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When life is too good, I get wary.

I was wary—guardedly thrilled that not only was I the go-to stunt double on Faster! but I was the one doing the final location scan on this site I’d pushed for—the Golden Gate Bridge with the evening fog flowing in. Now the mother of all fogs loomed just to the west. It was perfect for me running the walkway, noting the effect on light, visibility, mobility, so we could update the storyboards for the scenes here. With luck—

But I already had so much good luck I must’ve been siphoning it from strangers.

Best of all, Mike, my brother who’d been missing for twenty years, was finally home. Right now he was driving across the bridge in a snazzy silver convertible with the top down! When I made it to the Marin side, he’d be waiting. And in four short days the whole family’d be at Mom’s for the celebration we’d feared would never come, Mike’s birthday dinner with him cutting his cake. I was so happy it positively terrified me.

I’d passed the first bridge tower minutes ago, moving through the November cold as fast as I could while still being able to check out the walkway surface, the railings to the roadway, and the water. I’d guessed the towers would provide some shelter and they did. Fingers of fog were wagging across the roadway and parts of the city were already covered, but  I could still see San Francisco glowing in the last dazzle before dusk. Even here on the walkway there were good visibility breaks in the fog. Two guys in parkas leaned against the railing in one of the alcoves, arms around each other’s shoulders. In the next alcove a tourist took a last picture, packed up his camera, and headed fast for land as if he’d just realized how frigid it was going to be once the sun was really gone. It’d be a long mile back to the city side.

That view had been my selling point. There’d be raised cameras on the far walk, shooting over the traffic and across the running double—me—catching the sharp glow of the city in last light in the distance.

Something grazed my arm. Pay attention, Darcy! I skirted a propped bike, barely missing two women trying to zip their jackets without slowing down.

On the roadway, cars clopped over the gratings, icy wind rushing between them. I should have worn a cap. I hadn’t. Now my long hair lashed my face.

I glanced up. The dense fog wall was at the far side of the bridge.

Mike ought to have passed by now. Where was he? I checked the roadway but it was useless. Couldn’t he have found a brighter car? Yellow like the warning jacket the bike patrol wears, or red, like the bridge itself, or even darker red, like the coat on a woman ahead of me on the walkway. Maybe he’d already gone by. I’d started out running too fast; now I was paying the price, but I’d never let him, of all people, see me slowing down after a mere mile.

Was that a horn?

It was! I turned in time to see Mike wave.

The woman in the red coat—red jacket—jerked toward him with a big, surprised smile. Did she know him? Headlights bounced off her, revealing a snazzy drum major’s jacket complete with buttons and braid. A notice-me  jacket. With the wind snapping her black hair, she looked terrific. Even I could barely take my eyes off her.

But she didn’t wave back or give a nod of recognition. She looked, even from a distance, shocked.

Then the headlights were gone and she disappeared into the dark. I turned to look for Mike. He’d accelerated forward into the fog.

Headlights hit the woman again. She was leaning against the red metal railing looking at the view, her body in her red jacket blending into it. The bridge was almost entirely in fog now, but the city was spotlighted gold. As if it were rising up to meet the last ray of sun. As if—

Omigod!

‟No!”

She wasn’t sightseeing! She was putting down her purse and reaching for the railing. She was going to climb over. She was going to jump!

‟No! Wait! WAIT!” She was a few car lengths ahead. I ran full out, but I wasn’t picking up speed.

She snapped toward me. Headlights flashed on her face. Her mouth was quivering so violently I could see it at this distance. She looked heart-breakingly sad and, at the same time, panicked. For a moment our gazes met. She started toward me.

Then, as if catching herself, she jerked her head toward the water, bent down, picked up her purse, and tossed it over the railing.

No! ‟No! Wait! Don’t!” I was screaming, but there was no way she could hear me, not over the wind and the cars. She was ten yards away.

She hoisted herself up on the railing.

Why didn’t they make it higher? Four feet, that’s nothing! I pushed my legs faster. It was like I wasn’t moving at all. Like I was running in slow motion. Like everything around me was slo-mo. The wind was slapping my hair, holding it out before it hit my face. The fog fuzzed the edges of  everything. The woman was shifting oh so slowly, slightly back and forth on the cold railing two hundred forty feet above the water.

Her leg slipped over it and down the far side.

‟Stop!”

She was sitting on top, as if astride a horse.

‟Stop!”

She leaned forward almost parallel to the walkway, pulling her other leg up. She was on the railing, lying on it.

