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PART ONE

1850

Oh, what was your name in the States?

Was it Thompson or Johnson or Bates?

Did you murder your wife

And fly for your life?

Say, what was your name in the States?

—Popular song of the 1850s



1 MURDER IN THE WILDERNESS

“Persons attempting to find a motive in this narrative will be prosecuted; persons attempting to find a moral in it will be banished; persons attempting to find a plot in it will be shot.”

—The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn; Mark Twain

RACHEL MCKENSIE SAT ON THE GROUND beside the canvas tent that was her temporary home. She was writing a letter to her sister, using a flattopped granite boulder as a writing desk. For just a moment, she had paused to appreciate the beauty of the California foothills.

The spring air carried the sharp scent of the pines and the sweet green smell of new leaves. A few feet from the tent, a brook flowed through a tumble of boulders. Her daughter Sarah stood by the water, playing with pebbles. Barely a toddler when Rachel and her husband William had started the long overland journey west, Sarah was walking confidently now. She was three years old—small for her age, but bright and alert, fearless in her acceptance of the wilderness world through which they traveled. As Rachel watched, the child laughed and held her hands out, showing her mother a white pebble that she had found in the streambed. “Mama!” she said. “Mama, look!”

William was farther downstream. The shallow metal dish that he used to pan for gold was leaning against a boulder and his broadbrimmed hat was pushed back on his head. He was talking with a blond man who had just ridden down the trail that led out of the mountains. It was, Rachel thought, the same man they had seen riding up that mountain trail with a companion earlier that day. The man had his friend’s horse tied behind his own. Rachel wondered idly if the man and his friend had a claim higher in the hills.

William was asking the man about gold—Rachel was sure of that. The year was 1850, just after that precious metal had been discovered at Sutter’s Mill. In the California foothills, men always talked of gold. Rachel and her husband, like so many others, had come west to find their fortune.

Rachel shook her head, chiding herself for her idleness. It was time that she stopped daydreaming and prepared the midday meal. She corked her bottle of ink and set it and the pen on top of the letter to keep the paper from blowing away. Then she stood and shook out her long skirts. Just as she turned her head toward the tent, a gunshot echoed up the valley.

William lay on the ground at the blond man’s feet. William’s hat had fallen beside him and a dark stain was spreading across his blue-cotton shirt. Rachel froze, staring at her fallen husband. In that moment, the blond man turned toward her, lifted his rifle, and fired.

The bullet caught Rachel in the chest and sent her staggering. As she fell, she cried out—a wail of pain and surprise. On the long journey west, she had worried about Indians and wolves, about stampedes that would trample them and flooding rivers that would carry their wagon away. But now that they were in California, she had thought her worries were over. How could this be happening now?

She could feel hot blood seeping from the wound in her shoulder, wetting the rocky ground beneath her. The sunlight was warm on her face; the world seemed unnaturally bright and clear. In the distance, the blond man left his horse and began climbing the slope toward her. She could see her daughter, standing by the stream. The little girl was gazing up at her, eyes round in sudden fear.

“Mama?” Sarah said, her voice barely audible over the roar of the stream.

“Run, Sarah,” Rachel gasped. “Run and hide.”

Sarah knew how to run and hide. It was a game they had played together often. On the long journey across the prairie, the Indians that they met had admired the child for her coppery hair. More than one chief had wanted to trade for her—offering William buffalo robes and ponies. That was when Rachel had taught Sarah to run and hide, to find a place that was out of sight and come out only when her mother called.

“Run and hide, Sarah,” Rachel called, in a voice barely audible over the rush of the stream. “Run and hide. Hurry.” She closed her eyes against the sunlight.

Sarah scrambled among the boulders, searching for a place to hide. She squeezed between two boulders and found a slab of granite leaning against a rocky patch of hillside, making a tiny cave. She slid through the opening, which was just big enough to admit her, and crouched in the cool shadows, her heart pounding with fear. Through the opening, she could see the tent, see her mother lying on the ground.

The man had a knife in his hand and a rifle under his arm. Sarah sat very still motionless in the darkness. As she watched, the man bent over her mother with his back to Sarah. When he stood, a few minutes later, he held a handful of bloody hair. He glanced around then, as if he felt her eyes upon him, as if he feared someone had witnessed his crimes. For a moment, his eyes rested on the mouth of the cave where Sarah hid.

Sarah did not move. She was crying, but she did not make a sound. Her mother had told her that she must be silent when she hid, as quiet as a mouse. She squeezed her eyes shut, not wanting to watch, not wanting to see what the man would do next.

When she opened her eyes, he had yanked her mother’s quilts from the tent. Boxes of food were open, spilling flour and beans onto the ground. He held up the feather bed, her mother’s precious feather bed, and slashed it with his bloody knife. The wind caught the feathers, and they swirled and danced above the boulders, flying away into the mountains.

The man tossed the feather bed aside and turned away. Silent and motionless in the safety of the cave, Sarah watched him go.

She stayed in the cave, hugging her knees for warmth and waiting for her mother to call her. She waited. She was very young. It seemed strange that her mother had fallen to the ground, but the world was filled with events that she could not explain.

She could not come out until her mother called. Those were the rules. She closed her eyes and waited, her mind drifting like a feather on the wind. She listened to the roar of the stream as it flowed over the rocks, and the sound filled her head, washing away the sight of the man standing over her fallen mother. For a time, she slept.

When she woke it was cold in the cave, and she was hungry. She squeezed through the opening into late-afternoon sunshine and made her way to the tent. The spring air smelled of new leaves, pines, and freshly spilled blood.

Her mother’s body lay in front of the tent. Her scalp had been torn away and the rocky ground beneath her head was dark and sticky with blood. The wound in her chest had bled freely as well, and a dark stain had spread across her dress.

Sarah stood a few feet away, unwilling to approach too close. “Mama?” she said. In the past, when she made that sound, her mother had smiled and responded. But now the magic sound failed her.

“Mama,” she said again, louder this time. “Mama!” A shout that echoed from the valley walls. “Mama!”

She ran to her mother’s side and tugged on her hand. The skin was cold to the touch; the hand was stiff and unyielding. As the shadows grew long, Sarah crouched beside her mother’s body, her small fists clutching the faded calico dress, her face wet with tears.

The hill to the west cast a shadow that engulfed the weeping girl. Sarah, chilled in the evening air, huddled by her mother’s side, shivering in the cold.

The sun set, and the full moon rose, illuminating the valley with its cold silver light. In a clearing up the hill from where Sarah waited, a she-wolf named Wauna sat on her haunches and lifted her head to howl at the rising moon. Her voice rose on a mournful note, stretched thin by the wind. The other members of the pack joined in, their voices singing in harmony.

Wauna’s teats were heavy with milk. Early that day, she had gone hunting with the pack, leaving her pups in the care of a younger she-wolf. The hunt had gone well. The pack had brought down a young deer, and Wauna had eaten her fill. But when they returned to the den, the wind was scented with gunpowder and blood.

The young she-wolf that they had left to guard the pups was dead by the mouth of the den, shot in the head. The pups lay beside her. They had been hauled from the den and their throats had been slit.

All her pups were dead on the ground. While the pack milled about in confusion, Wauna had licked the pups, trying to wash away the blood and bring them back to life. They were so young, their eyes barely open. She smoothed their soft fur with her tongue, cleaning them, trying to warm their cold bodies. Perhaps they only slept. If she tried, she might wake them.

Her mate Rolon and the other members of the pack milled around her in confusion. Buried in the den, where the pups had been hidden, was a wooden box that stank of man sweat. In the bushes below the den, there was a dead man, one of the two men who had carried that box. The dead man had been shot, and he had fallen facedown in the bushes. The other man—the man who had left the scent of his hands on the bodies of her dead pups—had ridden away. The smell of horses lingered in the bushes where the animals had been tied.

Rolon had begun to follow the killer, but Wauna would not go with him. She had stayed with her pups, lying beside them and offering her teats so that they might suckle. She nudged the largest one with her head—a black male, the color of Rolon. She whimpered to them, a low plaintive sound, but they did not respond. There was no life in them. Despite her efforts, the pups lay still.

Now night had come and the moon had risen. Wauna knew that the pups would not wake from their terrible sleep. She had followed Rolon away from the den and up a small trail that stank of man scent. In a clearing by the dead trunk of a lightning-struck pine, Wauna had stopped, raised her muzzle to the moon, and howled, a mournful cry that echoed through the valley.

When she paused to take a breath, she caught a scent on the wind. Gunpowder and blood—human blood this time—and the same stink of man sweat that lingered by the den and on the trail. She stood for a moment, growling low in her throat, then set off in the direction of the scent. Rolon and the other members of the pack followed.

Less than a mile from the den, she saw the tent, a flapping white thing on the side of the hill. That’s where the scent of man sweat was strongest. The man scent was old—the man was gone. But mixed with the scent of blood was the warm smell of another human.

Rolon and the others headed downstream, following the man smell, but Wauna stalked toward the tent and found Sarah, still clinging to her mother’s body.

When the wolf approached, Sarah looked up. She knew dogs—one of the other families on the wagon train had brought their old farm dog, a tolerant animal that let Sarah pull his ears and ride on his back. That dog had been her friend.

When Wauna sniffed her, Sarah released her grip on her mother’s dress and reached out to stroke the animal’s soft ears. Wauna licked the child’s face, tasting the salt of her tears. The child hugged the animal’s neck, drawn to the warmth and comfort she offered.

Such a helpless human, so small. Wauna let the child pull on the fur at the ruff of her neck. The tugging of the tiny hands reminded her of how her pups had wrestled with her, biting at her fur, tumbling over one another clumsily in their battles. So small and helpless.

What is it about a nursing mother that lets her recognize a hungry child? Mother cats have adopted puppies and baby rabbits. Mother dogs have nursed kittens with their own litters. What silent message passes between mother and child, cutting across species lines, communicating without words?

The child whimpered as the wolf licked her. She was tired and hungry, and she had no words to express her sorrow. She made baby noises, and Wauna responded, recognizing the note of hunger. The wolf turned on her side, exposing her nipples. With her head, she nudged the child toward her nipples just as she would have directed a wayward pup.

Sarah snuggled closer to the wolf’s warm body, her hands gripping the animal’s fur. The child was old enough to eat solid food, but young enough to remember suckling at her mother’s breast. Wauna’s nipples had a warm, milky scent that drew her.

By the time Rolon and the others had returned from investigating William’s body farther downstream, Sarah was suckling at the wolf’s teat, clinging to Wauna’s thick fur just as she had clung to her mother’s dress. When Rolon came near to sniff the child, Wauna growled, warning the male to keep his distance, just as she had warned packmates away from her own pups when they were first born.

Later, when Sarah had drunk her fill of the wolf’s rich milk, Rolon’s restless pacing indicated that the pack was ready to move. Wauna, not wanting to leave the child behind, nudged the sleepy girl whining low in her throat. Sarah put her arms around the wolf’s neck, embracing her as she had the old dog on the wagon train. When Wauna whined again, Sarah swung her leg over the wolf’s back, still holding tight to the animal’s neck. Moving carefully, aware of the fragile burden she carried, Wauna followed the pack, carrying Sarah away into the mountains.



2 IN THE MOUNTAINS WITH THE BEASTS

“The proverb says that Providence protects children and idiots.

This is really true. I know because I have tested it.”

—Autobiography of Mark Twain; Mark Twain

MAX PHILLIPS TUGGED ON his mule’s lead. “Come along, Wordsworth,” he said conversationally. “You’re a lazy, good-for-nothing beast and an overrated poet. Let’s move along, or we won’t make Selby Flat by nightfall.”

Max was eager to reach town, where he could sleep on a lumpy strawtick mattress, rather than on the cold, hard ground. He was thirty-three, older than many of the gold-seekers. After three weeks in the hills, he missed the comfort of a bed, however lumpy.

Max had been wandering the hills, panning gold from the mountain streams and sketching the scenery in his notebook. He was a self-trained artist—he could capture the likeness of a man or a mountain in a quick pencil sketch, a handy talent to have. Down in the mining camps, he drew portraits of miners, earning more gold from that occupation than he ever found in the California hills. Men asked him to draw their portraits, then bought the sketches to send home to their loved ones.

But sometimes Max grew tired of the company of miners, tired of all the talk of gold, tired of the drinking and gambling and endless conversations about women back home. When that happened, he struck out on his own, prospecting for gold and lingering to capture the beauty of the landscape. Now he had a notebook filled with sketches, a poke full of gold dust, and a hankering for the finest meal that Selby Flat had to offer.

The trail curved out of the pines and headed downward, following the creek into the valley. Max could see the white canvas of a tent. Someone had staked a claim beside the creek. A greenhorn, Max suspected. The spot didn’t look promising.

Max made his way toward the tent. “Rallo!” he called. “Rallo!”

No answer.

Quilts were spilled in a tangle beside the tent’s front flap. Boxes of food, some burst open, littered the slope. As he approached, three jays flew squawking from the body that lay in front of the tent.

Max knelt beside the body to examine it. A woman, dead for a few days, by the look of it. Shot and scalped and left unburied.

Max closed her staring eyes. The wind blew up the valley, carrying white feathers from the torn feather bed that lay among the rocks. He felt cold and empty and suddenly lonely. He hadn’t felt lonely in all the time he had been in the mountains. He liked being alone. He had come to California from Chicago, and he preferred the wide-open spaces to the crowded urban streets. He had been happy, wandering the hills. But now, kneeling by this dead stranger, he felt sad and abandoned.

He did what he could. He wrapped the woman’s body in a quilt to protect her from the jays and the coyotes until he could bury her. He murmured a prayer over the body, asking God to look out for her, to take her to a happier place. He glanced inside the tent. In the clutter in front of the tent, wedged by the wind beneath a broken box, he found a letter and sat in the sunshine to read it.


	Dear Audrey,

	After all of the hardships of the trail, California is a paradise indeed. The land is wild, that is true, but it is beautiful as well. As I pen this letter, I am sitting in front of our snug tent. Higher in the mountains, snow lingers far into the spring, but here in the foothills the sun is warm and the grass is green.

	From where I sit, I can look across a verdant valley. William is panning for gold in the stream. Little Sarah stands by the stream nearby, fingering pebbles as if she, too, is looking for gold. The sunlight glistens on her red-gold curls, and that’s all the gold that I need. She has grown so much in the last year. She’s bright and alert and sharp as a tack, a laughing child who even now holds her hands out to show me a pretty white stone that she has found.

	William and I are well. The mountain air is sweet and healthy and the water is fresh and pure. I think this place will be good to us. I just know that we will find a rich claim here, and I’ll send you gold nuggets the size of goose eggs. I hope



The letter ended there, obviously incomplete. No one would ever know what she had hoped.

Max stood and slipped the letter into his pocket, wondering what had happened to William and little Sarah. In the debris scattered beside the tent, he found three letters from the States, all of them addressed to Rachel McKensie, which he assumed was the woman’s name.

He expanded his search and found William’s body beside the stream below the tent. Like the woman, William had been shot and scalped. Still no sign of a child.

Long ago, in another life, Max had had a daughter. He did not like to think of that time. But now, as he searched for the lost child, he could not help imagining his own daughter, lost in the wilderness. She would be weeping; she would be frightened.

“Sarah!” he called. “Sarah! Where are you?”

After an hour of searching, he shook his head. There were so many places a child could hide. Alone, he could search this wild countryside for hours without covering it all. He needed help. At last, he took the mule’s lead and headed down to Selby Flat.

In 1850, Selby Flat was inhabited by three hundred or so men and three women. For a mile or so along the shores of Rock Creek, miners had built cabins and shelters and shacks, constructing them of canvas, of logs, of brush, of stones yanked from the hillsides.

The path that meandered among the shacks was muddy when it rained and dusty when it didn’t. At night, it was a dangerous place to stroll. On either side of the path were so-called coyote holes—some of them ten feet deep—remaining from mining operations. Drunken miners regularly tumbled into these pits as they wandered in search of their cabins. The hills on either side of the creek were riddled with long burrows dug by miners in search of gold.

That Sunday afternoon, a dozen miners lounged on a patch of gravel and sand beside Rock Creek. The surrounding boulders were draped with cotton shirts and canvas trousers, washed in the rushing water and now drying in the sun. For the past hour, the men had been sitting around in their underdrawers, idly discussing the latest excitement in the town. Four days before, two armed men had held up the stage, shot the driver, and stolen a shipment of gold headed for San Francisco.

A fellow named Arno had gone missing at about the same time. Most of the miners figured that Arno, with the aid of a confederate, had stolen the gold. The identity of the confederate was a mystery.

There was no sheriff in Selby Flat. No sheriff, no judge, no official representative of the law. A jury of miners dispensed a rough sort of justice, subject to the consent of the general population. Stealing was punished by whipping and banishment. Murder—unless it was in self-defense—was punished by hanging. A posse of miners had set out to look for the stagecoach robbers, but they’d lost the trail and given up after two days, returning to their claims.

“I’d guess Arno’s halfway to Mexico now,” suggested Jasper Davis, a tall blond miner. “He and his partner took that gold and headed south.”

“I reckon you could be right, Jasper,” allowed Johnny Barker. “If he were holed up around here, folks would have seen him for sure.”

“I was riding down the trail from Grizzly Hill at about the time they were holding up the stage,” Jasper continued. “I suppose I’d have seen them if they went up that way.”

“I just keep on wondering who his partner was,” a third man said. “Arno wasn’t bright enough to plan a robbery on his own. And he didn’t seem to have any good pals.”

“I saw you and him drinking together one time,” Johnny said, looking at Jasper. “A couple of weeks ago, at Selby’s Hotel. Did he say anything about a partner?”

The blond man frowned. “You know, now that you mention it, he did mention that he had a partner down Hangtown way, where he was mining before. He said something about him going prospecting and his partner following along after.”

“Prospecting?” Johnny snorted. “Checking out the stage, more likely. Prospecting for a good time to rob it.”

It was then that Max came down the dusty trail from Grizzly Hill, leading his mule. “Rallo,” he called to the men by the creek. “A man and a woman have been murdered up the trail a piece. Their little girl is lost in the mountains. I’m going to Selby’s barroom to gather a search party. Pass the word.”

“A woman? Murdered?” Jasper said, but Max had already moved on, tugging on the mule’s lead. The men dressed and followed.

Several buildings in Selby Flat offered lodgings for transient miners: a log cabin with a bunkroom had beds for a dollar a night; a large canvas tent provided space on a dirt floor for half that price. Selby’s Hotel, located at the center of the encampment, was the biggest and best of the miners’ hotels.

Selby’s was a sprawling structure built of logs and roofed with thick brown canvas. It was a palatial establishment by the standards of the area. First-time visitors, stepping off the dusty (or muddy) path into Selby’s barroom, had been known to stop dead in their tracks, frozen in place by its unexpected opulence.

The walls were hung with pale pink calico that had been printed with roses of every size and variety, ranging from delicate blossoms smaller than a baby’s thumb to cabbagelike blooms the size of a man’s head. The cloth draped elegantly around a massive mirror, brought all the way from New York to San Francisco by ship, and from San Francisco to Selby Flat on the back of a mule.

Mrs. Selby took very good care of that mirror. Every morning she wiped away the dust and polished the glass. Then she polished the cut-glass decanters and the jars of brandied fruit that stood on the shelf in front of the mirror. The floor was dirt, of course, but that dirt was hard-packed and Mrs. Selby swept it each morning. The room was furnished with benches and tables constructed from rough-cut planks. Mrs. Selby had wanted nicer furniture, but she made do by draping the tables in bright red calico to hide the rough wood.

By the time Max reached Selby’s, word had spread, and the room was crowded with men who wanted to know what had happened. When Mr. Selby called for quiet, Max stood by the grand mirror and described what he had found up by Grizzly Hill.

Death was common enough in the mining camps. Men got drunk and fell in the creek and drowned. Men didn’t hear the warning rattle of a sidewinder, got snakebit, and died of the poison. Men got into fights and sometimes killed each other for gold. Mexicans killed white men and white men killed Mexicans and both killed Indians and Chinamen. A man’s murder was unfortunate, but nothing to make anyone hurry down the trail.

A woman’s murder, however, was something else. There were few women in California—three in Selby Flat, half a dozen in Nevada City. There were more down in Sacramento and San Francisco, but those cities were a long way off. Men would travel fifty miles on foot to eat an apple pie made by Mrs. Selby, a matronly woman with a broad pleasant face that no one would call beautiful. Women were precious; women were rare. A woman’s murder demanded action.

It was a rough crowd that filled Selby’s barroom. Men from every walk of life had come to California in search of gold-farmers who had abandoned the plow, husbands who had abandoned their wives, sailors who had abandoned their ships. Rascals and heroes, wise men and drunkards. All of them sat silent as Max told of the dead woman who lay by the side of the creek. He read Rachel’s letter aloud: “I think this place will be good to us. I just know that we will find a rich claim here, and I’ll send you gold nuggets the size of goose eggs. I hope…”

Rachel’s last words hung in the air as Max put the letter down. For a moment, each man in the room thought of his own hopes and dreams. I hope I’ll be rich. I hope I’ll be happy. I hope that my sweetheart will still be waiting when I get back to the States. I hope that I get out of these mountains alive.

A moment later, the miners were all talking at once—shouting about finding the murderers, about justice, about honor. One man was sure that Indians killed the woman. He’d seen some Diggers up that way not a month ago. It must have been Mexicans, shouted another. You couldn’t trust Mexicans around a white woman. They had to form a posse and catch the killers and string them up, showing them that this was a civilized place.

Then Mrs. Selby’s voice cut through the babble. “That poor little girl,” she said, her voice breaking. Her hands were knotted in her apron; her broad face was wet with tears. “She’s in the mountains with the wild beasts. You’ve got to find her.”

“We’ll find her, ma’am,” called Jasper Davis. He had climbed onto a bench and was standing above the crowd. “I’ll lead a search party. We’ll start tonight. Who’s with me?”

Max stood at the back of the room with Mr. Selby, watching the miners crowd around the man, ready to rescue the poor little girl and bring her to Mrs. Selby’s motherly arms. “Who is that fellow?” he asked Mr. Selby, gesturing at the blond man.

“His name’s Jasper Davis,” Mr. Selby said. “He came here a month ago from Sacramento. A few days back, he struck a rich streak up the creek a piece. He’s a good fellow.”

Max nodded, accepting the information but reserving judgment on whether Davis was a good fellow or not. Mr. Selby’s estimation of a fellow’s goodness depended more on the man’s financial stability than on any other characteristic.

Outside, the sky had grown overcast. The clouds had darkened from the pale gray of granite to an ominous gray-black. As the miners shouted about how they would find the little girl and hang the killers, the first drops of rain began to fall.

Sarah was as Mrs. Selby had said, in the mountains with the wild beasts. The wolf pack had taken shelter in a grove of pines. Wauna lay down close to the trunk of a tree, and the girl sat on the carpet of pine needles beside her, surrounded by wolves.

“Dog,” she said to Wauna, testing one of the sounds that her parents had taught her. The wolf made a low whining noise in her throat, and Sarah responded with a whimper of her own.

Wauna leaned close to sniff the girl’s face. Sarah grabbed the ruff of fur at the wolf’s neck and used it to pull herself to her feet. When Wauna licked Sarah’s face, the girl lost her grip on the wolf’s fur. She fell into a sitting position, still holding her hands out to the wolf.

After two days of suckling at Wauna’s teats and sleeping beside the female wolf, Sarah smelled of milk and wolf, just like any wolf pup. While the girl sat in the litter of pine needles that covered the ground, Wauna licked her face, washing her clean. Sarah closed her eyes. Her memories were vague and muddled, but the touch of Wauna’s warm, wet tongue was like the cloth her mother had used to wipe her face each night, rubbing away the dirt with water warmed on the campfire. “Mama,” she murmured, and Wauna responded with a whimper, licking away the salty tears that rolled down the little girl’s face.

Thunder rumbled, a warning of the storm to come. Overhead, the branches of the pines lashed in the cold wind that blew down the mountains, where winter snow still lingered. Sarah shivered and Yepa, a young female wolf, moved to sit close beside her, blocking the wind. Yepa, Wauna’s daughter from the year before, had helped her mother care for the litter of pups, watching over the youngsters, letting them chew on her ears and pounce on her tail. This new youngster was strange, but when Wauna accepted her as a pup, Yepa did the same. She tolerated this pup’s behavior, just as she had indulged the pups that now lay dead in the valley.

Seeking warmth, Sarah huddled between Wauna and Yepa, snuggling against their warm fur. Lightning flashed, illuminating the snowcapped mountains that surrounded them. The thunder rumbled again, and Wauna cocked her ears, listening to the mighty growls from the sky. Lightning flashed white, like sharp teeth in a dark mouth. Thunder growled and barked. Wauna nuzzled Sarah’s ear, whimpering low in her throat.

A few feet away from Wauna, Rolon answered the thunder with a low bark and a whimpering growl. Then he lifted his head and howled, a long, lonely wail that echoed from the mountains. Wauna joined in, singing on a higher note that blended with Rolon’s. Then Yepa and Duman and Ruana and Dur, all Wauna’s children from the previous litters, joined in. Omuso, an older male, came in late, joining the chorus.

Mountain men say that wolves howl like devils, like banshees, like the lost souls in hell. They say the sound is dreadful, terrifying, unimaginably frightening. They shiver when they hear the wailing of the wolves, touched by a chill of the spirit. These men huddle by their fires, fearing the darkness of the mountains that surround them, fearing the wilderness that they hope to tame.

Surrounded by howling wolves, Sarah stared up at the night sky, mesmerized by the flashing lightning. The song of the wolves filled her with a strange feeling, a sense of urgency that made her heart pound faster. This feeling did not come with words—she had few words. But she remembered the touch of a wet cloth on her face, her mother’s hand stroking her hair, her father’s low voice singing her a lullaby, wordless memories that filled her with sorrow and passion.

When Wauna lifted her head to howl again, Sarah turned her face skyward and joined in with a wild young cry, a high note that rose above the others. If any mountain men had been listening, they might have wondered what new terror had joined the pack, a frightening creature with the shrill voice of a child. But there were no men to hear. Sarah clutched the neck of her adopted mother and howled, her face wet with tears and rain.



3 A CLEVER VILLAIN

“The calamity that comes is never the one we had prepared ourselves for.”

—Mark Twain

THE MINERS FROM SELBY FLAT were delayed by the storm. By the time the pounding rain let up, night had fallen. They left town at first light, but it was a long and muddy trail from Selby Flat to the McKensie’s camp on Grizzly Hill. Beside the South Fork of the Yuba River, the rain had washed out the trail and the men had to climb high on the riverbank to make a new one.

Late in the afternoon, they reached the canvas tent where Rachel lay. Her body was still wrapped in the quilt, as Max had left her. The men stood beside the creek, surveying the wreckage that surrounded the tent. Now that they had reached their goal they were uncomfortable and uncertain of how to proceed.

“I came through here last Friday,” Jasper said. “I must have seen them just before the Injuns got them.” He frowned down at the quilt-wrapped body, his jaw set in a grim line. “I talked to her husband; I didn’t talk to her, didn’t see the girl. If I’d been a little later, maybe I could have helped.”

Henry Johnson, a beardless youngster of eighteen, awkwardly patted Jasper’s shoulder. “We’ll do what we can for them now.”

Jasper shook his head, as if shaking off his sorrowful thoughts, then glanced up at the hills, down at the valley. “We can divide into teams,” he suggested. “Each team can take an area and search for the girl.”

“Her body, more likely,” murmured Johnny Barker. “Or what’s left of it.” He’d been a trapper in the Rockies before corning to California, and he had no illusions about the child’s chances.

“If we find her body, we’ll give her a Christian burial, along with her mama and papa,” Jasper said solemnly.

“If it was Injuns, they might have taken her captive,” suggested Henry. “I’ve read about that.” Henry had arrived in Selby Flat just a month before, having come to California by ship from Boston. Before taking that voyage, he had bought every book about California and the West that he could find, compiling a library that included scholarly accounts of exploratory expeditions, practical advice for travelers, matter-of-fact descriptions of military campaigns, and lurid novels that abounded with Indian captives and beauteous Indian maidens. On the ship, he read them all, amassing a storehouse of information and misinformation. “Many Western tribes take captives and raise them as slaves.”

“Never heard of the Diggers doing that,” Barker observed. Like most of the miners, he held the tribes native to California in contempt, regarding them as dirty beggars and savages. “If they didn’t kill her, then the weather and the wolves did.”

“Enough jawing,” Jasper said. “I’ll search that way.” He waved a hand up the trail. “Max, why don’t you give me a hand? We can rendezvous back here.”

The men split up, each taking a different area to search. Max followed Jasper up Grizzly Hill, on the trail that led to the town of Humbug. Where the slope leveled off a bit, Jasper stopped and let Max catch up.

“I just couldn’t keep talking about the little girl like that,” Jasper said. He was looking out over the valley. “I keep thinking about her being lost out here, all by herself.” He shook his head. “By the sound of her mama’s letter, she’s too young to get far. Too young to talk, most likely.”

“Probably knows a few words,” Max said. “She can walk, so it’s likely she can talk some.”

Jasper shot him a curious look. “You have children?” Max shook his head, denying the past.

Jasper shrugged. “She’ll know her name, then.”

Max nodded. “She’ll know her name.”

From some reason, Max did not like this man. It was nothing he could put his finger on; the man had done nothing wrong. In fact, he had done many admirable things—rallying the miners to form a search party, encouraging the men as they made their way on the muddy trail, insisting that they search the area carefully, though the odds that the child had survived were slim. But there was something shifty about Jasper—he stared into space rather than meeting Max’s eyes.

But perhaps it was nothing. Max was a short man, small-boned and wiry, and Jasper was tall and broad-shouldered. Max felt ill at ease in crowds and Jasper seemed to be a natural leader. He was younger and stronger than Max. Perhaps it was a touch of envy, Max thought, the simple jealousy that the weak feel for the strong, the timid feel for the confident.

“Let’s call her name as we look,” Jasper suggested, turning to continue up the trail. “Maybe she’ll hear us and come out.”

Max followed the big man up the mountain. “Sarah,” Jasper called as he walked. “Sarah, come out.”

After an hour of searching, they stopped to rest in a small clearing, where a lightning-struck pine raised its blasted branches to the sky. The sun was low in the west, and Max was weary. For two days, he had been traveling without much rest.

“She couldn’t have come this far,” Jasper said. “We’d best head back.”

From the clearing, the main trail continued to the northeast, but a small trail, worn by deer, most likely, branched off to the east. “We should check down there,” Max said.

“You’re tired. I’ll take a look, while you rest a spell,” Jasper suggested.

Max leaned back against the trunk of the pine, closing his eyes for a moment. He listened to Jasper’s footsteps as the man made his way down the trail. “Sarah,” Jasper called. “Sarah. Are you there?” Jasper’s voice faded in the distance.

Out of Max’s sight, Jasper Davis smiled, happy to leave the other man behind. “Sarah,” he called. “Come here, Sarah.”

He had been hard-hit when Max had read Rachel’s letter. What bad luck that he had missed the child.

He reached the wolf den where he had hidden the gold. “Sarah,” he called again, just in case Max could still hear him. “Where are you, Sarah?”

He glanced behind him to make sure that Max had not followed him, then lay on the rocky ledge in front of the den and reached inside to feel a corner of the strongbox. He stood and dusted himself off, glancing at the bushes where he had hidden Arno’s body. The bodies of the wolf pups and the wolf that had been guarding them still lay by the den. Everything was just as it should be.

Jasper smiled, thinking of how cleverly he had set up the stagecoach robbery. Over a bottle of whiskey, he had made a deal with the stagecoach guard, a man who was unhappy with his job and his salary. The bargain was simple: When Arno and Jasper appeared in the stage road, demanding the gold shipment, the guard would make sure that his shots went wild. In return, he’d get a fifth of the loot and Arno and Jasper would split the remainder.

The guard had kept his part of the bargain. Arno and Jasper appeared in the stagecoach road, blocking the way with their horses and demanding the gold shipment. The guard’s shot missed the two of them—just as they had agreed. But Jasper’s aim was accurate: He hit the guard in the heart and killed him instantly. And he and Arno got away clean with fifty thousand dollars in gold.

Jasper smiled down at the bushes that hid Arno’s body. Not a very bright man, Arno.

“You nailed that guard good and proper,” Arno had said cheerfully as they rode away. “He sure looked surprised.” “He certainly did,” Jasper agreed. “That he did.”

Together, they rode into the mountains, to the wolf den that Jasper had located earlier. Jasper shot the wolf that guarded the den, pulled the squirming pups from the safety of the den and slit their throats. Arno helped Jasper lift the strongbox of gold from his horse.

“I’ll be hiding my share of the gold here,” Jasper had said. Arno had laughed at that. All the way up the trail he’d been talking about how he would spend his share of the money, about the fine whiskey he would drink and the fancy women he would buy.

Jasper had known all along that he couldn’t let Arno have any of the money. Arno was a fool at the best of times, and a drunken fool more often than not. Arno would lead the law back to Jasper, just as surely as he’d squander his share of the gold. He would start bragging to the first bartender who poured him a drink, to the first dance-hall girl he slept with.

Jasper was squatting beside the strongbox when Arno said, “I reckon I’ll take my share now.” Without a word of warning, Jasper had lifted his pistol and shot Arno through the heart. Arno barely had time to look surprised before he tumbled over dead.

Then Jasper had opened the box and transferred a few handfuls of gold dust from one of the big bags into his own pouch. It would be unsafe to take more—any man who suddenly started spending freely would be suspected of the robbery. He closed the strongbox and shoved it into the den, where it would be safely hidden. He tumbled Arno’s body into the bushes.

Now, standing on the rocky ledge in front of the wolf den, Jasper felt happy and secure. No one had disturbed his gold, and no one would. Sarah McKensie was surely dead. The odds of a child surviving one night in the wilderness were slim—and it had been four days since he did her parents in. That child would be no trouble to him. She couldn’t tell the miners that Jasper Davis had gone up the mountain with Arno and a box of gold—and he had come back alone. She could not tell them that he had murdered her parents so that they could not betray his secret.

He was smiling when he turned his back on the wolf den, heading back up the trail to where he had left Max. “Sarah,” he called as he walked. “Come out, little Sarah.” By the time he reached the clearing where Max waited, his face was set in a grim expression.

Max opened his eyes and saw Jasper coming up the trail. “You found nothing?” Max asked.

“Nothing. Let’s go back to camp. Maybe someone else has found her.”

The other men had been equally unlucky. No sign of the child or her body. By the light of the setting sun, the miners used William’s shovel to dig a grave. They buried Rachel and her husband together in the valley and marked the spot with a cross constructed of two oak branches lashed together with rope. Over the grave, Henry murmured a few words from the Bible.

They had done what they could, Max thought. The child was gone. Johnny Barker thought she had been devoured by wolves; Henry held to his theory of Indian capture. One way or the other, she had vanished.

As the sun set, Max sat beside a boulder—the very same boulder that Rachel had used as a writing desk—and sketched the valley, the creek running through the meadow, the oak trees and grasses. Henry Johnson had gathered a bouquet of poppies and placed it by the cross. The orange flowers caught the golden light of the setting sun and seemed to glow, as if illuminated from within. The cross at the head of the grave cast a long shadow in the grass. An acorn woodpecker flitted from an oak tree to the upright of the cross, paused for a moment, then flew away in a flash of black-and-white wings.

Max penned the sketch in careful detail. He would send a letter to Audrey North, the woman to whom Rachel McKensie had been writing. From Audrey North’s letters to Rachel, he had gathered that the women had been sisters. Perhaps, he thought, Rachel McKensie’s sister would take some comfort in knowing that Rachel had been buried in a beautiful place.

The others made camp on the far side of the valley at a goodly distance from the grave and the McKensies’ camp. When the sun set, Max joined the others by the campfire.

It was late the next day when they reached Selby Flat.

Rain had begun falling in the morning, a persistent drizzle that soaked through Max’s wool felt hat in the first hour and his coat in the second. The trails were slick with mud and treacherous, and it was a long, slow journey back to town.

Mrs. Selby met them at the entrance to the hotel. Drenched from the rain and chilled to the bone, the men trooped into the bar, long-faced and weary. Max was among the first to enter.

“No sign of the little girl,” Max told Mrs. Selby. He described their search, then shook his head despondently. “All we could do was to give her mother and father a decent burial, then come on back.”

“You did your best,” Mrs. Selby said. “No one can ask for more than that.” She patted Max’s shoulder.

“I thought I’d write a letter,” he said. “To her sister back home. Let her know what happened.”

Max hung his hat and coat by the fire that burned at one end of the hall. The space in front of the fire was crowded with boots, and the room stank of steam and sweat and drying socks.

He found a table at the back of the room near one of the gaps in the walls that served as windows. The dreary late-afternoon light that shone through the calico curtain gave that table the best lighting of any table in the house. Turning his collar up against the cold draft that blew through the opening, he settled down with his notepad and pencil to compose a letter to Mrs. Audrey North of New Bedford, Massachusetts. He had the address from letters he had found by the tent. It was difficult, but he knew that it had to be done. Since he had discovered the bodies, he felt that it was his place to do it.


	Dear Mrs. North,

	It is with a sorrowful heart that I must write to tell you that a tragedy has befallen your sister and her family. There is no way to soften this news, and so I will state the facts directly. Your sister and her husband have been murdered by unknown assailants and their daughter Sarah is missing and most likely dead in the mountains.

	I was returning from prospecting on Grizzly Hill when I passed the place where your sister’s family had camped. There I found a terrible scene of destruction. Unknown persons had shot your sister and her husband and had wantonly destroyed much of their property. There was no sign of the child, Sarah, that your sister mentions in her letter.

	A group of miners from the nearby encampment of Selby Flat have thoroughly searched the area, hoping that divine providence had somehow protected the innocent child from harm. Alas, we have found nothing. Some have suggested that Indians might have carried the child away, but that seems unlikely. I believe that the child is dead and that her body has been carried off by wolves.

	I can give you no information about who perpetrated this terrible crime. Some suspect Indians, but there is no proof that the savages were involved. We have done our best to give your sister and her husband a Christian burial and we have said a prayer for Sarah, that she, too, may rest in peace.

	It might comfort you to know that your sister’s last thoughts were of you. I enclose a letter that I found beside her tent. I also enclose a sketch that I made of the valley where your sister died.



He was finishing this line when Mrs. Selby returned to the table, having bustled about and made sure that all the miners were cared for. While she read the letter, Max took out his sketch of the gravesite.

Mrs. Selby wiped away a tear with a corner of her apron. She returned the letter to him and peered over his shoulder at the sketch. “That’s lovely,” she said.

Accepting the letter from Mrs. Selby, he wrote a final line. “You have all my sympathy at this time of sorrow.” He could think of nothing more to say, no words that could make this tragedy any less painful to Rachel’s sister. He signed his name and folded the note and his sketch of the valley around Rachel’s half-written letter.

“I’ll send it with the next stage,” Mrs. Selby said. “Such sad news for a sister to hear. But I’m sure your sketch will be a comfort to her.”



4 WANTED

“A man should not be without morals;

it is better to have bad morals than none at all.”

—Mark Twain’s Notebook; Mark Twain

FOR THE NEXT FEW WEEKS, the miners of Selby Flat continued speculating about the robbers who had held up the stage and about the villains who had killed Rachel McKensie and her family. The murders were generally blamed on Indians or Mexicans. Arno’s continued absence made him a favorite for the robbery. The stage company offered a reward for the recovery of the gold, but no one came forward to claim it.

Without a hint of shame, Jasper Davis speculated and discussed the murders with the others. He felt no guilt, no remorse.

Jasper Davis was an extremely intelligent man with no conscience. The youngest of six boys, he had been born on a hard-scrabble dirt farm in the hills of Tennessee. His mother, exhausted by the needs of the farm and the demands of her boys, had died two years after his birth, leaving the toddler to the indifferent care of his older brothers and drunken father.

Jasper had grown up hungry. His father was an indifferent farmer; his brothers were wild boys who helped on the farm only when threatened with beating. There was never enough food for everyone. At mealtime, he got what was left when his brothers were done—never enough to satisfy his growling stomach.

Jasper had grown up dirty. His face was always grimy. He wore clothes that his older brothers had outgrown, all well-worn and stained before he got them. He had no cause to wash, no cause to dress up. After his mother died, he never went to church. He never went to school—his father saw no need for schooling. “Waste of time,” he said. “He don’t need no schooling. Don’t want him to think he’s smarter than his pappy.”

Jasper had grown up mean. The runt of the litter, his father called him, the smallest of a family of tall, lanky, rawboned men. His father cuffed him, his brothers beat him up, and he kicked the dog when he could get away with it, which was rarely. His father treated his coon hound with more care than his children.

At age sixteen, Jasper killed his father. He waited until his brothers were out somewhere raising hell, then he hit the old man in the head with the same hatchet they used to butcher the hogs. He burned the house, stayed for a time to watch the flames, then took the mule and headed west.

That was back in 1843. On his way west, he had held many jobs—he wasn’t lazy and he could work hard when it suited him. America was a big country, with many opportunities for a young man in the process of transforming himself. Jasper worked for a year as a deckhand on a Mississippi stern-wheeler. On board, he made the acquaintance of Gentleman Jack, a lawyer from New Orleans who had, after a series of shady dealings, found it wise to leave town and take up life as a riverboat gambler and con artist.

One night, standing outside the gambling salon and having a smoke, Jasper had looked through the windows and watched Gentleman Jack cheat at cards. He saw exactly how the man palmed the cards and exactly how much he took from his fellow swells.

When Jack stepped out on the deck, Jasper hailed him. Standing at the rail while the brown waters of the Mississippi flowed past, Jasper explained, in a low, soft, reasonable voice, exactly what he had seen.

“How much do you want?” the gambler asked, ready to pay for Jasper’s silence. His fellow cardplayers would have been quite happy for an opportunity to beat him senseless and take their money back.

Jasper shook his head. “That ain’t it. I don’t want money. I want you to teach me.” “Teach you what?”

“How to gamble. How to act like a gentleman.”

The gambler laughed—then saw the dangerous glint in the young man’s eyes and stopped. “That will take a while.”

“I’ll travel with you,” Jasper said.

They traveled together, and Jasper learned a few things. He got a better suit of clothes, a better haircut. He learned that “ain’t” wasn’t proper English and that a gentleman blew his nose on a kerchief, rather than wiping the snot on his sleeve. He watched and he listened and he learned.

Though the association was forced upon him, Gentleman Jack enjoyed teaching the young man. Jasper was a quick study. He learned to say “please” and “thank you.” He learned how to flatter a lady. He learned to gamble and he learned to palm cards. He helped Gentleman Jack work out some new methods of cheating.

Jasper improved himself. By the end of his first year with Gentleman Jack, he might have been taken for a pleasant young man raised on a proper family farm—still a bit rough about the edges, but well-meaning and polite.

Then one night, after Gentleman Jack had done particularly well at cards, Jasper strangled his mentor, took the profits, and headed west once again. It was time for him to move on, and he needed money to do that.

There is not space here to detail all of Jasper’s exploits. Suffice it to say that he came to California in 1849, like so many men, to make his fortune and remake himself. He thought it was time for him to adopt the veneer of respectability.

For that, he needed money. That was where the stagecoach came in. He robbed the stage to get the money he needed, then covered his tracks by killing all witnesses. Except for Sarah, but surely she was dead in the wilderness.

He was smart enough not to spend the money he had stolen all at once. He would spend it gradually, establishing himself as a successful miner, a respectable man of means.

Max stayed in Selby’s Hotel for a time, happy to have a bed to sleep in and a roof over his head. He staked a claim a mile or so north of town, on a gravel bar that looked promising, and worked it just often enough to keep his hand in. He’d been staying at Selby’s for a week or so when Mr. Selby mentioned some past business.

“I still have that sketch of yours,” Mr. Selby said. Max was eating a late breakfast at the bar and the barroom was empty. “That Arno fellow never stopped by for it.” Mr. Selby waved toward the mirror. Max could see a sketch tucked behind one corner, held up by the weight of the framed glass against the rough wall. Arno’s grinning face, captured in pen and ink.

Just before Max had left on his prospecting trip, Arno had begged Max to complete a sketch of him. Arno, a short, tough man with a high opinion of himself, had posed by the fireplace at the end of the barroom, grinning to reveal his gold front tooth. Bandoleers crossed his chest and a bowie knife of impressive proportions was sheathed at his belt.

It had been a long, wet, spring afternoon, and Max had been reluctant to leave the warmth of the barroom. So he had lingered over the portrait, shading it carefully and including details that he might ordinarily leave out. The handle of Arno’s knife, for example, had caught Max’s attention: the polished wood was decorated with silver inlay depicting a running wolf with black-onyx eyes. Max had included this detail in the sketch. The portrait was, Max thought, one of his best.

It was only after Max completed the portrait that Arno had told him that he couldn’t pay for it right away. “I’ll be getting the money soon,” Arno had said. “A fellow owes me some money, and he’s coming to town. I’ll pay you then.”

Max had frowned, feeling that Arno had taken advantage of him. “When you pay me, that’s when you’ll get the picture.”

Arno had argued. “But I might be gone by the time you come back.”

“My point exactly,” Max had said. “You’ll be gone and so will my payment.”

Still grinning, Arno had pulled his knife, leaning back in his chair and using the point of the blade to clean his fingernails. The blade glinted in the dim light of the bar. A running wolf, twin to the one on the handle, had been etched on the knife’s blade.

Easily twelve inches in length, the blade was an inch and a half wide at the handle, tapering only slightly for the first eight inches, then curving to a saber point. Both edges of the curving section were sharp, giving the weapon a ripping edge on the back as well as a foot of cutting edge on the front. Below the curving section, the back of the blade was sheathed in brass, a metal softer than steel. In a knife fight, an opponent’s blade could catch in the brass, which kept it from sliding down the blade to cut the hand of the knife fighter. At the handle, a broad guard offered further protection. Patterned on the famous knife of James Bowie, this was a knife fighter’s blade.

Max glared at Arno, refusing to be intimidated. “You’ll get the picture when I get my payment,” he said.

It was just then that Mr. Selby had come up to join them. “What the hell are you doing with your knife out, Arno. I can’t imagine why you need that in here.”

“We were having a business discussion,” Arno said sheepishly, and slid the blade back into its sheath. A man who angered Mr. Selby would be banned from the best bar in town. Arno clearly wasn’t willing to risk that.

Max took advantage of the interruption. “I’m sure Mr. Selby could help us out here. Arno wants to pay me for this portrait when he gets the money, but I’m leaving town. Do you suppose you could hold the picture and take payment for me when he has it?”

For a share of the proceeds, Mr. Selby agreed to hold the portrait for Arno’s payment. Max left town the next day. But Arno, it seemed, had never returned with the money.

Mr. Selby frowned at the portrait. “What do you want to do with it?”

Max shrugged. “If you’re willing to keep it for a time, then let’s just see if Arno shows up to claim it.”

“And if he robbed the stagecoach like some of the boys think, it’ll make a fine wanted poster,” Mr. Selby said.

Max laughed. “For now, let’s just leave it where it is and see if Arno comes back for it.”

Just a few days later, Patrick Murphy, an agent of the recently formed Pinkerton National Detective Agency came to Selby Flat. “I’ve been engaged by the stage company and the bank to investigate the robbery,” he explained to Mrs. Selby. “I confess I’m startled to find such a fine establishment so far from civilization.”

Mrs. Selby regarded Mr. Murphy with approval. He had, she thought, an intelligent face and a discerning eye. He was dressed far better than the miners, in a fine sack coat and vest. She gave him her best room, an alcove that Mr. Selby had partitioned off from the general dormitory with a calico curtain.

Over lunch in the barroom, Mr. Murphy asked Mrs. Selby a good many questions about the town, about the stagecoach robbery, about the speculations surrounding it. She was happy to answer his questions, tell him about suspicions regarding Arno and the robbery, and fill him in on things that he hadn’t thought to ask about, such as the murders on Grizzly Hill, the price of eggs, and the difficulty getting dried apples so far from Sacramento. She asked some questions of her own, mostly about women’s fashions back in the States, a subject on which she found Mr. Murphy’s knowledge less than satisfactory. Even so, Mrs. Selby enjoyed their chat and promised to introduce him to some miners who might be able to answer questions that she couldn’t.

Late that afternoon, she spotted Max in the doorway and rushed out to meet him. “Max!” she called. “There’s someone I’d like you to meet. He’s here to investigate the stagecoach robbery. I’ve been telling him about the murders, and he had some questions.” She took his arm and led the way to Patrick Murphy’s table by the kitchen—her best table. Late-afternoon light shone through an open window beside the table, illuminating the detective’s face.

“This is Patrick Murphy,” she said. Max’s expression was one of shock and recognition.

“Max,” said Patrick. “Who would think that two old friends would meet again like this?” He grinned at Max.

“You know each other!” Mrs. Selby was delighted. She glanced at Max again to see if her delight was shared. Max wore a worried frown; he did not look happy to see Patrick Murphy.

“We certainly do!” Patrick was saying. “Max and I met in Chicago years ago, back when I was a policeman. Isn’t that so, Max?” He did not give Max time to answer. “But there’s no need to get into that now. I have a new job these days, Max. I’m a detective with the Pinkerton National Detective Agency. Sit down, sit down. I wanted to talk to you about the robbery of the stage.”

Mrs. Selby left the men together. It was a busy evening. She brought their supper, but could not linger to chat. There were hungry men to feed, and she had no time to waste. She noticed that they drank together, making considerable inroads on the bottle of whiskey that Mr. Murphy had purchased. Mr. Murphy smoked one of his fine cigars, nine-inch panetella supers of an East Coast make, far better than the pipes and foul-smelling, six-inch stogies that most of the miners smoked.

She was serving dinner to a tableful of miners when Max asked her if he might take the portrait of Arno from behind the mirror. She nodded her consent

Business didn’t slow down until after sunset, when she looked over and noticed that Max was gone. She checked on Mr. Murphy then.

“Did you have a good chat with Max?” she asked. “Indeed I did.”

“He’s such a gentleman, Max is,” she said. She sat down in the chair that Max had vacated. “He’s a cut above most of the miners. He reads books and he draws so well. He is really an artist.”

Patrick nodded. “He mentioned this fellow, Arno, who never came back for his portrait.” He tapped on the portrait, which was spread on the table. “With Max’s permission, I’ll be using this to make a wanted poster.”

Mrs. Selby nodded. She was less interested in Arno than she was in Patrick’s opinion of Max.

Max was, in Mrs. Selby’s mind, a bit of a mystery. He was a cultured man, an artist, and he did not seem to be motivated by gold fever, as so many of the miners were. She wondered what had brought him to the gold country. Max had brushed off her questions about his past, saying that he didn’t like to think about all that.

“You mentioned that you were a policeman when you met Max. Was Max a policeman?”

Patrick smiled, as if at a private joke. “No, not at all. But our work did bring us together.”

“An artist and a policeman.” Mrs. Selby raised her eyebrows.

“Sounds like an interesting story there.”

“That may be, but you won’t hear it from me.” Patrick put down his whiskey glass.

Mrs. Selby shook her head in frustration. “You are being far too mysterious, Mr. Murphy.”

“My good Mrs. Selby, without mystery, life would be dull indeed.” Still smiling, he refused to answer another question.

The next time she saw Max, Mrs. Selby asked about how he knew Patrick Murphy, but Max said, “We met in Chicago,” and would say no more. Mrs. Selby’s curiosity remained unsatisfied.

In the hills, the wooden trunk remained safe in Wauna’s den. The jays pecked out Arno’s eyes; the coyotes gnawed his bones. And far from the questionable civilization of Selby Flats, Sarah lived among the wolves.



5 FIRST KILL

“All you need is ignorance and confidence; then success is sure.”

—Mark Twain

WAUNA CARED FOR SARAH as she would have cared for her own pup. She suckled Sarah when the child was hungry, washed her face and hands with a warm wet tongue, kept close watch over her.

Wauna took the girl to a sheltered hollow on the side of a hill protected on two sides by rocky outcroppings that offered small caves and crevices where wolf pups could hide. On the third side was a mixed stand of oak, incense cedar, and yellow pine. The fourth side was open to a wide forested valley.

There, under Wauna’s watchful eyes, Sarah played in the sunshine. By day, squirrels scampered and scolded in the oak trees; woodpeckers and jays foraged among the fallen leaves, searching for acorns left over from autumn. At night, Sarah listened to the quavering call of the screech owl, the chirping of the crickets. Sarah learned about the world around her—and she learned about the wolves.

A wolf pack is an extended family, connected by blood relationships and bonds of affection. The leaders of the pack are the alpha male and alpha female, patriarch and matriarch. All other members of the pack have positions on a social hierarchy, a complex network of relationships that dictate each animal’s behavior. In Sarah’s pack, Rolon and Wauna were the alpha pair.

In a pack, all the wolves—from the highest to the lowest—help care for the pups. When Wauna, the pack’s alpha female, took Sarah as her pup, the other wolves accepted her as such.

At first, the wolves let Sarah play as any pup plays. But gradually, they began teaching her that some things were not appropriate. When she tugged on Ruana’s ears, the young female nipped her softly until she let go. Then Ruana nuzzled Sarah’s face softly to reward the proper action. When Sarah stared at Rolon with an expression that offered a challenge, the male wolf growled softly and bowled her over. Then he stood over her and nudged her face until she looked away. From these lessons, Sarah learned the proper way to behave.

Wolves do not communicate with words, as humans do. They speak to each other in subtler ways. A movement of the ears can communicate anger; a shift in the angle at which the tail is held can indicate distrust; a lowering of the head can suggest an apology; a direct stare presents a challenge.

A wolf that is greeting a friend wags his tail, rubs against his friend, and maybe licks his friend’s muzzle or nudges his friend’s nose with his own. A friendly wolf signals his goodwill with his ears, pricking them up in interest or laying them back in a submissive gesture that indicates he has no interest in fighting. He may grin a wolfish grin, with lips pulled back and turned up at the corners. He may whine or make a sound that’s a little like humming, a cross between a moan and a whine that rises and falls in pitch. He may rear up to place his paws on his friend’s back or indulge in a wolfish hug, embracing his friend with one or both paws. In the ecstasies of greeting, he may softly grab his friend’s muzzle in his jaws in an affectionate love bite.

Sarah learned to read the body language of the wolves, becoming attentive to subtle signals that most humans would overlook. She could tell when Omuso would be glad to have her scratch his ragged right ear, torn in a fight long ago—and when it would be better to leave the old male alone. She played with Durand Duman and Yepa, rolling on the ground and growling puppy growls. She joined in the chorus each morning, when the wolves howled to greet the dawn. She howled with Wauna when the alpha female called to her packmates, summoning them to rendezvous.

Though she had no tail to wag, and her ears were useless for signaling her intentions, she learned to communicate her own feelings, adapting the signals used by the wolves to make herself understood. She could sniff noses, she could grin, she could whine and hum. Where a wolf might lick or use his jaws, she used her hands—grabbing a muzzle, scratching an ear, rubbing a chin. She could indicate that she wanted to play or solicit attention and grooming or warn a wolf away. Her packmates came to accept her gestures, reading her intentions as easily as they read each others’.

As a pup, Sarah was the lowest-ranking member of the pack—but she was also its most indulged member. Recognizing her frailty, the wolves treated her more gently than they would one of their own, nipping softly where they would have chastised a wolf pup more severely. Still, she learned to submit to a higher-ranking wolf, trustingly exposing her neck to the beast’s sharp teeth, whining low in her throat to communicate her surrender.

Like any child, Sarah explored her environment. In a moist, shady place, she found the plant known to some as miner’s lettuce, and feasted on the soft green leaves. She ate tender shoots of young clover. When Wauna brought her the remains of a kill, she teethed on scraps of dried meat and hide. But she preferred Wauna’s milk to the tough meat, and continued to suckle.

Over the passing weeks, Sarah gradually shed her clothing. She pulled off her underpants when she squatted to pee, then abandoned them where they fell. Inspired by the squirrels, she scrambled up into the low branches of one of the oaks. Once, when Dur was in a temper, she escaped the wolf by climbing higher than she ever had before. When her frock caught on a branch, she scrambled out of the garment and left it hanging in the tree. After a month in the wilderness, she wore only a tattered white petticoat that grew dingier with each passing day, and a pair of leather moccasins that her human mother had purchased from a friendly squaw on the trail westward.

Wauna worried about Sarah. This strange pup seemed healthy, but she was slow to develop, lacking the endurance and speed of a young wolf.

What worried Wauna more than anything else was Sarah’s lack of interest in meat. The first food that wolf pups eat is partially digested meat, regurgitated by wolves who have returned from the hunt. Pups beg for food by licking at the muzzles of adult members of the pack. Wolves also carry meat back from the hunt—for the pups and the adult wolf who stayed behind.

Unlike a wolf pup, Sarah did not beg for food. She ignored the meat that Wauna dragged to the sheltered hollow. Instead, Sarah continued to suckle, growing strong on the milk that would have nourished half a dozen wolf pups. For a time, Wauna was tolerant, indulging the strange pup and letting her continue to get her sustenance from milk. Having lost her own pups, Wauna was determined to keep this one healthy and strong.

Eventually, game grew scarce in the area around the hollow where Sarah stayed. The pack moved, and Sarah moved with it. Wauna stayed with the girl trailing behind the rest of the pack. The little girl walked as far as she could. When she tired, she draped herself over the mother wolf, lying on Wauna’s back with her arms locked around the wolf’s neck. Each day, Wauna would find a safe place to leave the girl while the pack hunted. Sometimes, Wauna stayed with her. Sometimes Yepa stayed.

One sunny, summer day, Sarah waited in a high Sierra meadow for the pack to return. Yepa was napping in the shade while Sarah explored the meadow.

She was hungry. The girl had suckled long after pups would have been weaned, and Wauna’s milk was drying up. That morning, when Sarah had tried to suckle, Wauna had curled up, hiding her tender nipples from the girl. When Sarah had persisted, Wauna growled softly and nipped at the child’s hand, gently warning her away. Wauna had little milk and little patience left.

In the meadow, Sarah found some tender clover and plantain leaves to eat. She devoured the leaves, but they did little to assuage her hunger. She was searching vainly for something to eat, when she noticed birds flitting among the branches of a blackberry bush on the edge of the meadow.

The birds flew away at her approach, chirping in protest at the disturbance. The birds had been feeding for some time, but a few blackberries remained on the branches. Sarah reached into the bush for a big berry. The thorns scratched her arm, but she got the berry and crammed it into her mouth. It tasted wonderful—sweet, ripe, and warm from the sun.

Thorns could not dissuade her. Patiently, carefully, she pushed her way through the branches. She found a berry that a bird had pecked and rejected, another that was only half-ripe. The little girl did not overlook any possibilities, finding and devouring the smallest and sourest of the wild berries with enthusiasm and relish.

Sarah was deep in the blackberry thicket when Wauna returned with the pack, carrying a piece of meat torn from the kill. Searching for her foster child, Wauna followed Sarah’s scent across the meadow.

A young cottontail rabbit was foraging in the meadow when Wauna returned. The rabbit saw the wolves, but when they showed no interest in him, he continued grazing. He was happily occupied in a patch of clover when Wauna suddenly appeared, bearing down on him.

Foolishly, the rabbit panicked and bolted from cover right under the mother wolf’s nose. Wauna dropped the meat that she carried and lunged for the fleeing cottontail. Instinctively, the rabbit fled toward the protective cover of the blackberry thicket.

Just as the cottontail was about to dive into the cover of the bramble patch, Sarah emerged from the bushes, scratched and grimy. She was still hungry, having been rewarded for her diligent search with just a few small berries. When the child stepped directly into the path of the fleeing rabbit, the animal changed direction abruptly. Fearing the human as much as the wolf, the panicked rabbit turned to one side.

Wauna was on him, her jaws closing on his neck. Still running, she snatched the rabbit off his feet, breaking his neck.

Sarah ran after Wauna, her childish squeals of excitement blending with the mother wolf’s growls. Wauna jerked her head and opened her jaws, tossing the cottontail to her foster child. Sarah, running on two legs as her human parents had taught her, snatched at the rabbit with both hands. She caught the carcass (more by luck than by skill) in a tight embrace. Throwing herself down on the meadow grass, she bit at the cottontail’s neck as she had seen Wauna do.

Sarah’s teeth were not sharp enough to penetrate the animal’s hide, but Wauna’s fangs had already torn the rabbit’s fur and bitten deep into the artery that carried blood to the animal’s brain. The rabbit’s heart, beating its last, pumped warm, salty blood into Sarah’s mouth. The girl swallowed, hungry for nourishment, sucking at the wound as she had at Wauna’s teat.

She growled like a young wolf then, pulling at the still warm carcass with her hands and teeth. A young girl is not equipped to rend and tear a carcass like a young wolf, but Wauna helped, nudging Sarah aside with her muzzle. Planting a paw on the carcass to hold it in place, Wauna ripped open the rabbit’s belly, exposing the soft internal organs.

Sarah plunged a tiny hand into the warm viscera and pulled out the liver. Cramming the organ into her mouth, she chewed happily as blood ran down her chin. She feasted on the heart and lungs, then licked rich blood from her hands. Finally, sated and smeared with blood, she curled up in the grass with her foster mother.

Wauna was happy that this strange pup had fed. Now she would grow strong. The mother wolf licked the girl clean, washing away the blood of the cottontail and cleaning the bramble scratches. Sarah laughed happily, warm in the sun and well fed at last.

Meanwhile, back in Selby Flat, Mrs. Selby was polishing her mirror. That morning, she had received a letter addressed to Max, sent care of Selby’s Hotel. From the return address Mrs. Selby knew that the letter came from Audrey North.

As she polished the mirror, Mrs. Selby thought sorrowfully of little Sarah. Without stopping her work, Mrs. Selby muttered a prayer for the little girl, a plea that she find happiness in her mother’s arms in heaven. Little did Mrs. Selby know that Sarah was far from heaven. Smeared with blood and dirt, in a wilderness meadow, Sarah had indeed found happiness and a mother’s love.

An hour later, Sarah woke from her sleep and licked blood from her lips. She was not a young wolf—no, she could not be that—but she had taken a step toward savagery and survival. She had eaten raw meat and relished it. She wanted more.

Wauna was a patient teacher. Under her tutelage, little Sarah learned to flush rabbits and mice and ground squirrels and quail from cover and send them running into Wauna’s jaws. Once, when a young quail was slow to escape, Sarah snatched up the bird and broke its neck, her first kill.

Hunting and killing became a part of her life. Like her savage ancestors, she ate her meat raw, licking blood from her hands and relishing the salty taste of it.

Having learned to eat the fresh meat from these kills, Sarah began supplementing that diet with meat from the pack’s kills, which Yepa and Wauna brought her. She could not bite through the hide of a downed deer as her packmates could, but she could pick at the scraps of flesh once the hide was torn away by the teeth of the wolves.

In the afternoons, while the pack rested and played, she foraged for other foods. She competed with the birds for the fruits of a variety of plants, snacking on wild strawberries, gooseberries, thimbleberries, and Sierra plums. Craving greens, she ate the leaves of miner’s lettuce and clover.

She had the face of a cherub-sweet blue eyes and delicate features surrounded by a halo of red-gold hair—but she was as dirty as any child could ever hope to be. Her hair was a glorious tangle; her face, smeared with berry juice; her arms and legs tanned from the sun. But she was happy for all of that. She hunted, and she thrived in her new family.



6 ROMULUS AND REMUS

“Get your facts first, and then you can distort them as much as you please.”

—Mark Twain

MICHAEL DAY, A MAN GENERALLY known as Socks, wasn’t looking for a lost child. He wasn’t looking for gold either, though he wouldn’t have complained if he had stumbled across a rich pocket. But he wasn’t a miner—he had spent a few days working a rocker and the work didn’t appeal to him. He wasn’t inclined to spend his time standing in mud, shoveling mud, staring at mud, and hoping to spot a glimmer of gold.

No, Socks was hunting for deer and packing the venison down to the mining towns, where hungry miners would pay a handsome price for fresh meat. There were many ways to strike it rich in California, and Socks figured it was easier to take the gold from men who had dug it up than to go prospecting for gold himself. So he’d bought a pair of pack mules and he was hunting.

Socks was used to hunting alone. In 1835, when he was eighteen years of age, he had drifted westward to St. Louis. There he joined an expedition of trappers heading into the Rocky Mountains. For the next decade, he’d lived in the mountains, wearing buckskins, living with the Indians, and sporting the fur cap that was the mark of the mountain man. In 1845, when beaver was just about trapped out, Socks had headed west, going along on an exploratory expedition to California. Then in 1849 he’d guided a wagon train full of emigrants along the trail west. After that, having had his fill of nursemaiding greenhorns and city folks, he reckoned he’d just stay in California for a time.

That’s how he’d come to be camping high in the hills, beside a lake with water as clear as the air. Hunting had been good. With his Hawkens rifle, he’d brought down three deer. He’d butchered them and hung the carcasses to bleed. That evening, as he lay in his bedroll, he listened to wolves howling.

On the way across the plains, the fools who had hired him shivered like women when the wolves howled, terrified by the wailing voices that sang to the moon. Socks didn’t mind the wolves. He’d shoot ’em if they came prowling around his camp, but otherwise he didn’t pay them no mind. He pulled his fur cap low over his ears and fell asleep listening to their singing.

The wolves knew Socks was there, of course. They could smell the smoke of his fire, the biscuits that he had made for dinner, the reek of his tobacco, the dried blood of the deer he had killed. But the pack had brought down a young doe that evening, and they were well fed. They had no reason to nose around the mountain man’s camp.

But Sarah was intrigued. The smells of his camp awakened memories. The woodsmoke and aroma of baked biscuits lured her close. Those were smells that reminded her of her mother, of camping with her family on the trail west.

Before dawn, when the pack was stirring, while Socks still slept, Sarah crept to the edge of his camp, drawn by curiosity. She prowled through the camp, moving as silently as any wild creature frightened by the presence of man. She had been with the wolves for four months, and she had come to move as quietly as they did, her moccasined feet noiseless on the pine needles that covered the ground. Beside the mountain man’s fire pit, she found a tin where he had put two biscuits away for breakfast, sealing them in the tin so the varmints wouldn’t get them.

Sarah could smell the biscuits inside the tin, but she could not get to them. Still moving quietly, she carried the tin away from the camp to the shore of the lake. Among the wolves, she had learned that it was best to take your food to a secluded spot and eat alone. Beside the still water of the lake, she pried open the tin.

These were biscuits that her mother would have scorned. Rather than baking them properly in a cast-iron Dutch oven, the mountain man had toasted them on a stone by the fire. They were burned on the outside, half-raw on the inside, tasting of wood-smoke and ash. As the sun rose, Sarah crouched by the lake and devoured them with gusto, eating even the blackened bits.

Socks woke at dawn. A thin mist hung over the lake water. The air was cold; the first sunlight touched the water with a glimmer of silver. As he watched, a fish jumped, and Socks smiled without moving in his bedroll. He might catch a mess of fish for breakfast, before packing up and heading down to the mining camps.

A movement on the shore of the lake caught his eye. Something grayish white, moving along the shore, where the way was flat and easy. He squinted at the shape, not quite believing his eyes.

A little girl was making her way along the lakeshore. She wore only a pair of moccasins and a grimy petticoat that had once been white. Her hair was a tangle of coppery curls. By the color of her hair, he knew that she wasn’t an Indian child.

As he watched, she crouched by the lake and put her head down to drink. She lifted a dripping face and wiped the water away with a careless hand. Then she bent her head to the water again, her eyes fixed on something in the shallows.

Socks was not a man given to flights of the imagination. It made no sense to him that a little white girl would be wandering alone in the wilderness, but he accepted the evidence of his eyes.

As she sat up, Socks saw a movement in the brush behind her.

He kept his eyes focused on that spot, until he saw the movement again. What he saw made him reach for the rifle that he kept, always ready, alongside his bedroll.

A grizzled, old wolf was crouching in the alpine laurel beside the lake. Ears up, the animal watched the little girl splashing in the water. Not ready to pounce just yet, Socks thought. In no hurry for his breakfast. The old villain had no reason to rush. Breakfast was there whenever he wanted it. The child was unprotected—easy prey.

No, Socks thought. She was not unprotected. Sitting up in his mess of blankets, smelling of deer blood, tobacco, and sweat, his fur cap on his matted hair, Socks was an unlikely hero. But he saw himself as a hero, as the child’s savior, rescuing her from the perils of the wilderness. Moving slowly to avoid drawing the eye of the wolf, he carefully loaded his rifle. The wolf did not move as Socks sighted on its head—a clear shot, an easy shot.

Sarah knew Omuso was behind her: she heard the wolf moving through the bushes and smelled his scent on the breeze. The others were on higher ground, away from the man’s camp.

Sarah was happy. Her stomach was full and the first rays of the morning sun were warm on her head. On the lake bottom, she had found a pretty white-quartz stone. She was going to show it to Omuso just as she had shown pretty pebbles to her mama, so long ago.

She was turning from the water when she heard the crack of a rifle shot. She smelled gun smoke and saw Omuso fall, his right eye suddenly gone, replaced by a bloody hole. She looked in the direction of the sound and saw the man, his rifle at his shoulder.

A memory—sudden, sharp and clear. She was holding a white pebble out to her mother when she heard the crack of gunfire. She looked toward the sound and saw a man with a rifle. Her mother fell whispering to her: “Run. Run and hide.”

Sarah ran. Her heart pounding, her legs pumping, she fled without looking back, through the brush and up into the trees, running to Wauna, to the pack, to safety. She took with her a valuable lesson. Men were dangerous; men killed without warning; men killed at a distance. She had seen this happen twice. She understood it now.

She got away for one simple reason: Socks did not sleep with his boots on. He had learned, in his first year of trapping, that his feet stayed warmer at night if he took off his boots, took off the socks that he had worn all day, and put on a pair of wool socks. His mother had knit those socks for him before he had left for St. Louis, and he had promised to wear them to keep his feet warm at night.

He had kept his promise, and when the socks his mother had lovingly knit for him wore out, he purchased another pair and continued the same routine. This routine was, of course, the reason for his nickname. In the community of mountain men, where bathing more than twice a year could get you a reputation as a dandy, Michael Day’s nightly changing of socks seemed the ultimate in fastidiousness. Each night, he put on sleeping socks; each morning, he put on his ordinary socks, which he washed every few weeks.

When Socks crawled from his bedroll to go to the rescue (or so he thought) of the little girl he stopped to change his socks and pull his boots on, giving Sarah a significant head start. There wasn’t a terrible rush, he reckoned. The wolf was dead. The little girl would recognize him as her savior and come when he called. So he could take a moment to put on his boots.

But the little girl didn’t come when he called. The wolf was dead, sure enough. A clean shot through the eye; a damn fine shot, he thought. But the little girl was gone. Vanished, leaving behind the prints of her moccasined feet in the sand by the lake.

Socks followed the little girl’s trail up the slope for a bit. He found sign of other wolves: tracks, tufts of fur in the grass where wolves had been sleeping, the gnawed bones of a deer kill. It looked like the little girl had run right to where the wolves were sleeping, but there was no indication that the animals had attacked her.

He followed her trail a little farther, calling as he went. “Rallo! Rallo! Little girl! Come back!”

She didn’t come back. He lost her trail on a granite slope and could not find it again. He spent a day by the lake, searching for the little girl without success. Then he packed the venison on his two mules and headed to Downieville, the nearest large town, to sell his meat and tell his tale.

Jasper Davis was having lunch at Downieville’s Lucky Dog Saloon. The primary purpose of this thriving establishment was to relieve miners of their gold while providing them with food, alcoholic beverages, and entertainment (in the form of gambling).

Jasper had provided half the capital for the establishment of the saloon and now he was entitled to half the profits. For Jasper, this had proven an extremely profitable investment. He was well on the way to becoming a prosperous businessman, and that was quite useful. Once he was known to have a successful business, no one would question his free-spending ways.

“I’d recommend the venison steak.” Samuel, Jasper’s partner and the man who managed the saloon’s day-to-day operation, pulled up a chair and sat down at Jasper’s table. “A mountain man just came down from the high country. Had venison to sell and a crazy story to tell.”

“What sort of story?”

“Claims he saw a little white girl romping around by a lake in the high country. Just a slip of a girl, wearing nothing but a petticoat. Claims he saw a wolf stalking her. He shot the wolf—has the skin to prove that—but the little girl ran away and vanished in the woods.”

Jasper frowned. He didn’t like the sound of this. “Probably just an Indian brat.”

Samuel shrugged. “That’s what I said. But he says this child had a head of curly red hair and the face of an angel. He swears that she was no Indian. I think maybe he’s been in the hills too long.” Samuel jerked his head toward the bar. “That’s the fellow. Goes by the name of Socks.”

Jasper eyed the man who was leaning on the bar. Jasper thought it was unlikely that the daughter of Rachel McKensie had somehow survived for months in the wilderness and had made her way to a lake many miles from Grizzly Hill. But the story made him uneasy. This hunter claimed he had seen a redheaded child. Rachel McKensie had been a redhead. Jasper remembered Rachel’s hair quite vividly; he had thought as he scalped her that those curly locks would have made quite a prize for an Indian brave.

Jasper was a thorough man. He disliked having any loose ends. He wished that he had found the child when he had murdered Rachel and her husband. If he had, he would have made a clean sweep of it. No loose ends; no unfinished business. But perhaps luck had presented him with an opportunity to take care of this loose end.

“Is he going hunting again?” Jasper asked.

“He didn’t say.”

“Might be nice to have a regular supply of fresh venison,” Jasper said. “If he were willing…”

“I reckon that would be good,” Samuel agreed.

“Let me talk to the fellow and see what I can work out.” Jasper got to his feet slowly and strolled over to the bar.

A few hours later, after several drinks and a couple of fine venison steaks, Jasper and Socks were the very best of friends. Jasper had heard the story of the angel child in the forest several times in its entirety—from the moment Socks spotted the child to the moment he lost her trail on the granite slopes beyond the lake.

“Poor little girl,” the mountain man repeated. “All alone out there. I called and called.” He shook his head, made melancholy by the memory and the whiskey.

Jasper nodded sympathetically, though he thought the man was taking the matter far too much to heart. Like many of the men who had left civilization behind, Socks was excessively tenderhearted on matters related to home and family. The sight—or the imagined sight—of this girl child had awakened in him a wistful longing, as if by saving this little lost girl he could somehow redeem himself.

Socks drained his glass. “I reckon when I go hunting again, I’ll go back to the lake. Maybe I’ll find her.” He brightened at that prospect.

“Would you mind if I came along?” Jasper asked. “It touches my heart to think of that little girl out there alone. I’d sure like to help.” By the end of the evening, after finishing a bottle of whiskey together, Jasper and Socks were partners, dedicated to finding the lost angel child and bringing her back to civilization. Two days later, Socks led Jasper to the lake, where they made camp and began their search.

For the next two weeks, they searched the area surrounding the lake. While he was searching, Socks hunted for deer. In that time, Socks found only one indication of the little girl’s presence. On a manzanita bush not far from the lake, he found a tiny scrap of white lace. “I reckon it’s a bit torn from her little petticoat,” Socks said. He held the delicate lacework pinched between grimy, callused fingers. “I reckon that proves she was here.”

Finally, when it was clear that they would find nothing more, Socks packed the deer carcasses back to Downieville. Jasper left the mountain man there. “If you find that little girl, let me know,” Jasper told Socks when he bid the mountain man farewell. “I know folks who would take her in, raise her proper.”

The mountain man nodded, convinced that Jasper was a fine fellow, with the child’s best interest at heart. “I’ll sure do that,” he told Jasper. Jasper rode back to Selby Flat, still plagued by that niggling doubt, the uneasy possibility that someone might know his secret.

At that time, Max was working a claim on the North Fork of the Yuba River with Henry Johnson, the earnest young New Englander who had thought that Sarah had been adopted by Indians. Max and Henry had a canvas tent for a shelter, and they cooked over a fire by the creek. Their camp was far from any other miners, and Max liked it that way.

As long as the weather held and the claim kept paying, it wasn’t a bad life. They woke up with the sun, ate a breakfast of cold pork and biscuits, then set to work shoveling dirt into their long tom, a wooden cradle through which the creek flowed. The moving water washed away lighter sediments, leaving gold dust caught in the riffles of the cradle.

At midday, they stopped for another bite to eat and a bit of a rest, then they got back to work. When the sun reached the top of the ridge, they quit for the day and measured their take.

While Henry occupied himself with the gold, Max made dinner. After dinner, Max would lean back against a boulder that retained the heat of the afternoon sun and sketch. He sketched the river, striving to capture the way the light played on the water’s surface. He sketched the hills with their rich texture of pines and aspen. He sketched Henry, head tilted back, a haze of pipe smoke around him, writing a letter to the folks back home. It was a fine way to relax.

Sometimes, inspired by Henry’s example, Max wrote in his notebook. If he’d had anyone back home to write to, he would have written a letter. But he had no family, so he wrote for himself, describing the clean air, the golden afternoons, the soothing rush of water past the door of their tent.

It was peaceful there in the mountains. Each Sunday afternoon, Henry went to the trader at Downieville for supplies, that being the nearest outpost of civilization. Max, having little use for civilization, stayed in camp.

One Sunday afternoon, Henry returned from his weekly trip with a melancholy expression.

“What’s the trouble, partner?” Max asked. He was lounging in the shade of a yellow pine, having passed the afternoon sketching. As a rule, the weekly visit to Downieville left Henry broke, but cheerfully drunk. “Why the frown?”

Before he answered, Henry unstrapped the supplies from the mule’s back. He set the pack on the flat boulder that served as their kitchen table, as it was situated right next to the fire pit that served as their stove. Then he took a seat on a boulder not far from Max.

“I got to drinking with a fellow,” Henry said in a low voice. Max nodded. “I see. That’s usually not the sort of thing that gets you down.”

Henry shook his head. “This fellow had been hunting and he saw the strangest thing.” Then Henry told Max about Socks and what he had seen. “A little girl, alone in the woods,” Henry said. “He knew she wasn’t an Indian, by her curly red hair.”

Max put down his notebook and sat up, giving Henry his full attention. “A little white girl with curly red hair?” he asked.

Henry nodded. “I wondered if it might be the daughter of the woman who was murdered.”

“Sarah McKensie.” Max frowned. The lake Henry had described was many miles from Grizzly Hill, where Rachel and William McKensie had been killed. But it seemed strange that this phantom child had red-gold curls. Rachel McKensie had mentioned her daughter’s red-gold curls in her letter.

“That’s it. Sarah McKensie. Maybe she was adopted by Indians and they took her up there. But he said he didn’t see any sign of Indians.”

“He looked?”

“Looked high and low. Then he went back a second time with that fellow from Selby Flat, Jasper Davis. They both looked, and they couldn’t find hide nor hair of her.” Henry sighed. “Maybe it was just his imagination. A man can get to imagining things up there alone. A dream, maybe.”

“Maybe,” Max said. “Now you say that he shot a wolf that was stalking her?”

“That’s right. Then he tracked her up into the hills, where he found the tracks of other wolves. Poor little girl, surrounded by beasts.” “Well, there’s another theory for you,” Max said. “Romulus and Remus.”

“What’s that?”

“The legendary founders of Rome. As infants, they were left to die in the wilderness. But they were adopted by a she-wolf who had lost her cubs.”

“They were left to die!” Henry was outraged. “Where was this?”

“Ancient Rome.”

“Foreigners,” Henry said angrily. “You never know what they’ll do.” And he was off on a rant about the Chinamen who had staked a claim down the creek a ways. The miners in town were talking about running them off the land, but figured there was no need just yet.

Max wasn’t listening. He was wondering about little Sarah McKensie. Could the savage heart of a wolf have been touched by the little girl’s plight?

The next Sunday he went to Downieville with Henry. He found Socks in the local saloon, drinking up the last of his profits and planning another hunting trip. When he asked the mountain man about the little girl, Socks told the same story that Henry had related—a little girl running wild, a wolf nearby, a heroic mountain man, attempting to save the girl. Socks told also of his return to the lake, with Jasper Davis’s assistance.

Miners who had come into town for supplies gathered around the mountain man, buying him drinks and talking about the little girl in the mountains. There was a wistfulness about their talk, a sweet melancholy, as if the little lost girl reminded them of all that they had left behind. One man talked of his wife back home, another of his younger sister.

While they talked, Max sketched, capturing the faces of these hard-bitten men in a moment of sentimental longing. A man with a banjo played a few sad songs—about lost love, about going home, about the ones who were left behind. It was a sweet, sad, maudlin evening.

The next day, Max had a notebook filled with sketches and a head full of sadness. He told Henry that he couldn’t work that day, and he sat beneath the yellow pine tree and wrote about the night before, managing to be both sentimental and humorous as he told of how a lost child had touched the hearts of the hard-bitten miners and traders. He sent his writings, with the sketches of the men in the saloon, to the Nevada City Gazette.



7 THE BEGINNING OF A CORRESPONDENCE

“The reason I dread writing letters is because I am so apt to get to slinging wisdom and forget to let up. Thus much precious time is lost.”

—Mark Twain

“PICK UP YOUR FEET, Wordsworth,” Max told his mule. “No need to raise such a cloud of dust.” The beast paid him no mind, continuing to scuff its hooves through the trail dust.

The summer sunshine was warm on Max’s back as he came over the top of the ridge and headed down toward the trail that ran along the creek to Selby Flat. Just a couple more miles to go. The creekside trail was broad and flat, a pleasant change. For the past few days, he’d been climbing up and down ridges along ill-marked trails and bushwhacking through the chaparral.

The claim he’d been mining with Henry Johnson had played out a few weeks back. Though Henry had elected to stay in the northern diggings, Max decided to return to Selby Flat.

He followed the switchbacks down to the creek with a sense of relief. Soon, he could get a fine dinner and a good night’s sleep at Selby’s Hotel. Below him, he could see a mining camp—a tent by the creek, a long tom in the water, a trio of miners lounging on the rocks, enjoying an afternoon break.

“Hey, Max! Max—is that you?” One of the miners was waving. Max recognized Johnny Barker and returned his wave.

“Hello, Johnny. Working hard, I see.”

“Come on and join us,” Johnny called. “Tell me where you’ve been.”

Max stopped for a time, letting Wordsworth have a long drink while he chatted with Johnny. The miner introduced Max to his companions and they asked the usual questions and touched on the usual topics. How good were the diggings up north? Max said he had done well there. He and his partner had taken two thousand dollars out of the ground between them. Not the richest diggings, but not bad.

How rich was the ground here? Not bad; not bad. The miners were careful, not wanting to encourage him to stake a claim nearby. Nothing to complain about.

Then Johnny allowed as how he’d read Max’s article in the Nevada City Gazette. “You had half these boys weeping and the other half looking out for wolves and little girls,” Johnny said. “Was a sight to behold. You’ve got a way with words, partner.”

Max smiled, acknowledging the compliment.

“You reckon that little girl could really be living with wolves?” Johnny asked.

Max shrugged. “It could happen. It’s a strange world.”

“That it is. Hey, when you get to Selby Flat, you’d best go to Selby’s Hotel, first thing. Mrs. Selby has a letter for you. I reckon she’s burning with curiosity about what’s in it. She asks about you all the time.”

“Maybe she just misses my charming smile,” Max said. Johnny laughed.

The miners invited Max to stay to dinner, but he continued down the trail, curious to see what was in the letter. It was late in the afternoon when he reached Selby’s Hotel. He noticed that a wanted poster with his portrait of Arno was tacked to the outside wall of the hotel. It had already started to tatter and fade. Max put Wordsworth in the corral and stepped into Selby’s.

The sweet smell of warm apples and cinnamon filled the room, which was crowded with miners. Max spotted Jasper Davis on the far side of the room. Jasper waved Max over to the table where he sat alone. “Rallo, Max,” Jasper called. “I reckon you came all the way from Downieville for a piece of Mrs. Selby’s apple pie.”

Max sat down at Jasper’s table. Socks had told Max of how concerned Jasper had been for the little lost girl, leading Max to think he must have misjudged the man. “That Pinkerton fellow’s been here,” Max said. “Saw the wanted poster outside.”

Jasper nodded. “No one’s seen hide nor hair of Arno since the robbery. I figure he headed to Mexico.”

Max nodded. “Maybe that Pinkerton fellow will go after him.” Jasper laughed and shook his head. “No, that fellow plans to stick around. Told me he was thinking Nevada City might be a nice place to settle down. They’re looking to appoint a town marshal, and he figures on applying for the job.” Jasper leaned toward Max. “You know, I saw that piece you wrote for the newspaper. Real nice what you had to say about that little girl. Do you really reckon she could have been taken in by a pack of wolves?”

Max shrugged. “Could be.” He had been asked many times about Romulus and Remus; he was used to the question.

“So when she ran away, she ran off with the wolves,” Jasper continued.

“I suppose so.”

Jasper nodded thoughtfully. “So if a man tracked the wolves, he might find the little girl.”

“Why yes, that could be.” Max studied Jasper’s face. Surely the man’s interest in rescuing Sarah was admirable. But there was still something about Jasper that struck Max wrong. Something about him reminded Max of acquaintances back in Chicago who were on the shady side of the law, individuals who were humbugs and frauds and always on the dodge.

Max did not have an opportunity to analyze Jasper’s interest in Sarah any further just then. Mrs. Selby had emerged from the kitchen and spotted him. “Max!” she called, bustling across the room while drying her hands on her apron. “Oh, Max, I’m so glad you’re back. I have a letter for you.” She pulled a battered envelope from where she had tucked it behind the mirror and brought it across the room to him. “It’s from Audrey North, the sister of that poor murdered woman.”

Max tore open the envelope and read the enclosed letter, written in a bold hand.


	I am grateful to you and to the men of Selby Flat for all your efforts on behalf of my sister and her husband. I thank you for writing to tell me of my sister’s fate. Were it not for your kind letter, I would never have known what happened to her. I would wait for news of her, always hoping, always disappointed.

	I find it comforting that my sister’s last letter was so optimistic and hopeful. My sister had an adventurous spirit. I take comfort in knowing that she was happy before her death.

	In my heart, I cannot believe that little Sarah has perished. I cannot imagine that anyone, however depraved, could murder a child so sweet and innocent. You say it is unlikely, but I choose to believe that little Sarah is alive. I picture her living with some savage tribe, adopted as their daughter, her curly hair tamed with bear grease, her pale face standing out in a clan of ruddy faces. Perhaps I am being foolish, but I trust my heart and my heart tells me that she cannot be dead.

	I have a request to make of you. I have no right to ask—you have already been so kind—but I will ask, even so. Please write again, if you are moved to do so. Tell me of California, so that I might understand the strange place to which my sister traveled. If you hear any news of my niece, please let me know.

	I have framed your drawing of the valley where my sister died. It hangs on my parlor wall, where I can see it as I drink my tea each morning. I thank you for sending the drawing and wonder what I might do to repay you. I understand that some items are in short supply, there in the West. Please let me know if there is anything that I might send that could gladden your heart as your lovely rendering gladdens mine.



Max looked up to find Mrs. Selby reading over his shoulder. “Such a sweet letter,” she said. “You must write to her immediately and tell her about what that mountain man saw.”

“I don’t know,” Max said slowly. “It might be cruel to raise her hopes.”

Mrs. Selby frowned, considering that. A miner sitting at a nearby table, a burly, bald-headed man named Ned, leaned over and took advantage of the pause to ask Mrs. Selby about the pies. “How long afore they’ll be done, ma’am?” he inquired politely.

“In just a bit,” she said, barely glancing in Ned’s direction. Her attention was on Max. “She wants you to offer her hope,” Mrs. Selby said. “That seems quite clear.”

Max glanced at Ned, who was staring in the direction of the kitchen. “Do you suppose you ought to check on that pie?” Max asked. “It smells just grand.”

But you must write to Mrs. North and tell her about what that hunter said.”

Max shrugged, still reluctant.

“Mrs. Selby?” It was Ned again. “Don’t you think those pies might burn?”

“You must write,” Mrs. Selby said to Max. “You must write and tell her about the wolves.”

Ned stood up then, looming over Max. “I think that’s a fine idea, Mrs. Selby. I’ll make sure he writes. You go check on those pies.” Ned smiled down at Max. “You’d best start writing, or we’ll never get any pie,” he said softly.

Max nodded in resignation. He opened his travel bag and took out pen, ink, and paper. “You check that pie, and I’ll get started,” he told Mrs. Selby.

Under Ned’s watchful gaze, he began a letter to Audrey North. By the end of the evening, he had not finished it. He promised Mrs. Selby, when she served him apple pie, that he would.

The letter, which began as a simple report on what Max had learned from Socks, became something more. He described the town of Downieville and the tavern where he met Socks. He explained that the world of the mining camps was not the civilized world she knew. He described Mrs. Selby and Selby Flat, an oasis of civilization. He wrote of himself and his life.

“The men of Selby Flat were happy to do all they could for your sister,” he wrote. “There are so few women here. We are a company of men, which leads to great camaraderie and great loneliness. I do a excellent business in portraits, capturing miners in all their bearded glory so that they might send the likeness to their wives.

“I sympathize with this sentiment. I was once a married man, but my wife died of a fever long since. Were she still alive, I cannot imagine how hard it would have been to leave her and seek my fortune in California. But that is what so many good men have done—leave their loved ones safe at home while they endure the dangers of the wilderness.”

Several days later, he finished the letter, sealed it in an envelope that Mrs. Selby provided, and addressed it to Audrey North. After some thought, Max included with the letter a copy of the piece he had written for the Nevada City paper.

As summer turned to autumn and the days grew colder, the wolves moved down into the foothills, following the deer but staying clear of settlements, where miners were tearing up the hillsides in search of precious metal. One autumn afternoon when the sky was dark and threatened rain, Wauna led the pack to the den where her pups had been killed.

Sarah explored the den, squeezing into the narrow opening and feeling the corner of a rough wooden box. Sheltered by the den, the box retained a faint smell of man sweat, and the scent made Sarah anxious and unhappy.

She was naked now. She had lost her petticoat and moccasins somewhere along the way. But her skin had tanned in the California sun, and the soles of her feet had grown tough. She was as healthy as a savage child could be.

The pack wandered down the hill to the campsite where her parents had died. The tent was still there. No one had troubled to clean up the area, though passing Indians and miners had searched the wreckage for valuables. The quilts and boxes that Jasper had scattered on the slope were still there—washed by the rain and dried by the sun. The fabric had faded, and the wooden boxes had begun to warp and split. Grasses had taken root on her parents’ graves, softening the raw earth with greenery.

Sarah wandered in the wreckage, drawn by feelings that she could not name. She was restless, nervous, ready to bolt at the slightest sound. There was something here that drew her—and something that made her wish to flee. But the attraction was stronger than the fear.

She pulled at the boxes, examining what she found. In one box, overlooked by Indians and scavenging miners, she found a hunting knife in a leather sheath. The rivets in the handle were touched with rust, but the blade was still shiny when she pulled off the sheath. Holding the knife, she ran a finger along the edge, marveling at how it glittered in the sun. Cut by the sharp steel, she yelped in pain and dropped the knife.

For a long moment, she stood on the slope, sucking on her injured finger and staring at the blade that lay among the rocks at her feet. She was struggling with a memory that came to her from far away. She remembered that same sharp blade, or one just like it. She had reached out to touch it, and someone had snatched her up and said, “No, Sarah,” in a deep, warm voice. Papa, she remembered. That was Papa. She remembered sitting on a lap—Mama’s lap—and watching Papa use a knife like this one to skin a rabbit.

She squinted at the knife. She could use something that could cut a rabbit skin. Focusing on that memory, she reached out and took the knife by the handle, holding it as she remembered Papa had. She pushed the sheath onto the blade. The sheath was attached to a belt. Clumsily, carefully, she looped the belt over her shoulder so that the knife dangled at her side. Then she continued to explore.

She found a child’s sweater caught beneath a wooden keg. One sleeve was unraveling. The wool was grimy with dust. But for all of that the sweater was intact. It had been knit by Aunt Audrey and sent along with the wagon, but Sarah did not know that. She knew only that the wool was warm against her skin and the air was cool. She pulled the sweater over her head (remembering her Mama’s voice saying “Let me help, Sarah,” as she struggled to pull on her clothing).

A dirty child, armed with a hunting knife and clad in a ragged sweater, she wandered. She found a pair of moccasins, just a little larger than the ones she had discarded that summer. Her mother had traded for them on the trip across the plains, knowing that her daughter’s feet would grow and thinking that children’s shoes would be in short supply. Sarah pulled them onto her feet.

She touched a scrap of fabric, torn from a quilt, admiring its patches of color and struggling to remember a sound she had once known. “Mama,” she muttered, fingering the fabric.

As the sun set, Wauna went searching for her adopted daughter, and found her huddled in a wool sweater, sheltering beneath the canvas of the collapsed tent. She was weeping quietly, caught by memories that she could not understand.

The weather was mild that year, with no snow in the foothills. Wauna and Yepa watched out for Sarah. At night, she slept between them, kept warm by their body heat. On days when the pack traveled great distances in the hunt, Wauna or Yepa stayed with the girl, joining the pack only after the hunt was over. Sarah howled with the pack at night, her high-pitched cry joining the deeper howls of her packmates.

As winter edged toward spring and the days grew longer, Wauna’s attention wandered from her foster pup. Rolon was always close by Wauna’s side—grooming her, following her. The other males in the pack—young Dur and Duman—also followed Wauna when they could, but Rolon warned them away, with stares and growls. Once, when Dur ignored Rolon’s warning and came too close, the two males fought, a short and savage conflict that ended with Dur on his back, his tail between his legs, and Rolon standing over him.

Sarah was puzzled by the change in her foster mother’s behavior. She did not understand that it was the mating season.

During mating season, a wolf pack is in turmoil. The younger males are eager to supplant their father, the alpha male. Often, a brash young male will challenge the alpha male and get himself thrashed as a result. The younger females are on edge, their hormones in a state of flux. Sometimes the alpha pair will leave the pack, seeking seclusion while they mate.

Yepa did her best to reassure Sarah. If her communications had been formed into words, she might have said, “Be calm, little one. This is a season of change, but it is nothing to worry you. Stay with me and be safe.”

And so it was in the early spring that Wauna and Rolon disappeared from the pack for a few days. Yepa cared for Sarah while Wauna was gone, keeping the child close by her side. When the alpha pair returned, life resumed its normal course.

Two months later, Sarah woke up feeling cold. When she had gone to sleep, Wauna had been on one side of her and Yepa on the other. Yepa was still at her side, but Wauna was gone.

Sarah got up and stretched in the sunshine. She squatted to pee on the edge of the clearing where the pack had spent the night, lifting the hem of her sweater out of the way of the stream of urine.

Though the air was chilly, it was warmer than it had been for had been her only garment through the winter. Aunt Audrey would have been shocked at how filthy it had become—marked with pine tar and river mud and the blood of Sarah’s kills. It had been soaked by the winter rains and dried in the sunshine. The wool had stretched and lost its shape. Grimy, disreputable, baggy—but still a warm substitute for the fur coats of her packmates.

The clearing where the pack rested was on the side of a hill. Halfway up the hill was an old fox den. For the past few days, Wauna had been digging in that den, excavating a tunnel and a chamber large enough for her to curl up in. Sarah had explored the den when Wauna had taken a break from digging, but could not understand why this underground chamber held such fascination for her mother. Why crawl underground when the spring sunshine was so warm?

That particular morning, Rolon crouched outside the den, as if standing guard. Sarah stood beside him, listening to strange whimpering and mewling sounds that came from the underground chamber. She caught a familiar scent—mother’s milk.

When she moved toward the mouth of the den, Rolon warned her away with a growl. It wasn’t until the next day that he allowed her to creep into the passage to meet her new brothers and sisters, four fat pups that crawled blindly over one another to reach their mother’s teats.

For the next three weeks, Wauna stayed in the den with the pups. The pack hunted as usual, bringing meat back for Wauna. Sarah waited at the entrance to the den, standing guard with Rolon or Yepa.

One morning, Sarah was drowsing in the sun at the entrance to the den. Yepa was asleep, not far away. The rest of the pack was off hunting.

Sarah woke when something warm nudged her side. When she opened her eyes, she found a pup leaning up against her. It was Beka, the first pup to venture from the den. She leaned against Sarah’s leg and stared out at the world with wide eyes. When Sarah reached down and fondled the pup’s ears, Beka licked Sarah’s hand and gazed up at her.

A tiny puppy growl made Sarah look up from the pup at her side. Marek, the largest of the pups, stood in the entrance of the den. His other sisters, Istas and Luyu, were just behind him. He was a sturdy pup with jet-black fur, unmarked by gray or white.

Marek’s ears were a little back. His head was tilted to one side; his tail, level—neither wagging nor tucked between his legs. In his posture, Sarah read embarrassment and uncertainty. He was a little afraid of the outside world, which is why Beka had been the first one out. He was a little embarrassed by his fear, wanting to appear to be the strongest in all things.

His dark brown eyes focused on Beka, the pup at Sarah’s side. Without hesitation, Marek pounced on her. While Sarah watched, the male pup wrestled his sister to the ground, dominating her with tiny puppy growls.

Wauna’s pups grew up, playing and learning in the way of wolves. Sarah watched them grow, helping Yepa with baby-sitting duties. As the pups grew, so did the rivalry between Beka and Marek.

Bullies exist among wolves as they do among people. Marek was a bully. He dominated his sisters, always claiming the sunniest place to sleep, the largest portion of food, the place closest to Wauna’s side.

Luyu was almost as large as Marek, but she was a shy, good-natured pup, unwilling to fight. She let her brother have his way, content to make do with second-best in order to avoid trouble. Istas was equally accommodating.

Of the pups, Beka was the only one to challenge Marek. Though she was the smallest of the pups, the runt of the litter, she fought for her rights. In a fair fight on level ground, Marek always won. Though Beka snarled and fought, Marek could bowl her over and pin her to the ground, dominating by virtue of his superior size and strength.

But Beka knew how to pick her fights. Once, Sarah watched as the pup scrambled to the top of a boulder. Patiently, Beka waited, motionless, until her brother wandered below. Then she launched herself from the boulder top and landed on Marek, knocking him down. Once she had the advantage, Beka did not give an inch, fighting with determination and ferocity. On that occasion, she won, forcing her brother to submit. More often, she lost, but never without a fight.

When Beka was six weeks old, Sarah noticed that the pup was limping. Marek had just forced Beka away from a place in the sun, and, for the first time, Beka gave way without a fight.

Sarah followed the limping pup into the shade and sat down beside her. Gently, Sarah took Beka’s paw in her hand. The pad of the pup’s paw was hot and inflamed. Beka had stepped on a branch of whitethorn bush, and a barb had embedded itself in the tender pad of her paw.

The pup whimpered as Sarah touched the injury. The girl stroked Beka’s ears and murmured to her, making sounds like the ones Wauna made to soothe the pups. Beka remained still while the girl pinched the thorn between her fingers and pulled it from the inflamed flesh, leaving the wound clean so that it could heal.

Sarah cuddled Beka in her lap, keeping the pup warm. Later that day, when the pack brought down a deer, Sarah brought some scraps of meat to Beka, keeping Marek and the others away while Beka ate. That night, Beka slept with Sarah and Yepa, kept warm by the girl’s body heat. Until Beka’s paw healed, Sarah took care of the pup.

Why? Perhaps Sarah recognized a kindred soul small in body but large in spirit. Whatever the reason, Sarah cared for Beka, and Beka returned that attention with affection. When her paw had healed, Beka followed Sarah wherever she went, a loyal companion.

The pups matured quickly, as wolf pups do. By the time they were six months old, they were traveling with the pack, assisting in the hunt.



8 AN AMAZING YOUNG SAVAGE

“It is better to take what does not belong to you than to let it lie around neglected.”

—Mark Twain

THE SUN SPARKLED ON THE ROCKS by Bear River. Soon the snows would come, but now the air was balmy, warmed by the late-autumn sunlight. The river was little more than a stream now, a trickle that placidly meandered among the boulders of the riverbed, spreading to form a pool where the rocks formed a natural dam, then wandering on.

Sarah crouched beside the pool. With both hands, she splashed water on her face, washing away the smudges of blood on her chin. A few steps downstream, the rest of the pack was drinking. The pups were six months old, already traveling with the pack. Not two hours before, the pack had killed a young doe, born just that spring. The wolves were well fed, ready to nap in the sun for a time.

Sarah still wore her grimy sweater. The garment was filthy; it was unraveling at the hem, where Beka had chewed it during one of their play fights, and at the end of one sleeve, where Sarah had caught the yarn on a bush and pulled it loose. But though the sweater was unraveling around her, it still kept her warm at night.

Sarah stood up. Rolon was lounging beside a granite boulder, where sunlight reflecting from the stone and sunlight from above combined to warm a patch of sand. Marek and Istas were wrestling nearby, with Istas getting the worst of the match. Luyu watched, obviously glad that she was not part of the game. Wauna and Yepa had settled down on a patch of sand, napping comfortably. The other wolves were drinking, wandering among the boulders, relaxing after the hunt.

Beka came up beside Sarah, wagging her tail. The young wolf nuzzled Sarah’s cheek, then yawned an enormous, gaping yawn. It was an invitation to curl up for a nap together.

A jay squawked in the bushes, then took flight. Beka pricked up her ears and Sarah stared in the direction from which the bird had flown. The air was still.

“Robby, come back here,” a young girl’s voice called in the silence.

A little boy, not more than five years old, emerged from the brush beside the river. He was overdressed for the weather. He wore a bright red flannel shirt, a wool sweater, sturdy canvas trousers, and leather boots. He marched toward the water with great determination, a child with a mission, ignoring the wolves, ignoring Sarah.

Sarah watched with great interest. Pausing at the edge of the water, the little boy yanked his sweater over his head and dropped it on the rocks. The shirt followed. He sat on a rock by the pool and tugged one boot off and then the other.

“Robby, where are you?” The girl was close, but still hidden by the bushes.

Robby did not reply. He had finished with the boots and was busy yanking down his canvas trousers, exposing his pale bottom to the autumn sun. He saw Beka and Sarah staring at him—they were nearer than the other wolves—and he stared back.

“Doggie,” he said to Beka, in a tone of accusation.

He was naked now, and Sarah stared at him in fascination. She had never seen such a small, naked human before. He was hairless, like her. He had hands, rather than paws—not so good for running but better for grooming and picking up rocks and such. As she studied him, she noticed that he wasn’t exactly like her—he had an extra bit of flesh dangling between his legs. But on the whole, he was more similar than different.

Beka was already standing beside Robby, sniffing his face. The other wolves were watching, ears up, alert and curious. Marek and Istas and Luyu were heading over, and Rolon had gotten up. Sarah stepped over to meet this strange creature. He was so small and softlooking; she wasn’t afraid of him as she was of other humans.

At that moment, Robby’s sister Martha stepped from the bushes. Their wagon train had stopped for the day in a meadow a short distance downriver. Her mother was washing clothes; her father was trying his hand at panning for gold in a small stream that flowed into the river.

Martha was supposed to be watching Robby, but she had been distracted by a school of minnows swimming in a shallow pool. She had splashed in the water, trying unsuccessfully to catch the fish in her hands. When she finally gave up, she realized that Robby had wandered off, following the trail that ran alongside the river.

She had pursued him, hurrying to catch up. “Robby, you come back here. Mama said we shouldn’t go too far…” She had left the shelter of the bushes behind before she realized that Robby was not alone. A pack of wolves and a little girl in a dirty sweater watched her with great curiosity.

To Martha’s credit, she did not scream. She stood very still returning Sarah’s stare.

“Robby, come here,” she said, her voice a perfect imitation of her mother’s commanding tone. “Right now. Not another word.”

But Robby was laughing as Beka sniffed his face. He stayed where he was.

Sarah watched as Martha hurried to her brother’s side and grabbed his hand. Marek was just a few feet from the boy now, pushing Beka aside so that he could examine these strange creatures. Sarah could see the tension in Martha’s body, smell the fear in the girl’s sweat—Martha was ready to run, which would have been a terrible mistake.

At the moment, the wolves were curious. They had fed recently and weren’t hungry. But if Martha ran, they would chase her—that was an instinctive reaction, triggered by the sight of a fleeing animal.

Sarah stepped between Marek and Martha, taking hold of the girl’s hand, just as Martha held her brother’s. Martha stared at her, eyes wide and fearful. Martha said something—“Who are you?”—but Sarah didn’t understand the words, funny noises that reminded her of the past.

As she gripped Martha’s hand tightly, Sarah stared at Marek, warning him off. She growled and bared her childish teeth. She never used her teeth in her play fights with the young wolves, but snarling and showing her teeth communicated her intentions. Her knife, the weapon that substituted for her teeth, was already in her hand.

Beka turned to face Marek, standing beside Robby. She added her growls to Sarah’s, warning her brother to back off.

Marek hesitated, uncertain. Like any bully, he preferred situations where he could gain the upper hand with no risk to himself.

Taking advantage of his uncertainty, Sarah tugged on Martha’s hand, leading her back to the path through the bushes. The girl followed willingly, dragging Robby with her. Beka lagged behind, watching Marek to make sure he didn’t attack.

Sarah led the two children along the river, until she could smell the smoke of a campfire. As they walked, Martha asked her questions: “Who are you? What are you doing here? Where is your mama?”

So many strange sounds. Sarah remembered that long ago time when she had talked to her mama and papa. She had known several dozen words, which she strung into sentences and questions of a sort. “Hungry now.” “Mama eat?” “We go now?” Old memories.

She stood by the river, sniffing the breeze. Campfire smoke and coffee and corn bread baking by the fire.

“Robby! Martha! Where are you?” A woman’s voice calling. Sarah hesitated, still holding Martha’s hand.

“It’s Mama,” Martha said. “Come on.” “Martha! Robby!” A man’s voice.

Sarah stiffened, remembering the crack of a rifle shot, Omuso falling, a man’s voice calling.

She released Martha’s hand and stepped away. “We go now,” she said, shaping the old words. “We go.”

She turned and ran, with Beka at her heels.

Martha’s mother was dubious about Martha’s account of the encounter with the wolves and very upset about the loss of Robby’s clothes. Martha’s father threatened her with a switching for telling lies, but she stuck to her story and led them to where she had seen the wolves.

Sarah and the wolves were gone, along with Robby’s clothes. Martha found the grimy sweater that Sarah had been wearing, tossed in the bushes beside the river.

Sarah wore Robby’s clothes through the winter. In the spring, she cached the sweater and shirt and boots in a rocky cave. The wolves cached food, burying kills for later consumption, and Sarah had, even at her young age, recognized the value of saving something for later.

Sarah remained weaker and slower than her packmates, but she compensated for her physical lacks with her keen intelligence. She learned from observing the creatures in the world around her. Seeing raccoons hunt for frogs in the marshy meadows, she tried it herself—and discovered that spring peepers can be tasty. Watching a spotted skunk raid the nest of a quail, she learned to search out nests and devour the eggs. Observing squirrels feasting on the seeds of the sugar pine, she took to harvesting the cones herself, cracking the nuts between two stones and eating the tasty meat inside.

From the cougar, the golden lion of the California mountains, she learned stealth. When she lay still, she became one with the land beneath her. From the badger, she learned the value of putting up a fierce appearance. From the black bear, she learned to look beneath the surface. After watching a bear turn over logs and find tasty grubs, she added these insects to her diet.

Though she lacked the strength and stamina of a young wolf, Sarah had abilities that the wolves lacked. When a burr got caught in Rolon’s ear, Sarah’s clever hands yanked it free. She could climb up oak trees and scramble up rocky faces too steep for the wolves to ascend. She could snatch a choice bit of meat from a kill, then escape into a tree to eat in peace, out of reach of her hungry packmates.

After Omuso’s death, she had been careful to stay out of sight of any humans—but she observed people without being observed. The brown-skinned people who had lived in these hills long before the settlers had come from the east knew what plants could be eaten. Sarah watched them from hiding and followed their example, harvesting the bulbs of wild onions and quamish plants that grew in wet meadows, eating the sweet flowers and leaves of wild mountain violets, the tender shoots of bracken ferns, and the spicy leaves of wild mint.

