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CHAPTER 1



TUESDAY

5:40 A.M.

I grew up in San Francisco, but I’d never noticed this Victorian, much less its turret roof, thrust out thirty-five feet above Broadway. Now, in the eternity between taking position on the steep tiles and getting the cue for my stunt, I was noticing it plenty. The crew had coated the tiles with stickum, but before I could get my feet in place the fog had washed them slick. My legs bowed, feet curling around the curve of the roof, jamming against the tiles. I pressed and released my toes to keep the soles from going numb. A rust-eaten weather vane jerked in the wind; I used it for balance, but it would never hold my weight.

Below, the marquee lights of the strip joints flashed red-bulbed nipples on watermelon breasts. Headlights swept left as cars swung into the detour around the camera crane and the scurrying crews. The first unit—the director, actors awaiting their shot at the post-dawn light—were out of the makeup wagon and gathered around the lunch cart on the sidewalk half a block east. The second unit—the stunt crew—director, other stunt doubles, special effects guys—kept their distance. They would have watched the run-through on this stunt last night when the catcher bag spit Jenny Chin back up and onto the sidewalk. They must have heard the crack when her kneecap shattered. Heard her scream and then the roar of the ambulance racing from the corner where another one now stood.

My hand tightened on the useless weather vane. Maybe Jenny Chin hadn’t run a gauge on the catcher bag’s pressure; she could have miscalculated the blowup ratio for her weight. I’m careful, meticulous. I wanted to believe she wasn’t, that the error had to be hers, not caused by a cheap bag, a bad gauge, or shoddy tie-downs I hadn’t even been able to see in the dark.

“Too late now!” I said aloud to buoy myself. But I heard the quiver in my voice. The director called me to replace Jenny because of my reputation from East Coast and L.A. jobs, right? Not because I was new on the books back here in the city I’d left as soon as I could get out. Not because, like coming back home, I had no choice.

Already the nightlife quality of the street was fading; in ten minutes it would be dawn and the illusion of dusk we were creating would no longer be possible. We had one take for this gag. No way could I afford to blow it off. Nor end up like Jenny Chin.

“Two minutes!” the director called.

The wind snapped the short kimono I was wearing against my icy legs. Concentrate! Don’t think! Not about San Francisco. Not about steering clear of it. Not about coming back here where every street held memories of Mike; not about his leaving. Focus on the gag. Nothing else.

I stared down. The thirty-five-foot fall would take 1.4755 seconds, barely time to throw myself heels over head, flail for the camera, and stretch out horizontal, spine down to hit the bag and spread the force of impact throughout maximum body surface. Come down curled and you take it fully on your spine—or your head. I brought every bit of my attention inward, mentally ran through the gag, felt my legs pushing off hard, feet pulling free of the gunk on the tiles, the dive into the header toward the bull’s-eye on the bag, the twist and stretch. I could feel my back land softly on the bag, could feel a smile spread, could hear the applause of the second unit gang.

“One minute!”

A minute is an eternity when you’ve done everything already.

The icy wind snapped the gold silk against my ribs and turned the black strands of my wig to razors. Down below, the grips pushing props and hauling dollies pulled up fast. Cameramen shifted behind their lenses. The gaffer switched on the overhead spot on the crane, turning the street black and white. Broadway was dead still: no traffic, no sound. Two blocks away south of me, on a futon above the Barbary Coast Zen Center, my Zen teacher, Leo Garson, was sleeping. He couldn’t bear the thought of watching me fall.

I made one final spot check for the red bull’s-eye in the middle of the bag, then cut my eye-line to the ground. From now on I’d look only outward. Walling out all thoughts, in that endless minute I stared straight ahead to Pacific Avenue, spotting the zendo by its curlicued roof.

“Twenty seconds, Darcy!” the director yelled.

He cued for lights and camera. A gust shook the turret. I grabbed, steadied, straightened up. A huge spotlight began a circle that would end on the turret and be my cue to move. The light, ten times brighter than day, panned across the street along the empty roofs of the Broadway strip joints, the bookstores and offices and decorators’ shops on Pacific Street, on a corner of the roof of the Barbary Coast Zen Center.