The wind itself could blow her over. The suicide call box was right here, and the cameras. Why didn’t the Bridge cops see her?

I was gasping. My legs felt like lead. Hurry, dammit!

She was slipping off.

‟Hang on!” I shouted. ‟Don’t move! You’re okay!” Only another few steps and I could grab her. ‟I’m coming!”

She slid over the side. I caught my breath. The metal catwalk there was a couple of feet wide. A place for suicides to stand and think. The last step into eternity, somebody’d called it.

She was poised there, turned away from the bridge, toward the water. She was still holding on. Ahead of her was nothing but air, and water.

I lunged for her.

She jerked forward, out of reach.

I caught her jacket.

The snaps unsnapped; the jacket went loose.

She struggled to get free. All that was holding her was cloth.

Frantically, I pulled back on the jacket, the button biting into my hand.

The fabric slipped, and she was wriggling her arms out. In a moment she’d pull loose, the jacket would slip right off, and she’d fall.

No matter how tightly I held it, she’d fall.

I had to grab her body. I had to let go and grab.

If I misjudged—

I yanked hard on the fabric. She jerked back into me. I let go, flung my arms forward, and slammed them around her chest. I grabbed my own wrist and held on.

I was half over the rail, my knees jammed against the uprights, panting, gasping.

She braced her legs, thrust her shoulders forward.

My hands were slipping. With every bit of strength I had left, I braced my own knees and rammed my hands into her ribs.

She let out a scream, then slammed back against me, elbows flying. Her head smacked hard into mine.

My arms went numb. I couldn’t feel my hands. From memory alone my one hand was connected to the other wrist. But in a minute that would fail.

‟Let me go! I have to—”

Praying my grip would still hold, I leaned back and pulled with everything I had.

She came flying back over the rail and we toppled together onto the cement walk. My head hit it so hard I couldn’t see. I could feel her pushing free. I tried to hang on, but my hands weren’t working at all now. I could barely breathe.

She managed to stand. Her pale, terrified face loomed above me. She looked as stunned as I was. It was like a moment beyond time. Her black hair was snapping in the wind. Across her eyes emotions flashed and were gone, one after another, instant after instant.

She reached toward me, as if to thank me. But something stopped her and she turned away. When she turned back her expression had changed.

She leaned in close and said, ‟I did one decent thing in my life and you ruined it. Now it’s going to be harder, but I have to . . . By the weekend I’ll be dead.”
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In an instant, she was gone.

My head swirled, my hands and feet were pins and needles. I tried to push myself up but couldn’t. Desperately I strained to make out footsteps—her walking away, running even, but the cars clanked too loud over the roadway grates. I was struggling to hear—to not hear—a splash. As if! Two hundred and forty feet down!

In a minute I was over and on my knees, and staring at something red. Her jacket! The red jacket with the brass buttons was lying there abandoned.

What did that mean? Had she run a few yards one way or the other, climbed over the railing there, and jumped? I shot glances in both directions. No sight of her.

She could have climbed over and still been on the apron, clinging to the slippery rail. It was a foot lower than the walkway. Maybe she was on the far side . . . But if she changed her mind, climbing back over the railing wasn’t easy. It’d be a five-foot barrier then. Oh, God! I peered into the fog. I couldn’t make out a form. I eased back off my knees, braced my legs, stood, staggered over to the railing, and stared down.

By the weekend I’ll be dead. Unless she had a change of heart, she’d be back to try again tomorrow. Or the next day, or the next. Without me here  to save her. I squinted into the thick gray, looking both ways, willing my eyes to spot her. Visibility was terrible. Looking down, as if . . .

Hands pressed in on my shoulders, not hard, but definitely firm. ‟Let’s move back from the railing!” a man urged, in an official tone.

‟What?” How long had he been behind me? I hadn’t even heard him come up. His arm slipped around my shoulder with firm authority. I could feel myself being hauled back like a boat into dry dock.

‟I’m okay,” I insisted, looking over at the Bridge Patrol guy. He was staring at me. Hard. ‟I’m not the jumper. You saw it all on camera? The woman in red? Saw her almost jump?”

He gave an ‟I’m listening, not committing” nod.

‟You had to have seen it. Why else would you be here? You weren’t just out for a ride.”

‟We saw the fight.”

‟Fight! I pulled her back. If I hadn’t, she’d be in the water!”

‟We appreciate that.” But his tone didn’t reassure me.