White people both frightened and fascinated her. One of the trails that emigrants to California followed down to the Sacramento Valley ran through the southern edge of the wolf pack’s territory. When the pack was traveling in that area, Sarah often hid near the trail to watch wagon trains of emigrants pass, marveling at the lumbering oxen and the creaking wagons.

Once, Sarah saw two boys playing by the riverside. The older of the two, a lad of twelve, was skipping stones in a wide pool. That had been a valuable lesson. Later that day, Sarah had tried throwing rocks herself. Her first attempts were weak, but she persisted until she could lob a stone with considerable accuracy and power. It was a glorious day when a stone she threw struck a fat quail squarely in the head, bringing the bird down.

She was still wearing Robby’s trousers when she learned to throw stones. She took to carrying rounded stones in the pockets, ready for use at any time. When the weather grew warm, she used her knife to cut off the trouser legs, but continued wearing the rest, unwilling to give up the convenience of pockets.

Another time, she spied on a man who sat by the river and sharpened his knife, honing the blade on a stone worn smooth by the river. That, too, she had imitated, using a river rock to sharpen the blade that she wore at her side, honing the steel to a razor-sharp edge.

Sometimes, she stole from the emigrants, snatching clothing that had been spread to dry on rocks by the river. When she outgrew Robby’s trousers, she stole another pair. More than once, she slipped silently into emigrant camps at night, wandering among the sleeping travelers, looking for items that she could use: a pair of wool socks, a new pair of moccasins, suspenders to hold up her trousers, a hunting knife that was stronger and sharper than hers.

By the time she was seven years of age, she was an amazing young savage. From her youngest days, she had done her best to keep up with the pack. As she grew older, her stamina increased until she could run for hours without tiring, eating up the miles with an effortless loping pace.

She could climb like a squirrel, scrambling up rocky faces and sprawling oak trees with ease. She could sit quietly in the forest while a covey of quail walked within a few feet of her, unaware that the motionless figure beneath the trees was a human being. She knew every rock and tree in the pack’s territory—the best time and place to find berries and birds’ nests and edible greens, the best hunting grounds, the best places to hide.

Her life among the wolves was happy. Wauna and Yepa were her mentors; Beka was her friend. She remembered her true parents only dimly; they were vague figures that appeared in her dreams. Mama was a soft voice and a comforting lap, a memory that blended with her memory of cuddling up to Wauna’s warm fur. Papa was a rough voice and a pair of hands that lifted her high above the earth.

She knew that she was different from her packmates. Their bodies were covered with warm fur, while hers was smooth and hairless. Their teeth were strong and sharp, while hers were small and blunt. She had a flat face and a tiny nose and she ran upright, rather than on all fours.

Even so, she thought of herself as a wolf. She watched people—the Indians and the miners—but she did not think of herself as one of them. No, she belonged to the pack. She watched people; she stole from people, but she was not one of them.
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9 STONE WOLF

“There are many humorous things in the world; among them, the white man’s notion that he is less savage than the other savages.”

—Following the Equator; Mark Twain

STANDING ANKLE DEEP IN MUDDY WATER, Malila dug for nettle roots. The village chief was suffering from aches and pains in his joints. Malila’s grandfather, Hatawa, was the village healer. He said that bathing in water in which nettle roots had steeped would soothe the chief.

A short distance up the creek, Hatawa was gathering the shoots of the horsetail plant. A tea brewed from these plants would ease a feverish patient. Malila could hear him chanting, giving thanks to the horsetail and the nettle for their help. A shaman and healer, Hatawa knew the proper way to behave. In a world that was changing, it was his duty to strive to maintain the balance between the people and the spirits, a task that had become more difficult since the coming of the strange people who seemed so intent on destroying the world.

The snows had melted in the high country, and the streams were full. The air was cool and carried the scent of green, growing plants.

Before the white men came, Malila’s people had lived on Rock Creek. It had been a rich land, abundant with deer in the hills and fish in the streams. A few white men came, then more, and still more. Then many, many white men, as numerous as ants on an anthill. The white men were as busy as ants, busy destroying the world. Tearing down the hills and throwing dirt into the streams to poison the fish. Cutting down trees and building dirty, crowded villages to which more white men came. Poisoning themselves with their own powerful firewater and letting the visions tempt them to fight and kill their fellow white men—and any others who strayed into their path.

Malila’s people grew sick with diseases—fevers and poxes that killed without mercy. Her mother died of a fever, though her grandfather treated her with herbal medicines and chanted over her sweating body. Against Hatawa’s wishes, Malila’s father went to work in the white men’s mines, saying that he would return with food and clothing and an understanding of the ways of these strange people. But his friends returned without him and told Hatawa that the riverbank had collapsed in an avalanche of rocks and dirt, burying Malila’s father.

When Malila was twelve years old, her village had moved away from the place where their ancestors had lived, building a new village higher in the hills, where the winters were colder but the streams still ran clear. That same year, Malila had been visited by powerful dreams that convinced her grandfather that she had the potential to become a shaman.

High in the mountains, Malila had gone on a vision quest. For three days, she had fasted and prayed. Alone beside a creek, she had drunk a tea that Hatawa had brewed, a sacred drink that brought visions. As she sat in the sunshine, she listened to the creek whisper and babble as it flowed among granite boulders.

One boulder drew her eye. Mottled gray granite, worn smooth by flowing water and blowing wind, it resembled a wolf that had curled up to sleep. Sunlight reflecting from the flowing water played on the boulder’s surface, making the stone look like fur, rippling in the breeze. Malila squinted at the stone, surprised by how much it looked like a sleeping wolf. A shadow formed an ear; two dark streaks marked the animal’s eyes.

As she watched, the stone that was a sleeping wolf opened her eyes, pricked up her ears, and lifted her head to look at Malila. The wolf’s eyes shone in the sun like the gold that the white men sought. Malila closed her eyes, startled at the vision.

She felt hot breath on her face and opened her eyes. A great gray wolf stood before her. The animal’s nose was just inches from Malila’s face. Golden eyes stared into hers. In the pupil of each eye, she could see her own reflection: dark hair, dark eyes wide with excitement.

The wolf spoke to her. “I am glad you have come, my daughter. You will join my pack.”

Malila saw that the other stones were moving, too. A black boulder shook itself and became a black wolf with green-gold eyes. A mica-streaked stone was a silver-gray wolf with pale blue eyes. The landscape shifted around her as the wolves came to sniff her face.

“You will come with us,” the first wolf said.

Once, as a child, her cousin had jumped from a high cliff into a deep pool in the river. Not to be outdone, Malila had followed him, launching herself into space. In that moment of falling, there was joy and terror, an exhilarating rush ending in a splash of ice-cold water.

As she stared into the eyes of the wolf, Malila felt that rush again. She was falling, dizzy, tumbling through space with a rush of joy and terror. Then the rush changed to the headlong rush of running—she was running on all fours. All around her were wolves, great beasts with sharp teeth, grinning and running in pursuit of a deer. The terrified deer stumbled, and the lead wolf, the great wolf who had come to Malila first, leapt up to grab the animal’s nose and pull her head down. The pack was on the deer then, ripping at her haunches and tearing at her throat. Malila was attacking with the others, her teeth bared, her heart burning with a fierce joy.

She came back to her body in the woods with the taste of blood in her mouth. The great wolf still stood beside her. The others surrounded them.

“You are one of us,” the great wolf told her. “You are a wolf. Listen.” Malila listened, and the great wolf sang a song that ebbed and flowed like the voice of the river, a sweet meandering tune like the lullaby a mother sings to comfort her child.

“Remember this,” the wolf said. Then the animal curled up beside the creek, closing her eyes. She became a gray stone beside the water, nothing more.

Malila laid her hand on the stone, and it was warm—perhaps from the sun, perhaps from the wolf within. There by the flowing water she sang the song the wolf had taught her.

Strong magic, her grandfather had said when she told him of her vision. She had to be strong to contain such a powerful spirit. He worked with her over the years—teaching her to channel her power and use it for healing, teaching her the ways of the shaman.

Now, four years after the wolf had visited her in a vision, she was a self-assured woman of sixteen. She helped her grandfather in ceremonies. When they needed medicinal plants that grew in the lower altitudes, she went with him down the mountain.

The sun was low in the sky when Malila waded out of the water and walked up the creek to where her grandfather was working. “Grandfather! If you stand in the water too long, you’ll need this nettle root as much as the chief. I will make a fire and cook dinner.” That night, they sat by the fire, eating acorn mush. Malila was tired. It had been a long day’s journey from the village to the swampy ground where the horsetails grew, followed by hours of digging to unearth the nettle roots.

Her grandfather must have been tired, but he didn’t show it. He sat by the fire, placidly eating the acorn mush she had prepared. She had seen him in rituals, dancing and calling on the spirits, and she knew his power. But that power was hidden now. The firelight revealed only a tough old man, as enduring as the manzanita bushes that clung to the mountainside. The flames danced in his dark eyes; his skin shone in the firelight like burnished leather.

Somewhere in the distance, a wolf howled. Another joined in, and then a chorus. From another direction came an answering howl. Malila glanced at her grandfather, then added her voice to the chorus, letting the wolves know, in their own language, that she was passing through their territory, that she meant no harm.

“They call to me,” she told her grandfather. “Sometimes, I dream about running with them and never coming back.”

He nodded. “You have the wolf in you. But you belong to the people, too.”

She nodded, smiling because she knew what he would say

next. “I must find the balance between the wolf and the woman,” she said.

He returned her smile, nodding. “You know it all now. You don’t need my advice anymore.”

The wolves howled again and Malila responded.

When Malila howled, Sarah was not with the rest of the pack. She and Beka had been wandering along the edge of the creek—Sarah was foraging for greens while Beka hunted for mice and rabbits and other small game. Beka was four years old, an adult wolf. When Sarah strayed from the pack, Beka came along, more often than not.

That day, their trail had crossed that of three white men, traveling up the mountain. Sarah had followed them for a time, out of curiosity. Beka had tagged along.

Sarah didn’t like the smell of the men: they reeked of tobacco and gunpowder. When the men had made camp on the creek, she had lost interest. When Rolon howled, summoning the pack, she and Beka were heading back to rejoin them for the evening hunt. She and Beka had responded to the pack’s howl—and then Malila had responded as well.

Beka had headed straight back to where the pack waited. She had spent the day exploring with Sarah and was eager for the hunt. But Sarah had delayed, following the sound of Malila’s voice until she could see the light of the campfire. There, she hesitated, testing the breeze. She knew by the scent that a man and a woman sat by the fire. No tobacco, coffee, or whiskey—scents that predominated at the camp of the miners. Just the warm aroma of acorn mush.

She crept closer, curious about the pair of Indians. She could hear their voices, soft and guttural, blending with the croaking of frogs in the swamp. The moon had not yet risen and darkness hid her as she moved silently through the trees. Crouching behind a low shrub, she listened to the Indians’ voices, though she could make no sense of the sounds they made. From her hiding place, she could see the man’s back and the woman’s face. She watched as the woman lifted her head to howl again.

Miners sometimes howled to the wolves, but their howls would not have fooled the most simple-minded wolf. They sounded like wolves to no one but themselves.

But this woman truly howled like a wolf. Her voice was rich and low, carrying a wealth of meaning. I am here, she was saying. I am resting, not hunting. I will not interfere with you, but I am here.

While Sarah watched, the woman stood up, said something to the man, then walked away from the fire, into the darkness. She was walking toward Sarah, her head up, her eyes wide, staring into the darkness.

Sarah stayed where she was, confident that the woman could not see her, wondering what the woman would do. She posed no threat; she had no weapon that Sarah could see.

The woman stopped just a few yards away from Sarah. For a moment, she stood motionless. Then she began to sing.

Sarah had heard miners singing around their campfires. She had heard Indians chanting and singing as they gathered acorns in the fall. But she had never heard a song like this. It rose and fell like a mother’s lullaby, like the whimpers with which a mother wolf comforts her pups in the den. A human voice, singing like a mother wolf.

Sarah lay in the shadows, listening to Malila sing.

The Gold Rush brought all kinds to California. There were good men who were willing to work hard and hoped to get rich from their labors. And there were bad men—gamblers, swindlers, cutthroats, and thieves—who hoped to get rich without working quite so hard.

The men that Sarah had observed earlier were of the second variety. Joseph, Andrew, and Frank, three brothers from Missouri, had traveled overland to California. Unlike most emigrants, they had profited by their journey, stealing horses from one wagon train and mules from another.

The brothers thought California was a fine place. There were plenty of men with money in the gold country, just waiting to have that money taken away. That night, the brothers were particularly cheerful. Along a lonely trail, they had found a man prospecting alone. Without a pang of conscience, they had whacked him on the head, taken his gold, his grub, and his pack mule, then tumbled his body into a gully, leaving him for the coyotes to dispose of. Among his provisions, they had found two bottles of whiskey, and that had made them quite jolly. That night, they drank themselves to sleep.

In the morning, they did not feel nearly so cheerful. “Where is that mule?” Joseph snarled. He was the oldest brother and, as such, he had claimed more than his share of the whiskey. That had been very well the night before, but now his head was aching. His temper was not at its best (and truth be told, his temper was never very good). “I told you to tie it up last night, Frank.”

“I reckon it pulled up its stake and wandered off.” Frank, the youngest brother, could not remember whether he had ever tied up the mule, but he suspected that he hadn’t. If he had gone off to tie the mule, he would have missed his turn at the whiskey bottle.

“Well, I reckon you’d better go find it,” drawled Andrew, the middle brother. He was the smallest and the smartest of the three. Joseph was a large-framed man, tall and broad-shouldered, with hands large and strong enough to strangle a bear. Frank was shorter and softer, a big-bellied youngster with a hint of a whine in his voice. Andrew was shorter than either of them, a slender man who made up for his lack of size with cleverness, a sharp customer who cheated at cards.

“You’d best help him,” Joseph said. “That boy can’t find his own arse with both hands.”

Andrew grinned. Frank wasn’t the sharpest lad, particularly after a night of drinking. Besides, Andrew thought it would be wise to avoid Joseph’s company until he downed a few cups of the poisonous brew he called coffee. “Sure enough,” Andrew agreed.

While Frank and Andrew were saddling their horses, the mule announced its whereabouts. From up the creek came a great braying noise, the sort of ruckus that only a mule in trouble can make. As Frank and Andrew rode toward the noise, the ground grew swampy; their horses splashed through muddy water, and the air stank of rotting vegetation.

Andrew caught a glimpse of the mule up ahead. An old Indian man was holding the animal’s bridle, urging the animal forward. The old man was muddy; Andrew reckoned he’d been in the mud with the mule. An Indian girl was swatting the mule’s rump with a switch. Andrew could hear the Indians talking to the mule, jabbering in that incomprehensible language of theirs. As An drew watched, the mule lunged forward, pulling itself from the mud. The old man shouted something; it sounded triumphant to Andrew.

Then a rifle cracked and the old man fell, collapsing into the mud. Blood spread across the rabbit-skin cloak that covered his chest.

Andrew glanced at Frank, who was lowering his rifle. “That Injun was stealing our mule,” Frank said.

Andrew nodded. He thought it was more likely that the Indians were just freeing the mule from the mud, rather than actively stealing it, but Frank wasn’t in a good mood and it made no sense to argue. At least he’d waited until the Indians got the mule out of the mud. Andrew didn’t like to get dirty.

The Indian girl was cradling the old man’s head, jabbering away. Her eyes were wide; her face was wet with tears.

Andrew watched as Frank rode up beside her. For an Injun, she was pretty, he thought. She wore a rabbit-skin cloak that hid her breasts. That was too bad. The Injun gals down in the valley didn’t bother to cover their breasts at all, and that was nice. But her skirt was barely down to her knees, showing off muscular legs. Nice. It didn’t leave too much to the imagination, and Andrew had a good imagination.

“Might as well save your breath,” Frank was telling the girl. “I reckon he’s dead. He should never have tried to steal our mule.” She stared at Frank as he swung down from his horse, took the mule’s lead, and tied it to the back of his saddle. She said something in the Indian language, then she was on her feet, pulling a knife from her belt, lunging for Frank.

Frank sidestepped her lunge and grabbed her knife hand, twisting it around behind her back. Andrew smiled. His little brother was big and dumb, but he had years of experience in barroom fights. This little lady would be no match for him.

Frank took the knife away, twisting her arm cruelly, then pushed her, adding to her momentum so that she tumbled forward into the mud. As she fell, her skirt rode up, giving Andrew an even better view of her legs. Very nice. It had been months since he’d had a woman.

Then she was rolling, fast as a cat, and going for Frank again. Lots of spunk, but not much sense. Frank sidestepped her charge and caught her with a backhand that sent her reeling into the mud again.

“Go get her, little brother,” Andrew called, urging his brother on. When Frank went after her, she rolled to one side. He turned to follow. His feet slipped on the slick mud, and he fell, landing in the mud with a splash.

The woman was going for Frank then, her knife ready. Andrew lifted his rifle. A pity to shoot her—a waste—but he had to save his fool of a brother.

Sarah watched from her hiding place in the branches of an oak tree. She had rejoined the pack the night before, but had returned to the Indian camp before dawn, drawn by curiosity.

Sarah had watched the Indians drag the mule from the mud, had seen Frank shoot Hatawa and fight Malila. It was very puzzling. She could not understand the relationships among these people. She did not understand what was going on.

The mule, she supposed, belonged to the pack of men. She understood possession. If a wolf had torn a piece of meat from a deer carcass and run away with it, the meat belonged to that wolf, and that wolf would fight to keep it. Maybe the mule belonged to the men, and they wanted it back.

But the men had not indicated their desire. Frank had attacked without warning. As he rode up, he had been smiling, showing no signs of anger. He did not growl to warn the Indians away from the mule. He just lifted his rifle, the stick that killed at a distance, and the old man fell dead.

The woman’s attack on Frank made more sense to her. The woman’s anger was clear on her face before she attacked. She was defending the old man, who had been part of her pack. Though Sarah had not understood the words Malila said, her feelings were clear. Anger and hatred and pain.

She watched the fight between Frank and Malila. The man was big and slow and powerful, like the grizzly bear. The woman had to be fast. She had to keep out of his reach until she was ready to strike. Sarah liked this woman.

The woman was doing well—then Sarah saw Andrew raise his rifle. She had seen what rifles could do. Her reflexes were those of a wild creature; she saw the movement and acted, snatching a stone from her pocket and hurling it at Andrew’s head.

Years of hunting had given her a strong arm and a good aim. The stone struck Andrew in the temple, causing him to lurch in the saddle. He fired, but missed Malila. His horse, startled, reared back, throwing him from the saddle.

Sarah did not hesitate; her time with the wolves had taught her the virtues of immediate action. A hunter who hesitated went hungry. She sprang from her hiding place in the tree to land on Andrew’s back. Her knife blade glittered in the rising sun as she held it ready, baring her teeth and snarling to communicate her dominance.

If Andrew had indicated his submission by lying still and exposing his throat, she would have spared him. Wolves established their positions by fighting, but rarely fought to kill.

But Andrew did not know the rules. He knew only that the sport with the Indian girl had gone wrong; that he was being attacked by a growling savage child. He struggled, turning beneath his attacker, trying to shake her off. He reached upward, his thumbs ready to gouge out her eyes, his hands eager to throttle her senseless. But before he could reach Sarah’s face, her knife had slashed deep into his neck.

Her hands red with blood, Sarah stared down at Andrew’s body. She was hungry—she had not hunted that morning. But she did not lick the blood from her blade, as she would have if she had butchered a rabbit or a deer. The body reeked of tobacco and whiskey, bad smells that turned her stomach.

Still alert to possible danger, she looked to Frank. The big man lay still. Malila crouched in the mud beside his body. Her hands were covered in crimson blood.

While Sarah watched, Malila cleaned her knife on a tuft of grass. Sarah approved, knowing that Malila had also decided that the flesh was too tainted to eat.

Malila studied Sarah and said something that Sarah did not understand.

“Who are you?” Malila asked again. The savage girl watched her, but did not speak.

Such a strange child. Not an Indian and surely not a white girl. Her hair was a mass of red-gold curls, not the hair of any Indian. Her skin was bronzed from the sun. She carried herself with natural grace and dignity. Her eyes were bright and alert, shining with the spark of intelligence. She wore only a pair of white man’s trousers, raggedly cut off at the knees and held up with suspenders. On a belt, she carried a knife in a leather sheath.

The girl was watching Malila intently. Gracefully, she rose from her crouch and closed the distance that separated her from Malila with a few swift steps.

The girl was whining low in her throat. Malila stood frozen as the girl paced around her. She felt hot breath on her neck as the girl sniffed her, inhaling her scent. As the girl prowled around her, the sound became a humming, a song without words. Malila recognized the tune—the song that the wolf in her vision had taught her.

“The wolves,” Malila said. “You have come from the wolves.”

The girl stopped singing and stared into the swamp, in the direction of the men’s camp. Glancing at Malila, she started away through the swamp, leaving the mule and the horses. Malila hesitated, looking down at her grandfather’s body. The girl looked back at her and whimpered entreatingly, clearly asking Malila to follow, to hurry.

“Andrew! Frank! Where the hell are you?”

Frightened by the angry shout in the distance, Malila hurried after the savage girl. In shock, still reeling from her grandfather’s death, Malila followed the girl through the swamp.

The ground was treacherous, pocked with mudholes like the one that had captured the mule. But the wild girl knew her way. She followed a circuitous route, leaping with confidence from one patch of solid ground to the next. Once, she climbed an oak and made her way along the spreading branches to another patch of firm ground. The shouting of the white man faded in the distance.

Hours later, Malila collapsed beside a creek. The wild girl crouched beside the running water. She drank like an animal, lowering her mouth to the water.

“Where are we going?” Malila asked the wild girl. The girl studied her with an expression of intelligent concentration, but said nothing.

“What is your name?” Malila asked. No answer. She pointed at herself. “Malila,” she said. “That’s my name. Malila.”

Sarah tilted her head, watching Malila.

“Malila,” the Indian woman repeated.

Sarah listened to the sounds that the Indian woman made, then tried to shape her lips to make the same sounds. “Ma,” she said, a sound she remembered from long, long ago, when the one called Mama had taken care of her. “Ma.”

The woman nodded. “Malila,” she repeated.

Sarah struggled with the second sound, a sweet, high sound like the cheeping of the finches in the brush. “Ma…li,” she managed. “Mali.”

Again the woman nodded.

The third syllable came easily—it was a combination of the first one and the second one. “Ma…li…la,” Sarah said triumphantly, a strange collection of sounds. Sarah grinned. “Malila,” she repeated.

Then the woman pointed to Sarah and asked something. Sarah did not understand the words, but she understood the question. “What is your name?” the woman was asking.

Her name among the wolves was not just a collection of sounds, but something more comprehensive than that. She was identified by her scent, by her position in the hierarchy, and all of that could not be contained in a sound.

What was her name? What sound was her own? Speaking with Malila reminded Sarah of that time long ago when she lived with the woman she called Mama and the man she called Papa. Those people had a name for her. They called her by a collection of sounds that began with a hiss like a snake and ended with the same sound that ended Malila’s name.

“What’s your name?” Mama had asked her long, long ago. “What’s your name?”

“Sarah,” she told Mama.

Mama had laughed and clapped her hands. Sarah. That, Sarah thought, was her name among people.

Slowly, with great care, Sarah pronounced the syllables that had delighted Mama so long ago.

“Sarah,” Malila repeated, studying the savage girl and remembering the stone that had become a wolf in her vision quest.

In the language of Malila’s people, the word “sara” meant “stone.” Sometimes, the word was used as a name, and it was a name of great power. The spirits that lived in stones were powerful and generous. When stones were struck together in the proper way, the spirits provided sparks which gave the Indians fire. Other stones, treated differently, became arrowheads and knives and other tools.

This savage girl was a wolf and a stone, and she had come to Malila when she needed help. Malila bowed her head, overwhelmed by all that the name implied.

Sarah studied Malila for a moment. The Indian woman was tired, she recognized that. It did not make sense to her; their travels that day had not been particularly strenuous when compared with the travels of the pack. But she could tell that Malila was tired.

Sarah herself was hungry. She had not fed that day, except for a few bites of miner’s lettuce, picked on the run. It was midday. As they traveled, she had seen many fat marmots among the rocks. These animals, common on the rocky slopes of the Sierras, were similar to woodchucks, living in burrows in the rocks. They made good eating.

With gestures, she made Malila understand that she was to stay there, in the rocky grotto by the creek. Sarah scrambled up the rock face. Before Malila could speak a word, she was gone.

Malila waited by the stream, listening to the water babble over the boulders. The wild girl had taken her by unfamiliar ways, but Malila knew that they were heading in the general direction of her village. She recognized the sloping mountain that her tribe called Eagle’s Head. The village was tucked into a valley at the foot of that mountain.

At rest for the first time in hours, she washed in the stream, using tufts of the hardy grass that grew among the boulders to scrub her hands, washing away the blood that darkened her fingernails. The white man’s blood, she thought with a shudder. She cleaned her knife and brushed dried blood from her rabbit-skin cape.

In solitude, she wept and prayed for her grandfather, who lay dead in the swamp. She thanked the great wolf for sending Sarah to save her. She prayed for her people, who hid in the mountains, asking that the mountains keep them safe from white men who might come for revenge.

She was finishing her prayers when she heard a sound behind her. The wild girl stood beside the creek. The carcass of a dead marmot, slain by a well-aimed stone, dangled from her hand.

The marmot had been gutted; Sarah had eaten her fill of the tender internal organs. Among the wolves, eating was not a social activity, but something that was best done alone. She had brought the remainder of the carcass to the Indian woman as a wolf might bring meat to a puppy.

Malila’s actions when Sarah gave her the carcass puzzled the wild girl. Rather than eating her fill of the fresh meat, Malila first gathered bits of wood. A tough old pine tree that clung between two boulders just up the stream offered a few dead branches.

Malila made a small pile of kindling in a wind-sheltered hollow. With flint and steel from the pouch at her belt, she made sparks that fell on the dry kindling. She blew on the tiny flame, building it up into a small fire, over which she roasted the marmot meat.

Sarah watched the flames in amazement. She had seen fire before. She remembered when a rapidly burning wildfire set by lightning had swept through the foothills, burning the grass and dry foliage and leaving the trees untouched. Sarah had learned to avoid the leaping flames of wildfires. She had also seen distant campfires, but she had never been so close to one.

The scent of the roasting meat tickled her nose. The Indian woman sliced a piece of meat from the carcass and offered it to Sarah. Startled, Sarah accepted the meat.

Malila cut another piece of meat for herself. Rather than turning away to eat her meal in solitude, Malila ate in front of Sarah, as if certain that Sarah would not challenge her and take the food. She ate with her knife, slicing off bits of meat that she could pick up and eat with her hands. Sarah followed her example, relishing the unfamiliar flavor of cooked meat.

While they ate, Malila studied Sarah. “You are a very powerful spirit,” Malila said, “and you are also a young girl.” She frowned. “Your hair is like a white man’s hair. Did the white men bring you here?” Sarah looked up from the leg she was gnawing, listening intently. “I wish I could talk to you,” Malila said.

“Talk,” Sarah repeated after Malila. “Talk to you.” She smiled happily, obviously pleased to be making sounds.

Malila leaned forward. She could teach this wild spirit to speak. Her eyes on Sarah’s face, Malila pointed at the meat roasting on the fire, then at the meat in the girl’s hand. “Meat,” she said in the language of her people. “Meat.”

Sarah’s smile broadened, and a look of understanding brightened her eyes. She repeated the word after Malila.

For the next hour, they sat by the fire and Malila taught Sarah words, simple nouns. Fire. Tree. Leaf. Grass. Sand. Water.

For Sarah, this was more than a language lesson. It was a new world, a world in which sounds—sounds alone without gestures or scents—could mean things. Making these sounds awakened old memories. Long, long ago, she had learned other word sounds from Mama and Papa.

Sarah laughed and repeated the strange sounds that Malila made. She waved a hand at the fire and called out its name. Fire. Rock. Sand. Grass. Tree. Leaf. Water. She could name them all.

As the fire died down, Malila stared in the direction of Eagle’s Head. “I must go back to the village,” she said, not because she thought the girl would understand, but because it seemed right to speak with her.

Of course Sarah knew where the Indian village was. It was in the pack’s territory, where she knew every tree and every rock. She knew where the deer grazed and where the grizzly bear had her den. She knew of the path that rabbits followed in the brush and the trails that humans followed through the mountains. Of course she knew where the Indians lived.

She had always intended to take Malila back to her village, but now she felt a strange reluctance to do so. For the first time, she had experienced the pleasure of human companionship.

But she knew that the Indian woman could not live among the wolves. She knew that she had to take Malila back to her own people.

Sarah led Malila up the mountain, following the stream at first, then cutting across an area where a rockfall had cleared the slope of brush. Though she could smell the Indians’ cooking fires, she continued on her way, taking Malila to the edge of the meadow where her village stood. They could see the bark lodges of the Indians, the smoke rising from cooking fires.

“Come with me,” Malila said, taking Sarah’s hand in hers.

Sarah pulled her hand away. Though she had spent the day with Malila, she was a wild thing still, wary of humans.

“You will go back to the mountains,” Malila said. “Back to the wolves.”

Sarah listened to the words, understanding none of them.

“You will come back to see me,” Malila said. “You must.” Still Sarah listened without understanding.

“Here.” Malila lifted the necklace of bone and shell from around her neck and placed it around Sarah’s. “This is to thank you and keep you safe and bring you back.”

Sarah touched the necklace and smiled. Then she turned without a word and vanished into the forest.

That evening, Joseph rode into the mining town of Hell’s Half Acre, burning with the desire for justice.

“Injuns! Injuns killed my brothers,” he shouted as he rode up to the log cabin that served as bar and boardinghouse. His brothers’ bodies were slung over their horses; he had not stopped to bury them. “Murdering Injuns!”

A man stepped from the cabin, lifting a lantern high. “Injuns?”

He squinted at Joseph, glanced at the bodies, then frowned at the mule. He stared at Joseph, still frowning. “You take that mule from the Injuns?”

“That’s my mule,” Joseph said impatiently, swinging down from his saddle. “The Injuns were stealing it when they killed my brothers.”

The man with the lantern glanced at the bar. Three other men stood by the door, staring at Joseph. One of them had a bandaged head. “That your mule, Nathan?” he asked.

“Sure is. And that’s the fellow who took it.”

Nathan had a hard head. He had survived the brothers’ attack and climbed out of the gully. Just by luck, a miner heading back to Hell’s Half Acre had found him lying on the trail and had taken him to town.

Joseph never did get a posse up to pursue his brothers’ murderers. In the town of Hell’s Half Acre, he was hung for a mule thief and buried with his brothers.

After Sarah left Malila, she returned to the pack. But she was restless. She hunted with the wolves, but she thought often of Malila.

Sometimes, she repeated the words that Malila had taught her. “Tree,” she told Beka. “Leaf. Grass.” The wolf responded with affection—licking Sarah’s face, rubbing against her hand—but that was no longer enough for the girl. She wanted more.

Her mind buzzed with new thoughts. She still wore the necklace that Malila had given her. Sometimes, she touched the beads and wondered what Malila was doing.

A few weeks later, the pack’s travels brought them near the Indian village. It was early in the afternoon, and the pack was resting in a shady hollow, having brought down a deer in the early dawn hours.

Sarah left the pack for a time. She was drawn to the village. Her meeting with Malila had awakened something in her. She wanted to talk with Malila again; she wanted to learn more words. A young girl, raised without human contact, she also longed for friendship. She burned with a desire to figure out the world and discover her place in it.

She was just to the south of the village when she caught Malila’s scent on the breeze. She followed the trail of that scent to a thick patch of deer brush on a dry hillside.

Sarah heard Malila before she saw her. The Indian woman was singing softly to herself, a wandering tune that blended with the humming of bees in the deer brush. Silently, Sarah made her way toward the sound, following a rabbit trail through the bushes. Breathing deeply, Sarah inhaled the minty scent of bruised yerba santa leaves and the warm aroma of Malila herself.

Through the branches, she caught a glimpse of Malila and stopped where she was. Malila’s back was to Sarah. The woman was gathering leaves from a yerba santa bush and dropping them in the basket at her feet. For a moment, Sarah simply watched her.

Sarah was wild, and she was shy as wild creatures are shy. For a moment she thought about slipping quietly away through the brush and returning to the pack. Beka would lick her face; she could curl up in the shade beside Wauna. Her heart was beating quickly, as if she had been running. She hesitated, watching the slim Indian woman pluck leaves from the bush, listening to her song of gratitude, as she thanked the plant for giving its leaves to help the tribe.

As Sarah watched, Malila stopped humming and lifted her head, as if she had heard something that caught her attention. She turned away from the bush, and spoke. “Is someone there?” She saw Sarah, staring through the bushes, and she smiled. “Sarah,” she said.

Sarah stepped from the shelter of the bush, her hesitation forgotten when the young woman smiled. “Malila,” she said softly, each syllable separate and distinct. She enjoyed pronouncing the strange sounds.

She circled the woman, as she would have circled a member of her pack, grinning, stroking Malila’s hair.

“I knew you would come,” Malila said, though she knew that the words meant nothing to Sarah. “I knew you would come and find me.”

Malila still held a yerba santa leaf in her hand. Playfully, Sarah snatched the leaf from Malila. “Leaf,” she said. “Leaf.” Such a strange sound.

Malila smiled and held out her hand. “Hand,” she said to the wild child. She took Sarah’s hand in hers. “Hand.”

Malila taught Sarah more words, all through that long summer afternoon and many afternoons after that. All through the summer, Sarah came to the village when the pack was nearby.

At first, Sarah only approached Malila when she was walking outside the village. But one sunny afternoon, Malila persuaded her to go to the village. She walked with Malila among the bark lodges, staring back at the wide-eyed children, growling at the skinny dogs that came to sniff at her legs.

Malila led her to a lodge that smelled of drying herbs. “This is my home, Sarah,” Malila told her. “You are always welcome here.”

Sarah was intrigued by the Indian village and the people who lived there. With Malila, she learned to weave baskets from reeds, to braid rope from plant fibers, to cure animal skins to make leather, to make a fire with the sparks that leapt from stones.

She noticed that the people in the village treated Malila with deference and respect. The young woman was high in the hierarchy of this pack.

The summer days were growing shorter when Sarah asked Malila to show her how to make arrows.

“I don’t know how to do that,” Malila told her. “That’s men’s work.”

Sarah frowned.

“I will see if I can find someone to teach you,” Malila said.

And so Sarah met Notaku, the tribe’s best stone worker and weapon maker. On a summer afternoon, he showed her how to shape an arrowhead from obsidian.

“Press hard,” Notaku said. “Like this.” He laid his hands on top of hers and pressed down, pushing the deer antler tool against the roughly shaped obsidian arrowhead. With a high-pitched cracking noise, a circular flake of obsidian broke free, leaving a razor-sharp edge. “Again,” he said, repositioning the tool on the arrowhead. “You do it, this time.”

He sat back on his heels, watching as Sarah pressed against the tool. Another flake, a circular flake no bigger than the fingernail on her littlest finger, broke free, extending the sharp edge. Sarah looked up at him, smiling, and he nodded, returning her smile. “Again,” he said.

He glanced at Malila, who sat on the ground beside him. The young woman had become the village’s shaman and healer, a position that set her somewhat apart from the rest of the village. She lived alone in the bark house that she had once shared with Hatawa. She spent many hours gathering medicinal herbs, walking in the hills alone. And often, she spoke of the white man’s spirit, the spirit called Sarah, who came to her when she was alone.

Malila had asked Notaku to teach this spirit to make arrows, and he had agreed—from friendship for Malila. Sarah was, Malila said, a powerful and playful spirit. She wanted to understand the ways of the people, and Malila was teaching her.

“Why would a spirit need to know how to make arrows?”

Notaku had asked her.

“She is a white spirit,” Malila said. “And she is very young. She does not know how to make arrows. I think it would be good for a spirit of the white people to understand our ways.” She spoke of balance—of how the white man was out of balance with the world. She thought, perhaps, that this wild spirit, who took the form of a child, might help bring balance back to the white man.

Notaku had agreed to meet this Sarah. He was a brave man. A man less certain of himself might have refused, unwilling to put himself in the way of such power.

When he met the spirit called Sarah, he knew he had made the right decision. She was quick to learn, more patient than the boys he had taught, more careful with her hands. She watched him with uncanny concentration, devoting her full attention to his words. She had the bright eyes of an animal who is thinking of nothing but what she sees in front of her.

Such a strange spirit, he thought, looking down at her curly red-gold hair. Like a child in so many ways. Malila said that she hunted with the wolves, that she fought like a wolf. Legends told of children who lived with the wolves and learned to become wolves.

Another flake broke free, and another. Under Sarah’s patient hands, the arrowhead was taking shape. Next, he would teach her to shape a shaft from the wood of the wild currant bush, to bind the arrowhead to the shaft with sinew, to feather the arrow with split hawk feathers, to make a sturdy bow of juniper wood.

He smiled at Malila, the smile of a teacher who is watching a pupil do well. This wild spirit, this Sarah, would understand the ways of the people. Beneath Notaku’s deft hands, something new was taking shape.
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“Circumstances make man, not man circumstances.”

—Mark Twain’s Notebook; Mark Twain

ONE SUNNY DAY EARLY in autumn, Sarah lay atop a boulder that she had climbed. From that vantage point, she could see a cow that had grown tired of traveling, a bony beast worn thin by the long journey across the plains. The cow seemed to think that the South Yuba River valley might be a nice place to settle down. The animal ambled along the rocky river bottom. The frayed end of a rope dangled from her neck; she had gotten loose from the back of the wagon she had been following for a few thousand miles.

The cow would have been easy prey, but Sarah was not hungry just then. She had, with a well-thrown stone, killed a rabbit that morning, and her stomach was full. It was a warm afternoon, and the pack was resting, about a mile to the north. Sarah was not interested in hunting, but she was always curious. So she had come to where the trail passed, so that she could spy on any passing emigrants.

A man on a horse rode along the trail, in pursuit of the straying cow. On his saddle, he carried a lariat made of four strands of braided rawhide. Frankly, it was a better lariat than the man was a cowboy. He’d purchased the rope from a Mexican cowboy who was down on his luck. The cowboy thought he needed a drink more than he needed a lariat. So the man bought the lariat and the Mexican cowboy bought the drink and everyone did well on the deal except of course for the cow. The man who bought the rope had, from that day on, persisted in trying to rope that cow, whether she needed it or not.

He was bringing the cow to California because he had heard that milk was in short supply there. A practical man, he figured if he didn’t strike it rich in the gold mines, he could always sell milk to the other miners. On the long journey across the plains, he had grown reasonably adept with the lariat, much to the cow’s dismay.

As Sarah watched, the man took the lariat from his saddle and tossed the loop over the head of the wayward cow. The cow kept moving until the loop tightened around her neck. Then she stopped, having been through this before. The man kicked his horse into a trot and the cow followed.

Sarah stared after them. That lariat seemed like a very handy thing to have.

That night, while the pack was hunting, Sarah crept into a copse of trees not far from where the man with the cow had stopped for the night. The man and his traveling companions had made camp in a grassy valley by a small stream. The livestock was tethered in the meadow, grazing contentedly. Enticing smells drifted across the meadow: baking biscuits and frying bacon. The men’s voices carried across the open valley. They were talking about finding gold and making their fortunes and such.

Sarah waited, listening to their voices without understanding. Among the wolves, she had learned to wait patiently until the time was right. While she waited, she thought about what she might do with that lariat, once she had it.

The wolves lived in the here and now. They did not plan for the future. They remembered the past, but only as far as it was useful to do so. Rolon remembered places where the hunting was good, places where there was danger from humans or other packs. But he did not think on the past and consider how he might have done differently; he did not imagine the future and plan for it. Sarah had grown up among the wolves, hunting with them, running with the pack. But she had a human imagination, a capacity for planning, an innate cunning that her packmates lacked.

When Sarah was just a toddler, her human mother had told her stories. The stories always began the same way. “Once upon a time, there was a little girl named Sarah who was brave and bold and beautiful.” In her mother’s stories, little Sarah went on great adventures—some of which paralleled the real little Sarah’s life. In her mother’s stories, little Sarah had said good-bye to her home in Connecticut and set out across the wilderness on a great journey to California. Of course, in the stories little Sarah had ridden her own pony and had saved her mother and father from a savage band of Indians (who turned out to be quite friendly), from a fierce pack of wolves (little Sarah had tamed them with bacon and kindness), and from numerous other dangers along the way.

Sarah did not remember the stories that her mother had told her. But she had inherited her mother’s imagination and willingness to spin a tale. Now, sitting alone in the darkness and listening to the voices of the men at the campfire, she imagined stories for herself. She imagined herself crouching in a tree, holding the lariat at her side. The pack was chasing a deer, and the animal ran beneath the tree. She tossed the loop over the deer’s head and, in her imagination, stopped the deer in its tracks.

Sarah thought about the wonderful lariat and listened to the rise and fall of human voices, a strangely comforting sound. When their voices fell quiet and the fire burned low, Sarah made her way closer, ghosting between the grazing animals so quietly that they did not look up as she passed.

She paused at the edge of the camp, listening to the steady breathing of the sleeping men. Her eyes were accustomed to the dark. Unlike the emigrants, she had not spoiled her night vision by staring into the glowing coals of a fire. By the light of the rising moon, she could see clearly.

The men slept around the fire. One of them had his head resting on a saddle. Looped around the horn of the saddle, inches from the man’s head, was the lariat Sarah coveted.

For a time, she stayed at the edge of the camp. The men slept soundly, weary from their day’s travels. At last, she crept closer, her bare feet silent on the soft grass. The camp was dark except for the moonlight and the glowing coals of the fire. She could hear the mules cropping the grass, the soft snores of the sleeping men, the chirping of crickets in the grass. Squatting on her heels by the saddle, she reached out and put her hand on the lariat.

It wouldn’t come loose from the saddle.

Sarah stared at the rawhide cord that held it in place. She had never encountered a knot before, and it puzzled her for a moment. She had seen the man easily take the lariat from his saddle, yet now the rope seemed to be attached to the saddle. Gently, she tugged at the lariat, but the knot held.

Carefully, she pulled at the rawhide cord, trying to work it loose. Her first efforts pulled the knot tighter, but then she began to pick at the knot itself. This puzzle intrigued her. She had never encountered anything quite like this knot. The tendrils of the wild grapevines twined around the oak trees, but that was just a tangle. She knew, from watching the man take the lariat from his saddle, that this twisted cord could be untangled and freed.

Jeffrey woken when he felt something tugging on his pillow. A halfnaked savage crouched by his head—a young girl, wearing nothing but a pair of cut-off trousers and a belt that held a sheath knife.

A dream, he thought. This wild creature could not be real. The moonlight glittered on her curly hair, unlike the hair of any Indian he had seen in his travels across the prairie. Her features were delicate—a thin, aristocratic nose; wide, blue eyes focused on his saddle.

At that moment, the savage smiled—such a sweet and innocent smile. The lariat came free of the saddle and Jeffrey saw it in the savage’s hand. And then she was gone, melting into the darkness like a ghost.

Jeffrey closed his eyes and slept. In the morning, he woke to find his lariat gone. His companions laughed when he told them that it had been stolen by a half-naked white girl, and teased him about being away from his wife for too long. Nothing in the camp had been disturbed, except for Jeffrey’s lariat, and the others claimed he must have lost that somewhere along the trail.

In the following days, Sarah carried the lariat with her wherever she went. She played with it, experimenting with knots like the ones that had held it to the saddle, with sliding loops like the one she had seen the man use to rope the cow.

In the long afternoons, while the pack rested in the heat of the day, she practiced throwing a sliding loop over boulders or bushes or trees. Beka often watched her as she played with the rope.

One afternoon in the pine forest, she succeeded in tossing the loop over the broken stub of a high branch. Pressing her feet against the tree’s broad trunk and pulling herself upward with the rope, she climbed up to the branch she had lassoed. Beka watched from the ground, her eyes wide with disbelief, as Sarah perched in the tree, higher than she had ever climbed before.

Just a few days later she had occasion to use her new skill. It was just before dawn. The pack was coming down the mountain, trotting in single file after Rolon. Through the long night, the pack had been hunting without success. Rolon led them through the pine forest into a valley filled with ancient oaks. The air was cool. The first light of the rising sun illuminated the mist that drifted among the thick branches of the trees.

Rolon stopped, staring into the woodland, his head high as he sniffed the air. In the distance, Sarah could see a mature buck, standing among the oaks. The deer had seen the wolves. His head was up; he was ready to fight or run.

A powerful buck in his prime is not easy prey, even for a pack of wolves. A large buck can outrun wolves easily. If cornered, he can fight back, delivering kicks that can disable or kill an attacking wolf. Earlier that year, Luyu had been kicked in the head by a buck. Though the pack eventually brought the animal down, Luyu had died of the injury. Now, watching the buck, Rolon hesitated.

Sarah was hungry. She eyed the buck, judging its distance from the pack. If the pack gave chase, the deer would escape. But perhaps there was another way.

She leapt onto the lowest limb of a nearby oak. Agile as a monkey, surefooted as a tightrope walker, she ran up the branch to the trunk of the tree, then stepped over to another branch that led toward the buck. From the end of that branch, she leapt to another tree, making her way through the branches toward the deer.

In the meantime, Rolon had begun stalking his prey. His eyes fixed on the deer, he walked toward the animal, moving slowly. His goal was to close the distance without frightening the buck enough to make it run.

The buck’s attention was focused on the wolves. He ignored the rustling in the branches overhead, keeping his eye on the immediate danger of the approaching pack.

Sarah slowly made her way through the branches until she was about ten feet from the buck, on a low limb six feet over the animal’s head. She loosened the noose on the end of the lariat. wrapped the free end of the rope tightly around her hand, and then tossed the rope over the buck’s head.

Luck was with her. The noose cleared the buck’s antlers and fell neatly into place around his neck. As the deer felt the rope touch him, he bolted. Sarah laughed as the noose pulled tight around the buck’s neck, but her laughter was cut short when the taut rope yanked on her arm, pulling her from her perch. She fell to the ground below.

Fortunately, she was on a low branch. Years of experience in climbing and falling had taught her to relax with a fall, catching herself with bent legs, ready to leap in any direction. But the pull of the rope yanked her forward, so that she fell awkwardly, landing half on her feet, but stumbling forward as she hit and falling full length on the grassy ground.

The buck, whirling to face his attacker, saw the girl land and charged. Sarah rolled, barely escaping the trampling hooves. The buck reared to strike again, but Sarah was already moving, scrambling to her feet. Still clinging to the end of her precious lariat, she dodged behind the thick trunk of the oak. As she ran around the tree, she inadvertently snubbed the rope around the trunk, just as a sailor takes a wrap around a cleat to hold a line fast.

From the distance, Sarah’s packmates had watched the rope tighten around the buck’s neck, had seen the girl fall from the tree. How strange it was. Strange enough that the girl climbed a tree, but stranger still that she had fallen from the tree, pulled by something as thin and brown as the rattlesnake that dwelled in the rocks. And now the snake-thing held the buck, keeping it from running, but not preventing it from attacking the girl.

Beka started the attack, running to Sarah’s assistance, her teeth bared in a snarl. The others were right behind her, rushing forward to set upon the buck. Wauna and Yepa leapt at the buck’s head, snapping at his soft muzzle. Rolon, Beka, Marek, and the others circled behind, tearing at the buck’s flanks.

When the buck turned to face these attackers, Wauna and Yepa renewed the attack on the animal’s rump, biting and tearing at the hind legs. The buck lowered his head to threaten Rolon with his antlers, but the male wolf dodged and savagely bit the buck’s muzzle, holding fast when the buck tried to raise his head.

The buck was fighting for air. The rope choked him; the wolf held a death grip on his muzzle. On all side, enemies attacked him. In that moment, Sarah sprang into action, pushing her way through the growling wolves to reach the animal’s head. There, she attacked with her knife, the sharp blade that served her where her teeth could not. With a swipe of the keen blade, she slit the buck’s throat.

The buck’s blood gushed over her legs and feet. The end came quickly then. The buck collapsed to his knees, then fell to his side. Rolon and Wauna ripped at the animal’s belly, gorging themselves on the soft organ meats, while the others tore at the wounds, stripping away the tough hide to reach the muscle underneath.

Sarah stood still for a moment, watching the wolves feed. When it comes to food, wolves have no manners. Each wolf fights for a share of the carcass, snarling and threatening its packmates. Any wolf who succeeds in tearing off a chunk of meat takes it away from the others, retreating to eat in solitude before returning to fight for more food.

The savagery of the pack when feeding was familiar to Sarah. What held her still, what startled and amazed her, was her own role in bringing the buck down. She had killed small game, but never an animal the size of this buck. She stared down at the rope in her hands, the wonderful lariat. Such a powerful weapon. If it could stop the mighty buck, what else could it do?

A pang of hunger interrupted her reverie. She dropped the rope and pulled her knife from her belt. Usually, she hung back while the other animals fed, but not today. This was her kill, and she would take her share of it.

In the midst of the snarling beasts, she pushed between Marek and Dur to grab one of the buck’s forelegs, twisting the limb while pulling on it. With her knife, she stabbed at the buck’s shoulder, severing the connective tissue that held the leg to the body. With a mighty effort, she pulled the leg free.

Dur lunged for the leg, but she snatched it away, already leaping for the branch above her. She grabbed the branch in one hand, clinging to the leg of the buck in the other. Marek leapt after her, snapping at the meat even as she lifted it out of reach, then snapping at her feet. Too late. She swung her feet up to lock her legs around the branch.

Laughing, she perched on the branch, the buck’s leg across her lap. While Marek stared at her from below, his eyes hot with envy, she used her knife to strip away the deer hide, feasting on meat.

Long after Dur had returned to the carcass, fighting with the others for the choicest bits, Marek watched Sarah devour her prize, savoring the meat, gnawing on the bone.

While Sarah perched in an oak tree, gnawing on a bone and laughing at the black wolf that watched her from below, Max was sitting on the porch at Selby’s Hotel writing a letter to Sarah’s aunt. Over the years, Max and Audrey North had corresponded steadily. He had told Audrey of his life and he had learned of hers. She lived in New Bedford, the wife of the captain of a whaling ship.

“I know something of loneliness,” she had written to him early in their correspondence, “as I spend many months each year watching for sails on the horizon, praying that my husband is well, wishing that he were safe at home. More than once, I have wished that I could go with him. However hard the journey, I think I would find it preferable to waiting at home—so dull, so comfortable, so safe.”

Audrey North wrote poetry and published it in magazines like The Ladies Repository and Appleton’s Journal of Literature, Science, and Art. Max had read the work of a few women poets—like Mrs. Felicia Hemans (known in the press as the British nightingale) and Mrs. Lydia Howard Sigourney (know as the sweet singer of Hartford). He did not care for their poetry, finding it cloyingly sentimental. He had written to Audrey North, expressing this opinion, and he had been startled when she wrote to tell him that she agreed. Her favorite poet was a newcomer named Walt Whitman.

At Max’s request, Audrey sent him a poem that had been published in Appleton’s. The poem, titled The Captain’s Wife, described a woman walking on the beach. That morning, when the weather had been fair and clear, her husband’s ship had put out to sea. But as she paced along the shore, a storm was brewing. The wind swept in dark clouds, the waves lashed the shore, and as the storm built, so did the woman’s feelings.

Unlike the women in the poems of Mrs. Hemans and Mrs. Sigourney, the captain’s wife shed no tears. The bell in the village tolled, calling her to church, but she did not go. The rumble of thunder drowned out the bell. Lightning split the western sky. As rain lashed her face, she raged with the stormy sea.

Max found the poem both impressive and unsettling. In a return letter, he praised the poem for its lack of sentimentality and revised his mental image of Audrey. Initially, he had pictured her as a sweet and delicate New England lady. After reading The Captain’s Wife, he imagined her as stout and courageous—a broad, no-nonsense woman built rather like Mrs. Selby.

Recently, a Boston publisher had published a collection of her poems. “I have met with some small success,” she had written. “I find that rather gratifying.”

She had taken the liberty of showing Max’s sketch of the miners and his story about Socks and the lost child to the editor of The Ladies Repository. The editor had published the story, sent him a bank draft for twenty dollars, and clamored for more. Every now and again, he would send another sketch and another story about life in the mines.

When Max’s work was published back in the States, the San Francisco newspapers had taken notice. As a result, the demand for his work had increased and he regularly published sketches and short essays in several newspapers. It was, as Audrey would put it, “rather gratifying.”

Over the years, he and Audrey had corresponded very honestly about all manner of things. At that moment, he was writing to her about the civilizing influence of women.

“Take, for example, Mrs. Selby,” he wrote. “Before a miner goes to Selby’s Hotel, he combs his hair, washes his face, perhaps trims his beard. He cleans up his language as well, banishing blasphemies. Under her benign influence, Selby Flat is a far more civilized place.

“Compare Selby Flat to other towns, like Humbug or Hell’s Half Acre or Rough and Ready. There is no comparison. Consider, if you will, dozens of men camped along a river for months on end, digging in the mud each day, cooking their own grub each evening. There is no laundry, no proper latrine, no facilities for bathing other than the river itself. The men wash their clothes primarily to reduce the insect population before the itching drives them mad. Under these conditions, men—even the best of men—become shaggy and grimy and far more aromatic than the polite society of women would allow.”

Max heard footsteps behind him and looked up from his letter. Mr. Selby had stepped from the barroom. He sat down on the bench beside Max, opened his tobacco pouch, and began to fill his pipe. “Care for a smoke?” he asked.

Max set aside his letter, leaned back against the sun-warmed wall, and settled in to catch up on the news. He’d been up on the North Fork, visiting Downieville and the mining camps along the river for an article that would appear in the Nevada City Gazette. Max accepted the pouch and filled his pipe.

“I hear that you’re about to elect a sheriff,” Max said.

Mr. Selby nodded. “That’s so,” he said. “Election will be next week. I reckon we’ll be electing Jasper Davis. He’s been buying drinks for the past week, and everyone figures him to be a fine fellow.”

Max puffed his pipe thoughtfully. “He’s done well for himself, has he?”

“No question about it. He’s a smart man and he’s a lucky man and he’s done very well.”

“Lucky? How’s that?” Max asked.

“You hear about the big fire in Grass Valley?”

Max nodded. A fire had swept through the city, leaping from one wood-frame structure to the next, burning stores, saloons, hotels, and homes, leaving the city in ruins.

“Jasper was building a new hotel in Grass Valley when the city burned. Handsome place, made of fieldstone rather than wood. Said he liked stone ’cause it was solid. It was out on the edge of town, a ways from the nearest building.”

“So it survived the fire?”

Mr. Selby nodded. “Didn’t even get singed. After the fire, he was the only hotel still in business. Everybody went to Jasper’s place to do their drinking and gambling and such. He did all right.”

Max nodded again. Some men, he thought, made their own luck. He wondered if Jasper happened to be one of those. But he kept those thoughts to himself.
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11 A YOUNG MAN’S GUIDE

“Authorship is not a trade, it is an inspiration; authorship does not keep an office, its habitation is all out under the sky, and everywhere the winds are blowing and the sun is shining and the creatures of God are free.”

—Mark Twain

FROM THE TOP OF A SUN-WARMED granite boulder, Sarah watched the man who sat by the lake. She had been watching him, on and off, for the past two days, leaving only to hunt, and returning to find the man still there. He puzzled and intrigued her.

Most people that she had followed over the years were very busy. The Indians hunted, fished, and gathered plants for food. The miners scratched holes in the dirt and mucked about in the streams and rivers. She did not know why they did the strange things that they did, but they were always busy, always doing something. Though this man looked like a miner, dressed like a miner, smelled like a miner, he seemed to spend most of his time sitting in the sun, doing just about nothing. Sometimes he stared at a small rectangular object for hours at a time; sometimes he seemed to be moving a stick, as if making marks on a different rectangular object. And sometimes he just sat and stared, watching his mule graze in the meadow, studying the surface of the lake, the mountains that surrounded it.

Once, early in the morning, she watched him sit quietly, staring at a doe and fawn that grazed in the meadow. At first, she thought he was stalking the deer, but he did not move, did not approach the animals. At last, when the wind shifted, the deer caught his scent and bounded away. He made no move to chase them.

At night, he slept in a canvas tent beside the lake. In the early morning, he fished in the lake’s cool waters. Sometimes he cooked biscuits—she could smell the tantalizing aroma drifting across the lake. On the second night he was there, she sneaked into his camp. By the remains of his campfire, she found a few broken and burned pieces of biscuit, which she devoured. Bread was a rare treat, and she relished it when she found it. The rectangular things that the man stared at each day were hidden inside the canvas tent, protected from her curiosity. She slipped away, still curious.

Sarah was twelve years old, a well-armed, young savage. She wore a knife at her belt and carried her lariat, her bow, and a quiver filled with arrows slung over one shoulder. In warm weather, she wore moccasins and a pair of men’s trousers, cut off at the knee and held up with suspenders. She liked the trousers because she could carry stones in the pockets. In cold weather, she wore moccasins, long trousers, and a rabbit-skin cape, a gift from Malila.

She knew the ways of the wolves. She knew something of the ways of Indians, for she had continued to visit Malila over the years. Learning to speak the Miwok language had satisfied some urge within her that the language of the wolves had not. But though she visited the Indians and watched the white men, she always returned to the wolf pack. They were her family. Beka remained her frequent companion, following the girl on many of her long journeys away from the pack.

Sarah stretched in the sun, lazy and warm. She and Beka had gone hunting at dawn. One of her arrows had brought down a fat marmot. She and Beka had breakfasted on its warm flesh. Then Sarah had come to the lake, to see what the man was doing. Beka, not sharing Sarah’s fascination with the human who camped by the lake, had wandered off to explore, while Sarah continued to watch the man.

He was moving the stick again—for most of the morning he had alternated periods of staring at the lake with bouts of scribbling.

Max sat on a broad granite slab beside the lake, writing a letter to Audrey North. “I have fled to the mountains,” he wrote, “escaping the eager, young men who come to the gold fields with copies of my book tucked under their arms. Everywhere I go, I see young men dressed in sensible canvas trousers and cotton shirts, carrying precisely the make of shovel and pick and canteen I recommended, with their scarves tied just like the miner in the sketch on page 5 of A Young Man’s Guide to Gold Fields. I know that if I were to look in their packs, I would find all the items from the checklist on page 45 of A Young Man’s Guide to Gold Fields.

“They are all dreadfully earnest young men. They make me feel quite ancient and creaky. I feel quite spry for my advanced age of forty-one, but they treat me with such deference, asking my advice on any number of things that I have no business advising them on. I confess, they bring out the worst in me. A sweet-faced young fellow asked me the other day which hotel I would recommend, and I sent him to one right next to the lodge of E Clampus Vitus, where the sound of the Clampers’ drunken hilarity was sure to keep him up all hours. Damned if he didn’t come back the next day to thank me. He had, it seemed, joined the Clampers and had a fabulous time. Ah, for the stamina of youth.

“How strange it is to have struck paydirt in a profession I would have thought even chancier than mining. In your last letter, you protested that my book would have succeeded without your assistance. Though I hesitate to question your expertise in the area of publishing, I beg to differ. Without your encouragement and assistance, I would still be writing an occasional article for the Nevada City Gazette. If you hadn’t shown my essay to your editor, I would certainly never have written a book that has garnered me more gold than all my mining efforts.

“I have begun work on my next book—at least that is the excuse I have given for fleeing the questionable civilization of Selby Flat and camping at this remote lake. It is a beautiful spot. The other morning, I sketched a doe and her fawn, grazing not one hundred yards from my tent. So far, I have spent more time fishing and sketching than I have writing, but I have great hopes. It seems to me that writing is a bit like prospecting in that regard: One must always have great hopes.”

Max stopped there, putting his pen down. He leaned back on the sun-warmed granite, contemplating the play of light on the water of the lake. The morning mist had burned away while he had been writing. The still blue waters of the lake reflected the mountains and the pines. It was time to be moving.

He had decided to hike around the lake to reach the bare granite slopes on the far side. From that location, he wanted to sketch his camp, a lonely tent beneath towering pines. Besides, he thought that the fishing might be better there. So he packed his fishing pole and his notebook in a rucksack, put on his hat, and set out around the lake.

Halfway around the lake, the granite slope rose to a sheer cliff. Here and there on the cliff face, bushes and trees clung to cracks and ledges, forming patches of green and brown against the gray of the stone.

A dense thicket of thorny bushes grew at the base of the cliff, leaving a narrow patch of marshy ground at the edge of the lake. Max had the choice of picking his way through the brambles or squelching through the mud. He chose the mud, though he saw a patch of broken branches where some large animal had chosen to blunder through the bushes.

His boots sank in the mud and he could feel cold lake water seeping in through the seams. The bushes leaned out toward the water and he had to step carefully over the branches. It was slow and unpleasant and he was wondering if he had made the right choice when he reached a dead end. There, the bushes grew down to the water’s edge, forming a thorny barrier to further progress. He could try to hack his way through brambles, he could go for a swim, or he could turn back. He was considering these options when he heard the sound of a large animal crashing through the brush behind him.

Startled, he turned to face the sound. A grizzly, a beast with a reputation for a ferocious and unpredictable nature, burst from the bushes and glared at Max with angry, red-rimmed eyes. The animal stood by the lakeshore, blocking Max’s retreat to his campsite.

Max backed away until the barrier of bushes made further retreat impossible. There, he froze, hoping the bear would return to the bushes from which it had come. He had no rifle, no pistol at his side.

Staring at the bear, he remembered what he had written in the Young Man’s Guide. He had advised would-be miners against carrying firearms. “A pistol seems like a useful weapon,” he had written. “That is, it seems useful until you bet your life on it. Then the persnickety thing misses fire, blows up in your hand, or sends its bullet a country mile to one side of target. A beginning marksman can hit a target with a pistol—as long as the target is at least the size of a barn and the marksman is no more than ten paces away. As for the rifle, it can be a fine weapon in the right hands. If you’re handy with a rifle, you already know that. Mine aren’t the right hands. If you’re a city-bred fellow, yours may not be the right hands either. More greenhorns end up shooting themselves in the foot with their newly acquired rifle than ever hold off a ravaging wolf or a charging bear.”

It was good advice, he thought. He stood by that advice. It was fine advice for all the young men who were coming west. But as a man who had been in the West for some time, he wished he had not followed that advice.

The bear reared onto its hind legs, roaring a challenge to the puny man who had disturbed its rest. As the beast moved, Max saw the dark slash of an unhealed wound in its powerful shoulder. The animal had been injured. Probably, Max thought, by some fool of a greenhorn who had armed himself, not following Max’s advice. Now the animal was wounded and angry, and Max had, unwittingly, disturbed its rest.

From a ledge no more than fifteen feet above Max’s head, Sarah watched the man with interest. She stood on the leaning, twisted trunk of a pine tree that had managed to take root in a crack in the granite. Her back was braced against the rock. She had followed Max around the lake, taking cover behind boulders and brush, moving as silently as a mountain cat.

From this vantage point, Sarah had watched with amazement as Max blundered past the sleeping grizzly. The man was as foolish as a pup just out of the den. How could he be unaware that a wounded bear was sleeping nearby? The air reeked of bear and of blood. The bushes had been broken where the bear had barged through them. Was he half-asleep to miss these warning signs?

In the wilderness, such inattention usually resulted in death. But Sarah was curious about Max. If she did not rescue him, that curiosity would never be satisfied.

When the bear reared, he was just below Sarah. Before the animal could drop to all fours and charge the man, Sarah tossed her lariat. The loop of rope settled over the grizzly’s mighty shoulders, tightening as the bear pulled against it. Sarah had looped the end of the lariat around the trunk of the pine tree, knotting it securely in place.

Feeling the pressure of the rope around his shoulders, the bear roared again and lunged against the restraint. The pine creaked, but held for the moment. The lariat, a stout cord braided of seven strands of buckskin, held firm for a moment.

The bear lunged again, throwing the entire weight of his body against the rope. The rope held, but the pine tree to which it was secured did not. The tree’s roots were shallow, and the bear’s lunge pulled it free of the cliff and sent it crashing down into the bushes below.

Sarah, feeling the trunk give way beneath her feet in the instant before it fell, leapt to one side, finding a foothold on another ledge. From there, she took in the situation at a glance. The grizzly was facing away from her, offering no good targets for her arrows.

The man was staring up at her. His hands were empty. It was that, in the end, that saved him. If he had lifted a rifle to fire at the bear, she would have left him to his fate. She did not like white men and their killing sticks. But he had no rifle.

The bear was biting at the rope that bound him. As Sarah watched, the strands of leather parted, giving way beneath his jaws. In a moment, the bear would be free. Then he would reach the man and crush him with a single blow.

Before that could happen, Sarah called to the bear in the language of Malila’s people. “Hey, Grandfather, you foolish bear, leave that man.” From her pocket, she snatched up a stone and hurled it at the bear, striking the animal square in the head. “Fight me. I am the mightiest of the wolves. I am here to do battle with you.”

The bear shook his head, angered by the blow. He turned away from Max, searching for the source of the rock and the shouting. Sarah waved her arms.

Max watched in awe. A slip of a girl, no more than a dozen years old, taunted the grizzly. An extraordinary girl—lithe and graceful, was dancing on a ledge so small that many men would have found it a terrifying place to stand still. Sunlight glistened on her golden skin, revealing well-developed muscles. Her hair was a halo of red-gold curls, a burst of glory against the gray granite.

As Max stared, she hurled another stone at the bear, laughing and shouting as the beast clawed at the cliff face, reaching up with powerful paws to swat at this pest. His blows fell just inches below her dancing feet.

The pine tree had fallen at the foot of the cliff. Scrambling with his hind feet, the grizzly gained a foothold on the fallen tree and lunged upward, reaching the ledge where the girl stood. But she was no longer there. An instant before the bear’s paw swept across the ledge, she had stepped upward to a tiny foothold a few feet higher than the ledge. With one foot on the rock and one arm hooked around the branch of a bush that clung to the cliff, she was lifting her bow, stringing an arrow. At the same time, the bear was gathering himself to lunge again.

The girl released her arrow, which embedded itself in the animal’s shoulder. The bear roared, biting at the arrow, then swatting at the cliff with its mighty paws. The girl, standing just beyond the bear’s reach, calmly strung another arrow.

Again, she lifted her bow and made a clean shot to the animal’s right eye from a distance of a few feet. The bear roared again. Pawing at its eye, the beast fell backward away from the cliff.

Max heard bushes snap as the bear’s body crashed into the thicket. The sound of the crash echoed from the cliff face.

Then there was silence. In the sudden hush, Max stared up at the girl on the cliff. She met his eyes, regarding him with steady confidence.

“Hello,” Max called, his voice uncertain. “Who are you?”

Still, the girl regarded him steadily, her brow furrowed slightly as if trying to make sense of his words. Then she glanced downward and made a growling, barking noise. Without looking at Max, she stepped down to the lower ledge, then dropped from his view behind the bushes.

A warbler trilled in the sudden silence. In the lake, a fish jumped, landing with a splash. Insects buzzed in the bushes. Max took a deep breath, drawing sweet air into his lungs. For a moment, he wondered if the whole incident could have been his imagination. Had he somehow dreamed of a savage girl who had rescued him from death? Moving slowly, Max made his way through the bushes to the foot of the cliff.

Sarah climbed down from the cliff to meet Beka, who had returned to the lake in time to see the grizzly fall. Now, Sarah thought, she and Beka would feast on grizzly meat. They could summon the pack to join the feast, for this carcass could provide enough meat for all.

She heard the man corning through the bushes toward the fallen bear, as clumsy as a bear himself. Would the man fight for a possession of the carcass? She didn’t think so. He would not, she thought, stand a chance against the weakest member of the pack.

She dropped to the ground by the great body of the bear. Matter-of-factly, she strode to the animal’s head to reclaim the arrows that were buried deep in the animal’s shoulder and eye. She tugged them free, then joined Beka, who was ripping at the bear’s exposed belly. Sarah drew her knife and used the sharp blade to slit open the abdominal cavity. She would skin the beast later and take the hide to Malila. The Indian woman would like that. While Beka chewed on the intestines, Sarah sliced off a fist-sized piece of the bear’s liver.

When Max came through the bushes, that is how he found his rescuing angel. She was sitting on the bear’s shaggy haunch, happily gnawing on a piece of liver. Her face and hands and naked chest were smeared with fresh blood. At her feet, a wolf was tearing at intestines dragged from the bear’s belly. The air reeked of blood and death.

As Max stepped into sight, both the girl and the wolf stopped their feeding. The wolf stared at him. Sarah dropped her free hand to her knife and studied him with eyes as blue as the mountain lake.

Max stood very still. He had to find out who this girl was. “I’m Max,” he said to Sarah. “Who are you?”

Sarah stared at the man. She didn’t understand his words, but she knew that he was speaking in words. Rather than growling to warn him off, she spoke to him in Malila’s language. “This kill is mine. If you are hungry, you may eat, but you may not carry any meat away. The kill belongs to my pack.”

Beka had risen to her feet, her eyes fixed on the man. She began to growl low in her throat, warning the man to leave now. Sarah slid off her perch on the boulder and squatted by the wolf, placing a hand on the animal’s head. The growling subsided.

“I’ll go back to camp,” Max said, feeling foolish. “Why don’t you stop by? I’ll make biscuits.” He backed away, keeping his face to the strange pair until the bushes hid them from sight.

Back at camp, the incident seemed like a nightmare. A terrifying bear, a rescuing angel, a savage wolf. But it was a dream that echoed Socks’s vision of many years before. A savage girl and her wolf companion, living far from civilization.

Max washed the cuts and scratches he had gotten from the bushes. He felt cold, even after he took off his wet boots, pulled on dry socks, put on his buckskin jacket. He sat on the granite slab beside the lake, warming himself in the sun. When his hands finally stopped shaking, he took up his pencil and drew the image that had burned itself into his mind.

He drew a young girl, dancing on a tiny ledge. Her face was beautiful, the features delicate and aristocratic. She was on the edge of puberty, her naked breasts just beginning to bud, her youthful body starting to take on a woman’s curves. A smiling girl, innocent and free. Below her, a snarling bear reached up, striving to swat the girl from her perch, to crush that young body. The beast’s curving claws glinted in the sun. The finished picture made Max shiver again, remembering that moment when it all seemed hopeless.

He turned the page and drew again. This time, the bear lay fallen in the bushes. He drew the savage bear’s claws, harmless now. The mighty paws were still; the beast had been conquered. The girl sat on the beast’s shaggy side, as comfortable as a lady in her drawing room. Her ragged trousers showed her muscular legs. The dark liver in her hand dripped blood onto her naked chest. But she was not concerned with her lack of clothing; she was not bothered by the blood. She was smiling. Innocent and triumphant.

He looked up from his second sketch and saw the wild girl, silently watching him from a few feet away. Her wolf sat at her feet. “Hello,” Max said, setting the notebook down on the rock. She stepped up onto the granite slab and came closer, studying his face. When she was just a foot away, she squatted beside him, still staring at his face. Her nostrils flared as she inhaled his scent.

He was fighting the urge to get up and move away from her intense scrutiny when she looked down at the notebook. She picked it up, squinting at the sketch.

“That’s you,” he said, feeling foolish but knowing he had to say something.

For the next hour, Max was subjected to a thorough inspection. The girl examined his notebook, his pencil, his wet boots, his socks, his clothing. When he showed her how the buttons on his shirt worked, she was delighted and spent several minutes buttoning and unbuttoning his cuffs. She tugged on his hair, comparing the color and texture to her own.

Throughout all this, the wolf watched, lounging at ease at the base of the granite slab while Max was poked and prodded. The girl had no sense of personal boundaries. She tugged on his hair and collar, sniffed his hands, and stood entirely too close for Max’s comfort. But he put up with these indignities.

And he studied her in return. Though he felt some qualms about being quite so close to a nearly naked girl, he put them aside. She seemed so comfortable that after a time he almost forgot her lack of clothes.

While she inspected his person and his possessions, he talked with her. She talked back in some kind of guttural babble. An Indian language, he thought. At first, she seemed frustrated that he could not understand her. Finally, she accepted that he did not and seemed willing—perhaps even eager—to learn his language.

She reached out a grimy hand and touched his bearded cheek. She frowned, then touched her own cheek. In her guttural language, she asked something.

“This is my beard,” he said. “You don’t have a beard.” “Beard,” she repeated, stroking his cheek again. “Beard.”

“That’s right.” He smiled and nodded. Then he touched his hair. “Hair.” He stroked her curls. “Hair.”

“Hair,” she repeated, touching her curls, his hair.

Then he tapped his chest. “Max,” he said. “I’m Max.”

She patted his chest. “Max,” she said. She patted her own chest. “Max,” she said.

“No. I’m Max.” He touched his chest again. “Max.” He tapped his head, his arm, his foot, repeating each time. “Max.” Then he pointed at her. “What is your name?”

Sarah stared at the man called Max. She pointed to herself. “Sarah,” she said. That was what her Mama had called her, what Malila called her now. Malila told her it was a name of great power.

The man’s eyes widened. “Sarah,” he said. “Sarah McKensie.” He said a great many words then, too fast for her to repeat. He was smiling and yet his eyes were wet with tears. He took her hand and held it tightly.

After talking for some time, he released her hand. He said something she didn’t understand and beckoned to her. She understood his gesture and followed him to his campsite. Beka hung back, licking her lips nervously, but Sarah encouraged her to follow. After a time, she did, making sure that Sarah was always between her and the man.

Sarah watched Max build a fire and make dinner. She wasn’t hungry—she had eaten her fill of bear meat that afternoon. But the strange foods intrigued her. She would not eat the salt pork, but she ate three biscuits with great enthusiasm. She gave the salt pork to Beka, who devoured it, keeping a watchful eye on Max while she ate.

As Sarah ate her fourth biscuit, Beka snuffled in her ear, then moved away. She returned a moment later, then moved away again. Her motions indicated that she was leaving, going to find the pack. Sarah rubbed Beka’s ears, an acknowledgment that she understood. The she-wolf left, but Sarah stayed with Max. She was interested in this man, unwilling to leave just yet.

As the sun set, the air grew chilly. Max went to his tent and came back with a red shirt that had seen better days. He handed it to her and demonstrated in pantomime how to put it on. She took the garment and studied it. She rubbed the cloth against her cheek. Soft and warm—she liked that.

With his help, she put her hands into the sleeves. He pulled the collar around her neck and buttoned a few buttons. The sleeves were far too long, and the shirt billowed around her, with enough space inside for another girl her size.

She shook her arms, watching the loose ends of the sleeves flop around, and laughed. She stood and spun around, letting the sleeves fly and the shirt billow. Such a silly garment. When she stopped spinning, Max beckoned her to him and rolled up the sleeves so they did not get in her way. He fastened her belt on top of the shirt. Sarah stroked the worn flannel, enjoying its warmth against her skin.

It was dark when Sarah heard Rolon’s voice, leading a chorus of howls. Beka had led the pack to the bear’s carcass. Sarah stood up and responded with a howl that echoed across the lake.

Max shivered, staring up at the girl. The firelight touched the delicate features of her face with crimson; her voice was that of a wild animal. She smiled at him and said something in the guttural language she had spoken when he met her at the bear carcass.

He gazed into the darkness, where the wolves howled. She touched his shoulder as if to reassure him, to tell him there was no cause to worry. And she left him, running into the night.

Max leapt to his feet, starting after her. But she had disappeared into the darkness before he could take two steps. “Sarah!” he called after her. “Sarah! Come back!”

The banshee chorus of wolves was the only answer he received.



12 The Savage Life

“Training is everything. The peach was once a bitter almond;

cauliflower is nothing but a cabbage with a college education.”

—Mark Twain

MAX STAYED UP FOR HOURS, feeding the flames and listening in the darkness, hoping that Sarah would return. The frogs sang in the marsh by the lake. Bats swooped low over the lake, feeding on insects. At last, the half-moon rose, casting a glowing path of silver on the surface of the lake.

The girl had not come back. Max retired to his tent, where he spent a restless night.

He was frying flapjacks for breakfast when the girl returned, carrying a haunch of bear meat. She greeted him with a radiant smile. The angelic beauty of her delicate features contrasted sharply with the bloody meat that she carried.

He accepted her gift of meat, motioning her to sit by the fire. She stayed with him that morning and ate his flapjacks with great gusto. When he fried up some of the bear meat, she sampled the cooked meat carefully.

Throughout breakfast—and throughout the rest of the morning—Max taught her English. She was a quick student, remembering the words he had taught her on the previous day and adding to that vocabulary eagerly. Behind those angelic blue eyes was a sharp intelligence, Max realized, and a hunger for knowledge. In the early afternoon, she left him, indicating with gestures that she would be back. She returned in the late afternoon with a freshly killed rabbit. Her wolf trotted along behind her and shared in the rabbit, devouring the intestines while they dined on the meat, roasted over the fire. Max gave her another language lesson, during and after dinner. When the sun set, she and the wolf left him, summoned by a chorus of wolves.

Over the next few weeks, this became their pattern. She arrived each morning with gifts of fresh game and edible wild plants. Sometimes her wolf was with her; sometimes she was alone. He cooked for her—she had a passion for biscuits and flapjacks, and she came to tolerate cooked meat, though she preferred to eat it raw. He taught her English, expanding her vocabulary from nouns to verbs and helping her construct short sentences. “This is a tree.” “I am hungry.”

He worked to teach her concepts as well as words. The knife, the lariat, Max’s cooking fork—these were all tools. This is my knife; this is your knife.

He had so many questions for her. How have you survived for all these years in the wilderness? Why haven’t you made contact with anyone before now? Where did you get your clothes, your weapons? She could not understand his questions yet. But given time, he was confident that she would understand him.

At first, she was wary around him, keeping an eye on his every move, always alert. Her wolf—Beka was the animal’s name—was also watchful.

But after a time, both she and Beka began to relax. On the third day, Beka accepted a biscuit when he offered it, and by the end of the week she leaned her big head toward him so that he could rub her ears. Between lessons, Sarah and Beka would play in the grass, chasing one another in a game that looked very much like tag.

The first time one of their games ended in a wrestling match, Max was horrified. Sarah and the wolf were rolling in the grass, growling ferociously. Beka’s teeth flashed in the sun as she snapped at the girl, but somehow, miraculously, the girl’s hands were always out of reach when those cruel jaws snapped shut.

“Sarah!” Max shouted, grabbing a stick from the pile of firewood, a club that he could use to beat the wolf and drive her away from the girl. “Beka!”

The two stopped their play—for it was nothing more than that—and stared at him. He stopped where he was, holding his club and frowning.

“Oh,” he said. “You’re just playing.”

“Playing,” Sarah agreed. She was sitting beside Beka, leaning against the wolf. As Max watched, she reached under the wolf’s chest and grabbed a paw. With a quick movement, Sarah flung her weight against the wolf’s shoulder, toppling Beka. The game was on again.

Sometimes, when lessons were done, Max sketched Sarah. Once, on a long sunny afternoon, as she and Beka napped in the meadow, he sketched the two of them. Sarah curled up in sleep, knees drawn to forehead, arms wrapped around knees, feet tucked close to buttocks. Beside her, Beka lay at ease, her head leaning against the girl’s leg, her paws twitching as if she were running in her sleep.

Sarah’s hands, clasped around her knees, were so small, so delicate. There was a thin line of dirt beneath each broken fingernail. Three scars, spaced about as far apart as Beka’s teeth, marked the back of her left hand—souvenirs, he suspected, from a play fight that had been too rough. An assortment of cuts and scratches decorated her knuckles, the inevitable consequences of an active life. A scrape on one hand from climbing the cliff; a cut on the other from a fishhook (he had taught her to fish).

Max remembered a hot summer night, many years ago. He had been sitting on the porch with his wife. His daughter, just five years old, had fallen asleep, half-sprawled across his lap. Sweet Nell—awake, she was all arms and legs, elbows and knees, a noisy blur, always in motion. Asleep, she grew soft, rounded, her breath coming and going as quietly as the wind in the trees.

He wished he had drawn her then. But he had not known then how precious that time was. That knowledge had come too late.

A breeze from the lake blew a strand of hair across Sarah’s face. Max reached out to smooth it back. Before he could touch her face, her eyes were open, watching him. Relaxed, but always alert.

He glanced at Beka. The wolf was watching him, too.

He smiled, knowing that however small and frail she looked, Sarah was far from helpless. “Sleep,” he said.

“Sleep,” she repeated softly.

Sarah found the language lessons both fascinating and tiring. She was eager to learn how to communicate with this strange man named Max.

As her language skills improved, he asked her about her past. How had she come to live among the wolves?

It was difficult to communicate abstract concepts. Max managed to get across the idea of “yesterday,” but for Sarah all of the past was one long yesterday. Yesterday, she killed the bear. Yesterday, she was a pup. Yesterday, she suckled at the breast of her mother, Wauna.

One warm afternoon, they sat on the granite slab, looking across the lake, talking together as best they could. “Yesterday,” Max said. “You lived with the wolves.”

Sarah nodded.

“Yesterday before that,” he said, “you lived with the wolves.”

“Yes.”

“And before that?”

“Many, many yesterdays,” Sarah said. “With the wolves.”

“Before that,” he persisted. “Where did you live then?”

She frowned then, thinking of Mama and Papa. She felt a tension in her throat and her chest, as if a great hand were squeezing her heart. She shook her head. “I don’t know.”

He was studying her face, and she sensed a tension in him. After all the time they had spent together, she could read him as she could read the wolves in her pack. “I think you do know,” Max said. He touched her hand. “Do you remember your mama? Tell me.”

She growled then, pulling her hand free. She leapt from the sun-warmed granite and ran away. When Max called after her, she did not look back. She joined the pack, where no one would ask her about times past. Yesterday, and yesterday, and yesterday—they did not matter. That was done with. That was gone.

She curled up with Wauna and Yepa that night, sleeping between them, taking comfort in their warmth. She groomed her foster mother’s thick fur, trying not to think about yesterday. That was over.

Sarah did not return to Max’s camp until sunset of the following day, appearing beside the fire when Max had all but despaired of seeing her again. “Hello, Sarah,” he said, looking up from the fire. He had decided that he would not push her to remember if she did not want to. “Are you hungry?”

She accepted the biscuits he offered, crouching by the fire and holding them tight in her hands. For a moment, she did not eat.

“Before the wolves,” she said at last, “before the wolves, there was Mama. There was Papa. Then something bad.” She used a word from Malila’s language that meant “wicked, evil.” “And I go with the wolves.”

Max nodded, imagining little Sarah running away from the scene of her parents’ murder, weeping and finding comfort among the wolves. He put his arm around her shoulders. She was trembling, and Max knew it wasn’t from the cold. “Here now,” he said soothingly. “You don’t have to talk about it. You don’t have to remember.”

A week later, Max left the lake and returned to civilization. He had never intended to stay in the wilderness for as long as he had. He had used the last of his flour, the last of his oil, the last of his coffee. The nights were growing cold. He shivered in his bedroll, wondering where Sarah slept, how she kept warm as the nights grew longer.

“I must go soon,” he told her one morning. “I want you to come with me.”

“Where do you go?” she asked.

“Back to Selby Flat.” He had, over the past week, prepared for this moment by telling her about Selby Flat. He had talked about Mrs. Selby, a woman like her mama, and about the wonderful foods that Mrs. Selby would make for her. Biscuits and bread and apple pie. He had talked about her aunt Audrey, who would be so glad to learn she was alive. It had been hard to come up with any other enticements. Sarah did not like clothing; she did not trust people. But he knew she liked biscuits and he thought she’d like Mrs. Selby and her aunt. “You’ll see Mrs. Selby there. And your aunt will come and get you.”

Sarah studied him. “Many people in Selby Flat,” she said. “That’s right. Many white people like you. Will you come with me?”

She shook her head. “No.” She offered no polite excuses, no explanation. Just a simple answer.

“Why not?”

She frowned, puzzled by his need for an explanation. It seemed so obvious. She had never been in a mining town, but she had seen many miners, studying them from hiding. She could imagine a place with many miners crowded together. Why leave the mountains to go somewhere crowded and dirty? “I do not like the mining town,” she said.

“You need to be with your own kind,” he told her. “You need to be with other people.”

She stared at him, remembering the white men she had encountered before she met him. The man who shot Omuso for no reason. The brothers who had killed Malila’s grandfather and assaulted her. Crazy men, who attacked without warning. “White people are dangerous,” she said.

Max bit his lip, but did not reply for a moment. Watching his face, she thought he might agree with her. After all, he had come to the mountains alone. She thought that he had his doubts about white people, too.

“No,” he mumbled. “No, you can’t think that way. Some people are bad—but there are many good people. You must come with me. At least for a little while. You can always come back to the wolves.”

Again, she shook her head, frowning. “I stay in the mountains.”

“There are many things there that you will like,” he said. “Mrs. Selby makes excellent biscuits. And apple pie like you’ve never tasted!”

She shook her head stubbornly. “I stay here,” she said.

“No. You have to come with me.” He talked a great deal then—about Selby Flat and her aunt and civilization. She did not understand all of the words he used, but she understood enough to know that he wanted her to go.

“Later,” she told him.

She left not long after sunset. For a time, Max sat by the fire, watching the flames die to coals. Then he went to bed, where he tossed and turned, unable to sleep for wrestling with his conscience. He could not leave the child in the mountains alone. Yes, she thought she was happy, but it wasn’t right. He would not be able to explain to Audrey that he had found Sarah and lost her again. She had to come with him. If he had to hog-tie her and sling her over the back of his mule, he’d take her back.

From a sheltered hollow by a granite boulder on the far side of the lake, Sarah watched Max’s campfire die down. She leaned against the stone. It retained the heat it had absorbed during the day, warming her as it cooled in the night air.

She had sensed a change in Max when she refused to go with him. As he talked about Selby Flat, he had grown more and more tense. If he had been a wolf, she would have prepared for an attack.

In the morning, Max woke from uneasy dreams and crawled from his tent. Usually, Sarah was waiting for him, sitting on the granite slab by the lake. Today, there was no sign of her.

He spent the day waiting, alone. He wondered if something had happened to the girl. Or had she somehow guessed that he planned to take her against her will? After all, she had the wisdom of a wild creature.

The next day, he waited again. Sarah did not make an appearance. That second night, the weather turned cold. He woke to snow flurries. The meadow was dusted with white; the air was cold and crisp. Inside wool socks and leather boots, his feet were icy. He knew he could stay in the high altitudes no longer.

With a heavy heart, he loaded his gear onto the mule. “You know, Longfellow,” he said to the mule. “I’d be happy if I could just see her again. That would be enough.”

He left his camp, leading the mule. By the granite slab where he had spent many an afternoon, he paused, looking out over the lake. On the bare granite slopes of the distant shore stood a figure, a human figure. He recognized the red shirt he had given Sarah. As he watched, the figure waved, a gesture of farewell.

He waved back, his heart lightening. “Good-bye, Sarah!” he called across the lake. “I’ll be back.”

The mountains echoed his voice. “Good-bye…good-bye…good-bye.” Smiling, he headed down the mountain.

Sarah watched him go. She thought about what it would have been like to go with him, to travel among white men as one of them. She shook her head. Max told her that there were many good men, but she knew from experience that there were many bad men as well.

So she watched Max go, then turned away from the lake. She would rejoin the pack, return to her life among the wolves.

The pack had spent the summer ranging through its territory, hunting and raising the most recent litter of pups. When their travels took them near the lake, Sarah had rejoined them for an evening’s hunt. But when they had ranged far from the lake, she had hunted alone.

The wolves accepted Sarah’s absence and welcomed her when she returned. Sometimes, wolves craved solitude. It was not unusual for a wolf to withdraw from its pack, traveling and hunting alone and then rejoining the group at a later date.

After Max returned to Selby Flat, Sarah traveled eastward, climbing higher into the mountains. On the second day, she picked up the pack’s trail. Not far from the edge of the pack’s territory, she found a boulder that had been scent-marked by several wolves. She recognized the scents of her packmates. By the intensity of the scents, she knew that they were less than a day’s travel away.

She followed the trail, covering the ground at an easy lope and coming upon the pack while they rested in a sheltered hollow. There, her old friends greeted her with great enthusiasm. Wauna and Yepa wagged their tails furiously, grinning to show their pleasure. Wauna reared up and placed her front paws on Sarah’s shoulders, bathing her foster daughter’s face with a warm tongue. Dur, Ruana, and Istas romped around her like pups.

Wauna’s latest litter—a trio of gangly pups—hung back at first. Sarah had spent so little time with the pack of late that they were shy of her as they would have been with any stranger. But she scratched their ears and played chase with them until they accepted her as a friend.

After the excitement of the first meeting was over, Sarah settled down with the pack. Within the hour, she noticed that relationships among some of the wolves were not as relaxed as they had been when she left. Dur, the beta male, was grooming a wound on his right paw—a small cut in the pad of his foot from a sharp rock had become infected, inflamed.

Wolves, when stalking deer, select the weakest members of the herd for their prey. They are alert to any behavior that indicates weakness, and they exploit that weakness without mercy. The pack’s survival depends on it.

Within the pack, wolves use that same awareness of weakness to determine when to challenge their packmates. A wolf that wants to move up in the pack hierarchy watches for the moment to attack, waiting until the wolf who is superior to him is ill or injured.

Sarah noticed that Marek was watching Dur bathe his injured paw. Marek was smiling, the relaxed grin of a confident wolf, when he stood and stretched, his black fur shimmering in the sunshine. He strolled over to where Dur lay and stood so that his shadow fell across Dur’s face, blocking the sun that warmed the beta wolf. From this position, Marek stared at Dur.

Dur lifted his head from his paw and growled at the lowerranking wolf, pulling his lips back to show his teeth. The fur on the back of his neck rose, an indication that he was irritated by Marek’s behavior. His message was clear: I’m warning you nicely. Back off.

But Marek did not look away. He continued to stare at Dur, taking a step closer so that he was looking down on the beta wolf.

The other members of the pack gathered, watching the confrontation. Sarah crouched beside Wauna, her hand on the she-wolf’s back. Wauna licked her lips nervously, distressed by the inevitability of the battle. Marek would not back down, Sarah knew that. And she knew that Dur would not give up his position without a fight.

Dur snarled and shifted his weight, ready to stand up. At that moment, Marek lunged, knocking the beta wolf back down and snapping at Dur’s throat. Dur, a seasoned fighter, met Marek’s jaws with his own, and for a moment the two wolves fenced with open jaws, teeth clashing against teeth as each fought for the advantage. Dur moved quickly, and his teeth closed on Marek’s right paw, a sharp bite intended to punish but not injure.

Marek jumped back, still facing Dur, angry but unhurt. Dur was on his feet, glaring at the younger wolf as Marek circled, seeking to attack from another angle. For a moment, Dur hesitated. He licked his lips. His gums were bleeding where Marek’s teeth had cut them.

In the wolf pack, most battles for dominance were won and lost without bloodshed. It was to the pack’s advantage to minimize bloody battles among its members. A family cannot survive if the members are constantly battling. An injury to a member weakens the pack as a whole. The pack needs its members to be healthy and strong, ready to hunt so that the pack could thrive.

A subordinate wolf tests the will of the wolf above him in the hierarchy in many ways. If the dominant wolf is not confident and strong, the rivalry will intensify until the subordinate wolf is constantly testing the dominant animal. By the time the challenge escalates to a battle, both wolves know who will win. The wolves fight, but the fight is quickly over. The combatants may be bitten and bruised, but the injuries are rarely serious. The loser submits to the winner, acknowledging the victor’s supremacy. And the pack hierarchy is established once again.

Dur had chosen to warn the younger wolf, failing to recognize how serious the threat to his position had become. Dur could have broken the younger wolf’s leg, but he had chosen not to weaken the pack. The beta wolf had made a choice. This choice, Sarah realized, would not serve him well.

It was not fair—but the wolf pack did not recognize the human concept of fair play. Two wolves would fight and one would win. The winner might be stronger or faster or smarter or simply more ruthless. The reason did not matter. One wolf lost; one wolf won.

Marek rushed in without warning, striking with his shoulder to Dur’s left side. To stay on his feet, Dur had to take the full force of the charge on his injured foot. The first time that black wolf tried this maneuver, Dur met the charging wolf with snapping teeth. He got a grip on Marek’s neck, but the black wolf tore free.

Marek circled. Sarah could smell blood, could see blood wetting the fur at Marek’s neck. But the black wolf ignored the injury, circling to Dur’s left side. The beta wolf turned as Marek circled, but his injured foot made him slow, too slow to keep up.

Marek lunged again, striking with his shoulder. Dur stumbled, but recovered, snapping as the black wolf leapt away.

Both animals were growling, their hackles bristling. Their eyes were locked in the intimate gaze of battle, neither willing to surrender, neither willing to acknowledge weakness. Sarah caught a flicker of fear in Dur’s eyes, the realization that he had made a mistake.

A third time Marek lunged, as if he planned to strike Dur with his shoulder again. Dur braced himself for the impact. But Marek, for all his bullying ways, was a clever fighter. At the last moment, he darted in low, snapping at Dur’s uninjured leg, connecting with a brutal bite that tore the flesh to the bone.

Marek jumped away, then charged again, bowling Dur over and pinning him, jaws on his throat, choking him. The black wolf shook his opponent, tearing the fur and skin. Sarah felt a spray of hot blood on her cheek.

Dur shrieked in pain. His tail was between his legs. His ears were flattened to his head, a signal of submission. His lips, no longer snarling, were pulled back in a fear face, a grinning mask of submission.

At last, Marek stopped his punishment. He stood over the fallen wolf, glaring down at him. Then, turning away, Marek shook himself. He settled down in the sunny spot where Dur had been sleeping and made himself comfortable.

Dur lay where he had fallen, whining low in his throat with each breath. Wauna went to him, touching her muzzle to his in a gesture of greeting, then grooming his face with a comforting tongue. Sarah joined her foster mother, stroking the fallen wolf, comforting him. From his place in the sun, Marek, the new beta wolf, grinned.



13 LITTLE LOST LAMB

“Always acknowledge a fault frankly.

This will throw those in authority off their guard and give you opportunity to commit more.”

—Mark Twain

“EAT UP, MAX,” Mrs. Selby urged. “You need some meat on those bones of yours.”

Max accepted another helping of potatoes and grilled onions, another pickle, another slice of fresh-baked bread—all foods he had sorely missed during his time in the mountains. He washed down a salty bite of pickle with beer and considered his heaping plate. He would have to be careful, or he wouldn’t have room for dessert. Mrs. Selby had promised him apple pie.

It was a weekday afternoon, and the dining room was nearly empty. Most men were out working their claims. Max had arrived just a few hours before, and Mrs. Selby had insisted on feeding him right away, not waiting for dinnertime to roll around.

“Where have you been all this time, Max?” Mrs. Selby asked. “Mr. Selby and I were wondering where you’d gotten to.”

Max glanced across the room at Mr. Selby. He rather doubted that Mr. Selby had given Max’s whereabouts a moment’s thought. Mr. Selby had been very busy. Over the summer, he had built a fine addition to the hotel, a dining room with a wooden floor and real glass windows, transported from Sacramento at great expense.

Selby’s was the finest hotel this side of Nevada City. The Selbys brewed their own beer, grew fresh vegetables in an extensive kitchen garden, brought cattle in from the ranches near Sacramento, and generally did their best to bring civilization to the gold fields.

Businesses in the hills of California usually didn’t last long. The gold fields were a place of rapid change; the get-rich-quick mentality of the miners affected the surrounding businessmen. Towns burned in a night and were rebuilt in a week. The average hotel was thrown together in a week or so, remained in business for a month or two, maybe even a year, then folded when the owner left for richer pickings.

Thanks to Mrs. Selby’s influence, Selby’s Hotel was an exception, a rock in shifting sands. Max was delighted to be able to return to the calico-draped barroom, to admire the new dining room.

“I was up in the mountains, sketching, camping beside a lake,” he said. “Looking for solitude and a good place to fish.” He studied Mrs. Selby’s motherly face. He hadn’t told anyone of his meeting with Sarah. Now that he was back in the mining towns, the encounter seemed dreamlike, unreal. He knew that Mrs. Selby would be happy that Sarah was alive—but upset that the child had not come to her motherly arms. He hesitated, then continued. “I found a little bit more than that.”

“What did you find, Max?” Mrs. Selby seated herself comfortably in the chair across from him, obviously anticipating a good story.

Max took his sketch pad from his saddlebag and opened it to a sketch of Sarah, sitting by the lake and sharpening her knife on a smooth stone. She was wearing his shirt with the cuffs rolled up and her pair of cut-off trousers. Her legs were bare.

Mrs. Selby frowned at the sketch and then at Max. “An India girl without enough clothing to cover herself? I thought better of you, Max.”

“Look at her face,” Max said quietly. “And her hair—it’s the color of burnished copper. She’s no Indian. She’s a white girl living in the mountains with the wolves.”

Mrs. Selby studied the sketch again, then stared at Max, her eyes wide. “Sarah McKensie,” she murmured.

Max shrugged. “She came out of the mountains and saved me from the biggest grizzly you’ve ever seen. Before I started teaching her, the only words of English she knew were Mama and Papa.”

“Where is she?” Mrs. Selby scrutinized him as if he might be hiding the girl in his pocket.

“Last I saw her, she was waving good-bye from the far side of the lake.”

“You left her there? Alone in the mountains? The poor little lost lamb.” Mrs. Selby was almost in tears.

“She didn’t want to come back with me. The only way I could have brought her back was if I’d hog-tied her and dragged her back. And I suspect I would have been the one who ended up hog-tied. I tell you, she may be lost, but she’s no lamb.”

“Why? Why wouldn’t she come back?”

“She doesn’t seem to think much of people,” Max said. “Can’t say as I blame her, sometimes.”

“I can’t believe you left her up there,” Mrs. Selby said again. “Left who where?” Max glanced up. The tall man who had spoken was silhouetted against the open door. He stepped inside, and Max saw his face. Jasper Davis.

The man was looking quite prosperous. His boots were polished; his slouch hat was nearly new. He wore a black broadcloth vest over a clean cotton shirt that hadn’t seen much wear, and a gold watch fob looped from his buttonhole to his vest pocket. Max expected that a fine gold watch was on the end of it. On Jasper’s vest shone a silver star.

“Sheriff Davis!” Mrs. Selby was on her feet, holding her hands out to the man. “Max has found Sarah McKensie.”

An expression flickered across Jasper’s face—a mixture of fear, anger, and shock, quickly replaced by a look of determination. Max saw the determination and wondered if he’d imagined the fleeting expression that preceded it.

“You found her after all these years?” Jasper said.

“He found her and then he lost her again. He left her up in the mountains alone.” Mrs. Selby shook her head, still looking at Max accusingly. “You have to save her, Sheriff. Can you get together a posse? With enough men…”

Jasper sat down at the table beside Max. “Tell me what happened.”

Reluctantly, Max told them of his encounter with the grizzly, of meeting Sarah, of teaching her English, and of her refusal to return with him. He would not have chosen Jasper Davis as his confidant, but it seemed that he had no choice.

“We have to bring her back for her own good,” Mrs. Selby

insisted. “She’ll freeze up there.” Mrs. Selby pushed her chair away from Max, regarding him with horror. “For the life of me, I can’t understand why you left her up there.”

Max shook his head. He had convinced himself, during the long walk back to Selby Flat, that he had done the right thing. “You didn’t see her. This is a child who can fight a grizzly and win. She’s done just fine without any help for all these years.”

“A child!” Mrs. Selby cried. “A little girl, alone in the wilderness.”

“Not quite alone,” Max said. “The wolf that followed her…”

“A wolf! You think that makes it better?” Mrs. Selby turned to Jasper. “Can you raise a posse?”

“A posse would scare the child so much she’ll never come out of the hills.” Jasper’s voice was easy and soothing. “Yes, we have to rescue the child, but maybe me and Max should just mosey up there and bring her back.” He glanced at Max. “What do you think?”

“She doesn’t trust people,” Max said.

“We can convince her,” Jasper said. “We have to. I can’t have it on my conscience that I left a child in the wilderness.”

Max frowned. Jasper and Mrs. Selby were voicing the concerns that had plagued him before he left the lake, the concerns he had managed to dismiss. Looking at Mrs. Selby’s sorrowful face, he felt guilty. Perhaps he had given up too soon.

“If you won’t come with me, I’ll go alone,” Jasper said.

That decided Max. No matter what happened, it would be worse if he left Sarah to meet the sheriff alone. He was her friend; he couldn’t do that. “Very well. I’ll go with you.”

“Maybe we can lure her out with one of Mrs. Selby’s apple pies,” Jasper smiled at Mrs. Selby. “Surely no child could resist that.”

“The poor lamb,” Mrs. Selby murmured.

At that moment, the poor lamb was chasing a deer. The deer was an old buck that ran slowly, favoring one leg.

Sarah ran with her packmates, glad to be with them again, glad to join in the hunt. In the hunt, the wolf pack came together and worked as a unit, many animals with one purpose. When the pack gave chase, all disputes were forgotten. The wolves were united. Like dancers in a troupe, like musicians improvising a tune, they were working together, responding to one another, playing off each other.

Sarah ran, her nostrils filled with the scent of the deer. Yepa was at one side; Beka at the other. At a look from Rolon, Sarah fell back and took up a position by a sturdy oak, holding the loop of her lariat loosely in her hands, wrapping the other end around the tree. Like any good leader, Rolon knew how to use the strengths of his pack members. Now that Sarah was back, he was making use of a hunting strategy they had perfected together over the years. Sarah waited as Rolon and the others turned the deer, chasing the frightened animal toward her.

Panicked by the wolves at its heels, the buck did not hesitate to rush past Sarah. The hot scent of the animal’s fear filled the air, mingling with the aroma of fresh blood. The buck was bleeding from many wounds, but he was running hard. Without Sarah’s help, the wolves could still lose him.

As the buck passed her, she tossed the loop of the lariat neatly over his head. When he reached the end of the rope, his head jerked to a halt, but his body kept going, flipping in an ungainly somersault. His neck was broken even before the wolves closed in.

Rolon was the first wolf to tear at the fallen buck. That was his right. Wauna was behind him, and Sarah was just behind Wauna. Behind her came the others, growling beasts eager for the feast.

With her sharp knife, Sarah slit the buck’s abdomen, a long deep cut that spilled a flood of blood and viscera onto the carpet of pine needles. While the wolves pulled at the mess, Sarah sliced out the liver and turned to leave the fray and eat in peace.

Marek blocked her way. Rather than tearing meat from the carcass, the black wolf had adopted a different strategy: He ambushed those who had successfully obtained choice bits of meat.

Sarah met his challenging stare with a steady gaze. She was not willing to give in to him.

Marek snarled, lips pulling back to reveal his teeth. His head was high; his ears were back; his dark eyes were fixed on her. His message was clear: I am your superior; you are my subordinate. Give me what I want, or I will punish you.

Sarah did not move, standing her ground and returning Marek’s stare. In the past she had sought to avoid conflict with him, choosing to flee rather than fight. But her time with Max had changed her in subtle ways. She knew that she was not a wolf; she was something else, something different. She did not know what she was, but she knew that she was strong; she was fierce. She had killed a grizzly. She would not submit to Marek’s domination.

In her right hand, she held the coveted liver; in her left she held her knife. When Marek sprang, she moved quickly, taking an action no wolf would have taken. Marek wanted her food. A wolf would respond to such an attack in one of two ways: abandon the food to the other wolf or fight to protect the food.

But Sarah took a third course. As Marek sprang, she threw the bloody liver, catching the black wolf full in the face. The disputed food became a weapon. The sticky organ meat clung to Marek’s fur, temporarily blinding him. In that moment, Sarah jumped to one side.

Marek’s leap carried him past Sarah. The black wolf collided with Rolon and Wauna while the alpha pair was feeding at the carcass. At the moment that Rolon and Wauna turned to chastise Marek for interrupting them, Sarah attacked, throwing her full weight against the blinded wolf and knocking him over. As he fell, he struck Yepa and Beka, and those wolves turned on him as well.

For just a moment Sarah held Marek down, her knife pressed to his throat so he could feel the cold metal through his fur. Then she snatched up the liver and leapt clear of the conflict, leaving Marek facing the wrath of four wolves.

She sat in the branches of the oak and laughed as Rolon, Wauna, Yepa, and Beka trounced the black wolf.

The next day, Jasper and Max reached the lake where Max had met Sarah. The snow flurries had given way to cold rain and freezing sleet. The trip had been miserable, cold, and wet. Jasper didn’t mind any of that. He whistled as they rode through the rain and chided Max for grumbling.

Jasper had done very well for himself over the years, using the money from the stagecoach robbery to establish legitimate businesses, to build himself up as a man of status and means. But the possibility that Sarah McKensie lived had preyed on his mind. The girl could destroy all that he had accomplished simply by identifying him as her parents’ murderer. He had been so careful to eliminate anyone who could connect him with the stagecoach robbery. It seemed unfair that this child could still upset his otherwise flawless plans.

Now that Max had located the child, Jasper could settle the matter quite satisfactorily. He would kill the child—out of Max’s view, if possible. If necessary, he could dispose of Max as well. Max was such a mild-mannered fellow; he didn’t even carry a pistol. Jasper couldn’t see the man putting up much of a fight. And he would have no trouble explaining Max’s disappearance. Accidents happened in the high country. One way or the other, Jasper could settle this problem for good. So Jasper whistled and joked as they rode.

The rain had let up by the time they reached the lake. They made camp in the same spot Max had camped before. After they had set up camp, Max took Jasper to the place where Sarah had killed the grizzly.

The grizzly’s bones had been scattered by the wolves, picked clean by coyotes and other scavengers. Sarah had taken the skin and the claws as gifts for Malila. Max found the bear’s skull, still intact, at the bottom of the cliff.

“He was a big ’un,” Jasper said in a respectful tone. “You say the girl killed him?”

“That’s right. With a lariat and a bow and arrow.” Jasper nodded. “Mighty impressive,” he said.

Back at camp, Max settled on the granite slab by the lake with his sketch pad. “We’d best stay here,” he told Jasper. “If she comes looking for me, this is where she’ll come.”

“Fine. You stay put while I explore a bit,” Jasper said. “Maybe I can find some sign of her.” He left Max in camp and headed out around the lake.

If he spotted her when Max was out of sight, it would all be easy. Shoot her and hide the body. He would tell Max that he had shot at a deer, but missed.

Jasper picked his way carefully through the marshy meadow, heading toward the shore of the lake. Halfway to the shore, he glanced back at the camp. He had an unpleasant feeling that he was being watched, but Max was staring in the other direction, up into the mountains. Jasper shrugged and continued on his way.

Sarah watched Jasper go.

She had been traveling with the pack when she had run across their camp of the previous night. She had recognized Max’s scent—and she had recognized the scent of another man.

The other members of the pack sniffed the man scent and moved on, dismissing the trail as unimportant. But Sarah had lingered, and Beka lingered with her.

When Jasper had killed her parents, so long ago, Sarah had been a child, raised by human parents and no more attuned to her sense of smell than any other child. Back then, she could not have identified Jasper by his scent. But her years with the wolves had focused her attention on her sense of smell. By comparison with her packmates, her sense of smell was dull, but compared to any human’s, it was remarkable. She could sniff the air and know that a doe and her yearling fawn were hiding in the brush, that a cougar was prowling nearby, that a badger was digging on the slope above the meadow (the scent of the animal mingling with the aroma of freshly dug soil).

A scent can stir memories that lie forgotten, awakening emotions associated with those memories. The scent of Jasper Davis stirred unfamiliar emotions in Sarah. She did not know why, but the scent of this man touched her with an inexplicable dread, a feeling of helplessness and terror. She was afraid; she wanted to run; she wanted to hide.

Beka nuzzled her face, puzzled by the fear that she smelled in Sarah’s sweat. The she-wolf licked Sarah’s face, trying to reassure the girl. Beka started away, following the pack. When Sarah did not follow, the wolf returned, circling her friend, staying close.

Sarah wanted to run, but she could not. This man, the man with the terrifying scent, was with her friend Max. Perhaps Max was his captive. Overcoming her fear, she followed their trail. Beka came with her.

