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For Scott Miller and Ben Sevier, who’ve had my back from the beginning




THE TWO DEATHS OF DANIEL HAYES




ACT ONE

“There is no future without an identity to claim it, or to be obligated to it. There are no caging norms. In its very precariousness the state is pure and free.”

 

—Nadine Gordimer, The Pickup

He was naked and cold, stiff with it, his veins ice and frost. Muscles carved hard, skin rippled with goose bumps, tendons drawn tight, body scraped and shivering. Something rolled over his legs, velvet soft and shocking. He gasped and pulled seawater into his lungs, the salt scouring his throat. Gagging, he pushed forward, scrabbling at dark stones. The ocean tugged, but he fought the last ragged feet crawling like a child.

As the wave receded it drew pebbles rattling across one another like bones, like dice, like static. A seagull shrieked its loneliness.

His lungs burned, and he leaned on his elbows and retched, liquid pouring in ropes from his open mouth, salt water and stomach acid. A lot, and then less, and finally he could spit the last drops, suck in quick shallow lungfuls of air that smelled of rotting fish.

In. Cough it out. There. There.

His hands weren’t his. Paler than milk and trembling with a panicky violence. He couldn’t make them stop. He’d never been so cold.

What was he doing here?

Like waking from sleepwalking, he couldn’t remember. It didn’t matter. The cold was filling him, killing him, and if he wanted to live he had to move.

He rolled onto his side. An apocalyptic beach, water frothing beneath a shivering sky, wind a steady howl over the shoals, whipping the saw grass to strain its roots. Not another person as far as he could see.

Had to move. His muscles screamed. He staggered upright and tried a tentative step. His thoughts were signals banged down frozen wires; after an eon his legs responded. His feet were bloody.

One step. Another. The wind a lash against his dripping skin. The beach sloped hard upward. Each step brought muscles a little more under his control. The motion warming them, oh god, warming them to razors and nails and blood gone acid. He concentrated on breathing, each inhale a marker. Make it to the next one. Five more. Don’t quit until twenty. Goddamn you, breathe.

The boulders the ocean had broken to pebbles gave way to those it hadn’t yet, broad stones with moss marking the leeward side, spaced with pools of dark water where spiny things waited. He stumbled from one rock to the next until he reached the top.

As lonely and blasted a stretch of earth as any he’d seen. Black rocks and foaming sea and sky marked only by the passage of birds. No. Wait.

He blinked, tried to focus. Two thin dirt tracks led to a splotch of color, a boxy shape. A car. Legs cramping. Breath shallow. He couldn’t force his lungs to take. To draw enough. Air. The shivering easing. Bad sign. His feet tangled and he fell. Inches from his eyes, pale grass spotted and marked by the appetite of insects. The ground wasn’t so bad. Almost soft. Easy now. Easy to go.

No.

Crawl. Elbows scraping. Knees. Forearms going blue. Blueberries, blue water, blue eyes.

He reached the trunk, pulled himself up, the metal burning cold. Slouched his way to the door and bent stiff fingers around the handle.

Please.

The door opened. He maneuvered around it and fell into the smell of leather. His legs wouldn’t move. It took both arms to pull  them in, one at a time. Gripping the burnished handle, he yanked the door shut. The wind’s laughter died.

Instead of a key there was a push-button start. He slapped at it, missed, slapped again. The engine roared to life.

The man turned the heat all the way up and collapsed against the seat.
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A soft time. Warm air making his body ache and tingle and finally ease. For a while the man stared at the ceiling, head lolled back. Content to watch the drifting spots in his eyes. Tiny floating things that he could see only when he didn’t try to look at them. He didn’t think about where he was, or why, or who the car belonged to and when they might return, or whether they would be happy to find a naked man dripping on the leather seats.

Just cowered like an animal in his den, the doors locked and heat blasting.

After a long time—how long he had no idea—he felt himself coming back. Surfacing like he was waking from a nap. Words and questions swirling leaves from an October tree, tossed and spinning and never touching the ground.

Gasoline. That was one. Gasoline. What did . . .

Oh. He straightened, rubbed at his eyes. His muscles weak and languid. The fuel gauge read almost empty. He shut off the engine.

So. Where was he?

The car was gorgeous. A BMW according to the logo in the steering wheel, with gauges like an airplane cockpit’s. The seats were leather, the trim brushed aluminum, and the dash had a computer display. But the thing was a mess. Socks and a pair of Nikes rested on the floorboards on his side; the passenger seat was buried in  maps and take-out bags and soda cups and empty blister packs of ephedrine and gas station receipts and a worn U.S. road atlas and a fifth of Jack Daniel’s with an inch left in it.

Hello.

He opened the whiskey, swallowed half the remainder in a gulp. It burned in the best possible way.

Now that it wasn’t killing him, the world outside had a kind of desolate beauty. Lonely, though. Other than the narrow two-track the car was parked on, there was no sign of people in either direction. And while he hadn’t been fully conscious the whole time, he hadn’t seen anyone since he’d climbed into the car.

So then . . .

How had he gotten here?

Where the fuck was here and what was he doing in it?

Calm. Don’t panic. You’re safe. Just think about what happened. How you ended up here. You . . . you . . .

Nothing.

He closed his eyes, jammed them tight. Opened them again.

Nothing had changed. Had he been drinking? Drugged? Retrace your steps. You were . . .

You were . . .

It was like that terrible moment he sometimes had waking up in a strange environment, in the dark of a friend’s living room, or in a hotel, that period when his brain hadn’t yet come online and everything was automatic, just panic and readiness and fear, the tension of waiting for certainty to click, for normalcy to fall like a warm blanket. That moment always passed. It passed, and he remembered where he was and what he was doing there.

Right?

He set the whiskey down, gripped the steering wheel with both hands. Focus.

Focus!

Outside, the wind whistled. The trees looked like they’d been on fire, dark black trunks spreading to broad limbs marked by a handful of stubborn orange and yellow leaves, the last embers.

Okay. Something must have happened. An after-effect of hypothermia, some kind of shock. Don’t force it. Tease it. Coax it out. Like the floaters in your eyes, you can’t drag this front and center. Come at it sideways.

Your brain seems to work. Use it. Where are you?

A rocky beach. Cold. He could taste the salt on his lips, knew this was an ocean. Which one?

The question was crazy, but he worked it anyway. Let one thing lead to the next. The dashboard clock read 7:42. The sun was just a brighter shade of gray above the waves, but it was higher than before. Which made it morning, which made that east, which made this the Atlantic. Assuming he was still in the United States. Yes. The road atlas.

Okay. The Atlantic. And cold and rocky and sparsely inhabited. Maine, maybe?

Why not. Roll with that. “This is Maine.” His voice cracked. He coughed, then continued. “I’m in a BMW. It’s morning.”

Nothing.

A bank envelope was curled in the cup holder. Inside was a stack of twenties, several hundred dollars. Under the envelope there was something silver that turned out to be a stainless steel Rolex Daytona. Nice watch. Very nice watch.

What else? He leaned over to open the glove box. There was an owner’s manual, a key ring with a BMW clicker, three pens, a pack of Altoids, a sealed box of ephedrine, and a large black gun.

He stared. An owner’s manual, a key ring with a BMW clicker, three pens, a pack of Altoids, a sealed box of ephedrine, and a large  black gun. A semiautomatic, he noticed, then wondered how he could know that and not remember where he had been before he woke up on the beach. Or worse, even his own—

Stop. Don’t go there. If you don’t face it, maybe it’s not true.

The trunk.

He stepped out. The wind whipped his naked body, and his skin tightened into goose bumps. His balls tried to retract into his belly. He stepped gingerly to the back of the car on bloody toes.

Would there be a body in there? Handcuffed and shot in the head, maybe, or rolled in a carpet, hair and boots spilling out.

No: it held only jumper cables and a plastic shopping bag with a red bull’s-eye on it. He opened the bag. A pair of designer jeans, a white undershirt with pits stained yellow, crumpled boxer briefs, wadded-up socks. Someone’s laundry.

He looked around again. In for a penny.

He shook out the underwear, stepped into it. The jeans were soft and worn, expensive looking. Too fancy for Target, and dirty to boot. Maybe the Target purchases had been a change of clothes. He wriggled into the shirt, then slammed the trunk. Climbed back in the car, the air inside wonderful, stiflingly warm. The sour smell of feet rose as he wriggled into the sneakers.

Then he sat and stared out the window.

How had he known that red bull’s-eye was the Target logo? How had he known the watch was a Rolex? Or that Jack Daniel’s was whiskey, and that he liked whiskey?

How was it that he knew the BMW key fob had an RFID chip that activated the push-button start, knew Maine was in the northeast, could identify the symptoms of hypothermia, could glance at a stack of twenties and know it was several hundred dollars—he could do all of that, but he couldn’t remember his own goddamn—

He reached for the owner’s manual in the glove box, careful not to touch the gun. The book was bound in black leather. Inside the front cover was a registration card and proof of insurance. Both in the name of Daniel Hayes, resident of 6723 Wandermere Road, Malibu, California.

Huh.

He climbed out of the car, walked to the back. California plates.

Who wandered away from a ninety-thousand-dollar car and left the key in the glove box? Where would they go in the middle of nowhere?

And the clothes. The shoes fit. The jeans felt familiar.

Calling yourself Daniel Hayes is a start. Try it on, just like the jeans.

Daniel got back in the car, put on his watch, then cranked the ignition and pulled away.
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The two-track led to a dirt road. The dirt road led to a paved one only slightly less bumpy. Eventually that intersected two lanes of faded blacktop with a sign marking it US-1, north to Machias, south to Ellsworth.

He pulled to the shoulder and sat watching. A weather-beaten pickup passed heading south. A minute later came a northbound Civic.

“Life goes on,” he said, and laughed a little hysterically. Had he always talked to himself?

Maybe. Maybe you chew bottle caps. Sodomize midgets. Kill people for a secret government—

He pulled onto the highway heading south.

The sky was clearing, the gray patchwork not lifting so much as coalescing into separate regions of dense cloud broken by vivid blue. The BMW reduced the outside world to a soft hum. His eyes felt  grainy, his hands and head heavy. But he was pleased to note that the license plates read “MAINE” at the top.

So he hadn’t lost his mind. Maybe just misplaced it a little.

Assuming that his first conscious act hadn’t been to steal a car, and that the insurance was up-to-date, that meant that he’d driven three thousand miles. Three thousand miles followed by a swim in an ocean cold enough to stop his heart. Why?

Daniel rubbed at his eyes. His hands were raw. He could barely keep his eyes open. He needed to find a motel, sleep for a week. When he woke up, this would all be better. He’d remember who—

Don’t admit that. Madness lies that way.

—what he was doing here. It would come clear.

He passed a blink of a town, white clapboard and a sagging church. A girl pedaled a bicycle with streamers flowing from the handlebars. Sidewalks and a town hall and a VFW with a Friday fish fry. A mile the other side, a roadside marquee announced vacancies at something called the Pines Motel, a low-slung cinder-block building huddled along the highway. Fine. Good. Perfect.

The lot was gravel that popped under the tires. He stepped out into birdsong and chilly sunlight, tramped past a handful of dusty pickup trucks sporting rifle racks and hand-painted camouflage.

The lobby was just an alcove off the main hall with a desk tucked into it. No one there. Hanging on the wall was a surprisingly skilled painting of a deer bounding over a fallen tree. The artist had caught the animal’s panic, the brushstrokes menacing, the woods turned into the darkest sort of fairy tale. He could sense the hunter beyond the border of the painting, the threat closer and more dangerous than the animal could know.

“Help you?”

Daniel whirled. A woman held a bead curtain half-parted. He couldn’t tell if she was a rugged thirty or an attractive fifty.

“Yeah, sorry. Just admiring the painting.”

“My husband. Don’t know why he bothers, myself. No use to the things. Keep trying to get him to paint over the old ones, but he likes to save them.”

