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  Prologue


July 4, 1982





In small towns between the North Carolina Piedmont and the coast, the best scenery is often in the sky. On flat sweeps of red clay and scrub pine, the days move monotonously,  safely;  but  above,  in  the  blink  of  an  eye,  dangerous  clouds  can boil out of all four corners of the sky and do away with the sun so fast that, in the sudden quiet, birds fly shrieking to shelter. The flat slow land starts to shiver and anything can happen.


In such a storm, on Annie Peregrine's seventh birthday, her father gave her the airplane and minutes later drove out of her life.


When thunder scared her awake she found herself in their convertible, parked atop a hill near a barn. Off in the distance rose a large white house with a wide white porch. A white pebble road curved away behind the car, unreeling like ribbon on a spool. Annie looked past two rows of rounded black trees to where fields of yellow wheat spilled to the edge of the sky. Her father and she must have arrived at Pilgrim's Rest, the Peregrine family house in Emerald, North Carolina, toward which they'd been driving all day.


Sliding from their car, she saw  him,  slender  and fast-moving, his  white  shirt shimmery, as he ran toward her out of the barn and across the dusky yard.


"Annie!"  Reaching  her,  her  father  dropped  to  his  knees  and  hugged her  so fiercely that her heart sped. "I'm in trouble. I've got to leave you here a little while with Aunt Sam and Clark. Okay?"


She couldn't speak, could only shake her head. How often had he told her that the house where he had grown up, that Pilgrim's Rest had been for him a pit of snakes, a cage of tigers?


He kept nodding to make her nod too. "Okay? I'll be back. Just hang onto your hat." Pulling a pink baseball cap from his pocket, he snuggled it down onto her head. Colored glass beads spelled ANNIE above its brim; a few beads were missing, breaks in the letters.


Across the driveway a tall woman with short thick hair banged open the large doors of the barn. She called out to Annie's father. "Jack? Jack! Jack! Jack!"


Annie's father turned her around to face the woman but kept talking with that nodding intensity that always meant they would need to move fast. "See my sister Sam over there? I told you how nice she is." The sound of sharp thunder flung the child back into the man's arms. "So's Clark. They'll take care of you. I'll call you. Remember, you're a flyer." He yanked her small hard blue suitcase out of the convertible, dropping it onto the gravel beside her. "Give Sam the cash."


"Stop it. Where are you going!"


"Annie, I know. It's rotten." A drop of rain fell on his face like a fat fake tear. Drops  splattered  on  the  suitcase's  shiny  clasps.  "Go  look  in  the  barn.  There's  a present for you. 'Sorry, no silver cup.' "


She kicked him as hard as she could. And then she kicked over the blue suitcase. "I want to go with you," she said. "You!" But before she could stop him, her father had run to their car and was driving away.


She raced after the Mustang, down the pebble road between the dark rows of large oak trees. It was hard to make her voice work loudly but finally it flamed up her throat and she could shout at him to come back. She was already crying, already knowing she couldn't run fast enough.


Behind her, the tall woman named Sam kept calling, "Jack! Jack!"


Annie echoed her, hoping it would help. "Dad! Dad!"


The convertible braked to a  skidding stop, her father twisting around in the seat to call out, "Your birthday present's in the barn, go look in the barn! Annie! Don't forget. You're a flyer!"


She screamed as loudly as she could, "You stop!"


The wind caught his scarf as he sped off; it flew into the air behind him. Then he was gone and the green silk scarf lay coiled near her feet. She ground it into the pebbled road with her small leather cowboy boots; they were as green as the scarf and stitched with lariats. She had wanted these boots so badly that only a week ago her father had turned their car around, drove them back fifty miles to some small town in the middle of a flat state; he took her to the store where she'd seen the boots in the window and he bought them for her. "Never wait to say what you want," he told her. "It's no fun to go back. And sometimes you can't."


But now she'd said what she wanted and he'd left her anyhow. Dust and rain stung Annie's eyes shut and the world turned black. The tall woman's voice was calling again. "Annie! Annie!"


Furious, the child flung herself into the gully beside the road, tumbling down a tangle of vines and underbrush; she lay there in the rain, hiding from the woman Sam  until  her  voice,  solicitous  and  worried,  passed  by,  still  shouting,  "Annie! Annie!"


After a while, the woman's voice faded and there were no sounds but the hard wind and rain. Annie decided to walk along the road in the direction her father had gone. Maybe he would stop for gas or food and she would find him again.


But  suddenly  her  pink  baseball  cap  blew  off,  whisking  over  the  bank.  She chased the cap onto a path that wound up to a hilltop, where it caught against a pair of closed white wooden gates. On a post beside these gates there hung a wood sign with painted letters. It said, "Pilgrim's Rest, 1859." And above that, "Peregrines" was carved in the wings of a wood hawk flying. She undid the heavy iron latch of the gates and pushed her way through the opening.


In the yard, gusty stinging rain and wind slapped at her, shoving her against the front of the barn. Its immense gray weathered doors blew suddenly apart as if she had knocked on them in a fairy tale and some invisible sorcerer with power over the elements had ordered the wind to sweep her inside.


The barn was  an enormous dark empty space, with high rafters and  a sweet strong  smell.  Outside,  the  storm  was  close  and  noisy,  but  the  barn  was  quiet. Annie walked into the middle of the shadowy space. There, alone, sat an old airplane. It was a fixed-wing single-engine plane, a Piper Warrior painted cherry red with blazing yellow stripes and a silver propeller on  its black nose. The door to its cockpit was swung open. From the seat the beam of a large red battery lantern was shining on the plane so clearly she could see the fresh footprints of her father's shoes in the thick dust on the wing. She ran over to the plane, crawled behind its wheel cap and beat her head against her knees in a shout of grief so hopeless that the noise she made scared her. She cried until she heard an unfamiliar man's voice call her name, "Annie." Quickly she bit at the cloth on her knee, quiet, listening. The voice moved away.


Above her, beneath the airplane's low curved wing, she could make out spiraling green letters curled like a dragon's tail, spelling the words, King of the Sky.


While they'd traveled on highways together, her father had told her about his old airplane, the King, how he and she could have been moving much faster back and forth across America if they'd only had the use of the King of the Sky, how the plane  was  "just  sitting  there  in  the  barn"  at  his  childhood  home  Pilgrim's  Rest, in a town called Emerald. He'd told her that someday they'd go get the King and they'd fly it all over the country.


Annie had never much believed such a plane existed, any more than the lost treasures and magic elixirs and prison tunnels he'd also described.


Now she hugged the King of the Sky's wheel with both arms and legs. "I'm a flyer," she said. "A flyer. A flyer."








  


part one




North July 4, 2001







  Chapter 1


The Bride Comes Home





On her twenty-sixth birthday, U.S. Navy Lt. Annie Peregrine Goode was speeding home from Annapolis for the weekend, going 74 miles per hour, enjoying the sharp turns and brisk shifts of well-tuned gears. As she had done since her father had left her at Pilgrim's Rest when she was seven years old, she would spend her birthday there with her aunt Sam and Sam's housemate for decades, Clark Goode.


The  sky  was  busy  with  a  storm  coming.  Clouds  bunched  together,  swelled and darkened to a black roil that fell in shadows over the land. On the highway, a strong wind pushed the clouds scudding ahead of the young woman's fast-moving convertible.  Her  ponytail  tucked  inside  a  Navy  cap,  she  raced  the  car  through heavy air. On the seat beside her sat a container of precisely chopped carrots, celery, and cucumber slices from which she snacked. Her flight instructor's uniform was white, the pants and jacket spotless. Her gray sports car was a Porsche Carrera. She and her soon-to-be-ex-husband Brad had bought it because it could accelerate to 60 miles per hour in 4.3 seconds.


In front of her an old Volvo station wagon with long green cones tied to its roof bounced off onto the shoulder to give her room the driver mistakenly thought she needed to maneuver around him. The slow-moving white car belonged, Annie knew, to her uncle, Dr. Clark Goode, doubtless on his way home.


Tapping  her  horn  as  she  passed  him,  Annie  slowed  down,  calling  out,  "Hi, Clark! Pull over!"


He waved out his window. "Annie! Be careful!"


She stopped precisely on the shoulder ahead of him, running back to the tall, thin man as he stepped from the opened door of his car.


"Hi, sweetheart." He folded her in his arms. "Happy birthday! Weather Channel's predicting a tornado." He gestured at the clouds, then at the long plastic cones on the roof of his station wagon. "They're for the roses."


She hugged him again. "Will you stop listening to the Weather Channel?"


Behind round tortoise-shell glasses, Clark studied her. "You look a little anemic. Teaching too much?" A pediatrician, he had long been checking her health.


"I'm fine."


He  felt  her  left  hand,  touching  the  ring  finger  with  good-humored  taps. "Divorce final?"


A  year  ago,  Annie  had left  her husband but  she  still wasn't  legally  divorced. "Next week, the lawyer swears."


"Hmm." Clark nodded, the quiet blue of his eyes speckled as light through an old window. "Hmm."


She rubbed his hands between hers. "Don't 'hmm' me. Let's get home before it  rains."  She checked her watch.  "I'll  be  there  in twenty  minutes and you'll  be there when, in…about an hour?"


"Ha.  Don't  mock  the  late-middle-aged."  Comfortably  he  curled  his  lanky frame back into the Volvo. "You were speeding, sweetheart. Slow down."


"Clark, it's good to be home." Annie raced back to her Porsche, revved the motor, and rocketed away.


"Too fast." He shook his head, slowly starting his station wagon.


Annie's uncle never went over the speed limit; in fact, he rarely reached it. He preferred  walking to driving and occasionally walked even the two miles to the hospital where he ran a pediatric clinic. When Annie was  fifteen and he'd been teaching her to drive, he'd told her, "Slow down," so often that she had begged her aunt Sam to give her lessons instead. "Where are you going, you have to get there so  fast?"  Clark  would  ask  the  teenager.  "Everywhere,"  she'd  tell  him,  although there was really no place in particular she wanted to go; she just didn't want to be left behind.


Clark had always acknowledged amiably that he saw no reason for speed except to  save  a  life.  In  Emerald  Hospital's  hallway,  generations  of  children  had  heard the same old  slow stories as  they waited outside the ER. In  the same unhurried way, he moved his cushioned rocker, one foot nudging it in a steady (and to the child Annie, maddening) rhythm of three taps, pause, three taps, pause, while he watched baseball games, with slow shadows inching across vivid green grass on the television screen. Clark loved almost nothing that moved fast, except Annie.


Now she was racing so quickly along Old 41 that within less than a minute he could no longer see her gray Porsche ahead of him. "Too fast," Clark repeated and rubbed at his hair and checked his speedometer.


As she drove, Annie glanced at her bare left hand on the wheel where once she'd worn a wedding ring. Her husband had fought their divorce; she'd avoided the fight. As a result, the settlement was still "pending final papers." It wasn't like her not to finish things. For what was she waiting? Certainly not for Lt. Bradford Hopper, a textbook example of a false hypothesis—that he loved her—on the basis of which the logic of her life had crashed into mistake after mistake.


