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GREG WALKER'S
NARRATIVE




PART ONE

February,
199-

I was finishing my
laps around the lake about seven o'clock when Doyle Kindor's
youngest boy, Ricky Gene, shot me in the head with Doyle's old Colt
Woodsman.

Ricky Gene was only ten, and he shouldn't
have had the gun at all without his older brother or Doyle along
with him, for safety's sake. As I found out later, Ricky Gene
sneaked the Woodsman out of the house to do some target shooting
with a couple of his fifth-grade friends.

The how and why of it weren't important to
me, of course; the fact is that a .22 caliber, unjacketed lead
bullet went astray and struck me six centimeters from the temple,
just above the left eye, penetrating the skull at a slight upward
angle, splitting apart on impact with the bone (I have
well-calcified bones). Pieces of the bullet then plowed through the
left hemisphere of the cerebral cortex and Broca's area. One
fragment traveled as far as the cerebellum.

The solid blow to the forehead snapped my
head back. I was in stride and on a slight incline; the impact of
the little bullet turned me sideways and I lost my footing, fell
backward at the water's edge. I didn't lose consciousness. But I
was partially paralyzed and unable to get up again. I had
uncontrollable spasms down my left side; I couldn't feel my left
hand at all.

Spud Morris, doggedly trying to drop a lot of
excess poundage, was trudging along the lakeside path about forty
yards behind me. He undoubtedly had heard the little firecracker
pops of the Woodsman too, and as soon as he crossed the shelf of
limestone that juts out over the weedy cove where the bream are
most likely to be biting early in the morning, he saw me and
realized what had happened.

"Greg? Greg, Jesus!"

I was faceup, lying back on one elbow. I
could hear and see Spud okay. At first I didn't know, or want to
believe, that I was seriously wounded. I thought I'd run into
something in the twilight, like the blunt end of a dead branch
protruding from a tree. But Spud, who had done two tours in
Vietnam, left no doubt as he knelt beside me.

"You've been shot, you've been shot!" he
said. "Damn careless kids!" Staring at the hole in my head, fear in
his eyes, he put a burly arm around me. Sweat dripped from the tip
of his nose. Spud tried to catch his breath, and didn't seem to
know what to do next. He dabbed at the blood on my left cheek with
one of the terrycloth wristbands he always wore when jogging, and
raised his head.

"Hey, you kids! Run, get help quick!
Nine-one-one. Nine-one-one. Mr. Walker's shot, he's hurt
bad!"

Spud has a bass voice, and it carried like
the baying of a bloodhound across the placid lake to the homes on
Thornhill Road. The neighborhood that Caroline and Sharissa and I
had moved to not quite two years ago, after a decade of hard work,
planning, and a lot of scrimping to make it all possible. We were
in our dream house, and now this had to happen.

The spasms had lessened; I felt inert and
cold to the bone, as if I were crystalizing in a snowbank. Maybe it
was the way Spud was holding me, but I found it harder to breathe
with every passing moment. His face was close to mine, his lips
crimped in a concerned smile as he tried to reassure me.

"Hey, Greg, hey, it's gonna be all right!
You're gonna make it, son! Kids have gone for help! You just hang
in there!"

I hung in there, perhaps surprising us both.
Spud kept talking, embracing me firmly, telling me tall tales about
his golf handicap and his ability to pick stocks that tripled in
value—as his wife put it, the only thing that could shut Spud up
was an oral contraceptive. Meanwhile, he kept me in a sitting
position, something he'd learned dealing with grievously wounded
men in his command and which, under the circumstances, was the
correct thing to do.

I was fortunate that the paramedics from the
nearby fire station got to me in less than eight minutes. The
emergency medical units were something new in Sky Valley. Caroline,
my wife, was largely responsible. She had spent three years
lobbying the City Council, getting the necessary community support:
four thousand signatures on a petition. We have a fine hospital,
too, for a city our size.

One of the medics was cowpoke-thin, with a
jutting chin like the joker on a playing card; the other was a
gum-chewing, half-pint young woman who didn't look much older than
my daughter. I can't imagine that even Mother Teresa had more
caring hands. They didn't waste a second. On advice from the trauma
center at the hospital, the medics put me on oxygen, sodium
pentothol to decrease the brain's metabolism, and lidocaine to
reduce intracranial pressure.

But my brain was rapidly filling with blood.
I still didn't feel much pain, and I couldn't feel anything at all
on my right side. I was blinking and woozy, the lashes of my left
eye sticky from blood and leaked brain tissue, but as they carried
me on the wheeled stretcher, still sitting up, around to the other
side of the lake, I saw a couple of cops talking to Ricky Gene and
his friends. Those kids had the sickest, scaredest faces I've ever
seen.

Unlikely as it seems, I wasn't worried about
myself—shock, I suppose—but I felt sorry for Ricky Gene. He was a
good boy. It was always "Yes, sir" and "No, ma'am" with Ricky
Gene.

I guess the sodium pentothal took effect
quickly, because I was drifting off by then. Spud Morris kept
shouting at me as they hurried me to the ambulance. Something about
finding Caroline and Sharissa right away. The roof of my mouth was
swelling and I couldn't talk, so I wasn't any help there. It was a
primary month in Georgia and Caroline was off in another
congressional district, ninety miles south, working on Claude
Gilley's campaign for the United States Senate. She hadn't expected
to be home before ten o'clock. Sharissa, I thought, might still be
at the country club playing tennis after her shift as a lifeguard.
I assumed she'd arrive at the hospital first. But I didn't want my
baby to see me with a hole in my head.

The traumatized brain
always swells from bleeding. Most severe head injury cases arrive
at the hospital with no neurological functions, and if they don't
get fast, expert treatment, the swelling brain herniates, forcing
the brain stem through the bottom of the skull and compressing it
to the point where it can no longer function. Then the lungs and
the heart stop. Pure oxygen to slow down the heart, regulate the
violent pumping of blood to a brain that already holds too much, is
the first requirement. Then emergency surgery to relieve internal
pressure, suction off the necrotic tissue, all the bone and bullet
fragments that can cause trouble later if the patient survives the
initial trauma. But only one in ten ever do. After that, the neuro
team replaces the bone they removed to get at the brain, and hopes
for the best.

Eighteen hours after
the accidental shooting, I came to in the Intensive Care Unit.

