


[image: image]





[image: image]



Contents

TITLE PAGE

DEDICATION

EPIGRAPH



CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

CHAPTER 15

CHAPTER 16

CHAPTER 17

CHAPTER 18

CHAPTER 19

CHAPTER 20

CHAPTER 21

CHAPTER 22

CHAPTER 23

CHAPTER 24

CHAPTER 25

CHAPTER 26

CHAPTER 27

CHAPTER 28

CHAPTER 29

CHAPTER 30

CHAPTER 31

CHAPTER 32

CHAPTER 33

CHAPTER 34

CHAPTER 35

CHAPTER 36

CHAPTER 37

CHAPTER 38

CHAPTER 39

CHAPTER 40

CHAPTER 41

CHAPTER 42

CHAPTER 43

CHAPTER 44

CHAPTER 45

CHAPTER 46

CHAPTER 47

CHAPTER 48

CHAPTER 49

CHAPTER 50



ABOUT THE AUTHOR

ALSO BY MARK BUDZ

COPYRIGHT



For Marina



Man’s main task in life is to give birth to himself.

—ERICH FROMM
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Santa Cruz, September 12

The singing was back.

Rudi Lauchman paused on the sidewalk, trying to isolate the precise source of the sound. The voice was soft, melodic. He couldn’t make out any words. It was more like humming, vaguely choral.

And not, he felt reasonably sure, coming from inside his head.

He had been hearing the voice around town, off and on, for a week. Close to the Café Pergolesi one day, the library the next. Elusive. More imagined than real.

This time it seemed to be coming from a recessed doorway partly concealed by a juniper bush dotted with small blue-purple berries. A FOR LEASE sign hung in one window of the small office building.

Rudi found himself standing next to it, his hands thrust into his pockets, unable to remember how he got there. He couldn’t recall turning onto the walkway, or making his way up the path.

Another lapse.

He shut his eyes. He’d heard the song before, he was sure of it. Church, possibly. But maybe not. He got confused. Sometimes, voices didn’t match faces. He heard one person talking and saw another.

The music could be the accident talking…his old life—before the crash—bleeding into this one.

But this song wasn’t the one he was running from. This full-bodied contralto was different from the sinuous soprano that slithered into his head and spoke to him in a flicking, unintelligible whisper, raspy as scales against dry grass.

The singing stopped. Rudi opened his eyes.

“What are you doing here? Peeping on me?” A large woman with a metal cane and a blue knitted cap stood in the doorway. She glared at Rudi with bloodshot eyes before cutting a glance at his hands.

Rudi jerked his hands from his pockets. “I wasn’t—”

The woman sniffed. “Why don’t you play with yourself someplace else? Before I call the cops.”

Rudi adjusted his baseball cap, careful not to disturb the lining. In the doorway behind her, he could make out a shopping cart, blanket, and scuffed black boom box. “I heard you singing. That’s all.”

The woman leaned forward, her forehead creased by a frown. “What have you got under there? Reynolds Wrap?”

“You’ve been drinking,” Rudi said. His scalp prickled.

The woman chuckled. Her shoulders rocked like two sofa cushions jiggling in an earthquake. “Not enough.”

“I’ve been hearing you a lot. Do you always sing when you’re drunk?”

“Singing’s cheap. It don’t cost nothin’. Which is exactly what I got right now. In case you were wondering.”

“Except for a broken heart,” he said. “Or an empty soul.”

The crease in the woman’s brow deepened briefly, then relaxed, as if overcome by sudden weariness. “You’re crazy,” she said.

“Rudi.” He held out his hand, then snatched it back when it looked like she might whack it with the cane.

“Get a move on. Before you get any wrong ideas.” She wavered, eerily insubstantial despite her size. “You hear?”

Rudi tilted his head. Barely audible music from the boom box scratched at the air.

The woman followed his lopsided gaze. “Aretha,” she said. “‘This Bitter Earth.’ Now, leave me be.” She shifted her weight. “My knees are givin’ me hell.”

“I have a radio show,” Rudi said. “I play music sometimes and talk about stuff. I always do one Sunday mornings.” He told her the A.M. frequency. “It’s for people who can’t make it to church.”

“I’ll be sure to listen. Now get outta here.” She waved him on with the cane then hobbled into the shadows of her makeshift cave.
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The next morning, at six-thirty, Rudi was transmitting from behind the Safeway on Mission Street.

Radio Baptiste. That was how he thought of himself: baptizing anyone who would listen with radio waves instead of water.

Sitting at the console in the back of the sound van, Rudi’s skull felt like a pressure cooker ready to explode. He’d kicked off the hour-long program, The Rod of God, with a classic Greg Brown tune, “Lord, I Have Made You a Place in My Heart.” It had been a favorite of his before the motorcycle accident, and like everything else associated with his old life he kept it around as a reminder of history not to repeat. From whiskey and bare-naked women, he launched into a rambling sermon that equated faith to the sound of one hand clapping.

“Belief can’t be explained,” Rudi said, winding down. “You don’t have to see the tree to hear the sound it makes when it falls.”

That was what he clung to since being released from the Lakeshore Foundation facility in Birmingham. Back in the apartment he’d been renting before the accident, he had found several joss sticks that had once belonged to his sister, a copy of Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, and a book called The Blue Cliff Record, with the Zen koans circled like points on a map he couldn’t remember. Linnea. He hadn’t thought about her for years. That part of his life was like an old well sitting in the back of his head. One misstep, and he’d fall in. Never see light again.

As usual, he wrapped up with a confessional, beamed out to the world via the dish atop the van.

“My mother knew I was a worthless sinner the day I was born.” Rudi cleared his throat. “She said she could tell from the way I whined. I wasn’t like my big sister. When I heard that, all I wanted to do was crawl back into the hole that spat me out. Not that she’d ever take me back. According to her, after all the problems I caused her those first nine months, she was glad to get rid of me. Her only regret was she didn’t do it sooner.”

The words, close to fifteen years old now, still hurt to repeat. But pain, as he’d reminded his listeners many times, could be a blessing. Lance a boil and it would heal.

