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			In England, in the 1950s, Dr. G.N.M. Tyrell summarized several hundred case histories of ghost sightings. Based upon his work, he compiled a list of aspects that would define the perfect apparition. All his studies were authenticated as rigorously as humanly possible.

			If a normal individual were standing by a ghost, both figures would stand out in space and be equally solid, appearing with similar clarity in all lighting conditions, good or bad. An apparition can be seen from any perspective as vividly as a normal individual, will reflect from a mirror as a real person will, and if we close our eyes, will disappear from view like an ordinary person.

			An apparition appears clothed and may carry normal accessories such as a package or stick, or may be accompanied by a dog. The ghost’s breathing, the rustle of its clothes, and other normal noises it may make are all audible.

			An unusual sensation of coldness pervades the air when an apparition is present. Most ghosts cannot cause any physical effects such as opening doors or moving objects around the room, although it often appears as if they can.

			Since an apparition behaves as if aware of our presence, its touch feels like an ordinary human touch. However, if we try to grab hold of it, our hand will go through it without encountering any resistance. The ghost may even disappear if we attempt to corner it. It may speak and even answer a question but will not engage in any long conversation. The apparition will not remain more than half an hour. It may vanish through walls or floor or simply open the door and walk out.

			 

			 

			 

			 

		


		
			PROLOGUE

			In the latter part of the decade, a rumor crept through the American medical establishment that a certain defense contractor called Stendhal Holmes had made a “startling,” “breath­taking,” “colossal” advance in medical technology.

			Stendhal Holmes was a computer software corporation first and a manufacturer second. Their usual products were guidance systems for aircraft, satellites, and submarines. They had a hand in space probes, military command equipment, missile design, and other areas of expertise so lethal that the Federal government protected them with a blanket of secrecy. Now these creators of neutron bombs, fighter bombers, and rockets had turned their massive brainpower to helping the pained and despairing.

			Rumor had it that the company’s early ventures into the medical field were highly impressive. They’d reputedly devised a handheld X-ray camera, though a few bugs prevented it from being put on the market. They had also made a radically compact heart pacemaker. As soon as some minor design problems were rectified, it would be available. Their prosthetic flesh-tinted limbs were considered so sophisticated, it was said an amputee wearing one of their artificial legs broad-jumped over eight feet in a pair of jogging shorts and no one knew the difference. Production bottlenecks and quality-control problems delayed the marketing of these plastic arms, legs, and eyeballs.

			In point of fact, only one of Stendhal Holmes’s medical items ever appeared in public and it lived up to the company’s claims of having achieved technical miracles.

			The breakthrough was formally announced by Irwin Bickel, Senior Project Engineer, at a neurologists’ convention in Houston, Texas. Bickel proudly passed round photos of a black plastic tub shaped like a futuristic sarcophagus, the top half of which was a clear plexiglass canopy. The tub was bolted to the floor and fed by cables which led to two main consoles. One was similar to an airplane cockpit with computer terminals, the other was a smaller readout center for use at a nurse’s desk. “The Stendhal Holmes Life Support System,” Bickel intoned, “utilizes advanced sonic scanning techniques which imprint every organ, cell, and nerve in a given body. These scanners are connected to a feedback system run by a central computer that measures drug and fluid dosages to the exact molecule.”

			The doctors examined the specifications, raised their glasses over their eyes to study the photo of the computer bank, and murmured to each other.

			“We at Stendhal Holmes believe it will render every heart-lung and mechanical-assist device on earth outdated within hours. In essence, it is an entire hospital complete with nursing staff and diagnostic lab. It can perform coagulation-time tests within seconds as well as acid-base blood level and waste examinations without any human intervention, more accurately than any staff can.”

			One of the doctors said, “Every boondock meathouse in the country has its own life support system,” mentioning the Karen Anne Quinlan case in which a girl with hopeless brain damage had been kept alive by machines long after hope for recovery had been lost.

			Bickel pressed on: “Not like this one. There isn’t another machine in the world like the Stendhal Holmes capsule. It has programs refined by space hardware. Through the nerve synapses round the heart, it can detect an oncoming arrest twelve minutes before it happens and block the onset of spasms. It measures the precise amount of oxygen, copper, trace elements, and chemicals in the body. It monitors kidneys, brains, and lymph systems as well as the entire autonomic nervous system.”

			The doctors certainly admired the thing. But right then it sounded like the same old hardware, only more expensive.

			Bickel saved the best for last. “In one test, it successfully started a heart after twelve minutes of arrest.”

			A surprised murmur passed among the doctors. “Twelve minutes? Twelve minutes without oxygen?”

			“During arrest, the device automatically inflates and deflates the lungs while lowering body and blood temperature within seconds to a point where tissue damage is minimal.” By now the doctors were talking so excitedly, Bickel had to raise his voice. “The capsule searches the body for bacterial cultures and viral infections. It can direct antibiotics directly to the point of infection with molecular accuracy as well as monitor side effects. The machine prevents the onset of pneumonia, blood poisoning, gangrene, and decay. It measures the ionic and fluid level of the patient. It feeds fluids and nutrients into the patient. It diagnoses the patient’s condition and prints out the required medications for the physicians. It exposes the patient to ultraviolet light according to what the central computer decides is necessary. It is not just a life support system, gentlemen. Stendhal Holmes has gone beyond body preservation. The machine has revived comatose patients who had been given up for dead. Now I shall direct your attention to Mrs. Eleanor Cody of Phoenix, Arizona, the first patient on whom it was tested.”

			Mrs. Cody was a frail little woman in her sixties with blue-rinsed hair and thick glasses attached by a rhinestone chain round her neck. She wore a perpetually serene, lopsided smile caused by partial paralysis of the right side of her face. Stendhal Holmes had flown both her and her physician to Houston.

			While undergoing surgery for an intestinal obstruction, Mrs. Cody had suffered a stroke on the table. Since she had signed a waiver earlier, the doctors placed the unconscious woman into an LS capsule. She was in a total coma; her heart was fluttering like a canary in a cage and blood clots were forming in her vessels like razor-edged little cinders. Shortly after the canopy closed over her, her heart stopped completely.

			Within seconds, the LS capsule had lowered her body temperature. The heart monitor and defibrillator had traced out the nerves supplying the heart muscle itself, measured the electrolytic balance of those nerves, and begun applying tiny, precise shocks directly to them. Damaged as it was, Mrs. Cody’s heart muscle began a series of gentle, then increasingly stronger contractions, and as it did so, the machine warmed the body up again, softening the thickened blood and feeding in precise amounts of anticoagulant. The heartbeat was kept deliberately slow to prevent further scarring. Meanwhile, fungus growths too small for the doctors to detect were destroyed by the LS’s antibiotic artillery, fired directly through the flesh to the lung, the liver, the gall bladder, wherever the machine’s heat detectors picked them up.

			Within half an hour, the clots were dissolved and Mrs. Cody was as free of bacteria as she had ever been. The heart pumped strongly though still slowly and her breathing was deep and regular. But she was still in a coma, despite the fact the machine informed them brain damage was minimal.

			She remained that way for three days. The machine steadily improved her acid-base blood levels, nurtured the muscles with protein injections, cleared the large bowel and lungs with suction attachments, and took over kidney functions until the nervous system could do it on its own.

			“All this time,” her physician explained, “you realize we weren’t­­­­ sure what the machine was doing. It would take over certain physical functions to enable other parts of the body to heal. We do know the computer traced out all the neural pathways comprising her brain and kept the electrolytic balance going. While it polarized the heart and temples, we just twiddled our thumbs and fed in whatever drugs, vitamins, or fluids the printouts told us to.”

			Bickel cut in excitedly. “Basically it was trying to bring her out of her coma. Nobody knew if that were possible but her brain waves continued in the theta state. She was unconscious but functioning.”

			“And we noticed an overall improvement,” the doctor continued. “In general, her muscle tone improved, blood levels were good to excellent, pressure was fine. There’s a helmet inside the capsule that monitors everything inside the skull. It even kept her eyeballs lubricated. . . .” The sheer technical wizardry, the magnificence of what this machine could do, dawned upon the silent doctors.

			On the twelfth day, the machine informed them, Mrs. Cody’s eyes were open. Brain waves revealed her to be awake. The machine printed out careful instructions about the sequence in which the heart, lung, helmet, IVs, and suction systems were to be removed. It took an hour to get her out of the LS system.

			Now Mrs. Eleanor Cody sat before the doctors, weak, brave, ineffably happy, when by all rights she should be six feet underground. Asked how she felt after that devastating stroke, she replied, “I feel good as anyone who has walked with Jesus and knows there is life after death can feel.”

			Her remarks embarrassed Bickel into an explanation. Apparently Mrs. Cody had experienced a life-after-life phenomenon while in the capsule. He asked her to describe it.

			Mrs. Cody told the doctors, “After the attack I could see myself in the machine. I knew everything that was happening to me. When my heart stopped I felt myself going down a long tunnel. Then I was in the ward up near the ceiling watching my doctors work on me. I could hear everything they were saying about me.”

			Mrs. Cody’s physician interjected. “Twelve days later, after she regained consciousness, Mrs. Cody quoted some of our remarks back to us. There is no way she could have heard us through the capsule. You can imagine!”

			The fascinated doctors heard the little old lady describe how she felt herself flying over the city of Phoenix like a bird and looking down at the little house where she had lived. “Then it wasn’t light anymore,” she told them. “It was dark. There were these columns of light floating around me. They were relatives who had died. Ahead of me I could see this huge beautiful light, different from the others, and I knew this light was Jesus.”

			One of the doctors wanted to know if Jesus spoke to her.

			“No,” Mrs. Cody’s crippled face scowled. “But the other lights did. They told me it was not time for me to die. Soon, but not now. I didn’t want to come back, I didn’t want to live anymore. It was time for me to die but the lights said no. I was all packed and ready to go.” Her little witticism caused a titter of uncomfortable laughter.

			One of the doctors said such experiences were common and naturally all could be explained psychologically. However, Mrs. Cody firmly insisted the machine brought her back against her will. Her will, though strong, was subservient to God’s will, so in that sense the whole experience, machine and all, did fit her scheme of things. It was catty-cornered but it did fit.

			Bickel informed the doctors the LS system was being shipped out to three different locales, picked for their demographics, to be further tested in a day-to-day mode. If these tests were successful, then the machine should be on the market within the year.

			It wasn’t. Within three months, Stendhal Holmes cryptically announced the LS system was discontinued. The technology utilized in it would be transferred to other medical equipment. A terse Bickel explained, without giving any details, “The device simply has not lived up to the expectations of its designers.” A medical miracle had fizzled.

			 

			 

			 

		


		
			 

			“Bury me if you can catch me.”

			 

			—Socrates’ reply to his friend’s question as to what should be done with him after he drank the hemlock

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

		


		
			CHAPTER 1

			Daniel Forrester first noticed the girl as they boarded the Los Angeles flight to Denver. She sat three seats up and across the aisle from him. Although a small girl, she was not frail and she had a heart-shaped face with dusty hair that curled in tendrils and gleamed with the transparent light it caught from the window. Her body was slight, her neck long, and from what he could see her skin was smooth and stainless as porcelain.

			After the plane took off and they’d been served drinks, the girl reached under her seat for a book and Daniel Forrester realized she was not exactly a girl. She was easily past thirty-five, which was a state he found more and more attractive the older he got himself. Maybe he was mellowing. Maybe women mellowed. At any rate, men and women with a few years on them had softer edges and greetings between them seemed to carry more feeling. By the way she turned the book’s pages with a small hand, he could tell she was graceful.

			When the plane landed in Denver, Forrester was delighted to see she and a group of ski vacationers would be on the connecting flight with him to Clayton, Colorado. She was not with anyone in the phalanx of skiers standing amid the poles and luggage in the terminal. She wandered away from them. Perhaps they, like all traveling groups, were a bit too noisy, too overbearing for her. He saw her sit down in the coffee shop at the counter and order a sandwich. Daniel Forrester decided he liked her and therefore he would kick off a few moves which with luck and patience might get them together. He would approach her as he would a sales prospect. He would circle her in a friendly fashion, casting little gossamer strands of himself like raccoon traps, then ever so gently tighten these strands, drawing her closer to him. He ambled into the coffee shop as she was pouring sugar from a dispenser into her coffee. A skier sat on one side and Forrester took the seat on the other side of her.

			At the last instant he decided to change tactics. This close she did not look flaky or saddled with that laid-back cool that people affect when challenged. She looked straight at him, very direct, very blunt, very relaxed. Not much delicacy would be required, so he decided on a direct approach.

			“Hello,” said Daniel Forrester. “I was wondering if you’d be interested in a Stendhal Holmes Life Support System with microrelayed CAT scanning and defibrillation capacities.”

			The girl smiled and stirred her coffee.

			Forrester continued, “Is anybody in your family in traction? No? Any diabetics or people on kidney machines? Cripples, nephritis victims, or bleeders? No? How about your friends, any tachycardia, blood disorders, or wasting, withering diseases? Scrofula? Leprosy? Jungle rot?”

			Smiling ever wider, the girl shook her head.

			“Well, the Stendhal Holmes Life Support System is a whiz-bang machine.”

			The girl rested her chin on her hand and spoke at last. “Do you have one on you?”

			“No, but I have pictures and schematic drawings as well as tech sheets. Doesn’t it sound great? We at Stendhal Holmes are also working on a pacemaker for the mouth. For people who overindulge in pregnant silences.”

			The girl laughed.

			“What I do for a living is save lives.”

			“Good for you,” said the girl, smoothing down a stray tendril of hair.

			“My name is Daniel Forrester. Could I interest you in a drink and some deep-fried onion rings sometime?”

			“Certainly,” she replied promptly.

			A loudspeaker squealed, then announced the departure of the flight to Clayton. In the terminal, the ski patrol gathered their suitcases, poles, and bags with a clatter of fiberglass and a collective groan of relief.

			The girl finished her coffee, giving Forrester a chance to mournfully observe she wore a wedding band. He popped his last piece of Danish in his mouth, spilling a few crumbs on his coat.

			Well, what the hell, thought Daniel Forrester, nobody raped her into saying yes. “Like maybe tonight at seven-thirty on the sundeck?”

			The girl smiled after setting change on the counter and snapping her handbag shut. She did not say anything more, she just walked toward the plane leaving Forrester to figure out if the smile meant yes, no, or stick it where the sun don’t shine. Forrester hoped her husband wasn’t one of the skiers; they were all armed with poles.

			Considering the fact that so many of its patients were cardiac cases, the Clayton County Medical Center was built at about two thousand feet higher an elevation than it should have been. It was a spanking new L-shaped facility, constructed and funded through the bequest of a converted Mafioso who became entranced with the Rocky Mountains and the concept of forgiveness for the sin of blasting some thirty-seven rivals. He had been converted in Clayton by a physician named Evan Branch who suffered a heart attack after his wife passed away. The Mafioso put Branch in charge of the clinic which was built on a mountain slope. Since Branch himself was over seventy, he was unable to summon the energy to convince the man to build the clinic closer to Aspen where there were more prospective patients. The mobster had insisted isolated mountain countries needed medical facilities more than cities did. He instructed Branch on the honor of his Episcopalian soul—the Mafioso was technically Catholic but Branch convinced him Episcopalians were just Catholics from the good side of the tracks—to equip it with the finest machinery and staff available and provide service to the poorest people in the mountains.

			Evan Branch was thus the senior physician in the clinic. Branch had gray hair as thick as cables and a face that looked weathered because of the density of the skin and the depth of the lines in it. His steel-rimmed glasses hardened the impression of fierceness. Give Branch a beard and he could have stepped from the Old Testament shouting invectives that would topple fortresses.

			Branch could die at anytime. He could die during his afternoon nap, he could die in the bathtub, on the road home, on the telephone, or at his desk. To Branch, death was no longer a winged, monk’s-hooded giant with a scythe. Death was so familiar a daily presence to him that Branch was honestly not afraid of it anymore.

			Three staff doctors and a group of part-time nurses comprised the staff of the Clayton facility. Arnold Jameson was a moon-faced land speculator who dabbled in surgery to finance his own plane, shotgun collection, and brokerage fees. Nobody liked Jameson, not even Branch, and all welcomed the day when he would either depart or be torn asunder by a duck he failed to shoot. Unfortunately Jameson was a good doctor. Fortunately he took many hunting trips to Canada.

			By unanimous consent Gareth Jones was the brainiest man in the place, maybe in the state of Colorado. Jones was thirty-seven and before he went into medicine he had been a software designer for a company much like Stendhal Holmes. His nimbleness with the most baffling equipment was dazzling. He had festooned his cabin with an array of television and radio receivers that could pick up everything from Turkish radio broadcasts to telemetry from the Voyager spacecraft as it passed the planet Saturn. Jones made everything in his basement. He built his own stereo, television, calculator, and oscilloscopes. With all this expertise, everyone figured that a simple uncomplicated human body would be a snap for him. Probably it would have been, had Jones been more interested in humans.

			Branch’s favorite doctor was Lawrence Dutton, a black-bearded forty-year-old man who hung out a little too often at the Clayton Lodge singles bar, casing ski visitors. Dutton explained he was not a womanizer, it was just that he got claustrophobic in this place and besides bodies were his business and each assignation taught him a bit more about psyches as well as flesh. When he came to Clayton, he told Branch he would give the place a two-year shot to see how he liked a rural setting. The two years were coming to an end and Branch was afraid they were going to lose him.

			That morning Lawrence Dutton’s favorite patient was back—Sam Ford, a seventy-two-year-old alcoholic who was filling up with blood again. Sam lived in a drafty cabin with a woman named Jenny who had bought the place years before on her proceeds from a life as a prostitute. She poured him into a jeep and sloshed him down to the clinic.

			As he shot a keg of vitamin B into Sam’s arm, Dutton asked, “Sam, what’ve you been drinking?”

			“Vodka and Alka Seltzer. Tastes great, it’s cheap, and I never get a hangover.”

			“That’s because you don’t have a stomach. In fact you don’t have any guts at all, they’ve been dissolved by booze. Alcohol goes right from the back of your mouth through that long, echoing emptiness where your digestive system used to be and straight out your peehole. It’s medically impossible for you to get drunk. How old are you again?”

			Sam thought it over. “Seventy-something. Jennie’s keeping track. By God, she’s sixty-six and she still goes like a diesel piston. Never thought I’d have so much sex when I got old. Old is hot. How come you ain’t married, Doc?”

			“Too many years in the Foreign Legion. There I was in the desert holding the fort when a musketball goes right through my . . .”

			Sam spat and wiped his mouth. He had the decency to aim for the trash can. “Nobody in this dump is married.”

			“Why get married? We climb the nurses.”

			The sound of hammering clattered down the hall, rattling the bottles. Sam roared, “What the frogshit’s all that noise? Is this a hospital or a train wreck?”

			Dutton withdrew the needle and patted Sam’s arm with cotton. “We’re installing some equipment. We have been chosen by the mighty Stendhal Holmes corporation’s computer to test one of three life support systems.”

			“How come?”

			“Because we are a small county clinic, that’s why. One is in Los Angeles, one’s in some town in Ohio, I think, and one is here. The computer told them to test the machine in three demographically different areas and see what the operating costs and patient requirements are.”

			“Huh?”

			“Never mind. How do you feel, Sam?”

			“Never felt better!”

			This was probably true. Dutton figured Sam’s liver was about the size of an Indian nickel and just as hard. Yet he kept going while thirty-year-old tennis players had cardiacs on the court. Somewhere in there was a moral.

			Gareth Jones’s pale face, capped with his single, lank lock of black hair, looked in the doorway. “Branch wants you in the IC ward right now, Dutton. They’re going to demonstrate the LS. Dutton?”

			“Yes?”

			“This thing is absolutely incredible.”

			“How nice.”

			“I mean really fabulous. Hurry up.”

			Sam slipped off his stool and tried a perfect little jig on the floor. “I’ll run on back home. You guys are too busy for patients.”

			To Dutton, the LS capsule looked like a futuristic coffin. He looked through the plexiglass canopy on top. A foot-thick layer of viscous amber fluid lined the bottom of the tub. The liquid would prevent bed sores by distributing a patient’s body weight more evenly. Lining the inner sides were railings which contained IV hoses, suction tubes, and the heart monitor, a two-foot-wide strap quilled with electrodes. Toward the foot of the capsule were more straps equipped with kidney catheters. Set into the recess at the head of the device was a thick plastic helmet containing encephalographic sensors and suction tubes to keep the mouth and lungs clear.

			Hands clasped behind his back, Dutton walked round the capsule. “Looks awfully heavy,” he commented.

			Irwin Bickel answered smoothly, “It weighs nine hundred seventeen pounds, not counting the consoles and cables.”

			“What’s the point?” Dutton asked bluntly.

			Daniel Forrester used his flashbulb smile the way some men used a pistol. Without a chip in his grin, he began rattling off reasons. “Cutting staff and operating costs. Nursing costs. Electrical costs. Intensive care can break a national treasury. Diagnostic lab costs go down, the delay in diagnostic lab reports is eliminated, specialized physicians  . . .”

			“You win,” laughed Dutton.

			“. . . not to mention postoperative recovery. Put a patient in here for six hours and the machine will project for two days what treatments you’ll need as well as probable complications.”

			“Does it perform surgery?” Dutton meant it as a joke.

			Bickel answered seriously. “We’re working on a laser system for minor cysts and growths.”

			“It’s quite a device,” Dutton agreed.

			“No one has ever died on it yet,” said Bickel proudly.

			Because of his heart condition, Evan Branch kept his left leg propped on a chair. “Lawrence, it seems to me this thing will be most useful for burn treatments. That’s the gravest accident we have round here, that and broken bones from the ski lodge. People round here just grow old, gentlemen, like myself. There’s no cure for that.”

			Looking at Irwin Bickel and Daniel Forrester, Dutton was struck by how the two men complemented each other. They could have been a comedy team, like Abbott and Costello, with Forrester the handsome straight man and Bickel the hairy, short, zany half of the group. Bickel looked like a perpetual student with a lush swamp of coiffed black hair, a thick beard, and a calculating, introverted expression, the kind of man who codified and pigeonholed reality into exact compartments. He was the brain, Forrester was the personality; Bickel had the substance, Forrester had the style.

			Bickel grinned at Forrester. “Daniel? How about doing your death scene?”

			Forrester set down his clipboard and took off his coat. As he began unbuttoning his shirt, Jameson asked Bickel, “Wouldn’t it be easier to do this with a dummy?”

			“That’s exactly what we’re using,” Bickel replied. To Forrester, who now stood before the doctors in the altogether, he said, “Climb in, dummy.”

			Forrester dipped one foot into the sticky fluid like a swimmer testing the water. He had a carefully muscled body, the result of workouts and weightlifting rather than physical labor, and a nicely modulated suntan, even, brown, not too light nor too dark, somewhat like good toast. Forrester lay down on his back in the capsule.

			“Point number one,” he said to them. “Never place a patient face down in this thing or he’ll drown.”

			Jameson bent over the edge and touched the kidney catheters. “I don’t suppose we could . . .”

			Daniel Forrester suddenly snapped his fingers and pointed at Jameson. “St. Louis!” he cried. “Right?”

			Jameson jumped, flushed red, and straightened up quickly. “Come again?”

			“You were at St. Louis Memorial in 1969, weren’t you? I was up there installing some components for a metabolic analyzer.”

			Looking round at the others, Jameson said, “No.”

			“You had a mustache then, didn’t you?”

			“No,” Jameson said between set teeth, his voice thin.

			Forrester shrugged and laughed, “Sorry.”

			“Forget it.”

			“In the past twelve years I must have met ninety-five percent of the doctors in the old U.S. of A.”

			Dutton joked, “And a pretty rum lot they are aren’t they?”

			Forrester clamped the chest straps of the heart monitor across his ribs. “This will give you an idea of how the scanning systems work. I don’t feel like sticking needles in me at the moment so we’ll pass on the blood test.” He gave Dutton an impish grin. “Give me a beer and ten minutes and I’ll pee into the urine attachment.”

			“That won’t be necessary either.”

			Bickel sat at the computer console and hit several switches. They all sensed rather than heard a sound coming from the black tub, a near-subsonic suggestion of power and precision that made them involuntarily step back from the capsule.

			Bickel said, “Tell them how it feels, Dan.”

			Forrester ran his fingers over the chest straps. “It tickles a bit. Sort of like a massage.”

			“I’m closing the top, okay?”

			“Do your worst, Frankenstein.”

			Soundlessly the plexiglass canopy closed over Daniel Forrester. On the console before Bickel, lights indicating oxygen and carbon dioxide levels came on. From both ends of the capsule, four metal arches rolled out on rails and began methodically crossing Daniel Forrester’s supine form.

			After a pause of perhaps twenty seconds, an avalanche of computer data rolled over the computer screen. Instant readouts on Forrester’s skin temperature and perspiration rates were mixed with data on the exact composition of his breath and the kinds of bacteria floating inside the capsule.

			Bickel folded his hands in his lap and said, “Now we give it two more minutes until the green light comes on and you’ll see a sight that will knock your bones right out of you. Ask Dan to slip the helmet on, would you?”

			Jones leaned over the canopy. Forrester already knew what to do. He grinned at Jones and stuck out his tongue, then he slipped the black plastic helmet out of its recess over his head, taking care not to touch the scanning hoops crossing his body. Now he resembled a medieval knight, nude but for the head gear.

			On the console screen, Daniel Forrester’s brain waves marched across the surface. After another green light came on, Bickel punched a series of buttons. In the capsule, Forrester removed the helmet.

			On the screen there appeared a perfect ovoid net of tiny, shining white lines, thousands of them bunching into small clumps of white at the edges in intricate tracery, as delicate as needlepoint. Bickel pointed out the clumps and named them. Aural nerves. Optic nerve system. Olfactory nerve junctions. Another button zoomed them into the maze of lines which dissolved to an even finer one that revealed the synapses at the end of each nerve trunk.

			Bickel began punching various buttons. In silence the assembled doctors saw a human body’s interior revealed in greater detail than any medical school cadaver. Forrester’s body yielded up its secrets in three dimensions. His circulatory system, his liver, his swelling and closing lungs and the tiny air sacs within them, the palpitating heart, the flow of blood, each picture accompanied by a little spray of print to the side of the screen which informed them of such arcane information as the fungus colonies between his toes, in his teeth, and under his fingernails.

			Dutton felt a death knell for his profession and wondered if that were bad. There was not a doctor alive who had not made mistakes. Every function of Daniel Forrester had been scanned and printed into a memory bank, every detail laid out and described for them. For years, it had been suspected that technology could perform a physical examination better than a human. This machine confirmed that and went a step further, into treatment. This machine knew Daniel Forrester better than any of them ever could.

			Bickel said, “You realize that with a regular patient, IVs will be checking out blood and urine. Once you map the blood there’s no end to what it can do.”

			For several moments they stared fascinated at the green screen. Dutton moved over to the capsule and joined Jones and Jameson there. Forrester lay quietly on the fluid bed, his eyes closed.

			Then he opened his eyes and watched them talk in low voices round the capsule. His smile and good humor vanished. At the console, Bickel frowned as the screen recorded a seismic jump in Forrester’s sweat and heart rates. He was not certain if the machine had begun malfunctioning. Then the breathing rate also climbed. Together the three formed the classical symptoms of fear.

			Daniel Forrester never told Birkel he detested this part of the routine. The liquid bed stuck in his hair and glued to his back. The sealed capsule made him feel choked, paralyzed, trapped. Imagine being immobile for days, weeks, months, conceivably even years, with nothing to look at but the light fixture and your own little square of hospital-beige ceiling. It was akin to being sealed up forever. Factor in a patient in continuous undiagnos­able pain, skewered with needles and probed with electricity, and the LS capsule then resembled an iron maiden, an instrument of endless torture.

			All round him, he heard clicks and ticks and hums and buzzes as the scanners moved on their tracks and clean air wafted through the capsule. On the liquid, his weight was so spread out he felt as if he were floating. He sensed the machine had wrapped invisible, clinging tendrils of electricity all around him, thousands of tiny tentacles, sticky and entangling. He was a larva in a plastic cocoon.

			Forrester thought these people a truly weird bunch of doctors. Branch was a sardonic, half-dead, elderly man whose mind was always elsewhere. Jones was a cold-blooded little snot, and Jameson a liar. He had seen Jameson in St. Louis, he was sure of it. Jameson was hiding from something up here.

			But Dutton. Dutton was a good-natured, bearded bear. It was some moments before Forrester pinned down why he didn’t like Dutton. It was the beautiful, luxurious beard. From time to time Forrester had wanted to grow a beard and had never been able to make a proper one. His career had always hinged on his personal appearance. He had always sold things, and he had always known how much of an impact his looks had on other people. In a word, Daniel Forrester was vain.

			Damn Dutton’s beard. Forrester’s beard had looked like strands of goldenrod. He bet Dutton had a lot of girlfriends. Sometimes Forrester had the most irrational, jealous thoughts. He was almost disliking Dutton for that lovely beard; he sincerely hoped they would never run into each other outside the clinic. Forrester tried to feel ashamed of himself.

			From his angle the faces of the doctors looked goofy, a collection of jaws, throats, and talking nasal hairs. What in hellacious time was the matter with him? He was nervous.

			Fun’s fun but let me out, boys.

			Forrester caught Jameson looking at him through narrowed, calculating eyes. Quickly the doctor looked away. Gotcha, Doc, I’ll call St. Louis and find out why you’re so shy.

			The fluid sucked lovingly at Daniel Forrester’s body.

			Another man joined the doctors, standing between Jones and Dutton. He did not join the conversation. Instead he looked through the plexiglass at Forrester. He had blond hair and blue eyes and was wearing a blue blazer jacket.

			He looks like me!

			It had to be a joke. Bickel had put some sod in a suit and somehow made a mask of Forrester’s face. It was a pretty expensive, elaborate prank and Forrester was not sure if he was supposed to laugh or not.

			Bickel must have primed everybody for this one. They all ignored the intruder.

			Jeez, he really looks like me! He even had a freckle on the lower edge of the jaw just like Forrester’s.

			The stranger’s mouth moved. He was speaking to him, his voice muffled by the plexiglass.

			“Hey. What?”

			The stranger said, “Get out of there.”

			Forrester tried to sit up. This was no joke. This man was a carbon copy of him, an exact duplicate, a veritable clone. He was actually standing in the ward.

			Then the intruder was gone. The doctors’ faces kept talking, the jaws kept moving, the throats kept swallowing. The stranger did not fade away or puff off in a flash of light like a stripper, he did not even go. He was simply not there anymore.

			Forrester couldn’t help thinking it looked like a ghost. His ghost. He felt like an idiot but he could not help himself. Undoubtedly it was some refraction trick with the plexiglass. Being a scientist, Bickel could explain it.

			It was Jones who noticed the expression on Forrester’s face. After a sharp word, the jaws and throats became startled faces looking down at him. The plexiglass canopy parted, the scanners slid into their holes, and Daniel Forrester all but sprang from the LS to freedom like a man pursued by demons.

			Dutton ran to a linen closet and got Forrester a towel. He wrapped himself in it and sat in the swivel chair before the console. His hair and the back of his body were sticky from the fluid. Under his tan a distinct pallor was spreading. Bickel bit his lip, fearing that Forrester would say something detrimental about the capsule.

			“What happened?” asked Jameson, standing by the capsule, as far away from Forrester as he could get.

			“Nothing,” replied Forrester. His expansive smile was a shade less dazzling. “At least not with the machine. I think a little something went wrong inside my poor old addled head.”

			“You saw something,” Jones said. He did not ask it, he stated it.

			“I did?” answered Forrester looking at him.

			“Well, you looked like you saw something.”

			“Reflection,” Forrester muttered, wiping a hand across his face. “It wasn’t anything. A simple panic reaction. Boys, the older I get the more claustrophobic I get. It happened once when I was skin diving.”

			Evan Branch wheezed to his feet with the aid of his cane and tapped toward the door. “It’s a delightful machine, gentlemen, and we shall put it to good use in the time allotted us. Mr. Forrester, you are feeling well?”

			“Sound as a Krugerrand, thank you, Doctor.”

			“Good. Jones, show him to the shower. He’s dripping on the floor.”

			On the way to the bathroom, Forrester’s spirits returned. He threatened to flash one of the nurses with his towel. Inside, he showered and brushed his hair and dressed with his usual care. He thought about the girl at the airport.

			Twenty minutes later, he joined Bickel outside the front entrance to the clinic. Bickel was shivering and stamping his feet in the chill, damp air. Bickel asked, “Dan, how long do you figure on staying up here?”

			“Just through the weekend. I figured it might be nice to have a company man close by for a few days.”

			“Are you sure you’re all right?”

			“I’m fine, for Christ’s sake, can’t a guy panic once in a while? Keeps the blood toned up.”

			Bickel lowered his voice. “If you ask me, this place is run by psychos. The chief of the clinic is practically extinct. And that Jones character . . .”

			“It’s Jameson I’m wondering about,” said Forrester, leading the way to the rented car. “I’ve seen him somewhere before and he wishes I hadn’t.”

			 

			 

			 

			 

		


		
			CHAPTER 2

			Katherine Burnham had embarked upon this vacation with a conscious determination to let things happen. Don’t make things happen, let things happen. Kate knew that was a contradiction in terms, like organized confusion or hurry up and stand still, but she was a great believer in the leavening results of paradox.

			The ski lodge looked okay to her. It was large, sprawling, and homey, a nice mix of warm polished pine and rough stone. The front view of huge scoured white mountains blazing virginally in the sunlight was appropriately spectacular. The sundeck was a curved platform especially designed to catch the rays of both the rising and the setting sun. She unloaded her ski equipment and portable typewriter in a room with thick throw rugs, a gaily painted print with a Navaho pattern, and a large bathroom with a sunlamp built into the ceiling. The sun was so bright coming off the snow through the window that her eyes watered. Scarcely had she begun dabbing at them with a handkerchief when the telephone rang.

			“Hi, Kate, it’s your husband. Steve? Remember Steve?”

			“Hi, Steve. I arrived.”

			“Great. Are you pregnant yet?”

			“That won’t happen till I get my skis on. Where’s Diane?”

			“She’s rehearsing for a tape session. She thinks her voice is rusty. I think she feels guilty about tearing me away from hearth and home.”

			“Tell her I wish the two of you the best.”

			“How’s the article going?”

			“Pretty slow considering I haven’t even unpacked the typewriter. However, from a first glance, it looks like this place is full of palpitating singles. One of them followed me all the way from Los Angeles.”

			“Huh? Ah.” Steve tried so hard to be worldly about his open marriage. He’d only been unfaithful to Kate in the past three months, but he never was sure how he’d react when the tables were turned. “True love.”

			“He sells dentist’s drills or something medical.”

			“Is he good-looking?”

			“Does it matter?”

			“Oh, thanks a lot. I used to think I was Tyrone Power.”

			“He was watching me in the airport, he sat about six rows behind me on the plane, he cornered me in a coffee shop. I must say I was embarrassed. It’s been a long time.”

			“Well, have a good time.”

			“This is a working vacation. I have to learn lots of things all over again.”

			“Me too. You know what I think? I think honesty in love is a crock. I think the old virtues are best. Mistresses and gigolos should be kept secret, not trotted out in front of your spouse. I think feelings should be preserved.”

			“That sounds like a good opening line for the article. How about ‘Surviving Honest Lovers’ for a title?”

			After she hung up, Kate thought about her husband. Legally this was only a separation. Now it sounded like Steve was angling to get back together with her. The thrill must be wearing off with Diane.

			If Daniel Forrester were any indication, she might be in for an enjoyable week. Forrester was large and hearty like a side of good beef or a big boat that leaves a wake at the slightest movement. He might be kind of big but he was well proportioned and had a bit of substance to him. In the past few years, all the men she had known, husband included, were healthy in a pale, dry, preserved way, full of cereals and vegetation. Forrester was a salesman’s salesman. He was big and loud and smily and he gobbled down coffee and Danish so quickly, sugar fell over his expensive clothes. When he grinned, his eyes crinkled up and his teeth flared like a row of shiny white refrigerators.

			Kate thought about meeting him this evening. Maybe she would, maybe she wouldn’t, although with each passing minute she suspected she would. She ought to do some typing while her impressions of this place were fresh. She unpacked the typewriter, laid some paper neatly by its side, and stared at the keys with great distaste. The sun was high and the slopes were beautiful. She closed the machine again, changed into her ski pants, and headed out for the hills.

			A group of tables converted a corner of the disco bar into a fairly peaceful alcove. Kate had to push her way past girls in tight jeans, around waitresses in tight jeans carrying trays of multicolored drinks to and from a bar clumped three deep with men and women in tight jeans who held grimly onto their places at the counter like a gang of survivors clinging to a lifeboat. Everybody was busy trying to look busy and Kate figured she skirted three proposals and about six propositions before finding her way to the relative quiet of the alcove.

			Daniel Forrester sat alone at a table. He toasted Kate with a mug of beer as she approached. “Hello.”

			“Fancy meeting you here,” she said.

			Forrester pushed out a chair for her. Her legs were ski-­weakened so she sat down gratefully and ordered a beer from one of the waitresses.

			“Do you dance?” asked Forrester.

			“Sometimes.”

			“I don’t. Go ahead. Put a rose in your teeth and run off with a Brazilian gunrunner. Break my heart.”

			Katie sipped her beer. “Did you save any lives today?”

			He looked down at his beer foam. “Oh yeah. I told you what I do, didn’t I?”

			“Yes, you did. And I was absolutely smitten.”

			“Can I ask a personal question?”

			“Try.”

			“What is your name?”

			“Oh. It’s Kate Burnham. Did I tell you I was married?”

			“No.”

			“Well, I’m married.”

			“Well, I hope the two of you are very happy.”

			Something must have happened during the day, Kate thought. His smile did not sparkle, his expansiveness had shrunk.

			“Is your old man anywhere in shotgun range?”

			“No, he’s living with a singer at the moment. Mr. Forrester, you have the look of somebody who’s put in a hard day.”

			Forrester set down his beer and tapped his temple. “I’ve had a hard day up here. Do you have three minutes to hear the woes of a salesman?”

			“Promise you won’t depress me and I’ll listen.”

			“I don’t depress people, Kate, I psych them out. I am a salesman. Did you know successful salesmen as a group have a very high ESP rating?”

			Kate had to admit that was a pretty good opener. She was hooked for at least three minutes. “Go on, Mr. Forrester.”

			“Call me Daniel. We brilliant high-powered salesmen who work in gigantic shadowy multinational corporations do all kinds of marketing profiles, economic projections on state-of-the-art technology, to peddle our crap. Most of the stuff fulfills a need; if not a need, at least a want. But do you realize that when it comes down to summing up a sale, staking out a piece of territory, you ride on gut instinct and throw away ninety percent of the staff work? I look at a customer, I put myself inside his head. I figure what he wants, what he likes, what he’ll pay, will he close a deal, and when. All the marketing work in the world can’t compare to that instinct. I’ve got it.”

			“You’re a good salesman because you’ve got ESP.”

			“It’s not like stuff you read about. I can’t predict plane crashes or anything. But I get hunches.”

			Had she not been self-conscious, Kate would have dropped her beer. “I believe in premonitions, Daniel.”

			“I’ve had a few beauties today. One, I had a hunch about a man I met at the Clayton clinic. His name is Jameson. So I’ve put in a few inquiries on my own, strictly unofficial. If they pay off, hunch number one works.”

			“What’s hunch number two?”

			Daniel Forrester’s expression indicated he chose and rejected two or three ways to answer that question. Until now, Kate had never put salesmanship very high in her pantheon of virtues, preferring the more rarefied gifts of analytical intelligence and high seriousness. Salesmen were people who sold vacuum cleaners to Indian tribes and pocketed their money. He said, “I’m thinking it’s time to get out of medical equipment. Sell something else maybe, shoes, cardboard boxes, fishing worms.”

			In her estimation, Forrester sank a few notches. That was precisely what she did not like about salesmen. They’d deal in anything.

			Forrester watched her. “Now this is interesting. You don’t like that, do you?”

			“You’ve got good antennae, Daniel. You sounded so high this morning about saving lives. Selling shoes isn’t very elevated.”

			“People need shoes just as much as they need oxygen tanks. More, probably.”

			But he really was not speaking about what was on his mind. His attentiveness was on the surface. In actuality, he was lost in thought. She said, “Are you upset?”

			“Yup.” He seemed to come to his senses, to give up as if he had been found out. He placed his hands flat on the table and leaned back in the chair. She noticed his hands. They were large and square with thick strong fingers. Kate knew the popular conception of artist’s hands was wrong. Artists did not have slender, tapering, graceful hands, they had heavy, used hands much like Forrester’s. Hands interested Kate Burnham.

			“How come?”

			“Damned if I know. I’ve been in a funk all afternoon. This little birdy keeps telling me to get out of the medical equipment business. It’s one of those hunches I was telling you about.”

			Kate tried to think up a comforting platitude—midlife crisis, the tenth annual retrenchment of life, where one is going and where one has been—but somehow none of them seemed to fit Forrester. Whatever else was wrong with him, he was not a neurotic. She said, “Tell me about yourself.”

			He lived in Marina del Rey, bachelor Valhalla. He had never been married, he said with an embarrassed shrug. Pragmatism had guided his business life but idealism had determined his love life to such an extent that his perfectionism would have driven any wife to the laughing academy. His parents were dead, he was an only child. He was from a little coastal town called Santa Eulalia where his father had been an electrician and TV repairman, he had gone to Cal Tech and scored in the upper first percentile of the country in mechanical and theoretical aptitude. After boring himself for five years in research at Stendhal Holmes, he made the major switch of his life into sales to get out among people more. His parents’ marriage had not been a good one. “I spent the ages of six to eighteen in my own corner room in the house reading science fiction books. I have never been so happy in my life.”

			And what about Katherine Burnham? She was a prep-school brat, went to UCLA, married Steven Rothman who used to work for a political statistical firm. She supposed she was a journalist; in the early days of the marriage she’d written articles for women’s magazines on everything from fashion to science. Steve had prospered enough to support the two of them and others if there had been any children—thank God there weren’t—and she had spent ten years exploring the strange world of being supported. Now she was back on her own.

			Forrester interrupted her once. “I’m very glad I met you. That’s not a proposition or anything.”

			She graciously acknowledged the compliment by gagging on beer foam, causing him to pound her back.

			“To follow a compliment with an insult, I don’t know why, Kate. You make me feel good.”

			The disco music stopped with a blast of silence that nearly toppled the dancers like tenpins. A stentorian, irritated voice said, “Mr. Daniel Forrester: Daniel Forrester, please answer the phone at the desk. Daniel Forrester.” The silence was shattered by the music again.

			Forrester climbed to his feet. “Take five, Kate. I shall return.”

			As he walked through the crowd, Kate noted how people instinctively got out of his way. She could barely maneuver through such a mob without a snowplow round her neck.

			She was not alone for long. Too quickly for her to protest, a stranger slipped into the chair vacated by Forrester. He was not wearing jeans. And he had a thick black beard and balding scalp.

			“Hello,” he said cheerily. “I’m a doctor.”

			“Hello,” she answered back. “I’m waiting for somebody.”

			“The name’s Larry Dutton. It’s more than just a physical attraction. I saw you from the bar and wondered if you needed medical attention.”

			“Hi, Larry. Really, I am waiting for somebody.”

			“You mean Forrester? I figured I’d get over here and give you a quick physical and get all your clothes off in my office and probe you with cold steel instruments before he came back.”

			“You know him?”

			“Met him this afternoon at the clinic. He delivered a big machine to us. Me, mainly, because I’m so rich and important. Are you sure you don’t need a shot of some kind?”

			Kate roared with laughter, nearly toppling off the chair. “I’m fine.”

			“You look a little peaked. I think you’ve got a super layer of subcutaneous fat.”

			“Get lost.”

			“Christ, you’d think I was coming on to you or something. Do you have a name?”

			“Kate Burnham.”

			“Look here, Kate, just because I grab your guy’s chair and try to get your union suit off doesn’t mean I’m making a pass at you. Is that what you think? Man, do you think I’d get mixed up in this ratrace?”

			A seizure of giggles captured Kate. Everytime she wanted to toss some crack back at the doctor, one look at his earnest, grinning face set her off again.

			“It’s really your health that worries me. Who needs your puny body? I’m sleeping with a married lady later tonight anyway.”

			If Kate did not stop giggling, she would spill her beer all over her joggers.

			“There’s a lot to be said for adultery,” continued the doctor, lighting a cigarette. “It’s safer.”

			Kate forced herself to stop smiling. “I really should be going back to my room. I’ve got work to do.”

			“No sweat, I can examine you in your room, just happened to have brought my needles with me . . .”

			Daniel Forrester had returned from his phone call. He stood behind Kate and he was not smiling.

			“Hey. How you doing?” asked Forrester.

			“Tell this lady I’m a doctor, will you?”

			“He’s a doctor, Kate. His name is Dutton.”

			“How do you do?” she said, more or less in control of herself.

			“Not so good, my soda’s flat.”

			Forrester said softly, “You’re in my seat.”

			Dutton scrambled to his feet, sensing the humor of the situation had evaporated under Forrester’s presence like a droplet before a blast furnace. Forrester was not merely unhappy or annoyed. Nothing so minor seemed to fit his temperament. He was in a positive rage.

			“Sorry. Thought you’d left,” said Dutton.

			“I answered the phone.”

			Dutton shook Kate’s hand. “Well, it’s been nice. Short but nice.”

			“Not short enough,” snarled Daniel Forrester.

			Appalled, Kate stared at Forrester’s flushed face. The man was actually jealous. On the basis of no more than ten minutes of conversation, Forrester was acting like an orangutan protecting his mate from a chimpanzee. “Daniel . . .” she began.

			Forrester said, “I didn’t realize doctors hung around places like this.”

			Instantly Dutton flared. “Every night, Forrester. You never know where you can find a cadaver.”

			Forrester ignored the doctor with elaborate aplomb. He seated himself across from Kate and erased Dutton with an imperious wave at the waitress. “Good-bye,” he said.

			Kate swallowed her heart which was pumping itself up her body. To the doctor she said clearly, “It’s been nice talking to you. I hope to see you again.”

			“You will,” Dutton answered while looking at Forrester. He steamed off into the crowd.

			As the beer was set before him, Forrester turned a plastered smile toward Kate.

			Kate said, “Mr. Forrester. I don’t like jealousy. It’s stupid, childish, and far too early.”

			Forrester clasped his arms across his chest, his smile fixed as though carved in rock and just as phony.

			Kate continued, “Also it’s ugly, and to tell the truth it scares me. I’m tired and bored and I think I’ll go to bed. Good-bye.”

			“Good night, Kate.”

			“Good-bye,” she repeated.

			Still smiling, Forrester stood up and moved the table for her. “Same time, same table tomorrow night. Maybe?”

			Kate’s weakened ski legs, rubberized by the beer, nearly gave out as she seethed her way past swarming men and dancing bodies.

			Thinking that the night’s events had filled her with creativity, she slammed her room door shut and sat before the typewriter, brimming with rage and insight. She typed furiously for some moments before realizing that the night’s events did not amount to a hill of beans to anyone besides her. The fury dribbled away. She lay down on the bed, planning to rest before working on the article, but instead she fell into a sleep that lasted till morning.

			In the Clayton clinic, Jameson and Jones were the two doctors on duty that night. As neurotics, they were made for each other. Jones was retiring to the point of being a recluse, Jameson had a scratchy sarcastic temper that made human contacts lasting longer than five sentences unbearable. Each man tried to avoid the other: Jameson hanging round the third floor where the only patient was a man who’d just had an appendectomy (“Time we called the appendix fairy, heh, heh,” Jameson had said to him) and Jones absorbed the spec sheets about the Stendhal Holmes Life Support capsule.

			Late that evening Jameson found Jones sitting beside the capsule reading through sheets of printout. He watched Jones for five minutes before announcing his presence by clearing his throat.

			Jones laboriously turned his face up to him and spoke slowly, a bass disturbed while swimming round its aquarium. “Jameson. We’re looking at death all wrong.”

			“What’s that?” Jameson asked, referring to the printouts.

			“This is the medical history of a woman named Mrs. Eleanor Cody. Two months ago in Phoenix, she was the first woman on this machine. She had a life-after-life experience. She died last week.”

			“She’d had a stroke,” Jameson scoffed. “She was delirious.”

			“That’s what Stendhal Holmes thinks. They ran down the whole history of it. Statistically, Jameson, the number of those experiences is the same for people on drugs as for people off drugs. Did you read this stuff?”

			Jameson replied, “Time is gold. No.”

			“That company matched her experiences with myths. Mrs. Cody felt herself propelled through a dark tunnel. In the Bible it’s called the valley of the shadow of death. She saw a being of light. Jesus. Or angels. She experienced a perfect harmony and peace. The peace that passeth all understanding.” Jones lowered the printouts and gazed at the black tubing. “How about that?”

			“If I were more religious, I’d be kissing your feet.” Jameson walked into the IC ward and stood by the capsule.

			“Did you ever think about death, Jameson?”

			“No.” A strange answer from a doctor. Jameson surprised himself. “It’s not my business. You’re feeling awfully metaphysical tonight.”

			“I once had an idea about the whole question of death. This machine brings it all back.”

			“What kind of idea?”

			“Jameson, suppose death actually occurs before the heart stops beating? Or before you’re brain-dead or tissue-dead or rigor mortis sets in?”

			“Funny question from a doctor, Jones.”

			“Oh, being a doctor is only a sideline.” Jones did not seem to realize how devastating that remark was. “You see what I’m getting at? We’ve got all these machines that can keep a body twitching forever, you never know when death occurs. Maybe we should turn the whole thing around.”

			“That would put us out of business.”

			“Maybe that’s good. You can always find some live jumping nerve and say it’s a sign of life. Maybe people die weeks or months or days before they actually fall over. Maybe long before you’re buried, you’re dead. Somehow.”

			“You figure all this from that machine.” Jameson became resentful when confronted with brains.

			“Partly. Mostly I’ve been thinking about Branch. Did you notice him this morning?”

			“He looked pretty happy to me.”

			“Jameson,” Jones sighed, “whenever he’s in good spirits, it means he’s feeling pain. His condition is deteriorating.”

			“He looked the same to me as he did last year.”

			“Not to me.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean, Jones?”

			“I don’t think he’ll last out the month.”

			“Do you have any evidence to back up such an assertion?”

			With his forefinger, Jones touched the center of his forehead. “Up here I see evidence you can’t put on a piece of paper. Evan Branch is a dead man. Right now, Jameson. His heart’s going. He has literally expired and his body just hasn’t got the message yet.”

			“It’s the altitude,” said Jameson. “He should have moved into town two years ago.”

			“He doesn’t want to leave his house. He’s got pictures of his wife and kids all over the place. If you moved him now, it would kill him faster than a stroke. You get my point though, don’t you? Evan Branch is dead. Death has already occurred to him.”

			Even as he spoke, Jones knew it was hopeless. There were times when everyone on the staff thought Jameson lived a double life—one life as a doctor at this clinic where his gifts were for fast diagnoses and uncannily accurate drug balances, the other as a land speculator with all the ruthless singlemindedness of a barracuda. From his small cabin, Jameson bought and sold tracts of land all over the country. Some schools of thought considered such activities healthful. One should not work all the time, one should have at least two professions, hobbies, families, and different existences between profession and private life. With Jameson the separation was total.

			Jones returned to reading the printouts. “Smother love,” he commented. “This device here is almost like having a spare body. What gets me is the level of magnetism. Forrester’s body is recorded on the thing. Now for some reason at the exact minute he started experiencing fear, it picked up a very small magnetic level outside the capsule. We never did ask him what frightened him, you know that? I saw him. It looked like he was looking at something . . .”

			Jones was interrupted by a small click from the capsule which galvanized Jameson very nearly off the floor. Jameson cried, “What’s going on?”

			“It’s a cooling system, Jameson. Computers are supposed to have even temperatures.”

			Jameson’s face was puffy and his eyes were streaked with red. He seemed to be lurching round tonight. He did not drink nor did he take drugs. Whatever was wrong with him was strictly emotional.

			“Jameson?” Jones lowered the printout sheets. “Why did you lie to Forrester? You worked in St. Louis.”

			“I never saw him before. I didn’t lie. That guy’s trouble.”

			“Why?”

			“He shoots his stinking mouth off, that’s why. He’s going to catch his ass in a sling someday, Jones, I mean it. He’d better watch himself.”

			Jones had never seen the saturnine physician so emotional.

			“What’s the matter with you?”

			Jameson subsided into a chair and buried his face in his hands. “I want out of here. I want to go away someplace.”

			“Because of Forrester?” Jones sensed there was more involved than just Forrester. Forrester was simply the trigger for some kind of torment inside Jameson.

			Jameson looked up. “Did you ever feel like you’d died and come here? That your life blows to pieces just as soon as you settle down? Do you know what that feeling’s like?”

			“No,” Jones answered, laying aside his printouts. “Do you?”

			“Yes.”

			“Why? Forrester met you in St. Louis. You’re all but eating the floor.”

			“It’s more than Forrester,” Jameson said, running stiff fingers through his hair. “He’s just the latest. . . . Hell. It had to be somebody. It’s a cycle of events, you see. Hell is a merry-go-round, you can’t ever rest, you never feel safe.”

			Jones decided Jameson was a hopeless neurotic and wondered how to end the conversation. “You want to go someplace, go shoot ducks in Canada or something. You’re a wreck. Go fly a plane.” Jones hoped that that would make Jameson leave.

			Instead, Jameson looked at him with an altogether different expression on his face, a thoughtful look with the beginnings of a smile. “Did Forrester fly up?” he asked Jones.

			“Of course he flew up. People like Forrester only fly, jog, swim, or ski.”

			Jameson looked at his knees, clenching and unclenching his fists. “A grand-scale maneuver. By God, Jones, a man should take hold of his own life sometimes. Take the bull by the horns . . .”

			Jones flung papers to the floor. “Kiss off, will you? You’re sounding like Branch.”

