A
sharp sting made him snatch it back. He looked and found long scratches across his pam.

Carl laughed. “Now you know why they cal it saw grass.” He swept his paddle around in awide arc.
“Perhay-okee.”

Jack remembered Anyausing that word.
“Indian, right? Means ‘river of grass or something?’
Carl grinned. “Hey, you been studyin.”

A river of grass...seaof grasswas more likeit. An ocean of browned saw grass swept away indl
directions, dotted here and there by idandlike hummocks of cypress, oak, and pine that looked like giant
green mushrooms sprouting from adead lawn. He hoped it wasn't dead. Just deeping.

Soflat, so0 like he' d envisioned Kansas might be. Too open for Jack. He was used to living in stedl-,
concrete-, and glass-lined canyons. The horizon seemed so far away here. Who needed ahorizon
anyway? Horizons gave him the creeps. He could live very well without one. In fact, back home he did.



Why on earth would anyone want to live out here? No ddli, no pizza delivery, no eectricity to keep beer
cold. Likelivinginthe Dark Ages.

Carl sad, “I got Miccosukee blood in me, you know. At least that’ swhat my mommatold me. They’ve
got areservation north of here off Route 41, and even acasino, but | ain’t never been to neither. The
Miccosukee' s on my momma' s side. Don’t know bout my dad. My mommamet him at the lagoon. |
hear he didn’t hang around after he seen me. Just took off and we never heard from him again.”

Jack flicked aglance at Carl’ s covered right arm. Should he ask about it?
Maybe some other time.
Instead he said, * So there’ s been people living around this lagoon for generations?’

“Yeah and no,” Carl said. “The only people livin there now are the kids of the oneswho used to live
there. Everybody moved away when we was itty-bitty babies because they thought the lagoon was
makin usdl strange. But we kids came back.”

“WI,]y?l
“Cause | guesswedidn’t seem to fit no other place.”
Jack tried to think of adelicate way to say this. “Because of the way you all |ooked?’

Carl shrugged. “ Some of that, maybe. But mostly because the lagoon seemed right for us. It felt
like...home”

“Y ou moved out, though.”

“Yeah. But not far. That’ swhy | wasn't too excited bout goin back. I'm afraid | might get sucked in

agan.
“So how many livethere?’

“Bout twenty. We' re dl bout the same age too, give or take acouple years.”
Jack ducked as abig bird with an enormous wingspan swooped above them.
“What thehdl isthat?’

“Jugt abigol’ heron.”

“Oh””

For amoment there Jack had thought it was a pterodactyl. Or maybe a pteranodon. Whatever. The one
withthetall.

They began to pass dligators of various Szes sunning themselves on the banks, but none came even close
in Szeto the mongter from yesterday.

Jack heard a scraping sound from the bottom of the canoe.
“That' sdl for the motor for awhile,” Carl said.

They used their paddies until the channel grew too shalow even for that.



“What do we do now?’
Carl rose and stepped out of the boat. “We carry her till the water gets deeper.”
Easy for you to say, Jack thought. Y ou’ ve got boots.

The hauling itself wasn’t so bad—only about thirty yards before the water degpened again—nbut the
knowledge that a gator might step out of the surrounding greenery at any second upped Jack’ s pace until
hewasfairly dragging Carl behind him.

“Too bad they don’t do aSurvivor down here,” Carl said.”“ Survivor: Everglades ...they’ d never let me
on, but | know | could win that million.”

Another redlity show. Carl did likehisTV.
Jack looked over his shoulder. “If you did win, what’ sthefirst thing you' d do?’

“Get meanew TV.” Hegrinned. “ One of them big sixty-inch models. Oh, and anew easy chair, an
electric one that massages your back whileyou're gittininit. And get my car fixed.”

“How about travd 7’

“What for? 1’ ve dready been al over the world watchinSurvivor andCelebrity Mole and the Travel
Channd.”

“But it' s not the same as being there.”
Listen to me, Jack thought. The guy who never leaves New Y ork.

“Isfor me,” Carl said. “Oh, yeah, and I’ d probably give some money to Mrs. Hansen. She'shavina
hard time. Might lose her trailer.”

“That' sanice thought, Carl.”
He shrugged. “ Just bein neighborly.”

Back in the water and putt-putting along again, Jack saw larger plants starting to crowd the saw grass off
the banks. Ferns and trees fought for space. Jack spotted afruit-bearing tree.

“What' sthat?’
“Pond apple. Don't even think about eatin one less you're partial to the taste of kerosene.”

He went on to point out willowsthat didn’t look like willows, live oaks that didn’t look like oaks, and
trees with exotic names like cocoa plum and Brazilian pepper.

Jack pointed to thetall, scraggly, droopy-needled, cedarlike pinesthat loomed ahead.
“Whét are those?’

Carl looked at him asif he'd asked if the sun rosein the east or the west.
“Them'scypresses.”

“They look like pines.”



“Yeah, | guessthey do. But they drop their needles come winter. Pines don’'t do that.”

Jack noticed that the leaves on some of the live oaks were turning red or orange, asif it werefal. The
drought, he guessed.

Asthey glided nearer the cypresses, Jack saw long, gray-brown Merlin beards of moss hanging from the
limbs and swaying in the breeze.

He spotted other trees. He knew a Nelson pine when he saw one; roya palms had that distinctive
smooth deeve of green at the upper end of the trunk, and of course coconut pams and banana pams
wereidentifiable by their fruit. But the rest were mysteries.

Carl pointed to a couple of dragonflies, one riding on the back of another.
“Looky there. Makin baby dragonflies.”

“Andinpublic,” Jack said. “Have they no shame?’

Carl laughed. “Hey, don’t knock it. Dragonflies eats up tons of mosquito babies.”
“Yeah?’ Jack rased afist in sdute. “ Go for it, you two!”

Carl shut off the motor.

“What'sup?’ Jack said. “More shalows?’

Carl shook his head and pointed. “WEe' re getting close now. Seethat big hardwood hummock dead
ahead?’

Jack saw arise studded with trees of all different sizes and shapes that blocked most of the western
horizon.

“Thelagoon'sinthere,” Carl said. “ So we got to go red quiet now.”
“I thought the place was going to be deserted.”
“Y’never know. Sometimes somebody’ s feelin poorly and they don’t go to town.”

Jack pulled the Glock from itssoB holster, worked the dide to chamber around, then tucked it away
agan.

They paddled ahead to where the channd ran into a dense green tunnel of vegetation. Speaking softly,
Carl pointed out gumbo limbo trees, aerid plants, orchids, ferns, banyan treeswith their dangling aeria
roots, coffee plants, vinestrailing from treeto tree, and every imaginable variety of pam.

“Lookslikearain forest,” Jack whispered.

Carl nodded. “Y eah. Even now, when thereain’t no rain. It stays wetter here cause the sun can’'t get
through.”

Asthey paddled around afew more bendsin the channel Jack started noticing subtle changesin the
greenery, most obviousin theroya pams. Every one Jack had seen till now had had aramrod-straight
trunk. These were bent here and there at odd intervals dong their lengths.

Wasthisthe first evidence of the mutation effects of Anya s so-called nexus point?



Then Carl turned to him and put afinger to hislips. He nodded and made ahooking motion with hisarm.
Jack got the message: dmogt there. ..around the next bend.

And then they rounded that bend and the right bank fell away, opening into awide pond, 150, maybe
200 feet across. The surface lay smooth and placid, but the surrounding vegetation was anything but.

Thewillows, oaks, cypresses, and pams lining the banks had been twisted into grotesque, unnatural
shapes, asif they’ d been frozen mid-step in some epileptic ballet. And in one areathey all appeared to
be leaning away from an opening on the edge of the bank, asif trying to escapeiit.

That had to be it—the nexus point, where alittle of the Otherness dipped through a couple of timesa
year. Anya hadn’t been exaggerating about the mutations. The vegetation looked like it had been
designed by someone with PCP for blood.

All we need to make this scene complete, Jack thought, is the Creature from the Black Lagoon rearing its
ugly head.

A large, skiff-style boat,Bull-ship acrossits stern, rocked gently against the far bank. Its crude,
ramshackle superstructure looked like it had been built by someone with only rudimentary carpentry
skills. Another smdler, equaly rundown skiff, theHorse-ship —cute—lay directly to their right. They
looked like floating tenements.

Asheand Carl glided toward the center of the lagoon, Jack searched the banks for stray members of
Carl’sclan. Just as predicted, the place was deserted.

Wéll, itlooked deserted. Somehow it didn’tfedl deserted.

“That'sfunny,” Carl whispered, pointing to asmall fleet of canoes beached on the far bank. “All the
boatsis here. If they went into town—"

“Wdl, wel, well,” said agruff voice from behind and to theright. “Look who's here.”

Jack started at the sound and swiveled to see half a dozen men standing on the deck of theHorse-ship .
As he watched, the snow-haired Semelee emerged from the superstructure and smiled at him.

“Hi, Jack,” shesaid.

Jack noticed the color draining from Carl’ sface. “Oh, shit!”

Jack faced front again and saw another dozen or so men gathering on the deck of the biggerBull-ship .
“Paddlel” Carl cried as he began yanking on the little motor’ s sarter cord. “We gotta get outta here!”

Jack thought that might not be abad idea. He reversed his oar stroke to turn the canoe around, but then
noticed that the men in theHorse-ship were poling it across the lagoon entrance, blocking their escape
route.

Helaid ahand on Carl’ s shoulder. “Forget it, Carl. Looks like we' re staying awhile.”

“Long time, no see, Carl,” said the big guy Jack had run into in town. Hisgrin wasferd. “1 knew you'd
be back someday.”

“Hey, Luke,” Carl saidin afaint voice. His shoulders dumped. He looked defeated.



Jack checked the comforting weight of the Glock at the small of his back. Not the right timeto reved
what he was carrying, especialy when they were such sitting ducks out here on the water. Better to wait
and see what happened, wait till these guys got closer, or things got ugly.

Who knew? Maybe he wouldn't need artillery. Maybe he' d even come away with some answers. Like,
what do you have againgt my father? Or, who hired you to kill him?

“Knew | shouldn’'tacome,” Carl muttered. His good eye veered right and | eft like afrightened rabbit on
therun.

“Easy,” Jack whispered. “1 promised I’ d get you back to your trailer, and | will. Let’ sjust go with the
flow herefor abit.”

“Don’t see’ swe got much choice.”

L uke pointed to the row of canoes on the bank. “Why dontcha beach it over there with the others,” he
cdled, “and we |l al get red friendly like”

Jack started paddling. “Let’sdo like the man says.”

Carl hestated afew heartbests—he seemed frozen in place—then shook himsdlf and joined in.
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When they reached the far bank, some of the men from theBull-ship helped pull its nose onto the dirt.
Jack recognized the flat-bottormed motorboat he' d seen Semelee ride away in—theChicken-ship . Next
to it was a canoe labeledNo-ship . Someone in the clan was aregular Shecky Green.

He managed to step ashore without resoaking his sneakers, but Carl got out and waded.

They al seemed to know Carl. A few acted genuinely glad to see him but most were standoffish, some
even hodtile

As Jack and Carl stood together and waited for theHorse-ship to be poled over, Jack looked around.
Close up, the vegetation looked even more demented. Back from the banks, maybe a hundred fest,
stood haf adozen hutlike structures with open sides. Each seemed to be little more than half a dozen
wobbly poles, three to a side, topped by a pitched roof of dried pam fronds. A small fire smoldered
between two of the nearest. When they weren't on the boats, Jack guessed they lived there.

Crooked men in crooked houses. He had little doubt that each contained at |east one crooked mouse.
“Old Indian huts” Carl said, following his gaze. “Been there forever.”

When the smdller boat arrived, Semelee was the first to step off, followed by L uke, bulge-browed
Corley, and the rest. Soon the whole clan was assembled behind her, facing Jack and Carl ina
semidirde.

Circeand her pigs.
A single woman with—Jack had made a quick count—eighteen men.

One scary looking bunch, Jack thought, eyeing their misshapen heads, mismatched limbs, and twisted
bodies. Looked like they’ d suffered an dgae bloom in their gene pool. But he knew that, just like the
trees, it must be due to the nexus point. The trees had no choice about where they grew, but these



folks...why did they stay?

Only Semelee and L uke looked reasonably normd....if you discounted her wild white Medusa hair.
Storm from the X-Men had nothing on Semelee in the hair department. She wore the same Levi’sand
tight black vest asyesterday, but her long-deeved shirt was red thistime, with the top two buttons left

open.
“Who'sthisone?’ she said, pointing to Carl. “He sone of us, an't he.”
Luke flashed hisnasty grin at Carl. “He sureis. Hejust don't act likeit.”
“How comel ain't never seen him before?’

“Y ou probably did but just don’'t remember. Carl decided to leave right after you showed up. | don’t
think we re good enough for him no more.” He stepped closer. “ Ain't that right, Carl? Ain't that right?
But that was okay. Thisain't no prison. Y ou can come and go asyou please.” He got into Carl’ sface.
“But that don’t mean you can bring outsders. Y ou know the rule about outsiders.”

He reached to grab the front of Carl’ s shirt and Jack laid ahand on his arm—gently but firmly. He wasn't
looking for afight, not againgt these impossible odds, but he was not about to let Carl be manhandled.

“Don't,” Jack said.
Luke sfingers stopped inches from Carl’ s shirtfront. “What?’

Jack kept hisvoice low but gave Luke ahard ook, hoping he' d think twice. Hedidn't have a
plan—he d been expecting an empty lagoon—but he was willing to ad lib, maybe do something quick
and very nasty to make apoint and throw the crowd off balance.

“Judt...don't.”

Luke glared at him, then glanced toward the water. “Back off or you' |l be goin for aswim.”
“Doesn’'t sound so bad to me.”

“Yeah?' Hegrinned. “Look who you' Il be svimmin with.”

Jack turned and saw what appeared to be agiant turtle gliding toward shore. Its head was down but its
mossy, four-foot long shell looked like ardief map of the Himdayas.

Then it raised its head—and then its other head. Chrigt, it had two—big, ugly, rough-hewn things—both
of which were now angled up, their beaked, sharp-edged jaws agape, showing huge mouths that could fit
aregulation NFL football with room to spare. Itsfour beady black eyes werefixed on Semdeeasit
reached the bank and waited with itslong, snakelike tail thrashing back and forth in the water behind it.

Luke grabbed afallen tree branch and shouted, “ Show time!” He stepped closer and lowered the branch
toward the waiting jaws. “ This here sadligator snapper. When you take your swim—and we' |l see that
you do—here swhat’ s gonna happen to your arms and legs.”

The branch came to within afoot of the left head and in aflash the neck telescoped out and the jaws
chomped, breaking it in half with aloud crunchingcrack , as easily as Jack might snap atoothpick. One
of the haves tumbled into the right head’ s strike zone and suffered asimilar fate. Three pieces of branch
floated on the water.

Jack’ stongue tasted dusty.



“*When'?’ Jack said, knowing this many guyswould have no trouble tossing him into the water. But he
couldn’t back down. “Y ou mean ‘if,” don’t you?’

Luke stepped toward him. “No, | mean—"

“Just hold on there,” Semeee said, wedging herself between them. “Ease up. Thisain’t no way to treat
company.” Sheturned to Jack. Her eyeslocked on his, displaying none of the animaosity radiating from
Luke. “What' re you doing here?’

Jack had hisreply ready. “Y ou suggested we have adrink together. Well, herel am.”
“Bullshit!” Lukesad.

Thisguy had one hdluvachip on hisshoulder.

Semeleeignored him and smiled. “ Y eah. | can seeyou're here. But | meant back in town.”
“I guess | misunderstood. | happened to mention you to Carl and—"

“You did?’ Her facelit as her smile broadened. “Y ou were talking about me?’

Jack redlized with a gtart that she was infatuated with him. He couldn’t fathom why. She'd had a couple
of glimpses of him and they’ d exchanged afew sentences, she didn’t know anything about him.

Or did she?

Jack debated playing to her infatuation, then discarded the idea. It could backfire too easily, especidly
with the jedl ousy he sensed seething in Luke. It was plain that he wanted Semeleelooking at him like she
was looking at Jack.

“Yeah, sort of,” Jack said, keeping it neutral. “When Carl said he knew where you lived, | convinced him
to take methere.”

“And hereyou are”
“Right. But | wasn't expecting such an unfriendly reception.”

“Oh, don't take L uke too serious. He' s been right cranky lately.” She patted hisarm. “Ain't that right,
Luke”

The big guy only glowered at Jack.

“Hey,” said Carl, pointing dong the bank with hisoar. “Don’t tel me that’ sthe lights hole!”
“Itsureis” Semelee said. “Want to see?’