My head still throbbed, but suddenly the urgency struck me. ‟‛I did one decent thing in my life and you ruined it!’ That’s what she said. ‛You ruined it!’ She hasn’t given up! I don’t have time to convince you,” I stormed at him. ‟I need to find her. She could be hoisting herself over the railing again right now!” I checked both directions—not a soul. Great clumps of fog shoved across the roadway. Cars in the far lanes were invisible.

‟Look, it’s a fluke I even saw her! Just luck I was running along here now. No sane person’s on the bridge this late. She could be a hundred yards away climbing over the railing right now. Or there’s tomorrow night. We have to find her!”

‟We’re alert.”

Whatever that meant! He was still eyeing me. Now I took him in. He wasn’t what I’d have expected. McNin—the name on his laminated  ID—wasn’t much taller than me, wiry, with brown hair, angular face, and eyes that indicated they’d seen a lot.

‟Believe me,” I repeated. ‟I’m not the one who came here to jump.”

He sighed just loudly enough so I caught it.

‟Hey, I’ve got a brother waiting for me on the Marin side. He’s probably already left me three messages by now. Do I need to prove it to you?”

‟I’m just concerned for you.”

‟Be concerned about her. You saw us hit the ground, right? Saw her get up and . . . Where’d she go? She didn’t—”

‟Go over? No. Not here, anyway. Not near our cameras. I didn’t pass her, so she must’ve headed back toward the city.”

‟Then we’ve still got time!”

‟Yeah.” He sighed again. ‟So, who’re we looking for?”

‟I don’t know her name.”

‟Describe her.”

‟Red jacket—”

‟Like the one you’re holding?”

‟It’s hers. She left it behind. I’d been grabbing hold of it.”

‟So, we’re hunting a woman not wearing a red jacket. Not wearing the most visible thing.”

‟I guess.” My head still throbbed.

‟Go on.”

‟Let me think. Dark hair, chin-length. I was so caught by the jacket . . . but underneath . . . Okay, yeah. White T-shirt, fitted, and black pants—slacks, not jeans—”

‟How—”

‟I didn’t notice the pants per se, like I would have if they hadn’t gone with the jacket. Jeans would have been a whole different look.”

He eyed the tights and long-sleeved T-shirt I’d grabbed for the run and was now shivering in, but said nothing.

‟Listen, we can catch her. How many people are out here this late in a T-shirt? Wait, I remembered something. She had a purse but she dropped it . . . over.”

‟How?”

‟She leaned over and tossed it.”

‟Did she watch it fall?”

‟Nuh uh. She let it go and then took hold of the rail to climb over. Why?”

Suddenly he was all action. ‟Get in.” He motioned to the open-air cart.

‟The purse? Why does the purse matter?”

‟Come on! Get in! Look, the last thing jumpers want is to see how long it takes to hit the water. How long does it? Forever! That’s what survivors say. Plenty of time to wonder if everything they’ve heard about hitting the water at seventy miles per hour’s true. Jumpers are looking for oblivion and those four seconds before they hit, they’re the dead opposite—an eternity of regret, fear, and helplessness. You strapped in?”

‟How fast does this thing go?” We were more than a mile from the city side. We had time. But not spare time.

He stepped on the accelerator and we sped off, fast enough through the fog to make my teeth chatter. The hum of the engine seemed to fight the rat-a-tat of the passing cars and trucks, and the wind from them was like a finger snapping repeatedly against my right ear. McNin was saying something but I couldn’t hear. Already my face was icy. We whipped along the empty walkway. Ahead I could barely make out the giant red ladder of the south tower.

‟That her?” He spat out the words and hit the brake. If I hadn’t been buckled in, I’d’ve sailed off.

‟Where? Oh, there. Can’t tell. Move closer.”

‟Don’t want to spook her. Is it her?”

I wanted it to be her; I willed it to be. I leaned closer, as if a couple inches would help. ‟I don’t think so. That’s not a T-shirt, it’s a hoodie. And I think . . . yeah, those are jeans she’s wearing.”

‟Damn.”

From the roadway, headlights hit my eyes and vanished: bright—black, bright—black. I could barely make out shapes in the murk.

‟Her?” He was slowing again, indicating a long-haired woman with a tall man.

‟She wouldn’t have brought a friend!”

‟Just look!”

‟Too small. She was my height—five seven—you must’ve seen that.”

‟S’okay, we’ve still got a chance.” He was like a rescue dog, wholly into it now.

He whipped around two male joggers. We’d almost reached the south tower. The great red metal supports leapt out at us. McNin cut sharply left as the walkway angled around the tower.

‟She won’t be here,” I said. ‟If she jumped here, she’d hit the cement apron.”

