The Girl, The Power,

And What To Do

With All That Money

Lucas Barnes was lucky.

He came to that realization somewhat late in life, although people had been telling him he was lucky for as long as he could remember.  It was not the amazing shiny bright kind of luck that brings lottery winnings and wealthy parents and inevitably ends in misery and suicide, but a more pedestrian kind of luck that tagged along like a friendly dog and made life easy and painless.

He was taller than most.  In school, bullies didn’t pick on him.  He was not the victim of snickering cliques of gossips.  He came from a white, middle class family, had a decent education, a job that didn't require too much of him, and yet provided all the income he seemed to require, although his needs were not many.

He could not remember ever being unhappy, or afraid. He had been ill at times, but those times seemed to arrange themselves to get him out of some tiresome obligation, or give him extra time to study for a test at school.

But it was only after being told for the ten thousandth time that he was lucky that he began to really think about it, and the reality sank in.  He was lucky.  He had never actually thought about what that meant.

He began to test his luck.

He turned off his alarm clock. Sure enough, he still woke up at the same time. He bought 5 lottery tickets for a dollar each. Four of them were worthless.  One earned him five dollars.

Maybe his kind of luck was not the kind that caused good things to happen.  Maybe it just prevented bad things from happening.

On his way to work, he ignored the red light and crossed the street anyway. He did not get run over.  He did not get a jaywalking ticket.  Nothing bad happened. He woke up in the morning, took a long shower, read the entire morning newspaper, and arrived at work an hour late.  Nothing bad happened.  He took an extra danish at the morning staff meeting.  Nothing bad happened.

He got bolder.  At lunch, he told the pretty waitress she had a nice butt.  She smiled and winked, and when she brought dessert, she whispered that she had added extra whipped cream.  He over tipped generously, and hoped she hadn't seen him blush and ducked out of the shop when she wasn't looking.

As he walked out of the restaurant, he felt a carefree attitude he didn't recall feeling in years, perhaps since childhood.  He stood taller, and breathed deeply, looking around him as if for the first time.  He didn't often come this way -- his usual restaurant had been severely damaged when a drunk driver plowed into it just the day before, and so he had walked down the block in search of a restaurant that looked interesting.  The trees here provided a nice shade; the park across the street was cheerful, with mothers watching young preschoolers play on the swings.  If it had not been for the drunk driver, he would have missed all of this, he thought.  And missed the cute waitress as well.  He smiled.

He took his time walking back to work.  After all, nothing bad would happen if he were late coming back from lunch.  He walked past the park, under the trees, enjoying the early afternoon, feeling free, and just the slightest bit superior, as if he knew some special secret.  It occurred to him that he might actually be strutting, and this made him self-conscious about his walk, to the point that he began to think he might be walking strangely to avoid strutting.  He stopped.  That was the old Lucas Barnes, he told himself.  So what if he was strutting?  So what if he was walking funny?  Nothing bad will happen.  He considered skipping all the way back to work, but started walking again instead, grinning.

He passed his usual restaurant.  The broken glass had been swept up, and a new window had already been installed, but the broken tables and chairs were piled in the center of the room, and the wrecked counter and the large hole in the kitchen wall were still unrepaired.  Debris had been swept into a pile, to be removed at some later time.  Yellow caution tape fluttered in the light breeze.  The menu was still attached to the bricks beside the window, and he knew it by heart, and none of it seemed as nice as the lunch he had just had.  And the paunchy waiter did not have a cute butt.  He smiled.  This was turning out to be a great day.

His office was in a large single story building, set back from the sidewalk by a lush green lawn sloping down to the sidewalk.  He took the four concrete steps two at a time, hopping from step to step, with his head up, smiling.  He couldn't remember ever not taking each step one at a time.  He opened the glass door, and strode past the receptionist's desk.  "Hi, Rachel!" he called to her as he passed.  She looked up from her computer, puzzled that he would notice her, or remember her name.  "Hello, Mr. Barnes", she said to his already receding back.  "Good afternoon" she completed, as he turned the corner.

The company was not large, but not all that small for a company not yet publicly traded, and one of Lucas' tasks as accountant was to make certain that files were properly backed up on the computers.  Most of this was automatic, done by a program using the network, but one of the more enjoyable parts of the job was walking around from office to office looking for the removable drives such as those the field service people took out on calls, or those the sales people used for the big databases.  This task got him out of the office, and gave him some personal contact, even if most of the people were on the phone constantly, or ignored him for some other reasons as he collected the drives.

He had backed up all of the drives in the morning before lunch, but as he passed the office of the CEO, (and CFO, and president), he noticed a drive on the desk he had missed.  The door was closed, but clearly visible through the narrow glass window to the side of the door was a black removable drive, its cable lying on the desk, disconnected from a now absent laptop computer.

On any other day, Lucas would have returned to his desk, and sent an email to Mr. Mailer, letting him know that he would come by to back up the drive at the CEO's convenience.  But today, that reticent, hesitant Lucas Barnes was somewhere else, replaced by a man the gods had blessed with a secret, who knew that he could open that door, take the drive back to his office, back it up, and replace it on the desk, and nothing bad would ever come of it.  In fact, he might even get a word of praise for being diligent and proactive, something that would never happen to the old Lucas Barnes.

He opened the door, walked calmly into the room, and picked up the drive.  He walked back out, and closed the door behind him.  Nothing bad happened.

Back in his office, he placed the drive on his desk and sat down in front of the computer.  He logged in, and started up the backup program.  He plugged in the removable drive, and began the backup.  As it plodded along, the lights on the drives blinked and flashed randomly, and Lucas checked his email, read the two company memos there, and then brought up a browser to surf the web while he waited.

His favorite game to pass the time was to make up a name, and search for that name on the web.  Then he would look for where that person lived, and search for information about that place.  In this way, he could travel around the country without ever leaving the comfort and safety of his office.  He would have mapping programs plot out the directions for getting there, and he would look up all the places along the way, imagining he was traveling there by bus or by train, sometimes renting a car or taking a taxi.  He imagined all the people he would see, and all the wonderful things they would be doing.

The backup program beeped as he was somewhere east of Topeka in his mind, wondering if you could see cows from the bus, or just wheat or corn for miles on end.  He clicked with the mouse to send a copy of the backup to the remote backup site, so the files would be safe if the concrete building burned down, or an earthquake toppled the tilt-up walls onto the server in the machine room, and at the same time managed to destroy all of the tapes in the fireproof safe.  No one would ever be able to blame Lucas Barnes for losing all of the company data.  It was a small part of the job, but Lucas was always very careful.  When it was finished, he removed the network cable from the back of the computer and laid it on the desk.  No one could break into the computer remotely if it was not on the network.

He stood up and stretched his legs, and walked out of the office on the way to the Coke machine, carefully locking the door behind him.  You could never be too careful with the company books, even if the files were locked, the computer logged out, and the screen blank, it was always a good idea to lock the door.  Someone might be able to break the passwords, or sneak in to install some keystroke-recording device in the computer, or hide a camera to watch him type his password.  They had taught them all about those things at the monthly society meetings, and the importance of locking the door.  As he walked down the hallway to the Coke machine, Lucas smiled.  It would never happen to him, though, because nothing bad could ever happen to him.  He could feel himself walking taller as he remembered this new revelation.  He could do whatever he liked, and nothing bad would happen.

He didn't go directly back to his office.  Instead, this time he walked back to the receptionist's desk, smiling and waving to her as she talked on the phone, looking back at him distractedly, and then returning her gaze to the computer screen.  Lucas opened the door and walked outside, then sat down on the concrete steps and opened the can, taking a slow sip.  It was OK not to be in his office, pretending to be hard at work when in actuality there was nothing more that needed to be done today.  He didn't have to pretend, because nothing bad was going to happen.  He set the drink down on the step and leaned back on his palms.  What would he like to do?  He could do whatever he liked.  He decided to leave work early, maybe catch a movie.

He was halfway to the bus stop when he remembered the disk drive was still on his desk.  He had a moment of panic, and was half turned around to rush back when he stopped and smiled.  It could wait.  Nothing bad will happen.  He walked to the bus stop, wondering what movies might be playing.  He hadn't been to a movie in years.

The next morning, Lucas awoke late.  No alarm, just the sun coming in through the window, resting on his face warmly.  The unusualness of this initially caused a vague feeling of unease, until he remembered.  He no longer needed to worry about getting to work on time.  He never needed to worry again.

Last night at the movie had been wonderful.  He stood in the longest line, something he never did.  He didn't like being around strangers who might talk to him.  But last night he talked to everybody.  There were so many interesting people, pretty people, and so many happy people.  He had no idea which movie the line was for.  It didn't matter.  It turned out to be a comedy, a very funny one, and after the movie people were still laughing and talking and he was joking and talking with them.  A small group decided to walk to a nearby coffee shop, and they invited him to join them.  That had never happened to him.  Ever.  He walked with them, talked with them over coffee about the movie, and they discussed little things, things of no importance, just for the fun of talking.  He talked about the places he wanted to go, which was just about anywhere, and they talked about the places they had been, which fascinated him.  They closed down the coffee shop, and he took the late bus home, sitting up in front alone with the bus driver, talking about the places the driver had worked before getting this job.

Lucas got out of bed, took a long hot shower, dressed and walked to the pancake house by the bus stop and thought about taking a long breakfast but decided on his usual egg on a muffin, and ate it on the bus as usual.  He arrived at work three hours late.

He had made a decision.  He was going to take a vacation, and do some real traveling.  Vacation hell.  He was just going to quit.

Curtis Mailer was an impatient man.

Throughout his career he had watched as people much less intelligent than he was had made millions.  Not by working harder.  Not by being smarter.  Not even by succeeding.  They made millions by failing.  One after another, he had worked for a string of failures.  People who started companies, hired people like Curtis Mailer to do all the work, and got fired just before the company collapsed altogether.  It was time Curtis Mailer got his own golden parachute.  He deserved it more than any of them ever had.  He was smarter than they were.  He was smarter than all of them.

Curtis had been vice president of marketing at one failure, vice president of business development at another, vice president of finance at another.  He knew how to fail.  He had studied failure at close range.

Spectacular failures made the news.  The heads of spectacular failures took all the blame, and collected buckets of cash to leave quietly and quickly.  Vice presidents of marketing were never to blame, but could capitalize on the publicity of the spectacular failure as they looked for positions in companies not yet sliding down the wrong end of a steep curve.

Curtis had passed up several good positions at prestigious firms, looking for just the right position at a well-funded startup.  He would not settle for vice president anymore.  He was looking for the top job at a small company, but not too small.  He was looking for a CEO position and a seat on the board, in return for all of his experience and industry contacts.  Curtis was a good salesman.  He found just the right place.

Almost.  The problem was that after two years, the company refused to fail.  He hired people with no drive or ambition and put them in key places.  They plodded along efficiently doing just the right things, never taking risks.  He leaked company secrets to the competition.  The competition jumped in, built a big market for the product with huge advertising expenditures, and then never delivered a working product.  Sales at Curtis’ company soared.

He studied the big failures, and copied them.  He started up a web of offshore companies with contracts and secret kickbacks and off-the-books expenses and tangled them all up with such fiendishly devious trusts and agreements that no one could untangle them without his huge secret spreadsheet to guide them.  But even with all of that money leaking away into foreign accounts, the company still plodded along, making money, albeit slowly.

He bought a company yacht for his own personal use.  He lavished millions on spectacular company parties.  The press loved it, the employees loved it, the stock kept going up, albeit slowly.  But the big money was in failure, and Curtis hated the idea that he was failing at failure, when such idiots could make it look so easy.

Curtis Mailer’s week had started off badly.

Monday was bad enough.  One of the Panamanian shell companies was being audited, and the front man was asking for more bribe money to smooth things over.

On Tuesday, he had been driving to work, listening to the morning business report on the radio, calling one of the shell companies in Nicaragua to set up another complicated four-company shell game, and checking his notes on the laptop computer on the passenger seat.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw some idiot jaywalking in the middle of the block.  Way too late to slam on the brakes, he instinctively pulled the steering wheel hard over, and drove up onto the sidewalk at high speed.  His foot slammed down, not on the brake, but on the accelerator, and he peeled away from the sidewalk, across the median, and plowed into a restaurant window.

The car came to a stop at a brick wall separating the dining room from the kitchen.  Curtis was dazed, the air bag deflated in his lap, dust and chunks of wallboard coated the windshield.  Half of the laptop computer was wedged under the broken windshield; the other half had bounced out the passenger window, which had been smashed open by the corner of a dining table.  There was a loud explosion as the right front tire gave up trying to survive the abuse.  Some ill-defined portion of the engine compartment was bulging into the passenger side of the car.  The smell of gasoline and hot engine coolant filled the space between the broken windshield and the still intact back window.

Curtis tried to open the driver’s side door, and then tried to roll down the window.  Finally, he unbuckled his seat belt, and squeezed by the stick shift, onto the passenger seat, and stuck his head out the broken window.  The restaurant was a total mess, but that was the least of Curtis’ worries.  His car was unsalvageable.  He would have to walk the rest of the way to work.

A young man peeked around the damaged brick wall from the kitchen, fire extinguisher in hand, just in case.  The smell of gasoline filled the room.  “Are jou awright?” he asked Curtis, watching him squeeze himself into a sitting position in the passenger window.  Curtis ignored him, trying to figure out how to get his feet out of the car and onto the ground.  The seat of his slacks ripped noisily on the broken glass and he swore ineffectively, but finally managed to get his right foot on the ground, and ease his left leg out of the car.

“I gotta go turn the gas off,” the young man said.  “I blew out them pilot lights on the stove when I smelled the gasoline.”  He walked around the car to a janitorial closet, and struggled with the door before getting it open enough to squeeze in.  He came out with a large pair of pliers, and walked out through the broken plate glass window and around to the back of the building.

Curtis looked around for his laptop.  He found it under the now bare right front wheel rim, nearly cut in half.  He could not remove it.  He swore again.  He walked around the car to the driver’s side, and tried to open the door.  It still would not come unlatched.  He could see the keys in the ignition, and not wanting to go around to the passenger window and reach in, he hit the shattered windshield with his hand, to make an opening to let him reach the keys.  He swore again.  After some pulling and a few cuts on his hand, he made a hole large enough to allow him to reach the keys.

Keys in hand, he walked back to the trunk and opened it.  He retrieved his briefcase, took one last look at the useless car, and walked out through the broken front window and began walking the four blocks to his office.  He ignored the shouts from the young man, which became mutterings in Spanish and gradually faded away behind him.

He arrived at the office, pushed open the door, and walked past the receptionist.  “Rachel – get me a new pair of slacks, underwear, and get Davis on the phone in my office in ten minutes.”

Taken aback, she asked “What size?” as his tattered rear receded down the hallway.  “All that crap is in the file.” He called out, and entered the restroom.

He came back out in nine minutes, blood washed from his hands and briefcase, small bandages on his hand and arm, Italian wool threads waving in his wake as he made his way to his office.

“Mr. Davis is on line two,” the receptionist said, peeking her head in.  “And a courier is on the way to pick up your clothes and get them here, but he says it will take him at least an hour and a half at this time of day.”

“Get the BMW dealer on Mayflower and tell ‘em I’ll need a loaner and a tow.” He said, making hand motions to her to leave and close the door as he picked up the phone and pressed the second button.  “Davis!” he snapped.  “My beemer ended up in some jerk’s restaurant window a few minutes ago.  I need you to take care of that.  Just down the street, that Mexican place.  Nah, I’m in the office.  Hit ‘n run hell, I talked to some jerk kid, he’ll probly be long gone before the cops show up.  Get out, that’s what I got you for.  I gotta company to run.  Take care of it.”

He hung up the phone, and reached in his pocket for his cell phone.  “Shit!”  He checked his other pockets before rising to open the door.  “Rachel!” he called down the hallway.  “Tell Davis to look for my cell phone while he’s there!”  He returned to his chair and sat down, trying to remember the phone numbers on his cell phone directory.  He had no cell phone, no computer, and no way to finish the phone call to straighten out the audit situation.  “Rachel!” he shouted, loud enough for her to hear down the hall with the door closed.  He got up, and stuck his head out the door.  “What’s the country code for Panama?”  There was a long pause.  “Well?” he asked.  “Just a minute…” she called back, then “five oh seven”.

He realized it would have been faster to call the operator, then realized that she must have done just that.  He sat down to think.  Then he picked up the phone and dialed information, and asked to be connected to the audit firm in Panama.

He mangled the pronunciation, but was able to spell it, and waited to be connected.  They would have the number of his front man – they were doing the audit, after all.

“Get me someone who speaks English” he said when he got a connection.  “I speak English, sir” the voice replied.  He instructed the voice to find the number for Sangria Export Consortium.  “I’m sorry sir, we can’t give out client information”, came the reply.  He said several rude things, then told the voice to call Sangria and have them call him at his office number.  “I can do that sir.  Have a nice day sir,” said the voice, and he hung up.

Davis called.  “The police need you to come to the scene and make a statement.”

He said.  “And no one here has been able to find your phone, and the police won’t let us search any more.  They’re quite insistent that you come right away.”

Curtis said more rude things, then stood up and opened the door.  “Rachel!” he called out.  “Get your keys, you’re taking me down the street.”

A flatbed tow truck was pulling his car up onto the bed as they arrived.  The police had marked off the area with yellow tape, and three cruisers were flashing lights in the driveway and on the curb.  A uniformed officer was directing traffic and waving away onlookers.  Another one was taking notes on an electronic pad.

A third officer met Curtis as he got out of the car, and Rachel drove back to the office.

“You the owner of the vehicle?” the officer said as Davis came quickly up and began answering the questions for Mailer.  Curtis ignored the two of them, looking all around for his phone.  The officer kept directing his questions to Curtis, and Davis kept answering.  The questions quickly turned to those that only Curtis could answer.  “What made you leave the roadway, sir?”  Curtis explained about the jaywalker in colorful language, and the officer kept taking notes and asking questions, determined to remain unperturbed and professional, thinking all the time about how he would describe the scene in a courtroom, trying to be more observant than the lawyer.

Curtis demanded Davis’ cell phone, and called Rachel to see if any calls had come in.  He did this five times over the next hour as the car was taken away, and the officers asked questions, measured tire marks, took photos, and talked at length to the young man from the kitchen, who by now had been joined by the owner of the restaurant, and most of the staff.

Eventually the police were done with Curtis, and Davis drove him back to the office.  “Some guy called, wouldn’t say what he wanted, but left his number.”

Rachel informed him as he walked through the door.  “It starts with five oh seven” she said, conspiratorially, guessing that Curtis might want to keep particulars from Davis’ ear.  She had been warned on several occasions to say as little as possible around the lawyer.

Davis didn’t enter, and stood outside until the door shut itself, and then went back to his car, and back to his own office.  Curtis took the pink memo slip from Rachel and strode back to his office, still trailing black wool threads in his wake.

It took several phone calls to arrange matters in Panama, made more difficult by the inability to move funds between the banks that were only recorded on the ruined laptop.  He had to use his personal funds, and transfer them through an agent he used for special operations, which greatly increased the costs.  He would have to recoup that money later, and figure out some way to hide the movement of those funds.

The clothes and the loaner car arrived at the same time.  Curtis changed into the new slacks, told Rachel to have two new cell phones and a new laptop computer on his desk first thing in the morning, and drove home.  The loaner car was not what he had expected, but it got him home.

Once there, he went directly to the safe in the den, and pulled out the backup drive for the laptop computer.  He plugged it into the desktop computer in the den, and spent the next half hour finding phone numbers and bank account numbers and passwords, and writing them down on a legal pad.  He folded the paper, placed it in his wallet, then tore the next three pages from the pad and put them through the shredder.

Exhausted, though it was only four in the afternoon, he got back in the loaner car and drove to a bar across town and made some phone calls from the pay phone there.  Then he ordered himself a drink, and spent the next hour and a half waiting for the pay phone to ring.  When it did, he spoke for a few minutes, then ordered another drink.  By nine in the evening, he was debating with himself about whether to have a last drink and call a cab, or drive home by himself.  He drove home slowly, and then went to bed.

On Wednesday morning, Curtis Mailer packed the backup drive in his briefcase and set out for the office in the loaner car.  The car made it about three miles, but stalled at a red light and refused to go any farther.  Still without a cell phone, Curtis walked, cursing loudly at each passing car, for half a mile before finding a pay phone.  Several times he considered stopping at a home or a shop along the way, but the thought of actually asking a real person for the use of a phone was not one he could actually consider.  Better to nurse his rage and loose its full wind on the BMW dealership.  He did just that.  It was forty-five minutes later that a cab arrived to take him the rest of the way to work.  The taxi driver spent the whole trip apologizing for the delay, mentioning the traffic jam caused by someone who had abandoned a car in the middle of the road at a stoplight.

When he arrived at the office, there was a new laptop computer on his desk.  It had all of the normal office software loaded on it, but was missing several programs that he was used to using, and it took him three hours to get the machine set up to something resembling what he could remember of his old computer.  He removed the backup drive from his briefcase and plugged it into the computer, just as the phone rang.  It was Panama.

Curtis listened briefly to the voice at the other end, spoke a few words, and then disconnected the backup drive, scooped up the computer, and left the office.  “Rachel!” he called out.  “Where are those cell phones?”  She looked concerned, a little frightened by his tone.  “They won’t have them ready until this afternoon.”

He swore, oblivious to the look on her face.  “Give me your keys, I need your car.” He told her.  She paused for only a second, then dug into her purse and produced the keys.  He left without thanking her.

He drove to the bar and made one long phone call, then drove back to the office.  It was a quarter to five.  He tossed the keys at Rachel and strode silently to his desk, placing the laptop down and opening it up.  He looked around for the removable drive.  He opened drawers, checked under the desk.  He went back to the reception desk, demanded the keys again curtly, and went out to search the car.  He came back in, slammed the keys down on the reception counter without a word, and stormed back to his desk.

He called the bar, and had them search for the drive.  Twice.  He had retraced all his movements in his mind and on foot in the hallways when he saw it.  Through the narrow window to the side of the door of that accountant’s office, he could see it on the desk, its cable snaking around to the back of the computer by the side of the desk.

He tried the door.  It was locked.  He went back to the reception desk, but Rachel had left for the day – it was well past five o’clock.  He tried to open her desk drawers, looking for office keys, but the drawers were locked.  He walked down the corridor until he found someone still working, and asked if they had seen the accountant.

“Nah, he left early today.  Weird too, that guy always leaves at five o’clock sharp; we use him for a clock around here.  He walked out, sat on the steps for a while with a big grin on his face.  Never seen him happier.  Then he just left, like two hours ago.”

Curtis pondered this for a while, looking past the man’s head to someplace far in the corner of the room.  He walked back to the accountant’s office pensively.  He looked at the drive on the desk.  The accountant would have had hours to read the contents of the drive.  What would an accountant look at first?  He’d look at the spreadsheet of course.  With the dollar amounts, the accounts, the companies, the names, the relationships, the cross-references to company accounts the accountant would know very well.

But he hadn’t raised any alarms.  And he was suddenly very happy, and had left work early.  Curtis knew exactly what that meant.  He was not planning to make a fuss.  He was planning blackmail.

Curtis leaned against the window and considered breaking it to get the drive.  But surely a blackmailer would have made a copy.  He saw the network cable lying on the desk.  The guy’s network connection wasn’t working.  The copy had to be on the computer itself.  He could break in, take the computer and the removable drive, throw them both in the bay, and no one would be able to tie Curtis to anything the accountant said.  There were still people working in the building.  Breaking in would just confirm the accountant’s story.

On his old laptop, he had an emergency erase program.  It could totally scrub a hard drive, so not even the FBI could read it.  But his new laptop didn’t have it.  He would have to go home to get a copy from the machine in the den.  Then he would come back, break into the accountant’s office, wipe the machine, take the drive, and hide it somewhere.  But break in without arousing suspicion.  He would need a key.  Rachel had the keys.  He could call Rachel, make up some story, and get her back here to open the office.  No.  It was easier than that.  Rachel was always the first one in, opening the office.  He would wait until morning, meet Rachel at the door, tell her the accountant had his drive in a locked office, and retrieve it, while wiping the computer clean.  The blackmailer would have no proof.

He would still have to destroy the blackmailer’s credibility.  Why would the accountant say such things if they weren’t true?  He might say them if he wanted to hide his own crimes.  Curtis felt a smile forming on his lips.  Frame the accountant.  Who else could come up with such a deviously entangled embezzlement scheme?  It was all falling into place.  The accountant defrauds the company.  The CEO discovers the crime, but accepts all responsibility.  It would be a colossal failure.  The board would have to fire him.  The board would want to keep it all a secret.  He would convince them to make the accountant swear to secrecy or be taken to jail.

Perfect.

He called a cab, and went home.  He set the alarm for an outrageously early hour, and had a difficult time getting to sleep, his mind racing with the details of the new plan.  He fell asleep admiring his own genius once again.

The alarm beeped for several minutes as Curtis slowly crawled out from under a troubling dream.  It was still dark outside.  He called a cab, then showered and got dressed.  The cab arrived as he was gulping down instant coffee and a poor excuse for breakfast out of a toaster.  He arrived at the office well before Rachel, and shivered in the cold outside of the dark office.  When he saw her arrive, he ducked behind a corner, and waited for her to enter.  He waited another five minutes, and then walked to the door and up to her desk.  She looked surprised.

“Hi, I left my backup drive in whatsizname’s office, the guy in accounting.  Do you have a key?”  She was more surprised by his politeness than by the request or the hour.  She dug through her desk, and produced a master key, then stood up to go open the door.  “I can handle it,” he said, holding out his hand for the key.  She handed it to him, and sat back down.  She watched as he walked down the hall to Lucas Barnes’ office, put the key in the lock and opened the door.  She saw the door shut behind him, and heard it lock.  He was in the office a long time.

Once back in his own office, Curtis waited for the accountant to show up.  He spent the time planning what he was going to say.  Should he march in to the guy’s office and tip his hand?  Should he wait for the guy to come to him?  Which was riskier?  Time passed, and it was well past the time the guy normally showed up.  Curtis got busy planning the destruction of the accountant.  The incriminating evidence was now planted on the guy’s freshly erased computer.  He plugged in the removable drive and copied a few numbers onto a sheet of paper, careful to rip it from the pad first, and then place it on the glass surface of the desk before writing.  The removable drive was now a liability.  He would have to dispose of it.

The new loaner car arrived while he waited.  The new cell phones arrived.  Still, the accountant had not shown up.  Curtis pictured what a blackmailer would need to set up, and how long that might take.  He waited, with the door ajar so he could hear people enter and leave through the front door.  Each time the door opened, he peeked out to see who it was.  This happened many times.  He waited.

It was nearly noon when the guy came in.  He didn’t go straight to his office.  He stopped and chatted with Rachel.  He chatted with the UPS driver when he came through the door.  The guy whose name nobody could remember was suddenly the gabbiest guy in the office.  He was definitely happy.  He was almost high on it. Curtis seethed and grinned at the same time.   It made his face hurt.

The guy came down the hall, not going to his office, but coming to Curtis’ office.

Curtis returned to his chair and sat down quickly, picked up the phone and pretended to listen.  There was a tap at the door, and it gently opened from the light rapping of a knuckle.  Curtis said goodbye to the dial tone and set the phone down.  He looked up at the accountant.

“Um, hello, um, do you have a moment?”  Curtis nodded.

“You probably know I haven’t taken any time off at all since I started working here.”  Curtis nodded.  “Well I think it’s time I collected on some of what’s due me, um, and I think maybe I don’t want to work so much anymore.  In fact, I don’t think I have to work anymore at all.  Ever.  Because, you see, I’m a very lucky guy.  And guys like that just don’t have to work.  We can do whatever we want.”

The accountant paused, waiting for Curtis’ reaction.  Curtis smiled.  He had a plan for just this contingency.  He had made dozens of plans.  He had never thought it was going to be this easy.

“So, a paid indefinite leave of absence, eh?  Pretty smart.  I’ll give you one piece of advice.  Get out of town.  Get way out of town.  The checks will go to the bank, you can collect them at a branch in West Podunk if you like.  Just don’t show your face around here.”

“Really?  For how long?”

“As long as you like.”

“Thank you, sir!  Thank you!”

The accountant backed out of the room, a look of surprised joy on his face.  The door closed behind him.  Curtis slumped in his chair, surprised at how relieved he was.  Then he sat up, and started putting things in motion.  And just in case, he would have to have a Plan B.  He started working on that, too.

Lucas left Mailer’s office a little light-headed.  This was amazing!  He had intended to quit his job and let whatever happened just happen.  But now he still had his job, his salary, and he didn’t have to even show up for work!  He had no idea what he was going to do now.

He walked past Rachel’s desk, and waved at her.  She looked up, still on the phone and waved back in a hesitant, confused way as he opened the door and walked out into the sunshine.  He started walking towards the bus stop, out of habit if nothing else.  If he were going to go anywhere, it would start with the bus.  He walked on the shady side of the street, past bits of yellow caution tape and broken glass.  He walked slowly, enjoying the light breeze, the smell of the trees and the grass by the sidewalk.  A glint of sunlight reflected off a bit of plastic sitting in the grass, and he reached down and picked up a cell phone.  This being lucky stuff was amazing!  He opened the phone and got a dial tone.  He called information, and asked to be connected to a cab company.  He told them to have a cab come to the bus stop.

A large woman occupied the bus stop bench with a small dog in a large floppy purse.  He sat down next to her, and the dog studied him.  He smiled at the dog.  It did not smile back.  The woman was silent.  That was not what Lucas wanted.  He wanted lots of people, happy people, people who traveled places and talked about the places they had been.  He would not find those people at a city bus stop.  At an airport, they would all be stressed and worried and in a hurry.  But a train station – that would be perfect.  Not a commuter train, but a long distance train, where people were taking their time to enjoy the trip.  He would go to a train station.

He thought about his apartment.  Was there anything there he needed?  Anything he needed to take care of before going on a trip?  But it didn’t matter.  If nothing could go wrong, who needed anything?

The bus arrived.  The woman lifted her purse, the dog disappeared inside, and the woman climbed onto the bus.  Lucas waited, the doors closed, and the bus started off.  The cab arrived a few minutes later.  Lucas explained to the driver that he wanted to take a long train trip, and didn’t know where such trains could be found.  “No problem, I’ll get you there.  Where ya headed?”

“I have no idea; just a trip somewhere.  I’ve never really been anywhere.”

“An adventcha, I gottcha.  But ya know what they say about that.  An adventcha is the result of bad planning. Ha!” the cabbie laughed at his joke.

“I have no plan at all.  I guess that’s as bad as a plan can get.” Lucas agreed.

The first thing Curtis Mailer needed to do was to move the money.  The information on the removable drive was compromised, and all of the bank accounts had to be closed out, and new ones created, and all in a way that could not be traced to Curtis Mailer.  He had a man for just that job, and that was the first number he had copied onto his notes.  That number would be safe as soon as he called it, since it belonged to a disposable cell phone that would be used only once.  He copied down eight bank account numbers and their passwords onto the paper.

The next step was to log onto the accountant’s computer remotely, and to shut down the foreign operations one at a time from that computer, leaving a nice trail leading back to the accountant.  That was going to take days, if not weeks, but he could get started right away.  And he knew a certain greedy auditor in Panama who would make the first move in the downfall of a blackmailing bookkeeper when no unmarked bills arrived in the mail.  So Panama was the place to start.

It was several hours later when an exhausted Mailer was ready for the last step – the disposal of the removable drive.  It was not enough to erase it, there might be some method unknown to Mailer that someone could trace it to him, or use it to verify some part of the accountant’s story.  Disposing of it was the best way to eliminate all chance of discovery.

