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  1


  Kent Montana, whose real last name was known only to his mother, his sister, and a few dozen family retainers who didn’t give a damn one way or the other as long as their pensions and positions were intact if not secure, decided after much painful deliberation that if he was going to abandon his acting career, and thus engage in the wanton destruction of a lifelong dream, he ought to do it in such a way that he could change his mind without too much embarrassment and humiliation in case things suddenly looked up.


  A courageous, declarative notice in the Times was therefore probably out of the question.


  So was firing his agent.


  Otherwise it would be just his luck that, at the very moment of his theatrical demise, a breathless messenger would come to his apartment door bearing the script he’d been waiting for all his life. It would be chock-full of pithy epigrams, witty bon mots, and such convivial conversation that his name, and no other, would have to be scribbled next to the lead; it would be so brilliant that Noel Coward would leave his grave in order to praise and direct it: it would be so perfect that even his mother would have to quit bitching about his profession and stop trying to sell the family estate and winery on a remote and unnamed Hebrides Isle.


  And so, on a warm, humid night filled with stars and promise and the scent of pine from the nearby forest, as he stood in a tartan bathrobe on the fifth-floor terrace of his Gander Pond, New Jersey, high-rise condominium, he debated the morality of what he was about to do, and concluded that morality would only confuse him into indecision.


  A puzzlement; a dilemma.


  With a slight frown, he braced himself against the sturdy ironwork railing and peered down, rubbing his squared jaw thoughtfully, then scratching through an embarrassing abundance of ginger hair, then backing up hastily when a silver ice bucket plummeted from the terrace directly above his, accompanied by the delighted laughter of a woman and the guffaws of her male companion.


  He glared upward.


  He sighed.


  He tried to ignore the subsequent muffled murmurings and coy gigglings and sophisticated clinks of crystal champagne glasses; he definitely paid no attention to the terrace immediately below, from which wafted heavy breathing, more than a few healthy groans, one or two slaps of flesh against slick flesh, and the astonished yowl of an evidently uninvited cat.


  Life goes on without me, he reflected morosely, and he approached the railing again, albeit somewhat warily, as he contemplated the parking lot, in hopes that its dark expanse might give him a clue of how to cleverly weasel his perhaps decision without forcing a definite commitment.


  Or at least figure out another way to make a living before his mother found out and bribed a judge to have him declared missing, presumed dead.


  The trouble was, Gander Pond—which had no pond at all, or even an occasional clogged storm drain—was in the geographic middle of just about nowhere in particular. It was a small and tidy community intimately surrounded by high hills and dense forest, sustained by summer tourism, autumn hunting, and spring fishing, and the several score idiots who had purchased condominiums in the Gander Palace, at ten stories and shaped like a pyramid, the second tallest structure in the county. He had come here himself because the price was right, his Manhattan landlord was a prick who demanded timely rent, and the telephone service here was erratic, thus permitting him to hang up on his mother without feeling laden with too much guilt about severing a transatlantic call.


  I am adrift, he thought miserably, staring at the woodland that began immediately where the parking lot ended; I am at sea, I am marooned, I am—


  A jerk, he was told.


  Bosh! I am an artist, he responded heatedly.


  You are a soon-to-be-impoverished Scottish-born actor who was canned from Passions and Power because you kept rewriting the script for relevance and more airtime. Jesus, it was only a soap opera, for god’s sake.


  Daytime drama, he corrected huffily, and the scripts—if you can call them that—made me look and sound like a complete buffoon, a jester, a stereotypical English butler without a brain in his head.


  You were an English butler.


  Yeah, well …


  The audible writhings below were deftly overlaid by spicy salsa with a clear New Orleans beat; above, the couple in the penthouse had taken to playing obscure Beethoven on her imported steel wind chimes.


  And in the summer sky, the stars multiplied in cosmic arithmetic, making him feel inordinately small, uncomfortably untalented, and rather unsuited to standing naked beneath a bathrobe in rural New Jersey.


  One of the stars moved.


  He contemplated it for a second, then declared to the faceless moon, “Life is like a soufflé—it takes forever to get it right, and once you get it in the oven, someone slams the door and the whole thing falls flat.”


  The cat yowled.


  “Quite right,” he agreed without hesitation. “Drivel. Utter drivel.”


  The salsa segued into reggae.


  The wind chimes pinged a requiem.


