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  PROLOGUE


  THE DEVILS LIGHT


  



  IN A WEST AFRICAN VILLAGE, MARISSA BRAND OKARI watched her husband prepare to risk his life for the act of speaking out.


  It was night. Hundreds of villagers, old and young, gathered in the center of town, their faces illuminated less by moonlight than by the huge orange flame that spewed out of the vertical stem
  thrusting from an oil pipeline. Torchlike, the stem backlit the line of palms behind the village, its thick residue of smoke blackening the air, its roar a constant ominous presence. Every day in
  the life of any villager under thirty, this terrible eruptionthe flaring of gas from the oil extracted by PetroGlobal Luandia from beneath the deep-red clayhad never ceased, its
  searing, poisonous heat denuding trees, killing birds and animals, and turning the rainfall to acid, which corroded the roofs that sheltered the peoples thatched homes.


  The devils light, Bobby Okari called it. Now his people, the Asari, bore him on their shoulders to a rough-hewn platform at the center of the village, past the open-air
  school, its four poles holding up a canopy of wood and palm leaves; the white wooden Pentecostal church, where boisterous celebrants sang and prayed each Sunday morning; the marketplace, now dark
  for the night, where women peddled an ever-dwindling harvest of fish and fruit, the legacy of oil spills that fouled the oceans, creeks, and farmland.


  To Marissas anxious eyes, her husband looked elated, as though the festive scene that typified Asari Day, the annual expression of Asari heritage and harmony, carried no undercurrent of
  fear. The young men around him, Bobbys core cadre of followers, held him higher, his burgundy African shirt resplendent, his reading glasses hanging from a gold chain around his neck. On
  this Asari Day, as ever, the villagers had gathered here at dawn for the singing, drumming, and dancing by groups of girls and women in bright dresses, their celebration pulsing from morning to
  night. But this Asari Day was different: at Bobby Okaris urging, in every village in Asariland, people had come togetherthree hundred thousand Asari in allto protest the
  devastation caused by the partnership between PetroGlobal Luandia and the regime of General Savior Karama, which, in Bobbys pungent phrase, drills and kills without
  remorse.


  This village, Goro, was Bobbys ancestral home. His father, Femi Okari, was its chief; though Bobbys fame as a novelist, and then as a spokesman for his people, had taken him to
  many lands, he still kept a home here to maintain his tribal roots. On this day, Bobby and Marissa had driven here from their compound in Port George, and his followers sang or chanted or beat
  their sheepskin drums to announce his advent. Now, as the young men thrust him atop the platform, the throng pressed forward to hear himsome men in shirts and pants, others, mostly elders,
  in the traditional round cap and long robes; the women adorned in head scarves, earrings, and beads set off against bright blouses, the young womens dresses single-wrapped in contrast to the
  double wrapping of the matrons. As suitable for a married woman, Marissa, a matron at thirty-six despite her slim body and lineless skin, wore a double wrapping, in contrast to Omo, the
  fifteen-year-old girl whose hand she held and whose beautiful eyes shone with adoration for Bobby Okari.


  Maam, Omo said simply, your husband is a great man.


  Looking into the girls face, still so innocent, Marissa tried to quell the sense of danger she had felt ever since Bobby had conceived this, the first mass protest in the history of
  Asariland. In its place came a fleeting amazement at the choices that had brought her, an American of mixed race, to this life and this man; to this astonishing and deeply accursed country; and to
  the Asari, a mere half million people among Luandias two hundred and fifty ethnic groups and two hundred and fifty million citizens, whose perverse blessing was that beneath their land lay
  the richest oil reserves in one of the worlds most oil-rich regions, the Luandian Delta. Until Bobby Okari, the Asari had endured the consequences in silence, robbed of heart and hope. But
  now Bobby, through his eloquence and relentless work, had summoned a grassroots movement, offering the restless young a vision beyond that of the armed militia groups that hid in the swamps and
  creeks that made the delta a trackless maze. It was Bobbys strengthor blindnessthat his belief in the movement he had summoned from nothing overcame his fear of an autocracy
  whose leader, General Karama, caused those who displeased him to die or disappear.


  The Asari, Marissa answered Omo softly, are a brave people.


  Bobby held up a hand for silence. As Marissa scanned the crowd, she spotted Bobbys father, Chief Femi Okari, his face grim beneath his broad fedora, his eyes slits of disapproval and
  resentment. But he seemed an island to himself, alone amid the collective admiration of his son, the pride of the Asari. As the cries for Bobby receded into a deep silence, her husband stood
  taller, his slight form radiating an energy that suffused his proud bearing and made him seem larger than he was, less vulnerable than the flawed and troubled man Marissa knew him to be. As he
  began speaking, even his voicedeep yet liltingbelied any hint of frailty.


  Haah Ama, he began in Asari, then translated the phrase into English, Luandias colonial tongue: Community, I greet you.


  Mens and womens voices answered with cries of varied timbres. Then Bobby turned, pointing to the giant flame lit the dark behind him. This, he called out, is
  the bastard child of a rapacious oil company and a corrupt and brutal autocracy. Together, PetroGlobal Luandia and the Karama regime have polluted our streams, killed our fish, denuded our land.
  Now they are taking all that is leftthe oil beneath our feet.


  Yes, a chorus of voices called out.


  Bobbys voice rose above the din. For years we have suffered. But now, at last, we demand an end to their tyranny. We insist on our rightful share of oil monies for schools, roads,
  clinics, clean water to drink. The United Nations itself has recognized our oppression. And yet the government and PGL pretend to be deaf and dumb.


  When I sent them the Asari Manifesto five months ago, demanding our rights, they did not answer. Bobbys deep voice became slow and somber. And six weeks ago, when the
  people of Lana gathered to protest an oil spill, our government sent Colonel Okimbo and his soldiers to kill eighty-two Asari of both sexes and all ages; rape women and girls; amputate the limbs of
  men and boys; and burn their village to the ground.


  Marissa knew the stories, all too well. So did the villagers: their lowered voices receded into silence, the only sound the deep roar of flaring oil. In the light from the giant orange flame, a
  shadow crossed Omos face, and she gripped Marissas hand more tightly. Tonight, Bobby said in the same low voice, we are out in force, three hundred thousand
  strong, calling for an end to this exploitation in every village in Asariland. Even for General Karama, that is too many villages to raze, too many people to kill.


  Calls of approval rose from the Asari. But Marissas voice caught in her throat: in Luandia her husbands words were sedition, and surely somewhere among his listeners was an agent
  of the state security services, armed with a tape recorder.


  Bobbys face glistened with sweat. And yet the government and PGL are already committing genocide against the Asari people. When we cannot farm or fish or drink our
  waterthat is genocide. When more Asari are dying than are born, and those who survive their infancy can find no workthat is genocide. When we are riddled with diseases
  but have no electricity for hospitalsthat is genocide.