It was well after seven o’clock when he left the building, with the drive in his pocket, and got into the loaner car.  He drove across town, to the bridge that crossed the bay.  Halfway across the bridge, he rolled down the passenger side window, pulled as close to the edge of the road as he dared, and threw the drive out over the railing and into the bay.  He rolled the window back up, and continued driving, almost reaching the end of the bridge before noticing the flashing lights in his rear view mirror.

He pulled over.  He rolled down the driver side window and waited for the officer to walk up to the car.  The breeze was cold on his damp forehead.

“License and registration please.”  Curtis got out his wallet, opened it and removed the license, and handed it to the officer.  He then tried to open the glove compartment, but it was locked, and neither of the keys seemed to work.  He checked the visor and the steering column for a registration, but found nothing.

“Is this your car?”

“No, it’s a loaner.  My car is, my car had an accident.”

“Mailer.  Mailer.  Ah, yes.  You’re the guy that thought Lupe’s was a drive-through.  You’re a little far from home Mr. Mailer.”  Curtis said nothing.

“You don’t remember me do you?” the officer said.  “I got called in early to work that job, it’s close to home.”  The officer continued to write on his pad.

“Do you know why I stopped you, Mr. Mailer?” he said.

“I have no idea.” Mailer said, truthfully.

“Did you see that sign on the bridge back there?  The one that mentions a $2500 fine for littering?”  The officer continued to write as Curtis remained silent.

“This just isn’t your week, is it Mr. Mailer?” he said, and handed the ticket book to Curtis, along with his license.  “Sign here.”

Lucas Barnes over tipped the cab driver and got out of the cab in front of the train station.  He entered the large brick building, into a large noisy room with a high ceiling, benches arranged like church pews, and a short line at the ticket window.  He hadn’t expected to see so many people.  There was a pair of children running in circles around a large woman who seemed to be ignoring the game, looking at a train schedule.  An older man and an attractive young woman were standing in the corner, watching the crowd.  A man was asleep on one of the benches, a newspaper over his face.  People were milling around, towing luggage, paper bags, boxes, children, and one pet carrier that may have held a cat or a small dog.  Lucas wanted to know where they were all going.

He walked around the room, taking it all in.  He was in no hurry.  He still had no idea where he wanted to go.  He wanted to stop each person and ask where they were going, and why that was a good place to go.  But they all seemed to be occupied with something, and he just couldn’t walk up to a perfect stranger and start asking questions.

But why not, he asked himself, standing up a little straighter.  Is something bad going to happen if I do?  He smiled, and walked over to a woman holding a large box and trying to open her purse at the same time.  “Let me hold that for you” he said, and reached for the package.  “Oh, thanks!” the woman said, and allowed Lucas to take the package.  She opened the purse and took some bills out of a small wallet, put them in the pocket of her sweater, and closed the purse.  She then took the package back.

“Where are you headed?” asked Lucas.  “Los Angeles” she replied, looking up at the clock.  “My sister lives there, she’s taking care of my mother, after her operation.  I haven’t been there in ages; they say it’s nowhere near as bad as it used to be.  I’ve been putting it off; it’s a long drive, and the airport is so far from Lena’s house, I figured I should try the train.  I’ve never been on a train before, and it sounds so relaxing, and the train stops a couple blocks from Lena’s house, so why not?”

Lucas was amazed at the woman’s ability to pour out buckets of conversation apparently without ever taking a breath.  He watched her as she spoke, talking about her sister, her mother, her health, her mother’s health, and some complicated relationships with her coworkers that Lucas couldn’t quite follow.  The outpouring of cathartic expression amazed him.  Being confided-in was a new experience to him.  Was it that he was a complete stranger?  Or had she somehow seen in him something he didn’t know he had, some empathy that had never surfaced before?  Or maybe she was just naturally a chatterbox.  He was still in rapt attention when the two children ran between the two of them squealing at some imagined terror or delight.

“I’m terribly sorry,” their mother said, coming over quickly.  “David! Jennifer! Settle down right now.”

“I have a niece named Jennifer,” the first woman said.  “In Los Angeles.  I’m going down to see them on the train.”  The mother had one child in each hand, and listened politely as more monologue tumbled out.  Lucas imagined the words bouncing off the heads of the children and spilling out over the floor.  The two women moved towards the ticket counter, and Lucas turned around to see if there were any other interesting people he might try his luck on.

He walked over to the man sleeping on the bench.  “Is that today’s paper?” he said to the back of the sports section.  The man awoke, and looked at Lucas.  “Huh?” he said, groggily, and then looked up at the clock.  “Oh, wow, I would have missed my train completely!  Thanks, man!” he said to Lucas, and rushed off out to the platform.  Lucas folded the newspaper carefully, and set it down on the bench, then turned to find someone else to talk to.

A man in a uniform sat on a bench against the wall, eating a late lunch out of a paper bag.  Lucas approached him, smiling broadly.  “You must work for the railroad,” he began.  “What’s it like, traveling all over, seeing all those places?”

“Not bad,” the man judged.  “It’s a job.  I like to see what’s changed.  You can go back and forth from Seattle to San Diego, and each time there’s some little thing that’s different.  You got to look real careful sometimes, but it’s there.  I couldn’t take it if it was always the same, you know?”

“What are your favorite places?” Lucas was eager to know.

“Well, that depends on the season, I guess,” the workman replied.  “The North Coast is really nice in the winter, the sun is shining and it ain’t too cold.  In the summer the cold wind comes off the ocean and it’s downright freezin’.  I like L.A. when the Santa Ana winds clear away all the muck outta the air.  I like Seattle when it ain’t rainin’, which ain’t much.  Oregon is really nice in the early summer, or a little later when the blackberries are ripe.”

They talked as the man finished his lunch.  Lucas talked about all the places he had found on the Internet that he wanted to visit.  The workman would occasionally add a bit of detail when it was a place he’d been, or heard some story about.  Eventually though, his lunch break was over, and he said goodbye to Lucas and walked out to the platform.

Lucas scanned the room again.  The pair in the corner were still there, looking back at him.  The man looked to be about 60 or older, his gray hair thick and full, just touching his shoulders, almost a mane.  The young woman was immediately attractive to Lucas, but he couldn’t figure out why.  She was athletic, and had dark red hair that fell in tight thin corkscrews down her shoulders.  He didn’t think it was her natural color, as she had an olive complexion, and very dark eyes, although Lucas could not see them very well at this distance.  They continued to look directly at him, neither one of them speaking.

With his newfound confidence, Lucas walked over to them.

“Definitely,” the older man said to the woman.  She nodded.

“Hi there,” said Lucas.  “Hello,” said the man.  The woman nodded.  Lucas found himself wondering if she were wearing a bra.  There was something very sensual about the way she stood there, something subtle about the way she was dressed, or the way she looked at people.  He could not figure it out.  She was not movie star gorgeous, or provocatively dressed, but Lucas found it difficult to stop looking in her direction.

“You look like you’re having a good day,” the man offered.  Lucas looked at him.

“I’m having the best day of my life,” Lucas agreed.  “I think I am the luckiest guy on the planet.”  He thought about how they would interpret that, and felt it needed amplification.  “Not like I have just had some luck, or just got lucky, or something lucky just happened.  I mean lucky like I’ll always be lucky, like I was born lucky and I’ll die lucky, that kind of lucky.”  He was afraid he was making a fool of himself, but the couple were nodding their heads and looking at one another as if he had said he loved chocolate, or that chickens tasted like rattlesnake.

“Tell us about your ability,” the man said.  Lucas thought the expression was a little strange, but launched into a detailed account of his week so far, and his tests and conclusions.  The pair listened quietly, nodding occasionally.  The woman smiled when Lucas explained about the pretty waitress, and his hasty exit from the café. 

After describing his indefinite paid leave of absence, and his ability to approach anyone for conversation without ever seeming to bother them, the man looked at him soberly and said “Young man, that is your superpower.”

“Doc collects them,” the woman said.

“Actually, I look for people like you.  People like Holly here.  She has –”

“Don’t tell him, he’ll figure it out on his own.”

“Let’s just say a special ability.  Mine is money.  Not great gobs of it, that would be cumbersome and a bother.  But whenever I really need it, money just happens.  I’ve made it my hobby, making money.  I’m not rich, but I never want for anything.  I have some properties, some rental income, and I have a small business I made out of my rock-collecting hobby, and I like to write articles for magazines.  So I don’t really work for a living – like you, I don’t have to, my superpower lets me do what I like to do, and my hobbies end up paying for themselves.”

“Tell him about the ice cream guy,” Holly encouraged.

“Yes, a good example.  You see, you can tell when someone has a superpower if you pay attention.  Little details – a certain confidence, the way they carry themselves, the way they interact with people and the world.  I saw it in you when you first entered the station, but you confirmed it several times.  We don’t react the way ordinary people do – we have different expectations.  Our superpowers give us control and confidence.  Holly and I saw just that in a fellow only a week ago, at an ice cream parlor.  He had the most remarkable ability – he could always choose the best flavor of ice cream, no matter how many flavors there were, or how often the flavors changed.  He would come in with a group of people, and they would all order, and he would order last.  And when everyone had a taste of all the others’ choices, they always like the one he had picked the best.”

“Totally amazing,” Holly agreed.

“It might seem like a small power,” Doc continued.  “But it makes a huge difference.  That man was the envy of the room.  He never had to hesitate, he was never wrong, and it never failed.  He carried that confidence through to the rest of his interactions with the world.  It gave him the confidence to take risks, and it is only through risk that rewards come.  He was not afraid to fail, so when failures happened, he would learn and move on.  We had quite a discussion with this fellow, and I tell you, we ate so much ice cream they had to roll us out of the shop.”

“Very good ice cream,” said Holly, “definitely the best.”

“They are not so common that you trip over them, you know,” said Doc.  “We go to some lengths to find them.  We look for crowded places where people go because they choose to.  Like ice cream parlors, or train stations.  You don’t often find them, but the odds are better when there are more people, and the kind of people we are looking for can usually pick and choose where they want to be.”

“Like us,” Holly interjected.  “We go wherever we want.”

“Indeed,” said Doc.  “One of the benefits of an income that requires no fixed address.”

“Like mine!” Lucas agreed.

“Indeed.”

“Indeedy-do, Doc.” chimed Holly.

Lucas found that the couple’s enthusiasm was contagious.  He really liked these people, and he’d only known them for less than an hour.  He was excited to think that there was a world full of people with superpowers like his, and that he could learn to find them.  It was like being in a special secret club of amazing people.

They talked for hours, walking out of the station and on through town, visiting busy places, watching people, but mostly talking.  Lucas learned about the woman who could always tell which watermelon was sweetest, or the newspaperman who always had just the right word when his coworkers needed it.  There was a lawyer who could always tell if a client was lying to him.  And there was the little boy who could pass gas on command.  There was the veterinarian who could tell a dog’s temperature by looking at the shine on its nose.

The day got old, the sun got low, and the air began to cool.  The lights began to come on above the sidewalk, and the three new friends were talking and laughing as they walked from shop to shop down the tree lined commercial district.  They visited a coffee shop, a record store, and a store that sold fresh baked cookies.  Sometimes Doc or Holly would point to someone, watch them for a while, then with a shrug or a shake of the head, move on to another venue.

Doc described his rock-collecting hobby, and how he sold rocks and minerals on the Internet, and had all of the shipping outsourced, and all of the credit card handling done by the customer on a web page, so he was free to travel around, collecting, and the business ran itself.

As the night cooled, Lucas became certain that Holly was not wearing a bra after all.  She walked between them, an arm around each, because it was warmer that way.  Lucas liked that a lot.

“If you could do anything you wanted,” Holly asked, “what would it be?”

Lucas knew exactly what he wanted, but he would never say it out loud.  “I’d like to have sex with you.” he said, and realized too late that he actually had said it out loud.

“Of course you would,” said Holly, looking up at him, then over at Doc.  “That’s my superpower.”

The night was getting colder as they walked back to the train station.  Doc and Holly had arrived in Doc’s recreational vehicle, which was parked in the station parking lot.

“I never sleep in that thing,” Holly said, as they parted company with Doc.  “I need a long hot shower in the morning, and a big bed.  I always get a motel room or something.”  She and Lucas walked a few blocks past the station, talking about the places Lucas would like to see, and the places Holly had been, and what kind of people they might see there.  Holly had her arm around his waist, holding tight, and he had placed his arm across her shoulders to keep her warm.

Holly led him in to the ornate lobby of a huge hotel.  “Come on up to my room where it’s warm, we can talk there,” she said. They passed the doorman, and Holly waved.  “Good evening, Miss Holly,” he said.  As they passed the check-in counter, the man behind the desk looked up and smiled.  “Welcome back, Miss Holly,” he said.  Everyone seemed to know her, and everyone was smiling and happy to see her.

“How long have you been staying here?” Lucas asked.

“We got in last night,” said Holly.  “There was some sort of convention of guys from the oil industry.  Doc was having a great time – he’s a geologist, you know.  He found some guy who could look at tiny little fossils under a microscope and tell people how much farther they had to drill to find oil.  I got bored and started a poker game with the hotel guys.  They really suck at poker.”

She waved at another hotel worker as they got in the elevator.  “That guy has little hearts on his boxer shorts,” she said.  “Who would’a thunk it?”

The elevator stopped at the top floor, and they stepped out into a lavish penthouse suite.  “The concierge lost his shorts, and bet me an upgrade,” she said, waving at the room.  “He only had a pair of Kings.”

The room had a wall of windows looking out over the city lights.  They could see the planes coming in to the airport, and the lights of the bridge over the bay.  They sat down on a large high bed with a canopy and a sliding glass door that looked out onto an open balcony with the city spread out below.  Holly stretched out on the bed, propping her head on her elbow, and listened to Lucas talk about his childhood, his school days up through college, his first jobs, and his favorite things to do on the Internet.  Lucas talked into the night, and she soaked it all in, never interrupting, but asking an occasional question when he paused.  Lucas found his eyes closing as he talked, and he rested on his back in the big bed and talked about the dog he had when he was twelve.

Lucas woke to find himself naked in the bed, the covers in a pile at his feet.  He could hear the shower running in the bathroom.  He quickly pulled the covers up to his waist, and looked around the room for his clothes.  They were nowhere in sight.

The sun was coming in through the big window, and the faint sounds of traffic came up from below as the city started its day.  The water in the shower shut off, and there was a click as the shower door opened, then Holly came out of the bathroom, rubbing a towel over her head.  She was definitely athletic, he could see the muscles of her abdomen flex as she rubbed her head, and the muscles on her thighs and calves rippled as she walked.  Drops of water clung to her nipples, then dropped off reluctantly.

“Yeah, I know,” she said, looking at Lucas. “Totally out of proportion.  Doc says I have a high ‘boob-to-butt’ ratio.  I think he likes it that way.”  She dried her breasts with the towel, lifting them to dry underneath, then started working on her legs.

“You can use the bathroom now,” she said.  “You’ve had that piss-hard for the last couple hours, you better go before you burst.”  She continued drying herself as she walked into the other room.  “There’s coffee in here when you want it,” she called to him.  He took the opportunity to jump out of bed and into the bathroom.

Finding it impossible to use the toilet while thinking about Holly, he started the shower.  The shower had two showerheads, one high, and one low.  He used the higher one, and washed his hair with the remains of a tiny bottle of shampoo with the hotel’s name on it.  Holly came back into the bathroom, and he turned his back to the clear glass door as she turned on the hair dryer and dried her hair.  Lucas watched her in three different mirrors as she worked, each mirror giving a slightly different angle.

“They’re washing your clothes,” she said, after she had turned off the hair drier. “They promised to have them back in an hour.  I thought you’d like to wear something clean.”

She turned towards the shower, holding the towel at her hip.  “Nice butt,” she said, smiling.  Then she giggled.  “Now you owe me extra whipped cream,” she said, and left the room.  “Just pee in the shower,” she called out as she closed the door.  “It’ll go down after that.”

When Lucas came out of the shower, a towel securely wrapped around his waist, she had put on thong underwear and a too-small T-shirt that almost reached her navel.  She was pulling on a clean pair of blue jeans from her suitcase.  “They brought your clothes,” she said, and pointed to a neatly folded stack sitting on a chair.  She hiked the jeans up, bounced on her tiptoes, then grabbed her shoes and socks and left him alone in the room to dress.

Once dressed, he found her in the little kitchenette, cradling a cup of coffee, looking out over the city.  She poured him a cup, and then picked up the phone and punched in eleven digits.  “Hey Doc,” she said to the phone after a pause.  “We’re up, where do you want breakfast?  What?  Yeah, he was amazing, you jealous old goat.  When he was done with me, he started in on the chambermaids.  Hell, there’s still a line of them six deep outside the door, we’ll have to fight our way out.  Oh, shoot, let’s just do something quick on the road, I don’t feel like dawdling over some fancy plate of eggs at this place.  We’ll be down in a bit, we’re finishing coffee.”

They finished their coffee, and took the elevator down to the lobby.  She tossed the key to the concierge.  “Be careful who you show that to, honey,” she said to him, “some girls faint easy.  And just so you know, when you bluff your eyes lift up a full foot and a half.”  He grinned at her, and she took Lucas by the hand and walked out the lobby door.

Holly Mandeville celebrated two important days every year.  One was her birthday, the fifteenth of December.  The other was family day, the day her adopted parents first brought her home.

She had been aware all her life that she was unrelated to the two roly-poly fair-haired people she called Mom and Dad.  Each June 9th, a cake and candles would announce it again, with presents and decorations, and visits from what she would in high school come to call her “unrelations”, a large collection of large but short light skinned fair-headed people who put butter on their scrambled eggs and thought that a breakfast had to have bacon, sausage, and pancakes or it wasn’t a proper meal at all.  Among them Holly had a reputation as a picky eater, preferring an apple to a slice of pie, liking her steak bare, without the mushrooms fried in butter, and eating the ice cream but leaving the cake.  It was out of self-defense that she learned to cook her own meals at the age of ten.

Holly loved to run.  It was something she could do better than anyone at home, or anyone at school.  She would take the bus to school, but she would run home, then quickly change into a suit and jump in the pool before starting her homework.  She excelled in school, academically and athletically.

In fifth grade she discovered karate.  She loved the workouts, the shouting, and the feeling of power.  She was the only girl, and the youngest, and she loved the attention she was getting from the older boys.  Like she did with all things, she trained very hard, and was soon the best in the class.

She became very popular in high school, but her friendships were short.  She always seemed to drift away when someone got close to her.  It was not something she was aware of, it just happened.  She had so many boyfriends in a row, that her mother took her aside to discuss the “trail of broken hearts” she was leaving behind, and to warn about being careful, because all of those boys only wanted one thing.

It was on her eighteenth birthday that Holly got the letter.  A courier, not the mailman, delivered it to her and she had to sign for it herself.  Inside was only a shiny new ATM card, and nothing else.  It had her name on it.

She kept the card in her pocket the rest of the day, waiting for her parents to come home with the cake and the presents.  They came home, there was a cake and candles, presents, friends, and unrelations, but no one mentioned a thing about the debit card.  She waited three days, and still no one said a word.

She took the card to a branch of the bank named proudly on the front of the card.  She explained that she had not opened any accounts there, and did not know why the card was sent to her.  The teller looked up the account, and compared her social security number to the one listed, and confirmed that there was no mistake.  “The account was opened in Portland, Oregon.  When were you last there?”  Holly had never been to Oregon.  “Well, you must have signed for it, and shown some ID.  Surely you’d remember a deposit like this one.”  She showed Holly the balance.  Holly had never known anyone with that much money.  “Hon, if you’ve never used a checking account, that’s OK, there’s lots of people who never have.  Let’s get you set up with some checks, and I’ll walk you through how to use them.  Balancing a checkbook is really easy, and using the ATM is really easy too. Don’t you worry about a thing, we’ll get you all set up.”

Holly left the bank with a set of temporary checks, and a small slip of paper with a large number on it.  For weeks she could not bring herself to withdraw any money from the ATM.  It was not her money.  Someone would come looking for it, and she would get in trouble if it weren’t all there.  But she could not resist checking the balance occasionally.  At the end of a month, the number was bigger.  The interest on the money was exactly the same as the cost of the running shoes she had been saving her babysitting and tutoring money for.

She took that as a sign, and used the card to buy the shoes.  If they come to get the money, she could give them the shoes.

She checked the balance each day, to see the price of the shoes make it go down.  But on the first of the month, the balance was higher by an even ten thousand dollars.  The day after that, the price of the shoes brought it down by a relatively tiny amount.

Throughout her senior year in high school, the money kept coming in, always on the first of the month.  Her parents didn’t have that much money.  She kept the card a secret.  But as she was applying for scholarships to college, she had a warm feeling in her stomach.  None of this mattered at all.  She could afford any school she wanted.  She picked Stanford.  It was far away from home, it was one of the very best, and it would keep her fighting to stay on top.  Her grades got her in, with a scholarship, but her parents still couldn’t afford to pay the rest.  “Don’t worry,” she told them, “they’ve set me up with a work-study program to cover the rest.”  It wasn’t a complete lie, but it was enough.

Holly studied voraciously in college.  It seemed that everything was fascinating, and she had no idea what she would specialize in.  She studied business, law, psychology, computer science, and mathematics, practiced her karate daily, and again had a string of men, each one getting less interesting as they got closer.  It was in her psychology class that she realized that there was more to what her mother had said than her mother had realized.  They did all want one thing.  They all wanted her.  She could see it in every glance, every gesture, and every word.  Everyone wanted to have sex with Holly.  And they all thought they had no chance in the world.

Once she realized her special talent, she became much more careful about using it.  A thing like that could be very dangerous.  She had no desire to ruin careers or marriages, to break couples apart, or to sleep her way to the top of anything.  That would be too much like cheating, and she had never wanted to cheat in her life.  But she found that wanting her was enough.  Doors opened, people stopped to help, people listened to her.  She applied the methods that had served her so well in school to learning how to manage her talent.  She learned how to dress to turn the effect down, or turn it up.  She learned how little changes in how she walked, or stood, or looked at someone could make a big difference in how they reacted to her.  She could make them notice, or make them go away.  She could excite them or bore them, with great precision.  She could make them come to her, and she could make them dump her for someone else, and never realize that they were under her control.  But she was always very careful.  Once lit, a fire could be very hard to put out.

She half expected the money to stop coming in after she graduated.  But every month, the balance grew.  She had been afraid to find out any more about it, but now she had to know where the money was coming from.  She had many theories, but one in particular was hard to rule out.  The money had to be coming from one or both of her birth parents.  It was the fear that this was not the case that had kept her from digging into the mystery.  She needed it to be coming from her real parents.  She had spent a lifetime becoming someone they could not abandon a second time.

If her parents were rich, why had she been put up for adoption?  Were they together, or was only one of them sending the money?  Was her father a rich businessman, or a wealthy drug lord?  If it was her mother, how had she come to have so much money?  Had Holly inherited her special talent from her mother?  Perhaps her mother was a high priced call girl, making millions from the same gift Holly had inherited.  How much did she really want to know?  She could not decide what to do next.  She knew she could not ignore it any longer, but she was still immobilized by doubt.  But it was meeting Doc that actually got her moving.

Holly’s favorite places to practice her skills were crowded food courts at shopping malls.  She could flow through the crowds completely unnoticed, or she could walk in a straight line through the thickest thickets of humanity, and the path would clear ahead of her like water before Moses.  She could single out one person, or have a crowd following her every move.  She was enjoying the rapt attention of a group of young men in a movie line when she noticed an older man standing to the side of the room, watching her in an entirely different manner.  He was not reacting to the right signals.  But he was clearly hooked.

The boys in the line gradually lost interest, and the line moved into the theater.  She walked around the room, pretending to study menus above the counters, but always conscious of the man at the side of the room.

She looked helpless.  He didn’t come over.

She looked lost.  He didn’t react.

She looked intensely sensual.  He looked amused.  Finally, she walked over to him.  “Do you want to have sex with me?” she asked.

“Who wouldn’t?” he replied.

“Until just now, I’d have said nobody,” she offered back.

“Oh, it’s definitely working, don’t worry about that.”

“But what then?” she asked.

“We’re alike, you and I.  We see things in people that others miss.  It’s a talent I’ve spent a long time developing, and I suspect the same is true for you.  We can learn from one another.  And you might be able to help me with a project of mine.  I’m looking for very special people. And you are definitely one of them.”

“What kind of people is that?” she asked.

“People with superpowers.” He replied.  “They’re all around us, but you have to know how to look.”

Lucas and Holly knocked on the door of Doc’s RV.  An indistinct shout came from somewhere inside.  Holly opened the door.  The inside was surprisingly spacious, and very neat.  Lucas looked around for any signs that the space had been lived in, and could find nothing.  No clothes or dishes or groceries, no sponge in the sink, no salt or peppershakers on the table, no books or magazines.  The space was not just antiseptic, is seemed locked down, there was nothing loose, everything was bolted down or secured in place.

Lucas put Holly’s suitcase down on the kitchen table, which he could see was designed to fold down to allow the two bench seats to come together to form a comfortably large bed.

There was a curtain separating the front of the room from the space in back, and Holly pulled it open to reveal another large space that was a complete contrast to the first one.  The walls were covered with shelves that all had sliding plastic doors to keep the contents from spilling out while on the road, and all of the shelves were filled with mineral specimens, tools, and books.  There was a microscope bolted to a shelf that doubled as a desk, and beside it was Doc, seated facing a laptop computer screen, typing rapidly but intermittently.  “Close the curtain after you,” he said without looking up, “there’s a glare on the screen.”  Holly reached back and pulled the curtain closed.  She walked up behind Doc and lifted a handful of Doc’s wet mane.  “You got the plumbing hooked up?” she asked.

“No, the train station restroom has a shower.  Quite civilized.” He continued typing, not looking back at them.  It would have been difficult to twist around in that small space.  An unmade bed was to his right, under a curtained window and more shelves.  Behind him was the open door to a small bathroom with a tiny shower that also contained the bathroom sink.

Doc finished typing, and pushed back the chair and stood up.  “Would either of you like to check your email before breakfast?”  Holly shook her head, and Lucas did the same.

“How are you connected?” he asked.

“Cell phone card in the laptop,” Holly answered for Doc.

“We have a satellite connection as well, if we choose to set it up,” said Doc.  “But the phone speed is quite respectable when we’re in town.”

Holly drew the curtain back, and Doc secured the chair with a bungee cord, and they moved into the brightness of the front room.  Doc drew back another set of curtains to reveal the cab of the RV, with the driver’s set and the passenger seat forming a low wall marking the end of the kitchen.

He attached the laptop to a metal arm that held it at an angle so it could be seen from the driving position.  He plugged in a few cords in the back, and brought up a map on the screen with a small triangle with the letters “GPS” marking their current position.  He sat down in the driver’s seat, and unlocked a lever that allowed him to swivel the seat around to face the bench seats.  Holly and Lucas sat down.

“Did the young lady recruit you into our quest?”  Doc asked Lucas.

“Never had time,” Holly answered for Lucas.

“You’re searching for people with superpowers?” Lucas offered.

“Oh, no, that’s merely a pastime.  We’re after much more important game in this endeavor.  We’re seeking the young lady’s past, her parentage to be precise.  A grand and noble quest that will take us to the ends of the earth, or at least Portland,” said Doc.

“He thinks he’s the Wizard of Oz,” said Holly quietly, but loud enough for Doc to hear.  “If you wake him up in the middle of the night, he talks just like the rest of us.”

“A grand quest, as I say.  We’ve precious few clues at present though, I daresay,” said Doc, getting even more theatrical, as if to prove Holly’s point.

“He means adoption papers,” said Holly.  “Don’t have ‘em, just know that we used to live in Portland when I was a baby, and the bank account was set up there.”

“Someone is providing the young lady with substantial means, on a monthly basis, in a mysterious manner, and we mean to get to the bottom of it.  A mystery, a quest, a trek, quite an adventure.  And it all starts with breakfast.  Are you in?” he asked, looking at Lucas.

Lucas smiled.  “I’d love to see Portland,” he said.

“Holly’s in charge of breakfast and navigation,” Doc said, and Holly climbed into the front passenger seat.  She pulled the laptop in front of her, and Doc started the engine.  Lucas found a seat belt, and buckled in.

“There’s a Rosie’s about a half hour north of here, we can phone in the order and pick it up on the run,” she said after a while.  Doc backed the RV out of the parking space, and onto the road.  “Phone number?” he asked, and Holly read it off to him.  He entered it into the navigation system for the RV.  “He likes the little built-in guy for driving,” Holly explained to Lucas.  “It speaks to me,” Doc explained, and as if in reply, a woman’s voice advised, “left turn ahead” from the front console.

Holly read off the menu, and they each selected items for breakfast.  She then phoned the order ahead, and gave their estimated time of arrival. 

“So, tell me about this quest,” said Lucas, to either of them.  “We’re looking for who keeps putting money into my bank account,” said Holly.  “Every month, another ten grand shows up, like clockwork.  I think it’s my birth parents, or one of them.  It started on my eighteenth birthday, so for all I know it was set up when I was born.  But they knew my Social Security Number, and they set up the account in my name, with that number, without me knowing about it, so it can’t have been set up before I was about 4 or something, or whenever people get numbers for their kids.  And I can’t figure out how they could set it up in my name without me signing something and showing my identification.”

Lucas thought for a moment.  “I suppose someone could have faked a driver’s license or something, but someone with that much money could simply pay a teller to ask no questions.”  He thought a bit more.  “So, we get to Portland.  What then?”

“Then we look for birth announcements, or any kind of public record of births on the fifteenth of December.  And Doc flashes a lot of money at cabbies and looks for high-priced hookers that look like me.  We talk to the police to see if they remember arresting a hooker that looks like me.”

“You think your birth mother was a prostitute?” Lucas asked.

“I figure I might have inherited my ability.” Holly answered.  “And if I’m looking for someone who has made a lot of money using that ability…”

“Suppose you inherited it from your father?  Or from no one?  Aren’t there people who find birth parents for people, like organizations or something?”

“Tried all that already.  Registered with the reunion registries, got a confidential intermediary in Oregon, asked for non-identifying information, got squat.  Whoever is sending the money knows how to find me, and doesn’t want to be found.  And that just makes me more determined to find them.”

“Right turn, then next right,” said a woman’s voice from the front of the RV.

“So, you know your birthday, and the city where you were born.  Have your adoptive parents been able to help?”

“Haven’t asked ‘em.  Don’t want to.  They probably have the papers, that might help, but I don’t want them to know I’m looking.”

“Next right,” said the woman’s voice.

“Where to after breakfast, navigator?” asked Doc.

“You want time to play around, or drive in the dark?” asked Holly.

“Oh, play, definitely.”

“Looks like Redding then,” she concluded.

“Or just a little bit farther,” said Doc, “and we can do the Shasta Caverns.  Stalactites, stalagmites, cave coral, the whole works.  And lots of people who don’t have to be there for any particular reason.”

“The caves sound interesting,” said Lucas, “but I don’t understand about the no particular reason part about the people.”

“He means that we might find one of our kind of people.  The odds are better when the people are there because they want to be there, rather than because they have to be there,” Holly explained.

“You have arrived at your destination,” the woman’s voice said.  “Route guidance is now finished.”

Rosie’s was a chain of restaurants that Holly liked because the food was fresh and not everything was deep-fried or had been sitting under heat lamps all day.

