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  Chapter 1


  “Don’t be afraid. I won’t hurt you.”


  Leila froze.


  In the mirror above the sinks, she could just make out the man’s form, glare from the fluorescent light bars all but washing out her own features, let alone his. Struggling for visual detail, hating that she had to struggle, she thought he was Anglo, thin, dark-haired, wearing a white shirt and dark tie.


  “This is the women’s restroom,” she pointed out, as if he might have made a mistake. She hoped it was the women’s restroom. After a two-hour movie and a large Coke, her need had been too pressing to wait for somebody indisputably female she could follow in. The sign had seemed straightforward, no symbols to decipher or cutesy labels in fancy illegible print; just a blessedly simple Ladies at eye-level on the door, though she hadn’t wanted to stand staring at it until it came into complete focus. No urinals, unless they were behind some wall she wasn’t aware of, and on the far wall was a mounted dispenser she’d assumed was for tampons, though admittedly it could just as well be for condoms.


  For all her recognizance, it wouldn’t be the first time she’d gone into the men’s room by accident. And there were other arguments for always having an escort. She might get lost, or fall down steps she didn’t see, or mistake some other green light for a walk-signal and step out into traffic. Cathy complained—sometimes fondly, sometimes with admiration, but sometimes with bitterness verging on disgust—that she was stubborn.


  On the other hand, Cathy didn’t much like her self-pitying moods, either. What the two of them had, in an uneasily ironic alliance, came to be her “bitch-to-be-blind” days. Leila was all but certain, though they’d never talked about it, that the disability—the difference, the dependence—had been part of Cathy’s initial attraction to her. But sometimes it oppressed them both. In Boston this week on business, Cathy called every night at six and Leila waited for her call, even though Leila was fine by herself in familiar surroundings and Cathy knew she was fine. Tonight she’d casually mention having gone to the movies by herself. Or maybe she’d waited until Cathy got home, protecting her from an undue worry, savoring the secret.


  The array of things she really couldn’t do was insufferable, and there was often no way around her infuriating dependence on other people, especially Cathy. So when it was even remotely possible to do things alone, sometimes it seemed worth doing them. Nobody she knew had been interested in seeing this movie, and she was damned if she was going to restrict her life any more than she had to.


  Resenting, as usual, how difficult every damn thing was for her, she nonetheless did take precautions: She’d come to the early show so she’d be home before dark. In her bag she carried the cell phone with the battery fully charged, her ID in case someone needed to contact Cathy in an emergency, her wallet bloated with singles so she wouldn’t hand over a ten by mistake.


  It was true that there were accommodations she refused to make. The few times she’d submitted to using a white cane, it had made her so self-conscious and angry that her mobility had actually decreased; sometimes she thought about getting a guide dog, but Cathy was mildly allergic and getting trained would be a major hassle, and anyway, she was a cat person.


  She’d chafed at the more subtle visual nuances she’d surely missed with nobody in the next seat to provide whispered commentary, but it had still been a great film. She’d been feeling triumphant, although she thought it somewhat pitiable that an act as ordinary as going to a movie should seem courageous. There’d been a few awkward moments at the ticket counter and the refreshment stand, and a few seconds of mild panic in the dark little anteroom between the last row of seats and the hall door, but no disasters. Until, maybe, now.


  As far as she could tell, from sounds and the ambient feel of the echoey space, she and this guy were the only ones in here. Where were the infamous slow-moving ladies’ line-ups when you needed them? She didn’t want to embarrass him—and it would be secretly gratifying to be magnanimous in the face of somebody else’s blunder—but he was making no move to leave.


  “Uh,” she ventured, “can I help you with something?” Which taken literally was silly but might shift the power of balance in her favor and, if he answered, give her clues.


  “Christina,” he said fondly. The voice seemed vaguely familiar, but her name wasn’t Christina.


  “Well, you’ve got the wrong woman and you’re in the wrong place.” Not wanting to appear frightened—not frightened, really, but even more hyper-vigilant than usual—Leila shut off the faucet, tore off a paper towel, turned to face him as she dried her hands. “You better get out of here.” Then, softening it, “The men’s room is on the other side of the snack bar.” It pleased her to be giving directions for a change.