Exhausted, his face sweaty and his hands shaking, Rudi slumped into the wrinkled bosom of the sleeping bag in the back corner of the van.
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He woke two hours later, roused by a heavy-fisted thrombosis of sound. Someone hammering on the back of the van. His brain felt pureed, Gerber baby food in a cracked jar. Drained, empty of the euphoria that gripped him during a broadcast, he sat up and pressed his fingers to his temples.

Food. That was what he needed.

He checked the time. Just after nine. Maybe the woman he’d met would be at the soup kitchen. Maybe she’d listened to his broadcast. Maybe the radio waves had washed over her like the waves of the River Jordan, leaching the hurt from her heart and the alcohol from her veins.

Rudi opened the back doors to the van and staggered out. The coastal fog was burning off, retreating under an unfocused sun. Mottled patches of melanoma blue shone through the haze. Rudi squinted at himself in the passenger’s side mirror. He needed a shave and haircut. He ran his fingers through the lank strands plastered to his forehead, smoothing them into place. His eyes were red-rimmed around glossy black pupils. This morning they seemed to radiate as much light as they let in.

Turning from his reflection, his gaze skittered across the rust-scabbed side of the van. Despite several glossy applications of white enamel spray paint, a school of Jesus Saves fish with crosses for eyes, and a three-foot gash left by Hurricane Anika, the van’s corporate logo was still barely visible:

RAD I/O.

The outline of the letters, tintype gray under the patchy paint, resurrected the dusty memory of a Greek bas-relief he’d seen during a fifth-grade field trip to a museum.

Rudi didn’t think of the van as stolen. More like borrowed…or on temporary loan. He’d refused to hole up with his traveling companions when the hurricane hit and they’d opted to wait for the storm to abate before continuing on to Mobile. After they’d hunkered down in a cable-ready Pascagoula motel, playing it safe, he’d decided to go on without them.

“I’ll be back in a day or two,” he said before leaving.

“You’re crazy.” Bethel eyed the low-slung clouds and the apoplectic thrashing of sycamore trees. “You’re gonna die.”

“If that’s God’s will.”

“Suicide is a sin,” Travis had reminded him.

“Not if it’s in the service of the Lord,” Rudi quipped with blithe, practiced fatalism.

Besides, he suspected they had an ulterior motive for wanting to spend the night in a motel. He didn’t want any part of it.

In the days leading up to landfall, the Scion of Adam congregation had decided to dispatch the sound van from Prattville, Alabama, to Mobile and vicinity. The little strip mall church rented the van on weekends to spread the Gospel to people who couldn’t make it into town for services. With the storm coming, they wanted to be there on the front lines when it hit.

“Eye of the devil,” Bethel had said when the hurricane was still a couple of hundred miles offshore.

“That’s right.” Jim Odette’s head bobbed as if attached to a spring. “People are gonna need hope. They’re gonna need to hear the Lord is with them.”

“Amen,” Marilee Odette echoed. “If things get as bad as they say, we’ve got a duty to help lift them up.”

On the drive down, along I-65, Rudi had been consumed with thoughts of Ezekiel; of dead bones rising up out of the earth, coming together, and putting on flesh. He kept his Bible on the seat next to him, within easy reach, and vowed to do whatever it took to make that happen. People would hear the Scripture, and if their spirit was broken it would be mended. If their bodies were injured, they would be healed. If their hope was spent, it would be replenished.

In retrospect, zeal had gotten the best of him. Proverbs warned that “pride goeth before destruction.” There was too much fury, during the storm and after, to make it to ground zero. But at that point he was on a mission, stopped only when a wind-borne branch slammed into the thin shell of his van. For a second it was déjà vu all over again. He had fishtailed off the asphalt, nearly plunging into a drainage ditch choked with water, clapboard siding, and a chicken coop deposited there by the category four winds.

He blacked out, then. Darkness claimed him, as it had after the motorcycle accident. He didn’t remember hitting his head, but he must have. This time around he lost the rest of the day and a night. When he came to and could drive again, the road to Mobile was full of obstacles. In addition to a bone-crushing headache, he was hindered by debris, infrared-sniffing FEMA drones looking for stranded flood victims, and roadblocks. The police and National Guard refused to let anyone but relief and rescue workers into the city. The streets were swamped. Squeezed by the headache, pursued by the mosquito whine of the drones crisscrossing the sky, his vision blurred and finally his resolve.

So he’d gone on, out of the devastation, and kept going. The van was fully insured, covered against all damages including loss. That meant if it disappeared in the storm, if he disappeared, both of them could be written off.

He should have stopped, turned around, and gone back, but he didn’t. The storm had done something to him, broken some fragile infrastructure. Layers of silt, which had settled under the calm currents of the church, stirred to life. His thoughts became muddy, his purpose less clear.

On the way out of town, he covered the license plates with mud and his head with aluminum foil so the rescue drones wouldn’t spot him. Later, he switched the plates with plates from other dead vehicles. By the time he reached the West Coast, he had as many plates as there were major cities, and then some.
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The soup kitchen was run out of the auditorium in a Veterans Memorial building downtown. It opened at six each morning with the aroma of black coffee and oatmeal.

Rudi parked in the bank lot next door, tucked a wrinkled but clean white shirt into his tan corduroys, slipped on his blue polyester suit coat, and went to talk to Sister Daminca, who was ladling out bowls of warm oatmeal for distribution in the makeshift cafeteria.

“I met a woman last night,” Rudi said.

“I’m not sure this is a conversation we should be having.” Sister Daminca smiled. In jeans and a beige pullover sweater, she didn’t fit his image of a nun. She wasn’t old enough or plain enough, and she wore makeup—a smidgen of eye shadow and pink lip gloss. Rudi tried not to hold her vanity, or her affiliation, against her. Underneath, she was a decent person.

Rudi picked up a ladle and described the woman. “I was wondering if you knew her.”

“Sounds like Irene. But she hasn’t been around in a while. Not for a few months. I kind of figured she’d moved on. You know, decided she needed a change of scenery or whatever. How did she look?”

“She threatened me with a cane.”

Daminca puckered her lips. “Definitely Irene. Except for the cane. That’s not a good sign.”