A year ago, when she had flung her suitcase into the Porsche and told Brad, "I'm leaving you," he shouted at her, kicking at their doorstep, "Get back here! You can't leave me!" And she told him with the steely distinctness that was always her response to his fits, "Watch me!"





• • •





The fight took place at their small stucco house on the San Diego base where they  were both pilots. They were not long back from Kuwait, but long enough 

for Brad to start an affair.


He blocked her path to the Porsche, jumping up and down on the hard asphalt as if it were a trampoline. "A, you come back here right now! What's the matter with you?"


"The matter?"


As  always  her  irony  ricocheted  off  him.  "Yeah,  what's  the  matter!"  He repeated it. "What the fuck's the matter?!"


"How about, you cheated on me!" Their hands fought at the Porsche's door handle. "How about, you cheated on me in my own bed! I'm taking the cat and the car."


"What?"


"You don't want the cat and I trust the car!" She'd grabbed at Brad's fingers, feeling the wedding ring she'd put there. "Back off, Brad or I'll break your wrist, I swear to God. You won't fly for a month."


"You're nuts." But he believed her, pulled away his hand before she could slam the car door on it.


In  the  Porsche's  rearview  window,  as  she  skidded  away  from  the  replicated row  of  military  houses,  she  watched  him  kicking  over  a  big  green  garbage  can at the curb. His attack on the can looked so much like the tantrums he'd had at Annapolis that she stopped the car with a jolting bounce to watch him. Then she leaned over to ask the slender cat in the carrier beside her, "Was I crazy? Why did I ever marry him?"


The cat, Amy Johnson, ignored the question.


That was thirteen months ago.





• • •




In Emerald, Annie glanced behind her but didn't yet see her Uncle Clark anywhere on the old two-lane that led toward Pilgrim's Rest. She was almost home. On her cell phone, she called her divorce lawyer in Maryland, near the Navy Academy where she taught. She'd been postponing talking with this man, whom she'd met only twice and who charged her for every minute of conversation. When she reached him, she spoke quickly. He assured her that the final settlement would be awaiting her signature and Brad's when she returned to Annapolis after the holiday. "Enjoy the Fourth," he advised. "Relax."


"I'll relax when I'm divorced."


"I doubt it," the lawyer predicted.


She hung up, not wanting to chat about her personality at three hundred dollars an hour.


Annie passed a field of ripening corn. She had not been home to Emerald since early spring and she made an effort now to notice the changes in the summer trees and farmland as she sped by them. More often than not she was, she admitted, in front of or behind the moment, planning for the next problem, remembering the last crisis. Her aunt Sam was always telling her that life was what was happening in the side view. But moving forward, Annie ignored the periphery and while she admitted their loss and tried to remember to look left and right, usually she forgot.


Today was, however, her vacation, her birthday, her trip home. So she slowed slightly and as she did so, saw around her soybeans and tobacco, wheat and corn bowing to the strong storm wind. On both sides of the old highway stretched out an America that nearer to Emerald had been replaced by huge concrete box stores stretching  across  hot  parking  lots  in  which  high-wheeled  trucks  and  big  SUVs banged into each other. But here on the outskirts, the world was still local. People still kept machines and repaired them. In a yard across the road from her, a man bent under the hood of an old truck. Here the long flat green land was lush and ripe and empty. A boy was making his bicycle jump in a driveway. A woman kept looking into her mailbox, hoping for more than was there.


Annie's  fingers  loosened  on  the  steering  wheel  as  she  waited  at  the  familiar stoplight blinking at the crossroads. Rolling her neck side to side on the headrest, hearing the crackle in her vertebrae, she felt everything easing. Across the intersection, two little girls ran out of a peanut field beside an orange-red brick ranch house with aluminum white columns and an over-sized door. The little girls wigwagged their  arms  when  Annie  blew  her  horn.  She  waved  her  Navy  lieutenant's  hat  at them so that her hair flew  out, wild and gold. She wanted them to see  that the fast driver of the powerful convertible, the military officer, was, like them, a girl.


While Annie had ostensibly been hurrying to protect the Porsche's leather seats from the coming rain, the truth was—as her uncle Clark always said when asking her to slow down—she was speeding because she liked to go fast. Speed had long been the gauge by  which  she'd  judged  herself. During her four years  with  Brad at the Naval Academy, she'd been secretly frustrated that in aviation tests he was consistently the  faster flyer. To be fastest, to be first, mattered.  Now her chance was coming. A week ago, her commanding officer had told her that she had been chosen to take a test flight in a new experimental model of an F-35 Lightning II vertical-landing fighter jet; she'd be trying to break a speed record. A chance was all she wanted. "I can do this," she'd assured Commander Campbell with her infectious smile. "I'm a flyer."


"That you are, young lady," he'd agreed in the outmoded way of his that she tried to ignore. "Concentrate on flying. Don't be running off and getting married again."


"Amelia Earhart was married, sir."


He hunched his shoulders, as if nothing more needed to be said about Amelia Earhart.


She couldn't resist. "Her plane didn't crash because she was married."


He hunched his shoulders again, returned her salute, and left.





• • •




As Annie sped around a rattling tractor, her cell phone rang. The caller's area code was one she didn't recognize.


"Lt. Annie Goode," she said briskly.


"This  is  Vice  Detective  Daniel  Hart."  The  young  man  had  a  pleasant  low voice. "I'm with the Miami Police Department. I'm calling about a fraud investigation and I need to locate your father, Jack Peregrine."


The  detective's  inquiry  took  her  entirely  by  surprise.  Her  response  was  to accelerate. She  passed two cars one after the other. Their drivers  looked at her, taken aback by the noise of the sports car's racing motor.


"Jack Peregrine," the young man repeated, making a strange  crunchy noise. "Sorry, I'm eating trail mix. I missed my lunch."


"You shouldn't," she told him.


"You're right," he agreed affably.


"I wouldn't know my father if I fell over him on the sidewalk."


"A  sidewalk?  I  love  sidewalks  but  who  walks  anymore?  My  ex-wife  would borrow a car to drive to her car in a parking garage."


Annie downshifted before the Porsche banked a curve. "Detective Hert—"


"It's Hart. Like, you know, thump, thump, thump. Sgt. Daniel Hart. Here's the  thing.  Your  dad,  Jack  Peregrine.  I  had  him  under  surveillance.  He  gave  me the slip."


About to show her impatience, oddly she laughed instead. "Join the club. The 'slip' from what?"


"Well, for us it was a case of false pretenses, but now the FBI's involved. They want him for defrauding Cuba."


She laughed again, but a tight tense laugh that went on longer than she wanted. "I'm sorry? Defrauding Cuba?"


"Some  swindle  of  a  Cuban artifact. I  don't  know  why  Americans  just  don't leave Cuba alone."


She asked Hart how her father had given him "the slip."


He explained that Jack  Peregrine had been  the subject of a recent stakeout. Peregrine fled his Hotel Dorado room in South Beach, Florida, minutes before an attempt to arrest him. He climbed into the next room by the balcony and allegedly robbed the occupants of their digital camera on his way out.


Annie noticed her knuckles were white. "How'd you get this phone number?"

"We tossed your dad's room before he took off. It was on the back of an old photo in his jacket. Says 'Annie,' and has this number on it."


The news was astounding to her. "I've used this cell phone for less than a year! And I've had nothing to do with my father since I was seven."


"What can I tell you, Annie? He had your number. So, you on your way to Emerald? Bride comes home?"


The man's easygoing familiarity with her life angered her. "Is somebody playing a fucking joke on me?"


"Hey, take it easy." There was a crackling noise of a plastic bag being crunched. "This was an old photo of Jack Peregrine with a cute little girl. Says Breakers Restaurant in West Palm. The little girl's you, I figure. Bangs, pearl necklace, cowboy jacket. Great smile."


Annie  fought off  the  vivid  memory  of  that  pearl  necklace  and  that  cowboy jacket, both gifts from her father. She turned her neck side to side, trying to loosen the tension.


"So you haven't seen him since you were seven?" The detective spoke casually, as if they were catching up on old friends.


Her hands gripped the Porsche's leather-wrapped steering wheel. "No, I saw him once. Eight, nine years ago but I didn't talk to him that time."


Hart sounded skeptical. "Why not?"


The thought struck her that Hart was a crank caller of some sort. Or maybe some other crook in pursuit of her father. It wouldn't be the first time. "Can you prove you're with the police?"


"Sure. Badge number…" He reeled off a realistic-sounding series of numbers. "Detective Sergeant, Miami Vice—" He paused.


She asked, "Are you waiting for a joke here?"


"It happens." Hart had a very engaging voice. "Sorry, let me put this other call on hold." He came back on the line. "So, about your dad's mess. Feds told me to back off. Where's the respect for locals anymore?"


Annie asked again to know what Hart meant by her dad's "mess."


"He stole a relic, alleged relic, that if it exists, belongs to the people of Cuba. La Reina Coronada del Mar."


The Spanish words floated up at her out of her childhood; she'd heard them often from her father. "Queen of the Sea?"


"You know it?"


Annie thought back. "…A statue?"


"Sixteenth-century. Peru. Virgin Mary."


Memories hurried in. Her father had told her long stories about La Reina Coronada. "The Queen of the Sea. I used to have dreams about that statue. I used to dream I was trying to save her from drowning." She wondered why in the world 


she had just told this complete stranger a childhood dream of hers.


Just as oddly, he replied, "Did you save her?"

"No, I woke up."

"Yeah.  It's  too  much  for  a  kid.  For  years  after  my  dad  died,  I  was  always dreaming I was trying to pull him out from under a car wreck. He died in a car wreck. He was a cop."


Neither spoke for a moment. Then Hart asked, "So you ever get the impression your dad actually had hold of the Queen of the Sea?"


With a glance at her speedometer—92 miles per hour—she took her foot off the accelerator, breathing carefully while she slowed the car. "Sergeant Hart, I got the impression my dad had hold of the golden flip-flops of Helen of Troy and a MapQuest to Shangri-la." Her father had  told her thousands of extravagant lies: that there was buried treasure in his backyard, that the neon-blue plastic sunglasses he'd  given  her  as  a  birthday  gift  would  endow  her  with  super-powered  X-ray vision. "It's what he did for a living, 'false pretenses,' lies to con suckers. He was a con artist."


Hart laughed his pleasant laugh. "Still is. No offense but I wouldn't trust Jack Peregrine if he walked on water and then turned it into wine."


"Trust me," Annie said, "If he could turn water into wine, he'd sell it."


Hart's  jaunty  guffaw  surprised  her.  It  was  rare  that  people  laughed  aloud  at her jokes. His response warmed her into asking, "So the FBI is what, shoving you aside? Federal  intervention?"


"You should talk. You're U.S. Navy."


She couldn't read his tone. "You have a problem with the Navy?"


"Well, I remember the Maine. Listen, I'm just trying to do my job, Lieutenant Goode. Protecting people like you."