  That is what oil has done to the Asarithe same oil that runs the factories, heats the homes, and fills the gas tanks of the Americans, the Europeans, and our new exploiters, the
  Chinese. Bobby stared out at the crowd, moving his gaze from side to side, as though to seal their bond. In Luandia, oil blackens everything it touches. It fouls the hands of the
  ruling class that misappropriates its profits. It stains the ambitions of the young, who in their desperation will pick up a gun, sabotage a pipeline, kidnap a foreigner to grab their pitiful share
  of the riches. It elevates the powerful, and drowns the weak. And it degrades the character of our people, unleashing greed, envy, dishonesty, and corruption. Oil is dirtyas dirty as the
  slave trade and the craven Luandians who helped the British sell our ancestors.


  Shame, a man called out.


  Yes, Bobby answered. But now it is not some colonial governor who rules us. It is a Luandian who has suspended our constitution, banned our political parties, jailed our
  leaders, and shut down our newspapers. Karamas police extort money from the innocent; his prisoners rot for years without a trial; his judges take bribes before pronouncing sentence. And he
  uses ill-gotten petrodollars to pay off the generals, bureaucrats, governors, and chiefs who help maintain his power, the better to siphon the billions he steals from us into American jets, Italian
  sports cars, and bank accounts in Switzerland.


  No, Marissa thoughtnot at the sound of truth, but from fear of its consequences. For a moment, she shut her eyes, instinctively listening for alien sounds, perhaps a powerboat
  landing on the beach nearby, the first warning of an invader. Through the roar of flaring she heard a faint but familiar whir. This must not be, Bobby was saying. People are
  not made for statesstates are made for people.


  Marissa opened her eyes. From the sky behind her husband came a streak of light, blurred by the orange glow of the flare. Then the sound she heard merged with the silhouette of a helicopter,
  hovering above the palm trees with an arrhythmic thud, its beam aimed at the villagers, whose heads turned from Bobby to stare upward at the dark metallic bird. Marissa glimpsed a white circle
  painted on its side, framing the large black letters PGL.


  On the platform, Bobby looked from the helicopter to his people, their connection to him severed by the fear stamped on their faces. Part of Marissa wished for Bobby to send them home.


  Instead, his voice carried above the sounds of blades chopping air. He pointed to the intruder. PGL, too, he cried out, is our oppressor. It banished peace from our land
  from the day it laid its first pipeline, letting nothing stand in its waynot trees or farms or rivers, nor even beast or man.


  As did the others, Marissa saw, Femi Okari looked from the helicopter to Bobby. Why? Bobby shouted. Because we are Africans. PetroGlobal does not rape the land
  in the United States or Europeonly in Luandia. And now weve become its pawns in a ruthless competition among superpowers frightened that terrorists will cut off the flow of the oil
  from the Middle East, their lifeblood . . .


  As though in answer, the helicopter swooped down over the platform, the swirling blades drowning out Bobbys voice, its shaft of light impaling him like a lone figure in a passion play.
  Following the beam upward, Marissa could make out the fleshy face of a blond man gazing down from the chopper at Bobby Okari. And then, with a leisure that made its departure as ominous as its
  presence, the helicopter floated away until at last it became a shadow, vanishing in the half-light of an illuminated sky.


  Only then did Bobby speak again, his voice softer but still resonant. Tonight, we demand that those whose lives depend on oil respect our lives and our lands. That the
  United States, PetroGlobal Oils home, require its subsidiary PGL to follow the high standard of human rights it professes to value and open its courts to our claims against it. That PGL
  renounce its pact with General Karama and his machinery of death and open its books so that we can see how much our government has stolen from us. That the Karama regime grant us the right to run
  our own affairs, and free elections where our ballots are counted, not burned.


  With each demand, the crowd seemed more inspired, its outcry louder and more sustained. The people of Lana, Bobby continued, asked these things and were slaughtered for it.
  So now I tell Karama this.


  Tonight, throughout Asariland, Asari women are blocking the roads to PGLs oil facilities. And, a few moments ago, Asari men in boats seized the offshore oil platform that mars the
  serenity of our fishing waters. With the voice and manner of a prophet, Bobby pointed over the heads of his listeners. Look, and you will see.


  Turning with the others, Marissa looked toward the mouth of the creek that ran beside the village to the ocean and saw the flicker of torchlights from the oil platform, as though suspended above
  the dark waters. Only then did she fully comprehend how much her husband had dared; when Bobby spoke again, the Asari turned to him in wonder. The time has come, he told them,
  for General Karama to help us build the Asariland of our hopes.


  We know that he can do this. In four years he raised a new capital city from nothing, then named this glistening creation after himself. Bobbys lips formed a broad but
  ironic smile. So we will promise him that every road, school, and hospital we build will bear his name. We will do this for him, yes?


  Amid the cheers and laughter someone called out, Yes.


  It must be so, Bobby answered, his voice strong again. For this has become a dangerous country. Too many of our young men, deprived of any future, drink gin and smoke weed
  from morning to night. Too many others have taken up arms and vanished to hideouts in the creeks, killing one another for the right to live as criminals. If Karama does not yield, we will descend
  into an unending darkness of corruption, criminality, murder, and reprisal, condemning those who survive to a permanent hell. And among the things that will not survive is
  PGL


  Kill them all, a young man called out.


  Glancing through the crowd, Marissa spotted him, a youth taller than most othersrestrained from joining the militia, rumor had it, only by his attraction to Omo. Glancing at the girl,
  Marissa saw her downcast eyes fill with doubt and worry. No, Bobby answered. To act with violence will only bring to our door reprisals far more terrible than what we saw in
  Lana. I want no more blood spilled in Asariland.


  Uncertainty filled the young mans face; though some around him nodded their approval, others wore expressions grimmer and more opaque. As though to reassure them, Bobby continued:
  But the governments time is short. Every day our patience frays, and our youth slip beyond our power to restrain them. Karama and PGL must give us justice now, or there will be no
  peace for the powerful and PGL will be driven from Asariland.


  Fuck PGL, a voice called, and then a ragged chant came from a cluster of young men near Marissa. PGL, go to hell. PGL, go to hell . . .


  Bobby held up a hand, his face impassive until, at last, there was silence. Let us march to join our brothers and sisters, he told them, and pray for the souls of our
  dead.


  AS CONCEIVED BY Bobby, the climactic event would be a meeting with demonstrators from a neighboring village at the site of a recent oil spill, which,
  bursting into flames, had incinerated men and women from both villages who had come to scavenge for oil. Tonight those assembled would gather in memorial. But at least one of the villagers would be
  missing: Chief Femi Okari, Marissa noted, had gazed across the water at the torches flickering on the oil platform and then, shaking his head, turned away to walk home.


  With Bobby and Marissa at their head, the people of Goro gathered where the road began, many with cigarette lighters held aloft. As the march commenced, the villagers began singing their anthem:
  Be proud, Asari people, be proud.