“She’d been drinking.”

Daminca’s brow wrinkled. “Next time you see her, tell her I said hi.”

Rudi nodded, his ladle poised over an empty bowl. “If there is a next time. I don’t think we hit it off.”

“The fact that she talked to you at all is a miracle. You must have done something right.”

Rudi squirmed. He’d always felt more comfortable giving praise than accepting it. “All I did was listen.”

“That’s all any of us can do. Sometimes that’s all it takes. After that it’s in God’s hands.”

“Did you listen to me earlier?” he said.

Daminca looked at him, puzzled. “I’m listening to you now, Rudi.”

“I was hoping she’d hear me. You know?”

“Sometimes it doesn’t look like a person is listening, when they really are.”

She spoke the words gingerly, careful to explain herself. It made him wonder who she was defending—herself, or Irene?

“We have to trust we’re being heard,” she went on. “The same way that we trust God to hear us.”

“Or that God trusts us to hear Him,” Rudi said.

Daminca smiled, her expression a jumble of agreement and relief. “Yes. It’s important we don’t give up or lose faith—in God or in ourselves.”

“I know.” Rudi nodded. “But sometimes it’s hard not to get discouraged.”

“Don’t worry.” Daminca touched him lightly on the arm. “It will be okay.”

“What?”

“Irene. Or whatever else is upsetting you.” Her hand retreated as she busied herself with the next bowl.

“I’m not upset. Just worried.”

“Is there anything I can do for you?” Sister Daminca hesitated. “I mean…do you need anything?”

“I’m fine.”

“You seem anxious.”

Rudi could see it in her eyes. She wondered if he was strung out. “I didn’t sleep very well last night,” he said.

“If you do need anything, let me know. All right?”

Sister Daminca seemed expectant. She was like that, one of those people who needed to be needed.

“Promise?” Her voice prodded.

Rudi forced a nod. The back of his neck prickled under her ardent sincerity.


[image: image]


That evening, he broadcast from the Costco parking lot near the homeless shelter, using Corinthians verse 7 as his starting point—“we walk by faith, not by sight”—and followed it with “Way Down in the Hole,” by the Blind Boys of Alabama.

“Those boys are blind,” he said, “but they can see. You know why they can see? I’ll tell you why. They can see because they are filled with the Holy Ghost. The light that enters them comes not through their eyes but their hearts. When you see with your heart—with faith—you will never walk in darkness…”

He drummed his fingers on the Bible opened in front of him. “John tells us to ‘walk while ye have the light, lest darkness come upon you.’ But if the light comes from within, darkness will never come upon you. The world will always be brightly lit. The path ahead will always be clear, and you will always be able to find your way home.”

Rudi wrapped up with another tune, “Motherless Child,” from the same Blind Boys CD. He often felt motherless, friendless, and homeless—he wondered if Irene felt the same way.

He wasn’t right—not with God and not with himself. He needed to set his house in order. After the accident, during the year-long recovery, the church had helped him do that. It had taken care of him when he couldn’t take care of himself. It had rearranged the furniture of his life so he knew where to sit, sleep, and eat. The storm had made a mess of that. Like the homes in Mobile, Fairhope, and Prichard, the floodwaters had coursed through him, undermining his foundation.

“After my head injury,” he confessed, his voice dipping to a whisper, “I had no one to go home to, no place to rest. I was alone. I never knew my dad. My mother never told me his name. She was in jail, and my sister was gone. So were all the people I’d counted as friends. After the accident, I was left high and dry. My world was dark as the Valley of Death. I couldn’t find my way out until I found Jesus. Jesus took me by the hand. He led me out of the darkness. He can do the same for you.”

Talking to himself as much as anybody. Trying to find his way back again, as if mouthing the words would make them come true.
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Irene wasn’t in the doorway. She had moved on, migratory, foraging for food.

Hours later, around midnight, Rudi heard her humming to herself from behind a low wall sheltered by a row of red-flowered bottlebrush. She was bundled against the fog in a Salvation Army blanket ripe with the smell of cigarettes, naphthalene, and dried sweat. White plastic grocery bags hung off the sides of her shopping cart like saddlebags on a horse, sagging under the weight of aluminum cans, bottles, and articles of clothing that he couldn’t identify.

“Tin Head,” she said.

“You don’t stay put very long, do you?” Rudi joked. “Who are you running from?”

She blinked, trying to bring him into bleary focus. “Who do you think?”

Her breath stank of wine. There was a weary droop to the wrinkles on her cheeks. “I don’t know,” he said.

She sniffed. “Same person as you, I reckon.”

“The devil?”

“Myself.” She spat on the hardpan. A streetlight spilled halogen glare onto the office building behind her, and the asphalt glittered with bits of mica and broken glass. She wore the same wool cap, sweater, and ankle-length skirt as the day before. Her cane rested next to her, within easy reach.

Rudi set his shoulder pack on the ground and plopped down next to her, his back against the rough white stucco. The headache was back. He shut his eyes, then opened them. “You hungry?”

“Depends.”

“I got some leftover pizza.” He pulled a foil-wrapped slice out of the pack. “It’s cold but it’s still good.”

“What kind?”

“Pepperoni.”

Her eyes narrowed. “You didn’t jizz on it, or anything? Did you?”

Rudi blinked. Irene burst into a cackle, the laugh working its way back from the corners of her mouth to reveal bloody gums.

Rudi opened the crumpled foil and tore the slice in half, careful not to touch the food with his fingers. He took a bite from one half, then offered her the other.

She accepted the slice, but paused briefly to inspect the topping. “You can’t be too careful,” she said. “Nothin’ personal.”

Rudi scowled. “People really do that?”

“Some folks think it’s funny to hurt people.” Irene took a test bite. “Think we’re stupid or deserve to be punished.”

“For what?”

“They’re the ones need help,” Irene said. “Not me. I don’t hurt no one. Mind my own business.” She took another tentative bite, careful to avoid chewing on the right side of her mouth. “If you’re smart you won’t take nothing except cans, and no cans with any punctures or puffy tops.”

