Synopsis:

In Montana, aman attends the funeral of his parents, ostensibly killed in acar crash. InLos
Angdes, afifteen-year-old girl isabducted by aman assumed dead. These eventsare
linked by the fact that in both there is something missing. Asthereisin so much of the
world, for so much of thetime. What's missing is a secret, something which strikes a the
heart of what it isto be human. What it isthat makes usthisway.

"Sarah triesto struggle, but the man holds her. The scream never makesit out of her
throat... Sarahisthefifth girl to be abducted by this maniac. Her long hair will be hacked
off and she will be tortured. She has about aweek to live... Former LA homicide detective
John Zandt has an inside track on the perpetrator — his own daughter was one of his
victims. But the key to Sarah's whereabouts lieswith Ward Hopkins, aman with apast so
secret not even he knows about it. As heinvestigates his past. Ward finds himsdlf drawn
into the sinister world of the Straw Men — and into the desperate race to find Sarah,
before her timerunsout..."

"Brilliantly written and scary ashell." Stephen King.

Michadl Marshdl isanovelist and screenwriter. He has aready established a successful
writing career under the name Michad Marshal Smith. His groundbresking first nove,
Only Forward, won the Philip K. Dick and August Derleth awards; its criticaly-acclamed
successors. Joares and One of Us, have both been optioned for film. Helivesin North
London.
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We aretoo late for gods and too early for Being. Being's a poem, Just begun, is man. Martin Heidegger
Language, Truth, Thought Trandated by Albert Hofstadter

Palmerston, Pennsylvania

Padmerston is not abig town, nor one that can convincingly be said to be at the top of itsgame. It'sjust
there, likeamark on the sdewak. Like al towns, it hasapast and once had afuture, but in this case that
future turned out to involvelittle but getting dustier and more sedate, nudged ever further from the through
linesof history: a<tiff old faucet at the end of an increasingly rusty pipe, that someday isgoing to leek so
badly that no water makesit to theend at al.

Thetown stson the Allegheny River, in the shade of muscular hills, and has more trees than you
could shake astick at unlessyou had alot of time and were unusualy demented. The railroad used to
pass close by, just the other side of theriver, but in the mid 70s the station was closed and most of the



track lifted up. Little remains of it now apart from the memory and a haf-hearted museum, which not
even the schoolkids visit much any more. Every now and then afew tourists will wander in, peer with
bemused indifference at grim photographs of the long-dead, and then elect to get back in the car and
make time. Though it's been thirty years, long-term residents (and in PAmerston, they're dl long-term,
and vaguely proud of it) still fed the absence of the railroad, like an amputated limb that itchesfrom time
to time. For some there were petitions and town meetings, bumper stickers and fundraisers, for others
the change came quietly, numbly accepted as part of history's entropic progress in some other direction.
Were the town alittle bigger and more boisterous, the overgrown track might make a good place to buy
drugs or get mugged. In PaAimerston it's used mainly by earnest parentsto trek children down at
weekends, for pointing at birds and trees; and equally earnestly, afew years down the line, for those
same kidsto get each other pregnant in order to exchange one style of confinement for another.

Thetown isbuilt around aT junction, the shape of the letter obscured by Side streets that seem
unsure of their purpose. The upright islittered with gas stations, a car wash, avideo store, two small
motels and aminimart with arack of chegp CDs of the Marshall Tucker Band's Greatest Hits. An old
wooden church stands at the intersection with the cross stroke, paint peeling now, but still picturesque
againgt acold blue sky. Theright fork takes you up into the hills towards New Y ork State and the Great
Lakes.

If you take al€ft, asyou would if you were heading west on Route 6 to go look at the Allegheny
reservoir — and. that's pretty much the only reason that you'd be passing through — you get onto Main
Street. Here you find afew banks and stores, the windows of the former mirrored and anonymous; those
of thelatter in need of cleaning, and framing antiques of limited worth. Something about the desultory
arrangement of the displays suggests that the objects will have plenty moretimeto accrue vaue in situ.
There are two small movie houses, one of which tried to show art moviesten years ago and was
rewarded by attendances so low that it closed in afit of pique and never reopened; the other il
steadfastly toeing the party line of popular culture, hawking unrealizable dreamsto popcorn junkies. On
the southern Sde of the dtreet, in alarge plot dl by itsdlf, Stsabeautiful Victorian house. It haslain empty
for some years, and though most of the windows are intact, it's peeling agood ded worse than the
church and some of the boards are beginning to dip.

If you're hungry, chances are you'l find yoursdf in the McDondd's alittle further up the street, just
aong from the Railway Museum. Most people do. PAlmerston isn't abad place. It's peaceful, and the
people are friendly. It'sapleasant part of the world, low on crime and close by the Susquehannock State
Forest. Y ou could be born, raise kids, and die there, without feding you'd been especidly short-changed
by fate.

Therejust isn't much to do in between.

— L —<O>—

At lunchtime on Wednesday, 30th October 1991, the McD'swas crowded. Most of the tableswere
aready occupied, and four lines straggled out from the counter. Two little girls, four and Six years old and
out for atreat with their mother, clamoured vehemently for Chicken McNuggets. Everyone else gazed a
the menu boards with the reverence they deserved.

There were three non-locals present, ared-letter day for P merston'stourist industry. Onewas a
middle-aged man wearing asuit, Sitting by himself at atable in the corner. His name was Pete Harris, and
he was driving back to Chicago after along salestrip that had been largely disappointing. The Victorian
house's Italianate tower was just visible from his seat and he was considering the house as he chewed,
finding it astounding that no one had bothered to reclaim the property and fix it up.

The other two were a couple of English tourists, by coincidence sitting at the next table. Mark and



Suzy Campbel| had skipped breskfast to do a couple hundred milesin the morning and were more than
ready for some food. They'd been hoping for a picturesque diner, but after adow trawl through town
they'd settled on the burger den by default. Munching their sasndwichesin adefensive huddle, they were
at first darmed and then mildly pleased to find that they had sat next to aloca who talked. His name was
Trent, and hewastal, in hisforties, and had agood dea of copper-coloured hair. On hearing that they
were afew daysinto a coast-to-coast drive, he nodded with distant approval — asif being told of a
practice he could understand but had no desire to undertake himsdlf, like collecting matchbooks, or
rockclimbing, or having ajob. He was familiar with England as a concept, and gathered that it had a
wholelot of history and athriving rock music industry, both of which hewasin favour of.

In the end the conversation petered out, running aground in the shalows of shared experience. Suzy
was alittle disappointed, having enjoyed the encounter. Mark was preoccupied, wanting to do some
shopping. Inthe hotel they'd stayed at the night before, the bartender had spent some time trawling the
radio wavesin search of something to play very loudly. HeEd accidentally wandered acrossaclassica
station, and for abrief, wonderful moment, asnatch of the Goldberg Variations had floated across the
bar. Mark had pictured the radio station as just one guy holed up in the mountains somepl ace, the door
barred against hordes armed to the teeth with Garth Brooks records. The Bach had remained in Mark's
head through the following hours of syrupy ballads contragting the fragility of marriage and the
steadfastness of dogs, and he wanted to buy aCD and play it in the car. PAmerston didn't have a
classca musc sore.

Trent was soon joined by agaggle of floppy and unattractive teenage boys, and as Suzy
eavesdropped it emerged that he was engaged in convincing the youths to help him move a huge pile of
dirt outside histrailer, down by the old railroad line. It was never established why the dirt wasthere, nor
why it now needed to be moved somewhere else. The boys were, not unnaturaly, interested in some
kind of payment for thiswork, and thiswas offered in the form of a case of beer. As none werewithin
three years of legdly being able to buy acohoal, the proposition was readily accepted. While they waited
for Trent to finish wading through his burgers, they lurked like a crew of disreputable seagulls, trading the
affectionate insults and unredistic suggestions which are the key discourse of boys. During thisit became
clear that despite the surfing-related T-shirtsin which most were clad, not asingle one had ever surfed,
most had not been out of state, and only one had even seen the sea.

Overhearing this, the Campbells realized how extraordinary it was that they were— onawhim
conceived one drunken evening in a pub six thousand miles away — driving the entire breadth of
someone elsg's vast country. They became both flushed with pride and utterly overawed with the
meagnitude of the undertaking, and Sipped their coffees meditatively, taking perhapsfive or Sx minutes
longer than they normally would have alowed. Without this delay, they'd have been out the door by
12.50. Even with it, they'd have been on theroad by 12.56 at the latest. By then Suzy would have been
ready for acigarette, which the signs on the walls forbade through curt, easy-to-read sentences and
internationally recognizable iconography. Pete Harriswasin no red hurry, and would have been there
anyway: gill gazing a the house on aplot by itself, wondering vaguely how much it might cost, knowing
that even if he could rustle up the money, hiswife would have eermarked it for something else.

At 12.53 awoman shouted in the middle of the restaurant.

—LO>——LO>—<O>—

It was a brief, emphatic utterance, conveying nothing except urgency. People moved unconscioudy out of
the way, creating a clearing in the centra aide. It became evident that two men— onein hislateteens,
the other mid-twenties, both wearing long coats — were the focus of the woman's concern. The older
man had short fair hair, the younger'swas darker and rather longer. 1t was soon also clear that they were
carrying semi-automatic rifles.



Thelight in the room seemed suddenly very bright, sounds aonormally clear and dry, asif some
cushioning ether had been swept away. When you're sitting in aMcDonad's on aweekday lunchtime
with your coffee just approaching adrinkable temperature, and you redlize that night hasfalen out of a
clear blue sky, time dipsinto adow moment of lucidity. Like the long second before the impact of acar
crash, thishiatusis not there to help you. It's not an escape route, or agift from God, and it is not enough
to do anything in except take the chance to greet death and wonder what took it so long.

Oneof Trent's crew of dackers had just timeto say 'Billy? in atone of goofy bafflement, and then the
two men Started shooting.

They stood in the centrd aide and fired calmly and quickly, the stocks of therifles securely anchored
inther shoulders. Asthefirgt casudty jerked backward, an expression of wordless surprise on her face,
the gunmen moved on: intently, earnestly, asif seeking to demonstrate to some higher authority that they
were worthy of thistask, and carrying it out to the best of their ability.

After about another second, and two more deaths, everyonein the restaurant suddenly fought their
way up out of bewilderment. Time hit the ground running, and the screaming started. They tried to flee, or
hide, or to pull other people in front of them. Some made a break for the doors, but the gunsturned as
one and took down the deserters efficiently. Their line of fire swept past the out-of-towners, and Mark
Campbell took adirect shot in the back of the head at about the same instant his wife's face was spread
over aspiderweb of cracksin the plate-glasswindow that halted both of the bullets progress. Trent died
furioudy soon afterwards, hafway to hisfeet on adoomed misson to throw himsdlf a the gunmen. Few
were sufficiently salf-possessed to even consider such positive action, and those that did died quickly.
The two guns swivelled asif pulled on the same string, and the action heroes discovered that while
passive smoking may be bad for you, passve bullet use will take you down quicker.

Most peoplejust tried to run. To get away. The vice-president of Bedloe Insurancetried, asdid his
exagperatingly inefficient assstant. Twelve schoolchildren tried. They dl tried together, and got in one
another'sway. Many found that their feet were tangled amidst the bodies of theinjured, and died
awkwardly, didocating knees and hips asthey fell. Those whose way was unobstructed were shot down
asthey fled, crashing into tables and walls and the serving counter, behind which the remaining living
server was curled in atight ball, al too aware that she lay in apoal of her own urine. From where shelay
she could see the twitching feet of Duane Hillman, the young man with whom she/d most recently walked
theline of therailroad. He had been sweet, and offered to use a condom. As she knew that he'd not only
been shot but had fallen while holding atray of hot oil, she wasn't inclined to look at him. She was hoping
ingtead that if shelooked a nothing at al, and made herself smal, maybe everything would be dl right. A
stray bullet later cut directly through the counter and into her spine.

There were those who didn't even try to escape, but held their positions, eyes wide, souls aready
departed before shells tumbled through their lungs, groins and stomachs. At least one of them, recently
diagnosed with the same cancer that had dowly killed her father, did not view thisturn of eventsin an
entirely negative light: athough the fact of the matter isthat the young doctor at the hospital, whom she
did not trust largely because he looked alittle like the villain on her favourite TV show, would have been
ableto save her had shelived and taken his advice.

The other statue people had no such reason for equanimity. They were Smply unable to move until
the choice was no longer theirsto make.

Inaroom full of victims, murdererslook like gods. The men kept shooting, with occasiona changes
of direction, riflesturning together to rain fire on an unexpected corner of theroom. They reloaded a
number of times, though never at the same moment. They were very efficient. Neither said anything
throughout the entire incident.

Of thefifty-nine peoplein the McDonald's that lunchtime, only thirty-one heard the deadened report
of thefinal shot. Twelve of those were dead before dark, bringing thetoll to forty. Among those who
lived wasthe girl behind the counter, who never waked again and became an acoholic before finding



God and then losing him once more. One of thelittle girls aso survived. She was fostered out to an aunt
inlowa, and went onto live alife of relative peace. One of Trent'sfriends madeit, and four years |ater
was a coast guard on Laguna Beach.

Pete Harris aso survived. By rights he should have died early, in the first sweep of gunfire down the
left Sde of the restaurant, but Suzy Campbell's body had crashed on top of him just as hetried to dip
under histable. Her weight caused him to dew off his seat and crunch head-firgt to the ground. They
were joined moments later by Suzy's husband, who was aready dead. Neither of the Campbells faces
would have been recognizable from their passports (both carefully stowed in their jacket pockets, in case
somebody broke into the car while they ate), but the clothes the couple were wearing — some carefully
packed back in England, othersfrugaly acquired at a Gap sdein Boston's Back Bay area— were
virtudly unblemished. Barely abrush-down would have been needed and they could have waked out the
door, climbed back in their hire car, and driven on up the road. Perhapsin some better redity that was
allowed to happen, and Mark found the Goldberg Variations by happy chance at atown up the way,
and they drove therest of the day adong along straight road between trees with leaves that seemed lit
from within: riding the crests and dips of the highway asit took them into afternoon and then evening,
never noticing that they rode aone.

In thisworld they merely saved the life of another human being, as Pete Harris lay frozen beneath
them, stunned into immohility by the contact of his head with thetiled floor. All around him werelimbs,
and al he could see was chaos and degth: al he could fed was the whistling of his cutsand acold achein
his head that developed into a concussion so severe that some days he felt asif it never went away. A
young staff nurse, who seemed to regard him with superstitious awe because he had survived when
amost everyone ese had died, spent the night in the hospital in Pipersville kegping him awake, when he
would have much preferred to have dept.

But that was later, aswas the heart attack in 1995 that achieved what the bullets had not. He never
tried to find out if the Victorian house wasfor sale. He just worked until he dropped.

—— O —O>—O>—

Above the measured snap of gunfire and the coughs and screams of the dying, the distant sound of
approaching srens became evident. The gunmen fired for perhaps another twenty seconds, clearing a
small pocket by the counter where the mother and her girls had found temporary respite. Then they
stopped.

They looked around the room, faces betraying no reaction to what they'd done. The younger of the
two — the boy called Billy — took a step back, and shut his eyes. The other man shot him point-blank
inthe face. While Billy's body till languidly spasmed on the floor, the man sguatted to wash hishandsin
the blood. He stood again to write something on the glass door, working camly, in big dripping letters,
then surveyed the room once more, camly, at his ease. He didn't even glance at the cop cars hurtling up
Main, far too late to influence an event that would finaly put Palmerston back on the map.

Then, when he was good and ready, the man jumped through the shattered window behind the
Campbells bodies and disappeared: escaping, it was believed, dong the track of the old railroad line. He
was never apprehended. No one was ever ableto give aclear description of hisface, and intime it was
asif hedipped out of the event and into shadow. The blame ended up being whally Billy's: ayoung boy
who had only been doing what he wastold, by a man he'd thought was a new friend.

When he heard the sound of the police cars pulling up outside, Pete Harristried to Sit up, tried to
gather the strength to push the Campbells bodies off. He failed, but succeeded in raising his head far
enough to see what had been written in blood on the doors.

The letters had dripped, and his eyesight was clouded by awhitelight in his head, but the words were



clear enough. They said The Straw Men.'
Eleven years passed.

Part 1

Of thehill, not onthehill...
Frank LIoyd Wright, on the architecture of Tdiesn

1

The funerd wasanice affair, in that it was well-attended and people dressed appropriately and nobody
stood up at any point and said 'Y ou realize this means they're dead.’ It was held in a church on the edge
of town. | had no ideawhat denomination it might be, still lesswhy it should have been stipulated in the
ingtructionsleft with Harold Davids. So far as1'd known, my parents had no religious views save akind
of amiable atheism and the unspoken belief that if God did exist he probably drove anice car, most likely
of American manufacture.

Organization for the event had been efficiently undertaken by Davidss office, leaving mewith littleto
do except wait to turn up. | spent most of the two daysin the lounge of the Best Western. | knew |
should go up to the house, but | couldn't faceit. | read most of abad novel and leafed through alarge
number of hotd-style magazines, without learning anything except that you can pay an awful lot of money
for awatch. Early each morning | |€ft the hotel, intending to walk adong the main street, but got no further
than the parking lot. | knew what was on offer ong the shopping drag of Dyersburg, Montana, and |
was in the market for neither ski gear nor ‘art’. | atein the hotel restaurant in the evenings, had
room-service sandwiches ddivered to the bar a lunch. All meals were accompanied by frieswhose
texture suggested that a number of industrial processes had intervened between the soil and my plate. It
was impossible not to havefries. | discussed the matter on two occasions with the waitresses, but
relented in the face of mounting panic in their eyes.

After the preacher had explained to everyone why death was not the complete downer it might at first
appear, wefiled out of the church. | was sorry to leave. It had felt safein there. Outside it was very cold,
and the air was crigp and sllent. Behind the graveyard rose the foothills of the Gallatin range, the pesksin
the distance muted, asif painted on glass. Two side-by-side plots had been prepared. There were about
fifteen people on hand to witness the buria. Davids was there, and someone who appeared to be his
assistant. Mary stood close to me, white hair strictly pulled back in abun, her lined face battered smooth
with the cold. A couple of the others| thought | vaguely recognized.

More words were said by the priest, comforting liesin which to swaddle these events. Possibly they
made a difference to some of the mourners. | could barely hear them, concentrating as| was on stopping
my head from exploding. Then a couple of men — whose job it was, who did thiskind of thing every
week — efficiently lowered the coffinsinto the ground. Ropes were gently fed through their hands, and
the coffins came to messured rest Six feet below theflat plain on which theliving still stood. A few more
sentences of bam were offered, but muttered quickly now — asif the church recognized that the timeto
make its pitch was running out. Y ou can't put people in wooden boxes under the ground without the
audience redlizing that something very amissis afoot.

A fina quiet pronouncement, and that was that. It was done. Nothing would ever happen to Donad
and Beth Hopkins again. Nothing that bore thinking about, at least.

Some of the mournerslingered for amoment, amless now. Then | wasdone. | stood there astwo
people. One whose throat was locked into fiery stone, and who could not imagine ever moving again;
another who was aware of hisiconic stature beside the graves, and aso that, alittle distance away,
people were driving past in cars and listening to the Dixie Chicks and worrying vaguely about money.



Both sides of me found the other ridiculous. | knew that | couldn't stand there for ever. They wouldn't
expect meto. It would make no sense, would change nothing, and it really was very cold. When | finaly
looked up | saw Mary was dso il present, standing only afew feet awvay. Her eyeswere dry, harsh
with aknowledge that such afate would be hers before very long and that it was neither alaughing nor a
crying matter. | pursed my lips, and she reached out and laid her hand on my arm. Neither of ussaid
anything for awhile.

When sheld called me, three days before, | had been sitting on the deck of anice, small hotel on De
laVinain Santa Barbara. | was temporarily unemployed, or unemployed again, and using my scant
savings on an undeserved vacation. | was Sitting with agood bottle of loca merlot in front of me, and
efficiently making it go away. It wasn't the first of the evening, and so when my cdlular rang | wasinclined
to let the message service pick it up. But when | glanced at the phone | saw who the caller was.

| hitthe TALK button. 'Hey,' | said.
‘Ward, shereplied. And then nothing.

Findly | heard a sound down the line. The noise was soft, glutinous. 'Mary? | asked quickly. ‘Are
you okay?
'Oh, Ward,' she said, her voice sounding cracked and very old. | sat up straight in my seet then, inthe

vain hope that faux readiness, last-minute rigour, would somehow limit the weight with which this hammer
wasgoing tofal.

‘What isit?
'Ward, you'd better come here!'
Intheend | got her to tell me. A car crash in the centre of Dyersburg. Both dead on arrival.

I'd known immediately it would be something like that, | suppose. If it hadn't involved both of them
then it wouldn't be Mary on the phone. But even now, as| stood with her in the graveyard looking down
upon their coffins, | was unable to truly understand a sentence framing their death with itsfull weight. |
aso could not now return the call that my mother had left on my machine, aweek before. | just hadn't
gotten round to it. I hadn't expected them to be erased from the surface of the earth without warning, and
put below it, down where they couldn't hear me.

Abruptly | realized that | didn't want to be standing near their bodies any more. | took a step back
from the graves. Mary dug in the pocket of her coat and brought out something attached to asmall
cardboard label. A set of keys.

I put out the trash thismorning,’ she said, ‘and took afew things out of the refrigerator. Milk and
such. Don't want them smdlling it up. Everything dsel just left.’

| nodded, staring at the keys. | didn't have any of my own. No need. They'd been in, on the few
occasons|'d visted. | redized that thiswasthefirst time I'd ever seen Mary somewhere other than my
parents kitchen or living room. It was like that with my folks. Y ou went to their house, not the other way
round. They tended to form a centre. Had tended to.

"They spoke of you, you know. Often.’

| nodded again, though | wasn't sure | believed her. For much of the last decade my parents hadn't
even known where | was, and anything they had to say concerned ayounger man, an only child who'd
once grown up and lived with them in adifferent state. It wasn't that we hadn't |loved each other. We had,
inour ways. | just hadn't given them much to talk about, had checked none of the boxes that make
parents prone to brag to friends and neighbours. No wife, no kids, no job to speak of. | redized Mary
was gill holding her hand out, and | took the keysfrom her.

'How long will you stay? she asked.
'It depends how long things take. Maybe aweek. Possibly less!’



Y ou know where | am," she said. 'Y ou don't have to be a stranger, just because.’

I won't,' | said quickly, smiling awvkwardly. | wished | had asibling who could have been having this
conversation for me. Someone respons ble and socialy skilled.

She smiled back, but distantly, asif she aready knew thiswas not the way things worked.

'‘Goodbye, Ward,' she said, and then set off up the dope. At seventy she was alittle older than my
parents, and walked awkwardly. She was alifelong Dyersburg resident, an ex-nurse, and more than that
| didn't know.

| saw that Davids was standing by his car on the other Sde of the cemetery, killing time with his
assgant but evidently waiting for me. He had the air of someone ready and willing to be brisk and
efficient, to tidy loose ends.

I glanced back once more at the graves, and then walked heavily down the path to face the
adminigtrative tasks created by the loss of my entire family.

——O>——O>—O>—

Davids had brought most of the paperwork in his car, and took meto lunch to deal withit. I don't know
whether this ended up being any less unpleasant than doing it in his office would have been, but |
appreciated the courtesy from aman who knew me barely at dl. We ate in historical downtown
Dyersburg, at aplace caled Auntie's Pantry. Theinterior had been davishly designed to resemble a
multileve log cabin, the furniture hand-hewn by dves. The menu offered achilling variety of organic
soups and home-made breads, accompanied by salads largely predicated upon bean sprouts. | know I'm
out of step, but | don't regard bean sprouts as food. They don't even look edible. They look like pallid,
mutant grubs. The only worse thing is cous cous, of which there was dso plenty on offer. | don't know of
any aunt on this planet who eats that kind of shit, but both staff and patrons seemed about as happy as
could be. AlImost maniacaly so.

After abrief and somewhat stilted wait we scored a seet by the front window. This annoyed a spruce
young family behind us, who'd had their eye on the table and didn't understand how being first inline
entitled you to certain benefits. The woman outlined her dissatisfaction to the waitress, loudly observing
that the table had space for four people and we were only two. Normally thiskind of thing brings out the
very bestin me, particularly if my foesare al wearing identical navy blue fleeces, but right then the well
was dry. The husband was ho competition, but the two children were blond and solemn and looked like
apair of judging angels. | didn't want to get on their bad side. The waitress, who was of the genus of tan,
pretty but rather hefty young women who flock to placeslike Dyersburg for the winter sports, elected not
to get involved, instead staring brightly at a patch of the floor approximately equidistant between the two
sets of combatants.

Davids glanced briefly across at the matriarch. He's of my parents age, tall and gaunt with a
good-sized beak, and looks like the guy who God calls on when he redly wants Hell to rain down. He
opened his briefcase and drew out alot of documents, making no effort to conced the kind of event they
pertained to. Helaid them out in front of him in abusinesdike way, picked up the menu, and started to
read it. By thetime I'd finished watching him do these things, the family was dl studioudy looking
elsewhere. | picked up my own menu, and tried to imagine why what it said was of interest to me.

Davidswas my parents attorney, and had been since they'd met him after moving from Northern
Cdifornia. 1'd spoken to him on acouple of previous occasions, Christmas or Thanksgiving drinks a
their house, but in my mind he was now smply one of anumber of people with whom my acquaintance
was about to draw to an abrupt close. This bred a curious mixture of distance and adesire to prolong the
contact, which | was unable to trand ate into much in the way of conversation.



Thankfully, Davids took the lead as soon as the bowls of butternut and lichen soup arrived. He
recapped the circumstances of my parents death, which in the abbsence of witnesses boiled downto a
snglefact. At approximately 11:05 on the previous Friday evening, after visiting friendsto play bridge,
their car had been involved in ahead-on collison at the intersection of Benton and Ryle Streets. The
other vehicle was astationary car, parked by the side of the road. The post-mortem reveaed
blood-a cohal levels consstent with maybe half a bottle of wine in my father, who had been the
passenger, and alot of cranberry juicein my mother. Theroad had been icy, the junction wasn't too well
lit, and another accident had taken place a the same spot just last year. That wasthat. It was just only of
those things, unless| wanted to get involved in afruitless civil litigation, which | didn't. There was nothing
eseto say.

Then Davids got down to business, which meant getting me to sign alarge number of pieces of paper,
thereby accepting ownership of the house and its contents, afew pieces of undeveloped land, and my
father's tock portfolio. A legion of tax matters pertaining to dl of thiswere efficiently explained to me
and then dispatched with further signatures. The IRS stuff went in one ear and out the other, and | gave
none of the papers more than a cursory glance. My father had evidently trusted Davids, and Hopkins
Senior hadn't been aman to cast his respect around willy-nilly. Good enough for Dad was good enough
for me.

| wasligtening with lessthan haf of my attention by the end of it, and actudly enjoying the soup —
now that 1'd improved the recipe by adding agood ded of salt and pepper. | was watching the spoonfuls
asthey came up toward my mouth, savouring the taste in astudious, considered way, encouraging the
flavour to occupy as much of my mind aspossible. | only resurfaced when Davids mentioned UnRedlty.

He explained that my father's business, through which he had successfully sold high-priced redl estate,
was being shut down. The vaue of its remaining assets would be forwarded to any account | cared to
nominate, just as soon as the process was compl ete.

'Hewound up UnRealty? | asked, lifting my head to look at the lawyer, 'When?

'No." Davids shook his head, wiping round his bowl with a piece of bread. 'He gave instructions that
this should take place upon his degth.’

'Regardless of what | might haveto say?

He glanced out of the window, and rubbed his hands together in an economical little motion that
didodged afew crumbs from hisfingers. 'He was quite clear on the matter.’

My soup had suddenly gone cold, and tasted like liquidized pond weed. | pushed the bowl away. |
understood now why Davids had insisted that we go through the paperstoday, rather than in the period
before the funeral. | collected up my copies of the papers and shoved them into the envelope Davids had
provided.

Isthat it? My voice was quiet and clipped.
'I think so. I'm sorry to have put you through this, Ward, but it's better to get it over with.'

He pulled awdlet from hisjacket and glared at the check, asif not only distrusting the addition but
taking adim view of the waitresss handwriting. Histhumb hesitated over a charge card, pulled out some
cash ingtead. | logged this as him eecting not to alot the cost of lunch as abusiness expense.

'Y ou've been very kind,' | said. Davids dismissed thiswith aflip of hishand, and tipped exactly ten
percent.

Werose and |eft the restaurant, weaving between the tables of chatting tourists. | meant to look away
as we passed the table occupied by the nuclear army in blue fleece, but then suddenly they werein front
of me. Mother and father were bickering mildly about whereto stay in 'Y dlowstone; thelittle boy
meanwhile was using his spoon and soup to approximate the effect of an asteroid landing in the Pacific.
Hissster was sitting with aplastic beaker clutched in both hands, contentedly staring at nothing in



particular. As| passed shelooked up a me, and smiled asif seeing alarge dog. It was probably a cute
gmile, but for amoment | fdt like removingit.

Outside we stood together for amoment, watching well-hedled women roving up and down College
Street in hungry packs, charge cards on stun.

Eventudly Davidsthrust his handsin the pockets of his coat. "Y ou'll be leaving soon, | imagine. If
theré's anything | can do in the meantime, please bein touch. | can't raise the dead, of course, but on
other things | might be ableto help.'

We shook hands, and he walked rather quickly away up the street, hisface carefully blank. And only
then did | redlize, unforgivably late, that Davids had not just been my father's attorney, but had also
become hisfriend, and that | might not have been the only person who'd found the morning difficult.

—— O O>——<O>—

| walked back to the hotel with my hands clenched, and by nine | was very drunk. | had the first
boilermaker in both hands before the hotel doors had shut behind me. | knew as| took the first sallow
that it wasamigtake. | knew it dl the way home, had known it in the cemetery and from the moment I'd
woken that morning. | wasn't falling off some painfully-scaed wagon, reecting my higher power and
committing mysdf to waking up in Genevawith two wives and the word 'Spatula tattooed on my
forehead. But getting drunk was like having a one-night stand because your partner had been unfaithful to
you: an act that could achieve nothing except pain, meanwhile diminishing amora high ground which, for
onceinyour life, you were actualy entitled to. The problem was, there didn't seem to be any other
intelligent responseto the Stuation.

At first | perched at the bar, but after awhile | moved to one of the booths by the long window. A
large pre-emptive tip had ensured that | didn't have to wait, or indeed move, in order to keep my glasses
full. A beer, then a Scotch. A beer, then a Scotch. A solid and efficient way of getting drunk, and the
smooth-faced barman kept them coming like I'd asked.

| pulled the documents out of Davidss manila envelope and spread them in front of me, my mind
fixated on one point in particular.

Indl thetimel was growing up, | was aware of one thing about my father. He was a businessman.
That waswhat he did and who he was. He was Homo sapiens businessmaniens. Hegot up in the
morning and shoved off to do business, and he came back in the evening having by-God done some. My
parents never talked about their early life, and rarely about anything of consegquence, but | knew about
UnRedlty. Hed worked for anumber of yearsat alocal firm, then one night took my mother out for a
fine dinner and told her he was going it done. He actudly used those words, apparently, asif gppearing
in an advertisement for bank |oans. He had talked to afew people, made some contacts, engaged in all
the textbook corporate heroics that entitled you some day to stand at the bar of a country club and say 'l
didit my way'. It can't have been easy, but my father had a certain force of will. Car mechanicsand
plumbers, meter maids and check-in clerks, al took one look and elected not to fuck him around. When
he waked into arestaurant, the word went round the staff that it wastime to stand up straight and stop
Spitting in the soup. His company, and its history, was the most redl thing | understood about him.

And yet, in hiswill, he had stipulated that UnRealty be wound up. Instead of leaving it to hisson to
make the decision, he had calmly imploded twenty years work.

As soon as Davids had told methis, | knew it could only mean one thing. My parents hadn't wanted
me to take over the business. In many ways thiswas explicable. | have sold many, many things, shifted
many and varied commodities, but never an expensive house. | knew about them, however. Did | ever. |
knew about Unique Homes magazine, about the DuPont Registry and Christie's Great Estates. | knew
about conservation easements and dude ranches, was familiar with the vaue of old-world craftsmanship,



views of the 15th fairway, end-of-the-road privacy where serenity abounds. | couldn't help but be. It had
seeped into my blood. | even did two years of an architecture degree, before | sidestepped out of college
viaan unfortunate incident and into adifferent line of work. And yet he either hadn't wanted me, or hadn't
trusted me, to take over the business. The more | thought about it, the more hurt | got.

| kept drinking, to seeif things got any better. They didn't. | kept drinking anyway. The bar remained
quiet throughout the early part of the evening. Then at ten o'clock there was asudden influx of men and
women in suits, sprung from some ball-bresking corporate flipchart-fest. They milled about in the centre
of the bar, networking rabidly, excited as children at the prospect of going berserk and having a couple
of Lite beers. By this stage my brain felt very heavy and cold. The noise sarted loud and got worse, asif
| was surrounded by people shovelling pebbles.

| held my ground in my booth, glaring virulently at the invaders. A couple of the men rakishly removed
their jackets. One fellow even loosened histie. Underlings sidled up to their bosses and hung about like
sandpipers, pecking for Brownie points. I'd cope. I'd weather the storm. These people might know how
to run spreadsheets and asset-strip, but if it came to abar endurance test, they were wearing water
wings. | was confident. | wasin the zone. | was aso, in retrospect, even more drunk than | realized.

Three men came in the door. They stopped, looked around.

The next thing | knew there was screaming, and the suitswere diving for cover. At first | felt
frightened, and then | redlized it was me they were running from.

| was swaying in the middle of the floor, clotheswet from upturned beer. | had agun in my hands and
was pointing it straight a the men in the doorway, barking along, incoherent series of contradictory
ingtructions at them. They looked scared out of their wits. Thiswas probably because when aman points
agun at you, you want to do what he asks. But it's difficult when you can't make out what he's saying.

Eventudly | sopped shouting. The men in the door briefly became six, then resolved into three again.
The room was quiet around me, but my heart fdlt like it was going to melt down. Everybody waited for
thingsto either get better or worse.

‘Sorry,' | muttered. ‘Misunderstanding.’

| put the gun back in my jacket, swept the papers up off the table, and lurched out. | got halfway
acrossthelobby beforel fell over, taking atable, alarge vase and ahundred bucks worth of flowers
down with me.

——O——O>——O>—

At three o'clock in the morning, frigid with iced water, | waslying on my back on the bed in my room.

| had been talked to by both the hotel management and the local police, who'd been understanding,
whileinggting | rdinquish the gun for the duration of my stay. | let the funeral carry theday. | do havea
licence to carry a concealed weapon, which surprised them. But they observed, reasonably enough, that
the licence doesn't say | can waveit around in bars. The papers from Davidss office, the ones that
announced | now had 1.8 million dollars cash, were carefully laid out on the heater to dry. | wasno
longer angry at anybody. The fact that my father's last will and testament now smelled of spilt beer
seemed to effectively make his point.

After awhilel rolled over, picked up the phone, and dialed a number. The phone rang six times, and
then an answering machine kicked in. A voice |l knew better than my own said that Mr and Mrs Hopkins
were sorry they couldn't answer the phone, but that | should leave amessage. They'd get back to me.
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At ten o'clock the next morning | stood, pale and penitent, at the end of my parents driveway. | was
wearing aclean shirt. | had eaten some breakfast. | had apologized to everyone | could find in the hotdl,
right down to the guy who cleaned the poal. | was amazed that | hadn't spent the night inacell. | fet like
shit.

The house sat near the end of anarrow and hilly road on the mountainside of Dyersburg's main
resdentia area. I'd been alittle surprised by it when they moved. The lot was decent-sized, about haf an
acre, with acouple of old trees shading the side of the house. Properties of smilar Sze bordered it, home
to nicelate Victorians, that no one looked too obsessed about painting. A neat hedge marked the edge
of both sides of the property. Mary lived in the next house up, and she wasn't anything like wedthy. A
college professor and his post-grad wife had recently moved in on the other side. | think my dad actually
sold them the house. Again, decent people — but unlikely to bathe in champagne. The house itsef wasa
two-storey, with agraceful wraparound porch, aworkshop in the cellar and agarage round the back. It
was, without question, a nice-looking and well-appointed house in agood neighbourhood. Someone
wanted to set you up there, you wouldn't complain. But neither would Homes of the Rich and Famous
be doing a showcase specid anytime soon.

| waved across the fence in case Mary happened to be looking out the window, and walked dowly
up the path. It felt asif | was gpproaching an impostor. My parents real house, the one I'd grown upiin,
lay along timein the past and athousand mileswest. I'd never been back to Hunter's Rock since they
moved, but | could remember that house like the back of my hand. The arrangement of its rooms would
probably aways define my understanding of domestic space. The onein front of me waslike asecond
wife, taken too late in life to have arelationship with the children that extended beyond distant cordidity.

A gavanized trashcan stood to one side of the door, the lid raised by the full bag inside. There were
no newspapers on the porch. | assumed Davids had seen to that. The right thing to do, but it made the
house look asif it dready had adust sheet over it. | pulled the unfamiliar keysfrom my pocket and
unlocked the door.

It was S0 quiet inside that the house seemed to throb. | picked up the few pieces of mail, junk for the
most part, and put them on the side table. Then | wandered for awhile, walking from room to room,
looking at things. The roomsfélt like preview galleries for some strange yard sale, each object coming
from adifferent home and priced well below itsvaue. Even the things that went together — the booksin
my father's study, my mother's collection of 1930s English pottery, negtly arrayed on the antique pine
dresser in the Sitting room — seemed hermetically sealed from my touch and from time. | had no idea
what to do with these things. Put them in boxes and store them somewhere to gather dust? Sell them,
keep the money, or giveit to some worthy cause? Live within this tableau, knowing that in the objects
minds | would never have anything more than a second-hand regard for them?

The only thing that seemed to make any kind of sense was leaving everything asit was, walking out of
the house and never coming back. Thiswasn't my life. It wasn't anybody's, not any more. Apart from the
sngle wedding picture in the hall, there weren't even any photographs. There never had been in our
family.

In the end | wound up back in the sitting room. This faced down the garden toward the road, and had
big, wide windows that transformed the cold light outside into warmth. There was a couch and armchair,
in matching gented prints. A compact little widescreen televison, on astand fronted with smoked glass.
Also my father's chair, a battered warhorse in green fabric and dark wood, the only piece of furniturein
the room that they'd brought from the previous house. A new biography of Frank Lloyd Wright wason
the coffee table, my father's place marked with areceipt from Denford's Market. Eight days previoudy
one of them had bought avariety of cold cuts, acarrot cake (fancy), five large bottles of minera water,
some low-fat milk and a bottle of vitamins. Most of these must have been amongst the fridge contents
that Mary had thrown away. The minera water was maybe gill around, along with the vitamins. Perhaps
I'd have some | ater.



Inthe meantime | sat in my father's chair. | ran my hands aong theworn grain of the armrests, then
laid them in my lap and looked down the garden.

And for along time, in savage burdts, | cried.

——O——O>——O>—

Much later, | remembered an evening from long ago. | would have been seventeen, back when welived
in Cdifornia. It was Friday night, and | was due to meet the guys at a bar out on aback road just outside
town. Lazy Ed's was one of those shoebox-with-a-parking-lot beer dens that ook like they've been
designed by Mormons to make drinking seem not just un-Godly but drab and sad and dead-end
hopeless. Ed redlized that he wasn't in aposition to be picky, and as we were never any trouble and kept
feeding quartersinto the pool table and juke box — Blondie, Bowie and good old Bruce Stringbean,
back in the glory days of Mally Ringwad and Mondrian colours— our juvie custom was fine by him.

My mother was out, gone to a crony of hersto do whatever it iswomen do when there aren't any
men around to clutter up the place and look bored and not listen with sufficient gravity to stories about
peoplethey've never met, and who anyway sound kind of dull, if their troubles are anything to judge by.
At sx o'dock Dad and | were Sitting at the big table in the kitchen, eating some lasagne sheld eft in the
fridge, and avoiding the salad. My mind was on other things. | have no ideawhat. I can no more get back
insde the head of my seventeen-year-old salf than | could that of atribesman in Borneo.

It was awhile before I'd redlized Dad had finished, and was watching me. | looked back at him.
'What? | said, affably enough.

He pushed his plate back. ‘Going out tonight?
| nodded dowly, full of teenage bafflement, and got back to shovelling food into my head.

| should have understood right away what he was asking. But | didn't get it, in the sameway | didn't
get why there remained asmal pile of sdlad on his otherwise spotless plate. | didn't want that green shit,
s0 | didn't take any. He didn't want it elther, but he took some — even though Mom wasn't there to see.
| can understand now that the pile in the bowl had to get smdller, or when she got back sheld go on
about how we weren't eating right. Simply dumping some of it straight in the trash would have seemed
dishonest, wheressif it pent some time on a plate — went, in effect, via hismea — then it was okay.
But back then, it seemed inexplicably stupid.

| finished up, and found that Dad was till Sitting there. Thiswas unlike him. Usudly, once afood

event was over, hewas dl business. Get the platesin the washer. Take the garbage out. Get the coffee
on. Get on to the next thing. Chop fucking chop.

'So what are you going to do? Watch the tube? | asked, making an effort. It felt very grown up.

He stood and took his plate over to the Side. There was a pause, and then he said: '| was wondering.'
Thisdidn't sound very interesting. "WWondering what?

"Whether you'd play acouple of frameswith anold guy.’

| sared at hisback. Thetone of hisinquiry was greetly at oddswith hisusua confidence, especidly
the mawkish attempt at self-deprecation. | found it hard to believe he thought 1'd take the deception
serioudy. Hewasn't old. He jogged. He whipped younger men at tennis and golf. He was, furthermore,
thelast personintheworld | could imagine playing pool. He just didn't fit the type. If you drew aVenn
diagram with circlesfor 'People who looked like they played pool', 'People who looked like they might'
and 'People who looked like they wouldn't, but maybe did,’ then he would have been on a different sheet
of paper dtogether. He was dressed that night, as he so often was, in anesatly pressed pair of sandy
chinos and afresh white linen shirt, neither of them from anywhere as mass-market as The Gap. Hewas



tall and tan with silvering dark hair and had the kind of bone structure that makes people want to vote for
you. Helooked like he should be leaning on therail of agood-length boat off Palm Beach or Jupiter
Idand, talking about art. Mogt likely about some art he wastrying to sell you. |, on the other hand, was
fair and skinny and wearing regulation black Levi'sand ablack T-shirt. Both looked like they'd been
used to make fine adjustments to the ingdes of car engines. They probably smelled that way, too. Dad
would have smelled the way he dways did, which | wasn't aware of then but can summon up now as
clearly asif hewas standing behind me: adry, clean, correct smell, like negtly stacked firewood.

"Y ou want to come play pool? | asked, checking that | hadn't lost my mind.
He shrugged. 'Y our mother's out. There's nothing on the box.'

'Y ou got nothing salted away on tape? Thiswas inconceivable. Dad had ardationship with the VCR
like some fathers had with afavoured old hound, and racks of negtly labelled tapes on the shelvesin his
study. I'd do exactly the same now, of coursg, if | lived anywherein particular. I'd have them stamped
with bar codesif | had thetime. But back then it was the thing about him that most strongly put mein
mind of fascist police states.

He didn't answer. | cleared the scraps off my own plate, thoughtlessly making agood job of it
because | was a an age when showing my love for my mother was difficult, and ensuring her precious
dishwasher didn't get clogged with shit was something | could do without anyoneredizing | wasdoing it,
including myself. | didn't want Dad to come out to the bar. It wasthat smple. | had aroutine for going
out. | enjoyed the drive. It was metime. Plusthe guyswere going to find it weird. It wasweird, for fuck's
sake. My friend Dave would likely be stoned out of his gourd when he arrived, and might freak out there
and then if he saw me standing with arepresentative of dl that was authoritarian and straight-backed and
wrinkly.

| looked across at him, wondering how to put this. The plates were stowed. The remaining sdlad was
back in the fridge. He'd wiped the counter down. If ateam of forensic scientists happened to swoop
mid-evening and tried to find evidence of any food-eating activity, they'd be right out of luck. It annoyed
the hell out of me. But when he folded the cloth and looped it over the handle, on the oven, | had my first
ever intimation of what | would fed in earnest, nearly twenty yearslater, ontheday | sat wet-faced in his
chair in an empty housein Dyersourg. A redization that his presence was not unavoidable or agiven; that
one day there would be too much salad in the bowl and cloths that remained unfolded.

'Y eah, whatever,' | said.

I quickly started to freak about how the other guys were going to react, and hustled us out of the
house forty minutes early. | figured this might give us as much as an hour before we had to ded with
anyone dse, asthe other guyswere aways|ate.

Wedrove out to Ed's, Dad sitting in the passenger seat and not saying much. When | drew up outside
the bar he peered out the windshield. Thisiswhere you go?

| saidit was, alittle defensvely. He grunted. On the way acrossthelot it occurred to me that turning
up with my dad was going to bring into focus any doubts Ed might be entertaining about my age, but it
was too late to turn back. It wasn't like we looked very similar. Maybe held think Dad was some older
guy | knew. Like asenator, or something.

Insde was nearly empty. A coupleold farts| didn't know were hunkered down over atablein the
corner. The place never redly stuttered into life until late, and it was a precarious form of vitality, the kind
that two consecutive bad choices on the jukebox could kill stone dead. Aswe stood at the counter
waiting for Ed to make his own good time out of the back, Dad leaned back against the bar and |ooked
around. Therewasn't agreat dedl to see. Battered stoals, venerable dust, apoal table, interior twilight
and neon. | didn't want himto like it. Ed came out eventudly, grinned when he saw me. Usualy I'd drink
my first beer Sitting gassing with him, and probably he was anticipating this was going to happen tonight.

But then he caught sight of Dad, and stopped. Not like hed run into awall or anything, but he



hesitated, and his smile faded, to be replaced by an expresson | couldn't interpret. Dad wasn't the usual
kind of guy who spent timein that bar, and | guess Ed was wondering what kind of bizarre map-reading
error had brought him there. Dad turned to look at him, and nodded. Ed nodded back.

| redly wanted this over with. 'My dad,’ | said.
Ed nodded once more, and another great male socia interaction ground to aclose.

| asked for two beers. As| waited | watched my father as he walked over to the pool table. Asakid
I'd got used to the fact that people would come up to himin stores and start talking to him, assuming he
was the manager and the only person who could sort out whatever triviathey were spiraling up into
psychodrama. Being ableto look equaly a homein ascummy bar waskind of atrick, and | felt aflicker
of respect for him. It was avery specific and limited type of regard, the kind you alow someone who
displaysaquality you think you might one day aspireto, but it was there al the same.

| joined him &t the table, and after that the bonding session went rapidly downhill. | won al three
games. They were long, dow games. It wasn't that he was so terrible, but every shot he played wasfive
percent out, and | had the run of the table. We didn't talk much. We just leant down, took our shots,
endured the misses. After the second game g ouched to a conclusion he went and bought himself another
beer while | racked the balls up. 1'd been kind of hoping hed stick at one, so | <till had most of mine left.
Then we played the last game, which was alittle better, but till basically excruciating. At theend of it he
put his cue back in the rack.

That it? | asked, trying to sound nonchalant. | was so relieved | took the risk of holding up another
quarter.

He shook hishead. 'Not giving you much of achdlenge.’

'So— aren't you going to say 'Hey kid, you're good,' or something like that?

'No," hesaid, mildly. '‘Because you're not.’

| stared at him, stricken as afive-year-old. "Y eah, well,' | eventually managed. Thanksfor the
ego-boost.’

'I'sagame. He shrugged. "What bothers meis not that you're no good. It'sthat it doesn't bother
you.'

'‘What? | said, incredulous. 'Y ou read that in some motivational management textbook? Drop azinger
at the right moment and your kid ends up chairman of the board?

Mildly: 'Ward, don't be an asshole.’

"You'rethe asshole,' | snarled. 'Y ou assumed I'd be no good and you'd be able to come out here and
best me even though you can't play at all.'

He stood for amoment, hands in the pockets of his chinos, and looked at me. It was astrange 0ok,
cool and gppraising, but not empty of love. Then he smiled.

‘Whatever,' he said. And heleft, and | guess he walked home.

| turned back to the table, grabbed my beer and drank the rest of it in one swallow. Then | tried to
smack one of hisremaining balls down the end pocket and missed by amile. At that moment | redlly,
redly hated him.

| stormed over to the bar to find Ed dready had a beer waiting for me. | reached for money, but he
shook his head. Hed never done that before. | sat down on astool, didn't say anything for afew minutes.

Gradudly we started talking about other things: Ed's views on loca politics and feminism— hewas
somewhat critical of both — and a hide he was thinking of lashing together out in thewoods. | didn't see
Ed ever having ahuge impact on the first two subjects, or getting it together to build the hide, but |
listened anyway. By the time Dave wandered in | could more or less pretend that it was just business as
usud.



It was an okay night. We talked, we drank, we lied. We played pool not very well. At theend |
walked out to the car, and stopped when | saw a note had been pushed under one of the wipers. It was
inmy father's handwriting, but much smdler than usud.

'If you can't read thisthefirst time,' it said, 'get aride. I'll drive you out here tomorrow to pick up the
car.'

| screwed the note up and hurled it away, but | drove home carefully. When | got back Mom wasin
bed. Therewasalight in Dad's study but the door was shut, so | just went upstairs.

——O>——O>——O>—

| got up once, in the late morning, and made a cup of instant coffee. Apart from that | sat until
mid-afternoon, until the sun moved across the sky and started to come directly through the window and
into my eyes. Thisbrokethe spell I'd beenin, and | got out of the chair knowing I'd never St there again.
It wasn't comfortable, for a start. The cushion was threadbare and lumpy, and after acouple of Sraight
hourson it, my ass hurt. | walked back to the kitchen, rinsed my cup out, l€ft it upside down on the side
to dry. Then | changed my mind, wiped it, and put it back in the cupboard. | folded the cloth and looped
it over the handle on the oven.

| stood irresol ute in the hallway, wondering what to do next. Part of me believed that thefilia thing to
do would be to check out of the hotel and come stay here for the night. The rest of me didn't want to.
Redlly did not want to. | wanted bright lights and a burger, abeer, someone who'd talk to me about
something other than death.

Suddenly irritable and sad, | stalked back into the Sitting room to retrieve my phone from the coffee
table. My lower back ached, probably from sitting in that lousy chair.

The chair. Maybe it was because the light was different; the sun had moved around the yard since the
morning, creating new shadows. Morelikely, afew hours of tears had smply cleared my head alittle.
Either way, now that | waslooking at it, the seat cushion looked alittle odd. Slowly dipping the Nokia
into my pocket, | frowned at the chair. The cushion, which was an integral part of it, definitely bulged up
inthe centre. | reached out experimentadly, prodded it. It fdt alittle hard.

Maybe he'd had it reupholstered, or refilled with something. Rocks, perhaps. | straightened up, ready
toforget it and leave the house. My hangover was beginning to bloom. Then something ese caught my
atention.

There's a proper way of placing objectsin relation to each other, especidly if those objects are large.
Some people don't seethis. They'll just throw the furniture down any old how, or al against the walls, or
at right angles, or so everyone can seethe TV. My father dways made sure stuff was placed just so, and
then got riled if anybody moved it. And my father's chair wasn't in the right place. It wasn't off by much,
and | don't think anybody else would have noticed it. It was too square on to the other furniture, and
seemed to stand too much out onitsown. It just didn't look right.

| squatted down in front of it, examined the line where the cushion was attached to the body of the
seet. A strip of braid covered thejoin. It was worn and frayed. | grabbed one end of it and pulled. It
came away easly, reveding an opening that looked like it once had been stitched.

| dipped my hand insde. My fingers navigated through some kind of dry, squishy stuff, probably
cut-up chunks of foam. In the middle they found a solid object. | pulled it out.

It wasabook. A paperback novel, anew-looking copy of ablockbuster thriller, the kind of thing my
mother might pick up on awhim at the checkout, and skim through in an afternoon. It didn't look read.
The spine was unbent, and my mother was no stickler for kegping booksin pristine condition. It didn't
make any sense. It couldn't have gotten in the chair by accident.



| flicked through the pages. In the middle of the book there was asmall piece of paper. | pulled it out.
It was anote, just oneline, written in my father's handwriting.

'‘Ward,' it said: 'We're not dead.'
3

A stream in southern VVermont, the water clear and cold, hurrying over abed of pale boulders between
the steep banks of avalley up in the Green Mountains. The sky seemsto start afew bare feet above the
trees, a sheet of spun sugar frozen grey in fading light. The leaves on the ground, broken bulbs of
stained-glass colours, are covered with a patchy dusting of snow. On either side of the stream, connected
by apair of old stone bridgesfifty yards apart, liesthe smal village of Pimonta. There are perhaps twenty
houses dl told, though nearly adozen of these appear solely for summer use or abandoned atogether.
Next to one squats the hulk of avery old Buick, its oxidized shell now the colour of athundercloud. A
few vehicles St in other driveways, rugged types suggesting their owners are the owners of severd
children and at least one dog. It isvery quiet, gpart from the noise of the stream, which has been flowing
for so long that its clamour ismore of acolour than asound. Smoke dips duggishly out of afew
chimneys, including those of the Pimonta Inn, arefined bed-and-breakfast that backs onto theriver and
whichisamost full in thislast week of the foliage season.

A man stands on one of the bridges, leaning againgt the wall and looking down at the tumbling water.
His nameis John Zandt. Heisalittle under six feet tall and wearing athick coat against the cold. The
coat accentuates his shape, which is compact and broad-shouldered. He looks like aman who could
carry apair of suitcasesalong way or hit someone extremely hard. Both aretrue. Hishair is short and
dark, hisfeatures harsh but well-arranged. Thereisatwo-day growth of stubble on his chin and cheeks.
He has stayed for the last week at the Pimontalnn, living in asuite conssting of abedroom, a bathroom
and asmadll stting room with awood fire, dl of which isexpensvely comfortablein an unkempt country
style. He has spent the days walking in the mountains and valeysin the area, avoiding the marked tralls,
with their straggles of brightly clad hikersfretting about bears. Sometimes he has found the vestiges of old
homesteads, now little more than piles of dark wood strewn amongst the undergrowth. There are no
echoes to be heard, no matter how long you stand and listen, and places that were once by a path have
become uncharted again. The roads found different routes, turning some spotsinto destinations and
leaving others as wilderness, perhapsfor ever.

Zandt likesto gt in these places awhile, considering how it might have been. Then he startswalking
again, walking until heistired and itistimeto return to theinn. In the evenings he has sat in its cosy Sitting
area, politey avoiding conversation with other guests and the establishment's proprietors. The booksin
the small library spesk of ossification and contentment. Perhaps forty people have nodded at himin the
last couple of weeks, without learning his name or being able to describe him in any detail.

After the evening medl, which has generdly been excdlent if dow in coming, he hasreturned to his
auite, built afire, and stayed up aslong as he can bear it. He has been dreaming a great dedl recently.
Sometimesthe dreams are of Los Angeles, of alife that is gone for good and therefore cannot be
escaped. In the past he hastried both acohol and heroin, but found neither of much help evenin great
excess. These days he smply wakes and lies on his back, waiting for morning, thinking of emptiness. He
has never tried to kill himsdf. Itisnot in hisnature. If it was, he would aready be dead.

Now, asheleanson thewal of the bridge in the fading light, he is considering what to do next. He
has money, some of it the remnants of asummer of hard manua work. Hethinksthat it is perhapstime
for him to get back in the saddle, and head to a city. Maybe somewhere down South, though he has
found that he likes the cold and the dark forests. His motivation is hampered by the fact that he has no
gpecia need for more cash, or any desire to do anything with that he dready has. Also that after alife
spent amongst buildings, they have suddenly stopped having any meaning to him. Empty roadsand
unbounded spaces seem to have more resonance than whatever lies on either side.



He looks up when he hears the sound of acar gpproaching from aong the road from the north. After
awhileits headlights, used earlier in the afternoon than isthe loca custom, peer up over the hill. Soon the
car followsthem down into the village, past the small general store and videotapelibrary. It isaLexus,
very black and new. It stops smoothly outside theinn.

The car makes aticking sound as the engine cools. Nobody gets out for afew moments. Zandt
watchesit until heis surethat the shapesinsde arelooking at him. His own car, something cheap and
foreign he bought off ableak lot in Nebraska, issitting in front of the outbuilding that holds hisroom and
severd others. The keysto the car arein his pocket, but he cannot get to it without taking himsalf closer
to the Lexus. He could turn, walk across the bridge and between the houses on the other side, head up
into the hills, but he does not have amind to. He should, he knows, have paid cash for hislodging. That is
hisusua practice. But when he arrived he had none, and it was late. Withdrawing somefroman ATM in
the nearest town would have left just as clear asign. Thetimeto avoid this confrontation, whatever it may
hold, istwo weeks past. He merely looks down again at the water below, and waits.

Over a the car, the passenger door opens and awoman climbs out. She has medium-length dark
hair, wears adark green suit, and is of average height. Her face is striking, meaning that you will either
find her plain or beautiful. Most people put their money on theformer, which isfine by her. Her silence
on thejourney has dready irritated Agent Fielding, who first met her three hours previoudy — and who,
had he not been tasked with driving her down to Pimonta, could have been home severa hours by now.
Fielding till has no ideawhy he has been dragged dl thisway, whichisjust aswell, becauseit could only
barely be classfied as officia business. Heis smply doing what heistold, amuch-underrated skill.

The woman closes the door with asoft clunk that she knows the man at the bridge can hear. He
doesn't move, or even look up, until she has walked down past theinn, past the boarded-up premises of
adefunct local potter, and onto the bridge.

She waksto within afew yards of him and then stops, feding dightly absurd and rather cold.
'Hello, Nina," he says, till without looking.

"Very cool,' shereplies. 'I'm impressed.’

Heturns. 'Nice suit. Very Dana Scully.'

"These dayswe al want to look that way. Even some of the guys.’

'‘Who'sinthe car?

‘Locd agent. From Burlington. Nice man gave me alift.’

'How did you find me?

‘Credit card.’

‘Right,' he says. 'Long way to come.'

Youreworthit.'

Helooks sceptically a awoman he had once thought striking, and now finds plain once more.

'So what do you want? It's cold. I'm getting hungry. I'd be surprised if we have anything to say to
each other.’

For just amoment she looks beautiful again, and hurt. Then, asif none of this meant anything to her,
or ever had, 'It's happened again,’ she says. 'Thought you'd want to know.'

Sheturnson her hed and walks back up toward the car. The engineisrunning before she opensthe
door, and within two minutesthe valey isempty and quiet again, leaving just aman on abridge, his
mouth dightly open, hisface pde.



——O>——O>—O>—

He caught up with her twenty miles south, driving hard down narrow mountain roads and dinging the car
around every bend. Southern Vermont isn't designed for speed, and the car twice arted to plane onice
patches. Zandt noticed neither this nor the handful of local driverswho had just timeto register his
approach before he was behind them, gaining speed, leaving their carsrocking in hiswake. At
Wilmington he hit ajunction. The Lexuswasn't visblein either direction. He reasoned that she'd be
heading for the nearest place where she could get airlifted back to civilization, and took the left turn up
Route 9 for Keene, just over the state linein New Hampshire.

He made better time on the wider road, and soon began to see the Lexuss digtinctivetail lightsin the
distance ahead, flickering through trees on akink in the road, or blinking off the other side of adip. He
eventudly caught it on astraight patch just south of Hardsboro, where the road passed by acold, flat
lakethat looked like amirror reflecting asky full of shadows.

He flashed his headlights. There was no response. He pulled closer, flashed again. Thistimethe Lexus
picked up alittle speed. Zandt accelerated, pressing hard, and saw Ninaturn and clock hisface through
the back window. She spoke to the driver, who didn't dow.

Zandt floored the pedal and pulled out from behind, roared forward until he was just ahead, then
angled in and braked the car hard. He was out of the door before the engine had died, and so was
Fielding, hand aready coming back out of hisjacket.

'Put it away,’ Zandt suggested.

'Fuck you.' The agent held the gun in both hands. Meanwhile Nina climbed out of the other sde of the
car, sepping carefully to avoid the mud. 'I'm telling you,” Fidding said evenly. 'Back off.'

'It'sokay, Ninasaid. 'Shit. There go the shoes!’

'Fuck itis. Hetried to force us off the road.’

'He probably just wanted to talk. It can get lonely out here.’

'He can talk to my dick," Fielding said. Y ou — put your hands on the car.’

Zandt remained where he was until Ninamade it round the front of the Lexus and onto the road.
'‘Areyou sureit'shim? he said.

'Y ou think I'd come al thisway otherwise?

'I never understood asingle thing you did. At any stage. Just answer the question.’

'Will you just get your hands the fuck on the hood of the car? Fielding shouted. There was the soft,
mechanica sound of a safety being flicked off.

Zandt and Ninaturned to look at him. The agent was full-on furious. Nina glanced up the road, where
alarge white Ford that shrieked 'rental’ was headed toward them, driving dowly so the inhabitants could
get agood view of thelakein what remained of the light.

'Easy,' she suggested. 'Y ou want to explain a friendly-fire incident to your SAC?

Fielding glanced over his shoulder. Saw the car pull over into avantage point, about a hundred yards
away. Helowered the gun. "Y ou going to tell me what the hell isgoing on?

Nina shook her head curtly, then turned back to Zandt. 'I'm sure, John.'
'So why are you here instead of there?

She shrugged, a habitua motion. ‘Actually, | don't know. Shouldn't be, and | most certainly shouldn't
be talking to you. Y ou want to walk on me, or shall we go someplace and talk?



Zandt looked away, across at the flat surface of the lake. Parts of it were black, others afrozen grey.
On the other sde was alittle clearing and awooden holiday home, with plenty of cords of wood stacked
up against the side. The structure didn't look prepackaged or catal ogue-bought: more like someone, or
two someones, had sat for many evenings somewhere hectic and sketched it out on pads brought home
from the office, desperate for some other story to bein. Not for the first time, Zandt wished he was
someone else. Maybe the guy living in that house. Or one of the tourists up the way, who were now
standing in aclump by the water and looking across at the trees, their brightly coloured anoraks making
them look likeasmadl herd of traffic lights,

Eventualy he nodded. Ninawalked acrossto Fielding, and spoke to him for awhile. Within aminute,
the agent's gun was back where it should be. By the time Zandt turned away from the lake Fielding was
back in the car, face composed.

Ninawaited for Zandt at his car, alargefile under her arm. 'l told him I'd be going with you,' she said.

AsNinagot in hiscar, Zandt stepped over to the Lexus. Fielding looked up at him through the
window with an unreadable expression, and started the engine. Then he pressed a button and wound the
window down.

'‘GuessI'll et it go, thistime, he said.

Zandt amiled. It was athin smile, and bore little resemblance to anything caused by merriment. "There
isonly thistime.'

Felding cocked his head. 'And that's supposed to mean what?

"That if we meet again and you pull agun on me, some pretty lakeis going to have little scraps of Fed
floatinginit. And | don't give ashit if it fucks up the ecosystem.’

Zandt turned away, leaving the agent open-mouthed.

Then Felding reversed rapidly, kicking ashower of grit into the air. He gunned the engine and sped
past, pausing only to lean acrossto display the middle finger of hisright hand.

When Zandt got into his car he saw Ninawas sitting watching, arms folded and one eyebrow raised.

'Y our people skills just keep on getting better,' she said. 'Maybe you should teach a course or
something. Write abook. I'm serious. It'sagift. Don't fight it, shareit. Be everything you can be!'

'Nina, shut up.’

——O>—O>——O>—

Hedrovein silence back up to Pimonta. Nina sat with thefile on her 1ap. By the time they got back to the
village it was dark, and afew more residents cars had appeared. Lightswere onin many of the
windows. He parked up in front of theinn, turned off the engine. He made no move to open hisdoor, so
Ninagtayed as she was.

‘Do you ill want to eat? she asked, eventualy.

The car was getting cold. Two couples had aready wandered past the car, on their way to the main
building, their faces round with the contented prospect of food.

He dtirred, asif returning from along distance. '‘Up to you.'
Shetried for cheerful: 'I'm easy.’

‘Not out here you're not. Supper's six-thirty until nine. We eat now or in the morning. Breskfast's
seven until eght. And smdll.’

'What — there's nowhere you can get a burger in between? Or this place can't lay on asandwich a



little later?

Zandt turned hishead, and thistime his smilelooked amost redl. 'Y ou're not from around here, are
you?

'No, thank God. Neither are you. Where we come from you can eat when you want. Y ou hand over
money and they give you food. It's modern and convenient. Or have you been in the country so long
you've forgotten?

He didn't answer. Abruptly she dropped the file in the foot well and opened the door. 'Wait here,' she
sad.

Zandt waited, watching out of the windshield as she marched purposefully toward the main building.
The hunger hed fdlt after the day'swalking was long gone. He felt chilled, insde and out. He was
unaccustomed to dedling with someone who knew him, and felt awkward, his thoughts and fedlings out of
sync. He had spent along time on the move, as background texture: the man at the counter who was due
for arefill; the guy who was working out the back for a couple days;, someone at awind-swept gas
gation, staring a nothing over thetop of hiscar as hefilled it up, and who then pulled back out onto the
road and was soon gone. For long periods he had thought of aimost nothing at al, aided by acomplete
absence of any hooksinto his past existence. Nina's presence changed that. He wished he had moved on
aday earlier, that she had arrived to find him gone. But Zandt knew more about her doggedness than
most people, and knew she would have kept on going once she'd set her mind to find him.

Helooked a thefilelying in the foot well. It wasthick. Hefelt no desireto touchiit, still lessto see
what wasinsgde. Mogt of it he knew too well dready. The rest would be more of the same. Thefedlings
it ingpired were arank mixture of numbness and horror, razor blades wrapped in cotton wool .

He heard the sound of adoor closing, and looked up to see Ninawalking back from the main part of
the inn. She was carrying something in one hand. He got out of the car. It was much colder now, the sky
leaden. Snow.

‘Jesus,’ she said, her breath clouding around her face. 'Y ou weren't kidding. Food on a need-to-eat
basisonly. | got thisthough.' She held up abottle of Irish whiskey. 'Said it was needed in evidence.'

'I don't redly drink any more," he said.

'l do,' she said. "Y ou can Sit and watch.' She opened the door and retrieved the file. Zandt caught her
checking its position on the floor, asif to see whether held taken alook in her absence.

'Nina, why are you here?

'‘Cometo save you,' she said. 'Welcome you back into the world.'
'‘And if | don't want to come back?

"You're already back. You just don't know it yet.'

"What's that supposed to mean?

‘John, it's colder than anun's pants out here. Let's get ingde. I'm sure you can do your new
thousand-yard-stare just as effectively under aroof .’

He was surprised into agrunt of laughter. That'skind of rude, isn't it?

She shrugged. Y ou know therules. Y ou degp with awoman, she's got the right to be superior to you
for therest of your life!

'Even if she sarted it? And ended it?

'Y ou fought tooth and nail on neither occasion, as| recall. Which of these rustic barnsisyour current
abode?

