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  THIN ICE


  Chapter 1


  November 10


  It was past midnight in Georgetown. A light rain had begun to fall. It tapped on the windows of gated town houses, the cloistered shelters of the rich. Now and then a car would pass, and the young woman would shrink back into shadows on the cobbled street. She had to force herself not to run, not to call attention. Her teeth chattered, and a thin silver cross moved against her throat. The red dress the woman wore was tight, and drenched in sequins. It gave little protection against the November cold. The style was at odds with the silver cross, and too sophisticated for a slender twenty-eight-year-old woman with the wide, darting eyes of a frightened child.


  A phone booth on the corner beckoned. One call, she thought. I can make one call. They’ll never know. But even as the thought came, a long gray car screeched to a halt at the curb.


  She backed up against a wrought-iron fence, feeling it bite into her spine. God, let me be invisible, she prayed. Hide me. Protect me. Keep me safe in the shelter of Your love.


  But he had seen her. He stepped from the car.


  “You left without a coat, Mary Clare. I was worried.” His voice was smooth as butter melting in an August sun. Smooth and practiced, an actor’s voice, caressing one moment, reassuring the next. She could almost believe …


  “Yes.” She tried to laugh, to pretend she had come out only for a walk. Knowing the charade was hopeless. “I guess I forgot.”


  He put the fur around her shoulders. Its silky lining was cold, colder than the early winter air. His fingers touched her neck and lingered too long.


  I will die, the woman thought. I will die rather than go back there.


  “Get into the car. I’ll take you home.” The man gripped her arm, his fingers biting into muscle. Mary Clare began to obey, then stopped. “I …”


  His voice became angry. “Do it.”


  She broke away, sobbing, and went running down the sidewalk, then out onto the street. The clatter of her heels was like a spur, urging her on—steel bullets skittering over wet asphalt. She could hear him behind her, and she ran faster, her breath coming in short, hard gasps. A fiery pain began in her side. There was a light ahead—some kind of bar, a Pinocchio face for a sign. Gepetto’s. She ran toward it. She heard the car follow, voices calling. “Stop her!”


  She burst through the door of the bar and halted, clutching at her side. The bartender, gray-haired and weary, glanced up curiously. His expression turned to shock, then was quickly masked. Several patrons looked and turned away. Mary Clare raised a hand to her face, felt the trickle of blood that had caked there. It had happened, she remembered, back at the house….


  She smoothed her long auburn hair, gripped the fur coat tighter, and moved slowly, painfully, to one of the cheap plastic stools.


  “What’ll you have?”


  She raised her eyes. They were green and filled with pain.


  “Ya gotta order,” the bartender said. Behind him the hands of a clock pointed to the hour, one thirty-five. The face on the clock was that of Nixon, with a long Pinocchio nose.


  Mary Clare touched the cross at her throat, gripping it for strength. Did she even have money? Had she dropped the tiny, impractical purse somewhere?


  No, it was right here, its shoulder strap firmly in place around her neck. When had she thought to do that?


  “Ya gotta order,” the bartender said more insistently. “This ain’t no hotel lobby.”


  “Wine, then,” she answered quickly. “A glass of wine.” Her voice was whispery but cracked—dry leaves blowing over a grassy hill.


  “White?”


  “Yes. Anything.” She wanted only to sit, to catch her breath, be safe for just a little while.


  The bartender poured something from a green bottle with a foreign label. Mary Clare took it, but didn’t drink. Her hand shook. Drops of wine scattered on the scarred wood of the bar.


  “Do you … do you have something I can write on? And a pen?”


  The bartender shoved a cocktail napkin at her, followed by a pen from behind the bar. She took it gratefully and began to write with a hurried scrawl. “Nikki, I’m in terrible danger….”


  She managed only a few more words before a rush of cold air told her that the door behind her had opened.


  She stiffened, but didn’t turn. Staring straight ahead, she looked into the mirror over the bar. A tall man with an angular face and thick brown hair stood inside the door. The hair was damp with rain, the expression a mask of anger.


  “You want something, mister?” The bartender folded his arms.


  The man didn’t answer. His gray eyes were glacial as they fixed on Mary Clare.


  “Look,” said the bartender, “no trouble here, okay?”


  “Mary …”


  She closed her eyes. Quickly, by feel, she scribbled something in the bottom comer of the napkin. Her fingers were white with tension as she moved slowly, carefully, to drop the pen. Then she picked up the napkin and, hardly seeming to move, stuck it inside the low neck of the red dress.


  The man walked closer. He stood behind her. “Come home with me now.”


  “That isn’t my home,” she whispered.


  “Come with me!”


  “No!”


  A man a few seats down turned their way. He was huge—dressed in leathers, with a silver skull buckle hanging below a paunch. Every inch of exposed skin was covered with tattoos.


  “Hey,” he said to the man with Mary Clare. “Hey, you. Asshole.” Without taking his eyes from the man, he reached into a jar of pickled eggs on the bar. Pulling one out, he sucked the whole egg in, like a python swallowing a rat. Then he chomped down once. A sickening POP could be heard. Little bits of boiled egg yolk slipped out between his lips.


  “Stop bothering the lady,” he said.


  The tall man stiffened. “Stay out of this.”


  The mass of tattoos stood, creaking leather. “You want me to do something about this guy, lady? You want me to peel his ass?”


  The green eyes turned to the newcomer. An angel in bizarre disguise, she thought.


  The kind of man who would appoint himself ombudsman of his neighborhood, the kind who always had to settle things, to be in charge.


  Thank you, God.


  “Yes … please,” she murmured gratefully. “I just want to get out of here. Alone.”


  The man picked up his beer and took a pull. Pieces of egg yolk slid down his chin. He wiped them away with a thumb.


  “Go ahead. I’ll make sure asshole doesn’t follow.” He planted himself between Mary Clare and her pursuer—a rock-hard wall.


  Mary Clare nodded. Her hand jerked as she took a few bills from the purse and laid them on the bar. Then she slid from the stool, dizzy for a moment. She turned, white-faced and unsteady, to the door.


  “I’ll find you,” the tall man said grimly. “Count on it.”