‟People do.”

People do! People jump and hit the cement base at God-knows-how-many miles per hour! No wonder McNin was hot to find her.

‟But she won’t be jumping beyond this.”

‟How come? Oh.” I spotted the hurricane fencing above the railing. ‟Ah, that’s to keep jumpers from—”

‟To keep them from landing on the workers below!”

‟Jesus!”

‟Believe it.”

‟Keep going! We can still catch her.”

‟Hang on.” He stamped on the accelerator. We whipped along the empty walkway to its end and stopped. ‟That’s it,” he said. ‟She could have parked any of six places, gone down to Fort Point, under the roadway to the lot, or anywhere along Lincoln Boulevard. Or she could be walking through the Presidio.”

The Presidio! Nearly 1,500 acres, a lot of it wooded. There’d never been a San Franciscan who wasn’t pleased this spectacular former army base had survived since 1776 intact. Until us, now. ‟If she made it in among those eucalypts, she’s gone.”

‟Yeah. It’s good, though,” he said, as if convincing himself. ‟Good she’s already made her try . . . November . . .”

‟Busy?”

‟Start of the holidays, the lonely season. If you’ve got family you’re out of touch with, parties you’re not invited to, no plans—”

‟‛By the weekend I’ll be dead.’ That’s what she said.” Suddenly I was so cold I felt like my skin would shatter. But I couldn’t give up, not now, not yet. ‟What about the bathroom?”

‟Over there.”

I checked. Empty. Reality was setting in. ‟I just can’t believe,” I said, stepping back onto the cart, ‟that I could pull her back from the edge and then have her just disappear. Like she never existed.”

‟That’s the lure of the bridge. No mess, no pain, no consequences. Or so they think.”

‟Yeah, sure, no pain, maybe for them. For the family—waiting, never knowing—pain doesn’t let up.” I was thinking, of course, of Mike’s disappearance and Mom never leaving the house for more than a day in those two decades lest he should come home and find no one there. Thinking of the false hopes, the deadening disappointments, the numbness. Of never  crossing the Golden Gate Bridge without wondering . . . of my favorite brother who’d vanished and stayed gone twenty years, and of the stranger wearing his skin whom we’d finally found. But this woman ... ‟I just can’t believe we could lose her. There’s got to be something—Wait. A bicycle. Maybe in the fog—did you see it?”

‟No. Definitely no. That’s something we note.”

‟I passed one, about a hundred yards before I spotted her. No rider near it.”

‟If it’s gone—good sign. Not a bad sign anyway.”

‟What about those joggers we just passed? They must’ve seen her.”

‟Okay, but . . .” He shrugged. But he started back to the cart with what seemed like hope.

We caught them a hundred yards onto the bridge. I soon realized why McNin had shrugged. ‟A woman? On a bike?” The taller guy mused. ‟Maybe. Dunno. Didn’t get in our way.”

The short one was running in place. ‟We’re focused. We got held up this afternoon; now we’re really late. We were pressing. When we do this bit, we don’t even see the skyline. Like I say, we’re focused.”

McNin took their contact info, but the look he gave me said ‟dead end.”

‟So,” he said after a moment, ‟you want a ride back to this most patient brother of yours on the other side?”

Omigod! All those years Mike was gone, never a day had gone by without my thinking of him, and now here he was waiting for me and I’d totally forgotten. ‟Thanks.” As we drove north I turned on the phone and mea culpa’d to his voicemail, ‟But a nice cop’s speeding me toward you so turn on the heater for me.”

It was quarter to six. Dusk had passed to night, and, as often happens, the wind had suddenly eased up. In fifteen minutes the walkway’d be  closed. The ride was easier now—clear of pedestrians. Even so, it was still Arctic, with both of us shivering. For the first time I looked beyond the railing to catch a glimpse of the city skyline. Nothing but gray now. When he slowed to skirt the north tower, I said, ‟How can people jump in this kind of weather? It’s so—”

‟They go all the time. All the time. Two, three a month, and those are the ones we know of. The water”—he was shouting over the noise—‟it’s deceiving. Looks warm and soft, brown. Like they’ll land easy, like floating down to a nice pillow. But if you’d seen those bodies . . .”

I couldn’t bear to think about that. ‟McNin, she said I’d ruined it. She said she’d be dead by the weekend. D’you believe her?”

He slowed the cart. ‟She could go either way. Take this as a wake-up call. Or just get more pissed and be back like she promised. No way to tell. Not with what little we know of her.”