  A few feet ahead, Marissa spoke to Bobby beneath the chorus. Women blocking roads, men seizing the platform. Did your council approve?


  Is it dangerous, you mean?


  His voice held a hint of challenge. I already know that, Marissa answered calmly. So do the others.


  Do you doubt me?


  Only when I should. What did Atiku say?


  Bobby did not look at her. Atiku is rallying support in England, he answered in a weary voice. Our young need more than words from us, or more will drift away.


  Through her misgivings, Marissa sensed that he had made this decision in the face of resistance from his lieutenants and found it painful to consider how this might end. Taking his hand, she
  asked, Is today all you had hoped for?


  Bobby summoned a small smile. Do you see their eagerness, the joy on their faces? For a day they are free of docility and fear. He paused, then finished softly, Were I to
  die right now, Marissa, I would die a happy man.


  His faintly autumnal tone reminded Marissa of the gray flecks she had begun to notice in his hair, the deepening grooves in his face that betrayed that he was not only older than she, but
  suffering from an exhaustion he tried to conceal from the others. She grasped his hand more tightly.


  For a mile they walked at the head of the Asari along a dirt road forged by PGL repair crews between mangroves and palm trees, the orange glow of flaring gas lighting their path. Then Bobby
  stopped abruptly.


  Marissa followed his gaze. At a fork in the road ahead, three silhouettes hung from the thick branches of a tree, specters in the devils light.


  Turning, Bobby held up his hand. The marchers fell quiet, save for cries of shock from those who saw what Bobby saw. Wait here, Bobby told Marissa.


  But she did not. Together, they moved toward the tree, stopping only when the three shadows became corpses. As Bobby held up his cigarette lighter Marissa saw that strangulation had contorted
  their faces and suffused their eyes with blood. All were Luandian; all wore denim shirts bearing the letters PGL.


  Her stomach constricting, Marissa turned to Bobby. Tears shone in his eyes. Now what will happen to us? he murmured.


  A stirring in the grove of palms behind the corpses made Marissa flinch. The figure of a large man emerged, followed by three others. As the men stepped into the light, Marissa recognized the
  familiar uniform of Luandian soldiers and saw their leaders face.


  Instantly she felt herself recoil: though she knew him only by the patch over his right eye, by reputation Colonel Paul Okimbo was a mass murderer, a rapist, and, the survivors of Lana
  whispered, insane. Okimbo wore the eye patch, it was said, to conceal a walleye and, bizarrely, to evoke the Israeli general Moshe Dayan. Stopping beside the hanging bodies, he trained his
  remaining eye on Bobby, then Marissa, letting his gaze linger.


  Facing Bobby, he said, This is your work, Bobby Okari.


  No, Bobby answered. Not mine, and not ours.


  Okimbo emitted a bark of laughter. So you say. But soon you will face the justice of Savior Karama.


  Marissa watched Bobby exert the full force of his will to meet Okimbos stare. A spurt of anger broke the colonels impassivity. Unless the Asari withdraw at once, he
  snapped, there will be consequences. Some will die.


  Feeling the dampness on her forehead, Marissa saw the sheen of sweat on Bobbys face. With palpable reluctance, he answered, As you say. But this will not end here.


  Of that you can rest assured, Okimbo responded with the flicker of a smile. I know two hundred ways of killing a man, and more men than that who deserve to die.


  To Marissa, the silence that followed felt suffocating. Involuntarily, it seemed, Bobby looked from Okimbo to the corpses, hanging with eerie stillness in the dense night air.


  Seeing this, Okimbo placed his hand on the back of the body nearest him, idly shoving it toward Bobby as though propelling a child on a swing. As the dead man slowly swung between them, Okimbo
  said softly, For you, hanging will do nicely.


  



  PART I


  THE DARK OF THE SUN


  



  1


  THE DAY BEFORE HIS DIVORCE BECAME FINAL, Damon Pierce sent an e-mail to a friend, a woman he cared for deeply, the one who had chosen another man and
  another life.


  Pierce was alone at Sea Ranch on the last weekend before the house became Amys, contemplating the rugged California coastline and what his own life had brought him. Now it was early
  evening, and the sun slowly setting over the cobalt-blue Pacific was so bright that Pierce squinted at the screen. Despite this, he composed his words with care: he had met her in a creative
  writing class and, even now, their exchanges strove to capture events in a way the other would appreciate and make a good-natured effort to surpass. It was a pleasure that Amy, far more literal and
  less romantic, had never understood; still less did she appreciate that this complex blend of admiration and remembered attraction, surviving time and distance, had come to hold a mirror to their
  marriage.


  His e-mail reflected his mood, the ironic yet sober assessment of a man on the cusp of midlifea partner in a fifteen-hundred-lawyer megafirm caught between an increasingly thwarted
  professional desire to do good and a former blue-collar boys appreciation of fine dining, good wine, and travel undreamed of in his youth. Among Pierces specialties was complex
  international litigation, in which he enjoyed a considerable reputation; as he had told his correspondent several years ago, not everyone has put away for life the murderous president of a
  former Balkan rump state.


  Perhaps this experience as a war crimes prosecutor, the clearest expression of his still flickering idealism, reflected his admiration for her commitment to others, the harder choices she had
  made. But his work in Kosovo was now years in the past. For Pierce, the chief residue of this time was the several hundred dead men, women, and childrenthe defendants victimson
  whom the worlds attention had focused far too late, and whose images still came to him in dreams.


  Since returning to the firm, he wrote now, my practice has become more or less what you predicted. My principal clients are investment bankers and tarnished corporate titans
  staring at a stretch in prison for ambitions that exceeded the law. Some strike me as almost tragic; others as loathsome. A few are even innocent. Many of them I likeits me I wonder
  about. Often I remember what Charlie Hale, my best friend at the firm, said after our first week as associates: Damon, my boy, us two will do well here. In ten years, well be
  partners; in twenty well have more money than time; in forty well be looking back at our careers. And after that . . . , he finished with a sardonic grin,
  theres only one big move left.


  Charlie, however, has a nice wife and three bright-eyed daughters he adores.


  As for me, I have a condominium with a view of the Golden Gate Bridge and sufficient cash to indulge in pleasures you might think superfluous. But remember that when we met I was mired in
  student loans; compared to me you were born to have a restless conscience, and to act on it. Still, I question myself every time I imagine you asking, Is this a life of meaning? Then
  I imagine the conveyor belt of life leading straight to my premature demise, keeling over at my desk on another weekend of too much work for no great cause. Perhaps thats why I spend so much
  time at the gym.


  Pierce paused there. Any fair external inventory would count him lucky: he was even fitter than when they had last seen each other, and the twelve years since had lent a keenness to his face
  without thinning or graying his dark shock of hair, leaving the Damon Pierce of the courtroom a still youthful but commanding presence, tall and slim and quick of tongue and mind.
  Nevertheless, his e-mail conceded, my career thrives more each year. And I arm myself for Judgment Day by giving pro bono advice in international human rights cases, a faint
  echo of my time at The Hague.