I had shrieking-teakettle sounds in both
ears. At first I couldn't make any sense out of being hooked up to
a respirator, some monitors, and three drip feeds. A humidified
re-breather covered my nose and mouth. I had drains in my head and
my left eye, which had swollen shut. My right eye was little more
than a slit. I couldn't lift either hand or move my head. The last
thing I remembered was dropping the Honda off at Ed Reedy's
dealership for an overdue brake job. But that had been more than a
week ago.

The first face I saw was Dr. Jesse
Fernando's. Jesse and I used to play racquetball doubles at the Y
until his back went out on him. I hadn't seen him in quite a while.
He had put on weight, added a chin, some silvery gray at his
temples. He was wearing a clean set of O.R. greens.

"Do you know me, Greg?" he asked. "Just
squeeze my right hand once for yes, twice for no."

I moved my lips, but my tongue wasn't mobile.
It filled my mouth like a rubber stopper in a sink. And it was news
to me that he was holding my hand.

"Just squeeze," Jesse said again, not looking
hopeful about my ability to do so.

I had to concentrate, thinking right hand,
right hand; thinking created pain, a lot of it, but then I was
able to tighten my fingers.

Jesse looked relieved at this rudimentary
communication. There were a couple of nurses at bedside, faces
blurred at the limits of my severely restricted vision, checking
this, checking that, jotting things down.

"Caroline and Sharissa are outside," Jesse
told me. "I'll let them see you for a few minutes. But I wanted to
talk to you first. If that's all right, squeeze my hand again."

I applied enough pressure to make him smile,
incredulously. I didn't know what kind of medication they were
giving me, but I needed to tell him that I was feeling a lot of
pain. I tried to get at the re-breather with my hand and pull it
off my face. Jesse restrained me, said something to one of the
nurses I didn't catch: the teakettles were making too much
noise.

"You're in the hospital, Greg. I expect you
know that much. I had you in the operating room for five and a half
hours. You were shot accidentally in the head . . ." He went on,
describing how that little bullet had fragmented and done a lot of
damage, shearing an artery, which in turn resulted in a massive
blood clot, "But the brain looked good," he said. "Once I cleaned
it up. Only one small fracture of the brain floor. So far I don't
have any reason to feel discouraged. It's a sizable miracle that
you're conscious already. We have every reason to believe you'll
pull through."

Jesse didn't go into paralysis or permanent
speech impairment or any of the other expectable consequences at
that point; he grasped my right hand reassuringly and smiled and
said, "Here's your family."

I got some idea of how long they'd been
waiting from the puffiness and discoloration around Caroline's
eyes. By then she probably hadn't slept for forty hours. She
couldn't hide her horror or stop crying. Sharissa was trying to be
brave, but it was obvious my appearance sickened her. Later she
described to me how I'd looked: big turban of bandages, the rest of
my face swollen and discolored like a prize eggplant. Her lips were
bloodless, the skin ragged from being chewed.

Bobby Driscoll, the boy she'd been dating
exclusively for a year or so, was with her: tall, wide receiver on
the football team, smart too—the sort of boy I would've liked for a
son, if Caroline and I had been blessed with another child.

Caroline and Sharissa took turns kissing me
and squeezing my right hand. The vision in my right eye, already
blurry, was made worse by tears. I tried to smile beneath the
re-breather mask, but my lips wouldn't cooperate. Neither of them
had much to say, except that they loved me and I shouldn't
worry.

I couldn't worry about anything. I was in
twilight by then. Dreaming the dreams of near-death, whatever they
may be. I had no recollection, afterward, of the intensely bright,
otherworldly light reported by others who have been in my
precarious state. There were no figures of old friends calling to
me, or angels that glowed like gaslight in a somber haze at the end
of a long tunnel.

There was only a man, a man with a stocky
peasant's body, in my near-death dreams. The landscape was clear
and sharp-edged. The sun shone painfully bright (so brightly I
could not open my eyes all the way) where he stood near the base of
a flat-topped pyramid. He was wearing a black suit with a white
shirt unbuttoned to the breastbone. I could make out the gleam of a
gold chain around his neck, and the cool green of jade in the form
of something winged, ancient, chimerical. He had an old-fashioned
stem-winder pocket watch in his hands. It gave off sizzling glints
in the sun.

I was fascinated by the timepiece; all of my
attention was focused on it. But when I tried to approach the man
he raised his head and stopped me with his gaze. His face was flat
and seamed, oiled and coppery-dark; his hair shock-white and full
as flowery grief. His eyes were starless night, as forbidding as
the depths of space. He shook his head slowly, then lowered his
eyes and, methodical Timekeeper, continued to wind the watch.

I only had meant to
ask him how late it was. Late for what, I didn't know.

The next face I saw
was that of one of the nurses, a slim mocha-colored girl. I watched
her through the slit of my right eye for a while. Her back was to
the bed. I reached up and pulled off the re-breather. She heard the
hissing of oxygen through the mask, and turned.

"Guh morning," I said. The steam-whistle
noises in my ears had faded. "Or is it . . . morning?"

She just stared at me, then shook her head. I
found out later it was midafternoon, two days after the shooting.
The nurse smiled, but she looked shocked. She stopped what she was
doing with the tree of drip-feed bottles and quickly went away.

When she came back there was a doctor with
her. He looked very young to me, but he'd already lost half of his
hair.

"Mr. Walker, I'm Dr. Kiddfield. Senior
neurological resident here at the hospital. I understand you spoke
to Ruby."

"Sure . . . I did," I said. My voice sounded
thick, but at least I was understandable. "Why not?"

"Well—" he rubbed his high forehead as he
consulted my recent trauma history on his clipboard, grimacing a
couple of times while he read. "According to this, you suffered
significant damage to Broca's area."

"What . . . does that mean?"

"Broca's area controls the necessary muscle
movements that enable you to pronounce words. There's more to
speech than that, but in a nutshell—"

I went on producing words, although some were
garbled.

"Maybe I'm not hurt . . . bad as everybody
thought. I feel pretty good, actually." I reached up with my right
hand to rub the stubble on my cheek. It was like someone else's
hand—trembling, no strength in it. "Could use a shave," I said.

Kiddfield watched me, then pored over the
information on his chart again. He looked as thoroughly confused as
any human being I'd ever seen.

"I'll be back soon," he said. "I just want to
have a good look at your EEGs and, uh, the preliminary CAT scan
again."