Lit up a man walking across that roof.

A tall, thin man with red, curly hair like my own.

Mike, my brother, who’d been missing for 11 years.

“Mike! Omigod, Mike!” I pushed off to catch him before he vanished. My foot burned and hit air. I froze, panicked. I jolted back, lurched for the weather vane, grabbed it with both hands. It shook, bent. I pushed my foot hard into the tiles, willing the stickum to hold. A gust flung me to the side. Sweat ran down my back, down my legs, over my feet. I was shaking all over.

“Ten seconds!”

Forget Mike! Concentrate on the gag! But I peered into the dark for the zendo roof. The light had moved away. Mike couldn’t have been there, but—

The spotlight slapped my arm. I jolted. I wasn’t ready, wasn’t set. I’d forgotten all about the gag. Thirty-five-foot fall. What was I …

The camera was on me! No time to recheck—the light steamed my skin.

1.4755 seconds, the time it takes to snap your fingers. I pushed off hard. The run-through in my memory took over. Silence was thick around me; the light walled off my eyes. For an instant I floated in that magic moment of fullness that mysteriously lures one to jump.

The moment vanished. I plunged, my head straight down. The red circle on the bag raced up toward me. Air slammed my face. I flailed my legs and arms for the camera, pulled my body the way it was supposed to be. Had to be. Hair whipped my face, covered my eyes; I squinted through it, ready to hit the mark I couldn’t see. To hit it dead-on perfect.

The bag was like cement. It slammed my shoulder. I bounced. My feet were in air; I wasn’t in the bag! I was on the edge. Flying off the edge like Jenny Chin. I crashed onto the sidewalk. Pain shot through me, walled out the world. It was all I could do to breathe. I couldn’t feel my legs, my shoulder, my back, nothing but the tsunami of pain. Noise splattered. Someone was yelling.

“What?” I forced out.

“Are … you … okay?” a male voice yelled in my ear.

“Yeah.” I was using every speck of air that hadn’t been knocked out of me. My feet burned; my legs felt like crumbling cement. I doubled over, couldn’t straighten up. Needed air. My lungs ached. Red dripped from my shoulder. I breathed in as hard as I could, commanded myself to straighten up. “I’m fine.” A gofer threw a blanket over my shoulders.

“You nearly missed it!” The second unit director’s voice seared with blame.

“Like Jenny Chin?” I was in his face. “Your stunt double blows out her kneecap. Your replacement does it spot-on and gets tossed onto the sidewalk. You looking for blame, Sparto, get yourself a mirror!”

Robin Sparto was a little wiry man with a pale mouth that couldn’t decide which way to shift. In another second it’d stretch into outrage. But I’d be out of here then. So much for this job I thought I couldn’t afford to blow.

He made some crack about me and the cable car leap, but I didn’t have time to deal with that. A cab was about to take the detour. I hailed it and ran.

I had to have imagined Mike up there on the roof. He’d been out of my life more than twenty years. I couldn’t let him disappear again.


CHAPTER 2



“Which airport?” the cabby asked as I threw myself into the back.

“Just go!”

He shot forward, screeching to a stop at the light.

“Hey, lady, you okay?” He turned full around, a big, round-faced guy who looked like his other job was as a bouncer, like “okay?” meant “able to pay?”

“I’m fine. Drop me at Pacific and Sansome.”

“What about the airport?”

“Just go!”

“A two-block fare! Hey, I gotta make a living.”

“From all the fares you rejected at this hour?”

“You coulda walked!”

Mike was getting away! “Get going, dammit!”

He pulled a right and launched the cab downhill on Battery, like a sequence out of Bullitt. “San Francisco!”

I’m pretty sure I heard him mutter the old local saw about the nuts rolling west, but I ignored it, too busy yanking sweats and sandals out of my bag, jamming legs into pants as we screeched furiously around corners. “Next block, stop!”

He hit the gas, flying west on Pacific, coming violently to a pause at the corner before jolting across Sansome.