And they did take-out from phoned-in orders, an important feature when you are on the road.  They all got out, stretched their legs, and headed in.  Holly and Lucas left Doc to pick up the food, while they each headed for a different restroom.  Doc took the take-out cartons into the RV, and passed Lucas as the exchanged places.  Lucas walked around the restaurant, looking at the scenery until the others came out of the restaurant together, and they all headed back to the RV.

Inside, they all buckled in, and Holly held Doc’s egg sandwich as he drove, offering him bites at regular intervals, while she ate he omelet out of the tray in her lap.  Lucas has a stack of pancakes with a fried egg on top, and sausages.

There was no talking for several minutes.  The sounds of the road, the occasional help from the voice in the dash getting them back on the freeway, and the crinkle of the foil on Doc’s sandwich made up for the loss of conversation.

When he had finished his sandwich and his drink, Doc started describing the geological features they were going to see on the trip.  Lucas was especially interested in the volcanoes, and Doc described Shasta, snow-capped and steep, while the lowlands around it were swelteringly hot this time of year.

Doc kept Lucas entertained by describing the volcanoes to the east whose ash helped to create the hardpan under the central valley.  This in turn was the reason that water was able to pool in the spring, forming vernal pools, where rare plants and tiny invertebrates lived out abbreviated life cycles in the brief time before the water evaporated.

Holly made a game of trying to stump Doc.  “So, you say Redding and Red Bluff have red cliffs and red dirt, but the dirt around here is all brown.  Why is that?”

“All of the soil has iron in it, but in the older soils, the iron has had more time to oxidize.” Doc explained.

“So, why is it so flat around here, but there are mountains to the east and west?”

“This whole valley was once a deep undersea canyon.  The Sierra Nevada Mountains are only a few million years old, and at the end of the ice ages, they eroded, and the sediment filled the canyon.”

And so it went, for mile after mile, Lucas and Holly would see some feature of the landscape, and ask Doc about it.   Occasionally, they wondered if he was making something up, but they could never catch him at it.

The RV began to climb out of the valley, and the cliffs were indeed red as promised.  Doc had Holly find an RV park on the Internet, and they reprogrammed the navigation computer with the new destination.

“We’ll hook up the plumbing before it gets dark,” Doc promised Holly.  “You’ll have the hot shower and indoor plumbing.”

“I spoil easily,” Holly told Lucas.  “Remember that.”

They converted the kitchen into a bedroom, zipped together two large sleeping bags, and bid Doc a good night as he drew the curtain behind him.  Lucas slept with his clothes on.  Holly didn’t. 

Lucas awoke a little before dawn.  Holly’s head was resting on his left arm, and the warm smell of her hair made him smile.  But there were more pressing matters to attend to, and he gently removed his arm without waking her, quietly unzipped the sleeping bag, and found his shoes.  He considered for a brief moment the thought of opening the curtain and using the bathroom in the RV, but quickly decided that he preferred the outdoors, where there was more privacy.  He quietly opened the door, and stepped outside into the chilly morning air.

They had set up in a space near the river, and had much of the campgrounds to themselves.  Lucas walked to a stand of trees near the river, and felt much better a few moments later.  The river was quiet here, but the morning was full of the love songs of birds and frogs, crickets, and the far off sounds of the highway pretending to be waves on an ocean shore.  He made a mental list of things to get in town.  His own toothbrush, for example.  He didn’t care for the spare one Holly had brought, which was now his.  More than one change of clothing.  He was still in his office clothes, and they were badly wrinkled after being slept in.  A T-shirt and blue jeans, some running shoes, athletic socks.  Make that several T-shirts – who knew how long they would go between laundry services.  A duffle bag to keep it all in.  Some cash. He decided to start a beard, to save the bother of shaving.

He got stuck at the next item.  Should he buy some condoms?  It was something he had never done, and he found the thought uncomfortable.  Wouldn’t it be awfully embarrassing?  Suppose the cashier was a woman?  Or a man?  What if Holly was there when he bought them?  What was their relationship anyway?  Was he presuming that she wanted to have sex with him?  She had never said so, at least not out loud.  She was so comfortable with her sexuality; he had no idea what signals she was sending.  He felt like he was more of a pet dog than a lover or boyfriend.  Had she actually made any advances?  Should he?

He thought about his superpower.  All of his other tests had been without a lot of risk.  This was something he cared about.  He didn’t want to mess this up.  But that made it a much better test.  What good was a superpower if he couldn’t use it when he really needed it?

He walked back to the RV pensively, and then quietly opened the door.  Holly was still asleep.  Doc’s curtain was still drawn.  He leaned over Holly’s face, and kissed her on the forehead.  She smiled and opened her eyes, then pulled his head down and kissed him on the lips.  She smiled again, rubbing her chin where the stubble of his beard had rested.  She glanced at the curtain, then up at Lucas.  “I suppose that will have to do for now,” she said.  She stood up, pecked him quickly on the lips, and said, “I really have to pee.”

She walked to the curtain, drew it aside, and walked past the sleeping Doc into the bathroom.  The toilet flushed loudly, and heard her say loudly “Hey Doc, it’s almost light, let’s get moving.”  She came out of the bedroom and closed the curtain behind her.  She stood before Lucas, proud of her naked body, and said loudly, “No, three times before breakfast is enough, a girl needs her rest.”

She heard Doc flush, and called to him, “I get first shower!  You guys make breakfast.”  She went back behind the curtain.  A minute or two later, Doc appeared, barefoot, in jeans and a flannel shirt.  His gray mop of hair was undecided about which direction was down, and chose all directions in random order.  “Mmff,” he said.  “Coffee.”  He set about making some, an elaborate ritual that involved removing a package of whole roasted beans from the little refrigerator, grinding them noisily in a tiny coffee grinder, and inverting it into a coffee filter and plugging in a small coffee maker.  In a few minutes, it started to hiss and burble.

Doc got a frying pan from a cupboard, and brought out a carton of eggs, and three blocks of cheese, each a different color.  He began making a huge omelet, whisking the eggs, and then shaving the cheeses onto the slowly cooking eggs.

He added freshly ground pepper, and a bit of nutmeg, then gently folded two sides towards the middle, and flipped the omelet over with a deft movement of the wrist.  Uncooked egg splattered on his shirt and on the counter.  “You didn’t see that,” he said to Lucas, giving him a threatening look.  He pulled off a paper towel and repaired the damage.

The coffee was ready, and he poured a cup and handed it to Lucas, then poured himself another.  He flipped the omelet over again, then again a little later.  Then he turned off the heat, and let the omelet cook the rest of the way from it’s own heat.  He pulled out a toaster from another cabinet, plugged it in, and popped in two pieces of heavy whole grain bread from a loaf hidden in yet another cabinet.

“You can tell who did the shopping,” he said.  “Not a donut or danish in sight.  Downright uncivilized.  We’ll have to remedy that, first thing.”

Holly showed no signs of giving up the shower.  Doc divided the omelet into three pieces, and lifted two of them onto plates.  He set out butter and apricot jam, and started to eat.  Lucas joined him.

Holly finished her shower, and came out to the kitchen, drying her hair.  She took the toast out of Lucas’ hand, took a large bite, then picked up her clothes and carried them into the other room.  “I love to watch that woman walk,” Doc said loudly.  “Yeah, yeah,” she said from the other room, “a girl’s got needs, and all he does is talk.  Like he’s never heard of Viagra.”  They heard her jump and zip her jeans, and she came back out.  “We’ll find you some old lady who only puts out birthdays and anniversaries, and you two will get along just fine.”  She kissed him on the forehead, and then grabbed a fork and started eating out of the frying pan.

“Thith ith gud!” she said with a mouthful of omelet.

Doc showered quickly, and then Lucas did, and they dressed and disconnected the RV.  “I saw a Wal-Mart on the way in last night,” Lucas said, and they pulled the RV out of the campground and onto the frontage road, then onto the highway.  Doc parked at the far edge of the empty parking lot, and they walked through large doors into a brightly lit open space, already bustling with activity.

A small wiry elderly man bounced up to them, and crowed “Welcome to Wal-Mart!”

“Can you tell me where I might find some T-shirts and a pair of blue jeans?”

“Abzitivly pozilutely!  Down 37, turn right at the beach towel display.  If we got it, I can tell ya where it is.  Go ahead, ask me anything!”

“Toothpaste,” said Lucas.

“17, halfway down, on the shelf just below waist level.  Wanna try again?”

“Apricot danish,” said Doc.

“Bakery counter, second shelf, under the fruit tarts.  Unless you want the packaged crap, that’s in the bread aisle, on the end cap, at eye level.  Next?”

“Condoms,” said Holly.  “Extra large, ribbed, the 48 pack, with lube.”

“Pharmacy, just inside the door, on the revolving rack.  The big packs are on the bottom.  Don’t get the glow-in-the-dark ones though, interferes with the concentration.”

“How do we get to Shasta Caverns from here?” asked Doc.

“Straight up I-5, you’ll see the sign after the big pine that’s leanin’ way over.  Make sure you get the cherry fudge there – best in the world.”

“Where’s the best place to get obsidian around here?” asked Doc, still trying to stump the old man.

“No good places ‘round here, best go up to Glass Butte, middle of Oregon.  Got the stuff lyin’ all over the ground for miles, the black stuff, the brown kind, the gray kind, even the lacy see-through gray stuff, tons of it, all over.”

Doc looked at Lucas and Holly.  “You two do the shopping, I’m going to talk to this gentleman for a while,” he said, smiling, a hint of a twinkle in his eye.  “Don’t forget the apricot danish.”

“Bakery counter, second shelf, made fresh this morning,” chimed the little man.

Lucas set off for the T-shirt aisle as Doc took out his little notebook and began explaining something to the little man.  “Meet you at the bakery,” Holly called, walking off towards the pharmacy.

By the time Doc was finished talking to the man who knew where everything was,

Lucas and Holly had filled a basket with clothes, toiletries and a duffle bag, and topped it off with an assortment of pastries, including several apricot danish.  Lucas watched as a huge box of condoms went past the scanner without any comment or notice, and disappeared into a plastic bag full of socks and underwear.

“Fascinating fellow,” Doc remarked as the pulled out of the parking lot.  “Apparently, the best blueberry pie can be found in a little café in Baker City Oregon.  I shall have to visit there someday.  And I shall thank Jefferson Davis Walters when I get there.”

The GPS system did not know about leaning pine trees, but there was no mistaking the tree when they passed it.  The sign for the caverns was just ahead, as promised.

They pulled off the highway and onto a winding narrow road, then into a large parking lot.  Again, Doc parked in a far corner, and they walked across the lot to a low building set down the hill from the parking.  They walked down the steps and into a gift shop.  “Cherry fudge,” said Doc, pointing to a glass counter.  “We’ll pick some up after the caverns.”  He walked up to the cashier and pointed to the sign that read “Tickets”.  “We’ll be needing three.” He told the cashier, and pulled out his wallet.

The day was warming up as they waited for the boat to the caverns, and they chatted with the other visitors for a while.  Doc was explaining to a small boy how the limestone formed millions of years ago, and then got pushed up into mountains by earthquake after earthquake, and inch at a time.  The boy was much more interested in the boat, and seemed relieved when it was time to walk down to the lake.  The boat was a large 65-foot powered catamaran, and the visitors arrange themselves under the awnings, out of the sun, and the boat made off for the far shore.

Once there, they all collected into a bus for the long trip up the steep side of the mountain.  The little boy was fascinated by the sheer drop at the edge of the narrow road, and kept trying to lean out the window to pull leaves from the passing trees, causing his mother great distress.

Finally, the bus stopped midway up the mountain, and they all got out, and were escorted into the caves.  Doc resisted the urge to explain the formations, allowing the tour guide to run through his prepared patter.  He did frequently point mutely at certain formations that the guide was silent about.

The cave was cool, almost cold, and Holly clung close to Lucas for warmth, hooking a finger through the belt loop of his new blue jeans.  Lucas learned to walk to her rhythm, although some of the uneven paths and narrow steps required that they walk single file.  Holly kept his hand in hers in those spots, and reconnected hip-to-hip whenever possible.

The guide pointed out flowstone, soda straws, stones that looked like bacon, and stones that looked like people or faces.  At one point, he turned off the electric lighting to show the group what absolute darkness was like.  Lucas felt Holly move closer, and warm lips met his in the complete darkness.  He held her close, and she pulled him to her tightly for a moment, and the lights came back on.  They rearranged themselves back into their Siamese twin configuration, and the group moved on.  Ahead of them, Doc was pointing at a line on the wall that looked like an ancient high water mark.  The guide resumed his patter, and confirmed Lucas’ guess.

The cave exit was a good deal higher than the entrance, and when they came out, blinking in the light, they had a spectacular view of the lake and surrounding mountains.  Doc, Holly, and Lucas let the others take the stairs down first, and lingered a while on the top of the steps, Doc examining the surrounding rocks.

“So,” said Lucas to Holly.  “Have you tried a private investigator?”

“Two of them.  Spent over four thousand.  Got squat.”

“Four thousand dollars?  Two thousand each on average?  That seems low.”

“I thought I was sparing no expense.  You have experience with PI’s?”

“Well, my boss has several on retainer.  The company spends hundreds of thousands.  I handle the expense reports.  Some of the bills are twenty to thirty thousand a day.”

“You work for a little computer company that is spending hundreds of thousands on private investigators?” Doc asked.  “That doesn’t seem right.  What on earth are they doing?”

“I never asked.  Not my thing.  I just crunch the numbers.”

“Those must be the best PI’s in the world,” said Holly.  “We should check them out.  It’s worth three months allowance to me to find out who’s paying my allowance.”

“I’ll log in at work tonight once we’re settled, and see if I can dig up a number on my computer at work.  I have all the expense reports there,” said Lucas.

They started down the steps to the bus.  The sun was still high enough to make the day hot, and after the cool of the cave wore off, they were happy to be seated in the bus again, with the windows open as the bus drove down the steep road to the lake.

The boat carried them back across the lake.  Once back in the gift shop, they huddled around the fudge counter.  “Definitely the cherry fudge,” said Doc.  “And some of the maple.  And the walnut.”  They ended up with five flavors of fudge, and walked back to the RV.

“We can make Oregon by nightfall,” said Doc.  “We can park the RV at a motel if you like.”  He glanced at Holly.  “Definitely,” she said, not looking at Lucas.  “That shower is just too damn tiny, only fits one at a time.”

They drove north.  Doc pointed out volcanoes to Lucas, starting with Shasta and Shastina, and then smaller unnamed cones as they passed them.  

“Oh, this cherry fudge is truly amazing,” said Doc, melting his third piece on his tongue slowly.  Holly put the fudge away in the refrigerator.  “Hey, no fair!” yelled Doc as he realized what she was doing.  “You’ll thank me tomorrow, when there’s still some left, and it isn’t associated with a bellyache.”

The RV climbed into the mountains as the highway wound its way north, clinging to steep hillsides.  The sun was low in the west as they crossed the border into Oregon.  They began seeing signs of commerce, and Holly logged onto the net to look for accommodations.  “Shakespeare festival,” she said, “too bad we missed it.  Doc could have practiced his Hamlet impressions.”  She checked several motels and hotels, skipping the ones that looked “too ordinary”, or “too close to the freeway”, or the ones that did not advertise high speed Internet. 

Finally she found one she liked, and booked a room while they drove.  She then programmed the GPS system to take them there.  “Continue on eye five north,” said a woman’s voice from the dashboard.  They continued.

The voice guided them to a tree-lined boulevard, and a large wooden building that looked like it could have been built a hundred years ago.  They parked the RV at the far corner of the lot, and walked into the hotel, Holly carrying the laptop, Lucas a suitcase and a duffle, and Doc a small box of fudge.

Holly took charge once in the hotel, checking them in, asking about dining and breakfast.  The clerk was very attentive, getting her a newspaper, and asking if he could carry the bags upstairs to the room for her.  She let him, and Lucas and Doc tagged along behind.  Once in the room, he pointed out obvious features, set the suitcase up on a folding stand, and asked Holly if there was anything else he could do for her tonight.  When Doc offered a tip, he waved it off.  “Oh, no thank you, it was my pleasure completely!” he said, and closed the door behind him.  Holly giggled, and then they all began laughing, not so much at the clerk as at the relief of being out of the RV and settled on solid ground again.  Holly flopped down on the bed and let out a loud sigh.

Lucas set up the laptop on a small desk.  He got on the Internet, and tried to log on to his computer at work.  He could not get in.  “Ah, they must not have plugged the Ethernet cable back in,” he explained, and told them about his security habits.  “No matter, I have all the files on the remote backup server.”

He spent quite a bit of time logging in and searching though his records, but was not having any luck finding any investigators in the expense reports.  “They are all expensed under legal fees relating to court cases, and there’s zillions of expenses all relating to those cases – there’s nothing to search on that says ‘private investigator’.”  He slumped in the chair as he gave up.

The he unslumped quickly.  “I can look in Mailer’s files!  He’ll have the numbers in his calendar database.”  He typed some more commands, and waited for the search to complete.  “Here we go,” he said.   “The Lewis case, I remember that expense, a big one, filed here under ‘special ops’.  We should check for that as a keyword, it must be code for private investigator.”  Lucas found five numbers listed under ‘special ops’, grouped into three area codes.  He wrote them down on a pad with the hotel’s name at the top of each page.

“We can call them in the morning, while we’re on the road to Crater Lake,” he said.

“Anybody hungry?” said Holly, sitting up on the bed.  “Doc!” she scolded.  “Put that away – we’re going to have a good healthy dinner, at the best steakhouse in town, and you won’t even be hungry.  Shame on you!”

Lucas got up, stretched his legs, and the three of them filed out the door, down the stairs to the lobby, and out into the cool evening air.  The clerk had assured Holly that the best place for dinner for miles around was a short walk up the street.  Holly put an arm around each of her companions, and they started off for the restaurant.

They began to hear music as the walked up the street.  Closer to the restaurant, they could tell it was a lone singer, strumming a guitar and singing out to the people passing on the other side of the street.  When he saw the trio, he started singing towards them.  “Quarters, oh quarters, some jingle to purchase my song.

Quarters, oh quarters, just something to get me along…”  His guitar case was open on the ground in front of him, and the glint of coins under the streetlight looked like stars in the velvet lining.

They paused to listen, and Doc threw a couple coins in the guitar case.

“Quarter is just a euphemism,” the singer said, sotto voce during an instrumental bridge on the guitar.  Holly reached into a pocket and threw a five-dollar bill into the case.  “Give us your best,” she instructed.

The guitar picked up-tempo, and a surprisingly haunting melody accompanied it in a soft voice.  He sang to Holly about lost love and heartache, triumph and failure, struggle and final acceptance, and the song wound around her like a silk thread, touching delicately, cutting gently in tender places.  The soft guitar made melancholy chords that floated quietly to the ground and cradled the singer’s voice in soft folds of sleepy notes.  As the song sank to a slow close, the four of them stood still in the silence of its absence, paying final respects to a loved friend.

“Wow,” said Holly softly.  “Did you write that?”

“I make them up for each person.  That was you, the story I saw when I watched you.  No two alike, never the same twice.”

Doc held out his hand.  “Benjamin Maxwell,” he said.

“We call him Doc,” said Holly.

“Rolf Jameson,” said the singer, shaking Doc’s hand.

“How much do you make a night?” asked Holly, digging into her pocket.  “We want to buy your company for dinner.”  She said, dropping three twenty dollar bills into the case.

He took the bills out of the case, putting the guitar in their place, closed the case, and said “I’ll be right back” as he carried the case to a Volkswagen van parked two spaces down the street.  He rejoined them, and they entered the restaurant.

“We’ve been told,” Holly said to the hostess behind a podium, “that you have the best steak dinner in fifty miles.  I want that.  And my new friend here will have the same.”  She turned to Rolf.  “If you’re a vegetarian I’ll eat yours and you can have the parsley.”

The hostess seated them, and Doc began downloading everything he could find out from Rolf about his talent.  Holly held Lucas’ hand under the table, and they both listened as Rolf described living in his van, making enough for gas and food by playing guitar on the sidewalk.  He told them about the people he had played for, the kinds of songs they evoked, how they affected his life.

Dinner came, and Holly made a big production about cutting the first bite, and chewing it with closed eyes and a cocked head, testing the taste against its reputation.  They all waited until she had swallowed and opened here eyes.

“I don’t know,” she said coyly, “I’ll need another bite to make sure,” and she stabbed a fork into the piece on Lucas’ fork and stole it off of his plate.  Lucas watched her savor it with her eyes closed, and quietly lifted the entire steak from her plate.

“Hey!” she shouted when she opened here eyes, and the entire table laughed, attracting the attention of the rest of the restaurant.  She retrieved her steak, and set about destroying it systematically.   Rolf ate carefully, watching the others.  They ate without speaking, except for an occasional moan of pleasure.  Eventually the steak, baked potatoes, and steamed vegetables were gone, and the sounds turned to the scrape of silverware against plates to get the last drops of flavor.  Doc let out a long sigh, and looked at Holly.  “No fudge tonight,” he said, patting his stomach.


The waitress came with the bill, and this time it was Doc who fished out twenty-dollar bills and put them with the bill.  He left a large tip, making Lucas wonder if that was typical of people with superpowers, or if the three of them just happened to be unwilling to calculate, but determined to play it safe.

They left the restaurant and the four of them walked back to the RV.  Doc rummaged around in the back and came out with a guitar, and sat down on the edge of a planter box and began to tune it.  He then started playing “Oh, Susanna”, finger picking more notes that Lucas thought were actually in the song, but doing it well enough that the added grace notes gave it a touch of sadness.  Doc started singing softly, and Lucas listened to the words and realized that this really was a sad song, although he had always heard it done for fun.

Rolf listened to the first verse, and joined in the chorus, then pulled a harmonica from his pocket and accompanied the second verse.  Holly joined in on the chorus.  She fell silent when Doc started a third verse Lucas had never heard.

I soon will be in New Orleans,
And then I'll look all 'round,
And when I find Susanna,
I'll fall upon the ground.
But if I do not find her,
This darkey'll surely die,
And when I'm dead and buried,
Susanna don't you cry.

The harmonica called painfully in the chorus, and Holly and Doc harmonized.  The guitar repeated the chorus alone, and the song died in the quiet evening, leaving a large empty space in the night.

Rolf motioned for the guitar, and took it from Doc, cradling it in his lap in crossed legs.  “Since we’re doing Stephen Foster,” he said, “how about something a little lighter?”  He began picking at the guitar, and “Camptown Ladies” echoed off the wall of the hotel, mirroring Doc’s fingering style, but this time the extra notes were cheerful.  Even Lucas joined in the chorus this time, and Holly kept to the high harmony.  On the second verse, they all joined in on the “Do dah!” lines, but no one but Rolf knew the words in between.  Lucas had never even heard the eighth verse before.

I win my money on de bobtail nag 

 Doo dah!  Doo dah!
I keep my money in an old tow bag 
Oh!  Doo dah day!

“That explains something I always wondered about,” he said when the song was finished and the singers had finished cheering themselves.  “In the chorus, where it goes 

I bet my money on de bobtail nag, somebody bet on de bay

I could never tell if he was offering to bet on the nag, and asking someone to bet on the bay, or whether he had bet on the nag, and someone else won the money when the bay came in first.  Now that I know he won, I feel much better!”

Doc retrieved the guitar, and began a complicated instrumental that taxed him in places, and he winced at each wrong note, but carried on, and repaired the damage when the piece repeated the phrase a little farther on.  Rolf started playing the harmonica softly the third time the phrase repeated, and continued playing low chords in accompaniment as the guitar danced through intricate arpeggios up and down the fret board.

Holly sat in front of Lucas, and drew his arms around her for warmth.  When the guitar finished, and the last low note died on the harmonica, she stood up, and Lucas stood up with her.  “There’s a hot bath upstairs calling to me, gentlemen, and I intend to make the best of it.”  Doc and Rolf said goodnight, and Lucas was about to say something when she took his hand and led him around to the front of the hotel and into the lobby.  They went upstairs to the room.

Holly went immediately to the huge bathtub, and started the water.  Lucas sat down in the chair by the computer and was opening it up when he felt Holly behind him.  She reached around and started unbuttoning his shirt.  Her face was pressed next to his as she reached the bottom buttons, and he felt his new beard rasp against her cheek.  “I can’t wait for that to grow in,” she said quietly, and pulled up on his shirt.  Lucas stood up, and pulled out of his shoes one at a time, and Holly removed the shirt and began undoing his belt.  The jeans slid to the floor, and she pushed him back down in the chair and pulled them away from his feet.  She then pulled off her T-shirt and unbuttoned her own jeans, leaning into Lucas as she pushed each tight leg down to her calves.  She turned around and sat in his lap and pulled her jeans the rest of the way off.

Last to go was the thong, done in one smooth bow towards Lucas.  Lucas stood up, and she lowered his briefs slowly, murmuring a soft “Mmmmm” as they slipped to his ankles.  She took his hand and led him to the bathtub.  The water was a little too hot, and she adjusted the temperature of the falling water, and then stepped into the tub where the cooler water fell.  She pushed the water around with her feet a few times, and then nodded for Lucas to join her in the tub.  As he stepped in, she sat slowly down in the hot water, then reclined, wetting her hair and stretching out her arms.  Lucas sat down in the tub gradually, letting his skin adapt to the hot water.

Holly slid around behind him, one leg on either side of him, and began soaping up his back.  She reached around to do his chest, then his stomach, and then played for quite a while with the soap, enjoying the effect she was having.  Then she stood up, stepped around in front of him, and gently sat down in front of him, handing him the soap.  “My turn,” she said, and he soaped her back, and then took particular care to get every inch of her, lingering whenever he got hints of pleasure from a small shift in her position or an escaping sigh.  She leaned back into him, stretching her legs, reminding him of how a cat displays pleasure when gently stroked.  By unspoken agreement, they rinsed off the soap, started the water draining, and toweled off.  They moved to the bed and continued where they left off, stopping only once, to open the box of condoms.  It was well past midnight when Lucas figured out they were going to sleep in late the next morning.

In the morning, Lucas awoke to find the covers had been cast to the foot of the bed, and Holly was on her knees beside him, opening another condom wrapper.

She swung one leg over to the other side of him, and with a brief bit of encouragement, deftly put the condom in place, and shifted her position forward, then eased back.  Lucas was finished in less than a minute, but she remained in place, waiting for perhaps a minute more, and then resuming her activities as he recovered.  This time Lucas lasted well past her climax, before rolling over on top of her and taking care of himself a second time.

They shared a shower, not nearly as long as Holly would have liked, but the morning was getting late.  They dressed and found Doc, already up, washed, and dressed, plotting the course to Crater Lake on the computer.  They wasted no time getting on the road, breakfasting on cheese, crackers, and some salami they cut from a huge sausage, as needed, while Doc drove.

On the way to Medford, Lucas took his cell phone out of his duffle bag, and dialed the first number on the list he had made the night before.

The phone rang five times, and then a man’s voice answered.  “Ah, Mailer, I wasn’t expecting you to ‘til tomorrow,” it said.

Lucas was surprised.  “I’m Lucas Barnes,” he said.

“And I’m Eleanor Roosevelt.  If you want to play games, turn off your caller-id.  Look, I’ll have the rest tomorrow, but I can give you the first five right now.  Get a pen.”

Lucas looked at the cell phone, puzzled, but then motioned to Holly to swing the laptop computer over to where he could type on it.  He brought up a word processor, and said, “go ahead,” into the phone.

“Bank of Bermuda, Cayman, Limited, number oh five seven dash three three five niner seven dash oh four hundred.”  Repeat that to me.  Lucas repeated.

“Next, Mercury Bank and Trust, number three fifty seven, seventy two hundred, oh four niner six.  Gimme that back.”  Lucas repeated again.

“OK, NCB Cayman Limited, thirty three oh eight, seventy nine thirty two, eleven sixty.”  Lucas repeated without being prompted.

“Royal Bank of Canada, Cayman Islands, four four two six, niner zero four niner, eighty six oh four, niner niner one.”  Lucas read the number back.

“Last one for today, Bank Vontobel AG, able baker seven, six six niner four, oh seven charlie delta six.”  Lucas read back the last number.

“The password for all of them is Tegucigalpa, like before.”  He paused.

“Ok then, here’s the number to reach me tomorrow – same area code, same first three digits, the last four are seven seven six two.  And remember, don’t try to call this number again, you never know who it might be assigned to once I cancel it.  And Mailer,” he said pausing for breath, “turn off the damn caller-id.”

There was a click, and then a dial tone.  Lucas turned the phone off.

“That was really weird,” he said.

They turned off onto highway 62 towards Crater Lake.  The road was straight and boring for a while as they drove through Eagle Point and Shady Cove, but then started winding up through wooded hills.  They passed a couple small parks and a lake, and the road kept climbing.

Finally, they turn off onto Munson Valley Road, and then onto Rim Drive, and Holly gasped as she caught her first glimpse of Crater Lake.  “Oh, my, god,” she said slowly.  “That is the most gorgeous blue I have ever seen.”

“The lake is really deep, and the water is very, very clean,” said Doc.  “No streams feed it, so there is no sediment.  You just get pure cold water, and no algae lives in it, and you can see down a hundred feet or more.”

They drove all the way around the rim, stopping many times to get out and look at the view from different angles.  The sun was getting low when Doc completed the circuit, and drove away from the lake to the campground.  They set up the RV as the sun was just touching the top of the hills.

Curtis Mailer slid out of his new car, and into the bar.  He was annoyed.  He was getting used to the feeling.  The insurance company was still investigating the “accident” – he could hear the quotation marks in the voice on the phone – and was not releasing funds yet.  Curtis had written a personal check for his new car.  Once the funds had been moved and were once more available, he would top up his checking account, but in the meantime he had had to sell stock to fund the car, and this was not a good time to be selling stock.

He ordered a drink, swallowed it, and ordered another.  He had spent the day setting up that accountant for the fall.  Plan B was also coming along nicely.  He had arranged for one of his special ops people to rig the yacht to have an accidental fuel leak in the center cabin, right above the air conditioner.  He had been assured that, by dialing the right cell phone number and punching in a code, the yacht would blow in half, catch fire, and sink, in short order.  But not before a mayday signal in Curtis’ own voice was sent, giving the GPS coordinates, and asking the Coast Guard for assistance.  By the time they got there, all they would find was an oil slick and some life preservers.  No more Curtis Mailer.

The real Curtis would of course be in Nicaragua with a big pile of money.  To top it off, he had found a secretary from the Managua office of one of his offshore companies who was eager to “marry” some American to get into the U.S.  He struck a deal – she would collect on Curtis’ substantial life insurance policy, and wire the money to Managua, and he would pay her ten grand and promise not to tell the feds the marriage was a sham.

Plan B was so much simpler than Plan A that Curtis was tempted to skip all the work involved in the first plan.  But no, he had to nail the blackmailer, if only for the principle of the thing.  Nobody messed with Curtis Mailer.

He waited until six o’clock, then went to the pay phone and dialed the special op number.  The phone rang twice, then a young woman’s voice answered.  “Hang on a sec, I’m on the other line,” she said, and there was a click.

Curtis was puzzled.  This was unexpected.  He waited.  He waited for several minutes.  “Hey there, ya got me now, wazzup?” the voice said finally.

“Get me Burgess,” Curtis said coldly.

“Who the hell is Burgess?” the voice said.  “Is this Bruce?  You trying to get back at me for that thing with the watermelon?  You fell for that so hard, whatta suckaaaah!  I told Lacy about and she was all ‘You what?’ an’ I was all ‘Totally’ an she just couldn’t believe it.  You are so dumb!  What a loooooser.  You an’ Lacy will never get back together, not in a million years.  And don’t you give Gary this number, I had to switch my cell phone number once because of that jerk, and if I have to do it again I’ll know it was you.  Bye, turkey!”