At the lake, Sarah and Beka watched from concealment while the men made camp. The situation puzzled Sarah: Max did not seem to be frightened by the man; he seemed to be talking with him amiably enough. She watched them go to the place where she had killed the bear, then return to camp. When Jasper walked away from camp, she waited until he was out of sight. Then she crept to the edge of the granite slab where Max sat sketching, corning up behind him.

“Max,” she said softly. Her heart was pounding. Even from there, she could smell Jasper’s tobacco, catch the acrid scent of the man’s sweat.

Max put down his pencil and turned to look at her. “Sarah,” he said. “I came back to get you. I…”

“No,” she said, interrupting him. “We must go. We must run away. That man…” She looked in the direction in which Jasper had gone. “Very bad.” She searched her limited vocabulary for words that would convey her feelings. “Rotten,” she said, a word that Max had applied to spoiled meat—bad-smelling and foul. She shook her head. “Dangerous.” That was a word that Max had applied to rattlesnakes and cougars and grizzlies, all animals that could kill you.

“What are you talking about?” Max stared at her. “What’s wrong?” He could see that her hands were trembling. Her face was pale, beneath its tan.

“Run away,” she said. “Run and hide.”

“Sarah, don’t be afraid. You…”

“Run away!” she repeated. “Come.” She came around the rock, reaching out. When he put his hand in hers, she grabbed it and pulled him down, so that he half jumped, half fell into the meadow beside her. Beka snuffled in his ear, greeting him properly. But Sarah had no time for that.

“Now!” She was pulling on his arm, trying to drag him away from the camp, away from the lake. “Sarah, what are you doing? I…”

He and Beka followed her, not as fast as she would have liked, but at least they followed. She did not listen to his questions, did not stop to answer. She wanted him to leave this place and go with her to the safety of the hills.

They were at the edge of a stand of trees when Sarah gave his hand a mighty yank, causing him to fall full length on the grass. She fell flat beside him, just as the sharp crack of a rifle shot echoed from the granite slopes. “Hurry!” Sarah called. “Run away.”

And she was gone, vanishing among the trees, faster than he could have followed if he wanted to. Beka was at her heels.

“I saw the wolf,” Jasper told Max that night by the campfire. “I saw you. I didn’t even see the girl. You were running, and the wolf was coming right after you. I thought you were in trouble. Otherwise, I never would have fired. I was firing at the wolf.”

“The wolf is Beka, Sarah’s friend,” Max said. His voice was flat. Jasper studied Max’s face, wondering whether the man believed him. Max was a hard fellow to read, Jasper decided.

“I know that now,” Jasper muttered. “I’m glad I missed. Never thought I’d be glad to miss a wolf.” He shook his head slowly, then put his head in his hands, covering his face. “The worst of it is—I’ve chased her away.”

“You’re right there,” Max said slowly. “We won’t be seeing her again.”

Max didn’t speak for a while, then Jasper felt Max’s hand, patting his shoulder. “She’ll be fine,” Max said. “She belongs up here. She’ll be fine.”

Jasper nodded, dropping his hands as soon as he had composed his face into an expression of grim determination. “I’ll have to tell Mrs. Selby what happened. That poor lady.”

Jasper noticed that Max was watching the fire, giving Jasper a chance to compose himself. What a gentleman he was. Jasper liked that in a man. The more polite and sympathetic a man, the easier he was to fool.

“We’ll just tell Mrs. Selby that we didn’t find her,” Max said.

“That’s close enough to the truth.”

When they returned to Selby Flat, Max wrote a long letter to Audrey. He described Sarah, doing his best to be objective. He enclosed one of his many sketches of the girl. Sarah was healthy and smart and strong—but she ate with her hands and ran with wolves and was unlikely to be presentable in New England society anytime soon. She was a sweet-tempered child who could kill a grizzly and eat its liver raw.

“He says that my mother was a white woman named Rachel,” Sarah told Malila. After she had left the lake, she had gone to seek out Malila’s advice. They sat by the fire, sipping yerba buena tea. “He says that I have an aunt who misses me.” She shook her head. “How can she miss me when I do not even know her?”

Malila watched Sarah quietly. The adolescent Indian girl that Sarah had rescued four years before had grown into a young woman, a healer in her own right. Though Malila had spent many hours with Sarah, the Indian still wondered what the girl was. A spirit of some sort? A human made of flesh and blood? Or a human touched with a powerful spirit that made her more than flesh and blood? Malila thought that the last answer might be right. She was a human girl, possessed by a powerful wild spirit.

“He came with another man.” Sarah shivered. “A very bad man.”

Malila nodded, accepting Sarah’s assertion that the man was bad. “So you ran away.”

“I had to,” Sarah said. “He is too strong.”

“But before that,” Malila said softly. “You did not go with the white man called Max. Did you want to go?”

Sarah shrugged, a gesture she had picked up from Max. “I do not know. Part of me wanted to go.”

“Why?”

Sarah looked uncomfortable, confused. “To find out…” She stopped, unable to say what she had wanted to find out.

“To find out who you are,” Malila said, filling in the silence. “To find out where you belong.”

“I belong with the pack,” Sarah said.

“Sometimes,” Malila said. “Sometimes you belong here with me. And sometimes, maybe you belong with these white people.” Malila studied the girl, her riot of red-gold hair, her skin, pale beneath the tan.

Over the years, Malila had speculated about Sarah’s relationship with the whites. Perhaps, Malila had thought, Sarah was the white people’s wild spirit. When she ran away, the white people lost their connection to the wilderness. By losing her, they lost their balance, and that was why they tore up the land and poisoned the rivers and drove off the game. Perhaps if Sarah visited the whites, they would see how they fit in the world.

“I think you need to meet these white people to learn who you are,” Malila said. “They are a part of you.”

Sarah sipped her tea, gazing into the fire. Since she had rejoined the pack, she had been restless and uncertain. She was glad that she had not gone with Max, but she kept thinking about him. Her dreams were haunted by sights and sounds and smells of the past. She dreamed of her mama’s face and her papa’s hands, lifting her above his head. She dreamed of baking bread and frying bacon; of harmonica music and a woman singing lullabies. And when she woke, she was with the wolves.

Sarah shrugged again, sipping her tea and wondering what to do.



14 ANGEL IN THE WILDERNESS

“I have been on the verge of being an angel all my life, but it’s never happened yet.”

—Mark Twain

IN THE AUTUMN OF 1859, Wauna was fourteen years old, a healthy age for a wolf in the wild. She had been four years old, a mature wolf, when she met Rolon and formed the pack. She had reigned as alpha female for ten years, and during most of that time she had not faced a serious challenge from the lower-ranking females. There were, as in any pack, always younger wolves testing her leadership. But Wauna dealt with insubordination quickly and firmly. Consequently, insubordination was rare. The other wolves respected her. Under her guidance, the pack was stable, free of the turbulence and change found in packs where the alpha pair was constantly battling to retain dominance.

Sarah remembered her human mama as a dreamlike figure: a soft voice, a gentle touch. But the memory of her human mama wiping her face clean with a warm cloth had been overlaid by the memory of Wauna’s tongue washing her. Wauna was her mother.

On a chilly night with the promise of snow in the air, Sarah fell asleep curled up between Yepa and Wauna, warm and content. Wauna had borne many pups since adopting Sarah. Those pups had grown to adulthood, becoming mature wolves. Some, like Yepa, had remained with the pack. Some had left the pack, striking out on their own. But Sarah, her little foundling, had never entirely grown up. In many ways, Sarah was still her pup. When Sarah was with the pack, she slept by her foster mother’s side.

That night, Sarah woke in the darkness, feeling cold. She blinked sleepily, wondering what had woken her.

It was a cold, clear, moonless night. Overhead, the stars shone in the blackness of the night sky: brilliant, beautiful, and indifferent to the doings of the creatures who gazed up at them from the earth below. The Milky Way was a sweep of white across the center of the sky. Malila’s people said that the Milky Way was a path through the sky, a trail to another world. When people died, they followed the path.

Gazing sleepily upward, Sarah snuggled closer to Wauna, seeking to share the mother wolf’s warmth. Her foster mother did not move—did not shift in response to Sarah’s movement, did not sigh in her sleep. The night seemed unnaturally still. Sarah could hear Yepa’s soft breathing beside her, but she could not hear Wauna.

Sarah knew much of violent death—the death of deer at the fangs of the wolves, the death of wolves in battle. But this was something else: Wauna was asleep and would not wake. Sarah sat up and stroked Wauna’s head. The mother wolf did not respond. Sarah whispered to Wauna, but the wolf’s soft ears did not swivel to hear her.

Yepa woke when Sarah moved. The wolf watched as Sarah tried to rouse Wauna. Yepa sniffed Wauna’s muzzle, washed the mother wolf’s muzzle and face. When Wauna did not respond, Yepa washed Sarah’s face, tasting salty tears as the child wept for her foster mother.

Yepa became the alpha female. She had learned much from Wauna. Like Wauna, Yepa was calm and wise in her treatment of the younger females.

The wolves accepted Wauna’s death quickly. They remembered the past, but they lived in the present, accepting each moment as it came. Sarah was blessed and cursed with the human propensity to remember the past and plan for the future. She mourned for Wauna, aching for the comfort the wolf had given her, grieving as she had for her human parents.

After Wauna’s death, Sarah spent more time away from the pack, exploring the mountains with Beka at her side. She was restless, irritable. She was not a wolf—she knew that. But as long as Wauna was alive, she had felt as if she belonged with the pack, at her mother’s side. Now she felt that she did not belong.

She was not a wolf. She spoke with the Indians, but she was not an Indian. She watched the whites—the miners and the emigrants who passed through the pack’s territory—but she was not one of them, either. She had belonged with Wauna. She did not belong anywhere else. She thought about this as she and Beka roamed the mountains together.

Winter came early that year. Snow fell on the high peaks and in the lower elevations, catching weary emigrants who were late in crossing the Sierras. So it was that two sisters and their children huddled around a small fire. They had set out from Missouri in the spring with brave intentions, in a train of three wagons, with their husbands, their younger brother, and their three children.

On the Great Plains, Ellie’s husband had died of a fever. When they were crossing the Rockies, their younger brother had died in an accident. A chain had snapped when they were hauling the wagon up a steep grade. The wagon had rolled back, crushing his legs. Despite Ellie’s nursing, he had died of the wounds.

On the grueling trail down the brackish trickle known as Mary’s River, Indians had attacked and stolen three oxen. Betsy’s husband had intercepted an Indian arrow and had died of his wound a few painful days later. That left Betsy and Ellie and their three children.

The group had set forth from Missouri with great hope and too much baggage. They had left most of the baggage behind on the plains and in the desert, lightening the load by abandoning dishes and books and pots and pans and feather beds. Surprisingly, with their menfolk dead, the two women did not abandon hope.

Betsy and Ellie had been raised on the frontier—sturdy, stouthearted women, disinclined to give up in the face of disaster. The two women, with their children, had abandoned all but one of their wagons. With Betsy leading the oxen and Ellie whipping them from behind, they brought that wagon across the Carson Desert and up the Truckee River canyon. At the lake where the Donner party had camped in the winter of 1846, two of the oxen had refused to go on. There, the women had abandoned their last wagon. Refusing to stay in that place of bad luck and past pain, they had packed their meager possessions on the back of the remaining two oxen.

They were at the top of Donner Pass when it started to snow. Lightly at first, dusting the tops of the trees, then harder. As they made their way down the pass, the snow covered the trail. They had walked that all day, struggling through the snow, climbing over one ridge, and then another.

Betsy, the older sister, led the way. By the time they made camp, she was no longer sure of the trail. Everywhere she looked, there were mountains and trees and snow. One ridge looked much like another. Her feet ached from the cold. Her eyes burned from staring into the snow, searching for any sign that others had passed this way.

Ellie built a fire and mixed flour to make a batch of biscuits. They had left their cooking pans behind at Donner Lake. So Ellie had wrapped bits of dough on green sticks, carved from a tree with her husband’s buck knife, which she wore in a sheath at her side. Now, over the flames of a fire, she toasted the dough, cooking biscuits to feed the three children.

“What will we do tomorrow?” Ellie asked Betsy, as the biscuits toasted on the fire. “This is the last of the flour.”

“I don’t know,” Betsy murmured.

“I wish we hadn’t left the Bible behind in the desert,” Ellie said. She had been fretting about the Bible ever since they abandoned it.

“I’d read the passage about manna in the wilderness.” She looked skyward, clasping her hands under her chin. “If only the good Lord would send one of his angels to save us. It wouldn’t have to be much of an angel, just someone to show us the way.”

Ellie had been talking about the good Lord and his angels for weeks. Betsy was happy to pray for the good Lord’s intervention, but she was getting tired of listening to Ellie talk about it.

She poked at the fire with a stick. “We need more wood,” she murmured, and started to get up.

“I’ll fetch some,” Tommy said. At age eight, he was the oldest of the children, a little man who tried to take care of his mother. “You stay here.” Tommy stood up and trudged off to search for wood. Shivering in the cold wind, he headed for a stand of pines.

Sarah watched the boy approach the trees. Attracted by the smell of cooking biscuits, she had been watching the small group by the fire. The boy who trudged toward the pines was younger and smaller than she was.

“You need to be with your own kind,” Max had told her. Was this her own kind?

She watched him search beneath the trees, picking up fallen branches and bits of wood. He looked thin and hungry. He was no threat to her, that was clear.

“Rallo,” she said.

The boy stopped where he was, staring at her. His eyes were wide and frightened. “Rallo,” he said. He didn’t move, just stared at her. She stared back, studying the boy. “Are you an angel?” he asked.

She frowned at him. “What is an angel?” she asked. Max had not taught her that word.

“One of God’s helpers,” the boy said. “An angel come to rescue us. We’re so hungry and so cold and my little sister, she’s crying’ cause she’s so hungry and so cold and my mama doesn’t know the way.” He was almost crying himself, blinking fast and shivering a little in the cold. “It snowed, and we lost the trail.”

Sarah studied him. She had wondered why these people had strayed from the track followed by most of the emigrants.

“Please.” The boy reached out and took her hand, holding it tightly in his cold fingers. “Please come help us. Tell my mama the way. Please.”

She could have broken free easily enough. The boy clutched his firewood in one arm, tugged on her hand with the other. But she followed him, curious about these people by the fire.

“Mama,” Tommy called. “Mama, I found an angel.”

One of the women at the fire stood up, staring at her. “An angel?” she said. “Or another lost soul?” The woman held out her hand. “You poor girl. Come and get warm.”

It was the tone of the woman’s voice that won Sarah. Until Betsy spoke, Sarah could have still turned her back and returned to the mountains. These people were not part of her pack; they were none of her concern. But the woman’s voice was warm and caring. She reached out and took Sarah’s hand, pulling her into the circle of warmth around the dying fire. She put her arm around Sarah’s shoulders. “Where did you come from?” the woman said.

Sarah stood for a moment in the protective circle of Betsy’s arm, blinking at Ellie and the two little girls who sat beside her. “You are hungry?” she asked the little girls. They both nodded. She looked at Betsy, and said, “You stay here.”

She returned to the forest, leaving the women by the fire. She had killed a marmot earlier that da y, a fat animal that had put off hibernation for one day too long. The animal was too big for one meal, so she had cached half the meat in a snowbank for later retrieval.

She brought it to the hungry women, who roasted it on the fire. They ate meat while Sarah ate burned bits of their biscuits, hungry as always for bread.

“What kind of animal is it?” Ellie asked, and Betsy shrugged. “Some kind of rabbit, I reckon. Don’t ask too many questions.” When Ellie and the girls went to sleep, wrapped in blankets by the fire, Betsy and Sarah and Tommy sat up. “Where did you come from?” Betsy asked.

“I live here,” Sarah said.

“But where are your folks?” Betsy asked.

“Where’s your mama?” Tommy asked.

Sarah thought of Wauna and stared at the fire, not answering.

“I think her mama is in heaven,” Betsy said to Tommy. She put her arm around Sarah and hugged her close. Maybe this mysterious child was an angel, as Ellie maintained, but it seemed to Betsy that this was an angel in need of a little mothering. “You need to be fattened up,” she told Sarah. “If I had you at my kitchen back home, I’d feed you apple pie until you got a little meat on those bones.”

But Betsy never got the opportunity to fatten Sarah up, to add a layer of fat to her hard muscle. In the morning, at the first sign of light, Sarah woke them, waited while they packed their meager possessions on the oxen, then led them to the trail.

She walked with them all morning, setting a brisk pace and carrying the smallest of the girls when she lagged behind. “Can you smell the smoke?” she asked the little girl. The little girl shook her head.

“Can you smell the smoke of the campfires?” Sarah asked Betsy.

“Maybe.” Betsy sniffed the cold air. “I think so.”

“There,” Sarah said, pointing down the trail. “Go down there, and you will see a cabin. They will help you.”

“But what about you?” Betsy said. “You come with us. You can’t…”

Sarah put the little girl beside her mother. “Good-bye,” she said. Without another word, she disappeared into the trees.

“Come on, Betsy,” Ellie said. “I can smell the smoke. Let’s go.”

Reluctantly, Betsy followed the others down the trail.

“The Lord sent an angel to save us,” Ellie told the miners. The men had fed them, given up their tents for them.

“An angel,” asked one miner. “What did she look like?”

Ellie frowned. “Not what you might think,” she said slowly. “A dirty red-flannel shirt, moccasins. Not nearly enough clothing.” Ellie wet her lips and went on. “She was beautiful, but she was very dirty. She liked biscuits. And her eyes were wild, like an animal’s.”

“You’re sure she was an angel,” the man asked.

“Oh, yes,” Ellie said. “There’s no doubt.”

“She sounds rather dirty for an angel,” another man said dryly. Ellie lifted her eyes from the fire. She smiled, an innocent smile that would make any man ashamed of teasing her. “Of course she was an angel,” Ellie said. “But she was wild. A wild angel.”



15 LEADER OF THE PACK

“When a person cannot deceive himself the chances are against his being able to deceive other people.”

—Mark Twain

THE NEXT SPRING, Max traveled to the lake where he had met Sarah the previous year. He camped alone. At night, he listened to the distant howling of wolves. He called Sarah’s name until the mountains echoed. But Sara did not come.

He waited.

He fished in the mountain lake, standing on the shore and casting his line. More often than not, he caught fish and fried them up for supper.

He wrote to Audrey North and reread her latest letter to him, a long and thoughtful missive. She seemed undismayed by his description of Sarah’s table manners, thrilled by the news that she had been dubbed the Wild Angel of the Sierras. She wrote of her desire to come west and visit the lake with him, to see her niece after all these years. “When my husband returns from sea, I will consult with him on this matter. I cannot leave without his knowledge, though I would like nothing better than to travel westward. I find myself dreaming of mountains and wolves and my heart aches when I wake to my house on the shore.”

He told himself that he was working on another book. Rather than picturing the men who made their living in the mines, this one would depict the wild beauty of the land. That’s what he told himself he was doing. But what he was really doing was waiting.

Sometimes he had the feeling that he was being watched. When he stood on the lakeshore, he scanned the surrounding hills, but he saw nothing.

One night, after he had been camped by the lake for almost a week, he sat by the fire, baking biscuits in a Dutch oven. Every night, he had made biscuits, hoping that the aroma of baking would lure Sarah from hiding. On this night, he had waited until dark to build a fire and cook his supper. The moon had not yet risen. Above him, the stars blazed in the sky.

Around him, the world was dark. But he knew she was there. He could feel her watching him, unwilling to reveal herself. While the biscuits baked, he lay back on the ground, looking up at the stars.

“I wonder how many stars there are. More than you could count, I wager.” He spoke in a conversational tone. By the lake, the spring peepers sang. In the fire, a pine knot crackled and popped. Otherwise, the night was quiet.

He waited for a moment without speaking. A breeze stirred his hair, tickled the back of his neck.

“I’ll lie here and count them,” he said. “One, two, three, four…” He had taught her to count to one hundred. She had delighted in numbers. He could smell the biscuits baking and knew that she could smell them too. “… seventeen, eighteen, nineteen, twenty, twenty-one…” He caught the first whiff of burning biscuits. “… thirty-two, thirty-three, thirty-four…”

“The biscuits are burning,” Sarah said.

He continued gazing at the stars. Her voice had come from behind him. She was still outside the circle of firelight, he guessed.

“… thirty-seven, thirty-eight, thirty-nine…”

“Max! The biscuits are burning!”

She was closer now, but he did not turn to face her. “…forty-two, forty-three…”

“Max!” She stood over him, glaring at him. “Take the biscuits off the fire.”

He sat up then. Leaning over, he hooked a stick through the handle of the Dutch oven and pulled the cast-iron pot away from the fire. The biscuits were a little burned, but not too badly. “Hello, Sarah,” he said.

She was a year older, a year taller. She still wore the flannel shirt he had given her, and a pair of ragged, cut-off trousers. She looked healthy.

She frowned at him. “You did not bring that man.” He shook his head. “I did not bring him.”

Warily, she crouched by the fire.

“As soon as the biscuits cool, we can eat them,” he said. He was afraid that she would run away again.

She was not ready to abandon the subject of Jasper Davis. “He is a bad man.”

Max nodded. “Sarah, I’m sorry. He told me he thought Beka was chasing me. He was shooting at Beka.”

She narrowed her eyes. “I don’t think so.”

“What do you think?”

“I think he is a very bad man.”

Max bit his lip. He could not argue with her, in good con science. He had never liked Jasper Davis. There was something shifty about him. Nothing that Max could put his finger on, but something not quite right.

Max shrugged. “He said he was shooting at the wolf. He said he wanted to help you. I couldn’t see any reason he’d be lying.”

“What is that?” she asked, frowning.

“What?”

“Lying. What does that mean?”

He blinked. He had, the previous summer, managed to introduce Sarah to a number of abstract concepts, but lying was not among them. “He didn’t tell the truth.”

She continued to frown.

Max scratched his head, trying to figure out how to explain. He was glad that Sarah had come to speak with him. She did not seem to hold a grudge against him for bringing Jasper to the lake, but she was puzzled.

“Look in the pan,” he said. “How many biscuits are there?”

Sarah counted. “Four.”

“I say there are three biscuits.”

She stared at him. “You are wrong. There are four.” She pointed. “One, two, three, four.”

“When I say that there are three, I am lying.”

“Lying means you can’t count.”

“I know there are four biscuits, but I say there are three. I am lying.”

She stared at the biscuits. “There are four. Why would you say there are three?”

Max shook his head in frustration. “Here, would you like a biscuit?” He used a stick to poke one of the least burned biscuits to the edge of the pan, when he could pick it up with his fingers. He gave it to Sarah, who devoured it.

“Now there are three,” she said. “One, two, three.”

“So if I said that there were four, I would be lying.”

She studied his face with a baffled frown. “That man. What is his name?”

“Jasper Davis.”

Sarah repeated the name several times and nodded. Her fascination with words had extended to names. Words and names intrigued her. In the fashion of the primitive savage, she seemed to believe that knowing the name of something gave her a power over the person or thing. For some reason, the name “Jasper Davis” seemed to hold a particular interest. She frowned as she said it, as if the name itself made her uneasy. Looking thoughtful, she ate another biscuit, using the blade of her knife to scrape it from the pan.

“You do not like Jasper Davis,” she said, after licking the last crumbs of the second biscuit from her palm.

“That’s true.” He nodded.

“You are afraid of Jasper Davis.”

He frowned at that. “Afraid? Not at all. It’s true that I don’t like the man, but…”

Sarah watched him blustering about Jasper Davis. His shoulders were hunched high and stiff; his eyes blinked a little too quickly; he did not meet her eyes as he spoke. It was clear to her that he was afraid, very afraid. And yet he said that he was not. His words and his feelings did not match. How strange that was.

She laughed, interrupting his monologue. “You are lying!” she said with delight, understanding the concept at last. “You are afraid, and you say you are not. You are lying.”

The summer passed. Max taught Sarah more English. He asked her to take him higher into the mountains with her, and she complied, taking him on long hikes away from the lake into the wild lands that she knew so well. He took his notebook and sat and sketched, while Sarah and Beka roamed and hunted or slept or played.

Once, on a sunny afternoon after a long hike, they rested for a time on a mountainside. Sitting beside Max as he sketched, she asked him a question that had been troubling her. “Max, where is your pack?”

He looked up from his drawing. “I don’t have a pack. People don’t travel in packs.”

Sarah frowned. His answer did not match her experience. Most of the white people she had seen over the years were traveling in groups. “Ellie and Betsy were traveling in a pack.” She had told him about her encounter with the emigrants.

“That’s a family,” Max said. “Mothers and children. Not a pack.”

Sarah shrugged. “Family, pack—where is your family?”

“I don’t have one.” Max scowled at his drawing, then began darkening the lines with short, hard strokes of the pencil.

“Why are you angry?” she asked him.

“I’m not angry,” he snapped.

She studied him, wondering why he would deny something so obvious. “You are angry,” she said.

The pencil lead snapped, and he put it down, still frowning. He did not look at her. “I am not angry at you,” he said softly.

She studied his face. He was angry, and he was sad. She did not want him to be sad. She reached out and took his hand. “I had a family once,” he said. “But that was a long time ago.” She squeezed his hand, not knowing what to say. “My wife is dead. My daughter was better off without me. I did something wrong. I broke the law and went to jail.”

She did not know what the law was, but she was sorry that it was broken, since that made Max sad. She did not know what jail was, but clearly it was not a good place to go.

“Can I be your family?” she asked him. “Beka and I—we will both be your family.”

He nodded, squeezing her hand. “I think you already are.”

As the days grew shorter, Max tried to persuade Sarah to return with him to Selby Flat. One night, sitting by the fire, he told her, “You belong with your people.”

“I belong with the wolves,” she said.

“You are more human than wolf,” he said.

She gazed at him. Beka lay beside her, staring into the fire. The wolf’s eyes gleamed in the firelight; her tongue lolled out over sharp white teeth. “People are dangerous,” Sarah said.

Max smiled. “Some people think wolves are dangerous.” 

Sarah nodded gravely. “Some wolves are.”

“And some people are dangerous. But not all people. What did you think of Betsy and Ellie?”

“I thought I would talk to them,” she said. “To see if they were dangerous.”

“That’s good.”

She stared into the fire. “Some people are not dangerous,” she said grudgingly.

“Some people are nice.” She nodded.

“Mrs. Selby wants you to come to Selby Flat,” he said. “She wants to make you apple pie and biscuits. Your aunt wants to see you. She lives very far away, but I could take you there.”

Sarah looked nervous. “I don’t want to go far away,” she said. “I belong here.”

It was hard for Max to imagine what she would do if she came with him. He could not imagine her in proper clothing, hampered by skirts, sipping tea in the parlor and fussing about ribbons in her hair.

“I will come back next summer,” he said. 

She nodded. “I will look for you.”

After Max left, she returned to the pack. She had been away from the pack for more than a month, spending her time with Max by the lake while the other wolves roamed their territory, hunting wherever game was most abundant. She found them high in the mountains, far from the mining camps.

She saw Istas first, a sweet-tempered female who had been littermates with Marek. As soon as Sarah saw Istas, the girl knew that something was wrong.

Istas was an easygoing, mid-ranking wolf that avoided squabbles whenever possible. But Sarah could tell that she had been in a fight not long ago: Her right ear was torn and scabbed; she was limping, and her left front paw still bore the bloody marks of a bite. Sarah ran to greet the wolf, eagerly touching noses, stroking the wolf’s soft fur.

Istas seemed glad to see her, but Sarah noticed that she was hesitant to lead the girl to join the rest of the pack. Sarah understood why as she approached.

The pack was resting in the shade of a pine. They had killed a buck and feasted on venison. Now they were sleeping and grooming each other, exhausted from the hunt and sated with meat.

As Sarah approached, Yepa stood to run and greet her, then hesitated, staring at the black wolf who crouched in the sun in the center of the pack. He returned her look, flicking his ears back to communicate his disapproval, and Yepa sank down again.

When Sarah had left the pack, Rolon had been the pack’s leader. Over the years, he had grown a little slower, a little stiffer. But his minor physical decline had been offset by his wisdom. Rolon knew the mountains like no other wolf. He could find game when food was scarce; he could unify the pack in a hunt as no other wolf could.

A month later, Rolon was gone. He would never have submitted to Marek. Sarah knew that. She knew that the old wolf was dead, killed by his son in a fight for dominance. Now his son led the pack.

Marek stood and stretched, his black fur glistening in the sun. He grinned, opening his mouth and letting his scarlet tongue loll out, relishing his power.

Marek was watching Sarah, staring openly in a gaze that was both a warning and a challenge. Secure in his power, he wanted her to fight him.

Sarah dropped her gaze, acknowledging his supremacy. They would fight, she thought, but not here and not now. She needed time to prepare.

She thought about Max, and she thought about lying. She was lying to Marek, deceiving him with a gesture just as misleading as a lying word. Perhaps Max was right—maybe she was more human than wolf.

The deception had the desired effect. Marek lay down and rested his head on his paws, keeping his eyes on Sarah as she strolled to Yepa’s side and greeted her sister. The other members of the pack gathered around, greeting her with gently wagging tails and covert glances at Marek. He did not interfere. He simply watched, the sunlight glittering in his yellow eyes.

Rolon had been a benevolent ruler. When the pack was hunting, he tolerated no insubordination. Each wolf had a place and a role, and he would chastise any who failed to perform. But when the pack was loafing or playing or traveling, Rolon relaxed his discipline. Confident in his power, he did not require constant acknowledgment of his position. He would let pups pounce on his tail or romp on his head without reprimand. He played with the others on occasion, chasing leaves, wrestling, and romping.

Marek was, by contrast, a petty tyrant. The slightest transgression, real or imagined, earned the offending wolf a savage beating. It was such a punishment that had left Istas bruised and limping. Whether the pack was resting or playing or traveling, the wolves kept watch on Marek, alert to changes in his mood, wary of a possible attack by the black wolf. Marek was happy, but the others were nervous, restless, ill at ease.

Game was abundant, and the pack lingered in the high country, where Sarah had found them. The snows had not yet started and the weather was crisp and cold. In the high country, trees were scarce and granite boulders lay tumbled on granite slopes like the building blocks of a giant child.

At age thirteen, Sarah was a formidable opponent in any fight. What she lacked in strength, she made up for in agility and intelligence. She knew when to fight and when to run, how to outsmart a stronger opponent. Her agility let her wiggle out from under an opponent at startling speed. Her muscles were strong from running and climbing. Her endurance was remarkable, gained from hours of running with the pack. She was indifferent to ordinary pain, ignoring the pricks and scratches of thorns, the irritation of minor bites and cuts. She was not fearless, but she was confident in her own abilities and did not waste her time on pointless anxiety.

There in the high country, Sarah laid her plans. On a rock slope, she found a tough, old juniper tree that had been blasted by many a winter storm. One thick branch had been cracked by the previous year’s heavy snowfall, and she worked it loose, breaking it from the trunk by working it back and forth. From it, she fashioned a club, breaking the branch to the length she wanted, shaping it to her hand by whittling the narrow end. She cut a leather thong from the hide of a deer that the pack brought down, wrapped it around the club, and threaded the loop of the thong through her belt so that she could carry the weapon with her. She wandered the rocky slopes and canyons, searching for places that could give her an advantage in a fight. And then she waited, patience being a virtue she had learned long ago.

The time came, as she had known it must. On a clear, cool afternoon, a rabbit ran along the edge of the meadow where the pack was resting. The wolves had downed a yearling doe the day before, but most of the carcass had been consumed. The youngest wolves were gnawing on the bones, already eager to search for other prey. Rolon would have already roused the pack for the next hunt, but Marek had delayed, lazing in the sun. He had fed well, and he was content.

That was when the foolish cottontail ran by.

Sarah was harvesting sweet wild strawberries from the plants that grew in the shade at the edge of the meadow. She was hungry, but she had chosen not to leave the pack to hunt on her own. When the rabbit dashed by, she quickly nocked an arrow and let fly. The arrow found its mark, and the rabbit fell, pierced to the heart. Hungry for fresh meat, Sarah ran to snatch up the fallen rabbit.

She was crouching in the meadow, skinning the rabbit with her knife, when a shadow fell across her. She looked up to see Marek. The black wolf was staring at her, staring at the fresh meat. He was some twenty feet away, strolling toward her. Sarah growled, warning him off, but he continued toward her.

Her choice was clear. Give up the prey that she had killed for herself or fight with Marek. Sarah showed her teeth in a ferocious grin and took off running, carrying the dead rabbit.

Marek chased her. She had known that he would. His reaction was instinctive—by running away, she had shown weakness, and any wolf would give chase.

She had a head start. She maintained it as she dodged through the scrubby trees at the edge of the meadow and onto a slope of granite, scraped clean by the passage of glaciers thousands of years before. Her bare feet pounded the smooth stone, propelling her forward as fast as she could go.

Wolves often chased one another in play, but this was no game. She heard Marek growling as he gained on her. The black wolf was at her heels as she dodged into a narrow canyon formed by a wall of granite and a tumbled granite slab some six feet high. The canyon ended where a rockfall had closed the way.

She ran to the rockfall, dropped the carcass of the rabbit, and whirled to face Marek. This was the spot she had chosen for her fight. In the narrow canyon, Marek could not circle her. Her back was protected by the walls of the canyon and the rockfall.

She faced him, a slender, blue-eyed girl clutching a club in one hand, a knife in the other, pitted against a raging wolf. It was a scene to break a human mother’s heart. Compared to the black wolf Sarah seemed so tiny, so frail. How could life pit her against such an opponent? How unfair! Surely this battle was hopeless!

But Sarah had no illusions about fairness, and she did not view the battle as hopeless. She grinned at Marek, showing her teeth. Blunt-tipped human teeth, useless in this battle except to signal her willingness to fight.

Yes, she was ready and more than willing. She had waited and watched and now she faced her opponent with savage joy in her heart and a smile on her lips. She had learned from Dur’s mistake—she would show no mercy, give the black wolf no second chance.

Marek charged her with a roar.

Sarah had watched Marek fight, had observed his weaknesses. He relied on his superior size. He always began by rushing his opponent, charging in at top speed and smashing into the other wolf. More often than not, he bowled his opponent over, then went for the throat, attempting to lock his jaws around his rival’s windpipe and choke the other wolf.

Marek charged as Sarah knew he would, but the girl leapt out of the way, springing up to a foothold on the granite slab that formed one wall of the canyon. She had chosen the spot because it allowed her to add a third dimension to the fight, taking advantage of her ability to climb.

Marek skidded on the slick granite. As he turned to leap at her, she jumped over him, landing behind him with her back to the rockfall. He whirled again, amazingly fast for an animal of his size. She was swinging the club as he turned, and she heard his teeth snap closed as the club connected with his muzzle.

He lunged for her, and again she sprang upward, finding a foothold on the other canyon wall, just out of his reach. She tried the same trick again, leaping behind him and swinging the club, but he was ready this time, dodging the strike to his head and taking a solid blow on his shoulder while he snapped at her legs.

His jaws slashed her right leg, penetrating the skin, but did not close quickly enough to hold her fast. She was away again, leaping up onto the rockfall. With one foot, she pushed a loose rock, sending a few rocks tumbling down. Marek dodged the falling rocks, then threw himself at the slope, struggling to reach her.

Already, she was in motion, jumping for another perch. The wound on her leg was bleeding now. She left a splash of crimson blood behind on the rock as she leapt away to another perch.

She leapt from perch to perch, swinging the club. Sometimes, she connected, but more often the black wolf dodged and darted in to slash at her legs again. Her skin glistened with sweat. Bloody footprints decorated the rockfall and the canyon floor.

Marek was relentless in his pursuit. The black devil lunged and slashed and whirled, giving her no opportunity to rest.

Marek lunged, Sarah leapt for a foothold, and her foot slipped on the blood and the sweat. She fell, landing in a crouch before the wolf. The black wolf sprang for her throat, but as fast as he moved, she was faster. She lifted the club, turning it horizontally to the ground and jamming it between his open jaws. At the same moment, she stood, swinging her leg over the wolf to straddle him, placing her full weight on his back and bearing him downward. With one hand, she pulled on the club, forcing it into Marek’s mouth like a bit in the mouth of a horse. With the other hand, she drove her knife into Marek’s throat, through the thick fur and into the artery that carried blood to the brain. She did not hesitate. She showed no mercy. She remembered his battle with Dur and knew that she could give him no second chance.

Marek’s blood joined hers, pumping from his throat to darken his glossy fur. His blood stained the granite at her feet. The wolf struggled, his claws scrabbling weakly against the smooth rock in the struggles of a dying creature. Then he collapsed beneath her on the canyon floor.

Sarah’s legs were trembling when she walked out of the canyon. She was bleeding from abrasions where she had scraped her skin against the rough granite, from places where Marek’s teeth had slashed her. In one hand, she held her club, notched with the marks of Marek’s teeth. In the other, she clutched the knife, dripping with his blood.

At the entrance to the canyon, Yepa and Beka greeted Sarah with concern, circling her, licking her wounds, leaping in joy at her return. The rest of the pack gathered around, welcoming her with a frenzy of wagging tails and grinning faces and low moaning howls of excitement.

Yepa raised her head and howled in earnest, just as she would to gather the pack for the hunt. The others joined in, a joyous chorus. Sarah lifted her head and howled with the others, weary and battered, but triumphant.

Sarah had killed the pack’s leader, but she did not take on that role. She had always been set apart from the others, and that situation did not change. Yepa was the alpha female. After some squabbling among the males, Duman, one of Dur’s litter mates, became alpha male. He was a sturdy wolf—an excellent fighter, a skilled hunter.

With the pack under the leadership of Yepa and Duman, Sarah felt free to wander the mountains alone or in Beka’s company. She was restless, no longer content to live from day to day with the pack. She did not belong with the pack; she knew that. But she did not know where she did belong.



16 HER OWN KIND

“The rain… falls upon the just and the unjust alike; a thing which would not happen if I were superintending the rain’s affairs. No, I would rain softly and sweetly on the just, but if I caught a sample of the unjust outdoors I would drown him.”

—Mark Twain

TOM MORRIS WAVED TO HIS COMPANIONS as he made his way across the log that served as a bridge over the creek. “Good-bye,” Tom called. “I’ll see you in San Francisco.”

Tom and his friend Joe had been camping by the creek and working a claim. It had been a profitable summer—they had taken almost two thousand dollars’ worth of gold from the creek. But when Joe decided to head for the lowlands, Tom wasn’t quite ready to go. His share of the summer’s earnings was nine hundred dollars—and he hoped to make a hundred more before he went to the city. He had set himself a goal of a thousand dollars, and he was determined to make it.

“Don’t stay too late,” Joe called back.

Tom waved back, smiling but dismissing Joe’s advice. After two years in the mines, Joe considered himself an old sourdough. Though Tom had been in California for less than a year, he felt he was quite competent to do without Joe’s advice.

“Don’t forget—if the rains come, get to high ground.”

Tom smiled and waved. Joe sometimes acted like Tom was a fool, without a bit of common sense. Of course he would get to high ground.

For the first few days after Joe’s departure, the weather was cool, but clear. Tom shook his head and laughed, thinking of Joe’s warnings about the winter rains. On the third day, the sky was overcast. Late in the day, drizzle dampened the soil. It was inconvenient, Tom thought, as he retired to his tent, but nothing to worry about. If it kept up, he would pack out in the morning—even if he was still short of his goal.

In the shelter of his tent, he prepared a cold dinner of ham and biscuits. As he ate, the drizzle became a downpour. He watched the water rush down the bare hillside on the far side of the creek. He and Joe had cleared the hillside of vegetation and shoveled the loose soil into their long tom in their quest for gold. Now the rain washed dirt into the creek, a torrent of silty water.

Tom eyed the rushing creek with some trepidation. The water was rising quickly. Already, it was eating at the bank that supported one end of the log bridge. He and Joe had felled the tree to make a bridge to the north side of the creek, where granite slabs formed a sheltered campsite. Tom squinted at the wet log that spanned the creek. That bridge was his path back to civilization. Surely the creek couldn’t rise high enough to jeopardize the bridge.

In the morning, he would pack out, he decided. That would be the prudent thing to do.

He tried to sleep, but the pounding rain kept him awake. The roar of the creek was punctuated by falling boulders, washed from the hillside by the rushing water. At midnight, he heard a crash. Peering into the rain, he saw that the bank had collapsed beneath the log bridge. The rushing waters churned around one end of the fallen log, rolling it into the torrent.

Morning dawned, and still the rain fell—a deluge of biblical proportions. The muddy water of the creek was lapping at the granite slab beneath his tent. He packed essentials, taking his gold, his food, his knife, his rifle. The water was washing up to the door of his tent when he abandoned it.

There was no way back to the south side of the creek. Even if he could have reached the south bank, there would be no way out in that direction. From his tent, he could see that the steep trail that they had followed down into the canyon had washed out.

On the north side of the canyon, the prospects did not look much better. The north canyon wall was formed of granite slabs, slick in the rain. One slip, and a climber would fall to his death. But Tom could see no other way. The creek was rising and he had no choice.

Tom began to climb. A crack in the granite offered a series of precarious handholds. His feet found footholds, rough patches in the granite, tiny ledges. In minutes, he was chilled to the bone. His hands could barely feel the rock to grip it. He glanced down only once, and that terrifying glimpse convinced him not to look down again.

He looked up, searching for the next handhold, the next precarious foothold. He could see the top high above him, silhouetted against the sky. He decided that it would be best not to look at the top. It would be best to concentrate on where to place his feet, where to grab hold. One step at a time.

He climbed until his arms shook with fatigue. Just when he thought he could cling to the rock no longer, he reached a ledge. A little more than two feet wide, just a few feet long; big enough that he could stop and rest.

He stood with his face to the wall, unwilling to turn and look outward. He was afraid to look at the drop below him. He leaned his forehead against the cliff, ignoring the rain that dripped down the rock and splashed on his face. The rain had died back to a drizzle, just enough to wet the rock and keep him soaked.

As the trembling in his arms eased, he looked upward. The top was close, so close—maybe twelve feet above him. But the rock that separated him from the top was polished granite, a sheer expanse. He could see no handholds, no footholds, no way up. He reached up carefully and felt the rock, hoping that it was not as smooth as it appeared. His hands confirmed what his eyes had seen: slick and smooth.

No way up. And there was no way he could climb back down. He stood frozen in place, his hands stretched above him.

At that moment, looking up, he saw a movement at the top. Someone’s head, popping over the edge of the cliff to look down.

“Halloo!” he called. “Is someone there? For God’s sake, help a miserable soul. Halloo!”

A girl’s face came into view, and Tom knew he was dreaming. A pretty girl with red-gold hair and a dirty face. A hallucination, to be sure.

A rope came snaking over the smooth rock, dangling down past the ledge. He took hold of the rope. A strong rope of braided leather. A hallucination, he knew, but a very comforting one. He was glad that his hallucinating mind believed in quality products. The rope was secured to something above; it held when he tugged on it.

He tied the rope around his waist, knotting it securely. Then he called up again. “Halloo!”

The girl’s head popped back into view and took another look at him. “You climb,” she said.

He climbed, trusting his hallucination and pulling himself hand over hand by the rope, using footholds where he could. At last he reached the top, pulled himself over the edge, lay at full length, eyes closed, hands on the solid ground. “Thank God,” he muttered. “Thank God.”

He opened his eyes when he felt a tug at his waist. The girl was untying the rope from around his waist. She had already untied the other end, which had been knotted around a sturdy pine. She wore a red-flannel shirt and a pair of men’s trousers, cut off at the knees. Her legs were bare. He stared at her legs, then shook his head. It did not seem wise to ogle.

At that moment, a wolf trotted up and stood beside her, wagging its tail and looking for all the world like a big, friendly dog. Tom blinked as the hallucination began to make a kind of sense.

“You’re the angel, aren’t you?” Tom murmured. “I’ve heard about you. You saved some travelers last year. You live with the wolves.”

She pushed a handful of wet hair out of her face, watching him with unnerving intensity. The wolf nudged her leg, and she turned away, as if she might leave him there.

Tom sat up. His hands were still shaking—from cold and from muscle fatigue. “Wait,” he said. “Please wait. I don’t know the way from here.”

She looked back at him, a puzzled look on her face. “That way,” she said, pointing. “You’ll find a trail.”

“I’ll build a fire first,” he said. “I have to get warm. And maybe…” He frowned, trying to remember what he had heard about this rescuing angel. She was dirty; she was wild; she liked biscuits. He had some flour in his pack, the last of his food. “I could make biscuits,” he said.

Sarah helped the man gather wood and sat with him by the fire for a time. She listened to him talk and happily ate his biscuits.

“You saved my life,” he told her. “How can I thank you?”

She shrugged and ate another biscuit. He had nothing that she wanted. She had seen him climbing up from the creek—a long, hard climb—and had lingered to see if he would make it. When he stopped so close to the top, she had decided to help him. So much effort, she thought, should be rewarded. And the biscuits were good. “You shouldn’t be out here alone,” he was saying. “It’s a rough life for a man—and no life for a woman. A girl like you—you should be taken care of.”

She listened to what he was saying, but it really made no sense. Once he had built his fire and stopped trembling, he had become very sure of himself. He seemed to have forgotten that she was doing just fine out there, that she had saved him. He was talking about how she really didn’t belong out there in the wilderness. He reminded her of an overconfident pup.

He was toasting the last biscuits when Beka decided that it was time to go. Sarah, having eaten her fill, left with her. “Hey, wait!” she heard the man shout behind her. She didn’t stop.

He was, she decided, not one of the dangerous people. Nor was he really a nice person, like Betsy. He fell into another category—not dangerous, friendly, but silly.

Over that winter and the winters that followed, she helped other travelers, bringing them, food, showing them the way. In Selby Flat, Max heard stories of the Wild Angel, a beautiful savage girl who came to help the unfortunate, then disappeared into the wilderness.

In the summers, when the snow melted, Max went to the mountains. There, he taught Sarah and she taught him, taking him high into the mountains and showing him her world. Each fall, he tried to persuade her to come back with him. Each fall, she refused, preferring her life in the wilderness to what she had seen of human civilization.
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17 PROFESSOR SERUACA’S WAGON Of WONDERS

“I could easily learn to prefer an elephant to any other vehicle, partly because of that immunity from collisions, and partly because of the fine view one has from up there, and partly because of the dignity one feels in that high place, and partly because one can look in at the windows and see what is going on privately among the family.”

—Following the Equator; Mark Twain

IN THE SPRING OF 1863, Max did not come to the lake.

Each year, Sarah had met him there when the snow melted, before the first spring flowers opened their blossoms. But that year, he did not come. She waited, hunting in the area and returning to the lake every few days to look for him. Beka was with her.

The violets bloomed in the meadow and still Max did not come to the lake. Mountain bluebells bloomed in the moist shade beneath the pines, the wild iris opened its pale blue flowers on the marshy shore of the lake, wild strawberries bloomed in the meadow, and still Max’s camp was empty.

Sarah puzzled over his absence—not worrying exactly, but thinking about where he might be. He had rarely talked of what he did when he wasn’t with her, and the little that he had said had not made much sense to her. He had said he wrote books and he had showed her one of his books. She had liked the pictures. She had recognized many of the places he had drawn as spots to which she had taken him. She knew he went to Selby Flat, to Sacramento, to San Francisco. But these places were mysterious, distant and unknown.

The meadow was bright with lupine flowers when Sarah grew tired of waiting and decided to look for Max. She and Beka made their way downward into the rolling foothills.

She did not have a plan, exactly. She was hunting as a wolf would hunt, traveling, looking for signs of her quarry. She went to the foothills because that was an area where white men were common. She was looking for his trail, searching for a sign of him. That was how Sarah and Beka came to be resting in the shade on the bank of Rush Creek when the traveling circus came through.

Sarah heard the circus coming long before she saw it. A man’s voice, shouting: “Hey, Professor! Are you sure this is the right trail?” The creaking of a wagon and the sound of horses splashing through the stream.

She and Beka moved quietly undercover. A nearby cottonwood tree was overgrown with wild grapevines. Sarah ducked behind the vines, where the lush leaves screened her from casual observation. There, she waited.

The wind shifted, and she caught a strange scent, mingling with the scent of man sweat and horses. An animal, but no animal she had ever smelled before. A grass-eater, by the smell of it—the smell of sweat was accompanied by a faint aroma of hay.

Sarah was staring between the wild grape leaves when a bizarre creature stepped into view. As gray as a granite boulder, as big as a log cabin, it had wide, flat ears that flapped like leaves in the breeze, and an enormous nose that writhed and twisted like a snake. As Sarah watched, the beast dipped its nose in a pool of water, lifted the end, and squirted the water into its mouth, flapping its outlandish ears happily.

A man rode on the strange beast, his leg spread to straddle its thick neck. The rider wore a bowler hat tipped back on his head at a jaunty angle. His neatly trimmed beard and thin mustache gave him a roguish look. As Sarah watched, he patted the beast’s neck in a friendly fashion. “What a fine elephant you are, Ruby,” he murmured. “A gem of an elephant.”

A horse-drawn wagon followed the elephant. It was a woodensided wagon, in the tradition of European gypsy caravans. Sarah stared as it passed, fascinated by the pictures that were painted on its wooden sides. In one, a man juggled knives and flaming torches. In another the fantastic beast—the elephant, that’s what the man had called it—stood on her hind legs, holding a smiling woman with its amazing nose. In yet another picture, a strange-looking animal—a poodle, though Sarah could not identify it as such—leapt through a flaming hoop. Above and below the pictures, gilt lettering proclaimed this to be PROFESSOR SERUNCA’S WAGON OF WONDERS AND TRAVELING CIRCUS.

Sarah stared. She could not read the words, but she needed no words to realize that these were not ordinary travelers. She squinted at the driver of the wagon. The strange-looking animal painted on the side of the wagon was sleeping on his lap.

Professor Gyro Serunca’s Wagon of Wonders and Traveling Circus was making its way from French Corral to Selby Flat on an extended tour of the mining camps. The elephant’s name was Ruby, and she was a good-tempered and well-trained beast. Professor Gyro Serunca, the man who rode on her back, had transported her from the exotic kingdom of Siam to California at a considerable expense. Professor Gyro Serunca was an animal trainer, a magician, a purveyor of Oriental medicines, and a master of Oriental mysteries.

“Hey, Professor,” the wagon’s driver shouted again. “I really don’t think this is the right trail. It certainly wasn’t meant for a wagon.”

“Of course it’s the trail,” the Professor said amiably. “It has to be. We haven’t seen anything else that looked remotely like a trail.” The driver shook his head. His name was Cassidy Orton, and he was the juggler depicted on the side of the wagon. Cassidy, who came from an old British circus family, was a man of many talents. In Professor Serunca’s show, he juggled knives and torches, threw knives, and performed acrobatics on horseback.

Cassidy was, at that moment, surrounded by the Professor’s poodles. He had Snowflake, the smallest poodle in his lap. Two medium-sized black poodles lay on the boards at his feet, and three standard-sized poodles were in the wagon behind him. All the dogs were sleeping soundly.

Cassidy wagon lurched through the rocky creek bed. “Most of the trails in these parts don’t look like trails,” he called to the Professor, “but this looks less like a trail than any of them. I think we’re lost again.”

“I don’t agree.” Professor Serunca was a confident man. “Remember what that fellow told us. We were to follow the trail down into a valley, then continue on the trail along the creek…” 

“But we aren’t really following a trail, Professor. We’re in the creek itself.”

The Professor waved a hand airily. “A minor distinction. I am confident that this is the correct path.”

Cassidy shrugged, disturbing the poodle in his lap. Snowflake lifted her head, studied the creek for a moment, then yawned and returned to her nap. She seemed resigned to go wherever the Professor led. Cassidy stroked her head and decided to adopt the same policy.

The Professor’s confidence seemed to increase in direct proportion to how far they were off trail. Cassidy had experienced this effect several times during the past month, as they traveled on the poorly marked trails that crisscrossed California’s foothills. He wondered how long it would take the Professor’s confidence to wear off this time, and guessed that he would start wondering about their location at around suppertime. Then he’d suggest that they make camp, and find the way in the morning.

Cassidy missed the other members of the troupe. Lulu, the young woman in the painting on the side of the wagon had been lured away after the show performed in San Francisco. A wealthy miner had wooed her and won her, marrying her three days after they met. In the mining town of Hell’s Half Acre, Charlie, the World’s Tallest Man, had tried his hand at gold panning, found a nugget as big as his thumb, and immediately staked a claim. He had tried to talk Cassidy into staying and staking a claim, but Cassidy had decided to stick with the Professor. He didn’t feel right abandoning him.

Gyro Serunca was an old family friend. Cassidy’s father had traveled with him, many years ago. Professor Serunca had stopped to visit the Orton family on his way to Siam and had, quite casually, asked Cassidy if he wanted to come along and be part of a California tour. “You could meet me in San Francisco a year and a half from now,” the Professor said. “After I arrange for an elephant.”

During his travels in the States, the professor said, he had heard a phrase used by those setting forth for California. “I am going to see the elephant,” they would say. According to legend, a farmer on his way to town with a wagon of vegetables had encountered a circus parade. Startled by the elephant, his horses had bolted, overturning his wagon and ruining his vegetables. The farmer had reacted with equanimity. “I don’t care,” he said. “I have seen the elephant.”

An exotic adventure with a high price—that was seeing the elephant. “I think it is only appropriate to bring an elephant to California,” he told Cassidy. “It seems only fair that those who have gone to see the elephant can truly see the elephant.”

When Cassidy told his father of the Professor’s plan and asked for advice, Cassidy’s father had been unequivocal. “If you have a chance to travel with Gyro, take it,” he said. “He is one of the greats. It won’t be easy, but it’ll be the adventure of a lifetime.”

With his father’s blessing, Cassidy had left the family show and traveled to California for the adventure of a lifetime. At present, the adventure looked rather bleak. The show was at a low ebb. But Cassidy knew that the Professor would revitalize it somehow. He was as confident in that as the Professor was in the trail.

It was late afternoon when the Professor called to Cassidy and said in a tone of great puzzlement, “We seem to have lost the trail.”

They had followed the stream into a wide valley. The dry brown grass showed no sign that people had passed that way.

“Yes, I’d say we have,” he agreed. He did not bother to remind the Professor that he had suggested this some hours earlier.

“Well, perhaps it would be best to camp here.” The Professor gazed around him, considering the valley. “It’s a beautiful spot, after all. We’ll find the way in the morning.”

And so Professor Gyro Serunca’s Wagon of Wonders and Traveling Circus made camp on the edge of the meadow where the horses could graze, not far from the creek where Ruby could bathe.

Sarah sat in a cottonwood tree across the meadow from where the Professor was working with the poodles. She had watched as the scent, but they looked nothing like the mangy curs that lived at the Indian village.

As the dogs left the wagon, the Professor had crouched in the grass and greeted each dog individually, scratching this one’s ears, rubbing that one’s belly, wrestling just a bit with another one. Cassidy hobbled two of the horses, then put them out to graze. He tended to the third horse, a white mare, currying the dust from her coat and talking to her as he did so. The elephant grazed with the horses.

Sarah watched, sorting out the hierarchy in this strange pack. The Professor was clearly the alpha male. All of the dogs deferred to him. So did Cassidy and, as near as she could tell, Ruby. At a guess, she figured that Ruby was the alpha female—she deferred to no one other than the Professor. Among the dogs, the smallest white poodle appeared to be the ranking female.

In the few hours of daylight that remained, the Professor worked with his poodles, who had been misbehaving lately. In the act’s finale, the dogs were supposed to form a pyramid, with the three standard poodles as the base, the two miniature poodles in the second tier, and Snowflake at the top. Lately, Pepper, the black standard poodle, had taken to wandering out of place when the pyramid was almost complete. At the last performance, Pepper had decided to lie down without warning and the pyramid had collapsed into a heap of squabbling dogs.

The ensuing dogfight had delighted the miners at French Corral. Betting had been fierce. When Snowflake, with a feistiness that belied her size, chased all the larger dogs out of the ring, a short fellow who had bet heavily on the small dog won the pot. Though the audience had been more than satisfied with the performance, the Professor had not been happy. He was determined to put the dogs through their paces until Pepper behaved.

Meanwhile, Cassidy mounted the white mare and rode at an easy gallop around the perimeter of the meadow. They circled the meadow once, then twice. On the third circuit, Cassidy began to practice his trick riding, striking a series of poses on the mare’s back. He started astraddle, then hung off to one side, like an Indian avoiding cavalry fire. He returned to his initial position, then pulled his legs up and stood easily upright, steady as you please. He leaned down and placed his hands on the horse’s back, kicked up his legs, and stood on his hands, as relaxed as if he were on the solid ground.

From her perch, Sarah watched him ride. She was aware, as she watched, that he had another observer. When she climbed the tree, she had caught the scent of a mountain lion, sleeping in a tangle of bushes at the edge of the meadow. Sarah’s keen eyes caught a flicker of movement—the twitching of a tawny tail—and she realized the lion was awake. He was watching the horse and rider with great interest.

The mare completed another circuit of the meadow. Cassidy was shifting from a handstand to a headstand when the mare passed the big cat’s hiding place. At that moment, the lion leapt out, intending to pull the horse down. The mare shied, dancing to one side as the cat bounded after her. The lion’s claws raked the mare’s hindquarters, but failed to get a purchase.

Jerked to one side, Cassidy lost his balance, falling as the horse moved beneath him. A trained acrobat, Cassidy tried to get his legs beneath him, but there was too little time for that. He landed awkwardly, catching his full weight on one leg, which twisted beneath him.

Looking down on the scene, Sarah shook her head, scornful of the big cat’s hunting technique. The lion had attacked too soon. If the hunter had waited, he would have been just behind the horse, taking the prey by surprise.

The mountain lion yowled in frustration as the mare raced across the meadow faster than the cat could follow. Behind the lion, Cassidy was struggling to his feet. When he put weight on his left foot, he collapsed again. Sarah watched with keen interest to see how the man would deal with the lion.

The lion turned to face Cassidy just as he struggled to his feet again, putting as little weight as possible on his twisted ankle. His uncle, Thaddeus Orton, had been a lion tamer. As a lad, Cassidy had assisted his uncle with the big cats. “Never show them you’re afraid,” Thaddeus had told his nephew. “That’s the key.”

Keeping that advice in mind, Cassidy glared at the mountain lion. He had no weapons: His pistol and his buck knife were in the wagon. He struggled to his feet, facing the lion empty-handed.

The lion watched the man through slitted eyes his tail twitching in the meadow grass. Cassidy watched, helpless, as the lion gathered his hindquarters beneath him, preparing to spring on his prey.

At that moment, Sarah tossed her lariat from the cottonwood tree. Its loop settled neatly over the head of the crouching lion. As the cat pulled forward against the lariat, Sarah looped the rope over the branch where she had been sitting and put her full weight on the rope, pulling the big cat backward as she lowered herself to the ground.

The big cat stood with his hind legs on the ground, his forepaws dangling in midair, held up by the noose. He was choking, fighting for air. Sarah tied the free end of the lariat to a sturdy bush and went to where Cassidy stood unsteadily in the grass.

“Hallo,” Sarah said.

Cassidy stared. Sarah had grown from a wild child to become a savage woman of striking beauty. At sixteen years of age, she was slim and graceful and completely unconscious of her own beauty. Her canvas trousers, cut off at the knees, left her slim, muscular legs bare. She wore a red-cotton shirt, stolen from a wagon train, but she had not bothered to button it, the day being warm. As she moved, Cassidy caught tantalizing glimpses of her breasts. Her curly red hair was tied back with a strip of leather.

Sarah stared back. On his last visit, Max had spent some time attempting to teach her manners, telling her that she’d need them when she decided to leave the wilderness. She decided to apply one of Max’s lessons now. “How do you do?” She held out her hand.

Cassidy stared at Sarah and the grimy hand the woman had extended in his direction. “I’ve been better,” he murmured in astonishment. He took her hand, less to shake it than to assure himself that she was real. Holding her hand, he asked, “Who are you? Where the hell did you come from?”

Sarah regarded Cassidy steadily. The man was not following the script, as Max had explained it to Sarah. He was supposed to shake Sarah’s hand, and say, “Very well, thank you. How do you do?” Sarah shrugged, deciding to save Max’s lesson in etiquette for someone who responded appropriately. “I am Sarah. I came from that tree.” She pointed at the cottonwood. Glancing back, she noticed the mountain lion had slumped, dangling unconscious in the noose. Leaving Cassidy, she went to the rope and untied it, lowering the big cat to the ground. She slipped the noose off the animal’s neck. The lion shuddered as she did so, and took a gasping breath.

“What are you doing?” Cassidy shouted from behind her. “That beast will wake up and kill us all.”

Sarah shook her head and walked back to Cassidy, coiling the lariat as she did so. “He is a big coward,” she said. “He will run away as soon as he wakes up. He will not come back.”

Sarah saw no point in killing an animal that she didn’t plan to eat—and she knew from experience that mountain-lion meat was stringy and gamy. She had killed a rabbit earlier that afternoon and wasn’t hungry.

The lion staggered to his feet. As Sarah predicted, the big cat slunk toward the trees. He glanced back over his shoulder, then quickened his pace, loping away.

Cassidy heard dogs barking and looked toward camp. It had taken the Professor a few minutes to gather his forces, but now he was hurrying to the rescue, mounted on Ruby. The poodles ran ahead of the elephant, barking in three different pitches: low from the standard poodles, medium from the miniature poodles, and high-pitched yapping from Snowflake.

“Here comes the Professor,” Cassidy said. “A little too late, but heroic for all of that.” He glanced at the wild woman who had saved him and realized that she might not stick around for this questionable welcoming committee. He reached out and took hold of her hand. “I’m sure the Professor will want to meet you,” he said.

Though she could have easily freed herself from Cassidy’s grip, Sarah waited. These people and their animals intrigued her. She had never seen a pack of humans and animals traveling together like this. Perhaps they knew something about Max.

The poodles reached them first. The dog raced around and around Cassidy and Sarah, barking and sniffing the places where the lion had been.

Such strange creatures, Sarah thought. They smelled like dogs, but their hair was cut in outlandish patterns. Sarah took her hand from Cassidy’s and knelt in the grass to greet them, meeting each approaching dog with a stare that demanded respect. The dogs recognized her look and circled her, maintaining a respectful distance.

Sarah stood up as the elephant approached. Ruby knelt in the grass so that the Professor could climb down. The Professor spoke to Cassidy, but Sarah was staring up at the elephant.

Nothing in the enormous beast’s posture indicated that she was a threat. However strange this animal looked and smelled, she seemed relaxed, friendly. The poodles showed no fear of her, romping around her feet in the dry grass.

Sarah took a step toward Ruby, looking the elephant in the eye. Ruby’s great gray trunk snaked toward the girl. A puff of grassscented, elephant breath ruffled her hair. Sarah reached up and patted the trunk that was sniffing her neck. It felt warm and leathery.

“Ruby likes you,” the Professor observed.

Sarah glanced at him. He smiled as he met her eyes, then he averted his gaze. Sarah returned his smile. Most humans stared, a threatening expression among the wolves. But the Professor clearly understood the proper way to behave. He was smiling; his hands were open; his stance was relaxed.

He met her eyes again. “Thank you very much for your assistance,” he said.

Sarah nodded. Max had, as part of his lesson in etiquette, instructed her on how to deal with thanks. “You are welcome,” she said formally. “Think nothing of it.”

The Professor nodded, still smiling. His eyes narrowed a bit as he sized her up.

Cassidy spoke up then. “Professor, this is Sarah. Sarah, this is Professor Gyro Serunca.”

The Professor tipped his derby hat. “Very pleased to make your acquaintance, Sarah.”

Sarah smiled, happy that this man was using phrases for which Max had prepared her. “Likewise, I’m sure.”

The Professor studied her for a moment. “Perhaps you would agree to accompany us back to our camp,” he suggested. “I would love to talk with you further.”

While the poodles romped around them in the grass, Ruby carried Cassidy back to camp with her trunk wrapped around the man’s waist, just as she had carried Lulu in past performances.

As they walked, the Professor asked questions of Cassidy. “What happened? I looked up and Lightning was running from a lion and you were on the ground.”

Cassidy described what had happened and how Sarah had saved him from the lion. “You were really quite magnificent,” Cassidy told Sarah. He was trying very hard not to stare at her legs. Such lovely legs. But their owner seemed rather fierce, and he did not want to give offense.

The Professor studied Sarah as they walked. “So, Sarah, tell me—you live alone in this charming wilderness?”

“I live with the wolves,” she said. “Beka is off hunting for quail.”

“With the wolves?” The Professor raised his eyebrows, beaming at her. “Beka is a wolf? That’s marvelous.”

“You’re the Wild Angel!” Cassidy said. “I’ve heard the miners talk about you. You come to rescue people in need.”

Sarah regarded him without comment.

“The Wild Angel,” the Professor repeated. “That would make a lovely stage name.” He nodded. “You must stay to dinner,” he told Sarah. “We must talk more. There are so many possibilities.”

Sarah hesitated. “Will you have biscuits?” she asked.

“If you want biscuits, I’ll make biscuits,” Cassidy said quickly. 

“I will stay,” said Sarah.

It was curiosity that kept her there, as much as the promise of biscuits. She sat by the fire and watched as Professor Serunca ministered to Cassidy’s ankle with a Chinese liniment that reeked of strange herbs. He bound the injured joint with strips of linen, torn from a banner that had once said something about the merits of Chinese medicine (the letters had long since faded). While Cassidy made biscuits and fried salt pork, the Professor fetched the white mare (who had only run as far as the other side of the meadow) and treated the horse’s wounds with Chinese medicine and muttered words of comfort.

While they ate dinner, the Professor asked her what brought her down from the mountains.

“I’m looking for my friend Max,” Sarah told him. “Do you know him?”

“Max,” the Professor repeated thoughtfully. “I don’t believe I know the fellow.” He squinted at her, studying her face. “But perhaps we can help you find him. What does Max do?”

“He draws pictures,” she said. “He writes in a notebook.”

“I see. An artist, then. What does he do with these pictures?”

“Puts them in a book,” she said. “He showed me one.”

Cassidy had been listening carefully. Before he had left for California, he had done his best to research the place, gathering several popular accounts of travels in the gold fields. He had brought one of his favorites along. “Hey, Professor, I have a book by a fellow named Max Phillips…”

The Professor fetched the book from Cassidy’s rucksack. “In the Diggings, by Max Phillips,” Cassidy said, opening the book.

“There,” Sarah cried, pointing to the sketch facing the title page. “That’s the lake. Max drew that.” She smiled, remembering the sunny afternoon when Max had completed the sketch. She had taken him on a hike high above the valley to a place where the world opened beneath them.

Cassidy nodded, flipping through the pages until he reached the introduction, written by an editor at the publishing house. “Since the publication of A Young Man’s Guide to the Gold Fields, I have had the great pleasure of corresponding with Max Phillips,” Cassidy read aloud. “As Mr. Phillips is a man with no fixed address, I send my letters to Selby Hotel in Selby Flat, California. There, Mr. Phillips tells me, Mrs. Selby tucks them behind the barroom mirror to await his next visit. I have not met the redoubtable Mrs. Selby in person, but I have met her in the Mr. Phillips’s accounts of life in Selby Flat, and I feel I know her quite well.”

“Mrs. Selby!” Sarah was happy now. “Max told me about Mrs. Selby. She makes apple pie.”

The Professor nodded. “And she lives in Selby Flat. As it happens, we are on our way to Selby Flat for a performance. Would you like to come with us?”

Sarah hesitated only for a moment. Max had tried many times to persuade her to go with him to Selby Flat. The previous summer, she had promised him that she would accompany him the following year. “Yes,” she said. “And we’ll find Max.”

“If not, we’ll find out where he is,” the Professor said. “And perhaps, while we are there, you could join us in a performance. As the Wild Angel, I imagine you could be quite an attraction.” The Professor smiled at her. “I’m sure you’ve always dreamed of running away with the circus.”

Sarah frowned, confused.

Cassidy shook his head. “Professor, she was raised by wolves. She doesn’t know what a circus is.”

“She does now,” he said. “We are the circus, my child.” He lifted his hands in a grand gesture that encompassed Cassidy, the wagon, the animals. “We are the stuff that dreams are made of. The glitter and the glamour and the glory. Not for us the humdrum life of quiet desperation. I invite you to join us, to become a star glittering in the firmament.”

Sarah stared at him, wondering what he was talking about. She understood many of his words, but she got lost trying to follow the Professor’s rolling sentences. What did the stars have to do with any of this? She glanced upward, where the first stars glittered in the darkening sky. “A star?” she murmured.

“Of course you will be a star!” He leaned back on his elbows, gazing at the sky. “The brightest of all the stars in the heavens.”

She liked the Professor, even though she did not know what he was talking about. He reminded her a bit of Rolon—in charge of his pack but relaxed about his power.

“Of course, I can’t pay much,” he said, cocking his head and dropping his hands. “But surely you don’t care about that. A woman like you, a child of nature, doesn’t need much money. Do you?”

He paused for her to respond.

Sarah frowned, struggling to come to grips with his meaning. Did she need money? “What is money?” she asked. This was not a word that Max had taught her.

The Professor smiled and raised an eyebrow. “Exactly,” he said. “What is money to people like us? Money comes and money goes.”

He reached out to Cassidy, smiling, with a hand that was apparently empty. When he took his hand away from Cassidy’s ear, it was holding a coin. “Money,” he said. “It comes…” He closed his hand around the coin, then opened his hand. The coin was gone.

“Where did it go?” she asked.

“It vanished into thin air. It’s magic.”

She studied his face. He seemed very amused. “You are lying,” she said softly, a little puzzled.

“Of course!” His smile broadened. “That’s what magic is—a lie that you choose to believe.” He snapped his fingers and the coin was back. “Reality and illusion—it’s all a sham. And in the end, money is the greatest illusion of all. I remember a time in Shanghai when I was dead broke, busted, not a nickel to my name. But fate smiles on people like us….”

The Milky Way was twinkling overhead when the Professor finished a series of stories about how fate had smiled on him and his company. “And now we have this! A Wild Angel who comes from nowhere to our aid.” He beamed at Cassidy. “It’s a wonderful world, is it not?”

Sarah was strangely content. She had understood little of what the Professor had been saying in words, but he treated her like a member of his pack; he welcomed her. That was good.

The fire had died to embers. The air was sweet with pine smoke. A chorus of frogs sang from the nearby creek.

“It is a wonderful world,” Cassidy agreed. “And a wonderful life.”

Sarah lifted her head. She was not listening to him. She was attending to another voice—the distant howling of a wolf, almost too faint to be heard. While the others watched, she lifted her head and returned the call with a howl that started low and climbed the scale to a high sustained note that sent chills up Cassidy’s spine.

“Your friend Beka?” the Professor asked Sarah softly.

Sarah nodded. She stood, listening for Beka’s answering howl. There it was again—maybe a mile distant.

She smiled at the Professor. “I really must be going.” It was another of the polite phrases Max had taught her.

“Wait,” Cassidy said. “You can’t…”

But Sarah was no longer there to be told what she could not do. She vanished into the night, leaving the circus behind.



18 UP A TREE

“I have always been rather better treated in San Francisco than I actually deserved.”

—Mark Twain

AS A LITTLE GIRL, Helen Harris had preferred climbing trees to dressing like a young lady and attending church. Her aunt Bridget, who had taken Helen in at age six and adopted her when her mother died, had broken her of this habit. But at age twenty-two, after abstaining from tree-climbing for more than sixteen years, Helen Harris found a use for the skills of her youth.

She was traveling with Miss Paxon. The two women had made camp halfway between Jones Bar and Selby Flat when a hungry black bear lumbered from the bushes and indicated an intense curiosity in the contents of their saddlebags.

Kicking off her shoes and hiking up her long skirts, Helen had scrambled up an oak tree in record time. Miss Paxon had followed, with alacrity. From a safe perch in the branches, the two women watched the bear claw open Helen’s saddlebag and thrust its head inside, snuffling loudly. The beast was, Helen suspected, smelling the horehound candy that Helen had secreted in the bottom.

Helen shook her head ruefully. Aunt Bridget would say that God was punishing Helen for self-indulgence. If Helen had not packed candy in her bag, the bear would not be rummaging through her things. Helen glanced at Miss Paxon. The older woman was watching the bear with interest and showed no signs of intending to blame this incident on Helen. Relieved, Helen returned her attention to the bear.

The bear pulled its head from the bag. Helen’s best shawl was now draped around its neck. Ignoring the shawl, the beast continued to claw at the bag, tossing out clothes and pamphlets until it reached a paper sack full of candy. Grabbing the bag in its mouth, the bear shook it vigorously, scattering candy on the ground and looking, Helen thought, as disapproving as her aunt would have looked under similar circumstances.

Helen’s Aunt Bridget was what many would call a God-fearing woman. God was, in fact, the only personage Aunt Bridget feared. Aunt Bridget was wealthy, having outlived a husband who had been a very successful banker. She was stubborn and did not put up with foolishness. She regarded horehound candy as one of many forms of foolishness.

Helen’s mother had died of a fever when Helen was six. When Helen remembered her mother, she remembered her laughter first. Her mother had been a happy woman, always laughing and joking. Helen remembered her papa as a pair of arms that held her and scratchy kisses that smelled sweetly of tobacco.

According to Aunt Bridget, Helen’s father had been a ne’er-dowell, some sort of criminal. Helen’s mother had met and married him against her family’s wishes. He had been sent away to the penitentiary when Helen was five, and Helen’s mother had come to live with Aunt Bridget.

According to Aunt Bridget, Helen was very lucky that Aunt Bridget had been there to take her and her mother in, and to keep Helen from the orphanage when her mother died. Helen was not entirely convinced that this was lucky, having wondered at times if the orphanage might not be a cheerier place than her aunt’s house, a mansion filled with ancient furniture and equally ancient servants.

Aunt Bridget disapproved of candy. She disapproved of dime novels. She disapproved of fun, and she disapproved of Helen. Aunt Bridget’s disapproval was, in a sense, the indirect cause of Helen’s current position in a tree.

When the American Temperance Society started a Chicago chapter, Helen’s aunt had been one of the first to join. After all, she disapproved of drinking. Aunt Bridget had taken a grim pleasure in the Society’s holy war against the demon rum, writing letters to the newspapers, singing hymns outside the local tavern, coercing family friends into signing the Temperance Pledge.

Helen, leading a sheltered life under her aunt’s control, had welcomed the Temperance Society activities. They had provided her with an opportunity to leave the house, to sing in the streets, and to catch a glimpse of another world—the dark and intriguing world of saloons and drunkards and the women who consorted with them.

Not long after the formation of the chapter, Miss Paxon, a Temperance lecturer who had letters of introduction from Society chapter presidents in New York and Boston, had come to town. When she arrived, she checked into a respectable downtown hotel, but that lasted only until Aunt Bridget met her. “You’ll be my guest for as long as you are in the city,” Aunt Bridget insisted.

And so Miss Paxon, a tall blond woman with piercing blue eyes, came to stay in one of Aunt Bridget’s many spare rooms. Helen’s aunt was very happy about this. Though Aunt Bridget did not say so, Helen knew that this was another skirmish in the ongoing war between her aunt and Mrs. Thompson, the president of the Temperance Society chapter. By having such an august visitor as her guest, Aunt Bridget had somehow won.

That Friday, Miss Paxon spoke at the Temperance Society’s regular evening meeting and told them of her mission. She was going to California, she told the assembled ladies. “The good Lord has called me to do his work and I, his humble servant, have promised to obey. I am called to California on a mission of love, a rescue mission, a holy mission to save the men of California.”

Miss Paxon was a powerful speaker, especially when it came to descriptions of drunkenness and depravity. The picture she painted of conditions in California had some women reaching for their handkerchiefs, while others (including Helen’s aunt) clenched their fists.

Helen sat at Aunt Bridget’s side, watching Miss Paxon exhort the crowd. As she watched, she wondered what it would be like to hear a call. Helen wanted very badly to go to California, that distant land of gold. Was that the same as hearing a call? She would gladly help Miss Paxon with her work. Helen suspected that was not the same as hearing a call, but maybe she just wasn’t listening hard enough.

At the podium, Miss Paxon warmed to her subject, speaking of the great work that she could do—if only she had the resolve, if only she had the courage, if only she had the support of the women of the nation. She lingered on this last part. She needed their prayers, but she needed more than that. She needed funding to support her work.

Her audience was greatly moved. They wept; they applauded. Mrs. Thompson passed through the audience with a little basket, and the assembled ladies reached into their purses and donated generously. Then Helen’s aunt stood up and said that she would, from her own pocket, match the money collected in Mrs. Thompson’s basket.

Miss Paxon thanked them all for their generosity and thanked Helen’s aunt in particular. Aunt Bridget smiled in triumph, and the meeting ended with ringing applause.

That evening, Miss Paxon and Aunt Bridget lingered over tea in the drawing room. Helen retired, ostensibly to her bed, but actually to Miss Paxon’s room. She wanted to talk to Miss Paxon in private; she wanted to discuss what constituted a call. She wanted to ask Miss Paxon to take her to California.

It was a warm spring evening, and Helen opened the window to let a breath of fresh air into the room. As luck would have it, the breeze from the open window stirred the papers on the small writing desk, sending them fluttering to the floor. Helen hurried to gather the papers, glancing at them as she did so. For the most part, they were pamphlets and flyers related to Temperance Society activities in various cities, but the paper that caught Helen’s eye was something else.

“Gitana will tell your future,” it proclaimed in bold type. Beneath the type was a picture of Miss Paxon, draped in exotic scarves and smiling mysteriously.

Helen stared at the flyer, mystified. Why would a respectable Temperance lecturer be telling fortunes? Unless she wasn’t really a respectable Temperance lecturer.

Helen rummaged through the other papers—the ones on the desk and the ones in Miss Paxon’s satchel on the floor. She felt guilty doing it, but she justified her action to herself. This could, she thought, be part of the good Lord’s plan. He had sent a breeze to disturb the papers to help Helen in her quest to do his work. It was a bit of a stretch, she realized, but it comforted her some.

Among the papers she found other flyers advertising Miss Paxon’s services. The woman was a spiritualist, a dancing instructor, and a professor of mesmerism and phrenology. There were playbills from several theaters advertising “the amazing Gitana.” A sketch showed Miss Paxon dressed in a costume made mostly of feathers, holding a large boa constrictor.

When Miss Paxon returned to the room, Helen was sitting in a rocking chair by the window, clutching the flyers. The single candle that burned on the mantelpiece cast a wavering, uncertain light. The shadows shifted and moved around Helen like wild creatures—now running, now lying still.

“Helen,” Miss Paxon said softly, “what are you doing here?” “Please close the door,” Helen said. She was not sure what to do. She had, before coming to the room, prepared an earnest speech about her desire to go with Miss Paxon and save the unfortunate drunkards in California. Now that speech no longer seemed appropriate. “I wanted to talk with you,” Helen said. “I have to go to California with you.”

“I see.” Miss Paxon glanced at the papers in Helen’s hand and frowned. “You’ve been looking through my papers?”

“I just came to talk. The wind blew the papers, and…” Helen was flustered, but determined. “I looked at them when I gathered them up.”

Miss Paxon seated herself in the straight-backed chair on the other side of the window. “Why do you have to go to California?” she asked calmly.

“I want to get away from this place.” Helen waved the hand holding the flyers in a gesture that included the dark-paneled walls that seemed to press closer in the dim light. “I can help you with Temperance lecturing.” She glanced down at the flyers. “Or whatever you do. I just want…” She struggled for words.

Miss Paxon smiled. “You want to go on an adventure. You want to run away and see the world.” She studied Helen. The girl could make trouble by showing those flyers to her aunt. Helen had not threatened to do that just yet, but Miss Paxon knew that the possibility was there.

“Can you dance?” Miss Paxon asked.

“A little,” Helen said. “I like music, and I can play the pianoforte.”

“Of course you can.” Every young woman of means could play the pianoforte. “Can you act on stage?”

Helen’s eyes widened. “I’ve never tried it.”

“You don’t seem to be shy. Your voice is pleasant enough.” Miss Paxon had been traveling alone for the last year. It had gotten a little lonely. It might be pleasant to have a young companion for a time, if the companion were the right sort of person.

Miss Paxon reached for the deck of tarot cards that she kept in her traveling bag. The cards were wrapped in a scarf of Indian silk. Keeping her eyes on Helen, Miss Paxon unwrapped them and held them out to the younger woman.

“Cut the cards,” she said. “I’ll make my decision then.”

“Why?” Helen asked. “Why should I cut the cards?”

Miss Paxon smiled. “The cards will tell me who you are. Then I will know if I wish to travel with you.”

“But you know who I am,” Helen said. “I’m Helen Harris.” “Cut the cards.” Miss Paxon’s voice allowed no disagreement. Helen reached out. Her hand was shaking as she touched the deck. She had never played with cards; her aunt did not approve of games of chance. She did not know how the cards could tell Miss Paxon anything at all.

She cut, then Miss Paxon took the cards from her hand and studied the card on top. The picture showed a young man in motley clothing, wandering along the edge of a cliff. Over his shoulder, he carried a bag that Helen somehow knew held all his worldly goods. Behind him, a little white dog danced on its hind legs.

“It’s the Fool,” Miss Paxon said, smiling. “The divine innocent. If he falls, the angels will catch him and set him down safe. He is guided by his foolishness and innocence, but there’s no harm in him, and no harm comes to him.” She studied Helen for a moment, then said, “Be ready to leave tomorrow.”

Helen stared at her as she wrapped the cards in the silk scarf and placed them in her bag. “Will you talk to my aunt?” she said, her voice shaking. “Will you persuade her?”

Miss Paxon shrugged. “Write your aunt a letter explaining that you’ve decided to go west. Pack a bag—just one bag. Leave the rest to me.”

They left at dawn the next day, catching the stage west. When Helen asked Miss Paxon if she had spoken to Aunt Bridget, Miss Paxon just shrugged. “I left your letter on her tea tray. I didn’t see there was any need for further discussion,” she said.

They went to California, spending a good portion of the money Miss Paxon had collected from the Temperance Society on the trip. By the time they reached San Francisco, Helen had steeled herself to participate in anything Miss Paxon proposed—from stage acting to dancing instruction to mesmerism. But rather than pursuing any of those occupations, Miss Paxon arranged a meeting with the local chapter of the Temperance Society, a group of half a dozen women.

When Helen asked her about this decision, Miss Paxon smiled. “You thought we’d do something more exotic? Maybe a little sinful?” Miss Paxon shook her head. “Plenty of sin in this city already,” she said. “But virtue is in short supply.”

At the time of Miss Paxon’s arrival, San Francisco’s chapter of the Temperance Society had not managed to close any saloons. They had all but given up on the cause.

Miss Paxon rallied them. She asked Mrs. Victor, the leader of the group, to take her to the city’s most prosperous tavern. Outside that establishment, she asked Mrs. Victor, a woman with a voice deep enough to shake the windows, to lead the group in hymns. There in the street, over the rattle of dicing cups and the laughter of drunks, Miss Paxon shouted prayers. She exhorted the men in the tavern to come out and save themselves.

The owner was one of the first out the door. “Ladies,” he said to them, “how long do you intend to keep up this racket?”

Miss Paxon smiled at him. “Until every man in your establishment has signed the Temperance Pledge,” she said.

The man shook his head. “You’ll wait ’til hell freezes over,” he said good-naturedly, and returned to the bar.

The ladies continued their hymns, and Miss Paxon resumed her shouting. A number of drinking men good-naturedly abandoned their posts at the bar and, responding to Miss Paxon’s call, joined the ladies for a time, singing “Rock of Ages” with gusto and cheerfully signing Temperance pledges with inebriated scrawls. A man named Harold repented with great zest and fervor, weeping on Helen’s shoulder. “Hold my hand to give me courage,” he asked Helen, and of course she did. He planted a whiskey-scented kiss on her cheek and thanked her from the bottom of his heart.

The owner came out a second time. A good portion of his clientele was now in the street, singing drunkenly. “Ladies, you are ruining my business,” he said. “How can I persuade you to be on your way?”

Miss Paxon smiled again. “Repent and pray with us,” she said. “Leave off this evil business.”

The owner returned to his establishment, shaking his head. Harold left Helen then and went to stand by Miss Paxon. Mrs. Victor had begun another hymn, so Helen could not hear their conversation. But Harold moved away purposefully through the crowd. He was no longer weeping. In fact, he was grinning. He headed into the tavern.

Not five minutes later, the owner came out a third time. “Ladies!” he shouted. “Your devotion has touched my heart.” And he went on at length about how their singing had reminded him of his dear wife, long departed. It was her death that had turned him to drink, he said, and listening to them he had realized how it must pain his wife (who was now among the angels) to see him drinking and selling the demon rum to lead others into the path of wickedness. But he was a changed man; he would sell rum no more; he would change this place of evil into a Temperance hotel, where only tea and healthful beverages were served. And he had them, the ladies of the Temperance Society, to thank for it.

It seemed to Helen that his delivery lacked conviction. Twice, he glanced at Harold, who smiled and nodded and winked, more than once. “Why are you winking?” she whispered to him.

“Winking back tears,” he said. “Tears of joy.”

Helen had her doubts about this.

“So you can be on your way,” the owner said. “Happy that you have done your duty.”

Miss Paxon smiled. “I think we’d best stay a time and pray with you.”

“You have done so much already,” the man cried. “I cannot ask any more.”

“You do not have to ask,” Miss Paxon said. “We are only too glad to be here in your time of need. We rejoice with the angels in heaven at your salvation. Let us sing together.” She turned to Mrs. Victor, who was ready to begin another hymn.

“I must express my gratitude,” the man shouted. “How can I help you, who have helped me so much? I know! I can help by spreading the word to others. You must take this message to the hills. As depraved and wicked as we are here in San Francisco, the men in the mine fields are ten times worse. But you good ladies could melt their hearts and get them to mend their ways.” He turned to the drunks and the gamblers who had come from his saloon and all the other saloons on the street. “Men!” he cried. “We must take up a collection. We must send these good ladies to the place where they can do the most good. To the mining camps—where men are sorely in need of their assistance.”

And the tavern owner took off his hat and took a hundred-dollar bill from his pocket. “I’ll start the collection with this,” he said, “for I am the greatest sinner amongst you.”

“Let the young lady pass the hat!” Harold cried.

At Harold’s insistence, Helen took the hat and walked through the crowd. It seemed to Helen that some of the men were torn between laughter and tears, but they all reached into their pockets and poured dollars and gold into the man’s hat, so she supposed that their hearts were moved. Many of them hugged her and thanked her. By the time she returned to Miss Paxon’s side, her cheeks were burning—from the scratchy kisses of grateful men and all the attention.

Mrs. Victor led one more hymn, Miss Paxon conferred with Harold, and then all the members of the Temperance Society retired in triumph to Mrs. Victor’s parlor for tea.

The next day, on the coach to Sacramento, Helen asked Miss Paxon if she thought the tavern keeper had been sincere in his repentance.

“Sincere? Well, he sincerely wanted us to leave. And he was willing to pay to accomplish that end.” Miss Paxon patted her purse. “Now he has a little less money to use for his evil doings.”

Helen had come to California to do the Lord’s work. At that moment, looking down at the bear, Helen wondered exactly what the Lord had in mind. The bear was eating the hard candies with great relish, chewing with its mouth open as the candies stuck in its teeth.

“What are we going to do?” she asked Miss Paxon.

“Wait to see what happens next,” Miss Paxon said in a tone of great confidence. “It’s bound to be interesting.”

Helen nodded dubiously. Her aunt Bridget, she was sure, would have said that they should pray to the Lord for guidance. Hesitantly, she suggested this to Miss Paxon.

Miss Paxon shrugged. “If you like,” she said.

Helen bowed her head. “Dear Lord,” she began. “We pray for your assistance in our hour of need. We ask…” But before Helen could complete her request, she was interrupted by a bloodcurdling howl. “Wolves,” she gasped, craning her neck to see if she could see the source of the sound. In the distance, another wolf answered the first. “They’re gathering. They’re closing in on us.”

Staring in the direction of the howling, Helen saw something move: a person. “Hello,” she called. She waved, feeling faintly absurd. How does one properly introduce oneself to a stranger in the woods when one is sitting in a tree being menaced by bears and wolves? “Excuse me! We’re rather in need of some help. There’s a bear eating our luggage, and…”

Her explanation trailed off as she got a closer look at the stranger, a young woman who was half-naked, wearing a loose shirt and a pair of men’s trousers that had been cut off at the knees, leaving her legs shockingly bare. A bow and a quiver of arrows were slung over her shoulder. A wolf walked at her side.

“Rallo,” said the woman. “How do you do?”

Startled, Helen answered automatically. “Very well, thank you. How do you do?”

The woman’s smile widened. “Very well.”

“Wonderful,” said Miss Paxon. “Could you do something about that bear?”

The bear had finished the last of the horehound candy and was idly snuffling through Miss Paxon’s things. He nosed a box, and it fell open, spilling lavender-scented face powder on the ground. The bear sneezed mightily, but continued to paw through Miss Paxon’s bag. A glass bottle tumbled from the open bag, breaking against a rock, and the powerful scent of lilac perfume rose from the spill.

The bear sneezed again. Sitting back on his haunches, he surveyed the wreckage, shaking his head and sneezing a third time.

The savage woman shrugged. She spoke to the bear then, shouting at the animal in some foreign language. The bear sneezed again, then turned away from the scattered clothes. With a glance at the women in the tree, he shambled away.

“What did you say to him?” Helen asked. “What language was that?”

“I told him that there was a fine rotten log at the bottom of the hill, filled with fat grubs. I told him it was time for him to go.” The woman grinned. “But he was going anyway. He did not like that smell.” She wrinkled her nose—clearly she did not much care for it either.

“Thank you for your assistance,” Miss Paxon said. “Let me introduce myself. I am Miss Paxon, and this is my assistant, Miss Harris. We are on our way to Selby Flat, and I fear we have lost our way. Perhaps you could assist us?”

“There’s a circus in the valley,” Sarah said. “They are going to Selby Flat. I will take you to them.”

Miss Paxon and Helen clambered down from the tree. Miss Paxon shook Sarah’s hand and asked Sarah’s name. She squatted down to greet Beka, allowing the wolf to sniff her face thoroughly. The wolf sniffed at Helen’s skirts in an unseemly fashion.

Sarah found their mule—the beast hadn’t gone far—while Helen and Miss Paxon gathered the things that the bear had scattered. The moon was rising, providing enough light to cast shadows, but not enough to reassure Helen that the shadows were harmless. As she repacked the saddlebags, Helen kept a nervous watch on the shadows around her. Sarah and Miss Paxon both seemed quite confident that the bear would not return, but Helen was not so sure.

Finally, the mule was loaded, and they were ready to go. Sarah told the women to follow her and started down the hillside. Miss Paxon led the mule and seemed as confident in her footing as that surefooted beast. But Helen was quite the opposite. After a bit, Sarah let Miss Paxon go ahead, leading the mule. Sarah waited for Helen to catch up.

Sarah was amazed at how slowly Helen traveled. Though the hillside was not terribly steep, and they were following a deer trail that seemed quite wide to Sarah, Helen kept slipping and almost falling. Twice, she started to blunder off the trail, though the way seemed quite clear to Sarah.

Sarah could read fear in the way Helen moved; she held herself stiffly and jerked nervously whenever her dress caught on a branch. She peered nervously at every shadow.

“Come,” Sarah said, when Helen finally reached the place where she stood. The woman stopped, obviously startled. She had been watching her feet so carefully that she had not noticed Sarah standing there.

Helen stared at Sarah with wide, frightened eyes. “I keep slipping,” she said. “I know I’m going to fall.”

“Here, I will help.” Sarah held out her hand and led the woman along the trail, walking slowly and showing the woman where to put her feet. Helen clutched Sarah’s hand, clinging for dear life.

“Your shoes are not good,” Sarah told Helen after observing how they slipped on smooth places in the trail.

“I’m sorry,” Helen said. She was still frightened. In the moonlight, Sarah saw tears glistening in her eyes.

Sarah frowned. “You are sorry for your shoes?” she asked.

“I’m sorry I’m so slow.”

Sarah shrugged. “You will get faster.” She studied the woman’s posture. “Do not walk like this,” she said, imitating Helen’s walk—stiff-legged, back ramrod straight. “Go like this.” Sarah relaxed, letting her legs bend so that it was easy to recover from slipping.

Helen giggled nervously. “Aunt Bridget always stressed good posture,” she said.

“Who is Aunt Bridget?”

“My aunt. She is very strict.” Sarah frowned. “She is not here.”

“You’re right. She’s not.” Helen smiled, relaxing a little. “She’d have nothing good to say if she were. She wouldn’t approve of all this. Climbing trees, chasing bears, gallivanting about in the middle of the night.”

Sarah studied Helen’s face. “I do not think I would like Aunt Bridget.”

“Oh, you wouldn’t like her at all. And she wouldn’t approve of you.”

“You do not like Aunt Bridget,” Sarah observed.

“Well, I owe her so much.” Helen began. Sarah could tell from her tone that she was going to continue. People, Sarah thought, often talked too much.

“But you do not like her,” Sarah interrupted before Helen could go on. She studied Helen’s face, reading the truth of the matter there. “And she does not approve of you.”

Helen laughed suddenly. “You’re right. She would be appalled by all this.”

“Then why do you care about good posture?” Sarah pronounced the last word carefully, not knowing what it meant, but knowing that it was one reason that Helen could not relax and walk down the hill.

Helen laughed again. “I don’t.”

“Good. Then follow me.”

Helen followed, walking more easily. She started to fall, and rather than stiffening up, she bent her legs and recovered.

“Much better,” Sarah said. Helen’s grip on Sarah’s hand had eased; she was beginning to relax.

“I can see a campfire,” Miss Paxon called from the hillside below.

“Not far now,” Sarah said to Helen.

“It’s not so bad,” Helen said. When they reached the meadow, she was smiling, still holding Sarah’s hand. “Thank you for helping me,” she said. “I could not have done it without you.”

Helen could see the light of a distant campfire, flickering through the trees. As Sarah led her across the meadow, Helen saw a bulky shadow move out of the trees and loom closer, following them. She shrieked. “Oh, my goodness!” she cried, her confidence evaporating. “What is it?”

“It is Ruby,” Sarah said. “Professor Serunca’s elephant.”

Helen gaped in amazement as the elephant approached, flapping its ears and lifting its trunk in a salute.

“Professor Serunca!” Miss Paxon exclaimed. “How wonderful!”

“Who’s that?” shouted a voice from the campfire.

“Hello, Professor,” Miss Paxon called. “It’s Gitana. With my

traveling companion, Helen Harris.”

The Professor stood at the edge of camp, holding a flaming brand from the fire. When he saw the three women, he hurried toward them, beaming when the torchlight fell on Miss Paxon.

“Gitana,” the Professor called. “How wonderful to see you again!”

Helen watched in amazement as Professor Serunca greeted Miss Paxon in the European style, kissing both cheeks. Miss Paxon glanced at Helen and smiled. “The Professor and I were students of the same guru in India. And we have worked together, every now and then.”

“Come and sit by the fire,” the Professor said. “You must tell me what you’ve been up to since I saw you last.”

Helen sat on a fallen log beside Cassidy, listening to Miss Paxon tell of their experiences in California and the Professor recount the travels of his company to date. Sarah and Beka stood at the edge of the circle of firelight, just behind her.

“This is a fine bit of luck,” the Professor said. “You can come with us to Selby Flat, where we will search for Sarah’s friend Max. I am quite confident that we will find him.”

Sarah sat by the fire, studying their faces in the firelight. Everyone was smiling, happy to be together. The large black poodle leaned against her leg. Snowflake slept in her lap. Helen sat close at her side, glancing at her every now and then, as if for reassurance.

The Professor’s confidence was quite persuasive. At that moment, it all seemed quite easy. They would go to Selby Flat. They would find Max. And all would be well.



19 A FORMIDABLE WOMAN

“She was not quite what you would call refined. She was not quite what you would call unrefined. She was the kind of person that keeps a parrot.”

—Following the Equator; Mark Twain

MAX SET ON A WOODEN CRATE, idly sketching the steamship Discovery as it chugged slowly toward the dock. For the past two months, he had been at the dock each day that a steamship was due.

He had become a fixture there, known to the longshoremen and the sailors. Just then, he was putting the finishing touches on a panoramic sketch of the derelict ships that filled the harbor, long since abandoned by their crews. Some of them had been converted into floating warehouses, serving as storage for shopkeepers on shore. From where Max sat, he could see the masts of ships that had been run aground and converted to terrestrial use: He had visited a bar in a steamship’s belly, a gambling house in an old clipper ship.

It was late June. In March, as he was waiting in Selby Flat for the snows to melt in the high country, he had received a letter from Audrey North.


	I have received word that my husband’s ship has been lost with all hands. I am a widow now. It is so strange. I loved my husband, but sometimes I felt that I loved the memory of my husband, not the man who returned to this house so rarely, at such great intervals. That man was a stranger to me—a beloved stranger, but a stranger still.

	I am grieving, but at the same time, I feel strangely liberated. I am dressed in black, as befits a widow. But I confess that I feel lighter now, as if my husband had been a weight that was dragging me down.

	Over the protests of friends and family, I have decided to sell my house in New Bedford and come to California. I will purchase a ticket on a steamship to Panama. I have heard that the journey across the isthmus is not as difficult now as it once was. But that does not matter. Whatever the danger, I am ready for it. Look for me in the spring.



He had hurried to San Francisco to look for her arrival. There, he had waited, fretting that he could not be in the mountains, unable to send a message to Sarah, chafing to be gone, but unwilling to abandon Audrey North to make her way alone.

Each time he met a ship, he inquired of the passengers if they had met Mrs. Audrey North, if they knew her whereabouts. Two days before, a matronly woman, escorting her brood of youngsters ashore, had told him that Mrs. North had been in Panama when she left. “She booked passage on the Discovery,” the woman assured him. “God willing, she’ll be here soon.”

The winds that slowed northbound ships were unseasonably strong, he had learned from the sailors. Storms at sea had swamped more than one ship, had delayed others.

“There she is!” cried Tom Jacobs. Jacobs, like Max, had been meeting all the ships for the past month. He was waiting for his wife, whom he hadn’t seen in three years. Jacobs bounced on his heels, so excited he couldn’t stand still. “With luck, your friend will be aboard, too.”

When Jacobs had asked Max who he was waiting for, Max had hesitated. “A friend,” he had said, after a pause. He didn’t know how to describe his relationship to Audrey North. For more than a decade, they had been corresponding with each other. Over that time they had exchanged views on any number of subjects. Sometimes, those exchanges had been heated.

He was looking forward to meeting Audrey with a mixture of anticipation and apprehension. He had enjoyed corresponding with the woman—with her comfortably far away and no danger that they would ever meet. He was a lonely man, and she had been, in so many ways, the perfect audience for his writings. She had been quite supportive and kind, finding him a publisher, offering words of encouragement.

But he had had so little experience with women over the past decade and a half. He had always been in the company of men, and the thought of meeting a lady made him nervous.

Since he had received the letter saying that she was on her way, he had been trying to imagine meeting Audrey in person. He had no idea what she looked like. A formidable woman, he thought. Broadly built, with a no-nonsense demeanor. She would, he thought, be somewhat reserved. Very respectable, of course.

The steamship was making slow progress. It was surrounded by smaller boats. Agents for the auction houses, eager to know what cargo the Discovery carried, had hurried out to bid for scarce items, hoping to purchase the merchandise before the ship even touched ground. Men from some of the city’s larger employers were asking whether there were passengers with specific skills: cooks or carpenters or blacksmiths or clerks. One-man ferries, for the traveler in a hurry, met the ship and offered to carry passengers quickly to shore for a mere three dollars. After four months at sea, there were always a few passengers who were willing to pay that extravagant tariff to abandon ship just a few hours sooner than they otherwise would.

Max put away his notebook and left his seat on the crate to join the crowd at the edge of the dock. “There she is!” Jacobs shouted. He waved frantically. “There’s my Nancy.” A thin blond woman in a calico dress waved back.

Max stared at the passengers who crowded the steamship’s railing, scanning their faces. The great throng of weary-looking men, women, and children, Max guessed, had traveled by steerage. Max knew from talking to miners who had come west by steamer that steerage passengers were crowded into a single large compartment in the hull of the ship, sleeping in tiers of berths with no privacy to speak of. It was a beastly, uncomfortable way to travel, particularly in the tropics, where the heat made the sleeping quarters unbearable.

The second-class passengers had it better. Their sleeping chambers held a dozen or more berths, but they usually had portholes, and the passengers ate the same meals as the first-class passengers.

The first-class passengers had small, private cabins, each with two to four berths, a washstand, and a mirror. By the standards of steamships, first-class passengers traveled in luxury.

Nancy, the miner’s wife, was among the second-class passengers, a crowd of respectable-looking men and women—shopkeepers, farmers, tradesmen, and the like, by the look of them. One woman stood alone, staring toward the shore. She wore a gray dress of a severe cut. He could not see her hair—it was tucked under a hat. She was frowning at the shore, looking decidedly stern.

Could that be Audrey, he wondered. He could see no other likely candidate. Tentatively, he lifted a hand to wave at her, but she did not wave back. “Mrs. North!” he called, but his voice was lost in the shouting of sailors and longshoremen, the creaking of the dock, and the splash of the waves.

As the ship approached, the dock became a confusion of eager men, each with his own agenda and no one to keep order. Longshoremen pushed forward with their carts, ready to unload the cargo; men who were meeting passengers called up to them. The gangplank was lowered, and the passengers crowded off. Max fought his way through the crowd to the base of the gangplank, just in time to see Nancy rush into the arms of her waiting husband. Then he lost his position for a moment, as a man with a cart full of oranges pushed past, the first cargo to be unloaded. The sweet scent of oranges momentarily mingled with the tang of salt water.

“If I never smell another orange, it will be too soon,” said a woman who was stepping off the gangplank. She was a slender woman with auburn curls, wearing a dress the color of new leaves. She seemed to be speaking to him.

“Why is that?” he asked, craning his neck to search for Mrs. North. He couldn’t see her anywhere.

“The hold beneath my stateroom was filled with oranges, and I’ve been smelling them day and night for the past two months,” she said. “It was a lovely smell at first, but after two months, I would kill for a peach or an apple, anything but an orange.”

Max nodded politely, but did not respond further.

“Are you meeting someone?” she asked.

“Yes, but I seem to have lost her in the crowd,” he said, frowning.

“A woman?”

“Yes, yes,” Max said, a little impatient now. He was concerned for Mrs. North’s well-being. Though she craved adventure, he thought she would be bewildered by the noise and confusion of the dock. He thought the woman who addressed him was being rather brazen. “She was standing by the railing when the boat docked. There she is!” The woman in gray was making her way down the gangplank. “Mrs. North!” he called, waving frantically. “Mrs. North.”

She did not look his way.

Max felt someone tap him on the shoulder. The auburn-haired woman again. “That’s Miss Hector,” she said. “She’s come to San Francisco here to manage a school.” She smiled. “But as it happens, my name is North. Audrey North.”

Max stared, dumbstruck.

“You must be Max.”

Max realized his mouth was hanging open and closed it. With an effort, he managed something like a smile. “Mrs. North,” he said. “Audrey. My apologies. I didn’t think…I thought…”

She smiled, an expression far more genuine than his own.

“What did you think?” she asked.

“I thought you would be older.” He spoke without thinking, then colored when he realized how very impertinent he sounded.

But she continued smiling. “I’m forty-four years old,” she said. “That’s quite old enough, I think.”

Her smile widened as she waited for him to respond. He could not think of what to say. He had imagined a plain, solid woman—rather like Mrs. Selby with a literary bent.

“I thought…” he hesitated, then continued, “I thought you would be in mourning.”

She shook her head. “I wore black all the way to Panama,” she said. “That was all I could manage. In the end, the heat decided me. I commissioned this dress from a local seamstress.”

Max nodded, but could think of nothing to say. So many men came to California and left their past behind. He supposed it was only fair for a woman to do the same.

“And what else did you think?” she asked.

The last of the passengers was stepping off the gangplank. “I thought you might like to get to a hotel and freshen up,” he stammered.

Somehow, despite his confusion, he managed to find her luggage and engage a horse-drawn cab to take them to the hotel where he had been staying, a clean, unpretentious establishment on a quiet street. On the way to the hotel, she asked about Sarah. He told her when he had seen the girl last, how she had been then. “The snow has melted in the high country,” he said. “She’ll be looking for me, wondering where I am.” He asked about her journey, and she told him about Latin American fruit markets and storms at sea.

At last, they reached the hotel. He unloaded her bags and she arranged for a room with Mrs. Price, the proprietress.

“Why don’t you take a moment to refresh yourself?” Mrs. Price suggested. “If you would like a bit of tea, I could bring that to the parlor.”

“That would be lovely.”

An hour later, Max was sitting in the parlor by the front window when Audrey came downstairs. She settled on the horsehair sofa across from him with a sigh.

“Do you know, it feels like the entire city is rolling beneath me,” she said. “I can feel every wave and swell.”

“You’ve got your sea legs,” Max said, then caught himself. He blushed at having mentioned her legs, something one just did not do.

She stared at him, scrutinizing his face with those intense blue eyes.

“My apologies,” he said hastily. “I’ve been in the hills too long. I…”

“Max,” she interrupted. “Why are you afraid of me?”

“Afraid of you?” He shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I…”

“I’ve seen it before. I make men nervous.”

“My dear lady, you’re being foolish. I can’t imagine…” 

“You’ve been terrified since you met me at the ship. You’ve been blushing and babbling about nonsense.” She considered him with a steady gaze.

He avoided her eyes and started to bluster, knowing he was blustering but unable to stop himself. “Terrified? My dear lady, you’ve been on that ship too long. You’re talking to a man who has faced grizzly bears. Afraid of you? I don’t know what you could be thinking. I…”

She giggled. No question about it. She definitely giggled. He stopped in mid-sentence, glaring at her.

“Exactly what do you find so amusing?” he asked.

“I was remembering a letter you wrote to me a few years ago. You told me that you had tried to explain to Sarah what lying was. She didn’t understand no matter what you said, until she mentioned that you were afraid of Jasper Davis. You told her you weren’t. In your letter, you went on at some length about your ability to bluster. And after you had gone on for some time, Sarah said…”

“You’re lying.” He finished her sentence.

Audrey grinned at him. “You certainly didn’t exaggerate your ability to bluster,” she said.

He nodded. Her eyes were as blue as Sarah’s—a brilliant, honest blue that caught the light, sparkling with good humor. “Well, I’ve had a lot of practice. People expect an author to bluster a bit, I think.”

“You do it very well.”

“Thank you.” He studied her face.

“Remember—we’ve been corresponding honestly for some thirteen years now.”

He leaned back in his chair, still considering her face. “If I’d known we were going to meet, I might have been a little more careful about what I wrote.”

She shrugged. “Too late now. I know your secrets.” 

“Not all of them.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Maybe not all, but enough.”

“All right, you asked why I’m afraid of you. I’m afraid because you’re very pretty and you’re very smart and it’s been years since I was around a lady.” He paused. “I was expecting you to be rather stout and matronly.”

“You sound a little disappointed.”

“Just surprised. I expected a woman in mourning, and I found a woman who giggles at the first sign of bluster.”

She nodded. “You were expecting Mrs. Audrey North, a stout New England matron. But when I crossed the isthmus, I decided that it was time to reinvent myself. I am no longer Mrs. North of New Bedford, grieving widow of Captain North, pillar of her community. Oh, no—I’m simply Audrey North, a woman looking for her niece among the wolves. And I’m certainly not a lady.”

Max nodded. “There’s a long tradition of men coming west to leave their past behind,” he said slowly.

“That’s exactly it,” she said. “I’m starting fresh.”

“All right then,” he said. “Let’s start again.”

She reached out, took his hand, and squeezed it, a gesture of sudden affection. “That’s better,” she said. “Now I’m not afraid of you, and you aren’t afraid of me.”

“Were you ever afraid of me?” he asked.

