

	
	







BACKWARD-

FACING

MAN


a novel


Don Silver

[image: 2]







For Reg and Rob,
who left early

	




Contents



Part 1




Foreword

I first met Patricia Campbell Hearst at a summer camp





Friday, March 13, 2000

Facing backwards on a moving train, said the man sitting





December 1999

It was Stardusts belief growing up that her mother paid





Friday, March 13, 2000

She stared at the heels of his sneakers as they





January 2000

The first few days after Lorraines death, Stardust wandered the





Friday, March 13, 2000

Rahim led Stardust through a doorway into another small room.





Saturday, January 23, 1999

It was a typical Saturday in the factory. A transistor





Sunday, January 24, 1999

It was after midnight. Heavy clouds obscured the moon and





Puckman Security

In the mid-1960s, Charlie Puckman was a sinewy little





Monday, January 25, 1999

Chuck awoke startled on the morning of the third day





Saturday, March 14, 2000

By the late nineties, the FBI had picked up virtually






Part 2




Fall 1998

Lorraine Nadia was an attractive woman and as she stood





Fall 1999

It was late in the afternoon, and one of the





Saturday, March 14, 2000

Stardust took a deep breath and moved her hand to





Spring 1968

It was a sunny Saturday morning. A sooty mixture of





January 1999

At five fifty A.M. Tuesday, the chunky Puerto Rican with





Spring 1999

In early spring, when the EPA finally announced that the





Fall 1999

I held the door open for Lorraine, who carried her





Summer 1968

After finals, Chuck Puckman found a cheap room on the





New Years Eve Day, 1999

John Russell was pleased when his pager went off. As





Summer 1999

The first few names they came up with for the





Fall 1999

Throughout the spring and summer, the bedside vigil continued, with





December 1999

Unless you plead guilty, Wilkie said to Chuck six weeks





Thursday, March 12, 2000

In addition to being his best friend and confidante, after






PART 3




Belize City, 2000

The heavyset man with thick glasses and olive-colored skin made





August 1968

Frederick explained the hack to the newly formed Fenway Park





Saturday, March 14, 2000

From the get-go, everybody suspected Weather Underground. While Special Agent





Summer 1974

It was slow at the bank, which meant Lorraine





Friday Morning, March 13, 2000

It was just after midnight by the time he made





Monday, March 16, 2000

I get it, Stardust said, sitting up. Im here because





Afterword

There are detailed descriptions of every car, every pier, every







Acknowledgments



About the Author




Credits




Copyright




About the Publisher









PART I












 

Foreword






I first met Patricia Campbell Hearst at a summer camp for girls when we were fourteen. Our mothers had been sorority sisters in the late forties, although, technically, neither was in college at the time. Finishing school would be a more accurate term for it, yet it hardly matters to the story Im about to tell.


Catherine Campbell was raised in the suburbs of Atlanta, a world of debutantes and huge colonial houses with Corinthian columns, part of a white aristocracy, which only two generations earlier had owned slaves. It was the middle of World War II, two years before Catherine met her husband, Randy, the youngest son of William Randolph Hearst. My own mother, Agnes Rittenhouse, had been sent away to boarding school by her parents in Philadelphia because of a persistent interest shed taken in a roguish fellow named Edward Prescott, my dad.


Over the next forty years, the two maintained a long-distance friendship in hundreds of letters they wrote each other, recording the events of their lives, describing in longhand their courtships and marriages, the houses they decorated, gossip about their neighbors, and, later, the accomplishments of their children. In the letters, they held close their disappointments, their quiet struggles with depression and substance abuse, their husbands occasional infidelities and their eventual divorces. I remember the scent of her stationery on the antique rolltop in my mothers bedroom mingling with my own curiosity to discover how joyful or wretched a womans life could become. That one summer, Patty and I talked about our parents and boys and sex and babies whenever we got a private moment: awake in our bunks; standing side by side in lineup; sitting in a canoe near boys camp, the low rumble of the engine and the smell of diesel fuel wafting toward us in the early autumn breezes through the white pines, the scent and sally of manhood.


Though we would have bristled at the suggestion, we were miniature versions of our mothers, living in that impossibly dry heat of our parents unlived lives. In that single season, fired up by adolescenceraw and incredulouswe shared every thought, every emotion, every perception we had about the world. All the while, dark hints of what would happen spread over us like the shadow of an angry giantour fathers departures, our mothers illnesses, our siblings infirmities, our ambivalence about success and love and fairy-tale endings, even Pattys monstrous ordeal.


At the end of the camp, we were wrenched aparther to the suburbs of San Francisco and me to Center City, Philadelphia, and, within a few months, we completely lost touch. The next summer, I went to Ocean City, New Jersey, and advanced my study of boys, while Patty stayed home and took riding lessons with her sisters. After that, my life was so crowded with crushes and rumors and adventures with new best friends, I thought about Patty only once before the kidnapping.


It was Thanksgiving, 1973. I was a freshman, home from college. My mother had just received one of Aunt Catherines letters. Winnie, you remember Patricia Hearst, dont you, dear? We were in the kitchen. Shes going to marry her math teacher. I was nineteen, the age when parental comparisons to others elicit only hostility. It was my first year away from home, away from my parents anger and the burden of the stultifying reputation of my family as a pillar of Philadelphia society. I remember for the first time feeling free and hopeful about my future, as yet unburdened by the conditions of my trust fund and the knowledge that the road to addiction that my father, my brother, and I would each travel is a highway, with few places to stop, pull over, or get off until it dead ends.



Had my mother and I actually finished our conversation that night, I might have told her that math teachers and marriage were of no interest to me, that I wanted nothing to do with careers, husbands, or babies, that it was my first year in college and I was just discovering drugs and Hemingway, Lawrence, and Forster. I am a writer, I would have snapped, had I cared enough to say anything at all.