The child seat on the shopping cart held her boom box. Rudi stood, retrieved the radio, and set it between them. He switched on the power, and the dial lit up. It wasn’t tuned to the right place. She had it set to the local NPR affiliate.

“I did a broadcast a little while ago,” he said. “I thought you might have listened, heard what I had to say.”

“I ain’t exactly the church-going type.” Irene swallowed the last of her crust, then coughed at something deeper in her lungs.

“Maybe next time,” Rudi said.

Her focus floundered. One hand flopped aimlessly. No promises, it seemed to say.

“How are your knees?” he asked.

“Been worse.”

Rudi went to move the dial and the headache yawned, opening up just behind his eyes, splitting his head in two.
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“Rudi?”

The voice reached down, like a hand, to pull him up, out of himself.

“You sick?”

“No.”

“You can tell me.”

Light pressed against his eyes. Rudi turned toward the brightness, blinking under the glare. The streetlight left a graffiti-bright scrawl.

“You’re crying.” Fingers brushed at the tears crawling down his cheeks, as if they were ants.

“You need me to go for help?” she said.

“No.”

The headache was gone. Rudi looked up into Irene’s face. He was stretched out flat on his back. Irene had pulled him onto her natty blanket. The front of his shirt was damp, Rorschach-stained.

“You threw up,” Irene explained. “I used some water to wash it off. But it might not come out.”

“It’s funny,” Rudi said.

“What?”

“I came to help you.”

Irene snorted. “Can’t nobody help me. Not you. Not Jesus. Not anybody. I’m beyond help.”

“You don’t really believe that.”

The snort became a good-natured chuckle. “I don’t believe in anything anymore.”

“That’s too bad.”

“No, it’s not. It’s a blessing.”

Past her backlit silhouette, through the clutching limbs of the bottle brush, he could see stars. “I should go.” He started to sit up, but felt suddenly light-headed.

“It’s all right,” Irene said. She eased him back down. “You just need to get some rest. That’s all. Don’t worry. I ain’t going anywhere. By the look of things, neither are you.”

The offer, and how unthreatened he felt by it, caught him by surprise. “Just for a while,” he said.

Irene took one of his hands and patted it, as if kneading dough. Under her strong fingers he could feel himself changing, being shaped into someone else.
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San Francisco, Circa 1937

Benjamin Taupe lay on the hospital examination table, sipping careful breaths as he hoped for the best and prepared for the worst.

The room smelled of alcohol-dipped stainless steel, disinfected leather, and old paint. The off-white enamel walls were bare, and a steam radiator sat under the casement window at the far end of the room. It was sunny outside, unusual for nine o’clock in the morning. In the summer, San Francisco was often foggy until eleven or twelve. Today the thick glass panes let in bright, wavy light. In another room, scratchy laughter trickled from a console radio tuned to the latest episode of Amos ’n’ Andy.

Despite himself, Benjamin allowed a faint smile.

“Just relax,” the nurse said as she adjusted the X-ray machine. “You won’t feel a thing. It’ll be over with before you know it.”

Moments earlier, an orderly had rolled him into place under the machine, carefully positioning him under the camera, if that’s what it was called. The lens was attached to the end of a metal arm mounted to a support stand. The arm could be moved up and down, closer to his body or farther away. A second arm supported a tray or screen, which the nurse locked into place a few inches above his stomach. Thick electrical cables dangled from the machine, looping shadows onto the wall.

“You’ve done this before,” Benjamin remarked, assuring himself. He hoped it didn’t sound too much like a question.

“Lots of times.” The nurse adjusted the camera, moving it right up against his head. “It’s not as bad as it looks.”

He focused on her instead of the machine. She was beautiful, angelic in her pure white uniform and creamy smooth skin. Dark tresses tumbled back from her forehead, held fast by a barrette on each side.

“I’ll be right back,” she said.

She moved out of his field of view. There was a barely audible hum and then she returned.

“One down,” she said cheerily. “Five to go.”
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Dr. Keane had ordered the X-rays a week ago on Tuesday.

“The University of California has the best X-ray department in the San Francisco Bay area,” Keane said during Benjamin’s last visit. “No more fooling around.”

For the last six months Benjamin’s double vision, and the related headaches, had grown steadily worse. None of the physical therapy or drugs prescribed by Keane so far had helped. His condition had become debilitating. He couldn’t read a topography map, peer through a transit, or enter stadia readings into a logbook.

His business partner, Zachary, had been understanding if not exactly sympathetic. But after six months, his patience was wearing thin.

“This can’t continue,” Zachary had said a month ago. “I can’t continue. Something has to change.” He’d been putting in sixteen hours a day for months, doing the work of two. He couldn’t keep the office running on his own. Already they were falling behind, losing business. If Benjamin couldn’t hold up his end, Zachary would have to bring in someone else.

So Benjamin had gone to the doctor. Keane had a reputation around town for no-nonsense competence. Gruff, even. But Benjamin was looking for answers, not comfort. Keane had also been the only doctor who could see him that afternoon.

“You here for laudanum?” Keane had asked, peering at Benjamin over wire-frame spectacles and a large uncluttered desk. Plaques hung on the wall behind the doctor, the Latin on the diplomas unreadable.

Benjamin shifted on the hard seat of his chair. “Will that cure the headaches?”

Keane peered intently at him. “Probably not. But it’ll help with the pain.”

“For how long?”

“Until it kills you.”

“The laudanum or the pain?” Benjamin said.

Keane’s bloodshot eyes narrowed behind the circular lenses, deepening his crow’s-feet.

“I want to get rid of the cause,” Benjamin went on. “Not the symptom. If you are unable to do that, I’ll find someone else.”

Keane nodded. “Most people want me to hide their problems. Not tell them what they are.”

“Thank you for your time.” Benjamin stood, retrieved his jacket and hat from the stand, and prepared to leave.

“Not so fast.” Keane rolled up the sleeves of his wrinkled white shirt and stepped from behind his desk. The dirty cotton exhaled the scent of perspiration and rich Havana tobacco. It was only two, but already he’d been drinking.
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The nurse hummed quietly to herself as she rolled the examination table from under the X-ray machine. Benjamin kept his eyes closed and let the sound lull him.

