
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
More Deaths Than One

By

Pat Bertram

Published by Second Wind Publishing at
Smashwords

Second Wind Publishing, LLC

931-B South Main Street, Box 145

Kernersville, NC 27284

 


This book is a work of fiction. Names,
characters, locations and events are either a product of the
author’s imagination, fictitious or use fictitiously. Any
resemblance to any event, locale or person, living or dead, is
purely coincidental.

 


Copyright 2008 by Pat Bertram

 


All rights reserved, including the right of
reproduction in whole or part in any format.

 


First Dagger Books edition published
December, 2008.

Dagger Books, Running Angel, and all
production design are trademarks of Second Wind Publishing, used
under license.

 


For information regarding bulk purchases of
this book, digital purchase and special discounts, please contact
the publisher at www.secondwindpublishing.com

 


Cover design by Pat Bertram

 


Manufactured in the United States of
America

 


ISBN 978-1-935171-25-6

 



Chapter 1

 


“What do you think of a guy who embezzles
from his own business?”

Bob Stark recognized the voice of the
graveyard shift waitress, the attractive one with the black hair.
He glanced up from his contemplation of the scars on the laminated
plastic table and saw her standing by his booth, gazing at him, her
eyebrows quirked. She seemed to expect a response, but he had no
idea what to say. And why would she ask him such a question? Though
he’d been coming to Rimrock Coffee Shop for four weeks now, she’d
never deviated from her standard lines of “What’ll you have?” and
“Here you go.”

He took a surreptitious look around. Except
for the two drunks arguing in a corner booth and a cook cleaning
the grill in the kitchen, he and the waitress were the only two
people in the twenty-four-hour coffee shop.

Beneath the overly long bangs, her dark eyes
gleamed, giving him the impression of laughter. “Yes, I am talking
to you.”

“I’ll have hot chocolate,” he said, adhering
to the unwritten script.

With a flip of her wrist, she brushed the
hair off her face. Her skirt flounced as she whirled away from the
table, and Bob noticed that she had nicely muscled thighs. Good
calves, too. Not wanting her to catch him staring, he picked up a
newspaper someone had left behind and leafed through it.

The waitress returned with his beverage.
“What would you do if you were a girl who just found out her
boyfriend is embezzling from himself?”

Bob stirred his hot chocolate, trying to
think of the right response, but nothing came to mind.

“Men!” she said, hurrying off to answer the
ringing telephone.

Later, after the drunks had stumbled out into
the night, she came back to Bob’s table carrying a cup of coffee
for her and another cup of hot chocolate for him.

He raised his palms. “I didn’t order
this.”

She sat across from him. “Let’s not quibble
over details.” She sipped her coffee, eyes laughing at him over the
rim of the cup, then set the empty cup aside.

Folding her arms on the table, she leaned
forward and stared into his face. “What do you have to say for
yourself? And who are you? You’ve been coming in here every night,
real late, and you never talk except to order hot chocolate.”

She leaned back. “I bet you can’t sleep.
That’s why you come, isn’t it? What’s the problem? Bad dreams?”

Bob felt a shudder go through him. He came
here to get away from the nightmares, not remember them. He took a
gulp of chocolate, grateful for the warmth sliding down his
throat.

“You’re a shy one,” she said. “And you never
did answer my question.”

He lifted one shoulder in a disinterested
shrug. “You asked a lot of questions.”

“The one about the girl finding out that her
boyfriend is embezzling from himself.”

“Depends on their relationship. Is she
involved in the business?”

“She helped him start it, works in the office
during the day, and waits tables at night to pay the rent.”

“Then he’s embezzling from her, too.”

She flicked the hair out of her eyes. “You’re
right. God, what a fool I’ve been. Ever since I found out he’s been
cheating on his business, I’ve been wondering if he’s been cheating
on me. That son of a rabid dog. He promised we’d get a house
together as soon as the business did well enough, and it turns out
we could have been living in our own place for several months
now.”

“Even if he’s not cheating on you
physically,” Bob said, “he’s cheating on you morally.”

“I want someone who’s honest and true to
himself, someone who likes and respects himself so he can like and
respect me. Is that too much to ask?”

The door opened. A young couple entered.
Mouths locked together, they slid into a booth and groped beneath
each other’s clothes.

The waitress stood. “I better go remind them
this isn’t a motel.”

Grateful to be alone, Bob sipped his hot
chocolate and read the newspaper.

The Broncos still reeled from their
humiliation at the previous Super Bowl, having lost to the Redskins
forty-two to ten.

Two youths found a man’s decomposing body in
a culvert off the South Platte River. The man had been tortured;
the work of a gang, the police surmised.

Silverado faced insolvency, having squandered
one hundred million dollars on bad loans.

And Lydia Loretta Stark was dead. Again.

***

“I brought you another hot chocolate. It’s on
the house.” The young woman sat and peered at Bob. “Is something
wrong? You don’t look so good all of a sudden.”

He tried to ignore the ache inching up the
back of his head. “What would you do if you were reading today’s
paper and came across the obituary of your mother who’s been buried
for twenty-two years?”

She laughed. “Go to the funeral, of course.”
She must have realized Bob hadn’t meant to be funny, because the
mirth faded from her eyes. “You’re serious?”

“Dead serious.” He showed her the notice.

She read it aloud. “‘Lydia Loretta Stark,
sixty-six, of Denver, passed away August twenty-ninth, nineteen
eighty-eight, at four p.m. Preceded in death by husband Edward
Jackson. Survived by sons Edward Jackson, Jr. and Robert; six
grandchildren. Services and interment Friday, ten a.m., at Mountain
View Cemetery.’” She looked at him. “Are you Edward or Robert?”

“Robert. My brother is Edward, but he goes by
the name of Jackson.”

“What name do you go by?”

“Bob.”

“I’m Kerry. Kerry Casillas.” She eyed the
obituary. “How many of those children are yours?

Bob massaged the back of his neck.
“None.”

“Jackson’s been a busy boy.”

“Seems like it.”

“You don’t know?”

“I haven’t seen him since my mother’s
funeral—the first one, I mean. We never got along.”

She pushed back her hair. “So this is really
your mother’s obituary?”

“Could be. She died in nineteen sixty-six at
the age of forty-four and had no grandchildren at the time, but
everything else matches.”

“If it’s not a coincidence, it must be a
hoax.”

Bob shook his head, stopping abruptly when
pain shot to the top of his skull. “Why would anyone go through all
the trouble of putting a fake obituary in the paper? And who’s
being hoaxed? It can’t be me. No one knows I’m in Denver.”

***

On Friday, Bob made the trip to Mountain View
Cemetery. He wandered around the lush expanse, skirting formal
flower gardens and stepping over white gravestones lying flush with
the ground. The place seemed deserted, but as he topped a small
rise, he saw a funeral party spread out before him like a stage
play.

He paused beside a large clump of lilac
bushes and scanned the small crowd encircling the brass-trimmed
casket.

Everyone wore black except one young woman,
scarcely out of her teens, who had pasted on a skimpy red dress
that left no part of her voluptuous figure to the imagination. A
much older man had an arm draped around her, his hand cupping her
buttocks.

Bob recognized the man: his brother. Jackson
had been a good-looking boy, having inherited his father’s athletic
build and his mother’s blond beauty. He still looked good, though
Bob could see that too many years of hard living or hard drinking
had left their mark.

Bob’s headache returned in full force. He
closed his eyes and massaged his temples while breathing deeply.
When the pain abated, he glanced at the crowd again and noticed two
men with the tensed posture of police officers on duty standing off
to one side. They seemed familiar, but he couldn’t place them. As
if becoming aware of his scrutiny, they turned in his
direction.

He stepped closer to the lilac bush, out of
their line of vision.

Clustered with their backs to him stood a
man, a woman, and six children ranging in age from about two years
old to about sixteen. The obituary had mentioned six grandchildren,
Bob recalled. Were these six his brother’s offspring, by an
ex-wife, perhaps?

One of the children, a pudgy little boy,
reached out and yanked the pigtails of the taller, skinnier girl
slouching next to him. She slapped him. The next moment they were
rolling around on the ground and pummeling each other.

The woman turned around. “Stop it, you
two.”

Bob sucked in his breath. Lorena Jones, his
college girlfriend? What was she doing here? How did she know these
people? He certainly hadn’t introduced her to them.

Feeling dizzy, he studied her while she
scolded the children. Deep lines and red splotches marred her once
satiny smooth face, and her body appeared bloated, as if she had
not bothered to lose the extra weight from her last pregnancy or
two. Despite those changes, she looked remarkably like her college
picture he still carried in his wallet along with the Dear John
letter that had ended their relationship.

Lorena nudged the man next to her. “Robert
Stark, don’t just stand there. Do something.”

The man she called Robert Stark turned around
to admonish the children.

Bob stared. The other Robert Stark seemed to
have aged a bit faster than he, seemed more used, but the
resemblance could not be denied. He was looking at himself.

Head aching so much he could scarcely
breathe, he stood like stone. Not even his eyes moved as he watched
the rest of the ceremony.

When everyone left, he approached the casket.
He gazed at it, then turned to walk away. A flash of white caught
his attention—the headstone, lying discreetly off to the side,
ready to be inset: Lydia Loretta Stark, cherished wife, beloved
mother; adored grandmother; born March 10, 1922; died August 29,
1988.

“What the hell is going on?” he asked
aloud.

The mild expletive hung in the air until a
sudden breeze blew it away.




Chapter 2

 


Bob set his easel in the backyard and let his
fingers decide what to paint. His brain seemed to have disconnected
itself from the rest of him while it sorted out the preposterous
information it had received that morning at the funeral. Synapses
fired as the data hurtled around the neural network of his
cerebrum, and he could almost see the sparks of electricity they
generated, but he found no answer to the conundrum.

The sound of a gasp brought him out of his
trance. He turned around, palette in one hand, brush in the other,
and bumped into Ella Barnes, his landlady.

Twisting the skirt of her prim shirtwaist
dress in knobby fingers, she stared at the painting, then at him.
She disentangled her hands from her skirt, clutched her chest, and
hobbled across the yard.

Watching her disappear into the house, he
wondered why he frightened her. He shrugged and stepped back to
inspect his painting. It looked exactly as he had dreamed it:
impenetrable jungle, serene yet menacing, so real he could almost
smell the decay and feel the suffocating heat. He shivered. Perhaps
the painting radiated too much vileness, but at least he’d
transferred the image from his head to the canvas where it could no
longer torment him.

When the light faded, he packed his
materials, took them inside, and set out for Rimrock Coffee Shop on
Colfax Avenue. As he drifted along the street with the rest of the
strays, feeling as if he were one more nonentity with only fading
memories to show he had ever been real, he saw a man wearing a
homemade aluminum foil helmet.

The man accosted one pedestrian after
another, but they all dodged him and his shrill proclamation of
doom. “Why won’t anyone listen to me? Sissy’s going to get you. No
one is safe. They can get you like they got me.”

The man sidled up to Bob. “They’re going to
get you, too.”

Bob nodded. “I think they already have.”

Slanting a wide-eyed glance at Bob, the man
scuttled away.

At the coffee shop, Bob discovered that
Kerry’s shift didn’t begin until eleven. He ducked out the door and
crossed the street to the Golden Pagoda where he’d been taking most
of his meals. Picking at his firecracker chicken, he tried to
figure out what to tell her. He’d promised to let her know what
happened at the funeral, but how could he explain what he didn’t
understand?

***

“So?” she said, bringing him his hot
chocolate. “Did you go? What did you find out?” She plopped down in
the booth and gazed expectantly at him.

After all his careful deliberation, he heard
himself blurting it out, like ripping off a bandage.

“I went. According to the headstone, they did
bury my mother. My brother attended, and so did I.”

She brushed the hair out of her eyes with a
quick, impatient gesture. “I know. You told me you went.”

He shook his head. “You don’t understand. I
saw another me there. Another Robert Stark. He looked like me and
he seemed to be married to my college girlfriend.”

Her eyes sparkled. “Another you? Wow, how did
it feel talking to yourself?”

“We didn’t talk.”

“You didn’t talk? Why not? I would have
charged up to him and demanded to know why he wore my face.”

Bob almost smiled. She probably would have,
too. “I didn’t have time,” he said. He knew the excuse sounded
lame, but he didn’t want to talk about the headache that had
paralyzed him. Unable to think, unable to act, he had watched
Robert herd his family away from the gravesite. Then the headache
loosened its grip, allowing him to return home and find serenity
the way he always did: by painting.

Kerry flicked the hair away from her face
again.

“Why do you do that?” Bob asked. “If you
don’t like your bangs in your eyes, why don’t you trim them?”

She lifted a hand as though to touch her
hair, then let it drop. “I’d like to, but I can’t.”

“Do what I do. Get a pair of scissors and
whack them off.”

“You don’t get it. My boss wants me to cut my
bangs or wear them pulled back with a barrette. He nags at me all
the time about it, so I can’t. Don’t you see? And anyway, we’re
supposed to be talking about you and your other self.” Her eyes
gleamed. “Maybe it’s like a story I once read where this guy kept
winding up in alternate universes and seeing different versions of
himself. Or maybe you’re twins separated at birth and adopted out
to people with the same last name.”

Bob gave her a sour look. “These are not
answers.”

She folded her arms across her chest. “If you
don’t like my explanations, what are yours? What do you think is
going on?”

“I have absolutely no idea.”

“Then we better find out.”

He drew back. “We?”

“Sure. I get off at seven, but sometimes I
don’t finish my side-work until seven-thirty. How about if I come
get you a little before eight?”

“I thought you worked for your boyfriend
during the day.”

“Not on Saturdays. Where do you live?”

He shook his head, not wanting her help, then
decided the idea had merit. Although she wore him out, she had a
car and he didn’t. If worse came to worst, he could pretend she was
another annoying cab driver.

After giving her the address, he said, “Come
in through the gate off the alley, and knock on the French doors.
The old woman who owns the boardinghouse is nosy, and it’s best to
try to avoid her.”

Her eyes laughed at him. “No one lives in a
boardinghouse anymore.”

“Well, I do. I’m not going to be in Denver
long enough to get an apartment, and I hate hotels.”

Yawning, he stood and tossed a couple of
dollars on the table. “I’ve had a rough day. Maybe tonight I can
actually sleep for a change.”

***

Bob stepped inside the door and froze.
Someone waited for him in the darkness. He couldn’t hear a sound,
but he had the skin-crawling sensation of being watched.

Thinking Ella was poking among his things
again, he sniffed but caught no lingering odor of the cheap perfume
she doused herself with.

“Who’s there?” he called out.

Getting no response, he flipped on the light.
He didn’t see anyone, but he could still feel the eyes on him. He
looked under the bed, behind the chair, in the closet. No one.

He stood in the center of the room and
pivoted slowly.