			“God forbid.” Jameson left the ward, talking to himself as the door closed behind him.

			Jameson was one of Nature’s hard cases. Jones would have contemplated him more had he not found the machine more interesting. The LS system worked well. Arnold Jameson did not. Jones figured the doctor was a victim of flawed design.

			 

			 

			 

		


		
			CHAPTER 3

			“The image is universal. A tall blond man with silver sunglasses and seven thousand glittering white teeth is wearing a black ski jacket with bold yellow stripes on the sleeves. His hands grip ski poles. Dusty snow is in his hair and acres of virginal white snow cover the mountain behind him. Men like him always have mountains nearby. He’s single, affluent, doesn’t sell drugs or run guns. He’s just what you thought you needed because the name of your game is busted marriage, the business side of your thirties, no family, and you’re friends with everybody including your estranged husband. This fellow is good for one week. Not one minute more or less.”

			Satisfied, Kate looked over her deathless prose. How marvelous—she had actually completed a paragraph. It looked good enough to cast in bronze. In fact it looked so good she decided to call her editor and bounce it off her.

			Lorraine answered on the second ring as she always did, to show she was so hard driving she did not even have the patience to let her secretary answer the phone. “Kate! How’s it going? Boy, I wish I could get away.”

			“I wanted to try an angle out on you.”

			“Type her up and ship her off. I trust you.”

			“I sort of thought I’d tell you what it is.”

			“Kate, my love, you’ve got an angle. I’m happy you’ve got an angle. Most of my diddlyshit writers think an angle is what your foot is attached to. You’re a pro, Kate, let me have the thrill of reading it on paper and discovering it for myself. Surprise me.”

			“Are you sure you don’t . . .”

			“You’ll do great. How’s the weather up there?”

			“Well, it’s . . .”

			“Beautiful, don’t I know it. I was there two years ago. Conifers and good powder and hot fires and brandy.”

			“I must say . . .”

			“God decrees some lucky people to be writers who don’t have to sit in offices all day long. I envy you, Kate.”

			“It’s true that . . .”

			“You’re my beacon to that part of humanity that isn’t pale, pot-bellied, or in analysis. Got to run, babes, having a meeting. Talk to you next week.”

			At least Lorraine was encouraging. Kate studied her article, wondering why it kept breaking to pieces in her head. Finally she understood it. It was based on Daniel Forrester who had broken to pieces last night. What bothered Kate was the fact she liked him. Not that she was swooning with passion and sleeping with his socks on her pillow, nothing that burned with a deep blue flame. She liked him and was sorry he had allowed his surface to crack open with that doctor. Kate was always surprised that these playful, trendy studs had waters that ran as deep and dark as anything Freud had studied. Something was disturbing the salesman.

			Forrester had not been to breakfast this morning. Probably he was ashamed of himself and did not want to run into her again. From her window, Kate saw a lovely soft blue haze shrouding the mountains like a pleasant memory. She decided to rent a car and cruise round the mountains this afternoon. The exercise yesterday had made her so unsteady she felt her skeleton would sliver into piano keys if she so much as looked at a pair of skis.

			At the main desk, she leafed through pamphlets describing the sights of Clayton. Irish beer joints. Steaks and chops. Auto repairs. On a small map a red cross marked the Clayton clinic about seven miles out of town and a thousand feet up on a forested mountain. In town, a combination gift shop and restaurant called Propinquity looked promising.

			She rented a compact car and drove into town. A dozen or so people were seated in the restaurant which overlooked a river. It was a pleasant, carefully designed place which strove for an impression of gay nuttiness mainly through the use of tropical plants.

			By the cashier’s desk were the telephones and restroom doors. As Kate removed her coat, she decided she was a romantic slob to be looking for Fate and maybe she did not want to meet it after all. This thought was triggered by Daniel Forrester’s stepping out of the men’s room and seeing her before she could duck out.

			“Good morning, Kate.”

			“It’s one in the afternoon.”

			“Could I stake you to a cup of coffee?”

			Kate decided she was not irritated with him anymore. “Yes, I suppose you could.”

			He led her to a group of tables in a corner by the bar. Again Forrester had that pensive, distracted look. She now wondered if that, rather than the ebullience she had witnessed in the coffee shop, were his true nature. He said, “I’m sorry about last night, by the way.”

			“That’s all right.”

			“You can’t blame me. I guess we figured you were worth ten head of cattle and a kingdom. You liked Dutton, didn’t you?”

			Kate shrugged with elaborate nonchalance.

			Forrester looked moodily past the ferns out the window. “I tell you, Dutton’s the only one up at that bone-house I’d care to have as a doctor. He doesn’t fit in at all.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because there’s nothing wrong with him, far as I can tell. Everybody else up there is strange. Jones is a genius, he should be at Stendhal Holmes. It’s Jameson that’s got me worried.”

			“What’s wrong with him?”

			Forrester rolled his eyes. “If he’s who I think he is, I can embarrass a couple of universities, a few hospitals, and put that clinic right out of business, not to mention a few of our customers. I don’t want to do that. One, it’s not my problem; two, it’s not my fault; and three, maybe it’s nobody’s fault.”

			Everywhere she turned Kate spotted more interesting articles than the one she was working on. “What is he, a Nazi or something?”

			“Oh, no, he’s a doctor. It’s just that . . . I’m making discreet inquiries. Maybe I shouldn’t be. I’ve got this nasty feeling I ought to keep my mouth shut. It would probably have been better if I didn’t come up here. I wasn’t going to originally.”

			“Why not?”

			Forrester smiled up at the waitress who set two cups of coffee before them. He played with his cup, warming his hands with it. “I was supposed to leave this whole project up to Irwin Bickel. The only reason I took it was because I ski, I wanted a vacation, there happened to be a lodge near the clinic, blah, blah, blah. I haven’t had a vacation in two years. I kept thinking, ‘Daniel, hand it to Bickel.’ I’ve got this feeling I should’ve done exactly that.” Abruptly Forrester drank half his coffee and set the cup back down. “Screw it. What are you doing this afternoon, Kate?”

			“Just ambling around. Why?”

			“Would you like some company? I’m staying the rest of the week.”

			Kate hesitated, not rudely, but she had planned to do some thinking today.

			Forrester caught her uncertainty. “No sweat. Some other time.”

			Kate made up her mind. She lightly touched his hand. “No. I’d rather be with you, Daniel.” Perhaps he would function as a muse for her the way beautiful women were supposed to function for male writers. Forrester clearly wanted to be useful to her.

			They took turns driving round the countryside. Clayton County was full of serpentine roads that meandered past meadows or slithered up pine slopes. On a local map, Forrester found a place called Birdhole, a lookout some two thousand feet above sea level where the whole valley could be seen. Forrester was a careful driver so they made it by four-thirty.

			As they trudged up a stairway of rotting, slippery wood, Kate appreciated the good physical shape Forrester was in. Despite his height, he walked with a tightly sprung, slightly bowlegged gait that confirmed every ounce of his bulk had a muscle in it somewhere.

			On the lookout, Forrester and Kate stood against a wood fence like a king and queen surveying their domain. Stupendous mountains marched away toward the horizon, snowy plumes whipping off their peaks to soften the chalky, white sullenness of the vista. The view was immense—too immense. It was spectacularly inhuman, overwhelming everything alive, turning cities, homes, lovers, children into mere afterthoughts and not very important ones at that. The sky gave Kate a sense of vertigo. The bulging mountains imparted a feeling of stolid serenity, but the sky was clotted with torn, ripped clouds gnashed and driven across the arid heavens. Kate felt sick and panicky looking up at that maelstrom of ice and air and crystals and vapors where there was no room for living flesh.

			Daniel Forrester wiped cold moisture from his nostrils and steadied her at the waist. Even his sizable personality was subdued. “It was probably great this morning when the sun was shining. Maybe that’s the problem. We can’t see the sun.”

			Kate rested her head against his chest. With a gloved hand, he tilted up her chin and kissed her lips. They decided to head back to the lodge before their spirits became completely soggy.

			Once they hit warmth, people, brandy, and burning logs, they cheered up. Much later, Kate decided they talked each other into bed. Forrester acted obsessively interested in her, pumping her for every detail of her past he could get. How many brothers did she have? Where did they live? When did her parents die? What kind of car did she drive? How did she decorate her apartment? What breed of cat did she have and what was its name? Mr. Fudd? What the fuck kind of a name was that for a pussycat? Kate had the feeling he talked to keep his mind off other things. The career change must be a serious idea. He wanted to overturn everything he had done for the past twenty years and do something else. Maybe he was thinking of including her in his future. After all, he’d never been married. Start over with everything.

			They both ate too much. Sitting at the same sundeck table as last night—it was their table—they stashed away rolled frankfurter appetizers, followed by chef’s salads with cheese dressing and strips of ham and turkey, a steak for dinner, ice cream and apple pie afterwards. Then they drank more brandy and watched the dancers filter in for the evening.

			During the second or third music set, they began kissing seriously in the dark, provoking envious, frustrated glances from the other people in the disco. Those two were going to score.

			Thoroughly bombed, Kate and Daniel Forrester lurched out of the lounge, kissing all the way to the elevator. Forrester protested that his room was over the disco lounge, couldn’t they go to hers? Kate spent an alcohol-fogged minute trying to get her key in the door till Forrester took it from her and wrenched open the lock. They stumbled into the room. Kate turned on the table light. Forrester hopped round the place trying to get his boots off without banging his legs on the bed. Kate had her sweater halfway over her head when the telephone rang.

			“Hi, Kate,” said her husband, Steve. “Guess who?”

			“Steve,” she stammered. “Can I call you back?”

			“I’m on my way to the drugstore. I’ve got this stomach bug of some kind. What was the name of that stuff you . . .”

			Forrester tumbled to the floor with a loud thud and a curse. He was buried under a welter of his own clothing—tie, jacket, shirt, pants, red socks.

			“I really can’t talk now, Steve,” Kate said, aware that Steve must have heard the sound.

			“I get it. Har de har har. Give me a ring when you don’t have your hands full.” Kate hung up on him. She was not free for another two hours, after which she felt no inclination to return the call.

			At three-thirty that morning, something awakened Daniel Forrester with a violent start that partially disturbed Kate lying next to him. His heart pounded tidal waves of blood through his body, rushes so strong he had to breathe carefully. Perspiration drenched him even though the cold in the room had made Kate snuggle deep in the covers.

			Forrester looked through the windows at the frozen explosions of the mountains under the sharp silver stars. He was completely awake, with no idea of what awakened him and no hope of sleeping again. A dream? If so, it was long gone. A breath of wind? If so, it was flying over the mountains by now. Kate? Her nude body lay still and limp, almost drugged with sleep. The disco music was faint and muted and a travel clock ticked on the table. Normally, Daniel Forrester had no trouble sleeping.

			He slipped out of bed and looked out the window. The room was cool, the planks cold against his bare feet. His breath fogged the window glass. No rats, bats, or burglars were concealed in the corner.

			Daniel Forrester decided to smoke a cigarette in the bathroom. He poked through his jacket till he found the pack and lighter and tiptoed into the room. He switched on the damned, stupid red sunlamp by mistake, cut it off, and turned on the regular light which was accompanied by a fan. The bathroom was just like the one in his room, with false-marble-topped sink and a shower stall to the left. Covering the length of the wall above the sink was a mirror.

			Forrester lit his cigarette and blew the blue smoke toward the fan vent. Then he looked at himself in the mirror. After a moment of paralyzing shock, he said, “Holy Christ!”

			There were two Daniel Forresters, two reflections of him with cigarettes in their hands, standing side by side and looking straight at him.

			“Kate?” His voice was low with an urgent resonance that was far more effective than a shout.

			Kate stirred on the bed and mumbled a reply.

			“Kate, can you come in here a minute?”

			“What?” she yawned.

			“Please? Come into the bathroom.”

			Without bothering to put on a robe, Kate rolled out of bed and went into the bathroom.

			“What could be better than Daniel Forrester in your room?”

			“What?”

			“Two Daniel Forresters in your room. Do you see it?” He indicated the mirror.

			She looked at the mirror. Then she looked back at him. “See what?”

			Feeling very heavy, Daniel Forrester sighed. The images sighed with him. “Okay. Something is very wrong inside my head, I am ready for the funny farm. Either that or there’s two reflections of me. What do you see?”

			“A man and a woman naked as jaybirds.”

			“Look a foot to the right of my reflection. Same height, same weight, same everything. He is standing between us.”

			Kate searched the glass but saw only one reflection.

			“Can you see anything at all? Any fogginess, flaws in the glass, anything?”

			“No, Daniel. But if I work at it, I will. Are you wearing contacts?”

			“No. And another thing, Kate. He’s moving just a little slower than I am.”

			“Daniel, look at me.”

			In the mirror, the two Daniel Forresters looked at Kate Burnham.

			“Now look back.”

			The two Daniel Forresters looked back at them.

			“So, I’m bananas,” Forrester said. “It happened this afternoon in the clinic. Only it wasn’t a reflection, it was a hallucination. I was lying in the LS capsule and it walked up to the top and looked down at me.”

			A shudder brought Kate fully awake. “How clear is it?”

			“No distortion. That’s the strangest . . .” He touched the glass. Three sets of fingertips met on the plane of glass. “It’s a funny kind of reflection, very sharp, very vivid yet you have to look twice for details. I think it might be a bit fainter than mine. It’s real and it’s not real.” Abruptly he did not want to look at it anymore. He dowsed the cigarette with a spurt of water from the faucet and threw it into the trash can. “Kate, you wouldn’t be a shrink among your other talents would you?”

			“I studied psychology for one semester. Are you superstitious?”

			“No more than the average astrologer. Why?”

			“I recall reading that Abraham Lincoln saw a double image in a mirror before he died.”

			“Wow.”

			“It was in 1860 or thereabouts. He saw just the face in some kind of swinging door mirror. Several times. His wife said it meant he wouldn’t finish his term. And of course everybody claims to see his ghost running round the White House. The Queen of the Netherlands said she saw him there. I think there’s a poem about it.”

			“It doesn’t look like a ghost. In fact it looks livelier than me.” He looked sidelong at the mirror, then the big salesman grin split his face. “Or rather it did. It’s gone now.”

			“Wonderful, Daniel. I guess you won’t croak in my room and ruin my reputation.” Standing on her tiptoes, she bussed his cheek. “Now come on back to bed.”

			Forrester switched the light on and off several times as if to surprise the phantom lurking somewhere in the polished surface but all he saw was himself in his birthday suit.

			Back in bed, he still could not sleep. He tried to restrict his turning so as not to disturb Kate, but she could sense his distress.

			“Poor Daniel,” she whispered in the dark. “Now I’ve gone and upset you.”

			“I’m not worried,” he lied. “I’ll outlive everybody I know.”

			For Kate the rest of the vacation blended into a seamless fabric of cold snow, warm flesh, and tired ski legs in which she could not tell later on which day certain events occurred. Daniel Forrester did not entirely dislodge the article from her head onto paper, but he did inspire clattering hours on the typewriter. Certain things about him were vividly imprinted on her memory.

			She remembered times when he was downcast. Once while sitting across from her at lunch, he interrupted her by blurting, “Marry me.” She never did know if he meant it or not because there was always a trace of a smile round his adoring eyes. So she laughed and said, “Sure. Right up on the mountaintop,” and he laughed.

			She remembered telling him about her husband and how violently unhappy the whole subject made her. She told him that when a marriage goes smash, nothing is left. All the years of effort, of living together, come to nought. Marriage is a more fundamental relationship than parenthood. And Forrester had remarked, “I think it’s harder to be a good lover than a good husband,” and she thought it such a great quote she typed it into the article that evening.

			They spent every evening at the table on the sundeck. But every time Kate thought she was seriously falling for Forrester, something warned her off. She remembered the evening he exasperated her at the indoor archery range. For hours he had tried putting an arrow through the target and each miss befouled his temper until she was ready to walk out on him. When he finally made a bull’s-eye, he became angry because she did not share his elation. He was a perfectionist in the worst sense of the word, obsessed with any project, no matter how small, and he had that curious insensitivity ingrown bachelors often have. In Clayton he crossed a street to the other side before realizing she was still waiting for the light to change. Sometimes he would talk for hours about technology without realizing how bored she was.

			Daniel Forrester’s worst peccadillo was his jealousy. A morning conversation with Steve threw him into a black funk that lasted all day, during which he spoke only in monosyllables. She realized he would not take her to the clinic to see the system because he did not want her to run into Dr. Dutton. “He’s got a great beard, hasn’t he?” he joked, teeth grinding together behind his smile.

			Adding up his pluses and minuses, Kate decided that on the whole he was a pretty good man. If he was jealous, he was also loyal. When she talked, he listened. He didn’t chase other women while with her or make stupid embarrassing remarks to her. As a muse he was not a success, but then again, she was not Dante, so it was hardly fair to expect him to be Beatrice. She cranked out pages every morning, skied every afternoon, and met him every evening at the sundeck table. It was a nice cozy arrangement and she fended off all his suggestions that they get together again in Los Angeles. “We’ll see,” she would say. He had fallen hard for her. She did not return that particular compliment.

			The little beep on Forrester’s watch awoke him at six-thirty in the morning. It was still dark outside, the air thick with damp dawn fog. He was not tired. He felt tense and ready for nothing in particular.

			The bathroom mirror was still clear. He washed and shaved and dressed, taking exquisite care lest he awaken Kate. She looked very small, a tiny body, practically a boy’s form, tan and brown as an almond against the white sheets.

			Forrester had packed his suitcase the night before. Now he checked his briefcase to see that all his materials were inside. Everything was in order. All he had to do was get to the chartered plane at the Clayton airfield.

			Should he kiss Kate? He bent over and brushed his lips on her cheek. Her breathing changed from deep, measured breaths to small quick ones, indicating she was about to wake up.

			From the desk drawer, he removed a sheet of lodge stationery and wrote: Dearest Kate. It was too quick for flowers but better than most marriages. See you in Los Angeles. Love, Daniel. He folded the note and put it on the bathroom mirror. He was about to shut the desk drawer when he noticed a small Gideon Bible next to the stationery, the type found in hotel rooms all across the country.

			Forrester picked it up and curiously riffled the pages. For some mad reason he thought about stealing it from the room. That was crazy, he didn’t need a Bible.

			He checked himself in the mirror one last time. He was wearing a blue blazer and gray pants, his favorite gonzo outfit. He carried his briefcase and put on his smile. Zowie! Hot-shot salesman, a born city slicker.

			As he eased out the door, he saw Kate yawn and brush hair from her eyes. She turned over onto her back, about to wake up. Forrester softly closed the door behind him.

			A taxi with a yawning driver dropped him off at the airfield gate, from which he made his way to the hangar. By now the sun had begun to flood the mountains in the east but its light was so cold, blue, and feeble that the world might have been better off had it chosen not to rise at all. To Forrester it did not look like very good flying weather.

			There were two planes in the hangar, one a sleek blue twin Beechcraft, the other a Piper two-seater. At first no one seemed to be there. Forrester called out “hello” in the echoing gloom and banged his umbrella handle on the door.

			“Sorry,” came a voice from behind the Piper. A grease-stained man in a leather jacket emerged, carrying a wrench. “You’ll be Mr. Forrester.”

			“Yes, and I guess you’re Blackwell.”

			They shook hands. Forrester could not tell how old Blackwell was. He could be in his sixties, in which case Forrester was not anxious to fly with him, or, if his hair were prematurely white, he could be in his forties. Forrester looked at the wrench.

			Blackwell laughed. “Just checking things out. I do that before jumping puddles.”

			“Jumping puddles!” Forrester exclaimed. “When’s the last time anybody ever said that?”

			“Not in a coon’s age, I expect.” Blackwell looked Forrester over with an uncomfortably close scrutiny as the salesman examined the aging Piper. “The other one belongs to Dr. Jameson up at the clinic. He just flew back this morning from Canada.”

			“How old is yours?”

			“Oh, not so old. It ain’t swank but it does for me nicely.”

			“This doesn’t look like very good weather. Maybe we’ll make it tomorrow.”

			As Blackwell clasped his hands behind him and chortled, his age seemed to drop down to the thirties. “Oh, I’ve flown in worse than this, Mr. Forrester, yes indeedy.”

			“Yes indeedy?”

			“I’ve flown in blizzards, tornadoes, thunderstorms, and it’s tight as a tick inside.”

			“Tight as a tick. I suppose inside I’ll be snug as a bug in a rug.”

			Blackwell gave him an impish grin which did not cheer Forrester up. The crappy weather, the eccentric pilot, and the aged airplane did not seem very propitious to him.

			“Mr. Forrester,” said Blackwell, “this here plane will get you where you’re going.”

			“I couldn’t help noticing the tower was empty.”

			“Oh, there’s not much flying this early in the morning, but don’t worry, I put in a flight plan last night.” He opened the passenger door and Forrester, ignoring his lingering doubts, climbed in.

			“Well, I hope the parachutes are new.”

			“You won’t be needing any parachutes, sir, everything will be just hunky-dory.”

			Blackwell slid open the hangar door and climbed in beside Forrester. The engine sounded loud and steady enough. The plane edged out into the wet, dewy morning, positioned itself at the end of the runway, and, in a lifting glide that nearly sent Forrester’s breakfast Danish into his mouth, rose into the air. The engine sound all but ruined any possibility of conversation. The plane sailed into murky gray clouds which blanked out the sun, banked hard to the southwest, and bounced heavily as though it were rolling over a stony road.

			Rain sprayed across the windshield and tubes of wind slapped at the little craft. From time to time, the winds tore open the dirty clouds, affording them a view of more black clouds in their flight line.

			The engine coughed while a simultaneous jolt went through the aircraft. Forrester tapped Blackwell, who seemed to wake up and look at him in surprise. Blackwell cried, “What’s the good word, Mr. Forrester?”

			The second cough slowed the plane in the air as though power brakes had been stomped. Forrester’s briefcase slid from his lap. “Blackwell, did you feel that?”

			“Feel what?”

			“All right! Blackwell, turn this thing around and go back to Clayton. The whole setup stinks.” It was all his secretary Emma’s fault for telling him the company plane was booked to Houston that day and this was the only outfit that would make a firm commitment. Blackwell was flying him right into a storm in an airplane that was bored with its own engine.

			The engine misfired again, causing a stomach-lurching drop in altitude. Forrester perceived they were in real trouble. “Come on, Blackwell, haul ass or you won’t get paid.”

			“Mr. Forrester, take it easy! Everything is tickety-boo.”

			Tickety-boo! Blackwell was old, all right, he hadn’t much longer to live anyway. Nevertheless he churned the plane round through the winds until they were headed back to the field. Blackwell was maddeningly, suicidally calm even when the engine choked off again and the plane pancaked down before the engine caught a second time. The grayness outside the windows was motionless. To Forrester it felt as though they were not moving at all but were suspended in some kind of limbo. Only the sound of the motor was earthly.

			Blackwell’s sharp face looked straight ahead, his hand making constant, tiny adjustments to the stick.

			“Damn,” said Forrester out loud. “I forgot her address. Shit.” He would call Kate as soon as they landed. By his watch it was seven-fifteen. She would be waking up now, taking a shower or sitting before the typewriter, her small face screwed up in concentration. Forrester’s spirits lifted at the thought of seeing Kate again.

			Blackwell did not respond to his outburst. He remained settled comfortably in his seat looking satisfied that everything worked perfectly. Forrester decided he was hard of hearing.

			The gray shaded rapidly to blackness. Through the windshield the sun was blocked by something in front of them. Forrester peered ahead, hoping it was a thundercloud. “Blackwell?”

			“Yes, Mr. Forrester.”

			“What’s that up ahead?”

			Blackwell adjusted the stick and engine pitch. After a moment he said calmly, “A mountain.” The words came out without any inflection whatever, without even any interest, and his eyes remained sleepy and hooded as he watched it approach.

			 

			 

			 

			 

		


		
			CHAPTER 4

			In the Clayton clinic Bernice McCord was the nurse on duty at the main desk. Bernice and Lawrence Dutton had formed an unspoken alliance. His sin was smoking cigarettes, hers was washing down pizza with lager beer and nibbling chocolate cupcakes to the point where her bulk exceeded two hundred pounds.

			That morning Dutton had just swabbed a strep throat and Bernice was poking the last crust of a tuna sandwich into her mouth when the emergency call came through. With an agility truly remarkable for a woman her size, Bernice grabbed the line, made notes, and dashed down the hall to the examination room where Dutton was writing out a prescription. A light plane had crashed three thousand feet up on Mount Pine and paramedics were on the way. “There’s no report of a fire,” she said. “Maybe it’s not so bad.”

			Dutton grabbed his bag and pulled on his jacket. “I never heard of anybody dancing away from a plane wreck round here. Get hold of Jones, would you?”

			“Yes, sir. And?”

			“You guessed it. Prime the LS with type O and plasma and get everybody scrubbed for surgery. I guess that thing’s going to have its acid test.”

			“Shall I call Mr. Forrester?”

			“He’s gone home by now. But you can try the company. Try to get Bickel if you can. And see if Jameson is back.” Dutton almost knocked Branch over while hurrying to the ambulance. “Plane crash,” he said briefly.

			“Who’s picking them up?” asked Branch.

			“We are. It went down on the mountain, so we’re closest. I think Jameson is still up north somewhere. He’s been gone all week.” Jameson had left the previous Monday to go duck-­hunting. Dutton hoped a giant duck had made off with his beeper to keep her eggs company.

			The crash site was only about five miles from the clinic but the road wound through thick woods. A light drizzle and fog had made everything slippery and Dutton saw a storm approaching the mountain from the south. That was probably why the plane went down. God willing, they’d get there in twenty minutes.

			As they drove, Dutton heard more specific information on the police band. The paramedics had landed a copter at the site and reported two casualties, both male Caucasians. One was in his early forties, the other, presumably the pilot, was dead. The paramedics reported the passenger had suffered massive blood loss, internal injuries, and broken bones everywhere. He was still breathing but not very well and the prognosis was not encouraging. Nobody wanted to move him till the doctor got there. To Dutton it sounded as if he would not even make it to the clinic alive.

			When the van reached the crash site, Dutton could see a group of medics huddled round the victim. It did not look like a plane crash because none of the pieces of debris looked like they came from a plane. Rather it looked as though some celestial brat had spilled his metallic litter over the mountain slope. Bits of motor, slices of bent aluminum, wires, motor fragments, engine cylinders, propeller shaft parts, and gobbets of oil lay all over the swampy dram grass. The pilot’s body was in a zippered bag. The ground was wet and spongy, sucking at Dutton’s shoes as he raced from the van.

			The paramedics stood back as Dutton kneeled over the stretcher. The passenger’s clothes were a shapeless, blood-soaked mass of fiber. Bones were visible on the lacerated legs, the chest was smashed in, both arms and legs were crumpled with multiple fractures, and the head had taken a hell of a blow that had knocked the nose and features askew, bending the whole face out of proportion.

			As he looked at the face, Dutton felt a sudden sense of spinning terror and pity which he always felt at such times. Even if this guy made it to the hospital, he was no good for longer than four hours, and even if he did survive, the head damage indicated his life would not be very ecstatic. The medics had done an emergency tracheotomy to get air past his congested throat.

			Then as he mentally rearranged the shape of the man’s face in his mind, identity surged out of the ruined features and seized Lawrence Dutton like a sadistic jester. This was Daniel Forrester. The light blond hair matted with blood, the smiling mouth with most of the teeth gone, were all too familiar. This was the man who walked with a light, athletic step, who cased a girl in the lodge last weekend and chased him away, who spoke in a resonant modulated voice. The man who had extolled the virtues and deeds of the Stendhal Holmes Life Support System had been selected by some Fate to be the first one in it.

			They loaded him into the back of the ambulance. The driver handed Dutton the microphone as they sped back down the road. “Bernice, you won’t believe this. It’s Forrester.”

			After the first gasp, Bernice regained her composure and asked, “Didn’t you say he’d gone back home?”

			Dutton remembered the girl in the lodge. “He was delayed, I guess. It looks pretty lousy. Did you get through to Stendhal Holmes?”

			“Yes. I better call them back though. Jones came in and Dr. Branch got the OR ready.”

			“Good. The machine already has Forrester’s body memorized. That ought to give him a shot.”

			While Bernice and Nurse Raskin prepared Forrester’s smashed body for surgery, Dutton scrubbed down with Jones and Evan Branch. Jones snorted, “How’s that for poetic justice?”

			Evan Branch seemed to be in his sanctimonious-ass mood this morning. His face turned thunderous. He did not like jocular remarks about patients in his clinic. “Jones, I wouldn’t dream of offending you by suggesting there may be large meanings behind such events as these.”

			His pious obscurities no longer intimidated Gareth Jones. As Nurse Raskin slipped his gown over his outstretched arms, Jones replied, “Oh, I believe that, sir. I truly do.” He looked equably right into Branch’s fishlike, Protestant stare.

			Now that surgery was imminent, Dutton was dying for a cigarette. “I believe it, too,” he said fervently.

			“Do you really, Dutton?” asked Branch as Nurse Raskin snapped gloves over his hands. He watched Dutton’s eyes for some sign of sarcasm.

			“Sure I do. Why, I believe there is a Great Power and whoever He or She is is about to lay a brick on all of us right now. Jones, where in the damned, infernal hell is Jameson anyway?”

			“Slaughtering fowl, Dutton. Murder most fowl.”

			“Why did he leave?”

			“For some reason he doesn’t seem to like Forrester. Just as well he isn’t here now, isn’t it? Maybe he’d accidentally leave an oxygen tank inside him or something.”

			“I fail to see what personal feelings have to do with Jameson’s duties,” snorted Branch.

			“Next time, sir, I’ll tie him up,” answered Jones.

			“Next time, send him to me.”

			Jones backed out the door, gloved hands in the air. “Let’s go, last one in is a neoplasm head.” Jones made it into the operating room before Evan Branch could gather his thunderbolts together and hurl them at his head.

			Anyone who knew the difference between flesh and metal could tell by one look at Forrester’s shattered body that his case was hopeless. Blood leaked into him through IVs and out again from dozens of wounds. Suction equipment drained cataracts of blood and fluid from his chest and abdominal cavity. His pelvis was broken in three places so he would never be able to walk without canes and his blood pressure rose and dropped as erratically as a paper glider in a chimney. The doctors and nurses were in continuous motion picking bone splinters out of organs, snapping ribs into place and sewing up incisions. They filled him full of coagulants to cut down the bleeding and Nurse Raskin pumped the ventilating bag for his lungs. When someone was not cutting, someone was sewing, injecting or sucking out, and it was all for nothing.

			They ran an EEG on his head, which revealed that brain activity was feeble. Jones had partially opened the skull to pick out bone splinters and fluid and he left it partly open so the traumatized gray matter could swell without crushing itself against the interior of his head.

			At moments like these, Evan Branch became a physician whom Hippocrates might have praised but whom Jones and Dutton could happily have strangled. Branch said, “He’s not dead till his heart stops, gentlemen.”

			“Unless he’s already died and his heart just hasn’t got the message,” Jones answered.

			Dutton was always amazed by how much expression eyes could convey. All wore surgical masks yet. Branch positively radiated contempt for Jones. “He is not dead, Jones, and he will not die if we have anything to say about it.” He spoke with hard, arctic control.

			Dutton answered, “His chest was full of crap by the time I got there. I expect there’s been some brain damage.”

			Branch turned to Bernice. “The LS still has records of Forrester’s vital functions, does it not?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Jones?”

			“Yes, sir. I’ll get it ready.”

			Dutton said as he went out the door, “Set up a program for pneumonia. And we’ll use the head attachment.” Dutton touched several of Forrester’s muscles. They were flaccid. If Forrester’s eyes were open, they would be wide and staring. Daniel Forrester was a two-hundred-pound lump of flesh with a beating heart.

			“All right, Lawrence,” said Branch. “Let’s sew him up.”

			In the intensive care ward, the canopy of the capsule hissed open. Jones pulled out all the IV lines from their recesses in the side and cleared them. He was lifting out the helmet when the door opened and Forrester’s body was wheeled in. While he was still on the table, they plugged the TVs into his arms, attached the kidney catheters, and hooked the trachael and suction tubes from the helmet into his mouth. Jones smeared jelly onto Forrester’s forehead where the electrodes would be attached. They worked rapidly and a bit fearfully, half hoping Forrester would die before they could get him inside so the machine would not have to be used.

			When the helmet was snapped over his head and his chest was covered with the heart monitor strap, they were ready to go. Forrester’s body was umbilically attached to the LS capsule, his body wired and punctured with monitors and IVs. Dutton found himself sweating. The readouts indicated Forrester’s blood pressure was still falling and his brain activity still fading. Anything that happened within his body would be recorded on the green screen, once they sealed him up inside. Dutton said, “I guess we’re going to do it, aren’t we?”

			Jones checked off the list of procedures, head nodding at each item until he came to the end. “Everything’s in order. He’s now in the hands of the Stendhal Holmes Corporation.”

			They lifted Daniel Forrester off the table and gently laid him in the fluid bed. Entangled with wires, his body floated for a second before becoming still. Evan Branch removed his surgical mask and nodded at Jones. Jones activated the plexiglass canopy. Soundlessly, like a transparent cloud, the canopy closed over Forrester’s body. Oxygen hissed into the capsule and a glare of purplish ultraviolet light bathed the body in an unearthly glow. Daniel Forrester was now sealed off from the world.

			On the screen, the scanners recorded the white count as the colonies of bacteria which had invaded his body were hunted down and ruthlessly exterminated by the scanners. Marrow and spleen replaced the red cell loss.

			Jones punched out an EEG reading. “Still fading,” he said. “He’s going and he’s not slowing down. The heart’s trying to get more blood to the brain.”

			A little cluster of rippling yellow lights and a series of beeps indicated the heart monitor was sorting out the nerve synapses of that organ. Dutton said, “It’s trying too hard. He’s going to arrest.”

			“You bet,” Jones replied. He tapped a temperature gauge. “Look. The machine’s cooling him off. There’s some epinephrine activity in one of the IVs. This is going to be interesting.”

			The body temperature plummeted, particularly round the helmet. The machine was cooling Forrester to minimize tissue damage when the heart stopped.

			As the end approached, Bernice pulled a chair closer to the console. Dutton noticed her eyes were red and she kept wiping them. He patted her shoulder and she sniffled.

			The LS console emitted a sharp, squealing howl and a red light blinked. Daniel Forrester’s heart had stopped. In the corner of the screen a digital timer read out the length of the arrest in microseconds. The heart fibrillated briefly, then became still again.

			Silence settled on the ward like the blanket of fog that hung round the mountains. The LS capsule was violently active, shooting scanners up and down the length of the body, the readouts reporting oxygen starvation. The ventilator aspirated the lungs. Oxygen went in, oxygen came out. Requiescat in pace, Dutton thought. If he continued like this longer than fifteen minutes, brain death would be total, meaning Forrester’s personality had completely disintegrated.

			Jones punched a program out and stared at it. “There it is again.”

			“What?” asked Dutton.

			“See?” He tapped at a clearing in a maze of numbers. “Magnetism. It’s almost undetectable but it’s right over his forehead.”

			Dutton tried to make sense of the computer digits but they looked to him like a gray blur and he could see nothing unusual in them. Jones’s eye was trained for this sort of thing. He was about to ask about it when he noticed something had changed in the room. It was turning cold.

			Evan Branch’s eyes were looking round the room. “Is that my imagination?”

			Dutton blew on his hands. “No, sir. I don’t know where it’s coming from, there’s no draft in here.”

			It was an unpleasant dampish cold and Dutton thought he smelled some undertone of odor with it.

			“Bernice, check the thermostat, would you?”

			Bernice looked at the wall gauge. “According to this, it’s sixty-eight degrees in here.”

			Jones looked round the room as the cold locked down so tightly they were breathing steam. “What the hell’s going on in here, Bernice?”

			“I said the temperature is sixty-eight degrees.”

			“Well, shit on that, the whole heating system’s going crackers. It’s practically freezing in here.”

			They listened to the ticking of the console and the whisper of the aspirator within the capsule breathing oxygen into Forrester’s lungs. Still the temperature fell. Evan Branch tightened his surgical gown round his chest and Dutton plunged his hands into his pockets.

			Bernice began walking toward them. In a corner near her, one of the IV poles she had rolled in with the body toppled over with a vicious crash of broken glass and sticky dextrose.

			On the console, they saw Daniel Forrester’s heart explode into life. The sluggish cooled blood began to course through the body and the aspirator picked up carbon dioxide passing out of the lungs. Only one thing was wrong. Daniel Forrester had been without oxygen for seven minutes. His EEG was totally flat. Consciousness had fled his ruined body like a fugitive cat.

			The temperature climbed rapidly back to normal. Jones sat back from the console and exhaled, looking over the data. “He can’t take many more like that.”

			“How did it start the heart?”

			“God knows, Dutton. It tests every nerve fiber round the heart and compares it with other fibers. The memory bank tells it where to send a current. Then if it can’t find a nerve with its own electrical impulse, it puts one in itself. That’s a nutshell explanation. Look at the chemicals it used, digitalis, acids . . .” Jones shook his head in wonder. “There’s been minimal tissue death, mostly at the extremities. The scanners are shooting him full of antibiotics. I don’t think this machine will even let him get gangrene.” He turned to Evan Branch. “Sir? I think we should put a call in to Stendhal Holmes.”

			Under Bickel’s precise voice was a tremor of panic. He was still dazed by the news of the crash and had to struggle to think coolly and impartially about the machine’s operations. “We were going to have lunch today. I . . . Did you say he was gone for seven minutes?”

			“Yes,” Jones answered. “His EEG is dead. His brain is gone.”

			“I see.” Bickel exhaled a quavering breath.

			“Unless the EEG is malfunctioning.”

			Bickel was silent for a moment before saying, “I wish I could say the LS is not functioning. God, that’s the first time I ever wished that, but it is functioning. If the EEG is flat, it means Dan’s brain is dead.”

			They were talking in Branch’s office over a speaker phone so that all could participate. Dutton could hear Bickel riffling pages. Jones said, “Forrester is breathing on his own right now. Can you tell me exactly what the machine is doing?”

			Bickel said, “It sounds to me like it’s doing everything it’s designed to do. Only I’d say it’s doing it better than it was designed to do. Our situation is kind of like testing a miracle drug. We knew it would work well but no one’s quite certain how.”

			Jones’s eyebrows rose to crested points and he made some notes on a pad. “You mean to tell me you don’t know what the LS system is doing?”

			“We stacked backup systems on top of backup systems in the design stage . . .”

			Jones interrupted by firing off a series of pointed questions at Bickel. How good are the computer tracks that scan the heartbeat? What about the IV system—did it get the goodies into the patient exactly as the console said? Wasn’t there a two- or three-second lapse? Who made the quartz crystals in the system? Were they tested?

			Dutton followed the gist if not the details of the conversation. That was technology for you. Crystallography alone had opened up such complex vistas, designers felt they made systems as mysterious as living organisms themselves. It was obvious that no single mind at Stendhal Holmes or maybe anywhere on earth could understand everything the machine did.

			Jones finished his questions and tapped his pencil eraser against his teeth. “We’ve gone a wee bit past questions of clinical or tissue death. How long must Forrester be in arrest before the machine gives up?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“You don’t know? You mean to tell me there’s no way of knowing if the patient has died or not?”

			“Dr. Jones,” Bickel snapped in a surprising burst of testiness, “that’s why the device is being tested.”

			“I know it’s just a machine, but does it know what death is?”

			“Phrased that way,” said Bickel, “death is a theological concept and not applicable to the LS system.”

			“How’s that again?” rumbled Branch.

			“You are looking at the LS system with the wrong attitude. Necessity governs its actions. It doesn’t know or care what death is, as Jones suggested. It will only do everything necessary to get the heart started again. That is its purpose. Frankly, we don’t know how great its capabilities are with this. We know they’re greater than any other known equipment but it cannot work miracles and it will inform you if it can’t revive Dan.”

			“I’m wondering about miracles,” mused Jones. “Do you know why it would pick up a small magnetic field over For­rester’s­­­ forehead? According to the printouts, the same thing happened to Mrs. Cody.”

			“You always have magnetism with electrical currents.”

			Jones became thoughtful and doodled some more with the pencil. “It’s not connected with the machine, I think. It’s keeping tabs on all of Forrester’s bodily functions we know about. I wonder if it isn’t watching a few we don’t know about.”

			“I beg your pardon, Dr. Jones?”

			Jones suffered a sudden attack of discretion. “Never mind. I think you people left one circuit out of this erector set.”

			“What’s that?”

			“You left out a circuit that would tell us if and when For­rester’s soul has departed for good. Now I have a little plan of action here. I propose we wait for three days and see how the machine copes with his arrests.”

			“Why three days?”

			“Why not?”

			Bickel sighed. “All right. Fair enough.”

			“After that, I think we should have Forrester and the machine transferred. I think the body should also be examined by outside observers. Can Forrester be moved?”

			“Dan will be dead in three days,” Bickel said bluntly. “He’ll be moved directly to a mausoleum.”

			“The question is whether he’ll stay dead. I expect a few thousand medical schools would like to see this system in operation. We’re not equipped for long-term care of comatose patients.”

			“I repeat, he will be dead in three days so the whole question is academic.”

			After Jones hung up, he avoided their eyes as though embarrassed in a pleased way, like a child who’s just scored a hundred on a test.

			“Dr. Jones,” said Branch. “I do not like the way you throw the word death around.”

			“Sorry, sir, I meant no disrespect.”

			“That’s good advice about other observers,” Branch continued. “I shall make a few calls.”

			Jones said, “I’d like to take Jameson’s shift tomorrow night. In case he’s not back again. In fact I’d like to watch Forrester for all three days.”

			Bernice spoke, surprising them all. They had forgotten she was in the office. “I sure wish I knew why that IV pole fell over.”

			At three-thirty that afternoon, Daniel Forrester’s heart stopped again, this time for ten minutes. That evening it stopped beating for twenty-one minutes, thus besting the record set by the Ohio system. Each time the machine brought it back to work with Herculean though obscure efforts.

			Bernice manned the console at the main desk down the hall from the ward. During the last arrest, she looked over the vital signs on her screen and said to Dutton, “He sure looks dead to me.” Dutton had to agree with her.

			The place Katherine Burnham called home was an apartment tower on the border between Santa Monica and Venice overlooking a stretch of beach. Two of these towers faced each other. On lonely nights she could look down at the swimming pool and shops dividing them or into the windows of the building opposite hers and see what the other occupants were doing.

			When she arrived from Clayton, she checked her mail in the lobby. Bills, invitations to vegetarian seminars, and one thick envelope whose masthead read alumnus society, st. helen’s college, class of 1962. Out fell an invitation to a college reunion at a Sheraton Hotel in Los Angeles. The reunion was scheduled for the end of the week.

			Mr. Fudd yowled happily when she picked him up from the girl living at the end of the hall. “He’s a perfect pussycat,” the girl breathed. “Not a flea anywhere and he poo-pooed into the sand.” Fudd was a tiger tabby with yellow eyes. He curled and writhed with feline ecstasy in her arms.

			Kate looked her apartment over. The plants needed watering, it smelled like dust and rust, but the furniture was still there. Kate always expected Steve to get up from the flowered sofa and greet her, but that was just a reflex.

			Naturally the phone rang the minute she set her bags down. Naturally it was Steve. “Welcome back, Kate.”

			“Hi. How’s your stomach?”

			“We’re back on speaking terms. I wanted to invite you somewhere this weekend.”

			“Uh-oh.”

			“It’s all very innocent. There’s the annual Hare Krishna parade in Venice on Saturday—live elephants, free food if you dig tree bark, games, and enlightenment. How about it?”

			“Is Diane coming, too?”

			“Er . . . yes. The fact is, she wanted to meet you.”

			“Now that’s ridiculous! A man, his wife, and his girlfriend all going to a Hare Krishna picnic. Steve, you are downright surrealistic.”

			“I knew you’d bite. See you Saturday morning.”

			“I didn’t say I’d go.”

			“One look out your window at those elephants and you will.”

			Kate fixed a drink, stretched out on the sofa, and kicked off her shoes. She looked over the reunion invitation and found herself thinking of Hadley.

			Dear old Hadley. Kate and Hadley had been pinned in their senior year. He was the only man she had ever loved whom she addressed by his last name as often as his first, which was George. Hadley had been ahead of his time. He had worn bow ties in the early 1960s.

			On a whim Kate riffled her closet boxes until she came up with a college yearbook. There was Hadley, wearing his tweed jacket and a wide, shapeless, toothy smile that slipped around his face like a croissant round a buttered hot plate. It was the grin that youth flashes to show eager idealism. That tweed jacket had been three years old when they met. Dear Hadley never did learn how to dress. In those days the boys wore thin ties—Hadley wore bows because he never learned to tie Windsor knots—and pegged pants so tight it looked like their legs had been dipped in black ink. Not Hadley. He looked as if he had accidentally wandered into his clothes on his way to the john. Kate had actually lost her virginity to him, figuring he would be sensitive. He was. He was also clean, and his mind was set on a career in public administration as a Republican. He did not view the world as a conquest so much as a puzzle, and he did not threaten suicide when she told him the marriage was off. Hadley had admitted to thinking along those lines himself.

			Kate examined the photo in critical appraisal. Another problem with dear Hadley was that he was short. When making love, she had feared smothering him.

			Kate decided to go to the reunion after all. She finished her drink, washed her glass, and fell on top of the bed with Mr. Fudd purring contentedly at her feet.

			Fog.

			Only it was not fog, it was smoke.

			Only it was not smoke; it was gray and it shifted but it was odorless.

			In life there are occasions when dreams come between sleep and wakefulness. The dreamer realizes they are dreams and knows that if he concentrates on any one detail the dream will evaporate and he will wake up. Kate lay still and let the dream happen.

			“Kate, where are you?” Daniel Forrester’s voice was near her elbow, quavering with fear.

			Surprised, she answered, “I’m right here, Daniel.” When she turned to speak to him he was gone and the grayness covered all.

			Again came the voice, this time ahead of her. “Kate, where are you?”

			“You know perfectly well where I am.”

			In reaching out her hands, Kate was startled to find the limbo was solid. Forrester was in it somewhere, looking for her.

			“Kate, help me.” Within his cry was a primal, crushing despair. She could sense him in the gray, pulsating gloom like a wounded animal, coming close and then withdrawing from her.

			She tried to see him. “I’m with you, Daniel.”

			His emotional state was anarchic in its power, flickering from terror to fury to joy, one mood change after the other like an infant. She sensed him circling round her. Then he seemed to have pinned her down and she felt him rushing toward her. She did not want him to find her; she deliberately woke up.

			It was one in the morning. Water dripped from the kitchen faucet, someone in the other building had the TV on too loud, and a late-night couple giggled their way down the hall. Kate lay inert until her pounding heart calmed down. Mr. Fudd looked brightly at her, ears up, eyes sharp with concern. She nudged the cat with her toe.

			“What the hell was that all about, Fudd?” she asked.

			 

			 

			 

		


		
			CHAPTER 5

			Nurse Raskin was Dr. Jones’s kind of nurse. She was practical to the point of stolidity, she was precise and nimble with emergencies, and she was uncommunicative. She said nothing as he filled her in on the LS capsule. “Essentially you do nothing,” he said. “Just watch the power readings on the cables and put in whatever drugs it calls for.”

			“I’m a registered nurse, not a union electrician,” she grumbled.

			Jones patted her shoulder. “You can read and that’s what’s really important.”

			“What do I do if he arrests?”

			“Absolutely nothing.”

			Nurse Raskin listened to the LS capsule and decided the strangest aspect of it was the continuous sounds it made. A multitude of ticks and beeps emanated from both the capsule and the consoles. The scanning hoops moved steadily up and down the body like roving bloodhounds. As she watched, one of the hoops paused over the chest, generating a flurry of soft clicks. The screen informed them a tiny bacterial culture was growing in an elbow joint. The scanner had picked up its heat. A needle emerged from the arc of the hoop and fired a tiny measure of antibiotic directly into the skin.

			“This thing uses up a lot of antibiotics,” said Jones, punching out a long scan. “See? Clean as a whistle, no mucus anywhere.” He paused. “Nurse Raskin. Do you believe things converge?”

			“Such as what, Dr. Jones?”

			“Destiny I suppose you’d call it. That we live our lives in kind of a line that leads us to a juncture with another line. That people cannot rush their futures or slow them down but that the world propels us to them at its own speed. Do you believe that?”

			After a moment’s thought, she answered, “Yes.”

			“There are laws governing coincidence you know. Synchron­icity. For example, I’ve often wondered how I wound up in the Clayton clinic. I had an offer to go to Phoenix and didn’t take it. I don’t know why, call it an instinct. A hunch. A little birdie told me my life was meant to be here rather than in a city.”

			“Why, Doctor?”

			Jones scratched his chin and gazed at the capsule. “I wonder if it isn’t because Daniel Forrester is here.”

			“Sir?”

			“Megalomania, Nurse Raskin. I’m indulging myself in it.”

			Sometimes Nurse Raskin felt the strangest tension when she was around Jones. Since she was orderly in her habits, she disliked the feeling. She gave the doctor a cold smile to discourage further hubris. “My instructions, then, are to ignore this patient completely. Even if he arrests.”

			“That is correct. However, if you see anything unusual happen, let me know, would you?”

			“You mean with the power readings?”

			Irritation cracked Jones’s facade, though Nurse Raskin could not understand what she had done to offend him. “Anything! Do you understand? Anything that strikes you as way out of line.”

			“Sir if this capsule lifts off the ground and flies, I wouldn’t know if that were unusual enough.” Glad that her duty was simple and spelled out, Nurse Raskin seated herself at the main desk while Jones went to attend a pneumonia patient.

			At eight-fifteen, Nurse Raskin watched the lines on the console scope quiver into ragged peaks as Forrester’s heart began to arrest. After a short beep, a Christmas tree of lights clicked on the console. The patient’s body was cooling off and the lung aspirator was pumping oxygen into his system. Jones’s instructions had been quite clear, though Nurse Raskin did not like them. Do nothing.

			She tried to concentrate on a magazine but she was mad. She was a registered nurse. Sitting at a desk with a magazine while a patient’s heart stopped struck a wrong note so deep in her conscience that she could not focus on anything but Forrester. She was mad at Jones for telling her to be useless, mad at the LS system, mad in a purposeless, suspicious way at how the world was going. She was supposed to help that patient. The LS barricaded her from him.

			Nurse Raskin did not love her work. She had wanted to be a mechanic like her father but in those days women simply did not do that and her husband would not hear of a wife who worked. Her life had been exhausting, especially after her husband got sick and her seventeen-year-old son died in a car crash. Funny how people encapsulated their lives before making a decision like hers to become a nurse at the age of forty-two . . . it was kind of like being a mechanic. . . . Land sakes! Maybe that was what Dr. Jones had meant by things converging.

			“Yes,” Jones answered over the phone.

			Nurse Raskin said, “Mr. Forrester has just arrested.”

			“Very well. Is everything in order?”

			“I think so. I wanted to say you were right about things in life converging.”

			Pleased that she had praised him, Jones wanted to say something courteous in return. “Why don’t you run in and take a look at him, Miss Raskin. These machines are all very well but it’s best to have a nurse on hand. Give me your impressions, would you do that?”

			“Yes, sir,” she answered crisply, hanging up and pushing back from the desk.

			She opened the ward door and stopped dead, blinking at the capsule. Her first impulse was to ring all kinds of buzzers and sirens but she controlled herself.

			From out of the capsule canopy arched a long white cable about an inch and a half thick. The cable rose through the air, crossed the room and disappeared into the wall. Nurse Raskin thought it glowed in the dim light.

			She followed it to the wall. There was no outlet for it, it sank into the paint. This close she realized the cable was not solid but a cloudy, translucent white. It was made out of light.

			How perfectly peculiar!

			Through it she could discern the other wall as though the cable were plexiglass. She reached her fingers toward it. It was cold. Some sort of faint vibration emanated from it like an electrical current passing from the machine to the wall. Nurse Raskin decided some kind of laser function which Jones had neglected to tell her about was built into the machine. She did not want to touch the light, not because of fear of injury but because of some very profound reaction within her.

			Nurse Raskin tiptoed to the capsule. The cable originated squarely in the center of the helmet where Mr. Forrester’s forehead would be. It was not surrounded by bolts, connectors, terminals or wiring of any kind. It rose out of the helmet, passed through the canopy and arched over the room to the wall.

			Nurse Raskin jumped. The cable waved toward her like seaweed lazing in a soft underwater current. She wondered if it went all the way through the wall and emerged in the hall outside. She walked out of the ward and peeked round the corner down the hall.

			“Ooops, sorry,” she gasped at the man standing with his back to her in the hall. He was tall and blond with a blue blazer coat. He did not seem to hear her. He was looking up at the fluorescent light.

			She watched him step forward until his head passed in front of the ceiling light. Nurse Raskin assumed something was wrong with her eyes or the angle, for it seemed as though the ceiling light shone clear through the stranger’s head. She said, “Excuse me. This ward is closed to visitors. Sir?”

			He did not respond.

			Then Nurse Raskin noticed the cable again. It came out of the ward wall, snaked along the floor and went up the man’s back, disappearing in the blond hair on back of his head. What she was witnessing was impossible. A wire of light was attached at one end to a machine and the other to this man’s head.

			Nurse Raskin felt her gorge rise. She stepped backward to look down the hall at the main desk console. She heard a squeal and saw the lights blink off, indicating Forrester’s heart had started again. When she looked back, the intruder was gone, cable and all.

			Nurse Raskin checked the power meters, the capsule, and the ward console to insure that everything was in order before calling Jones.

			“Yes, Miss Raskin?”

			To her mortification, she could not speak.

			“Miss Raskin?” Jones’s voice rose in alarm.

			“Sir, his heart’s beating again. . . . Sir, I saw something unusual. . . . Can you get up here with something, please? Thank you, sir.”