  She gave a small cry and ran into the street. The gray car was out there, motor running, its beams like searchlights in the mist. But half a block away, nearly invisible through the heavy white shroud, stood a yellow-and-black-checkered cab. Mary Clare ran toward it. She heard the gray car jam into reverse and, daring a glance back, saw it come over the curb, the door open like a scoop to grab her up.


  She was within eight feet of the cab when its off-duty sign lit up and it began to pull away.


  “No! Stop!” She ran faster, trying desperately to grab the passenger door. Her fingers locked on the handle, then slipped, nails screeching on metal as the cab sped up. Her palm caught and tore on loose chrome. She let out a cry and grabbed her hand as taillights disappeared into mist. Pounding footsteps closed in behind her.


  “Mary, wait!”


  She whirled to the left, toward a building with tattered shades at broken windows, no lights. Some kind of warehouse. There were iron stairs along the side, in an alley, and at the top a catwalk over to the next building—Leo’s Printing, according to the sign, with huge rolls of paper showing through its windows.


  Within seconds she was at the foot of the stairs, then tearing up them, her bloody hand over the blossoming agony in her side. Her chest constricted, the lungs so tight they felt as if they were collapsing.


  Tough old cobwebs broke across her face. Something black skimmed before her eyes, something large, with legs. It landed in her hair. She screamed, grabbing at it, fingers closing on its fat, soft body. She screamed again—at the spider, at him, at everyone who wanted to control, to invade—


  She flung the spider into space, and tore on.


  At the top of the stairs she fell against a metal door. Her fingers searched desperately, but there was no knob, no way to get it open. Across the metal catwalk was another door. She ran along the catwalk, her high red heels catching in its grid. She tripped, fell, righted herself. At the door she yanked at a rusted handle. It squealed, protested. She yanked again and again. “Let me in! Let me in!” She pounded on the door, breathing the words, then shouting them over and over. “Someone, please—let me in!” The door opened suddenly on blackness. Mary Clare tumbled through it. A massive object rammed the side of her face. She reeled. Her vision faded; her arms involuntarily closed around her attacker for balance. She froze.


  The thing she clung to wasn’t human. It was something large and long, something hanging—


  Sight returned. In the darkness she saw the white shape. Her shaking fingers told the rest. Canvas—a punching bag. No man.


  A cry of relief escaped her throat.


  Someone had hung a punching bag there—some employee, probably, who worked out by the open door during lunch hours, and he’d gone home and forgotten to lock the door for the night.


  The saints were with her, then. Even the ones she no longer believed in.


  No other doors up here. Nowhere to go but down. Mary Clare lurched down a flight of service stairs. Somewhere along the way she dropped the burdensome fur coat. At the first landing she heard the footsteps again behind her. Plummeting down two stairs at a time, then three, she twisted an ankle and lost her balance, falling at the next landing. She gripped the cold rail to pull herself to her feet, then staggered the rest of the way. Bursting into a narrow, dank hall at the bottom, she saw an Exit sign and bolted through it.


  The alley again. Rain came now, in thick opaque sheets. But she could see the gray car at the far end, blocking her escape. She ran the opposite way, deeper into the alley, despairing that it might dead-end. But no—an offshoot opened to the right, loaded with trash cans. There were missing slats in a battered wooden fence. She pushed through, the red dress catching on nails, the flimsy material ripping.


  A weedy yard. She raced through it, ignoring the sore ankle, the throbbing ache in her side. Wet, icy strands of grass clung to her legs, grabbing her ankles like dead, frozen fingers. She ran on and on, to a driveway of broken cement and out into another street. Liquor stores, bars, pawnshops, a small grocery.


  She ran past them, the dress wet and clammy, her lungs burning, close to collapse. She rounded a comer and nearly rammed into a cab idling at the curb, its “Available” light on. She tore open its door and tumbled into the backseat.


  “Sa—Sacre Coeur Convent,” she stammered. “On Wisconsin. Hurry!”


  The driver nodded; the cab began to roll. Mary Clare looked out the rear window. There was no one standing in the street where she had been. No gray sedan—none that she could see.


  She leaned back, fighting for breath and wiping rain from her face. Her hand shook. The palm was bloody. She stared at it, forgetting where she had injured it. Again she glanced behind.


  Cars—all alike in the gloom. No one speeding, no one chasing—only headlights and rain. Seeming peace.


  Except that here, nothing was as it seemed. The Lincoln Memorial … the Washington Monument … the White House …


  A city of illusion.


  Mary Clare felt the wound on her temple. Tears welled, and she brushed them away. She had wanted to do so much, had believed in so much.


  An overwhelming depression smothered her fear. I wish I’d listened to you, Nikki, she thought. Big sister, so much smarter than me.


  She leaned her head back, relaxing in the moment of relative safety. Remembering.


  She had followed Nikki here from Boston ten years ago, getting off the plane with a bucket of tropical fish: two guppies, three angels, and a beta.


  “A major step forward,” Nikki had teased. “Remember how you always had sticks and caterpillars in your pockets, growing up?”


  She remembered that. And a night a year later. “I’m getting my own place, Nikki. I can’t live with you anymore.”


  Their mother had just died of cancer. Mary had attended the funeral alone. Coming back to Georgetown, heavy with grief, she’d begun to pack. She was moving onto campus. Into a dorm.


  “How could you be so cold, Nikki? She was only forty-five.”


  “I’m sorry. I just couldn’t be there.” Nicole had stood in the bedroom they’d shared for a year, tears in her eyes. Pleading with her sister to understand.


  Mary remembered that as a teenager her older sister was always angry, always rebelling. Their mother had favored Mary, the “good” child. But Nikki had never blamed Mary for being the chosen one, had never involved her little sister in her mortal struggle with their mother.


  Families. Not always as they seem, either. Smaller but no less isolated cities of illusion.


  And now? Dear God, what would happen, now? Was there anyone left she could turn to?


  Only Paula. It wouldn’t be easy. But Sister Paula would help.


  The cab lurched through dark, tree-lined streets and skidded to a stop across from the Cathedral of the Sacred Heart, with its vast hospital complex looming behind. Mary Clare pulled money from the small purse and thrust it at the driver. She sprang from the cab. Running across the wet street, she barely glanced at the church, its gray spires dripping with rain, its stained-glass windows brightly illuminated from within. She tore through the grounds to the convent behind the church—Sacre Coeur—huddled in the shadow of the seven-story Sacred Heart Hospital.