“Terrified,” she said steadily. Then she waved her hand, dismissing the past. “Now that all that is settled, let’s talk about where we go from here. I understand that we’d best take a riverboat to Sacramento and catch a stagecoach from there to Nevada City. Then perhaps by horse and mule from there to Selby Flat. I am looking forward to seeing my niece as soon as possible.”



20 THE CIRCUS COMES TO TOWN

“Clothes make the man.

Naked people have little or no influence in society.”

—Mark Twain

MEANWHILE, IN THE CALIFORNIA FOOTHILLS, Professor Serunca’s traveling circus was preparing to head for Selby Flat. Before they left, Helen raised the question of Sarah’s clothing. She spoke first with Miss Paxon.

“I wonder,” she began cautiously. “If Sarah is corning to town with us, I think…perhaps we should make sure she is properly dressed.”

Miss Paxon glanced over at Sarah. The wild girl was standing beside Ruby, patting the elephant’s trunk. Beka sat at Sarah’s feet, gazing up at the elephant. The poodles had gathered around them. It looked for all the world like Sarah was introducing Ruby to the wolf. As she watched, Ruby’s trunk snaked over to Beka, sniffing at the wolf and being sniffed in return.

Miss Paxon studied Sarah’s legs. “Yes, you have a point. No point in starting a riot on our way into town.”

“I have a skirt she could wear,” Helen said.

“Why don’t you ask her if she’d like to do that?”

Sarah caught the scent of Helen’s nervousness as the woman approached, clutching a bundle of fabric. Sarah turned away from Ruby and Beka, leaving the two animals to continue getting to know each other, and studied Helen’s face. “What is wrong?” she asked Helen.

“I thought you might like to borrow a skirt,” Helen said. “So that you will be properly dressed when we get to town.” She shook out the bundle in her hands and held up her blue serge traveling skirt. “The length is about right. We’d have to pin the waist in a bit, but otherwise it would be just fine.”

Sarah stared at the fabric. “Why would I wear that?”

“Because all the ladies do.” Helen paused, gazing at Sarah’s exposed legs. “And you really need to cover your legs.”

Sarah frowned. “I am not cold.”

“You don’t wear a skirt to keep warm,” Helen said. “You wear it so no one can see your legs.”

Sarah looked down at her legs. “Why?” she said.

Helen hesitated. “Well, because…because it’s not proper.” She frowned, realizing how much she sounded like Aunt Bridget. Climbing trees wasn’t proper. Eating horehound candy wasn’t proper.

Sarah looked puzzled.

Helen touched her own skirt. “It will look quite nice,” she said uncertainly. “People will stare if you go to town dressed like that.”

Sarah studied Helen’s skirt. “Last night,” she said, “when you were climbing down from the tree, your skirt got in your way.”

Helen nodded. “Yes, well…it does get in the way sometimes. But ladies are supposed to wear skirts.”

Sarah fingered one side of the skirt that Helen held, examining the material. She tried to imagine running with that fabric rustling around her legs. She smiled, thinking of what it would be like to wear a skirt when she was with the wolf pack. The wolves could have a great tug of war, pulling on it. “It would be difficult to fight in a skirt,” she said.

“Ladies don’t fight,” Helen said.

Sarah stared at her. “They don’t?” She shook her head. “I can’t be a lady.”

Helen looked very distressed. Sarah scratched her head, trying to think of what she might do to make Helen happy. She was already fond of this woman. Sarah glanced at the Professor and Cassidy, who were loading the wagon. “I could cover my legs with trousers,” she said.

“Ladies don’t wear trousers.”

Sarah shrugged. This information seemed irrelevant. “Or I could wear these clothes. I am happy like this.”

In the end, after some discussion, Sarah borrowed a pair of the Professor’s trousers. Helen buttoned her shirt and instructed her to keep it buttoned. She braided Sarah’s hair, which Sarah rather liked, mutual grooming being a common way to show affection in the pack.

Eventually, the wagon was packed, Sarah was dressed, and they were ready to go. Sarah persuaded Beka to ride in the wagon with her and Helen, while Cassidy drove. Miss Paxon and the Professor rode Ruby.

For a time, the wolf was content. She and Sarah had hunted for quail in the predawn hours, and they were both well fed. She slept by Sarah’s feet.

As they traveled, Cassidy and Helen chatted about this and that—about the weather, about Cassidy’s travels, about how England differed from the States. Sarah listened—having nothing to contribute to the conversation—and watched the two of them. She was aware of another conversation, one of gestures and touches, that accompanied the flow of words. Cassidy touched Helen’s hand to get her attention and point to the woodpecker flitting past. Helen tilted her head, looking up at Cassidy as if his comment on the heat were most original. Cassidy put his arm around Helen when instructing her on how to drive the wagon, putting his hands over hers and demonstrating how she should hold the reins. The couple did not comment on this unvoiced conversation, and that puzzled Sarah.

As the day wore on, Beka grew restless, nervously licking her lips and gazing from the wagon with apprehension. Finally, she licked Sarah’s hand and stood, making her intention to leave the wagon clear. Taking the loose sleeve of Sarah’s shirt in her teeth, she tugged on Sarah’s arm, whining low in her throat.

“What’s going on?” Helen asked.

“Beka will go,” Sarah said. She stroked Beka’s ears. She shared the wolf’s nervousness, the sense that she was going where she did not belong. But she did not want to turn back now.

Leaning down, Sarah rubbed her head against the wolf’s in a gesture of affection, as she gently freed her sleeve from the wolf’s grip. Beka licked Sarah’s face, then turned away, leaping down from the moving wagon and heading back into the hills.

“Where is she going?” Helen was clearly concerned about the wolf and about Sarah. She took Sarah’s hand and squeezed it. “Why is she going?”

“She is going to the hills to hunt,” Sarah said. “She is going because she does not belong here.”

Holding Helen’s hand, Sarah watched the wolf disappear into the brush.

Selby Flat had changed considerably since Max had led his mule down from Grizzly Hill to report the murders of Sarah’s parents. The town now had a blacksmith, a butcher, a baker, a bootmaker, a justice of the peace, a doctor, and a barber, and never mind that the last two were the same man. Though Selby’s was still the largest hotel in town, three rival establishment offered rooms as well. The town included a stagecoach stop, four saloons, two general stores, and a school.

Masons had established a lodge in town, as had the Ancient Order of E Clampus Vitus, an equally secret society. The Masons had constructed a fine brick meeting hall near the center of town. The Clampers, as the members of E Clampus Vitus called themselves, met in an old miners’ log cabin down by Rock Creek.

The Ancient Order of E Clampus Vitus claimed origins in 4004 B.C. Some spoilsports said that the order had been created in the late 1850s as a drunken response to the Masons, the Odd Fellows, and other fraternal orders. Not so, said the Clampers. Adam, the Clampers said, was the Order’s first Noble Grand Humbug, the title given to the leader of a chapter. The society counted among its past members such luminaries as Solomon, George Washington, and Henry Ward Beecher. Since these individuals were conveniently dead, they could neither confirm nor deny their membership in the order.

The Clampers’ motto was Credo Quia Absurdum, “I believe because it is absurd.” Their meeting hall was designated the Hall of Comparative Ovations. Their symbol was the Staff of Relief. Upon initiation, all members were given “titles of equal importance.” Their avowed goal was to assist widows and orphans, particularly the widows. Their primary activity was initiating new candidates in extravagant and drunken rituals. They were reputed to do good works, but the truth of that was difficult to ascertain. Since no Clamper could ever recall the events of a meeting on the following day, the activities of the society were assured of remaining secret.

Selby Flat’s main street was the same dirt track that Max had walked along back in 1850—wider to accommodate stagecoaches, but just as dusty in the summer and just as muddy in the winter. The street was occupied by scratching chickens as often as it was by other kinds of traffic.

On the summer day that the circus came to town, a sow and her piglets were asleep in the shade by the barbershop. A couple of hounds had been sleeping there, but the pig had run them off. She outweighed the dogs by a considerable margin and wasn’t about to put up with any nonsense. If she wanted a spot in the shade, she took it. She was sleeping soundly when the distant trumpeting of an elephant disturbed her rest.

“What the hell was that?” asked an idler on the porch of Selby’s Hotel. “I never heard anything like it.”

Ruby led the way, carrying Professor Serunca on her back. The Professor shouted as people poured from the saloons and the hotels to stand on the sidewalks and gape. “The show starts an hour before sunset!” he shouted. “Come one, come all! You’ll be astounded! You’ll be amazed!” An easy promise to make: The crowd was already astounded and amazed by the colorful invasion of their town.

Cassidy was mounted on the white mare. As he rode, he juggled brightly colored balls. The medium-sized poodles rode on the backs of the bay horses that pulled the wagon. Miss Paxon stood on the wagon seat, and whenever she lifted her hand and shouted “Up!” the poodles stood on their hind legs and waved their paws, dancing to stay balanced.

Helen drove the wagon, clutching the reins and watching the horses nervously. She’d never driven a wagon before. From dime novels, smuggled into her aunt’s house and read surreptitiously, she knew that horses were always running off with women so that dashing young men could rescue them. Cassidy had assured her that this would not happen, but she did not quite believe his reassurances. Still, she had enjoyed the time he spent teaching her to drive the wagon.

Sarah sat quietly at Helen’s side, not waving or shouting. She watched the people who thronged the streets, examining their faces with grave interest as she passed. No one paid any attention to the quiet figure on the wagon seat.

So many people, all of them talking and shouting. She wondered how she could ever find Max among them.

“You there!” the Professor called to a farmer gaping from the street. “Is there a barn nearby that we could use for the circus?”

The man looked startled to be singled out. “Well, I reckon I have a barn,” he said. “You could use that.”

“Excellent,” shouted the Professor. “Climb aboard and point out the way.”

Right there in the street, Ruby knelt and the Professor helped the astonished man climb aboard. The crowd cheered, and the parade continued, escorted by shouting children and barking dogs.

Sarah sniffed the air, fascinated by the smells. Hot iron and smoke from the blacksmith shop; baking bread from the bakery; perfumed pomade from the barbershop; saddle soap from the livery stable; beer and whiskey and tobacco and roasting meat from the saloons and restaurants. And everywhere the scents of people, so many people.

She breathed deeply, sorting through the scents and searching for Max’s unique aroma. She could not smell him. So many strangers.

Sarah relaxed a little as they turned off the main street, following a winding track to the man’s farmyard and barn. Though a gang of children accompanied them, most of the crowd stayed in town.

The Professor inspected the barn and negotiated with the farmer for its use, discussing how it might best be set up to accommodate the show. “This is simply splendid,” he said. “Simply splendid.”

Sarah found herself pacing in the barnyard while the Professor made arrangements. In exchange for free admission, he hired three of the older boys to post flyers around the town—in case anyone had missed the parade. “And spread the word,” he told them. “We have a special attraction tonight. The Wild Angel will be performing with us. After that, come back and I’ll give you another job.”

The boys were off in a flurry of noise and dust. The Professor grinned as he turned back to Miss Paxon. “Might as well let them in free,” he said. “They’d have been sneaking in anyway.” He reached an arm out to Sarah. “Stop your pacing, my dear. Come inside the barn and let’s plan tonight’s entertainment.”

Mrs. Selby rushed out of the hotel as soon as she heard that the Wild Angel was with the circus, lingering only long enough to pack a picnic basket. She was sure that Sarah would be hungry.

She was red-faced and out of breath by the time she reached Amos Butterfield’s barn. Billy Johnson and two of his friends were standing guard at the door, keeping the other children out, but she bustled past them, not putting up with any nonsense. “Hallo,” she called to the people in the barn. “I’m Mrs. Selby. I’ve come to see Sarah McKensie.”

As her eyes adjusted to the dim light inside the barn, she studied the people. She saw Sarah’s coppery hair and recognized her delicate features from the sketch Max had shown her years ago.

“There you are!” she cried, her eyes bright with tears. This, at last, was the lost child. A child no longer, she was a young woman. Strangely dressed, to be sure, but Mrs. Selby forgave her that. Mrs. Selby would have forgiven her anything. “Oh, you poor motherless waif.”

She hurried to Sarah’s side. Sarah tensed, alarmed at the speed of the woman’s approach, then relaxed when Mrs. Selby set down her basket and flung her arms open wide, a gesture of such vulnerability that Sarah knew she meant no harm. Sarah did not resist when Mrs. Selby put her arm around Sarah’s shoulders and hugged her close. She liked Mrs. Selby’s smell, a warm scent that reminded Sarah of biscuits baking.

“Mrs. Selby, I am so glad you found us.” The Professor smiled. “Our young friend is eager to find Max, and I thought you might be able to tell us of his whereabouts.”

“I certainly can,” Mrs. Selby said. “But you must be hungry after all your traveling. I’ve brought lemonade and a fresh-baked loaf of bread. Max told me Sarah liked the biscuits that he made over the campfire, so I am certain that she will like my bread.”

They sat in the barn and had a picnic, while Mrs. Selby told them that Max was in San Francisco, fetching Sarah’s aunt. She answered one question and asked half a dozen: How did they meet Sarah? How long were they staying in town? Would they come and stay at Selby’s—it would be her pleasure to provide them with rooms.

“You must come and eat at the hotel,” Mrs. Selby said to Sarah.

“I need to fatten you up. And put some clothes on you, too.” 

“I have clothes,” Sarah said, touching her shirt.

Mrs. Selby shook her head. “You were raised by wolves, but you are in civilization now,” Mrs. Selby said. “We’ll get you out of those filthy rags and into a bath and a nice dress. Don’t you worry about a thing.”

Sarah frowned. She did not like the way that Mrs. Selby had dismissed her clothes. She was fond of the shirt that Max had given her; she liked the way it felt, the way it smelled. She thought the trousers were too long, but she could tolerate them. She glanced at Helen, suspecting that this talk of clothing would lead to another discussion of skirts.

“It did my heart such good to see her,” Mrs. Selby told Jasper Davis. “After all those years with the wolves, the poor motherless waif has come back to us at last. She’ll be coming to the hotel after the performance. I insisted.”

Jasper nodded. He had just ridden in from Nevada City, and stopped by Selby’s for a beer to wash the trail dust from his throat. He had missed all the excitement of the circus parade, but Mrs. Selby was happy to share all the news—including the news of Sarah McKensie.

“Isn’t it wonderful?” Mrs. Selby said.

Jasper agreed that it was wonderful that Sarah McKensie had come down from the wilderness at last. Yes, it would be a fine surprise for Max and Sarah’s aunt. He nodded, wondering what the girl remembered, what she had told the circus folks. Clearly, she had said nothing of import to Mrs. Selby, who was reporting with great joy that Sarah had eaten four slices of her fresh bread.

“What is she like?” he asked Mrs. Selby.

“She’s the sweetest girl you could meet,” Mrs. Selby said stoutly. “A bit shy, but well-spoken. ‘Thank you very much,’ she said when I buttered her a slice of bread. Just as plain as could be. Max taught her to speak, she said.”

“He did?” Jasper narrowed his eyes.

“Oh, yes, he certainly did. Max has been visiting with her in the mountains each summer.” Mrs. Selby shook her head, as if reporting on the mischief of a favorite son. “He’s been taking care of her all along, without letting us know. But all that doesn’t matter, now that she’s here. Are you going to the circus tonight?”

“I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” he said.

The sun was low in the sky when he reached Amos Butterfield’s barn. The warm summer day was becoming a balmy summer evening. He made his way through the crowd, smiling and greeting people. He found a place with his cronies, men he knew from the Masons’ lodge, on a bench constructed of hay bales and boards.

Sarah perched in the hayloft on one side of the barn and watched the Professor stroll into the ring, tipping his hat and welcoming the audience to the circus. He talked for a while about reality and illusion and the mysteries of the Orient, but Sarah didn’t pay attention to all that.

She was staring down at the audience, the largest gathering of people she had ever seen. She found Mrs. Selby, sitting in the front row, and that reassured her. She saw Helen and Miss Paxon, far in the back.

It wasn’t much of a circus, but then, it really didn’t have to be. The Professor had a performing elephant, and that was enough in itself to amaze and thrill the people of Selby Flat.

First Cassidy hobbled into the ring and juggled balls and swords and flaming torches, standing carefully on his injured ankle. After he hobbled off, the Professor produced Snowflake, the smallest of the poodles, from his bowler hat. He called the other poodles and they ran out and ran around and around the Professor. At a command, the two big dogs stood still, and the medium-sized dog vaulted over them, continuing to run around and around. The Professor put Snowflake down, and she ran with the other, but rather than vaulting the big dogs, she scampered between their legs when the Professor was looking the other way. In the finale, the poodles formed a pyramid with Snowflake standing on her hind legs at the top.

As the dogs ran off the stage, Miss Paxon led Ruby in the door. The elephant ambled into the ring, lifting her trunk as if saluting the Professor. As she strolled around the ring, he talked about her, telling the audience that she weighed five tons and stood nine feet tall at the shoulder. She could win a tug-of-war against a dozen horses. If she decided to charge, she would be unstoppable, trampling everything in her path. (At this, some members of the audience looked somewhat alarmed.)

“I brought Ruby to California from the exotic kingdom of Siam,” the Professor said. “We have performed together many times. But tonight, she will not perform under my command. Tonight, we have a special guest. You know her as the Wild Angel of the Sierras. Adopted by wolves when she was just a child, Sarah has lived in the wilderness, surviving by her wits and rescuing those who are in need. Just yesterday, she came to the aid of our humble traveling troupe. When we were threatened by a raging cougar, she came to our rescue. She befriended Ruby, and now she and the elephant will perform together. I present—the Wild Angel.”

Sarah hesitated, staring down at the audience. When she had practiced earlier, the barn had been empty. It had been fun to swing down to the floor, fun to ride on Ruby’s back. The Professor had been so happy that she would help them.

She took a firm grip on the rope that Cassidy had suspended from the rafters, pushed off her perch, and swung over the heads of the audience into the center of the barn to land beside Ruby. She wore the Professor’s trousers and her own flannel shirt, preferring these clothes to the glittery dresses he offered her (all castoffs that Lulu had left behind).

The elephant knelt beside Sarah, and the girl quickly climbed up onto Ruby’s back. She rubbed the elephant’s head. Ruby smelled pleasantly of warm hay and dust, a comforting smell. Ruby strolled around the ring, swaying gently beneath Sarah.

While Sarah studied the audience, the Professor talked and Ruby went through her paces. She circled the ring, reared onto her hind legs, picked up an American flag and waved it gaily overhead, all in response to the Professor’s cues. Sarah was strictly a passenger, with plenty of time to consider the audience as they watched her.

She saw Mrs. Selby, smiling and waving from her front row seat. She saw Helen and Cassidy, standing together at one side of the barn. The rest of the audience was a blur—so many eyes watching, so many hands clapping, so many voices cheering.

At last, Ruby completed her final circuit of the barn. The elephant knelt again. Sarah leapt down and stood beside the Professor. The audience was cheering. “Bow,” the Professor told her, and she bowed.

Finally, she left the stage, running up the aisle between the benches to return to the safety of the hayloft. One of the boys that the Professor had pressed into service had already returned the rope to its place, in anticipation of curtain calls. The Professor wanted her to swing down again, saying the audience would enjoy it just as much the second time.

She wasn’t thinking about that. She was grateful to have returned to the shadows of the hayloft, grateful that the audience was watching the Professor now.

The Professor was doing magic tricks with six apparently solid metal rings. First he showed the audience that he had six rings, each one solid metal, each one separate from the others. At least, that’s what he said he was showing them. Through all his talk, he kept one ring firmly in his hand. He linked the solid rings by magic, he said, but Sarah noticed that the ring that was in his hand was always the same ring and she suspected that it might not be as solid as the others.

But what she suspected didn’t matter. The audience was astounded. He joined the rings together and took them apart, talking all the while. When he was done, the audience applauded.

Miss Paxon brought him a basket for the rings and brought him a rifle. He took the rifle and faced the audience again. “I would like to ask your cooperation in performing my final act. I am going to perform a feat that requires the utmost concentration. In my bare hands, I will catch the bullet, fired from this rifle. If I miss, my life is forfeit. If I succeed, your pleasure is my reward. Now, I need the help of a volunteer, someone who knows how to fire straight and true. A brave man, who will not waver in this task.”

There was a great deal of shouting in one section of the audience. A tall man was being pushed forward by three other men. “Here’s your volunteer!” shouted one of the men. “Sheriff Davis.”

The man shook his head, but the crowd took up the call, shouting for the sheriff. “Hey, Sheriff, if you shoot the magician, who’ll take you to trial?” “Come on, Jasper.” The man stepped forward.

When the tall man stepped from the crowd, Sarah shivered, struck by a sudden chill. The light of the lantern that hung from the rafters shone on his golden hair. Her heart was pounding.

Professor Serunca handed the man a bullet for his examination. After the man had examined it, the Professor loaded the gun. He handed the rifle to Jasper and walked slowly to the far side of the barn. There he held his hands beneath his chin in a prayerful attitude and closed his eyes. Then he nodded.

The blond man lifted the rifle to his shoulder and fired. In that moment, as Sarah watched, a memory came into sharp focus. A sunny day by a flowing stream; a cold wet stone in her hand. Mama—her mama—was staring down into the valley, an expression of shock and disbelief on her face. In the valley, a man—this man—lifting a rifle to fire.

Sarah acted without hesitation, her reflexes honed by her years among the wolves. She grabbed the rope and swung down into the ring on a trajectory that would lead her to her enemy.

But Jasper was moving, stepping back and laughing as the Professor displayed the bullet that he had caught in his hands. She landed beside him, her knife drawn, her teeth bared. She was snarling, poised to spring—but for a moment, just for a moment, she hesitated.

What was it that stopped her? She did not hesitate to battle a raging grizzly or face a snarling wolf. From childhood, her reflexes had been trained for fighting. But for a moment, she did not move.

What stopped her? Only this: a scent in the air and the memories that it stirred.

Mingling with the scent of hay, Sarah caught the scent of Jasper Davis, as unique to him as his fingerprints, the aroma that was the essence of the man. A breath and she was transported to another time. She was a child, crouching in a cave among the boulders. She stared from the shadows into the sunlight. There, by a laughing stream, the tall blond man stooped over the fallen body of her mother. The breeze carried his scent—the aroma of terror, of fear, of helplessness. She could not move. She watched as the man stood up, his hands red with blood and overflowing with her mother’s coppery curls.

In that moment, Sarah stared at Jasper Davis, frozen in fear. Then she sprang for his throat.

Her hesitation had given him time to prepare. He sidestepped, catching the strike intended for his throat on his arm and swinging the empty rifle as a club. The heavy stock caught her in the temple, sending her slamming backward into one of the heavy timbers that supported the barn. She fell, closing her eyes, tumbling backward into unconsciousness.

Jasper stood with his hand clamped around his wounded arm, blood welling up between his fingers. “Look to the girl first,” he told the doctor. “I can wait.” Then he swayed on his feet. The Professor and the juggler helped him to a bench, where he watched the doctor examine the girl.

Cassidy and Miss Paxon were clearing the barn, telling people that the show was over, time to go. The crowd was moving reluctantly. Mrs. Selby stood by the fallen girl, tears on her motherly face. “I don’t understand,” she said. “Why would she attack the sheriff?”

Jasper shook his head, frowning. “I can’t say, Mrs. Selby. But I reckon it was good she attacked me, rather than one of the women or children.” He knew that some of those women were close enough to hear. “I hate to think what could have happened then.”

“She was always very gentle with us,” the Professor said. 

Jasper shrugged. “She was raised by wolves,” he said. “Wild animals.”

“She isn’t a wild animal,” Helen said. “She’s a sweet girl, really.”

“Poor child,” Jasper murmured. “I reckon I’ll have to lock her up for the night. In the interests of public safety.”

He shook his head, carefully furrowing his brow in an expression of grave concern.

He watched the doctor kneel by Sarah’s side and thought about how right Mrs. Selby was. It was a wonderful day. Sarah McKensie had tried to kill him in front of a hundred witnesses. He would lock her up immediately. No one could argue with that. He had no choice. And then, when she tried to escape, he would be forced to shoot her. Such a tragedy.



21 HAVE YOU SEEN THE ELEPHANT?

“…virtue has never been as respectable as money.”

—Innocents Abroad; Mark Twain

SARAH OPENED HER EYES and saw moonlight shining on a gray wall constructed of roughly fitted stone. She lay on a strawtick mattress on a stone floor. Her mouth was dry. Her head ached, a dull pain that centered in the right temple.

The air reeked of Professor Serunca’s Chinese liniment. Carefully, she touched her head and felt a cloth bandage, wrapped like a turban around her temples. She felt for her belt and her knife. Gone. Her lariat. Her bow and arrows. All gone.

Bad stinks clung to this place. The air held the bitter aroma of coffee, the dull scent of gunpowder; the musky smell of the men who had slept on the strawtick mattress before her. The scratchy wool blanket that had been tossed over her reeked of whiskey and tobacco, of old sweat and fear. The nearby bucket stank of urine.

Under all the other smells, through the reek of the liniment, there was another scent, one that made her heart pound in fear. She could smell the blond man, the sheriff they called Jasper. This was his place—she knew that.

She sat up on the mattress, staring around her. There were three stone walls and a wall of bars that separated the cell from a larger room. In the larger room was a desk, two chairs, some shelves. A jacket hung on the back of one of the chairs. His jacket—she knew by the smell.

She had to get out. His scent brought back memories that made her breath catch in her throat. She had to run. She had to hide.

Her eyes focused on the square of moonlight on one stone wall of her cell. Blinking, she turned her aching head, looking for the source of light. High on another wall, moonlight streamed through a window blocked by steel bars.

She stood up, one hand against the wall for support, cold stone floor against her bare feet. She prowled the limits of her cell, growing stronger with each step. She tested the steel bars that made up the third wall of the cell, but they did not yield to her tugging.

As she turned away from the bars, she heard a sound from outside the window. “Sarah?” a whispered voice said. “Sarah? Are you all right?” Helen’s voice.

The window was above her head, but she climbed the rough wall, her bare feet finding tiny ledges on the uneven stone surface of the wall. The opening offered a view of a narrow lane between the jail and a ramshackle building. The bars on the window were fixed securely in the stone wall.

Helen stood in the lane, looking up at the window. “Sarah! I’m so glad to see your face. Oh, your poor head! I tried to tell the sheriff that he didn’t need to lock you up. I told him you would stay with me. He wouldn’t listen.”

Sarah clung to the bars, looking down at Helen. “He is bad,” she said. “Very bad.”

“Oh, Sarah—what happened? Why did you attack the sheriff?” 

Sarah stared at her friend, remembering the things she did not want to remember. “He killed my mama. I remember his scent.” Helen stared at her. “That can’t be. Mrs. Selby said that Indians killed your parents.”

Sarah’s grip on the bars tightened. They were cold in her hands, as cold as the stone beneath her feet when she crouched in the cave, staring out into the sunlight where Jasper Davis stood over her mother. “He shot my mama. He took her hair.”

“Took her hair?” Helen’s voice was faint.

“With his knife. He cut her—took her hair.” She remembered crouching in the darkness and watching as Jasper bent over her mother. The smell of fresh blood mingled with Jasper’s scent, and Sarah was afraid. “Run and hide, Mama told me. I hid so he didn’t find me.”

“He scalped her?”

“I was hiding,” Sarah said again. Her voice trembled.

“Why would he do that?” Helen asked. “Why would he kill your mother?”

“I have to get out,” Sarah said. “He will come and find me. I have to leave this place.” She tugged on the bars, but they resisted her efforts. She reached through the bars, as if she could squeeze through.

Helen reached up and touched Sarah’s hand. “I’ll get help,” she said. “I’ll get Miss Paxon. I’ll get the Professor. They’ll know what to do.”

In the bar of the Selby’s Hotel, Jasper was telling another version of the story to the Professor, Cassidy, Miss Paxon, and a group of his cronies.

“It was a terrible tragedy,” he was saying. “Her folks had made camp on Grizzly Hill, right on Spring Creek. Injuns massacred her parents—scalped them both. I went up there with a half a dozen men from Selby Flat, and we searched for the little girl, but we couldn’t find her anywhere.”

He shook his head sadly. He started to reach for his whiskey with his wounded arm, then winced and used his other arm. The cut was shallow, but the doctor had insisted on bandaging it. He was glad of that. The bandage reminded everyone of her unprovoked attack. She had set up a perfect situation for him. With care, he could emerge from this as a hero.

“Careful there, Sheriff.” Tom Monroe took the bottle and refilled Jasper’s glass. “We can’t have you out of commission.”

Jasper nodded his thanks and continued his story. “Some figured Injuns had taken the girl captive. We searched high and low for Injuns, but never found ’em. Some thought it was Mexicans, making it look like Injuns’ work. We didn’t find them either.” He sipped his whiskey, holding the glass awkwardly in his left hand. “I reckon the story about her being raised by wolves is true. I just wonder how she’s going to do in civilization, having been brung up by wild animals.”

“She did very well with us,” the Professor said.

“She seemed so sweet,” Mrs. Selby chimed in. She had gone to fetch another bottle. Now she stood at Jasper’s side, frowning. “I really don’t see that you had to lock her up.”

Jasper looked at Mrs. Selby with a pained look. “You can’t imagine I wanted to lock her up.” His voice rang with indignation. “Don’t tell me you think that, Mrs. Selby!”

Mrs. Selby bit her lip, still frowning.

“I had no choice. She attacked me, and I reckon that was just as well. I can defend myself. Suppose she had taken after you or one of the women or one of the children?”

Mrs. Selby was shaking her head. “I don’t see why on earth she would. Think of all the folks she’s rescued from the wilderness. Why on earth would she…”

“I can’t say,” Jasper interrupted her. His tone was that of a man frustrated beyond politeness. “I can’t say what goes on in the mind of a wild animal. She’s a wild animal, and I reckon that’s all you can say about it.”

Jasper watched as his friends around the table nodded, looking solemn at this pronouncement. The circus folks looked dubious, but they didn’t matter. No one trusted circus folks.

“If only Max were here,” Mrs. Selby said. “Can’t we just wait until he gets here from San Francisco? He would take responsibility for her.”

“I would be willing to take the girl with me,” the Professor said. “I will take full responsibility for her.”

Jasper shook his head. “Thank you kindly, friend, but I’m afraid she’s my responsibility. Tomorrow, I reckon I’ll take her on down to Nevada City, where the judge will decide the best thing to do for her.”

His cronies were nodding. They liked the idea of sending her to Nevada City, comfortably passing this difficult responsibility on to someone else.

“I reckon in the morning that’s just what I’ll do,” Jasper said.

Tired of the talk in the bar, the Professor and Cassidy had gone out for some air. They were sitting and smoking their pipes on the porch of Selby’s Hotel when Helen appeared from the darkness. Her face was pale and she looked frightened.

“Helen, what’s wrong? I thought you’d gone to bed,” Cassidy said.

“How could I sleep?” Helen said. “How could anyone sleep? We have to help Sarah. We have to…” Then she burst into tears.

The Professor smoked calmly as he watched Cassidy comfort her. She was a sweet young woman, but she had not yet learned that it is better to meet crisis with a placid demeanor.

Between her sobs, she managed to tell Sarah’s story in its entirety. “That’s why she tried to…to kill him,” she sobbed. “And now, we have to help…we have to help her.”

“There, there,” Cassidy was saying. “Of course we’ll help.” He looked frantically to the Professor. “The circus takes care of its own.” The Professor puffed thoughtfully on his pipe. “It’s obvious that we can’t leave her there. I don’t trust that sheriff.” Throughout the conversation in the bar, the Professor had been studying Jasper. The sheriff had said he was sad when he thought of little Sarah, lost in the wilderness. But his jaw had been set and his eyes had narrowed, signs of anger, not sorrow. When Mrs. Selby had questioned him, the Professor could see the pulse pounding in Jasper’s temple. This was a man who did not like to be crossed. “We’ll have to spring her from jail and send her to safety.”

Cassidy was staring. “You make it sound so easy.”

The Professor shrugged. “Helen said the jail had a barred window facing the alley. I imagine that Ruby could yank those bars loose.”

Helen nodded enthusiastically.

“Then what?” Cassidy asked.

“Then I would suggest we find her friend Max, who is on his way from San Francisco.”

“I’ll dress her in my clothes,” Helen said. “We can take the wagon to Grass Valley and catch the stage.”

Cassidy looked dubious. The Professor smiled. An unlikely approach to a difficult problem—it was the sort of thing he loved. The Professor was a man of extravagant plans. He knew that this one was full of holes, but he didn’t mind that. He liked to get a plan rolling—and then see what happened. There was such joy in improvisation.

Cassidy frowned. “How do you plan to lead an elephant through the streets of town without attracting some attention?”

The Professor raised an eyebrow. “I am a master of the Oriental arts of illusion. Leave that to me.”

The Professor left the hotel alone, following a dirt track that led along Rock Creek toward a log cabin he had noticed earlier. Over the door were the words: “The Hall of Comparative Ovations. E Clampus Vitus.”

From outside the door, the professor could hear boisterous laughter and shouting. When he opened the door, he was met with the overpowering reek of whiskey and beer. He stepped inside, doffed his derby, and called in a stentorian voice: “Brethren, I come to you with a great thirst, a heavy purse, and a need for the assistance of my brothers.”

The Professor was, of course, a member of the Ancient Order of E Clampus Vitus, and he knew very well how to enlist the aid of the Order. First, he bought a round of drinks. Second, he explained, at the top of his lungs, that an orphan needed their help.

“Pity she ain’t a widder,” muttered one old Clamper.

“The rescue will involve much noise and confusion,” the Professor proclaimed. “And all participating members must feign drunkenness.”

“Well,” the old Clamper said, downing his whiskey. “I reckon we could lend a hand. One more drink and I might be able to manage that.”

“The Noble Grand Humbug has spoken,” shouted another man. “We’ll lend a hand.” He lifted his glass and asked the ritual question, asked at every meeting of the Order. “What say the Brethren?”

From a score of drunken Clampers thundered the ritual answer: “Satisfactory!”

If anything can distract a town from an elephant, it is a mob of drunken Clampers, laughing and shouting through the streets. A well-behaved elephant like Ruby has no need to call attention to herself. She can stroll quietly down the street, the dusty gray of her hide blending with the darkness surrounding her.

The Clampers, on the other hand, do not choose to blend quietly with the darkness. They hoot, they bray, they create every kind of ruckus—smashing bottles (empty ones, of course), singing bawdy songs, dancing in the street.

And so it was that Professor Serunca walked Ruby down the back streets of Selby Flat while the Clampers held an impromptu parade (in honor of a noble feat of Saint Vitis) on the main street. They had decked themselves in their finest ritual attire, with jangling medals fashioned from tin cans and flowing robes made of burlap sacks. The Noble Grand Humbug carried the Staff of Relief and delivered a speech that detailed the accomplishments of Saint Vitis, which seemed to involve much drinking.

Helen, Cassidy, and Miss Paxon met the professor in the alley. “Is it an angry mob, coming to get us?” Helen asked. Her eyes were wide and frightened.

“Oh, no. Those are friends. How are you doing?” the Professor asked Sarah.

In the moonlight, her eyes gleamed through the barred window. “I am ready to leave this place,” she said.

“We’re going to get you out, and then you’ll dress up in these clothes.” Helen held a bundle of clothes, which she had fetched from her room. “Then we’ll go to San Francisco and find Max.”

The Professor looped a length of sturdy rope, appropriated from the barn, around the bars, fastening the other end to Ruby’s harness. Then he urged Ruby forward.

The bars were not designed to withstand the force of an elephant. The sound of the bars tearing loose from the masonry wall was lost in the rattling, crashing, shouting hubbub of a horde of Clampers in full celebration. In a minute, the bars were down. Sarah slipped through the opening.

As soon as her feet touched the ground, she was running—out of the town, back into the wilderness that was her home.

Max stared out the window of the coach, trying to make out the scenery through the dust. His bones ached from the jolting of the coach. When he smiled at Audrey North, he could feel the gritty layer of dust that coated his face.

“Not my favorite way to travel,” he told Audrey, speaking loudly to be heard over the creaking of the coach and the shouts of the driver.

“What is your favorite way to travel?”

“On foot. With a pack mule named after a poet.” 

“After a poet?” She frowned.

“After a bad poet,” he said.

They were nearing the outskirts of Selby Flat. Through the window, Max spotted a man he recognized, riding alongside the coach. “Hello, Buck! What’s the news from Selby Flat?”

At that moment, the driver whipped the horses and the coach began to pull ahead. “The Wild Angel has escaped,” Buck shouted after the coach. “Jasper Davis has got a posse after her.”

“What?” Max stuck his head out the window into a cloud of dust. The coach had left the man behind.

“Escaped?” Audrey said. “That suggests she had been captured.” 

Max shook his head. “We’ll find out when we get to Selby Flat,” he said. He had a bad feeling about this.

“Max! Oh, Max, thank the good Lord you’re here!” Mrs. Selby rushed from the kitchen to meet them the moment they stepped into Selby’s dining room. Her eyes were red from weeping; even now, she seemed to be fighting back tears. “Sarah is gone,” she said. “Run away.”

“What happened?” Max asked.

Mrs. Selby held her hands out to Audrey. “You must be the dear child’s aunt,” she said. “I’m sure you’re exhausted from your journey. Sit down, and I will tell you what happened.”

Over tea and breakfast, Mrs. Selby recounted the events of the past few days: Sarah’s arrival with the circus, her attack on the sheriff, her subsequent escape from jail. “Now Professor Serunca, the owner of the elephant, is locked up in the back of the general store, the elephant is in Mr. Butterfield’s barn, and everyone is out looking for Sarah. The sheriff says she’s a public menace.” Mrs. Selby shook her head.

“Why did she attack the sheriff?” Audrey asked.

“It’s all very muddled. The sheriff says she’s a wild animal. The circus folks say…Oh, here they are. Miss Paxon! Miss Harris! Mr. Orton.” Mrs. Selby beckoned to the people who had just stepped in the door. “This is Max. And Sarah’s aunt, Mrs. Audrey North.”

Max stood, bowing ever so slightly to the ladies, nodding to Mr. Orton. Miss Paxon was a blond woman with regal bearing and piercing blue eyes. Miss Harris was a sweet-faced young woman who looked ever so worried. Mr. Orton had his hand on her shoulder. He seemed to be her protector.

“A pleasure to meet you,” Audrey said. “Do you suppose you might join us for breakfast? I understand that you might tell us something of my niece and the crime she’s accused of committing.” Max sat back, watching Audrey quiz the three newcomers. She quickly learned their first names: Gitana, Helen, and Cassidy.

“No question that she attacked the sheriff,” Cassidy said. “Half the town watched her go after him with a knife.”

“I’m so worried about her,” Helen said. “She was hurt when the sheriff locked her up, then she ran away.”

“We’re all worried, dear,” said Mrs. Selby: “But now tell them about why she attacked Jasper.”

“I talked to her after the sheriff locked her in jail,” Helen said. “She said that the sheriff had killed her mama and papa. She said that he killed them and scalped her mama.” She frowned, shaking her head. “She was sure of it.”

Max stared at the young woman, considering what she had said. “That’s why he’s been so interested in finding her,” he murmured. It explained many things: why Sarah was afraid of Jasper, why Jasper had shot at her, years ago at the lake.

“I just can’t believe that of the sheriff,” Mrs. Selby said. 

“I can,” Max said softly. “I certainly can.”

Cassidy’s eyes met Max’s. “You’re the only one who can, so far,” he said. “We informed the local justice of the peace…”

“That’s Tom Monroe,” Mrs. Selby added. “He runs the general store.”

“A good friend of Jasper’s,” Max observed.

Cassidy continued. “Mr. Monroe informed us that was impossible. That the girl was clearly deranged, and not a reliable witness.” 

Max shook his head. “We have to find her before Jasper does,” Max said. “We have to protect her.”

“Now Max,” Mrs. Selby said, “I know you’ve never liked Jasper, but really…why would Jasper do such a thing?”

Max shook his head. “I don’t know,” he said. “But I believe Sarah. And we need to find her.”

Helen was smiling for the first time since she had sat down. There was something familiar about that smile, Max thought, something familiar about this young woman. But Max had no time to wonder about that.

“Even if we find her, the sheriff will put her back in jail.” Cassidy was saying. “Is there no greater authority to which we can appeal?”

Mrs. Selby looked at Max. “What about your friend, that nice Patrick Murphy?” She looked at Audrey. “Mr. Murphy is the Marshal in Nevada City and he’s an old friend of Max’s.”

Max shrugged, feeling uncomfortable. “Well, yes, he might help.” 

“Of course, he will. If you were to send word, I’m sure he’d come along right away.” Mrs. Selby glanced at Audrey.

Max noticed the glance, though he knew he was not supposed to. For the past decade, he had spent most of his time in the company of men, but he recognized this look. It was a look that said, “Men! Aren’t they foolish?” It reminded him of the mysterious ways in which women seemed to communicate. Put a few women together and soon they knew all about each other. They talked constantly, asking questions, telling about their lives—and that was part of it. But it wasn’t the whole story. Perhaps they read signals. They communicated nonverbally, like Sarah’s wolves. They knew each other by the cock of the head, the squint of the eyes, the precise tone of voice. They read signals that people didn’t even know that they were sending.

“Then don’t you think you should send him a message?” Audrey asked.

There was clearly only one correct answer, and Max gave it. 

“Now we need to find my niece, that’s clear. Where do you suppose she might be?” she asked.

“If I might make a suggestion?” Gitana spoke up for the first time. “When she ran away, she was remembering the murder of her parents, mourning for them. I suggest that she might go to the place of the murder.”

“And if there is any evidence of the sheriff’s guilt, that’s where it will be,” Helen added.

“Well, it’s been more than a decade since the murder,” Max began. “I doubt we’ll find anything after all these years.”

Helen turned to look at him, her smile fading. He noticed the beginnings of a frown on Audrey’s face.

“But you are right in saying that’s where we’re most likely to find evidence,” Max continued, trying to recover from his misstep. “And that’s as good a place to look as any.”

After that, matters were settled quickly, with Audrey suggesting the roles for various players as efficiently as a general deploying his troops. Max, Audrey, Helen, and Gitana would go to Grizzly Hill. Cassidy would take a message to Patrick Murphy.

Cassidy questioned this division of labor, wondering if it might be wise to include himself in the party searching for evidence and perhaps leave the ladies in the safety of town. His suggestion caused Helen to straighten in her chair and say, in a wounded tone, “Don’t you think we can manage, Cassidy?” Max gave him a sympathetic look, and Mr. Orton quickly backed down, accepting his role gracefully.



22 UNEASY MEMORIES

“To believe yourself to be brave is to be brave; it is the only essential thing.”

—Mark Twain

THEY REACHED GRIZZLY HILL on a beautiful summer afternoon. The sky was a pure, unsullied blue; the crimson sun was sinking sweetly behind the oak trees. But for Max, there was a chill in the air, a chill that came from his memories of this valley.

Max remembered Grizzly Hill all too well. The remnants of the McKensies’ camp were gone—the tent shredded to tatters and the tatters blown away on the breeze, the boxes crushed for kindling by passing miners. But he remembered where the tent had stood, where he had found Rachel’s body, where her husband had fallen. He remembered sitting by the tent and drawing a sketch to send to Audrey, hoping to soothe her grief.

It was a strange place to be and a strange task that had brought him there. All backwards and difficult. There had been a dreadful murder, and he knew who had done the killing. He thought now that he had known it all along, in a deep-down, instinctive sort of way. He had never like Jasper Davis, and now he knew why.

He knew who had committed the murder, but he did not know the reason for it. Even Mrs. Selby, who loved Sarah for a long-lost lamb, could not quite bri.ng herself to believe that Jasper Davis had committed this crime. There was no reason for him to commit such a terrible act, and there had to be a reason.

He thought about this as he stood with Audrey by her sister’s grave. California poppies had grown on the mound of earth. The brilliant orange flowers nodded in the breeze. An acorn woodpecker flew overhead, a blur of black-and-white feathers, topped by a red cap. The bird watched them from the branch of an oak, then turned to drill a hole in the tree. The woodpecker was busy with its own business, unconcerned with human problems. It did not need to know the reason behind human action. Reasons were irrelevant.

In the distance, a scrub jay shrieked, scolding someone or something in the bushes on the far side of the meadow.

“It’s a beautiful spot,” Audrey said. “Just as beautiful as the sketch you sent me.”

Max studied her face. Her blue eyes were swimming with tears, and that surprised and dismayed him. Since they had set forth on their travels, she had been an intelligent, capable, cheerful companion. She had never complained, never showed a trace of being frail or delicate. When they had learned of the troubles at Selby Flat, she had competently set out to address them, without a moment’s hesitation for tears or hysteria.

“Don’t cry,” he said, realizing as soon as he said it that it was a foolish thing to say. She had every reason to cry if she wanted. He just wished she wouldn’t.

“I’m tired, that’s all,” she said. “I wanted an adventure, but now I’m tired.” She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.

He took his kerchief from his pocket, holding it awkwardly for a moment and then reaching over to dry her tears. “We’ll find Sarah. You can be sure of that.”

She smiled at him tremulously. “Max, you’ve been a very good friend through all this. Don’t start lying to me now. How will we find her in all this?” She waved a hand at the valley, the hills beyond it, the mountains beyond that. So much wilderness to search.

“You are right. We won’t find her. But she’ll find us. You can be sure of that.”

The scrub jay scolded again, this time from a nearby tree. Max glanced across the valley, wondering what was bothering the bird. He saw a movement in the grass, then the movement became a gray wolf, calmly watching him from beneath the tree.

“That’s Beka,” he said. “Sarah can’t be far away.”

“Halloo!” Helen called from the camp. “Max! Audrey! Sarah is here!”

Audrey followed Max to the camp. She was a few paces behind when Sarah ran to greet him, rushing into his arms for a hug and then holding his hands and swinging around him, pulling him with her in an exuberant dance.

The first sight of the girl took her breath away. Sarah’s hair was exactly the color of her mother’s, a ragged mop of flaming curls. Her eyes were pure and honest blue. Her face was that of an angel—though this angel had been rather abused of late. There was a shadow on her temple, a bruise from the blow that had struck her down in the circus ring.

Sarah was laughing, an uninhibited peal of joy that echoed from the hills. Audrey smiled to hear it. This was a girl who had never been told to quiet down, to be good, to behave like a lady. Audrey remembered how she and Rachel had behaved as children—they had been tree-climbing tomboys who came home with torn skirts and skinned elbows and no explanation other than they had been playing.

Sarah was strangely dressed—she wore a pair of man’s trousers, a red-flannel shirt with a hole torn in the elbow, clothes that Audrey wouldn’t have given a tramp back home. But that didn’t matter, not a bit. The girl was strong, she was healthy, she was alive. “Sarah!” Max was saying. “Sarah, stop pulling an old man about. I want you to meet your aunt.”

Then those honest, blue eyes were considering Audrey, with an intent, unwavering stare. “Sarah,” Max started to say, “it’s not polite to stare.”

“Hush,” Audrey said, waving her hand. “Leave the girl be. Nothing wrong with looking carefully, if that’s what you want to do.” Sarah wasn’t listening—to Max or to Audrey. The girl circled Audrey like a wolf on the prowl, getting closer with each circuit. Audrey stood very still as Sarah reached out and stroked her hair, delicately touched her cheek.

At last, Sarah stopped in front of Audrey, still studying her. “You look just like your mama at your age,” Audrey said softly. “She liked to climb trees, too.”

“You smell like Mama.” Sarah’s voice was just as soft. “Come here, child.” Audrey took the girl in her arms and hugged her close after so many years.

A moment later, Audrey felt someone goose her. She released Sarah and whirled to find Beka sniffing her skirt at crotch level. The goose she had felt had been Beka’s inquisitive muzzle.

“Don’t worry,” Max had said, moving toward them as if to pull the wolf away.

“It’s all right,” she said quickly. She had dealt with dogs before. She squatted to bring herself nose to nose with the animal. “Hello, Beka,” she murmured as Beka sniffed her face. Audrey rubbed Beka’s ears, and all was well.

Max sat by the fire, sipping tea and watching Sarah and Audrey. Over dinner, Max had been impressed by Sarah’s efforts to use a fork as he had taught her. He was also impressed by Audrey’s restraint. When Sarah gave up and picked up her salt pork in her hands, she did not chastise the girl. Rather, she showed Sarah how to slice open a biscuit and make a sort of sandwich, then tousled the girl’s curls.

It was strange how much alike the two women were. Oh, not on the surface of it. Audrey was a well-mannered lady in her forties. Her auburn hair was tied back neatly. She sat on a boulder, her knees together, her kerchief in her lap as a napkin.

Sarah was a teenage girl with the manners of a savage. She squatted in the dirt, unconcerned about the arrangement of her legs, content to lick the grease from her hands.

On the surface of it, they could not be more different. But they smiled in the same way. When Audrey laughed, he heard echoes of Sarah’s unrestrained laughter. They had the same eyes—Audrey’s were not as brilliant a blue—time had faded them. But her gaze was just as forthright, just as direct.

Sarah, finished with her dinner, was up and running in the meadow, playing a game of chase with Beka. Audrey was watching the girl. Helen was tidying up, washing the dishes in the stream. Max found his gaze lingering on Audrey.

“What was that you said earlier about staring?” Audrey asked Max in a cheeky tone.

Max shrugged. “I was just taking your advice to heart. Nothing wrong with looking carefully. I was just wondering what you were like when you were Sarah’s age.”

She smiled, shaking her head. “According to my mother, I was a handful. But not as much of a handful as this one.”

“Well, being raised by wolves is bound to affect a person. I’ve done my best to teach her manners, but…”

“You’ve done well.” Audrey’s tone was warm.

“She doesn’t quite have the knack of using a fork yet.”

Audrey shrugged. “And I can’t bring down a grizzly with a bow and arrow. Seems like using a fork is a minor problem.”

For a moment, they watched Sarah chase Beka. The sun had set, but the wolf and the girl seemed unconcerned by the darkness. Max heard Sarah’s laughter as she vanished into the night, chasing Beka. A moment later, they reappeared with Beka chasing Sarah. The chase ended in a wrestling match of the sort that had alarmed Max when he first saw it.

“How can we protect her from that sheriff?” Audrey asked. “There must be some way we can bring him to justice.”

Max frowned. “If she remembered more about what happened, we might be able to convince people that her memory is right. We might find some reason that Jasper behaved as he did. But I think it frightens her to remember.”

“Perhaps I could help with that,” Gitana said. She was sitting on the far side of the fire and Max had almost forgotten she was there. “Have you heard of mesmerism? Derived from the work of Franz Mesmer, an Austrian physician and occultist.”

Max nodded. “Yes, I’ve heard of it.”

“Under certain conditions, it can be used to assist someone in remembering events that they have chosen to forget.”

“You have some experience in these matters?” Audrey asked.

Gitana nodded. “I spent some time studying in Paris with a student of Mesmer’s. I can easily mesmerize a willing subject. If Sarah is willing…”

“We can ask her,” Audrey said.

The game of chase was ending. Sarah ran from the meadow to collapse on the ground by Audrey’s feet. Max watched as she smiled up at her aunt. Sarah’s expression changed as she studied Audrey’s face, becoming solemn, concerned. “What is wrong?” she asked.

Audrey stroked the girl’s hair. “We have been talking about how we might bring Jasper Davis to justice. Gitana can help you remember what happened to your parents, remember what Jasper Davis did.”

Sarah shivered.

“Are you cold?” Helen asked. She had been sitting quietly, listening to the others. “Let me put more wood on the fire.”

Sarah shook her head. “I am not cold,” she said softly. “I am afraid.” So simple. So direct. There was no artifice in her admission.

“What are you afraid of?” Gitana asked.

“I am afraid of Jasper Davis. I remember him, and I am afraid.”

“I may be able to help with that,” Gitana said. “Mesmerism has been used to assist victims of trauma, to help ease their fears. Do you want me to try to help?”

Sarah was frowning; Max knew she did not understand all the words. She looked up at her aunt, then nodded. “Yes,” she said. “I want you to try.”

“Sit here beside me,” Gitana said. “Audrey, could you sit on her other side? Now Sarah, look into the fire.”

Sarah felt Gitana gently stroking her hair. The woman spoke in a whisper that rose and fell with the crackling of the fire. “Keep your eyes on the fire, Sarah. Watch the flames and listen to my voice. You are safe here, with your friends. You are safe among us and you can relax.”

Sarah listened to the soft voice murmuring about relaxing, about letting go, about listening only to the sound of the voice, about being safe here. She found herself drifting, staring into the fire and listening to the gentle voice that warmed her, comforted her. She let the voice soothe her. Gitana’s hand was soft on her shoulder, touching her, reminding her that she was not alone. The touch on her hair calmed her.

She drifted into a trance state, watching the flickering fire.

“Close your eyes, Sarah,” the voice said. Obediently, Sarah closed her eyes. “You are very young,” the voice said. “Just a little girl. Your mama is with you. Can you see her?”

“Yes,” Sarah said. She was with her mama. The crackling of the fire shifted and changed, becoming the babble of water in a rocky stream. The warmth of the fire became the warmth of sunshine on her face. She smiled at her mama. Mama was sitting on a boulder, writing a letter. Little Sarah was playing by the stream.

“Where are you?” the voice asked.

Sarah told the voice where she was, describing the stream and the sunshine and her mama.

“Where is your papa?” the voice asked.

Little Sarah looked around. “Where’s Papa?” she asked her mama. Mama pointed down into the valley below. She could see Papa there. He was waving to two men who rode by on horses. The men didn’t stop.

She told the voice this, and the voice asked her if she was sure that there were two men. She watched the men ride up the trail. Yes, two men. She watched them ride away. Little Sarah played in the stream, happy to be with her mama.

“Something bad is going to happen,” the voice told her. “But even when that happens, remember you are safe. You are safe with your friends.”

Something bad. Little Sarah did not know what that could be.

She admired the pretty stones in the water. She reached into the stream, feeling the cold water on her hand, and plucked out a white pebble. “Look, Mama,” she said.

Her mama stood, smiling down at Sarah. Then little Sarah heard a sound, like a stick snapping in the fire, a sudden explosion. And Mama’s face went pale, white as the stone in Sarah’s hand. Sarah looked into the valley, where Mama was looking. She saw the tall blond man with the rifle.

“Mama?” she said, but there was another explosion and Mama fell to the ground. “Mama?”

“Run, Sarah. Run and hide,” Mama gasped. “What is happening, Sarah?” the voice asked.

“Mama has fallen. I have to run and hide. Mama said so. I have to run.”

Little Sarah hid among the boulders, her heart beating fast. She watched the tall blond man scalp her mother. The voice asked her what was happening, and she told the voice what she saw. “I am afraid,” she told the voice.

“You are safe here,” the voice told her. “You don’t have to be afraid anymore. Tell me what is happening now.”

She told the voice when she crept from the cave in the growing twilight and sat by her mother’s body. She told the voice when the wolves came, when Wauna washed her face with a warm tongue, when she sucked rich milk from the she-wolf’s teat. She told the voice when Wauna took her into the mountains.

“Listen to me, little Sarah,” said the voice. “Keep listening to me. When you grow up, you will remember what happened to your mama and papa. You won’t be a little girl anymore. You will be strong. You won’t have to run and hide. Do you understand?”

“I will remember,” Sarah said. She was sitting beside Wauna in the hills, listening to the wolves howl.

“Yes, you will remember. You will remember that man and what he did. And you will be brave and strong.”

Sarah nodded.

“When I say your name three times, you will open your eyes. You will feel warm and rested and very relaxed. And you will remember all that we have done together.”

“I will remember,” Sarah repeated. “Sarah. Sarah. Sarah.”

Sarah opened her eyes. The campfire had died back to glowing embers. By their ruddy light, she saw that her aunt had been crying; she was wiping her face with Max’s handkerchief. Max sat on the ground beside her, his arm around her shoulders. Helen’s face was wet with tears.

“How are you, Sarah?” Gitana asked.

“I feel sad,” she said. “But I remember.”

“That’s good. You remember the man who killed your mama?” 

“Jasper Davis,” she said, remembering the man, remembering his scent, remembering the light on his blond hair.

“And you remember seeing two men ride up the trail. Was Jasper Davis one of those men?”

Sarah nodded. It was strange, but she could think of Jasper Davis now without shivering. She could think of him without being afraid. “Jasper Davis,” she said, relishing saying the name without shivering. “Jasper Davis and another man. A short man with dark hair.”

“They rode away and only one came back,” Max said.

“I am not afraid anymore,” Sarah said. She was smiling brilliantly, a smile of joy and savagery. The firelight glittered in her eyes. She took the knife from the sheath at her side. “Now, I can kill Jasper Davis.”



23 THE DEAD MAN

“Supposing is good, but finding out is better.”

—Mark Twain

MAX STARED AT THE GIRL, at the knife in her hand. For as long as Max had known her, Sarah had carried a wooden-handled hunting knife at her side, with a six-inch steel blade that she kept honed to razor sharpness on the granite stones by the river.

“This isn’t your knife,” he said.

“The sheriff took her knife away when he put her in jail,” Helen said.

“Could I take a look at that?” Max asked.

Sarah stared at him, and he could see the savage glint in her eyes. “Just for a minute, Sarah,” he said gently. “I’ll give it right back.” Her face relaxed then. She wet her lips, then offered him the knife. Max turned it over in his hands. This was no a simple hunting blade. Twelve inches long, tapering to a saber point. A knife fighter’s blade, patterned after the bowie knife. On the handle, inlaid in silver, was a running wolf with onyx eyes. A matching wolf was etched in the metal of the blade.

“Where did you find this knife?” Max asked.

“On the dead man.”

“What dead man would that be?”

Sarah gestured up the hill.

Max studied the blade again. He recognized it, of course. He had only seen the knife itself once, more than a decade before. But he remembered it from the wanted poster that had grown tattered and faded on Mrs. Selby’s wall. It was Arno’s knife, the one that had disappeared with him after the stagecoach robbery.

“Can you show me where he is?” Max asked.

Max followed Sarah up the hill. Audrey had argued that he should wait until morning, but he had insisted that he go with Sarah right away. He would not be able to sleep without knowing what waited for him up the hill.

The half-moon was rising over the mountains, casting a silvery light that illuminated the narrow trail. The trail was the one he had taken with Jasper Davis so many years before, a track that wound through the brush. Max remembered calling for Sarah until he was hoarse, shouting to the little lost girl and hoping she would hear.

Now he followed that same girl, grown to be a young woman. She paused at a patch of level ground near the top of the hill, beneath an ancient pine tree. There the trail forked. The main branch continued over the hill, heading toward the town that had once been called Humbug and was now known by the more respectable name of North Bloomfield. An even narrower and fainter track wound downward through the bushes, around to the other side of Grizzly Hill.

Max remembered when he had been here with Jasper. Max had rested under the pine. Jasper had offered to look down the faint track. When he returned, he said that he found nothing.

Sarah turned onto the faint trail, and Max followed her on a winding course to a rocky ledge that overlooked the valley. An animal den had been dug into the side of the hill, a narrow cave. In the moonlight, its opening was a patch of darkness. “Over here,” Sarah said.

She stood in a hollow beside a clump of bushes. In the tangle of manzanita bushes were the bones of a man, long dead. Scraps of clothing clung to the bones; a leather belt and crossed bandoleers had survived the ravages of time. A few tufts of black hair still clung to the grinning skull, though the flesh had been picked away by jays and other scavenging birds. The grinning mouth revealed a gold tooth, glittering in the moonlight.

“So that’s what happened to Arno,” Max said. He frowned at Sarah. “How did he die?”

She shrugged. “He has been dead as long as I can remember.” She had never troubled herself about the dead man. He could not harm her, and so she ignored him. It was only when she needed a knife that she had remembered that he wore one, and had come to claim it.

“Since your parents’ death?”

Sarah nodded.

“Why would he come here?” he muttered to himself.

“He helped carry the box,” she said. “His smell was on it.” 

“The box?”

She nodded in the direction of the den. When Max frowned, she returned to the rock ledge, lay on her belly, and slid headfirst into the opening. Then she wiggled backward, dragging the box out behind her.

A wooden box, bound with steel bands. In the light of the full moon, Max could read the name of the stage company emblazoned on the side.

“I came here with Wauna,” Sarah said. “This is where her pups died.”

Max nodded, looking down at the box. “People thought that Arno had robbed the stage with a partner. I guess they were right.” He stared at the box, piecing together a story. “Suppose Jasper and Arno were partners. They held up the stage, then Jasper killed his partner and hid the loot. But your parents had seen the two men ride up here. He killed them so they wouldn’t talk.”

Sarah did not seem to be listening. She and Beka were both gazing into the darkness, staring up the hill.

“And now we have some evidence to support your story,” Max said. “Now it’s not just your word against his. Now…”

He did not finish his sentence. Beka growled. Sarah turned and pushed him toward the edge of the ledge. He staggered, his feet sliding on the sand that dusted the smooth rock, and fell into the bushes, joining Arno’s bones in the hollow. At that moment. he heard the crack of a rifle from the slope above him.

“Sarah!”

He was tangled in the bones and the bushes. The tough manzanita branches scratched his arms and legs and snagged his cloth ing. He heard Sarah’s feet on the rock above him, then she leapt down beside him, breathing hard.

“Jasper Davis,” she said. “I can smell him.”

“Are you all right?” Max asked, reaching out to touch the girl in the darkness. His hand brushed her arm and came away sticky with blood. “You’re bleeding.”

“My arm,” she murmured. He could not see her face in the shadows, but her voice was tight with pain.

Jasper watched from high on the slope. The girl had pushed Max out of the way, but he thought that he had hit her. Hard to tell. The moon was bright, but they were far away. He reloaded, watching for movement in the darkness below.

“You might as well come out, Max,” Jasper called down the hill. “I’ll get you anyway. Might as well make it quick.”

Max said nothing. Too bad. Jasper had been hoping the man might beg for mercy and give his position away.

“I have to kill the girl.” Jasper continued talking as he moved slowly down the hill, picking a path through the brush. He kept his eyes on the ledge below him, watching for any movement. He was ready to fire again. “I have no choice.”

He thought he saw one of the bushes below the ledge move, and he casually fired a shot. He listened for a cry of pain, but heard nothing. No luck.

He continued his conversation as he reloaded. “You should have told me you found the girl, Max. I would have taken care of her long ago. Now you know too much. I can’t let you go around telling what you know. I’ve got a position to maintain. You should understand that.”

He would kill both Max and the girl. As sheriff, he would discover them here in the hills. He would investigate the crime and find that they had killed each other. That would be easy. And of course he’d have to kill the women down in the valley. It would be quick—a knife to the throat. He’d use the girl’s knife. Those were more murders he would blame on the girl. He had warned people that she was dangerous. They should have listened.

“You got in the way, Max. That’s all. You should have left well enough alone. I’m rich, and I’m respectable, and that’s how I plan to stay. I don’t want anyone stirring up old bones.”

Still no movement. They were lying low, hiding. He grinned in the darkness. He’d find them. Soon, all the loose ends would be tied up.

The moon was bright. The girl was injured and he knew that Max wouldn’t shoot him. Even if the softhearted fool happened to have his gun with him, he was a lousy shot.

“Come on, Max,” he called. “Talk to me, and I’ll make it easy on you. Maybe you and I can work out a deal.”

It would be such a pleasure to kill the girl. So unfair that she had escaped him for all these years. And he wouldn’t mind killing Max either.

Jasper stood on the ledge now, beside the strongbox. It had been a fine hiding place. No one would venture into a wolf den—except a wolf. No one would have found it—if not for the girl.

He stared down into the bushes, watching for movement. He was patient. He could wait.

Patrick Murphy had been on his way to Selby Flat to see the wild girl when he met up with Cassidy Orton. The young man had told him some cock-and-bull story about Jasper Davis and the unsolved murders up on Grizzly Hill. “Max asked me to get you,” the young man had said. “He said you could help us.”

Patrick had shrugged and decided to go along with the young man. He didn’t know what Max might be up to, but it seemed likely to be amusing, if nothing else. From their first encounter, Patrick had found Max amusing.

Of course, Max wasn’t in camp when Patrick got there. He had headed into the hills following the girl on some kind of wild-goose chase. Something about a dead man, something about a knife. Patrick had left Cassidy Orton by the fire, chatting with a pretty girl named Helen. Orton’s motive for participating in this mad scheme was certainly clear.

On foot, Patrick followed the trail the women had pointed out to him. He was up on the main trail when he heard the crack of a rifle shot. He made his way through the brush toward the sound. In a clear patch, he looked down on the ledge where Jasper Davis stood. In the bright moonlight, he recognized the sheriff.

“Rallo, Jasper,” he called. “Didn’t expect to find you up here. Where’s Max?”

The sheriff jerked his head, staring up the hill at Patrick. “Look out behind you,” he shouted.

As Patrick turned to confront the unknown danger, he heard another voice. “Look out, Patrick!” That was Max’s voice, coming from down below. Patrick turned back just in time to see Jasper lifting his rifle. At that moment, Max popped up over the ledge and threw something round and white at the sheriff. The object struck Jasper in the shoulder, spoiling his aim. Max was on him then.

The fight was over quickly. Max wasn’t a fighter. He was a talented artist, an interesting writer, a thoughtful friend—but he wasn’t a fighter. As Patrick hurried down the slope, he heard Max swear as Jasper punched him, cursed him, and then ran.

Max sat by the campfire, answering Patrick’s questions while Gitana tended to Sarah’s wounded arm. She cleaned the wound, ascertained that the bullet had passed through the arm without breaking the bone, and bandaged Sarah with strips of cloth torn from her petticoat. Max’s eye ached where Jasper had punched him.

“You’re just lucky that’s all you got,” Patrick told Max. “Lucky he was in such a hurry to get away that he didn’t pull his knife.” Patrick shook his head. “Never did much like the man,” Patrick said. “There was always something a little peculiar about him.”

Max nodded wearily, accepting Patrick’s need to revise history.

“Not much point in tracking him tonight,” Patrick continued. “It’d be too easy for him to set up an ambush and lay for us. Tomorrow, I’ll head to Nevada City and gather up a posse. Then I’ll head out after Jasper.”

“Won’t he be far away by then?” Helen asked.

Patrick shrugged. “I reckon that’s possible.”

“You’re saying that he might get away?” Audrey asked.

“I reckon he might. And I’m the first to say that’s a pity. I’ll get that posse together first thing.”

Sarah spoke then. “I will get him,” she said. She was standing. “What was that?” Patrick stared up at her, frowning.

“He will not get away.” She smiled, a brilliant smile that brought tears to Max’s eyes. Even with her face smeared with dirt, she was beautiful. “I will kill him. I’m not afraid.”

“Now, young lady,” Patrick began. He sounded like an indulgent father, humoring a child. “You just relax and let us handle this problem.”

But he was talking to himself. Sarah and Beka had vanished into the darkness.

Sarah followed Jasper. Beka picked up his trail at the rocky ledge and followed his scent to another game trail. That led to the spot where he had tethered his horse. From there, the trail was easy to follow.

Stopping for a moment, she lifted her head and howled, a wailing cry that echoed through the hills. Beka joined in, her deep voice joining Sarah’s.

There—an answering howl, far off in the hills. She howled again. We are hunting, her howl said. Come to me! We are hunting. Again, an answering howl. The pack had heard; the wolves were coming.

Though her arm ached and her body throbbed with injuries sustained over the past few days, she smiled as she ran. The scent of Jasper Davis no longer filled her with unreasoning terror. She knew that somehow, justice—the wolf version of justice—would be served. She smiled, baring her teeth, happy to be on the hunt.

Back at the campfire, Max tried to explain the situation to Patrick, who shook his head in disbelief. “Armed only with a lariat, a bow and arrow, and a knife, she brought down a grizzly,” Max told Patrick.

Helen did her best to comfort Audrey. “I’m sure she’ll be all right,” Helen said. “I saw her fight a cougar that was attacking Cassidy. She’s amazing.”

At last, worn-out from worry and emotion, Audrey made her bed beneath one of the oak trees. Miss Paxon and Helen spread their blankets nearby. Max and Cassidy found a spot a discreet distance away, giving the ladies their privacy.

Patrick Murphy made his bed by the fire. For a time, he could hear the women murmuring as they prepared their beds. Then they fell silent. He pulled off his boots, made a pillow out of his coat, and pulled a wool blanket up under his chin. He was staring up at the stars, listening to frogs sing in the meadow by the creek when he heard soft footsteps.

“Mr. Murphy,” Helen whispered.

Startled, he turned to look at her. “Miss Harris?” he said. “I wanted to ask you a question,” she whispered.

“I see. And you waited until now to do it?”

She bit her lip and sat down on a boulder near his head. “Well, I couldn’t ask earlier. You see, it’s about Max. You knew Max in Chicago, didn’t you?”

“That’s right. Max and I go way back.”

She wet her lips. “I wonder… was Max some kind of criminal?” Patrick laughed softly. “You could say that.”

“He’s such a gentle man,” Helen murmured. “I can’t imagine him as a desperado. What did he do?”

Patrick grinned. “He was an artist.”

“There’s nothing illegal about that.” Her soft voice was puzzled. “Is there?”

“That depends on what you decide to draw. If you draw landscapes or portraits, there’s nothing illegal about it. But if you draw banknotes, that’s a different story.”

In the light of the setting moon, he could see her frowning. “Why would anyone draw a banknote?”

Patrick’s smile grew broader. “Few portraits are worth as much as a portrait of a hundred-dollar banknote.” 

“Counterfeiting,” Helen gasped.

Patrick nodded, still smiling. There, by the campfire, while crickets sang beneath the oaks and Sarah stalked a killer, Patrick filled Helen in on a bit of Chicago history. Counterfeiting had been and still was a flourishing business in the town. Each bank issued its own currency; there was no national currency. Since each bank had its own designs, people found it difficult to distinguish counterfeits among the many varieties of legitimate bills. “At one point, we figured that about a third of the bills circulating in Chicago were counterfeit,” he told her.

“What about Max?”

Patrick shrugged. “Well, it seems that he fell in love with a lady from a rich family in Boston. He wanted to get married, and so he decided to draw some money. A very small-time operator. He concentrated on large bills—hundreds for the most part—and did a lovely job on them. Passed bills very successfully for a few years.”

“Then what happened?”

“Well, he was an artist. In fact, that’s what did him in. He couldn’t help but improve on the bills as he drew them. One bill had an eagle that looked like it was stuffed and mounted. On Max’s bill, the bird looked like it was ready to take flight. Tiny improvements. That’s what tipped us off. Otherwise, the bills were perfect.”

“You caught him?”

Patrick nodded again. “Caught him and shipped him off to jail. Didn’t see him again until I arrived in California. Since gold is the currency in these parts, I wasn’t worried about his artistic tendencies. He’s a likable cuss, and he seemed to be leading an honest life.”

Helen nodded. “I see. Thank you, Mr. Murphy.”

“You’re welcome, Miss Harris.”

She left then, padding off as quietly as she had come. Patrick smiled staring up at the stars. It was always interesting around Max, he thought. Then he closed his eyes.



24 POWER AND MERCY

“Courage is resistance to fear, mastery of fear—not absence of fear.”

—Mark Twain

JASPER RODE THAT NIGHT, spurring his tired horse up the ridge of hills that divided the South Fork from the Middle Fork of the Yuba River, following trails that were little better than rabbit tracks. Once, he heard wolves howling in the distance, and he spurred his horse harder.

The moon was overhead when he reached the top of the ridge. He looked back down the trail and saw no sign of pursuit. That was good. He was making good time. It would take a few days for news of his troubles to reach the far northern towns, he figured. He’d have time to liquidate his assets in Downieville before he fled.

He had decided to head east. He could change his name and lose himself among the prospectors seeking silver near Carson City, a territory where civilization had not yet taken hold. He could do well there, he thought. Perhaps he would take up gambling again, refresh the skills that Gentleman Jack had taught him so long ago. He would prosper once again.

His arm ached where the girl had cut him. He was tired, dead tired. He was out of shape from too much drinking, from too much smoking, from living the good life of a prosperous man. He needed a few hours’ sleep, he thought, and the horse needed a rest. Then he’d be on his way. He tethered the horse and lay down with his rifle at his side, his pistol in his boot.

Jasper woke to moonlight and eyes. A gray wolf crouched not ten feet from his head, watching him with steady, golden eyes. His campfire had burned down to embers, but the half-moon cast its silver light across the clearing.

Slowly, Jasper reached for his pistol, but it was not tucked into his boot where he had left it. Still moving slowly, still keeping his eyes on the wolf, he sat up, reaching for the rifle at his side. It was not there. As he groped for the rifle, he found his hunting knife and grabbed hold of the handle, pulling it from the sheath.

As he moved, he caught sight of another wolf, smaller than the first, but staring at him with the same intensity. He shifted his gaze and realized that he was surrounded by wolves—an intent and silent circle of watching animals, their eyes gleaming in the moonlight. They were grinning, lips pulled back, tongues lolling past glittering teeth.

Beyond the clearing where Jasper had made his camp, the pines blocked the moonlight, casting dark shadows. Something pale moved in the shadows behind a big gray devil of a wolf with a grizzled muzzle. As Jasper stared, Sarah stepped from the shadows and stood beside the wolf. In her right hand, she held a knife.

Her left arm was bandaged—he’d winged her with that shot. So she was injured, just as he was. That was fair.

“I took the rifle,” she said. “I took the pistol.”

“Sarah,” Jasper said. He smiled, forgetting the wolves that surrounded him. Finally, the girl. So small, so insignificant, and so much trouble. If only he had found her when he killed her parents. He’d have slit her throat, scalped her, and left her with her precious mama, lying in the sun.

Wild Angel indeed. How angelic would she look when he tore off those trousers and spread her legs for his pleasure? He’d take her, then gut her like a rabbit.

He grinned at the thought. He had smiled when he crept up behind his father with the ax. He had smiled when he strangled Gentleman Jack.

“I thought you were too smart than to come to look for me,” he said. “But I reckon I was wrong. You’re just stupid enough. I killed your mama and I’m happy to kill you, too.”

“Don’t talk,” she said. Her gaze did not waver as she stepped past the wolves, into the clearing.

Jasper pulled his legs beneath him, crouching in his bedroll, then kicking the blankets aside. He was wearing only the trousers he had worn to bed.

In his time, Jasper had whittled an opponent or two down to size. In barroom brawls and minor disagreements, a miner was far more likely to pull a knife than a pistol. Though Jasper preferred the pistol, he harbored a certain affection for knife fighting. His long reach gave him an advantage. And a gunfight was over so quickly.

With a knife, it took time to kill a person—and Jasper enjoyed that. It gave his opponent time to realize what was happening, time to realize who was in charge, who held the power. He liked watching his opponent’s face when he made the first cut. Start small, slashing off a thumb, slicing the tendons of a wrist. Whittling with short upward strikes, careful not to catch the blade in a rib or some other inconveniently placed bone. Then, as the first wounds bled, he watched the fear grow in his opponent’s eyes. His favorite killing stroke was a wide, low, sweep across the belly, a fine way to disembowel his opponent. More than one miner who had the temerity to accuse him of cheating at cards had lost to that blow.

Sarah studied Jasper, looking for weakness. He stood with his knees a little bent, his feet well apart, right foot ahead of left. He held his knife in his right hand, blade angled upward, pointing in her direction.

He was smiling, but that did not bother her. She was smiling, too. His scent filled her nostrils, but she did not feel the terrible fear that had paralyzed her before. She felt as she had before the fight with Marek—alert, alive, her heart pounding with excitement, her senses alert to the smallest change that might give her an advantage.

Her arm ached, but that did not matter. A small ache, a distraction, nothing more. Living among the wolves, she had learned to focus on the hunt, ignoring distractions that might break her concentration.

She caught a glimpse of a movement out of the corner of her eye—a tiny shift in the position of his back leg. She heard a faint sound—his foot moving on the ground—and a fraction of a second later, he lunged forward, his knife slashing through the air.

She was no longer there. At his first movement, she had sprung to one side, reaching out with her knife as she did so to stroke the back of his right wrist with the blade. Not a deep cut—she had to move quickly, no time to put much pressure behind it. Just a sting—and then she leapt away over the firepit, where the embers still burned. From the other side of the clearing, she watched him.

As he turned, she saw a flicker of fear in his eyes, hidden as quickly as it appeared. In the moonlight, his wound was turning black with blood seeping slowly from the cut. She caught the smell of it in the air and her smile grew wider, the grin of a hunter on the track of her prey.

She was small, a good foot shorter than Jasper. He had the advantage of reach. If she lingered within his range, he could slice her to bits—but she did not linger. She had the fighting reflexes of a wolf—fast, agile, striking without hesitation. By comparison, he was slow, clumsy.

At first, she let him attack, dancing away from each blow and countering with another slash to the wrist, a swipe at his leg, a flick of the knife at his trailing hand. Sometimes, she missed, but often she made contact, each time with a light touch, a small cut.

He swore at her as he fought. “Damn you—you fight like a mosquito. Tiny bites from a tiny girl. You think you can kill me with those? Think again.”

She was not listening. Words meant nothing. All her attention was on movement and position. She knew what he was going to do as soon as he did—from a twitch of the foot, a flicker of his eyes, a jerk of his head. Subtle indications—but glaringly obvious to one who had grown up in a wolf pack. The first cut, shallow though it was, distracted him. The cut on his right thigh—not very deep, but deep enough to hurt—caused him to favor one leg.

“I killed your mama. I killed your papa. I’ll kill you, too.” His smile was gone now. His lips were set in a grim line, no humor left in him.

Still, she waited for his attack, but she began to follow each counter with an attack of her own—a stab, a slash, an upward slice. Always she stayed out of reach, keeping her distance, playing it safe. She concentrated her attacks on existing wounds, slashing again and again at his wrist until he tossed the knife to his other hand. He was bleeding from a dozen cuts.

She fought like a wolf. The pack did not bring down a deer with a single bite. No, it was a long and brutal process. They tore at their prey, allowing no rest, attacking from all sides. She had the patience of a predator—there’s no hurry, once your prey is faltering. The air filled with the scent of blood; the fear was in his eyes constantly now.

He was waiting longer between attacks, conserving his strength. She watched him carefully, her eyes never wavering. He held his knife low, as if unable to raise it. She smiled at that. She had known wolves who feigned exhaustion in a fight, hoping their opponent would let his guard down. She would not fall for that.

He stepped backward then—half a step, half a stumble, and she knew from the flicker of his eyes that this was a fake designed to lure her in. For a moment, she Jet him think he had succeeded, stepping in. In her peripheral vision, she could see the blankets from his bedroll, his boots, the embers of the fire—all obstacles, all potential weapons. His eyes flicked downward and she danced back as he kicked one of his boots into her path, hoping to trip her, holding his knife ready to slash her belly when she did.

When he kicked the boot, he put all his weight on his right leg, which had been weakened by the wound to his thigh. She acted then—springing over the boot, kicking his leg out from under him, slashing his left arm to the bone in a blow that flung his arm to the side. He dropped to his knees, releasing his grip on the knife as she brought her elbow back, striking his temple a solid blow that rocked his head to the side.

She could kill him now. That was clear. In a fight between wolves, this was the moment in which the loser might surrender, submitting to the winner, acknowledging the other animal’s superiority.

In that moment, Jasper’s eyes met hers. “Mercy,” he said. It was a word she did not recognize, a word that Max had not taught her. But she did not need to know the word. His eyes were filled with hatred, and her hand, which gripped his injured arm, felt his muscles tense, ready to strike the moment he saw an opening. This man was not surrendering.

Without hesitation, she struck with the knife, a smooth hard stroke that sliced across the side of his throat, cutting through the carotid artery. Jasper fell, his breath rattling in his throat as hot blood pumped through the slash, flowing down his neck, down his chest.

She stepped back, watching him with the same steady gaze, still smiling faintly, seeing the hatred and fear in his eyes fade as consciousness left him. His breathing stopped.

She left his body there. The wolves would not touch it—human flesh reeking of tobacco and whiskey held little appeal. Other scavengers would find him. Jays would peck out his eyes. Coyotes and foxes would gnaw his bones. Over time, he would nourish the forest, becoming a part of the wilderness.

As Sarah turned away, Beka came to greet her. Sarah reached out to scratch the big wolf’s ears. Beka rubbed against her leg, and the other wolves crowded around, grinning. She felt wagging tails strike her, heads butting against her legs.

Beka lifted her head and howled, a low, sweet moan that climbed to echo from the walls of the canyon. The others joined in, a wild chorus of howls. Sarah tipped back her head and lifted her voice, joining the pack in a cry of triumph and completion.



25 NELLY WAS A LADY

“Apparently there is nothing that cannot happen.”

—Mark Twain

THE FLOOR WAS DRENCHED by the time Sarah was done with here bath. Audrey had started with a basin of water, a washcloth, and a packet of her favorite bubble bath. Sarah had been fascinated by the bubbles, popping them at first, then tossing them in the air. That had led to splashing and entirely too much fun.

Audrey was drenched, too. But she couldn’t bring herself to scold Sarah. The girl was so innocent, so happy to be with her, that Audrey just didn’t have the heart.

Sarah was wrapped in a towel, sitting on the floor. Audrey had tried to get her to sit on a chair, but that just hadn’t worked. Sarah had squatted on the chair, straddled the seat as if it were the branch of an oak, squirmed and wiggled and tried to find a comfortable position, until Audrey finally relented and let her sit on the floor. Audrey had taken the chair and, while Sarah leaned against her leg, had carefully worked out the tangles in Sarah’s hair. Now she was brushing the coppery curls with easy, rhythmic strokes.

“Your hair is just like your mother’s was,” Audrey was saying. “Beautiful and difficult to manage. When it grows out, I’ll show you how to tie it up.”

Looking down at Sarah, Audrey wondered what had happened, out there in the woods. Sarah and Beka had finally come back to Grizzly Hill where Audrey and Max had waited. Sarah seemed exhausted, but happy. Before she had curled up by the fire to sleep, she told Audrey that Jasper was dead. Though Audrey had asked for details, Sarah did not provide any. She had simply shrugged. “I found him. Now he is dead.” The next day, they had brought Sarah back to Selby Flat.

The bruise on Sarah’s temple was fading. Audrey had been tending the wound on her right arm, and it was healing well. Soon, the visible traces of her encounters with Jasper would be gone.

Sarah’s eyes were half-closed; the rhythmic stroking of the brush had soothed her, relaxed her. She looked so sweet, so delicate. The poor lost lamb, Mrs. Selby called her.

“Hello?” Helen knocked on the bedroom door and poked her head in. “Have you seen Max?”

“He’s down on the porch, waiting for us. He offered to help me with Sarah, but I shooed him out. The last thing we need is a man’s help.”

That night, Professor Serunca’s Traveling Circus was putting on a show. The Professor had grown bored while locked in the back room of the general store. Rummaging about for something to read among an assortment of Temperance tracts and battered copies of Godey’s Lady’s Book, he had found a copy of W.H. Smith’s classic melodrama, The Drunkard. It was the perfect play for a small-town audience, and with a few modifications, he had found the play admirably suited to the players he had available.

The greatest difficulty had been finding a part for Ruby. But he had found a place for her at the end of Act Four, when Edward, the reckless young man who has been lured into becoming a drunkard and a wastrel, is felled by delirium tremens. What better scene for an elephant, the very symbol of delerium tremens? While Edward fell about the stage in convulsions that made the women shiver and the children squeal, Ruby could perform all her usual tricks, and it would fit the play perfectly.

Helen had already dressed for her role as Mary Wilson, the pure, long-suffering heroine. She was wearing her simple traveling dress, a fine costume for her part.

Helen frowned, looking at Sarah. “What’s Sarah going to wear?” Helen asked.

Audrey inclined her head toward the dress hanging from a hook on the wall, a simple blue-calico gown with a lovely full skirt. It was Audrey’s dress, but she had already taken in the waist. “It may not fit perfectly, but one must make do on the frontier.”

Helen nodded, looking a little dubious. “Would you like me to stay and help you get Sarah dressed?” she asked.

“Don’t worry, dear,” Audrey said. “You just run along and practice your lines. Sarah and I will do just fine.”

Helen closed the door, feeling a little guilty. She suspected that dressing Sarah would take longer than Audrey thought.

Max sat on the wooden bench in front of Selby’s Hotel. The sun was setting, and the main street was quiet—a few idlers in front of the saloon, chickens scratching in the dust, a mangy dog trotting across the street on very important business. Max could hear the sound of drunken laughter drifting up from the Hall of Comparative Ovations.

“Hello, Max.” Professor Serunca stood on the porch, surveying the street. He smiled at the setting sun, the idlers, the chicken, the dog with approval. “What a fine evening!”

Max nodded, but said nothing. The Professor sat on the bench beside him, regarding him quizzically. “You seem thoughtful, my friend.”

Max shrugged.

“I suppose it has something to do with Mrs. North,” the Professor said. “That would be my guess.”

Max frowned. “Well, yes. I’ve been thinking about…well, I’ve been thinking about what happens now. Audrey came here to find Sarah, and now we’ve done that. I’m just not sure…I want to…” His words trailed off. “I can’t quite decide what to do.”

The Professor nodded. “And by not deciding, you are indeed deciding. After all, every point is a turning point.” 

“What?”

“Oh, it’s a saying where I come from. Every point is a turning point.” With his hand, the Professor drew a spiral in the air. “It’s usually represented as a spiral. You see, each point along any path is a turning point. You are always making decisions, even if your decision is to stay put.”

“I want to talk with Audrey, but there just hasn’t been an opportunity,” Max said.

“Yes, and the universe just keeps moving on, carrying you along with it.” The Professor shrugged. “My friend, sometimes you must make your own opportunity. I wish you luck. But now the universe must take me down to the barn to prepare for the show. I’ve been told that a reporter from San Francisco has come to cover our performance tonight. I’m most curious to see what he thinks of our efforts.”

Max watched the Professor head off to Butterfield’s barn, where the show would take place, tipping his bowler to the idlers as he passed. Clearly, he bore the town no grudge for the week he had spent locked up in the back of the store. He was a contented man, at ease with his world. Max wished he could say the same of himself.

In the distance, the Clampers broke into song. It was an old song by Stephen Collins Foster, the same fellow who had written “Oh, Susannah.” This song, “Nelly Was a Lady,” was a sweet, sad tune about an old slave mourning for his true love Nelly, who had died the night before.

Max sang along, under his breath. He had been married and living in Chicago when the song had first become popular. Hearing it now made him remember that time and think of his wife, long dead. When he had been arrested for counterfeiting, she had returned to her family in Boston.

He had written to her from prison. She had written back—cheerful letters, poking fun at Boston society. He had no clue that she was sick until he received a letter from his wife’s sister Bridget, saying that she had died: “Worn down by shame, despondent over her status, she succumbed to a fever.”

He wrote to his daughter—but he got that letter back from Bridget. “If you love your daughter, you will let her be,” his wife’s sister wrote. “I have adopted the child, and she is well taken care of here. Give her a chance to live an honest life, untainted by your past.”

He did love his daughter. He did not wish to taint her life. So when he left prison, he had booked passage to California and left his old life behind.

The Clampers stopped singing, but Max continued humming the tune, caught by a sweet feeling of melancholy. For the past few days, he had found himself thinking of the life he had left behind, remembering his wife, wishing he had been able to talk to his daughter before he left.

He heard footsteps behind him and glanced at the doorway. Mrs. Selby stepped out, carrying a lantern. She was hanging it on a hook by the door when Helen carne through the door, dressed for her performance. She stopped on the porch, staring at him. More than once in the past few days, he had noticed Helen studying his face, staring when she thought he wasn’t looking. “What’s that song you’re humming?” she asked him.

“An old song.” He sang the line that gave the song its title: “Nelly was a lady.”

She scowled at him, and he wondered if his rendition of the song was really so bad. She turned away abruptly, hurrying past the idlers. Max stared after her, then glanced at Mrs. Selby, hoping for some clue as to what was going on.

“Poor girl,” Mrs. Selby said. “She’s very upset. I think you should talk to her.”

“You do?” Max shook his head. “I’m sure it has nothing to do with me.”

Mrs. Selby frowned and he knew he had given the wrong answer. “Well, I suppose I could.”

Mrs. Selby smiled.

Max set out after Helen, aware of Mrs. Selby’s eyes at his back. He caught up and fell into step beside her. “Have I done something to offend you?” he asked. “If so, I apologize. I certainly didn’t mean…”

“My father used to sing that song,” she said. Her voice shook. “He called me Nelly.”

“He did?” For a moment, the breath seemed to stop in Max’s throat. “Who…who was your father?”

In the distance, the Clampers hooted and called. Otherwise, the night was very still.

“He went to prison when I was five. I never heard from him again. He was from Chicago. My aunt said he was a gangster.” She was walking quickly with her head down, as if she had to watch each step she took.

The drunken singing began again, but Max was not listening. Though the night was warm, he felt a sudden chill. He squinted at Helen, realizing now why her smile had seemed so familiar. Her mother’s smile. Her mother’s eyes. “Nelly,” he said, his voice breaking.

She kept walking, head down, refusing to look at him. She was angry with him, he thought, ashamed to be associated with him.

“I wasn’t a gangster,” Max said. “I was a foolish young artist, and I was in love with your mother. I had to marry her, and for that, I needed to make money. So I did.” He had to hurry to keep up with her. “It was foolish. A terrible mistake. I know that I brought shame on her, shame on you. I’m so sorry for that.”

She stopped then, and turned on him. “Why didn’t you come see me?” she said. Her face was wet with tears, but her voice was angry. “Why did you leave me there alone?”

“Your aunt said you were better off without me,” he stammered. “She said, ‘If you love your daughter…”’ His voice faltered, and he could not finish the sentence. “So I left. You were better off without me.”

Suddenly, Max found himself with a young woman in his arms, weeping on his shoulder. “I wasn’t better off,” she wept. “I hated it there. After Mama died…” A new torrent of tears stopped her words.

Max patted her back awkwardly. He had held her in his arms when she was a baby. He had sung her to sleep when she was a toddler. Now she was a young woman, and he did not know what to do. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I wouldn’t have hurt you for the world. Here…” He fumbled in his pocket for a kerchief.

“Helen!” Cassidy stood in the street, glowering at Max. His hands were in fists. “Are you all right? I was coming up from the barn to get you.”

Helen extracted herself from Max’s arms and composed herself with an effort. “I’m fine,” she managed to say. Max offered her his handkerchief, and she blotted her tears and blew her nose.

“People don’t usually weep because they are fine,” Cassidy said, eyeing Max with great suspicion. “What’s wrong?”

“Max…” Her voice faltered. “Max…” She could not continue. 

“Helen is my daughter,” Max told Cassidy. “We just figured it out.” He shook his head, watching Helen dry her eyes again. “I should have known it all along. She has her mother’s smile. And she’s just as beautiful as her mother was. But I’m an idiot, and Helen had to tell me…”

Max struggled through a muddled sort of explanation. By the time he was done, Helen had managed a tremulous smile. “We have to go,” she told Max. “The show must go on. I…we…let’s talk more later.”

Max nodded, and she was gone, her arm linked through Cassidy’s. “Tell me what that was all about,” Max heard Cassidy say. “My aunt told me that my father was a gangster,” he heard Helen say. “But it turns out that he was Max.” The rest was lost in the distance.

Sarah stared into the mirror. She did not recognize the creature who looked back.

To please Audrey, she had put on the dress. It made her look and feel like a stranger to herself, like one of the white women she had watched from hiding. The full skirt and pinched-in waist gave her body a different shape; the full skirt billowed around her legs. She felt confined, restrained.

But Audrey seemed very happy. “You look lovely,” Audrey said. “That color is perfect on you.” Her red-gold curls, which Audrey had pinned up so carefully, were already starting to come loose, escaping to curl around her cheeks. “When your hair grows out, it will be much easier to pin it up.”

Sarah frowned at her reflection. She was puzzled by Audrey’s enthusiasm for the dress, but she was willing to endure it for a time to make Audrey happy.

She turned away from the mirror. Rustling with each step, she walked over to where Audrey had tossed her old clothes. Such a ridiculous garment, she thought. It seemed designed to be as noisy and awkward as possible. Sarah squatted and found her belt in the tangle of clothing.

“What are you doing, Sarah?” Audrey asked. “What could you possibly want…oh,” Audrey was staring at the knife. “I don’t think you’ll need that.”

Sarah frowned, strapping the belt around her waist. “I always need my knife,” she said, in a tone that allowed no room for argument.

Audrey studied her for a moment, then shrugged. “That’s fine,” she said. “I don’t suppose it matters.”
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“…there ain’t nothing more to write about, and I am rotten glad of it, because if I’d a knowed what a trouble it was to make a book I wouldn’t a tackled it and ain’t agoing to no more.”

—The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn; Mark Twain

THE PERFORMANCE WENT WELL until Act Five. At that point, things got a little out of hand.

Sarah sat between Max and Audrey, watching carefully as the play unfolded. Even though Helen had explained it to her beforehand, it was all a little confusing. Helen was Mary Wilson; Miss Paxon was her widowed mother, and Cassidy was the reckless, but basically good-hearted Edward Middleton. There was another man that Sarah did not know. The Professor had hired him to be the wicked Lawyer Cribbs.

They all walked around the barn, talking loudly and pretending that they were places that they weren’t. “Here in our humble home,” Helen said—but she wasn’t in her home, she was in a barn, and people were calling her Mary.

Lawyer Cribbs leered at Helen as he tried to evict her and her widowed mother from their humble home. Cassidy (though everyone called him Edward) upset this evil plan and won Helen’s heart with a ringing affirmation that womanly virtue, not beauty, holds captive the hearts of men.

Sarah thought that the wedding scene between Helen and Cassidy was quite convincing. They liked holding hands; she knew that. But during that scene, Lawyer Cribbs threatened the happy couple: “I shall see them begging for their bread yet. The wife on her bended knees to me, praying for a morsel of food for her starving children. It will be revenge. Revenge!”

Sarah watched him carefully. She did not like that man. She could tell that Helen did not like him either. The audience hissed at him whenever he made one of his speeches. He reminded Sarah of Marek—a bully and a coward.

Helen stood in the center of the barn, staring defiantly at Lawyer Cribbs, played by Nathaniel Evans. Edward, her hapless husband, had sunk to the depths of drunkenness and depravity, and the evil lawyer had sought out the heroine with lust in mind.

It was easy enough for Helen to feign terror and disgust. Evans’s breath reeked of liquor. A professional actor, Evans had recently completed a weeklong engagement at the Nevada City Theatre, performing a one-man show consisting of monologues from Shakespeare. He had bellowed his way through the first half of the play, bringing the fury of King Lear to Butterfield’s barn. Now he towered over her, his fist raised against her. He thundered the line, “Nay, then, proud beauty, you shall know my power!”

She took a step back, preparing to deliver her defiant speech, when Helen heard something behind her—the rustling of skirts, the thunder of bare feet on the wooden floor. Then Evans was tumbling backward, propelled by a healthy shove from Sarah, who had rammed her shoulder into his soft belly. The wild girl interposed herself between Helen and Evans. Sarah, Helen realized, had come to rescue her friend.

Sarah held Arno’s knife in her hand. Her blue eyes blazed in the lanternlight. She grinned at Evans, a wolfish grin that showed her teeth. “No,” she said. “She won’t do what you say.”

For a moment, the theater was silent, then the audience erupted with cheers and applause. They thought, Helen realized, that it was part of the show. Sarah ignored the outburst, her eyes fixed on the man who was scrambling to his feet.

Helen only had a moment to think. She looked into the audience and spotted Audrey, watching the stage with an expression of disbelief.

“Sarah!” Helen cried out, her voice cracking. “Sarah, my…my cousin. Yes, Sarah, my sweet cousin and dear friend.” She took a deep breath. “You…you…you left us many years ago to travel in the West.” At the edge of the ring, the Professor was nodding in frantic approval, giving Helen the courage to continue with her improvisation. “But now,” she said, “but now you have returned in my hour of greatest need.”

Sarah glanced back at her, clearly baffled by Helen’s theatrical tone. “Should I kill him?” she asked, gesturing at Evans.

The man had regained his feet. He swayed unsteadily, blinking out at the audience. His attention was torn between the audience and the flashing knife in Sarah’s hand. Clearly, he could not decide: remain on stage as part of what was clearly a hit or flee the gleaming blade and the madwoman who talked so coolly of killing him. The audience won. He fell to his knees and bellowed, “Mercy.”

“He cries for mercy and we must spare him,” Helen said. “Why?” Sarah asked, her eyes still on the kneeling man. “He is a bad man.”

Helen stepped to Sarah’s side and took hold of her hand in a tight grip. “Because… because that’s what civilized people do.”

Sarah frowned. “I am not civilized,” she said, and the audience cheered.

A drunken miner in the front row shouted, “You tell ’em. Neither are we.”

Helen maintained her grip on Sarah’s hand. “We will not stoop to his level. He is a fool and a drunken lout, made wicked by the influence of the demon whiskey. Whiskey steals men’s minds and hardens their hearts.” Helen was warming up now. That last was taken directly from a Temperance pamphlet, and she delivered it with confidence. Helen did not give Sarah another opportunity to argue. “I would not have your innocent hands stained with his blood.”

“You have saved me from a dreadful fate,” Helen said, thinking desperately about the rest of the play. In the next act, Edward was supposed to take the Temperance Pledge. Then the play ended with a charming tableau. Mary was back in her sweet cottage, Edward was sober and reading the Bible, and they all sang “Home Sweet Home.” Somehow, Helen could not quite see how she could work Sarah and her knife into that tableau.

“I am so happy to see you again, my friend,” Helen went on. She could see Cassidy standing by the Professor, conferring feverishly. He looked up and met her eye, pointing at himself. “My only wish is that Edward were here to see you, too. It would make his heart glad.”

With that, Cassidy rushed onto the floor. “Begone, old man,” he shouted at Evans. He turned to Sarah and placed his hand over Helen’s, taking a firm grip on the hand in which Sarah held the knife. “My beloved friend and my beloved wife,” he cried. “I have taken the pledge.” Sarah frowned at him as he delivered an abbreviated version of his speech on the evils of drink. “And now the time has come for us to go! We will leave this place and go to California to seek our fortune!”

The fiddler that the Professor had hired for the occasion struck up a chorus of “Bound for the Promised Land,” the tune they had prepared for the final scene. The Professor urged Ruby onto the floor. She would serve as transportation to California.

Ruby stepped into the ring and knelt beside Helen. Helen waved to the crowd as she mounted the great beast. Sarah looked baffled, but followed Helen’s lead.

As the crowd sang, Ruby circled the barn, waving her trunk to the crowd. “Smile and wave,” Helen whispered to Sarah. “Just smile and wave.”

Sarah did her best to follow orders. They made a spectacular exit, then returned for curtain calls. All in all, it was a bang-up success.

“Thank you. I really have no idea whether we will repeat the performance,” Helen told the journalist, a bushy-haired fellow who seemed quite full of himself. He had found her and Cassidy tending to Ruby. The Professor had conveniently absented himself, heading for Selby’s Hotel. She and Cassidy had been having an interesting conversation about love, when this man had come along and insisted on interviewing her. “The last act was improvised entirely. But I truly like it better than the original. I think Sarah’s instinct to attack that nasty man was exactly right.” Helen glanced at Cassidy. “I wonder where Audrey and Sarah have gotten to?” she asked him.

“Back to the hotel, I imagine,” he said.

“Well, Mr. …I’m sorry. I’ve forgotten your name,” Helen said.

“Clemens,” said the journalist. “Samuel Clemens.”

“Oh, yes. Well, Mr. Clemens, I strongly suggest that you talk with the Professor about his plans for the production.”

She watched the young man head off in the direction of the hotel, then she turned to Cassidy and smiled. “I believe we were talking about love,” she said.

Max and Audrey took a seat in the back of the bar at Selby’s Hotel. The bar was crowded with Clampers who had come to the performance and were continuing the celebration with much drinking and revelry. “I wonder where Sarah has gotten to,” Audrey murmured.

“I’m sure she’s with Helen,” Max said.

He hailed Mr. Selby and requested two glasses of sherry, but watching the man disappear into the crowd Max had little hope that he would return.

He had to talk to Audrey. He needed to tell her of his discovery that Helen was his daughter. And that revelation required him to tell her of his former profession as a counterfeiter. He had been meaning to talk to Audrey about that, really he had, but the time had never seemed quite right. And of course, he wanted to tell her how much she meant to him.

He fidgeted with his sherry glass nervously. “I’m glad we have some time together,” he said. “I’ve been wanting to talk to you.” He hesitated, searching for words. He should tell her about Helen first, he thought, and then about his past. Or should he do it the other way around? “There are some things I need to tell you,” he said, speaking loudly to be heard over the noise of the Clampers.

Her eyes were such a beautiful blue. So warm and sweet in the yellow glow of the oil lamps.

“What sorts of things?” she asked. Her voice was warm and encouraging.

“I need to tell you about my past,” he began. “We know each other very well, I think, after writing so many letters. But there are some things you should know about me.” He reached out and took her hand in his.

Her eyes widened in shock. The Clampers erupted in shouting and applause. He could not hear what she said—the shouting of Clampers drowned her words. But he read her lips. It’s the elephant,” she said.

Max turned to follow her gaze. The Clampers had thrown wide the double doors that led into the street, and Ruby was strolling through, following Professor Serunca.

For a time, there was no hope of conversation. The Clampers were toasting the Professor, and the Professor was toasting the Clampers. Ruby was joining in, with earsplitting trumpeting.

About that time, Mrs. Selby slipped out from behind the bar, clutching a bottle of sherry and two glasses. Handing Max the bottle, she took Audrey’s arm. Making no attempt to speak above the din, she led Audrey from the room. Max followed, grateful for Mrs. Selby’s intervention.

She took them down the hall. “Goodness,” she said, opening the door to the parlor that adjoined the rooms that she and Mr. Selby shared. “I think you’d be better off here than in all that noise.” Max could still hear the Clampers shouting, the elephant trumpeting, but the noise was muffled by the walls that separated the parlor from the bar.

“Thank you, Mrs. Selby,” he said.

Smiling, Mrs. Selby lit the oil lamps and made sure they were comfortable. It seemed to Max that she gave Audrey a knowing look, but that could have been his imagination. She took the bottle of sherry from Max and poured a glass for each of them.

“I’m sure you need a glass to calm your nerves,” she said. “It was such an exciting performance. And the perfect ending, I thought.” Then she swept out to help in the bar, leaving the couple alone.

Max took a deep breath, but before he could speak, Audrey was saying, “You know, I’ve been thinking about what happens next,” she said. “I’ve been thinking that perhaps I will write another book.” 

Max nodded. “A new book? Another book of poetry. That sounds like a fine idea.” He sipped his sherry, trying to think of how he might reintroduce the topic of his past.

“Not poetry,” she said. “A book of adventures.” Her eyes were sparkling; her face was animated. She set her glass of sherry down on the table by the sofa and leaned forward, taking Max’s hand in hers. “The ending was wonderful, because the women leave to go and have an adventure in California. I want to see women off having adventures. So I’ve decided I will write my niece’s story. Sarah of the Wolves, the Wild Angel of the Gold Fields. A story of adventure and redemption, in which a tender child makes her way through the wilderness, triumphing over evil.” She smiled brilliantly. “You’ll have to help me with it, Max. You were a part of it all. An upstanding citizen, trying to save the innocent from the perils of an evil world.”

An upstanding citizen? Max shook his head, thinking of his past.

She frowned. “Oh, don’t shake your head, Max. You underestimate your appeal as a character. This will be a tale of intrigue and adventure,” she said. “At every moment, the reader will be asking—‘What happens next?”’

It was an excellent question, he thought. “You must listen to me, Audrey,” he said. “I have to tell you…”

“Papa?” Helen burst through the door in a flurry that made the oil lamps flicker. She was smiling, and her cheeks were bright. “I have the most wonderful news. Cassidy…” She glanced up at Cassidy, who had followed her through the door. “Cassidy has something to ask you.”

Cassidy was holding his hat in his hands. He spoke with careful dignity. “I have come to ask the hand of your daughter in marriage. I am only a poor juggler, but I know that I can make her happy.” 

Max stared at the young man, then studied his smiling daughter. “Helen, would you like to marry this young man?” he asked, his voice faltering.

She smiled at him, and that was his answer. “I’ve been a poor father to you up ’til now,” he said. “And I am honored that you would consult me in this decision.” He looked at Cassidy. “Do you love my daughter?”

“I do.”

“Do you promise you will never lie to her? You’ll always tell her the truth?”

Cassidy nodded. “I will.”

Max nodded gravely, doing his best to appear paternal and feeling like a fraud. “You have my blessing.”

Helen leapt from the sofa and flew to Cassidy’s side.

“Now, that’s settled,” Max said. “Perhaps you will excuse us for a moment. I need to have a word with Audrey and…”

“Excuse me?” A bushy-haired man knocked on the door and barged into the parlor. The room was very crowded. “Mrs. Selby said I might find Mrs. North here.”

“Yes,” said Audrey. “I’m Mrs. North.”

“My name is Clemens, Samuel Clemens.” He smiled at Cassidy and Helen. “I wanted to ask you a few questions about Sarah McKensie. I hope this is a convenient time…”

“No,” Max interrupted in a tone that brooked no disagreement. “No. This is not a convenient time.”

Mr. Clemens stared at Max, taken aback. “And who are you, sir?” 

Max straightened up, summoning his dignity and glaring at Mr. Clemens. “I am a counterfeiter from Chicago, and I am an artist,” he said. “I am a friend of the Wild Angel, and I am the father of this budding young actress. I am the man who intends to ask the lovely Mrs. North for her hand in marriage, and I am heartily sick of being interrupted.” He turned to Audrey and looked her in the eye. “I must tell you the truth: I have not always been an upstanding citizen. I have been a fool. I have been a liar. But I love you, and I want to spend the rest of my life with you. Will you marry me?”

Of course, she said yes. In fact, she exchanged a look with Helen that made Max suspect that she had already known of his intentions—and his career in counterfeiting. Cassidy braved the bar to fetch more glasses, and they drank toast after toast until the sherry was gone. The Clampers, having heard the news from Mrs. Selby (in whom Cassidy had confided when he fetched the glasses) stormed the parlor and insisted that the engaged couples ride Ruby in a triumphant procession down the main street of Selby Flat.

In all the excitement, it was not until the Professor was handing the ladies down from the elephant, that Audrey realized that someone was missing. She turned to Helen and asked, “Where is Sarah? I thought she was with you.”

Helen, wide-eyed, shook her head. “I thought she was with you.”

“Not to worry, ladies,” the Professor said. “Miss Paxon spoke with Sarah right after the show.”

“That’s correct.” Miss Paxon stood by the entrance to Selby’s Hotel, smiling. “She indicated that she would be going off to spend some time with her family.”

Audrey frowned. “I am her family.”

“Of course,” Miss Paxon said. “Quite right. I meant her other family. Her pack, so to speak.”

“She’s returned to the wolves?” 

“For a time.”

Max put his hand on Audrey’s shoulder. “She’ll be fine,” he said.

From high in the hills, Sarah looked down on the town of Selby Flat. In the distance, she could hear Ruby trumpeting. She smiled. It was good to know that she could visit the town, good to know that she had friends there. But she knew that she did not belong there. She was not civilized, and she did not see any advantage to becoming civilized. Better to return to the wilderness, where she belonged.

She wore the shirt that Max had given her, with the cut-off trousers that left her legs free. The dress that Audrey had insisted she wear had been entirely too confining. She had left that at the hotel. She had Arno’s knife at her side. She could make a new lariat, a new bow, a supply of arrows.

Smiling, she tipped her head back and howled, a thin call that carried through the night air. In the distance, she heard an answering howl—a chorus of wolves. Her pack was waiting for her. Without hesitation, she turned her back on civilization.



Mary Maxwell’s Afterword to Wild Angel

ABOUT TARZAN

“Most writers regard the truth as their most valuable possession, and therefore are most economical in its use.”

—Mark Twain

The working title of this novel was Sarah of the Wolves. My editor, Beth Meacham, astutely suggested the change to Wild Angel, a much more lyrical and compelling title. But for me the book will always retain its original title, a direct allusion to the novel that inspired it.