His gaze fell on the still-drying painting
propped on a chair. He sucked in his breath and stared. Someone or
something hidden in the fetid jungle looked out at him. He shifted
position, thinking it a trick of the light, but the eyes still
followed him. Unable to bear the feeling of those eyes on him, he
thrust the painting behind the chair with all the others, and
crawled into bed.

But not to sleep.

***

At seven-fifteen in the morning, Bob heard a
knock. He hurriedly rinsed off the shaving cream he’d lathered on
his face, pulled on a shirt, and went to answer the door.

Kerry smiled at him, looking as bright-eyed
as if she’d spent the night sleeping instead of working. She’d
changed out of her pink uniform into a white oxford-style shirt
over blue jeans.

“You’re early,” Bob said.

“I know. I got my side-work done before my
shift ended, so I came to look around. I’ve never seen a
boardinghouse before. Can I come in? Of course I can.”

Bob waited a beat, then stepped aside.

Kerry prowled around his spacious room,
stopping to test the easy chair and hassock upholstered in a blue
and yellow floral fabric that matched the drapes and bedspread.

She nodded her head. “Nice. Too feminine for
my taste, but nice. I especially like the way the French doors lead
right out to that big yard.”

Bob glanced outside. The tree-shaded yard,
with its manicured lawn, pruned rosebushes, neatly trimmed hedges,
and tubs overflowing with pink and purple petunias, contrasted
sharply with the untamed exuberance of his garden in Bangkok, but
it had a sedate serenity he found appealing.

“I like it, too,” he said. “It’s the main
reason I took this place.”

Jiggling her keys, she moved toward the door.
“I’ve seen enough. Ready to go?”

“I haven’t finished getting cleaned up.”

She made shooing motions with her hands. “Go
on. Hurry.”

When Bob came out of the bathroom, face
tingling from his after-shave lotion, he found Kerry sorting
through the paintings he had stashed behind the chair.

“What are you doing?”

She glanced up with a saucy smile, apparently
not at all put off by his curt tone. “Looking at these paintings.
They’re very good. Why aren’t they hanging on the walls where you
can enjoy them?” She pulled out a two-by-three-foot canvas and
propped it on the chair where last night the jungle scene had
lurked.

Bob peeked at the canvas. The painting
depicted a pond with no ripples, surrounded by forest.

“This is lovely.” Kerry swayed as she focused
on the picture. “Very serene.”

All of a sudden, she stiffened and stepped
back. She blinked rapidly, then bent forward and peered at the
painting. A visible shudder went through her.

“Jeez,” she said. “Whoever painted this is
either an artistic genius or a very disturbed individual.” She
reached out as if to touch the painting, but jerked her hand away
before it made contact. “You can almost see the monstrous thing
that lives in the slime deep at the bottom of the pool.”

Bob studied the forest scene. Feeling
disquiet creep over him, he averted his gaze.

“Who painted it?” Kerry asked.

He hesitated. “I did.”

She whipped her head around and stared at
him. “Jeez, Bob. What the hell were you thinking?”

Stealing a look at his creation, Bob
shivered.

“I tried to paint what’s in here,” he said,
tapping his chest with a fist. He gestured to the picture. “I don’t
know how that happened.”

“Are you a famous artist or something? I
think I’ve seen a picture like this before. In a magazine,
maybe.”

Bob shrugged.

“Well, are you?” she asked.

“I don’t know.”

Putting her hands on her hips, she narrowed
her eyes at him.

“It’s the truth.” He strode to the bedside
table, retrieved a letter he had received before he left Thailand,
and read aloud. “‘Dear Mr. Stark: Mr. Ling Hsiang-li has informed
us he will no longer be acting as your agent and that we must now
deal directly with you. There is a growing regard for your work. We
are interested in enough paintings for a showing, which would
include an evening with the artist. Please contact us at your
earliest convenience.’”

Bob set aside the letter. “It’s from a New
York art gallery. Now you know as much as I do.”

“So what’s the deal?” she asked. “Who’s Ling
Hsiang-li?”

“My mentor. A man who was more than a father
to me.”

“But you didn’t know he sold your
paintings?”

“Not really. I once mentioned that I painted
one picture over another because nothing I did was any good, and he
said, ‘You’re just an artist. How would you know what’s good? Bring
them to me and let me be the judge.’ When I protested that they all
had a terrible flaw, a hidden evil, he responded, ‘That flaw, as
you call it, is what makes you an artist.’”

“He’s right,” Kerry said.

Bob hunched his shoulders. “Maybe so, but I
don’t have to like it.” He forced himself to relax. “Occasionally,
Hsiang-li would hand me a wad of cash and announce he had sold
another painting, but until I got that letter, I never knew if in
fact he’d sold a painting or if the money was his way of
encouraging me.”

Seeing more questions forming in Kerry’s eyes
and on her lips, Bob said quickly, “We should go.”

“Go? Oh, right. I can’t believe I forgot
about the other you.”

***

“It looks like a park,” Kerry said, pulling
up to the gates of Mountain View Cemetery. She got out of her blue
Toyota Corolla. “Where’s your mother buried?”

Bob led the way to the newly sodded
gravesite. The headstone read the same today as it had
yesterday.

Kerry bent and traced the grooves of the
date. “Don’t you think it’s strange that the headstone is in place?
When my grandmother died, we didn’t get the stone for months.”

“Knowing my mother, she probably picked it
out herself years ago and had all the engraving done except for the
date. She always prided herself on her foresight and preparations.
Like buying side-by-side plots for her and my father.”

Kerry stepped over to the next stone and
gazed at it. “It must be terrible losing both parents.”

“I’ve had plenty of time to come to terms
with their deaths.” Twenty-four years before, he had stood in this
very spot with his mother, his brother, and a whole phalanx of
cops, attending his father’s funeral. His mother hadn’t abandoned
her grief when she had died of cancer and been buried next to her
husband. Whether that death had occurred twenty-two years ago or
recently, she was definitely dead now.

Bob turned away and made for the car. Kerry
hurried after him.

***

They found Robert Stark’s address in the
phone book. Kerry drove to the house on Ironton Street off Eleventh
Avenue in Aurora and parked across from the faded yellow
bungalow.

“Now what?” she asked.

“You tell me,” Bob said. “This was your
idea.”

She fixed her laughing eyes on him,
apparently amused by his touch of asperity. “We go talk to
him.”

“And say what? That he stole my life?” A
shaft of pain stabbed Bob behind the eyes. He stifled a gasp.
“Maybe another time. Let’s keep watch for now. See what we can
learn.” The headache diminished. He opened his window and listened
to the sounds emanating from Robert’s house. Doors slamming. Feet
thudding. The television squawking. Children shouting, laughing,
whining, sobbing. Lorena yelling.

“My God,” Kerry said. “It is you.”

Then Bob saw him—an unimpressive man dressed
in a dingy white short-sleeved shirt, a mud-colored tie, and gray
gabardine pants, trudging down his toy-strewn driveway to the
ancient, wood-sided station wagon parked in front of the house.

The man, Robert, climbed into the vehicle and
took off. With a screech of tires, Kerry made a U-turn and hurtled
after him, braking abruptly when she caught up to the slow-moving
station wagon.

They followed the station wagon along Havana
Street to a shopping mall called Buckingham Square where Robert
entered a computer store. He went through a door at the back, came
out a minute later and half-heartedly cleaned the counter and
straightened merchandise on the shelves.

A young, expensively dressed woman, who
looked about Kerry’s age—twenty-six or twenty-seven—marched into
the store.

Bob, standing outside the door, pretending to
chat with Kerry, heard Robert ask diffidently, “May I help
you?”

The woman moved away from him. “Just
looking.”

Robert made no effort to follow her.

A young man immediately approached the woman.
He was dressed like Robert, but his shirt was snowy white, his
pants sharply creased, his tie bright. Seemingly unconcerned by the
woman’s lack of interest in his patter, the young man continued to
pursue her.

 


An older couple hesitantly entered the store,
and Robert went to wait on them.

Bob drifted away from the door.

Kerry trailed him. “I thought this would be
fun.”

“It never is.”

She blinked. “You’ve done this before?”

“Yes.”

A brief silence, then, “You feel no need to
explain that remark?”

“No.”

As Bob continued to watch his other self, he
could feel Kerry’s eyes on him.

“Do you know why you interest me?” she said
at last.

He glanced at her, wondering if she were
setting him up for a joke. “I haven’t a clue.”

“I’d like to say it’s because you have hidden
depths, but your depths aren’t hidden, they’re obvious.” She
chuckled. “Maybe you have hidden shallows.”

The corners of his mouth twitched.

She drew back in mock surprise. “Is that a
smile I see?”

A few minutes later, she yawned. “Jeez, I’m
tired.”

“You should go home and get some sleep,” Bob
said, “but if you don’t mind, I’d like to make a call first.”

She swept her arm out in a magnanimous
gesture. “Go ahead. I’ll keep watch.”

He found a pay phone and called the computer
store. A woman answered.

“How late does Robert Stark work today?” he
asked.

“Six o’clock.”

“Thanks.”

When Bob returned to his post, he noted with
amusement that Kerry had situated herself so she could see both the
computer store and a dress shop.

She pointed to the window displaying new fall
fashions. “Which is my color, blue or red?”

“Deep rose,” he said without hesitation.

She wrinkled her nose. “Pink?”

“Not pink. Deep rose. Bold, direct,
courageous, but without the strident aggressiveness of red.”

Her eyes sparkled, but for once they were not
laughing as she regarded him.

Then the laughter returned. “It appears that
your hidden shallows have hidden shallows of their own.”

A tall, skinny man with a receding hairline
and a prominent Adam’s apple approached Bob. “Hey, Hank, how’ve you
been? I haven’t seen you for a long time. You living in Denver
now?”

Bob nodded.

The man moved away, walking backward. He shot
both index fingers at Bob. “Call me. I’m in the book. We’ll get
together.”

Bob glanced at Kerry. She stared back at him,
open-mouthed.

“That man called you Hank.” She whacked
herself on the forehead with the palm of her right hand. “God, I’m
so stupid when it comes to men. This whole thing has been one big
set-up, hasn’t it? You’ve been messing with me.”

“No, I haven’t,” Bob said quietly. “He
mistook me for someone else. That’s always happening to me, and
it’s easier to go along than to explain that I’m Robert Stark.”

The angry flush faded from her cheeks. “You
do have one of those faces. Even I thought you might be somebody I
knew when I first saw you.”

A huge yawn overtook her. Knuckling her eyes,
she said, “You’re right, I do need to get some sleep.”

“I’ll be here until six. Do you want to pick
me up, or should I call a cab?”

“I’ll come back.” She smiled happily, but Bob
could not tell if the tacit permission to leave pleased her, or the
invitation to return.

***

That evening when Bob saw Kerry stop in front
of the computer store and look around, he stepped out from behind a
group of people.

Her eyes widened. “Hey, cool. You’re good at
this stuff. I never even saw you.”

Bob continued to watch Robert. Kerry
chattered about everyone who passed by, seemingly unconcerned that
she carried on a one-sided conversation.

Promptly at six o’clock, Robert limped out of
the store.

“Why is he limping?” Kerry asked. “You don’t
limp.”

“Maybe he’s tired.”

They followed Robert back to his house. From
where they were parked a few car lengths back, Bob could hear
someone inside the house call out, “Daddy’s home.”

The front door burst open, and Robert’s
children came tumbling out to greet him. Beaming, Robert picked up
one small, giggling girl and planted a big kiss on her chubby
cheek. A shy little boy slipped a hand into his father’s and gazed
at him as if he were every super hero rolled into one. Even though
all the children talked at once, Robert seemed to have no trouble
keeping track of everything they said, and answered each in
turn.

“I thought of another explanation,” Kerry
announced. “You could be doppelgangers. A doppelganger is the ghost
of a living person.”

“If we are,” Bob said, watching the other
Robert Stark, “then which of us is the living person, and which of
us is the ghost?”




Chapter 3

 


The gingerbread-trimmed boardinghouse stood
second from the corner on a quiet side street off Seventeenth
Avenue. While waiting for a bus after a quick breakfast of granola
and orange juice prepared in the communal kitchen, Bob looked
across Seventeenth Avenue at City Park. The sun shone. The warm air
smelled of mowed grass. Perhaps he should walk to his childhood
home on Twenty-Second Avenue.

No. Better to save his energy for exploring
the old neighborhood.

***

Two hours later Bob made the return trip on
foot, tired, breathless, feeling out of place and out of time.

Very little of what he had observed seemed
familiar. The wide empty streets where he had once played appeared
narrow and inhospitable. Like spectators at a parade, parked cars
lined both sides of the street while a steady stream of traffic
made its way between them. The red brick house where he grew up had
been painted white and looked smaller than he remembered. He did
have a vague recollection of the four large pillars supporting the
flat roof of the porch, but he did not remember the ornate carvings
encircling them. Nor could he recall which room had been his, which
window Jackson had broken and blamed on him, which tree he had
climbed to escape his father’s wrath.

How could he have forgotten so much? Maybe
because he hadn’t given a single thought to his childhood during
the past eighteen years?

He trudged through City Park, which he did
remember, and tried not to listen to the voice in the back of his
head suggesting that perhaps all parks bore a decided
similarity.

A flash of yellow on a bird’s wing caught his
gaze. Stopping to watch the bird until it flew out of sight, he
became aware of the day’s blinding brightness. The grass shimmered
in the sun like green fire. The sky reflected a blue so deep it
looked purple: the color of infinity, he thought.

All of a sudden, a sharp pain exploded behind
his eyes. The sky turned black. He stumbled, fell to his knees.
Cradling his head in his hands, he rocked back and forth. He tried
to suck in air, but his lungs seemed to have forgotten how to
work.

Over the sound of the blood throbbing against
his eardrums, he heard the voice of a little girl.

“Mommy, what’s wrong with that man?”

A loud sniff. “Probably drunk or stoned. Come
on, let’s get away from here.”

Gradually Bob’s vision cleared and his lungs
started to function again. He took several shallow breaths, then
deeper ones. The pain receded to the back of his head.

He struggled to his feet and dragged himself
back to the boarding house. Collapsing on his bed, he waited for
the oblivion of sleep.

But with sleep came the nightmares.

***

The next morning Bob took a cab to the
Veterans Administration Hospital in Aurora. After an enormous
amount of red tape and hours of waiting, he found himself in a room
containing both an examining table and a small metal desk with a
computer. Convenience? Bob wondered. Or a chronic shortage of
space?

The doctor, a gray-haired man in his late
fifties, marched in thirty minutes later.

“Dr. Albion,” he said with a curt nod.

Although Dr. Albion had the barking voice and
commanding presence of a general, he did not have the posture; his
shoulders sagged as if all the ineptitude throughout all his years
of service weighed them down.

Dr. Albion seated himself at the desk,
shuffled through some papers, then glanced at Bob. “Robert
Stark?”

“Yes.”

The doctor steepled his hands and tapped the
tips of his fingers together. “What seems to be the problem?”

“Headaches, nightmares, disorientation.”