Lights hole? Jack wondered. What' s alights hole?

Semeleeled the way toward a patch of ground completely bare of vegetation. Jack followed Carl. The
crowd parted to let them pass. The center of the bald areawas pierced by aroughly ova opening,
maybe eight feet across. It ran straight down into the limestone like awell. Jack even knew what it was
cdled: acenote,

He stopped next to Carl at the edge and peered down. Deep. Deeper than he' d expected. He could just
barely make out the poal at the bottom.



Carl gasped. “It wasn't never this deep. What happened to the sand?’

Luke grunted. “ Semelee sold it. Some guys came here and sucked awholelot of it out. Y ou just missed
them.”

“Got a pretty penny for it too,” she said.

Carl looked from Luketo Semelee. “Lookslike | ain't thefirst to bresk the no-outsidersrule.”
Score one for you, Carl, Jack thought.

“That was different,” Semelee sad.

Carl didn't seem to hear. His eyes were fixed on the hole,

“| wasafearinthis” he said, “what with the drought’ n al. Thelights hole ain't never been above water
before. That’ s bad enough. But then you went’ n had sand sucked out.”

“Why’ sthat bad?’ Semeeesaid. “1 think that's good.”

“Good? How can it be good? The light used to have to come up through the sand and the water, and
even then, look what it did to us. Now there ain't hardly nothinin the way.”

Semdeegrinned. “Ain't it cool ?’
“Nuh-uh. That ain’'t cool. That's scary.”

Jack knelt at the edge and peered into the depths. He didn’t like deep holes, at least not since the spring
when he' d had abad experience with one out on Long Idand. But that one hadn’t had abottom. This
one...

He found athumb-sze stone and dropped it. He heard a satisfyingplop , saw ripples on the water far
below.

...thisone definitely had a bottom.
But for how long?
“What are these lightslike?’ he asked.

Semel ee squatted close beside him. He glanced up briefly and noticed the others wandering off. Thetwo
of them had the hole to themselves.

“Like nothin you ever seenin your life” Her voice was full of hushed wonder as she spoke. “1 mean,
whoever heard of lights comin outtathe ground?’

Jack had seen light shooting up from aholein the earth. . .just last spring.
“What color are these lights?’

“Sortalike pinkish orange, but that ain't right. Every time you think you got the color pinned, it meltsinto
somethin elsejust ateeny bit different. | can't describeit. Y ou gottaseeit to believeit.”

Jack believed. He' d seen alight just like she described.

“How often do they come?’ Jack asked, knowing the answer.



“Twiceayear.”
“No kidding. When' sthe next show?’
“Tonight.”

“But—" Jack caught himself. Anya had said the nexus points opened during the equinoxes, but that
wasn't until tomorrow night. He knew; he' d checked. But if he admitted that, Semelee would redlize that
he knew way more than he should.

Shefrowned a him. “But what?’
What to say?“But that’ stoo soon!” he blurted. “I won’t be able to get my cameras set up for—"
“Who said anything bout cameras?’

“Well, it'sobvious, ign't it? | take some pictures of the lights and we sell them to the papers, to National
Geographic, to—"

“Wait-wait-wait,” she said, waving her handsin front of hisface. “What makes you think you' re gonna
take pictures? Nobody takes no pictures of thelights.”

“No exceptions?’
“No way, no how. Asamatter of fact, | can’t even let you see them, cause then you' d talk about them.”
“No, | wouldn't.”

Jack had no desire to see these lights, but he didn’t want to appear anxiousto leave. Maybe the way to
get out of here wasto pretend to want to Stay.

Semelee shook her head. “Maybe you wouldn't, but | can't risk it. Not yet, anyways. But maybe when |
get to know you better...”

Jack noted how she said “when” instead of “if.”

“What' s wrong with getting to know each other now? We could go back to town, have that drink,
maybe two or three, and do some serioustalking.”

“Not tonight, or tomorrow or the next night, for that matter.”
“Why not?’

“The lightsrun for three nights. | gottabe herefor that. But after Sunday...” Sheleaned closer and he
caught her pleasant, musky scent. “.... Wegot al thetimein theworld.”

That’ swhat you think, Sster.
But he had to be careful here...hdl hath no fury and dl that.

Then he noticed the black shell dangling from the thong around her neck. The same size and shape asthe
one he'd found in hisfather’ s hospital room. Even had ahole drilled at the hinge end. Had to bethe
samne.

He pointed to the shell. “How’ d you get that back?’



Semelee started and clutched the shell. Jack figured from the sudden widening of her eyesthat she hadn’t
wanted him to seeit. Because that meant she' d visited the room a second time—and he didn’t like that
onehit.

But if that were the case, why had sheworn it around her neck and | &ft the collar |00se?

“What do you mean?’ she said.

“I found it by my father’ sbed in the hospitd, right after you were there. When did you go back for it?’
“I...I didn't.” She kept the shell wrapped in her figt. “1 had two.”

“Oh.” That made Jack fed alittle better—if shewastdlling the truth. “I guess| saw the other onethen.”
“Where?” She grabbed hiswrigt. “Where d you seeit last?’

Jack was about to shrug and say he' d left it on the bedside table and assumed the housekeeping staff had
chucked it out, but her tight grip on hisarm and the intengity in her eyes made him hold off.

“I'm not sure. Let methink...”
Why was adamn shell so important?
He glanced around and noticed Carl was missing.

“Carl?’ Jack broke Semelee' sgrip on hisarm as herose to his feet and scanned the lagoon banks. “Hey,
Carl! Where areyou?’

“Never mind him,” Semelee said, rising with him. “What about that shell?”’

Jack |eft her behind. He skirted the edge of the cenote and headed in the direction of the huts where he
saw anumber of the men Sitting around the little fire, smoking, drinking, but Carl wasn't among them.

Shit! Where was he?

He called his name afew more times but got no response. He asked the group by the fire where he was
but they ignored him.

Jack’ s gut began alittle crawl. If they’ d done anything to Carl it would be Jack’ s fault for inducing him to
come back here.

Luke strolled up to the fire. The men around it looked up, their mismatched eyes questioning, and he
nodded to them.

“Whereishe, Luke?’ Jack said.
Lukedidn't look up, didn’t turn, didn’t acknowledge Jack’ s existence.

Jack’ s concern boiled over into anger. He pulled the Glock and sent around into thefire. The
mini-explosion of ash and flaming embers scattered the men, sending them rolling and tumbling. Luke
ducked away and faced him.

Now he had their attention.

“I’m going to say it once more, and thistime I’ d better get an answer: Where...is...Carl?’



“Right where he bdlongs,” Luke said. “With us.
“He doesn’'t want to be with you. He left, remember?’
“Maybe. But he' shad a change of heart. HE sgonna stay.”

Jack sensed movement around him. His periphera vision caught about a dozen clan members scurrying
toward him, armed with rifles and shotguns. Should have figured they’ d be armed—couldn’t live out here
and not do some hunting.

The newcomers didn’t seem to give Luke much of aboost in confidence, especialy when Jack pointed
the Glock at the center of hischest. “1 want to hear that from him.”

Luke' seyes darted left and right. He seemed about to say something when Semelee spoke up.
“Don’'t worry, Luke. Heain't gonnakill you.”

Jack glanced |eft and saw her standing afew feet away, smiling at him.

“Right, migter,” Luke said, licking hislips. “ That’ sbecause you' Il befull of holesif you do.”

“That won't make you any lessdead.”

“Youwon't,” Semeeesaid to Jack. “I know it, and you know it.”

Shewasright. Thiswasn't akilling Stuation. He lowered the pistol afew inches.

“Maybe not. But one of these hollowpoints can mess up akneelike you wouldn’t believe.”

Luke was swegting now. Taking one in the knee seemed to bother him more than one in the chest.
“Semdee...?

“Youwon'’t do that neither. Because we ain't hurt Carl and we ain't keepin him here but for afew days.”
“Y ou've got no right to keep him aminute.”

“Yeah, wedo,” Luke said, emboldened by the fact that Jack hadn’t pulled the trigger again. “He' skin.
He sblood.”

“I promised I'd get him back home. | intend to keep that promise.”

“It' sonly gonnabethreedays,” Semdee sad. “Wewant him to stay for thelights. But | tell you what:
Y ou find my other shell and we'll do atrade. . .the shell for Carl.”

“Semelee” Lukesaid. “You got noright. Carl belongs here.”

Sheturned on him, eyesflashing. “What's more important—givin Carl alight show or gettin my eye-shell
back?’

Luke looked away and said nothin.
Semelee turned to Jack. “ So that’ sthe deal. How' sit set with you?”

“Lady, | don't know wherethis shell of yoursis. If I'd known it was going to matter, I’ d have kept track
of it”



She pointed to Carl’ s borrowed canoe. “Maybe you' d better start lookin.”

Keeping hispistal trained on Luke, Jack considered his options. He had afew, but didn’t like any of
them.

He could do alittle shooting, but he could see how that could turn counterproductive. He could do his
own search for Carl, but he' d be a stranger ooking for someone who' d been stashed away by folkswho
knew every nook and cranny of the terrain. He could head back and take one of these guyswith him,
then trade him back for Carl; but Jack had no place to stash him.

Or he could go back and find the shell, which was onetall order.

Going back. ..there was another challenge. He wasn't Woodsman Jack. The closest he ever wanted to
get to outdoor life was acopy of Field & Stream.

“I don’t know the Everglades,” hesaid. “I’ll get lost out there.”
Semelee laughed, amusica sound, void of harshness or derision.

“No, you won't. The drought ain't left too many wet channdls. Every time you cometo afork, just take
the eestmodt. It ain't dl that far.”

“Andif | do find thisshdll, how will | let you know?’
“Easy. Just stand outside you daddy’ s house and say, ‘| found the shell.” I'll hear you.”
Jack didn't think shewaslying, and that gave him the creeps.

“All right,” hesaid. “I'll go.” He hated to leave without Carl, but he' d be back. He also hated leaving
without satisfying the reason he'd come herein thefirst place. “But | want to know something before |
go: What have you got againgt my father?’

Semelee looked away, then back to him. “Nothin.”

“Likehdl. Youfolkstried to kill him the other night, and somehow scced that fresky dligator on him
yesterday. Let me ask you: What did he ever do to you?’

“Weain't after him,” shesaid.

Jack caught Luke giving her asharp look, but shedidn’'t seeit.

“Why don't | believethat?” Jack said.

She shrugged. “That’ sup to you. But | tell you true, your daddy ain’'t got nothin to fear from us.”
“How about me?’ Jack said. “What happenswhen | turn my back on you and your clan?’

“Nothin. You can't find memy shell if you're dead, now, can you.” She turned to the clan. “ Ain't that
right, fellers.” They looked a one another but didn’t say much. Semelee’ s expression turned fierce.
“Ain’t thatright ? Cause | hate to think what would happen to anybody who stopped this man from doin
what | need himto do.”

Jack saw alot of uneasy, fearful expressions as the men nodded and lowered their wegpons.

What kind of hold did she have on them?What could that dim little woman thresten them with?



Taking abresth and hoping he wasn't making a mistake, Jack holstered the Glock and walked back to
the canoe. He stepped into the water, pushed off, and did in. A couple of pulls got the engine going. He
putted away, propelled by the weight of dozens of eyes on his back.
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“Why'dyoulet him go?’ Lukesaid.

Semelee stood on the bank and watched Jack’ s retreating form as he turned the canoe left and
disappeared around the bend.

“Toldyouwhy.”
“You bdievehim?’

She could hear lots of anger in hisvoice. She knew he was jead ous, but she figgered his pride had got
hurt bein on the wrong end of Jack’ s gun.

“Yeah, | do.”

Shewas't surewhy, but she had the feding that he' d thought there was only one shdll until shetold him
otherwise.

“You'reactin like afool, Semelee. We coulda gone lookin for that eye-shell ourselfs”

“Y eah? Like where? Like how? We can't go to the hospital and ask about it when | wasn’t supposed to
be therein thefirst place. We can't search hisdaddy’ s place like he can.”

“We couldatried. Way it stands now we ain't never gonnasee him or your other eye-shell again.”
“Oh, wée'll seehim again...one way or the other.”
“What' s that supposed to mean?’

“Didn’t you hear him?He said he promised Carl he' d get him back home. If he findsthe shell he'll be
back to make the trade. But even if hedon’t find it he' Il be comin for Carl. HE Il take him home again or
goread awholelotta hurt tryin.”

Luke snorted. “What makes you think you know so much about him?Y ou ain’t spoke to him but twice.”
Sheturned to him. “Let metdl you somethin, Luke. That’s aman who keeps his promises.”

She' d seen that in hiseyes. Not alick of fear, just stubborn asall get out. And that made him all the more
gpecid. Brave and loyd, two traits any woman wanted in aman. But Jack wasn't just any woman’'s man.
He was destined to be hers.

Theway thingswasfdlininto place...it waslikeit wasdl part of aplan. Hisdaddy gets chosen to die,
but he don’t. He lives and that brings Jack down here where he and Semel ee can meet and be together.
Shelost an eye-shell, but now Jack was gonnafind it, and that was gonna bring them even closer
together.

“What do you need that other eye-shell so bad for anyway?’ Luke said. “Y ou been doin al right with
just theone”

“No, | an't. Ain't the same. Much harder to keep control and see whereI’m goin. | need the two of



them.”

“Awright awright. But you was kiddin bout layin off hisdaddy, right?’
“Wrong. Weain't interested in his daddy no more.”

“But Seme—"

“Wegot usanew target.”

She didn’t know how, but Jack had somehow connected her and the clan to what had happened to his
daddy. If hisdaddy got killed, he'd blame her, and that might keep them apart and wreck their destiny.
No, she had a better victim, someone whoneeded killin.

Lukewas garin a her. “Who?’

“Theold lady. She'll betakin daddy’s place.”
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How was he going to find that damn shell?
The question plagued Jack as he drove toward Novaton.

Semelee had been right: It hadn’t been dl that hard to find hisway back to the real world. He d Ieft the
canoe beached by the air-boat dock and headed toward town. The clouds persisted but hadn’t dumped
drop one of rain.

Whereto start? The hospital was the obvious place, but Dad had checked himsalf out dmost twenty-four
hours ago. Jack was sure the room had been stripped and scrubbed by now. Probably even had anew
occupant. That meant he might have to go pawing through the hospital’ s Dumpsters.

He shook his head. Maybe if he had half adozen people hel ping him they might—justmight —come up
with that shell. He doubted it.

He decided that before he gave the hospital another thought, he' d check out his dad’ s place. Maybe by
some freaky turn of good luck the shell had wound up there. But again, the chances—

If nothing else, he could get out of these sodden sneskers.

He d stopped at ared light. A dump truck was turning in front of him, going the opposite way. He
wouldn’t have given it a second thought except for the insignia on the door of the cab. It looked likea
black sun...ashape that might be mistaken for the head of ablack flower.

Jack would have hung aU right thereif he' d been in the left lane. Instead he had to cut through two
parking lotsto turn himself around. By the time he was heading north, the truck was out of sight. Racing
along as best he could in the Friday afternoon traffic, trying to catch up, he amost missed the truck
parked in aBurger King lot.

Jack pulled in next to it and got out. It had been backed diagonally across two spaces at the rear of the
lot whereit was out of the way. The cab was empty but the big diesdl engine was running. He checked
out the logo—definitely ablack sun. And beneath it:Wm. Blagden & Sons, Inc.

Hewalked around it. It sure as hell looked big enough to inflict heavy damage on any car, even aGrand
Marquis. He wondered what the left end of the front bumper looked like.



Jack stopped and stared at the dent in the fender....and the streaks of silver paint ground into its black
surface.

“Can | hdp you with something?’ said avoice behind him.

Jack turned to find a prototypical truck driver—big cowboy hat, big gut, big belt buckle, big
boots—walking hisway with abag of burgersin one hand and atravel mug of coffeein the other.

“Yeah,” Jack said. “Just admiring the ding in your fender here.” A euphemism; the“ding” was adeep
dent. “Looks pretty fresh.”

“Itis. Best | canfigureit must’ ve happened Monday night when the truck was stolen.”
“Stolen? No kidding? By who?”’
The driver unlocked the door to the cab, put the burgers and coffee inside, then shrugged.

“Damned if | know.” He rubbed his weather-beaten face. “Never happened to me before. After she got
thefirg part of her load Monday evening, | locked her up and hit the hay. | got up the next morning and
she was gone. Couple hours after | reported her missing the cops found her in aliquor store parking lot. |
was S0 glad to get her back—I mean, you don’t know what kind of shit was gonna come down on meif
shewas gone for good—that | didn’t notice the ding till later.”