  “I only wish to help you.”


  Indignation welled. She took a step toward him. “What makes you think I need help?”


  People were forever trying unsuccessfully to help her. Acquaintances and total strangers alike, and even friends who ought to know better, would grab her arm to steer her, call out Be careful! without specifying what to be careful of, intervene when she was taking longer to do something or fumbling more than they could tolerate, speak for her when they thought she wasn’t responding to nonverbal cues.


  Was that all this was, a particularly brazen and misguided attempt to be helpful? Had he seen her making her way out of the theater and concluded she couldn’t manage on her own? Leila was not always gracious, nor did she think she needed to be. “I’m fine. I don’t need your help,” she told him. Even more infuriating than unrequested and unrequired assistance was the frequent refusal of would-be assistants to believe that she knew what she needed and would ask for it need be. She spoke firmly and started toward the dim gap where she’d placed the doorway in her mind.


  He was in her way. “I won’t hurt you,” he repeated, in an excessively gentle tone.


  “You’re damn right you won’t.” She shouldered past him, wishing she didn’t have to come into contact with him but feeling it urgent to get out of this room and into the hallway. She was aware of the crisp cottony odor of his white shirt, the heat of his body through it, a light smell of aftershave. He put his hands on her upper arms. She flung them off. “Don’t touch me,” she warned, glaring toward the upper half of his face although she couldn’t look anyone straight in the eye.


  He smiled and took her shoulders again. Now she felt a pang of actual alarm. “Don’t be afraid. You know me. Russell Gavin, remember?”


  “Jesus Christ,” she breathed. “I didn’t recognize you.”


  “Sshh,” he admonished. Leila couldn’t guess why. “We haven’t seen each other in…what? Twenty-five years? Twenty-eight?”


  “The last I knew you were in Florida.”


  “We moved to Maine three years ago.”


  “I know. I’ve been sending you Christmas cards.”


  “Yes.”


  “What are you doing here?”


  “I’ve come to be with you.”


  “But you have a family, three kids under, what, ten? Are you still married?”


  “Oh, yes. Quite happily. And we had a new baby last year.” He paused expectantly.


  “Congratulations.”


  “Thank you.” Annoyingly, he’d missed her wryness. “My wife can manage on her own. She supports my mission.”


  Deliberately, sure it would offend him now that she knew who he was, she expanded, “Jesus H. Christ.”


  He shook her a little. “Stop it, Christina. No need to invoke the Lord. It’s the Lord who’s sent me.”


  Leila grasped both his sinewy wrists and dug in her nails. He flinched but didn’t let go. “Get your hands off me,” she hissed. “I thought I’d made myself clear when you wrote me that wacko letter.”


  “That was Satan speaking.”


  “In your letter or in mine?” It was a taunt; she knew what his answer would be.


  “Satan has closed your heart to the message God is sending through me.”


  “You’re crazy, Russell. Leave me alone.”


  He removed his right hand from her left shoulder, and for a moment she imagined she’d been so assertive he was simply obeying her command. She made a small lunge toward what she hoped was the exit, though she couldn’t tell exactly where the opening was or whether the curved corridor leading to it was clear. Out of old habit, she cringed at the prospect of bumping into people, as if that were more important now than the danger Russell Gavin might pose to them if they interrupted his plans, or the possibility they could help her. From years of trying not to be conspicuous by reason of her vision, and on the chance she was somehow misreading this situation, she doubted she’d even say anything in the event of a collision, beyond: Oh, sorry.


  It was Russell she collided with. “I can’t let you go,” he told her reasonably.


  “This is outrageous! Who do you think you are—?”


  “I am the servant of Christ Jesus. I am your friend.”


  “We are not friends. We were never friends in the first place. And I told you I wanted nothing more to do with you.”


  She might as well not have spoken.


  “You and I are going to walk together out through the lobby to my car.”


  “I don’t think so.” Leila snorted incredulously.


  “Come with me, Christina.” He held out both hands.


  It was the name that brought her to fury. “Why are you still on this kick about my name? My name is Leila Blackwell.”


  “And that name is at the root of your troubles,” he answered eagerly. “Both symptom and cause.”