  As for my former literary ambitions, the only real writing I do is to you.


  Which brings me, I suppose, to Amy.


  Were divorcing. Its really not her fault. The most critical thing I can say is that Amy never questions her life. If her client is a crook, he just is. My tendency to ponder
  the meaning of it all strikes her as a waste of time.


  Why did we marry? To begin, Amys a gorgeous strawberry-blonde, so tall and elegant that she looks more like a ballerina than a lawyer. And wicked smartsmart and beautiful,
  youll recall, tends to get my attention. Amy is also the most self-possessed person I know, so that even her bursts of anger seem less spontaneous than chosen. The same spartan discipline
  governs her exercise and diet: at thirty-five, she remains so youthful that I once teased her that when she dies at ninety, theyll have to cut off her leg and count the rings to figure out
  how old she was. She had the grace to find that funnyof course, she herself is often funny in a matter-of-fact observers sort of way. A lawyers way.


  But then we lived like lawyers. Every Saturday we sat at breakfast and updated our professional and social calendars for the next four weeks. Our conversations were like
  telegramsno words wasted. For two trial lawyers, time is always a problem, and there was never enough.


  The question became, For what?


  Expensive dinners alone. Vacations in Fiji. More expensive dinners with other childless couples who trumped Fiji with Montenegro. Fund-raisers for abortion rights or battered women or the
  Democratic candidate for whatever. Comparisons of trial tactics: Amy was so delighted with the exercise of her considerable skills that I once told her she would have cheerfully represented Martin
  Bormann. Only for the cause, she retorted, a slight dig at my pro bono work. Her most grotesque clients became her babies.


  There it is. I wanted them; Amy didnt.


  Not her problem, but mine. Amy has no illusions, least about herself: that she never wanted kids was just a fact, and Amy never fudged facts. But as you so often suggested, Im a
  bit of a romantic, and sometimes still believe that I can make life, even people, turn out as I hoped. And what I hoped for was two small Pierces.


  A couple of years ago, I realized that I was the only one who heard Amys reproductive clock ticking. When I said as much, she countered me with jaundiced humor: Have you
  checked out your partners lives postchild? she asked. Moving to the dullest suburb for the best schools; planning car pools and sleepovers and after-school
  enrichment programs; going to parent-teacher conferences and obsessing about how to propel their obviously sociopathic seven-year-old toward Stanford Medical School, until their only friends are
  the other lobotomized couples whose only subject is the kids


  Beats hearing about Montenegro, I interrupted. Somewhere during that last dinner, I realized Chris and Martha are the biggest waste of time since reality TV.
  Suddenly I became serious. Amy, I said slowly but clearly, just loving you is not enough.


  For a long time she just looked at me. It might be, she answered, if you still did.


  All at once I realized how good she was at stating facts.


  That fact, once she brought it to my attention, was fatal. I may not be as surgical as Amy, but Im no more inclined than she to lie about what I know. I had stopped loving
  the Amy Riordan I had married, and the life she had never questioned. Only the distraction of our work had allowed us to drift apart with our eyes shut, not seeing what Amy now saw so clearly with
  those beautiful blue eyeswhich, for once, were filled with tears.


  Pierce paused. There was more he might have saidnot just that Amy and he were different but that the difference between his wife and the woman to whom he was writing had grown in
  Pierces mind. He knew this was unfair: he had taken Amy on her terms, and it was not right to compare her to a woman whose path in life was driven not just by her virtues but by her scars.
  Nor could he fully explain, to this woman or himself, how much he valued their ongoing connection amid the deterioration of his married life. It was best, he concluded, to stick to that life
  itself.


  Our decision to divorce was sad, Pierce continued. But it was this hollow quality that makes me the saddest now. Were lucky, friends tell us, that we have no children
  to pay for our own failure. Still, without kids or money to fight over, there is too little to keep us from drifting ever further apart, until we become again the strangers we once were. The
  saddest fact is this: when the first of us dies, the survivor will likely learn of it, if at all, by reading the obituary page.


  Sorry. Its the black Irish in me, and this St. Patricks Day I turned forty. As youre not divorcing, certainly not Irish, and only thirty-six at that, I hope
  youll forgive this side trip into morbidity. After rereading this passage, Pierce added, In truth, the confluence of divorce and a major birthday may be Gods wake-up
  call. My work at The Hague, however hard, was about something of fundamental importancevindicating human rights through law. Though leading the prosecution team wasnt easy, I think I
  was at my best, and I never doubted the worth of what I did. So it seems Ive got some things to think about, and the freedom to do so. Perhaps, in its way, thats not so bad a birthday
  gift.


  This was a good place to end, he thought. Tell me how you are, he concluded. From what I read and hear, I worry that I havent heard from you lately. And you still
  write a pretty good sentence.


  Affectionately, Damon.


  Pierce sent the e-mail. When he looked out the window again, still pensive, the sun was an orange sliver descending beneath the blue-gray line of the ocean. He went to the kitchen, poured
  himself a chill glass of Chassagne-Montrachet, and made himself dinner.


  Two hours later, as he returned to his computer, an e-mail appeared. Opening it, he found himself staring at its first sentence.


  Seven nights ago, Marissa began, I saw the corpses of three oil workers hanging from a tree.


  



  2


  FINISHING MARISSAS E-MAIL, PIERCE STARED AT the screen.


  From hard experience, he knew that media attention to human rights abuses was fitfullet alone in a remote region of West Africa shut down to outsiders. His only hope for news was the BBC,
  the source he had followed since danger had begun enveloping the Okaris after Bobby had issued his manifesto.


  Shortly before nine P.M., he found a brief news item on the BBC Web site. By cell phone, a journalist had managed to reach Bobby Okari. On this day, a little after ten
  oclock in the morning, a solar eclipse would darken Goro; at the moment of eclipse, Bobby had insisted, he would stage another demonstration, a successor to Asari Day, his symbolic defiance
  of Savior Karamas ban on nighttime demonstrations. Pierce checked his watch, calculating the time in Luandiaif the planets stayed on course, the eclipse would begin in a little more
  than four hours.


  Damn you, his inner voice said. Yet what he felt was not anger but fear. As he knew too well, her life had trained her not to listen.


  FROM THE FIRST words of her short story, Damon Pierce had watched Marissa Brand and known that it was hers.


  Each Thursday night, fourteen men and women clustered around a table, listening to Larry Banksa gifted novelist whose tenure at Berkeley allowed him to write without starvingread
  one of their stories aloud. His purpose was to conceal the authors identity, enabling the group to critique without compunction. In Pierces estimate, this conceit of anonymity
  promoted a certain savagery, licensing the arrogant to eviscerate their peers. But Pierce, a sensitive observer, could often guess the identity of the author and, depending on what he saw, frame
  his comments to offer a dollop of mercy.