“You report it to the cops?’

“No. Why?'

“Because your rig might have been involved in ahit and run.”
His eyes narrowed. “ Y ou acop or something?’

“Nope. Just an interested party.” He saw the questioning look on the trucker’ sface. “My dad’s car took
awadlop early Tuesday morning.”

“He okay?’
“Luckily, yesh.”

“Good.” He hauled himsdlf into the cab. “Because | can't hang around for no investigation. | ain’t running
or nothing, but | got a schedule to keep.”

“I hear you,” Jack said.

He thought about stopping him but decided againgt it. If his story was true—and Jack sensed it
was—what good would it do? If he hadn’t reported histruck stolen, Jack could call Hernandez and the
Novaton copswould pick him up.

Of course, the reported theft could have been a cover, but Jack doubted that.
Asthe cab door dammed shut, Jack said, “What' re you hauling?’

“Sand.”

“Whereto?’

“North Jersey.”



Jersey? Jersey was loaded with sand.
“What the hdll for?’
Thedriver shrugged. “I don’t set up the jobs or choose the loads; | just get it where it wantsto go.”

Then Jack remembered L uke saying something about Semelee sucking al the sand out of the cenote and
sling it. Could thishe...?

“Where d you get the sand?’
Another shrug. “It got boated in from somewheresin the swamp. That'sal | know.”
With that he threw the truck into first and headed for the exit.

Jack watched him go. He made amenta note of the company name. Wm. Blagden & Sons. He might
look them up when he got back north, maybe find out who' d hired them. Shipping sand from aFlorida
nexus point to New Jersey...he couldn’t imagine the reason, but it couldn’t be good.

He started back toward his car. At least now he knew what had hit hisfather’s Marquis. And he had a
pretty good ideawho had been driving it.

But he still didn’t know why. Had a pretty good idea about that too, and hoped to nail that down this
afternoon.
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By the time Jack reached Gateways South he' d stopped at aloca hardware store for aroll of duct tape,
then called the Novaton Police where he reached Anita Neshitt. After aquick check shetold him that,
yes, on Tuesday morning adump truck had been reported stolen during the night and was found shortly
theresfter.

Okay. So Wm. Blagden & Sons, Inc., was covered.
Jack parked in the cul-de-sac and hurried into hisfather’ s place.

Hisfather was watching TV. Classic ESPN was running the 1980 Wimbledon dugfest between Borg and
McEnroe. McEnroe was screaming at himsalf for missing abullet passing shot.

Helooked up at Jack and grinned. “ Right about now | bet McEnroe wishes Borg had never been
Bjorn.”

Normally Jack would have groaned, but a bad pun was agood sign. His father loved puns. He was
getting back to normal.

Helooked down at Jack’s muddy sneakers and till-wet jeans. “What happened to you?’
“Took alittle boat trip.”
“Y ou went boating? Why didn’t you tell me? | would have—"

“It wasn't exactly apleasure trip. Look, Dad, do you remember seeing alittle black shell in your hospita
room?’

He frowned. “No. When would this have been?”



“I found it the day before you woke up. It was black, oblong, had alittle hole drilled in the hinge.”
Pease remember.Please. ..

Dad was shaking his head. “ Sorry. Never saw anything like that.”

Jack suppressed agroan. He' d have to try the hospital next.

Hospitd ... Jack remembered the plastic bag of sundriesthat Anya had thrown together as hisfather was
sgning himsdf out. He knew it was't in hiscar. Had he brought it in?

“Did you see abag of goodies from the hospital? Y ou know, toothpaste, mouthwash—"

“Oh, that. | threw it out.”

“Youdidn't seeashdl inthere?

“I didn't redly look. | mean, | glanced inside but | don’t use any of those brands so | tossed it out.”
Maybe...maybe...Jack didn't want to get his hopes up.

“Where? In thekitchen?

“Wdll, yes, a first. But thismorning | tossed the kitchen bag into the can out back. Look, what's so
important—7’

Jack didn’t wait for him to finish. He dashed outside and around to the back porch. The green plastic
garbage can sat to the left on asmall concrete dab. Just hisluck, Friday would be garbage pickup day
and the shell—if it wasin there—was on its way to the county dump.

But no. The can was empty except for one white plastic bag. Jack untied the top and poked around until
he found the bag from the hospital. He yanked it out and pawed through the sample-size toiletries. He
sent out aslent prayer to the patron saint of garbage that hel d find the shell within, but it wasn't looking
good...

And then he reached the bottom and felt something hard and rough edged. He pulled it out—
1] Y@ ”

He had it. Now Carl could come home. But first Jack had to arrange an exchange. He shook hishead. A
shell for ahuman being...what kind of adea wasthat?

What had Semeee told him to do? Stand outside his father’ s house and announce that he' d found it.
Riiiight. But she’ d said she' d hear him, and she probably could. Jack’ s Doubting Thomas days were

over. Anything goes.

“Okay,” hesaid doud, feding foolish but forcing himsdlf to go on. “I’ ve found the shell. Did you catch
that?1’vefound it. Tell me how we make the trade.”

Now what? He supposed he' d have to wait until Semelee got in touch with him.

Pocketing the shell, he turned and found Dad staring a him through the back porch jaousies. He wore
the same perplexed expression as when Jack had unpacked those stuffed animals from Abe. Maybe
more perplexed thistime.



Probably thinks I"’m doing drugs.

“Hi, Dad.”

“Areyou okay, Jack?’

No, he thought. I’m not. Someday I’d like to be, but at the moment...
“I'mfine”

Hisfather pushed open the porch door. “ Come back inthisway. It' s shorter.”

Jack took a step toward the porch, then remembered again that it was Anyawho' d packed up the bag.
Had she known...?

He glanced toward her place and noticed afigure stretched out on alounge in the front yard.
“Bewithyouinaminute” hesad. “I want to say helloto Anya”

As Jack crossed onto the green grass, Oyv trotted up to meet him, wagging histail in welcome. The dog
escorted him toward Anya, but Jack dowed, letting Oyv pull ahead as he noticed that Anyawas topless.

She lay face down on atowe on the lounge cushion, dressed only in lime-colored Bermuda shorts,
baking her bare back in the afternoon sun. He was about to turn away when he noticed a pattern of red
marks on her exposed skin. He took a step closer and...

Jack bit hisupper lip. They looked like burn marks...and crisscrossing her skin between them were thin,
angry red lines, asif someone had been stubbing out cigarettes on her back and then whipping her with a
finelash.

Jack wanted to turn away, but couldn’t. He had to stay and stare, horrified, yet fascinated.
Anya svoice gartled him.

“A map of my pain,” she said without looking up. “ See what he doesto me?’

“Who?’

“You know. The Adversary. The One.”

Oh, yeah. The One...whose True Name Jack wasn’t supposed to know.

“But how? Why?'

“I’vetold you thewhy: Because | hinder his path. Asto the how...he has many ways, and they aredl
written here, on my back.”

“But how do those burns, those cuts get there?’

“They smply appear. They map his effortsto destroy me.”

Jack shook hishead to clear it. “1’m not following.What is he doing to destroy you?’
“Hep mewith thistowe,” she said. “Fold the ends over my back.”

Jack did as she asked, allowing her to wrap the towel around her upper torso as sherose to asitting



position.
“Tdk tome,” Jack said.

Anyashook her gray head. “Y ou have your own concerns. Those you should be worrying about. And
besides, what can you do to help? Nothing. This| must face on my own.”

“Try m"
Heliked thisold lady. He wanted to help her, do something to lighten her [oad.

“It'sdl right, Jack. The sun makesit fed better. Theraysdon’t heal me, but they lessen the pain.” She
roseto her feet. “I'mgoinginto liedown.”

“Areyou okay?’

“I"'m better than | wasthismorning and I’ [l be even better by tonight.”
“Will you be up for drinkslater? We Il doit & my father’ s placethistime.”
She shook her head. “Not tonight. But tomorrow definitely.”

Jack watched her and Oyv enter the leafy interior of her house, then, fedling sad and angry and helpless,
he turned away.
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Jack had lounged around with his father, dodging questions about the toys and the shell until hisfather
nodded off in hisrecliner. An afternoon nap—one of the grest pleasuresin life. But Jack couldn’t indulge
today. He had to wait for word from Semelee.

But that wasn’'t the only matter on his afternoon schedule.

He stepped into hisfather’ s bedroom and dialed Ramsey Weldon' s office. He learned from the
receptionist that Mr. Weldon was on another line. Would he care to leave a message?

“No. When can | cdll back?’
“Wadll, he'll probably be leaving in ahaf hour or s0.”
Jack thanked her, hung up, then went out to his car.

The duct tape he’ d bought earlier sat on the front seat in aflimsy white plastic bag emblazoned with the
Novaton Hardware logo. He snatched it up, bag and dl. As he was closing the door he spotted an
envel ope on the floor by the passenger seat. He picked it up and checked the contents.

Cal’sfive hundred dollars.
He d trusted Jack enough to leaveit in the car for safekeeping. He' d also trusted Jack to bring him back.
“I’'ve got your damn shell,” Jack said aoud. “I’'m ready to trade.”

He glanced at hiswatch. Couldn’'t wait around here any longer. He set off on astroll toward the
adminidration building.

Thistime he could walk in the open and say hello to passers-by instead of ducking into the bushes every



time someone gpproached. When he reached the parking lot, his heart gave akick when hedidn’t see
Weldon's Crown Imperial, but eased back when he spotted a’ 57 DeSoto in Weldon' s space. This guy
had some negt cars.

Jack strolled over toit. A four-door Firedome with a glossy turquoise body, white roof and side panels,
big chrome bumpers, whitewall tires, and those fins—humongous wedge-shaped projections, each fitted
with avertical row of three rocketlike red lights that made the car ook like a spaceship. Jack peered
insde. White-and-turquoi se upholstery and a dash-mounted rearview mirror.

What was wrong with Detroit—or Japan or Germany, for that matter? Why the hell didn’t they make
carslikethisanymore?

He hung around the DeSoto, studying it from every angle for what seemed like forever before Weldon
showed up. Hewore apae beige silk suit today, so paleit was amost white.

“ Another beauty, Mr. Weldon,” he said.

Weldon grinned. “Tom’ s son, right? Jack?’

“Y ou've got agood memory.”

“And you've got excellent taste in cars. How' syour father?’

“Doing greet. He came home yesterday.”

Weldon's cheek twitched. “Redly? | had no idea. Why didn’t anyonetell me?’

“I don't think anyone ese knows.” Jack ran hisfingerslightly ong the DeSoto’ sright front fender. “ Say,
would you mind giving mealittle ridein this baby?’

Weldon shook hishead. “I’d loveto, but I’ ve got to get straight home.”

Jack opened the door and dipped into the passenger seat. “ That’ s okay. Just drive me to the front gate
and I’ [l walk back. | need the exercise”

Weldon didn’t look happy about it, but Jack hadn’t left him much choice.

Theinterior waslike afurnace. Jack cranked down his window as Weldon fired her up and backed out
of hisspace.

“Smooth ride,” Jack said once they wererolling.
“Torson-Air suspenson.”
Jack watched him closely as he asked the next question. * Y ou ever hear of awoman named Semelee?’

Weldon' s hands tightened on the steering whed, whitening the knuckles. Hisright cheek twitched asit
had before.

“No, can't say as| have. Is she one of our resdents?’

“Nope. Too young for Gateways. Lives out in the Glades with abunch of funny looking guys. She' sgot
this snow white hair. Y ou’ d remember her if you ever met her. Y ousure you don't know her?’

Weldon looked ready to jump out of his skin and his forehead was beaded with swest. It was hot in the



car, but not that hot.
“Quitesure” hesad.
“You'resureyou’ re sure?’

“Yes How many timesdo | haveto tell you that?’ He began to brake. “Well, here sthe gate. | hope you
enjoyed—"

“Kegpdriving.”
“| told you. | haveto—"
Jack pulled out the Glock and held it in hislap, pointed in the genera direction of Weldon's guit.

“You'll beinaworld of gut-shot hurt if this happensto go off. ThinkReservoir Dogs . So keep driving.
We haven't finished our chat. Smile and wave to the nice guard. That’ sright. Now...let’ s head out to
where my father had his accident.”

“Where sthat? Now Weldon was redly sweeting.

“Y ou don’t know? Pemberton and South Road.”

“But there snothing out there.”

“I know.”

“Thisisillegd, thisis carjacking, it' skidnapping, it s—"

“It' s happening. Relax. Don't fight it and we' |l have aniceride.”
“If you want the car, takeit.”

“I don’t want the car.”

“Then...then why areyou doing this?’

Jack let him stew in hisjuices for awhile before responding.

“Just wanted to ask you what you know about people who' ve been dying at Gateways South.” Weldon
opened his mouth to reply but Jack held up ahand to stop him. “I don’t want to hear any bullshit about
them being ederly and what can you expect. I’ m talking about three spousel ess people in excellent
health—your own doctor said so—who’ ve suffered death by mishap over the past nine months. At arate
of one every three months. I'm sure you know their names: Adele Borger, Joseph Leo, and Edward
Neusner.”

Weldon had turned pae. He looked asif he might be getting sick.
“Of course | know their names. Those wereterrible tragedies.”

“My father would have made number four, and right on schedule. Know anything about that, Mr.
Weddon?

“No, of course not. How could |7’

That did it. Jack looked around, saw no other carsin sight. Thiswas as good a place as any.



He made Weldon pull over, then he got out and made him dide to the passenger sde—easy with the
bench seat.

“Now, put your hands behind your back.”
“W-w-what are you going to do?’

“I’'m g-g-gonnatape your wrists together.”
“No!”

Jack grabbed ahandful of Weldon'slongish dark hair. “Look. We can do thisthe easy way—whichis
you doing what | tell you—or the hard way, which means | have to shoot you in the hip or through the
thigh or something equally messy and bloody and keep on doing that until you cooperate. Me, | don't
like getting splattered with blood. The stains are dmost impossible to get out. So | prefer neat and easy
to messy and bloody. How about you?’

Weldon sobbed and put his hands behind his back.

Jack duct taped hiswrists together, then his knees, then his ankles. That done, he took over the driver
seat and put the DeSoto back in motion. He pointed it toward town and kept hammering at Weldon
about the three dead folks, hisfather, and Semeee. Weldon kept stonewalling him. Finaly Jack pulled up
before the locked gates to the limestone quarry.

“S0,” hesaid. *'Y ou don't know nuttin’ *bout nuttin’, isthat it?’
“Please. | don't. Redlly. You've got to believe me.”

Jack didn't.

“Thisisgoing to hurt me dmost as much asit hurtsyou.”

With that he gunned the DeSoto and rammed it against the gates. Weldon cried out as the chain snapped
and the gates flew back.

“The bumpers The chrome!”

Jack turned the car left onto the steep grade of the narrow road that ran down into the pit. A rough
limestonewall loomed to hisleft. He didn’t want to do it—he hated himsdlf for doing it—but forced his
hands to turn the steering wheel and drag the |eft Sde of the car against the stone.

“My God, no!” Weldon cried.
“Sorry.” And hewas.

Asthey reached the bottom of the quarry Jack didn’t quite make the turn, ramming the front end into an
outcropping of stone. The impact stopped the car short, hurling Weldon off the seat and into the
dashboard. Without a seat belt or his hands to protect him, he hit hard, then flopped back against the
Sedt.

“Whoa,” Jack said. “That must have hurt. But probably just afraction of what my father felt when that
truck clocked his car out on South Road.” Helooked around. “Let’ s see. We ve remodeled the left Side,
let’s see what we can do with theright.”

Between getting ataste of what his dad had gone through that night and redlizing what he was doing to



this beautiful, classic, innocent car, Jack was having trouble keeping histone light.
“No, please!” Weldon screamed.

Jack accelerated and rammed the right front end againgt another outcropping. Once again Weldon went
flying forward, thistime hard enough to catch his chest on the dashboard and his head against the
windshield. He wound up on the floor instead of the sest.

Weldon was sobbing now. “ Okay, okay. I'll tell you about it, but you' re not going to believeit.”

“Try me.” Jack threw the on-the-column automatic shift into neutral and set the emergency brake.
“You' d beamazed a what | can believe.”

Weldon struggled back into his seat. A blue-black goose egg was swelling under the hair that hung over
on hisforehead. He held his back-tied hands toward Jack.

“Please?’

Jack pulled out his Spyderco folder and dit the tape. He lft the knife open and in hand.

“Don’'t get any ideas. Now talk.”

Weldon sagged back. His neck bowed againgt the top of the backrest as he looked at the ceiling.