That evening, after another CAT scan, I was
moved from Intensive Care to a private room.

Except for a persistent headache and a
fluctuating fever, I was steadily improving. I continued to feel
very tired and sometimes nauseated. It was an effort to move any
part of my body (and impossible to lift my head, which seemed to be
huge but insubstantial, like a hot-air balloon). My head was
wrapped in bandages from just above the eyebrows; my lips were fat
and my swollen left eye, which was still draining, stood out from
my face like a piece of hard, unripened fruit. But the swelling had
stabilized. As I'd already proved, I could move and guide my right
hand; feeling had returned to my right leg as well, although I had
no control of it.

Now I was conscious much of the time, despite
the painkillers and what my daughter described as "majorly amounts"
of antibiotics. Less than seventy-two hours after I'd been brought
to the hospital, I was sitting up for as long as an hour at a
time.

For the next couple of days it seemed as if
there was a different doctor in the room every ten minutes. I was
the guy who should have been, at the least, brain-dead. I didn't
know if my apparent escape from horribly debilitating damage was an
inspiration to them, but most seemed skeptical even when they were
talking to me, as if I were some sort of hoax perpetrated by Jesse
Fernando.

Jesse said, "I've been a neurosurgeon for
fifteen years. I still don't know a hell of a lot about what goes
on in here." He tapped his forehead with a finger. "I'd have an
easier time explaining how Jesus walked on water. What I do know
is, the brain has a lot of excess capacity, and for that we can
both be damned grateful, Greg."

I wasn't grateful for the gaps in my memory:
our second-honeymoon trip to Captiva, phone numbers, the recent
death of a former business associate, all of it was gone. I could
not recall Caroline's parents' names, the floor plan of our new
house, or even what Thornhill Road looked like. For the most part,
the blanks occurred in memories of the last two years. Going back
much further, everything I needed or cared to recall was still
intact.

Thanks to the skill of Dr. Jesse Fernando,
who had been forced to invade my brain in order to save my
life.

But frequently such invasions can result in a
permanently lobotomized patient. As one of the residents under
Jesse cheerfully explained to me, "See, if you get just a little
bit of suction in the wrong place, it's like 'Oh-oh, there goes
high school.' "Or college. Or the ability to remember the faces of
loved ones. Or the inhibitions that enable us to function
acceptably in society and which, perhaps, separate us from the
beasts.

Caroline raised hell with Jesse about the
unauthorized consultants; Jesse raised hell elsewhere, and, because
the NO VISITORS sign was still up for all but immediate family, I
had some peace. Even though I was attended by nurses around the
clock, Caroline and Sharissa took turns keeping an eye on me until
finally I made each of them go home to get a decent night's sleep.
I could see in their eyes that they were afraid to leave, afraid
that I would take a sudden turn for the worse and be gone, or in a
coma, before they could get back to the hospital.

I was more concerned
about them than I was for myself. Obviously I was going to be laid
up for a while, months perhaps. But I'd had some luck, and I had
learned a long time ago how to adjust quickly to whatever
circumstances fate handed me.

"Mr. Walker? I know
it's kind of late, but Dr. Fernando said it might be okay if I had
a few words with you."

I thought he must be another doctor. But he
was wearing a loud Madras sports jacket that looked a size too
large for him, and was years out of style. He didn't have a
hospital ID tag attached to a lapel.

Instead he showed me a folder with a gold
badge inside.

"I'm Sergeant Butterbaugh. C.G. Butterbaugh.
Sky Valley police. Say, you sure do have a lot of flowers." He
hastily pulled a handkerchief from his hip pocket and caught a
sneeze in time, then glanced at me in apology as tears came to his
eyes. He looked around the room again. "Sorry. Any roses? Yep,
thought so. Roses get me every—"

He sneezed again, lustily, jogging his
eyeglasses askew on his face. The black rims contained lenses like
blastproof ports. I wondered how he could see well enough to
qualify for the police department, even in Sky Valley, where the
crime rate was less demanding on the abilities of our officers.

"Maybe I could just set those outside while
I—" He looked at me for approval.

I nodded and put down the three-pound hand
weights my physical therapist had given me to work with. After four
days the left hand and arm were coming around. I was also looking
forward to my first walk down the hall in the morning.

Sergeant Butterbaugh carried the vase of
yellow roses at arm's length to the door, stifled another sneeze,
and closed the door behind him. He had the upper body of a large
man and unusually short legs, a youthful face not favored by a
strong chin line. His sandy hair was so fine there was probably no
use in combing it; the hair just seemed to drift where it wanted to
go

"The roses . . . are probably from the
Kindors," I said. My voice was still hoarse and sometimes I had to
think about what my next word was going to be. "Meghan raises
them."

"Oh, the Kindors? Yeah, I spoke to them. He's
getting rid of that Woodsman, by the way."

"Good idea, a little . . . late. I hope . . .
Doyle's not being too hard on Ricky Gene."

"From what I gather, Ricky Gene's hard enough
on himself. He's hardly been out of his room since it
happened."

"I should give him a call," I said.

"I'll bet that'd help. Well, like I said, Mr.
Walker, don't want to tire you. I'm just wrapping up my
investigation of the incident, and I wanted to ask you a couple of
questions." He had a lightweight though not a girlish voice, and
the cadences, if not the typical highlands twang, of a North
Georgia native; many of his sentences ended on an interrogative
note. "Why don't I pull this chair over—"

"Sure."

Butterbaugh had a palm-size tape recorder
with him. He sat beside the bed and put the recorder on the
stainless-steel tray near my pillow.

"I don't think I . . . I'll be of much help
to you. I know I was . . . jogging. I jog most evenings around the
lake. But getting shot—that's all a blank to me."

Butterbaugh took off his glasses and cleaned
them with a tissue from the box on my tray. "Sure, I understand. I
was out there today and took some photographs. After talking to the
kids, I've got a good idea of how the shooting happened."

"Let me in on it."

He straddled a chair, arms on the chair back.
"Well, Ricky Gene and his buddies weren't very good shots to begin
with. They'd pinned up a target on his shagbark hickory that grows
on the crest of the rise; it sort of leans out over the path around
the lake. I found seven hulls on the ground, but only one shot hit
the target. The kids were standing forty-two feet away. Now, where
the path you took crosses that limestone ledge, I expect you know
the ledge I'm talking about—"

"Yes."