  Where it all began, she thought with a sob. And nothing there the way it was supposed to be.


  Her heels caught on the flagstone path, her sore ankle twisted. A dull ache began in her head. She slipped on the wet concrete steps, then righted herself and banged on the arched wooden door, wrenching at the knob.


  It was locked. And he had taken away her keys. “Sister Paula! Sister Paula, let me in!”


  Endless moments passed. Had no one heard her? Mary Clare leaned wearily against the door, her eyes closed. Suddenly it opened and she pitched forward. Strong arms enfolded her. “Sister Paula—thank God! I need your help.” There was no answer. Mary clung to the woman she had come to think of as a friend, her cheek pressed against the damp fabric of Sister Paula’s habit.


  “You’re all wet,” Mary said shakily, gaining strength. “Have you been out in the rain?”


  She opened her eyes. The fabric against her cheek was black, not the hospital white of Sacre Coeur. And the height was all wrong, the arms too strong—


  She looked up and grew faint with horror.


  “Mary Clare, Mary Clare … you were always so predictable.”


  The man she thought she had escaped from shook his head, as if saddened, almost, to find he was right.


  “We knew you’d come here.”


  OBITUARY NOTICE


  The Washington Post, November 11


  Mary Clare Ryan, twenty-eight, died early this morning when her car plunged into the Potomac River just south of Georgetown. Ryan received her doctorate in biochemistry from Georgetown University and was employed as a research biologist at Sacred Heart Hospital in Georgetown. She is survived by a sister, Nicole Ryan, an associate professor of mythology and comparative religion at Georgetown University.


  Services will be held at Sacred Heart Cathedral on Wisconsin Avenue on Friday, November 13, at 10:00 a.m. Donations to the Parkhurst Foundation for Cancer Research, in lieu of flowers.


  Chapter 2


  The century-old pipe organ thundered, its well-cared-for reeds mellow and pliant, the power and range of its chords hammering at Nicole’s spine. The voices of a choir of nuns, all dressed in white to celebrate this Old World funeral mass, were raised in uplifting song. They praised God for having brought their young friend to this time and place, this moment that made up for all of life’s woes, this carrying over of the soul into eternal bliss.


  On the long, dark journey that is life, there comes, once in a while, great bliss.


  Not words from the nuns’ hymn, but something Nicole had written years ago, during a week-long seminar on mythology. She had believed the words then. She didn’t know if she believed them now. There had been too many losses this year—and nothing resembling bliss in any one of her thirty-four years.


  With painful effort her green eyes fixed on the priest who stood solemn-faced at the altar. Then the white coffin, a blanket of white roses on its satin cover. Her sister lay in that coffin. Her little sister, full of life one day, and then …


  You just never know. Never think something like this will happen to you. And all of a sudden it’s too late to make up. There’s no one left to hear the words. No one left to forgive.


  Tell her now, a voice hammered inside Nicole’s head. It played counterpoint to the massive organ. Tell her. Tell her now.


  Tell her what? That I’m sorry? That I regret not having understood more, not listening, not being a better sister?


  Tell her that I thought we had all the time in the world?


  She fought back tears. It wouldn’t do to cry in front of all these nuns, their faces alight with the fervor of their faith, singing hymns of joy because one they had loved was going to God.


  But when someone dies after a long illness, you at least have time to prepare. What do you do when, suddenly, they’re just gone?


  Gone all those years ago, really. From the day of our mother’s death. That’s when the rift began.


  Mary had been so passionate during her freshman year at Georgetown. Night after night they’d had discussions in Nicole’s apartment—discussions that escalated into friendly, yet vigorous, debates. Mary Clare at eighteen, Nicole soon discovered, could pose a hypothesis more cleverly than she at twenty-five.


  Nicole could still see her little sister—straight-A student, honors grad—striding around the apartment in plaid skirt and knee socks, munching on pizza, waving her arms excitedly.


  “Think, Nikki! It’s not red meat and Twinkies that’s killing us. It’s something on the planet, something that’s destroying the immune system and allowing damage. The same sort of thing, scientists now believe, that destroyed the Roman Empire, the Mayans—all the world’s great cultures. It’s something that returns at regular intervals and weakens the system, allowing in the viruses that hide through the years. Cancer, AIDS, leukemia, even the lesser infections like viral pneumonia, they’ve all been around for centuries, just waiting for a chance to attack. Have you any idea how many people get viral pneumonia these days? How many miscarriages there are, and damaged fetuses? Even cats are getting leukemia, for heaven’s sake! And it could all be stopped, if science would only get to the root of things before it’s too late!”


  Mary’s interest in biology, only a seed in high school, had blossomed at Georgetown. Excitement turned to passion. A hunger for research took over.


  “Nikki, scientists are only inventors at heart. The great inventors—Edison, Bell—they opened their minds to the messages, just like Abraham and Moses. Remember the biblical stories about Moses being taught by angels to prevent epidemics, like typhoid and cholera? To have the people bury their excrement outside their camps? And antisepsis! Long before Semmelweiss, Moses was being taught about the cleansing of skin and clothes after handling the infected or dead. Angels brought these messages to him, Nikki. Because he was open to it.”


  Playing devil’s advocate, Nicole had argued that it made just as much, if not more, sense to attribute biblical visitations to beings from advanced planets—not angels.


  “Well, then.” Mary had shrugged. “Maybe we’re talking about the same thing. We just perceive it differently.” She would laugh in those days, her sense of humor still intact. “How about this: angels with two hats.”


  The two hats was a teasing reference to a myth that Nicole had once paraphrased from a book by Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces.


  Once there was a man who walked down a road wearing a hat. The hat was red on one side, black on the other. The people on either side of the road thought they were seeing two different men, but he was one and the same. They only perceived him differently.


  Nicole had tried to convince her sister that religion was that way, too. “There are parallels to every Bible story in all cultures. The Jesus and Buddha stories—the saviors who came to bring light to the world—all tell of the same miracle, happening over and over to different cultures at different times, with the hero simply given different names.”


  Mary Clare, always open if not agreeing, loved the story of the man with the two-sided hat. She had even turned it back on Nicole the night of their worst argument—the night in her sophomore year at Georgetown, when she’d announced her intention to move out.