‟I just can’t believe—”

He put a hand on my shoulder. ‟Believe.”

I clutched her red jacket tighter to me, uselessly. It was ridiculous to be freezing and not put it on, but how could I?

Almost in slow motion it seemed now we rolled onto the Marin side. The parking lot was nearly empty. There was a young couple curled around each other on a bench, and one bent-over old guy in a watch cap at the bus stop. None of them were even facing the water. ‟There,” I said, ‟that silver convertible.” The top was now up.

‟You want me to explain to your brother?”

‟Nah. I’m a big girl. But listen, thanks. Will you keep an eye out?”

‟I’ll let you know.”

I extricated a card.

‟Stunts. Hey, I’m impressed.”

‟Call me. I’ll get you a set pass. You’ll be bored 99 percent of the time, but the other one could be dynamite.”

He looked down at the card again, then up, and finally said, ‟Okay then, huh?” If only the woman we’d been searching for knew how much we cared. Slowly, he guided the cart toward Mike’s car.

I expected to find Mike slumped behind the wheel, expected to hear Black Rebel Motorcycle Club running down the battery, expected the heater to be on blast. But the car was silent and empty. ‟He’s probably in the john. I’ve kept him waiting long enough.”

‟I can stay with—”

‟I’m fine. But you’ll let me know if you hear anything. Anything! If you even have any idea, right?”

‟Yeah.” With that, he pulled loose, turned the cart around, and sped off, leaving me alone with the cold and all my fears. I could still feel her body against my chest as I heaved her back. She couldn’t just disappear and . . . die! Suddenly, I was desperate to get out of here, back to the warmth of Mom’s kitchen.

To life.

I tried the car door—locked, dammit! What was this about? We never used to lock cars. I moved to the downwind side, squatted for what little protection the vehicle could offer, and pulled out my phone to see how many messages he’d left. I was just putting finger to key when the old man I’d noticed began hunching toward me. Did he want to know why Bridge Patrol dropped me here? Or was the guy just hoping for a ride? Did he—

It wasn’t till he was nearly to the car that I recognized him.






3

‟Omigod!” I would have laughed if it weren’t so strange.

He straightened up to his full six foot two and instantly dropped thirty years. When he pulled off the watch cap his red curls sprang out and he was Mike again.

‟What happened?”

‟A woman tried to jump,” I began, and had to stop to get myself back together. ‟She seemed okay. And then—this is weird—you blew the horn. She looked over at you. And then she climbed over the rail. I managed to pull her back. She fought me. She wanted to step off, into nothingness—so cold—”

He pulled open the passenger door. ‟Get in and we’ll turn the heater to blast. This baby’ll do everything short of making you a hot toddy.”

The imminent promise of warmth compared to the icy water of the bay . . . I shook off the thought. Illusion! I pushed away what might have happened, what could happen tomorrow, and focused on this moment, the feel of the seat, the sounds of Mike climbing in, the grind of the ignition, the blast of cold then warm air.

‟I need a favor,” I said.

‟For you, of course.” His grin implied complicity, our special connection, the way it used to be. I couldn’t help but smile back, if just because  here was the old Mike I remembered. For you, of course, had been a standing joke between us so long I’d forgotten the origin.

‟Drive back across the bridge again, as slow as you can.”

‟To see if she’s there?”

‟It’s crazy, I know. Looking for a woman who’s not wearing this jacket anymore.”

‟But it’ll haunt you if you don’t?”

‟Yeah.”

He cut underneath the freeway and back onto the roadway. Even on a clear day there’s only ocean to be seen to the west, and now with the fog and dark there was nothing. He drove in the center lane while I tried to see past him, between vehicles in the three lanes on the other side. But an elephant could have been trotting down the east walkway and I’d have missed it. I wanted to check out the red jacket on my lap, but I didn’t dare take my eyes off the walkway, elephant or not.

‟Why the disguise?” I asked him suddenly.

‟I wanted to know if you’d see through it.”

‟Odd timing, that.”

‟You’d have spotted me right off any other time. Catching your subject when they’re distracted—choosing your moment’s part of the disguise.”

‟Disguise is a two-way thing?”

‟Isn’t acting?”

‟Yeah, but not that much. It’s not like you can go into the audience seat by seat seeing who’s distracted and who’s not. And shooting a movie, well, you’ve got to be aware of what the audience will think—in the case of stunt work, what they’ll assume—Damn! You sidetracked me. Steered me right into one of my favorite little sidings, stunt talk. It’s one thing to do that with Mom, or John or any of the other sibs, but me?”