“He should,” Daniel said. “He’s got a lot of talent.”

“A lot of time is what he’s got. Don’t know about talent.”

And what a lucky man he is to have you for a wife. “I, ah, I need a room.”

“Single or double?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Single’s cheaper.”

“Single, then. A single will be fine.”

The woman sat behind the computer, began punching keys. “Forty dollars. How long?”

“I’m—I’m not sure. What day is today?”

She gave him a look that read city folk, but said, “Wednesday.”

“Okay. Just tonight for now.” Wednesday. Nope. Nothing. He set the bank envelope on the counter, made sure she got a look at it. “You said forty?”

She nodded, and he pulled out two twenties.

“Name?”

“Daniel Hayes.”

“Credit card?”

“Huh?”

“For a deposit.”

“I lost my wallet. How about I just give you an extra forty as a deposit?”

Her eyes narrowed, but she took the money. “Checkout is noon. No smoking. You’re in seven.”

“The room has cable, right?” he asked anxiously, and then did a double take. Huh? The words had come out of his mouth unbidden.  What did he care about—She was staring at him, so he said, “You know, television?”

“Television. The magic picture box?”

“Right. Sorry.” He rubbed at his eyes. “I’m a little hazy.”

She handed him a key on a heavy brass fob, pointed down the hall. “That way. Ice and vending at the end.”

Room seven turned out to be a ten-by-twenty rectangle with a twin bed. The furniture was particleboard, and the remote control was tethered to the nightstand. The windows were draped in yellowed lace, giving the room a funereal feeling. It smelled of chemical air freshener.

Home sweet home.

Daniel dropped the envelope on the dresser, went to the bathroom. He hesitated outside the door, his hand on the light switch.

Probably the moment he did it, everything would come clear. The shock would part like fog. He’d remember everything. Have a laugh, then fall asleep with a light heart.

So why are you hesitating?

It wasn’t hard to figure out. What happened if you looked in the mirror and didn’t recognize yourself?

Do it.

Daniel flipped the switch. Fluorescent light flickered on, revealing linoleum floors and Formica counters.

No fog parted. No veil lifted. The man in the mirror offered no answers.

He looked exhausted, bruised and worn and dark-circled, but more or less familiar. For a vertiginous moment, Daniel lost track of which was him and which was the reflection, like one was a doppelganger that could break free and act independently, as he seemed to have snapped free from his life.

“I don’t feel crazy,” he said, and the man in the mirror agreed. “I just don’t . . . I don’t—”

A sour taste rose in his throat. He slapped at the light. Stepped out of the bathroom, pulling the dirty undershirt over his head as he went.

Sleep. He would sleep for a long time, and when he woke up, he would remember. He would. He had to.

Dear god.

Please.
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His dreams were sweaty things full of looming shapes and pointing fingers and the sense of imminent disaster. The context changed from dream to dream—he leaned over the edge of a tall building, he fumbled with the seat belt of a car spinning out of control, he stepped into shadows beneath a bridge where something terrible waited—but the essence was the same. In each of them he was filthy and lost and helpless to prevent tragedy.

The blast of an air horn and the roar of tires woke him, an eighteen-wheeler barreling by. He jerked upright, sure that he had fallen asleep at the wheel again. The sheets were tangled and wet, and the pillow bore a sodden outline of his head.

“Fuck me.”

The alarm clock read 4:17 P.M. He’d slept about five hours. Daniel pushed the curtain aside and looked out at the dreary motel sign and the gas station across the street and the flaming sky beyond. Four o’clock and the sun was setting. These people got screwed.

Weird. You know you don’t belong here, and it’s not a matter of license plates and insurance cards. You just know it’s not home.

Daniel extricated himself from the blankets and padded to the  bathroom. Left the light off as he ran cold water and splashed double handfuls on his face and neck.

It was time to acknowledge the facts. Somehow he had forgotten who he was.

So what do you know?

He’d woken on a beach, half-dead, naked. Could he have been drugged or knocked unconscious, taken there against his will? But if someone had done that, why leave the car for him to find?

More likely, he had gone there himself. Judging by the contents of the car, the whiskey and the ephedrine and the profusion of crap, he’d been driving for a while, maybe all the way from California. From sunny Malibu to that dark ocean, that hidden bluff, where he . . .

He...

Jesus.

He tried to kill himself.

How else to explain it? No wallet in the car, no clothes on the beach, no cell phone. He must have gone into the ocean. He could picture it, the cold light of dawn barely breaking the horizon. Habit might have made him kick off his shoes, take off his watch, then realize how unnecessary the actions were. Walking into the water, wincing at the shock, the bone-snapping cold of the waves. Walking until he could dive, and then swimming, stripping off his remaining clothing as he went. Past the breakers. His mind in turmoil, desperate to die, fighting to live. Diving deep into the womb-darkness, and opening his mouth to invite it inside—

Flair for the dramatic, Daniel?

He didn’t know anything like that, not really. Maybe he’d just wanted to take a dip. Hell, maybe he wasn’t Daniel Hayes. He couldn’t know any of it for sure.

First things first. A shower. And food. He was starving. If he wanted to be more than an animal, if he wanted to believe that he was still a man even if he wasn’t a whole one, then may as well start with the simple stuff.

In the bathroom he spun the tap to hot, stripped off the boxer briefs and tossed them on the toilet tank, then, while the water warmed, looked at his body in the mirror. His skin was on the pasty end of the spectrum, and though his arms had some definition, his belly had that early-thirties softness. Scratches crisscrossed his shoulders and back. I’ve got a feeling I’ve looked better. He stepped into the shower and let it wash over him.

Afterward, a towel around his waist, he explored his room. There was another canvas on the wall, this one a gray outcropping of rock lashed by black-blue waves. Spray flew high, spatters of white against storm clouds. The scene was intensely lonely, all that fury and foam without a hint of humanity to soften it. The only bright spot was in the sky, a tear in the clouds, small and far away.

Yeah, well, i f you were married to that woman, hope would look small and far away to you too.

Daniel picked up the remote control from the nightstand, turned on the TV. Five-forty-eight, not time yet. He flipped until he found CNN, Wolf Blitzer myopically paternal. The Palestinians and the Israelis were still going at it, Darfur was still hell, Russia was still backsliding. Daniel hit mute.

His stomach twisted. God, he was ravenous. Have to do something about that soon. First, though, let’s see if you can get some help.

The telephone was black and battered. He lifted the receiver, punched 411, and was rewarded by a mechanical tone followed by a mechanical voice. “Welcome to Directory Assistance. For English, please press one. Para Español—”

He hit one.

“Please say the city and state.”

“Los Angeles, California.”

“Say the name of the person or business you are—”

“Daniel Hayes.”

“One moment, please.”

He waited, twisting the cord between his fingers. After a moment, the silence gave way to the muted buzz of a call center and an operator’s bored voice. “Thank you for calling AT&T Directory Assistance calls may be recorded for quality assurance please spell the name you’re looking for.”

“Hayes, H-A-Y-E-S, first name Daniel.”

“Thank you.” The clacking of keys. “I’m sorry, sir, that number is unlisted.”

“Listen, it’s an emergency. I absolutely have to talk to, to Daniel.”

“I’m sorry, sir, I can’t give out unlisted phone numbers.”

“Could you connect me directly?”

“I’m sorry, sir, I can’t do that.”

“Come on,” he said, trying to keep the frustration from his voice, “what’s the worst that could happen if you connect me? I still won’t know the number.”

“I’m sorry, sir, I—”

“Can’t do fuck-all. Yeah.” He hung up the phone hard enough to jar the bell. Five-fifty-eight, almost time. He punched channels until he came to FX, the wrap-up of some cop show. Calling had been a long shot, but he’d been hoping that someone might answer the phone, someone who would recognize his voice. A roommate, a lover, a brother, a wife, someone he could trust to guide him—

Wait a second.

Almost time? For what?

His shoulders tingled like they’d been brushed with feathers. When he checked into the motel, he’d confirmed the room had cable. And earlier, shit, he hadn’t even noticed, but as he’d turned on the TV he’d thought that it wasn’t time yet.

Daniel sat up straight against the cheap headboard. Unmuted the television. Commercials: bad credit, no credit, you could get a loan; a Swiffer made it all worthwhile for a grinning housewife; a Mustang drove at unlikely speeds across abandoned roads.

And then it started.

INT. MAMI’S KITCHEN—DAY

 

A stylish West Hollywood café at lunchtime. BEAUTIFUL PEOPLE munch organic greens and sip Chablis, attended by WAITRESSES in chic black outfits. At a table by the window EMILY SWEET toys with her silverware. She’s a knockout in a tight T-shirt and designer jeans.

An appetizer is half-eaten in front of her. She glances at her watch and sighs, then reaches for her purse.

EMILY

I’ll grab the check when you have a second.

WAITRESS

Let me guess. He didn’t show?

EMILY

(a tight smile)

L.A. men.

WAITRESS

Don’t I know. Too much hair gel, not enough heart.



A handsome man with a jaw that would make Superman jealous pushes through the crowd. JAKE MODINE looks relieved to see Emily still there. The waitress gives Emily a surreptitious thumbs-up.

JAKE

Em, honey, I’m so sorry—

EMILY

It’s fine.

(standing)

Try the ceviche.

JAKE

Wait—

EMILY

I’m tired of waiting for you, Jake.

JAKE

The reason I was late—

EMILY

All this time I’ve been believing your lies, hoping that someday you’d find the guts to take what you want. And what did that get me?

(she shoulders her purse)

Warm ceviche.

JAKE

I was late because I was talking with Tara. Yelling, actually.

(a hand on her shoulder)

It’s over, Em.

(a beat)

I’m leaving your sister.



Emily stares. She can’t decide whether to storm away or jump into his arms.



A sexy pop song kicked in, synced to a quick-cut montage: a couple in bed, then a close-up of the man’s fingers tracing the woman’s back. Night traffic on a highway, headlights blurred and grainy. The flashing thighs of a girl in a nightclub. People around a bonfire, the lights of the Santa Monica Pier behind. A sun-blurred mural of Jim Morrison on the side of a building. Manicured nails holding the stem of a martini glass. Finally, three women—blonde, brunette, and redhead—laughing so hard that the redhead collapsed on the sidewalk. As the song wound up, the title Candy Girls glittered across the screen.

Daniel stared. It wasn’t the show, which revealed itself to be a sort of lurid cross between Felicity and Melrose Place, a melodrama about three sisters seeking their fortune in Hollywood, the kind of program that purported to be about learning and loving but was really about fighting and fucking. The writing was solid and the production slick, but that wasn’t what caught him. Nor was it the fantasy of eternal youth on the left coast or the stylish editing or catchy soundtrack.

It was Emily.

The middle sister, brunette with a cream complexion and bright eyes, the kind of girl who appeared in ads for skin cream, the kind you could imagine what she smelled like just from watching her smile.

The episode followed her tempestuous relationship with Jake, a producer who had been dating Emily’s older sister while pining for Emily. Tara, the blond one, was predictably unhappy about being dumped, and by the end of the episode she had managed not only  to split Emily and Jake up, but also to steal a role from Emily by seducing the director. The part was a guest appearance on a show Jake produced, leaving Emily sure that he’d been toying with her all along.

In the last minutes, she walked away from Jake. When she reached the safety of her powder blue VW bug, Emily closed the door and gripped the steering wheel. There were no wild histrionics, just a nicely underplayed swipe at her eyes with the back of her hand, and then she started the car and pulled away, her taillights blending with those of a hundred other aspiring starlets. The credits sprinted past as an announcer teased the upcoming program, something about plastic surgeons. Daniel turned off the TV.

What the hell was that? What did it mean?

Who was Emily Sweet?

She’s a make-believe character, idiot. What it means is that you’re petrified, and right now you’ll cling to anything that distracts you from the facts of your life.