The phone clicked, and Curtis heard the dial tone.  He checked the number and dialed again.  “God I can’t believe you! The same voice answered before he had even heard a ring.  “Get out!  You don’t think I checked your number?  I can star sixty nine your ass and send the cops there if you don’t quit bugging me.” The phone clicked again, and Curtis hung up on the dial tone.

Something had gone wrong.  He always double-checked the one-time use numbers, to make sure that this never happened.  Burgess had the money, but he had so much dirt on Burgess that there was no way he would walk away with it.

Unless…  It was an awful lot of money.  Enough maybe for Burgess to put out a hit on its rightful owner, and eliminate the possibility of blackmail.  Curtis looked around the bar carefully.  It was the kind of thing he would think of.  He left the bar, and was about to open the car door when he stopped.  Had he been in the bar long enough for someone to wire the car?  He tried to see under the car, but bending over wasn’t going to do it.  He walked all around the car, looking for anything suspicious.  He looked once again down at the greasy asphalt, uttered something impolite, and stretched out on the ground to check under the car.  He could find nothing.  He considered calling a cab to take him home, then said more impolite things, and backed behind a van, held his key remote in the air and pressed the button to unlock the car.  The car beeped.

Curtis walked to the car and slowly opened the door, looking inside.  Nothing looked out of place.  He looked under the dash.  Nothing.  He rolled the window down, and ducked behind the door, and felt for the ignition switch with the fingers that held the key.  He found it, and inserted the key.  He waited.  Then he turned the key, keeping his head down beside the door.  The dashboard beeped and instrument lights came on.  He opened the door and got into the car.  The seat belt light went dark.  He pushed himself up off the seat, and the seat belt light came back on.  He shook his head slowly, licked his lips, and turned the key.  The engine started.  He sat back down in the seat, put the car in reverse, and backed out of the parking space.  He waited for a moment, and then put the car into drive.  The car started to move.  Curtis let out his breath, and drove home.  He would have to get a remote engine starter installed right away.  In the meantime, he would have the gardener start the car in the mornings.

The campground at Crater Lake was a busy place in the morning.  Lucas and Holly had stayed in the lodge, and Doc had spent the evening walking from camp to camp, eavesdropping on conversations when he could.  His interest peaked at on point, when someone said, “She tells the best ghost stories!” and he hung around to listen, but the story was not all that good after all.  Superlatives should not be wasted on the ordinary, he thought to himself.

Doc had made coffee when Lucas and Holly came by.  “We’re going to take a quick jog,” said Holly, “care to come along, old man?”

“Not likely,” he told her.  “I’ve seen you run.  Does Lucas know what he’s in for?”

Lucas looked at Holly, who tried to look innocent.  “Who me?  Run away from that?”

Lucas was about to reply, but she had started off, and he ran after her.  She was loping easily, not going full out, and he caught up after a short while.  They jogged together past campgrounds that smelled of wood smoke, hot cocoa, and bacon.  The road got steeper as they left the campground behind, and Lucas started breathing heavier, but did not slow down.  Holly seemed not to notice.

“Look, blackberries!” she called out, but did not stop.  They jogged past a large field of berries along the road.  Lucas could see that all the berries in reach had been picked; either by campers or by deer, but farther back in the brambles there were large dark berries waiting for an intrepid collector in thorn proof clothing.  Or birds, he supposed.

The campground was spread out below them as the road curved around.  The smoke from the breakfast campfires rose straight up in the calm air, and then spread out as if hitting a ceiling.  As the jogged farther up the hill, even with the layer of smoke, he could smell the aroma of the oak and madrone fires.  A little farther up, the air was noticeably cooler, which Lucas welcomed as it cooled the sweat from his T-shirt.  Holly seemed not to be sweating at all, and he was sure she was not breathing nearly as hard as he was.

“How far were you planning to go?” he called to Holly after at least two miles had gone by.  “Until someone makes me turn around,” she called back.  He came abreast of her to make conversation easier.  “I was done a mile ago, I think,” he said.  She looked him up and down twice, then said, “OK,” and turned around and started running back.  Lucas turned and had to catch up again.

When the got back to the berries, Lucas called for a stop, and, breathing quite heavily, he walked around one large patch, and found a mass of berries that were far enough from the road to have remained untouched.  He started gathering berries, and Holly came up beside him and started helping.  When their hands were full, she pulled his T-shirt bottom out in front of him, and piled her berries in the makeshift basket.  He dumped his in also, and held the T-shirt out in front of him as he picked berries and dropped them alongside the others.  The shirt was getting badly stained, but neither one cared.  They collected at least a gallon of berries before starting back to the road.  Walking back to the campground took a lot longer than jogging, but Lucas used the time to cool off and catch his breath.

“So, your adopted parents don’t know where you are?” he asked.

“I told them I was on a job hunting vacation,” she said.  “Mom worries, but I think they both know I can take care of myself, on an intellectual level, even though they want desperately to give me the world.  Mom’s always sending me socks and sweaters, and I have to make sure I wear them when I visit on the holidays.

I want to invent some high-paying job so I can send money home, or buy them something nice.  Hell, I could pay off the mortgage, but I just can’t tell them my fairy godmother gave me the money.”

When they arrived back at the campsite, the T-shirt was soaked in purple berry juice, and the juice was starting to stain his stomach.  Doc got out a large bowl, and Lucas carefully removed his shirt.

“We’re going to take a quick shower back at the lodge,” Holly said.  Throw those in the fridge, we can eat ‘em on the road.”

She took Lucas by the hand and they walked together back to the lodge.  “That’s going to be fun soaping off,” she said, “but we should be quick, I think Doc wants to get on the road.”

They showered and changed, packed, and were back at the RV in half an hour.

“Next stop, Glass Butte!” said Doc, as they pulled out of the campground.

“I can drive if you’d like a break,” Lucas offered.  “Or me,” said Holly.

Doc pulled over and Lucas took the wheel.  “Just so you won’t feel guilty,” said Doc.  “I really don’t mind driving.”

Lucas pulled out onto the road, getting used to the feel of the heavy vehicle.

A voice from the dashboard said, “In two miles, right turn.”

“Oh, shoot!” said Lucas.  “I was going to phone the second private investigator.”

“We have a hands-free phone built into the car,” said Doc.  “Push the button on the steering wheel that looks like a phone off-the-hook.”

Lucas pushed the button, and the GPS map display turned into a telephone keypad.  “Read me the number, it’s on the laptop in a file called ‘special ops’,” Lucas told Holly.  She pulled up the file, and read off the number.  Lucas entered the number on the keypad.

“Ritter,” came a voice from the dashboard.

“Hi,” said Lucas.  “I’m Lucas Barnes from Psydercom.”

“Ah, yes, the Anderson case.  How can I help Psydercom today.”

“Um, yes, we’re looking for someone – the parents of an adopted woman.  Do you do that kind of work?”

“We do all kinds.  Gimme the particulars, name of the birth parents, if known, name of the adopted parents, city the adoption took place, any steps she’s taken already.”

Lucas and Holly took turns giving information.  When Holly mentioned the Confidential Intermediary, the voice stopped her.  “Give me that name, the person and the firm.  We can work with that.”  She gave him the name.

“This is a class two job on the schedule.  Are you cleared for that expense?”

“I’m not sure I understand,” said Lucas.

“It’s expensive and quiet.  Do you want it billed to the Anderson case?  That’ll be best, and easiest for all concerned, if you get my meaning.”

“Um, sure,” said Lucas.  He had a bad feeling about it, but remembered that nothing would go wrong, and shrugged it off.  “That will be fine.”

“You gonna be at this number, say seven o’clock tomorrow night?”

Lucas looked back at Doc, who said, “Yeah, we’ll make it.”

“All right then, seven it is.”  The phone clicked, and the GPS display returned to being a map.

Holly cocked her head.  “So let me get this straight.  He’s going to take the job and try to find my birth parents.  And it’s going to cost a lot of money, probably more than usual.  And he’s going to bill your company for it?”

Lucas glanced briefly over at her, then back at the road.  “I think so.”

“And you’re OK with that?” she asked.

“Well, I figure nothing bad will happen,” he said.

“I just hope that goes for all of us, and not just you,” she replied.

Holly changed the subject.  “So what’s in fragile bottom?” she asked Doc.

“What’s in what?”

“Glass Butt,” she said, deliberately mispronouncing the name.

“That would be Glass Butte,” Doc corrected, pretending not to get the joke.

“And what’s there, according to J. D. Walters, is a large quantity of obsidian.”

“So we’re going to look at more rocks.  You need to get some more exciting hobbies,” Holly smirked, hoping to get a reaction.

“This hobby is where most of the money comes from.”

“How is that?” asked Lucas.

“I sell the rocks I collect.  But first I create added value somehow.  Sometimes it is a page or two on the web site that explain why this particular rock is special.  I may do that by analyzing fossils I collect from a particular fossil bed, so I can tell the customer which species are found in the rocks, and how old the rocks are.  You see, by identifying the species in the fossils, and then looking up the time periods when those species lived, and then finding the smallest overlap between those periods, we can date the rock.  So sometimes it’s fossils, sometimes it gems or the ore of a precious metal, or maybe meteorites.  But obsidian, there’s something fun we can do with that.”

Holly was skeptical.  “Fun with black glass?”

Doc got up and walked to the back of the RV and pulled something out of one of the cupboards, then came back to the front.

“I made this from some obsidian I got down in Mexico,” he said.

In his hand was a scrap of leather, perhaps a foot square, and in the center was a large arrowhead.  “I’ve made spear tips, arrowheads, even fish hooks, although those are a real bear to get right.  And I do it with the same equipment primitive man used, nothing more than some rocks, a bit of bone, and this leather pad to protect my fingers.”

“This I’ve got to see,” said Holly, looking closer.  “How did you learn how to do that?”

“One of the anthropologists at the University came to me for specimens so he could demonstrate the technique to his classes.  I came along for the demonstration and had him show me the technique.  It takes some time to master, but the theory is fairly simple.  There are a few basic moves.  You make flakes from a large piece, rough out the shape, and then use a trick called ‘pressure flaking’ with the bone to get the edge just right.”

“So you’re going to make a bunch of arrowheads by hand and sell them on the Internet?  That doesn’t sound like a fabulous business plan to me,” Holly said, testing the edge of the arrowhead.

“No, I demonstrate the technique in photos on the web page, and sell the obsidian in bulk form, along with a leather pad and a bone flaking tool I’ll have a shop make for me from bones I get from the butcher, and a page of instructions.

It’s still not a lot of money, but the more items you have to sell, the more people tend to buy.  They already have their credit card out, and if something is inexpensive and looks like fun, they click on it.  So everything in the catalog helps to sell everything else.”

“So we’re not just going to look at the rocks this time, we’re going to collect ‘em and sell ‘em.”

“That’s the plan,” said Doc.

“I still think you need more exciting hobbies,” Holly said.

“I don’t know about more exciting, but more fulfilling would be nice.  I can’t help but think that there is something grand a fellow could do when he has a list of people with superpowers in his pocket.  Something important, something that all those people could do together, something amazing and beautiful.  We could do something that really makes a difference.  I keep looking.  I keep thinking.  But nothing stands out, not yet.”

“We’re finding my parents, doesn’t that count?”

“Oh, certainly.  But I was thinking about something that helps a lot of people all at once, not just helping one person at a time.  I would like to make history, do something on a really grand scale.  I’ll find it, I’m sure of it.  I have patience and time, two very precious things.”

The road seemed to go on forever, in bleak, treeless country with thin soils between bare rocks and scrub brush.  They drove for hours, and the scenery barely changed.

“In two miles, right turn ahead,” said a voice from the dashboard.  A short while later, it spoke again.  “In three hundred feet, right turn.”  Lucas could not see any signs of a street.  He slowed to a stop in the middle of the empty road.  To the right was a dirt path leading to some low hills.

“That must be it,” said Doc.

“You want me to drive this thing on that?” asked Lucas.

“Nah, I’ll drive,” said Doc, and he made his way forward to take the wheel.  Lucas unbuckled his seat belt, and exchanged places.

Doc took the wheel, and edged the RV off the road, onto the pair of tire ruts that marked the way to Glass Butte.  The big vehicle rocked and bounced precariously, leaving a tremendous amount of dust behind it, but managed not to fall over.  They endured the buffeting for the better part of an hour before Doc stopped and rolled down the window.

“Folks, I think we’re getting close.”  He unbuckled his seat belt and stepped out onto the gravel and weeds that made up the landscape.  He walked about 20 feet from the RV and picked up a boulder the size of his head, and rubbed the dust off of it.

“Come check it out!” he called to the others, who were stretching their legs beside the car.  They walked over.

“Doesn’t look like much,” said Holly.  Doc showed her the side of the rock, where it was clearly glassy.  He carried it over to another, even larger rock, and threw it against the one on the ground.  There was an unexciting “pock”, and there was now a black glassy shining patch the size of Doc’s palm on the side of the rock.

“That’s pretty, I’ll give you that.  Where’d the other piece go?” said Holly, walking off to find it.  Doc carried the boulder back to the RV.

When he returned, Lucas and Holly had found several more, some larger but most smaller than the first one.

“How many do we need?” asked Lucas.

“I’d like to fill the crate,” answered Doc.  He pointed to a large wooden box strapped to the top of the RV.

“Whoa!  That’s a lotta rocks!”  Holly hefted the largest of her collection, and walked towards the vehicle.  She climbed up the ladder on the side of the RV and up onto the roof, peering into the crate.  “Just dump it in there?”

“That’s the plan,” called Doc.

There was a dull thump, and Holly started back down the ladder.

They collected for about a half hour, and then decided the best technique was to have the RV drive slowly along the dirt path with Lucas in the doorway and Holly on the ladder.  When they saw a specimen close by, they would jump out and get it, and bring it back and place it on the floor behind Lucas.  They collected a number of nice rocks this way, until there was no more room for them.  Then they stopped, and set up a bucket brigade, with Lucas on the ladder, Holly on the roof, and Doc ferrying rocks from inside the RV.

After another half hour, the crate was not even a quarter full.  The sun was getting low, and they decided to call it a day, and camp right there in the middle of the path.

They cleaned up at the sink, and Doc started dinner.  He made a batter from some biscuit mix, and added the remains of the berries from that morning, and set it to bake in the tiny oven.  He then browned some onions and ground beef, and opened two cans of chili and stirred them into the meat.

Holly shredded lettuce, and Lucas cut up celery and tomatoes for a salad.  Holly found a hard-boiled egg and cut that into the salad, and threw in some roasted sunflower seeds.  Olive oil and vinegar completed the salad.

They sat down to eat the salad and chili while the dessert finished baking.

After dinner, they cleaned up, and turned the kitchen back into a bedroom and zipped the sleeping bags together.  They sat on the bed and planned the next day’s travel, and talked about Doc’s adventures in Mexico and Guatemala collecting rocks.  A little past ten o’clock, Doc headed back to his lair and closed the curtain, and Holly began to undress.  Lucas pulled himself out of one shoe and then the other, thought about getting in bed, but then decided to remove the rest of his clothes first.  Holly, finished with her own clothes, helped by pulling his jeans off after he had dropped them to his ankles and sat down on the bed.  They got into the sleeping bag and cuddled close, and then both fell asleep.

The next morning, Doc woke them as he came out to start breakfast.  Holly got up and sponged off in the shower with a wet washcloth.  Lucas pulled his pants and underwear into the sleeping bag and pulled them on, then unzipped the bags and rolled them up, and made the bed back into a kitchen table.  Holly came back out and performed the coffee ritual, grinding the beans and starting the coffee maker, while Doc started bacon in the frying pan.  Holly found her clothes and got dressed.  When the bacon was ready, Doc scrambled eggs in the bacon drippings.  Lucas made toast and set out the plates, and they all began to eat.

“So, I figure two, maybe three more hours of collecting, then we head out so we can make it back into cell phone range by seven o’clock,” Doc explained.

“OK, but we take turns driving this time,” said Holly.  “Me first.”

The air was quite cool, and the sun was still low in the east, and they worked quickly, filling the space on the floor, then loading the crate, and changing drivers.  The work went more quickly than the day before, and the rocks grew more numerous as they approached the bluffs.  After two hours, the crate was not quite full, but Doc was worried that the roof would not hold more, so they stopped collecting, and started the tedious back and forth needed to turn the big RV around on the narrow dirt track.  They crept along the dirt road for another hour before they came to the highway again.

They backtracked a bit on the highway, and headed for Bend.  The road was the same dry, treeless brush for mile after mile.  Doc was driving.

“There’s a little Scottish restaurant in Bend,” he said.  “What do you say we grab a bite there for a late lunch, and eat it on the run.  We can be in Eugene by six o’clock, and look for a place to hook up.”

“A Scottish restaurant?” asked Lucas.  “I’m not eating any haggis.  What else do they have there?”

“Doc’s got a soft spot for a Big Mac.” Holly explained.  “And probably a chocolate shake.”

Lucas groaned, then considered the idea.  “Chocolate shake.  I can do that.”

They drove through more of the same rough country, gradually rising in elevation.  They could see the mountains ahead, still topped with snow.  As they neared Bend, the land became more interesting, more vegetation, and more hills.  They stopped for lunch, stretching their legs, and Holly took over driving.  They went up to Sisters, and then across wide lava beds that seemed to go on forever.  Coming down out of the mountains, they followed the McKenzie River, and finally stopped just before Springfield, as it was getting close to time for the phone call.

They hooked up the RV at a campground, and at exactly seven o’clock, the phone rang.  The voice on the other end wasted no time with pleasantries.

“Ritter here.  I have what you wanted,” came the voice from the dashboard.

“That’s great!” said Holly, poised at the keyboard to take notes.

“The break-in was no sweat, but the CI only had records for the paternal contact, no maternal contact registered.  You gotta pen?”

“We’re ready,” Lucas answered, and the voice read off a name and an address in Portland, and a phone number.

“A break-in?” asked Doc.

“Like I said, no sweat.  Didn’t even have to torch the place, easy in, easy out, no broken locks, no damage, a real sweet job.  We’re still charging full price though, you good with that?”

“Um, yes, that’s fine.  Thank you!”

“All in a day’s work.  You’ll get my bill.”  There was a click, and the GPS map reappeared on the display.

“Just what kind of business does Psydercom do, anyway?” Doc asked.

“Um, I thought we sold customer relations software,” said Lucas.

“Something isn’t right here,” said Holly.  “That guy made it sound like this was something he did for them on a routine basis – burglary and arson, who knows what else.  These are dangerous people we’ve gotten mixed up with.”

“I may have to look into just what the Anderson case is all about,” said Lucas.

He looked over at Holly, but she was staring at the computer screen, looking at the name she had typed there.

“Should we call him?” asked Lucas.

“No!” she said, emphatically.  “No, I can’t have the first contact be on the telephone.  I want to see him first, find out more about him.”

She entered the address into the GPS display and brought up a map.  They all studied it for a while.  “It’s near a nice park, and a school.  Can’t tell whether the neighborhood is run-down or upscale.”

She brought up a satellite image of the area.  “Lots of trees, wide streets, the houses look pretty big, but no mansions.  Is this where someone would live who could drop ten grand a month into a girl’s bank account?”

“Let’s Google him,” she said, and typed in the name.

“Jackson Nygaard,” she said.  “Holly Nygaard.  That would be weird.  I think I like Mandeville much better.”

She read from the screen.  “There’s a J. Nygaard and Associates in Portland, looks like some kind of law firm or something to do with real estate.  No web page, these guys should get with the times.  Here’s a J. Randall Nygaard, donating to some park fund.  Oh, check it out!  J. Nygaard finished seventh in a half marathon run.  He’s a runner!  It’s genetic!”

The three of them crowded around the little display, reading the small bits of information about Holly’s father, trying to build a picture of the man.  Holly slowly scrolled the window down, skipping past other Nygaards and Jacksons.  “Bingo, here we go, wedding announcement, what, some six years ago, J. Randall Nygaard and Melody Marie Beckman.  Look, here’s a picture!”

Lucas studied the photo.  It showed a tall, slender man, next to a stunning woman in a blue formal gown.  “He looks to be about the right age,” he said.

Holly stared at the woman in the picture.  “I guess he got over Mom,” she said.

Lucas could not tell from her voice just what she was feeling, but the jovial carefree Holly was absent for a moment.

“I’m starving.  What say we see if there’s a Chinese takeout place that’ll deliver to a campground,” she said, already typing in a new search string.  She brought up a map with several nearby restaurants.

“That one is close enough for a walk,” said Doc.  “Check to see if they have Internet, and we can bring the laptop.”

“Let’s leave the laptop here,” Holly said.  “But I’m definitely up for a nice walk.”

The restaurant was two miles away, but the walk took less than half an hour.  Holly was barely able to keep from running, and she walked quickly, bouncing from time to time, touching the leaves of the trees that arched over the sidewalk.

Lucas and Doc walked together a little behind her.

“As I understand it,” said Doc to Lucas, “a Confidential Intermediary is one who is trusted with the contact information, and who makes the initial contact.  If the contactee does not want to be involved, then the Intermediary keeps that confidentiality.  So we must assume that this gentleman has been contacted, and for some reason has chosen not to reply, or not to have the reply communicated.”

“So,” said Lucas, “the father wants nothing to do with it, and they couldn’t find the mother, or even the mother’s name.  That last part sounds wrong.  How could they have the father’s name, but not the mother’s?  Could she be?” Lucas trailed off.

“If she were deceased, they would still have the name.” Doc said.

“So what’s up with that, then?” Lucas asked.  “An adoption with no mother involved?”

“I suppose we will just have to see,” said Doc.

Holly bounced back to them.  “She’s a real looker, eh?” she said.  “His wife I mean.  Think maybe my Mom was good looking too?  I couldn’t see much of me in him, not in his face anyway, but the picture was pretty small.”

“I think it is clear that you inherited his legs, at least,” Doc said, with a smirk, “but probably not his tits.”

She laughed and grabbed the front of her T-shirt.  “Gentlemen of the jury,” she said, head high, strutting along the sidewalk, “I, J. Randall Nygaard, attorney for the defense, would like you all to ignore my chest for a moment and concentrate on the evidence before you.”

“Objection!” laughed Lucas.

“Sustained,” said Doc loudly.  “The counsel will refrain from requesting the impossible.”

Holly waited for them to catch up, and walked between them, an arm around each.  “You guys only think about one thing,” she said.  “That’s what I like about you.”

They got to the restaurant, and the smell of garlic and Chinese spices hit them as they opened the door.  The place was popular, and they put their names on a list and waited in the bar, where a television was tuned to the nightly news.  “Police are investigating the gruesome fountain pen suicide of famed novelist Clifford Brooks in his Aptos mansion.  We go now live to California, where…”

“Hey, I know that guy!” shouted one of the bar patrons, over the noise of the television and the conversations.  “I have one of his books, autographed!  Probly worth a fortune now!  Goll-eee.  Hey, honey, remind me to check eBay when we get home.”

Doc ordered a beer, and started in on the honey peanuts.  “I’d like a Tequila Sunrise,” Lucas said, “but without the tequila.”  The barmaid looked at Holly.

“Water for me,” she told her.

Doc had just about finished the bowl of peanuts when the hostess called their name, and they followed her to a small booth with a window facing the parking lot.  Holly started in on the menu, calling out dishes.  “Everyone has to have garlic,” she demanded, “or the holdouts will be sleeping outside, ‘cause I’m loading up on the stuff.”

An enormous amount of food arrived, and Holly started in, as if she hadn’t eaten in days.  Doc followed close behind.  Lucas was also surprisingly hungry, having eaten for lunch what Holly had referred to as a “large fat pill” of burger and milkshake.  But the food was quite good, and disappearing quickly.

“So what does a good lawyer make, anyway?” Holly asked, as the fortune cookies arrived with the bill.

“That would depend on the nature of the practice,” said Lucas.  “Obviously some make quite a bit, but most lawyers are still middle class professionals, perhaps a little on the high side, but not millions.  Your bank account wasn’t started by someone living in suburban Portland and working at a law firm that has no web site.”

“But he knew Mom.  He knows her name. We’ll have something to go on.”

“That’s if he cooperates,” warned Doc.  “We must be charming and friendly.  He has not chosen to contact you.”

“I can be charming,” said Holly.  “I can be friendly.  But I’m not using any tricks on my Dad, that would be gross.”

“We must also not let on how we obtained the information.  Laws were broken, and we must be very careful.”

“Gotcha.  Mum’s the word.”

The walk back to the RV camp took longer than the walk to the restaurant.  Their bellies full, the exercise helped to settle the meal, and they enjoyed the cool evening.

Back at camp, Holly and Lucas folded the table into a bed once again, and Doc said goodnight and drew the curtain behind him.  Holly and Lucas undressed and crawled between the mated sleeping bags.  Holly climbed on top of Lucas, and looked down at his face, her hair touching his ears as it fell forward.  “Thank you very much,” she said to him, and kissed him on the lips.  “For finding my father.”

She kissed him again, and then slid off to lie beside him, her arm on his chest.  “A girl could get very fond of you, you know.”  She kissed his ear.  A minute later, Lucas could hear the quiet breathing as she fell asleep.

In the morning, they unhooked the RV and started on the trip to Portland.  They stopped at a supermarket for some bits of breakfast-like things to munch on while on the road, and continued, with Doc at the wheel, and Holly navigating.

Holly booked a hotel room using the laptop, and a small rental car.  “Something inconspicuous,” she told the car agency, “something very ordinary.”  She studied the map of Portland carefully.

“Here’s his office, and here’s his house.  It’s too far to walk, but he could bicycle there if he weren’t a lawyer in a three piece suit.”

“A law suit,” said Doc.

“So, no bicycle,” said Holly, ignoring him.  “So, he gets to work about when?  What time do lawyers start work?  Is that a nine to five gig?  Say nine.  Arrives in his BMW or Mercedes, parks in the spot with his name on it.  Works ‘til lunchtime and walks to some really classy place near the office.”  She started pulling up maps of the area, highlighting restaurants within walking distance.

“So he’s having lunch, and this chick walks up to the table and says ‘Hi Dad!’ and he spits out his coffee all over his nice suit, and then what?” she said.  “I get lost at that point.”

Lucas looked over her shoulder at the map.  “The office is in a professional building.  There will be a dozen or so lawyers’ offices there.  He won’t have his name on the parking spot, even if he does own the practice.  Look up the real estate market for the home address, we can look for comparable sales and estimate the value of the home.  Then we can make a guess at the mortgage, and estimate the amount he would spend on the car.  He may drive home for lunch.”

“I certainly would,” chimed in Doc.

“His wife may work,” said Lucas.  “He might bring in his lunch, and work through lunch eating at his desk.”

Holly was working on the laptop.  “I’m getting numbers between half a million and about 800k for that neighborhood.  He’s not sounding like a really rich guy.”

“You’ve been at Stanford too long.  Not every community has million dollar average home prices,” Doc chided.

“Well, someone dropped two of those houses into my bank account six years ago,” said Holly, “and this just doesn’t look like where that person would live.”

Holly began entering numbers in the hands-free phone display in the dashboard.

The phone rang twice.  “Offices of Williams, Bloch, and Nygaard and Associates, how may I help you?”

“Hi, I need to have a will made out, do you guys do that stuff?”

“No ma’am, Williams, Bloch is an architectural firm, and Nygaard and Associates is a real estate law firm.  If you like, I can check our referrals list for you.”

“Oh, no thanks, I’m just going down the list, thanks!” and Holly hung up.

“Real estate,” she said to Doc.  “There’s money in that, right?”

“He’s sharing a receptionist with an architect.  I would think a wealthy lawyer would have his own receptionist, or at least his own office phone number.”

They arrived at the airport in Portland, and found their way to the rental car agency where Holly had made reservations.  Awaiting them was a Honda Accord four-door sedan, in beige.  “You said ‘inconspicuous’ and ‘very ordinary’, so I picked out this one for you.  We have zillions of these, so if you want to avoid paparazzi, this is the one that will get lost on the freeway the easiest.”  She looked at Holly and Lucas, and then at Doc, trying to see if she recognized any famous faces.  She kept glancing up at each of them throughout the transaction, as if trying on names to fit the faces.  As the left, she was still at it.  Holly imagined her going home to her husband, saying, “You’ll never guess who rented a car today – the Princess of Monaco herself!”

Doc wrote down the phone number of the RV and gave it to each of them, and set off to find an RV park.  “Call as soon as you check in, and I’ll give you directions.”

Holly drove, with Lucas in the passenger seat reading the map, and giving directions to the hotel.  “Got spoiled by the satellite maps,” he said, turning the map to match north, and reading with his head cocked sideways.  “Turn left up here.”

They arrived at the hotel and checked in.  “No luggage?” the clerk asked.  “It’s arriving later,” Holly said, and they walked to the elevator, joined at the hip, Holly’s arm around his waist, her thumb under his belt, his arm on her shoulder.

Once in the hotel, Lucas called Doc.  “Just pulling in,” Doc said, “wait a sec.”

After a moment, he was back on the phone.  “Are you calling from the hotel, or from the cell phone?” he asked.  “Hotel,” Lucas replied.  “I’m writing down the number.  What’s your cell phone number?”  Lucas had no idea.  “Hang up and call me from the cell phone,” Doc instructed, “and I’ll get it from the caller-id.”

Lucas hung up, and called back on the cell phone.  “OK, write down the number, so we all have it,” Doc said, and read off the number as Lucas wrote it down on the pad by the phone.  He made two copies, and handed one to Holly.

“So, come pick me up,” said Doc, and read them the address of the RV park.  The park was on an island on the Columbia, between Oregon and Washington.

Holly drove, and they got there in twenty minutes.  Doc was in a space not far from the marina, and they stopped in a seafood restaurant for a late lunch, and to plan the rest of the day.  Over sesame crusted mahi-mahi and shrimp cocktails, Holly laid out the plan.  First, she wanted to visit Nygaard’s office.  “Not go into it, just a drive-by.  Scope out the area – then, a visit to his house.  I want to see what kind of neighborhood it’s in.”

“When do you plan to actually meet him?” Lucas asked.

“Oh, God, I don’t know.  I haven’t gotten to that part of the plan yet.  I’m not used to planning things – usually I just wing it.  But this, I don’t know.  What do I say?”

“You’ll think of something,” Doc said.

They left the restaurant, and drove across town to Nygaard’s office.  They circled around for a while; looking for the address, then found a two-story wood shingle covered professional building with the number discreetly marked on a low wooden planter box by the street.

They parked the car a block away, and walked to the building.  They found the name “Nygaard and Associates” on a brass plate screwed into a framed board under glass, a little past the midway point in the second row of brass plates.

“Don’t let anyone see you,” Holly said, and started walking around the back of the building.  The others followed, past a koi pond and small fountain, a little wooden bridge over the pond, and around to the parking lot in back.

“There’s a Beemer,” said Holly, pointing at a black sedan.

“And there is a Honda Civic,” pointed out Doc.

There was a wide range of cars in the lot, and they could not agree on which were clients’ and which belonged to lawyers or architects.  Holly started looking for bumper stickers and window decals.  “Architect,” she said, pointing at a window decal.  It had a dove supported by two pillars, and the words Society of American Registered Architects forming an oval around the image.

“CPA,” called out Lucas, pointing to a bumper sticker.

“Community College student,” said Doc, pointing to a parking sticker on the Civic.