He flinched but I couldn’t tell if it was a reaction to hurting me or to being found out. Later, I’d probably think back on this and be more hurt—secrets used to be things we kept from the rest of the family—but tonight it was just a minor bruise. Traffic was light by now and I could see the east walkway most of the time—the empty walkway. ‟So, where did you learn that?”

‟Watching people.”

‟When were you watching people?”

He looked over at me surprised. It was such a real expression that I suddenly understood that all the others weren’t. ‟I’ve always watched people. Didn’t you know that? Most people don’t pay that much attention. Even you.” He hesitated. ‟You watched bodies, how they moved, but you didn’t watch people. Didn’t have to. I did it for both of us.”

I shivered. He saw it. ‟Hey, if I hadn’t, you would have been grounded every other day. You can’t deflect questions if you don’t know the questioner.”

‟You were the master.” He had saved my tail a lot when I was the wild kid. It’d seemed cool—then. ‟But it still doesn’t explain the disguise.”

‟What you’re really asking isn’t about me, it’s why your jumper would put on a look-at-me jacket to hurl herself into oblivion.”

Again, it wasn’t my question. Again, I slid into the siding. ‟It makes no sense. But, okay. Why care how she looked? Who was she dressing for, the bridge cameras?”

‟A lover out with someone new? Make ’im guilty. Show ’im what he lost?”

‟And then jump out of despair? Very, very B movie.”

‟But she wore red. Someone less observant than you wouldn’t have noticed what she had on under it.”

‟Which wouldn’t have mattered, because she’d be dead! She wasn’t planning on me pulling her back—and doing it by her jacket. She wasn’t faking, Mike, she was on the other side of the railing. She’d already thrown her purse over.”

‟To conceal her identity?”

‟Sure seems like it. Can’t you go any slower?”

‟Yeah, if you don’t mind that van driving into our back seat.”

‟Let him go around.”

Another time in these couple months since his return I’d’ve hesitated, picked my words carefully in a way that marked the difference from how we used to be. Now I peered past him and said, ‟Why did you conceal your identity?”

Mike laughed, started to speak, then seemed to reconsider. ‟Thing is, Darce, I don’t want to be spotted, to be the focus again. I know there had to be some mention of me when I got back, after being kept in the news all those years. I had to do payback. But now—”

‟What’s that? Slow down!”

He pumped the brake. Behind us horns blared. ‟Is it—”

‟No. Just the patrol cart! I don’t know why I’m wasting my time when I can barely tell a cart from a woman. I should forget this and check out that jacket. Can you drive with the overhead light on?”

‟Not in a convertible. Check the glove box.”

Of course there was a flashlight. The car belonged to my brother Gary, and he hated to be without anything. There was also a knife, small water bottle, and what appeared to be a hatchet for a hobbit. The light was surprisingly bright. It showed the tight weave of the wool, the thickness of the gold braid, and the shine on the brass buttons. ‟Label says Hartoon, London. But it could’ve come from anywhere, right? Designer boutique? Local resale shop?”

‟As opposed to her flying in from London to go off the bridge? Yeah.”

‟I didn’t hear an accent, not that you have to be English to live there.”

‟Or visit and put down a credit card.”

Franticness and exhaustion pulled at me. What messages could there be in what I was holding on my lap? I inhaled slowly, concentrated on feeling the breath leave, did it a couple more times till I could really see again that brief time before I grabbed her and the scuffle began. ‟You were driving by, you blew the horn. She turned toward, and for an instant here’s what I thought, that she was like some girl who’d been carrying a torch for you all these years and suddenly there you were, beeping at her. And then she realized you weren’t—not at her.” I paused. ‟Were you?”

‟No way. I was looking for you. Trying to see where you were on the bridge, gauge how long it’d be till you made it to the end. Her? I never saw her at all. Just you.”

I nodded, not that he noticed. ‟Okay. But her—if you’re on the brink of jumping off the Golden Gate Bridge, you’d’ve already squeezed dry every hope you had. If a horn sounded you wouldn’t look up. You’d go about your business—the business of killing yourself. But she didn’t.” I remembered her strange parting words. ‟You know what she said to me? ‛I did one decent thing in my life and you ruined it.’”

‟You saved her fucking life!”