Lately, Zachary’s wife, Etta, had started humming in the same absent way whenever she came by the office and had to wait for Zachary. She had a lovely voice, and Benjamin found himself pausing to listen, lingering at Zach’s door when she visited. Eight months ago, she had almost succumbed to an overdose of laudanum. A miscalculation, according to Zachary. Benjamin felt guilty for looking forward to her visits. It wasn’t right, taking pleasure in his partner’s wife. He had tried shutting her out. But it was no use. He couldn’t….

The humming stopped. “You can get up now,” the nurse said.

Benjamin sat up and blinked at the bright wash of light from the window. “What happens now?” he asked.

“Dr. Ritter will review the plates when they’re done. After that, he’ll contact Dr. Keane to discuss the results.”

“Thank you,” Benjamin said.

She smiled. “Good luck.”

You’re going to need it, Benjamin told himself, filling in the unspoken words he read between her peony red lips.

He put on his coat and hat and left the laboratory, unsure where to go next or what to do with himself. He felt unmoored.

He caught a trolley to Market Street. From there he headed toward Fisherman’s Wharf. Streetcars from the Municipal Railway and the Market Street Railway rattled past one another in competing blasts of air. In the distance, he could make out the towers of the new Bay Bridge rising above the waterfront. The piers would be busy, bristling with its fleet of clipper-bowed Monterey fishing boats. Gone were the sprit-rigged crab boats and the fantail gasoline launches that had been prevalent in his youth.

Too busy, he decided. It would be easy to get lost in the bustle of the fish market, the boat-building shops, and the machine shop of Boicelli and Boss. He’d done it many times as a kid, watching the ships unload, fishing from the piers near the Ferry Building—or even taking one of the gigantic Southern Pacific ferries across the bay to Sausalito for the afternoon.

Now he wanted quiet. The frenzy made his head hurt; he could feel the familiar pressure squeezing his vision. Light splintered inside his head like shattered glass.

He pressed his fingers into his eyes, then headed back along Market toward 16th and Bryant and Seals Stadium, home of the San Francisco Seals, Lefty O’Doul, and Dom DiMaggio. The Mission District was more temperate than the wharf, usually free of wind and fog. The Seals were on a road trip, the stadium quiet except for the groundskeeper. Benjamin sat on the third-base line, the wooden planks hard but warm, and shut his eyes against the jagged splinters of light.

At thirty-two, it was the third inning of his life. The top of the third. The visiting team was at bat. He was playing infield, second or third. He couldn’t let anything get by him, a groundball or pop-up.

He felt sick to his stomach, dizzy. To keep from throwing up, he lay down on the bench.

Focus, he told himself. Don’t think about anything else. You might be down, but you’re not out.
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Orthinia, Design Space

Like most tears, the discontinuity started at a weak point and followed the path of least resistance. In just under a femtosecond it traveled over eighty million light-years and echoed across a lifetime like a half-remembered song. As the tear propagated, strings broke, branes chafed, and quantum foam boiled. A baryonic mist rose out of the rent, then settled like dust on the flimsy black lace of a moth-eaten funeral veil.

Perched in the center of a web of silk-fine wormholes that stretched across sixty light-years of globular cluster, the Wings of Uriel shuddered as the threadlike singularities tore. The swarm of nanocollectors that gathered and transmitted data to the ship along these threads ripped free and scattered leaflike in the cosmic gale. In the resulting discontinuity, time fractured and memory shattered into glassy shards….
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Olavo woke to a sharp stab of pain that extended from just behind his forehead to the back of his skull. He lay in bed on his back, his eyes wide open. Sweat cooled on his neck and brow. When he tried to turn his head, his neck refused to move. Likewise his arms, legs, hands, and fingers. All he could see of the room was the white plaster ceiling, textured with cumulus swirls, and rough-hewn marble walls veined with minerals, dank and varicose.

The corners of the room sweated shadows. With each beat of his heart, the gloom pulsed and his eyes rattled.

He shut his lids to quell the vibration. When he reopened them, the walls flickered in a sputter of spent neon and the room filled with ghosts. A tumultuous fresco of flattened, distorted faces appeared on the ceiling, pressing against the dull plaster and seeping through it in graffiti-bright stains. They peered down at him from anti de Sitter space with the chipped luminous expressions of Sistine Chapel cherubs.

Panic gripped him. A chalky, metallic taste filled his mouth. His heart raced as he gazed helplessly at the ceiling.

Then the room stabilized and the transients vanished.

Gingham-curtained windows gaped above his head. Pale moonlight rubbed gauzy shadows onto the blue-and-white checkered fabric. He could see the diffuse outline of a tree smudged on the concrete-cold wall across from the window.

Olavo fought to open his mouth, choked on half-formed words caught deep in his throat. He couldn’t breathe. Slowly, as if drowning, he sank back into darkness, feeling it close around his head.

Where was he?

Who was he?


[image: image]


Footsteps in the hall outside the door.

Olavo blinked, opened his eyes. Gray, pre-dawn pallor had replaced the moonlight. The light was brighter, the shadows cast by the leaves darker. He shifted his head on the pillow, then one hand, followed by a leg.

Volition had returned, and with it recognition.

He wasn’t aboard the Wings of Uriel. He wasn’t even in hardspace. He was in a virtual construct, aboard one of the other nanoships in the Ferrer cluster. On the Golden Fleece, Lulendo’s Dream, Ignis Fatuus, the Green Jellaba, or the Swift Stitch, somebody was testing a design thread, modifying an existing actuality or creating a new one.

This softspace upload had been more jarring than most. The back of his neck hurt. There was a persistent throb at the point where the vertebrae connected to the base of his skull. The flesh around the wound was tender. He prodded it gingerly, then checked the tip of his finger for blood.

Nothing.

Olavo sat up slowly. He took a moment to examine himself. The simunculus wore a green caftan over loose cotton leggings. The cloth hung in ample folds over some type of bulky white armor that sheathed his legs and forearms. A smooth-shelled helmet protected his head. Overlapping platelets, blood-dark, scabbed his chest, stomach, and the backs of his hands. The scabs itched.