Three months later, there wasnt an adult in the world who hadnt heard about Pattys abduction. In New York City, where I was in school, Pattys image as an urban guerrilla was everywhereon newsstands and telephone poles, on huge screens in department store windows and in Times Square. She was the topic of conversation between parents and children, husbands and wives, colleagues at work in subways, and strangers in coffee shops. There were sightings and tips, news flashes and documentaries about her childhood, interviews with teachers and old friends, urgent pleas from her grief-stricken parents and Steve Weed, Pattys jilted fianc. Over the next twenty months, the nation watched, fascinated as my one-time best friend converted to radicalism, robbed a bank, became a fugitive, and, a year later, was captured, put on trial, convicted, and sent away to prison.


It turned out that everything Catherine Hearst told my mother about Patty was false. She didnt love her math teacher, and she only studied art history because she was bored out of her skull listening to her fianc talk about philosophy. Much later, I came to understand that until her kidnapping, Patty was struggling with many of the same issues I was struggling with, including how to escape from under the long shadow of a prominent family, into the far more alluring glow of the counterculture.


After college, I went to graduate school in Iowa and then moved back to Manhattan, settling in a studio apartment in the East Village. After her release from federal prison, Patty married her bodyguard, Bernard Shaw, moved east, and became something of a celebrity, acting in several of John Waterss movies. I drifted between writing poems, composing songs, performing in a punk rock band, and waitressing on Wall Street. That same year my mother developed emphysema, and my father ran off with his secretary, drinking and gambling away most of his considerable fortune in Atlantic City.



After a two-year affair with coke, my brother entered rehab in Florida. When he emerged, he married the woman who led his twelve-step group and took over an investment company that my uncle Jack had started. I did my own little dance with coke and weed, balancing the two perfectly for a while, before falling in love with speedballs and downers, burning out my metabolism, and most likely depleting my lifetime reserve of seratonin. Though my brother kept asking me to, returning to Philly would have been painful. The waters had long ago covered over the place where my childhood had been.


I sent poems and short stories to literary magazines and wrote lyrics for a punk rock band. I lived on fast food and stayed up all night at places like Maxs Kansas City and CBGB, fancying myself to be part of the downtown scene. Mornings, with the garment district trucks rumbling by, Id take a couple Valium or a phenobarbital, pull the shades down, and wait for sleep. The day I turned thirty, I got a call from a man at the Glendale Trust Company who told me if I could provide proof of full-time employment, annual payments from my trust fund would begin. Theyre rather large, he said, sounding a bit uncomfortable. It was a turning point. By then, my dreams had fizzled. When I wasnt manic about a new song or a hot new band forming, I was strung out, overwrought, and sleep starved. I was tired of waitressing and biding my time until we, meaning whatever drug-addicted temperamental musician I was working with, got a record deal.


I found a job with a company that made precision ball bearings, whose founders hated each other so vehemently that every employee had to declare their devotion to one and then suffer banishment from the other. In between answering the phone, I wrote complex technical descriptions of products for their cataloga tedious and unaesthetic compendium of line drawings and grainy photographsbut in keeping with his promise, the man from Glendale Trust wired me $500,000 two weeks later. In my drug-addled state, keeping normal hours was impossible. During my second month, the brother I had aligned myself with gave me an unpaid month off so I could go to the Betty Ford Clinic, and when I returned, I was clean. Against everyones advice, I kept the same friends, went to the same shitty showcases and art openings, and lived in the same squalid apartment, rationalizing that all this would inspire me to keep writing. Only it didnt.


In April 1996 my mother died. I knew her health had deteriorated, but I kept putting off visiting until it was too late. By then, shed moved in with my brother and sister-in-law, who orchestrated a rotation of nurses who fed and bathed her, answered the phone, sent letters until she was no longer able to dictate, preparing her for what was, by all accounts, a painful way to leave this world. By the time my brother called and told me, she was beyond my reach in a haze of medication, hooked up to a respirator and sleeping in an oxygen tent.


The day she died, I carried several cartons of my most outrageous clothes to a thrift store and gave away my foldout couch. I put a folder of rejection slips and my journals into a suitcase and lugged it to the curb, where I waited for my brothers black BMW to whisk me back to Philadelphia. As soon as we crossed over from Jersey, I felt an odd release. My father had disgraced himself. Now, with my mother gone, I could finally declare defeat and return from exile without shame. As soon as I got home, my brother told me that as far as he was concerned, I could stay in the Prescott cottage in Merion as long as I liked.


Much to my surprise, the day before the funeral the Hearsts arrived. There was Aunt Catherine, a brittle-looking wisp of a woman hanging on to Pattys husbands arm, and my old camp friend, fuller in the face and heavier. As they stood side by side, I could see the resemblance between mother and daughtertheir small frames, smooth pale foreheads, mouths turned down, and shoulders hunched as if theyd spent their lives avoiding things that had been hurled at them from behind.


The Hearst-Shaws lived just outside one of Connecticuts toniest towns, a place with high-end retail stores and trendy restaurants where beautiful people of all ages hurry from Pilates to therapy. Patty described it as a place where people shopped like it was always Christmas. Like most suburbanites of my generation, Patty spent her life shuttling her kids around, except she did it in a van that had been fitted with bulletproof windows, a communications center, and a satellite tracking system.


Once everyone left, Patty got her mother settled in the sunroom with a glass of sherry and sent Bernard out to pick up Chinese. She confided that although her husband was steady and dependable, he was a far cry from the men we dreamed about thirty years ago. The man who marries money works hard for every cent. Bernie had come along when the Hearst family was vulnerable, putting aside his meager career aspirations to become Pattys husband. A few years after they were married, he was made head of security for the Hearst Corporation.


Its a strange thing when the parent you most struggle with dies. You look around and you realize that the one who resembled you most, genetically, physically, psychologically, and temperamentally is gone, and youre completely, existentially alone. If nothing else, you stop performing. You give up trying to prove things. You do things you might not have done before. That night, Patty was attentive and kind. She went out of her way to keep my spirits up. As I went through my mothers closet, she recited lines from the play Id written at Camp Tidewater. She insisted I tell her the names of any magazine or chap-book where my poems or stories had appeared. We saw each other like we were fourteen years old.


It was obvious that I needed a change. Id come to detest the bearing company and Id outgrown my cynical Lower East Side self. It was painfully clear that I hadnt achieved a whit of recognition as a writer, and with a fellow trust fund friend, it was unnecessary to pretend that without a job Id starve. I was forty-two, with no husband, no kid, no career, and no significant artistic output to show for myself. Patty declared it was time for me to do some serious writing.