  “Troubles? You mean, like being accosted by a religious fanatic in the women’s restroom?”


  He didn’t take the bait, and he also didn’t move out of her way. If she didn’t leave soon, she’d miss her bus and the next one didn’t come for forty minutes. “‘Leila,’” he went on. “Means ‘black, dark.’”


  He’d gone through this insulting dissection of her name in his letter, nearly three years ago, and she didn’t want to hear it again. But if she could keep him talking, maybe somebody would come in and interrupt this scene. “Yeah, so? What’s wrong with that?”


  “It isn’t wise to call oneself by a name that means darkness.”


  “Are you saying that there’s something wrong with blackness or darkness? Isn’t that just a tad racist?”


  “Satan is the Lord of Darkness.”


  “It’s my name, Russell. I like my name. How dare you?”


  “And ‘Blackwell,’ a surname you actually chose for yourself?” He shook his head and tsked, “Clearly refers to the well of blackness toward which Satan is shepherding you. I explained all this to you, but you never replied to my letter and you have apparently made no changes. Satan’s power is too strong for you to resist alone.”


  If he only knew, Leila thought almost giddily. ‘Blackwell’ was an amalgam of her original surname, Orblach, and Cathy’s, Wells. Fifteen years ago, delighted by this external sign of their melded lives, they’d both changed their names legally, ordered new checks, changed credit cards, sent out announcements. Russell Gavin had not, however, been among those with whom they’d shared their bliss. In her annual Christmas letter to him that year, Leila had said only that she’d never liked her last name and now that her parents were gone she’d decided to use something more euphonious. Correctly, she’d counted on him not being interested enough to ask about it; she’d felt a little guilty not coming out to him, but had wanted to avoid that particular debate with a man she hardly knew and who had always been decidedly conservative.


  “You don’t know the first thing about the meaning of my name,” she spat at him now, but went no further.


  “I have chosen for you the name Christina Luce.”


  “But it’s not my name.”


  “It’s the Lord’s name. ‘Christina’—’pledged to Christ.’ ‘Luce’—”


  “‘Light,’” she finished with him. “As in Lucifer. Which is another name for Satan, right?”


  “When he was named Lucifer, he was of the light. As you shall be.”


  “Go fuck yourself.” She heard how feeble it sounded.


  “From this moment on, you are Christina Luce.”


  “Get out of my life, Russell.” Wishing she could think fast enough to come up with an equally presumptuous moniker for him, she settled for a snide twist on “Russell,” of which he took no notice.


  “Christina, Christina, you don’t understand. I’m kidnapping you.”


  She stared at him. She willed someone to come into the restroom—another patron here long after the twilight show, a cleaning crew, the beginning of crowds for the evening features. She barked a laugh. “I beg your pardon?”


  He smiled indulgently and nodded confirmation.


  She laughed again. This was a joke, surely, or he had some idiosyncratic definition of kidnapping. Not daring to take him seriously, she was amazed by the strength of her need not to be played for a fool. “Give me a break,” she said, but her voice quavered.


  “It’s for your own good, Christina my dear. You’ll see. You’ll thank me.”


  Her mind raced through possibilities for escape. None seemed plausible, but the possibility of not escaping was even more farfetched.


  He continued softly. “I have a small handgun in my pocket, trained on your heart.”


  Was this a legitimate threat, or was he taking advantage of her limited vision by pretending to have a gun? Again, the abhorrence of being tricked competed almost equally with her self-protective instinct. She looked down at the pocket in which his hand was concealed, but, predictably, couldn’t tell whether there was a gun-shaped bulge in it or not.


  “Let’s go.”


  She hesitated. “I—I don’t see well.” He knew that; in a newsy note with a Christmas card a few years ago, she’d told him about the detached retina that had abruptly decreased her congenitally poor vision, and that had precipitated this whole thing. But people seldom knew how her vision translated into everyday function; there was no simple or useful answer to: How well can you see? Even when she tried, she was often second-guessed by people who apparently didn’t think she knew what she was talking about.


  He was waiting. “Go on, Christina. I’ll be right behind you.”