"A man your height, jogging, would be exposed
from the waist up for just about three seconds as he crossed that
ledge. I had one of your neighbors, Mr. Bromley, who is also
six-one, run the path for me so I could be sure of that. He ran it
three times at different speeds. I took my photos with a
500-millimeter lens at three different ASA levels. Photography's a
hobby of mine. I've won some prizes, mostly local shows. Mr.
Bromley's head was to the right and on a line from where the kids
pinned their target and exactly thirty-four feet behind the tree.
Given that it was twilight and the way the sun was reflecting off
the lake surface, and that there was some understory in the way, I
was able to conclude the kids might well not have been aware of you
while Ricky Gene was potting away in the direction of his target.
So that part of their story checks out, wouldn't you say?"

"You're very thorough," I said. "You made all
those measurements, and—"

"Oh, yes, sir. There's a lot of ramifications
to a shooting, even when, as in your case, the victim survives. And
if I'm going to be in court testifying—"

"Why would you be . . . in court?" I asked
him.

Sergeant Butterbaugh hesitated, and shrugged.
I couldn't read his eyes; the light from my bedlamp was flaring on
the lenses of his glasses.

"I'm not here as your attorney, Mr. Walker.
I'm only saying that sometimes there are court proceedings, and
that's one reason why my investigations are as complete as I can
make them."

"It was an accident, pure and simple, and I
don't—I've never given a thought to—"

He held up a hand. "You understand that it's
my job only to determine if the shooting was, in fact, an
accident"

"What would make you think—"

"But I don't have any preconceptions, Mr.
Walker. I just met you, and I've talked to Ricky Gene twice. I
guess I haven't been at my job long enough to claim any special
insights into people. I have investigated a lot of
shootings. I took a degree in Police Science at Cal State L.A. and
I was on the force in Los Angeles for two years, until family
matters brought me home to Sky Valley. I was in a "crash unit" most
of the time. Seventy-seventh Division. That's South Central L.A.
Juvenile gangs everywhere—Crips and Bloods. They all own guns. Kids
not as old as Ricky Gene have them. MACs, Glocks, Uzis. One time I
took a Desert Eagle auto away from a boy who could barely hold it
level in both hands. This model was a .44 Magnum. If he ever
managed to fire it, the recoil would've broken both wrists and
probably dislocated a shoulder. Matter of survival for most of
them. Blood on the streets almost every night, shooting at shadows,
strangers, rival homies, anybody wearing the wrong colors in the
wrong place. No thought about the human consequences. What does a
kid that age know about death? Or care?"

He had to stop to sneeze, smothering it in
the crook of his elbow. His chubby face had a high color, a sheen
of perspiration. His voice was strained, from his allergy, perhaps;
or it might have been from the passion of his indignation.

"You follow, Mr. Walker?"

"I—I don't know. You mean you had the notion
that Ricky Gene might've—"

Butterbaugh shrugged. "Sometimes a kid will
bear grudges for reasons that aren't very clear, even to the kid
himself."

"Ricky Gene isn't . . . that sort of boy, and
I . . . only know him to say hello to. I've been to his house a few
times. We used to be a foursome with . . . the Kindors for bridge,
one Friday night a month. They're a . . . good family, Sergeant.
Ricky Gene couldn't mean me any harm, and I . . . certainly don't
have any ill-will toward the Kindors! It's ridiculous even to
suggest . . . that Ricky Gene might have shot me on purpose."

Butterbaugh nodded, as if he were anxious to
agree. He blew his nose again, then took off his glasses. I saw his
eyes differently—or saw them for the first time. They were olive
green in color and there was something implacable in them—the eyes
of a cutthroat competitor. I also noticed the size of his hands,
and the muscular thickness of one wrist—his right wrist.

"One thing you learn quickly in police work:
nobody really ever knows anybody. You understand that I have to ask
these questions. I wasn't making allegations."

But he had been strongly implying, and I was
resentful, or perhaps defensive, because in Butterbaugh's
speculation there seemed to be a buried hint of guilt on my part,
as if somehow I might have been responsible for Ricky Gene shooting
me. On the other hand, maybe all of us, even the law-abiding, feel
defensive when someone connected with the police is asking personal
questions.

I was spared further questions when Kelly
Dorminy, my night nurse, came in.

Kelly was a strawberry blonde, a pretty girl
with a wry mouth. She was a little on the plump side but had the
nervous energy, the dash of a whippet. With my face still swollen
and bruised, I didn't think she could have detected any displeasure
in my expression. But after one glance at me she turned to
Butterbaugh and said, cheerful but firm, "That'll have to be all
for tonight. Old Ironhead needs his rest." That was my nickname on
the floor. I had become a little vain about it.

"Sure." Butterbaugh scraped his chair back.
"Thanks, Mr. Walker. I guess this wraps it up for me." He retrieved
his miniature recorder and shut it off. I felt a measure of relief
as he prepared to leave.

"Do you play a lot of tennis?" I asked him,
just to be saying something cordial.

"Sir . . . ? As a matter of fact, I do.
How—?" He pocketed the minicorder, gave his strong right wrist a
half turn and laughed. "You ought to be a detective yourself."

"My daughter started playing when she was
six. She was the third-ranked G.S.T.A. junior girl a couple of
years ago. Her left arm was weak, so she did special exercises to
build up the muscles."

"That's Sharissa? Beautiful name. We had a
nice chat yesterday when I dropped by to see how you were coming
along. Sharissa told me she was doing an Advanced Placement paper
on Forensic Science. Seems like a very bright girl."

"Top five percent of her graduating class.
We're real proud of Sharissa."

"Now that really must be all," Kelly said to
Butterbaugh, "and you have no idea how ugly I can be when I'm not
minded."

"You? Nah." Butterbaugh smiled and was nearly
out the door when he hesitated and snapped his fingers. "Almost
forgot. Mr. Walker, tell Sharissa I'll drop off those books she
wanted in a day or two."

"Out," Kelly Dorminy said, and she
closed the door in Butterbaugh's face before I had a chance to ask
him what books he was talking about.

After that, Kelly checked all the medications
I was receiving through tubes in my wrist and right foot, and took
my temperature. The fever was coming down, slowly. Their biggest
worry, Dr. Fernando had told my wile, was an inflammation of the
brain, for any number of reasons, or the sudden onset of
meningitis, which would be fatal quickly in my present
condition.