Daniel stood, went to the bathroom. Hung the towel on the rack and stepped into his clothing. He needed to eat anyway. No harm making another stop.

[image: 006]

He found the drugstore a bit down US-1. The fluorescent lighting was harsh after the deep dark of a Maine evening, but the middle-aged woman behind the counter smiled as she sold him the magazine.

“Anywhere to grab a bite around here?”

“Kingfisher’s does a decent burger.”

“Perfect.” He got directions and hopped back in the car. Kingfisher’s turned out to be a diner in a converted house five miles away. Conversation didn’t quite stop when he walked in, but he could feel the eyes on him. He spotted an empty booth by the window, slid  onto the Naugahyde, pulled a menu from behind the ketchup. Glenn Frey sang from cheap speakers, advising Daniel to take it easy, not to let the sound of his own wheels drive him crazy.

“What’ll you have?”

“Let me get a giant Coke and two double burgers, please.”

“How do you want ’em?”

“Ummm . . .” Good question. “One rare, one well-done.”

“Shine a flashlight on one, scorch the other. Got it.” She jotted on the tab. “Anything else?”

“Just a question. Where am I, exactly?”

She gave him a bemused expression. “Outside Cherryfield.”

The atlas was taped and torn and out of date, but he didn’t imagine Maine had changed that much. It took him a couple of minutes to find Cherryfield; it was written in the tiniest font on the map. He wasn’t just in Maine, he was practically in Canada. No wonder the beach had been abandoned.

The waitress plunked down a plastic tumbler of soda. The syrupy sweetness tasted wonderful. Daniel pulled out his drugstore purchase, the current issue of TV Guide. There it was. Candy Girls, FX Networks, running at 6 P.M. eastern. He turned to the next day—same thing. Syndicated, then. A quick scan showed him that it ran five days a week. He flipped back to today—November 4, apparently—and read the description. “Emily (Laney Thayer) and Jake (Robert Cameron) get closer, but Tara (Janine Wilson) has other plans.”

“Here you go, hon.” The waitress set down the dinner plates. The smell hit, rich and fatty, and his stomach didn’t so much growl as roar. He bit into a burger. Amazing. His first meal. Daniel attacked it, throwing it down like he was filling a hole.

“Why do you have two hamburgers?”

A girl of maybe eight stood at the end of the table. Her hair was swept into a ponytail and secured by a pink fuzzy thing, and she  wore a T-shirt with a picture of a girl only a little older than her singing into a microphone.

He smiled at her. “What do you mean? I only have one.”

“No, you have two.” She pointed to them. “One, t—”

Before she could finish, he crammed the rest of the burger in his mouth, his cheeks ballooning out. “Thee?” he asked through a mouthful of meat. “Un.”

She laughed and clapped her hands to her mouth. Daniel chewed, swallowed, chewed, swallowed. He coughed and wiped his mouth.

“You’re silly,” the girl said.

“Thank you.” He gestured at her. “I like your shirt. Who’s that?”

“That’s Hannah Montana! She’s a singer except when she’s a girl. She’s really famous, and everybody loves her, but nobody knows that she’s also Miley Stewart. But here she’s Hannah Montana. I’m going to be a famous singer someday and do concerts and sing for the president and stuff.”

“Wow. I’m lucky I met you now.”

The girl nodded sagely. “That’s true. I’ll be really busy when I’m famous. And I’ll live in a big house with a pool and the ocean. And lots of famous people will come visit, and they’ll all like me, because I’ll be famous too.”

“Sounds pretty great,” Daniel said. He reached for his soda, took a swig.

“Nadine!” The woman appeared out of nowhere. She ignored Daniel as she snatched the little girl’s wrist. “What did I tell you? Get back over there.”

“We were just talking,” Daniel said. “It’s okay.”

The woman gave him a mind-your-own-business glare, then tugged the little girl toward a booth at the other end of the restaurant. “I told you to sit still. Now you sit still, young lady.”

Daniel shook his head. Why even have kids if what you wanted was a doll that sat still? It had been good to talk—well, listen—to Nadine. It had felt normal. No questions about who he was or what anything meant. Kids that young were so sure of everything. She was going to be a famous singer, and that was that.

He picked up his other burger. He could feel eyes on him and made a point of eating slowly and neatly. By the time he’d reduced his dinner to crumbs and grease, conversation had returned to normal. When he leaned back, his belly strained the snap of the jeans, and a pleasant sort of exhaustion had come over him. For the first time, he felt almost okay. He had started the day fighting for his life, and since then he had found clothing, shelter, food. He knew where he was and had a name that might well be his.

That’s the criteria for okay? Maybe knowing your name?

He had to grip the edge of the table, afraid he might fall out of the booth.
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He was in a concrete canyon. Water trickled. The bleeding sun stained everything crimson. Ahead there was a tunnel, tall and broad. The mouth of it was perfect black shadow, but he knew that something waited in that darkness. Waited and watched.

Something terrible.

“Hurry.”

The voice came from behind. He spun.

Emily Sweet, pale skin and dark hair spilling in a tangle. Wearing the same outfit as on the show, a T-shirt that hugged her body and flaring jeans. She sat on the concrete, long legs crossed girlishly beneath her. Her feet were bare, the nails painted the color of the dying sun.

She smiled up at him. “Hurry.”

“What?”

“You have to hurry.”

“Why?”

“They’re coming for you,” she said.

“Who—” But before he could finish, there was a loud bang and suddenly he was looking at her through the wrong end of a telescope, the barren concrete and the haunted tunnel and Emily all zooming into the distance. Daniel jerked awake. The pounding came again. Someone knocking on the door.

They’re coming for you. He struggled against the sheets, adrenaline pounding through his body. “Who is it?”

“Manager.”

“What do you want?”

“Money for today. Or you gotta clear out.”

“Yeah, ah.” Daniel forced an exhale. It was just a dream. His waking mind had heard the banging, integrated it, that was all. Guardian angels weren’t on shows called Candy Girls. “One second.”

He pulled on his jeans and stained undershirt, then opened the door. The manager looked him up and down, took in the funky hair and the pillow marks. “You okay?”

“I just woke up.”

“After one.” The tone part contempt, part befuddlement.

“Yeah.” Daniel rubbed at his eyes. “Is it?” He glanced around the room, saw the deposit envelope. “Forty, right?”

The man reached for the twenties, and Daniel noticed splotches of color under his nails, ocher and chartreuse and evergreen. “Hey, you’re the husband. The painter.”

“Ayup,” he said in the same tone of voice he might have used to admit to stealing from a church donation basket.

“I really like your work. That canvas in the office, and this one.”  He gestured at the lonely promontory, the salt spray, the shattered heavens. “They’re terrific.”

The manager’s ears flushed red. He nodded, said nothing.

One thing you had to give Maine people, Daniel thought, no one could accuse them of babbling. “You ever have a show?”

“On television?”

“No, I mean an art show. In a gallery.”

“I.” He didn’t seem to know what to say. “No.”

“You should. You could probably sell these. They’re so vivid, you know? Evocative. They’re lonely and sad, but in a distinctive way.” He realized he was rambling, but it felt good to talk to someone, anyone. “I bet you’d be surprised.”

The guy looked away, muttered something that might have been a thanks. Then he said, “Checkout is noon,” and walked quickly away.

Daniel watched him go, this lumbering, quiet man. Living in the sticks, painting cries of desolation he never intended to sell. So shy that a word of praise made him squirm. In bed he and his wife must be about as much fun as a tax audit.

But at least he knows who he is.

In the bathroom Daniel splashed water on his face, dunked his head under the faucet. “So,” he said to his reflection, “we’re a couple of good-looking dudes. What’s our plan?”

The mirror offered no suggestions.

Well, okay then. Two options came to mind. He could go to the police and ask for help. Or he could get back in his car and drive to Los Angeles. The police were probably the safest route. But was it that simple?

Daniel grabbed his keys, went to the parking lot. The gun was where he’d left it. He stared for a moment. Glanced around. No one seemed to be watching, but still.

There was a crumpled Wendy’s bag on the floor, and he shook it out, dumping a hamburger wrapper and a napkin. Hesitantly, he took the pistol, slid it into the bag, then locked the car and returned to his room.

He turned on the lamp on the bedside table to get a look at the gun. A Glock 17 with the trademark triple-action trigger safety system, no hammer, drop-safe. Tenifer-hardened for maximum scratch and corrosion resistance. He thumbed the magazine release, saw that it was fully loaded with 9mm rounds.

Apparently, I’m comfortable with guns.

That didn’t mean anything, really. Lots of people were. Still, there was something ominous in the situation. Waking with, what, amnesia, some sort of fugue? And in the glove box of his expensive car, a high-quality semiautomatic pistol.

He raised the Glock to his nose, sniffed it. It smelled of carbon. It’s been fired. Fired and not cleaned since.

How long ago? No way to say. It might have been nothing, just a trip to the range. Or it might have been used in an interstate crime spree. What if he had the gun because he was in danger? Or because he was dangerous?

I don’t feel dangerous.

But the police might disagree. Until he knew what was going on, who he’d been and what he’d done, talking to them was a huge risk.

Which left Los Angeles. There had to be answers waiting there. And yet the thought of returning to California prompted a swell of guilt and shame and horror. He couldn’t say why, but the feeling was unshakable. Like waking up with a hangover, dead certain that he’d made an ass of himself during his blackout hours. For some reason, home scared the hell out of him.

So what, you want to just hide?

He set the Glock on the nightstand, thought better of it, pulled out the drawer, and set it atop the Gideon bible. Rubbed at his eyes.

Here’s the plan. You already paid for the room. Stay. Get some rest. Stress and exhaustion have to be part of the problem. So take it easy today.

Tomorrow, act like a man.

Deputy Chris Dundridge was raised by NYPD Blue.

Everyone said his father had been a lovable guy, quick with a joke, always up for another round of Dewar’s, a hell of a baseball player. Of course, Dad had vanished right around the time Chris was starting tee ball, so his own memories were faded photographs. The two of them sitting on the end of a dock, the waves spitting white and green around the pilings. The smell of tobacco and Aqua Velva. That good almost-sick feeling in his belly when Dad tossed him high.

There hadn’t been any fights, no screaming or beatings. Dad had just ruffled his hair, boarded a fishing boat, and never come home. No accident, no storm, no letter, just on at Port Clyde and off somewhere else.

So Mom had taken a second job, and Chris had started watching a lot of television. The old shows that ran in syndication after school, Miami Vice, 21 Jump Street, even CHiPs. After high school, he’d gone to the Maine Criminal Justice Academy, watching cop shows all the while. He loved The Shield, he loved The Wire, he even watched CSI, piece of shit that was. Chris was ready to be a world-weary lawman with a weapon on his hip. He wanted to catch bad guys. He wanted to work big cases, stare darkness in the face and not blink.

Problem was, he lived in Washington County, Maine. They didn’t  make cop shows about places like Washington County. Not unless you counted Andy Griffith.

He steered the cruiser with one hand, popped the last of his bologna sandwich in his mouth with the other, then brushed the crumbs off his uniform. Cherryfield Hardware slid past, and the owner stopped locking up long enough to raise a hand at him. Chris threw back a halfhearted salute.

He had feelers out all over the country, but it was your classic catch-22. Without having worked a high-crime area, he didn’t have the qualifications to work a high-crime area. Which left him where?

“Fucked,” Chris muttered. “Fucked, fucked, fucked.”

“Say again?” his radio squawked.

Shit. He grabbed the radio, saw the button had stuck again. “Sorry about that, Doreen, my mic.”

“I hear that language again, I’m going to wash your mouth out.”

Chris grinned. “What? I said ‘trucks.’ ”

“Yeah, trucked, trucked, trucked.”

“Anything happening?”

“All quiet in our little corner of heaven.”

“Spectacular,” he said.