He nodded toward his building and she marched off. After amoment in which he considered and
regjected the notion of getting back in the car and driving away, he followed.
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He built afire while she sat in one of the threadbare armchairs, her feet on the coffee table. Hewas
aware of her assaying the surroundingsin the lamplight: the tastefully worn rugs, shabby chic furniture,
paintings only a hotelier could love. The floorboards were painted creamy white, and a spray of local
flowers sat perkily in avase afew inches from Ninasfedt.

'So what time's Martha Stewart dropping by?

‘Just as soon asyou've gone," he said, heading to the bathroom for glasses. ‘Me and her, it'slike an
animd thing.

Ninasmiled, and watched the kindling in the grate. The fire clicked and crackled, pleased to be
wakened, ready to consume. It seemed like along time since sheld seen ared fire. It reminded her of
childhood vacations, and made her shiver.

When Zandt returned she screwed the cap off the bottle and poured two measures. He stood a
moment longer, asif dill unwilling to commit himsdlf to joining her, but then took the other chair. The
room dowly began to warm.

She held the tooth glass up to her lips with both hands, and looked at him acrossit. 'So, John —
how've you been?

He sat, saring straight ahead, and didn't ook at her.
‘Just tell me,' hesaid.

——O>——O>——O>—

Three days previoudy, agirl called Sarah Becker had been Sitting on abench on 3rd Street Promenade
in SantaMonica, Cdifornia. She waslistening to aminidisc, on aplayer shed received for her fourteenth
birthday. She had printed out a neet little |abel on the computer at home, and her name and addresswere
stuck to the back of the player, fixed with invisible tape to prevent the ink from wearing off. While shed
hated to compromise the machine's deek brushed chrome, she didiked the idea of losing it even more.
When the player was found, it emerged that the abum she'd been listening to was Generation
Terrorists, by aBritish band called the Manic Street Preachers. Except, as Sarah knew, you called them
The Manics. The band wasn't big a her school, which was one of the reasons she listened to them.
Everybody else mooned over feisty pop princesses and ingpid boy bands, or €l se bobbed their heads
while some hip-hop yahoo bellowed last year's dang over someone e se's tune from the safety of a
waled compound in Mdlibu. Sarah preferred music that sounded asif, somewhere down theline,
someone had meant something by it. She supposed it was her age. At fourteen, you weren't akid any
more. Not these days, and not by along shot. Not in LA. Not herein 2002. It wastaking awhile for her
parents to come up to speed, but even they knew it was so. In their own ways they were getting used to
theides, like Neanderthals warily watching the first Cro-Magnons coming whistling over therise.

At the end where she was sitting, by the fountain opposite the Barnes and Noble, the Promenade was
pretty empty by thistimein the evening. A few people came and went from the bookstore, and you could
see others through the two-gtorey plate-glass window: leafing intently through magazines and books,
geeking out over computer specs or scouring for magic spellsin screen-writing manuas. Her family had
gone on atwo-week vacation to London, England, the year before, and she'd been baffled at the
indigenous bookstores. They were utterly weird. They just had, like, books. No cafe, no magazines, no
washrooms even. Just rows and rows of books. People picked them up, bought them, then went away
again. Her mom had seemed to believe thiswas cool in someway, but Sarah thought it was one of the
few things she'd seen about England thet redlly sucked. Eventualy they'd found abig new Borders, and



sheld fallen upon it, discovering The Manics a one of the listening posts. British bands were cool. The
Manicswere especidly cool. London was cool in general. That was that.

She sat, head nodding in gpprova asthe singer loudly proclaimed himsdlf a'damned dog', and
watched down the Promenade. Down the other end of the three-block pedestrianized zone was mainly
restaurants. Her father had dropped her off twenty minutes before, and would be coming to pick her up
at nine sharp — aonce-monthly occurrence. She was supposed to be meeting her friend Sian at the
Broadway Deli. They were ladies who dined. The supper club had been the brainchild of Sian'smom,
who was adapting to her daughter's adolescence by throwing open al the doors she could find, for fear
that leaving the wrong one closed might ruin their specia relationship. Sarah's mother had gone aong with
it pretty easly: partly because everyone tended to go along with MonicaWilliams, but also because Zok
Becker was sufficiently in contact with her younger sdlf to realize how much she'd haveliked to have
done the same at her age. Sarah's father had occasiond right of veto, however, and for along, bad
moment she thought he was going to exerciseit. A few months prior there had been a spate of
gang-related killings, part of the seasona undertow of corporate restructuring in the crack industry. But
eventudly, after proposing and reaching agreement on a battery of precautionary measures— including
dropping and picking her up at closaly defined times and places, demonstration of afully-charged cdlular
battery, and arecitation of the key common-sense means of avoiding the chaotic intrusion of the fates—
he'd agreed. It was now part of the social calendar.

Problem was, when they'd pulled up this evening, Sian hadn't been standing on the corner. Michael
Becker craned his neck, peering up and down the street.

'So whereisthe legendary MsWilliams? he muttered, fingers drumming on the whed. Something
was bitched with the series he was developing on the Warner lot, and he was big-time stressed: heavy
cam spiked with jumpiness. Sarah wasn't sure exactly what the problem was, but knew her father's
credo that there were an infinite number of waysfor thingsto go wrong in The Business, and only one
way of them going right. She had seen proposals and drafts for the show's pilot episode, and held even
picked her brains over afew things, gauging her reaction as part of the potential target audience.
Actually, and to her dight surprise, Sarah had thought the series sounded pretty cool. Better than Buffy
or Angdl, infact. She privatdy thought Buffy hersdf waskind of apain, and thet the older English guy
didn't sound half as much like Hugh Grant as he seemed to think. Or look enough like him, either. The
heroinein Dark Shift was more sdlf-contained, less showy, and less prone to whining. She was aso,
though Sarah didn't realize this, loosely based on Michagl Becker's daughter.

"There sheis,’ Sarah had said, pointing up the way.
Her father frowned. 'l don't see her.’
'Y eah, look — up under that streetlight, outsde Hennessy and Ingels.'

At that moment some asshole blared his horn behind them, and her father swung his head to glare
ominoudy out of the back windshield. He dmost never got angry within the family, but he could
sometimes|ay it on the outside world. Sarah knew, having recently covered it in schoal, that thiswasa
pecking order thing, hierarchy being established in the asphdt jungle— but she was privately nervous
that one of these days her dad would choose to assert hiswill with the wrong naked ape. He didn't seem
to redlize that fathers could antagonize the fates, too, or that age made little difference to the vehemence
of ther retribution.

She opened the door and hopped out. 'I'll run over,’ she said. 'It'sfine." Michaegl Becker watched
tight-mouthed as the impatient guy in the LeBaron pulled out around them.

Then he turned, and his face changed. For amoment he didn't look like he had story arcs and
demographics running behind hiseyes, asif he saw the world through agrid of beet listsand foreign
resduas. He just looked tired, in need of some hot caffeine, and like her dad.

'Seeyou later,’ Sarah said, with awink. 'Have a heart attack on the way home.'



Helooked at hiswatch. 'Haven't got the time. Maybe alittle prostate trouble instead. Nine o'clock?
'On thedot. I'm dwaysearly. It'syou who's late.’
'Asif. Nokkon, littlelady.’

'Nokkon, Dad." She shut the door and watched him pull back into traffic. He waved at her, alittle
saute, and then he was gone: swallowed back into an interior world, at the mercy of people who bought
words by the yard and never knew what they wanted until it was aready in syndication. As she watched
him disappear, Sarah knew one thing for sure— The Business wasn't getting her for a sweetheart.

Sian hadn't been under the lamppost, of course. Sarah had only pretended, to help her father on his
way, S0 he could get home and back to work. She continued to not be there for another ten minutes, and
then Sarah's phone rang.

It was Sian. She was currently standing by her mom's car on Sunset, and just about annoyed enough
to spit. Sarah could hear San's mother in the background, imperioudy letting off steam at some hapless
mechanic, who'd probably seen mother and daughter in distress and developed visions of hisown
redl-life porno film. Sarah hoped he now realized that not only wasthis not going to happen, but if he
didn't get the car fixed pronto he'd be a dead man.

Either way, Sian wasn't going to makeit. Which left Sarah in aquandary. Her father wouldn't be
home yet, and when he pulled into the drive held be avortex of bullet points and plot fixes, maybe
aready on the phoneto his partner, Charles Wang, conjuring waysto pull the project back into the
comfort zone. There was some big ded breskfast meeting with the studio the next morning, a
make-or-break powwow over decaf and cholesterol-free omel ettes. She knew her father dreaded that
kind of meeting most of dl, because he never ate breskfast and hated having to pretend he did, toying
with toast to avoid fiddling with the slverware. She didn't want him to get any more stressed than he
aready was, and her younger sister, Meanie, would be providing plenty of background noise by hersdlf.

So then sheredized — she didn't actudly haveto cdl at dl. She had alittle under two hours, and
then held be back. The Promenade was wall-to-wall browsing opportunities, most of them till open for
business. She could get a Frappuccino and just hang. Wander round Anthropologie, on the lookout for
gift ideas. Check thelistening postsin B& N, in case they'd finally racked up something new. Even go St
inthe Ddli, and have a Cobb salad by hersdf. Basicdly, bottom line, smply make sure shewas at the
right place a the right time, and then — depending on what kind of mood he wasin — either reved that
Sian hadn't showed, or pretend everything had gone as usual.

Shedialed Sian to make sure that this plan wouldn't be undermined by MrsWilliams caling her mom.
She couldn't get through, which probably meant the car was up and running again and out of radio
contact in acanyon. Sarah was confident that if her mother had been contacted then she/d know all about
it dready. Helicopterswould be circling overhead, Bruce Willis being lowered down toward her on a
rope.

Sheleft amessage for Sian, then walked over and went into Starbucks. It had occurred to her that if
shedid go to the Deli she could have whatever she wanted, rather than ordering the Cobb salad because
that'swhat they always did, dieting twenty years before they needed to. She could have, of dl things, a
burger. A huge great big burger, rare, with cheese. And fries.

She wasthinking that maybe thiswas what it was like to be agrown-up, and that it could work out
kind of interesting.

——O>——O>——O>—

Sheld cometo the end of her Frap, and The Manics had bellowed their last thistime round, when she
saw atall guy come out of the bookstore. He ambled afew yards, then stopped and peered up at the



sky. It wasn't yet dark, but it was getting past twilight. He reached into his pocket, pulled out a pack of
cigarettes and struggled to extricate one from the packet while juggling what was evidently a heavy bag of
books. Thiswent on for quite afew moments, the man completely unaware of Sarah's amused scrutiny.
Shewasthinking that in his position she might try putting the bag down, but this obvioudy hadn't
occurred to him.

Eventually, exasperated, he walked over to the fountain and stuck the bag down on the edge. Once
held got the cigarettelit he put his hands on his hips, looking down the way, before glancing &t her.

'Hdlo,' he said. His voice was soft and cheerful.

Now that he was closer she thought he was probably about forty, maybe alittle less. She wasn't sure
how she knew this, asthere was alamp behind his head and hisface was dightly difficult to see. Hejust
had that kind of older guy thing.

'Say that again.’

He sad: 'Er, hello?

She nodded sagely. 'Y oure English.’

'Oh God. Isit that obvious?

'Wdll, like, you have an English accent.’

'Oh. Of course.' Hetook another drag of his cigarette, and then looked at the bench. ‘Do you mind if
| joinyou?

Sarah shrugged. Shrugging was good. It didn't say yes, it didn't say no. Whatever. The bench was
plenty wide. She was sdad-bound within seconds anyway. Or burger-bound. Still undecided.

The man sat. He was wearing apair of corduroys, not especially new, but alight jacket that looked
well-made. He had big, neat hands. Hisfair hair had been dyed a stronger blond, but expensively, and his
face worked pretty well. Like a hip science teacher, or maybe socid studies. The kind that probably
wouldn't deep with astudent, but could if he wanted.

'So are you an actor, or something?
'Oh no. Nothing as grand asthat. Just atourist.'
'How long are you herefor?

‘A couple of weeks." He reached in his pocket and pulled out asmall object, made of shiny chrome.
Heflipped the top off and reveded it to be asmall portable ashtray.

Sarah watched thiswith gresat interest. 'The English smoke alot, don't they.'

'We do," said the man, who wasn't English. He stubbed out his cigarette and dipped the ashtray back
in his pocket. 'We are not afraid.’

They chatted for alittle while. Sarah reminisced about London. The man wasabletojoinin
convincingly, as he had returned from the country only two days before. He did not reved that the
Barnes and Noble bag he was carrying was full of books he had owned for some years, nor that he had
spent afull hour in the bookstore sitting in the Politics and Economics section, hisface averted from the
other customers, watching out of the window for Sarah to arrive. He instead asked for suggestions for
what else he should seein the city. He listed the parts of Los Angeles he had dready visited, asdlection
of the usua tourist traps.

Sarah, who took her responsibilities serioudy, suggested the LaBreatar pit, Rodeo Drive, and the
Watts Tower, which she felt would give agood span of where LA had come from, and where it was
going. Plus, she thought privately, on Rodeo he could replace his corduroys with something alittle more
bon marché, as Sian — who'd vacationed in Antibes last year — was fond of saying.

Then the man went quiet for amoment. Sarah was thinking that it wastime for her to windowshop her



way down to dinner. She was gathering herself to say good night, when he turned and looked at her.
"You're very pretty, he said.

Thismight or might not be true— Sarah's opinion was currently fiercely divided on the subject — but
it was without question straight out of the "Watch out, awacko' box of conversationa sallies.

"Thanks,' she said, bright-eyed with deflection. For amoment the evening seemed alittle cooler, then
Steadied as shetook contral. '‘Anyway, nice talking to you.'

I'm sorry,” he said, quickly. 'That'srather an odd thing to say, | know. It'sjust that you remind me of
my own daughter. She's about your age.’

‘Right," Sarah said. 'Cool.’
'She's back in Blighty,' the man went on, asif he hadn't heard her. "With her mother. Looking forward
to seeing them again, don't you know. Top hole. Gor blimey. Princess Di, God rest ‘er soul.'

His eyesflicked away from her then, took aquick glance around. Sarah assumed he was
embarrassed. In redlity he was estimating that in about twenty seconds al paths would convergeto
convenience him, thelines of Sght al esawhere. Hewas good at judging thiskind of thing, &t telling when
he would bein vison, of seeing the small stepsthat would take him back out of sight. It was one of his
specid skills. He shifted afew inches closer to the girl, who stood up.

'‘Anyway,' Sarah said. 'l got to go.'

The man laughed, as he felt thelinesfal into place. He grabbed Sarah's hand and tugged it with
surprising force. She squawked quietly and fell back onto the bench, too shocked to resist.

‘Let go,' shesad, fighting to stay cam. The ground seemed to befaling away, avertiginous, fluid
feding. Shefet asif she had been caught chesting, or stedling.

'Pretty girl.' He gripped her hand moretightly. 'A keeper.'
'Please, let go of me.’

'Oh shut up,” he mutttered, al pretence of an English accent gone. 'Y ou ludicrouslittie dut.’ Hisfist
jack-hammered up in acompact, short-armed punch, smashing straight into her face.

Sarah's head jerked back, her eyes wide open and stunned. Oh no, she thought, the interior voice
quiet and dismayed. Oh no.

‘Take alook, Sarah,’ the man said, hisvoice low and urgent. 'Look at al the lucky people. The
people who aren't you.'

He nodded down the Promenade. Only ablock down, the street was crowded. People going in and
out of stores, taking exploratory looks at restaurant menus. Around Sarah and the man there was nobody
to be seen.

'Once there was just bush here, do you redlize that? Ragged coastline, rocks, shells. A few tracksin
the sand. If you're quiet you can hear the way that it was, before any of this shit was here!’

Blinking againgt her watering eyes, Sarah tried to work out what he was getting a. Maybe there was
something she could do, some unexpected final question in thistest, some way of scraping apass. '‘But
people don't see' he continued. They don't even look. Blind. Wilfully blind. Trapped in the machine!

He grabbed her hair, turned her face so she could seeinto the Barnes and Noble. There were plenty
of peoplein there, too. Reading. Standing. Chatting. Why would you look outside, when yourein a
bookstore at night? Even if you did, would you see more than a couple of dark figures on abench? Why
would that seem exceptiona ?

'l should do you here and now," the man said, in atone of quiet indignation. 'Just to show it could be
done. That nobody really cares. When you're surrounded by people you don't know all the time, how
can you tell what'swrong? In five square miles of disease, who cares what happensto onelittle virus?



Only me!

Sarah realized there was going to be no get-out-of-this-free question, not now or ever, and gathered
hersdf to scream. The man felt her chest expand, and his hand quickly looped over her face. Two fingers
grabbed her upper lip from above, tugging it hard. The scream never madeit out of her throat. Sarah
tried to struggle, but the hand held her in position, coupled with the weight of hisarm, pressing down on
her head.

'Nobody watching,' the man assured her, with the same hateful cam. 'l made it thisway. | can wak
where nobody sees.'

Indistinct noises came out of the girl's mouth, as she tried to say something. He seemed to understand.

'No they're not," he said. "'They're not on their way. They're a home. Mommy's a Jackson Pollock in
the kitchen. Daddy'sin the garden, with little Sster. Both naked. They make an interesting tableau. Some
might even consider it obscene!’

Infact, Sarah's mom and M e anie were watching a Smpsons rerun at that moment. It was, as Zoé
Becker would aways remember, the episode where George Bush movesinto Springfield. Michael
Becker wastyping furioudy in his den, having found, he fervently hoped, away of making everything al
right. If he could just fix the opening ten minutes, and find away of seling theideathat some of the
characters had to be older than teenagers, then everything would be okay. Failing that, fuck it, hed just
make them dl teenagers— and reingtate dl the fucking pans down the front of the high school, the way
Wang wanted it. A few milesaway, Sian Williams had just picked up Sarah's message, and wasfeding a
little envious of her friend's Out Alone adventure.

'If you keep wriggling, theman said, 'I'll pull your teeth out. | will. | promise. Not easy, but it'sworth
it. It'sreally avery unusua sound." Sarah went completely still, and for amoment neither of them moved.
The man seemed to take a pleasure in Sitting that way, the girl's mouth pulled up to a point of screaming
pain, asif they were sharing a private moment in the middle of abusy sireet.

Then he sghed, like aman reluctantly putting aside an absorbing magazine. He stood, pulling Sarah
up with him. Her minidisc player dipped to the floor with a brittle clatter. The man glanced at it, and let it
lie

'‘Goodbye and good night, good people,' he said, in the generd direction of the other end of the
greet. "'You'll al rot in hell, and I'd love to lead you there." Hisright arm rotated around Sarah's head until
his hand was clamped firmly over her mouth. With his other hand he picked up the bag of books. 'But |
have adate, and we must go.'

Then, with quick, long strides, he dragged Sarah across the street and into an aley where his car was
parked. She had no choice but to accompany him. Hewastall and very strong.

He threw open the back door, then grabbed her hair again and peered closdly into her face. The
close presence of hisface scared dl useful thought out of her head.

'‘Come, my dear,’ he said. 'Our carriage awaits.' Then he head-butted her just above the eyes.

As Sarah's knees buckled, her last thought was matter-of-fact. In her bedsi de table was a notebook
in which she had written down many thoughts. Some of the most recent were about sex: breathless
musings on a part of life she had not yet experienced, but knew was coming her way. Most were
transcriptions of things Sian had told her, but sheld used her own imagination too, plus what sheldd
gleaned from TV and movies and a not-too-gross magazine she'd found under the Pier.

The notebook was hidden, but not very well. When she was dead, her mother and father would find
it, and they would know she had brought this evening upon herself.



——O>——O>—O>—

Ninawas unaware of much of this, but this was the event she described. When she had told what she
knew, she topped her glass up. Zandt's remained untouched.

'Four witnesses put Sarah Becker on the bench between 7.12 and 7.31. Their descriptions of the
man with her range from 'Nondescript, maybe tal’, to 'Shit, | don't know', via'Wdll, hewas, like, aguy'.
We don't even have an age or colour that 1'd take to the bank, though we got two hits with white and
blond. Two say he was wearing along coat, another said a sport jacket. Nobody saw them leave,
despite the fact that the bench iswithin yards of azillion people. If the man spent any timein the
bookstore before accosting her, then nobody noticed him. Another withess describes seeing a car of
undetermined colour and model in the nearest Side street. 1t's possible that atrashcan may have been
placed to obscure the number plate— which is pretty dick, though does require more confidence than
God. Anybody could have just moved the can, and he wasillegdly parked. The car was gone by 8.15.

Thegirl'sfather arrived at the south end of the Promenade at 9.07. He parked up in the usua place,
waited. When neither his daughter nor Sian Williams appeared after afew minutes, he went into the
restaurant. The staff told him they hadn't served atable who matched his description, though they did
have ano-show in the name of Williams. He caled the other girl's mother and found that the dinner had
been cancelled at the last moment due to a problem with the Williamses car. The car's been checked,
but we can't get afirm opinion on whether it was tampered with.

'Michael Becker demanded to spesk to the girl hersaf and was eventualy told Sarah had left a
message saying she didn't want to bother her dad, and that she was going to just kill time and wait for the
usua pickup. He searched up and down the street without finding any sign of hisdaughter. Finaly he
made it up to thefar end and after checking in the Barnes and Noble he spotted a Sony minidisc player
lying partialy obscured under the bench. His daughter's ownership of this device was certain, both
through alabel she had affixed and because he had bought it for her. The disc in the machine was some
album by her favourite band. She has a poster of them on her bedroom wall. Becker then called the
sheriff's department, the LAPD, and aso his agent, somewhat bizarrely. He seems to have thought that
she would have more pull with the cops than he did. He cdlled hiswife, and told her to stay where she
wasin case their daughter arrived home by cab.

"The whole areawas searched. Nothing. There are no prints on the player apart from the girl's. There
are about a hundred cigarette butts around the bench, but we don't even know if the perpetrator smoked.
One of the witnesses said he thought he might have done, so some poor fucker inalabis currently trying
for DNA off awhole bag of them.'

"Thefather isn't asuspect.’

‘Not inthisuniverse. They were very close, in theright ways. Still, for acouple of days that's what
people were wondering. But no. We don't think it's him, and the timings don't work at all. Weve dso
eliminated his partner, a Charles Wang. Hewasin New Y ork.'

Zandt dowly raised hisglass, emptied it, lowered it again. He knew there was more. 'And then?

Ninapulled her feet off the table, reached over to pick thefile up off thefloor. Insde, in additionto a
large number of copied documents, was a thin package wrapped in brown paper. What she pulled out,
however, was a photograph.

Thisarrived a the Becker residence late the following afternoon. Some time between half past four
and six o'clock. It was discovered lying on the path.' She handed it to Zandit.

The picture showed agirl's swegter, pae lilac, neatly folded into asquare. What looked like ribbed
ribbon had been tied around the swester into abow.



'It's been tied up with plaited hair. Sarah's was long enough for it to be hers, and it'sthe right colour.
Forensi cs has taken samples off her hairbrush, and will have confirmation very soon.’

Zandt noticed that his glass had been refilled. He drank. The whiskey stung in the dryness of his
mouth, and made him nauseous. His head felt asif it were abaloon, blown up dightly too much, floating
acouple of inches above his neck.

"The Upright Man," he said.

'Well," Ninasaid, judicioudy, ‘weve checked with the families of the victims two and three years ago,
and every officer who was involved in those investigations. We're pretty convinced that the nature of the
parcels he left on those occas ons has remained secret. It could still be acopycat. | doubt it. But | have
an al-media scan in operation, including the Internet, for any use of the phrases 'Ddlivery Boy' or 'Upright
Man''

The Internet?

'Y eah, she said. Kind of acomputer thing. It'sal therage.’

Itshim," Zandt said. Only hewasfully aware of theirony inherent in his confidence.

She looked at him, and then reached reluctantly back into the file. Thistime the photograph showed
the sweater after it had been carefully unwrapped and laid out flat. Sarah's name was embroidered on the
front, not fancily, but in neat block |etters.

The hair used for the nameis of adark brown. It is much drier than the hair that we believeto be
Sarah's, suggesting that it was cut sometime ago.'

She stopped then, and waited while Zandt dowly reached into his pocket. He pulled out a pack of
Marlboros and a matchbook. He had not smoked since they had been in the room. There was no
ashtray. His hands, as he pulled a cigarette out, were amost steady. He did not look &t her, but only at
the match as he struck it: regarding it with fixed concentration, asif it were something unfamiliar to him,
but whose purpose he had divined through intuition. It took three attempts beforeit flared, but the match
could have been damp.

'I made sure the dark brown hair was tested first.' She took a deep breath. 'It's amatch, John. It's
Karen'shair.’

—— O —O>—O>—

Sheleft him aonefor awhile, went and stood outside in the cold and listened to the darkness. Muted
laughter drifted across from the main building, and through the window she could see couples of varying
ages, bundled up in sensible swesters, plotting tomorrow's adventuresin hiking. A door was open on the
other side of the building and through it she could hear the clatter of plates being cleaned by someone
who didn't own them. Something smdll rustled in the undergrowth on the other side of the road, but
nothing came of it.

When she returned, Zandt was sitting exactly as sheld left him, though he had anew cigarette. He
didn't look up at her.

She put afew more pieces of wood on thefire, inexpertly, unable to remember whether you piled
them on top or placed them round the sides. She sat in the chair and poured herself another drink. Then
sat up with him through the night.

5

By late afternoon I'd had conversations with the police and the hospita, and before that with my parents
neighbours on either sde. Each of these had been carefully judged.



| called the cops from the house, and was put through to an Officer Spurling — thankfully not one of
the men who'd interviewed me after the incident in the hotel bar. Spurling and his partner had been first
on the scene of my parents accident, derted through acall from a passing motorist. Officers Spurling and
McGregor remained on the scene until the ambulance and fire service arrived, and assisted in the removal
of the bodies from the car. They followed the ambulance to the hospita, and Spurling had been present
when Donad and Elizabeth Hopkins had been pronounced dead on arrival. The deceased had been
identified by their driver's licenses, with subsequent confirmation from Harold Davids (attorney) and
Mary Richards (neighbour) within two hours.

Officer Spurling was sympathetic to my desire to establish the circumstances of my parents death. He
provided me with the name of the relevant doctor at the hospital, and suggested | look into counsdlling. |
took him to mean receiving some, rather than as a career. | thanked him for histime, and he wished me
thevery best. | ended the call hoping | didn't run into him when | went to the station to retrieve my gun,
though chances were he dready knew al about it. The counselling suggestion hadn't sounded entirely
uninflected.

Tracking down the doctor was agood deal more difficult. She wasn't on duty when | called the
hospital, and the length of timeit took to dicit thisinformation, viaasuccesson of conversationswith
harried nurses and other disembodied and bad-tempered voices, suggested that I'd be lucky to get her
on the phone when she arrived. The ER wasthere for the living. Once you were dead you were merdly
an unwelcome reminder, and out of their hands.

| drove over and spent avery quiet hour waiting there. Dr Michadls eventualy deigned to come out of
her bunker and talk to me. She wasin her late twenties, studioudy harassed, and awfully pleased with
hersdlf. After ruthlesdy patronizing me for afew moments she confirmed what 1'd already been told.
Major head and upper body trauma. Dead as dead could be. If that was dl, could | excuse her. Shewas
very grown up now, and had patientsto see. | was more than happy to relinquish her company, and
tempted to help her dong her way with abrisk shove,

| walked back out of the hospital. The light was gone, afal evening come early. A few carswere
parked randomly around the lot, made monochromatic and anonymous by high overhead lamps. A young
woman stood smoking and crying quietly, some distance away.

| considered what to do next. After finding the note, I'd sat on the coffee table for quite sometime.
Neither the light-headedness nor the crawling sensation in my stomach went away. A search through the
rest of the book showed that it was empty. There was no question that the note wasin my father's
handwriting.

'Ward,' it said, in writing that was in no way different from what | would expect, neither too large nor
too smal, not forced or noticeably faint: "We're not dead.' My father had written this on a piece of paper,
dipped it into abook, and then stashed it insde his old chair, taking care to replace the braid that
covered thejoin. A note denying their death had been placed in a position where it would cometo light
only if they were dead. Why esewould | be in the house done? What would | be doing in hischair? The
positioning of the note suggested that whoever had placed it believed that, in the circumstances that next
led meto bein the house, | would sit in the old chair — despite knowing it was the least comfortablein
the room. Asit happened, they'd been right. | had sat there, and for sometime. It made sensethat |
would do so if they were dead, or that | would at least 100k at it, maybe run my hand over the fabric for
amoment. It was exactly the kind of thing a grieving son might be expected to do.

But, and thiswas the point that kept jabbing away at me, thisimplied that some time before their
desths one or both of them had spent time thinking about what would be likely to happen after they died.
They had consdered the Situation in detail, and made judgments on my likely behaviour. Why? Why
would they be thinking of desth? It was bizarre. It made no sense.

Assuming they were actualy dead.



Theideathat the last few days had been afarce, that my parents weren't dead after dl, was adifficult
oneto face head-on. Part of my heart leapt at the ides, the part that had awakened me at some stagein
every night since the phone cdl from Mary. Evenif | hadn't cared for them, and had only wished for a
chance to bawl them out about UnRealty, | wanted my parents back. But when your flesh is damaged the
body getsto work within seconds. White blood cells flood into the area, repairing and patching, throwing
up every sandbag they have. The body protectsitself, and the same happensin the mind. It occurs
duggishly and imperfectly, abad job done by indifferent craftsmen, but within minutes an accretion of
defence mechanisms sartsto form around the trauma, blunting its edges, eventudly seding it away indde
scar tissue. Likeadiver of glass buried deep in acut, the event will never go away, and often a
movement will causeit to nudge anerve ending and burn likefirefor awhile. However much it hurts
when that happens, the last thing you want to do is take aknife and reopen the wound.

| left the house, locking up carefully, and went next door to Mary's. She seemed both pleased and
surprised to see me, and dedlt coffee and cake in dangerous quantities. Feeling underhanded and
unworthy of her kindness, | established in roundabout ways that my parents had seemed their normal
selvesin the days and weeks leading up to the accident, and that — as Officer Spurling later confirmed
— Mary had identified the bodies. | knew this aready. She'd told me on the phone, as | sat bondesdy in
Santa Barbara. | just needed to hear it again. | could have visited the bodies at the undertakers mysdlf, of
course, ingtead of Sitting in the hotdl for two days. | hadn't, which now made me fed ashamed. I'd told
myself a thetimethat it was important to remember them as they had been, rather than astwo lengths of
damaged putty. Therewastruth in that. But also | had been afraid, bothered by the idea, and Ssmply
unwilling.

After | left Mary | went round to the other neighbours. A young woman opened the door almost
ingantly, startling me. She was confident and healthy-looking, and wearing generoudy paint-spattered
clothes. The hallway behind her was half finished in ashade | consdered ill-advised. | introduced myself
and explained what had happened to their neighbours. She was aready aware of events, as|'d known
shewould be. She expressed her condolences and we chatted for amoment. At no point did anything in
her manner suggest that the accident hadn't come as a surprise, what with one or both of the Hopkins
being evidently off their heads. That wasthét.

| called the cops, and then went to the hospital. As| stood in the parking lot after talking to the
doctor, | decided that three confirmations were enough. My parents were dead. Only afool would
follow thisline of inquiry any further. | could talk to Davidsthe next day if | wished — I'd missed him at
his office, and left amessage— but | knew anything he told me would lead to the same conclusion. The
note wasn't what it purported to be. It wasn't a get-out-of-grief card. It didn't undo what had happened.

But there had to be areason for it, even if that reason turned out to be only that one of them had not
been completely sane. The note's existence meant something, and | found that | needed to know what
that was.

—— O —O>——O>—

| searched in the garage, and then my father's workshop in the cdllar of the house. | felt | should be
looking for something in particular, but didn't know what, so | just poked around. Drills, routers, other
handyman kit of obscure purpose. Nails and screwsin awide variety of sizes, nestly sorted. Numerous
scraps of wood, rendered purposeless and inexplicable by his death. Nothing seemed obvioudy out of
place, al was arranged with the tidiness and rigour | would have expected. If externa order can be taken
asan index of gate of mind, my father had been the same as ever.

| went back up into the house and did the downgtairs first. The kitchen and utility room, the itting
room, my father's den, the dining room, and the section of the porch that at sometime in the past had



been glassed in and turned into a sunroom. Here | was more thorough. | looked beneath every cushion,
under the rugs, and behind every piece of furniture. | looked inside the cabinet, under the television, and
found nothing except technology and a couple of DVDs. | took everything out of the cupboardsin the
kitchen, looked in the oven and the larder. | picked up and shook every book | found, whether on the
bookcasesin the halway, or filed, in my mother'sidiosyncratic way, among the dried pasta. There were
alot of books. It took along time. Especialy my father's study, off the half-landing, which was where |
looked firdt. | dug through the drawers of his desk, on every shelf, and dipped into each hanging filein the
oak cabinet. | even turned on his computer and took acursory trawl through afew files, though thisfelt
unwelcome and invasive. | wouldn't want anyone who loved me sifting through the contents of my |aptop.
They'd belikely to dig me up and st fire to me. It soon became obvious that it would take far too long to
read everything on the machine, and that it would very likely turn out to be nothing but invoices and
workaday correspondence. | left the machine on, with theideaof coming back toit if al elsefailed, but
my father wasn't acomputer buff. | didn't think he'd leave afurther message anywhere he couldn't touch
with hishands.

Beforelong | was beginning to fed worn out. Not with the physical effort, which was negligible, but
the emotiona undertow. Thoroughly upending my parents lives brought them back even more
vehemently, especidly thetrivia things. A framed photocopy of the contract for the first house UnRedlty
had sold, capped by alogo that | now realized looked alittle hand-drawn. By my mother, probably. A
scrapbook of recipesfor childhood medls, including alasagne | could smell just by reading the
ingredients.

| took abreak and spent fifteen minutes sitting in the kitchen, drinking their mineral water. | tried once
again to put myself in their position, to think what might be an obvious second step. Assuming they'd left
the note in the chair to attract my attention, it made sense that any further note or cluewould dsobeina
place that had resonance. | couldn't think where that would be. 1'd turned everything over. There was
nothing there.

The upstairs of the house proved just as much of abudt. | looked under the bed in their room,
searched al the drawers. After adeep breath, | went through the contents of the wardrobes, paying
specid attention to those | recognized — my father's old jackets, my mother's battered ex-handbags. |
found afew things— receipts, ticket stubs, a handful of loose change — nothing that seemed to mean
anything. | lingered over acollection of old ties, neatly boxed in the back of my father's sde of the closet.
I'd never seen most of them.

| even looked under the roof, pulling mysdlf up into it viaasmall trgpdoor in the celling of the upstairs
halway. My father had got asfar as stringing alight up, but no further. Therewas nothing in the attic
space but dust and two empty suitcases.

Inthe end | went downstairs, and back to my father's chair. It was early evening. | had found nothing,
and | was beginning to fed stupid. Perhaps| wasjust trying to flay a nonexistent order out of chaos. | sat
in my father's chair, and read the note once again. It meant neither more nor less, however many times
you read it.

Asl raised my eyes, they fell once more on thetelevision. The chair was digned perfectly with it, and
athought occurred to me. If I'd been right in thinking that it looked alittle out of place, then perhapsits
position wasn't just to help draw my attention to the cushion — but to redirect my gaze to another area
entirely.

I got up and opened the glass doors that hid the storage space undernegth the televison. | found
exactly what | had previoudy. A VCR, aDVD player, and two DV Ds: old movies. Nothing else.

No tapes. That was odd.

In thewhole of the house I'd found no videotapes. There were two shelves of DV Dsin the study, and
afurther onein the second bedroom. But not asingle videotape.



My father was a semi-professional tube watcher. For aslong as| could remember, thereld been
tapes lying around the house. So where were they now?

I quickly strode back to his study. No tapesin there either, even though there was asecond VCR
stowed on alow shelf. | didn't bother to search the drawers or the cabinet again. Theréd been none
there. There had been none anywhere in the house or the shop or garage either. | tried to think back to
the Thanksgiving before last, when I'd deigned to stop by for twenty-four hours. | couldn't specifically
remember seeing tapes around. | couldn't remember not seeing them. 1'd been pretty drunk most of the
time

It could be that my father had embraced DV D asthe dawn of along-awaited new agein home
entertainment, declared the videotape dead, and held a bonfire in the garden. | didn't think so. Dyersbourg
doubtless had adump somewhere, but | couldn't see that scenario ether. Even if hed found asthe years
went on that there was less and less he wanted to watch, he wasn't going to throw dl the old favourites
away. | sarted to wonder whether creating an absence of something unremarkable might be asubtle way
of attracting the attention of someone who knew you well, who had an understanding of the things that
should bein your environment.

Either that, or | waslosing objectivity, running too far and fast with ameaninglessbdl. I'd dready
searched the house. It didn't matter that | now had an idea— however spurious— of what to look for. |
dready hadn't found it. | was getting hungry, and also angry. If there had been something they had
thought | needed tdlling, why the subterfuge? Why not just tell me on the phone? Leave aletter with
Davids? Send an email ? It made no sense.

But | knew by then that when | |€eft the house, it would be for good. It was better to be sure. You
want that scar tissue astough asit can be.

| turned the outside lights on and went and had alook around the porch. None of the boardsin the
decking was loose, and | couldn't see how there could be much of acrawl space undernesth. There was
alarge wooden box around one side, but atiring couple of minutes established it held nothing but
firewood and spiders. | walked down the couple of stepsto the yard, took afew paces back, and stared
irritably up at the house.

Chimney, horizontal boards, windowpanes. The upper rooms. Their bedroom. The guest room.

| went back inside. As| passed my father's study, something caught the corner of my eye. | stopped,
took a pace back, and looked in, not certain what | had seen. | got it after a second or two: the VCR.

Likeanidiot, | hadn't actually looked insde either of the tape machines. | checked the onein the
living room firdt. It was empty. Then | walked into the study, bent down and peered at the machine until |
found the Eject button. | pressed it and there was an irritable whirring sound, but nothing happened. Then
| redlized this was because there was black duct tape acrossthe dot.

Asawarning not to put atapein, or to prevent my father from doing so accidentally? Hardly — if the
machine was screwed, hed just replaceit.

| tried pulling the tape off, but it was of astrength sufficient to bond planetstogether. | got my knife
out of my jacket pocket. It has two blades. Oneislarge and sharp and designed for cutting things. The
other isascrewdriver. It's surprising how often you need oneright after the other. | flipped the sharp
blade out and dliced through the centre of the tape.

Therewas something insdethe dot. | cut and pulled at the remaining obstruction until the Eject button
worked. The machine whirred aggressively, and popped its dot.

It gected avideotape, astandard VHS. | took it out and stared at it for along time.
Asl wasdowly straightening up, my father caled from the gairs.
'‘Ward? Isthat you? he said.



——O>——O>—O>—

After amoment of light-headed shock, my body tried to move quickly toward a safe place it evidently
believed existed somewhere el se. It wanted to be some other place dtogether. It didn't know where.
Perhaps Alabama. It tried every direction at once, to be on the safe side.

| leapt backward, dropping the tape and coming close to sprawling full-length on thefloor. | snatched
the tape up from the ground and stuffed it in my pocket, doing so barely conscioudy, fegling caught and
guilty and in danger. Footsteps made their way up the last few stairs, paused for amoment, and then
headed toward the study door. | didn't want to see who made them.

It hadn't been my father, of course. Just avoice that wasn't entirely dissimilar, coming out of nowhere
inaquiet house. The person | saw on the landing was Harold Davids, looking old and nervous and
bad-tempered.

'‘Goodness,’ he said. "Y ou scared the life out of me.'

| breathed out like acough. 'Tell me about it.’

Davidss eyes drifted down to my hands, and | redlized that | was till holding my knife. | flipped the
blade back in, started to drop it in my pocket, realized the tape was there.

'What are you doing here? | asked, trying to sound polite.

'I got your message from this afternoon,’ he said, dowly raising his eyes back up to look at my face. 'l
caled the hotel. Y ou weren't in your room, so | wondered if you might be here.'

'| didn't hear the doorbdll .

"Thefront door was gar,’ he said, somewhat testily. 'l became concerned that someone might have
heard the house was unoccupied, and broken in.’

'‘No,' | said. 'It'sjust me.’
'So | see. | shadl consider the crisis over.' He raised a good-humoured eyebrow, and my heartbeat
dowly returned to normd.

Back inthe hall he asked why I'd cdlled. | said it was nothing, aminor point in the will's legalese that
I'd subsequently puzzled out for myself. He nodded distantly and wandered through into the sitting room.

‘Such alovely room," he said, after amoment. 'l shal missit. I'll stop by every now and then, if | may,
for any resdud mall.

'Great.' | didn't bear him any ill will, but I didn't want to spend any more timein the house. | went
back up to my father's study to turn off the computer. 1'd noticed earlier that he had affiz! drive, and on
impulse | dumped a backup onto the disk in the machine.

By thetimeI'd turned it dl off and gone back out, Davids was standing at the front door, looking
brisk once again.

| walked with him down the path. He seemed in no hurry to get back to his business, and asked
about my plansfor the house. | told him | didn't know whether I'd be keeping or sdlling it, and accepted
theimplied offer of hisservicesin either event. We stood by hisbig black car for afurther five minutes,
talking about something or other. | think he might have been giving me restaurant recommendations. |
wasn't feding hungry any more.

In the end he lowered himsdlf into the driver's seat and strapped in with the thoroughness of aman
who had no intention of dying, ever. Hetook alast look up at the dark shape of the house, and then
nodded gravely a me. | suspected that something between us had changed, and wondered whether
Davids had filed for later cong deration the question of what Don Hopkins's son might be doing with a



knife that was so clearly not ornamentd.
| waited until he was safely round the corner, and then ran to my car and drove the other way.

6

A small amount of money and only alittleflattery got meaVCR in my room. Either the hotel was better
than I'd thought, or my stunt in the bar had convinced the management that | was a guest whose needs
wereworth meeting. | waited with increasing impatience while amonumentaly stupid youth made amess
of avery smple cabling job, and then shooed him ouit.

| took the tape from my pocket, and carefully inspected it. There was no writing on it anywhere.
From the amount of videotape on the spoal, it looked like it would run to about fifteen or twenty minutes,
haf an hour at the most.

| waited until my room-service coffee arrived. | wanted my environment just so. Eventually it came,
dill fairly warm. Miraculoudy, therewere no frieswithit.

| put the tape in the machine.

—— O —O>—O>—

Four seconds of data hash, the white noise of null information.

Then the sound of wind, and aview of ahigh mountain pasture. In the distance, a postcard view of
snow-covered peaks across a range — seen too briefly to identify. The foreground was a gentle dope
covered in snow, cut off by astern-looking building: no obvious coffee shop, or ski-wear emporium.
There was no one around, no carsin the small lot. Out of season. The camera panned to show another
adminigtrative-looking structure, and severe grey clouds above. Thisview was held for afew seconds,
the sound of adeeveflapping in the wind discernible in the background.

Cut to an interior. The camerawas held low, asif covertly, and the scene only lasted afew seconds. |
rewound, paused the clearest image. It wasn't the world's best VCR, and the frozen picture jumped a
little, but | could make out the public area of what looked like aski lodge, with acathedrd celling. A long
desk ran along one side, presumably the reception, but currently deserted. There was alarge painting on
thewall behind it, the usua easy nonsense by some overpaid and under-talented fraud. | could seethe
|eft-hand side of atowering fireplace, constructed out of river rock. An ornamentd fire generated
well-behaved ambience in the bottom. Nut-brown leather armchairs were carefully arranged around low
coffee tables, each featuring aheavily varnished wooden scul pture cel ébrating the sentimentally revered
wildlife of the old West: an eagle, abear, aNative American — none of whom survived the old West in
any grest numbers.

| flipped the tape off pause and, on second viewing, saw that someone had been about to enter the
areajust before the scene cut. There was a shadow along thewall of acorridor leading off the top of the
space, the sound of footsteps on stone.

Then afina exterior, back out in the parking lot. A little time must have passed since the first shot —
assuming it had even been taken on the same day. The wind had dropped and the sky was a clear and
savage blue. A medium shot of the stern building, which | assumed must have been the one we were just
ingde. A number of figures stood in the snow in front of it. There were perhaps seven or eight of them,
though it was difficult to tell because they weredl dressed in dark clothing, and standing close together,
asif in conversation. No faceswerevisible, and dl | could hear was the wind — except for right at the
end, when whoever was holding the camera said something, a short sentence. | listened to it threetimes.
It remained inaudible.

Then, as one of the figures seemed to tart to turn toward the camera, the screen cut back to white



—— O O>—O>—

| paused the tape, Stared at the screen asit jJumped and fretted. | didn't know what to make of what 1'd
seen. It wasn't what 1'd expected. From the qudity of theimage, it looked like the footage had been
obtained using adigital camcorder. | hadn't seen anything like that in the house. The video could have
been shot pretty much anywherein the mid- to Northern Rockies, Idaho, Utah, or Colorado: but it made
sensefor it to be somewhere in Montana, and probably nearby. | knew the kind of place it showed.
Compoundsfor the rich, the country's most beautiful areas carved into private home-sites so the wedlthy
could dide down mountains without fear of bumping into anyone of average income. Some had gated
security, most didn't even need it. Put one foot over the border and you knew whether you were
welcome. Anyone thinking of burglary would dink right back out, stung to their very core.

My parents probably knew people in the areawho'd got themsalves ahome with ski-in, ski-out
convenience. My father might even have sold it to them. So what?

| restarted the tape.

——O>—O>——O>—

Real noise. Music, shouting, loud conversation. A face, blurred and very close up, laughing uproarioudy.
It fell acrossthe frameto reved abar in the throes of aboisterous good time. A long counter ran down
one side of theroom, ranks of bottles and amirror behind. Men and women stood in droves around it,
bellowing a each other, at the barmen, up at the ceiling. Most looked young, otherswere clearly in
middle age. Everybody seemed to be smoking, and the murky yellow lighting was hazed with clouds. The
wallswere plastered with postersin rainbow colours or stark black-and-white. A jukebox wasworking
overtime in the background, cranked up so loud it was distorting out both its spegkers and the
microphone and | couldn't even tell what the song was.

It was obvious this scene was much older than the first on the tape. Not only did the video look like it
had been converted from 8mm film, but the clothes the people were wearing — unless this had been
some kind of [aborioudy authentic retro party — said thiswas an evening back in the early "70s. Terrible
colours, terrible jeans, terrible hair. A look that said being 'tidy" had been judged and found wanting. My
reaction was probably about the same astheir parents must have been: Who are these diens? What do
they want? And are they blind?

The camera swept and bobbed through the bar, with averve that suggested the operator was either
under theinfluence of hallucinogenic drugs or very drunk indeed. At one point the picture pitched
forward alarmingly, asif he or she had nearly fallen over. Thiswasfollowed by aloud and prolonged
bel ch, which degenerated into aviolent coughing fit, the camerameanwhile held down so that it showed a
patch of beer-dicked floor. Then it whipped back upward, and careered off into thefray asif fixedto a
bumper car. My eyebrows crawled dowly up my head in bemused embarrassment, as| tried to get my
head round the ideathat it might be my father operating the camera. A few people waved or hooted asiit
moved past them, but no one called out aname.

Then the camera swerved abruptly round a corner, reveaing an extension to the main bar areawith
people standing and sitting al around the sides. In the middle was a pool table. Some guy was hunkered
down on the other side to take a shot. He was large and had a big nose and his face was amost totally
obscured with hair and moustache and sideburns. He looked like abear with the mange. Behind him
wobbled a blonde woman with long hair, leaning on acue asif it was the only thing holding her up. She



wastrying very hard to focus on the game, afrown of concentration on her face, but it looked like the
world was getting away from her. Her partner didn't seem like he was having amuch easier time of it,

and was taking avery long while lining up for his shot. Closer to the camera, on the near side of the table,
was another couple, both holding pool cues. They had their backs to the cameraand an arm round each
other. Both had long brown hair. The girl wore abig white blouse and along skirt in dark purples shot
with green; the man sported bell-bottoms in tatty denim and an afghan waistcoat that looked only recently
tamed.

The blonde girl looked up from the table and caught sight of the camera. She let out awhoop, and
pointed at it with great vigour but extreme vagueness, asif she was sdlecting between three different
images and kept forgetting which one she'd settled for. The pool player glanced up, rolled hiseyes, got
back to his shot. The brown-haired couple turned round, and | redlized that my earlier embarrassment
had been misplaced.

It wasn't my father running the camera. | could tell this because the brown-haired couple were my
parents.

Asl stared at the image open-mouthed, my father grinned a crooked grin and flipped hismiddle
finger at the camera. My mother suck her tongue out. The camera abruptly swept awvay from them to the
pool player, as hefindly made his shot. He missed by a country mile.

| paused, rewound.
My parentsturned. My father grinned, and flipped the bird. My mother stuck her tongue ott.
| paused again. | stared.

My mother never really got large, but she got comfortable, and moved with the sedate grace of aliner
being pulled by atug. The person | saw on screen weighed about one hundred twenty pounds, and they
were distributed very well. Without even redlizing what | wasthinking, | knew that if 1'd walked into a bar
and saw her looking like that and standing with another guy, then afight would have broken out. Thiswas
someone you'd turn caveman to stand next to. Not that my father looked incapable of holding hisown: he
wasalittle heavier than | remembered him ever being, but he moved easily and with great economy. He
could have been an actor. The pair of them looked fit and healthy and lustrous. They looked like red,
living people, acouple that had sex. Most of dl they looked young. They looked so astonishingly young.

The scene lasted about another five minutes. Nothing in particular happened, except that | got to see
my father playing pool, back when hed have looked a me as| am now and seen an older man. And he
could play. He could redlly play. When the bear man missed his shot and reeled back from the table, my
father turned from the camera and bent over the green. He didn't bother to go round to find the easiest
shot: hejust took the onein front of him and fired it off. It went down. He started moving then, prowling
round the table, glancing with the intent nonchalance you see in people who expect to pot the bals,
who've come to the table with that in mind. The next shot went home, too, rolled afoot down a cushion,
and the one &fter that — asif the ball had been snapped back into the pocket on a piece of dagtic. My
mother cheered and dapped my father on the ass. He made an ambitious reversed double into the centre
pocket and then sunk the black from halfway down the table, turning away before it was even down.
Game over, man.

He winked &t the bearlike guy, who rolled his eyes again. Just as the bear was used to the camera
wielder being an asshole, he was clearly aso accustomed to being trashed by my father at pool. Thiswas
business as usud. These were people who knew each other very well.

Nothing in particular happened, except that my mother began dancing with the blonde girl. Then she
garted doing akind of sde-to-sde ragdoll thing, arms and legsturning in different directions, fingers
clicking. I'd seen thisdonein films, on television, by professond dancers. But I'd never redly seen it
properly until I saw my mother doing it, rattling along to the music, mouth haf-open and eyes haf-shut.

Yougogirl, | found mysdlf thinking. Y ou realy did go.



Nothing in particular happened, except while the bear was |aborioudy resetting the table | saw my
father gt back on astool and dug back afew swalows of beer. My mother — till dancing — winked at
him, and he winked back, and | redlized they weren't quite as drunk as everyone e sein the room. They
were having afine old time, but they had jobs and when Monday morning came they'd be ableto do
them. Cometo think of it, my father must aready have been aredtor, despite the weekend afghan and
scraggy T-shirt. The extrafew pounds actudly kind of suited him. He had a breadth of shoulder that
could accommodate the weight and look powerful rather than fat. Much more and he could have been
heading for out-of-shape, but for the time being he merely looked like someone you'd be careful not to
bang into if he was heading acrossthe floor carrying atray of beers. | could tell that the weight must have
been afairly recent acquisition, however, and that he wasn't comfortable with it. Every now and then he
rolled his shoulders back, ostensibly out of a desire to remove kinks from leaning down to rocket balls
around the table. But also, | suspected, to make sure his shoulders were held square. Later he'd
discovered jogging, and the gym, and never looked thisway again. But on the tape of that evening | saw
him do something: it wastrivia, and innocuous, but as| sat in the hotel room in Dyersburg and watched it
asmal sound escaped from my mouth, like I'd been gently punched in the scomach.

Ashelit acigarette— and I'd never known that he'd once smoked — he absently lifted the patch of
T-shirt lying over hismidriff, and let it fal again— so it hung alittle better over what was only a pretty
smadl bely. | rewound, played it again. And then again, leaning forward, squinting against the grain in the
background of the video. The movement was unmistakable. I've done it mysdlf. Indl thetime | knew my
father, | don't think | ever saw him do something that naked, athing so explicable and persondl. It was
the act of aman who was aware of hisbody, and aperceived flaw init, even in the midst of arocking
evening. It was an adjustment he'd made before, but which was not yet habitua enough to be atic. Even
more than the T-shirt itself, the pitchers of beer and the vibrant good cheer, my mother's dancing and the
fact that my father could evidently once wield apool cue with the best of them, that little movement made
it inconceivable that they were now dead. The table wasfindly set up for play again, and my father got
up and prepared to break, squaring up like the cue ball was going to receive awhack it'd remember the
rest of its sphericd littlelife. The scene stopped abruptly right at that moment, asif ared of film had run
out.

Before | could hit pause again, it had cut directly to something else.

A different interior. A house. A living room. Dark, lit with candles. The picture qudity was murky, the
film stock not coping well with thelow light. Music on quietly in the background, and thistimel
recognized it as coming from the soundtrack to Hair. A herd of wine bottles sood on the floor in varying
dtates of emptiness, and there were saverd overflowing ashirays.

My mother was haf-reclining on alow couch, Singing along, Snging an early morning singing song.
The bear-guy's head was more or less on her Iap, and hewasrolling ajoint on his chest.

'Put the sodomy one on again,' he durred. 'Put it on.'

The camera panned smoothly to the Side, showing another man lying facedown on the ground. The
blonde girl was sitting behind him, tending aneat row of candlesin saucersthat had been laid on the guy's
back. He had evidently been comatose long enough to count as furniture, and my guess was he was the
man who'd been operating the cameraiin the bar. The girl wasinclining dowly and unpredictably from the
wal s, staying upright by pure force of will. Now there was less going on around her, it was obvious she
was older than she had at first gppeared. Not in her teens, but late twenties, maybe even thirty — and a
little old to be part of thisscene. | realized that if | waswatching the very early "70s, then my parents had
to be around the same age.

Which meant that I'd already been born.

'Put it on,' the bear indsted, and the camerajerked back to him, swinging in closeto hisface. 'Put it
on.



'No,' said avoice very close to the microphone, laughing, confirming that it was now my father who
was running the camera. He was making a better job of it than passed-out man had done. 'Weve played
that song likeamilliontimes!

That's causeit's cool,' the bear said, nodding vigoroudly. 'It's, like, what it saysis... aw, shit.' The
camerapulled back to show that he'd dropped the joint. He looked bereft. 'Shit. Now | got to start
again. | beenralling that fucker al my life, man. I've been rolling it since before | was born. Fucking
Thomas Jefferson started that fucker off, left it to mein hiswill. Said | could finish the joint or have
Monticdlo. | said fuck thebuilding, | want the spliff. All my lifel've been ralling it, like agood and faithful
servant. And now it'sgone.’

'‘Gone," intoned the blonde girl. She started giggling.

Without missing abeat of ‘Good Morning Starshing, my mother reached forward and took the gear
from the bear's fumbling paws. She held the paper expertly in one hand, levelled the tobacco with an
index finger, reached for the dope.

'Roll 'em, Beth,' crowed the bear, much cheered by thisturn of events. 'Roll 'em, roll ‘em, roll 'em.’
The camera zoomed in on thejoint, then back out again. It was aready nearly done.

By this stage my eyebrows were raised so high they were hovering over my head. My mother had
justrolled ajoint.

'Put it on," the bear wheedled. 'Put on the sodomy song. Come on Don, big Don man the Don, put it
on Don, put it on." In the background my mother kept Snging.

The camera swerved and started walking out of the room, and into ahallway. A pile of coats lay on
the floor where they'd been dropped. | saw that there was a kitchen off to the left, and aflight of stairson
theright. It was our old house, the one in Hunter's Rock. Every aspect of the furnishing and decor was
different from the way | remembered it, but the spaces were the same.

| watched, wide-eyed, as the camerawalked across the hall and then started up the stairs. For a
moment there was little more than swirling darkness, and from downgtairs the muffled sound of bear-guy
bellowing. 'Sodomy ... fellatio... cunnilingus... pederasty..." without any attempt to gpproximate atune.

My father made it to the upper landing, paused amoment, muttered something under his breeth. Then
sarted forward again, and | redized with alurch where he was going. It was quiet below now, and dl |
could hear was his breathing and the quiet swish of hisfeet on the carpet as he pushed open the door to
my room.

At firg it was dark, but gradualy enough light seeped in from the landing to show my bed against the
wall, and me deeping init. | must have been about five. All you could see wasthe top of my head, a
patch of cheek wherethelight struck it. A little of one shoulder, in dark pyjamas. Thewall was akind of
mottled green colour, and the carpet brown, asthey always had been.

He stood there afull two minutes, not saying or doing anything. Just holding the camera, and watching
me deep.

| sat and watched, too, barely breathing.

The quality of the ambient sound on the tape changed after awhile, asif adifferent song had started
downgtairs. Then there was a soft noise, could have been footsteps on carpet. They stopped, and |
knew, knew without seeing or hearing anything to confirm it, that my mother was now standing next to
my father.

The camerastayed on the boy in the bed, on me, for afew momentslonger. Then it moved, dowly,
panning round to the left. At first | assumed they were leaving, but then | redized the camerawas being
pivoted, turned to face the other way.

It turned a hundred and eighty degrees, and stopped.



My parents were looking directly into the lens. Their facesfilled the frame: not crowded together, just
Sde by side. Neither looked drunk or stoned. They seemed to be looking right at me.

'Helo, Ward,” my mother said, softly. 'l wonder how old you are now.’

She glanced over the camera, presumably at the deeping shapein the bed. ‘| wonder how old you
are,' she repeated, and there was something in her voice that was sad and off-key.

My father was till looking into the camera. He was maybe five, six years younger than | am now. He,
too, spoke quietly, but without agreat deal of affectionin hiseyes.

'‘And | wonder what you've become.’

—— O O>——<O>—

White noise. Someone clanked past my hotel room with atrolley.
| didn't pause the tape. | couldn't move.

—— O —O>—O>—

The last scene was from 8mm, too, but the colours were more faded, washed out, pale surfaces
bleached to purelight. Dark hairlines and spots popped and flickered al over the screen, making
movements behind them feel measured and distanced.

A blaze of hazy ydlow sunshine through a big window. Outside, trees rushing past, leaves blurred into
sound. The steady best of atrain, and some other quiet noise | couldn't place.

My mother'sface, younger still. Hair shorter, and black with lacquer. Looking out of the window &t
the passing countryside. She turned her head, looked at the camera. Her eyes seemed far away. She
amiled faintly. The camerawas dowly lowered.

Abrupt cut to awide city street. | couldn't tell where it might be, and my attention was caught by the
shapes and colours of the cars parked by the sides of the road, and the clothes worn by the few
passers-by. The cars had panache, the suits didn't, the dresses were on the short side. | didn't know
enough about such thingsto dateit on the dime, but | guessed we were now back in the late '60s.

The cameramoved forward at an even waking pace. Every now and then the back of my mother's
head wandered into the left Sde of the frame, asif my father was dightly behind her and to theright. It
wasn't obvious what he was supposed to be recording. It wasn't an especidly interesting street. There
was what |ooked like a department store on the right, and asmall square on the left. There were leaves
on the trees, but they looked tired. He kept the camera high, panning neither up nor down nor to the
sdes. They made no attempt to point anything out, or to communicate with each other. After awhile they
crossed aroad and then turned off down a cross street.

Cut to adifferent Street again. Thiswasalittle narrower, asif further from the centre of town. They
seemed to be walking up a steep hill. My mother wasin front of the camera, seen from the shoulders up.
She stopped.

"What about here? she said, turning. She was wearing sunglasses now, businesdike. The camera
hesitated for amoment, and wobbled, asif my father had taken his eye from the lensto look around him.

Hisvoice ‘A littlefurther.'

Onwards they walked, for perhaps another minute. Then stopped again. The camera panned round,
giving atantalizingly quick panoramaof what seemed to be thetop of arisein the middle of ahilly city,
tall buildings either sde of the street. Signs at ground level declared the presence of grocery stores and



cheap restaurants, but the windows above looked like those of gpartments. People stood outside the
stores, assaying produce, wearing hats; otherswalked in and out of the stores. A busy neighbourhood,
coming up for lunchtime.

Mother looked back at the cameraand nodded. It was her call. She madeit, reluctantly.

Cut to later intheday. A dightly different view, but the top of the same hill. Where before it had been
morning light, now the shadows were longer. Late afternoon, and the Streetswere nearly empty. My
mother was standing with her arms down by her sides. An odd gurgling sound came from somewhere out
of shot, and | redlized it was Smilar to the noise I'd heard on the train.

Therewas alittle movement of the camera, asif my father had reached out to touch something. Then
my mother moved forward alittle way, or he stepped back. A harsh release of breath from my father.

And then, thirty-five yearslater, from me.

My mother was holding the hands of two very young children, one on either sde. They looked to be
the same age, and were dressed to match, though one wore a blue top, the other yellow. They appeared
little more than a year old, perhaps eighteen months, and tottered unsteadily on their feet.

The camerazoomed in on them. On€e's hair was cut short, the other dightly longer. The faceswere
identicd.

The camera pulled back out. My mother let go of the hand of one of the children. The one with the
longer hair and yellow top, alittle green satchel. She squatted next to the other child.

'Say goodbye," she said. The child in bluelooked at her dubioudy, uncomprehending. ‘Say goodbye,
Ward.'

The two children looked at one another. Then the one with the short hair, the child that must have
been me, glanced back at his mother for reassurance. Shetook my hand, and lifted it up.

'Say goodbye.'

She made my hand wave, then took mein her arms and stood up. The other child looked up at my
mother then, smiled, held hisor her aamsto belifted, too. | couldn't tell, not for sure, what sex it might
be.

My mother started walking down the Strest.

Shewalked at an even pace, not hurrying, but not looking back. The camera stayed on the other
child, even asmy father walked away after my mother down the hill. They left it sanding there.

The child got further and further away, Slent at the crest of therise. It never even cried: at least, not
until we weretoo far away for the sound to be heard.

Then the cameraturned a corner and it was gone.

——O>——O>—O>—

Theimage cut back to white noise, and thistime nothing came afterwards. Within aminute the tape
turned itsdlf off, leaving me staring & my reflection in the screen.

| fumbled for the remote, rewound, paused. Stared at the frozen image of achild, left sanding at the
top of ahill, my hands held up over my mouth.

v

The dot opened. A dim light shone down from above.
'Hello, my dear,' the man said. 'I'm back.'



Sarah could not see hisface. From the sound of hisvoice, it gppeared he was sitting on the floor just
behind her head.

'Hdllo,' she said, her voice as steady as she could make it. She wanted to shrink away from him, put
just an extrainch of distance between them, but couldn't move even that much. Shefought to remain
cam, to keep to her plan of sounding asif shedidn't care. 'How are you today? Still insane, | guess.'

The man laughed quietly. "Y ou're not going to make me angry.’

"Who wants you angry?

'So why do you say these things?

'My mom and dad are going to be worried sick. I'm scared. | may not be that polite.’
I understand.’

Hewas silent then, for along time. Sarah waited.

Perhaps five minutes later, she saw ahand reaching out over her face. It held aglass of water.
Without warning, he dowly tipped it. She got her mouth open in time, and drank as much as she could.
The hand disappeared again.

'Isthat it? she said. Her mouth felt strange, clean and wet. The water had tasted the way she had
aways expected wineto, from the way grown-ups made such abig dedl of it and rolled it around in their
mouthslike it wasthe best thing they had ever tasted. In fact, in her experience, wine generdly tasted like
something waswrong with it.

"What else were you expecting?
'Y ou want meto stay dive, then you're going to have to give me something more than water.'
"Why do you think | want you dive?

'Because otherwise you would have killed me right off and have me sitting naked someplace where
you could look at me and jack off.’

That's not avery nicething to say.’

'I refer you to my earlier comments. I'm not fedling very nice, and you'reasicko, so | don't haveto
be.

I'm not asicko, Sarah.'

'No? How would you define yoursaf? Unusud ?
Helaughed again, ddightedly. 'Oh certainly.’
'Unusud like Ted fucking Bundy.'

"Ted Bundy wasanidiot,' the man said. All humour had vanished from hisvoice. 'A grandstanding
fool and afeke.

'Okay,' she sad, trying to placate him, though privately she thought he now sounded pompous aswell
asinsane. 'I'm sorry. I'm not abig fan of hiseither. Y ou're much better. So do | get some food or what?

‘Later, perhaps.’
'Grest. I'll look forward toit. Cut it up smdl, so | can catchiit.’
'‘Good night, Sarah.’

When she heard him standing, her pretend cam fled. The plan hadn't worked. At dl. He knew she
was frightened.

'Please don't put the lid back on. | can't move anyway.'
I'm afraid | haveto,' the man said.



'Plesse...'
It was replaced, and Sarah wasin darkness again.
She heard hisfootsteps receding, a door shutting quietly, and then all was slent once more.

Shelicked franticaly around her mouth, collecting as much of the remaining moisture as she coul d.
Now that theinitial shock of it was gone, she redlized the water tasted different from the stuff she was
used to a home. It must be from a different supply, which meant she had to be along way from home.
Like when you went on vacation. That was something, at least, something that she knew. The more she
knew, the better.

Then sheredized that maybe it was minerd water, something from abottle, in which casethe taste
didn't mean anything. It could just be adifferent brand. That didn't matter. It was still worth thinking
about. The moreideas she had, the better. Like the fact that when she'd mentioned her parents, the man
hadn't said again how he'd killed them. When held captured her held been very keen to talk about what
he'd done to them. Maybe it meant something. Hopefully it meant that they were il dive, and hed only
sad the other thingsto frighten her.

Maybe not. Sarah lay in the darkness, her hands clenched into fists, and tried not to scream.

Part 2

Few people can be happy unless they hate some other person, nation or creed. Bertrand
Rus=ll

8

Theflight got into Los Angeles at 22.05. Nina had nothing except her handbag and thefile, and Zandt
could carry dl he owned with one hand and not |ook lopsided. There was acar waiting for them.
Nothing deek and officia. Just a cab Nina had booked from the plane, to drop him in SantaMonicaand
then take her home.