  But on his own modest pied-à-terre there was nothing but dismal silence. The telephone didn’t ring, the doorbell didn’t buzz, and the fact that it was a shade past ten o’clock on the fifth day of August didn’t faze him at all. Opportunity’s call knew no time, no date, no barrier to delivery. It had also forgotten where the hell he lived, and if it didn’t remember soon, the bank was going to foreclose and toss him out of here on his aristocratic ass.


  A prolonged sigh just to the left of, and slightly behind, melodramatic, and he focused once more on the slow-moving mysterious light, located now high above Gander Mountain to the east. A satellite, he concluded in semidisinterest, chin cupped in one hand, left foot unconsciously tapping out the rhythm of the music below, which was now accompanied by the shrieks of a woman either having one hell of a good time or being dismembered cell by cell.


  He changed his mind about the satellite theory when the light abruptly swerved left, hovered for several seconds, then swerved back the way it had come.


  Ah. Not an uncaring electronic baseball at all, but undoubtedly a lost pilot. A solitary soul in the blackness of night, searching for his homeland amid the illuminated garden of humanity below.


  A kindred, if somewhat distant, spirit.


  Then it abruptly reversed direction yet again, and he immediately calculated the angle of its apparent steep descent, checked his building, and decided he was safe.


  But what in the long run would it matter if the airplane did strike him? Who would miss him? Who would care? Who would mourn his splattered loss?


  Who, indeed, Kent? Who indeed?


  Certainly not his older sister, who had precipitously married an American steelworker twelve years ago and had been instrumental in bringing him over to this benighted country in the first place; she barely knew he was alive and kept calling him Dakota. Definitely not his mother, who was still trying to figure out a way to sue him for his title so that she could sell the estate and build a modest cottage in Majorca. And without question not the United States Immigration Service, who had already informed him that his time was up, his welcome mat snatched away, and if he wasn’t out of the country in ninety days, his lordship was going to find himself checked in with the grubby peasants of some Bastille or other.


  “Was there anyone,” he whispered to the night-shrouded mountain, “so troubled as I? Was there anyone so besieged, so beleaguered, so becalmed? Am I truly star-crossed, condemned, the bastard son of Fate? Shall I—”


  Another bucket fell.


  A windshield shattered a few seconds later.


  He didn’t look. He wasn’t worried. He knew it wasn’t his automobile, because that had been mercifully parked, as it always was, in the farthest, darkest corner of the lot. Half the time he couldn’t find it; and when he did, half the time he changed his mind about getting in. It was a rather unique vehicle, and the less he was seen in it, the better he felt it was for his tottering image as a civilized human being.


  Reggae became Glenn Miller.


  The airplane shifted oddly again, and this time he realized that its running lights weren’t blinking, nor were they of a color he usually saw on such lofty craft. Though it was still some distance away, the light seemed almost purple in nature. Refraction or reflection, he decided; no plane had purple lights. That would be silly.


  Glenn Miller became a wandering jazz sonnet blessedly cut off in mid-improvisation, and the resulting silence relieved him as the night closed in. Only the leaves in the trees, the night birds, a distant siren.


  Dying, he decided, would be stupid.


  A voice called, “Kent, you up there?” very softly.


  Gathering his robe about him and making a quick check above, he leaned over as far as he dared. There, below, was a black-haired, dusky-skinned, wide-eyed face looking back at him. He smiled. She smiled back and winked.


  “You thought I was fooling around, right?”


  He shook his head immediately. “Never crossed my mind.”


  “Liar.”


  He couldn’t help but grin.


  She brandished a black plastic rectangle. “Tape,” she explained, grinning back. “A little porn for my party.”


  He believed her. Chita Juarel was a woman whose lifestyle continually befuddled him. Though currently an expert waitress at Sophia Chong’s Pagoda on Main Street’s Restaurant Row, she had also been in the chorus lines of three successful Broadway shows, a logger in Oregon, a Miami fortune-teller, and a bartender in two Atlantic City casinos. She had come to Gander Pond, to live in Gander Palace at the foot of Gander Mountain, in order to contemplate the rest of her life and, he was positive, make his life miserable.


  When she eased a bit farther out over her railing, he knew it was so—delicate bare shoulders gleamed in the golden light from her apartment, and he had no doubt that the gleam didn’t stop with the top of her cleavage. Taunting. Teasing. Yet she thus far had refused to date him. She had a thing, she’d once told him, against men raised in convents. Irrational, to be sure, but perhaps she’d get over it, one of these days.


  “So what are you doing?” she asked.