“When did you first notice these
symptoms?”

“Vietnam. I had a mishap with a mine.” Bob
paused, remembering how he’d awakened in a hospital in the
Philippines, feeling much as he did now, and being told he’d been
unconscious for five days. That had been disorienting, but nowhere
near as disorienting as discovering a twice-dead mother and another
self. Realizing the doctor had impatiently cleared his throat, Bob
said, “The symptoms mostly disappeared until about three weeks
ago.”

“Did you experience any change in your
circumstances at that time?”

“I returned to the United States. I’ve been
gone for eighteen years, two in Vietnam, the other sixteen in
Thailand.”

“You never came home for a visit?”

“No.”

Dr. Albion consulted the form Bob had filled
out in the admitting room, punched up something on the computer
screen, and glanced at it.

He rose to his feet. “Let’s take a look at
you.”

He listened to Bob’s heart, then gestured
toward the scars crisscrossing his chest. “The mine?”

“A hunting accident when I was young.”

The doctor finished his cursory examination
and returned to the computer. After a moment, he looked from the
screen to Bob’s feet.

“This is strange. It says here you lost your
left foot and now use a prosthesis. I couldn’t have missed that,
could I?”

“No,” Bob said absently, his mind on the
other Robert Stark who limped when he got tired. Could Kerry’s
preposterous notion about alternate universes be correct? Could the
explosion have created a diver-gence, causing him to travel two
different but simul-taneous paths of probability? The thought made
his headache flare.

Dr. Albion turned back to the computer.
“There’s no mention here of a head trauma, or of the cicatrices on
your chest.” Heaving a sigh, he pushed away from the computer and
leaned back. “These records have your name, serial number, and
social security number on them, but apparently they’re mixed with
someone else’s. Unfortunately, that does happen. We’ll be doing
tests—blood, urine, and so on—and the results should be here in a
week, but you never know. As usual, we’re short-staffed and
overworked. Hopefully, your medical record situation will be
straightened out by then.” His expression clearly said he doubted
it.

“I can prescribe a moderate painkiller for
your headaches, but I need to find out more about your head trauma
before I decide on a course of treatment. Meantime, you might want
to check in with some of the Vietnam vet support groups in the
area.” He reached into a drawer, pulled out a list, and handed it
to Bob. “It’s entirely possible your symptoms are due to something
called Post-Traumatic Stress Syndrome. You’ve heard of that?”

“Yes,” Bob said. “But it’s been sixteen years
since I got out of the army. Why would I get it now?”

“I’m thinking it could have something to do
with your belated return home, combined with culture shock,
possibly complicated by the high altitude.”

Scanning the list, Bob noticed he had a
choice of groups on any given day. He felt too tired to go to one
tonight, but perhaps tomorrow evening he might drop in on the group
that met in the basement of a church not far from the
boardinghouse.

***

Bob stood in the open doorway, surprised to
see so few men in the group: not quite a dozen. They all seemed to
be in their late thirties to early forties, and most of them looked
prosperous.

“My wife’s an archeologist,” a large man with
a thin mustache said. “She’s never forgiven me for blowing up the
Mi Son tower.”

A man with deep crinkles around his eyes
spoke in what sounded like an Australian accent. “Didn’t you
explain to her that the NVA used it as an arms dump and a radio
tower?”

“Of course I did, many times, but she refuses
to see reason. She says that except for some minor damage at Angkor
in Cambodia, no other archeological monument ever sustained war
damage. She thinks blowing up the tower was the worst atrocity of
Vietnam.”

“Doesn’t even rank in the top ten,” exclaimed
a dark-skinned man who looked like an athlete past his prime. “The
massacre at Hue was by far the . . .”

Bob turned to leave. The painkillers didn’t
seem to be working, and it felt as if a ball bearing caromed around
in his head. Before he could escape, a pleasant-faced man with
thinning auburn hair approached him. Like Bob, he wore chinos and a
white shirt.

 


He smiled at Bob as if they were old friends,
and extended a hand. His grasp felt firm but without challenge.

“I’m Scott Mulligan.”

Bob hesitated. When he realized Scott had not
mistaken him for someone else, but simply acted open and friendly,
he introduced himself.

“Nice to meet you,” Scott said, sounding as
if he meant it. “This group can seem a bit intimidating at first.
Over the years it’s evolved into something of a little boys club
for history buffs.” He cocked his head and raised his eyebrows.
“What do you say, Bob? Since you’re already here, why don’t you
come in for a few minutes? Have a cup of coffee. It’s good coffee.
I promise. I made it myself.”

Bob let himself be drawn forward. To his
relief, Scott did not make an issue of his presence, but poured him
a thick white mug of coffee and ushered him to a chair slightly
behind the haphazardly formed circle.

Hands wrapped around the mug, soaking in the
warmth, Bob shot covert glances at the group. Combat veterans like
these had begun making pilgrimages to Thailand where many had gone
for R&R. Although strangers, the veterans always seemed to
recognize one another, as if their sojourn in country had left a
readily identifiable brand on each of their foreheads. They drank
together and often discussed experiences they had never been able
to talk about before.

Bob had mostly avoided those discussions.
Despite his injury, he had not seen combat. He had been stationed
in relatively safe Saigon until he received orders to accompany a
convoy of supply trucks headed for Qui Nhon. En route, his truck
hit a mine.

Listening to the discussion lapping against
him, Bob felt a sudden twinge of unbelonging. Only Scott’s
encouraging smile kept him in his seat.

A high voice rose even higher in anger. “My
kid came home from school the other day and told me we lost the war
in Vietnam because the American military did not know jungle
warfare.”

“Horseshit,” the archeologist’s husband said.
“We didn’t lose. We left. And it wasn’t a war. We were supposed to
be there, a presence, until the people who make those kinds of
decisions got what they wanted. Like in Korea.”

The man with the high voice made balloons of
his cheeks, then blew out the air. “I tried telling that to my kid,
but he wouldn’t believe me. I hate to think what other crap they’re
teaching him.”

Bob set his still full cup of coffee on the
chair and left the building. He stood in the shadow of the old
stone church, breathing deeply. The cooling air had an earthy
smell, like mushrooms.

Scott joined him. “Are you all right? You
look green around the gills.”

“I’m fine.”

Scott gave him a dubious glance, then
gestured toward the door they’d exited. “I guess you didn’t expect
that. If you want, I can put you in touch with other groups that
are more into healing than history, ones that will actually let you
air your problems.”

Bob watched a single brown leaf falling from
a nearby oak tree. “I’m not much of a joiner.”

“Well, if you ever need anyone to talk to,
I’d be willing to listen. I’m in the phone book, or you can check
here at the church.”

“Are you a minister?”

Scott laughed. “No. I help when I can—mow the
grass, supervise various activities, whatever needs doing. I
believe belonging to a church extends beyond Sunday attendance.” He
peered at Bob. “You don’t look very good. Maybe you should come
back inside.”

Bob felt himself warming to this genial man,
but he didn’t want to hear any more talk of the war. As he tried to
pluck polite words of refusal out of his aching head, he heard the
sound of voices coming nearer and the clump of many pairs of
shoes.

“The meeting must be ending early,” Scott
said. “My family will be pleased. They’re waiting for me. This is
Monopoly night. What about you? Do you have family?”

Bob shook his head. He hadn’t considered
Jackson family for a long time now, and he doubted the other Robert
Stark qualified.

“Friends?” Scott queried.

“Not here in Denver.”

“Are you new to the area?”

“Yes and no.” To his surprise, Bob found
himself explaining he’d grown up in Denver, but had spent the past
eighteen years in Southeast Asia.

“Welcome home, Bob,” Scott said with a smile.
“Tell you what. Why don’t you come to my house for dinner tomorrow
evening. Say, six o’clock? You’ll like my family. They’re nice
people.”

Bob shifted his weight to one foot, preparing
to leave. “I wouldn’t want to impose.”

“No imposition. We’d love to have you. My
wife enjoys fussing over company. Besides, you’d be doing me a
favor. My children have never met anyone who’s lived in Thailand.
It would be good to broaden their horizons.”

Bob finally agreed. Tucking Scott’s address
into his pocket, he headed for the car he had purchased earlier
that day, and drove to the Golden Pagoda for dinner.

***

Bob dreamed he wandered in the jungle. A
numb, helpless feeling permeated his body as he pushed against
foliage too dense to allow passage. He could feel menace all around
him, but it was nebulous, without form or reason. He let out a
wordless cry. No one heard.

When he awoke, his heart pounded, his lungs
heaved, his head throbbed. He stared wildly about him.

Wide-awake now, he remembered who he was,
where he was. He sat up and buried his face in his hands until his
heartbeat slowed and his breathing returned to normal.

He rose from the bed, pulled on his clothes,
and slipped out into the predawn world.

***

“Do I know you?”

Bob glanced at Kerry, wondering what game she
played now. “I’m the hot chocolate.”

Her eyes brightened. “That’s what I thought,
but I didn’t know for sure if you were you or your other self.”

She hurried off in answer to the imperial
summons of a business-suited woman with a pinched face, but
returned a few minutes later with Bob’s drink.

Setting the cup in front of him, she asked,
“What have I missed?”

“Nothing. I’ve been busy and haven’t been
able to check on the other Robert Stark, and anyway, it’s hard to
tail someone if your transportation is buses and cabs. But I bought
a car, so we’ll see.”

“What color?”

“Originally? Blue. Now it’s so faded it looks
gray.”

Laughter sparked in her eyes. “You bought a
junker. Why am I not surprised? What kind?”

“A 1969 Volkswagen bug. It runs well and cost
three hundred dollars.” Since he hadn’t driven for many years, he’d
had a hard time finding his rhythm, but he saw no reason to mention
that.

She flicked back her hair. “You’re not big on
commitment, are you? You won’t even commit to an apartment or a
real car.”

A ragged old man smelling of whiskey and
urine entered the restaurant, sat on a stool, and carefully laid a
few coins on the counter. Kerry poured him a cup of coffee,
refilled the woman’s cup, then paused by Bob’s table, still
clutching the pot.

“What about you and the cheat?” he asked.

She smoothed her apron with her free hand. “I
have some more thinking to do on that, so for now I’m still
peddling porches.”

He gave her a quizzical glance.

“Didn’t I tell you? I guess not. He owns a
construction company that builds porches and decks. Calls it Pete’s
Porches.”

She left, refilled the cups of the three or
four other customers, made a new pot of coffee, then stopped at
Bob’s table once more.

The pressure in his head started to build. He
rubbed his throbbing temples with two fingers of each hand.

“Headache?” she asked sympathetically. “Do
you want an aspirin?”

“No, that’s all right. It comes and
goes.”

She chewed on her lower lip, watching him
with narrow-eyed concentration. “A couple of times I’ve seen you
leaving the Chinese restaurant across the street. Do you eat over
there a lot?”

“Most days.”

“Well, no wonder you have a headache. All
that MSG.”

Bob blinked. “I’d forgotten about that. A
long time ago, Robert Dunbar told me he loved Chinese food but
could never eat it stateside because of all the additives, which
gave him a headache. He said that since we made the food at The
Lotus Room from scratch, using fresh and natural ingredients, he
could indulge himself. I guess I need to cook my own meals. Where
can I find Chinatown?”

She shot him a perplexed look. “You mean like
in San Francisco?”

“I mean here in Denver. Don’t all major
cities have a Chinatown?”

“Not us. The Asians here have been mostly
assimilated into the community, but there is a shopping center over
on Alameda where you can find all sorts of special Chinese
products. Why the insistence on Chinese food?”

“It’s what I’m used to.”

She laughed. “Why, are you from China?”

“Close. Thailand. I’ve been living in Bangkok
awhile.”

She gaped at him, then broke out into a
smile, her eyes dancing. “Your shallows seem to be growing ever
deeper. What’s it like living in a foreign country? What’s The
Lotus Room? Is that where you worked? And who’s Robert Dunbar?”

Bob deliberated a moment and answered the
last question first. “Dunbar is an electronics engineer who works
for Data Management Systems, a corporation based here in Colorado.
He has the same fake chummy manner as the salesman at Lemons R Us
where I bought my car, and he makes much of the fact that we share
the same first name.”

“As if that means anything,” Kerry said.
“There must be millions of Bobs in the world. Where did you meet
him?”

“At The Lotus Room shortly after I started
working there. He always tried to get me to go golfing with him at
Bangphra on the Gulf of Siam. According to him, it has one of the
longest, most beautiful, and most challenging golf courses in the
world. You’d think he owned stock in the place the way he
rhapsodized about it.”

“Did you ever go?”

“No. I’m not fond of golfing.” Nor of Dunbar,
he almost added, but caught himself in time. He’d have to be
careful around this young woman; she had a way of disarming him so
that he imparted more than he intended.

“I don’t like golf either. Not enough action.
But I don’t think I’d mind it so much if I could play somewhere
exotic like Thailand.” She flipped her hair out of her eyes. “I
never associated Thailand with golf. I’ve only heard about it in
relation to sex and sin.”

“For the most part, Bangkok is a city of
devout Buddhists. Patpong Road, the infamous red light district, is
two and a half blocks long, but more than eight hundred ornate
wats—temple/monastery com-pounds dedicated to Buddha and the study
of his teachings—dominate the city. I used to go running early
during the cool time, and sometimes it seemed as if no one but the
saffron-robed monks with their shaved heads and bare feet shared
the dawn with me.”

She gazed at him, a rapt expression on her
face. “I always wanted to travel. I come from Chalcedony, a small
town on the western slope. It’s a decent place, and I had a happy
childhood, but I need more than Chalcedony can provide.” She smiled
ruefully. “I wanted the world, the whole broad picture, and I got
Denver and Pete’s Porches.”

She fell silent. For a moment she left her
face unguarded, and Bob could see how her problems with Pete ate at
her. Then the eagerness returned to her eyes.

“What did you do at The Lotus Room?”

“I acted as manager, but I never had a title.
I did everything from purchasing supplies to waiting tables and
tending bar. Sometimes I cooked, if you could call it that. My
awkward attempts at stir-frying afforded Wu Shih-kai great
amusement.”

“Was Wu Shih-kai the owner?”

“Hsiang-li owned the place. Wu Shih-kai was
the cook, a wrinkled and withered ancient who appeared frail and
unsteady until he went into the kitchen, and then he became a
wizard, moving from pot to pot, refining his magic potions.”

“It sounds like you loved Thailand,” Kerry
said wistfully.

“I did. Beneath the veneer of congested
traffic and commerce is a city of great splendor. I felt at peace
there.”

“Why did you leave?”

Bob pressed his lips together and turned
away. After a moment he said, “I lost my work visa.”

“I’m sorry you had to leave Thailand, but I’m
glad I got to meet you. You’re different.”

“So I’ve been told.”

She laughed. “You have to admit, not many
people have another self running around. I read something yesterday
that made me think of you. It’s from a poem by Oscar Wilde. ‘And
the wild regrets and the bloody sweats,/ None knew so well as I:/
For he who lives more lives than one/ More deaths than one must
die.’”