Lightsand signsin the darkness, half-seen faces, the rustle and honk of life on just another of those
eveningsin acity whose heart never seemsto be quite where you are, but is aways round a corner, or
down that street, or the other side of hulking buildingsin some new club whose glory nightswill be over
before you've even heard of it. Between there and here are a clutch of cheap hotels, dusty liquor stores,
car lots selling vehicles of dubious provenance. A tatty herd of people waiting on Street cornerswith
nothing very positiveinmind, in aveldt of concrete bunkers housing businessesthat will swallow
countless hollow liveswithout ever being quoted on NASDAQ. Gradudly the change to resdentia
sreets, and then into Venice. From the outside, on theright streets, Venice can look likeit'strying to
claw itsdf back upmarket. Some of the property is expensive, in acrappy Internationa style. Every now
and then you'll see atattered piece of 1950s signage, something exuberant that harks back to flash bulbs
and frozen glamour. Most have been torn down now, replaced by brutal information boards stamped out
in Helvetica, the officid typeface of purgatory. Helveticaisn't designed to make you fed anything good,
to promise adventure or gladden the heart. Helveticaisfor telling you that profits are down, that the
photocopier needs servicing and by the way, you've been fired. Finadly, SantaMonica. Nicer houses,
small offices, placesto get Japanese food and the London Times. The sea, with apier that wasbornin
sepia but knows those days are over. The Palisades up above, busy Ocean Avenue, then thefirst line of
hotels and restaurants. The sense, from somewhere, that this suburb had once been atown. Perhapsit's
the seathat makesit fed that way, that gives an impression that this community is herefor areason. In
placesit fill is, dill fedsasif it hasardationship to its environment that goes beyond smply having
flattened it. Stores and cafes and places to be, placesto walk into and to buy from. Y ou could live there
and understand where you were, as the Becker family had until recently. It'snot ared place, but then so



little of Los Angelesisredl, and the partsthat are red are the places you don't want to be. Red isfor
people with guns and hangovers. Redl iswhat you want to avoid. LA bdievesitsdf full of magic, and
sometimes can even fed that way, but much of thisisamutualy agreed upon deight of hand. Y ou can
stand in one place and believe that one day you'll be amovie star — stand somewhere dse, and you'll
believe that you'll soon be dead. Y ou know that what you seeisatrick, but still you want to believe. Y ou
can buy mapsthat tell you where the starslive, but not where to stand to become one: dl youcandois
walk thelots and prop up the bars, hoping that luck will comefind you. LA isacity that has taken Fate
to its heart, has bought her many drinks and scribbled her phone number down after long evenings
making eyes: but to call Fate aharsh mistressis giving her the benefit of very many doubts. Fateis more
likeamaevolent little starlet on adownhill cocaine dide, doing adightly good deed once aweek just in
case someone important is watching. Fate doesn't dways have your best interestsin mind. Fate just
doesn't give ashit.

'Good to be back? Nina asked. Zandt grunted.

The cab dropped him at The Fountain, aten-storey tower of faded yellow stucco on Ocean, standing
between the junctions where Wilshire and Santa Monica ddliver people to the sea. The building has an
Art Deco mien that makesit look alittle classer than it is. Originaly expensive gpartments, it spent a
while as ahotd before being converted back to short-term rentals again. The pool around the back was
filled in, creating alarge and somehow pointless seating areathat is seldom used: despitethe lanai, the
plants, and the shaded chairs, it's too obvious that something's missing. The lobby was familiar to Zandt
from a homicide he had worked back in 1993: a minor European actor and ayoung prostitute, aroleplay
that got out of hand. The actor waked, of course. Zandt couldn't remember which room it had been. It
certainly wasn't the suite he was given, which was large and well-furnished and had agood view of the
sea. He dropped hisbag in the living area, looked quietly around at the kitchenette. Empty cupboards,
very little dust. He wasn't hungry, and found it hard to imagine cooking anything. The Fountain didn't have
abar or restaurant or room service. It wasn't adestination, which iswhy he had chosen it asaplaceto
dtay. That, and its position.

He left the suite and went back down in the devator, stood outside the building for awhile. Ninahad
been taken off in the cab, and they were due to meet |late the next morning. She'd aready caled the
Bureau's Westwood branch from the plane, and previoudy from Pimonta, but presumably she had to
show her face in the office once in awhile. Something made him wait amoment, however, watching the
cars parked along the street. He wouldn't put it past Ninato have gone round the block, then come back
to watch what he did. Not because he was any kind of expert. Just so she knew. Ninaliked knowing
things

After five minutes he walked along to the corner, hung aright onto Arizona, and walked the couple of
blocksto 3rd Street Promenade. Arizona Avenue was the street on which Michagl Becker had dropped
his daughter the night she had disappeared.

He turned left and walked up the west side of the Promenade, heading up to the end where Sarah
Becker had last been seen. It was coming up for eleven, much later than the time the girl had been
abducted. Virtudly dl of the storeswere shut. The street performers and musicians had long packed up
for the night, even the Frank Sinatraimpersonator who put in longer hours than most. That didn't matter.
Without the presence of the abductor and the victim, the circumstances areirreproducible.

He kept half an eye on the other people walking up and down. Killers often come back, especidly
those for whom murder is something more than amomentary expedience. They revisit and rewind so they
can watch the memory one more time. He didn't expect to notice anyonein particular, but he kept watch
anyway. When he passed the side street Nina had mentioned in her description, the place where acar
had been seen parked illegally, he stood and looked down it for awhile. Not trying to see anything. Just
being there.

'Waiting for someone?



Zandt turned to see ayoung man, dim and pretty. Mid-teens, eighteen at the most. 'No," he said.
Theboy smiled. 'Y ou sure? | think you are. | wonder if you're waiting for me.'

I'mnot,’ Zandt said. '‘But someone will be. Not tonight, not here, but somewhere along theline!'
The smile faded. 'Y ou a cop?

'No. Just telling you theway it is. Go find yourself adate someplace light.’

He went into Starbucks and bought a coffee. He got it to go and went back out to it on the bench
from which Sarah had been abducted. The boy had gone.

Y ou might think that such an event would |leave aresonance. It doesn't. The human mind is organized
to recognize faces. Its understanding of space is more tenuous. With appearance, it's smple: the more
people who know your face, the more famous you are. We don't have to search for credentials. You're
not a stranger, but instead part of our extended family: strong brothers and pretty sisters, kind parents,
fakereativesto help usforget that our socid groups have contracted down to nothing. With places, it'sa
case of knowing what events this space has played a stage to. But when that's stripped aside, when
you've sat for long enough, you don't feel anything at al. Y ou go back to the place asit was before
anything happened there, to the way it was on that night. Thisis as near as you can cometo going back in
time, to before, to being able to hold aknife asit was when it came from the kitchen drawer, before it
had been dicked with blood; when potential wasdl it had.

He sat on the bench until it wasjust any place, and then he sat there some more.

——O>——O>——O>—

In histime as ahomicide detective, Zandt had dealt with an unusua number of serid killers. Asarule
such matters are handled by the FBI. They have the Behaviord Sciencelab in Quantico, their Profiling
Procedures, the Jodie Fosters and David Duchovnyswith the suits and neat haircuts. Like the killers
themselves, the Feds seem acut above the usud. But in eight years Zandt, alowly morta, ahomicide
cop, had found himsdlf involved in severd setsof killingsthat had eventudly turned out to be the
handiwork of someone who might be termed a serid killer. Two of those men had been apprehended,
and Zandt had played asignificant role in both cases. He had afed for it, and thiswas recognized. The
first case concerned aman from Venice Beach respons ble for the murder of four elderly women, and
Zandt's involvement had been accidental. On the second investigation he was working from the start with
the FBI, which ishow he had met Nina Baynam.

Over the summer of 1995 the remains of four young black boys were found haf-buried in different
aress of the city. The method of dismemberment, along with the leaving of a videotape with each victim,
was enough to declare the killings the work of the same person. Each of the victims had been abducted
from junk zips, and three were dready acquainted with drugs and street progtitution. Thefirst two deaths
werelargely ignored by the genera population, dismissed as part of society'stida culling of the
underclass. It was only with repetition that the murders began to fight their way up out of random noise
into tory. The videotapes left with the bodies contained between one and two hours of roughly edited
camcorder footage that made it clear how unpleasant the victims last days had been. Each tape had a
cover that featured a picture of the boy, his name, and the word 'Showred!'.

The papers dubbed the killer "The Casting Agent', which everyone agreed was very droll. Everyone
gpart from the parents, that is, but astheir grief was embarrassing evidence of the underlying redlity of
these theatrical events, it was ignored except when required to hype public interest. The relatives were
merely the audience to these deeds, not actors, and it's the actor we like best. Someone we can get to
know, aface back-lit through the papers and television. We want apersondity. A star.

Zandt worked the case of thefirst boy, and after the second victim the FBI became involved. Nina



was ayoung agent with experience, having worked along bad case in Texas and Louisanathe year
before. Between them, through a combination of Zandt'sintuition and legwork, Ninas andysis of the
placings of the bodies, and abreak relating to the fact that the perpetrator had registered the camcorder
used to make the videos, the killer was found. He was a thirty-one-year-old white male, employed asa
graphic designer on the fringes of the music video industry, previoudy achild extrain long-forgotten
movies. In aseries of interviews with Zandt he admitted the crimes, providing corollary information and
revealing the whereabouts of histalismans, the right hand of each of the victims— which had been
squeezed into jars previoudy holding the product of a prominent instant coffee manufacturer. He
eventudly led the police to the bodies of two earlier victims, experimentsin killing during which he had
developed his technique. He placed the blame for his behaviour on having been molested on set asa
child, an dlegation which fit nicdy with the public's desire for abeginning and amiddle for every tde. The
truth of the claim proved impossible to establish, and the end of the story was provided when the killer
was diced across the throat with a sharpened spoon by another inmate while awaiting trial. The food
chain hasvictims at both ends. even rapists and murderers need someone to look down on, and kid
killerswill do nicely. Ultimately The Casting Agent's story became immorta and endless, celebrated in
one moderately successful hack book and innumerable Web sites. A piece of buggy video editing
shareware caled CastingAgent enjoyed a brief notoriety, asdid astorein Atlanta that offered acouch, in
adeep splotchy red, which it called The Casting Couch.

Theinvestigation lasted thirteen weeks. For the last eight of those, John and Ninawere deeping with
each other. The affair ended soon after the gpprehension of the suspect. Nina had done much of theinitial
encouragement. Then she stopped doing so, and it came to an end. Zandt never spoke of it to hiswife,
with whom he had arelationship that wasin generd cordid and successful, but that had been going
through an arid patch. He wanted to lose neither her nor their daughter, and was largely relieved when
the affair ended.

He and Ninamet occasiondly for lunch over the next five years, while Zandt worked the usuad date
of gang dayings, family feuds, and bullet-holed John Does found in dleyways gasping like landed fish and
pronounced DOA to genera apathy. Some he solved; some he didn't. So it goes. Ninaworked a
well-publicized double murder in Y ellowstone, a series of disappearances upstate and one morein
Oregon, dl of which remained unsolved and ongoing. Out in the redl world, beyond the curtain of desth
and misdemeanour that law enforcers live behind, business continued as usua. Bosniaimploded; the
President got in trouble with his cigars; we discovered the joys of email and Frasier, of PlayStations and
Sheryl Crow.

Then, on December 12th 1999, ateenage girl disappeared in Los Angeles. Josie Ferris, age sixteen,
had been celebrating afriend's birthday over aburger at the Hard Rock Cafe on Beverly Boulevard. At
9.45 p.m., having said goodbye on the pavement outside the restaurant, she walked alone down toward
MaMaison. She was intending to catch a cab from outside the hotel. Beverly Boulevard is not aback
road or an dley. It isawide and well-travelled street, and on this evening both the forecourt of the hotel
and thefoyer of the Beverly Center Mall opposite were busy. Nonethel ess, somewhere dong that
three-hundred-yard stretch, she vanished.

Josi€'sfailureto return home was reported to the police by 12.50 am. On receiving what they
considered to be aresponse of insufficient dacrity, her parentsturned up in person tofill out the forms.
Mr and Mrs Ferris were possessed of forceful demeanours, and the police were soon taking the incident
more serioudy, at least while the parents were within earshot. Sadly this made no difference. Their
daughter was never seen dive again.

Two days later asweater was left outside their house. The name Josie had been stitched into the
front, using what was subsequently demonstrated to be the girl's own hair. The swester had been a
sxteenth birthday present from the girl's best friend, who had sewn the letters 'FFE' onto the deeve:
Friends For Ever. They had been. Eternity had merely turned out to be short. There was no demand for
money with the garment. The police started taking the Situation very serioudy indeed, regardless of who



was around to overhear. A task force was set up, coordinated through the FBI'slocal SAC, Charles
Monroe. The news of the garment's ddlivery was eventually released to the press, but not the way in
which it had been dtered. A month later, no headway of any kind had been madein tracing the missing
teenager.

In late January and early March of 2000, two other girlswent missing. Elyse LeBlanc and Annette
Mattison failed to return from the cinema and afriend's house respectively. Both resembled Josie Ferris
intrivid ways— they were of asmilar age (fifteen and sixteen) and woretheir hair long. The LeBlancs
and Mattisons were comfortably well-off, and their daughters were attractive and of above-average
intelligence. Thiswas not enough to suggest afirm link between the three disappearances, occurring as
they did in widdly spread parts of the city.

Thearriva of two more sweaters was, however. Again, they were delivered to the family homes, in
broad daylight, and again they featured the girl's name embroidered on the front with their own hair. No
further communication was received. The seriousness of the Situation led the FBI to keep the second and
third disappearances quiet. Most serid kidnappers sought to hide the fact of their abductions. The
selection of girls whose absence would be spotted immediately, and the further highlighting of the event
through the ddlivery of the parcels, suggested they were dedling with an unusud individua. One who
wanted attention right now.

They denied himit.

A week after the disappearance of Annette Mattison, the clothed body of ayoung woman was found
by picnickersin Griffith Park. Though bald, badly burned and deteriorated through the activities of local
wildlife, the body was quickly identified through recent denta work and adistinctive piece of jewelery. It
was Elyse LeBlanc. It was estimated that she had been dead for gpproximately haf of the period since
her abduction, though only recently moved to the location at which she was found. She was discovered
to have suffered a number of minor head traumas prior to death, though none had led to her demise.
Although the body wasimmediately forwarded to the federa-lab in Washington, no physical evidence of
the killer was gained from her clothes or remains. A search of the remainder of the park by locd police
and the FBI evidence team from Sacramento failed to discover either Josie Ferriss or Annette Mattison's

body in whole or in part.

The press embargo was dropped. A call for witnesses garnered nothing more than the usua hoaxes,
lunatics, and misinformation. Parents arranged for their teenage daughtersto travel in groups.

Josi€'s body turned up ten dayslater. It wasfound lying in bushes by the side of aroad in Laurel
Canyon, inasmilar stateto that of the LeBlanc girl. Unlike the previous victim, there was evidence of a
period of gross sexua abuse.

By then thekiller had anickname. The mediacalled him The Delivery Boy. This had been suggested
unofficidly by Specid Agent Monroe, who bdlieved that by minimizing himin thisway, reducing his status
by using the word 'boy’, some kind of investigative advantage might be gained. That someone who had
managed to snatch three bright and worldly young women from busy streets, murder them, and dump
their bodiesin public places, dl without being seen or leaving asingle piece of evidence, would be
somehow thrown by thistaunt.

That he might get dl offended, and just go right to pieces.

——O>——O>——O>—

Nina had disagreed. For this and other reasons she had been discussng the case with John Zandt,
despite the fact that he was not involved in the officid investigation. They'd worked together well on The
Casting Agent case. She wanted to know what he thought.



Zandt proffered hisviews, but without much enthusiasm. Ninaworked these cases with an intensity
and zed that he found he could no longer match. His marriage was back on firm ground, and his daughter
had grown, transforming from a child into a young person, consolidating their family. She had her
mother's hair, arich, amost auburn, dark brown — but her father's eyes, brown flecked with green. She
played music too loud her room was a mess and she spent too long on the Net and smelled of cigarette
smoke every now and then. There were arguments. But she went grocery shopping with her mother,
even thought it was super-boring, because she knew Jennifer enjoyed having her aong. She would mainly
listen to her father when he talked, and tifle any yawn that came. Her parents didn't know she had
smoked dope on severd occasions, tried coke, and once stolen apair of quite expensive earrings. If they
had, they'd have grounded her ass to kingdom come but otherwise wouldn't have been too worried. All
of thiswas within the acceptable range of errant behaviour in her place and time.

Asmuch as anything, Zandt had smply grown alittle older, and wanted to spend no longer than
necessary thinking about the dark things the world could bring into being. He got on with hisjob, and
then he went home and got on with hislife. After two earlier investigationsinto the deeds of multiple
murderers, hed lost interest in the workings of their minds. It was something you could only take so much
of before you started feeling sck insde.

Once you got behind the glamour of their celebrity, Zandt knew that serid killers were not the way
they were portrayed in the movies: charming geniuses, dick with evil, charismatic crusaders of abloody
art. They were more like drunkards or the dightly mad. Impossible to talk to, or to get sense out of,
sedled off from the world behind aviewpoint that could never be expressed or made accessible to those
who lived outside it. They camein al shapes, sizes, and types. Some were monstrous, otherswerefairly
decent individuas— aside, that is, from the propensity to kill other people and ruin the lives of those
who had loved them. Jeffrey Dahmer had initialy made every effort not to yield to urgesthat he knew
placed hisdesreswdll outside normal life. Hefailed, big-time. He did not ask for clemency when caught,
did not play games with the police, did nothing except admit his guilt and express sorrow at what he had
done. Within the confines of being amurderous sociopath, he behaved aswell ashe could. The fact
remained that he had ended the lives of at least Sxteen young men in circumstances dmost too
horrendousto believe.

Other killers basked in their notoriety, bartered for publicity or privileges through manipulation of the
mediaand police, toying with the grief of the people from whom they had amputated something
irreplacegble. They revelled in what they had done, in their rich secrets. They devoured the newspaper
coverage of thelr trids, profoundly content that they had finally achieved the attention they had dwaysfelt
they deserved. Thisdid not necessarily make them worse. It Smply made them different. Ted Bundy. The
Cadting Agent. John Wayne Gacy. Philippe Gomez. The Y orkshire Ripper. Andrel Chikatilo. Some were
better looking, some were more efficient; some intelligent, some border-line or even demongtrably
subnormal. Some came across like regular guys, others you would have thought could have been spotted
as wackos from across a busy street. None were specid humans or touched with evil except in the most
superficia sense. All were smply men with acraving to take the lives of other people, to augment their
sexua experience with the torture and degradation of others. They were not demons. They werejust men
— and women, very occasionaly — who did unacceptable things, as afactor of neurotic obsession. It
was not abinary of good or evil, but a spectrum aso inhabited by people who had to check their locks
ten times at night, or who could not rest until the kitchen wastidy after each medl. Serid killers were not
chillingin and of themselves. The chill wasintheredization that it is possble to be human without feding
as other humans do. Zandt knew the factorsthat could produce aserid killer. A violent and domineering
mother, an abusive or weak father. Early and conflictive sexud experience, especidly with parents,
sblings, or animas. Being anative of America, the former Soviet Union, or Germany, aress that produce
multiple murderers out of al proportion to their populations. Exposure to dead bodies a aformative age.
Head injuries, or juvenile heavy metd poisoning — the dements, not the music. A trigger event,
something that caused the potentid to be actualized. None were necessary or sufficient conditions,



merely part of asyndrome that sometimes provided a soil dark enough to yield asickly flower of urges:
an anxious, neurotic and violent individua who could not live as others did. The shadow in our streets.
The bogeyman.

He'd seen enough of them. He didn't want to know any more. In his private thoughts, he dways
referred to The Casting Agent asjust that: The Casting Agent. He went to some trouble not to think of
him by hisreal name, but to assign to him the same cartoonish unredlity that the killer had evidently
believed hisvictimsto possess. If he had been unableto credit the Sx young boys with the dignity of thelr
individudity, then Zandt fdlt it was the least he could do to consign The Casting Agent to the same fate.

In the meantime he worked the usua drug-, love-, and profit-related murders. He drank with
colleagues, listened to Ninatak about her attempts to connect Josie Ferris, Elyse LeBlanc, and Annette
Mattison's disappearances. He had dinner with hiswife, drove his daughter places, went to the gym.

On May 15th 2000, Karen Zandt left school at the end of the day. She didn't come home.

At first her parents assumed the best. Then the worst. A sweater was ddlivered three endless weeks
later.

Zandt called Nina. She arrived very quickly with two colleagues. The parcel was unwrapped. This
time there was no name embroidered on the sweater inside, and it was not Karen's sweater. Hers had
been peach in colour; this was black.

There was anote tucked into it, laser-printed in Courier on a paper stock used in offices and homes
across the country.

Mr Zandt,

A 'ddlivery'. Youll haveto wait for therest.

| have seen thy affliction and the work of thine hands, and rebuked thee,
The Upright Man

—— O O>—O>—

A month after that, the body of Annette Mattison was found in a canyon in the Hollywood Hills. Same
condition as Elyse LeBlanc, same lack of forensic evidence. No other girls were abducted, at least none
whose disappearance was subsequently marked by the delivery of agarment. No other bodies were ever
found.

——O>——O>——O>—

After two hours the Promenade was nearly deserted. Barnes and Noble and Starbucks were shut.
People shuffled past the bench periodicaly, winos on their way to the Palisades for the night, pulling neat
little trolleys with their belongings. They saw aman who sat with hishands lying open by hissides, eyes
staring straight down the street. No one pulled over to ask for money. They steered clear.

Eventualy Zandt stood up and dropped his empty cup in the trash. He redlized that he could have
goneinto the bookstore and established what points within it could have given The Upright Man a
vantage from which to watch for Sarah Becker. Though there was no physica evidencefor this, Zandt
believed he staked out his victims carefully before striking. A few didn't, most did. It could have been that
Karen had been apecid case; The Upright Man making apoint. Zandt didn't think so. The girlswere



too smilar, the disappearances too immaculately wrought.

Barnes and Noble could wait, possibly for ever. He had alowed Ninato convince him to come back.
He had wanted to believe that thistimeit would be different, that he would be able to do more than run
around the city, chasing histail, shouting in the night, never finding the man who had taken his daughter
from him. Who had taken Zandt's life in the palm of his hidden, rabid hand, and crushed it to desth.
Tonight he didn't believe it any more.

He walked back to The Fountain, picking up afew groceries on the way. The lobby of the apartment
building was empty, with nobody behind the desk. There was no Muzak, and little reason to believe that
there was anyone apart from him insde. The elevator ascended dowly and fitfully, Ietting him know that
itswasadifficult task.

While he waited for water to boil he stood and watched the television, as CNN did its best to reduce
the world's complexity to bullet points abusinessman could parrot over lunch. After afew minutesit cut
back to abreaking story. A middle-aged man had walked down the high street of asmal townin
England, late in the morning. He'd had arrifle, with which he'd killed eight adults and wounded fourteen
others.

Nobody knew why.
9

| was Sitting in the passenger sest of my car with the door open. It wasjust after eight in the morning. |
had alatte in one hand, and a cigarette in the other. My eyeswere wide and dry and | was aready
regretting the cigarette. | used to smoke. | smoked alot, for along time. Then | gaveit up. But during the
night, which | had spent driving dowly and amlessy down unlit roads asif trying to find the exit from an
endless system of tunnels, I'd come to believe that smoking was the only thing that was going to help.
Once you've smoked for awhile, there are Stuations where you're dways going to fed something's
missing if you don't have atube of burning leavesin your hand. Without acigarette you fed friendlessand
cludessand done.

| was parked on the main street of Red Lodge, asmd| town maybe ahundred and twenty miles
southeast of Dyersburg. | was Sitting in the car because the shop where I'd bought the coffee— a
spick-and-gpan little place where the staff wore gprons and dimply little smiles— was adamant in its
resistance to the tobacco arts. The quality of coffee a place sellsthese daysisin inverse proportion to the
likelihood of them letting you have a cigarette while you're drinking it. The latte was extremely good: they
had smokers heads stuffed and hung on thewall. I'd bad-temperedly taken my coffeeto go, and
watched through the windshield as Red L odge gradualy cameto life. People walked to and fro, opened
up little stores selling stuff you buy to prove you've been on vacation. Some guys arrived with pots of
paint and started making a house on the other sde of the street ook more lovely. A few tourists
appeared, bundled up in ski wear to the point where they were amost spherical.

| got halfway through a second cigarette, winced, and threw it outside on the ground. It wasn't
helping. It wasjust something to fed guilty about. Plus| gather it's bad for you. Knowing that my
willpower is about as weak asthe light from the farthest star on acloudy night, I grabbed the pack off the
dash and tossed it toward a trashcan, which was nailed to a nearby pole and emblazoned with
wholesome civic dogans. The pack went in without even touching the rim. No one wasthereto seeit.
They never are. It must be weird, being aprofessiona basketball player. People are there to see it when
you get them in.

——O>——O>——O>—

| hadn't checked out of the hotel. I'd just taken the video out of the machine and | eft the room. | was



probably thinking of going to the bar, but thistime even my withered sense of propriety had deemed this
an ingppropriate response. Instead 1'd found myself walking outside to the car, getting in, and driving
away. | drove dowly around Dyersburg, twice crossing the place where my parents car had been
totalled. The video sat on the passenger seat beside me. The second time | went over the crossing |
glanced at it, asif thiswould help in someway. It didn't, and only made me shiver, afrigid little spasm too
small for anyonedseto see.

After awhile| achieved escape velocity and left town. | wasn't working from the map, merely
following the roads and making turnswhen it occurred to meto do so.

| eventuadly found my way onto | 90 as the sky was beginning to lighten. | redlized | needed coffee, or
something, and took the turn that led me to Red L odge at about the time things were beginning to open

up.
| felt hollow and light-headed. Hungry, perhaps, though it was difficult to tell. My mind was worn
smooth, asif it had thrashed for too long and too hard in the wrong gear.

There was no question that it was my parentsin the oldest two passages on the tape. There seemed
little reason to doubt that it had been my father holding the camerain the first, most recent, section. The
three scenes, either individualy or together, were evidently supposed to convey meaning. Why else put
them on the tape? | found it difficult to even think about the last scene, the onein which it appeared that a
child had been abandoned on acity street. My first overwhel ming sense, that the child was an unknown
sbling of the same age, was till my holding position. Everything about my mother's body language, and
the way we'd been dressed, had implied it. Either the child was my twin, or they wanted meto believe
that this had been the case. The latter seemed ridiculous. But was| redly to credit that | once had asister
or brother, and that he or she had been abandoned somewhere? That we, asafamily, had travelled away
from home— apoint | believed to have been ddiberately made through the snippet of atrain journey at
the beginning of the scene and | ft the child somewhere? And that my father had filmed the scene? There
could only have been one reason for this: an awareness that one day they might want me to know what
had happened, and aredization that nothing short of film would convince me. | had rerun the segment in
my mind throughout the night, trying to read it differently. | couldn't and in the end what stuck with me
most was the matter-of-factness of the event. They had looked for the right place to leave the child,
rgjecting one, and then moving alittle further up the street. They had chosen somewhere that looked
well-populated, where the businesses and homes on the other side of the street suggested that the child
would not remain unnoticed for long. Somehow this made it worse, not better. It made it seem more
considered, more deliberate, more redl. They hadn't been killing the child. Just getting rid of it. They'd
planned how they'd do it, and then gone ahead and doneit.

The middle scene was less extraordinary. Once you got past the strangeness of the glimpseit yielded
into the pasts of people | now redlized | had never redlly understood, for the most part it recorded what
was merely asocid evening. | hadn't recognized any of the other peoplein the film, but that wasn't
surprising. Y our group of friends aters asyou get older. Y ou change, you move. People who once
seemed indispensable gradually becomefirgt less crucial and then merely names on a Christmas-card list.
Finaly oneyear you grumpily observe that you haven't seen such and such in over adecade, the cards
stop, and the friendship is severed except in memory, afew catchphrases and a handful of half-forgotten
shared experiences. It lies dormant until the very end, when you wish that you had kept in touch, if for no
other reason than it would just be nice to hear a voice whose owner knew you when you were young,
who understands that your coffin-ready wilt isajoke of recent vintage and not everything you have ever
been.

The kicker was the way they had addressed the camera. The thingsthey had said. Asif they'd known
or believed that I'd watch it someday. If I'd been in their position, I'd have striven for aperkier tone. 'Hi,
son, how're you doing? Love from us, way back when." My mother hadn't sounded thisway at dl. Shed
sounded sad, resigned. The last line of my father's chimed most sharply in my head: '| wonder what



you've become." What kind of thing was that to say, when the person you were talking to was only five
or six yearsold, and deegping at the time in the same room? This seemed to fit in some way with the
closing down of UnRedlty: aprofound distrust of someone who wastheir son. I'm not especidly proud of
my life, but regardless of what | may or may not have become, | have not yet abandoned a baby on a
city street, and filmed the event for posterity.

I had no memory of my father ever owning or usng ahome movie camera. | certainly had no
recollection of watching such films. Why bother filming your family if you're not going to al St around
some evening and watch, laughing a hairstyles and clothes and pointing out how much everyone has
grown in height or waist Sze? If held once been someone who filmed such things, why did he stop?
Wherewerethefilms?

Which left only thefirst scene, the one shot on video, much more recently. Because of its very brevity
and lack of identifiable meaning, thiswas the segment that seemed to provide the key. When my father
had edited together thislittle bombshdl, he must have tacked this non-event on the front for areason.
He'd said something at the end, the short phrase that the wind had obscured. | needed to know what it
said. Maybe it would be away into understanding the tape's purpose. Maybe not. But at least | would
then have dl of the evidence.

| shut the car door and got out my phone. | needed help, and so | called Bobby.

—— O —O>—O>—

Five hourslater | was back a my hotel. In the meantime I'd been to Billings, one of Montanasfew stabs
at adecent-sized town. In accordance with advice, and contrary to my expectations, it had proved to
have a copy shop where | could do what | required. Asaresult | had anew DVD-ROM in my pocket.

As| walked through the lobby | remembered that 1'd only booked for a couple of days after the
funerd, and stopped by the desk to extend. The girl nodded absently, not taking her eyes off atelevison
tuned to aglobal news channd. The newscaster was rehashing the scant details that had so far emerged
inthe masskilling in England, which I'd heard about on the radio on the way out to Billings. It didn't seem
like they'd found out anything new. They were repesting the same stuff over and over, like aritud,
breathing it into myth. The guy had barricaded himself somewhere for acouple hours, then killed himsdif.
Probably at this very moment his house was being torn apart by the cops, trying to find some explanation,
somebody or something to blame.

Terriblething,' | said, mainly to check if | had genuindly caught the receptionist's attention. Hospitdity
boards in the lobby indicated that the hotel would be hosting a comprehensive date of corporate
brainstorms and deep-thinks over the rest of the week, and | didn't want to suddenly find myself without
aroom.

She didn't respond immediately, and | was abouit to try again when | noticed that she was crying. Her
eyeswerefull, and one tear had escaped to run nearly invisibly down one cheek.

'‘Areyou okay? | asked, surprised.

She turned her head toward me asif dreaming, nodded dowly. 'Extratwo days. Room 304. That's
fing gr.'

'Great. Areyou dl right?

She quickly wiped the back of one hand across her cheek. 'Oh, yes,' shesaid. 'It'sjust sad.'

Then she turned back to thetelevison again.

| watched her as| stood in the elevator, waiting for the doors to close. The lobby was deserted. She
was gtill staring at the screen, motionless, asif looking out of awindow. She couldn't have been more



caught up in this event — which had taken place thousands of miles away in acountry she'd probably
never even visted — if shed logt arelative of her owninit. | wish | could say that it exacted the same
degree of unthinking empathy from me, but it didn't. It wasn't that | didn't care, morethat | couldn't get
the fedling to sink to my heart out of my head. It wasn't like the World Trade Center, something vile and
astonishing within our own borders, happening to people who'd saved coins of the same currency in their
piggybanks when they were children. | knew intellectudly that shouldn't make adifference, but it ssemed
to. | didn't know these people.

When | wasinsde my room | got my laptop out of the wardrobe, put it down on the table, and fired
her up. While | waited, | got the DVD-ROM out of my pocket. My father's videotape was hidden in the
tyrewell of therental car. What | had on the disk was adigitized verson of it. When the PowerBook had
gone through its wakeup routine— a shower, durp of coffee, quick read of the newspaper, whatever the
hell elseitisthat takesit solong— | stuck the cartridgein the dot in the Sde. It appeared asadisk on
the desktop. The video had been saved onto it asfour very large MPEG files. It had been too long to
digitize at full resolution and il fit on onedisk: o, whilel was at one of the workgtationsin the Billings
copy shop with no one hovering over me, | ripped thefirst and last sections down at high resolution,
together with the portion of the middle section that had taken place at my parents house. The long
section inthe bar I'd laid down at alower framerate. It still took awhile. The whole shebang barely fit on
the eighteen-gig disk.

First | tried using CastingAgent, an old piece of editing shareware that isbuggy as shit but sometimes
lets you do things other software wontt. It crashed so conclusively | had to hard boot the computer. So
then | reverted to standard stuff, and got the movie playing on the screen.

| spooled forward to the end of the first section, the one taken somewhere up in the mountains, and
took aclipping of thelast ten seconds. | saved thisto the hard disk. Then | used MPEGSplit to axe out
the video portion of thefile, leaving mewith just the audio track. | knew what the picture showed: a
group of people wearing black coats, standing in aloose group. What | wanted to know was what had
been said by the cameraman.

| saved thefile, swapped out of the video software, and launched a professiona battery of
sound-processing applications— SoundStage, SFXIab, AudioMédt Pro. For the next half-hour |
jiggered the track, trying different filters to see what they brought up. Increasing the amplitude just made
it sound worse, but louder; scattershot down-sampling and noise reduction made it muddier. The best |
could tell wasthat it wastwo or three words.

So then | got serious, and took another audio clip from the section of the tape just before the
dialogue. | analysed the frequencies of the background wind, then set up a band-passfilter. | ranthison
the other section of the tape, and it started to sound clearer. A little more refining and dowly the noises
began to codlesceinto words. Un craunen? Vren ouwnen? When I'd doneall | could, | got some
headphones out of the laptop bag and put them on. | set the track to loop and closed my eyes.

After about forty timesthrough | got it. The Straw Men.'

| stopped the loop; took the headphones off. | was pretty sure that wasit. The Straw Men. Problem
was, it was meaningless. Sounded like an indie rock band — though | doubted that the people on the
tape had earned aliving through under-produced caterwauling. The members of bands don't live together
in ski resorts. They build themsalves mock-Tudor mansions on opposite Sides of the planet, and only
meet up when they're being paid. All I'd done was add another layer of inexplicability to what was
captured on the tape. | watched the video again, running it off the DVD just in case the different format
helped me to notice something new. Nothing struck me.

| sat inthe chair for awhile, staring into space, feding the night catching up with me. Every now and
then | heard the sound of someone walking past my door in the corridor, and from outside came the
occasiona swish of cars or floating fragments of distant conversations between people | didn't know and
would never meet. None of this meant anything to me either.



——O>——O>—O>—

At just after sx my cell phone rang, jerking me out of half-deep. | picked it up blearily.

'Yo,' said avoice. In the background there was the sound of other voices, and muffled music. 'Ward,
it's Bobby.'

'My man," | said, rubbing my eyes. Thanksfor thetip. Placein Billingsworked out just fine.'

'Cool," he said. 'But that's not why I'm calling. I'm in some place, what the fuck, the Sacagawea |
think it's called. Kind of abar thing. Kind of. On the big main street. Huge-ass great sign.’

Suddenly | was awake. 'Y ou'rein Dyersburg?
‘Suream. Flew in.'
'‘Why the hdll did you do that?

'Well, thing is, after you caled, | waskind of bored. Picked up on something you sad, did alittle
poking around.’

'Poking around in what?

‘Some stuff. Ward, get your butt down here. Got a beer sitting waiting for you. | got something to tell,
my friend, and I'm not doing it over the phone.'

'Why? | was dready packing up the computer.
'‘Becauseit's going to freak you out.'
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The Sacagaweais alarge motel on the main drag. It has a huge multicoloured neon sign that can be seen
from about half amilein either direction, drawing the unwary like amagnet. I'd stayed there for about ten
minutes once, thefirg time I'd cometo visit my parents. The room | was given was a museum-standard
tableau of cheap '60s design and had carpets like an unloved dog. At first | thought this was kind of
funky, until 1 looked closer and realized it Smply hadn't been redecorated since around the time | was
born. On discovering there was no room service | checked the hell out again. | won't stay in ahotel
without room service. | just won't stand for it.

Thelobby was smdl and damp and smdlt strongly of chlorine, presumably because of thetiny
swimming poal in the next room. The wizened old twonk behind the reception desk directed me updtairs,
doing so without recourse to speech but with a curiouslook. When | got to the bar | could seewhy. It
wasn't humming with life. Therewas asarviceidand in the middle, alone waitress, and arank of archaic
dot machines over on the sde with equaly superannuated people placidly feeding coinsinto them. Asa
species, weredlly know how to live. A long bank of large windows at the front of the room gave aview
over the parking lot and the drizzle of traffic tootling up and down the Street. A few couples were dotted
around the room, talking loudly, asif in the hope this would goose the room into having something
approaching atmosphere. It wasn't working.

Sitting at atable up against the window was Bobby Nygard.
'What the fuck isthis Sacagawea shit? wasthefirst thing he said.

| sat down opposite. 'Sacagawea was the name of the Amerind maiden who hung with Lewisand
Clark. Helped them work deals with the locals, not get killed, that kind of thing. The expedition passed
by not far from here, on the way to the Bitterroot Mountains.’

"Thank you, professor. But are you alowed to say 'maiden’ these days? Isn't it kind of sexist or
something?



'Probably,’ | said. 'And you know what? | don't give ashit. It's better than 'squaw' anyhow.'

'Isit, though? Maybe not. Maybeit'slike 'nigger'. Assumed as a badge of pride. Absorption of the
terms of the oppressor.’

'‘Bethat asit may, Bobby. It's good to see you.'

He winked, and we touched glasses. Bobby |ooked pretty much the same as he ever had, though |
hadn't met him face-to-face in two years. A little shorter than me, alittle broader. Cropped hair, aface
that aways seemed dightly flushed, and the genera air of someone you could take a basebal|l bat to
without him being overly bothered. Used to bein the Forces, and sometimes ill seemsasif heis—
though not the kind of army you seein the news.

After wed taken adrink, Bobby set his glass back on the table and looked around the room. 'Kind
of ashithole, I'd say.'

'So why are you here?

'Fucking great Sgn outside. Got mein itstractor beam. Why? There abetter hotel in town?
'No, I mean why did you come to Dyersburg?

I'll cometo that. Meantime, how you doing? Sorry about your loss, man.’

Suddenly, maybe because | was sitting with someone | counted as afriend, the death of my parents
hit me again. Hit me hard, and unexpectedly, as | knew it probably would every now and then for the rest
of my life, regardless of what they had done. | started to say something, but didn't. | just felt too tired and
confused and sad. Bobby clinked his glass against mine once more, and we drank. He let asilence settle
for awhile, then changed the subject.

'So. What are you doing these days? Y ou never said.'
'Not much,' | said.
Heraised an eyebrow. 'Not much asin 'Don't ask'?

'No. Just nothing worth talking about. There may be ajob or two | haven't tried yet, but | doubt
they'll be much different. Seemsthat I'd dways rather be working something on the side, and employers
gill don't understand what akey role that isin amodern economy.'

Timidity and commercia short-sightedness,” he nodded, flagging for another couple beers. 'Ain't that
dwaystheway.'

After the waitress, who was young and depressed-looking, got us our drinks, we chatted for awhile.
That former employment | mentioned was with the CIA. | worked for them for nine years, whichishow |
met Bobby. We got along immediately. Mot of thetime | wasin the field, though by theend | was doing
alot of mediasurveillance. | left when the Agency introduced annud lie detector tests afew years back.
Lot of peopleleft the service then, indignant a theimplied distrust after they'd put themselves on theline
for their country. Me, | got out because I'd done somethings. Not terrible things, | should add. Just the
kind of thingsthey put you in prison for. The CIA may not be the world's most straightforward
organization, but they prefer their employeesto avoid actua feloniesmost of thetime. I'd used afew
contacts to make alittle money, bled alittle cash out from between the cracks. There were some
incidents. A guy got killed. That wasall.

Though he now lived in Arizona, Bobby till worked for the Company on and off, and wasin contact
with afew old mutud friends. Two of them were now working to infiltrate militiagroups, and hearing this
made me glad al over again that 1'd left the firm. That's not the kind of work you want to get into. Not if
you vaueyour life. One of these guys, a skinny nutcase caled Johnny Claire, was actudly living in one of
the groups, acollection of ineffectively sociaized gun fanatics holed up in aforest in Oklahoma. Better
him than me, though Johnny was weird enough to hold hisown in any company.

'Okay," Bobby said, when armed with another beer, ‘are you now going to explain how come you're



out herein the sticks and suddenly conceive of aneed to digitize some home-video footage?

'Maybe,' | said, admiring the way he was pumping me without revealing what was on hisown mind. A
trick of the trade, now evidently habitual. When we met he was spending alot of timein interrogation
rooms with citizens of Middle Eastern countries. They dl taked in the end. From that he'd Sidestepped
into survelllance. 'Not definitely. And certainly not until you finally reveal why you hopped on aplane
and flew across three states to buy me a beer.’

'Okay," he said. 'Okay. Let me ask you something first. Where were you born?
'‘Bobby
‘Just tell me, Ward''

"Y ou know where | was born. County Hospital, Hunter's Rock, California’ The place namerrolled off
my tongue as easily as my name would have done. It'son-e of thefirgt thingsyou learn.

‘Indeed. | remember you telling me. Y ou got al upset about the fact that nobody uses the apostrophe
in'Hunter's any more.'

It pissesme off.’

‘Right. It'sascandal. Now. When we spoke earlier today you told me about your folks, and you said
something about the video having something to do with your childhood. So there | am, when weve done
talking. I've got nothing to do. I'm surrounded by computers and I've surfed the Web al | can bear and
I've dready had my handjob for the day.’

‘Nicethought,' I said. 'I'm hoping that wasn't while you were on the phone to me!'

'Keep hoping,’ he said, with adly little smile. 'So | think, what the hey, maybe I'll poke around in
Wardslifealittle!

| stared at him, knowing that he was my friend and that thiswas okay, but ill feding like he'd
intruded.

I know, | know," he said, holding up a placating hand. 'l was bored, what can | tell you? I'm sorry.
So anyway, | get the computers buzzing and hit afew databases. | should say Straight away that | didn't
find anything | didn't know about aready. Held for questioning over afew matters over the years, blah,
released through lack of evidence. Plus awitness who recanted. And the one who disappeared. The
drug-dedling bust in the Big Applein 1985, quashed when you agreed to inform on a certain student
group a Columbia.’

They were assholes,' | said, defensively. 'Racist assholes. Plus one of them was degping with my
girlfriend.’

'‘Come on, man. Y ou aready told me about it and | don't give ashit either way. Y ou hadn't done that,
you wouldn't have wound up in the Agency and | wouldn't know you, which I'd regard as a bad thing.
Likel say, ether theré's nothing in thefilesthat | don't already know about, or you've got it hidden well.
Real wdll. Kind of like to know which, just asamatter of interest.’

'Not telling,' | said.'A guy's got to have some secrets.’

'Wél, Ward, you got them. I'll give you that much.'

'Meaning?

‘After an hour or so I'm kind of annoyed not to have turned anything up, so | come down to checking
stuff in Hunter's Rock — and | said that with an apostrophe. Got the street address of your parents
house, plus when they moved in and out. They took up residence there on July 9th 1956, which | believe

was aMonday. Paid their taxes, did their thing. Y our father earned awage at Golson Redlty, mother
worked part-timein astore. Little over adecade |ater you were born there. Right?

‘Right,’' | said, wondering where thiswas going. He shook his head.



"Wrong. The County Hospital in Hunter's Rock has no record of a Ward Hopkins having been born
on that date."

The world seemed to take alittle Sdestep. 'Excuse me?

"Thereisaso no such record at the Genera in Bonville, or a the James B. Nolan, or a any other
hospital within atwo-hundred-mileradius.’

Therewouldn't be. | was born in the County. In Hunter's!'
He shook hishead again, firmly. 'No, you werent.’
'‘Areyou sure?

'Not only am | sure, but | checked five years either Side, just in case you'd misled people on your age
for some reason, like vanity or not being able to count. No Ward Hopkins. No Hopkins

under any name. | don't know where you were born, my friend, but it sure as hell wasn't Hunter's
Rock or itsenvirons!'

| opened my mouth. Shut it again.

'Maybeit'sno big ded,' he said, and then looked at me shrewdly. '‘But has this got any bearing on
your digitizing needs?

—— O O>—O>—

'Pay it again, hesaid.
I honestly don't think | can bear to, Bobby.'

Helooked up at me. He was sitting in one of the hotel room's two chairs, hunched over my laptop.
I'd just played him the MPEGs, and strongly believed 1'd seen them enough times for one day. Perhaps
for onelifetime. Trust me. What you seethefirg timeisdl thereis!

'Okay. So play methe audiofile!
| reached across, navigated to the file and double-clicked it.

He listened to the filtered version afew times, then stopped it himsdlf. He nodded. 'Soundslike The
Straw Men' dl right. And you got no ideawhat that might mean?

‘Only in the sense of 'surrogat€, which doesn't seem to go anywhere. Y ou?

He reached for his glass. We werein possession of ahaf-bottle of Jack Danidl's by then. 'Only other
thing | can think of is straw purchases!’

I nodded, thought about it. He was referring to the process by which those who shouldn't be able to
buy guns— either through youth, previous convictions, or lack of alicence— are ableto get hold of
them. What you do is go in the gun store with afriend who has the requisite qualities. Y ou negotiate with
the dedler, find what you want. When the time comes to pay, then your friend — the straw purchaser —
isthe one who actualy hands over the cash, who makes the buy. Of course the dedler isn't supposed to
let this happen, when he knowsit's you who's going to wind up having the gun, but alot of them will. A
sdeisasde. Onceyou're out of his store, what does he care what you're going to do? Aslong asyou
don't go around and shoot his mother heisn't likely to give adamn. There are, of course, agreat many
honest and upstanding people who sdll guns. But there are dso many who fed in their heartsthat every
American, every man jack of usand thelittle ladies, too, should be equipped with afirearm at birth. Who
are a ease with the fact that these smdll, heavy pieces of machinery are asmple means by which to halt
someones life, who trust that guns are morally uninflected and that it's only their userswho have the
power to make them bad. Userswith black skins, mainly, or no-good white trash punks on drugs who
we don't servein thisgun store, no way.



'Y ou think that'sit?

'‘Seemsunlikely,” he admitted. "Though there's been athing about them in the last couple of years. The
Feds and afew cities have been trying to crack down, targeting dealers who are too blatant about |etting
people get away with it. Huge percentage of inner-city guns get onto the Streets that way, viaguyswho
buy in bulk and then sall them to corner boys. Couple of test cases pending, and | think one of them
actually went through ayear ago. Can't remember how it played. But either way | don't get how it relates
to your folks!'

'‘Nor me,' | agreed. 'Far as| know, my father never owned awespon. | don't remember him ever
coming down hard on the subject either way, but those in favour tend to have awell-stocked gun
cabinet. Plus| just don't seeit.’

'Y ou looked it up?

'Looked it up where? The Big Book of Short Sentences?

Herolled hiseyes. 'On the Net, of course!’

'Chrigt, no.' | liketheInternet. Really, | do. Any time | need a piece of crap shareware or | want to
find out the weather in Bogota or to look at a picture of awoman and amule, I'm thefirst guy to get the
modem humming. But as a source of information, it sucks. Y ou got abillion pieces of data, struggling to
be heard and seen and downloaded, and anything | want to know seemsto get trampled underfoot in the
crowd. Somehow, whenever I'm looking for something in particular, | get 404sright across the board.

"You'reafucking Luddite, Ward.' He was already plugging in the phone cable. | left himto get on
withit, wishing | hadn't thrown away the cigarettes earlier in the day.

Five minuteslater he shook hishead. 'l get nothing with the mgjor search sites, nothing with the minor
ones, nothing with abunch of speciadized Netcrawlers | happen to know about including some you need
robust security clearancefor.’

"That's the Web for you. The deaf and dumb oracle with amnesia’ | made no effort to sound like
hadn't told him so.

'Doesn't mean there's nothing there. It just meansthat if the term does appear on asite, thenit'sone
that isn't known to the search engines!’

'‘Bobby, there's no reason to believe anything will be out there. Not every single thing that ever
happened istyped up there yet. Plus, it'sjust a sentence. Three words. Y ou leave a bunch of monkeys
for long enough, one of them will typeit alot sooner than they'll get around to Macbeth. But it doesn't
mean he's going to whip up some HTML and ding it on a server with some banner ads and a hit counter
— and evenif hedid, why should it have anything to do with what's on the tape?

"Y ou got anything better to do?

'Yes'| sad, firmly. The bottle's running low and I'm tired and need alot moreto drink.’
'WEell do that after.’

'After what?Y ou dready found out theré's nothing there:’

Bobby rapped hisfingernails on the table for awhile, squinting at the curtains. | could amost hear his
brain humming. | was bored and the whiskey was making my brain fed heavy and cold. Too much new
information in the last two days was making me want to forget everything | knew.

"There must be something e sein the house," he said eventudly. 'Something you missed.
‘Only if it was hidden in afucking lightbulb. | tossed the place. There's nothing esethere!

‘Everything changes when you know what you're looking for, he said. Y ou thought you were looking
for another note. So that's what you looked for. That's the grid you had. Y ou only happened to think
about video by chance!



'No,' | said. 'l thought about it because the house had been set up that way. | think my father had
goneto sometroubleto ...

| tailed off. Got up, rummaged in the laptop bag.
'What?
'l backed up hishard disk onto affiz! cart. It'sthe onething | haven't really checked.'

| sat back down in the chair next to Bobby and dotted the tiny cartridge in the machine. Soon asit
was mounted | got aFind Sip onscreen and typed in 'straw men'. Hit return. The machine chirped and
whizzed for awhile.

NO MATCHING ITEMS FOUND.
| tried it with 'straw’ only. Same result.

'Well, that'sthat,’ | said. The bar beckons." | stood, expecting him to join me. Instead he started
doing something with another Find Slip. 'What are you doing now?

'Getting Find to index the contents of al thetext fileson the disk, he said. 'If thisstraw thing is some
big dedl, it would make sense that thereld be no file by that name. Y ou'd want to be less obvious about it.
But it might appear inside one of thefiles!

It was areasonable point, so | waited. Theffiz! hasafast accesstime, and the process only took a
couple of minutes.

Then it told us; the text was sill nowhere to be found.

Bobby swore. 'Why the hell didn't hejust leave aletter or something, just telling you whatever the
fuck he wanted to say?

'| dready asked mysdlf that question abillion times and the answer isthat | don't know. Let'sgo.’

He dtill didn't get up. 'Look,' | said. ‘I know you're doing thisfor me, and I'm grateful. But in the last
twenty-four hours I've discovered ether that my parents were insane and that | once had atwin or they
were really insane and pretended | had. I've had nothing to eat in days. | stupidly had acigarette this
morning and now | want about a hundred more and it'staking al my mentd energy to resist. I'm done
here. I'm going to the bar.

He turned his head toward me, but his eyes were far away. 1'd seen that look in him before. It meant
he couldn't even redlly hear what | was saying, and wouldn't until held run his course.

I'll seeyouthere,' | said, and |eft.
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| remember feeling proud of something when | was young — the fact that mosquitoes didn't bite me. If
we went on holiday to the right kind of area, or | went on aschool trip at the wrong time of year, |
discovered that most people found themsalves covered in little red bumps that itched like hell — no
matter how much they futzed around with creams and sprays and nets. | didn't. I'd get maybe one bite,
ontheankle. Kind of a strange thing to be proud of, you might think, but you know how it iswhen you're
young. Once you come to redlize that you're not the centre of al creation, you're so keen to find some
concrete way of differentiating yoursdlf that just about anything will do. | was the boy who didn't get
bitten by insects. Take note, ladies and gentlemen, and have allittle respect: there goes No-Bite Boy, the
Mosquito-Free Kid. Then, one day when | wasin my late twenties, | realized I'd got it wrong. Chances
werethat | got bitten just as much as everybody ese. The only difference wasthat | didn't have as strong
an dlergic reaction, so | didn't get the bumps. | was till 'specia’ — though by then | was old enough to
redlize thiswasn't any great distinction to have, and aso to be more concerned with hoping that | wasn't
actualy so different from other people — but not in the way 1'd thought. | got bitten like the rest of you,
and No-Bite Boy was vanquished there and then.



Asl sat therein the bar and waited for Bobby, this memory was hard to didodge. My family, my life,
was something | suddenly didn't understand. It was asif I'd noticed that | saw the same buildingsin the
background of my life, wherever | was, and had finaly begun to wonder if it wasafilm set. Asamatter
of fact, | did generally seethe same buildings. Since the Agency, | had never redly gotten amainstream
existence on track, and seeing Bobby had made me redlize thisfar more acutely than ever before. | did a
little bit of this, and alittle bit of that; some of this had beenillegd, and some of that had been violent.
Most of it was hard for me to even remember. It blurred. | lived in motel s and restaurants and regional
arports, talking to strangers, reading signs written to people in genera and never meant just for me. All
around me seemed to be people whose lives had content, who looked like the folks you see on
televison. Contextualized. Part of astory with the usud beats. Mine seemed to have none. The 'thisis
where you came from' section had just been abruptly scrapped, leaving an undisclosed number of empty

pages.
My barman was on duty, and once again proved an able and efficient ally. He got over the whole
‘previousincident’ aspect of our reunion by bringing it up right away.

'Going to get your gun out later?
'Not if you give me some peanuts.’

He got me some. He was agood barman, | decided. The place was free of corporate androids, and
the only other guestswere avery old foursomein the corner. They'd looked up a me grimly when |
camein. | didn't blame them. When | get to their age, I'll resent young people, too. | resent them already,
infact, the dim little fresh-faced assholes. | don't find it surprising that super-old people are so odd and
grumpy. Half their friends are deed, they fed like shit most of the time, and the next major event in their
livesisgoing to bether last. They don't even have the salve of believing that going to the gym isgoing to
make things better, that they'll meet someone cute in the small hours of aFriday night or that their career
isgoing to suddenly steer into an upturn and they'll wind up married to amovie star. They're out the other
sdeof dl that, onto aflat, grey plain of achesand bad eyesight, of feeling the cold in their bonesand
having little to do except watch their children and grandchildren go right ahead and make dl the mistakes
they warned them about. | don't blame them being alittle out of sorts. I'm just surprised more oldsters
don't taketo the streetsin packs, swearing and raising hell and getting drunk. With demographics going
the way they are, maybe that's going to be the next big thing. Gangs of octogenarians, taking drugs and
running amok. Though waking amok ismorelikdly, | guess— with maybe an hour of dozing amok in the
afternoon.

After awhile the group in the corner seemed to accept that | wasn't going to start playing a
new-fangled musica instrument or challenging conventional sexua mores. They got on with their business,
and | got on with mine: we co-existed, two specieswarily sharing the same watering hole.

Nearly two hourslater, Bobby came striding in. He caught sight of me dumped in my booth, sgndled
to the barman for two more of whatever | was drinking, and came over to join me.

'How shit-faced are you? He had an odd look on hisface.

'Onascdeof onetoten,' | said breezily, 'I'd haveto give mysdf an F.'

'Good,' he said. 'I've found something. Kind of '

Suddenly fedling tense, | sat up and saw that he was holding a small sheaf of paper.
'Got reception to let me use their printer,’ he said. 'Where the hell are the drinks?
At that moment the barman appeared with them. 'Any more nuts? he asked.

'Ohno,' | said. 'Just thetwo of us Then | laughed for quite along time. I'm pretty sure | was
laughing. The barman went away. Bobby waited patiently for meto get agrip. It took awhile. | think that
for just amoment | was on the verge of losing it.

'Okay," | said eventualy. 'Shoot.’



'Frgt thing is| had another look on the Net. Still no record of the Straw Men as an actud thing, but |
found encyclopaedia references to other meanings of the term "straw man', — something about guys who
inthe last century would stand outside courts with straw in their shoes— didn't redlly understand that
part — indicating they'd give fa se testimony for money. And another reference regarding lack of
conscience— | guessa straw versusflesh thing.'

'In other words, dummy guysinillegdities,' | said. ‘Asdiscussed. So what?

"Then | looked right through the disk," he said, ignoring me. ‘Ran alow-level media scan, checked for
hidden files, partitions, the works. Nothing. Then | looked through the software, of which thereain't
much.'

'‘Dad wasn't anerd,’ | said. That'swhy | didn't bother to look through the computer in the house.'
‘Right. But he did usethe Net.'

| shrugged. 'Email, occasiondly. Plus he had asite for his business, though someone e se maintained
it. | usedto golook at it oncein awhile." It had seemed easier, somehow, than calling them on the phone.
Since I'd dropped out of college, they'd never really known what | was doing. They certainly didn't know
the reason | hadn't finished the course, or who 1'd gone on to work for. My parents never gavethe
impression of being politica people, but they'd been there in the 1960s, asthe video I'd found made
more than clear. Y ou were there in the Summer of Stupid Pants, then you took certain attitudes on
board. Finding their son wasworking for the CIA would not have gone down big. I'd hidden thisfrom
them, not redlizing this meant | was hiding everything ese. Of course that now seemed alittle bizarre,
given what they'd been withholding from me.

Bobby shook his head. 'He had Explorer and Navigator on his disk, and he obvioudy used both a
great dedl. Huge cache, and about a zillion bookmarksin each.’

'For what kind of thing?

'Y ou nameit. Reference. Online stores. Sports!’
'‘No porn?

He smiled. 'No.'

Thank God for that.'

'l went through every single one. Even the ones that seemed like nothing, just in case heldd covered up
by re-naming the bookmark to cover what thelink actudly led to.’

"You're snesky,' | said.'l dwayssaid so.'

'So was your father. He had renamed one, in fact, hidden in afolder of ahundred and sixty
bookmarks for what | can only regard as the dullest facets of the realty business. It was called 'Recently
sold Mizner/Intercoastd lots. Mean anything to you?

'Addison Mizner was an estate architect in the 1920s and '30s. Built abunch of prestige property in
Miami, PAm Beech. Itdian villa-style. Very sought-after and outlandishly expensive.’

"Y ou know some wacky stuff. Okay. But the link didn't lead to asite to do with land or houses. It led
to ablank page. So | thought shit, dead end. Took me afew minutesto redize that actualy the page was
covered with atrangparent graphic that had a hidden image map. When | worked that out | got through
to another set of pages, with some pretty odd links!'

'‘Odd how?

He shook his head. 'Just odd. L ooked like the usua home pages, complete with excessive detail, bad
punctuation and rancid colour use, but dl the materid seemed very anodyne. There was just something
hinky about them, dmost asif they werefakes!

"Why would someone put up fake home pages?



'Wéll,' he said, 'that'swhat | wondered. | followed most of the links down into dead ends and 404s.
But the line kept on going, through pages of links— and on each page only one of the links seemed to
lead more than a couple of pages away. Then | sarted hitting passwords. At first, easy Java stuff that |
could hack mysdlf, using afew goodies| found stashed on your disk. Incidentally, you need more RAM.
Fucker crashed on me about five times. Then — hope you don't mind, theré's afew long-distance calls
on your room — | got some help from specidist friends. | had to get down to wedge tracing and UNIX
backdoors and shit. Someone who really knew what they were doing had set up alot of obfuscation.'

‘But what'sthe point? | said. 'Surely anyone could just bookmark the end site, whatever it is, and go
graight there the next time. Why screw around setting up a paper trail when the whole point of the Web
is nonlinear access?

'My guessisthat the destination address changes regularly,’ Bobby said. 'Anyway, findly | got
through to theend.’

'‘And what was there?

‘Nothing.'

| stared a him. 'Say again?

'Nothing. There was nothing there.’

'‘Bobby,' | said, 'that'sa shit story. It sucks. What do you mean, 'nothing'?

He shoved the sheaf of papers toward me. The top sheet was blank apart from a short sentence
centred in the middle of the page. It said: WE RISE.

That'sdl therewas," he said. 'A couple of hours worth of subterfuge to hide a page with no links and
just two words. The other sheets are just printouts of the route | took to get there, along with some of the
hacks required. Plus| got the | P address of the final page and did atraceonit.’

Most Web addresses are known by aformat that, while often not exactly something that trips off the
tongue, can at least be understood as words. In fact, the Internet's computers regard them as purely
numerical addresses— 118.152.1.54, for example. By using this more basic form of address you can
track the page down to arough geographica location. 'So where wasit?

‘Alaska,’ he said.

"Whereabouts? Anchorage?

He shook hishead. That'sit. Just Alaska. Then Paris. Then Germany. Then Cdlifornia.

"What are you talking about?

‘It moved. Kept blipping dl over the place, and | don't think it was ever redly in any of those places
a al. It was ghosted. I'm not King Nerd, but I know what I'm doing and I've never seen anything quite
likeit. I've got acouple of friendslooking into it, but either way, something weird is going down.’

'No shit.'

‘Not just what's happening to you. Thiskind of thing ismy job. | need to know how they're doing it.

And who they are.' Hetook along pull on hisdrink, and looked a me serioudy. 'What about you? What
are you going to do now? Aside from more drinking.’

Therésthree sections on the tape. | can't do anything about the last one, about finding ... the other
child." I'd been intending to say 'my twin," but shied away at the last moment. 'l don't know what city it
was, and it's over thirty years ago anyhow. He or she could be anywhere in the world. Or dead. The
second section doesn't seem to lead anywhere. So I'm going to go looking for the place in the mountains:’

‘Sound thinking," he said. 'And I'm going to help you.’
‘Bobby...'
He shook his head. 'Don't be an asshole, Ward. Y our parents didn't diein any accident. Y ou know



that.'

I guess| did, and had donefor alittle while, though I hadn't really alowed the thought to settle, to say
it to mysdf inwords.

Bobby did it for me. "'They were murdered,’ he said.
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Ninasat in the yard with Zok Becker. The night was cool and she wished she'd accepted the tea she had
been absently offered. Zandt had dready spoken with the woman, and stood in her daughter's room, and
was now inside with her husband. Neither Becker had seemed surprised to find two investigators on their
doorstep, even thislatein the evening. Their liveswere dready too far divorced from what they were
prepared to accept as redlity. The two women talked fitfully for awhile, but soon lapsed into silence. Zok
was watching her foot asit jogged up and down at the end of her crossed leg. That at least wasthe
direction in which her eyeswere directed. Nina doubted she was seeing anything at al, but rather floating
inavoid in which the movement of her foot was as meaningful an event as any other. Shewas glad of the
slence, because she knew the only thing the woman would want to talk about. Was her daughter till
alive? Did Ninathink they would ever get her back? Or would there, in this house that Zoé had spent so
much time getting just so, now aways be aroom whaose emptiness and sllence would darken until it was
ablack crysta at the centre of their lives? On the wall of thisroom was a poster for aband that none of
the rest of them had ever heard except by accident. So what was the point of it now? Ninahad no
answer to this question or otherslikeit, and when the woman appeared about to speak she looked up
with dread. Instead she found that Zoé had started to cry, exhausted tears that seemed neither the
beginning of anything nor itsend. Ninadidn't reach out for her. Some people would accept comfort from
strangers, and some would not. Mrs Becker was one of the | atter.

Instead she leaned back in her chair, and looked across through the French doors to the Sitting room.
Michael Becker was perched on the edge of an armchair. Zandt was standing behind the couch. Nina
had spent the entire day with Zandt without hearing more than five sentences that did not relate to the
case. They had walked the ground of the disappearance early in the day, before the shopping crowds
gathered. They had visited Sarah Becker's school, so that Zandt could see how it fit into its environment.
He had observed the sight lines and access points, the places where someone might wait, looking for
someoneto love. He spent along while over it, asif believing there was some new view he might chance
upon that would enable him to glimpse a man's shadow in the daylight. He had been irritable when they
|€ft.

They had not visited any of the familiesfrom The Upright Man's previous murders. They had thefiles
of the origind interviews, and it was very unlikely there would be anything new to be learned. Ninaknew
he held their interviewsin his head, and could have told the families things they had themsalves forgotten.
Taking to them could only confuse matters. She adso privately believed that if Zandt was ableto lead
them closer to thekiller, it would be little to do with something he had learned, and much more to do with
something hefdt.

Ninahad another reason for keeping Zandt away from the families. She did not want any of the
relaives stirred up enough that they might call the police or the Bureau to check how the investigation
was going. No one knew she had reinvolved John Zandt in the case again. If anyone found out, al hell
would bresk loose. Thistime it wouldn't just be disciplinary: it would be the end of her career. Allowing
him to talk to the Beckerswas arisk she had to take. The parents had seen so many police and Bureau
men since the disgppearance that it was unlikely they would remember onein particular, or mention him
to someone else. Or s0 she hoped. She aso hoped that whatever the men were talking about, it might
gpark something in Zandt's mind.

And that hewould tell her about it if it did.



——O>——O>—O>—

T'll gothrough it again if you want."

Michael Becker had aready recounted his movements twice, responding quickly and concisdly to
questions. Zandt knew that the man had nothing hel pful to tell him. He had also gathered thet, in the
weeks leading up to the disappearance, Becker had been so involved in hiswork that he would have
noticed very little about the outside world. He shook his head.

Becker abruptly looked down at the floor and put hishead in his hands. 'Don't you have anything
elseto ask? There must be something else. There hasto be something.’

"Theres no magic question. Or if thereis, | don't know what it might be.'

Becker looked up. Thiswas not the kind of thing the other policemen had said to him. 'Do you think
shes4ill dive?

'Yes,' Zandt said.

Becker was surprised by the confidence he saw in the policemen'sface. 'Everyone e seisacting asif
she'sdead,’ he said. 'They don't say it. But they think it.’

"They're wrong. For thetime being.’

'Why? The man's voice was dry, the bresthing wrong, the sound of aman caught wanting to believe.

"When akiller of thistype disposes of avictim, he usually hides the body and does what he can to
obfuscate itsidentity. Partly just to make it harder for the police. But also becauise many of these people
are seeking to hide their activities from themsdves. The three previous victims were found in open
ground, wearing the remains of their own clothes and till with their persond effects. Thisman isn't hiding
from anybody. He wanted us to know who they were, and that he had finished with them. Finishing
implies aperiod in which he requiresthem to be dive.'

'Requiresthem. ..’

'Only one of the previous victims was sexudly abused. Apart from minor head injuries, the others
showed no abuse gpart from the shaving of their heads.'

'‘And their murder, of course!'

Zandt shook his head. '"Murder isnot abusein thiskind of situation. Murder iswhat ends the abuse.
Forensics can only show so much, but it suggeststhat dl of the girlswere divefor over aweek after their
abductions!’

‘A week,' the man said, bleakly. 'It'sbeen five days dready.’

There was a pause before Zandt answered. During the interview, his eyes had covered most corners
of the room, but now he saw something he hadn't noticed before. A smadll pile of schoolbooks, on aside
table. They were too advanced to belong to the younger daughter. He became conscious that the other
man was looking a him. 'I'm aware of that.'

'Y ou sounded like you had another reason.'

'l just don't believe he will havekilled her yet.'

Becker laughed harshly. 'Don't 'believe'? That'sit? Oh right. That's very reassuring.’
'It'snot my job to reassure you.'

'No," Becker said, face blank. 'l suppose not.' There was silence for afew moments. And then he
added: 'These things redly happen, don't they?

Zandt knew what he meant. That certain events, of akind that most people just watch or read about,



can actudly happen. Things like sudden death, and divorce, and spind injuries; like suicide, and drug
addiction, and fading grey people standing in acircle looking down at you muttering "The driver never
stopped'. They happen. They're asred as happiness, marriage and the fedl of the sun on your back, and
they fade far more dowly. Y ou may not get back thelife you had before. Y ou may not be one of the
lucky ones. It may just go on and on and on.