			Jones solicitiously settled her in Evan Branch’s own contoured leather swivel chair and poured her a tremendous shot of brandy in a paper cup from a bottle Branch kept in his cupboard. He refused to let her speak until the brandy had relaxed her, and when she did talk, he listened raptly. When she finished, he asked, “This cable, Miss Raskin, was it silver?”

			“More like an off-white, Doctor. But silver will do.”

			“You said you felt a current passing through it. From or to the capsule?”

			“From the capsule, Doctor. What was it? What did I see?”

			Jones rested his chin on his fist and his elbow on his knee. “Miss Raskin, do you believe in UFOs?”

			“No. sir.”

			“Astrology?”

			“Not really.” She smiled. “I do read my horoscope though.”

			“How about Atlantis?”

			“No, sir. I wish I did.”

			“Do you believe in ghosts, Miss Raskin?”

			Nurse Raskin opened her mouth and closed it again. Then she said, “Yes, sir.”

			“Fascinating. I’ve learned that people confidently believe in one set of myths and just as confidently reject others. Those who believe in ghosts, demons, devils, and goblins scoff at Martians. And those who swallow the most incredible slop about extraterrestrial invaders and flying saucers throw up in contempt at the mere mention of Jesus, Mohammed, or God. Extraordinary, Miss Raskin.”

			“I suppose they do, sir, but I know what I believe,” Nurse Raskin answered sharply.

			“How about life after death?”

			Carefully, very carefully, Nurse Raskin answered, “Within certain limits, I am inclined to.”

			“Do you believe the universe consists of particles exceeding the speed of light which go backwards in time and lose or gain mass? The Einstein universe?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Miss Raskin, what do you believe you saw?”

			Nurse Raskin sipped at her brandy. “Was it a ghost?”

			“To be safe let’s say you saw nothing and go on from there, all right? It’s not a ghost yet but it will be soon. What you described has an honorable history, especially the cord.”

			Nurse Raskin felt the brandy incinerate inside her, the warmth relaxing her muscles, peace spreading with alcoholic efficiency throughout her body. “Yes, sir.”

			“It sounds to me like you saw Daniel Forrester’s etheric body.”

			Nurse Raskin felt old pains threaten to surface. “I’ve heard of this thing. I’ve seen patients die in all kinds of ways and I’ve never seen it. I don’t believe in it.”

			“Not many people do see it, Nurse Raskin. However, not many people are sealed in a Stendhal Holmes Life Support System. The etheric body is one of those little conceits that’s been with the human race since it looked at death. Most cultures believe in it at one time or another. St. Paul believed a spiritual body existed with the natural one. The names vary for it: to the Egyptians it was Ka, the Hebrews called it Nefesh, the Greeks the Eidolon, the Germans the Doppelgänger, the Norwegians Thankhi. My favorite is the Roman word—Larva. Very suggestive, don’t you think? Soul is too restrictive a word. Unfortunately there are no mediums in Clayton.”

			The word “mediums” shook Nurse Raskin badly. “There’s so much fraud . . .” she began, then bit her lip to keep from crying.

			“I forgot. You had a death in the family, didn’t you?”

			“Two, Doctor.” The wound was almost open again. Nurse Raskin told him about the year of grief following the deaths of her son and husband, the money she’d spent on mediums, the crushing, cold bitterness of being swindled. They were dead, and dead meant gone. Erased. Nonexistent. “I don’t believe in mediums.”

			“But you do believe in ghosts.”

			“I never saw one.”

			“It is rare, Miss Raskin. You did not find your son or husband but you saw something suggestive with this stranger. I believe it’s because of the LS capsule.”

			“Why, sir?”

			“I was intrigued when Bickel told us about the machine being able to send a current through nerves. Electricity, Miss Raskin, means human electrical fields and electrical fields mean magnetism. When Forrester dies, some kind of energy departs. Since the total amount of energy and matter remain constant in the universe, we assume they change form. I believe the LS has amplified this energy somehow.”

			“Yes, sir,” she sighed.

			Jones paced the office lost in his own thoughts, hands clasped behind him. He glanced out the window at the woods.

			Nurse Raskin prodded him. “Magnetism, sir?”

			“Yes. The most mysterious force in the universe. Did you ever meet a water dowser?”

			“Yes. They should form a union with mediums.”

			“Very amusing. There are streams of magnetism which course beneath the earth like underground rivers. Ancient man, unconfused by modern rationalism, was aware of them. Dowsers are sensitive to them. The dowsing stick is like an antenna focusing magnetic fields upon their skin. Where water interrupts this flow of magnetism, they’ve hit pay dirt.”

			“I had no idea medical schools were so advanced today.”

			“Established science barely touched on such things, Miss Raskin. In Great Britain and China, unmarked paths connect places over distances of hundreds of miles. In Britain they’re called lea lines; in China, dragon paths. Chinese citizens are warned not to walk on them. They predate roads and were undiscovered until aircraft enabled people to look down on them. Do you know what they are?”

			“Magnetic streams,” she guessed.

			Startled, Jones nodded his head. “Yes, indeed. And both countries are absolutely crawling with ghosts. The lands of lea lines and dragon paths have more spirits per square yard than anywhere else in the world.”

			Nurse Raskin wondered how to disentangle herself from this character. However, she was in no hurry to go upstairs to the other character who was trying to get out of his body. “I didn’t know that, sir. No, I didn’t.”

			“Do you realize the traditional witching hour has a counterpart in physics?”

			“No, sir.”

			“Midnight to four is when the graveyards crack and hell yawns forth, in Shakespeare’s phrase. It is also the time of the Schumann Resonance. That is when the earth’s magnetic field is at its strongest. And during solar activity, when it increases, people crawl all over each other trying to get into insane asylums.”

			Nurse Raskin thought she heard a monkey wrench in the doctor’s clanking theory machine. “Sir, it’s not midnight.”

			Jones blinked in surprise. “What’s not midnight?”

			“Unless I misunderstand you, sir, with all respect, the patient’s etheric body showed up at nine-thirty.”

			“Nurse Raskin, he’s in an LS system, which is currently swallowing enough electricity to run the state of Colorado. His body is encased in a tremendous magnetic field and by God I saw a small concentration of it coming out of his forehead. It happens everytime he arrests!” Jones plopped down in a chair.

			“Well, I’ll be jiggered, sir.” Nurse Raskin killed her brandy and held out the cup, which Jones refilled.

			“Miss Raskin, tomorrow I shall witness a miracle on that machine and I shall be the only one in the country who will understand it.”

			“What, sir?”

			“Tradition states it takes three days for the cord connecting the etheric body to separate from the physical one. Tomorrow will be the third day Forrester has been in that machine. After the cord breaks, Forrester will be truly dead. After that, things might become very interesting.”

			Nurse Raskin did not like the sound of that at all. “How so?”

			“Technology. Today we have machines that can bring people back from death.”

			“I assume Forrester will be buried like most dead people are.”

			“Nurse Raskin. The third day. Doesn’t that ring a bell? Who came back from the dead on the third day?”

			Nurse Raskin did not want to answer. “Sir. Please,” she murmured.

			“Jesus Christ rose from the dead on the third day. Or was it a ghost? A ghost looks as real as anyone else.” For a moment it seemed as if Jones boggled at the momentousness of the thought. His hand stroked his cheek. Yet, having spoken, he had no choice but to press on. “Eternal life,” he mumbled. “That was the promise. And the fact, too, maybe . . . the Holy Ghost . . .”

			“Sir,” interrupted Nurse Raskin, her voice sheathed in steel. “Stop it.”

			“Yes, you’re right.” Jones shook his head and smiled at her. “Forbidden thoughts. Unspeakable ideas. I would appreciate it if you did not mention this lunacy to the others.”

			“Not me. No, sir.”

			“You’re welcome to stay on until he arrests again . . .”

			“No, sir,” replied Nurse Raskin, rising to her feet. “I can live without some miracles.”

			Jones escorted her to the door. She tottered back to her post, thinking it best not to check the other patients just yet.

			Dutton’s beeper lay inside his clothes piled on the floor. When it went off, he awoke instantly, shut off the machine, and ran into the hall to call the clinic.

			“Dutton? Jones here.”

			“Yes, Jones, I know your voice. Why do you always have to introduce your . . .”

			“According to the computer, Forrester’s going to arrest in forty-five minutes.”

			Dutton groaned and looked outside at the sun trying to cut through the morning mist. “Is that why you woke me up? He arrests all the time.”

			“I think this is the big one. I think we’re going to lose him for at least an hour.”

			“If we lose him for an hour, we lose him for eternity. What do you expect that machine to do?”

			“Dutton, please come over.”

			“Why?”

			“Because it’s the third day. Thank you. Good-bye.”

			As he dressed, Dutton sifted his memories to see if Jones or anyone else had made any assertions about what was supposed to happen. Three days, Jones had suggested, was the time limit for watching Forrester on the machine. Apparently Jones was expecting something big to happen.

			Forty-five minutes was a little on the optimistic side. Daniel Forrester’s heart went into fibrillation just as Lawrence Dutton strode into the isolation ward. All of the other doctors were there and it was a notably unpleasant gathering. Jones sat hunched like a monk over the main console of the LS. Evan Branch, his craggy face sour and exhausted, sat in his usual chair with a leg resting on a second one. Jameson was in very high spirits, obviously relieved that Forrester was going to expire. “How’s tricks?” he greeted Dutton effusively.

			“Why the party?” asked Dutton, standing behind Jones.

			“His physical condition indicates the machine is about to have its acid test. I thought it best we witness this and kick our thoughts around afterwards.”

			“Is his physical condition any worse than it was three days ago?”

			Jones pushed his clipboard away. He did not seem to want to look directly at anyone. He was unsure of himself, behaving as though he had led them all to a dead end and did not know what would happen if he failed. “Well, each arrest has provoked more power from the machine. He has lost so much weight that I do not see how this thing can possibly revive him again. I want to observe how the machine behaves with something impossible.”

			“What do you expect it to do?” asked Dutton, hands on hips.

			“Logically I would expect it to scan the body thoroughly, then print out the words vital signs terminated. I’ve put in a little program of my own to one of the scanners, though. Remember that magnetism which showed up over his forehead? It was very faint but it was there. I want to amplify it.”

			On the console the heartbeat line bent. Jones faced the desk and said, “Here we go, folks.”

			After a few bursts of voltage failed to regularize the heartbeat, the LS capsule began cooling down. The blood pressure dropped down to near zero and the lung pump cut into action, gently inflating and deflating the chest. Data on the screen indicated which nerves in the heart were misfiring. Dutton watched the readouts showing activity in the autonomic nervous system which would tell them when Forrester’s body would begin working on its own again. The lights flashed red and the console squealed. The heart was still.

			They waited. Adrenalin was injected into the heart and the effect noted by a scanning hoop. Nothing. One minute passed. Two minutes. Five, then six minutes. After twenty minutes ticked by, Daniel Forrester had surpassed his previous arrests. Then Dutton noticed the power meters rising. To Jones he whispered, “What’s it doing now?”

			“Trying to start the heart. It’s gone to a very fine scanning program . . . whup! No. It’s doing my program. The magnetism. Look at that!”

			Dutton stared wordlessly at a computer rendering of a balloon-­­­­shaped magnetic field suspended two feet above Forrester’s head and attached to it by a stringlike form. Dutton had seen that shape in etchings. It was the life force of legend leaving the dying body through the mythical third eye.

			Jones punched out a closer scan of the shape but it was gone when the paper rolled out. He looked at the first sheet. “Dutton, that’s the stuff that myths are built on.”

			“Where did it go?” asked Dutton.

			“Away,” Jones replied softly.

			Jameson paced so nervously that Branch barked, “Kindly sit down, Doctor.”

			Jameson sat down but started crossing and uncrossing his legs. After another ten minutes, Branch pushed himself to his feet, walked over to the capsule, and squinted through the purple light into the canopy. He said, “Dr. Jones?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Forrester is dead.”

			“So it seems.”

			“Do the rest of you concur?”

			Jameson nodded with alacrity. Small trickles of fatty substances were sinking through Forrester’s tissues to his back. Muscle tone indicated rigor mortis was setting in. “He’s had it. If we could see his back, we could watch lividity appear.”

			Dutton said, “Forty minutes without oxygen. No blood flow, no trace of activity anywhere in the nervous system. We’ve lost him.”

			Branch turned to Jones. “How about it, Jones?”

			“Yes,” Jones answered equably.

			“Yes what? He’s unrevivable.”

			“Sir, I believe Daniel Forrester’s dead right now. Religiously speaking, he has given up the ghost, gone to heaven, passed beyond the vale. Yes, sir. He has kicked the proverbial bucket. He has bought the farm.”

			“Very well, shut the machine off.”

			“However, sir, the lung monitor is still functioning. The capsule has its own cutoff program which will tell us when everything possible has been done.”

			Branch angrily tapped his cane. “You just agreed he was dead. What’s the point?”

			“The machine’s the point, respectfully, sir.”

			Dutton kept his voice purposefully low and calm. “What can the thing do now except bury him?”

			“It’s doing something!” Jones hunched in closer to the screen. “This is exactly what the company told us to watch out 
for.”

			Jameson exhaled in frustration and punched the console, knocking Jones’s clipboard to the floor. “This is nuts.”

			Jones exploded. “Jameson, what is the matter with you! You’ve been acting like a pole’s up your ass ever since we got the machine.”

			“I’m working in an insane asylum, that’s what’s wrong with me. You heard everybody. Shut the thing off.”

			“What’s your hurry!” Jones’s face was flushed and his voice was rising.

			“Haven’t you heard? Dead bodies are unsanitary.”

			As their voices sharpened. Branch tried to douse the fuse by tapping his cane loudly on the floor. Helplessly he said to Dutton, “Lawrence. Hit somebody.”

			Jones began rising from his chair. “Haven’t you all noticed Jameson here? He’s scared to death of Forrester.”

			It was one of those ugly moments in life when a truth has been dragged from someone against his will. Jameson had a silly, embarrassed smile fixed on his face. “No, I’m not.”

			“You are, you’re like a rabbit next to a sleeping fox. He’s got you . . .” Jones stopped as Evan Branch’s cane whacked him smartly across the seat of the pants.

			Branch growled, “Gentlemen. Remove yourselves from each other’s presence.”

			Jameson sputtered, “Good idea. I refuse to have anything more to do with this car mechanic of a doctor.”

			Jones barked, “Get out, Jameson, before I put your face on the back of your head.”

			Jameson would have slammed the door behind him had it not been restrained with springs. Jones tried to bury his face in the green screen.

			Another forty minutes passed in self-conscious silence during which they all tried to pretend things were normal. But Evan Branch slowly worked himself toward a cataclysmic burst of temper, like steam and heat pushing against a hardened lava dome. He counted the minutes off on his watch and said, “This entire business is degrading.”

			“Sir,” said Jones, staring into the data.

			“This is the most futile gathering of physicians since the alchemists’ convention. Jameson considers the treatment of illness beneath his dignity as a doctor, you play with it like it’s an electric train, and Dutton is lost in space somewhere. What are we waiting for, Jones?”

			“Sir, if we could just be a little more patient . . .”

			But Branch’s elephantine patience was shrinking in direct proportion to the buildup in his blood pressure. He considered death a sacred event. “We are not students playing with frogs’ legs. Forrester belongs underground. Shut that thing off.”

			Jones chewed his thumbnail trying to think up a reply. Branch’s face looked loose and mottled from his strained heart. Dutton saw a collision coming and Branch just might die from it today.

			“Jones, shut that thing off or I will myself,” Branch roared, pounding each syllable out with his cane.

			Beyond Branch’s shoulder, Dutton saw the vital sign monitor. The heart line jumped once and the light winked yellow. Dutton cried out, “The heart jumped!” and pointed at the graph.

			Again the yellow light blinked, and on the cardiogram graph two faint blips appeared.

			Branch said, “It’s merely nerves jumping, Lawrence. His heart did not start.”

			Impulse waves washed over Daniel Forrester’s nervous system. Slowly his body functions stirred to life. His diaphragm gave a small contraction like a hiccup. Then the heart stopped again and with it the body functions.

			They felt the cold draft swirl through the ward, raising goose pimples on their skin, bearing that cold stale odor with it. Dutton looked at the sealed windows again.

			Evan Branch’s hand reached for the back of his neck. He whirled round on Dutton, veins throbbing in his temples. “Lawrence, what did you do that for?”

			Mystified, Dutton answered, “Sir?”

			“You pushed me. Why did you push me!”

			Appalled and helpless, Dutton stammered, “Sir, I’m standing here.”

			Branch jabbed his cane at the console. “You tried to push me into the instruments!”

			“Sir, I did not, I’m watching the . . .” At that moment, Dutton felt a hand slap the back of his neck, the palm warm, the fingers frigid and trying to enclose his flesh. He whirled around. No one was there. “I felt it. Someone’s in here.”

			“Nobody’s in here,” Branch shot back. He looked at the console and what happened next may have been pure instinct or something he had been planning for several moments. The cane rose in the air and came slashing down at the instruments. Jones had been expecting that. Gently he caught the stick before it could touch the console.

			Again Daniel Forrester’s heart burst into activity. Blood coursed through the rigid vessels, sluggishly at first, then, after several faltering beats, with increasing pressure. The lung pump shut down as Forrester began breathing on his own. One by one the vital sign lights switched oil.

			He had been gone for over an hour. Dutton’s knees felt watery and loose. He sank into the chair beside Jones. Evan Branch mopped his face with his handkerchief.

			Jones alone seemed to rise to the occasion. He punched out his own program again. The printout clearly showed the magnetic phantom reforming over Forrester’s forehead seconds before the heart came to life. He passed it to Dutton, who passed it to Branch, who crumpled it up without looking at it.

			“Sir,” said Jones respectfully. “Forrester is no longer dead. The machine has brought him back.”

			 

			 

			 

		


		
			 

			 

			“The ghosts I have called, I cannot get rid of them—”

			Goethe

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

		


		
			CHAPTER 6

			Señor Velasquez stood by the living room window and watched the little car pass by, stop, back up, and stop again in front of the house. He snapped his fingers at his wife, who sprang to the door and opened it just as the woman in the car shaded her eyes to read the address.

			Just to be safe, the Velasquezes had coffee and little cakes set out in the dining room. Neither had ever met a medium before and did not know what to expect other than a baggy, bull-­shouldered woman with stringy hair and a sack dress. Nora Stone could not have been less like that. She was tiny with large round glasses, a pink pokebag full of needlepoint, and a chronic shyness that all but prevented her from stepping into the house.

			“Is this the Velasquez residence?” she asked, blinking at them.

			Velasquez swept her in with a wave of his hand. They offered her the snacks. Gratefully she accepted, her face as pink as her pokebag. She complimented the Señora on the crystal service and admired the furnishings. The Velasquezes were at ease immediately. She was such a sweet lady, painfully middle-class. They exchanged pictures of their children. “Steven, James, and Elsa,” said Nora Stone, proudly putting them back in her pink billfold. “Where are your little ones?”

			“They are staying with my sister,” said Señora Velasquez. “Until this unpleasantness is cleared up.”

			“That’s good,” said Nora Stone, sympathetically touching her forearm. “Children are too impressionable. So imaginative. They love to play ghost games but when the real thing happens, it is not good at all.”

			Velasquez opened his coat and loosened his tie now that they knew each other. “You did not bring anything, Mrs. Stone?”

			“Oh, dear me, no, all I need is myself and my needlepoint.”

			“What precisely will you do?”

			“Oh, I’ll just sit in the room and see what I see. You can stay if you wish but it usually is not a pleasant experience so if you decide to leave . . .”

			“We had thought it best to stay with the children,” said Señora Velasquez. Her husband nodded vigorously.

			“That’s good.” Nora Stone had a breathless, cute way of emphasizing her words. “It usually isn’t good for adults either. Why, Mike is always telling me it can’t lead to anything but harm as I get older. And I tell Mike, I can’t help it, I was born with it.”

			Velasquez inserted a pipestem into his mouth and pulled his chair up closer. Perfume wafted from Nora Stone in waves. “If I may ask, Señora, how did such a nice lady as yourself get involved in this profession?”

			Nora Stone had obviously answered this question many times before. She took a bite of cake—“this is so good”—and daintily wiped her lips. “Well! We were living in Venice when Elsa was born and Mike decided it was time we bought a house. It was mainly an investment Well, I have always had such an imagination, in college I used to sell stories to romance magazines. So Mike and me looked and looked and looked, you have no idea how tight housing is in the valley, until we found this darling little three-bedroom place and we moved in. Well! There was a feeling about this house I did not like at all.”

			Velasquez took a piece of cake and swallowed it whole. “What kind of feeling?”

			“It was very cold for one thing . . .”

			The Velasquezes said, “Ahh,” and nodded knowingly.

			“. . . and there were times when I would walk into a room and have the feeling someone had just left! I was anxious all the time and I could not sleep to save my soul. Mike and the children did not feel anything”—Nora Stone waggled her finger as she said it—“at all. So it was just me. Fortunately I have a husband who never laughs at such things.”

			Nora Stone sipped coffee, bringing the Velasquezes up to a peak of suspense. “Well, one night I decided to stay up late. I thought I would let this feeling grow on me. I was sitting in the living room, I will never forget it. I was on my third gimlet of the night when I looked out the window and saw this face looking in!”

			“A face,” Velasquez repeated, loosening his tie even more.

			Nora Stone touched her breast with her hand as though to catch her breath. “Yes!”

			Velasquez’s wife turned pale and decided not to eat any more snacks.

			Nora Stone said, “It was a man of twenty-five or twenty-six and I was petrified. We looked at each other for about five minutes and then he went away.”

			“So what did you do?”

			“Well, the next day I called the Psychic Association and they sent over a medium. He came over and wouldn’t you know he was more interested in me. He stayed the night. I saw the face again but he didn’t—although he did say the house had a haunted feel. He told me that I was a receiver, the best receiver he ever met. He said I could sense a presence earlier than anyone he ever knew and could see a manifestation earlier than anybody else. He couldn’t see the ghost like I could. And that is how I ended up doing this. For nothing!”

			“That is interesting,” Velasquez reflected. “You charge nothing.”

			“No. The association pays my transportation.”

			“Who was the face?” asked Señora Velasquez. “Did you ever find out?”

			“Yes! The realtor checked the house records and told me that in 1947 this twenty-five-year-old man and his wife had owned the house. And his wife fell in love with a hardware salesman and the two of them murdered her husband with a shotgun!”

			Velasquez shook his head and stole a look at his wife, concerned that she not be too affected.

			“I found an old photo of him in the papers and it was him exactly.” Nora Stone caught her breath and sat back against the sofa. “You see, I don’t like doing this. I don’t do seances, I wouldn’t know how. My adviser said anything like that would only stifle my gifts. Now! Tell me what has been happening in this house.”

			Velasquez made it short and concise. They had lived in the house for six months and there was never a hint of anything odd until night before last. It was only a feeling, sí, sí, of fear, of unease. The children awakened screaming about a man walking the halls, about cold clammy air, thumpings on the floor, and flickering lamps. The Velasquezes did not believe in ghosts. Even during these two nights of fear, they could not bring themselves to accept what was happening. And sometimes they heard a man’s voice muttering indistinct words, sometimes words of blood-freezing rage.

			And had there never been any events like this before?

			No, they said positively, never. The neighbors had never heard of such a thing—“Why, Mrs. Stone, this house is only thirty-five years old, who would bother haunting it?” This was not a creaky old castle in Eastern Europe, this was the little town of Santa Eulalia.

			Nora Stone took from her pink purse a little notepad in a leather binding with a gold pen attached by a chain and wrote some notes. “When did these things happen?”

			Two nights, each time for half an hour. Twice yesterday afternoon for ten minutes. Once for thirty minutes this morning.

			“And did you see or feel anything concrete?”

			Not they, but their oldest son—he saw a man in the doorway to the bedroom. Just a dark figure, no details. They themselves felt him, that was what was so terrifying. But why would this creature bother them?

			“I’m certain he or she—or they—isn’t here to bother you. Are these events centered in any one place?”

			“Yes. The children’s bedroom on the second floor, corner.”

			They took her upstairs and Mrs. Stone looked over the sunny yellow room with two windows in the corner, stuffed bears, dolls, and space toys lying about, beds rumpled, a cyclone-spill of books, pictures of superheroes, and roller skates. Her eyes went to a crucifix prominently displayed on the wall. She had noticed several in the house, one in the living room, one on the stairpost, and another in the hall. The Velasquez family was truly frightened.

			“I should explain. Or did I already? A fully manifested apparition looks just like anyone else! They don’t float around or anything dramatic like that. In fact, you cannot tell it’s a ghost unless he walks out a door and is gone when you get there or you later find out the person is dead! Up until I learned that poor boy had been murdered, I was certain I was about to be raped that night. So there’s no need to worry. Yet!”

			“How do you go about this?” asked Señor Velasquez.

			“I’ll just pull up this little chair here”—Nora Stone moved a chair over to the wall—“and sit myself down.”

			It was almost six o’clock. The Velasquezes looked at each other as Nora Stone removed a skein of yarn from her bag and began working on a neat needlepoint of a rabbit. “For Elsa,” she said. “Mike got her a pet rabbit last week. Have you any pets?”

			“No, madam.”

			“Oh, dear. I had a practical reason for asking. The Kentucky experiment. It’s one of my favorites because it shows how animals react to these things. An investigator took a group of animals to a house in Kentucky which was reputedly haunted and placed them in the room where the activity was focused. A dog, a cat, a rat, and a rattlesnake. And guess how it turned out.”

			“How?” asked Señora Velasquez.

			“The dog became very upset and refused to stay in the room, the cat made a terrible ruckus over a simple chair, and the rattlesnake tried to strike the same chair. The only animal that did not react at all was the rat. Isn’t that just like a rat?” She touched their hands. “Now you go off and have a good time. Old Nora will stay right here in this room, no thank you, no dinner, I had a peach on the way up.”

			Nora Stone loved the fall of dusk, the long, golden light as the sun dipped beyond the horizon. It was God’s will that she be here in this darling house using God’s own gifts to her. Such a nice innocent little house. This one certainly was a tickler. Why a ghost would suddenly show up at this time was beyond her. No violence of any kind had occurred in the place, and a preliminary check had revealed no unusual incidents of any kind.

			Along with her needlepoint she had brought a nice woolen shawl, a gift from Mike for those times when the apparitions cooled the air so much that she feared a chill. Mike was such a tease. He told her that someday she’d meet a real live ghoul chewing on some cadaverous foot and, boy, would the air turn cold then. So he’d dubbed it her barf scarf. She believed it was healthy to retain one’s sense of humor in the presence of apparitions.

			She sat and worked on her needlepoint as the cool evening air caused the joints of the house to creak. Her practiced senses discerned the sounds of the house, the birds flittering in the trees outside the window, the distant barking of a dog, the creak of a door. She was working on the bunny’s fuzzy tail when the visitation began.

			The air temperature plunged so quickly she gasped. Now that was very sudden, no buildup at all. She tightened the barf scarf around her and noted the time in her little book and in parentheses “very quick.”

			The hall light dimmed to a fizzing, sputtering yellow. The air seemed to become saturated with sticky humidity, very damp, very unpleasant. Nora Stone tiptoed to the door and looked down the hall. In the splintering light, she saw at first nothing out of the ordinary, then her eyes fell on the bannister post.

			A hand was coming up the railing. Just a hand, moving in graspy jerks, as though a body was walking beside it holding the rail. Nora Stone ducked back into the room and quickly wrote “partial manifestation.” Down the hall a door slammed with a shattering bang. And then from the very air permeating the second floor she heard a long, drawn out exhalation. Nora closed her eyes and felt the presence. More particularly she tried to sense the visitor’s mood. It was not cheerful. This was going to be a bad one.

			Nora Stone stuffed her needlepoint in her bag as the bedroom door slammed back and forth. Now that was silly. Whoever it was was trying to scare her. But it didn’t know Nora Stone, no sir. “Just one,” she murmured to herself. “There is only one presence here.”

			Nora Stone noted her own feelings. Murderous fury. Her personal feelings were, she knew, readings of the thing’s state of mind, not her own. They would pass when the visitor passed.

			The Donald Duck spreads flew off the children’s beds to the floor and the flowered sheets were peeled back and tossed in a heap. Then the toys began flying around the room, hurled with enraged force. The panda bear was lifted off the floor and bounced fluffily off the wall by her head. Nora Stone did not even flinch. The roller skates rolled under the bed. One wooden fire engine with noisemaking wheels flew through the window with a crash. Then the visitor tore the place apart. Dolls, clocks, game boards volcanoed out of the room into the hall, children’s shoes were tossed against the walls, one of them striking Nora Stone on the brow and opening a gash.

			When a hand knocked over the bedside lamp, Nora finally got a look at the apparition. It was a man’s hand, with tight curls of blond hair on the back. Rubbing her eyes, she peered through the gloom at the bed.

			On the pillow she saw half of a man’s head with one eye looking balefully at her, rather a nice-looking face as far as she could tell from this lengthwise crown-to-chin slice. The eye was blue. It blinked, then fixed on her like a spider eye on a fly. The half-mouth was wrenched open in a rictus of anger.

			Nora Stone reached into her pokebag. She picked out a needle and walked toward the bed, jabbing at the eye with the point. As she approached it, the head flickered on the pillow, snapping from left to right so fast it reminded Nora Stone of a reptile’s frenetic motion, the side-to-side jerks of a chameleon’s head when he senses something. The head moved in a blur, then stopped, the eye still on her. Another jerk and the mouth opened, releasing a drawn-out scream of agony, of someone being tortured beyond all endurance. The scream shrieked up to a woman’s pitch, then stopped as though a switch had been thrown. The head vanished. On came the lights. Nora Stone found herself with the tapestry needle alone in the house.

			The windows were intact, all the toys and shoes were in the tornado chaos they had been in when she entered. The room was exactly as it had been before. But Nora Stone knew it was no delusion. She scribbled furiously in her little notebook. She was sitting down when the Velasquezes returned. Her little travel clock informed her the apparition had spent forty minutes in the house. The dead have no sense of time. Why should they?

			“It is a man in his late thirties or early forties with blond hair and blue eyes. It’s an almost exact replica of C.G. Jung’s experience in a country house in England in 1920. In appearance, I mean. But the presence itself, the way in which he appeared and disappeared—especially disappeared—is something completely new to me.”

			“What was he like?” asked Señora Velasquez.

			“He was very powerful. He tore the room to pieces and he was not even fully manifested. When he materializes completely, everyone will be able to see him. In fact, I doubt anyone will be able to miss him.”

			“Why would he tear up a child’s room?”

			“Oh, I sensed no hostility for your children or you!” she reassured them. “I think it was once his room and he wanted it back. He wanted the toys out so it would be just as it was when he lived in it.”

			“What was unusual about the way he disappeared?”

			“Well! First off, I said he was powerful. Normally ghosts stay around only for a minute or two. For a partial manifestation like this fellow, seconds is more common.” When excited, Nora Stone flew off on tangents few could follow. “War ghosts are longlasting. Such as the ones of what’s-his-name . . . the man who won the Battle of Britain . . . Dowding. Yes, the air marshal. During the battle he was bothered by dead pilots reporting for duty as usual and he personally had to tell them they simply could not fight any longer. Anyway! This man in your house was here for forty minutes.”

			“Madam, where did he go?”

			“That’s another thing. He did not act as if he were in possession of the room, he left kicking and screaming as though he were torn away. I sensed anger and fear. What in the world could frighten a ghost? I have never heard of such a thing! What exactly did he do when your son saw him?”

			Velasquez remembered the pale, earnest face of his terrified son when he came in to sleep with his parents. “He did not do anything, madam, he simply walked up the stairs, down the hall, and looked in Jose’s room.”

			“Well, there!” Nora Stone slapped her needlepoint bag for emphasis. “He doesn’t repeat himself, he does different things. He’s not Hamlet’s ghost walking the same old battlements every night. He must have just died a couple of days ago. He has some kind of purpose.” Nora Stone lowered her voice to a whisper. “He is moving around for a reason.”

			“Do you mean a divine purpose, Madam?”

			“No, nothing that elevated. Hans Holzer, the psychic, has pointed out there’s always a reason for a ghost. It’s always someone who dies before his time is up, like my poor boy who was murdered. Or someone in a violent accident. Sometimes they come back to deliver an important message or to correct an injustice.”

			Velasquez was conscious of the stray breeze that ticked against the kitchen window. In two days, he and his wife and children had been converted from a contented family into a group of nervous wrecks. This woman, despite her evident sincerity, was not very comforting.

			Nora Stone caught his mood and began gathering her things together. “My, my, life itself is such a mystery, let alone death.”

			“Is it, madam?” replied Velasquez courteously, getting to his feet.

			“I always say to Mike, birth and death are quite easy to understand. It’s what comes in between that’s the real puzzle.”

			“When will he leave us alone?” asked Velasquez, opening the door for her.

			“When he’s finished whatever he wishes to do here. You’re such nice people,” she said, embracing Señora Velasquez and shaking hands with her husband. “I just know you’ll find another house as nice as this one.” She twinkled down the front walk to her car.

			Velasquez closed the door and faced his wife. “She said he tore up the room.”

			Señora Velasquez answered, “She said a lot of things.”

			They dashed upstairs to find the children’s room in the same cataclysmic state as they had left it. Not that Velasquez could tell one mess from another but his wife clucked and said, “Nothing happened. I almost believed that woman.”

			“She did not lie. She believed it herself. What do we do?”

			“We stay and see if anything happens. Tonight we leave the children where they are.”

			Velasquez agreed. After all, this was their house now, no matter who had lived here before. “If he comes back, we’ll chase him away.”

			The ghost came back at four in the morning. The freezing cold awakened Velasquez’s wife. She slipped her arm over the cold skin of her husband’s chest and felt his heart pounding as hard as hers. “Emi,” she whispered.

			“Yes, I feel it.” He sat up, watching the dim nightlight flickering in the hall. “Do you hear anything?”

			“No,” she said after listening a moment. Cold air was flowing through the open doors and halls of the house, winding up the stairs like a waterfall going backwards, digging and pulling at all the joints of the house. “She said it would get stronger and stronger until he was completely here.”

			Velasquez threw a robe on. His wife got out of bed and he grasped her arm. “Stay here. He’s in the children’s room again.”

			“I won’t stay alone,” she hissed back at him.

			Together they tiptoed down the hall to the corner room. Velasquez peeked inside and his breath hissed through his nostrils. The boys were gone, the bedding was off the mattress, the windows were broken, and on the bed was a sight Señora Velasquez prayed she would never see again as long as she lived.

			It looked as though parts of a man’s body had been carelessly tossed onto the bed. Close to the wall was a man’s leg wearing gray pants. Above it was a human chest wearing a blue blazer and tie, and on top of that was a neck and the lower half of a face. The head looked as though it had been severed by an ax from the nose upwards, leaving a chin and mouth. The mouth was open, revealing teeth. Behind the teeth, the bedroom wall was visible.

			Both of them were paralyzed with shock. The thing made noises from the mouth, not of pain but effort. The fingers of a single hand dug to the knuckles into the wall plaster by the bedside table as though the arm was trying to hold onto the wall.

			Despite the lack of light, the figure was perfectly visible, wrapped up in its own agony. Suddenly the thing disappeared as if a lightswitch had been turned off and then it was behind them in the hall. Gibbering, gasping, and mumbling, it was at the stairs so quickly they both were caught by surprise.

			For a microsecond, they saw the entire man as he must have been in life. He was over six feet tall, as tall as Señor Velasquez, with a triangular, muscular build, strong open face, and blond hair. He appeared with one hand clutching the bannister as though for dear life. Then the head was thrown back and the man screamed. They pressed their hands over their ears, but the sound reverberated inside their heads. The figure disappeared. Velasquez thought he actually saw him go, sucked through the wall, the screaming face the only memory left. The bannister post beneath his clutching hand was pulled out of the floor as he went, and the other posts were bent out of line all the way down the stairs.

			The lights surged on again. The cold was gone. Velasquez looked into the room and saw every toy back where it had been earlier. The finger gouges were gone from the wall, the windows were intact, and the broken bannister was upright.

			Nothing had happened. Yet everything had happened. Neither of them had to say the obvious. They packed clothes for themselves and the children into suitcases, put a few toys and the household accounts into boxes, and left their house by seven in the morning.

			Mr. Fudd awoke Kate Burnham as usual by nuzzling her nose and making her sneeze. She had not slept very well again, and her joints ached as badly as they had when she fell into bed last night. She got up, brewed coffee, and puttered around the apartment watering plants and cleaning rye toast crumbs from the sink counter.

			“Fudd? I feel like somebody is watching me.” She studied the windows in the opposite building. No faces were visible, no glint of binoculars; most of the normal world was at work somewhere. It was an absurd feeling. After all, she was in a security building with a watchman and a triple-locked door.

			This feeling waxed and waned in her subconscious and she was certain it had something to do with Daniel Forrester. But the human brain is a frustratingly labyrinthine organ and she could not understand why the man affected her so. Certainly she would not have slept with him if anything in his personality had been truly frightening. Now she was scared. She felt as if a quiet presence was outdoors somewhere, on the streets, behind the windows, in crowds of people, looking for her. She felt staked out.

			Kate had not planned to see him after Clayton. Now she thought there was no good reason why they could not have a drink together, kick over old times, and part nicely. She found his number in the Marina del Rey directory.

			She dialed his number. The second ring was different in tone, meaning the operator had been signaled. “I’m sorry,” said the operator. “That number has been disconnected.”

			“Do you have a new one?”

			“No. We have no new number for Forrester, Daniel.”

			“Do you know why his phone was cut off?”

			“We’re not allowed to give out that kind of information.”

			“Thank you.”

			Kate hung up and finished her coffee. “Fudd,” she said. “I’m going to abandon you for a couple of hours if you don’t mind. I’m going for a nice drive until I calm down.”

			She was so impatient she walked down the five flights to the garage rather than wait for the elevator. As she drove out onto Ocean Avenue, she watched the crowds crossing the street to the beaches. She paid particular attention to the men. Each time she stopped at a light, she watched faces until they melded together in a blur and she was no longer certain she would recognize him. Naturally, having just gotten into the car, she now felt an urge to get out and walk. At Venice Boulevard she turned left to Lincoln, then turned left again until she was back on Ocean and doing the same routine.

			That was when she saw him.

			There was no missing Daniel Forrester. He was the only man in Venice on this hot day who wore a blue blazer coat and tie. Face blank, he stood on the corner of Rose Avenue about four cars down from her. The light changed and she saw him cross the street in a group of people. Kate leaned out the window, honked, waved, and shouted, “Daniel!”

			He disappeared down the block in a mob of bejeaned men and women carrying surfboards and picnic baskets. She turned onto Rose. There he was, striding away with characteristic long steps, not paying attention to anyone. Kate honked and shouted so persistently that other men waved at her.

			Daniel Forrester’s self-absorbed stride carried him round a corner building on Main Street. By the time Kate got there, he was gone. Puzzled, she drove up and down Main searching the sidewalks and shops for him. He could not have disappeared so quickly unless he had stripped in the street and joined the other sun bunnies headed for the surf.

			In Clayton, Forrester had mentioned a Chinese restaurant on Wilshire he frequented. Maybe some of the people in there knew where he was. She parked behind the restaurant and walked past beaded curtains into a cool, dim dining area. She motioned a waiter and ordered soup and dumplings. “You may be able to help me. There’s a friend of mine named Forrester. . . .”

			“Yes, Daniel Forrester, yes.” The waiter’s smile was a sunburst of cheer.

			“You know him?”

			“He comes here, yes, nice man. He just left. He eats Beef Hunan and beer. Very nice Hunan.”

			“Wait a minute. Just left? Today?”

			“Yes, Two, three minutes ago.” The waiter’s sunny smile transmuted to a frown and he tapped his pencil against his pad. “He was strange today. He was not feeling good, I think.”

			Kate ran that through her overstrained brain but could not make any sense out of it. Fifteen minutes ago Daniel had been over on Main Street and he could not possibly have made it here before her. “Maybe there was something wrong with the Hunan,” she joked.

			“He did not eat or drink. He came in, looked at everyone at the bar, and left. He was not friendly. He is always so friendly.” The waiter smiled again. “But for you, miss, I believe he will be friendly.”

			“Maybe he had jet lag.”

			“He was very, very upset, he just stood there and looked at the bar. Very sad. I could tell. Such a nice man. He almost sold me a wheelchair once.” With that enigmatic remark, the waiter left and returned forthwith with her lunch.

			All right, Kate, crack this little nut open. Obviously that was not Daniel Forrester she had seen on Rose Avenue.

			Dammit, it was him, the clothes stood out so garishly. She remembered other people noticing him. She watched the front door as she ate in case he looked in. At least she knew he was back from Clayton and he was in the area, even if his phone was disconnected. The hell with it! She was in the phone book, let him make the next move.

			After paying for her lunch, Kate walked back to her car. The sun was beating down on the concrete. The food made Kate’s head spin and in her ears she heard a ringing, bursting roar. The parking lot seemed to tilt under the broiling heat and she grasped the hot metal handle of her car door. She rested for a moment, weak on her feet, and wiped sweat from her forehead with her sleeve. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply. Then she spoke out loud.

			“Daniel, are you trying to speak to me?”

			The words slipped triumphantly from her mouth like little animals that had been trying to escape for hours. She could not understand why she would say such a thing out loud in a parking lot except that in some way it felt right. Tension was released like a loud scream and the world was knocked back on track again. Everything was in place. Her subconscious had been filled with all manner of muck that seethed and bubbled up into dreams, nerve attacks, and emotional hammerlocks about Daniel Forrester.

			As she poked into her purse for the car keys she saw Daniel Forrester walk by the alley entrance, heading west for the beach.

			“Daniel,” she cried, running down to the sidewalk. “Dan . . .” Her voice died in her throat. From the alley to the streetcorner there was about two hundred feet of sidewalk, fronting on stores that were closed on this Sunday. A woman was dropping a quarter into a newspaper box. She was the only person to be seen.

			Kate walked down to the corner. Forrester could not have ducked into any doorway or made it to the corner. Kate looked across the street at the white buildings blazing in the heat. She stood frozen, car keys in her hand, for perhaps five minutes, looking every which way round the neighborhood, even up in the sky, before getting in her car and heading for home.

			 

			 

			 

		


		
			CHAPTER 7

			Arnold Jameson had lived in this mountain cabin backed up against the lake for precisely seven months, the amount of time he had been at the Clayton clinic. It was his fourth home in as many years and he had just been getting it into shape when Armageddon in the form of Daniel Forrester had arrived. Jameson’s north wall had a walnut rack for his Purdy shotgun and the west wall contained a glass-faced antique cabinet for his camera collection. On order was a Navaho blanket which was supposed to arrive later this week from Taos. Sad to say, he would have to live his life without it. By this time next week he would be in Canada.

			Jameson had packed up everything into four suitcases and one box. On the day Forrester recognized him, he had begun negotiating the sale of his place with a Phoenix buyer. Several nerve-racking days had passed. He had expected Forrester to return home the same day he arrived—instead, he’d hung around Clayton while Jameson had been in Canada waiting for the buyer to bite. Finally, a check had arrived in his Canadian bank and he had earmarked the funds for purchase of four acres in British Columbia. Maybe he could vanish in Canada. At least it was worth a try.

			Arnold Jameson sat on his packed suitcase and sipped black coffee. This was the second worst jump he had ever made. The worst was in Nebraska when he had to leave Cheryl, just as he was falling hard for her, just when he was beginning to feel safe. Then he had gotten an innocent phone call from the Nebraska Medical Association inquiring after certain irregularities in his record. Jameson now had telephone phobia. The ring of the phone was so often the whisper of the ax.

			Jameson finished his coffee and set the cup on the floor. The gas was off, the electricity disconnected, the windows shut and locked tight against mountain dampness. After one last phone conversation, he would pull the plug from the wall and speak to no one else. He was waiting for a call from a man named Edward Hausmann. Hausmann was a literary agent specializing in true stories of political coverups, dirty dealings in high places, and uncaught murderers, all sold under pen names, all full of sensational revelations, unprovable and quite profitable because of the lawsuits they provoked. This was Jameson’s brilliant little end run, the move that would allow him to get his act together and come out into the open. It had to work. He was tired of hiding.

			The phone rang in the tight little cabin, its sound amplified by the wood floor to the point where the ring sounded like thunder. Jameson let it ring twice before answering.

			A woman’s voice said, “Mr. George Crosby, please?”

			“This is George Crosby,” replied Arnold Jameson. “May I ask who’s calling?”

			“Hold the line for Edward Hausmann, please.”

			Hausmann had a well-modulated voice, much like For­rester’s, a deal-maker’s voice. “Mr. Crosby.”

			“Yes.”

			“I read the stuff you sent us. Passed it around. I can say I’m interested, without, however, committing myself. I cannot say positively what the market is on a book like yours but it’s usually a stable one. The question is whether this Jameson’s career is true. Verification would have to be made . . .”

			“It’s true. Jameson has been posing as a doctor for eleven years. He has made and lost over a million dollars in his career, during which he has devised surgical techniques that were cited in the AMA journal.”

			“The word ‘posing’ is a little harsh. He is practically a doctor.”

			Dammit, now he wasn’t crooked enough. Hausmann wanted a great con-man story. “It’s a fraud. Look, he quit college because he couldn’t afford the tuition. He joined the Army as a medic in Viet Nam. He devised treatments for cholera and dysentery which the Army has since adopted. But he isn’t a doctor, he hasn’t got the sheepskin.”

			“Why not?”

			Jameson’s voice grated with bitterness. “Jameson is entirely too fond of money, that’s why. After the Army he figured he could go back to medical school on the GI Bill but instead he accepted an offer from a friend to play around on Wall Street. Inside of one year, he made a million and a half. Good-bye medical school. Then came the recession of ’74 and he was wiped out. Totaled, Hausmann, and investigated for stock-rigging. He was carrying a thousand acres of land, one of his partners dropped out, the tax people were after him, and he needed money fast. He put together a faked medical history and bullshitted his way to a residency in St. Louis. He was there two months before they caught on. He’s been to Atlanta, Little Rock. . . . He has to keep moving, you see.”

			“I can imagine.”

			“What’s really weird about it, Hausmann, is that he’d stack up well against any doctor you can find in the phone book, and better. But he never interned and he never got his degree.”

			“Why didn’t he go back to school?”

			“There are just some things you can’t do, Hausmann. He’s pushing forty and it’s too late to start over from scratch. You can’t go home again.”

			“Where is he now, Mr. Crosby? Are you in touch with him?”

			Jameson felt a wave of exhaustion swamp him. “He’s on a goddamned treadmill, that’s where he is. He wants to get out of medicine but he needs the cash flow to deal in land, and if he doesn’t watch himself, he’ll wind up in the slammer.”

			“Twentieth-century angst,” mused Hausmann. “That’s an angle . . . even the con men are feeling the pinch. There’s one problem, Mr. Crosby. The great scam artists pull a variety of cons. He’s posed as a doctor but he’s never been a politician or a monk or a lawyer. Has he ever done anything else noteworthy?”

			“He murdered a man.” Jameson blurted it out. He sensed the book idea was not so hot after all.

			“I see,” replied Hausmann in a measured voice. “Who?”

			“A nobody. A salesman recognized him from St. Louis. He panicked, Hausmann. He sabotaged a chartered plane by putting a spoonful of sugar in the gas tank. The plane crashed and nobody has suspected anything so far.”

			“It would help to know who the vic . . .”

			Jameson slammed the phone back into the cradle. To hell with it. He was a bright man, he’d figure out something in Canada. It was time to get going. He was lugging the second suitcase out the door when the phone rang again. This time the falling ax had hit wood. He was not expecting any more calls.

			It was Evan Branch at the clinic.

			“Hello, sir, what’s up?”

			Jameson could tell when Branch was forcing his voice to be light. “Oh, I’m not sure. We got some peculiar things in the mail today concerning you. Some references on your background from St. Louis . . . I was wondering if I could talk to you about it.”

			“Certainly, I’ll be in in the morning. Any problem?”

			“Oh, I wouldn’t think so, no, no. In the morning you said? Excellent. See you tomorrow.”

			“By the way, sir, what is Forrester’s condition?”

			“He’s been in arrest for the past twenty minutes actually. Why?”

			“I was just curious. It doesn’t seem like he’ll ever stay dead, does it? Perhaps we could rig up a mausoleum with a revolving door for him.”

			“See you in the morning, Arnold, bye-bye.”

			It was the first time Branch had ever addressed Jameson by his first name. Jameson knew the game was over.

			He packed his car and shut off all the lights in his cabin. He looked at the lake that bounded his property and saw reeds sway at the edge.

			Was somebody out there watching him? He could swear a man ducked into the bushes. Then again he probably had a paranoia hangover. Just to feel safe, he put the Purdy shotgun on the seat next to him as he drove down to the airfield.

			At the airfield, the tower controller said, “By the way, Doc, some guy was asking after you.”

			Jameson was penciling in flight-plan notes. Without looking up, he asked, “Oh?”

			“He said you’d know him. He didn’t leave his name.”

			“A grateful patient with loose stitches no doubt. What did he look like?”

			“Nice-looking guy. Tall. Blond. With a suntan. He had on a blue jacket and said he was from California.”

			Jameson’s eyes narrowed. His pencil hovered over the paper. “Are you putting me on?”

			“No. He could have been from planet X for all I know.”

			Jameson went back to writing. After a moment he looked up again, his face sour. “Come on. Are you sure you’re not kidding me?”

			The controller reacted with displeased surprise. “I said no. He was just a guy, he came in and asked when you were leaving. I thought you knew him.”

			“Well, I don’t know him. I don’t know anybody like that.” Jameson caught himself before he could make an issue of it. He didn’t want to make a fool of himself. Next to money and his medical skills, he valued his dignity above all. The visitor was probably an IRS burr.

			“Have a nice flight,” the controller grumped as he walked out.

			“I’ll bring you back some cooked goose,” Jameson replied, hoisting his shotgun.

			It was a clear, bright, moonlit night. The town sparkled in a canyon of blackness, above which towered the serrated snowy mountain peaks. Jameson circled the town twice, committing it to memory. Barring some unforeseen reincarnation in the future, this would be the last time he would ever see it. He would not be traveling this way again. Yearly the world shrank, there were more and more places he could not visit a second time. But Jameson was nothing if not resourceful. He would get by, he was always interested in what lay ahead.

			He climbed to twelve thousand feet, feeling updrafts jolt the plane’s belly. The mountains slid slowly by. Canada lay a couple of hours north and the stars seemed close through the windshield. Jameson liked flying, maybe because it made him feel godlike.

			Jameson noticed the cockpit temperature was turning cold. Pushing the heater to full strength did nothing, the cold grew heavier. Jameson slipped on his sweater but that did not help either. It was a hell of a time for his aircraft to foul up on him.

			As he reached for his fleece-lined coat, he glanced out the port window. Standing on the wing of the airplane was a man. The moon shone down on his unruffled blue coat and gray pants. His blond hair, unblown, neatly brushed, was frosted by the moonlight, and behind him a mountain peak was sliding into view like a lazy, giant slug.

			Arnold Jameson sat upright in his seat and gazed straight ahead at the mountains. From the top edge of the windscreen, Daniel Forrester’s face, upside down, peeped over the frame and looked at him. Jameson could even see the class ring on one of his fingers. Daniel Forrester watched Jameson’s hand slide the Purdy shotgun from the passenger seat and uncock the safety.

			Jameson put the plane on auto pilot. Gripping the shotgun in both hands, he listened to the measured footsteps walk the length of the fuselage, then turn and walk out on the starboard wing. At the very tip, Daniel Forrester paused as if enjoying the high-altitude view, then looked back at Jameson and smiled.

			Arnold Jameson threw the auto pilot off and slipped the plane into a nasty starboard dive. The wing dropped from under Daniel Forrester’s feet. As the plane peeled off, Daniel Forrester’s body gracefully cartwheeled in the thin air, passed in silhouette before the moon in a perfect arc over the fuselage, and landed neatly feet first on the other wingtip.

			Jameson’s mind seemed to burst into fragments. This was a ghost. He did not doubt it for an instant. Forrester’s ghost looked exactly like Forrester did in life. After the shock there came shattering terror at the realization that Forrester was after him. Then, after the terror froze into fatalism, Jameson experienced a kind of righteous outrage that life seemed to have made it impossible for him to get away with anything for long. This was all ridiculously unfair!—he had actually saved lives despite his fraudulent position. Finally Jameson settled on resignation. However monstrous this thing on the wing of the plane was, Jameson knew justice was involved. Jameson had killed Forrester so cleverly that no police or investigator would catch him. No one would know it except Forrester himself. It was this resignation that made Jameson’s actions in the next few seconds quite cool and rational, even though he felt as if he’d gone stark mad.

			When Jameson heard the footsteps walking toward him again, he leveled the plane off. The instruments were jumping neurotically all over the panel, as though electrical circuits were shorting out inside. His speed and altimeter gauges were useless.

			Jameson switched on the radio and tried to pick up Clayton through the static and mountain interference. “Hello, Clayton, this is a Mayday. This is Arnold Jameson. I’ve got a stowaway. Is anybody reading me? Is anything there? Mayday, Mayday . . .”

			Daniel Forrester looked at him through the windshield. He raised his right arm and punched his fist through the reinforced glass. Through this hand-sized opening screamed a solid tube of shrieking air which blasted the inside of the plane into a lethal, hellish bedlam.

			Daniel Forrester slid his two-hundred-pound, six-foot form through this small hole onto the passenger seat next to Jameson. He cocked a thumb at his chest and said, “Remember me, buddy boy?”

			Arnold Jameson put away the microphone and picked up his Purdy shotgun again. Two cartridges were already in the breech. He aimed the muzzle at Forrester’s chest and fired both barrels at once. Behind Forrester a ragged hole opened in the door. The buckshot had gone clean through him without making a single mark.

			Not knowing what else to do, Jameson fumbled two more shells into the shotgun. He had just closed the breech when his plane piled into the side of a mountain in a spectacular geyser of fire that strewed pulverized metal, gas-soaked prop blades, and clothing all over the rocky ground. The fire hissed into a cloud of steam that was easily visible at the Ranger station on the next peak north.