The following morning, Catherine Hearst, Bernard Shaw, and my friend, the heiress turned actress, went directly from the Four Seasons Hotel to the funeral, dressed to the nines, and stood in the rain with the rest of us. Before leaving, Patty took my hand and told me that shed already talked to her agent and that she wanted us to do a book together. In the cemetery parking lot, with Bernard behind the wheel of the van and her mother staring straight ahead, she pitched me like a Hollywood agent.


The plot was simple. Her grandfather, William Randolph Hearsttycoon, flaneur, would-be politician, and the father of modern journalismwould reflect on meetings hed had with world leaders on the eve of World War II. Patty believed we could reconstruct them, along with bromides from his diary, and create a kind of faux journal, a series of observations and made-up conversations with his minions that could have taken place aboard an elegant ocean liner in the late 1930s. Youll come to Connecticut, she said, rain streaming from her umbrella. Ill get his journals. Permissions will be no problem. I must have looked less than enthusiastic. Historical fiction, she said confidently, as if that would elevate her proposition to art. Bernie tapped the horn lightly, and Patty leaned forward, kissing me on the cheek.


I remember watching the van disappear. There was nothing really to think about. Aside from a few punk demos and some pathetic short stories that a classmate of mine had published in a postgraduate chap-book, Id been completely without success in my avocation. I accepted the next morning, calling in my resignation to the bearing company, watering the plants in my mothers cottage, and taking my old Corolla to an Audi dealership on the Main Line. By dinnertime, I was driving a cobalt blue coupe up the Merritt Parkway.




Pattys house was a huge, white stucco box with fake pillars and a circular drive that wove around two huge oaks, the only large trees on the lot that had been spared by the developer. The structure was as plain and unimaginative as San Simeon, the Hearst castle, was grandsymmetrical, boxy, out of no particular architectural heritage, with an indoor swimming pool, gym, and media center in a wing that was invisible from the front. Patty set me up in a guest bedroom with vaulted ceilings, huge windows, and elaborate motion detectors. The structure of her life and the sophistication of her security system were such that I couldnt tell whether I was being protected or trapped inside. As soon as I got there I was sucked like lint into the Shaw household. I was asked to run errands, drive her girls to and from their activities, even invited to plan a meal, while my host flitted between meetings and personal appointments.


On the third day, Patty produced the old mans diaries, which shed borrowed from her cousin George. I excused myself and returned to my mothers cottage in Pennsylvania. A week later, I deposited my share of the publishing advance, committing myself to writing a fictionalized account of the life of William Randolph Hearst, a truly loathsome man about whom way too much had already been written. Six months later, after a solo trip to San Simeon, a structure Aldous Huxley called a monument to a faulty pituitary, I delivered a nauseatingly detailed three-hundred-page manuscript to Meredith Hutchinson, Pattys agent in Manhattan.


What Mattered Most was released to universally bad reviews. Self-conscious and contrived, one magazine said. A superficial account of an obnoxious human being, too sloppy to be a history book, and too boring to be a good novel, wrote the Times. The only good news was that it disappeared from the bookshelves in weeks, although, unfortunately for Patty, bad press stuck to the more famous of its two authors. As if she hasnt sullied her familys name enough, wrote Esquire, a Hearst Corporation publication, Ms. Hearst has once again stepped onto center stage with absolutely nothing to say.


One curious side note connects all this to the book you are holding. As part of the brief promotional tour the publisher arranged, Patty and I appeared on the Today Show. Under impossibly bright lights, with technicians moving in wide arcs and assistants carrying steaming cups of coffee, we each answered prepared questions in the most superficial way. And though the appearance was not my finest moment (like a fool, I wasted my fifteen minutes of fame nodding while Patty waxed nostalgic about Camp Tidewater), it was, nevertheless, how Lorraine Nadia found me.









Friday, March 13, 2000




Facing backwards on a moving train, said the man sitting across from her, is the story of my life. He set his paper on the bench seat beside him and looked out the window. It was early Friday morning, and the first jags of sunlight struck the glass-and-metal office buildings in the distance. She stared glumly at the headlines, sorry to be sitting in those bench seats that faced one another, sorry to be vulnerable in this way at this particular time, but there was nobody nearby when she first boarded. Now, bone tired and barely awake, there was no easy resting place for her eyes.


The backward-facing man was wearing a wrinkled plaid suit jacket; a black sweater; gray, grass-stained sweatpants; and an old pair of running shoes. His hair, mostly gray and uneven, long in the back, bushy on one side, was stuffed inside a Seattle Mariners cap, and his face was covered with stubble that reminded her of a hobo from the cover of one of her mothers old Woody Guthrie records. Hed taken the seat diagonally across from her under a poster that said WORKER BEESFIND YOUR STINGER. A yellow-and-black-striped insect with a lurid smile called for pissed-off employees to report their companies for copying software. He was breathing heavily, struggling to catch his breath. When he sat down, he stuck his face forward and looked her up and down.



Any halfway-decent-looking girl who rides the train every weekday sooner or later gets hit on. And Stardust Nadia presented wellshort skirt, nice legs, shoulder-length blonde hair cut stylishly, full lips, a small turned-up nose, and yellow-brown eyes that sparkled no matter how impassive her expression. When she first started this job, she actually listened to themlawyers bragging how theyd saved their clients, corporate weenies with their schemes to dominate markets, rumpled college professors fetching for respect. In the beginning, it fascinated her how white-collar warriors puffed themselves up for battle and then dragged home their prey, how they licked their wounds, how they whispered and laughed into their cell phones and whined to one another about being misunderstood. But after a couple weeks, she stopped paying attention.


Most mornings, she sat like the Sphinx, arms by her sides, hands folded around her purse, head tilted slightly back, staring straight ahead, daydreaming about one thing or another. When somebody tried to chat her up, she let her eyes go distant and pursed her lips, draining them of color. In her mind, this lent a certain meanness to an otherwise pliant look. As the backward-facing man looked her up and down, she shut her eyes and exhaled.