  On this night what tipped him off was the womans studied veneer of blankness, belied by an intensity of focus so complete that she was utterly still. Though they had never spoken,
  Pierces interest transcended art: clearly biracial, the woman had light brown skin and small, perfect features accented by a cleft chin and dark eyes that conveyed an almost startling
  intensity unleavened by more than a passing hint of humor. Seemingly indifferent to her beauty, she did not wear makeup or attempt to tame her tight black curls. Yet what Pierce perceived in class
  was the opposite of indifference: that she was trying so hard to show no feeling suggested, in his mind, a woman who felt so deeply that it scared her.


  But he was here for the writing. His interest piqued, he listened to her story as closely as she.


  Its surface was nearly flawless. She wrote with a jewelers eyeeach word precisely chosen, each sentence polished, their rhythms varied to add energy and avoid the soporific effect
  of sentence upon sentence with too many clauses and commas. Her facility made Pierce smile to himself.


  But the story was more problematicdeeply personal and yet oddly abstract. Its core was the blighted relationship between a father and daughter, so mutually uncomprehending that they were
  doomed to flay each others wounds until the mans last breath. The writer dissected him in telling detail: his narcissism, his emotional aridity, his resentment when his attempts at
  reconciliation, having failed, revealed how little he saw any woman except as the mirror of his own self-regard. The daughter was different. Though Pierce tried to give her his sympathy, she was
  less victim than observer, inspecting her father with the merciless scrutiny of a recording angel. The effect was to create more compassion for this man than, Pierce suspected, his real-life model
  deserved.


  The other students were not fools. When Banks finished reading, they nailed its flaws with equivalent charity. Airless, a male poet sniffed. The graying lesbian called it
  slight as a pianists finger exercise. The pallid woman next to Pierce labeled the story a lacquer box with nothing inside. Looking at the authors face,
  Pierce wished her critics literary lives of rejection letters and desperate pleas to academic presses. Her eyes betrayed the hurt her words had not.


  When Pierces turn came, he stressed the storys virtues. I wouldnt add or subtract a word, he concluded. And I feel that I know a man Ill never
  meetthe essence of characterization. Flaws in a story can be fixed. Mediocrity in a writer cant.


  By the time class ended, twilight had fallen on the campus. Pierce paused on the steps of the building, gazing at the looming bell tower whose spire split the darkening sky. He felt a presence
  close behind him.


  Thank you, she said simply.


  He turned to her. For what?


  For liking my story.


  Her steady gaze discouraged evasion. How did you know I knew?


  Because you looked at me so closely as it began, but not at all when you spoke. Or after.


  Damon waited for the last stragglers to pass them by. With a smile, he told her, Youre every bit the observer your story suggests. Liking it was easy enough, except for wishing I
  wrote that well.


  It was the wrong thing to say: her eyes signaled an instant distrust. Please dont, she said in a flat tone. They were right, and you agree.


  About the problems? Okay, the female character is too withheld. But as I said, thats fixable.


  For a moment, she studied his face. Maybe in stories. Write what you know, they say.


  The conversational hairpin turn caught Pierce off guard. But as he well knew, writing, once shared, creates a curious intimacy; despite her obvious attractions, it struck him that this woman
  might be lonely. Areyou withheld? he asked.


  She gazed down at the cement between them, her shoulders finally twitching in a shrug. I dont know. I dont like to think of myself that way.


  Pierce decided to take a chance. Because you dont see yourself that way? Or because you dont like to think about yourself at all?


  She seemed to consider this, and then looked up at him again. Both. People often arent who they think they are, let alone who they say they are. Only actions dont
  lie.


  Pierce shook his head in demurral. That would make us nothing but nerves and reflexes. If we dont think about what we do, and why, how will we ever change?


  To his complete surprise, she laughed, a sound expressing wonder but not rancor. And you think thats so easy?


  Not easy. Possible.


  In her renewed silence, Pierce realized that darkness had closed around them. Id better go, she said at length.


  Pierce suppressed his disappointment. If you drove here, Ill walk you to your car.


  The smile she gave him was slightly skewed, as though fending off an antique gallantry. Facts are facts, Pierce told her. Nighttime isnt safe here. And Id be
  happy for the company.


  After a moment, she shrugged. If you have time.


  With that, she skittered down the remaining stairs and headed across the grass, Pierce straining to keep up. Her small frame moved with a whippetlike efficiency that, for Pierce, held a
  tomboyish appeal. As though remembering her manners, she asked, What do you do besides write?


  Practice law. After college I weighed my student loans against my literary gifts and chose law school over a masters in creative writing. Now Im paying off my debt on the
  installment plan, one year at a time, hoping to stay out of debtors prison. And you?


  She glanced over at him. Im like you, I guessa would-be writer who decided that the smart move was a masters in education. I look at the bestseller list, and it seems
  like no one whos any good writes for money.


  Tell that to Philip Roth, Pierce answered with a smile. Or, for that matter, Stephen King.


  She shot him a swift grin, as though caught in an alibi. So maybe I was a coward. But now Ive made other plans.


  To Pierces practiced ear, the last phrase sounded significant. Id like to hear about them. Any chance I could buy you dinner?


  She stopped abruptly and stood in the moonlit shadow of the spire, appraising Pierce with an enigmatic smile. Thanks, she said. But Ive got somewhere to go. My
  boyfriends giving a speech.


  Once more, Pierce felt a stab of disappointment. Concerning what? he asked.


  West Africaand oil. She hesitated, then added, on seeming impulse, If youre curious, come with me. The more people who hear him, the better. The first time
  I did may actually have changed my life.


  To refuse, Pierce sensed, would sever whatever tenuous link they hadespecially since, having invited her out, he lacked an excuse. If hes that good, he answered,
  Ill buy you both dinner.


  Pierce had thought of it as reconnaissance, at most the waste of an evening. Now, twelve years later, he gazed intently at the BBC Web site, recalling fragments of half-forgotten prayers from
  his Catholic boyhood as he worried for them both.


  



  3


  AS THE FIRST LIGHT DAWNED, MARISSA STOOD AT the center of Goroseven days ago the scene of her husbands greatest
  triumphawaiting the passage of the sun with far more apprehension than she had expressed to Damon Pierce.


  Around her the village stirred to life. Children arose for school; Omo arrived at the marketplace to prepare her mothers stall; the few remaining fishermen paddled ancient canoes out to
  sea and cast their fishing nets, a snapshot of a timeless way of life. Soon more villagers would leave their thatched huts, and struggling enterprises like the Happy Fingers Saloona
  hairdresser, to Marissas persistent amusementwould open at idiosyncratic hours. In the freshness of dawn, the grass beside the polluted creek was verdant, and the sandy beach where it
  met the ocean unstreaked with oil. But Marissa feared that this day, already marked by nature, would be unlike any other.