Maybe he needed to shake things up some. A tour in the army, he’d be able to write his ticket. It would mean dodging RPGs for a couple years. But that might be better than writing drunk tickets till his eyesight gave, or hanging at the Ten Pin, watching the same girls get older. Chasing jihadis might not be the same as chasing criminals, but it beat the hell out of the alternative.

They’d post him in Afghanistan or Iraq, of course. But what the hell. Get out, see the world. Hear a muezzin’s call. Fire a fifty-caliber. Learn Arabic. Maybe even be an MP. Police work with military technology, ooh-rah. Not that he wanted to chase American soldiers,  but he’d be after the ones who went crazy, the kind in the news stories, the ones who raped girls or killed innocent shopkeepers . . .

Chris Dundridge was halfway through his nightly tour of imaginary duty when he spotted the silver BMW parked at the Pines Motel.
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EXT. ABBOT KINNEY STREET—EVENING

Loud POP MUSIC plays. Architectural Digest homes nestle next to ramshackle teardowns. Wet suits are draped over balcony railings.

A convertible rips down the street, turns at the corner.

 

INT. MADDY’S CONVERTIBLE—CONTINUOUS

The music is coming from MADDY SWEET’s stereo. It cuts off midlyric as she pulls halfway into a parking spot and jumps out of the car. Her red hair flies behind her.

 

EXT. CANDY GIRLS HOUSE—CONTINUOUS

EMILY SWEET stands at the end of the porch, facing away.

MADDY ( O. S . )

Em?

Emily stiffens, but doesn’t turn. Maddy climbs, pauses, then walks behind her sister and puts a hand on her arm.

MADDY (CONT’ D)

Talk to me.

EMILY

What do you want me to say?

MADDY

You could call Tara something that rhymes with “runt.”

Emily snorts a laugh. She faces her sister.

EMILY

You heard, huh?

MADDY

Everybody heard, honey.

(catches herself)



That’s not what—I just mean that it—

EMILY

It’s okay.

(it’s clearly not)



MADDY

Tara’s never been concerned about her karma.

EMILY

Not her. Jake. Why would he tank my audition?

MADDY

It wasn’t Jake. The director, he and Tara . . .

Emily stares, understanding dawning.

EMILY

Wow. And I thought a house had landed on the Wicked Witch of the West.

(a beat)



Wait, how do you—

MADDY

Jake called. He’s upset.

EMILY

So upset that he called you.

MADDY

Life is scary to some people.

EMILY

Then maybe they get what they deserve.

(shakes her head)



Life is scary to me too. Doesn’t mean I hide from it.

MADDY

He loves you.

EMILY

So why does he need you to tell me?

Emily stalks off the porch.

MADDY

Wait—

Emily doesn’t.
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As Emily Sweet walked away and the credits rolled, Daniel leaned back. His head throbbed, a wicked headache coming on.

The show meant something. It had to. Emily talking about life being scary, about the need to face things—it was exactly what he’d been wrestling with all day. Like she could read his mind.

Sure. You’re getting messages from the television. Tinfoil hat ready?

It was just his subconscious. Desperate for comfort, it was  fixating on the first woman he’d seen. A mother/whore thing, sweet Emily Sweet promising to save him, promising to guide him. Daniel shook his head, then regretted it as pain ice-picked him. He eased himself flat, rubbed at his neck.

You’re losing it, man. If you even had it to begin with.

Daniel closed his eyes and imagined Emily beside him, putting cool rags on his forehead, whispering in his ear, telling him that this would pass. That he was a good guy whose sins weren’t worse than anyone else’s. That he had nothing to fear.

That it was all going to be okay.
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A silver BMW M5, with California plates.

Could it be? Could it be the same car?

Chris stared through the windshield, willing himself to remember. It had been in one of the Teletypes, he knew that much, came in a couple of days back. Doreen printed them all and put them in a wire basket in the break room, next to the coffee machine, the idea being that coppers could check them during downtime. Of course, no one but him did; after all, how many fugitives ended up in Washington County?

They got Teletypes from all over the country, and the details tended to blur, but this one he’d paid more attention to, coming as it had from the Los Angeles Sheriff’s Department. Homicide, if he recalled right, though mostly he’d noticed the car, a sweet ride, BMW M5, silver. Just like the one parked here, sporting California plates.

What was the guy’s name? It had had an upscale ring to it, he remembered. A little German or Dutch sounding, maybe. He’d know it if he heard it.

So call Doreen, have her dig out the Teletype and read you the info.

Yeah, and if he was wrong, endure a week of jokes, the others  calling him Serpico, prank calls on the radio, no thanks. He could drive there himself and check it, but that meant half an hour to Machias, maybe twenty minutes if he ran on sirens the whole way, and likely find the guy gone.

You’d know the name if you heard it . . .

Chris grabbed his radio and climbed out of the cruiser. Northern darkness blanketed the world. He could see his breath as he walked for the door. It wasn’t much of a lobby, but the Pines wasn’t much of a motel. The desk was empty, and he rapped on it. “Hello?”

There was movement behind a beaded curtain, and a woman came out, her expression wary, the way he’d noticed a lot of people got when they saw a cop. “Yes? Help you?”

“I’m Deputy Chris Dundridge,” he said. “Washington County Sheriffs.”

She nodded.

“That BMW in the lot. Do you know who it belongs to?”

“What’s this about?”

“Police business.”

“Don’t you need a warrant?”

“You don’t want a dangerous guy staying here, do you?” He paused, then smiled, said, “Besides. No one needs to know you told me.”

She hesitated, then said, “He checked in yesterday. Paid cash.”

“What’s his name?”

The clicking of keys. “Hayes. Daniel Hayes.”

That was the name, Chris was sure of it. His blood sang. This was the lucky draw he’d been waiting for. Capturing a fugitive for the LASD would move his resume to the top of the pile. He forced himself to keep the joy off his face, nodded, said, “Room number?”

“Seven. But listen, I don’t want—”

Chris ignored her, started down the hall, unsnapping his weapon  as he went. His fingers tingled. The numbers on the doors ran upward, one, two, three. The floor was linoleum, scuffed from a thousand pairs of hunting boots. Should he call it in? Four, five, six. Regulations were clear, but he didn’t want anyone else claiming credit. Here it was, lucky number seven. The light was on under the door, and he could hear the TV faintly.

The man was in his room. No need for backup.
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The ice machine rattled like a spoon grinding in a disposal. Daniel leaned on the button, watching cubes drop one at a time, the racket doing nothing for his headache. But half an hour with an ice cloth wrapped on his eyeballs should. Then grab a late supper, turn in, and tomorrow, make some decisions.

The machine grudgingly hawked up a handful of cubes at once. Good enough. He yanked open the heavy metal door and stepped back into the hallway. Cradling the ice bucket, he rounded the corner. Twenty feet away, someone stood at the door of his room. A cop, broad-shouldered and tough-looking.

Daniel froze. What was a cop doing here?

Before he could think of an answer, the guy took a deep breath and drew his gun, Jesus, drew his gun, and with the other fist pounded hard enough to rattle the door in its frame and yelled, “Police! Open up.”

Daniel stood with one foot in the air and his mouth hanging open and his head pounding.

“Washington County Sheriffs. Open the door!”

And in his head, her voice, whispering. They’re coming for you.

“Goddamnit,” the cop yelled, “open this door, Daniel!”

At the sound of his name, his knees went wobbly and his hand  slipped on the ice bucket. It spun as it fell to the floor, the cubes tumbling out, pinging against the linoleum, skittering silver marbles.

The deputy whirled at the sound. He was just a kid, maybe twenty-four, face pale and pupils wide. For a fraction of a heartbeat their eyes locked. Then the gun started to come up.

Fight-or-flight took over. Daniel turned, heart pumping fire. Planted one hand on the corner of the wall and pushed himself into a run.

“Freeze!”

Do what he says. What are you doing? Stop!

Only he didn’t, he went faster, feet slamming into a sprint, headache buried under a surge of adrenaline. For some reason, he found himself thinking of the painting in the lobby. He hurled himself down the hallway. His hands hit the door bar and sent it flying open with a mule kick. Cold evening air that smelled of sap. Behind him, he heard pounding footsteps, and then a screeching sound and a curse. He risked a glance over his shoulder, saw the cop frozen midfall above the dropped ice, legs kicking cartoon circles.

Daniel ran.

Pine trees pressed against the brick wall, needles scratching at his hands and face. He blundered forward, dark shadow and darker ground, then burst around the edge of the building, half-expecting to find the whole police force, lights spinning and guns pointed, but there was just the one cruiser. He sprinted for the BMW, pin-balling off the pickup next to it. Jammed a shaking hand in his front pocket, yanked out the keys too fast and lost his grip. He could hear the cop yelling again, not at him, calling for backup, saying words from television shows, officer needs assistance, and all units, and suspect on foot, all muffled as Daniel bent to scrape his fingers across the gravel, come on, come on, the keys had to be—there. He snagged them, beeped the alarm, piled in, and was slamming the  stick into reverse as the cop came around the corner of the building. Daniel floored it, spinning the wheel hard, then threw it into first without braking. The car jerked to a stop and then surged forward, ten cylinders screaming. There was the crack of a gunshot behind him, holy fuck, then another, and ahead a narrow strip of grass with two pine trees and the sad roadside sign for the motel, and he swung away from the trees and clipped the sign, sparks and plastic bursting, block letters flying into the night, a scraping sound and a momentary feeling the car was going to get stuck, and then the tires bit blacktop and lurched and squealed and caught. US-1, two lousy lanes, his heart on fire, running like every frightened thing, the quiet, calm part of himself screaming, telling him to stop, asking him why, Jesus, why was he running?

Because he’s chasing.

The BMW shredded the highway, up to 80 in seconds, the road a black ribbon. The nerves in his fingers and feet seemed to connect through the car to the road itself, like he was surfing the blacktop, flying over it, topping 110 now, and behind, far in the rearview, red and blue lights. He had a head start, but the cop was coming fast, others no doubt bearing down from all directions.

Think, goddamnit, think!

He tore around a curve, houses and garages and bridges and trees all blurring into a smear of late-night evergreen, darkness pressing down. Half a mile ahead, a narrow lane pulled off.

Any animal can run. It takes a man to think.

He bit his lip, clenched his fists, and turned off the headlights. Took his hand off the stick long enough to reach the settings knob for the onboard computer system. Twist, press, Options, twist, press, Lighting, twist, press, Disabled. The running lights and headlight halos snapped off. Night swooped down. Gripping the steering  wheel with one hand, Daniel worked the clutch and downshifted into third gear. The engine screamed and bucked, the car actually hopping, rear tires skidding. He almost hit the brakes by instinct, stopped himself just in time. The car swerved wildly, but he kept it on the road, forced it into second, the needle plummeting, down to twenty by the time he hit the lane. He spun hard right. The car slewed sideways, the tires leaving the ground.

The world ahead of him was geometries of darkness: triangles for trees, a rectangle that might be a barn. He desperately wanted to turn on the headlights, but didn’t, just forced it into first gear and took a chance, aiming at the maybe-barn. The side of the building was fifteen feet away when he jerked the parking brake. The BMW hopped and groaned and shuddered to a stop.

In the fallen silence his heartbeat was impossibly loud. His hands didn’t shake, they vibrated. He took them off the wheel, knit the fingers together as though he were praying. Holy fuck. Holy fuck. Holy fu—

The cop blew by on US-1, a frenzied fury of blue and red and Dopplering siren, big as the world and then gone.

Daniel’s breath came ragged. He clenched his fists together till the knuckles creaked. Jesus. Why had he run?

More important, why was he chasing you?

Who are you? Who were you before you woke up on that beach?

He sat for a moment, as long as he could make himself. Then he turned on his headlights, put the car in gear, and pulled back out onto the road. Outside the windows, the silhouettes of pines loomed, shaggy forms cut from a cloth of stars. Despite the punishment, the BMW seemed okay.