  It was disconcerting, looking down at a face looking up at him. He blinked several times, lifted one foot for balance, checked for buckets again.


  “Watching that plane,” he said at last, pointing.


  She twisted around to look. Her slender back was bare. “That one?” She pointed.


  “Which one?”


  “Over there.”


  “That one?”


  “Yes.”


  “No, that one,” he said, pointing. “Over that way, by the mountain.”


  “Oh. That one.”


  “It’s purple.”


  “There are no purple lights on planes.”


  “It looks purple to me.”


  “Looks purple to me, too.”


  “Then it’s purple.” It was also growing larger. “I think it’s coming this way.”


  Chita hunched her shoulders; the muscles rippled and flowed and made him wonder if she ever bench-pressed her dates. “I don’t hear nothing. A plane comes, you’re supposed to hear something.”


  “It’s too far away to hear anything.”


  She shrugged and glanced over her shoulder. “You want to come down, join the party?”


  His smile was weak. “I’m not terribly good at group parties.”


  “That’s okay. It’s only me.”


  He could feel it then, without warning—the earth trembling, the building vibrating, all of it a sure sign that his life was about to change without benefit of script. It made the night air catch in his lungs; it made his heart race around the final turn; it made him grip the railing fiercely just as Chita yelled and the earth trembled and the building vibrated and the air filled with a stark purple light that blinded him and a guttural roar that deafened him, and before he could move, an ice bucket bounced off his skull and sent him reeling to the floor.


  ’Tis nothing, he thought as his forehead struck the terrace; ’tis nothing, m’lord, what the hell, I’m just dying.


  John Smith hated stars, the moon in any phase, and just about everything else that made Gander Pond and its environs such a delight for those who didn’t have to live there. Besides, seeing the universe spread so obliquely above him only made him sneeze. This reaction, he knew, was in part an automatic psychological repercussion to the slings and arrows that daily pelted and punctured his ass.


  But that wasn’t the sad part.


  The sad part was, he could have been a great man. He knew it without question. All the opportunities had been there, he certainly had the requisite brains, and there was no question but that his family had the influence.


  The problem was his name.


  Every time he opened his mouth to give it, he got The Look.


  The Look that said, sure it is, and I’m Pocahontas; The Look that dared him with a knowing sneer to write it on the guest register with a bold hand and a straight face; The Look that suggested that if he didn’t have a better imagination than that, he should easily be able to find substantial work in television news.


  The Look that told him he was a walking vaudeville joke.


  Yet he had never been able to bring himself to change it. Not only was his father considerably larger than he, but his mother had refined her performances of maternal martyrdom to such an exquisite degree that simply waking up in the morning as a teenager had often made him wish he could cut his throat and save her the trouble.


  The funeral would have been spectacular.


  A sigh, then, for fortunes lost and power untapped and women unimpressed as he scuttled across Main Street and ducked expertly into the alley where he knew he would find the most succulent pickings from the two restaurants that shared it.


  A cooling breeze touched his face.


  The sound of distant music from Marcello’s Bar and Dance Lounge down the street filled the humid night.


  And John wiped his lips and cleared his throat, preparing himself for dinner.


  It hadn’t always been this way, of course. The bonds his self-evident demonic christening had lashed about him hadn’t always thwarted his desires. But times changed. Robber barons and financial empires required names that sounded French, or Dutch, or German; pure American was out because it raised too many suspicions about the competency of one’s education. And soon after he graduated from college, he was forced out of his home and his job in the family business.


  And once the bank account was gone, he was forced into the streets.


  His father subsequently disowned him in a letter posted to General Delivery; his mother stoked herself into operatic recriminations; and his siblings, with names like Lance and Georgette and Samantha, took over the reins of the company without so much as a by-your-leave or vice-presidency nod in his direction.


  “Honestly,” his sister told him the last time they met, “do you really think Peru is going to buy bonds from a guy named Smith? Get serious, John.”


  Get serious indeed.


  And so it was that he, scion and black sheep, inexorably slipped through the cracks of humanity’s floorboards until he was one with and of the basement.


  It was a bitch, and soon enough he had left his beloved Long Island for the friendlier climes of rural New Jersey, where living in the woods was a sign of manliness, not a nut; where tourists on vacation gave him money so they could soothe their guilt and relax; where the hills protected him and the forests gave him shelter.


  Until the end of the first summer, when a raccoon nearly tore his arm off and a bobcat scared him shitless.


  Gander Pond had been his next stop—compact and clean and tolerant of its bums.