“It was just about thistime last year that the white-haired woman you mentioned, Semelee, caled me
with this crazy story, ademand that Gateways make sacrifices to the Everglades. Figuring this was some
clumsy sort of loca shakedown | asked her what kind of sacrifices. She said...human.”

He glanced at Jack. If he was expecting to see shock or incredulity, he was disappointed. Jack had half
expected something like this.

“And you laughed her off.”

“Of course. Wouldn't you? It wasridiculous. Or so | thought then. But she wouldn't quit. She kept
cdling me, a the office, at home, on my cell phone, going on about how Gateways South had
encroached too near the ‘lagoon’—I still don’'t know what lagoon she was talking about—and that the
Everglades was angry and demanded sacrificid victims. Four ayear. Ridiculous, right? But she kept after
me, saying thet |, as head of Gateways, must make the offering. By that she meant, choosethe victim. All
| had to do was point out aresident and the lagoon would do the rest. If | didn’t, the lagoon would
choose onefor me—from my own family.”

“And s0 you caved.”

“No. At least not yet. As soon as she threastened my family, | went to the police. Sincel had only avoice
on the phone, and couldn’t tell them what she looked like or where she lived, al they could do was keep
an eyeout for her and do regular patrols past my house.”

“And | takeit that didn’t work.”

Weldon shook his head. “ That same night, my son was bitten by abrown recluse spider and had to be
rushed to the hospital—he was only three and dmost lost hisarm. And right there, in Kevin's hospita
room, the woman calls me on my cdll phone and saysthiswasjust awarning. Had | changed my mind?1
hung up but she called right back and asked me if my daughter was afraid of snakes. And if not, she
should be.” Weldon rubbed ahand over hisface. “I’ve got to tell you, that spooked me. | don’t know



how she knew about the spider bite, | don’t know how she got abrown recluse close enough to my son
to bite him, but | was really spooked.”

Jack couldn’t blame him. He knew how he' d felt when Vicky had been threatened.
“Did you go back to the cops?’

“What for?| couldn’t tell them any more then than before. So | took mattersinto my own hands. |
packed up my wife and both kids and sent them to stay with my in-lawsin Woodstock, right outside
Atlanta. | figured putting them hundreds of miles away in adifferent town, adifferent state, would keep
them safe.” He shook hishead. “ The very first day there Laurie was bitten by a copperhead and amost
died. After spending aweek up north, waiting for Laurie to be released from the hospitd, | findly
returned home—alone, because | couldn’t bear the thought of bringing them back here until I’d dedlt with
thiswoman.”

“Obvioudy you didn’t succeed.”

“Not for lack of trying. When | got home | found this young woman with white hair waiting in my
backyard. She was gtting with her back to me, holding her hands up to her face, and in aninstant | knew
who shewas. | grabbed the revolver | keep in the top of our bedroom closet and went out to her. | was
going to shoot her, so help me, | was, but as soon as| raised the pistol | was attacked by a swarm of
beesand—"

“Killer bees?”

Weldon nodded. “Only they didn’t sting me enough to kill me. They concentrated on my face and my gun
hand and didn’t let up until I’d dropped it. Then she turned and | saw her facefor thefirst time. | was
surprised that she was so young. From her white hair I’ d assumed she' d be some old witch, but shewas
young and—"

“Not bad looking. | know.”
“Y ou've met her then. How did you—7?"
“Let’sgtick to you. What did you do then?’

“What could | do? Shetold me | dready had two strikes against me. | till remember her words: “ Strike
three and your wifeisout.” What ese could | do? Tell me you would have done any different.”

“My approach to settling problems differs a bit from the average.”

“1 don't know how, but this woman somehow controls snakes, insects, birds, and who knows what € se?
Don't you seethe position | wasin?’

Jack stared at Weldon. No question, the guy had been thrust into an gppalling Situation: Finger ardative
stranger for death or lose afamily member. A no-brainer, but aso ano-win.

“| seethat aman hasto put hisfamily before strangers, which is regrettably acceptable. But when one of
those strangersis my father, we have a problem.” Jack jabbed the knife blade at Weldon' sface,
stopping the point an inch from his nose. “We have even more of a problem when it becomes clear that
you took an awful predicament and used it to turn aquick buck.”

“I did no such thing!”



Weldon cowered back, pressing himself against the door as the knife point touched thetip of his nose.

“Now’ s not thetime for lies, bozo.” Jack was doing hisbest to check hisflaring rage. “I could go dong
with you doing what you had to if you’ d picked out the sickest Gateways folks, the ones with the shortest
life expectancy. But you didn’t do that. Instead you picked ones who were not only the hedlthiest, but
were unattached, guaranteeing that their homes would go back on the market years, maybe even a
decade or two before their natural time.”

“NO!”

“Yed” Theword hissed through Jack’ s teeth. “Y es, you son of abitch! Y ou fingered people whose
deathswould turn you a profit! And one of them was my father!”

Wedon'sface crumpled. His eyes squeezed shut and he began to sob.
“I'msorry, I’'msorry...”

“Three innocent people are dead and my father was put in acoma, and that’sal you can say?’ He
wanted to drop the knife and throttle him. “ Get out!”

Weldon looked a him. “What?’
“Get out, you pathetic bastard. Out before | cut you.”

Weldon fumbled behind him for the latch. Asthe door swung open, Jack raised hisright leg and kicked
him. Hard.

“ Out! ”

Weldon fell out the door and landed on his back in the limestone powder and rubble. Without bothering
to close the door, Jack threw the DeSoto into gear and hit the gas. He gunned the car into atire-spinning
turn, then raced back toward where Weldon was staggering to hisfeet. He let him scramble out of the
way. Despite Jack’ s dark urge to maim, maybe even kill the man, Weldon wasn't worth the hasde.

Hetore up the steep roadway out of the pit and onto the street. He knew Weldon wouldn’t be going to
the police about this; he'd fear it would draw aloot of unwanted attention to the desths at Gateways. Let
him find hisown way home.

As he passed the trailer park he pulled in. Animpulse. He spotted Carl’ s junker parked by a mildewed
trailer. He got out and checked the door. Locked. He lifted the lid of a garbage can by the steps and
found take out containers—KFC, Chinese, Domino’'s. He pulled out hiswallet as he scoped the area.
No one about so he dipped the door latch with his MasterCard. Inside he closed the door behind him
and looked around. He wasn't sure why he was here. Just an urge to know alittle more about Carl.

Theair conditioner was off and thetrailer smelled faintly of old food and sweet. The kitchen, bathroom,
and bedroom lay to the left, the main room to the right. He noticed the disassembled remnants of Big
Mouth Billy Bass, the singing fish, on the kitchen counter, neatly stored in alittle box. Jack was struck by
how clean the place was. Carl had said heloved hislittletrailer, and it showed.

In the main room sat agood-size TV. It looked like at |east a twenty-seven-incher—pan-o-ramic, one
might say. A battered Naugahyde recliner sat beforeit. Thethick Direct TV program guide for
September lay open on the seat, marked up with ayellow pen. Jack picked it up and saw that Carl had
highlightedSurvivor ,Fear Factor ,Boot Camp ,Big Brother ...secondhand living.



But that seemed good enough for Carl.
Jack shrugged. Whatever gets you through the night. ..

But nowherein thetrailer was there asign of who Carl was. No family pictures, no sign that he had a
past. Maybe his past wasn't anything he wanted to remember.

Jack stepped out, locked the door, and drove back toward Gateways. He turned off the road and
parked in the trees next to the security fence. He noticed other tire tracks nearby. After wiping down the
steering whedl, gearshift, door and window handles, he stepped up on the hood and went over the fence.

Easy. Too easy. Semelee’ s clan could do the same with their pickup.

Semdee...Ashewaked back to hisfather’ s house he ran the Semel ee situation back and forth and
sdeways through his head, looking for asolution.

He agreed with Weldon on one point: Semelee seemed to be able to control the swamp creatures. How,

Jack didn’'t know, but he' d bet it had something to do with the nexus point at the lagoon. She' d used that
power to commit perfect murders—" sacrifices,” asshe'd put it to Weldon—in plain view without anyone
suspecting that a human agent lay behind the attacks. No question in Jack’ s mind that she was behind the
pa metto swvarm and the aligator attack aswell.

She had to be stopped, that much was clear. He had no idea how, but he' d worry about that later. The
firgt thing he had to do was put Carl back in histrailer...hishome.
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“Thereyou are,” Dad said as Jack stepped through the door. He' d obviously awakened from his nap.
Looked like he' d showered and shaved too. “Where have you been?’

“Here and there. Did anyone cdll or come by while | was out?’
He shook hishead. “No. All quiet. Y ou’ re expecting someone?’
Jack hid hisfrustration. *Y esh. Sort of.”

“Wll, | need to do some grocery shopping. How about driving me down to the Publix so | can stock
up?’

“How about | give you the keys and stay here? In case that call comes, or someone shows up.”
“Areyouin some sort of trouble, Jack? Because if you are, maybe | can help.”

Jack laughed and hoped it didn’t sound asforced asit felt. “Trouble? No, not me. But someone | know
might beinalittle”

“What kind?’

Jack knew he' d been acting strange—at least in hisfather’ s eyes—but hewas't used to al these
questions, or having his comings and goings noted and commented on.

Thisiswhy | liveaone.

“Y ou might say it sakind of family thing.”



“Do those toys have anything to do with it?’
“It might come down to that.”

Dad sighed and dropped into hisrecliner. “Y ou are the hardest person to talk to, Jack. Y ou were agreat
kid, but now you're astranger. It’ slike you don’t want to know me or me to know you. Y ou've got this
wall around you. Isthat my fault? Did | do something...?’

Thiswas painful. Jack could seethe hurt in hisfather’ stroubled eyes.
“Absolutely not. It'sme. It' sjust theway | am.”

“But it' s not the way you were.”

Jack shrugged. “People change. Y ou must know that.”

“No. | don't. Most people don’t change. Kate didn’t change. And Tom didn’ t—although it might not be
such abad thing if he had. But you—you' re acompletely different person.”

Jack could only shrug again. He wanted off this uncomfortable topic.

“Enough about me. How about you, Dad? How are you getting on down here?’
Hisfather gave him along, baffled stare, then shook his head.

“Me?1 guess|’m doing pretty well. | like the climate enough, but...”

“But?

“I don’t know. Sometimes | think | made a mistake moving down here. Sometimes | wonder why | ever
left Jersey.”

“I’d wondered the samething. So did Kate.”

“I’ve never been the impulsive sort, but thiswas an impulse. A Gateways South brochure came in the
mail one day and that wasit. | took one look and had to be here. The graduated care aspect and the idea
of never being a burden appeaed to me.. . appeaed to me so much it became an obsession that took
hold and wouldn’t let go. | couldn’t get it out of my head that thiswas the place for me. | sold the old
house and reinvested some of the money in thisplaceand...” He spread hishands. “Herel am.”

“From what Anyatold mewhile you werein your coma, it sounds asif you' ve gotten into the swing of
thingsdown here.”

“I have. I’'vehad to. | had it in my head that Kate and Tom would jump at the chance to gather up the
grandkids and come down to Floridato visit. But only Kate did that. And only once. Everyone's so busy
these days. So | made achoice: | can Sit beforethe TV and ossify, or get up and about and do things
whilel dill can. | figurel’d rather be amoving target than astationary one.”

Target, Jack thought. Helluvaword choice, Dad. If you only knew...

Dad was shaking hishead. “But asniceasitis, | dill can't believel sold the family home and left my kids
and grandkids up north to move down here. | know not being a burden was abig part of it, but
redly...what was| thinking?’

Something in the words sent a chill through Jack. Hisfather had done something he didn’t quite



understand. ..devel oped a compulsion to move down here, to this particular development, right outside
the Everglades, close to the lagoon where Semelee and her clan lived. ..

...closeto anexus point.

Hadn't Carl told him that he’' d developed ayearning—an “ache,” as he put it—to get back to the place
where he’ d been born, back to the lagoon...?

Back to that same nexus point.

Coincidence?

He' d been told there’ d be no more coincidencesin hislife.

Was someone or something moving pieces around the board—Jack’ s board?

But wait...Anyahad said she' d done part time work addressing brochures. Had she sent oneto his
father? Had she influenced him to come down here? So she could—what >—protect him?

Jack’ s head spun. One thing he knew was he wanted hisfather out of here, out of Gateways, out of the
whole damn state.

“Nothing saysyou can’t go back. In fact, | think you should. I'm sure Jersey’ s got aload of graduated
care places, if that' swhat you want.”

Dad stood silent amoment, then, “| don’t know. I'd fed like an old fool.”

“Which ismore foolish: admitting you made amistake and rectifying it, or hanging around aplace you
don't like?

“When you put it that way...” He shook hisheed. “I’ll haveto think about it.” He clapped his hands.
“But no matter what | decide, we haveto eat tonight. I'll run out and get eggs and cheese and some ham.
| make amean omelet. How’ sthat sound for dinner?’

With apang of reluctance, Jack gave him the keysto hisrental. He had an urge to go with him, to not let
him out on his own unprotected, but Semelee had said he wasn't atarget, and he believed her. She'd had
Jack at her mercy—outnumbered and outgunned—when she’ d said it, so she'd had no reasontolie.
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As soon as hewas done, Jack pulled out the toys. He ingpected them for repaired seams, found one on
each, and dit it open. He removed the sundry weapons Abe had sent him and, armed with ascrewdriver
and an adjustable wrench, hid them around the house.

Then he cdled Gia. She and Vicky and the baby were doing fine.

“When are you coming home, Jack?’ Vicky asked. “I missyou.”

“I missyou too, Vicks, and I'll be home as soon as | can. Assoon as | know my dad’s okay.”
He seemed okay now, but it would take alittle doing to make sure he stayed that way.

Still no word from the clan. Jack stepped outside and looked around. The sun lay low over the



Everglades, brushing the fringe of the far-off hardwood hummock. He wondered if that was the same
hummock that housed the lagoon and his nexus point. If so, he might see these mysterious lights tonight.

“I’ve got your damn shell!” he shouted into the fading light. “ Let’sdo thigl”

Then he waited, not really expecting anything, but hoping. After amoment of listening to frogsand
crickets, he turned to go back insde. He noticed alight on at Anya s. Maybe she' d like to come over for
dinner.

His knocks went unanswered, even by Oyv, so Jack stepped around to the side window. There he saw
her and Oyv deeping in front of the TV, in the same positions they’ d been in Wednesday night. Again,
they looked dead. But he kept watching until he caught Anyataking abreath.

He was halfway back to the house when he saw hisrenta car pull into the parking area. He angled that
way and arrived in timeto carry a couple of the grocery sacks.

“I picked up some scallions,” Dad said asthey were unpacking. “1 figured that would add alittle extra
flavor.”

“Y ou’ ve become aregular Chef Boyardee.”

“Had to learnsome cooking. When you live done, you can get awful tired of frozen dinners and fast food.
And it gives me something to do at night.” He looked at Jack. “Nights are dways the hardest.”

Jack wasn't sure what to say. He wanted to tell him he was sorry about that but sensed his father wasn't
looking for pity. He d merely been stating afact.

So Jack ducked it. “Hey, want me to dice those scallions?’
“Sure” Dad said with agrin. “Think you can dice them nice and fine?’

He washed them off, then handed Jack adim knife and a cutting board. Jack positioned himself on the
other side of the counter and began dicing.

“Hey,” Dad said. “Y ou're pretty handy with that blade.”
“I’'m asuper sous chef.” He' d picked up alot from helping Gia cook.

“Whileyou redoing that, I’ll open this bottle of Chardonnay I’ ve had in the fridge. Been saving it for a
gpecia occason.”

“Omelets are aspecid occason?’

“Company isaspecia occasion, epecidly whenit’s one of my sons.”
Jack redlized then with a pang how londly hisfather was.

“Can | ask you something, Dad?’

“Sure.” He'd pulled apale bottle from the refrigerator and was twisting a corkscrew into itstop. “Go
ahead.”

“Why didn’t you ever remarry?’

“Good question. Kate always asked me that, aways encouraged me to get into anew relationship.



But...” He grabbed two glasses and hdf filled them. “ There s more where this came from, by theway.”

Jack got thefedling he was trying to stdl, or maybe even evade an answer. Hewasn't going to let that
happen.

“Y ou were saying about not remarrying?’

He sghed. “Having your mother taken away like that—one moment she' sSitting next to mein the car,
next moment there’ sblood all over her and no one can save her. She's...gone. Y ou were there. You
knew what it waslike.”

Jack nodded. His knife picked up speed, dicing the scalionsfaster, harder, thinner.