The cop hadn’t doubled back yet, but he would. Time to get off this road. Daniel turned at the next intersection that looked like  it might go somewhere. Out here, the police wouldn’t have many resources—no helicopters, no roadblocks. The key was to get some distance without blundering into them.

He punched up the onboard navigation system, zoomed out on the map. How come I know how to do this, how to turn off my running lights, but I don’t remember—later. He scanned the map, eyes flickering between it and the road. If he went north instead of west, he could pick up US-9, ride that up to I-95. With a little luck, he could clear the state in four, five hours.

The gun. He’d left the Glock in the hotel.

Want to go back for it?

He pushed down on the accelerator.

An hour and a half later, Bangor was a glow on the horizon. A sign welcomed him, announced that the population was 31,473; another pointed toward Bangor International Airport. Following the arrow, he found himself in a stretch of low-slung chain hotels, an Econo Lodge, a Howard Johnson, a Ramada. They had the look of places people came to hang themselves. He picked the HoJo at random, pulled around back. The parking lot was only a third full.

His breath was fog. A plane took off half a mile away, the roar loud, red and green wing lights passing overhead as Daniel squatted behind a minivan with a bumper sticker announcing the owner’s kid was an honor student at Hermon High. He fanned out the keys on his ring, chose the slenderest one, and fit it into the first screw.

The cold stiffened his fingers and made him curse, and by the time he was done, he wasn’t sure the key would be much use as a key. But it did okay to attach the Maine plates to his BMW.

He had a pang of guilt but pushed it down. You might need to do worse than steal some license plates. Better get used to that idea.

Boston was about 250 miles. From there he could head west. No choice now. No explaining his condition and throwing himself on the mercy of the police. The only thing left to do was go to a place that scared the hell out of him.

Home.

When her alarm went off, Sophie Zeigler was in her kitchen, drinking coffee and chatting with Mick Jagger like the old friends they were. Not that she knew him personally, but in her flowers-in-your-hair days she’d seen Mick and the boys play a dozen times, and her only lesbian experience had been scored by Beggars Banquet, so “old friend” seemed as appropriate a term as any. In the dream, Sophie had leaned over to refill her mug, and when she’d turned back, Mick had unzipped his leather pants and was peeing in her sink. He looked sheepish but didn’t stop, and she was thinking how this was the kind of stunt that turned singers into rock stars, and how tiresome it must be to maintain. It was one thing to be twenty-five and beautiful as you hurled a TV out the window of the Chateau Marmont, but once your pubes were curling gray, it was time to call a halt.

Then the drumming of his urine against the stainless steel sink became the droning buzz of the alarm, and the dream evaporated, the aroma of coffee seeming to float in its wake. She slapped the clock to silence. What a weird way to start the day. Everything she was dealing with, and this was what her subconscious had for her? Dreams about Mick Jagger’s sagging testicles, and memories of clumsy girl-gropings almost forty years gone?

Sophie swung her legs out of bed, rubbed sleep from her eyes. Padded to the window and pulled open the curtains. Early sunlight bathed her garden and the green square of her lawn. Some  people griped about L.A. not having seasons, but there were two: “gorgeous” and “absolutely freaking gorgeous.”

On a mat at the foot of her bed, she worked through a quick yoga routine. A couple of sun salutations, down-dog into cobra, just to limber up, build some heat. Caught her body in the mirror as she stretched, and smiled. People talked about sixty being the new fifty, but she was shooting for forty-five. In the bathroom, she brushed her teeth while the water warmed up, then slipped out of her panties, kicked them into the hamper, and got in the shower.

God, that felt good. She turned, tilted her head to wash her hair. Okay, so. A long day. She was still dealing with the sheriff’s department, trying to maintain a stone wall that got weaker every day. Plus there was her more traditional work. Today she had lunch with a client, a rapper-turned-action-star who released records as Too G, but whose real name was Tudy, and who called his maid to squash spiders. That would be followed by the day’s main event, a “friendly chat” at Universal, which had somehow gotten Don Cheadle interested in the script already promised to Tudy. The tricky part was that they hadn’t signed papers with her client yet—blaming that on their lawyers, Hollywood Stall Tactic #514—so technically she didn’t have much to work with. And of course, Cheadle was a truly remarkable actor, while Tudy was . . . well, a rap star. But the Universal VP owed her. So, she thought as she turned off the water and pulled open the curtain, if she could remind him of that without overplaying—

There was a stranger leaning against her sink.

Sophie staggered back, fumbling for the wall, her thoughts scattering in different directions, processing the fact that she didn’t know the man, that he must have broken in, that she was naked and dripping, that he had something shiny and metal tucked into the front of his pants. Her hand slapped the shower tile, slipped, caught.

“Do me a favor,” the man said, “and don’t scream, okay, sister?”
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Bennett smiled at the woman as she clawed at the wall for balance, her eyes going wide, breath gasping in. “Sophie. Really. Don’t.”

Her mouth fish-gawped, and he could see her thinking about screaming anyway, knowing she could get a shout off before he could stop her. Then, as her rational mind came into it, realizing that he knew her name, that this wasn’t a random break-in. That he had an agenda.

Which was the moment fear really bloodied its claws.

“So,” Bennett said conversationally, “I was involved in this thing in Chicago that went badly.” He kept his eyes on hers, didn’t give her a second to look away. “I know. Who cares, right? Reason I bring it up is simple. My back is to the wall here. And since you spend a lot of time negotiating, I thought I’d make sure you understood that. You know what it means when someone’s back is to the wall?”

Bennett had broken in an hour ago and had stood watching her sleep, the rise and fall of her chest, the way her lips were slightly parted. He’d thought about sitting at the end of her bed and waiting for her to wake up, but he wanted her clearheaded as well as vulnerable, so instead he’d gone into the kitchen, made a cup of coffee, and sat at her breakfast nook drinking it and waiting for her to get in the shower. It was all about theater in his line of work.

“Sophie? Do you know what that means?”

Her chin quivered, and it took her a moment to find her voice. “It means all options are on the table.”

“Close.” He rubbed his hands together so that she could see the white surgical gloves he wore. Her eyes shivered with images of blood and gleaming steel knives. “It means there are no constraints. Do you see the difference?”

She swallowed, nodded slowly. Her arms had settled at her sides, which he liked. Only very stupid people worried about modesty when he came calling. “I understand.”

“Good.” He pulled a towel off the bar, held it out to her. Basic technique to establish a power dynamic, kick a dog and then scratch his ears. Alpha had control; beta gratefully accepted what was given.

She hesitated. If someone had tried this in the boardroom, no doubt she would have fed them their teeth. But you aren’t in the boardroom, sister.

Sophie took the towel, wrapped it around herself.

“Now. I’m going to ask some questions. The smartest thing you can do is answer me. You do that, I won’t hurt you. You’ve got my word.” He gave her his best schoolboy smile.

“Okay.”

“Where is Daniel Hayes?”

Her mouth fell open again. “This is—I don’t understand.”

“Daniel Hayes. Your client and friend, the one you half adopted when he was still living in a tower at Park LaBrea. Five-eleven, one eighty, likes piña coladas and walks in the rain?”

“Is he okay? What did you do to him?”

Bennett paused, stared for a long time. Then he said, quietly, “You know, you’re still a beautiful woman, Sophie.”

Her knees almost gave, and a whimpering sound came from deep in her throat. “I don’t know where Daniel is. I haven’t spoken to him since he left.”

“When did you last talk to him?”

“About a week ago.”

“What did you talk about?”

“I can’t discuss it.”

Bennett laughed, honestly delighted. “Really?”

“It’s confidential.”

“Attorney-client privilege?”

“Well, technically—”

“Let’s try again.” He slid the Colt from his waistband. “What did Hayes say when he called you?”

She hesitated a moment, then said, “He was drunk. Crying. He sounded terrible.”

“I would imagine. What did he say?”

“Nothing that made any sense.” For the first time, she broke eye contact. “That he was sorry.”

“He say what for?”

“No. Just that it was his fault, he was so sorry. He was slurring a lot, not making any sense.”

“Who does he know in Maine?”

“What?”

“Daniel. Maine. Who does he know?”

“I—I don’t know. No one.”

“Where is he hiding?”

“I don’t know. What do you want with him anyway?”

“Do you watch a lot of movies, Sophie?”

“What?”

“I know you represent actors, directors, so you must. You know the scenes where the hero is trying not to tell the bad guys something ? Mel Gibson kind of shit? Everyone likes to think that if it was them, they’d hold out. Dig deep, clench their jaw, not say a word. But here’s the thing.” Bennett leaned forward. “Pain sucks. It sucks worse than you can imagine. It becomes your whole world.” He tapped the pistol against his thigh. “I don’t enjoy it. But believe me, when pain is involved, real pain? No one holds out.”

An effective performance, judging by her reaction. He could see her wondering how he would hurt her, whether it would be rape or  something worse. Wondering what she would be afterward, if there was an afterward; all those years of independence wiped away, her freedom caged, loves tainted, triumphs turned to ash. Sixty-one years old and abruptly broken. A victim.

Remember, sister. This isn’t the boardroom.

“I-I don’t know anyone in Maine.”

“Think hard.”

“I am. I don’t know anyone. I don’t think Daniel does either.”

“Family, friends?”

“No.”

“Then why is he there?”

“I—Is he?”

Try something new. “What about the necklace?”

“What necklace?”

“I know you have it. Where is it?” Chances were she didn’t, of course, but no need for her to know that.

“What?” The panic was back. “I don’t—I swear—I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about.”

Damn. She was telling the truth. There were all kinds of tics when someone was lying. But her blinking was controlled, the emotions in her eyes and mouth matched, she was using contractions. She’d been thrown by the changes in subject, when liars usually embraced them. He’d bet on it: Sophie didn’t know where Bennett’s payment was, or where he could find Daniel Hayes.

Damn it.

He could always ask more aggressively. But it was risky after the mess in Chicago. That had been a dangerous play from the beginning, but no one could have anticipated the way it would fall apart, the four fucking amateurs getting in the middle of what should have been a clean job. Worse, given the nature of the product, he’d found himself burned completely. A lifetime of staying off the radar wiped  away in a week. And not just cops. Homeland Security. They’d have fingerprints, DNA, brass from his old Smith and Wesson, who knew what else.

Which meant that any screwup, any screwup at all, and he was done. Not maximum security done. Not even federal prison done. Twenty-three hours in solitary done. SuperMax done. Hell, maybe Guantánamo Bay done.

Does she know anything worth taking that risk?

His gut told him no. Still, no harm in pushing a little. “You’re not helping me,” he said, soft and low.

Her hands fluttered at her sides. “I can’t tell you what I don’t know.”

“What can you tell me?”

“The same thing I told the sheriffs. That I love Daniel, but that I don’t know why he left or where he is. He called me, I told him I’d be right over, but when I got there, he was gone. Since then I’ve dialed his cell phone a million times. I’ve e-mailed him. I’ve called all our friends. I’ve talked to the cops. No one knows where he is. You say he’s in Maine? That’s news to me. I believe you when you say that you’ll hurt me”—her voice catching for just a second—“but it won’t make any difference. Because I don’t fucking know where he fucking is.”

Bennett was coming to like her. Not many people had the stones to talk that way in a situation like this. “Did you tell the police about the phone call?”

“I told them that he called.”

“But not what he said.”

“ No. ”

“Why not?”

She opened her mouth, closed it. “Because he’s my friend.”

Hm. “Last question, Counselor.” He kept her pinned with his eyes. “If you did know where he was, would you tell me?”

She paused a long moment before answering. “Yes.” Sophie pushed her shoulders back. “But not until I couldn’t not.”