  Inside their house, Bobby was at his desk, awaiting word from his lieutenants across Asariland. His father, Femi, peered out his door. Today he wore the robes of a chief, the formal vestige of a
  power that had dwindled as his son rose and youth fell away. Now he gazed up at the sun with a misgiving as palpable as that which Marissa chose to conceal.


  At precisely 10:17, the astronomers said, a total eclipse of the sun would cast the village into darkness, relieved only by the unrelenting glare of oil flaring. It was Bobbys luck, or
  fate, that nature would cause this to occur six days after General Karama had forbidden all nighttime gatherings, citing the lynchings that had ended Asari Day.


  For two days Bobby had stirred a debate among his cadre by cell phone and e-mail. We cannot crawl back into our holes, he concluded. And not even Savior Karama can stop the
  movement of the planets.


  His plan was provocative: a mass demonstration that would conform to Karamas edict due only to the intervention of the moon, the Asari peoples defiance signaled by lighters thrust
  toward the dark of the sun. Karamas response was to close the major airports; cordon off Asariland; and expel all foreign journalists from the Luandian Delta. His directive did not mention
  Bobbys plan: the fact that PGL had simultaneously shut down operations provided Karama, in Marissas mind, with sufficient pretext for whatever he chose to do.


  Since this edict Bobby had barely slept.


  Restless, Marissa crossed the muddy clay and reentered their house. On another day, she would have found its character fondly familiar: a balky fax machine, an erratic cell phone, the generator
  whirring, cartons jammed with speeches and manifestos, documents strewn across Bobbys desk in a chaotic jumble he allowed no one to touch, the sturdy but sclerotic ceiling fan whose
  revolutions barely disturbed the listless air. Bobby sat with his back to her. Beside him, signed the day before, was a final iteration of his will.


  Now he was writing his speech in longhand, so focused on this task that he did not hear his wife. Only the sound of helicopter blades caused his hand to pause.


  Marissa preceded him to the door. Hovering above the line of palms was a helicopter with the black logo: PGL. From behind her, Bobby murmured, I thought they were gone.


  Marissa faced him. Reading her face, he spoke with quiet urgency. If I back down, the movement ends. Im the one they trust, and the world community sees them through what I say or
  do.


  What about your writing?


  Bobby shook his head. It is not the same as actionnot to the world, and surely not to our people. This last phrase, pointedly inclusive of Marissa, was followed by a
  fleeting smile. However brilliant, my prose cannot rally a semiliterate populace. Thats why I schooled myself, frail vessel though I am, to not just speak but to act as a symbol for
  them and others.


  Outside, the deep beating of chopper blades slowly receded. Marissa touched his arm. The others are gone, she answered. Karama has expelled them. No one hears us
  now.


  The doubt in Bobbys eyes revealed how well he knew this. The Asari do, Marissa. He paused, his next words betraying that he, like she, could not forget the killings at Lana
  or the dangling corpses or Okimbos threat. I cannot let them down, or they would be right to lynch me.


  When Bobby resumed writing, Marissa gazed out the door again, hoping the women in the marketplace would distract her from her anxiety.


  She fixed on Omo and her mother, covering their sparse offering of pineapples in anticipation of what was to come. Their expressions were less animated and, to Marissas mind, their
  movements bore the weight of uncertainty. Every so often Omo cast her eyes at the sun: the pendency of an eclipse created a sense of awe among a people for whom the natural world held more mystery
  and meaning than it had in Marissas childhood. Watching the girl, her favorite, she barely heard the fax machine ringing.


  A moment later Bobby appeared at her side, gazing down at a fax with a look of such devastation that Marissa felt her throat clutch. What is it?


  When he shook his head, as though unable to tell her, she took the document from his hand.


  It was signed by four of his lieutenants, including Eric Aboh, his second-in-command. Marissa scanned the agreement, more heartsick with each phrase. On behalf of the Asari people,
  the four leaders had met with representatives of the government and PGL and had amicably resolved the current tensions in exchange for further talks. Therefore they
  urged the Asari to disclaim violence and provocation and allow all lawful economic activity to resume unimpeded. For his part, Colonel Paul Okimbo had promised to
  stabilize Asariland to prevent the unwarranted loss of life. Slowing, Marissa read the final paragraph: We urge Bobby Okari to place the good of the Asari above his own
  ambitions, and to call on his remaining followers to resume their normal lives.


  Watching her face, Bobby said softly, How many pieces of silver it required, they do not mention. He took the paper from her hand. This is a hunting license, Marissa. Karama
  and the oilmen have isolated me. Now I will bear sole blame for whatever they choose to do.


  Before she could respond, an elderly subchief appeared at their door. Formally addressing Bobby, he said, Your father, Chief Okari, must speak with you.


  Bobby glanced from Marissa to the man. With both of us, he answered.
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  RESTLESS, PIERCE SCANNED THE INTERNET FOR descriptions of an eclipse.


  In the middle of the day, he read, a shadow moves across the sun. For a few moments, the sky becomes like that of a moonlit night; animals and birds go silent, and nature seems in suspension.
  Though the sun has vanished, its outer edge is visible as a ghostly hole around the black disk of the moon. But for that, and the gas flaring Marissa had so vividly described, Goro would be plunged
  into darkness.


  Anxious for news, Pierce returned to the BBC Web site. A new bulletin was reporting an agreement. For a moment he was hopeful. Then he read Colonel Paul Okimbos promise to restore
  Asariland to a state of order and knew, from weeks of following the Asari movement after the massacre at Lana, that his friends peril had only deepened. In that moment, he thought of Bobby
  and Marissa twelve years ago, heading blindly toward this day, and imagined what might have happened had he met Marissa sooner.


  THE AUDITORIUM WHERE Bobby Okari would speak was small. A scattering of white and black students mixed with some older people from Berkeleythe
  men often distinguished by ponytails or beards, the women by an absence of makeupwhose worldview, Pierce surmised, had been shaped by the sixties. At Marissas behest, she and Pierce
  sat close to the stage, where Bobby Okari waited behind a cadaverous professor of international relations who had begun to introduce him. After describing Bobby as a visiting professor of
  literature and one of Africas most gifted young novelists, the mans voice became a pipe organ of piety: Bobby Okaris true mission, it transpired, was to speak for the embattled
  people of West Africa who, for too long, had suffered from the oppression of neocolonialists, arms merchants, purveyors of diamonds, and, most deadly petroleum companies who fed the Western
  worlds rapacious thirst for oil.


  Immediately, Pierce was bored. The professor struck him as a man whose impact on these problems consisted of ringing declarations to groups who could have recited them in their sleep. The more
  fruitful study was Bobby Okari. From his biography and appearance, Pierce put him at a good ten years older than Marissa; small and bright-eyed, he awaited his turn with an obvious restiveness.
  When at last the professor finished his peroration, Marissa leaned forward in anticipation, and Pierce wondered what about this diminutive figure Marissa found so captivating.