Dad shook hishead. “I never got over it. Y our mother was specid, Jack. We were ateam. We did
everything together. The bond was more than love, it was...” He shook his head. “1 don’t know how to
describeit. * Soul mate' is such ahackneyed term, but that pretty well describes what shewasto me.”

He pulled a carving knife from adrawer and started dicing the thick dice of cured ham he' d bought.

“And let metdl you, Jack, the grief over losing someone that closeto you, it doesn't just go away, you
know. At least it didn’t for me. Something like that happens and people pepper you with al sorts of
platitudes—it got to the point where | wanted to punch out the next person who said, ‘ She' sin a better
place.” | dmaost committed murder on that one. Then therewas, ‘At least you had her for alittlewhile.” |
didn’'t want her for alittle while. | wanted her forever.”

Jack was moved by the depth of hisfedling. Thiswas aside hisfather kept hidden.

“If I can use an equally hackneyed phrase: She wouldn't have wanted you to spend the rest of your life
done”

“I haven't been completely done. I" ve allowed myself short-term relationships, and I’ ve taken comfort in
them. But along-term relationship. ..that would be like telling your mother she can be replaced. And she
can't”

Heavy going here. Jack tossed off the rest of hiswine and poured them both some more, al thewhile
trying to think of an adequate response.

His Dad saved him by pointing the carving knife at Jack’ s chest.

“Your mother,” hesaid. “That’sit, isn'tit. I’ ve dways suspected that it made you alittle crazy, but now |
want to hear it from you. | remember you at the wake and the funerd. Like azombie, hardly speaking to
anyone. Y ou were never amomma s boy. Far from it. Y ou were closest to Kate. But to see your mother
killed by violence, to have her bleeding and dying in your arms.. .there’ sno shame in having a breskdown
after what happened. No one should have to go through that. No one.”

Jack gulped more of hiswine. He could fed it hitting him. He' d had nothing to eat since breakfast and the
acohol was jumping directly into his bloodstream. So what? And why not?

“| agree that no one should have to go through that. But it wasn't Mom' s death that put me on the road.”
“What then?It' sdriven me crazy for the past fifteen years. What made you disappear?’
“Not her desth. Another death.”

“Whose?’



“| was pissed a everyone back then for not finding the guy who' d dropped that cinder block. The state
cops were going on about keeping an eye on the overpasses, but it takes alot of effort to track down
someone who commits arandom act of violence. And they had better thingsto do—liketicketing
speeders on the Turnpike. God forbid we drive above the limit. And you, you weren't doing anything but
talking about what should happen to the murdering bastard when they caught him. Only itwasn't a
‘when,” itwasan ‘if'—an ‘if’ that was never going to happen.”

Jack finished the glass and poured himself some more, killing the bottle.
Dad looked up from the ham. “What the hell was | supposed to do?’
“Something. Anything.”

“Likewhat? Go out and track him down myself?’

“Why not?’ Jack said. “I did.”

Oh, shit, hethought. Did | just say that?

“Youwhat 7’

Jack raced through his options here. Say never mind and stonewall it? Or go ahead and tell all. Abewas
the only other person on earth who knew.

But now the wine and a cranky, don'’t-give-a-shit mood pushed him to let it roll. He sucked in adeep
bresth.

Here goes.
“| tracked him down and took care of him.”

Jack thought he saw Dad' s hand trembl e as he put down the carving knife. His expression wastight, his
eyes bright and wide behind his glasses.

“Just how...I"'m not sure | want to hear thisbut...just how did you take care of him?’

“| saw toit that he never did anything likethat again.”

Dad closed hiseyes. “Tel me you broke hisarms, or smashed his elbows.”

Jack said nothing.

Dad opened hiseyes and stared at him. His voice dropped to awhisper. “Jack...Jack, you didn’t...”
Jack nodded.

Dad sidled I€eft to one of the counter stools and dumped on it. He cradled his head in his hands, staring
down &t the pile of diced scallions.

“Oh, my God.” Hisvoice wasamoan. “Oh, my God.”

Here it comes, Jack thought. The shock, the outrage, the revulsion, the moral repugnance. He wished
now he could take it back, but he couldn’t, so...

He walked around the counter, past hisfather’ s bent back, opened the refrigerator, and took out another
bottle of wine.



“How did you know it was him?’ Dad said. “1 mean, how could you be sure?’

Without bothering to remove the black lead foil, Jack wound the screw through it and into the cork.
“Hetold me. Name was Ed, and he bragged about it.”

“Ed...s0, the shit had aname.”

Jack blinked. Other than hell and damn, hisfather had always been scrupul ous about four-letter words.
At least when Jack was akid.

Helifted his head but didn’t look at Jack. “How?’ He licked hislips. “How did you do it?’

“Tied him up and dangled him by hisfeet off the same overpass. Made him ahuman pifietafor the big
trucks going by below.”

The cork popped from the bottle as Jack remembered seeing Ed swinging over the road, the
mestythunk! asthefirst truck hit him, then the second.

Music. Heavy metd.

Dad wasfindly looking a him. “That' swhy you l€ft, isn't it. Because you’ d committed murder. Y ou
should have stayed, Jack. Y ou should have cometo me. | would have helped you. Y ou didn’t have to
spend al those years dedling with that guilt done.”

“Guilt?” Jack said, pouring more winefor both of them. “No guilt. What did | haveto fed guilty about?
No guilt, no remorse. Send me back intimeto relive that night and I’ d do the same thing.”

“Then why on earth did you just take off like that?’

Jack shrugged. Y ou want an €loquent, thoughtful, soul-searching answer? | don’t have one. It seemed
to make sense a the time. From that moment on the world looked different, seemed like another place,
and | didn’t belong. Plus| was disgusted with just about everything. | wanted out. So | got out. End of

story.
“And this creep, thisEd...why didn’t you cal the police?’
“That' s not theway | work.”

Dad squinted at him. “Work? What does that mean?’
Jack didn’t want to go there.

“Because they’ d have carted him off and then let him out on bail, and then et him plead downto a
madicous mischief charge”

“Y ou're exaggeraing. He d have done hard time.”
“Hard timewouldn’t cut it. He needed killing.”
“Soyoukilled him.”

Jack nodded and sipped hiswine.

Dad started waving hisarms. “Jack, do you have any ideawhat could have happened to you? The
chance you took? What if somebody saw you? What if you' d been caught?’



Jack opened his mouth to reply, but something in hisfather’ swords and tone stopped him. He was going
on about. .. he seemed more concerned about the possible consequences of the killing rather than the
killing itself. Where was the outrage, the middle-class repugnance for ddliberate murder?

“Dad? Tel meyouwish | hadn't killed him.”
Hisfather pressed ahand over hiseyes. Jack saw hislips tremble and thought he was going to sob.
Jack put ahand on his shoulder. “I never should havetold you.”

Dad looked at him with wet eyes. “Never? | wish you' d told me back then! I’ ve spent the last fifteen
yearsthinking he was il out there, unnamed, unknown, some kind of wraith I’ d never get my hands on.
Y ou don’t know how many nights |’ ve lain awake and imagined my hands around his throat, squeezing
thelifeout of him.”

Jack couldn’t hide his shock. “1 thought you’ d be horrified if you knew what I’d done.”

“No, Jack. Thered horror waslosing you dl those years. Even if you d been caught, you could have
pled temporary insanity or something like that and got off with a short sentence. At least then I'd have
known where you were and could have visited you.”

“Better for you, maybe.”

A joltinthejoint, even ashort one...unthinkable.

“I'msorry. I'm not thinking Straight.”

Jack till couldn’t believeit. 1 killed aman and you' re okay with that?”

“With killingthat man, yes, I'm okay. I’m more than okay, I'm—" Hethrew hisarmsaround Jack. “I'm
proud of you.”

Whoa

Jack wasn't into hugs, but he did manage to give his dad a squeeze, dl the while thinking, Proud?Proud?
Christ, how could | have read him so wrong?

Once again Anya swords from that first day came back to him.
Trust me, kiddo, there' smoreto your father than you ever dreamed.
They broke the clinch and backed off a couple of feet.

Jack sad, “If I'd have known you felt that way, | might have asked you for help. | could have used
some. And you would have beendoing something instead of waiting for the policeto do it for you.”

Dad |ooked offended. “How do you know | wasn't doing something? How do you know | didn’'t take a
rifle and sit in the bushes, watching that overpass, waiting to see if someone would try again.”

Jack managed to suppress alaugh but not asmile. “Dad, you don’t own arifle. Not even apistal.”
“Maybe not now, but | could have back then.”
“Yeah, right.”

They stood facing each other, hisfather staring at him asif seeing anew person. Finaly hethrust out his



hand. Jack shook it.

Dad looked around and said, “I don’'t know about you, but I'm starving. Let’s get going on these
omees”

“You gart theeggs,” Jack said, “and I'll finish dicing the ham.”
A good night. A surprising, shocking, revelatory night. Like nothing he could have anticipated.

He might have enjoyed it even moreif he' d managed to bring Carl home. He wondered how the poor
guy was doing.

12

Carl looked up at the gtarry sky, at the misshapen shadows of the surround in trees, at the water in the
lagoon, anywhere but at the lights. Leastways he tried not to look. But as much as he wanted to stop it,
his gaze kept driftin back to the snkhole...and the lights.

They’d set him here on the ground, his back against one of the Indian hut support posts. They’d been
ready to tie his hands behind him when they remembered that he only had one, so they lashed him to the
post with coils of thick rope around hisarms and body.

He' d overheard Semdee mention that Jack had found her shdll but how’ sit would have to wait till
tomorrow. Tonight was too important.

The air was warm and wet and thick enough to choke a frog—maybe that was why they weren't peepin.
Even the crickets had shut up. The lagoon and its surroundins was quiet asagrave.

The lights had started flashin alittle after dark, strange colors and mixes of colors he never seen
nowheres ese. That waswhen it really got crowded around the hole. But there' d been lots goin on
before that. Luke and Corley and Udall and Erik had been settin up some sort of sted tripod over the
mouth. It had a pulley danglin from the top center where the three legs came together. They threaded a
good, long length of haf-inch rope through it, then tied that to some sortachair.

Hekept telling himself, Naw, sheain’t really gonnado that. She ain't that crazy.

But come full dark, when the crazy flashin colors waslightin up the trees and the water, sure enough,
Semelee put herself into the chair. She was danglin over the hole, with the lights reflectin even stranger
colorsoff that slver hair of hers, and then Luke and a couple other guys Carl couldn’t recognize cause
their pan-o-ramic backs wasto him started lowerin her down into the hole.

After she disappeared he could hear her voice echoin up from below.

“What're you stoppin for? Keep megoin!”

Luke called out, “ Y ou're degper’ n you should be aready. How much to go till you hit the water?’
“Can’'t seenowater. Lookslikeit al dried up.”

“Then where sthe bottom?’

“Can’'t see no bottom, just the lights.”

“That'sit,” Lukesad. “I’m haulin you up now.”



“Luke, you do that and | ain’'t never gonna speek to you again! Y ou hear that? Never! It'slike nothin |
could ever dream down here. Thelights...so bright...dl around me...fed s like they’ re gointhrough me.
Thisis so cool. You keep on lettin out that rope. | want to see where they come from.”

Carl wasn't sure of awholelottathingsin life, but he was damn sure that was ared bad idea. Hewas
glad he was back here, awvay from the lights. He would' ve liked to be even farther, likein histrailer
watchin TV. Hewasmissin dl his Friday night shows. But he couldn’t worry about that now. He had to
get outta here.

He' d been usin his hand, workin at the knot behind his back, but this was one good knot. When you
lived out herein the wilds, specidly on the water, you learned how to tie agood knot. But that didn’t
keep him from tryin to loosen it up.

“Keep a-goin!” he heard Semdee cal up from the hole, her voicefaint and dl echoey like.
L uke shouted, “We re dmost outtarope!”

“Take me down to the end! Asmuch asyou got!”

Good, Carl thought. They’ sdl concentrated on her.

If he could just get this knot loose, he could sneak down to the water and steal acanoe and dip away
real quiet like. He could be long gone before anyone noticed. Then he' d—

He jumped at the sound of a scream, along tortured sound like someone havin their skin tore off—not
just apiece, but the whole thing.

Everbody around the hole started shoutin and callin and movin thisway and that. Four-five guyswas
haulin on that rope asfast asthey could. Finaly they got to the end. Carl caught a peek between the
shufflin bodies and saw Semeee il in the chair. But shewas dl dumped over like apiece of fish bait
and not movinamuscle.

She looked dead.
Saturday

1
Semelee heard hersdlf scream and woke up al swesty and thrashin.

Wheream 1?

“Semelee! Semelee, are you okay?’

Luke svoice...and then hisface appeared, hoveringover her.

She sat up, recognized her corner of theBull-ship , then flopped back.

“Here” Luketold her. “Drink this”

Hetipped abottle over her mouth and she gulped. Water. Lord, that tasted good.
Shelooked around again. “How’d | get here? | don’t remember going to bed. 1—"

“Youwasdowninthelights” hesad.



Thelights! Of course.

She remembered now. She’ d been down in the hole, baskin in them strange weird lights like asun
worshipper. But she hadn't felt strange. She' d fet wel come, more wel come than she' d ever felt in her
own home. She remembered wantin to tear off her clothes so the rays could go straight to her skin. But
shedidn’t get the chance...

Because that was when the voi ces began.

Whispers at first, so soft she could barely make them out. Not sounds, redlly. More like voicesin her
head, like she was amentd case or somethin. She wasn't even sure they wastalkin to her. Maybe they
was jawin a each other and their words was passin through her head, but she had afedlin they wastalkin
to her. Shewanted them to be talkin to her.

“What happened to you down there?’ Luke said. “Y ou screamed like | ain't never heard nobody
scream, and when we pulled you up you was out cold. | thought you was agoner.”

Out cold...shejammed her hands againgt her temples. Damn, she wished she could remember what had
happened, and remember more of what them voices had said. She did know she kept hearin about ‘the
One.’ All sorts of yammerin about the One, repestin it over and over again. The One what?

Suddenly she realized they wastalkin about a person. The One was preparing the way, everything
depended on the One because the One was specidl.

Wait, she thought, stiffening asathrill ran through her.I’m specid. | got apower like no oneese. And
then there smy name...

She levered up to aSttin position and crossed her legs, Indian style. “Yed”
“What isit?’
“Luke, do you know what my name means?’

“Y’mean Semdee? It means...it means ‘ Semdee’ Just like Luke means ‘ Luke.

“All names mean somethin. | an’'t got no ideawhat Luke means, but my mommatold methat Semelee
means‘one and only.” She said she named me that because | was her first and | wasarea hard birth,
and shewasn't goin through that again. She said | was her first and last kid, her oneand only.”

Luke frowned. “ Okay. S0?’

“I heard voices down in that hole and they wastakin about ‘ the One.” That hasto be me. They was
talking aboutme.” She closed her eyes. Excitement flashed like lectric shocks through her body. “ And
they kept on sayin somethin esetoo.”

What wasit? It wasright there, just out of reach...started with anR ...but what was the rest?
And then she had it! The name popped into her head like she' d known it al along.

A drange name. She d never heard nothin likeit before. But then she' d never heard nothin like those
voices before neither. Wasthat strange word their name for her, their name for the One? Had to be.

But who were the voices and what did they mean about “ preparing the way” ? What was the “ everything’
that depended on her, the One?



She had to find out. Maybe she' d learn tonight. But she had to do a couple of things before then. One of
them was gettin her other eye-shdll back. But fird...

“I'm changin my name, Luke.”
Helaughed. “ That' scrazy! You can't just change your name anytimeyou fed likeit.”

“No. | got to. That' swhy | was caled back here. | thought the lagoon was talking to mewhen it said it
wanted sacrifices, but it wasn't. It wasthe lights—or at least the thingsthat livein the lights.”

“Lay back down, Semelee. Y ou're talkin outta your head.”

“No.” She pushed him away. “Don’'t you see? It was all to bring me here, to this place, a thistime—to
teach me my True Name, And now that | know it, I’'m gonnauseit.” Sheroseto her feet and looked out
at thelights dtill flickering up from the hole into the early morning darkness. “ Big changes comin, Luke,
and I’m gonnabe part of them, I’m gonnaberight a their heart. And if you and the rest of the clan stick
by me, we'll have our day. Oh, yes, Luke, we'll have our day.”

13 % EE ”
“Told you: | ain’'t Semelee no more. From this moment on you cal me—"

The name died on her lips. She realized that she mustn’t tell no one her True Name. It was only for her
and those closest to her. Luke was close, but not close enough. The man called Jack, the special
one...she could tell him maybe, but not right away. He d have to prove himsdf worthy first.