Well, well. We have an honest-to-god human being here. He was almost glad she didn’t know anything. Always a shame to break something lovely. “Tough girl.” He straightened, tucked the gun back into his pants. “Smart one, too. Since you’re so smart, I don’t need the speech about not calling the police, right, sister?”

“No. I won’t. I promise.”

“Good.” He started for the door, then stopped, unable to help himself. “And, Sophie?”

Her breath caught in her throat. Her hair was wet, and the outline of her body marked the towel. She was trembling. Wondering, he could see, if he had changed his mind. If he was going to shoot her, or worse.

“I like your style. I ever need a lawyer, can I give you a call?”

She stared at him, and he laughed, then walked out, back through her house and into bright morning sunshine. He was maybe ten steps out the door when he heard a faint snap behind him, the sound of her locking the deadbolt.

Fifty bucks says she’s dialing 911 right now.

Good for her. He did love predictable people.

Daniel was in a concrete canyon.

Water trickled. The bleeding sun stained everything crimson. Ahead was a tunnel, tall and broad. The mouth of it was perfect black shadow, but he knew that something waited there. Waited and watched.

Something terrible.

He turned, but he was alone this time. No lounging vision of Emily Sweet. Her absence made the whole world emptier.

From the darkness of the tunnel, a faint rasping. A movement sound, but indistinct and wrong, like snakes squirming across one another in dark pits, like the slow inhale of some huge beast. His fear was childlike in its perfection. It seized him completely. He wanted to run. Told himself to run. To turn and flee, feet splashing through the trickle of water in this lost basin.

Instead he took a tentative step forward.

I don’t want to. Please don’t go in there, don’t, stop . . .

He took another step forward. His hands were heavy.

The rasping again. His skin was too tight for his bones. His breath came fast.

Run! Don’t go in there, don’t go in there, don’tgointhere—

Something moved in the darkness of the tunnel. A shape his eyes couldn’t fix, a swirling. Madness made physical.

Runrunrunrunru—

The darkness leapt at him. He threw himself back, arms and legs  flailing, foot cracking into the side window of the BMW hard enough to set off the car alarm. A screaming horn yanked him upright, eyes wide, heart slamming against his ribs, hands, fists, and armpits sweaty as he stared around, placed himself, the car, the backseat of the car with the alarm going off, the cacophony hideous, the alarm screaming look at me look at me look at me until he fumbled for his keys, finally found them, stabbed the button. The horn died midhonk.

“Fuck,” he said, gasping. “Fuck me.” Sunlight pounded in the windows, and his skin was sticky. He flopped back against the seat.

Sleep was becoming more trouble than it was worth. What were these dreams, this feeling of a terrible looming danger? Was it just his subconscious painting a picture of his situation? Electrical signals bouncing around the inside of his very confused brain? Or did it mean more than that?

Something must have caused all of this. Something set him in motion. No matter who he had been, he couldn’t believe he just woke up one morning and decided to drive across the country to drown himself.

He closed his eyes, tried to concentrate on the world he’d just left. He remembered a tunnel and an abandoned place. A darkness that loomed. But the details were melting away even as he tried to hold them. He could invent reasons for being there, but that’s all they were, inventions, and he couldn’t be more certain of them than of anything else.

Maybe I did something horrible. Maybe that’s why I don’t want to go back.

Daniel rubbed at his eyes, listened to the settling beat of his heart. He’d made some distance last night, all the way from rural Maine to rural New York, long blank stretches of night country briefly broken by shimmering cities. Somewhere east of Buffalo his chin had hit his chest for a second time, and so he’d pulled off into  this hideous parking lot of a KOA campground. RVs hunched on concrete pads, electrical cords trailing to junction boxes. Amazing how ugly much of the country was.

We had the whole wide world, and the best we could come up with was McDonald’s and miniature golf.

He sat up, pushed open the car door, and went in search of the bathrooms.

Back on the road, he kept to the speed limit. Daniel figured he was safe so long as he avoided notice. He’d swapped plates again last night, trading the stolen Maine plates for freshly stolen New York ones. And the cops couldn’t stop every BMW on the road. He should be safe.

Simple as that, huh? So let me ask you, genius. You woke up without your memory once. What if it happens again?

Shit.

Shit.

Another thing. Money. His remaining cash wouldn’t even cover gas to Los Angeles. Plus he had a thing about eating, wanted to keep doing it.

Okay, well, so. No one said it would be easy. He’d have to be smart.

He spent the day sliding down the spine of Lake Erie, then across the flat, bland plains of Ohio into Indiana. Somewhere outside South Bend, as the sky began to sadden, he left the highway for a grungy strip of retailers, car dealerships, and gas stations. There was a drugstore beside an Applebee’s. Daniel bought himself a school-lined notebook and a pack of pens, then went next door. Bypassed the chipper teenage hostess and took a seat at the bar, a gaudy mess of Christmas lights and televisions tuned to sports. A guy who looked like he’d sampled a few too many appetizers took his order.

“A”—flipping through the menu—“steakhouse burger with everything. Rare.” Saying it with confidence this time.

“Something to drink?”

Daniel stared at the taps. God, a beer would be good. Money, though. He should save—“Yeah, gimme a tall Sam Adams.”

He uncapped the pen. How to start?

Simple. Start with what you were trying to say. That was the secret to writing. Daniel bent over the page:Hi.

 

Your name is Daniel Hayes. At least, you think it is. That’s the name you found on the insurance card of a BMW that saved your life. And in case you haven’t yet guessed, I’m you.

 

 

Let me back up. This starts with you waking on a beach in Maine, naked and very, very cold . . .





His burger arrived, and he ate one-handed, not noticing the taste, getting lost in the process of telling his story so far. He’d only intended the journal in case his memory went on the fritz again, but as he wrote, he found that he was enjoying himself. There was a strange pleasure in stringing sentences together, in trying to evoke the scene as fully as possible with the fewest number of words. Something trance-like about it, and therapeutic, too—

“You look familiar.”

Daniel blinked, looked up. The woman sitting next to him had a white blouse and real estate agent hair. He hadn’t noticed her arrival, wondered how long she’d been sitting there. “I do?”

“Yeah. I can’t put my finger on why, though.”

“Me either.”

“Maybe you just have one of those faces.” She reached into her purse, pulled out a pack of Parliaments. “You mind?”

“Nope.”

“Want one?” She held the pack out.

Huh. Do I smoke? “Thanks.” The cigarette felt natural between his fingers. She cupped a match and he leaned into it, then took a deep drag.

His throat caught fire. A thick wave of smoke bellowed out of his mouth. His eyes teared as he coughed and struggled not to gag.

Apparently not.
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Massive steel mills blasted flame into the night like something out of Blade Runner. Gary, Indiana, Chicago’s reeking stepson—cracked earth fronting twisted mazes of pipes and smokestacks. One of them had a Christmas tree on top.

Nothing quite as festive as toxic waste.

Farther west, the south suburbs of Chicago were a blur of strip malls and big-box signs. Modern constellations; instead of gods and heroes, his sky was filled with Home Depot and Best Buy. The clock told him it was after midnight, though his own time sense had gotten skewed. Had it been less than twenty-four hours since the cop hammered on his door, bellowed his name with weapon drawn?

Speaking of which. How about you stop dodging the subject?

During the safety of daylight, he’d concentrated on not thinking. Every time questions had crowded his mind, he’d forced them out by concentrating on practicalities. But now, hemmed in by darkness, he had nowhere to hide.

The Glock, for example. It was one thing to tell himself that lots of people owned handguns, that there was no reason to feel strange about the fact that he knew how to hold one, how to handle it.  That it smelled of smoke because he’d taken it to the range. But a uniformed sheriff banging on his door made that harder to believe.

The amnesia, too. Or fugue, or lapse, or whatever he called it. He could call it Roy if he liked, didn’t change the facts. It had to come from something. Maybe he was right and Roy sprang from the trauma of his suicide swim. But maybe not. Maybe Roy was a bomb in his head. A brain tumor, for example.

And if that was true, it could have an impact on everything else. Including his personality—or what he thought was his personality. Daniel rolled down the window, let cold air rush in. Took deep breaths.

Really, all of the questions come down to one.

Who are you when you don’t remember who you are?

He didn’t feel like a bad man. Didn’t have murder in his heart, hadn’t wanted to jump the sheriff, or sideswipe the cars that cut him off. Even if he hadn’t left the Glock in Maine, the thought of holding it on a clerk and demanding the cash in the register turned his stomach.

And yet the cops were after him for something. It wasn’t a mistake. They knew his name, they knew his car, and they had come at him with guns drawn.

What if you were a bad man? A criminal, a killer? Are you that person still?

It was a haunting thought. Part of the point of life was that you looked around, you made choices, and those choices had consequences. Rotten consequences were fair because you had made the choice that got you there. Walk out on your kids, you don’t get to complain about gut-deep loneliness on Christmas morning. Tell off your boss, no whining that the promotion goes to someone else. Do murder, and you burn. Maybe not in hell—he didn’t feel  particularly religious—but in life. Prison, yes, but beyond that, a shadow thrown over every day to come, a separation from every other person.

But this. To just wake up, bang, eyes open, and discover that everything was wrong. That he was suicidal and wanted by the police and maybe a monster, and to have had no choice in the matter.

If the person I was before did something wrong, do I have to pay the price?

And just how high is it going to be?
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Daniel hocked the Rolex at a pawnshop west of Des Moines. He hated to do it but couldn’t see another way. Maybe in the past he’d robbed liquor stores—hell, maybe he’d killed presidents—but best he could remember, he wasn’t that guy, and he didn’t want to be.

Perhaps the answer to the question of who you were when you couldn’t remember was simple: whoever you chose.

The man behind the counter offered him $325. Daniel countered with $7,500, half the retail price. Where they settled was nothing like the middle, but the man paid cash, a thick stack of worn bills. Daniel celebrated with breakfast at a truck stop and discovered that chicken-fried steak tasted way better than it had any right to.

Iowa in morning light. Sky a pale blue bowl and air just the crisp side of cold. Interstate 80, still. Still flat, still straight, still mind-numbing. Farmland sprawled on either side of the road. Corn, he thought. Or wheat. Barley. How the hell should he know?

Man, but the country was big. Things were getting bleary. Too much world, and nothing for context. No family to think of, no home to remember. Nothing to do but count the electrical towers looming like metal monsters, Dali animals come to life. The radio  was all preachers and country music and one lonely station of teenage pop-tarts with nothing to peddle but firm thighs and the dream of a youth he couldn’t recall.

He imagined Emily Sweet in the seat next to him. The window open and her hair whipping in the breeze and that quirky crooked smile on her face. Neither of them talking, just comfortably passing the miles.

Nebraska. More corn.

He passed the time telling stories about people in other cars. The faded Saab was driven by a middle-aged sociology professor; though the love was gone from her marriage, they were staying together for the kids and had settled into the comfortable camaraderie of soldiers on a long campaign. But this morning she had steeled herself against the hurt in her husband’s eyes, made a long-distance phone call and a flimsy excuse, and flown westward wild and free, head full of the doctor of Romance languages who was waiting at the North Platte Best Western, a man with thinning hair and an unfortunate chin but eyes that were soft and kind and long fingers that would bite into her skin as he muttered French syllables she couldn’t define but understood perfectly.

Choreographing their affair—the professor’s husband, it turned out, was not so passionless as she imagined, and would spend tonight pacing, trying not to wake the kids as he sucked a bottle of scotch and planned ways to win her back; only, her Frenchman too was smitten with her, wanted more than an affair, and would follow her east, which brought all of them into a nicely orchestrated conflict on the lawn of their suburban home—carried him into Colorado and the afternoon.

Time to check your head.

Last night he’d wondered if maybe there was something physically  wrong with him. It was an uncomfortable thought even in his present state, when discomfort was pretty much the status quo. To think that something might be growing in his head, that some biochemical quirk was the cause of all his present troubles, and that it could happen again, well, it didn’t settle the nerves. And yet, he couldn’t exactly go to a hospital. No ID, no insurance, not enough money, the cops looking for him—no.