  It was easiest to follow someone, especially if she could keep her gaze on white shoes; she’d noted Russell’s white sneakers, stylistically dissonant with his tie. Men of old-fashioned gallantry, of which she would bet he was one, could hardly bring themselves to precede her. “You lead,” she instructed him, realizing how ludicrous that was under the circumstances but hoping he’d do it out of deference to her disability and she could somehow lose him in the crowd.


  “No, I’ll be behind you. With my gun.”


  Anxiety flooded her, but she recognized that it was about the wrong thing and in a peculiar disjointed way, she marveled at the tenacity of established thought patterns. Here she was, apparently in the midst of being kidnapped at gunpoint, and what had her in a panic was being forced to lead the way across the crowded lobby and parking lot when she couldn’t reliably see where she was going. If she’d been alone, on her way to the bus stop as planned, she could have taken her time to locate predetermined landmarks like planters and benches and water fountains. She would have made her way slowly enough that unexpected obstacles wouldn’t have been catastrophic. As it was, she was almost sure to stumble into people or objects, trip over steps and protuberances masked as patterns in carpet and pavement. Take wrong turns.


  This, she told herself, could be an advantage. Could call attention to her and this madman, attention she ought to welcome. Might activate a passerby’s helping impulse which, for once, would be helpful. She took a deep breath and walked ahead of him out of the restroom, sliding her fingers along the curved, tiled wall.


  Navigating required such concentration that Leila couldn’t watch for an opportunity to signal someone, duck behind a counter or an Employees Only door, screaming for help or otherwise creating a disturbance. The restrooms and the twelve-plex theaters opened onto a dim hallway with squares and rectangles of white running lights here and there—around movie posters, she presumed—and at each end a blue white glare, a window or a bank of fluorescent lights, that created haloes and obliterated details. On her way in, Leila had made a mental note that, although the delineation between the shiny light-colored restroom floor and the darker busy pattern of the hallway carpet were different in depth, there was in fact no step.


  She headed across the hall to the opposite wall, through crowds swarming in both directions, noting bitterly that now streams of women were turning into the restroom.


  Right behind her, Russell said helpfully, “The lobby’s to the left.”


  “I know,” she snapped. She didn’t always need to trail a hand along a wall for guidance; often, just the way it dulled and contained sounds was enough to keep her from veering off course. She still proceeded slowly though, so that bumping into a protrusion from the wall or tripping over a depression in the floor wouldn’t damage anything: herself included. Now, turning left, she went even more slowly than usual, hoping someone would notice, hoping Russell would get impatient and blow his cover.


  Ordinarily, in the interests of maintaining a relatively normal pace, she used the sighted guide technique, lightly grasping a companion’s arm just above the elbow and walking half a step behind. If she’d been doing that with Russell, she could have felt the tiny muscle contractions heralding his movements, which might have increased her chances of getting away. But relinquishing that much control required trust, which at the moment was in short supply.


  And touching somebody like that implied and elicited intimacy. More than once an erotic charge had buzzed between her and her guide; more than once, in fact, one or both had openly observed as much, and either something had come of it—a kiss, a proposition, an “I’m flattered, I’m very attracted to you, but I’m spoken for”—or Leila, preferring physical to emotional clumsiness, had dropped her hand. The very thought of touching Russell Gavin made her skin crawl.


  Then she was thinking of Cathy, how it pleased them both to imagine onlookers’ assumption that they were merely sighted guide and guide, when in fact they were lovers and would have held hands or linked arms anyway. Always uneasy when Leila went somewhere alone although she understood why it was important and didn’t always hide her impatience with her roles as taxi driver and escort, Cathy would be frantic when she couldn’t reach her at six o’clock tonight. The sudden awful thought struck Leila that they might never see each other again.


  Over her shoulder Russell was out of her narrow field of vision, but she snarled in his direction, “People will be looking for me, you know.” Too bad it was still summer vacation; during the school year, which began in less than two weeks, the principal would consider her unaccounted by 7:45 in the morning, when a roomful of first-graders was without a teacher.


  “You won’t get away with this,” she finished lamely. If he answered, she didn’t hear it over the din.