			It was one of the quietest meetings Dutton had ever attended in Branch’s office. They read the materials about Arnold Jameson that had arrived the night before. All but Jones were rendered speechless by the contents as well as by the news of Jameson’s death.

			“How could he do such a thing?” Branch asked Jones.

			“Nothing to it, sir. Medical fraud is spreading like a plague these days.”

			“I didn’t mean how could he. I meant how could he? In conscience?”

			Dutton chimed in, “Jameson never made one single mistake that I know of. I can think of lots made by certified doctors. He knew what he was doing and he had the sense to stay clear of areas he didn’t know about.”

			Jones’s narrow face had a thoughtful expression. “Tell somebody you’re a doctor and they kiss your ass first, then check records later. Obviously Forrester spotted him right off. Did they ever figure out why Forrester’s plane crashed?”

			Dutton said, “The gas line froze up, didn’t it?”

			“I have a suspicious mind. The last time I talked to Jameson he was very interested in the fact his plane was next to For­rester’s  . . .”

			“Now that is absurd,” snorted Branch. “Give the man credit for basic humanity.”

			“I am. He had all the appetites of basic humanity.”

			“There is no proof, Jones,” said Branch. “And there never will be, so put it out of your head. I’m rather more interested in why Jameson’s plane went down. He’d logged some two thousand hours in that craft, hadn’t he?”

			“And they didn’t find a second body,” Dutton finished. There would be a delay in burying the late nondoctor because of the presence of an empty shotgun, a piece of fuselage full of pellet holes, and a very weird Mayday call in which, the tower operator swore, Jameson reported a stowaway.

			Branch waved an idle hand. “Oh, they will. Or else the stowaway bailed out.”

			Jones wiped a hank of hair back from his forehead and paused twice before deciding to speak. “I spoke with the controller this morning. He said someone had been at the airfield looking for Jameson around one-thirty yesterday.”

			“Did he inform the police?” asked Branch.

			“Oh, sure.” Jones swallowed and clicked the button of his ballpoint pen, his version of twiddling his thumbs.

			“All right, Jones,” said Dutton. “We give up. Was it Judge Crater?”

			“Better than that,” answered Jones. “It was a six-foot man with blond hair, blue blazer, and a suntan.”

			“Shit,” exploded Dutton succinctly, turning away in his chair and crossing his legs.

			“Ask him yourself, Dutton,” said Jones.

			“Jones, I just had the strangest feeling you’d say that. You’re a walking stack of bullshit.”

			For once an obscenity did not bother Branch. “Pray, who was it?”

			“It sounds to me like one of our patients here.”

			“Jones,” said Branch in a low voice. “Stick to facts. Weigh them. Then shoot your trap off.”

			“Sorry, sir. It’s perfectly obvious what happened. Forrester woke up, pulled the IVs from his arms, pushed open the hermetically sealed one-hundred-pound canopy, got out, bought some clothes in Clayton, sneaked over to the airfield to inquire after Jameson, came back, undressed, climbed into the machine . . .”

			Branch’s face was turning a mottled gray. “You’re a little late for your rounds, Jones.”

			“. . . arrested again at seven-fifteen, sneaked out again, got into the plane, crashed a second time in a week, and made his way cross-country back here. . . . Sir. The tower operator described Daniel Forrester to a T. And he was in arrest from twelve-fifty-five to one-fifty-six yesterday when the operator spoke with Jameson. The police won’t find another body or a sign of one. The body is right here in this clinic.”

			“The patient is comatose,” Branch said in measured tones.

			Dutton added, “How come he didn’t wear a sheet when he saw the controller?”

			“One of the popular misconceptions about ghosts is that they are transparent like little pink nighties and fly round the ceiling. In point of fact, if you put a real ghost next to a human you couldn’t tell them apart. If I had died twenty years ago and was a ghost, you wouldn’t suspect it.”

			“Jones,” Branch nearly yelled, “don’t you ever ever use the word ghost in a public clinic in my presence!”

			“Begging your pardon, sir, this is an endowed clinic.”

			“Thirty percent endowed!” Branch bellowed. He tried to calm himself so he wouldn’t rupture a blood vessel. One of his staff physicians was turning into a schizo before his horrified eyes. “You seem to be informed about the the strangest subjects, Jones. How do you know so much about ghosts?”

			“I’ve been reading up on it, sir,” Jones replied.

			“Since when?” asked Dutton.

			“Since Forrester put the machine in here. Since I read about Mrs. Cody’s experiences and saw that magnetic field form over his forehead the day he first arrested.” Jones stopped himself before he could describe Nurse Raskin and the etheric body.

			“Why?” asked Dutton helplessly. “Even supposing Forrester was a ghost, why would he kill Jameson?”

			“Come on, Dutton, it’s downright classical! Forrester was going to blow the whistle on him. Jameson knew it the minute they recognized each other. Jameson hated Forrester, he was absolutely terrified of him. You should have seen him the other night talking about him. . . .”

			Branch interrupted, “Get to work, physician! Heal somebody.”

			Jones slunk out the door, winking at Dutton as he left.

			Branch breathed deeply and steadily before speaking to Dutton. “Lawrence. That man makes me angrier than any other living human I’ve ever met. I believe he was put on earth solely to shorten my life.”

			“I must admit I’ll be glad when Forrester is transferred.”

			“He’s going to Denver Mercy this Friday, machine and all. Bickel and his crew will take him. By the way, some people will be coming in to look at the whole case. Denenberg’s flying in from Harvard, Kampmeier from Rockefeller. I’m going to host a little cocktail party Friday evening. I say, Dutton.”

			“Yes, sir?”

			“I expect Stendhal Holmes won’t think much of this place if they learn Jameson was a fraud. I expect nobody will.”

			“Sir, he took in everybody. St. Louis, Atlanta . . .”

			“They each got him within three months when the state licensing boards checked him. It took us seven.”

			“As I said, he was a good doctor.”

			“I know. That’s why I’ll never forgive him. How can we explain this?”

			“We won’t, sir. Let those who were offended smear him.”

			“Ah. Excellent. Cast the first stone.” Phrasing it in Scripture oriented Branch. He nodded approvingly. “Very good, Lawrence. Maybe it’s for the best anyway. Jameson would have ended up in prison.” Dutton stood up to go.

			“By the way, Lawrence, you didn’t believe that ordure about ghosts, did you?”

			Dutton allowed himself a small laugh. “Oh, I never got over learning there wasn’t an Easter bunny.” He left the office before Branch questioned him further.

			Under the canopy, Daniel Forrester’s chest rose and fell in steady breaths. Dutton watched the body for a few minutes. If Jones were right about Forrester’s ghost killing Jameson, it seemed to Dutton that the next target would be the Clayton clinic. However, Jones was crazy. Dutton found that a comforting thought. Jones was crazy, the tower controller had seen someone else, and Daniel Forrester was safe under glass. Dutton liked thinking that. If he kept at it long enough, he might even begin to believe it.

			In the space under the sign blaring SHERATON was a smaller, embarrassed message reading Welcome Class of 62, St. Helen’s College. Italian food was being catered in the main dining room. Kate showed up after six, wondering if she weren’t making a serious mistake.

			Such functions serve as yardsticks to measure how well one is advancing in life and career. At best they renew old friendships, at worst they are profoundly depressing. A soap opera of tragedies, triumphs, slapstick, and pathos descended on Kate’s head. Martha got cancer and died. Shiralee committed suicide. Margaret had married a master seaman and founded an employment agency in Belfast which was blown up by the IRA. Edith’s oldest child was born without a heart valve. Carolyn’s husband has a mistress in New York and she sleeps with the gardener in Connecticut and they all lunch together. Everyone hauled out family pictures which looked alike to Kate. Everyone had 2.4 children named Michelle or Wayne, everyone earned fifty thousand a year, everyone jogged in Westchester, Long Island, or Orange County, and their husbands were named Barry, Robert, or Stan, everyone played tennis, tie-dyed scarves, and practiced the recorder in the closet.

			The class valedictorian, a girl named Jennifer, said to Kate, “Poor George.”

			“George who? Oh. Hadley. My Hadley? What’s wrong with him?”

			“I thought you’d know! He died, I heard. Did he ever marry that Stanford girl?”

			“What Stanford girl?”

			“Kate!” said Jennifer, shocked. “There’s no sense of community in the twentieth century. Nobody keeps track of anybody.”

			“We lost track of each other after graduation. When did he pass away?”

			“I don’t know, I thought you would. That’s why I mentioned it. I mean I think he died.”

			“I’m sorry to hear that,” Kate mused. “He would have made a good Republican.”

			By then Kate was ambling over to a small clump of people surrounding one classmate who was round and plump and pink. Kate exclaimed “Nora Stone!”

			“Kate!” Two tiny hands warmly clutched hers, a tricky feat since a pink daiquiri was in one of them. “How are you!”

			Kate looked her over. The years rolled lumpily on. Here was Nora Stone, the little mouse who never spoke in class, holding a dozen women in some kind of spell.

			One of the grads, Ann Cascarelli, said, “Tell Kate what you do for a living, Nora.”

			Nora giggled and covered her face.

			Ann said, “Nora is a psychic.”

			“I just moonlight,” exclaimed Nora. “Actually I have a wonderful husband, two kids, and a Japanese station wagon.”

			Kate was intrigued. “You read minds and stuff?”

			Ann interrupted. “No, no. A psychic medium. She cases ghosts. Nora’s rated very high in the business.”

			They were all enthralled as they listened to Nora roll on about spirits and haunts and ghouls and things that go bump in the night. She told them about the Welsh apparition who blurted out the community’s sexual peccadilloes during church services; the Englishwoman in India who saw her brother walk in the door at the exact moment he was killed in France; the North Carolina farmer who appeared in a dream to tell his son where he had hidden a will that had long evaded searchers. The son found it sewn into the father’s overcoat.

			“What are ghosts made of?” asked Jennifer. “Light? Dark? Wind? Air?”

			Nora explained the current thinking about ghosts. If the unconscious mind coughs up a picture of Hamlet’s father walking the battlements of his castle, the conscious mind reacts with shock and surprise. Gurney and Myers, founders of the Society for Psychical Research in England, were convinced that ghosts were an entirely telepathic experience, originating from the same part of the unconscious that engenders ESP. The unconscious explains why ESP is so inconsistent and uncontrollable, even in labs, and why so many people see ghosts while they’re asleep and dreaming.

			However, the telepathy concept lets all kinds of cats out of the bag. It is believed that some people are telepathic senders and others, receivers. Could ghost witnesses actually be receiving messages from someone? Did one of Joan of Arc’s neighbors or family actually send the message from heaven? Was Jesus’s returned form actually a mental picture sent by one of his disciples to the others? Clearly, some kind of theoretical structure explaining the survival of life after death was needed.

			That structure may have been unintentionally supplied by Albert Einstein. Einstein smashed the physical world into forces, particles, and mysteries that defy time and space yet have been proven to exist.

			In the 1950s, a pair of British researchers theorized that there may be particles called “psychons”—particles or waves of the Einsteinian sort which are shed by the unconscious mind after death and which can generate pictures in the human subconscious of people much as tiny photons can build huge vivid structures called holograms.

			“The only possible explanation for a ghost,” Nora Stone said, “is that it is the distilled unconscious. At death, the body returns to the elements and consciousness dies. The unconscious is all that could live on. And that explains why ghosts seem to be sleepwalkers. Ghosts are stupid, they constantly walk the same streets, say the same things over and over, look out the same windows. They behave as if they’re completely unconscious.”

			Somebody asked, “But don’t they leave footprints and writing and stuff like that?”

			“No,” Nora Stone said. But, she qualified herself. They create the illusion of doing things. This is because the unconscious can be quite vivid, more real in fact than reality itself, as anyone who’s ever had a nightmare can attest.

			“You’d think scientists could catch them, or something, with all the equipment they have.”

			“Why, yes,” breathed Nora Stone, “but isn’t it awful how researchers are always too early or too late? If only somebody could find a house where the ghost showed up on the dot everyday. Very suspicious, isn’t it? But that’s the subconscious for you, it’s totally undependable and beyond control, you never dream what you want, or remember things. Did you ever break a watch? Or radio? Then when a repairman looked at it, it worked perfectly. Ghosts are maddening, like broken machines.”

			Ann asked, “What’s the last real ghost you saw?”

			Nora Stone clasped her tiny hand to her bosom. “Oh, my! Four days ago I found a real pip! He wasn’t quite materialized but was he ever on the way! Very odd. And very powerful too.”

			“Where?” asked Kate.

			“At this . . .” Nora Stone stopped cold and looked at Kate with sharp curiosity. It was just a small movement but it made Kate wonder if she’d spilled a drink on herself. “. . . little town up the coast called Santa Eulalia.”

			It was some seconds before Kate pinned down Santa Eulalia as the little town where Daniel Forrester grew up.

			Ann stood up and said, “Let’s break for dinner before the food turns to stone.”

			“What kind of ghost was it?” asked a classmate across the bursting floral arrangements lining the dining table.

			“A man,” Nora answered. “It’s a fairly new house. Heaven knows what he’s doing there.”

			“Any idea who?” asked Kate.

			In an abrupt change of mood, Nora said, “I don’t know and I don’t care.”

			Down the table Jennifer was slaughtering a bean salad. She said, “It’s a gift, Nora. You should use it.”

			“But I don’t like it,” protested Nora.

			“Why? Are ghosts dangerous?”

			“Not usually. Less than ten percent of the sightings involved malevolence. I just don’t think the living and the dead should mix. It’s like ants and termites. Having a ghost around, even a friendly one, is like having a cobra in the house. Even the tamest one will bite. Ghosts are something you should have a phobia against.”

			Jennifer said, “The R complex.”

			“What’s that?” asked Ann.

			“That’s what I got for taking an adult course in psychology. It fits what Nora said very nicely. The R complex is the reptilian element in the subconscious. The seat of rage and ecstasy and repetitive behavior.” Jennifer told them about the scientist Paul MacLean’s work which began in the early 1960s. MacLean described the human brain as somewhat like the three layers of an onion. The topmost part, the gray matter, is the center of thought and cogitation. Under it is the mammalian layer called the limbic system, from which elemental emotions such as maternal love and social feelings emanate. And beneath them all lies the most primitive structure of the brain, the R complex, the swirling, ferocious engine of subconscious emotion. It is because of the R complex that humans feel deep satisfaction when they celebrate the religious holidays or stick to fashion in their dress or indulge in any activity reflecting repetitive and cere­monial behavior. The R complex exerts its control over some of the most mundane of daily activities. Take away a cigarette from a heavy smoker and watch him turn into a rattlesnake, bursting with barely controlled rage.

			Nora Stone opened her mouth and stared at Jennifer with delight. “Oh, I must remember this! It’s exactly right. A reptile.”

			Jennifer continued. “The way I would envision it is pretty much what you said. Ghosts walk the same streets night after night. Remove the consciousness, you’re left with the R complex of this guy. He doesn’t think because he doesn’t have a mind. Instead of intelligence he has instinct and cunning which looks like intelligence. It’s pure passion. It’s why there was a snake in the Garden of Eden.”

			Kate said, “I had an uncle who was an alcoholic. Some days he was very sweet, other days he beat the hell out of everybody, and never remembered it. Two different people living inside of one man. The booze let it out.”

			Jennifer said to Nora, “Kate here is a journalist. Why not send her to find out why the ghost is in that house?”

			Kate enthusiastically agreed. “I’d love to. I’m in the middle of an article that isn’t working out . . .”

			“Katie, don’t!” Nora’s panic was so vociferous it nearly stopped the dinner.

			Kate shrugged, her face burning. “Fine. Forget it.” She concentrated on her dinner.

			The gathering broke up around ten o’clock. Outside at the parking lot, Kate found herself next to Nora Stone’s station wagon. Nora had barricaded herself in a huge angora sweater and was poking in her purse. Nora took out a piece of paper and wrote down a name and address. She pressed it into Kate’s hand. “I shouldn’t be giving you this, Katie.”

			Beneath Nora’s number and address were the words “27 Ridgeset Lane, Santa Eulalia.” Nora said, “That’s the house. The family moved out of it the day after I was there.”

			“Nora, forget it. If it bothers you.”

			“No, you wanted to know. Maybe you should. That’s what journalists are for. I always admired you, Kate, even in school. You don’t scare easily like me.”

			“Come on, Nora, if I ever saw a real ghost I’d end up splattered on the ceiling.”

			“There’s no such thing as ghosts, haven’t you heard?”

			Kate tapped the paper in her hand and decided on a frontal assault. “When you mentioned the name of the town, why did you look at me?”

			Nora wiped a wisp of hair from her face. In the hard light of the parking zone, her face had more character than her shiny softening makeup revealed. “I don’t know. Sometimes I get little stabs of something. Déjà vu I guess.”

			“I wish you’d say what you’re thinking in plain English.”

			“Very well. Somebody’s looking for you, Katie.”

			Kate smiled and squeezed Nora’s arm. “I am impressed.”

			“You are?”

			“You’ve converted me, Nora. You’re right, somebody from Santa Eulalia is trying to get in touch with me. A live one.”

			Nora looked at Kate, mystified. “Kate, listen here. Stay in touch. Call me anytime, day or night, for any reason. Will you do that? Now I must go. Mike worries if I drive any further than a yard at night.” After a brief cheek touch, Nora got in her car and drove off.

			 

			 

			 

		


		
			CHAPTER 8

			It began to rain in Clayton at seven-thirty. At the main desk, Bernice fought and won a battle to refuse that last potato chip. Every New Year she vowed to lose weight, every spring she was down twenty pounds, yet every summer it was back again.

			On the desk console, Daniel Forrester’s heart began to fibrillate. His breathing was choked and his blood pressure plunged down. There was a last lung-filling inspiration, then the beep and light appeared, signaling a cardiac arrest. Bernice called Branch’s office.

			“Sir, his heart has stopped.”

			“Thank you, Bernice.” Branch’s voice sounded weak, as though he were taking a nap and had just been awakened. Bernice wondered why all three doctors were here tonight.

			She listened to the rain for a few seconds, then greeted Dr. Dutton who came through the doors separating the IC ward from the rest of the clinic. Dutton studied the console of Forrester’s heart functions. He said, “We’re not treating him, we’re preserving him. This is the world’s most expensive formaldehyde jar.”

			Overhead the long fluorescent light crackled and sputtered to a gloomy dullness. Dutton searched Bernice’s desk for a flashlight and went down to the basement to check the wiring. “Too much power,” he grumbled as he slammed the door.

			Jones was in Mrs. Cheever’s room when the lights on the second floor went down. He had spiked her with sedative to dull the pain of a draining abdominal cyst and she hardly noticed the interference blizzard snowing out the Leslie Howard movie on the color television.

			In the next room, a patient named John English whose face and chest were burned by an oil burner explosion complained, “I thought visitors weren’t allowed this late.”

			“They aren’t. Why?”

			“Some guy just looked in here.”

			“What did he look like?”

			“Big guy with a blue coat and fairy yellow hair. And what’s happening to the heating system anyhow?”

			Jones looked round at the flickering lights and felt the creeping cold. “In the mountains, Mr. English, we’re subject to power failures, avalanches, and bigfoots. I’ll check on it.”

			At the wall phone, Jones dialed the guard, an elderly gunslinger named George Stepansky. “George?”

			“Yes, sir?”

			“Did anybody come into the clinic in the past ten minutes?”

			“No, sir, no way.”

			“I think you’re wrong. Keep your eyes open.”

			“I ain’t wrong, Dr. Jones, I’m at the front door.”

			Jones decided against calling Evan Branch in his office. There was no point in taxing that rusty heart. Instead he dialed Bernice. “Bernice, is Forrester in arrest?”

			“Yes, sir, since three minutes ago. Dr. Dutton went downstairs to check the circuitry. He thinks the LS overloaded it again.”

			Slowly Jones hung up the wall phone. He noted the quality and ubiquity of the cold air, how it came from no particular source and how with the flickering lights, the walls filled with faint scrabbling and knocking sounds as though mice were loose inside.

			Further down the hall a drug closet was built into the wall. The double-locked door flew open, bursting the steel padlocks, banging so hard against the wall the hinges bent. From within came the sound of the refrigerator door opening and the gurgling explosions of bursting bottles, showering glass and phials of needles all over the floor. After opening and shutting repeatedly, the refrigerator toppled over onto the floor face down.

			Jones dialed Stepansky again, surprised by how badly his hands were shaking. There was no answer, only an angry howl on the line. The phones were out of action.

			Being fifty-five years old, Stepansky knew he was headed toward the end of a totally undistinguished life and was kept on as a guard in the clinic more out of pity than need. With his asthma he liked being close to a medical facility.

			Stepansky had just finished speaking with Jones and was wondering what in hell was happening with the lights when the hall door from Branch’s office opened and a tall man in a blue blazer, pressed gray pants, and loafers walked in. As he passed Stepansky he held up a calming hand. “It’s all right,” he said, passing through the other ward door.

			“Yes, sir,” said Stepansky, sitting at the desk to call his wife. His finger was poised over the dial when a triple whammy of a delayed reaction went off in his mind. Visiting hours were long over. What was that guy doing here?

			He slapped his forehead with the heel of his hand and looked down both halls. They were empty. He walked down the hall to where an elderly woman read a magazine in her room. “Excuse me ma’am, did some guy just walk by here?”

			“Not a soul.”

			Stepansky checked the other rooms, the linen closets, the stairwells, windows, and locked doors. Everything down here was sealed up like a tomb. It was impossible for that man to be hiding in here.

			Stepansky pulled out his gun and raced down to the desk to answer his phone. All he heard in the earpiece was a groan of shorted circuitry. He called Dutton at the main desk and barely managed to speak with him through the noise.

			Dutton listened to Stepansky’s voice shouting through the static and said calmly, “All right, George, start looking. He’s in here somewhere.” He hung up and sat down.

			“Who’s in here?” demanded Bernice.

			Dutton patted her hand and answered the phone again. It was Jones on the second floor.

			“Jones, Stepansky just called me. He said a blond man in a blue blazer is walking round the clinic.”

			Jones let out a long, quavering breath. “Well, that fits just dandy because there’s some kind of goddamned poltergeist up here who’s just smashed all the drug phials. Who’s going to say it? You or me?”

			“You say it.”

			“Okay, all right. Straight shit, Dutton. Forrester is not in arrest. Forrester is dead. He is dead and walking round this place.”

			“Thanks, Jones. I appreciate that.”

			“Everytime he dies in the LS, the machine brings him back by starting his heart again. He can’t stay away from his body, the machine sucks him right back into it . . .”

			Dutton slammed the telephone down, swallowed several times, and tried to read the data on the desk console. “Bernice, do you want to go home?”

			The hefty nurse said, “No, sir. I guess I wouldn’t miss this for anything.” All but concealed in the fat of her neck was a crucifix on a thin gold chain. Dutton was about to comment on it when all hell broke loose in the ward.

			Along the ceiling, all the blinking neons exploded and burst gaseous fragments and slivers of glass onto the floor. The doors flapped open and shut like frenetically beating wings and from the walls and floor came a thunderous, grating pounding.

			Bernice closed her eyes and clutched Dutton’s hand. The doors became still. In the gloomy ward, the freezing air condensed their breaths to steam clouds. The only steady burning lights were those colored ones on the console which confirmed that nothing moved in the body of Daniel Forrester, not a muscle twitch, not a fading electrical arc, not a single synaptic gap in any nerve, nothing but bacteria colonies hunted down and exterminated by the system.

			A soft-drink can rolled off Bernice’s desk and clattered to the floor. Dutton said, “Relax, it’s just a power surge. The LS is overloading the fuses. Do you understand? We’ll have to rewire everything if we’re going to keep that thing.”

			Bernice said, “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil . . .”

			“Bernice, will you cut that crap out?”

			The doors at the end of the hall blew open. From Branch’s office they heard furniture overturning.

			“No, sir,” paused Bernice. “. . . for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.” Her fingers tightened round his.

			“Stop it,” roared Dutton.

			Bernice stopped. Her grip loosened and she seemed to relax, looking with fixed fascination at the doors leading to the ward. Dutton followed her gaze through the strobing lights.

			In the left circular window of the ward door, the face of Daniel Forrester was looking out at them.

			Dutton pressed the heels of his hands over his eyes, rubbed hard, then looked again. His retinas swam with colored patterns as his eyes readjusted to the gloom.

			The face was gone. The ward was empty.

			“I’ve got the jumps, Bernice.”

			“No, sir,” she replied. “He’s walking around in there.”

			“No, he isn’t.”

			“Yes, sir, he is. I can hear him.”

			Dutton heard the thin sound of shoes on the isolation ward floor, the click of leather soles on linoleum. Somebody was indeed in the ward and whoever it was had no business there. He took a deep breath and hoisted his chest. Then, with more determination than he felt, Dutton strode toward the doors.

			Bernice pleaded, “Sir? Please don’t.”

			Like an outlaw barging into a western saloon, Dutton flung open the hall doors. “Nobody in the hall, Bernice.”

			“He’s in the room, sir.”

			Dutton looked in the room. From out of the capsule shone the vertical shaft of ultraviolet light, creating an unearthly, sickish glow from the walls. Dutton crept through the room looking carefully in the corners and behind the console, all the shadow pools and cabinets where someone could be hiding. The window curtains were limp and still. Dutton looked in at the capsule, shielding the light from his eyes. Forrester’s body swam in the ultraviolet. He and Lawrence Dutton were the only ones in here.

			Hoping Bernice could hear him, Dutton laughed, “Shit! I’ve got the dry DTs, Bernice. All clear. The dirty bird has up and . . .”

			Dutton spoke while turning toward the door. His words drowned in his throat.

			From out of the shadowy corner by the door walked Daniel Forrester, his shoes clicking smartly on the floor, his blue coat clean and impeccably pressed, the creases in his tailored slacks sharp as ax blades, his handsome face distorted with terrifying fury. He walked with purposeful firm strides past Dutton, who was paralyzed with awe.

			Daniel Forrester gripped the LS capsule in both arms, pulled its one-half-ton weight clean off the floor, ripping up the linoleum panels in a splattering burst of severed electrical cables and heavy-duty bolts, and lifted it up high into the air over his head. The cords of his flushed neck stood out so strongly they popped the buttons of his collar, and he raised the capsule to the height of his arms until it blocked the feeble illumination of the fluorescent light. The clear canopy splintered open and from out of it slimed the fluid base in a cascade of blood, drugs, and sparking circuit boards slopping over his clothes and onto the floor. The carcass inside it flopped halfway out in a tangle of IVs torn from bloodless skin that lacerated the flesh so deeply, Dutton could see bones in one of the arms which dangled in a viney curtain of thin hoses in front of Forrester’s face. All Dutton could think was That’s an eight-hundred-thousand dollar machine you’ve just wrecked, buster, you have no right.

			Half obscured by the dangling arms of his own body and the gushing fluids from the capsule, Daniel Forrester’s eyes latched with impossible power on Dutton’s, holding the doctor rooted to the floor with sheer hatred as Dutton realized Forrester was going to kill him by crushing him to death with the LS. Daniel Forrester threw the thousand-pound machine at Dutton’s head. The doctor did not feel the bone-crushing impact. He had fainted dead away before it touched him.

			“Will you relax? He’s got the constitution of a mastodon.”

			“Sir, I really don’t like his blood pressure.”

			“He’s breathing fine, Bernice, and his body temperature is supposed to be down, that’s what shock does to you.”

			Dutton felt a needle slide into his arm. His head hurt, which was not surprising, it having been squashed like a grape by the LS. Oh, well, fractured pelvis, multiple contusions, lots of little bitty bone fragments sticking in his dumb brain . . .

			“Lawrence.” A hand slapped his cheek. Downright impertinent—couldn’t Branch see he was a quadriplegic? The whole team must be in here. Scripture to follow shortly, plus platitudes. “Lawrence, open your eyes.”

			Dutton had no choice. He opened his eyes. The light was agonizing. A sharp pain gripped his Achilles tendon and he jerked his leg up.

			Jones said, “I just pinched you, Dutton. Move your fingers.”

			Dutton moved his fingers and toes while the doctors expertly circled his neck for broken vertebrae. Finding none, the three of them folded him upright to a sitting position.

			Dutton was amazed at how fast they’d cleaned up the ward. The lights were on and the LS was securely bolted to the floor, the scanners passing back and forth over the body. The canopy was intact, the wiring all nicely sealed tight. Dazed, he looked for signs of damage. Where were the holes in the floor from the mountings? Why wasn’t it wet with fluid? On the console, the heartbeat line marched gaily across the graph.

			Dutton swallowed down a vomitous retch and asked, “Where did he go?”

			“Who?”

			“Forrester. Didn’t you see him?”

			Bernice said firmly, “We all heard him.”

			In the doorway stood Stepansky the guard. “I came running, you better believe. It sounded like the mountain was falling on top of us.”

			Dutton could not get over it. The room was sterile, neat, and undamaged, the floor waxed to a gleam under the lights. The LS was shiny and black with that liquid slick sheen that is the one aesthetic pleasure of plastic.

			Jones face was before him, eyes hard as agate. “Dutton. Tell us what happened.”

			“It’s pretty simple. Daniel Forrester picked the LS out of the floor and killed me with it. He picked it up with his hands and threw it at me. That’s what happened.”

			“You saw him do this?”

			“I saw him all right.” Not feeling like getting to his feet, Dutton rested his head in his hands. “However, I’ve probably come completely unwrapped.”

			Bernice said tightly, “The noises stopped at the exact second his heart started again.”

			“I don’t suppose Forrester had a brother or something,” mused Branch. “Somebody conceivably could be snooping round here trying to get the body back to his family . . .”

			“Sir,” said Dutton, “anybody who can pick that capsule up doesn’t have to snoop.”

			“I sympathize with you, Lawrence, but I am attempting to find the simplest logical explanation.”

			Jones said, “The simplest logical explanation is that Dutton saw a ghost. Twin brothers stealing bodies is a complicated explanation.”

			They helped Dutton to his feet. Within minutes he was lying on his back on Branch’s office sofa with an ice pack on his head.

			Jones dashed up to the second floor where the drug closets had been torn up. Everything was spotless and neat. The destruction up here had been a hallucination as it had been with Dutton. Jones returned to Branch’s office, where Branch was looking beseechingly at Dutton, hoping for some indication that his favorite doctor in the clinic was either mistaken, drugged, delirious, or just plain nuts. He said, “Why?”

			Since Dutton could not answer, Jones did. “Forrester had several pieces of unfinished business before he died. I believe Jameson was one. And from what Dutton just said, I think he wants that machine destroyed. He wants us to pull the plug and leave him in peace and if we don’t. . . . Take it as a warning.” Jones pulled at his nose. “The details are unusual but all in all it’s your standard visitation. Ghosts appear when they have a particular reason.”

			Branch said, “Jones, his heart has stopped many times. If you say he’s actually dying and being brought back to life why hasn’t he appeared before tonight?”

			Dutton said, “Maybe he goes to heaven.”

			In all seriousness, Jones objected. “I don’t think so, I think he does what any self-respecting ghost does and heads for home. Ghosts haunt houses, sir. They go back to their homes or families or wherever they were happiest in life. Except, of course, for those little unfinished tasks like us.”

			“Jones, Branch is right,” Dutton grumped. “He took his damned time about coming to see us.”

			“Oh, I don’t think the dead have any sense of time at all. Nor space. None of the landmarks of creation we perceive exists for them. Don’t expect him to behave logically. He’ll come back for us when the urge hits him. Dutton, exactly what did he look like? Was he realistic and all?”

			Dutton’s mind was stuck on that towering, enraged figure. “It was just like you said, he looks like anybody else. So did the capsule being dumped on me, just like it really happened.”

			“Oh, it really happened, Dutton,” Jones reassured him. “There’s all kinds of realities and the senses can only handle one at a time.”

			“But the machine was untouched,” Branch protested. “Obviously it was all in Lawrence’s mind.”

			“Yes, sir, Dutton’s mind did say ‘ghost’ and his brain translated some kind of stimuli into an LS being dropped on him. But it, Dr. Branch, the thing itself, the apparition, came from outside of his head.”

			“What was it?”

			“God knows. I have a few theories. He isn’t very substantial at all. He can’t touch us, not really, he can only appear to do so.”

			“He can scare us to death,” murmured Dutton.

			Jones thought out loud. “He can go anywhere in the world he wants instantly, he can get into any structure, he can’t be hurt or damaged. But I think there are some things he can’t do.”

			“Such as what?”

			“He can’t read minds. And he can’t find us unless he knows where we are. Think about it, he has to search like any mortal. I think he can be fooled, too.”

			Branch turned in his creaking swivel chair toward Dutton. “Lawrence, all along you’ve had doubts about the machine. You’ve envisioned what Forrester must be suffering in it. His brain is congealed—if you shone a light in one ear it would come out the other. His personality is completely disintegrated. If you were in court, could you honestly say what you saw was not a hallucination caused by stress?”

			“A good lawyer could cut me to dog food,” Dutton admitted. “But everyone else heard him. Besides, if I was hallucinating, I would have expected him to speak, not attack me.”

			Branch slapped his palm on the table and exhaled. Why me, God?

			Jones shifted his weight in his chair. “I have an idea.”

			Dutton said, “I don’t like it.”

			“You haven’t even heard it yet.”

			“I don’t have to. You’re going to capture a ghost like half the human race has wanted to do. You’re going to put him in a bottle.”

			“Do you think I’m superstitious, Dutton?”

			“No, you’re rational and scientific. That’s worse.”

			“How can I resist? How can you resist? I can find out all the places he’s ever lived in his life and see if any of them are in existence. He’s got to go somewhere when he’s in arrest.”

			“Jones,” said Dutton. “Take my word for it, you don’t want to see him. Besides, if you’re right, he’ll come looking for us again soon enough. Personally I’ll be glad when he’s in Denver.”

			“What are the chances the move to Denver will kill him?”

			Dutton said, “Being as he’s familiar with the condition, I doubt he’ll mind that.”

			Jones spread his hands like a teacher faced with ignorant children. “I’m not getting through to you. If he dies permanently, maybe we’ll never be rid of him. He’ll hunt us forever.”

			Dutton thought over that nasty angle and decided he did not like it at all. “You just said he wants the plug pulled. If that happens, why hang around anymore? There have got to be more interesting places in heaven than the Clayton clinic.”

			“Well, I did say he might have several bits of unfinished business, didn’t I? It’s the way he behaved toward you that bothers me. Like you said, he didn’t talk, he attacked. Dutton, did you ever say or do anything to him that could provoke his hatred?”

			“Never . . .” Except for that one knife-sharp memory that struck Dutton as he spoke. The image of Forrester’s look of hate in the lodge that night came back to him. Christ, all he’d done was talk to her. “Except for this girl, maybe.” He told them about the night in the lodge.

			Jones’s saturnine face grew long and mournful. “Dutton, wars have been fought over that kind of thing.”

			“She wasn’t Helen of Troy.”

			“He’s distilled emotion, Dutton, and jealousy—however unjustified—is the most primal emotion there is. What was she like?”

			“She was a girl. She had arms and legs and hair. There were lots of single women there. I mean, the idea that he’s running round now is weird enough. To go after me because of thirty seconds with a girl is lunacy. He could have had dozens of women up there. Damn, Jones, wouldn’t you think he’d have better things to do?”

			“Well, we don’t know where the dead go or what they do. Maybe heaven’s not all clouds and stars and angels, maybe it’s boring, like Cleveland or something.”

			Dutton wanted to laugh but could not. For all of Jones’s balder­dash, it was clear that Forrester had cast a pall over their lives.

			“Destiny,” said Branch, “appears to have launched us on a collision course with this fellow.”

			“He wants us all,” agreed Jones, “for sticking him in the machine, and Dutton in particular for snatching his girl. He can only handle one thought at a time. He won’t come after us in any organized fashion, only when the mood hits him. But he’ll never quit. We’ve made ourselves a really unpleasant enemy and we’ve got to keep him alive in that machine till we figure out what to do with him.”

			Kate’s editor did not believe in ghosts. More important, she was not very receptive to the idea of Kate changing her article at the last moment. “You’re so good at sensuality,” Lorraine mourned on the phone. “Keep your feet on the ground, Kate.”

			Kate stroked her cat while thinking of a few delicate replies. “It’s just a thought, Lorraine, not a decision. I thought I’d bounce it off you.”

			“It doesn’t bounce, it goes splat. Ghosts have been done to death, no pun intended.”

			“So has sensuality,” Kate replied. “Look, here’s the deal. This town is three hours up the coast. I’ll run up, take some shots, see if I get haunted, then come back. If I have anything, I’ll pitch you again, if I don’t, I’ll grovel at your feet in apology.”

			Lorraine brightened at that. “Oh, I do so love grovelers.”

			Kate called several Realtors in Santa Eulalia before finding the one who handled the place. He sighed, “Ghosts. Shit. Why not? Take pictures. I’ll sell the place to a divinity school, the kids can practice on it.” He agreed to provide keys and warned her the place had no electricity. Kate poured a triple load of cat food for Mr. Fudd, who was outraged at being abandoned again, packed her camera, flash, and two rolls of film into her bag, and within the hour was heading up the coast highway.

			It was a lousy day for ghost-hunting. The sun was bright, the Pacific on her left was gay with foam, and the bluff hills lining the sea never looked more austerely beautiful. She reached Santa Eulalia by two in the afternoon.

			It was one of those towns that came and went nowhere, not because of a desire to hold onto tradition or keep things the way they are but because it was slightly dazed by its own existence. Everything consisted of flat concrete, coated with powdery dust. The suburbs were in the eastern section where trees and grass backed up onto foothills that soared up to the bluffs. Santa Eulalia was not much of a home to be from.

			Kate found the Realtor, who looked at her camera and said, “That’s a nice camera there, did you ever write for Cosmo­politan?” while drawing a map to the house on back of an envelope.

			The houses on Ridgeset Lane were small, two-story affairs made of white wood, set back from the road by lush lawns, shaded by imported trees. They had front yards and were separated from each other by white fences. Punched into the lawn before the haunted house was a sign reading star realty. The neighboring houses were empty at this hour.

			Kate snapped a few pictures of the front of the house as the afternoon sun sank behind the bluffs, casting long photogenic shadows, nice moody lighting. She could tell that the second-floor corner window was closed. That was the room where the dead man supposedly walked. She examined it through her telephoto but saw only bare walls inside.

			So far things were disappointing. The trouble with this house was that it was so cosy and nice she wouldn’t have minded living in it herself. She unlocked the front door and stepped inside.

			Instantly she was cut off from the world of people, trees, grass, and reality. To her right was a spacious living room, a hall which led to a kitchen at the back of the house, and a downstairs bathroom. Directly ahead was a flight of narrow wooden stairs flanked by a carved wooden bannister. Kate paused to snap a few shots of the living room walls, which were dappled by sunlight coming through the trees. The air was cool, the smells were of musty, dusty, shuttered rooms. She glanced in the kitchen, noting a door leading to the basement.

			Then slowly she began to creep up the stairs. The house answered with an engulfing moan of creaking wood. Her footsteps sounded harsh and distracting and the house was acknowledging her presence with its own protests.

			She dearly wished the house would quiet down. Even when she stood still, it creaked and groaned. The sounds multiplied as she went up. Wood planking rubbed against itself, tree branches scratched the windows and walls, doors creaked on hinges like ship’s rigging bending under a wind. Kate rattled the bannister and stomped the stairs.

			Out loud she said, “Shut up, please.”

			When she got to the second floor, she realized how nervous she was. Creaking sounds flowed across the floor ahead of her feet toward the corner room. As she leaned against the top bannister post, she listened to the stairs squeal.

			This is stupid. This is where ghosts come from, an overwrought imagination which jumps at every sound.

			Even the pipes in the bathroom were noisy. Kate took a few shots of the second-floor hall and, because her own noises quieted her tension, opened and slammed the door shut a few times.

			“Keep quiet, I can’t think,” she cried. Her heart thundered blood through her brain, making her dizzy and, in some weird reversal of body functioning, extremely cold. Her feet and fingers were icy.

			Poor me, poor delicate me, fair damsel trapped in a freezing house on a sunny afternoon with the first fingers of hell reaching for her. . . . That was utter bullshit. Kate did not believe in ghosts. She was here to make a living, but the subconscious indulged its own fears regardless of logic. Kate did not believe Nora Stone, thinking her sweet but goofy.

			Mad at herself, Kate rattled the bannister again. Her hand shook so, it was hard to cock the camera, much less focus it. As she walked to the corner room, her eyes flashed round the hall, terrified at missing some dark space where something like a mouse could be hiding.

			She leaned in the doorway for support. Get in, snap some pictures, then scram like a cheetah, forget the house and stick to sex articles. The doorknob was so cold she yanked her fingers back. “Ouch,” she cried.

			The room was painted a bright yellow, perfectly innocent and as clean as the surface of an egg. She snapped the window, the floor, and the doorway. There was nothing else to photograph in here.

			Then Kate realized someone else was in the house. She thought she saw a shadow scurry from the doorway. The squeals, the squeaks, the groans, and moaning joints coalesced into the spaced, coherent sounds of footsteps walking up the stairs and down the hall toward this room. Kate figured rationally that the Realtor must have come in.

			But rationality doesn’t count for much at such moments. Rationality was blown clean out of her head as it seemed that funnels of freezing darkness swirled in the air round her, compressing out of her soul the purest natural terror she had ever experienced. The camera slipped from her hands to the floor.

			Paralyzed and speechless, she faced the doorway. Tears flooded her eyes, making the tall figure standing there waver like a column of smoke. Her stomach turned and the freezing cold made her legs weak. But then relief descended on her. Daniel Forrester stood in the doorway, smiling his flashbulb smile with an intensity that seemed to drill through her head.

			Kate was too far gone to be embarrassed about sinking to the floor. She muttered, “Daniel . . .” and felt her legs fold up. She saved herself from a serious fall by hitting the wall and sliding to a sitting position. Her fingers scrabbled for the camera strap. “Daniel, I . . .”

			Daniel Forrester made no move to help her. He remained in the doorway with that huge grin splayed across his face.

			“Oh, sweet Jesus, Daniel, you frightened me . . . you scared me so . . .”

			Daniel Forrester radiated pure happiness at seeing her. In his blue blazer and gray pants, he looked absolutely smashing. He had always been a man of uncommon presence.

			Her camera felt heavy as a cannonball in her hands as she got to her feet. “Okay, don’t help me. I’ll save myself.” Once upright, she dusted herself off and slung the camera round her neck. Then she confronted him and that was when she had her second shock, nothing so ghastly as when she had heard him coming but nevertheless a shock sufficient to cause her to step backwards.

			Maybe it was his smile, so wide and goofy. More likely it was that distant, sleepy, slightly stupid expression behind the smile, as though he were stoned. What unsettled Kate was the fact that rather than dulling Daniel, the look had released some kind of animal power. Daniel Forrester came across as a mean dazed drunk, his hooded eyes portals to a ferocity that positively beamed from his whole body. The smile was perfectly awful, yet he had never looked healthier, more tanned, fit, and extraordinarily vivid than he did now.

			Mystified, Kate looked him up and down. “Daniel? Remember me? Remember old Kate?”

			Daniel Forrester spoke.

			“What did you say? I can’t hear you,” she said.

			“Kate.” The single word was full and emotional, yet so low she could hardly believe the sound made its way across the room.

			Kate took a step toward him, her hand out.

			Daniel Forrester’s smile blinked off, replaced by rigid fear so palpable and sudden that she froze.

			“Stay there,” she said. “What? Okay. It’s good to see you, Daniel.”

			Daniel Forrester turned his right hand palm up and held it before his face. Then he turned it toward her. “Can you see that?”

			“Daniel, you’ll have to speak louder.”

			“Can you see it? See this?”

			“I can see your hand. Yes.” Kate shifted her camera strap to the other shoulder.

			Mistaking the gesture for a move toward him, Forrester stepped back. “Don’t come near me.” He seemed to be crying. Yet as Kate looked at him, she saw no tears.

			What in hell was the matter with him?

			“Daniel, what’s happened to you? What’s wrong?”

			“God have mercy on me. Dear God, have mercy on me.”

			His sorrow was on the grand scale, as overwhelming as his voice had been in her dream. Nonplussed, Kate fiddled with her camera strap. “But what is it?”

			“In the name of God, don’t touch me, Kate.” His voice changed to indistinct mumbles, its volume falling like the volume on a radio being turned from high to low. “I can’t . . . believe what’s happened to me . . . accept . . . yes  . . .”

			“Can I help?”

			“No one can help. Nobody.”

			Kate tried to sort out her impressions. He seemed to have trouble completing sentences as though he could not keep his mind on one thought for any length of time. Definitely he was on some kind of drug or in the midst of a total crackup. She wondered if anything she said got through to him.

			“Daniel, what are you doing here?”

			“Dreaming . . . don’t know . . .”

			“Dreaming what?”

			“Torture. I’m in this room . . . they won’t leave me alone, Kate.” His voice became wheedling, pitiable. “I can’t sleep . . . they wake me up . . .”

			“Who?”

			“Doctors!” The voice segued to a snarl in one of those fast mood changes. “Bastards . . . I’ll get them . . . all of them.”

			With a sinking heart, Kate realized the man was completely beyond her. Clearly some catastrophic event had unhinged him since the day he’d left the lodge. He was wandering around Santa Eulalia under the influence of some kind of monster tranquilizer. He must be here to see his parents or relatives. He was no longer living in Marina. Or were his parents dead? Kate couldn’t remember but she knew she would have to walk carefully around him. He was fixated on doctors, probably because of the doubts he had about that machine.

			“Daniel, I’d like to help you.”

			“Blackouts,” he said.

			“What? I do wish you’d speak more loudly. You have blackouts?”

			Daniel Forrester mumbled to himself.

			“Is that how you got in here? During a blackout?”

			“Yes.”

			At that moment, Kate’s heart went out to him. The thought of this vigorous, good-natured man who’d been her lover wandering round Santa Eulalia in a tranquilized haze was appallingly sad. She was certain this was temporary; at bottom he was quite strong.

			“Daniel. Listen to me. You know I’m a friend. You know you can trust me. Whatever happened, you can handle. I know you, Daniel. I think you’re afraid of me for some reason.”

			“Yes,” he answered again, giving her a strangely piercing glance even though his face was now without emotion.

			“Well, don’t be. You can do me a favor. I’ve got seven shots on this roll and I want to take a few in the basement. Come down with me, I’d feel a lot better if someone were with me. Will you?”

			His smile came back as his answer. He stepped back from the door to let her pass and what ensued was a logical conundrum which Kate would not think about till much later. He moved to her right as she approached the door, presumably to lead the way downstairs. Yet when she emerged in the hall, he was not in front of but behind her, presumably having maneuvered himself to the left without her seeing him. She was speaking as she stepped out and she finished her sentence over her shoulder as they moved to the stairs. “It’ll only be five—where are you? there you are—minutes, okay?”

			“Kate,” he answered, his voice almost liquid in its tenderness.

			As she walked down the splintery wooden steps into the basement, she felt him behind her. The electricity was off and the only light came from a window slit near the ceiling. The feeble yellow illumination picked out the humped shapes of the water heater, pipes, and furnace. Hands shaking with the cold, she said, laughing, “See how cold it is, Daniel? That’s desert climate for you.”

			“Yes.” Now his voice came from the darkness near the furnace.

			Kate plugged in her flash and snapped the dusty work table. “Basements are the best places for ghosts, full of rats and spiders and creepy crawlies. Except this one doesn’t have a living thing in it.”

			“Yes, Kate.” Now he was over near the opposite wall. He moved like a shadow. Kate turned and flashed a photo of him with that smile.

			“Got you,” she gaily cried.

			“Don’t do that,” he said, his voice rolling round the walls.

			“Sorry. A lot of people are camera-shy. Do you have to go soon?”

			“I don’t know. I never do.”

			“The blackouts, you mean. Daniel, I won’t press you. You’ll tell me what happened when you’re ready, won’t you?”

			“Yes.”

			Kate finished the roll with shots of the furnace, the pile of chopped wood, the empty work table with its dried paint cans, and the cobwebby light fixture. “I saw you in Venice yesterday. Were you looking for me?”

			“Yes.”

			Kate took out a piece of memo paper. She wrote her name and address in the light from the window. She tried to hand it to Daniel Forrester, who ignored it and stared with disconcerting directness at her face. Remembering he did not wish to be touched, she laid it on the work table. “There is a residual sense of Christian duty somewhere in me, Daniel. I’m worried about you. This is my address and number. Call me when you can.”

			Daniel Forrester picked up the piece of paper and put it in his jacket pocket. He faced her with a sad, confused look. Kate walked past him up the steps to the kitchen, where she was surprised to see the sun was almost behind the bluffs.

			Apparently Daniel remained in the basement, for she did not see him come up as she walked down the hall to the front door. But to her amazement, she saw him in the living room. Again he had sneaked past her. “Daniel? Are you going now?”

			Daniel Forrester did not answer. He gazed up at the living room ceiling for several long seconds. Then he walked down the hall toward the kitchen.

			Kate waited for perhaps a minute, hearing no door close, no further footsteps. She returned to the kitchen. He was gone. He must have gone out the back door silently. Kate figured his home was nearby.

			“Daniel?” she called down the basement. She felt she had to be sure he was gone. She stepped downstairs again and looked round the basement. No one was there.

			On the work table was the scrap of paper with her name and address.

			Kate scratched her head thoroughly. She distinctly remembered him putting it in his coat. Why would he have taken it out again? Kate stuffed the paper in her purse with a small chill. The man was a basket case.

			In her car, Kate sat for a moment and thought over the whole encounter. It was puzzling, vexing, completely offside, but it had a strange kind of inevitability. Forrester had been raised in Santa Eulalia. He must be staying at his parents’ home, right? But didn’t he say at the lodge that his parents were dead? She could not remember exactly.

			Kate started the car and headed for the highway, still pondering. He had been upset about his work and the way his life was going, even to the point of hallucinating in her bathroom. He must have been in a worse state than he let on.

			What was he doing in a haunted house?

			That was simple. He had seen her drive into Santa Eulalia and followed her there. Why he did not intercept her before she got there was something of an enigma.

			There’s an explanation for everything. Kate decided. She turned on the radio and occupied herself with staying alive on the smog wreathed highway clogged with rush-hour traffic.

			 

			 

			 

		


		
			CHAPTER 9

			Dutton had never been to Jones’s home, Jones being as extroverted as a snail, so he took the invitation for breakfast as a cross between being summoned to a throne room and being tapped for money. “It’s not very convenient,” he said over the phone. “Branch’s people are coming in today and Bickel’s people are transferring Forrester. Can’t we talk at the clinic?”

			“I’m not going to the clinic,” replied Jones. “I’m not going to Branch’s raw cauliflower dinner either. I’m going to a little town called Santa Eulalia this afternoon.”

			“What in hell are you talking about, you’re not going anywhere. We’re understaffed as it is. What’s in Santa Eulalia?”

			“A haunted house. Haunted to hell and gone, Dutton, a place with a blond-haired blue-eyed man in a blazer walking around. The California Psychic Association has confirmed it. And Santa Eulalia used to be Forrester’s hometown; I got that from Stendhal Holmes. Come on over here, have I got an electric train for you.”

			Like everyone else up there, Jones lived in a red-pine log cabin with maple walls and wide polished pine floors strewn with animal rugs. Certain Jonesian touches prevented the place from fulfilling its design as a rustic woodland refuge. A big microwave radar dish had been erected between the drive and front door next to a bird feeder. The roof was likewise covered with radio and microwave receivers.

			Jones awaited Dutton with a mug of hot coffee. He led him past a sundeck with soft Indian music fluting and twanging in the air.

			Dutton was reminded of the fact that Jones had been a computer engineer before switching to medicine. Lying on a table heaped with soldering equipment was a complex mass of gear: two tape machines, an oscilloscope the size of a typewriter, an antenna about three feet tall resting on a circuit base, a huge trumpet-shaped microwave collector about three feet in diameter, and, most elaborate of all, a fantastically tangled headband dangling with wires. All the parts of this whole Rube Goldberg mess were connected by wires.

			“Well, what do you think? I’ve been working three days on it. It utilizes designs I’ve been playing with since college days.”

			Jones sat on his bench, legs dangling off the edge while Dutton examined the equipment. “This is an encephalograph, isn’t it?” Dutton asked, touching the headband.

			“You bet it is. It’s portable. Watch.” He lifted the headband and fitted it over his forehead. Electrodes covered his frontal lobes, his ears, temples, and crown. Wires dangled from it into a cable feeding one of the recorders. “It’s a bit more elaborate than most encephalographs. I’ve fixed it to monitor impulses along the optic and auditory nerves and the skin. If I see, feel, or hear anything, it’ll show up next to the brain waves.”

			With the wires dangling before his face, Jones looked like some kind of tree, perhaps a weeping willow. Dutton kept a tactful silence. Jones indicated the antenna and trumpet-shaped collector.

			“The oscillator sends out pulses of seven million per second. Another little design of mine. The beats will fill every molecular hole in a room. If anything moves, whether it’s a truck or an atom, it’ll disturb the pulses and I can pick it up on the other tape system.” Jones removed the headset and set it on the table. “Sometimes I think I should never have been a doctor.”

			Sometimes Dutton thought Jones should never have been a doctor either. “What can I say? The latest in ghost-catching. It’s been tried before.”

			“No. No one’s had a Daniel Forrester before. No one’s ever pinpointed the time and location of a ghost’s appearance as well as we have and nobody’s ever looked inside a human head when a ghost is present. What I need now is somebody who can break down my brain waves and whatever contact I pick up into a common element. Get me? Now I know that you were heavy into neurology . . .”

			“Not me.”

			Jones’s face reflected sharp, resentful disappointment as he poured a coffee refill.

			“I can’t help you,” Dutton said.

			Jones stirred the surface of his coffee with his pen. “Didn’t Shaw say nobody ever accomplished anything in this world without making a fool of himself first?”