Bob felt a shiver creep up his spine, but he
tried to keep his tone light. “Dying more than once seems to run in
my family.”




Chapter 4

 


Kerry left to seat a party of boisterous
drunks. Bob huddled in the booth with the Oscar Wilde poem hanging
over him like his own personal storm cloud. When she turned and
tossed him a sunny smile, the cloud dissipated, but he regarded her
warily. What was she up to now? It seemed as if every time she went
off to serve someone else, she got another of her notions.

Finished waiting on the drunks, she plopped
down opposite Bob. “I get off work at eight. Meet me here.”

“Why?”

“So we can go check on your other self. On
your own, you don’t seem to be able to get anything done. You’re
like a compass without a pointer. You lack direction.”

“And you’re going to be the pointer?”

She beamed at him. “Exactly.”

***

At eight-thirty, they parked across the
street from Robert Stark’s house. Kerry sat behind the wheel of
Bob’s ancient VW, though he had no clear idea how that
happened.

“Your talents are certainly being wasted in
the diner,” he said. “You should be in a boardroom somewhere
keeping the other board members in line.”

Her eyes lit up but darkened immediately. “We
missed him. The station wagon’s not here. Now what?”

“We wait.”

“I don’t believe in waiting.”

He didn’t remind her that she had invited
herself, but merely said, “Waiting and patience are a big part of
surveillance.”

“So how long do we have to wait?”

“I don’t know. We just got here.

“Look, there it is.”

Bob turned to follow her finger. The station
wagon raced down the street to the Stark house. It pulled into the
driveway without any discernable lessening of speed, and stopped
abruptly. Lorena jumped out. She wore a shapeless sweat suit and
bunny slippers, and her hair looked uncombed.

“Is that Lorena?” Kerry asked, craning her
neck.

“Yes. Probably took the kids to school.”

He saw nothing else of interest until Robert
came out an hour and a half later, climbed into the vehicle, and
drove to Buckingham Square.

After watching him work for an hour, Kerry
sighed. “He’s not going anywhere. Since we’re at the mall, I’d like
to do some shopping. Coming?”

Bob glanced once more at Robert, who fiddled
with a computer by himself, then followed her to a drugstore.

“Look!” she exclaimed, grabbing a paperback
off a display by the counter. “A new novel by William Henry
Harrison. Are you familiar with him?”

“Yes.”

“I’ve read all his books. I didn’t think
there would ever be another one. This is great.” She thrust the
book into his hands, then darted down a nearby aisle and grabbed
two boxes of hair dye.

When he caught up to her, she said, “I need a
change.” She raised first one box to her face, then the other, and
looked at him expectantly. “Would you like me better as a redhead
or a blond?”

It seemed a strangely intimate moment, as if
they were husband and wife, or at least friends of long standing,
and he found himself unable to speak.

“Well?” she said.

“It’s never been established I like you at
all.”

“Of course you do.” She laughed. “You find me
annoying, but you still like me.”

“If you say so.” And he did like her. Somehow
she made his bizarre plight seem normal, as if having a duplicate
self were simply an interesting personality quirk.

“Ouch. I bet that hurt.”

He wondered what she meant, then realized he
was smiling.

“So which?” she asked. “Blonde or red?”

“Neither.” He reached out to touch her hair.
Remembering that she had a boyfriend, he let his hand drop. “I like
your natural color. Sometimes it’s a true black, but other times
you have red highlights, as if your banked inner fires are glowing
through.”

She stared at him for a second, then slowly
replaced the boxes.

***

“Do you mind if we go?” Kerry asked at four
o’clock. “We aren’t learning anything, and Pete and I have plans
for this evening.”

Not yet ready to leave, Bob decided to call a
cab for her but changed his mind when he remembered Scott’s
invitation to dinner. It would be rude to cancel now, especially if
the man’s wife had gone to a lot of trouble. Besides, Kerry spoke
the truth; they weren’t learning anything.

“Okay, let’s go.” As they walked to the car,
laden with Kerry’s purchases, he said, “You did a good job
today.”

She rewarded him with a pleased but tired
smile.

***

Scott Mulligan welcomed Bob warmly and
ushered him into a homey living room filled with well-worn
furniture and floor to ceiling bookshelves, where a woman, a boy,
and a girl waited. Like Scott, they were nice looking with open
faces and they dressed modestly.

Scott gestured to the woman. “This is my
beautiful wife, Rose.”

Rose blushed becomingly, and for a second she
did look beautiful. Her best feature was her shiny dark brown
hair.

Scott gestured to the girl. About eleven
years old, she looked like a younger version of her mother. “This
is my gorgeous daughter, Beth.”

Beth giggled. “Oh, Daddy.”

“And that’s Jimmy.” Scott pointed to the
sturdy, bright-eyed boy, who appeared to be about two years older
than his sister. Both father and son had square, blunt-nosed faces,
and unruly auburn cowlicks.

Rose held out a hand. “Please sit.”

Bob perched on the edge of a dark green
upholstered chair.

“We’re glad you came,” Rose said. “Scott
mentioned you’ve recently returned home. I don’t imagine there’s a
lot you remember. Denver’s changed so much in the past eighteen
years.”

Bob shifted his weight. “I’ve noticed.”

“At least we’ve been having nice weather, all
these dry, sunny days, but then maybe you prefer rain?”

“I don’t know if I prefer it so much as I’m
used to it.”

Rose nodded. “A person can get used to
anything, I suppose, but I think it would be difficult to learn to
live in an entirely different environment. Was it your experiences
in Vietnam that prevented you from coming home?”

Bob glanced from Rose’s sympathetic face to
Scott’s interested one and wondered if he had made a mistake in
coming here. They seemed pleasant, and he’d sensed an affinity with
Scott, but he didn’t enjoy talking about himself, especially not to
strangers.

He gave a mental shrug. It was a trivial
matter after all. “No, nothing like that. Someone offered me a job,
and . . . well, the years passed.”

Scott spread his arms along the back of the
green couch, which did not match the upholstered chair, and
stretched out his legs. “What’s your line of work, Bob?”

“The restaurant business.”

“Ah, the food service industry.” A
calculating look crossed Scott’s face. “Let me know if you have any
free time. My church runs a soup kitchen. We can always use the
help.”

“Don’t let him bulldoze you, Bob,” Rose said.
“He’s as sweet as can be until he gets his mind set on something,
then watch out.”

Scott laughed. “I don’t know what’s worse,
being misunderstood or being understood.”

Rose smiled at him then turned to Bob.
“Excuse us. We have to set the table.” Gathering her children, she
herded them into the dining room.

Bob leaned back in the chair and listened to
the domestic sounds of children laughing and utensils clinking.
“I’ve heard that Vietnam vets had a rough time of it when they
returned home.”

“Many did. We’d all been raised on World War
Two movies, and somehow we got it into our heads we’d get the same
reception as the soldiers in the movies did, but everyone treated
us like pariahs. Now that they’re making Vietnam movies, we’re
becoming part of the country’s mythology, so people aren’t treating
us with quite so much disdain, but we had it rough for a while. I
was lucky. I have Rose, I have my children, and I have my
work.”

“What do you do?”

“I’m an administrator of a literary
foundation that runs a private bookmobile service for shut-ins and
supplies books for nursing homes, hospitals, and hospices.”

Rose reentered the room. “And every weekend
he finds time to read to the elderly who can no longer read to
themselves.”

Scott made a dismissive gesture. “Well, so do
you and Beth and Jimmy.”

“Are you ready to eat?” Rose asked. “Dinner’s
on the table.”

After everyone gathered at the table, said
grace, and passed the food around, Rose asked about Thailand. She
listened so intently that Bob found himself talking about his
fascination with Bangkok, a city with no downtown, no
neighborhoods, just a sprawling conglomeration of buildings with
architectural marvels tucked in the most unexpected places. He told
about the gibbons, the family pet of choice, about the weekend
market at the beautiful tree-lined Phramane Grounds, and about the
Thai kickboxing matches he had attended.

“Did you find much difference between Vietnam
and Thailand?” Scott asked.

“I didn’t see many similarities except
perhaps for the weather at certain times of the year. Vietnam had a
strong French influence. Many of the places seemed like they
belonged more on the French Riviera than in a country at war.
Thailand, on the other hand, is unique. During most of its history,
the Thais were left alone to develop their own culture without
outside influences. Thai architecture, for example, has no equal.
It is stunningly beautiful—a perfect balance between simple,
harmonious lines and intricate ornamentation.”

“You speak like an artist,” Rose said.

Bob took a bite of food and chewed it
slowly.

Rose gasped. “How terrible of us. We’ve kept
you talking so much we haven’t given you a chance to eat.”

While Bob finished his delicious dinner of
roast beef, stuffed baked potatoes, mixed vegetables, and
made-from-scratch dinner rolls, Beth and Jimmy tried to top each
other with family stories that seemed to have been told and retold
so many times they sounded folkloric: how Scott had fallen into
City Park Lake, how Beth had dyed herself blue, how Jimmy had
gotten sick from eating poisonous berries.

After Beth and Jimmy cleared off the table,
Rose brought in a heaping plateful of homemade oatmeal raisin
cookies, along with tea for the adults and lemonade for the
children.

Stuffing a cookie in his mouth, Jimmy
announced, “We’re building a greenhouse in the back-yard.”

“Don’t talk with your mouth full,” Rose said,
but it seemed an automatic response. Bob heard no censure in her
voice.

“So we can have a garden all year,” Beth
explained.

Scott took a sip of his tea. “I wanted a
project the whole family could get involved with, and a greenhouse
seemed as good as anything.”

Jimmy grabbed another cookie. “Better. When
it’s done we can grow strawberries and tomatoes and corn.”

“And toads,” Beth added.

“You don’t grow toads in a garden, silly,”
Jimmy said.

“Do too.”

“And anyway, girls aren’t supposed to like
toads.”

“I do. Toads and lizards and snakes.”

When everyone finished eating, Scott
compli-mented his wife on the meal and stood. Beth and Jimmy jumped
to their feet and took off running, as if a school dismissal bell
had been rung.

“Don’t forget you still have the dishes to
do,” Rose called after them. “And homework.”

Scott led the way into the living room.

“You have nice children,” Bob commented.

Rose inclined her head. “Thank you.”

“They grow so quickly,” Scott said with a
catch in his voice. “Before we know it, they’ll have families of
their own.” He opened a photograph album and showed Bob pictures of
his family.

As Scott turned the pages, Bob could see the
young ones growing from babyhood to toddlerhood to childhood, and
Rose growing more settled and serene. He wondered what it would be
like to be part of a loving family such as theirs; then it occurred
to him that if he had returned to Denver after Vietnam, perhaps he
would have been the one to marry Lorena, and he would know.

But who would he be—Robert the computer
salesperson, Bob the artist, or an entirely different Robert Stark
altogether?




Chapter 5

 


The ample-bodied woman sitting behind the
admitting desk at the VA hospital scowled at Bob. “How many times
do I have to tell you? You cannot see Dr. Albion. Take a seat, and
Dr. Montgomery will be with you as soon as he is able.”

“But I need to talk to Dr. Albion,” Bob
said.

The woman pointed a stubby finger at him. “If
you don’t do as you’re told, you won’t be talking to anyone.”

Bob waited. When the woman became involved
with another hapless individual, he stepped from the crowd at the
desk to a cluster of nurses and patients passing into the hallway.
He remained with them for a minute, then veered off into another
corridor and proceeded to Dr. Albion’s office. He hoped to corner
the doctor and ask him what he’d found out; he himself had learned
nothing about his situation despite his continued observation of
Robert.

Seeing a group of nurses huddled outside the
doctor’s office, he slowed his pace, but kept on walking.

“He was such a nice man,” a sniveling older
woman said. “Always so courteous and charming, with a kind word for
everyone.”

A buxom young nurse wiped away the tears
streaming down her face. “I’ll miss him. Why did it have to
happen?”

A redheaded nurse shook her head. “I don’t
believe it.”

The older woman wiped her nose with a
lace-edged handkerchief. “We’re all having a hard time believing
he’s dead.”

“I’m not in denial. What I mean is I don’t
be-lieve he drove while intoxicated. He never drank.”

“Maybe he had problems and stopped to have a
few drinks on the way home,” a motherly looking nurse said in a
soft voice. “Even non-drinkers drink occa-sionally.”

The redhead crossed her arms beneath her
bosom. “Not Dr. Albion. He couldn’t drink—some sort of allergy to
alcohol.”

“What are you saying?” the older woman asked.
“That someone killed Dr. Albion?”

“Of course not,” the redhead answered. “We
all know he died in a car accident. It’s . . . oh, never mind. I
have to go back to work.”

The women dispersed. Bob left by way of a
side door and wound his way through the grounds to his car.

***

Bob parked down the block from the boarding
house, then spent the morning walking and thinking, trying to make
sense of his situation. He could feel the anger and fear work their
way up from deep inside him, and he missed the serenity he’d once
had.

He returned from his walk by way of the
alley. To avoid attracting his landlady’s attention, he opened the
gate wide enough to slide through, closed it soundlessly and
skirted the yard, staying in the shadow of the hedge. As he neared
the house, he caught a flicker of movement through his French
doors.

He winced. Ella must be nosing around his
room.

From inside the room came the rumbling of a
voice too deep to belong to the old woman, and the answering growl
of an even deeper voice.

Bob stopped short. Not Ella, then. Two
men.

With barely perceptible movements, Bob edged
closer to the house. Then he stopped, stilled his thoughts, stood
like stone.

He watched.

Listened.

The crickets ceased chirping. A few amber
leaves fell, sounding like raindrops in the silence. The men’s
voices seemed to grow louder.

“At least we finally found him,” the man with
the deep voice said.

“We didn’t find him, shit-for-brains,” the
baritone responded. “The computer geeks found him.” The baritone
climbed to a falsetto. “We can find anyone, anywhere, anytime.” It
dropped back to its normal register. “Assholes.”

Subdued sounds of a search floated out into
the garden.

“Fuck it,” Baritone said. “The papers aren’t
here.”

“Mr. Evans is going to be pissed. He wants
those papers and he wants Stark.”

“Well, fuck Evans, too.”

“What do we do now?”

“Wait until Stark gets back. I can hardly
wait to get my hands on him after all the trouble he’s caused
us.”

“I still can’t believe he’s been eluding us
for a month. He must be very good.”

“He’s not. Just lucky. According to Evans,
he’s a nothing.”

“Could be, but he was smart enough to have
given us the slip at the airport and again at the VA.”

“I thought for sure the funeral would have
flushed him out.”

“Maybe he didn’t see the obituary.”

“We’ve got him now,” Baritone said with great
satisfaction. “All we have to do is wait for him to show.”