The jacket was on my lap. It was at least something concrete to deal with. I ran my fingers over the soft wool. ‟Funny,” I said, ‟I wouldn’t have expected it to be soft.” I stretched the two small pockets that would have come at the bottom of her ribs. Empty. There was a slit pocket over the left breast, only an inch deep. ‟Wait, what’s this? Paper.” I had to pull it out between my first and second fingers. It was just a scrap of ordinary white paper—office paper—folded over and over into a narrow strip. There was nothing jotted down on it. It looked familiar in the way common things do.  ‟It’s so little to go on. But we’ve got to find her. We can’t let her go home, put on a different jacket, and try again.”

‟Very little.” The old Mike would have jumped in, eager for the challenge, sure he could have made it work. But now? Now, I realized, he was considering.

‟What’s holding you back?” I needed to know. Otherwise, I’d have to admit to myself that this guy sitting next to me, inhabiting my brother’s body, was a stranger. He was the guy who’d lived somewhere else for twenty years, not the kid I’d grown up with. ‟What?” I prodded.

It was a moment before he said, ‟Nothing. I’m in.” I heard the words but could tell he still had one foot on the outside. He continued, ‟What’ve we got? Let’s assume she’s local, like you first figured. That narrows it to what, a million women?”

‟We’ve got this paper,” I reminded him. I unfolded it. ‟Wait!” I grabbed for the flashlight. ‟There is something on it. Or was. Damn, why don’t people write in ink? Pull over!”

‟What is it?”

‟Number. Looks like phone, but it’s so smudged. Two oh . . . Two eight? One? Seven? I don’t—”

‟I’ll do it,” the old Mike said.

‟But there could be a hundred possible—”

‟I’ll work it out.”

‟But—”

‟Hey, I’ve got ways. Connections. You’ll have the top ten by dawn! That’s when you Zen types like to get up, right?”

In spite of everything I grinned. This was old Mike! Making it work was his gift.

The first few bars of Audioslave’s ‟I Am the Highway” played.

‟Your phone?”

He glanced down. ‟Mom.”

‟Oh, wait. We can’t tell her about this, not right before your birthday dinner—”

Mike had been told, by more than one of us, but there was no way he could grasp the effect of this day. He hadn’t watched the stilted attempts at jollity, the cautious choice of topics unconnected to the past, us oh-so-carefully avoiding mention of the increasing time that had passed, the decreasing likelihood of his ever being found . . . alive. The type of thing the family of the woman on the bridge would have faced if she’d succeeded. But, being Mike, he’d intuited a lot and was intent on this year’s celebration blotting out all the bad years.

He clicked on the phone. ‟Hey, Mom. What’s cooking?” It was his old-time greeting, the joke being the same beef stew she always kept ready for us, our friends, and pretty much anyone any time. I could picture her smiling in a way she hadn’t the whole twenty years he’d been gone. We couldn’t undermine that. I glanced over and he gave me a thumbs up.

‟Darcy’s gotta do some Zen stuff,” he said. ‟You know how it is, nothingness isn’t nothing. She’s going to drop me at the cable car—Hey, there’s one coming! Heat up a big bowl for me. Bye.” He pulled over and was out of the car before I could speak.

It wasn’t till he was hanging on the outside of the Hyde Street car, waving, that I realized he’d bolted before I got a chance to find out how he planned to go about translating that slip of paper into a name and address.

He could tell me now. After all, all he was doing was hanging on to the cable car pole. I rang his number.

He didn’t answer.

I dialed Mom. ‟Hi. Listen, when Mike gets there—”

‟Mike’s coming?”

‟You just . . . Isn’t he?”

‟Not that I know of, honey. But if he does I’ll tell him to call you. And you’ll remember the rhubarb pie, right?”

‟Yeah, Mom, his favorite. I’ll have it there before you put the salmon on. It’ll be a great day, won’t it?”

‟The best.”

I hung up. If she hadn’t called him, who had? What had they said to make him burst out from behind the wheel and run for the cable car?
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I slid over, pulled the seat a couple notches forward, and headed to North Beach to leave the car. But my driving was off, my hands grabbing hard to the wheel, and suddenly the tears I’d held threatened to burst out. It wasn’t just about the woman in red, but the brother who’d just been sitting next to me.

By the time I dumped the car I was glad to double-time it down Columbus ignoring the tables of outdoor diners scarfing pizza like it was just another fine night in North Beach. Who could blame them? The scene on the bridge wasn’t replaying in their heads.

I headed through the courtyard into the building. The zendo—meditation hall—on the ground floor was dark. I hurried upstairs and found Leo—Garson-roshi, the abbot—sitting cross-legged in his room, waiting for me.

Leo might have been sitting zazen there on his futon. His legs were crossed in full lotus, a position of torture for most Westerners, except for those who’d grown used to it over years of facing the wall. But he wasn’t turned to the wall now. He was indicating a teapot.