			“Why?”

			“I know how I must look to you. Look here, two thousand years ago, a man was crucified by Romans. Every morning, Evan Branch wakes up and talks to him. Now am I any crazier than he is?” Jones had eyes that saw everything, bagged, classified, and stored away information, and never revealed true anger. “I’m about to prove Branch might have been right after all. I’m not closing off old possibilities. I’m reopening them.”

			Dutton asked bluntly, “Something in this whole Forrester business hits you personally, doesn’t it?”

			“Maybe. Sure.” Jones drained his cup and set it on the desk. “One day you wake up and realize you’re not just a normal, regular sawbones who’s supposed to spend his life tying off hemorrhoids. You see, I get feelings about what the purpose of life is. I went into medicine because I had a feeling it would be important. And it is today because Forrester has just been dumped in my lap.”

			“I get it,” Dutton nodded. “Now it figures. You were put here by Fate to do something great involving Daniel Forrester. This Fate diverted you from engineering into medicine and placed you, Daniel Forrester, and the LS system all together in Clayton.”

			Face reddening, Jones said, “It’s not so egomaniacal. It’s the logic of drama, it’s called destiny. Forrester changed all our lives. I could hear the dominoes falling the minute I saw that capsule. If Shakespeare or Euripides can say that, why in hell can’t Gareth Jones? Huh?”

			“You wouldn’t call it Fate or destiny, would you?”

			“There’s other words. Like synchronicity.”

			Dutton had to give Jones credit. He was an epic crackpot instead of a run-of-the-mill one. Some of the greatest intellects of the century harbored a quiet belief that plain coincidence was governed by physical laws, which Jung dubbed synchronicity. Synchronicity was not a new concept anymore than Karma or God was, it was a word coined by physicists who jumped into the act as they pondered the contradictions bequeathed them by the atomic universe.

			“All right, Jones. You’re a man of destiny. I tell you what, I can take your tapes to a man who might put them together for you. His name is Jordan. I studied at Cal Tech with him. He knows more about brains and nerves than anybody alive.”

			“Is he a teacher?”

			“Yes, he is. He’s more a psychologist than a doctor.” Dutton’s eyes fell on the wooden handle of a pistol protruding from under the welder. “Jones, is that what I think it is?”

			Jones showed it to him. It was a thirty-eight-caliber revolver with all the chambers loaded. “It’s a gun, Larry. Bang, bang. Oh, it’s not for Forrester, hell no. It’s for the live nuts who congregate at every haunted house in the world. I don’t fancy a bunch of teenagers throwing lighter fluid on me. Don’t worry, I’ve got a license. Let me show you round the place. You’ve never been here before, have you? Always meant to throw a party but you know how lazy bachelors are  . . .”

			Jones escorted Dutton back to the living room where the Indian music was still playing. He showed off the electronic gear that grew throughout the house like strange clumps of vegetation, the amplifiers that pulled down satellite signals, the cassette and cartridge systems. He ran a tape of a Russian music broadcast, then guided him out the door, all within ten minutes.

			As he pushed shut the door to Dutton’s car, he said through the window, “By the way. Moving Forrester out of here is the best thing we can do.”

			“Why?” asked Dutton, starting the engine.

			“Because he won’t know where his body is. Think about that. Bury a man in Kansas, he goes back to his childhood home in Detroit or something. Forrester will die in Denver but wake up in Santa Eulalia or here and he won’t know which way is up. He won’t know where the plug is. His body has no sight, hearing, or sense, and he’s just a little bit of magnetism when the machine pulls him back. He has no will of his own.”

			“Well, good luck, Jones. Bring him back alive.”

			“Say, that’s pretty good. I’ll call tonight. Tell Branch to say a few prayers for me, will you?”

			“He only prays for believers.”

			“I’m a believer. Me and Branch are closer than you think. Even than he thinks.” Jones slapped the hood of the car and waved Dutton off. Dutton had never seen him more outgoing, or just plain nicer than today. Even crackpots have their good days, he decided.

			“Lorraine? It’s Kate.”

			“Well, of course it is, just got out of the pool I bet.” The editor enjoyed being miserable. “Nice and dripping after ten laps. Where’s my article? Did you bring back a zombie?”

			“I brought back some exposed film and some impressions and I’m prepared to grovel.”

			“Oh, goody. Washout, huh? Plastic skeletons on wires, stuffed bats on the ceiling, hidden speakers going boo.”

			“Not even that good,” Kate laughed, stroking Mr. Fudd on her lap. “In the first place, the house just doesn’t look spooky. It’s a plain old tacky box of a house.”

			“How about voices, Kate? Did you hear any women pining for their lovers?”

			“Not a peep. I did run into a friend of mine up there . . .”

			“How nice, a man?”

			“Er, yes.”

			“Is he good-looking?”

			“Sure is, Lorraine, he looks like he’s just been uncrated.”

			“Lucky girl. No good-looking men in an office building, they don’t get enough exercise or something. Well, Kate, back to work. Bring it in on Friday, will you? Love you mucho, bye.”

			By the swimming pool below, the concrete walk meandered between a grocery store and a dry cleaning shop, which formed a little shopping mall for the twin buildings. From between them stepped Daniel Forrester. He paused on the steps, looking uncertainly around at the pool.

			Kate pushed open the sliding door to her balcony and stepped to the railing. She started to wave, but he was already gone. Probably he had gone back into one of the shops. She waited for two or three minutes, but he did not appear again. No matter, he could ask around and find out where she lived.

			Some coffee and a ridge of toast were cooling on the kitchen counter. Kate poured out some food for Mr. Fudd and then ate the toast.

			What was Forrester doing in the house?

			She would ask him as soon as he came in the door. Kate continued waiting for the sound of the downstairs buzzer which would mean he had tracked her down at last. However, bachelors were insensitive bastards, so she continued to wait and wait at the counter, scarfing down coffee, thinking the whole bloody performance reminded her of college days, when her friends all but hanged themselves with piano wire waiting for a man to call. Maybe Daniel was stupid. Maybe he couldn’t find her apartment.

			Addressing the cat who was cleaning his left front paw, Kate intoned, “Statistically speaking, Fudd, the virility of the human male peaks round the age of seventeen while the peak childbearing capacity of the human female comes in the twenties. The trouble is such people are way too young to get married, so they put themselves in cultural hammerlocks that blow apart when they hit their forties. They get divorced. No wonder older single men are such neurotics. Isn’t that a fact?”

			At long last the door buzzer rang. Kate snickered to herself, thinking she ought to keep him hanging for at least two rings. Then again he was not in very good emotional shape, so she picked up the house phone. “Yes?”

			“It’s Steve, Kate.”

			“Oh. Terrific. Is Diane with you?”

			“Sure she is. You ready to go?”

			“Yes. Steve, is anybody else down there? A guy in a blue blazer?”

			“Um, no. Nobody in the lot, nobody in the lobby. You expecting someone, Kate?”

			“I guess not. Sit on your buns, I’ll be right down, soon as I put on some pants.”

			Kate figured it was just as well, Forrester was a mess. As usual Fudd tried to barricade the door against her going out again. She inspired tremendous protective instincts in cats.

			The increasing number of studiously casual phone calls, combined with the curiosity about her private life, gave Kate the feeling that Steve and Diane were not living happily ever after. Steve had dropped hints about Diane. “Her forte is sensitivity, not intelligence” was one of his pearls. “Knowledgeable people make her upset. She’s really very delicate.” When Kate met her husband’s paramour, she knew her instincts were right. Diane was in her mid-twenties. She had straight brown hair, steel-rimmed glasses, and the retiring quiescent manner of one who would remain in place for hours unless forcibly moved.

			Kate could tell that a svelte, lean, and graceful figure lurked under Diane’s painter pants, sweatshirt, and loafers. Diane seemed to be one of those people who seemed impelled to bury herself, as though she was embarrassed about her own physique. It made Kate feel old. In college, all the girls had nervous breakdowns trying to get into the clothes that would show off the kind of figure Diane had.

			“Hi, Kate,” said Steve, bussing her cheek dangerously close to her mouth.

			Kate shook Diane’s weak hand. “So glad to meet you,” she said.

			“Oh, me too,” breathed Diane nervously. “I’m glad to meet me—I mean you—too.”

			By the pier park, a stretch of grass and blessed shade from the blazing sun, a mass picnic had been set up. This picnic was an annual event which drew literally thousands of people down to the shore in a groundswell of flesh, tinkling cymbals, the cling of mobiles dangling from the few trees, and roaring transistor radios borne by roller skaters wearing tans and practically nothing else. The smells were heated by the sun into a stew of steamed hot dogs, barbecued chicken, sauerkraut, chili, and human sweat overlaid with fragrant coconut oil. Today curry had been added to the garden of odors and everywhere bald Hare Krishna acolytes scurried through the crowd, their scalps and faces weirdly pale compared to those of the natives.

			Through the sheer numbing weight of the beach crowd channeled into the narrow Venice lanes, Kate was half-dead on her feet within twenty minutes and wishing she were back in her apartment with Fudd in her lap and a good magazine.

			“You hungry?” Steve bellowed into her ear. “Stuff the curry, I’m going to have a hotdog with mustard, chili, onions, bullets, safety matches, everything on it. How about you, ladies?” He spoke as they stood in line to be served some kind of starchy vegetable heaped with red curry sauce.

			“You ought to save yourself for tonight,” Diane reminded him nicely enough. “You were going to have a deli sandwich . . .”

			“I have to eat,” said Steve simply. “If I don’t eat I’ll get pimples. Come on, Kate, help me choose a doggie.”

			Grasping her arm, Steve dragged Kate out of line and through the crowd to the concrete where a couple of hot dog vendors were doing terrific business. Kate said, “That’s not a very nice way to treat your mistress.”

			“Did I tell you Diane is a vegetarian?”

			“Why, no.” Kate remembered Steve’s eating needs were delightfully simple. He could live off hamburgers forever. “Does she share her cauliflower with you?”

			“Kate, you know what my problem is? Last week, I finally figured it out. I’ve discovered vanity late in life. Vanity is something people are supposed to indulge in as teenagers, when they are humping in parked cars. Like lust, it’s the kind of thing you’re supposed to grow out of. However, if you’re deprived of vanity or lovers’ lane during your formative years, it comes back fifteen years later and makes hash of your life.” Steve accepted a hot dog and crammed half of it in his mouth.

			“You and me think alike. I was mulling over that very thought when you called.”

			“That a fact? You into religion, Kate?”

			“Steve, this is Kate! We’re married, remember?”

			“That woman believes music is an expression of the soul. Which is okay but she dragged Pythagoras into it. She described why social progress is built into reincarnation. She says the world’s population grows too fast for reincarnation to work among the same species. Dig? More people die than are born at any given moment. Now she says St. Augustine believed in reincarnation and she claims Jesus did, too. The trick is, like the Hindus say, people were cows in their previous lives and that’s why you eat alfalfa salads when you’re born again. People were also flies. That’s why spider phobia is so prevalent—you were sucked dry by a spider in your previous life. Any given soul reincarnates upward through the evolutionary scale, cows to people, people to angels and all that, and each level has its own music. That’s why angels are always associated with harps, because harp music is so pure, and cows like Muzak because it’s so bland. . . . Jeez, I can see that girl’s tits over there, look over your left shoulder, Kate.”

			Steve always did that to her. She found herself peering through a crowd looking for a girl’s breasts. What did she care about breasts? Steve could get her into a fit of giggles just like that bearded doctor at the lodge. Forrester was never able to do that. She saw a glimpse of a girl wearing a filmy blouse disappearing toward the elephant walk. “Steve?”

			“Yes, Kate.” He pushed the rest of the hot dog down his throat and covered a belch.

			“You wouldn’t be coming on to me, would you?”

			“Would I do that, Kate? Me? Steve? After casting you out of my life like a used Kleenex and taking up with a nearsighted tart who thinks we all started out as flies and end up as angels? Isn’t she great?”

			“She’s a regular mommy-long-legs.”

			“Stick around, she’ll lay all kinds of recipes on you. Cucumber ice cream . . .”

			“I’m going to watch the elephant, back in a second,” Kate said, deciding to get away from him. She bolted the crowd, and headed for the feeble shade. A gaily decorated elephant led by a bald boy in a toga was being yanked around with a cane.

			Kate contemplated shooting down one of the side streets to home, but that would be a lapse of courtesy so unforgivable that Diane would probably send Steve out to shoot her. She watched the elephant. Something about huge, methodical beasts calmed the wildest heart. By sheer bulk and dignity, the animal rose above the gabbling crowd.

			“Kate.”

			The voice was just behind her right ear, so close Kate nearly jumped straight up. Daniel Forrester was standing next to her wearing that huge smile. When Kate’s heartbeat normalized, she felt herself becoming thoroughly angry at him. “Goddammit, Daniel, that’s twice you’ve scared me.”

			Again he had that remarkable vividness. He still wore the blazer and coat and tie. Not so much as a drop of sweat was visible despite his warm clothing. Kate stepped back from him. He reminded her of the brightly colored foil and cloth that decorated the park. And that dazed, distant smile he fixed on her was as unnerving as it was yesterday. “I’m sorry,” he said.

			“Were you looking for me half an hour ago?”

			“Yes. And here. I couldn’t find you in the crowd till now.”

			“You change moods awfully fast,” she commented. He seemed more straight in his head than he was yesterday.

			“I’m nothing but moods, Kate.”

			“When did you get back in town?”

			That simple question seemed to confuse him. His face wavered through several expressions before he answered, “Not long ago.”

			“I’m here with my husband. And I tell you, Daniel, this is turning into the weirdest afternoon in my life. He’s here with his girlfriend. Now you’re here. All I need now is George Hadley. I’ll have all my lovers in one place.”

			After a moment Daniel Forrester said, “I know George Hadley.”

			Kate gazed at him, half-fearful the man had completely gone off the deep end. There was no other reason why he would make such a remark.

			“Oh, Daniel, no you don’t. You’re just playing jealous.”

			“I know George Hadley,” he repeated firmly. “Your George Hadley.”

			“You can’t. He’s dead, Daniel! What am I going to do with you?” Probably she was compounding whatever illness had overtaken him; maybe she was saying the wrong things, not humoring him properly, wreaking havoc with his frail stability. Another thought occurred to her. “Are you here alone? Are you staying with anyone?”

			“There are many like me here, Kate.”

			“What do you mean like you?”

			For one brief second, the old teasing Forrester surfaced and his grin changed to one of good humor. “I won’t give it away. Not yet, Kate, it’s not time yet. But look around you. Everywhere I go I’ve seen others like myself. See if you can spot someone like me.”

			Kate rarely studied crowds in detail and when she did she was always surprised to see how faceless masses splintered into very recognizable human types. Kate concentrated on men. She indicated a man on a skateboard talking to three girls. Forrester shook his head. How about that nice father giving his kid a ride on his shoulders? Again Forrester shook his head. She tried a man in a coat and tie, a boy seated on the grass eating curry from a paper plate, and a man doing situps in a bathing suit. To all three Forrester answered in the negative. Kate sighed. “I give up, Daniel. Point out somebody like yourself.”

			First he indicated a grossly fat woman in a print dress and sunglasses standing by the elephant path, then an elderly man strolling down the concrete walk amid the skaters, his face showing his interest in the crowd. Forrester pointed at a child who, hands plunged in his pockets, looked around at the faces of the adults towering over him like a wonderstruck waif looking for his mother’s face. Forrester silently pointed to an attractive teenage girl by the skatewalk, arms crossed, who watched the skaters whiz by.

			“You see them all the time, Kate, every place, every day, in every crowd. I never realized that till a short while ago. They’re like me.”

			Kate tried to figure out what those people had in common with Daniel Forrester. All seemed completely average, the kind of strangers she saw every time she walked a street. Only one thing bound them together—they were alone. Each was separate and solitary, apart from the rest of the crowd as though absorbed in his or her own thoughts. They shared Daniel Forrester’s newly acquired air of distance. “I give up, Daniel. They look like everybody else.”

			“Well, of course they do. They’re just people.”

			“What makes them different?”

			Later, when she looked back on that strange afternoon, Kate was certain that Daniel Forrester was gathering sufficient courage to tell her the truth. She thought this because, at that moment, she felt how much he cared for her. His emotions had always been blunt. Despite the distractions of the crowd, the noise, the animals and the heat, Kate could feel Forrester’s love for her. It was love gone berserk, love raised to the ridiculously intense, and nothing so elevated as poets make it. Forrester was crazy about her, and the craziness served to remind her that no matter how peculiarly he was behaving right now, deep down he was still a hell of a fellow. As he himself said, he was nothing but moods. He had been like that at the lodge and it was still an accurate assessment.

			This fact was unpleasantly impressed upon her as Steve and Diane pushed toward her through the crowd. “There you are, Kate,” said Steve. “Just no getting rid of me, is there?” Belatedly realizing she was talking to someone, Steve turned to face Daniel Forrester.

			“Daniel, this is my husband, Steve. And this is Diane 
something-or-other.”

			“Hull,” whispered Diane, looking at him and turning pale. Forrester’s impact on her was all but physical. She stepped back, her eyes widening behind her tinted glasses.

			“How do you do,” said Steve, extending his hand.

			Daniel Forrester did not shake it. He stared at Steve with loathing branded in fire across his features. His mood had flickered from joy to total hatred of Steve.

			Steve withdrew his hand, trying to turn the gesture into a casual scratching of his head, and coughed mightily. Kate sensed a disaster coming. Feebly she said, “Daniel and I met in Colorado.”

			Diane said, “Kind of hot for a coat and tie.”

			Daniel Forrester did not answer. He continued hating Steve, who looked uncertainly from him to Kate.

			“Daniel, I came here with Steve and Diane,” Kate said in a desperate singsong voice. Goddammit, grow up.

			“Do you live round here, Mr. Forrester?” asked Steve.

			“No,” he snapped. “Do you?”

			“Actually I live in Laurel Canyon.” Steve endured Forrester’s ferocity as long as possible. “Right. I’ll see you around later. Okay, Kate? Diane, let’s go buy a dirty T-shirt.”

			Grasping her by the elbow, Steve firmly steered his girl back toward the skaters’ lane. Diane watched Forrester over her shoulder as she was moved off.

			“Daniel, I’m fed up with you,” Kate exploded angrily. “That’s twice you’ve pulled this stunt”

			“Get rid of him,” Daniel Forrester growled.

			“I’ll get rid of you first. He’s still my husband.”

			“Get rid of him,” Forrester repeated like a metronome.

			At that point, something so bizarre happened that Kate nearly dropped her handbag while transferring it to another shoulder. Forrester jumped backwards, hand going to his head, his fury transmuting to despair. Jumped was not the right word, sprang was more like it. He moved so fast, Kate could have sworn he seemed to vanish for just a microsecond. “Christ, Daniel, what’s wrong with you? What in the living hell is the matter with you!” she nearly screamed.

			In a perfectly normal tone of voice Daniel Forrester said, “Blackout. Blackout. Blackoutblackout . . .” He slipped backwards from her outstretched hand, moving between a couple of men watching the elephant. “Kate. I’ll be back. I’ll . . .” Daniel Forrester turned and rushed behind the men.

			Desperately Kate tore after him, shouldering people aside, frightened at the idea of his having a crackup right there and trying to kill someone. He was absolutely out of control.

			Kate looked at the skaters. Where did he go so fast? She didn’t hear any screams or see cops rushing about, so he must not have hurt anybody. Kate walked through the crowd beside the elephant walk, along the food line, among the skaters, and partway down the skaters’ lane. Nowhere in the mass of primary colors and skin did she see a blue blazer and tie.

			Nor for that matter were Steve and Diane visible anywhere. Kate was on her own for the rest of the day, thanks to Forrester’s rudeness. She decided to watch the elephant make one last circuit before heading for home.

			The fat woman whom Forrester had pointed out was still at the rope watching the beast lumber by. On an impulse, Kate boldly walked right up to her and stood by the rope. The woman wore a bright yellow flower-print dress. Her plastic half-frame glasses were attached to her by a chain, and she carried a shopping bag. Kate detected only one unusual thing about her. Despite the sun, despite her sausage fingers and the massive rolls of fat around the lady’s jowls and upper arms, she showed no sign of perspiring at all. The woman watched the elephant with fixed, blank attention.

			Kate cleared her throat and said, “Excuse me.”

			She might just as well have fired a pistol at her. The huge head whirled round at remarkable speed, fixing Kate with a mad look of fear. The woman gasped loudly, evidently thinking Kate was going to attack her. She sidestepped away from the rope and waddled off with frequent glances over her shoulder.

			Next to Kate a middle-aged bearded man in shorts with a sunburn on top of his head laughed. “Nutty as they come. She hangs out here nearly every day. Sometimes the cops have to chase her off the beach in the middle of the night.”

			“Who is she?”

			The man grimaced. “Who knows? Venice is full of vagrants. She’s probably from some mental hospital or something. I think she’s harmless.”

			Kate hung around for another ten minutes looking for Steve, Diane, and Forrester before heading for home. There was no doubt about Daniel Forrester, the man had gone off the deep end. His wild mood changes were a sure sign of drugs. The same emotional anarchy characterized the fat woman. The two of them were mental cases all right. Probably they had met at some local treatment center.

			When Kate got home, she could not stop thinking about Forrester. He did not seem dangerous except when Steve showed up. Probably he was a borderline case, not sick enough to be committed, but not well enough to act normal either. And try as she might, Kate could not cut him off completely. She had spent a week with him. There was much in his character that was good. He needed emotional support very badly. Maybe he was curable, maybe it was biochemical, the kind of thing correct­able by Lithium, the drug used to stabilize manic depressives.

			What was Daniel Forrester doing in that house?

			Kate remembered the footsteps coming down the hall, she remembered how he disappeared by walking into the kitchen and compared it to how he disappeared this afternoon. She thought about Nora Stone’s earnest face at the reception.

			Kate rested her head in her hands and thought long and hard. Mr. Fudd jumped up on the table in front of her face. She said, “Fudd? You’re my earwitness. This is for the record, okay? You heard it here first. Ready?”

			Fudd yawned and watched her with sleepy eyes as she rubbed his ears.

			“This lady does not believe in ghosts. I don’t care what Nora Stone says, I reject all that crap as elaborate, rationalized superstition. I do not. You got that?”

			Fudd didn’t care. He just liked being massaged.

			 

			 

			 

			 

		


		
			CHAPTER 10

			The people Evan Branch had invited to view Forrester numbered over thirty and included representatives from the state board. They descended on the clinic over a period of a day and night, summoned from New York, Atlanta, Cleveland, Houston, and parts unknown. Most were in their fifties and sixties, reminding Dutton that Branch had had quite a reputation in his day.

			Bickel and his team arrived that morning to prepare the capsule for transferral. The assembled doctors studied the printouts and history of the patient and asked numerous questions about the LS system and its operation. Several were fortunate enough to witness a two-hour arrest which began just after ten-thirty in the morning and ended at twelve-forty-five.

			Dutton searched the faces for some hint of awe, for something that would make him feel as if what they’d witnessed were incredible. He wanted desperately to share it, to take the burden off his back. But it was no good. When Forrester’s heart started again the only reaction was a solemn shaking of heads and an intense quizzing of Bickel about the device. There was one exception. A lady in her sixties, a doctor named Kampmeier, whose name Dutton recalled as being connected with virus research, continued watching Forrester’s body after it began breathing again, changing eyeglasses as her gaze went from the console to the capsule. She looked at Dutton with a sharp, suspicious expression. In a thick American-German-­­­­­­­­­
Yiddish-Hungarian and possibly part-British accent, she grumbled to Dutton, “Rigor mortis?” She sounded like she was blaming the doctor.

			“Yes. And within three hours after revival, it’s gone. How, I don’t know, but the machine does inject a lot of protein.”

			She grasped his shoulder and spoke with an undertone of bafflement. “Rigor mortis means he is dead. This cannot be right.”

			Bickel had approached them, sensing the woman’s state of mind. “Don’t worry,” he said with a calming ease which would have been worthy of Forrester himself. “It’s almost certainly the machine circuitry, not the patient.” Bickel had been taking compliments from the doctors all afternoon. The fact the body was in such good condition after repeated cardiac arrests was considered a tremendous technical achievement. “The only thing that can kill the patient now is machine damage or someone putting the wrong drug into the system. And even if that happens, the machine will warn us.”

			“I’d like to put some arsenic in it,” whispered Bernice into Dutton’s ear while smiling at the doctors.

			Dutton had been cranking himself up to a series of decisions all afternoon. Grasping Bernice by the shoulders, he led her away from the group. “Bernice, I’m going to tell Bickel what happened. I want you to back me up.”

			“Yes, sir. If you think so.”

			“Now listen, love, don’t you have a vacation coming up?”

			Bernice’s eyes acquired that soft shine inspired by religious visions and checks in the mail. “Do you think Dr. Branch would let me?”

			“I’m letting you off. Go home and come back on the twenty-ninth. I’ll cover for you. Just stay long enough to help me button­hole Bickel.”

			The general tone of the gathering was cheerful, which contributed to Dutton’s feeling of surrealism. The doctors, glad to see Branch after so many years, clustered in shifting little knots around the elderly physician to trade old school stories. Everyone knew Branch’s health was precarious. They would never see him again. Dutton remembered a phrase from the fifteenth century’s cult of death. The dead spoke to the living youth: As I am, so shall you be. Where Forrester goes, go we all. There was one difference—the medieval people let their dead lie in peace. They did not seal up the partially living in Stendhal Holmes systems. That device would cause one hell of an ethical bind. Forrester hadn’t even had the last rites yet.

			Bickel told his technicians to unhook the LS for transferral to Denver. It was an intricate process involving switching from the clinic current to a perfectly matched current from a generator truck and thence to a helicopter waiting at the airfield.

			Bernice and Dutton managed to get Bickel out of the ward and down to a clinic room alone. They sat him on the bed. Trying to keep his words as precise and detached as possible, Dutton described the events of Forrester’s death—the freezing cold, the hand that touched Branch and himself, all culminating in the night his face looked out the window and he picked up the machine. And, Dutton told Bickel, Jones was this minute headed for Santa Eulalia to confirm reports of a haunted house.

			When Dutton finished, Bickel tapped his foot on the floor and pulled at his ear. He snorted, smiled in embarrassment, and avoided their eyes. Under the circumstances, no other reaction was appropriate. “Sorry, I’m not laughing at you. Well, well. You’re sure it wasn’t someone else who . . .”

			“Quite sure,” Dutton answered, pushing on before Bickel could gather his thoughts together. “Is there some kind of fibrillator on that machine that’s operated manually? Some way you can bypass the system and start the heart directly?”

			“In case the monitor can’t get it going? Sure, it’s just a plain old shocker. Why?”

			“It would yank him back into his body before he could do more damage. It might not be good to wait for the computer to start the heart.”

			“Nothing personal, Dr. Dutton, but you realize I have to think you’re both full of crap.”

			“No offense,” Dutton answered, jovially patting his shoulder. “Your head’s on right. I’d be worried if you bought it right off. I’d like to know if you plan to babysit the machine in Denver for any length of time.”

			“May I ask why?”

			“In case I need you.”

			Bickel got off the bed and walked to the window to look out at the mountains. His hands were plunged deep in his pockets and he jingled his keys. He was silent for a long time, then he sighed, recalling Forrester’s remark about the clinic’s weird staff. “Where was he during this last arrest?”

			“Back at his home, more than likely.”

			“If he’s so all fired anxious to have the plug pulled, why didn’t he show up today?”

			“He’ll show up. He takes things one at a time. Jones says he doesn’t have any sense of time. He also says he’s kind of a somnambulist. Rather stupid. He doesn’t behave according to logic, he goes strictly by instinct. We do know he wants off the machine.”

			“You’re really serious, aren’t you?”

			“I just want to know how long you’ll stay with the LS in Denver.”

			Bickel looked back at them with a long, calculating gaze. “Okay. Tonight and tomorrow at least, to make sure it’s operating properly. I’ll stay longer if I really have a reason. A good reason, Dutton.”

			By four o’clock the LS electrical system had been switched completely over to the generator truck. The doctors watched the crew slide the capsule onto a dolly and trundle it down the hall, then lift it onto the truck. The consoles from the main desk as well as the ward were packed in next to it.

			Bereft of the equipment, the isolation ward looked barren. A large stained indentation was visible on the floor where the LS had rested. Lacking any other reason to stay, the assembled doctors began filing out to their rented cars. They would converge on Evan Branch’s home that evening for a final dinner.

			Bernice embraced Dutton briefly before getting in her car and driving off. A police escort led the generator truck down the road toward the airfield.

			Branch stood beside Dutton watching the cavalcade leave. “What do you suppose is the meaning of all this, Dutton? Do you think anyone’s learned anything here?”

			“Forrester’s an interesting case.”

			“He’s not a case. He’s a circuit on that machine, an extra wire, he’s switched on and off like a lightbulb.” Branch glanced round the clinic building. “I say, Dutton, we’re the only ones here.”

			“Right now, sir. I’ll stay around till seven-thirty. There’s a registered nurse coming in an hour. Bernice lined her up for us.”

			“I’d say we’re understaffed. And that’s an understatement.”

			“We only have two patients, Mrs. Cheever and Mrs. Holloway. Don’t worry about it, sir, enjoy the party. I’ll be up this evening.”

			“Nice bunch, don’t you think? Denenberg and I were at Johns Hopkins back in . . . lord, 1939.” The old doctor sniffed the cold flow of air tinged with pine that whispered down the mountain. “He doesn’t scare me.”

			“Who?”

			“Forrester. Who else?” Branch tightened his overcoat and began tapping his way on his cane over to his car.

			As Dutton finished a sandwich, Mrs. Handel, the nurse, arrived and was relieved that it would be a very light duty. At seven-fifteen, the telephone rang. It was Jones calling from Santa Eulalia. “I drove by the place, Dutton, nothing much to it. The Realtor tried to charge me an entrance fee. Is everything okay there?”

			“Quiet as a tomb. I told Bickel everything. Are you still going through with it?”

			Scandalized, Jones expostulated, “Christ, yes. I’m here. I’m a hammer looking for an anvil all my life. Is Forrester in Denver yet?”

			“He should be. They’re probably hooking the machine up now.”

			“It’s definitely Forrester right down to the red tie. Do you realize I just might make history tonight, Larry? Have you any idea of what we’re all sitting on?”

			“A great big john,” Dutton retorted. “Stay in touch, Jones, I’ll be at Branch’s then my own place later. Call anytime. And be careful.”

			At seven-thirty Bickel called from Denver, his voice subdued. “We got him here okay and the machine’s in place, Dutton. Now according to the computer he’s going to arrest again. Roundabout eight-fifteen.”

			“Okay. Jones is in Santa Eulalia, I’ll be at Branch’s party.” He read off Evan Branch’s phone number. “Where will you be?”

			“They’ve kindly given me a room here.”

			“Good. I hope there’s a phone handy.”

			“The one I’m talking from is twenty feet from the ward. Dutton?”

			“Yes.”

			“You’re still full of shit.” Bickel hung up on that courteous note, but Dutton knew he was hooked.

			The Realtor had looked over Jones’s suitcase full of equipment and grimaced while unlocking the door. “I’m a down-to-earth kind of guy, Doc. I just plain don’t believe in ghosts. Can’t help it. It’s the kind of guy I am. I think anybody who takes this crap seriously ain’t wired right. There. I’ve said it.”

			The Realtor walked him through the ground floor as the sun set behind the bluffs. As they walked upstairs, the Realtor said, “This girl walked through the place yesterday afternoon taking pictures for an article. I figured a ghost would help move it. I mean, this is California, and the house should have been sold a week ago. But you got to be honest. Ghosts are a crock, Doc. Superstitious hog-shit.”

			The corner room looked as innocuous as the rest of the place. Jones could not imagine a less hauntable house. He looked the bare walls over. “Back in 1948 to ’56 a family named Forrester lived here. I checked the records. They had one son, who went to the high school here.”

			“That’s before my time. You think this Forrester is it?”

			Jones set down his equipment and decided to stick it to the Realtor.

			“I don’t believe in ghosts either, to tell the truth.”

			“Yeah?”

			“I’d rather you didn’t pass this around, but I think what we’ve got here is an extraterrestrial manifestation. No doubt, you know, there’ve been a lot of UFO sightings round here.”

			The Realtor’s face suffused with astonishment. He thought for a moment. “Oh boy. Listen, my brother-in-law lives over in Santa Barbara. One of these things landed in his backyard. He swears it. Is that what’s going on here?”

			“I think so. I got word the government has been in contact with them, and Forrester, who’s now an engineer, boarded a flying saucer and they’ve been demonstrating their teleportation device using this house.”

			The Realtor grabbed his shoulder. “Listen, are you kidding?” He slapped his head, his eyes bright with revelation. “Christ, that’s what’s been happening! Jesus, man . . .”

			“They’re the same aliens who landed on earth a million years ago and mated with apes to create the human race.”

			The Realtor’s voice shrank to a whisper. “Now, Doc, that makes sense! That I can buy. Are they the guys that built the pyramids as landing beacons?”

			“The one and only. And they have been testing the device with an earthling for the past few days. By the way, how often does he show up here?”

			“Not all that much, maybe once a day for five minutes, ten minutes  . . .”

			That revelation struck Jones sideways—Forrester arrested more often than that and he’d only been to the clinic twice. It sounded as though there were some place else he went.

			“Back to the UFOs, Doc,” the Realtor said. “Did you ever hear that Jesus was actually from another planet?”

			“Yes, though not a planet. We think Jesus was from the moon Titan, one of Jupiter’s moons.”

			“How come?”

			“Because it’s the only moon in the solar system with its own atmosphere.” He winked at the Realtor.

			“Oh, yeah. It fits. It fits.”

			“It explains a lot, doesn’t it?”

			The Realtor looked round the house with new respect, finally convinced he was onto something, feeling that he was on the verge of a mystery that would crack creation open like a walnut shell. “Okay, Doc. Good luck, call me when you’ve caught him.”

			“Like I said, this is on the QT. Right? Not a word to anybody, it’s a U.S. government matter. You’re in on the ground floor.”

			“Yeah.” Muttering, the Realtor left him alone in the place.

			Something odd in the way the Realtor looked at him caused Jones to check out his equipment. Then he realized the pistol which was tucked into his belt might have been visible through his open jacket. He thought over the ramifications of that and decided he had nothing to worry about. The Realtor was a yahoo, with a brain like soft putty that would hold any imprint, no matter how outrageous, forever. The Realtor did not realize Jones was bulling him. Jones was too good at bullshit to be caught.

			Jones set up his equipment, spreading it out on the floor. He fitted the encephalograph over his head. It was grossly uncomfortable. The electrodes that picked up his optic and aural impulses were fitted tight with clamps which he had devised, but too tight or not, this was his little darling. He was proud of himself for throwing it together in two days after doodling for years on the design before finding a use for it.

			He tested the tape systems. Something in the corner by the door broke the oscillator beat. On the tape it was positively thunderous, a loud, rattling boiler factory. He aimed the three-foot mesh screen at the corner until he focused on the disturbance, then shone his light on it. The light passed over a gnat barely the size of a period on a printed page.

			Now that night had fallen, the only light in the room was a faint pool cast by his electric flash and the cold, eerie green of the oscilloscope screen.

			Bickel had spent an exhausting day detaching the LS system from Clayton and reinstalling it in the fourth floor isolation ward of the Denver hospital. As far as he could tell, everything went perfectly; Forrester’s heart did not miss a beat. Yet the computer indicated a fibrillation would occur in an hour. He had warned Dutton; now he was in the ward with the night nurse and two technicians watching it for himself.

			The attack occurred at eight-twenty-one. Bickel watched the monitors die and the machine cool off the body. He observed the scanning hoops move back and forth across the body and the program showing which nerves the defibrillator was trying to start.

			One of the technicians said, “We’re missing something. We’ve got to be, he’s getting rigor mortis again.”

			“That’s what we thought this afternoon.”

			Bickel had jotted down Branch’s phone number on a card in his wallet. He dialed the number from the main desk and heard the receiver picked up. In the background was a muted babble of voices and some laughter indicating Branch’s party was well under way.

			“Dr. Branch?”

			“Yes. Bickel. What can I do for you?”

			“I just thought I’d warn you. Forrester arrested at eight-twenty-one and seventeen seconds. We’ve gone over every millimeter of his body and we can’t find a sign of life.”

			Branch chuckled. “Don’t be too sure. I shall inform Dutton.”

			“And tell him I’ll stay with the body until it revives again.”

			“Very good.”

			After Branch hung up, Bickel walked back to the room, looking up and down the halls. A technician asked, “You waiting for somebody?”

			Feeling foolish, Bickel laughed and shook his head. “I think I’m waiting for Santa Claus. And I don’t think I want to see him after all.”

			At eight-twenty-one and eighteen seconds, Gareth Jones realized he was not alone in the Santa Eulalia house. He had been sitting on the floor, back propped to the wall, when a soft rattle ran through the structure of the house as though a gust of wind had struck the walls. The temperature dropped so much that goose pimples appeared on his arms and legs, yet the electric thermometer indicated the air temperature held exactly at sixty-nine. The wind continued blowing, but the foliage outside the window was motionless.

			Footsteps were coming up the stairs, steps made by the hard soles of shoes like those worn by Daniel Forrester. Yet the oscillator picked up nothing. No sound waves struck Jones’s aural nerves, yet the cortical center of his brain picked up the steps as they sounded in the form of nerve impulses.

			The footsteps turned and came down the hall. Jones aimed the three-foot screen at the door.

			In the darkness the doorknob rotated, clicking free. The door swung open. Daniel Forrester strode into the room and stopped, his face twisted in hatred at Jones. The living and the dead faced each other. Jones aimed the screen at the six-foot-two apparition and moved it up and down the length of the body.

			Jones was unprepared for the solidity of the man. Despite his research, he still held the idea that ghosts were wispy and transparent. Forrester was terrifyingly real. Indeed, he filled the doorway, every thread of his clothing, every glint of moonlight off his buttons, every curled blond hair unnaturally sharp in the gloom.

			“Get out,” snarled Daniel Forrester.

			Abruptly Jones found he did not want to look at him anymore. He turned his head to his instruments and tracked Forrester with the corner of his eye.

			“You are not there, Forrester.”

			In a sense, he was right. Forrester was against the window. He did not walk there, he just was there, as though it were the most natural thing in the world. “Go away, Jones.” The voice might have been coming from next to his ear.

			“You are a hallucination, Forrester, and I will not give in to it.”

			Something jumped on the oscillator needle. Somewhere around Forrester’s waist, the device made contact. Jones’s arm ached with the effort of holding the screen steady and sweat cascaded off his face in waves. There! It happened again.

			“I’m here, Jones,” Forrester laughed sarcastically. “Believe me, I’m here.”

			“You remember me, don’t you, Forrester?”

			“I remember all of you. You’re torturing me.” Forrester’s voice broke. Pain and fear colored his voice as quickly as a child’s mood shifts.

			Jones realized the sound of his own voice dissipated his tension. It reverberated round the room, it was normal, it kept his mind level. He followed with the screen as Forrester moved to the wall opposite the window and glared at him. Jones said loudly, “I will not leave. Behold me, Daniel Forrester. I am not frightened of you. I will not get out.”

			“I will kill you, Jones.” The voice was soft, almost affectionate.

			“No,” Jones barked. “You cannot hurt me, Forrester, you are a delusion. You cannot touch me. Let’s talk, let’s bridge the gap.” Again the oscillator hit a contact of some kind. It was a small disturbance, somewhere around Forrester’s head this time.

			“You just died a minute ago, didn’t you.”

			“I suppose.” The voice was low, barely audible now.

			“What’s it like?”

			Forrester murmured indistinctly.

			“You’re haunting this house.”

			The voice boomed out, loud and precise. “It’s haunting me, I don’t go to it, it comes to me. You’re haunting me, you and the others, leave me be, leave me be. . . . House. Kate.”

			Confused, Jones asked, “What? Who? Who’s Kate?”

			“Leave me alone, let me go . . .” Then mumbling again. Jones tried to sort out the peculiarly disjointed way Forrester spoke. In emotion, Forrester was exactly like a child, jumping from one thought or subject to the next, probably from one place to the next as his fancy took him. But the voice, the feeling he was not completely here, Jones ascribed to trouble manifesting himself. Mediums reported that ghosts could be anything from a mere voice, a whisper of wind, or a feeling, to a fully realized presence. Forrester faded in and out. Probably all ghosts were like that, probably that was why they rarely stayed more than a few minutes. The repetitive words reminded Jones of the way phantoms repeated themselves always, walked the same battlements, appeared in the same room. Yet there were times when the apparition became focused, when his presence was strong and he was fully aware of what was happening.

			“Forrester, who is Kate?”

			With a wide, Cheshire-cat smile Daniel Forrester turned toward the window. Jones thought he took a step toward it. It was some seconds before he realized that Forrester was gone from the house entirely.

			Jones swept the room with the screen and found nothing. On his tapes were more than enough contacts for Dutton’s friend to work with. He removed the encephalograph band from his head and stowed it. The interview was over. By his watch, it had lasted barely four minutes.

			Jones was not frightened of ghosts anymore. He felt that nothing would ever frighten him again. He had reminded Forrester of Kate—whoever that was—and, being a creature of impulse, Forrester had undoubtedly gone to her.

			That was easy, he thought. Big deal, it’s like talking to a drug addict.

			Jones had just latched his gear in the suitcase when the wind gusted against the house and Forrester was back again. This time the smile was gone, and the hatred was back. Jones switched his flash to a direct beam and shone it directly on Forrester’s figure. A circle of light illuminated his blazer. A circle of light also illuminated the wall behind him.

			“Turn it off,” hissed Forrester, his face seeming to swell in size until the wall was a human visage, the doorway a mouth. Jones found that trick highly unpleasant, but he held his ground.

			Forrester spoke again. “Leave me alone, Jones. Bury me.”

			“You’re not there, Forrester,” Jones replied in a steady voice. “You’re not real.”

			The house pulsated with waves of solid fury focused directly on him. Jones stood up and faced Forrester down as the wall became a wall again. From his pocket, Forrester withdrew a cigarette lighter. He snapped the plastic flick and a flame blossomed. “Tell me if you feel this, Jones.”

			Jones reached his hand to the flame. To his shock, he felt heat as his fingertips approached it and fire as he touched it. He yanked his hand back. “I can feel it. But it’s a delusion.”

			Daniel Forrester touched the lighter to the wall. The wall­paper blackened, curled, flickered; bright orange flames licked up the wall, filling the room with greasy, rolling smoke.

			Jones said, “Forrester, there’s no fire.” But he could feel heat from the blazing wall.

			Jones’s answer seemed to enrage the ghost. Impotence was undoubtedly his greatest frustration. Forrester grabbed his shoulder and Jones noted the paradox. Forrester’s hands were powerful and squeezed bruises into his flesh as he lifted him bodily off the floor. Yet Jones’s flailing arms passed through Forrester’s body like they were going through a beam of light. A dream was assaulting him.

			Forrester pushed Jones backwards. Jones found himself standing in place, exactly as he had been when Forrester grabbed him. The slip between reality and illusion with this character was unresolvable.

			Forrester bellowed, “Jones, is this real?” Grabbing Jones’s hand, he passed the lighter flame beneath the palm. Jones gasped, wriggling his hand free in response to the pain. Red welts surrounded the blackened flesh and charred skin of the palm.

			“No,” Jones replied through gritted teeth. “Not even that. Shit on you, Forrester.” He coughed at the smoke as the fire licked across the ceiling, tears welling in his eyes, his lungs raw and choking.

			Daniel Forrester touched off the door, the walls, the floor, and, through some optical illusion, the ceiling with the lighter, until the room was a blazing oven, the fire orange and baleful, the smoke streaming in a thick tube out the window. Forrester remained untouched, immaculate in the midst of the flames, as Jones coughed to a kneeling position and withdrew the pistol from his belt. He cocked it.

			“Now, Jones, what in hell do you think you’re doing?” Forrester looked at the gun, his hands on his hips, and shook his head.

			“I’m going to shoot you,” Jones croaked. “Just for the hell of it. Just to see what happens. Stand still, Forrester.”

			Forrester stood still. He folded his arms and cocked his head. Fire bellied out of the wall on both sides of him, the flames coiling and licking through the brown smoke. A shower of sparks accompanied the chunks of plaster falling from the ceiling. Jones fired the gun at Forrester and saw a hole appear in the blazing door behind him. Three more shots blew blazing particles of wood into the hall.

			“See?” gasped Jones, waving the gun at him. “You’re not there. Isn’t this what Jameson tried? You can’t hurt me, I can’t hurt you.”

			Forrester flickered back to a good-natured mood. “You know you’re right? Yup. What are we going to do with each other, hey, Jones?” He chortled, “Jones, you win. I can’t beat you. You’re too good for me. You take care, hear, ’cause I’ll be seeing you again real soon.” With a sunny smile and airy wave, Daniel Forrester backed through the flames to the door and walked down the hall.

			It certainly was a realistic fire to Jones, who coughed, gagged, and choked through the smoke into the hall. Cinders showered onto his clothes and smoldered clear through to his skin. The minute he left the corner room, the ceiling caved in, sending an avalanche of glowing wood and flaming debris into the hall.

			“Forrester? Come back!” Jones cried weakly. There was so much more he wanted to know. They had hardly started talking to each other. He searched the blazing hell of the second floor for the apparition, but could not see him. Yet, he had to be there, the fire blazed only because he was still present.

			Clutching his gear, Jones stumbled to the stairs as racketing chunks of burning wood rained down over his head, setting his hair on fire, sending pinpricks of pain over his skin. The fire completely engulfed the house. By the time he reached the front door, his clothes were burning.

			He turned the knob and pushed open the door. Instantly the illusion vanished; the fire was replaced by cool evening air and the musty smells of a closed-up house, the walls and ceilings were unscathed; his clothes were undamaged, his flesh unburnt. This was how Dutton had described it. It was as if a curtain rang down, bringing him back to reality. He had just awakened from a dream. For a second, Jones gasped in cold gulps of air and leaned against the doorjamb.

			Three spears of light flooded his eyes. They came from three cars parked on the street before the house. Jones blinked, trying to make out the figures crouched behind them.

			A stentorian voice flattened by a megaphone boomed, “Drop the gun.”

			Jones forgot that he was carrying his gun. It was in the hand that he raised to ward off the light. To the police watching him, it appeared that he was going to fire.

			A short fusillade of police bullets cracked through the night, knocking Jones backwards into the house, sending his gear sprawling in a heap on the porch. He hit the floor on his back and heard voices approaching him. One of them was that of the Realtor.

			Jones was a good doctor. He knew he was dying. He thought the most ridiculous part of his life was his death. He wondered if Daniel Forrester had known this was going to happen, if that were why he was so cheerful as he left. He raised his head weakly and saw the people crowding round the doorway, the lights still on him. His suitcase full of gear was unharmed by the shots. The minute he realized that, Jones allowed himself to fall asleep.

			They threw a sheet over him and blocked off the front yard till his body could be transferred to the city morgue. The police impounded his gear and stowed it in the back of the car. The neighbors in bathrobes and pajamas who had cowered in their homes since the first gunshots had been heard in the house, watched his body wheeled into the back of an ambulance. All this time the Realtor talked to anyone who would listen. “I knew he wasn’t all there, he comes into the place jabbering about flying saucers and all that crap. I didn’t know he had that gun, till I was leaving. What was I supposed to do, throw him out and get killed? He’s wacko, this house is going to attract all kinds of wackos like him. I bet he’s full of drugs. I bet they’ll do an autopsy and find out he was loaded with something that made him see little green men. I mean it. Crazy bastard. I’m lucky he didn’t shoot at me, I was in there alone with him, you know  . . .”

			 

			 

			 

		


		
			CHAPTER 11

			All day Dutton had noted fleeting grimaces crossing Branch’s face. Branch had insisted on giving the party. “It will be a fine evening, Lawrence,” he had said, brushing aside his protests. “One should be surrounded by friends at all times.”

			Before leaving the clinic that evening, Dutton instructed the nurse to keep the cardiac unit ready for dispatch at a moment’s notice. “It’s all Forrester’s fault,” Dutton said.

			“Sir?” she asked uncomprehendingly.

			“A patient we had,” Dutton answered. “He’s making us all think about death.”

			Dutton got to the party at eight-forty-five and tried to get a conversation going with Dr. Kampmeier, who told him, “There’s nothing sadder than an old doctor, eh? You get all the aches and pains you’ve spent your life treating.” None of the guests tonight was under sixty, so Dutton knew he would feel left out.

			Branch’s wife had died fifteen years before and his two children had moved away. The house, a kind of chalet with a sunken wood-lined living room, a modern wood-burning stove suspended from the roof, and a balcony on the north wall seemed too new to hold the memories. In one of the bedrooms where guests laid their coats was a pair of photographs of Branch, his wife, and children. Above the framed picture was a wooden crucifix. At least he did not have illuminated Nativity figures in the front yard.

			Dutton was coming down the hall when a white-haired man named Denenberg intercepted him. “Dr. Dutton, yes? Evan asked me to tell you the clinic’s calling. He said there’s a phone in the bedroom.”

			It was Mrs. Handel. Her voice was tight with fear. “Yes, sir. You instructed me to call in case of any intruders in the clinic.”

			Suddenly Dutton felt scared. “That’s right.”

			“A man came through the main desk area, sir, in an absolute fit, demanding to know where some capsule was. I cannot imagine how he got in here.”

			“And?”

			“Sir, I thought he wanted a pill or something. He was quite upset.”

			“I see. And what did he look like?”

			“A very nice-looking gentleman, blue coat and tie. There is a Dr. Jones connected with this clinic, isn’t there?”

			“Jones? Yes, he’s in California for a couple of days.”

			“Well, sir”—and at this point Mrs. Handel’s voice tilted a bit as though it were about to fall sideways out of her mouth—“this fellow said that Dr. Jones was dead. Now I don’t know if that means anything  . . .”

			“Dead! Dead how?”

			“He didn’t say any more than that, Doctor. He said he had just finished with him. . . . Dr. Dutton, he was mad. I really think I should call the police.”

			“Is he there now?” Dutton could just imagine a couple of cops trying to put handcuffs on Forrester.

			“No. I don’t know how he got in or out, but he’s gone.” Mrs. Handel’s voice became a bit more hesitant. “He asked for you and Dr. Branch by name. That’s why I thought I should call the police, you see.”

			“Well, it’s a waste of time if he’s gone . . .”

			“What I mean is, sir, I’m afraid I told him where you are.”

			Dutton exhaled with careful control. It wouldn’t do any good to bully a nurse. “I see. You told him about this party.”

			“I’m afraid . . .” Nurse Handel was on the edge of tears. “I was so frightened of him, Dr. Dutton, I’ve never met anybody so intimidating in my life . . . I tried to tell him to come back in the morning when you and Dr. Branch would be here . . .”

			Dutton could sense tears about to burst out. “Never mind, Mrs. Handel, you did all right. I know who he is. Don’t worry, he won’t be back.”

			Dutton got the number of the Santa Eulalia police department. In a clipped manner, a desk sergeant informed him that, indeed, they had had a bit of tragedy with a doctor named Jones. He had been shooting up a house earlier that evening and he tried to fire at a policeman after emerging from the dwelling. The man seemed quite dangerous, quite out of his mind, they would certainly appreciate some background on him . . .

			Dutton was about to respond when a small buzz of static came on the line, growing louder and more irritating until the connection drowned in a swarm of shrieks like thousands of angered bats cheeping. When the bedroom light blinked and a cold layer of air slid along the floor icing his feet, Dutton realized the problem was not with the phone company. Evan Branch’s party now included Daniel Forrester.

			Dutton ran down the hall to the living room and saw the guests chatting away, some in clumps standing by the French windows looking out on the mountains, others gathered round the hanging wood stove, which Branch was stoking with fresh logs. Dutton looked at every face, then looked up the stairs to the balcony.

			Dr. Kampmeier was coming down the hall. “Did you come here with anyone, Dr. Dutton?”

			“No.”

			She whispered, “There’s a man sitting in a chair in the study. He’s crying.”

			Dutton dashed down to Branch’s study. The room was empty. Dutton checked closets in the hall and looked out the window. He started working his way down toward the living room, checking bathrooms and more closets.

			The cold permeated the house, collecting in frigid little pockets in the bedrooms, gathering in hall corners, ebbing and pulsing everywhere. Dutton sensed Forrester was confused and uncertain about where to materialize.

			Dr. Kampmeier felt Dutton’s tension. “I don’t know where he got to,” she said. “If he left the study we should have seen him in the hall. Do you know who he is?”

			“A patient,” Dutton replied tightly, “who shouldn’t be running around.” Dutton spoke as they walked down the hall into the living room. He looked over the guests talking in small groups, some on the sofa with Branch, others at the hors d’oeuvre table, and a large number of them clumped close to the hanging fireplace.

			And then a kind of optical illusion seemed to strike Dutton. He thought he saw Daniel Forrester in several parts of the room. Forrester was standing on the balcony steps looking with palpable sadness at the people below. Forrester was by the canapé tray, then looking in the window, little details of him revealed by the shifting of people as they passed back and forth. Dutton rubbed his eyes and recalled how much he had drunk. It was not much, he was not hallucinating. Forrester really was here, gathering himself for some kind of tremendous act. Behind him, Dutton heard a sharp intake of breath and felt Dr. Kampmeier’s fingers clutch his arm. She was seeing Forrester, too. Dutton patted her hand and strode through the group to where Branch was seated. Halfway across the room, a blast of wind slammed into the house so hard that the hanging wagon-wheel chandelier swayed and the conversation faded. The impact sent a tidal wave of cold over the guests, causing them to clutch their sweaters and jackets more tightly around them.

			Dutton said to Branch, “Sir, he’s here.”

			Branch put on his glasses and studied Dutton’s face. “Lawrence, have you been drinking?”

			“No, sir, the clinic called and said he had been looking for the capsule. And Dr. Jones is dead, I don’t quite know how . . .”