Stardust was what Mr. Stretton, the HR manager, called a membrane between Drinker & Sledge, P.C., and their clients, the underbelly of society. It isnt that bad once you learn to play the game: transferring callers before they could start in with their tales of woe. Still she hated listening to people whine and bitch and lie about how wonderful their lives would be if only this or that had or hadnt happened. As if winning a lawsuit was going to make them happier. The job was a way of doing time, as her mother used to say.


As the backward-facing guy lifted his hands from his knees and started talking to her, she imagined herself slipping out of a tent in the mountains of Colorado, tying her hair back while her traveling companion filled his coffee mug and wrestled into a white ribbed undershirt, which reminded her of a commercial for mens underwear. Since her mother disappeared, Stardust had been leaving the TV on. That morning, shed seen June Carter and Johnny Cash on the Today Show, and she had Amazing Grace in her head. Stardust imagined herself on a chain gang and let the thwacks underneath them, percussive and loud, tap out a rhythm she could sing to. She gave the little voice in her head some vibrato, a little old-time religion.


As the man leaned toward her, she hugged her handbag and let her eyelids flutter. How much do you know about the past? he said, sounding as though he was actually trying to start a serious conversation. She glanced at him sideways. If he was a drunk or homeless guy, his fall from grace was recent. He looked troubled and tired, but intelligent, and he smelled of a combination of cigarettes, soil, and booze. She wished shed brought something to read, but it was Friday and she was traveling light.


Its not just a random question. Tiny bits of spittle formed and then connected themselves to the corners of his mouth as he spoke. Im not some lunatic. Im talking about Boston, 1968, just before you were born. His hands moved in little circles as he talked. He did seem more eccentric than dangerous.


Stardust made a little curtsy with her face, keeping her eyes focused out the window. The train rocked side to side, past cushionless couches pushed up against vacant buildings, jagged graffiti on the undersides of bridges, corrugated metal sheds, junk heaps, and skinny dogs. A few more stops and theyd be in Center City. What I mean to say isI meanJesus, you look just like her.


In a few minutes, shed be taking the steps in Suburban Station two at a time with the urban professionals and their gym bags, their cell phones and their changes of shoes. Poor guy, she thought, fingering the latch on her bag. Jewelry, panties, toothbrush, and a flashlight. The jewelry and flashlight were for adventuring. The essentials. Shed been surprised how many after-hours clubs had no lights in the ladies rooms. And thered been more than a few occasions she needed to find her rings, her shoes, and sometimes even her wallet on the bedspread or the floor of a dark hotel room in the middle of the night. The panties and toothbrush were optional. Symbols of hope. Good-luck charms. Some Saturday morning, so the fantasy went, instead of sitting slumped against the window on an empty train, shed wake up next to somebody she might actually want to have breakfast with. Shed brush her teeth, change her panties, borrow a shirt, and theyd go shopping for lingerie at one of those big downtown department stores. It happened last year to her friend Elizabeth, except she was living with her mom now, bouncing some strangers baby on her knee, dark circles under her eyes.


Im not just some stranger he said next, interrupting her reverie.


Shed survived early adulthood without making any serious errors of judgment involving careers, husbands, babies, or tattoos. By some peoples standards, this would have been her first real job, the only one with health insurance, even if it was a forty-hour-a-week endurance test. Lately though, weekends mainly, shed been taking chances, visiting places paralegals and lawyers would never go. Monday to Thursday may have belonged to the firm, but Fridays after work were hers. To pursue adventures big enough to keep her stoked through the week.


Your mother and I, we go way back, he said next.


I think youre confusing me with someone else. She looked straight ahead.


For a few seconds, he sat back and looked at her and didnt say anything. The train seemed to slow, which caused him to bow forward and her to lean away. There was a long metallic shriek accompanied by the release of air. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see him nodding, taking her in. Since starting this job, shed had plenty of losers size her up and offer some deep insight in exchange for her attention. But in the next moment, the backward-facing man said something that penetrated. I loved her, his voice rising just above the din. As he said that, Stardust looked straight at him. An iron fence marking the beginning of the next station appeared over his left shoulder. The train slowed, and he said the name Lorraine.


Excuse me? she said, mostly to give herself time to think. Since Christmas, when her mother had walked off into oblivion somewhere in the Swiss Alps, Stardust had avoided irritable groping for insight or company on her existential journey. It was true her mother had told her little, if anything, about her own origins and about Boston, 1968, although years ago, it had ceased to matter. Now, her eyes stung. What was Lorraine doing here, now? Stardust reminded herself that normal people dont listen to strangers on a train. She considered laughing, which must have shown, because his mouth turned up, and their eyes locked. There was another long, loud hiss, and the train came to a stop.


As the conductor pushed the door into the metal clasp, a man dragging an assortment of shopping bags walked past and a child somewhere behind them started crying. The backward-facing man stood up and moved to her side. Come, he said, lifting her by the elbow and guiding her like a dance partner toward the door. I want to give you something. Stardust didnt protest, pull away, or raise her voice. It was as though she was moving and watching herself move at the same time. Following him and watching herself follow him. Together, they stepped onto the platform.


There was a blast of hot air and the sound of steel scraping steel, and then the train lurched forward, dragging the drab faces in the windows until they blurred together and then disappeared. In its place, silence, a triptych of ads for high-speed Internet access, the local news at ten, and De Beers diamonds, almost completely covered with graffiti. The sun cleared the power lines and hit them square on their faces. The mans hands, small and delicate, moved inside his jacket. He pulled out a pack of cigarettes, Benson & Hedges 100s. He blinked several times as though unable to remember where he was, and then pulled a pair of sunglasses from his pocket. Stardust looked around. The rickety platform was deserted. There was the smell of industrial lubricant mingled with rotting wood, wet cardboard, and urine.


Stardust looked at him closely. The skin around his eyes sagged, and his cheeks twitched as if exhausted from sneering or maybe pouting. He could have been in his mid- to late fifties, maybe sixty, his face pale, a being diminished. There was something sad, almost clownlike, about him. As he crossed in front of her, Stardust smelled earth. Not mud exactly, more like potting soil, rich, black, fresh, and moist. The backward-facing man looked small, serious, hardly threatening at all. He touched the rim of his cap like a baseball player sending someone a signal.