"Funny, that's my business too." Annie was accustomed to, but not particularly tolerant of, sarcasm about the military.


Hart laughed. "I gotta tell you, I was impressed, what I read about you. You and your husband flying the  Hornet in Operation Desert Fox. I mean you guys bombed the shit out of some sand."


Indignantly, she asked if he'd been reading files on her.


"Don't take it personally. Anyhow, I need your cooperation. The FBI says this relic Coronada's real, they say your dad's got it, they want it and him both."


She shook her head as vehemently as if he could see her. "You think that relic's real? No way."


Hart claimed to have better information. "FBI says it's a sixteenth-century gold statue of Mary with Inca jewels and a thorn from the Crown of Thorns."


Annie snorted. "Total bullshit."


"I figure you love your dad." Again, his familiarity jarred her. "Well, the guy's 


in a serious mess here and you need to tell him, come see me, turn himself in. We can work a deal." Abruptly Hart announced he had to take another call. "Fly safe, Lieutenant."


"Hello? Hello?"


As Annie hit redial, she memorized the caller's number. It was a skill she'd had since she was a toddler, a short-term photographic memory. When her father had discovered this talent, he'd used it to win bets against unsuspecting strangers who'd been sure she wouldn't be able to repeat a column of figures after a brief glance. She had dreaded disappointing him by being wrong.


Sergeant Hart's good-natured baritone sent her to his voice mail. "MPD, Vice Sgt. Dan Hart speaking. Keep it brief. Thanks."


"This is Lt. Annie Goode. Call me back, Sergeant Hart!"


To her puzzlement, she felt so shaken that she had to pull over to the side of the  highway. For  five minutes she sat there  crying,  her  head  against the  steering wheel.


Then with a short scream of tires, she raced the Porsche back onto the asphalt. Annie's best friend Georgette, a psychiatrist, had told her once that speed was her way of staying ahead of the past. "Damn straight," Annie had admitted.


She hit 60 miles per hour in 4.3 seconds.








  Chapter 2


Speed





For Annie's seventh birthday, Sam bought her niece a balloon ride. For her eighth, Sam  arranged  a  thirty-minute  "Sky  Ride"  with  Dwight  Kelvin  (D.  K.)  Destin, U.S.  Navy,  Retired,  a  middle-aged  African-American  Vietnam  War  vet  who owned the tiny local airfield in Emerald, built—he said—on land once farmed by his Algonquin ancestors. He took the little girl up in a Pawnee Cropduster that had his insignia black eagle painted on its side. She so loved this lesson, during which for a few thrilling seconds D. K. handed her the steering yoke, that she persuaded him, a wheelchair-bound grouch, to repair the Piper Warrior her father had left in the Pilgrim's Rest barn and to teach her to fly it. As fast as it could go.


Going fast had been a habit with her father. But by flying, she could go even faster. On her first ride in the King of the Sky, Annie yelled suddenly and long from joy, a noise no one in Emerald had ever heard the somber child make.


"Feel good?" D. K. Destin asked her. "Want to fly it solo someday?"


She nodded yes, with her solemn blue eyes. "Fast," she repeated.


"The faster the better," he agreed. "That's my philosophy. And I can't even get out of this chair." When a Vietcong MiG had winged his A-6E Intruder attack bomber on a deep-strike mission, D. K. had crashed into the China Sea where he had held his unconscious navigator up out of the waves on a fragment of wreckage for five and a half hours, longer than he would have needed to (according to him) had anybody "given a fuck about us." After rescue, emergency surgery on the carrier saved the navigator but left D. K. unable to walk.





• • •





After a few dozen hours in the air together, the old combat flyer told her that she was, like him, born to fly. He made her  kiss the black eagle painted on the fuselage of his Cropduster and although she was embarrassed, she did so to pledge her allegiance to aviation. Two years later D. K. proclaimed that for her sake he was cutting back on beer. He wanted to live long enough to see her an Annapolis graduate and a commissioned pilot. Annie was going to be Lt. D. K. Destin's final mission for the U.S. Navy. "Baby, you gonna wave at eagles. You'll say, ''Scuse me, cloud, y'all move on over, here comes the best in the north, south, east, west, and  headed  for  the  Milky  Way.'  And  here's  what  you'll  tell  the  whole  fuckin' world: 'I am Annie P. Goode and I am Goode to go!'  "

It was  vaguely evident to  Annie,  flying  high with  D.  K.  above  the  farms  of Emerald, that he was  training  her  to  be his  victory over a  smashed  career.  After she'd won her first flying competition, he'd made this goal explicit, asking her to take a sacred vow on her gold medal, swearing that someday she would show the U.S. Navy how D. K. Destin, a black man with Occaneechi blood, a man the military had used as a scratch pad, could make her a flyer who was faster than anybody else in America. Annie would be D. K.'s proof that this country's passing him over for the Medal of Honor had been "racist malefaction."


"For  a  little  bitty  white  girl,"  he  noted  with  satisfaction,  "you  are  fuckin' good."


"I don't think you're supposed to talk like that," she primly advised him.


"Talk?  Don't  get  hung  up  on  'talk.'  They  shoot  you  out  of  the  sky?  Your plane's on fire and you're falling in the shit faster'n a wino off an overpass? You're going down, the China  Sea's rising up, and a lot of water's saying, 'Hellowww, baby!' You know what, Annie? You don't give a flying fuck how you're supposed to talk."


As  the  years  in  Emerald  went  by,  Annie  proved  just  how  fast  she  was.  She proved it on the ground as well as in the air. Her junior year in high school, she won  blue  ribbons  in  hundred-yard  dashes.  More  and  more  ribbons  hung  from hooks on the walls of her room. She told a classmate who was urging her to join the cheerleading squad, "I don't want to cheer somebody else on. I want somebody else to cheer me on." By her senior year, the Emerald High band was doing just that, playing "Annie P. Goode" at track meets, scored to Chuck Berry's "Johnny B. Goode." As soon as she walked onto the field toward the starting block, they would start playing:





Go, Annie, go, go, go! Annie P. Goode!





D.  K.  Destin  dreaded  every  one  of  those  track  meets.  He  had  nightmares that  Annie  would  trip  or  that  someone  would  knock  into  her,  that  she'd  suffer some disabling injury (like his own) that would ruin her chance to be accepted at Annapolis where she would learn to fly jets.


His other nightmare was that her father would return out of the blue and take her away.


But Jack Peregrine never returned and Annie never was injured. In fact, ironically, her success in track was one of the reasons so many colleges, including the Naval Academy, wanted to recruit her.


By the time Annie was twenty-one, she was flying faster and higher than D. K. had ever gone, for by that time she was piloting F-14 Tomcats and then F/A-18 Super Hornets straight up into clouds at an acceleration fast enough to make her bones shake. Her white Navy helmet was stenciled "Lt. Annie P.  Goode," with D.  K.'s  logo  of  a  black eagle under it,  and  her  white  jacket  was decorated  with  commendation ribbons. The only midshipman at the Academy who could fly faster than Annie was the midshipman she married. Brad Hopper.


From the start, D. K. didn't like Brad. When Annie announced she was marrying her classmate, D. K. bluntly asked her, "He can go fast but can he go slow? If you want to know if he loves you so, it's in his kiss."


"Don't be gross," Annie told the old flyer.


"Baby, that's the last of your worries," he rightly predicted.


Clark also had his doubts  about the marriage. Only her optimistic aunt Sam kept saying, "Brad's the One."


He wasn't.


Now, legally separated from him, Annie lived alone and taught flying, mostly to men, some of them men like Brad Hopper. She taught them to fly combat jets off carriers for Air Wing Three of the U.S. Navy. A few of her students afterwards sent her emails from Key West or Jeddah or Fujairah, telling their news or congratulating her on promotions or commendations. Their emails quoted back to her the blessing with which she'd sent each of them on a first solo flight. It was what D. K. had yelled at her morning after morning: "You're Goode to go!"





• • •




Annie's passion for velocity was a trait she knew she had inherited not from D. K. nor from Clark or Sam, but from Jack Peregrine. "We fly through the air," he had sung to her at bedtime. "Jump, Annie!" And she would fly off the bed into his embrace; he would hold her tightly by her small forearms, swinging her around in a skipping circle until, dizzy, she would sail off, landing back on the bed, scared but laughing. "You're a flyer," he'd say, placing the too-large pink baseball cap on her head like a crown. "You're off to see the gizzards of the wonderful wizard of Nod."


"It's not Nod, Dad, it's Oz!"


"For  the  love  of  Mike,  is  it?  Well,  I'm  the  wizard  of  Nod, darlin', and I'm going to make you the Queen of the World."


Decades later, as an adult, she found herself humming, "Wonderful wizard of Nod," when she climbed into bed. Long after her father was out of her life, she could still hear his voice singing. He would sing with the radio or the television; when he heard Latin music, he'd pull her into a dance. "Come on, one, two, chacha-cha." And they would dance around the motel room and he would promise, "I'm going to leave you a million dollars. You'll be the richest queen in the whole wide world."


The word "leave" always frightened her. "Where are you going?"


"Nowhere."


But, just like a wizard, her father had gone away, taking his smile and his stories with him. And so, of all the tales he'd told her, she had come to believe that not one of them was true.


The story of "The Queen of the Sea" was one of his most elaborate tales. He'd added to it for years, working out its details, changing it this way or that as they'd crisscrossed the big country together on long, wide, unending highways.


He  told  her  that  a  long  time  ago,  caravans  of  mules,  roped  together  fifty  by fifty, lurched over the mountains of Panama, weighed down with silver from the Potosi mines, with Peruvian gold, with emeralds.


When the mules reached the port of Nombre de Dios, a fleet of Spanish galleons with empty hulls was waiting for them. Crews of slaves loaded the ships with treasure and they set sail on the Carrera de las Indias, around the Cabo, their sailors keeping watch for the high bluffs of the Havana Harbor, where they could safely drop anchor before the long voyage to Spain. Many ships never even reached the open Atlantic but sank with their cargo near Cuba. Over the centuries, hundreds of ships sank. Indeed, by the time of Fidel Castro, the Cuban government was estimating that in their territorial waters lay a hundred billion dollars worth of sunken treasure from these ships. They said that all the spoils, collected or not, belonged to the Cuban people. Their researchers were particularly interested in a sunken ship called La Madre del Salvador.


Her father said that La Madre was a Spanish vessel that in 1549 a sudden storm had blown up against the reefs near Havana. It sank, bilging tons of gold and silver ballast onto the floor  of the  sea. A nobleman on board,  Don Carlos de Tormes, drowned while removing a statue from a small trunk in his cabin, a wood trunk covered in ornate leather and  clasped with ornate iron. In the trunk was a  gold effigy so precious that Don Carlos had written home about it in a letter still preserved in a museum in Seville. He called it La Reina Coronada del Mar, the Queen of the Sea. It was a reliquary, fifteen-inches high, of the Virgin Mary, crusted with gold  and  jewels  that  a  year  previously  had  belonged  to  Inca  priests.  The  priests had handed over the temple treasure to a small squadron of Spanish soldiers who had hacked to death randomly selected members of the Inca community and then expressed their perfect willingness to butcher everyone else. Gold seemed to calm the Spanish down.