I pulled on my sweatshirt. “Middle of the block, the building with the curved roof.”

“The old Baytown bordello?” His grin told me he’d watched me dressing in the rearview. Big surprise. What did I expect when I’d hopped in wearing the world’s shortest kimono? “Wait for me.” I thrust a twenty at him, leapt out, and raced across the sidewalk into a courtyard, eyeing the brick building for stairs to the roof. None. Had to be inside.

The wooden door was huge, like the entrance to a medieval fortress. Without hope, I yanked. It popped open. I ran inside, into an alcove. The room ahead was big, empty, shiny-floored. Stairs led up from the alcove. In two bounds I took the six steps to the landing, pushed off, raced on up to a small hallway with doors on three sides. Leo’s boots were outside one.

It wasn’t Leo I was after. I pulled open other doors—kitchen, bathroom, empty room with a window at the far end, the street side. I shoved the window full open and swung out onto the ledge. Above me was the sharp curve of the roof. I leapt, caught the corner, hauled myself up far enough to see that the space was empty, as I’d known all along it would be.

Mike wasn’t there.

I’d deluded myself, just as I had dozens of times in a dozen cities when I’d spotted lanky guys with dark red curly hair, who pushed off with each step the way he did, red-headed men who wrapped an arm across a woman’s back and gave her shoulder that special little pat, only to turn around and once again disappoint me with the face of a stranger.

What did you expect? I asked myself, as I stared at the empty roof. Still, I was crushed. I was also stupid, and hanging over the edge of a roof two stories above the sidewalk. The cabdriver was yelling at me.

The roof behind the façade was plain tar and gravel. Stubbornly, I hoisted myself over the edge and up onto the highest point where I could see other roofs. But there was no red-haired man loping away. Clinging to the last frayed thread of hope, I eyed Pacific Avenue east and west. Nobody in sight. No one but the irate cabbie, that is. Not even a moving vehicle or a lit shop sign. Just one dark window after another.

The man who could have been Mike was gone. He’d had plenty of time to climb down and walk away or drive off before I got here. If he’d been on the roof at all. Spotting him had been so far-fetched, even I couldn’t really believe it. If Mike were beside me now, he’d be laughing at his kid sister. “Always were into happy endings, weren’t you, Darce? No wonder you want to be a stunt coordinator—control the great illusion.” He’d be nudging me, laughing louder, assuring me everything was possible.

The fire escape of the neighboring building was in the back, an easy swing from this roof. So now there was not even a question of how anyone could have gotten up here. I clunked down the metal stairs, stuck with the less-than-comforting knowledge that I would repeat this chase some other year in some other town. I rounded the rear corner of the building into a brick courtyard. The cabbie was still screaming.

I ran toward him. “Did you see a man leave the building?”

“I been watching for you! Your twenty, lady, it’s gone, and the meter’s ticking. I should have left you hanging out the window.”

“No one came out of the building?”

“Not that I saw, but like I say, you were grabbing all my attention throwing yourself out the window. I thought I was going to have to scrape you off the sidewalk.” He took the bill I was holding out, a second twenty, and said, more calmly, “You’re not the first.”

“To jump here?”

“It’s a real bad vibe place. Jumpers, you hear about them. One was a whore who hit head first, but that was over a hundred years ago. The building was saloon downstairs, cribs above.”

I laughed. It was all too familiar. Growing up in the city, I’d heard plenty about the days when law stopped well east of California, and the Barbary Coast was notorious for separating men from their money. “Are you in this area a lot?”

“Yeah, sure.”

“Have you seen a guy who looks like me? But older, mid-forties. About six foot.”

He stared at me, paused. “That color red hair, that dark?”

I nodded.

“Maybe.”

“Maybe?” Maybe? My breath caught. Maybe, really? “Either you’ve seen him or not.”

He waited a beat, still watching me. “I’ll let you know.” He dipped his big bald head and swung into the cab. “Bad vibes.”

I grabbed his shoulder. “You know who I’m talking about!”