She considered her options. She could cross over the tracks and wait for another train, or call for a taxi, but either way she would wind up spending even more time standing around. His cigarette smoke wafted toward her, and she felt a wave of nausea, even panic. Despite the promise of learning about her motherperhaps even herselfshe regretted getting off a train in the skankiest part of the ghetto at seven fifteen on a Friday morning. The man pulled his collar up around his neck and started walking. Barely suppressing panic, Stardust decided to follow him, at least for a while.


They passed deserted retail stores with boarded-up windows; buildings with old signs, hand-painted and covered with graffiti; schools lined with razor wire; and row homes with tiny porches enclosed in wrought iron. He moved with determination, like he knew the terrain, sidestepping trash and piles of junk on the sidewalk. From behind, his neck muscles strained and bulged, and his jaw moved up and down, tightening, then slackening, as if he was having a conversation with himself. They crossed a large street, passing a Dunkin Donuts, a crowded bus stop, a couple of empty row houses. Stardust struggled to keep pace.









December 1999




It was Stardusts belief growing up that her mother paid too much attention to mundane things. Lorraine was meticulous about matching dry cleaning receipts to monthly invoices. She pored over the maintenance log to her Plymouth Duster, producing a spreadsheet that required updating every three thousand miles. She was as scrupulous about buying Stardust school supplies and a few new outfits each season, even if they were from a thrift store, as she was about telling her daughter to avoid people who claimed to know her. In Stardusts opinion, her mother experienced pleasure in one of two ways: planning or taking vacations.


As a loan officer, Lorraine got a weeks paid vacation for every three years of service, and when she wasnt working, she fantasized, obsessed, researched, and eventually took great pleasure deciding whether to head to the tropics or visit museums, whether to accrue her time or take it as it came, whether to go alone, take Stardust, or wait until she met someone special. Over the years, she kept these romantic connections private. What Stardust knew, she learned from things her mother left around the housemovie ticket stubs, toll booth receipts, scribbled notes, and objects: garden tools, sheet music, a soprano recorder, a set of dead weights. On rare occasion, one of Lorraines dates would show up at the door, but for the most part, Stardust met her mothers paramours in photosgrimacing on a burro in the Grand Canyon; sweating on the steps of Tulum; wincing from the spray at Niagara Fallslooking out from the album with impatience, as though the fun part of the trip was over and they could see the little girl staring at the pages of the album, eager to get her mother back. Lorraine would stand behind the couch, holding a gin and tonic in her slim fingers, giving them names like Big Foot, Fast Eddie, and Dimwit Dave, poking fun and purposefully playing down their importance to her only child.


When she was little, Stardust asked questions. What was he like, my dad? Where is he now? Will I ever meet him? Occasionally, she made reckless guesses, hoping to tease something out of her mother. He was moody, just like me, right, Mom? and He wasnt very nice to you, was he? after which Lorraine sighed, as if her time in Boston was just a silly lapse between Catholic school and this predictable and perfunctory life she now inhabited. Once, about a year after she got her period, Stardust became more aggressive. They were on their way home from a school dance and the air was redolent with wisteria. Were there so many, you cant even narrow it down? Stardust said, her face flush from making out with some boy. I can assure you, Lorraine snapped, staring into the night, its of no consequence to either of us now. Thereafter, Stardust pretended not to care.


In her forties, Lorraine became interested in spirituality and the so-called New Age, whose products were popping up in health-food stores and in yoga studios, and for the first time, Stardust noticed her mothers sadness. It surfaced unexpectedlyas Lorraine was peering into the mirror, applying clay from the Dead Sea, looking up from her meditation as Stardust burst into the house, or as the two of them were driving somewhere and a long song by Procol Harem or The Doors came on the radio. There was just the briefest loss of composure, followed by an arching of her eyebrows, which Stardust interpreted as self-doubt and, in her judgment, made Lorraine more human and therefore more lovable. To the young woman who believed her mother tried to keep too tight a grip on things, the crystals and the cards with the affirmations and the workshops were a welcome change.


When Stardust graduated high school, Lorraine took the two of them to London, where they shared a tiny hotel room, drank Cosmopolitans, and saw shows, sometimes two in a day. They rode the double-decker buses from Carnaby Street, where the hippie boutiques first opened with their racy fashions, to the London Tower, where Anne Boleyn, the second wife of Henry VIII, awaited execution, and for a few days, the two of them giggled like boarding-school girls away together over winter break. One night, Lorraine told Stardust she was the most beautiful and talented daughter a mother could have asked for, but she said it with unexpected intimacy and with such fervor that she frightened her daughter. Once they got home, Lorraine returned with furious determination to her job at the bank and to housekeepinghaving the curtains in the living room dry-cleaned and shoving their pictures into photo albumsher face tightening and her eyes gray and unfocused. It seemed to Stardust that the emotion Lorraine expressed overseas had been a fluke, or a breach in an otherwise impenetrable wall.


Instead of going to college with her classmates who graduated with honors, Stardust took a job as a waitress and then as a carpenters assistant, an attendant on a psychic hotline, a mystery shopper, an aerobics teacher, a nanny, and a telemarketer. She read in long penitent jags that kept her up nights, wondering when, and then whether, her mother would insist she go to college. The following Christmas, Stardust vacationed in Jamaica with friends, and in the spring, she moved into her own apartment that, in the beginning, felt like an adventure with strange overnight guests, diet pills, and sprawling disorder. But it quickly soured. Stardust was feeling neither beautiful nor talented, and by the next fall, shed moved back in with her mother. There were the same kinds of odd jobs. A year passed, then another, then another.



Lorraine continued to travel. She swam with dolphins in the Keys, she went to Whistler in British Columbia with the credit union ski club, and she took a bicycle trip in Spain. After getting a home computer, Lorraine began corresponding with people online; shortly thereafter, literature came in the mail describing the Great Barrier Reef, Mount Fuji, the Galapagos Islands. One August, Lorraine attended a New Age workshop in Washington, D.C. The following spring, she drove to a yoga retreat in Massachusetts. Just before Christmas, 1998, Lorraine bought polypropylene long johns and wraparound sunglasses. She ordered an aluminum contraption with ski boots and ropes and channels that she wrestled with each night until she was sweaty. While Stardust called strangers at dinnertime extolling the virtues of cheap long-distance carriers, Lorraine read how to melt snow for water and avoid hypothermia.