  They were in the kitchen, in Nicole’s town house in Georgetown. Nicole was still working on her doctorate, exhausted after a long day in the library. Mary had returned earlier that day from their mother’s funeral in Boston. With snow piling into high drifts outside, the tension in the tiny kitchen was as thick as the ice that glazed the mullioned windowpanes.


  “I’m moving out, Nikki. I’ve already arranged it.”


  Nicole paused in pouring the coffee. Hot steam drifted upward, enveloping her face and bringing welcome warmth to a sudden cold invading her bones. “I wish you wouldn’t.”


  “It’s time. Time to grow up, go out on my own.”


  “That’s not why you’re doing it. You’re still angry with me. Mary, don’t leave in anger.”


  “Dammit, Nikki! I know you never got along with her. But to not even see her buried, not even say goodbye—”


  Sinking heavily into a chair, Nicole felt more tired than she ever had in her life. “I said goodbye long ago, Mary. I wish you could understand.”


  “Well, I don’t. I never will.”


  Nicole had looked at her sister, so young, so noble and upright. Her heart turned over. “I love you, Mary. I’ll always look after you. Isn’t that enough?”


  “I don’t know if I believe that. Will you leave me, too, someday?”


  There was no possible answer, no way to explain. Mary had moved out. And from that day forward, she had changed. On entering college the year before, Mary had pulled away from the Church a bit. While not denying her faith, she had discovered, and romanced, her intellect. Attendance at Mass gave way to class. Practices such as weekly confession, which Nicole had always scorned as outdated and absurd, were discarded for an evening out, a movie with a friend. Nicole never said a word—but she had been relieved. Her rift with their mother had involved a rejection of her fanatically held faith. It was good to see Mary grow and begin to explore new avenues of belief.


  But after that fight, after their mother died, Mary had gone back to the old ways. Mass every day, novenas each week. She had even made friends with several of the nuns on campus, those from the Order of the Sacre Coeur. Some were in Mary’s classes at Georgetown, studying to be research assistants, nurses, practitioners. And while it seemed natural enough that they became friends, it also seemed to Nicole that Mary was becoming too ingrown.


  “It’s as if our mother is pointing a finger at you from the grave,” she said, dropping into the dorm one day. “You don’t have to let her control your life now.”


  “I’m doing what I want to do,” Mary argued.


  “I miss you. I don’t see you enough. Mary, except for church, it seems like all you do is study. And your only friends are those nuns.”


  “If the fact that I have nuns for friends is all you can find to worry about, Nikki, I’d say you need to get a life.”


  “But God, Mary! They’re so backward.”


  Sacre Coeur, an order that ran hospitals and placed nursing sisters throughout the world, hadn’t yet moved into the twentieth century—at least not by American standards. With roots in Old World France, it still required its nuns to relinquish their individuality and live within a rigid structure.


  And now Mary—whom Nicole had hoped would spread her wings in college and fly—was becoming absorbed into their common and, as she saw it, stifling womb. The ensuing argument over this issue had lasted through the night, and the man with the two-sided hat had been part of it.


  “The people on either side of the road,” her sister had reminded her reasonably, “thought they were seeing a different man—because his hat, on each side, was a different color. But they were seeing the same man, Nikki, the same thing. Just as you and I are seeing the same thing now. We only perceive it differently. You’re the one who taught me that.”


  I should have kept my mouth shut, Nicole thought now as the priest raised his arms and murmured ancient words. “Lord have mercy on us…. Christ have mercy on us….” I shouldn’t have criticized her life, her decisions.


  Mary had gone on to get her degree, then her doctorate, and then to work in research at Sacred Heart Hospital. Closer than ever to her faith, and to the nuns, she lived in a small cottage near the convent and hospital. She worked eighteen-hour days, became isolated, almost obsessive about her work.


  Until a year or so ago, when things had begun to change. The sisters’ infrequent telephone calls became lengthier, warmer; they found a common thread in their ostensibly dissimilar fields.


  Mary was studying the Brazilian rain forests and became fascinated by the shamans there, who were teaching research scientists about the healing properties of herbs. It happened that the South American shamans were one of Nicole’s favorite topics for discussion in her classes in mythology.


  Mary began dropping in on Nicole in the evenings. Nicole openly admitted to seducing her sister with an old favorite—thick slices of crispy-crust pizza, loaded down with extra cheese and pepperoni. They would sit on the floor in front of the fireplace, in jeans and sweaters, munching and talking—almost like the early days.


  “The shamans have a holistic approach to healing,” Nicole said one night. “They see the total, universal picture, and they immerse themselves in nature. They intuit truths that we as a culture are blind to, because with all our technology, we’ve become too removed from our origins.”


  “You’re absolutely right.” Mary’s pacing was perhaps less erratic than when she was eighteen, but her focus was no less intense. “Too much of science is closing minds today. Most researchers are so intent on working within the paradigm, with following prescribed procedure, they don’t allow room for the flashes of brilliance—for divine inspiration. They actually think they can uncover truth without uncovering God!”


  She marched over to a limp philodendron in Nicole’s living room. “And you know what they consider healing? This!” Breaking off a diseased tendril, she held it high. “Cutting away the offending limb. I want to begin with the root. The limb should never have the chance to become diseased.”


  Staring at the hapless vine, she had made a face. “Nikki, you sure don’t take care of your plants very well.”


  Tossing aside the dying vine, she knelt before Nicole, grabbing her hands. “Do you know that with genetic engineering, it’s now possible to plant corn so that disease is stopped before it begins? What if we could do that with human beings? And there are tomatoes that stay ripe longer. The gene that makes them soften as they age is turned off. Think what that same kind of biotechnology could do for aging in people!”


  “I know, I know.” Nicole pushed her sister’s auburn hair gently back behind an ear, a habit from childhood that she’d missed when Mary was gone. “And they’re trying to grow coffee beans without caffeine, and tobacco without nicotine.” She had heard it all before. “But, Mary, there’s an argument against genetic engineering, too. Once you begin altering bacteria, the balance of the ecosystem could be destroyed.”