A skilled goldsmith fashioned the statue of Mary out of the plunder. He dressed her in the style of the Peruvian earth  mother Pachamama and beat out a broad golden cape, studding it with little rubies and sapphires and diamonds.  He made her  a  gold  crown,  capping  it with seven large  emeralds,  sixty  carats  apiece,  each on a gold rod that formed a sunburst. In the Virgin's arms was a small silver baby  who wore a crown of silver thorns. On her breast a little silver door opened into her  heart cavity. Her  heart was  a  135-carat  star  ruby, resting on a  tiny  box  that held, allegedly, a real thorn from Christ's crucifixion crown, with supposedly his real blood on it.


As  Annie's father told the story, when La Madre del  Salvador sank, everyone aboard drowned, including Don Carlos, who died clutching the Queen of the Sea. For centuries the Queen slept in his skeletal arms, floating slowly along the dark coral reefs among rusted anchors and broken olive jars and bits of majolica bowls, all part  of the wreckage of more than five hundred other  Spanish ships that had spilled their spoils along the silver route. Time rolled on, nudging the statue loose from the proud nobleman's bony hands, until finally its crown snagged on a spar near the Colorados Reef. Then one day, a fisherman,  diving to  untangle his net from the reef, saw a gleam of gold only ten feet below the surface. Diving deep to the shimmer, he freed La Reina Coronada del Mar and took her home.


Jack told Annie how in 1815 this devout fisherman had donated  the Queen of the Sea to a monastery in  his remote village. Afterwards, for decades,  rumors spread in that part of Cuba about a relic recovered from the reefs. But eventually the stories muddled into idle chitchat until finally only a few old people had ever even heard of the statue.


In 1898 a war had started in Cuba called the Spanish-American War. The U.S. Army invaded the island to free  people like the fisherman and they bombed the monastery. Annie's father told her how an American armament officer, searching for survivors in that monastery, found in its rubble the jeweled statue of the Virgin Mary and took it home with him to North Carolina. This officer's name was Joseph Peregrine.


Once home, Peregrine rebuilt the house and called it Pilgrim's Rest. In 1900 he changed the name of the whole town from Aquene (its Occaneechi name) to Emerald. Because he was the richest man around, no one objected. Everyone called Captain Peregrine "Boss" and he  bossed everyone in his family and in Emerald until somebody killed him. Before his sudden death, Boss had taken all the jewels out of the statue and buried them at Pilgrim's Rest where nobody could find them, until generations later  his great-grandson Jack did just that. Or so Annie's  father told her.


When a child, riding along the highways, Annie did not understand most of the  details  of  what  her  father  said  about  La  Reina  Coronada  del  Mar.  But  it  was a story she liked to hear. It was a story about a mother, even if only a gold one fifteen inches high; a mother who was lost for a long time and then miraculously found. Back then Annie still hoped to find her own mother some day. She'd always thought that she would suddenly pick her mother out of a crowd, maybe by spotting and identifying her with her special neon-blue X-ray sunglasses, although her mother and she had never met, although her father had made up a different, unbe


lievable story every time she'd asked him who her mother was.


In her first year at Pilgrim's Rest, Annie started having a recurring dream in which she confused the Queen of the Sea with her unknown mother. She had this dream so often that her aunt and uncle began to call it "Annie's dream." Still asleep, she cried out and they hurried to her room and told her it was just a dream. But she knew that and it didn't help.


In this dream, she was flying a little red airplane over a blue ocean. The colors were  uncomplicated,  like  colors  in  a  crayon box.  Red,  blue,  yellow.  Water  and sky were the same bright crayon-blue so that there was no way to know air from ocean except for a black line between them. Flying beside her was her father, also in a red airplane. Their planes looked like a children's ride at an amusement park.


As Annie's plane floated out of clouds, she saw a small wooden ship, a Spanish ship with square sails, sailing precariously through the ocean. At the prow of this ship stood a young woman, whom Annie knew to be her mother. The woman had red-gold hair. She wore a gold cape like the Queen of the Sea. Her ship was sinking and she was shouting for help.


Annie flew back up to her father's plane, shouting for him to do something. But  he  sped  far  ahead  until  he  was  only a  fleck  of  red  on  the  blue  horizon.  She couldn't keep up with him. So she turned back to try to help her mother. But she was not in time. Waves swept over the ship and her mother disappeared beneath the sea.


And that's when Annie woke up.


The first adult to whom Annie told the details of this dream was neither Sam nor Clark but her flying teacher, D. K. Destin. She told D. K. one day when he was maneuvering them  in and out of white clouds high above Emerald;  the sky looked so much like the sky in her dream that she began talking about it. She told him about the woman on the ship that she couldn't save. She explained about the golden statue of the Queen of the Sea in her father's story and she told him as many details as she could remember.


D. K.'s cornrows shook as he blew away  her father's tale of sunken treasure with a loud puff of air. "Sugar Pie, the man was yanking your chain. There's no 'Queen  of the Sea.' He was as full of it  as a mountain of guano under a pile of cow patties."


"What's guano?" she asked the cranky pilot.


"Shit."


Annie giggled. "Guano. That's a funny word."


"It's  real."  He  took  her  hand,  slapped  it  at  the  control  panel  of  the  small Cessna.  "This  is  no  story.  Wham!  You're  shot  down  in  the  China  Sea!  You're squiggling through a puckered pocket of metal and all of sudden your legs won't work. What the fuck, your legs won't work!"


"Is that what happened to you?"


"Damn right. Your lungs are bustin' in that cold black salty water and no air to breathe. Air's so high up on top of you, you can't even see it. And you know what? Swimming best I could up out of that water, if I'd spotted a little gold statue of the Virgin Mary with million dollar emerald eyes, right there in front of my nose on some fucking coral reef, I wouldn't have stopped for two seconds of my dying breath to get that sucker loose. Not two seconds!"


"Amy Johnson wouldn't have stopped for two seconds either."


"Damn right," he agreed. "Amy's in the fuckin' English Channel, poor thing, her plane's down in the fog and all they come back up with was her pocketbook with her goddamn lipstick in it. In real life, you gotta make some choices."


The dead World War II pilot Amy Johnson had recently become Annie's idol. D. K. had told her about the beautiful young British flyer who was the first woman to fly solo from England to Australia and who died at only thirty-eight in World War II while ferrying bombers for the RAF. Annie had Amy's picture on her bedroom wall. D. K. was full of such lore about bygone pilots and their heroic deeds.


"Courage," he told her. "That is the only thing worth guano. All the money in the world's not worth shit." He slapped her hand again on the panel. "What's the only thing?"


"Courage."


"That's right. Give me that toothless smile of yours, Orphan Annie."


She frowned, indignant, tightening her lips over her missing front teeth. "I'm not an orphan, I've got Sam and Clark. I've got parents."


D. K. laughed. "You got too many! You got more than you know what to do with."


She covered her mouth grinning. "You're guano."


"And  love's  a  game  of  give-and-take,  baby.  Me  and  your  Uncle  Clark.  We both loved America, we gave it all we had and the U.S. took it all and look at us now."


"What's wrong with you and Clark?"


"Not  a  damn  thing."  The  old  vet  D.  K.  banked  his plane and  they  headed home.



  Chapter 3


Thunder on the Hill





When,  at seven  years  old,  Annie  first  heard  her  "uncle" Clark Goode calling  to her as she hid in the barn beneath the airplane, she had to wipe her eyes on the knees of her jeans in order to see him. A tall, thin man in khakis and plaid shirt stepped through the big doors, closing them against the rain. Crouched on the dark dirt, the child hugged the wheel cover of the Piper single-engine plane, frightened by  the  sound  of  the  doors  and  by the lightning  that  cracked  across  the  sky,  as  if one of the fairy-tale giants in her father's stories had broken open heaven with a sledgehammer.


The tall man ambled over to the lantern and when he saw her he tapped three reassuring pats on the plane's wing. "Hi there, Annie," he said. He had sandy hair and  wore  glasses  with  round  tortoise-shell  rims.  Offering  her  a  pair of  little  blue plastic sunglasses, he asked, "These yours? I found them in the yard…"


She took the glasses but didn't speak.


"Sam's out there looking for you…Want one?" He held out an unopened can of soda.


Annie,  struggling  to  sound  indifferent,  quoted  her  father.  "'Sorry,  no  silver cup.'"


"That's a good one." The man had a slow soft accent that she later learned to identify as Tidewater. "That's from an old movie called Stagecoach."


"I know. My dad says it, 'no silver cup.'  "


"Your aunt Sam loves movies too, so I watch a lot of them. She's out there driving up and down the road, calling for you, figuring you ran after your dad."


"My dad drove too fast."


He nodded. "Always did…Some storm, huh?" There were loud rattles of noise like giants stomping on the barn roof.


"Is it a hurricane?" She had seen those in movies on TV.


"Nope." The  man sat on the ground next to the plane, wiping reddish dirt from his hands, looping his arms around his knees, bending his head so it was in line with hers. "It's hail. Ever seen hail?"


Worried, she shook her head, watching his face. "Maybe it'll get my dad?"


He looked at her, thought about it. "No chance. Jack will be okay. I promise." Tilting his head, he smiled. "Jack's always okay, right? Just when you think he's done for?"


She stared at the man squatting there beside her, wondering how he understood her father so well. As if he'd heard the question, he added, "Your dad and his sister Sam and I sort of grew up together. He was her little brother. Well, still is." He took off his wet glasses, shaking the rain from them, cleaning them carefully  on  his shirtsleeve. "My name's  Clark  Goode."  He  held  out his hand  but  Annie ignored it. "I live here with Sam. Your dad ever mention he had a big sister named Samantha, Samantha Anne?"


"That's  my  name  backwards.  Mine's  Anne  Samantha."  She  scooted  a  few inches from behind the wheel cover. "My dad showed me Sam's picture. On their bikes. He said he brought me here before. When I was a baby?"


"I believe he did."


Annie tightened her arms around her jeans, leaning over her knees just as the man was doing, his hands clasped on his long arms. She considered pretending she personally recalled that earlier visit to Pilgrim's Rest but decided to admit, "I don't remember coming here."


"I don't remember when I was a baby either. I bet you'll like Sam."


Annie stared at him glumly.


"She's nice," he said.


There was a loud crack of rumbling noise. Annie slid herself a little nearer the man. "Thunder on the hill," he said calmly and finding a small stick, drew circles with it in the dirt. "So Jack hit the road? Gold prospector but it never pans out." Seeing her confusion, he added, "That's a pun. Pun's when a  word means two things at once. Like a pan you find gold in or 'pan out' like something works out or it doesn't."


"I know," she said, although she hadn't heard of puns before.


"Did your dad mention where he was going or when he'd be back?"


She shook her head, dropping it with a sigh to her knees.