  In some places the floor was striped, in others speckled or solid-hued. Leila suspected these designs were random, or at most merely decorative, but she hesitated nonetheless at every transition, sliding a foot forward cautiously before committing to a step, straining her eye and squinting. People cut in front of her with alarming regularity, and she was forever muttering, “Excuse me. Ex-cuse me,” though it seemed to her that any rudeness was at least evenly divided between her and them. She considered adding quietly, “The man behind me has a gun,” but no one stayed long enough within range.


  Whenever she went unescorted to a complicated physical environment like this, she meant to use techniques her vocational rehabilitation counselor had taught her. Grudgingly she’d tried a cane once or twice and had been so self-conscious that with it, her mobility had actually decreased but some of the strategies he’d suggested, such as watching for movement by the car one position clockwise around an intersection when she couldn’t see the signal light, had turned out to be useful. Others, like counting the steps from one point to another so she’d know how far it was on the way back, more often than not ended up producing more data bits than she could keep straight. Today, for instance, although she had dutifully counted from the lobby to the restroom before the show, she’d forgotten by now how many steps there’d been and in any case, the counselor hadn’t had any tips about keeping your bearings while a gun was held on you.


  This, she chided herself, was serious. She’d known Russell long enough, though never very well, to believe him perfectly capable of what he claimed to be doing.


  Daylight through tinted glass made confusing hatch marks on the floor and walls, and she couldn’t tell whether the outside doors were open or not. Closed: now she saw the push-bar across the middle. Though she had no direct experience with this sort of thing, she supposed that once outside in the parking lot with Russell, she’d have even fewer options. He was close behind her now, making sure they’d go through the door on the same swing. She stopped. He stumbled into her. People were streaming in the other doors, not an arm’s length away.


  “Help!” She tried to shout for help but for some reason couldn’t raise her voice much above a normal conversational level. “Help!”


  She thought a few people glanced at her, but no one took any action. Quickly Russell shifted his weight against her and pressed a small hard object between her shoulder blades. In the split second before she recoiled from him and the weapon, he twisted what she had to assume was the barrel, boring it into her flesh. He didn’t say anything.


  As she’d learned to do when she couldn’t determine which side of a door was hinged, Leila leaned on the center of the bar. This shortened the fulcrum and made the door harder but not impossible to swing open. She and Russell emerged into the lot. The late-afternoon sun was still high, so there was considerable glare, but she saw a bus pulling into the stop on the corner, separated from her by one row of parking spaces, an embankment that looked no more than knee-high, and who knew what else.


  She hadn’t run since her retina had detached; she doubted she’d ever in her life run full out. If there was ever a time to dash, dart, sprint, lope, race…this was it. And maybe she’d even be able to keep a parked car between herself and Russell’s alleged gun, long enough to leap onto the bus just before its doors closed and pulled away. The mental scene was exciting. She couldn’t see the route number from here, but it didn’t matter. For just a moment she worried about whom else she might be endangering, and then made her break.


  The side of her ankle slammed into the end of a yellow concrete parking barrier that in no way had been distinguished from the yellow painted lines. She cried out, forced herself to keep going, and ran smack into the rearview mirror of a van she’d been sure she was clearing. The mirror broke off and clanged, then smashed onto the pavement. The bridge of Leila’s nose throbbed, and her vision blurred even more than usual. Nice move. Let’s just detach the retina the rest of the way, she railed at herself.


  Russell caught her arm.


  “Here we are,” he announced cheerfully, as though she’d done nothing at all. He steered her to the car in the next space. Frantically, Leila tried to discern the vehicle’s identifying characteristics, but its color might have been any of a half-dozen shades of blue or green and she had no inkling of its make. Never having driven, she paid scant attention to cars other than for their utilitarian value, so she wasn’t even sure which end the license plate would be on if she could manage to glimpse any of its numbers or letters.


  Russell kept a firm hold of her elbow with one hand while he unlocked the passenger door with the other. It occurred to Leila that this must mean he’d let go of the gun, but she didn’t have time to figure out how to use this fact before he’d handed her chivalrously into the front seat. He tucked her skirt inside; she slapped his hand away from her thigh. He tugged her shoulder’s harness out and leaned across her for the buckle end.