In the spring, Lorraine began training more rigorously, stepping across their little patch of grass at dawn to stretch her calf and thigh muscles, adjusting her hair in the reflection of a car window, then jogging up the street with its matchbox row houses and their little squares of fenced-in yards. By then, Stardust had given up trying to make sense of her mothers liferunning, working, dating her boss, and tapping out e-mails to strangers. She was busy extricating herself from a nowhere romance with her boyfriend, Mick, an occasional auto mechanic and self-declared clairvoyant shed known from the neighborhood, and the two of them would have long arguments late into the night on the phone.


For a while, Stardust and Lorraine communicated in notes on little scraps of paper. Mom. Does med. insurance cover b-control? Stardust scribbled on the back of a ticket stub from a Prince concert. Pls. pick up the dry cleaning before Friday, Lorraine scratched out on a direct-mail postcard about vitamin supplements and colon cleansers. But underneath the irritation was affinitythe kind of bond between mother and daughter so deep it can be ignored for long periods of time.


Over Thanksgiving, Lorraines training intensified. Instead of turkey, she and Stardust had protein shakes. On Black Friday, Lorraine went to the Y, and when she got home, she kept flexing little plastic hand springs while watching TV. The next morning, Stardust read, Am planning a trip to Switzerland. Went for ice crampons. Back in an hour. The following week, Stardust quit telemarketing and took a job selling memberships to a fitness club, working mostly nights and weekends on commission. Finally, after picking a fight with Mick, she decided not to see him again. In early December, Lorraines and Stardusts schedules became completely opposite. On the back of a catalogue advertising vocational schools, Stardust wrote, MomCarmines brother died. The funerals tomorrow. Do you have anything black? On the back of a home pregnancy kit, Stardust wrote, Went to Elizabeths for the weekend. Be back Monday.


Stardust found Lorraines itinerary on the dining room table a week before she left. Shed known for months that her mother was going away, but details of the trip kept slipping her mind. There was a flight to Zurich and a small group with an enthusiastic leader. There was a sponsoring organization that had something to do with friends of the earth. It turned out Lorraine would be gone for almost three weeks over the holidays with a group of people shed met online in a specially arranged cyber-eventa pair of empty-nesters from Arizona, a philatelist from Connecticut, an Indian doctor, a young graduate student, and two middle-aged men taking a break from their jobs as commodities traders. Each of them was drawn to the expedition by the desire to cross over into the new millennium in an exotic and exciting place. Stardust read an e-mail to her mother describing the interior of the ski lodge where theyd gather, check their gear, and acclimate to the altitude. Lorraine responded that the details seemed perfect. She was completely absorbed. You realize that my trip ends after New Years, which means Ill be away for Christmas, Lorraine told Stardust one Sunday night.


Its all right, Mom, Stardust said. Its not like we had plans. The Nadias had little extended family, and Lorraine had long given up visiting her cousins. In retrospect, Stardust was sorry she didnt question her mothers preoccupation with winter camping or her determination to get in shape, to hike and cross-country ski, or to sleep outside in the cold, but at the time, she had such a sad, heavy feeling about her own lifeher stuckness, her peripatetic work history, her inability to cross into the realm of mature adulthood where accomplishments and careers and long-term alliances marked a persons progress toward achieving her dreamsthat she almost preferred being alone.


Lorraine, who had never been waifish, was cut, buff, and lean as her trip approached. The week before she left, she said things to her daughter like I feel like Im finally in my body and Im living my highest choice. The morning she left, mother and daughter met briefly in the hallway. Lorraine had just showered and was humming quietly. Her skin had developed a rosy sheen from the conditioning, and her face glowed in anticipation. A bluish mist enveloped her. Stardust stumbled sleepily toward the bathroom, smiling as she passed. Lorraine looked more like a spirit guide than her mother. A few minutes later, while Stardust hung between sleep and wakefulness, Lorraine sat down on her bed, smelling like patchouli oil and shampoo. She brushed her lips against her daughters forehead and nuzzled her. You know I love you, honey, she said softly. Godspeed. That was her last word. Godspeed.



When Stardust woke, she set a radio on the sink and ran the shower hot, looking at herself until the mirror clouded over. There were tiny cracks in the skin in the corners of her mouth. In her eyes, which were deep brown, she could see little spears of yellow. Wisps of shoulder-length hair, streaked blonde, framed her face, which was round until it came to a soft point at her chin. She moved her lips, forming a seductive pout. The overall impression she gave was one of balance, proportion, and intelligence. Yet approaching thirty, she felt disconnected from the person she wanted to be. It was almost the end of the millennium, and she felt stuck in somebody elses life.


Exiting the house, she walked down Medley Street, past the reindeer statues, the frost-covered patches of lawn and the wrought-iron-fence outlines, the nativity scenes and mailboxes in the shape of barns, children on their way to parochial school. She followed Appleberry, past Atomic Tires, and across Street Road, where she entered the 7-Eleven, put a dollar on the counter, and took a paper from the stack. Back home, she made coffee and sat down with a fresh sheet of paper and a pen at the breakfast table until shed made a list of her achievements; trying to make the last few jobs sound better than they were. Retail clerk became senior merchandiser, taxi dispatcher became logistics engineer, and psychic hotline operator became customer satisfaction rep. It was not what anyone would consider a power rsum, but it was enough to justify quitting her job. She was good at quitting things.


That afternoon, with the help of a guy at the copy shop, she entered her achievements into a preset format and printed her rsum on fancy white bond. There were about a dozen administrative ads in the Inquirer with the words Center City buried in the copy. By the following Thursday, seven days after her mother had left for Switzerland, Stardust had submitted fourteen rsums, had received callbacks from four human resource managers, and had two invitations for interviews.