Under the bedsheets, his hand brushed something sharp nestled in the folds of soft linen.

A mechanical insect, with a brass body and blown glass wings. One of the wings had snapped off in a crystalline shard. The remainder of the body was bent and flattened. He must have rolled onto it, crushing it while he slept.

He picked up the artifex. It resembled a moth, or a bee with large ungainly wings, and seemed to weigh nothing.

The footsteps drew near, then stopped outside his room. There was a firm tap on the door, more a warning than a knock.

Before Olavo could respond, the door swung open and Vania eased into the room.

He now knew where he was. The Ignis Fatuus, sometimes referred to as the Will o’ the Wisp. The ship was in orbit around Orthinia, thirty light-years from the Wings of Uriel, and another hundred and fifty from Earth.

Vania wore a clinical white dress. Barrettes, one on each side of her head behind the temple, held her hair in place. She sat next to him on the bed. “How are you feeling?” she said.

He ran his hands over the helmet. “My head hurts.”

Vania rested a hand on his thigh. “I’m sorry. The upload didn’t go as smoothly as planned. There were…complications.”

Olavo nodded. He showed her the artificial insect, cradled in his palm. “I found this.”

Vania removed her hand from his leg to collect the insect. “It’s part of the latest evolutionary path I’m modeling.”

“What does it do?”

“It carries lexomes—chemical instruction sets that modify the physiology of your body.”

“Hormonally?” he said.

Vania nodded. “Or genetically. To deliver a lexome, they inject it into a socket on the back of your neck.” She slipped the artificial insect into a loose pocket on the front of her dress.

Olavo rubbed his face, massaging bone. The contour of his cheeks and brow felt odd, misshapen.

“For example,” Vania said, “a particular update might allow you to see a specific electromagnetic wavelength. Or taste a particular chemical.”

“So it’s a survival mechanism,” Olavo said. “A way to quickly adapt to a rapidly changing environment.”

“Yes.”

Olavo accessed the ship’s library for information about the planet. The last entry for Orthinia was several years old. According to the library, copies of him had been uploaded to this particular design space seven times before. Olavo queried the memory modules of his former simunculi. The softspace construct had been created thirty-eight years ago. Vania had updated the virtual design space a total of seven times. Each time, in response to new environmental data gathered by the swarm of collectors scouring the planet, his simunculus had modeled a different evolutionary path.

“I’m still in the process of updating the library with the latest datafeed from the collectors,” she said.

She had incorporated familiar details into the softspace room of the building. The leafy shadow on the pink marble wall came from a magnolia tree. The shutters were Aegean blue. Vania was an incurable romantic. From the beginning there had been peonies, her favorite flower, and the chirp of crickets at night. Olavo remembered popcorn-yellow clouds in the sky. The centuries-gone memory of an August afternoon at Coney Island. As her knowledge of the world grew, these details would be gradually, systematically, overwritten. In time the magnolias and the peonies would disappear, replaced by softspace representations of the actual hardspace flesh and bone of the world. Meanwhile, unlike Ramunas and Uta who had severed all emotional ties to the past, Vania recapitulated what she loved.

It was the one trait about her that most endeared and concerned him. Memory, he knew, had a dangerous angle of repose. And it was always harder climbing out of a hole than falling in.

“When can I have a look around?” he said. In previous design spaces the room and building had been set atop a squat hill surrounded by greenhouses. The greenhouses were test beds filled with extrapolated or hypothetical plants he had been free to explore.

“I’m not sure. For a while you’ll be confined to your assigned wing. I want to introduce you to outside stimuli slowly, in a controlled setting. Once we verify that your design path is stable, you’ll be free to roam as you please.”

Olavo nodded. He recalled a nice garden in the courtyard—peaceful—where she introduced simunculi to specific aspects of the environment. “Are the others awake yet?”

“They’re in the courtyard. Would you like to visit them?”

Olavo stood. He followed Vania to the door, then out into the hall. It was wider than he remembered, and brighter. Glass panes, supported by iron joists, had replaced the marble ceiling. Doors, identical to his, lined the corridor on both sides. At the end of the hallway, a gated portico opened onto the courtyard.

White marble walls, veined with gray and punctuated with windows, enclosed the courtyard. Louvered awnings and second-floor balconies leaned over them. Moisture dripped from gutters on the rooftops. The pavement was damp. Mist boiled off the terra-cotta root and tendrils of fog clung to a pewter sky. To the east, the first glimmer of sun appeared, bright and keen as the edge of a sword.

Four simunculi materialized in the courtyard. The softspace apparitions drifted toward him along different evolutionary paths. First Uta, smiling in welcome, then Ramunas, his complexion darkened by a scowl, perpetually serious, followed by Jori and Hossein, engaged as usual in some ongoing argument. They resembled pale ghosts. The details of his softspace construct shone through them. Perhaps they were ghosts, unable to take form outside their quantum-linked ships and design spaces.

“Where’s Acantha?” he said.

The simunculi glanced among themselves. “I’m afraid she’s not here,” Vania said.

“Why not?”

“Have you heard from her?” Uta said. “Since the burst?” The smile slipped to one side as her expression sobered.

“No.” Olavo shook his head. “We haven’t talked.” Not in a while. Months. The exact number eluded him, or hadn’t been included in the softspace version downloaded by his hardspace source. Other parts of him seemed to be missing, as well. Unsettling gaps. Either that information had been deleted, or it hadn’t been provided in the first place.

“The AdS storm,” Ramunas offered vaguely. “That might explain it.” He avoided looking at Olavo and seemed to be talking to others.

“Probably,” Uta said.

“What AdS storm?” Olavo asked, confused.

“There was an anomalous quark-gluon discontinuity in our region of anti de Sitter space,” Ramunas said. “It appears to have collapsed all of the quantum wormholes linking us to home and the other simunculi.”

“Those quantum links are the longest,” Hossein said, “the weakest. Our local qinks took a hit, but the wormholes appear to be stabilizing as things calm down.”

“Unfortunately you caught the brunt of a nearby gamma ray burst,” Uta said.

“What happened to the Wings of Uriel?” he asked. All of the information he had collected and stored.