  This was more than she could stand. Sometimes, when she used accessible public transportation, drivers would lean close over her to fasten her seatbelt. An exercise that was quite unnecessary. Leila loathed this invasion of her personal space even when they were pretty young women or grandfatherly men. They often acted affronted when she insisted on doing it herself. The thought of Russell Gavin’s fingers at her hip, breath in her face, and arm across her chest repulsed her. “Give me that.” She yanked the belt out of Russell’s hand and fumbled to find the receiving buckle to insert it. He stood watching until it clicked into place, then locked her door, shut it, and went around the front of the car to the driver’s side, head pivoting to keep her in sight through the windshield.


  Leila had a recurring dream in which she was driving a car. The driver had had a heart attack, or she’d just wanted to go out for a spin, and there she was, behind the wheel, speeding down steep hills with no clear idea where the brake pedal was and making turns without signaling because she didn’t know how. Always with the feeling of exhilaration and terror and of being about to be stopped by the police; always she woke up before she got wherever she thought she was going.


  In the four or five seconds it took Russell to trot around the car and get his door unlocked, she had the fully-developed fantasy of sliding over behind the wheel, starting the car, screeching tires as she backed out of the lot with Russell standing open-mouthed in her dust or clinging to the hood or, better yet, smashed and bleeding where she’d run straight over him.


  He had the ignition key, of course. He settled himself almost primly before he inserted it, and then smiled sideways at her as he started the engine. “So far so good,” he observed with a satisfied sigh. They might have been partners in this enterprise.


  She turned her head to stare out her window. Her throat was tight and her eyes burned; the tears would have been mostly from rage, but still she detested how weak they’d make her seem. The last time she’d wept out of sheer fury had been in a confrontation with another teacher over the new reading program the district had imposed, and any chance she’d had of making her point had been lost. She bit her lip, wondering why that was effective in stopping tears.


  Russell backed the car out of the space and turned onto the street. Leila noted they were traveling west. “We’ll be spending a good deal of time together while the Lord’s work is being accomplished. We might as well catch up on each other’s lives. So tell me, Christina, what have you been doing since I heard from you last?”


  Leila bit back a sarcastic reply, swallowed hard, and countered, “You first.”


  Chapter 2


  For Leila, the voice was a window to the soul. At least a peephole. Or a one-way mirror, to observe without being observed, since, to her continual amazement and frustration, other people seemed only minimally aware of what could be gleaned from speech patterns and tics, voice tone and timbre, the various uses of breath.


  Often without fully realizing it, she relied on the voice more than any other characteristic to identify people, especially those she didn’t know well. Someone’s head cold or dental work could make her worry, despite all other evidence to the contrary, and that she was talking to the wrong person. Now, she couldn’t shake the sinking feeling that if she’d recognized Russell’s voice sooner she might somehow have avoided this situation.


  To Cathy’s vast annoyance, Leila would stay on the line with a telephone solicitor long enough to fashion a demographic profile— educational level, race, place of birth, use of alcohol or tobacco, sexual orientation—all from the intrusive voice on the line. That was a game, half-playful vengeance against telemarketers, with no way of verifying conclusions and no need to do so.


  Now, closing her eyes in the twilit car and concentrating on Russell’s voice, the stakes were so much higher that she might be getting it all wrong. Middle-aged, male, Caucasian, college-educated and well-read; she’d already known all that. No smoker’s huskiness or drinker’s liquidity. Not obviously gay.


  She enjoyed teasing out accents—the Minnesota or Pittsburgh “o,” the Boston “ar”—embedded in a more or less standard American way of speaking, and had made a somewhat of a study, by region and ethnicity, of the various ways English speakers compensated for the lack of a second-person plural, “y’all” and “you’uns” and “you guys” and the most sensible, “yous.” The Midwestern cadences of their hometown still in Russell’s speech had been overlaid with a slight Southern patina. Nothing unexpected there.