  Here at last he had found peace.


  Here at last he had found his harbor.


  Here at last he had discovered the sublime and near orgasmic difference between fresh acorns and discarded macadamias.


  Carefully then, so as not to expose his threadbare yellow cotton shirt to the disgusting yet mouth-watering display of nocturnal rubbish, he closed his threadbare tweed topcoat over his scrawny chest with one hand, while the other expertly and swiftly made its way through the squadron of garbage cans that lined the soiled brick walls.


  Ten minutes later he snorted his disgust—people were eating well tonight, the bastards, which meant he wouldn’t. And there wasn’t a hell of a lot of nourishment in broken-open fortune cookies and ribs that were more spare than his.


  It looked as if he was going to have to beg.


  He winced.


  It was so demeaning, so lower-class.


  He was rather lucky he was good at it or he would have starved years ago.


  One last pass provided no miracles, so, drawing himself up, he did his best to wipe the grime from his stubbled face, the soot from his clothes, the expression of superiority that clung to his lips like twin orange rinds. Then he sniffed, brushed back his hair with both hands, and stepped out of the alley.


  Straight into the hands of Officer Lucian Twiller.


  “Jesus,” Twiller said, averting his face, wrinkling his pug nose, “you stink, John.”


  Diplomacy rampant in his veins, John said nothing. Twiller was second-in-command on the Gander Pond police force, an English bulldog with bandy legs and a slobber to match. His dark blue uniform strained across muscles he worked on every day, and his cap, with more braid than a Latin American dictator’s, had a beak so highly polished he often dropped it to the pavement to check under pedestrian dresses to search for contraband. He was also primary deacon of the Holy Spirit Today Tabernacle Society, and thus bound by Scripture to help the helpless, comfort the comfortless, stiff the poor.


  “Christ, when was the last time you had a bath?”


  John still held his peace. He knew what was coming. Twiller would offer him a friendly ride out of town, to the shack in the woods where John made his home. The policeman would slip him a few dollars, stop to pick up a sandwich or two at Kettle’s Late Shack along the way, quote him a few symbolic yet relevant verses from the glove compartment Bible, then whomp him upside the head once or twice just to prove he was serious about upholding the law.


  It was a familiar routine.


  “C’mon, pal, let’s get you something decent to eat and get you home.”


  John felt a headache coming on.


  “Okay?” the policeman asked, voice hoarse with concern. “What do you say, John? Let’s let these good citizens alone and get you into bed.”


  The street was deserted.


  John glanced over his shoulder at the ungrateful garbage, and nodded wearily. What the hell. What were a few lumps when tuna fish was in the offing?


  The patrol car was sleek and new, and air-conditioned so powerfully that he began to shiver as soon as he was settled. Yet he didn’t complain; he only grunted at the earnest biblical admonitions Twiller sent his way, shrugged at the heartfelt exhortations to stop mooching and get a job, and suggested someone hold the mayo when Twiller pulled up at Kettle’s Late Shack Diner just east of town.


  Twiller scowled. “Charity,” he admonished, “is not something to make demands upon, John. It comes from the heart, the soul, and if you don’t have the mayo, all the tuna fish falls apart.”


  John nodded contritely.


  “Don’t move.”


  “I won’t.”


  Twiller handcuffed him to a stainless-steel rail on the dashboard.


  “Hey, I said I wasn’t going to move!”


  “Pilgrim,” the policeman said through the window, “life’s a bash and then you dash.”


  John watched him waddle authoritatively into the diner, then picked at his nails as he sought to recall which one of the saints had said that. He had gotten as far as Saint Kevin the Dumb when Twiller returned, unlocked the handcuffs, and dropped a sandwich in his lap.


  “Thank you,” said John, mustering as much humble as he could without salivating.


  “You’re welcome. God loves you.”


  “Yes.”


  Twiller pulled out of the parking lot and onto the road. “He does, John, and don’t you ever forget it.”


  “I shan’t.”


  Twiller whomped him. “God don’t like no funny talk.”


  John would have replied had he the chance. However, he was instantly reduced to a startled gasp when a sudden, painfully bright purple light washed over the car, followed instantly by a guttural thunderclap that made him clamp his hands to his ears, not caring about the tuna fish that ran down his cheeks.


  “Jesus H!” Twiller shrieked as he slammed both feet on the brakes and tried not to hit the trees. “God Almighty, what the hell was that?”