“We’re still in the process of reconnecting to your ship,” Uta said. “Recovering data and assessing the damage.”

To the library, Olavo thought, and the hardspace copy of himself—both on the ship and Sand Mountain.

“The bottom line,” Jori said, “is that we’re cut off. We haven’t been able to contact Earth or any of the other simunculi. We don’t know if the discontinuity is permanent or not. If it is and we can’t qink back, reestablish contact, then we need to start thinking about how we’re going to survive.”

“Long term,” Ramunas said. “In the off chance help never arrives.”

Hossein shifted his attention to Vania. Anxious, impatient. “What now?” he asked.

Vania sighed. “We might as well get started.”

With that, the simunculi departed. Each of them eager to return to their particular design space.

Vania was the last to leave. “We’ll start out slowly,” she told him. “Nothing too complicated, and go from there based on your responses.”

“You’re afraid,” he said, “aren’t you?” That was why they were all in such a hurry to get going.

“We’re worried,” she admitted. “Before, we had time to figure out where we were going to settle. How we would live. Now we don’t know how much time we have. It’s resurrected a lot of old fears.”

“Because of what happened to me?”

Vania averted her gaze. Nodded. “It could have happened to any of us.”

“And you don’t want to go through it again.” The uncertainty. The end of one life and the piecing together of another one.

Vania shuddered. “Once was enough.”

She departed then, leaving him with the long shadows of morning and the turbulent feeling that all was not entirely right with the world…or him.
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Santa Cruz, September 14

Sister Daminca approached Rudi in the kitchen, where he was doling out bowls of minestrone soup for dinner. She touched him gently on the arm. “The police want to talk to you,” she said, her voice barely audible over the clank of pots.

Rudi’s stomach lurched. “What about?”

“They didn’t say. Come on, they’re waiting outside.” She continued to hold him by the arm, supporting as much as guiding him. His knees felt weak, and oily sweat tickled his armpits.

Two downtown bicycle cops loitered on the sidewalk, chatting. Both wore shorts and helmets. He’d seen them around town before. One was a woman, taller than her male companion by several inches.

They were here for the stolen broadcast van. He was sure of it. Somehow, it had been identified by the local police. At least they had the decency not to arrest him inside, in full view of everyone.

“This is Rudi,” Sister Daminca said.

“All right.” The male officer gave a curt, dimly appreciative nod. “We’ll take it from here.”

Sister Daminca hesitated.

“We’ll let you know if there’s anything else you can do,” the female officer added, dismissing her.

Sister Daminca gave Rudi’s arm a quick squeeze, then headed back into the Veterans Memorial building.

Rudi waited, not trusting his voice. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see the van. It was parked half a block down the street and looked exactly the way he’d left it an hour ago.

“We’re looking for someone,” the male officer said. “We were told you might be able to help.”

“Irene,” the female officer said. “We understand you’re friends with her.”

“Not friends,” he said.

“Okay. But you talk to her sometimes.”

Rudi’s skin itched. He resisted the urge to scratch.

“Have you seen her?” the male officer said.

Rudi shook his head, carefully vague. “Not for a while.”

“How long’s a while?”

“I don’t know.” His thoughts tumbled, tripping over themselves. “A few days, I guess.”

“Where did you last see her?”

“Down on River Street. Why?” His voice strengthened as some of the tension in his lungs eased. “What’s this about? Is she in some kind of trouble?”

“We’re following up on a complaint filed by one of the store managers at Longs,” the female officer said.

“About what?”

“Shoplifting,” the male officer said. He watched Rudi closely for a second, then continued. “You know anything about that?”

“No.” The itch in Rudi’s crotch spread upward, encroaching on his stomach.

“You ever seen her steal anything?”

“No.”

“We’ve got a security camera video,” the female cop said. “It shows two people. One is a woman. The other’s a man.”

“I shared a piece of pizza with her,” Rudi said. “That’s all.” Not that it seemed to change her opinion of him.

“Well,” the male officer said, “if you see her let us know. All right?”
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He found Irene camped behind a pile of wooden pallets that had been stacked next to a trio of garbage bins outside of Costco. She’d brought her shopping cart with her, still loaded with recyclables and clothes. She had hooked her cane on the side. The boom box was silent. Apparently, she only played it at night. Or when she’d had a few too many.

“The police are looking for you,” Rudi said.

Irene squinted at him through a spliff-induced haze. “How do you know?”

“They talked to me. At the Veterans Memorial.” Rudi looked down at her. He adjusted the aluminum foil under his cap. “They asked if I knew where you were.”

Irene offered him a drag. When Rudi refused, she cackled and pinched the joint between cracked lips, sucking hard.

Rudi looked around. The marijuana was making him nervous. The stench of refuse wasn’t quite strong enough to mask the pungent aroma of weed. Shoppers walking to their cars in the parking lot didn’t seem to notice. Most wore expressions of practiced disregard. That was one advantage to being homeless—people turned a blind eye.

Rudi moved closer to Irene but remained standing, hoping to hide the stub of the joint pinched between her grimy fingers.

“I got a prescription,” she said, catching his look. “Legal, from a doctor.”

“That’s not what they were asking about.”

Irene took a final drag on the joint, pulling the hit deep into her lungs. She held her breath for several beats.

“Don’t you want to know?” Rudi said.

She coughed out the smoke. The cough brought tears to her bloodshot eyes. “Not really.” She tossed the butt onto the asphalt, where it disappeared into bits of broken glass, screw-top bottle caps, flattened scabs of gum, and dull cellophane wrappers.

“Shoplifting. At Longs drugstore.”

Irene rubbed her nose with the back of one hand. The skin was swollen red and cut with fine wrinkles, as if years of dehydration had formed thousands of tiny cracks.

“How do they know it was me?”

“They got it on video.”

“If they were asking, they don’t know for sure. It could have been somebody else. The pictures on those cameras ain’t too good.”

Rudi eased himself into a crouch in front of her, next to a cardboard box she was using as a table. “What’d you take?”

“I s’pose you ain’t never stole a thing in your life,” Irene said. “A God-fearing Bible-thumper like you.”