'Y esthey do," he said. Unseen by the other man, he touched the cover of one of the school books.
Ran hisfinger over itsrough surface.

"What chance do you think we have of getting her back?

The question was asked smply, with asteady voice, and Zandt admired him for it. He turned away
fromthetable.

'Y ou should assume that you have none at dl.’
Becker looked shocked, and tried to say something. Nothing came out.

'A hundred people are killed by men like this every year,' Zandt said. 'Probably more. In this country
alone. Almost none of thekillers are ever caught. We make abig fuss when we do, asif we've put the
tiger back in his cage. But we haven't. A new oneis born every month. The few we catch are unlucky, or
stupid, or have been driven to the point where they start making mistakes. The mgority are never caught.
These men are not aberrations. They are part of who we are. It'slike anything else. Surviva of the most
fit. Thecleverest.

'IsThe Delivery Boy clever?
"That's not hisname.’
"That'swhat the papers called him before. And the cops.'

'He's called The Upright Man. By himsdlf. Y es, he'sclever. That may be what causeshimtofall. He's
very keen for usto admire him. On the other hand...'

'Hemay just not get caught, and unless you find him were never going to see Sarah again.’

'If you see her again,’ Zandt said, replacing his pad and pen in an insde pocket, ‘it will be agift from
the gods, and you should see it as such. None of you will ever be the same. That need not be abad thing.
Butit'strue’

Becker stood. Zandt didn't think he'd ever seen aman who looked both so tired and incapabl e of
deegp. Unknown to him, Michadl Becker was thinking the samething of him.

‘But you'l keep trying?
I'll do everything | can," hesaid. 'If | can find him, then | will.’
Then why tell me to assumetheworst?

But hiswife camein through the French doors, with the FBI agent just behind, and the policeman did
not say anything more.

Ninathanked the Beckersfor their time, and promised to keep them up to date. She also managed to
imply that their visit had been aformality, without direct relevance to the course of the investigation.

Michagl Becker watched as they walked away down the path. He did not shut the door when they
were out of sight, but stood amoment looking out at the night. Behind him he heard the sound of Zoé
going upstairs to check on Melanie. He doubted his second daughter would be adeep. The nightmares of
ayear ago were returning, and he could not blame her. What little deegp he managed was an enemy to
him, too. He knew she still used the spell he had written, and the knowledge filled him with horror. Irony
was no protection, whatever he and Sarah and the directors of modern horror films might think. In aland
of blood and bones, irony doesn't cut it. He remembered discussing night fears with Sarah, severd years
before. She had aways been a questioning child, and asked why people were afraid of the dark. He told



her it was aleftover from when we were more primitive, and dept out in the open or in caves, and wild
animasmight come and kill usinthenight.

Sarah had looked dubious. 'But that's an awfully long time ago,’ sheld said. She'd thought for alittle
while, before adding, with aten-year-old's perfect certainty: ‘'No. We must be frightened of something
dee’

Michadl believed now she wasright. It's not monsters we're afraid of. Monsters were only a
comforting fantasy. We know what our own kind is capable of. What were frightened of is ourselves.

He closed the door eventualy and walked into the kitchen. Here he made a pot of coffee, something
that had become aritua for this part of the evening. He would carry it into the Stting room on atray,
aong with two cups and ajug of warm milk. Perhaps a cookie or two, which was dl Zoé seemed willing
to eat. They would st in front of whatever the television had to offer, waiting for timeto pass. Old films
were best. Something from another time from before Sarah had been born and any of this could be true.
Sometimes they would talk alittle. Usualy not. Zoé would have the phone close by.

As hetook two cups from the new dresser — old pine, imported from England after their recent trip
— Michael thought back on the things the policeman had said, holding each sentence up for
consideration. He realized that, for the first time since the disappearance, he felt asmal thread of
something that must be hope. It would be gone by the morning, but he welcomed its temporary respite.
Hefdlt it because he believed he knew what had been said between the lines, that what the policeman
had said was |ess important than what he had not.

The femaeinvestigator had shown identification, but the man had never been named. With the
dedication of someone who believed in the magic of articulation, that naming and containing eventsin
words could subdue them, Michagl Becker had read as much as he could concerning the previous crimes
of the man who had taken his daughter. He had been on the Internet, and found copies of the news
pieces, even sought out acopy of the supermarket hackbook on unsolved crimes. He had done this at
the expense of, among other things, hiswork. He hadn't touched Dark Shift sincethe night of the
disappearance. He privately thought it was unlikely he ever would, though his partner was as yet unaware
of this, and kept frantically rescheduling the meeting with the studio. Wang had money, and his contacts
appeared inexhaugtible. He was plugged into the city in away Michadl could never hopeto be. Hed
urvive.

Through hisresearch Michadl had learned, or been reminded, that in addition to the LeBlanc girl and
Josie Ferris and Annette Mattison, another young woman had disappeared at around the sametime. This
girl had been the daughter of a policeman who had been involved in the gpprehension of two previous
serid killers. There had been speculation, of aquiet kind, that she had been targeted as ataunt, a
punishment for her father's successes. He had become involved in the investigation of her disappearance,
againgt the advice of the FBI, and at least one newspaper had implied that he was believed to be making
concrete progress where they were manifestly failing. Then he had smply dropped out of sight. The
policeman's name had been John Zandt. The Delivery Boy, as Michael Becker had reason to know, had
not been apprehended. A retrospective published ayear after the disappearances had reported that a
Mrs Jennifer Zandt had returned to Floridato be close to her family. Thejournalist had been unableto
discover what had happened to the detective.

Micheel thought that tonight, whatever was on tlevison, he and hiswife should talk. Hewould tell
her what he believed concerning the man who had come to see them, and he would suggest that when the
other policemen and women cameto vist, the well-meaning people with whom they now shared a
horrible familiarity, they should not mention thisevening'svisit.

And something e se. Though hisfaith in words had been deeply shaken, he clung to the belief that
words and names wereto redity what pillars and architecture were to space. They humanized it. Just as
DNA took the random chemicals and turned them into something recognizable, language could take
inexplicable phenomena and tame them into Situations about which something could be said, and thus



about which something could be done.

Hewould no longer think of The Delivery Boy. Hewould cal him The Upright Man. But in the
meantime he would assume the worst. The policeman was right. More than that, Michael Becker redized
that it was what Sarah would want.

Nokkon Wud be damned. If the fates demanded thislevel of tribute, then they could go fuck
themsdves.

—— OO ——O>—

They were ditting outside the Smorgas Board, a combination cafe and surfer hangout about eight yards
down the street from where the Becker girl had been abducted. They had been for an hour, and the
place was near to closing. The only other customers were ayoung couple hunkered around atable a
couple of yards away, listlesdy spping something out of big cups. ‘Are you thinking, or just watching?
Zandt didn't respond immediately. He sat beside Nina, observing the street. He had barely moved. His
coffee was cold. He had only smoked one cigarette, and most of that had burned away unnoticed. His
attention was focused entirely € sewhere. Ninawas reminded of a hunter, though not necessarily ahuman
one. An animal that was prepared and able to sit, to wait, for aslong asit took, without boredom, rage
or painto digtract it.

They don't dl come back,' she said, irritably.

'I know," he said, immediately. 'I'm not watching.'

‘Bullshit." Shelaughed. 'It's either that or you've had asaizure!’

He surprised her by smiling. 'I'm thinking."

Shefolded her arms. 'Care to share?

'I'm thinking what awaste of timethisis, and wondering why you brought me here.’

Ninaredized it hadn't really been asmile. 'Because | thought you might be ableto help,’ she said. She
shifted uncomfortably in her seet. 'John, what isthis? Y ou know why. Because you helped me before.
Because | vaue your advice!

He smiled again, and thistime she actually shivered.
‘What did | achieve last time?

'l don't know,' she admitted. Tell me. What happened?
"Y ou know what happened.’

'No, | don't,’ she said, suddenly angry. 'All | know isthat you told me that you were getting
somewhere. And you started getting secretive and not telling me anything, despite the fact that up until
then you'd relied upon me to feed you stuff out of the Bureau. Stuff you wouldn't have gotten otherwise
because you'd been specificaly barred from taking part in the investigation by your own department. |
did you afavour and you cut me out.’

'Y ou did me no favours,' Zandt said. "Y ou did what you thought would do you the most good.'

'Oh, fuck you, John," she snapped. The two dackers a the far table jerked upright, like puppets
whose master had suddenly woken up. Heavy vibes.

She lowered her voice and spoke fagt. 'If that's what you redlly think of me, then why don't you just
walk away, go back to fucking Vermont. It's going to snow hard there real soon. Y ou could just bury
yourdfinit.

'Y oureteling me that you helped me out of consderation for my family?



'Yes, of course. What the hell else?
'Despite the fact you'd hel ped me be unfaithful to my wife!
"That's pathetic. Don't blame me for what your dick did."

Sheglared at him. Zandt stared back. There was slence for amoment, and then she abruptly let her
eyesdrop.

Helaughed, briefly. "That supposed to make methink I'min control ?

'‘What? Shedlently cursed hersdlf.

'Looking away. Kind of an animal kingdom thing. Ma e ego massaged by asign of submisson. Now
I'm back to being king of the hill, I'll do what you want again?

'Y ou've gotten redlly paranoid, John,’ she said, though of course he'd been right. She realized she
spent too much of her time with fools. 'l just don't want to argue with you.'

'What do you think the deal with the hair is? he said.

She frowned, thrown by the sudden switch. 'What hair?

"The Upright Man. Why cut the hair off?

'Wdll, for the swesters. So he could embroider the names!’

Zandt shook his head, lit acigarette. "Y ou don't need awhole head for that. All of the girls had long
hair. But when they're found, it'sal been cut off. Why?

"To dehumanize them. To makeit easier to kill them.’

'Could be, he said. 'That'swhat we all assumed back then. But | wonder.'
'Areyou going to tell mewhat you do think?

I'mwondering if it was apunishment.’

Nina congdered this. 'For what?

I don't know. But | think this man took these girls, avery particular type of girl, on purpose. | think
he had something in mind for them, and each of them failed to come up to scratch in someway. And asa
punishment for that, he took something he thought would be of paramount importance to them.’

Hetook adrink of his coffee, seeming not to care that it was cold. Y ou know what they did to
collaboratorsin France, at the end of the Second World War?

'Of course. Women who were thought to have accepted their German invaders too wholeheartedly
were paraded down the street with their hair shorn off. A proud moment for our species.” She shrugged.
'l can maybe see the punishment thing, but | don't seewhat globa conflict hasto do with it. Thesegirls
hadn't fraternized with anyone!'

'Maybe not.' Zandt seemed to have lost interest in the subject. He was sitting back in his chair and
gazing vaguely across the patio. One of the dackers accidentally caught his eye. Zandt didn't look away.
The dacker did, rgpidly. He made asignd to hisfriend, evidently suggesting this might be agood timeto
go wax their boards. They got up and doped off into the night.

Zandt scemed satisfied with this.
Ninatried to haul his concentration back. 'So where does that |ead?

'Possibly nowhere," he said, grinding out his cigarette. 'l just didn't think hard enough about it last time.
Then | was hung up on the method he'd used to find them. How the intersection of their lives had come
about. Now it strikes me as curious. How they failed. What he redlly wanted them for.’

Ninadidn't say anything, hoping there would be some more. But when he did spesk, it wasn't about
the case.



'Why did you stop deeping with me?

Caught again, she hesitated. "We stopped deeping with each other.’

'No." He shook hishead. That's not the way it was.'

I don't know, John. It just happened. Y ou didn't seem especidly hurt at thetime.”

"Just kind of accepted it, didn't 1.’

'What are you getting at? Y ou don't accept it now?

'Of course | do. It wasalong time ago. I'm just asking questionsthat | haven't before. Once you start
doing that, you find they pop up al over the place.’

Shedidn't redly know what to say to that. ‘'So what do you want to do next?

I want you to go,’ he said. 'l want you to go home and leave me aone!

Ninastood. 'Suit yoursdlf. Y ou got my number. Cal meif you decide to get off your butt and do
something.’

He turned his head dowly, and looked her directly in the eyes. 'Do you want to know what
happened? Last time?

She stopped, looked at him. His face was cold and distant. 'Y es," she said.

'l found him.

Ninafelt the hairs on the back of her neck rise. 'Found who?

'l tracked him for two weeks. Inthe end | went to his house. 1'd seen him watching other girls. |
couldn't leaveit any longer.'

She didn't know whether to sit or keep standing. "What happened?

'Hedenied it. But | knew it was him, and now he knew 1'd made him. He was the man, but | had no
proof, and hewould have run. | stayed with him two days. He wouldn't tell me where shewas!’

‘John, don't tell methis!

I killed him.'

Ninastared at him, and knew it was the truth. She opened her mouth, shut it again.
'‘And then two days later the swesater and the note arrived.'

He looked suddenly very tired, and turned away. When he spoke again, his voice wasflat. 'l got the
wrong guy. It'sup to you what you do with the information.’

Shewalked away, across the Promenade. She willed hersalf not to ook back at him, and instead
concentrated on the tops of the palm trees nodding in the faint breeze, a couple of blocks away.

But when she reached the corner she did stop, and turn. He'd vanished. She waited for amoment,
chewing her lip, but he didn't regppear. Slowly she started walking.

Something had changed. Until tonight Zandt had seemed mdleable, but stting with him in the cafe had
been an uncomfortable experience. Sheredized it wasn't ahunter that he had reminded her of, but a
boxer, glimpsed on camerain the period an hour before the actud fight. The time when the show
business was put to one sde, and the fighter seemed to move off into arealm of hisown, aplace where
he stopped meeting people's eyes and became absorbed into his archetype. Other people might bet on
the outcome, put on monkey suits, get high on corporate hospitality. The rest would crap on about how
boxing should be banned, cocooned in lives from which nobody wanted an escape route, any escape
route. For the guysin thering, it was different. They did it for the money, but not only for that. They did it
because that was what they did. They weren't looking for away out. They were looking for away in, a
road back to some place they sensed inside themselves.



The parents had been amistake. Zandt had accessto little enough redl information asit was, and was
aready questioning what she wanted of him. The only new investigative material could come from the
Beckers. Sheld had to let him talk to them. But she'd known as soon as she came back from the garden
that this had opened doors that would have been better kept shut.

Shedidn't need this. Sheld never wanted a hunter, or akiller. She believed the only thing that would
draw The Upright Man into the open was a man he wanted to dominate.

Shewanted bait.
13

Theman sat in hischair, in the centre of the living room. The room waslarge and stuck out from the front
of the house, with windows on three walls. Two sides were protected by a stand of trees; the other
looked down on adoping, terraced lawn. This afternoon al of the curtains were drawn, heavy drapes
that allowed not the dightest suggestion of the outside to penetrate. Sometimes the man had them shut,
sometimes he left them open. He was entirely unpredictable in this regard.

The chair was positioned with its back to the door into the room. He liked the way thismade him fed.
It generated a mild tension, the sensation of being unprotected. Someone could, in theory, sneak up
behind him and bash him over the head. That person would have to overcome the comprehensive
security systems, but the point still held. It showed how in control of his environment he was. He had no
fear of the outside world. From an early age he had been forced to make hisway init, to help himsdf.
But heliked hisinterior spacesto be just so.

His face was smooth and unlined, the result of assduous use of moisturizer and other skin foods. His
eyeswere sharp and clear. His hands were lightly tanned, the nailstrimmed. He was entirely naked. The
chair was at adight angle to the polished floorboards that traversed the room in orderly rows. A very hot
cup of black coffee sat on asmal table besde the chair, next to a saucer filled with tiny glassbeads. A
thin publication lay nearby. The cup was placed so that just lessthan haf of its base protruded past the
edge of the surface. The chair was old, covered in battered leather. By rightsit should have a copy of
The New York Times folded on one of the arms, and aflunky hovering just behind, ready to dispense
sandwiches with the crusts cut off. One entire bookcase he had decorated by crosshatching it with green,
blue and red pens, each stroke of the pen no longer than three millimetres, until an overal effect of subtly
mottled black had been achieved. It had required seventeen pens, and taken severa weeks. A fine Arts
and Crafts bureau on the other sde of the room was entirely covered by very small glued-on
photographs of Madonna, al cut from magazines and none later than her Materid Girl incarnation, after
which the man had logt interest in her. He had covered the result with anumber of coats of dark varnish,
until it looked as though the piece was covered in nothing more than an unusua walnut veneer. Aswith
the bookcase, only very close ingpection would reveal how the effect was obtained.

His current project involved the small occasiond table by his chair, which he was covering with the
glass beads. The beads were about one millimetre in diameter, and camein four colours: red, blue,
yelow, and green. Genetic colours. Gluing them in position took agreat deal of care, not least because
they were not placed at random but in along and complex pattern, which was at least partly speculative.
When the table was done he was going to cover it with severa coats of thick black lacquer, until al but
the faintest hint of texture was removed. It would occur to no one to wonder what was beneath the
surface, in the same way that no one would redlize that one, and only one, of the floorboards in the house
had been congtructed from avery large number of wooden matchsticks and then sanded and varnished
until it exactly resembled the others. The collecting of the matches had taken the man over six months,
Each had, so far as he had been able to ensure, been struck by a different person. He believed deeply in
individudity, inits crucia importance to humanity. These days everyone watched the sametelevison
shows, read the same glossy magazines, and was press-ganged by the mediainto dutifully lining up to
watch the same ludicrous movies. They stopped smoking because they were told to by people who



meanwhile crammed themselves with fat. For the comfort and convenience of others. They lived their
lives by rules designed by these others, by people they had never even met. They lived on the surface, in
an MTV and CNN world of the lagt five minutes. Now was al. They had no understanding of ‘then’, but
wallowed in aperpetual present.

The publication on the table was a recent academic paper, which had arrived in the mail that morning.
He had seen asynopsis of it online and ordered a copy of thefull text for closer ingpection. Though its
subject was quite speciadized, he was more than capable of comprehending it fully. He had spent many
years reading carefully in the subjects that interested him: genetics, anthropology, prehistoric culture.
Although his schooling had finished very early, hewasintelligent, and he had learned alot from life. His
life, and other people's. The thingsthey said, in extremis. There was often alot of truth to be found
there, once you got beyond the pleading, and the body spoke without interference from the mind.

Before reading it he stood up, walked a short distance from the chair, and did three sets of push-ups.
One sat with his pamsflat on the floor and hands shoul der-distance apart. One set with pamsflat again,
but hands wide apart. A final set with hands back close together, but closed like fists, knuckles on the
floor. A hundred of each, with ashort bresk in between.

He barely broke a sweat. He was pleased.

——O>——O>—O>—

Sarah Becker heard the muffled sound of the man's measured exertions below her, but spent no time
trying to work out what the noise might mean. She didn't want to know. She didn't know what time it
was, and wasn't inclined to know that either. Her internal clock told her it was probably day, maybe
afternoon. In some way's that was worse than it being night. Bad things happened at night. It wasto be
expected. People were scared of the dark because when it was dark it was night, and when it was night
things sometimes came to get you. That was the way of the world. Daytime was supposed to be better.
Daytime was when you went to school, and had lunch, and the sky was blue and everything was pretty
much safe so long as you stayed out of places where people were poor. If daytime wasn't going to be
safe, then she didn't want to think about it. She didn't want to know.

If she craned her neck upward, she could just touch her forehead against the top of the space she
inhabited. It was utterly dark. Shewaslying on her back, and able to move her hands and feet about two
inchesin any direction. She had been in this position for along time, which she estimated to be at least
four days, maybe six. She remembered nothing from the period between being on 3rd Street Promenade
and finding hersdlf lying flat on her back, with anarrow window in front of her face. After afew moments
she had redized she could see the ceiling of aroom, and that the window was a hole in afloor, beneath
which shelay in agpace only very dightly larger than her own body. The window in the floor was
approximately fiveinchestall by four wide, and reached from just above her eyebrowsto just below her
mouth.

She had gtarted screaming, and after awhile someone had entered the room. He whispered some
thingsto her. She had screamed alittle more, and he had placed asmall panel in the holein thefloor. She
had heard the sound of his footsteps going away, and only one thing had happened since. Sarah had
woken from adoze in what had felt like night to find that the panel above her face had been removed
again. The room above was nearly dark, but she could make out the head of someone watching her. She
tried to talk to the man, to plead, to offer, but he said nothing. After awhile she stopped, and Sarted
crying instead. The man's hand cameinto view, holding abeaker. He tipped water out of this onto her
face. At first shetried to turn her head away but then, redlizing how thirsty she was, she opened her
mouth and swallowed as much as she could. Afterwards the man replaced the pand and went away.

Some indeterminate period of time later he had returned, and they had their conversation about Ted



Bundy. Thistime she drank the water.

Over time she had found her mind becoming clearer, as whatever drug she had been given dowly
worked itsway out of her syssem. The downside of thiswasthat her initid feding of floating
inconsequence was harder to maintain. She had tried to push up the panel with her nose and tongue,
straining her neck up asfar asit would go, but its position had been carefully judged and it was
impossibleto movein thismanner. Like the space itsdf, it had been immaculately designed for someone
of her Sze, dmogt asif it had been made in preparation for her and her done. Sarah was physicdly fit, a
good rollerblader, and stronger than most girls of her size. She had nevertheless been unable to make any
impression on the space that held her, and had stopped trying. Her father often said that the problemsin
many peoplée's lives were caused by the energy they wasted trying to change that which couldn't be
changed. She was not yet old enough to understand exactly what he meant by that, but on alitera level
shetook the point. She hadn't eaten in what seemed like for ever. Until it became clear that a source of
additiona energy was going to be provided, it made no sense to waste what she had. Struggling was
stupid. So shelay ill, and thought about Nokkon Wud.

Mr Wud was something that she and her father had invented. At least, they thought they'd invented
him. He had come about, indirectly, through Sarah's mother. Zok Becker believed in many things. Well,
maybe not believed in, as such, but wasn't going to take any chances where they were concerned.
Asdtrology? Wdll, yes, of courseit's nonsense, but there's no harm in knowing what it saysand it's
surprising how often it seemsto be very accurate. Feng shui? Just common sense, of course, but
windchimeslook pretty and make a nice sound so why not have them anyway? And if a certain type of
bird happensto fly across your path, which some people might think could be unlucky, then there are
rhymesto say and small hand gestures to make which surely can't do any harm.

Asoften within families, Zok had inherited her superdtitions from her grandmother, rather than her
mother, a hardheaded ex-publisher who believed primarily in jogging. Michagl Becker had no truck with
such spellsand signs, and neither did his daughter. Mr Wud had come about as a private joke between
them, aresponse to the supergtition that most drove Michael Becker up the wall. Whenever anyonein
the family said anything that could — to even the very mildest of degrees— be said to be tempting fate,
then Zok Becker would immediately follow it by saying 'Knock on wood," as swiftly and unconscioudy
asyou might say '‘Bless you' after someone sneezes. If someone said 'I'll never end up like that,' shed say
'Knock on wood' and rap the table with her knuckles. If they said 'My father'sin good hedlth, she would
say it— increasingly quietly, as she became aware that her husband found the habit wildly irritating —
but she would say it. She would even say it, and thiswas the kind of occasion that made her husband
want to gnaw chunks out of the piano, if someone said something like, 'I've never broken my leg.'
Michael Becker would point out that this was afactud statement, and not flipping the bird at the fates. It
was merdy arecitd of atrue condition of theworld, and hedging it off with a supergtitious mantrawas
ridiculous. Y ou wouldn't, he'd patiently observe, say "'Two plustwo equals four — knock on wood," and
so0 why use the expression after any other kind of fact? It was an explicable habit, and borderline
bearable, when used after a statement that showed hubrisin the face of the world's potentid to hurt. But
if it wasjust agoddamned fact...

Zok would listen to this, as she had many times before. She would then point out that it wasa
well-established tradition in many parts of the world — in England and Audtirdia, for example, where
they would say Touch wood' in similar circumstances— and that there might be some basisto it
because trees had power, and anyway it didn't do any harm. And Michadl would nod, walk quietly out of
the room, and go gnaw chunks out of the piano.

Sarah sided with her father on the subject, and over the years they'd devel oped the character of
Nokkon Wud, an evil sprite, probably Scandinavian in nature, whose sole job wasto listen for people
chdlenging the fates by rashly making factua observations. He would then swoop invisibly into their
homesin the dead of night, and givetheir livesatir for theworse. Y ou'd better not fed lucky when
Nokkon was around, because he'd know, and punish you for it.



Over theyearsthishad evolved into their parting routine, in which they genidly wished someill upon
each other so that Nokkon would hear and know he wasn't required in their lives. It had also proved
useful when Sarah's Sster, Meanie, had started having nightmares ayear back. At Sarah's suggestion,
Michael had told her this was Nokkon Wud at work, flying past the bed, sniffing out for people to harm.
All Méanie had to do wasrecite alittle rhyme — which her father spent along time writing, with more
redrafts than most of the scripts through which he earned hisliving — and Nokkon Wud would know
that he wasn't needed there and go bother someone else. Meanie tried this solution, dubioudy at firgt, but
was soon saying it before she went to bed every night — and in time the bad dreams went away and it
mattered |less whether her cupboard doors were sealed absolutely tight. Her mother didn't redlly approve
of the joke, and never personaly invoked him, but would sometimes smile when Nokkon was
mentioned. He explained things about the world, and was now enshrined in Dark Shift as one of the
recurrent minor demons ganging up on the heroine. Her father's partner had questioned the idea, with
much questioning of skill setsand back story, but Michael kept it in anyhow.

As Sarah lay beneath the floorboards in a house inhabited by a madman, she was wondering if her
mother hadn't been right after all. Maybe there was such a monster, such aspirit. And maybe he had
known they had been mocking him, had been too complacent. And maybe this had made him angry. And
maybe it was he who had come for her, and he came in darkness to see her now because he had no face
beneath the mask he had shown to capture her.

Sarah lay ill, her eyes open wide.

—— O —O>—O>—

The paper, which was entitled "The Kriiniger Plot and Mittel-Baxter Society', detailed an archaeological
investigation that had recently taken place in an areaof Germany with which the man was unfamiliar. He
had found it in his atlas, and established it was too distant from any of his contactsfor them to be able to
provide any on-the-spot observations, and so he was restricted to the information in the paper.

A graveyard had been discovered not far from the remains of a Neolithic settlement. Carbon dating of
the skeletons, together with corollary evidence from persond items found within some of the graves, had
alowed the Site to be dated to the latter part of the eighth millennium B.C. Ten thousand years ago. The
man sat for awhile, savouring the thought, summoning up an image of this cross-section of time. Before
any now-recogni zable language had been spoken, long before even the Pyramids had been built —
unless one believed the clams of the New Age archaeol ogists with their selective evidence-gathering and
flimsy projections— these people had lived and died and been laid in the earth, had made love and esten
and shat their waste on the ground. The man sipped alittle of his coffee, being careful to replace the cup
on the Sdetable so that it was only just balanced. Then heread on.

There were twenty-five sets of remains. Women of up to young middle age, children, afew menin
their late teens or early twenties, and one man of more advanced years. Thorough appendices detailed
the condition of each of the skeletons, and outlined the techniques that had been used both to age them
and establish the dietary and environmental conditions within which they had lived. The authors of the
paper remarked how the skeletons had been laid in agrid, an organized system of buria observed in no
other stesin that part of Europe at the time. They provided diagrams demonstrating how the orientation
of the grid was in accordance with what was understood of the period's interest in the summer and winter
solgtices, thankfully avoiding adigression into primitive astronomy. They instead produced a series of
arguments to show that this arrangement provided further evidence for a proposition to which they had
been committed for some years: that this particular area of Germany had been host to a hybridized form
of socid organization that they termed Mittel-Baxter Society (for such were the authors names), a
gporadic and localized culture of very minor academic interest and negligible long-term sgnificance.



The man read the paper carefully to the end, and then worked steadily through the appendices. After
reading the reports on the skeletons of the other deceased, nodding occasiondlly at what he regarded as
perfectly well-argued conclusions, he came to the section regarding the older man who had been found at
the Site. The position of his skeleton — at the exact centre of afive-by-five grid — suggested that he had
been thefirg to be buried in this plot, and the authors argued compellingly that thisimplied that the man
had been a person of importance within the nearby village. It was aso deduced that he had been bornin
adifferent part of the country, asbilaterd pitting in the interior of his eye sockets— a condition known
as cribra orbitalia — suggested that his diet had been deficient in iron for much of hislife. The amount
of iron in vegetation is determined by the geologica qudities of the soil inwhich it grows, and its
absorption affected by the amount of lead present: people from different areas will therefore show
marked variations in the condition. Cross sections taken from the man's teeth, and subsequent analysis of
the levels of lead and strontium isotopes, had enabled them to link him to an area over two hundred and
fifty milesaway. In an asde it was observed that alesion on his skull bore witnessto a blow to the head
that had not proved fatal — as the damage it had caused to the bone tissue was long-healed prior to the
man's eventua demise. They speculated that this might have been aresult of abattle or struggle for
power, and that this proved he had lived along and vibrant life. A man who, the authors provokingly
Speculated, might even have been persondly respongible for bringing Mittel-Baxter cultureinto a
previoudy uncivilized and backwoods area, and whose loca significance had been enshrined in the
manner of hisburia. The man read this section for asecond time, and then closed the paper on hislap.
Hewas very pleased. Thiswas the best yet, much better and far, far older than even the seven ancient
burials discovered together high on the Nazca plain a Cahuachi, each with fossilized excrement in their
mouths. He fet pity for Mittel and Baxter, though he supposed it unlikey that the full stupidity of their
conclusionswould ever be brought to light. Perhaps the paper might even help maintain their tenure a the
godforsaken midwestern university for which they toiled. He could, he supposed, get in touch with them
and put them in the picture. He doubted that he would be believed, however, even though the truth of the
matter was there for those who had eyes to see. Archaeologists were worse than most when it cameto
judging evidence on the basis of their pre-existing suppostions. It didn't matter whether they wereflair
playerslike Hancock and Baigent, or journeymen like Klaus Mittel and George Baxter: they al saw what
they wanted to see. Thetraditionaists could only ever see ceremonid wakways, the New Agerstheir
dien landing strips— however absurd each ideawasin individua circumstances. Some of the time each
was correct, but they'd never know when — because in their minds they wereright al thetime. Only if
you were prepared to examine the evidence digpassionately could you rdliably divine the truth.

The skull lesion most certainly denoted a head injury, though one that had been far more significant
than Mittel and Baxter redlized — a childhood injury profound enough to wake a portion of the brain that
in most men remained regrettably dormant. The evidence of cribra orbitalia waslikewise not merely of
import with regard to geographica positioning. It wasindeed often related to iron deficiency, and
sometimes anaemiaof acongenital or haemolytic type, but it could also have afar more interesting
genesis. Excessive exposure to lead could cause the condition. This, the man knew, wasn't ‘poisoning' at
al, but agift that could combine with other factors and lead to dterations on agenetic level, changes that
woke suppressed parts of the human genome and alowed them to become manifest.

It was not Mittel and Baxter's misinterpretation of the forensic evidence that was mogt at faullt,
however, but their inability to judge the true nature of the Ste. The man in the centre of the cemetery grid
had not died first. Of course not. He had died last. In his own time, and by his own hand.

At the centre of hiscreation.
14

The redtor leaned forward on his e bows, opened hislittle mouth, and spoke.
'‘And what kind of bracket would you be looking to purchase into? Please be frank. | appreciate that



these are early daysin our relationship, Mr, uh, Lautner, the dawn of our search for apotentia home —
but I'm going to comeright out and say it'll promote our settling into amutualy beneficia modeif | know
exactly how much you're hoping to realizeinto red estate a thistime!'

He sat back in his chair and squinted knowingly at me, evidently pleased to havelaid his cards on the
table. There wasto be no pulling the wool over thisguy's eyes, | gathered wearily. If | only had eight
dollars and change to spend, or was maybe hoping to barter with shiny stones, he intended to know right
away. He was middle-aged and skinny with red hair, and his name — scarcely credibly — appeared to
be Chip Farling. I'd dready talked to severd very smilar people, and my tolerance was getting lower and
lower.

'I'dliketo capit around six,' | said, briskly. 'For the time being. Something specid, | may go higher.'
He beamed. That would be cash in full?
'Yesit would.' | smiled back.

Chip's head bobbed, and his nezt little hands moved a couple of pieces of paper around on his desk.
'Good," he said, gtill nodding. 'Excellent. That gives us something to play with.'

Then he pointed afinger at me. | frowned, but soon redlized thiswas merely aprelude to his next
action, which involved putting his hand up to his chin and rubbing it while staring shrewdly into the middle
distance. This| understood to mean he wasthinking.

After nearly half aminute of this, he refocused. ‘Okay. Let's get to work.'

He bounced up from the desk and walked briskly to the other end of the office, clicking hisfingers. |
sghed into my coffee, and prepared to wait.

I'd gone to UnRedlty firgt, of course. It was shut. A notice on the door thanked people for their
patronage and explained that the business was being wound up on account of the death of its owner. It
stopped short of adding that hisheir being an asshole had been an additiond factor. | leaned closeto the
window and peered in. It doesn't matter if the desks and filing cabinetsremain, if the computerssitin
place and ayear planner from the local print shop gill hangs on the wall, vacation time firmly plotted by
the office and retentive— you can tell at aglance whether the busnesshasair initslungs. UnRedlty
didn't. I'd known it would be that way, but the sight still stopped me short. | realized | hadn't tried to
work out whether the discoveries of the last forty-eight hours made my father's actions over UnRedlty
any more explicable. | couldn't make the thought go anywhere,

So | moved my body instead, and took mysalf around al the redtors| could find on foot. A rough
index of asmall community's status can be taken from the number of real-estate businesses on its Streets.
In Cowlick, Kansas, you're going to have to look real hard. Everyone wantsto get out, not in, their only
proviso being that it not be through the medium of their death. Preferably. Somewhere of moderate
wedth you'll find one or maybe two offices, mixed in amongst the other businesses by the process of
commercia Brownian motion. In aplacelike Dyersburg you can't move for redtors. Even more than the
scarves and the gdleries and little restaurants, what that kind of town is selling isan idea: the notion that
you could live thisway dl year round, that you could be one of the people who carve off a piece of the
good stuff and put a sturdy fence round it; that you, too, could Sit in acustom-built log home with
cathedra cellingsand fed at onewith God and hisangels. All over America, therich are carving out their
hidey-holes. Ranches that used to support cattle or smply beauty are being bought up and subdivided
into twenty-acre home sites where you can rgjoice in sunning views and neighbours who are absolutely
just like you. I'm not dissing this. | want one of these views, | want one of those lives, held in the pam of
the mountainsin one of the most beautiful landscapesin theworld. | just don't want what comeswith it.
The golf. The part-sharein aLear jet. The cigar humidors. The bland, screamingly serene androids who
livein these country clubsand lodges: bluff men with leather tans and firm handshakes, women with their
steely eyes and surgery-tight cheeks; conversations that are one part greed, two parts self-satisfaction,
and three parts eerie slence. | think it would drive meinsane.



After alittle while Chip reappeared, clutching a handful of prospectuses and two videotapes. 'Mr
Lautner? he breathed. 'It'stimeto find the dream.’

| dutifully watched the tapes, taking care to make occasiona grunts or moues of interest. Neither had
anything that resembled what | was looking for. Then | leafed through the brochures, which featured faux
wooden lodges interior-decorated by some cowboy on drugs, or gleaming white boxes of such
Modernist sterility they looked like they'd been discovered on the moon. The only thing that varied, and
that not by much, was the hilariousness of the prices. It had been thisway with each of the previous
redltors. | was on the verge of dutifully asking for Chip's card and leaving, maybe calling Bobby to check
how he was getting on with histask, when hidden amongst the glossies | found asingle piece of paper.

TheHdls' it sad, in an attractive typeface. 'For people who want more than ahome.’

It went on, in three paragraphs of curious restraint, to describe asmall development up in the Gdlatin
range. Ski-in, ski-out convenience, naturally. End-of-the-road seclusion, of course. A two-hundred-acre
tract of highlands, fashioned into acommunity of such ineffable perfection that Zeus himsdlf probably
bought atown house off plan — and yet the copy wasn't trying very hard to sell. There weren't even any
pictures, or aprice, which piqued my interest further.

| picked up one of the other brochures more or less at random, just making sure it was expensive.
‘Liketo take alook at thisone,' | said.

Chip checked, nodded ddlightedly. 'It'sa peach,’ he said.

'‘And whilewereinthearea,' | added, asif an afterthought, 'let's check this place out too.'

| shoved the single piece of paper across the desk at him. He glanced at it, then folded his hands
together and looked at me.

'With The Halls, Mr Lautner, he said, judicioudy, 'exclusivity isvery much the name of the game. We
would belooking at very high-end, in monetary terms. Six million would no longer suffice. By quite some
margin.’

| gave him my best and richest amiile.

‘Like | said. Show me something specidl.’

——O>——O>——O>—

An hour later | was listening to Chip talk about golf. Listening again. Still listening. Would, | was
beginning to fear, dways be listening. Early in the drive, before we were even out of Dyersburg, hed
quizzed me on my own commitment to the game. I'd rashly admitted | didn't play, though luckily stopped
short of adding, 'Why on earth would I, for the love of God? He stared at me for so long, with alook of
such stunned incomprehension, that | said | was intending to take the sport up just as soon as| was
settled — that thisambition was, in fact, foremost among my reasons for seeking a property of thistype.
He'd nodded dowly at this, and then taken it upon himself to give me a crash course on everything there
was to know about the game. | reckoned | could bear about another fifteen minutes, and then I'd just
haveto kill him stone dead.

I'd already endured being shown the house in Big Sky, with its Sub-Zero appliances and Honduran
maple flooring and fireplace handcrafted by some moron out of big pebbles. Inthe end | smply shook
my head. Chip clapped me encouragingly on the shoulder — we were well on the way to best buddies
by now — and we trooped back to the car. We drove back down to the main road and followed it
further into the mountains, Chip giving me the lowdown on what he perceived to be two tiny flawsin
Tiger Woods's game — both of which he considered to be related to racial temperament. The sky,
which had been clear in the early morning, was now the same colour asthe road. The Galatin River, cold



and fast, ran dong the left. On the other Sde was anarrow band of valey, filled with trees. The
mountains rose steeply on either side, anotch up into the Rockies. Y ou travel far enough down thisway
you come up out onto a high plain and then swing east into Y ellowstone Park, the caldera of adormant
supervolcano that last erupted six hundred thousand years ago. Molten rock has been gathering in the
hollows underneath it since then, and my father told me one time that loca legend speaks of afaint
buzzing noise on the shores of Y ellowstone Lake — the sound of pressure dowly building deep inthe
rock. Apparently the wholelot could go off again any day, plunging usright back into the Stone Age,
which would be abummer. Theway | fdlt after an hour with Chip, | believed | was capable of triggering
it just with the crackling coming from my heed.

Twenty miles down the road, Chip pulled over to the right, apropos of nothing asfar as| could tell.
He hopped out of the car and hurried over to the fence, where | redized therewasasmal and
unassuming gate. This surprised me. Big Sky, in common with most such places, had ahuge great
entrance, fashioned from trees that had aready been sizeable when the Farlings were as yet unheard-of in
the area. This gate looked like it led to nothing more than a service road. Chip leaned closeto the
right-hand side, and | saw hislipsmove. | redized that an intercom had been built into the post. He
straightened and waited for amoment, peering into the sky. A few drops of rain had begunto fal. Then
he turned back, listened to something, and walked back to the car.

By the time he was strapped back in, the gate had opened. Chip drove through, and it shut again
immediately behind us. He steered us along atrack beyond, two patchy lines where the grass had been
flattened. He drove carefully, but | was still bounced around. | winced. 'Kind of arustic thing, isit?

He amiled. "You'll see

Thetrack continued for maybe aquarter of amile, cutting a an angle away from the main road and
toward adense stand of trees. Aswe rounded them, the surface abruptly changed. From two worn lines
inthe scrub it switched to narrow but immaculate blacktop. | turned quickly in my seat, and saw that the
main road was now invisble, obscured behind the trees.

'‘Cunning,’ | said.
'Nothing isleft to chance at The Halls," Chip intoned. Those who choose to make their homes there
can count on the very highest standards of privacy.'

The path turned back away from theriver, winding behind an outcrop to follow a steep course up a
gully, curving further and further around to remain obscured from the main road. Within afew minutesit
was hard to believe that the highway had ever existed. Somebody had put genuine thought into The Halls.
| was mildly impressed. 'How long has this place been here?

'‘Development sarted seven years ago,’ Chip said, peering through the windshield against therain.
'Just ashame you're not going to seeit in better weather. Y ou get agood snowfall up here, you're going
to think you've died and gone to heaven.'

'Have you sold many?

'Not aone. There's only ten home sites, and they're in no hurry tofill thelast few. Be honest with you,
their leaflet does them no favours. I've told them they should have some picturesoniit.’

We were approaching the top of arise now, having climbed at least five hundred feet in along series
of zigzags

‘None of the other realtors | talked to seemed to know about it.'

Chip shook his head. 'It's our exclusive. Leastways, it is now.'

He winked at me, and for just asecond | got aglimpse of the man Mr Farling might be when he shut
his door behind him at night. | turned away, suddenly sure that it had been agood decision not to
introduce myself by my red name. | got the feding that Chip might have recognized the name Hopkins
sooner than he would that of a dead Los Angeles architect, however many moviesthe latter's buildings



had beenin.

A gate now became visible, aswe turned afina bend. It was made not of wood, but of very large
pieces of mountain rock, and sat on the top of asmall rise, so that what lay beyond was not visible. As
we drew closer, | saw that the words The Halls had been hand-carved into it, in the same typeface
they'd used on their sales sheset.

Thisisit, Chip chirped, superfluoudy.
On the other side of the rise the road turned sharply left. | got an impression of arange of higher
peaks haf amile away, but this was obscured by another bank of trees. Behind them was a fence that

gretched off in both directions. The fence was very high, hiding everything that lay beyond. Therain was
coming on harder, and the sky looked black fit to burst.

"The courseis over the other Sde,' Chip said, switching seamlesdy onto autopilot. ‘Nine hole,
Nicklaus pere et fils design, bien sur. Asthey say — who can best a pair of Jacks? Naturdly it's under
cover a thistime of year, and who needsit — with the Thunder Fall and Lost Creek runs barely minutes
away? Imagine the convenience of world-class outdoor facilities, only a short drive from homesto delight
the most discerning and sophisticated buyer.’

Indeed, | thought. And imagine me poking afinger up your nose.

"Thisisthe entrance compound right here,' Chip said. A clump of low wooden buildings became
vigble, looming out of the murk. ‘Club room, non-smoking bar, and afine restaurant.’

'Have you eaten there?
'No. But | gather it's, uh, extremely fine!'

He pulled the car over to park in a space to one side of the entrance to the building, longside arow
of very expengive cars. We got out, and heled meto the door. | tried to look around, to get a sense of
the rest of the development, but the vigbility was shot and we were moving quickly because of therain
now drumming down onto every horizontal surface.

'Fucking rain," Chip muttered quietly. He noticed my surprise and shrugged apologetically. 'Sorry.
Redtor'sworst enemy.'

"What — worse than Hispanic neighbours?
He laughed uproarioudly, clapped me on the back, and shepherded me through the door.

Insde, al was cam. To the left stretched akind of club room, lesther chairs around dark wood
tables. It was empty. Down the end was awindow, which on any other day would have afforded a
doubtless sunning view. Today it was just agrey rectangle. To theright was alargefireplace, inwhich a
well-behaved fire crackled. Very quietly in the background was the sound of Beethoven, one of the
Sonatasfor Violin and Piano. The reception desk was a smooth line of good wood, and on the wall
behind it hung a piece of ‘art’. Aswe stood, waiting for someone to respond to the buzzer Chip had rung,
| reached inside my jacket and pressed a button on my cell phone. Assuming there was service out here,
Bobby's phone would ring. We'd arranged that 1'd do thisif 1'd found what | was looking for. | had.

——O>——O>—O>—

Theinduction processtook half an hour. A dim and attractive woman of early middle age, augmented by
many, many dollars worth of hairstyling, sat usin the lounge and explained the glories The Hallshad to
offer. Shewas dressed in an immaculate grey suit and had bright little blue eyes and good skin, so | guess
everything she said had to be true. She didn't give her name, which | thought was odd. In American
commercid discourse we aways give our designation: straight off, right at the top along with the
handshake. A token of engagement. Y ou know my name, so | can only want the best for you. Therésno



way I'm going to rip you off — what, me, your friend? At the heart of The Halls, Ms No-Name
explained, was a desire to reproduce the traditional ideals of ‘community’ — only better. Staff were on
hand at al timesto assist in any matter, however arcane. The residents apparently thought of them as
friends— presumably that specia kind of friend who hasto do whatever you tell them, no matter what
timeit isor how boring and arduous the task. The restaurant’s chef had previoudy worked at a glamour
trough in Los Angeles even | had heard of, and residents could have medls delivered to their homes
between the hours of 9.00 am. and midnight. Their wine cellars, she assured me, beggared belief. All
houses were automated up to the hilt, with cable Internet access as standard. In addition to the
much-vaunted golf club, there was a hedth club and adining club and severd others| didn't bother to
commit to memory. Membership of each of these was mandatory for resdents and camein at around a
half-million dollars. Per year. Each. Throughout al this| was aware of Chip nodding vigoroudy beside
me, asif unable to believe what agood dedl thisall was. | sipped my hundredth cup of coffee of the day
— at TheHalls, at least it was good — and tried not to blanch.

She concluded by observing that there were only three homes il available within the community,
priced a between deven point five and fourteen million dollars— barkingly expensive even by luxury
redl-estate standards. She rounded off with a heartwarming paean to the joys of residence that | could
see Chip mentdly taking notes from.

'Coal,' | said, when this eventualy drew to ameasured close. | put my cup down. 'So let'sgo havea
look.'

The woman stared politely at me. 'Of course that's not possible.
'I've been wet before,' | reassured her. ‘Many times. | even went swimming once.’

"The weather isimmaterid. We don't dlow viewing of The Halls until ademondration of
appropriateness has taken place.” She glanced at Chip, who was looking carefully blank.

'‘Appropriateness,’ | said.
'Financid and otherwise!’
| raised my eyebrows, smiled pleasantly. 'What?

'What's being said, if I might intrude,” Chip said, 'isthat, as we discussed on the way here, The Halls
mantansavery...'

'l heard,' | said. 'So I'm to understand, Ms... 7 | left agap, but shedidn't fill in her name. Thiswoman
wasin no hurry to be my friend. 'I'm to understand that | can't get further than this room until I've jumped
through some hoops you've set up to determine whether I'm suitable.”

'Correct.’ She amiled brightly a me, asif at achild who had findly understood, after long and painful
effort, how the relaive postions of the big and little hands could be used to divine how long it was until
bedtime. '‘As Mr Farling should have made clear.’

‘And what form would these demongtrations teke?
The woman reached into afolder and drew out a piece of paper. Placing it in front of me, she said:

"The placing of the cost in full of your proposed purchase, along with sufficient funds to cover club
membershipsfor five years, in an escrow account. No mortgage or other part-payment options are
entertained. The granting of accessto your accountant or other agreed-upon representative for the
purpose of establishing agenerd financia impresson. A meeting by yoursdf with the full board of the
community, which consists of the managing agents and a representative from each of the occupied
properties, with a subsequent follow-up in subcommittee should this be required. Y our nomination of two
ggnificant individuas— and by 'sgnificant’ we mean that they should be so within our society at large—
to whom the board may make reference with regard to your past and present Situation. Assuming that all
of the above proceeds smoothly, then you will be welcomed onto the property to be introduced to the
finer points of the development, and to make your selection.’



'Y ou've got to be kidding.'
'l assureyou that | am not.'
| tried for bluster. 'Do you have any ideawho | am?

'No." She smiled, turning her lipsinto athin line resembling arecently heded scar. ‘Which is precisaly
the point.’

| was dimly aware that the receptionist, ayoung man who had spent agreat ded of timein thegym,
waswatching us. | held the woman's gaze for amoment, and then smiled back.

'Excdlent,’ | said.
After amoment's hesitation, she frowned. 'Excuse me?

Thisisexactly what | hoped for. Mr Farling has evidently divined my needs accurately.’ My voice
was now alittle clipped, presumably to bein keeping with my shifted persona 'Someonein my position
requires certain assurances, and I'm pleased to say that you have afforded them.'

Ms No-Name began to look friendly again. 'We are in understanding?
'Perfectly so. Might | be permitted to see plans of the available properties?

'Of course.' She went back to her folder and pulled out two bundles. She unfolded these acrossthe
table and | scanned them quickly. They were detailed and well-annotated. What | saw interested me
more than 1'd expected.

‘Intriguing,’ | said. 'I'm sorry not to be able to examine them in the flesh on this occasion, but thisis
certainly enough to maintain my interest.’ | started to refold the plans, then redlized that aman asrich as|
was supposed to be would let someone el se handle such amenial task. Instead | stood up. The
abruptness of this caught both of them unawares, and they hurried to follow. | thrust my hand out to the
woman, and shook hersfirmly.

Thank you for your time,' | said, asif | wasaready thinking of other matters. 'l assume that any
further questions | might have should be directed through Mr Farling?

"That isthe usua way. Might | ask how you heard of The Halls?

| hesitated for amoment, asit occurred to me that admitting I'd just seen a piece of paper might
sound weak.

'Friends,' | said. She nodded, amost imperceptibly. Good answer.

I bowed my head and walked out across the lobby, not waiting for Chip. Outside | stood under the
awning for amoment, watching the rain come down. Eveniif I'd fdt like braving it, | could now see that
the buildings had been arranged in such away that no glimpse of the community was possible from the
outside. Chip hadn't been kidding about the privacy.

He emerged soon afterward and walked me acrossto the car. As| climbed in | noticed that another
vehicle had just comein the gate and was heading quickly down the drive. It waslarge and black, some
kind of dl-terrain mongter. It doshed in an arc around the small lot and pulled up twenty feet avay.

| took aslong as| could to open the door, climb in, and get into my seet, even leaving one of my feet
outsde to prolong the operation. As| strapped mysdlf in aman emerged from the building we had just
left. He was about my height, with blond hair, and walked purposefully, head down. He didn't look at us
at any point, and | got an impression of strong features but no more. As he walked toward the car, aman
hopped out of the driver's seat and went round to open the back of the vehicle. With his back to us, the
other man hefted abag into it. The bag was large, and akind of petrol blue colour. It had a paper
customs strap around the handle, but | couldn't see the | etters. Both men climbed into the car.

By then Chip had our own vehicle started. He reversed carefully out, headed up the drive, and we left
The Hals behind.



——O>——O>—O>—

Chip was quiet for most of the journey back into town. | got the feding that he might have been grilled by
No-Name after I'd eft, and was berating himsdlf for not being able to adequately answer her questions.
Likewho | was, and where | wasfrom. Even | knew that these were the first things aredtor should find
out from apotential customer, the amino acids of the transaction genome. My father used to say, in his
rare expandve moments, that the way into aman's pocket iswith his own hand: by which he meant
ensuring that you know enough about him to gpproach him in the way to which he's most accustomed.

Chip did ask mewhat | thought of what I'd seen. | told him the Big Sky property was of no interest,
especidly after seeing what The Halls had to offer. He didn't seem surprised. | asked how many other
people he'd shown up there. The answer was eight, in the past three years. All had gone through the
procedures required by the management. None had been offered the opportunity to buy.

| stared at him. "These people put fifteen, twenty million in an account, opened up their affairs, and
gtill they didn't get in? They actualy want to sall these houses, or what?

'Exclugvity, Mr Lautner. That's the name of the game." He glanced at me, to check he had my full
attention. 'We'reliving in astrange world, and that's afact. We've got the most beautiful country on the
planet, the most hard-working folks, and yet we live cheek by jowl with people you wouldn't want in the
same hemisphere. Theré'sahistorica dimension. We opened the doors too wide, and we shut them too
late. We said ‘Come on, everybody, join us— we need warm bodies. Got us plenty of land to fill' — but
we didn't spend enough time making sure we got the right kind of bodies. Didn't think clearly enough
about the future. That's the reason why people like yoursalf come out West. To get away from the cities,
from the hordes, to get in amongst their own folk. To get back to real ways of living. I'm not talking about
race, though that does play a part. I'm talking about attitude. About quality. About people who are meant
to be with each other, and people who aren't. That's why folks cometo a place like Dyersburg. It'sa
kind of filter, and most of the time it works pretty good — but still you wind up with some people who
just don't meet the grade. Students. Ski bums. White trash out by the freeway. People who don't
understand. What are you going to do? Can't stop folks moving out here— it'safree country. Nothing
you can do but look after your own.'

'‘And how do you do that?

"Y ou make the mesh of your filter awholelot finer. Y ou find some like-minded people, and you build
yoursdf aking-szed wal.'

‘That'swhat The Hallsis?

'Oneway of looking at it. But mainly, of course, aunique homemaking opportunity.’

"Y ou had the money, would you movein up there?

He laughed, ashort bitter sound. "Yes, gr, | surely would. Meantime, I'll just work for my
commisson.’

We drove down out of the hills and onto the smal high plain. By the time we got back to Dyersburg it

wasfull dark, and the rain had begun to dacken alittle. Chip parked up outside his office, and turned to
me

'S0." He grinned. 'What's your next move? Want to think about what you've seen, or can | bring you
in to the office, maybe show you afew more options for tomorrow?

"Wanted to ask you aquestion,’ | said, looking through the windshield. The pavement was deserted.

'Shoot.' He looked tired but game. My mother always used to say that real estate wasn't abusiness
for people who wanted to keep predictable hours.



"You sad you just got the exclusive on The Hals. So there used to be another firm looking after it?

That'sright.' Helooked confused. 'What of it?

"They ever get any sdesthat you know of ?

'No, sr. They didn't even have the account very long.'

'So how come they're not till representing it?

'Guy died, business got wound up. Can't sell homesif you're dead.’

| nodded, feding very quiet insde. 'How much would your commission be on one of those places? A
fair sum, I'd imagine?

'Quiteapiece,’ he dlowed, carefully.

| let a pause sttle. 'Enough to kill someonefor?

'What?

'Y ou heard me." | wasn't smiling any more.

'I don't know what you're talking about. Y ou think. .. what? What the hell are you saying?

There was something about hisdenid | didn't like, and you'd be amazed, and saddened, if you knew
how good people are at lying, in even the most difficult circumstances. 1'd waited. 1'd been good. Now |
was fed up with playing games. | grabbed the back of Chip's head and yanked it forward, smacking his
forehead hard into the steering whedl. | angled this so that the hard plastic caught him dead on the bridge
of the nose. Then | wrenched his head back.

'I'm going to ask you aquestion,’ | said, pulling his head forward to smack it into the steering column
again. He made aquiet moaning sound as| held it there. "Thistime, | need to believe your answer. | need
to know you'retelling methe truth, and you have just this one opportunity to convince me. Otherwise I'll
kill you. Understand?

| could fed hisfevered nod. | pulled him back up by the hair once more. His nose was bleeding, and
therewas alivid wet across hisforehead. His eyeswere very wide.

'Did you kill Don Hopkins?

He shook his head. Shook it, and kept shaking it, with the frantic and jerky movements of achild. |
watched thisfor awhile. I've dedt with many liarsin my time, have been one mysdf for long periods. |
have agood eyefor it.

Chip hadn't killed my father. At leadt, not personally.

'Okay," | said, before he broke his own neck. '‘But | think you know something about what happened
to him. Heresthe dedl. | want you to take amessage. Y ou going to do that for me?

He nodded. Blinked.

"Tell the Nazis up in the mountains that someoneistaking an interest in them. Tell them that | don't
believe my parents died by accident, and that | will exact payment for what happened. Got that?

He nodded again. | let go of his head, opened the door, and climbed out into therain.

When | was standing outside | leaned down and looked at him. His mouth was downturned with fear
and shock, blood running down his chin.

| turned away with my hands shaking, and went to find someone human.

15

Bobby was|eaning against the counter in my parents house, sipping aglass of minerd water. He glanced
up when | walked in, watched me stand and drip on thefloor. It had rained virtudly the entiretime | had



been waking.

'What have you done? he asked mildly.

‘Nothing.'

‘Right,’ he said, eventually. | took the glass and drank the remainder of the water in one swallow.
Only when it was gone did | remember it had come from my parents last shopping list.

'Isthere any more of that?

‘A little, he said.

‘Don't drink it." I put the glass on the counter and sat down at the table. As an afterthought | took my
coat off, dmost asif I'd heard avoice warning methat 1'd catch my death. Through thewindow | could
seethat Mary's Sitting-room light was on. | hoped she didn't find out | was till intown. 1t would have

looked rudethat | hadn't dropped by. Then | redlized that | was Sitting in ahouse with severd lightson
and a car outside, and so she probably knew dready. | wasn't thinking very clearly.

Bobby waited, arms folded.
'So," | asked. 'How was your day?
'‘Comeon, Ward,' he said irritably.

| shook my head. He shrugged and let it go. 'l checked out the scene of the accident. Given the
position of the car they raninto, it's entirely conceivable your mother could have smply screwed up the
turn. It'skind of sharp, it was dark, and it was pretty misty by al accounts.’

‘Right,' | said, wearily. 'And she had only been driving for, like, forty years. Probably never come
across a sharp turn before, never crossed that junction in al the time they'd been living here. | guessthe
cranberry juice and the mist wasjust dl too much for her. | seeit al now. It'samiraclethe car didn't flip
clean over thefirst row of buildings and bounce al theway to the sea’

Bobby ignored me. There was asmall gas station kitty-corner to the crash Site, and avideo rentd a
little further along the way. It goes without saying that neither of the guys| talked to were there the night
of the accident. The video storeis an independent run by two brothers. The one | talked to was certain
that his brother hadn't known anything about it until he saw a police car arriving.’

'Hedidn't hear the sound of one heavy meta object running into another, think maybe something
might be afoot?

"Y ou know what these places are like. Big old TV hung from the ceiling, John Woo movie playing
ear-bleeding loud, guy behind the counter getting through the evening with beer and ajoint the sze of a
burrito. Chances are you could have cracked him over the head with ahammer and hed've barely
blinked. So | went over to the gas station, and the guy gave me his manager's number. | called him and
got the address of the guy on duty at thetime.'

Tdling himwhat?

"That | was asssting the police with their inquiries!

'Great,' | said. 'That's going to get theloca PD right up my ass!’

'‘Ward, who fucking cares?

'I'm not Agency any more, Bobby. Out here in the real world, the cops can do thingsto you.'

Bobby flipped a hand, indicating thiswas anegligible concern. 'So | visited him. | confirmed that he
saw nothing either. He heard anoise, but thought it was maybe someone dicking around at the back of
the station. Dithered about calling the cops, and by the time he redlized there'd been an accident outside
and the station was safe, the police were aready on the scene!’

'‘Okay," | said. | hadn't expected anything to come of Bobby looking into the crash, but he'd been
ingstent. 'So what else?



'So then, as agreed, | came here and looked around.’
'Find anything?

He shook his head. 'Nope. Absolutely nothing.’

'l told you.'

'Y ou did," he snapped. 'Y ou're not only handsome, Ward, you're alwaysright. Man, | wish | was gay.
I'd look no further. Y ou're the best. So now you tell me something.’

The placein thefirst scene of thevideo iscdled TheHalls, and it'sup agully off the Galatin Vdley.
Y ou haveto beredly very rich to join, and they won't even let you see the houses until you've proved
you're good enough.'

The Hals? What kind of anameisthat?

| breathed out heavily. 'l don't know. Maybe they're thinking of Vahalla. Maybe they believe they're
gods. That much money, maybethey are’

'You'resureit's the one?

"Theré's no question. The lobby was exactly the same as the one from the video, right down to the
artwork. It'sthe place. And they are very, very tight about |etting peoplejoin.’

'So how come you didn't put acall through?
'l did. Must betherésno signal out there. | did it with the phonein my pocket, so | couldn't tell.
'What wasit like?

‘Just swell. | didn't see any of the residents, except one guy briefly at theend and | didn't get agood
look at him either. Basicdlly if you've got the money and don't want to be bothered by standard-issue
earthlings, then thisisthe place for you. | got apeek at the house plans, though, and these are not your
average trophy homes. They got someone pretty good on the case, someone who had something specific
inmind.

‘Likewhat?

| took a pen from my pocket and sketched. 'Exploded layout. Main living spaces elevated over the
terrain. Centrd fireplaces withdrawn to interna room edges. Stained glass on the windows opposite the
fires, and in skylights over corridors. Hanging eaves, horizonta banding of windows, conspicuous
terraces.’

Bobby peered at the drawing. 'So? 1 tell you, my friend, that just sounds like aregular houseto me!’

‘Lot of this has been incorporated into standard design now,' | agreed. 'But the way it was put
together in these drawings was textbook Frank LIoyd Wright.'

'So maybethey hired him.'

'Unlikely. Unlessthey hired amedium, too."

'So they got someone who designslike him. There must be hundreds. Big dedl.’

'Probably. But thiskind of stuff isn't fashionable these days, never has been for thiskind of
development. Usudly it's oil baron staircases, master bedroom suites, and |ook-at-me aren't-I-rich.’

'Sounds grest.’

‘But artificid. In the beginning, the places where we lived were scul pted from naturd environments,
not constructed from scratch. That's why so much modern architecture feels barren: it makes no organic
use of the gte. Wright's houses were different. The entrance route is made complicated to symbolize a
retreat to aknown safe haven, and the fireplace is withdrawn into the centre of the Structure to take the
place of afirein adeep cave. Spaces within the house flow to dlow internal prospect as an ultimate
defence, additiondly suggesting the adaptation of anaturally created space. External windows are



banded so the Sight linesreved the outsde without compromising theinside. Stained glass evokes awall
of vegetation that the inhabitants can see through, but which presentsawall from without. Humansfed
most comfortable when they've got both prospect and refuge — when they've got agood view of the
terrain they inhabit, but also fed protected and hidden. That's what his patterns provide.'

Bobby stared at me. "Y ou're an unusua man.’

| shrugged, embarrassed. 'l listened in class. My point is, you find me another development in the
world lookslikethis, I'll kissyour ass.'

Tempting, but I'm just going to take your word for it.'

'It's probably one of the reasons they don't let people see the houses beforehand. It's not what they'd
usudly lay out their millionsfor. Which meansthey have to have some other reason for making them that

way.
'So the devel oper's aWright nut. Or they hired an architect who listened in class, too. | don't see how
thisleads anywhere, and I'd redlly like you to tell me what happened at the end.’

'l logt it with the redtor.’

'On ste?

| shook my head. 'Give me some credit. Back in town. There was no one around.’

'Ishe dead? The question was businesdike.

'Chrigt, no.'

'Why did you do this?

'l didn't like him. Plus there used to be two firms|ooking after The Halls. Now thereésonly one!’
Bobby nodded, dowly. "Y our dad's firm being the one no longer on the case!’

You'reabright guy.'

I dsotakeit, from the fact we're not discussing ahomicide, that you don't think thisredtor killed
your folks. Despite the financia incentive!

I shook my head. 'Not persondly. But he'sin bed with people who did. Why elseisthere footage of
this place on the tape?

Suddenly | was on my feet, walking quickly out of the kitchen. As| passed through the hall something
tugged a me, but | couldn't work out what, so kept on going. Bobby followed meinto the sitting room,
where | went over to the coffeetable.

| picked up the book lying there, and waved it at him.

‘A book about the af orementioned great architect,” he said. 'So what? Y our dad was arealtor.
They'reinto houses. And an old guy. Old dudesreally dig biographies. It'sthat and the Discovery
Channedl that keepsthem going.’

‘Bobby...'
'Okay," he conceded. 'It's an interesting coincidence. Sort of .’

| wandered back out into the hallway and then cameto ahalt again. | fdlt like | had an engine of
activity ingde me, turning over, ready to run — but having no ideawhat direction to go in. "Y ou tossed
this place hard?

'l took carpet up, | went under floorboards, | went in the roof and shone aflashlight in the tank. |
looked inside the phones. There's nothing else here. Of course— | can't tell what might be missing.'

'Meneither,' | said. 'l didn't come here enough. The only thing I noticed wasthe videos." | frowned.
'Wait asecond. When | was here the other day | put the mail here. Now it'sgone.’ | looked up at him,
suddenly sure | was onto something.



'Relax, detective. A couple hours ago an old guy picked it up. Beaky, said he used to be your folks
lawyer. | let himin, explained | was afriend of yours. He was cool abouit it, though he did ook like he
wanted to check how many spoons I'd stolen.’

'Harold Davids,' | said. 'He said he'd keep coming by.'

Bobby smiled. 'Ward, you got enough weirdness going on without looking for it. Stop being so
paranoid.’

We heard aloud shattering sound from the sitting room. We started moving, but not quickly enough.

——O——O>——O>—

It's not so much asound as afeding of immense pressure, and as shocking as being a child smashed
across the face by someone who's never hit you before. If you're close enough to an explosion, what
you're mainly aware of isthe thud of your head and chest, an impact that turns any noiseinto adeep
sensation, afeding that the world itself has been knocked out of its path. The sound itself seems
secondary, asif you're hearing it days afterward.

It seemed like | hit thewall immediately, hard, and smacked face-first into arow of pictures. Asl hit
the ground, my head full of white light and surrounded by faling glass, there was another, quieter
explosion, and then | was hauling Bobby off the floor and toward the remains of the front door.

We careered down the path together, dipping and falling on the wet flagstones. There was another
detonation behind us, much louder than thefirg. Thistime | heard the whistle and fizz of thingsflying
around me, the whupp-a of air compressed and released. Bobby kept scrabbling forward, using his
hands to keep us moving. | screwed up his efforts by turning to look back at the house, and we tangled
and ended up skidding flat on our backs on the wet grass. The whole of the outer wall of the Sitting room
was gone, and the interior was aready beginning to burn. | couldn't take my eyes off it. Whenyou seea
house on fireit's like watching the burning effigy of someone's soul, like seeing the grave work of worms
writ Sixty feet tal.

By thetime I'd pushed mysdlf up Bobby aready had his phone out and was walking away, looking
over thefence. | took afew paces back toward the house. Maybe | thought | could go back in and put
thefire out. Or that | should save somethings. | don't know. | just felt there ought to be something that |
could do.

There was another small detonation, and | heard things break deep inside the house. The heat was
building rapidly. The rain had dackened into afaint drizzle, and | remember feding that this was about
typical. It had rained hard al afternoon. Why not now?

Bobby ran back over to me, snapping his phone shut. He had asmall cut on hisforehead, which was
dripping blood.

They'reon their way, he said. | couldn't imagine who he would be talking about. "'Who are?
Thefirebrigade. Let'sgo.’

I can'tgo,' | said. That'stheir house.'

'No," hesaid firmly, ‘it'sacrime scene.’

When we reached my car hewalked quickly al around the vehicle, looking carefully at the ground.
Then he went down on hands and kneesin the mud and peered up underneath. He got back up, rubbed
his hands, then unlocked the door. He squatted down and looked under the driver's seat, then popped
the hood, walked round the front, and looked at the engine.