  “There will be safeguards against that. And Nikki, genetic engineering is only an updated version of what Luther Burbank did when he crossed roses, and fruit trees. There was a furor then, but look at what we’ve got now—Santa Rosa plums! What could be safer than a Santa Rosa plum?”


  Nicole had smiled at her earnestness. She had to admit that her sister’s tunnel vision about work, and her almost cult-like alliance with the backward nuns of Sacre Coeur, hadn’t dimmed her enthusiasm. In fact, Mary Clare was regarded as somewhat of a wunderkind, now, by the scientific community. So much brilliance at such an early age …


  Nicole swallowed the lump in her throat and brought her attention back to the church, to the incense and flowers, the crescendo of a jubilant hymn. “With choirs of angels preparing her way …”


  The hymn ended. “May she rest in peace,” the priest intoned.


  In full charismatic bloom, now, the chorus of nuns bleated, “Amen!”


  The priest tented his hands. “Oh, Lord, hear my prayer.”


  “And let my cry come unto thee!”


  There was a bustle behind Nicole as four nuns and two lay people—associates of Mary’s—rose from front pews and stood beside the white coffin, three on either side. Slowly, they began to propel the coffin, on its gurney-like stand, toward the rear of the church.


  As the precious burden passed within mere feet of her left hand, Nicole wanted to reach out and grab it back, to cry, “Oh, God, Mary, this is all a horrible dream, isn’t it? You can’t be gone. You can’t!”


  Instead, she felt her mouth begin to shake, and then to move with words half-forgotten since youth and St. Monica’s grade school. “The Lord be with you,” she whispered along with the priest’s final blessing. And with your spirit.


  The soft weeping of several nuns could now be heard.


  The organ pealed. From the choir loft an alleluia chorus began. The entire congregation linked hands.


  Nicole took the fragile, parched hand of the sister to her right and joined in this final, personal farewell. “Rest in peace, Mary Clare.”


  The sound of her sister’s name trembled on every lip, resounding from corner to corner of the ancient church. The tears Nicole had fought so hard to hold back overflowed.


  A damned Hollywood set, Nicole thought bitterly. Rain dripped from trees, streaming in torrents over ivy-covered tombstones. The requisite line of somber cars waited along a distant drive.


  “Your sister was so beautiful,” an elderly nun said. “We all loved her, you know.”


  The burial ceremony was over, the white coffin resting beneath a black canopy, waiting to be lowered into its grave. The sisters had covered their white habits with black raincoats. Most held black umbrellas. Off to the side, as if they knew the nuns took precedence in Mary’s death as well as her life, stood lay mourners—technicians Mary had worked with, other scientists.


  Nicole wanted nothing more than to get away, to run home and sit in the dark alone. The wind picked up, whipping at the scalloped edges of the canopy over her head. She drew her heavy winter coat around her, lifting the green velvet hood. Even so, a burst of rain pelted her face.


  “A terrible accident,” the nun said. “But she’s with God now. You mustn’t worry.”


  A woman who had introduced herself as Sister Perpetua spoke. “You look so much like her. The same lovely auburn hair—although yours is longer, and with a bit more red. And you have Mary Clare’s green eyes. I always did say”—she turned to a tiny sister who stood bobbing her white-garbed head in happy agreement—“Mary Clare had such lovely, expressive eyes.”


  They were all around her, these chattering nuns with their glowing faces—so certain that everything was fine in death, when it seldom was in life.


  “She was so looking forward to making that trip this week,” Sister Perpetua said.


  “Trip?”


  The nun smiled understandingly at Nicole’s confusion. “To Los Angeles, you know. The conference on immunology?” She patted Nicole’s hand and murmured, “Well, of course you wouldn’t be thinking of that, with all that’s happened.”


  Nicole remembered, then, that Mary Clare had been scheduled to appear on a panel at a medical conference in Pasadena.


  “That’s why Mary was gone all week,” Sister Perpetua told her friend, nodding wisely. “She was working on a paper.”


  “My sister was away?” Nicole was surprised. “She wasn’t at work? Or the cottage?”


  Sister Perpetua peered through her thick glasses and frowned. She opened her mouth to answer, but was cut short by a tall nun with dusky skin. “We have to leave now, sisters. The drivers are waiting.” The woman’s voice and intimidating expression moved the sea of black umbrellas along, creating a wave.


  Nicole met the brown eyes of Sister Paula, the Superior of the convent of Sacre Coeur, as well as administrator of Sacred Heart Hospital. She didn’t much like her. The woman had a hard demeanor, a hostile attitude. Just recently, Nicole had asked Mary Clare, “Why does that woman hate me?”


  “It’s not you,” her sister had answered. “It’s me.”


  “Why wouldn’t she like you?”


  Mary had shaken her head. “It’s not important.” Sister Paula spoke politely, but without warmth. “There are some personal items in Mary Clare’s lab. I’m having them taken over to her cottage. You’ll be looking after her effects?”


  It was the last thing Nicole wanted to do, so soon. But she nodded. “Yes. I’ll be there in the morning.”


  The nun turned away.


  “Sister Paula? I … Sister Perpetua was saying that Mary Clare was away somewhere this week.”


  There was no response. “Sister Paula?”


  The woman paused.


  “I just wondered … do you know where Mary was?”


  “I have no idea.” The nun’s coif hid her expression; her back was rigid. Nicole wished she could see Sister Paula’s face. Surely she was lying. There was something in her voice.


  “It’s just that Mary always told me when she was going to be away.”


  It was a contract, of sorts, they had made with each other—even during the years they hadn’t been close. In case anything happened, and one of them needed the other, they’d always know where to call.


  “I thought—I know Mary reported directly to you at the hospital. Wouldn’t she have told you where she was going? I mean, an entire week …”


  Sister Paula’s unfriendly eyes met hers then. “Your sister made her own rules. If she had listened to me …”


  With a grimace of distaste the nun walked away.


  Nicole was alone, finally. Alone, and confused.


  Mary, who loved structure so, had made her own rules?


  Since when? And what had been going on in her sister’s life to cause so much animosity on her supervisor’s part?


  The wind picked up, lifting the petals of white roses on the coffin. Their heavy scent mingled with that of fresh, upturned earth—the scent of the dead. It twisted around her heart.


  Mary … dead. In a stupid accident, a drowning.