  The first seconds were not promisingBobby Okari looked barely taller than the podium. With an engaging smile, he stood briefly on his toes, accenting the moment of unintended comedy.
  I dont worry if you cant see me, he assured his audience in a resonant voice. If you can hear me, you can also hear my people.


  For the next half hour, Bobby Okari enthralled his audience as completely as, judging from her rapt expression, he enthralled Marissa Brand. In mesmeric cadences, he limned the paradox through
  which oil riches in the hands of kleptocrats and oil companies deepened the Asari peoples misery. Nor did he exempt his listeners. When you use our oil, he told them,
  you facilitate our exploitation.


  Without knowing it you help them steal our land, enslave our children, turn our girls into prostitutes who service the men who fill your gas tanks. Nor can you alleviate our suffering
  merely by developing more gas-efficient cars.


  This drew a ripple of nervous laughter. When the white man came to Luandia, Bobby continued, our people had the land and the white man had the Bible. Now the Asari have the
  Bible and the white man has our land. As in so many things, this reflects the toxins of Western societyracism and greed.


  Seeing Marissas mouth curl in a bitter smile, Pierce divined that much of her response to Bobby was visceral, and perhaps involved race. When Luandians hate Americans, he
  said, it is because Americans allow the oil companies to embody the evils you claim to deplore. Pausing, Bobby surveyed his audience as though looking into each face and heart, and
  then his voice softened. But I do not come here to abuse you.


  So many of you were once soldiers of conscience in the struggle to make your country what it claims to be. All of you can be that now. Today, your moral imperative must be to
  improve the lot of humanitynot just among your own people but in the world. Even, I dare to hope, in Luandia.


  The audience applauded warmly. But for Bobby Okari, Pierce knew, this night was merely practice for an enterprise more challenging than pricking the nerve ends of Berkeley progressives. Touching
  Marissas arm, he murmured, Id very much like to meet him.


  I HAVE A modest goal, Bobby told Pierce wryly. To start a movement among the Asari, like that of Martin Luther King, which will
  spread throughout the delta until we are too mighty to resist.


  They sat in a Thai restaurant on Shattuck Avenue, a favorite of Bobby and Marissas. To Pierce, Bobbys entire being belied his self-deprecating tone: his eyes were filled with hope,
  even confidence, and his slender frame radiated a kinetic energy. With a smile that mingled challenge with humor, Bobby said, You are skeptical, I see.


  Marissa looked from Bobby to Pierce. Its a reflex, Pierce answered with a laugh. Im Irishcaught between an immigrants optimism and a certainty
  that the world is about to break your heart.


  Bobbys smile lingered. Youre also a lawyer, Damon. Lawyers shun delusion and cherish facts. And so, the facts. The Asari are poor, uneducated, unarmed, and scorned by the
  many ethnic groups who far outnumber them. When nonviolence is ones only choice, it is best to embrace the moral high ground.


  To paraphrase Robert Kennedy, even the humblest among us can create ripples of hope and daring which, when they cross, create a wave so powerful that it overcomes the mightiest wall of
  oppression. Kennedy said this in South Africa. In the quarter century that followed, Mandela and a handful of prisoners overcame apartheid by seizing the imagination of the world.


  Bobbys aspirations for his people seemed no more modest than for himself. But though he appeared confident in his persona as leader, he glanced often at Marissa, as though gauging her
  reaction. Our leaders exist in a world of their own, he continued. But PGL exists in the wider world that turned on corporate malefactors in South Africa. Engaged Americans can
  compel PGL and your government to demand more from our leaders than oil. That was my business tonight. Perhaps someday you can help us.


  Already, Pierce realized, Bobby saw him as a potential instrument of his will. It struck him that in Marissas eyes this small but vibrant man might make other men seem smaller. Looking
  from Marissa to Pierce, Bobby asked politely, How did you two meet?


  Pierce glanced at Marissa. Were in the same creative writing class.


  Yes, Marissa added with a pointed smile. Damon even liked my story.


  In a rueful tone, Bobby inquired, The story I havent read?


  Marissa shrugged. One of them, she replied.


  Something in this exchange caused Bobby to look at Pierce more closely. Tell me about yourself, Damon.


  Briefly, Pierce outlined his life from parochial school in Boston, to Harvard, and at last to San Francisco. A classic Irish-American story, he told Bobby. Im more
  curious about yours. How did you become a writer? How did you become an activist? How in the world did you wind up here?


  Bobbys chuckle was as deep as his voice. From childhood, my father said I had the devils own way with wordsmany of which displeased him. I also have a mother who
  found her husbands interest in other women less than charming. My father is chief of our village; perhaps as a favor to himself, or perhaps to her, he used some of the money PGL paid for his
  passivity to dispatch me to an English boarding school.


  There I learned to love the written word. English is the white mans only gift to Luandia: the Brits taught me to value Dickens and the principles of liberty they cherished for
  themselves, if not us. The intoxicating experience of discovering both language and hypocrisy simultaneously made me a debater and, eventually, a novelist and journalist in my native land, bent on
  exposing the outrages I now saw with clarity. But soon I perceived that my scribbling alone would not transform Luandia. Bobbys smile embraced both Pierce and Marissa. A long
  journey from bad to worse, my father would saywhich is what brought me here two years ago. Friends within the government made it clear that my alternative to a sabbatical abroad was jail.
  Out of what I suspect remain mixed motives, my father once again encouraged me to decamp. He seems to think I will bring trouble to his door. With a grin, Bobby finished: Of course,
  theres no wind so ill it fails to blow a little bit of good. It was here I met Marissa after giving a speech much like this one. The same speech, in fact.


  Pierce found his seeming openness engaging, all the more for the lightness with which he treated the difficulties that had compelled him to leave. Are you going back? Damon
  asked.


  We are, Marissa said.


  Her answer seemed more for Bobby than Pierce. Watching Pierce, Bobby appeared to read his thoughts. For a time, he said, I worried that to go to this strange place would
  impose on Marissa hardships no man could ask. Especially one who hopesno, expectsto be consumed with the cause of his people. Bobby gave Marissa a glancing smile. Not to
  mention that my father is both a Christian and a polygamist. Though I pledge her my utter fidelity, I fear that Marissa finds my background novel.


  Not that novel, Marissa interposed in a tone both mild and sardonic, and Pierce remembered the father of her short story.


  Bobby smiled at her. In this matter, as in others, Im my own man.


  Dinner arrivedthe dishes heavy on curry and spices. If one cant replicate Luandian food, Bobby explained, at least one can evoke its zest.


  He began to consume his portion, wielding chopsticks with rapacious deftness, driven by an appetite surprising given his slightness. Bobbys eating for his people, Marissa
  explained with the air of a color commentator. He burns off calories just sitting around.


  Hungry, Pierce occupied himself with dinner. Only when Bobbys plate was clear did Pierce ask him, About returning, do you worry for your safety?