As a girl, I read Tarzan of the Apes and all of Edgar Rice Burroughs’s other Tarzan books. My reading of the Tarzan books followed an exhaustive reading of the Oz books by L. Frank Baum. As a child, it seemed to me that books were similar. I (quite rightly, as it turns out) regarded Tarzan’s Africa as no more real than Dorothy’s Oz.

Burroughs knew enough not to let the facts get in the way of a rollicking adventure, and I respect him for that. I admired his willingness to rearrange reality to suit the needs of his story. If he needs a lion, a lion is there. No problem.

With that in mind, I suggest that anyone interested in quibbling with my presentation of reality take their business elsewhere. Yes, Sarah can bring down a grizzly with a bow and arrow and a lariat. After all, if Tarzan can kill a lion with a full nelson, who am I to begrudge Sarah such minor prowess with primitive weapons? This is not an historically and biologically accurate account. For those looking for such a novel, I suggest Pat Murphy’s Nadya—The Wolf Chronicles. Pat insists on meticulous historical research. I find it only slows me down.

Back when I was reading the Tarzan books, I also admired Burroughs’ ability to cut out extraneous material. In my memory, one of the most important phrases in Tarzan is: “Meanwhile, on the other side of the jungle…” And what was happening on the other side of the jungle was never dull.

In the first Tarzan book, Burroughs mentions one of Tarzan’s more unlikely friendships: “With Tantor, the elephant, he made friends. How? Ask not.” I like that. He took a firm hand with his readers, telling them simply and clearly the way things were. No apology. No explanation.

In this novel, I have adopted some of the traits that I admired in Burroughs’s work. I did not manage to incorporate the phrase “Meanwhile, on the other side of the jungle,”—but I employed similar strategies where I could. I did not use the phrase “Ask not,” but that was the attitude I chose to adopt. This is the way the world works; do not question it.

Some readers may think that the invention of E Clampus Vitus is one of the ways I have stretched the truth. Think again. The Clampers exist—and they existed at the time of the Gold Rush. They are as I have described them, a secret society dedicated to the protection of widows and orphans, particularly the widows. The Clampers meet in the Hall of Comparative Ovations. Their motto is Credo Quia Absurdum, “I believe because it is absurd.” Their ritual question is “What say the Brethren?” and their ritual answer: “Satisfactory!”

I was delighted to discover it was unnecessary to invent anything about the Clampers. They are fabulous—in all senses of the word—exactly as they are.



Max Merriwell’s Afterword to Wild Angel

ABOUT WOMEN AND WOLVES

“It takes much to convince the average man of anything; and perhaps nothing can ever make him realize that he is the average woman’s inferior—yet in several important details the evidence seems to show that that is what he is.”

—Mark Twain

If you read Pat Murphy’s afterword to the novel, There and Back Again, you already know that I not only write fiction under my own name—but also under the pseudonym Mary Maxwell. I enjoy the challenge of writing under a woman’s name; it has forced me to attend more closely to differences in the ways that women and men approach the world.

I do not regard myself as an expert on the ways of women—but I do consider myself to be a careful observer. Like Max Phillips, my namesake in Wild Angel, I have noticed the glances that women sometimes exchange, looks that comment on the foolishness of men. I have observed the mysterious ways in which women communicate, recognizing signals that men don’t know that they are sending—indeed, don’t intend to send.

I do not share Max’s belief that women have a civilizing influence on men. I also do not agree with Max in his misguided notions that women need to be protected.

I believe that women and wolves have much in common. Both communicate in mysterious ways. Both avoid trouble—but both are fierce when trouble finds them. Both women and wolves are attentive to power relationships. Where men bluster, women and wolves watch, analyzing the situation. When they are ready to act, they act without hesitation.

Far from needing protection, I think young Sarah belongs among the wolves, and I’m happy to have had a hand in putting her there.



Pat Murphy’s Afterword to Wild Angel

CLEARING UP THE CONFUSION

“For business reasons, I must preserve the outward sign of sanity.”

—Mark Twain

This book is the second part of a three-part project that combines aspects of a shaggy dog story, a practical joke, and a metafictional opus. Each book stands alone—but they combine to form a whole that is greater than the sum of its parts.

Let me explain: Max Merriwell is a pseudonym of mine. He recently wrote There and Back Again, a rollicking space opera published by TOR Books (under my name).

Max is a pseudonym, but he is also a character of sorts. In some alternate universe, he is happily writing many novels—under his own name and under pseudonyms of his own. Each year, Max writes three novels—a science fiction novel under his own name, a fantasy novel under the pseudonym Mary Maxwell, and a mystery under the pseudonym Weldon Merrimax.

Wild Angel is a novel that I wrote as Max Merriwell, writing as Mary Maxwell. (Or you could think of it as a novel that Max Merriwell wrote as Mary Maxwell, in some other universe.) Some characters who appeared in There and Back Again reappear here. (If you want to know more about Gyro and his pataphysical friends, read that book.)

Whatever the reality of Max and Mary, I am confident that I, acting alone and in my proper mind, would never have chosen to model a novel on Burroughs’s Tarzan of the Apes. But it’s exactly the sort of thing that Max and Mary would do.

When I began this project, I was delighted to read Gore Vidal’s introduction to the Signet Classic edition of Tarzan of the Apes. In that introduction, Vidal confesses to reading all twenty-three Tarzan books when he was growing up, a confession I find reassuring since I did the same.

As Vidal charitably notes, “Stylistically, Burroughs is—how shall I put it?—uneven. Burroughs’s characters speak in unnatural rhythms. In his plotting, Burroughs makes shameless use of coincidence; one can see the long arm of the author reaching in to arrange the characters to his liking.”

But back when I was reading Tarzan, I wasn’t looking for the long arm of the author. When I was reading Tarzan as a youngster (and even today, when I can manage to lock the Pat Murphy who writes away from the Pat Murphy who reads), I didn’t notice and didn’t care. Vidal compares Burroughs’s work to a vivid daydream, and I think he’s right. When I read Tarzan as a girl, the daydream carried me along and I would accept any coincidence that let me go swinging off through the jungle.

Max Merriwell is a pseudonym of mine who knows how to daydream. Mary Maxwell is a pseudonym of Max’s who shares his willingness to suspend disbelief and happily swing through the trees, dodging clunky dialogue and ignoring outrageous coincidence and chilling bits of prejudice, accepting the parts of the daydream that worked and disregarding the rest.

As a writer known for my feminist leanings, the doubly layered pseudonym added an interesting aspect to the writing of this novel. Throughout the writing of Wild Angel, I was aware that I was a woman, writing as a man, who was writing as a woman. Twisted and confusing, I know, but necessary in a strange way. Max has the confidence to believe that anything he writes is wonderful. Mary shares that confidence—but modifies the subject matter to match a woman’s experience.

In his introduction to Tarzan, Vidal wrote: “In its naive way, the Tarzan legend returns us to that Eden where, free of clothes and the inhibitions of an oppressive society, a man is able, as William Faulkner put it in his high Confederate style, to prevail as well as endure.” Mary felt it necessary to return a woman to that same Eden, and I was glad to share in the dream.

I said at the start that this three-book project is a practical joke. The joke, it seems, is on me. I have created pseudonyms who have become characters who have been writing books that I enjoy—but wouldn’t have written without them. It has been a strange and interesting experience.

I will be writing the final book in this project myself, without the assistance of my pseudonyms. That book, Adventures in Time and Space with Max Merriwell, deals with Max’s adventures when he is writing There and Back Again, Wild Angel, and a mystery novel (by Weldon Merrimax). The events of the novels that he is writing begin to bleed through into his reality—and his pseudonyms show up and start making trouble.

Ah—that part will be easy to write. They say that you should write what you know. And I’ve had firsthand experience with that.



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Writers Karen Fowler, Angus MacDonald, Daniel Marcus, Carter Scholz, Michael Berry, Richard Russo, and Michael Blumlein took the time to read and thoughtfully comment on this manuscript. Folks at the Exploratorium understood my need to take a year’s leave to work on this three-book project—and helped make that leave possible. Gary Crounse and his colleagues Rupert Peene and Kamishiwa offered advice regarding Pataphysics. My editor Beth Meacham provided ongoing support, wise counsel, and careful editing. And my loving husband, Officer Dave Wright, kept me cheerful in times of confusion, having more faith in me than I sometimes have in myself.

THANK YOU ALL,
PAT MURPHY



Adventures in Time and Space with Max Merriwell



For Officer Dave, with love

and

For Gary Crounse, Cyrus Orange, Yves Rrognac, and all his pataphysical friends.



Contents

ONE

TWO

BAD GRRLZ’ GUIDE TO PHYSICS

THREE

BAD GRRLZ’ GUIDE TO PHYSICS

FOUR

FIVE

SIX

SEVEN

EIGHT

BAD GRRLZ’ GUIDE TO PHYSICS

NINE

TEN

ELEVEN

TWELVE

BAD GRRLZ’ GUIDE TO PHYSICS

THIRTEEN

FOURTEEN

FIFTEEN

BAD GRRLZ’ GUIDE TO PHYSICS

SIXTEEN

SEVENTEEN

EIGHTEEN

BAD GRRLZ’ GUIDE TO PHYSICS

NINETEEN

TWENTY

TWENTY-ONE

TWENTY-TWO

TWENTY-THREE

TWENTY-FOUR

BAD GRRLZ’ GUIDE TO PHYSICS

TWENTY-FIVE

BAD GRRLZ’ GUIDE TO PHYSICS

Afterword to Adventures in Time and Space with Max Merriwell

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Afterword to Bad Grrlz’ Guide to Reality



ONE


	“Are we lost?” the young woman asked.

	The Captain looked up from the chart he had been examining. 

	“How can you be lost when you don’t know where you’re going?” he asked, with an air of imperturbable calm.

	—from Here Be Dragons by Mary Maxwell



SUSAN WAS LOST. She stood in the corridor, peering first in one direction and then in the other, hoping to see something that would give her a clue about what deck she was on this time.

The ship’s engines hummed softly underfoot. The faint vibration served as a constant reminder that she was aboard the Odyssey, a cruise ship that was about to set sail. She had hoped to find her stateroom and rendezvous with her friend Pat before that happened, but at this point, the odds didn’t look good.

Susan took another look at the map in her hand. Just half an hour before, when she had blithely accepted it from the man at the top of the gangway, this map had seemed so promising and trustworthy. Such a festive map, showing all ten of the ship’s decks in bright tropical colors. Half an hour in her hands, and the map was already dog-eared and wrinkled and she was lost.

A few doors down the way, sunlight shone through an open door onto the turquoise blue carpet. Voices—men’s voices—drifted down the corridor. She could smell fresh-brewed coffee. Tucking her purse firmly under her arm, she headed for the open door, determined to ask directions.

“But Mr. Merrimax,” a man’s voice was saying. “I just don’t see—”

“The name is Merriwell,” said a patient voice. “Max Merriwell. Weldon Merrimax is one of my pen names.”

Susan stopped in the doorway, looking into the room. It was an office. A balding man in a Hawaiian shirt sat behind the desk. He looked flustered. The etched glass nameplate on the desk identified him as “Gene Culver, Cruise Director.” A bearded man sat in the upholstered chair across from him. Neither of the men looked in her direction; they were absorbed in their own conversation.

Susan recognized the bearded man as Max Merriwell from the author photos on his books. He looked like an author, with his wirerimmed glasses, bushy eyebrows, gray hair, and gray beard. In the photos, he always wore a tweed sports coat with suede patches on the elbows.

Max Merriwell looked a bit less imposing in person than he did in his photos. He was a short man. His hair needed combing. He was wearing a tweed sports coat, but the patches on the elbows were shiny with wear.

“A pen name. Of course.” Gene rubbed his balding head. “But the company contracted with Weldon Merrimax to teach a writing workshop aboard the Odyssey.”

Max Merriwell nodded in agreement. “I understand that. My agent made the arrangements. But I’m sure he explained that my name is Max Merriwell. I write books as Max Merriwell, as Mary Maxwell, and as Weldon Merrimax.”

Gene shook his head, frowning. “I don’t know. All that paperwork went through company headquarters in Los Angeles. But I need to use Weldon Merrimax’s name in the ship’s newsletter. We have a lot of mystery fans aboard who will recognize that name. We have to let them know that Weldon Merrimax will be teaching a workshop.”

Max looked, Susan thought, rather uncomfortable. “I’m afraid that’s not possible.”

“But you are Weldon Merrimax.”

Max shook his head. “No, I’m not.” An edge had crept into his voice. “I write as Weldon Merrimax, but I’m not Weldon Merrimax. That’s not the same thing at all.”

Gene was fidgeting with a pen on his otherwise empty desk. “I just don’t see … it seems to me that you’re splitting hairs, Mr. Merriwell. What difference does it make whether we call you Max Merriwell or Weldon Merrimax?”

“It makes a great deal of difference to me,” Max said.

“You’re putting me in a very difficult position. I have a contract that says Weldon Merrimax will teach a workshop.”

Max frowned at Gene. Susan sympathized. She didn’t like the way that Gene was trying to bully the writer. She was pleased that Max rose to the challenge.

He stood up. “Well, you’ll have to take that up with Weldon Merrimax if you can find him,” he said. “I guess I’d better get back on shore while I still can.”

“Hold on,” Gene said unhappily. “Can’t you just teach as Weldon Merrimax?”

Max picked up his battered leather suitcase. “That wouldn’t be right.”

“But I have passengers who are looking forward to this writing workshop.” Gene was clearly unhappy that Max had called his bluff. “I suppose you could teach under your own name.”

Max put his suitcase down and pushed up his glasses, which had slid down his nose. “That’s what I was planning to do,” Max said. “That is, if you think anyone would want to take a workshop from me.”

“Well, I certainly would,” Susan said.

Both men turned to stare at her. She felt her cheeks grow hot. Interested in the discussion, she had forgotten that she was eavesdropping. “Oh, I’m so sorry. I was just walking by—I’m lost, you see.” She held up the map that she still clutched in her hand, feeling like a complete idiot. “I was going to ask directions and I heard you talking. I didn’t mean to interrupt. I’m so sorry, but I love Mr. Merriwell’s work. I’ve read all your books.” She knew she was babbling. Feeling the heat rise from her cheeks to her ears, she took a step backward into the corridor and bumped into someone, dropping her map. “Excuse me!” She turned to face a man in a crisp white uniform with black-and-gold striped epaulets. “I’m so sorry.”

Tom Clayton, the Odyssey’s chief security officer, had been on his way to the bridge when the woman bumped into him. He smiled politely and stooped to pick up her map.

“No problem,” he said, handing her the map. “I should have remembered to be on my guard when passing Gene’s office. Pretty women are always rushing out. He’s a very busy man.” Tom peered in the open door. “Isn’t that so, Gene?”

Gene looked pained. Tom had overheard a bit of the conversation as he came down the hall. Something about Max Merriwell. He had noticed that name on the list of additional staff for this cruise. He wondered if the tweedy gentleman in Gene’s office was Max Merriwell, and if Mr. Merriwell were giving Gene a hard time. That seemed strange. The tweedy gentleman didn’t look like the sort to give anyone a hard time.

“Tom, perhaps you could assist this lady,” Gene said. “She seems to be lost.”

“Of course. I’d be happy to.” Tom closed the office door and turned back to the woman who waited in the corridor. She had curly, red-gold hair fastened at the nape of her neck with a large silver hair clip. Wisps of hair had escaped this restraint and curled around her face. She wore dark gray slacks, a forest-green V-necked sweater that looked very soft and very expensive, and a light gray blazer. She clutched an oversized black leather purse under one arm.

She looked good. If she had relaxed and smiled, she would have looked great. But her forehead wrinkled in the hint of a frown; her mouth was tight with worry.

She wasn’t wearing any makeup. She had the kind of fair skin that freckles and burns, the kind that shows a blush. She was blushing like mad.

“Now where are you trying to go?” Tom asked.

“I was trying to find my stateroom.” The woman’s cheeks were still flaming red. She shook her head. “I’m always getting lost. My husband says…my husband used to say that my sense of direction was installed backward. If I said turn left, we should turn right. I guess he had a point.”

He nodded politely. She was fidgeting nervously with the wedding ring on her left hand.

“That map is enough to get anyone lost,” he told her. “None of the companionways are marked, so it’s a wonder that anyone can find their way from one deck to the next. Now what deck is your stateroom on?” He started down the hallway and she trailed him, for all the world like a wayward child who had been caught out of school. “Calypso Deck. Stateroom number 144. Where am I now?”

“In the officers’ quarters, right by the bridge.”

He glanced back in time to catch another wave of color flooding her cheeks. “Completely off limits to passengers, I’m sure.”

“No harm done.” He held the door open for her. “And you really weren’t too far off. Calypso Deck is just two decks below the bridge.” 

“Well, I took a stairway that wasn’t on the map—I thought it might be a short cut. I should have known better.”

“Right down here,” he said. “By the way, aboard a ship, stairways are called companionways.”

“I like that.” Her voice echoed from the bare metal and concrete. A service companionway, this route had none of the carpeting and wood paneling of the passengers’ areas. “It sounds so friendly. I guess I took the wrong companionway.” She sounded a little less breathless; she was starting to relax a bit.

He opened a door into a corridor on the Calypso Deck. “This is your deck,” he said. “Now your stateroom is right down—”

“Don’t tell me,” she said. “I can find the way from here.” She was peering at the map, turning it around in her hands. “In fact, I’ll bet it’s right down here.” She turned to the left.

He reached around and took her arm, gently steering her in the opposite direction. “Actually, it’s this way.” He walked her down to where the corridor turned. “Straight down that way, on the right,” he said. “You can’t miss it.”

“Really?” She frowned at the map again.

Looking over her shoulder, he took the map from her hand and turned it around, so its orientation matched that of the ship. “The bow is that way. The stern is that way. We’re right here.”

She contemplated the map for a moment, then nodded tentatively. “All right,” she said, as if agreeing to a sort of compromise. “It’ll all make sense to you in no time,” he said.

“I’m sure it will.” She seemed to have about as much confidence in that as she did in his orientation of the map. “Thank you so much for your help. Sorry to be such a bother.”

“No bother at all.”

“I’ve got it straight now.” She folded the map neatly and tucked it into her purse. She pushed her hair back out of her eyes, straightened her shoulders, and smiled at him bravely. “I’m sure I’ll get it all sorted out.” She held out her hand and gave him a firm handshake. “Thank you again.”

He watched her walk down the corridor to her room. She smiled, waved, and disappeared from view. With almost two thousand passengers aboard, he probably wouldn’t see her again.

Susan found Pat already in the stateroom, already unpacked. They both lived in San Francisco, but Susan had flown into New York City just that morning. Pat had spent the last week in the city, visiting friends.

Now Pat sat cross-legged on one of the twin beds. Pat’s hair was cropped short in a spiky crew cut. While she was in New York, she had had it bleached white, then dyed a blue-violet shade that she called “electric blue.” In the sunlight that shone through the sliding glass door that led to their balcony, Pat’s hair seemed to glow, like a psychedelic poster under black light.

Having boarded at the earliest opportunity, Pat had already explored the Odyssey thoroughly. Pat had already unpacked—their suitcases, she informed Susan, had been delivered to the stateroom by a cheerful steward named Mario.

Working together at one of San Francisco’s branch libraries, Pat and Susan had become close friends. In the two years that Susan had known Pat, her hair had rarely remained the same color for more than a few months at a stretch.

Susan recognized that the other folks who worked at the library thought she and Pat were an unlikely pair of friends. In matters of the heart, Susan was cautious and Pat was impulsive, given to sudden passions. In matters of fashion, Pat was trendy where Susan was conservative. But Susan admired Pat’s self-assurance and her bold enthusiasm.

At twenty-six, Pat was a few years younger than Susan. She was a graduate student in theoretical physics at University of California, Berkeley. Currently, she was writing her dissertation. Until recently, she had been working part time at the library—maintaining the library’s computers and Internet connection. Actually, as far as Susan could tell, Pat wasn’t working on her dissertation much. She had had a falling out with her advisor. Pat said he was an idiot with no imagination.

Two months back, Pat and Susan had both been laid off because of budget cutbacks. Since the layoff, Pat had been doing temp work and writing copy for a Web site called The Bad Grrlz’ Guide to Physics (www.badgrrlzguide.com). The Web site, Pat had told Susan, would provide bad girls (or bad grrlz) with a justification to do what they wanted to do anyway. Susan had her doubts about the project, but working on it seemed to make Pat happy, so Susan kept her reservations to herself.

In a raffle sponsored by a writers’ magazine Susan had won a cruise on the Odyssey—from New York to England, with stops in Bermuda and the Azores. She had invited Pat to come along, and Pat had accepted with enthusiasm.

While Susan unpacked, Pat read aloud from a brochure that she had found in the “Welcome Aboard” fruit basket. “The Odyssey offers its fun-loving, adventurous passengers a fully equipped gymnasium, an aerobics studio with classes running from early morning to late evening, two dining rooms, three swimming pools, five restaurants (including a pizzeria), and eight bars. The Odyssey crew wants to make your stay with us a memorable experience, an adventure in luxury.”

Susan hung the last of her sundresses in the tiny closet. She felt neither fun-loving nor adventurous. Instead, she felt more than a bit timid and uncertain.

“Why are you still wearing that?” Pat asked her.

Susan glanced down at her hands and realized that she was twisting her wedding ring on her finger, a nervous habit that had developed in the past few months. Her divorce had been finalized just before she left for the cruise.

“I thought you signed the divorce papers,” Pat said.

Susan nodded. “Just before I left.”

Pat frowned. “So you’re not married anymore.”

Susan stared down at the ring on her hand “I guess I haven’t figured out what to do with it.”

“Stick it in a drawer until you figure it out,” Pat advised. “Who knows—you might meet some cute guy.”

Susan gave her friend a warning glance. She had made Pat promise not to play matchmaker on the cruise. Susan wasn’t in the mood—and she certainly didn’t trust Pat’s opinions about men.

But Pat was probably right about wearing the ring. Susan tugged it off her finger and shoved it into her pocket.

At 6:15, the pilot who had guided the Odyssey from the harbor to the open ocean disembarked, boarding the pilot boat and heading back home. Tom Clayton watched the pilot boat head for New York and relaxed a little. Escorting the pilot off the ship was his last duty related to the ship’s departure from New York City.

Tom always liked putting out to sea. The ship was at its most vulnerable when it was in port. Port was where the trouble was. People could bring contraband aboard; stowaways could sneak aboard. Once they were at sea, the ship was isolated from the rest of the world. Tom enjoyed that sense of autonomy.

The Odyssey was a grand old lady with a checkered past. She had been built in 1961, at a time when the shipyards of France were turning out grand ocean liners. But the Odyssey had been built in a Yugoslavian shipyard, ordered by a Brazilian coffee company that wanted to get into the cruise business. Christened Thetis, after the sea nymph of Greek mythology, the ship had been sold just a year after delivery, a victim of a bad year for the Brazilian coffee crop.

The British company that purchased her renamed her Wendolyn, an Anglo-Saxon name meaning “wanderer.” The Wendolyn made a number of transatlantic voyages, a solid, reliable passenger liner. The company that owned her was perpetually undercapitalized, a bad position for any player in the cruise industry. As a result, the standards aboard the Wendolyn never quite measured up to those set by the Queen Elizabeth, the Norway, and the other great ocean liners.

After a number of years of faithful service, the Wendolyn was sold again, this time to a British-based, Ukrainian-owned cruise operator. Renamed the Happy Traveler (a sad fate for a former sea goddess), the ship was retrofitted to accommodate more passengers. For a number of years, she cruised the Mediterranean, a budget cruise ship for the family market, a grand ship that had fallen on hard times.

Finally, with the collapse of the Soviet Union, a California-based, Italian-owned shipping company purchased the ship at a bargain price. She had been retrofitted, upgraded, renamed the Odyssey, and relaunched as a luxury cruise ship.

Having spent five years as second in command of security aboard one of Princess Cruises’ megaships, Tom had signed on to be the Odyssey’s chief security officer. He had, over the past three years aboard, grown fond of the Odyssey. According to the engineering staff, the ship still suffered from her years of neglect. In the latest retrofit, they said, money that should have been spent on upgrading engineering and infrastructure had gone to cosmetic improvements of the passenger areas. The Odyssey had her problems, but she was still a solid and dependable vessel.

Tom figured this cruise for an easy run. It was a repositioning cruise; the company was moving the ship from the Caribbean to the Mediterranean for the winter. They would reach England on November first. He had scanned the passenger list and had noticed no obvious troublemakers. A large convention of historians from California had booked their cabins together at a discounted group rate, but he didn’t figure them for trouble. Probably a group of stuffy academics on their way to tour Europe. There was the usual assortment of savvy cruisers who had sought out the repositioning cruise for its bargain price.

Tom glanced at his watch. He had just enough time to stop by the security office for a final check before he got dressed for dinner.

The security office was near the bridge—a small room furnished with two desks and a filing cabinet full of forms, procedure sheets, and company memos. Tom kept his desk clear, dealing with each day’s paperwork as it came in. He didn’t much like spending time in the office; he felt he could do a better job on his feet—talking to people, keeping an eye on things.

The other desk in the office was currently occupied by Ian G. Macabbee, a blonde Californian computer expert in his mid-twenties. Officially, Ian’s title was “Information Management System Analyst/Integrator.” The company had supplied him with an official etched glass nameplate with that title. But Ian had covered the official title with a different title, neatly printed in large, block letters. It said “Consulting Propellerhead.”

Ian had been aboard the Odyssey for just over two months, installing and debugging the “A Pass” system, a computerized security system that tracked passengers, crew, and all visitors as they boarded and exited the ship. Each passenger and crew member had a key card that served as a pass to the ship and a key to their stateroom. Each gangway was equipped with a card reader. The system read the cards as people boarded the ship or disembarked and noted who was aboard and who was missing. Passengers also used their cards, known aboard ship as “cruise cards,” to charge drinks and services that were not included in the cruise package. Ian had set the system up and had been monitoring its performance.

Though he’d been cruising in the Caribbean for weeks, Ian retained the pallor of a man who spent his life in front of a computer screen, living on coffee and junk food. During his first week aboard, Ian had ordered only coffee, turkey sandwiches, and fries from the galley. After a week of this, Osvaldo, the steward who took care of the bridge staff, had taken on the task of improving Ian’s diet. Ian still drank too much coffee, but he ate what Osvaldo brought him—and his diet now included fresh fruit and an occasional salad. Ian was still thin, but he no longer looked quite as malnourished.

When Tom stepped through the security office door, Ian looked up from his computer screen and grinned. “So who is she?” He spoke quickly, as always, riding as he did on a constant caffeine buzz.

Tom frowned. “Who is who?”

“The beautiful redhead you were escorting to her stateroom,” Ian asked.

Tom sat down at his desk, shaking his head. “How do you know about that?” Then he held up a hand. “No, wait—let me guess.”

Ian grinned and poured himself another cup of coffee from the pot on his desk. The coffeepot was on a tray from the galley. By the aroma, it was quite fresh.

“The coffee was delivered by someone who talked to someone who saw me.”

Ian nodded. “Osvaldo delivered the coffee. He had talked to Mario who was making up a stateroom on the Calypso deck when you passed by. According to Osvaldo, Mario said she’s quite attractive.”

In his first week aboard the Odyssey, Ian had taken it upon himself to know everything that happened aboard the ship. He wanted to know who was sleeping with whom, who was angry about what and why. He had an astounding predilection for gossip and intrigue. He was, he explained to Tom, very fond of information.

“Just a lost passenger who found her way onto the bridge somehow. She was asking Gene Culver for directions when I passed by.” 

“Why didn’t Gene escort her himself?” The cruise director, the man in charge of the ship’s entertainment and passenger activities, had a reputation as a ladies’ man. Ian knew that, of course.

Tom smiled. Ian was grilling him, but Tom was willing to indulge the younger man. “Gene was not having a good day. He was talking to a tweedy looking chap about a writing workshop.”

“Max Merriwell,” Ian said. “Excellent science fiction writer. He also writes fantasy as Mary Maxwell and mystery as Weldon Merrimax.” Ian opened one of his desk drawers, pulled out a hardcover book, and tossed it to Tom. “That’s his latest. I just finished reading it last night. Wonderful book.”

“Seems like he has too many names,” Tom said.

Ian shrugged. “He writes in different genres under different names. He doesn’t want to confuse his readers.”

Tom laughed. “Then I’d say he’s going about it the wrong way.” 

“Well, his pseudonyms are not common knowledge.” Ian sipped his coffee, smiling a self-satisfied smile. He was, Tom had noticed, fond of knowing things that were not common knowledge.

“How did you find out?” Tom asked.

“I’m on an Internet mailing list with people who make it their business to know this sort of thing. When I found out Max Merriwell was coming aboard, I asked about him.”

Tom nodded and glanced at the book in his hand. There and Back Again, by Max Merriwell. On the cover, a woman with a tattooed face gazed into a cube in which stars swirled.

“You can borrow it,” Ian said.

“I don’t read much fiction.” Tom handed the book back to Ian and sat down at his desk. He glanced at the stack of papers in the center of the desk—Ian’s print—out from the A Pass system. Over the past month, Tom’s security staff had been trained in the new system and had simultaneously maintained the old system, relying on roster sheets and paper records. On this cruise, the switch to the new system would be complete and security would rely on the A Pass system.

Tom glanced at the print-out, knowing that Ian would tell him what he needed to know before he could ask.

“Everything went smoothly,” Ian said, not waiting for Tom to review the print-out. “All crew accounted for. Last visitor disembarked at 4:15 with minutes to spare.”

“Great. I checked at the gates, and there didn’t seem to be any problems there.”

Ian nodded, sipping his coffee.

Tom glanced at his watch, then stood up. “I’ve got to get ready for dinner.” On the Odyssey, company policy required officers to dine with the passengers, making small talk and serving, according to company memos, as “ambassadors for Odyssey Lines.”

Ian nodded. “I’ll see you there.”

“Really?” Tom was surprised. As a consultant, Ian was exempt from this requirement. He had, on all the earlier cruises, opted to eat with the rest of the crew, rather than dining with the passengers.

“I decided it might be interesting. So I checked with the purser and he signed me up.”

“Interesting?” Tom shook his head. “You have an optimistic streak I’d never noticed before. You’ll probably be seated with six little old ladies.” Some officers enjoyed presiding over a table at dinner; Tom regarded it as a necessary part of his job.

“Watch your tongue,” Ian said. “If they’re passengers, those little old ladies are vertically challenged senior citizens.” The company had recently sent out a memo on the politically correct terms to be used for passengers.

“Have it your way.” Tom left the office, closing the door firmly behind him.

Ian returned to his computer screen. With a few key strokes, he called up the list of passengers dining in the Ithaca Dining Room at the eight-fifteen seating. They were listed by table; he searched for Tom’s table. Eight passengers and Tom.

He tapped a few keys to call up the passenger list. According to Mario, the beautiful redhead was in stateroom 144. Two women occupied that stateroom: Susan Galina and Pat Murphy. For good measure, he located Max Merriwell, too. He returned to the seating chart, bumped four passengers to other tables, and inserted himself, the women from stateroom 144, and Max Merriwell.

He smiled. Much better, he thought. He liked Tom, but he thought the security officer could use a bit of loosening up. It had been more than a year since Tom had had a girlfriend; that’s what Mario had told Ian. Tom had dated a singer for a while, but she’d transferred to another ship, and he’d been on his own ever since. Ian thought Tom deserved good company at dinner, and Ian was happy to arrange it. And even happier to set wheels in motion and see what happened.

It was shaping up to be an interesting cruise, he thought happily. He was looking forward to meeting Max Merriwell; he was looking forward to seeing what, if anything, developed between Tom and the redhead. And the ship was heading into the Bermuda Triangle.

For the past few weeks, Ian had been reading up on the Bermuda Triangle. He didn’t believe all the stories about ships and planes that had disappeared there, but he was interested in them, just as he was interested in anything that smacked of conspiracy and cover-up. He didn’t believe in the mystical power of the Bermuda Triangle, but he enjoyed the fervor of those who did. He tried to keep an open mind.

Yes, he thought, it was bound to be an interesting cruise.



TWO


	She slit open the belly of a fish while cleaning it for dinner, and found a gold ring. The ring was inscribed “With all my love.” She considered the ring, muttered her thanks to whatever god sent it her way, and sold it in the market. It was a lovely ring and a lovely sentiment, but when it got right down to it, she felt she’d be better off with the cash.

	—from Here Be Dragons by Mary Maxwell



THE ITHACA DINING ROOM on the Lotus Deck had the look and feel of an expensive steak house: dark wooden paneling on the walls, heavy wooden chairs upholstered in leather, white linen tablecloths. Candles burned on every table; in the ceiling, tiny lights twinkled like stars. It all looked so solid, so stable. But Susan could feel the ship rocking beneath her, a subtle shifting that made her feel unsteady, as if she had already had too much to drink. A little dizzy, a little disoriented. “Welcome to the Odyssey,” the head waiter said, smiling at the two of them. Susan noticed that he blinked once at Pat’s hair—blinked as if checking his vision. But then he simply smiled—a precise smile of professional greeting. He did not mention Pat’s hair; he did not mention her jeans. He simply checked their cruise cards and consulted a computer print out. “Ah, yes—you’re at one of the officer’s tables. Nicholas will show you the way.”

Susan and Pat followed Nicholas to their assigned table. A placard in the center of the table said “233.” Six people smiled at Susan expectantly; three seats were still empty. Susan forced herself to smile back at the people, but her smile faltered when she noticed that Max Merriwell was seated at one end of the table and the officer who had shown her to her stateroom was at the other.

“I see you found your way to the dining hall,” the officer was saying, and she could feel her cheeks reddening. She hoped that the light was dim enough that no one would notice. She felt like fleeing, but Pat was already taking the seat next to Max Merriwell. Susan reached for the back of one of the remaining seats, leaving an empty chair between herself and the officer. But before she could pull out the chair and seat herself, a man came hurrying up. He was just a few years older than Pat. Like Pat, he was dressed in jeans and a T-shirt.

“Allow me,” he said, smiling at her, and pulled out the chair next to the officer.

Susan hesitated, then took the seat, not wanting to make a scene. “We weren’t properly introduced before,” the officer said, still smiling. “I’m Tom Clayton, ship’s security officer.”

“Susan Galina,” she murmured. She felt tongue-tied and self conscious. She had made a fool of herself earlier; she just hoped she could make it through dinner without embarrassing herself further.

“So sorry I’m late,” said the man who had pulled out her chair. “I’m Ian Macabbee. Consulting Propellerhead.”

Susan blinked, wondering if she had heard him right. But she didn’t have a chance to ask. Ian was already turning to Pat, murmuring something about her fabulous hair.

“I’ve decided that the Captain has us all pegged as troublemakers,” said the balding man on the other side of the table. He was grinning. “That’s why we’re all at Tom’s table. This way, he can keep an eye on us.”

“You’re the troublemaker, Bill,” said the woman beside him, shaking her head fondly “Don’t go dragging the rest of us into it.”

“Well, clearly Tom has already met this young lady,” said a redheaded man at the far end of the table. “If that isn’t suspicious I don’t know what is.” He was a large, prosperous-looking fellow who appeared to be used to living the good life. “I’m Charles Rafferty,” he told Susan.

Then everyone introduced themselves, a great confusion of names and identities. Bill Carver, the balding joker at the end of the table, and his wife Alberta were from Cleveland, Ohio. Charles Rafferty was a banker from Boston. His wife, a slim Asian woman named Lily, was an antique dealer.

Ian Macabbee smiled at Susan sympathetically and she wondered if she looked a bit panicked. “It’s always hard to keep track of all the names at the first dinner,” he murmured. “It’ll get easier.”

“Max here seems determined to make it harder than usual.” Bill Carver said jovially. “He has more than his share of names.”

Susan glanced shyly at Max. Beside Bill Carver, he looked even shorter and shabbier. She imagined how difficult it could be to explain all his pen names to people like Bill and Charles.

Susan had been reading Max’s science fiction novels since she was ten years old. They were wonderful tales that had let her escape from the demands of her family into a world of adventure where anything was possible.

At about the same age, she had discovered Mary Maxwell’s novels, stories in which girls and women led heroic lives. It wasn’t until she became a librarian that she discovered that Mary Maxwell was a pseudonym for Max Merriwell. She knew some women who had been disappointed to learn that a man had written Mary Maxwell’s books, but she still thought that the books were marvelous and that the man who wrote them must be equally extraordinary. On the cruise, she had brought Max’s latest novel, a rollicking space adventure titled There and Back Again, and Wild Angel, a new book by Mary Maxwell.

She knew Max had also written books as Weldon Merrimax, but she hadn’t read them. She’d started one once, but it was so bleak she had set it aside.

“Really, Max,” Charles chimed in. “It does seem like you are going out of your way to be confusing. I really don’t see the point.”

“Now let’s see if I’ve got it straight,” Bill said. “You’re Max Merriwell when you write that wild sci-fi stuff. You’re Mary Maxwell when you write fantasy. And you’re Weldon Merrimax when you write bestsellers.” Bill rubbed his head, pretending he was baffled. “Of course, I don’t read all that far-out stuff. I’ve heard of Weldon, at least. But keeping track of all those names is too much for me.”

Susan thought she saw a flicker of irritation cross Max’s face at the mention of Weldon Merrimax. Clearly, Bill was the sort of person who didn’t read science fiction, but felt he knew all about it. He knew it was trashy and a waste of time. Kid stuff. Susan felt she had to speak up.

“I don’t have any problem with all the names,” she said abruptly. “I already know his names because I know his books. I’m looking forward to your workshop, Mr. Merriwell.”

“Call me Max,” he said, rewarding her with a small smile.

She managed to smile back, startled by her own audacity.

“A workshop,” Alberta said, leaning forward a little. She was a stout woman with obviously bleached hair and an earnest and determined manner. “What sort of workshop?”

“I’ll be teaching a writing workshop on board,” Max said. “Really,” Alberta said. She clasped her hands in front of her like a child anticipating a treat. “I’d love to come to that. I’ve always wanted to write a novel. I have so many stories to tell.” She glanced at Susan and Pat. “Are you both writers?”

“Only if you count writing a dissertation on quantum mechanics,” Pat said. “My advisor tells me I might as well be writing a science fiction novel, so maybe that counts.”

Susan shook her head. “I’m a librarian, and I love books. I really don’t think I can write one, but I thought I’d go to Max’s workshop anyway.”

“A cruise is a lovely place to try new things,” Alberta said briskly. “Last year, Bill and I tried swing dancing and I took a boxing class in the aerobics studio. There’s so much to do on board.”

Susan nodded, imagining Alberta throwing a punch. It wasn’t difficult. She would, Susan thought, approach boxing with the same earnest doggedness that she approached conversation.

Their waiter arrived with menus, and the conversation turned to food.

“The smoked salmon with caviar cream sounds lovely to start with,” Alberta was saying. “Then perhaps the grilled eggplant salad.”

“The rack of lamb could be good,” Charles said. “Tom, what can you tell me about the prime rib.”

Susan realized, listening to the conversation, that Bill, Alberta, Charles, and Lily had all been on many cruises before. Charles was praising the wine selection on Celebrity Cruises and Bill was maintaining that Norwegian Cruise Lines had the best chefs. Susan kept her eyes on her menu, having nothing to add to the conversation and feeling a little out of her depth.

“It’ll all calm down after a bit,” Ian said to her softly. She glanced up to find him studying her. “They’re just jockeying for position. Like a pack of wolves. They’re establishing the pack hierarchy. Who’s the alpha male, who’s beta, and so on.”

She glanced at Charles and Bill, who had engaged Tom in a conversation about wine, while their wives discussed their salad selection. Pat and Max were studying their menus.

“Everyone will sort it out to their satisfaction soon enough,” Ian said. “Then they’ll all calm down. We’ll just have to lay low until that happens.”

Susan watched as Charles asked the waiter a complex question about the sauce on the veal. He wanted to know where the juniper berries used in the sauce had come from, something that apparently affected the flavor. Then he had a few questions about the wine. He did seem to be establishing his credentials as a gourmet.

“Who do you suppose will win?” she asked Ian softly.

“I’d put my money on Tom. He wins by not playing.”

“You’re not playing either,” she said.

“I play a different game,” Ian said. “I watch.”

Charles and Lily and Bill and Alberta continued discussing the menu, with comments designed to demonstrate their knowledge of food and wine and cruises. Following Ian’s lead, Susan watched and listened. Bill and Charles dominated the conversation, talking about activities on board and comparing them with other cruises. Among the women, Alberta seemed to be the one who kept the conversation going, asking questions and waiting for the answers with her head cocked attentively.

Tom participated in the conversation mostly by joking. Susan agreed with Ian’s assessment—he wasn’t playing, but he would win. The others were jockeying for second position in the pecking order, since Tom seemed so clearly in charge.

Tom glanced in Susan’s direction when she was studying him, and she dropped her eyes to her water glass, then busied herself with her salad.

She managed to stay out of the conversation, eating her dinner quietly, until they were just finishing the main course. Then Alberta turned her attention to Susan. “So, Susan, what do you do and where are you from?”

“I’m a librarian,” Susan said. “I live in San Francisco.”

“Oh, that’s a lovely city,” Alberta said. “How nice that you two girls could come on the cruise together. No men to tie you down.”

“You are leaping to conclusions, dear,” Bill said. “How do you know that Susan doesn’t have someone special back home?”

Alberta laughed. “Women’s intuition,” she said. She looked at Susan. “You aren’t married, are you?”

Susan hesitated. That question, once so normal, now confused her. It was an innocent question, she knew that. But it felt like a demand for a long explanation. I was married for many years, but then my husband ran off with his personal trainer, a buffed blonde with a perfect smile. I don’t really understand why—my friends all say it was some kind of mid-life crisis, but he was only thirty. I thought that was supposed to happen at forty. I keep wondering if it was my fault, if maybe we should have had kids, if maybe I should have done something different. I just don’t know. I kept thinking we’d get back together but then we got divorced. But you know, I still don’t feel divorced. I don’t feel married either. I feel like I don’t belong anywhere. I feel like a part of me is missing. Not my husband. I think I’ve gotten over missing him. But a part of myself that I used to have. That’s gone somewhere, and I don’t know how to get it back.

“No,” Susan said. “I’m not married.”

She avoided looking at Tom, remembering suddenly that she had mentioned her husband in their earlier conversation.

“So you can just do whatever you want.” Alberta smiled, relentlessly cheerful. “What fun.”

Susan managed to nod. Everyone was looking at her. She didn’t know what to say.

“Have you decided what you’re having for dessert?” Tom asked Alberta. Susan glanced at Tom, grateful for the interruption. She wondered if he had asked solely to divert Alberta’s attention. While the others debated the relative merits of Grand Marnier soufflé, chocolate raspberry roulade, and apple fritters with vanilla-cinnamon sauce, Susan pushed back her chair.

“I’m sure you’ll all excuse me.” Susan smiled brightly at the others. “I need to get some air.”

“Do you want me to come with you?” Pat asked.

“Oh, no—I’ll be fine. You stay and enjoy dessert.” She turned away quickly, before Pat could insist, and hurried out of the restaurant.

“I think she may be feeling a little seasick,” she heard Tom saying. She didn’t know why he was covering for her, but she was grateful that he was.

As she stepped out of the dining room into the atrium, she felt the ship move beneath her. In the atrium, three decks were connected by a spiral staircase. The decor was hard-edged and slick—all marble and glass and chrome. Stained glass fixtures in the ceiling appeared to be skylights, but she knew there was another deck up there. Mock skylights, just another illusion. One level up, there were boutiques selling souvenirs and “cruise wear,” extremely expensive casual clothing.

She climbed the spiral staircase up one level, to the promenade deck. Opposite her, a glass elevator filled with passengers dressed in cruise wear rose toward the next deck.

The ship moved again. Looking up at the elevator, she felt a wave of vertigo. In her nervousness, she had had two glasses of wine with dinner, and she felt the effects now. She turned away from the atrium blindly, pushing through a door.

A gust of cool air slapped her in the face as she stepped onto the promenade, a wooden deck that ran around the ship. She took a deep breath, glad to be out of the overheated dining room. She stepped to the railing and looked out over the dark waters. The moon was not yet up, and the stars glittered in the black sky.

Sailors, she knew, had once navigated by the stars. She looked up at the sky and wondered where she was going.

Tom made his way along the walkway around the ship’s uppermost deck. He was heading toward the bow of the ship, where there was an observation platform called Cyclops’ Lookout.

The ship’s movement created a steady wind that cut through his windbreaker. He walked close to the side wall—the outer wall of Penelope’s, one of the Odyssey’s five restaurants.

The walkway was deserted. It was almost midnight—past time for bed after a long day—but one of the security guards had notified him of a potential problem, and he had to check it out. A woman was standing on the observation platform at the bow of the ship. She was alone, the guard had said, and she didn’t seem to be doing anything—just standing there and staring out to sea.

Tom had been on the security staff of cruise ships for the past eight years. Three times, he had been aboard a ship where someone decided to jump. Once, when he was a security guard, he had been the one to find a pile of folded clothes, set neatly beside the railing, with a note tucked into one of the shoes.

Tom remembered holding that shoe, a burgundy leather wingtip, and thinking that its owner had never intended to travel in the tropics. This man had come on the cruise, planning to leave it permanently in the middle of the ocean, planning to dive overboard a few hundred miles from New York harbor, out where his body would never be found.

Tom was an easy-going guy, but that had pissed him off. Why had that man chosen to kill himself aboard Tom’s ship? And if he insisted on killing himself, why had he left his clothes behind for Tom to find?

Tom did not like loose ends, and those clothes were a loose end, a disruption in the smooth workings of the ship. Tom’s job was to keep order aboard, and those clothes, however neatly folded, were a symbol of disorder. Those clothes had generated no end of trouble for the security office. It had taken two days to figure out who was missing. Then there had been stacks of paperwork—people to be notified, explanations to be made, letters to be written.

For weeks afterward, Tom had found himself noting the shoes of the passengers, unconsciously on the lookout for shoes inappropriate to cruising. If he had spotted someone in leather wingtips, he didn’t know what he would have done. Fortunately, the other passengers wore sandals and running shoes and other appropriate footwear.

The Odyssey was patrolled regularly by security watchmen. Every area of the ship was visited by a guard at least once an hour. When Tom had become head of ship’s security, he had increased patrols in the areas where people might be likely to jump. If a security guard spotted a potential jumper, he alerted Tom. It didn’t happen often.

Tom stepped onto the observation platform and a blast of cold wind stung his face. The woman was standing at the railing to one side of the deck, staring out over the water. The wind was whipping her curly hair into tangles. She was, he noted with an odd sense of relief, wearing casual, rubber-soled shoes that were perfectly appropriate to a cruise. She had her arms wrapped around herself, hugging herself for warmth.

“Excuse me, ma’am,” he said. “Are you all right?”

She turned to look at him, and the wind whipped her hair into her face. She pushed it back and he realized that it was Susan. “I’m fine,” she said.

He leaned against the railing beside her. From where he stood, he could look straight down into the dark waves. The half-moon was rising. In its silver light, the ocean water moved like a living thing, restless and uneasy. If he looked toward the bow of the ship, he could see the sundeck, where a maze of glass wind screens created many small wind shelters. On a sunny day, each one would be occupied by sunbathing passengers. They were deserted now.

“I really wasn’t seasick,” Susan said. “I just didn’t want to answer any more questions about who I am and what I do and where I live. I don’t want to answer those right now.”

Tom could sympathize with that. He could guess at some of the reasons she didn’t want to answer questions. On the bridge, she had mentioned her husband, and he had noticed that she was wearing a wedding band. But at dinner, she wasn’t wearing the ring, and she was clearly uncomfortable talking about her life. Trouble in her marriage, he figured.

“I guessed as much,” he said.

“You did?” She looked worried. “I hope Alberta didn’t realize it.” He shook his head. “Alberta didn’t notice a thing.” Alberta, he thought, probably wouldn’t have noticed anything was amiss unless Susan had burst into tears at the table.

“Thanks for covering for me,” she said. She wasn’t smiling, but she seemed more relaxed than she had been at dinner. She had lost her beleaguered look, and the tension around her eyes had eased.

Tom nodded sympathetically. “No reason you have to answer anyone’s questions,” he said. “Your life is nobody’s business but your own.”

She looked out to sea. Then she said, “I threw my wedding ring overboard.”

Tom blinked, startled by the sudden admission. She continued watching the water for a moment, then turned to look at him. “Aren’t you going to ask why?”

“I guess you didn’t want it anymore,” he said carefully.

She considered that. “You’re right. I just got divorced. I figured it didn’t belong to me anymore. And I didn’t want to sell it or anything. It was jinxed.”

“I can see how you might feel that way,” he said.

“It’s so strange not to be wearing it,” she said. “Harry and I weren’t always happy—in fact, I guess we were unhappy a lot of the time. But he was my anchor. Being married kept me grounded.”

“Sometimes an anchor is a good thing,” Tom said. “And sometimes it just drags you down.” He shrugged. “But what do I know about it. I’m just a sea-going cop in a fancy uniform.”

She studied him thoughtfully. “Are you married?”

He shook his head. “Not now. I was married once, a long time ago. Just for a few years.”

“What happened?”

A simple question. The answer hadn’t seemed simple at the time of his divorce, but now it seemed simple enough. “I was a cop in Boston at the time, and I worked nights. She decided she didn’t want to be married to someone who wasn’t around to party with. I decided I didn’t want to be married to someone who couldn’t deal with my job. So we got divorced. Then I quit being a cop and I joined the merchant marine.”

“Why did you do that?” she asked.

“I needed to do something different,” he said.

She nodded, staring at the waves. “I know what you mean. I’m glad I threw it overboard.” She touched her left hand with her right, as if feeling for the ring. “I like it out here. We’re moving; we’re off on an adventure. It feels like anything could happen.”

Tom smiled. He had felt that way when he shipped out with the merchant marine at age twenty-five. Back then, standing in the icy wind on a midnight shift had been part of the adventure. He had loved every minute of it.

“I know what you mean,” he said.

She glanced at him, frowning just a little, as if she were trying to figure him out. She didn’t quite believe him, he thought.

“I felt like that on my first trip out,” he said. “But tonight’s too cold a night for me to be looking for adventure. I’m heading back inside. Do you need help finding your stateroom?”

“I know exactly where it is. But I suppose I should go in. Pat will be worried.” She bit her lip, still staring out to sea. “I hope I can get to sleep,” she said, half to herself. “I haven’t been sleeping well, lately.”

“I’ve always found that I sleep very well aboard,” Tom said. “The waves rock me to sleep.”

She followed him as he headed back past Penelope’s. It turned out that she didn’t really know where her stateroom was. He stopped her from making two wrong turns and took her to the right corridor. At her stateroom, she let herself in and he said good night.

It was just past midnight. Tom knew that the casino would be hopping. The bars, he was certain, would be full of passengers drinking bon voyage drinks. In the all-night restaurant, passengers would be ordering midnight snacks. But here, where there were only staterooms, it was quiet. Just one man at the end of the corridor, hurrying away. Tom caught a flash of pale skin as the man glanced back over his shoulder, then he disappeared around the corner.

Strange that the man was in such a hurry, that he had glanced over his shoulder like someone who didn’t want to be caught. Tom walked quickly to the corner and glanced down the adjoining corridor. No one was there. The recessed lamps in the ceiling filled the corridor with a soft, even light, leaving no shadows, no dark corners.

Pat was already asleep when Susan slipped into the stateroom. The curtains were open and moonlight shone through the sliding glass door. Susan undressed quietly and pulled on her cotton nightshirt.

Lying in bed, she touched her left hand. She could still feel the impression that the ring had left on her finger—a valley where the ring had been, a slightly callused ridge of flesh beside that valley.

She wondered what would happen to the ring. She imagined the circle of gold sinking in the dark water, buffeted by waves. Maybe a fish would eat it. Maybe someone would catch the fish and find the gold ring inside. She imagined that and smiled. The ring, which had brought her bad luck, might be someone else’s good luck.

She closed her eyes and felt the ship rocking beneath her. Rocking her to sleep, she thought. Lulled by the steady motion, soothed by the rumbling of the ship’s engines far below, she drifted into sleep and dreamed of a gold ring, sinking in the deep ocean waters, a golden circle drifting in the darkness. In her dreams, it changed from a golden ring in the dark ocean waters to a golden space ship, a flying saucer against the night sky, humming with a rhythm that matched the Odyssey’s engines.



BAD GRRLZ’ GUIDE TO PHYSICS

OBSERVATIONS REGARDING THE HEAT DEATH OF THE UNIVERSE

It’s my first morning on the Odyssey, and I’m up at dawn, observing a skirmish in the ongoing struggle for the destiny of the universe.

I’m on the sundeck, which is on the same level as our stateroom. I’m leaning against the railing and sipping a cup of cappuccino from the Olympus Eatery, the ship’s twenty-four-hour cafeteria.

Here at the bow of the ship, the decks are staggered like the layers on a wedding cake. One level up is the observation deck, labeled on the map as Cyclops’ Lookout. Above that is the bridge. The windows of the bridge reflect the rising sun. Around me, the maze of glass wind screens on the sundeck cast interesting shadows in the dawn light.

From my vantage point, I can observe the battle that is being waged here on the Odyssey, an ancient war between two opposing forces. No, not good and evil. That’s the old Judeo-Christian view of the world and really kind of a waste of time. Take philosophy if you want to worry about that stuff. I’m a physicist and as a physicist I’m concerned with a more significant struggle—the struggle between order and chaos.

The cruise ship staff is on the side of order. From where I stand, I can see them bustling about and cleaning things up. There’s a guy hosing down the deck, washing off the salt spray. There’s another guy painting one of the white railings. The railing is already white, but he’s making it even whiter, so white that it will be blinding in the noonday sun. There is another guy polishing the wooden railings and still another guy washing the glass sunscreens.

Everywhere I go on this ship, it’s startlingly clean. For someone who lives in a seedy section of San Francisco’s Mission District, this is both refreshing and unnerving. I am accustomed to deterioration and dirt. Where I live, there is dog shit on the sidewalks, graffiti on the buildings, and a thin coating of urban grime on everything.

As any physicist can tell you, grime is a natural occurrence. Disorder and decay are the way of the universe. The second Law of Thermodynamics says so. Entropy—the tendency for things to become disordered—always increases. Basically, everything goes to shit.

Eventually, the second Law will lead to the Heat Death of the Universe. Death, decay, and disorder are inevitable. There’s no changing that. You can put all the energy you want into a system—cleaning up your desk, washing the dishes, doing the laundry, finding a place for everything and putting everything in its goddamn place. But in the end, entropy will win.

Suppose you decide to clean house—a futile endeavor if you ask me. As you work to battle disorder in your house, your efforts are fueled by the food you’ve eaten. Your body breaks down orderly sugars into simpler, more chaotic forms, adding to the disorder in the universe. Your body produces heat, a disordered form of energy. Ultimately, all your efforts create a small pocket of order—a house that is temporarily clean. But you have, with all your work, increased the disorder in the universe as a whole. As you fight the good fight, you are aiding the enemy.

The ocean is a corrosive force: salt water rusts metal, peels paint, grimes glass. Yet here on the Odyssey, the brave crew is at war with the ocean’s entropic effect.

Last night, after dinner, I asked Tom, the friendly officer who dined with us, about this obsession with cleanliness, having noted it on my first day aboard. Tom says that this obsession is Company Policy. (I swear he said it in capital letters, just like that.) The Company will not tolerate rust or dirt or decay. Their goal is a perfect ship, so sparkling clean you’d think it had just been dipped in bleach.

When I pointed out the futility of this endeavor, Tom nodded. He seemed to realize that they are battling in vain. The Heat Death of the Universe will win.

There are some on the ship who have not aligned themselves with the forces promoting order and tidiness. Ian, the ship’s self—styled “Consulting Propellerhead” appears to be a force for chaos. Max Merriwell, the author who is teaching the writing workshop, may be another troublemaker. At first glance, he appears to be a friendly, dumpy, good-natured, old fellow. But he has more than his share of names, and I think he bears further observation.

I’m not sure about Officer Tom. His job is that of security officer, a position dedicated to keeping order. But I sense in him an easy going nature and a fondness for joking that seems at odds with a sincere dedication to order.

As I stand and watch, another member of deck staff scurries about, setting up deck chairs behind each wind screen. On each chair, he places a fluffy, clean, freshly laundered towel.

I know that passengers will disrupt this order, shaking the towels free of their tidy folds, using the fluffy terry cloth to dry themselves, then leaving the towels in rumpled heaps on the deck. The deck staff will bustle about, picking up the wet towels and replacing them with neatly folded ones. They will not permit the untidiness of wet towels to mar the perfection of the ship.

I watch the deck guy with his towels and I think about which side I am on. On my desk at home, where the completion of my dissertation seems an ever more distant goal, disorder is winning.

The choice is clear to me. I believe it is clear to any Bad Grrl. I sympathize with the staff of the Odyssey, but I will never join their futile cause. I will not become a slave to cleanliness and tidiness and order. I choose to align myself with a winner. I’m for Heat, Entropy, Chaos, and Disorder.



THREE


	“I love to watch a good liar at work,” she said. “Not your average, workaday liar; but an extravagant, industrious, experienced liar railing against imagined wrongs, weeping for illusory sorrows. A good lie, well-told, is a truly admirable thing.”

	—from Here Be Dragons

	by Mary Maxwell



WHEN SUSAN WOKE, Pat’s bed was empty, a jumble of tangled blankets and sheets. Susan sat up and stretched, glancing out the sliding glass door that led to the balcony. A sunny day, with no land in sight; dark blue ocean swells, stretching to the horizon.

She had slept soundly for the first time in weeks. The gentle rocking of the ship had lulled her to sleep. She could feel the engines humming far below her, a vibration that had penetrated her dreams.

On the desk beside the sliding glass doors, she found a scrawled note from Pat. “Gone to explore. Back at 10.”

Her stomach growled, reminding her that she hadn’t eaten much dinner. She hadn’t been eating well lately. She’d lost weight since Harry had left her. Her friends said she was on the Misery Diet: no sleep and no food. The clock on the bedside table said it was 9:15.

Her stomach growled again, and she decided she couldn’t wait for Pat. She’d go to one of the ship’s eight restaurants and break the Misery Diet once and for all.

She took a shower and quickly dressed in black slacks and a tailored shirt. Uncertain as to what clothes would be appropriate, she followed advice her mother had given her long ago: “It’s always better to be overdressed than underdressed.”

On the dressing table, she found the brochure that Pat had been reading aloud. She checked the list of the ship’s restaurants and decided to head for Circe’s Kitchen, where the brochure claimed she would find “casual dining with a magnificent view.” She picked up her copy of Wild Angel by Mary Maxwell, and took it with her so that she’d have something to read as she ate. Then she headed out the door.

As she stepped into the corridor, the door to the stateroom next to hers opened and Max Merriwell stepped out. He glanced at her, then looked both ways down the corridor. He held a piece of paper in his hand, and he looked puzzled.

“Good morning,” she said. “Is something wrong?” Since she was frequently lost herself, she had a great deal of sympathy for anyone who was confused.

“Not really.” He looked at the paper in his hand and shook his head. “I found this note under my door. I wonder … you didn’t see who left it.”

“No, I just got here. I didn’t see anyone. What does it say?” She asked without thinking, then immediately added, “Oh, it’s none of my business, of course.” She could feel her cheeks reddening as Max put the note in her hands.

At the top of the note was a set of lines, arranged like this:

[image: img]

Beneath the lines, someone had printed: “A one-eyed man treads on the tail of the tiger. The tiger bites the man. Misfortune.” The paper was from one of the ship’s notepads. The words were printed in a large, angular hand, like that of a child who has only recently learned to print.

“The hexagram is from the I Ching,” Max said. He tapped a finger on the lines. “You know, the Book of Changes. Ordinarily, I throw the yarrow sticks each morning. I find it clears my mind. The oracle is so wonderfully ambiguous. It offers so many possibilities if you are open to them.”

When Susan was in college, her roommate had experimented with the ancient Chinese oracle known as the I Ching. Rather than throwing yarrow sticks, her roommate had flipped pennies to select the six lines of the hexagram. The advice the Book of Changes gave always seemed rather vague to Susan. You could interpret it in so many ways.

“Don’t you find its advice confusing?” Susan asked.

“Not at all. I find it liberating. A high tolerance for ambiguity is a very useful trait. Unfortunately, in my haste to pack I didn’t bring my copy of the book.” He took the note back from her, pushed his glasses up on his nose, and studied it again. “I recognize the hexagram, of course. It warns of a difficult situation ahead. One is handling wild and intractable people.”

“Why would someone leave you a fortune from the I Ching?” she wondered aloud.

“A sort of fan mail, I imagine.” Max smiled vaguely and stuffed the note into his pocket. “Or a warning—perhaps the workshop will be filled with intractable people.”

“Well, I’ll be there and I promise to be cooperative,” she said, smiling.

“Then I won’t worry about it.”

She hesitated, then said, “I was just going to breakfast. Would you like to join me?”

“Well, I was heading to breakfast myself.” He glanced at the book in her hand. “But you look like you were planning to read.”

She held up the book so that he could see the cover. “Given the choice of reading the book or having breakfast with the author, I’ll choose the author,” she said.

In Circe’s Kitchen, a casual restaurant with red-checkered tablecloths and a long breakfast menu, they sat at a table by a window that looked out on the Promenade. Joggers passed the window at regular intervals.

“You know,” Max said, studying the menu, “they really should be more careful about how they name restaurants. Circe was the one who turned men into swine. Hardly a recommendation for an eatery.” Susan laughed. She felt lucky to be having breakfast with Max. When the waiter came, she ordered a Belgian waffle and he ordered pigs in a blanket. She suppressed a giggle and got a funny look from the waiter. Max smiled, obviously glad to be entertaining her.

Max picked up the book she had set on the table. “You mentioned at dinner you had read all my books.”

“All the books you’ve written as Max Merriwell or as Mary Maxwell except for the latest two, Wild Angel and There and Back Again. I haven’t read any of the books you’ve written as Weldon Merrimax.” Max waved a hand, as if dismissing Weldon’s work as unimportant. “That’s fine. Frankly, Weldon’s work can be rather depressing. Not everyone’s cup of tea.”

“I love Mary Maxwell’s books.” She hesitated. “I guess I should say I love all the books you’ve written as her.”

He shook his head. “You were right the first time. Those are Mary’s books.”

She frowned, remembering the conversation she had overheard on the bridge. Max made a distinction between himself and his pen names. “So you don’t think of yourself as Mary?”

“Not really. Mary writes books with a woman’s perspective. My books are very different from hers. I really prefer writing science fiction, but fantasy is so popular. So I put some time into thinking about Mary Maxwell, a sort of alter ego of mine. Then one night, I met her in a dream and she started telling me a story.”

Susan nodded, frowning. He talked about Mary as if she were real. Susan decided to play along. “So what’s Mary like?” she asked. “I’ve always wondered.”

“She’s a very self-confident woman,” he said. “A bit younger than I am. Totally fearless. She likes to travel—she’s always taking off for exotic places, always getting into trouble. But she’s quite capable of getting out of any trouble she gets into. In fact, I rather think she likes trouble. If there isn’t any trouble around, chances are she’ll stir some up. So she always has fascinating stories to tell.”

Susan smiled. He seemed very fond of Mary. “And what about Weldon?” she asked.

Max shook his head, looking like a disappointed father. He wasn’t as happy with Weldon, she thought. “Weldon’s another story,” he said. “A very rough character. His parents were carnival grifters. His mother told fortunes. His dad played three-card monte, standing at a folding table on the edge of the midway. ‘Find the queen,’ his dad would say, ‘Find the lucky lady and double your money.’ As a kid, Weldon shilled for his dad, making bets and winning repeatedly, convincing the marks that they could win. If that kid could win, they figured anyone could.

“But they couldn’t and they didn’t because somehow the queen was never where they thought she’d be—maybe because they didn’t think she’d be up Weldon’s father’s sleeve or in his pocket.”

“That sounds like a hard life,” Susan said.

Max nodded. “Weldon began contributing to the family income when he was sixteen. His dad was in prison for a few years—a con had gone wrong. So Weldon was playing three-card monte at the edge of the midway, just as his dad had. ‘Find the lucky lady,’ Weldon crooned. ‘Maybe it’s your lucky day.’ Another carnival brat was serving as his shill, and the kid had won a few bucks.”

“It was a slow night and Weldon was just about to give up. The midway was starting to close down when half a dozen workers from one of the steel plants came by and started gambling with their pay betting big and losing big. Weldon was doing great—until the steel workers decided he was cheating. His shill ran for help, but the kid didn’t run fast enough. The steel workers broke both Weldon’s hands, stomping them beneath heavy boots and fracturing the fingers that had manipulated the cards so nimbly. By the time Weldon’s friends found him, the steel workers were gone. Weldon’s mother nursed him back to health, but his hands have never been the same.”

“How terrible,” Susan said, forgetting for a moment that he was talking about an imaginary character.

Max shrugged. “When Weldon recovered, he stole a car, went back to the town, waited at the back gate to the steel mill, and shot the three men as they came out. Killed two, left the third paralyzed from the waist down, and took off before anyone knew what was happening. Then disappeared into the carny world and got away with it. Don’t waste your sympathy on him. He’s a ruthless man.”

Susan stared at Max, horrified at the story. Then Max laughed. “You said you didn’t read Weldon’s books and here I am, telling you Weldon Merrimax stories.”

Susan managed a smile, remembering that Weldon was an imaginary character. There was no Weldon Merrimax, no steel workers. The waiter brought their breakfast just then. Susan dug into the Belgian waffle with enthusiasm.

“You’ve got a better appetite than you did last night,” Max said. “You’re feeling better?”

“Well, I wasn’t really seasick,” she began, feeling a little foolish. She looked up from the waffle. “I just …” She hesitated, then continued, “I just didn’t want to answer a lot of personal questions.”

Max nodded as if he had known it all along. “Of course,” he said. “Tom figured it out and covered for me,” Susan said. She looked down at her plate. If her discomfort had been so obvious that both Tom and Max had realized what was going on, surely others had noticed. “I hope the others didn’t think …” she began.

Max waved his hand, interrupting her. “The others didn’t notice a thing. Oh, perhaps that young fellow, Ian, and your friend, Pat, figured it out. But the rest…” He shook his head. “Most people walk around as if they were half asleep. They don’t notice half of what’s going on around them. Cops and writers pay attention to things that other people don’t. I watch people and make up lies. Cops watch people and figure out when they’re lying. I have the easier job, I think.”

She sipped her coffee and thought perhaps she had underestimated Max. He was rather sharp about noticing what was going on around him.

When she looked up from her coffee, she caught him studying her face. “You know, I have a suggestion for you,” he said. “A suggestion?”

He was watching her carefully. “I think you need to learn to lie.”

“I beg your pardon?” She stared at him, taken aback.

“I think you need to learn to lie. You’re really much too honest.”

“I didn’t think a person could be too honest,” she said.

“Oh, I disagree. Take that conversation with Alberta at dinner. She was asking personal questions to find out who you were so that she could figure out how to treat you. That was what dinner was all about, you know. Sizing people up and jockeying for position.”

“Well …” Susan was reluctant to accept this assessment. She would like to have a better opinion of her fellow passengers than that. “That seems rather harsh. I’m sure she was trying to get to know me …”

Max interrupted. “Of course. She wanted to get to know you so she’d know where you fit into the scheme of things. You’d been very quiet and she wanted to know how to treat you. Should she patronize you, bully you, or treat you with respect? She knows you’re a librarian and you’re not currently married, so I think she’s inclined to patronize you at this point, but you could change that.”

Susan frowned, startled again. “You said I’m not currently married. What makes you think I was ever married?”

He smiled again, looking rather pleased with himself. “I told you, Susan. I watch people. When you told Alberta that you weren’t married, you touched your left hand, as if feeling for a wedding ring that wasn’t there. When I mentioned your marital status just now, you did it again. I would guess that you used to wear a ring, but gave it up quite recently.”

Susan looked down at her hands and caught herself in the act of feeling for her ring—her right hand was on top on her left, touching the ring finger. She carefully set her hands on the table on either side of her water glass.

“Don’t worry about it,” Max said. “Most people wouldn’t notice.

Its a matter of careful observation.”

She nodded, looking up from her hands. “So you figure Alberta is going to patronize me because I’m a divorced librarian. Well, if she thinks being a librarian is unimportant, I don’t see how …”

“Where are you a librarian? Wait don’t tell me!” He held up his hand. “This is an opportunity to reinvent yourself. You can be any number of different people, depending on how you answer.” He leaned closer. “Your answer determines your status. If you are a librarian at Stanford University, that’s one thing. Or if you manage the private law library for a wealthy attorney. Or perhaps …” He let his voice drop. “Perhaps you run the library for a government security agency—not the CIA, something much more secret. You can’t really talk about your work—that’s always useful.”

She realized the advantages of his line of thinking. “If I can’t talk about it, then I don’t have to lie,” she said.

“That’s true. But it’s important to realize that the way that you refuse to talk about it will be very different than if you were—oh, say—out of work. Keep in mind—it’s not that you won’t talk about it. You can’t talk about it. So you quickly redirect the conversation, and people will know you are not saying all you can. That creates a hint of mystery, a bit of intrigue.

She was smiling now. “You talk as if my life were a story.”

“It is, isn’t it?” he said. “It’s your story. You’re making it up as you go along. So tell me: where do you work?”

She pursed her lips, suppressing a grin, and tried to look serious. “I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to say.” She laughed. “Besides, why would anyone want to talk about work on such a beautiful day?”



BAD GRRLZ’ GUIDE TO PHYSICS

ABOUT PHYSICS AND BAD GRRLZ

SOME PEOPLE ARE surprised when I tell them I’m a physicist. They seem to think that being a physicist and being a Bad Grrl are somehow incompatible.

They couldn’t be more wrong.

Physicists and Bad Grrlz have a great deal in common. They both ask many questions. Why not dye my hair blue? What’s wrong with eating chocolate cake for dinner? What is the basic nature of matter?

Oh, the questions may be different, but the impulse underlying them is the same. Bad Grrlz and physicists question things that other people take for granted For example, you’re probably sitting in a chair as you are reading this. You’re sitting in a chair and thinking nothing of it. Your butt presses against the chair and the chair supports your butt. So simple. So straightforward.

But it’s really not simple at all. That chair you’re sitting on is 99.9% empty space. For that matter, so is your butt. Your butt and that chair are both made of molecules which are made of protons and neutrons and electrons—with a whole lot of space between them. Why then doesn’t your butt slide right through that chair, with molecules of the chair sliding through the empty space in your butt and vice versa?

As a physicist, I can tell you the answer. You owe your comfort able seat to electromagnetic forces. All that empty space between the electrons and protons and neutrons of the chair is electrically charged. So is the empty space between the electrons and protons and neutrons of your butt. Electrical charge pushes on electrical charge and your butt rests on the chair, rather than falling through.

To be a physicist, you need to believe in forces that you can’t see and you don’t really understand—forces like electricity and magnetism. As a Bad Grrl, you often have to deal with people who would rather not see you and who certainly don’t understand you like the maître d’ at the Ithaca Dining Room, who was so very determined not to stare at my hair. Not the same thing, but strangely related. As a Bad Grrl, I figure I am like electricity and magnetism, an invisible force acting on society in mysterious ways.

And being a physicist has proven very useful to this Bad Grrl. After all, the game of pool is nothing more than applied physics and geometry. It’s all about angles and spin and momentum. Thanks to physics (and a bunch of ill-informed men who were willing to bet that a cute little lady could never beat them at pool) I made it through my undergraduate years without taking out a single student loan.



FOUR


	“In a just universe, I would never win at cards,” the man said. “Fortunately this is not a just universe.” He laid his cards on the table and smiled.

	—from Here Be Dragons

	by Mary Maxwell



The Odyssey, the sole cruise ship of Odyssey Lines, was a temporary resting place for cruise industry workers who were on their way up or on their way down. Take Gene Culver, the cruise director. This man was pictured in every Odyssey brochure, wearing a smile that displayed far too many teeth. Gene Culver believed he was on his way up. Gene believed in himself with the confidence of a graduate from a Dale Carnegie course.

In the first issue of the Ship’s Log, the Odyssey’s daily newsletter, Gene’s “Welcome Aboard” letter explained that the Odyssey was on the cutting edge of cruise ship entertainment. On this cruise—on this very cruise! passengers would be treated to two “innovative concepts in cruise entertainment.” One was a Gold Rush-style melodrama, staged in honor of the convention of California historians that was on board. The other was the Star Ship Odyssey, an original work created just for the Odyssey. Gene’s letter promised that passengers would be amazed, would be astounded, would be delighted by the show.

Gene was frantic in his desire to be noticed by the Powers That Be at Celebrity, at Princess, oh, even at Carnival Cruises (known in the industry as Cannibal Cruises). To that end, Gene had brought aboard entertainers (“talent” as they say in show biz) that offered something other than run-of-the-mill cruise entertainment. That was why Max was on board—Gene thought that offering a writing work shop by a popular novelist would attract the attention of those who mattered. 

But passengers wouldn’t miss out on more typical cruise fare: a magician who did card tricks, a hypnotist who told bad jokes; lounge singers and their backup bands, Vegas-style stage shows with more than their share of sequins and feathers. Gene was trying to strike a delicate balance, getting the attention of the Big Boys with his innovations while hiding any disasters that resulted from his experiments. Maintaining this balance made Gene very nervous.

At the other end of the spectrum was Antonio, the man in charge of fruit sculptures, ice sculptures, and the champagne fountain that was required on every luxury cruise. Antonio was on his way down. He had worked for Celebrity Cruises for many years, but he had quit after an altercation with a French chef.

For the final dinner on a two-week Celebrity Cruise, Antonio had planned an elaborate fruit sculpture of a dragon, complete with flaming breath. Antonio had planned to carve the flames from mango, a fruit with precisely the right color and consistency. He had personally selected a case of mangos, choosing fruit that would be ripe, but not overripe when the time came to carve them. He had checked to make sure that the case of mangos was on board and properly stored in the galley’s supply room.

But when Antonio went to get the fruit and begin work on the carving, the case of mangos was nowhere to be found. It seemed that the French chef had appropriated them for a special dessert sauce. When Antonio confronted the chef, the man dismissed Antonio’s concerns.

“But what about the flames,” Antonio protested.

“Carve them from cantaloupe,” the chef said with a Gallic shrug. His tone dripped with contempt. “What difference does it make?”

Antonio was an artist. Antonio would not substitute cantaloupe for mangos—carefully chosen mangos, his very own mangos. Antonio would not tolerate disrespect from a French pig of a chef who thought of food only as something to be eaten, not the substance of art.

They argued. Somehow, the argument, which began with mangos, delved into the role of Italy in the Second World War, into the cowardice of the French, into the personal habits of the Italians, into the sexual impotence of the French, into any number of subjects that might seem, on first examination, to have little to do with mangos or dessert sauce or fruit sculpture.

The galley of a cruise ship was no place for a such a heated argument. At some point, Antonio grabbed his carving knife. The chef snatched up a cleaver. There was much shouting and waving of blades and ship’s security intervened.

Though Antonio explained that the Frenchman was at fault, Antonio was blamed for the fight. A fruit sculptor, however talented, was more expendable than a French chef. Bitter and angry, Antonio left Celebrity Cruises and signed on with the Odyssey.

People on their way up and people on their way down. And a few, just a few, people who liked it right where they were. Tom was one of the latter.

Being the security chief on a cruise ship was a bit like being the sheriff of a town with a population of just over two thousand people. Three quarters of the population were passengers; the other six hundred and some were crew members who were working hard to keep those passengers happy.

The Odyssey was an incredibly diverse small town. Tom had counted fifteen different nationalities among the crew, last time he had bothered to check. Most of the officers were British or Italian. Most of the passengers were American, as was the purser’s staff. Galley staff tended to be French and Italian. The dining room staff came from all over—Italians, Greeks, Arabs, a few Irish, a few Scots. The staff in the ships many bars were Irish and Scottish and English and Australian with one Norwegian and one Dane. The accommodation staff the stewards and butlers who tended to the staterooms and room service—were Filipino, for the most part, with a few Mexicans. The casino manager was American, the head of the beauty salon was Dutch, the manager of the boutiques was Swiss, and the ship’s doctor was German.

Occasionally, the diversity lead to trouble—an American woman became upset at the way an Italian man hit on her; a Greek and a Turk were unable to work in the same department; a French woman flirted a little much with an Australian man and had her intentions misunderstood. Many members of the crew were young, out to see the world and have a good time. There were cabin parties and drinking that sometimes got out of control.

But generally, Tom had little trouble dealing with the crew. Members of the crew respected him; when he shut down a cabin party, he rarely had to return and do it again.

The passengers were another story. They expected luxury. They expected the crew to cater to their every whim. To “pamper” them, to be exact—the advertising brochures promised that all the Odyssey’s passengers would be “pampered.” The passengers read these brochures and believed them. The crew did their best to meet passengers’ expectations of pampering.

Except for Tom. Tom was the one who had to intervene when the shouts of a squabbling couple disturbed passengers in the adjoining staterooms; when a drunken passenger insisted on picking a fight; when a party in a passenger’s stateroom got out of hand. Unlike the crew, the Odyssey’s passengers did not always accept Tom’s authority gracefully. They felt entitled to whatever they wanted—and Tom occasionally had to be the one to tell them that they couldn’t have it.

Fortunately, Tom was an even-tempered, easygoing sort of guy. He did his best to smooth over any minor difficulties, and there was rarely any real trouble.

When Tom woke on the second morning of the cruise, he was hoping for a quiet day at sea. Since they wouldn’t be landing in Bermuda until the next day, he had no port officials to deal with, no visitors and passengers coming and going, no new paperwork cluttering his desk.

He got to the security office before Ian arrived. He filed all the paperwork related to their departure from New York Harbor. He was checking to make sure that their forms were in order for entry to Bermuda when his phone rang.

It was the purser’s office, letting him know that a passenger complaint required security attention. The games room, a lovely, little, wood-paneled room that was occupied each afternoon by blue-haired ladies playing bridge, had apparently been the site of a poker game on the previous evening. A passenger was complaining that he had lost a lot of money and was demanding that the purser do something about it.

Tom went to the purser’s office and talked with the passenger, a square-jawed, white-haired man who seemed accustomed to getting his own way. “My wife was in the theater watching the show,” the man told Tom. “I was heading for the casino when I ran into this fellow. We had a drink at the Alehouse, then decided to play a friendly game or two.” The man frowned. “He took me for five hundred dollars.”

Tom nodded gravely, doing his best to convey that he was taking this matter very seriously. He knew that it would do no good to ask the man why on earth he had felt the need to carry five hundred dollars in cash during a cruise where he could pay for everything with his cruise card. Tom also knew that what he was going to say was not going to make the man happy.

“I can certainly understand your unhappiness, sir,” he said. “I want you to find him and arrest him,” the man said.

“I understand that,” Tom said patiently. “But I’m afraid that’s not possible. You see, nothing illegal has happened here. If two passengers wish to gamble privately, that’s not my business. Of course, we’d prefer you gamble in the casino, where the games are regulated. But if you choose to set up your own game …”

“He was cheating,” the passenger interrupted. “Some kind of a card shark, I’m sure of that.”

Tom nodded again. The man had lost and he was unhappy. Therefore, it must be someone else’s fault. That was human nature.

“I’m afraid that there’s nothing we can do to get your money back. But I would be happy to contact the other party and suggest that he confine his gambling to the casino.” Tom took out a notepad. He had started doing that after watching a number of Columbo reruns from the ship’s video library. He’d found that people seemed to find it reassuring when he wrote information down. “Did you get the other man’s name?”

Of course he hadn’t. The other fellow had said, “Call me Max,” and that was good enough for this fellow.

Tom got a description, which he patiently wrote down: the other player had been a man in his forties with brown hair and blue eyes. Medium height, a mustache but no beard, casually dressed. Then Tom listened to a great deal of bluster about how this sort of thing shouldn’t happen. Tom politely agreed that such things shouldn’t happen. The passenger, according to Company Policy, was always right.

Eventually, Tom assured the passenger that he would look into the matter and gently repeated his suggestion that the man restrict his gambling to the casino, where the Odyssey staff could ensure a fair game.

Ian was tapping furiously on his keyboard when Tom returned to the security office. Tom asked him to search the passenger list for anyone named Max, but the only Max on the list was Max Merriwell. The writer didn’t match the passenger’s description of the hustler. While Tom considered other possibilities, Ian continued to tap on his keyboard.

Tom reviewed the previous night’s security log to determine who had been patrolling the area where the incident had occurred. He called the guard who had been on duty. The man had noticed the card game, but it had appeared at that time to be a friendly game, involving no money. He had advised the players that gambling was restricted to the ship’s casino. The players had assured him that they were just playing for fun.

The guard was new. Tom advised him that there was no such thing as a friendly poker game. Of course they had been playing for fun. But invariably some people had more fun than others. The guy who lost didn’t have any fun at all. The guy who won had quite a lot of fun.

Tom hung up, shaking his head. He’d tell his staff to keep a better eye on the games room for other friendly games of poker. He’d check the casino for the alleged card shark and have a quiet word with the man if he found him. If a professional gambler was aboard, Tom wanted to advise the man that he was being watched before any more problems developed. Just a friendly tip—Tom figured that’s all it would take. Tom pushed his chair back, planning to take a stroll through the casino.

“Uh, Tom …” Ian held his cup of coffee in both hands, his eyes narrowed in concentration as he stared at the computer screen. “I didn’t find another Max, but I did find something else very interesting. I was checking the records for last night and I found an anomaly. Last night, at Aphrodite’s Alehouse, someone paid for a drink with a cruise card that isn’t in the system.” Aphrodite’s Alehouse was one of the ship’s eight bars.

Tom frowned at Ian. “A cruise card that isn’t in the system? What do you mean?”

Ian was smiling ever so slightly. He sipped his coffee. “A name that’s not on the passenger list. A cruise card that doesn’t exist in the system. There’s no record of the person with this cruise card getting on the ship. No photo on file.”

“How can that be? Someone has a counterfeit cruise card?” Tom shook his head. Ian’s computerized cruise card system was supposed to track who was on board and who wasn’t. Tom didn’t see the need for the new technology. The old method of controlling who was on board—a checklist at each gangway—had worked just fine from Tom’s point of view. But all the competitors’ ships had cruise cards, so the Company had decided that the Odyssey should have them, too. Now, after two shakedown cruises, Ian had found a problem.

Tom wasn’t worried: he had not yet discontinued the old checklist system. Don, his second in command, had insisted that they keep the old system going until they were certain the new system worked flawlessly. Don was an old Navy master-at-arms, and he tended to be conservative. So thanks to the checklist system, Tom knew who was on the ship. There were no extra passengers aboard.

“I don’t think it’s a counterfeit card,” Ian said, still smiling. “More likely it’s some kind of mistake. You see, the name on the cruise card is Weldon Merrimax.”

“That’s one of Max Merriwell’s names,” Tom said. “That’s right.”

“So where else has Weldon Merrimax been?”

“I can’t tell you. A card only shows up on the system when the person charges something. Since most of the ship’s services are included in the cruise, there’s no charge. I could have set up the system to track whenever a card was used to enter a stateroom, but some people were concerned about passengers’ privacy.” Ian shrugged. “You’ll have to wait until he buys something else.”

Tom frowned. “Gene Culver wanted Max Merriwell to teach that writing workshop as Weldon Merrimax,” he said. “Maybe Gene issued Max a cruise card in that name.”

“Maybe,” Ian said. “I can check into that.”

“You do that,” Tom said. “In the meantime, maybe I’ll ask Max if he charged a drink in Aphrodite’s last night.”

Ian consulted his computer screen. “His workshop is in the library,” Ian said. “He’ll be teaching for another half hour. You could catch him there.”

Tom nodded. “I guess I’ll do that.”

On his way to the library, Tom visited the accounting office where a clerk made him a copy of the charge slip that Weldon Merrimax had signed. The signature was printed more than written. “Weldon Merrimax,” it said, in square, angular letters. Tom noted the name of the bartender who had signed off on the tab, then pocketed the copy and headed for the library.

Susan sat in a comfortable chair in the ships library, listening to Max talk about writing.

The library was furnished like a gentleman’s club with upholstered easy chairs and oak tables. The windows along one wall looked onto the Promenade, where passengers strolled and jogged. The other wall was lined with bookshelves on which Max’s work was prominently displayed—books by Max Merriwell, Mary Maxwell, and Weldon Merrimax.

Max sat in an upholstered leather chair at one end of a heavy oak table. A dozen or so passengers sat around the table. Alberta was there. So were two little old ladies, one with her knitting and one with her embroidery. A brooding teenage boy with a ragged haircut and rumpled clothes slumped in his chair and glowered out the window at the joggers who passed on the promenade. Susan guessed he was a Weldon Merrimax fan even before she noticed the paperback copy of Tell Me No Lies on the table in front of him. 

Cindy, a young woman wearing a Hawaiian shirt, turquoise blue trousers, and the blue blazer that served as the uniform of the cruise staff, had introduced Max with an air of breathless enthusiasm. “I’m so glad you all came to the first ever Odyssey writers’ workshop,” she said to the group. “I think it’s so exciting that we have an internationally known author here to teach us.”

“I want to introduce Max Merriwell, the author of many, many books.” It was clear to Susan that Cindy had not read any of Max’s books. The young woman seemed more impressed by the number of books than their content. “We are pleased and honored that he’ll be teaching this workshop,” she concluded.

Max regarded the group benignly. “It’s very nice to see you all here today,” he said. “You may think that I’m going to teach you to write, but what I’m really going to do is help you exercise your imaginations. I’ve found that relatively few adults ever exercise their imaginations at all, let alone give them the kind of strenuous workout that writing a story demands.”

He talked for a while about paying attention to the world around you, about learning to listen to your inner voice, about the power of your imagination.

“I assume that each of you is here because you have a story to tell. You may not know what that story is, but if you try, you’ll figure it out. Every one of us has many stories that make up our lives. I’m going to help you learn to tell those stories. So let’s get started. Everyone needs a pencil and paper.”

Some people had brought notebooks; others had not. Cindy bustled around, getting everyone what they needed. She was relieved, Susan thought, to have something to do.

“First off, I don’t want you to confuse me with your high school English teacher. I didn’t much like my high school English teachers and I certainly never wanted to be one. I’m not here to correct your grammar and put periods in the right places. I have a healthy respect for a well-placed period, but I don’t think the world will end if a period is out of place. I don’t even care much about the words. What I care about is the imagination. That’s what matters.”

“Now I want you to think about something that matters to you. An object of some sort that you have strong feelings about. Something you love or something you hate—I don’t care which—but something that matters to you. Write down what you are thinking about.”

In her notebook, Susan scrawled, “My wedding ring.”

“Write down a couple of lines about that object. Describe it. You don’t have to write in sentences. I don’t care about that. Just write something.”

Susan wrote: “Solid gold. Heavy. Valuable.” She hesitated for a moment, tapping her pen on the page nervously, then crossed out the word valuable and wrote “Expensive.” Not quite the same thing, she thought. It was worth money, but it wasn’t valuable to her, or she wouldn’t have thrown it away. She caught herself in the act of feeling for the ring with the thumb of her left hand, touching the callus where the ring had once rested. “Familiar,” she wrote. “Gone.”

“Now write a few words about how that object makes you feel,” Max said.

She stared at the page, her eyes focusing on the last word she had written. “Gone.” How did she feel? She remembered staring at the horizon as the ship headed across the ocean, far from land. “Adventurous,” she wrote. “Bold.”

“Don’t worry if some of the feelings are contradictory,” Max said. “That’s just the way it is, sometimes.”

“Afraid,” Susan wrote. “Lost. Confused.”

“All right,” Max said. “Now I want you to put all that together into a scene. A very short scene involving the object you have described. A scene that comes out of your feelings about the object.”

Susan wrote: “A woman stood on the deck of a ship, staring out at the ocean waves. In her hand, she held a golden ring, her wedding ring. Staring out at the waves, she threw the ring overboard, threw it as hard as she could. At the moment it left her hand, she wished that she could snatch it back. Too late. Her hand was empty; the ring was gone. She felt lost. She felt lonely. She felt like anything could happen.”

Tom stepped into the ship’s library and stood just inside the doorway. The class was ending. Max was saying, “Now, if nobody has any more questions, we’ll wrap it up for today.”

People stood, stretched, and began talking. As Tom made his way to the front of the room, he overheard a few comments about writing, but most of the people were talking about where they should go for lunch. That didn’t surprise him; in his experience, passengers talked more about food than about anything else.

Tom saw Susan and Pat standing by the table, gathering their things. Susan looked up, saw Tom, and quickly stepped toward him. “I’m glad you’re here,” she said. “I thought about trying to talk Max into going to see you, but I don’t know if he would have. He got a strange note this morning.”

“A note? What sort of note?”

“A note with a hexagram from the I Ching,” she said. Tom frowned, and she explained a little more. “The Book of Changes. It’s a system of Chinese fortune-telling. Max said the note was nothing to worry about, but it seemed kind of threatening to me. Someone slipped it under his door last night.”

Seems like last night was a busy night, Tom thought. Max was talking to a frowning teenager, who seemed to be complaining about something.

“Maybe you could rescue poor Max,” Pat said. “He’s talking to a Weldon Merrimax fan.”

“That’s bad?” Tom asked. 

“That would be my guess.”

From Max’s pained expression, Tom had to agree. “Better go save him,” Susan said.

Tom stepped toward the writer. “Max, I need to have a word with you.” He glanced at the teenager. “I hope you’ll excuse us.”

“Sure,” the kid mumbled. “I was looking for Weldon Merrimax, anyway.” He turned and walked away.

Max shook his head, looking unhappy.

Tom frowned. “I thought you were Weldon,” he said.

“I write as Weldon,” Max said. He was fumbling in his pocket. After a moment, he pulled out a pipe and a lighter.

“Remember, Mr. Merriwell.” Cindy’s clear voice came from the back of the room. “No smoking in the library!”

“Perhaps we could step outside,” Max said, glancing at Cindy with the weary expression of a smoker who had been denied too long. Tom followed Max onto the promenade deck.

Outside, Tom leaned against the rail, waiting for Max to fill his pipe. The sun was warm on his face. Joggers in brightly colored sweat suits pounded past him. Passengers aboard the Odyssey were always jogging. A nearby sign read: “Three times around the promenade deck is one mile.”

Max tamped down the tobacco in his pipe and took his time lighting it, cupping his hand around the bowl, holding the lighter just so, and puffing diligently until the tobacco caught. It took quite a while. Once it was lit, Max looked up from his pipe and smiled.

“Just as well the young man didn’t find Weldon,” Max said. “I’m much nicer to my fans than Weldon would be.” Max puffed on his pipe. “Now what was it that you wanted to talk with me about?”

“I was hoping you could help me out with a bit of a mystery,” Tom said. “Could I take a look at your cruise card?”

“My cruise card? Why’s that?”

“Well, it seems that Weldon Merrimax charged a drink on a cruise card last night.”

Max stopped puffing on his pipe and narrowed his eyes. “Really? Weldon Merrimax?”

“The charge showed up on a tab at Aphrodite’s. I thought perhaps Gene issued you a cruise card with the wrong name.”

Max pulled out his cruise card and handed it to Tom. Tom glanced at the cruise card—issued to Max Merriwell. The photo showed Max, staring into the camera, and the embossed name identified it as belonging to Max Merriwell.

“I assume it’s all in order,” Max said. “In any case, I didn’t go out for a drink last night. I stayed in my cabin. I’m just starting to work on my next book.”

Tom nodded and returned Max’s card. “It looks just fine. Now tell me about this mysterious note you received.” 

“Did Susan mention that to you? It’s nothing to trouble you about,” Max said. “Just a joke, I’m sure.”

“Susan seemed to think it was threatening.”

“Such a sweet girl,” Max said. He fumbled in his pocket again. This time, he pulled out a sheet of ship’s stationery and handed it to Tom.

“It is a hexagram from the I Ching,” Max said. “You’re familiar with that, of course?”

“Chinese fortune-telling,” Tom said.

Max squinted from beneath bushy eyebrows, looking rather like a professor whose student has delivered an incomplete answer. “Not just fortune-telling,” Max said. “The I Ching is an oracle, true, but it is also a book of wisdom. You throw the yarrow sticks to generate a hexagram. That hexagram provides the reader with a set of possibilities—and recommends a course of action.”

“What course of action does this one recommend?” Tom asked. Max peered at the hexagram. “The lower trigram—that’s the bottom three lines is Tui, the joyous—cheerful but weak. The upper trigram is Ch’ien, the creative, large and strong. This deals with power relationships. The weak treads upon the strong.”

“And so what does that tell you to do?”

“It describes a dangerous enterprise. The superior man has the power to carry it through, but this power must be combined with caution. One must be resolute but conscious of danger.”

Tom shook his head. It sounded like a fortune cookie to him, but he thought it best not to share that opinion with Max. “Are you about to begin a dangerous enterprise?” Tom asked.

Max nodded thoughtfully. “As I said, I am beginning work on a book.”

Tom smiled. “That hardly seems hazardous.”

“There’s always an element of danger there,” Max said, quite seriously. “It’s an unpredictable process. Anything could happen.”

Tom nodded. “Well, that’s not the sort of danger that usually involves ship’s security.” Tom continued examining the note. The printing was quite distinctive. Tom reached into his pocket and pulled out the copy of the charge slip that Weldon Merrimax had signed. “You know, the printing on your note is very similar to Weldon Merrimax’s signature on the charge slip.” He glanced up at Max as he said that.

Max bit down on his pipe, looking thoughtful. “How interesting. Perhaps the same person wrote both.”

“Do you have any idea who might want to leave a note for you?” Tom asked.

Max shrugged and puffed on his pipe. “As a writer, one gets used to this sort of thing.”

Tom nodded, studying Max’s face. He had dealt with many liars in his time as a cop and his time as a security officer. He prided himself on his ability to spot a liar. Tom didn’t think Max was lying. No, he seemed like a nice, old guy.

Tom held up the note. “Do you mind if I hang onto this?”

“Be my guest,” Max said.

Tom left Max tranquilly puffing on his pipe as the joggers ran past.

Pat and Susan had lunch at the poolside bar on the recreation deck. The sun was out and the afternoon promised to be warm.

Over a burger and fries, Susan told Pat about her breakfast with Max. “He said I was too honest,” Susan told Pat. “He told me I needed to learn how to lie.”

Pat laughed. “Sounds like great advice. I’ve been telling you for the past year that you’re way too nice.”

Susan shook her head. Pat thought most people were way too nice. “It’s strange. I just met him, but it feels like I’ve known him for years. I feel like he’s an uncle I never met.”

“The black sheep of the family,” Pat suggested.

“Yeah—not because he was bad, but because the rest of the family couldn’t figure him out. He’s a little odd, but in an interesting sort of way. Anyway, he feels like an old friend. Maybe it’s because I’ve read so many of his books. He’s sharper than you might expect, too. He figured out that I had been divorced recently.”

Pat leaned back in her chair, studying Susan. “I hate to tell you this, Susan, but it’s not all that hard to figure out.”

Susan shrugged, feeling uncomfortable. “Well, I’m done with that now. I threw the ring overboard, and now it’s fish food.”

Pat lifted her beer in a toast. “Best thing you ever did,” she said.



BAD GRRLZ’ GUIDE TO PHYSICS

INTRODUCING QUANTUM MECHANICS

My Ph.D. dissertation deals with a mathematical synthesis of the Everett-DeWitt Many Worlds theory and the Wigner Interpretation. My work could revolutionize quantum physics and change our view of the universe. Or it could be dismissed as a totally crackpot scheme. (My advisor, unfortunately, seems inclined toward the second view.)

Both outcomes are possible—and that’s only appropriate since possibilities are what quantum mechanics is all about.

Classical Newtonian physics is all about nuts and bolts. It focuses on actualities—something is or it isn’t. In classical Newtonian physics, you look at facts that you can measure and quantify and pin down like butterflies in a collector’s box. Newtonian physics is about actualities—what is.

Quantum physics, on the other hand, is also about what might be—the potentiality of any situation. In any system—whether it’s an atom about to absorb some light or a bingo game about to begin there’s the actuality and there’s the potentiality—that is, the reality waiting to be born as the system evolves, the range of realities that are lurking in the system. Actuality and potentiality are equally real.

Consider, for example, an electron that’s orbiting an atom. I’m sure you’ve seen those lovely retro diagrams of electrons whizzing around a lumpy nucleus.

Now an electron orbiting an atom has a bunch of different orbits to choose from. When a passing light beam of just the right frequency hits an atom, the electron absorbs some energy and moves into a new orbit. But before the electron makes its move, while it’s still deciding which orbit to take, it temporarily moves into all possible orbits at the same time.

Yes, it really does. That electron really is in several places at once. In fact, it’s smeared all over time and space as it makes trial runs into the future, testing out potentialities.

You don’t want to think about electrons? OK, try it this way. Suppose you’re a Bad Grrl at a party and you meet three interesting guys—call them Moe, Larry, and Curly. All three guys are hot to date you and they all ask you out for the following Friday night.

If you were like that electron, you could date them all simultaneously. Hey, you could even set up housekeeping with all three, living in three different houses at the same time, a Bad Grrl’s dream come true.

You see, quantum entities can experience more than one reality at the same time. In fact, quantum systems are just throwing out possibilities right and left, always making trial runs into the future. Quantum physicists call this ‘superposition,’ where one reality is superposed on another.

So you’ve got a reality that consists of a bunch of superposed possibilities, smeared all over time and space. Now suppose that an electron decides on a particular orbit—or you decide that Moe is the guy for you. You don’t want to continue your simultaneous existence with Larry and Curly. So you dump those boys and all of a sudden these many possibilities disappear and become one single actuality: the electron is in one orbit and you are with Moe, living happily ever after.

It’s a bit tough to wrap your head around, but in the quantum world, those potential realities aren’t just possibilities. They interact with one another, evolving and interfering with each other and changing over time. Those potential realities can be described by the Schrodinger Equation, which explores the range of things that might happen, calculating the probability of each.

Those potentialities are real—and that’s what makes them interesting.



FIVE


	“You can call me Max,” he said.

	“Is that your name?” she asked. She had learned a thing or two along the way.

	He smiled and shook his head. “No. But it will do for now.”

	—from Here Be Dragons

	by Mary Maxwell



When Tom left the library, it was still too early to find the bartender who had served Weldon Merrimax the night before. So he stopped by the casino.

On the Promenade Deck, it was early afternoon, but in the Odyssey’s small casino, it was night. It was always night in the casino.

The casino had no windows. The room’s mirrored walls made it appear larger than it actually was. If it weren’t for the hum of the engines underfoot and the slow rocking of the ship on the swells, he could have been in Las Vegas.

The bright screens of the video poker machines shone steadily in the dim light. An elderly woman fed a quarter into a slot machine and pulled the lever. The reels spun and the machine jangled, a chaotic collection of musical notes that Tom suspected was designed to keep the players on edge and a little confused. The woman watched the reels, as if mesmerized. “Come on, cherries,” she said to the slot machine, half joking, half serious. “Make me a winner.” Her husband stood at her elbow, watching her with a tolerant smile.

Casual gamblers who didn’t expect to win, Tom thought. That was true of most passengers. They’d drop a few dollars in a slot machine, lose a few at poker or craps. Nothing serious. All in good fun.

He paused near the blackjack table to consider the men playing.

There were two young guys, egging each other on, and two men of the right age for the card shark. One was blond; the other, too tall to match the description.

Tom stopped by the casino manager’s office. Lisa Hackett, the casino manager, was a blonde in her early forties who had worked her way up from cocktail waitress to blackjack dealer to manager. Tom told her about the illicit poker game and the angry passenger.

“Nothing illegal,” Tom said. “But the sort of behavior we’d like to discourage.” He advised her to keep her eyes open for the man. “In the bar, he claimed his name was Weldon Merrimax.”

“Weldon Merrimax? I’ve read his books,” Lisa said. “Great stuff. It figures he’d be a card shark. His books are all about crooks—swindlers, con artists, thieves, and murderers. He seems to know an awful lot about swindles and cons.”

“Well, actually, Max Merriwell writes those books,” Tom said. “Weldon Merrimax is a pen name.”

Lisa frowned. “I thought you were looking for Weldon Merrimax,” she said.

“Yes, I am. But Max Merriwell is the writer who is on board, teaching a workshop. He writes as Weldon Merrimax. Weldon Merrimax doesn’t really exist.”

“Hang on—you said that’s who you were looking for.”

“I’m looking for someone who is pretending to be Weldon Merrimax,” Tom said.

“But that’s what you said Max Merriwell did—pretend to be Weldon Merrimax.”

“Max Merriwell writes books as Weldon Merrimax, but he doesn’t pretend to be Weldon Merrimax.”

Lisa shook her head. “That’s a pretty fine line if you ask me,” she said. “All right, then. I’ll ask my staff to keep an eye out for the man who doesn’t exist but somehow manages to win at cards.”

Shortly after two, Tom reached Aphrodite’s Alehouse, where Frank Robinson, the bartender who had waited on Weldon Merrimax, had just come on shift. The bar had the ambiance of an upscale English pub—dark walls, wooden tables, a fire in the fireplace. If it was al ways night in the casino, it was always late afternoon in the Alehouse. A long lazy afternoon, perfect for a game of darts or hoisting a few pints with a friend.

Frank Robinson, a black man who had been tending bar at the Alehouse for as long as Tom had been chief security officer, was drawing a pint for a passenger at the far end of the bar. Tom sat down and waited until Frank headed in his direction, stopping en route to pour a club soda and add a twist of lemon. Frank set the drink in front of Tom.

“Afternoon, Tom.” Frank was from Trinidad. He’d been working on the ship long enough that “dat” and “de” had become “that” and “the,” but the lilting accent of the island was still with him. “I thought you’d be coming my way.”

“How’s that?”

“The manager said that charge slip was no good.” Frank shrugged. “The man told me he had forgotten his cruise card. But I knew his name. Heard about this writer teaching on board. So I just did it the way I used to—filled out the slip and all. No problem.”

Tom frowned wearily, not wanting to get into another discussion of Max's pseudonyms. “You’re not supposed to do that anymore. You have to use the passengers cruise card. That’s the new policy.”

“I should tell the man he can’t have a drink?” Frank shook his head. “Better give him a drink than have a passenger unhappy.” Frank knew the Company Policy—the customer was always right.

“So what did this man look like?”

Frank gave a description that sounded familiar: a white man in his forties, brown hair and blue eyes, mustache, medium height, casually dressed.

“He was here with another fellow,” Frank said. “What did the other fellow look like?”

“White hair. Square chin. Talked too loud,” Frank said. “Not like Mr. Merrimax.”

Tom frowned. The description matched the passenger who had complained about the card shark. “What was Mr. Merrimax like?”

“Mutton dressed up like lamb,” Frank said softly.

Tom nodded. He knew the Caribbean expression: Frank thought Weldon was pretending to be better than he was.

Frank was shaking his head. “Eyes like a snake. Not a man I’d play cards with.”

“Were he and the other fellow planning to play cards?”

“I heard Mr. Merrimax say something about it.”

Tom nodded. Weldon Merrimax, the mysterious passenger, was also the card shark. How odd that his two problems should overlap. Far from making matters tidier, it seemed to him to make more of a mess.

Susan chose a lounge chair on the side of the pool farthest from the bar. The balmy air was scented with suntan lotion and ocean spray.

Susan sat in the shade provided by a large umbrella. The sun was bright in a cloudless sky. Susan had put on number 25 sunscreen, but she was taking no chances. Many of the chairs in the sun were already occupied by folks who had obviously never heard of a connection between tanning and skin cancer.

Susan draped a towel over her legs, feeling a little self-conscious about her body. She was pale—San Francisco’s foggy climate wasn’t conducive to tanning—and she had never much liked how she looked in a swimsuit. She had lost weight during the divorce negotiations, but in her estimation she had managed to make the transition from too chubby to too thin without passing through acceptable. It didn’t seem fair, but there it was.

Pat was at a line-dancing class. She had told Susan that she wanted to try it out and see if there was something she could write up for the Bad Grrlz’ Guide. She had asked Susan to join her, but Susan had declined. She didn’t like dancing. In any group dancing endeavor, she would step to the left when everyone else was stepping right or go forward when everyone else was going back.

She hadn’t told Pat any of that, of course. She had just said that she was looking forward to reading Wild Angel, by Mary Maxwell. And that was true.

Mary Maxwell’s books were always page-turners. The first page of Wild Angel introduced young Sarah McKensie, a toddler whose parents have come to California in 1850, searching for gold. By page five, there had been a stagecoach robbery, three murders, and the savage killing of a litter of defenseless wolf pups. Sarah’s parents were dead and the little girl had been adopted by the mother wolf whose pups had been killed.

Susan read for more than an hour. Sarah McKensie lived among the wolves, growing up to become an amazing young savage. She was at home in the wilderness—she could bring down a deer with her lasso, kill a grizzly with a bow and arrow, hunt with the wolf pack and howl at the moon.

It was a wonderful and totally unlikely story Susan particularly enjoyed the descriptions of the Ancient Order of E Clampus Vitus, a wildly improbable secret society:


	The Ancient Order of E Clampus Vitus claimed origins in 4004 B.C.

	Some spoilsports said that the Order had been created in the late 1850s as a drunken response to the Masons, the Odd Fellows, and other fraternal orders. Not so, said the Clampers. Adam, the Clampers said, was the Order’s first Noble Grand Humbug, the title given to the leader of a chapter. The society counted among its past members such luminaries as Solomon, George Washington, and Henry Ward Beecher. Since these individuals were conveniently dead, they could neither confirm nor deny their membership in the order.

	The Clampers’ motto was Credo Quia Absurdum, “I believe because it is absurd.” Their meeting hall was designated the Hall of Comparative Ovations. Their symbol was the Staff of Relief. Upon initiation, all members were given “titles of equal importance.” Their avowed goal was to assist widows and orphans, particularly the widows. Their primary activity was initiating new candidates in extravagant and drunken rituals. They were reputed to also do good works, but the truth of that was difficult to ascertain. Since no Clamper could ever recall the events of a meeting on the following day, the activities of the society were assured of remaining secret.



At the sound of shouting from the poolside bar, Susan looked up from the book. A group of men were drinking and shouting about something. She frowned, wondering who they were.



SIX


	“We’re in the Bermuda Triangle,” the Captain said. “Better watch what you drink. I’ve heard that the effects of alcohol are intensified here.”

	“ I hear a lot of things,” said the woman, mixing herself another Rum Monkey. “Some are true; some aren’t. I make a point of choosing which ones to believe.” She smiled. “I choose not to believe that one.”

	—from Here Be Dragons

	by Mary Maxwell



Back in the security office, Ian grinned when Tom told him what Frank Bender had done. There wasn’t really anyone on board with a Weldon Merrimax cruise card, Tom told Ian. Someone had used Weldon Merrimax’s name and managed to score a free drink.

“So it isn’t a computer problem at all,” Ian said happily. “It’s human error. That’s just great!”

Tom went on to say that the person masquerading as Weldon appeared to be the man who had played poker with the angry passenger. “So our card shark is Weldon Merrimax, a man who doesn’t exist.”

“Wonderful!” Ian said. “Non sunt multiplicanda entia praeter necissitatem.”

“What on earth are you talking about?” Tom asked in a mild tone.

“Ockham’s razor, the principle stated in the thirteenth century by the noted philosopher William of Ockham. The Latin translates as: ‘Entities are not to be multiplied beyond necessity.’ That is, you should always seek the simplest solution to any problem. And there’s your answer. Weldon Merrimax is the card shark!”

“Where do you come up with these things?” Tom asked.

“I was a philosophy major before I got into computer programming,” Ian said. “Philosophy is a great excuse to stay up all night talking about ridiculous things.”

Tom nodded. He could see how Ian would enjoy something like that. From his pocket, he pulled the note that Max had received and tossed it down on Ian’s desk. “All right, here’s something else to try to tie into the mess.”