“You think so?” Deep Voice sounded dubious.
He paced the room, but paused briefly to glance out the French
doors, giving Bob a good look at his face. “If you want to know
what I think—”

“I don’t,” Baritone interrupted.

Bob stood in the shadows of the hedge for
another five minutes. He heard nothing more than the small,
restless sounds of men bored with waiting, but he did catch
fleeting glimpses of them as they moved about the room.

Very slowly, he inched backward. When he
finally left the yard, he sauntered down the alley and around the
block to where he’d parked his car. He’d almost reached the vehicle
when it occurred to him that the VW could be under surveillance.
Not wanting to remain in the area long enough to find out, he kept
walking toward Colfax.

His brain churned. How had they traced him?
Through the car? His traveler’s checks? The taxicab company? What
did it matter; in this age of computers, there is no privacy. As
the man had said, they could find anyone, anywhere, anytime.

Striding along Colfax, Bob passed a small
cinema that showed full-length skin flicks twenty-four hours a day.
He backtracked and entered the theater. A few other dispossessed
souls dotted the expanse of empty seats, and in the flickering
light of ten-foot-tall tits, he caught a glimpse of gleaming
silver—the man with the aluminum foil headgear.

Who was the foil man? Another refugee from an
alternate universe? A time traveler from another galaxy, one with
less harsh cosmic rays?

It did not seem peculiar to Bob that these
thoughts should be coursing through his mind. They were no stranger
than the fact that two men had been searching for him ever since he
had landed in Denver. They had even staked out his mother’s
funeral; he had seen them—the men standing off to the side.
Apparently they had not noticed him hidden in the shadows of the
lilac bushes. No wonder they had seemed familiar to him at the
time; he had also seen them at the airport scrutinizing everyone
who got off the plane. How had they missed him?

Then he recalled the young woman who’d been
struggling with a baby, a toddler, an oversized purse, and a huge
diaper bag. When the toddler dropped his teddy bear, Bob picked it
up and handed it to the boy, who promptly dropped it again. Bob
retrieved the bear. Holding on to it, he asked the woman if she’d
like some help. She looked at him for a moment, then nodded, and
handed him the diaper bag. He draped the strap of the bag over his
shoulder and entered the terminal with the woman by his side and
the boy tugging at his pants, demanding the return of his
Binky.

If Baritone and Deep Voice had been looking
for a man alone, no wonder they missed him, but why did they want
him? What papers were they searching for? Who was Evans?

Bob sighed wearily. Too many unanswerable
questions. He closed his eyes and dropped his chin to his
chest.

He awoke to find two bright blue eyes inches
from his face. The foil man darted away, but after a moment he
moved close again.

“I thought Sissy got you,” he said in a loud,
sibilant whisper. “Do you want a ray deflector? I can show you how
to make one.”

Bob gave the suggestion a moment’s
consi-deration. In a way, it would be a great disguise since no one
ever looked closely at the foil man; on the other hand, the foil
itself attracted attention.

“No thank you,” he said, propelling himself
out of his seat. He stretched, not at all refreshed by his nap, and
left the theater. The foil man followed along behind.

Bob turned to look at him. “What’s your
name?”

The man stared wide-eyed at him for a few
seconds, then bolted down the street.

A bus pulled to the curb. Bob climbed aboard,
thinking prey such as he should keep on the move.

He gazed out the window, watching the world
pass by. Toward the end of the line, he got off the bus and walked
to a nearby motel.

He asked for a room at the back.

The blowsy, bleached-blond clerk glanced at
the name on his registration card and handed him a key. “You’re in
luck, Mr. Blake. We still have one vacancy on that side. Room
two-thirty-two.”

Bob sat on the bed in the bland but clean
room and stared at the ecru walls. He’d heard something today that
kept poking at him, demanding to be acknowledged.

Then it came to him. Baritone had said, “I
thought for sure the funeral would have flushed him out.”

Had the obituary been a hoax after all? If
so, it certainly had been an elaborate one, involving, as it did, a
real burial.

Or at least the appearance of one.

***

Bob ordered dinner at the restaurant attached
to the motel. Hunger made his stomach growl, but he ate slowly,
savoring every mouthful of chicken-fried steak smothered in brown
gravy, mashed potatoes, corn, and cherry pie.

“Can I get you anything else, honey?”

Bob looked at the waitress, a hefty,
tired-looking woman about his own age.

“I’m fine,” he answered.

She fluffed her short, curly brown hair, and
smiled flirtatiously. “I get off at ten.”

Bob studied her with interest, contemplating
her offer. Although she wasn’t his type, she seemed pleasant, if
sad and lonely. Besides, he hadn’t been with a woman since he left
Thailand.

“I’m staying at the motel,” he said
non-committally, in case he misread the situation.

“What room?”

“Two-thirty-two.”

“I’ll meet you there when I get off work.”
She turned to walk away, then glanced back at him, frowning as if
she already regretted her proposition.

At five after ten, she knocked on Bob’s motel
door. As soon as he let her in, she unbuttoned her uniform. She
displayed no hint of the flirtatiousness she had shown in the
restaurant, no smile, no small talk. She finished undressing with
an air of dogged determination and slid between the sheets.

When he lay beside her, she took him in her
arms, still exhibiting no amorous expectancy. Her manner seemed to
be that of a person who had decided on a course of action and now
wanted to get it over with as quickly as possible.

He wondered if she was punishing someone.
Husband? Boyfriend? Herself? Had she picked him, thinking he’d
deliver the retribution swiftly? If so, she had picked the wrong
man. Neither his own urgency, nor her lack of it would hurry
him.

He explored her body, luxuriating in the feel
of her heavy breasts, the soft mound of her belly, her padded
hips.

When he finally entered her, he felt his body
melt into hers, and he lay on top of her for a few moments without
stirring to prolong the sensation.

He moved in her, slowly, steadily. He caught
the scent of frangipani in her perfume. All at once sixteen years
disappeared, and he was back in Thailand, the first time he’d gone
to Madame Butterfly’s.

***

Madame Butterfly smiled at him, a tiny
knowing smile, and ushered him down the hall of her brothel to a
small room, where she left him alone.

The room looked nice enough, but compared to
the sumptuously ornate reception area, it seemed simple. The walls
had been painted a very pale gold, and a darker gold carpet lay on
the floor. An ordinary bed made up with white cotton sheets, two
pillows, and a red and gold spread jutted out from one wall. Next
to the head of the bed stood a small red lacquer table with a
fringed Chinese lamp on it, and at the foot of the bed reposed a
matching red lacquer bench. A decorative folding screen partitioned
off one corner.

A Chinese woman stepped out from behind the
screen. She dressed like the other girls in a silk cheongsam, but
she was older, angular—no soft femi-nine curves at all—and
exceedingly plain.

The woman came to him, took his hand, and led
him behind the screen to a plant-filled bathroom containing a
shower stall and a tub filled with steaming water redolent of
frangipani and sandalwood.

She undressed him slowly and methodically,
and hung his clothes on a rack. Then she turned on the water in the
shower and gestured for him to rinse himself off.

Afterward, she took his hand again and led
him to the tub. Feeling his control slipping, he got into the
fragrant water and lay back. The woman stepped out of her dress,
knelt by the tub, picked up a bar of strange-smelling soap, and
washed him. All her movements were brisk and unsensual. Still, by
the time she had finished, he tingled with desire from head to toe,
and he had an immense erection.

When she helped him out of the tub and began
to dry him vigorously, he grabbed her and pulled her toward him.
Instead of putting her arms around him, she reached down, cupped
his balls, and jabbed the tip of her finger into a pressure point
at the base of his scrotum. He sucked in his breath. The immediacy
of his need drained away, but his erection grew even harder.

She laid him on the bed and proceeded to
massage his head, his scalp, behind his ears. Slowly she worked her
way almost to his groin, then she skipped to his toes and worked
her way up his legs.

By the time she reached the top of his
thighs, he was gasping for breath, desperately in need of release,
but again she jabbed him with a finger, and again the immediacy
passed.

She played with his nipples, soft bites and
gentle scratches, acting as if she had all the time in the world.
She turned her attention to his belly and finally to his
crotch.

He lay there passively while she stoked his
desire to a red-hot electric glow, igniting erogenous zones he
didn’t even know existed.

After one more painful poke, she climbed on
top of him. She rode him steadily until he exploded with an orgasm
so great he felt as if he had shattered into a million pieces.

Through it all, the woman never stopped
moving. Still sensitized, he could feel himself grow hard again
immediately.

He fell asleep for a few moments while she
rode him, and he had the most wonderful dream of everlasting sex.
His orgasm awakened him. This time it didn’t come as a shattering
explosion, but like surf crashing on the shore—warm, sweet waves of
bliss that she managed to keep ebbing and flowing for so long he
finally passed out from sheer exhaustion.

When he awoke, he gazed at the angular
Chinese woman lying next to him. She smiled at him, not erotically
as would be expected from such an accomplished courtesan, but
innocently, almost mis-chievously, like a young girl. Looking at
her, he could not believe that for even a second he had considered
her plain—she was beautiful, perhaps the most beautiful woman he
had ever seen.

***

The sudden scream from the Denver woman
bucking wildly beneath Bob brought him out of his trance. He
erupted; the woman screamed once more. They collapsed and lay
still.

Later they came together again and yet again
before they arose in the morning. While she dressed, she kept
staring at him. She opened her mouth as if to speak, then closed
it.

She left without saying anything.




Chapter 6

 


Bob looked at the address he had written on a
scrap of paper, then at the group of buildings. Sperling Plaza, the
sign said.

His brother lived in a downtown office
complex? He checked the address again. According to the phone book,
his brother did live here somewhere.

As he ambled about the plaza looking for his
brother’s building, he came across the sales office with publicity
stills of the sales representatives in the window. Although the men
and women all looked alike—smug, arrogant, prosperous—one face
jumped out at him. The nameplate under the photograph confirmed it
was his brother.

He went inside. The receptionist talking on
the phone didn’t look up as he strode past her. He saw an office
door with Jackson’s name on it, but found it locked.

When Bob left the building, he heard a man’s
overloud laugh. He turned his head to see his brother talking to a
well-dressed couple in their thirties.

“You’re going to love it here,” Jackson said,
clapping the man on the back and winking at the woman. “I myself
live in one of the condos, and I couldn’t be happier. Close
proximity to great restaurants, theaters, museums, and shopping, to
say nothing of the fabulous views—what more could a successful
young couple like you want?”

Bob shook his head, thinking his brother
still acted like a charmer—a snake charmer. He wondered if the
prospective customers were aware of the cool calculating look in
Jackson’s eyes, or if they only noticed the wide smile, the bright
teeth, the too effusive personality.

As if he heard Bob’s thoughts, Jackson
absently glanced his way, but didn’t seem to notice him.

***

“I thought you left town,” Kerry said,
bringing Bob his hot chocolate. “I haven’t seen you in here for a
few days.” Putting her hands on her hips, she frowned at him. “You
look different.”

Bob stirred his drink, watching the swirls of
whipped cream disappear into the chocolate.

Kerry sat across from him, folded her arms on
the table, and leaned forward. “You’ve discovered something.”

“Maybe.” He told her about going to the VA,
and how his records indicated that he had no left foot.

“Robert limped,” she said, eyes bright.
“Those must be his records.”

“Could be, or perhaps my name ended up on
another person’s file. According to Dr. Albion, such things are not
uncommon in the military.”

While he sipped from his cup, he could feel
Kerry’s gaze focused on him.

“There’s something you’re not telling me,”
she said at last. “I’ve never known anyone who talks as little as
you do.”

His head came up. “It seems as if lately
that’s all I do.”

Light dancing in her eyes, she shook a finger
at him. “You’re evading.”

He sighed. “It’s too bizarre. I feel as if
I’ve stepped into a maze of mirrors, and I can’t tell if what’s
reflected back at me is real or not.”

He busied himself with his chocolate, but she
leaned forward and stared at him until he finally gave in.

“When I came home from a walk yesterday, I
found two men searching my room for papers. Apparently, they’ve
been looking for me and those papers ever since I arrived in
Denver.” Spoken aloud, it sounded paranoid even to him.

She straightened. “What men? What papers? Why
you?”

“I’ve been asking myself those very
questions.”

“What did you do?”

“I left, of course. Spent the night in a
motel. I went back to the boardinghouse this morning and discovered
a couple of men staking my place out. They’re still there. I
checked before I came here.”

“What’s that?” Kerry asked, indicating the
shopping bag on the seat next to him.

“I bought some clothes and toiletries since
it doesn’t look like I’m going to be able to get into my room for a
while.”

She gave him a considering look. “Does this
have anything to do with your other self?”

“I don’t see how, though two completely
different strangenesses centered on a single individual are a bit
much to swallow.”

“Could the obituary have been a hoax after
all? To lure you in?”

He wanted to smile at the way their minds
seemed to be working in concert, but his face wouldn’t cooperate.
It felt rigid, as if made of brick.

He worked his jaw. “I’ve been playing the
funeral over in my mind, and it sure seemed real. I also went
downtown today to the offices of the newspaper the obituary was in
and found out the notice was paid for by Jackson. I located him,
but I walked away without saying anything. Then it occurred to me
that maybe the other obituary held the key.”

“The first one,” she breathed.

He nodded. “I checked both the News and the
Post, going through a month’s worth of obituaries—two weeks before
my mother died the first time and two weeks afterward—and I didn’t
find a funeral notice.” He stole a look at her. “You probably think
I’m as delusional as the rest of the denizens of Colfax.”

Laughter gleamed in her eyes. “I can adjust.”
Then, “What are you going to do now?”

“Find a motel for the night.”

“You can stay with me.” She seemed as
sur-prised by the words as he did.

“I don’t imagine Pete’s Porches would
appre-ciate that,” he said.

The light in her eyes fractured into a whole
galaxy of stars. “I didn’t get a chance to tell you. I left the
cheater. I’m staying with a friend, and she’s out of town for a
couple of days, so no one will know you’re there. Maybe together we
can figure this out.”

Bob felt the hollowness in his chest
ease.

She slid out of the booth. “I’ll be right
back. I need to make a phone call.”

Returning, she announced, “I got someone to
cover for me tonight. She’ll be here in an hour or two.” When the
door opened to admit several customers, she added, “It looks like
I’ll be busy until then. Oh, no! What’s he doing here? He’s been
eighty-sixed.”

 


Catching sight of the foil-helmeted man
loping toward him, Bob held out a hand to Kerry. “Let him stay. He
can keep me company while you work.”

She gave him a dubious glance. “You know
him?”

“Not really. But on some level we seem to
connect.”

She pushed back her hair. “Okay, but if he
bothers anyone, you have to get rid of him.”

“All right. When you get a chance, will you
bring two meatloaf specials? Also a cup of coffee for him?”

She nodded. Writing the order, she hurried
off.

The man in the foil helmet neared and shoved
something toward Bob’s face.

Bob’s hand shot out reflexively and he
grabbed the object.