"Don't let on to anybody that I told you,"
Kelly said, "but you're scheduled for some major-league visitors
tomorrow: neurosurgeons from the AMA convention they're holding
down there in Atlanta."

"I can hardly wait."

"Big day for you. The catheter's coming out,
and so's that pipeline into your foot."

"Good. It's been itching like crazy."

"Want me to scratch?"

"Yes."

She scratched the sole of my foot for me, a
teasing smile on her face. Or that's what I thought I saw. "How's
that feel?"

"Feels fine," I said. "Kelly, honey, you know
what? I've had me a hell of a hard-on since you walked in the room.
Why don't we just take the catheter out tonight, and then you can
suck Old Ironhead off big-time."

Kelly stiffened in shock; then the light went
out of her pretty green eyes and they seemed suddenly vitrified.
She turned away from the bed as if she had just slammed a door.

"I'll be back in a little while," she
said.

"Kelly!"

"Yes?"

"God—I don't know what made me —I don't know
where that came from! I never use that kind of—that was somebody
else talking, Kelly!"

She hesitated, then her shoulders drooped and
she turned with a slightly bitter smile.

"Never mind. I didn't hear it. Would you like
the TV on?"

"Yes. Okay." I was still mortified. "Please,
Kelly. I'm really very—"

"No need to apologize, Mr. Walker, You just
kind of zinged me there—I was surprised, but I shouldn't have been.
Dr. Fernando and Dr. Kiddfield explained to all of us who are on
this service that—well—there could be some sudden changes in your
behavior."

"Explain it to me."

"It has to do with the frontal lobes
being—disturbed. Patients with wounds like yours sometimes speak
and act in a manner contrary to their normal personalities. In the
worst cases—and you're certainly not the worst head trauma case
we've had, don't get that idea—patients will say or do anything
that pops into their minds."

"Or may have been there all along?"

"Mr. Walker, it was just a—didn't mean
anything, really. I get worse stuff all the time from some of the
residents around here, believe me." Kelly put the TV remote control
near my right hand, fussed with my pillow to prove that I had been
forgiven. "News, or the HBO movie?"

The HBO movie was a rerun of
Robocop.

"Just turn it off," I
said, "I guess I don't feel like watching anything right now."

That night the old
Timekeeper was back in my dreams, as was the pyramid.

There were strange-looking birds the color of
the sky flying over the white, step-terraced pyramid. Something was
crouched on the roof of the structure that capped the
pyramid—something huge, animal-like, and forbidding. But I was far
away, I couldn't make it out. The Timekeeper in his severe black
suit beckoned me closer. I walked slowly across a deserted,
stone-paved plaza toward the Timekeeper. It was night before I
reached him, a night of drumming and the brilliance of stars. There
was torchlight in the black pupils of his eyes.

"Father?" I said. He smiled at me. "Now?" I
asked him.

He opened a hand that was caked with old
blood. The gold pocket watch in his palm had no hands. Instead of
ticking it made a windy, moaning sound, like a bull-roarer
gathering velocity. He looked from my face to the top of the
pyramid. I was to climb up there. I had known that all along, but I
couldn't make myself ascend the seven steep levels to acknowledge
the fate that was waiting for me.

I turned back to the
Timekeeper. Where his head had been a harpy eagle sat clutching his
shoulders, glaring at me with yellow eyes.

The next day in the
hospital was, emotionally, my worst, although my spirits should
have been much improved by getting out of bed and limping around
for short periods of time. I had made up my mind that I was ready
to go home; Jesse Fernando had other ideas.

Three eminent neurosurgeons took time out
from the convention they were attending and helicoptered up from
Atlanta to review my case and talk with me. Jesse didn't come right
out and say so, but it was obvious he hoped I'd make the effort to
cooperate with them. I tried, but I was getting fed up with all the
attention. I wanted to put the shooting behind me, go home to my
family and get on with my life as soon as possible.

The eldest of the neurosurgeons, a man with
buzz-cut white hair and the ruddy complexion of a construction
foreman, said, "I was a battalion surgeon in Vietnam for three
years. I'm confident I've seen almost everything, including one
soldier who came back from the dead as they were about to prepare
him for burial. But the adaptive and recovery powers of your brain
is unique in my experience."

"What about the bullet fragments?" I looked
at the eminent neurosurgeon from Lyon, a man named Duvivier.
"Vont ils mé causer des problems plutard?"

He nodded and smiled approval of my French,
which I was glad to learn hadn't gone down the drain with fragments
of brain tissue.

"This is most difficult to say. Dr. Fernando
did excellent work in recovering the majority of the fragments. But
it was not worth the risk of trying to remove all of them."

"Greg's forty-five," Jesse said. "But he has
the constitution of a man twenty years younger. That may be a
factor in his recovery time."

"I've always tried to take care of myself.
Most of my life I've worked two jobs. I always like to say, I'm too
busy to get sick." I chuckled and they smiled, but I still didn't
care for the way they were looking at me. As if I were an insult to
their education and experience. "This is the first time I've been
in a hospital since my daughter was born. I hope it'll be the
last."

The Reverend Bob Justival had a little
different slant on my narrow escape.

"It's a miracle, Greg!" Bob said, or rather,
exulted; he has that bully, holy look of the fatted friars of old.
His fervent style can wear you down after a while. Most
parishioners of First Iconium refer to his wife Beth Ann as "shy,"
but to me she looks sort of stunned most of the time. "Jesus heard
your prayers, good buddy."

"With God all things are possible," I
agreed.

"A special favor," Bob beseeched me. "Would
you testify at our next revival meeting?"

There was no doubt about it—I was the local
celebrity of the week. Or month. I was hoping that it would stay
local.

Once I was allowed out of bed and could sit
up in a chair in my room, I was, as they say in the South, at home
to callers. Most of them, like the Reverend Bob, obligatory.

Caroline brought the Kindors, including the
repentant perpetrator Ricky Gene, to see me. Doyle had been
involved in several different businesses since I'd known him—a
fifty-cent car wash, a collection agency—but nothing that had been
very successful. He could barely manage the payments on their
house, and they walked a financial tightrope most of the time.
Meghan liked to say she was in telemarketing, which meant that she
was on the phone in her kitchen three hours a day, trying to sell
cemetery plots for an enterprise called Beauty Rest Eternal
Gardens: several undeveloped acres where no one, as yet, was
sleeping off Eternity. The point is, the Kindors had no cleaners I
could've taken them to had I been so inclined.

