NUMENON won:
THE INDIE EXCELLENCE AWARD for RELIGIOUS FICTION
THE BEST BOOKS AWARD for VISIONARY FICTION (USA Book News)
“Five stars! A fantasy set in the real world to draw readers in and never let them go, Numenon is highly recommended to readers seeking modern fiction with fantastical elements.”—MIDWEST BOOK REVIEW
Head of Numenon, the vast, multinational corporation he founded, Will was the richest man on the planet and made more money with every breath. Still in his prime at sixty-three, he had the looks, the women, and the wherewithal to be completely on top of the world.
He surrounded himself with the best of the best, from the people in his company, to his fifteen thousand square foot home overlooking the San Francisco Bay, to the gourmet chef who prepared every exquisite morsel that went into his mouth.
But a force he could not identify pursued Will Duane. A dark and destructive power lurked just beyond his awareness, ready to overpower him whenever he was weak. The stalker.
Driven by his need to win back the love of a mysterious woman, Will takes his top executives to the Meeting, a weeklong spiritual retreat in the New Mexico desert.
His caravan of five fully tricked-out RVs––roughing it is not the Numenon way––makes its way through the desert wilderness to the retreat site at the Mogollon Bowl. It is on this Native American sacred land, perhaps the strongest power spot on earth, that the ancient and ageless shaman known as Grandfather will lead the retreat.
As Will and his team progress toward the site, all hell breaks loose. They all go through their own personal purgatories and make choices that will profoundly affect their lives. When the caravan becomes stalled, the unknown stalker strikes. Out of a horrifying attack, a new possibility is born... and evil takes a new form.
The survivors realize that they are approaching a reality beyond anything they can imagine. They must face their own terrors and weaknesses as they come face-to-face with what awaits them at the Mogollon Bowl.
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Peace... comes within the souls of people
when they realize
their relationship,
their oneness,
with the universe and all its powers,
and when they realize that
at the center of the Universe
dwells Wakan-tanka,
and that this center is everywhere,
it is within each of us.
This is the real peace...
Black Elk, Oglala Lakota
To the Great One that pervades all creation–– I offer this work as a prayer.
This is the first book of The Bloodsong Series. This series emerged from one of the most challenging periods of my life. After two years that demanded that I use all my spiritual, emotional, and intellectual skills to survive, I went on a meditation retreat in 1995. I worked and prayed and studied, doing everything I could to imbibe the essence of the retreat. It worked. I left feeling renewed and ready to begin again.
A few days after getting home, I had a miraculous experience in which the plot of something was injected in my brain. Zap! It was like a lightning bolt hit me on the right temple and continued through my skull. Nothing like that had happened to me before; I didn’t know such a thing could happen.
I dashed to my computer and began to write down what that Zap! contained. Two hundred and seventy-five pages later, I realized I had a book. As I continued, I realized it was a series. Writing more, I found it was two series. I wrote for nine years, completing drafts for nine books. This is the first book of the Bloodsong Series. I hope you like it—the series unfolds like a roller coaster. Numenon is the initial climb and plunge.
Please be aware of this: My first book, Stepping Off the Edge: Learning & Living Spiritual Practice, is an intensely spiritual book. It packs a wallop. I’d give it a G rating if it were a movie. Numenon is an intensely spiritual book that would probably get an R. It contains strong language, sexual content, and other stuff you can see on daytime TV. If you liked Stepping Off the Edge, be aware that Numenon is different.
Having said that, let’s get on to the confessional/gratitudinal/ let’s-getit-straight portion of this note. Numenon is a novel. A novel is fiction by definition. The word fiction has many meanings, all of them hinging on the unreal, untrue, and imaginary quality of whatever’s been labeled fiction.
You may read the description of the caravan moving across the desert in New Mexico and think, that’s more like Arizona’s Painted Desert. Doesn’t she know that? Yes, I do. And I know that the Mogollon Rim in is in Arizona. That’s not the Rim to which I refer in the novel. Also, you may envision the Numenon party going east from Tucson into New Mexico and think, where’s Lordsburg? And Silver City? Are they going to stay at the terrific bed and breakfast in Mogollon, the ghost town those folks are revitalizing? Why does she make the desert flat? The Mogollon Mountains are mountains; they’re in the middle of a major mountainous wilderness. And there isn’t any Mogollon Bowl. Plus, where’s the rock band, Mogollon? Is she going to ignore it?
Readers—I have taken liberties with the State of New Mexico, carving and sculpting, moving masses of rock and dirt to suit my whim. That’s the glory of fiction. I also ignore certain of the state’s cities, ghost towns, and residents. Though there is a Mogollon Bowl. They’re building it in Las Cruces. It will have ninety-five lanes. A whopper.