“Cdl youwhat?' Lukesad.
“Semelee”
Luke stared at her. “Wasn't you just tellin me—7?"

“Changed my mind. I’m goin to change my nameinsde, but outsde you can keep cdlin me Semelee”
She rubbed her ssomach. “We got anything to eat round here?

Luke straightened. “I’ll go check by thefire”

As soon as he was gone, Semel ee stepped out onto the deck and looked up at the stars whedlin above
her.

“Rasdom,” shewhigpered, lovin theway it rolled off her tongue. That was her new name. “Rasdom.”

2

The man who was something more than aman opened his eyesin the darkness.

His name...someone had spoken his name. Not one of the many he used in the varied identities he
assumed for various purposes. No, this had been his True Name.

He d been reveling in the continued corpora mutilation of ateenage girl named Suzanne and the spiritua
ruination of the family that tortured her.

Poor Suzanne had been chained to the other sde of the wall of this Connecticut home for eleven days
now. She had been raped and defiled and tortured and mutilated beyond the point of her endurance. Her
mind had snapped. She had no moreto give. Shewas dying. Her brain had shut down all but the most



basic functions. She barely felt the corkscrew being wound into the flesh of her thigh.

But what was so delicious here was the nature of the one twisting the corkscrew: an eight-year-old boy.
For it was not smply the pains of the tortured that nourished this man who was something more than a
man; the depravity and salf-degradation of the torturerswere equaly delicious.

He d returned to this house to bask in the dying embers of ayoung life suntimely end.

But now that was ruined, the delicious glow fading, cooled by a growing anger and—he admitted
it—concern.

Someone had spoken his True Name.

But who? Only two beingsin this sphere knew that name: one waslistening for it, and the other dared not

speak it. They—
There! Thereit wasagan!

Why?Was someone calling him? No. Thistime he sensed that the speaker was not merely saying his
True Name, but trying to usurp it.

Rage bloomed in hisbrain like ablood-red rose. Thiswasintolerable!

Wherewasit coming from? Herose to hisfeet and turned in asow circle—once, twice—then stopped.
The source of the outrage. . .it came from there. . .to the south. He would find the misbegotten pretender
there.

All his plans were progressing smoothly now. After al these centuries, millennia, epochs, hewas close,
closer than he' d ever been. Lessthan two years from now—barring interference from those who knew
he was the One—his hour, his moment, histimewould be at hand.

But now this. Someone usurping his True Name. ..
Never!

The man who was something more than a man strode away from the house through the dissipating
darkness. He had no time to waste. He must head south immediately, trace his True Name to the lips that
were spesking it, and silence them.

He paused at the curb. But what if that was just what someone wanted him to do?

This could be atrap, set by the one man he feared in this sphere, the only man he must hide from until the
Time of Change.

Back inthe days of hisfirst life, when he was closer to the source, he had enormous power; he could
move clouds, call down lightning. Even in his second life he could control disease, make the dead walk.
But herein thisthird life his powers were attenuated. Y et he wasn't helpless. Oh, no. Far from that. And
he could not dlow anyoneto use his True Name.

He must proceed with caution. But he must proceed. This could not go on.

3

Jack stepped into the front room and found hisfather fiddling with the French press.



“Don’t bother, Dad,” Jack told him. “1I’ [l pick up some coffee and donutsin town.”

He' d seen aDunkin’ Donuts the other day and had awakened with ayen for some of their glazed
crullers

“Donuts? That sounds good. But | don’t mind making coffee. After dl, thejob hasits perks.”
Jack groaned. “What kind do you like?’
“A couple of chocolate glazed would be greset.”

Jack headed outside, trying to concentrate on donuts in the hope that would help take his mind off Carl
and how he was going to bring him back. The air seemed less humid. Felt like acool front had come

through.

About time. The relentless heat day after day had been wearing him out. Maybe thiswas Elvis sdoing. If
50, thank you, Big E.

A migt lay over the saw grass sea stretching away to the distant hummock. The egret was back in the
pond, black legs shin deep in the water by the edge, waiting like a snowy statue for breekfast to move
and giveitsdf away.

He headed around the side of his house toward the car. He stopped when he rounded the corner. A
woman was seated on the hood of his car. She wore cutoffs and a green tank top. Her white hair had
been wound into asingle braid. The companion to the shell Jack had found hung &t her throat.

Semdee

“About time you showed up,” he said, moving toward her, wary, eyes scanning the surroundings. Had
she come done?*“|’ ve been standing out here like some kind of nut announcing to the air that I’ ve found
your shell. | thought you said you’ d know.”

She amiled. “I did know. That’ swhy I'm here.”

Jack couldn’'t pin it down but she looked different. Her hair wasjust aswhite as ever, but her eyesheld a
strange ook, asif she' d peeked through someone' s window and seen something she wasn't supposed to
know.

That wasit. Shelooked like she' d discovered some sort of secret no one else knew. Or thought she had.
“Took you long enough.”

Her amileremained. | had other thingsto do.”

Jack tensed. “Likewhat?'Y ou better not have hurt Carl.”

“Carl’sfine.” Sheheld out her hand, pam up. “My shdll, please.”

Now it was Jack’ sturn to smile. “ Y ou' rekidding, right?’

“No. You givemetheshdl and I’ll send Carl back.”

“Not likely.”

Thesmilevanished. “You don't trust me?’



“Tdl youwhat: You send Carl back, and I'll give you the shell.”
“Noway.”

“What?Y ou don't trust me?’

Semedeeglared a him. “The Onedon't lie”

Jack gtiffened. The One? She' d just mentioned the One.

“What did you say?’

“Nothin.”

“Y ou cdled yourself the One. What did you mean by that?’
“Told you: nothing. Now leaveit be.”

Anya had talked about the One, but she' d indicated that Sl Romawas the One. Was heinvolved in
what was going down here?

“Do you know aguy named Roma?’
She shook her head. “Ain't never heard of him.”
“Is he the one who got you started on this sacrifice-to-the-swamp kick?’

Semelee’ seyes widened. She did off the hood and stepped toward him. “How do you know about
thet?”

“Not important. Just tell me: Wasit Roma?’
“Told you: Don't know no Roma.”
Jack believed her. “Then who? Who gave you such acrazy idea?’

“Wasn't no ‘who.” It came from the lagoon its own slf. If you listen, thelagoon'll talk to you.
Leastways, it talksto me. Told mein adream that it was pissed off and that Gateways had to pay. Said it
would exact aprice of four Gateways livesayear and—"

“Wait-wait. That'swhat it said?‘ Exact’ 7’
That didn’'t sound like it belonged in Semelee’ s vocabulary—at least not as averb.
“Yeah. ‘Exact.” Pretty weird kind of talk, donchathink?’

Jack wondered if it had been adream at dl. It sounded asif someone or something had been influencing
her, and he doubted very much it was her lagoon. Much morelikely it was an influence from that nexus
point within the cenote.

Hesaid, “You ever hear of something called the Otherness?’
“Don’t reckon | have,” she said, shaking her head. “ Should 17’

“Never mind.” Just because she hadn’t heard of the Otherness didn’t mean she wasn't working for it,
knowingly or unknowingly. “But why Gateways people? There must be other folksliving even closer to



your lagoon.”
“Thereis, but the lagoon wants Gateways folks. Don’t ask mewhy, it just does.”

Jack jerked athumb over his shoulder. “There s one Gatewaysfolk in thereit’ s not going to get. We
clear onthat?’

She nodded. “Absolutely. The lagoon’ s dready done what it set out to do with the sacrifices. There' still
maybe ascore to settle, but the sacrifice thing is over.”

“What score?’
“That’ s between me and the lagoon, but don’'t you worry. Y our daddy ain’t apart of it.”

Jack believed her thistime, and found relief in the fact that hisfather wasno longer intheclan’s
crosshairs. But that was tempered by the knowledge that he’ d been replaced by someone else.

“He' d better not be. And I’ d better see Carl pretty soon or | might just lose that shell. Or it might dip out
of my pocket as|’m crossing a street downtown. Wouldn't take long for the traffic to reduceit to

powder.”
Semelee went pale beneath her tan. “ Don't even joke about that.”

“What' s S0 important about that shell?’

Her hand went to the one around her neck. “1’ve had em since | wasakid, isal. | just want it back.”
“And | want Carl back.”

She sighed. “Lookslike we Il haveto put together a swap meet. Bring the shell to the lagoon and—"
Jack shook his head. “Uh-uh. Bring Carl here.”

Jack watched Semelee’ s hands open wide, then closeinto tight fists.

“Y ou're makin thisawful hard.” Shelooked up at the hazy sky, then back to him. “ Guesswe' |l haveto
meet somewheresinthe middle. Y ou got any ideas?’

Jack reviewed histrip with Carl and remembered the dry stretch where they’ d had to carry their canoe.
He mentioned it to Semelee and she knew where it was.

“Okay,” shesad. “We |l meet therein an hour.”

Jack looked out at the Everglades and the clinging haze. Semelee seemed on the level but he didn’t know
about the rest of the clan. And because of that, he wanted maximum visbility.

“What say we makeit noonish?’ he said.

“Why’ re you makin mewait so long?’

“I need thetime.”

“All right. See you then. And don't be late.”

She turned and walked off. Jack watched the sway of her hips as she moved away. He missed Gia.



Hewas gill watching her, wondering how she was going to get out of Gateways, when hisfather’ svoice
interrupted him.

“I' hopeyou' re not redly thinking of going through with this”
Jack turned to find Dad standing on the porch, staring at him through the jalousies.
“Y ou heard the whole thing?’

“Just the end. Enough to know that she' s connected to what happened to me, and probably to the others
who' ve been killed. But what was that about Carl? Carl the gardener?’

“One and the same.”

Jack gave him aquick overview of what had happened—about the trip to the lagoon, and Semelee and
her clan.

Dad was shaking hishead. *Y ou’'ve only just got here, Jack. How did you manage to get involved in
something likethisin just acouple of days?’

“Lucky, | guess”

“I’m serious, Jack. Y ou' ve got to take thisto the police and the Park Service.”

“That' s not theway | do things.”

“What' sthat supposed to mean? Thisisthe second time you' ve said something like that.”

“It'splain and simple, Dad: | promised Carl I’ d get him back safely. Me. Not the cops, not the park
rangers. Me. So that’ s how it’ s going down.”

“But you didn’'t know the odds against you when you made that promise. He can’'t hold you to it.”
“He' snot,” Jack said. He shook his head. “Y ou wouldn't understand.”

Dad rubbed hisjaw. “1 understand perfectly. And you know, Jack...the better | know you, the morel
likeyou. Carl’ s not holding you to your promise...you are. | can repect that. It's damn foolish, but |
have to respect that.”

“Thanks”

How about that? Dad did understand.

“But you can’'t go out there alone. Y ou’ re going to need backup.”
“Tdl meabout it. Know wherel can find any?’

“You'relooking a him.”

Jack laughed. Dad didn't.

“I'm not kidding, Jack.”

“Dad, you're not cut out for that.”

“Don’'t be so sure.” He pushed open the porch door. “Comeingde. | need to tell you some thingsyou



don't know.”
“ About what?’

No matter what he wastold, Jack wasn’'t taking an accountant in his seventies as backup, especidly if
that accountant in his seventieswas hisfather.

“About me”

4

Insde, Dad handed him a cup of coffee, then, before Jack could ask him what this was about,
disappeared into his bedroom. He returned aminute later carrying the gray metal lockbox Jack had
found back on Tuesday. He hadn’t expected to seeit again, but he was more surprised by what his
father was wearing.

“Dad, are you kidding with that sveater?’

Hisfather pulled the front of the ancient brown mohair cardigan closer about him. “It' scold! The
thermometer outside my window says Sixty-nine degrees.”

Jack had to laugh. “The Sasquatch look. It syou, Dad.”
“Never mind the sweater.” He set the box on the coffee table. “ Have a seat.”
Jack sat across from him. “What’ ve you got there?’ he said, aready knowing the answer.

Dad unlocked the box and flipped it open. He pulled out an old photo and passed it to Jack: Dad and six
other young guysin fatigues.

Jack pretended to study it, asif seeing it for thefirst time.

“Hey. From your Army days.”

“Army?’ Hisfather made aface. “ Those clods? These are Marines, Jack. Semper fi and dl that.”
Jack shrugged. “ Army, Marines, what' sthe diff?’

“You wouldn’t say thet if you’ d ever beenin the Corps.”

“Hey, you were dl fighting the same enemy, weren't you?’

“Y eah, but we fought them better.” He tapped the photo. “ These were my wartime buddies.” His
expresson softened. “And I'm the only one left.”

Jack looked at those young faces. He pointed to the photo. “What are you al smiling about?’
“We d just graduated Corps-level scout-sniper schoal.”

Jack looked up from the photo. “Y ou were asniper?’ He' d learned to believe in the unbelievable, but
thiswas asking too much. “My father was a sniper?’

“Don't say it likeit' sadirty word.”
“I didn’t. I'mjust...shocked.”



“Lots of peoplelook on sniping with disdain, even in the military. And after that pair of psychoskilled dl
those folksin the DC areaawhile back, so does just about everybody e se. But those two weren't
sniping. They were committing random murder, and that’ s not what sniping is about. A sniper does't go
out and shoot anything that moves, he goes after specific targets dtrategic targets.”

“And you did that in Korea.”

Dad nodded dowly. “1 killed alot of men over there, Jack. I’ m sure there' s plenty of soldierswalking
around today who' ve killed more of the enemy—Germans, Japs, North Koreans, Chinese,
Vietnamese—in their tours of duty than | did, but they were just shooting at the facelessforeign bodies
who weretrying to kill them. We snipers were different. We positioned oursalvesin hiding and took out
key personnd. We could have a hundred, athousand soldiers milling around just five hundred yards
away, but we weren't interested in the grunts. We were after the officers, the NCOs, the radio men,
anyone whose death would diminish the enemy’ s ability to mount or sustain an attack.”

Jack was watching his dad’ sface. “ Sounds amost. ... persondl.”

“It does. And that’ s what makes people uncomfortable. They fed there's something cold-blooded about
picking out aspecificindividua in, say, abivouac area, Sghting down on him, and pulling thetrigger.” He
sghed. “And maybethey'reright.”

“Butif it saveslives...”

“Still pretty cold-blooded, though, don't you think. When | started out, if | couldn’t nail an officer or
NCO, I'd go after radio men and howitzer crews. But | noticed that whenever | took aguy out, another
would pick up theradio or jump in and start reloading the howitzer, and then I’ d have to take them out
aswel.”

Jack started nodding. “ So you began going after their equipment.”
“Exactly. Know what a.30 caliber hardball will do to aradio? Or to the sights on a howitzer?’

“I canimagine.” Jack had a very good idea of the damage it could do. “ Good for the junk pile and
nothing ese. Y ou guyswere usng M 1s back then, right?’

“Not us snipers. | wastrained on the M1903A1 with an eight-power Unertl scope, and that’ swhat |
used. Made acouple of thousand-yard killswith that.”

A thousand yards. . .three thousand feet. . .killing someone more than haf amile away. Jack couldn’t
imaginethat. He tried to keep guns out of hisfix-itswhenever possble, but when the need arose he had
no qualms about using them. Usually it was up close and persona, and never more than twenty-five feet.

A thousand yards...

“What kind of round were you shooting?’

“1 got hold of acache of Match M72sand | hoarded them.”
Jack waan't familiar with the round. “How many grains?’
Dad' s eyes narrowed. “Y ou shoot?’

Jack shrugged. “A little. Mostly range stuff.”

“Modly?



“Modtly.” Hedidn't want to get into that. “ Grains?’
“One-seventy-five point five”
Jack whigtled.

“Yeah,” Dad said, nodding. “ Penetrated eleven inches of oak. Nicelittle accuracy radius. | loved that
round.”

“Don't think I'm morbid, but. ..how many did you kill >’
Dad closed his eyes and shook his head. “1 don't know. | stopped counting at fifty.”
Fifty-pluskills...jeez.

“I thought | was hot stuff,” Dad said, “really making adifferencein thefighting, so | kept count at fird.
But by thetime reached fifty or so it stopped mattering. | just wanted to go home.”

“How long were you there?’

“Not terribly long—most of the latter half of 1950. | was shipped into Pusan in August and what a mgjor
screw-up that was, mainly because the Army unitsdidn’t do their job. Mid September | was shipped to
Inchon where | landed with the Fifth Regiment. By the end of the month we' d fought through to Seoul,
recaptured it, and handed it back to the South Koreans. We thought that wasit. We' d freed up the
country, kicked those NK commies back above the thirty-eighth paralldl. Job done, time to go home.
But no.”