They sat together awhile, neither speaking.  The hail stopped clattering. The barn grew darker and Annie inched forward again, closer to the man. They were quiet a few minutes longer. Finally she said, "His license plate is MJ87143. I can remember any numbers I see."


"Amazing."


She felt compelled to admit, "I can only remember for a while if it's a lot of numbers."


"Still."


"This airplane has a number." She pointed at the Piper. "NC48563."


"Exactly right."


"My dad said this plane's my birthday present. Probably not true."


The tall man stood up slowly, kicked the wheel. "Sure it's true. Been sitting in the barn a long time waiting for you to get here."


Surprised and pleased by his easy agreement, Annie scooted back to show him her father's dragon tail of letters curled beneath the plane's wing, spelling King of the Sky.


He admired the writing with her.


"I bet it's fast," she said.


"Probably. I'm kind of a slow-lane guy myself." He suggested they leave the barn to look for Aunt Sam while there was still some light to see by. "Sam calls her movie store Now Voyager. What's your favorite movie? We could watch one tonight and get some takeout. You like Chinese food?"


Annie's favorite movies were Top Gun and Blazing Saddles but she wasn't about to tell the stranger that. "Do I have to stay here?"


"You're welcome to. Doc Clark is what my kids call me—I'm a kids' doctor. Or just Clark's fine." Leaning down, he offered Annie his hand again but she still wouldn't take it. "Fair enough," he said.  "Come on in when you feel like you want to. I'm not going anywhere. Neither is Sam. And well, Annie, this is a damn dumb thing Jack's done but we'll sort it all out."


She  hugged  her  legs,  the  small  lavender  jeans  dirty  and  wet.  "My  dad's  in trouble again."


Clark  nodded  at  her,  slow,  unruffled.  "But  let's  look  on  the bright  side.  He enjoys it."


"Annie! Annie!"


Suddenly  the  tall  tanned  woman  she'd  first  seen  on the porch came  running through  the  barn  doors,  her  clothes  wet through.  Holding  Annie's  pink  baseball cap, she crawled under the plane's wing and pulled the child into her arms. Annie struggled  backward,  startled  by  the  stranger's  closeness.  But  the  woman  nudged her gently toward her again. "I'm so sorry, sweetheart. I'm your aunt Sam. Everything's going  to  be  okay.  I'm  so  sorry."  Slowly  she  rocked  them  back  and  forth together, huddled beneath the plane.


There was something in the warm feel of the woman's neck, in her arms, that was familiar. Her eyes were familiar too, like Annie's father's, green as emeralds, but sadder, with a small furrowing crease of worry between the eyebrows that, in Annie's growing up, was never to go away.


On the first night of Annie's arrival, in the large long hallway of Pilgrim's Rest, Sam helped her unpack her blue suitcase; it was filled with her clothes, including her  favorite  dress  and  her  white  jacket  with  gold  buttons.  Tucked  beneath  the clothes  was  $12,000  in  hundred-dollar  bills,  around  which  was  wrapped,  with a rubber band, a birth certificate from a hospital in Key West, stating that Anne Samantha Peregrine had been born there on the Fourth of July at 8:42 p.m., that she'd weighed 6 lbs., 3 oz., that Jack Peregrine was her father and Claudette Colbert was  her mother. Looking at this certificate, Annie asked Sam to pronounce her mother's name and Sam sounded upset when she did so. "Claudette Colbert."


That  first night, while Annie  picked  sadly  at  the  Chinese takeout  food, Sam told  her  about  the  time  she'd  been  here  before,  when  her  father  unexpectedly showed up with her in Emerald; how he brought the plane, the King of the Sky, on a rented flatbed truck, its wings dismantled, and parked it in the barn. Annie was only twelve months old then and they stayed at Pilgrim's Rest only three weeks.  But during their visit Annie took her first step, running into Sam's arms.


Annie said nothing when she heard this story but she'd been intrigued. Then Sam had brought out a bright yellow birthday cake and put on a video of The Wizard of Oz, because Annie, lying, had told her it was her favorite movie, figuring it would be a safer choice than Top Gun. When Judy Garland chanted, "There's no place like home, there's no place like home," the child, to impress the two solicitous  adults,  made  a  joke—having  first  rehearsed  the  remark  silently  to  herself— "Okay, I guess I'm in No Place now."


Sam and Clark laughed, pleasing her despite her grief.


The next morning there was a card on the kitchen table that said, There's No Place Like No Place. Welcome Home. Sam was at the stove,  flipping pancakes with a dexterity that couldn't but impress Annie. She even flipped one behind her back and caught it in the pan. "Tennis," she explained. "You play?"


Annie shook her head.


"You want to?"


Annie shrugged.


"I'm  going  to  practice  today.  You  could  help  me  out.  I  pay  fifty  cents  an hour."


Over breakfast Sam told her niece that Clark and she shared her family house but that they weren't married, they were just friends. She added, "I don't know why people say 'just friends.' It's the hardest thing in the world to be."


Annie stared at her aunt carefully. "Are you two gay?" She was trying to shock her.


Sam said, "I am but Clark's kind of gloomy." She held out the yellow birthday cake. "Double chocolate inside."


"You shouldn't eat cake for breakfast."


Sam cut two pieces. "Of all the things we shouldn't do in America, this is way down the list."


The phone rang and hoping it was her father saying he was coming back for her, Annie held her breath until Sam returned from the hall. "Clark's at the hospital. Says we should come there and have lunch with him. He'll show you around his clinic."


"Is my mother dead?" Annie asked abruptly. "If she is, can I see her grave?"


Sam said she didn't know who Annie's mother was; that, despite her frequent questions, Jack had never told her.





• • •





A few weeks later, Sam came home with a black and white female Shih Tzu puppy,  tiny  and  imperious,  whose  sale  had  been  advertised  on  the  staff  bulletin board  of  the  pediatric  clinic.  She  gave  the  dog  to  Annie,  claiming  it  resembled  Toto in The Wizard of Oz, which it did not. Annie named the Shih Tzu Teddy B, after a stuffed bear of similar size, the loss of which, in some motel on the road with her father, had left her for weeks inconsolable.

Like Annie, Teddy cried through most of her first night at Pilgrim's Rest. After that, the little Shih Tzu pretty much took over the house.


Another  present  arrived  in  an  express  mail  truck  a  week  later.  It  advertised itself as "The World's Biggest & Hardest Jigsaw Puzzle." Clark, who had ordered it, set the puzzle out on a table by a bay window in a room called "the morning room," although no one knew why it was so described. The jigsaw puzzle was a giant photograph of blue sky, nothing but blue, with—so its box claimed—20,000 tiny, nearly indistinguishable pieces. It was as large as the mahogany top of the fat spiral-legged table onto which Clark poured all its pieces.


Inviting Sam and a resistant Annie to help him assemble the sky, he told them, "We'll get the corners first. Annie, see if you can find a corner."


While she was still  wary of these two strangers and did  not yet return their smiles, she couldn't resist proving how quickly she could locate in the huge pile of particles of blue cardboard a piece that had a 90-degree angle.


"Great!" Sam exclaimed. "We're on our way."


The  little  girl  wrinkled  her  mouth  in  disdain.  "This  will  take  years  to  put together."


Clark smiled. "Let's look on the bright side."


"It probably will take years. Decades," promised Sam, her sad eyes for a rare moment as playful as her brother Jack's.


The  day  the  puzzle  showed  up  was  also  the  day  that  Annie's  eventual  best friend, Georgette Nickerson, plummeted into her life. Georgette lived next door but  had  been  away  at  a  camp  for  overweight  children—which  her  mother  had forced her to attend.


The  plump  little  black-haired  girl  had  suddenly  come  loudly  skittering  into the kitchen of Pilgrim's Rest, flinging herself at Sam and shouting, "I missed you! I  hated  that  camp,  they  starved  us  and  they  threw  us  in  the  lake  and  kicked  big orange  balls  at  us.  I  ate  purple  Jell-O  day  and  night,  night  and  day."  She  spun around at Annie. "Who are you?"


Sam  introduced her  niece, who was  overcome not so  much  with  shyness  as surprise when the fat little girl flopped down abruptly on the floor beside the Shih Tzu and barked loudly. "Woof woof woof!!" The dog barked back at her, growling. "I don't have a pet. My mom thinks I'd eat it. Is this yours?"


"Yes," Annie said. "Her name is Teddy B."


"My name's Georgia Georgette Nickerson, can you believe it? I make people call me Georgette. Dumb, huh? I was named after a state and after my dad George. That's like naming your child like, you know, Rhode Island Rhodette."


"No it's not."


"My dad had a heart attack and died. My mom says the police are after your dad."


"He's too fast for them," insisted Annie, pushed to his defense.


Over the years, Georgette's fast-rising scale of laughter and Teddy's sharp bark, and  the  hum  of  Sam's  and  Clark's  voices  at  Pilgrim's  Rest,  softly  moving  back and forth in the slow Southern dusk, conversation leisurely as a river, became for Annie the sound of safety. After dinner, the four of them would sit together at the mahogany table, with Teddy curled on the cushion of the best chair and Georgette staying until her  mother telephoned from next  door to demand  her return, and they'd talk over their separate days, while idly looking for connecting pieces of the puzzle of the sky. Its frame wasn't hard to assemble; in a month, they had all four corners in place. After that, things slowed down.


Annie's father Jack was, as she predicted, too fast for the police. The state patrol eventually  found  that  he'd  sold  the  red  Mustang  with  license  plate  MJ87143  to someone in Atlanta who hadn't looked too closely into whether or not he'd really owned it. Sam pestered the police and even hired private investigators to search for her younger brother, but without success.


At first, Annie missed him, and his songs and stories, with an ache that hurt like a bruise. But carefully she taught herself to stop hoping. She taught herself that she was alone in her life and would always be and therefore would rely only on herself.


Of course she wasn't alone. Outside her door waited family and friends. But it was a long time before she heard them there. Months passed before she laughed again as loudly as she had when her father had sung his funny songs. And from her first weeks at Pilgrim's Rest, she wasn't restful. She started having the dream about the woman in her gold cape on a ship in the ocean, the mother she'd never seen, the mother whose real name Sam and Clark could not tell her because they didn't know it. She would wake up from her nightmare as the little ship was sinking and she couldn't save the drowning woman and her father was flying away.


For months, whenever it rained in Emerald so hard the sky went black, Annie could see Jack Peregrine's car racing away from her over the hill.


But finally, as months became years, even rain was just rain.



  Chapter 4


Wings





Growing up as a child with Sam and Clark, with her friend Georgette and with her flying teacher D. K. Destin, Annie had to learn new styles, very different from the fabled schemes and exuberant stories of her father. In the town of Emerald, stories were for the most part just boring local gossip, tales of neighbors' daily triumphs and travails. She felt them to be much smaller than the tales—like the saga of Spanish treasure under the sea—that her father had told her. Only D. K.'s stories of the great pilots of old had for her the same kind of magic.