She dressed carefully in one of her mothers dark suits and took the train into town. The first was an insurance company near Independence Mall. The second was a radio station near Rittenhouse Square, in one of several high-rises that faced the park. On her way back to the train, a chiseled boy in a sentry uniform, white gloves, and a fitted maroon jacket in front of the Ritz-Carlton smiled and held open the door. The lobby was splendidits understated opulence, its openness, the huge bouquets of fresh flowers set on marble tables. On a whim, she asked a desk clerk with an Australian accent whom she might talk to about employment and then took a seat in the atrium to fill in the application.


It was just a few days before Christmas, and the storefronts and sidewalks were jammed with men and women exuding that curious blend of holiday hope and distress. To celebrate her first real job interviews, Stardust ordered a drink. The sun had long ago set behind the skyscrapers, and the lights in the lobby had a warm glow. A middle-aged man in his forties wearing a dark suit and expensive loafers came over and sat down at a table next to hers. He arranged a leather pouch and cell phone in front of him and ordered a drink for himself. He asked how her holiday shopping was going. He explained that he was in Philadelphia helping a client complete a merger before the New Year. They agreed enthusiastically that the holidays could be dismal, and that there was little point in working so hard for money if one had no time or energy to spend it. They had another round. Stardust confessed to not having dinner plans. A couple hours later, she agreed to a nightcap in his room.


The following day and the day after that, she took the train into Center City for more interviews, and by late afternoon she had planted herself in the lobby of the Warwick or the Four Seasons with a slender black folder and a small purse. Stardust drew the attention of business travelersarticulate, well-groomed married men who wore after-shave lotion, held doors open, and invited her, albeit briefly, into their worlds. She understood the effect of fetching looks, clever banter, and sarcasmof sighs, swallows, and looking up at just the right angle. It was extravagant, provocative, and funa wonderful contrast to hanging out at the garage with Mick or working retailand a fitting finish to a day dropping off rsums, taking typing tests, and answering questions from people who werent really listening.


As the evenings progressed, she came to understand how important undressing slowly was, how delicate the relationship between mystery and money, a mans nearness to orgasm and his moral weakening. Whether she had a good time or not was less about the menmost of whom were polite, boring, and self-centeredand more about what she was learning: how powerful men could feel so trapped in their lives as to risk everything for one honest moment, the quickening from the touching of fingers, the mysterious calculation between sips of wine and banter when theyd ask for the check, escort her to the elevators, and take the long, slow ride upstairs. She tingled with nervous energy as they straightened their rooms, closed their laptops, poured cocktails from the minibar, and whispered Daddy loves you into the bathroom phone. She experimented with back rubs, adoring looks, sharp words, and glancing blows, playing the predator, hungry for risk. By the end of her second week of job hunting, she was bored.


On Christmas Day, Stardust stayed home, made an omelet, and watched a parade on TV. On the kitchen table, she came across a brochure Lorraine had left behind. During their time in the Alps, it said, the group would spend only four days indoors. There were tips for staying warm and advice on clothing to bringwool and polypropylene, not cotton. Stardust leafed through a book about ice climbing, which looked perilous and unforgiving. She marveled at her mothers nerve.


New Years Eve day was unseasonably warm. Late in the afternoon, she put on a low-cut red-sequined top, black stockings, and a tight black skirt with a black belt around her waist. On her way to the door, she grabbed a lightweight leather jacket, which she carried to the train. Downtown, she passed the antique stores along Arch Street, the galleries on Second and Third, the Middle Eastern restaurant on Race. She spent a few minutes surveying the line in front of the Troc, but the crowd looked too Goth, so she walked a few blocks to one of the martini bars shed read about.


The men there were local, a little older than Stardust, but for the most part polite, clean, and well off. Conversation, which was abbreviated on account of the loud music, was limited to acknowledgmentsyes or no to certain predictable questionsamazing place, cool lighting, great night. After a few failed pickup attempts, Stardust joined a well-heeled man in a fancy suit at his table. It was just before midnight, and she was pleased to have settled with someone to her liking.


He wore a gray designer suit and a thin red tie that, when she let her eyes unfocus, looked like a gash of blood dripping down his chest. He put two cell phones and a pager on the table, all of which lit up right away. Covering the mouthpiece, he explained that he ran a transportation business from a nearby high-rise, complaining he was so busy hed had little time for romance. He alternated between looking at her blouse and checking his watch. As Stardust drank, she relaxed, tossing her head back, laughing, happy to be engaged and socially comfortable on New Years Evethe millenniumsuch a momentous night. She let her second and third drinks run their course and smiled when the man in the gray suit asked her if shed ever been laid in a limousine. She was curious, and he was very attractive.


He led her out of the bar toward a long white stretch limousine that was parked across the street. On her way, Stardust felt queasy, perhaps from the drinks, or maybe the boldness of his suggestion. Before she had a chance to change her mind, he opened the rear door of the car and pressed against her with his body. She fell across a fold-up table and onto a bench seat, bracing herself with her forearms.


Tiny lights illuminated the perimeter. Inside, on the seats facing her, were two men in their late fifties who smelled of cologne and high-quality weed. One of them lifted a carafe of champagne and poured her a glass. Nice, he said to the man in the suit, who pulled the door shut. Well, well, the other one said, holding his chin against his chest and arching his eyebrows as he inhaled. The limo accelerated.


Hey, guys, Stardust said, suddenly sober. She understood that she had only a few seconds to establish an alternative agenda before she became their entertainment for the evening. Can I have a hit? she said, motioning to the reefer. One of the guysheavyset, straight black hair, bushy mustachelaughed and extended the joint. She took it between her fingers and made a sucking sound. How about we go someplace where we can get comfortable? she said, letting her breath out in an exaggerated squeeze. The man in the suit pressed a button on the console as Stardust passed the joint to a wiry, nervous-looking man with bad skin. The limo headed south and then turned right onto Market. The man in the gray suit pressed another button, and Dean Martin began singing. Stardust dropped to her knees and swung her arms in time with the music to avoid being groped. When the reefer came around again, she turned to face the man in the gray suit who was whispering in his cell phone. Behind her, the men filled their glasses and passed the joint back and forth. One of them kept turning the music up. She continued her dance, trying to see whether the door handles were reachable. The smoke thickened, and one of the men behind her opened his pants while the other tried to help her out of her jacket. The man in the gray suit folded his cell phone shut and smiled. Something strange passed behind his eyes.