Dad drew out that last word in away that reminded Jack of John Belushi. He rubbed a hand across his
faceto hideasmile,

“No, MacArthur had the bright idea of pushing into North Korea so we could reunite the country. And
there we found oursalves facing the Red Chinese. What a bunch of crazies they were. No respect for life,
their own or anyone dsg's, just hurling themselves at usin human waves.”

“Maybe what was facing them at the rear if they didn’t do as ordered was worse than charging you
guys”

“Maybe,” Dad said softly. “Maybe.” He seemed to shiver inside his cardigan. “If there’ sa colder place
on Earth than the mountains of North Korea, | don’t want to know about it. It was chilly in October, but
when November rolled around. . .temperaturesin the days would bein the thirties but at night it would
drop to minus-ten with ahowling thirty-to forty-mile-an-hour wind. Y ou couldn’t get warm. So damn
cold the grease that lubricated your gun would freeze up and you couldn’t shoot. Fingers and toes and
noses werefaling off left and right from frostbite.” He looked up at Jack. “Maybe that’ s the deep
psychologica reason | moved down here: S0 I’d never be cold again.”

Chrigt, it sounded like a nightmare. Jack could see thistalk was disturbing hisfather, but he needed
answersto afew more questions. He pointed to the meda case restingin the bottom of the box.

“What'sin there?’
Dad looked embarrassed. “Nothing.”

Jack reached in and snatched up the case. “ Then you won't mind if | openit.” He did, and then held up
the two medals. “Where d you get these?’



Dad sighed. “ The same time and place: November 28th, 1950, at the Chosin Reservoir, North Korea.
The Chinese commies were knocking the crap out of us. There seemed no end to the men they were
throwing our way. | had agood position when what looked like a couple of companies of reds made a
flanking move on thefifth. I’ d brought lots of ammo and | took out every officer | could spot. Anyone
who made an arm motion or looked like he was shouting an order went down. Every radio | spotted
took a hit. Pretty soon they werein complete disarray, al but bumping into one another. It might have
been funny if it had been warmer and if my whole divison wasn't being chopped to pieces. Still, they told
me| saved alot of livesthat day.”

“By yoursdf...you faced down a couple of Chinese companies by yourself?’

“I had alittle help at first from my spotter, but Jmmy took onein the head early on and then it wasjust
m"

Dad didn’t seem to take dl that much pridein it, but Jack couldn’t help being impressed. This
soft-gpoken, dightly built man he'd known al hislife, who he' d thought of as the epitome of prosaic
middle-classdom, had been astone-cold military sniper.

“You wereahero.”
“Not redly.”
Jack held up the Silver Star. “Thismedd says different. Y ou had to have been scared.”

“Of course | was. | wasready to wet my pants. I’ d been good friends with immy and he was lying dead
beside me. | wastrapped. They weren't taking prisonersthere, and if | surrendered, God knows what
they’ d have done to mefor killing their officers. So | hungin and figured I’ d take as many of them with me
as| could.” He shrugged. “And you know, | wasn't that scared of dying, not if | could go as quickly as
Jmmy. | hadn’t met your mother, | had no kids depending on mefor support. And at least | wouldn't be
cold anymore. At that moment, dying did not seem like theworst thing in theworld.”

Fates worse than degth. .. Jack understood that. But there was still the Purple Heart to be explained. Jack
hed it up.

“And thisone?’
Dad pointed to hislower |eft abdomen. “Took a piece of shrapnd inthe gut.”
“Y ou dwaystold me that scar was from appendicitis!”

“No. | told you that’ swhere | had my appendix taken out. And that’s what they did. When they went in
after the shrapnel they discovered it had nicked my appendix, so they removed it ong with the metal
fragments. Somehow they got me to Hungnam alive, put me on penicillin for aweek, and that wasthe
war for me.”

Jack looked at hisfather. “Why' d you keep dl this hidden? Or am | the only one who doesn’t know?’
“No, you're the only one whodoes know.”
“Why didn’'t you tell me sooner, likewhen | was eight, or ten?’

Asakid it would have been so cool to know he had afather who' d been a Marine sniper. And even as
an adult, he' d have had awhole different perspective on his Dad.



My father, the sniper...my father, the war hero...yow.

Dad shrugged. “1 don’'t know. When | wasfinally sent home, | redlized how many of my buddies weren't
going with me. Their familieswould never see them again. And then | got to thinking about al the NKs
and Red Chinese I’ d killed who wouldn't be going home totheir families, and it made me alittle sck. No,
make that aot sick. And the worst of it was, beyond getting alot of good men killed, we didn’t
accomplish agoddamn thing by pushing north of the thirty-eighth. So | just put it al behind me and tried
not to think abouit it.”

“But you kept the medals.”

“Y ou want them? Keep them. Or throw them away. | don’t care. It wasthe photos | kept—I didn’'t
want to forget those guys. Somebody should remember them. The rest just happened to come along for
theride”

Jack dropped the medasinto the little case and returned it to the strongbox.
“Y ou keep them. They’ re part of who you were.”

“And you might say they’re part of who | still am. That’swhy I’ [l be backing you up when you go out
thereto get Carl back.”

“Noway.”
“Jack, you can't go out there alone.”
“I'll think of something.”

Dad sat sllent amoment, then said, “What if | can proveto you that | till haveit? Please, Jack. | want to
do thiswith you.”

Hisfather was practically begging Jack to take him aong. But damn...it could turn ugly, and then what?
He d never forgive himsdlf if the old guy got hurt.

Stll, he fet he owed him achance.
“Okay, Dad. Y ou' re on—for atest run. How are we going to work this?’

Hisfather' seyeswere bright behind hisglasses. “| think | know away.”
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The sgn shoutedDON'SGUNS & AMMO in big red |etters—pedling red letters—withShooting Range
below it in smdler black print.

“Thismust bethe place,” Jack said asthey pulled into the sandy lot on arurd road in Hendry County.

Only one other car, an old Mercedes diesel sedan, in sight. Probably the owner’ s. Opening time was
9:00A.M. and it was after ten now. Jack figured there probably would be lots more activity once hunting
season started, but at the moment he and Dad seemed like the only customers.

They went inside. Behind the counter they found adim guy with sat-and-pepper hair and mustache. His
lined face made him look sixtyish, maybe even older.

“Areyou Don?’ Dad said, extending his hand.



“That'sme”
“We cdled about the M1C."

They’d madealot of cdlsto alot of gun shops—amazing how many there were in Florida—and not one
of them had aM1903A 1. But this place said it had an old M1C. Close enough, Dad had said. Hendry
County was agood ways north of Gateways, but they’ d had no other options.

Don amiled as helifted therifle leaning againgt the wal behind him and laid it onitsSide, bolt handle up.

“One M 1C Garand, coming up. Heavy sucker. Gottaweigh adozen pounds. But it’ sfully rigged—dill
hasthe original scope and flash hider.”

“| seethat,” Dad said.

Jack was seeing a begt-up piece of junk: The dried-out wooden stock was scratched and dinged and
gouged, the meta finish worn, and the whole thing looked like it had just received itsfirst dusting in years.

Dad picked up therifle and hefted it. In one seamless move heraised it to his shoulder and sighted down
the scope.

“Never liked the M82 scope. Never liked the way it was mounted, and only two-and-a-half power. The
Unertl | used was an eight.” He looked at Jack. “ Thiswasthe Army’ s sniper rifle for awhile. Couldn’t
hold acandleto theM1903A1, if you ask me.”

“If you redly want to shoot that thing,” Don said, “1 can sall you amuch better scope.”
Dad shook hisheed. “I qudified on thisaswell asthe 1903. It’Il haveto do. But will it shoot?’

Don shrugged. “Got methere. I'd forgotten | had it until you called. That thing’s been here so long, |
can't remember when | bought it or who from.”

“What do you want for it?’

Don pursed hislips. “I'll et it go for twenty-five hundred.”

“What?" Jack said.

Dad laughed. “Let it go? That’ sway overpriced for Army surplusjunk.”

“A fully outfitted M1C likethisisacollector’ sitem. If this baby wasin better shapeit’ d go for twice that
at auction.”

“Hey, Dad, you can get a better riflefor alot less”
“But not onel’'m used to.”
“Y egh, but twenty-five hundred bucks...”

“Hell, it'sonly money.” Helooked a Don. “1 tell you what: Y ou can have your asking price on the
condition that it il fires. That meansyou’ ve got to let me clean it and fire afew test rounds. Do you
have a bench where| can spruceit up?’

Don pursed hislipsagain. “Okay. I’ ve got acleaning set-up in the back you can use. Go ahead. But give
meapicture ID and your Socia Security Number so | can background you while you' re doing that.”



“Background?’ Jack said.

“Y eah. Ingtant background check. It' sthe law. I’ ve got to place acal to the FDLE to make sure he
hasn't got a criminad record, adomestic violence conviction, or under arestraining order. If he comes
through clean, he getstherifle. If not, no dedl.”

“Might aswell quit now, Dad,” Jack said gravely. “Y ou are so busted.”

“Very funny.” Helooked a Don. “No waiting period?’

He shook his head. “Not for rifles, but there'samandatory three-day * cooling-off period’ for pistols.”
Jack was glad he didn’t have to buy his gunsthrough lega channels.

Dad fished out hiswalet and handed his Florida driver license to Don, saying, “What about anmo? Have
any maich grade?’

Don nodded. “Got abox of thirty-ought-six Federas. I’ll throw in half adozen roundsto let you check it
(]Jt_”

Dad amiled. “You'reon.”
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“Jesus, Dad,” Jack said as he stared through the field glasses.

“Not bad for an old fart, ay?’

Dad was down on hisright knee, lft elbow resting on his|eft thigh, eye glued to his scope.
“Not bad? It sfantastic!”

Earlier he d watched with amazement as hisfather’ swrinkled old hands disassembled the M1C likeit
was atinker toy. He d ingpected the firing pin, wiped the scope lenses, cleaned and diled dl the works,
scoured the ingde of the barrel with along-handled brush, then reassembled it with aprecision and an
efficiency that left Jack in awe.

Dad had explained thet it waslikeriding abike: Do it enough times and you never forget how. Y our
hands know what to do.

Then it wastime for the test firing. Don had atwo-hundred-yard rifle range behind his shop with acres of
open country beyond it. Dad' s targets—Ilarge paper sheets with concentric black circles at their
centers—were set against arickety wooden fence.

Hisfirst shots had been grouped wide to the left, but as he made progressive adjustments on the sight,
the holesin the target crept inexorably toward the heart of the bull’ s-eye. He d punched the last three
shots through a one-and-a-haf-inch circle.

“Not so fantastic,” Dad said. “It’' sonly two hundred yards.” He patted the stock. “ Definitely worth the
price”

“A hundred yardsisal we |l need, | hope. And by theway, I’ m paying.”
The Tyleski Visahad afive-thousand-dollar credit limit. Still plenty of dack there.



“Likehdl.”

“No, theleast aguy can do for hisbackup isarm him.” Jack extended his hand toward his father.
“You' vedill gotit, Dad.”

Theflash of hisfather’ s smile asthey shook handswarmed him.

v

As Jack beached the motorized canoe on the bank of the channel shallows, he got his sneakers soaked
yet again. Thiswas getting to be a habit. The clouds had blown off and the sun was cooking his
shoulders.

The shell lay nestled in theright front pocket of hisjeans. Now where was Semelee?
“You'relate” shesad.

Jack looked right and saw her rounding abend on the far sde of the shalows. She stood in the front of a
small, flat-bottomed boat and—

What the hell? She held ashell over her |eft eye and had her hand clapped over her right. As Jack
watched, she lowered the shell and the hand and smiled at him.

Carl and Corley sat amidships directly behind her; Luke operated the little outboard motor mounted on
the stern and glowered at Jack.

Carl grinned and waved the oar protruding from his deeve. Jack was relieved that he looked pretty much
the sameashe'd left him.

“Sorry,” Jack said. “Had some things to do and everything down here seemsto take longer than it does
up north. Ever notice that?’

“I wouldn’'t know,” Semelee said. “1 ain’t never been up north.”

Luke pulled up the motor; the hull of the boat scraped the sandy bottom as helet it run aground in the
shdlows. All four stepped out. Corley stayed by the boat while the other three approached—Semelee
and Lukefirst, Carl behind them.

Jack gave Corley aquick look, noted aknifein hisbelt, but no gun. Same with Luke: ahunting knife with
asix-inch blade in aleather scabbard strapped to his belt, but again, no gun. Good. Jack wanted to keep
an eye on that knife, though.

They stopped in front of him. Luke stood with his armsfolded across his barrel chest.

“Wdl,” he said with a belligerent edge to hisvoice, “you can see plain and smple we got Carl. Timefor
you to show usthe shell.”

Jack dug into his pocket, al the while keeping an eye on Luke' s hunting knife. If he made amove toward
it, Jack would go for the Glock.

He fished out the shell and handed it to Semelee. As shetook it and clutched it between her bressts,
Luke sright hand moved, not going for the knife but flicking toward Jack’ sface. He heard ametallicclick
and found himsdlf face to face with athree-inch, semi-serrated, tanto-style blade. Sunlight gleamed off
the stainless sted surface.



Jack cursed himsdlf for not guessing Luke might be palming afolder.

“Lukel” Semdeecried. “What're you doin?’

“Taking care of busness”

“I've got the shell! Put that away!”

Luke shook his head. “Uh-uh. We'releavin with Carland the shell. None of thistrade shit.”

Jack gtarted creeping his free hand around toward his back while they argued, taking histime, moving a
few millimetersa atime.

“Luke,” Semelee said, “wetold him we d trade and that’ s what we' re gonna do.”

Luke shook hishead, never taking his eyes off Jack. “I’m calin the shots here, Semelee. Thisisman’s
work.”

“Y ou better put that knife away, Luke,” Semdeetold him. “Hisdaddy’ sover therein that willow thicket
with arifletrained on us”

Jack dtiffened. Thelittle stand of trees where hel d stationed his father was about a hundred and fifty
yards away. How did she know?

Luke' s gaze snapped past Jack’ s shoulder, then back. He grinned. “ That old coot? What' s he gonna
do?’

“Think about that,” Semelee said. “He sgot arifle and he' s been watchin this spot since before any of us
arived.”

How did sheknow ?

“Y eah? So? He ain't gonna hit nothin from that distance. But if he' swatchin, maybe he'd like to watch
me cut hislittle boy’ sface”

As Luke drew back hisarm for adash, Jack reached for his Glock and raised hisfree arm to block the
thrugt, but didn’t haveto.

Everything seemed to happen at once—red sprayed from Luke' s head, something whizzed by Jack’s
ear, ariflecracked from somewhere behind him, though not necessarily in that order.

Semelee screamed as L uke staggered back, spun, and crashed face firgt into the water. A bright red stain
began to drift away from himin the barely existent current.

Jack drew the Glock and turned to stare at the thicket.

Jesus, Dad! You didn't haveto go for akill shot.

Thiswas going to make for big trouble—police, coroner’ sinquests, the whole legd bal of wax—shit!
“Luke! Luke!” Corley cried as he splashed toward him.

Jack kept the Glock trained on him; to hisleft, Semel ee hadn’t moved; she stood with her hands pressed
againg her mouth. Carl wasin asquat, looking around like acat who'd just heard thunder for the first
time



And then, miraculoudly, Luke jerked hisface out of the water and coughed. He shook his head and sat
up. Blood still streamed down his forehead, but Jack could see now that it was from a front-to-back
furrow aong the center of hisscap.

Jack had to laugh. Dad, you pisser! Y oupisser!

“He only parted your hair, big boy,” Jack said. “Next time, he partsyour tiny brain.” He waved his pistol
at Corley. “ Get him back to the boat.” Jack motioned Carl toward the canoe. “Welcome back, Carl. Get
that thing turned around and ready to go.”

Carl grinned. “You got it.”

“Wait,” Semelee said as Jack turned to go.

“Sorry. Gottago. We refinished with this bullshit.”

“No.” Shereached out and touched hisarm. Gently. “1 need to talk to you.”
“Sorry.”

“Pleasx?’
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Jack waited. Semeleelooked around as if checking to make sure Luke was out of earshot.
Shelowered her voice. “Y ou gottabelieve | didn't know Luke was gonna pull somethin like that.”

Jack looked into her eyes and did believe. “ Okay. But that wouldn't have made much differenceif | was
the one bleeding now instead of your pd there.”

“Pleasedon’t bemad at me.”