'Okay,' he said. 'WEell take the chance.'



He closed the hood and walked back to the driver's sde. He stuck the keysin the ignition, winced at
me, and turned his hand. The engine started, and nothing exploded. Bobby breathed out heavily, patted
thetop of the car.

‘But we didn't hear anything,’ | said. 'No car.'
'Not surprised,’ he said, and his voice was alittle shaky with relief. ‘Arealikethisit's easer to lose
yoursdlf in backyards than on the road. 1'd stash acar downhill and come the last quarter mile on foot.

Though if it had been me, we wouldn't be having this conversation. Y ou hear the way it kept futzing after
thefirst explosion? Someone put it together in a hurry and screwed up.’

'What difference? Surely the first blast takes the whole lot up?

"The sections got blown apart by the ignition charge. Someone tried to put together ared mother, and
it blew itsalf apart before it could go off properly.’

'If weld been in the ditting room, it would have been enough.' | abruptly rubbed my face with my
hands. 'l guess Chip ddlivered the message.’

'Surelookslikeit.'

‘Inwhich case...' | looked at my watch. They put thiswhole thing together in just over an hour,
including someone getting down here.' | noticed | was bleeding briskly from agash on the back of my
hand, and wiped my jacket over it.

'Likel said. They rushed it.’

"They may screw up on the details, but they're definitely on the case, wouldn't you say? Inthe
distance | could now hear the sound of approaching sirens, and acrossthe road | saw front doors
opening.

"They bombed my parents house," | said, increduloudly, turning to look at it once more. 'Like, with a
bomb.'

The burning house looked bizarre, apoint of utter wrongness amongst astreet of perfect little
dwellings. | turned to look at Mary's house across the hedge. A few lights were on, and the front door
was open.

'Y ou're dealing with Grade-A cocksuckers,' Bobby agreed, dapping the top of the car again. 'And
now let'sleave.

But by then | was running, dipping and careering down toward the gate. | heard Bobby swear and
gart after me. Near the end of the path | thrashed my way straight through the hedge and into Mary's
front yard. I'd barely made it into her property before Bobby grabbed my shoulder and spun me round.

| shrugged him off, tried to keep walking up the yard. He reached for me again, but faltered when he
saw what I'd seen, and then he was moving faster than me.

Shewas lying haf on the porch, her head and shoulders tipped downward onto the steps, one arm
thrown out by her side. At first | thought maybe a heart attack, until | saw the blood al over her, the pool
aready turning duggish on the weathered wood. Bobby dropped to one knee beside her, supporting her
head.

'Mary,' | said. 'Oh, Jesus Chrigt.'

Between uswe pulled her gently round so that she waslying level. Her breathing was ragged. Enough
light was thrown by the fire next door to make the linesin her face look like canyons. Bobby was
searching through the folds of her clothing, finding hole after hole, trying to stanch blood that didn't seem
to beflowing asfast asit should. She coughed, and adug of something dark glotted up into her mouth.

Beforethis| had only ever seen an old woman, one of those people who clutter up the lanes of
supermarkets and stand waiting for buses, who know or care about what gift people are supposed to
give on which anniversary, who look papery and cold and asif they can never have been any other way.



People who can never have been drunk, or clambered over forbidden fences, or moved, giggling, so that
someone e se gets stuck with the wet patch in the bed. Dry old sticks who you cannot credit with having
loved someone, not someone dive anyhow, not someone who wasn't just amemory, whose resting place
was now decorated with fading flowersthat only she remembered to bring. Now | saw someone else.
Someone sheld once been and presumably remained, beneath the patina of failing cellsand dry skin and
wrinkle canyons and grey hair curled and cut short. Behind the disguise the years had conferred, behind
the mi staken assumption that because of her age she had never been, and wasn't till, somebody redl.

And then her throat clicked, and afull bladder voided, the smell warm and acrid. Her eyes seemed to
go from moist to dry in an ingtant, asif fast-forwarded. Perhapsit was the coldness of the air, but it
looked asif she'd been pulled away in front of our eyes, and pulled away fast.

Bobby looked dowly up at me. | stared back. | didn't have anything to say.

—— O —O>—O>—

'What happened? | asked. It wasthe firgt thing | had been able to say in ten minutes. 'What the hell
happened back there?

Bobby was peering hard through the windshield, whipping his head back and forth to look up sde
roads as we sped past them. All were early-evening quiet. Mary's body was two miles behind us now,
gtill lying on her porch. It would receive medica attention there faster than we could havegotittoa
hospital, and anyway it was dead without hope of reprieve. Both Bobby and | knew that.

He shrugged. 'She got intheway. Like | said,

someone camein over the yards. She heard something, came out. So they emptied half aguninto her.
I'm sorry, man.'

'Someone comes down here to blow me up, bringing agun with asilencer justin case. A harmlessold
lady getsin the way and they whack her. Just like that."

"These people are serious, Ward, and they redlly don't likeyou at al.’

He yanked the car round a sharp left and then we were back down in the main part of town. A fire
truck flashed past us dong the main drag, heading in very much the wrong direction to get to the house,

'Wherethefuck ishe going?

A car behind us honked. Bobby and | turned as one and aguy in apickup indicated that the lights
had changed and maybe wed like to move. Bobby pulled out, and headed down the road after the fire
truck.

"Thetruck's going the wrong way, Bobby.'
'l told them the address just as you told me. It was good enough to get me there.’
‘But why the..." | stopped. We could both now see the orange light up ahead.

Bobby abruptly pulled over, without signaling. We got another stern honk from the oldster in the
pickup, who turned to stare heavily at us as he passed. Neither of usredly paid him much mind. We
could see now that the Best Western, or at least asmdll part of it, wason fire. | stared at it in frank
disbelief, wondering how Dyersburg had suddenly come to reside within one of the circles of Hell.

'Get closer,' | said, faintly.

He drove dowly, and after ablock left the main drag to come around at the hotel dlong aside street.
We stopped at the top, putting us about a hundred yards from the hotel. From here we could see that the
firewasreatively smdl, only affecting aforty-yard stretch of onewing. The hotd would surviveto host
another convention. Four fire trucks were aready in attendance, and afifth joined them as we watched.



The other end of the street was dready thronged with people, and more were waking quickly past the
car, hurrying to get a better view of the excitement. Half of the town's police force appeared to bein
attendance.

That start round about where your room was?

| didn't even answer. | felt Sick. For some reason attacking the hotel felt like more of a persona
wound than the house had done. | wondered if my neighbours had been in, the peoplein the rooms
around me.

'Ward, this message you sent them,’ Bobby said, ‘what exactly did you say?

Thisisridiculous,' | said. Thisiscompletely out of hand.' Then: "What about the house? What are
they...'

"They've probably got someone up there dready. Other neighbours will have cdled it in. And before
you even get around to wondering, your Stuff is safe!’

'What stuff?

"Well, not your clothes. Look in the back." | turned and saw my laptop bag in the backseeat of the car.

'Never assume you've got refuge,” he said, tapping hisfingers on the steering whed, and watching the
fire. 'I'm aprogpect man mysalf. Keep what you need within reach. | think now would be agood timeto
blow Dodge.

| wanted to go up into the hillsand kill someone. Bobby read my mind, and shook his head firmly.
‘Oncethisfireisunder control they're going to find which room went up first. Chances are they'll have
taken more time and made it look halfway credible. But add it to the house and you're going to leap
straight to Dyersburg's Most Wanted.'

'Inwhat fucking sense? | didn't do anything.’
"There an insurance policy on your folks house?

'Yes.
‘Big one?

| Sghed. 'Probably. | didn't listen. And then they'll find Mary and some bright cop will decide to dust
her down just in case. That much blood, they may get some latents. Y our prints on file, Bobby?

Y ou know they are.’
'Mine, too. You'reright. It'stimeto leave.'
Twenty minutes later we were at Dyersburg airport.

16

Zandt reached Beverly Boulevard at ninein the evening. He was exhausted, and hisfeet hurt agood dedl.
Hewas a so drunk.

At 3.00 am. he'd stood outside the cinemawhere Elyse LeBlanc had last been seen. Cinemas ook
strange at that time, as do stores and restaurants. In the smal hours they seem odd and arbitrary and
edificia — asif we are explorers who have missed, by abare decade or two, whatever civilization
brought them into being. A few hourslater he watched the house where Annette Mattison spent her last
evening with afriend. He recognized the woman who came out a seven o'clock, dressed in abusiness
suit, on her way to the television mines. Zandt had interviewed Gloria Neiden on more than one occasion.
She had aged agreat ded in the past two years. He wondered if she was till in touch with Frances
Mattison. Their daughters had visited with each other many times, and aways walked the three short
blocks home. It wasthe usud arrangement. They lived, after dl, in avery nice neighbourhood, up in Dae
Lawns, 90210 — and surely one of the reasonswhy you paid seven figures for ahouse was so that you



could walk under the stars after dark. Zandt suspected that the relationship between the two mothers
would have become Strained, if not atogether dead. When Zoé Becker had mentioned Monica Williams,
her voice acquired a colourless tone — though the latter could hardly be held responsible for Sarah's
electing to wait out thetime until her father cameto pick her up. Their small community had failed. When
this happens, you ask what it'sfor, and look for someone to blame. The people withinthewallsare
closest.

Zandt turned away as Mrs Neiden's car swished past. It was possible she would recognize him, and
to have watched for longer would have made him fed unwelcomely like another man, the one who had
stood outside her house, perhaps in the same spot, two years before.

Hewalked on. By late morning he had been in Griffith Park, at the place where Elyse's body had
been found. There was nothing to mark the space, though for awhile there had been flowers and he
found the remains of abroken glassjar. He stood there for along time, looking out over the hazy city, at
the places where amillion people worked and dept and lied, turning rank in the urban field.

It was soon after thisthat he first went into abar. And, alittlelater, into another. He kept walking in
between and afterward, but more dowly, fegling his sense of purpose bag around the seams. He had
walked these routes many times. All they had brought him was blood and breskage. He could il hear
the voicesthat had propelled him to hisfeet when Ninaleft, the cries of the missing — but obscured by
daylight and rationality they weretoo faint to lead him anywhere. His shirt became untucked, and when
he passed other pedestrians he was aware of their scrutiny. It's claimed that you can tell the police,
especidly apoliceman, by his eyes, a gaze that measures and assays, that judges from a position of
suspicion and strength. Zandt wondered if you could a so tell someone who was not acop any more, by
thelook of emasculation, of having turned away. He had known this city once, known it from insde. He
had walked the streets as one to whom the residents turned in times of chaos. A part of theimmune
system. Now he lived without this sanction. He was no longer identified, was without fame or its
equivaent in function. He was just aman on the street in acity where very few peoplewalk — and
where those who did regarded him with caution. It was a habitat asred as any steppe or shaded valley,
no more different to the countryside than Degath Valey wasto Vermont, or Kansas to the bottom of the
sea. The only distinction was in the people, the smog-stained and battle-weary. All the people.

By late afternoon he had stood, weaving dightly now, by the side of aside road in Laurel Canyon.
The bushes that had once grown there had been uprooted and replaced with a stretch of pavement
perhaps a couple of feet longer than Annette's body. By now he was quite drunk, but not so that he
didn't spot the person watching him from the safety of the nice house across the road.

Within afew minutes aman emerged from the house. He was wearing jogging pants, apae grey vest.
He looked very hedlthy.

'‘Can | helpyou?

'No," Zandt said. Hetried asmile, but the man wasn't having any of it. Had Zandt seen the result of
his attempt, he probably wouldn't have blamed him.

The man sniffed. 'Areyou drunk?
I'm just standing here amoment. Go back insde. I'll be gone soon.’

'What isit, anyway? The man turned dightly, revealing that he was holding aphonein the hand
behind his back.

Zandt looked a him. 'What?

"That pavement thing. Why'sit there? It'suseless!
'‘Somebody died there. Or was found there, dead.’
The man's face became more open. "Y ou knew them?
'Not until shewas dead.'



'So what do you care? What was she— aworking girl?

Zandt'sthroat constricted. Desth's diding scale, asif whores and addicts and young black men were
little more than unwanted pets, asif they had never run laughing to the return of aparent, or said afirst
word, or spent long nights wondering what their stocking would hold.

The man took a hurried step back. 'I'll call the cops,” he warned.
"They'd be too late. Maybe you'd rate one more dab of pavement, but | wouldn't bet oniit.’
Zandt turned and walked away, leaving the man no different and no wiser.

—— O —O>—O>—

When hefindly reached Beverly Boulevard he went past the Hard Rock Cafe, tucking in his shirt and
graightening hisjacket, pulling his shoulders back. He walked into the MaMaison hotel without incident,
steered right and Straight to the gentsin the bar. A splash of water and no one but abarman could tell he
didn't belong. He went back out into the bar and sat at alow table where he could see the Street. After
the miles of walking, the softness of the couch made him fed like hewas Sitting on acloud. A pleasant
young man promised to bring him adrink.

While he waited, Zandt looked out at the road where Josie Ferris had disappeared. It was not quite
the last scene that related to the crimes, but he was unwilling to go and stand by the school Karen had
attended, or outside the house where hisfamily had once lived. And there was no point going back to
that other, final place. It was aplace he had created. Though it had abearing, it couldn't help him now. It
had not helped him then. Standing above the dead body of the man he had killed had done nothing but
prove the fineness of the distinctionsweturn into laws.

Jennifer had known what he had done. He told her, two days later, when the sweater had arrived. It
had not been the death of them, not at first. She'd understood his actions, condoned everything except
the mistake. They tried to hold it together. They failed. His position had been untenable. Either he bore
the horror of Karen's disgppearance and remained strong for hiswife, while feding like he was going to
break gpart into small sharp pieces. or he could reveal the pain he wasin. When he did so he lost the
male claim to strength without gaining any foothold on the high ground of reveded traumathat wasthe
preserve of women. It was her job to express the outrage; it was histo withstand it.

He decided he could no longer pretend to be a policeman at around the same time that she decided
to go back to her parents. Someone had stolen their golden egg, and the goose that laid it had died.

Now, when he looked back, he bdieved he had been most in the wrong. It was hisrigidity that had
enabled the fault lines to form. She would have let him be weak for a spell. Women are often wiser when
it comes to understanding which rules can be dlowed to bend. Relationships require flexibility,
particularly intimes of high stress, those periods when they fed like a desperate pact againgt aworld of
unbearable darkness. Strong pairingswill fight to retain an equilibrium, regardiess of short-term changes
in balance. Though it was a double-edged consolation, this redlization had enabled him to say dive.
Sometimesthe key to regaining one'slifeislooking back at aterrible Stuation and redizing that you were
partly to blame. Before you seethis, you fed wronged, hurt — and cannot find any peace. But 'It'sunfair’
isthe cry of achild, of someonewho does not redlize that causal relationships act in two directions.
When you come to understand that you were dso at fault, the pain dowly fades away. Once you redize
that you made your own bed, it becomes easier to liein it, however hard and soiled it may be.

When his Budweiser arrived he nursed it awhile, ostensibly looking out of the window. In redlity he
was, as he had been dl day, trying to see aset of facts differently. In acrime where therewas no
evidence to speak of , the best you could do wastry new ways of fitting the information together. Most
crimes, in their essence, boiled down to a single sentence. Fingerprints and an affair and a hadtily



concealed knife and debts and an exploded alibi; these were the business of the courts, requisites for
tidying away. Thetrue crime, in dl itsglory, boiled down to this: people killed each other. Husbands
killed their wives. Women killed their menfolk, too, and parentstheir children, and children their parents,
and strangers other strangers. People took things they didn't own. People st fire to places, for money, or
because there were people insde. When each manifestation had been tucked away into itsjudicia
drawer, the truth still remained at large. Y ou could take any two people and put the word 'killed'

between them.

Zandt had been able to make no headway in trying to work out what The Upright Man might want
from hisvictims. Why they were being punished. Had they failed him by not loving him, not responding to
his advances? Had they been too frightened, or not frightened enough? Had they failed by breaking, by
not showing some of the strength he looked for and wished to steal ?

He noticed that he'd finished his beer, and twisted in his seat, looking for the young waiter. There was
no sign of him, though the other people dotted around the lounge seemed to have recently been served.
He watched them for awhile. Strangers, drinking acohol to fed more comfortable. To sand off the edges
of anxiety. Everybody did. Americans— except for abrief experiment that led to an explosion of crime
never seen before or snce. The Germans and French, heartily. The Russians, with melancholy
seriousness. The English, too, beery maniacs. They spent their hoursin bars and pubs and at home,
making everything blurred. They needed the fizzing mask, the glue.

Eventualy aman appeared. He was dressed in black with awhite shirt, exactly asthe previous
barman had been — but ten years older and considerably less sunny in demeanour. Whereas the younger
man's hopes of salling a screenplay or shouting 'Cut!’ were probably till fresh, this man appeared on the
edge of acurdled acceptance that Hollywood's actresses would continue to survive without his good
loving. He regarded Zandt suspicioudy, waiter radar telling him that thiswas aman who was neither
resdent in the hotel nor waiting to meet anyonein particular.

'‘Same again, Sr? Said with an inclined head, agesture of cordid irony: we both understand that Sir is
not of the type one prefers, is moreover somewhat drunk, and not clad to an adequate standard.

'‘Where'sthe other guy?

‘Other 'guy’, Sir?

"The waiter who served me before.’

'Shift change. Don't worry. It'll be the same beer.’

Asthe waiter walked off, languidly, bouncing histray on his knee, Zandt briefly considered shooting
him. Asalesson to al the other waiters who somehow managed to suggest that the people paying their
wages were scum. A long-overdue wake-up call. Perhaps word would get out to the store assistants,
too, even the ones on Rodeo Drive. Zandt could till, would dways, remember an incident that had taken
place one anniversary afternoon six or saven years before. An occasion when he had taken hiswifeto an
expendve store to buy ablouse, and they had |eft soon afterwards; Jennifer awkwardly clutching abag,
Zandt shaking with unexpressed fury. She had seldom worn the shirt. It was stained by how smdll she
had been made to fed while buying it.

The memory made him fed far worse than he had before. He was diding one of the remaining pieces
of stationery closer, intending to make notes on something — anything — when suddenly he paused. He
could see the waiter, standing behind the counter in the next section of the bar, pouring out his beer.

It was a Budweiser. Same as he'd had last time. That was to be expected. The previous waiter would
have left a chit showing how much he owed, what he had been served so far.

Anindication of what he wanted, in other words.
Of what his preferences were.
When the waiter arrived with the beer, he found an empty seat and aten-dollar bill.
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The house was high up in the Mdibu hills. It was smdll, and unusud, arranged as a series of roomslike a
tiny motel. To get from one living areato the next you went outside and walked along a covered path,
re-entering the building viaanother outer door. It stood on the edge of a cliff and was approached down
asteep and twigting lane that was inadequatdly lit. It wasn't somewhere you'd find yoursdlf by accident. It
was cheap to rent, despiteits position, because it was on unstable ground and one step away from being
condemned. The combined living room and kitchen area, which waslarge and glass-sded and easily the
best feature, had a crack across the centre of its concrete floor. Y ou could get most of afist downintoit,
and the sdes differed in height by over two inches. Outside, on the landward side of thelot, wasasmal
swvimming pool. It was empty, the pipes having been melted in abrushfire years before shed cometo live
there. 1t took a certain courage to deep at night.

Ninahad spent the evening on the patio, at the rear of the house, her back against the wall and legs
gplayed out in front of her. Usually the view was of the ocean, with just afew trees and bushes before the
land shaded sharply away. No other houses were visible. Tonight the seawasinvisible, too, obscured
behind amist that seemed to start at the ends of her feet. It was sometimes thisway, and she wondered if
shedidn't prefer it. A place on the edge of being, in which anything could happen. She had meant to bring
aglass of wine out with her, but forgot. Once she had sat down she seemed becalmed, unable to
summon the will to go back in and confront the refrigerator.

She had spent the day |ooking for Zandt. He had not been at the hotel, nor on the Promenade, or
anywhere e se she had tried. Early evening she had driven dl the way out to it and watch the house
where he had once lived. Other people owned it now, and he had not appeared. She had driven home
again. So al she could do was Sit. Theliving room behind her was lined with bookshelvesfilled with texts
and papers and notes. She did not wish to look at any of them. She didn't want to talk to anyonein the
Bureau. Her position there was not asit had been before. The Upright Man had sidelined her career —
not because of their failure to apprehend him, though that had not hel ped. Rather because she had
continued to leak information to a policeman who had been ordered not to interfere after the
disappearance of his daughter. Agents had lost their jobsfor far less. She had managed to keep hers, but
things were different now. Once shed had Monroe's ear, had been acomer. Now their relationship felt
stretched and tired.

Shefet alone, and afraid. Her fear was unconnected with the loneliness. She was used to solitude and
did not mind it, despite a nature that yearned for something else. She had ended the affair with Zandt for
one reason only. The more she cameto care about him, the less she had felt willing to destroy thelife he
aready had. Thefact that it had been destroyed anyway had made it impossible to explain thisfact to him
when he asked. Not impossible, perhaps: sentences could have been framed to convey the information.
But somewhere within them might have been something that betrayed her. Betrayed the fact that, two
weeks after Karen's disappearance, she had witnessed a thought that had floated unbidden acrossthe
back of her mind. That if thisthing had been going to happen, the destruction of thisfamily, she might as
well have beentheoneto doiit.

There had been other men in the meantime, though not many, and there would presumably be more.
Finding men was no real problem, at least the ones you had little desire to keep. It was more the despair
that ground her down, the endless procession of terrible events. If thiswas what we were like, then
perhaps there was nothing to be done. If you looked at what our species did to its own kind and to other
animals, you had to ask if we didn't deserve whatever we had coming to us, whatever autonemesiswe
brought merrily into being; if the rough beasts that d ouched towards Bethlehem were anything more than
our own prodiga children, coming home.

At about nine-thirty she stood up and went back inside. As she opened the fridge, which held nothing
except ahalf-drunk bottle of wine, she kept haf an eye on the small televison on the counter. More



coverage of the killingsin England, though with the sound turned down she could not tell what was being
said, or revedled, or aleged. Some dismd facts or other, some new reason to fed sad.

She shut the door again, the bottle untouched, and leaned for amoment with her face againgt its cool
surface.

Shelooked up when she heard a sound from outside. After amoment the noise resolved into the
sound of tyres on the gravel of the road. She walked quickly across the room, stepping over the crack,
and got agun from her bag.

The car cameto ahdt outsde, and she heard amuffled conversation. Then the sound of a door
damming shut, and the noise of tyres again, reversing back up the drive. Footsteps, and aknock on the
door. Hand behind her back, she went to openit.

Zandt stood outside. He looked breathless, and alittle drunk.
'‘Where the hell have you been?

'All over.' He waked into the room, stopped, and looked around. 'l love what you've done with the
place’

I haven't done anythingtoit.’

That'swhat | mean. It looks exactly the same.’

'Not every chick is obsessed with interior decoration.’

"Yeah, they are. | think you must beaman in disguise!

'‘Damn. Y ou got me." She stood with arms folded. "What do you want?
‘Just to tell you | killed the right man &fter dl.’

——O>—O>——O>—

By the time she came out onto the patio with the bottle, he had dready started talking.

"The problem was that we couldn't work it like other cases. It didn't respond to normal investigative
procedure. When people disappear you trace back through the contacts, work it down. Y ou talk to the
families, their friends, the people in their environments. Y ou're looking for an intersection. A bar they
went to at different times on different nights. Membershipsto the same gym. A friend of afriend of a
friend. Some point of confluence that says these people are linked by something other than now being
dead. By something before, something that led to their desths. With The Upright Man we had multiple
disappearances but only superficid smilarities. Same sex, same age, more or less. All pretty. So what?
Therésboysgtting inroomsdl over the city praying for girlslike this. Women, cometo that. It'sa
consensud desire, not psychopathology. Apart from the long hair. That's the only thing that can be
pointed at, the only preference — dong with the fact the girls came from families where money isnt abig
issue. They're not runaways, they're not junkies. Which just meansthat what he did was more difficult,
because girlslike thisare harder to stedl. It'snot alead.

He paused. Ninawaited. He wasn't looking at her. He didn't even seem aware of her presence. He
stood on the very edge of the patio. From the doorway his outline looked indistinct. When he started
again, he spoke more dowly.

‘A man islooking for something. He has an anxiety, something that can only be resolved through a
certain course of action, which he has become aware of through accident or trial and error. He hasn't
alowed it to happen for awhile. HE's been good. He hasn't done the bad thing. He's kept himself to
himsalf, and not done anyone any harm. He's never going to do it again. He's not weak — he doesn't
need it. Not now, maybe not ever. Maybe he's never going to do it again. Maybe he can leave it behind.



Maybeit'sover.

‘But gradudly... it stops being okay. It starts getting harder. His concentration goes. He finds he can't
function. He can't focus on hisjob, hisfamily, hislife. HE's getting tense. Ideas start recurring, patterns of
fantasy. He's becoming anxious, and what makes it worseisthat he knowswhat is causing it. He knows
the only thing that is going to resolveit. He beginsto revisit old campaignsin his head, but they don't help.
Hemay find it difficult to remember them in any detail. They don't diminish theway he'sfeding now. It's
yesterday's news. Y ou can't resolve a current anxiety through something that has aready happened: last
year's good times do not combeat thisweek's misery. He needs something in front of him, something he
hasn't done yet. Not even the talismans help, the things he kept, the proof that he's done it before. All
they do isremind him that it's possible. He needsto do it so much and knowsthat he can't live without it
— and in any event, no matter how hard hetries, he's aready done it and there can never be any red
peace or any hope of forgiveness. Hislifeistainted and he can't go back.

'And 0, accidentally, dmogt, he startslooking again. He may tell himsdlf that thisisal heisdoing.
Looking. That heismorein control now. That thistime hewill only look, not take. But he will start
looking again, and once he has taken this step there can be only one outcome. He will forget how bad he
fdt last time, asthe memory of ahangover will not stop you drinking next Friday night. He may have
doneit so many timesthat he no longer feels bad about it even in prospect. It may be the only thing that
has meaning to him. He will go to a place he's been before, or somewhere likeit. He will have aplan by
now. Thisisadangerous business, and he will have devel oped ways of reducing therisk. Thisiswhere
the intersections come into play, because the intersections are the man, and lie at the heart of his paths.
They come from the places where he fed s safe, where he wanders as himsdlf. Somewill think of it asa
hunting ground. Otherswill just think of it as somewhere they blend in, or where nobody watches, where
they'reinvisible. Where heis not weak, but has power; where heis not part of the crowd, but aboveit.
His hidden places, the ones where people cometo find him, where the thing heislooking for walksin out
of the evening and into anight he has planned for them. He will watch for awhile, and then finaly one
night, when the girl turns as she walks down the street, she will see someone behind her and then it will al
be over until it'stimeto clean up and fed sick and promise God or whoever you think listensthat he will
never, ever doit again.'

'And that's how you found him," Nina prompted.

'No. We found nothing that tied dl the girlstogether. We never came closeto finding the man
because we could never work out where held first seen the girls. That's why, when Karen disappeared, |
ended up falling back on the places the girls had been taken from. They were the only siteswe knew
werelinked to thekiller. It was dl | had left. Therés no link. No way of finding one. Except... last time
he did come back. He came back to visit asite, and | thought it wasto relive what had happened there.
And once I'd seen him at two of them, | believed he was the man. And so | tracked him, and | found
him.

‘But then, Ninasaid, choosing her words carefully, 'you discovered that he wasn't the man after dl.’

"Wrong. Theman | killed was the man who abducted some of the girls.’

'Are you saying the one now isacopycat?

'No. I'm saying | killed the waiter, not the man who ordered the beer.’

I don't understand.’

"The man who sent the parcels was different from the one who abducted the girls'’

Ninastared a him. The Upright Man decides he needs a girl, and hejust putsin an order? And then
this guy just goes out and snatches them to order? Like afucking pizza ddivery?

"That'swhy no more girls disappeared after Karen, even though someone delivered the package. The
man who abducted them was gone. Thekiller was ill dive.



‘But seria killers don't work that way. Okay, there's been afew who worked in pairs. Leonard Lake
and CharlesNg. John and Richard Darrow. The Wests, depending how you look at it. But nothing like
this'

'Not until now," he agreed. '‘But we live in achanging world, where everything is bigger, brighter and
better. Convenient. On-demand.’

"Then how come there were no links between all of the girls? The abductor must have had a standard
MO, likeyou said. We should have been ableto find it.’

'If it wasthe same man each time.’
Ninajust looked a him, and blinked. 'There were two abductors?
'Maybe more. Why not?

'Because, John, because The Upright Man has only taken one potentia victim in the last two years.
Sarah Becker.'

'Who saysit'sjust him? He picked up the wine bottle, found it was empty. 'Y ou must have some
more wine somewhere.’

Ninafollowed him as he walked back into the house. He opened the fridge, stared with disbelief at its
emptiness.

‘John, | don't have anything moreto drink. What do you mean, who saysit'sjust him?
'How many serid killersyou got working in Cdiforniaat thistime?
'At least seven, maybe as many as eleven. Depends how you define. ..

'Exactly. And those are the ones you know about. In one state, and a state that comes way down the
rankings. Cdl it ahundred and fifty nationwide, and say ten to fifteen of them can afford twenty thousand
apop. Maybe more. Maybe alot more. That'sa client base. A big one. Y ou could get afucking bank
loan on the back of that business plan.’

‘Evenif youreright, which frankly remainsto be proved, how doesthis help usfind Sarah Becker?

It doesn't,’ he admitted, and his nervous energy abruptly disappeared. He rubbed his forehead with
hisfingers, hard. 'l assume the Feds are ill running down any linesleading from the family?

Ninanodded.

'Well," he said, sounding tired and defeated. Then | guesswe just wait." He was watching the mute
televison. They were sill doing awrap-up of recent mass murders, background to the high street
massacre in England. 'Have you been following this?

'I'vetried not to,' she said. They stood in the kitchen and watched it together awhile. There was no
redl news. They Hill didn't know why the man might have doneit. A search of his house had turned up
some generic hate literature, another gun, acomputer full of porn, and avery bad painting of anumber of
dark figures againgt awhite background, like wraithsin front of snow.

None of it wasjudged to be important.

18

'Y ou have to give me something more than water,' Sarah had said.

Her voice sounded weak, even to hersdlf. She had repeated this sentence many times. It had become
thefirst thing she said every time the lid was removed.

‘Don't you like the water?

'I like the water. Thank you for the water. But | need something more. Y ou haveto give me
something more than water.'



'What do you want?

'l need food. Something to eat.' She coughed. She seemed to be coughing alot now, and when she
did it made her fed nauseous.

"We eat too much these days,' the man said. 'Far too much. It'skilled for us and grown by the ton and
then delivered to our door and we gt like pigs a the trough. We're not even hunters any more. Just
scavengers. Hyenas with coupons who pick through the shrink-wrapped leavings of people we've never
even met.

'If you say s0. But | haveto edt.’

'| haveto eat | haveto eat | haveto eat,' the man chanted. He seemed to like the sound the words
made, and continued repeeting the sentences for some minutes.

Then hewas silent for awhile, before observing: 'Once we would go for days without food. We were
lean.’

'Right, the Great Depression. Dust Bowl years, blah.’
The man laughed. "That was yesterday and of no interest to us. | meant before theinvasion.'

"Theinvasion? Sarah asked — thinking: Okay, herewe get to it. Little green men. The Russans. The
Jews. Whatever. She coughed violently again, and for amoment everything went whitein front of her
eyes, and when he answered his voice sounded asif it was coming from along way off or asif hewas
using one of those thingslike Cher did when she sang '‘Believe.

'Yes, invasion. What else would you call it? he asked.

She swdlowed, screwed her eyes shut and then opened them again. ‘| wouldn't cdll it anything. I'm
too hungry.'

"Y ou can't have any food.'

Something in the man's voice made her suddenly very afraid. He didn't sound like he meant she just
couldn't have any today. He sounded like he meant she couldn't have any, period. In asurprisingly short
time she had adapted to her current circumstances, aided by an increasing sense of didocation. But the
threat of nothing to edt, ever, was enough to momentarily jog her completely back to redlity.

'Look," she said, voice unsteady now, 'you must want something from me. There must be some
reason you are doing this. Please just get on with what you want and ether kill me or give me some food.
| have to have something to eat.’

'‘Open your mouth.'

She did so eagerly, sdivaimmediately flooding into her mouth. For amoment nothing happened, and
then ahand appeared. It wasn't holding anything that looked like food, but only asmall piece of white
paper. The hand pressed it to her tongue briefly, and then withdrew. Sarah started to cry.

The man said nothing for awhile, and then tutted. ‘No change, he said. 'Stubborn little genome.’ The
piece of white paper fluttered down into the hole to lie beside her. 'Y ou haven't redlly learned anything,
haveyou?

She sniffed. 'Y ou haven't told me anything.'

'I'm beginning to wonder about you," he said. 'l thought you were different. That you might change. |
camefor you persondly. | had plansfor us. But now I'm Wondering if you'll do after al.’

'Oh yes? Why's that?

'Y ou're lazy and spoiled and not coming on very well.'
'Y eeh? Wdll you're awacko.'

'‘And youreaslly little bitch.'



'Fuck you," she said. 'Y ou're afucking nutcase and I'm going to escape and smash your head in.
She kept her mouth shut as he poured the water.
He hadn't come back for along time.
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We got to Hunter's Rock at three o'clock in the morning, after ashort flight and along drive. When we
landed in Oregon | drove down the highway over the state line, and then along roads that | recalled from
long ago — feding asif | were retracing the steps of an explorer I'd only read about, rather than revisiting
old ground of my own. Gradually we began to pass places | had known better, and it got harder. | chose
routes that | would not have taken for directness. | think Bobby redlized. He didn't say anything.

Eventualy we stopped at an old motdl | didn't recognize, twenty miles out of town. | had been dl for
deeping in the car, but Bobby, ever practica, pointed out we'd do a better day's work if we got afew
hoursin abed. We walked over and banged on the door to the office. After apretty longtimeamanina
T-shirt and pyjamas emerged, and was frank in expressing his dissatisfaction at our presence. We
alowed that the hour was late, but suggested that now he was awake he might aswell turn abuck by
giving usatwin room.

Hetook along look at us. Y ou a couple of perverts?

Welooked back at him, and he evidently decided that worse than renting to two potential
homosexua s was the prospect of having those same homosexuas begt the living crap out of himinthe
middle of the night. He handed me akey.

Bobby lay down on one of the beds and went straight to deep. | tried to do the same, but couldn't get
it to stick. Eventudly | got back up and left the room. | bought a pack of cigarettes from the machine and
went out to the centre of the old court, where arusty fence surrounded the remains of aswimming pool. |
pulled a battered chair up to one end and sat there in the darkness. There was no light apart from the
dusty pink of the VACANCY sign over the office, asmudge of moon, some glints off pegling hard
surfaces. | got out the gun Bobby had given me and looked at it for awhile. It didn't have much of
interest to say, so | put it back in my jacket.

Instead | Stared at the shadows of the empty pool, wondering how long it had been empty. Quitea
time, by its appearance: the sides were cracked and the six inches of dudge at the bottom looked asif it
could have provided the forum for the first emergence of life. Onceit had been full of cool water, and
familieswould have gratefully dispatched their childrento it, glad of therdlief after along drive. Thesgn
for the motd, faded and unloved though it was, dated it to the latefifties. | could picture the way life had
been then, but only as ill images: sngpshots of the glory years, the colours dightly off and everything
frozen in an advertisement for the kind of life weve always been promised isinevitable. A backyard of
sweetness and light, cookouts and firm handshakes, of hard work and true love and fair play. The way
lifeis supposed to be. Instead we wander about, short on charisma and direction and script — and in the
end the whole business just stops and we redlize no one was watching anyway. We're so used to events
being portrayed in particular ways that when they actualy happen to us, and our life bears no
resemblance to expectation, we don't really know how we're supposed to respond. Our lives are
unrecognizable to us. Should we Hill try to be happy, when everything seems so flawed and out of kilter
and grey? How are we supposed to be content, when everything on television is so much better?

| believed that Bobby had aready found the truth, and that my birth was not recorded in Hunter's
Rock, but | had to check for mysdlf. All of thetime I'd been driven around by Chip Farling, my
childhood had been pulling a me with cold fingers. If my parents had gone somewhere elsefor my birth,
maybe it wasn't that important. Could be they'd gone away for the weekend, alast chance before their
family expanded, and had been caught short somewhere far from home. But surely that was the kind of
story you tell your child, the kind of anecdote that makes each life unique? | could only assumethat it had



not been revealed because of the fact that wherever this birth had taken place, it had been of twins. Why
this should have made a difference, and why they had done what they had gone onto do, | still had no
idea. Perhagpsthiswasthe gap that | had unconscioudy sculpted my life around. Everyone fed sthat way
some of thetime. But | fdltit alot. And maybel'd findly found out why.

| don't know how long the noise had been going on. Not long, | think. But gradualy | redlized that |
could hear aquiet lapping sound. It seemed very close by, so closethat | turned in my seat. There was
nothing behind me. When | turned round again | redlized | had migudged the direction, and that it was
coming from the far end of the poal. It was alittle too dark to see, but it sounded asif water was doshing
quietly into thefar end. | sat forward in my chair, surprised. The water in the pool was getting alittle
deeper: dowly, but noticeably. It was no longer only afew inches deep, but about afoot. It was only
then that | redlized that there were two people in the pool. Right down at the far end. Onewas alittle
taller than the other, and both were at first no more than bulky shadows. They were holding hands as
they struggled forward, pushing against the viscous water asit rose. The watery sounds got louder asthe
pool began to fill more quickly, and the movement of the figures became more vigorous asthey tried to
come up toward the shalow end, up towards me.

By now the moonlight had caught their festuresand | knew it was my mother and father. They could
have made better progressif they had let go of each other, but they didn't. Even after the water was over
their waigts, their hands were linked under the surface. | think they saw me. They werelooking in my
direction, a least. My father's mouth opened and closed, but if he made any sound it never reached me.
Their free arms cut down into the heavy water, but made no splashes, and till it got deeper. It made no
difference how close they got. The pool did not become more shalow. The water did not stop rising. It
did not stop even after it had gone up to their chins, even after it had begun to dop over the edges of the
pool and spill like dark mercury around my feet. My mother's eyes were calm until the end: it was my
father in whom | saw panic, for thefirst timein my life, and it was hishand that was the lagt thing visible,
asthey dmost reached the end, sill sinking, but reaching up for me.

When my eyesflew open it was dawn, and Bobby was standing over me, shaking his head.

| sat up, eyeswide, and saw that my pack of cigaretteswas no longer in my lap but lying in the Six
inches of crap at the bottom of the poal. | looked at Bobby, and he winked.

'Must have twitched in your deep,’ he said.

—— O —O>—O>—

By late morning it had been confirmed. No Ward Hopkins, no Hopkins of any flavour, had ever been
born in Hunter's Rock. | talked to a nice young lady behind adesk, who said sheld seeif she could find
any other information. | couldn't see what else would be helpful, and it soon became apparent that she
couldn't either but was trying to help out of acombination of compassion and boredom. | gave her my
number and left.

Bobby was standing on the pavement outside, talking on his phone. | looked dumbly up and down
the street until he was finished. Even though I'd known it was coming, | felt dispossessed. It waslike
being sat down and told that you hadn't come out of your mother'stummy after al, but really had been
deposited under abush by astork. I'd had my tonsils removed in that little hospitdl, visited it to get two
separate sets of stitchesin youthful knees. On each occasion I'd believed that | had been revisting the
place where I'd been born.

'Wéll, my friend,” Bobby said eventualy. "The upstanding men and women of the Dyersburg police
department would surely like to know whereyou are. Y ou'll be gratified to hear that this appearsto be
out of aconcern for your well-being. At the moment.'

'And the house?



'Extengve damage to living room and hdlway, chunk of lower stairway destroyed. But not burned to
the ground.’

'So what now?

'Show me your old house, he said.

| looked a him. 'Why?

"Well, honey, because you're big and blond and gorgeous and | want to know everything about you.'

'Fuck off," | suggested, supporting the notion with aweary hand gesture. 'It's a dumb and pointless
idea’
'Y ou got any better suggestions? This doesn't look like atown with limitless entertainment options:”

| took us out along the main street. | couldn't work out whether it was the new or the old stuff that
looked most unfamiliar. The most noticeable thing was that the old Jane's Market had been knocked
down, replaced by asmall Holiday Inn with one of the new-style boxy little signs. | missthe big old
googie ones. | really do. | don't understand why rectangles are supposed to be better.

When we were nearly there | drove more dowly, and finaly pulled over on the opposite side. It had
been ten years snce I'd last looked at the house, maybe more. 1t |looked pretty much the same — though
it had been repainted in the intervening time and the trees and shrubs around it had changed. A family
vehicle of Far Eastern provenance was parked in the drive, and three bikes were stowed nesgtly around
theside.

After aminute | saw a shape passing behind the front window and then disgppearing from sight. Just a
nondescript suburban dwelling, but it looked like a gingerbread housein afairy tde. Itsredity wastoo
strong, too compelling, asif overloaded with MSG. | tried to remember exactly when I'd last been inside.
It seemed inconcelvable that | hadn't wanted to visit again before it passed into someone else's hands.
Had | redlly been so bad at seeing how things might one day be different?

'Areyou ready for this?

| redlized that my hands were shaking alittle. | turned to him. 'Reedy for what?

'‘Goingindde!’

I'mnot going ingde.’

'Yesyou are,' he sad, patiently.

'‘Bobby — have you lost your mind? Somebody dse lives there now. Theré's no way I'm going in that
house.'

‘Listen to me. Couple of years ago my old man died. Didn't matter much to me— we got on like shit.
But my mother caled, asked me homefor the burial. | wasbusy. Didn't makeit. Six monthslater |
redized | was acting kind of weird. Nothing you'd put your finger on. Things were just stressing me oui.
All thetime. Getting anxious when there was nothing specific to make me that way. A panic atack kind
of thing, | guess. Holes kept opening in front of me!'

| didn't know what to say. He wasn't looking in my direction, but staring straight out of the windshield.

'In the end some work brought me close to home, so | went to see my mother in Rochford. It's not
like sheand | were best pals either. But it was good to see her. Maybe 'good' isn't the right word. Useful.
She looked different. Smaller. And on the way out of town | stopped by the graveyard, stood by the old
man's plot for awhile. It was a sunny afternoon and there was no one else around. And hisghogt, his
ghost came right up out of the soil in front of me and said, ‘Listen, Bobby, chill.”

| stared a him. He laughed quietly. 'Of course not. | didn't feel his presence, or become any more
reconciled to theway held been. But sncethen | don't feel so anxious. | think about desth sometimes,
and I'm more careful inwhat | do and I'm more open to the idea of settling down one of these years. But



the weird thing went away. | found the ground again.' Helooked at me. 'L oose ends are the death of
people, Ward. Y ou think you're protecting yourself but al you're doing is opening little cracks. Y ou let
too many open up a once, the wholething isgoing to fall to dust and you'l find yoursdlf like astarving
dog wandering the streetsin the night. And you, my friend, have got awholelot of cracks appearing at
thistime!

| opened the door and got out of the car.

'If they'll let me”

They'll let you," hesad. 'I'll wait for you here!'

| stopped. | guess| thought he'd be coming with me. 'It's your house," he said. ‘And we knock on that
door together, whoever opensit isgoing to think they're going to be starring in the mortuary end of an
episode of Forensic Detectives.'

| walked up the driveway, and knocked on the door. The porch wastidy and well-swept.
A woman agppeared, smiled. 'Mr Hopkins? she said.

After abesat | got it, and Smultaneoudy cursed and glorified Bobby's name. He'd called ahead,
pretended to be me, and laid the groundwork. | wondered what he/d've doneiif I'd refused.

That'sright," | said, coming up to speed. "Y ou're sure you don't mind?

‘Not at al.' She stood aside to usher mein. "Y ou were lucky to catch me earlier. I'm afraid | haveto
go out again soon though.'

'Of course,' | said. "Just afew minuteswould be great.’

The woman, who was in middle age and pretty and nice enough to be someone's mother on
television, asked if | wanted coffee. | said no but there was some dready made and in the end it was
easer to accept. While shefetched it | stood in the hallway and looked around. Everything had changed.
The woman, whatever her name was (I couldn't ask, asin theory 1'd spoken to her earlier), was not
unfamiliar with the stenciller's art. In a Pottery Barn kind of way it looked rather better than when wed
lived there.

Then we walked around. The woman didn't need to explain why she accompanied me. | thought it
pretty unusua that she would let aman into her house just on the basis of a phone cdl: adesireto keep
half an eye on her belongings was entirely natural. | was soon able to make sufficient comment on the
way things had been when she moved in that even this mild guardedness disgppeared, and she busied
hersdlf with stuff in the background. | wandered through each of the rooms, and then up the stairs. | took
abrief look in what had been my parents room and the spare room, both of which had been largely dien
territory to me. Then | girded mysdif for thefind area.

When the door to my old room was open, | swallowed involuntarily. | took a couple of pacesin, then
stopped. Green walls, brown carpet. A few boxes and some old chairs, a broken fan and most of a
child'sbike.

| discovered that the woman was standing behind me.

'Haven't changed athing,’ she admitted. "View's better from the other room, so my daughter degpsin
there even though it'salittle smaler. Wejust store afew things here. I'll see you downgtairs!

With that she disappeared. | stood afew minutesin the room, just turning around, seeing it from
different angles. It was maybe twelve feet square, and seemed both very smadl and bigger than Africa.
The space you grew up inisnot like norma space. Y ou know it so intimately, have sat and stood and
lain down inits every corner. It'swhere you think many thingsfor thefirst time, and asaresult it Sretches
like the time before Christmas, as you live there and wait to grow up. It holds you.

Thisismy room,' | said, quietly and to myself. Seeing it on the video had been strange. But thiswas
not. The place I'd come from hadn't changed. Not everything in my life had been erased. | shut the door



again on the way out, asif to keep something in.

Downstairs the woman was perched against the table in the kitchen. Thank you," | said. "Y ou've been
very kind.'

She shushed thisaway, and | looked around the kitchen for amoment. The appliances had been
updated, but the cabinets were gill the same: strong and made of good wood, they'd presumably found
no reason to replace them. My father's handiwork lived on.

It wasthen that | remembered the evening from long ago, eating lasagne with him. A cloth hung on an
oven handle, agame of pool that didn't work out. | opened my mouth and then shut it again.

Stepping out of the house was one of the strangest things, the act of leaving that particular inddeto
return to the outside where | lived now. | was almost surprised to see the big white car on the other sde
of the street, Bobby till sitting inside, and | noticed how much carslook like huge bugs these days.

| waved to the woman and walked down the path, not quickly, just as you normally would. By the
time | was opening the car door the house was shut again behind me, shut and |eft behind.

—— O —O>—O>—

Bobby was sitting reading the rental agreement for the car.

‘Jesus, these things are boring,’ he said. '| mean, redlly. They should hire some writer. Get him to spice
itupalittle’

"You'reabad man,' | said. 'But thank you.'

He shoved the sheaf of papers back in the glove compartment. 'So | guess we've done with Hunter's
Rock.'

'No, | don't think so.'
'What's on your mind?

'How about they aready knew, when we were born, that they were going to do what they did.
Maybe, | don't know — maybe they thought they could only support one child or something.'

Bobby looked dubious. 'l know,' | admitted. '‘But either way, say they knew they were going to get
rid of one of us. But they also knew that one day they were going to die, and that I might do what I'm
doing now. | might come home, look around. And I might find out from the hospital that 1'd been one of
two.'

'So they have you born somewhere else, and in that case dl you find out istheres aminor mystery
about which particular hospital you arrived in, not that you had atwin they abandoned.’

That'swhat I'm thinking.'
‘But how come the Agency didn't find a problem when you joined?

'l was very useful to them at the time. My guessisthey skimped on the background checksfor
expedience, and by then I'm one of the team and who cares?

Bobby considered it. 'Best welve got. But thisis till weird. Y our parents went to al that troubleto
hide this, why then leave documentary evidence of what they did?

'Maybe something happened recently that meant they changed their minds about |etting me know.'

| redlized that the woman might be watching out of the window, so | started the car up and pulled
avay.

'I'm thinking that maybe we've been looking in the wrong directions. There are three chunks on that
video. First one showsaplace | could go find. The Hals. Last onetells me something | didn't know.



Middle section shows two places. First the house, where I've just been, thanks to you. Nothing there.
The other wasabar. | don't recognizeit. It's nowhere I've ever been.’
'So? We were at ajunction.

‘Bear withme,' | said, and took aleft. A turn that would eventudly lead us, assuming it was dill there,
to abar | used to go to.
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It was never aplace you'd go on purpose, unless chance had made it your habitua haunt. | was
expecting it to have gone one of two ways. spruced up with an eating room addition and lots of perky
walitresses in red-and-white, or bulldozed and under cheap housing where people shouted alot after
dark. In fact, progress seemed to have smply ignored Lazy Ed's dtogether: unlike gented decay, which
had settled into it like damp.

Theinterior was empty and silent. The wood of the bar and the stools looked about as scuffed up as
they always had. The poal table was till in place, dong with most of the dust, some of it maybe even
mine. There were afew additions here and there, high-water marks of progress. The neon MILLER sign
had been replaced with onefor Bud Lite, and the calendar on the wall showed young ladies closer to
their natural state than it had in my day. Natural, a least, in their Sate of undress, if not in the shape or
congtitution of their breasts. Somewhere, probably hidden very well, would be a plague warning pregnant
women againgt drinking — though had such a person been coming herefor her kicks the warning would
likely belost on her on account of her being blind or deranged. Women have higher standards. Thet's
why they're acivilizing influence on young men. Y ou have to find somewhere nice to get them drunk.

Bobby leaned back against the pool table, gazing around. 'Same asit ever was?
‘Like I never went away.'

| went up to the bar, fegling nervous. | used to just call out Ed's name. That was twenty years ago,
and doing it now would be like going back to school and expecting the teachers to recognize you. The
last thing anyone needsisto learn that in the grand scheme of things they were aways just ‘'somekid'.

A man emerged from out the back, wiping his hands on a cloth that could only be making them dirtier.
Heraised hischinin agreeting that was cordia but of limited enthusiasm. He was about my age, maybea
little older, fat, and aready going bald. | loveit when | see contemporarieslosing their hair. It perks me
right up.

'Hi,' | said. 'Waslooking for Ed."

'Found him," he replied.

"Theonel had in mind would be about thirty years older.’

"You mean Lazy. Heain't here!'

"You can't be an Ed junior.' Ed didn't have any kids. He wasn't even married.

'Shit no,' the man said, asif disquieted by the idea. ‘Just a coincidence. I'm the new owner. Have
been since Ed retired.’

| tried to hide my disappointment. 'Retired.’ | didn't want to seem too pushy.
'‘Coupleyears. Still,' the guy said. 'Saved me having to make anew sign.'
"Whole place looks the same, actually,’ | ventured.

The man shook his head wearily. 'Don't | know it. When Lazy sold up he made a condition. Said he
was selling abusiness, not his second home. Had to beleft thisway until hedied.

'‘And you went for it?
'l got it very cheap. And Lazy is pretty old.'



'How's he going to know whether you kept the agreement?

'Still comesin. Most every day. Y ou wait around, chances are you'll see him.' He must have seen me
smile, and added: ‘One thing though. He may not be quite the way you remember him.’

| sarted atab, and went over to where Bobby was sitting. We drank beer and played pool for a
while. Bobby won.

—— O O>—O>—

We kept the beers coming, and after 1'd lost interest in losing any more games Bobby spent an hour
practisng shots. My dad would have approved of his dedication. We had the bar to ourselvesfor along
while, and then afew people started to drift in. By the end of the afternoon Bobby and | still congtituted
about athird of the clientde. I'd lightly quizzed Ed on what time Lazy usudly came by, but gpparently it
was completely unpredictable. | thought about asking for his address, but something told me the guy
wouldn't giveit up and that the question would make him suspicious. Early evening therewasarush. A
wholefour people camein at once. None of them was Ed.

Then a seven, something happened.

Bobby and | were playing pool again by then. He wasn't beating me so easily by this point.
Somebody had put classic Springsteen on the jukebox and it felt weirdly asif | could have been playing
twenty years ago, in the days of hair gel and pushed-up deeves. | was getting drunk enough to be verging
on nostalgic for the 1980s, which is never agood sign.

Out of the corner of my eye | saw the door to the bar open. Still leaning over the table, | watched to
seewho'd comein. | got just aglimpse. A face, pretty old. Looking right at me. And then whoever it was
turned tail and went.

| shouted to Bobby, but he'd aready seen. He ran straight across the floor and had crashed out the
door before I'd even dropped my cue.

Outside it was dark and a car was on the move and fast. A battered old Ford, spraying gravel asit
fishtailed out of thelot. Bobby was swearing fit for competition standard and | quickly saw why: some
asshole had blocked usin with abig red truck. He turned, saw me. 'Why'd he run?

'‘Noidea. Y ou see which way he went?

'No." He turned and kicked the nearest truck.

'Get the car started.’

| ran back ingde and straight up to the bar. 'Whose isthe truck?

A guy dressed in denim raised his hand.

'Get it the fuck out of the way or we're going to shove it clean off thelot.'
He stared at me amoment, and then got up and went outside.

| turned to Ed. "That was him, right? Guy who ran?

'‘Guess he didn't want to talk to you after all.’

'Well that'sashame,’ | said. '‘Because it's going to happen regardless. | need to talk with him about
oldtimes. I'm feeling so nogtalgic | could just shit. So where does helive?

'l an't teling you that.'
'‘Don't fuck with me, Ed.'

The man started to reach under the counter. | pulled my gun out and pointed it a him. ‘Don't do that
gther. Itisnt worth it.'



Y oung Ed put his hands back in view. | was aware of the bar's other patrons watching, and hoped
none of them was in the mood for trouble. Folks can get very protective of the people who servetheir
beer. It's an important bond.

"Y ou the kind of guy who can shoot people?

| looked at him. 'What do you think?

There was along begat, and then Ed sighed. 'Should have known you were trouble.
I'mnot. | just want to talk.’

'Out on Long Acre, hesaid. 'Old trailer by the creek on the other side of the little woods.”

| threw down money for the beers and ran out, nearly knocking down the guy coming back from
moving histruck.

Bobby had the car pointed and ready to go. Now that | knew where we were going, it sounded kind
of familiar. Long Acreisaseemingly endlessroad that arcs out from the back of town into the hills. There
aren't many houses out that way, and the creek the man had referred to was well out beyond them, the
other side of athick stand of trees.

It took us about ten minutes, it was very dark, and Bobby was driving very fast. | couldn't see any
sgn of talllights up ahead.

'‘Maybe he wasn't heading home," Bobby said.

'Hewill sooner or later. Sow down. It's not that far now. Plus you're scaring me.'

Soon after that we saw the mirror surface of the creek, silver under the blue-black sky. Bobby
braked like somebody hitting awall and turned off down a barely marked track. At the end you could
seethe shgpe of an old trailer Stting in splendid isolation. Therewas no sign of acar.

'Shit,' | said. 'Okay. Pull around where we can't be seen from the road.’

After about haf an hour | started to lose patience. If Lazy had gone some other way to make sure he
wasn't being followed, then he still would have been home by now. Bobby agreed, but put a different
interpretation on what I'd said.

'No,' | sad. 'l knew this guy along time ago. I'm not rooting through his home!'

"Wasn't suggesting you did it. Come on, Ward. Minute this guy seesyou, hetakesto hishedls. You
cdled right. The bar in the video was to remind you of someone, and this old guy knows something."

'He could have mistaken me for somebody else!’

'Y ou're probably alittle thicker than you were back then, but it's not like you put on a hundred
pounds or changed race. He knew it was you. And for someone who's supposed to be old, he put some
distance between you pretty fast.'

| hesitated, but not for long. 1'd spent alot of time with Lazy Ed. I'd only been one of many, for sure,

and doubtless there had been severa generations of underage drinkers since. But I'd been hoping for a
more friendly reception.

We got out of the car together and | walked with him to the door of thetrailer. Bobby tricked the
lock and dipped insde, and amoment later adim light seeped out through the windows.

| sat on the step and kept watch, wondering if my parents had suspected that one day it would come
to something like this. Their son, half-drunk and bresking into thetrailer of an old man. | don't likethe
man | have become, but then | didn't much carefor the guy | was before. | wasn't entirely out of line, and
it made sense, of akind: the memory of playing pool with my father long ago, the way Ed had reacted on
seeing him back then, was what had made me go to the bar. But it seemed to me, as | watched down the
track and listened to Bobby moving about inside, that | heard my father's voice again.

'| wonder what you've become.'



——O>——O>—O>—

Ten minutes later Bobby came back out, holding something.

'‘What'sthat? | stood up, feding my legs ache. 'Show you inside. Y ou must be cold asfuck.' Back in
thecar | flicked on theinterior light.

'Wéll,' Bobby said. 'Lazy Ed is getting through histwilight yearswith the aid of acoholic beverages,
and has gotten to the stage where he's hiding the empties even from himsdlf. Either that or he's aptly
nicknamed, and just can't be fucked to take them outside. It'sazoo in there. | couldn't look through
everything. | did, however, come upon this!

He held out a photograph. | took it and angled it so thelight fell onit. 'Found it in abox stowed
beside what | assumed must be his bed. The rest was random junk, but this caught my eye!'

The picture showed agroup of five teenagers, four boys and agirl, and had been taken in poor light
by someone who'd forgotten to say 'cheese.’ Only one guy, standing right in the centre, seemed to be
aware that he was being immortalized. The otherswere glimpsed in haf-profile, faces mainly in shadow.
Y ou couldn't tell where it had been taken, but the clothes and the standard of the print said late 1950s,
early 1960s.

That'shim,' | said. Theguy inthemiddle’ | felt uncomfortable holding something that was so much of
someone ese's past and nothing to do with me.

'By 'him', you mean thisguy Lazy Ed.’
'Y es. But thiswas taken fifty years ago. He didn't look that preppy when | knew him. By along shot.'
'Okay.' Bobby pointed at the woman, who was on the |eft-hand edge of the photo. 'So who's that?

| looked closer a the figure he was indicating. All | could make out was half a brow, some hair, most
of amouth. A thin face, young, quite pretty. | shrugged. 'Y ou tel me. No one |l know.'

‘Redlly?
'What are you saying, Bobby?
'l could bewrong and | don't want to steer you.'

I looked again. Peered carefully at the other faces for awhile, to refresh my eyes. Then | glanced at
the woman again. She dtill didn't trigger anything.

It'snot my mother, if that'swhat you're thinking.'
'I'm not. Keep looking.'

| did and finaly something caught, and | let it come on. It took afew seconds, and then dropped like
abrick. 'Holy shit,' | said.

'You seeit?

| kept looking, expecting to becomeless sure. | didn't. Once l'd seenit, it couldn't be denied. Though
alot of her face was obscured, it wasthere in the eyes and the dope of the top half of her nose.

That'sMary,' | sad. 'Mary Richards. My parents neighbour. In Dyersburg.' | opened my mouth to
say something more— I'm not sure what — but then shut it again with asnap, Sdeswiped by a sudden
flash of another image.

Bobby didn't notice. 'So what's Ed doing in Montana back then? Or what was she doing here?
'Y ou red set on waiting for this guy tonight?
"Y ou got another plan?



'I might have something elseto show you,' | said. '‘And it's cold and | don't think we're going to see
Ed out here this evening. We should head back into town.' My hands were trembling, and my throat felt
dry.

'‘Suitsme!’

| got out of the car, went to the front of the trailer and broke back in. | scribbled a note on the back
of the photo, apologizing for bresking in, and then propped it up in the middle of acard table. | added
my cell number at the bottom, and then | |eft — taking amoment to reach back through the door and
prop amagazine up againgt itsinner surface.

Bobby drove back into town with the headlights off, but we saw no sign of anyone, and when we
passed the bar the old Ford was not sitting in the lot. Neither, | realized only later, wasthe big red truck.
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We checked into the Holiday Inn and | showered and took five as | waited for Bobby. The room was
clean and fresh and reassuring. | had abig pot of coffee on hand, delivered by someonein anice white
uniform and an off-the-rack amile, which isusudly the best type. | don't have the Cheers gene. I'm quite
happy with people not knowing my name.

| wished | till had the photograph. | wanted to look at it again, was aready hafway to convincing
myself it had been atrick of thelight. That, and the fact that Mary's dead face was imprinted strongly in
my memory. Her body would belying in acold drawer in the morgue by now, but nobody would
understand what had happened to her. | thought they should know, and running from Dyersburg il
rankled with me. | wasthinking that a phone cdl to the Dyersburg PD might point them in theright
direction. They'd ask for my name and details, but | could make something up. I'm good at that kind of
thing.

| had got as far as reaching for the phone when Bobby knocked on my door. | |et the phone be and
hauled mysdlf out of the chair.

Y ou okay? he said, as he shut the door.
'‘Been aweird few days, Bobby.'

| opened up the laptop and placed it in the middle of the table. | motioned him to sit back in the other
sedt, then dipped the DVD-ROM into the dot and loaded up the bar scene from the video.

Loud music. Chaos. The drunken progress of the man holding the camera. The coughing fit, and then
awak round the corner into the area where people were playing pool. A young couple stood with their
backsto the camera, and abig man with abeard and his girlfriend werelining up to take their shot.

The camerastaggered closer, and the girl with thelong hair glanced up. | hit PAUSE on the player
software and froze the video on her face. | hit acouple of keysto save agraphic capture of the screen,
then booted up Photoshop. | opened up the capture, and thistime zoomed in on the woman's face. |
grabbed some background, and wiped it over the lower portions of her long hair to removeit. | cloned
some skin texture and cut in around her cheeks, making them older and wider, and then picked up some
hair and changed the style to one more suitable for an old lady in the year 2002. Did aquick sdlection,
dropped in asted grey, and then finally added noise over the atered part of the image to mask the
differencein grain, followed by a Guassian blur to take the sharp edges away. | zoomed back out again
until the picture was hdf its naturd size, and the rough editing was less gpparent in the qudity of the
imege.

Y ou had to ignore the fact that part of the scene around the face now looked odd, but it wasn't hard
given what had been revealed in the centre. 1'd suspected this since Ed'strailer, but seeing it on-screen
gill made mefed bresthless.

'‘Okay, Bobby said, very quietly. That's her again. Along with your parents.



‘But they only met Mary when they moved to Montana.’

'And they said something like: "This Mary woman. Complete newcomer in our lives. Certainly never
met her before.”

"They acted asif they'd only known each other acouple of years." My head was spinning. '‘And |
remember my mother telling me about how shed just met Mary when she came round with cookiesthe
day they moved in.'

"When actually they'd known each other for over thirty years. Meanwhile held spooled through the
clip and frozen theimage on the girl Stting cross-legged and weaving on my parents living-room floor.

| nodded. The way the light caught her nose and cheekbones, you didn't even have to do any editing.
It was Mary.

'So what do you think about the Ed guy? Could he be the cameraman?

‘Theonly time saw him and my dad in the same room they behaved like strangers.’ I'd aready
described this occasion to Bobby on the way out to the bar. 'But they must have known each other. They
al did. For somereason, Mary moves out, possibly not even that long after the time shown in the video.
Shed certainly been in Montanaalong while before my folks moved out there. In the meantime, my
parents and Ed stay here, but not in contact, and the onetime | accidentally bring them together, my
father letsit happen but neither acknowledges the other.' | thought back to the occasionswhen I'd met
Mary a my folks house, but dl that did was confirm my existing impresson— whichisthat if they'd dl
known each other before Montana, they went to some trouble for it not to appear that way. | was
wondering why they'd al bother to hide thisfact from me, and then saw thiswas muddled and egocentric
thinking.

My parents went out there on purpose, | redlized. 'They went there because they thought or knew
something was going to happen, and that's why the three of them pretended not to know each other.’

'Y ou're stretching just alittle bit.'

'‘Am |1? Maybe Mary wasn't killed just because she was in the way. Maybe whoever came out to the
house had two jobs, and Mary was one of them.’

Bobby considered, nodded. "Then, when you turn up back in Hunter's Rock, Ed runslikea
jackrabbit.'

'We should have stayed out at histrailer.’

He shook his head. 'He's not going back there in ahurry. By now helll have caled the guy at the bar,
and found you know where he lives. Plus you're looking too zonked for any action that might involve
chasing people. Y ou left your number. If he goes home, he knows how to get a hold of you. Tomorrow
we go back out to the bar and lean on the owner. Find out if the old guy has any known associates or
another place he hangsout.'

‘Needlein ahaystack, in other words.'
"The needi€s il there. I it's been placed at random, it could be the very first thing you find.'
'Very deep, Bobby. Let me write that down.’

'Meantime, I'm going on the Web.' He glanced at the cell phone, which waslying on the table. 'And if
you're hoping Lazy Ed'sgoing to cal, you might want to turn your phone back on.’

While he ran a phone cable out the back of the laptop to the connector on the desk telephone, |
watched the screen of the cell. Sure enough, within afew seconds amessage indicator lit up.

'Got something?

| didled the service and listened. The voice recorded was that of awoman. ‘Not him. It'sthegirl |
talked to at the hospitd. She said sheld ook up somefiles, let me know if anything looked useful.



‘And did it?

'She doesn't say,' | said, disconnecting. ‘Just for meto give her acall tomorrow.’
'‘Ward, look at this. Y ou got an emall.’

| looked over his shoulder. There was a short message on the screen:

EARN BIG $$$ GUARANTEED!!!

Weareasmal company offering an EXPANDING service. Make use of our product to
change your world, working with nothing more than your own dedication. The pure shdl
regjoice in there hearts when he seeth our Web sitel

Go back for information that could change dl our lives! Start immediately — with a
business that's growing fast. Hundreds are aready doing more than they ever thought
possible: Why don't you become one of us?

Don't delay — this offer endsat midnight.

'Look up ‘junk email' inadictionary,’ | said, 'and they've probably got that printed out in full.'

'But,' Bobby said, ‘there's no order form. The sending address looks fake and it mentionsaWeb ste
without giving the URL, and then gives adeadlinein three hours time. They're not making it easy for you
to get ripped off. Pluslook at the two sentences with exclamation marks at the end. Thefirst isodd —
some kind of biblica-sounding thing — and the second says 'Go back'. Go back where?

I thought asecond. This has come to me as aresult of having dready visited some ste and having my
|P address |ogged.'

‘Sometimes, Ward, it'samost like you've got afully functioning brain.’ He doubleclicked a desktop
bookmark, and the browser |oaded up. Within afew seconds we had the pagein front of us, with just
thetwo words. WE RISE.

But thistime they were underlined, and when Bobby moved the cursor over them, it became a
pointing hand.

'It's changed into alink," he said. He clicked on the words and asmall dia ogue box popped up asking
for apassword. 'Oh, crap.’

The Straw Men,’ | suggested.

Hetypeditin. A white page came up with the words UNAUTHORIZED ENTRY at the top. Bobby
swore and clicked the back button.

'Show methe emall again,' | said. He switched the browser to the background, bringing the email
back to the front.

| scanned it quickly. Try there, asit's spelled in the rgjoice’ sentence.’
'‘Because?
'It'sthe only misspelled word in the entire email, and it'sin the sentence referring to the Web site!