As they circled City Hall, Stardust felt a hand lift her shirt from behind. The heavyset man whod opened his pants was pressing against her back. He gathered her hair in his fist and began turning her, forcing her around. As much to slow things down as to ease the pain, she took him in her hand. The limo made a sharper-than-expected turn, and she squeezed him hard as all three of them slid sideways. The others laughed as he yelped in pain. Easy, the man in the suit called out to the driver. The car turned left and then stopped in the middle of a block. Knowing she was in deep trouble, Stardust leaned forward and whispered to the man whod brought her here. Lets go inside, where we can do this right.


The man nodded and unlocked the door, pushing it open with his foot. Stardust calculated. If she let him get out first, the three of them would overtake her, forcing her inside. At the very least, shed be dragged upstairs, knocked around, and fucked, at least once, if not all night. She fought an impulse to beg for mercy and then, planting her right foot, pushed herself forward, giving the men behind her an eyeful of ass and kissing the man in the gray suit full on the mouth. As he yielded, she bit his lip as hard as she could and stuck her leg outside the car. The man in the gray suit covered his face. Stardust twisted her body around and swung her purse as hard as she could at him. As she stood, she found herself staring at a handgun. A long, whooping groan rose in her chest in volume and pitch until it became a scream and stayed there, while her mouth and her eyes froze open. A silver-haired man swung a large pistol around toward the men emerging from the limousine. What should have had a calming effect on Stardust, didnt. The pistol prevented any of the men from moving or doing anything elsegood or badbut stare.


FBI, the silver-haired man finally said, flashing a badge. Put your hands on the car.


The man in the gray suit was holding a white handkerchief to his lip. Stardust stumbled from the limo to the curb, where she vomited, then touched the hood of the taxi that was idling behind them, indicating to the driver to let her in. As they drove away, she watched the man with the silver hair pin the three men against the limo. It reminded her of something shed seen on TV.



Back home, in the shower, Stardust wondered if the episode was a harbinger of the new yearor worse, the new millenniumand whether his bloody lip resulted in an exchange of fluids. Had she given anything to the man in the gray suit that was traceableher name, her phone number? She stood for a long time under the hot water, which was probably why she didnt hear the phone ringing. When she got out, she ran the towel over her forearms, which were bruised where shed banged the table, and examined her body in the light. There were red blotches on her neck, big circles under her eyes. She wrapped herself in her mothers robe.


In the kitchen, she opened the refrigerator and took out a lemon yogurt. She was thinking about the guy with the gun, wondering who he was and what he was doing beside the car, when she noticed the light on her answering machine. She put the yogurt down and pressed play. There were three messages. The first was from the human resource manager at the law firm where shed interviewed a few weeks ago. Stardust copied the date they wanted her to come back onto a little scrap of paper. The next message was from Elizabeth. And what are you doing New Years Eve? her friend sang in a suggestive tone. Since Elizabeth had her baby, anything besides watching television seemed scintillating to her. Stardust winced. So thick was the third callers accent that Stardust almost deleted it as a prank call or a wrong number.


Der haas bin a baad storm, the accented voice said, unt vee had some concern veder she vas okay. Stardust listened all the way through once, and then halfway through again, before realizing the call had something to do with her mother. The voice recited a list of numbers. She scribbled them down. It was New Years Day in Switzerland, the man on the phone was explaining. In the event she couldnt reach him, she shouldnt vorry yet.


Stardust dialed and waited, cradling the phone between her shoulder and her ear. Her heart raced. She riffled through the papers her mother left behind. Why didnt anyone answer? She hung up and dialed again. Nothing. Shit. She pressed zero, and an operator told her to hang up and press zero twice for overseas. Finally, there was a far-off ring, strange and mechanical-sounding. For the second time in six hours, Stardust mumbled sounds a religious person might have confused for prayer. When the ringing stopped, there was fumbling on the other end of the line and, after that, a long silence. A woman came on, her voice heavily accented like the one on the machine.


Hallow?


Stardust said her name and explained why she was calling. There was a pause and then the same voice again. Hallow? The woman hadnt understood a word. Stardust repeated her mothers name. Nadi-uh. Its urgent.


She could hear the receiver changing hands and then a mans voice, the one from the machine. Ah, yesyes, my dear, he said, goot of you to call. Der is a terrible storm up dermissing from the rest of the partyvee been searching all day. Reflexively, Stardust shoveled a spoonful of yogurt into her mouth and then spit it into the sink. Her hands shook. What had her mother told her about this trip? What was she doing out there anyway? Stardust asked if there was anyone from the group she could speak to. Anyone who spoke English. Please. Vee know nothing yet. Vee vill call you as soon as vee know something.


Out the kitchen window, behind her house, she could see a row of brick houses illuminated by the early-morning sun. Stardust held the receiver away from her ear as if that could prevent her from hearing bad news. The refrigerator buzz grew louder and every few seconds she had to remind herself to breathe. She thought of calling Mick, but what would he say? That he had a premonition? Either Lorraine was safe or she wasnt. Stardust hung up the phone and went over what she knew. There had been a bad storm. Thered been no contact with the expedition. Nobody knew anything yet. There was nothing she could do from here. She picked up the phone. My mother is lost somewhere in a blizzard in the Alps, she said to the dial tone. Frantic, she picked up the brochures on the counter again.


Hope exists on a sliding scale, and Stardust drew it down over the next twenty-four hours the way a terminal patient uses morphine. She kept calling the number in Zurich, the proprietor of the lodge, throughout the afternoon on New Years Day and into the evening. By midnight, after only three short conversations, shed gotten few new details. Lorraines survival, Stardust thought to herself, was now dependent on these muddy-thinking people, one of whom could barely string together enough words in English to form a sentence. The man on the phone told her that theyd lost radio contact, and that the groups exact location was unknown. Hed rattled off latitudes and longitudes, and talked about snowmobiles and avalanche beacons that he wished all hikers vould vare. Of all the gear Lorraine bought, Stardust remembered, why hadnt she purchased one of them? Instead, she was out there in the freezing cold, with little or no visibility and a storm that showed no signs of letting up.


Stardust slept fitfully. She alternated between
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