The man jumped back. He looked at Bob for a
second before sliding his gaze away. “Sissy will get you. Sissy
gets everyone in the end.”

“Probably,” Bob said, gesturing for the man
to sit.

The man furiously shook his head no.

“Why not?”

The eyes darted back and forth. “They don’t
like me here.”

“Tonight it’s okay.”

The foil man hesitated, then lowered himself
onto the seat as if he were afraid it would blister him. He gripped
the edge of the table, trembling with the effort to hold himself in
check.

Bob examined the object the man had given
him: a red nametag about the size of a credit card, with a nickel
alligator clip attached to it. At first glance, the card seemed
imprinted with only the name Herbert J. Townsend, a barcode, and a
photograph bearing a vague resemblance to the foil man, but when
Bob slanted the card, he saw the words Information Services,
Incorporated encircling a holographic eagle with the letters ISI
inscribed on it.

The last time Bob had seen the man he had
asked for his name. Showing the nametag seemed more than Herbert’s
way of responding; he seemed to want Bob to know he had once had a
real life, been a real person.

When Herbert’s hand inched its way across the
table, Bob gave him back the card. As Herbert carefully stowed it
in his shirt pocket, it suddenly dawned on Bob the man didn’t
harangue about a girl named Sissy, but about ISI, which he
pronounced Issy.

Kerry paused by the booth long enough to
place a cup of coffee on the table and give Bob a look that clearly
said, “I hope you know what you’re doing,” then she moved on to the
next customer.

“Are you Herbert Townsend?” Bob asked.

The foil man gave a start as if it had been a
long time since he’d heard the sound of his own name. He hunched
over his coffee, shoulders curved forward. After a long moment, he
bowed his head in a tiny nod.

“You worked for Information Services,
Incorp-orated?”

Again that barely perceptible nod.

Bob studied him for a minute. The photograph
had shown a man with slicked hair, a fleshy face, and a cocky
smile, while the man sitting across from him, noisily gulping from
the cup he held in both hands, was gaunt, almost skeletal, as
though his mission consumed him physically as well as mentally. He
dressed in threadbare jeans and a torn tee shirt, and despite the
nippy weather, he wore no jacket.

Townsend looked down at himself then up at
Bob, a slight deprecating smile smoothing away his usual glower,
and Bob caught a glimpse of the man he must have once been.

“What happened?” Bob asked softly.

Townsend shrugged and drained the rest of his
coffee. Bob noticed he seemed less twitchy with the caffeine in
him.

By the time Townsend had worked his way
through meatloaf, whipped potatoes with gravy, salad, a chocolate
sundae, and copious cups of coffee, he acted subdued. Bob
remembered coffee used to have a reverse effect on his father, too.
Edward had always guzzled several cups of coffee before going to
bed, claiming it helped him sleep.

After Kerry had taken away the dishes and
refilled the coffee cup, Townsend gave Bob a sidelong glance and
whispered, “They put a microchip in my brain.”

“Who did?” Bob asked.

“Smeary people.”

“Smeary people? You mean they looked
blurry?”

A nod.

“Were you drugged?”

Townsend seemed to give this some thought.
“Must have been,” he said at last.

“Why did they put the chip in your
brain?”

“So they can control what I’m thinking.”
Townsend touched the aluminum foil helmet. “This protects me so I
don’t have to believe what they want me to believe.”

Bob stared at him, not knowing what to make
of the words. They sounded crazy, but said in that quiet, apathetic
voice, they were also chilling.

“What do they want you to believe?”

“They said I saw aliens, but I didn’t.”

“Why would they want you to think you saw
aliens?”

“I don’t know.” Townsend looked at Bob in
surprise, as if he’d never asked himself that question. “Why would
they?

“I don’t know either,” Bob replied.

Townsend’s gaze wandered, and all of a sudden
his eyes grew round. He scrambled out of the booth.

Bob held out a hand. “Don’t go.”

“I have to. It’s the mean one. She yells at
me.”

Looking around, Bob saw a frizzy-haired,
dark-skinned woman in a waitress uniform, scowling at the fleeing
Townsend.

“What was he doing here?” she demanded of
Kerry.

“I let him,” Kerry responded. “This
once.”

The scowl faded, but the voice remained hard.
“If he comes in here again, I’m calling the cops.”

***

The porch was old, solid, made of stone like
the house. Its waist-high wall lined with potted plants hid a
wooden swing from passers-by. Forsythia flanked the stone
steps.

“Pete didn’t build this porch,” Kerry
commented as she unlocked the front door of the house. A mocking
smile glimmered in her eyes. “As old as it is, I bet it will
outlast anything he makes.”

“What does your friend do?” Bob asked, taking
note of the expensive-looking décor in the living room. Except for
the brass lamps and the touches of turquoise, rust and black in the
throw pillows and in the abstracts hanging on the walls, he saw
only tints of ecru.

“She’s a property manager for a
multi-national corporation based in Germany.” Kerry tossed her keys
and purse on the blonde wood coffee table. “We met in an accounting
class at Community College where I went to learn how to do the
books for Pete. Neither of us has a college degree, but she has a
great job and travels all over. She also owns this house, stock in
the company she works for, and a BMW. All I have are a few boxes of
clothes and books, plus my car, which I’m still paying off. Life is
strange at times, don’t you think? God, what am I saying. Of course
you think life is strange.”

She took Bob on a quick tour of the house,
explaining that she used the guestroom, but that he could stay in
her friend’s room.

“You look exhausted,” she said. “Why don’t
you get some sleep? If you need me, I’ll be right next door,
changing out of my uniform.”

Bob stood in the center of the gray-furnished
room. The heavy musk perfume in the air made him feel
claustrophobic, and he decided he’d rather sleep on the couch in
the living room. As he left, he caught a glimpse of himself in the
mirror over the dressing table. He moved closer to study his
mirrored reflection and was reassured to see the same lean body,
the same unimpassioned brown eyes, the same unremarkable, unsmiling
face framed by shaggy brown hair in need of a trim.

He tried to superimpose the other Robert’s
image over his own. Was the resemblance as remarkable as he had
first thought? The shape of their face, nose, chin seemed to match,
as did their height and eye color, but there were differences, most
notably weight, posture, skin tone.

He sat on the couch in the living room and
got out his wallet—the same wallet he had carried with him ever
since college. He left his money untouched, but one by one laid the
rest of the contents on the coffee table. A 1970 Colorado driver’s
license. An ancient Denver Public Library card. A yellowed social
security card. Lorena’s picture. Her Dear John letter written on
tissue-thin paper. Dunbar’s business cards.

“I thought you went to bed,” Kerry said,
but-toning her shirt as she entered the room. She perched beside
him. “What’s this?”

“All I have to prove that I am myself.”

She picked up Lorena’s picture. “This is
Robert’s wife.”

“And my college girlfriend.”

“What was she like?”

“Kind, gentle, unable to say no. Whenever
anybody needed help, they went to her. I remember once we planned
to go to the mountains for the weekend. We both looked forward to
it, but she cancelled out at the last minute because a friend had a
crisis with his mother.”

Kerry took one final look at the picture, set
it aside, and reached for the letter. “‘Dear Bob,’” she read aloud.
“‘I know I promised to wait for you, but our being apart has given
me time to think about what I want out of life. I now realize
you’re not the kind of man I want. I’ve found someone else. By the
time you receive this, we will already be married. I’m sure you
understand that things are different now. This is the last letter I
will ever write you. Don’t contact me. Sincerely, Lorena.’” Kerry
turned her head toward Bob. “She doesn’t sound kind and gentle to
me or like someone who can’t say no.”

Bob took the letter from her and reread it,
though he didn’t need to; he remembered every word.

“You’re right,” he said. “I never noticed
that before.”

Kerry gave a little laugh. “No wonder you
have headaches. Thinking about how she broke up with you to marry
another you makes my head pound.” Her voice grew soft. “Did she
hurt you?”

“I don’t remember.”

“How can you not remember?”

“Right after I got the letter, I had an
encounter with a landmine. Some of my memories from that time are
fuzzy.”

He could feel the alarm radiating from her
suddenly still body. “You were blown up?”

“I sustained no major injuries. My brain got
a bit jostled is all. The doctor said I shouldn’t have any
problems, but there might be some minor memory loss.”

“And was there?”

He shrugged. “I don’t think so, but if I
can’t remember, how would I ever know?”

She nodded. “Good point.” Turning her
attention back to the contents of Bob’s wallet, she grabbed
Dunbar’s business cards and flipped through them.

“Who’s Robert Dunbar? Oh, right. The golfer.
Why do you have so many of his cards?”

“Every so often he’d hand me a card, tell me
if I’m ever in Denver to call him and we’d go to one of the golf
courses around here. I always stuck the card in my wallet. I didn’t
realize I had so many.”

“Are you going to call him?”

“No. He makes me uncomfortable. Golf wasn’t
the only pleasure he found in Thailand. He often boasted of
threesomes and sexual exploits involving pain—not his own, of
course. I never met his wife, but I felt sorry for her.”

“He sounds like the kind of guy who thinks
his infidelities don’t count in a foreign country.” She set
Dunbar’s cards aside, then studied the driver’s license, library
card, social security card. When she finished, she turned sideways,
pulled her legs onto the couch, and sat cross-legged, facing
Bob.

“Forgetting about the obituary that didn’t
appear in the paper around the time of your mother’s first death,
it does seem as if you’re the real Bob Stark. Or one of them. But I
don’t see what that has to do with people hunting you. If they were
at the airport waiting for you when you got to Denver, it means you
had to come to their attention before you got back to the United
States. What were you involved with in Thailand?”

Bob gathered his papers and replaced them in
his wallet. “Nothing. I lived a very quiet, serene life.”

Laughter sparkled in her eyes. “Serenity is a
big thing with you, isn’t it?”

“Yes. It’s something Hsiang-li and I had in
common.”

“How did you two meet? If he’s as
uncommunicative as you, how did you ever get to know each
other?”

“I went to The Lotus Room one day, attracted
by its architecture. It was white and had a gold tiled roof with
curled eaves, like a one-tiered pagoda. When I stepped inside, I
found boisterous college students on spring break. Before I could
leave, I noticed a door leading to an enclosed courtyard, and I
went out to investigate. Eight-feet-tall, one-foot-thick walls
muted the incessant noise of the traffic. Enormous flowerpots
containing bushes, small trees laden with fruit, and an incredible
array of flowers obscured the walls.

“In the center of the courtyard I saw a round
pool laid with tiles shading from pale sea green at the rim to dark
forest green at the bottom, making it appear fathomless. Pink and
white lotus floated on the surface of the pool, and iridescent fish
darted among them. Tables and chairs ringed the pool, but no one
sat at them.

“Hsiang-li came out, wearing rich green
pajama-like pants and a thigh-length tunic decorated with gold
metallic braiding. He said, ‘You like beautiful things,’ with an
inflection that made it not quite a question nor yet a statement. I
agreed, and the two of us contemplated the pool in silence for a
long time. Then Hsiang-li nodded at me, saying, ‘Enough said,’ and
went back to work.”

Bob stopped. “How do you do that?”

Kerry’s eyes widened. “Do what?”

“Get me to talking. I don’t like to talk,
especially not about myself, yet when I’m with you I chitter like a
cricket.”

She laughed. “Maybe, but you still haven’t
told me what you did in Thailand.”

“Nothing much. I worked for Hsiang-li. I
painted. I explored the city. I went for long runs. Sometimes I had
drinks with a friend. I led a very quiet life.”

“People don’t hunt down others for no reason.
You must have been done something.”

She propped her elbows on her knees, put her
fists to her cheeks, and stared at him.

He tried to picture his life from the outside
in, the way she would see it, rather than from the inside out the
way he saw it. After a while his lips quirked in the faintest of
smiles.

“Well, there was that one thing.”




Chapter 7

 


Kerry’s eyes danced. “With you there’s always
that one thing. ‘My mother passed away, and oh, yes, she’s already
dead.’ ‘I went to the funeral, and oh, hey, I was already there.’
‘I’m a mousy little fellow who’s led an uneventful life, but oh,
gee, someone’s out to get me.’”

Bob’s lips twitched.

“Aha!” She held up four fingers. “Smile
number four. Before you know it, you might even laugh. Or not.” The
levity disappeared from her voice. “I guess you don’t have much to
laugh about. So, what’s this one thing?”

“It’s a long story.”

“I have all night.”

Bob drew in a breath. “Shortly after I met
Hsiang-li, he mentioned that his restaurant used to be a quiet
place, but a couple of years previously all these loud young people
started to congregate there. When he said he didn’t know why, I
told him a guidebook called A Pauper’s Guide to Thailand listed The
Lotus Room as one of the cheapest places to eat. He got very still.
Then, in a quiet voice, he told me that in China an Old Master Cook
is a national treasure. His father had been an Old Master Cook and
so had his father, and before he left China, Hsiang-li had been on
his way to becoming one, too. He couldn’t believe people came to
his restaurant for the cheap prices and not for the great
food.”

“Why did he leave China?” Kerry asked.

“He was on Mao’s list of people to be
purged.” Seeing her mouth forming the question, he said, “I don’t
know why. Neither did he. But that’s another story. I suggested he
triple or even quadruple his prices. People who appreciated good
food would still come, and the others would find another cheap
place to eat. I also suggested fixed rates to attract
businesspeople who were too busy to haggle over prices but couldn’t
stand the idea of anyone paying less than they did. He didn’t say
anything, but after that his prices crept up until his became one
of the most expensive restaurants in Thailand.”

Kerry laughed. “When you said long story, you
meant long story.”

“Perhaps I should stop.”

“No, don’t. I was teasing you.”

“All right. When I finished eating that day,
Hsiang-li asked if I would do a favor for him. He had a delivery to
make at the Sheraton Hotel across the street, but he couldn’t leave
right then and had no one else he could trust. I agreed. He reached
under the bar for a parcel about the size of a brick, wrapped in
brown paper and tied with a string.”

“Oh,” Kerry said, her voice flat. “I bet I
know what was in the package.”

“I thought I did too,” Bob admitted.

“And you took it anyway?”

“I trusted him, so I gave him the benefit of
the doubt. A week later, he asked me to make another delivery,
which I did, but the third time I asked if the packages contained
drugs. ‘No drugs,’ he assured me. ‘Then what?’ I asked. ‘Stolen
merchandise?’ He smiled at me and said, ‘In a way.’ ‘In what way?’
I asked. I told him I’d been in the army for two years and had no
intention of spending any more time in mandatory confinement,
especially not in a Thai prison. He smiled at me again and said, ‘I
am glad to hear you say that. Come, I have something to show
you.’”

“What?” Kerry asked when Bob paused. “What
did he show you? Was it stolen merchandise?”