Ian unfolded the note and smiled. “An I Ching hexagram,” he said.

Tom nodded. “A bunch of gibberish.”

“Oh, no,” Ian said. “The Book of Changes isn’t gibberish at all. It’s really quite wonderful. It’s a book of potentialities and possibilities.”

Tom squinted at Ian. “You sure know a lot about some wacky stuff.”

“I keep an open mind,” Ian said. “That’s all. Besides, how do you know the I Ching is wacky. You haven’t tried it.”

“Yeah,” Tom said. “Max told me you generate a hexagram by throwing yarrow sticks and I don’t seem to have brought along any yarrow sticks.”

“Oh, it doesn’t have to be yarrow sticks,” Ian said quickly. “I’ve got a random number generator that works just as well. Why don’t you give it a try?”

“Give it a try? What do you mean?”

“You come up with a question and I’ll generate a hexagram for you.”

“And then this ancient Chinese book will tell me what’s going to happen?”

“I prefer to think of the I Ching as a method for exploring your unconscious thoughts. It’s a book of interesting advice. It encourages careful scrutiny of a situation in light of one’s own character, attitude, and motives. Come on—what could it hurt? It often provides some interesting insights.”

Tom glanced at his watch. “I’d love to, but I have to meet with the purser and let him know that I’m on top of this gambling problem. I’ll just have to struggle on in ignorance.”

Ian was persistent. “Well, if you were going to ask a question, what would you ask?”

“My question? What’s the deal with Max Merriwell and Weldon Merrimax?”

Ian frowned. “Don’t you want to be more specific?”

“I think that’s specific enough,” Tom said. “It’s what I’d like to know. Hey—I’ve got to run.”

After Tom left, Ian consulted the I Ching.

He had a program that generated a hexagram and provided interpretation and commentary from several translations of the original Chinese texts. Ian’s favorite translation was the Wilhem-Baynes edition, which had been translated from Chinese to German by Richard Wilhelm and from German to English by Cary F Baynes.

Before generating the hexagram, Ian considered the question he wished to ask the oracle. What’s the deal with Max Merriwell and Weldon Merrimax? One always formulated a question before casting the yarrow sticks (or running the random number generator). One then analyzed the resulting hexagram in relation to that question.

Ian turned to his computer and typed in a few characters. A set of six lines appeared on the screen. Beneath it were a few paragraphs of text with the heading: “The Wanderer.”

The hexagram was made up of two trigrams, each a set of three lines. The lower trigram was Ken, the mountain. The upper trigram was Li, the fire. As the commentary explained, the two could be together only briefly. The flame goes upward, the mountain presses downward. The flame represents the wanderer, who does not linger in one place. He is in a foreign land and can’t find his place. He has few friends. He must be cautious and reserved to protect himself from evil.

Ian was willing to accept that description of Max.

The third line of the hexagram was a changing line, which meant that it became its opposite—changing from a solid line to a broken line, from yin to yang, from light to dark. That change affected the interpretation of the hexagram.

According to the commentary, a changing line in the third place Through his arrogance, the wanderer loses the loyalty of his servant. He draws misfortune upon himself.

Ian nodded. His servant could be Weldon Merrimax.

Ian hit another key on the keyboard to change the third line and generate a new hexagram. The new hexagram appeared on his screen, with its commentary.

The upper trigram was still Li, fire. The lower trigram was now K’un, the earth. The commentary explained that fire over the earth represented sunrise. As the sun rises, the light grows brighter and all becomes clear. For Tom’s sake, Ian hoped that would be the case.

Tom met with the purser, dressed for dinner, and got to the Ithaca dining room a few minutes early, before the doors opened to the passengers. Just inside the entrance, Antonio was putting the final touches on the evening’s fruit sculpture.

Tom liked Antonio, a wizened old Italian who took his work very seriously. Antonio regarded fruit sculpture as a form of artistic expression overlooked by the unimaginative fools of the art world. “People have no imagination,” Antonio had told Tom. “If it is not paint, not marble, they think it is nothing. They do not understand. I carve and I make the fruit beautiful. It does not last—but beauty cannot last. The most beautiful woman someday grows old.”

From pieces of fresh coconut, painstakingly carved and neatly stacked, Antonio had created a replica of the Odyssey that was about a foot long. The miniature ship sailed on a bed of crushed ice. It was sailing toward the Bermuda Islands, constructed from mounds of grapes and identified by a small sign at the apex of the mound. Red ribbon, tied to the necks of three bottles of white wine set in the ice, marked a large triangle. The ship was sailing under the ribbon.

“The Bermuda Triangle,” Antonio told Tom when he paused to admire the Italian’s creation. “Ian told me that we entered it last night.”

Tom was the last to arrive at the table. The others were already seated. It was one of the ship’s formal dinners. People had, for the most part, dressed for the cocktail party that would be held in the Atrium that evening. Max was in his usual tweedy sport coat; Charles and Bill were in suits. Lily was elegant in flame red silk; Alberta wore something with far too many sequins. Susan wore a forest green velvet dress, the same color as the sweater she’d been wearing when he met her. It was a good color for her. Pat wore black jeans and a silk shirt that matched her hair. Ian was in jeans and a shirt, as usual.

“Hello, Tom,” Bill Carver called. “Just what we need—an expert opinion. We were talking about the Bermuda Triangle.”

“I’m hardly an expert on that.” Tom took his seat. “But you’ve been through it before,” Bill persisted.

“More than once,” Tom said. He glanced at Ian, who was grinning. Tom was certain Ian had started the conversation. He had seen Ian do it before, tossing an odd topic into a group like a fisherman chumming for sharks. Invariably, people rose to the bait.

“Ian tells us that hundreds of ships and planes have disappeared here,” Alberta said. “Vanished without a trace.”

Tom shrugged. “No real mystery there. Weather is unpredictable in this part of the world. Storms can come up fast and ships and planes can go down.” He smiled reassuringly. “Of course, we won’t have any problem with the weather. Satellites warn us about any storm systems. And even if they didn’t, no storm is going to swamp the Odyssey.”

Bill chimed in then, supporting his wife. “Sounds pretty mysterious though. Ian was telling us that one plane went missing on a perfectly clear day, right after the pilot radioed to say he’d be arriving in Bermuda on schedule. Back in 1941, a navy ship vanished on its way from the Virgin Islands to Florida—and a month later, the same thing happened to another ship.”

“And then you’ve got the Mary Celeste,” Ian said cheerfully. “It passed near the Bermuda Triangle and everyone aboard vanished.”

Tom glanced around the table. Pat seemed amused; Susan, politely interested. Lily wore an expression of mocking tolerance; she clearly thought the conversation was silly. Charles and Bill were listening to Ian. Max had taken refuge behind his menu.

Leaning back in his chair, obviously enjoying himself, Ian told the group about the Mary Celeste. On December 14, 1872, the 103 foot brigantine en route from New York to Genoa had been found abandoned and drifting, some 590 miles west of Gibraltar. The ship’s captain, his wife, and the seven-member crew were missing. The last position recorded in the log placed her a hundred miles west of the Azores, a path that took her close to the Bermuda Triangle.

Tom had heard all this from Ian, over the past few weeks. Ian delighted in sharing the stranger bits that he found on the Internet. He was particularly fond of the story of Mary Celeste.

“The ship was in perfect shape,” Ian said, his voice pitched as low as a man telling a ghost story. “The table was set for breakfast. No sign of any foul weather. Something strange had happened—and no one knows what it was.”

Tom watched as Charles looked up from the wine list. Tom could see that Charles was thinking about how to turn this conversation to his advantage. “So what’s your explanation, Bill?” he asked, a touch of challenge in his voice.

More posturing, Tom thought. He had watched on the previous night when Bill and Charles had played one-upmanship, and he could see the same thing happening again. Charles had noticed Bill’s support of this mystery, and now he was trying to nudge Bill into a position where he’d propose a theory that Charles could ridicule.

Bill shook his head, unwilling to be nudged. “I’m no expert,” he said. “But we do have an expert at the table. You write about this weird stuff all the time, don’t you, Max? I bet you have an explanation.”

Tom frowned as Bill and Charles leaned back in their chairs, grinning. Bill had sidestepped Charles neatly. Now they were both eager, Tom thought, to watch Max make a fool of himself describing some crackpot theory. That would make them feel superior and they’d enjoy that.

Max looked up from his menu and took off his reading glasses.

“An explanation for the Bermuda Triangle?” Max set his glasses on the table beside his menu. “Well, I am, actually, a bit of an expert on this topic.”

Tom noticed that Susan was biting her lip, looking concerned. She was worried for Max. Bill and Charles were waiting, smiling like wolves waiting for a comrade to fall.

“So what’s the explanation?” Bill asked.

“People have proposed any number of explanations,” Max said in a serious tone. He had the manner of a professor lecturing his students. “Some say that the islands in this area are the mountain tops of the sunken continent of Atlantis, and that the seismic disturbances that sank Atlantis millions of years ago will occasionally capture a ship. There are others who blame sea monsters—giant squid or other monstrous animals dragging ships down. Others prefer an extraterrestrial explanation: UFOs and alien abductions. There’s one fellow who has written to me a few times: he thinks that there are tiny wormholes under the water—those are black holes that lead to white holes, you know. Anyway, these micro-wormholes open up and suck people into other dimensions. He claims he has found evidence of this in the form of magnetic anomalies.” Max paused to take a sip of water.

“Very interesting,” Charles said. “Do you think that’s the case?”

He was hoping, Tom knew, that Max would say yes.

Max set down his glass. “No, I have my own theory,” he said. “It’s really quite simple. I’m surprised more people haven’t figured it out. But I suppose the truth is always difficult to see.”

Tom saw Charles and Bill exchange glances. They were in league now, ready to be amused.

Max smiled at them, then said simply, “People lie.”

“What?” Charles exclaimed, as if stung. “What do you mean?”

“People make up stories. They lie.” Max studied Charles with an air of benign puzzlement. “Surely it can’t come as a shock to you. As a banker, you must come across this all the time.”

“Well, yes, of course.” Charles was sputtering now. “People lie when it’s to their advantage. But there’s no advantage to lying about things like this. Why would they?”

Tom grinned as he watched Max tilt his head and study Charles. It was clear who had the upper hand. The banker was uncomfortable now; Max took his time.

“People are always lying,” Max said. “They lie for fun. They lie to make a better story. The crew of the Mary Celeste probably abandoned ship in the lifeboat and then were lost in a storm. There’s a lot of evidence to support that. All that business about the table being set for breakfast, the ship being in perfect shape—all that was added later on. The historical record shows that the ships lifeboat was missing, and that the ship had endured some heavy weather. The cargo was a couple of thousand barrels of unrefined alcohol—and there’s some evidence that a few barrels exploded. So you can understand why the crew might have abandoned ship.

“But Conan Doyle got a hold of the story of the Mary Celeste, wove it into one of his books, and made it much more interesting. Doyle was an excellent liar, you know. People liked the story he told better than the truth, so that’s what they remembered.”

Max picked up his menu and smiled innocently. “Fiction writers are all liars,” he said. “People tend to forget that.”



SEVEN


	“You say I’m a liar? I say you’re a liar. And who’s to say we aren’t both right.”



—from Here Be Dragons

by Mary Maxwell

“So what are we supposed to do here?” Susan said. She and Pat stood by the spiral staircase on the uppermost deck of the Atrium, leaning against the railing and looking down. Their position gave them a good view of the deck below.

“This is the ‘Welcome Aboard’ party,” Pat said. “We’re supposed to mingle and have a good time. We can meet the captain if you like. There he is, right over there.”

Susan glanced in the direction that Pat had nodded. The captain was surrounded by well-dressed women and their husbands. He was smiling and nodding, but Susan thought he looked bored. She didn’t see any reason to meet him. “What else can we do?”

“We can get our picture taken by the ship’s photographer.” Pat gestured to the photographer at the bottom of the stairs. A matronly woman in a gold lame dress posed on the stairs, showing a fearsome array of teeth. The photographer snapped her photograph, then she continued down the stairs and a matronly woman wrapped in flowered silk took her place. “Apparently they always take people’s pictures at these things. Later, they sell the print to you for five bucks. You can look at the prints in the photo gallery, down near the theater. Have you seen that yet? They’ve got a photo of you, that one they snapped when you were getting aboard.”

Susan shook her head. She remembered being asked to pose beside a big cardboard cutout of a palm tree while someone official had snapped her picture, but she’d been in a rush and hadn’t asked why. She hadn’t seen the photo gallery and hadn’t found the theater yet. She was still having some trouble finding her way around the ship. Restaurants and shops and pools and corridors—it was all very confusing. She found it difficult to remember sometimes that she was on board a ship. It felt more like an enormous hotel.

On the far side of the lower deck, she saw a flurry of activity surrounding a man in a cowboy hat. Light glittered on the silver star he wore on his chest. As the crowd shifted, she saw a woman dressed in an historic gown and a man in a top hat. She saw a flash of light as another photographer snapped a picture.

“What’s going on over there?” she said, staring at the group below. “Some folks from the show that’s playing tomorrow night in the Singing Sirens Theater,” Pat said. “Some kind of musical melodrama set in Gold Rush California.” Susan stared at her.

“Hey, don’t look at me. I don’t make this up. Apparently there are a bunch of California historians on board—some kind of convention.”

“How do you know this stuff?”

“It’s all in the Ship’s Log,” Pat said. “Hey, there’s Tom.” Susan saw Tom moving through the crowd below. “Want to go down and say hi?”

Susan shook her head. “He looks busy.”

Pat gave her an appraising look. Pat had commented on Tom more than once, and Susan knew that her friend thought Susan and Tom would make a good couple.

“There’s Ian,” Susan said, waving at the computer programmer. He was watching the couples on the dance floor.

“You want to go see what he’s up to?” Pat asked.

“You go. I’ll meet you later.” Susan could tell that Pat really wanted to get to know Ian a little better.

“What are you going to do?”

Susan shrugged. “Explore the ship a little. Maybe I’ll go check out the photo gallery. If I don’t run into you later, I’ll meet you in the stateroom.”

“Are you sure?” Pat asked. “Absolutely.”

Pat shrugged. “If you say so.” Pat headed downstairs, pausing at the photographer to have her picture taken. Susan stayed where she was, watching the crowd below.

She saw Charles and Lily Rafferty making their way toward the captain. Of course, Charles would want to introduce himself. She hadn’t seen Bill and Alberta yet; she was hoping to avoid them if she did. At dinner, conversation had focused on the Bermuda Triangle and she hadn’t had to answer any questions about herself. She was still thinking about Max's suggestion that she lie. He made it sound like such harmless fun. Reinvent yourself.

She thought about heading down the spiral staircase, but then she saw Alberta and Bill coming up. She turned away before they could see her and headed toward the bow of the ship to look for the photo gallery that Pat had mentioned.

It took a while, but she found her way to the photo gallery, one deck down and toward the bow of the ship. The gallery was in a corridor near Aphrodite’s Alehouse. The walls of the corridor were covered with photos under glass—hundreds of photos of passengers standing beside that silly cardboard palm tree, teeth bared in insincere smiles. The counter where you ordered copies of your photo was closed, and no one else was in the gallery. A placard at the end of the corridor pointed the way to the Singing Sirens Theater, where a magician and a comic were currently performing.

Susan could hear music from the Alehouse—a woman singing a Barbara Streisand song about people who need people. Susan thought about going to the bar for a drink. She had long since finished her rum swizzle from the cocktail party. But she didn’t want to sit in a bar alone.

Susan studied the walls of photos, idly looking for herself. In most of the photos, a couple or a group of people stood by the silly palm, grinning at the camera or at each other. There were, she thought, so few photos of solitary travelers. So many couples and family groups and groups of friends. She stared at one photo—a balding man in his fifties and his chubby wife. They looked genuinely happy, she thought. The woman was leaning on the man’s shoulder and they were both smiling. A little tired from waiting to board, but she was sure that they hadn’t been snapping at each other while they waited. No, they had been doing their best to be cheerful. They had probably been chatting amiably with the other folks who were waiting.

She and Harry had not been a happy couple. She did not know why they hadn’t been happy. She thought they should have been. When they were in college, Harry had said he loved her. He had asked her to marry him, and she had said yes. She couldn’t remember exactly how she felt when she said yes, but she thought that she must have been happy.

Her memories of her wedding day were hazy. She remembered her mother fussing with her hair; she remembered her father walking her down the aisle; she remembered a reception filled with people, all admiring her dress, all wishing her the best of luck. She remembered feeling dazed. She remembered feeling that she was there, but not quite there—as if this were happening to someone else.

They must have been happy then. But if they had been, it hadn’t lasted. Somewhere along the way, Harry had grown impatient with her. She didn’t understand why. He became an ambitious lawyer. Maybe a bookish librarian was not the ideal wife for him.

It seemed to her that Harry was always angry. He was angry with the other lawyers in his practice, angry at other drivers, angry when they had to wait in line—always angry. Sometimes, he was angry with her, but she tried not to give him any reason for that.

It hadn’t been a terrible marriage. Harry was a civilized man—he rarely raised his voice, never raised his hand in anger. But even when he wasn’t angry over anything in particular, she had been aware of anger simmering just below the surface, waiting to boil over. It wasn’t easy and comfortable being with Harry.

She studied the picture of the balding man and his chubby wife. They looked happy. She couldn’t imagine Harry smiling, however wearily, after waiting to board the Odyssey.

She touched her left hand, aware once again of the absence of a wedding ring. It had been silly to throw it overboard, she thought. The ring had been expensive—she remembered Harry telling her so. Throwing it overboard was a foolish and extravagant gesture, but thinking about it, she smiled. 

“Over here,” a man’s voice said. She glanced toward the sound. She hadn’t noticed the man entering the gallery. “You were looking for your picture, weren’t you?”

She nodded, a little startled. “Right here,” he said.

He was in his late forties—a man with a thin face, a neatly trimmed mustache, and curly brown hair. Not handsome, exactly, but attractive in a roguish sort of way. Blue eyes that studied her with just a little too much interest. She thought he looked a bit like the sort of fellow Pat tended to date.

He was wearing khaki pants and a polo shirt—not exactly cruise wear. She imagined that he had skipped the Captain’s Welcome Party; he was a bit too casually dressed for that. He looked a little out of place, as if he didn’t really belong on a cruise. She could sympathize with that.

She hesitated, feeling uncomfortable, but not willing to be rude. Reluctantly, she stepped over to him and glanced at the photo he indicated. It was her all right. She remembered that moment now—her cab from the airport had been caught traffic and she had been late, rushed, a bit panicked. In the photo, her hair was a mess. She had smiled when the photographer said, “Say cheese,” but just barely. She was looking past the camera at the gangway, her eyes wide and distracted.

“Oh, dear,” she said.

“It’s not that bad,” the man said pleasantly. “It looks like you were in a bit of a rush, that’s all.”

“I was late,” she said. “I was meeting my fiancé on board. I knew he’d be worried.”

It was an experiment. When she started the sentence, she had intended to say “my friend,” rather than “my fiancé.” But she wanted to discourage this man if he was thinking what she was afraid he might be thinking. And she didn’t want to insult him if he was just a helpful fellow with no ulterior motives. Max had said she needed to learn to lie, so she was giving it a try.

The man laughed sympathetically. “Your fiancé will get used to it. My wife is late all the time.” His tone, when he mentioned his wife, was affectionate.

Susan returned the man’s smile. He was married; she could relax. “Maybe yours turned out better,” she said, glancing at the photo wall.

He shook his head. “I doubt that. Haven’t had any luck finding it anyway.”

She turned to the photo wall to see if she could spot his picture. Instead, she saw a photo of Max. He was standing by the cardboard palm tree, looking extremely uncomfortable. He hadn’t even bothered to smile. “There’s Max,” she said without thinking.

“Your fiancé?” The man peered at the photo and frowned.

“Oh, no. That’s Max Merriwell. He’s teaching a writing workshop on board. He writes books as Max Merriwell, Mary Maxwell, and Weldon Merrimax.”

“How interesting,” the man said. “Are you attending this workshop he’s teaching?”

“Oh, yes.”

“You’re a writer, then?”

She shook her head. “No, I just thought it would be interesting. I love Max’s books.”

The man glanced toward the Alehouse and Susan realized that the singing had stopped. “Sounds like the musicians are taking a break,” he said. “Its safe to get a beer.”

She laughed. “Low tolerance for lounge music?”

“Low tolerance for cruise ship entertainment in general,” he said. “My wife is watching the magician. Card tricks and bad jokes.” He made a face. “I told her I’d meet her in the bar when he was done. So where’s your fiancé? What’s he thinking, letting you wander around by yourself?”

“He’s a little under the weather.” She didn’t hesitate to lie a second time. Maybe Max was right. There were times when lying was a fine idea. It was fun—and she was starting to feel a bit like a woman with a fiancé. She remembered how wonderful it had been to be engaged. Everyone had been so happy for her.

“He’s seasick?”

“Just a little queasy. I stayed with him for a while, but I got restless.”

The man nodded, studying her face. “Let me hazard a guess about something and make a suggestion. Maybe you’d like a drink, but you know that if you go into the bar unattended you’ll get some guy hitting on you and you don’t want that. If you let me buy you a drink, I’ll protect you from the other guys and you can keep me company until that magician pulls the last rabbit from his hat and my wife comes to claim me.”

Susan blinked, startled at how well he had guessed her thoughts. “That’s a very good guess,” she said slowly.

“So will you join me for a drink? You can tell me about this writing workshop.”

She smiled with the confidence of a happily engaged woman, almost believing for a moment that that’s who she was. “All right. But only if you let me buy the drinks. After all, you’re serving as my bodyguard.”

The Alehouse wasn’t crowded. They found a table that was near the fireplace and as far as they could get from the stage and the dance floor.

“So tell me about Max Merriwell’s work. You seem to like his books.”

“Oh, yes. I’ve read all Max’s science fiction novels. Rollicking adventures about people blasting off across the galaxy. And I’ve read all the books he’s written as Mary Maxwell. Great action adventure stories about young women.”

He nodded. “And the books by Weldon Merrimax?”

She shook her head. “I haven’t read any of those. They’re gritty, urban thrillers. Not my sort of thing.”

“Not your sort of thing,” the man repeated. The firelight flickered over his face. He frowned. “But you like the rest of his work so much. I would think you’d at least give Weldon’s work a try.”

She shrugged. “I’ve taken a look at some of the books. But they’re all dark and depressing. All about sleazy criminals cheating people and committing crimes. I don’t want to read about that.”

“You’d rather read about people blasting off across the galaxy.” Susan thought he sounded angry. But that didn’t make sense. Why would he care that Susan hadn’t read Weldon Merrimax’s work. “So tell me about this writing workshop,” he said. “What have you learned?”

“Well,” she said hesitantly. “There’s only been one meeting so far. Max talked about the creative process. He talked about how the writer creates his own world. He’s a god in his own universe. He said that the advantage of writing science fiction is that you have to make everything up. And the disadvantage is that you have to make everything up.”

“Interesting,” the man said.

“And he told us that a writer has to be a good observer. He told us that we needed to watch the people around us, to consider their gestures, their body language. We need to learn to read them so that we can describe them in our work. He gave us that as a homework assignment.”

“Have you done your homework yet?” the man asked. 

Susan laughed. “Not yet.”

“Well, I’ve always thought bars were great places to watch people.” He looked around the room, then jerked his head toward a couple sitting two tables away. “So what do you make of them?”

Susan glanced in the direction he had gestured and saw a heavy set man with dark hair sitting with a thin blonde woman. They were both in their mid-twenties. She was wearing a silk shirt and a skirt that matched and he was in a Hawaiian shirt and Dockers. The waitress had just brought their drinks: a beer for him and a frothy pink drink with an umbrella and a shish kabob of fruit for her. The man smiled at the waitress as she walked away; the woman sipped her drink.

“I don’t know,” she said. “A young couple on their first cruise, I guess.”

The man smiled. “Oh, I think we can figure out more than that. Take a look at their hands.”

Susan glanced at the couple again. The woman was laughing at something the man had said. She was playing with her wedding ring, twisting it on her finger. “She’s playing with her ring,” Susan said. “And she has a nice manicure,” she said.

“His nails look nice, too,” the man said. “I’d guess they’re just married. A wedding is about the only time most men will let themselves be talked into a manicure. She suggested it so his hands would look nice for the wedding pictures.”

Susan glanced at the couple again: his nails did look nice. “You can tell that she comes from money,” he went on.

“She is dressed nicely,” Susan said. That silk shirt wasn’t cheap. “Here’s a tip: Don’t just look at her clothes,” he said. “It’s the shoes that tell you the most. Hers are top quality. That woman is used to nice things. Now look at his shoes.”

He was wearing athletic shoes of a brand she didn’t recognize. “He shops the sales and doesn’t care about appearances, as long as the shoes are comfortable.” The man shook his head sadly. “I’ll give the marriage two years, tops.”

Susan was suddenly painfully aware that her own shoes could use polishing. She was starting to feel a little guilty at the way the man was passing judgments on the other couple. “You think their marriage is going to fail because he doesn’t buy the right shoes?” she asked in dismay.

“The shoes are just a part of it,” he said. “Look at how the two of them are sitting. No body contact; no connection between them.” The woman had her legs crossed; she sat at an angle on the chair, gazing at the fire. The man was leaning back in his chair, staring toward the stage.

“Now consider the way she’s eating that cherry.”

The woman had taken a small bite from the cherry on the fruit shish kabob.

“That’s no way to eat a cherry,” the man said. “A woman who would eat a cherry like that has no enthusiasm for sex. I’d guess that within a year she’ll be spending more money than he makes and he’ll be flirting with a waitress who can tie a cherry stem in a knot with her tongue.”

Susan blushed, glad that she had ordered a beer so that her cherry-eating would not be analyzed. The frightening thing was, she suspected the man was right about that couple. The woman was laughing again, tossing her blond hair back. Susan suspected it was a gesture the woman had practiced in front of the mirror. “You’re good at this,” she said. “Max told me this morning that cops and writers pay attention to things that other people don’t. So if you’re not a cop, you must be a writer.”

The man laughed. “I’m certainly not a cop. I’ve written a few books.”

“Really. What’s your name? Maybe I’ve seen your work.”

The man shook his head. “I don’t think it would be to your taste.” He smiled, but it wasn’t a friendly smile. It was a superior smirk, as if he knew something she didn’t. “In fact, I’m sure of it.”

Susan frowned. He seemed to be enjoying himself. He knew that he was making her uncomfortable, and he liked that.

The man was still talking. “But that’s not the real reason I’m good at reading people. You see, I used to tell fortunes for a living. Reading people was an occupational requirement.” Suddenly, he leaned across the table, taking her left hand in both of his. “I’ll tell your fortune now,” he said.

His hands were large and strong and crisscrossed with old scars. She laughed awkwardly and tried to tug her hand free. He gripped her hand harder, so hard it brought tears to her eyes.

He wasn’t looking at her hand ; he was staring at her face, studying her with unblinking intensity. “I can tell a lot about you,” he said. “I can tell that you’re a liar. That’s easy to see.”

She tried again to pull her hand away. This time, he let her go. “You’re the sort of person who would lie to a perfect stranger for no reason at all.”

She stared at him, unable to speak.

“You don’t have a sick fiancé. You’ve been lying to me since we met. My guess is that you’ve been married, but you recently got dumped and you’re still dealing with that.”

“But …” Susan started to protest.

“Don’t dig yourself deeper,” he said, waving a hand. “You’d better practice more if you’re going to make a habit of lying. First, never hesitate before you lie. You gave yourself away right there.”

She clutched her drink, feeling like a fool. “I just …”

He ignored her attempt to interrupt. “No ring,” he said, tapping the ring finger of her left hand. She flinched at his touch. “That was another sign. And you didn’t bother to look for your fiancé’s photo.”

“I … I didn’t think you’d be interested,” she said weakly. He shook his head. “No happily engaged woman would miss a chance to point out her fiancé’s photo.” He studied her for a moment. “Besides, if you had been telling the truth, you wouldn’t be blushing and stammering right now. You’d be indignant.”

She sat up straight in her chair, trying to muster a little dignity. “I don’t see…”

“I know that. But I see.” He stared at her. “I see right through you.” He pushed back his chair. “But you probably don’t even realize that I started lying to you as soon as you started lying to me. I don’t have a wife.” He stood up. “But unlike you, I know how to lie.” He walked away, leaving her sitting alone at the table by the fire, stunned and confused.

The piano player returned to the stage. The woman singer took the microphone from the stand and began a line of easy patter about what a wonderful night it was, what a wonderful audience they were. The singer was halfway through her first number when Tom Clayton tapped Susan on the shoulder.

Tom had been shutting down a noisy party in the crew quarters when he got the call from Frank Bender at the Alehouse saying that the fellow who called himself Weldon Merrimax was in the bar. It had taken Tom a few minutes to make his way up to the Promenade Deck and forward to the Alehouse. By the time he arrived, Weldon was gone.

“He left about ten minutes ago. He was sitting with that lady there,” Frank said. “She bought the drinks, so I didn’t see him at first.”

Tom recognized Susan, sitting at a table alone. There was a glass of beer in front of her, and an empty glass in front of the chair across the table. She looked upset and confused; she looked as if she might be ready to burst into tears. “Thanks, Frank.”

Tom got on the radio and advised Don, the security guard who was patrolling the sector that included the Games Room, to check that room for poker players. “If Weldon Merrimax shows up, I’d like to have a word with him,” Tom told Don.

Susan was staring into space and she didn’t notice Tom until he touched her shoulder. Then she jumped, startled.

“Hello, Susan.” He slid into the seat across from her.

She blinked at him. “What are you doing here?” 

He shrugged. “Looking for trouble. It’s my job.”

She managed a tremulous smile. “Is there trouble here?”

“That’s what I was going to ask you,” he said. “I had a few questions about the gentleman you were drinking with.”

She frowned at him. He had her attention now, he thought. “He was no gentleman,” she said.

“Really? What happened?”

She told him a rather confusing story about meeting the man in the photo gallery and lying about her fiancé. Max had told her she should practice lying and she had decided to give it a try. Watching her, Tom knew she was a rotten liar.

“I didn’t want him to get the wrong idea,” she said. “But he said he was waiting for his wife—and he invited me for a drink.” She flushed then, looking down at her hands. “I figured it would be okay, since he was married and I was engaged—or he thought I was engaged. But then he got really angry.”

Tom nodded. All this was beside the point. He really just needed to find the man and ask him about a few things. But Susan seemed to need to talk. “What was he angry about?” Tom asked.

She shook her head, still frowning. “I don’t know. We were talking about Max’s books. I said something about Weldon Merrimax. And then he told me I was a liar and he left.”

“Did he say where he was going?”

She shook her head again. “Even if he had, I wouldn’t put much stock in it. He admitted he was a liar—he didn’t really have a wife or a daughter. He seemed okay until we started talking about Max’s work. I said I hadn’t read the books Max had written as Weldon Merrimax because I’d heard they were too depressing. And then he got downright mean. It was weird. Why are you looking for him?”

“A little confusion over his cruise card,” Tom said easily. “An identification problem, that’s all.” She was still frowning.

“But I think you’re right—he’s certainly not a gentleman. Unfortunately, that’s not considered a crime on the Odyssey.”



EIGHT


	There was a dragon in the cave, she was sure of that. But she knew the monsters name. And that gave her a certain advantage.

	—from Here Be Dragons 

	by Mary Maxwell



Susan had the Promenade to herself. Tom had sat and talked with her while she finished her beer, then offered to walk her to her stateroom. She had declined his offer. Too restless to sleep, she thought she’d walk around the Promenade once before heading up to her stateroom.

The ocean was dark. Beside the doors that led from the ship’s interior to the Promenade, electric lightbulbs set in fixtures designed to look like antique lanterns glowed brightly. Near the doors, light shone on the fat white bellies of the lifeboats that hung overhead, glistened on the damp, wooden boards of the deck. Away from the doors, the deck was thick with shadows. Here and there, a window cast a bright rectangle of light, but the stretches of deck between the windows were dark.

Susan walked briskly, moving from light to shadow and back to light again. As she walked, she thought about how Tom had a knack for appearing at just the wrong time. “What happened?” he had asked her, and she had told him everything.

He must think she was a complete idiot—lying about being engaged, having a drink with a man who was some sort of criminal. But Tom had simply listened to her. And he had done his best to reassure her that she had done nothing wrong. “Just relax,” he had told her. “Have a good time. Why let one encounter with a jerk spoil your vacation? It seems like you need a vacation.”

She did need a vacation, and she was perfectly willing to have a good time. But it seemed that in five years of marriage, she’d forgotten how. Maybe she could remember.

At the stern of the ship, she forced herself to stop walking. The air felt warm and tropical. In the morning, they would make port in Hamilton, Bermuda, one of the ship’s two ports of call on the way to London. She leaned against the railing, looking out at the ship’s wake. Illuminated by lights at the stern of the ship, the wake made a white path in the dark water.

Relax, she told herself. Why let one jerk spoil your vacation? She imagined telling Pat about her encounter with the man in the bar. Pat would laugh, Susan thought. Pat would approve of Susan’s lie—Pat felt that Susan needed to cut loose and make trouble. Pat would be amused that Susan had lied to a liar. Pat wouldn’t waste any time stewing about her lies—or about the arrogance of the man she had met.

Behind her, Susan heard a burst of music from one of the ships bars. Someone had opened a door that led onto the Promenade. The music was muffled again as the door swung shut, drowned out by the hum of the engines.

Susan did not look around. She did not want to talk with anyone. She watched the churning bubbles of the wake. From behind her, she heard a thump—as if something had struck the side of the ship. Then she saw a dark object bobbing and swirling in the ship’s wake. Startled, she glanced behind her. No one was there. She looked at the wake again, but the object, whatever it was, was out of sight.

Hesitant, but curious, she walked along the railing in the direction from which the sound had come. On the side of the ship, just around the corner from where she had stood, she noticed a bright smear of red. It looked like blood, she thought.

Then the lights went out.

Tom was heading for his cabin when he got a radio call from Don, requesting assistance. “Possible 245 in the Games Room.” That was the code for aggravated assault.

When Tom reached the Games Room, he found Don sitting with a male passenger on a bench in the corridor outside the room. The passenger, a large man in his fifties, was pale. His face was wet with sweat and his hands were shaking. “It was a friendly game,” he was telling Don. The man was drunk, and Tom could tell from Don’s expression that this was not the first time the man had told him about how friendly the game had been.

“This is Mr. Perkins,” Don told Tom. “He’s reported the incident. I’ve called for backup and I’ve secured the room, but I thought I’d better stay with Mr. Perkins until you got here.”

Tom nodded. Mr. Perkins started talking again.

“Patrick said Weldon was cheating, and then Weldon stabbed him. Just like that. Not a bit of warning. Just stabbed him. He killed him; I’m sure he killed him. Then he looked at me like I might be next.” Mr. Perkins looked like he might be about to cry. “I ran out the door before he could go after me.”

“I was coming by to check on the Games Room,” Don said. “I found Mr. Perkins running down the corridor. By the time we got back here, the other poker players were gone. I secured the room and called you.”

Tom flicked on his radio to call the ship’s doctor to see if the victim had come in for medical treatment. And then the lights went out.

Susan froze in the sudden darkness. She couldn’t see a thing. The ship’s engines still rumbled underfoot; she could hear the rush of water past the ship’s hull, far below. She could hear her own heart pounding. She was alone in the darkness. She felt cold, despite the warmth of the air around her.

She turned away from the sound of rushing water. Arms outstretched, she took a few tentative steps in what she thought was the direction of the doors. Her hand brushed against the wall, and she groped her way along the wall to find a door.

She pulled the door open a crack and heard voices, people shouting and laughing. “Hey, who turned out the lights?” “Anyone have a flashlight?”

“What’s going on?”

“I don’t know, but I can’t find my drink.”

Susan opened the door and stepped into the corridor. In the distance, she could see a light. Someone was holding up a cigarette lighter, which cast a pool of flickering light, and people were gathering around, talking and laughing. No one seemed particularly alarmed.

She headed toward the man with the cigarette lighter. “We should go to our muster stations,” he was saying to the people who had gathered around him. “That’s what we’re supposed to do in an emergency.”

Susan’s eyes were beginning to adjust to the dark. She could make out the people surrounding the man with the cigarette lighter.

“Is this an emergency?” a woman asked.

“Where are our muster stations?” asked someone else.

“Hello,” Susan said to the group gathered around the cigarette lighter. “Does anyone know what’s going on?”

“Hello! Hello!” A bright flashlight beam shone from the far end of the corridor. The young man holding the flashlight wore the red jacket that designated him as a member of the purser’s staff. People peppered the young man with questions.

“Is something wrong with the ship?” “Should we have our life jackets?” “What should we do?”

“Just a little problem with the electrical system,” the young man said. “No big deal. The engineering staff is busy fixing it right now. You could go to bed. Or you could come to Apollo’s Court, if you like.”

“That’s our muster station,” said the man with the cigarette lighter in a satisfied tone. He seemed to be the sort of fellow who liked knowing what was going on.

There was much discussion then—with some people going to bed and some deciding to accompany the crew member to Apollo’s Court, the large buffet-style restaurant not far from where they were.

Susan hesitated, her arms wrapped around herself. She didn’t know what to do. 

“Are you all right, ma’am?” the crew member asked her.

She bit her lip, thinking about what she’d seen. A splash of red on the railing. Blood? More likely a strawberry daiquiri, spilled by a drunk. She weighed the odds and decided on the innocent explanation. It couldn’t have been blood.

“I’m fine,” she said and followed the man with the flashlight to Apollo’s Court.

Sitting in the darkness, Mr. Perkins told Tom that a man named Patrick Murphy had been stabbed by a man named Weldon Merrimax during the course of a poker game in the Games Room. Patrick Murphy, according to Mr. Perkins, was a tall fellow with a mustache. Patrick had been dressed in what Mr. Perkins called “old timey” clothes. “Maybe he’s one of those historians,” Mr. Perkins suggested. Mr. Perkins’ description of Weldon matched Frank Bender’s description of Weldon Merrimax.

Mr. Perkins had met Weldon in the lotus Eaters’ lounge, the bar closest to the Games Room. Weldon had seemed like such a friendly sort, Mr. Perkins said. The conversation turned to cards, and Patrick Murphy, who was also sitting at the bar, had joined in. Patrick was the one who had suggested a hand of poker, Mr. Perkins said. Weldon was the one who suggested that they go to the Games Room.

The ship’s procedures offered little guidance in this matter. Most fights aboard the ship were simple matters. Someone smacked someone else around; Tom separated the protagonists and usually that ended the matter. There had been knife fights between members of the crew, but the combatants in those had been easily identified, fired, and removed from the ship at the first opportunity. This was another matter.

During the confusion of the blackout, Tom did what he could. He ascertained that no stabbing victim had visited the ship’s doctor. Security staff conducted a flashlight search of all the open decks, service areas, and public areas. They found no victim, but one guard found the cause of the blackout in the course of the search. An electrical panel in a staff area had been tom open and shorted out. “Smells like Scotch,” said the guard who found it. According to Mr. Perkins, the poker players had all been drinking rather heavily. Weldon had supplied them with Scotch.

Tom nodded. So the man calling himself Weldon had tom open the panel to turn off the lights, giving himself plenty of time to get away.

Tom secured the Games Room. There was some evidence of a fight in the room: a chair had been knocked over; drinks had been spilled, cards scattered on the floor. But no blood stains on the carpet; no bloody knife left conveniently behind. In Tom’s experience, the little old ladies had left worse messes after a rubber of bridge.

Apollo’s Court was illuminated by candles. As Susan walked across the restaurant, she heard Max calling to her.

“Hey, Susan.” The writer was sitting at a booth with a young woman and a little girl. “Come join us,” Max said. “This is Jody.” He gestured to the little girl, who sat on one of the benches, a blanket draped around her shoulders like a cape “And this is Nancy, Jody’s nanny.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Nancy said. Her voice had an Irish lilt. In the candlelight, both Jody and Nancy looked young and frightened. “Do you know when they are going to turn the lights back on?”

Jody asked Susan. “I don’t like this. I’m scared of the dark.”

“Now, Jody,” Nancy said. “There’s nothing to be scared of.”

The little girl looked up at Nancy, her eyes round. “I’m scared,” she said again.

Susan sat on the bench beside Max. She agreed with Nancy—there was nothing to be scared of. But she sympathized with Jody. Susan didn’t much like the darkness either.

“What are you scared of?” Max asked Jody. “Monsters,” the little girl said.

Max nodded. “Yeah, I’m scared of monsters, too.”

Susan watched the little girl’s face in the candlelight. She seemed puzzled by this grownup who believed in monsters. “Where do your monsters live?” Max asked.

The little girl frowned, thinking about her answer. “Under the bed,” she said. “In the closet.”

Max nodded. “Places where it’s dark. Monsters like to hide in the dark.”

The restaurant was filled with shadows. The candles on the tables created pools of light, but the room was dark between the tables. As the candle flames flickered and danced, the shadows wavered and moved. So many places for monsters to hide, Susan thought.

“You know where the monsters come from?” Max asked. The little girl shook her head.

“Out of your head. You make them up.”

“No!” Jody protested She had obviously been through this before. She could see what was coming: your monsters are imaginary so they’re nothing to be afraid of. “They’re real!”

“Of course they’re real,” Max said. “Just because you make them up doesn’t mean they aren’t real.”

Susan glanced at Nancy. The young woman was leaning back, half asleep, paying no attention to Max and Jody.

“I make things up all the time,” Max said. “And some of the things I’ve made up are very real. You know why?”

“Why?” Jody asked.

“Because I believe in them. That’s what makes them strong. Your monsters are strong because you believe in them and you think they’re strong.”

“Really strong,” agreed the little girl.

“That’s the power of the imagination,” Max said. “If you believe in something, you can make it real.”

“The monster under the bed is real,” Jody said. Max nodded. “What does that monster look like?”

“All covered with scales,” Jody said without hesitation. “Lots of teeth and big claws. It wants to grab me.”

“What’s its name?”

Jody hesitated. Susan guessed that the little girl had never considered being on a first name basis with her monsters. “I don’t know.”

“It’s good to name your monsters,” Max said. “Maybe we should call him Henry.”

Susan watched as Jody thought about this for a moment. She guessed that the little girl was considering the possibility, perhaps thinking that this man seemed to know a lot about monsters. “Okay,” Jody agreed after a moment.

“So Henry lives under the bed,” Max said. “That’s not a very big space. Especially not on this ship. That’s where I put my suitcases.”

Jody nodded. “That’s where Nancy put my suitcases.”

“How many suitcases do you have?”

“Two.”

“Hmm. That doesn’t leave much room under there. Could you get under the bed when your suitcases are there?”

Susan remembered that there was just a foot or so to spare after she shoved her own suitcases under the bed.

Jody shook her head. “There’s not enough room.”

Max nodded thoughtfully. “So Henry is smaller than you are.” Jody nodded. “Yeah, I guess so.”

“I wonder if the other monsters pick on Henry because he’s so small.”

Jody stared at Max. Obviously, she had never thought about Henry’s problems.

“I think the other monsters would pick on a little monster like Henry,” Max continued.

Jody frowned. She was working through this new view of Henry, a small, scaly monster who had problems with his peers. It was a struggle, but her sympathy lay with the underdog.

“That’s not nice,” Jody said. “It’s not nice to pick on someone smaller than you are.”

Max shrugged. “Well, some monsters can be kind of mean. I don’t know whether Henry is or not, but those other monsters might be.”

Jody was still frowning.

“I wonder why Henry hides under your bed,” Max mused. “It can’t be very comfortable down there.” 

Jody thought about this. “I think he’s hiding from the other monsters,” she said at last.

“And he figures he’s safe under the bed because it’s dark and the other monsters can’t find him there.” Max nodded. “I think you’re right.”

Jody bit her lip, considering that possibility. She was, Susan thought, growing fond of Henry—and angry at those other monsters, the mean ones.

Max leaned back, looking out the window at the dark ocean waters. “Sometimes, darkness can be useful,” he said. “It hides many things.”

At that moment, the lights came on.

Nancy smiled. “Oh, good.” She spoke to Jody. “Now I can take you back to bed.”

The little girl went without a protest. She was, Susan thought, still deep in thought about Henry and the other monsters.

“You did a good job with Jody,” Susan told Max as they walked to their staterooms. “Seems like you really know your monsters.”

Max shrugged. “It’s part of the business,” he said. “As a writer, you have to know the bad guys as well as the good guys.”

“I think you had Jody feeling sorry for Henry by the end,” Susan said.

Max nodded. “Oh, Henry isn’t such a bad fellow,” he said. “A sweetheart, as monsters go.”

After the lights came back on, Tom checked the passenger list. No one named Patrick Murphy was on the list. As Tom already knew, Weldon Merrimax was not on the list either. A check of the crew roster revealed no Patrick Murphy. He had been dressed in old fashioned clothes, which suggested that he might be part of the melodrama performance, but no member of the entertainment staff matched Mr. Perkins’ description of Patrick.

It was past midnight by the time Tom completed his interview with Mr. Perkins and arranged for the man to come to his office in the morning. As each passenger boarded the ship, an ID photo was taken. Tom figured Ian could sort out the photos of men of the appropriate age—which would probably be a few hundred individuals. Tom would have Mr. Perkins review the photos in the unlikely chance that he might spot Weldon or Patrick.

Tom had more faith in the memory of Nic, the bartender at the lotus Eaters’ lounge. A bright-eyed young Irishman, Nic remembered both men—Weldon had paid cash for his drink, an unusual occurrence on the cruise ship. And the other fellow had offered to pay for his drink with gold dust.

“I figured him for one of those historians or a player in the show,” Nic said. “It was either that or he was off in the head.”

The man had been wearing a cowboy hat and a sheriff’s star. “He came up to the bar, looking wild,” Nic said. “He told me ‘I reckon this is the strangest dream I’ve ever had.’ So I laughed and asked him what he wanted to drink.” The man had ordered a whiskey. When Nic asked for his cruise card, the man asked him what the hell he was talking about.

Nic shrugged. “I told him it was a card with his name on it—but if he gave me his name, I’d see what I could do. He told me his name was Pat Murphy, so I punched him into the computer, found his name on the list, and charged his account.”

“Pat Murphy?” Tom said.

“That’s right. Stateroom 144.”

Tom nodded wearily. The drink had been charged to Susan’s friend, Pat.

“So d’you really think he killed that fella?” the bartender asked. Tom shrugged. “Hard to say: no blood, no sign of the body.”

“Well, that’s easy enough to explain,” Nic said. “Over the side, splash, and the body’s long gone.”

Tom nodded. Hoist the body over the railing and drop it in the ocean. Few people were out on deck after dark. Even if the crime were discovered and the engines were cut immediately, momentum would carry the ship half a mile or more before it stopped. No one would ever find the body. “Easy to dispose of the body, but not so easy to get away with it,” Tom said. “If there’s a murderer aboard, he’s not going anywhere.”

Nic nodded.

“Keep your eyes open,” Tom advised the bartender. “Let me know if you spot anything unusual. I’ll be talking to the captain about a bonus for anyone who supplies information that helps me with this.” Nic nodded solemnly. Tom left him, knowing that word about the incident would spread fast. The Odyssey was a small town, and gossip was a way of life. By morning, everyone in the crew would be on the lookout for Weldon.

Tom left a message for the purser—asking him to tell the cabin stewards of the situation and to alert Tom if anyone noticed evidence of a wounded passenger: bloody towels, a cabin that the steward was not allowed to clean. Then, just a few hours before the time Tom usually got up, he went to bed.

Until Tom located Weldon and Patrick, it would be difficult for him to proceed. Until he found or identified the victim, Tom couldn’t question the victim’s friends and acquaintances. Without the body, he had little physical evidence. He bagged the playing cards and the drinking glasses. If it ever became clear that a crime had actually taken place, Tom might use fingerprints on those items to link the criminal to the crime.

But so far, all he had was the mumbled testimony of a drunken man. Nothing more.

That night, as Susan fell asleep, she thought about Jody’s monster. All covered with scales, the little girl had said. Lots of teeth and big claws.

Susan remembered a monster like that from Maurice Sendak’s children’s book, Where the Wild Things Are. A fierce but cuddly sort of monster, she thought.

When Susan was growing up, she had had a monster under her bed, too. Her monster had been one of the ones that carried away bad little girls. Her mother had told her about those monsters. They snatched little girls who were untidy or noisy or bossy, little girls who stayed up too late or asked too many questions. Susan’s mother hadn’t said exactly what the monsters did to the bad little girls. She didn’t have to. Susan had had an excellent imagination, something that her mother had deplored. Susan had known the monsters did something dreadful to the little girls they captured.

Susan’s mother had not really liked children much. Susan realized that now. Her mother had wanted a little girl who was tidy, quiet, and compliant, who went to bed without complaint and accepted her mother’s pronouncements without question. Susan had done her best to be that child, but it had always been an imperfect imitation.

Susan fell asleep imagining Jody’s monster crouching under her bed, hiding from the larger, meaner monsters. She preferred Jody’s monster to her own.



BAD GRRLZ’ GUIDE TO PHYSICS

CONSIDERING THE POSSIBILITIES

It’s shaping up to be a very promising cruise. At the dance last night, I ran into Ian, the cute programmer who is seated at our table at dinner. Just my type—a little nerdy, a little too smart for his own good, obviously aware of both my intelligence and my feminine charms and therefore sweetly attentive.

We had a few glasses of champagne and we ended up sitting out by the pool, beneath a canopy of brilliant stars, talking about quantum mechanics, the nature of reality, the Bermuda Triangle, and Weldon Merrimax.

He asked me what my dissertation was about, and I told him in detail, not sparing him the mathematical analysis. He listened intently with an earnest expression of geeky concentration. Ah, the way to this Bad Grrl’s heart is through her dissertation. He seemed quite intrigued by the notion of superposed realities.

I asked him what he was doing on the Odyssey, and he told me about the cruise card system and how it tracked passengers. And he told me about an intriguing glitch in the system. It seems that Max Merriwell’s pseudonym, Weldon Merrimax, had bought a drink and bilked a fellow passenger at poker.

“I thought it might be a problem in the system,” Ian said. “But it turned out that the bartender let someone sign as Weldon without checking the computer. Just human error.” He shrugged. “But it still could get interesting. You know about that note that Max received this morning?”

Susan had told me about it, of course. Apparently Tom had shown the note to Ian.

“The handwriting on the note matches the signature on the charge slip,” Ian said, smiling that charming, geek-boy smile. “And it all happened just as the ship moved into the Bermuda Triangle.”

Ian is quite enthusiastic about the Bermuda Triangle. He told me more than I cared to know about the hundreds of ships that sailed into the Triangle, never to emerge. He looked quite mischievous as he described planes that had vanished without a trace. I asked him point blank if he believed the stories about paranormal phenomena in the Bermuda Triangle and he grinned. “I enjoy them,” he said, and he wouldn’t say a word one way or the other about belief.

In that same spirit, I told him that he didn’t need to look to the Bermuda Triangle for an explanation of Weldon Merrimax’s sudden appearance. “I don’t think you need to look any farther than Max Merriwell,” I said. “The man is a vortex of possibilities. He spins around and flings out possible realities, inhabited by Mary Maxwell, Weldon Merrimax, and god knows what other versions of himself.” I explained to him that under certain circumstances, quantum phenomena could intrude into our experience. (The Bose-Einstein Condensation is one example of such a phenomena. )

Around about then, the lights went out. We stayed where we were and continued to talk about possibilities. I rather hoped he might take ad vantage of the darkness to make a pass, but he seemed a little too intrigued by the possibilities of quantum mechanics and the I Ching and the Bermuda Triangle. We kept talking until the lights came back on.



NINE


	“Now you tell me a story,” the dragon said. “Make it an interesting one. Make sure there’s a dragon in it.”

	The woman hesitated for a moment, considering all the stories involving dragons that she had heard over the years. In most of them, the dragon met an untimely end. She thought it prudent to avoid telling any of those.

	“There was once a young woman who left her home and family and went to seek her fortune,” she began.

	—from Here Be Dragons

	by Mary Maxwell



Susan woke just as the Odyssey was entering the harbor of Hamilton, the capital city of Bermuda. She sat up in bed, rubbing her eyes. Through the sliding glass doors, she could see Pat on the balcony, sitting in one of the two lounge chairs. A coffee pot and a plate of pastries were on the small round table beside her.

Susan pulled on a plush white terry cloth robe with the Odyssey logo on the pocket and joined her. The air was warm. In the distance, she could see the roofs of houses in Hamilton.

“I was beginning to wonder if you’d ever get up,” Pat said. “Want some coffee?”

Pat poured Susan a cup of coffee and told her to help herself to one of the pastries. “I ordered them from room service. And it’s all free. Isn’t that great?” Pat had a starving graduate student’s appreciation of free food.

Susan sipped her coffee. “So where were you when the lights went out?” she asked Pat.

“Out by the pool, talking with Ian.”

Susan raised her eyebrows, inviting her friend to say more.

“We just hung out and talked about physics, the Bermuda Triangle, and that note Max got from Weldon Merrimax.”

Susan stared at Pat. “What?”

Pat grinned, enjoying Susan’s surprise. “Well, Ian said it was from Weldon. The handwriting matches the charge slip that Weldon Merrimax signed.”

“Wait a second. Weldon Merrimax signed a charge slip?”

“Yeah, someone posing as Weldon bought a drink in Aphrodite’s Alehouse the other night, then cheated some other passenger at poker.” Pat shrugged. “Weird, huh? Anyway, the lights went out, Ian and I talked for a while, then the lights came on, and I came to bed.”

“I wonder if that’s the guy Tom was looking for,” Susan murmured.

“What guy?” Pat asked.

Susan described her encounter with the guy in the bar.

“So then you were sitting alone in the bar and Tom showed up?” Susan took another bite of her cheese Danish and licked sugar from her fingers. “I got the impression that the bartender called him.

He wanted to talk to that guy I’d been talking to. He said something about some confusion over a cruise card.” Susan poured a second cup of coffee.

“So you had a drink with Weldon Merrimax, and then Tom showed up.” Pat was delighted.

Susan shook her head. “Tom was just doing his job. Remember, I didn’t bring you along to play matchmaker.”

“I’m just making an observation, that’s all. Max told us to make careful observations of the world around us. That’s all I’m doing.”

Susan shook her head again, smiling. Pat was irrepressible. Looking out over the sparkling water, Susan admired the houses, painted in beautiful pastel shades of blue and pink and yellow.

“Hey, I found out that we can take a one-day scuba-diving class while we’re here,” Pat said. “I figured I’d go to Max’s workshop and then go diving. Do you want to come?”

Susan shook her head. She wasn’t a strong swimmer and the idea of going underwater with a tank strapped to her back didn’t appeal to her. “I don’t think so. But you go ahead.”

“What are you going to do?”

Susan frowned. She wanted to explore the town, but she was hesitant to do it alone. “I had thought about doing some shopping in Hamilton.” She hesitated. “I guess I could buy a map in the gift shop. But I’ll probably get lost.”

Pat studied her face. “So what if you do get lost,” she said. “You can ask somebody the way. Bermuda used to be a British colony, so everybody speaks English.” Pat shrugged. “If you’re really worried about it, I could skip the dive class.”

“Oh, no, don’t be silly. I’ll be fine on my own.” Susan smiled, determined to give it a try. “Hey, we’d better get to workshop if we’re going,” she said.

“I had a long conversation about monsters last night,” Max was saying. They sat around the library table and the tropical sunshine streamed in the windows. “Everyone has monsters. Some people have monsters that live under the bed; some people have monsters that live in the closet. Most people do their best to keep their monsters in the dark. Most people don’t want to look at their monsters.”

“As a writer, you need your monsters. You need to examine them carefully and use them in your writing,” Max continued. “You can’t go hiding your monsters in the dark. You need to believe in your monsters and bring them to life. You need to make them real.”

Max talked about the unconscious, about finding and using your monsters. Then he gave them a writing exercise.

“Most people have monsters that are vague, incompletely imagined. As a writer, you need to look at things very carefully, describe the impossible in detail to convince your readers that it’s real.”

“Get out your notebooks,” Max said. “I want you to write about a monster.”

“What do you mean, a monster?” Alberta asked.

“Something that scares you—really terrifies you. We all have dark places where frightening things live. I want you to go to one of those places and find something you don’t like to think about. Something that gets under your skin and sends a chill up your spine. I can’t tell you what it would be. That’s something only you know.”

“What if we can’t think of anything?” Alberta asked.

Of course, Susan thought. Alberta would ask that.

“Then start with a childhood monster,” Max said. “Something that scared you when you were little. Chances are that your childhood monsters have grown up along with you. They’ve changed shape, but they’re with you still. Follow your childhood fears and see what you find.

“It’s hard to face your monsters directly, so here’s what I suggest. Write a scene in which the monster is just out of sight. But you know it’s there. Write about how the monster makes you feel.”

“Can it be something real?” Pat asked.

Max nodded. “Of course. All monsters are real.”

He opened his own notebook and began writing. Susan stared at the blank page in front of her.

Childhood monsters, Susan thought, remembering the monsters that snatched bad girls. How had those monsters grown up? What happened to bad girls now?

The answer came suddenly and she shivered, though the room was warm. She thought of Alice, a woman she had known in college.

Susan had attended the University of California at Santa Cruz, a rural campus in the hills above the beachside community. It was a beautiful campus, tucked among redwood groves, isolated from town by miles of rolling hills.

Susan had met Alice in an American Literature seminar. At the second meeting of the class, Alice told the instructor that she thought the reading list didn’t have enough women authors and suggested a few that he could add. It was something that the women in the class had talked about amongst themselves, but no one else had summoned the nerve to mention it to the professor.

Susan lingered after class to thank Alice for speaking up. They had gone out for coffee—just that one time. Susan remembered sitting in the coffee shop and thinking about how much she admired Alice.

Alice didn’t seem to be afraid of anything. She had traveled in Europe the previous summer, working as a camp counselor for two months and then traveling alone through France and England and Ireland. She was thinking of traveling in Nepal next summer; she was trying to line up a job with a travel company to fund the trip.

A year older than Susan, Alice lived in town, rather than in a dormitory on campus. When they left the coffee shop, Susan realized that it would be half an hour until the next bus to town. It was a rainy February night. Susan asked Alice if she wanted company waiting at the bus stop.

Alice shook her head. “I’ll stick out my thumb and catch a ride,” she said. “Lots of people are heading to town this time of night.”

Susan frowned.

Alice laughed at Susan’s expression. “Oh, don’t worry,” she said. “I’m careful. I only ride with folks with University parking stickers.”

Susan left Alice at the bus stop, her thumb out to catch a ride. Susan never saw Alice again. Alice disappeared. A month later, a serial killer confessed to her murder and led police to her headless, dismembered body. Alice was one of the killer’s eight victims. Six of them were young women, about Alice’s age, picked up hitchhiking. The seventh and eighth victim were the murderer’s mother and her friend.

The newspapers had carried graphic stories of the killer’s atrocities. The man had killed the young women in many different ways. He had shot them, strangled them, suffocated them. Some had died quickly; others had fought and suffered. He had raped their dead bodies. He had cut them to pieces. He had kept their heads and hands and disposed of them separately, to thwart any efforts to identify the bodies.

Susan had read the newspaper accounts. She could not help herself. She could not help imagining Alice’s death.

Alice hadn’t died immediately. The killer had shot her several times to kill her. He had taken her lifeless body into his apartment and had sex with her corpse. He had cut off her head. He had cut off her hands.

For months after reading the newspaper account, Susan kept imagining Alice’s hands, separated from her body, lying on the shelf of the refrigerator in the killer’s apartment. She didn’t know that he kept Alice’s head and hands in the refrigerator—the newspapers had only said that he kept them for a few days before disposing of them. 

But Susan always imagined them in the refrigerator, their bloody stumps wrapped in plastic. Alice’s hands, one curled into a fist, one limp, with fingers outstretched.

A monster, she thought. She studied her hands—left hand holding the notebook, right hand holding the pen. She remembered the weeks after the murderer had confessed to the killings.

“I am afraid,” she wrote. “I am afraid to go out in a world where there are monsters.

“The newspapers say that this man killed Alice and the other women. But I don’t think he’s a man. Surely a person with a mother and a father, a person with blood pumping through his veins, a person who can feel pain could not have done such terrible things to Alice. No, I think Alice was killed by a monster, some kind of machine maybe, an alien construction that feels no pain and therefore can’t comprehend the pain of others.”

Susan looked at what she had written so far. The monster should be just out of sight, Max had said.

“During the day,” she wrote, “I can go out to the cafeteria for meals; I can go to class. But at night, when darkness comes, I stay in my dorm room with the door closed and locked.

“Sometimes, late at night, I hear things. I hear metal scraping on metal, like the sound of a knife being sharpened. The knife that cut off Alice’s hands must have been very, very sharp. I think of the knife, glinting in the moonlight as the monster sharpens it. I think of the monster, lovingly stroking it on the steel sharpener, admiring the glittering blade. Sometimes, late at night, I catch the scent of rotting meat, and I think of Alice’s hands. Maybe the monster didn’t keep them in the refrigerator. Maybe he left them out in his living room, someplace warm. Maybe they started to decay, breaking down slowly, going bad.

“My mother warned that bad things happened to girls who behaved badly. She didn’t tell me what the bad things were, but now I know what they are. Killers stalk women; monsters threaten them. Madmen cut them apart with chain saws, with hatchets, with knives. Women are raped, tortured, killed. Good girls stay home where they can be safe.

“The monster waits outside the door. I can hear its raspy breathing, smell a whiff of putrefying flesh.”

“It’s always useful to think about what your characters want,” Max said. “Think about what your monster wants.”

“The monster wants my hands,” Susan wrote. “He wants to take my hands and my heart.”

“And think about what the monster fears,” Max said. “What could keep the monster away?”

Susan stared at the words she had written. She had not thought about Alice for years. Now she remembered the first time after Alice’s death that she had gone out at night.

It had been with Harry. He had been in one of her classes. He had asked her if she’d come help him study for the midterm. He knew she took good notes and he would really appreciate her help. She had hesitated, then shaken her head. “I’m not going out at night,” she had told him. She had explained, as calmly as she could, that Alice’s death had left her shaken, that she didn’t feel safe at night.

A puzzled expression had crossed Harry’s broad, all-American face. He had heard of the murders, of course, but it hadn’t occurred to him that there was anything to be afraid of.

“That’s no good,” he said. “You can’t just stay in at night.”

She shrugged. She had stayed in at night since Alice’s death and it seemed to her that she could go on doing so.

“I’ll come get you,” he said. “And I’ll bring you back to your room. You’ll be safe with me.”

He had kept his word. She had been safe with him—that night and on subsequent nights when they went out on dates. For all his faults, Harry had kept her safe, had helped her forget about the monster lurking in the dark. She had worn Harry’s wedding ring and she had been safe.



TEN


	“And so she found her heart’s desire,” the woman said. “But she didn’t know it at first.”

	from Here Be Dragons

	by Mary Maxwell



After workshop, Pat went to her scuba-diving class and Susan set off with a guidebook from the ship’s boutique, determined to explore Hamilton. It was a beautiful, sunny day, and she knew there was nothing to be afraid of.

According to the guidebook, Court Street offered “a fascinating potpourri of smaller stores and services.” The book went on to say that the section north of Church Street was good for “a cultural experience and a ‘different’ shopping excursion.” It sounded intriguing.

On the map, the way to Court Street was quite clear—Susan could follow Front Street, which ran right along the waterfront, to Court Street. Even she couldn’t get lost.

Susan left the ship late in the morning, dressed in a sundress and sandals, with the guidebook and her camera tucked into her purse. Most passengers going on shore excursions had already left. At the top of the gangplank, a security guard ran her cruise card through a card reader. “Have a nice time ashore,” he said.

She strolled down the gangplank. “Taxi,” called a man in baggy Bermuda shorts and a T-shirt. She shook her head and continued down the waterfront past booths offering snorkeling trips and other excursions, past vendors selling cheap jewelry and tourist trinkets, past a stand where a gray horse stood by a carriage for hire. “No, thank you,” Susan said to the vendors who hailed her. “Maybe later.” The waterfront had a holiday atmosphere. Flowers bloomed in planter boxes along the waterfront. A dark-skinned woman with a basket of coconuts smiled at Susan. A man in Bermuda shorts was selling ice cream bars to a group of children.

Susan noticed a number of tourists from the cruise ship: half a dozen older women were inspecting the jewelry; a young couple was discussing the merits of a carriage ride; two other couples were talking to a man in a booth about a snorkeling trip.

She walked along the waterfront, leaving the tourists behind, and found her way to Court Street without incident. On Court Street, she headed north, past government buildings. She passed a group of men dressed in the business attire she had read was standard here during the warm months—button-down shirts, jackets, ties, and baggy Bermuda shorts that ended just above the knee.

Seeing the men gave her a dreamy sense of dislocation. The setting looked so normal—stone government buildings, wide green lawns. From the waist up, the men would have looked fine on the streets of downtown San Francisco. And from the waist down, they just looked silly, giving the scene a strangely surreal quality. When she crossed Church Street, the official buildings gave way to shops selling fabric, ready-made clothing, umbrellas, toys. The shops had a crowded, jumbled feel to them. The sidewalks were filled with shoppers—men in shorts, housewives in colorful dresses—all local people, she was sure.

She wandered down the street, strolling through the shops. There didn’t seem to be anyone else from the cruise ship shopping here. She made her way through the crowd, happy to have left the other tourists behind. She bought a keychain flashlight in one store—the kind that lit up when squeezed. It said “Souvenir of Bermuda” on the side, but she bought it just in case there was another blackout.

She took a few pictures: a shop with brightly colored clothing hanging in the window, the crowded street. She could imagine sharing this with her friends back home. “This street was a little off the beaten track,” she would say. “Just locals, no tourists.”

She was getting tired and starting to think about lunch. The sun was overhead and the day was getting a little too hot, when she saw a side street that looked intriguing. She’d go just a little farther, she decided as she turned onto it.

Trucks filled with produce were parked along both sides of the narrow street, leaving just enough space for a vehicle to pass between them. In the trucks and on the crowded sidewalks beside the stores, mangos, bananas, coconuts, papayas, and tropical fruits she could not name spilled from boxes and bins. The smell of ripe fruit was almost overpowering.

Men pushed carts filled with produce through the crowd; women carrying shopping baskets negotiated with shopkeepers. The men selling the produce watched her as she passed; the shopping house wives glanced at her. She was out of place here. She knew that. The people around her spoke English, but she couldn’t understand half of it, so thick were the accents; so abundant, the slang terms.

As she passed a shop doorway, she noticed a group of teenaged boys watching her a little too closely. One of them said something she didn’t understand, and the others laughed. She hurried past them, glad of the crowd of housewives around her.

She felt dizzy with the heat. She needed something cool to drink, a place to sit down. Maybe she should turn back. She glanced back in the direction from which she had come, but two of the teenagers were walking after her. Looking forward, she could see bright sunlight where the street ended at another street or a square. She continued down the narrow street.

“Excuse me,” she said. “Pardon me.” She was squeezing through a crowd of chattering housewives—big black women in colorful clothing who had gathered around a produce stall. Susan had to make her way past them to reach the light. She clutched her purse under her arm, remembering now that the guidebook had warned against pickpockets and purse snatchers. It was too hot, too crowded, too loud with unintelligible chatter. “Excuse me. Pardon me.”

She had almost reached the end of the alley when she heard a rumble of drums and a shrieking of whistles. “It’s the gombey,” she heard a woman say—or at least that’s what it sounded like.

People jostled against her. The crowd moved and she was carried along with them, like a swimmer caught in a current. She tried to resist, struggling toward the light at the end of the alley. “Please,” she said. “Excuse me. I need to go this way.”

“Gombey,” someone else was saying. “It’s the gombey.”

“Please let me through,” Susan said. She just wanted to get to an open space where she could get a breath of air. “Please.”

Some of the people around her tried to help. “look sharp there—let the tourist lady through,” said a woman.

More chatter around her—she didn’t catch much of it, something about the tourist lady, something about a good view—and she found herself pushed to the front of the crowd, facing the bright mouth of the alley. The drums were thundering around her, echoing from the walls; the whistles were shrieking like lost souls. She could see strange figures coming toward her, silhouetted against the light. They were impossibly tall, and the light reflected from them, sparkling on their faces and bodies. She squinted, trying to make out details, and she saw leering faces with bright, staring eyes. One figure brandished a hatchet in her direction. The monstrous creatures around him wielded whips, raising them high. They stalked toward her, waving their weapons.

She clutched her purse and her camera, confused by the pounding of the drums, frightened and dizzy. She couldn’t run—the alley behind her was packed with people; in front of her, the creatures blocked the way. She didn’t know what to do.

She felt a hand on her shoulder. “Your camera,” said a woman’s voice. “Take his picture.” Susan glanced at the woman beside her—a smiling American woman in a brilliantly flowered dress.

Susan raised her camera and snapped a picture.

“It’s the local gombey troop,” the woman was saying. “They’re dancers, practicing for a festival next week. Take another picture.”

Susan lifted her camera and snapped a picture of a gyrating creature in a feathered headdress. She could see now that it was a man in a costume decorated with beads and sequins and fringe and tassels. They were costumed dancers, nothing to be afraid of. She took another photo.

“That’s it,” said the woman beside her. “People let you to the front so you could get a good view.”

Susan nodded and managed a smile. “Yes,” she said. She glanced around her at the smiling faces. “Very nice of them.”

Susan was almost finished with the roll of film, when the gombey dancers moved on. Some of the crowd surged around her, moving to follow the dancers. Others returned to their shopping.

Susan turned to the woman beside her. “I’m sure glad you came along,” Susan said. “I didn’t know what was going on.”

The woman laughed. “The gombey can be startling,” she said. Susan nodded. “That’s for sure. By the way, I’m Susan Galina.”

“Pleased to meet you,” the woman said. “I’m Mary. I was just thinking of getting some lunch. Do you want to join me?”

Mary led the way through a series of narrow streets and somehow, miraculously it seemed to Susan, they emerged on Front Street. She could see the Odyssey in the distance, looming over the buildings along the waterfront, shining white and clean in the sunshine. “There’s the ship!” she said. It was strangely comforting to see the Odyssey, so substantial and familiar.

“There’s an Irish pub up this way,” Mary said. “Good beer and good food. Does that sound all right to you?”

“Sounds wonderful.”

Susan followed the woman into a building and up a flight of stairs to Flanagan’s. The room was cool and dimly lit, a relief after the heat of the day. The air was perfumed with the rich scent of Guinness and grilling steak. Susan realized how hungry she was. The cheese Danish she’d had for breakfast had been a long time ago.

They took a table by the window, where Susan could look out at the tourists and vendors on the waterfront below. A few other tables were occupied by tourists and locals. The honeymooning couple from the Odyssey was two tables down.

“I recommend the fish chowder,” Mary said. “I’ve been told it’s the best on the island.”

While they ordered—fish chowder and Guinness for Mary and a steak and Guinness for Susan—Susan studied the woman. Her shoulder-length black hair was almost as unruly as Susan’s. She was a few years older than Susan.

No wedding ring—Susan looked for that. Mary wore dangling earrings and a charm bracelet that jingled when she gestured, which she did frequently. Her jewelry, her clothing, her gestures, her expressions all indicated that this woman was confident and comfortable with her body and her self.

“You certainly seem to know your way around,” Susan said. “Have you been here before?”

“Oh, yes,” Mary said. “I’ve visited Hamilton before, spent some time here. I like Bermuda. I often dream of the island.”

Susan nodded. She could imagine that dreaming of tropical beaches when she was back at home. “Well, I’m glad you came along when you did,” Susan said.

Mary nodded. “You looked a little overwhelmed.”

“Well, I had just realized that I was completely lost. And I didn’t know what to make of those dancers.”

“The gombey dancers can be startling. Back in the early 1900s, there was a move to outlaw them, because so many of the white settlers found them intimidating.”

Susan nodded. She could see that. The whips, the hatchets—it all had sinister overtones.

“They do shows for the tourists, but those are much tamer than what you saw.” Mary leaned forward, speaking softly so that they couldn’t be overheard by the people at other tables. “They always tone it down for the tourists.”

Susan smiled, happy that Mary had accepted her as a fellow traveler, rather than just another tourist. She didn’t know how she had earned the credential, but she was pleased to accept it anyway.

Their food arrived then—and Susan listened while Mary chatted with the waiter, asking a few questions about what was happening around town. Susan sipped her Guinness, feeling content.

She felt strangely comfortable with Mary. Unlike Alberta, Mary didn’t quiz Susan about who she was, where she was from.

“So how do you like Bermuda?” Mary asked. “Is it what you expected?”

“Well, I don’t know that I expected anything in particular. I won this cruise in a raffle, you see, and it seemed like the perfect thing to do. I needed to get away …” She hesitated. “… because I’ve been having a bad year.”

“Ah,” Mary said. “You needed a change of scene.”

“I needed something. You see, my husband …” She stopped, not wanting to get into it in detail. She considered lying, but given the reaction to her last attempt, decided against it. Besides, she didn’t want to lie to Mary.

“Don’t say another word.” Mary waved a hand, bracelet jangling. “I can tell you’re still sorting out that story.”

“What do you mean’“

“Your story, your version of what happened. The short version is simple: your husband did something dreadful and now he’s no longer your husband. But you are trying to put the right words and thoughts to that story, the right emotional tones and resonance. You aren’t ready to tell that story yet.”

Susan frowned. “You make it sound like I’m inventing what happened.”

“Of course you are.” Mary said. “You are reinventing what happened. Reinventing who you are. We all do that all the time. Sort out the past, rearrange it, make it a little better, give it a bit of a plot.” Mary shrugged. “Psychologists have done studies about human memory, and it turns out that people rewrite their memories all the time. You’re always at the center of your own story—so you might as well make yourself the hero.”

Susan shook her head, smiling. “That’s funny. Just yesterday, someone was telling me that I should lie more often. Now you’re saying that everybody lies to themselves as well as to everyone else.” Mary cocked her head to one side. Her blue eyes reflected the light from the window, catching the tropical blue of the water in the harbor. “I don’t think it’s lying,” she said. “It’s more like revising. Rewriting a scene, so that you say just the right thing.” She sipped her Guinness. “So who’s been telling you to lie?”

“A writer named Max Merriwell. He’s teaching a workshop on the ship. Do you know his work? He also writes books as Mary Maxwell,” Susan said. “Wonderful books.”

Mary smiled, as if Susan had told a joke. “Max Merriwell,” she said. “Of course.”

“You should come to the next workshop. Max is really a wonderful storyteller.” Susan frowned, suddenly realizing that she’d made an assumption. “You are on the cruise, aren’t you? I assumed.

Mary nodded, still smiling. Susan wished she knew what the joke was. “Of course,” Mary said. “Of course I am.”

She was gazing out the window. The sky had clouded over. The fronds of the potted palms along the waterfront were stirring in the wind. “Looks like we’re in for a shower,” Mary said. “You’d probably better get back to the ship before the rain starts.”

“Aren’t you going back to the ship?”

“Later,” Mary said. “I have a few errands ashore. But I’ll see you later.”

“I don’t know—I haven’t seen you until now.”

Mary reached across the table and patted Susan’s hand. “Don’t worry—now that we’ve met, we’ll meet again.”

They said good-bye at the restaurant door. Mary headed down a side street and Susan headed for the ship. The wind was cool. She was halfway back to the Odyssey when the rain started: big, windblown drops that came thicker and faster as she started to run. Her sundress whipped around her legs; the rain pelted her arms and face. She felt exhilarated by the rain on her face, by her experiences in town. She was thinking about what she would tell Pat—what stories she would tell—and she felt, for a moment, like the wild adventurer in a story. Her own story or someone else’s—it didn’t really matter which.



ELEVEN


	“Wheels have been set in motion,” Gyro said. The pataphysician shrugged. “Nothing that you or I can do about that.”

	Ferris regarded the pataphysician with alarm. “What should we do?” he asked.

	“Wait and see.”

	—from The Twisted Band

	by Max Merriwell



Tom was very tired. He had spent two hours that morning with Mr. Perkins. It had bee n, as Tom had anticipated, a waste of time. Mr. Perkins was now convinced that nothing had really happened. “I’d been drinking a bit,” he told Tom with a sheepish laugh. “Those fellows must have just been joking around.”

From the database of passenger photos, Ian had sorted out two hundred men whose age, hair color, and eye color matched those of the men described by Mr. Perkins and the bartender. Somewhat reluctantly, Mr. Perkins had glanced through the photos, but he hadn’t seen either of the men he had been playing cards with. “I’m not very good with faces,” Mr. Perkins admitted.

Tom had politely thanked Mr. Perkins for his time, pinning his hopes on the bartender. It was so simple. If the bartender could identify the men, Tom could find them, question them, and more than likely dispose of the matter quickly and easily.

But Nic had no better luck. The bartender was motivated to succeed—interested in a possible bonus—and he looked through all the photos very patiently. He didn’t find either of the poker players among them, though he identified Mr. Perkins as the man who had been with them.

Tom thanked Nic for his time and sent him on his way. Then Tom leaned back in his desk chair, sleepy and frustrated. “Another cup of coffee?” Ian asked sympathetically.

Tom accepted a cup of coffee and the biscotti Ian offered along with it. “You’re sure you included all the men in the right age range,” Tom asked.

Ian nodded. “Every Caucasian male with a mustache over thirty and under sixty,” he said patiently. “Passengers and crew.”

Tom nodded wearily.

“Maybe it was a fake mustache,” Ian said cheerfully.

“They both had mustaches,” Tom pointed out, studying him with a level gaze. “Two men, both wearing fake mustaches, stage a fight for the benefit of a drunk.”

“Sure,” Ian said.

“Why would they do that?”

“A joke?” Ian shrugged. “I have to admit, I prefer my original explanation.”

“What was that?”

“Max’s fictional pseudonym is making trouble.” Ian grinned. “He stabbed another fictional character, then tore the wires out of a fuse box to slow down anyone who was trying to find him.”

Tom shook his head wearily. “Great—but I told you: I stick to nonfiction. If this turns out to involve paranormal occurrences in the Bermuda Triangle, I figure it’s your department.” Tom glanced at his watch. “I’d better check on the electrical work,” he said. “That, I can deal with.”

Tom spent the rest of the morning with a work crew, overseeing the installation of security locks on the utility panels, a precaution that had never seemed necessary before the vandalism of the previous night. Someone had yanked open the door to the utilities panel, torn out a handful of wires, seemingly at random, then splashed the box with Scotch, causing a blackout in the passenger areas of the ship.

Susan was drenched when she boarded the ship. She took a hot shower and by the time she was dry, the sun was out again. After her adventures in Hamilton, she was content to settle down by the pool with Wild Angel and read about Sarah McKensie and her life among the wolves. She had just started reading when she was interrupted.

“Hi.”

Susan looked up to see Jody standing by her chair. Water dripped from the little girl’s long brown hair and her red swimsuit.

“Good afternoon, Jody. How are you?”

“Nancy says I can’t go swimming unless a grownup goes with me, and she’s tired of swimming.” Jody studied Susan with dark brown eyes, obviously sizing up her possibilities as a swimming partner. “Want to go swimming?”

Susan could see Nancy at the far end of the pool, toweling herself dry. The nanny waved cheerfully.

“No thanks, Jody. Not right now.” Susan smiled at the girl. She had been in charge of the children’s reading hour at the library, and she had always liked children.

Jody perched on the end of the lounge chair. “What are you reading?” she asked.

Susan thought for a moment about how to sum up the plot. “A story about a little girl named Sarah. She lived in California a long time ago. Her mother and father are killed by a very bad man, and Sarah is adopted by a pack of wolves.” She stopped there, giving Jody a chance to digest this information. “Do you know what wolves are?”

Jody nodded solemnly. “I’ve seen pictures of them.”

“Sarah lives with the wolves and learns to hunt with the wolves.” Susan said.

“I’d like to live with wolves,” Jody said.

“Really?” Susan smiled. Like Jody, she wanted to run off with the wolves. That was one reason she liked Mary Maxwell’s work. It always seemed to address a desire that she hadn’t realized she had. “You think it would be fun to live with wolves?”

Jody nodded.

“So do I.”

“Yeah,” Jody said. “Wolves can go swimming whenever they want.”

Susan nodded. “I suppose they can.”

“Where’s that man?” Jody asked. “What man?”

“The man who knows about the monsters.”

“You mean Max,” Susan said. “I don’t know. I haven’t seen him this afternoon.”

“I wanted to tell him about Henry,” Jody said. “He’s not so scary after all.”

“That’s good,” Susan said. “Max will be glad to hear that.”

“Yeah,” Jody said. “Not all monsters are scary.”

“Jody!” Nancy was calling from the other side of the pool. “You need to get dried off.”

Jody gave Susan a look that communicated her disdain for Nancy’s rules, for being dried off, for all the things that were required of little girls but not of wolves.

“Jody!”

“Bye, Jody,” Susan said and watched the little girl trudge around the pool. Jody’s body language made it clear that Nancy’s demand was a great and unwarranted imposition on her time.

Susan returned to Wild Angel. In an improbable but compelling series of events, Sarah McKensie was captured and jailed. Then she broke out of jail (with the help of an elephant and a mob of Clampers).

The sun was low in the sky when Susan closed the book with just a few chapters to go. She was eager to find out how the story would turn out, but reluctant to finish the book and leave the world of the wild girl just yet. Jody was right—wolves could go swimming whenever they wanted. So could wild girls.

Susan had always been a good girl. She had done her best to please her mother; she had excelled in school; she sat up straight and ate her vegetables. Sitting by the pool, thinking about the wild girl, Susan wondered exactly when she had realized that being good wasn’t making her happy. It was a realization that had sneaked up on her. Maybe she had started to realize it when Harry had announced that he was leaving. She had been unhappy for a while before that, but she had thought that was because Harry was so unhappy. She had tried to deal with that by making Harry happy. She had cooked lovely dinners; she had taken care to look nice, even when she was just hanging around the apartment. But Harry hadn’t even noticed and the effort didn’t make Susan any happier.

Thinking about it now, she realized that being good had never made her happy. And it hadn’t really kept her safe, either. She had been good, but Harry had left her.

Sitting by the pool, she decided that she might be better off trying to please herself. She might not be good, but perhaps she would be happier.

“Hey, Susan!” Pat was back from her scuba class, looking tired but cheerful. “I thought I might find you here. What are you doing?”

“Thinking about how being good has been a waste of time,” Susan said.

“I told you that years ago,” Pat said. “Well, I’ve finally decided to listen.”

Pat waved to the waitress and ordered a beer and French fries. “Now this is living,” she said.

Susan told Pat about her adventures in Hamilton; Pat filled her in on the joys of scuba diving. Then Susan saw Ian standing by the pool bar. “Hey, there’s Ian.” She waved to the computer programmer, who came over to join them.

“You look comfortable,” he said, pulling over a chair.

Pat nodded, smiling. “Any more notes from Weldon Merrimax?” she asked.

He shook his head. “No more notes. But an interesting development. Our pal Weldon seems to be making trouble.” He told them about the poker game. “Mr. Perkins originally claimed that Weldon Merrimax had stabbed this other fellow, Patrick Murphy. Then he changed his story and said it must have been some kind of joke.” Ian shrugged. “In any case, there’s no way Tom can do much about it. No one can identify the alleged perpetrator nor the alleged victim.” He grinned. “It’s all quite mysterious.”

Susan felt a chill, remembering the splash of red on the side of the ship. “That’s weird,” she said.

“What’s weird?” Ian asked.

“Well, I was at the stern of the ship last night. And I saw something floating in the wake.” She shrugged. “It probably wasn’t anything.”

Ian studied her face. “Sounds a little vague,” he said.

“It was a little vague,” she agreed quickly. “But there’s another thing: What did you say the name of the victim was?”

“Patrick Murphy.”

Susan frowned. “That’s the name of a character in Wild Angel,” she said. She flipped through the pages. “Yeah, here he is: ‘Patrick Murphy, an agent of the recently formed Pinkerton National Detective Agency …’ Weird coincidence.”

“What does Patrick Murphy look like in the novel?” Ian asked.

“What difference does that make?” Pat asked.

Ian shrugged. “Just thought it would be interesting if the description matched.”

“As I recall, he’s a tall guy with a mustache,” Susan said.

Ian laughed. “That’s perfect. He matches the description of the victim. So a man who doesn’t exist may have stabbed a character out of Mary Maxwell’s novel.”

When Tom arrived in the Ithaca Dining Room, everyone else was already at the table. Apparently Alberta and Bill had joined an official tour of the island. Alberta seemed miffed that Susan had gone off on her own.

“Don’t you think it’s dangerous go wandering around in a foreign city alone?” Alberta asked Susan. “Anything could have happened.”

“There was nothing to be afraid of,” Susan said. Tom noticed that she hadn’t answered Alberta’s question. She had evaded i.t rather neatly by stating a fact, rather than discussing how she felt.

Alberta had not noticed Susan’s evasion. “Well I would have been afraid,” she said. “I’ve heard so much about purse snatchers and pickpockets. You just can’t wander about here like you can back home.”

“Actually, armed robbery is more common in most American cities than it is in Hamilton,” Tom interjected. “I had to do some research on the subject when the company was putting together a brochure on shore side safety for passengers. You can wander about in Hamilton and be statistically safer than you are back home.”

Alberta frowned, shaking her head, but Susan gave him a grateful smile. Then, as was so often the case, the conversation turned to food. Among the appetizers that night was a selection of caviar, which led Charles and Bill into a lengthy and tedious discussion of fish eggs.

Charles was apparently something of an expert on the subject.

He treated the table to a prolonged discourse on the caviar of the spoonbill, a peculiar prehistoric fish that thrived in the waters of the Mississippi River. According to Charles, the caviar was quite delectable, but Tom wasn’t convinced. To him, all fish eggs seemed better used as bait than dinner.

At last, they placed their orders and Charles turned to Tom. “So what was the story with that blackout last night,” he said. “That sort of thing would never happen on Celebrity Lines.”

“It appears to have been an act of vandalism,” Tom said. “Someone went into a crew area, found a fuse box, and tore all the wires, blacking out three decks for just over an hour.”

“Long enough to be quite inconvenient,” Charles said.

“I thought it was fun,” Susan said. “We went to the Apollo Lounge and had hot chocolate. But why would anyone rip out the wires in a fuse box?”

	“I’ll bet it was those dreadful Clampers,” Alberta said. “Clampers?” Susan looked startled, Tom thought. She glanced at Max. “Members of E Clampus Vitus? The society that’s in Wild Angel?”

Max looked up from his brandy and nodded. “That’s right,” he said. “It seems there’s a group of Clampers on board.”

“They say they’re interested in history,” Alberta said in a disapproving tone, “but as far as I can tell, they are only interested in drinking.”

Susan glanced at Max. “I thought you made them up.”

“No need to do that,” Max said. “The Ancient Order of E Clampus Vitus has been active in California since the Gold Rush. They’re an historic drinking society.”

“Or a drinking historic society,” Tom said. He had had a few problems with the boisterous group already. “They do seem very fond of drinking.”

“They were in the casino last night,” Alberta said. “Gambling and drinking and raising a fuss.” She shook her head, looking at Tom as if hoping that he would volunteer to do something about it.

Tom just smiled and nodded. According to Company Policy, there was nothing wrong with gambling and drinking in the Casino, that being the purpose of the establishment. Whether the Clampers had been “raising a fuss” was a judgment call. Alberta’s judgment as to what constituted an unacceptable fuss clearly differed from that of the security staff.

Tom leaned on the railing of the Promenade deck, staring out at the waves. He was feeling restless, unsettled, and he thought a stroll might relax him.

Tom watched the lights of Hamilton sparkling in the distance.

The pilot boat was gone and the Odyssey was I leaving Bermuda behind, heading for the Azores. Ordinarily, Tom felt a sense of relief when the ship left a port. Usually, he felt most comfortable at sea, where the ship was a self-contained system, isolated from the rest of the world. But this departure was different. He felt uneasy, off-balance.

After dinner, Pat and Ian went out for a drink. They asked Susan to join them, but she decided to go back to the stateroom. It had been a lovely day. She went to bed early. Rocked by the gentle movement of the ship on the swells, listening to the soft humming of the ship’s engines, she fell asleep.

She dreamed that she woke up. She did not really wake up, but she dreamed that she did. In her dream, she opened her eyes.

The stateroom was dark except for the moonlight shining through the glass door leading to the balcony. In the moonlight, she could see the outlines of the stateroom furniture: the desk, the chair, the closet.

Something wasn’t quite right. Susan lay in bed, trying to figure out what had wakened her. The ship continued its easy rocking; the engines still hummed softly. She heard some people laughing as they walked down the corridor—drunks heading for bed after a late night in the bar, she thought. She looked toward Pat’s bed, but it was still empty. Susan sat up in bed, sniffing the air. She caught a faint scent of flowers—perhaps a floral perfume. Jasmine, she thought; it reminded her of jasmine tea.

Blinking in the dim light, she saw something draped across the back of the desk chair. She leaned over and switched on the bedside light.

She was alone in the cabin. A silk scarf hung over the back of the chair. It wasn’t hers and it didn’t look like the sort of thing Pat would wear.

She noticed that the closet door was ajar, as if someone had dressed in a hurry and not stopped to close it. Through the opening, she could see a brightly colored dress, a blouse patterned with tropical flowers. Not her clothing.

Tentatively, she got out of bed and picked up the scarf, wanting to reassure herself of its reality. The silk was cool and smooth against her fingers. The sensation increased her unease. She did not belong here. This wasn’t her cabin. How had she gotten into someone else’s cabin?

She glanced at the papers scattered on the desk, ruled sheets torn from a spiral-bound notebook. The hand writing was sprawling and untidy, with looping, rounded letters that crossed the lines as often as they rested on them.

One sheet of paper caught her eye. At the top of the page was a set of lines, arranged like this:
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The rest of the page was blank.

She recognized the lines as another hexagram from the I Ching. On the shelf above the desk, there was a copy of the I Ching, the same book that her college roommate had used to read fortunes. She took it down and found the hexagram. It was titled Chun: Difficulty at the Beginning. The name, the text said, related to a blade of grass, pushing against a stone as it sprouts from the earth.

She was sitting down in the chair, preparing to read more about this hexagram, when she heard the sound of a hand on the door. Startled, she stood up, just as the door was opening.

In Susan’s stateroom, the door opened. Susan turned in her sleep, rising toward wakefulness. She could hear Pat saying good night to Ian. For a moment, Susan blinked in the dark stateroom. Her stateroom. Then she closed her eyes and sank back into sleep.



TWELVE


	“Sometimes dreams are simply dreams,” Gitana said. “And sometimes, they are something more. It all depends on who is doing the dreaming.”

	—from The Twisted Band

	by Max Merriwell



Ian looked up when someone tapped on the door. “Come in,” he called. Max Merriwell opened the door and stepped into the office.

“Hey, Max,” Ian said. “Good to see you.”

The writer looked surprised to see Ian. “Hello, Ian. I was looking for Tom.”

“We share an office. He’s making the rounds of the ship. He’ll be back in a few minutes. Sit down. Make yourself at home.”

Ian was glad to see the writer. He found Max intriguing. “Would you like a cup of coffee?” Ian asked. “Osvaldo just brought a fresh pot. He knows how I like it, so it’s stronger than most of what you get on board.”

Ian poured Max a cup of coffee. He provided Max with a napkin and insisted that he try a biscotti. “Osvaldo’s decided that I need to eat more, so he always brings cookies when I ask for coffee. Try one.” Max sampled a biscotti. “Wonderful,” he said. “There’s a little Italian deli near my apartment that makes biscotti, and I’ve missed them.” He sighed and considered the cookie in his hand. “It’s a very nice ship, but I do miss being at home.”

“You live in New York City?” Ian said.

“In Greenwich Village,” Max said. “I’ve been in the same apartment for twenty years now.”

Ian imagined Max’s apartment. Tiny, he guessed. Rent-controlled, of course. Crammed with books and papers. In There and Back Again, Bailey Beldon, the main character, lived in a cozy space in a hollowedout asteroid—a warren of rooms packed full of interesting things. Ian imagined that Max’s apartment was similar to that asteroid.

“Coming on this trip was an experiment. I felt I needed a bit of a change.”

“Tom told me you were working on a new book,” Ian said.

Max shrugged. “Still playing with ideas,” he said. “Nothing solid yet.”

“What brings you to see Tom?”

“I found another note under my door.” Max pulled a scrap of paper from the pocket of his sports coat and held it out to Ian. “I thought Tom might like to see it. He was very interested in the other note I received.”

Ian unfolded the paper. It had been torn from a spiral-bound notebook. Beneath a hexagram from the I Ching, a few sentences were scrawled in exuberant, looping handwriting: “A blade of grass pushes against a stone. A first meeting, beset by difficulties. Rain and thunder fill the air. When it is a man’s fate to undertake such new beginnings, any premature move might bring disaster. To overcome the chaos, he needs helpers.”

“Ah, that’s appropriate,” Ian said. “The lower trigram is K’an, the abysmal. Dark and dangerous water. The upper trigram is Chen, the arousing. Its image is thunder.”

Max smiled. “You’re a student of the Book of Changes,” he said.

Ian looked up from the hexagram. “I consult it on occasion. As I recall, the Wilhelm-Baynes edition of the Book of Changes says that this hexagram indicates the way in which heaven and earth bring forth individual beings.”

“Do you recall the course of action suggested?” Max asked.

“Let me check.” Ian called up the appropriate hexagram on his computer screen. “The commentary warns that times of growth are beset with difficulties, arising from the profusion of all that is struggling to take form. To bring order out of the confusion, the superior man must seek out helpers.”

Max nodded. “Interesting,” he said. He did not seem surprised by the note or its interpretation.

Ian considered the note again. “Do you have any idea who is sending you these notes?” he asked.

Max rubbed his beard thoughtfully. “Well, yes—I have some idea. I have seen similar handwriting,” he admitted.

“You have? Where was that?”

“In my apartment. I sometimes wake up in the middle of the night and write notes about whatever I’m working on. In the morning, I never remember writing them.” He chuckled. “Sometimes, the handwriting on those notes doesn’t look like mine.”

“Sometimes it looks like this?”

“Sometimes it does. And sometimes it looks like the writing on the other note I got.”

“So you’re writing notes to yourself?” Ian asked.

Max shrugged. “In a sense, everything a fiction writer writes is a note to himself. It’s all part of the creative process. Every writer has his own methods. Perhaps mine is more unusual than some.”

Max glanced at the clock on the wall, then set his coffee cup down, and stood up abruptly. “Look at the time,” he said. “I’ll be late to my own class if I’m not careful.”

Susan woke up early. She had slept soundly and she was ready for breakfast. Pat was already gone—she had mentioned the night before that she might go for an early morning walk around the promenade deck. That girl had too much energy for her own good. Susan considered going to look for Pat, then decided that she would rather have breakfast by the pool and finish reading Wild Angel before heading for workshop.

It was early, but the day was already warm. The pool sparkled in the bright sunshine. Susan chose a lounge chair in the shade, ordered a cup of decaffeinated coffee, a fruit plate, and a yogurt from the poolside waitress, and settled down to read her book.

She read to the end of Wild Angel, then closed it with a sigh. Like all of Mary Maxwell’s books, Wild Angel had a happy ending. The villain was punished and the good were rewarded. The would-be Temperance lecturer ran off with the traveling circus, and Sarah turned her back on civilization, returning to her wolf pack. Susan was glad of that. Sarah belonged with the wolves, she thought.

She had just set the book on the table beside her when she saw Mary, the woman who had rescued her from the gombey dancers. Mary waved. “Good morning!” she called.

“Mary! How great to see you!”

Mary looked elegant and comfortable in shorts, sandals, and a crimson blouse. She carried a canvas beach bag; a scarf patterned with scarlet hibiscus was looped casually around the handle. It looked strangely familiar, but Susan couldn’t place it.

Mary pulled over a chair from a nearby table and sat down.

“What’s that you’re reading?”

Susan handed the book to Mary. “It’s the latest Mary Maxwell book. I think it’s one of her best. Or I guess I should say one of Max’s best. Max described Mary Maxwell so well that it seems like she’s real.”

Mary leaned back in her chair, an odd expression on her face. “How did he describe her?” she asked.

“Let’s see. He said she was totally fearless. She likes to travel and she’s always getting into trouble—but she always gets out again. Actually, he said she liked to stir up trouble just for fun. She sounded a bit like my friend Pat.”

Mary nodded thoughtfully.

“I’m going to be going to Max’s workshop soon,” Susan went on. “Why don’t you come along? He’s a very interesting speaker.”

“No thanks,” Mary said. “I have an appointment at the beauty salon in half an hour.” She pushed a hand through her hair. “I’m going to cut this mop off. I’ve heard the salon staff is excellent.”

Susan pushed her own hair back, making a face. Her hair had once again escaped the clip at the back of her neck. In the warm weather, the curls were turning to frizz. She reached back and used both hands to lift the hair off the back of her neck so that the breeze could cool her. “In this weather, it would be great to have short hair.”

“I think so. It’s worth a try.” Mary leaned back in her chair, studying Susan’s hair. “Have you ever thought about cutting yours short?” Susan hesitated, her hands full of hair, startled by the question.

She had been wearing her hair long since she was in college.

“Let me hazard a guess,” Mary said. “Your husband—your ex-husband, I suppose—liked it long.”

Susan nodded. “That’s what he said.”

“Well, he’s no longer entitled to an opinion, is he?” Mary leaned forward in her chair, studying Susan. Susan caught a whiff of her perfume—a familiar, floral scent. Jasmine? “He liked it long, but so what? What do you like?”

Susan released her hair, then pushed another wayward lock out of her eyes. When she was a child, her mother had insisted she keep her hair long. Harry had said her long hair was beautiful. Susan had always gone along with their opinions.

“I’ve always worn it long,” she said. “I don’t know what it would be like to cut it short.”

“Unknown territory. Terra incognita. Here be dragons.” Mary was smiling now. “Those are always my favorite parts of explorer’s maps. The unknown seas where the dragons coiled, waiting and watching. You don’t know what might happen, out there in the unknown.”

Susan smiled back. How wonderful to compare something as simple as a haircut to an adventure into unexplored seas.

“Of course, you have to keep in mind that there are all kinds of dragons,” Mary went on. “In Western tradition, dragons are generally hostile, devouring maidens and laying waste to kingdoms. The Greeks and Romans didn’t believe that—their dragons lived underground and didn’t make trouble. But Christianity lumped those pagan Greeks and all their dragons together and made them symbolic of sin, grinding them under the heel of Saint George and his pals.” Mary shook her head ruefully. “I prefer the dragon of the Far East, a benevolent, playful creature who flies without wings, a symbol of yang, the principle of heaven. I’ve always admired that sort of dragon.”

Susan thought about dragons and unknown territory and her ex-husband and the disadvantages of being a good girl. It was definitely time for a change. “Maybe I’ll get my hair cut,” she said softly.

“I’ve always found that changing my appearance is a useful step when I’m changing my life,” Mary said. “Do you want me to make an appointment for you?”

“Oh, I can’t put you to that trouble.”

“Don’t be silly. I’ll be there anyway. What time is that workshop over?”

“11:30.”

“I’ll make an appointment for 12. Would you like to join me for lunch, after?”

“That would be great.”

Mary glanced at her watch. “I’d better be going. I’ll meet you outside the salon at one.” She headed off to the salon.

A few minutes later, Susan realized she had just enough time to get to the workshop.

Max was talking about character development when Susan slipped into the chair beside Pat, smiling apologetically. Max returned her smile, and kept talking.

“Some authors begin by observing people they know, writing long descriptions about what they wear and how they stand and the kind of car they drive,” he was saying. “And that’s all very well. It’s useful to know whether your character wears faded jeans or three-piece suits. But I’m more interested in a character’s interior landscape than in what they are wearing. What I want to know is how their clothes reflect and reveal that inner landscape.”

Susan took out her notebook and pen.

“So we’re going to try a little exercise in character development and description. I want you to choose one article of clothing that belongs to a particular character. Describe that piece of clothing in such a way that I know its owner, know something about how that character thinks and feels. I’ll give you five or ten minutes to try it. Any questions?”

Alberta had a question, of course. She wanted to get the rules very clear before she could begin. Yes, he meant any article of clothing at all. A shirt, a shoe, a hat, a piece of lingerie. Well, yes, if she wanted to write about a shoe, she could write about a pair of shoes, since they could be viewed as a single article. Yes, she could choose to write about a pair of gloves instead, if she liked. 

He was still fielding questions when Susan started writing.

“The silk scarf was looped carelessly around the handle of her bag,” Susan wrote, “though she wasn’t a careless sort of woman. Impulsive, perhaps, but not careless. She liked the scarf for its intense colors, reds and golds reminiscent of the burning embers in the heart of a fire. She liked the way it looked on the handle of her bag.”

Susan hesitated, remembering a fashion article she had read a few months ago. Her mother had given her a subscription to the fashion magazine for her birthday. Susan had little use for its advice, but she dutifully paged through each issue. She remembered an article about learning to “accessorize,” a word that Susan thought was awkward and ugly. The photos accompanying the article had shown cool, disdainful women wearing silk scarves. One wore hers in a graceful bow around her neck; another had hers knotted around her waist to make a stylish belt; a third wore hers like a shawl, draped elegantly over her shoulders. The heading on the page said something about the “amazing versatility of a simple scarf.”

Susan remembered checking the prices of the scarves pictured.

The cheapest had been 150 dollars. She knew that in her hands, all those expensive scarves would misbehave, knotting and crumpling and, no matter what she did, looking just plain silly. But in the hands of the fashion models, these scarves were versatile. Susan suspected that Mary accepted the scarf’s versatility and took it farther than any of the fashion models would dare.

“She recognized the scarf as a square of fabric that had many possibilities,” Susan wrote. “It was such a versatile article of clothing. She could wear it around her neck as a fashion accessory. In a medical emergency, she could fashion it into a sling. If she needed to make a daring escape, she could tie it together with bed sheets and throw it out the window as an improvised ladder, trusting to the strength of the silken fibers. Or, if a situation called for anonymity, she could fold her scarf into a triangle and tie it over her nose and mouth like a bandit in an old Western.

“So many possibilities. She was a woman who thrived on possibilities, on adventure, on mystery and unexplored territories. She would set off boldly, not knowing where she was going and not caring either. If you were lucky—if you looked like someone who might be interesting, who might be bold, who might be willing to learn how to use a scarf for purposes other than those described in fashion magazines—she might invite you along.”



BAD GRRLZ’ GUIDE TO PHYSICS

CONSIDERING GOOD GIRLS

My friend Susan told me last night that she had decided to stop being a good girl. I think this is an excellent decision on her part.

From what she’s told me, Susan has always been a Good Girl. She listened to her mother, even when her mother was talking bullshit.

I hate to say it, but mothers do that sometimes. They may do it with the best possible intentions. Maybe they are trying to protect you from the dangers of the world when they say, “Oh, sweetheart, do you really want to …?” Fill in the blank with whatever it is you really want to do: become a physicist, hitchhike across country, wear that sweater with those shoes. Well, maybe mom was right about the hitchhiking, but physics can be fun and magenta and chartreuse can go together in a clashy sort of way. Very early in life, I learned when to listen to my mother and when to ignore her. But as far as I can tell, Susan has always listened to her mother and tried to be good. She went to college and married her first boyfriend—a control-junky asshole in my opinion, but maybe that’s just me.

This cruise seems to be one of the first times she has ever broken loose. I was glad that she went off to explore Hamilton on her own. Seems like she had a great time.

I think Officer Tom is interested in her, but she denies it. The girl has such a rotten self-image. Officer Tom may be able to get past all that. I hope so, for his sake and for Susan’s sake. He seems like a nice guy. A little stiff, maybe, but a nice guy.

Anyway, I’m glad that Susan has decided to become a Bad Grrl. I think I can be a fine role model in that regard.



THIRTEEN


	“Don’t put your faith in maps. The map is not the territory,” Gitana explained to Ferris. “In fact, the map only bears a faint resemblance to the territory. It leaves out jar more than it includes.”

	—from The Twisted Band

	by Max Merriwell



Susan stared at herself in the mirror, watching as the beautician’s scissors transformed her into another person entirely.

In the mirror, she could see another mirror on the other side of the small room. In the reflection of that mirror, she could see both a reflection of the back of her head and a reflection of her face in the mirror in front of the chair. In that reflection of a reflection of a reflection, she could see more reflections, marching away into infinity. In all the reflections, handfuls of her curly hair were falling in clumps as the beautician wielded her scissors.

Susan felt remarkably calm. The clip, clip, clip of the scissors blended with the calypso music that played in the background. She breathed in the fruity scent of conditioner—Annette, the beautician, had insisted on treating her hair to a moisturizing mango conditioner before the cut.

Susan felt the chill of the scissors as they snipped around her right ear. In the mirror, she could see her ear peeking through the curls. It looked small and pale, exposed to the world for the first time in decades.

“This hair was made to be short,” Annette said.

“I always thought my face was too round for short hair.”

Annette shook her head. “Whoever told you that was an idiot,” she said.

Susan smiled. As she recalled, her mother had imparted that bit of information when Susan was twelve years old. Susan had always believed it was true.

“You’re going to be a new woman,” Annette said.

“That’s good,” Susan said, partly to Annette and partly to herself. “I was getting a little tired of the old one.”

Half an hour later, Annette brushed off Susan’s shoulders and neck, whisked off the smock, and sent her back into the world. Susan stepped out of the salon onto the deck and stopped for a moment at the railing.

The ocean breeze tickled the back of her neck lightly and she smiled. She reached up and ran her hands through her curls. So short. So bouncy. She shook her head. It felt so light without the weight of her hair. It felt so strange. It felt wonderful.

“Hello,” Mary called as she walked toward Susan. Mary’s dark hair had been cut to chin length. She looked great.

Susan smiled at Mary. “I should have done this years ago,” she said.

Mary shrugged, smiling. “Well, you’ve done it now. Where shall we go for lunch’“

“Somewhere new,” Susan said. “Terra incognita. Somewhere I’ve never been before.”

“Your choice,” Mary said.

Mary waited and Susan thought about the restaurants she had seen listed in the ship’s directory.

“How about Penelope’s?” she said.

“Sounds good to me,” Mary said. “Lead the way.”

Susan set off with great confidence. She had studied the ship’s map to learn the way to the salon, and she remembered that it showed a companionway just to the stern of the salon.

She strolled beside the railing, letting the wind tousle her hair. They reached the stern, where a small sun deck held half a dozen deck chairs filled with sunbathers.

Susan stopped, baffled. “I thought the map showed a companionway down here.” She frowned, feeling like a fool. Mary, she thought, was the sort of woman who could find her way without hesitation.

“Maybe we missed it,” Mary said. “Let’s try around this way.”

“Well, I remember the map showed …”

“Oh, don’t worry about the map. You can only trust a map so far. The map is not the territory, you know.”

“I didn’t mean to get us lost,” Susan said apologetically.

Mary shook her head, smiling. “If we’re lost, we’re bound to end up somewhere interesting.” Mary started out and Susan followed. As they walked along the railing, heading toward the bow of the ship, Mary told Susan about how she dealt with being lost. “On my first visit to Katmandu, I developed a strategy that worked quite well. The streets and alleys there twist and curve and meet at the most unlikely angles. I’d set out walking from the Katmandu Guest House, leave the main street, and be lost in fifteen minutes. Then I’d wander and explore. When I wanted to go back, I’d flag down a rickshaw, bargain for the fare, and tell them to take me to the Katmandu Guest House.” She smiled. “I didn’t need to know where it was. I just needed to find someone who did.”

Susan nodded, trying to imagine herself using such a strategy. When she and Harry had visited Paris, she had suggested going out for a walk. Harry had consulted a map at every corner, insisting she look at it with him. “You have to know where you are,” he maintained. Harry always knew where he was and it bothered him that she didn’t.

At Harry’s insistence, she had tried—she really had tried. On that trip, she learned that she could keep track of where she was if she paid close attention, remembering the street signs, remembering landmarks, looking back at where she had come from so that the way would look familiar when she returned.