No. That’s a lie, which is loosely related to fiction.
Messing with states and even universes is my prerogative as an author. I do apologize to you, New Mexicans, for any hurt feelings. If you’re mad at me, wait until you see what I do to California and Oregon in the sequels to Numenon.
There’s more: The character Grandfather is a fictitious character. I made him up. He does not represent or portray any living or historical Native shaman or holy man or woman of any tradition. What he says and teaches, his people and their practices, what happens at the Meeting, and the Meeting itself—all of it is made up.
This must be clearly understood. American Indians have had their religion stolen from them, their spiritual beliefs and experiences misinterpreted, and their spiritual leaders killed and discredited by European-based society from the minute we came in contact with them.
I didn’t want to make the situation worse, so I set a few rules for myself. I don’t write about American Indian ceremonies unless they’re something that everyone has heard about, like the sweat lodge. You’ve heard of this, yes? With the exception of the quote from Black Elk earlier and use of the word Cherokee, I don’t mention the Sovereign Nations to which Native characters belong. This immediately brands my work as fiction, since the People always refer to themselves by Nation or Band.
Omitting tribal names obscures the multifaceted nature of Indian cultures. I think it’s a necessary omission when non-Natives write about Native life. We blithely name sports teams and products after American Indians’ tribal identities. Why don’t we do this to other ethnicities? Why don’t we sell a nifty SUV called the WASP? Why not a cool off road vehicle named the Polack?
When I started reading about American Indians as I researched this book, I smacked myself on the forehead and said, “Holy macaroni! It will take the rest of my life to get this right.” Indigenous cultures are that deep and beautiful; a lifetime would be required to adequately portray them. But these books were banging around inside my skull, demanding to get out. I had to write them. So I adopted the rules above.
Part of it is that I’m sixty-two years old. I feel the pressure of time and the reality of death. Life does that to you if you stay awake at the wheel. The pressure to write these stories was so strong that I felt that I would die if I didn’t write them. So I wrote, trying to portray my characters’ humanity as accurately as I could.
There’s more. Although Grandfather is fictitious, I owe my meditation masters, Swami Muktananda and Swami Chidvilasananda, a debt of gratitude for their inspiration. The experiences I have had with them and their path of spiritual study (or discipline) and meditation, the Siddha Yoga Path, continue to be invaluable.
Nevertheless, this book is my creation, springing from my experiences, spiritual life and imagination. Some of the scenes in this book that seem fantastic are, in fact, write-ups of my spiritual and meditation experiences.
While this story emerged from my heart and brain and I claim responsibility for it, I hope that my readers will feel the unseen power that imparted it to me.
And finally, what about Numenon, the corporate leviathan whose name adorns this tome? Is it the same as the Noumenon Corporation? No. For one thing, they’re spelled differently. Also, which Noumenon Corporation? I found a bunch. One’s Web site shows it registered in Decatur, Georgia; another (manufacturing fuel oils) is located in Morgantown, West Virginia; and still another is a software developer in Alameda, California. And then there’s Noumenon Records, Noumenon Press, and a CD called Noumenon by the rock group, Absurd Minds.
The word noumenon is a concept from philosophy. As such, it is nonproprietary. I used a lesser-known spelling and created my Numenon Corporation. If a corporation with that name exists, it’s not the one written about here. My Numenon would be headquartered in Palo Alto, California, the heart of the technological gold rush. I’d slap the international headquarters on a fictitious hunk of land in the heights of Page Mill Road.
And Will Duane, Doug, and the rest of the Numenon crew (or any of Grandfather’s people)—what if you’re sure that I’m writing about you as I describe their nasty bits?
The corporate side of Numenon is just as fictitious as the Native side. A corporation like Numenon has never existed, and a CEO like Will Duane has never walked the earth. And, in all probability, I don’t know you. So you can relax. I’m not writing about you.
The thing about humans is: While our angels sing with myriad voices, our dirty socks smell the same. If this book cuts close to the core, that’s because we’re all the same inside. In my view, the differences between people revolve around which parts of ourselves we use most and the targets we aim to hit.
This author’s note is about viveka. Viveka is a Sanskrit world meaning “discrimination.” Not discrimination in the nasty sense of racial discrimination, but discrimination meaning you can tell what’s good for you from what’s not, and what’s real from what’s fictitious. Viveka is about learning to distinguish reality from the delusion that we create in our minds. “Why don’t they clean up the mess that’s inside?” said Professor Higgins in My Fair Lady. Cleaning up the mess inside is what I’m doing here.
Happy trails,
SN
He darted across the lawn, fleeing along the lake’s shore. Treetops lashed the sky and leaves tumbled past him. Looking over his shoulder, he saw the towers of his home stark against the thunderheads. Something was after him. He couldn’t see it, but knew it wanted to destroy him.