Still, over the years Annie listened to Georgette's jokes and Clark's puns and Sam's way of comparing everything in their lives to the movies and eventually their worlds became hers and her father's romance faded. Georgette and she were soon best friends and all through their Emerald school years spent nearly half their lives companionably in one another's company, despite or because of their differences: Annie, small and neat, practical, athletic, serious; Georgette, funny, dreamy, zaftig. Both ironic about life but ready for life to do big things with them.


And then when Annie was  seventeen, on a summer day, ten years after her father had just dropped her off at Pilgrim's Rest, he suddenly returned, calling her name.


Sam's  heart  almost  stopped,  she  later  claimed,  when  her  brother  ran  noisily crashing out of a cornfield and raced into their barn. In the vegetable garden, where on her knees she'd been tying up tomato plants, she had to use a fence post to pull herself to her feet because her legs went wobbly. Sam called the event, "The day Jack showed up like Cary Grant chased by the crop duster in North by Northwest."


By this time, it was too late for Jack Peregrine to lay claim to Annie. For almost eleven years, she'd lived a "normal" life without him. She had just graduated from high school, had broken up with her first serious boyfriend, and had been accepted at Annapolis. Her family was now Sam and Clark, who had long since officially adopted her. Her dog Teddy had grown old and they'd recently acquired a new puppy, an exuberant Maltese named Malpy, for Malpractice, whom Teddy tolerated with a begrudging noblesse oblige.


They made a reasonably content family and on vacations together spent more time studying stars from campsites than learning card tricks in hotel rooms, as she'd done with her father. They hiked and climbed rocks and kayaked, then returned together to a home that stayed put. She ate real food at a real table and went to bed in her own room and had her height and weight measured annually by Clark, who'd inoculated her against everything he could think of. Thanks to D. K. Destin, she had her pilot's license and could do loop-the-loops in the King of the Sky. She  wore  on  her  flying  jacket  the  Navy  wings  and  handmade  black  eagle  badge  that D. K. had given her. She drove the car Sam bought for her on her sixteenth birthday. She went to the same schools in the same town where she'd started in the second grade because she'd tested so well.


"Give your dad credit," Sam urged. "He taught you to read and write."


But Annie gave him credit for nothing and credited nothing he'd ever said to her. The fact that he had endlessly told her she was smart and beautiful was meaningless. He had also told her that her mother was Claudette Colbert and that he'd make her the queen of the world.


On the hot summer afternoon when Jack Peregrine  showed up at Pilgrim's Rest,  Annie  was  next  door  with  Georgette.  They  were  lying  on  the  floor  in Georgette's bedroom, listening to Metal Urbain's Les hommes morts sont dangereux and watching a muted tape of Goddard's À bout de souffle with Jean-Paul Belmondo and Jean Seberg. For a party that night, they planned to retro-dress like Jean Seberg in the movie, with short hair and sunglasses, crisp striped shirts, their collars up, and belted flaring skirts that perfectly fit them. They had been enthusiastic Francophiles all year,  tying  thin  black  cashmere sweaters  around their  necks, pulling filters  off Mrs.  Nickerson's  cigarettes  to  smoke  them,  and  otherwise  preparing  themselves to  spend  a  month  in  France  on  a  language  immersion  program  before  they  left for  their  separate  colleges.  Annie  even  renamed  her  friend  Gigi  (for  Georgia Georgette, and because it was like Gigi in the movie musical set in Paris), though the nickname never stuck.


When  Sam  spotted  her  brother  Jack  from  the  garden,  her  first  thought  was Annie. How would Annie feel? She ran into the barn, where she found him "in a state" because the King of the Sky, the plane he'd left there seventeen years ago, was missing.


"Are  you  kidding?"  she  shouted  at  him.  "You're  standing  there  asking  me where your goddamn plane is?!! How about your daughter?"


"Where's Annie?"


"Next door!" Sam pointed angrily to the Nickersons' house.


"She okay?"


"She's fine!"


Jack had an excuse for dropping Annie off a decade earlier and disappearing. He claimed he'd been locked up in prison, and that in prison he'd come to believe that the best thing he could do for Annie was to stay away from her and let her have a normal life.


Frustrated, Sam punched at him, shoving him to the dirt floor. "You are so full of shit, Jack."


"Come on, Sam. Where's the King of the Sky?"


"Annie flies that goddamn plane, which you gave her, damn it!"


Jack  dusted  himself  off,  grinning.  "She  does?  That's  wonderful.  She  flies  a plane? Wow. Really?"


"Really. She's going to Annapolis."

"Really? How'd she learn to fly?"

"D. K. taught her. The plane's at his place. Aren't you going to ask me how I am?"


"How are you?"


"Jill left me. Mom died. Clark lives here."


"I know all that."


Sam pointed again at the Nickerson house. "Go talk to your daughter, she's next door! But let me warn her you're here. You know, this kind of shock is rough on normal people." Sam ran inside the house and telephoned her niece.


Across the yard, grabbing at Georgette, Annie held the phone against her heart. "Oh my God, Sam says my jerk of a dad's in the barn. I don't want to see him, okay!"


"Oui, Jacques qui?" Georgette leaned far out the window, her spiked black and purple streaked hair giving her the look of a sooty gargoyle. "Tu ne sais pas Jacques. Oh, there he is!"


From  Georgette's  window  the  two  girls  watched  as  Jack  ran  toward  them through the grass, waving up to his daughter as if it had been ten minutes ago that he'd last seen her, not more than ten years. Even from so far away, she could tell that he was thinner and that his pants and his T-shirt were loose. He came close enough to the Nickerson house for her to see that he held a small dirty cloth sack, like a bag of marbles.


The  white  puppy  Malpy  raced  around  him  in  a  friendly  frenzy,  yapping  so loudly that on Georgette's bed, Teddy lifted her head and growled before returning to sleep—uninterested in either Jack Peregrine or New Wave Cinema.


From the high vantage of Georgette's window Annie could see a blue Corvette at the edge of the cornfield, its nose to the road, the way her father always parked his  cars—ready  to  go.  She  was  furious  because  tears  started  down  her  face.  She swiped them away.


Her father stood in the yard below the Nickerson windows, yelling up at her, "Hi, Annie!"


She didn't answer but, with slim tanned arms leaning over the sill, stared out at the fields behind him.


"You look beautiful! Come on down, say hello." He made his arms into wings.


She fought to ignore him.


"I hear you're a flyer. Going to Annapolis. Good for you! Come on, let's go to the airfield, take a ride in the King! Hey, look at you. I missed you so much!" Her father started doing a cha-cha dance, an imaginary partner in his arms.


Annie pulled her head back inside the window without replying, noticing as she did so that a brown car was coming toward them up the hill, red dirt blowing in spirals on the road, swirling closer.


"Come on, Annie! I owe you one!" She could hear her father calling her name like a chant.


Georgette was saying, "Go down there and talk to him!"


"No."


Her  friend  tried  tugging  at  her.  "Go  talk  to  him!  I  don't  mean  like  you're lucky,  but, God, my dad's permanently dead. At least yours shows up every ten years. Plus my dad just owned a jewelry store. My mom just sells engagement rings and flexy watchbands. Boring! Your dad's a criminal. Go over there!"


"No," said Annie, staring again out the window, pressed against its frame so she couldn't be seen from the yard. The swirls of dirt on River Hill Road swelled, rolling nearer.


Georgette gestured at a large, not very good oil painting on the wall, a "professional portrait"  of her  father  George,  aged  twelve in blue blazer and  tie,  with his sister, aged fourteen, in pink summer dress and pearls. "All I've got's my aunt Ruthie's running off with a married man. Otherwise, the Nickersons were 'a terminal snooze.' You don't even know who your mother is."


"Lucky me."


Annie heard tire noise and then Sam calling, "Jack!"


Both girls squeezed to lean out the window.


Georgette shrieked, "Oh my God!" as a brown state highway patrol car, with spinning lights, came skidding fast through the open gate.


Across the yard, Annie heard Sam shout, "Run!" She watched her father dash to the blue  Corvette, which soon leapt forward spraying pebbles. The patrol  car slewed around in a circle, almost hitting Aunt Sam as it roared back over the crest of the hill in pursuit of the Corvette.


On the TV screen, Jean-Paul Belmondo happened  at that  moment in the À bout de souffle subtitles to be saying to Jean Seberg, "Don't use the brakes!" Georgette slapped her big creamy hands. "Merde! 'Don't use the brakes.' I'd like to live my whole life like that, like your dad just drove out of here! Brakeless."


"With the cops after you?" Annie shrugged, she hoped in a nonchalant Gallic way, but it was in fact hard to breathe. "No thanks."


The  two  teenagers  hurried  back  to  Pilgrim's  Rest  where  a  distraught  Sam kept saying, "I'm going  to kill him!" She could explain little more about Jack's appearance than what they'd seen for themselves. According to Sam, Jack was the same selfish nut he'd always been. She wasn't sure she could endure many more of these startling appearances of his, his flying at her out of nowhere like she was Janet Leigh in a shower.


Sam held up a small red dirty marble, saying that Jack had thrust it into her hand just before running off  to  his  Corvette,  and  had  yelled  back  at  her,  "Tell  Annie happy birthday! Tell her to hang onto that baseball cap!" Then he'd disappeared.


"What else is new?" said Annie. "What baseball cap?"


"Oh, you know," Sam said.

"I have no idea."

Sam sat down, catching her breath. "That little pink hat you had on when you came here. I kept it."


"You keep everything."


"You never know," Sam admitted. "Look how Jack wanted the King of the Sky back after all these years."


Annie returned the dirty red marble to Sam with contempt. "Trust me, Sam, he'll forget about the King by tomorrow."








  Chapter 5


Since You Went Away





The highway patrolman in pursuit of Jack blew a tire at 101 miles per hour on the interstate ramp and flipped his car—although miraculously he walked away from the accident. The Emerald County sheriff, a friend of Sam's, came to Pilgrim's Rest with  the news. He'd  learned from D. K. Destin that  Jack had raced into Destin Airworks in the blue Corvette and was attempting to break open the cockpit door of the King of the Sky with a lug wrench when D. K., in his wheelchair, knocked the wrench out of his hand with a lead pipe. D. K. thought he might have broken Jack's wrist. Jack had wanted to take the plane and D. K. told him that the King wasn't  his,  plus  its  carburetor was on the  fritz  and  up  on  a  rack  anyhow.  Then they'd  heard  a  siren  and  Jack ran to the Corvette and  drove off. "I'll be  back," he'd yelled.


Both D. K. and the sheriff had known Jack from his childhood; neither of them believed anything he said.


The  sheriff  told  Sam  that,  two  weeks  earlier,  in  Savannah,  her  brother  had been arrested for swindling a retired  couple; he'd taken their certified check for ten thousand dollars as a deposit on a historic landmark home located on (the aptly named) Bull Street. He'd offered to sell this couple the 1880 mansion cheaply ($1.6 million) because he was dying. On vacation from the West Coast, knowing nothing of Savannah, they'd believed him.