He clicked, typed it in. We got unauthorized again. 'It's going to throw us out soon," he muttered,
retracing his steps once more.

Try it spelt correctly.’

He clicked and typed in 'their'. There was a pause. And then another page came on screen. Thiswas
black, with the word WELCOME, in white in the centre.

'Okay," Bobby said, his voice quiet and congtricted. He moved the cursor over WELCOME, and it



changed to apointing hand. | crowded in closer, and he clicked on the word.
There was a pause, and then the screen changed to aforest green, filled with white text.

THE HUMAN MANIFESTO
[image: srawlogo.jpg]

HEREISTHETRUTH

Some people do not agree with Evolution asaTheory. Thisiswrong. We were only told
that Evolution was untrue for so long to STOP US from seeing thereal Truth. But now we
have Seen it, and it cannot be hidden again by Politicians or other LIARS.

Y ou think you know the Truth but you don't: Y ou only know LIES.

THE HISTORY OF MANKIND.

In olden timeswe were dl gpes. Then oneday 5 Million years ago anew line split off to
make three new types of apes. the gorillas, the chimpanzees and the 'hominids — who
became us. Anyone who has seen TV programs on how smart chimpanzees are will not
find it hard to believe thisisTRUE. 2.5 Million yearslater the first creatures who weretrue
Humanity cameinto being. They are sometimes referred to as Habilis, athough names
during this period are open to controversy: Thisisadark period in our Evolution, and the
scientists use LONG WORDS when they do not know as much as they want usto
THINK they know.

By 1 Million years ago we began to see atype called Erectus, so-called because they
stood Upright. It is standing Upright that divides us from the apes, and from al other
animals. Some of thistype became Neanderthas, who were successful for along time.
Over the next few hundred thousand years this type became better at walking, got better
tools, and tamed FIRE. Further Evolution then took placein Africa, finishingin Homo
Sapiens. Our brain sze became bigger, hence our Intelligence, which isunique. The Homo
Sapiens supplanted the Neanderthals.

During dl of thistime, humankind and those who came before uswere
HUNTER-GATHERERS. Welived in smal groups who tied together through Kinship and
Co-operation. We fed ourselves with game that we HUNTED and berries and roots that
we GATHERED, and then we moved on.

ASYOU SOW SO SHALL YOU WEEP

About fifteen thousand years ago everything started changing. Thismay sound along time
ago, but not when you think in terms of Millions of years. What happened is we stopped
our naturd hunting and gathering. Why?

Some people have put this down to growing population, causing astrain on resources, and
less freedom to move. Or changes in the weather because the Ice Age had finished, and
various other things. | haveread dl of the so-caled Scientific explanations, and no one



knows. There were once millions of bisonsroaming the plains of America They were il
able to support themselves. They had to move abouit to find new food, but that isthe
Natura Way. Humans, who can stland Upright, are DESIGNED for walking long
distances. So why did we suddenly stop moving — when we had spent millions of years
Evolving to be another way?

The reason is because WE STARTED FARMING. The result was that people started
staying in one place, and began living in larger groups up to hundreds and then thousands of
people. And once this had started, it could not be stopped. Farming makes more food, but
itisaLESSEFFICIENT method of supporting small numbers of people. It only works
with big groups. Farming also caused more people to be born, which meant the groups got
even bigger. Once you have a bigger population, you cannot give it up and go back to
foraging. Y ou are Trapped.

From these changes came towns and cities, which gave rise to even more population
growth. These caused LACK OF EQUALITY, and then LEADERS and RELIGION. It
aso created MORALITY . If you gart living in one place for along time, then you will be
seeing the same people tomorrow as you did yesterday. This meansthat you have to start
behaving towards them in acertain way, or they will KILL you. From this people cameto
believe that they OUGHT to behave in certain ways— even if you do not know the
peopleinvolved. And for the first time we saw one of mankind's not endearing but most
redl tendencies, something that makes us different to al other natura species: that of
ALTERING THE LAND. Up until then we had lived as part of nature: Since we started
farming we have been RAPING the earth and changing it to our own ends.

And yet farming people were actually LESSHEALTHY than foragers. Growing food
brought SMALLER returnsfor the same effort. Hunter-gatherers had MORE LEISURE
and WORKED LESS than farmers. They had a better balanced diet than farmers, who
relied too much upon root or cered crops. Farmers were more likely to get infections and
epidemics— because everyone was living close together. People did not live aslong, and
got SICK more.

SO WHY DID THISWAY OF LIFE SWEEP THROUGH THE WORLD, IN A MERE
FEW THOUSAND YEARS?Why, across virtualy the entire planet, did our whole
Species changeitsway of living after Millions of years— especidly when at first they were
WORSE OFF?

THE INHUMAN GENOME

Viruses are very smal, but when they are in you they take your body over so it behavesin
the way that the Disease wants. Many Viruses make you sick, like colds. Somewill kill
you, like AIDS. But the cleverest Viruses do not make you sick or kill you — because
they want you to be their HOME.

20,000 years ago WE WERE INFECTED. Homo Sapiens brought the virus from Africa,
whichiswhy al the Neanderthas died out. They were better adapted to cope with



conditions, and with an Ice Age— and yet, within just afew thousand years, they died out.

ThisVirus made us start living in groups and towns precisely because it would be easier for
it to SPREAD AMONGST US. We did not do this because it was better for us. Wedid it
because we were trapped. By the time the Virus had taken hold and we had becomeits
home, our nature had changed and we could not go back.

The Virus has become so much apart of usthat the Scientific Establishment will never see
it, no matter how clever they think they are.

Thisiswhy aHomeand is very important to many people, including the JEWS: If we move
then the Virus thinks we are returning to our real way of life and causestrouble for us.

Thisiswhy we don't care about people from other countries: They mean nothing to us.

Thisiswhy Terrorists and Murdererskill innocent Americans: We mean nothing to them.

Thisiswhy our citiesarefull of Violence: We areforced to livein other peoplesfilth like
ratsin boxes, which isanathemato us.

Thisiswhy thingslike the Nazi holocaust and Bosniaand Rwandatake place: Different
tribes are our Enemies, and if you push ustogether we will fight.

Thisiswhy our leaders are Liars and Fools. Government means stopping us from having
our FREEDOM, for the sake of the so-called rights of people we do not know.

Thisiswhy people Murder and Kill: Because the only thing that stopsusis Morality, which
wasinvented by the Virus.

They are dwaystrying to make usfed like we're the same, and say that we dl bleed the
same colour, but even that isnot true: There are different blood types — because of
genetics.

Even a thisbasic level we are incompatible with each other. Even our blood is not the
same.

WHAT CAN WE DO?

We mugt gtart the action in the cities, amongst the Blacks. We may not like you — because
you are not our type, and we are only brought together because of the Disease— but you
areVictimstoo. Y ou have been brought from your proper Home and penned into places
wherethereisno hopefor Your Kind. Y ou must bethefirst to rise up. The world will



follow.

We are not supposed to live in huge groups. We are not designed to care about people we
don't know. We are supposed to be free, not penned in cities and lorded over by people
who do not care about us but are only in it for the MONEY . The only way to stop this
from destroying usisto KILL the carriers. Politicianswill not help, because they thrivein
this Evil environment. Like the virus, without ‘civilization' they have no hogt. Itisupto us.

Those who Kill will be Free: Those who do not Kill are Infected.

Cleanse the planet.

Kill thevirus.

Gunswill make you strong.

| finished reading it afew seconds before Bobby.
‘Saveittodisk,' | said. That's not going to be there tomorrow.’

When Bobby had saved the page, | scrolled back to the top and read through it carefully again. It
reminded me of a hundred manias, badly photocopied screeds thrust at passers-by on street corners and
skimmed on the way home out of sheer boredom; rants half-overheard in the shadows of barslate at
night, voices smudged with acohol and ignorance and anger. But there was something different about it. |
sat back in my chair, and worked out what it was.

'Give him credit, Bobby said, when he had finished reading it a second time. 'He's been to the library
and looked at some books. But it's basically an insanity thing. Right?

"Yesand no,’ | said. Termslike 'supplanted’ don't fit. Or 'anathema.’

'Couple clever words don't make it awork of genius. They could have been copied straight out of
something.’

'Every single apostropheisin the right place, Bobby. Plenty of people out there who'd take this asthe
word of God. Militiaguys, for astart. Could even be them behind it.'

Helaughed. 'l doubt that. Y ou know what they're like. Grey-haired vets and kids who've seen so
many straight-to-videos about 'Nam they haf-believe they were there, too. They build acampinthe
woods and polish their hardware and fight over the womenfolk.'

‘Not al of these people are cavemen. Or stupid.’

'Of course not. But we're talking guys who devour Soldier of Fortune cover to cover and buy books
telling you how to cook napalm and build man-trapsin your backyard. People who took a bath over
hoarding suppliesfor the millennium — and were actudly disappointed when it al cameto nothing and
civilization shambled on. They put on fatigues and yack up how the world's gone to shit and the Jews and
the Hispanics are to blame, not to mention Capitol Hill and Saddam Hussain. Y ou'd be better off
worrying about the blacksin theinner cities, like the guy says. The homeboys are really pissed, and
some of those fly motherfuckers have whacked someone before they've been laid.

'It's the same thing. People who've never fdt part of any community except the onethat's small
enough that they know everybody by name.’



Y ou're making me weep, Ward.'

'Fuck you. Y ou put your trust in acountry, love it as much asit tells you to, and then you find out it
was just astroke to keep you quiet and what it really meant was 'Anyone can have everything, apart
from you guys. When it comesto you, we didn't mean it'. It's cultural abuse. How are you going to react
to that?

'Okay, Ward. Therée's genuine sentiment there and the overall 1Q probably isn't much lower thanin
the House of fucking Representatives, and I'll admit that some of them have sometimes got a point. What
| sureashdl don't believeisthat they co-ordinate. Most of these outfits have trouble keeping thirty
people pointed in the same direction, never mind agreeing aims and objectives with some other group —
much less groups — living hundreds or thousands of miles avay. Maybe out there in the big bad world.
But not here!

'‘Beforethe Internet,' | said.

"There's Suff there,” he admitted. 'Enough manifested psychosisto blow the mind of every therapist in
the country. Hate groups, end-of-the-worlders, theilluminati burning effigies of owlsin BohemiaGrove
— and the face on Marsisamissile basefor socid control and the nukesare dl pointing right at you. But
| spend my entire time looking at that shit and trust me — any worldwide movement ain't run by these
guys. These people hate everybody who isn't them. Put them in aroom together and they'd just combugst.’

'Y ou can't find every file on every server,' | said. "Y ou only see what's been left to be found. There
could be some whole other Web, using the same computers and the same phone lines and hard disks, full
of killersand killing and a plan for the future— and unless you knew where to look, you wouldn't even
find the contents page.’ Bobby rolled hiseyes, irritating me. 'Fucking listen to me. That's what we're
like. Don't you know that? Academics created the Net in their spare time so they could trade facts and
while away tenurein role-playing Star Trek. Next thing you know you can't log on without people
gpamming you to death and every shoeshine concession hasits own domain. Even beforethat it's
wall-to-wall pornography and ordinary men and women sitting in darkened rooms writing each other
about how they'd like to dress up like Shirley Temple and be whipped until they bleed. That'swhat the
Net will become— away of hiding behind anonymity so you can stop pretending you're Mr and Mrs
Good Neighbour and be how you redlly are: so we can stop pretending we give a shit about some global
village when our Christmas-card lists are about the size of asmal prehistoric tribe and we fed like cutting
haf of them.'

'Nice to see someone s0 proud of hisfellow earthlings. Y ou sound like you're ready to join the
cause.’ He rubbed hisface. 'Ward, this could be just some guy out on hisown weird limb.’

‘Bullshit. We got here from a bookmark on the computer of aman who shot afew minutes of video in
which hereferred to 'The Straw Men'. That man and hiswife are dead, dong with someone they knew a
long time ago. A threat sent to the place shown in the video caused a house and a hotel to be bombed
lessthan two hourslater. Christ, even the architecture of The Halsfitsin. They're making million-dollar
cavesfor hunter-gatherers.’

'‘Okay,' Bobby said, holding his hands up. 'l hear what you're saying. So what now?

"We've found this. What are we supposed to do next? There are no links, no email address, nothing.
What'sthe point of thisthing, unlessit leads somewhere?

Bobby turned the laptop towards him and pressed akey combination. The screen changed to aview
that revealed the page's naked HTML, the hidden multiplatform Web language used to display the page
to whatever kind of operating system tried to accessit. He scrolled dowly down through the lines.

Then he stopped. 'Hang on.’

He toggled the view back to normal again, and flipped down to the very end of the document. 'Okay,’
he said, nodding his head. 'It's not much, but there's something.' He pointed at the screen. 'Y ou see
anything there? Below the text?



‘No. Why?

'‘Because there is something. A few words, but they've been set to appear exactly the same colour as
the background. Y ou're only going to know they're there if you look at the code or print it out.’

'If this strikes some kind of chord, in other words. So what are the words?

Heflipped to HTML again, and sdected ashort section right at the bottom. Hidden amongst the
gibberishwas:

<font colour="#339966">The Upright Man</ font>

"The Upright Man,' | said. 'Who the hell isthat?

Part 3

History ison our hedls, following uslike our shadows, like desth.
Marc Augé
Non-places: Introduction to an Anthropology of Supermoder nity
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Sarah didn't remember thefirst time she thought she/d heard him. A day or two ago, maybe. He was
coming dowly, biding histime. Hed come in the night before, she believed, fading away again as soon as
he knew that sheld redized something was afoot. Shed wondered if she might be sensing him during the
day, too, but back then her head had been clearer and she'd been able to convince herself that she was
just being fanciful. Then late one afternoon she heard him above her, and she knew that if he was coming
in the daytime then things had to be getting worse.

The psycho had visited a couple of hours before it happened. He had talked for quite along time. He
had just talked and talked and talked. Some of it was about scavenging. Some of it was about a plague.
Some of it was about some place called Castenedolo in Italy, which sounded like aplace you'd go on
holiday and drink nice drinks and maybe have some food like spaghetti or salami or steak or squid or
soup but obvioudy wasn't. Instead it was a place where they'd found some guy buried and where he was
found proved he was made out of Plasticine or Pliocene and at least two million years old and what did
shethink of that?

Sarah didn't redly think much about it either way. Shetried very hard to concentrate on what she was
being told but over the last day or so had started to fed very ill for much of the time. She had given up
asking for food, and wasn't especialy hungry any more. She just made noises, little grunting sounds,
when the man stopped talking for long enough that it seemed like he was expecting something of her. In
generd she thought his methods of ingtruction, if that was what they were supposed to be, were probably
quite effective— and something her teachers at school could benefit from. Half her friends never seemed
to learn anything, but regarded school as something halfway between asocia club and a catwalk.
Boarding them up under afloor and just talking at them for ever, she thought, might rearrange their
priorities. Could be that dl that Spanish vocab would just dip right in. Maybe sheld get Mom to suggest it
at the next PTA. But redlly you had to be given something to eat every now and then or you stopped
being able to pay attention.

He waited patiently while she went through a coughing fit that seemed to last about an hour. And then
he started talking again. Thistime it was about Stonehenge and so she listened for awhile, because
Stonehenge wasin England and though they hadn't gone there she knew she liked England. England was



cool and it had good bands. But when he started on how Stonehenge was only partly an observatory,
and mainly amap of human DNA asit was supposed to be, she dlowed her attention to drift.

At the end he gave her some more water. The phase during which she had rgjected it hadn't lasted
very long. Even if she had wished to keep up the defiance, her body smply wouldn't have dlowed it. On
the third occasion her mouth had opened without her mind having anything to do with it. The water tasted
clean and pure and good. She remembered that once it had tasted different from what she was used to.
That had been along time ago.

'‘Good girl,' the man had said. 'See— you're not being badly treated. | could have pissed on you then
and you'd gtill have had to drink it. Listen to your body. Listen to what'sinside.’

"Therés nothing insde,’ she croaked. And then, for the last time, she had pleaded with him: 'Please.
Anything. Even just vegetables. Carrots or cabbage or capers!’

'Still you ask?

'Please she said, her templesfeding asif they wereturning to mist. 'l don't fee well and you haveto
feed meor 'mgoingtodie’

'You're persstent,’ he said. 'It's the one thing that still gives me hope.' He hadn't explicitly denied the
request, Smply talked about vegetarianism, explaining how it was wrong because human beings had
omnivorous dentition and how not eating meeat was aresult of people spending too much timein their
minds, which were infected, and not enough listening to their bodies. Sarah let him drone on. Whatever.
Persondly, vegetarians bugged her, too, mainly because the ones she knew seemed so superior, like
Y asmin Di Planu, who made a big fuss about anima rights the whole time but had the finest collection of
shoesin the whole school, the vast mgority of them made out of things that had once been able to move
about under their own steam and not just because they were strapped around her pretty little feet.

After hed let her drink thistime, he replaced the cover again and went away. During the following
two hours Sarah had been completely lucid, which was one of the things that worried her about what had
happened next. She knew she had been lucid because she had been thinking about escaping. Not
thinking about actualy doing it. She seldom imagined that any more, athough for awhile it had occupied
most of her waking thoughts. At first she had pictured suddenly finding the strength to burst up from
benesath the floor, like some person who'd been buried too soon and was real pissed at everyone. Theniit
had been the idea of talking to the man, charming him — she was charming, she knew that; there were
boys at school, had been boys, who hung on her every word, not to mention the waiter in the Broadway
Ddi they'd had one time who came back to the table to check on them, like, far more often than had
been drictly necessary, and on this occasion, for once, it hadn't been Sian Williams's attention that one of
the penis people was trying to caich — or discussing it rationaly with him, or finally even just ordering
him to let her out. Each of these had been tried and proved laughably ineffective. In the end it had been
fantasies of her father just coming and finding her. She till thought about this sometimes, but not as often
as she once had.

Anyway, then she had heard something coming into the room above her. At first she thought it was
the man, but then sheredlized it could not be. It had far too many feet. These feet had walked round and
round the room and crisscrossed back and forth directly over her head. Then they had stopped directly
above her. There had been sounds like laughter, high-pitched sometimes, but also deep and ragged. It
moved back and forth for awhile, making unpleasant noises, like grunting and astrange bark, and bits of
its body had thudded and other parts had did with akind of heavy rasp. Finally amoan, but it didn't
sound like it was coming from just one throat, but from severa a once, asif the creature had more than
one mouth.

It had been still for awhile after that, and then it had gone.

Sarah lay with her eyes wide open. This, she knew, was a bad development. Very bad. That had not
been the man, or if it had, then he had changed into something. The thing she had heard was what she



had most feared, and now it had come in daylight and was no longer biding itstime. There could be no
doulbt.

It had to have been Nokkon Wud himsdf.
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Ninaleft the house early, leaving anote saying shed call. Zandt spent the morning pacing around the
patio. Each morning hewokeit waslesslikely that Sarah Becker was Htill dive. Knowing thisdid not
open any doors.

He went over the theory held presented to Nina, and was unable to find fault with it. He knew it was
largely speculation, and understood that he had his own reasons for clinging to theidea. If the man he had
killed had been responsible for the abduction of the girls, had snatched them to hand them on to someone
he knew would kill them, Zandt believed he would find away of coming to termswith having killed him.
Thelast two years of solitude had taught * Zandt one thing, and taught it well: If you can live with yoursdlf,
the opinions of others can be withstood. He was aware that The Upright Man probably thought the
same, but that didn't change the fact.

Heavy coffeeintake and the view gradudly turned his hangover into a generic maaise that he could
ignore. Thekinksin his neck and back from anight on the couch had gone. The sea could do that for
you, even a thisdistance.

At midday he had spiraled indoors in search of food. Nothing in the fridge. Nothing in the cupboards
or the freezer. Zandt didn't think hed met awoman who didn't even have asmall pack of cookiesin the
house, or some bread in the freezer, ready for toasting. 1t seemed most women would live on toast, if
they had the chance. At aloss, he found himsalf wandering around the living room, looking at the
materias on the bookshelves. There were books on seria crimes, both popular and academic;
collections of papers on forensc psychology; reams of photocopied case notes, al infolders, organized
by state— an outright illegdity. A few noves, none of them recent, and most written by people caled
Harris and Thompson and Connelly and King. Very little that wasn't concerned with the dark side of
human behaviour. It looked familiar, from the afternoons he had spent in the house in 1999, hours during
which criminology had been the last thing on his mind. He had made his peace with thisalong time ago.
Jennifer had never found out, and the affair had affected neither what he felt for her nor the outcome of
their marriage.

He took down one of the folders of case notes and absently flicked though it. Thefirst section
detailed the activities of aman called Gary Johnson, who had raped and murdered six elderly womenin
Louiganain the mid-nineties. A note clipped to the front page recorded that Johnson was currently
serving Six life sentencesin a prison Zandt knew would be ahell on earth: adungeon full of dangerous
men whose small seams of affection were usudly reserved for their ederly mothers. It would bea
miracle, infact, if Johnson was 4till aive. One for the good guys. The next section held information about
acasein FHoridathat, at the time of the most recent entries, had been ongoing. Seven young men missing.

Onefor thekillers. One of many.
He took down another folder.

——O>——O>—O>—

Two hourslater hewas Sitting in the middle of the floor, surrounded by paper, when there was a knock
at the door. He lifted his head, confused. It took another few raps before he realized what the sound
was.

He opened the door to find ashort man with bad hair standing outside. Behind him was a car that had



once been gracious.
'Cab,' the man said.
' didn't order acab.’

'I know you didn't. The lady ordered it. She said for me to come here, pick you up. Take you.
Everything very fast. At dl times!

'What lady? Hefdt fuzzy, head full of what held been reading. Something within it was pulling a him.

The man grunted impatiently and rooted in his pocket. He pulled out a mangled piece of paper and
angled it towards Zandt asheread it. 'Ninaisthe lady. She say to tell you to hurry. Y ou maybe found
something, or she found something, a righteous man — | don't understand that part. But we go now.'

‘Where?

Theairport, man. Shesaid | do thisvery fast and she give metriplefare, and | need thismoney so
can we leave now, for please?

'Wait here," Zandt said. He turned and went back inside. He picked up the phone and dialed Ninas
cdl phone.

After two rings she answered. Therewasalot of background noise, the hectoring, muffled sound of a
voice on a public address system.

'What's going on? he said.
'‘Areyou in the cab?

Her voice was excited, and for some reason he found thisirritating. ‘No. What are you doing at
LAX?

'l got acdl from the guy | had monitoring the Web. We got ahit on The Upright Man'.'

It'sthree words, Nina It could be an exhibition of Robert Mapplethorpe photographs. And
presumably the Feds are aready on the case.’

It wasn't aFed trace,' she admitted, annoyed. 'l did it independently.’
‘Right,’ Zandt said. 'Figures.’
'Helogged the | P address of the computer that made the search, and hacked out the access line of

the call. Come on, John. It'sthefirst time this has come up in two years. | never handed in the note you
got. Asfar astheworld at large is concerned, he's till called The Ddlivery Boy.'

There was an explosion of noise from the handset, as someone bellowed another announcement at
the other end.

Zandt waited for it to be over, and then said: 'l told Michael Becker.'

"The hit'snot from LA, Nina snapped.

‘Where, then. Where?

'Upstate. Some burg near the border with Oregon. A Holiday Inn.'
'Haveyou cdled theloca Bureau?

"The nearest SAC hates me. There's no way he'll send anybody out for me!

Right, Zandt thought. And in the unlikely event that this turns out to be more than awild goose chase,
you want to be the one making the arrest. Through the door he could see the cab driver still waiting,
hopping from foot to foot.

Toorisky, Nina'

I'll get some locd copsfor an escort. Whatever. Look John, there's a plane leaving in forty minutes.
I'm going to be oniit, and | bought two tickets. Are you coming or not?



'No," he said, and put down the phone.
He went back to the door and told the driver he wasn't going anywhere, giving him enough money to
make him go away.

Then he swore, grabbed his coat and ahandful of files, and was able to throw himsdf in front of the
cab beforeit |eft the driveway. He told himself that he had enough on his conscience without adding Nina
toit.

That it was nothing to do with wanting to protect her.
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When | woke at nine the next morning, porawled over the bed asif dropped from agreat height, | found
Bobby had left anote on the bedside table. It suggested | meet him in the [obby asearly aspossible. |
showered myself into a semblance of humanity and headed down there, shambling aong the corridors
likeadoth forced to wak onitshind legs, adoth well past its best. The night's deep had made mefed
different, though not necessarily better. My thoughts were blurred and duggish, asif full of crushed ice
and an unfamiliar acoholic drink.

The lobby was mainly empty, just some couple standing over by the desk. Soft music was playingin
the background. Bobby was sitting in state in the middle of along couch, reading the loca paper.

Yo, | mumbled, when | was standing in front of him.
Helooked up. 'Y ou look like shit, my friend."

'And you're as annoyingly spruce as ever. What's the deal ? Y ou climb into an egg each night and
emergereborn? Or isit an exercisething? Do tell. | want to bejust like you.'

Outsde the sky was cloudless and bright, and it was al | could to do to stop mysdlf from yeping. |
limped acrass the parking lot behind Bobby, shielding my eyes.

'Y our phone's on? And juiced?

"Yes,' | sad. Though frankly | don't see the point. Either Lazy Ed hasn't been home, in which case
we're wasting our time heading out there, or he has and doesn't want to talk.'

'Y ou are beink very negative, Vard,” Bobby observed in a Germanic accent. 'Hand me the keys. I'll
drive!

'l fed negative,' | said. 'Good thing I've got a happy android for company. But if you use thet voice
again I'm going to knifeyou.' | tossed the keysto him.

'Stop right there.’ Thiswas said clearly and firmly, and it wasn't Bobby who was taking. We |ooked
at each other, and then turned.

Four people were standing behind us. Two were uniformed cops, locas. onewasin hislatefiftiesand
trim and lean, the other about thirty years old and a good forty inches around the gut. Off to one side
stood aman in along coat. Standing nearest to us, about ten feet away, was adim woman in aneat suit.
Of the group, shelooked easily the most intimidating.

'Put your hands on the top of the car,’ she said.

Bobby smiled ominoudly, and l&ft his hands exactly where they were. "'Thiswould be ajoke of some
kind?

'Hands on the fucking car,' the younger cop said. He moved hishand closer to hisholster, clearly
itching to useit. Or at least hold it.

"Which one of you is Ward Hopkins? the woman asked.
'Both of us,' | said. 'Weird cloning thing.’



The young cop abruptly started walking toward us. | put ahand up at chest height, and he wa ked
draghtintoit.

Take it easy, the woman said.
The deputy didn't say anything, but he stopped coming forward, and just glared a me.

'Okay,' | said, keeping my hand in place but not pushing with it. ‘Let's not let this get out of hand.
Loca PD, | takeit?

"That's correct,' the woman said, flipping identification. They are. And I'm afedera agent. So be
cool, and let's see some hands being put on that car.’

'l don't think so," said Bobby, till resolutely underwhelmed. 'Guess what? I'm with the Company.'
The woman blinked. "Y ou're CIA? she said.

That'sright, maam," he said, with ironic courtesy and a hick accent. 'All we need is some boysfrom
the navy and we could have us a parade.’

There was an awkward moment. The younger cop turned to his older colleague, who in turn raised an
eyebrow at the woman. None of them looked as confident as they had a second before. In the
background, the man in the coat shook his head.

| decided to let my arm drop. 'He's CIA. I'm not,’ | said, electing, for once, to be helpful. ‘Just a
member of the general public. Called Ward Hopkins. Why are you looking for me?

'Wait aminute,’ Bobby said. He nodded at the younger cop. 'Let's see you take afew steps back,
hotshot.'

'Fuck you,' the cop said, equably.

Thewoman was dtill looking at me. 'An Internet search was logged yesterday evening,’ she said.
‘Somebody looking for The Upright Man'. Traced back to your account, and to this hotdl. We're looking
for someone by that name.’

‘Not for me?
‘Until last night | had no ideayou even existed.’
'So why are you looking for The Upright Man?

'None of your business,' the younger cop said. 'Maam, are you going to arrest these assholes or not?
I'm redlly not interested in listening to them otherwise'

'Haveit your ownway,' | said. "Y ou can try to take usin, or you can take awalk. If the former, then,
well, you'rewelcometo try, but redly | can't adviseit.’

The older cop amiled. ‘Are you threatening us, son?

'No. I'm too gentle for my own good. But Bobby's badly socidized. There's going to be blood dl
over thisparking lot and none of it ours:’

Coat man spoke for the first time.
'Grest,' he said, wearily. 'Six hundred milesto talk to apair of shitheads.

Thewoman ignored him. The Upright Man haskilled at least four young women, maybe more than
that. At the moment he has one who may 4till be dive and we don't have very long to find her.'

Bobby stared at her, his mouth dightly open.
'What? she said. 'Does this mean something to you?
'Y ou're about to be scammed, Nina,' coat man said. 'Y ou know what spooks are like."

Bobby came back to earth enough to close his mouth, but not enough to start afight. The woman
looked at me.



Tell me' shesad.
'Okay,' | said, "It could be we need to talk.'

The older cop cleared histhroat. 'Ms Baynam, I'm wondering if you redlly need me and Clyde any
more?

——O——O>——O>—

We got atable by the window in the hotel's excuse for a coffee lounge. The room was large enough, and
new-looking, but had all the atmosphere of an empty cookie jar. Bobby and | sat closeto the table, with
the woman the other sde. The guy in the coat — who'd finally been introduced, though only as being
LAPD — sat alittle distance away, making it clear that in an ideal world held bein another state entirely.
The locd law had aready zipped off in their cruiser to eat pancakes and swap taes of how they would
have beaten us up given the chance.

| took Bobby's sheeaf of paper and laid it in front of the woman.

'If you want to know why we were searching for The Upright Man,' | said, 'then thisisit. Actudly
we've been looking for something else. But thisiswhat we found.'

She quickly read through the three sheets of paper. When she got to the end she handed the papers
to the other quy.

'So what were you looking for? she asked.

'A group of people caled The Straw Men,' | said. 'Bobby traced a Web site that led to this.
Searching for The Upright Man' wasthelogical next step. That'sal we know.'

Thisisagency business?

'‘No," | said. 'lt'spersond.’

Therewas a LINKS button at the bottom of the last sheet,’ she said. 'What did that lead to?
'What button? | said.

'l found it after you crashed out,’ Bobby said, looking sheepish. 'Hidden in achunk of crashed Java
code. Should have spotted it earlier.’

'‘And where did it go?

'Serid killers, he said, and at that the man in the coat looked up. 'Just fan Sites. Pages of stuff about
guyswho kill, laborioudy typed up by dweebs without the ambition to become real dangersto society.’

'Could you show methe first page again? the woman asked.

He shook his head. 'It'sgone. | checked back ' when | was done looking at fuzzy pictures of wackos.
File no longer on the server, presumably moved somewhere el se!’

"Y ou didn't bookmark the pagesit linked to?

Bobby shrugged. 'l didn't see any reason to. All | had was guys with paranoid delusonsand a
hard-on for serid killers!

It'saleak, the coat guy said, handing the papers back to the woman. 'Fan sitesisright. That'sall this
is. Somehow The Ddlivery Boy'srea name got out, and some psycho wannabe has set this shit up using
his name. An interactive experience for people who want to drool over killer stats, complete with spooky
moving Site address. The net isfull of thisshit. Canniba clubs dung up by fuckswho can't earn afive-gar
badge working at McDonald's!

| stared a him: The Delivery Boy?



"That's what the press called the man we'relooking for.'

‘Jesus,' | said. 'You're still looking for that guy?

'‘And will be until he's dead. Nina, I'm going for acigarette. Then | suggest we head back to
cvilization.

He got up and walked out of the room.

'He means 'apprehended’,’ the woman said, quietly, after he was gone. 'Apprehended iswhat he
meant.’

'Y egh, right,' Bobby said. 'Y ou ask me, that's someone who needs keeping on avery tight lead.’
‘What's the dedl with these Straw Men? she said.

‘Tell her, Bobby,' | said, standing up.

Takeit very easy, Bobby said, pointing afinger at me. 'And remember whét | just said.’

| left them and walked out into the lobby. | could see the guy in the coat standing afew yards outsde
the main doors.

'Y ou got acigarette?

Helooked at me for along moment, then reached into his pocket. When | waslit, we stood in silence
forawnhile

"You'rethat cop, aren't you? | asked eventuadly. He didn't reply. 'Right?
'l wasacop, hesaid. 'Not any more.

'Maybe so. But | wasliving in San Diego at the time. | read the news. Therewas one cop in
particular, someone who was supposed to be a seria killer hotshot. Didn't catch him, then dropped out
of sght. That would be you, I'm thinking.'

'Seems like you remember alot about the case," he said. 'Sure you don't have avested interest?
Maybe you're looking to see how many fans you got. Checking you're till acelebrity.’

"Y ou thought | was him, we wouldn't be having this conversation. So don't jerk me around.’
Hetook alast drag of his cigarette, and then flicked it acrossthe lot. 'So what are you doing?
'I'm looking for the people who killed my parents;' | said.

Helooked a me. "These The Straw Men you mentioned?

'I think so. What | don't know isif they're connected to the man you'relooking for.'

"They'renot,' he said, glaring out acrossthelot. Thiswholething is bullshit and awaste of timewe
don't have.’

'Y our friend doesn't seem to think so. Frankly, | don't care. But it seemsto methat insde that hotel
we've got two people who are connected to law enforcement agencies. Who can get things done. On the
other hand, we've got you and me, who are currently connected to dick. We can stand outside and piss
into each other'stents, or we can see where this leads and try not to get too much in each other'sfaces.'

He thought a moment. 'Good enough.’

'So what's your name, dude?

‘John Zandt.'

'Ward Hopkins,' | said, and we shook onit, and walked back into the hotel.

At the door to the restaurant my cell phone went off. | waved Zandt on and clucked back into the
lobby.
| paused a second before hitting the connect button, trying to work out the right way to sound to an



old guy who was running scared. | couldn't work out how that might be. All | could do waslisten to what
he had to say. And not shout at him, probably.

| answered the call and listened, but it wasn't him. | had abrief conversation, and then thanked
someone. | put my phone away.

When | walked into the restaurant they were al stting round the table, Zandt morein theloop this
time. The woman looked up at me, but it wasto Bobby that | spoke.

‘Just got acdl,' | said.

‘Lazy Ed?

'No. Girl from the hospital.’

"Yeah, and, s0?

'She spent the afternoon yesterday chasing down records.'

"Y ou must have really made animpression.’ | didn't reply, so he added: 'Y ou going to tell what she
found?

'She traced both my parents back to their hometowns,' | said. 'Neither of which were the ones| had
been givento believe.

My voice was alittle cracked. Zandt turned round to look at me.

I didn't get asfar asthishit,’ Bobby said. 'But theré's asibling Ward's parents didn't get around to
telling him about.

'I don't think they redlly told me much at al. Much that wastrue, anyhow.' | was aware of the
woman's eyes still on me; that, and how Hunter's Rock and everything | had thought 1'd known now
seemed like afavourite story | had been read, time and time again, but of which | could now remember
only thetitle.

'What isit? the woman asked.

'My mother couldn't have children.
'‘Any more? Bobby said. 'After you?
'‘No. Any at dl.'
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They came with us out to the bar. Y oung Ed wasn't fulsome in his greeting, and said only that he hadn't
seen the old guy and still had no idea where he might be. He continued to say this even after Zandt had
taken him to one side. | couldn't hear what the ex-cop was saying, but Ed's body language was enough
to convince me that Zandt's conversationd style was compdlling.

"Y our man isvery keen to catch thiskiller,' | observed to Nina
She looked away. 'Y ou have no idea.'
Zandt eventudly turned from the barman, who quickly dipped back behind the safety of his counter.

"Were wasting our time out here,' Zandt said, as we followed him back out into the parking lot. 'No
offenceto you guys, but I don't see how an old wino is going to help Ninaand me in what we're looking
for. Maybe it'srelevant to you, but it's not getting us any closer to anything and Sarah is getting closer to
death with every minute we waste."

'So what do you want to do, John? the woman asked. 'Head back to LA and sit on our butts there
ingtead?

'Yeah,' hesaid. 'Actudly that's exactly what | want to do. | wasn't just pulling my wire at your house.
| think..." He shook his head.



She frowned. 'What?
I'll tell you on the plane,’ he muttered.
'Hey,' | said. 'I'll giveyou alittle privacy.'

| walked away from them to where Bobby was standing, near to our car. Think the party's going to
break up,’ | said.

'So what's our plan?

'Walk the streets, check the bars and diners and library and places where people hang out. Do it
professondly. Thisisnt New Y ork. Therésalimit to how many places he can hide!

'Y ou knew this guy once. Y ou got no clue where he might go?

I didn't redly know him,' | said, turning to look back at the bar. 'l went in there and drank asa
teenager. We passed the time of day and he served me dcohol. That'sall.’

I remembered once again the evening my father had come to the bar with me, and the way Ed had
given me abeer afterward, and I'd fet alittle didoyal. | now redlized there could have been some subtext
in that night's events, something I'd missed back then. The beer Ed shoved toward me, with rough
kindness— it could have just been a generic gesture, but | didn't think so now. Lazy Ed hadn't really
been the type. Hadn't he actualy been saying, 'Y eah, | know what the guy can belike? If so, it implied
even more strongly that Ed might have been the man running the camerain thefirst haf of themiddle
section of the video, that he had been the one passed out and used as a candleholder. It lso madeit
even stranger that, confronted with each other over a decade | ater, they'd given absolutely no indication
that they knew each other. Something must have happened in Hunter's Rock, something that broke up a
group of friends; but somehow caused three of them to get together again, a thousand miles away, once
again pretending to outsders that there was nothing between them. Nothing old, anyway, nothing in the
past.

Even to me they'd made that pretence, but now it was looking asif that made perfect sense. If my
mother couldn't have children, then who the hell was|1?

Behind the bar the sky was opague, making the trees look jagged and cold. It may have been that, or
the smdll of the pine on the cold air, that took me back so clearly to that night. Smells can do that, more
s0 even than sights and sounds, asif the oldest parts of our mind, the ones that lock usin time and
memory, sill navigate through traces of scent.

'Hang onaminute, | said, afaint light coming on in the back of my mind. | shut my eyes, chased the
thought down. Something Lazy Ed had been talking about in that year, the kind of project that sounded
like the fantasy of a man who wasn't well known for even keeping his bar surfaces clean.

Findly | got it. 'There's somewhere ese we could try.'
‘Let'sdoit,’ Bobby said.

| looked over to the other two. | could see that in Zandt's head they were aready at the departure
gate. Thewoman looked less certain. | made the decision for them. Thiswas along shot, and not one |
had the time or patience to explain to other people.

'‘Good luck,' | called. Then | got in our car and Bobby and | drove away.

——O>—O>——O>—

The Logt Pondisn't logt, of course. It's about a mile walk into the forest that stretches north from
Hunter's Rock: national land, not much used except by locas and afew hikers. It was a place you'd be
taken on trips from school, out into the wilds to learn about bugs and stuff — abus out to the fringe of



the forest, and then atrek among trees through shuffling leaves, pleased to be out of the classroom. The
teacherswould try to keep everyone's mind on why they were there, but not too assiduously: you could
tell from the loosenessin their shouldersthat they, too, were happy to be free of the usua boundaries. |
remember seeing one of them pick up asmal rock once, when he thought none of uswas looking, and
hurl it some distance at afdlen tree. He hit it, and smiled a private smile. That may have been the first
time | realized that — contrary to appearances — teachers must be people, too.

When you got older you weren't taken out there any more. Lessons became focused on stuff you
could memorize, not experience. But occasionally kidswould go out there for the hell of it, and thiswas
when the reason for the name would become apparent. Didn't matter how many times you'd been
crocodiled out there with thirty yapping peers, if you tried to find it on your own or with a couple of
friends, it never seemed to be where you thought it was. Y ou'd walk into the banks of trees, quietly
confident, and within afew hundred yards the track would have disappeared. A small creek ran
diagondly away into the smal hills, and most people would makeit that far. Y ou'd follow the creek until
you came to the place whereit joined alarger one, and from that point every decision you made would
be wrong. Didn't matter how well you thought you remembered the route, how much you al agreed it
had to be this way; a couple hourslater you'd be back in the parking lot, thirsty and dog tired and just
glad to be out again whileit was il light and without having seen any bears.

Except for me. | went to the trouble, one summer when | didn't have alot eseto do, of learning
where the pond was. | would have been fifteen, | think, acouple of years before the night in the bar with
my father. | applied scientific method, which | was very impressed with at thetime. | methodicaly
worked through al of the route dternatives until I'd found where the pond was— and how to get there. |
got very lost afew times, but it wasn't abad way of spending afew weeks. When you know where
you're going, aforestisanice placeto be. It feds safe, and you fed specid. The problem was, oncel'd
successfully made the journey maybeten times, | redlized 1'd ruined it for mysdlf. Therésno pointina
lost pond that isn't lost. It becomes just a pond, and | stopped going. By that time | was getting more
interested in knowing about placesto go necking, and you couldn't get agirl to go waking in the forest
after dark — certainly not in search of some paich of water that you might or might not be ableto find.
That's not the kind of thing that appealsto most girls. Or | didn't. One or the other.

Bobby and | werewalking in singlefile, following atributary of the creek. It had been over twenty
years, and the environment had twisted and changed. The cover overhead was patchy, and cold shafts of
sun came down to throw shadows.

We soon came to another intersection in the creek network, steep banks where it had cut down deep
into the earth. | stopped at the top of one of the banks, momentarily unsure. The areadidn't look familiar.
There was some muttering in the ranks.

'And werre doing this because the guy said that he was considering putting up a hunting shelter,
about... oh, twenty years ago?

"Y ou can go home now if you want.'
'Without my faithful native tracker?

After another dow look around, | understood the way the vegetation had changed. One of the trees|
had used for amarker had fallen down in the intervening years. Some time ago, too: the remains were
moss-covered and rotten. | reoriented mysalf and headed into the gully.

The sdeswere steep and dick with leaves, and we were careful on the way down. When | reached
the bottom | turned | eft and took us dong the dight incline,

'Were nearly there,' | said, pointing up the way. About two hundred yards ahead, the gully banked
steeply to theright. 'l think it's just around that kink.'

Bobby didn't say anything, and | assumed that, like me, he'd become absorbed into the experience.
Forests are one of those things that you lose for awhile, until you have your own kids and start to



appreciate certain things again, see them reborn through a child's eyes— like ice cream and toy cars and
squirrels. | spent some time considering if this had something to do with why | liked hotels. Their
corridors are like routes between trees, their bars and restaurants like little clearings for assembly and
edting. Nests of varying size and prestige, al held within the same structure, aprivate forest.

The Upright Man's manifesto had gotten into my head more than I'd redlized.

—— O —O>—O>—

‘Somebody's watching us,’ Bobby said.

'‘Where?

'Don't know," he said, glancing up at the sides of the gully above us. 'But he's up there somewhere!

'l don't seeanyone,’ | said, keeping my eyesforward. 'But I'll take your word for it. So what do we
do?

'Keep waking,' Bobby said. 'If it'shim, he's either going to wig out or stay put and make adecison
on whether to come talk. He sticks his head far enough above the parapet, I'll go after him.'

We covered the last hundred yards quietly, ressting the urge to look up. At theturnin the gully the
floor rose sharply, and we scrambled up a couple of feet.

And there, in front of us, was the Lost Pond. Maybe a hundred yards by sixty, steeply banked for the
most part, but with a couple of muddy little beaches. A few ducksfloated in the middle, and trees
overhung much of the shallow water. | walked up to the edge and looked into it. It waslike looking in a
mirror and seeing mysdlf as| waswhen | was fifteen.

"Y ou know where the hide was? Bobby asked.

'All 1 know isthat he was planning one. He mentioned it twice, maybe three times. Not to hunt. Just
somewhere to hang. Ed was abigtime loner.’

'Plus a pervert, maybe?
'No." | shook my head. 'No one comes out here to make out. It's kind of spooky at night.'

He looked around, checking out theterrain. 'If | was going to put up ashdlter, I'd do it over there!’
He pointed at an area of trees and thick brush that extended over the dope on the west side of the pond.
'Prospect- and refuge-wise.'

| led the way round the pond, peering ahead to where Bobby had indicated. Could have been my
imagination, but it did ook asif an areain the middle was thicker than therest, asif materials had been
gathered and heaped up.

It wasthen that the first shot rang out. A sharp crack, following awhiz and then awhine.

Bobby yanked me back from the edge of the pond and started running. Another shot swished through
the leaves a couple of feet above us. When we were behind the trunks | twisted my head round, trying to
see where the shots were coming from.

'What is with thisguy?
'‘Wait,' | said. 'Look over there!'

| pointed at the thicker area of undergrowth. A head was now poking out of the brush — the head of
an old man, one who was nowhere near the place the shots were coming from.

'Shit,' Bobby said, agun now in his hand. Two men in fatigues were running down the sde toward the
pond. Another man in denim was gpproaching from the other side.

"That'sthe guy from the bar last night,’ | said. 'The one who boxed usin.'



The men in khaki had reached the opposite sSide of the pond. The larger of the two dropped to a
knedling position, and fired directly at the stand of trees: measured, unhurried shots. The other was
heading fast round the other side of the pond, banking it high to get round the top. Denim man was dso
shooting.

'Who the fuck are these guys?

'‘Bobby — one's heading around toward Ed.’

I'monit, hesaid. 'Let's have some cover.' He sprinted off. | pulled my gun, stepped out from the
sde of thetree, and Sarted firing.

The knedling man executed a nesat rall to the side and dipped behind the remains of alargefdlen tree.
| cut Sdeways through the trees. | was shooting into cold and danting light, flickered across my face by
the uprights of twisted trees, haf my mind on avoiding roots o | didn't go flying. Within ten secondsthere
was acry, and the denim man spun around and fell onto his back.

Bobby was ploughing into the undergrowth ahead, firing at the guy coming down therise, having cut
up around in the high ground. The man wasignoring Bobby and me adtogether, despite the fact that
Bobby wasfiring at him; he was concentrating on shooting at Lazy Ed's shelter.

| stopped, steadied, and fired.

Thefirgt bullet hit him in the shoulder. One from Bobby followed half a second later, and the man was
punched backward againgt atree. But he kept shooting, and still not at us.

| fired again, twice, getting him plumb in the chest. Bobby had stopped running too now, and three
shots of hisfollowed. The man disappeared from sight.

| took a step forward but Bobby flapped ahand back at me, indicating that | should stay where |l
was. He moved ahead cautioudly.

'Ed? | called. 'Areyou okay?

Suddenly the man in khaki cameinto view again. Hed did alittle way down the hill, under cover of
the undergrowth. As Bobby and | watched, astounded, he pushed himself to hisknees, till holding what
| now saw was amachine pistal.

Before | could think of moving, the man started firing again. He was dying in front of our eyes, but he
had time to put maybe another fifteen shellsinto the undergrowth. He didn't consider taking us down. It
was like we weren't even there,

Then he dumped forward onto hisface and was quiet for ever.

Bobby turned on his hedl and doubled back, reloading. | ran forward, kicked the dead guy over to
check, and shoved my way into the undergrowth.

Right in the middle were the remains of ahide. A loose collection of westhered wood, dry brush,
twisted old branches. Unless you were looking for it, you'd probably think it was natura, a most the
remains of something from long ago, rather than something a man had put together for shelter because he
just liked sitting out in the woods and looking down at apond. Lying in the middle of it was Lazy Ed.

| knelt beside him and knew that he wouldn't be leaving the forest. Y ou couldn't count the holes. His
face was least affected, though one ear was gone and you could see the bone.

'What's going on, Ed? | said. 'What the fuck is happening? Why is someonekilling al of you?

Ed swivelled his head an inch or so, looked up a me. It was hard to see the man I'd once dightly
known, among the wrinkles and burst blood vessdls.

'Fuck you," he rasped, quite clearly. 'Y ou and your fucking family.’
‘My family isdead.’
'‘Good," he said, and died.



——O>——O>—O>—

There was nothing to find in the shelter. A few empty cans, astash of tobacco, ahaf-full bottle of very
cheap tequila. | thought about closing Ed's eyes and then didn't. Instead | turned round and walked back
out of the bush.

By thetime | reached the pond, and the body of the man in denim, Bobby was heading back down a
hillock toward me.

'Got away," he muttered.

'He looked like he knew what he was doing. Y ou okay?
'Y eah, except | nearly got lost on the way back.'
It'salost pond,' | said. My hands were shaking. 'Jesus.’
"They dedlt the play,’ he said. 'We weren't |looking for this!

I know," | said, overcome with the bizarreness of being back in a childhood environment, thistime
with agun. '‘But what difference does that make? Someone will dways be shooting somebody .’

Bobby squatted down next to the denim man's body and felt through his pockets until he found a
wallet. Heflipped through it in front of me. There was no driver'slicence, no stamps, no receipts, no
photos — none of the standard wallet detritus. Nothing except for about forty dollars.

'Did you look at the other dead guy?

'Only for long enough to make sure he wasn't going to start shooting again,' | said. 'He waswearing a
vest, but I'm still impressed at how long he kept going. That guy showed red dedication to histask.
Which was nothing to do with us. They could have taken us out easily. They were after Lazy Ed. We
werejust intheway.'

Bobby nodded. There was no identification on him ether,’ | said. ‘At al. | turned back the collar of
his swester, and looked in the back of his pants. No labels. They'd been cut out.’

It's The Straw Men," he said. "They're taking them out one by one.’
‘But why? And how did they find us?

He shrugged. 'The Fed chick did. Maybe they did it the same way. It'stheir Web page: they'd have
immediate notification of any access, without waiting for some hacker to intercept it. Or they could have
been on the case before we were, Ward. There's evidence that some sort of cleanup isin operation.’

Helooked up a me, looking tired and pissed off with our failure. 'Either way they got the job done.
There's nothing left for us here except trouble, and we dready got enough of that.'

Without another word we started walking.
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Nina had assumed Zandt would explain to her what was on his mind, but from the moment the other two
guys had left, he'd clammed up. When held turned up at LAX in the cab, though he hadn't been
particularly friendly, he had at least seemed to be present. As soon as they'd established that the men at
the Holiday Inn in Hunter's Rock — whatever they might have been up to, and she till had questions
about that — were nothing to do with The Upright Man, it was like held retreated again. Shefet stupid
about hauling them upstate, but making a mistake was better than doing nothing. She was very aware of
the passage of time, aware of it as acutely asif someone was pulling her skin off her face. In her it bred a
desretotak, totry to do or say something, anything, amost asif they could vocalize a solution into
existence. In Zandt it seemed to have the opposite effect. It would not be long, she believed, before he



became utterly mute.

The plane was mostly empty and yet he hadn't even sat next to her. He was across the row, studying
some old files held taken from the house. She called the office in Brentwood, and established that nothing
had changed there, while not making it clear that she wasn't exactly just around the corner.

Then she turned back to the window, and stared down at the land passing below asthey flew over it
back to LA, wondering if they were passing over the very place, the hidden house or cabin, whatever
The Upright Man called his own. The knowledge that they might be, that Sarah Becker might be under
her somewhere, wasimpossible to bear. Instead she yanked the in-flight magazine out of the pouch and
tried very hard to read it.

Zandt was barely aware he was on a plane, and he wasn't even thinking about Sarah Becker. Instead
he was considering four disappearances, spread over the country in athree-year period. There waslittle
to tie them together except that copies of the case fileswere now on hislap. But if there was some kind
of brokering service, the usud rules of serid investigation might no longer apply. If you had a series of
disappearances or bodies within atightly confined geographicd ares, it was afair assumption you could
limit the search for evidence or corollary eventsto within that same space. Mogt killers had their hunting
grounds, afew square milesin which they were confident. Somewould limit their field of activity to afew
blocks, even acouple of streets— especidly if preying on sections of society that didn't inspire
committed interest from the authorities. Zandt remembered watching footage of the demolishing of the
house that had held Jeffrey Dahmer's gpartment, the place where young black and Asian men had been
dismembered, worshipped, and eaten, in one order or another. Families of the victims watched the event,
most mutely, some merely sobbing — but afew demanding an explanation from anyone who would
listen, trying to elicit some reason to accept the fact that their children had been taken from them and
murdered without anyone seeming to care very much.

Disappearances on opposite sides of the country were seldom judged against each other, even after
the FBI became involved, especidly if they took place withinasmilar time frame. Y ou didn't snatch
someone from San Francisco on Tuesday night and then grab another in Miami in the small hours of

Thursday morning.

Not, at leas, if the same man wasinvolved. Zandt had been looking for disappearancesthat shared
characteristics with those connected with The Upright Man, and that aso had taken place in the same
years. He was not expecting to find other instances of little kegpsakes with a girl's names embroidered on
each of them. The Upright Man was clever enough to seek to imply that the LA cases were unconnected
with any in other parts of the country.

Thiswas the redlization that had been nagging at him when the cab had arrived to take him to LAX:
that the sweaters were showy. That they might have little or nothing to do with the killer's pathology, and
instead be away of fencing off asmall group of cases by making them appear unrelated to anything else.
That The Upright Man might have judged that the police were aslikely to be impressed by such atouch
aswere the audiences for filmswhere chrysalises were left in corpses throats, or TV serieswhere each
week aman caught killerswho wore their innermost psychoses on their deeve. Y ou got a swesater with a
nameonit, it'sone of ours. You haven't, then it isn't, and we're not interested in hearing about it. Our
guy's got a pathology. That's what we'relooking for. It's one of the few tools we've got, we're sticking by
it and can't you see how busy we are aready?

Zandt believed it was dll too possible that The Upright Man might not have a pathology at dl, that he
might not be susceptible to profiling. He could be out there doing it, taking victims culled from anywhere
in the country. Maybe even anywhere in the world. Just because he wanted to.

The subjects did not constitute a clearly distinguishable group. We covet beauty because beauty
makes people recognizable, makes them look famous. Zandt did not consider thelong hair to bea
reliableindicator ether. If hewasright in thinking that the sweaters were afdsetrail, then the length of
the girl'shair might smply be ameansto an end. There were only two distinguishing features. Thefirgt



was age. Many young children disappear, and a number of old men and women are battered in their
homes. Both unwittingly put themsdlvesin the path of Satistics by virtue of their physical weskness. Of
the remainder, the mgjority of women who disappear arein their late teens or early twenties: sufficiently
young (and not too old) to have independent lives, women who can be found walking homelate a night,
who might live done, who have the youthful confidence to cometo the aid of an affable man with hisarm
inading and hisfacejust in shadow in the corner of aparking lot late a night. Women of dl ages
disappear, but the big spike in the graph came in thisrange. The Upright Man's known victims, however,
adong with the missing girlsin thefileson hislap, had been in their middle teens. Girlswho were old
enough to present aphysica chdlengeto their abductor, but too young to often be found in the most
vulnerable environments. This didn't mean that Zandt could smply batch any girl between the ages of
fourteen and sixteen and call them possibles. There were plenty of placesdl over the country whereagirl
of that age might well be out on the street at night, plying atrade. If The Upright Man or his procurer had
been concerned with age adone, he could have driven atruck to theright part of the right town and
loaded it up to sanding-room only. Instead he sdlected not only from a group who were circumstantially
less vulnerable than average because of their age, but who aso came from socia backgrounds that
mitigated againgt easy availability. Elyse Le-Blanc'sfamily had been alittle |less well-off than the others,
but il firmly middle class. The rest were verging on wedthy. The Upright Man wasn't just looking for
mest. He was looking for what he perceived to be quality.

Zandt sat, staring at the reproduced pictures of the dead girls. His mind seemed to revolve faster and
fagter, mixing thefactsin front of him in with the ones he had interndized two years before. The places,
the names, the faces. Hetried to seeit dl as one, removing only his own family and daughter, who he
was now convinced had only been chosen asalesson to him. Zandt had tried removing Karen from the
equation before, but had never been able to. An awareness of her disappearance had coloured
everything he had thought and done from the moment he and Jennifer found the note outside their door.
But now he substituted her with the girlsin the new files, trying to sense whether they were connected by
anything other than speculation. Trying to reach out from the place where he was headed, where he had
lived most of hislife, the strange city of dream-makers, of poverty and test screenings and murder and
money — to other places, other nights, other hunting grounds. To other cities, other machines, forests of
buildings and rivers of concrete where other men and women missed the stars at night and tended small
plants on window sillsand kept tiny dogs to take for walks along corridorsin the endless procession of
boxes and intersections and lights; where they rented space in other peopl€'s property so they had
somewhere to deep so they could get up and perform profit-rel ated tasks they neither understood nor
cared about, smply so they would be given the tokens of exchange they needed in order to rent the
gpace in which they dept and snarled and watched television until finally some of them dipped out of their
windows and ran howling down the dark streets, throwing off a numbness handed down from asociety
that was itsdlf trapped in fracture and betraya and despair; the londly insanein acultureturning into a
Christmas bauble, gaudy beauty wrapped around an emptiness which was coaescing faster and faster
into parking lots and malls and waiting areas and virtua chatrooms— non-places where nobody knew
anything about anybody any more. Abruptly the whirling stopped.
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It was growing dark by the time we got back to the hotel room. There were two messages for Bobby.
While he caled people back | turned the TV on with the sound muted, watched the local news channel
out of agrim interest in seeing how long it took the story to break. The chances were that there would
have been hikersin earshot, who would eventualy find the bodies. Though there was nothing to tie usto
the event, | wanted us out of Hunter's Rock fast.

| walked quickly round the room, packing up my few bits and pieces.

'Chrigt,' Bobby said, his voice harsh and strange. | turned to see him till on the phone. Turn the
televisonon.



Itison.
'Not local shit. CNN or something.'
| flipped through the channdsuntil | found it.

Thefootage was hand-held and shaky. A big grey building in some urban environment. A schooal. It
had obvioudy been filmed earlier in the day, because it was ill light.

'Wegot it,' Bobby said into the phone. 'I'll call you back.'

| flipped the mute off, and we listened as the voice-over put the death toll at thirty-two, with many il
missing and haf the building still unsearched. It was unclear whether the two pupils shot by police had
been solely responsible for the arocity, or whether athird individua had been involved. Riflesand alarge
home-made incendiary device had been involved.

The cameraroved around the devastation, catching glimpses of knots of children and teachers, faces
shocked white in the lamp glare. The ambient sound was down in the mix, but you could till hear the
sirens and sobbing. A woman staggered past, supported on both sides by paramedics, her face entirely
covered in blood.

'Whereisthis?
'Evanston, Maine." Bobby closed hiseyes.

The TV cut to live footage. The scene was camer now, al but afew bystanders held back from the
schooal by incident tape. A man in atan coat held amicrophone, flicker-lit by blue flashing lights. Two
additional bodies had been found. Jane Mathews and Frances Lack, both eleven years of age.

Back to earlier footage. Fire trucks, ambulances. Wounded people, both children and adults, lying on
the ground, being attended to. Others on the ground with no one holding their hand. People to whom no
one could make a difference any more,

‘Holy fuck,' | said, pointing at the screen. The camera panned aong the street opposite the school, at
people standing watching the gate to hell that had been opened. Amongst them was atall blond man with
alarge shoulder bag, caught from behind. Unusually, he was not craning to get a better view, like
everyone around him, but was standing calm and till. The cameraman didn't notice him, and passed on
along theline, adow pan of appalled shock.

'I've seen that guy before,' | said.
A blond man, a The Hals, with ablue shoulder bag.

—— O —O>—O>—

Bobby spent a chunk of the flight on the phone. | overheard him talking to three different people,
arranging for tapesto be couriered to Dyersburg airport. Then he sat quiet and stared into his
complimentary coffeefor awhile.

| looked at him. 'They'resureit'sjust these kids?

"Their homes are being turned upside down as we speak, but nothing's come up so far. Isn't some
globa hatred thing thistime. Thiswas the handiwork of two well-adjusted young Americans, so far as
anyone can tell. Themood in generd is not buoyant.’

| could believe this. The atmosphere among the other travellers was subdued, and even the pilot's
'Well, here we are on board' speech had been extremely muted.

'l didn't hear you telling anyone about what happened to ustoday.'
He laughed harshly. 'Right. 'Hey, we just killed a couple guysin the woods, and when we got back to



the hotd thisfriend of mine saw another guy on TV he thinks he recognizes? Thisis not high concept,
Ward, and you are not exactly remembered fondly. The Agency's cleaned itsdf up alittle, my friend.
They'd throw me out even more happily than they did you.

They didn't throw me out. | walked.'

'One step ahead of a polygraph subpoena.’

'‘Whatever,' | snapped. 'Bobby, that wasthe guy.'

'Y ou said you barely saw him up there. Y ou admitted you didn't see hisface!

I know. But it washim.’

'I believe you," he said, and suddenly he looked serious. 'Weird thing, | thought | knew him, too.'
‘What? Where from?

‘Don't know. Christ, by thetime| saw what you were pointing at he was gone. But there was
something familiar about him.'

It was dark by the time we landed. The car I'd lft in the airport |ot was gone, presumably retrieved
by itsrentd firm. Bobby went to the other desk and got usanew vehicle. All they had wasavery large
Ford. | fetched it from their lot and siwung around to wait by the main exit.

Bobby eventually came out of the terminal with asmal box under hisarm.

'Cool," he said tersgly, as he climbed in the front. 'Room for the kids and awhole week's shopping.
Let'sgo find usaPublix.'

‘Least wecan degp initif we haveto.'

'I'm not even going to think about that.'

'Y ou're getting soft, soldier.’

'Yes| am, and that means | don't have to eat broccoli any more, to paraphrase an esteemed former
president.’

'Esteemed by whom?

‘Hismother.’

Bobby ill had the keys to the room he'd taken at the Sacagawea. After checking that it didn't seem
to be occupied by anybody el se, he went off to negotiate with the management.

I hunted down a couple of cans of iced teaand then let mysalf back into the room. It brought to mind
long-ago vacations even more strongly than the pool at the motel outside Hunter's Rock. Fifty or more
years of people briefly inhabiting the same space, camping out in the middle of ajourney. The chair | sat
in could once have held someone watching Gilligan's Iland broadcast for thefirst time, to whom the
tune was not a hot-wired piece of race memory. One day someone else might Sit there, in their
slicon-enhanced space-clothes sipping a no-sugar, no-caffeine, no-flavour moon drink, and think the
samething of Friends: 'Hey — look at al the skinny people. And what was the dedl with the hair?

Bobby returned with amassive VCR under hisarm.

'Old fool hadn't even noticed I'd lft, he said. "Though he was sharp enough over adepost for this
piece of archaeology. | think you may actudly havetowind it up.’

Once the machine was connected to the room's near-collectible television, Bobby perched on the end
of the bed and ripped open the package he'd picked up at the airport. Inside were a couple of VHS
tapes. He quickly checked the labels, and stuck one of them inside the machine.

"Thisisunedited, he explained, as he pressed the PLAY button. 'Viewer discretion isadvised.

The cameraman had arrived at the scene of the school bombing very soon after theinitial explosion.
In most of Americas big cities there's amarket for freelance news crews, two-person units who roam the



city like ownerless dogs. They scan officia radio bands and often get to the jumpers and pileups and
bullet-scarred bars ahead of the cops, in search of freak-show footage to hel p the networks and cable
channdsfulfil their ever-expanding screen-minute quota. Something about the quality of the camerawork
suggested thiskind of provenance, though | could have been wrong. Confronted with these scenesit's
possible my own hands wouldn't have been too steedy either. When you see atrocitieson television it's
easy to forget that — in spite of theimpression of verity — the news has dready been sanitized for our
protection. We watch people standing round mass graves in Bosnia and the rough-and-ready quality of
the footage helps us forget that were not being shown what'sinside, or what those dusty fragments mean
to the people who are actually there, rather than watching safely through athick piece of glassinaliving
room on the other side of the world. Even the wall-to-wall coverage of the World Trade Center horror
steered clear of showing uswhat the emergency services saw. We're so used to being edited, so infected
with the deight of hand of the media, that we're more aware of what's been added than of what has been
taken away. It doesn't matter how many 'making of advertumentaries we watch, the latex monster will
till scare usin context: and when watching the news we do not question why the pan ended at a
particular moment, what was splattered across the frame we did not see. It's soft-core news, set up
without the money shot. We're allowed to hear the screams, but at an acceptable and contextudized
volume— dl thewhile ligtening to avoice whose sombre outrageisin itsalf akind of reassurance. Thisis
wrong,' the voiceimplicitly tell us. Thisisbad. But it israre, and it will be made better. Thiswill pass,
andintheend it will al be okay.'

Thisvideo had no voice-over. No cuts had been made. It said nothing. It merely showed.

The single explosion had ripped the front off of a squat, two-storey municipa building. Indoing so it
had sent tons of concrete, glass and meta flying out from a central point at very high speeds. These
materias had interacted with others of their kind, and aso with much softer substances. A great dedl of
thismaterial had been blown clear to rain down outside. When the cameraman arrived — aong with a
sound technician whose gppalled exclamations were audible a regular intervals— he had smply
stumbled through the parking lot in front of the school, taking a curved path through the devastation.
Occasiondly he had whip-panned across to the outbuilding to hisright, or to the other side of the lot as
the police and ambulances began to arrive. But for the most part the camera merely recorded what was
infront of itslens,

A girl who was gpparently unaware of the fact she had lost an arm, and was running, screaming out
someone's name. Parts of bodies, and heads. A young boy whose face was so covered in blood that he
looked newborn, wandering through the smoke making amewling sound. A long stretch of chunks of
flesh, like agiant pile of bloody vomit, with afew identifiable features and body parts spread amongst it.
Most of an older man, lying on the ground and twitching, al of hisfacia features burnt away and nothing
|eft except apink mass where a hole gaped in mute purposaessness. HAlf of an attractive young woman,
her eyes open, nothing below the rib cage except a stump of spine and the hood of the car she had
landed on.

Gradud|ly the quality of the background sound began to change, asthe most urgent screams died out
and the sobbing and shouting climbed in volume to take its place. Slowly a semblance of order began to
affect the people in the cameras gaze. Aimless movement was replaced by more directed activity, as
society's white blood cells moved in and tried to impose a structure. Some of these men and women
moved with purpose: pointing, shouting, bandaging. Others might aswell have been victims themsdlves.

And then we saw him.

By this point the news crew had seen enough of the hardcore, and had gravitated out toward where
the parking lot fed into an accessway onto the street. The soundman had been sick twice, the cameraman
once. The crowd opposite the entrance to the lot had not yet had time to gather, but incident tape was
dready going up, fencing the event out of our redity, consggning it to exceptiona circumstances.

The man was dready there, however, standing more or lesswhere | had spotted him earlier. Tall,



with short blond hair, standing with hisfeet planted solidly on the ground. Looking out over the
devadtation, gazing up at the plume of smoke generated by afirethat at this point was nowhere near
under control. Bobby hit PAUSE.

The man was not smiling. | don't want to give that impression. The picturejumped dl over the place,
and it was impossible to make out the detail of hisface. He was merely watching.

Neither of us said anything. Bobby reached for hisiced teg, tried to take aswig from it, redized he
hadn't popped the can. He did so; swallowed half of it.

'Okay,' hesaid quietly. Therest isalong shot.' He gected the tape, unconscioudy handling it asif it
might be contaminated. He stuck the other tapein the machine and pressed PLAY .