			As Branch’s face suffused with shock, another blast hit the house, not so much like wind this time, but as if an earthquake had trembled beneath them. With the aid of his cane, Branch pushed himself to his feet. Dutton would have expected fear; instead every small movement of the old man’s body denoted firm alertness.

			Dutton watched the faces turn expectantly toward Branch who, after coughing to clear his throat, spoke in hard, precise words. “Ladies and gentlemen, apparently this gathering has been crashed. My apologies, but apparently a man in a blue coat has been walking around here.”

			From the wood stove came a thump and hiss of falling wood, provoking a startled squeal from a woman next to it.

			Branch raised his voice, speaking not to them, but to the rafters.

			“And I would appreciate it if he had the courtesy to show himself.”

			He was answered by another thunderous knocking that seemed to traverse the walls to the ceiling, across the top and down the other side. Heads turned up and sideways following the sound. The conversation died and Dutton became aware that the soft stereo music was sputtering as though the record was scratched.

			Then a man said, “Isn’t that him?” and pointed to the hall. The heads turned to look. “Sorry, I thought he was . . .”

			“He’s on the stairs,” cried a woman. And like sheep, the people whirled round to look up the steps. The babble of voices began again, in that rising tone of spreading panic. Standing next to Branch was a clinical psychologist who shook his head and said, “Evan, I believe this is the first case of mass hallucination I’ve ever seen. There’s no one here.”

			Kampmeier had wended her way through the bodies next to Dutton. “He’s here. I saw him.”

			The psychologist snorted. “You should all check your pulses and go easy on the firewater.”

			Kampmeier asked Dutton, “But why is he crying?”

			Dutton did not reply. He turned to the clinical psychologist and looked past his shoulder. “Mr. Friedman, is it?”

			“Yes.”

			“The man, who isn’t here, is behind you.”

			Friedman blinked, turned, and gasped so loudly Dutton though he would choke on his canapé. Branch turned, too, and his face lit up with an awestruck amazement that looked almost like delight. Slowly the people crowded closer to them and looked at Daniel Forrester sitting in a butterfly chair adjacent to the long sofa, weeping softly.

			For a few seconds, the only sound was that of Daniel Forrester weeping and even that was indistinct, fading in and out like the music trying to struggle past the static on the stereo. Then Dutton picked up the telephone on the other side of the sofa. It took a few moments for the call to go through, during which he said, “Everyone stand back. He won’t hurt you.”

			It was a necessary but inaccurate warning. Dutton knew how quickly he could move, he knew from the wild, blank eyes that no mind existed behind that face, only instincts. Forrester might do nothing or he might make the roof cave in.

			“Denver Mercy,” said a cool voice on the phone.

			“This is a medical emergency,” Dutton said. “Please put Mr. Bickel on the phone.”

			The phantom was not listening to Dutton. He continued crying in the chair with such total, complete despair the guests were embarrassed. Branch took off his glasses, gazed at the figure, put them back on again, and looked at Denenberg, tapping his head. “In here, Denenberg. He’s in here.”

			Bickel’s voice, breathless from running, picked up the phone. “Bickel here.”

			“This is Dutton. Forrester is sitting in one of Branch’s chairs. Hold this line.”

			At the mention of Forrester’s name, Dr. Kampmeier looked at him, her eyes distended into owlishness by the thick glasses. Dutton held the telephone toward the figure, hoping the receiver would pick up the sound of his crying. “Hear that, Bickel? It’s Forrester.”

			“I heard somebody crying, Dutton. Not that I can hear anything else, this line’s practically dead.”

			Dutton prayed that static would not kill the connection completely. Under the wavering lights, Forrester’s figure pulsed in and out of the gloom. He seemed to be having trouble solidifying and was far less vivid than the other night.

			Evan Branch stepped out of the crowd and looked down at the weeping figure. “Does everybody see him?” he asked the guests, all of whom nodded. “Lawrence? It’s a miracle. Look at him, he doesn’t look remotely dangerous, not even minutely supernatural. In fact he looks as natural and normal as the earth itself.”

			Branch walked round the crying figure, still speaking. “Is he aware of us, Lawrence?”

			“Yes and no, sir. His mind doesn’t stay on one thing for long.”

			“He must be here to see me. Has he forgotten why he’s here?”

			“He lacks logical thinking, sir, he does not connect things. He’s crying because he doesn’t know where his body is. He’s concentrating on crying, you see? Any second now, he will concentrate on the reason for his crying. Which will be us.”

			“I see. Something like catatonia. A very constricted consciousness.”

			“No, sir. He has no consciousness. Only unconsciousness.” Dutton felt unreality permeate the room. In the face of the fantastic they were behaving like pedantic clerks. “Sir, I wouldn’t get that close to him.” The assembled guests had begun murmuring among themselves, some stooping for a better look at the figure. Only Kampmeier shared Dutton’s trepidation and stayed back from the others.

			Some impulse requiring travel to another realm must have struck the ghost, for he shimmered away in the chair like ripples clearing on the surface of a pond, his passage so gentle and soft, his fading voice so like the melancholy fading of a bell that they could almost convince themselves it had been a pleasant experience, that the cold was not ominous, that the figure was a person just like themselves. The nervous laughter of relief traveled through them as Branch spread his hands and shrugged. “Lawrence, that wasn’t so bad.”

			Friedman poked at the chair. “Nice trick, Evan, but I have seen holograms before.”

			“I assure you it was not a trick.”

			Dutton spoke into the phone. “Bickel, what’s happening with the body?”

			“Nothing. No activity of any kind. What’s happening with your body?”

			“He just . . . left. He must have gone to his house. That’s how it works, he’s a victim of his own thoughts, he goes to whatever locale comes into his head . . .”

			“Dutton, what do you want from me, can I hang up now?” Bickel’s voice had an edge to it.

			Dutton lowered the telephone and looked the party over. Except for Kampmeier and himself, things were actually returning to normal. People were refreshing their drinks, cleaning up the cheese, olives, and chips, and resuming their seats round the living room. Branch was changing records on the stereo. Dutton said, “Bickel, either I’m losing my mind or Forrester’s just made this party. I’ve never seen a happier bunch of geriatrics in my life. Hold the phone?”

			“Why?”

			“Because I’ve got a feeling he’ll be back any second.”

			Branch tapped his way over to Dutton, a happy grin on his face. “So. You were right, eh?”

			“Sir, I really and truly don’t think it’s very amusing . . .”

			“Come on, Lawrence, don’t you think every one of these clerks is happy to have seen a ghost? Life after death, eh? It’s reassuring. Consider how much of humanity has wanted to believe in that. He looked so natural, that’s what amazes me, as natural as . . .”

			“Death after life,” said Kampmeier mordantly.

			Branch roared with laughter. “By God, that’s good. Life after death is as natural as death after life . . .”

			Overhead the roof shivered and clattered as if hundreds of ballbearings had been dropped over it, rolling down the slope to the eaves and rattling down the walls. A collective cry of shock came from the guests. The canapé trays, the drinks resting on the tables, the windows of the living room all began exploding in merry, slow-motion bursts of wet glass. The doors leading from the living room flew open and shut like flapping wings and from the telephone line came another blare of static. In the clamor of bursting glass and groaning wood, Dutton shouted into the mouthpiece, “Bickel? Bickel? Are you still there?”

			The living room became a whirlwind of swirling papers and flying furniture, knocking the guests to the floor like tenpins. The avalanche of freezing air blew holes in the stone and wood sides of the house. The hurricane seemed to be centered near the hall entrance where the door cracked from its jamb and flew into the air like a piece of cardboard, landing on the coffee table. Kampmeier clung to Dutton’s back and pressed her face against his shoulders.

			From out of the gloom caused by the bursting lights, Daniel Forrester strode, his face contorted with rage, his body at least a third larger than it had been in real life. He towered above Evan Branch, looking down at him like a cobra swaying above a mongoose. “Where is it?” he screamed. “Where is it, what have you done to me?”

			Branch kept his control. “We were trying to help you, Forrester, we were trying to save your life.”

			“Where is it?” screamed Daniel Forrester in a booming roar that caused them to cover their ears. “Where, where, where . . .” His words ran together, the syllables dissolving to a wall of white noise as Forrester’s head hovered above Branch, who tried to back off from him.

			Friedman had been cowering against the wall, huddled away from the onslaught of noise and cold. As he watched For­rester’s hands reaching out for Branch’s neck, he propelled himself toward the figure. He passed right through it with a startled look, crashing into Dutton and Kampmeier, knocking them backwards. He looked at his hands and said, “Cold.”

			Dutton screamed, “Forrester!”

			Evan Branch stumbled backwards with a feeble swing at Forrester, the tip of his cane passing through his head. He reached for the table to steady himself and knocked it over, sending the lamp tumbling to the floor, but with the aid of his cane he managed to keep himself on his feet.

			Suddenly Daniel Forrester was standing in front of Dutton, his basilisk eyes grappling Dutton’s attention as a hook snags a fish. Forrester’s anger came at Dutton like an avalanche.

			Dutton tried to move back, but Forrester closed on him, pushing a wall of icy cold before him. His voice was a drumfire of noise, pounding, slamming, hitting Dutton’s mind over and over again until Dutton shouted, “NEW YORK CITY!”

			Forrester receded a bit, listening. Dutton had gotten through to him for just an instant.

			“You were transferred to New York this afternoon, to Bellevue, to some unit in the IC ward. You left about eight hours ago by plane.”

			The cold disappeared, replaced by a blast of heat. The lights came on so quickly it seemed they had exploded. Branch’s house was solid, doors latched, walls seamless and smooth, the canapé trays intact, the drinks untouched. Everything was warm and peaceful. Daniel Forrester was gone. The people looked around, dazed and confused like survivors of a crash, dumbstruck to find they were still alive and the world still existed. A couple of the women were weeping, their hands pressed tightly over their ears.

			The telephone was still in Dutton’s hand and a voice was coming out of it. “Dutton? What’s happening there? Is anybody there?”

			It took three tries before Dutton could croak, “Bickel? Did you hear him? Did you hear that?”

			“I heard it. God help me, I heard him. Dutton, it was him, I’d know that voice . . .”

			“Are you getting anything from the machine?”

			“No. He’s dead, no question about it.”

			“He’s been dead before and it never slowed him down.”

			Evan Branch sat heavily on his sofa. His face was waxy and shining with sweat. He loosened his tie and mopped his forehead. Friedman frowned, touched Branch’s pulse, and spoke rapidly to another doctor behind him. Dutton knew a disaster was in the making. He said, “I’m hanging up. We’ve got trouble. Bickel.” He replaced the phone and spoke to the guests in what he hoped was a calm manner. “Listen to me. We’ve got to leave now. Right now. He’ll be back any second.”

			“Lawrence?” called Branch, his voice frail and scratchy. He waved him over to the sofa.

			“Yes, sir?” answered Dutton.

			“Would you kindly call the clinic? I’m having a heart attack. Thank you.” Having spoken, Branch allowed himself to be laid out on the sofa and an oxygen mask to be strapped over his mouth from a portable tank Denenberg carried with him, while Dutton rang up Mrs. Handel and told her to prepare for a cardiac.

			The last time Dutton ever saw Branch was when he helped load the old man into the back seat of one of the cars in the driveway. Branch pulled feebly at his sleeve and moved the oxygen mask away. “Lawrence,” he whispered.

			“Yes, sir.”

			“That was very rude of him.”

			“It was the dregs of Forrester, yes, sir. So it is with ghosts.” Dutton tried to slip the oxygen mask back on, but Branch waved his hand away.

			“Go away, Lawrence. Hide.”

			“I beg your pardon?”

			“Don’t let that creature get after you. Go now.” He squeezed Dutton’s arm, bringing his ear closer to his lips. “Find that girl, eh? You’ll need help.”

			Denenberg pushed Dutton away and strapped the mask tightly back over Branch’s nose and mouth. The guests climbed into their cars and began driving out to the clinic road. None of them were friendly to Dutton except Dr. Kampmeier.

			“That was very smart,” she said, tapping his shoulder. “Bellevue is big. And he’s crazy, they’ll never let him out of there, he was made for Bellevue.” She touched his cheek. “You’ll be all right. You have a girlfriend? Take her with you. She’ll be all right, too.” Then she climbed into her car and joined the parade heading down to the clinic.

			Dutton was completely alone now. As a courtesy to Evan Branch, Dutton closed the house down. He shut the windows in the study, turned off the hall lights, and closed the vents on the fire mumbling in the wood stove.

			Outside, it was still a cold clear mountain night, quite lovely in its chilly moonlit calm. Evening wetness slickened the asphalt of the drive and his feet slipped as he opened the car door.

			He drove the car home and packed his underwear, toiletries, and a couple of changes of clothes in a bag. He tossed in his checkbook and credit cards, all the while formalizing a plan. Santa Eulalia was at least a day away by auto. He thought about calling the clinic and decided against it. Evan Branch had spoken his piece.

			By nine-thirty, Dutton was driving down the mountains, the road a damp, wet ribbon in the moonlight. He felt as if he had died and was entering a second, different life. He wondered if that was the way it was for Daniel Forrester.

			At ten o’clock that night, a raccoon which poked into the garbage behind Evan Branch’s house hissed in terror and unsheathed its claws at a cold wind flowing past its furry body. Inside, someone was walking aimlessly about the darkened rooms. The raccoon sensed confusion and loneliness and frustration from the lone inhabitant, emotions far too crystallized for its small brain to handle comfortably. The raccoon bounded away from the house into the woods.

			At ten-oh-five, a girl in the Clayton Lodge bar noticed a rather nice-looking man alone in an alcove by the sundeck. He wore a blue coat and tie, and he seemed to be crying. The girl thought it might be interesting if she could catch his eye in some discreet way, since he looked reasonably respectable, even if detached from the music and conversation. He appeared to be waiting for somebody. The girl decided to move to a stool closer to the alcove. By the time she found one, she realized the stranger was gone. She looked around the room, but could not see him anywhere or understand where he had gone. So she ordered another drink and within five minutes found herself stifling yawns in a conversation with a tax expert from Wisconsin.

			At five minutes after ten, Evan Branch opened his eyes in his room at the clinic which he had founded and beheld a well-built man standing by his bed. An electrocardiograph was strapped over Branch’s chest and for the moment he was alone. Branch recognized the stranger but he had made his peace years ago when he learned the condition of his heart and the man held no terrors for him. Evan Branch moved his lips and whispered a question. Mrs. Handel did not hear Branch, but she distinctly heard a deep voice reply, “I think so, but I’m not sure.” Just after that sound, the vital signs on the main desk monitors jumped, indicating Branch had arrested again. When she and several doctors dashed into the room, they found Branch dead with a smile on his face. Nothing in life had so amused Evan Branch as tales of immortal fallibility.

			At six minutes after ten, the last of the fearful neighbors broke up their conversation on the street before the house on Ridgeset Lane in Santa Eulalia. The police had scoured the interior and roped off the front porch where Gareth Jones had died. Unanimously they hoped the damned place would burn down. The children were fretting themselves into nightmares and the whole neighborhood was jumpy about the strangers who came in to take pictures of it. As they headed for their homes, one lady thought she saw a face looking out of the upstairs window, but, not believing in ghosts, she dismissed it.

			At six and a half minutes after ten, Kate Burnham, who was slaving over her article with Mr. Fudd on the table in front of her, felt a cool draft pass through her apartment. From the door came a single loud knock. She looked through the keyhole but no one was there. Whatever it was scared the hell out of the cat, for he bounced off the table to the rug, his fur so distended he was circular in shape. “You’re a coward,” she scoffed at the fuzzball.

			And at exactly seven minutes after ten, Irwin Bickel gaped at the LS capsule in Denver Mercy. The scanners and systems shut off one by one as Daniel Forrester’s heart peeped, stumbled, then began to beat strongly. Blood pressure and breathing rates marched across the screens in lively jagged mountain peaks. The capsule temperature rose. Under the canopy the pitiful bony chest regularly swelled and fell. What was left of Daniel Forrester was back among the living.

			 

			 

			 

		


		
			CHAPTER 12

			In the cramped darkroom, Kate switched on the yellow light as the last strip of negative came out of the bath. She had processed the Santa Eulalia photos, strung the negatives on wire, and weighted the ends with clips to prevent curling. Now she was going through each shot.

			No good. A haunted house had to look haunted and this one was either too sunny or she had overexposed. She could feel the article going down the drain already. The corner room, where the intruder had so frightened the Velasquezes, looked as clean, bare, and cherubic as bright yellow walls could make it. The basement with its cobwebs and pipes looked silver-bright under the flash.

			Kate minutely examined the basement frames with a jeweler’s loupe. She found the shot of the work table laden with crusted cans of paint. She said in a singsong voice to herself, “Daniel, where are you!” Wherever he was, he was not in the pictures.

			Kate ran that discovery through her central brain bank. Forrester was not out of frame or out of focus and underexposed, he was not there. She remembered him lit by the flash against the work table. Come on, Daniel, where did you get to?

			Time to try the enlarger. Kate slipped frames into the aperture and examined the projection on the base. She blew up sections till she could see the grain. Forrester was not in any of them. According to her camera, the only one in the house that afternoon was her. She was going to need a bit of help on this one.

			Steve examined the negatives, the blowup, and even the developing baths, then shrugged. “What can I say, love? You missed him.”

			“I didn’t miss him, he was no more than six feet away from me.”

			“Then you’ve got a parallax problem.”

			“Steve, I have a Nikon SLR . . .”

			“All right, all right, don’t get in such an uproar. Why are you so upset about all this?”

			“Steve! Why isn’t he in the picture? Use your head. Think about it a minute, I know it’s a small thing, but it’s a small impossible thing.”

			“Did he move?”

			“What does it matter? The flash would have caught him. It’s a strobe. A thousandth of a second.”

			“Maybe he moves faster than a thousandth of a second,” he joked. “Did he have a big ‘S’ on his chest?”

			“You saw him, what did you think?”

			Steve actually winced at the memory. “Well, he sure isn’t like me.”

			“Diane isn’t like me either, Steve, so let’s not start comparing notes. Objectively speaking, what did you think of him?”

			“I had the feeling he’d slug me any minute. I also had the feeling he’s crazy about you. What does he do anyway?”

			“He’s a hot-shot salesman of medical equipment.”

			Steve blinked at that, looked at the wall, then back at her. “You’re joking.”

			“That’s what he told me. He even had brochures.”

			“Kate, that guy is no salesman. If I was to figure out the qualities least desirable in a salesman, I’d just about mail him in. It’s ridiculous. You saw Diane, you saw me, nobody can stand to be around him. He’s stringing you.”

			Kate remembered the folders spread out on the bed, the assurance with which Forrester had talked about his work. “No, he was telling the truth.”

			“Did you call the company he works for?”

			“He works for a defense contractor. They wouldn’t tell me anything.”

			Steve spoke intently straight into her face, his hands gripping her shoulders. “Kate, that guy cannot possibly be a salesman, he could not sell mice to cats. You know he can’t.”

			“I’ve been thinking about that,” she said, grasping one of his hands in her own. “I’m coming around to the idea that sometime between Clayton and yesterday, he had a nervous breakdown or something. A kind of collapse.”

			“Does he take drugs?”

			“No, he wouldn’t work for this place if he did. Steve, you wouldn’t recognize him if you had seen him in Colorado. He doesn’t even change clothes anymore. He was very conscious of the way he dressed, like a good salesman should be, right? Every morning I’d see him in a different outfit; he must travel with four or five suits in a steamer trunk. Yet each time I’ve seen him down here, he’s wearing that same blazer and gray pants.” She released his hand. “It’s a little thing. That outfit was what he was wearing the last time I saw him. It’s got to be a breakdown of some kind.”

			“Then dump him.” Steve raised her hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles. “Let’s both do some dumping.”

			Steve’s hand had somehow slipped up her arm to her shoulder. She said, “You always could find your way around in the dark, couldn’t you?”

			“I know you like I know the liver spots on my hand.”

			Laughing, she pulled away. He held on, a little too tightly, before letting her go. “You won’t get into trouble so long as you keep talking, Steve. Keep talking.” She flicked the regular light on, killing the mood.

			Steve flicked it off again and cornered her. “Oh, come on, let’s grope in the dark.”

			He was nibbling his way down the side of her neck.

			“Steve.”

			“Yes, dear?”

			“Take your hands off my private parts.”

			“It’s agony, Kate, downright pain.”

			“That’s what you wanted Diane for.”

			“Diane didn’t work out. This scalpel peddler isn’t working out for you either. We work out, Kate.”

			“We stopped.”

			“Let’s call it scratch and start again.”

			Kate managed to get the light on and slip under his arm to freedom. “Let’s play it out to the end, then start again.”

			“I think the end is coming soon for you and this character. Hell, it never really got started with Diane. The whole thing was a mistake. I don’t know how it happened. It ought to be fixed right, though. I’ll make it right this time.”

			“I believe you’re jealous, Steve.”

			“But you aren’t, are you?”

			“No. I get depressed, not jealous.”

			They could sense a fight lurking down the road. Kate gathered her negatives together and Steve changed the subject. “Anyhow, all I can say is you missed him, Kate, there’s not a shadow, not a sign of anybody in these frames.”

			“I didn’t miss him,” she repeated. “Something else is going on here.”

			“Are you seeing him again?”

			“Yes.”

			“When?”

			“I have no idea. He just shows up like he did with us.”

			“He’s a loser, Kate.” He walked her out of the darkroom. “You know I’m not.”

			After fifteen years, the old man looked as he did when Dutton was a callow pre-med student. He wore the same chalky wool suit, his thick grizzled skin was more appropriate to a prospector or seaman than a teacher, the same old granny glasses slid down his nose, and behind the sour turn of his mouth were the same old bad teeth. Jordan surveyed Dutton as he did crossword puzzles, methodically, from left to right, up and down, concluding his inspection with grudging satisfaction.

			Dutton sat in the front row of seats and waited for Jordan to speak. Jordan moved the flap of the cardboard carton Dutton had just placed on the desk before him. Finally the old man spoke. “Are you married, Lawrence?”

			“Married? Me? You’re joking. Me?”

			Jordan was sad for Lawrence Dutton. “You’re too sensitive. I bet you’re a good doctor, though.”

			“I’m a shitty doctor. There’s no such thing as a good doctor, never trust them. I’ve got another Dutton Special. A true-life tale guaranteed to make you want to go home and stick your head in the oven.”

			“Maybe you should think about a psychiatrist.”

			“Oh, no. I’d just push him over the edge and die of guilt.”

			Jordan blew out his cheeks. He said firmly, “Lawrence, I was hoping the passage of time would make you a happier man. The last time I saw you, you said you would put thoughts like these out of your mind, and they are back again. Something has happened, hasn’t it?”

			“Is happening sir. Right this minute.”

			“Which causes you to confront great riddles. And call on me twelve years later, saying you have a very important question to ask me. Ask me then, Lawrence.”

			Dutton wished he’d asked the question over the phone to give the old man time to phrase an answer. “Well, yes, it’s a real heavyweight one, sir.”

			“I’ll do my best.”

			“What happens when we die?”

			Jordan watched him, not unfazed, not wanting to commit himself.

			After a moment Dutton understood what he was thinking. “Not me, my health’s fine at the moment. I’m asking for someone else.”

			“Someone close to you?”

			“God, I hope not. Do you, sir, do you know the answer to that question? No one else I’ve ever met in my life besides you could even begin to approach it. No, that’s not true. A lunatic named Gareth Jones thought he had the answer to that question. Part of his answer is in that box.”

			“Very nicely set up, Lawrence. Shall I open the box and confront the ultimate mystery now?”

			“Be my guest.”

			Dutton watched him carefully withdraw Jones’s oscillator, antenna, the headband and electrodes, the two tape machines and magnetic cartridge, and the little oscilloscope from the cardboard box in which the Santa Eulalia police had packed them and which they had reluctantly turned over to Dutton. Jordan lay the paraphernalia out on his table. His eyes traced out wires and connections, then he picked up the tape cartridge connected to the headband. “Lawrence, is this an encephalograph?”

			“Yes, it is, sir.”

			“And this tape presumably means he was recording his own brain waves. Now this”—he picked up the trumpet and oscillator tapes—“means he was also recording something else.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Who?”

			“At this particular moment, sir, I would rather not answer that. What I would like to know is if anything is on it.”

			“I see. He recorded them simultaneously. I presume that means he meant for them to be analyzed simultaneously.”

			“It’s Jones’s major contribution to the world. It’s an amplifier, based on the same ones they use with space probes. He says it was sensitive enough to pick up molecules bumping together. He was looking for something, sir. If there is a God or an afterlife, that amplifier picked up a footprint.”

			The head of the physics lab was a portly man named Bondine. Jordan presented the tape from the oscillator to him and said, “Find a signal. A blip. Any kind of blip.”

			The first result came in an hour later. It consisted of a breathless call from Bondine to Jordan’s office. “Tell me who designed this amplifier and I’ve got you a Nobel Prize. I’ll make him rich.”

			“That’s encouraging. What have you got?”

			“We cracked the tape hiss and machinery sounds. We got rid of the white noise. We ran the whole thing through the computer and came up with five contacts.”

			“What kind of contacts?”

			“We don’t know. What we can do is stretch them out and break them up and see if there’s some kind of structure to them.”

			Jordan laughed. “You’re reading my mind, Bondine. What else?”

			Bondine grunted and let out a long breath. “A real hot one. The brain waves. Come on down and take a look at them. Either this guy’s equipment went haywire or he did.”

			Bondine had hooked the tape of Jones’s brain waves to the oscilloscope. When he switched it on, a snowfall blanked out the round green screen of the machine.

			“Granola,” shrugged Jordan. “The inside of your lunatic’s head looks like any other brain to me, Lawrence.”

			“They go on like this for an hour,” said Bondine. “It’s your standard alpha waves. Either his eyes are closed or they’re open but staring at a familiar pattern. So everything is fine right now, he’s probably sitting down, relaxed and everything, right?”

			Jordan nodded impatiently.

			Bondine ran the tape forward at high speed. The screen showed a fairly regular line of jagged mountain peaks moving across its face. Suddenly the alpha waves changed to longer, softer waves. Bondine stopped the tape and ran it backwards to the junction. “It happened instantly.”

			“Delta waves,” murmured Dutton. “He’s dreaming.”

			Jordan’s eyes narrowed and he had Bondine run the tape backward and forward twice more. “Yes. There’s no transition to sleep. A waking dream, Lawrence. Or a hallucination.”

			“Not Jones. What he is doing is sitting on the floor, eyes wide open, and having a dream.”

			As usual Jordan was ahead of him. “Some kind of stimulation apparently hit your lunatic’s limbic brain. Specifically the pons. It’s not unheard of. An electrode can do it, the dream state is easily evoked while awake. I doubt it’s a very pleasant experience. Does he actually know he’s dreaming? That’s the big one.”

			“Yes,” Dutton answered bluntly, remembering the night Forrester hit him with the LS. He had not known it himself until after he awakened and found the ward spotless and undamaged. “He was ready for it. I wasn’t.”

			“Not that it would do him much good. Ever try to control a dream, Lawrence? Sometimes you know you’re safe at home in bed, but it doesn’t really help, you just live through it and hope to wake up soon. Try as you might, you can’t be logical, it just carries you wherever it’s going. Bondine, how long does this go on?”

			“Not long, about ten more minutes. Then he switched the equipment off. There’s more. He managed to pick up impulses from his auditory and visual cortex centers. Yet the auditory and visual nerves show very little activity. There was something in the room with him that bypassed his sense organs, yet hit the brain bang on target.”

			“He predicted that, too,” Dutton said. “He monitored some other functions, didn’t he?”

			“Yup. His heartbeat increased and his skin perspiration level went down as if he were cold, yet the thermometer shows the temperature remained around seventy degrees. That seems to me like a very strong emotional response.”

			“Kind of like a nightmare,” said Jordan, drumming his fingers on his head. “He was not isolated long enough for his brain to devise its own stimuli, he took no drugs, he was not an epileptic. . . . Lawrence, that wraps it up. He was responding to that little contact on the other tape.”

			Bondine cleared his throat and shook his head. “That’s plain impossible.”

			“Why, pray?”

			“This blip, this contact, is too small. The brain couldn’t perceive it. It’s down there with cosmic rays or neutrinos. That’s what I meant about his equipment being so good.”

			Jordan turned his head to Dutton, whose gaze was riveted on the sleepy waves on the screen. Quietly the old man asked, “Was he bigger than a neutrino?”

			“He was around six foot two with blond hair and a blue coat and he weighed over two hundred pounds. To my eyes he looked gigantic.”

			“That’s because your eyes didn’t see him, your brain did.”

			“I don’t see how. Like Bondine said, it’s just too small.”

			“Oh, God knows, gentlemen, the universe is positively reeking with all kinds of stimuli we can’t perceive.”

			“Such as what?” scoffed Bondine earnestly.

			“Mr. Bondine, where are your feet?”

			Bondine and his assistants looked at their feet. Dutton looked at his own loafer-shod feet on the floor. There they were.

			“On the floor, sir.”

			“Can you see gravity? Hear it? Taste it? Pick it up on instruments?”

			“Uh . . . no, sir.”

			“If I were to tell you there is a force in the universe which binds trillion-ton bodies to quadrillion-ton stars over absolute vacuums of millions of miles with no ether to conduct this force, would you laugh?”

			Bondine laughed. “Yes, I suppose I would have, three hundred years ago.”

			“Okay, that’s one stimulus you can’t sense. Gravity. Here’s another. Ever photographed magnetism?”

			“No, sir, but still I . . .”

			“Good. Gravity and magnetism, a couple of great stim­uli you can’t see, hear, feel, touch, or photograph, yet we know they make the cosmos go round.”

			“I don’t see the connection,” Bondine replied.

			“Something was in that room with Jones.” Jordan jabbed a finger at him, the teacher knuckle-rapping a slow student. “You will never ever find out exactly what. It lies in other realms.”

			“The blip is subatomic then. A wave? A particle? A quark?”

			A soul, Dutton added mentally, looking from the tapes to the oscilloscope. Jones was right on target. He had be­lieved that the answer to death lay way down there in the region of polarities and particles which became waves, in the unseeable universe of quantum mechanics. These forces, expressible only in symbol, had enthralled the greatest thinkers of the century. It was the molecular face of Creation itself.

			“I tend to think it’s a wave. I suggest a program in pure math which shouldn’t take your computer more than an instant. I shall send down some equations to cover both the blip and Jones’s brain waves.”

			“Fine, sir. What kind of equations are they?”

			“Fourier’s equations. He was a man who devised a set of tables that just might be what our doctor ordered—no pun intended, Lawrence.”

			“Exactly what did I order?” asked Dutton, thoroughly at sea.

			Jordan tapped his knee. “Lawrence, come now. Don’t you see what your lunatic Jones was up to?”

			“Not entirely, no.”

			Jordan rapped the top of the oscillator. “This thing is supposed to be a kind of burglar alarm. To tell you if un­wanted blips are in the near vicinity.” Jordan shook his head. “I wish I’d known that lunatic of yours, Lawrence. What happened to him, anyway?”

			“He died,” Dutton replied, more lost than ever.

			“Whatever the hell that means,” Jordan chortled. “Come on, Lawrence, we’ll give Bondine and his super-brains an hour or so. I feel marvelous.”

			Dutton had rented a reasonably neat motel room about two miles from the campus. It was clean, which meant the broken television had been dusted and the paint that peeled off the pipes was carefully swept up every day. Jordan had told him to lose himself until nine o’clock, when the lab would have broken the tapes. He felt an urge to speak with Bickel and see if Forrester were in his body or wandering around.

			“I’m waiting for fibrillation, Dutton, it ought to hap­pen any minute now. Tell me about these tapes.”

			Dutton described Jones’s machine, the theoretical base of Jones’s brain-mapping, and how Jordan had reacted to it all. Bickel heard him out without much reaction. When Dutton finished, he snorted, “Well, that’s one man’s opin­ion. It would explain how Forrester got around so fast. If he’s a neutrino or something like that, he can move at the speed of light. That’s a very odd way of looking at it.”

			“It’s called trying to be a scientist.”

			“It’s not too bad. If you were made out of neutrinos, his would be a very shadowy world and you’d pass through it hardly being aware of its existence. Much the way we see the so-called spirit world. Forrester is a quark. Without much charm at the moment—your New York crack worked perfectly.”

			“You mean last night at Branch’s? How do you know?”

			“I called Bellevue this afternoon just to ask if anything unusual happened. Last night at eleven-fifty-two a man in a blue blazer showed up, walking round the place asking for Daniel Forrester. Nobody saw him come in or go out and he caused quite an uproar. They’re used to it, though, they’ve got a mental ward there.”

			“Eleven-fifty-two,” Dutton echoed, trying to do some calculating.

			“That’s right. Figure in the two-hour time difference, our friend traveled over three thousand miles to the Big Apple in less than a second. It’s not quite instantaneous, but it’s fast enough.”

			Hearing this phrased so methodically, Dutton felt a jab of despair. “Christ. It’s hopeless, Bickel. Space is nothing to him, time and space are meaningless. He hates me, and he’s a little piece of personified murder. How do you kill a ghost?”

			“I know, Dutton, that and a dime will get you a seat in Sunday school. Dead is still dead as far as I’m concerned. Look, running is action, it beats sitting on the pot feeling sorry for yourself. A very peculiar thought has just occurred to me.”

			“Only one?”

			“Maybe it’s a big one. It seems to me that if we buy Jones’s and Jordan’s foundation, we ought to buy the whole house.”

			Dutton sighed. Bickel was sounding like another Jones. “You better go back a step.”

			“Well, theoretically we’re kicking round the whole sub­atomic world, aren’t we? If we’re getting heavy into causality and synchronicity and all that, it might be your way out. In which case all you have to do is hurry up and wait.”

			“Wait for what?”

			“Socratically speaking, Daniel Forrester is an error, a mistake. Something will happen, Dutton. The whole error that we call Daniel Forrester will get corrected somehow; I don’t know how. You don’t have to drag religion into it . . .”

			Dutton wondered why everyone was so afraid of invoking religion. He supposed it was because everyone was afraid of being disappointed.

			“. . . but it’s not unreasonable to call it justice. Or Fate. Or logic. Or even something that looks like coincidence. It’ll all straighten itself out just as sure as two plus two equals four.”

			“How marvelous. God’s in his heaven, all’s right with the world. I’m surrounded by preachers with engineering degrees.”

			“Hold the phone a minute.” Bickel was gone only for thirty seconds, after which he picked up the phone again and exhaled loudly. “Okay, he just arrested. He’s on the loose again.”

			Instinctively, Dutton looked round his shabby motel room. His watch read eight-thirty-one.

			“Give me your number there, Dutton.” He wrote it down as Dutton read it off the stained notation on the phone. “Does anyone else know where you are?”

			“No. Nobody.”

			Bickel did not like it, but there was nothing he could do. “Okay, stay in touch wherever you go, all right?”

			“Why not. I’ll be especially on the lookout for a girl in a bathrobe carrying scales who goes by the name of Justice.”

			“I thought that would comfort you. Look at it this way, Dutton. He’s either at his house or looking for you or about to walk in the front door of Denver Mercy. Don’t forget, I’m sitting on top of his body. I think he’s still interested in that. Maybe more than he is in you.”

			 

			 

			 

		


		
			CHAPTER 13

			Kate was standing in front of her picture window, viewing what looked like a seduction in the building across the pool. Things were about to get interesting when the apartment pipes began knocking in the walls and a cool draft blew through the apartment.

			She looked around the place trying to figure out where the air came from. At that moment Mr. Fudd shot out of the rattan chair, his fur puffed out, growling extraordinarily low for an animal his size. “Sit down, Fudd,” she commanded.

			Fudd stalked the rug, darting from one wall to the other, trying to pin down the knocking sounds. The only light in the room came from a table lamp. This began to sputter and dim as though shorting out.

			“Kate.”

			How goddamned wonderful! A surprise visit from Daniel Forrester, with the plumbing and electricity falling apart, and her cat stalking the rug like a Bengal tiger. She had a frozen spinach soufflé in the oven, a bottle of wine, and nothing else.

			Mr Fudd blocked her way to the door. She stamped her foot. The cat exploded off the rug and hissed into the bathroom. Kate closed the door behind him.

			“Kate. Open the door.”

			Kate hesitated. She did not have to let him in. She was tired, he could damn well call ahead. “Daniel? How did you get in?”

			She undid the chain and pulled open the door. He was standing in the middle of the hall with that goofy smile on his face. He said, “I can get in anywhere. Someone is with me.”

			“Who?”

			From some ways down the hall came a low voice, almost indistinct. Kate restrained herself from looking.

			“He’s scared about how you’ll react to him,” said Daniel Forrester. He seemed fairly sane tonight.

			Warily, Kate stepped back into the apartment. She heard soft footfalls on the hall rug approaching the apartment. “Daniel, who is it?”

			“A friend of yours. Promise you won’t be afraid of him.”

			“If I was afraid of him, he wouldn’t be a friend of mine.”

			“You asked about him.”

			Kate felt her heart trip a beat, triggering a burst of wind from her lungs as though she had fallen on her back and had her breath knocked out of her. George Hadley edged into her apartment as he had edged through his college career, with that same hang-dog, loser’s shyness.

			“Hello, Katsy.”

			The door slammed shut behind Daniel Forrester and Hadley.

			Katsy was what he had called her, thinking it a clever pun on her name and her fondness for cats.

			“He’s the one, isn’t he?”

			Dumbfounded, Kate said, “George?”

			“Yes, It’s me, Katsy.”

			“I thought . . . I heard . . . George, it really is you.”

			Hadley had not aged a second. His face was smooth, his hair cut short as it had been nearly twenty years ago. In fact, he wore the same old tweedy sportcoat and penny loafers that were popular then. There was not a line or wrinkle on his features, not a single strand of hair was missing, even his tortoise-shell glasses were the same. Hadley was a man preserved in amber.

			Kate’s stupefaction transmuted into delight. “Daniel, how on earth did the two of you meet?”

			“I know lots of people, Kate. We both do.”

			“Never mind. George, I’m glad to see you.”

			Hadley’s voice was so soft and low she had to concentrate to hear him. “I’m glad to see you, too, Katsy. You look well.”

			“How’re your parents?”

			“They’re fine, Katsy, thanks. I see them occasionally.”

			Kate broke out the bottle of wine from the refrigerator. She poured three glasses and drank half of hers at one swallow. To save her life, she couldn’t tell if she were ecstatically happy or confused.

			“Here’s to us,” she said, raising her half-empty glass.

			Daniel Forrester picked up his glass and drank from it. He was seated on the rattan chair, Hadley on the sofa. After some hesitation and an encouraging look from Forrester, George Hadley drank some of his, too. Finally he smiled, very hesitantly, very shyly, very guardedly, but at least it was a smile. Kate felt her memories rush back from the days when she and Hadley had grappled in the car seat. She knew he was thinking about that, too.

			“Katsy,” he said tenderly in that unnervingly low voice. “We almost got married. Remember that, Katsy?”

			“Yes,” she laughed. To Forrester she explained, “Puppy love and all that garbage. It’s awful. We were actually going to elope over the weekend.”

			Daniel Forrester smiled at her. “We love you, Kate.”

			“George, you missed a real trip down memory lane. There was a college reunion a couple of nights ago.”

			“I know, I saw you there.”

			Feeling a little boozy, Kate topped off her wine glass. There was some kind of mist in the apartment, something that made the two men shimmer a bit. She wiped her eyes. She was hitting the burgundy a little too hard, and her reactions were slow. “You weren’t there, George. I’d have seen you.” She remembered the yearbook was still lying on the bedroom table. “Wait here,” she said, walking into the bedroom. Her legs were unsteady and her eyes were blurring a bit. She returned with the book opened to the picture of her and Hadley at the homecoming parade. Again she refilled her glass.

			Together she and Hadley went through the book and they agreed those were good times; the best he ever had in his life, Hadley averred. All his times with Katsy were great. He hardly stirred on the sofa, his magnified eyes and soft features glowing with pleasure. Kate pigged out on inebriated nostalgia.

			“Didn’t you get married?” she asked Hadley, and he replied self-consciously that he was briefly married, but not anymore.

			And were there any children? “No.” Hadley replied with a sharp twinge of sadness. “No children, we wanted children, but we didn’t have a chance.”

			“Isn’t that something,” Kate laughed. “When you and I were going to get married, we agreed this was no world to bring children into, and besides we just weren’t cut out to be parents. Diapers and baby shit and all that.”

			Hadley replied sharply “We were wrong, Katsy,” and for a second his round face took on a fierce intensity that cut through her fog. Well, never mind, said Kate, she was a little old now for that kind of thing, anyhow.

			And what did Hadley do these days, did he work anywhere? “Oh, I get around,” Hadley evasively replied. “Here and there.” And was he happy? Thinking that over, Hadley replied, “I never looked at it in those terms. I had no complaints, there are some things I wish I’d done with my life . . . things change even for us, don’t they?” He addressed Forrester, who still sat in the rattan chair, wine glass in hand, beaming avuncularly at the two of them, like a pleased matchmaker watching something wonderful blossom.

			Daniel Forrester nodded in vigorous agreement. “There’s a logic to everything. I never realized that, couldn’t put it into words . . .” And Hadley asked abruptly if Kate were happy. He hoped so, he truly hoped she was okay, he’d always been quite fond of her.

			“A certain logic to what, Daniel?” Kate interrupted, trying to hold onto one thread of conversation at a time. It amazed Kate how Forrester seemed to grow in size everytime she saw him. He dwarfed the chair he sat upon and to her bleary, buzzy eyes he seemed to brush the ceiling with his head. Except for that weirdly pulsating smile he was more like the old Daniel than he had been yet, back from the edge, happy to make her happy.

			“To feelings, Kate,” he replied grandly. “To you, to me, to Hadley. Feelings are everything . . .”

			Kate tried to think up an appropriate response, when she realized her phone was ringing. Both men looked fearfully at it. Hadley was actually on his feet and standing in the kitchenette; she did not realize he had gotten up, much less made it so fast to the other side of the room. “Excuse me,” she said.

			It was Steve, still high from being alone in the darkroom with her, reminding her of his presence. “Kate? Hi, what’s wrong with the phone?”

			“Just a bad connection. I’ve got company, Steve.”

			“I can guess who, can’t I?”

			“You hit it on the head.” My, my, her lovers were swarming out of the woodwork tonight. “Where are you now, Steve?”

			At the mention of Steve’s name, Daniel Forrester’s face curled from beaming satisfaction to absolute fury. His teeth set and his eyes became sharp, demonic slits.

			Steve answered, “Oh, I’m home. Diane’s coming up a little later. Thought I’d invite you over for chips, beer, and lieder.”

			“Thanks anyway, call me tomorrow, will you?”

			“Oh, sure, let me know how everything goes.”

			As she sat down, Forrester growled, “Where is he?”

			“He’s home,” she answered, pouring out more wine. Now where did Hadley get to? She spotted him close to the door. “George, where are you going? What are you doing over there?”

			“We have to be going,” said Hadley. “Me and Mr. Forrester.”

			“The night’s still young. And Mr. Forrester is a jealous man. Apparently I’m not allowed to speak to my own husband. I wish Mr. Forrester would grow up. Sit down, George.”

			“I think I’d better get Mr. Forrester out of here.” Now Hadley was standing beside her in the lamplight, which washed over his pale, near-translucent skin. Little remains of adolescent acne were on his cheek just as they had been when he graduated. Christ, he is pushing forty, he’s too old to get pimples, Kate thought.

			She drank her wine as Hadley walked over to the chair where Forrester steamed like a bottled-up volcano. Kate muttered, “Love makes the world go round.” Watching them, she thought, oh, goody, they were going to fight over her. Why in hell did these men behave like such infants? She hoped they wouldn’t tear the place to pieces and get her evicted.

			She spilled wine on the coffee table. “Great. It’s maple, too, red wine on wood, very classy, very antique.”

			As she rose to go back to the kitchenette, Forrester also climbed to his feet to follow her. Hadley intercepted him, while Kate peeled some paper towels from the rack. All this she did not see clearly. Her mind was stuck on removing that wine stain. She wondered if salt would also damage the wooden finish.

			Hadley said, “Take care of yourself, Katsy. I’ll see you soon.”

			Daniel Forrester growled, “Get away from me, Hadley.”

			From the kitchenette, Kate said, “You know George, the thing that’s so nice about this evening is, everybody thought you were dead. Now there’s the classic example of a rumor for you. Some little remark made years ago sets things snowballing . . .”

			A concatenation of cold blue light, as thick, solid, and palpable as lightning, sent a blast of frigid wind hurtling through the apartment, exploding every unattached object into the air. Pictures, chairs, cups and saucers, the papers on her desk, all clattered and tumbled across the rug. The sliding windows blew out into glittering razored fragments that tumbled down the side of the building.

			When Kate’s senses stabilized, she found herself lying on the kitchenette floor, listening to Mr. Fudd shrieking behind the bathroom door. She figured a gas line blew. The apartment could be filling with poisoned air. She climbed to her feet and looked around.

			The apartment was neat and undamaged, no debris, no cracked walls or broken windows. The papers were stacked neatly, the windows tightly shut, and the dishes and furniture undamaged. All that was missing were Hadley and Forrester.

			For an appalling second Kate thought they must be lying broken and shredded with glass outside on the pavement. But they weren’t blown out the window, the window was shut and intact. In fact, it was impossible to see how there could have been an explosion at all.

			Someone was pounding on the door. Kate staggered over and opened it. Half the residents of the floor were crowded round. The girl who babysat her cat gasped, “Are you all right?”

			“I think so. What was it?”

			“You’re asking me? I thought it came from here, it nearly blew my door in.”

			Kate let them inside. They looked over the pristine place and shrugged. A man said, “It must have been the wiring in the walls or something. I swear I heard glass falling down the building.” The girl asked Kate, “Did you see anything?”

			“I saw a light,” Kate admitted. “But it must have happened outside, it knocked me down.”

			This was turning into a genuine kaffeeklatsch. Men and women in robes, pajamas, T-shirts, and underwear were opening doors up and down the hall. Kate overheard snatches of conversation. “It felt like an earthquake . . .” “I saw the light, it came from outside . . .” “. . . gas main, I’d swear it.” A check of the floor revealed no smoke, scorches, wreckage or damage of any kind. Just another strange event in Southern California.

			After everybody mumbled back into their apartments, Kate made herself an icepack, gulped down two vitamin pills and three glasses of water, then stretched out on her sofa. Mr. Fudd stalked the room, his hackles up, his mood distinctly unaffectionate.

			“Fudd, let’s get straight now. There was an explosion, everybody heard it. It happened right in this room, next to the TV table.” The last thing she saw while pulling down paper towels was Hadley walking up to Forrester, hand raised . . . and Forrester had both his hands up as if he didn’t want to be touched. Then there was a very peculiar blast, a thick, columnar burst of flame from both men that blew the apartment to kingdom come, knocking her to the floor . . .

			The blast came from the men when they touched. Yet everything was exactly the same as it had been before they arrived.

			Kate sat up with a jab of phobic fear, the kind of instinctive revulsion that is triggered by a snake being dangled before one’s face.

			She looked at the coffee table. Upon it rested three glasses of wine. Two were untouched, Hadley’s and Forrester’s. Only hers had been drunk.

			Kate picked up Hadley’s glass and examined the stem. Not a trace of a smudge from his fingers was on it, nor were there any traces of prints on Forrester’s glass. She sniffed them. Then she set them back down.

			She remembered both had drunk at least half of the wine.

			She gathered up Fudd and carried him into the bedroom. She lay fully dressed on top of her bed, stroking and calming the cat on her chest. It was only nine-thirty. Think, Kate, think.

			What was Daniel Forrester doing in that goddamned house?

			At nine-thirty Jordan looked a lot more chipper than Dutton did at noon. Bondine and his men were still in the physics lab when they came in. Bondine was smiling, with a fresh cigar in his mouth and a half-finished plate of cottage cheese on the table. He said, “We’ve been working like hell and we’ve done everything you asked us to do, and I can’t figure out if it’ll work or not.”

			Jordan said to Dutton, “I can’t either. Lawrence my boy, I have decided—along with Jones, I hope—that the name of the game is wave interference.”

			Dutton took a chair by the oscilloscope and lit a cigarette that added considerably to Bondine’s cigar fog. “That sounds fine with me.”

			“Fourier was a chap who devised a type of calculus which would turn patterns into sine waves on an oscilloscope,” said Bondine. “The calculus is used to prove that the human brain is a frequency analyzer that transforms stimuli of the senses into sine waves inside the brain which then cries ‘house’ or ‘Chopin music’ or whatever else wiggles its way from the world into your head. In short, our eyes and ears break stimuli down into electrical frequencies. All right, so far?”

			“So far,” Dutton answered.

			“Now for the blip. Your lunatic was gambling that another little branch of physics was correct—namely that the universe itself consists of waves. All reality, all we touch, see, and feel is ultimately a collection of waves that collide with each other to form what we call matter. Normally, the human brain picks up some of these waves through certain sense organs and thus perceives reality. But this little blip went directly past Jones’s senses and hit the dream center of his brain. Show him what happened, Bondine.”

			Bondine had transferred Jones’s brain waves to a new cartridge which was attached to the oscilloscope. On the opposite side he had wired the oscillator housing with the antenna sticking straight up. The whole thing looked like a portable television complete with antenna. “The way your buddy designed these things is kind of like a modular system. We didn’t tear anything up, we just put it together the way he designed it.” Bondine switched on the oscilloscope screen, then pulled another switch to send the cartridge tape in motion. The green screen jumped and writhed with Jones’s brain waves again.

			Bondine said, “Let’s assume you’re carrying the oscilloscope around with you. The thing is on. In the event a contact similar to the one Jones discovered comes anywhere near you . . . presto.” Bondine switched on the blip tapes.

			Dutton watched the blizzard on the screen suck lengthwise into a hard, burning horizontal line whose center contracted upwards into a conical shape like an inch-worm. Dutton’s trigonometry was years old but he knew a sine wave when he saw one.

			Jordan mused. “Fun with numbers, you might think. A bunch of eggheads playing checkers. But that little line, Lawrence, is as close to true reality as a human will ever get. In physics there’s long been a theory that matter itself and the human brain both vibrate to the sine wave. That blip is no bigger than a unit of magnetism or a quark but it set off a very powerful reaction inside Jones’s brain.”

			Powerful indeed, Dutton thought. A six-foot man who could pick up a Stendhal Homes Life Support System and dump it on his head, who could walk into a party and badger an old man to death. A molecule, an atom, a tiny piece of creation itself who walked and talked, who smiled and raged and exercised all the volition a human did. Here was Daniel Forrester as seen by Jones’s cortical cells, broken up, reassembled, and stretched into a line on an oscilloscope.

			Jordan said, “It’s an anomaly, Lawrence, and it’s been around a long time. Heraclitus said the true state of matter is fire. Constant motion, constant tension, constant collision of elements. That’s not bad for a man who never heard of wave mechanics. The whole universe, all that we see—stars, planets, chairs, nude centerfolds, trees—is colliding waves that interact to form matter. Some we perceive with our senses. Some we don’t and we have to devise whole sciences and complicated instruments like this oscilloscope to get at them.”

			Dutton remembered that Heisenberg’s principle of uncertainty stated that the exact makeup of the cosmos was as unknowable as the face of God. So much for Gareth Jones’s mighty achievement. He only got half of Daniel Forrester on tape, the half that went off in his own brain. The other half? The other particle or wave or soul? No one could say. Dutton sighed. “For a minute there I thought Jones was really onto something. But we’re right back where we started from.”

			Jordan said, “He was in the right place at the right time. That takes brains. A door opens, one enters dark tunnels with all kinds of fancy equipment and ideas only to end up going in circles that bring you back to the same door. Don’t put him down too much.”

			Bondine had been busying himself with the oscilloscope. Out of courtesy he had not wanted to intrude on their conversation, but finally his curiosity got the better of him. “I don’t suppose either of you know what made this contact, do you?”

			“A goblin,” answered Jordan standing up. “A white rabbit with a watch in his pocket.”

			“I figured as much.”

			“Thanks for your help,” said Dutton.

			“My pleasure. This is a neat little gadget. I love neat little gadgets, nothing like a neutrino to make your day.” Bondine handed Dutton the oscilloscope. “Don’t drop it,” he warned.

			Outside, the night air had cooled down to dampness. Jordan laid a hand on Dutton’s sleeve. “Lawrence. Will I be seeing you again soon?”

			“I hope so. Sir, do you believe this machine will pick up a real ghost?”

			“Why not? It’s a complicated world, that’s a complicated machine. Not many physicists subscribe to the belief that the universe works completely by chance.”

			“I know. God didn’t play dice with the universe. A wise-ass engineer once said the same thing to me. He called it justice.”

			“One must have hope, Lawrence.”

			“I know that. Mercy’s a little hard to come by though. I’ll let you know how everything turns out, sir.” He carried the oscilloscope to his car.

			“Do that,” said Jordan. “And watch out for chance collisions, some may be beneficial.”

			Ten-thirty-five.

			Mr. Fudd snoozed contentedly at Kate’s feet. Kate was bone-tired as she always was after too much wine. But she was painfully awake, her brain churning about Hadley and Forrester.

			“Fudd,” she said softly, digging the heels of her hands against her closed eyes. She felt the cat’s head come up. “Help me with this one, old buddy. All I have to do is get out of bed, pick up the phone, and call Nora. She said to call anytime. She looked at me weird. She knows, Fudd, or she suspected something. Yes, sir, just get up and call Nora.”

			Now she knew why in a crisis people acted with inappropriate slowness, why the Titanic passengers went down singing hymns instead of scrambling for their lives. No doubt everyone on the Titanic felt slightly silly wearing those lifebelts over their tuxedos right up till the water closed over their heads. After that, they felt silly about not acting more decisively.

			Fudd hissed. His tiny claws dug so hard through the blanket she could feel them scratch her toes just as he launched himself off the bed out the door and into the safety of the bathroom.