I nodded, lit the burner under a pan of water, and when the bubbles almost—but not quite—danced, I poured it into the black iron pot on the tray in front of him, as I had done countless times since I’d become his assistant. The little black pot was old and rounded on the bottom and I had  to hold the handle to the side and brace it just so to keep from sending the boiling water over the floor and him. It took all my concentration, which was exactly the point. Other times I’d grumbled silently, but tonight I was thankful to be pulled into this bubble of calm, doing this one small manageable task, saving one person from scalding. As he intended.

I turned off the burner, steadied the pot, and sat on a zafu, a black disc of a cushion, across from him. ‟How’d you know?”

‟Your brother called.”

Mike! You were looking out for me, like always. Even if—

He looked across at me. ‟How are you?”

In a formal Zen interview, dokusan, this question sparks an instant response. How are you? Who are you? What are you? What are you this very instant without past or future, just now? But this time I replied to it as the query of a friend. ‟I don’t know.”

‟‛Don’t know’ is a high state.” He was answering as the Zen master. He meant not knowing is not basing your reaction on past, on future, on assumptions. Not assuming. It’s about being poised to move in any direction. Not knowing is reality.

But still there was a question in his voice.

‟I keep picturing her jumping. She’d’ve done it if I hadn’t—I see her looking at me and then . . . ”

‟Picturing. An assumption.”

I flinched, then admitted. ‟Yeah, pretending I know.”

He poured tea into our small ceramic mugs. It was a task I, the assistant—jisha—should have done. It was a sign of his concern. I wanted to pick up the mug and drink down his caring, but it was too soon, the tea would scald my tongue, the mug burn my fingers. I put my hand over the cup, feeling the steam. Suddenly, everything in this small, bare room—the futon on the floor, the unpainted wood dresser, the book turned face down  on the floor, the teapot, Leo in his sweatshirt and pants, the smudge of dirt on the sole of his left foot, the cool air on my neck, the grind of the bus at the corner, the scent of the tea, Leo himself—every bit of it was alive, unique, mine, too valuable to give up.

‟After I pulled her back, she knocked me down hard, banged my head. Then she left her cute red jacket and vanished. Why?”

I was expecting a quote from some ancient Zen sutra. What he said was, ‟If you’re going to disappear, best not to wear red.”

Huh?

‟Where are you now?”

‟What?”

He sipped the hot tea, put down the cup, and said nothing. He was telling me—no, waiting for me to realize—that I wasn’t operating in the now. Now? ‟All right.” I took a sip of my tea, using the movement to focus, to let go of imagining and its seductions, of the theories I wanted to try out. ‟Now,” I said, ‟I know nothing about her except that she left her jacket after I saved her from killing herself. I can only speculate—”

‟Or not,” Leo said.

Despite everything I laughed. And he smiled too.

‟But if I don’t speculate how am I going to find her?”

‟Going down the wrong path isn’t necessarily progress.”

‟But I’ve got to do something. I can’t just let her—”

‟You have a message, from Jed Elliot. Your call’s at 6:00 am.”

‟Yikes. I’ve got to get to bed. But, how can I just abandon her? I have to—”

He turned his attention to his tea and took another sip, as if to say: Words! A flurry of words!

I put down my cup and stood up. ‟Dammit, that’s all I’ve got!”

He took another sip. No reproof, no response.

I knew he understood, but I was frustrated, baffled, exhausted.

He lifted the pot, poured more tea in my cup, but didn’t offer me the cup. He was saying the interview wasn’t over. The choice was mine.

But even now I could see past my feelings to the choice I needed to make. I sat down again.

As soon as I asked the question I realized it was the one beneath all the swirl. I said, ‟What is death?”

‟What is life?” He finished his cup.

It wasn’t, I realized, a question. It was the answer.






End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/susa_9781619020948_oeb_003_r1.jpg
ooo





OEBPS/susa_9781619020948_oeb_002_r1.jpg
ooo





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 









OEBPS/susa_9781619020948_oeb_001_r1.jpg
NO
DOTPRIN

A DARCY LO

SUSAN DUNLAP

COUNTERPOINT
BERKELEY





OEBPS/susa_9781619020948_msr_cvt_r1.jpg





OEBPS/susa_9781619020948_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
\ S \
‘ | A DARCY LOTT MYSTERY ‘

Lot ,F,,,,, S S S, |






OEBPS/susa_9781619020948_msr_ppl_r1.jpg
ol