  Nicole had had a dream the night before. In the dream Mary Clare’s face was no longer bright and eager with learning—but tight and pale, swirling beneath black waters.


  She had heard Mary’s voice in the dream, too. Even now she heard it, repeating over and over like an echo from the past. Help me, Nikki. Help me.


  It was the plea she had heard so many times when they were children, and Mary Clare, six years younger, would get herself into one scrape or another. Once she had taken on a girl bully at school, because the girl had stolen a friend’s lunch box. Mary did all right, too, nearly punching the kid out, until the kid’s older brother came along. A monster. A teenage Schwarzenegger.


  “Help, Nicole!” Mary yelled, her chubby legs rocketing across the playground, pigtails flapping.


  She was grinning, though. Mary had loved that kind of trouble. And Nicole had warned her: “You’d just better watch out. Someday I won’t be here to help.”


  Standing at Mary’s grave, she clenched her fists inside the pockets of her coat. “I can’t help you anymore, little sister,” she whispered. “There’s nothing I can do.”


  Her boots sank into sodden grass as she trudged heavily back to her car. Of the entire line of cars, only her own little green MG remained—although farther down the drive was a gray Mercedes with its motor running. Steam poured from its tailpipe, and the rear windows were fogged. An oversized antenna jutted out above its trunk.


  She crawled into the MG, letting the heater defrost its windows. Her hands, even in leather gloves, were icy, her nose numb. If this rain keeps up, it will probably turn to snow tonight. And it’s not even Thanksgiving yet.


  She hated the dark winter months. Hated the cold.


  Well, it suits the state of my soul. She cranked the MG’s reluctant engine until finally, grudgingly, it turned over.


  About twenty yards after she passed the Mercedes, she saw it pull out behind her. She was mildly curious. Who would be visiting a grave on a day like today?


  Later, when turning the corner to her street, she was surprised and slightly uneasy to see the car on her tail.


  She recognized it because of the oversized antenna—certainly not from its color, gray, which was common enough in both Georgetown and D.C.


  But the car continued on as she turned into her drive. Nicole laughed, feeling silly. That’s the thing about funerals. They make everything seem sinister.


  Chapter 3


  Nicole awoke. Stretching, she yawned, listened to the sound of rain as it beat against leaded windows. It hadn’t snowed overnight. She wouldn’t have to shovel the walks. She began to smile.


  Then it hit her—just the way it had hit her each morning since the telephone call three days ago: a dull, sickening thud in the pit of her stomach.


  Mary’s dead.


  Would the shock of it ever wear off?


  Moving abruptly, her feet struck a warm lump on top of the covers—Dylan, a neighbor’s cat. Nicole had never much liked cats, but Dylan didn’t care. He parked on her doorstep day and night until she let him in, then made himself at home as if there were no question of her love.


  Like Dan, she thought, staring at the ceiling. Before he went off to Los Angeles last summer.


  Dylan leapt to the floor, making noises of complaint as Nicole kicked the blankets in a rush of grief and anger. She sat up and reached for her white terry-cloth robe. Shrugging it on, she dragged herself from beneath the warm down comforter and pulled on socks. Then she used the bathroom and headed for the kitchen. Along the way she stopped in the hall, turning up the thermostat. The old furnace in the cellar came on with a familiar rumble.


  The blue copper-hung kitchen was rain-dim, like everything else these past few days. By rote she shook the electric teapot, found it empty, ran tap water through its spout, and plugged the pot in. In the freezer were French-roast coffee beans in a plastic container. Still in a fog of grief, she drew them out, ground them, and folded the Melitta filter into its cone. Opening a can of tuna, she put it on a paper plate for the cat.


  The necessities done, she sat wearily at a square blond-oak table to wait for the water to boil.


  Her small apartment was on the ground floor of a converted town house, with lace-curtained French doors and a narrow garden on one side. She had been here since her student days at Georgetown, when rents were a good deal less. Even so, she had taken care of the gardens in summer for Clyde, the owner, as part of the rent. Clyde lived upstairs but traveled with his lover—an ambassador—more than half the year.


  Mary had chipped in on expenses when she lived here, her first year at Georgetown. Then, when their mother died, there had been a small inheritance. Being careful, Nicole had managed to make it last. Now, liking the arrangement with Clyde well enough, she had stayed on even though her salary as an associate professor would have allowed her more space.


  In her living room, reading by the fireplace on cold winter evenings, she barely noticed that the paint was becoming yellowed and the carpets worn. It had been a comfortable life—for a while.


  She shivered despite the sweatpants and -shirt she had slept in, despite the thick terry-cloth robe. Reaching into her mental library of myths, she searched for a story to lift her mood. The ancient stories had always helped her to find balance—a place on the wheel of life.


  For the moment mythology failed her. There was no balance now. With Mary Clare gone, all of life had turned mad.


  Yesterday’s newspaper was still on the table, weighted down by the wooden statue of Opochtli, Aztec god of fishing and bird catching. Mary, who had always loved fishing, had given her the statue for Christmas one year. Opochtli was said to have invented the harpoon, the fishing rod, and bird nests. He was nude, black, and had bird plumes and a rose-shaped crown on his head—altogether, a bizarre little guy.


  She lifted Opochtli, studied him. Felt a tug at her heart. She set him gently on the counter.


  Glancing at the paper, she noted that the news was typical as well. Washington politics and gossip. Senator Garrick Hale announced today that if called upon, he will run …


  The water boiled. Dylan meowed and clawed at her sock to let her know.


  Nicole remembered Mary telling her once that cats were the same age, intellectually, as an eighteen-month-old child. “Just what I’d want around the house for the next fifteen years,” Nicole had grumbled. “An eighteen-month-old child.”


  Now she reached down to Dylan and stroked his back. “At least you know how to ask for what you want, don’t you, old boy? ‘Feed me, nurture me, love me …’ Maybe I could learn from that.”


  She sighed, getting up to make the coffee—a one-cup, one-person Melitta. There had been a full pot every day when Dan was around.


  “I always think a person should follow his bliss,” Dan had said the night they were introduced by Mary Clare in a Washington restaurant. “Follow your bliss” was Nicole’s favorite quote from Joseph Campbell. By the end of that evening, with Dan Rossi’s eyes fixing on her throughout the entire dinner with intelligence and wit, Nicole knew she had met the one man for whom she had been waiting all these years. She and Dan Rossi were meant to be.