She could do it. But the effort of remembering the way had spoiled the pleasure of taking a walk. She couldn’t take the time to admire the fruits and flowers of a street vendor; she was too busy getting her bearings. She couldn’t stare up at the architectural details of old buildings; she had to check the street signs and consult the map.

“I should have tried that when I was in Paris,” Susan said. “Except there weren’t any rickshaws.”

“Flag down a taxi instead. That works in just about any city.” Mary had found a door marked emergency exit. She had her hand on the knob.

“Wait,” Susan said, fearing that an alarm might go off if Mary opened the door. But it was too late: Mary had the door open already. No alarm.

“The doors marked ‘emergency exit’ lead into crew areas,” Mary said.

“But those are off limits to passengers, aren’t they?” Susan asked. Mary shrugged. “If we meet a crew member, they’ll just ask if we are lost.” Mary started through the door and up the stairs. “It’s a shortcut.”

“To where?” Susan said. The words had a familiar sound. She realized that they were Harry’s words: he had asked that whenever she suggested that a particular route might be a shortcut.

Mary shrugged, smiling. “To adventure, to nowhere in particular, to somewhere interesting, to where we want to go. Let’s check it out.” The companionway led to the aft portion of the recreation deck, where they found a basketball court, occupied by half a dozen sweaty, shirtless men, and a shuffleboard court where two teenagers in baggy shorts were playing a game of what Mary called “Sudden Death Shuffleboard” because the young men were playing it with such speed and intensity.

Mary led the way toward the bow, where they found another companionway. Eventually, after wandering past a sun deck and a wading pool, they were somewhere Susan recognized. “I’ve been here,” she said. “Penelope’s is this way.”

Mary nodded. “I told you it was a shortcut,” she said.

Mary took a table by a window, where they could look out at the waves that sparkled in the tropical sunshine. The bar was in the center of the room.

It was a bright, cheerful room. The walls were white. Mirrors above the bar reflected images of the room. Looking up at the mirror, Susan caught a glimpse of Mary. For a fraction of a second, she did not recognize the short-haired woman sitting across from Mary. Then she smiled at her own reflection. She looked like a new person—so relaxed, she thought, so happy with herself.

When the waitress came to take their drink orders, Mary studied the drink card on the table. Photos on the card showed frothy concoctions involving alcohol in various forms combined with coconut, pineapple, mangos, and other tropical fruits.

“Could I get a Flaming Rum Monkey?” Mary asked.

The waitress, a perky blonde, frowned. “I’ll see if the bartender knows how to make one.”

“All right. If he doesn’t, I’ll have a Flamingo Frappe.”

Susan surveyed the list. The Flamingo Frappe involved apricot brandy, lime juice, gin, and grenadine. “I don’t know,” she murmured, staring at the card. She usually ordered a daiquiri. But today she wanted something different.

“How about a Tropical Storm,” Mary suggested. “Lime, rum, crushed pineapple, and grenadine.”

“Sure,” Susan said. She liked pineapple. “I don’t usually drink at lunch,” she told Mary as the waitress walked away.

“You’re a new woman,” Mary said. “You may find yourself doing any of number of things you don’t usually do.”

A few minutes later, the waitress returned with their drinks. “I’m sorry,” she said. “The bartender doesn’t have a recipe for a Flaming Rum Monkey. He suggested you try Aphrodite’s Alehouse. Frank, the night bartender there, knows how to make every drink around.”

Mary smiled, plucking the neon pink umbrella from her drink.

“I’ll do that.”

As the waitress walked away, Susan asked, “What’s in a Flaming Rum Monkey?”

“I don’t know,” Mary said. “It hasn’t been invented yet.” Susan frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I made it up. You see, I’ve always thought cocktails have the most fabulous names. You’ve got swizzles and rickeys and fizzes and flips and smashes and shrubs and slings. Great words, all of them. Then you get into specific names, like the Beachcomber and the Side Devil and Mrs. Fizby’s Fizz. Bartenders make drinks up and some go on to immortality. So I thought I’d make up a name, and see if I could find the drink that went with it.” She grinned.

“So there is no such thing as a Flaming Rum Monkey?”

“Not yet. But I figure it’s only a matter of time. It’s such a catchy name. And it just begs to have variations. You could have your Mexican Monkey, made with tequila; your Irish Monkey made with Old Bushmill. And if you make an iced version, that would be a Monkey in the Snow.” Mary gazed out the window, contemplating the possibilities. “I figure the drink probably involves coconut—the monkey connection, you know. In fancy places, maybe it’s served in a half a coconut shell.”

Susan studied Mary, marveling at this odd woman. “But if it doesn’t exist, why ask if the bartender can make it?”

“I figure that one of these days, I’ll find a bartender who is inspired by the name and wants to figure it out. Maybe Frank in Aphrodite’s Alehouse is the man. We’ll see.”

She smiled at Susan, and Susan returned her smile. Mary seemed willing to include Susan in this adventure, and that made Susan happy. But she was a little skeptical. Inventing a drink seemed like fun—but baffling bartenders by pretending a drink already existed didn’t seem to Susan like the best way to do it.

“Why not just tell him you want him to invent a drink’“ Susan said. “Rather than pretending it already exists.”

“Asking someone to invent something puts them under a lot of pressure to be creative. I think I’m making it easier on them. All they have to do is match up a drink with the name.”

“You think a bartender could figure a drink out, just from the name?”

“Oh, names are very powerful,” Mary said.

“But in the meantime, you’re spreading confusion,” Susan observed.

“Exactly.” Mary smiled. When Susan frowned, she went on. “A little confusion is a wonderful thing, don’t you agree?”

“I don’t know. I don’t much like being confused myself.”

“Most people don’t. People like finding patterns in things—they like explaining things and learning how one thing relates to another. When you’re confused, you can’t see any patterns, and that’s uncomfortable. So you start casting about in search of pattern, trying to make order from the confusion. Eventually, you sort it out and you fit whatever confused you into a pattern and then you’re happy.”

“Okay,” Susan said slowly.

“But sometimes, it’s good to be confused. I enjoy it. If you are confused often enough, you learn to be confident that you’ll sort it all out sooner or later. You figure out methods for dealing—like hailing a rickshaw in Katmandu. You learn to relax with confusion—and that’s a very powerful place to be.”

Susan felt a little dizzy. She sipped her Tropical Storm and tried to relax with the confusion.

Mary was leaning back in her chair, studying Susan’s face. “I think you tell yourself the wrong sort of stories,” Mary said.

“What?” Susan said, startled, but trying to remain relaxed.

“You kick yourself for getting lost. You tell yourself that you don’t look good with short hair. You avoid taking the shortcut. Little things, but they all add up. You don’t trust yourself at all.”

Susan didn’t know what to say. “I suppose you’re right,” she began. “But …”

Mary held up her hand. “No buts,” she said firmly. “You need to learn to trust yourself, to trust your abilities. There are so many possibilities for a woman who knows how to use her imagination.” Mary sipped her drink, still considering Susan.

Susan bit her lip, feeling inadequate. Mary seemed to be taking her on as a sort of project, and Susan wasn’t sure how she felt about that. She leaned back in her chair, wondering how she might distract Mary and take her attention off of Susan’s shortcomings. That was when she spotted the man from the bar, sitting at a table on the other side of the restaurant. “It’s Weldon Merrimax,” she said.

Mary sat up straight. “What?” She followed Susan’s gaze.

“Don’t stare at him,” Susan said, fighting the urge to look at him again. “Ship’s security is looking for that guy.”

“Why?”

“He’s been claiming he's Weldon Merrimax. He cheated someone at poker. And he got in a fight at a poker game with a man named Patrick Murphy. He may have stabbed Patrick. It’s kind of confusing,” Susan said in a rush. “I’ve got to call Tom, the chief security officer.” Mary nodded. She was frowning. Her eyes were dark and unreadable. “You do that,” she said.

“You stay here. I’ll be right back,” Susan said. She stood up quickly and hurried away, before Mary could ask any more questions.

It took Susan a few minutes to get the bartender’s attention, and a few more minutes to explain what she needed. “Call Tom Clayton, the security officer. Tell him that the man he’s looking for is right here. All right—I’ll wait while you get him on the line.”

Susan waited impatiently. Glancing across the room, she saw Mary, standing at the man’s table. What was she doing? Mary was talking to the man, waving her hands angrily. The man was laughing. As Susan watched, he stood up and walked out of the restaurant. Mary followed him, still talking.

Susan considered taking off after them, but it seemed more important to get in touch with Tom. At last, the bartender placed a phone on the bar in front of her.

“Tom,” she said. “Its Susan. That man you were looking for—that man with the identification problem—he was here in Penelope’s a minute ago. He just walked out. I’m going to see if I can follow him.”

“Stay where you are,” Tom said. “I’m on my way.”

“I’ve got to go,” Susan said quickly and hung up. Mary had told her that she had to trust her abilities, and she figured she would start by following Weldon Merrimax or whoever he was. Besides, she was worried about Mary.

When Tom didn’t find Susan in Penelope’s, he searched the surrounding area. He finally found her on the observation deck, though it took him a moment to recognize her. She had cut her hair short, a startling change. She looked great.

“Susan,” he said. “Where is this guy?”

She looked up as he approached. “He’s gone,” she said. “And so is my friend Mary.” She shook her head. “I don’t know where they went.”

“Tell me what happened.”

She told him about spotting the man. “I thought I’d better call you right away,” she said. “While I was calling you, Mary went over to talk to him. I don’t know why. Then he left and she followed him. And as soon as I got off the phone with you, I went after them. But they were gone.”

Tom nodded. “Perhaps your friend Mary can help me out. What’s her last name?”

Susan shook her head. “I don’t know. I never asked.” 

“Do you know her stateroom number?”

Susan shook her head again. “We met in Hamilton. Then we ran into each other by the pool. She had an appointment at the salon, and she made an appointment for me to get my hair cut.”

Tom nodded. The beauty salon would have a record of the appointment. It was a start.

Tom visited the beauty salon. He felt out of place in the turquoise and pink reception area. The air reeked of floral perfumes—the scents of lotions and conditioners and pomades. Allegedly, the salon catered to both men and women, but the buzz of conversation that came from the open room behind the reception desk was unquestionably female.

He told the receptionist that he was trying to locate a passenger who had had her hair cut that morning. “Her first name is Mary. I don’t have a last name.”

“Oh, I remember her,” the receptionist said. “She paid cash. I told her she could put it on her cruise card, but she said she’d rather pay cash.”

“Does that happen often?”

The receptionist shrugged. “Every now and then. Sometimes a woman doesn’t want her husband to know exactly what she spent, but Mary didn’t seem like that sort.”

“What sort did she seem like?”

“The sort who wouldn’t put up with guff from any man. Oh, don’t get me wrong. She was a very pleasant lady. I just got the feeling she didn’t let people push her around.”

There was a touch of admiration in the receptionist’s tone. The receptionist, Tom thought, seemed like the sort who did let people push her around.

“So you didn’t get her cabin number?”

The receptionist flipped open her appointment book. “No cabin number. But you could look her up. I have her last name. Here she is: Mary Maxwell.”

Tom stared at Mary Maxwell’s signature in the appointment book. Large, looping letters, like the script on the note that Ian had passed on to him, the one that someone had slipped under the door for Max just that morning.

Back at the office, he asked Ian to check the passenger list on the computer. There was, of course, no one named “Mary Maxwell” listed.



FOURTEEN


	“The universe is a much stranger place than you think,” Gitana told Ferris. “Much larger, much stranger, and much less predictable.”

	—from The Twisted Band

	by Max Merriwell



Susan heard the shower running when she stepped into her stateroom. “Hey, Pat,” she called. “I’m back.”

The sound of running water stopped and Pat called to her from the bathroom. “Hey, girl. I ran into Ian when I was checking my email in the business center, and we had lunch together. He told me that your pal Max got another note.” Pat stepped out of the bathroom, wearing a robe, her hair wrapped in a towel. “Wow! You look fabulous. What a great haircut!”

“Oh, thanks,” Susan said. She had almost forgotten about the haircut.

“Really,” Pat insisted. “You look like a different woman.”

Susan sat on the edge of the bed, studying her reflection in the mirror on the wall. A stranger’s face looked back at her. The stranger looked puzzled. “Yeah, I do.”

Pat was toweling her hair dry. “So what’s the problem?” she asked. “Don’t you like it?”

“The haircut’s fine. I just wish I knew what was going on.” Susan told Pat about going to lunch with Mary, about seeing the man from the bar, about Mary’s disappearance. “I don’t know what could have happened to Mary.”

“Abducted by aliens,” Pat suggested. She stood by the bed, combing her hair so it stood up in random clumps, her version of a stylish hairdo. “Or else she’s one of those women who will ditch a friend for the first dangerous man who comes along.”

Susan shook her head. “I can’t believe that. I wish I knew how to get in touch with her. I just want to make sure she’s all right.”

“So what did you talk about, before she disappeared?”

“What difference does that make?”

“Maybe it would give us a clue about how to find her.”

“You’ve read too many mysteries,” Susan said.

“Come on—give it a try.”

Susan patiently related all that she could remember of her conversation with Mary—from rickshaws in Katmandu to Flaming Rum Monkeys. “I don’t see how any of that could help,” she said, when she finished.

“Well, here’s an idea,” Pat said, sitting beside Susan on the bed.

“You said the waitress recommended Aphrodite’s Alehouse as a place to get that flaming drink?”

“A Flaming Rum Monkey.” Susan nodded.

“We’ll go there and wait for Mary. She’s bound to show up sooner or later.”

Susan frowned. It wasn’t a great plan, but it was better than anything she’d come up with. “I can’t ask you to waste your time sitting around waiting for someone who might not show up.”

Pat laughed. “Waste my time sitting around in a bar? Oh, twist my arm.”

“What about dinner?”

“We can grab some snacks in the bar,” Pat said. “Let’s do it. I’ll give Ian a call and see if he wants to meet us there. It’ll be fun.”

Susan hesitated in the entrance to Aphrodite’s Alehouse. She surveyed the room, searching for Mary.

“Do you see her?” Pat asked.

“I’m looking,” Susan said. A group of women sat at a table by the dance floor, but Mary wasn’t among them. She wasn’t at any of the tables by the fireplace, nor at the bar. “No, no sign of her.” She shook her head. “Should we get a table?”

“A table? No, we want to talk to the bartender, so let’s grab a seat at the bar.”

Susan followed Pat reluctantly and perched on a bar stool beside her. She would have been more comfortable at a table. The bar was in the center of the room and sitting there made her feel like she was on display. She reminded herself that she had given up being a good girl, that she was a new woman. It didn’t help much. She still felt awkward.

The bartender, an older black man, set a beer and three rum swizzlers on a waitress’s tray, then turned to greet them. The name tag on his shirt identified him as Frank.

“Good evening, ladies. What can I get for you?”

“A friend of mine was talking about a drink she had in Jamaica,” Pat said. “Something called a Flaming Rum Monkey. Could you make one of those?”

Susan kicked Pat under the bar, but her friend just kept loo king at Frank innocently.

Frank looked thoughtful. “You know, you’re the second passenger who’s asked for that drink.”

“Really?” Pat said.

“That’s right. A lady asked for a Flaming Rum Monkey earlier today.”

“What did she look like?” Susan asked.

“Short, dark hair. Very friendly. I told her I’d see if I could find a recipe for the drink. She said she’d be back tonight.”

“That sounds like Mary,” Susan said to Pat.

Pat nodded. “She’s the one who recommended the drink,” Pat told Frank. “So you can make me one?”

Frank studied her and smiled. Susan thought he had the air of a man who had decided to go along with a joke—but wanted the jokers to know he hadn’t been taken in.

“After your friend asked, I checked my bartender’s guide, but I couldn’t find a recipe.”

“That’s too bad,” Pat said, her eyes wide and innocent. “I was really hoping to try one.”

Susan spoke to Frank. “To be honest, Mary told me that she made the whole thing up. She just likes the name, and wants to know what the drink will taste like.”

“I can believe that. She seemed like a lady who was fond of a joke.” Frank’s smile grew wider. “It’s slow tonight. I could come up with a drink that you might call a Flaming Rum Monkey. And we could turn the joke around on your friend.”

“Great idea,” Pat said.

“She said she thought it would involve coconut,” Susan said. “All right,” Frank said thoughtfully. “Better that than bananas.” Susan watched as Frank began pulling bottles from the shelf.

Crème de cacao, coconut syrup, dark Jamaican rum, some brown sugar, some spices.

“Hello, Frank! Hi, ladies.” Ian sat on the stool beside Pat.

“Ah, Ian. You’re just in time for the first Flaming Rum Monkey.” Frank smiled. “This is my friend Ian,” he told Pat and Susan. “I asked him to search the Internet for a recipe.”

“I should have known,” Pat said.

“No luck,” Ian said. “Plenty of flaming drinks, but no Rum Monkeys.”

“Mary made the name up,” Susan said. “She liked the name and she wanted to know what the drink would taste like.”

“Mary Maxwell,” Ian said, smiling.

Susan stared at him, and his smile grew broader.

“That’s the name she gave at the beauty salon,” Ian said. “Tom had me check, but she’s not on the passenger list.”

Susan didn’t know what to say.

“Best to start with a hot drink, I think, since that will be easier to flame,” Frank said. He had been considering his bottles while Ian talked. “So I’ll begin with a hot buttered rum de cacao and go from there.” He spooned some brown sugar into the mug, added cloves and nutmeg, stirred it with a cinnamon stick, then poured in a little boiling water.

“We’re watching an artist at work,” Ian said to Pat.

“Absolutely,” Pat agreed.

While they talked about how underappreciated good bartenders were, Susan watched Frank and wondered about Mary.

Though he had to interrupt the task a few times to make other orders, Frank eventually completed a drink that included rum, crème de cacao, coconut syrup, and boiling water. Then he poured a splash of 151-proof rum into a ladle, ignited it, and added the flaming rum to the drink. As the blue flames flickered in the dimly lit bar, he handed it to Susan. “Give it a try.”

Susan blew out the flames and sipped the concoction. It tasted like a Mounds bar, laced with rum. It was warm and sweet and potent. “This is wonderful,” she said.

“Let me try,” Pat tried a sip and passed it to Ian. “Maybe a touch more coconut,” Ian suggested.

“I disagree,” said Pat. “I think any more coconut would spoil it.”

“It’s perfect just as it is,” Susan said.

Frank had already put another Flaming Rum Monkey in front of Susan. When the flame flickered out, she sipped it carefully. Such a comforting drink.

“What’s that you’re drinking?” asked a tall man who had come up to the bar.

“That’s a Flaming Rum Monkey,” Frank said with a note of pride. “Very tasty,” Pat said.

The tall man ordered one, and Frank made another round for the group. By that time, Susan’s mug was empty.

“Another Rum Monkey for my friend,” Pat said, and Susan found herself sipping another drink.

The bar was getting noisier and more crowded. Susan noticed that the tall man with the Flaming Rum Monkey had joined a group of men—all in their thirties and forties—clustered around one of the tables near the fireplace. One of them was lifting his glass in a toast. “What say the brethren?” he called. The others cheered and shouted, “Satisfactory!”

	Susan recognized the ritual question and response from Max’s description of the Clampers in Wild Angel. “That must be a group of Clampers,” Susan said. “E Clampus Vitus.”

“Yes, I met some of them earlier at the poolside bar,” Ian said.

“They’re having some sort of reunion and celebrating a noble feat of St. Vitus. Something involving a rescue and an elephant. It wasn’t at all clear.”

Susan blinked at him, remembering a scene from Wild Angel. The Clampers had created a distraction while members of the circus used an elephant to yank the bars from the window of the jail and free Sarah. Could Max have based this incident on some historical event?

Or could the Clampers be celebrating their appearance in Wild Angel? “Wait,” she said. “There was a scene like that in Mary Maxwell’s book. I wonder if it was based on some historical incident.”

“Let’s ask the Clampers,” Pat said. “They’d know. They’re drunken historians after all, not just drunks.”

Ian stood up to go with Pat. Susan shook her head. “Let me know what they say. I’ll stay here and keep an eye out for Mary.” She watched as a waitress carried a trayful of the flaming drinks to the table of Clampers. Apparently the drink had met with the tall man’s approval and he had ordered a round for the group. Pat and Ian headed over to the table.

Susan was surprised to realize that she had finished her Rum Monkey. Before she could protest, Frank had made her another. He was just setting it in front of her when he looked over her shoulder. “Ah,” he said with satisfaction. “You’re back. Just in time. Let me get you a Flaming Rum Monkey.”

Mary slid onto the bar stool beside Susan. “Mary!” Susan said. “I was worried about you. I—”

Mary wagged a finger at Susan. “Later,” she said. “Now we must give our full attention to the matter at hand.”

Mary watched as Frank mixed another Flaming Rum Monkey, ignited it, and offered it to her with a flourish. She picked up the mug. The flames danced, then died. Mary took a sip while Susan and Frank watched. “Perfect,” she said. “Just as I imagined it.”

Frank winked at Susan. “As good as the ones you had in Jamaica?”

“Better,” Mary said. “As good as I imagine the ones I wish I had had in Jamaica would have been—if I had actually had them.”

Susan frowned, trying to follow that sentence and failing.

Mary smiled. “The imagination is a powerful thing,” she said, lifting her glass to Frank. “And the Flaming Rum Monkey lives—thanks to you.”

A waitress called to Frank from the far end of the bar—an order of Rum Monkeys for the ladies at the table by the stage. The band had started up again. Pat and Ian were surrounded by Clampers who were lifting their Flaming Rum Monkeys in a toast. There was no chance of getting Pat’s attention just now.

“What happened to you this afternoon?” Susan asked Mary, speaking loudly to be heard over the din.

“I had a bone to pick with that fellow,” she said. “Sorry I had to rush away like that.”

“Ian says you signed in at the beauty salon as Mary Maxwell,” Susan went on.

“That’s my name,” Mary said. “I had to talk with Weldon Merrimax. He’s a dangerous man.”

“Wait a second,” Susan said. “Slow down. What did you have to talk to him about?”

Mary sipped her Rum Monkey, looking thoughtful. “A lot, actually. It’s all about the nature of reality. And dreams, of course—it has a lot to do with dreams.”

Susan blinked, more baffled than before.

“Come on,” Mary said, taking her arm. “Let’s go outside where we can talk without being interrupted.”

Still clutching her drink, Susan let Mary lead her from the bar, out into the corridor, then through the double doors onto the promenade deck. The door swung closed behind them, shutting out the shouting of the Clampers, the music of the band.

A cool breeze blew from the ocean. Overhead, the stars were bright and still. Susan leaned against the railing. She felt drunk. She felt that she had the right to demand answers. She wanted to know what was going on.

“What the hell are you talking about?” she asked Mary. “Why are you pretending to be Mary Maxwell? Who is that guy who’s pretending to be Weldon Merrimax? What’s going on, anyway?”

Mary was gazing out to sea, where the dark water rose and fell in gentle swells. “So many questions,” she said softly “So much confusion. Isn’t it lovely?

“I think some answers would be nice,” Susan said.

Mary grinned, leaning back against the railing. “One more question, first. Have you ever read Through the Looking-Glass, by Lewis Carroll?”

“Many times.” That had been one of Susan’s favorite books to read aloud at the library’s story hour.

“Do you remember when Alice meets Tweedledum and Tweedledee? They show her the Red King. He’s sleeping—wearing a red nightcap and snoring. And Tweedledum says that Alice is just a thing in the Red King’s dream.”

Susan nodded. She remembered the scene. “Alice says she’s not just a thing in his dream, she’s real. She starts to cry and Tweedledum says, ‘I hope you don’t think those are real tears.’”

Mary nodded.

Susan went on. “In the end, the whole story is Alice’s dream.”

“Is that what you think?” Mary said. “It isn’t really, you know.”

“Of course it is,” Susan said. “That’s what the last chapter is all about.”

“Oh, yes, the last chapter is Alice talking about how it was a dream,” Mary said. “And she thinks it must have been either her dream or the Red King’s dream. But you know it wasn’t really either one.”

Susan stared at her. “What are you talking about?”

“It’s really a story told by Lewis Carroll,” Mary said. “Alice is imaginary and so is the Red King. So you could say it was Lewis Carroll’s dream …”

Susan nodded slowly. “I could go along with that.”

“… but Lewis Carroll was imaginary, too,” Mary went on.

“No, he wasn’t,” Susan protested. “He was a mathematician and a deacon in the Church of England. He was reputed to like little girls a bit too well.”

Mary shook her head. “That was the Reverend Charles Lutwidge Dodgson,” she said gravely. “He wrote as Lewis Carroll, but that’s not the same thing as being Lewis Carroll, now is it?”

Susan hesitated, thinking of Max Merriwell and Mary Maxwell and Weldon Merrimax. “I suppose not,” she admitted reluctantly.

“I’d say it was all a dream of Dodgson who dreamed of Carroll who dreamed of Alice who dreamed of the Red King. Or it could have been the other way around. Maybe the Red King dreamed up the whole thing.”

Susan’s head was spinning. “But what’s real?” she asked.

Mary laughed. “Have you ever read the work of Chuang Tzu?” Susan shook her head. The only thing that seemed clear was that Mary was not going to clarify matters.

“Oh, you must. It will help you come to grips with all this. Chuang Tzu was an ancient Taoist poet and philosopher. He wrote about dreaming that he was a butterfly. And when he woke, he wondered if he was really a butterfly, dreaming he was a poet.” Mary shrugged. “There’s no way to know. And as far as I’m concerned, it doesn’t matter.” She gazed into the distance for a moment, as if concentrating on something only she could see. “Listen,” she said.

Susan heard a strange sound on the breeze—like the wind howling through a gap. “What’s that?” she asked. “Sounds like wolves to me.”

“Wolves?” Susan shook her head again. “That’s ridiculous. We’re in the middle of the ocean.”

“Just a small pack,” Mary said, as if the size of the pack made a difference. A chorus of distant howls rose and fell with the breeze.

“How could there be wolves here?” Susan said, bewildered.

Mary shook her head, looking amused. “You haven’t been listening. Reality is a much more flexible concept than most people think. The borders are fuzzy.” Mary shrugged. “It’s all about the power of the imagination. The shifting nature of reality. The possibilities of the dream. You need to trust your imagination. You need to believe your dreams.”

“This isn’t a dream,” Susan protested. “I’m really here.”

Mary just smiled. She was looking over Susan’s shoulder. “Look who’s coming this way.”

Susan turned to look, and she saw Max Merriwell approaching, walking along the railing and smoking his pipe. When she turned back, Mary was gone. 

Max came up beside her. “Susan!” She turned to look at him. “It is you!” He studied her for a moment. “Quite a change. You look very nice.” He puffed his pipe.

She glanced around, looking for Mary. Max was studying her, frowning. “Is something wrong?”

Yes, Susan thought, I’m going nuts. I’m imagining conversations with lunatics. I’m hearing wolves.

“No,” she said. “No, I’m fine.” She didn’t want to ask Max if he had seen a woman disappear. She didn’t want to try to explain what they had been talking about. “I … I just stepped out for a breath of fresh air.”

“We missed you at dinner,” Max said. “It was quite dull without you and Pat and Ian.”

“Pat and I decided to make do with bar snacks,” she said. She realized as she said it that they had never gotten around to ordering any snacks. No wonder she was feeling so drunk.

“Ah. Well, I’m meeting Ian for a drink at Aphrodite’s before I turn in. Will you join me?”

She shook her head. “No, thanks. I’ve had enough for now.” More than enough, she thought. She stared out to sea, feeling dizzy.

“I’ll go in then. Come and join us if you feel like it later.”

She heard a burst of music when he pushed open the door, silenced when the door swung shut. She closed her eyes. She had drunk too many Rum Monkeys. Mary’s last name was Maxwell. There were wolves howling in the middle of the ocean. That made no sense at all. Her imagination was running away with her.

Now that Max was gone, Susan could again hear wolves howling somewhere above her. A sweet wild sound, stretched thin by distance. It couldn’t be wolves, Susan thought. There were no wolves in the middle of the ocean. But it sounded like wolves.

It could be the wind, she thought. That was the only logical explanation, the only sensible thing to think. Mary was some kind of lunatic and the howling was just the wind. Susan tried to believe that it was the wind, blowing across a narrow opening and howling in a way that sounded just like wolves.

She tried to believe that, but she didn’t want to believe that. When it got right down to it, she wanted to believe that there were wolves up there. There are, she thought drunkenly, so many possibilities for a woman who knows how to use her imagination.

Susan imagined members of the pack exploring among the deck chairs on the recreation deck, lapping water from the sparkling pool, bedding down in a heap of towels, overlooked at day’s end by the towel guy. Something strange was happening, and she did not want to believe that there was a sensible, reasonable explanation for it.

She followed the sound, heading toward the bow of the boat. She found a door marked “emergency exit” that led to a companionway, and she climbed the stairs. She pushed the door open and stepped onto the silent recreation deck.

The poolside chairs had been stacked neatly, their cushions stacked beside them. Nets covered the swimming pool and the jacuzzis—a safety precaution, she suspected. The cruise line didn’t want a drunken passenger falling into a pool and drowning. The water in the swimming pools surged back and forth with the rolling of the ship, overflowing the pool and washing across the deck.

She circled the pool, peering behind the stacks of deck chairs, searching for wolves. There were lights beside the pools, lights on the ship’s railings. Beyond those circles of light, the ocean was dark. When Susan looked over the rail, the only light came from the moon and the cold, distant stars. The ship had seemed so large in New York harbor. Now it felt tiny, insignificant in the vastness of the ocean.

The dark ocean surged and swelled. So much darkness, all around them. Unknown territory, she thought. Terra incognita. She sympathized with the ancient mapmakers who had drawn dragons in the unknown seas. There could be dragons out there, lurking just beyond the limits of her vision. There could be sea serpents below the waves hiding in the darkness of the deeps.

When she was in the bar, in the dining room, in her stateroom, she felt like she was in a resort hotel, as safe as she was on dry land. But out here—where the wind tousled her hair and the stars gazed down with chilly indifference—out here, she could feel the power of the ocean.

It was terrifying—and at the same time, it was fascinating. So many possibilities. So much to explore. So much unknown territory. That was what she loved in Max’s books, in Mary’s books. The sense that something wonderful or terrible might be waiting just around the corner. You could find a gold ring and talk with dragons. You might walk through a gate in a garden and find yourself caught up in a battle between the owls and the ravens. (A woman did that in Mary’s book, The Owl Kingdom.) You might experiment with a Mobius strip and get caught in a dream that circles around and around, never letting you go. A man did that in Max’s book, A One-Sided Story. You might fly across the galaxy or live among the wolves. Anything could happen.

This was all Max’s doing, she thought. Worlds that Max had created were bleeding through into the reality of the cruise ship. Max had opened a door and strange things were coming through.

Susan walked carefully beside the swimming pool with its sloshing water, a miniature imitation of the ocean around them. She was drunk and she knew it. She was very careful.

She heard the wolves again, howling in the distance. Above her, always above her. An exhilarating sound, the sound of mystery, the call of adventure.

She climbed the stairs that led from the recreation deck to the observation deck. When she was halfway up the stairs, the howling fell silent and she heard a rattling sound—like claws scratching against the deck surface. But when she reached Cyclops’ Lookout, it was empty. She listened for the wolves, and heard nothing. Only the wind of the ship’s passage as it traveled across the face of the deep.



FIFTEEN


	“You’re not looking for adventure?” The pirate laughed. “That’s no guarantee of a comfortable life. Perhaps adventure is looking for you.”

	—from The Twisted Band

	by Max Merriwell



Tom stopped by the security office after dinner. On his desk, he found a note from Ian: “I’m meeting Pat and Susan in Aphrodite’s Alehouse for a nightcap—want to join us?”

	Tom was tired, but restless. Dinner had been tedious. Susan, Pat, and Ian had been absent, Max had been quiet. That left Charles Rafferty and Bill Carver, supported by their wives, to dominate the conversation. They discussed, at great length, the quality of the wine list on various cruise lines. Charles had worked up quite a head of steam over the selections of merlot available on the Odyssey—apparently his educated palette required more than four choices.

Tom decided that a nightcap might be just what he needed. He headed for the bar.

	Aphrodite’s was noisier than usual; the crowd seemed drunker than usual. Tom watched a waitress carry a tray filled with flaming drinks to a group of ladies at a table near the stage. Some new invention of the company, no doubt. Tom couldn’t keep track of all the cocktails served aboard the Odyssey—silly things with umbrellas and strange names like Juno’s Revenge and Cupids Sting.

Tom spotted Ian, Pat, and Max deep in conversation at one end of the curving bar and went to join them. “Hello, Tom!” Ian called as Tom approached. “Pull up a stool.”

Tom looked around for Susan. Perhaps she had stepped into the ladies room. He pulled up a stool.

Max looked up from his brandy snifter. He had been quietly drinking brandy at dinner, as well.

He looked rumpled and sleepy, Tom thought. He was not wearing his usual tweed sports coat, having finally surrendered to the tropical heat. He wore a knit polo shirt from the ship’s boutique and he did not look entirely comfortable in it.

“Max was just telling us about a dream he had last night,” Ian said.

“Strangest thing,” Max said. “I dreamed I was in the ship’s library and I saw a novel titled Adventures in Time and Space with Max Merriwell. I took it from the shelf, but before I could open it, I woke up.” He shook his head.

“Who was the author?” Pat asked.

Max shrugged. “I don’t know. I didn’t look.”

Tom watched the waitress carry another tray of flaming drinks to the table by the dance floor. “What is that drink?” he asked Ian.

“A Flaming Rum Monkey,” Ian said. “It’s a drink your friend Susan suggested to Frank.”

Tom took advantage of the opportunity. “Where is Susan, anyway?” he asked.

“Frank said she stepped outside with her friend Mary,” Ian said. “Maybe half an hour ago.”

“A Flaming Rum Monkey?” Max said. “I didn’t think that drink really existed.”

“She left with Mary?” Tom continued, not willing to stop for Max’s interruption. “A woman with short dark hair?” Ian nodded. “That’s what Frank said.”

“I saw Susan on the promenade on my way in,” Max said. “She was alone then.”

Tom nodded. “Thanks,” he said. “I’ll go look for her.”

As he walked away, Tom heard Max say, “I’ve always wondered what a Flaming Rum Monkey tasted like. I made up the name a number of years ago. It’s Mary Maxwell’s favorite drink, you know.”

Tom walked the promenade that led around the ship. The night air was pleasantly cool, and he passed a few couples, but he didn’t see Susan or Mary. He was thinking about checking some of the ship’s other bars, when he got a call on his radio from one of the security staff. A woman was on Cyclops’ Lookout, the observation platform at the front of the ship. She’d been there for the past hour. Did Tom want to check on the situation?

He went.

The woman stood at one side of the observation platform, staring up at the sliver of a moon. The wind tousled her curly hair.

“Susan,” he said, and she turned to look at him.

“Hi, Tom. What are you doing out here at this hour?”

“Just checking up on things. Where’s your friend Mary?”

Susan shrugged. “Abducted by aliens,” she said solemnly. She was drunk, Tom thought. He wondered how many Flaming Rum Monkeys she had consumed.

“Ian said you left the bar with her.”

“I did. Then she disappeared. Abducted by aliens.” She was gazing at the horizon. “I heard some wolves howling and I came looking for them.”

“Wolves?” he said.

“They sounded like wolves,” she said. “I suppose they could have been drunken Clampers. There are so many possibilities.”

Tom leaned against the railing beside her. She wasn’t making much sense, but she seemed relaxed and cheerful and a little drunk. “So what are you doing up here?”

“Watching a UFO.” She pointed up at a blinking light crossing the constellation of Orion. “I figure it could be the aliens who abducted Mary.” She smiled, clearly joking.

Tom watched the blinking light in silence for a moment. “I could ask the navigator if he knows what it is. He pays attention to satellites and such.”

“You could do that. But if he doesn’t know, he’ll just explain it away. Swamp gas, he’ll say.” She watched the blinking light for a moment. “What do you think UFOs are?” she asked him.

Tom frowned at her. “What do you mean?”

“Some people think that they’re swamp gas. Some people think that they are filled with little green men who are coming to rescue us. Some people think they are filled with little green men who are coming to destroy us. What do you think?”

“Remember the other night when Max said that people lie,” Tom said. “I don’t think they always know that they’re lying. I think sometimes, people make things up and decide to believe in them.”

Susan nodded, staring out to sea. “Sort of like a dream that everyone agrees to believe in,” she said. “Sort of.”

She turned her head and studied his face. “Did you ever watch The Twilight Zone when you were a kid?”

The summer that Tom was ten years old, he had watched The Twilight Zone with his father every Thursday night. It had been reruns, all reruns, but his father had loved the show.

Tom’s father had been a plumber, a big, hard-working man with callused hands. Tom had two older brothers, but they had spent their Thursday evenings with friends, with girls, in the parks, on the street corners. Tommy had spent his days with friends, but on Thursday evenings, after dinner, he would sit with his dad on the battered brown sofa. He remembered it well.

He could hear his mother in the kitchen, washing the dinner dishes. His dad held a can of beer in one big hand, a cigarette in the other. Tommy could have had a glass of lemonade if he had gone into the kitchen to get it. But his mother would have put him to work—drying dishes, running an errand, something, anything. His mother thought TV was a waste of time. So Tommy stayed with his dad, laying low and hoping to escape her notice.

“Oh, this one’s a good one, Tommy,” he remembered his father saying. Every episode was a good one, according to Dad. Thinking about it now, Tom wondered about why his father—a practical man who worked hard for living—had had such an affection for the show. “The strangest things can happen, Tommy,” his father had said. “Anything is possible.”

Tom watched the blinking light that Susan said was a UFO. His father might have agreed with her. “Yeah,” Tom said. “I used to watch The Twilight Zone with my dad. He loved that show.” 

“Do you remember the part at the beginning,” Susan said. Tom smiled and mimicked the music of the theme song.

“Yeah, there was that,” Susan said. “Then Rod Serling would say, ‘You unlock this door with the key of imagination. Beyond it is another dimension.’ You remember that part?”

Tom nodded. “Sure. This door would come looming out of the darkness.”

“That part always made me shiver,” she said.

Tom remembered how the eerie music and the looming door had affected him. “That was a scary door. Not quite as scary as The Outer Limits, where they took control of your television set, but it was still scary. I can see why you would shiver.”

“It wasn’t just that it was scary.” Yes, Susan was definitely drunk, Tom thought. She was speaking with exaggerated care. She had the thoughtful air of someone who had drunk enough to make commonplace occurrences seem very profound. “That door made me think that anything was possible. I could step through the door and escape into somewhere strange and different. All I needed was my imagination.”

Escape, he thought. Maybe that was part of the attraction for his dad. Escape from work, from his nagging wife, from the day-to-day chores.

“My mother didn’t like me to watch the show,” Susan was saying. “She said I already had too much imagination. She said I didn’t need to watch that weird stuff.”

“But you watched it anyway?” When Tom was a kid, he had defied his mother at every turn.

She nodded. “Every chance I got.”

She fell silent, gazing out to sea. He watched her face. The wind caught her short hair, mussing it, but she did not reach up to try to push it back into place. He liked her new haircut. He liked this slightly drunk, much more relaxed Susan. He felt like reaching up and playing with her curls, but he fought the urge.

“Submitted for your approval,” Tom said, mimicking Rod Sterling’s measured tones. “A cruise ship, passing through the Bermuda Triangle. The vacationing passengers are looking for sunshine and relaxation. They don’t know that this vacation will take them into …” He paused dramatically. “… the Twilight Zone.”

“That’s all right,” Susan said very seriously. “Some of us don’t mind a visit to the Twilight Zone. What do you think will happen?” He shrugged. “Hard to say. But as long as all the meals are served on time, most passengers won’t even notice.”

She glanced at his face. “You’d notice, though. You and Max. You’re both always paying attention. Keeping an eye on everything and trying to make sense of it all.”

“It’s my job.”

“Even if it weren’t your job, you’d be paying attention,” she said. She stared at the waves. “Ian told me that Mary signed into the beauty salon as Mary Maxwell. I know the guy you’re looking for is Weldon Merrimax. What do you think is going on?”

He shrugged. “A couple of Max’s fans are having some fun,” he said.

“Do you really think so?”

He shrugged. “Best explanation I can come up with.”

“There are other explanations,” she said. “Suppose, just suppose, that those people really are Max’s pen names. Somehow they are …” She hesitated, then went on. “Somehow they are leaking through from some other dimension. Like on an episode of The Twilight Zone. What are you going to do about it?”

Tom kept smiling, willing to go along with the joke. She was so very sweet and so very drunk. “Well, I don’t see that I have to do anything, really. I can’t confirm that any crimes have been committed. Oh, there was one drink that didn’t get paid for, but that’s minor. Max is getting strange fan mail slipped under his door, but he told me that writers have to get used to that sort of thing.”

“Didn’t Weldon Merrimax cheat someone at poker?”

Tom raised his eyebrows. Ian had been talking. “Nothing illegal about gambling on board,” he said. “We’re in international waters. It’s against Company Policy, but all I can do is advise passengers of that.”

“Didn’t he stab Patrick Murphy?”

“As far as I can tell, no Patrick Murphy was ever on board. The man who reported that incident now says it never happened. So it’s tough to make much headway.”

She nodded. “Maybe it was just a dream,” she murmured. Tom studied her face. She was smiling, but her eyes were drooping, like the eyes of a tired child who didn’t want to go to bed just yet. “I’ll think about it more in the morning,” she said, stifling a yawn. “It’s past my bedtime.”

“Can you find your stateroom?” he asked. “I’ll just wander around until I find it.”

“I’ll escort you there,” he said. “No telling where you’ll end up if you get lost in the Twilight Zone.”

“No telling,” she agreed.

At her stateroom door, he said, “I’ll check on your UFO.”

“Okay,” she said. “See if you can find out what galaxy it’s from.” She closed the door behind her.

It was past Tom’s bedtime as well, but he still felt restless. He headed up to the bridge, figuring he’d see if anyone on duty knew what Susan’s UFO was.

The bridge was the highest point on the ship. A broad bank of windows offered a view of the observation deck below, the sun deck below that, and the dark ocean waters beyond them both. A light over the main control console spotlighted Michael, the officer on duty. Lights from instrument panels glowed brightly in the darkness. As always, a quartermaster kept watch through the windows. Lounging on a chair beside the quartermaster was Geoffrey, the ship’s navigator, a lanky Brit. All three men grinned when they saw Tom.

“Hello, Tom,” Geoffrey said. “You all done on the observation deck? I was planning to do my monthly sextant check and I didn’t want to interrupt anything.”

“Nothing to interrupt,” Tom said easily. “just having a pleasant chat.”

“About the moon and the stars,” Michael said. “I know where those pleasant chats lead.”

A little romance between passengers and crew was not unusual. Some officers made a habit of it, keeping an eye out for single women who might be open to a vacation fling. Tom had never taken advantage of such opportunities. He’d been involved with other crew members—with an Irish woman who worked in one of the bars, with a back-up singer in one of the shows. Nothing serious; nothing that lasted beyond a few cruises. But he had avoided any involvement with passengers.

Tom shook his head. “We were talking about an unidentified flying object crossing our bow. Maybe a satellite.”

“Where?” Geoffrey asked.

Tom stepped to the window beside the navigator. He scanned the sky, locating where the light had been and checking the area where he expected it to be. The blinking light had vanished. “No sign of it,” he said.

Geoffrey shrugged. “Must have been your imagination.”

Susan lay in bed, her thoughts swirling cheerfully, drunkenly. It had been such a confusing evening. She kept thinking about Mary Maxwell. She was just as Max had described her.

As Susan drifted to sleep, she thought about Max’s pseudonyms. It made sense that they would show up. Max had named them, Max had believed in them. So here they were. Just as naming the Flaming Rum Monkey had caused it to come into being.

It made sense. Not that hard-edged logical sense that Harry had always favored, but a fuzzy, intuitive sort of sense. The sort of thing that Harry would say made no sense at all. It made sense to her, and that was enough.

She fell asleep, soothed by Rum Monkeys, lulled by the gentle rocking of the ship. She dreamed that she stood on the recreation deck, surrounded by wolves.

The animals were all around her, but they weren’t paying any attention to her. They were exploring the area, sniffing the stacked deck chairs. One of them found a towel and picked it up; another grabbed the free end, beginning a tug of war that involved several animals.

A big black male pawed at one of the ropes that held a net over the swimming pool. When she stepped toward him, he looked at her expectantly, wagging his tail.

“You want to go swimming?” she asked the wolf. She always talked to dogs. The wolf kept wagging his tail.

She circled the pool, untying ropes. At the last rope, she hauled the net out of the pool and piled it on the deck. The first wolf was already in the water. Another joined him as she watched.

She sat on the deck by the pool, dangling her legs in the water and looking up at the stars. The UFO was there, a blinking golden light. She wondered whether there was a pattern to its blinking. Was it trying to tell herself something?

In her dream, she heard a sound—someone opening the door that led out onto the recreation deck. The wolves had already found the stairs at one end of the pool and gotten out. As she watched, they blended into the shadows. She wondered if she should go with them.

Pat opened the door to the stateroom quietly—but even so, she disturbed Susan. Susan did not wake, but she turned over in her sleep, leaving the dream behind. The wolves fled into the shadows. The recreation deck was empty.



BAD GRRLZ’ GUIDE TO PHYSICS

BAD GRRL CONSIDERS MAX MERRIWELL

Things are a little strange aboard the Odyssey. And the strangeness seems to center on our friend Max Merriwell, the man with too many names.

Earlier tonight, Frank Robinson, the bartender at Aphrodite’s Alehouse, made the world’s first Flaming Rum Monkey—a lovely, tasty, and dangerous drink. Frank invented this drink because a woman named Mary—the same Mary that Susan met in Hamilton—requested one. Mary told Susan this was a drink that didn’t exist. Mary had come up with the name and had decided to look for a bartender who could make one.

All well and good.

Then Max ambled into Aphrodite’s and asked what that flaming drink was. He seemed startled and pleased to learn that it was a Flaming Rum Monkey. “That’s Mary Maxwell’s favorite drink,” he said.

Strange. A woman named Mary asks for a drink that Max invented for a pseudonym named Mary. A product of the imagination takes on reality. The only question is: whose imagination was it? Max’s or Mary’s?

Then there is the matter of the Clampers and the elephant. Susan mentioned that Wild Angel describes a jailbreak involving a group of Clampers and an elephant. Tonight, the Clampers on board the Odyssey were celebrating some event from the Gold Rush involving a jail break with an elephant.

They weren’t at all clear on the details. I asked three of them and got three different versions of the story—all including an elephant, a jail, an orphan, and a lot of drinking, but differing in other respects.

Max told us that he made up the story about the elephant and the Clampers. And when he found out that the Clampers told a similar story as historical fact, he smiled and had another Flaming Rum Monkey.

Susan disappeared with her friend Mary; Tom went off in search of Susan; Ian and I stayed in the bar with Max, drinking Rum Monkeys and talking about coincidences and dreams. After Max went to bed, Ian and I stayed up, drinking Rum Monkeys and talking about the intriguing Mr. Merriwell.

As I jokingly told Ian earlier, Max lives in a vortex of potentialities. He spins around and flings out possible realities, inhabited by Mary Maxwell or Weldon Merrimax, populated by wolves and flying saucers. From what he told Ian, he’s been living alone in a Greenwich Village apartment for the past couple of decades. Plenty of time to generate possibilities.

And now these possibilities are manifesting themselves. Why?

After a few Rum Monkeys, Ian was claiming that all the strange events could be blamed on the Bermuda Triangle. I had had a few Rum Monkeys too. Under the influence, I proposed a more scientific explanation: Max is a man who is in touch with many potentialities. He ordinarily exists in a stable state, but something has destabilized the system.

I wonder if that destabilization has something to do with my friend Susan. I have always thought that Susan had more than her share of unrealized potentialities.

All properties of quantum entities or systems are emergent properties—things that are about to happen. That’s Susan in a nutshell. She’s loaded with emergent properties.

One other thing: when two quantum systems meet, their potentialities overlap to make a new, combined system that has different properties than either of the original systems. The whole is greater than the sum of the parts.

Could it be that the quantum aspects of Max’s life have met the quantum potentials of Susan’s and stirred up something entirely new? Could it be that I’ve had too many Rum Monkeys? Doesn’t matter. It’s bedtime. Here, for future reference, is the recipe for a Flaming Rum Monkey, courtesy of Frank Robinson, Mary Maxwell, and yours truly.

[image: FLAMING RUM MONKEY Put a teaspoon of brown sugar, a sprinkling of cloves, nutmeg, and cinnamon, and a teaspoon of coconut syrup (the kind used in piña coladas) in a warm mug. Add a little boiling water—just enough to dissolve the sugar. Let the mixture steep for a minute. Pour in two ounces of dark Jamaican rum and one ounce of dark crème de cacao. Fill the mug with boiling water and stir. Now for the flames! Put a pinch of brown sugar in a big spoon. Fill the spoon with 151 rum. To warm the rum, hold the spoon over the mug filled with the hot mixture. Light the rum in the spoon. Tip the spoon into the mug. The mixture in the mug will burn with a lovely blue flame. Don’t singe your eyebrows. Don’t burn your tongue. Blow out the flames and try a sip of your Rum Monkey. Hot, sweet, and touched with coconut. Enjoy your Rum Monkey and dream of possibilities. ]


	SIXTEEN


	“I thought I was safe,” Ferris said. “I didn’t realize …”

	“You find monsters where you least expect them,” Gyro said. “That’s just the way it works.”

	—from The Twisted Band

	by Max Merriwell



Tom woke up sneezing the next morning. He skipped his morning rounds and headed straight for his office. When he arrived, he was sniffling and wondering whether he could go back to bed. No such luck. He already had a dozen messages from the purser’s office. Passengers with cabins on the recreation deck had been complaining of strange sounds in the night. “Drunks outside my window howling like a pack of wolves,” one said. “Some idiots howling,” said another.

Wolves, Tom thought, remembering Susan’s drunken ramblings of the night before. A pack of Clampers, most likely. Tom checked the security log. The guard patrolling the recreation deck had found the net off the main pool, something that happened every now and again when some drunken passengers decided to go for a midnight swim. The guard had put the net back in place, checked the deck for any passengers, and found no one.

Tom went to the recreation deck. The sky was overcast; the sun was a hazy patch of light beyond the gray. It was unlikely that the passengers would be rushing to the pool, but Ernesto, one of the deck stewards, had just finished putting out all the deck chairs. When Tom hailed him, he was placing a fluffy white towel on each deck chair, preparing for an eager throng of passengers. Ordinarily, Ernesto was a cheerful fellow, but that morning he was not smiling.

“Good morning, Ernesto,” Tom greeted him.

“Not a good morning,” Ernesto said, shaking his head. “Not good at all.”

“What's the trouble?” Tom said, expecting to hear that passengers had been partying on the recreation deck the night before and had left a mess. It happened—drunken passengers, broken bottles, dirty glasses.

“Animals!” Ernesto said, scowling. “I don’t know what they were doing last night.”

Tom nodded sympathetically. “They left a mess, did they?”

More than a mess, apparently. It took a while for Ernesto to describe all the things that had been done. The pool was full of hair Ernesto showed him the pool filter. It was clogged with short white, gray, and black hairs. Ernesto showed him a towel that had been torn in several places.

Ernesto told him that someone had peed on the deck. “Not just in one place,” he said in an outraged tone. “But there and there and there.” He waved his hands to indicate several spots around the pool. The deck was wet where Ernesto had hosed it off. “There is a restroom just inside the door over there,” Ernesto said, waving his hand. “Just a few feet away. And that is not the worst of it.” Ernesto beckoned Tom to a nearby trash bag, opened the top, and gestured for Tom to look inside. In the white trash bag was a pile of what was unmistakably shit. Dog shit, by the look of it, from a very large dog. “Who would do such a thing?” Ernesto asked. “Animals!”

Tom had no answers for Ernesto. He told the irate deck steward that he would arrange for extra security staff on the recreation deck. He called the purser’s office and told them the same thing.

Drunks, he figured. A drunken party that broke up just before the security guard came through. A drunken party of older men who were shedding their gray and white hair. A drunken party of men who liked to tear up towels and had no compunction about where they peed.

Of course, that didn’t explain the dog shit. Tom shook his head and blew his nose. The head cold was making him feel slow and stupid. There had to be a reasonable explanation. Once or twice, a crew member had smuggled a pet on board: a kitten once, a toy poodle another time. But the turd in the trash bag hadn’t come from a toy poodle. That had come from a sizable animal, too big to be easily smuggled aboard.

Sure, it looked like a pack of wolves had been swimming in the pool and marking their territory on the deck, but that made no sense at all. There had to be an explanation, but he couldn’t come up with it just now.

That morning, he met with security staff and told them about the problems on the recreation deck. He told them about the dog shit by the pool and advised them to keep an eye out for dogs. He in creased the patrols on the recreation deck.

Not much else he could do.

Susan’s eyes felt gritty. She had woken that morning with a dull pain in her head, the aftermath of too many Flaming Rum Monkeys. Ibuprofen had reduced the headache to a distant sort of throbbing—still there, but far far away.

She didn’t feel quite herself. The rumble of the ship’s engines was a steady trembling in her bones; it set her nerves on edge. She felt the movement of the ship as it rose and fell on every swell, a subtle shifting that left her disoriented and uneasy. She wasn’t hungry—her stomach was unsettled.

She and Pat had skipped breakfast, stopping by Apollo’s Court just long enough to pick up some coffee. They hurried to the library for Max’s workshop and walked in a few minutes late. Max was already lecturing.

“Fiction is about people. As a writer, you use words to create people that live in your reader’s mind. When people read your story, they should believe in the characters you created. They should feel that they know these people.”

“How do you create people that the reader can believe in? You describe these people; you show how they react to events around them; you show them interacting with other people. These are all ways to make your characters real in the minds of your readers.”

Susan sipped her coffee, wishing she had a firmer grip on her own reality that morning. Her memories of the previous night were somewhat blurry. She vaguely remembered talking with Mary. She remembered talking with Tom about The Twilight Zone. The one thing she remembered quite clearly was drinking Rum Monkeys.

She blinked, aware she had lost track of what Max was saying. He was giving them a writing exercise.

“I want you to think back to the last time you witnessed an argument,” Max said. “It doesn’t have to be anything major—just two people disagreeing about something.” He paused, giving people a moment to think.

Susan remembered seeing Mary talking to Weldon in Penelope’s, gesturing angrily. That had been an argument, she thought. “Now think about why the people were arguing,” Max said. Susan frowned. She didn’t really know why Mary and Weldon were arguing. She didn’t know what Mary and Weldon were doing on board. There was so much she didn’t know.

She raised her hand timidly. “I don’t know what the people were arguing about,” she said. “I saw them arguing, but I didn’t overhear what they were saying.”

“That’s perfect!” Max said. “That gives you more room to play with. You can make up the rest.”

Susan nodded, doubtful but willing to try.

“As a writer, you need to think about why people do the things they do,” Max went on. “That understanding is important to creating convincing characters.” He leaned back in his chair, studying the group. “A cop once told me that there are really only three criminal motives: money, sex, and power. I would add a couple of other motives. Love—though if you’re feeling cynical, you can put that down as a subset of sex. Desire for fame—though some would say that’s a subset of power. Curiosity—that’s an important one in science fiction.”

He looked around at the class. “Now think about what motivated the people in your argument. The people may have very different motives, so it helps to consider each person separately. Take a moment, write the name of one person, and then write a little bit about his or her motives.”

Susan wrote “Weldon Merrimax” at the top of the page, then stared at the name for a moment. She remembered her own encounter with Weldon in the bar. He had seemed happy when he accused her of being a liar. Righteously angry and happy to be making her uncomfortable. “I used to tell fortunes for a living,” he had said.

She thought about what she knew of fortune-tellers. They preyed on people who were lonely and confused, weak and easily manipulated. She remembered what Max had told her about Weldon. Yes, she thought, he liked to manipulate people; he liked to feel superior. Under Weldon’s name, she wrote, “Weldon is motivated by power. He was trying to put Mary in her place.”

“Now consider the other person,” Max said. “Write down their name and their motive.”

“Mary Maxwell,” Susan wrote. Then she thought about what she knew of Mary. She loved adventure. She was curious about the world. But those didn’t seem like reasons she’d be arguing with Weldon. Susan thought about what she had told Mary about Weldon. She had told Mary that the security staff was looking for him because he might have stabbed Patrick Murphy. Patrick Murphy, Susan remembered, was a character in Mary’s novel.

Susan frowned. Mary was angry because Weldon had attacked Patrick Murphy. Under Mary’s name, she wrote, “Mary wants to protect her characters from Weldon. She is angry that he attacked Patrick Murphy.”

“Now that you have some idea of the character’s motivations,” Max said, “I’d like you to write a dialog between these characters. Just their words—you can fill in the rest later. In this dialog, the characters won’t say anything about what motivates them, but the reader should be able to figure out the power dynamic from the dialog. Give it a try.”

Susan looked at the page, then wrote. “‘You had no right to kill Patrick,’ Mary said. ‘No right at all.’”



SEVENTEEN


	You can’t expect an adventure to be tidy,” Gitana said. “If you could get home in time for supper; it wouldn’t be much of an adventure, would it?”

	—from The Twisted Band

	by Max Merriwell



After workshop, Pat and Susan went to the recreation deck. They sat in deck chairs beside the great oval swimming pool with its impossibly blue tile.

Susan felt detached, still absorbed by her account of the argument between Mary and Weldon. The deck of the cruise ship seemed unreal. The chrome railings sparkled in the sunshine. Children splashed in the water. People at the bar were laughing and talking. It was all terribly cheerful and wholesome.

They ordered lunch. “You look a little under the weather,” Pat commented. “Those Rum Monkeys are lethal. Oh, hey—you know what? Max claimed that he made up the name ‘Flaming Rum Monkey.’ He said it’s Mary Maxwell’s favorite drink.”

“Of course,” Susan said, nodding wearily. “Its all too weird.” After a moment’s hesitation, Susan said, “I probably shouldn’t tell you this. You’ll think I’m nuts.”

“That’s all right,” Pat said. “I already think you’re nuts. And my dissertation advisor thinks I’m nuts. So go ahead.”

Susan described her conversation with Mary. She told Pat she had heard wolves howling and had followed the sound to the observation deck. Tom had found her there.

Susan leaned back in her lounge chair, trying to remember all the details of her conversation with Tom. “I asked him about Weldon Merrimax and Mary Maxwell.”

“What did he say?”

“He said a couple of Max’s fans were playing a joke. I suggested that maybe those people were leaking through from another dimension.” Susan blushed, remembering that. “He was very polite about it.”

“He didn’t immediately say you were nuts? He must be in love.” Susan felt her face grow hotter still.

“Ah,” Pat said, studying her face. “So you didn’t just chat, out there on the observation deck under the stars.”

“We did just talk,” Susan said. “I pointed out a UFO and we watched that. But other than that, we just talked. He’s a very nice guy.”

“I see,” Pat said. “And I suspect he thinks you’re very nice, too, or he wouldn’t have been hanging out with you while you talked nonsense about Weldon Merrimax and Mary Maxwell.”

“He didn’t say it was nonsense,” Susan protested. “He just said he didn’t think any crimes had been committed. Do you think it’s nonsense?”

“No, but I study quantum mechanics, so you can’t go by what I think.”

“So what should we do?” Susan asked.

The poolside waitress approached, carrying a tray filled with drinks and food.

“I’m like Tom there—I don’t see that we need to do anything So I think we should eat lunch,” Pat said. She grinned as the waitress set her plate on the low table between their lounge chairs. “Don’t want to let these tentacles get cold.” Pat had ordered the fried calamari.

Susan made a face. “I don’t see how you can eat those things.”

“They’re very tasty,” Pat said. “I’ve always been intrigued by squid. When Max asked us to write about monsters, I wrote about a giant squid. I was terrified of them when I was a kid. When I was in third grade, I read an illustrated children’s book on sea creatures and there was this drawing of a sperm whale battling a giant squid. The whale had one tentacle in its jaws; the squid had wrapped the others around the whale’s head. I can still remember the giant squid’s eye, about the size of a dinner plate, gazing balefully from the page. I always figured the squid won that battle. The whale was bigger, but the squid looked so mean. For years I was afraid to go swimming in the ocean. I figured a giant squid would grab me and pull me under.” Pat speared a fried tentacle with her fork, lifted it and smiled. “I order calamari by way of revenge.”

As they were finishing lunch, Pat told Susan about her plans for the afternoon. “I’m going to go play Bingo,” she said with enthusiasm. She pulled out a copy of the Ship’s Log and pointed to the notice about the afternoon Bingo game in the Singing Sirens Theater. “Want to come?”

“No thanks.”

Pat possessed an infinite capacity for enjoying odd pastimes. In the past, Susan had accused her of choosing to participate in impossibly boring activities for the exclusive purpose of making fun of them later. Pat had not denied the charge. She had merely defended herself by saying that she was fascinated—in an anthropological sort of way—by human behavior.

“What are you going to do, then?” Pat asked.

“Maybe just sit here and read Max’s book,” Susan said. She had brought along a copy of There and Back Again and she was looking forward to reading it.

Pat shook her head sadly. She gestured at the Ship’s Log. “How can you resist all these opportunities to be entertained?”

Susan shrugged, smiling. She had scanned the Ship’s Log the day before. The activities it offered seemed to fall into four categories: self-improvement (aerobics classes), sales opportunities (wine tasting in the Ithaca Dining Room), attempts to match up singles (learning the “cha-cha” from Lisa), and manufactured social activities (bingo, Ping-Pong tournament, Scrabble in the games room). A few activities fell into more than one category—the skin care seminar promised self-improvement and also, she was sure, would include a sales pitch.

“Will power, I guess,” she said. Pat left Susan to her book.

The hero of There and Back Again was Bailey Beldon. Bailey was a norbit—that being the name adopted by those who lived in the Asteroid Belt. A happy, home-loving bachelor, Bailey lived in a comfortable, cozy, hollowed-out asteroid. One day, he found a message pod that had lost its way. A mysterious adventurer named Gitana and a group of sibs from the Farr clone, the galaxy’s largest, richest, and most famous clone family, came to claim the message pod. The message pod held an invaluable commodity—a partial map of the wormholes that were used in interstellar travel.

That’s where Bailey’s adventure began. The norbit was swept up on a quest that carried him far from his comfortable home, in search of the rest of the map.

It was a wonderful yarn. Bailey had survived several adventures and had just reached the temporary safety of Farr Station, home of the group of clones, when Susan realized that she was cold. The sun had vanished beneath a solid gray blanket of clouds; a cool wind was blowing. The children had abandoned the pool and the bar was almost deserted.

Susan closed her book and headed for the library. During workshop, she had noticed a number of comfortable-looking easy chairs, and she thought she would curl up in one of them.

A hand-lettered sign on the library door read: “Three o’clock: Children’s Story Hour.” Susan read the sign and smiled. When she had worked in the library, story hour had been one of her favorite times. She had loved to read aloud and had loved listening to other librarians read to the kids. There was something so soothing about listening to a familiar story read aloud. Susan stepped inside, anticipating a treat.

The library was in considerable disarray. Jody was there, along with half a dozen other youngsters, ranging in age from four to seven. The kids were playing some kind of game that seemed to involve taking all the cushions off the upholstered chairs and building a fort. Two little girls were having a tug of war over one cushion and bickering loudly. A little boy in a red T-shirt and overalls was bouncing on a chair from which the cushions had been removed. They were all, Susan thought, at that cranky, nasty, sleepy stage that so many kids reach when they haven’t had a nap.

Cindy, the member of the cruise staff who had introduced Max, was standing to one side, looking desperate.

During Max’s talks, Cindy usually sat in the back and looked bored. Susan thought she was rather rude. Cindy never did any of the writing exercises that Max proposed; she just stared out the window.

Now, she looked like she was on the ragged edge of panic. She held a book in one hand and she waved the other hand ineffectually at the kids. “Let’s all sit down, shall we?” she said. “I’ll read you a nice little story.”

“We don’t want to hear a nice story,” Jody said, speaking loudly to be heard over the bickering girls. “I’m building a house for little monsters.”

Cindy looked like she might either burst into tears or start screaming about little monsters. Susan decided she should intervene before Cindy lost it. She strolled up to Cindy.

“What are you going to read?” she asked, taking the book from the young woman’s hand. It was There and Back Again, by Max Merriwell.

“Max said it would be good to read to kids,” Cindy said.

“This isn’t a kids book,” Susan said, frowning. She thought about what she’d read so far. Parts might be a little over the kids’ heads, but nothing was really objectionable. She looked up from the book and noticed that Jody was listening. “In fact,” Susan continued, “I don’t know if you should read this book to these kids.”

Cindy looked startled. “What do you mean? I thought …” Susan interrupted before Cindy could say that she thought it was a nice book. “It’s by that guy who knows so much about monsters,” Susan said. “Jody’s met him. It might be too scary for these little kids” Jody had looked up from the fort she was building. “Are there monsters in it?” she asked Susan.

Susan nodded slowly. “Yeah, there are. And lots of other stuff that would be too much for such little kids.” The girls had stopped fighting over the cushion to listen. “A book like this could give these kids nightmares,” Susan said to Cindy.

“It’s not too much for me,” Jody said stoutly.

Susan gave her a considering look. “I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe you could handle it. But these little kids …” She waved a hand at the others.

“I’m not little,” shouted the boy in overalls. He had stopped bouncing on the chair. “I’m four.”

“I’m four and a half,” proclaimed one of the little girls. Suddenly everyone was shouting his or her age and insisting on the right to hear this scary story.

Susan allowed them to persuade her. “Well, I suppose I could read some of it,” she said.

“Yeah!” said the little boy. “Read the part about monsters.”

“I’ll sit here and read.” Susan replaced a cushion on a chair and sat down. “Do you guys want to sit on the floor or on the chairs?” The question established that they would all sit, but gave them a choice about where they sat. “Everybody find a seat and then I can start reading.”

Cindy—looking startled and grateful—helped the kids get settled. Jody curled up in a chair; the two little girls made a nest of cushions on the floor; the boy in overalls sat cross-legged on a cushion, like a meditating monk.

Susan read the first few chapters, describing Bailey’s adventures.

It was a fine book to read aloud. She particularly liked the section where Bailey and his friends were almost captured by the Trancers, a space-going cult that trapped interstellar travelers with music, playing irresistible tunes that made people dance ’til they dropped.

Bailey helped the Farrs escape and make their way to Farr Station. At that point, Susan looked up from the book and glanced at her watch. “I think that’s all we have time for today,” she said.

The smaller of the formerly bickering girls looked up from her nest of cushions. She had, Susan thought, been napping for the past hour. “I want to hear more about Bailey,” she murmured sleepily.

“I’m still waiting for the monsters,” Jody said.

“That’s it for today,” Cindy said, looking toward the door where another member of the cruise staff had appeared. “Here’s Trudy to take you back to the Kid Zone for snacks.” And all the kids trooped off with Trudy, into the foggy afternoon.

“Thanks so much for helping,” Cindy said. “They were going to trash the place and eat me alive when you came along.”

Susan smiled at her. “It was fun,” she said. “When I ran story hour at the public library, I learned that there’s an art to rounding up kids and getting them to settle down. The first rule is: Never tell them you are going to read a nice story. They don’t want to hear a nice story. Tell them you’re going to read something totally unsuitable for children. That’s what they want to hear.”

“I thought you were serious when you were telling me it wasn’t a kids’ book,” Cindy said.

Susan shrugged. “It isn’t. They won’t get parts of it. But that’s okay. I’ll read ahead and make sure there aren’t any sex scenes coming up.”

Cindy nodded, looking relieved. “I don’t usually run story hour. Usually, the librarian does that. But she quit when we were in New York, and we’re shorthanded. I’m doing it so Trudy can get an after noon break.” She picked up There and Back Again from the table where Susan had set it down. “I guess I’ll start tomorrow from where you left off.”

“You’ll need to remind them a bit about what has happened so far,” Susan said. “Summarize the story, touching on the high points.”

Cindy nodded, but Susan thought she looked a little nervous.

“If you like, I could stop by again and make sure you get off on the right foot,” Susan said.

“That would be wonderful,” Cindy said. “I could sure use your help.” She frowned. “But you’re a passenger and I really shouldn’t let you.

“I want to,” Susan said. It was true. She did want to. She wanted to keep reading about Bailey. Though she could read the rest of the book to herself, it would be much more fun to read it to the kids.

Cindy nodded, returning Susan’s smile. “If you want to, I can’t stop you.”

Susan headed for the door, leaving Cindy straightening up the library In an easy chair right next to the door, she saw an elderly woman, sitting in the shadows. As Susan approached, the woman stood up.

“Such an interesting story,” she said.

“I’m glad you liked it,” Susan said, smiling.

The woman in the shadows was very old. Her hair appeared to be naturally gray, a contrast to the bleached blue-white hairdos that seemed to be favored by many of the older women on the Odyssey. She wore no makeup and when she smiled at Susan, her face creased into a labyrinth of laugh lines and wrinkles. She wore a loose silk tunic over baggy silk trousers. On the front of the tunic was a spiral, painted in gold.

The tunic and pants could be a sort of cruise wear, Susan sup posed. Gold paint seemed to be popular on cruise wear. But the old woman’s outfit looked far more comfortable than any of the cruise wear in the Odyssey boutiques. The golden spiral had been beautifully painted with a single stroke of a brush.

Susan thought the spiral on the woman’s tunic was a lovely coincidence. The pataphysicians, a fascinating group of philosophers featured in There and Back Again, used the spiral as their symbol.

“I thought the story you were reading did an admirable job of describing Pataphysics,” the woman said. “The College of ‘Pataphysics is so frequently misunderstood.”

Susan was startled. “Wait,” Susan said. “I thought ‘Pataphysics was something Max made up.”

“Max?” the woman asked.

“Max Merriwell, the author of the book I was reading.”

“I’m afraid I don’t know the man. But Pataphysics has been around for years and years. And Max did a lovely job of talking about it. So few people understand our philosophy.”

“I see,” Susan said, a little confused.

“So many people think it’s a kind of joke.” The old woman shook her head. “But that’s not it at all. In fact, only a pataphysician is capable of complete seriousness. Pataphysicians take everything seriously. Absolutely everything. According to the Pataphysical Principle of Universal Equivalence, everything is just as serious as everything else. A battle to the death, a game of Scrabble, a love affair—all are equally serious.”

Susan nodded. A character in There and Back Again had said something similar. “People confuse playing with not being serious,” Susan said slowly, quoting from There and Back Again. “But pataphysicians are very serious about their play.”

“Exactly,” said the old woman, beaming at Susan. “We are playing the infinite game—where one plays simply in order to continue to play.”

“That sounds like the way my friend Pat Murphy thinks about life,” Susan said.

The old woman’s smile grew even broader. “Your friend is named Pat Murphy. How lovely. That’s my name, too. And she’s quite right. Everyone is playing the infinite game. The pataphysical privilege is being aware of the infinite game that we are all playing. Perhaps your friend is a pataphysician.”

Susan shrugged. “She’s a physicist,” Susan said. “She studies quantum mechanics.”

“That’s just a short step from Pataphysics,” Ms. Murphy said. “Pataphysics is the science of imaginary solutions. Members of the college have noted that every event arises from an infinite number of causes. When scientists attribute cause and effect to a situation, they are basing that attribution on an arbitrary choice. That is where the imagination comes in. Scientists exercise their imaginations to choose a solution that fits the facts as they see them, valiantly trying to pin down one point of view as ‘real.’” Ms. Murphy shrugged. “We feel that attempt is both heroic and misguided. In the College of Pataphysics, we welcome all scientific theories. They are all quite lovely and equally valid. We take all theories equally seriously.”

“Well, I don’t know if Pat would go along with that,” Susan said. The old woman smiled. “As a physicist, she has accepted that light is sometimes a particle and sometimes a wave. She can accept that an electron investigates many possible realities. It’s not so far from that to understanding that the idea of truth is the most imaginary of all solutions.”

Susan laughed. “You sound like you understand a bit about quantum mechanics,” she said.

“Yes—it’s an area of study that members of the College find quite interesting. Quantum mechanics, philosophy, and the overlapping areas between them.”

“I haven’t read much philosophy,” Susan admitted.

“You really must,” Ms. Murphy said. “It can be wonderfully enlightening, in a ponderous sort of way. Take, for example, the nineteenth century philosopher Hans Valhinger, who extrapolated from Kant’s epistemology the notion that all of our concepts—including those involved in both science and morality—are nothing more than useful fictions. I’m quite fond of that one.”

Susan smiled politely, not wanting to be drawn into a discussion of German philosophers. “It’s been a pleasure meeting you,” she told Ms. Murphy. “I’ll suggest to Pat that she investigate the possibilities of Pataphysics.”

“I think that would be a fine idea,” the old woman said.



EIGHTEEN


	“Every now and then, I find it very useful to get lost,” Gyro said. “I find out the most interesting things that way.”

	—from The Twisted Band

	by Max Merriwell



At the entry to the dining room, Susan and Pat stopped to admire the latest fruit sculpture.

“It’s an edible Solar System,” Pat said.

The sun was a cluster of candles, burning brightly in the center of the bed of ice. The planets were suspended on wires in a line that extended from the sun to the center of the dining room. Mercury was a hazelnut; Venus, a green plum. Earth had been carved from a turnip, with its oceans painted on in blueberry juice. Mars was a dusty red, ripe peach, and the asteroids were raisins. Jupiter was carved from a watermelon; Saturn was a cantaloupe, with rings formed of thin golden slices of melon, attached to the planet with skewers. Neptune was a honeydew melon, cool and green in the distance. Beyond Nep tune was Pluto. Susan could see that distant planet, but could not make out details of its composition. The shadows of the fruit planets spun majestically on the distant wall, wavering in the candlelight.

While they were admiring the planets, Ian came up behind them. “How are you ladies this evening?” he asked.

“This is magnificent,” Pat said.

Ian nodded. “Antonio is quite an artist. He did it in honor of the new show in the Singing Sirens Theater.”

“What’s the show?” Susan asked.

“It’s called Space Odyssey,” he said. “I haven’t seen it myself. But I’ve heard that it includes a very impressive flying saucer.”

The others were already at the dinner table, except for Tom, whose seat was empty. Ian informed the group that Tom had a nasty cold, and wouldn’t be joining them that evening. Susan felt a little guilty about that. She figured Tom must have caught cold when they were out on the observation deck, talking about UFOs.

Dinner was dull without him. Alberta went on at some length about the day’s Scrabble tournament. “Bill and I won quite handily,” she said. She very proudly described her strategy for arranging for a triple word score for a word that used an “X.”

Then she started in on the new show in the Singing Sirens Theater. “As a science fiction writer, you really should see it,” she told Max. “It has a wonderful flying saucer.” As near as Susan could tell from Alberta’s description, the show was a bunch of variety acts cobbled together around a love story between a spaceship captain and a beautiful alien woman. It included singing, dancing, a magician, a juggler, and a flying saucer that landed in the middle of the stage.

After dinner, Pat talked Susan into attending the show with her.

“It sounds kind of lame,” Susan said.

“Oh, I’m sure it’s completely lame,” Pat agreed. “So lame that it has to be entertaining. We’ve got to see the flying saucer.”

When Susan said nothing, Pat went on. “I figure we can sit through just about anything for an hour and a half. How bad could it be?”

Half an hour later, when women wearing silver-sequined bikinis, silver tap shoes, and bobbling antennae were dancing in front of a painted backdrop of glow-in-the-dark stars, Pat leaned over and whispered to Susan. “I shouldn’t have asked.”

Susan squirmed in her seat. The theater was too warm and the stuffy air reeked of perfume. She had been trying to imagine a dance number in which bobbling antennae might be an asset, rather than a liability. She had not succeeded. “I don’t know how much more I can take,” Susan whispered back. “Have you had enough yet?”

“I’ve got to stay until the flying saucer lands.”

Susan considered this, weighing the possible excitement of the flying saucer against the known tedium of the dancing and singing. “If you have to escape, go ahead,” Pat continued. “I’ll meet you back at the room.”

The woman just ahead of them turned and gave them a dirty look. Apparently their whispering was interfering with her enjoyment of the antennaed dancers. Susan touched Pat’s arm and pointed to the exit, indicating that she intended to make her escape.

Outside the theater, Susan breathed a sigh of relief and considered the best route to take back to her stateroom. It was three decks up, directly above her. She could walk half the length of the ship to reach the centrally located elevators, then retrace her steps. Or maybe she could find a shortcut. She was walking down the corridor toward the elevators when she noticed a door marked “emergency exit.”

Remembering Mary Maxwell’s observation that doors marked “emergency exit” opened into companionways for the crew, Susan pushed the door open. Sure enough, it led to a landing, from which painted steel stairs led upward and downward. A shortcut.

She headed up without hesitation. Her shoes clanged on the metal stairs, and the sound echoed off the bare walls. The hum of the ships engines was louder in the companionway; there was no carpeting to muffle it.

The landing where she had entered had been brightly lit by an overhead fixture. One flight up, a similar fixture was overhead, but the fluorescent bulb was flickering, providing a dim, intermittent illumination.

Just as she reached the landing, the light went out. Suddenly, it was dark. Not pitch-black—a little bit of light filtered down from the landing above, but only a little. She could barely make out the stairs in the darkness.

Good thing she was on a landing, she thought. A door let off the landing and she opened it, assuming it would take her into a passenger area. But it didn’t. Rather than opening into a carpeted corridor, the door led into a service corridor, with painted metal walls and painted metal underfoot. It was lit by an overhead fluorescent light that flickered and buzzed. There was a service cart stacked with cleaning equipment parked by one wall, a few boxes of toilet paper on the floor beside the cart.

She hesitated for a moment, then decided to see where the corridor led. How wrong could she go? At worst, she would have to retrace her steps. She stepped through the door and started down the corridor.

The overhead light fixture hummed on a high note that was audible even through the rumble of the engines. The light was dim, and the corridor was even darker ahead. The air was stale, as if this corridor had been closed off for a long time.

Susan hesitated, peering into the darkness, then decided that perhaps she should go back. Nothing wrong with a little adventure, but she didn’t like the look of this place. No point in being stupid.

She returned to the door that led back to the landing and tried to turn the knob. It didn’t turn. She tried again. No luck. The door had locked behind her.

She’d have to find another way out. No problem, she thought, though her heart was pounding faster. It might take her a little longer, that was all. But when she turned to face the dark corridor, the light fixture made a crackling noise and went out, leaving her in complete darkness.

The corridor was silent, except for the sound of her own breathing. In the sudden darkness, she heard a sound—the rasp of metal scraping against metal—coming from somewhere in the corridor. She shivered in the darkness.

There was nothing to be afraid of, she told herself. She was just letting her imagination get the best of her. But she couldn’t help remembering her account of the monster in the darkness, sharpening a knife. It was silly to think about that.

But even as she tried to reassure herself, she was blaming herself for being there. She shouldn’t have come this way, she thought. She knew better than to try to take a shortcut. She always got lost. And getting lost could be dangerous, no matter what Mary said.

She could hear her own breathing, feel her heart pounding. This is ridiculous, she thought. She was scaring herself. It was just her imagination. But she smelled something rotten in the darkness. She swore she could hear stealthy movements coming closer.

“Is someone there?” she asked. She tried to sound matter-of-fact, but her voice trembled. 

No answer. She fumbled in her pocket and found the squeeze light that she had purchased in Bermuda when she was concerned that there might be another blackout. Just luck she had it in her pocket. The bulb glowed, creating a tiny pool of bright light.

She saw a flicker of movement outside the circle of light. She shone the light around, but saw nothing but dark walls, dark floors. “Who’s there?”

No answer. She faced the darkness, holding the light in front of her, but she reached behind herself to rattle the door knob again. It would not open. “Help!” Susan called. She pounded on the door with the hand that wasn’t holding the flashlight. “Open the door!” she shouted, hoping that someone might be on the stairs, someone might hear her. “Help!”

She tried the knob again and it turned suddenly in her hand. The door opened. She almost fell onto the landing, but clung to the doorknob for support. Regaining her footing, she turned and slammed the door behind her, leaning against it and waiting for the sound of someone on the other side of the door.

All was quiet. After a moment, she turned to face the person who had opened the door. “Thank you,” she began. “I got locked out …” Her words died. In the dim light that filtered down from the landing above them, she recognized the man who was studying her.

Weldon Merrimax. She stared at him in disbelief. “You sounded like you needed a hand,” he said.

“Yes,” Susan said, her voice weak. “Yes, I suppose I did.” She straightened up, standing with her back to the door.

“So what’s in there?” he asked, glancing at the door behind her. “What had you so scared?” He studied her, his eyes cold and appraising.

“The light went out,” she said. “That’s all.” She shook her head, not knowing what else to say. She didn’t want to talk to this man. She was afraid of him.

“Scared of the dark?” he asked, smiling as if he liked the idea. Susan shrugged.

“Nothing wrong with being scared of the dark,” he said. “It’s a sensible attitude, if you ask me. I think that’s the first big lie that parents tell their kids. ‘Don’t be afraid of the dark,’ they say. ‘There’s nothing to be afraid of.’ What bullshit. There are lots of things to fear.” He raised his eyebrows, still smiling at her. He looked like a rattlesnake, contemplating a mouse. “You step into the darkness and you don’t know what might happen,” he said, his voice still soft. “Anything could be out there.”

“My imagination got the best of me,” she said. “That’s all.”

“That’s all?” His smile broadened. It wasn’t a nice smile. “I wouldn’t discount your imagination. The imagination is a very powerful thing.”

“I’ve got to be going,” she said, starting up the stairs.

“Oh, don’t rush off,” he said, walking alongside her. “I’m glad I ran into you. I think we got off on the wrong foot the other day. I have a bone to pick with Max, and I took that out on you. I just don’t like Max taking credit for my work.”

She kept walking.

“All those books you think are so bleak. Those are mine, not Max’s. You understand that?”

She didn’t answer. She reached the landing and pushed open the door. She breathed a sigh of relief as she stepped out into a carpeted corridor. She was in a public area one deck below the Calypso Deck and her stateroom. She could hear the music from the Lotus Eaters’ Bar.

The man was still beside her. She stared at him, feeling more confident now that she was in a well-lit passenger area. She was trying to think of a way to contact Tom. “What do you want?” she asked him. “Why don’t you leave me alone?”

“How well do you know your Bible?” the man asked her.

She blinked, startled. She hadn’t read the Bible since she stopped going to Sunday school in sixth grade.

The man went on without waiting for an answer. “Do you remember where Satan came from. You know that story?”

She frowned. “He used to be an angel, then he was cast out,” she said slowly.

“He was called Lucifer, the light-bearer. He was cast out because he had the balls to challenge the Creator by setting up a throne for himself, for thinking he was as good as the Creator. That was something God couldn’t take. So God cast Lucifer into the pit.” The man studied Susan with a level stare. “It’s a question of who is going to be the Creator, that’s all.”

“I don’t understand …”

“You don’t want to understand,” the man said, his voice laced with contempt. “And I’m afraid I don’t have time to explain it all to you. I’m rearranging things a bit, so that they’re more to my liking—that’s all.” He turned away, heading back into the companionway. He glanced over his shoulder. “By the way, when you see Max, tell him I’d like to talk to him.” The door swung closed behind him.

Susan ran to the bar and asked the bartender to call security. “Hurry,” she said. “Tell them I just saw Weldon Merrimax.”

A security guard named Don came to the bar and rushed out to search the companionway, but Weldon was gone.



BAD GRRLZ’ GUIDE TO PHYSICS

CONSIDERING THE COLLAPSE OF THE WAVE FUNCTION AND THAT DAMN CAT

If you’ve been following me so far, you know that quantum physics describes a world of many simultaneously existing and sometimes contradictory possibilities. An electron orbiting an atom can be, simultaneously, in more than one place.

It really can. Trust me on this. Experiments have shown that the same electron is in two places at once. However—and here’s the tricky part—the minute you try to measure the electron’s whereabouts, all those potentialities collapse into a single actuality.

The easiest way to describe all this is to use Schrodinger’s cat, a beast I find annoying but impossible to avoid.

Schrodinger’s cat is a thought experiment. Let’s get that straight at the start so that I don’t get nasty letters from cat lovers. No one has actually performed this experiment with a cat. This is a theoretical cat—the brainchild of one Erwin Schrodinger, winner of the 1933 Nobel Prize for Physics.

So here’s the imaginary experiment. Suppose you have a cat—let’s call her Fluffy. You put her in a sealed, soundproof box. You plan to keep Fluffy in this box for exactly one hour. There’s plenty of oxygen in the box; Fluffy won’t run out of air. But you have also placed in the box a Geiger counter and chunk of radium that emits gamma rays. Over the course of an hour, the radium has a probability of exactly 50% of tossing out a subatomic particle (a process known as radioactive decay).

Considered from the quantum mechanical point of view, the radium atom is in a superposition of decaying and not decaying with a 50% likelihood of doing either. Considered quantum mechanically, two realities exist: in one, the radium atom has decayed; in the other, it has not.

In the reality where the radium decays, the Geiger counter clicks. When this happens, a device breaks a flask that releases a poisonous gas that kills poor Fluffy.

In the reality where the radium does not decay, the Geiger counter doesn’t click, and everything is OK. In that reality, Fluffy is fine.

Here’s the part that tweaks the physicists. The radium atom is in a quantum mechanical state of superposition. It is simultaneously occupying two realities: decaying and not decaying. Since Fluffy’s survival is linked to the state of the radium atom, the cat is also simultaneously occupying two realities: alive and dead. It is not that the cat is definitely alive or definitely dead and you just don’t know which is true. It’s weirder than that. Until you open the box and observe the system, the atom and the cat are in both states at the same time the cat is oscillating between life and death.

Weird, huh? This is what makes my fellow physicists get twitchy. Strange behavior on the part of an electron or an atom is annoying enough. But Schrodinger’s cat allows the weirdness of an electron to manifest itself on the macroscopic scale. You’ve got a cat that is simultaneously alive and dead—until you sneak a peek.

When you take a look, all the potentialities collapse to a single actuality. Physicists call this “the collapse of the wave function.”

We know that the wave function collapses whenever we physicists try to measure or observe a system. The act of looking influences the system we are observing and causes all those lovely potentialities to become a single actuality. Open the box to look at the cat, and bingo—the cat is alive or the cat is dead.

Why should observation change a system? No one knows. Theoretical physicists call this the “measurement problem,” and the whole thing has made lots of physicists terribly uncomfortable.

People have come up with some lovely theories to explain the measurement problem. The most popular among physicists is the theory proposed by Niels Bohr, one of Schrodinger’s contemporaries. Bohr said that you can’t describe a system unless you measure it, so you can’t even talk about what it looks like between measurements.

As far as I’m concerned, Bohr’s interpretation avoids all the interesting questions. It’s sort of like he threw up his hands in disgust at the whole mess and just decided not to deal with it.

Then we have the Wigner Interpretation, proposed by physicist Eugene Wigner. Most physicists don’t like this one much, but I love it. Wigner suggests that when someone looks at a system, their consciousness influences the system. The mind of the observer attempting to measure or observe the system triggers the collapse of the wave function.

Another theory I rather like is the Many Worlds Interpretation, first suggested by H. Everett in his Ph.D. thesis at Princeton and later developed further by physicist B. de Witt. This one ducks the question of what triggers the collapse by saying that there really isn’t a collapse when someone makes a measurement. All the potentialities are realized as actualities, Everett said, but they exist in different universes, all branching out from the original point. There’s a separate universe for every possible outcome.

Most physicists don’t like this theory much—it smacks too much of science fiction. But Everett’s approach offers some real advantages. Mathematically, it’s solid—I can show you how Schrodinger’s wave equation (developed by the same Schrodinger who came up with the cat conundrum) correctly describes the quantum mechanical state of the universe as a whole, including all of its branches.

As I mentioned before, my Ph.D. thesis deals with a mathematical model that connects Wigner’s theory and the Many Worlds theory, showing that consciousness is what determines how and when the universe branches.

Maybe you’re wondering what all this has to do with the Odyssey and Max Merriwell and my friend Susan. Could it be that Max has generated a mess of branching potentialities? If so, are we headed for the collapse of the wave function, where all these potentialities col lapse into a single reality? If that’s the case, will the reality when they collapse be our own? Or will the world as we know it cease to exist?

Or is the Everett-De Witt Many Worlds theory right? Do all these branching realities coexist, parallel realities that occasionally overlap?

I confess: I’m very curious about the answers to these questions. I think it’s time to work out the math.



NINETEEN


	“You never know what’s going to be on the other side of the door,” Gitana said. “But you know you have to open it. Or you would wonder for the rest of your days.”

	—from The Twisted Band

	by Max Merriwell



The next morning, Susan woke early. Leaving Pat sleeping soundly, she went to Circe’s Kitchen, on the chance she might find Max having breakfast. Luck was with her and he was there. His notebook was on the table in front of him, but it was closed. He waved when he saw her.

“Good morning, Max,” she said. “Do you mind if I join you?”

“I’d be delighted to have your company. Please—sit down.”

An overhead lamp cast a warm golden glow over the table; the air was scented with coffee. Though the restaurant was warm, Susan felt cold. Outside the window, the sky was overcast; the ocean waves were the color of lead—gray and impenetrable. Hard to believe that this dark water was connected to the sparkling, turquoise blue seas off Bermuda.

She ordered breakfast—bacon and eggs, coffee, toast—while trying to figure out how to broach the subject of Weldon Merrimax. But before she could, Max started talking.

“I found another note under my door this morning,” he said. He took a piece of ship’s stationery from his notebook and offered it to Susan.

She unfolded it. Another hexagram: five broken lines, topped by a solid line. Printed under the hexagram in the same angular handwriting as the first note was one sentence: “The dark lines are about to mount upward and overthrow the last light line.”

“That sounds ominous,” she said.

Max frowned. “Not necessarily. Considering darkness to be evil is a very Occidental perspective. Darkness isn’t necessarily evil. There is always fluctuation between the dark and the light. The moon waxes and wanes; the sun rises and sets. The bright and the dark; the firm and the yielding; the yang and the yin.”

Susan found herself remembering Mary Maxwell’s discussion of dragons. “I met Mary Maxwell night before last,” she said. “After drinking Rum Monkeys.”

“Really?” Max didn’t seem surprised. “I quite like Mary. She’s a wonderful person.”

Susan stared at him. “She’s a real person then?”

Max shrugged, looking uncomfortable. “It’s best not to examine these things too closely. It’s all part of the creative process. Tricky stuff, that.”

Susan shook her head. “I met Weldon Merrimax last night.”

Max frowned. “Oh, that’s too bad.”

“He’s real, isn’t he?” she asked.

Max sighed. “That’s a very difficult question, Susan.”

“Seems simple enough to me.”

“Might as well ask whether light is a particle or a wave,” he said. “It’s both, you know. Though not at the same time.”

“What is going on, Max?”

Max stared down at his coffee for a moment, then said, “You have to consider the power of names. To summon a demon, one needs to know its name. To activate a golem, one writes the name of God on its forehead. Names are very powerful.”

He looked up and met her eyes. “Mary Maxwell—the name came to me so easily, almost an echo of my own name. I dreamed of her and she told me stories. It was quite lovely.”

He sipped his coffee and frowned. “I should have stopped there. That would have been best. But that fall, my agent suggested I write a crime thriller. It was a dreary autumn and the garbage men were on strike. All Manhattan stank like a Dumpster. I was in a bleak mood and I thought of Weldon Merrimax. Another echo of my name; a joke, really. I told my agent and he laughed. That night, I dreamed of Weldon Merrimax, an angry man obsessed with money and power. We talked, and he told me about crimes he had committed, about cons and swindles and frauds. He seemed to like talking to me. I listened and I wrote the first Weldon Merrimax book.”

Max looked out the window at the gray ocean waves. “There’s a question writers joke about. People always ask, ‘Where do you get your ideas?’ As if we had a clue. Oh, I can tell you bits and pieces of the process—someone mentioned this which led me to think about that and so I put these things together with a story from the New York Times and ended up over here. But where did Mary and Weldon come from? I don’t know. I made up the names and invented the characters—or did I? Maybe they were already out there, waiting to be found. Maybe I called them up by invoking their names.” Max shrugged. “Does it matter?”

“But what’s going on now?” Susan asked.

“Well, I’m working on a new book,” he said. “Writing a novel always involves a bit of turbulence.”

Susan stared at him. “A bit of turbulence?” she repeated.

Max shrugged. “It’s part of the creative process,” he said. “The subconscious isn’t a tidy place. I’ve been sleeping badly and I haven’t been dreaming.” He shrugged. “But I’m sure it will all work out.”

“Weldon Merrimax said he wanted to talk to you,” Susan said. “He said he was rearranging things so that they’d be more to his liking. He talked about God and Lucifer and said it’s a question of who is going to be the Creator. He said to tell you he wants to talk to you.”

“And so you have.” Max did not seem perturbed. “That was the right thing to do.”

“But what are you going to do?” Susan asked. “I think you need to talk to Weldon.”

“Do I? I have nothing to say to him.” Max shook his head. “If Weldon wants to sneak around leaving cryptic notes, that’s his business. I’ll just ignore him.”

Max reached out and tapped a finger on the note in her hand. “The lower trigram is K’un, representing receptivity and the earth. The upper trigram is the mountain, which keeps very still. The superior man will wait quietly, avoiding action.” Max folded his hands in front of him, smiling. “I believe that’s the course the I Ching recommends.”

“But he’s very angry,” Susan said.

Max did not reply. He glanced at his watch. “You know, we’d better hurry or we’ll be late to class.” He smiled at her. “Just relax. There’s nothing to worry about.”

Somehow Susan didn’t believe him.

Susan returned to her stateroom before workshop, figuring she would wake up Pat. But when she got there, Pat was already in the shower. The dressing table was covered with sheets of notebook paper and the notebook paper was covered with equations.

As Susan closed the stateroom door, the sound of running water stopped. A moment later, Pat stepped from the bathroom. She was wearing one of the white terry cloth robes and toweling off her hair. “What have you been up to?” Susan asked her, waving a hand at the drift of notebook pages.

“I ran into Ian last night, after the show. We got to talking about the weird stuff that’s been going on. I came up with a theory to explain it, and I’ve been working out the math.”

“The math?” Susan said, baffled.

“It’s Everett’s Many Worlds Interpretation with a few extra spins suggested by Roger Penrose’s work. The influence of the conscious mind on the quantum state, that is. I can show you the math, if you like.”

“That’s okay,” Susan said quickly. “Maybe you could just give me the overview.”

“I figured I’d tell Max about it after workshop,” Pat said. “Maybe we could all have lunch. I bet Ian would be up for it.”

Though they hurried, they arrived at workshop late. Max was already lecturing.

“An important aspect of a story that beginning writers often forget is point of view. Who is telling the story? Whose eyes are you seeing the world through, whose perceptions are filtering the information you provide? You can tell the same story from two different points of view and get two very different stories.”

He talked for a while about possible points of view. Susan didn’t take very good notes. She was distracted. Every time a jogger ran past the window, she glanced in that direction, thinking it might be Weldon Merrimax.

“Now let’s try an exercise,” Max said. “Earlier on, you wrote about monsters. I asked you to write a scene where your monster was just out of sight. Today, we are going to try something a little different. I mentioned that writers have to get to know their monsters. One way to learn about something is to observe it from the outside. But as a writer, that’s not enough. You need to know your characters inside and out.

“So here’s what I want you to do. Imagine yourself standing by a closed door. It can be any kind of door you like: a spaceship airlock, a garden gate, the front door of your own home. You hear something at the door and you know that there’s a monster on the other side. The monster wants to come in.”

“I want you to write a scene from the point of view of that monster. You have to be the monster. Think about what the monster wants, what the monster needs.” Max was silent, giving them all a chance to think. “Now I want you to write a scene from the monster’s point of view.”

Max waited while everyone got out notebooks and pens. As usual, Alberta had a question: “Does it have to be the same monster I wrote about before?”

“That’s up to you. It could be a little different. You’re getting to know your monster, and the version of it that you see today may be a little different from the version you knew a few days back.”

Susan stared at the page. She didn’t have to work too hard to imagine standing by a door with the monster on one side. She remembered the night before. But which monster should she choose to be: the monster in the dark or the monster who was Weldon Merrimax?

She thought about the dark corridor. She imagined herself as a monster, crouching in the darkness, watching a woman try to open a door. The door wouldn’t open. The monster could smell the woman’s sweat, the scent of fear. The woman was staring wide-eyed into the darkness, waving a silly little flashlight around. The woman was rattling the doorknob, calling out for help. Then the door opened and the woman was gone, rushing out of the darkness, slamming the door closed.

The monster was alone in the darkness.

“Think about how the monster feels,” Max said. “What does the monster smell? What does the monster hear?”

How did the monster feel? “The monster felt strong,” she wrote. “The monster could still smell the woman’s fear. The monster breathed deeply, enjoying that scent. Such a foolish, weak woman, the monster thought.

“The monster could hear voices from the other side of the door. The woman’s voice, high-pitched and trembling. Another voice, a man’s voice.

“The monster went to the door and leaned against it. He did not push on the door—he didn’t want to open it. He didn’t want to go into the light, where she could see him. He liked it in the shadows and the darkness.

“He could hear her frightened voice—what a lovely sound. It would take so little to make her scream. She would cry out and ask for mercy. That would be good.

“Women were weak, the monster thought. He loved that about them. Such lovely playthings—they broke so easily.

“He smiled in the darkness, leaning against the cold metal door. The voices were moving away. The monster could hear the sound of footsteps on metal stairs, fading in the distance. The woman was gone.

“That didn’t matter, the monster thought. He was patient. There would be other chances. No need to hurry.”

At the end of class, Ian showed up at the back of the library. Pat waved to him, grabbed Susan’s arm, and hailed Max before he could leave. “I thought maybe you would join us for lunch,” she said. “I was hoping to talk to you about quantum mechanics and a few ideas I had.”

Max looked a little startled, but nodded. “Of course,” he said. “I’d be delighted.”

They went to Penelope’s for lunch and found a table by the window. Outside, the sky was still overcast. The ocean was a restless surging gray.

As soon as they ordered, Pat pulled out her sheets of equations, set them on the table, and launched into an explanation of her theory. “You know, of course, about Schrodinger’s cat,” she said.

Max nodded. “Yes, of course. Any science fiction writer worth his salt knows about Schrodinger’s cat.”

Pat glanced at Susan, and she nodded. Pat had explained the theoretical beast to her long ago.

“Now there are many explanations of what happens when you open the box, look at the cat, and find out it’s either alive or dead,” Pat continued. “You’ve got two potentialities—two different realities, if you will, superposed on each other. Then you take a look and you’ve only got one. Or do you?” Pat paused dramatically, glancing at Susan, then Ian, then Max. No one spoke.

“Not necessarily,” Pat said at last. “Some have proposed that both realities continue to exist. In one, you are looking at a dead cat; in another, you are looking at a live cat. Two versions of you; two versions of the cat; two different realities. Each reality splits again and again, creating many parallel lines, each following its own course, branching repeatedly.”

Max nodded. “Science fiction has done a great deal with parallel realities.”

“Not just science fiction, Max,” Pat said. “Physics, too. Everett and De Witt worked out the math.” She tapped a finger on a series of equations on the topmost sheet. “But I’ve always had a problem with their theory. They postulate parallel realities, but no mechanism by which these realities are connected. If there are parallel realities, I think there must be a means of interconnecting them.

“That brings us to the work of Eugene Wigner,” Pat said, “In an attempt to settle on what exactly caused potentialities to resolve into realities, Wigner proposed what is now known as the Wigner Interpretation. He suggested that the agent of this action was the mind of the observer. The conscious human mind influenced potentialities and brought about the collapse of the wave function, resolving all the possibilities into one reality.”

“Now suppose for a moment that the parallel realities of Everett’s theory could be connected by the action of the conscious mind, as suggested by the Wigner Interpretation. Consciousness provides the link between the parallel realities. The question I’m wrestling with now is—how does this link occur?”

“Through dreams.” Susan spoke without thinking. Everyone looked at her. She bit her lip and ducked her head. “Just a thought,” she muttered.

“Sure,” Ian said. “In dreams, people from one reality visit other branches.”

Pat blinked, startled at this contribution. “That’s a possibility,” she said slowly. “I don’t know how to represent that mathematically, but it’s an interesting idea.”

“Ordinarily the connection is through dreams,” Ian went on. “But maybe, when conditions are right, people from other realities can actually cross over into this one. Like maybe in the Bermuda Triangle.” Ian grinned at Pat. “Do you think that’s possible?”

Pat frowned. “I don’t know.” She tapped on one of her equations. “I mean—take a look here. There’s a significant energy barrier between the parallel realities.”

Ian kept his gaze fixed on Pat. He liked the ideas more than the math, Susan thought. “I don’t know much about this,” he said, “but what about the possibilities of quantum tunneling.” He glanced at Susan and Max. “Quantum particles that should be confined to one area by an energy barrier sometimes show up elsewhere, as if they tunneled through the barrier rather than jumping over,” he explained. “That’s quite a stretch,” Pat said, frowning at her equations.

“Equating a person with a quantum particle.”

“A virtual person,” Ian said. “Like a virtual particle.” Again he glanced at Susan and Max. “Virtual particles are always popping in and out of the quantum vacuum,” he told them.

“What’s the quantum vacuum?” Susan asked, struggling to keep some kind of a grip on the conversation.

“It’s the sea of potentiality that underlies everything in the universe,” Pat said. “And Ian’s right—virtual particles are always popping out of it, then disappearing again.”

Max chuckled. “There’s a lovely idea for a novel somewhere in there,” he said cheerfully. “I’d say science fiction is ready to incorporate a little more quantum mechanics.”

“Oh, it’s not science fiction,” Pat said. “The pressure exerted by virtual particles was measured experimentally back in 1996 by a fellow at Los Alamos. They’re really out there.”

“So a virtual particle pops into existence and then disappears again,” Max said.

“Usually,” Pat said. “But sometimes a virtual particle can stay on this side of reality. That happens if it collides with a real particle and steals its energy. Then the particle that was robbed disappears and the virtual one becomes real.”

Susan gave up on trying to make sense of the equations and glanced at Max. She was startled to see that the writer looked concerned. But Pat had returned to her equations. “I suppose quantum tunneling is a possibility,” she said. “Look here.”

Ian leaned over to consider the equation.

Susan arrived in the library just a few minutes after the kids got there. She had rushed off, leaving Max with Pat and Ian, considering Pat’s incomprehensible equations.

With Cindy’s help, Susan got the kids settled relatively quickly.

They were ready to hear more of Bailey’s adventures.

She read the next couple of chapters, in which Bailey and his friends were captured by Resurrectionists, a group of space pirates who harvested human brains and nervous systems and used them in the construction of cyborg systems. Bailey’s friends escaped, but Bailey was left behind to face a monster in the hold of the Resurrectionist ship.

The Rattler had once been human, but the Resurrectionists had dismantled her body and given her a new one of an original design: half organic, half mechanical. Rattler’s spinal column stretched the length of a metal frame, supported by magnetized wheels, protected by the burnished steel carapace that housed her organs. She had half a dozen eyes set on stalks that swiveled, like the turret eyes of a chameleon. Metal arms equipped with mechanical claws extended from the front and sides and back of the frame.

Susan wet her lips. She had finally reached the part about monsters, and she found it a little disturbing. She glanced at her audience. Jody was paying close attention, eyes wide and fascinated.

The Rattler had escaped the Resurrectionists’ labs and lived in the hold of the ship. She was more than a little bit mad. She hated the Resurrectionists, but she had developed a hatred of their human victims as well. She knew that they had something she lacked, something that the Resurrectionist had stolen from her during her reconstruction. She wanted to take Bailey apart to see if he had what she needed.

Susan found herself thinking of the monster that she had written about, the one that lurked in the darkness and threatened women who had ventured out where they shouldn’t be. It seemed that her monster shared some attributes with the Rattler. With an effort, Susan kept her attention on the story she was reading.

Bailey was a resourceful norbit, and he managed to escape the Rattler. With the aid of a cyborg spaceship, he rejoined his friends and went to the planet Ophir where he met the Curator, an elderly woman who collected alien artifacts. Susan was startled to read the Curator’s name: Pat Murphy.

Susan glanced up and saw Trudy, waiting in the doorway to reclaim her charges. “Hey, kids, storytime’s over.”

“But wait,” Jody said. “We have to find out what happens next.”

“You’ll find out tomorrow,” Trudy said briskly. “But Halloween is almost here and it’s time to make Halloween costumes.”

On her way back to her stateroom, Susan passed Aphrodite’s Alehouse. As she walked by, she glanced through the door and saw Max at the bar, drinking alone.

She hesitated, then stepped inside. The bar was quiet—just a few people at the scattered tables. “Hey, Max,” she called. “I was just reading There and Back Again to the kids at story hour. They love it.”

Max looked up from his glass of brandy. “That’s nice,” he said. She sat down on the bar stool beside him. He had the relaxed look of a man who had been drinking steadily for a while. He took another sip of brandy.

	“I was surprised you had another character named Pat Murphy,” she said. “There was a Patrick Murphy in Wild Angel. And in There and Back Again, the Curator was named Pat Murphy.”

Max shrugged. Susan got the impression he wasn’t really paying attention. “Its a common enough name,” he said.

“I met an old woman named Pat Murphy yesterday who looked just like the Curator. I talked with her about Pataphysics.”

Max sipped his brandy but did not reply. Frank Robinson, the bartender, came over. She thought he looked relieved to see her. “So nice to see you,” he said. “I thought Max could use some company. What would you like to drink?”

“Just sparkling water, thanks.”

While Frank was filling her glass, Susan asked Max, “Do you have any idea why there’d be a pataphysician named Pat Murphy on board?”

Max shook his head, staring down at his glass of brandy. “I have no idea,” he said. “Unless it has something to do with the quantum vacuum.” He looked up and met her eyes. “I’ve been thinking about the quantum vacuum,” he said slowly. “Considering its implications. I’ve been telling Frank about it.”

Frank looked, Susan thought, a little spooked—like a man who has been listening to ghost stories in a dark room. Not convinced, but not entirely comfortable, either. “Max has been telling me that everything in the universe is just ripples,” Frank said to Susan.

“That’s what Pat said,” Max muttered. “Patterns of dynamic energy. Shifts and tweaks in the underlying field. Nothings permanent; everything’s changing. It’s a great cosmic dance of changing realities. And that’s all right with me. No surprises there. But I don’t like that business of virtual particles becoming real. She says that can happen. A virtual particle can steal the energy of a real particle and become real. I don’t like the sound of that.”

Susan frowned. “He's talking about quantum mechanics,” she told Frank. “It’s all stuff that’s too small to see. It’s not like it’s the real world or anything.”

Max raised his eyes to meet Susan’s. “That’s not so,” he said earnestly. “Quantum mechanics is at the heart of everything. The particles that make up everything in the universe are just tweaks in the field of the quantum vacuum. This bar …” He thumped on the polished teak. “This glass …” He tapped his brandy snifter and make it ring softly. “You. Me. We are all made up of particles that are just tweaks in the quantum vacuum.”

Frank shook his head, looking at Susan. “I’m just a simple bartender and it sounds like fairy tales to me.”

“The quantum vacuum is empty of things, a blank, a featureless void,” Max went on. “It’s empty of things, but it’s filled with potentialities. Like a blank page, filled with possibilities, waiting to be called forth. Weldon Merrimax, Mary Maxwell, Max Merriwell—so many possibilities.”

“Some possibilities are more real than others,” Susan said. “This bar, this glass, you, me—we’re really here.”

Max shook his head, gazing at her owlishly. “Just tweaks in the vacuum,” he said. “Called up in dreams. Always changing.” He swayed on his stool. “Nothing you can count on.”

“I wonder if you might want help Max get back to his cabin,” Frank suggested softly.

Max could walk, though Susan had to hold his arm to keep him on course. He fumbled in his pocket for quite a while, but managed to find his cruise card and use it to open his stateroom door. Then he muttered something about getting ready for dinner, and lay down on his bed. She covered him with the blanket from the foot of the bed and left him snoring quietly.