I thought that I should put on a show of
forgiveness even Bob Justival would have admired, so two minutes
after they came into the room we were all in tears.

I was scarcely aware that Caroline was taking
pictures of me with her Sureshot. My arm around Ricky Gene, both of
us smiling. No hard feelings. The next day we were on the front
page of the Sky Valley Tribune. Caroline had taken the
photos as a favor to the managing editor, her former boss.

I didn't know until much later that the
Associated Press had picked up the story, and the photo, and that
it was reprinted in papers around the country as well as in
Canada.

So far away. But we
all live in a world of instant communications. Very little that
happens anywhere escapes attention, depending on how attentive one
cares to be. We truly are, as a man named McLuhan said, a global
village.

Having bypassed the
usual expectations when a foreign object of any size passes most of
the way through the human brain, I was home ten days after the
shooting. I showed no signs of significant neurological impairment
and I'd been fever-free for seventy-two hours. The headaches hadn't
stopped, but they were no real problem. Jesse recommended at least
a week of recuperation at home, and I was in no hurry to go back to
work until my hair grew in. Not knowing in advance of surgery how
many entries into the skull he'd have to make, Jesse's team had
shaved my entire head. But my hair has always grown quickly. To
keep it the length I like it, I need to have it trimmed twice a
month.

Fortunately I had a boy named Bisco working
for me at Walker's Authorized RCA Servicenter, a junior-college
dropout who has a genius for locating the trouble in TVs and
stereos that have been blitzed by sudden power surges—most people
have no idea of the damage that can be caused if they leave their
sets plugged in during an electrical storm, even if the set is
turned off.

If Caroline hadn't been working eighteen
hours a day to get Claude Gilley re-elected, we might have taken
some time off and driven down to Calloway Gardens or even to Hilton
Head for a vacation we both needed badly. Sharissa was working as a
lifeguard days at the country club and doing four nights a week at
Burger King, but even so I saw more of her than I did of my wife.
Sharissa made it a point to spend time with me, having sensed what
I was doing my best to hide: a post-traumatic depression, a deep
uneasiness at having come so abruptly to the stark realization that
it was all going to end for Greg Walker, perhaps sooner than I had
anticipated. Although it certainly was not my nature, then or now,
to brood about death.

Caroline alternately slaved over her
typewriter in her small study off our bedroom trying to come up
with speeches that would put Claude back in the good graces of his
disenchanted constituents, and running off to whatever club
breakfast or civic forum he was scheduled for. Sharissa and I spent
several weekend hours scraping and repainting the deck behind our
house. Looking back, I realize that they were some of the happiest
hours of my life.

I'd been married to Caroline for eighteen
years; Sharissa had turned seventeen in June. In the fall she would
be a senior in high school, where she was Miss Everything. She
deserved all of her honors. She was a lovely girl who had inherited
my slim build, Caroline's Georgia-peach complexion and also her
alluring, autumnal, gilt-edged eyes, so light a shade of brown that
they seemed, eerily, to have no pupils when you looked at her from
certain angles. Her closest friends, boys and girls, were from our
church. They were all active, personable youngsters with high
ideals and rigorous moral standards—no trace of the soiled
insolence that characterizes so many young people these days. In an
age where numerous mental cases are on the loose and smut is a
national blight, we'd never had a moment's worry as to where
Sharissa was, who she was with, or what she was doing.

No matter what time of day I needed to be
up—and for years I'd awakened at four-thirty A.M. to deliver the
Atlanta Constitution locally for extra income—Sharissa was
always in the kitchen ahead of me, the coffee would be perking, and
she'd greet me with a cheerful, "Good morning, Daddy." She always
had her own reasons for being up and around that early, but I
suspected her primary motivation was just to spend those few extra
minutes with me. We were no longer under severe financial pressure,
like the Kindors—Caroline's spells of nervous debilitation were few
and far between these days—and breakfast was now at a more
reasonable hour, but Sharissa had never abandoned the small ritual
that was so precious to me.

Caroline's nerves and melancholia—well, it
had been a strain on the family union no matter how hard Sharissa
and I tried to pretend otherwise. Who could blame Caroline? She was
simply one of those high-strung persons with more nervous energy
than is good for them. More than one member of Caroline's large
family, going back a hundred years, had been subject to what they
referred to as "sinking spells." In the old days the Crowder family
manics dosed themselves with patent medicines liberally infused
with cocaine, and were, perhaps, the better for it. Caroline's
treatments had been more complex, and of limited value. In addition
to our unyielding trust in God, what seemed to benefit Caroline
most was the passage of time, and, of all things, an early
menopause, which occurred when she was forty-six. Sharissa had been
spared this glum and potentially dangerous inheritance, although
like any teenager she could be moody. Since we'd moved to Thornhill
Road Caroline had suffered only one crisis, after a tongue-lashing
from the senator, whose home-district office she'd managed while he
was away in Washington. Caroline put up with Claude, not only
because the pay was good, but because she believed he still had
value to our state—a point I was always careful not to argue with
her, although I and numerous of his colleagues in Washington
considered Claude to be a four-flushing son of a bitch.

Just before moonrise we finished the tedious
job of hand painting the latticework around the deck, cleaned and
put away the brushes. I was standing on our flagstone patio looking
at the sunset-reddened lake and a flock of birds feeding in the
abundant foxtail and broom sedge along the shore. Burgers were
sizzling on the charcoal grill. Sharissa came down the steps from
the kitchen with the hamburger buns, potato chips, and catsup. She
put the stuff down on the picnic table and came over, slipped an
arm around my waist, laid her head on my shoulder. As always I was
ravished by the power of her art, which is called youth. I clasped
her hand and sighed contentedly.

"What were you thinking just now?" she asked
me. She used to ask that all the time, when she was much younger,
but was out of the habit now. It was one of those special
privileges and freedoms of childhood that seems to be lost once
children pass through that invisible barrier into the constraints
of puberty.

"I was thinking that life is good."

"Amen," Sharissa said,
and tightened her grip on me, laughing, a joyous laugh that
expressed more eloquently than any words or prayers the miracle
that had kept us together.

Sharissa had invited
Bobby Driscoll to eat with us, and after supper we played a few
hands of hearts. Caroline called a little after nine, from the
Hilton in Atlanta where Claude Gilley was campaigning at a state
Junior Chamber of Commerce convention. She sounded tired, and they
had another couple of hours to go. I suggested she take a room at
the hotel instead of driving back to Sky Valley after midnight.