They walked around all the cars in the lot, but came to no conclusions about which one Jackson Randall Nygaard would own.  On two occasions, someone walked into the parking lot, and Holly ducked behind a car and watched from behind two sets of widows as they got into their cars and left.  Doc and Lucas stood by, looking inconspicuous, fumbling for keys, or pretending to be talking on a cell phone.  Finally, Holly decided it was time to leave.

Back in the car, they headed for Nygaard’s house.  The residential neighborhood was lined with trees, mostly in the backyards of the houses, separating the rows of houses from the homes on the next street over.  Nygaard’s house was at the end of a cul-de-sac, and they parked on the next street over, and walked along the sidewalk, pretending not to look at the house.  There were children’s toys on the grass in front of the house.

“Kids!” squeaked Holly.  “He’s got kids!”

They walked past the house.  “Ford Taurus wagon,” said Lucas, noting the car in the open garage.  They passed a Toyota Prius parked on the street in front of the house.  “The wagon’s hers,” said Doc, “and the hybrid’s his.  He’s home already, and not even six o’clock yet.  He must leave work before five.”

“We’ve been spotted,” Lucas warned, on their second pass by the house.  A silhouette of a woman stood out against the light coming from the kitchen window.

Holly stopped.  “Nothing for it but to ring the bell,” she said.  “If we come back later, we’ll look like stalkers.”  She hesitated, and then started up the walk to the house.  Lucas and Doc trailed behind.  The woman’s silhouette remained at the window until Holly was fifteen feet away from the door, and then it disappeared.

As Holly approached the door, it opened, and the woman came out onto the porch.

“It is you!” she said, taking Holly completely off guard.  Lucas and Doc came up behind Holly, onto the porch.  “But you can’t be!  Oh, excuse me; I’m Melody, Jack’s wife.  Come on in, I was just making dinner.”  She ushered them into the house.  The entry was a large room with a high ceiling, the doorway framed by tall narrow windows, with an arching semi-circle of window over the door.  A Persian rug covered a marble tile floor, and there were children’s blocks and plastic cars off to the side of the room.  Melody led them into the kitchen, where she was preparing a chicken.  A boy of perhaps four or five years old was carefully wielding a crayon in front of a coloring book, looking for just the right place to put that color.

“It’s totally amazing, you look just like her!” Melody said, putting the chicken in the oven.  “Jack didn’t tell me you were coming, or I’d have put on a roast or something.  But we have plenty; I’ll just put on some more corn.  I was about to make the salad.  Have a seat there at the bar, we can chat until Jack gets in.  He’s out on a jog; he’ll be back in about twenty minutes or so.  Can I offer you something to drink?  A beer perhaps, or some soda?”

Holly was dumbstruck.  “A beer would be nice,” Doc said.  “Just water for me, thanks,” said Lucas, “Holly too, right?” he asked.

“Holly, that’s a nice name,” said Melody, getting a beer from the refrigerator.

“I’m Lucas, and this is Doc,” Lucas said.

Melody put a towel over the bottle and twisted the top off, then got a glass from the cupboard.  “Does the doctor have a first name?” she asked, smiling, as she handed him the glass and the bottle.

“Benjamin Maxwell,” said Doc, “but no one has used that name in years.  Call me Doc like my friends do.  I’ve grown quite fond of it.”

Melody filled two glasses from a spout in the refrigerator door, and handed them to Holly and Lucas.  She got some peeled carrots from beside the sink, and pulled out a cutting board and put it on the counter so she could chop the carrots and still face her guests.

“Did you know my mother?” Holly asked.  Melody stopped chopping and looked at her for a moment.

“No, we’ve never met.  But you look just like the woman in the portrait in the living room, the one with Jack and Penny with the horses, the one his mother painted from the photograph.  She’s really good you know, wins prizes and sells her paintings in New York, and gets in those magazines all the time.  Captured your likeness perfectly – I mean your mother’s.  Same eyes, same chin, same cheekbones.  Gorgeous woman, little more flesh on her than you have.  And her hair, no red in it, but that’s not natural red is it?  Looks good on you, though.”

She resumed thinly slicing the carrots for the salad, rapidly rocking the big knife up and down with practiced precision, the slices of carrot falling millimeter thick one after another.  Lucas watched in amazement.

“Jack was so excited when he got that letter.  He never knew what happened to you.  I think it’s so great that Sammy has a sister!  But then that other letter came, and he got so depressed.  He kept saying he was going to contact you anyway, but he never mentioned it again, and then you show up on the front walk, so I guess he did.  But he didn’t tell me you were coming, so I guess he wanted it to be a surprise.  Well, it was!  We’ll have to put the extra leaf in the table, like it was Thanksgiving, good thing I decided to roast the chicken whole, we’ll have stuffing and everything.”

They hear the front door open, then shut.  “Oh there he is now, Jack! Come into the kitchen!  Come see who’s here!”

A tall slender but muscular man entered the kitchen.  He was holding a T-shirt in his right hand, wiping the sweat from his forehead.  He was wearing jogging shorts, white socks, and a pair of running shoes.  He was walking towards Melody when he saw Holly, and stopped short.

“I’ll be damned,” he said.  “Do they know you’re here?”

“Does who know?” Holly asked.

“The Galvinos,” he said, wiping sweat from his chest with the t-shirt.

“No one knows I’m here,” said Holly.  Lucas could tell she was trying not to let on that she had no idea who the Galvinos were.

“Jack you’re dripping in sweat.  Go have a shower and come back presentable.  I’ll have dinner on in a few minutes, there’s plenty of time to catch up. Go now, shoo!” she motioned him off towards the hallway, and he left, looking back at Holly until he turned the corner.

Melody got some lettuce from the refrigerator, and began tearing small pieces into a large wooden bowl.  “Do you like corn on the cob?” she asked.  “We’ve got a whole bag of fresh corn from the kid’s garden at school.  Wonderful flavor, that honey kernel kind.  I swear last spring when the radishes came up we had radishes coming out our ears.  Jack had the most terrible gas that week; I’m sure it was those radishes.  What do you do with radishes, anyway?  I put them in the salad, in the potato salad, I roasted them with onions and those little red potatoes, I chopped them up into the meatloaf.  It took weeks to use them all up.  I hate wasting food, don’t you?”

“Do you know the Galvinos?” Holly asked.

“Oh, no, I never met her family.  That was way before I met Jack.  Jack doesn’t deal with that kind of people anymore, I think that’s what got him so upset, that he could still pull strings from prison, you know.  You’d think they could just throw away the key and be done with it, but those people still do all that stuff even when they’re in jail.  I just think that’s wrong.”

She set a large pot of water on the stove, and started husking some corn.  Holly reached over and took an ear of corn and handed it to Lucas, then took another for herself and started to husk it.  Lucas stripped the husk from the corn, and began carefully picking corn silk from between the kernels.

Holly handed an ear of corn to Doc.

“Someone from the Galvino family contacted your husband about Holly?” asked Doc, pulling at the cornhusk.

“No, it was some lawyer stuff, some cease and desist notice or something, about some contract, but I’m sure it had to come from them, I mean who else would want to keep him from meeting you?  It had to be her father; he’s the one who caused all the fuss in the first place, not letting her keep the baby.  That’s just awful.  I can’t imagine someone taking Sammy away from me.  I would just die.”

The shallow pan of water began to boil, and she placed the corn in the pan.  “Five minutes, Jack!” she shouted towards the hall.  She took the chicken from the oven, and transferred it to a small oval platter and arranged some parsley around it.  She carried the platter to the table, and came back for the salad.

“Oh, dear, I forgot about the leaf for the table!  Doctor Maxwell, would you and the young man pull the table apart?  There’s a little latch underneath.  I’ll get the leaf out of the closet.”

Lucas and Doc pulled the table apart, and Melody brought the leaf.  As they were installing it in the table, Holly brought over plates and silverware.  The table was set, and Melody was bringing the corn when Jackson Nygaard came back into the room.

“Great, then, let’s all sit down,” Melody said, and she helped set Sammy up between his parents.  Holly sat next to Jack, and Doc next to Melody, with Lucas between Holly and Doc.

“So, tell me about my mother,” said Holly, looking at Jack.

“Well,” said Jack, “I have this particular gift,” he began, and Doc looked up at him immediately.  “I always seem to find the most beautiful woman in the city, or the room, or the college, or whatever.”

“It’s true, absolutely true, you should have seen my competition when we were dating.  If I were the jealous type, I swear there would have been bodies lying left and right.” Melody chimed in.

“Your mother and I were in law school together.  She had come out here to get as far away from her family as she could, but there was no escaping them, or more particularly, him, Rudy Galvino, her father.”

Doc nodded, seeming to recognize the name.  It meant nothing to Lucas.

“We kept bumping into one another, I never could figure out why.  She was in different classes, had a different set of friends, but we kept ending up in the same places, coffee shops at two in the morning studying for finals, that kind of thing. She was brilliant.  She helped me with my homework and papers.  We ended up dating, then we moved into a place together, and I asked her to marry me.  She said she couldn’t, and she wouldn’t say why, but I suspected it was something to do with her family.”

Jack took a few bites of chicken, and resumed a few moments later.

“She got pregnant.  I think on purpose – she was in charge of the birth control, and she wasn’t upset at all when she found out, or at least when she told me.  She asked me if it was OK with me, and of course I said yes; I mean, it didn’t matter so much to me whether we had rings and paper and everything, I just wanted to be with her, and a family would be wonderful.”

“He’s a great father, you should see him with Sammy,” beamed Melody.

“About four months later, when she was clearly showing, she just disappeared.  I never heard from her again.  Three guys in suits, two of them really big gorillas, found me a few months after that, and they had a contract.  They promised to pay all of my law school bills, clear up all of my loans, everything, if I signed some adoption papers.  I told them no way, that I wanted to see Penny.  They told me that they had instructions to return with signed papers or to make sure there was no father to complicate matters.  They said that it was a lot cheaper to just make me disappear.  I knew what the Galvinos could do, so I signed.  Sure enough, I got papers in the mail, my loans were paid off, and I had a full tuition scholarship from some foundation that was less than a week old.”

He helped himself to some salad.

“I never saw her again, or heard from her.  They got Rudy on some gambling charges, and he died in jail about six years ago.  I married Melody, but I never forgot about Penny and the child, about you.  So when I got a letter from the Confidential Intermediary, I was elated.  But then the other letter came.  It was from the Galvinos, but you wouldn’t know it from anything printed on it.  It just referred to the contract I signed.  All that money would have to be paid back immediately if I contacted you.  And it said money wasn’t the only way I would pay.”

Holly was silent for a long time.  Even Melody had nothing to say.

So, Penny Galvino.  What do we know about her, where can I find her?”

“That would be Penelope Galvino,” Jack said.  Her mother was Silvia, her father Rudy.  I never saw her name in the news, or any mention of Galvino children.”

Holly pulled out the paper with Doc and Lucas’ cell numbers on it.

“We should leave,” she said.  “You can reach us at either of these numbers, they aren’t traceable to me.”  She stood up.

“You aren’t staying for desert?” Melody asked.

“I don’t think that would be wise,” Holly said.  “It would appear we have put your family at some risk just be being here.  I can’t be a part of that.”

Doc stood up, and Lucas followed.  “Thank you very much,” Lucas said, the meal was wonderful.  “Indeed,” agreed Doc.

Jackson Nygaard stood up and held an arm out toward Holly.  She came close and hugged him.  “I am gong to straighten this out,” she said.  “This is totally unacceptable.  But we should really go, as soon as possible.”  She relaxed her grip and stood back.

“Galveston,” Jack said.  “I think her mother lived in Galveston.  Her mother wanted nothing to do with the rest of the family.  She may know where Penny is.”

“Any particular place in Galveston?” asked Doc.

“Sorry, that’s all I have.”

“Good evening then, and thank you again for the meal.”  Doc was always very polite, but was being especially formal.

They left the house, and walked back to the car.

“That was weird,” said Lucas.

“That was scary, “ said Holly.  “And I finally get to know who my Grandpa is, and he’s an asshole.  And I’m really pissed at him.”

“He’s dead,” Doc reminded her.

“And it couldn’t happen to a nicer guy,” came Holly’s rejoinder.

“If he’s dead, who sent the threatening letter?” asked Lucas.

Holly and Doc had no answer for that.

Back at the hotel, Holly found the courtesy business office and started looking up everything she could find on Rudy Galvino and the Galvino family.  There was not a lot there.  Newspaper stories about the trial indicated the family was running gambling and prostitution in areas of New Jersey and New York.  There was no mention of anything in Galveston.  No mention of any Silvia Galvino, in the papers or in the phone registries.

Lucas and Doc each sat at their own monitors, and worked from different angles. There were several Galvinos in New Jersey and New York.  Nothing there really helped to find Penelope Galvino or Silvia Galvino.  Holly considered calling each number and asking for those names, but decided that such a move could wait until she was desperate.

“So,” said Doc, when they had exhausted all of their best ideas, “who’s up for a road trip to Galveston?  There’s a blueberry pie in Baker City, which looks to be on the way to Texas, and J. D. Walters has yet to let us down.”

Lucas raised his hand.  Holly looked at them both.  “You guys are really great, you know?” she said, and kissed Doc on the forehead.  “Don’t look for us bright and early – I am completely wiped out, and I feel like I could sleep ‘til Tuesday.  You take the car; you can pick us up about lunchtime.  I’m too tired to even undress, I’m going to fall on the bed and make Luke do it for me.”

“Some guys have all the fun,” said Doc, taking the keys.  “See you about noonish then.”

They said goodbye, and Doc got in the elevator.  Holly fell into Lucas’ arms and said “Carry me to bed, I can’t make it on my own.”  Lucas lifted her easily, and carried her down the hall.  “Hey, I wasn’t serious!  You can put me down now.”

Lucas continued to carry her to the room.  She stuck the key card in the door, and turned the handle.  He pushed the door open, and put her down on the bed.

He began removing her shoes.  “Oooh, a girl could get used to this,” Holly said, stretching like a cat on the bed.  He pulled off her jeans, and then helped her out of the t-shirt, and finally out of her underwear.  He pulled down the covers, and she slid over onto the sheet.  By the time Lucas had undressed and pulled the covers down on his side of the bed, she was asleep.

Curtis Mailer’s new remote starter could start the car from as far away as 1,000 feet.  While he was tempted to try it from that distance, he never walked that far on purpose, and he settled for starting it from inside the house, well away from windows.  The best place would have been the bathroom, but it didn’t work from there.

When the novelty of starting the car from different rooms in the house wore off, he sat down in the den and made a phone call.

“Ritter,” the terse voice answered.

“This is Curtis Mailer, from Psydercom.  Billing code is ‘Anderson’.”

“Twice in one week.  Busy guy, Anderson,” said the voice.

“Did I call you earlier?  I didn’t ask about personal protection, did I?  It has been a hell of a week.  How would I know if a hit had been put out on me, a contract on my life?”

There was a pause.  “You’d be dead,” said Ritter.

“No, I mean before that!  When someone puts a price on my head, where do they advertise?  Where can I check?”

“That’s not how it works.”

“How does it work, then?”

“You talk to a contractor.  They check you out; make sure you’re not setting them up.  Usually they only take the job if they know you, and they can be sure you’re not turning state.  There aren’t many free-lancers out on the street.  Most are in prison.  Not exactly a good steady job.  It isn’t like it seems from the movies.  The time is the same whether you put out the contract or do it yourself.  Most people save the money and the trouble and do it themselves.  Only one person to trust that way.”

“So if Burgess wanted me dead, he’d come do it himself?”

“Burgess?  The laundry guy?  Money movers don’t do that stuff.  The margins are too low.  What makes you think he wants you out?”

“He stole a hundred eighty million from me.”

There was another pause.  “I don’t believe it.  Besides, if he has your money, why take more risk?  Makes no sense.  He’d disappear.”

“I need to find him.”

“To get your money back?  If he wanted that money, it’s gone.  That’s what he does – makes money disappear.  That’s why I hooked you two up.  But he didn’t rip you off.  He takes fifteen percent off the top; he’s not greedy.  He makes more on return business.  He’s not stupid.”

“Can you find him?”

“If I can find him, it means he wants to be found.  Meaning he’s still in business, and hasn’t decided to retire on your one eighty.  Meaning he didn’t take it.”

“Find him, and get my money.  If you can’t find him, if he stole my money, I want him dead.”

“Mr. Mailer, I should remind you that you are on a telephone, and that neither I nor my firm condone breaking the law, in any way.”

“Yeah, yeah, right.  Figure of speech.  Class two budget if you find him.  Class one for the other thing.”

“I have no idea what you are referring to.”

“Yeah, right.  Make it happen, one way or the other.”

Mailer hung up the phone.

Then he hit the redial button.

“Ritter.”

“Me again.  If I was gonna get hit, how would it happen?”

Pause.  “Drive by.  Stolen car.  Full auto, double clip.  Easy in, easy out, torch the car, take the bus home.”

“No car bomb?”

“This isn’t Beirut, Mr. Mailer.”

“Shit.  Just wasted three hundred fifty bucks.”

“If you’re worried about small change, you have bigger problems.  The Anderson case has high six figures due.  Should I be concerned?”

“No, you’ll get it, no problems.  I’m just pissed.”

“Keep your head, Mr. Mailer.  Have a good evening.”  Ritter hung up.

Lucas and Holly were on the computer again when the cell phone vibrated in Lucas’ pocket.  He’d forgotten it was there – he usually kept it in the duffle bag.

He opened it up, and read the display, looking for a way to answer.

“It says there are two messages,” he said to Holly.

“Push that button,” said Holly, looking over at the phone.  He pushed.

“Lucas here,” he said to the phone.

“You guys up?”

“We’re up.  Doing more research.”

“Had breakfast?  It’s nearly noon.”

“No, wanna do lunch?”

“Sure, but no big production.  Feel like a submarine sandwich or something quick?”

Lucas looked over at Holly.  “Doc’s suggesting a hero sandwich or something quick.”  Holly nodded.

“We’re good for that.  Shall we meet you out front?”

“Five minutes, maybe six.”

“We’ll be there.  Don’t bother to park.”

They gathered the duffle and Holly’s suitcase, and went downstairs, and out to the loading area.  Doc pulled up shortly after that.  They piled into the car, luggage on the seat next to Lucas in the back.

They drove back to the RV, and Doc followed them to the airport, and they dropped off the car.  Back in the RV, they plotted a course for Baker City.

“Looks like 5 hours of driving,” said Doc, “but we’re going to want to do a lot of sightseeing along the Columbia – there’s a bunch of excellent waterfalls.  We’ll be getting in well after dark.  Find a hotel and call ahead – we won’t be wanting to hook up.”

Holly got busy, and Doc pulled out of the RV park.

“Bingo – gotta stay at this place!” Holly called out.  “Check this out.  The Geiser Grand Hotel, stained glass ceiling in the dining room, crystal chandeliers in every room, whirlpool baths, ten-foot windows looking out at the mountains, restored 1889 hotel.”

She phoned.  “I’d like a room for tonight, two people, king size bed.”  She listened.  “Cupola room, definitely.  We’ll be in late, maybe nine or ten, that OK?  Great.  Visa.”  She read off the credit card number.  “Thanks, see you tonight!”

“You’re pleased with yourself,” Doc offered.

“This is going to be great!  They have a saloon!”

“Do they have geysers?” asked Lucas.

“I’m not aware of any in that area, but I don’t know much about the geology there,” Doc answered.

“Wrong spelling, guys.  Geysers.  Guyser and Geezer.  I get to be Galser,” improvised Holly.

“Then Lucas must be the Geezer,” said Doc.

“He is, what, five years older than me.  Regular cradle robber.”

“Four and four months, roughly,” said Lucas.  “And a week.  A hundred forty three days.  An even gross of days on leap year.”

“How’d I get stuck with an accountant?” asked Holly.

“As I recall,” said Doc, “you shouted ‘Dibs’ in my ear, and said ‘the tall one with the great buns’ or something to that effect.”

“Did not.  That was some other guy.”

“The short one or the fat one?”

“OK, so he has a nice butt.  Now he owes me two extra helpings of whipped cream.”

Doc changed the subject.  “Keep a lookout for signs to Multnomah Falls.  We should be there in another twenty minutes or so.”

“That soon?  We’ve barely started the trip,” said Holly.

“This is one you won’t want to miss,” Doc promised.

They drove along between the river and the high cliffs, next to tall fir trees and dense foliage.  The day was overcast, and looked a little chilly, and a light mist kept making the windshield wipers necessary, but not constantly going.  The road bent around corners, and they watched for signs.

“There’s a waterfall,” called out Holly, pointing to a sign.  Doc let it pass.  A minute later, Lucas called out “There’s another one!” and they passed that sign also.  Finally, there was a sign that read Multnomah Falls, and Doc slowed the RV, and pulled into a parking lot.

“I don’t see it,” said Holly, as they stepped out onto the asphalt.  They walked up a path, and followed some other tourists.

“I hear it,” said Lucas, and they turned a corner.

Holly stopped, and Doc and Lucas stopped behind her.

“That is just amazing,” she said.

The falls got louder as they approached.  “Look, we can go on the bridge right over the top!”  Holly began jogging up the steep trail, passing old couples and parents with children.  Doc and Lucas made their way up at a more leisurely pace.  They met Holly on the bridge.

“Check it out!” she shouted, and leaned over the bridge, looking down at the falls.

“You could be paddling downstream and never know it was there!  Aieeeah!  Kersplash!  Six hundred and twenty feet!”

“You’d never get your deposit back on the canoe,” Lucas pointed out.

“You’d probably go over and come up with a trout, happy as a pig in shit.  Me, I’d be mashed to a pulp and displayed on the cover of Necrophiliac Monthly.  And Doc would win a bet on how far I bounced.”

They played around at the waterfall for another half-hour, which was not enough for Holly, but she also wanted to get to the hotel before midnight.  She and Lucas played a game in the RV as they drove, noting all of the waterfall signs and fish ladders, dams, and other sights they would have to come back to see someday.

“So what were the messages?” Holly asked Lucas, when the must-see sites started getting farther apart.

“What messages?”

“The ones on your phone.”

Lucas pulled the phone out of his pocket.  “How do I listen to voicemail on this thing?” he asked.

“You’ve never checked your voicemail?”

“I’ve only had the phone for a few days,” Lucas explained.

He played with the phone for a while, and found his way through the menus to get to the messages.  “Two messages,” he said, and selected the first one.

“Burgess.  Don’t like machines, but you didn’t call.  I figure you want the account numbers, so here goes.”  Burgess read off a list of numbers and passwords.  Lucas listened, then fussed with the menu on the phone until he found out how to repeat the message.   “Holly, could you pull up a new file on the computer and take down this message?  I’ll read it to you.”

Holly brought up a text editor, and nodded to Lucas.  Lucas read off the numbers and passwords carefully, and she copied them down.  He repeated the message, looking at the screen to confirm the information.  “Probably better not to delete it anyway,” he said.  “Someone might need that information later, it sounds important.”

He selected the next message, and pushed the button.

“Burgess.  Don’t mess with me, Mailer.  Word I’m getting is you’ve been tarnishing my good name and reputation with accusations of theft and misappropriation.  I can’t have that, Mailer.  A man in my position builds his whole business on trust and integrity.  You have the account numbers – the money is all there.  It comes to one hundred eighty three million, five hundred sixty two thousand, three hundred and eight dollars, and sixty-three cents.  Add them up; it’s all there.”

“I don’t cheat my clients, Mr. Mailer.  That’s bad for business, and what’s bad for business gets people in trouble.  Spreading false rumors is bad for business, Mr. Mailer, and it can get people in trouble.  The word I’m hearing is that certain threats were made.  I am sure a man of your integrity and intelligence would not make such threats, Mr. Mailer.  Because, of course, if anything happened to me, a full accounting of our business dealings would find itself at the FBI and a few selected newspapers.  This is not a threat, Mr. Mailer; it is a statement of fact, so that an understanding can be had between a service provider and a client.  I am certain nothing more needs to be said.  You may think the books at Psydercom are impervious to audit discovery, but once these numbers are available, they can be tied to certain activities that can be traced only to you.”

“Don’t mess with me, Mr. Mailer.  I am much better at this than you are.  I’ve been doing it far longer than you have.”

“This is the last conversation we will have.  I have no desire to ever do further business with you.  Do not attempt to contact me.”

The message ended.  Lucas played it again.  He started the message a third time, and handed the phone to Holly.  She listened.

“Does this thing have a speaker phone?” she asked, navigating through the menu.  She found it, and played the message aloud, so Doc could hear.

“Who’s Mailer?” Doc asked, when the message had finished.

“There’s only one Mailer at Psydercom, my boss, the president, the CEO.  He runs the place.  He’s the one who gave me the paid leave of absence.”

“So, what do we have so far? Doc mused.  “The head of your company has stolen a hundred some odd million dollars from the company.  At the same time, he sends the person in charge of the company’s books on an indefinite vacation.  Then that same accountant gets messages on his cell phone from someone who knows the bank account numbers and passwords where all this money is, and is in the habit of using phone numbers only once before having them disconnected. And he thinks you are Mailer.”

“What I can’t understand is why Mr. Mailer would throw away a perfectly good cell phone.  That doesn’t sound like him at all.  He hates it when anyone at the company uses an extra paperclip.”

“Come again?” Doc said.

“The cell phone I found in the grass a block away from Psydercom.  That’s this one.  It must be Mr. Mailer’s.”

“You just picked up a cell phone on the ground and started using it?” asked Holly.

“I thought I was just lucky.”

“I think that’s been proven on a number of occasions, and this may just be the most recent example.  The question is, what is the right thing to do in this situation, and is it safe to do the right thing?”

“Yeah, what he said,” said Holly.

“Clearly,” resumed Doc, “at this point getting the police involved is the most obvious thing to do.  They can determine if this is merely a prank, perpetrated either on you or on Mailer, or whether there is enough information to begin an investigation.”

“It doesn’t sound like a prank,” said Holly.  “Shouldn’t a prank be funny?”

“We would probably do best by assuming it is not a prank, and that what Burgess says about Mailer is the truth.  That is still hearsay.  What else do we have?”

“He gave me time off with pay?” suggested Lucas.

“I’m afraid that only makes you look like an accomplice.  Would not the police suspect that such a ‘misappropriation of funds’, as Burgess put it, would be difficult to accomplish without the help of the company accountant, or at least that the accountant should have seen the discrepancies?”

“Well,” said Lucas, “not really.  I just make sure that for every debit there’s a credit.  Mailer says which money goes to which accounts, and which accounts there are.  As long as the numbers all add up, my job is done.”

“Is there no way then, that we can verify Burgess’ claims?”

“Well, like he said, if I had the amounts, I could trace them to accounts, and find out where the money came from, and where it went.  At Psydercom that would take a long time though, that company had the most tangled mess of accounts I have ever seen.  It’s a wonder the board could ever make any sense of how the money moves around.  I could have made a much simpler system for them, but Mailer seemed to be happy with the messy one.”

“He probably set it up that way on purpose, to make it easier to embezzle funds.”

“But that much money would have made the company as profitable as half the companies in the industry.  We could have had the Christmas party on the yacht instead of in the lunch room.”

“Your company has a yacht?” Holly asked.

“Yes, it was needed to impress the South American clients.  They needed to think we were big shots or they would have gone with Ameridex.  But we could only afford to actually run the thing when those clients were there.”

“So,” said Holly.  “We have the bank account numbers.  Is that enough to be able to call up the bank and ask how much money is in the account?  Or do we need ID or something?”

“That’s what the passwords are for,” said Lucas.  “We can just log in and look at the transaction sheet.  I do that all the time at work, to make sure the interest payments are made on time, and to adjust the accounts to reflect bank fees and interest.”

“But you would need access to the company books to verify wrongdoing,” pointer out Doc.

“Worse than that, I would need our accounting programs.  Just loading it all into a spreadsheet would make it nearly impossible to work with.”

“So all we have is a voicemail message,” said Holly.  “That doesn’t sound like enough to go to the police with.”

“I think we must also take care that Lucas isn’t taken to be tangled up in the business,” Doc said.  “As it is, I would think the police would want to keep him as a witness, possibly until the whole thing went to trial, or even longer.  That would be inconvenient.”

“So maybe the right thing to do is to make Burgess call the cops on him,” said Holly.

“How would you go about doing that?” Doc asked her.

“We call him up, and tell him if he doesn’t, then we’ll rat him out.”

“I should point out that this is a gentleman who never uses the same phone number twice.”

Holly was silent.

“So, we go back to Psydercom, and I check the books,” suggested Lucas.

“With Mailer right there?”

“I suppose I could do the work from home.  I’d need to take home a backup drive though, since I never leave my work computer on the network.”

“But you logged in to get the investigator’s phone numbers,” pointed out Holly.

“No, that was the remote backup site.  But all the data is there, and all the programs.  But it would take forever to download them over the phone.  And they probably wouldn’t run on the little laptop, we’d need one like I have at home, with lots of extra memory.”

“So, we get to Baker City.  We buy a bigger computer.  We set up the satellite link to get more bandwidth, and we load up the new computer with all the programs and files.  Then Lucas does the math, and we have enough to go to the police.”  Doc seemed pleased that there was a plan.

“Maybe they have an Internet connection in the hotel, or a café,” said Holly.  “That would have an even better connection.”

“Indeed,” Doc agreed.

The scenery on the rest of the trip was beautiful, and Holly and Lucas found several more places to put on their list.  As night fell, they were still far from the hotel, and Lucas and then Holly took their turns at the wheel.  The sandwiches Doc had made for a late lunch were a distant memory as they entered Baker City at close to ten o’clock.

“You know what I want for dinner?” said Holly.  “A half-gallon of Almond Praline ice cream, the full-fat kind.  Then I want to try out the whirlpool bath.”

“That doesn’t sound like the Holly we all know and love,” said Doc.

“Aw, come on guys.  Sometimes a girl just gets cravings.  And no, not those kind of cravings.  Besides, ice cream is medicine.”

Holly pulled the RV into the hotel parking lot.

“Tell you what,” said Lucas as they parked, “You check us in, and I’ll see if the mini-mart has Almond Praline.”

“Or a half-gallon of Rocky Road,” said Holly.  “And get something for yourselves, too.”

Lucas stretched his legs, and walked down the street, as Holly and Doc entered the hotel.

Holly checked in, and Doc brought Lucas’ duffle to the room with her.  They were still checking out all of the facilities and décor when Lucas arrived with two paper bags.

“Rocky Road, no Almond Praline, I’m afraid,” he said.  “A half-gallon for the lady.  A pint of fudge ripple and a pint of strawberry cheesecake – you can choose your flavor, Doc, or we can share both.  Spoons are here – they only had the twenty-four pack.”  Lucas decanted the contents of the first bag onto the small table, and set the other bag aside.

“I’m going to have to steal some of the strawberry cheesecake,” said Holly, opening the package of spoons.  “I might let you have a bite of my Rocky Road if you’re nice.”

They set about devouring the ice cream.  Holly ate less than a third of the half-gallon, before finding the small refrigerator, and stowing the rest there.

“No freezer,” she said.  “That’ll have to do.  We’ll have milkshakes in the morning.”

“Well,” said Doc, “I shall get myself to bed.  I presume you’ll be sleeping in again?  It’s nearly midnight.”

“Sounds like a plan,” said Holly.  “I’m too sleepy for the whirlpool, I’ll soak in the morning.  Or afternoon.  Whatever.  I like this place.”

Doc said goodbye, and went back to the RV.

Lucas took the second bag back to the refrigerator.

“What’s in there?” asked Holly.

“A surprise,” answered Lucas.