Caught and thrown in a holding cell, Jack faked epilepsy and was rushed to the hospital. In an orderly's outfit he escaped from the ER unit. Hot-wiring a Corvette in the staff parking lot, he headed for some reason home to Emerald.


The sheriff warned Sam, Clark, and Annie that if Jack did get back in touch with them and they failed to notify the authorities, they would be subject to criminal charges.


In  an  effort  at  French  cynicism,  Annie  asked,  "Is  there  a  reward  and  can  a relative collect?"


"Annie, we'll split it." The sheriff admitted he was still burned because, a long time ago, he had paid twenty-five  dollars to join Jack's motorcycle gang, a club handicapped  by its  failure to secure even  a single motorcycle to ride around on for more than one evening's illicit joyride. "Let him go," the sheriff warned the teenager.


"No problem." Annie, congratulating herself on having cut her father dead, expressed the hope never to see him again.


Later  that  evening,  Sam  lamented  her  failure  to  do  something  to  help  Jack. Clark mildly noted that Jack appeared to be more in need of a criminal lawyer than Sam's devotion. "You're like a blind mole bumping along the sides of a black hole.  By black hole, I mean for example, your old girlfriend Jill dumping you after seven years. I mean your brother Jack leaving you to deal with your mother."


Sam agreed that love was blind. "Give me a break, Clark. You're always saying, 'Look on the bright side.' Well, if you love somebody, well, maybe you can't see where you're going and maybe there's no light ahead, but that doesn't mean you don't keep going."


Clark ran the stems of his glasses back and forth in his hair. "Sam, doesn't it worry you that you sound like the government's old policy in Vietnam?"


"I'm making love, not war. And I plan to keep going."


"Well, I'm out of here," said Annie, determined not to let her father's sudden intrusion upset her. "The only place I'm going is Paris." As she walked through the morning room, she paused automatically at the huge jigsaw puzzle of the blue sky that still sat, unfinished, on the mahogany table. The puzzle was more than halffilled now, connected from its edges toward the hole still in its middle. Studying the scattered blue bits of cardboard, she slid two of them together.


Sam came  up  beside  her,  the old Shih Tzu in  her  arms.  "I  keep thinking  I should throw this stupid puzzle away but I can't bring myself to do it. You know, your  dad  had  a  rough  time  in  this  house.  Think  about being  locked  in  a  closet, hour after hour, like our father did to Jack. Our father the judge. Boy, was he ever a judge."


The front door bell rang its old three-note melody. It was D. K. Destin with his wife Dina, of Dina Destin's Barbecue. She was there to confess that this morning a highway patrolman had been in the diner showing people an APB photo of Jack Peregrine, asking if anyone knew where his family lived. Dina gave this state trooper directions to Pilgrim's Rest, thereby leading them to Jack. She apologized. She'd thought Jack was a million miles away.


"You  got  that  right,  baby,"  D.  K.  told  his  wife.  "That's  where  Jack's  gone now. 'And don't you come back no more.' "


They  all had nachos and margaritas in the kitchen. From Annie's bedroom, where she was packing her suitcase for France, she could hear them loudly laughing. It baffled her that "grown-ups" could find anything so funny about life.


Late that night Jack telephoned Sam from the road.


"Hold onto my leather jacket," he said. "I'll call you tomorrow, tell you where to send it."


Sam  told  him  to  come  back  right  now  and  turn  himself  in  or  leave  them alone. "Jack, since you went away, I've gotten older. I can't take much more of this send-things-and-save-things and you tearing out of the cornfield like North by Northwest."


He laughed. "Love ya, Sam. Gotta go."


But of course, as Annie predicted when Sam recounted this conversation, Jack didn't call them the next day, although his sister waited near the phone. He didn't  call the day after that, or for month after month, or as far as Annie knew, ever.


Sam kept Jack's old brown leather flight jacket that he'd flung off in the hot summer barn. It was unnecessary to instruct her to hold onto things. Her habit was not to throw even the useless away. While she never talked about the past, she did keep its relics, amassing memories in boxes. She was impervious to facetious warnings that the attic floor of Pilgrim's Rest was going to collapse under the weight of what Clark called her great conscious collective. The past needed saving. Clark should understand that. All the biographies he read, all the time he spent cleaning the old pieces of blue glass bottles they'd dug up gardening. Without the past, she told him, our lives would be as thin and shallow as the news.


So, that day, Sam had gone to the attic and squeezed between stacked boxes (one of all her old girlfriend's exercise videotapes) and found the baseball cap with the word  ANNIE spelled  in bright-colored glass beads, packed with some  other childhood  clothes  of  her  niece's,  like  the  green  velvet  dress,  the  small  cowgirl boots, the neon-blue sunglasses.


As  she  studied  Annie's  cap,  Sam  noticed  something  written  in  pen  on  the inside  band—a  faded  almost  indecipherable  sequence  of  numbers  and  letters. They made no sense to her but she put the cap back in the suitcase and added her brother's flight jacket to it.





• • •





The morning after Jack's escape in the Corvette, Sam scrubbed dirt from the red  stone  that  he'd  told  her  to  give  Annie  as  a  birthday  gift.  The  stone  looked like a ruby. Sam asked Georgette's mother, Kim Nickerson, who'd inherited the local jewelry store from her deceased husband George, to examine the stone. Kim (called  that  by  Georgette  since  the  seventh  grade,  with  a  familiarity  that  Annie found both alien and enviable) said that it was a ruby. It was a good ruby, worth at least  a thousand dollars. Georgette's mother, a mercenary enthusiast, was  sure this ruby proved that Jack's old story was true: There were precious gems buried at Pilgrim's Rest, whose recovery might well be "finders keepers."


The town of Emerald had long dined out on Peregrine fortune and misfortune, gossip of how Peregrines used their wealth to build a mansion on a hill and in general felt so superior that most of the town privately rejoiced when personal tragedy struck them and all their money was swept away in some crash or other, leaving them nothing but their name to feel smug about—and eventually not even that. The town assumed the Peregrines' money came from financial savagery—tobacco trading, bank foreclosures, and the like. But occasionally there floated to the surface old tales of untold wealth in buried precious stones, rumors passed along for generations.


In  their  spare  time,  from  grade  school  to  high  school,  Jack and  his  neighbor  George Nickerson shoveled through hundreds of square feet of hard clay looking for buried emeralds and rubies. They never found a thing except the foundations of a swimming pool that Jack and Sam's father had long ago filled in.


"There was never anything in that ground but ground," George was often in his later years to complain to Kim.


But maybe, just maybe, Kim now whispered at the counter of Emerald Jewelers, holding her magnifying glass to the unpolished ruby, maybe George had been wrong and Jack's teenage story had been true after all.


Beside  Sam,  Annie  leaned  on  the  counter.  She  turned  to  Georgette.  "Je  ne crois rien." Both the high school graduates raised their eyebrows in a practiced way.


"Ton pere et la vérité sont l'etrangers, et ma mère Kim est tristement une femme très folle." replied Georgette.


"Bien sur, Gigi, et mon pere est un tas du merde." Annie and her friend laughed.


"You girls are going to have the best time in Paris," gushed Kim, having no idea what they were saying. "And then you're both going to fall in love and have wonderful lives."


They  did  have  the  best  time  in  Paris.  Annie  even  kissed  a  taxi  driver  on  a dare from Georgette. She did it because Claudette Colbert had fallen in love with a Parisian taxi  driver played by Don Ameche in the old movie  Midnight, which she'd seen several times. Because her birth certificate said Claudette Colbert was her mother, she'd seen all the actress's films.


Unlike Don Ameche, this cabbie charged the American girls full fare.





• • •




While Annie was in Paris, D. K.'s wife Dina suddenly died in a fall. He made Sam swear not to tell Annie until she returned. Sam promised but then told her anyhow, knowing she would want to be at the funeral of her beloved teacher's wife. Sam even paid for Annie and Georgette to fly home on the Concorde and she was right to think the fact that Annie had flown at twice the speed of sound across the ocean would give pleasure to the grieving young pilot.


  Chapter 6


Always





When they returned a month later from France, Annie and Georgette discovered that  Georgette's  mother  had  begun  spending  her  weekends  in  the  local  library, researching  Annie's  family  and  the  possibility  that  long  ago  Boss  Peregrine  had buried  treasure  at  Pilgrim's  Rest.  Moreover,  she'd  bought  a  metal  detector  to search,  with  Sam's  permission,  for  emerald  rings  and  ruby  necklaces  in  the yard. So far, she hadn't found anything but metal jar lids and belt buckles. She blamed her failure on the Peregrines themselves, just as she blamed her husband George's death of a massive heart attack at Emerald Jewelers on the Peregrines, because Sam and Jack's crazy mother had broken the store window with a hammer and that's when George's heart attack had happened.


Listening  to  all  the  town  gossip  about  the  Peregrines,  Kim  Nickerson  had come to believe that the more information she had about Annie's dead ancestors, the more likely the dead were to give up their buried treasure to her. It eventually became,  as  Georgette  said,  an  idée  fixe.  So  whenever  "the  girls"  returned  home from college for the holidays, she would bribe them to go with her to view the locations  of  the  Peregrines'  long  downfall.  Both  girls  found  these  tours  tedious; year after year Georgette's mother repeated the same anecdotes, in narrative logjams  that  monotonously  meandered  through  irrelevant  details  to  some  point  or other that she usually forgot.


While  Georgette  loved  her  mother,  she'd  never  really  liked  her.  The  two of them were always, as Georgette explained to Annie after completing her first psychology  course,  profoundly  incompatible,  a  fact  that  Kim  could  never  admit because she couldn't  grasp it. Georgette  said  this  was  because her  mother, while not bright, had been a pretty child, a pretty teenager, and a pretty young woman, and as prettiness had been her only gift, naturally she overvalued it. According to Georgette, in the past her mother had taken secret pleasure in her daughter's gawky plumpness, loving to dress them in similar outfits—like tangerine stripes—in which Kim looked crisp and her child Georgette looked like the giant Garfield the Cat balloon in the Macy's Thanksgiving parade. Kim was so lacking in, and oblivious to, her daughter's very different gifts that she failed to notice that Georgette was very smart,  with  a  belle  laide  je  ne  sais  quoi  that  someday  would  dazzle  somebody or other.


Annie certainly had no desire to drive around town with Mrs. Nickerson on her college breaks, hearing about dead Peregrines, but because she loved Georgette (and was vaguely interested in the family history), she kept going.


They  saw  the  boardinghouse  where  Peregrine  females  were  "taken  in  like laundry" during "the War of the Confederacy."


They traced the footings of the Aquene River landing where Boss Peregrine's grandfather burnt to a crisp in a steamboat explosion.


They walked through the courthouse lobby where Boss's father was driven so mad by his son's death at Gettysburg that he shot two Yankees occupying the town and got himself hanged.


They located the exact spot on River Street where Boss, stabbed in the back of the neck, "dropped down dead as a dead dog," in front of his own bank, and the spot in St. Mark's cemetery where his Negro mistress leaped into his grave—to the mortification of his widow.