The plaintive note in her voice, the fawn likelook in her huge dark eyes...Jack couldn’t fathom what she
was up to.

“Lady, you've got to be kidding.” He went to jab afinger a her and redlized he ill had the Glock in his
hand. So he pointed with hisleft. “Thisisal your doing. We re al here because of you. Y ou kidnapped
Carl. Y ou're behind the deaths of three innocent folks, and it was only by luck that my dad didn’t wind
up the fourth.”

“Y ou gonnatell the cops?’
1] Mwm.”
A dow smile gtretched her lips. “No, you an't. | cantell.”

Wi, she had that right. Jack couldn’t see any point of bringing copsinto the picture. The Dade County
DA was going to charge Semelee with what? Murder by cora snake? Murder by bird? Y eah, right.

“You can't blameme,” shesaid. “Don’'t you see? It wasn't redly me. It was dl part of the plan.”

“Pan?’ Jack fet the weight of the pistol in hishand. | should put onein her right now, he thought. Who
knew how many lives he'd saveif she never got back to her lagoon. “Well, you’ d better come up with
another plan, because I’ m declaring this one over, donefinis.”



“Ain'tmy plan.”

That caught Jack off guard. “ Then whose?’

“Thelights .”

Oh, boy, Jack thought. Here we go.

“Y ou mean the lights—the ones that supposedly come out of your sinkhole—are behind dl this?’

She beamed. “Yeah. | didn't seeit before, but then | got the big picture. It'sal been part of aplan, one
big, beautiful plan.”

“Okay. Thelightshave aplan.” Thelights...if they were connected to the nexus point, then, according to
Anya, they were connected to the Otherness. “Tel me about it.”

Her smilewidened. “Can’'t tdl you dl of it, but | can tell you some. | cantell you that the lights drew me
back here so’s| could find out who | was.”

“Redly. And who would that be?’

“Oh, | can’t tell you that. Leastways not yet. Only someone real close to me can know that.”

“Wadll, I'm only afoot or two away.”

“Notthat kind of close. The other kind of close...theway you re gonnabe with merea soon.”

Oooooh, lady, | wouldn't count on that, Jack thought.

“Redly.”

“Y eah. Which brings me to another part of the big picture: the sacrifices. They was done for a purpose.”
“Likewhat?’

“To get you down here.”

Jack’ s mouth went dry. All dong he' d had aniggling suspicion, acreeping fear that hisfather hadn’t been
arandom victim; but having it laid out before him like thiswas unnerving.

I’m responsible.
But he saw a problem.

Helicked hislips. “Wait. That doesn’t make sense. Y ou say your lightsfigured if they killed my father I'd
come down here. But | mightnot have come. My brother might have come instead. And why the other
three deaths before him?’

Semelee shrugged. “Who can explain how the lights think? Maybe they liked the sacrifices, maybe they
knew Mr. Weldon would get to your daddy sooner or later and so they just et things happen. Maybe
your daddy’ s name came up when only you could come. Don’t much matter none. You're here, ain't
you.”

Y eah, hethought. I'm here dl right.
“Why would your lightswant me here?’



Semelee smiled. “For me.”

“For you? What do you want with me? What do you even know about me?’
“I know you' re specid. And | know we was meant to be together.”
“Yeah?Wdl, sorry. You and your lightsare alittle late. I’ m taken.”

“Don’'t matter. It'sgonnabeyou and me. Can't stop it. It’slike...like...”
“Kismgt?’

“Kisswhat?’

“Degtiny?’

“Yeah, that'sit. Destiny. Y ou and me' s destined to be together. Y ou’' re gonna bring me in, take me back
with you, make me belong, and then together we' re gonnarule the roost.”

Make you belong? he thought. Boy, sister, have you picked the wrong guy. “Listen, if you' re an outsider,
thelast guy you want to hook up withisme.”

“Lemme bethejudge of that.” She stepped closer until her lipswere barely aninch from his. “I’ll meet
you tonight at—"

“Sorry,” Jack said, backing away. “ Game over. Hangout with your lights and your buddies here, do
whatever floats your boat, but stay away from Gateways, especialy from my father.” Heraised the
Glock and held it beside his head, muzzle skyward. “I see you or any of your clan within ahundred yards
of my father, you're dead. Not figuratively dead, not virtualy dead, not merely dead, but clearly and
sncerely dead. Got it?’

She stared at him with her big, suddenly sad eyes. Her lower lip trembled.
“No...youcan't...”

“Gotit?’

Jack turned and doshed over toward where Carl waited with the boat in the deeper water.
“Y ou can't!” she screamed behind him.

Watch me.
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“He needskillin, Semdeg,” Luke said. “He needskillin red bad.”

They had the deck of theHorse-ship dl to theirsafs. Semelee sat with her legs danglin over the side,
sarin at her reflection in the water. Luke crouched next to her.

His head had stopped bleedin. Findly. For awhile there she' d thought he was gonnalose every drop of
blood in hisbody. He' d refused to go to the hospital, sayin he’' d heal up just fine without no damn fool
doctors tickin him with needles. Maybe he was right, but he sure looked stupid with that red bandanna
tied across his head and under his chin.



“You'reright,” Semeeetold him. “For once, | ain't got no argument with you.”
Luke stared at her with shocked eyes. “Y ou mean it?’

“Damnright | do.”

“But | thought you was sweet on him.”

“Wasn't never sweet on him. | thought he was specid but that don’t matter none now. He hurt you
and—"

“His daddy did the shootin.”

“I know that. But his daddy only pulled the trigger. It was him, it was Jack who put him up to it. Probably
told his daddy to blow your head off but the old boy only creased you. Can’'t have that, Luke. Can’t
have nobody, no matter how specid they are, hurt in someonein the clan.”

“So then it’s okay with you if | take Corley and a couple—"

Semelee shook her head. “Uh-uh. I'm gonna handle this my own self. For you, Luke. 1t'll be a present
from metoyou.”

The shock in Luke' s eyes melted into something like love.
Don't be gettin no ideas, she thought.

Because this had nothin to do with Luke. She was just lettin him think that. He' d been too far away and
too busy with his bleedin head to pay any attention to what had gone on between her and Jack in the
shallows. Didn't hurt none though to let him think he was the reason she was gonna go after Jack.

But thiswas gonnabe dl for her.

Shel d wanted to cry dl the way back from the shalows. Her heart il et like it d been tore right out of
her chest. He' d turned her down, turned his back and walked away. He said it was because he was
taken, but that was alie. Semelee had seen it dl through her life and she knew the redl truth: Jack thought
he was too good for her.

But as she' d returned to the lagoon she redlized it was the other way around.

Jack...how could she ve thought he was specia and meant for her? What was she thinking? He
obvioudy wasn't 0 specid and definitey not for her. She saw that now. Her visit to thelightsin the
snkhole had changed everything. She knew her True Name now, knew that she d been brought here for
apurpose. Shewasn't sure what that was yet, but she would. She just knew she would.

She' d been specia before—her powers proved that—but now she was even more specia. Much too
specia for Jack.

Y eah, but if that wastrue, why was she till hurt in? Why this cold hard lump where her somach used to
be?

She knew of only one way to make it better.

“Leave mebefor now,” shetold Luke. “I gottawork onthis. I’m gonnafix abig fat surprisefor our
friend Jack.”



He got up and backed away. “Okay, Semelee. Sure. Sure. Maybe I'll go check on Devil. Seehow he's
doin.”

Despite how bad she was feding, Semelee had to smile. Luke d dways been sorta like her puppy dog,
but now he was actin like her dave.

But she was okay with that. Every girl should haveadave.
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“I think thiscdlsfor adrink,” Dad said asthey stepped into the house.

They’ d dropped Carl—with his thousand dollars—off at the trailer park. All the way home he' d been so
effusvein histhanksfor rescuing him from the clan and the lights that Jack had had to shut him up by
getting him to describe what he’ d seen last night. He' d found Carl’ s description of Semelee being
lowered into the hole particularly unsettling. If thelights, filtered through sand and water, had caused the
clan’sdeformities, what would direct exposure do? Make you crazy? The cenote must have been where
she' d learned—how had she put itAVho | am . Who was sheif not Semeleg?

“That was one hell of ashot, Dad. Onehell of ashot.”
Jack kept rdliving the emationd swings of that moment.
“Waan't it? Waan't it, though?’

Dad had darted into the kitchen and was searching through the bottlesin a cabinet above the sink. His
gpeech camein staccato burdts, his movements were quick, jittery, asif he'd mainlined caffeine.

He shigher than the proverbia kite, Jack thought.

“I wasn't looking to kill him, you know, and prayed | wouldn't, but | wasdso thinking, if it shislifeor
Jack’s, then | can livejust finewith akill shot. All the skills came back as| was Sitting in that tree, Jack.
Suddenly | was back at the Chosin Reservoir, and | was on autopilot and redlly, redlly relaxed because
no one was shooting at me out in the Glades. It was just me and therifle, and control of the Situation was
minefor thetaking. I—hereitis” He pulled adark green bottle from the cabinet and held it doft. “Wait
till you taste this”

“Scotch? | think I’ll go for abeer.”

“No-no. You'vegot to try this. Remember Uncle Stu?’

Jack nodded. “Sure.”

Uncle Stuwasn't ared uncle, just aclose friend of the family. Close enough to earn “Uncle’ gatus.

“He bedongsto asingle malt scotch club. Helet metry thisonce and | had to get abottle. Aged in old
sherry casks—amontillado, | believe.”

“And discovered with a skeleton behind abrick wall?” When Dad gave him a questioning look, Jack
sad, “Never mind.”

“You drink thisneat.” Dad poured two fingers worth into a couple of short tumblers. “Adding ice,
water, or sodais punishable by death.” He handed Jack aglass and clinked hisown againgt it. “To the
best day of my lifeinthelast fifteen years.”



Jack was pierced by an instant of sadness. The best? Redlly?

Not a Scotch drinker, Jack took atentative sip and rolled it around on histongue. It had a sweetness and
abody he' d never tasted in any other Scotch. And the finish was...fabulous.

“For thelove of God, Montresor!” he said. “That isgood!”

“lsn’'tit?’ Dad said, grinning. “Isn’t that the best you ever had?’

“No question. Potent stuff.”

“That’ swhat | hear, but | haven't seen any proof.”

Jack let that one dide. “Where can | get abottle?’

“Youcan't. It'sal gone. They produce only so many casks and this batch islong sold out.”
Jack lifted his glassfor another sip. “Then we d better nurse thisone.”

“I don't careif we empty the bottle. Thisisaspecid day. It'sbeen along, long timesnce |’ vefdt this
aive” Helooked at Jack. “But | haveto ask you something.”

“Shoot.”
“Where d that pistol come from, the one you pulled after | parted the big guy’ s hair?’

Jack fdlt very closeto hisfather at the moment, closer than he could ever remember. The father-son
dope had been leveled. They were eyeto eye now. Equas. Friends. He didn’t want anything to get in the
way of that, but he couldn’t very well tell Dad he' d imagined the Glock.

So he pulled it from the small of hisback and laid it on the kitchen counter.
“Y ou mean this?’

“Yes. That.” Hisfather picked it up and hefted it. Jack noted with approval how he kept the muzzle
directed down and away from both of them. “What’ sit made of ? Feelsamost like...”

“Plastic? That' s because most of it is. Not the barrel and firing pin, of course, but pretty much all the
res.”

Heturned it back and forth in hishand, staring at it. “ Amazing.” He raised hiseyesto Jack. “But what's
an gppliance repairman doing with something likethis?’

How to handlethis...

“Sometimes | wind up in bad neighborhoods and | fed more comfortable knowing I'm carrying.”
“But how did you get it down here? | know you didn’t carry it aboard the plane.”

Jack shrugged. “ There are ways.”

Dad continued to stare at him. “Tell methetruth: Y ou're not redly arepairman, are you.”

“Oh, but | am. That' sthe truth.”

“Okay, but what else are you?’ He waggled the Glock. “1 saw how you handled this out there. | saw



plenty of people handle gunsin thewar, and you could awaystell the oneswho knew what they were
doing and were comfortable with them, just as you could tell the oneswho weren't. Y ou fal into the first
category, Jack.”

Despite the closeness he felt to hisfather at this moment, despite the combat-zone bond they’ d formed,
Jack couldn’t bring himsdif to tell him.

“Y ou're pretty comfortable too, Dad. Maybeit just runsin the family.”

“All right. Keep your secrets. For now. But promise me that someday, before | die, you'll tell me.
Promise?’

Jack knew atrap when he heard one. This onewas acousin of “When did you stop besting your wife?’
If he promised, he' d be admitting there was something to tell.

“Let’snot talk about you dying, Dad.”

He sighed. “I’m not going to get anywhere, am 1?7’ He poured more Scotch into Jack’ s glass. “Maybe
thiswill loosen your tongue.”

Jack laughed. “No one s ever tried to ply me with liquor before. Bring it on!”
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The shadows was gettin long by the time Semel ee was ready to make her move. Even usin both
eye-shdlls, it had took her awhileto get Dorain place. Like any other alligator snapper, she was dow
and kindaclumsy. Nothin like Devil.

Poor Devil. Luke said he was doin right poorly and looked like he wasfixin to die. That made her fed
bad.

But she shook off the sadness and fixed on what she aimed to do. Now that shefinaly had Dorawhere
she wanted her, Semelee was ready for the next step.

She moved away from the lagoon and walked through the hummock until she cameto the bees nest.
Shedidn’t get too close. These waskiller bees and once they got mad they’ d swarm and wouldn’t stop
gingin. They didn’t know how.

She fixed the shells over her eyes and concentrated...... and seestheingde of the hive. Her vison'sal
weird, like she' slookin through dozens of eyesat once...

Semelee lowered the shells and picked up the rock she' d brought dong. She tossed it at the hive, then
put the shells back over her eyes, real quick like.

...and once again she' singde the hive with that weird way of looking at things. But the hive s different
now. It' sfilled with angry buzzing—red angry. They’re movin toward the opening, hittin the air and the
sunlight, and then she' sflyin, movin right with them.

She sees hersdlf, standin in the shadows with the shells over her eyes. The swarm homesin on her like
she' sthe absolute worgt thing in their world, like they gotta protect the hive from her or dietryin. Swest
breaks out al over her body. Maybe she shouldn't have done this. Maybe she should have thought of
another way. Causeif she can't turn them, they’ re gonnackill her.

She pulls at them, pushes at them, there’ s somethin worse than her, somethin that’ sabigger thresat to the



hive and they’ ve gotta get him, gotta stop him or the hive [l be destroyed.

It doesn't seem to be working. They're still comin at her. Somethin inside her is screamin to run but she
knows that won't do no good. Ain’t nobody gonna outrun these bees.

Gottaturn em, gotta turn em, gotta—

Therel They'returnin, veerin away from her and turnin east. Shedid it. She’sin control now and her own
rage adds fud to the bees .

12

With hisfather noisily engaged in an exploration of the deep, dark recesses of napland, Jack wandered
outsde. Square-foot-wise, Dad's place was bigger than Jack’ s apartment back in New Y ork, but it felt
smdler. Maybe because he didn't have to share his place with anyone. He needed some fresh air.

With the comforting weight of the Glock at the small of hisback, he scanned his surroundings as he
yawned and stretched, looking for signs of the clan. Semelee had said Dad was no longer atarget, but
she' d been acting pretty weird out there in the Glades. What was to prevent her from changing her mind?

He started to circle the house, as much inspecting as trying to walk off the Scotch. He hadn’t had all that
much but it had made him alittle drowsy. Not drowsy enough for anap, though.

No white-haired girl stting on his car hood thistime. No one at al in sight. Ashe waked around to the
left Sde he heard afaint buzzing, like afar-off chainsaw, filtering through the air. He looked around for
the source but saw nothing. Maybe someone was using one on the far side of one of the houses. One
thing he knew, it wasn’t Carl. He was taking the rest of the day off—although he' d told Jack he'd return
briefly tonight to set up the Anya-cam again.

The buzzing grew louder and Jack did another dow turn. What—?

Then he saw the man-size cloud sweeping toward him from the Glades and knew with asick, cold dread
what it was and who had sent them. All hisingtincts urged him to turn and run but he forced himsalf
forward, toward them. Because that was where the front door was. He sprinted with everything he had,
but the bees got therefirgt.

He staggered back asthey swarmed over him and began stinging. Their angry buzzing and pain like
dozens of red-hot ice picks stabbing into his flesh became Jack’ sworld. He needed both hands to bat
the bees away from hisface but that |eft the rest of him vulnerable—his neck, his scalp, hisbarearms. He
could fed them stinging him through his T-shirt. He tried for the doo