He felt the wind blowing off the lake the way it did when he was a child. The piercing cold left him shivering and weak. He heard his father’s voice, bellowing from within their stone mansion.
Then he was inside, moving through the great hall. Gothic arches admitted slashes of light. People and things seemed to pop into existence out of the shadows. “Hello, Master Will,” a servant fawned. “Good show on winning the championship!” Win more! Win more!
He ran along the lakefront, his soul tossed like the treetops. Something was trying to get him. He dodged this way and that, searching for a way out. Tears stung his eyes and his legs ached.
Will sat up in bed, heart pounding, sweat running down his cheeks. He looked around frantically, before realizing it had been one of his... Had anyone seen him like that? His eyes searched the room until he was satisfied that he was alone.
He didn’t try to go back to sleep. Will got up and put on his jogging clothes. He would run in the gym until he was so exhausted that the nightmare couldn’t return. As he left his room, he glanced at the book by his bed. He seldom read psychology. He thought it was self-indulgent twaddle. But someone had written a book supported by decent research, a book that gave him answers.
People called him a genius. The label didn’t matter to him, but he knew it was true. Only a genius could do what he had done. That book explained the rest of it: The flashes of insight, the vision of what life could be, and the drive to create it formed the sunny side of his brilliance. The nightmares and horrors were its other side, the negative perks that came with his gifts.
Will snorted bitterly. His dark side was as big as the light. He made his way to the gym on the lower level of his home. The house was shuttered for the night. Bulletproof metal shades covered every window. He placed his palm on the sensor by the elevator. The door opened.
“Is that you, Mr. Duane?” A voice came from a speaker. An operative.
“Yes. The sun will rise again.” He carefully enunciated that night’s passwords for the voice recognition system. He knew he had been monitored from the moment he stepped outside his bedroom. “No surveillance while I’m running,” he ordered.
Lights went on when he entered the gym, rippling across the equipment-filled expanse like the surf rolling across a rocky beach. The house’s lower level was dug into the hillside to allow it a larger footprint than the fifteen thousand square foot residence above. Every conceivable training device found its place on the floor. An indoor track circled the workout area. Handball courts were beyond the far wall; outside, past steel-clad windows, the pool awaited.
Will was a runner. He didn’t warm up; simply launched himself onto the track. He’d run until the sound of rough breathing, the smell of his father’s cigars, his gravely voice, and the revulsion at what happened disappeared. He’d run until his chest ached and he couldn’t think. If he were lucky, the joy that came from running would set him free. His legs moved easily as he began. His breathing expanded and became rhythmic. He’d hit a groove in a few minutes. Until then, his mind roamed.
He’d had the nightmares as long as he could remember. He thought of them as spells. He had no idea what anyone else would call them. Once past childhood, he’d never told anyone about them. They were deeper than dreams. Sometimes he’d come out of one to find that the world seemed dangerous and unreal. He had a hard time shaking the feeling.
They all began the same way. The world became silent and empty, a colorless, foreign landscape. He could feel the malice behind everything. And then he was running along the North Shore of Lake Michigan where he had been raised. His father bought a mansion built by one of the old robber barons the moment he could afford it. He manufactured a family tree to go with his new wealth. Will scowled. They were not American royalty. They did not have a fancy pedigree. Will hated pretense. He’d seen enough.
He could recall the whiskey-roughened voices in the library when his father and his friends played poker. Cigar smoke penetrated the walls. They joked about fancy women and what they’d do with them later. His mother was in the house, awake. How could his father talk about that with her there? They spoke of Micks and WOPs and kikes. These were good Christians who praised Jesus on Christmas Day and screwed anyone they could the rest of the time. They got country clubs, while their workers got union busters and substandard wages.
During the day, he was the perfect son. But in his sleep, he found himself running along the lake. As a child, the nightmare came almost every night. A river of darkness sucked him down. The evil in that darkness was so absolute that no terror could express it. He fought the murk and filth as something toyed with him, a malignant something that hid behind the opacity of daytime life. If he made a mistake, it would capture him. He would have to crawl for it forever, doing its will.
He’d awaken, screaming and sobbing. His mother would come.
“Will, Will—what’s the matter, darling?” He’d rave about something terrible that was going to get him. She’d sit up stiffly and pull the bell cord for his nanny. “Will, I don’t know where you get these stories. I simply don’t understand you.” She’d finger an amulet she had, a jade piece, as she left the room. Her quick steps and averted eyes told him that his mother was afraid of him.
What happened next depended on his nanny. They changed all the time. A few held him and petted him until he went back to sleep. Most caned him for his wild imagination and refusal to shut up. That was at his father’s orders: “Make a man of him.”