Bob held up a finger. “Hsiang-li unlocked a
door behind the bar. It led into a cool storeroom containing his
back stock of liquor, beer, and wine. He turned on the light,
stepped aside to let me enter, and locked the door behind us. A few
steps took him to a rack half-filled with dusty wine bottles. He
pressed a spot on the wall next to the wine rack at about knee
height. The entire rack swung out to reveal a solid metal door with
a combination lock on it, like the door to a bank vault. He fiddled
with the lock for a few seconds, then opened the door.”

Seeing the rapt expression on Kerry’s face,
Bob feigned a yawn. “I’m tired. I think I’ll go to bed now.”

“You can’t stop now,” she exclaimed. “That’s
not fair.” Then her mouth dropped open. She threw a pillow at him.
“You’re teasing me.”

“A little.”

She grinned impishly. “It’s those hidden
shal-lows again. I never know when they’re going to ooze to the
surface and amaze me. So, what was in the room?”

“Antiques. Old pottery, Thai bronzes,
wood-carvings, porcelain figurines, jade Buddhas, heavy gold
jewelry. One display case contained several small, very old, highly
glazed figurines. All were the same color—pale tan with sepia
accents—and all looked as if the same long-forgotten artist had
made them. A few were realistic depictions of animals, like the
ornate elephant in full regalia, while others were fanciful
creatures such as unicorns, griffins, winged dragons pulling
chariots, and eagles with peacock feathers.”

“They sound beautiful,” Kerry said.

“They were. I wanted to ask Hsiang-li about
them, but he stared into the case with such a look of sorrow on his
face that I couldn’t intrude.”

“Did you ever find out about them?”

Bob nodded. “But not then. Hsiang-li roused
himself, and pointed out various porcelain bowls. Bencharong,
Sawank’alok, celadon.”

Kerry tilted her head. “Celadon? Isn’t that a
pale green cracked glaze? I’ve seen it in import shops.”

“You probably saw Thai celadon, a
repro-duction made by following the original Chinese method of
glazing with natural wood ash and firing it in a white heat kiln,
so it looks exactly the same as the ancient Chinese celadon.
Hsiang-li’s celadon bowls, however, were some of the original
pieces made in China. They were more than two thousand years
old.”

“You never answered my question,” Kerry
said.

“Which question?”

“Was it stolen merchandise?”

“No. All of it had been legally purchased
from legitimate dealers and people who needed money so desperately
they had to sell their family heirlooms.”

“So what did Hsiang-li mean when he said that
in a way it was stolen?”

“Because the people who bought it thought it
had been.”

An uncertain look crossed Kerry’s face. “They
thought it was stolen, and they still bought it?”

Bob nodded. “Hsiang-li told me people go to
Thailand expecting to buy cheap antiquities. One way to get them to
pay what the objects are worth is to make them believe they’re
stolen. People are willing to pay a lot of money for stolen
merchandise, perhaps because they feel they are getting away with
something.”

Kerry spread her hands. “I don’t get it. How
did he make people believe the stuff was stolen?”

“Bribery, mostly. Periodically he paid cops
to arrest him on charges of selling stolen antiquities. They always
dropped the charges, of course, but word got around. Secret
meetings, hushed phone calls, sur-reptitious hand-offs, and other
clandestine activities also helped get the point across.”

“That hidden room probably helped, too.”

“He didn’t bring customers there. He told me
he’d never take the chance of showing the place to anyone who
seemed willing to break the law.”

“Was pretending to sell stolen property worth
it?” Kerry asked.

“Hsiang-li thought so. Mao Tse-tung killed
off perhaps sixty million Chinese and forced millions of others to
flee their homeland. All they had left were the few treasures they
managed to take with them, and Hsiang-li wanted to make sure they
got the true worth of their heirlooms. He also bought antiques from
dealers, added a hefty profit for himself, and sold them to rich
people who still paid less than if they got them through one of the
big international auction houses.”

Kerry’s brows drew together. “So what does
all this have to do with the guys who are after you?”

“Maybe nothing. You’re the one who wanted to
know what I did in Thailand. But I haven’t reached the end of the
story.”

Kerry uncrossed her legs, and stretched them.
Then, curling up again, she said grandly, “You can continue
now.”

“About three months ago, when I passed the
door to Hsiang-li’s office, I heard voices inside. Since I
understand a little Chinese, I knew someone was threatening
Hsiang-li. I stepped into the office. Two Chinese men of average
size with calm demeanors and very cold eyes leaned toward
Hsiang-li. Their hands hung loosely by their sides, but their
postures seemed menacing. They didn’t look like typical bruisers.
They wore expensive business suits and appeared well bred,
educated. They glanced at me. One said, ‘Oh, the kwai lo.’ Then
they turned their backs on me. Hsiang-li hunched in defeat, and I
knew something dangerous was going on.”

Kerry gave him a questioning glance. “How did
you know?”

“Kwai lo is the Chinese name for barbarian,
an insult of the highest order. To keep the back turned is a sign
of disrespect. In this case, the insult seemed to be directed not
so much at me but at Hsiang-li as my mentor. They spoke awhile
longer in Chinese, then they started to leave. One man looked back
and said, in English, ‘As we have explained, we’re consolidating
the antiques business. We want you to join us or get out. We have
excellent sources for new antiquities, and we don’t want or need
the competition. If you do as we say, your American dog will be
safe.’”

Kerry shot bolt upright. “What? They
threatened you? Yet when I asked what happened in Thailand, you
said, ‘Nothing.’ How can that be nothing?”

“Because Hsiang-li did what they wanted.”

“He closed his antiques business to protect
you?”

“I told Hsiang-li he didn’t need to give in
on my account. If I left he would be safe, but he said he had other
reasons for closing.”

“Who were the men? Triads?”

“Maybe. Hsiang-li called them thugs in
business suits. When I reminded him that he’d dealt with people
like that before, he said, ‘No, these men are different. Their
power is far reaching.’ When I continued to protest, he told me all
things must end. If it weren’t those men, there would be others.
Penalties for dealing in stolen antiquities had become severe in an
attempt to stem the flow of Thailand’s heritage out of the country,
and jealous business rivals would be glad of an opportunity to turn
him in.”

 


“But he only pretended to sell stolen
anti-quities,” Kerry said.

“It didn’t matter. He became too successful,
and he made enemies.”

Kerry shivered. “Maybe his enemies are your
enemies.”

“I suppose it’s possible,” Bob said slowly,
“but the men I saw in my room were Caucasian, and definitely
American. You’ve got me thinking. I wonder if someone got wind of
Hsiang-li’s gold Buddha and figured I know where to find it.”

Kerry’s eyes grew enormous. “Gold Buddha? It
sounds to me as if your life wasn’t so quiet and uneventful after
all.”

“This isn’t my story,” Bob reminded her.
“It’s Hsiang-li’s.”

“Well, do you know where to find the
Buddha?”

“No, and neither does Hsiang-li, but he sold
his restaurant and went in search of it.”

“All by himself? If you were so close, I
would have thought you’d go with him.”

“He wanted to go alone. A personal quest.
Also, I have the feeling that one way or another he doesn’t plan on
returning to civilization.”

“Jeez. Where did he go to look for the gold
Buddha?”

“In the jungles of Northern Thailand and
Burma.” Bob closed his eyes. “I dream of the jungle sometimes.
Hsiang-li is lost, and I have to find him. As I push my way through
the foliage, vines strangle me, snakes entwine themselves around
me, clouds of insects envelop me. Then I’m hurt, I don’t remember
how, and I have to pull myself along on my belly, but the jungle
goes on forever.”

He rose and paced the room. A minute, two
minutes ticked by.

Finally, Kerry patted the couch next to her.
“Why don’t you come back here. Maybe if you finish telling the
story, you can get it out of your system and out of your dreams. I
know he’s your friend and you’re worried about him, but he made his
choice.”

Bob’s steps slowed. A minute later he settled
beside her. She took one of his hands in both of hers, and he felt
her warmth seep into him.

“Two months ago we were in the secret room.
We had sold off Hsiang-li’s inventory and all that remained were
the tan and sepia figurines I mentioned. ‘I found these figurines a
long time ago during a period of great sorrow,’ he said, and
explained that he had not been prepared for such sadness. He’d
lived in Ch’engtu, the largest city in Szechuan Province, which is
the most densely populated province in China, but his own world was
tiny, centered around his family’s restaurant. He went on to tell
me about his robust baby boy, about his beautiful wife who had a
laugh like the tinkling of bells, and about how happy and complete
they made his life.

“Then a high-placed friend warned him about
his name on Mao’s purge list, and his wife decided they should
escape. They hired a guide to take them through the mountains and
across the border into Burma, then on into Thailand. Although
Thailand curtailed Chinese immigration, Hsiang-li figured they
could blend into the Chinese community there with no one being the
wiser. Before they left, his wife set her pet finch free. She could
no longer stand the idea of any creature living in captivity.”

Feeling Kerry moving restlessly next to him,
Bob said, “Maybe I should tell you the story some other time, let
you get some sleep.”

She shook her head; strands of her hair
brushed against his cheek. “This is daytime to me. Normally, I’d be
in the middle of the bar rush, being run off my feet. Besides, no
one’s told me a story since I was a little girl sitting on my
grandfather’s lap.” Kerry moved closer to Bob and curled up against
him. “You don’t smell the same, though. He smelled of pipe tobacco
and horses and old leather. You smell like Rimrock’s meatloaf. You
don’t feel the same, either. He felt safe and secure. Settled. You
feel . . .”

“Feel what?” Bob asked when she didn’t
finish.

“Dangerous.” She spoke in a voice so low it
barely qualified as a whisper.

He wanted to put his arms around her, assure
her everything would be all right, but he couldn’t lie to her. No
matter how much care a person took, things still happened.

“All went well for Hsiang-li at first,” he
said. “They actually made it into Burma, maybe even Thailand. One
evening Hsiang-li went off to collect firewood while the others
remained behind to prepare camp. He returned to find his wife, his
son, the guides all dead, knifed by bandits for the pittance they
had managed to bring with them.”

Kerry sucked in a breath. “Oh, that poor
man.”

Bob nodded, remembering the pain in
Hsiang-li’s eyes while he spoke of his grief, and the way his voice
rasped, as if the words scraped the sides of his throat.

“The next morning he started to dig their
graves. He had no tools, only rocks, sticks, and his hands. He dug
for many days, wanting to be certain the bodies would be safe from
the ravages of animals.”

“His poor hands must have been raw and
bleeding,” Kerry said. Then, in an even softer tone, “I wonder what
it would be like to love someone that much.”

“I don’t know,” Bob said, but he was getting
an inkling. “Hsiang-li had dug a very deep hole when suddenly the
earth gave way, and he fell into a cave, or so he thought. As his
head cleared and his eyes adapted to the dim light, he realized he
had fallen into a man-made chamber.”

“A treasure house?” Kerry asked
breathlessly.

“No. An ancient kiln. Fragments of broken
pot-tery littered the floor of the room. He also found many intact
jars on long stone benches and a cache of—”

“Figurines,” Kerry cut in. “The little
ceramic creatures. No wonder he got so sad every time he looked at
them.”

Bob nodded his agreement. “Hsiang-li lowered
the bodies into the kiln and laid them on the stone benches. He
stuffed a backpack with the figurines, crisscrossed branches over
the opening to the kiln, and refilled the hole he’d dug. Then,
staggering under the weight of the pack, he left. He didn’t get far
when he came face to face with an immense sitting Buddha, perhaps
twenty feet tall.”

“The gold Buddha,” Kerry exclaimed.

Bob smiled at her eagerness. “It makes me
wonder who actually told the stories when you were a child. You or
your grandfather.”

She laughed. “I never like waiting for the
ending. I want everything in a single gulp. Beginning, middle, and
end all at once.”

“Maybe I should stop here. Make you beg to
hear the end.”

“You can’t stop! Not until you get to the
part about the gold Buddha.” Snuggling closer, she took his arm and
draped it around her shoulders. She smiled at him, her eyes
dancing, as if daring him to move it away.

He fell silent for a moment, savoring the
feel of her tee shirt- and jeans-clad body next to his. She smelled
clean and fresh, like cucumber, or melon, or pear.

“Roots of a strangler fig enveloped the
Buddha.” Hearing a slight huskiness in his voice, he cleared his
throat and continued. “The tree’s foliage concealed it further. The
dark green algae or fungus coating the Buddha added to its
appearance of ageless wisdom and serenity. Hsiang-li thought it
would watch over his family until he could return.

“Beyond the Buddha, barely visible through
the dense foliage, he saw a building almost swallowed by the
jungle. Hsiang-li found an open, vine-covered doorway and pushed
his way inside. The beauty of the room he had entered awed him.
Luminous golden brown tiles overlaid the floor. The walls and
ceiling were also tiled, but in a pale green that shimmered in the
shadowy light of the jungle. Except for patches of discoloration
from a fungus, the room was remarkably well preserved.

“At the far end of the room sat a crude
stucco Buddha about five feet tall that seemed at odds with the
elegance of the place. Out of curiosity, he scraped off a piece of
the lichen-encrusted stucco and discovered the glimmer of gold.
With a pounding heart, he went outside for some mud to hide the
scratch.”

“Why was it covered in stucco?” Kerry
asked.

“I don’t know. He thought he had stumbled on
a lost city, one, perhaps, that had been destroyed by Mongol
hordes. In the days of Kublai Khan, gold Buddhas had often been
stuccoed to hide then from the invaders.”

Kerry sat upright and stared at him. “Are you
telling me Hsiang-li discovered a lost city?”

“No. There were four buildings, one of which
lay in ruins. He decided the place must be a monastery compound
that had been long abandoned.”

“But why would they leave the Buddha
behind?”

“He didn’t know and didn’t care. He just knew
it now belonged to him. He made his plans. He would find his way
back to civilization, sell the figurines for the funds to mount an
exhibition, then return.”

Kerry settled back into Bob’s embrace.

“Unfortunately,” he said, continuing with the
story, “things did not work out according to plan. First, he had no
idea where he was or where he was going. Because of the vaulted
canopy of the jungle, he could not even tell where the sun rose or
set to give him a vague idea of direction.

“Second, there were no distinctive landmarks
to tell him where he had been. All around him, everywhere he
looked, he saw the same soaring tree trunks, giant ferns, tangled
roots, dangling vines, and huge orchids.”

An image of the jungle formed in Bob’s mind.
It seemed so real, he felt as if he were in that shadowy gloom with
its suffocating aroma of moist, decaying vegetable matter, and the
deafening din of insects, birds, tree frogs, and monkeys. He
shuddered at the thought of a lone man lost in such an inhospitable
place.

“Bob?”

Hearing his name, Bob gave a start and saw
Kerry peering anxiously at him.

She touched his cheek. “You got so still, I
thought you were in the jungle of your nightmares.”

Bob laid a had on top of hers. “I was.”

“Then let’s get you out of there. Finish the
story.”

“Hsiang-li didn’t know how long he wandered,
alone, starving, half-mad with grief, before he stumbled on a
hunting party of Lahu. They fed him and showed him a trail to Mai
Hong Son, a half-day’s journey away. He sold a figurine, getting
enough money to get to Bangkok where he sold a few more. By then he
realized it could take years—and a small fortune—to find the
abandoned monastery again, so he put the money into a restaurant
instead.”