"I hate hotels," Caroline said. "There's
nothing like being in your own bed, after a long, hard week.
Promise you'll let me sleep until noon tomorrow?"

"Promise. Things not going so well for
Claude?"

"He's down another three points in the latest
Journal-Constitution poll. You know how he can be when—"

"When the going gets tough, Claude looks for
a cat to kick. If you want my opinion, he's going to lose this
one." And good riddance, I thought. Claude Gilley had a
grotesque amount of unearned wealth, which seemed to have deformed
his ego at an early age. But eventually he was bound to be undone
by the sheer incompetence of his ambition. I suppose the principal
reason why I didn't like him was that he had once propositioned
Caroline while they were on an airplane. A small airplane. He was
the type to simultaneously insult a woman's honor and her
dignity.

"I'll be unemployed," Caroline reminded
me.

It wasn't an admonition, but I'd had enough
lean years to be slightly on the defensive. "We're doing all right.
If a new administration in Washington doesn't put us through the
tax grinder, you'll have time to finish your novel."

"Do you know how many unpublished novelists
there are in this country?"

"Yours will be published."

"I wish I had that much confidence in
me."

I heard Caroline exhale in a familiar way.
"Are you smoking again?" I asked her.

"First one today. Scout's honor. I reached
that point where I had to have a cigarette, or—oh-oh, I'm being
paged. Gotta run. Is Sharissa taking good care of you? Love you,
Greg, don't wait up for me."

When I returned to the sun porch, Sharissa
and Bobby were lounging on the sofa with their heads contentedly
together, watching a tennis match on ESPN.

"That was your mom," I told Sharissa. "She'll
be home late. Or is that news?"

I must have sounded a little grumpy. Sharissa
straightened and glanced at Bobby. "We were going to go out for a
little while. But we don't have to, I mean if you want me to
stay."

"No, that's okay, I'll be fine. Bobby, looks
like you've put on at least an inch around the neck since they
opened that new weight room at the high school."

"Yes, sir. I've bulked up to two twenty-eight
now. And I've got a lot more, you know, stamina since I started the
summer lifting program. I was, you know, that was my big problem
last year, I had a tendency to fade in the fourth quarter against
some of the real big guys, like all those steroid freaks at
Mountain View."

I walked them to the front door.

"Where're yall going? Late for a movie.
Sharissa, you need more rest than you've been getting with all the
upset around here."

"I know, daddy." She put an arm around
my waist and kissed my cheek. "We were just going over to the DQ,
see what's happening. I'll be home by eleven. Eleven-thirty?"

I nodded approval of the time. Bobby, I saw,
was driving his brother's Chevy Maxicab—the silvery gray shade of
fresh solder, with darkly tinted windows—while Kevin was at Benning
training with a Ranger unit.

"Kevin sent us a new bumper sticker," Bobby
said. "That one there on the left side of the back window? It says,
'Nuke them till they glow, then shoot them in the dark.'"

"Bobby," Sharissa said, "honestly, one more
bumper sticker and I am not going to be seen with you in
that old truck."

Bobby laughed. "Kevin's the family mercenary.
All I want to be is a country lawyer, like Granddaddy Bub. Raise me
a mess of kids while Kevin keeps the sand niggers in line."

It was the look that Sharissa gave him—as
highly charged as sunspots—when he mentioned children, and the way
her hand slipped into his as they walked toward the truck, that
give me the chilly notion they had more in mind than a trip to
Dairy Queen. They looked good together, dressed almost alike in
faded jeans and polo shirts, wearing, on their left earlobes, the
small gold crosses they had exchanged months ago. Bobby wore his
hair long and a little straggly in back, but nothing outlandish. As
I watched them from the veranda, in the glow from the gaslights on
either side of the entrance to our driveway, they seemed older,
exclusive to each other; and for the first time I sensed something
secret in their relationship, the possibility that they were
becoming lovers.

Bobby honked once as they were pulling away,
and Sharissa waved. I heard Bobby singing, "Drop-kick me, Jesus,
through the goalposts of life." I remained on the veranda, watching
the taillights of the big truck as it drove up the street, past
Meghan Kindor's black-and-silver Dodge van coming from the other
direction. The moon over the lake was nearly full, bright as a
searchlight.

Seeing me on the veranda, Meghan stopped in
front of house.

"Hey, Greg!"

"Hey, Meghan. Doyle and the kids get off on
that fishing trip?"

"Finally! Guess I'm an old bachelor girl for
the next three days. You feeling good?"

"Feeling like a prince, Meggy. Look like one
too, in this turban I'm wearing."

She laughed. It was abrupt and
mirthless—Meghan's way of commenting when she can't think of
anything to say. Meghan appears breezy and cheerful, but beneath
that there's something cowed about her, even sad. This often is the
fate of women with husbands like Doyle, who is a caring man and a
good father but occasionally goes too heavy on the Jack and Seven,
until there is something amok in him, buzzing like a maddened wasp
from one side of his skull to the other.

"Well, you take care."

"You too, Meggy."

Meghan pulled into her driveway two houses
away—they lived in the Williamsburg model, theirs a gray clapboard
trimmed in yellow. Our house was the Mount Vernon, largest in the
subdivision, featuring a narrow veranda paved in zigzag brick, with
white columns. I stayed on the veranda for a few minutes, looking
out over the neighborhood, savoring it: the neat hedges and Bermuda
lawns and ornamental fences, the cascades of weeping willows and
popcorn clusters of white crape myrtle in the moonlight. The warm
air I breathed was steeped in the fragrance of our night-blooming
jasmine. The Feltmans' new baby was crying, a thin, distant fussing
that made me nostalgic and melancholy at the same time. Sharissa. I
had held her in my arms when she was five minutes old. I remembered
her wide, happy smiles as a child, mock-ferocious from missing
teeth. I remembered the falls, the bumps, the scrapes and cuts. Now
she was tall and flawlessly tanned and athletic, martial on a
volleyball or tennis court—crouched, perspiring, lower lip pressed
in a taut, bloodless line against her teeth, swaying slightly as
she prepared to return a serve, the amber light of a lioness in her
eyes. Deadly with a tennis racket—or heavenly in an aqua gown. So
many good memories, which, thank the Lord, those little fragments
of lead had spared.