He pulled into the outskirts of Denver around four. The Rockies were just a ghost on the horizon, a blur highlighted by the lowering sun. He stopped at a gas station, filled the tank, bought some jerky and a Diet Coke he could have parked a Jet Ski in. In the hallway by the bathrooms, he used the Yellow Pages chained to the pay phones to find what he was looking for. A three-foot map pinned behind plastic laid the city out. He sipped his soda, found the address, and traced a route with his finger.

The shopping mall, like most of the city, was long and low, huddling beneath the dome of the sky. There was an organic food market, a sushi place, an Aveda salon. At the end, a pale blue sign read CLEAR IMAGE OPEN MRI.

The ad in the phone book had listed the hours as 8 A.M. to 6 P.M. Daniel parked, killed the engine, and tucked a wad of jerky in his mouth.

Early darkness had fallen by the time people started trickling out of the clinic. The patients were gone by five-thirty. The doctors followed hard on their heels, well-dressed men and women heading for expensive cars. At six o’clock, a couple of receptionists in blue scrubs strolled out chatting. Daniel watched carefully, hoping he hadn’t been wrong, but neither of them stopped to lock up.

When he pulled open the heavy glass door, a bell dinged somewhere to announce his arrival. Daniel rocked from foot to foot,  glancing around the waiting room—comfortable chairs, abstract art, Esquire, InStyle, and Vanity Fair—and ran through the script he’d written for himself.

“Sorry, we’re closed.” The man behind the desk had appeared from nowhere. He wore white scrubs, as Daniel had hoped.

He didn’t say “Sorry, sir.” Take that into account. Go fraternal. “I know.”

The guy glanced at his watch. “If you want to make an appointment—”

“This is going to sound weird.” He played the pause. The last days had given him the physical appearance he needed, deep pits under his eyes and an air of haggard weariness. “You mind if I ask, is your father still alive?”

The buzzing of the overhead lights seemed loud. “No,” the man said, finally. “Lost him three years ago.”

“Mine died last week.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Thanks.” He moved to the counter, leaned on it. “A brain tumor. There was a Latin name for it, but I never wanted to know. That would have made it too real. Not that it mattered in the end.” The hallway leading past the desk was dark. “My dad, he was . . . he was the strongest guy I knew. But this thing, it was like he was possessed. It took his memory, messed with his senses, took his speech.” Without meaning to, he choked back a sob, and as he did, he realized that he was actually feeling the emotions he was describing. Was he just mourning the memories that had vanished? Or did those memories hold a sorrow he hadn’t suspected? “It was awful.”

“I can imagine.”

“The doctor said that the tumor, it wasn’t hereditary.”

“Most aren’t, no.” The guy seeing where he was going. “You should talk to your doctor, but—”

“I did. He told me not to worry. That just because my dad had it didn’t mean I would. Thing is, I can’t stop. I mean, that’s my biggest fear. Losing control like that. Scares the hell out of me.”

The tech glanced at his watch. “Listen, I really am sorry—”

“Hear me out, okay? I asked my doctor if he would run a scan for it, and he said no. Said he wouldn’t write a prescription because there was no medical need. And I get it”—raising his hands—“I do. I understand that no way do I have the same thing. But I can’t stop thinking about it, you know? I haven’t slept in days. It’s killing me, the fear that there’s something in my head right now.”

“You could ask another doctor—”

“It would take me a week to get an appointment. And he might say no. Listen. I just need the peace of mind. You lost your dad. You know what I’m talking about.”

The guy hesitated. “I don’t know . . .”

“I’ll pay you five hundred dollars.” Daniel pulled the money from his jeans. “Please. I’m going crazy here.”

The man bit his lip. Looked down the hall. Checked his watch again.

“Please?”

“If anyone found out—”

“How? I won’t tell, and I don’t need the film, or whatever it is. I just want someone to look and tell me I’m okay.”

“I’m not a doctor.”

“The doctor’s the guy who makes bank for having his name on the door. But you probably do a dozen of these a day, right?”

“More.”

“Please. You’d really be doing me a favor.” He set the money on the counter.

The tech looked at it. Took a deep breath, then a step forward. “Come around that door over there.”

Ten minutes later, he was wearing a hospital gown—no metal, the tech, whose name had turned out to be Mike, had said; this thing is basically one big magnet—and lying on a table in a device that looked like something out of Star Trek. He’d imagined a torpedo tube, but this was much nicer. He was sandwiched between two broad cylinders, and the open peripheral vision was comforting. He had his eyes closed and was concentrating on lying as still as he could, trying not to pay attention to the loud clanking and banging, and most of all, trying not to think about what Mike might find.

On the other hand, if he finds something, you’ve got an answer. If not, you’re just nuts.

It was a long half hour.

Finally, Mike’s voice came through a speaker. “Okay, I’m gonna bring you out.” The tray Daniel lay on slid smoothly, and then he was staring at ceiling tile, aware again of the draft running under the thin gown.

He sat up slowly, blinked. “What’s the word?”

Mike stood at the door to the room, holding it open with one hand. “I’m sorry to tell you this . . .”

Oh shit . . .

“. . . but you’re perfectly fine.”

Daniel exhaled. “That’s not funny, man.”

“Sorry. But you knew that, right?”

“You’re sure?”

“Come look.”

Daniel hopped off the table, followed the tech into the next room. It was dim, and dominated by a broad monitor. The screen was split into quadrants, each showing a black-and-white image.

“I’m not printing anything out, if you don’t mind.”

“Sure.”

The man punched a button, and the monitor switched to a single image, an amoeba of black-and-white. The shape shifted and grew, morphed into the rough shape of a human skull, the cauliflower coils of the brain showing up in high contrast. As Mike pressed keys, the frame jumped, showing, Daniel assumed, different cutouts.

“I don’t really know what I’m looking for.”

“Abnormalities.”

“Unless it’s a little cartoon bomb with a lit fuse, I’m not sure I’d see it.”

“There’s nothing there. The scan is normal.”

“You’re sure?”

“Man, you want to see a doc, up to you, but this is your brain, and there ain’t nothing wrong with it.” The tech turned, looked up at him. “Physically, at least.”

“Yeah.”

“Now, I’m sorry, but . . .”

“Right.” Daniel pulled the money out, passed it over. “Thanks.”

Back in the changing room, he took off the gown, put on his jeans and undershirt. Trying not to think.

Mike walked him to the door. “You okay?”

“Yeah, I just—” He shrugged. “I started to believe.”

“Well, be happy, my man. All’s well.”

Daniel nodded, stepped out.

“Oh, and hey. I’m sorry about your dad.”

“Thanks,” he said, and walked through the dark parking lot to his car. Feeling rotten for the lie, but worse for the truth. He was fine, physically, and that should have been a relief.

The problem was, something had made him take this trip the other direction. Judging by the empty blister packs of ephedrine, he might have made the whole damn distance in one brain-rattling  sprint, chewing the bitter tabs so they’d kick in faster, washing them down with Jack Daniel’s and gas station coffee. The lines in the road blurring solid, trees a green wall, “reality” less dependable with every exhausted moment. A mad dash into the eastern sky.

Which does beg the question: If it’s not physical, what is it?

What would make someone run that hard, that fast?

The chunk of shiny pink flesh slipped from his grip and splashed dark fluid all over the table.

Bennett shook his head and gave up on the chopsticks. Stupid invention. Snagging the salmon between thumb and forefinger, he dunked it in the soy again and popped it in his mouth, closing his eyes to savor the way the fatty fish melted as he chewed. He followed it with a sip of sake, gone lukewarm now. When he wiped his fingers, he smeared prints on the linen napkin.

The taste of fall was in the air, but the afternoon was still warm enough to sit on the patio of Takami, twenty-one stories above the stark clatter of downtown L.A. The small outdoor area was packed, mostly men and women in sharp suits and pricy watches. He leaned back, took in the buzz of conversation.

“. . . market is overextended. I’m telling you, we’re headed for a double-dip, and that’s if we’re lucky . . .”

“. . . it’s yoga, but you do it at 105 degrees. Thing is, you’re sweating a lot, and then bending over and spreading your legs, and, well . . .”

“. . . shot one pilot, now she thinks she’s Jennifer Freaking Aniston . . .”

“. . . the problem with looking for your glasses is that you don’t have your glasses on while you’re looking . . .”

“. . . you know they’re sleeping together. Which is so stupid. How does that work? I mean, she has everything, and yet . . .”

It was funny how noisy the world was if you listened. So many sounds the human brain filtered out. Talk was the water people swam through, constant, crucial, and unnoticed. There were so many things you could learn if you just listened.

Everybody had multiple identities. They were different people alone than with friends, different with friends than with family. There was the part of them that sinned, that did things they knew were shameful; and then there was the part of them that judged that same behavior in others. The loving wife who had an affair was two people. One of them was carefully constructed. The other was an animal howl. One feared the chaos of night; the other was desperate to believe the world was hers to light aflame.

That’s how it worked. She could be honestly devoted to husband and children, because the woman getting plowed in a motel room was a different person.

People liked to pretend that wasn’t true, and that was how he made his living.

“Can I get you anything else, sir? Maybe some green-tea ice cream?”

Bennett shook his head. “Just the check.” He pulled his cell phone from his pocket, dialed the Los Angeles Sheriff’s Department number from memory, then punched an extension.

When the man answered, Bennett said, “Do you know who this is?”

There was a long pause, and then the man said, “Yes.”

“You don’t sound happy to hear from me.”

“Fuck off.”

Bennett smiled. “Well, brother, you’ve got brevity on your side. I need you to look something up for me.”

“And I need a blowjob from—”

“Do you really want to go down that road?”

“The statute of limitations is up.”

“Maybe legally.”

There was another pause, then, “What do you want?”

“I need an inventory manifest from a crime scene.”

“Which one?”

Bennett told him. Then he started counting backward in his head. Five, four, three, two . . .

“Were you involved?”

“Not personally. This is a favor for a friend.”

“You don’t have friends, Bennett. You’re a cockroach, crawling in and out of everybody’s dark places.”

“Very poetic. I’ll wait.” The waitress brought the check, and he nodded to her. He laid down cash enough to cover the tab and 18 percent—leave 10 percent or 30 and you might be remembered—then put his foot up on the opposite chair and enjoyed the view.

“I give you this, we’re through.”

“Okay.”

“I mean it. Don’t call me again.”

“You got my word.”

“Owner’s manual. Canvas shopping bags. Jumper cables. GPS. Zagat’s, Los Angeles, 2007 edition. Sunglasses. Pepper spray. Lipstick. Mascara. Hand lotion.”

“That’s it?”

“Yes.”

“Nothing else.”

“No.”

“And no purse?”

“Did I fucking say purse? No? So then there wasn’t a fucking—”

Bennett hung up. He tucked the phone away, then stood and pushed in his chair. The sound of conversation was replaced by  music as he stepped inside the restaurant, some lyricless lounge crap. A pretty hostess thanked him for coming.

He pressed the button for the elevator, rocked back on his heels.

It’s still out there.

Let’s go look for it.

[image: 015]

It wasn’t the most expensive block of Malibu real estate. Not even close, really, considering the wealth concentrated in this little section of heaven half an hour west of Los Angeles. But that was a relative way of looking at things. The house, modern and bright, hidden behind a security fence, cost more than something ten times the size in the parts of the country where Belinda Nichols had grown up.

She was parked down the block, sitting in the back of a van she’d bought the day before. The classified ad had described it perfectly: “1995 Dodge Caravan, solid not pretty, $2200/obo.” She’d offered $1500, not because she cared about the money but because not haggling would have made her more memorable. They’d settled on $1800; Belinda had counted bills into his hand, he’d passed her the keys, and voilà, she was the proud owner of a piece of shit. “Not pretty” was an understatement; the thing had been used hard, the exterior a dull white except for the crumpled side where a collision had banged the metal inward and left long tears of naked steel glinting through.