  Be what? she repeatedly asked herself throughout the next year, when she and Dan had been more or less together. Dan, thirty-six, had come to Georgetown from Los Angeles to put together a series of documentary films. Having escaped the world of investment banking after several years, he was now making films that took stabs at politics and Big Business—exposing corruption, while exploring man’s need for soul, rather than fiscal, development.


  In general knowledge and talent, Dan Rossi was wise beyond his years; in relationships, a Peter Pan. Six feet tall, with curly, shoulder-length brown hair and a hard masculine jaw, he still ogled pretty waitresses in skimpy shorts, still slipped into sexist talk now and then without thinking. Dan’s saving grace was that he’d call himself on it, with a shamefaced grin, before Nicole had the chance to.


  It took her a while to realize that his interest in her was very much like his interest in those waitresses. She was someone to play with, to pass the time and joke with. A buddy. It took her a while, too, to know that this was a pattern—that Dan Rossi always kept his relationships light, that he really couldn’t handle more.


  An astrologer would have said there was a conflict in Dan’s natal chart, she supposed. Robert Bly might have postulated that he had missed some important rite of male passage in his formative years. A psychologist almost certainly would have pointed out that like almost everyone today, he’d come from a dysfunctional home, and because of that, was afraid to commit.


  She and Dan had explored life together for a full year, and gotten to know each other in a way most people never do. They had exposed each other’s strong points and flaws, and come out of it liking and trusting each other—loving each other, even.


  Yet in that entire year, they had never slept together, seldom even touched.


  It was Dan who held back. Nicole told herself he had things to work through—past hurts, insecurities—but that his love, for all that, was equal to hers. If he didn’t see that yet, wasn’t aware of it or was afraid to look at it, she convinced herself this was because he still thought of love as that painful, crazy, infatuation stage called “romance”—offering not only excitement, but danger.


  “Don’t you see?” she had wanted to ask, time and time again. “We’ve bypassed all that. We’ve separated the wheat from the chaff without even thinking about it. And what we have is better than either of us will find with anyone else.”


  But before she could muster up the courage to say it to his face, Dan had dropped the bomb. They were out walking one day when he said, “I’m moving back to Los Angeles, Nikki. Next month.”


  It was July. And Nicole, who had actually thought they were getting closer in recent months, had nearly stumbled over a sidewalk crack.


  “I don’t understand. Why?”


  “I’ve pretty much wrapped up my work here—and L.A. is where it all happens. I’ve got to be there. I’ve got to keep moving ahead.”


  “But you’ve built up so many connections here—you’ve put together a great crew….”


  She heard her voice rising. Tears brewing. And it wasn’t what she wanted to say. She wanted to say, What about me? The words, and the tears, stuck in her throat. She felt like a fool.


  By August, Dan was gone. Working in L.A., building a name for himself, she had heard. The retrospective on Joseph Campbell that they had researched together—the reason Mary had introduced them in the first place—was history.


  Dan was history, too.


  According to the books (Nicole had read all the books she could find on breaking up), once you roust a hopeless love from your heart, you create a vacancy for someone new. Her half-hearted Vacancy sign—posted in a haze of pain and anger, on the advice of well-meaning friends—had in fact attracted a couple of would-be-overnight guests. To date, however, no one had made it any farther than the check-in desk.


  The problem was, she hadn’t the heart for anything new. She’d become a badger, caught in a bag. Open the bag and you just might get your finger bit.


  Nicole, sitting at her kitchen table with no one left now, no one who truly cared, covered her eyes. Her shoulders shook. Mary Clare.


  If the three months since Dan left had seemed like hell, they paled in comparison, now that the genuine abyss had arrived.


  The scent of brewed coffee brought her back. A glimpse through lacy Austrian curtains reassured her that at least it hadn’t snowed in the night. The magnolia tree in the side garden was heavy with rain, its few remaining leaves dark and glistening.


  Nicole removed the funnel-shaped filter and set it on the table. Coffee dripped from grounds, staining the blond oak. She barely noticed. Cup in hand, she crossed to the phone on the wall and dialed the direct number for Ron Sanders, her department head at Georgetown. He answered almost immediately.


  “It’s Nicole. I was hoping you’d be in.”


  “Well, you know how it is…” He sighed heavily and clicked his tongue. “With staff being cut, Saturdays are becoming regular workdays. Uh … how is everything?”


  “The funeral was awful. But I need to talk to you about something else. Do you have a few minutes this morning?”


  “For you? Of course. Will you be coming in soon?”


  “In an hour or so.”


  “I’ll see you then.”


  She showered and dressed, pulling on a rust-colored sweater and long tweed skirt with boots. She donned a khaki raincoat and wound her shoulder-length auburn hair onto her head, covering it with an all-weather hat.


  In the hallway she turned down the thermostat and took a green scarf from a hook by the door. “Dylan?” she called. “You’ve got to go.”


  No answer. No patter of little cat feet. Nicole sighed and opened the door. She stepped out. Her toe struck something, and she frowned and looked down. On the stoop was an Express Mail envelope.


  She picked it up, glancing up and down the street. No familiar red, white, and blue truck. How long had the envelope been here? Once in a while a manuscript she had sent to a professional journal came back this way. The driver, in a hurry, would leave it at the door without ringing. Had she sent something out and forgotten?


  She opened the flap and stuck her hand inside. Her fingers closed over a long rectangular folder. She drew it out.


  An airline ticket.


  She read the attached, computerized itinerary: Dulles to LAX. Leaving Sunday, November 15. Tomorrow.


  But she hadn’t booked a flight to Los Angeles. She studied the ticket and saw that it mistakenly bore her name. Damn! The travel agency, one she used often, had her in their computer from other trips. They had somehow screwed up.


  Stepping back inside, she shut the door irritably. One more detail to take care of. She would have to call and straighten it out. In the kitchen once more, she called the travel agent from the phone on the wall. The agent was new—young and inexperienced. It took a good five minutes on hold and off, to note the flight number and other pertinent information. Nicole sank heavily to a kitchen chair. For long moments she heard the sound of computer keys clicking. Impatiently, she watched rain beat against the windows.