“I didn’t say that.” He smacked the door shut. “I’ll be back, don’t worry.”

He’d all but copped to it. What was he hiding? It was all I could do not to try to shake it out of him. But I’d lost leads, or strangers I mistook for leads, before by losing control. I took a breath and went with what would keep him here. “Bad vibes? What does that mean?”

His hand was on the ignition key, but he stopped before turning it, and for the first time really seemed to be thinking. “You part of this Zen group?”

“Yes.” I released his shoulder.

“You do exorcism?”

“No, that’s Catholics.”

“Too bad.”

“Why?”

“It’s not just old-time stuff. A fellow had a heart attack right in the middle of the day. Jeweler. Customers in the shop. Splat. Dead.”

“People die.” This was his big bad vibe?

“Then the next tenant’s partner sold everything—business, house, car—out from under him. First sign that gave him a clue was when the rent check bounced. After that it all went south.”

“Double crosses.” I shrugged. And him seeing a guy who could be Mike, that would turn out to be as much nothing.

“So then,” he went on, ignoring me, “the place sat empty till now, windows boarded up, and you could hear weird noises inside, and there were snakes coming out of it.”

“Oh, please! Save it for the tourists! I don’t have time for this!”

I’d barely finished when he hit the ignition and sped off toward Columbus Avenue. My twenty, of course, was still in his hand. I stood in the empty street, fuming at him, at me, and, suddenly, freezing.

Dawn was easing into the cold fog of this February day. There was a cement bench across the courtyard. I sat, trying to block out my memories by imagining snakes pouring out of the big double doors, but it was useless. All I could think of was my brother, Mike, who had walked out of the house one day at the age of twenty, when I was sixteen, and had never come back. He’s abandoned me to a life with his ghost. I couldn’t—wouldn’t—imagine him dead, unable to conceive of anything that would justify a decision to slam the door on his entire family, on me, his confidante. I read every story about amnesia victims, lapped up the hope. I had called red-haired strangers, flown across country on an hour’s notice to find one who’d been released after fifteen years in a federal lockup, I’d hired a detective, and, after a few years, another. The only endings were dead ends. Above all I had avoided returning home to San Francisco, where memories of Mike might come around any corner but he never would.

But it was Leo, Garson-roshi, my Zen teacher, who rounded the gate from the street. He stood in the dim light, smiling. “Where have you been, Darcy? When you jumped off that turret—”

“You came to the shoot?” The shoot seemed ages ago. “You told me you couldn’t bear to watch.”

“I can’t. But I did, anyway. The guy beside me—he was lugging some equipment—almost slapped a hand over my mouth when you jumped. Good move, too. I groaned so loud you’ll hear it on the soundtrack.”

“I wasn’t in any danger. I know what I’m doing.”

“But I don’t.” He had a habit of almost winking that conveyed a meaning, often a joke beneath the obvious, one that was shared with his listener. I wondered if he had any sense of what an intimate gesture it was, and how much more was suggested by it than he intended. He was a gentle man who could spark fury in others. No one seeing him for the first time would have called him handsome. His features were too large for his face, his ears a bit pointed, which, with his shaved head, gave him a slightly extraterrestrial air. His thin form under his jacket hid the musculature honed during six years of country monastery life. That toughness was obvious only in his gnarled hands. The effect of it all was that no one hesitated to approach him about their problems; they just didn’t quite believe he’d have an answer.

I couldn’t help thinking he seemed so out of place in the city, like an actor who’d walked onto the wrong set. I’d known him only a few months, been with him only two weeks at a monastery retreat in the country. Part of that time he’d been too sick to talk, and the rest, well, at the most normal of times—which that wasn’t—Zen retreats don’t encourage conversation. Leo had seemed suited to life in the country. But he’d lived in the city here before. Did he have friends here? A lover, even? Zen priests are not celibate. He could have accepted a day job. Priests have worked as secretaries, teachers, therapists, musicians, or cabdrivers. The precepts instruct us to adhere to “right livelihood”—work that does not harm others—but livelihood, nevertheless. It struck me how little I knew about Leo Garson.