			“Kate.”

			He was back. Already she felt the chill in the apartment. The barricade of excuses and explanations she had built against her primal gut certainties collapsed with that voice. He was not in the hall or the room or behind the door. He was everywhere.

			“Kate?”

			“Daniel, go away,” she whispered.

			She lowered her hands from her eyes and stared straight up at the ceiling. Then she looked at the door. He was not there. She looked at the wall at the end of the bed. He was not there. She turned her head to her right to look out the window at the other building. Her heart jarred to a stop and her stomach caved in.

			Daniel Forrester was on the bed with her, his wide, smiling face not six inches from hers, resting on the same pillow. He was so close she could smell the cologne he wore the last day she saw him in Clayton, she could see the slight stubble of beard round his chin, the hazel corona round his eyes staring soulfully right into hers. As lovers they had lain together like this.

			Daniel Forrester was dead. The Santa Eulalia house was the one in which he had grown up, the corner room was where he had spent hours reading science fiction books. Her casual lover was the phantom that terrified a family out of town and confronted Nora Stone. She knew exactly when he died, too—the night she dreamed she was in a fog and he was looking for her.

			Kate slowly sat up. Daniel Forrester’s soft eyes followed her. Quietly, firmly, she said, “Daniel go away.”

			“I love you.”

			“Go away, please, Daniel.”

			“Come with me.”

			“Where to?”

			“Where I am.”

			“No, leave me be, Daniel.”

			“I love you. Stay with me, Kate. Come with me. Me. Me.” The soft voice whose resonant depth filled the room vibrated into broken syllables. And without a whisper to mark his passage, Daniel Forrester was gone, leaving her alone on the bed.

			Very carefully, Kate swung her feet over the side and slid them into her sandals. Her overnight bag was by the bathroom door and her purse was in the living room. The trick was to get to her checkbook inside the drawer.

			As Kate stood up, Daniel Forrester stepped out of the corner by the bathroom. His face was imprinted with anger again. He said, “Dutton.”

			Kate could not speak. Her throat was sealed tight, constricted by wine, cold, and terror.

			Daniel Forrester mumbled, the words coming from everywhere, icy with infinite fury. “Will you please find Dutton for me, I’ve looked and looked . . .”

			“Who?”

			The rage transmuted to that Cheshire-cat smile again as he passed across the bureau to the door. “I love you,” he said. “I love you, Kate.”

			Kate covered her ears and wept. “Daniel, stop it. Go away. I know what happened, you’re dead and I’m sorry. I’m so sorry for you, but please leave me alone . . .”

			Again in one of those disconcerting slips of perception, she found herself alone. How did he move? Where did he go? She could feel the room rapidly warming up again. Kate grabbed her overnight bag, stuffed some underwear in it, and then dashed into the living room.

			She could not leave Fudd. The cat was cowering in his bathroom sandbox. She gathered him in her arms and tried to organize her panic. Naturally she made stupid decisions. The sliding doors had to be shut, the wine glasses had not been washed, the lights were on, meaning the electric bill would be huge. . . . As she stood in the center of the room, a crash buffeted the apartment. The lights flickered and there he was again, standing before the sliding doors, his sleepy face baffled. “Don’t go away. What are you doing?” The most terrifying aspect of him was his normality—he stood there with exactly the same surprised, slightly hurt look on his face he’d had when he was alive.

			The assaults of terror on Fudd’s feline sensibility finally crowded all but madness from it. With a screech, the cat sprang from Kate’s arms, ripping her sweater and gashing her arm. Scarcely had he hit the floor when his legs propelled him off it again, bared fangs and outstretched claws aimed directly at the apparition.

			Like an arrow going through smoke, Mr. Fudd passed squarely through Daniel Forrester’s chest and sailed through the open sliding window. His snarls changed to fading impotent cries all the way down the building.

			It happened so fast, and was so ludicrously tragic, Kate was stunned with horror. Dragging her overnight bag, she instinctively stepped forward toward the window before her mind warned her that Daniel Forrester was still there.

			Forrester seemed uncertain about what had happened, startled that anything else existed besides Kate. What Nora Stone had said about such beings fit him perfectly. He was the distilled unconscious of himself, a storm of disconnected memory fragments churned about by primal instincts. That was why his moods changed so quickly. As he had said himself in the park, he was nothing but moods, and they jumbled together without logic.

			His figure seemed to pulsate and grow a bit. When alive, anger had caused him to puff himself up. He began to babble, and his voice had the same venom he had used on the doctor in the lodge. “He’s such a little creep, Kate, I’ll kick his face in if he ever shows up around me. Get rid of him. I mean it . . .” It was some seconds before she realized he was talking about Steve. “I’ll find him. I’ll get him, he’ll wish he’d never touched you . . .”

			Kate backed up to the door, yanked it open, and ducked into the hall. She slammed the door and dashed down toward the elevators. The elevator light blinked green, the door opened and Daniel Forrester stepped out. He strode down the hall toward her, smiling with that sweet lethal tenderness, that engulfing, crushing love so palpable she could literally feel it swirling around her.

			Kate let him approach. Pleased by her quiescence, Forrester opened his arms and she felt him enfold her like a huge bell jar of ice.

			Then she bolted for the stairwell door at the other end of the corridor. Halfway down the hall she turned and ran into her own apartment. She was inside for no longer than a second, after which she stepped back into the hall again, closing the door.

			It worked. The hall was empty and she heard the pipes of her apartment clang at his sudden presence. Nora had said that ghosts were stupid. Cunning but stupid.

			She skidded and stumbled three flights down the stairwell, then ducked into the first-floor door, almost bowling over an elderly man and woman in jogging shorts. Her plan was to get into the car garage somehow, while he was still floating around in the building.

			Down the first-floor hall, she could glimpse the front door leading to the parking lot. As she watched, Daniel Forrester stepped into the lobby.

			Again reflexes carried Kate to the stairwell. One more flight down would bring her to her car. The elevators opened again and out came a group of people, blocking Forrester’s view of her as she pushed open the door.

			He wants me with him. He’s going to kill me.

			At the foot of the last flight of stairs, Kate skidded over the concrete step and hit the floor, hip first, the overnight bag sliding forward. A man was just coming in from the garage. He helped her to her feet. “What happened?” he asked.

			“I don’t know,” replied Daniel Forrester coming down the stairs from the first floor, his face looking at them in polite concern. “Is she all right?”

			Kate screamed. She tore free of the man’s hands and ran through the garage door. Then, to his total astonishment, she ran back into the stairwell again.

			He followed her gaze up the stairs. The stranger was gone. The man said, “What happened to him?”

			“Look in the garage,” sobbed Kate. “Tell me if you see him.”

			“What’s going on here . . .”

			“Oh, please . . . please . . .”

			“He didn’t walk past me, he must have  . . .”

			“Please!”

			The Samaritan shrugged, opened the garage door, and looked round at the hundred or so cars lined up inside. “Nope,” he said. “All clear.”

			Kate pushed past him, pausing only long enough to give him a peck on the cheek, and ran over the greasy concrete to her car parked against the wall. The place smelled of dust, oil, and stale exhausts. The lighting was dim and her footsteps made clattering noises.

			Then she saw Daniel Forrester walking along at the other end of the garage, close by the ramp leading outside, his face peering in the windshields. With a roar, a station wagon turned into the ramp, wheels squeaking on the slippery concrete. The lights flashed over Daniel Forrester’s form.

			Kate hit the dirty concrete, smack in a puddle of dried oil, and rolled under the wheels of a van. After a moment, the station wagon’s engine shut off, the doors slammed, and the passengers walked through the door into the building.

			It was Sunday night and the traffic in and out was heavy, but she could hear Daniel Forrester. There seemed to be hundreds of him, skittering all over the garage like rats. Once his feet passed in front of the van. He moved like swirling paper, his passage causing drafts of cold air and musical knockings on metal; he filled the garage with sound and presence like a flock of flapping birds.

			Dear God, she was going mad. He could find her within seconds.

			Intermixed with Forrester’s noises was the sound of car engines whining and stopping, of wheels rolling to and fro over the concrete, and of doors slamming. She distinguished the sounds of the ghost from those of the vehicles. Sometimes Daniel Forrester was the sound of walking feet, and sometimes he was odd, meaningless noises like marbles rolling over a wooden floor. And still people came and went in the garage, oblivious to the miracle fluttering round the place with them.

			On both sides of her, feet clacked up to the van. The vehicle vibrated as doors opened and shut. Kate covered her hair and tried to flatten herself against the concrete as the whole world ignited with a roar, a hot burst of exhaust-laden air, and the grinding whine of the driveshaft spinning over her head, blowing bits of rust and grit into her hair. With a squeak of tires, the van rolled over her head and turned into the lane leading to the ramp, leaving her naked and exposed like a pinned bug on the concrete.

			The van passed a sports car coming into the space, which gave her a chance to peep over a roof of a car and determine that, at this second anyway, Forrester was not in the garage. He could be on the moon. More likely, he was fumbling around inside the building. Kate dashed two aisles over to her own machine.

			By the time she got it started, he was visible again, standing at the ramp entrance. She put the car in gear, pulled out into the aisle, and turned toward the exit.

			Two more cars were coming in. Forrester stepped away from the entrance. She felt a jolt of freezing cold as she passed through the exit onto the drive in front of the buildings.

			In the rearview mirror, she could clearly see him walking through the front door of the building as she headed toward Venice. Once she was safe in the river of cars thundering north, she allowed pity to seep into her consciousness. Daniel Forrester was dead; a sad fact worth a few tears over the steering wheel. She remembered the night he saw the double image of himself in the mirror and the fear he had tried to hide at this premonition. It had been true after all. Some window of the future had opened and she had laughed it off. Probably she would have anyway had she known it was true. He had been a good companion, friend, and tender lover, she was glad she had known him; she hoped that whatever his shortcomings, his death had been an easy one.

			In Malibu she pulled over to a gas station and used a pay phone to get the number of the clinic in Clayton. Dutton had been the black-bearded doctor whom Forrester had chased out of the lodge. After much pleading from Kate, the reluctant nurse told her Dutton was no longer there. Kate wrote down Bickel’s number in Denver and called him. She told Bickel only her name and that she had to speak to Dutton about a mutual acquaintance named Daniel Forrester. Then she continued on her way north toward Santa Barbara on one last piece of unfinished business. George Hadley.

			 

			 

			 

			 

		


		
			CHAPTER 14

			“Dutton? It’s Bickel. I’ve been trying to get you for fifteen minutes.”

			“I just got in,” replied Dutton, setting the oscilloscope on the motel chair. “What’s up?”

			“I got a couple of phone calls. One was from the Clayton clinic, a nurse named Handel? She said some guy came in looking for you. He scared the devil out of her and she told him you were at Cal Tech.”

			“Oh, shit.” Dutton had been sitting down. Now Bickel’s words galvanized him to his feet again. With the phone hunched in his shoulder, he tossed his toilet case into the open suitcase and closed it. “I’m on my way.”

			“Hold it a second, Dutton. That’s one. Number two, I got a phone call a few minutes ago from a girl who was trying to find you. She said it was a personal matter about you and Daniel Forrester. Her name was Kate. Something tells me she’s alive, too.”

			Hearing that announcement, Dutton felt a tremendous surge of energy, composed of equal parts of hope, happiness, and a streak of lust. It was the girl in the ski lodge with the fey smile and hollow cheeks, whom that sonofabitch Forrester had yanked right out from under him. Thinking about her nearly had him cracking his knuckles. And on top of that thought, an even bigger one came tumbling out of the blocked trapdoor where his mind used to be.

			“Jesus, Bickel, that’s where he’s been when he wasn’t at the house or the clinic. I’ll bet he’s been after her. You should’ve seen how he looked at her that night.”

			“Now, don’t be a bitch, Dutton, what are you talking about?”

			Dutton paced the room with the phone to his ear. The more he thought about it, the more it fit into the puzzle. Wasn’t love supposed to survive death with the same willful, anarchic power as hatred? Did it not spring from the same well of the human psyche as all the other furies that drove Daniel Forrester? It all made Kate a likely target for a visitation by him.

			“Bickel, Bickel, Bickel,” he repeated over and over again, thinking hard. “Here’s the situation, I’m taking off from here, I’ll call you tomorrow. If she calls, tell her I’ll be in . . .”

			“Try Las Vegas,” said Bickel.

			“Vegas! Why Vegas?”

			“I have my reasons. Get going, Dutton, stay in touch.” Bickel hung up on him.

			Dutton latched his suitcase and contemplated the oscilloscope. Should he even bother with the damned thing? He was certain it would never work, that it was another crackpot invention with great premise like ingenious potato peelers and automatic shoelace-lacing machines. It looked pretty shabby, too, with its strapped-on cartridges, dented casing, and scratched screen, dozens of dents and nicks where Jones had taken out old parts and put in new ones. Dutton switched it on.

			Across the plastic face spewed brain wave static. The tape clicked and hissed as it rotated. So this was how Jones was going to change the world—with a glorified idiot box and a bunch of cockamamie theories of life after death.

			The static vanished as though wiped off by an invisible rag. From the speaker came a faint peep. Then the green line bisected the round screen and bunched upwards in the center into the conical sine wave.

			Dutton looked around the room as the light dimmed to a feeble yellow and cold flowed in from the walls. The telephone rang with a grating electrified jangle.

			“This is the front desk, Dr. Dutton . . . Christ, the phones are lousy . . . I don’t know what to make of this, but this really peculiar guy was here looking for you . . .” Dutton dropped the telephone and stepped backwards, mouth open in frozen horror.

			Fronting the parking area was a window covered with cheap, plastic curtains. The folds of the curtains merged with a swirling, Spanish design of abstract patterns. A face was forming out of these curtain patterns as the room light dimmed, a face barely distinguishable from the design, but for the blond hair clashing with the black lines and the moving lips growling, “Dutton, Dutton, Dutton . . .”

			Dutton left the suitcase and grabbed the oscilloscope. He made it out the door as a torso with shoulders was forming below the talking face and found himself in the parking area.

			Come on now, Larry old boy, don’t think of what he can do, think of what he can’t do. He can be fooled.

			Dutton realized he could not use his own car. Forrester knew it from the clinic. He’d have to steal another one somehow.

			A bearded man with a wide-brimmed hat, cutoff denim vest, and boots was taking out his keys next to a pickup truck. Dutton could smell beer as he approached him.

			“How you doing?” the man jovially hiccuped.

			“Pretty good,” Dutton replied, hitting him over the head with the oscilloscope. The man went down and Dutton rolled him onto his side, so he wouldn’t choke on his own vomit. He took the keys from the man’s hand and climbed into the truck where he gaped at the array of coontails, polished chrome, and CB and stereo equipment lining the dash. This was a truck?

			The engine started with a single roar. Dutton jammed the teak-headed gearshift into reverse and backed out toward the road. As the lights swept over his own car, he saw the figure of a man sitting in the backseat like an executive waiting for his chauffeur.

			Five minutes after the truck had gone, the night manager of the motel, the guard, and the bearded man burst into Dutton’s room and found his luggage lying on the bed. The bearded man said, “Crapola,” and rubbed the blood on his head.

			They surrounded Dutton’s car. The stranger sat in the backseat, looking straight ahead. The manager whispered, “That’s the guy who was looking for him.”

			The guard tapped on the window. “Mind getting out for a second?” The man did not answer.

			The manager cried, “Your friend stole this man’s truck. He doesn’t want to press charges, he just wants it back because it isn’t paid for yet. He’s willing to forget the whole thing. Can you tell us where he’s going?”

			Finally the man turned and looked at them. Although he had no expression, they sensed his deep, bitter disappointment. The man looked at each one of them. Then he vanished.

			The manager jumped back from the car as though it had turned red-hot. They slowly circled the vehicle, looking under the wheels, peeping over the window and in the space between front and backseat. None of them wanted to touch it.

			At ten-fifteen, the staff gathered round the LS capsule in Denver shuddered as the waves of electricity crashing through Daniel Forrester’s chest muscles sent the frail body into paroxysms that threatened to tear the IV lines from the flesh. The body bobbed on its fluid bed at each jolt. The fourth shock got the heart going again.

			Bickel had decided to jolt the heart manually after the phone call to Dutton, even though the doctors warned it might do permanent damage. That was exactly what happened; the computer printout reported burns round the heart muscle and chest cavity.

			The resident cardiac surgeon did not like the high-handed way Bickel had overridden him. “He’s breathing again,” said Bickel. “And what has he got to lose?”

			“Why did you do it?” asked the surgeon. “The machine would have brought him round again.”

			“I wanted to see if the manual defibrillator would work,” Bickel answered coldly without going into details. “It did.”

			After the staff left him with one nurse, Bickel felt tense and sticky with sweat. “Is there a shower I can use?” he asked the nurse.

			“There’s one on the third floor,” she replied, looking at the capsule with distaste. “It’s probably terrible of me, but I wish he’d die and get it over with.”

			“Katsy. So you’re Katsy Burnham. George often spoke about you. One of the things that I loved about him was that he never tried to make me jealous. He was honest to a fault, almost to a boring fault.” Mrs. Jeffries refilled Kate’s teacup. She had brought out the framed photo of her and George Hadley at the wedding in 1967. Kate figured she must have been a good five years older than Hadley when she married him.

			Kate was sitting on a white sofa decorated with huge sunflower designs. She cleared her throat and set down her cupcake.

			“How did he die?”

			“He was changing a fuse in the fusebox. Something went wrong and he was electrocuted. His brother found him. It was plain bad luck. Do you realize no one has ever written a story about misfortune? Bad luck? Everything has to have a villain or a meaning, but so much of what happens in life is just plain luck. Anyway, it was August 10th, 1968.”

			“That’s what I feared,” said Kate. She had run this lie over in her head and she hoped she had it down pat. “I keep a diary, you see, on and off, and I wrote something down about George a day or two after he died.”

			Mrs. Jeffries’ smile remained on her face, but her humor fled like a canary from a cage. “Tsk, tsk. It was very bad for me for two years. That’s the strangest thing, Kate. Grief, I mean. I felt nothing right after he died. And two years later the full impact hit me. My analyst says it works that way sometimes.” Her sunny face held more secrets than a poker player’s, yet Kate sensed she had reached home base.

			“Anyway,” Kate continued, “I had a dream about the time he died. I dreamed he came into my apartment and tried to speak to me. He was wearing a tweed jacket and penny loafers . . .”

			Mrs. Jeffries set her cake plate down. “That’s what he was wearing when he died! He was lying in a puddle of water and the jacket was scorched . . . oh, don’t worry, it’s well behind me now. And those awful tortoise glasses. The frames melted.”

			“What do you make of that, Mrs. Jeffries?”

			“Oh, undoubtedly it was your imagination.” Mrs. Jeffries’ smile was ornamented by the sunlight flashing off her glasses. “You had a vision. I did, too.”

			“You did?” Kate balanced her teacup on her knee.

			“It’s a common event for those in grief. I don’t believe in ghosts, you see.”

			“Me either,” Kate said with alacrity.

			“Certainly it was nothing worth being a ghost for. It was a matter of exam scores.”

			Kate nodded with polite sympathy. “He was in graduate school?”

			“Yes, he’d completed this brutal oral exam for his degree and he died before knowing the results.” Mrs. Jeffries clasped her hands on her knee. “It had to be a hallucination; after all, we were just married and one would think he would be worried about my happiness, not some goddamned—oopsy, excuse me—exam grades. I was snoozing in that very chair when I opened my eyes—this was the day after the burial—and I dreamed George was shaking me awake and asking me how he did on the test. I told him I didn’t know. He walked out the front door and I never saw him again. I was devastated! Not one word about me! I thought he’d come back to kiss me, but not another word.” That little implication of supernatural insult on top of injury was the reason Mrs. Jeffries became so taut, Kate decided. She was a lady with an absolute hell of a will to lead an orderly life with no unpleasantness in it.

			Kate mulled it over and pulled out the answer. “He must have known you quite well.”

			Mrs. Jeffries pushed her glasses back on her nose. “We were together for three years. After you and he broke up.”

			“I meant to say, George knew you’d be all right, so there was no reason to cheer you up.” Since Mrs. Jeffries’ hard smile indicated she did not take that remark well, Kate stood up and shook hands. “I’m sorry to have bothered you. I wonder if you could tell me where George is buried. I thought about flowers.”

			Mrs. Jeffries all but kicked her out the front door. “Outside of town, at the Presbyterian church, is a cemetery to the side. George is in the third row. Or is it the fourth? One of those back near the trees. Do call again.”

			George Hadley. Born 1940. Died 1968. There was no inscription, no wilted flowers, nothing to indicate anyone had visited Hadley since he was put under. Probably his widow would detour to Nebraska before going near the grave.

			Kate put flowers down in front of the headstone. All she had ever known of Hadley lay beneath her feet, yet this was death at its most plebeian. Standing in the green grass of this sunny churchyard, white clouds in the sky, she could not connect what she saw in her apartment to this peaceful place. It was not spooky, nor was it ominous. Kate had a mad urge to dig up the body and see what clothes Hadley had been buried in.

			At any rate, she got what she wanted. George Hadley had been seen walking the earth once after he died. Kate was the second person to see him. He fit the requirements pronounced by Nora Stone, since there was a reason for him to return. Hadley had been very nervous around exam time.

			She had a sandwich at a diner up the road where she called Bickel in Denver again. Bickel informed her that Dr. Dutton was headed for Las Vegas. If she called again later, Bickel should know exactly where he was staying.

			One should not drive into Las Vegas at night. The city springs out of an austere desert and grabs the traveler in a clamor of crawling neon, car horns, and carloads of the most beautiful, graceful hookers on earth. If a traveler tries to pass through it, Las Vegas chases him halfway across Nevada before giving up. After a nerve-racking drive on roasted sand, Dutton felt the city draw him in. He cruised the strip, eyeing the tourists, the marriage parlors, and the galaxy of Cadillacs before checking into a fairly small casino hotel called the Sidewinder. His bungalow fronted a pool with a Jacuzzi, and he was given a free drink, also called a sidewinder, with a snake-shaped swizzle stick and a taste like fruity gasoline. Once settled on top of a bed with a closed-circuit porno TV against the wall, and the oscilloscope safe on the floor, he dialed Bickel.

			“We’re getting near the end,” Bickel told him with clinical bluntness. “We shocked the heart last night after I talked to you and it worked. But he hasn’t arrested all day and he’s taken a lot of damage. I’m expecting a call from your girlfriend and I’ll tell her to look for the Sidewinder.”

			“Terrific. Now tell me why you sent me here.”

			Bickel coughed discreetly. “It’s all Thomas Edison’s fault.”

			“Oh, Christ, you’re going to throw theories at me again.”

			“You see, Thomas Edison died at three-twenty-four on the morning of October 18th, 1931. Four clocks stopped at that exact moment, three of them belonging to his business associates, one of them a big thirty-day clock Edison kept in his office. In fact, he had recorded a song called ‘Grandfather’s Clock’ on one of his cylinders. Do you follow me?”

			“Synchronicity,” sighed Dutton. “You’re beginning to sound like Jones.”

			“Then there was the soldier killed in Viet Nam and a clock belonging to his mother stopped on that day, at that time. And there’s me. When my old man died, I got a tax bill, my MG caught fire in the garage, and my sister fell down a stoop and broke her leg in three places. It’s not telepathy, Dutton, to tell you the truth, I don’t know what the hell it is. Maybe some theo­logian could explain it but the point is, there was no causal relationship for any of these events. See what I mean? Since we’ve got a true logical anomaly with Daniel Forrester here, I’m wondering if it’ll show up in other ways.”

			“Like gambling?”

			“Yes. Look for peculiar coincidences, Dutton, see if the numbers behave strangely. Numbers are all we can use in events like this. Maybe it’s something connected with the girl. Number theory is a mess these days anyway.”

			“Jones mentioned something like that. You’re all crazy.”

			“It’s a shot in the dark. What’ve you got to lose, Dutton?”

			After talking to Bickel, Dutton finished his sidewinder and carried the oscilloscope into the casino, feeling a bit awkward.

			On a raised dais in the casino, there was a roulette wheel surrounded by six weary people and a croupier who glared at the oscilloscope. Dutton watched the wheel spin a few times. He bought some chips and put a few of them on black thirteen, because it fit his mood exactly. Dutton remained at the table where Kate Burnham found him later that night.

			When Kate spotted the Sidewinder, she knew she and Dutton were kindred spirits. This out-of-the-way casino was the kind of place she would have picked herself.

			She spotted the bearded doctor hunched over the roulette wheel, a fair collection of people gathered round him. He smiled at her and waved as she walked inside.

			“Dr. Dutton, I presume,” she shook his hand.

			“Good evening. I hope Forrester won’t show up this time.”

			“If he does, I’ll kill him,” she replied.

			Each remembered the other from the night at the lodge, centuries, even eons, ago. It was as though a friendship extending back to childhood was about to resume again after the interruption of many years. In a word, they clicked.

			By Dutton’s arm was a considerable pile of chips. “How about this? I just won a thousand five hundred dollars and I’ve never won anything in my life. There are forces at work in the universe, Kate. Do you believe me?”

			“I’m sorry to say I do.”

			“Do you have a room?”

			“No, I wanted to find you first. Do you have a room?”

			“Er, yes.”

			“How big is it?”

			Looking at her pale, wan face, Dutton realized she meant nothing romantic by the question. She was as nervous as he was and did not want to be alone. Neither did he for that matter. “I’ll get them to move a cot in.”

			In spite of the eloquent protest of the croupier, Dutton gathered up his chips and cashed them in. The casino considered him good luck and provided free drinks for them in the bar. As Kate tried to wrap her throat around a sidewinder, Dutton told her everything that had happened. And she in turn told him about Forrester’s visits. After they finished, Dutton wondered if finding each other meant they were twice as safe or twice as crazy.

			“If Mr. Bickel shut the machine off, what would he do then?” she asked. “Wouldn’t he just go away?”

			“That’s logical,” Dutton replied, lighting a cigarette. “The trouble is, he isn’t logical. From what Bickel told me, he’s going to die for the last time. His heart was damaged by the defibril­lator.”

			“Then I guess we’ll know, won’t we?”

			“Soon enough,” Dutton replied, blowing out smoke and pondering the wad of money in his pocket. “Let’s get you checked in. I haven’t even told you about Dr. Gareth Jones and his dream machine yet.”

			That weird guy was back.

			The night nurse at Los Angeles Memorial was seated at her desk when the man in the blue blazer walked in front of her. She was checking temperature charts and almost missed him. A flash of blue in the corner of her eye caused her to look up just as he disappeared down the hall.

			Persistent bastard. The nurse didn’t know whether she was scared or mad. Her hand shook as she picked up the phone and alerted both Dr. Coughlin and the security staff. “He’s here again,” she said to the doctor. “Just walked right by me into the IC ward, proper as you please, like he owns the place. Didn’t say a word, didn’t even speak.”

			The doctor said, “Okay. He might be a crazy, he might just be a relative. Let me speak to him before we get rough.”

			Dr. Coughlin met the security guard at the ward entrance and told him. “This is the fourth time he’s been here. He’s never threatened anyone, he’s hardly spoken. He’s well dressed, unarmed, and he only stays for a minute or two. He goes down to Room 33 and looks in on the LS.”

			“How does he get in?” asked the guard walking rapidly beside him.

			“Beats me. Same way he gets out. A nurse stopped him night before last and he left immediately. You understand what I’m saying? No violence, no threats.”

			The guard grasped the haft of his club anyway. They turned into the ward and walked into Room 33.

			The man stood beside the big plastic LS capsule looking into the transparent top. To the guard, he looked like a bereaved brother or father, someone trying to talk to a patient. The capsule had had three patients since he started coming in. Tonight it was empty.

			The man stared intently at the machine, his eyes fixed and distant. Coughlin noticed that the ward room was unusually cold.

			Coughlin cleared his throat and said, “Mister?”

			The man looked at him.

			Coughlin continued, “I have to ask you to leave and not come back. If you show up again. I’ll have no choice but to call the police.”

			The man said, “Where is it?” His voice was deeply sad.

			Coughlin said in a measured tone, “We have asked you not to come in here. We’re getting short of patience.”

			“Where is it?”

			The guard said, “Where is what?”

			“Where is it!” The man’s mood transmuted to fury in a microsecond. His voice was so sharp the doctor and guard stepped back. That answered one question. The man was crackers. Coughlin thought about the range of drugs that caused violent mood shifts.

			Rather than wait for an answer, the man turned his attention back to the LS. The guard murmured to Coughlin, “Psycho. Answer his questions. Humor him.”

			Coughlin took a few steps toward the man. An odd smell emanated from him, not body sweat or cologne, just a heavy odor like ice left in the freezer too long, stale and flat. “Oh, you mean the machine? It’s quite a machine, it is. The Stendhal Holmes Life Support System. There are only two others like it.”

			“Where?” the man blazed, turning to Coughlin. The guard jumped and barely restrained himself from bashing the stranger on the head.

			“One of them is in a little town called Hillsdale in Ohio, the other was in Clayton, Colorado, and transferred.”

			“Where!” the man yelled.

			“You are interested in the machine? Is that why you’re coming round here?” The man stepped toward Coughlin. Coughlin raised his hands to protect himself and backpedaled for the door. “Okay, yes. It’s in Denver, I’m not sure exactly which hospital . . .”

			At the word “Denver,” the man’s range flickered out in that uncanny twist of moods. He rushed past Coughlin and was out the door so fast even the guard could not follow him.

			The hall was empty. Coughlin mopped his face with a handkerchief. “How about that? A life support groupie.”

			Word that an intruder had gotten into Denver Mercy Hospital reached Irwin Bickel as he was noting the deterioration in Forrester’s heartbeat that evening. After so many false alarms, it looked like this would be the last arrest. The LS had been shocking the heart muscle all day and had switched its program very subtly from simple caretaking to a more aggressive series of functions. By reading the program, Bickel knew the LS had taken over kidney functions and some of the liver functions as well. The massive doses of antibiotics indicated blood poisoning and spots of gangrene bacteria which the scanners destroyed every minute. The LS was making a serious dent in the hospital’s drug supply and after going over the data, Bickel realized the machine operation was becoming so costly that a staff meeting would have to decide whether or not to shut it off.

			By now, Daniel Forrester’s body weighed a bare hundred pounds. It was less a body than a human skeleton overlaid with tissue-thin skin. Mercifully, the chest strap and waist monitors and helmet concealed most of it, but were anyone to view him now, they would conclude he had been buried for days and the small amount of remaining flesh was returning to the elements. The data informed Bickel that his hair was gone and his fingernails and toenails were growing. He resembled the medieval paintings of death, a hollow-eyed nightmare with bones visible through a transparent veil that had once been flesh.

			The duty nurse described the intruder to Bickel. A nice-­looking fellow wearing a blue coat and loafers was walking through the wards looking into the rooms. Bickel grabbed her sleeve. “What kind of a man?” he asked. “How old was he?”

			“About forty, I guess, blond hair. He was on the first floor.”

			Bickel grabbed a wall phone and dialed the security office. Yes, there was an intruder in the hospital, probably nothing bad, he certainly didn’t seem dangerous. They were looking for him now on the second floor. They figured he was hiding in one of the closets.

			Bickel asked, “How did he get in?”

			“Don’t know that, sir, he probably just walked in.”

			“How did he get from the first to the second floor, did he take the elevator?”

			Somewhat ticked at being grilled, the guard said, “He got up there, what’s the difference?”

			“Listen to me. That fellow is looking for the LS capsule on the fourth floor, intensive care ward . . .”

			“Just a minute, please, sir.” The guard spoke to someone on the other line. When he came back on the phone, his manner was subdued. “Yes, one of my men challenged him on the second floor as he was going up the stairwell. Apparently he’s checking out each room, one at a time. The stairwell door was locked, though, so I don’t understand. Hold the line a minute, sir . . .”

			Bickel listened. The fourth floor was quiet but for the ticking of the nurse’s consoles and the soft pad of their feet.

			“Mr. Bickel, somebody reported him on the third floor, west wing. There must be more than one, he couldn’t have gotten that far down  . . .”

			Separating Bickel from the nurse’s console was a heavy wooden door with a square window looking down the hall. Broken by the inset nurse’s section, the hall stretched clear to the west wing, where it took a sharp right turn. The minute the guard said west wing, Bickel leaned out from the wall to look through the window.

			Down the hall, he saw Daniel Forrester come round the corner and walk toward him. Overhead the fluorescent lights flickered, cracked, and rained down showers of sparkling fragments, turning the whole corridor into a fitfully lit tunnel. Bickel gasped into the phone, “He’s here, I see him coming . . .” Static roared out of the earpiece.

			Bickel pushed open the door and screamed at the nurses looking up at the failing lights, “Get out! Get downstairs now!” Behind him, a nurse was carrying a tray of needles for a blood sample. Scandalized, she allowed him to pull her back down the hall a few feet before shaking herself free and shouting “stop it” at him.

			The nurse turned to the door. It bulged. A coat sleeve with a hand on the end of it, followed by a chest with coat and tie and finally Daniel Forrester’s sternly handsome face, a knee, a foot, a thigh, an entire human body emerged liquidly out of the solid wood, and came striding toward them. The nurse tossed away the needle tray and ran past Bickel.

			“Bickel,” said Daniel Forrester in a flat voice.

			Behind him the door flew open as nurses, guards, doctors, orderlies, and janitors piled into the hall. By then Bickel was racing into the ward with the LS capsule. Somehow Daniel Forrester appeared in the room at the same time as Bickel did.

			The room strobed with the failing, surging lights. The computer indicators flashed an insane series of mad green and red streaks while graph data marched across the green screen and rolls of paper clacked out of the terminal. Bickel cowered behind the main terminal and watched a ghost examine his own body.

			Daniel Forrester reached right through the glass and tore off the helmet, tossing it in a corner. The face was a skull, bald and punctured with needle marks, the eyes sunken out of sight, the scalp smooth but for the jellied substance used for the electrodes. The lips were drawn back over a black mouth empty of teeth. Daniel Forrester’s fingers felt for a pulse in the neck. Finding none, he tore the IVs out of the arms.

			Then Daniel Forrester stood and waited, hands in his pockets, looking down at his body. Bickel sensed numerous feelings emanating from him. He now knew how terrified he was of Forrester. It was somehow an insult that the ghost should look so solid, healthy, and alive, while he was in fact a wasted collection of desiccated flesh and bones. Forrester was a horror of an ancient type here in this room full of blinking transistors and twentieth-century technology.

			Bickel stood up behind the console. “Daniel, go away. I’ll turn it off.”

			Daniel Forrester smiled at Bickel. He scratched his cheek. It was a gesture so reminiscent of the living man, that Bickel’s fear abated.

			“I mean it, Daniel. You know me. I’ll shut the LS off the minute you leave.”

			Forrester nodded. He looked through the canopy one last time and shook his head. He smiled at Irwin Bickel and then he was gone. His departure was so casual and unexpected, neither Bickel nor the people crowding the doorway reacted immediately. One of the guards had his pistol out.

			The lights burned brightly and steadily again. Bickel looked round and realized the helmet was back on the body’s head. The staff filed into the ward and looked at every corner, table, curtain, anywhere a hiding place existed.

			“Where’d he go?” asked the guard.

			“Home,” Bickel replied.

			One of the nurses threw up on the floor. As the others helped her out, Irwin Bickel shut off the LS machine switches, one by one. The scanners hissed into their recesses, the IV and drug systems, the spinal monitors, the heart monitor, the oxygen and suction tubes, the temperature control, and finally the main power cable, all the systems were shut off.

			Bickel sat at the console and precisely counted off twenty minutes, after which he started the system again. The scanners passed over the body probing for nerves, but the only activity it found was a fading arc somewhere in the right leg. The body was a mass of bacteria, stiff, cold, and without perspiration, the fluids collecting at the lowest centers of gravity. Bickel cut off a switch that scrubbed the air circulating in the capsule and informed the hospital that Forrester’s body should be removed. Daniel Forrester had died for the last time.

			In the darkened bungalow of the Sidewinder, which was illuminated only by the green circle of light specked with Jones’s brain waves, the telephone jangled. Dutton heard Kate stir in the cot against the wall as he answered.

			Bickel was brief. “It’s all over. We’re cleaning the machine up. I’ll bury him in Santa Eulalia tomorrow.”

			“Okay. Thanks for everything, Bickel.”

			Dutton hung up and lay back down on the bed. Neither of them was asleep. He said, “That’s it.”

			They waited a few minutes, wide-awake, expecting the room to turn cold at any second.

			Kate said, “That leaves us, doesn’t it?”

			“Maybe not. Maybe we’re not so important.”

			They tried to sleep, but could not. They lay on their sides, eyes stuck on the green screen, waiting for a conical green line.

			Bickel closed off the whole affair with the efficiency befitting a Stendhal Holmes engineer. He observed the body as it was transferred to a zippered plastic bag. The face looked peaceful like that of a man who has come through a harrowing illness to emerge weak and thin, but otherwise in good health. It was nowhere near as cadaverous as it seemed when the ghost had torn off the helmet. Bickel now had a working knowledge of illusion.

			Stendhal Holmes cleaned up the ward and transferred the LS system to a small town called Clark Creek, Idaho, of the same size and demographics as Clayton, Colorado. Bickel accompanied the body to Santa Eulalia. He contacted an Episcopal priest who learned that Forrester’s mother was buried in a cemetery east of town. Bickel ordered a headstone engraved with Forrester’s name, birth and death dates, and the inscription life is forever. It was doggerel, but he was an engineer, not a poet.

			Bickel and the priest were the only ones at the grave. When the priest finished, Bickel thanked him and gave him a check for the church from the company. Bickel then headed back to the motel.

			Lassitude seeped through Bickel’s bones, the urge to motionlessness that succeeds great mental and physical effort. Bickel had planned to return to the office that day. Instead he phoned in to say he would be back to work in the morning. He splashed around the motel pool that afternoon, lay in the sun, took a two-hour walk through the little town—nothing to see except trailer parks on the outskirts and unused railroad tracks—and generally tried to work up an appetite. Later in the afternoon, he got the feeling that someone was looking for him.

			It was not an ominous feeling at all; in fact, it was so natural that Bickel did not think about it. He felt as though he were in danger of missing an appointment and he loathed doing that; his precise, prompt mind recoiled at the very concept of tardiness and imprecision.

			At a liquor store, Bickel picked up a bottle of scotch and some paper cups. At the motel he bought a bucket of ice from the machine by the pool. He poured out a big shot of straight scotch, popped a couple of cubes in the cup, and drank it down. He poured out a second shot, freshened the ice, and waited. He waited for the phone to ring, a knock at the door, a telegram, a voice . . . Bickel did not know who he was waiting for and only after the scotch made him slightly whacked did he slowly realize something momentous was about to happen, that this was not a normal feeling of expectancy.

			He killed the cup of scotch and poured some more. Now he was thinking about a black engineer whom the company let go and who promptly committed suicide, leaving a widow. Bickel decisively lowered the cup onto the table and spoke to a crack in the wall. “I do not want to get married. And you know what? I don’t even want to get laid! If a girl walked in here and tore off her clothes, I would tell her to take a walk. That’s a true fact, Daniel. Daniel, boy, did you get girls! Drove me crazy. That’s why I didn’t want to go pub crawling with you anymore. Did I ever tell you that? I got so damned depressed that night . . .”

			Bickel scraped the chair around and faced the bathroom.

			Sitting in the other chair across the desk was Daniel Forrester, head cocked in polite rapt attention, one hand resting on the table, his legs folded carefully so as not to disturb the crease.

			“. . . so miserable when you took off with that brunette, I swore I’d never ever do that again.” Bickel grasped the cup in both hands and looked into the amber surface of the scotch. He raised his incredulous eyes to the chair.

			Daniel Forrester was still there.

			Daniel Forrester moved the empty cup toward himself. He unscrewed the scotch bottle and poured a shot into his cup. Then he held it up to Bickel in a toast. Bickel touched his drink to Forrester’s and both killed the scotch at once. Forrester smacked his lips and set the cup down.

			Bickel’s hands shook with drunken tics as he refilled his own cup. He said, “Daniel, did I ever tell you the trauma of my life?”

			Forrester clasped his hands on his lap and listened.

			“When I was eleven years old, my father took me to Brazil. There was this biological station there that bred things like tarantulas and black mamba snakes and poison frogs and poison plants and Gila monsters . . . all for research. Venom into heart medicine, curare and stuff like that. There was this little bird’s nest and in this nest was a little bird’s egg about to hatch. The mother was off somewhere. Baby chick struggling to get out. Got the picture?”

			Forrester nodded sagely.

			“The other thing that watched this egg was a big fat bird spider. You ever seen one of those goddamned, filthy, stinking, rotten, pissy things? He just sat there watching the egg shake, just waiting for the chick. They do that, you know, it’s Nature’s way. This little chick finally got the egg open, half-open. A chick. Doesn’t even know what the world looks like. First bit of sunlight he sees . . . just one little flake of egg falls . . . and that goddamned, stinking, rotten . . .” Bickel never could finish that story. He made a sweeping, rejecting movement with his arm, splattering scotch all over the room. “Forrester, why did God make bird spiders? Isn’t there a better way?”

			Pity and sympathy for Irwin Bickel emanated from Daniel Forrester. He looked sadly at his colleague.

			“Nature,” bubbled Bickel. “Nature sucks, man. Personally, I like machines. Screw Nature. I mean, for God’s sake, what’s the point?”

			Daniel Forrester shrugged and spread his hands. That was a tremendous revelation to Bickel. Why, this guy even in his present state didn’t know the answer any more than he did.

			“Daniel,” said Bickel. “You leave Dutton and that girl alone. You go away from here, you’re free now and you leave us alone. It’s finished. You’re dead.”

			Daniel Forrester’s face was expressionless. His intentions were not for Irwin Bickel to know.

			“Will you answer me one question before you go?”

			Daniel Forrester raised his eyebrows.

			“What’s it like, where you are? Being dead, I mean?”

			Daniel Forrester thought the questions over. Then his lips moved and one single word came out in deafening tones. “Crowded.”

			Bickel burst out laughing. Good old Daniel, that dry sarcasm under the brainless good humor, that was exactly how he remembered him from Stendhal Holmes. Bickel whooped and stomped his feet on the floor and generally made a cackling fool of himself. When he wiped his cheeks and regained control, Daniel Forrester was gone.

			 

			 

			 

		


		
			 

			 

			“Before God, there were numbers.”

			Pythagoras

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

		


		
			CHAPTER 15

			Dutton and Kate became people groupies. They searched every face on the streets of Vegas, fearing Daniel Forrester would be one of them. Dutton bought a veritable carton of cadmium batteries to keep the oscilloscope going day in and day out. He played roulette at night and watched his winnings swell to over twenty-five hundred dollars. They went off to the floor shows. One had thirty-seven nude dancers on a full-scale replica of a sailing ship complete with firing cannons, lashing waves, and a hurricane that sank the ship and disgorged the women a second time as mermaids. As stagecraft it was awe-inspiring but neither could concentrate on it. Instead they watched the audience, fearing to see a blond man in a blue blazer.

			For a man and a woman staying together in a cramped room in the midst of the roaring, explosive vulgarity of Vegas, they were remarkably chaste. Even lacking fiery love, Dutton thought from time to time, they should be able to get a little heat going. It was Daniel Forrester’s fault. They felt they were being constantly watched. Nothing kills passion faster than the constant presence of death. Dutton thought the opposite would be true, that awareness of oblivion would galvanize people to sex as a kind of hedge against mortality. But it did not seem true for them.

			Once Kate asked him, “Were you trying to pick me up that night?”

			Somewhat miffed, Dutton answered, “What the hell did you think I was trying to do?” Either she was more naive than he realized or he was more of a stumblebum than he could have imagined.

			“That’s not what made him mad at you.”

			“What did?”

			“The fact you came so close.”

			With that exchange, Dutton felt a small door open between them. He should have grabbed the initiative and done something—made a pass, brought her flowers, composed poetry—to get the ball rolling because she sure wasn’t doing anything about it. But he was busy changing batteries in the oscilloscope. He always tried to do that quickly, for fear Daniel Forrester might creep into the room while the power was off.

			Later in the afternoon, he spoke to Jordan. “Lawrence,” the old man expostulated, his libido coming out of the telephone like a frog tongue shooting at a juicy June bug. “Is that a girl you have with you? Are you in a Vegas motel room with a live, breathing girl?”

			“Yes, sir, it is a girl.”

			“My God. Good for you, my boy. I am seventy-eight years old and under this decrepit, rusty wreck is a roué who has always wanted to spend a weekend in Las Vegas with a female. My academic career weighs on me like a keg of saltpeter, I was always too serious. Is she a blond?”

			“No. She has long, fine brown hair,” Dutton replied looking Kate over while she put her face on at the desk mirror.

			“Wonderful, blonds are fool’s gold, I always say. How much does she weigh?”

			“About a hundred twenty, I guess.” Dutton replied, looking at her again.

			“A hundred fifteen,” Kate snapped.

			“I bet she’s a barber pole,” Jordan groaned. “All bones and cheek, that’s the style now. When I was young, women were round, round smiles, round pink cheeks, round eyes, round ankles . . . women were more then. Look at old paintings, Lawrence, nobody appreciates flesh anymore, nobody even knows what it looks like. Bah, you’re spending a weekend in a Vegas motel room with a sapling.”

			“Ours is an elevated affair,” Dutton said sarcastically. “We’re too refined for carnality.”

			“Bah. You’re depressing me,” Jordan replied, hanging up.

			They rented a jeep and drove out into the desert where the sun was so high the horizon shimmered into timid vagueness as though the land had given up the struggle to keep its own identity and tried to merge with the sky. Kate kept the oscilloscope in her lap with the static going on the screen. Edgy and preoccupied, they had a sullen picnic during which she said roast beef was bad for the system and Dutton snapped that the human race should eat for survival not vanity. Soldiers lived off tree bark, swampwater, and snakes; Brazilian Indians ate centipedes; concentration camp prisoners ate each other. Kate complained that the jeep was uncomfortable. Dutton said he was terribly sorry it was not a Cadillac. They tried to interest themselves in a rattlesnake caged in a mesh-screen box at a road stop. They watched cars full of weary passengers try to dunk themselves in the water fountain. Would Forrester step out of a car? Would he come walking out of the sands toward them, immaculately dressed as he would be for all eternity?

			The afternoon passed in a sun-broiled daze and silent unreasoning anger at each other. As they headed back to Vegas, the sunset speared titanic streaks of scarlet across the defeated horizon. Kate pointed to it and asked, “Is he up there? Up there in the sun?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe he went straight down to you know where.”

			“Maybe that’s where we are,” she replied mordantly.

			Dutton pulled to a stop. He leaned over and finally kissed her on the mouth. “Don’t you ever say anything like that to me again. I’d rather find him in the motel room than think that.”

			After a good dinner of steak, artichokes, and apple pie, they were feeling better. In fact, they held hands as they walked into the casino, where Dutton sat down and won two hundred dollars at roulette. He was not even trying. That’s what convinced Dutton that Bickel was on to something with his synchronicity. Nothing else explained why Dutton, a notoriously poor gambler, watched winning numbers come up again and again. The law of averages was not functioning for him.

			“You’re the Hemingway hero,” Kate teased him. “The man things are always happening to.”

			“No,” he said firmly. “It isn’t over yet. The numbers are out of joint. Like the wheel of fire, Kate. Justice isn’t complete. Synchronicity. The numbers.”

			The tension between them stretched taut again and Kate blew her top. “It’s crap. Larry. Superstition, all these stupid laws of coincidence . . . you’re talking like a virgin about to be thrown into a volcano. This goddamned erector set of laws you can’t see or feel or trust.” Kate grabbed her sweater and stomped out of the casino.

			Dutton cried after her, “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” but she was out the door and he’d just put a stack of chips on the table. The numbers came up on his side again, as they did for the rest of the evening. At this rate, he would never have to practice medicine again.

			Much later he returned to the room to find her curled under the cot covers. Her eyes were red and swollen from crying. Again they tried to get along with each other. “How’d it go?” she asked.

			“Another thousand,” he said. “I ought to hide this somewhere.” He kissed her cheek but she did not respond. He turned off the lights and undressed. He set the oscilloscope on the table again and turned it on. The two of them drifted in and out of sleep, their eyes on the green screen, hanging onto it like it was an umbilical cord.

			Her voice came from the darkness, clogged with sleep. “We’re together, aren’t we, Larry.”

			“Yes.”

			“To die in Vegas. How romantic!”

			“We’re not dead yet,” he said. “A piece is still missing somewhere in all this.”

			Steve Rothman knew he was in for a bad day when his blender blades became so clogged with raw honey and protein powder that the motor whined and a thin acidy tendril of black smoke leaked out of the vent. He shut the thing off and sadly looked at the glutinous mess slithering around the inside of the bowl. He’d just dropped his last raw egg in, too. It would have to be whole wheat toast for breakfast. He popped it in the oven—his toaster didn’t work, it burned everything to cinders—and took it out a minute later. Dry whole wheat toast, yum yum. He ended breakfast with a piece of dental floss.

			The place Rothman shared with Diane was not so much a building as a jumbled collection of surprises, of cubbyholes and catty-cornered bedrooms with exposed beams perched at forty-five-degree angles on very unstable ground. When he first moved in with her he thought the place wondrously magical, like being a prisoner inside a pinball machine. It was coziness gone berserk, a bunch of surfaces covered with thick rugs or bamboo matting, with little corners of instant privacy, suitable for quick little bursts of sex. After three months, the coziness wore off for Steve and he felt like the place was the architectural equivalent of a hangover.

			It was sex that had neatly sliced his life away from Kate. He’d met Diane at a party. He was at that stage in his life where he hoped living had made him more seductive than he had been in his youth—he was only thirty-seven, but youth meant every second that passed—and Diane had come on to him. In four words, she had flipflopped his self-image. “Hi there, nice man,” she had said, turning him into melted rubber. He was a seducer now. He had sneaked out afternoons and evenings to be with her, coming home feeling rotten and telling Kate he was lining up clients. One day Kate said. “Why don’t you move in with her?” revealing that she had known all along. “We’re not getting along too well these days anyway.”

			And he had. Diane had said originally she was a rock singer. Then, just before she and the band were to have a gig at Knott’s Berry Farm, she became unaccountably interested in lieder. The gig at the Berry Farm was a bust and the band kicked her out; they took on another singer, adjusted their act, and were now cutting their second album. Diane, in short, was scared of success and pronounced this lost opportunity as something beneath her. Mere money was a desire to be overcome. This morning she was off at a German lesson, polishing up the language. Steve suspected—as Kate had suspected him—that she was sleeping with her instructor. For the past three weeks, he had been angling for ways to get back with Kate. He had patience, and he had will. All he needed was luck.

			The telephone jangled. Steve tossed pillows and scarves around to get at it. He could never find the phone in this place.

			“Hello, Steve?”

			“Kate,” he cried. “What’s new?” Bad news, he could sense it from her voice.

			“Trouble, hon. I’m going to be out of town for a couple weeks and I need a couple of favors.”

			“Oh, yeah?”

			“I need them pretty bad, Steve. I wouldn’t ask otherwise.”

			“You’re with a guy, aren’t you?”

			“Yes.”

			“Okay.” Steve rapidly calculated this development and stowed it away. That blond sonofabitch. Lumberjack. Forrester. Okay, he was not too worried, Forrester was not her type. “Anything, Kate. You in trouble?”

			“I don’t know. I think I am, so I’m staying where I am. I’ll tell you everything when I can.”

			“You want me to join you?”

			“That’s not a good idea.”

			He hoped to keep her on the phone and get a bit high at the same time, it was almost as good as having her back with him. “Where are you?”

			“I’m in Las Vegas at a place called the Sidewinder. Can you take this down?” Steve wrote down the list with a pink marker on the side of a grapefruit juice carton which just happened to be next to the telephone. Checkbook in the top dresser drawer, phone list next to it, appointment book, camera and accessories, prescription medicines . . . a strange list indeed, the kind of things one takes if planning to stay away a long time. “What about clothes? You know how I love to wear your undies.”

			Kate burst out laughing. “What did that singer do to you?”

			“Give me half an hour of your time and I’ll demonstrate, in person.”

			Steve wrote down the address of the Sidewinder. Regrettably, Kate had to go. He promised to box the stuff up and ship it out today. He wondered why she couldn’t take a quick flight to L.A. and pick it up herself, but he did not ask. He did not want to lean on her.

			He poked through a cigar box full of coke spoons and incense burners before finding the keys to her apartment. It took him forty minutes of crawling through smog-laden freeways to get to her building. He carried an empty cardboard box, a roll of mailing tape, and an address label up to her apartment.

			It took only five minutes to get the things together. There was stuff scattered on the floor; underwear and stockings and more dropped out of the open drawer of the bureau. The picture window and screen were wide open. Steve was appalled. Kate had lit out in such hurry that any four-year-old burglar with a lollipop could get in and vacuum the place out. He closed and latched the window.

			For a few minutes he lingered in the bedroom. Memories poured in on him; the scarves he had bought her, the wisp of perfume, the tiny cedar jewelry chest with the bracelets inside. . . . Maybe he would send roses along with the other things. He missed her. He wanted her back.

			Somebody was moving furniture in the apartment above. The walls and ceilings shivered. Great California construction, he thought sarcastically; the weather is so mild they build houses with paper glue instead of nails, and thought plaster was something you drank booze for. He stuffed the box tight with some old newspapers, taped the flaps shut, and headed for the door.

			Sitting in the rattan chair in the living room was Daniel Forrester, watching him with baleful eyes. Steve nearly jumped clear out of his skin.

			“How’d you get in?”

			Daniel Forrester did not answer. He began to rock steadily back and forth in the chair, his hands tightly gripping the arms, the chair rocker making creaking little noises.

			“Okay, talk my head off. She’s not here, she won’t be back.”

			Daniel Forrester stopped rocking, his face twisted with anger. Steve was somewhat satisfied with that. Forrester was so cool, so Porsche-clean, crisp, and fast. Except he was a bit more formidable than that. Diane had been gut-terrified of him and couldn’t say why—“That guy’s karma stinks, Steve!”—so Steve decided not to push him. If he didn’t want to talk, that was okay with him.