  She rubbed her nose. It was icy.


  “We do show that someone booked a reservation for you,” the young woman came back with at last. “But like, well, it was actually a ticket transfer.”


  “A transfer?”


  “Uh-huh. From a Mary Clare Ryan to you.”


  Nicole stared at tiny blue flowers on the kitchen wallpaper, until they blurred. “I don’t understand.”


  “Well, it’s like I said. A Mary Clare Ryan had the ticket at first. She called yesterday and transferred it to you.”


  Nicole gripped the receiver. “That can’t be. It’s a mistake. My sister died a few days ago—she couldn’t have called you.”


  The woman’s apology came in a rush. “Oh, my God, I’m sorry.” There was a silence, then telephones began to jangle in the background. “Uh, look … I need to answer another line. What would you like to do?”


  She closed her eyes and rubbed her forehead, fighting for control. Even so, her voice shook. “I don’t want to do anything. Can’t you just cancel the ticket?”


  “But like I said, it’s paid for….”


  By some superhuman effort Nicole managed to hold herself together. “Then I believe,” she said slowly, her jaw so rigid the words barely came out, “that the correct procedure would be to have your accountant issue my sister’s estate a refund.”


  “Well, I don’t know. … I mean, I don’t know if that’s the way it works.”


  “Just handle it,” Nicole blurted out. “For God’s sake, isn’t that your job?”


  The agent’s voice was soft and uncertain. “Like I said, I just don’t know…. I’ve only been here a couple of weeks.”


  Nicole dropped the receiver to its cradle with an angry thud.


  Chapter 4


  She walked the short distance in the rain to the campus, needing to move, to think, to figure this out.


  Why would anyone have transferred Mary Clare’s reservation to her? It didn’t make sense—she had no business in Los Angeles. The agent had to be wrong; it was nothing but a computer glitch.


  Yet she had seemed so sure. “She called yesterday and transferred it to you.”


  Who had called? This was crazy. Insane.


  So why do you feel so uneasy, Nicole? Ever since the funeral …


  No. Ever since that dream the other night. Help me, Nikki. Help me.


  But guilt had brought on that dream. Guilt does strange things when people die. It makes you think you can still do something, anything, to make up for your failures—as a sister, as a friend. And the truth—the one you have to face, finally, and live with—is that you can’t. Mary was gone. Nothing would bring her back.


  She would learn to live with that eventually, Nicole knew. What she didn’t know was how. She wasn’t good at letting go—at being strong. At forgetting. She had weeded Dan Rossi out of her life, but not her thoughts. Out of her space, but not her heart.


  How would she ever get over losing Mary?


  Sometime in the long, wakeful night, she had decided to ask Ron to give her more to do. Unlike her mythology classes, comparative religion had been offered only in summer. But enrollments last summer had been high enough to justify offering it throughout the year. The budget was a problem, of course. She knew that. But she had some ideas. She’d lay them before Ron, show him how it might be done. Sometimes it took only a willingness on the part of administration to be creative—to see they could do much more.


  The important thing was to throw herself into work. The apartment was too quiet. Too empty. And there were all those reminders of Mary, of the past few months when they’d begun growing close again. The long midnight talks about life, medicine, mythology, religion. True, they hadn’t talked about their relationship as sisters. But recently it had seemed that Mary wanted to say more. Nicole held back, not wanting to press her—to test this new, still fragile connection.


  The small ivy-covered building that housed Nicole’s classroom was nearly empty, as it generally was on Saturday. Thank God. She wouldn’t have to face scores of bright, not always eager twenty-year-olds. She took the stairs, then followed the wide hallway, its floor newly buffed to a sheen and smelling of wax. She turned into her classroom, looking around.


  Old Quetzalcoatl—Aztec god of wisdom, the arts, and peace—welcomed her from his position in a corner by the blackboard. A full six feet tall (as the original god surely was not), his wooden image was decked out in a white robe and held a long staff in the crook of his arm. She walked up to him, poked his nose in a hello, and remembered a better time—last year, before she’d begun to burn out.


  She and her students had studied a legend of modern times: Will Rogers. Will was said to be the greatest trick-roper in the world, and they had brought ropes to class to test how difficult the feat really was. Pushing desks off to one side, they dragged the statue of Quetzalcoatl from his corner and used him for practice. One kid even got so good he could throw two ropes at once—snaring the Aztec god around the shoulders with one, and Nikki with the other.


  Caught up in the spirit of the project, Nicole had developed a certain skill at the art of roping. She’d worked at it secretly, night after night, in the enclosed garden outside her apartment. The big old magnolia tree became her favorite target, offering heavy, low-lying branches. Finally, she had practiced on Dan—roping him around the shoulders, and even, on occasion, catching him midstride and trapping his feet. All of which he had borne with amiable humor and grace.


  The hours of practice paid off. In a class demonstration she had lassoed Ricky Morehead—an antsy, up-and-down, head-scratching journalism major—and kept him tied to his seat for a good ten minutes.


  “What if there’s a fire on campus? What if I have to get there fast and cover it?” he had protested.


  “This is the biggest story on campus today,” a girl next to him teased. “We’ve got photographers on the way.”


  Throughout the rest of that semester, Nicole had seen a new light of respect in her students’ eyes. They were more eager to participate, to listen, to learn. She felt as if she’d won at least a minor skirmish in the ongoing war to catch the imagination and spark her students’ minds.


  A nearby carillon sounded the hour, breaking into her thoughts. Tiredly, she slipped into a seat, staring straight ahead.


  Nothing had changed in her four-day absence. Nothing had changed here, most likely, in forty or fifty years. The yellowed maps of biblical times, of Grecian shipping lanes, of ancient Indian cultures and states; the smell of chalk, and mustiness of old books—all had been a mainstay in her life, in the same way Mary’s chosen life and work had supported her.


  Beyond her desk the blackboard notes told of a Native American legend. Written by another teacher, they were clear, concise, and intelligent. Running an absent finger along the chalk shelf, Nicole realized that the thought of someone else teaching her classes—”her kids”—no longer bothered her. Lately there had been far too little satisfaction in the molding of young minds.


  And why did they even seem that young, when she herself was only thirty-four? It was a question that had recurred with disturbing frequency
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