“No way!  Lemme see!” said Holly, and slipped past him and opened the refrigerator.

“Ooooh.  I know just what we’ll do with these in the morning.  You naughty boy.”

She shook the two cans of whipped cream, and then put them back in the little refrigerator.

“But you’ll have to wait until morning – I am going to faint right away.”

They both fell asleep minutes after pulling up the covers.

Lucas awoke to the sound of whipped cream escaping noisily from the can.  He got up, and found Holly in the whirlpool tub, still empty of water, with a mouthful of foam she was finding difficult to close her lips around.

“Uh fug uh gu geh ya uh hah wah,” she said, and giggled.

“Pardon?” said Lucas.

She swallowed, coughed, and swallowed again.

“I thought I could get you up that way,” she clarified.  She began to write his name on her stomach in whipped cream.  “Come on in,” she invited him.  “Breakfast is ready.”  She lifted the carton of melted Rocky Road and began pouring it over her chest.  “Be quick, I need warming up.”

He stepped into the tub, and put one knee on either side of her, and kissed her on the lips, then pressed his chest against hers.  “Mmmmm, that’s better,” she said.  She squirmed under him, and added more whipped cream.  They changed places.  “Yummy!” she said, “I love it all squoooshy.”

Eventually, both whipped cream cans were empty, and the inside of the tub was coated with a slick and slippery film, punctuated with small marshmallows, and they cradled each other, catching their breath.  After a few minutes, Holly sat up, and leaned over to start the water running.  The shower had a flexible hose, and when the water was the right temperature, she set it on a fine spray and rinsed herself off, then Lucas, then the tub.  She set the water to very hot, and melted the marshmallows into the drain, and then closed the drain to let the tub fill.

They had fun with soap and shampoo, then let the tub drain and stood in the shower, hot water rinsing them thoroughly.

“I love it when the hot water never runs out,” she said.

They dried and dressed, and Lucas’ phone buzzed on the little table.

“Lucas’ phone,” Holly said into it.  “Come on up, Doc, the fun part’s over, but I saved you a kiss.”

Doc knocked on the door a few minutes later, and Holly invited him in, delivering on the kiss.  He was carrying the laptop.

“I thought first we’d find Ruby’s Restaurant, and have lunch,” he said.  “Blueberry pie ranks higher in priority than anything else on our agenda.”  They all agreed.

“Then let’s look for a high-end laptop, and the best network access,” said Lucas.  “I’ve been thinking about that, and I thought the best place to ask would be the local DSL company.  They would know who has the highest bandwidth.”

“We can ask them where to get a good laptop, too.  They’d know the best local places.”

Doc was opening the laptop when he heard Holly on the phone.  “How do we get to Ruby’s Restaurant?  Really?  That’s great, thanks!”

“Beatcha,” she smiled at Doc.  “It’s down the street about 5 blocks, then a block over.  Wanna just walk?  Looks like a nice day.”

Doc looked at the laptop, considering whether to carry it to the restaurant on the off chance they would have Internet service there.  He decided to leave it in the hotel room.  The three of them filed out of the room, and then out onto the sidewalk.

The day was warm, with a light breeze, and the walk to the restaurant was pleasant exercise after all the driving of the day before.  They could smell pancakes, bacon, and sausages before they actually got to the restaurant.

Ruby’s was a small place, six tables, and a bar, behind which was the kitchen.  They could see a man at a large stove building a Reuben or some other hot sandwich, and a rather large woman with an apron.  The woman came out of the kitchen as they came through the door, a bell attached to the doorframe announcing their entrance.  Four of the tables were occupied with people eating late breakfasts, or waiting for lunch.

The woman came over to them, saying, “Sit yourself anywhere’s ya like, all the table’s got the same grub.”  As she approached, Lucas could read the nametag on her apron.  It read “Ruby”.

“Thanks,” Holly said, and took the nearer of the two empty tables.  Ruby approached.  “I’ll get ya some water if ya like, or coffee if it ain’t too late for ya.  We got orange juice, squeezed this morning from real oranges.  I’ll get ya some menus, seein’ as ya don’t look like ya got ‘em memorized yet.”  She busied off.

Scraps of conversation competed with the sounds of the kitchen.  “I don’t care what the police say, nobody up and kills hisself with a fountain pen.”  “Up on 84 by the airport, where Robin hit that deer an’ totaled the Corolla.”  “Horse up an dumped right in front of the mayor, an’ him tryin’ not to get his boots in it and not get runned over by the tuba player at the same time…”

Ruby came back with water glasses and menus.  “Decide on coffee or OJ, or the water gonna be it?”

“Water will be fine for me,” said Lucas.

“I’m going for the OJ,” said Holly.

“For me as well,” said Doc, scanning the menu.  “We’ve been told to expect the world’s best blueberry pie.  What would you recommend as a complement to that?”

“That’s all the compliment I need, honey, that and a big tip.  Horace makes a mean steakburger’n onions if ya want lunch before that.  Me I’d eat the pie first, case I died before dessert, but that’s just me, I guess ya could tell.  Gotta coupla pies on the counter, an’ I got one comin’ outta the oven in about twenny minutes if ya want one hot ta melt a scoop a’ vanilla.”

“That sounds like it’s worth the wait.  I’ll have the recommended burger in the meantime,” said Doc.

“Me too,” said Lucas.

“Can I have mine without a bun?” asked Holly.

“Won’t save ya nothin’, but we won’t charge ya ta take off the bun, hon,” said Ruby, quite pleased with her joke.  “Still want the pie, or you on a diet?”

“Oh, I want the pie, and the ice cream.  I’m just making sure I have room,” laughed Holly.

“Three with onions,” Ruby called to Horace, who raised a spatula in acknowledgement.  “I’ll get the OJ’s for ya, be right back.”

She came back with the orange juice, and set them on the table.

“Would you know if there’s a place around here with a high speed Internet connection?” asked Doc.

“Jim’d know.  Hey Jim, folks is askin’ about high speed Internet,” she called to two men sitting at a table about ten feet away.  “Jim knows all about computers an’ stuff, he fixes ‘em over on Main.”

“Yeah, Baker Tower has an OC-3, and hundred megabit service in the offices.  It’s an old hotel they made into office space.  My wife works in the realty there,” said Jim.

“You say you repair computers?  We’re in need of a high-end laptop, with as much memory as we can get.  Where would be the best place to find something like that?” asked Doc.

“Drop by after lunch, we have a bunch on consignment, not too old, but we can max out the RAM for you no problem, couple of gigs at least,” offered Jim.

“Will that do?” Doc asked Lucas.

“That would do great!” Lucas answered.  “It has to be Windows, not Mac. One gig is probably enough, but two to make sure.  We don’t need a fast processor or a lot of disk, just a lot of RAM, or it’ll spend all day paging.”

“Got something big to download?” Jim asked.

“A couple of gigabytes,” said Lucas.

“You wanna pick your laptop, or you want me to pick the best one and fill it up with RAM for you, and have it ready when you’re done with lunch?”

“That would be great!” Lucas repeated.

“I’ll walk you over to my wife’s office after, and you can plug in for the download.  No charge that way.  The coffee place charges by the minute.”

“Wonderful,” said Doc.  “Thank you very much!”

“No problem.  I get a commission.”

Jim walked over to the register and settled the bill with Ruby, then came over to the table.  “Here’s the address on Main, you’ll see Baker Tower on the way over.”  He placed his breakfast receipt on the table, and wrote the address on the back.

“Burgers up!” called Horace, and Ruby delivered three plates of steakburgers, one without a bun.

“Chow down, pie’s up in ten minutes,” she said as she went back to the kitchen.  “Oh, here’ your fork, hon,” she said, returning to the table.  She pulled a fork from her cavernous cleavage, and set it down next to Holly’s plate.  “Don’t usually set the flatware out for burgers, almost forgot.”

Holly picked up the fork, then reached over and pressed the handle against Lucas’ newly furry cheek.  “Still warm, hon,” she said, and smiled as he pulled away.  They both laughed.

Ruby brought the pie over as they were finishing the burgers.  “Let the ice cream cool that off a little first, you’ll burn your tongue an’ that’d be a real shame.”  The forks were on the plates this time.

The aroma of hot blueberry filling wafted up from the table, and Doc separated a mouth-sized piece with his fork, and covered it with a bite of ice cream, and held the ice cream in place on top of the piece of pie crust with his fork as it melted.  When it had become a small puddle of liquid, he lifted the bite into his mouth.

He was silent for a while, as he chewed with his eyes closed.

“You know,” he said.  “That J. D. Walters definitely knows his blueberry pie.”

They all began to eat the pie, careful of the warning, and following Doc’s technique with the ice cream.  They savored each bite, but the pie was gone all too soon.

They paid at the register, and left a large tip for Ruby and Horace.  Out on the sidewalk, they headed towards Main Street and the computer service shop.

“Hi there!” called Jim, as the entered the shop.  He was behind a high counter, and had the laptop open in front of him.  “It boots, and sees two gigs.  This is definitely the best of the lot; the others can’t take that much RAM.  That price is without the RAM, but it had a gig in it already, so I’ll just throw in the other one for free if you like that price.”

“That will be wonderful, thank you!” said Holly, and pulled a credit card out of her back pocket.  “Will this do?  I didn’t bring a checkbook.”

“Plastic’s fine.  Run it through the reader and I’ll ring it up.”

Holly signed for the charge, and Jim lifted the laptop off the counter and tucked it under his arm.  “I’ll walk you over, you can meet the wife, if she’s back from showing that house.”

They walked to the Baker Tower, and took the elevator up to a small realty office.

“Hi Kate, mind if these guys plug in and take their new computer for a ride?” Jim asked.

Kate stood up and shook Doc’s hand.  “Kate Silver,” she said, and cleared off a space on her desk in front of two chairs.  They introduced themselves as Jim set the laptop down, and found the network port and plugged in.

Lucas sat down in front of the computer and brought up a file transfer program.

It took a few moments to negotiate a connection with the remote backup site, but then the download began.

“It says about twenty minutes,” said Lucas, as he watched for any change in the progress bar.  None was apparent.  “Twenty three minutes, fifteen seconds,” he called out.  The progress bar grew a tiny bit.  “Twenty six minutes, forty seconds.”

“Shouldn’t that clock be going the other direction?” Holly asked.

“That’s normal at first,” Lucas said.  “It takes a while to get enough transferred to get a more accurate estimate of the time.”

They chatted with Kate and Jim about local real estate, how they liked living in Baker City, and whether or not fountain pens were a good suicide method.  The progress bar gradually started to fill its allotted space, until finally the transfer was complete.  Lucas checked the file, making sure it was complete and undamaged, and they disconnected from the network, and thanked Kate several times each for the use of her office and her hospitality.  Jim walked with them to the elevator, and then out to the street, then handed them a bag containing the laptop’s power cord, some software, and manuals.

“Have a great trip, folks!” he said, and he walked towards his shop, and they walked the other way, towards the RV.

“Let’s get set up and started,” said Lucas, once they were back in the RV.  “That way, if we forgot anything big, we can still go back and hook up.”

“You guys do that,” said Holly.  “I’m going for a run while I still have a nice shower to return to at the hotel.  And then I’m checking out the saloon!”

She left, and Lucas got to work.  He uncompressed the backup file, and installed several programs from the backup onto the computer.  It took several times longer to set up and install the software than it had taken to download it, but after a couple of hours, he was able to bring up the Psydercom books in a familiar environment.

He hooked the laptop up to the cell phone’s Internet connection, and found the first bank on his list, and logged in, using the password Burgess had given them.

There were two entries for the account, the first deposit, and an interest payment.  Lucas looked over at Doc, who was reading a magazine.  “Thirty six million dollars,” he said, “and some change.  And that’s just in the first account.”

He spent the next hour logging in to the rest of the banks, and logging the initial amounts and any interest payments into the accounting system.  Then he looked for amounts in any accounts that matched the initial bank account numbers.  He found no matches.  He set up a table of all the initial transfer amounts, and wrote a small program to add them up in all possible combinations and print the results into a file.  He then set up the accounting program to look for any of those amounts in any of the ledgers over the last three years, the years when Curtis Mailer had been with the company.

“That’s going to take a long time to run,” he told Doc.  “At least overnight.  Shall we see if we can find Holly?”

“Sure, I think I might like to see that saloon myself,” Doc replied.

They left the RV, and walked over to the hotel.  The sun had set, and the sky was starting to darken.  Doc pointed out Jupiter, rising in the east.  They followed the sound of loud country music to the saloon.

Inside, the band was playing on a small stage, and there was a good crowd of people at tables, at the bar, and on what Lucas assumed was a dance floor, although the crowd was too think to actually tell.  Doc and Lucas slowly made their way through the crowd, looking for Holly.

Lucas could see over most of the heads, but Holly was not tall enough to be seen over all the heads, so they had to circle through the crowd several times before they concluded she probably wasn’t there.  They had checked each table, each seat at the bar, and even behind the band.  There was no sign of her.

As Doc made one more circuit, Lucas made his way to the bar, and caught the bartender’s attention.

“Have you seen a woman with dark red hair, T-shirt and jeans, about this tall, and rather attractive?” Lucas said, loudly over the band.

“You lookin’ for Holly?” the bartender shouted.

“Yes!”

“She said some tall guy and an older guy would be looking for her.  Said to give you this.”  He handed Lucas a bar napkin that Lucas could not read in the dim light.

“Thanks!” shouted Lucas, and went to look for Doc.

Doc had maneuvered close to the door, and Lucas waved to him and motioned to leave the saloon.  It took Lucas a while to navigate to the door, and join Doc outside.

“She left a note.  We’ll need more light to read it, though,” Lucas said, and headed towards the hotel entrance.

He read the note aloud.  “Collected specimen for Doc’s collection.  Meet us in the room.”

“Taking strangers up to her hotel room,” said Doc.  “Do you ever worry about that girl?”

“I might if he was really good at poker,” said Lucas.  “Then again, probably not.  Nothing bad will happen.  I am gradually getting used to that.  I may have to work hard to make sure good things happen, but I’m getting better at not worrying anymore.”  They went inside the hotel, and walked up the stairs.

“All those things I used to be afraid to do, like speaking in public, or meeting women, or making the wrong choice about something – I’m still not used to none of those being a problem anymore.  I mean, I have to think about it first, and then I can just jump in.  I have to remind myself that nothing bad will happen.”

The got to the room, and Lucas opened the door.

Holly was at the small table, facing the door, talking into a microphone in the hand of a small, balding man in a flannel shirt sitting at the other chair.  The microphone let to a large black leather bag with pockets and zippers all over the outside, bulging with hidden contents.

“Hi guys!  Meet Steve.  Steve, this is Doc, and that’s Lucas.  Doc, Lucas; Steve.  Steve collects interesting people, and steals their words in his little black bag by pointing this magic stick in their face.” She pointed to the microphone and the leather bag.

“Hi,” said Steve.  “Steve Perlman, radio journalist.  Holly was just describing your adventures on the road.  Or at least that was the plan, we’ve actually been talking more about mine.”

“He’s found a guy who can cut through red tape like it was butter,” Holly interrupted.  “I made him give me the guy’s name and number, to add to Doc’s list.  And a guy who can spit a watermelon seed forty two feet.”

“So that’s what the note was about?” asked Doc.

“No, it’s about Steve.  Doc, he’s perfect – his power is finding people with superpowers.  He’s got a huge collection already, and they never say no to being recorded, because their power gives them confidence, just like Doc says.  And he puts them on the radio, some of them, and he’s writing a book about them.”

Lucas sat down on the bed, and Holly pulled the table over closer to him, and brought another chair over for Doc.

“I told him about Rolf, wouldn’t it be great if Rolf got on the radio?  He could sing about anything, people would love it.  He could get rich; he wouldn’t have to live in his van anymore.  Steve knows people who make records, he could hook him up!”

Holly’s enthusiasm was having opposite effects on Lucas and Doc.  Doc began talking to Steve, and getting more interested by the minute.  Lucas was feeling detached, watching it all, but staying quiet.  As Doc and Steve leaned closer together, becoming oblivious to the rest of the room, Holly stood up and walked around the table, and sat on the bed next to Lucas, then fell gently over until her head was in his lap, her eyes looking up at his.  Her arm went around behind his back, and she stroked his back slowly.

“Get a lot of work done on the new computer?” she asked.

“It’s running a mapping search, looking for coincident values.  It’ll probably run well into tomorrow, maybe tomorrow night.  Then the real work starts.  He’s got to be pretty good at hiding things, since the accounting programs run lots of special checks, and the auditors have a bunch of programs they run that look for anomalies too.  So whatever he’s done, he’s probably done by using a parallel system somewhere, running all the same checks, maybe even getting it audited separately to make sure nothing pops out, and then he makes up the transactions so they’ll be entered in the right accounts and all the numbers add up.  But with the bank account numbers, we have external data that we can run correlations on, and find a thread or two we can pull on.  That should start the whole thing unraveling, but it will be slow going, finding all the links between accounts and third parties.  The real criminal stuff will be off the books, in the relations between the vendors and clients.  There will have to be a bunch of fake ones, since there’s nothing to show up in the accounts, all the nasty stuff has to take place where I wouldn’t see it in day to day operations.”

“You really like this accounting stuff, don’t you?”

“Actually, it was just a job.  It’s not difficult, and it’s easy to do a good job, and people like doing what they’re good at, so I guess I liked it enough.  But there was no excitement in it.  Now it’s exciting, sort of.  Finding out how he did it, catching him at it, being able to prove it.  Like being a detective or something.”

Doc stood up.  “Steve and I are going to move down to the RV, where my laptop is, so we can exchange notes.”

“Good night, then, Holly,” said Steve.  “Good meeting you, Lucas, maybe we can talk in the morning, I’d love to hear more about what you’ve been up to.  Holly said I should ask you about lotteries and whipped cream, but I guess that will have to wait for another time.”

Doc and Steve left, and Holly stretched out on the bed like a cat, her head still in Lucas’ lap.

“You know,” she said, “things usually start to screw up right about now.  Right when I start getting really attached to a guy, I screw it up.  That way I know they’ll never abandon me, cause I made it screw up on purpose, so I’m the one leaving them, even if I just drive them crazy until they leave.”

Lucas put his hand on her stomach, and moved it slowly back and forth, in a comforting motion.

“So I guess what I’m saying is, I’m getting really attached to you, and this time I don’t want to screw it up.  I’m willing to take the chance this time, and I don’t know what I’ll do if you leave me, but I don’t want it to be my fault.  Do you understand?”

“I love you too,” Lucas said.

“Really?  It’s not just my tits?”

“I love your tits,” he said, moving his hand up under her shirt to prove it.  “I love the way they feel, I love what they do to your T-shirt on cold mornings, I love how they taste when they’re covered in ice cream.  I love your butt, the way you squeeze it into those jeans, and I love your eyes, your mouth, and the way your belly button peeks out under your shirt.  I love the way you laugh, I love the way you take command, I love the way you walk around naked all the time, and I love the way you tease.”

He lifted her shirt off, and dropped it onto the floor.  “But mostly I love your tits,” he said, and rolled her over on top of him, and kissed each one.  She laughed, and batted his face with them.

“I think you really do love me,” she said.  “Maybe that’s why I’m not afraid of you walking away.”

“It’s OK to be a little afraid,” he said.  “It makes you work harder.”

“What about you, Mr. Nothing Will Never Go Wrong?  If you aren’t afraid I’ll leave you, what’s to keep you working hard?”

“I love making you happy,” he said.  “That will keep me working hard.”

“It’s my job to keep you hard,” she said, unbuttoning his jeans.

“And what a good job you do,” he said, as his jeans and briefs slid down to his knees.  She moved down to the foot of the bed on her knees, then stood up and removed his shoes.  She took off her own shoes, then her jeans, and pulled his pants the rest of the way off.  Then she got back on the bed, on her hands and knees, and crawled up over him to kiss his face.

“So would you love me if I had never screwed you?” she asked.

“I loved you before you ever did,” he said.

“Really? Love at first sight?”

“Not at first sight.  That was just pure lust.  No, I think it was when you said ‘Indeedy-do, Doc’.  I melted right then.  It must be something about alliteration that gets me.  But your whole personality came out in that one little sentence fragment, and I just wanted to kiss you right there.”

“Right where?” she said.

“There will do,” he said, kissing a nipple.  “Or there,” he said, catching the other one.

“You know,” she said, flattening herself out on him, resting her elbows to either side of his arms, “I really love my superpower.”

“Me too,” said Lucas.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Mailer, but we can’t increase your line of credit beyond one hundred and ten percent of the home’s value, especially when you have such large open balances on your credit cards. “

Curtis said rude things, loudly, and was still saying them loudly when the dial tone let him know he had lost his audience.  He didn’t stop right away, but when he eventually did, he picked up the phone again.

“Ritter,” said a voice on the phone.

“Mailer here.  Found Burgess yet?”

“Actually, yes.  He was easy to find, too, still in the business, still answering the personals ads.  He told me not to call you, that he would call you himself.  He was not happy.  It is not good to have your laundry guy mad at you – he has enough to put you away for a long, long time.  He said he had the records in escrow, to release to the feds if he didn’t phone in some day.  That’s a tricky business, you know, if he gets hit by a bus, your ass is out to dry.  Not good business at all.”

“That dipweed never called me, and he still has my money.  I’ve tapped out my 401k to get the Nicaraguan chick set up, and I’ve got five credit cards maxed out keeping the Venezuelans from bailing – I need that money.”

“I should point out, Mr. Mailer, that your last payment to my office did not cover the full amount.  Am I to understand there is a problem with the remainder?  That would not be good business, Mr. Mailer.”

“You’ll get it, I just need to get it from Burgess, and I’m sitting pretty.  Give me his number, and I’ll call him.  If you’re right, and he isn’t screwing me, you’ll have your money.”

“You know that’s not how it works.  He calls you; you get a one-time use number if he wants to do business.  He called me, and left no number.  He wants no more of this business.  It’s likely he won’t answer that personal ad for quite a while; he has others, which I am not privy to.  I no longer have access to my best laundry man, thanks to you pissing him off.  And I am still expecting the balance of the funds you owe me, Mr. Mailer.  You don’t want to piss me off too, do you?”

“Don’t go getting full of yourself, Ritter.  Just find Burgess, get my money.  If he gives me up, the whole Anderson file could get to the feds.  Then where would you be?”

“You don’t want to threaten me, Mailer.  I have other protections, but if my name comes up in any of this, it’ll be me they ask to go state on you.  Don’t put me in that position.  Straighten this thing out.  Yourself.  And pay your bills, starting with mine.”

The phone clicked, and Curtis was once again left to insult a dial tone.  He did so for some time, and then put down the phone.  He sat for a while and thought.  He was good at thinking.  When life got complicated, Curtis Mailer was in his element.  He rubbed his hands together, congratulating himself.  Then he picked up the phone, and placed a personals ad.

Plan B was looking better all the time.  The wedding in Nicaragua went well, although there seemed to be no end of palms that needed greasing to make it look right.  It had to look just right.  He arranged for the Venezuelans to request the yacht for a meeting.  The yacht was fueled, on the company’s dime, thank the gods, the thing drank diesel like Milwaukee drank beer.

The fuel system modifications were a problem, however.  The original design called for gasoline.  The ignition system wasn’t going to work with diesel.  He had to get a hundred gallon tank of gasoline installed, and have the fuel lines routed to the central bilge, all without anyone’s suspicions being aroused.  He told the boatyard that a gasoline generator was needed for a computer demonstration for the Venezuelans, and that the naval architect had insisted that the fuel supply be balanced on the other side of the craft.  They went for it, and the refitting should be ready well before it was needed, should it be needed.  Curtis was still holding out hope that Burgess could be found and persuaded to return the money.  But if the tables had been turned, Curtis knew he would never give up that much money, and he couldn’t see anyone else doing differently.  He would not give up trying, but at least he had himself covered.

He didn’t like the fellow who built the igniter at all.  Nasty business, dealing with the likes of that guy.  If that’s what the prisons were turning out these days, the world would be better off letting them rot in there, he thought to himself.  But the guy seemed to do a good job.  He had tested the device in front of him.  One phone call, a six-digit code, and the fan started blowing air over the venturi.  The fuel mixture sensors, genuine Ford parts, he was assured, monitored the mixture, making sure it was just the right mix of fuel and air.  After the proper amount of time had gone by, a hot blue spark started arcing across the spark plug, situated in the stream of vapor.

The whole device was made to look like a computer, in a nice plastic case, with cables coming out, presumably to connect to some secret demonstration device for the Venezuelans.  The boatyard guys installed it in the bilge, as directed, without asking any questions.

Everything seemed to be ready.  Curtis could take the yacht out himself, set it adrift, and return in the Zodiac.  A phone call, a code, a mayday call relayed from the phone to the yacht’s radio, some GPS coordinates for the Coast Guard, and no more problems for Curtis Mailer.  He’d arrive in Nicaragua, have his new wife collect the life insurance money, and he would send her off to the States with the green card she had always wanted.  Not a hundred eighty million, but enough.  For now.

Lucas and Holly were up early, and found the bath enjoyable even without whipped cream.   They were dressed and out of the hotel while the sun was still low, and the late August breeze was still cool.  They knocked on the RV door, but got no answer.  Holly led Lucas around the side, to the window by Doc’s bed.

“Hey, Doc,” she called, slapping the side of the RV.  “You up yet?”

A muffled groan came from within.  “Is it tomorrow already?”

“It ain’t yesterday anymore, if that’s what your asking.  We’re going to take a walk, shall we bring back some breakfast?”

Another muffled sound came from the window.  “Mmph.  Danish.  Carbohydrates.  I’ll make coffee.  I should be alive in forty minutes or so.  You have a nice walk.”

“Don’t go back to sleep, we’ll be back in forty.”

There was a thump, which Holly took to be feet hitting the floor.  They started walking towards Ruby’s Café.

They passed the little market where Lucas had found the ice cream, and continued on.  The day was quite pleasant, the sun warmed their backs, and the breeze cooled their heads, the birds were staking out territory noisily in the trees and on the wires overhead.  Holly was once again joined to Lucas at the hip, her arm around his waist, thumb stuck under his belt.  They walked in rhythm, gently rocking against one another.  Lucas had his arm across her shoulders, and every once in a while would give her a squeeze.

“Life is definitely good,” said Lucas.

“Indeedy-do,” said Holly, giggling.

They got to Ruby’s fifteen minutes before opening time, and walked past as they read the sign on the door that listed the hours.  They could see Ruby setting up inside, and they waved as they passed.  Ruby waved back.

A block past Ruby’s was a bakery.  “OK, Doc,” said Holly.  “Carbo city, we’ve gotcha covered.”  They walked into the shop, and the warm smells of fresh baked pastries and cinnamon drifted around them.

“Cherry danish for Doc,” Holly said, “and cream cheese danish for me.  Let me guess, you’re going to go for the bear claws, or maybe the croissants, what do you think?”

“Custard filled chocolate glazed donuts,” Lucas answered.

“Whoa! Did I call that one wrong!  Nine thousand calories and not a spec of food value in sight.  Didn’t your mother teach you anything?”

“I like custard,” Lucas said.  “When I was a kid, my grandfather and I would get a bunch of custard filled chocolate glazed donuts, and sit on a bench by the duck pond in the park.  We would suck the custard out of the hole in the donut where they injected it, and then we’d tear off chunks of donut and feed them to the ducks.  We could go through a dozen donuts, and only eat a bite or two of the actual donut ourselves.  The ducks got to know us, and every Saturday, as soon as we arrived, they would all gather around, and if we didn’t feed them fast enough, or throw the pieces far enough away, they would crowd around and nip at our legs.  I learned to wear blue jeans on Saturdays, and I got really good at throwing donut pieces.”

“When I was a kid,” said Holly, “if there were donuts around, they would disappear in seconds.  Everyone would leave one donut for me, and they would hang around waiting to see if I would eat it.  I used to love teasing them, my parents, my uncles and aunts, my grandparents, all these adults would hang around, talk to me, play with me; I had their complete attention, as long as that donut was there.  In the end, I would usually break off a piece and eat it, then let them have the rest.  My first boyfriend had a dog.  The dog was exactly the same.  As long as there was food around, he would pay very close attention to everything that was going on.  When the food was gone, he would go to sleep.  I could relate to the dog better than to the guy.  I knew how to manage the dog.”

“We ain’t got no ducks around here,” said the round woman behind the counter.  “Lots of pigeons, though.  Shame to waste a good donut on one of them though.  How many you be wantin’ then?”

“Just one,” said Lucas.

“Four,” said Holly.  “I like pigeons.  And two cheese danish, and four cherry danish, and half a dozen large croissants, we’ll make sandwiches out of them for lunch.”

The woman packaged up the order, and Holly paid for them, putting two dollars in the tip jar from the change.

“You kids have a nice day now!” the round woman smiled.  The bell tinkled again as they opened the door and walked back out into the fresh morning breeze.

Holly picked out a custard donut and held it up for inspection.  “There it is,” she said, “that little hole that squirts custard out on your shirt when you bite into the other end.  Unhousebroken little buggers, aren’t they?”

“You have to disarm them,” said Lucas, and showed her how to suck the custard out.  He looked around for a place to sit, and ended up sitting on a low brick wall under a large tree.  He looked up at the wires overhead, then broke off a piece of donut and threw it hard, so it would land under three mourning doves on the wires.  The action startled them, and they flew off, and then circled around to examine the offering.  One timid bird, looking in all directions, slowly edged up and grabbed it, and flew back up to the wire, where the other two birds tried to take the tasty morsel.

Lucas threw another piece.  Two birds flew down, and one grabbed it, and flew away out of sight, the other following.  He threw another, then another.  There were now five birds on the wire, and they all fell upon the fatty feast.

Holly sucked her donut dry, getting chocolate all over her upper lip, and started feeding the growing crowd of birds.  There were pigeons now, and tiny finches.  The pigeons could be lured to within three feet of her toes, but would run away as each piece was tossed, then scramble to return to it before it was snatched away by a faster bird.

“We are definitely going to have to try this with ducks someday,” Holly said, licking chocolate from her fingers, and standing up.  Lucas stood up, and they walked back towards Ruby’s.

When they got there, the sign said “Open”, and they walked in.

“We need two blueberry pies, to go,” said Holly.

“You guys get all set up with Jim yesterday?” Ruby said, selecting two pies, and finding a cardboard box to put them in.  “He take good care of ya?”

“Oh, he was great!” said Lucas.  “We’re all set up.  Thanks!”

“No problem, no problem at all, that’s the nice part of small towns, everybody looks out for everybody,” she said, ringing up the purchase.   “You all have a nice day, take good care.”

They walked to the little store, and Lucas bought milk and vanilla ice cream, and Holly added sliced cheese and sliced Italian sausage, and a small jar of mayonnaise.  They walked back to the RV, each holding some of the loot.

Doc was up, and opened the door for them when they called.  They put the danish on the table, and put the other items away, except for the milk, which Lucas opened, pouring some into a glass for himself.  Doc poured himself a second (or perhaps third) cup of coffee, and picked up a cherry danish.

“Steve and I must have talked until three in the morning,” he said, with a mouthful of pastry, washing it down with a gulp of coffee.  “Someone else will have to drive first shift, I’ll be napping as soon as we’re on the road.”

Holly sat down at in the passenger seat, at the keyboard of the laptop, mapping out this day’s route.

“Looks like we can make Boise in a couple hours, maybe get to Salt Lake if we push on past dark,” she said.

“Plot it in,” said Lucas, starting the engine.

They pulled out of the parking lot, and were on their way.  True to his word, Doc went back to his bed, and was soon back to sleep.