Rudi tensed, sensing a trap. “That’s why I read the Bible,” he said. “’Cause I’m a sinner. There’s no shame in admitting that.”

“Reading the Bible don’t give you the right to cast stones. If anything, it ought to make you more compassionate and understanding.”

Rudi flushed. “Being compassionate doesn’t mean you let people hurt themselves,” he said. “Or others. ‘For whom the Lord loveth he chasteneth.’”
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“How do we know anybody’s going to be able to listen when we get there?” Travis said.

“Yeah,” Bethel said. Her breath fogged the side window. “It looks downright ugly out there.”

The storm swelled like a black eye on the horizon. Torrential rain wept against the windshield.

“’Cause we’ll be the only station transmitting,” Jim Odette said. “Least for a while. We’ll be the only voice they hear.”

“But if there’s no power,” Travis said, “people won’t be able to turn on their radios to hear us.”

“Batteries,” Rudi said. “Most radios can run off regular power and batteries. Even big boom boxes.”

A rain-sodden gust slammed into the side of the van, wrenching the steering wheel in Jim Odette’s hands. The van swerved, fishtailed when it hit a puddle, and then straightened when the tread caught pavement. Lightning pitchforked in the distance.

“Won’t matter if the storm messes with the signal,” Bethel said, her face white. She cut a mascara-veiled glance at Travis, who wet his lips and nodded. “Ain’t no one going to hear us if we aren’t transmitting.”

“You got a point,” Jim Odette agreed. Reluctance tugged at his voice. And when they finally crawled into Pascagoula, he pulled into a motel that was fast filling up with the first wave of evacuees.

“We can transmit from here,” Bethel suggested. She stared nervously at the chaos around them. “Just look at all these people, up from the coast.”

“It’s not the same,” Rudi said. “We need to get closer if we’re going to be heard by the people most in need.”

“Bethel’s right,” Marilee said. “This is where the biggest audience is. Where we can do the most good.”

Rudi looked to Jim for support. Jim’s gaze darted anxiously, caught between the hurricane and his wife. In the end, he chose the latter, leaving Rudi to fend for himself.
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Irene cast him a heavy-lidded glance. The dope was hitting her hard and fast. “You holier-than-thou church people are all the same,” she said. “You think if someone goes to church, that makes ’em a good person. And if they don’t go to church, they a bad person. You automatically assume the worst.”

The flush spread, and with it the itch. “That’s not true,” he said.

Irene sighed. Her head lolled, as if she were about to nod off. “I’m tired. I don’t have the energy to put up with your nonsense.”

“That’s because you’re stoned.” Rudi stared at the still-smoldering butt of the joint. “What’s wrong with you, anyway?”

“I’m dying.”

“We’re all dying,” Rudi said.

“I’m doing it faster than most.” She grabbed his left hand. “Here, feel this.” She drew his hand in the direction of her ample breast.

“I don’t think…” Rudi stammered. “This isn’t…” He stiffened, resisting the pull.

“What are you afraid of?”

“Nothing. I just don’t…”

She pressed his hand to her left breast. It gave way under his fingers, softer than he’d imagined.

“Go ahead,” she said. “Squeeze it.”

It didn’t feel real. Horrified, Rudi jerked his hand back, uncertain what he’d just touched.

“You want to help people,” she said, “you got to know what you’re dealin’ with. Then maybe you can do some good.”

It took a moment for him to regain his composure. “Is it just the one?” he finally asked.

“So far. I don’t miss it, if that’s what you’re wondering. The worst is the chemo. You don’t know what sick is until you had that shit pumped into you. You’d be stoned, too. Pot is the only thing that helps cut the nausea. It ain’t just some excuse to legalize weed, no matter what your prescription-addicted televangelists say.”

“I almost died once,” he said as she was readjusting her blouse. In the wide gap between the buttons, he caught a brief glimpse of something….

“Good for you,” she said, noticing his gaze.

Ashamed, he shifted his attention from her chest to the street. “In a motorcycle accident.”

Irene frowned. “Don’t tell me. You weren’t wearing a helmet. That’s how come you’re such a mess.”

“I was in rehab for a while. A year. I think they did things to me there,” he said.

“Therapy?”

“Other things. Inside my head.” Rudi touched the brim of his cap, felt the faint crinkle of foil against his hair and scalp.

“Is that why you’re all holier than thou?” she said. “’Cause you had a near death experience?”

“The church helped me after I got out of the hospital. They welcomed me in and cared for me—cared about me.”

“So you figure you owe ’em.”

“No.” Rudi shook his head. “I owe God. He saved me. Now He’s protecting me.”

“You don’t have no family to look after you?”

“I have an older sister, up in Eugene. Linnea. I don’t know where my mother is. She took off when I was little. When my grandmother died, I ended up in foster care.”

“How come you went to church for help instead of your sister?”

Rudi thought for a moment. “I haven’t talked to her in years. It didn’t seem fair. Besides, she had her own problems.”

“Maybe she’s changed.”

“Maybe,” he allowed.

“If you’ve got family,” Irene said, “you should find them.”

Rudi shrugged and Irene let it go. She shut her eyes and leaned her head against one of the pallets. Rudi watched her for a few minutes, until she began to snore. Then he went back to the van, climbed in, and rested his forehead on the steering wheel.

After a couple of minutes, when his breathing slowed, he opened the glove compartment. Inside was a get well card from his sister. She had sent it while he was still rehabbing in Lakeshore, confined to a wheelchair, both of his arms in casts and a protective helmet on his head to prevent further trauma.

He removed the card from the envelope. The card was simple. The flower on front looked like it had been painted by a child. Ditto the brushstroke letters on the quote from the Buddha. “With our mind, we make the world.” Inside the card was blank. Was she trying to tell him something? Or had she simply forgotten to sign it, in her typical drug-addled, forgetful way?

Rudi returned the card to the glove box, next to her joss sticks and the dog-eared copy of The Blue Cliff Record he’d been meaning to give back to her for years. Under the wan glow of the glove compartment light, he noticed the rash had spread to his forearm. Tea-rose pink and puffy, it bled when scratched.
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