'Got thisfrom one of the techniciansin mediaanayss,' he said. 'It'sfor interna consumption, a
reminder to peoplein Washington. A marketing tool. Footage of certain things that have happened in the
last ten-fifteen years, continualy updated.’

The first sequence showed materia | recognized quickly, having been exposed to it in short dosesfor
much of the last week. It was the aftermath of the shooting in England. The lighting was harsh,
early-morning glare. The camerawas rock steady, presumably the work of some well-trained BBC guy.
Clumps of people holding each other. Medics clustered around adoor from which bodies were carried,
some covered in sheets, others merely in blood. A couple of other well-behaved news crews. A ring of
policemen around the intersection of two busy roads. Therewaslittle shouting or crying. The main sound
was of traffic going past: people late for meetings, coming back from the gym, on their way to deliver
litresof Diet Coke.

Wedidn't have to wait for long, but the shot was blurred and inconclusive. A pan acrossthe chain
fence, from theingde, showing people gathering outside. Amongst them attall man, with fair hair. Bobby
froze the tape, ran it back and forth. The face wastoo small, and the pan was too fast.

It'shim,’ | said, nonethaless.

Over the next two hours we watched the rest, atapestry of death stitched with points of light. | lost
count after awhile, but at least thirty episodes of mass murder were paraded in front of us, until the
differences between them — the places, the sounds, the changesin clothing over more than adecade —
seemed trangparent in the face of the smilarities. In most we saw nothing we could point to, but in afew
we saw something close enough that we were prepared to add it to the list Bobby began on a piece of
hotd gationery:

A food court in Panama City, Florida, 1996. A main street in northern France, 1989. A shopping
mall in D|sseldorf, 1994. A school in New Mexico, just last year. An dleyway inaproject in New
Orleans, back in 1987, where an aleged drug deal gone bad had escalated into a Situation that |eft
sxteen people dead and thirty one wounded.

Itshim,' | said, again and again. 'lIt'shim.’

Eventualy the tape stopped, without ceremony. Presumably very few people madeit al the way
through to the end.

"We need more tape,’ Bobby said.

'‘Nowedon't,' | said. 'No, wereally don't.'

'Y es. Of the ones where he wasn't caught on camera.’

'He probably wasn't there. He won't be the only one. Therewill be otherslike him." I went through to
the bathroom and drank about three pints of lukewarm water out of avery small glass.

'Plane crashes, Bobby said, when | came back. ‘Bombingsin Northern Ireland, South Africa. Civil
warsin the last ten years. Flu epidemics. Someone hasto start them. Maybe we've been looking in the
wrong places. Maybeit's not fundamentdists for one side or another. Maybe it's people who hate



everybody.'
| shook my heed, but without a great deal of conviction.

Bobby took the tape out of the machine and turned it over in his hands. '‘But why just stand there?
And what are the chances of him being caught in acamerashot, so many times?

It's not chance. It's a sSignature, supposed to be read by those who know. To say 'The Straw Men
did this.'

‘But we've caught him now'

'Havewe? A blond man, shots too short and long to see properly, and abunch of unconnected
events spread over ten years and haf the Western world? Y ou want to call Langley, seeif anyone's
interested? Or shall we try CNN? We're nobody's idea of Woodward and Bernstein and this just sounds
like conspiracy crap until we've got more than glimpses. Y ou could spend al day on acomputer and not
get haf an 1D out of any of theimagesweve seen.’

"What about the Web page? The Manifesto?

'It's not there any more, Bobby. We could have typed it ourselves.'

'So, what? Y ou're just going to forget about it?

'No,' | said. | sat onthe end of the bed and picked up the hotel phone. 'There's maybe one person
who would help. Two, in fact. The pair who hot-dogged it up to Hunter's Rock.'

'‘Why? They're after aserid killer.'

'‘And how would you define that term?

Thisisdifferent. Killing alot of peopleisnot the same.’

‘Not usudly,' | said. 'But nobody says you can only do one and not the other. Thisguy istheir point
man. Organizer, inciter, evangelizer — the man who sets Situations up, picks patsies, gets the job done.
Terrorism without attribution. Murder for the sake of it. Then he stands and watches people sorting the
body parts. Y ou telling me that's not the kind of guy who could beinto serid killing too?1 think thisguy is
their killer. | think hesthe real Upright Man after dl.’

'‘Ward — you couldn't give the guy a parking ticket on that argument.’

'Maybe not. But we need help. Ninaisthe only person | can think of. These fuckskilled my parents. |
don't carewhat | have to say to get her on side!’

Bobby looked at me, and eventually nodded. '‘Make the call.’
28

Some of thetime it waslike being dead. Some of the time it waslike being something el g, likeafishor a
tree or acloud or adog, adamn dog. Dogs are manic and preach in the streets but it's better being a
damn dog than dead. Mogt of thetimeit waslike being nothing at al, just asmdl bundle of sweet nothing
floating down ariver under asky in which no birds sang.

Sarah wasvery ill by now. Very occasonally shewould remember where and who she was. Her
stomach had ceased to cramp. She had stopped registering its sensations. She believed it was ill a part
of her, and that she dso retained her arms and legs. Sometimes there would be ahorrible proof of this,
an gppalling pain that shot up from her toes al the way through her body. It waslike akind of pinsand
needles, except that the needles and pins were red-hot and afoot long and someone did them under her
skin and then pushed with dl their might and | eft them there. The pain eventudly faded, but Sarah was
never present for that part. By the time that happened, she would be back on the river, floating
downgtream again.

Sometimes people would talk to her as she floated. She heard voices, anyhow. Shewould hear her



friends, her grandmother and sister occasiondly, but most often she would hear her mom and dad.
Usually they weretaking about inconsequentid things, asif shewas dtting at the table in the living room
and doing her homework, and they were just next door and chatting the way you do. Y ou couldn't hear
all of what was being said, not usualy. It was half-sentences, snatches here and there. 'Charlesthinks
Jeff's going to fly with thisversion.' 'Brunch, but this one could be worth it." 'It's just athird-act thing.' Her
mother would say things about her day, where she had been and who she had seen: 'Y ou can do what
you like with your face, but you can't hide the back of your hands.' But then her father would say
something that had just come into his head, and she would hear dl of it, like: Y ou know what I'd doif |
was famous? Stalk people. I'd find some nobody and just keep popping up in their lives. Whao's going to
believe them? 'Hey, Mr Policeman — Cameron Diaz keeps bothering me.' Or... 'Look, I've got dl these
lettersfrom Tom Cruise. No, | have. He's pestering me. That's his handwriting. It redly is' Y ou could
send someone completely over the edge. Pretty quickly, too.'

Sarah didn't know whether sheld ever heard him say these thingsin the time before her life had
become a drifting thing. She didn't think so. She thought it was something just for her, something to keep
her company as shefloated. HEd always said words for her, the thingsthat came into his head. Mom
didn't dwaysredize they were jokes, and didn't often find them funny. Sarah usudly did.

After awhile the voiceswould fade.

At other times she would hear footsteps, and know that it was them come to save her. She would
hear them getting closer and closer, until her mouth began to move, ready to say something when the
pand was lifted and her father's face gppeared. They would stand right above her, their feet shuffling on
the boards that covered her body. But they never found her. The footsteps would fade, and then she
would befloating again.

Occasiondly something would rise up in her body, most often after Nokkon had come. Heaves,
which cut across her somach like aknife dipped inice, until she felt sure she was going to split in two.
There was nothing to come up, not even the water, because her body absorbed that as quickly asit
could. Her body had got with the program. Sometimesit talked to her now, ticking her off. It was doing
its best to hold steady, but it was redlly very unhappy with the Situation. It couldn't be expected to dedl
with this. Her body had avoice like Gillian Anderson's. It was very reasonable and spokein long
sentencesthat it must have thought out very clearly ahead of time. But it wasn't happy, and it had stopped
believing that things were going to get better. Sarah listened to what it said, and tried to take an interest,
but she didn't think there was anything she could do to help.

Nokkon was her only red friend, and even he didn't come very often any more. Sarah got the feding
he was disappointed in her. He ill talked, and gave her water, and told her things, but she sensed it was
mainly for his own benefit. He pretended that hewas area person, that when he had been younger he
had met people made of hay. That they had found him, or he them. That he had learned from them, and
they now learned from him. Nokkon sometimes had those people with him now. That'swhat he said,
anyway, though Sarah couldn't understand why he was bothering to lie. She knew what they were. They
were hisgoblins. They did hisbidding and ranged far and wide, watching out for those who were foolish
enough to believe themselves lucky, as Sarah once had. They kept tabs on people with microphones and
listening bats flying over every housein the world. Some of the goblinswere very big, and could ssomp
hard enough to shake the ground into earthquakes and vol canoes. Others were very, very small and flew
through the air and went in through peoplée's pores so they could stir cells around and make black things
grow in their lungs and hearts and liver. The big goblins had voiceslike thunder. The little ones sounded
asif they were Welsh. When Sarah coughed she kept her mouth shut so that none of them could fly into
her. A few of the goblinswere norma sized. They were quite rare. She never saw any of them, but she
knew they were there. She banged her head against the wood above her head, trying to make them go

avay.
Then everyone would fade out and it would get darker again and she would be floating on and on. At



first when sheld floated, it had been like lying with her back on the water, borne aong on the surface. It
had actually been quite nice. But now she seemed to float lower and lower in the water, asif shewas
snking. Her ears were aready below the surface, and before long it would be her eyes.

When thetip of her nose was under, she knew she wouldn't be floating any more.
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Zandt stood outside adoor in Dale Lawns. When hisfirst ring on the buzzer dicited no response, he
pressed it again, leaning on it with al of hisweight until he saw afigure through the mottled glassin the
door's upper portion, coming toward him out of the white light beyond.

GloriaNeiden was dressed in top-to-bottom designer, for an evening at home. Y et from her first
wordsit was evident she was drunk. Not benign, cheerful drunk, or even falling-down drunk. Opagquely
drunk. Drunk to be aone.

'Who the hdll are you?
'My nameis John Zandt," he said. 'We met two years ago.’

I'mafraid | don't recal. | certainly don't remember making any arrangementsto renew our
acquaintance.’ Thiswas ddivered well, with only one minor dur.

She dtarted to close the door. Zandt stopped it with his hand.
'l was one of the policemen who worked the disappearance of Annette Mattison,’ he said.

Mrs Neiden blinked, and it was asif the movement caused agrey chemical to spread down through
her face, something that imperfectly embamed it.

'Yes,' shesad, folding her arms. ‘I remember you now. Good work. All nicely tidied away, right?
'No. Whichiswhy I'm here now.'

'My daughter isout with friends. And even if shewasn't, | would insist that she didn't speak to you. It
hastaken usal along timeto try to come to terms with what happened.’

'I'm sure," Zandt said. 'And hasit worked?
She stared at him, momentarily sobered. 'What do you mean?

'‘What | mean,’ he said, 'isthat my daughter also disappeared, and coming to termswith it is never
going to happen. | want avery short period of your time, during which you might be ableto help mefind
out who destroyed our lives!

‘Surely you should be talking to the Mattisons, rather than me?
'I have one question for you. That'sdl.’
She turned away, thistime pushing the door more firmly.

Zandt held it open once again, and spoke without alowing himsdf to think. ‘A question that may stop
your hushand starting or continuing an affair. That may prevent your daughter from suggesting that it might
be better if she doesn't bring her friends home. Which may mean that you're lesslikely to drive your car
into awall one afternoon because you migudged aturn or becauseit just seemed like agood idea

GloriaNeden stared at him. It took afew seconds for her to find avoice.

'Fuck off," she said, low and hard. "Y ou have no right to speak to me like that. Y ou should have
found him. It's not my fault. None of thisismy fault.’

I know," Zandt said, watching as her face underwent another horrific change, transformed from
animd to frightened girl and back to woman, like a putty mask squeezed by avicious child. ‘'Nothing that
happened was your fault. | know that. Y our family knows that. Everybody knows it except you. Y ou can
say it, but you don't redly bdieveit. And that'swhat will kill you.'



They stood like that for awhile, one each side of the doorway, both pushing. Then neither was
pushing, merdly standing.

—— OO ——O>—

He cdled Ninaon the way to SantaMonica. She sounded distracted but agreed to meet himin Bel Air.
The addresswas onfile,

Michael Becker answered the door, and agreed to come with him without explanation. They left Zok
standing on the doorstep, holding their younger daughter's hand. She did not create afuss or demand to
be told what was going on. Zandt redlized it would have been the sameif it had been Zok whom he had
asked adong, if Michael had been left receding in the rearview mirror of the Beckers car. The Beckers
trusted each other to hold the fort, responshilities shifting as circumstances dictated. \When nothing else
makes sensg, it isonly your relationship to one person, and one person alone, that stands any chance of
protecting you againgt the world. He wished this was a redlization he could have had while he was till
with Jennifer.

When the car was moving Zandt asked Michael for the address. Zandt told him to drive there, and
refused to answer any of Michad's questions. 'Y ou're going to have to seeit' was al hewould say.
'Y ou're going to have to be there!'

Becker's post-Euclidean understanding of the geometry of LA meant it took nearly forty minutesto
get back the other sde of the city, but then they were climbing up into the hills and passing houses that
got bigger and bigger with every turn, until they were so big that you couldn't even see them from the
road.

Finally they cameto a cul-de-sac. On either Sdelay tall security gates. The headlights reveded
another car parked discreetly alittle way up the road. Ninawas leaning againgt it, her arms firmly folded
and one eyebrow raised. Essence of Nina.

Thisisit, Michael said. Thisiswhere helives." he wasn't stupid. He had begun to make thejourney,
evenif it had yet to reach afully consciouslevel. 'What do | say?

Zandt got out of the car. Ninawas more than ready to ask some questions, but he held up ahand and
she kept her peace.
‘Just get usingde," hetold Michad.

Becker went up to the gatepost and pressed a button. He spoke briefly, and the gates opened within
moments.

Then Zandt was walking fast up the path, with Michaegl and Nina struggling to keep up.

When they reached the house the door was open, and adim man was standing in the light glow from
within. The vastness of the estate stretched out on either side. Zandt grabbed Michadl's arm, and shoved
him in front asthey covered thefind yards.

'Hey, Michad,' the man said. 'Who's your friend?

Zandt stepped out from behind and grabbed Charles Wang by the throat. With his other hand he hit
him twice, short-arm punches to the middle of the face.

Nina stared. 'John, what the hell are you doing?

'Shut the door.’ Zandt shoved Wang back into the vast foyer of the house. He punched him again,
threw him backward to crash into the white marble of the wall. Picked him up and smacked himinto a
French-style mirror, shattering the top half.

A very young man in awhite jacket came running out of adoorway under the staircase which swept



around the foyer to the upper floor. He found that Zandt had a gun, and that it was pointing at hisface.
'Go back insde, dulio,’ Wang said. His voice was steady.

'Yes, Julio, Zandt said. 'Go somewhere else and be very quiet. Y ou pick up the phone, then when
I'm finished with this fuck I'm going to hunt you down and pull your fucking head off.'

The boy backed rapidly out of sight.

Zandt turned the gun back on Wang, who haf-lay on the floor by the bottom of the mirror, crumpled
asif hisback was broken.

'Aren't you going to run? Zandt asked. He kicked him hard, in the side. Try to get away?
'Sopit,” Ninashouted. "Tell me what's going on.'

Suddenly Wang was in movement, afluid push up from the floor. Zandt brought the barrdl of the gun
hammering down into hisface, stopping him dead in histracks. Wang made ashort clicking sound in his
throat, and dropped back to the ground.

Zandt forced his head up. Wang's eyes stared back at him through blood that began to run down
from acut on hisforehead. In them Zandt saw nothing but weakness and guile.

'We fucked up,' Zandt said. 'We looked at level one. We missed level two. We didn't even dream
about alevel three!

Wang smiled up a him asif wondering how much heldd cost to buy. Zandt let go of histhroat and
dapped hisface hard. 'Look a him, he shouted. ‘Not me. Look at Michadl.'

Wang seemed for amoment asif he was going to try to run again, but the jab of the gun in histhroat
convinced him to stay. He dowly turned his eyestoward Michael Becker.

"We never caught The Upright Man," Zandt said, 'because we were looking for the person who
abducted the girls. The reason why we didn't find the man who abducted the girls was that there was no
common link, because they were abducted by different men. Today | looked at some other girls, girls
who were similar and disappeared at around the sametime. Intheend | looked at two in particular. Two
girlsfrom New Y ork, who couldn't possibly be connected with The Upright Man, because they went
missing on the opposite Side of the country at exactly the same time as he wasworking here!'

Wang blinked, tried to turn his eyes away from Becker's face. Zandt shoved the gun deeper into his
windpipe, and the eyes swivelled back.

'One girl'sfather isadevelopment exec for Miramax on the East Coast. The mother of the other girl is
hafway up abrokering company who mainly dealswith private banksin Switzerland but who also — as
| established this very afternoon — has asidelinein using the banks dlient liststo find degping partners
for low-budget film production in Europe. But these are New Y ork girls, right? We'relooking for West
Coadt girls. So | called on GloriaNeiden before | caled you. | asked her to list every single person she
worked with in the year before her best friend's daughter wound up dead. Every partner, half-partner,
agent, exec, financier, loser and wannabe. It took awhile, because Mrs Neiden isflaky these days and
it'sahard thing to ask someone to remember. But eventualy a name came up.'

Michael Becker stood a couple of yards behind Zandt, staring into the eyes of aman hehad sat in
sunny officeswith, emailed jokes to, hugged after near-successful runsfor the televison end-zones. The
man who had visited his house ahundred times, who had come to family dinners, who had sat in his
daughter's bedroom and chatted to her about what a fine time sheld had in England. Who'd known that
talking about England might be away to hold her attention for long enough for the right moment to arrive
to abduct her.

Wang said nothing.

'Charles doesn't kill the girls,’ Zandt said. 'He doesn't abduct them either. That would be dangerous.
Charles doesn't want real danger. He wants power, and kicks, and afeeling that he movesin mysterious



ways. All Charles doesis pass on information. Charles can find specid girls, quality girls. Charlesworks
on commission, I'm sure, but mainly Charlesworksfor fun.’

'Charles Michad said, 'Say something. Tell methisian't right.’
'Yes. Tell us how much you get per girl,’ Zandt said. 'Explain why, when these people could pluck

people off the street, it means so much more to them to reach directly into families. To sted from people
who are supposed to be your friends. Explain thethrill of that, because we redlly fucking want to know.'

Without warning he stepped back and stomped vicioudy on Wang's chest. Then he was back in the
man's face, shouting: 'Who takes them? Who does the abducting? Where do they go?

Hiseyes gill on Michael Becker, Wang licked hislips.
"Youthink | know their names?

Zandt: 'Describe!

If | don't?

Zandt moved the gun an inch and pulled the trigger. The bullet smashed into the marble just behind
Wang's head and ricocheted vicioudy across the room. Shards of marble and glass diced acrossthe
man's scalp and face. The gun was moved back to his neck.

Wang spoke fast. There are three | know of. There were four, but one disappeared two years ago.
They dl look different — what the hell do you want meto say?'Y ou think we meet up and have beers?

'Describe the one who took Michadl's daughter. Y ou must have had contact with him.'

'It was dl done by email and phone.'

‘Bullshit. Emails can be logged and phones can be tapped. But two guys meeting in ahotel bar
someplace, in LA, who's going to pay attention to that?

Wang licked hislips again. Zandt moved the muzzle of the gun until it was square in the middle of his
forehead. Wang watched pressure being applied to the trigger. His lips started to move, but the cop held
up hisfinger.

'Don't just tell mewhat you think | want to hear,” Zandt said. 'l think you'relying, I'll kill you.'

'He'satal guy, he said. 'Blond. Husky,' he said. 'Hisnameis Paul.’

Zandt stood up and wiped the man's swest off his hand. He took a step back to stand with Nina,
leaving Michad facing Wang.
'Isthistrue? Becker's voice was barely audible. 'How. How could. Why? Why, Charles?| mean...'

At aloss, standing in ahouse he would never be able to afford no matter how many studio asseshe
kissed, he fixed on something trivia but concrete. 'It can't be for the fucking money.

'Y ou're alittle man, with little goas' Wang said bitterly, wiping blood off hislip with the back of his
hand. 'Silly girlswho've never been fucked. An old maid imagination. Y ou've never touched anything big,
and you never will. You'l certainly never touch her, not now.' He winked. "Y ou'll never know what
youremissing.

Zandt was faster. He intercepted Becker, grabbing his shoulders and throwing dl of hisweight in the
other direction. He was heavier than the other man by some margin, but till only just managed to hold
him away.

'Didn't happen, Michadl,' he said. "It didn't happen.'

After amoment, theforcein Michadl seemed to drop away. Zandt still held him firmly, as Becker
gtared over his shoulder at the man who smiled up a him from the floor.

'We're not going to kill him. Do you understand? He pulled Becker's face round, so that he could
look at him properly. The man's eyes were wide, unseeing. 'l can't promise | can give your daughter



back. She may be dead, and if sheisthen thisman is partly to blame. But we are going to leave this
house and walk away. That'sthe only thing | know for surethat | can give you. That you not walk out of
here asamurderer.’

Becker's eyes dowly came back into focus. His body went dack for amoment, and then became
rigid again. But he took a step back, and let hisarmsrest down by hissides.

Zandt put his gun away. The three of them looked at the man lying on the floor. 'Y ou're going to have
company very soon,’ Zandt told him. 'Cop company, fed company. Company with search warrants.
Better get the placetidied up.'

Then they left, leaving apae man aring after them.

Nothing was said until they stood beside the car. Michael 1ooked back up at the house. 'What am |
supposed to do?

Ninastarted to speak, but Zandt overrode her.

'Nothing. Don't tdll the police. Don't tell your wife ether. | know you'll want to. But not for the
moment. Most of al do not come back up here. What needs to be done will be done.’

‘By whom?

'Getinthe car, Michad.'

I can't let you do that for me.'
‘Just getinthecar.’

Eventually Becker climbed in and drove away, the car barely rolling down the road, veering dowly
from sdeto side.

Ninagot out her phone and started to dial. Zandt knocked it out of her hand, and it fell to the ground
to skitter Six feet dong the road surface.

‘Leaveit,' hesaid.
Sheglared a him, but let the phone liewhereit had falen. 'So — did you redly cal the cops?
"You know | didn't.’

Zandt lit acigarette and they waited. Ten minuteslater they heard the sound that Zandt had been
expecting, the muffled report without which he would have walked back into the house and done what
was required, regardless of anything Ninadid to try to stop him.

And yet, as soon as he heard it, he felt utterly weary and not in the least triumphant. More asif by
getting closer to the source of these events al he had done was further compromise himself; asif the samell
from what lurked under mankind's surface was now so strong that he would never be able to wash it off.

Sheturned to look at him. 'So he'sdead.’

'All he did was hand the girls higher up the ladder. We could have wasted days interrogating him and
al hewould have doneisfuck usaround.’

'Not saying yourewrong. I'm just asking what you're thinking of doing next.'

Zandt shrugged. 'Good," she said, stooping to pick up her phone. Lights were coming on in porches
across the street. 'Because it won't be too long before the cops do get up here. | don't want to be around
when they do.’

She strode off toward her car, adding over her shoulder. ‘And | have a couple of people who think
they might be able to show you whereto find ablond man kind of like the one you've just heard
described.’

Zandt stared at her. 'What?
'Hopkins and the other guy. He called just before you did. They have avideo showing aman at haf



of the mgjor-league arocities of the last decade, including the school in Maine thismorning. A guy who
Ward a so thinks he saw at this place up in the mountains!’

'If you knew this, why didn't you stop me with Wang?
Shelooked at him acrossthe roof of the car. 'l didn't want to save him any more than you did.'
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Neither Zandt nor Ninaknew that, while Wang had killed himsdlf, he had made a phone cal before doing
0.

First he had laborioudy pulled himsdlf to hisfeet, hands dipping in the smears of hisown blood. He
was unable to stand completely straight. He had been beaten up before, had volunteered for the
experience on more than one occasion, but this was different. The cop had not been bearing Wang's
pleasurein mind, and things were broken.

He stood for amoment, looking in the remains of the mirror under which he had given up his greatest
secret. Hisface was marked and cut. Worsg, it looked old. The expensive veneer of diet and exercise, of
unguents and self-obsession, had dipped. Helooked his age, and in away that only someone who had
done the things he had, kept his secrets aslong as he had, could look.

He had never killed. He had seldom even hurt anyone. Not with his own hands. But he had been
present at occasions where young men had been left lying in pools of urine and other secretions, barely
aive. Where other men like himsdlf had departed in their expensive cars and had been lucky not to end
up as accessories to murder. He owned an extensive collection of videotapesin which such eventswere
documented. So extensgive, infact, that it was very unlikely he would be ableto find them dl, much less
destroy them, before the police arrived.

Hisfather would never understand.

Neither, Wang suspected, would the men and women with whom he did more |l egitimate busness—
athough he knew that some of them had their own secrets, that the inner fire that drove them to fame and
success aso drove them to darker acts, in which they strove to prove to themselves that they were
different and better than everyone else. The adulation of othersis never enough. Sooner or later we all
need to be ableto idolize oursalves, or externa regard becomes meaningless. Substances and materids
had been obtained, sobbing women paid off, sometimes by Wang himself, who had aways been willing
to be peoplesfriend. A confidant of those whose desires transcended soci ety's accepted norms. Who
wanted to live harder and faster and sweeter. Who could understand that sex with the frightened was
different.

It was one of these, aman who had reason to know how helpful Wang could sometimes be, who had
brokered alink to some colleagues of his. The representative of this group had been atal blond man.
Theman cdled Paul. Thisintroduction had only taken place after some years, and it was longer still
before Wang had come to realize that this man was not quite what he seemed to be, and that he— and
the people he represented — had something more than casua pleasure in mind. HEd never been invited
to meet them, which had irked him alittle. But he had agreed to provide entertainment, to help the
procurersfind particular luxuries, and the policeman had been right: money had nothing to do withiit.

Each has his own road, and experiences two births. For Wang his second nativity had come
thirty-five years before, at the age of ten, with achance glimpse of anaked servant through awindow. A
spring morning in another country, asight that had stopped him in histracks, blindsided him with the
sudden awareness of dl of the hidden things the world had to show. Hisfather had been in hishome
office, from which wafted the sound of baroque music, measured and correct, bright and joyous. Wang
had stood till for amoment, lost in afew seconds of sweetness. Most people could have experienced
thiswithout it changing their lives, but Charles had never been quite the same. From the smalest of
acorns, very dark trees sometimes grow.



After that had come ddliberate Spying, then magazines, and videotapes, trips done to parts of Hong
Kong and then Los Angeles that not everyone knew. Again, for most people these would have been
enough, even too much. The sin was not therein the materia, or even in wanting it. It wasin needing it,
needing it before you even knew of its existence — needing it so much that had it not aready existed,
you would have had to cregte it. Blaming pornography islike blaming agun. Neither created itself.
Neither is capable of pulling itsown trigger. Y ou need a hand. The human mind isthis searching hand, its
fingers dender enough to find smdl gaps, and strong enough to pull out what it findsin them. Itissmilar,
too, in that after atime calluses sometimes form, hardnesses of use that mean that the sense of touch is
rendered less acute. Hardnesses that may mean that something hotter or sharper isrequired to promote
the same effect: and there does come atime when you are in blood stepped so far that it stops mattering
what you tread in next.

In the last week Wang had experienced only one occasi on when the fate of Michael Becker's
daughter had crossed hismind. This had been in the context of hoping that Michael got back to work
soon, because it looked like the studio really might decide to take achance on Dark Shift. Laughable
though Becker wasin many regards, he worked hard, and he had idess. Ideas, moreover, that were
acceptable to the common mind. Wang had his own version of the Dark Shift trestment, written for his
own amusement. It would not have been so acceptable.

None of this would be acceptable. Nothing he had ever done that he had meant or enjoyed. And
without those things, there waslittle | eft to comprehend, and nothing left to live for. Without the memory
and legacy of aspring morning, of aglimpse framed by music and the sound of the weter fdlingina
fountain nearby, there was nothing to him.

By thetime Zandt waslighting his cigarette outsde, Wang had shuffled into hisstudy. Theinitia shock
was beginning to wear off, and hisribswerein agony. He called anumber and warned afriend that
someone had come too close to understanding the game they played, had perhaps come to understand it
completely.

Then he sat back in his chair. There was no sign of Julio, though it must by now have been obvious
that the visitors had gone. For just amoment Wang redlized that, for once, it might have been niceto
have access to someone whose point was not merely that of disposability. Doubtless the boy would have
|eft the compound over the back fence, to run down the road into some other life. Like asmile from
yesterday, he was gone.

Wang unlocked the central drawer of hisdesk and pulled out his gun. It had custom stocks made of
cherry wood.

It was beautiful. There was that, at lesst.
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At 8.45 the next morning we were waiting in the car just dong the street from Auntie's Pantry. It was
cold and had been deeting for two hours, and the sky was full of dark clouds. | had a pack of cigarettes
and was smoking them one after another. Bobby had nothing to say on the subject. He was sitting with
hisgunin hislap and staring straight ahead out of the windshield.

'So what time are they getting up here?

'No guarantee they'll comeat dl,' | said.

He shook hishead. 'A cop with no badge and a girl. Fuck it. Wereinvincible. Let'sinvade Irag.
"Theresno one else, Bobby.'

A nondescript car turned into the top of the street. We watched asit drove past, but the driver wasa
middle-aged woman and she didn't even glance our way. We were waiting for someoneto arrive a an
office, and had been since 8.00 am. We were hyped and jumping at shadows. Neither of us had dept



very well.

'‘Okay,' Bobby said finally, pointing across the street. "Weedy dude, red hair. That the man we're
looking for?

Wewaited until Chip wasingde his office, and then got out of the car. | |€eft the doors unlocked. The
Street was pretty empty. It wasn't the weether for window-shopping, and any red traffic through the town
got routed another way.

| swung the door to Farling Redlty wide open and walked right in, Bobby just behind me. Chip had
disappeared into an officein the back. The big main room had four desks spread around it. Two of these
were occupied by well-coiffed women in their forties, wearing boxy little suits, one green, onered. Both
looked up expectantly, ready and willing to sell us our dream.

‘Looking for Chip,' | said.

One of thewomen stood up. 'Mr Farling will be right with you,' she twittered. ‘Can | get you acup of
coffeein the meantime?

'l don't think Mr Hopkinswill be staying."

Chip was standing in the doorway to the other office. Therewas alivid bruise across one cheek and
hisforehead. 'Infact, | think helll be leaving very soon.'

'Exactly what we had in mind, Chip. But you're coming with us. We're going up to The Halls, and we
need someoneto get usin. In your recent capacity asthe only realtor working for them, you'rein pole
position. Y ou can either come with us under your own steam or we can pull you out onto the street by
the throat."

I don't think s0," he said, an irritating expression on hisface.

There was the sound of abell ringing as the door to the office opened behind us. | turned to seetwo
cops. One wastdl and black-haired. The other smaller and fair. The latter spoke.

'‘Good morning, Mr Hopkins," he said.

'Do | know you?

"We've spoken on the phone!'

'l don't recdl the circumstances!’

'Y ou called the station. We discussed your parent's deaths.’

Behind me | was aware of the rustle of Bobby's hand, asit moved within hisjacket pocket.
'Officer Spurring,’ | said.

'He'sherea my request,’ Chip said. 'l saw you and your friend sitting outside. |'ve already reported
the way you attacked me.’

'I saw it asaminor difference of opinion,' | said. "'Then you had aweird whole-body spasm.’
I didn't view it that way. And neither do the police!
Thisisbullshit, Ward,' Bobby said.

Chip turned to the two women, who were watching the exchange like a pair of interested cats.
'Doreen? Julia? | wonder if you could go into the back office for amoment.’

'We've come for you, Chip,' | said. 'Nobody else needs to move.'

'‘Now," Chip said, staring hard at the women. They got to their feet and trooped past him into the
other room. He pulled the door shut behind them.

‘It would really be better if you cameto the station,” Spurling said. His manner was calm and very
reasonable. 'l don't know if you're aware of this, but there has been damage to your parents house and a



hotel fire that seemsto bear some relevance. Officer McGregor and | want to help.'
'You see, thethingis' | said, 'I'm just not sure | believethat.’
'‘What's the deal with your partner? Bobby asked Spurling. '‘Doesn't say much, doeshe.’

The second cop gazed back at Bobby, but didn't say aword. That'swhen | started to get twitchy.
Guy looksin Bobby's eyes for long with anything less than respect, he's either stupid or extremely
dangerous or both.

‘Divison of labour,’ | said, hoping the Situation, such asit was, was savagesble. 'Maybe McGregor
hereisadab hand at filing forms.’

'Y ou're an asshole, Hopkins,' Chip said. 'Obvioudly it's genetic'

Spurling ignored him. 'Mr Hopkins— are you going to come with me?

'‘No,' Bobby said.

Chip smiled. McGregor took out agun.

'Hey, easy,' | said, now very nervous. Officer Spurling looked even more surprised than | felt. He
stared at the wegpon in his partner's hand.

'Uh, George..." he said. But then McGregor started shooting.

We were on the move the moment Chip's face creased into his smug little grin, but it was fill too
dow. Therewas nowhereto run in the office. Hiding wasn't going to cut it.

Bobby's gun wasin his hand and firing & McGregor. The cop took bulletsin the thigh and chest. But
the hits didn't make the sound they should have, and | realized he was wearing Kevlar. The impact was
enough to smack him over achair and onto his back, but he was soon struggling to hisfeet. Meanwhile
Spurling remained stock4till, his mouth open.

| was afoot ahead of McGregor's bullet, having hurled mysdlf to thefloor inarall. I came up behind
Doreen's desk and shot back, catching him in the shoulder. Something swished right past my head, and |
redlized that Chip, too, had alittle pistal in hishand. After that | redly don't remember too much. | just
emptied the gun at whatever came up. Y ou get involved in agun battle on an open plain, maybe you've
got time to congder, to take note of the blow by blow, to think. Y ou spend time thinking in confined
quarters with two guys shooting at you, you're never going to complete the thought.

Ten seconds | ater the shooting stopped. By then | was jammed behind Juliasdesk and | had a
stinging pain on my cheek and forehead where something had diced acrossit. Not abullet, | didn't think.
Something that got hit and exploded. | was very surprised not to be more badly hurt. The contents of
Chip's head were spread across the back wall. McGregor was nowhere to be seen, and the door to the
office was hanging open.

Spurling had gotten hit in theleg and falen over adesk. He was moving but not very fast. His head
was gill whereit should be. | lft it mat way.

Bobby was pressed back againgt the wall near the door, hand clamped over hisarm and blood
coursing from between hisfingers. | ran over and grabbed him.

Wefél out onto the pavement, stumbled across the road, and | opened his door and pushed himiin.
A passing couple dressed in bright orange ski wear were looking back and forth between us and the
shattered redlty office windows with their mouths open.

'It's some movie,' one of them said. 'Got to be!'

'I'm okay,' Bobby muttered, as| climbed in the driver's Sde and started the engine. | jumped on the
peda and sent us hurtling down the street. 'I'm fine."

'Y ou've been shot, you asshole!'
'Sow down.' There was a stop sign right ahead, and traffic to be contended with. | eased off the



pedal and by chance managed to squeeze through a gap and into the far lane. "Where are you going?
"The hospital, Bobby.'
'We can't go there," he said. 'Not after that.'
'Spurling will back usup.’
'All heknowsisalot of shooting went down. They both got shot and a civilian wound up dead.’

'He knows that McGregor pushed it. And | can get us out on the highway and find the nearest
hospita out of town.’

'Wherethey'll fill haveto report it and well ill have shot some cops!”
'‘Babby, you've been shot. | don't want to have to explain that to you again.’

While | kept us heading west, ducking back and forth between thelines of cars, he gingerly removed
his hand from hisarm. | glanced across. A fresh glot of blood tipped out, but not asmuch asl'd
expected. Wincing, he pulled the fabric around the hole aside and peered at what lay undernesth.

Theresachunk missing, he admitted. ‘Whichisnot ided. But I'll live. And we have aneed more
urgent than medical support.’

'‘And what's that?
'‘Guns, he said, dumping back in the seet. 'Big fucking guns!'

——O>——O>—O>—

| 1eft Bobby in the car while| ran acrossto the store. It was raining hard now, and the clouds were
getting darker. Before | swung open the door | took a moment to gather mysdlf. Many retailerslike to
cultivate the impression that they're salling machines that are only theoretically wegpons. Y ou don't want
to run into agun shop looking like you're thinking of using one right this minute.

Insde, along thin space. A glass counter displaying handguns like jewellery, and behind it racks and
racks of rifles on thewall. No customers and no reinforced shield. Just one white-haired fat guy in adark
blue shirt, standing around waiting for business.

'Help you? The man placed two large hands on the counter. On the wall behind him were two
posters showing the faces of well-known Middle Eastern terrorigts. 'Wanted Dead' the legend said. 'Or
Alive had been crossed out.

"Want to buy some guns,’ | said.

'Only sdl frozen yogurt here. Kegp meaning to take that damned sign down.'

| laughed heartily. He laughed, too. It was al very cool. We were having agreat time.
'So. What kind of thing you looking for?

"Two rifleswith eight hundred rounds, forty clips of soft 45 and | don't care what kind, whatever's
cheapest. Two vests, expensive, one large and one medium.”’

'Whoa," he said, till cheerful. 'Planning on starting awar?

‘No. But boy do we have arodent problem.’ His smile faded, and | was suddenly aware that he was
looking a my cheek. | put my hand up and wiped it. It came away with asmal smear of blood. 'Asyou
can seg, it's getting completely out of hand.'

Hedidn't laugh thistime. '‘Don't know as| can sdll you dll that.’

| got out a Gold American Express card and he was soon smiling again. He totalled up the cost of the
items by hand, alowing me adiscount on the ammunition. If you buy in bulk the unit cost of eight hundred



potential desthsisactualy very reasonable.

Hetold methetota and | waved my hand, anxiousthat he just get on withiit. | glanced out the
window at Bobby. He had his jacket off and was wrapping abandage round the wound. I'd picked this
up a aveterinary supply store on the way through town, dong with safety pinsand microgauze. He was
wincing alot. | turned back justin time.

‘Don't dothat,' | said, pulling out my gun and pointing it a the guy's chest.

Hefroze, eyes till on me, hand afew inches from the phone. ‘Don't tell me. Couple days ago a cop
camein here, told you not to sl anything to someone by the name of Ward Hopkins?

"That's correct.’
'But youre going to do it anyway, right?
'No, sir. | am not.’

| took a step closer, and raised the gun so it was pointing at his head. | felt exhausted and frightened.
He shook his head, and reached for the phone again. 'l ain't salling you nothing.'

The telephone was an ol d-fashioned model, and made an extraordinary sound when the bullet ripped
into it. The man jumped back, very shaken.

'Yes, you are,’ | explained. 'Otherwise I'll just shoot you and take what | need and you'rein no
position to whine because the gun I'm holding was bought from this very establishment. Guesswhat? This
ishow they get used.’

The guy stood till for amoment, working out which way to jump. | really, redly hoped heéld just do
as| asked, because | wasn't going to shoot him and he probably knew it.

Then hiseyesflickered. | turned and saw that ayoung guy was heading toward the store. He was
carrying abag of sandwiches and wearing the same kind of shirt the fat guy was wearing.

| swore, lunged forward, and grabbed as many boxesas| could carry.

'Youvebeenno hep a al,’ | snapped, and ran out the door, smacking straight into the younger guy
and sending him sprawling into apuddle.

| jJumped in the car, throwing the boxes of bulletsinto Bobby's lap. 'Didn't go well.'

'So | see,' Bobby said, watching the fat man as he came out the door holding alargerifle.

I dammed my foot on the pedd and reversed away from the building, asthefirst shot went high of the
car. The younger guy made hisfeet again and ran into the store, pushing the other guy aside. | hit the
brake and skid-turned the vehicle around, and then sent it hurtling back onto the road as a bullet took out
one of the back passenger windows.

'Guy in the store had my name on alist.' | took ahard right turn. | wasn't heading anywherein
particular. Just getting us out of the centre of town. 'One question's answered, at least. How The Straw
Men managed to get to my folks house so quickly after | roughed Chip up last time. They didn't haveto
come at al. They had McGregor aready herein town.'

‘Adds up.’

'‘Something €l se that makes sense: McGregor and Spurling were the cops at the scene of my parents
accident. Except maybe McGregor was alittle earlier at the scene!’

'‘And isnow back a Dyersburg PD dripping blood on the floor and chanting our names. We're
deeply fucked, Ward — very deeply fucked. What are we going to do?

Therewas only one person in town | could think of who might stand a chance of wanting to help me.
| said hisname.

'‘Good call,' Bobby nodded, wincing as he settled back into his seet. 'Way things are going, an



attorney's going to comein handy.'

—— O O>—O>—

According to the card hed given me after the funeral, Harold Davids's house was right on the other side
of town. Unlike the areawhere my parents had lived, with its hills and twisting streets, the houses here
werelaid out in aregular grid — abeit agrid with big squares and nice-looking houses sitting in them.

When we pulled up outside we could see that the porch light was on, aong with one deeper in the
house. Therewas a car that looked like the one I'd seen Davidsin, parked alittle way dong the street.
We sat for amoment, to check we weren't being followed, and then got out.

| rang the doorbell. Therewas no reply. Of course.

'Shit,' | said. 'Now what?

'Cdl him," Bobby said, watching down the street. | pulled out the cell phone and tried Davidss office
number. Then | tried the home number, in case he disregarded the doorbell in the evenings or was deep
in some show and hadn't noticed. We could hear at least two handsets ringing on different floors of the

house, but after eight rings amachine picked up. The tape gave hiswork number, but there was no
mention of acell phone.

'We can't just stand here,' | said. 'Neighbourhood like this, someone's going to put in acall to the
cops.'

Bobby turned the door handle. It was locked. He reached in his pocket and got out asmall toal. |
was on the verge of protesting, but didn't. We had nowhere elseto go. He had just levered the tool into
the lock when suddenly there was the sound of the door being unlocked from the inside. We both

jumped.
The door was opened five inches. Harold Davidss face was just visible through the gap.
'Harold,' | said.

'Ward? Isthat you? He opened the door alittle wider. Helooked as nervous as hell. 'Good Lord,’
he said. 'What happened to him?

'He's been shot,’ | said.

'Shot,’ he said, carefully. 'By whom?

'‘Bad guys,' | said. 'Look, | know thisisnot what you meant when you said | should call on you. But
we'reintrouble. And | don't have anyone eseleft.’

‘Ward. 1..."

'Please,’ | said. 'If not for me, then for Dad.’

Helooked at melong and hard, then stood aside and let usin.

His house was agood dea smaller than my parents home, but even just the hallway seemed to
contain about three times as much stuff. Prints, local art objects, books on alittle oak case that |ooked
likeit had been made on purpose. In the background was the measured sound of classica music for solo
piano.

'Go graight through,' he said. 'And be careful of the rug. Y ou're dripping blood. Both of you.'

Theliving-room wallswere covered in reproduction paintings, not asingle one of which | recognized.
The lighting was sparse, just acouple of tall stlandard lamps throwing shadows. No television, but asmall

and expensive-looking CD player from which the music was coming. There was an old-looking piano,
the top covered in photographs, some framed, others smply propped up. An ornate carpet lay in front of



the couch, the edgesalittle frayed.
I'll get atowd,' Davids said. He hesitated in the doorway for a moment, and then disappeared.

While he was gone Bobby stood in the middle of the room, holding his arm, making sure that anything
that fell out of it went on the floorboards. | looked around the room. Other people'sthings are so
inexplicable. Especialy older people. | remembered one time, on awhim, buying my father an old
caculator for Christmas. | saw it in an antiques store and thought it looked cool and that he might like it.
When he unwrapped it he stared a me, and said thanksin an odd way. | told him | wasn't getting the
impresson it was the most exciting thing heldd ever received. Without saying another word he took me
through to his study, opened a drawer. There, beneath many years accumulation of pens and paperclips,
was an old calculator. It was even the same moddl. Davidsslifewas my yard sde: my retro was my
father's once-newfangled. Y ou are insulated from those you care about most by decades of durabletime,
like glass that seems clean but isafoot thick and impossible to break. Y ou think you're right there with
them, but when you try to touch, your hand can't even get near.

Davids came back in with acloth that Bobby took and wrapped around his arm. Then Davids sat
down in one of the armchairs and looked at the floor. He looked tired and pae, and much older than
when I'd seen him before. One of the lampswas just to one Side of the chair, etching linesinto his
forehead and accentuating the planes of hisface.

'Y ou're going to have to tell me what's happened, Ward. And | can't guarantee | can do much to
help. My field is contracts, not ... gunfire.

He pushed his hands through his hair and looked up a me, and that'swhen asmall pae light went on
in the back of my head.

| turned, looked at the top of the piano, and then back at Davids.

'Y ou're staring, Ward.'

| opened my mouth to say something, but found nothing there. | closed it again.
‘What isit? What have you done?

His choice of words, which I'm sure was accidental, somehow convinced me. The way they rhymed
with 'have become.’

Finally | managed to spesk.

"When did you meet my folks, exactly?

'1995," he said, promptly. "The year they arrived.’
‘Not before that?

'‘No. How could | have done?

'Maybe run into them at some stage. Somehow. Peopl€e's paths crossin mysterious ways. Almost like
there's something going on that even they don't know about."

Helooked down, back at the floor. 'Y ou're being odd, Ward.'

'How long have you lived in Dyersburg?

‘All my life, as| believe you know.'

'So the name Lazy Ed wouldn't mean anything to you?

'No.' Hedidn't look up, but there was no hesitation, no off note in hisvoice. 'Strange name, if you ask
me’

Bobby was staring a me now.

Terriblething,' | said. 'l never even knew his surname. Just knew him as Lazy. Not agreat epitaph,
but | suppose it doesn't really matter now he's dead.’



'I'm sorry to hear that afriend of yoursis dead, Ward, but | really don't understand what you're
driving &.’

| took the picture off the piano. It wasn't agroup shot. There were only a couple of those, and they
were black-and-white, fading mementos of people long dead, frozen siff in front of atechnology they
didnt redly trust. Theonel held was an informal single portrait in colour, taken by somefriend long ago,
with that washed out and pastel ook where the reds retain their fire and the blues stay rich but everything
else seemed locked back in adifferent time, asif the light that reflected off those surfaces was fading, no
longer strong enough to reach the present day; asif that eraitsalf was being unmade as fewer and fewer
people survived who could remember the feding of its sun on their face. A young man, in aforest.

'Play the Sodomy one,' | said, looking a aHarold from long ago. 'Put it on Don, big Don man the
Don, put it on, Don, put it on.’

'Stop it, Ward.' Thistime there was afaint quaver in hisvoice.
Bobby took the photo from me.

"This picture must be from afew yearsearlier,’ | said. 'Harold's younger and thinner than in the video.
Hadn't grown hishair yet.'

| turned to Davids. 'Y ou must have been, what — five, Six years older than them and Ed, about the
same age as Mary. And now you're the only one left. And that's why you didn't answer the door when
we rang, and you're not picking up the phone tonight.'

Davids was staring at me. He looked about a hundred years old, and very frightened.
'Oh fuck,' he said, the words coming out as one shuddering bresath.

| wanted to grab him, shake him until he talked, until he made me understand what had been going on,
until he gave me some means of comprehending my life. But just as held shed eighty poundsin the last
thirty years, in twenty seconds hisface had lost everything I'd previoudy seen in him, the look you get
through alifetime of telling people where they stand in the eyes of written law. Helooked thin, and frail,
and even more afraid than | was.

Tel me' wasal | sad.
Intheend it wasfast and didn't take long.
Hetold methat along time ago, there had been five people who were friends.

32

Harold and Mary and Ed were born in Hunter's Rock, and grew up together. They'd lived small-town
lives and there are worse things than that. Then they happened to meet two young newcomersin abar
and afterwards the five were dways hanging around together.

My parents were aready married, but soon found they could not have children. Gradually they
redlized thiswasn't the end of the world. They had each other, enjoyed life asfriends and lovers. There
were many thingsto do and find: the yearswould not pass dowly, nor would they never be happy, just
because when they closed the door at night it would only ever be the two of them in their cave. They got
onwith thelr lives, tried to accept the cards they'd been dedlt. A couple of years passed in work and
deep and Friday nights, long games of pool that nobody lost.

Then theworld tilted, and they cameto redlize that passing on genetic materid isn't the only way of
making your mark on the universe. Suddenly came an erathat | suppose I've never redly understood. In
aflat cultura plain, mountains and gullies appeared, splitting the ground on which people stood.
Demondrationsin the streets. Sit-ins on campus, students and faculty pulling together for the first time.
Fightsin restaurants that wouldn't alow blacksto egt at the same lunch counter. Police firing on citizens,
children turning on their parents. Marches. Shouts of nigger-lover, fascist, queer, commie. Ideas



hammered into weapons. Long eveningsin people's houses getting stoned, talking about what should be
done, talking about new ways of being, talking about talking about talking.

They were older than mogt activigts. They had the time and energy to spare— and more perspective
than ether the teenagers or the angrily oppressed. Beth Hopkins got involved in the unionization of black
domestic workers. Harold gave freelega advice to those who couldn't afford it, or to those whose race
had aways meant they caught the sharp end of the legidative stick. Don Hopkins set up acampaign to
prevent whole neighbourhoods being demolished to make way for the beltways that were the first steps
toward the post-modern American city, where the undesirables are fenced out of the centre by six-lane
riversof hurtling stedl, and inequaity is enshrined in the landscape. Mary and Ed were merely followers,
but they hel ped out wherever they could, and whenever Ed was sober. Mary loved Harold, and Ed just
wanted some people to hang around. They held down their jobs and worked in their spare time, these
older warriors, people who by this stage were over that dread age of thirty and thus able to temper
enthusiasm with a sense of what was important: to concentrate on activities that might actudly help
people, rather than just yield awarm glow inside and the chance to screw some other excitable young
thing flushed with the adrendine of protest.

For two years they waved banners and fists, gave their time and money and heart. A few things
changed. Mogt did not. The status quo has stamina. Loud guitar and free love can only change so much.
Gradually the flavour of the times soured, as the same old forces S mmered together for another year. It
was Harold who first noticed what was going on. He realized that the people coming to him for legal
advice, veterans of hot afternoons spent bellowing at the cops, were in worse and worse shape when
they showed up at hisdoor. That peaceful resistance was generating more wounds as the months went
by, and that the bruises and scars he was seeing were not al the responsibility of the police. That there
were factionswithin the beautiful people, and that these divisons were growing moretelling and violent
than those between them and the authorities. That there were groups whose aims seemed much more
smple and retrograde than progress, whose agenda held no action points, only darkness.

At firg the others disagreed. It was just the dream going flat, atrend Don had predicted long before.
The natura divisonswere resurfacing, that was dl: their flames fanned by the frustrated redlization that
the Peopl€'s Republic of Americawas asfar away as ever. But then the desths began. The
demonstrations where both cops and students would be found on the ground with glass bottlesin their
faces. The gireet fights that bubbled seemingly out of nothing. The rock concerts where a scuffle would
break out and bodies and agun would be found when the crowd scattered. The explosionsthat took the
lives of innocent bystanders without advancing any sane cause by ayard. Some of these events were the
work of people who thought they were doing the right thing, that armed struggle was the only way
forward. But the worst events were created by people who had adifferent plan atogether. The people
with the guns and the dynamite were more organized than the freedom fighters, and predated both them
and their cause. There was a cuckoo in the tie-dyed nest, rubbing its wings and preparing to fly.

Many people backed out at that stage. The Summer of Love was dready fading into the Autumn of
Jaded Apathy, and drugs had laid many out cold on the dab. Ed wanted out. Mary did, too. They had
only redlly beeninit for the excitement, after al, for something to do with their friends. Politics as socid
life, dogan as fashion accessory. Even Harold wavered. He was alawyer. His soul yearned for order.

‘But Beth and Don," Harold said, his voice dry and quiet, 'they couldn't leaveit alone.’

They asked questions, tracking lines of conflict. They traced the printers of certain hate sheets, and
their authors, and found that the bad grammar and hint of madness were often fake. They looked for the
friend of afriend of afriend, the one who people thought had maybe been the one who brought the gun
to the demo, or who had first broken a bottle, or could broker you an introduction to the people who
were really doing something, not just talking. They looked, and they started to find.

Eventudly the threats began. Two of their friends were found badly beaten, |ft for dead in the back
of acar. Another disappeared one afternoon and was never seen again. Harold found himsalf without a



job, thefirst sign that these people were agood dedl better connected than the students and hippies
whose protest they were hijacking.

And in the end my mother was followed one night, and abducted, and driven some distance and held
inthe car at knifepoint while someone whaose face she couldn't see explained that if they didn't stop
digging then their next homes would be shallow and for ever and in aforest where nobody waked. She
was raped, by four men, before being thrown out of the car on the edge of town, naked and with her hair
cut off.

After that my father changed. He hunted them down. For four months he and my mother Ieft the
world and everyonein it behind, plunging deeper into darkness until they found the candle shedding light
inits centre. The others never knew the details of what went on during thistime, only that my parents had
changed. They 4till saw the Hopkinses, but now that they were no longer fighting the good fight there
didn't seem as much to hold the group together. Don began to talk about strange things, about some big,
loose conspiracy run by people trying to break down our society from within. The other three wouldn't
listen, not at firgt. It sounded too much like the ravings of a couple whose grip on redlity was no longer
religble.

And then one night the two of them had come into the bar where they dl usudly met. Mary had been
drunk, after an argument with Davids, and didn't even spesk to them. My father had taken Harold to one
sde and talked to him urgently. At first Harold had been reluctant, but in the end the three | ft together,
leaving Mary in the bar with Lazy Ed. These two did the obvious thing and got shit-faced and then went
into the woods and dept together. By the Lost Pond, in fact. Harold and Mary had stopped living with
each other pretty soon afterwards.

The other three had driven for four hoursto a place up in the hills of southern Oregon. They had been
armed, and they came upon the place quietly. My mother and father had somewhat lost their perspective
by this point, though they might have believed they had found it — that they had learned the harsh lesson
that when it comes to the struggle between the people who believed in life, and those who believed in
death, the battle had to be fought on the latter's terms.

The camp wasin aclearing haf amile off the road, deep in the forest. A cluster of cabins, hand-built
and arranged in acircle, the way things used to be. After my mother had looked at each man and
confirmed they had been involved in the incident, the three moved quickly, and they shot everyone they
found.

—LO>—LO>—<O>—

Therewas slencein Harold's living room.
"Y ou went in and shot everyone? My parents shot people?

'‘Not the women and children,’ Davids said. ‘And we didn't shoot to kill. But we shot the men. Each of
them. In the leg. Or the shoulder. Or the balls. Depending.

'l don't blame them,’ | said. | didn't know whether | meant this or not. | probably did. 'If what you're
saying istrue, then | don't blame either of them for what they did.’

'Ohit'strue, hesaid. 'l wasthere. Thelast man we found was the one who'd held the knife to your
mother's throat. We didn't redize it then, but thiswasn't just some group of rednecks off on their own.
They had a cause. They've dways been around. Y our parents found this man sitting donein his cabin.
And your father, the great Don Hopkins, junior redltor, put agun to hisface and shot him dead.’

| tried to see that night, to see my father in that position, and | redized | had never really known him
a dl. | fdt asif information was spilling out of my eyes.

"Then they heard a sound from the other room in the cabin, and Beth went through. The man'swife



had left him, or he'd killed her. Either way sheld left their children behind. Twins, barely six monthsold,
wrapped together in alittle cot and now orphans. Two little children, exactly what Beth most wanted and
couldn't have." Davids shook his head. ‘At least, that's the way they told it. | wasn't there for that part.
Perhapsthey saw the children first. Maybe Beth found the little ones and your father thought he saw a
way to make up for what had been done to her. Maybe they decided that they were alowed one shot to
kill.

'My parentsweren't liars," | said.

'So you knew about dl this, did you?

They werent liars," | repeated, usdlessly. 'And thisisal crap.’

"What happened to the children? Bobby asked.

"We brought them back to Hunter's Rock. Don and Beth raised them for awhile. But in theend it
was decided that they had to be separated. Beth was very, very unhappy about the idea, and so was
your father, but the rest of us decided that it Smply wasn't safe. The babies weren't the only thing taken
from the man's cabin. Wefound alot of papers and books. Some were very, very old. There was proof
that your parents had been right. There was a conspiracy. The people up in the woods were part of it.
Beth and Don thought that they would be able to change the way you were, that environment was more
important. It was very big back then, that idea. Not so popular now, of course, not with al thisfuss
about the human DNA thing and dl that. Now everyone thinks that chemicals explain everything.

"The babieswere split up,’ Bobby said.

"They kept one, and the other was taken far away. The ideawas that they might stand more of a
chanceif they didn't have each other to reinforce the way they were. Or maybe it was anest little
experiment, Ward, cooked up by your father. Nature versus nurture. | didn't ever realy understand.’

"Versuswhat nature, Harold? If thisistrue, and dl this happened, why the big fear about the nature of
the babies?

'Well, he said. 'Because of your genes, of course. Because you were so non-viral. So pure.'

‘Jesus Chrigt,' | shouted, "Y ou don't believe that shit, do you? Y ou don't redly think..." | stopped,
suddenly blindsided. 'Wait aminute. This hasto do with the socia virusidea?

'Of course. But how do you know about it?
‘We found The Straw Men's Web site!’
'But how do you even know about them?

'Dad left avideo,' | said. ‘I had just found it when you came to the house that time. It had dl of you on
it, though | didn't redlize at first. He left me anote, too. Saying they weren't dead.’

Davids shook hishead, and smiled faintly. 'Don," he said. 'He dways planned ahead.' His smile was
affectionate, but not only that.

‘But if dl this happened in Hunter's Rock, Bobby said, ‘how come you al came here?

"We hung together for afew more years. We had some good nights, but it wasn't the way it had been.
After awnhilel left. | cameto Dyersburg. To start again. Mary came out ayear later. It didn't work. But
she stayed in town. For along time after that, we were out of contact with the others. Partly it was
thought to be for the best. Also, well... weld done some pretty bad things. On the night it had seemed
the right thing to do. We got caught upiniit, I guess. Frudiration that nothing in the world had changed,
despite everything we had done, and we were ill at the mercy of men like that. But afterwardsit wasn't
something that any of usreally wanted to remember. For Mary and Ed it wasn't so bad. They hadn't
actually been there. But they were our friends, and so part of the blame bled off onto them. They knew
about it, and kept it asecret with us!'

'My father and Ed bumped into each other once," | said. 'Long time ago. | wasthere. They pretended



they'd never met each other.’
'Not surprised,' Davids said. 'l don't think your father really trusted Ed to keep quiet. Though hedid.'
'Did you know he was dead?

'Not until you said s0," he said. 'l knew about Mary. | didn't think they'd go back for him. He wasn't
even there!

A car drove past outside, and Davidss head turned like it was on astring. He waited until the sound
had disappeared. I'd never seen aman who looked more asif he was expecting bad thingsto turn up a
hisdoor.

'If you guys were supposed to be keeping apart, how come my parents relocated up here?

'After over twenty years, and nothing happening, nobody coming for us, | guess Don started to fed
that it was over. He was sometimes out thisway on business, and he visited me a couple of times, and
we shot alittle pool, got to talking about old times. Before that bad night. The fun we'd had. The period
when we felt like we were going to change the world. At first it was strange, and then it was like the other
decades hadn't happened. He brought your mother up here for aweekend, and eventualy they decided
to move. Get the old gang back together. Be young again.'

'So how come they never told me that you'd known each other before?

'‘Because..." Davids sghed. 'Because The Halls started construction just before they settled here, and
Don got to hear about it. He got in touch, pitched to them. He wanted the business. He got it. And after a
while he started to think there was something weird going on. After that, he decided we had to go back
to pretending. He didn't redlly grow old, Don. Not like the rest of us. Y our mother either, | guess. Most
of us, comes atime when you're prepared to let thingslie. Not Don. Y ou put asecret in front of him, and
he had to know what it was. He had to understand.’

| nodded. Thiswastrue. 'So what happened?

'He started poking around. Trying to find out who was behind the development, what they were up
to. He became convinced it was the same people hed run into years before, in Oregon. Well, not the
same guys, but a better connected example of the same kind of people. That they were part of some
worldwide movement. Some hidden group, moving behind the scenes.” He shook his head.

'Y ou didn't think so?

I don't know what | thought. | just wanted him to leave it done. Some people put too high a premium
on thetruth, Ward. Sometimesthe truth isn't what you want to know. Sometimesthe truth is best left to
itsdf.

'And they found him out."

"They realized someone was poking around. Couldn't tieit to him, but there were avery limited
number of peopleit could be. Things started to get harder for Don. Little things. | think they must have
someone herein town.'

"They do," | said. 'He's the man who shot Bobby. He's a policeman.’
'Oh Chrigt,' Davids said. 'Tell me he'sdead.’
'What happened to my parents, Harold? What happened that night?

'Don decided they had to leave, to disappear. It wasn't astory he could take to anyone. Even if they
believed it, hed have been admitting to murder. But | think held also decided that he was going to dedl
with them for good. | don't know how the hell he thought he was going to do that. The four of ushad a
combined age of about two hundred and fifty years. But... we were going to fake their death, make it
look like they were out of the picture. Let The Straw Men think it was over. It was al organized.'

My heart skipped a best, remembering the note left ingde my father's chair, and redlizing that he



could have closed up UnRedlty to make The Straw Men think it was dl over, before coming back for
them in someway. He'd doneit to protect me. It wasn't because held distrusted me, and it didn't mean
that they were...

Davids saw my face, and shook his head.

"They got to them firgt," he said. "Two days before we were going to do it. They were going to drive
up to Lake Ely on the Sunday, go boating in the afternoon. Have an accident. Bodies never found. Then
on Friday... well, you know what happened. They're dead, Ward. I'm sorry. They weren't supposed to
be. But they'rereally dead. And soon, probably tonight, | will betoo. And thenit will &l be over.’

'Fuck that,' Bobby said. 'Fuck that from here to there." He unwrapped the towel from hisarm. It was
pretty bloody, but no more came out of the hole in hisshirt. ‘I'm good to go. Let's get up there and start
fucking these people around.’

Davidsjust shook his head. Helooked jumpy. 'We're better off staying here.’

'Sir, with respect, | think not,’ Bobby said. 'Last couple days have seen concerted culling of your old
crew. If they knew about Lazy Ed, they sure asfuck know about you.'

| wasonly dimly aware of either of them. | wastrying to absorb what | had been told, wastrying to
reglign everything | had thought 1'd known about my family. About mysdf. Davidslooked a me.

It'sal true, hesaid. 'And | can proveit. Give me aminute, and | can proveit." He stood up and left
the room.

"Thisis some weird shit,' Bobby said, when Davids was out of earshot. 'Y ou believe any of it?

'‘Why not? | said, though | didn't know what to think. 't fits, sort of. And why would helie? He's
definitely the guy in the video, so he knew then. We know | wasn't born in Hunter's Rock. And | don't
see him just making it up on the spot.’

Outsde | heard the sound of another car going pagt, but nothing came of it. | stared at the wall until it
began to sparklein front of my eyes.

'My mother called me, about aweek before the accident.’

'Did she hint at any of this?

'I didn't speak to her. Sheleft amessage. | didn't get around to calling back. But usually she didn't
cdl. If it was ether of them, it was Dad, and generdly they waited for meto get in touch.’

'Soyou think...'

I don't know what to think, Bobby, and it'stoo late to find out.'
'So now what do we do?

'l don't know.'

Bobby stood. ‘'I'm going to seeif | can scare up some coffee. Thisarmis starting to hurt like a
motherfucker.'

I listened to the sound of hisfeet disappearing down the corridor. Some part of me, unbidden and
againg al the evidence, had apparently been holding out hopethat al of this, everything since the phone
cal from Mary when | was sitting on a porch in Santa Barbara, had been amistake. Had been wrong.
This part had created the dream by the swimming pool, tried to convince me that there was something
worth hurrying for, that there might still be people to be saved. Now | knew that wasn't true, that there
wasroom for no fina effort. My father had a plan, of course. He dways did. But the note I'd found was
al that had been I ft of it.

My phonerang, scaring the hell out of me. The number on the screen wasn't famiiliar.
'Who'sthis?



‘NinaBaynam. Are you okay? Y ou sound weird.'

'Kind of. What do you want? | felt numb, and not in amood to talk about serid killers or anything
dse

'‘We'rein Dyersburg. Where are you?
‘34 North Batten Drive,' | said.

There was a beat before she replied. 'Could you repeat that? Her voice now sounded odd. ‘It
sounded like you said 34 North Batten Drive.'

'l did.

"That's the address of aman called Harold Davids,' she said.

My heart did a hard double-thump. 'How the hell do you know that?
‘Just stay there,' she said. 'Be careful. We're on our way.'

The connection went dead. | turned to the door as | heard Bobby approach, but his face knocked
any words out of my mouth.

‘Davidsisn't here,' he said. 'He'sgone.’
'‘Gone where?
‘Just gone. There's adoor out the back.'

| ran to the front window, pulled the curtain aside. Where the big black car had been earlier, there
was now a space.

We turned Harold's house upside down. There was nothing to find — nothing that meant anything to
us. Jugt atidy old housefull of tidy old things.

After ten minutes there was a hammering on the door downgtairs.
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Ninawas still banging the door as | yanked it open. Zandt pushed straight past me and into the house,
griding into the ground-floor rooms one after another. | turned to watch him go, my movements dow and
vague. | felt like | was adeep, asif one dream had butt-joined into another.

'What's he doing?

Sheignored me. 'Where's Davids?

'‘Gone,' | said. Her eyeswere wide, with dark circles underneath. She didn't look like sheld dept in
days.

'Gone? she shouted. "Why on earth did you let him go? She dl but ssamped her foot. Bobby
emerged from the kitchen.

‘We didn't, he said. 'Hejust disappeared. What'sit to you, anyway? How do you even know he
exigs?

She pulled asmall pad out of her handbag and opened it, held it up to hisface.

"The developers of The Halls are hidden behind about amillion dummy corporations,’ she said. 'But
on the planel tracked them, and we got close enough. What looks like the trustee company is Antivira
Globd Inc., registered in the Cayman Idands. Mr Harold Davids of this addressistheir designated lega
representative in Montana.'

'Fuck," Bobby said, hisface pale. He turned and stalked furioudy back into the kitchen.

| stared at Nina. "Y ou've got it wrong. I've just been talking to him. To Davids. Hetold me ... well,
he told me a bunch of stuff. He knows about The Halls, yes. Certainly. But from the outsde. He's not



with them. He'stried to help my parents get away from these people.’

'I don't know what hetold you," Nina said. She looked up at the sound of Zandt coming out of the
back room. He shook his head at her and hurried up the gairs. ‘But | don't think Mr Davidsiswhat he
seems!’

'What's Zandt |ooking for?

'A body,' she said, smply. 'Hopefully not adead one.’ Her voice was dightly too flat, and | realized
that beneath a hard-fought exterior, she was nearly vibrating with tenson. The attempted throwaway was
not convincing in the least. 'She's not going to be here. Harold is not your killer,' | said. 'He'san old man.
He's...'