“Then he met you,” Kerry murmured, “and found
contentment once again.”

Bob swallowed. “Yes. After he finished
telling me the story of the figurines, he said a consortium of
Japanese executives had approached him. They wanted The Lotus Room
for a conference center, and he decided to sell it to them. He said
his dreams of looking for the gold Buddha had faded, but he wanted
to find the remains of his wife and child, and give them a proper
burial. ‘I am getting old,’ he said. ‘If I don’t do it now, I never
will.’”

Bob grew silent, thinking about the last time
he’d seen Hsiang-li. They were at Bangkok Hua-lompong Station;
Hsiang-li had decided to travel north by train instead of airplane
because he wanted one last look at rice paddies and open skies
before disappearing into the jungle to begin his search. He bowed
under the weight of the backpack containing the figurines, which he
planned to restore to their rightful place.

Hsiang-li pulled an envelope out of his
pocket and handed it to Bob. “This is for you, my son,” he said
quietly. Without waiting for a response, he swung into the train
and was lost in the crowd.

Bob watched the train pull out of the
station, then left to prepare for his own journey into the
past.

Hearing a sigh, Bob turned his head to look
at the woman in his arms. She slept, a peaceful expression on her
face. He watched her for a minute, then closed his eyes. Soon he
too fell asleep.

He did not dream.




Chapter 8

 


Bob’s left arm, entwined around Kerry’s
shoulders, was asleep, but the rest of him was awake and rested,
with only the tiniest twinge in the back of his skull to remind him
of his problems.

Kerry stirred. Her eyelids fluttered and
popped open. She lifted her head, looked around the living room,
then up at Bob.

She smiled. “And you were saying?”

He disentangled himself from her. “I’m not
telling any more stories. All I do is put us to sleep.”

“You slept?” she asked. “No nightmares?”

“No nightmares.”

She stretched. “I had such a delicious dream,
hacking my way through jungles, finding lost cities and golden
Buddhas.” Two vertical lines appeared between her brows. “Was the
story true? You weren’t stringing me along?”

Shaking life back into his arm, he said, “I
didn’t make it up, if that’s what you’re asking. I told you the
same story Hsiang-li told me.”

“In that case, it has to be true. I doubt
he’d have closed his restaurant and left his adopted son for
anything less. Wow! A gold Buddha, five feet tall. No wonder
someone is looking for you. I bet they think Hsiang-li gave you a
treasure map and directions how to find the abandoned monastery,
and those are the papers they’re looking for.”

“You’re forgetting one thing—Hsiang-li and I
were alone in his secret room when he told me the story.”

She waved a hand in a dismissive gesture. “If
those thugs in business suits are as powerful as you say, they
could easily have bugged the place to make sure Hsiang-li got out
of the antiques business.”

Bob stood and arched his back while he
considered the possibility. If true, could they have also followed
Hsiang-li to the train station and seen him handing over the
envelope? But why wait a month before trying to nab it? Could it
have taken them that long to understand the implications of what
they’d seen and heard? It didn’t make any sense, but neither did
anything else that had been happening.

“How much do you think the gold Buddha is
worth?” Kerry asked.

Bob shook his head, a faint smile playing on
his lips. “I should never have told you about it. The next thing I
know, you’re going to be tramping through the jungles of Thailand
and Burma looking for the Buddha yourself.”

“I wish I could, but buying a ticket to
Thailand, stocking up on supplies, hiring guides, and who knows
what else would take more money than I could earn in a lifetime.
Rats. I would have loved to be able to see it.”

“If all you want to do is see a gold Buddha,
that’s a lot easier to arrange. There’s one in a wat on the edge of
Bangkok’s Chinatown, near the railway station. Interestingly,
stucco covered that one, too, but movers dropped it during a
relocation, and some of the stucco came off showing the gold
underneath. Five and a half tons of pure gold.”

Excitement flared in her eyes, then died. “I
don’t even have the money for a ticket to Thailand. Now that I’m
shucked of the cheat, maybe I can start saving.”

***

Kerry was still in her bathroom when Bob
finished showering and shaving. He pulled on the clean clothes he’d
purchased the day before, and went out to the kitchen.

As he chopped onions, zucchini, and carrots
for a stir-fry, Kerry entered the room. She stopped and stared
wide-eyed at him.

He paused, knife in the air. “Do I frighten
you?”

“No,” she said quickly.

Noting the way she wadded her hands together,
he laid down the large knife. “After you reminded me about the MSG
in American-Chinese food, I went to the Asian market on Alameda and
bought supplies, including a wok and a sharp knife. Whenever I
cooked, my landlady hid behind the kitchen door, peering at me as
if terrified, but I don’t know why.”

Kerry let her hands fall to her sides. “It’s
the way you use the knife, so fast and proficient. I’ve never seen
a blade move so rapidly.”

Bob picked up the knife and slowly finished
chopping the vegetables. “I didn’t realize. Wu Shih-kai always
found my efforts to be hilariously clumsy.”

Kerry watched him a moment. “Is there
anything I can do?”

“Set the table. The food is ready.” He gave a
theatrical shudder. “Minute rice. Shih-kai would be horrified, but
that’s all I could find in the cupboard.”

“This is fabulous,” Kerry said after they
filled their plates and took their first bites. “What’s it
called?”

“No name. It’s just a stir-fry.”

She took another bite and sighed in
contentment. “You can cook for me whenever you want.”

“Maybe next time I’ll make whole pigeon or
whole fish soup.” He gave her a sly smile. “Those are delicacies
you will never forget.”

“Were they on the menu at The Lotus
Room?”

“In the beginning, until I told Hsiang-li
that westerners were squeamish and didn’t like to see eyeballs and
feet in their food.”

“Eyeballs and feet? Oh, ick.”

***

After they ate and cleared away the dishes,
Kerry drove Bob to City Park so he could peek at the boardinghouse.
Each time he’d checked, he’d seen either a new blue Buick or a late
model white Ford parked on the street where the occupants had a
view of both the front door of the boarding house and the French
doors at the side. Today it was the blue Buick.

They strolled around the park.

“Why don’t you call the cops?” Kerry
asked.

“They are more of a problem than a solution,”
Bob said.

“I take it you don’t like cops.”

“My father was a cop.”

Bob hunched his shoulders, remembering how
his father had swaggered about town in his uniform. The people
Edward had dealt with on the job were “low lifes,” as he called
them, and this added to his belief in his superiority. Since he
assumed no one obeyed the law, he treated everyone, from the most
harmless witness to the most vicious criminal, with the same
unmerciful arrogance. Bob had met many like Edward, people who
became puffed with the weight of a uniform’s authority.

“I can’t go to the cops with a story about
far away jungles and gold Buddhas,” he said, “but you’ve given me
an idea. First, I’ll need to get some dark clothes.”

“I have a warm-up suit I bought Pete’s
Porches for his birthday next week. It will probably be too big for
you, but the pants have an elastic waistband, and you can roll up
the cuffs. Will that do?”

“Perfect.”

Her eyes sparkled. “What’s the plan?”

***

At ten o’clock that night, Bob hid in the
dark shadows of a honeysuckle bush, key in hand. He’d left Kerry at
a phone booth on Colfax Avenue. If she followed the plan, she had
called the local police station, claimed to be Ella Barnes
frightened of the suspicious characters parked in front of her
house, and immediately hung up.

As soon as Bob saw the police car stop behind
the Buick and two cops get out and approach the vehicle, he stole
across the yard. With one fluid motion, he put the key in the lock,
turned it, opened the door, and slipped through. Crouching in front
of the heavy drapes, he yanked out the thread he’d used to tack the
hem, and removed his passport and traveler’s checks. He glided from
the room and strolled to the end of the alley where Kerry
waited.

“How did it go?” she asked.

“Fine. I got what I needed.”

“It’s a shame you had to leave your paintings
behind.”

He shrugged. “Can’t be helped.”

“How did you know your things would still be
where you hid them? And why did you hide them in the first place?
Oh, right. Your nosy landlady.”

“I didn’t know my things would still be
there,” Bob said. “I had a hunch. They called me a nothing.”

Kerry looked at him out of the corner of her
eyes. “Do you know why I needled you that first day?”

“You didn’t needle, you challenged, and yes,
I do know why. You were upset with your boyfriend and wanted to get
back at the whole male gender. You picked me because you thought I
was a ‘mousy little fellow’ who wouldn’t fight back.”

She smiled sheepishly. “It’s scary how well
you read me.” She drove back to the house in silence. As she
stopped to let him out before continuing on to work, she said, “I
don’t imagine many people see you as you really are.”

***

Bob woke at dawn, did his stretches, sit-ups,
and push-ups, then went out for a run. Feeling fall in the air, he
was glad he’d worn the warm-up suit Kerry had given him. He didn’t
even care that it bagged; he hadn’t been so comfortable since he’d
left Bangkok, where he’d dressed like the Thais in baggy,
lightweight cotton clothes. Not only were those garments best
adapted to the climate, while wearing them, especially with the
ubiquitous lampshade-style straw hat, he’d melted into the crowds
on the teeming streets.

When his work visa expired along with his
job, he’d purchased western-style clothes, which he’d worn on the
flight home, but he couldn’t seem to get used to them. Maybe he
needed a closet full of warm-up suits.

He covered the blocks in an easy lope and
soon ran along Seventeenth Avenue at the edge of City Park. Passing
the street where the boardinghouse stood, he noticed that a dark
green Ford had replaced the blue Buick and the white Ford.

He could see two heads bobbing as if to
music. Were the surveillance teams getting lax? Maybe he could
sneak past them, jump into his car, and drive off.

Deciding it wasn’t worth the risk, he
continued his run, circling back to the church where the Vietnam
vet support group met.

He found Scott Mulligan outside, cutting the
grass.

Smiling warmly, Scott turned off the mower
and extended a hand. “Good to see you, Bob. Just last night Rose
mentioned how much she enjoyed having you over for dinner.”

“I enjoyed it, too,” Bob said.

“How about if we do it again—say, tomorrow
night?”

Bob hesitated. “I’m staying with a
friend.”

“Great. Bring her along. Or him.”

“That would be nice. I’m sure she’d like
meeting you.”

Scott gave him a shrewd look. “What can I
help you with?”

“Do you know anyone I could hire to tail a
car, see where it goes? It seems my place is being staked out, and
I’d like to know who’s behind it.”

“I have a friend at the police department.
He’d run the plates for me.”

“I’d prefer to keep the cops out of it.”

Again that shrewd look. “Are you in trouble
with the cops?”

“Not that I’m aware of.”

Scott nodded thoughtfully. “I know a couple
of Lurps, guys from the Long Range Reconnaissance Patrol, who are
bored with civilian life. They might be willing to do the job,
probably wouldn’t charge a lot. How much are you willing to
pay?”

“Whatever they ask. At the moment, I only
have traveler’s checks, and whoever’s looking for me might be able
to trace them and connect your friends to me, but I’ll try to get
some cash.”

“If you can’t, we’ll work something out.
Where’s the car you want tailed?”

Bob gave him the address, described all three
cars, and apologized for not knowing the license plate numbers.

“I never got close enough to get a good
look,” he said.

Scott wrote down the information. “Maybe I’ll
have something to report when you come to dinner tomorrow
night.”

***

Bob was preparing another stir-fry when Kerry
came home from work.

Her eyes lit up at the sight of him. “I
thought maybe you went back to the boardinghouse.”

“I can’t. The place is still being
watched.”

“So the cops didn’t scare those guys
away.”

He shrugged. “I didn’t expect them to. I just
needed a diversion.”

“Do you know what we should do?” She flicked
the hair off her face. “Stake out the people who are staking you
out and follow them when they leave, see where they go.”

“I’ve already arranged for that.” He told her
about his conversation with Scott Mulligan, ending with the
invitation to dinner.

“That sounds like fun,” she said. “I probably
ought to get someone to cover my shift in case we get back
late.”

She went into the other room to make the
call. “I traded days off,” she said on her return, “so I have to
work tonight instead of tomorrow. What are we going to do after we
eat?”

“Don’t you need to get some sleep?”

“No.” She yawned. “Well, maybe I could use a
nap. Then what?”

“I need to go shopping, replace some of the
things I had to abandon.”

“Shopping! Why didn’t you say so? I can
always sleep afterward.”

***

Kerry drove them to Bear Valley Mall in west
Denver. They went to several stores, buying one or two items at a
time. Bob paid for each small purchase with a large traveler’s
check. Since he wouldn’t be returning to the mall, it didn’t matter
if they found out he’d been there, and he needed to get as much
cash together as he could; he’d need plenty for motels after
Kerry’s roommate returned, and enough to pay Scott’s friends.

Kerry shot him a curious glance when he added
a child’s watercolor paint set to his purchases, but she made no
comment. She did remind him, however, that a bottle of wine would
make a nice hostess gift for Rose Mulligan, and she even picked it
out herself.

***

While Kerry slept, Bob painted a picture of
his garden in Bangkok.

Soon after his arrival in that city, he
happened to notice a narrow lane leading to a cul-de-sac containing
several charmingly ramshackle teak houses with corrugated tin
roofs, surrounded by shrubs, unpruned rosebushes, and oleander. In
a window of one of the houses was a placard, written in English,
advertising a room for rent.

A cadaverous Englishman answered Bob’s knock
and led him up a creaking staircase to a sparsely furnished room
with stained walls and a scuffed wooden floor. A warped door opened
onto a balcony where a rickety stairway descended into a garden
with more shrubs and bushes, and a wild profusion of tropical
flowers—jasmine, frangipani, orchids. Red-blossomed bougainvillea
climbed the walls, purple wisteria dripped from the balcony, and a
bushy ebony tree provided shade.

As Bob inhaled the glorious scent wafting
through the inhospitable room, he realized he could be content
there.

Since the Englishman seldom stepped outside,
the garden had been Bob’s alone until three months previously when
the man’s recently divorced daughter had moved in with her many
offspring.

Bob did not have to contend with their
invasion of his garden for long; shortly afterward, Hsiang-li had
announced he was closing his restaurant.

***

Bob stepped back and studied his painting.
The bright, translucent tints of the watercolors had been the
perfect choice. The garden looked so vibrant, the fragrance seemed
to swirl out of the paper, and he thought it might be the best
thing he’d ever done. Perhaps the thin paint, unlike the heavy
opaque acrylics and fast-drying oils he generally used, allowed no
place for menace to hide.

“It’s lovely.”

Bob turned around. A sleep-tousled Kerry
gazed at the picture, a smile gracing her lips.

“Is it a real place?”

He nodded.

“The hand is interesting,” she said. “It
makes the garden seem like a living creature.”

“What do you mean?” Bob glanced back at the
picture, and for the first time noticed the clawed hand reaching
out from the mass of blooms.
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