On the other side of the street, Erica
Lashley came out of their house screaming at her hapless mother,
jumped into her red Miata and roared out of the driveway. Erica was
sixteen, a trampy sixteen; the Lashleys had lost their grip on her
when she was still a child, and were having no luck trying to buy
her back with sports cars and trips to Florida during spring break.
Sharissa would just roll her eyes whenever Erica's name was
mentioned. The Hulstines were having another Saturday-night party
in their back yard. They were the only childless couple in the
neighborhood, which meant they had both the time and the money to
invest in their social life. Roddy was lithe and youthful but dour,
like a Greek chorus boy; Irene Hulstine was a good fifteen years
older than her husband and always dressed as if she were a finalist
in a conspicuous-consumption contest. The Dutch Colonial house
between the Kindors' and ours, owned by Hoke and Tempie Howington,
was dark. Hoke was retired from Coca-Cola and when they weren't on
the road in their Airstream they usually hit the sack by nine
o'clock.

Another car was coming
up the street, one I didn't recognize. A coffee-brown sedan, Buick
or Oldsmobile or Pontiac: without their respective corporate
emblems nobody's been able to tell them apart for the last thirty
years. The car hesitated at our driveway, then pulled in.

Detective Sergeant
C.G. Butterbaugh of the Sky Valley police department got out. He
was wearing walking shorts that emphasized the almost comical
brevity of his hairy legs, and a baggy tennis sweater.

"Hello, there! Mr. Walker?"

"Yes."

He had a couple of books under one arm. I
remembered Sharissa talking about the paper she was working on for
school, and how helpful Butterbaugh had been in providing her with
source material.

"Good to see you up and around. Sharissa
tells me you're doing real well?"

"Some headaches, a little dizziness, memory
lapses; but physically I'm nearly as good as I ever was. I'll know
for sure when I start jogging again if I'm going to be a hundred
percent. Would you like to come in, Sergeant? Sharissa's not
home."

"Oh." He was obviously disappointed, and I
tried not to smile. Another one my daughter inadvertently had
caught in her gossamer net. Then I thought of Sharissa with Bob.
There was a bad taste in my mouth—bitterness, gall. Since the
shooting I had been prey to sourceless, unpleasant odors and
tastes, possibly the result of minute malfunctions somewhere in the
abused areas of the brain. On a couple of occasions the olfactory
hallucinations had been powerful enough to trigger my gag reflex. I
put a hand over my mouth and tried to clear my throat. I wasn't
much of a drinker, but usually a shot of something dark, syrupy,
and potent, like apricot liqueur, was necessary to clear the
palate.

"How about a beer?" I said to Butterbaugh. "I
was about to have a nightcap myself."

"Sure, I wouldn't mind a beer. I've got a
little time before I need to get back to my folks." He hesitated,
perhaps wondering if an explanation was called for, then offered,
"They're old, and, not exactly bedfast, but housebound, and I can't
afford to have somebody stay with them all the time. So, when I'm
off duty I like to spend as much time with them as I can."

"Is that the family business that brought you
back to Sky Valley?" I asked him as we went into the house.

"Yes, sir. In a way I don't regret coming
home, but I was already accepted by the Bureau when my dad had his
stroke."

I coughed into my fist, still trying to clear
my throat, and took a can of Heineken from the refrigerator.
"Bureau? You mean the FBI?"

"Yes, sir. Lifelong ambition." He put the
books he'd been carrying on the butcher-block table in our
breakfast room; one of them had to do with the FBI's crime
laboratories. He saw me glance at the cover. "Sharissa was
particularly interested in DNA typing as admissible evidence in
court cases."

I nodded as if I were interested as well, or
even knew what he was talking about, opened the pantry and took out
my bottle of apricot liqueur. We maintain a small store of liquor
for Caroline's drinking friends, co-workers, or buddies from her
days as a reporter, but we're a Baptist family and like most
Baptist families, if you have it in the house at all you don't
flaunt it.

We went outside. The Hulstines' party was
going full-blast around their oval swimming pool. We sat in the
small gazebo at one end of the deck. The smell of fresh latex paint
was still strong here. I thought about the shade of beige I'd
chosen, wondering if I was still going to like it in the
morning.

"Been trying," Butterbaugh said thoughtfully,
"but I can't place your accent. Not from around here?"

"Balamer," I said.

"Oh, Baltimore. Lot of family living
there?"

"I'm afraid not. At least as far as I know. I
was a foundling."

"Tough break," Butterbaugh said, with a
little wince of sympathy. "You've certainly made out okay. Couldn't
have been easy for you, alone in the world."

"I realize it's trite to say. But the love of
a good woman has meant everything to me."

He nodded. "Sure, I know what you mean.
Wouldn't mind being married myself. Don't put enough effort into
it, I suppose. I mean, looking for the right girl." Frowning, he
sipped his beer. "Sharissa's out on a date?" he said.

"More or less. She's with Bobby Driscoll.
Maybe you met him."

"The tall boy? Wants to be a lawyer? Yeah."
Thinking about Bobby seemed to weigh on his spirits; he sighed
softly and changed the subject. "This is really a nice place you
have here, Mr. Walker."

"Thank you. Why don't we make it Greg,
and—what's the C.G. stand for?"

"Collins Gosden." He shrugged, with a little
deprecatory change of expression, as if from long habit. "My mother
had me late, and because they both knew I was going to be their
only child, they paid off both sides of the family. Actually, I
have three names; but the other one is so awful I don't want to be
reminded of it by using the initial." He shrugged again. "Three
initials are too much anyway. Unless you're British." His eyes
moved often—not shiftily, but with a certain thoroughness of
scrutiny, as if something he'd been anticipating all of his life
was about to materialize from shadows. "In high school," he said,
"they called me 'Butts.'" He sat up a little straighter and
swiveled a half-turn in the cushioned patio chair. "That reminds
me, I reserved one of the school courts for Wednesday at six.
Sharissa said something about taking me on if we could work out a
time."

"I'll mention it to Sharissa, but maybe you
ought to give her a call yourself."

Butterbaugh glanced at the time with a look
of resignation. He wore an old-fashioned gold strap watch with
Roman numerals and an enameled black bezel which I recognized as a
Hamilton. The Piping Rock model, introduced about 1925. It may have
been because I had nothing in the way of family heirlooms or
keepsakes myself, but I liked old things, and I hadn't seen a
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