I wanted to ask why he’d changed his mind about watching my stunt. He had been so clear on finding no pleasure in simulated danger when I invited him that I could imagine the gaffer clapping a hand over his open mouth. And yet he had dragged himself out of bed before dawn to stand in the cold in unwelcome fear.

But before I had the chance, he got in a question of his own, “So, what do you think of our fine digs?” It wasn’t merely a pleasantry; he seemed to seriously want to know.

I considered my response. “Like you said in your letter, ‘Too good to be true! … Our neighbors are big-time lawyers, architects, and gallery owners who pay a bundle for their spaces. We’re on the edge of the Financial District, in one of the few brick buildings that survived the earthquake, a place with a sexy history, and a courtyard! Prime property! It’d rent for thousands a month. And the landlord is letting us have it for free. Things like that don’t happen in real life. Why give it to us?’”

“Curious, isn’t it,” he said. “Wait till you see the inside.” He turned toward the great red madrone double doors. A dagger of sunlight cut through the fog and vanished. It struck the brass knobs on the door, making them shine like fire. As if even the heavens were saying this place was too good to be true. The sun was as narrow as a spotlight, echoing the one that had shown me Mike on the roof.

“Roshi,” I said, “I saw this building from my start point when I was getting ready for my gag. There was a man with curly red hair. Walking on the roof!”

Leo nodded.

“You know?” I said, amazed.

“Yes.”

“Who is he?”

“Eamon Lafferty.”

Eamon? Lafferty? Had Mike ever used those names? He’d once sent me drafts of stories for a creative writing class he’d taken his sophomore year. Had he used that name for one of his characters? Had he ever known someone with a name even remotely like that? Was there any resonance, in any way? Eamon. I’d have remembered Mike using a name like that. “Eamon Lafferty? Who’s he?”

“He’s our landlord.”


CHAPTER 3



“Leo, are you saying this Eamon Lafferty owns our building? He’s the one leasing us this space for free?”

“The same.” Even in his traditional black Japanese jacket and loose black pants, he looked like an amused elf masquerading as a Zen priest. His hazel eyes were wide apart, intense, his mouth crooking into a grin. Zen practice is about being alive in the moment, after all, and downright delighted with this moment is how Leo appeared.

But not me. Maybe it was my years in the movie business that made me automatically suspicious, or, more likely, one could say the business and I had been a good fit in that department. In my mind, too good to be true wasn’t a windfall but a warning. I glanced around the oh-so-desirable courtyard, with its huge pots sporting mature Japanese maples, at the freshly scrubbed brick walls, and those very impressive doors. “Eamon Lafferty has spent money—a lot of it from the looks of things—to redecorate this place from whatever was here. A cabdriver just told me about its reputation for eerie sounds, and snakes! He called it a ‘bad vibes building.’”

Leo laughed. “‘Bad vibes.’ I haven’t heard that term in years. Whatever, we’ve got a great place here; you’re right, Eamon really got it in shape for us.”

Leo’s enthusiasm made me all the more wary. “You’re telling me he went to some amount of trouble, and no small expense, to take this choice property off the market, forgo an outrageous rent from some law firm or boutique, in order to offer it to you for free? What is he, a Zen fanatic?”

“Don’t think he’d know Zen from sushi. Can’t swear to that. When I gave him a zafu to sit on he cantilevered himself down like he was lowering a grand piano out a window. Like he’d think twice before trying it again. Not that he complained; all he talked about was the lease.”

“The lease? What’s in the lease?”

“Nothing. No prohibitions, no rent for six months.”

“And then?”

“Then we discuss it. That’s all. Don’t be so suspicious, Darcy. If the rent is too high, we’ll pick up the Buddha and move. We don’t have anything invested in this location. In six months we’ll have a sangha of people who’ll help us find another place if we need it. If they have to come sit in a storefront, they’ll be ready to do it then. It’s a no-lose situation.”

I shook my head slowly. “Oh, Leo, you so tempt the fates.”