‘Nina— you got anumber for The Halls? Bobby was standing in the doorway to the kitchen, holding
the house phone.

She glanced into her notebook, flipped apage. "We have 406-555-1689. But dl you get isa
recorded message and an interminable menu system. Why?

Bobby smiled, sort of. He made afacia expression, anyway. 'Harold called that number. It'sin his
redid ligt, from twenty minutes ago. While we were in the house.’

‘But..." | said. For amoment my mouth did nothing but move, without sound, as| tried to frame my
objections. 'He looked freaked. Y ou saw him. He was sitting here waiting, knowing they were going to
comefor him. Like they camefor Mary and Ed. Y ou saw him, for Christ's sake. Y ou know how he
looked.'

'Sure helooked frightened, Ward. But of us. Of us. He thought we knew about him. He thought we
were going to whack him.'

Zandt came back down into the hallway. 'She's not here.”

Davids had seen me with aknife. He knew we had guns. But | was il a aloss. "Why would hetell
me anything, if heswith them?

"Y ou'd found out he was part of the Hunter's Rock group. Y ou mentioned avideo, anote. You
recognized him. He didn't know how much ese you knew. Y ou could have been bluffing him. Simplest
thing isto tell you the truth most of the way, and then switch it at the end.' He swore briefly but vicioudy,
seeming to take the deception very persondly.

Ninasface was arow of question marks. "Who are the Hunter's Rock group?

‘Later,' | said. 'Weve got to find Davidsfirg.'

A cdll phonerang. We dl reached at once, like strung-out-six-shooters. But the call was for Zandt.
'Yeah? he said.

'Héllo, Officer,' said avoice. It wasloud enough for usal to hear.

Zandt looked at Nina, talked into the phone. 'Who's that?

‘A friend,’ the voice said. Though | admit we haven't met yet. Not my fault. Y ou weren't good enough
to bring ustogether.'

Zandt wasvery, very dill. 'Who isthis?

There was a chuckle down theline. 'l thought you'd guess. I'm The Upright Man, John.'
Ninas mouth dropped open.

‘Bullshit.

'Not bullshit. Well done on finding Wang. And for encouraging him to do the right thing. We owe you
one. He could have been an embarrassment.’

Zandt's mouth was dry, and clicked when he spoke. 'If you're The Upright Man, proveit.’



Bobby and | stared a him.

'I don't have to prove anything,' the voice said. '‘But I'll tell you something to your advantage. If you're
not out of that house in about two minutes, you'll be dead. All of you.'

The connection was CUt.
'‘Out of the house,' Zandt said. 'Now.'

By the time we'd reached the street we could hear Sirens approaching. A lot of sirens. | unlocked the
car and jumped into the driver's sedt.

Nina stood her ground. 'I'm an FBI agent. We don't have to go anywhere.’

'Y eah, right," Bobby said. "We shot a couple of cops earlier. They're not dead, but we ill shot them.
Y ou want to stand in the middle of the road with your badge out, be my guest. Thisisn't HBO, princess.
They're going to blow your fucking head off.’

The police had failed to double-up their gpproach, and we made it to the main drag without incident. |
hung aright and put my foot down hard.

Within twenty minutes we were out of town and following the road asit dowly wound upward
through the foothills. Nobody asked where | was going. Everyone knew.

Ninaexplained what had happened back in LA. | told them what Davids had told us. Zandt revealed,
not in detall but sufficiently, hisbackground with The Upright Man.

'Shit,' | said.
Bobby frowned. '‘But how'd he get your cell phone number?

'If he'stied in with The Straw Men, that's not going to tax them. They have aserid victim supply
chain. They're blowing up things|eft, right and centre. A cdll traceischild'splay.’

'‘Okay — so why call? Why get you out before the cops got there?

"There's no predicting why held do anything. But it wasn't just me he wasthinking of. He knew |
wasn't aone!’

‘Davidstold them who wasin hishouse,' | said. 'Heturned usin.' | was so bitterly furiousthat | could
barely speak. 'And kind of funny, don't you think, that The Straw Men caught up with my parentstwo
days before they were set to disgppear? They planned everything out, had it dl in place, and then just
before they sidestepped out of danger suddenly theres McGregor setting up the accident that killed
them.’

'Davidstipped them off? Why?

'He knew what The Halls was about right from the start. Then Dad finds out about them, thinks he's
got abusiness opportunity, but finds that's not what it is. Puts Davidsin avery difficult position. Say these
are the same people, or the same kind of people, that they went up againgt thirty years ago. Davids said
that only the leader was killed outright. The rest presumably survived, could have told someone what
happened. The bunch who created The Halls could have found out that Davids was one of theraiding
party — could even be why they contracted him as an attorney in thefirst place.’

"They're that well-connected, why use Davids? They could have hired anyone.’

'Right. But big-shot lawyers are a so well-connected. Some of them even have delusions of honesty.
The Straw Men can drop Davids off acliff whenever they choose, and he knowsit. 'Work for usor it
becomes known what you did one night in aforest. Or frankly, we just fucking kill you." What's he going
to do? He's old, and afraid, and has everything to lose. He's al'so good. He's perfect for them.’

"Then your father getstoo close, and Davids knows he'sin deep troubleif he doesn't let The Straw
Men know. So he tellsthem the Hopkinses are about to fly.'

Therewas dlencein the car for amoment.



'He got them killed," Ninasaid, quietly. "The one man they thought they could redlly trust.'
'He'sadead man walking,' | said. There's no question about that.’

—— O —O>——O>—

By the time we reached the mountainsit had started to rain, cold silver lines againgt the darkness outside
thewindows. Theriver by the sde of the road was atorrent. There was no other traffic.

Therésonly four of us,’ Ninasaid.
| glanced at her. 'So call for backup.'

"They're not going to scramble choppers on my say so. Most we'd get would be a couple of bored
agentsin acar in two hours, whose main goa would be proving | was afuckup.’ Shelooked out of the
window for amoment. 'Does anyone here have acigarette? | thought | might start smoking.’

| reached into my pocket, pulled out the battered pack and put it on the dash.
I can't adviseit,' | said. Shereturned my smilewanly, but let the cigarettes be.

Fifty minutes after leaving Davids's house, we swept round along, gradua bend. I'd dropped our
speed by now and Bobby was sitting up so he could look at the walls of the hills asthey doped up from
the road.

'We're nearly there,' | said.

| saw Ninawatching as Bobby and Zandt |oaded their guns, then reluctantly check her own weapon.
Her fingerswere unsteady. Neither man looked the way she probably felt, but | could havetold her it
wasimpossibleto tell what went on in boy's heads. There isn't aman of our generation who can't quote
the 'Wdll, to tell you the truth, in dl the excitement | lost count mysdlf speech from Dirty Harry. Weal
feel we should be capable of asking punkswhether they fdlt lucky, of being our own portable Clint. And
we dl believe that someone, somewhere, will look down on usif we don't measure up.

Then Zandt happened to glance a her. He winked, and | saw her redize that it wasn't that after all.
The movies might tell you how to behave, but the feeling ran far deeper, went back to the days when
nobody wore clothes and everyone had their role and some tended fires and othersran with prey. The
only differencesliesin how big agroup wefed apart of, the distance of our relationship to the people
we'd defend to the death. Zandt was as nervous as shewas. And so was|.

| pulled the car over onto the hard shoulder. That'sit,' | said. About fifty yards ahead was the small
gate.

‘Nobody there,' Bobby said. "'Tell me again how the approach works.'

'Y ou go through the gate, drive on grass. Swing round to the |eft and there's a hidden road, obscured
by thetrees. It winds up toward the high plain.'

'So there could be someone in the trees, or anywhere up the approach.’
"Pretty much.'

‘Let'sdoit fast, then.'

| nodded. 'Everybody ready?

'‘Aswell ever be,' Zandt said. | stepped on the pedal.

The car legped forward, wheels spinning on the wet road. | sped down the remaining distance and
then angled straight at the gate.

'Heads down,’ Bobby said. Ninaand Zandt complied. Bobby braced himself against the back of the
seat and the car door, gunin hishand. A second later the car smashed through the gate, broken dats



smacking up off the windshield and sending a spiderweb across Ninas side. The car ploughed into the
long grass, started to skid. | struggled with it, brought it round.

| backed off the peda until | had it again, and then headed for the band of trees, picking up speed. |
ran over ahump and saw Ninalift into the air for amoment. Sheld barely landed before she was
bounced up again. Therewas agrunt from the back as Zandt suffered the same fate. Bobby seemed to
have been clamped to his seat.

Therewas alower, harder bump and then suddenly the ground was flat underneath the whedls.
| sped past the trees, wincing. 'Y ou see anyone?
'‘No,' Bobby said. 'But don't dow down.’

After ahundred yards the road banked sharply to the right, and then we were heading up the
gradient. Bobby was glancing from sideto side as | yanked the car round bend after bend, but no shots
came. But when he saw Zandt dowly bring his head up, he till reached out ahand to shove it back
down. | saw him wince, but his shoulder didn't seem to be a big problem. For the time being.

'So where are they? | asked.
'Probably al at thetop, gandinginaline’
"You're acheerful fuck. But I'm glad you're here.’

'‘Some kind of friendship thing, | guess,' Bobby said. "Though this goes down badly, I'm going to
come back and haunt you.'

"You aready are,' | said. 'Been trying to get rid of you for years.'

Wedid round the last bend, and then the vast gate of The Halls was looming above us up therise.
'Still no one," | said, dowing the car down.

'What now?

'Other side of the gate the road pans left. Couple of large buildings. Entrance stuff, and what looked
like storage. There'sahigh fence al the way across the pasture. The houses are on the other sde!’

The other two cautioudly raised their heads. 'So?

'Front gate,' Bobby said. 'No way we're getting over that fence.'
‘Entrance iswhere they're going to be waiting for us!'

‘Got no choice!'

The car swept under the stone archway and down toward the clump of wooden buildings. A big light
on one of them turned the parking lot amoonish and sickly white. Soon asit wasdl invision, | pulled my
foot off the pedd again. The car rolled into the centre of the lot and stopped. The lot was completely
empty. | turned off the engine, |eft the keysin theignition.

'What? Nina asked.
'No cars. When | was here beforeit was full of cars.'

Zandt opened his door and got out without waiting for instructions. Bobby swore and emerged the
other side, gun ready. The white light made them easy targets, but also showed that there was no one on
the roof of the building. Nobody standing waiting. Just two big wooden buildings, and astretch of fence
in between.

Ninaand | got cautioudy out of the car. Ninas gun looked big and clumsy in her hand.
That'stheway in," | said, nodding to the building on the right.

They followed me over and gathered either side of the glass doors. Bobby stuck his head out, scoped
theinside. 'Nobody behind reception,’ he said.



'Wegoing in?

'l guess so. After you.'

'Hey — thanksfor the opportunity.’ | leaned forward, pushed one of the doors gently. No alarm went
off. Nobody shot at me. | opened the door and stepped in cautioudly, the others behind.

The lobby areawas silent. The background music was absent, and there was no fire in the grate of
the river-rock fireplace. Thelarge painting that had been behind the reception desk was gone. Thewhole
room felt asif it had been mothballed.

'Fuck,' | said. 'They've gone.’

‘Bullshit,’ Bobby said. 'It's only been an hour. There's no way they had the timeto clear out.’

They had alittlelonger,’ Zandt admitted. "When we left Wang, it was maybe five or ten minutes
before he shot himsdlf. He could have called awarning through.'

It's il not long. Not to pack up everything.'
'So maybe they were dready on their way," Ninasaid. 'Y ou kicked the shit out of their realtor. Could

be that was message enough, and that would have given them a couple days. Doesn't matter. We're il
going to go look a what's out there.'

She started to stride toward the door at the end, the one that would open out into the inner area of
The Hdls. Shelooked filled with akind of wretched fury, ahorror that they could have arrived too late,
that the phantom she had chased until it wasthe only light at the end of her tunnel had danced out of
reach again.

We were standing still. She evidently didn't care if we came with her. She had to go out there. She
had to see.

Shedidn't hear the shot.

By the time the sound reached our ears she was dready fdling, thrown awkwardly sidewaysto crash
into one of the low tables. Her mouth opened to cry out, but nothing came. Zandt ran toward her.

| whirled to see aman in the doorway. McGregor. Bobby instead saw awoman behind the reception
desk, and amuscle-bound youth emerging from arecessed doorway behind her, adoor camouflaged to
blend in with thewood pandling.

All three had guns. All werefiring them.

Theyouth died firgt. Histechnique was pure televison: gun held out sideways, gangbanger style.
Bobby had him down with one shot.

| dipped behind one of the pillars and straight out the other Side, getting McGregor firgt in the thigh,
then the chest. | ill only narrowly avoided taking oneto the face, felt the hum asit spun past my head. |
dropped to one knee and scooted behind one corner of the reception, praying the woman hadn't seen
me. Reloaded, dropping half the bullets.

Zandt knelt down next to Nina, who lay crumpled, her hand fluttering toward the hole in her chedt. It
was high up, just under theright clavicle. 'Oh, Nina," he said, obliviousto the cracks and whinesinthe air
above him. She coughed, her face caught between surprise and denid.

‘Hurts," she said.
McGregor was still shooting. The woman behind the desk nearly took Bobby out before | took a
breath and stood up, emptying haf of my guninto her. Only when shed dewed backward over the

muscle man did | redize it was the woman who'd talked me through the fake entry requirements. | il
didn't know her name.

Bobby was standing over McGregor, his boot on the cop'swrist. A gun lay on the floor severa feet
avay.



"Where'd they go? he asked him. 'And how long ago? Tell me everything you know, or darkness
fdls'

'Fuck you," the cop said.
'Suits me," Bobby shrugged, and shot him dead.

While Bobby checked the other bodies, making sure nobody was going to wake up and start
shooting again, | ran over to Nina. Zandt had her hand pressed firmly over the wound in her chest.

'Wereout of here,' | said.

'No," Ninasaid. Her voice was surprisingly strong. Shetried to haul hersaf upright.

'Nina, you're fucked up. We have to get you to a hospita.’

She grabbed a table leg with one hand. The other one snatched my wrist. ‘Be fast. But go and see!’
| heditated. Tried to look at Zandt for support, but Nina's eyes held me.

Bobby arrived. 'Oh shit, Nina.'

'I'm staying here and you're going in there,' she said, talking only to Zandt. Shelooked in pain, but not
like she was going to faint. 'Please, John. Make them go. All of you. Please seeif she'sthere. Y ou've got
to go see. Then welll go to the hospitd. | promise.’

Zandt waited a beat |onger, then leaned over, kissed her quickly on the forehead. He stood up. 'I'm
doing asshe says'

| started to reload my gun. 'Bobby, you stay here." He started to protest, but | kept talking. Try to
stop the bleeding, and take out anyone you see who isn't us. Y ou're more use to her than either of us'

Bobby squatted down beside the woman. 'Be careful, man.'

Zandt and | walked fast down to the end doors. 'Whatever happens,’ | said, ‘we stick together. Y ou
got that?

Zandt nodded, and opened the door. Outside was a path. White light from behind illuminated perhaps
fifty yardswith clarity, and was enough to suggest the hulks of large housesin the middle distance. None
of them showed alight.

We dtarted to run.
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'We should have brought aflashlight.’
'Should've brought alot of things,' | said. 'Bigger guns, other people, some idea of what were doing.'

Wewere standing at the first junction in the path. It looked like the main street of sometiny town
where nobody had cars. The grass on either Side was negtly trimmed. The pasture within the walls of the
mountains, an area of only about ten acres, had been sculpted to provide each house with privacy and a
gently rolling landscape. It seemed very unlikely there was enough room for agolf course, which meant
that even their favoured redltor — the late Chip — had never been allowed inside. To either side of the
path, set well back, were two houses. The path stretched out into the darkness ahead, leading via other
forksto more dwellings, which couldn't yet be seen.

'Y ou take the one on the | ft.’
'Did you listen to what | said? We don't split up.'
'‘Ward, there's how many houses? Ninasin trouble back there.'

'Getting killed isn't going to help her. Y ou want to look in these places, we're doing it together. Which
firs?



Zandt walked quickly up the path to the right. Aswe approached the house, | mentally checked off
the features I'd seen on the plans. The house looked like it should be in Oak Park, Chicago, the suburb
where many of the early mid-period Wright had been buiilt. It was abeautiful house, and | hated the men
behind dl thisfor misgppropriating Wright's grammar. He had been about life and community, not
individuals and desth.

Zandt was less taken with the design. 'Wher€'s the fucking door?

| led him at an angle across the low terrace, to where a courtyard path snaked round to the left of the
building under abalcony. A short series of steps delivered us round a corner to alarge wooden door. It
wasgar.

'Main entrance?

I nodded. Took abreath, then pushed the door gently open with my foot. Nothing happened.

I nodded to Zandt once more. Hewent in first.

A short corridor, alittle light filtering down from astained-glass pand in the celling, the illumination
turned green and cold. At the end, another sheet of detailed glass, screening out the next room.

Carefully we manoeuvred around it, revealing along, low room. More stained glass, and clerestory
windows high up. A fireplace over to the left. Bookshelves, and a seating nook. The shelves were empty.
Thefurniture wasin place, but there was no rug on thefloor.

Wewalked very quietly across the room. The house was utterly silent. | held up ahand, pointed;
Zandt |ooked — saw the entrance to another room, partly concealed behind awooden screen. Nodded,
and dropped back beside me. We approached it together, Zandt still glancing behind.

The doorway gave into a kitchen. It was darker, without the highlevel windows. Split-leve, with a
breskfast area down the end. On the table was a single cup, sitting plumb in the centre. The interior was
dry and the handle was broken. | opened a cupboard, and then adrawer. Both empty.

"This house has been cleaned out.'
Zandt nodded. 'Maybe. But were still going to check it
We searched the rest of the house.

—— OO ——O>—

"There's somebody out there, Ninasaid, meanwhile.

Bobby was squatted beside where she lay, braced in one of the big leather chairs. The lobby wasin
darkness. Held been of two minds about this, reasoning that the lights had been left on, and that to turn
them off would broadcast their presence to anyone e se lurking in the compound. It was hard to believe
that any such person could have avoided hearing the minute of heavy gunfire, however, and soin theend
he'd dug around behind reception and turned them off one by one. It felt safer, though not perfect. The
end wall was only partly windowed, and he thought they were safe from view, but he il fdt likeagtting
duck. Thelobby was large, dark, and had three dead peoplein it.

'l heard something aminute ago,” he admitted. 'Hoped it was them coming back.'

Ninashook her head. 'John will check al the houses. They'll be alittle while, even if there's nothing to
find. Especidly if. And the sound was coming from the front, not back there.'

He nodded. 'Ward will kill meif hefinds out I've left you here done, but I'm going to have to go
look.'

'I won't tell if you won't. But don't belong.'



Bobby made sure her gun was |oaded, and then dropped back from her to the wall. He scooted
aong it aslow as he could. When he got to the main door he put his head out cautioudy. Theirswas il
the only car in thelot. There was no sign of anybody else, and he considered just staying put.

But then he heard something again. It wasn't loud, but it was definitely not caused by the dements. It
wasn't arain sound. It was mechanical, ashort, isolated pop. It sounded like it was coming from over on
the other side of the lot, where the second building stood. 'What isit? Now that he wasn't looking at her,
Ninawas alowing more of the pain to bein her mind. Asaresult her head felt very fuzzy, and her voice
sounded cracked.

I don't know," he said. He turned to check, and saw that Ninawas well-hidden in the deegpness of the
huge chair. Best he could do. 'Keegp the pressure on the wound.’

Still keeping low, he pushed the door open. A very cold rush of ar pushed past him, ushering in the
sound of rain.

—— OO ——O>—

The rest of the house was empty. Four bedrooms, den, library, amusic room. Empty and cleaned out.
Stripped of any identification at al, though it was clear that people had lived there until very recently. No
dust. Zandt and | came back down the central staircase, less quietly now, and made our way to the back
of the ground floor. There was a second large reception room here, alittle lessfancy than the onein
front. A horizonta band of windows showed haf an acre of landscaped yard. | flicked the safety on my
gun back on.

'Next house? It was clear that thisone didn't hold anything of interest. | wasdone withiit. | was
prepared to help Zandt ook for the girl's body, if that's what he wanted, but my own needs were focused
on finding alive Straw Man or two. And stting them down, and getting them to explain afew things.
Nothing e se could hold my attention. It was dready feding too late.

I'll take alook out back,” Zandt said. Then | guess, yes. Though thisisn't looking good.'

He opened the door set in the middle of the window panelling, and disappeared into therain. |
stepped out after him, but stayed at thewall. By now | wasincreasingly sure that Ninahad been right:
perhaps this guy Wang had speeded things up, but the evacuation had started right from the moment |
had besten up Chip. I'd fucked up, in other words. Given them warning, and time to get away. | hadn't
expected thiswould be their response. They were bunkered in. They were rich and powerful; thiswas
their land. Why run? But I'd still screwed it up. We hadn't discussed the matter, but | suspected Zandt
felt | had, too. There was an increasingly wild look to the man's eyes.

Asl ligtened to the sound of him poking about out there in the darkness, | noticed along line of wire
that lay dong the bottom of the wall. It appeared from round the corner, and seemed to be buried in the
beds by thewall. Cable, or something. Maybe the much-vaunted ADSL Net access. | was about to take
acloser look at it when Zandt made a sudden coughing sound.

| hurried out into the yard. He was standing right in the middle, bolt upright. 'What?
Hedidn't say anything. Just pointed. .

At firgt | couldn't make out what he meant, but then | saw that a patch of ground just to the right
seemed alittle rounded.

| walked over and looked down at it. Licked my lips. Tel methat's apet or something under there.’

Zandt just shook hishead, and | redlized that he hadn't let hisarm drop yet. Instead he was pointing
at another spot. At another mound.

'Oh Chrig,' | said, my voice catching in my throat. 'Look at this." Now | waslooking for them, | could



seethat there were other mounds. Three short lines of them. Twelvein totd.

Zanadt dropped to one knee, pulled at the earth over the nearest mound. The grass dipped out of his
fingers, but he got a clump out. Undernegth was heavy, wet soil.

| dropped to help him, and we yanked and pulled at the ground. The going was hard and it took a
couple of minutesto get down to where suddenly we had something other than soil in our hands and the
amell became awful. | started back, but Zandt pulled out two more handfuls before abruptly giving up.

'We need ashovel,’ | said.
Zandt shook his head. 'Anything in these holesis dead. Sarah may till be dive somewhere!
'‘Come on, man — she's going to be in one of these graves.’

Zandt was dready striding back to the house. | followed him, trying to avoid the mounds but redizing
| must have stepped on at |east one on the way out.

Back insgde Zandt strode straight through into the first reception room. "We're going to have to ook
again, he said. 'We missed something.’

'I don't know where,' | said.
'So |et's art here!

We split to opposite Sides of the room, overturning bookshelves, pulling furniture out of place. | was
quickly convinced that there was nothing there to be found, but Zandt wouldn't be budged from searching
every inch.

Thisisgoing to take hours,' | said. 'l don't
| stopped. Zandt glanced up. 'What?

| wasn't looking at anything in the room, but staring straight out through the main bank of windowsto
the front of the house. Zandt stepped over to where | was standing.

'Y ou see that?

| pointed down to the split in the path, about twenty yards away. There, lying where it forked into the
routesto dl the different houses, something lay on the ground. It wasn't very large, and at this distance it
wasimpossibleto tell what it might be. A small pile of sticks, perhaps.

'| seeit,' Zandt said.
That wasn't there when we camein.'

| flicked my safety off again and we went back out through the front door. | walked dowly down the
path; Zandt holding a position back by the door, watching the other houses.

It did look like apile of sticks. Short curved gticks, very white. Very clean. But | suspected what they
were from acouple of yards away. | squatted down beside them, picked one up. Turned to indicate
Zandt over.

As he approached, | took over the job of being ready to fire at anyone who might appear. Because
someone was here, without question. Someone who knew we were here, too.

After abrief ingpection, Zandt said: 'Those areribs!

That'swhat | figured. Human?

Yes'

'So who put them there?

'Ward, look." About five yards up the path was another stick.

| walked forward, bent down to pick it up. 'Girl or boy?

Zandt took the femur from me. Like the ribs, the leg bone was clean and white, asif some process



had recently been used to bring it to museum condition. 'Can't be sure. But somebody not very old. A
teenager.’

We stood together, watching either side of the path.

‘Someone's leading us somewhere,' | said.

"The question iswhether wefollow.'

'l don't see we have any choice.’

'‘But we've aready found the house with bodies!

'A house. Thefirst we looked in. Either that's a cute coincidence — or there's more than one.’

At the next junction there was another bone, just to the left of the path, asif indicating the way to the
house on that side. We checked it quickly. Thistime the graves were spread around the side of the
house, and better — or more proudly — concedled. It was only when Zandt redlized that the small
squares of stone set into the grass would not have formed a useful path, that we realized they were
markers.

To one side of the house we found another bone, pointing the way deeper into The Halls. Thisbone
was haf of someoné's pdlvis.

Neither of uswas sufficiently expert to tell the sex of the owner right then, though the condition of the
bone and the width of the sciatic notch would probably have been enough to tell Ninathat it belonged to
ayoung female, of about Sarah Becker's age.

——O>—O>——O>—

Bobby had stood nearly afull ten minutesin the shadow of their car, waiting. There had been no more
sounds since he had |eft the lobby, and no sgn of movement. It didn't make any difference. Something
had caused the previous noises, and it seemed unlikely the problem had just gone away. He was
remaining stationary merely to see whether that thing would make itsalf apparent, giving it achanceto
present itself without him having to go looking. It wasjust possible that it was an animal of somekind. A
deer, perhaps. Not probable, but possible.

After another couple of minutes he stirred himself. Ninawould be worried if he was out here for too
long, and he was by now very wet and very cold. His shoulder hurt agreat ded. There was no point
turning round and going back in. He had to check the other building.

Hewaked aong the line of little posts that had been driven into the tarmac to mark the parking
spaces. He was bathed in light during this, but there was no other way of gpproaching the building. It
looked like alarge storage unit, without the detailing of the construction on the other sde of thelot, and
there were no windows that he could see. He waked all the way round the front to the left side, and
finaly found adoor.

A large padlock hung off it, but the padlock was open. He thought about saying Ward's name, to
check whether he wasin there, but he knew it couldn't be. Ward would have come back through the
lobby. This had to be someone else. He nudged the door open, and stepped inside.

Hefound himsdf in ashort corridor, with wals that only went about two feet above his head before
giving way to empty space. Almost like astable. Therewasasmdl of somekind, though it didn't remind
him of horses. Dim light came from somewhere in the building, down at the other end. Ten feet ahead the
corridor was intersected by another at right angles.

There were two doors before the intersection, and he opened them both. One held the kind of
supplies hewould expect for aresidentid community, dong with along wall of files. The other, smaller
room seemed to be awine cdllar. The racks were empty. Thisdidn't bode well. If they had enough time



to clear out the Chateau L &fite, they werelong gone. Strange to have left any files behind, in which case.
He went back and checked that room. Pulled down afile box at random. Therewerenofilesinit, only a
couple of Zip cartridges, both labelled 'Scottsdae.’ He dipped them in his pocket and replaced the box.

He stepped back out into the corridor and edged forward until he came to the crossroads. He stood
absolutdly still for amoment before stepping out, allowing his mouth to drop open. Y ou heard better that
way, picking up the very quietest of sounds— something to do with the eustachian tubes. He didn't hear
anything, but he noticed that there was a cable running along the floor in front of hisfeet. If it controlled
the lighting, then he should cut it. It didn't look like part of the genera Structure, however, but likeamore
recent addition. He poked his head forward and saw that it ran down the centre of the corridor to hisleft.
He stepped out of the corner, and went to see where it led. He got about two paces before something
else utterly took his attention.

This part of the building was indeed arranged as stables. Small, self-contained areas either side of the
corridor, divided up into cages about six feet square. Ingde thefirst one, a shape lay on thefloor. It
looked like aperson. A small person.

Bobby dropped to hiskneein front of the bars. The shape was a boy, five years old, maybe six. He
was naked. His hands and feet were tied with duct tape. It looked as though his mouth had been covered
with the same materid, but it was difficult to be sure because very little was | ft of his head. The blood on
the straw of the stdl was il wet. Taped to the bars was a picture of an attractive young mae child,
taken somewhere warm. He hadn't been looking at the camera at the time, didn't even look aware that
his picture was being taken. It was a picture, Bobby redlized, of the boy in his previouslife. His name had
been Keanu.

Bobby turned from the sight. Used his handsto pull himsdf dong the front of the stall, dong to the
next. Another boy, alittle older thistime, but just as dead. Another |abel on the cage. Thistimethe
picture showed the boy smiling into someone's camera, but alittle uncertainly. Asif someone had
stopped him on a street corner on hisway home from school, and asked if he minded, and held said no,
whilethinking it was maybe alittleweird.

Therewas a quiet rustling sound, and Bobby's heart nearly stopped. He froze, until heredized it was
coming from just the other side of the corridor, afew yards further along.

Inthis cage was agirl, maybe eight years of age. She, too, was labelled and photographed. Her name
had been Ginny Wilkins. She was not quite dead yet, athough she had been shot through one eye. The
other was dry and flat, but her lower body was moving dightly. Some part of the nervous system il
functioned, and would continue to, for ashort while.

Bobby knew there were other sdlls. At least another two. And he knew that this building would not
have been left open by accident. That even when The Halswasin operation it would have been utterly
secured againgt everyone except asalect few. But he kept staring at thisgirl, in her holding tank; this
place to which she had been delivered, and then stored, ready for the person within The Hallswho had
ordered her.

Hefdt supid, and smdl, and sck. He felt ignorant and naive. He had thought he knew the world's
bad things, that he had walked its dark side with the best of them. Having Ward as afriend had helped.
Hefet Ward looked up to him, respected hiswild-side credentias, and this hel ped Bobby to reconcile
himsdlf to getting older, from not walking the wild side any more. As helooked into the cage, unable to
stop watching apiece of barely animated mest asit rolled and twisted itslast, Bobby redized he had
never even scratched the surface of what was possible — that the wars and murders reported in the
news were barely more than sports news updates, degth for show; that even most of the. terrorists he'd
interrogated had been dabbling in the shallow end of darkness. They at |east wanted people to know
what they had done. They were doing it for some god, some ideology, some fallen comrades or ancient
grievance. They weren't just doing it for themsalves. Bobby redlized this made a difference, and aso that
if we were dl the same species, there wasllittle hope for us; that nothing we ever did in the daytime



would bleach out what some of us were capable of at night. Some aspects of human behaviour were
inevitable, but thiswas surdly not. To believe so was to accept that we had no downward limit. Just
because we were capable of art didn't mean what lay in front of him could be dismissed as aberration,
that we could take what we admired and fence that off as human, dismissng the rest as monstrous. The
same hands committed both. Brains didn't undermine the savagery. They made us better at it. Asa
specieswe were responsiblefor dl of it, and carried our dark sbling insde.

He heard another sound then, from behind. He didn't look up immediately. Ginny was enough. He
was already trying to work out whether he had to shoot her, to put her out of her misery — or out of his
misery, perhaps— or whether she would survive the journey back to civilization, and what would be | eft
to saveif shedid. Hedidn't think he could face another such decision.

He took too long working it out. It wasn't another child behind him. It was Harold Davids, and he
shot Babby in the back of the head.

Ginny Wilkinsslegswere gill moving, dill dowly thrashing and turning athousand milesfrom her
home and those who missed her, for several minutes after Robert Nygard was dead.

——O>—O>——O>—

Zandt was now obliviousto therain, and had run through the last house without looking in any of the
rooms. He was now just following thetrail of bones, and he hadn't said anything to me for five minutes.

| hurried after him. Thetrail was no longer playing with us, proudly showing uswhat we were amids,
but merdly leading us up the centre of the path. A small square, marked out in metacarpas, apatellainits
centre. A long snakelike line of vertebrae, laid out at two-foot intervals, in theright order, for dl | knew.
The Upright Man must have set most of thetrail well in advance, only adding thefirgt pile of ribs at the
last minute, when he knew we were here to be led. Therest of it had taken time, had been done with
care. Thekiller hadn't gotten us out of Davids's house for our sakes, but for his: he'd already prepared a
mesting, and he didn't want hiswork going to waste. He had, in one way or another, been directing our
behaviour for far longer than that.

Findly apair of clavicles, arranged in an inverted V, with the second femur used to turn it into an
arrow. An arrow that pointed up the last fork of the path, to a house thirty yards away.

| caught up with Zandt and grabbed him by the shoulder.

"Werenot going inthere,' | said.

Heignored me, shrugging off my hand and striding up the path to the steps that led up to the house's
terrace.

| grabbed hisarm. 'He's going to be waiting for us, John — you know that. He's areedy killed the girl
and he's going to kill us, and then helll go find the others and kill them too. | know you cared about this
girl but I'm not going to let you

Zandt swung round and smacked mein the face.

| fell heavily backward onto the wet path, more shocked than hurt, and began to wonder if | was
missing something. Zandt hadn't even seemed to see me, hadn't looked asif he had any ideawho | was.

| dipped and struggled to my feet, and ran after him.

Zandt walked heavily up the steps. Unlike the other houses, this had a door right in the centre of the
front eevation. The steps of the terrace led straight to it, asif pouring him down along, dark funnd. His
jaw seemed to want to retreat back into his neck, asif it was only the spasming of hisface and skin that
was kegping itin place.

There was something lying at the top of the steps.



Thistimel didn't try to grab hold of him, but waked beside, accompanying him. | wasonly astep
away when Zandt reached the fina piece of thetrail.

A girl's swester, now sodden with rain. But neetly folded, and with a name stitched into the front. The
sweater was a peach colour. The name was Karen Zandt.

35

Something told Ninanot to say anything. Not to make a sound when she heard the door to the lobby
softly open. Her chest hurt, and the pain was spreading through her body, grinding and clawing through
her scomach, down her right arm to where she held the gun. She didn't want to think about what it would
have been like had the bullet hit her lower down.

The door swished shut. A couple of footsteps and still nobody said her name. She knew then that
Bobby was dead. She couldn't see that part of the room without shoving herself up and turning her heed,
amovement that would have been both painful and fatally reveding. Shetried to sink into the big soft
chair. The footsteps continued, along with another sound. A rolling sound. Then something was put on
thefloor. It was quiet for amoment.

'I know you're here,' somebody said.

Nina's somach lurched, and she dmost said something. Almost confessed. Almost admitted that yes,
here she was, asfor awhile she had been made to do as achild. But that was along time ago, and now
her lips clamped shut and she gripped the gun astightly as she could. Her hand felt like it wasn't working
aswell asit should.

"They wouldn't have |eft Bobby here,' the voice said, 'unless there was someoneto look after.’

Footsteps. Exploratory. He didn't know where she was. But she'd be in here, and he'd do what he
had been told. He usualy had. Though on the outside he looked strong, capable, aleader, in redity he
had always followed. He had been guilty and trapped for so long, little €l se seemed to make sense.
Hopkinssfather had done that to him. Taken aquiet, reasonable life and turned it into amess. You
couldn't help liking Don, in the old days. Y ou were pulled in the dipstream. Y ou met at his house, drank
his beer, wound up with hisideasin your head. Wound up with alife you didn't recognize, and too old to
do much about it. Wound up hating the follower in yoursdlf, and knowing who to blame.

'Maybe you're dready dead,’ he said, 'but | don't think so. Anyway, | have to make sure.’

Ninatried to dip lower, but it hurt. And any move big enough to make a difference would make a
noise on the leather.

'‘Bobby's dead,’ the man said. His voice was old, but confident. It left no room for doubt. ‘And soon
the otherswill be. We could |leave you. But loose ends will be securdly tied, and that ismy job.'

The footsteps were now replaced by adiding sound, as the man carefully progressed afew inches at
atime, masking the direction of his approach. Ninawas so frightened she started to cry, an involuntary
response from deep inside and long ago, aresponse she wasn't even aware of .

She dowly pushed her left arm behind her, bracing it against the side of the seat. She pulled her feet
inward, amillimetre & atime. Her hand was shaking, and the nerves within her arm felt asif they wereon
fire" Anauspicious night to die,' the man said quietly. Hisvoice wasalittle closer now. Thisisnot the
end. Not at dl. Thisisanew beginning. A clean new world that startswith abang.' He laughed briefly.
‘Actualy, that's pretty good.'

The diding sound stopped.

Nina pushed with everything she had. Her body dumped forward out of the chair. She was awkward,
locked up, and toppled forward, crashing down onto the glasstable in front of her. She knew shed
screwed it up, but she now could see the shadow over to her right.



Davids nodded. 'Ah. Thereyou are.’
She hauled her hand up and pulled the trigger. Once, twice, three times.
Therewas only one shot in return, and it didn't hit her.

She waited a moment that lasted for ever, waited for the second shot. It didn't come. She pulled a
knee forward, pushed hersdlf up, turned.

Onthefloor six feet away was abody. Now that she was moving, the prospect of further movement
seemed amost credible, abeit bathed in a stunning white light of pain.

She planted her feet and tottered forward.

An old man with grey hair lay on the floor, he wasn't yet dead. She stood over him, bent at thewaist.
Harold Davids|ooked back up at her.

'Y ou make no difference,’ he said, and then was Slent.

Ninawasnt listening. She was looking at something that lay near the reception desk. Couldn't quite
make out what it was, so took afew steps forward.

It wasasmall drum. It had cable on it. Cable that had been linked to a set of connectors built into the
reception desk, and that then went out the door.

The start of anew world.

She leaned on the desk and looked over, but there was no sign of anything that would act as atrigger.
It had to be triggered from somewhere else.

Shemade it asfar asthe parking lot before one of her legs gave out, dropping her hard onto the
agphalt.

The new pain, along with the splattering of frigid rain bouncing back up into her face, was enough to
cut through her confusion. She started to crawl toward the car.

——O>——O>——O>—

| pulled Zandt back from going in the front door of the house. He was amost impossible to influence by
now, but | knew we shouldn't go in the front way. 1'd dready stopped him from going back to pick up
some of the bones, had to pull the man's head into mine and shout Sarah Becker's name, to remind him
there might still be someoneto find dive. It didn't really matter whether she was dead, not by this stage.
She was just someone we had to find. I'd changed my mind by now. We were going into the house.
Whatever happened. If the man was there, so much the better, but we had to walk the path to the end.

| pushed Zandt round the side of the house, where we found another door. It was locked. | wished
Bobby waswith us. He would have been able to open it quietly. | couldn't, so | warned Zandt with a
hand sign and then just kicked it open.

Weran in. Nobody was there to meet us. We swarmed left up a half-staircase toward the front of the
house, to where someone would have been waiting for us behind the main door. There wasno onein the
room, just abig old chair with its back to the door, and afancy bureau in a strange mottled wood. We
ran, covering each other, through alayout that was now familiar. Hesitated in the back reception. It was
dark and quiet and cold. But not utterly silent.

From above we heard asound. A thumping sound, muffled and distant.

We headed back around, through the kitchen, toward the central staircase. Upstairs there were four
bedrooms, rugs on the floor. Nothing there. Bathrooms. Nothing. Study. Nothing. But still this sound
from somewhere,



Back into thefirst bedroom. The sound was louder here. But now it seemed like it was coming from
downgtairs. Back into the second bedroom: the sound was quieter in here, but still sounded like it was
coming from downgtairs. | spun on the spot, gun waving, knowing that any moment someone was dueto
appear out of the shadows, that no one would have left atrap like this and not want to be there for the
springing of it.

Zandt ran back into the first bedroom, dropped to his knees on the floor. 'It's coming from under
here!

"We're on the second floor,' | hissed, but then | heard the sound again and knew he was right.

We pulled the rug aside. Floorboards. A smal hatch built into them. Zandt bloodied hisfingers
levering it up.

Undernegath, the face of agirl. Pale, gaunt. Her forehead was livid purple from banging it up against
the floor above her, for God knows how long. She was dive.

Sarah blinked. Degp in her mind it felt asif someone had lifted her head, raised it just enough that
water was no longer going in her nose. Her mouth moved.

Zandt put his hand down and stroked her face. He said her name again and she nodded, barely able
to move her head. Her eyeswere red and swollen. Zandt bent close. Shetried to speak again, and |
could just hear a croaking whisper.

'What's she saying?

"Watch out for knocking wood.' Zandt bent forward and pressed hisforehead againgt hers, asif he
was trying to pour warmth into it. The girl started to cry.

| jammed my hands under thelip of the boards at her neck and pulled. At first they didn't move. 'He's
nailed them down,' | said. 'Jesus wept. Help me, Zandt.'

They came up, but dowly and one by one. The girl tried to push, to help, but she was far too weak
and if she'd been able to do anything from her position she would have doneit long ago.

When the last two splintered off, Zandt reached down, dipped his hands under her back, and lifted
her up. He hauled her over his shoulder, and that's when she saw my face and started screaming.

——O>——O>——O>—

Nina had to stand up. She knew she had to stand. She couldn't reach the handle from down here, let
aone open it, never mind climb in. She had already noticed, from her very low vantage point, that the
cable Davids had been rolling now stretched right the way across the parking lot and into the other
building. The building where Bobby presumably lay. And she knew it would go out into the rest of the
compound, that thiswasthe final defence and perhaps more than that.

She rested her head on the asphdt again. Her right arm, the arm that had stood her in such good
stead al these years, that had done all the things she had asked of it, was now on strike. It was a part of
someone e se, someone who wasn't on her side and was not listening to what she said. It aternated
between fedling like awashing glove full of Jdll-o and aclaw made of charcod. Thiswas probably not a
good Sgn.

Nina swallowed twice, raised her head. The ground undernegth the car looked dry, drier at any rate
than everywhere e se. It was possible she could just crawl under there and rest for awhile. That's agood
idea, her body said, that'savery, very good idea. Even her right arm seemed to cometo life at the
prospect.

So sherolled onto her right elbow and lunged up with her left hand. The flash of pain spiked her mind
clear for asecond, and then suddenly she was on her feet. She fumbled at the door with her left hand,



couldn't work it, tried with her right — and was amazed that it did what she wanted. The door opened.

Shefdl forward, tried to pull hersdlf into the driver's seat. Couldn't do it. Pushed hersalf back onto
her feet, grabbed the whedl and stepped up. Thistime when shefell at least it was on the set.

She dragged herself more or less upright, pulled the door shut. Scrabbled for the keys.
They weren't there.

——O>——O>——O>—

‘John, listen to me,' | said. 'She's sick. She doesn't know what she's saying.'

Zandt backed down the stairs away from me, his gun steady in front. Sarah was sheltered behind him,
her arms|ooped tightly around hiswai<t, both for protection and to hold herself up. She sumbled, nearly
fell. Zandt had to turn to catch her, putting an arm around her shoulders and clamping her body to his.
She had stopped screaming now, but only because her voice had dried to arasp. The noise was il
thereinsde her own head.

| walked dowly down the steps toward them. My hands were held up, and | wastaking in alow,
camvoice.

‘| did not abduct her,' | said. 'l wasnot in SantaMonicaet thetime. | wasin SantaBarbara. | can
proveit. | have hotel receipts.

'It'sahalf-hour drive.

'l know, John. | know that. Soif | waslying, why would | tell the truth about that part?| could have
told you | wasin fucking Horida. John, what the hell isgoing on in your head?Y ou think 1'd come up
here with you, you think I'd be tracking down these people, if | was one of them?

Zandt reached the bottom of the stairs. Still supporting Sarah, who was il trying to hide behind him,
he backed across the wide corridor and toward the front reception room. This time they were going out
the front door.

Theres no telling what people will do,' Zandt said. ‘Including me. Make amove and I'll blow your
head off.’

It'snot me'
'She saysit is. She says you were there in SantaMonica.'

| stopped walking. 'Okay,' | said. 'Okay. Heré'swhat well do. I'll stay here. Y ou leave. Y ou get her
out, and then you come back for me, and well talk.'

I'll come back for you," Zandt said. 'But we won't talk.'

—— O —O>——O>—

Sarah felt hersdf falling, but the good man held her up again. Nokkon Wud was receding now. He was
staying at thefoot of the staircase. He was tricking them, she knew. He was making them think they
could get away, and then he/d come for them. He didn't have to walk. He could leap up through the roof
and into the sky. He could fly over peopl€e's houses, he could divein and kill them from above. He wasn't
norma. Hewasn't like anyone else.

Shetried to say thisto the good man, but it was too hard. Shetried to tell him to shoot Nokkon now,
but she couldn't and he didn't. He just kept carrying her, into the room at the front of the house. Sarah
didn't have any choice about where she went. Her legs weren't working. Shejust had to go where she



was taken.

— L LO>—O>—

Ninabeieved he wasn't going to be there. All the time she stumbled acrossthe lot, as she pushed open
the door to the lobby, as she navigated through the marooned hulks of oversized armchairs and settees,
Nina had haf-believed that Davids would have disappeared, that al she would find was an empty space
onthefloor. It didn't make any difference. She could not start the car without the keys. Either Bobby had
taken them or Davids had. She didn't know where Bobby was. She had to find Davids, and she had to
gart fromwhere hed falen.

And that's where he was. Hardly believing it, Ninareached down to go through his pockets. It would
be easier to knedl, but she feared that if she did that she'd never get up again. She'd been ableto get
across thelot and back into the building, but she didn't know how much she had left. She dipped her
hand into hisjacket.

His hand lashed out and grabbed hers. His mouth opened.
'Mary, he said.
She stared, terrified, at hisface. He pulled her and shefdll.

Her knee crashed straight into hisface. The neck twisted with a crunch, but she was barely aware of
this as her own head smacked into thefloor.

She scrabbled at the dippery floor, got no purchase, then redlized nothing was pulling at her. She
twisted round. Put her hand back in hisjacket. He didn't move.

She il had to find the keys. If that was the last thing she ever did, then so beit.

She found them in his right trouser pocket. Found three sets. Took them al. Sid aong the floor,
keeping asfar away from him as possible, until shewas by achair. Maybe the chair shed been lying in,
she thought, though she wasn't sure. That seemed quite awhile ago.

Triumphant with possession, it only took her thirty seconds to get to her feet. And then she went back
across the lobby, over the body of the dead policeman, through the door, and back out into the lot. Her
second wind was ebbing, and she knew it — not because she was hurting more, but because the pain
was being occluded from her. Blood loss and shock. Her body was pulling up the draw-bridge. It
needed its energy, and shewaswasting it.

She got to the car, grateful she hadn't shut the door. Pulled hersalf across onto a seat that was now
soaked with rain.

The second et of keyswent into the ignition. She closed the door only then, knowing she wouldn't
have to go find Bobby.

The engine caught on thefirgt turn, and she blessed Ford and their wily little car makers. It wasn't like
when she was young. Then you had to coax them into life, and asaresult you loved them and gave them
names. Come rain, come shine, these days the things dways sarted. Y ou didn't have to name them to
make them work. All you had to do was know where you were going.

Sherested her head on the whed!, just for a second, and felt hersalf blacking out. Jerked back up, put
the car in reverse and kangarooed back ten yards.

Then shoved it into Drive, put her foot right down, and drove Straight at the fence.

——O>——O>——O>—



| kept my word, though | was afraid and confused and didn't want to be left donein the house. | stayed
at the bottom of the sairs, staring at athick cable running up it, until | heard Zandt's voice from the front
room.

'Oh Jesus Chrigt," he said, and the girl managed another scream. There was a clunking sound. | ran.

In the front room asingle lamp was now on, casting asallow glow by thewindow. The girl was
scrunched up in the corner, making mewling sounds. Zandt was on his back on the floor, hisgun lying
yards away. The cop had avery bizarre expression on hisface.

Standing over him was a man with agun. The gun was pointing right at Zandt's head.

'Get away from him,' | shouted, arms straight and my own gun ready. 'Get the fuck away.'
'Or what? said the man, without even looking. 'Or what?

‘Or I'll blow your fucking heed off.’

'Y ou think? The man finaly turned to me. 'Hey, Ward, he said. 'Long time no see.’

| saw my own face. Theworld tilted, flipped away.

Hishair waslonger, and adightly different colour, dyed a brighter blond. There was something shifted
about hisfeatures, but nothing more than the impact of being enlivened by adifferent mind. If you'd seen
my face on some days, in some Stuations, it would have looked the same. Other than that there was no
difference. Even our build was exactly smilar. | blinked.

‘Right,’ The Upright Man nodded affably. 'So — you think you can do it now? Kill the only blood
relaive you ever had? Hisfinger tightened on the trigger of hisgun. 'I'm genuindly interested to know,
and don't let thefact you'll be killing John, too, influence your decisionin any way.'

He turned his attention back to Zandt. 'Said I'd give her back, sooner or later. He swung akick at
Zandt'sface.

Theimpact jerked Zandt's head back so vicioudy that for amoment | thought his neck would be
broken. | tried to pull thetrigger. But | couldn't.

'Y ou killed one of my co-workers, fuckhead,’ The Upright Man continued. 'Y ou put away men better
than you. Just so you know, | tried to change Karen. For along time. It didn't work. So | boiled her. But
now | give her back. Did you like the 'ddivery’ outsde?

Zandt rolled his neck, sniffed againgt the pain. 'l don't care what you cdl yoursdlf, he said. Hisvoice
wasflat. 'I never have. Shoot the fucker, Ward.'

My mouth was open, and theinsdeswere dry. My arms were not trembling, but locked like stone. It
wasimpossibleto move my fingers. | felt like | was missing the back of my heed, asif | only lived in my
eyes.

The Upright Man saw me staring, grinned. 'Weird, huh? We got alot to talk about,' he said. 'Buit |
know you're going to be alittle wigged out, and actually we need to be leaving. Asagesture of good
faith to you I'm going to leave one of these two pieces of shit dive. Y ou get to choose one, and whack
the other. Y ou done nowhere near enough killing yet, my man. We need to get you up to speed.’

TheFBI isontheway, | said. My voice sounded vague and quiet and hollow, even to myself.
'Don't think so," The Upright Man said, confidently. "'They were coming, they'd be with you.'
'‘Why did you do it? Why did you kill my parents?

"They weren't your parents, fuckhead. 'Y ou know that. They killed our father and screwed up our
lives. We should have been together, right from the start. Think what we could have done by now. The
Straw Men got the money, bro, but we got the blood. We're pure. We're the heart of everything. We're
what istrue’



——O>——O>—O>—

Lying in the corner, Sarah's hands were over her ears and her eyes were screwed shut. She could il
hear the man's voice. His hateful, hateful voice, the voice she had heard going on and on, saying thing
after thing after thing until she thought it was that which would kill her in the end, not the hunger; that
sooner or later he would say something and her head would just plit rather than hear any more.

'My adviceisyou kill John here," Nokkon was saying. 'He's got nothing left to live for anyhow. And
that way you get to keep the girl. She'skind of scuffed up, but hey — we could have some fun.’

Sarah opened her eyes.
'Shoot him, Ward,' the man on the floor said. 'Just shoot him.'

"Y ou're beginning to piss me off, John," Nokkon said, kicking him again. 'Y ou too, Ward. It'stimeto
move on. My work on thismountain isdone. It'stimeto fly.'

Sarah was confused. The man sheldd thought might be her father wasn't, and he was lying on thefloor.
The other man... shedidn't know who hewas. A mirror man.

Nokkon talked to the mirror man, who wasn't moving. ‘Come on, man, let's get this done. Whack the
fuck. Y ou know you want to. Y ou've killed before. That's not an accident.’

Nokkon pointed his gun at the head of the man on the floor. He was going to kill him and fly. Hed
said asmuch. And if the man on the floor wasn't her father, then her father might be at home with her
mother and sister. But the thing was, their home had aroof. And if the house had aroof then Nokkon
could fly through it, and if he'd do dl thisto her then there was no telling what held do to them.

Sarah did her hands off her ears. They weren't blocking anything anyway.

It'sin your blood," Nokkon was saying. 'l know you read the Manifesto. Y ou've read it, and you'll
know it'strue’

It's bullshit,' the man called John said. Nokkon'sfoot lashed out immediately, somping down on his
hand.

'Ward, I'm rescinding my offer,’ the devil said, hisvoicefor thefirst timelessthan steady. 'Y ou want
to kill anyone, it's going to have to be her. Thisguy's been minefor along while.!

Helined the gun straight at Zandt'sface.
But then hishead jerked upright. Asif hearing something outside the house.
Sarah didn't even think. She leaped out of the corner.

—— O O>—O>—

| saw the girl shoot up from nowhere. Her Body wasn't up to it, and the forward thrust was
compromised before she was even fully on her feet. But the momentum drove her over Zandt'sfeet and
barrdlling straight into The Upright Man. He toppled over backwards, swatting at the girl's bony heed, at
teeth that weretrying to fasten on hisface.

One good crack across the eyes and she was falling backward, but the spell on me had been broken.
| fired once, missing him, but then Zandt was on top of him and | couldn't shoot again.

The two men rolled across the floor, kicking, punching. | stood ready to one Side, waiting for aclear
shot | believed | would take, which | knew | must take at any cost. Then | heard the noise from outside,
the sound of athrashed motor, of ahorn being hit again and again. Bobby, thank Christ.



| saw thegirl, lying still on thefloor, blood flowing out of her nose. | ran to her, knowing thiswould
have been Zandt's choice of priority. | pulled her upright with an arm round her ssomach, stumbled
toward the front door.

Y anked it open to be bathed in light. | couldn’t work out what the fuck and then redlized it wasthe
headlights of the car I'd rented from the airport the day before.

| pulled the girl down the steps beside me, wondering what the hell Bobby was playing at but blessing
hisvery soul. Then | redized there was only one person in the car and it wasn't him but the FBI agent and
that she looked like degth.

| ran round to her window. "Where's Bobby?

'Getin,' wasdl shesaid. 'Isthat her?

'Y es. Where's Bobby?

'Where's Zandt?

'He'singde. Will you tel me where the fuck Bobby is?

'‘Bobby's dead,’ she screamed. 'Davidskilled him. I'm sorry, Ward, but get John, please, weve got to
go. Thewhole compound iswired and we have to go.’

Cables. All over the place.

| yanked open the back door and pushed the girl in as gently as| could. Left the door open and
sprinted back to the front of the house, shouting out Zandt's name.

Thinking: Bobby's dead.

In the front room there was no one. Zandt's gun wasn't lying on the floor any more. | ran through the
house, till shouting, gun out in front, enough of my head gtill stuck in theworld of two minutes ago to be
running hot with shame. | hadn't doneit, hadn't shot my brother. But | could do it now. | knew | could. |
could do it now.

I heard the sound of running from behind and to the side and swerved to pelt into the back reception
area. Zandt came hurtling across the room at me. | remembered at the last minute and shouted, 'It's me,
John, it'snot him, it'sme’

Zandt's face was running with blood. He stopped, gun an inch from my heed, trigger already
half-pulled.

'Look at the clothes, John, look at my fucking clothes.’

A beat, and then Zandt shoved me aside and tried to run past. | grabbed him round the neck.

'Nina's outside. Bobby's dead. We've got to go.'

Zandt e bowed mein the ssomach, knocking me backward. | grabbed him again, yanked hishead in
tight, screamed at him.

"The whole place iswired. We don't go, he's going to get usdl. HE'sgoing to get Sarah.’

Zandt'srigidity flexed for asplit second, and | hauled him into the front room. Pulled him backward
acrossit to the front door, back into the light flooding through it.

Outsde Ninawas revving the engine, but still Zandt tried to resst, fighting like abear againgt thearm
looped round his neck. For asecond | thought | might have seen a shadow flit across one of the
doorways back inside the house, but it was soon gone.

When we were outside Zandt seemed to redlize there were other people in the world, seemed for a
moment to see awindow through which there was something other than the man he had to kill. | shoved
him at the car, stooping to pick something up off the ground.

Zandt climbed unwilling into the back, shouting and swearing, banging the back of the seet in front of



him with hisfists. Ninahad dumped sideways, hdf into the passenger sedt. | got in the driver's door and
pushed her across, strapped her in.

| found the gas pedd, jammed my foot down asif trying to stand up. The car fishtailed backward on
thewet grassand | pulled it round. Ninawas banged into her door, and started moaning, rhythmically but
quigtly.

‘Brace Sarah,' | yelled back to Zandt, pulling my seetbelt on, and then we were hurtling back down
through The Halls, flashing past dl the quiet houses with their treasures.

I thought I could hear bones crunching under the tyres, but that must have been in my mind and |
hoped Zandt did not hear it, too. | hoped aso that | did not seewhat | thought | saw, for an ingtant: the
slhouettes of asmall group of people stlanding up on the ridge of the hill surrounding the pasture, looking
down on us.

Wewere going too fast. | couldn't really have seen it. When | glanced back, they were gone.

| @med at the hole Nina had made on theway in, and dmost madeit. Boards flew past the
windshield. Worse was a bad tearing noise from where the chassis took a hit from one of the posts on
the other side, but the car kept on going. It nearly rolled in the left turn out of the lot and | thought
everything had beenin vain, but | got the whedl's down again and took off down the drive, under the gate,
and then right into the road out of the mountains. | nearly totaled the vehicle again immediately just
around the turn, where Harold Davids had stashed his car, but managed to skid around it. A series of
hairpins, picking up speed, until afind long straight run down toward the stand of treesthat shielded the
road. | didn't even try to make thisturn, knew in advance it wasn't going to happen, and steered instead
through the trees, finding gaps large enough to get the car through, aiming us bumping and shuddering out
the other side onto the grass. Somewhere between there and the road aflint took out one of the back
tyres, and dl | could do wastry to stop the car rolling as it bounced and skidded down the fina dopeto
smash through the low barricade with a scream of shearing metd.

The car kated acrosstheicy road and clear off the other sdeinto the Gallatin River, running shalow
and fast and cold. There was amoment of stillness, in which we redlized we were fill dive, and then the
entireworld seemed to explode.

Slumped as | was, bent over and twisted round, all | could see was anew sun of light, bursting out of
the mountainslike the dawn.

Houma, Louisiana

Thisisasmall motel, and has no room service. | have asmal room, out on the end of an arm of equally
smal rooms gretching out from adusty office, whichissmall. Thetdevisonisold and shit. Thereis
water in the swvimming pool, but no oneisswimminginit. Least of dl me.

Tomorrow morning, early, | will move on. | can remember the name of the town where Bobby's
mother lives, and have vague memories of him describing the street where he grew up. | think | might be
abletofindit. | would liketo be ableto tell her about her son. What he waslike, how good aman he
was, and how he died. Perhaps | will even find the graveyard where hisfather liesburied, and tell him,
too. It'sthe only memoria my friend will ever have.

——O>——O>——O>—

Tendaysago | sat in acar in Santa Monica and watched as John and Ninawalked agirl up to afront
door. Sarah was holding one of each of their hands: Nina'sleft, as her right wasin ading. Sarah was ill
very pae and weak, but looked alot better than she had when we got her and Ninato the hospita in
Utah. The medic on duty wanted to cal the cops. From what he could tell, Sarah had been fed nothing



but water laced with lead and a variety of other chemicals, some of them biologica agents of atype
associated with gene therapy. What was supposed to have been achieved by this, apart from acute
poisoning, he wasn't prepared to even speculate. John knew, however, just as he now understood that
— had they read the evidence properly — the bodies of The Upright Man's other victims showed similar
attemptsto create someone like himself through head trauma and sexual violence.

Ninaused her badge, preventing the scene from going nationwide. The doctors checked Sarah and
Ninain for aweek, but the next morning John and | came and stole them both away. Y es, they ill
needed trestment. But staying in one place was too much of arisk. Zandt called Michagl Becker to let
them know he was coming, and then we got in the car and drove.

We headed straight down through Utah, Nevada, and Caiforniaand then across LA to Santa
Monica, Zandt and | taking turns. Though she dept most of theway, | got to know Sarah alittle. She
waskind, and said | was very different, which helped. Intime | believe shelll be okay, and I'll persondly
lay abet that next time she's alady who dines out (probably round about the year 2045, if her father has
anything to do with it), shelll be having not a Cobb salad but a burger just the way she wantsit.

When they'd reached the step of the Beckers house, Ninalet go of Sarah's hand and rang the
doorbell. They looked like a painting for amoment, and then the door opened and there was aflurry of
lovethat | had to look away from. | stared straight out of the windshield for awhile, remembering the
girl'slast wordsto me.

When | looked back Ninawas walking toward the car, her head down. Zandt was till with the
Beckers. Sarah findly let go of him and went to her parents. Michael Becker shook Zandt's hand and
something passed between them, though | don't know what.

John stepped back and let the family go back insde. He stood there for alittle while, even after the
door was closed. And then he walked back up the path and got in the car and we drove away. Heis
down in Foridaat the moment, visting hisex-wife.

When | saw hisreaction to the sweater, | wished | had picked up one of the bonesinstead. | wasn't
thinking clearly — it was an unconscious reaction, aredization that he might want something brought
back out of the mountains. | guess a bone would have been better, something that had once genuinely
been apart of her. But | think the sweater will give them closure enough. We arranged that we will meet
againin awhile. We have each other's cell numbers. He appears not to hold against me the fact that |
was unableto usemy gunin The Hdls.

But any such reunion should wait for awhile, | think. | hope his priority ismeeting back up with Nina,
after she has cleared her stuff out of LA. Seeing the two of them standing together on that doorstep, |
saw something that | hope they come to understand. They're already together.

—— O —O>—O>—

For long periodswhile I'm driving | find mysdlf staring straight ahead. Not seeing what's beyond the
glass, just dlowing rushing images to run through my head like astrip of film. Sometimes| think about
The Straw Men, trying to work out what's true and what's not. | want to believe that what underlies al of
thisis something more intangible than The Human Manifeto: that the ideas withinit aremerely a
psychotic'sway of explaining away the divisons that we seem addicted to. But then it occursto me that
the book many claim asthefirst novel, Danid Defoe's A Journal of the Plague Years, waswrittenin the
aftermath of adisease that swept the whole of Europe, and could have been blamed on the way we live
together, cheek by jowl; and that our mgjor forms of entertainment, film and television, both burst into
true flower immediately after world wars. | begin to wonder if fictional landscapes and aspirationa
schemes became important as soon aswe started to live together in towns and cities, and if thisexplains
the birth of organized religions at about the same time. The more crowded our way of living, the more



interdependent we are, the more important our dreams have become— almogt asif dl of thisisthereto
bond us together, to help us aspire to something missing, and so to edge ustoward a humanity thet is
more than being merely human. Now the Internet is spanning the globe, knitting everyone tighter till, and
| wonder if it can be acoincidence that it does so just as we have listed our genetic code, and are Sarting
to tinker with it. The closer were brought together, the more we seem to need to understand what we
are. | do hope we know what we're doing with our genes, and that when we start to take out the parts
that seem like faults, like imperfections, we're not removing the things that make usviable. | hopeitisour
future, and not our past, that makes the decisions. And | hope that now, when | realize something is
missing in my life, | will continueto searchfor it; evenif | know that it may only be apromise, and not
redlly thereto befound at al. Otherwise we become men of straw, women of shadow, left standing in
empty fields where not even the birds come; waiting for an endless summer, when winter isdready here.
Given how we live, so far from what was once true, it's bewildering that we cope aswell aswe do. We
dream our dreamsto keep us sane, and aso to keep us alive. Asmy father once said, it's not a case of
winning, but of believing that there's something there to be won.

Often | think about him, and my mother, two people who are not here any more. Their deaths, like
any deaths, are not something that can be made better. Y ou cannot catch death and teach it alesson, just
as you cannot catch unhappiness, or disappointment, and as we have not caught The Upright Man or the
group he has cometo lead. Perhaps we will someday, perhaps not. Maybe someone like them will
awaysbethere. It'simpossibleto tell right now, just as a the moment | do not know whether the timed
destruction of The Halswas merdly awholly successful attempt to destroy dl its evidence, or whether
the explosion was supposed to trigger the vast pool of molten rock that is gathering force benegth
Y dlowstone— and so annihilate our culture, and the farms of the Western world, returning usto the way
of lifethat The Straw Men so revere. Returning us, or taking us onwards, into theruins.

Ninathinks so, from something she heard Davids say: she believesthat The Straw Men have
convinced themsalvesthat they are the better hunter-gatherers, that their wedlth has come from some
inner 'purity’, rather than fate, that they will prevall in any conditions. | don't know. It's not something |
can discuss with anyone now.

The message was delivered to the hotel where | was staying in Los Angeles, the day after Sarah
Becker was returned. It was from my brother. | don't know how he found me. An hour later | left the
hotel, and | haven't ssopped moving since.

The message took the form of avideotape. Thefirst portion had been recorded since | had met him.
Hewas clearly very angry, but had evidently not given up dl hope of a rapprochement. Hefilled mein
on some of the time we had not shared. His discovery on the streets of San Francisco, ababy boy with
nothing to identify him except aname sewn into his swegter. Foster homes, afirst murder. A period
about which he was vague. His eventua work as a procurer for the rich and sociopathic, his discovery of
alink between hisemployers and his past, his acceptance within ahidden group and first triumphina
McDondd'sin asmdl town in Pennsylvaniain 1991. The move into his own experimentsin accelerated
evolution through violence and abuse, the plan to create a pure bride with whom to create anon-vira
grain. A plan he spoke of with an emotion that sounded unpleasantly like love.

Therest of thevideo is harder to describe. There is something very disturbing about it, and not just
because of its subject matter or the implications of its existence. Seeing what looks like mysdlf, in those
positions and doing those things, islike having accessinto adark dream world, a place where whéat |
believe mysdlf to beis negated, and | become the person | hope | am not. All Bobby and | ever saw
were blurred long shots. The Upright Man, or Paul, as| suppose | should cal him, had made sure that
there was crystal-clear tape of him &t every one of those events. Tape taken by himsalf. Of him standing,
amiling, in burning parking lots, of him laying cables and planting bombs, of him in dark roomswith
scapegoats in America, England and Europe, giving them guns and plans. Of him squatting naked over
the eviscerated bodies of young people known to be missing. Of him eating things.



And thus, of me doing them. Of me at the top of atowering pyramid of guilt, half an hour of evidence.

Even the tape he sent isno use to me. | can't go to anyone with it, and not just because the police of
Dyersburg and probably Montanaas awhole have joined the list of people | need to avoid. All the tape
doesisimplicate me. Thereisno record of me having atwin. Theré's no record of me at al, except
what's on the tape and insde my head.

Before she got out of the car in Santa Monica, Sarah Becker leaned across and said something
quietly tome.

"You haveto doit,' shesaid. 'Only you can kill Nokkon Wud.'
She'sright. | can't do anything except what he wants meto do. | can't do anything except go find him.

—— O O>—O>—

In the meantime, as| clock up the miles, kegping on the move, | listen to past voices and think of things
that were once done for me, the lovethat | was given. | don't know the answer to the question of what
I've become, and perhaps never will; but | know at least that it is not as bad asit could have been. The
note my father left for me, saying they weren't dead, remainstrue in ways he never intended. They never
will bewhilel am dive. | wish | could have known them better, but like al such wishesits essenceis not
only that it cametoo late, but that it would never have been early enough.

Theimage of them | remember most of dl isonel never saw, except through the medium of a
televison screen. A young couple, both holding pool cues, with their backsto the cameraand anam
round each other. And when they turned, how my father grinned, and flipped hisfinger at the camera,
and how my mother stuck her tongue out.

And later, how she danced.
THE END
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