  It was widely believed among the locals in Gander Pond that if Sophia Chong looked any more Italian, she’d be the Bay of Naples. As it was, her black hair, her olive skin, her husky size, her faint but seductive mustache, and the volume of her baritone voice often puzzled many of her regular customers, wondering why a woman like this was in a place like this in a town like this.


  Sophia didn’t care.


  The Pagoda was one of the most popular establishments in Gander Pond outside the overpriced hotels down the street. The front of the large restaurant contained only small tables, from which diners could enjoy the endless parade of other tourists on Main Street; the middle section, separated from the front and back thirds by six-foot-long fern-filled teak planters extending from either wall, contained both booths and tables, from which diners could enjoy the Genghis Khan and Bruce Lee murals painted by her nephew; the third section contained only booths, the floor space between occupied by a bountiful smorgasbord table that contained fifteen kinds of pasta, fourteen exotic sauces, thirteen fish dishes, and a bottle of house wine.


  Such a munificent array was offset only by the three-foot red-and-gold-embossed menus in Chinese and Italian which the other diners studied.


  It was her clear idea of heaven.


  Yet, at the same time, she knew that none of it would work, all of it would be counted mere extravagance, were it not for the extraordinary culinary magic worked in the kitchen by her husband, Arthur, and his magical woks.


  When, that is, his amorous temperament didn’t get the better of his gonads.


  Even now, she could see him at the kitchen door, struggling to move a long table, wok, and sundry arcane accouterments into the main dining room.


  “And what the hell are you doing?” she demanded loudly, rounding the smorgasbord with a look that would have straightened the Great Wall without losing a brick.


  Artie Chong only smiled.


  He was a solidly medium-height man whose luxurious, long, thick hair reminded all who met and saw him of a slightly bizarre country-western singer who’d eaten his fringe. His face was hard-life rugged and clean-shaven, his frame lean without sacrificing an impression of so-so strength, and his locally hand-tailored clothes never changed from day to day—ruffled white shirt, snug black pants, black socks and shoes, all superseded and accented by a preacher’s black frock coat with velvet lapels. He was, he claimed to anyone who asked, a Chinese missionary to Occidental lousy taste.


  “I asked you a question,” his wife said sternly, arms folded across her bosom.


  “My darling, I am bereft without you,” he declared through the smile. “I cannot work back there any longer. I must see you in all your glory.”


  “Art, you’re a jackass.”


  “I miss you,” he beamed.


  “You’re still a jackass.”


  He stood behind the table and stir-fried a few vegetables. “But my love, my passion, my dusky bamboo baby, all I want is just a closer wok with thee.”


  On a much slower night, in the middle of a raging snowstorm in December, Sophia would have melted, would have cast aside her voluminous apron and her molded silk dress, unloosed the ivory pins that held up her hair, and charged him before he’d even readied the chopsticks. Tonight, however, even so close to closing time at eleven, there were over one hundred customers at the Pagoda’s troughs, and she had no time for frivolity.


  She grabbed the edge of the table and shoved it back toward the kitchen.


  Artie grinned and winked at her as the table struck his midsection. “Is this American foreplay?”


  She glared. “Back inside, Art! We’ve people to feed, in case you hadn’t noticed.”


  “I only have eyes for you,” he vowed.


  Perhaps.


  But as she crammed him back where he belonged, she caught a glimpse of the unconscionably svelte Sordette Biletto bending over the fortune cookie oven. Eyes for his wife, hands for whatever else moved on two female legs, she thought sourly, and was instantly ashamed. In all their years of marriage, Arthur had never given her doubts as to his fidelity to their conjugal union, except for the time he fed water chestnuts to the mayor’s wife with his toes at the Police and Firemen Annual Softball Picnic, and the time he pinched Chita Juarel thrice on the rump as he reached for the salt and pepper during a lunch break last week, and the time Sordette was found somewhat, but not entirely, naked in the batter vat for mu-shu pork pancakes.


  Damn, she thought, and all shame fled: the man was the horniest bastard ever to leave the Chinese mainland, she loved the little lug passionately, and there was nothing she could do about it. It was her fiery Mediterranean nature.


  He threw her a kiss.


  She caught it in her palm, pressed it to her cheek, and said, “Get to work!” Lovingly.


  Artie nodded with a rueful smile and took his place behind a long table strung with cooking implements. “I am sorry, O Lotus of my Life. I have forgotten my place.” He struck himself on the forehead. “Dumb, dumb, dumb, dumb. I’ll wok the line.”


  “See that you do,” she muttered, glared at
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