They turned on the radio, keeping it low, so as not to wake Doc.  The third hurricane of the Atlantic season was sweeping towards Florida.   Police in Los Altos had ruled out homicide in the fountain pen suicide, despite anger from friends and relatives.  The trade deficit was bothering Congress again.  There were new peace overtures between Palestinians and Israelis.

Lucas reached over and turned off the radio.

“I had an idea,” he said.  “Let’s try to find Silvia Galvino on the Internet.”

“We tried that already,” said Holly.

“But I have a new idea.  Find a realtor in Galveston, and we’ll tell them we are interested in large nice houses anywhere in the city.  Get a few addresses, so we know which neighborhoods a millionaires might live in.  Then we look up addresses in those neighborhoods on the ‘net, and call people, just cold calls, and ask them if they know Silvia Galvino.  We can work every couple blocks; see if we hit pay dirt.  We have eight hours to kill, we might as well make the most of it.”

“Can I ask if they have Prince Albert in a can?”

“What do you think of the idea?” asked Lucas, ignoring the joke.

“Sounds worth a try.  I’m not calling people for eight hours straight though.”

“You work the phone until you’re sick of it, and then we’ll trade places, and I’ll try it,” Lucas offered.

Holly was on the ‘net, and found several realtors in Galveston.

“Hi there.  My husband and I are interested in homes in Galveston.  Do you have a few minutes to answer some questions?  Great!  We’re looking for upscale areas, but nothing really new, we like houses that are at least 25 years old.  Do you have neighborhoods like that?  Wonderful.  No, we’re just outside of Utah at the moment, we won’t be in Galveston for a few days yet, we’re sightseeing on the way.  Yes, it’s very nice.  We’re looking for something my grandma would like; she’ll be living with us.  We’ll want a nice place for her.  By the beach?  That would be nice.  What street would that be on?  We just want to get an idea of the lay of the land.  Great!”

Holly started typing on the laptop.  “That sounds wonderful.  And that other neighborhood you mentioned?  Can you spell that?  OK, got it.  What other places would you recommend, in case grandma doesn’t like the noise of the surf or something?  Really?  And that was where, approximately?  Could you spell that for me too?  Thanks!  OK, Sarah Bentley, right?  Well thanks Sarah, we’ll be in touch when we get into town – I don’t want to take too much of your time, and I’m afraid my battery might be running low anyway.  You too!  Bye now!”

“Four areas look promising,” she said.  “I’ll look up them up on the map.”

She brought the map up on the laptop, and copied in the first address.  “This one’s away from the beach, but she said the area was very nice, with older homes.”

She found the street, and started looking up addresses on the web.

“Lots of resort places.  I could call all the receptionists there and ask if they know an old lady named Silvia Galvino.  Sounds like a really long shot, though.  We need to narrow it down more, and find a way to make people want to help.  I just don’t see her having much to do with resort receptionists, and they wouldn’t tell me anything anyway, some stranger on the phone.”

“What kind of businesses would she frequent?  A library?  The Rotary Club?  Season tickets at the opera?  A church?  City Council?  Maybe the mayor knows her, or maybe she donates to a political party?”  Lucas trailed off, trying to think of more associations a wealthy older woman might be a member of.

Holly was on the phone to a resort rental.  “Hi, do you know Silvia Galvino?  They gave me this number, and said someone there knew her.  I’m trying to find her.  Older woman, must be 70 or 80.   No?  Is there anyone else there you could ask?  Thanks, I’ll wait.”

She held the cell phone against her stomach, and looked at Lucas.  “That sounded really lame.  I need a better story.  We just don’t have enough information.”  She put the phone back to her ear and waited a few moments, and then said, “Well, thank you anyway.  Look, here’s my number, in case anyone remembers.”  She read off the RV’s phone number.  “Silvia Galvino.  G-A-L-V-I-N-O.  Thanks a lot for your help.  Bye.”

Holly called several more times, trying restaurants, museums, and hotels, even gas stations.  Any numbers she could find on the web when she searched for street names the realtor had given her.  She practiced several different stories about why she needed to find Silvia Galvino.  She called thirty numbers before they reached Boise, and kept on calling as they swept through the city, and back out into less habited areas.

“We could call the newspaper that did the article on the trial,” Lucas offered.  “Maybe they have some information on Silvia.”

“That’s a great idea!”  Holly looked up the article again, found the byline, and then looked up the number for the newspaper.

“Rupert Thompson, please.  Sure.”  She waited.  “Mr. Thompson?  Hi, I’m doing research for a piece on the Galvino family.  Racketeering case, twelve years ago?  I’m trying to locate any information on his wife, and address, a phone number, anything.  Sure, I’ll wait.”

“He didn’t remember who the Galvinos were.  Must not be in the news anymore.  Maybe they weren’t big time.”  She listened to the phone.  “Yes, Rudy Galvino.  Wife was Silvia.  We heard she might be in Galveston, anything like that?  Hmm.

OK, well, thanks anyway.  Bye.”

“Struck out.  He doesn’t think she was at the trial, there’s no mention of her.”

“You could try the funeral story,” suggested Lucas.

Holly looked it up, looked up the number, and dialed again.

“Uh, oh, phone’s cutting out.  Where are we?” she asked.

“Between Boise and Salt Lake,” Lucas answered.

“Well, I’ll try again when we’re closer to Salt Lake.  Want something to eat?  I’ll throw together some sandwiches, on croissants.”

“Sounds good,” said Lucas.

“Indeed,” called Doc’s voice from the back of the RV.  He came up front and sat at the kitchen table.  “Did I miss anything?”

“Some traffic going through Boise,” said Lucas.

Holly got out the croissants, sausage, cheese, and mayonnaise.  “We’ve been trying to locate gramma Silvia.  I must have called fifty places in Galveston, asking if they knew her.  I’ve been a lottery commissioner, the IRS, I’ve found her lost dog, her old love letters, and I’ve been a newspaper reporter, even the state lost and found clerk.  If you start getting telemarketing calls around dinnertime it’s my fault, I gave this number to half the businesses in Galveston.”

“Sounds like you’ve been busy,” said Doc.

“As soon as we get cell phone coverage, it’s Luke’s turn.  I’m getting a callus on my ear.”

She set the sliced croissants on the table, and Doc started opening the sausage and putting slices of meat on top of the thin glaze of mayonnaise.  “I’ll need more mayo than that,” he told her.

“Here, knock yourself out.  At least it’s the kind that won’t clog your arteries.”  She opened the cheese, and took out slices to put on top of the sausage.

Doc got up, and rummaged around in a cupboard, and finally came out with a jar of sliced pickles.  He dried each slice on a paper towel, and arranged them on the sandwiches.  “It needs some crunch, and we have no lettuce.  Lucas, if you like, I’ll take the wheel after my sandwich; you can take a break.  How long have you been driving?”

“Close to six hours, I guess.  I really have to pee.”

“Let’s pull over now, then, and we can all eat together and stretch our legs outside.”

Lucas found a spot to pull the RV off to the side of the road, and they all got out. Lucas headed straight for a large rock, and stood behind it for a while.  When he came back, Holly handed him his sandwich.  They ate and stretched, and walked a while on the rocks, watching the sunset.

Back in the RV, Doc took the wheel, with Lucas in the passenger seat in front of the computer, and Holly behind him at the kitchen table.  After a half hour of driving under a slowly darkening sky, the laptop popped up a window, indicating that they had network connectivity once again.  Lucas looked up RV parks and found one with a nice hotel nearby, and booked reservations.  Then he started where Holly had left off, calling auto dealerships and movie theaters, and other places he thought might be open at this time of day.  It was too late to call newspapers in New Jersey.

He was finding fewer places to call after a little over an hour, when they pulled into the hotel parking lot.  Doc dropped them off, and headed for the RV park.

Holly checked them into the hotel, and Lucas carried her suitcase and his duffle bag upstairs into the room.

“I’m going to rinse the road off of me before I crawl into bed,” he said, heading for the shower.

“Can I come, too?” Holly asked.  “I’ll make it worth your while…”

“I’ll make him an offer he can’t refuse,” said Lucas, in a dreadful Brando imitation, as he removed his shoes.

Forty minutes later, they were both asleep in the big bed.

In the morning, they found Doc setting the course for the day’s drive.  “Looks like Fort Collins, Colorado sometime tonight,” he said.  “I’ll take first shift.”

“I’ll find us a quick breakfast, we can eat on the road,” said Holly, “and Lucas can start calling.  It was his idea, anyway.”

Lucas took down the number of the newspaper that covered the funeral, and Holly took over the laptop to find a take-out breakfast.

“Yes, I’m trying to reach a Laura Weiland?” Lucas said into the phone.  “Oh, she doesn’t?  Hmmm, I need to ask some questions about a story she did a while back, a funeral for Rudy Galvino.  Oh, you can?  That’s great.  Yes, Galvino, G-A-L-V-I-N-O.  We’re looking for any information about the widow, Silvia Galvino.  Sure, no problem.  Any other relatives who might have been at the funeral?  Bruno Galvino.”  He motioned to Holly to take down that name.  “Do you know who conducted the service?  McCarthy?” He motioned to Holly again, and read off a phone number.  “Great, and the funeral home or mortuary?  Grace Memorial.  That’s great, thank you very much, that’s been very helpful.  OK. Bye.”

“He’s got a brother named Bruno.  Unindicted co-conspirator type, not charged, but apparently involved in the business somehow.  Silvia wasn’t at the funeral, but it was a Catholic service, performed by Father McCarthy.  The gravesite is at Grace Memorial.”

“So what now?” asked Holly.

“Now we know what religion Silvia is, most likely.  McCarthy might know her, know her address, or phone number.  Or we could try Catholic churches in Galveston, see if anyone there knows her.”

Holly started searching for Catholic churches in Galveston, and Lucas called the number he had been given for McCarthy.

“Hello, I’m trying to reach a Father McCarthy?  Really?  Popular name I guess.  Which one would have conducted a funeral service for Rudy Galvino about six years ago?  No, I don’t suppose he would, would he.  Give me the other one then, if you would.  Oh, I’m sorry, um, can I leave my number and have him call me when he is available?  Sure.”  Lucas paused a moment, then read out the numbers for the cell phone and the RV.  “Thanks a lot.  You have a good day.  Bye.”

Holly had completed her search.  “Only four Catholic churches in Galveston.  You really are lucky.  Ready for the first one?  Oh, use the locket story, but add a crucifix, that’s why you’re calling Catholic churches.  Here it is.” She read him the number.

“Hello, I wonder if you could help me.  My wife found a silver crucifix, it looks very expensive, and a locket on a silver chain, and we were wondering if you could help us find the owner.  The locket has a name engraved on it, and a date, the name is Silvia Galvino.  Do you have any members by that name?  No of course you can’t, I just wanted to drop it off with you, if you know her.  Otherwise I’ll call the other churches.  No Galvinos? OK, can I leave a number with you, in case someone else there might know her?  Thanks, here’s the number.  Ready?” he read off the cell phone number, and then the RV number.

“Next,” he said to Holly, and she read him the next number.

“Hi there.  My wife found a really nice silver crucifix, looks very expensive, with a locket on a silver chain.  We were hoping you could help us get it back to the owner, a Silvia Galvino.  She’d be an older woman, there’s a date on the locket.  Sure, I’ll wait.” Lucas nodded his head in time to the hold music.  “Oh you do!  That’s great!  No, no, the name is Galvino, that’s G-A-L-V-I-N-O.  Yes, I’m sure.  Down by the beach?  Yes, that’s where we found it.  Big house off San Luis Pass Road?” he motioned to Holly, and she typed the name into the computer.  “I suppose it could be her, but this definitely says Galvino.  Yes.  I’ll tell you what; can I leave my phone number with you, in case someone else remembers someone by that name?  Thanks, OK, here it is.” He repeated the numbers from memory.  “OK, thanks a lot, you’ve been very helpful. You too. Bye.”

“She knows a Silvia Gallo, who has like a fourteen room mansion on the beach off of San Luis Pass Road.  Older woman, wealthy, stopped coming to church when her Alzheimer’s got too bad.  Has a live-in nurse that won’t let her friends visit, pissed off the lady at the church.  No Galvinos, though.  I got all excited for a minute there, thought we had her.”

“Maybe she remembered the name wrong,” suggested Holly.

“No, she looked it up to make sure.  OK, two more to go, what’s the next number?” Lucas asked, resignedly.  Holly read him the number.

Neither of the remaining numbers knew anyone named Galvino.

“I found a Bruno Galvino in New Jersey,” said Holly.  She read Lucas the number.  He entered it, and the cell phone beeped.

“Battery,” said Lucas.  “We need to get a charger for this thing.”

“Use the hands-free,” said Doc, pushing a button on the steering wheel.  Holly entered the number into the dashboard display.  The sound of a phone ringing came through the speakers.

“Hello?” asked the dashboard in a woman’s voice.

“Hi,” said Lucas.  “We’re looking for a Mr. Bruno Galvino?”

“What about?”

“Um, it’s about his brother’s widow, Mrs. Silvia Galvino?”

“He in some kind of trouble?  He didn’t hurt her, did he?  Is this the police?”

“No, ma’am, we’re, um, friends of the family,” Lucas said, uncertainly.

“I told him no good would come of going down there.  She can’t remember squat, she thinks Ronald Reagan is president, for god’s sake.  What’s Bruno done, is he in trouble?  You didn’t answer me before.”

“We’re trying to reach Mr. Galvino, to talk to him.  As far as I am aware, he’s in no trouble.  Do you know how we can reach him?”

“He’s in Texas, at that crazy lady’s house, Rudy’s old lady.  If you see him, make sure he don’t hurt her, she don’t know nothin’, I told him that.  She’s lost it.  She used to call here, y’know, every once in a while, askin’ if Rudy was here.  Like she didn’t know he was dead.  She won’t know nothin’, you tell Bruno that money’s gone, he’s wastin’ his time.”

“Do you have a number where we can reach him?” asked Lucas.

“I got her number on the calendar in the kitchen.  Just a minute.”  There was the sound of a phone being set onto a table, then silence.  “Yeah, here it is.” She read off the number.  Holly typed it into the computer.

“Thank you very much, ma’am,” said Lucas.

“You tell Bruno to get his butt back here.  You tell him they’re still watchin’ the house, they’re probably following him.”

“We will.  Thank you very much.”  They could hear the phone hitting the cradle, and the GPS display resumed showing the map.

Holly dialed the number.  It rang.  It kept on ringing.  She let it ring.

“Come on, granma, pick it up!”  The phone continued to ring.

“Now what do we do?” she asked, when she finally gave up.

“Search for the number on the web,” suggested Lucas.  “See if we can find an address.”

Holly searched.

“Holy cow,” she said, in a flat deadpan voice.

Lucas looked over her shoulder.  “Silvia Gallo.  On San Luis Pass Road.”

“I think you need to learn to trust your luck, young man,” said Doc, not taking his eyes from the road.

“Yeah,” said Holly.  “Use the Force, Luke.”  She broke up in giggles.

“Call the second church number,” said Lucas.  “We should tell someone to watch out for Bruno, maybe go out to the house.”

Holly looked up the number, and entered it into the dashboard.

“You talk to her,” said Lucas.  “She’d remember my voice.”

“What do I say?” she asked.

“I don’t know, wing it,” said Lucas.

A woman’s voice came through the dashboard, announcing the name of the church.

“Um, hi,” said Holly, “Do you know a woman named Silvia Gallo?”

“Why, yes, some gentleman was asking about her just a little while ago, why?  Is this about the crucifix?”

“Um, I just got a weird call from her.  She said to call Dorothy at your church.  She said some man named Bruno was bothering her, threatening her, and that he wouldn’t go away.”

“Oh dear, I’m Dorothy, she must mean me.  How very odd.  Did she sound a little, um, odd?  She might be imagining things, she’s rather elderly.”

“No, she sounded really scared.  I think you might want to go down there, maybe with some big guys or maybe the police.  She sounded like she needed help.”

“Oh, dear.  Oh, dear.  Did you call the police already?  Maybe you should call nine one one.”

“Ma’am, I’m in Saskatchewan.  I think she dialed the phone at random.”

“Oh, dear.  Oh, dear.  Well thank you, honey, thank you; I think I’ll call Father Gonzales, he’ll know what to do.”

“Thank you, ma’am.  You have a nice day.”

“Oh, dear.  Thank you, bye.”

“Bye.”  The map reappeared on the dashboard display.

“Saskatchewan?” asked Doc.

“I was desperate, give me a break.”

“Have a nice day?” asked Lucas.

“OK, you guys, knock it off.  My crazy old granma might be in trouble with the nasty in-laws.  Why can’t I have been born into a nice, normal, boring family?  Mom’s AWOL, Granma’s playing with half a deck, Granpa died in prison, and his brother is trying to steal granma’s money, probably beating her up, or pulling out teeth with a rusty pair of pliers, or whatever those gangster types do to little old ladies.  And just where the hell are we, anyway?”

She pushed some buttons on the GPS display, zooming out until she could see the destination.  “Three hours to Fort Collins.  Is there an airport there?  We could fly down to Galveston, rent a car there, buzz over to granny’s and knock Bruno back to Jersey, ass over elbows.”

She started looking up flights to Texas from Colorado.

“We’ll have to do it from Denver,” she said, after a while.  “Who’s up for a long day and three tickets on a red-eye to Texas?”

“Two tickets,” said Doc.  “I should stay with the RV, and meet you two in Galveston.  I’d really rather not leave it in Denver and have to come back for it.”

“Two tickets, then.”  Holly started typing.  “Where will we meet you?  At granny’s?”

“You have the number, we’ll stay in touch by phone.”

“Luke’s phone is just about dead.  What if something happens to your phone?  How would we find you?” worried Holly.

“Post office,” said Doc.  “They are everywhere, there’s only one per zip code, and you can leave a note at the General Delivery window.  Perfect place to rendezvous.”

“They might have a charger in a shop at the airport,” said Lucas.  “Or we could get new phones, one for you and one for me.”

Holly looked up from the computer.  “Good idea.  There’s a flight leaving at eleven forty.  Can we make it?”

“Punch it in, let’s see,” said Doc.

Holly entered the new destination.  “We’ll get there with two hours to spare.  I’ll book the tickets.”  She typed some more into the computer, then got out her credit card, and typed some more.

“That’s done.  Now what?”

“Now we drive,” said Doc.

Holly got out of the seat, and stretched, and went back to the kitchen to sit beside Lucas.  “I am beat,” she said.  “I feel like I’ve been running for miles, and all I’ve been doing is sitting all day.”  She slid over on the seat, and put her head in Lucas’ lap.  “Feel my heart,” she said, placing his hand on her chest.  “Like I’ve been running a marathon.  I don’t even know this lady, and I’m getting all upset.”

Doc turned on the radio.  “Think about something else,” he recommended.

The news was on.  The announcer talked about the latest trade talks between China and the U.S., the latest hurricane threatening the Gulf Coast and the disaster it left in Haiti, the newly discovered singing sensation, and an embezzlement trial in Indiana.

“Oh, we forgot all about the program!”  Lucas got up and pulled the laptop from under the passenger seat, and unplugged it from the power supply so he could set it on the kitchen table.  He began exploring the results of his search.

“Did it find anything?” Holly asked.

“Well, it found pages and pages of stuff, most of it not related to anything.  But it’s a start, what we are looking for is in these seven and a half pages, instead of in gigabytes of backups.  I can weed out a lot of noise in a hurry, get it down to even less.”  Lucas worked at the file.

“It keeps referencing the ‘Anderson’ file.  I remember the Anderson case, some lawsuit that was settled out of court, when Psydercom agreed to set up a charity.  Anderson was a project leader for one of our software projects, but he died in a plane crash doing something for Mailer in Nicaragua.  But the charity is a completely separate company, it wouldn’t be in the Psydercom books.”

“I thought you downloaded all of the backups,” said Doc.

“I did, but I only wrote the search program for Psydercom’s books.  I’ll have to look through the rest of the files to find the Anderson stuff.  But all of these entries look legitimate.  The Board of Directors authorized Mailer to funnel the profits from Anderson’s projects into the charity.  The only weird thing is that it looks like all of Psydercom’s most profitable projects keep getting connected to the Anderson teams, so their profits end up in the charity.  It’s really hard to tell what’s going on, though, things are all tangled up in dozens of little offshore companies that seem to do nothing but move money around.  There’s got to be a key around somewhere, that matches up the companies with the accounts, but it isn’t in the Psydercom data.”

“So those bank accounts are legitimate?” asked Doc.

“Well, yes and no.  The money shouldn’t be in there.  It should be in the charity.  If it’s in the offshore accounts, someone could just spend it, and the charity’s director would be answerable for it, but wouldn’t know anything about where the money had gone, since it’s off the books at this point.  All that money should be put back into the charity.  If that’s done before the taxes are done, nothing illegal has taken place.  So it looks like Burgess and Mailer were planning to stick the poor director of the charity with a one hundred eighty three million, five hundred sixty two thousand, three hundred and eight dollars, and sixty-three cent shortfall, and the IRS would come down on the guy like a ton of bricks.  Not to mention all that interest that’s accrued.”

“So, the right thing to do would be to transfer the money back to the charity, and inform the director of the charity what has transpired,” said Doc.

“I’ll still need to untangle all of that mess, so the auditors don’t choke, but yes, that would keep Mr. Mailer out of jail, and make the IRS happy,” said Lucas.  “I can do the first step right now.  We can transfer the money back as soon as we get close enough to Fort Collins to get cell phone service.”

“That should be about an hour or so, but you never know where they might put a cell phone tower,” Doc answered.

“But don’t we want to call the police and have them arrest this Mailer guy?” asked Holly.

“Well, he hasn’t done anything illegal yet.  Until he spends the money, this all looks innocent.  And if we get it back to the charity, he won’t be able to spend it – the director of the charity would have to sign for any funds,” Lucas explained.

“But he was trying to steal all that money from the charity, can’t we get him on anything?” she complained.

“It looks more like he was stealing from Psydercom to pay the charity, but he had permission from the Board of Directors, and it even looks like the judge told him to do it, as part of the settlement.  I think he gets away with it.  He even looks like a saint, helping the charity.”  Lucas continued to work at the computer.

“That guy is just really lucky you were there,” said Holly.  “He’d be sharing a cell with Hannibal Lector if a jury thought he was stealing that much money from widows and orphans.  What did the charity do, anyway?”

“Nothing yet.  They don’t even have a charter, as far as I can tell.  They’re not even a non-profit; Psydercom paid the taxes on the money.  They are just a bank account.”

“Maybe the director of the charity is in on the scam,” said Doc.  “What if the director is Mailer himself?”

“I’ll call Rachel at Psydercom first thing in the morning, and find out who runs the Anderson Fund.  If it isn’t Mailer, we’ll have to check him out before we tell him anything, in case he’s in on it.”

“Hey!” said Holly, “listen – its Rolf on the radio!”

They listened, and the voice and the guitar were unmistakably Rolf Jameson.  They listened to the song, a happy tune with subtle lyrics and a catchy refrain, and some very clean, fast guitar work.

Steve Perlman’s voice came on after the music ended, and the two of them conversed about Rolf’s travels in his bus, and the people he sang songs about.  There were many people described, but none of the people in the RV could find themselves in any of them.  “He really gets around, doesn’t he?” asked Holly.

The computer beeped.  “Ah, we have Internet,” said Lucas.  He pulled up the list of bank account web sites and passwords, and began logging in and transferring funds, one by one.  He was interrupted twice by cell phone service interruptions, and had to log back in, but eventually the task was complete.

“So now, everything’s legal.  Tangled, messy, but legal.  Mailer must have a key to all these accounts and companies somewhere in here, but I’m too tired to plow through all of that right now.”

“That’s funny,” said Doc, “I feel exhilarated, like I could drive all the way to Galveston without stopping.”

“Don’t even think about it,” said Holly.  “You’ll kill us all falling asleep and swerving head-on into some semi.”

“You two take a nap,” said Doc.  “I’ll wake you when we get to the Denver airport.”

Lucas and Holly set up the bed, minus the sleeping bags, and snuggled together.  The gentle rocking of the RV soon lulled them fast asleep.

Curtis Mailer was not very good at managing the yacht all by himself, but managed to get it out of the slip without too much damage to the dock or the paint.  His main concern was finding his way out of the harbor in the dark without running into anything.  The Zodiac was tethered behind, ready for his exit, the outboard fueled and tested.

He could see the red and green lights of the navigation buoys, but could not remember which ones to keep on which side of the yacht.  The moon gave enough light to see the silhouette of the land on either side of the channel, however, and he aimed for the middle.  In half an hour, her was into the choppy water outside the harbor, and it was time to set the autopilot, and reel in the Zodiac.

He found it surprisingly difficult to pull the craft to the yacht while under power, but he finally managed it.  He got quite wet getting into the little inflatable, and it took a long time to untie the knot at the bow that kept the two craft connected, and he was completely soaked by the time he managed it.  The yacht continued on ahead, the sound of the engines getting fainter with time, and the little Zodiac was tossed in the waves, making it difficult to start the outboard.  After several attempts, it finally caught, and Curtis headed the boat towards the point, where he had left his car.  The wind chilled his wet clothing thoroughly, and Curtis was the most uncomfortable he could ever remember being in his life.  He was shivering, and beginning to feel nauseous.

It took over an hour for the little craft to get to the point.  Curtis tried to get out of the boat, but the waves were crashing on the rocks and there was no place to land.  The outboard was still set for full speed, and he aimed for a space between two large rocks, and a swell lifted the craft up between them, and the little boat bumped up onto the rocks.  Curtis fell out, banging his head painfully.  He slipped several times on the algae-coated rocks, and waves crashed over him and pushed the inflatable against him.  He managed to push the boat back into the water, the outboard still running, but turned hard over, so the boat turned an immediate circle and returned to the rocks.  He gave up trying to get the boat to go out to sea, and climbed up the rocks to the road.  His car was half a mile away, and the water squished in his shoes, and he had a good set of blisters forming by the time he got to the car.

His remote control was soaked, and would not open the car.  He used the key.  He took off his soaked shoes and clothes, and put them in the trunk, keeping the keys in his hand, then sat down in the driver’s seat in his wet underwear, and turned on the car, setting the heat to maximum.

As the feeling began to return to his fingers, he fumbled the glove compartment open and retrieved his cell phone.  He dialed the number, entered the code, and then sent what he hoped was a believable mayday signal to the Coast Guard.  Out in the water, nearly to the horizon, a flash of light lit up the night sky.  In the car, with the heat blowing and the windows rolled up, he could not hear the explosion.  He grinned.  Curtis Mailer was dead.  Long live Curtis Mailer.

He drove home carefully, not wanting to get stopped by a policeman and have to explain his sartorial choices.  Once home, he showered and dressed, put his packed suitcases into the car, and started the long drive to the Mexican border.  He was a mile from home when he noticed the salt water seeping from the wet seat into his nice clean underwear.

“We’re getting close to the airport, you two,” Doc called loudly, waking up Holly and Lucas.  They rose quickly, and Holly got out her suitcase, and Lucas put the new laptop into his duffle bag.

“I’m just going to drop you off in the loading zone and keep going,” said Doc.  “I’m still feeling fresh, I figure I can make New Mexico in another four hours, and be on the way to Amarillo before I need sleep.  I’ll gas up and be on the way before you’re even in the plane.”

“Be careful, Doc,” said Holly.  “Pull over as soon as you feel sleepy, OK?”

“I promise,” said Doc.

He drove the RV up behind a hotel shuttle bus, and they disembarked.  They waved goodbye to Doc, and he drove away.  Lucas lifted both bags, and Holly led the way to the ticket counter.

“Oh, I’m sorry miss,” the lady at the counter said, when Holly presented her identification.  “That flight has been cancelled, due to the hurricane.”

Lucas put the bags down as Holly conversed with the woman.  He examined the flight schedules, as Holly got more upset and insistent.

“How about Houston,” he asked the woman, interrupting another of Holly’s protests.  “Flight 407 hasn’t left yet, can you get us two seats on that flight?  We can rent a car and drive the rest of the way.”

“I’ll check,” the woman said, happy to be busy at the terminal and not talking to Holly.  “We have one seat available on that flight.  The next flight in won’t be for a while, they’re closing the airport until after the storm.”

Holly looked at Lucas.  “We can’t split up,” she said.

“What flights are available that will get us as close to Galveston as possible?” Lucas asked the woman.

She worked at her computer for a while.  “There’s a commuter to Port Arthur at 4:45 tomorrow morning,” she said.  “It doesn’t look like that airport will be closing, but by then, who knows.”

“You take the flight to Houston,” Lucas told Holly.  “You take my phone, we’ll get some of those recharging batteries at the bookstore.  I’ll get a new phone, and call you and Doc to give you the number.  I’ll get to Port Arthur, and meet you in Galveston at Silvia’s house, or at the Post Office.  I’ll leave a note for you at the General Delivery window if anything goes wrong with the phones.  I’ve never been in a hurricane before.  We’ll call Doc when we can if there’s a mix-up.  It’ll be OK, you can do this.”

“We have to get there soon,” Holly said.  “We have no idea what he’s doing to her.”

“One ticket to Houston, and one to Port Arthur,” Lucas instructed.  Holly got out her credit card.

The next stop was the bookstore where Lucas had seen the rack of one-time-use cell phone battery chargers when they were walking to the ticket counter.  He bought all eight of the ones that fit his cell phone, and they attached one to the cell phone to begin charging it, and put the rest in Holly’s suitcase.  “Buy a real charger for it when you get a chance,” he suggested, “maybe one for the car and one to plug in at hotels.”

“We should have done that days ago,” said Holly.

“But we didn’t,” said Lucas, “and nothing really bad happened.”

“You know, if you keep doing that it could become extremely annoying,” muttered Holly.  She really didn’t like the idea of splitting up, but could not find a better way to get to Galveston as soon as possible.

They went to the gate where Holly’s plane was about to board.  Lucas stayed outside of the security checkpoint, and Holly went through, her small suitcase going through the x-ray machine with her shoes.  She waved to Lucas one last time, and then turned the corner to the gate.

Lucas lost no time finding a cell phone vendor, but it was all the way at the other end of the airport.  He walked quickly through the crowds, even though his own flight wasn’t for several hours.  A sense of urgency remained from getting Holly on the plane, but he also had the feeling that if he hurried everything, he would somehow rejoin her sooner.

He got to the cell phone shop, manned by a bored young man who was, perhaps predictably, talking on his cell phone.  “Got a customer, gotta go,” he told the phone, and looked up at Lucas as a welcome savior from the unending tedium of long hours alone in a booth.  “What can I getcha?” he asked.

“What is your best cell phone?” asked Lucas.

“You mean features, battery life, size, range, or looks?” asked the clerk.

Lucas paused to consider.  “Battery life and range, and Internet connectivity for my laptop computer,” he said, uncertainty tainting his voice.

“Camera or no camera?”

“No camera,” Lucas answered.

“Scratch that, sorry I asked, all the phones that do Internet come with cameras.”  The clerk started to set out phones on the counter.

“These all do Internet, and all get about the same range.  This one you probably don’t want, the battery is small to keep the phone tiny.”

“If I get one right now, how soon before I can use it?” asked Lucas.

“The number will be good in a couple minutes.  All you have to do is charge the battery.”

“Do you have any batteries that are already charged?”

“No, but it comes with a car charger, you can plug it into the car and use it while it charges,” explained the clerk.

“Which one do you use?” asked Lucas.