Georgette's mother lured  "the girls" with dainty pimento cheese sandwiches to listen to her tell them how Jack and Sam's father, the judge, "lost it all due to alcohol, down to his self-respect and lower  than that." How Grandee, Sam and Jack's mother, had gone so crazy that the sheriff was forced to subdue her on Main Street in her bare feet, because she was breaking store windows with a hammer and then dancing on the bloody glass.


Over  deviled  eggs,  Kim  told  them  how  Jack  remained  a  bad  influence  on George  until  Kim  straightened  him  out  and  married  him  and  gave  birth  to Georgette.


She told them how Jack was jilted by George's sister Ruthie and left town.


How Sam started kissing a woman in public and then openly lived with her till the woman ran off.


How the judge drove off River Road at a high curve "on a fateful night" and drowned in his car in the fast Aquene rapids below, his  body not  recovered  for weeks, and how Grandee was unable to grasp the fact that he was dead and kept asking for years where her husband was.


Kim said she knew the whole story: Sam had called the police at midnight to say that the judge was missing. Emerald police had gone looking and found his tire marks in the muddy ruts of River Road, gouged over the side. It took them three weeks to dredge the car from the water below and by then the judge's body was "no more recognizable than the side of a cow in a meat locker."


Some people  said  it  was  odd  that  Judge  Peregrine  had  driven  off to Raleigh in the worst rainstorm in a decade; they started rumors of suicide but the rumors didn't go anywhere. Judge Peregrine's funeral service at St. Mark's was the biggest that Emerald had enjoyed since the funeral of his grandfather, the Boss.


The  funeral  was  when  Annie's  father  had  robbed  his  dead  father,  stolen  his sister's car, and left town for good. "I was the one who saw him go," Kim boasted. "'He's got your car!' I yelled at Sam. But would she do a thing about it?"


The answer was presumably no.


After  the  reception,  Jack  and  Sam's  mother  retired  to  her  bedroom,  locked the door behind her, and stayed there for a year, overcome, the town assumed, by grief. Sam told the cleaning lady, who "did the house" once a week, that she was  never to bother Grandee, that Sam would clean her room herself. But the cleaning lady later told Kim that she'd once seen the judge's widow crouched on her brass bed, eating a live mouse, her lips smeared shining red. Grandee would still be loose in Emerald, a certifiable madwoman, if she hadn't stabbed Sam with scissors and the sheriff hadn't talked Sam into signing her mother into a home.


In fact, said Kim, not to mince words, over the centuries the whole Peregrine family had gone bat-shit crazy.


Annie had no reason to doubt the truth of these sad stories; she knew far less about  her family than  Georgette's mother did; in fact she  knew only what Mrs. Nickerson told her. And, given these sagas of dementia and sudden death, of lost wealth and lost love, of a house filled with such sorrow, she could easily understand why her father had called Pilgrim's Rest a pit of snakes, a cage of tigers, and had told his young daughter that he'd never go back there; why Aunt Sam—although insisting that her own childhood at Pilgrim's Rest had been "just fine"—had such sad eyes and why she declined to talk about any family but the one she and Clark and Annie had made for themselves.








  Chapter 7


The Smiling Lieutenant





Racing the storm home to Pilgrim's Rest in her convertible Porsche, Annie outdrove  the  memories  that had  unexpectedly jumped out  at  her  because  of  Miami Detective Daniel Hart's phone call.


Thunder  rolled  across  the  tobacco  fields  and  a  fat  drop  of  rain  splashed  her knuckles as she downshifted to turn onto the gravel road that wound to the top of River Hill. Speeding up the drive, she parked efficiently in the open barn.


Above the porch of Pilgrim's Rest a banner flapped loudly from the overhang, its letters spelling Happy Birthday Annie. 26!!!


Aunt Sam, tall and nutmeg-tan, ran onto the porch. The storm blew the door from her hand, slapping it against the house. Sam's cropped hair was prematurely white now, but she still played tennis every day and  she still looked trim in her shorts and purple  T-shirt with the logo of  her  movie rental store Now Voyager across it. She was waving a FedEx envelope. Annie had the irrational feeling that her aunt was gesturing "Back up," as if she were trying to warn her to turn around.


Clark's  Volvo drove slowly into  view  behind  her.  He  backed  into  the  barn beside the Porsche and emerged carrying the two large plant cones. "You win," he called. "You beat me."


Malpy ran into the yard from the side of the house and raced in circles around Annie. Wind blew back the Maltese's white fur from his face.


Sam, running toward them,  stopped suddenly. Then she shouted, "Phone," turned around, and hurried back inside the house.


"Gonna let loose!" Clark yelled. As if to prove his point, rain poured suddenly down;  a  twisting  gust  yanked  his  hat  off  and  spun  it  like  a  top  across  the  yard. Dropping the cones, the long-legged doctor loped after it. Up on the porch steps, he shook his legs to unstick his rain-soaked khaki trousers. Behind him, his little white dog shook his short wet legs too.


"Hi Malpy." Annie kissed the Maltese. "Teddy still bossing you around?"


Clark said, "Bosses everybody." The Shih Tzu (who'd been chosen for Annie because  they  were  the  longest-lived  of  dogs)  was  now  nearly  twenty,  blind, arthritic, self-important as ever; these days, Clark said, she never left the velvet poof in her pagoda except to reassert her supremacy over Malpy.


Annie  stood  with  her  uncle  on  the  porch,  looking  out  at  the  rain.  On  the horizon a black mass of clouds tinged with an eerie green twisted and swirled off to the east, like an old satin cloak dragged across the sky.


Clark rubbed water off his sandy hair. "Actually I got here only two minutes after you did. Just goes to show."


"I had to pull off the road for a phone call. A weird cop from Miami, looking 


for Dad. I told him I had no idea."


Clark nodded thoughtfully. "Why'd he call you?"

She shrugged. "Exactly."

"You bring your cat?"

She told him that her friend Trevor was taking care of Amy Johnson back in Chesapeake Cove.


"That's good." Clark wiped his glasses on his shirt. "I just don't see why you never ask that fellow down to meet us. Plenty of room at Pilgrim's Rest." Trevor, her condominium neighbor, was a single man her age.


"He wouldn't take the time. Workaholic."


Clark shrugged excessively and pointed at her.


"Don't start," she warned. She pointed at the house next door. "But Georgette would like Trevor." Annie had been trying to fix up Georgette since high school.


Georgette  now  lived  alone  with a Siamese cat named  Pitti  Sing;  her  mother Kim had moved recently to a golf community in Southern Pines. Clark shook his head  at his neighbor's house. "You  want  to  talk  workaholic? Georgette's  at the hospital fourteen hours a day; at night, she watches television or she comes over here, watches movies with Sam and me. I want her to fall in love."


Annie touched his face. "You want everybody to fall in love."


"I tried it myself a couple of times. I enjoyed it." Clark stepped back as wind blew the rain in on them. "It's let loose. Told you." He stretched his hand out into the downpour as if to test it. "My grandma used to say they would get rain so big one drop could drown a cat. So when I was little, whenever it rained, I hid our cat in a dresser drawer—"


Annie had heard this story before. "—and your cat had her first litter right on top of your blue crewneck. That's why you went into pediatrics."


"It's sure why I never wore that blue crewneck again. So, go on in and happy birthday." Gesturing at her Navy uniform, Clark held up the forefinger that meant a pun was coming. "You hear about the red ship that collided with the blue ship and all the sailors were marooned?"


"Top ten worst," she said. She ranked most of his puns in the "top ten worst."


He  pushed  on  his  glasses,  bent  to  examine  the  service  ribbons  on her white jacket. "So, is that for sure, you're getting divorced next week?"


She shrugged. "The lawyer swears."


Clark nodded. "Good."


She  nodded back.  "Yep."  They'd  been  able  to  talk  to  each  other  with  nods since the day they'd met long ago in the Pilgrim's Rest barn.


"About love?" he added. "Next time, go for the package. Looks, brains, job. Don't settle." He hugged her. "Or on the other hand, settle and be happy."


"Got it, Clark." She smiled at him, his favorite smile.


"You're not planning on taking Brad back, are you? Don't even think that."


She raised  her eyebrow at  her  uncle.  "Aren't you  always  telling  me  I  move too fast?"


"That's sure what I told you when you married Brad."


Annie  changed  the  subject.  "Want  to  hear some good  news?  I  can't  wait  to tell D. K. He'll love this." She said she had been chosen to test pilot a new shorttakeoff vertical-landing carrier jet they were testing for Navy purchase. An F-35. The Lightning II.


"Lightning II, that's great. Sounds easygoing."


"I think I can get it over 1200 miles per hour. That'll be a speed record. So it's July 14, five in the morning. Another pilot will do the same test."


"How do you feel about this?"


"Don't mind competing. Don't like  losing. There're  a couple of guys faster than I am. At flight school, Brad could always kick it over that extra point-whatever. But who knows, this could be my time."


Clark patted her cheek softly. "I'm mystified as to why anybody would want to set a speed record at five in the morning; five in the evening either." He rubbed her back. "But, hey, you like that dark blue world."


"I do." She looked at the roiling clouds. "I do like it up there."


Aunt  Sam  stepped  out  to  join  them  on  the  porch.  She  stared  at  her  niece. "That was the phone. What's wrong with you? Were you crying?"


"A  little  while  ago.  But  I'm  fine."  Annie  looked  carefully  at  her  aunt;  the vertical  lines  between  Sam's  eyebrows  were  frowning  more  than  usual. "What's wrong with you?"


Sam squeezed Clark's hands. "What's the matter with Annie, Clark?"


"Nothing. Her divorce isn't final yet."


Sam reached out to her niece. "A FedEx just came for you, from Jack."


Annie stepped away. "From Dad? I just got a weird phone call from Miami about Dad."


Sam pointed back inside at the hallway. "This FedEx came just a little while ago  with  some  balloons.  Was  the  phone  call  from  Miami  a  man  named  Rafael Rook?"


Annie shook her head. "Rafael Rook? No, it was from the Miami police. A Sgt. Daniel Hart. He's looking for Dad. For 'fraud.' "


Clark said he wasn't surprised. "The police were always looking for Jack for fraud. But balloons? That's a first."


"Happy Birthday to me," Annie said flatly. "I'm twenty-six. I haven't heard a word in a decade. Now it's a FedEx card and balloons. Sweet."


"So, who's Rafael Rook?" Clark asked Sam.


"A good friend of Jack's. He wanted to talk to Annie."


The porch  door  slapped  again,  loudly,  flung  against  the  house  by  the strong wind. Clark pulled it shut. "Sam and Georgette have been working on your party  for a week. But we better cancel. This could be the big one. A real twister."


"That's  what  you  always  say."  Annie  pulled  her  aunt  closer.  "Okay,  Sam, what's the problem? Something's wrong with you, and it's not my birthday party getting rained out. What's this about?"


Frowning, Sam put her hands on Annie's shoulders. "It's Jack."


"What's he done now?"


"He wants you to come to St. Louis right away, Annie. He's dying."
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