  Is it dangerous, you mean? Possibly. But it is my lifebloodwhere I come from, what I care for, what I write about. What would I become in America but a random black man with an
  advanced degree, an ornament for some faculty, trained to teach young would-be writers who, when they fail, will themselves become teachers. Bobby scowled at the table. What would I
  feel then, when I read some truncated report in the New York Times about the misery of my people? What would I be to my friends but a stranger who sends them gifts and money? What
  kind of shadow life would I substitute for a life of meaning, even if that life is all too brief?


  The last phrase, though casually stated, struck Pierce so forcibly that he wondered at its impact on Marissa. And you? Pierce asked her.


  Im an American by birth, she answered calmly. But when I watch our politicians on TV, or listen to talk radio, Americans seem so insulated from reality that
  theyre narcotized.


  And yet I know that my mothers cases as a social worker are worse than ever, the neighborhood she works in more hopeless than before. Theres another generation of black men
  in jail, and Americans have no interest in or will to change what they conveniently believe is all the black mans fault. In Luandia, perhaps I can make a difference.


  Bobby did not comment. But Pierce read a message into his silence: that life in Luandia would be harder than she knew. Perhaps, he intuited, Bobby wanted her too much to say this. Reflecting on
  the short story that Bobby had not read, he wondered whetherhowever fond of each other they weretheir relationship relied on such strategic silences, and whether she was drawn to
  Bobby less from passion than the need to heal the wounds of identity and family. But all he chose to say was I admire you both.


  It was true. Still, at that moment he guessed he and Bobby would never become close. In the days before the next writing class, when he found himself thinking of Marissa, he identified the
  reason why, and sensed that Bobby Okari already knew it.


  



  5


  PIERCE STARED AT THE MOON ABOVE THE OCEAN, casting pallid light on the windblown line of cypress trees that marked lands end. He checked his
  watch again. It was eleven-fifteen, and in two hours the eclipse would darken the village of Goro. The BBC had no more news of Bobby Okari. Pierces only antidote to worry was memory.


  Ive always been lucky, he had told her. Now he wished that, like his father, he believed that luck could be passed from one person to another.


  THEY HAD BEEN lingering over dinner at Rivoli, an elegant Italian place near campus. By tacit consent, their postclass dinners had become a ritual,
  facilitated by Bobbys immersion in teaching, writing, speaking, and planting the seeds of a movement in Luandia through incessant late-night phone calls. Their conversations, largely
  concerned with the craft of fictiontheirs, and othersrarely became personal, and only once or twice did Pierce wonder if Bobby knew of them. But tonight Marissa seemed curious
  about his life.


  Its true, Pierce told her. My dad insists that I was born lucky.


  The smile this elicited was quizzical. Born white, you mean?


  Even better, Pierce responded amiably. Born on St. Patricks Day, and blessed by a future president. Or so my father thought.


  HIS FATHER WAS a storyteller. Sean Pierce had told this story so often that Damon could recite it.


  On March 17, 1968, Sean would declaim in his immigrants brogue, at St. Margarets Hospital in our neighborhood of Dorchester, I learned that my seventh and last
  child was, after six blessed daughters, a son. Tears in my eyes, I answered, Youve made my heart sing, Dr. Lowell.


  In those days, Sean would continue, there was little for a new father to do but celebrate with other men. So after kissing the exhausted Patrice on her forehead and noting with pride the
  miraculous infants shock of black hair, Sean departed on a tide of elation. Reaching the street as the metallic clock of a bank chimed twelve times, signaling noon, Sean briskly walked one
  and a half miles to the precise midpoint of the St. Patricks Day parade. Amid the revelers at the corner of D Street, some flushed with the excitements of whiskey, Sean awaited the Hibernian
  marchersthe intricate floats evoking Ireland on flatbed trucks; the familiar faces of the local politicos who always led the way.


  But he could tell this day was different. The cheers were louder and, up the street, the crowds pressed closer than normal. And then Sean saw the two Irish princes at the head of the parade who,
  though he had never met them, were woven into the fabric of his psyche. With each confident stride Edward and Robert Kennedy, senators both, came nearer, drawing cries of surprise and delight from
  the onlookersin many of their homes a picture of their martyred brother Jack hung beside that of the pope. And just yesterday, in the caucus room of the Senate, Robert Kennedy had declared
  that he, too, would reach out for the presidency.


  One on each half of the two-lane street, the brothers paused to shake hands as they passed, Robert on the side nearest Sean. Propelled by this confluence of wondersthe birth of his son
  and now Robert Kennedy walking toward himSean felt himself drawn into the street. Go get him, Bobby, he heard someone call. Lyndon cant hold a candle to
  you.


  Laughing, Robert Kennedy looked about for his well-wisher and spotted Damons father coming toward him. For an instant Kennedy froze, before seeing the rapt expression in Sean
  Pierces eyes. Then they were face to face. In the one moment they would share on earth, Sean blurted, My first son was born four hours ago. Both of us wish you well.


  Looking up at the taller man, Bobby Kennedy grinned. Whats your boys name?


  Damon. Damon Pierce.


  A fine Irish name. Hell thank you for it. Bobby glanced toward the crowd for another hand to shake. Then, on impulse, he turned back to Sean. Whats your
  parish?


  St. Gregorys, in Dorchester.


  My grandfathers parish. Kennedys voice softened. Lets each say a prayer that the luck of the Irish blesses your new son. And Id be grateful if
  your prayer included a bit of luck for me.


  I will, Sean promised. Then the future president was gone and, instead of seeking out a bar, Sean went to St. Gregorys to keep his promise to Robert Kennedy.


  AND THEN HE was dead, Marissa said to Damon. My mother cried, she tells me.


  Damon nodded. As did my father.


  But he still thought you were lucky?


  Pierce smiled a little. It became part of the myth. For a time he pondered whether his prayer dwelt too much on me, and had failed Robert Kennedy. But he was quite sure that Kennedy had
  kept his end of the bargain.


  In the end, he concluded that I had gotten all the luck two mens prayers could give meand the luck meant for Bobby Kennedy, as well. Everything thats happened since
  persuades him that hes right. For him, my success in life is less an achievement than a gift.


  Marissa tilted her head. Not an expectation?


  Pierce sipped from his glass of rich Brunello di Montalcino, the last of the bottle they shared. You have to understand my world, Marissa. Did your parents go to college?


  That and more. My father has a PhD in English, my mom a masters in social work. Ive got no room to be a wonder.


  Pierce briefly scanned the dwindling crowd, so clearly of the rarefied environment spawned by the Berkeley campus, so far from the pubs of Dorchester. Neither of my parents got past grade
  school. Their world was a bounded one, their greatest fear that us kids would be tainted by malign influences. A memory made Damon smile wryly. So they were mortified when my sister
  Meg applied for a scholarship to Barnard.


  Marissa looked amused. An all-girls school? What could possibly go
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