The clerk pulled out his cell phone.  “Mine is the little brother to this one,” he said, pointing to one of the phones on the counter.  “I don’t need that Internet stuff, or the big display.  But I like the battery life, so I didn’t go with the tiny phone.”

“Does yours take the same battery as this one?” Lucas asked, pointing to the one on the counter.

“Let’s see,” said the clerk, picking up the phone.  He removed the battery from both phones, and put his into the new phone.  He pushed a button, and the phone beeped and the display lit up.  “Seems to work,” he said, and began to remove the battery from the phone.

“Leave it there,” said Lucas.  “I’ll pay you twenty bucks to leave me with the charged battery.  What do you say?”

“I say I’d better start charging my new battery,” said the clerk, putting the new battery into his phone.  He connected the phone to a charger under the counter.  “I’ll have to call my girlfriend back on the store phone.”

Lucas bought the phone, and waited while the number was processed.  He put the car charger and the wall charger into the duffle bag, along with the extra cable for the Internet connection.

When the phone was configured, he called Doc while still in front of the counter.  Doc answered on the second ring.

“Doc,” said the phone in Lucas’ ear.

“Hi, I just got a new phone,” Lucas said.  “Holly has my old one, it’s charging from one of those disposable battery goodies they sell in drug stores, so it may be a couple hours before she can use it.  She’ll call you when she can, so give her this number, OK?”

“I’m driving, so I can’t very well write it down,” said Doc.  “Wait a minute, it should stick in the memory on this phone, since it’s showing a caller id number.  Let’s hang up, and I’ll see if I can call you back by hitting the menu.  Call me back in a minute if it doesn’t work.”

“Bye,” said Lucas, and looked at the phone to figure out how to hang up.  He pushed a button, and the phone display turned to ‘stand-by’.  He waited.  The phone rang loudly, and he fumbled again for the button to answer it.

“Lucas here,” he said.

“Seems to work,” said Doc.  “I’ll write the number down on paper for safety when I get gas.  Can’t trust these things not to forget when you need them most.  If I don’t call you in a couple hours, call me back, just in case.”

“Will do,” said Lucas.  “Anything else?”

“Well, I’m making good time, and I’m still not tired, so things are looking good.”

“OK, by then.  I’ll be saving my battery.”

“Good idea.  Make sure you get a charger this time.”

“Got one. OK, bye then.”

“Bye, Lucas.  Give Holly a hug,” said Doc.

“Oh, I almost forgot!” said Lucas.  “Holly is on a plane to Houston, they cancelled all flights into Galveston because of the storm.  I’ll be flying to Port Arthur in the morning, because they only had one seat to Houston.”

“Quite a thing to forget,” said Doc.  “Things are getting a little complicated, eh?”

“We’ll meet up at Silvia’s, or at the Post Office, the General Delivery trick, if anything goes wrong, like cell phones blowing up or something.”

“I wonder how much of your luck comes from careful planning,” said Doc.

“Well, so far not a lot,” laughed Lucas.  “OK, I think that’s it.  I’m going to turn the phone off.”

“Just hang it up, don’t turn it off.  It should have plenty of battery in receive mode,” Doc explained.

“Right. OK then, bye.”

“Bye, Lucas,” said Doc.  He hung up, and Lucas found the button to hang up the phone.

“Walk me through how to use this thing,” Lucas said to the clerk.

“No problem,” said the clerk.  “It’s just like mine.  I’ll show you how to download ring tones, play MP3s, do conference calls…”

“Just the basics,” said Lucas.  “And conference calls, that might be useful.  And Internet, walk me through that.  I have my laptop right here.”

Lucas talked with the clerk for two more hours, until it was time to close down the phone shop.  They set up the Internet software, logged on, downloaded the phone instructions onto the laptop, went through all of the controls and menus, and talked about places the clerk had been, people he met at the airport, and the clerk’s girlfriend.  They talked quite a lot about the clerk’s girlfriend.  Lucas had no helpful suggestions, but listened attentively.

The clerk left to go home, and Lucas walked back to the bookstore.  He found the one-time-use battery chargers for his new phone, and bought the remaining six of them, and added them to his duffle bag, now getting quite a bit heavier than it had been.  He bought a magazine, and went down the hallway to the gate for his flight, and sat down to wait the remaining hour until the plan arrived.  He asked the attendant to make sure he didn’t sleep through the boarding, but it turned out not to matter – he could not sleep sitting in those chairs anyway.

When the plane arrived, he found his seat, stowed his bag overhead, and buckled in.  He was asleep in seconds, and did not even notice the takeoff.

Holly arrived in Houston, and rented a car.  She considered spending the night at a hotel, and starting off fresh in the morning, but did not think she could sleep.  

She started driving south towards Galveston.  It was raining heavily, more than she had ever seen, and the wipers could barely keep up.  The wind rocked the car as she drove past a long line of lights moving the opposite direction on the other side of the freeway.  In her direction, there were no cars at all on the road, and if it had not been for the rain and wind, she would have been tempted to put her foot to the floor.  Nonetheless, she made good time until flashing lights ahead warned that the road was closed, and to exit at the next ramp.  She pulled off onto the ramp, and drove through town looking for a way to get farther south, but all roads led back to the freeway, and to signs and barriers telling her that way was closed.

She drove around until she saw a motel with a vacancy sign, and pulled up to the loading zone, under a concrete roof that barely kept out the nearly horizontal rain.  A valet parking attendant brought an umbrella, holding it against his back, and escorted Holly into the lobby.

“Fine night to be out in it, eh, sister?” he said.  He held his hand out for her keys.  She reached into her jeans and pulled out the keys and a five-dollar bill, and handed them both to the man.

“I’ll park it out back, between the buildings, where it won’t get nothin’ blowed onto it,” said the attendant, and walked back out into the storm.

Holly was soaked from the short trip from the car to the door.  The lobby floor was wet, and the staff had placed rugs down to prevent slipping on the marble.  She checked in, and was about to walk to the elevator when the attendant came back in, carrying her suitcase.  “Thought you might want this, it was on the seat,” he explained.

“Oh, thanks!” said Holly, in a tired voice.  “I’m a little tired, I totally forgot about it.”

“You have a good night, miss,” the attendant said.  “We got the shutters up, so the wind won’t be so loud in the rooms.  If ya got one in the back, you might not even notice the noise.”

Holly had no idea whether her room was in the back or not, but thanked the man again, and went up the elevator.  She found her room, got out of her wet clothes, and slid into bed.  She was asleep in minutes, and did not notice the wind outside her shuttered window.

Curtis Mailer had planned to stop for the night in Santa Barbara at the first hotel he found, but then realized that he could not use his credit cards or his identification, so he continued driving.  If he drove all night, he would be in Mexico, and would just pay cash for a room.  He was sure they would not be strict about identification, and he had brought all his remaining cash, and distributed it around his person, and around the car, and in his luggage.

Once he got to Nicaragua, he would buy a new identity.  Until then, he would keep his California driver’s license, but he destroyed his credit cards by folding them back and forth, and dropping the pieces out the window of the car, one piece per mile.

It was a long night.  He drove, cramped in the seat, his pants wet with salt water.  He passed the time by planning.  He would need a new cell phone, one of the pre-paid types that required no billing address.  He would need maps showing the route through Mexico to Guatemala, then through Honduras, to Nicaragua.

He stopped for gas, the cold wind blowing against his wet pants.  He paid in cash at the window, and got a stack of paper towels to put down on the seat.  He could feel himself getting a rash from sitting on the wet salty seat.

It was nearly morning when he crossed the border into Tijuana.  He looked for a motel, and found one that looked decent, and asked for a room.  It took some extra cash to convince the clerk that it was OK not to write down a driver’s license number or hold a credit card imprint, but eventually the clerk’s limit was reached, and he took the money, using his own credit card, and making up a license number.

The bed was small and lumpy, but Curtis fell asleep eventually.  In the morning, the sun woke him by shining through the window into his face, and he took a shower.  The showerhead was low, and the shower stall cramped, but he managed to wash his hair with the bar of soap, and rinse almost all of the soap from his hair in the hard water.  The hot, soapy water stung the rash, and he dried carefully, as the rash started to fell hot.  He stole a towel, and left the hotel to find his car.

The car was where he had left it, the driver’s side window was smashed, and the ashtray full of coins was missing.  He felt behind the seat cushions for the roll of twenties he had left there, and breathed a sigh of relief when he felt them.  He removed the damp paper towels from the seat, and replaced them with the towel from the motel.  He sat down gingerly, and got back to the highway, heading east towards mainland Mexico.  He kept the car below fifty miles per hour, because the broken window made faster speeds uncomfortable and loud.  He stopped at the first gas station he saw and bought road maps, and read them while driving.  The sooner he got where he was going, the better.

Doc pulled into the RV park as dawn was lighting up the sky, just outside Dumas, Texas, north of Amarillo.  He had made good time, and was finally getting tired.  He hooked up the RV, and took a shower before going to bed, setting the alarm for noon.  He would start the drive south to Dallas, and spend the night at the nearest RV park after Dallas that looked decent.  Lucas had called, but Holly had not.  He would check the voice mail when he awoke.  Once between the sheets, the sounds of traffic lulled him like distant surf, and he dreamed of the Mexican Riviera, and the collecting trip he had made there years ago.

Lucas woke as the plane bounced down roughly.  Rain was pouring over the plane in waves, driven by strong winds.  He gathered his duffle bag and made his way to the rental car booth, and rented a four-wheel drive SUV, figuring it might be useful in a storm, and he could sleep in it in a pinch.

He stopped at a grocery store and loaded up the car with supplies.  He bought three umbrellas, three raincoats, three pair of rain boots, guessing at Holly and Doc’s shoe sizes, food for three for several days, water, soft drinks, towels, paper plates, plastic cutlery, and other picnic supplies, and anything else he could think of that might be useful.  He called Doc, who confirmed that he had safely written down the number.  He called Holly, but got a message saying that the party on the other side was not available.  He assumed her phone was off, or still charging.

His next call was to Rachel, at Psydercom.

“Psydercom, may I help you?”

“Hi, Rachel, this is Lucas Barnes.”

“Mr. Barnes, where have you been?  I know what you’re calling about, so before you ask I gotta say nobody here knows any more than what’s been on the news, and that’s actually the truth for once.  Just terrible.  But where have you been?  Nobody has seen you in days or weeks it seems.”

“That’s actually a long story, and I’m calling from a cell phone on the highway.  Can I ask you to look up who is in charge of the Anderson Philanthropic Fund for me?”

“Sure, just a minute, I’ll pull it up on the computer here.  Anderson.  Let’s see. Oh.  Oh my.  Well, you’re right, that does explain it.  Funny no one mentioned it around here, was it a big hush-hush thing, waiting for the right time to announce?  Congratulations, by the way, that looks like quite a big deal!”

“So, whose names are in the top positions?” Lucas asked.

“Pretty fancy, huh?” said Rachel.  “President, Director or Acquisitions, Chairman of the Board, Chief Financial Officer, Director of Operations, its all you all across the board.  Lucas Barnes, Lucas Barnes, Lucas, Barnes, Lucas Barnes.  Say, you don’t need a good administrative assistant now, do you?  What with Mr. Mailer no longer here, I don’t know who I might end up working for, I might not like them.  Of course, I’d never speak ill of the dead but Mr. Mailer wasn’t all that – well, enough said.”

“Something happened to Mailer?”

“Oh, my goodness, yes, it’s all over the news, I thought you knew.  He went out in the company yacht last night, all by himself to test a secret demo he was going to do for some Nicaraguan clients, and boom!  The whole boat blew into a million pieces.  His poor wife won’t even have a body to bury, they figure he’s fish bait for sure.”

“He had a wife?”

“Yes, surprised me too, some cutie he met in Nicaragua on that last big deal he did down there.  They’re flying her up to sign papers and things, but it’s hard because that hurricane just tore up her home town something awful, and they have to drive her to Mexico to catch a plane.”

“I seem to be headed for a hurricane myself,” said Lucas.  “Supposed to be even bigger than that one, the airport is closed, so I’m driving.”

“Oh, my.  Well, I better not keep you on the phone then, you shouldn’t be driving and talking at the same time anyway, that’s how Mr. Mailer wrecked his little sports car you know, on the phone.”

“Oh, before you go, Rachel,” said Lucas, “could you plug the computer in my office into the network so I can reach it from here?”

“Sure thing.  Take care now.”

“Bye,” Lucas said, and pushed the right button without having to look.

Now he knew who Mailer had been setting up as a patsy.  Now the unlimited vacation time made sense.  Too bad about Mailer, though.  He may have been a crook, but he didn’t deserve to be fish food.

Still processing the information in his head, Lucas headed north for Beaumont, wondering why the ticket clerk had not gotten him a flight there instead of Port Arthur.  The rain sheeted down on the windshield, and the wind rocked the big car as he drove.  He got to Beaumont, and turned southwest, and headed for Baytown.  The wind seemed to push the car backwards, and it seems that little progress was being made, despite the evidence of the speedometer.  There was no traffic in his direction, but on the other side of the freeway were headlights as far as he could see, moving slowly away from Galveston.

The traffic on the other side of the freeway began to lighten up, and by the time he reached Baytown, there was only an occasional car or truck.  The wind made driving very difficult, and Lucas slowed down to avoid being pushed off the road.  Putting the car into four-wheel drive mode seemed to make little difference, but Lucas left it there anyway.

Flashing lights on trailers warned that the bridge ahead was closed.  Lucas slowed even further, and eventually stopped at a barricade.  He could barely see the bridge ahead, but the water was still several feet below it.  There was no one around.  The wind roared over the car, dumping buckets of rain on the windshield, and Lucas could only see ahead just behind the wiper blades.  He pushed the car ahead, into the barricade, and it moved.  He pushed it far enough for the car to get through, and stopped on the other side.  He backed into the barricade, and pushed it back into place.  He then drove slowly over the bridge, staying on the side closest to the wind, and made it across past an island to a barricade on the other side.  He pushed that barricade out of the way, and again replaced it once he was past it.

He drove on through the rain, through Texas City, and down to Bayou Vista, seeing only the occasional emergency vehicle with flashing lights and siren blaring.  None of the vehicles stopped him, or even seemed to notice.

There had been barricades placed at the bridge to Galveston, but they had blown away, and were lying on their sides to the side of the road.  Whitecaps sprayed the road with salt water from the bay, and Lucas drove slowly over the bridge, the wind threatening to push the car off into the water.  On the other side of the bridge, a pole holding a sign had blown down, and Lucas carefully drove around it.

It was difficult navigating through town.  Many of the street signs had been knocked down, and those that remained were hard to read in the heavy rain.  Lucas used dead reckoning for most of the way, using the compass in the car, because the sky was too dark to tell north from south.  Trees and debris littered the roads, and he had to backtrack several times.

The weather seemed to get worse as he went west and south.  Water raced across the road in several places, and Lucas was glad for the high clearance, but fearful of being pushed over at the same time.  He crawled along San Luis Pass Road, looking for addresses.  There was water on either side of the road, threatening to rise until the road could no longer be seen.  Lucas found the turn-off to the road where Silvia Galvino lived, but that road was completely underwater.  He could barely see a large house at the end of the road, and he headed the car towards it, trying to keep straight so as not to leave the road, now under a foot of water.

The house was built on stilts, and Lucas could see a small car parked in the driveway, water washing above the axles.  He drove the car carefully to the other side of the house, finding a place under the house that was high enough to be above water, and partially sheltered.  Lucas stopped the car, but left the engine running.  He could see a set of stairs leading up to the house, but no way to move the car closer to them.  He sat in the car and waited for the next move to come to him.  Nothing came.

He pulled the cell phone out of his duffle bag, and tried to call Doc, but there was no service available.  He turned on the radio, but the few stations he found were of no help.  As he waited, however, the wind began to slowly subside.  He opened a yogurt container, and a package of plastic spoons, and ate.  He got out the raincoat, and pushed the seat back to make room to put it on.  It was not easy.  He pulled on the rain boots, and finally the hat, buttoning it tightly under his chin.  Finally, by the time he was ready to open the door and try stepping out, the wind had died down to a mere gale, and the rain had stopped.  The wind still whipped water from the ground up around his legs, but he was able to open the door, get out of the car, and make it to the stairs, the rain boots just barely keeping their tops above the water.  He held on to the banister tightly, and made his way up the stairs to the door.  He knocked.  He found a doorbell, but could not hear any bell ring when he pushed it.  He knocked again.

The door opened, and an elderly woman looked out at Lucas.

“Raymond!  How nice to see you!  Look at you, your all wet, come on in and dry off.  We’ll start a fire, it’s so dreadful cold in here, I don’t know why Rudy won’t turn up the heat, I keep asking him, but he won’t get up.”

The wind blew through the open door, coming from inside the house.  Lucas had difficulty keeping the door from slamming as he closed it.  The room was damp, and the sound of the storm was loud, coming from another room, as if another door had been left open.

Silvia moved ahead into another room, muttering something he could not make out.  Lucas followed, into a kitchen with plywood nailed over the windows.  She walked past the kitchen into what may have once been a sitting room or parlor, but was now a wet mess, the wind and salt spray coming in through a large hole in the boarded-up window where a pier piling had come crashing through.  The large creosote covered pole lay across a soaking wet sofa.  Lying on the floor at the foot of the sofa was a large man, unmoving.

“Wake up, Rudy, company’s here,” called Silvia over the sound of the wind.  Lucas walked over to the man and shook him.  He was cold to the touch, and Lucas could find no pulse, but he wasn’t sure if he was checking properly.  He pulled the man out to the center of the room, not sure what to do at this point.  He looked around for a phone, and found one on the table next to the couch.  The phone was silent when he picked it up, and he put it back down.

Lucas walked from room to room, looking for anything useful.  Three rooms away, there was a pool table in a room with no windows, next to a laundry room.  He came back to the parlor, and grabbed the man by the wrists and dragged him into the pool table room, Silvia following close behind.  Finally, he went back to the other rooms and closed the doors, shutting out the sound of the wind in the parlor.

“He don’t look too good,” said Silvia.  “You’re not Raymond, are you?” she said, looking at Lucas.

“My name is Lucas Barnes.  I take it you are Silvia Galvino?” he said.

“Yes, but you can call me Silvie, that’s what all my boyfriends call me,” she giggled.

“I’m a friend of your granddaughter,” Lucas said.

“Oh, I had a granddaughter once,” said Silvia.  “But Rudy took her away to live with the Columbians, ‘cause Penny weren’t married.  He was really mad about that.  Took the baby right out the hospital before Penny could even hold her.  But we got him, Penny and me, we got him,” she giggled again.

“That ain’t Rudy,” she said, looking down at the body.  “Rudy’s in jail, for stealing the baby.  We made sure, Penny and me.  And we hid that baby so Rudy couldn’t find her.”

She walked around the body to get a better look, apparently not bothered by its inert state.  “That looks like Bruno a little bit.  Got them same eyebrows Bruno had.  Bruno was here, you know.  Trying to find the money.  I told him I gave it to Penny to hide the baby.  He got so mad, just like Bruno used to get mad.  I never liked Bruno.  You want some tea?  I could make us a pot of tea if you like.”

“No, thank you,” said Lucas.  He went into the laundry room and found some towels, and brought them out to put around the shivering Silvia.  He took off the raincoat and put it in the laundry room to dry.

“Tell me about Penny,” he said.

“Oh, my pretty Penny, she is so beautiful, you’d like Penny, really smart too, goes to college an all, gonna be a lawyer.  I been savin’ up, don’t tell Rudy, I been savin’ up the house money, but it weren’t enough for college, so I took the money Bruno been stealin’ from Rudy, and that was piles of money, Bruno kept it in the old car, in the trunk, he thought I didn’t know.  I gave it to Penny, so she could hide the baby.”

“Where’s Penny now?” asked Lucas.

“Oh, she can’t come to see me.  Bruno might find her.  We just talk on the phone.  She calls me every week and we talk and talk.  She tells me about the baby, how she’s growing up, how she gets to see her every year at Christmas.  She was born almost to Christmas, you know that?  That’s why Penny named her Holly.”

“Penny sees Holly every Christmas?  Are you sure?”

“Oh yes, she gives her books and helps out the family.  Really nice people, friends of Penny’s from school.”

The wind started picking up, and the rain began again, getting harder.

“You want I should make some tea?  I could put a pot of tea on, warm us up,” Silvia offered.

“I don’t think the power is on,” said Lucas.

“Oh dear, did I forget to pay the bill?  I get so forgetful sometimes.”

The house shook as a strong gust hit broadside.  There was the sound of wood splintering in the parlor, past two closed doors.  The rain was coming down in earnest, and it sounded like the house was in the middle of a river.

The house shook again, and creaked, and Lucas could hear crashing noises from beyond the door, and more splintering wood.  The sounds of the storm got louder, and he realized that the wall with the piling in it must now have been ripped wide open.  He wondered how much damage the house could take before it fell apart.

“Let’s get under the billiard table,” he suggested to Silvia.  “I’ll get more towels, and the blankets off the bed, and we’ll make a nice warm place under there until this blows over, what do you say?”

“Just like when we were kids, eh Raymond?  We’ll make a fort under the table!”

“That’s the idea.  You crawl under there, I’ll be right back with the blankets.”

Lucas opened the door to the bedroom and quickly pulled the blankets off the bed.  He tossed them into the billiard room, then collected all of the remaining towels and linens from the laundry room and added them to the pile.  He passed the bedspread to Silvia under the billiard table.

“Spread that out on the floor, and take this blanket and put it on top,” he said.  “We’ll cover up with the rest of the blankets.”

Lucas was warm, and the room was warm, but Silvia was shivering.  He crawled under the table with her, and pulled the blankets over her, holding her against his warm body.  She continued to shiver.  The storm shook the house repeatedly, so much that he could hear the billiard balls rolling on the table above.  He held onto Silvia until her shivering finally stopped, and she talked all the time in a low voice that Lucas could not clearly hear above the noise of the storm.

They stayed there for hours as the storm took the house apart, little piece by little piece.  Each crash caused Lucas to start, but he told himself nothing bad was going to happen.  And if he held onto Silvia hard enough, kept her very close, nothing bad could happen to her either.  They would be safe.

The house began to lean to the left.  The billiard balls rolled and clacked together on that side of the table.  But the wind began to lessen, and the rain lightened up, and Lucas thought the worst of the storm was probably over.  He had no idea how long hurricanes usually lasted.

Late in the afternoon, the sun sank low enough to peek under the clouds, and the rain stopped.  The wind died down to merely outrageously noisy, and Lucas got up to look around.

“I have to pee real bad, Raymond,” said Silvia.  “I’ll be right back.”

He followed her through the door into the bedroom, and she walked to a door but could not open it.  The floor slanted to the left, but she paid it no mind.  Lucas pulled hard on the door, and it opened to show a bathroom in shambles, the window gone, dirt and leaves all over the walls and floor.  Silvia looked at the mess.  “Damn, cat,” she said, then turned to Lucas.  “Don’t worry, I’ll have this all cleaned up, no matter.”  She pushed him out of the bathroom, and closed the door behind her, as far as it would close.

Lucas kept an ear cocked for her voice or the sound of her footsteps as he walked out of the bedroom, and through the door beyond.  The wind pushed drops of water at his face as he surveyed the damage.  Much of the house had no roof, and several walls were missing, and it looked like two of the pilings the house was built on had been washed away.  Lucas could see through a missing wall that one part of the house rested on the hood of the rented SUV, pinning it into place.  Without that help, the car would probably have been washed into the bay, or piled up with the debris against the roadway.

He heard Silvia banging on the bathroom door, and returned to find her trying to close it.  “Don’t worry about that for now,” he said.  “Do you have any foul weather gear you could put on?”

She led him through a hallway that had no roof and was missing the outside wall.  “That’s funny,” she said, looking out at the ocean, “I don’t remember that,” then dismissed it and continued to a door to another bedroom, also missing the roof.

“Down in here,” she said, opening a bottom drawer in a dresser.  “My parka and ski pants.  My moon boots is in the closet.”  Lucas opened the closet and found the thickly insulated snow boots.  He helped Silvia get dressed.

“That’s better!” she said.  “Toasty warm!”

The wind had died down to occasional gusts.  Lucas and Silvia walked to the front door, and looked down at the wrecked stairway.  “Oh, dear,” said Silvia, “That will have to be fixed,” and stepped out onto it, testing it with her weight, holding on to Lucas’ hand.  “Come on, then,” she said to Lucas, “let’s go.”  They held on to the remaining banister, and kept to the high side of the stairs.  They were halfway down when they heard sirens coming down the road.  Two patrol cars met them at the bottom of the stairs.  A woman jumped out of the passenger seat and ran up to Silvia.

“Mom!” she called, “are you all right?  Where’s Bruno?”

“Bruno don’t smell too good,” said Silvia.  “Never did.”

“Bruno is dead,” said Lucas.  “Hit by debris in the storm.”

“We have a body,” the patrolman said into his microphone, looking at Lucas.  “Where is he?”

Lucas pointed towards the house.  “Be careful,” he said, as two patrolmen started up the damaged stairs.  “It seems stable, but don’t jump around, it might come down any minute.”

Lucas looked over at the woman.  “You must be Penelope Galvino,” he said.

She looked at him.  “Who are you?  Are you with Bruno?”

“No, ma’am, I’m a friend of your daughter’s, of Holly.”

“We have to talk,” said Penny.  She led Silvia to one of the patrol cars.  “Here, mom, you get in and sit down out of the wind.”  She helped her get into the car.

“I haven’t used that name in a long, long time.  What does Holly know?”

Lucas explained how they found Jack Nygaard, and how that led to finding Silvia.

“She met Randy?  That’s wonderful, how did that go?  How’s he doing?  No, wait, that can wait.  Where’s Holly now?”

“She’s probably in Houston or halfway here,” said Lucas, “we lost touch when the phones went out.  She doesn’t know who you are.”

“Well, all that can change, if Bruno really is out of the picture.  Poor Bruno.  We’ll have to do something for his wife, set her up, I doubt he had any life insurance.”

“So Bruno was why you couldn’t let Holly know?”

“Oh, no,” Penny said, “He was just a complication later.  At first it was to protect her from daddy.  I couldn’t just go down to Columbia and get her back; I needed help.  I went to the FBI, because it was a kidnapping.  They got her back, but I had to testify.  And daddy was furious.  He put a price out, and I went into witness protection.  I had a decision to make then.  I didn’t know what kind of life Holly would have, not knowing if daddy’s people would find us.  I gave her to my best friends, my ethics professor at college, and his wife.  They had been trying to adopt forever, and it really seemed like the best thing to do.”

She moved towards the patrol car to get out of the wind.

“I had to move so many times at first, they kept finding me, and the feds just barely kept ahead of them, sometimes I had to leave with only what I had on.  But mom came through; she brought a huge bag of money that Bruno had stolen from daddy.  We used it to set up a fund for Holly, and to buy off the goon squad.  And I started investing the rest.  That paid off really well, now that’s what I do.”

Lucas heard more sirens, up the road.

“I could finally come to see Holly.  They were such a happy family; she was doing so well.  We pretended I was a friend of the family, and I visited every Christmas.  But I still couldn’t move around freely, because Bruno was looking for the money.  He didn’t know mom had taken it, but he knew I had suddenly had enough to buy off the goons, and he put two and two together.  If he learned about Holly, he would use her to get to me.  So I only visited on Christmas, and I always brought a birthday present and Christmas presents.”

The siren was louder.  Lucas looked up to the road, and saw a large police motorcycle with two riders in helmets racing down the road.  The siren stopped, and the motorcycle pulled up behind the patrol cars, and the passenger jumped off, and pulled off the helmet, kissed the motorcycle officer, and ran towards the group.

“Luke!” Holly shouted, and ran to him, hugging him hard.  “Where’s granma?  Is she OK?”  Lucas pointed to the patrol car, where a bundled up woman was playing with the zipper on her parka.  Holly let go of Lucas, and looked at Penny.

“Aunt Penny?” she said.  “What are you doing here?”  She looked at Lucas, and then looked back at Penny.  “Mom!” she shrieked, and grabbed Penny by the forearms, studying her face.  “All this time…”

Doc drove slowly down San Luis Pass Road, going around debris when he could, going over it when he couldn’t.  The GPS voice said, “left turn ahead”, and he could see police cars and people standing around them.  As he got closer, he made out Lucas, and Holly.  He drove up and parked behind the motorcycle.

“And this is Doc,” said Holly, dragging Penny by the hand over to the RV.  Doc stepped out, and Penny said hello, and finally got Holly to let go so she could shake his hand.

“Phones are out, I’ve been trying to call,” said Doc, “and that gave me an idea.  We have satellite Internet.  I passed lots of people clearing out debris and wandering around.  We could set up a phone bank, using Internet phone, so they can all call out and let folks know they’re OK.”

“That sounds like a great idea,” said a patrolman.  “I’d love to be able to tell my mom I’m OK.”

“Doc, this is my mom!” shouted Holly.

“Of course she is, you two could be twins.  Now,” he said, turning towards the patrolman, “where would be the best place to set up?”

“Holly, I found out who Mailer was setting up for the fall.  It was me!  And apparently he died recently in some big explosion on the company yacht.  But it doesn’t matter, because the books balance now.  But I’m the head of the Anderson Fund, the charity, because he was trying to set me up for the embezzlement.”

“I’m getting lost,” said Penny.

“So let me get this straight.  He put you in charge of the Anderson thing, without you knowing about it, and then you found out he was stealing, and we stole it back.  Now he’s dead, and you are sitting on a hundred eighty million bucks that’s supposed to go to charity.  Do you get paid for that?”

“It’s a for-profit charity.  It’s supposed to make money, and give some away, but it isn’t regulated.  He could pay himself anything he liked, hire anyone he wanted, he was Chairman of the Board, and there weren’t any board members yet,” Lucas explained.

“You mean you, don’t you?  He’s dead, right?” asked Holly.

“Curtis Mailer, of Psydercom?” said Penny, “yes, he’s dead, it’s all over the news.”

“So, you could travel all around the country, or the world, and find all kinds of things that need fixing, and just fix ‘em.  It sounds like the perfect job for you, it has all the parts you wanted.”

“I’d need a lot of help,” said Lucas.

“Start with Doc,” Holly suggested.  “He’s already way ahead of you on the disaster relief part.  Look at him, he’s got the whole list of superpeople, and I bet he’s going to call each one down here to help clean up.”

Holly, Lucas, and Penny went to join Doc and the policemen, who were busy planning in the RV, using the map on the GPS display.

“Hey, Doc,” said Holly.  “We have an idea…”

Curtis Mailer sat on a wooden bench, in a small jail cell in Nicaragua, trying to read a Spanish language newspaper using his limited high-school Spanish.  He had been picked up in a raid on the home of the person he was using to get himself new identification papers.  Apparently, some local drug lord was also using the same service.  Just dumb luck.

He had no identification papers, no license or passport, and they had found a large amount of cash hidden in his clothing, his car, and his luggage.  The assumption was that he was there to buy a large amount of cocaine.

He had asked for a lawyer, and they had asked how he was going to pay.  Eventually, someone came in who agreed to look at his case, based on his assertion that his wife was going to be able to bail him out and pay the legal fees.  He had given the name and address of his wife to the lawyer.  The lawyer had returned the next day, presented the newspaper to him, with an article circled, and left.

He could find the name easily enough.  He also found his own name.  There were a lot of words that seemed to relate to a hurricane that had destroyed her hometown.  He found mention of her in the U.S., donating a large sum of money to a hurricane relief charity.  He turned the page to finish the story.  It was called the Anderson Philanthropic Fund.

Just his dumb luck.
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