TWENTY


	“What is the best defense against murder?” the woman asked the pataphysician.

	Gyro looked up. “Of the nineteen strategies for defense,” he said, “the best is running away. Or, more simply, not being there is the best defense.”

	—from The Twisted Band

	by Max Merriwell



The real trouble didn’t start until later that evening.

Dinner was relatively civilized. Charles dominated the discussion by complaining bitterly about the weather. Charles seemed to hold Tom responsible for the cloudy skies, asking repeatedly when Tom thought it would clear up. Tom was still recovering from his cold. He had to keep asking Charles to repeat himself, telling Charles that his ears were stopped up.

Charles was perfectly willing to repeat himself. Susan was impressed that Tom managed to remain so calm, explaining patiently that the weather was not within his jurisdiction as security officer. Charles went on to talk about how much better the weather had been when they had cruised with another cruise line.

After dinner, Tom disappeared—heading for bed, Susan hoped. There was a party scheduled for the Atrium. At about ten o’clock, Susan, Pat, and Ian stood on the second level of the Atrium, gazing down at a towering pyramid of champagne glasses that sparkled in the overhead lights.

Ian explained the workings of the champagne fountain to Pat and Susan. At midnight, champagne would be poured into the top glass, until it cascaded over the rim to fill the glasses below. When those glasses overflowed in turn, they would fill the glasses below them. Eventually, every glass in the pyramid would be filled with champagne. 

“So what happens between now and midnight?” Susan asked. “We’re in for some spontaneous, organized fun,” Ian said. “First, there’s a limbo contest. Then the winner of the limbo contest will lead a conga line, dancing to the music of the Twisted Band.” Ian gestured to the dance floor, where a guitarist, a sax player, and a steel drum player were setting up their equipment. “Then, for the grand finale, the winner of the limbo contest will be the first to pour champagne into the fountain.”

“This should be interesting in an anthropological kind of a way,” Pat said. “The limbo contest will be a hoot, and the Bad Grrl can make fun of it all later.”

Susan shook her head. All through dinner, she’d been wondering how Max was doing. For the first time that afternoon, the writer had seemed genuinely concerned about what was going on aboard the Odyssey. She couldn’t manage much enthusiasm for a limbo contest. “Let’s go down to the dance floor where we can see better,” Pat said.

“You go on,” Susan said. “I’ll just watch from up here. Maybe I’ll go for a walk.”

It took a little persuasion, but eventually Pat and Ian headed for the dance floor, leaving Susan by herself. It had been a long day, beginning with her breakfast conversation with Max about Weldon, the power of names, the I Ching, and the creative process.

She watched Pat and Ian make their way down the spiral staircase, through the crowd of passengers in evening dress, and to the edge of the dance floor. It was easy to follow Pat’s progress; her brilliant blue hair stood out in the crowd.

On the dance floor, Gene Culver had the microphone and he was encouraging the crowd to dance the Macarena, which blared over the loudspeakers. The people on the dance floor had begun to dance in a self-conscious sort of way.

Susan surveyed the crowd and spotted someone she recognized: the elderly Ms. Murphy who had known so much about Pataphysics. The dancing spread, moving outward from the dance floor into the rest of the room. Viewed from above, it was a staggering spectacle of gyrating hips and waving hands as bald men in tuxes and ample women in sequins danced with enthusiasm. As Susan watched, Ms. Murphy headed toward the doors that led to the Promenade. Susan watched her for a moment, then caught a glimpse of someone else moving purposefully through the dancing crowd.

Weldon Merrimax was following Ms. Murphy as she headed toward the door. There was something ominous about his concentration on the woman. The elderly woman didn’t know she was being followed. It didn’t look good.

Susan looked for a security guard, but didn’t see one. She looked for a way to get down to the Promenade level and intercept Ms. Murphy, but the spiral staircase was crowded and the dance floor was worse. She hurried to the glass elevators, but there was a crowd waiting there. Glancing to one side of the elevators, she spotted a door labeled “Emergency Exit.” Without hesitation, she opened the door and headed down the service companionway, passing a startled looking waiter carrying a tray of drinks. “This will take me to the Promenade level, won’t it?” she asked.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, and she hurried past before he could stop her.

Jason Jacobs, the leader and songwriter for the Twisted Band, watched the limbo contest with thinly disguised loathing. He did not belong here, he thought. It was a cruel set of circumstances that had brought him to the Odyssey.

He had been working on a graduate degree in anthropology at the University of California at Berkeley and playing music in his spare time. A scout for a record company had heard Jacobs’ band playing at a San Francisco club. The scout had been extravagant in his praise of the band. He’d bought them drinks, promised them a record contract, said that they’d be an overnight success.

At that time, Jacobs hadn’t been getting along very well with his dissertation advisor. Jacobs’ dissertation dealt with the patterns of rhythm and melody that appear in ritual situations. He had studied the music used in Inuit shamanistic ritual and Voodoo ceremonies, Hopi dances and the gospel tunes sung in charismatic Christian sects.

In his study, Jacobs had found that certain patterns of rhythm and melody affect the human nervous system, inducing trance states that lead to the internal physiological repetition of the rhythm. Jacobs had become fascinated with these rhythms, incorporating them into his own music. His advisor had suggested that he might spend his time more profitably documenting his findings in the literature, rather than dabbling in pop music.

So the day after his meeting with the scout, elated and hung over, Jacobs told his dissertation advisor that he was fed up with the university’s chickenshit attitude and he was moving on.

He had planned to take the music world by storm. But the scout was fired by the record company and no one else at the company seemed particularly interested in Jacobs’ band. The band had landed a few club gigs, but that hadn’t been nearly enough to pay the rent.

The sax player had a friend who knew someone who worked for Odyssey Cruises. And the steel drum player had heard rumors that London clubs were more receptive to new talent than the American clubs. One thing led to another and all those things led to this: Twisted Band was playing on the Odyssey, en route to London. And here he was, watching a buxom lady in a purple velvet gown and a white-haired lady in sequins limbo for the honor of leading a conga line.

The song that Jacobs had selected to play for the conga line that night was a new composition that incorporated the rhythms and melodies of ritual music. Jacobs surmised that this song, which he had titled “Dance All Night,” would serve as a superstimulus for dancing. The crowd would not appreciate the artistry behind the composition, Jacobs reasoned, but at least it would get them to dance. That would make the cruise line happy, which would be useful if the band needed to arrange for a ride back to the States at some future date.

Jacobs watched the end of the contest. The white-haired woman—remarkably limber for her age—wriggled under a bar that was a good two inches below the buxom lady’s best.

Gene Culver announced the white-haired woman as the winner, holding her arm aloft like the referee at a boxing match. Then he announced that Twisted Band would play an original dance tune, composed just for the conga line.

Twisted Band began to play, starting with a simple rhythm line on the steel drum. The guitarist echoed the rhythm, adding a simple, repetitive melody. The sax joined in, and then Jacobs began to sing:

Sunbeams

Moonbeams

Nothing is the way it seems

Your dreams, My schemes,

Dancing through the night.

One chance to dance

Don’t leave it to circumstance.

A trance, A dance,

Dreaming through the night.

The white-haired lady who had won the limbo contest beckoned to an elderly man in a tuxedo. He clasped her sequined waist and followed her lead. Another couple quickly joined them.

The service companionway had led to a kitchen area, from which Susan found her way to a passenger corridor that paralleled the Promenade. She was hurrying along the corridor, looking for a door that led outside, when she looked out a window. Her view was partially blocked by a stack of deck chairs, piled into a corner for the night. Beyond the chairs, she caught a glimpse of two figures in the shadows. She stopped, torn between the need to find a way out and the desire to see what was going on.

Was it Weldon Merrimax and Ms. Murphy, struggling in the darkness? Or just a honeymooning couple, necking in the shadows. Susan caught no more than a fleeting glimpse of the figures before they moved and were hidden by the chairs.

She rushed down the corridor. At the far end, she finally found a door that led out onto the Promenade.

Outside, the air was cold—a sharp contrast to the overheated air of the corridor. A layer of low-lying mist hid the waves; the ship seemed to be sailing on clouds.

Susan dashed back to where she had seen the shadowy figures. She found the stack of chairs beside a window, but no one was there.

Under normal circumstances, Ian did not dance. But the circumstances in the Atrium were not normal. It was strange how this music got into your head, he thought. Stupid words, but a catchy tune, and the rhythm seemed to be a part of him—as if his heart were beating in time to the music.

The white-haired lady had led the conga line in a circle around the dance floor, then off into the crowd. As Ian watched, a man set his champagne glass on the tray of a passing waiter and joined the end of the line, hands on the waist of a young woman in silver lame. A matronly woman in an evening dress laughed, set her champagne glass on the edge of a potted plant, and joined the end of the conga line, hands on the waist of the young man.

“Come on!” Pat called. She was heading for the conga line, clearly planning to join in the dance. A little startled by her enthusiasm, Ian followed.

The music was very loud—Ian realized it wasn’t just the music from the band. People were singing along with the vocalist. He found himself singing, too. Strangely, he didn’t feel at all self-conscious about it. “Your dreams, my schemes, dancing through the night.”

He tried to stop singing, but the music wouldn’t let him go. The beginning of the conga line was moving out the doors that led onto the Promenade deck. He followed the others, dancing out into the cool air. He felt like he could dance forever.

Tom stood on the second level of the Atrium, surveying a scene of wreckage and confusion.

He had been asleep, laid low by the antihistamine he had taken, when a panicky call had wakened him. Don, his second in command, shouted over a pounding rhythm. “Tom! I need your help in the Atrium. The dancing …” Don was interrupted by a crash that sounded like breaking glass. “The dancing is out of control.”

“What the hell …? Dancing?” Tom said. The phone went dead in his hand. He had dressed immediately and rushed to the Atrium.

The band was playing an idiotic, repetitive song and someone had cranked up the volume, filling the Atrium with pounding sound. People were dancing, but it wasn’t the usual, civilized, cruise-ship sort of dancing. No, this was your drunken, frat-party kind of dancing that leaves destruction in its wake.

A conga line circled the shattered remains of the champagne fountain—a heap of sparkling glass fragments, a puddle of champagne, and a half a dozen overturned champagne bottles. The conga line continued up the spiral staircase and out the double doors onto the Promenade deck.

The music was loud enough to penetrate Tom’s stuffed up head, but just barely. Tom was too tired, the music was muffled by the cold. He could ignore it.

It was a party gone out of control. The dancing passengers were not actively engaged in any acts of destruction—Tom imagined that the champagne fountain was an accidental casualty. Even so, the cruise line did not approve of this sort of spontaneous fun. Fun, on the Odyssey, was an organized activity. Cruise-ship fun was sometimes silly, but that silliness was in the control of the cruise staff. This silliness was way out of control. It was Tom’s job to restore order without, in any way, upsetting the partying passengers.

He looked for his security staff. There was Don, dancing in the conga line. There was Fred, also in the line. This just wasn’t right.

Tom headed down to the stage to stop the music. He glanced around, searching for Gene Culver as he approached the band. He figured he would ask the band to bring this tune to a graceful end, then let Gene take over. But there was no sign of the cruise director. 

None of the band members noticed when Tom joined them on the small elevated platform that served as a stage. The guitarist was staring into space, his eyes glassy and unfocused. The steel drum player continued the rhythm without hesitation, even when Tom stood in front of him and ordered him to stop. The sax player had his eyes closed; he kept playing the simple melody, over and over. The vocalist did not look at Tom, even when he tugged the micro phone from the man’s hand.

Tom jumped down from the platform and unplugged the band’s microphones. Unamplified, the pounding of the rhythm lost its driving urgency. The shuffling of hundreds of dancing feet drowned out the unamplified music. But the people kept on singing.

Tom grabbed the radio on his belt and called the bridge. “Sound the horn,” he asked the officer on duty. “Three long blasts.”

Susan heard people singing, heard the rhythmic shuffling of dancing feet. Coming toward her on the Promenade, dancing through the fog, was a white-haired woman in sequins, followed by an elderly man in a tuxedo, followed by a buxom woman in velvet. As Susan watched, more dancers appeared from the fog, a seemingly endless line of singing, dancing people.

These did not look like the sort of people given to excessive dancing. As they approached Susan and passed her, she noticed that many of them were sweating heavily, even in the cool night air. One man’s hairpiece had come loose; it was half off his head, revealing a large bald patch—but he was oblivious, singing cheerfully and dancing with enthusiasm.

The words they were singing made no sense—something about dreams and schemes and dancing—but the tune was catchy. Susan found herself tapping her foot in time, caught by the rhythm.

As the dancers passed her, she spotted Pat and Ian in line and blinked. Pat was clinging to the waist of a paunchy, bald man and singing happily. She saw Susan and grinned at her. “Come on!” Pat called. “Join the dance!” just then, the ship’s horn blared, cutting through the music, drowning out the words and the rhythm.

In the Atrium, Tom watched as the people in the conga line faltered, missing one step, then another. The guitarist blinked and looked around. The sax player stopped playing. Tom picked up the MC’s microphone, which lay at the edge of the stage, and switched it on. “Good evening, everyone,” he said. “This is Tom Clayton, the ship’s security officer.”

The conga line was breaking up. The dancers were looking around with the confused expressions of people waking from a dream. A man tugged his tux jacket back into place. A woman, whose hairdo had come loose during the dancing, fussed with her hair, frowning.

Tom hesitated, searching for the right words. On the Odyssey, the passenger was always right. He couldn’t just order them all back to their staterooms. “We’re glad that you are all having such a good time.”

Tom spotted Gene Culver halfway up the spiral staircase. The Cruise Director had stepped away from the conga line, as if to pretend that he hadn’t been dancing. All those other people had been dancing, but not him.

“We wanted to take advantage of this opportunity to thank the man who brought you this evening’s entertainment,” Tom went on. “We want to thank the Odyssey’s own cruise director—Gene Culver!” He waved a hand toward Gene. “Come on up here, Gene.” As Tom had expected, the cruise director automatically snapped into entertainment mode. He was smiling and waving to the crowd as he made his way down the stairs.

“The party here is over,” Tom said as Gene made his way through the crowd, “but the casino is open, and there’s a fine show in the Singing Sirens Theater. And here’s Gene to tell you about all the ship’s other entertainment opportunities.”

Gene stepped onto the stage, holding his hands up as if to silence applause. There was no applause. He looked wide-eyed and disheveled. He smoothed his hair back over his balding head. “Get them out of here,” Tom whispered in Gene’s ear as he handed the microphone to the cruise director and stepped off the stage.

It took more than an hour to clear the room. Tom rounded up his security staff and they circulated through the crowd, helping people find friends they had lost in the dancing, directing people toward the theater, the casino, the bars. Anywhere but the Atrium.

Sleepy from the antihistamine, debilitated by the cold, Tom stayed for a time, directing the security staff and looking for Susan in that vague and distant way that one looks for something lost in a dream. He didn’t find her.

“I guess I got a little carried away,” one man said to Tom, blinking owlishly. “I seem to have lost my wife.”

“You were just having a good time, sir,” Tom said. “Perhaps your best bet is to return to your stateroom. She’ll probably do the same.” They called the ship’s doctor to the Atrium to deal with a few minor injuries: a woman wearing sandals had cut her foot on broken glass; a man had twisted his ankle while dancing up the stairs. Tom contacted maintenance and a team of maintenance staff swept up the broken glass, mopped up the champagne.

People left humming the tune that the band had been playing.

Susan sat on a deck chair that Ian had pulled from the stack by the window. Pat sat on another one, rubbing her feet. “I don’t know how it happened,” she was saying. “One minute I was thinking about how I could incorporate the limbo into a discussion of quantum physics. The next thing I know I’m dancing like an idiot.”

Other people who had been in the conga line were milling about. “Great dance music,” one woman murmured. She sang softly, “Sunbeams, moonbeams….”

“Don’t!” said her partner, an older man in a tux. “I hope I never hear that song again.”

“But it was such a lovely dance,” the woman said.

“I don’t like to dance,” the man said.

“Everyone likes to dance,” said the woman. Susan didn’t catch the man’s reply—the couple was walking away, following the rest of the crowd back into the Atrium.

“Everyone likes to dance,” the woman had said. Susan remembered where she had heard that before. The Trancer in There and Back Again had told Bailey, “Everyone likes to dance.”

Susan leaned back in the deck chair. The ship shifted and rolled on the waves and she was glad that the movement did not match the rhythm of the song in her head. “Sunbeams, moonbeams, nothing is the way it seems.” She had only heard it for a moment, but she could still feel the pull of its rhythm.

“Can’t get that damn song out of my head,” Pat said, echoing Susan’s thoughts. “It just keeps repeating over and over.”

“Certain patterns of rhythm and melody affect the human nervous system and induce trance states that lead to the internal physiological repetition of the rhythm,” Susan said, quoting from There and Back Again.

“Yeah?” Pat said.

“That’s from Max’s book,” Ian said. He was sitting in the shadows on a third deck chair. He was trying, Susan thought, to pretend that he had never been dancing. “Max wrote about Trancer music, songs that people can’t help dancing to.”

“Like that damn song we just heard.” Pat made a face. “Trancer music, huh?”

“I thought Max had invented the Trancers and their music,” Susan said.

“I thought so, too,” Ian said. “But maybe not.”

“How did you manage to escape the dance?” Pat said. “I was out here when it started,” Susan said.

“Yeah? What were you doing?”

Susan shrugged and reluctantly explained why she was on the Promenade deck. She had caught a glimpse of Weldon; she had seen a couple of shadow figures. Nothing really. “But I can’t help worrying about Ms. Murphy. I hope she’s okay.”

Pat had a practical solution. “It’s easy,” she said. “We’ll call the ship’s switchboard and ask to be connected to her room. If she answers, we’ll know she’s okay.”

Susan agreed.

They said good night to Ian and returned to their stateroom, where Pat called the switchboard.

“I’m sorry,” the operator said. “You seem to be calling from stateroom 144 on Calypso deck.”

“That’s right.”

“But that’s Pat Murphy’s room.”

Pat laughed. “Right again. But I want to call the other Pat Murphy. There’s another one on board.”

“I’m sorry,” the operator said. “You must be mistaken. We only have one Pat Murphy on the passenger list.”

That night, Susan dreamed of Mary Maxwell. They stood together on the Odyssey’s observation deck, looking out over the sundeck. It was a warm, clear night.

Susan looked at Mary. “So who is dreaming now,” Susan said. “I think it’s me.”

“I think you’re right,” Mary agreed.

“That means you aren’t real,” Susan said.

“You know, I’ve always felt most people have a view of reality that’s much too confining,” Mary said. “I think we’d all do well to listen to the Clampers. Their motto is Credo Quia Absurdum, ‘I believe because it is absurd.’ Quite an appealing notion. You must entertain all the possibilities, however absurd.”

Susan shook her head. She knew she was dreaming, but she couldn’t help arguing. “You can’t do that,” Susan protested. “Some possibilities make others impossible.”

Mary frowned. “Are you saying that you can’t believe in impossible things? I’ll bet you do it all the time. You believed that a little girl could survive among the wolves in the Sierras, didn’t you? That’s really not possible, you know.” 

Susan thought of Wild Angel, then said crossly, “I suppose. But that’s fiction. We live in the real world.”

Mary blinked at her in mild surprise. “Do we? I live in a world I made up. It’s like the monsters that live under the bed. You make them up; you give them power.”

“There are real monsters in the world,” Susan said, thinking of Alice and the monster who killed her.

“That’s true. There are real monsters—but they’re few and far between compared to the monsters you invent. It’s the imaginary monsters that keep people from living the lives they want to live.”

Susan frowned. “Is Weldon an imaginary monster?”

“Hard to say.”

“Was he trying to kill Ms. Murphy?”

“Can you kill someone who isn’t here?” Mary asked.

Susan shook her head in annoyance. “I don’t care whether she exists, I’m worried about her. Weldon said this was a question of who was going to be the Creator. What does that have to do with Ms. Murphy? Or Patrick Murphy or my friend Pat, for that matter. And I’m worried about Max. I think he’s in trouble.”

“He’s working on a new book,” Mary said. “Writing is a creative process. It often involves a descent into madness.”

Susan shook her head again. “I think there’s more to it than that.”

“You may be right. You see, there are times when pen names take on a stronger reality than the original name. Consider Mark Twain. You can know his name was really Samuel Clemens, but most people can remember that only with an effort. It’s Twain that has the reality. Or Lewis Carroll. He’s the fellow we remember, not that stuffy Reverend Dodgson. That Weldon—he’s getting more real by the minute.”

“What about you?”

Mary shrugged. “I’m not struggling for a place in Max’s reality. “And Weldon is?”

Before Mary could answer, Susan heard a sound—the toilet flushing. She blinked in the darkness as Pat crossed the room, returning to bed. Susan was in her stateroom, in her own bed, still without an explanation.



TWENTY-ONE


	Scientist study the movements of particles and predict their paths. But who can predict the shifts and changes of the human heart?

—from The Twisted Band

by Max Merriwell



Susan stood on the observation deck as the ship approached the dock. She had woken early after a night of restless dreams. The day was bright and clear and cool, and she had come to the observation deck to watch the ship dock.

They were stopping for a day and a night in the town of Horta on Faial Island. Faial was part of the Azores archipelago, a group of nine islands in the North Atlantic. Susan had read about the Azores in her guidebook. Located 740 miles east of Portugal, the Azores were originally settled by that country and are now a part of Portugal.

From the observation deck, Susan considered the town of Horta. Whitewashed houses clung to the hills rising from the harbor, their red-tiled roofs shining in the sun. A gray horse pulling a cart ambled along the cobblestone street that followed the waterfront. It was still early morning, and she could see shopkeepers opening their shutters, setting out their wares.

The sun was warm on her face, and it looked like it would be a beautiful day. A light breeze tousled her hair. She was looking forward to getting off the ship, wandering through the town. She didn’t want to think about Max or Mary or Weldon or quantum physics.

“Good morning.”

She glanced in the direction of the voice and saw Tom, crossing the deck toward her. “Good morning,” she said, surprised to see him.

He gestured up at the bridge. “I was up there and I decided I’d better come down and protect you.”

She looked up at the bridge. The sun shone on the windows, which reflected the brilliant blue sky. “Protect me from what?” 

“From Geoffrey, the ship’s navigator.”

Susan blinked, startled. “The ship’s navigator? Why do I need protection from the ship’s navigator?”

“The other night, when you and I were watching that UFO, Geoffrey was up on the bridge.” Tom gazed at the town, clearly choosing his words carefully. “Geoffrey is a bit of a ladies’ man,” he said slowly. “Yes?” Susan was baffled. She didn’t have a clue where this was going.

“Well, Geoffrey was up on the bridge just now, and he suggested that I ask you out to dinner. Well, actually, he said that if I didn’t ask you out to dinner, he’d come down here, introduce himself, ask you out himself. I figured that it’s my duty as a security officer to protect you from that.” Tom shook his head. “You wouldn’t want to go out with Geoffrey.”

“I don’t even know Geoffrey,” Susan said. She was having a hard time getting a handle on this.

“Trust me—you don’t want to know Geoffrey. Do you have any plans for tonight?” he asked.

Susan shook her head.

“I know a restaurant in a little village, not too far from here have the night off, and I thought you might like to get off the ship. This restaurant has the best seafood on the island.”

She finally realized that he was asking her out on a date. How strange. She hadn’t been on a date with anyone except Harry since college, when she and Harry had started going together. “Seafood,” she murmured. She studied his face, then returned his smile. “And you’re just asking me out to protect me. As part of your duty as a security officer.”

“That’s right,” he said. “Of course, there are some duties I enjoy more than others.”

She nodded slowly. “I guess if it’s your job, I have to go along with it.”

He nodded. “I suppose you do,” he said solemnly.

She glanced up at the bridge. “Shall we wave to Geoffrey?” she suggested.

“I don’t think so,” Tom said. “I think it would just encourage him. I’ll tell him you’ve been taken into protective custody.”

Susan returned to the stateroom where Pat was just waking up. Susan told her friend that she’d be having dinner with Tom that night.

“That’s great!” Pat said.

Susan shrugged. “I don’t know. I haven’t been on a date since before I married Harry I never liked dating anyway.”

“Yeah? Why not?”

“It always made me feel like I was participating in some kind of ritual that had rules I didn’t understand. Seemed like everyone understood the rules except me. Getting engaged to Harry was such a relief.”

“You make your own rules,” Pat told her.

Susan nodded. That sounded like something Mary Maxwell would say.

“Or ask Tom what he thinks the rules are,” Pat said. “Tom’s a nice guy. You’ll go out to dinner. Sounds like he has a lovely romantic evening planned. You’ll have a fine time.”

Susan hoped she was right.

Late that afternoon, Susan stood on the promenade deck, near where the gangway led down to the dock. It had been a lovely day so far. No sign of Weldon or Mary. No uncontrollable dancing. No wolves. She and Pat had left the ship and wandered around the small town, having lunch in a cafe by the waterfront. They hadn’t talked about quantum physics at all.

A breeze carried the aroma of roasting sausage up from the dock below. A man had set up a grill at the end of the dock, and he was doing a fine business selling to the vendors who had come to offer their wares to the tourists.

Vendors selling jewelry, postcards, and souvenir trinkets had set up their stalls on the dock. They called out their wares in Portuguese and English; passengers shouted to each other over the crowd.

“Sam, come here and look at these bracelets,” called a woman in a pink-flowered muumuu. “They’re such a bargain!”

“Never buy anything at the dock,” Tom said from the railing beside Susan. “It’s never a bargain.”

She turned to look at him. She hadn’t seen him since early that morning.

He wasn’t in his uniform. He was wearing a Hawaiian shirt patterned in turquoise blue flowers and his eyes looked very blue. He was wearing faded jeans, well-washed and comfortable. If he hadn’t spoken before she looked at him, she might not have recognized him.

“You’re out of uniform,” she said.

“Out of uniform and off duty. At least, I’ll be off duty as soon as I’m off the ship. When I’m on board, I’m never really off duty. But tonight, I’m leaving my pager behind.” He grinned.

Seeing him in civilian clothes, she felt nervous.

“You’re frowning,” he said. “Why’s that?”

“Just thinking,” she said. She hesitated, then said, “I guess this is a date. This may sound silly, but I’ve never known how to behave on dates. It always seemed to me that there were some kind of rules that I never learned.”

He frowned. “Only one rule,” he said. “What’s that?”

“Once we’re off the ship, we don’t talk about the ship any more.” She thought for a moment. “I can manage that.”

He spread his hands. “That’s the only rule.”

She smiled at him. “You look good out of uniform,” she said. She thought she saw an expression of relief flicker across his face.

“You ready to go?” he asked.

“Ready when you are.”

He led the way to the top of the gangplank, greeting the man who checked her cruise card at the security station. “Hey, Don, how’s it going?”

“No problems.” Don’s eyes lingered on Susan for a moment. Then he smiled. “Have a good time.”

Susan had the definite impression that she had been sized up. 

As they walked down the gangway, she said, “So I suppose Don will be asking you about me later.”

Tom shrugged, looking sheepish. “Well, he’s already congratulated me on asking you out. I think Geoffrey’s been talking. Or maybe Ian.” Tom glanced at her. “Sorry. Being on the crew of a cruise ship is kind of like living in a very small town.” They reached the end of the gangway. “You ready to stop talking about the ship?” he asked.

“Ready.”

“Then come on.”

He took her arm and led her through the crowd, waving aside vendors who held out trays of jewelry, handfuls of postcards. He called out to them in Portuguese and headed in the direction that they waved.

“You speak Portuguese?” she called over the noise.

“A little. I speak a little Portuguese, a little French, a little Spanish, a little Italian, a little Greek. Just enough of every language to get myself in trouble around the world.” He glanced at her, grinning. He seemed much more relaxed now than he had on the ship. “Just enough to find a cab. Here we are.” They had reached the waterfront street. He waved to a battered black Toyota with numbers painted in yellow on the side. The car pulled over.

“Hello, my friend,” the driver called through the open window. He was a gray-haired man wearing a cap tipped back on his head at a jaunty angle. His neatly trimmed beard and thin mustache gave him a roguish look. “Where are you going?”

Tom named a village and a restaurant and the driver smiled. “Very good,” he said. “There is a festival in the village today.”

Tom opened the taxi door for Susan, then slid in beside her. “What sort of festival?”

“Music, dancing, a carnival! It is to celebrate the miracle of Saint Erasmus. Five hundred years ago, he rescued all the fishermen of the village from a terrible storm. So today, the village feasts.”

“Saint Erasmus,” Tom said. “That’s Saint Elmo, the patron saint of sailors.”

“I’ve read about Saint Elmo’s fire,” Susan said. “But I’ve never seen it.” 

“Ah,” he said. “I’ve never read about it. But I’ve seen it a few times.”

She bit her lip, wondering if he was laughing at her. Then she decided that she didn’t care. He could tease her if he wanted. “Then we have the perfect balance,” she said. “Book learning and real life experience.”

The taxi had turned away from the waterfront and was jouncing up a narrow cobblestone street. Through the open windows, Susan could see the whitewashed walls of the houses, so close she could have reached out and touched them. Where the whitewashed walls were chipped, Susan could see black stone.

The driver kept up a running commentary as he drove. “These houses, they are built of black lava rock, cut from the hills. They come from the fire of the volcano. The white—it comes from limestone, which came from the sea. So our houses come from fire and water, the volcano and the sea.”

Children playing in the street scattered to the sides as the taxi approached, standing by the houses and staring in the taxi windows at Tom and Susan. When Susan smiled at them, they waved and called to her in Portuguese.

The taxi was approaching the edge of town when Susan heard goats bleating. The taxi slowed and stopped. A herd of goats filled the cobblestone street. The goatherd, an old man with a crooked stick, shouted at his goats and urged them forward. The animals crowded past the car, peering in the windows with wide yellow eyes.

“It is good luck,” the driver shouted over the bleating goats. “Meeting one goat on the road is good luck. Meeting so many—it is the very best luck.”

Susan laughed as a goat stuck his head in the window, then leaned back as he stretched out his neck, trying to nibble on her shirt. She bumped into Tom and he put a hand on her shoulder to steady her. He was laughing, too. He reached past her and tapped the goat on the nose. “That’s enough luck,” he told the goat. The animal looked offended and withdrew. “I think it’s even luckier to have a goat eat your clothing,” Tom told Susan.

The car lurched, throwing them together, and turned a corner, leaving the goats and the houses behind. Suddenly, the harbor was spread below them. The Odyssey was a toy boat, sparkling white against the blue water. The sun was a flattened red disk, bisected by the horizon.

“Look,” Susan said. “The sun is setting.”

“Maybe we’ll see the green flash. I’ve never seen it, but I’ve read about it in Bowditch’s American Practical Navigator. When conditions are just right, the Earth’s atmosphere bends the light of the setting sun so that the last bit of light is a brilliant green.”

Susan laughed. “I read about it in a Jules Verne story, but I’ve never seen it either.”

The taxi slowed, following a rough, winding road that ran along the top of a ridge. For a moment, they passed behind a clump of trees, and the sun vanished from sight.

“You’ve been looking for years,” Susan said, “and you’ve never seen it? Are you sure it really exists?”

Tom shrugged. “Nope. Could be that someone with too much imagination made it up. But I’ll keep looking anyway.”

She smiled at him. “I don’t think you’re as practical as you pretend,” she said.

The road emerged from the trees, and Susan saw the sun again, still lower in the sky, just a fraction of its bright disk above the horizon.

“Almost there,” Susan said.

Another clump of trees blocked the view, then the road curved and the sun was visible again, just a sliver of red at the horizon. As Susan watched, the last touch of red disappeared and she saw a brilliant green light, just for a moment.

She turned to look at Tom. “Did you see it?”

He was shaking his head, looking startled. “I guess it does exist.” Susan grinned. Irrationally, she felt that she was somehow responsible for the green flash, as if by talking about it she had helped cause it to appear. As the taxi turned into a valley, she saw a cluster of lights below, a small village in a natural harbor.

The taxi took them to the main square, which was crowded with people and booths. The big stone church that formed one side of the square was decorated with tiny white lights; colored lights festooned the trees and the booths. As they got out of the taxi, Susan could hear music from the far side of the square—guitars and singing. Men in the booths were calling to the people—she couldn’t understand the words, but she knew what they were saying. “Come try my game. Come buy my food. Come and spend your money and be happy.”

When Susan was a child, the nearby church had held a carnival to raise money each summer. For a week, the church parking lot was filled with rides and cotton candy stands and booths where you threw coins on plates and rings over bottles and spun a wheel to win a giant stuffed dog. Susan had loved that carnival. Each year, that carnival transformed the mundane parking lot into someplace exotic and wonderful, a place where anything could happen.

“The restaurant is over this way,” Tom said, taking her arm. “Oh, let’s go to the carnival first,” she said. “Come on!”

She gave him no time to disagree. Without hesitation, she led him across the street, heading for the music, the barkers, the booths. Children with sparklers ran beneath the colored lights, calling to each other. The aroma of roasting sausage and barbecue and frying bread filled the air.

Susan stopped at the edge of a crowd that was watching a man demonstrate a set of kitchen knives. The man chattered at an enormous speed as he slashed an aluminum can in half, then used the same knife to cut a ripe tomato into thin slices. “I could swear that the same guy sold knives at the state fair when I was a kid,” she told Tom, “except the guy at the state fair had a Brooklyn accent.”

They walked past a game of chance where you could bet on a spinning wheel and win a garish clock. They passed a game where young men threw baseballs at targets to win stuffed animals for young women. Susan wondered whether Tom would stop to try to win her a toy. Harry would have done that. Harry would have insisted on winning the biggest stuffed dog, whether she wanted it or not. Susan was relieved when Tom glanced at the toys and kept walking.

A moment later, he stopped at a shooting game. The target was beside a puppet theater where marionettes hung lifeless. When Tom hit the bullseye, the theater lit up and the puppets danced. Tom smiled at Susan. “Better than an ugly toy,” he said, and she smiled back.

Susan stopped at another booth, where people tossed coins at a stack of sparkling glassware. If a coin stayed on a plate, the person won that plate. Susan watched as a determined young woman tossed coin after coin, trying to get one to stay on the topmost piece, a spectacular cut-glass platter. Every coin the woman threw bounced off the platter and fell among the other glassware, ringing against the plates and cups as it fell.

“Do you have any coins?” Susan asked Tom. He pulled a handful from his pocket and held them on his flattened palm. He looked amused. He was humoring her.

“These things are impossible to win,” he said.

She nodded, taking the coins from his hand and holding them out to the teenager who manned the booth. “Which one?” she asked him, and he pointed to three coins of the right denomination. The woman who had been trying to win the platter had stopped to watch Susan and Tom.

Susan felt good. She felt strong. She felt ridiculously confident. She wasn’t sure why. If this was someone’s dream, she thought, she would win the platter. If this was a story someone was telling, she would win. It was only right.

She took the three coins the teenager had indicated, and she returned the rest of the money to Tom. “The secret,” she told him, “is not to throw it too hard.”

He nodded, still smiling.

She tossed the first coin, lofting it high in a gentle arc that carried it to the platter. It hit with a musical “ping” and bounced away.

“A little too high,” she said. “It had too much energy when it hit.”

Tom nodded again. His eyes were narrowing and she could see that he was wondering how seriously to take all this. The woman who had tried to win the platter was still watching. Another woman came up. The first woman spoke to the second woman in Portuguese, then they both watched.

Susan tossed the second coin, going for a lower arc. It hit the platter and barely bounced, but it had too much forward momentum. It skidded right off the side.

“Too low,” Tom said, and she nodded, holding the last coin pinched between her fingers. She faced the platter again, carefully measuring the distance with her eyes. Then she tossed the coin, lofting it high, but just high enough to reach the platter, giving it no more energy than it needed.

The coin hit, bounced, hit the platter again, and stayed.

The women and her friends cheered. Tom clapped her on the back. “You are a woman of startling talents,” he said. The teenager who ran the booth stared in amazement as the women gathered around Susan, talking in Portuguese.

The teenager gave Susan the platter, pulling one in a box from beneath the counter. The box was dusty and battered. It had obviously been traveling with the carnival for some time.

Susan opened the box and slid it out, checking to see that the platter was the same as the one on the display. She smiled at the teenager and turned to the woman who had been struggling to win the platter.

“I’d like you to have this,” she said, and handed the platter to the woman.

There was much conversation in Portuguese, much laughing and cheering. A translator was found—the woman’s son, Susan thought. Speaking very careful, high school English, he thanked Susan for the woman.

Later, in the restaurant, Tom asked Susan how she had become such a master of carnival games.

The restaurant was on the second floor of a building beside the square where the carnival was taking place. Their table was on a balcony that overlooked the open square. The square below them was crowded with people, but Tom and Susan sat above it all—separate, isolated, private.

Susan frowned and looked down at the table, made suddenly self-conscious by Tom’s question. Tom had ordered a bottle of red wine, and the waiter had filled Susan’s glass. A single candle burned in the center of the table. The curved surface of the full wine glass focused an image of the candle flame on the tablecloth—a shimmering light in the center of the shadow of the glass. Susan studied the flame for a moment, considering what Mary had told her about telling your own story. You sort out the past, rearrange it, give it a bit of a plot. Susan wondered if she’d done that with her memories of childhood.

“Not all games,” Susan said slowly. “just that one. When I was a kid, our church had a carnival every year and they had a booth like that one. They had a punch bowl that I thought was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. It was ceramic and it was painted with fruit and flowers. When I was ten years old, I wasted my whole allowance trying to win it for my mother.”

She shook her head. “The next year, a month before the carnival, I took a plate from the kitchen and set it up on a TV tray in the back yard, behind some bushes where my mother couldn’t see me practice. It was summer and I had lots of time. So I spent hours practicing.”

She pushed her hair back out of her eyes, remembering that long, hot summer. In the first week, she missed the plate most of the time. Then she got to where she could hit the plate, but the coin always bounced out. She learned to toss it gently, so it had just enough energy to get to the plate, and not so much it would bounce out again.

“When the carnival came, I was ready. I took my whole allowance in dimes.”

“So what happened?” She had his full attention. The candlelight shone on his face. His eyes were a very dark blue, a trick of the light.

She shrugged. “I won the punchbowl. And I gave it to my mother.”

He leaned forward. “That’s amazing. That’s wonderful. She must have been so proud.”

She shrugged again, feeling a tightness in her throat, a slight stinging in her eyes. She stared past him, focusing on the colored lights in the trees. “Not really. She … she didn’t really like it.” She punchbowl was the sort of thing only a kid could love. It was garish and bright and tacky. She thanked me politely and put it away in the cupboard and never used it for anything.”

He reached out and touched her face, forcing her to look at him, studying her with those intense blue eyes. “Pardon me for saying it, but your mother was an idiot. Who cares if it was tacky? It was beautiful because you won it for her.”

She nodded. She did not want to talk. She would cry if she talked too much, and she did not want to cry. It was a special evening, an evening where she was changing the rules, and she did not want to remember the time when the rules were bigger than she was.

“So that’s why you won the platter tonight,” he said. “You won it for someone who appreciated it, for someone who admired it, for someone who understood.”

She nodded again.

“Your mother didn’t understand.”

His hand was still on her cheek. She leaned her head into his rough palm, glad to feel its warmth against her face.

The waiter came to take their order. Through the double glass doors that connected them to the restaurant, Susan could see a musician strolling from table to table, playing a sort of guitar. Instead of a round hole in the middle of the body, this guitar had two heartshaped holes.

A moment after the waiter took their order, the musician came to their table and sang to them. All the people in the restaurant were smiling and staring out at the two of them sitting on the balcony. It could have been terribly embarrassing. Susan remembered a time when she and Harry had been vacationing in Mexico and a group of mariachis had serenaded them. She had wanted to crawl under the table.

But this time, sitting at the table on the balcony with Tom, she smiled at the musician, smiled at Tom, smiled back at the other diners. Everyone was so happy, and if they stared it was only because they wanted to share in Susan’s happiness.

Tom reached across the table to hold her hand. She liked that—no need to talk, just the warmth of his hand on hers, the music of the guitar, the gravelly voice of the musician. She didn’t understand the words of his song, and that was just fine.

The musician finished his song. Tom tipped him, and he strolled away. Susan sipped her wine and relaxed. Their dinner came, a wonderful seafood stew seasoned with chili. “The fire and the sea,” she said to Tom, thinking of the taxi driver’s description of the houses. “A little of both.”

In the street below them, people were gathering. “It is the chamarrita,” the waiter told them. “A traditional dance.”

To the music of guitars, the dance began. The men were in one line and the women in another, but somehow, after dancing in an intricate pattern, they had rearranged themselves into laughing couples.

She told Tom—a little drunkenly, perhaps, after two glasses of wine—that she wished life were as easy as that. Just dance around and end up with the right partner.

After dessert, after a glass of port so sweet and smooth that it tasted like another dessert, it was time to go. Tom put his arm around her as they walked down the stairs to the street. He flagged down a taxi and they headed back for the ship.

From the top of the hill, they looked down on the harbor. The Odyssey sparkled against the water of the harbor, its lights bright against the darkness. Tom squeezed her hand—he’d been holding it since they left the restaurant.

“How beautiful,” she said, looking down at the ship.

“Yes,” he agreed, but when she glanced at him she discovered that he was looking at her, not at the ship.

Such a strange evening, she thought. She felt that she was some how playing hooky, evading some responsibility. She had always been a very good girl, playing by the rules. But tonight, something had shifted.

“When we get back to the ship, will you be back on duty?” she asked.

“Not right away,” he said slowly. He hesitated, watching her face. “I have a bottle of brandy in my cabin. Would you like to join me for a nightcap?”

Susan smiled. Was she the sort of woman who would go to a sailor’s cabin on the first date? Apparently so. It was not the sort of thing she would ordinarily have done. But it was not an ordinary night. It was not an ordinary cruise. This was not an ordinary place. And she was beginning to believe that she was not an ordinary person.

“That sounds splendid,” she said.



TWENTY-TWO


	There are many kinds of pirates in the galaxy. There are businesslike pirates who are motivated by profit. There are sadistic pirates who crave power. And there are swashbuckling pirates who seek adventure. It is these last that capture the heart of the romantic. They are a wild, unpredictable, and ultimately compelling crew…

—from The Twisted Band

by Max Merriwell



Susan woke up early, feeling warm and relaxed. Tom was still sleeping, his arms around her. Tom’s bed was barely big enough for two, but they had managed despite that. Susan had slept soundly.

A beeping sound woke her. Tom stirred in bed, flinging out an arm to silence the alarm. Four A.M., still dark. He had warned her that he’d have to be up early. They were leaving Faial that morning.

He clicked on the bedside light, and she blinked at the room. Their brandy glasses were still on the table in the corner. On the wall above the table were a few photos: Tom’s brothers, his mother, his father.

She looked back at Tom. He was watching her. “Good morning,” he said. “Trying to figure out what you’re doing here?”

“I thought that was pretty clear last night,” she said, and then bit her lip, wondering if she had been a little too bold.

He laughed. “You’re right. It was.”

She sat up in bed. It had all been so easy last night. Now she felt very awkward. Having thrown off the covers, she was aware of her nakedness—her clothes were tossed over one of the chairs.

“I know you have to work this morning,” she said. “You warned me about that last night.”

“I do,” he said. “We sail in four hours. Lots to do.”

“Well, I’d better be going,” she said, reaching for her clothes.

He sat up and put his arms around her, stopping her before she could get out of bed. “Did I tell you that you are a woman of startling talents?” he asked.

She glanced at him. “You told me that last night, when I won the platter.”

“I didn’t know the half of it then,” he said, grinning.

Tom walked her to her stateroom. He insisted on it, even though she assured him that she could find the way. The corridors were empty except for a lone steward bringing coffee up to the bridge. Tom greeted him. “Good morning, Osvaldo.”

Susan gave Osvaldo a big smile. She knew that she looked like a woman who had just crawled out of her lover’s bed. In movie love stories, the woman’s hair was always ever so charmingly tousled the morning after, and she chose to imagine that her hair was tousled in just that way. She knew that Ian and Geoffrey and anyone else who was interested in Tom’s love life would know how his date with her had turned out.

She didn’t care. That startled her. She didn’t care what anyone thought; she didn’t care that her love life was a matter for public gossip. Her mother would be appalled. But she didn’t care.

Tom kissed her good-bye at her stateroom door. He wished her a happy Halloween and warned her that he’d be busy that night. “I figure if Clampers are normally out of control, Clampers in costume will be worse,” he said.

She slipped inside quietly, so as not to wake Pat. She undressed quietly and got into her bed, still feeling warm and sleepy.

Ian poured Max a cup of coffee and offered him a biscotti from the tray Osvaldo had brought that morning. While Max sipped his coffee and nibbled the biscotti, Ian considered the note Max had received.

Tom wasn’t in the office yet. From what Ian had heard, Tom had had a fine night. Osvaldo had reported spotting him in the corridor with Susan very early in the morning. They both, according to the Osvaldo, had looked very happy.

“It was under my door, just like the others,” Max said. “I thought I’d see what you and Tom thought of it.”

He looked weary, Ian thought. As if he hadn’t slept well.

Ian considered the note. A hexagram, of course: a stack of six lines, alternating broken and unbroken lines with a solid line at the top. Beneath it, someone had written, in a looping, exuberant handwriting: “Disorder prevails. One must move warily, like an old fox walking over ice.”

“The lower trigram is K’an,” Max muttered. “K’an, the abysmal. Its image is water. The upper trigram is Li, the clinging. Its image is flame. The fire and the water meet. The hexagram indicates a time of disorder and transition.”

Ian called up the relevant page from the Book of Changes on his computer. He scanned the text quickly. “The hexagram indicates a time of transition,” he said, “but it’s a hopeful sort of transition. The Book compares it to spring, which leads out of winters stagnation to the fruitfulness of summer.”

“Yes, but hopeful for whom?” Max asked, frowning.

Ian read from the screen. “‘When fire, which by nature flames upward, is above, and water, which flows downward, is below, their effects take opposite directions and remain unrelated … We must first investigate the nature of the forces in question and ascertain their proper place. If we can bring these forces to bear in the right place, they will have the desired effect, and completion will be achieved. But in order to handle external forces properly, we must above all arrive at the correct standpoint ourselves, for only from this vantage can we work correctly.’ ”

Max nodded vaguely. Ian went on reading. “‘ … One must engage the energies of able helpers and in this fellowship take the decisive step. … Then completion will become possible.’”

Max nodded again, frowning. “I suppose that makes some sense,” he murmured. Then he glanced at the clock. “Almost time for workshop,” he said. “I’d best be going.”

He wandered out the door, taking a biscotti with him and leaving crumbs behind.

Susan woke to the sound of the door to the corridor closing. Pat stood by the door, holding a tray, on which there was a pot of coffee and a plate of sweet rolls. Pat smiled when she saw that Susan’s eyes were open. “Would you like some breakfast?” Pat asked. “Seems like you need to keep your strength up.”

Susan grinned and stretched, the memory of the night before returning to her. “I did manage to work up an appetite,” she said.

Pat sat at the foot of the bed and set the tray beside Susan. She poured coffee and Susan sat up in bed and helped herself to a sweet roll. Outside the sliding glass doors, the sky was overcast. Susan could see the island of Faial, but the ship was moving, leaving the harbor and heading back out to sea.

“So what’s the story?” Pat asked. Her tone was light, but she was studying Susan’s face, obviously concerned about her friend’s feelings.

Susan hesitated, thinking about all that had happened the night before. She was feeling confident, happy, sure of herself. “We drove through the village and met a herd of goats in the street,” she began. “The taxi driver told us that was a good omen. He was right.”

She told Pat about the taxi ride, about the green flash, about the carnival, about the dinner. She got to the part where they were returning to the ship, and she said, “Then one thing led to another.”

“That’s the part that I like,” Pat said. “The part where one thing leads to another. And I assume the other thing led to his cabin.”

“Well, yes, it did.” Susan grinned.

Pat leaned back in her chair, studying Susan’s face. “Wow. You’re not even blushing. You head off into the wilds with this guy and you come back a changed woman. That’s amazing.”

Susan laughed. She was startled by her own audacity, and pleased that Pat recognized it.

“So is he the kind with a girl in every port?”

Susan shrugged. “I don’t think so. Can’t say for sure.”

Pat stared at her, astonished and delighted. “This is so out of character,” she said. “I love it. So what are you going to do next? Are you going to run off to sea and become a pirate? Dance on the table at dinner? You’re a changed woman.”

Susan thought for a moment. “The pirate option sounds pretty good,” she said. “I’m not much of a dancer.”

“What about Tom? You think he’s interested in being a pirate?” Susan helped herself to another sweet roll, considering the question. “I don’t know what Tom thinks.” She poured herself more coffee. “And this may sound callous, but I don’t really care.”

“You don’t care?” Pat was staring at her in amazement. “Wait a second. You always care. When you were with Harry, you seemed to care more about what he thought than you did about what you thought.”

Susan laughed. “Uncharted waters,” she said. “Unexplored territory. Maybe I’m really a loose woman at heart and I’m just realizing it now.”

Pat smiled. “Not loose, but looser. I think it’s great. Let me know if you need a first mate on your pirate ship.”

“You think I’ll be captain?”

“The way you’re heading, I wouldn’t be surprised.”

The workshop was smaller that day. The knitting lady and the surly teenager hadn’t shown up. Cindy blamed the rough weather.

The sky was overcast and the movement of the ship had changed. Susan couldn’t describe the new movement as rocking—that was too definitive a word to describe such a subtle motion. This was a slow, almost imperceptible shifting. She found herself leaning ever so slightly in her seat, compensating for a tilt in the floor. Then she realized that she was leaning too far. Gradually, she shifted back to an upright position. Then, moments later, she found herself leaning in the other direction.

All this took place over the space of several seconds, slow enough that she could almost ignore it—except for the moments when the direction shifted and she almost overbalanced. Such strange sensation. It was a strange, dreamy, vertiginous sensation. It made her a little dizzy, a little disoriented.

“Today,” Max said. “we are going to explore the power of the imagination.” Max didn’t seem to mind—or even to notice—that his class was dwindling.

“To write a story that others will believe, you have to believe in it yourself.” Max cocked his head and considered the group around the table. It seemed to Susan that his gaze lingered on her. “You have to believe in your story, no matter how unbelievable it may be. And your belief will bring your story to life.”

Alberta raised her hand, looking skeptical. “How can you believe in something that you know you made up?” she asked. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Oh, it’s even more difficult than that,” Max said. “Much more difficult. I’d like you to believe in things that you made up that most people think are quite impossible. As for how—well, believing in impossible things takes practice.”

Susan stared at him, remembering what Mary Maxwell had said in her dream. “Are you saying that you can’t believe in impossible things?” Mary had said. “Maybe you just need a little practice.”

“To believe in something that’s quite impossible, you have to consider it in great detail,” Max was saying. “You must be very specific. The more unbelievable a situation, the more carefully you have to describe it. If you are writing a story that takes place on a sunny summer day and the sky is blue, that’s easy. But if you are picnicking on Mars and the sky is pink, you need to be more specific in your description. Exactly what shade of pink do you mean—the pink of bubble gum? The pink of a freshly cut watermelon? Or the faintest flush of pink, like the Earth sky at sunrise?

“To make a story believable, you must create all the details in your imagination. The reality of your story depends on the power of your imagination.” Max gazed around the table. “I want you to think of something unbelievable and make it real. A situation, an event, an object.”

“What kind of event?” Alberta asked.

Max regarded her steadily. “Something that you don’t believe in,” he said mildly. “I can’t tell you what it should be, since I don’t know what you believe in.”

“Like what?” she persisted.

Max shrugged. “Like a Scrabble tournament at which someone beats you and Bill. Whatever you like, as long as you find it difficult to believe.” He looked around, but no one else had any questions. “Sit back in your chair,” he said. “Close your eyes and think of something unbelievable. If it helps, start by thinking of a familiar place where this unbelievable thing could happen.”

Susan closed her eyes obediently, wondering what she should imagine. Sleeping with Tom seemed unbelievable, but she didn’t want to write about that. So she started with a place. She imagined standing on the observation deck, looking down on the sundeck at the bow of the Odyssey. What could happen there? She looked into the distance and saw a golden light on the horizon. A UFO, she thought. A flying saucer could land.

“Before you turn your attention to the unbelievable thing, consider the details of the environment surrounding it,” Max continued.

Susan thought about the maze of windscreens. The saucer is landing at night, she thought, so the deck chairs had been put away. It was, she thought, a dark and stormy night—that’s when unbelievable things always happened in stories. Rain pounded on the deck. The ocean was rough. She imagined a wave splashing up against the side of the ship, sending an arc of spray over the railing. Lightning flickered in the sky, and thunder rumbled overhead. The ship’s engines were humming, laboring to push the ship through the rough seas.

“Now think about the unbelievable thing,” Max said. “See it in your imagination.”

Susan imagined a glimmering golden light, blinking in the distance. Just a pinprick of light at first, like a star gleaming through the clouds. It grew larger—to the size of a grape, the size of her fist. Still it came closer—a glowing golden saucer, hovering over the sundeck. The saucer was shaped like a Frisbee—a little thicker in the middle than the flying toy, but generally Frisbee-shaped. It was about twenty feet across.

“Think about details now,” Max said. “You’ve got an image of this thing in your mind. Now look at that image carefully.”

There was a band of paler gold light around the saucer’s center line. Staring at that band, she realized that the saucer was spinning—she could hear a high-pitched humming as it spun. Portholes, set on the saucer’s center line, blurred in her vision as the saucer spun, creating the band of pale gold.

“Have you got it?” Max said. “Keep picturing your impossible thing for a moment, to get it settled in your mind.”

In Susan’s mind, the saucer’s spinning slowed, then stopped, as the great ship came down, crushing three windscreens beneath it. The glass shattered, the metal frames crumpled.

The saucer’s glowing form reflected in the remaining windscreens. Its hum blended with the hum of the ship’s engines.

“Open your eyes,” Max said.

Susan blinked at him.

“Now open your notebook,” he said. “Write down what you imagined,” Max said.

Susan opened her notebook to a blank page and uncapped her pen, eager to begin.

The workshop ended at 11:30. By the time they left the library, the waves were slapping the sides of the ship with increased vigor.

Tom came up behind Susan and Pat as they stepped onto the promenade deck. “Thought I might catch you and warn you,” he said. “The weather satellite says we’re going to be in for some heavy weather. Careful what you have for lunch, if you’re likely to get seasick.”

Susan shrugged. “I don’t know. I haven’t been sick so far.”

He took her hand as he walked beside her. It felt natural to have him there. “How do you feel about carnival rides—the ones that spin you around and around and upside down?”

“I don’t mind them too much.”

“You’ll probably be all right then.”

“We’re heading for lunch now,” Pat said sweetly. “Want to join us?” Tom shook his head. “I’m on duty. Too much to do. Just wanted to say hi.”

He headed off then, smiling what Pat called a “shit-eating grin.”

“You made that boy very happy,” Pat told Susan.



TWENTY-THREE


	A cop once told me that there were only three reasons anyone did anything: money, sex, or power. I told him he was making it too complicated. When you got down to the core of things, there was only one reason: power.

—from Tell Me No Lies

by Weldon Merrimax



All morning long, other officers and members of the crew winked at Tom and nudged him in the ribs, grinning knowingly. Osvaldo had talked to someone and that person had talked to someone else and everyone was enormously entertained. When met with a grin or a wink, Tom just grinned back.

When Geoffrey asked Tom about his evening, he just said, “Gentlemen don’t kiss and tell.” Then he had to defend his status as a gentleman, which Geoffrey was inclined to dispute, but that was all right. Better spend his time defending his own credentials than deflecting questions about Susan.

The way the evening had progressed had taken him a bit by surprise. He was happy, no question of that, but he felt a little off balance. He was stunned by his good fortune, and he was wondering what might happen next.

The Odyssey’s departure from Faial went smoothly. No problems with port officials. They left on time and all was well.

He intercepted Susan and Pat on their way out of Max’s class, then he headed back to his office to fill out all the company paperwork associated with departure from a foreign port. When he stepped in the door, Ian looked up from his computer and greeted Tom cheerily.

Tom sat down at his desk and tipped his chair back, studying Ian. “I assume your spies have filled you in,” he said.

Ian grinned. “Absolutely. You’ll be pleased to know that Susan and Pat ate a hearty breakfast, polishing off an entire tray of sweet rolls. By all reports, the young lady appeared to be quite cheerful. No buyer’s remorse. No second thoughts.”

Tom nodded, smiling. “Your spies are very efficient. But I already know that. I saw her on my way up here.”

After lunch with Pat, Susan went to the library for story hour. Cindy was looking pale and grim-faced. The ship’s motion was getting to her. She was grateful to see Susan, glad that she was willing to read to the gathered witches, cowboys, and monsters, the kids having already donned their Halloween costumes.

Susan read the next few chapters, in which Bailey dove down another wormhole and battled the enormous, metal-eating spiders that lived in the Great Rift Cloud. Then he and his friends were captured by pirates.

The story was exciting, but it was tough to keep the kids’ attention. The ship was rolling. Every now and again, a wave struck the side of the ship with a hollow boom. Once, right after this sound, spray splashed against the library window, having cleared the railing and crossed the width of the promenade.

It started raining, a fierce downpour that rattled the windows. The ship’s rolling turned to pitching, as the ship met the long swells head on. She rode up on the waves and slammed down again.

At about that time, Tom was attending a meeting of the ship’s officers. Geoffrey was explaining that the ship had changed course in an at tempt to avoid the worst of the storm, but they had not managed to dodge the bad weather altogether.

Gene Culver described Halloween plans. According to Company Policy, cruise activities were not to be canceled on account of weather No matter that the tiles were sliding off the board, Scrabble would be played in the games room at four o’clock Storm or no storm, there would be a big Halloween party in Penelope’s. There would also be dances and other activities in the ship’s other bars and restaurants.

Tom commented that he would be increasing security during the evening hours. He expected trouble, but the security staff would be prepared for it.

After story hour, Susan returned to the stateroom to meet Pat, who had gone to a workshop to make a Halloween costume. She had promised to bring some extra costume supplies back for Susan.

Susan stood at the balcony door for a moment, then slid open the door and stepped out onto the balcony. The wind was cold and it carried drops of water—spray or rain, Susan wasn’t sure which.

The sky was dark gray overhead, darkening to black at the horizon. A great wave slapped the side of the ship, sending up a fountain of water. Susan retreated into the stateroom, just as Pat came through the door, clutching a shopping bag. “Hey,” she said a little breathlessly. “I got all kinds of stuff. Hardly anyone was there. But I ran into your pal.”

“My pal?” Susan asked.

“Weldon Merrimax.” Pat upended the bag, scattering bandannas and patches and pirate hats and plastic daggers on the bed.

“You met Weldon?” Susan stared at Pat, shocked. “Where? Did you call Tom?”

Pat shook her head. She was picking through the costume stuff. “He was at the costume workshop.”

“Weldon Merrimax was at the costume workshop?” Susan frowned, struggling to picture Weldon Merrimax constructing a Halloween costume. She couldn’t quite manage it.

“I didn’t know he was Weldon Merrimax when I started talking to him,” Pat said. “I thought he was kind of interesting. Then he introduced himself. He has the most intense eyes. Really sexy.”

Susan stared at her friend. “What are you talking about?” Susan said. “He’s either crazy or dangerous.”

Pat shrugged, still rummaging through the costume supplies. “Or a very clever joker. I asked him about that business about Patrick Murphy. He said it was just a misunderstanding.” She looked up from the costumes. “Take it easy, Susan. All I did was talk with him.”

“What did you talk about?”

Pat shrugged. “Halloween costumes, quantum mechanics, poker—the usual kind of thing. You’re taking this too seriously. Nothing happened.”

“Why didn’t you call Tom?”

“I figured Weldon would be gone by the time security got there. That’s what’s happened every time you’ve called Tom. Seemed like time to try another approach.”

Pat picked a pirate hat and a dagger off the bed and held them out to Susan like a peace offering. “I brought you stuff for a pirate costume,” she said. “You’ll look great as a pirate.”

Confused and alarmed, Susan allowed Pat to dress her as a pirate, placing the hat on her head, tying a red bandanna around her neck. “I’ve got a hoop earring that will look great with that,” Pat said. “Aren’t you worried about Weldon at all?” Susan asked her.

Pat sat on the bed, studying Susan. “Doesn’t seem necessary to me,” she said. “After all, he hasn’t really done anything except leave notes for Max, play poker, and make a little trouble. And I’ve never been one to avoid trouble.”

Susan shook her head.

“He says he just wants to talk to Max,” Pat said.

“Max doesn’t want to talk to him,” Susan said. “And I don’t trust him.”

Pat shrugged again. “He doesn’t seem that bad to me. But then, I’ve had more experience with bad boys than you have.”



TWENTY-FOUR


	My hands ache when the weather is set to change. When I move, I feel a grating pain, as if there's sand in the joints. An old, familiar pain, it reminds me to be careful. Trust no one. Be ready to hurt them before they can hurt you. Because you know that they will. Just as sure as the sun will rise.

—from Tell Me No Lies

by Weldon Merrimax



At dinner that night, there was no sign of Alberta, Bill, Charles, or Lily. Rough weather and seasickness had laid low all but the most stalwart travelers. Tom had managed to arrange his schedule so that he could attend dinner, knowing that he wouldn’t be able to spend any time with Susan that evening.

Pat had brought a bag of pirate paraphernalia. Tom declined her costume suggestions, saying his uniform was costume enough. But she convinced Max and Ian to accept a few accessories.

She placed a three-cornered pirate captain’s hat on Max’s head. He made a gentle, world-weary sort of pirate, with tired blue eyes and a wry twist to his mouth.

Ian wore a black eye patch and a kerchief. He declined both dagger and sword, claiming to be a conscientious objector in the pirate wars. “Besides,” he said, “I’d probably just stab myself.”

Susan returned Tom’s smile, but he thought she looked a little worried. Buyer’s remorse, Tom wondered, remembering Ian’s phrase. But when he sat down beside her, she took his hand under that table, so that didn’t seem to be it. Maybe just concerned about the storm.

The half-deserted restaurant was decorated for Halloween, with orange and black paper streamers. In honor of the holiday, Antonio had foregone the usual fruit sculpture. Instead, he had sculpted a jack-o’-lantern from ice. A votive candle burned in the center of the ice sculpture. Light from its flame cast broken, flickering patterns on the bottles of wine that surrounded it.

While Pat and Ian were exchanging pirate phrases (“Keel haul the rascal!” “Har!” “Avast!” and the like), Tom talked with Susan. “I’ll be on duty until late tonight,” he said. “Unless all the Clampers decide to go to bed early.”

Susan nodded, looking preoccupied. “Pat and I are going to the party at Penelope’s,” she said. “I think Max and Ian will be joining us.”

Tom nodded. “I suppose there’ll be some drunken Clampers there.” He grinned at her. “I imagine I’ll have to stop by and keep order.”

“Har!” Pat interrupted. “The hell with the drunken Clampers, matey. There’ll be drunken pirates there.”

“Then I’ll definitely have to stop by and arrest any troublemakers,” he said. He grinned at Susan and she smiled back, but her smile seemed uncertain.

Susan hesitated in the doorway to Penelope’s. The big room was hot and crowded. The Clampers were there in force. Many of them were dressed as pirates and gleefully behaving in character, standing at the bar and demanding grog. The pirates had patched eyes and peg legs and hooks for hands. At a quick glance, Susan guessed there wasn’t a whole man among them.

Four men on steel drums were playing a lively Calypso tune. Susan could barely hear them over the Clampers.

She lost Pat and Ian in the crowd by the bar. After the third time a Clamper hailed her with a cheerful cry of “Avast, you saucy wench!” she decided that she might as well go back to the stateroom. It wasn’t a good night for a party, Susan thought. She was worried about Max—who had declined to join them at Penelope’s, saying he wasn’t in the mood for a party. She was annoyed with Pat for breezily dismissing her worries about Weldon. The party might be fun if Tom were there, but even if he stopped by, it would only be for a few minutes. She would have liked to talk with him—but he was working. She would have liked to go for a walk outside, but rain was pounding the deck and rattling the windows.

She was heading for the door when the steel drum music changed to a hauntingly familiar tune with an insistent and repetitious beat. Against her will, Susan found herself focusing on the music. Her mind filled in the words:

Sunbeams

Moonbeams

Nothing is the way it seems

Your dreams, My schemes,

Dancing through the night.

She put her hands over her ears and pushed toward the door, hoping to escape before it was too late. But the crowd blocked the way and she could hear the music through her hands. A dozen Clampers had formed a conga line. They were singing loudly.

One chance to dance

Don’t leave it to circumstance. A trance,

A dance,

Dreaming through the night.

Even as Susan tried to flee, she could feel her body moving to the rhythm. The conga line snaked out into the rain, passing her. The last person in the line, a smiling Clamper, beckoned her to join them.

The trouble started early for Tom. Tom’s staff was occupied with drunken pirates and monsters and ghosts and goblins partying in the corridors and generally raising a ruckus. Tom had been heading to Penelope’s when he found three drunken Clampers in a jacuzzi. They were fully clothed and they were singing. “What Shall We Do With the Drunken Sailor” improvising new verses, and acting them out. “Dunk him in the hot tub ’til he’s sober—early in the morning!”

The Clamper who had been designated the drunken sailor seemed to be in danger of drowning when Tom stepped in.

Tom was explaining politely that the jacuzzis were closed which was why the heat was turned off and the water was cold. He was explaining that it was dangerous to be on deck during a lightning storm, which is why the area had been roped off. He was helping the men out of the water, when he heard a distant chorus of drunken voices singing the tune that had started all the trouble a few nights back.

“Hey, it’s that song again,” one of the drunks said, and started to sing along. “Your dreams, my schemes, dancing through the night.” Tom stepped away from the man and radioed the bridge immediately. “Three long blasts on the horn,” he said. “Right away.”

The officer on watch started to argue. “It’s kind of late for that, Tom, isn’t it’ Passengers are sleeping.

“It’s that damn song again,” Tom said. “Who knows how long it’s been going on. Sound the horn before the bridge is overrun by drunken Clampers.”

They sounded the horn.

When the ship’s horn blasted, cutting through the Trancer tune, Susan found herself standing on Cyclops’ Lookout, surrounded by other dancers. She was being pelted by rain. Her clothes and hair were already soaked, but she wasn’t cold—dancing had kept her warm.

She pushed her hair off her forehead and looked around, wondering whether Pat and Ian had been caught by the conga line. The wind sang in the lines over her head with a high whine, just at the edge of her hearing range. The sound set her nerves on edge. Lightning flickered, illuminating the sky for an instant. Thunder rumbled and the rain fell harder.

Around her, the Clampers were shouting. “Where’s the bar?” “Hey, I think we should get out of the rain.” “Look—some lunatics are on the sundeck. I thought that was closed off.”

With a sudden feeling of dread, Susan stepped to the railing and looked down at the sundeck. In the glow of the bow lights, she could see the maze of glass windscreens. Beyond the screens, at the very bow of the ship, she saw her friend Pat, face pale, hair a brilliant blue even in the dim light. Pat’s back was to the railing, and a man stood in front of her. Susan recognized him: Weldon Merrimax.

Susan gripped the railing, staring down at the pair, terrified for her friend. “Pat!” Susan shouted, but the thunder rumbled, drowning out her voice. As she watched, Weldon stepped forward, reaching out to grab Pat.

Pat braced herself on the railing and kicked at Weldon’s groin, but he turned and Pat’s foot did not connect with its intended target. “Never kick for the balls,” said a quiet voice beside Susan. “Men protect against that. Go for the knee instead. A much better target.” Susan stared at Mary, who leaned on the railing beside her. “We have to help her,” Susan said. “We have to …” She looked down at the sundeck just in time to see Weldon strike her friend in the face with the back of his hand, knocking her to the deck. Susan gasped, lifting her hand to touch her own face in an unconscious gesture of sympathetic pain.

“Help!” she shouted, but no one heard her. She looked around, frantic to find someone who could save Pat. She and Mary were alone by the railing. She could see crowds of passengers behind her, all intent on getting out of the rain, on getting back to the bar. Clampers blocked the narrow walkways that led around Penelope’s. There was no way to reach the companionways that connected the observation deck to the sundeck.

“Help is already on the way,” Mary said quietly.

Glancing down again, Susan saw Max, stepping around one of the windscreens. The wind tousled his gray hair and inflated his tweed sports coat, puffing out the sleeves and making the coattails flap. The pounding rain splashed when it hit the deck, sending sparkling drops arcing as high as Max’s knees.

In a flash of lightning, Susan saw Max’s reflection in the windscreens around him—a dozen versions of Max, all walking forward with grim determination. On the bow ahead of him, Pat had struggled to her feet. Weldon had a grip on her shoulder and was pushing her back against the railing.

Then the lights went out.

When Tom got the call on his radio, he was at the stern of the ship on the recreation deck, dealing with the group of wet and shivering Clampers that he had extracted from the jacuzzi. Bridge staff was calling to alert Tom: three people were on the sundeck, an area that had been closed to passengers since that afternoon, when the waves were at their worst. A high wave might still wash over the deck, carrying the fools with it.

Tom said he’d be right there. He pointed the Clampers toward the elevator and headed for the sundeck. Then the situation got worse.

Something happened down in engineering—something bad. At the time, Tom didn’t know just what had happened or how or why. All he knew was that alarms were sounding all over the ship; screaming sirens and ringing alarm bells drowned out the music and laughter.

The lights went out. The emergency generators came on, and the lights flickered for a moment. Then the generators died too, and the lights died with them.

Tom snatched the flashlight from his belt and headed for the bow of the ship.

In the sudden darkness, Susan stared in the direction of the bow, helpless. The railing was cold beneath her hand, a solid object to which she could cling in a dark and uncertain world. The ship shuddered beneath her feet and she heard a hollow booming as a wave struck the side of the ship. What was happening out there? 

Lightning flashed, a brilliant bolt followed by an explosion of thunder. In the flash of dazzling blue-white light, Susan saw that Weldon had turned away from Pat to face Max. Susan saw the two men only for an instant in the lightning flash, but the image lingered in her vision after the darkness returned. Max’s fists were clenched. Through fogged and rain-spattered glasses, Max glared at Weldon. He looked ridiculous, Susan thought—a short, gray-haired, pudgy man facing a thug. He looked absurdly brave, ridiculously courageous. Thunder rolled overhead, a deafening rumble.

“Max doesn’t have a chance,” Susan said. “It’s impossible. If only there were some way to help him. If only …”

“Impossible?” Mary said. “Not at all. There are always possibilities.”

Again the lightning struck—a series of bolts this time, illuminating the deck with a flickering light. Susan saw movement among the windscreens. Wolves. Sarah’s pack of wolves. Their wet fur glistened as they ran toward the bow, circling around Max to attack Weldon from both sides. In the instant before the light died, Susan saw the wolves spring toward Weldon. Weldon grabbed Pat and threw her toward the animals, stepping away so that his back was against the railing.

“Possibilities,” Mary said. “So many possibilities. All occupying the same space and time. As quick as lightning, as fleeting as a thought, as powerful as imagination.”

Susan strained her eyes in the darkness, desperate to know what was happening. She could hear the hammering of the rain on the deck around her, the crashing of the waves, the rumble of the thunder. She was cold, so cold. The rain had soaked through her clothes and she was shivering.

“There are other possibilities,” Mary was musing. “Maybe an alien abduction.”

Through the downpour, Susan saw a distant light in the sky. Not the blue-white brilliance of lightning, but a warm golden glow. Just a pinprick of light at first, like a star gleaming through the clouds.

She had imagined this, she thought. The light grew larger—to the size of a grape, the size of her fist. Still it came closer—a glowing golden saucer, spinning over the sundeck. She could hear a high pitched humming sound.

Susan could see Max now, his face bathed in the golden light of the saucer. Though he was still short and still pudgy, still wet and windblown, he did not look quite so ridiculous now. He looked like a man who knew what he was doing. He was smiling, his arms open as if to greet a friend as the saucer came in for a landing. The wolves sat at his feet, gazing up at the glowing saucer.

“Nice saucer,” Mary said.

Susan stared at the saucer as it came down, crushing three windscreens beneath it. The glass shattered, the metal frames crumpled.

The saucer rested on the deck, still humming. For a moment, nothing happened. Susan hadn’t imagined anything more. She tried to think of how this alien invasion could help her friends.

Pat lay on the deck where Weldon had thrown her. She had lifted herself up on one elbow and was struggling to her feet. Weldon stood at the railing, just a few feet away.

“What’s next?” Mary asked.

Weldon was moving again. In the golden light, Susan saw him step toward Pat. Her friend, who had always seemed so strong, now looked small. Susan watched, frozen in horror. What was next? She didn’t know.

A wave struck the side of the ship, sending up an arc of water that washed across the deck, drenching Weldon. Pat was standing now. She wasn’t looking at Weldon anymore; she wasn’t watching the golden saucer. She was looking past Weldon, looking over his shoulder out into the darkness where the ocean waves surged.

As Weldon stepped forward, a great tentacle—as thick around as a strong man’s leg—reached over the side of the ship and wrapped itself around the railing. Then another tentacle, a great suckered rope of flesh, wound itself around the post that supported the railing. And then a third tentacle reached high over the railing and wrapped itself around Weldon’s waist.

Susan couldn’t hear Weldon over the hum of the saucer and the crash of thunder, but she saw his eyes widen in terror and his mouth open in a scream. The tentacle dragged him to the railing.

Weldon grabbed the railing. For a moment, he clung there—his great, broken hands locked around the railing in a desperate grip. Then with a mighty tug, the tentacle wrenched him free and hoisted him over the railing. He disappeared from view.

“Lovely,” Mary said, clapping her hands together. “That was a possibility that hadn’t occurred to me.”

Susan stared toward the bow. The saucer was taking off again, leaving Max and Pat, alone in the rain. “We’ve won!” she said.

“Oh, but it isn’t about winning and losing,” Mary said mildly. “It’s about possibilities.”

Susan paid no attention. “Weldon’s gone. Pat and Max are safe.” She looked toward Penelope’s. The walkways were empty now; everyone had retreated indoors. “I’ve got to get down there.” She ran for the nearest companionway, not waiting for Mary to reply.

Susan yanked the heavy metal door open. It was dark in the service companionway. She fumbled in her pocket and found her penlight. It cast its beam on the painted metal walls—just enough light to show the way. She stepped inside, letting the door swing closed behind her, muffling the pounding of the rain and the rumble of the thunder. She headed down the stairs, hurrying to join Pat and Max.

Weldon was gone, but Pat and Max had to get in out of the rain. They were cold; they were wet. Pat was hurt. She had to help them.

Susan was halfway down to the next landing when she heard another sound, the ominous scrape of metal on metal. The stairs turned just ahead, and the sound came from around the corner. She stopped where she was. She could hear her own breathing, the soft dripping of water from her clothes. Then she heard another sound, the rattle of metal claws on the stairs. Her breath caught in her throat. The monster in the dark, she thought.

She could imagine the monster quite clearly now. Its body was the Rattler’s, a construction of discarded parts imperfectly joined, flesh and metal meeting in an unnatural union. Its mind was the broken mind of a serial killer. It hunted for women who were alone and unprotected. It wanted to take her apart.

It wasn’t supposed to happen like this. Weldon was gone. Max and Pat had beaten him. She should be safe now. This wasn’t fair.

The air stank of rotting flesh. She heard the rasp of a knife scraping against a sharpening steel; she heard harsh, irregular breathing. “Is someone there?” she called, trying to keep her voice steady. “Where do you think you’re going?” a hoarse voice whispered in the darkness. “You can’t go there.”

She gripped the metal banister. The companionway had felt warm when she stepped into it, but she was shivering now. She had to keep going. “I am going to help my friends,” she said, but her voice was weak.

“You can’t go there,” the voice in the darkness repeated. “You can’t do that.”

She heard a creaking and a rattling as the monster shifted its position. It was, she thought, on the stairs directly below her. She could not keep going down.

She thought of Pat, slumped against the railing. She thought of Max, wet and shivering in the rain. She had to help them. “I am going to help my friends,” she repeated. Her voice was stronger.

“You can’t go,” said the monster. “Bad things will happen to you. I’ll take you apart. I’ll cut you into pieces.”

Bad things—she thought of the bad things that happened to bad girls. Bad girls were raped; they were tortured. Killers stalked them; monsters threatened them. Madmen cut them apart with chain saws, with hatchets, with knives. Good girls stayed home where they could be safe.

“Go back,” the voice said.

Go back? She couldn’t go back. She had thrown away her wedding ring, jumped into bed with a sailor, talked with people who weren’t there. She couldn’t go back.

She shivered in the darkness. She did not want to go back. She was a woman of startling talents and she would not go back.

Take a closer look, Max had told them. You need to look closely at the things that frighten you. Mary Maxwell had said that it was the imaginary monsters that kept people from living the lives they wanted to live. Was this an imaginary monster?

Stooping, she shone the penlight through the gap between the steps, sending the beam toward the monster. The beam flickered across corroding metal, rotting flesh.

“No,” the monster said. “Go back.” She heard claws rattling on the stairs as the monster moved away from the light.

“I won’t go back,” she said. Her voice was strong, though she was still shivering. I have to see it more clearly, she thought.

“Bad things,” the monster said. It seemed to Susan that its voice was softer.

Susan straightened and took three quick steps down the stairs, before she could hesitate. She turned on the small landing. The monster, she thought, was right below her, blocking the door to the sundeck.

She shone the light toward the monster. The beam flickered across a carapace of rusting metal that glistened with mucus from the flesh that had been joined to it. She caught a glimpse of a ravaged face: skin stretched taut over the bone of a skull; wisps of graying hair clinging to the pale scalp; broken teeth in a slit of a mouth; watery eyes glittering in the darkness. Then she heard claws scrabbling as the monster backed away from the light.

“You can’t go here,” the monster said. Its voice had a desperate edge. She took a step downward, shining the beam of light toward the monster. It retreated as she advanced.

She did not hesitate. The thin beam of the penlight before her, she rushed down the stairs and burst out the door, into the clean, rain-washed air, into the cold and the wet.

The deck was awash with rain. She made her way toward the bow through the darkness, clinging to the frames of the windscreens for support, lurching from one to the next. More than once, she slipped on the wet deck, thrown off balance by the ship’s unpredictable movements.

She was halfway to the bow when lightning flashed nearby, illuminating the deck with a sudden brilliant blue-white light. She caught a glimpse of her reflection in the glass windscreens around her: dozens of images of herself, all of them drenched and wind blown, all of them grinning.

Grinning? Yes. She knew that she shouldn’t be so happy—this was a serious situation, a dangerous situation, a frightening place to be. But she couldn’t help it. This was an adventure. She had escaped the monster; she was going to rescue her friends. She was cold and wet and frightened—and she was right where she wanted to be.

She reached the bow of the ship. The flying saucer was gone. There were no wolves. Pat was slumped beside the broken frames of the windscreens that had been crushed beneath the saucer. Max stood beside her, feet braced against the movement of the ship. He was staring out over the bow. Rainwater dripped from his gray hair, his beard; his glasses were spattered with raindrops; his clothes were soaked. But his expression was ecstatic. Lightning flashed on the horizon, gleaming through his gray hair.

“What a wonderful ending!” he exclaimed when he saw her. “So unexpected! So powerful!”

“Pat! Are you all right?” Susan kneeled on the wet deck beside her friend. Pat looked up. A bruise was darkening around her left eye.

“Wasn’t that a fabulous squid?” she murmured.

“Come on,” Susan said. “We’ve got to get you out of here. Put your arm around my shoulders.”

Susan had helped Pat to her feet when Tom arrived, flashlight in hand, looking large and efficient in a bright yellow raincoat. “What the hell is going on?” he asked, but he didn’t wait for an answer. He did the practical things. He put his raincoat around Pat, who was shivering in the cold. He helped them across the deck—past the signs that said the sundeck was off-limits, back onto Calypso Deck, down a service companionway in which Susan saw no monsters.

By the time they reached the ship’s infirmary, emergency power had been restored to the ship. The doctor was tending to an injured pirate—he had sprained his ankle while dancing in the conga line. Tom insisted that the doctor take a look at Pat and Max, though they both said it really wasn’t necessary.

The bruise around Pat’s eye was darkening. It looked like she would soon have a spectacular shiner, with colors that complemented her hair. “I slipped and fell,” Pat said. “It was all my fault. I shouldn’t have been out there anyway.” She glanced at Max. “Isn’t that so, Maxi” Max nodded, looking startled. “Yes, of course. Whatever you say.

But it was such a wonderful storm.”

“Let’s get some ice on that bruise,” the doctor said. He glanced at Max, who was still dripping rainwater. “And we’d best get you into something dry and warm.”

The doctor bustled about, getting an ice pack and some towels, taking charge of the situation.

Susan glanced at Tom and found him studying her with skepticism. “She fell?” he asked.

She shrugged, remembering Max’s advice. Sometimes it was easier to avoid telling the whole truth. “I wasn’t there,” she said. “I saw them from the observation deck and went down to join them.”

“Because it looked like so much fun out there?”

She shrugged again. “It looked like they could use a hand.” They left Max and Pat in the doctor’s care, and Tom took Susan to her stateroom. He only asked if she were all right. “I’m fine,” she said. “A little shaky, but fine.”

“Could you tell me what was going on out there?” he asked.

She wet her lips and took a deep breath, deciding that she didn’t want to lie to Tom. “Mary Maxwell and I were watching from the observation deck. Weldon Merrimax was trying to kill Pat. Max went to save her.”

He nodded, looking skeptical. “What happened to those wind-screens?”

“A flying saucer landed on them. That was my doing, I’m afraid. Mary sent in a pack of wolves.”

“Of course,” he said. He was shaking his head. “And where’s Weldon now?”

“A giant squid reached over the railing and snatched him overboard. I think Pat made that up.”

“A giant squid,” he said dryly. “I should have guessed. That would explain everything. And then you raced to their rescue.”

“That’s right.”

He put his arms around her.

She leaned into his embrace, smiling. She considered telling him about the monster in the companionway, then decided against it. He’d had enough to deal with for one night.



BAD GRRLZ’ GUIDE TO PHYSICS

WHAT THE HELL HAPPENED?

What do women want?

It’s an old, old question. And I’m pleased to tell you that I know the answer.

What do women want? An explanation.

That’s really all we want. We just want to understand why. Why did he say that? Why, oh why, did he ever do that? And why was that giant squid on the sundeck, anyway?

Women—Bad Grrlz in particular—are interested in the answers to these questions. Like scientists of all kinds, we search desperately, persistently, for an explanation.

In the interest of science, I will explain a few things here.

What, you may ask, was I doing out on the sundeck with that thug Weldon Merrimax?

Well, when I met Weldon Merrimax, he was intriguingly mysterious about the goings-on aboard the Odyssey. He told me he couldn’t explain it all to me just yet. But he said that if I met him on the sundeck at midnight on Halloween, he would explain everything. Who could turn down an invitation like that? A mysterious rendezvous with the promise of an explanation—how intriguing!

Oh, sure—it was stupid to meet him. I’ll grant you that. When I went to the party at Penelope’s, I hadn’t really decided whether I’d go or not—but after a Rum Monkey it started to seem like a fine idea. I figured I’d just slip away and find out what Weldon had to say for himself.

Out on the sundeck, Weldon told me that he was going to kill me. I asked why. (What did I tell you: Bad Grrlz always want an explanation.) And he told me about a dream. He had dreamed he was in a library and he found a book titled Adventures in Time and Space with Max Merriwell. In this book, Weldon Merrimax was just a pseudonym of Max Merriwell. “It wasn’t fair,” he said.

“What does that have to do with me?” I asked him.

“The author was Pat Murphy,” he said. Then he tried to grab me. It was nice of Max to come to my rescue.

Apparently, he had wandered out of his cabin and spotted me in the corridor as I headed out to the sundeck. He decided to follow me. “I was worried about you,” he told me in the infirmary. “I thought you might need some help.”

So I was on the sundeck with Weldon and Max came to rescue me. My memory of events gets a little blurry right after Weldon punched me and I fell in a heap. I’ll tell you: getting punched in real life is a hell of a lot worse than it looks in the movies. This spunky heroine did not immediately leap to her feet to fight back. That really hurt.

While we were in the infirmary, Max told me that I missed seeing a pack of wolves and a flying saucer. I remember blinking away tears just in time to see Weldon Merrimax coming toward me like the killer in a B-movie. He was, I think, going to toss me overboard. I saw a blast of spray shoot up behind him. And I thought about how nice it would be if a giant squid were to snatch him overboard. I imagined a tentacle grabbing the railing.

There it was, just as I had imagined it—a lovely tentacle wrapping itself around the railing. Then I imagined another tentacle, as thick and strong as the first. And there it was. Finally a third tentacle, whipping over the railing and wrapping itself around Weldon’s waist.

As the tentacle dragged Weldon over the side, I managed to struggle to my feet and peer over the railing. I looked into the eye of the monster of my imagination—the giant squid. Its eye was the size of a dinner plate—as black as obsidian, as smooth and unreadable as an ocean swell. As I watched, another wave crashed against the ship. The monster released its grip on the railing and slipped back into the water, taking Weldon with it.

Max told us about the power of the imagination. I’ve always had a good imagination. I’m not sure how all these events fit into my understanding of physics. I’m not sure how to reconcile Schrodinger’s cat and Pat’s giant squid. I don’t know how the mind of this observer influenced the potentialities to bring a giant squid up from the depths. But I think it’s all quite intriguing.

After Weldon sank beneath the waves, Susan came running out to save us. Tom showed up just a few minutes later. Max and I spent an hour or so in the infirmary before Ian came to claim me. Apparently Tom had tracked him down and told him a little about what had happened. The doctor allowed him to take charge of me. We left Max chatting amiably with the doctor.

Ian tried to take me to my stateroom and tuck me into bed, but it takes more than a black eye to slow this Bad Grrl down. I took advantage of his efforts to comfort me. After a bit, his comforting hugs became something less platonic. I took him to his cabin and one thing led to another. (I made sure of that.) He was sleeping like a baby when I woke up this morning and slipped out of his bed. I came to the sundeck to survey the aftermath of last night.

This morning, the weather is clear. The sun is shining; the sea is calm. When I arrived on the sundeck, a workman was painting over the gray marks that the giant squid’s tentacles had left on the white railing. Another was sweeping up the broken glass from the shattered windscreens.

I asked the man sweeping up the glass what had caused the damage, just to see what he would say. “Big waves,” he said. “Fierce storm last night.”

The fierce storm didn’t explain the scorch marks where the saucer had landed, but they wouldn’t be there much longer. The workman with the paint was heading for that patch of deck, preparing to cover over the evidence.

Last night, I asked Ian whether the folks on the bridge had seen what happened on the sundeck. He called up there and asked. He told me that they talked about seeing ball lightning, a rare form of lightning that takes the form of a globe. I looked at him skeptically, and he shrugged. “People see what they want to see,” he said.

The folks on the bridge apparently had nothing to say about the wolves, the giant squid, or the passenger who vanished overboard. Of course, there’s no evidence that Weldon was ever on board—he wasn’t on the passenger list—so he can go missing without provoking an official inquiry. It’s all very convenient.

I lingered on the sundeck long enough to watch the deck crew eradicate all evidence of untoward happenings—painting over the scorch marks, removing the twisted frames of the windscreens. They are on the side of order, after all. And last night’s events were definitely on the side of chaos.



TWENTY-FIVE


	The descent into madness is an inevitable part of the process of writing a novel. You can’t escape it. Just go with it. You really have no choice.



—from On Writing Novels

by Max Merriwell

That night, Susan slept soundly in Tom’s bed, rocked by the storm waves, soothed by the rattle of rain on the window. She had waited up until he was off duty, and then joined him for a nightcap in his cabin. One thing led to another, as she had known it would. And she spent the night.

And as she slept, she dreamed. In her dream, she stood on the balcony of her own stateroom. The sea was covered with mist, as if they were sailing over clouds. She wondered what monsters the mist might be hiding, then decided it didn’t matter. She could handle any monsters that might show up.

She heard the glass door slide open and glanced behind her, expecting to see Pat. Mary Maxwell stepped out. Through the glass door, she could see Pat still asleep in bed.

Susan smiled at Mary: “You’re not gone,” she said.

Mary shrugged. “Apparently not. Just thought I’d see how you were doing.”

“I’m fine. Seems like all the troubles are over.”

“You think so?”

“Of course. It was Max and Weldon that stirred everything up. Weldon’s gone and Max seems okay now.”

“So you think everything will calm down?” Mary asked. “I think so.”

Mary looked a little skeptical. She glanced through the glass doors at Pat. “She’s sleeping so peacefully,” Mary said. “She’s dreaming. What do you think she’s dreaming about?”

Susan shrugged. “I have no idea.”

“About you, of course. About us, standing here talking. And if she stopped dreaming about you, where would you be?”

“Right here,” Susan said.

Mary laughed. “You’d be nowhere at all. You’re only a sort of thing in her dream. If she woke up, you’d be gone. Poof! just like that.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Susan said. “What about you?”

“Poof!” Mary said. “just another thing in her dream. Ridiculous or not, it’s true. I just figured it out myself. Why else would Weldon have been after her?”

Susan shook her head and turned away from Mary, looking out over the misty water. She shivered as a cold breeze blew on her face.

She blinked and she realized that she was in bed, cuddled up against a warm, masculine back. Tom turned over, then, putting his arms around her and pulling her close. In the darkness, she could see the glowing numbers of the digital clock. It was five thirty in the morning. Tom had to get up at six, she remembered.

“Good morning,” Tom said. “I have to get up at six.” He kissed her. “But we have a little time.”

They made the most of the time they had.

“Be careful about deciding you want to be a fiction writer. It’s not an easy path. You have to rely on your imagination—and your imagination is a dangerous thing.” Max looked bright and alert, despite the alarms and excursions of the previous night. “Fiction writers are all a little crazy, and science fiction writers may be crazier than most. It comes, I think, from spending far too much time alone, imagining new worlds inhabited by strange people, making up stories, talking to yourself—and having conversations with your imaginary friends, people who don’t really exist. It’s not such a big step from imagining conversations to hearing voices.”

At the end of workshop, Max smiled at Susan and Pat. “I was wondering if you’d like to have lunch,” he said.

Pat nodded just as Susan noticed Tom and Ian stepping in the door. Tom waved to Susan. “I thought you might want to have lunch,” he said.

“I’d love to,” she said.

“Great,” said Ian. “We’ll all go together.”

Susan frowned and glanced at Tom, thinking he might suggest that they break off from the group and have lunch alone, but he just nodded, going along with Ian’s suggestion.

Susan sat between Tom and Pat, with Max and Ian on the other side of the table. Tom took Susan’s hand, smiling at her.

She should be upset, she thought. It was the last day of the cruise. She had spent two nights with Tom, and soon they would be saying good-bye. They hadn’t talked about what was going on between them. There hadn’t been time for that.

But she was surprisingly relaxed. Something would work out, though she had no idea what.

“How are you feeling this morning?” Tom asked Pat.

The skin surrounding Pat’s eye had darkened to shades of deep purple and blue, forming a spectacular shiner. But she was smiling.

“Just fine,” she said.

“How about you, Max?” Tom asked.

Max smiled. “Quite well,” he said. “I think I’ve finally got a handle on the book I need to write.”

“Can you tell us about it?” Ian asked.

Max nodded. “It’s obvious, really. A serial killer on a cruise ship.” Susan stared at him. “An imaginary character who is a serial killer?”

Max shook his head. “Oh, no—an actual killer. Seems to me a cruise ship is the perfect environment for a killer. It’s so easy to dispose of the evidence. In the end, the killer turns out to be the ship’s chief security officer.” He smiled at Tom. “Sorry, Tom. It’s just that you’re the least likely candidate. I think it will be one of Weldon’s best.”

Tom nodded. “Speaking of unlikely,” he said slowly, “I was hoping that the two of you might be able to explain what happened last night.” He was looking at Pat and Max.

Max shrugged. “You know, I don’t much care for explanations. I’ve found they usually just get in the way.”

Tom looked at Pat, but Ian spoke up first. “I disagree,” he said. “I love explanations. I like to have as many as possible. Then I can choose among them. Or pile them all together. Explanations are easy. We are in the Bermuda Triangle where strange things happen. Dreamers in parallel dimensions are dreaming overlapping dreams. We have tapped into a quantum reality where many possibilities overlap—and the overlapping realities are bleeding through into this one. Why have just one answer when so many are available?”

“But that’s not satisfying,” Pat said.

Ian shrugged. “Maybe not for you. It’s satisfying for me.”

Susan squeezed Tom’s hand under the table. “Reality is a much more flexible concept than most people think,” she said. “The borders are fuzzy. You can do a lot with a little bit of dreaming and a lot of imagination. Isn’t that so, Max?”

Max nodded. “Absolutely,” the writer said.

Tom shook his head. “What about all those cryptic notes?” he asked.

“Not cryptic,” Ian said. “Ambiguous, perhaps, but that’s the nature of the I Ching. It offers possibilities. What you do with them is up to you.” He looked a round the table. “As far as I’m concerned, there’s only one question left now. What’s next?” He smiled at Susan. “I wanted to talk to you about that. The ship needs a librarian, you see.”

Apparently, Ian had been busy. It seems that the ship needed a librarian for its winter cruise season in the Mediterranean. Ian had convinced both the Captain and the company that he had found the perfect candidate and now all he had to do was convince her to apply.

Susan listened in a daze. She looked at Tom, who was grinning. “So I’d stay on board the ship?” she said. She’d stay aboard, she’d have a chance to see if this thing with Tom was going anywhere, she’d sail around the Mediterranean and have adventures.

“You’d move to crew quarters, of course,” Ian said. “And you need to fill out an application, but that’s just a formality. It’s all set, really.”

“I don’t know,” she said. “I have an apartment in San Francisco. I don’t see …” The sentence trailed off as she thought of the apartment. It wasn’t really her apartment. It was Harrys apartment as far as she was concerned. With Harry’s furniture and Harry’s television and Harry’s stereo. The books were hers, but the rest was Harrys.

“I figured that I could take care of your apartment until you get back,” Pat said.

Ian and Pat talked about details while Susan listened, feeling that matters had been taken from her hands and handed over to someone much more competent. She was willing to give it a try.

Susan sat in the library, reading the end of Through the Looking-Glass to a group of children. Alice had returned home and was talking to a black kitten about her adventures on the other side of the looking glass.

“‘Now, Kitty, let’s consider who it was that dreamed it all. This is a serious question, my dear, and you should not go on licking your paw like that …! You see, Kitty, it must have been either me or the Red King. He was part of my dream, of course—but then I was part of his dream, too! Was it the Red King, Kitty? … Oh, Kitty, do help to settle it! I’m sure your paw can wait!’ But the provoking kitten only began on the other paw, and pretended it hadn’t heard the question.”

“Which do you think it was?” Susan closed the book and set it down in her lap. She smiled at the children. “Any ideas?” she asked.

One little boy said it was the Red King and one little girl said it was Alice. Another little girl made a long and earnest speech about her own black kitten back home, which didn’t really seem to relate to the topic at hand. And another boy said he didn’t care whose dream it was but he liked Tweedledum best because he got to put a cooking pot on his head when he dressed up in armor (the illustration showed that), and the little boy thought that was a good idea. The discussion reached no conclusions, which was fine, since Susan hadn’t expected that it would. Some children went with Trudy to the swimming pool, and parents came to reclaim others. One mother stopped to talk with Susan.

“What a wonderful job you have!” the young mother said. Susan nodded. “I certainly do,” she said.

“How on earth did you end up here?” the woman asked.

Susan thought for a moment, watching the woman’s face. “Well,” she said easily, “a month ago I decided to leave my husband and run away to sea. I sailed with the Odyssey to Europe. It was such a wonderful trip, I decided to stay aboard.”

There are so many stories to choose from, Susan thought as she watched the mother leave with her children. You had to know when to say, “That’s someone else’s story, not mine.” You had to know when to claim a story as your own, even if it didn’t happen quite that way.

That morning, she had found a piece of paper slipped under her door. A hexagram and a note written in a looping, feminine hand: “When a door has been opened, one can undertake the most dangerous things.”

She didn’t know what would happen next.



BAD GRRLZ’ GUIDE TO PHYSICS

WHAT NEXT?

I’ve been thinking about my dissertation and thinking about my advisor and thinking about how little I want to deal with defending my ideas to him. I’ve been thinking about Max’s comments on my theories, when he thought they were a science fiction novel.

So I have a plan. I’m going to write a novel. It’ll be about a group of people on board a cruise ship. It’ll be about a writer whose pseudonyms show up and make trouble. It’ll be about reality and the stories people tell and the nature of both.

I think it will be an interesting novel to write. It contains so many possibilities. So far, all I have is the beginning.

A woman is wandering in a corridor, lost and confused. She is on a cruise ship about to set sail. She clutches a map, but the map doesn’t tell her which way to go. In her experience, maps are not always useful. The map is not the territory. In fact, the map rarely shows the most interesting parts of the territory.

As she walks down the corridor, she hears a man talking about writing and talking about names and talking about who he is and who he isn’t. She begins to listen.

That’s all I have so far. I’m sure the rest will become clear in good time.



Afterword to Adventures in Time and Space with Max Merriwell

BY PAT MURPHY


	“The scientists try to tell us that the universe is made up of atoms and molecules; actually, the universe is made up of stories.



—Muriel Rukeyser

Max Merriwell is a fiction writer; Max Merriwell is a liar. So is Mary Maxwell. So is Weldon Merrimax. So is Pat Murphy. And so are you.

We are all fiction writers; we are all liars. Without knowing it, we make up stories about the world. And then we believe that our stories are true and ignore our own roles in creating the version of the world in which we live.

For many years, I worked at the Exploratorium, San Francisco’s museum of science, art, and human perception. My background is in biology, but during my time at the Exploratorium I wrote about all branches of science, including physics and chemistry and human perception. Learning about perception made me realize the fundamental truth of Rukeyser’s statement.

When I came to the Exploratorium, I assumed (like most people, I think) that the world I see around me is the real world. After working at the Exploratorium, I no longer believe that to be true.

I see the world because light bounces off things in the world around me and enters my eyes. The eye’s cornea and lens focus the light to make an image on the retina, a layer of light-sensitive cells at the back of the eye. The cells of the retina send a message to my brain. My brain interprets those signals to create a mental image of the world.

I don’t see the real world. I see a mental image constructed by my brain.

Optical illusions—those tricky pictures where straight lines seem to bend, where sizes are distorted, where your eyes and brain are fooled into seeing the world as it isn’t—reveal some of the limitations of this mental image. At the Exploratorium, you can watch a person shrink as they walk across a distorted room, Also known as the Ames room, this three-dimensional optical illusion was invented by ophthalmologist Adelbert Ames, Jr. in 1934. Your brain expects the room to be rectangular. Unwilling to recognize that the room is an unfamiliar shape, your brain fabricates a plausible story to make sense of what it sees—the person is changing size.

Many people treat optical illusions as amusing tricks, but they are much more. Optical illusions actually reveal the profound workings of your visual system. Researchers into visual perception use these puzzling pictures to figure out how your brain fabricates its fictions about the world.

What you see is your brain’s interpretation of the world. The same is true for what you hear, feel, taste, and smell. All your perceptions are constructions of your brain, stories that your brain tells you about the signals it receives.

What’s more, the same is true of your memories. The work of memory researchers shows that the memory of an event is malleable. Your brain constructs a memory from bits and pieces of what you saw and heard and felt at the time, then modifies that construction based on ideas and suggestions that come along after the event you are remembering has taken place.

Essentially, your memories are stories that your brain tells and retells, rewriting as it goes along. This is something that many people find disturbing. Understandably so. Memory researcher Elizabeth Loftus writes: “Human beings feel attached to their remembered past, for the people, places, and events that we enshrine in memory give structure and definition to the person we think of as our ‘self.’” If we accept that memory spills over into dreams and imagination, then how do we know what’s real and what’s not?

We don’t.

Reality is a slippery thing. According to pataphysical philosopher Yves Rrognac, “The mind is a machine for manufacturing reality.” So reality, in turn, is manufactured by the mind. When I first realized how slippery reality was, I found the discovery to be rather disturbing. But eventually I came to realize that this slipperiness could be the source of a great deal of power and fun. That, I think, is when Max Merriwell, Mary Maxwell, and Weldon Merrimax came along. The book you are holding is the end of a three-year metafictional experiment, which began with There and Back Again (by Max Merriwell), continued with Wild Angel (by Mary Maxwell by Max Merriwell), and culminated in Adventures in Time and Space with Max Merriwell.

Though I have had a great deal of fun playing with reality in this book, I have maintained a certain respect for the laws of physics. The science described by Pat Murphy (the character) in her Bad Grrlz’ Guide is accurate. I did not make up any of the stuff about virtual particles popping in and out of the quantum vacuum. The physicists made that up on their own.
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Afterword to Bad Grrlz’ Guide to Reality

In 1990, I began work on a project that was both an enormous joke and a serious metafictional experiment. It started with Max Merriwell.

In some universe that is separate but parallel to ours, Max Merriwell is a prolific novelist. Each year he writes three books: a science fiction novel under his own name, a fantasy novel under the pen name Mary Maxwell, and a mystery under the pen name Weldon Merrimax. 

In the universe in which we live, Max Merriwell is a pen name of mine. 

When I first started thinking about Max Merriwell, he wanted to write a particular novel titled There and Back Again, a parody of Tolkien’s The Hobbit, retold as a space opera. In Max’s tale, the central character is a “norbit” who lives in the asteroid belt of our solar system, a quiet backwater in a busy galaxy. The norbit lives in a hollowed-out asteroid and flies about the asteroid belt in a steam-powered rocket. One day, he finds a message pod adrift in the asteroid belt. Soon, he is swept up on an adventure across the galaxy in the company of a notorious woman space pirate and a group of clone sisters, members of the galaxy’s richest and most powerful clone family.

Max’s pseudonym Mary Maxwell, also wanted to write a novel. She wanted to write a new version of the Tarzan legend. In Mary Maxwell’s novel, the main character is a young girl who is adopted by the wolves in gold rush California.

I thought about all this for a while and realized that I, too, wanted to write a novel. The novel I wanted to write was about Max Merriwell. Max, the prolific writer described above, is hired to teach a writing workshop on a cruise ship. The ship enters the Bermuda Triangle; events from novels that Max has written begin to bleed through into the reality of the cruise ship; and Max’s pseudonyms show up and make trouble.

Oh yes, somewhere along the way, I realized that Pat Murphy was a character in all of these novels. In There and Back Again, she is a curator of alien artifacts. In Wild Angel, Patrick Murphy is a Pinkerton investigating a stagecoach robbery. And in Adventures in Time and Space with Max Merriwell, Pat Murphy is a graduate student in physics who explains impossible events using quantum mechanics.

I found all this very funny, but the project was more than a joke. Why parody The Hobbit? Why rewrite Tarzan? Because these are fantasy classics that I remember vividly from my childhood. I remember them so well, in part, because there was no space for me in them.

When I was growing up I read constantly. I read a great deal of science fiction and fantasy in which the starring roles were filled by boys and men. Tarzan was the adventurer and Jane was just a sidekick. Hobbit men were swept up in adventures and the hobbit women chided them when they came home.

As a child, I would think about stories I had read whenever I was bored. And I would rewrite each one so there was a place for me in the story. To do so, I had to mentally edit the text or imagine myself as a boy. I became quite adept at both. In the version of Tarzan that I told myself, a scrawny fourth-grade girl accompanied the Lord of the Jungle on every adventure. 

As an adult, I understand why this reimagining is important. I read Carolyn Heilbrun’s book Writing a Woman’s Life and realized the importance of stories in shaping how we think about the world and about ourselves. Heilbrun wrote, 


	It is a hard thing to make up stories to live by. We can only retell and live by the stories we have read or heard. We live our lives through texts. They may be read, or chanted, or experienced electronically, or come to us, like the murmurings of our mothers, telling us what conventions demand. Whatever their force or medium, these stories have formed us all…



Gently parodying Tarzan and The Hobbit in Max and Mary’s novels let me create new and transformative works that adjusted what I saw as troubling flaws in the originals. In these books, women are the heroes and the adventurers, the movers and shakers—not the ones who stay home or wait to be rescued.

For some time, this series of novels remained a joke that I was telling myself. Then I shared the joke with Beth Meacham, an editor with Tor Books. And before I knew it I was hard at work on There and Back Again by Max Merriwell. 

While I was working on that book, I had a sign over my desk that said This is not a Pat Murphy novel. This is a Max Merriwell novel. Writing as Max Merriwell proved to be wonderfully liberating. You see, Max loves his own work. He welcomes, without criticism, each new idea that comes along. He’s off on an adventure, and he’s having a grand time.

Writing Wild Angel by Mary Maxwell by Max Merriwell was equally interesting. Since I was still writing under the influence of Max Merriwell, it was a rollicking adventure tale. But I was always aware as I was writing that I was a woman who was writing as a man who was writing as a woman. This awareness colored the way I approached many scenes.

In the final book, Adventures in Time and Space with Max Merriwell, the tangled threads come together. Working with material from The Hobbit and Tarzan met my goal of transforming the classic tales that I grew up with; the final book addresses the transformative nature of stories themselves—the fundamental reason for writing all three books. 

“You are the stories you tell yourself,” Mary Maxwell explains to Susan, the main character in Adventures in Time and Space. You invent your world; you invent yourself. But you need the right stories to help you on the way. 

I said at the beginning that this project was an enormous joke and a metafictional experiment. I’m sorry to say that not everyone shared the joke. This omnibus volume contains two of the three novels. There and Back Again by Max Merriwell is no longer in print.*

Fortunately, I wrote each of the three books to stand alone, as well as to contribute to a greater whole. When I wrote them, I believed that stories had the power to change the world. And I believe that still. 

Pat Murphy

*The Estate of J. R. R. Tolkien and Pat Murphy have agreed that Ms. Murphy and her publisher, Tor Books, will discontinue the publication of Ms. Murphy’s book There and Back Again, which the Estate contends is an infringement of J. R. R. Tolkien’s classic work The Hobbit. Ms. Murphy and Tor contend that Ms. Murphy’s novel does not infringe but is rather a transformative feminist commentary on The Hobbit and thus constitutes clear fair use, but have nonetheless agreed to discontinue the publication of Ms. Murphy’s book in an effort to avoid further dispute.
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In addition to writing fiction, Pat writes about science for children and adults. She has authored three science books for adults and more than fifteen science activity books for children. Her science writings have been honored with the American Institute of Physics Science Communication Award, the Science Books and Films Prize for Excellence in Science Books, the Pirelli INTERNETional Award for environmental publishing, and an award from Good Housekeeping.

In 1991, with writer Karen Fowler, Pat cofounded the James Tiptree, Jr. Award, an annual literary prize for science fiction or fantasy that expands or explores our understanding of gender roles. This award is funded by grassroots efforts that include auctions and bake sales, harnessing the power of chocolate chip cookies in an ongoing effort to change the world.

Pat enjoys looking for and making trouble. Her favorite color is ultraviolet. Her favorite book is whichever one she is working on right now.
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FLAMING RUM MONKEY

Puta teaspoon of brown sugar, a sprinkling of claves, rimeg, and
cinnamon, anda teaspoon of cocanut syrup (ihe kind used in pifia
coladas) in awam mug, Add a lille baling water—just encughto
dissalve the sugar. et e mixture steep for & mirnte, Poux in o
cunces of dark Jamaicenrum and ane cunce of dark créme ds cacao,
Fill the mug with beiling water and i,

Mo far the flames! Puta pinch of brawn sugar in  big spoon, Fill
the spocn with 151 rum. Ta warm the rum, held the spoon aver the

mug Slledwith the hot mixbute,

Light the rum in the spoon. Tip the spoen info the mug. The mixture
inthe mug will buen with  Lovely tiue flame.

Doxtt singe youx eybrows. Dot buen your tangae, Blow ot the
Flames and fry a sip of yous Faum Morikey. Hot, sweet, and tauched
with coccrnt. Exjoy your Rum Monkey and cream of possitifities
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