She’d bought it as a disposable home, a place to work out of while she settled things. Her main concern had been utility, a place for a sleeping bag so she didn’t leave a trail of hotel records. But the P.O.S. was turning out to be a perfect cover. It would have looked out of place in Malibu, except that all these beautiful, expensive homes needed someone to clean them, to care for their landscaping and maintain their pools. The private security firm that covered  the area had twice passed while she’d been parked here, and hadn’t touched the brakes on either occasion.

Her stomach was tight, her nerves raw, but she made herself sit still, stare out the windshield. Taking time to check things out, to make sure that she wasn’t forgetting anything. The importance of preparation was something Bennett had taught her. He was a monster, but he was good at what he did, and there was a lot she could learn from him.

A battered pickup with a yard crew rolled by, Hispanic dudes in the back balancing among lawn mowers and leaf blowers. Four minutes later, someone’s security gate opened, and a Saab pulled out, driven by a woman talking on a cell phone. A bit after that, a nanny pushed a stroller up the block. Everything was quiet. No sign of the police.

Flipping down the visor mirror, she took a last look at herself. The port wine stain that spilled across her eye and down one cheek was brighter today, an angrier red. Her features were even, eyes big, nose small, and without the stain, she might have been a beauty. But the birthmark, naevus flammeus, was all anyone ever saw. Ask Gorbachev.

She gathered blond California-girl hair, twisting it into a ponytail and securing it with a white scrunchie. Her clothes were bulky, work gear bought at a resale shop, and hid the toned muscles of her body. She took a slow breath, met her own eyes in the mirror.

You’re no longer Belinda Nichols. You’re Lila Bannister. You’ve got a blond dye-job that isn’t fooling anyone and two kids at home. You’d rather live in one of these houses than take care of them, rather be a movie star than a cleaning lady, but if wishes were horses, someone would need to muck out the stables. Your ex-husband is long gone, but your boyfriend is a decent man, has a job with the phone company. Saturday nights the two of you drink margaritas on your porch.  During good-money months you put aside a little for a rainy day, but minor squalls seem to hit frequently: dental bills, repairs on the Dodge, Mom’s nursing home. Still, you have each other, and work, and these days that’s a blessing. Life is all right.

Lila Bannister turned the ignition, holding it as the van cranked, cranked, cranked, and caught. She went past the house, then around the block, one last check. All calm. Then she turned back onto Wandermere, drove past the lawn crew she’d seen earlier, and pulled up to Daniel Hayes’s house.

There was a security gate blocking the front, and a stanchion with a call button and a keypad. Lila rolled down her window, warm Malibu air flowing in, and leaned out to punch the code. There was the sound of a chain drawing tight, and the gate slid aside. She pulled through and followed the curve of the drive to the house. Her palms were sweaty, and she wiped them on her pants, then killed the engine.

Lila hopped out of the van, the door squealing as she pushed it open. It was November, and though the flowers were gone, the air still smelled sweet. She opened the back and took out a watering can and a duffel bag. Humming softly to herself, she walked up the porch steps to the front door. She knew no one was home, but a housekeeper would ring the bell before walking in, so she did the same. Stood on the porch, feeling the sun on her back, the tension in her calves. After fifteen or twenty seconds, she dug in the bag, came out with a key ring, and slotted one in. The door opened, and Lila walked inside, closing the door behind her.

The moment the door closed, Belinda Nichols dropped the duffel bag of cleaning products and the watering can. She took a quick lap of the first floor, just being cautious, doing what Bennett would have done. Someone had been drinking; the kitchen counter had a couple of bottles of whiskey in various stages of emptiness. The trash stank,  and there were dishes in the sink. Belinda took it all in, then went back to the foyer and climbed the stairs to the second floor.

The master bedroom was flooded with sunlight and the bed was neatly made, but there was an air of lingering sadness. Belinda shook her head, then walked to the nightstand and pulled open the drawer.

The gun that was supposed to be there wasn’t.

She stared for a moment, cataloging what she saw. Lip balm, lambskin condoms, a dish filled with coins, a Gregg Hurwitz novel. No gun. She lifted the book, just in case the gun was beneath it. It wasn’t, but something else was. A shiny steel ring. She picked it up, holding it between thumb and forefinger. It was light, and the inside was worn smooth.

What the hell? Why was Daniel Hayes’s wedding ring in the drawer instead of the pistol she’d come for?

What kind of game was he playing?

Belinda slid the ring into the front pocket of her work pants, then closed the drawer and headed for the office. Hayes’s desk was neither neat nor cluttered. A laptop sat in the center. She opened a drawer—papers, scissors, stamps, rubber bands, a package of blank DVDs—and there, in the back, found what she was looking for.

She looked at them. The squat little revolver would be easy to hide. But it didn’t look as effective as the other, which was black with a chrome slide and the words SIG SAUER embossed on the textured grip. It had a sort of sportily efficient look to it, the kind of gun James Bond might carry if he decided he wanted variety. Belinda reached for it, then stopped, hand hovering and skin crawling. She hated guns.

Bennett’s voice rang in her mind. “Everybody sins, sister. To own them, all you have to do is see it.” A point he’d proven rather elegantly with her. Twice.

You really don’t have any choice.

Belinda took the gun, feeling the heft of it, the way it fit her hand. Something squirmed in her stomach, but she pushed it away. Slid the gun into the other pocket of her pants. Daniel Hayes’s wedding ring in one pocket; his pistol in the other. There was a strange, ugly sort of symmetry there.

Time to go.

Downstairs, Belinda threw her shoulders back, hoisted the cleaning supplies, and opened the door. Then Lila Bannister stepped out into the light of a gorgeous afternoon. She paused to lock the front door. Tossed her supplies in the back of the van, thinking about the rest of her day, how she had two more houses to do before making dinner for her family. She had a new Cooking Light recipe for fish tacos she was looking forward to trying. Chat with the kids about school, watch an hour or two of the tube, maybe a bath, and off to bed.

The gate swung open on an automatic sensor, and the white van with the dented side pulled out, wound down to the PCH, and vanished among the eastbound traffic.

It started in the desert.

Daniel was ragged, worn thin by lonely miles. The last days were blurs of scenery and sunlight, his belly sour from fast food and caffeine. Last night at some ungodly dark hour, he’d pulled the car off on a Utah side road, really just a path of dusty stone and sharp-edged plants. Before he’d gone to sleep, he’d shut off the headlights and stepped out of the car to stare upward. Stars spilled vertiginously across the night sky, a lavish abundance, white and sharp in the desert air. Farther than he could conceive and closer than he could bear. For a moment, all his fear dropped away. He just stared upward, lost in that holy sea, and lifted by it.

Then he shoveled junk off the backseat of the car and collapsed. In his dream, Emily Sweet danced for him, her feet bare, singing something he couldn’t make out.

Later that morning he blew through Vegas: the Stratosphere, Caesars, the Riviera looming like monuments to lurid gods. There was a reason the tourist shots always showed Vegas at night, glowing like fireworks. By the bright light of early morning, the glitter seemed surreal and cheap. A hangover after a night of bad decisions.

And far quicker than a hangover, it vanished. But somewhere in the desert beyond Vegas, the feeling started.

Excitement.

With every numbingly dull mile he knocked down, it grew. A palpable feeling in his chest, a joyous bubbling warmth. He was  almost home. The answer to every question was only a few hours away. He didn’t know what he would find, but at least it would be something.

Shortly before noon, he merged from I-15 to the 10. Smooth, wide lanes bordered by concrete under an electric blue sky. It didn’t look that different from a lot of the country he’d covered in the last days: car dealerships and strip malls and chain hotels. But it felt right. The streets and towns had names he could taste like ice cream flavors—Covina, Pomona, Alhambra. Each more familiar than the last.

Half an hour later, when the Los Angeles skyline rose in the distance, the mirrored towers bearing the names of banks and insurance companies, the concrete basin of the river shining with shallow puddles, he felt his heart swell against his ribs. Traffic had slowed, and on his right was a convertible driven by a blonde whose hair stirred like a dream of summer; to his left, a guy yelled into a cell phone as he steered his Hummer. The Hollywood sign was just visible through a nicotine-yellow haze. Radio stations came and went like transmissions from the moon; billboards proclaimed that dieting sucked, suggested he get the lap band. It was November, and seventy degrees.

Los Angeles. Home.

He forced his attention back to the situation. The insurance card address was in Malibu, not L.A. proper. But the Candy Girls house was in Venice.

No, asshole, it’s not. It’s in a studio somewhere. The walls are façades and the sky is a light grid. Emily Sweet doesn’t exist. She’s just a symbol your messed-up brain designed to get you back to Los Angeles.

Well, bravo, two points for the subconscious. But no need to get ridiculous.

He flashed on an image, a dream, maybe? Emily Sweet standing  in front of a window, wrapped in sunlight, gauzy with it, her dark hair shining. Her lips were pink and parted as if she were about to say something. She wore fitted jeans and a black bra, and he could see the humming softness of her stomach, the curve of her shoulder, a hint of nipple through lace.

O f course, Venice is more or less on the way to Malibu. What’s an hour or two?

In his mind’s eye, Emily Sweet’s lips twisted into a molasses smile, a promise she’d meet him there.

The show wasn’t specific on where the house was supposed to be, but there were frequent intercut shots of local landmarks. The faded letters VENICE above Windward Avenue. Jim Morrison looking down from a mural. The boardwalk, Rollerbladers and jugglers and homeless. When he’d seen those on television, he’d recognized them, though the recognition came without any context, the same way he could visualize the Statue of Liberty but had no idea if he had ever actually seen it.

But now that he was here, he did feel a charge, a sense that he had been here. He had driven these streets, eaten in these restaurants. It was jarring in a good way, a pleasant sort of déjà vu, and he found himself growing increasingly excited. Every time he turned a corner, the feeling that he knew this place grew, and around each he expected to see . . .

What? Emily Sweet leaning over a porch railing, waving at you?

Well, yeah. Kind of. And so he drove slow, taking in every stylish boutique, every yoga studio, every tattoo parlor. Lawn-mowered the BMW up and down wide boulevards and narrow streets, looking for the one that held the Candy Girls house, and if not Emily, then at least some answers.

Three hours later, he had a headache, a sick feeling, and the dubious claim of having driven every block of Venice.

The house wasn’t there.

O f course it’s not. You knew that when you started.

Still, it hurt. A surprising amount, actually. Maybe it was just wishful thinking, but during the drive she had become a symbol for him, a sign that all of this had some larger purpose. She was Home and Mother and Lover rolled into one, the temptress with a crooked smile and all the answers.

Get it through your head. There is no Emily Sweet.

By the way, there’s no Han Solo either, and no Santa Claus. Sorry, kid.

Daniel found a place to park, stomped to a restaurant, and ordered a Cuban sandwich and two beers. He sat at a wobbly sidewalk table, chewed numbly, and watched people go about their lives.

It didn’t matter. He hadn’t come here for that. He wasn’t crazy. Confused, yes; scared, certainly. But not crazy. Whacked-out dreams of her may have pursued him across the country, but he’d made the drive based on tangible evidence. The address on the insurance card. That was why he was here.

Sure, it would have been nice to have this strange and glorious symbol guiding him. It would have exempted him from the things he’d done, and it would have given him faith that there was an order, a purpose to things. But wanting didn’t make it so.

Maybe an address on an insurance card is a lousy, prosaic way to stake a claim on your life. But it’s what you have. Deal with it.

He wiped grease from his fingers, downed the last of the beer, and walked back to his car. Time to hit the PCH, see what Malibu had to offer.

Twenty miles and forty minutes later, Daniel discovered he was wrong.

Turned out he was crazy after all.
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