He laughed again, but there was a little nod at the end of it telling me he recognized I wasn’t entirely wrong. This Eamon Lafferty might be well intentioned, but Leo still was a fate tempter. Had he been the abbot of a Japanese monastery five hundred years ago, he would have been in his element parsing the Heart Sutra: Form is no different than emptiness, emptiness no different than form, and seeing the essential emptiness of all things. But in twenty-first-century San Francisco, expounding on emptiness while crossing Broadway would likely get him splattered all over the intersection.

Tempting fate had gotten Leo in trouble before. I knew of three instances, and I’d met him only a few months ago. But here I was, his assistant, and the job of the roshi’s assistant is to take care of him. It was good he had in me a skeptical one. “Eamon Lafferty? Where is he now?”

“Gone, I’d guess.”

“Gone?”

Leo laughed. “Not gate, gate, paragate.”

“Not gone, gone, gone beyond, huh?” I said, roughly translating from the Heart Sutra.

“No gah-tays. He’ll be back tonight. That’s one reason I’m glad you’re here now. He’s organized a reception for the Zen Center.”

“A reception? Like for a gallery?”

He nodded.

Stranger yet, this guy who was not Mike. “It’s not like you’ve got a cluster of waiting students here. Who are we going to receive?”

“Everyone on the block for a start. Maybe everyone in town. Eamon put a welcome notice in one of the free papers.”

“So it really is a wine and cheese event—”

“Tea and sweets. But essentially the same. It’s kind of him to do this, to announce the opening of the zendo in a way we could never afford to do.” The other side of Leo’s fate tempting was the quality of statements like this, the way his years of meditation had shown him how to step back and look objectively before he spoke. He’d made pronouncements before that I’d definitely disagreed with. I’d even once barreled over him when he was too sick to do anything about it. But this assessment of his was different. It was the only time I had ever heard him speak as if he was trying to convince himself.

I stared at the zendo, this suspiciously desirable building. For an instant I could almost see those snakes slithering out under the doors.

Leo had sunk into silence. Suddenly, as if he’d come to a decision, he spoke more directly. “We’re here to be available to workers in the Financial district and the Barbary Coast, plus all the people who live around here in North Beach, on the Embarcadero, in Chinatown. It’s not like crowds of them will stumble into this courtyard and spot our sign, right?” He nodded at the little black plaque next to the doors.

“Even if they’re looking for it.”

“The reception is a gift.”

It was the kind of gift Mike would think of. When I was in sixth grade, in the throes of middle school and miserable about an eighth grade boy who couldn’t be bothered about me, Mike, a big high school sophomore, had staged a birthday party for me in Golden Gate Park with two of his friends’ bands. One of them wrote a song for me. Everybody came from my class, plus the vaunted eighth graders, and enough of Mike’s friends to make the affair seem very adult to us. Ever after I was “the girl who threw that really cool party.”

But this reception, it wasn’t Mike’s doing. Because no matter how much I wanted Eamon Lafferty to magically turn out to be Mike, that wasn’t going to happen. But it made me think better of Eamon Lafferty. “When is this reception?”

“Five to seven.”

“Tonight?”

“You can see why I’m so glad you arrived early.” Leo turned toward the double doors, then paused and looked at me. “Eamon Lafferty, is he one of your family’s redheads?”

There’s a bond between a student and her teacher. When I’d moved to New York to study with Yamana-roshi, I had made the decision that I would be up-front about everything. When I was passed over for a gig, I admitted wishing for pins and voodoo. When I dumped a boyfriend without warning or decent reason, I ‘fessed up in front of Yamana in a way I’d never done with the guy. When I came home from a set with the gift of Duffy, now my Scottie, his first walk was to the zendo. But I had never told Yamana-roshi that when I was sixteen, Mike walked out of the house one Thursday night a few weeks after my cable car leap and vanished.

Two or three times I had headed to the zendo, intending, finally, to reveal this overriding issue of my life, but when it came down to it, I just couldn’t. Zen teaches that thoughts are merely thoughts, to see them, feel the bodily sensation, and let them go. But there were thoughts I couldn’t bear to face, and memories I couldn’t bear to give up.