			“She’s with some guy. I don’t know where. I’m just picking up a few things. If I was you, I’d get out before the super knows you’re in here. He unlatched the door. Daniel Forrester’s furious eyes watched him. “And I’ll give you a little hint. She’s not your type. You lost her. I lost her. Both of us. Except the difference is, I’ll get her back. Me! Not you. Understand? Good. Bye-bye.”

			Steve slammed the door and headed for the elevator before Forrester could heave knives at him. Steve was neither a coward nor a fool. Forrester was a lot bigger than he was and, from the look on his face, capable of anything.

			He mailed the package to Kate from a post office adjoining the apartment towers. Then he drove over to the freeway again and headed for home. He lowered the window to allow hot wind to cool off the hotter interior of the car and switched on the radio, trying to find something that was neither disco nor country.

			He pulled into the passing lane to get by a refrigerator truck. As he did so, he looked into the rearview mirror. A pair of red-rimmed eyes filled the frame looking directly at him. No rear window, no view of traffic, just a pair of outsized eyes. His first ludicrous impulse was to ask the intruder to move aside, so he could see out the back. His second was that it was impossible for Daniel Forrester to have gotten into the back of the car, therefore he was not sitting in the back seat, lips twisted in a snarl, bursting off the upholstery to clap his hands over Steve’s face.

			Nevertheless, Steve ducked. The hand, trailing a stream of freezing air that felt rather good considering the interior of the car was an oven, passed over his head. The hand balled into a fist and Steve lurched against the door.

			His car cut back into the driving lane and sideswiped the truck. In less than a second, the car flipped over, cartwheeled down the freeway, and then burst into flame before piling itself into a crumple of steel and melted rubber.

			The paramedics and highway patrol spent an hour cutting Rothman out of the car. They put him into an ambulance, pumped him full of blood, oxygen, and antishock medication, and roared off for the hospital. No one expected him to stay alive for more than a minute, but he hung on, barely conscious. The attendants marveled at his powerful will to live. He kept trying to speak to them and finally got some words out to one attendant who bent close to his mouth.

			Rothman whispered, “Murder.”

			“Who? What?”

			“That son of a . . . a . . .” Rothman gasped in delirium. “I’ll get him, the fucker . . .” His voice trailed off and his head lolled to one side.

			Every afternoon, Irwin Bickel received reports on the LS machine from Hillsdale, Clark Creek, and Los Angeles. At seven-thirty, the Los Angeles hospital informed Stendhal Holmes that a patient named Steven Rothman, aged thirty-seven, Caucasian male, victim of an auto accident, had been wheeled out of the operating room. His condition was hopeless. Burns covered sixty percent of his body, his back was broken, his chest shattered, his skull fractured. As part of his postoperative treatment, Rothman was placed inside the LS capsule. He was not expected to last the night. At six-thirty, his heart arrested for four minutes. Much to their surprise, the machine got it going again.

			At eight o’clock that night, Lawrence Dutton took his usual seat at the Sidewinder casino with Kate standing behind him. He put chips on black thirteen, red twelve, and a scattering of other numbers. Much to his and the casino’s surprise, he was stung.

			Before the evening was out, Dutton lost nearly half of his earnings before calling it quits. He said to Kate, “Something’s happening.”

			Kate scoffed, “Hogwash.”

			And residents at the Santa Monica tower apartments were startled by a loud blue explosion that came from Kate Burnham’s apartment. Led by the super, a group of neighbors crowded into the place. It was empty, as though deserted in a hurry. More mysteriously, the apartment was spotless, untouched by any violence at all. That was the second time in a week that had happened and the super made a note to tell Kate to stop messing round with her chemistry set, or the management would give her the heave.

			Someone pounded on the bungalow door at eight in the morning while Kate was in the bathroom and Dutton was playing solitaire Scrabble. He pulled on his bathrobe and opened it.

			“Package for Miss Burnham.”

			Dutton tipped the bellboy and tossed the package on the bed. It was postmarked Santa Monica. He called to Kate, “At last the postal service works.”

			“Can you turn down the air conditioning?” she called from the bathroom.

			The room was rapidly cooling. Dutton poked at the control switch, turned it to zero, and listened. “Nothing works in this place. It’s off when it says on, it’s on when it . . .” The words strangled in his chest.

			The static was gone from the oscilloscope. A green line with a bump in the middle was inching upward into a cone. Dutton tapped the machine. The line stayed.

			Face ashen, eyes glassy with terror, Kate ran out of the bathroom for the door. Dutton grabbed her before she could make it. “Wait,” he bellowed. She struggled to get away and he hoisted her off the floor.

			They felt him come in, a presence invisible yet palpable as poison gas. The cold froze their fingers and they could smell a wet stale odor.

			Dutton looked round but he could not see him anywhere. Instead they heard a grunt of anger from the ceiling corner by the air conditioner.

			Kate sobbed and buried her face in Dutton’s shoulder as the grunt traveled across the ceiling and centered itself in the light fixture. The fixture groaned, then ripped out of the ceiling and crashed to the floor near them.

			On the bed, the sheets, the Scrabble game and letter blocks and pillows flew into the air, swirling round the frigid room, and landed on the floor, the Scrabble pieces clattering across the wood.

			“Where is he?” Kate cried. “Why can’t we see him?”

			Dutton shouted, “Forrester?”

			There was a brief pause during which the bed screeched to the side leaving tear marks in the rug, then a crack opened in the wall and a burst of steam blew bits of plaster and paint into the room. The voice grunted, “Bastard.” Then after opening and slamming shut once, the front door opened again. The visitation was over, the room neat and undamaged.

			They held each other tightly, for the first time. Kate was shivering violently and he could feel the small movements of her head against his chest.

			She said, “Why couldn’t we see him?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe he’s weakening or something. Maybe he’s going to that higher plane or whatever your friend called it.”

			“How did he find us?”

			“I don’t know that either.” Reluctantly he released her. “If that’s as bad as it’ll get, we can live with it.”

			“I can’t live with it,” she said bluntly. She sat on the bed. “I’ll end up in an institution if this keeps up. You, too. What do we do?”

			“We can keep moving. Hell, I never stayed longer than five years in any town. I was ready to scram from Clayton anyhow. If we went really far away, he wouldn’t find us for years.”

			“That’s no good.”

			Dutton knew she was right. He picked up the oscilloscope and examined it. “This thing doesn’t give you any lead time. It sees him at the same time we do.”

			“What do we do?” she repeated.

			“Okay. There’s three things keeping him here. Me. And you. And the house.”

			Kate looked at him, rather impressed. “You know I forgot about the house completely.”

			“And we need an expert. I was thinking about your friend Nora.”

			 

			 

			 

		


		
			CHAPTER 16

			Nora Stone would be delighted to see Kate. “I knew you’d call, Kate, you must come to dinner, the kids are at camp. Mike’s in Chicago, and I’m all alone with my cat! Do you and the doctor like corn on the cob?”

			They arrived in Orange County sweaty, dusty, and wiped out from the desert drive. Nora greeted them outside her house with bottles of iced lemonade.

			Nora Stone’s house was a home with a vengeance. Kids’ toys seemed deliberately scattered about to reinforce the image of domesticity, the chairs and sofas inside were covered with doilies and decorated coverings. It was a perfect California house, all spacious, light, and airy, choked with flowers and so much glass it seemed walls were added as an afterthought. Dutton sensed that Nora Stone embraced hearth and home to keep her ghosts at bay. Remembering Jones, he decided there was something in the supernatural that brought out the bourgeois in people. Reality was precious to them.

			After the lemonade, Nora Stone insisted on feeding them cheese and roasted nuts, and after that she insisted they wash up. She set out some fresh towels for them. They were certainly welcome to stay. She seemed to be putting off the business at hand as long as possible.

			After they showered and changed, Nora poured tea for them. It took an hour to explain what had happened and Nora heard them out with little squeaks, gasps, and much sympathetic patting of hands. She regarded death as something on the order of broken shoelaces—too common to get really upset about.

			It was the visitation in the motel room that startled her. “Just a minute, he came into the motel room this morning?”

			“Yes.”

			“But how did he find you?” She held her heart, breathlessly awaiting an answer.

			“He’s got plenty of time,” Dutton replied. “All he has to do is look.”

			“My goodness, did you tell anyone where you were?”

			Kate said, “Steve knows we were there. Some of Larry’s friends knew it, and Bickel.”

			Dutton said, “He got me at the other motel by asking somebody in the physics lab and then the desk. It’s not hard to trace somebody.”

			Nora Stone did not look very convinced, so she changed the subject. “This morning when he came in, did you see anything?”

			“Nothing. We just felt him. And heard him.”

			Nora Stone nibbled at a corner of a Danish. “I guess it’s all right. Sometimes you see just a hand or a face, sometimes you see the whole figure. I saw him while he was partially materialized, and later that night the Velasquezes—those poor people—saw him again.”

			Dutton sat down his teacup and wiped his mouth with a napkin so pretty he disliked using it. “We both noticed that. Last time, he was very solid. Today he was invisible. I was wondering if it meant he was weakening or fading away or something.”

			“I’m terribly sorry, but no. Not that there’s any set time limit. That poor Cheltenham woman in England hung on from the 1880s to the 1970s before fading with time. Mr. Forrester will disappear,” she sighed. “But by then, we all will have, too.”

			Dutton could not hide the crushing disappointment that answer forced on him. He wished he could dismiss Nora Stone as a flake and stalk out. “I see. Now you see him, now you don’t.”

			“I’m afraid so. I don’t know why it happens that way. Perhaps you would have gotten used to having him around, sort of like putting up with a nasty in-law or something. I must say that the life support capsule sounds like a perfectly dreadful machine and he’s glad that’s out of the way for him.”

			Kate said, “I was wondering if maybe he’s scared or something and doesn’t want to leave. He was upset when I saw him in the house. And that dream of him calling to me . . .”

			“Oh, no, Kate, it doesn’t work like that. Death is not frightening, it’s dying that’s so scary, it’s the transition from life to death. He’d be perfectly content if only he could free himself of you and the house. Ghosts are so pitiful when you think about them, they want to get away. He really must have loved you, Kate.”

			“He really must have hated me a lot,” said Dutton.

			“Isn’t jealousy the most ghastly condition? It’s an illness that never leaves you. Poor Mr. Forrester. Sins do have a way of wrecking one’s death as well as life.”

			Kate played with the handle of her teacup. “What you’re saying is we can’t do anything, right?”

			“Did I say that? There is one thing we can try, I’ve done it before. We have to rescue Mr. Forrester.”

			“Rescue him from who? From what?” Dutton asked.

			Nora Stone beamed at the doctor. “It’s a manner of phrasing. We must try to set him free so he can be on his way to Summerland.”

			“Nora, what are you talking about, what is Summerland?”

			“Oh, it’s such a silly phrase. Those who’ve been brought back from a life-after-life experience claim they’ve been to a land of perfect peace and harmony full of light and beings and relatives. Some people actually see meadows and woods and fields. The psychologists studying the cases invented the term ‘Summerland.’ It’s the emotion, not the vision, that’s important. My goodness, one would think heaven was full of amusement parks.”

			“Oh,” replied Kate.

			“This sense of peace and harmony is why they’re so upset when being brought back. Although it’s not odd how Summerland fits the paradise of the Moslems? No doubt all such words are poetic metaphors. Anyhow! Bear in mind ghosts are sad little souls who can’t get free of the earth and want to go to Summerland. Mr. Forrester is no happier about his condition than you are. We in the spiritualism racket sometimes launch what we call rescue missions to free people like Forrester, so he can be on his way.”

			“Is this like an exorcism?” asked Dutton.

			“No! It’s more in the manner of a confrontation. Usually it requires the help of several mediums in a seance just to figure out what the ghost wants. But that’s not necessary in this case, it’s all too obvious what he wants.”

			“What he wants,” Dutton interrupted, “is Kate.”

			“Exactly,” breathed Nora Stone. “And he cannot have her and he must be made to understand this fact. He must see that he will never, ever have you, Kate.” Nora Stone lowered her voice to a whisper. “Think about it. Isn’t it obvious? Even if—God forbid—you were to die, he would never have you; even if he gets you, he won’t have you. That will release him to Summerland. That will break his purpose.”

			“That sounds awfully simple, Nora,” said Kate. “How do I do that?”

			“What you must do is pretend you’re in love with Dr. Dutton. You don’t love Forrester, you never will, you love someone else. And if he keeps after you, you will hate him.”

			Dutton uncrossed his legs and gripped the chair arms. “That kind of puts a curse on me, doesn’t it? Kate’s already warned him off a few times and it didn’t slow him down a bit.”

			“He must understand he will never get Kate, no matter what he does to you. He has to see the complete hopelessness of his position. He has to see the two of you together.”

			“He did this morning,” Kate said.

			“Yes, and he was very weak, wasn’t he? I mean he wasn’t gone, but he will be with a good push.” Nora Stone clasped her little hands in her lap and beamed at them like a den mother. “Look on the bright side,” she chirped.

			“I didn’t know there was one,” replied Dutton.

			“Maybe we’re underestimating his character. Maybe the reason he keeps after her is because he loves her in the best way and wants to be sure she’s truly happy. Once he sees her with you, he’ll be released.”

			Nora Stone had cooked up an inappropriately huge dinner, possibly to cheer them up for the coming travail. She chirped and twittered while serving them spiced meatballs with loads of gravy, scalloped potatoes, and gobs of ice cream, as though courage appeared in direct proportion to carbohydrates. Not surprisingly, neither was very hungry. Kate was silent all through dinner. By now, Dutton knew her well enough to realize she was not dreaming; she was thinking over a particular problem and her thoughts would come soon enough. They came over coffee.

			“It’s his own fault,” she ruminated out loud.

			“How so?” asked Nora Stone.

			“A flaw in character or whatever you call it. Daniel knew that machine was dangerous and didn’t act on it. All he had to do was to let somebody else install it. We would never have met, he would never have been killed in the plane. He wanted out of the business, he told me. He did not act according to conscience and I suppose this is a Protestant, vindictive world because he’s paying the price for that.”

			“Hamlet’s dilemma,” replied Dutton. “He was a great salesman, I guess he sold himself on it.”

			“It’s always that way,” breathed Nora Stone. “And he would never have threatened this Jameson who killed him, and the world would have been a happy place. The fault lies not in the stars, dear Brutus, it lies in ourselves.” So speaking, Nora Stone touched a little pink finger to the oscilloscope screen. “My, my, what a fascinating machine. It makes you think this fellow figured it all out, doesn’t it?”

			“I guess he has by now,” answered Dutton.

			“Do you really think so? I don’t. I bet he’s in the same pickle, the more answers you get, the more questions you have. Believe me, Kate, Daniel Forrester will be grateful to you for eternity, he will never have to wonder whether we exist or not.” Nora Stone’s eyes widened at the very idea. “Do you think it’s just as frightening for the dead to be reincarnated as it is for the living to die?”

			“Do you believe in reincarnation, too?” asked Dutton.

			“Why, yes!” she cried.

			“Why?”

			“Why not?” she answered, then placed a hand on the hand of each.

			“When will we go to the house?”

			“Why, tomorrow. Don’t you want to get it over with? I know Mr. Forrester does.”

			Nora had provided a bedroom for the two of them without so much as a delighted smirk. Kate’s head lay on Dutton’s shoulder, yet neither of them felt like making love. They were thinking.

			In the darkness, Kate said, “I’m worried about Steve. Nobody’s at home, not even Diane. I called twice. I bet you anything she walked out on him.”

			“Do you still love him?”

			“Yes.”

			“How much do you love him?”

			She giggled and poked his ribs. “I read somewhere that a couple wrote their own marriage contract and the husband’s clause said she was never to ask that question on pain of divorce.”

			“I’m being practical, not romantic.” He kissed the top of her head. “Next week I’ll be romantic. Tomorrow we’ve got to be convincing.”

			“Oh. I can do that.”

			“Really?”

			“Sure. No trouble.”

			“If worse comes to worst, we can always strip down and do a little hanky-panky on the floor. That’s convincing.”

			“No, it isn’t,” she answered. “It’ll just make him mad.” She tried to kiss his chin through his beard. “Don’t worry, he’ll get the message.”

			They tried and failed to fall asleep, instead drifting in and out of a daze. The bedroom was fragrant with redwood and the flowers which Nora had thoughtfully set out for them. Once during the night Dutton heard Nora tiptoe into the hall and dial a number on the phone. It sounded to him like she was speaking Spanish but her voice was too faint to understand.

			At one point, when he did almost get to sleep, a sudden movement from Kate made him open his eyes. Her body stiffened, then slowly relaxed. “What’s wrong,” he whispered.

			“Nothing,” she replied. “I was just worried about Steve.”

			In response to an urgent request from a doctor at Los Angeles Memorial Hospital, Irwin Bickel climbed out of bed at one o’clock in the morning, got dressed, and drove out into the night. Something very peculiar was happening with the LS system. Irwin Bickel could pretty well guess what it was.

			“We did the best we could,” said the doctor, leading him down to the capsule tucked into a room at the back of the fourth floor. “And to be honest, we’re not sure what’s happening.”

			“Let me guess,” said Bickel. “He arrested for an hour or some equally ridiculous length of time and came back again.”

			The doctor nodded solemnly. “That’s part of it, yes. I was wondering if something was wrong with the termination module, if it’s just not telling us the patient is gone.”

			“That is a possibility, yes,” said Bickel, gazing at the canopy. “His lungs are ventilating?”

			“Yes. His brain, naturally, is gone. Everytime it seems his heart is gone, it starts again. This could go on indefinitely.”

			“I would recommend that you separate him from the heart and lung monitors and see if his body functions on its own. I believe that at this point the medical criteria would endorse such a move. It might be that the machine best serves postoperative patients or burn cases and is not so good with terminal ones. What’s his name?”

			“Steven Rothman. He’s thirty-seven years old.”

			“Tell me something. This is a busy hospital, you’ve had this thing here for a while. Why is he the first one to die on it?”

			“We’ve been sparing in its use. Most terminal patients would not even survive being transferred into it.”

			A nurse spoke. “I had a cancer patient who took one look at it and swore nothing would get her inside. She said she’d rather die. And she did.”

			The doctor went on in a deprecating fashion. Not many of the physicians were adventurous with new machinery they did not completely understand and, when you get right down to it, not many doctors are absolutely sure when a patient is completely at the end of his rope. Even the patients themselves are not sure when their own demise is imminent. Primitive peoples understood death far better than modern ones. Remember those tales about elderly men and women sensing oncoming death and constructing their own coffins and burial shrouds? Eskimos used to know when it was time to walk out into the blizzard but today people truly don’t know.

			The nurse said, “He had a very strong will.”

			“How so?”

			“He remained conscious right until he got into the hospital. He told everybody that he had been murdered. He wanted somebody to hear him out.”

			“Did he say who?”

			“No, and there wasn’t anyone in the car with him. His girlfriend said he didn’t have an enemy in the world.”

			“How many times has he arrested?”

			“Five. The computer projects another one in fifteen minutes. That’s why we wanted you down here.”

			“Do you want me to pull the plug?” asked Bickel, cutting to the heart of the situation. “I will if you do.”

			The doctor was embarrassed. “Well, that’s not why we called. You see there were other . . . things that happened during the times he was . . . well . . .”

			“Dead,” finished Bickel.

			The LS was stashed in a large, unused corner room with drawn curtains and locked doors. Bickel, three doctors, three engineers, and the nurse witnessed Steven Rothman go into arrest again. Bickel was prepared for it, he could recount all the phenomena himself—the sudden cold, the electrical disturbances, the faint magnetism over Rothman’s forehead.

			A nurse wordlessly tapped his shoulder and pointed at a wheeled stretcher which had begun moving toward them. A doctor stepped forward and pushed it away. The stretcher wheeled round and rushed toward the doctor, who sidestepped it, letting it crash into the wall.

			The lights were dim and they were all breathing steam. All but Bickel were rooted to the floor in terror of the crackling darkness and the sense of a presence in the air.

			The doctor whispered, “I was afraid you’d miss this. It doesn’t happen everytime he arrests.”

			The nurse squeaked, “Mr. Bickel, that stretcher is coming for you.”

			It was moving again with slow, baleful steadiness toward Bickel, like a lumbering iron bull. Irwin Bickel reached his fingers toward the console switches. The wheeled stretcher stopped.

			Bickel shut off the power in the LS capsule. The lung ventilator stopped with a tired hiss, the scanners moved into their recesses. It was just like old times with Daniel Forrester.

			For perhaps a minute, the room remained dark with the lights fizzing and the pipes clanking. A nurse checked the thermostat. “You should know the temperature is normal according to this.”

			“Yes. I think you all are sure about what’s happening here. And you’re right. As far as the cold goes, you all know temperatures go down when molecular activity slows a bit. I believe there is a wandering particle in this room with a slow electron spin.”

			The nurse repeated, “But the thermostat is normal.”

			“I know,” Bickell replied equably. “However, I believe that close by is another room full of doctors and another thermostat reading ten below zero. Further than that I am not prepared to go.”

			Slowly the lights began to burn more brightly and then the room temperature began to warm up, until everything was back to its antiseptic normality.

			Bickel flipped through the switches again. The scanners searched Steven Rothman’s body and found no sign of life.

			At long last, there appeared a group of words on the console screen, vital signs terminated. “I’ll be damned,” said Bickel, shaking his head. “Has anybody seen this before?”

			The doctor said, “No. We expected to all along.”

			“Maybe that’s all we did wrong.” Bickel removed his glasses and began to laugh. “Wouldn’t that be something? It’s a circuit chip costing no more than two dollars and fifty cents. I bet the engineers put it on the wrong scanner. I bet it’s gone wrong in all three capsules. That thing should have come on long before this, back yesterday when he arrested over an hour and cut the scanners and fibrillator off automatically. The goddamned machine didn’t get the message. Hey? Two dollars and fifty cents that chip costs. I feel like I tried to kill a dinosaur and accidentally invented the wheel.”

			And Irwin Bickel laughed and laughed, leaving the doctors and nurses nonplussed and rather offended, confirming their worst thoughts that project engineers were at heart soulless bastards who viewed death as nothing more than the breaking down of a machine.

			Nora had invited a man to accompany them to Santa Eulalia, a huge bear of a Mexican wearing a thick mustache, a merry smile that contrasted with his otherwise reserved personality, and work clothes. He was at breakfast talking in a low voice to Nora when they came in and he stopped talking immediately to greet them.

			“Larry and Kate, this is Armando, a dear, dear friend of mine. He will be coming with us.”

			Armando stood, shook Dutton’s hand, and bowed over Kate’s. He offered her a chair. English muffins, an assortment of jams, and coffee had been set out.

			“Are you in Nora’s psychic society?” asked Kate sitting down.

			“No,” he answered. That was all Armando had to say about it.

			As Kate and Dutton ate, Nora excused herself and went outside with Armando to a pickup truck. Through the window, Dutton glimpsed the Mexican loading a gasoline tin on the back of his truck.

			“We’ll stop on the way,” said Nora. “Best to take our time and be rested when we get there.”

			Nora insisted they take two separate vehicles. Dutton and Kate drove in their car, Nora and Armando in his truck. They stopped at the Chinese restaurant in Santa Monica which Forrester had frequented and the waiter recognized Kate. “Have you spoken to Mr. Forrester?” he asked anxiously.

			Kate replied that she had, once or twice.

			“What is wrong with him? Everyday he looks in here and then goes away. He speaks to nobody, he says nothing.”

			Kate said something about Forrester going through a period of trouble in his life. After the waiter was out of earshot, Nora whispered, “Forrester is repeating the major activities of his life. He must have come here a lot.” Dutton tried unsuccessfully to engage Armando in conversation, but no one was feeling sociable.

			They made Santa Eulalia by midafternoon. Nora contacted the Realtor and with giggles and babble—Dutton by now realized she was faking that behavior—induced him to turn over the keys again. He recognized Kate, who had thoughtfully taken her camera from her bag. “That house is worth chickenshit,” he said. “It’s not fair.”

			Armando asked Kate to show him around the basement. Nora waited with Dutton as they poked around downstairs. Dutton said, “Kate saw him in late afternoon. Something tells me we won’t have to wait till midnight.”

			“Oh, I know,” she answered. “Any minute, Dr. Dutton. Are you ready?”

			“Oh, yes, ready as ever.”

			“Good. Let me see how your machine works.”

			Dutton placed the oscilloscope on the floor and switched it on. He explained to Nora that the hissing cartridge was playing Gareth Jones’s compressed brain waves into a module in the oscilloscope and that once the oscillator now filling the room with millions of vibrations mixed in a blip with the waves, it would produce a sine wave on the screen.

			As he talked, Kate came in the room with Armando. To Nora, Armando said, “So I shall make things ready. It should only take half an hour.”

			“Good,” she answered. Armando walked outside to his truck and returned bearing an armload of tarpaulin. Nora said to them. “Never you mind what he’s doing, it’s just a favor to me. Dear, dear, I don’t suppose any of you brought along a deck of cards, did you.”

			They sat in the corner room, backs against the bare walls, listening to Armando putter around the basement. Using her handbag as a pillow, Nora Stone curled up on the floor and immediately fell asleep. Armando came back up after an hour and seated himself on the floor opposite them, protectively close to Nora Stone. They waited and watched the green oscilloscope screen. Dutton thought he could sense the millions of cycles it was sending into the room. He rubbed Kate’s shoulders as she rested her back against his raised knees. Armando cracked his knuckles as he watched the screen. The sun slowly went down into darkness, casting feeble shadows into the room. The last glint of light came from the gold crucifix Armando wore around his neck under his half-open shirt.

			By Dutton’s watch, Daniel Forrester entered the house at eight-thirty-five, ten minutes after Nora awoke with a yawn and a sigh. They had set electric lanterns on the floor which gave off a small courageous glow against the assaulting darkness. Dutton had just stretched his muscles by walking round the room and Kate was trying to snooze on her rolled-up jacket.

			On the oscilloscope, Dutton, Nora, and Armando saw the rigid green line kink up in the middle into the shape of a soft cone. Nora clasped her hands in joy and Kate awoke with a violent start as the air turned cold and the walls erupted with the sounds of clattering feet and scratching fingers. Armando reached for his crucifix and Nora patted his hand.

			Down the hall came the sound of footsteps.

			“Get ready, everybody,” said Nora.

			They climbed to their feet. Dutton wondered why Forrester sometimes walked, sometimes propelled himself by God knew what astral power. Perhaps he retraced his steps from childhood.

			They faced the doorway in a semicircle as Forrester stepped into the frame. He looked at Kate and immediately cracked a dazzling smile.

			“Kate,” he said.

			He was not as solid as Dutton had thought in Clayton. Forrester seemed to move, to float in the doorway, just as an object might shift in one’s vision when tears form on the surface of the eye.

			Calmly Nora said, “Talk to him, Kate,” while holding Armando’s hand. Armando crossed himself and regarded the apparition with pure loathing.

			“Daniel, go away.”

			“Kate,” said Daniel Forrester as if he did not hear her.

			“Daniel, I don’t love you. I will never love you.”

			“Kate,” repeated Daniel Forrester, with that horrid, hungry smile on his face.

			Kate’s voice rose as she realized she was not getting through to him. “I love Larry, not you. There’s no reason for you to bother me anymore.”

			“Kate.”

			Despairingly Dutton realized this would never work; Daniel Forrester was incapable of responding to anything they said or did. Even Dutton’s presence did not affect him. He seemed completely unaware that anyone else was in the room.

			Nora said, “Kate, you have to keep at him.”

			Kate took a deep breath and addressed the smiling apparition again. “Daniel, listen to me. Leave me alone. I don’t ever want to see you. I don’t love you. Can’t you understand that? I will never be with you because I don’t want to. You cannot have me, ever. Never. Not alive or dead.”

			For a moment, it seemed to be working, for Forrester was silent and he even seemed to fade a bit, leaving his smile behind. Then he said, “Kate.”

			The racket in the house began again and Dutton felt the temperature fall even lower. Confused, he looked over at Nora, who was looking around the room. Her eyes fixed on the corner behind the doctor. She squinted and tried to make something out.

			Forrester’s smile disappeared as though wiped out with a rag. He looked behind Dutton at the same corner which held Nora’s attention. Finally Dutton glanced down at the oscilloscope and his heart seemed to lurch to a stop.

			There were two sine waves on the screen, a second smaller one gathering height perhaps an inch from the one representing Daniel Forrester.

			Dutton whirled around and looked at the wall. The air was blank.

			Nora said, “There’s someone in here . . . trying to materialize . . . a man . . .”

			Armando cursed, covered his face, and backed against the wall, talking rapidly to himself in Spanish. Kate jerked around and looked at the wall. “Another one? Who?”

			“I’ve never seen him before,” said Nora, her eyes moving around the wall. “He’s got black hair and . . .” The tone of her voice changed. “He’s full of hate . . . I can feel it. . . . He’s weaker than Forrester, but so much rage . . .”

			“For who? Us?”

			Nora gazed in awe at Daniel Forrester’s ghost shimmering in the doorway. “For Mr. Forrester, I think.”

			On the green screen, the small sine wave crept toward Forrester. The two touched, exploding the screen into a nova of static brain waves. From Forrester’s figure came an engulfing sheet of thick blue light whose shock wave blew the walls and ceiling outward into pinwheeling chunks of plaster and insulation and slapped them to the floor.

			Dazed, they picked themselves up from the wreckage and ran into the hall. Just above the stair bannister, the light blasted into their eyes again, spinning the wooden rails of the bannister down the hall toward them and knocking out the window glass. Twice more the light blazed in the house, once downstairs and once in the other bedroom. With each blast, they became aware of voices that were becoming louder and louder. On the steps, Dutton saw a group of shadowy figures, indistinct, slightly transparent, becoming more and more solid with each explosion.

			And suddenly they were not alone in the hall. They were buffeted by swarms of people, thousands of voices jabbering at the same time, people shouting and laughing, clogging the stairs, shifting in and out of the rooms in constant confusing motion.

			Nora Stone cried, “Hold hands! They can’t hurt us. Walk to the stairs.” Slowly they pushed through the swarms of figures down the hall, elbowing, kicking and nudging their way through the bodies.

			Standing between a couple of chatting women was Gareth Jones holding the oscilloscope, his saturnine face desperate with urgency. He passed the machine over to Dutton and forced it into his hands. “Take it,” Jones shouted above the melee. “I’m depending on you.” Dutton tried to reach out to him but a clump of elderly men swept him away to oblivion.

			Suddenly, with a final flash of light from the corner room, the visitation ended. They were standing in the hall of an empty deserted house. The only sound was that of a car horn outside.

			“Jesus Maria,” breathed Armando.

			Nora breathed, “I’ve never seen anything like this. This is very dangerous.”

			Dutton dashed back into the corner room and picked up the oscilloscope. He felt a curious lassitude, a muscular fatigue and lightheadedness. Half of that crowd came from inside of his own head. Jones had said ghost witnesses experienced exhaustion after their encounters, leading theoreticians to think the witnesses contribute energy to the apparition. How nice of Jones to wrap it all up in a neat package, Dutton thought. Any more onslaughts like that and they could all end up with severe mental damage.

			“How could that happen?” he asked Nora Stone.

			“It can’t,” said Nora. “Jung once saw dozens of figures in his home, but nothing as concrete as this. I must check the society’s files.”

			Armando spoke a stream of Spanish that made Nora’s eyes light up. “Armando, that’s very good. Armando thinks Mr. Forrester’s enemy did not realize Forrester was dead when he died himself. Armando says Forrester is the strongest spirit he’s ever seen. What did Forrester do to him?”

			“He must have murdered him,” replied Dutton. “Like he killed Jameson and Jones, only they already knew he was dead. Whoever this guy is didn’t and came after him anyway.”

			“It wasn’t one of your doctors?”

			“Absolutely not.”

			Kate looked as though she were about to say something but changed her mind.

			“What is it, Kate?”

			“Never mind,” she replied, wiping her face with a shaking hand. “It didn’t work, did it. I didn’t get through to him at all.”

			Nora glared at her. “It doesn’t matter dear. Somebody else is after him. Somebody . . .”

			Dutton exploded. “Let’s get the hell out of here, we can figure it out later.”

			Dutton started walking down the stairs, Armando directly behind him. With a shivering crackle and a blast of arctic wind, Daniel Forrester came back into the house, alone, having presumably shaken off his adversary. He was walking up the steps, his face suffused with hatred, coming directly toward the doctor.

			“Dutton.”

			Dutton felt Armando’s hands grab his shoulders and pull him backwards. Dutton raised the oscilloscope over his head and flung it at Forrester. The machine passed cleanly through him and hit the floor in a splatter of circuit boards and a puff of acrid gas from the screen.

			Forrester had picked up a half-ton LS capsule and yanked it out of the floor. The hands that grasped the doctor round the waist felt substantial enough to make Dutton’s body a mere dust mote in comparison. It isn’t fair, Dutton thought despairingly. He can touch me, but I can’t touch him.

			“Get away from her,” Daniel Forrester roared.

			Dutton heard Kate scream as he felt himself picked up off the steps and held over Forrester’s head. He saw the smashed oscilloscope at the foot of the steps and he remembered what Nora had told him. This is not happening, this is in my head, this is a delusion like the capsule being thrown at me.

			Daniel Forrester flung Dutton so hard his body smashed head first into a broken heap on the floor and skidded into the wall.

			 

			 

			 

		


		
			CHAPTER 17

			The pain was intense but short-lived, Dutton’s consciousness seeping away like the blood that seeped through his broken body. He knew precisely what injuries he had, the smashed head and broken back, the shattered ribs and fractured neck. He saw Kate screaming obscenities at Daniel Forrester, who vanished in a violent blast of light as his enemy found him again. He watched the house being blown to pieces, the stairs giving way as Kate, Nora, and Armando scrambled back upstairs to solid ground.

			Now he could clearly see the man who was trying to kill the unkillable. He was a thin, sad-faced man in his thirties with a faded T-shirt and jogging shoes. Jogging shoes: even the dead need exercise, what a grand thought. The two figures did not chase each other, they clicked together in those fulminating blasts of light, their faces revealing that uncomprehending blankness that the mentally driven or obsessed display.

			Dutton tried to move his fingers and his toes, but he felt nothing anymore, not pain or the coldness of the house or even his own body. He knew his spinal cord must have been broken. Blood poured from his mouth and spread out on the floor in front of his eyes.

			Voices filtered into his consciousness, familiar ones, calming gentle whispers and encouragements. His uncle’s voice was reassuring him after he nearly drowned in a stream when he was four. His mother was coming up the walk to their house, her arms laden with birthday toys. He was making love to Lisa in the library of the medical school the night before exams. Over all these voices was a steadily growing buzzing sound that seemed to emanate from everywhere.

			Then without an actual sensation of movement, Dutton felt himself hurtling through a spiraling, elastic tunnel, sucked through at tremendous speed toward an ever-enlarging opening, the buzzing noise filled his head.

			He burst out of the tunnel and found himself standing on some kind of suspension in the house several feet off the floor. He looked down at his own body with clinical detachment, noting the badly angled neck, the broken ribs, and shattered head. There was no hope for that guy at all.

			The house was filled with vivid, softly detonating lights through which he could make out figures of Kate sobbing hysterically, Nora Stone, her face congealed with shock, and Armando lying full-length on the steps, his body concealing something. Woodwork and plaster continued flaking down on them. The stairs were all but impassable with debris. I do love you, Kate. Yes, I do, but I’m all right now.

			There was nothing Lawrence Dutton could do, so he let himself flatten into a manta-ray shape that became a soaring. The house and the people huddled on the stairs darkened away to oblivion. As he flew Dutton became aware of voices that talked soothingly to him in words too crystalline to be spoken by mouths.

			Dutton looked around. Lights slid in and out of his vision and he heard Evan Branch and Jameson and Jones and thousands of others. Surrounded by a colossal babble, Dutton flew on, faster and faster, further and further.

			Ahead of him, he could see Summerland, a titanic ocean of thick, entwining colors into which all of these glorious living lights drained like stars plunging into the center of Creation and out again. As Dutton was about to plunge into it, something tenuous, like filament wire which gave but did not break, barricaded him.

			Dutton knew he had seen this place before at the furthest edges of his dreams, in the occasional streak of enlightenment while walking in the woods or facing the ocean, but now he could not reach it.

			The buzzing sound came back, tearing through his senses. Dutton gasped and wept as the buzzing separated him from Summerland. It was Daniel Forrester next to him, speaking to him. Dutton had to go back to Kate, it was not time for him to come here yet. Of all the infinite ranks of celestial beings and living light in this limbo, Daniel Forrester who had sent him here was the only one sending him back. No words were spoken, even thoughts were too coarse a phrase to describe their communication, but Forrester won. Dutton had to go back, he could not stay here. Dutton screamed at Forrester, he raged at Forrester to go away, to let him be a part of eternity, but Forrester relentlessly pulled Dutton back. Don’t be afraid, you’re going back now. There’s a purpose in all this.

			Lawrence Dutton died twice within ten minutes, the first time when he left the earth, the second time when he returned to it. The second was by far the worse, for he saw Summerland fade. He thought it was good that people did not understand death, else they would like it too much.

			The edge of the stair was digging into Dutton’s cheekbone and he could smell the sweat from Armando’s body on top of him. Armando raised his head and rolled off. Shorn of the Mexican’s weight, Dutton allowed himself to slide a couple of steps down. Then he felt the lighter, warmer pressure of Kate on him, crying softly, her hot face against his neck, her small arms surprisingly strong round his chest. Instinctively he tried to comfort her by patting her head but that was as futile a gesture as any he had ever made.

			“Kate,” whispered Dutton, “it’s all right. It didn’t happen.”

			“It did happen,” she cried. “Goddamn him to hell.”

			Dutton’s only physical damage was a bruised back and aching ribs. Armando helped him to his feet. Nora came down the stairs, hand pressed against her breast, and embraced them all. “Now that is absolutely enough of this nonsense. Kate, I want you and the doctor to go outside to your car and start driving back to my house, right now.”

			Kate was clinging to Dutton’s body and he was trying desperately to think up something to say to her. To Nora he replied, “Are you coming?”

			“Well, of course, I’m coming. But you go along ahead of me, while Armando and old Nora burn this house down.” With little coaxing movements, Nora hustled them down the steps to the ground floor.

			“Why?” asked Dutton.

			“So he won’t have any place to come back to, that’s why, now go along. Me and Armando have done this twice before. We’re getting to be regular arsonists, aren’t we? Don’t you two worry, we’ve figured out how to get out of here.”

			“You can’t do that,” Dutton mumbled.

			“Of course I can. It’s one less place for Mr. Forrester to come to and it will weaken him, and besides, do you honestly think the owner will be unhappy? Nobody wants to live here, insurance is all it’s good for. Maybe they’ll plant a garden or something. You two go on.” Then Nora Stone grasped his sleeve. “Doctor. You were dead for a moment, weren’t you?”

			“Yes,” answered Dutton.

			“Oh, I must find out what that’s like, I do so want to talk for hours with you. Go along now, and don’t tell a soul!” Nora Stone put a finger to her lips, then like a child about to rig a water balloon, disappeared with Armando down the cellar stairs.

			Dutton and Kate drove to the end of the street and parked. Through the rearview mirror, they watched the house. Kate held tightly to his arm, and Dutton kissed the top of her head. “Really, I’m okay.”

			“For now.”

			“For good. I’m off the hook, he won’t come after me anymore.”

			“You don’t know that, Larry.”

			“Yes, I do,” he answered with absolute conviction.

			“I don’t understand how it happened. I saw him throw you down the stairs, then thirty seconds later you’re lying under Armando perfectly fine. He blows up buildings and when he’s gone, everything’s fine. How does it happen?”

			“It’s a dream, Kate. Drugs do it, alcohol does it. All you have to do is hit the pons in the brain. The subconscious experiences it.”

			“Did he really kill you?”

			Dutton mulled that over, then answered. “Yes. As a dream. Which is closer to reality than consciousness.”

			“Then it didn’t happen.”

			“No. It happened.” It was pointless to continue this way, to try to explain Jones’s universe in which physical matter was reduced to the shining lights he had seen. “He did what he wanted to do to me. It’s a good thing I wasn’t in a plane like Jameson or running round with a gun. I’d have never survived being killed.”

			“I wonder if he’ll try the same with me.”

			“No, remember what Nora said, keep at him. He’ll get the message sooner or later. It worked yesterday, remember, in the motel room . . .”

			“Larry, that was not Forrester in the motel room. It was the other one, the one that’s after him.”

			Well, nice try, Dutton, but she didn’t buy it. “Oh, bull, sure it was.”

			“It wasn’t Forrester. I think I know who it was. I’m not sure, but I will be tonight.”

			“Who?”

			Rather than answer, she pressed her face harder against his shoulder and he could feel tears through his shirt. Dutton stroked her head. He knew it would not help her, but he stroked her anyway. He liked stroking her and thought those feelings might be a good omen.

			In the upstairs window of the house, Dutton saw a blue flash light up the second floor. Forrester was back with his sidekick. The two of them would probably spend eternity canceling each other out.

			The front door opened and Armando, leading Nora Stone with a firm grip on the elbow, walked rapidly down to his pickup truck parked across the street, started the engine, and headed down the street.

			Dutton turned the key and, still watching the mirror, began slowly driving after them. Smoke leaked from the house roof and threaded out of the bottom windows. Armando knew his business. He was probably one of those experienced building trashers, hired by people to wreck places for insurance.

			The downstairs windows glowed a dirty orange, flickering shine and smoke poured out in a solid, cottony billow from the bedroom window. The last Lawrence Dutton ever saw of the house was the smoke pouring out, fitfully lit by another blue flash. Nobody in the neighborhood ran into the street to watch, no lights came on. Those who saw it burn were probably dancing to the flames.

			They returned to Los Angeles after midnight, Kate still resting on his shoulder. That night, she insisted he call Irwin Bickel at home.

			That was how Dutton learned about Rothman. After checking out next of kin, the police had told Bickel that Rothman’s wife was Katherine Burnham. The puzzling events finally fell into place.

			“Rothman,” Bickel speculated, “was the first murder victim to go into the Los Angeles machine. Like Forrester, he died before his time was up so he came back to haunt his murderer. This time the murderer was dead and Rothman didn’t know that until he was dead himself. I wonder, though, why Jones or Jameson didn’t go after Forrester after he killed them.”

			“None of them went into an LS . . .” Dutton said. “Even if they did, it wouldn’t make any difference. Jameson was the kind of guy who’d be relieved that his running was over. Jones was prepared to die because he knew what he was up against. Evan Branch had been ready to go for years.”

			“You said you saw Jones in the house, didn’t you?”

			“Yes. He had a message. Save the machine. It burned up in the house.”

			“Yes, but why did you see him at all? He wasn’t in an LS.”

			Dutton sighed, “Bickel, if you’d been there, you’d have seen every dead human that ever lived. Every time the two of them collided, it seemed to open up our minds . . . we saw shapes and spirits . . .” Dutton would never be able to explain how that felt. He had doodled some notes about particles colliding at the subatomic level and tearing into the human subconscious, lifting a curtain in the mind so one could see the unseeable.

			“I read through the accident reports of Daniel’s crash. He’d told me he thought Jameson was a phony. Is it possible Jameson could have fiddled with Dan’s plane somehow?”

			“Possible, yes,” Dutton said grimly. “Unprovable, though. Why?”

			Bickel laughed. “Don’t you see how symmetrical that makes everything? History repeating itself? Jameson kills Dan. Dan kills Jameson. Dan kills Rothman. Rothman kills Dan who’s already dead.”

			Kate took the news well, seeing as it was not really news. She had suspected as much after hearing Nora Stone’s description. They spent the first night in a hotel on Ocean Avenue within walking distance of Kate’s apartment tower down the street. She was determined never to go into the apartment again and canceled her lease by phone.

			Nora Stone tried to be sympathetic when Kate informed her of who the other ghost was, but she had seen too much to be surprised. “I knew it was something like that, dear. I was sure it was somebody intimately connected with you. Did I tell you the house was totaled?” The Realtor had publicly said, “I don’t know what happened and I don’t care, good damned riddance.” If arson was suspected, it was not pursued beyond a fire marshal’s opinion that one of the neighborhood kids had done it. They found some burnt matches downstairs. “Armando sometimes leaves matches behind for just that reason. Now, Doctor. You must write down everything you experienced in detail today for the society’s files. Each passing day contaminates the case. Send Kate here for a rest, then come down yourself. Better yet, I’ll pick her up today.”

			Since Kate was so thoroughly poleaxed by the past few days, she docilely agreed to whatever Dutton suggested. Her husband was dead, killed by her lover, and she was in bad need of rest and amnesia. “I don’t want to go without you,” she told him.

			“I’ll be down day after tomorrow. I just have to write this up.”

			Nora picked her up that afternoon. Dutton looked forward to a couple days alone so he could write the experience down, get some order in it, and be alone without being hunted.

			Dutton filled stacks of hotel stationery with the facts in the case of Daniel Forrester. He described the hypothesis that ghosts appear by particle interaction with the human subconscious. He dwelled on the pons in the brain, on the startlingly vivid reality of the dream world, and on the theory that before consciousness arose in mankind, all people contemplated the universe in a dream state and saw ghosts and spirits everywhere.

			He ran into problems trying to get down the flavor of Jones’s theories of synchronicity and coincidence. Was his lucky gambling streak caused by some celestial wheel of fire triggered by Daniel Forrester? Was it really all that coincidental that Steven Rothman was both a murder victim and the husband of Katherine Burnham, the focus of Forrester’s earthly existence? Looking back on his days in Vegas, Dutton remembered a few poker games he had lost; maybe he’d just managed his losses so well, he thought he was winning constantly.

			Yawning and stretching, Dutton decided he’d had enough for one night. Better to tackle the death experience in the morning when he’d be refreshed and rested.

			But even after a good night’s sleep and a satisfying breakfast of pancakes and coffee, he immediately ran aground. Words simply could not describe the experience. He wrote, “Incredibly beautiful.” Hadn’t those been the last words of Thomas Edison, the great atheist? If not precisely those, then something to that effect. Dutton wrote, “Flying. Diamonds. Colors. Evan Branch, the peace that passeth all understanding.” He remembered how he had wanted to comfort Kate, but knew she could not see him. Dutton decided to put that aside and get to what seemed to be the key point.

			Some returnees from death report that Jesus was their guide, others that close friends or relatives, now in a state of pure light, accompanied them. Daniel Forrester was very definitely the one who had accompanied Lawrence Dutton. It was Forrester who had killed him, thus fulfilling his own ghostly reason for haunting him, and ironically it was Daniel Forrester who pulled him back. Why? Dutton sensed a paradox here. For what it was worth, Lawrence Dutton knew one good thing came of all this. He would never be afraid of anything again as long as he lived.

			Two days later, Dutton carried his sheaf of papers to Nora Stone’s where Kate greeted him with a long, tight hug. Nora Stone broke out champagne and they toasted each other. Then while Kate went swimming in the backyard pool, Dutton tried and failed to amplify on his death experience while Nora read through his papers.

			“Never mind,” she sighed. “It’s always like that, words can describe only what we live with, not what we die with, but you did real well.”

			Dutton sipped more champagne. “The problem is Kate. Forrester’s finished with me, the machine, and the house. He still hasn’t gotten to her. Has there been any sign of him?”

			“No, nor of her husband,” replied Nora. “You must stay with her. Be close to her. That wicked man, it sounds as if he’ll never leave her in peace. But Mr. Rothman will be after him too, so . . . well.” Nora Stone gave up.

			“What will he do to her? The same thing he did to me?”

			“I can’t think of anything else. But you survived it. So will she.” Nora Stone left them alone and discreetly closed the door to the yard.

			That afternoon, Dutton called Bickel, who informed him the LS system was being recalled for design adjustments. Why didn’t the two of them get together for drinks someday? Sure, Dutton replied cheerily, hoping to see him again.

			They stayed a week at Nora Stone’s, swimming in her pool, eating her food, drinking her liquor, and generally imposing on her hospitality to the point where Dutton wondered if she wanted to adopt them. He detected from Nora Stone a curious envy of him, as though he were an initiate bearing great secrets in whose presence she was privileged to be. Nora Stone tiptoed round them, setting out cheese, crackers, and nuts, insisting on making their beds in the morning, setting out clean towels, and doing their washing. Nothing spoils a person more quickly than staying with somebody who enjoys being imposed upon. They felt as though Nora Stone was a mother to every frazzled soul in the state of California who’d just lost a mate or seen an apparition in the closet.

			It gave Lawrence Dutton and Katherine Burnham a chance to grow close to each other. They did not fall in love, they searched, tested, and talked themselves into it, working quite diligently at loving each other. By the end of the week, having finally gotten a little heat going between themselves, they decided it was time to leave Nora Stone. She was desolate but understanding. “You’re such exalted company, dear me, but life goes on, doesn’t it?”

			Dutton cleaned out Kate’s apartment, nerves jumping at the prospect of Forrester surprising him; but no one was there. He talked to several hospitals round the country, all of which were enthusiastic about having him. He mulled over an immediate offer from the Outer Banks of North Carolina, an area perpetually short of physicians. As he had at Clayton, Dutton realized he would rather practice medicine where he was needed.

			For a few weeks they traveled around the country together in a van, purchased by trading in both their cars and renovated into a moving apartment. Everywhere they awaited the appearance of the ghost. They watched crowds of people in the towns through which they drove, they caught their breaths whenever they saw a long figure in the midst of a sunwashed midwestern cornfield, they studied the faces of forty-year-old men in movie theaters and state fairgrounds. Before leaving Los Angeles, Kate had nearly had a cardiac as she was driving through Venice, for she did see Forrester walking down Rose Avenue after the light changed, rerunning in detail his restless search for her the day she looked for him. Later she heard of an occasional intruder in her old apartment who bothered the new tenants, but after a guard was put at the door, nobody was bothered for long.

			It was over a month later that Dutton realized they had been seeing Forrester almost daily and had not realized it. Sometimes when people look out a window from darkness to light, or stand up, sending blood rushing to the head, the retina of the eye flashes bright lights in the corner. The flash is never in direct vision. And sometimes sunlight glints off the chrome bumper of a car or hits window glass and when one turns his head to see what caused the flash, he sees nothing.

			Sometimes when they were making love, camping in woods, or just thinking, a tiny blue flash would appear at the corner of their vision. They finally realized it was Daniel Forrester. Obviously he was following them, having no house to go back to, and just as obviously Steve Rothman was still after him. One night in Mississippi, as they watched galaxies of fireflies wink and fade in the flow of fragrant night, they saw the flash in the midst of them and they thought it quite beautiful. It was kind of like having a friend tag along without getting in the way. In Kentucky they spent a night in a motel and that evening, as Dutton came out of the shower, prepared to plunder Kate who was curled up in white sheets, he saw a figure standing four floors below on the parking space. Dutton motioned to Kate, who joined him in looking down at the lonely, mournful figure of Daniel Forrester watching their bedroom window with impossible grief. They shaded their eyes as a tiny blue flash blinked in the night. That was the last time they ever saw him.

			Dutton decided to take the position in the Outer Banks. He sank a mortgage on a house on Roanoke Island and he and Kate spent three weeks shipping their furniture out from Los Angeles. He had moved from mountains to near-jungles, swampy lands bursting with lush green vegetation where most of the patients suffered from jellyfish stings, pregnancy, and broken bones. He figured they’d spend a year there, maybe buy a little boat, do some deep-sea fishing, and move on, but he had thought similarly when he went to Clayton and had stayed there close to two years.

			Four months after Daniel Forrester’s house burned down in Santa Eulalia, Lawrence Dutton married Katherine Burnham on Roanoke Island in a civil ceremony presided over by a justice of the peace. And six months after that, Katherine Burnham gave birth to a baby boy whom they named Lawrence Burnham Dutton.

			According to the Shinto tradition of Japan, the souls of the dead circle the earth for a set number of days, after which they depart it. Exactly where they go, Shinto does not venture to say beyond a body of lively theories concerning reincarnation.

			Kate and Larry observed their child with a sense of suspicion. Blond hair did not run in either of their families, yet this kid had the kind of spun-gold hair that would stay with him all his life, as well as a smile that would look good under a pair of sunglasses. He was rambunctious and had a way of looking at them with a secret grin as if he intended to spend his infancy savoring some kind of practical joke.

			They remembered he had been conceived after a beach picnic of clams and wine, with the surf coming in—“just like Deborah Kerr and Burt Lancaster in From Here to Eternity,” Kate had said. It had been an exorbitantly delightful and lively session, full of sea, stars, thundering surf, and flashing lights.

			Sometimes late at night when the kid awoke for his bottle and Dutton looked at his son’s direct, giggling expression, he wanted to slap an encephalograph on the boy’s head and see if his brain waves looked like those of someone he knew—but then again he never had gotten to see Forrester’s brain waves. The blue flashes of light had ceased around the time of the midnight roll in the sand. Dutton noticed how the child totally adored his mother, and switched on like a light whenever he heard her voice or saw her come in the room. His feelings for his father were more ambiguous, encompassing jealousy for his mother’s attention and wonder at Dutton’s big black beard which he continuously pulled and tugged. Maybe all children were like that—what the hell did Dutton know, aside from the fact that Daniel Forrester had to get away from Rothman somehow and physics teaches us that the universe is an infinite curve.

			“Now I know why Forrester kicked me out of Summer­land,” Dutton once said to Kate. “He got everything he wanted, namely you. And he couldn’t have done it without me. Don’t you see? Since you wouldn’t come to him, he had to come back to you.”

			“Well,” Kate answered, “if you’re going to be haunted, a menage à trois is the way to do it.”

			It was a sophisticated joke but, to their astonishment, the boy laughed uproariously. Dutton thought it a pity that he would someday have to learn to talk and to get along in life. In a few years he would forget all he knew. Maybe that’s the way it is for everybody.
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