  Even to Cathy, and certainly to the world at large, Leila didn’t disclose everything she picked up, often nearly unconsciously, from voices. Emotional states (“Is something wrong? I can hear it in your voice”), physical conditions (“You sound exhausted”), imperfectly concealed lapses of attention, unacknowledged condescension, flirtatiousness, annoyance—comments or inquiries about such things were likely to be denied, or resented as if she’d been spying. And, besides, keeping her own counsel also helped to maintain what she’d come to regard as a strategic advantage. Listening to this man—her kidnapper, of all things—she was, quite literally, reconnoitering the enemy.


  What did he want, exactly? Where were the chinks in his self-contained world view? Was he tired, cocky, distracted, homesick, worried? What could she use to free herself? She was practically blind; was there any point in trying?


  He hadn’t needed to be asked twice to talk about himself. With a mixture of enthusiasm and frustration he was describing his job in insurance administration. Whether because of the present circumstances or the nature of the work itself, she couldn’t quite get a picture of what he did every day. The firm wasn’t one she’d heard of, but she made a mental note of it, and of the way his tone hardened slightly when he mentioned his supervisor, Marla or Marta or Marna—she couldn’t verify the name without being obvious about it.


  He moved on to his family. Leila stored the names in her memory for future reference; she’d known all of them except that of the newest child. Something in his speech cadence when he mentioned his wife made her guess, hopefully, marital discord.


  His pride in his children was audible, especially his eldest daughter Stephanie, a high school freshman with, to hear her father tell it, remarkable talent in everything from astrophysics to dance, and a religious zeal like his own.


  Then he launched into an animated monologue about what was clearly his passion: for the better part of a decade he’d been developing a scientific proof of the divinity of Jesus Christ and of the corollary that Christ was the most important figure in the history of mankind. Humanity, Leila corrected silently; biting her tongue about such things was uncharacteristic of her, but a confrontation over sexist language did not seem in her best interest at the moment.


  He had about a hundred finished manuscript pages, he told her, and another fifty or so of notes. He anticipated wrapping it up in the next year. “And then what?” she ventured to ask, hating the necessity of playing along but hoping her skepticism and profound disinterest in the topic did not show.


  “What do you mean?” He was obviously taken aback, perhaps not having thought of that, or more likely surprised that his plan wasn’t self-evident.


  “Once you have this great treatise done, what’s the next step? What will you do with it?”


  After a dramatic pause his reply was as quiet and resonant as an oration in a sacred space, “Then I will release it to the public and save the world.”


  An adequate response was hard to come up with. Sorely tempted to mock, Leila was at the same time beginning to fathom the extent of the obsession she’d fallen prey to.


  And she couldn’t deny the tiniest niggle of doubt. Surely there had been people throughout human history, Jesus among them, who in fact had changed if not saved the world. People who knew things others didn’t. People with truth, or Truth, to tell, who’d seemed nuts in their time and place. If she ran into one of those—in, for instance, the person of Russell Gavin—would she be able to distinguish among garden-variety insanity, sociopathy, simple self-aggrandizement, and divine madness?


  Under the circumstances, this was a dangerous train of thought. She was a hostage. This man had designs on her life, her values, and her very name. Not only that, he had a gun. This was a clue, she told herself snidely; she couldn’t imagine the Savior resorting to firearms to prove a point. She didn’t know where the weapon was right now; it wasn’t visible to her anywhere on or near Russell, but that didn’t mean much. Being threatened with a gun was such an astonishing event that she knew she’d have to keep forcibly reminding herself of its existence.


  She spoke truculently. “So, I’m practice, is that it? Saving me as rehearsal for saving the world?”


  “Oh, Christina, I’m sorry if I gave that impression. No, no, you’re important in your own right. Every human heart is as the whole world in the eyes of God.” When she didn’t say anything, he prompted, “Forgive me.”


  “Oh, please, don’t mention it! No problem!” She caught his nod and smile, as if he’d missed her sarcasm entirely.


  They were on an interstate. Leila had a working knowledge of the street rotation in most parts of the city; when she’d first moved here she’d purposely walked a lot and studied those street signs low enough to be readable, gathered blue-and-white bus schedules in a shoebox and traveled one after another until she had a kinesthetic understanding of the pattern. But the highways were harder. They looped and changed direction, crossed over and under each other, cut across the basic street grid in ways she
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