Leo was my teacher now. I had moved back to San Francisco because he needed an assistant at his new zendo and because I wanted to study with him. Yet though I had already trusted Leo with life and death, I didn’t tell him about Mike, either. Nothing more than a passing mention. “No, there’s no Eamon Lafferty in my family. My oldest brother, John, is a cop, Gary’s a lawyer, my sisters Katy and Janice are married, but not to Laffertys. And Grace, the one nearest to me, is married to being a doctor. So, no, no Laffertys. But I’m anxious to see this guy at the reception,” I said, in the understatement of the century. But still I didn’t tell him why. Instead I followed him through the doors into the zendo.

Beyond the vestibule, Leo’s footsteps paused, like the catch in a hiccup, then resumed. Inside, I saw why. The zendo was a beautiful room: high beamed ceiling, weathered red-brick walls, the wood floor polished to a high gloss. On it lay four round black cushions—zafus—on rectangular black mats—zabutons. Near the back window, a small teak table held the statue of the Buddha.

I thought for a moment that we would sit zazen. Instead Leo turned to me. “I watched you this morning do something that most people would be too frightened to do.”

I was about to protest—my training, all my experience—but he held up a palm and went on. “Then the director said something and you looked terrified. You remember. What happened?”

I started, just as I had when Robin Sparto confronted me. If Leo hadn’t asked me directly, I’d never have mentioned it; maybe if he’d broached it somewhere other than in the zendo, I’d have avoided it. But now, here, I understood how I kept my hopes and memories of Mike to myself. “He made a crack about my cable car leap.”

“You’re doing another stunt?”

“No, it was my first stunt when I was sixteen. It’s a long story.”

He laughed. “Then we’d better sit down.”

I followed him up the stairs to his room and settled on a cushion while he sat cross-legged on his futon.

“So?” he prompted.

“It was a Sunday in February, in that one week when suddenly it’s like summer, you know? Warm, sunny, suddenly not raining like it has been for the past month. I had to wait weeks for the weather to clear, so I remember well. If I do say so, it was a classy gag: the cable car leap! I’ve never seen anyone else do it, not before, not since,” I said, suddenly back in the thrill of a sixteen-year-old’s planning. “Here’s the setup: one cable car is going uphill, the other’s coming down. Powell’s steep there, but at the cross streets it’s flat. So you jump onto the roof of the uphill car just as it starts to move off the cross street. Because the brakeman is busy letting out the brake, he doesn’t notice till it’s too late. By that time I was onto the downhill car. When I touched down on its roof, the momentum carried me across the intersection with the car and gave me enough to jump, catch a tree limb at the corner, swing, and disappear before anyone could react.”

“Just like that? All that fell into place for you?” Leo was leaning forward, staring at me.

“Not hardly. The gag looked like three easy steps. But it took me months to plan. I had to check the schedules to see where the cars passed each other. Then find the right intersection. I got a friend to park his dad’s truck at the corner. I dented the hood and the roof on my run. Luckily, it had a few nicks already. I spent one entire day timing the streetcars: how long it took from the moment the car came over the rise into the cross street till it stopped; how many seconds it sat if there were no passengers getting off, before it started up again. How long it would take me to run onto the pickup and jump to the cable car, and then where the car would have to be when I started my run. And where the downhill car had to be. The whole thing was a timing gag. Cable car trips can vary a lot. Cars break down, brakes fail, bunches of tourists get on or off and throw the car off schedule, my schedule. The day I did the gag I waited so long it was almost dark before everything meshed right. My friend with the video camera had said he was leaving three times by then. Half the people I’d told about it had already left. But I couldn’t rush it. Everything had to be perfect. I knew I’d only get one shot at it.”

“And you could have fallen under the cars and been sawed in three pieces!”

“Well, that, too,” I said, brushing off his comment just as I would have Mom’s, had she found out before finding out didn’t matter anymore. “But I was sixteen, and personal injury wasn’t a possibility. It could have been bad, I realized later, but it wasn’t. Nothing bad happened. It
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