The beatings taught him to bury his screams in his pillows and never tell a soul about the night visions. With good reason—they took him to realms that separated him from everything good.
They say I’m the Prince of Darkness, Will thought, pausing to tie his shoelace. I am. You can’t be a good person and know what I know. He had seen things about human nature that revolted him in his spells, but he knew what he saw was true. His reality wasn’t for ordinary people; it was his special gift. Will’s mouth tightened.
All his life, his father had told him what he thought of him: “You’ll never be the man I am.” He bellowed the words when he was drunk, and said them silently when he was sober. No matter what Will won, or what team he captained, or how good his grades were, they were never good enough.
His nightmares ended the same way: A vortex dragged him toward the malevolence at the core. The stalker. He clawed against the whirlpool. His father appeared above him, grabbing his arms and hauling him to safety. Will looked into his father’s eyes with sobbing gratitude, and saw the stalker’s hatred blasting back. His father was the demon, as evil as hell.
The old man bent to Will’s ear, drawing in a breath to say something.
And the dream ended. Wherever he was sleeping—at school as a youngster, or later, in some woman’s bed or his own—he woke up, sweating and gasping. If he wasn’t alone, he’d hide his panic, jumping out of bed and throwing on his clothes.
“Is there anything wrong?” the woman he was with would say, confused.
“No, no. No problem.” He’d leave no matter what time it was. He couldn’t let any of them see his terror. They’d be afraid of him if they knew what he saw. They’d leave him.
Of course, he would never go back to any of them anyway. They’d seen him like that. He stopped bringing women home, and never took them anyplace he couldn’t make a fast exit.
Will took off, flying along the track. Unaware of the pounding of his feet on the gym floor, the sweat flying from him, or how long he’d run.
He would forget. He would forget.
He couldn’t forget.
The funny part was, even if he wanted to tell someone how much he suffered, who would care? His father had been a millionaire, and he was the richest man in the world. No one cared about the rich kid. Will knew that better than anything.
He knew what his father was going to say when the dream stopped:
“It will get you in the end, no matter how hard you run.”
Will ran faster. His torso was erect and his mind clear. His breath moved in and out without effort. His legs fired away like steel shafts. He could go forever. He was so strong, he would go on forever. He tore around the track.
When he ran, nothing but his power existed. Will didn’t feel the ache in his heart that whispered on quiet nights. He had no longing for a childhood that didn’t happen or anger over the one that did. He never noticed the little boy inside him that still hoped everything would turn out fine. When Will ran, only running existed.
Tonight he wanted more than relief from pain. Will pushed his limits, hoping that it would happen.
It did. When he ran himself close to oblivion, the light burst from the base of his spine and traveled upward. His back arched and his chest expanded. The force moving through his body was so powerful that he couldn’t run. He stopped abruptly, bouncing along the track. He slammed into the side of the gym, sliding for a yard or two. He stayed on his feet and swung to face the wall, pressing his chest against it. The column of light rose up his back. Groans escaped him. He put his arms out, palms hugging the wooden surface. His head twisted to the right, as though he were trying to face the center of the room. His face contorted as the energy moved upward. He couldn’t stop what was happening, and didn’t want to.
The pillar of light rose up his back. When it climbed above his head, it exploded into a brilliant golden fountain, brighter than the sun. He rose onto his toes. The energy unfurled around him, spreading and spreading, moving everywhere. It felt like it reached the edges of the universe. Will was its center. He knew things when the light surrounded him; he could see relationships between ideas, organizations, and people who were hidden from him before. The worst business problems became simple.
The bliss that came with the light was hard to believe. He felt so much pleasure that it shocked him. He had chased pleasure all his life, but this was beyond that. Sex paled in comparison. He pushed off the wall and walked down the track, his hands reaching up, enraptured. He talked to it, the Light.
“I love you. I love you. Oh, stay with me. I love you.” On and on like that, words he’d never spoken to anyone. The Light could understand what he said, he knew that. It heard his dreams and desires, his sadness and pain. And it fixed him. It healed him, at least for a while. With it, he could keep going. The Light was the most precious thing in his life.
Will had no idea what it was. The closest he could come to an explanation was that column was his soul. Or maybe God. He thought it might be God, except that he didn’t believe in God.
The bliss played with him, flowing upward in a torrent. He moaned in delight, walking around the track, face alight. He held his hands high, reaching for something unseen. “I love you!” he shouted. “Oh, I love you so much.” He danced, filled with joy. Tears of gratitude splattered the floor. The gym was magic, enchanted. He skipped and laughed like a child.
The Light had come to him years before. After being whipped because he had had a nightmare, Will crawled into his bed and pulled his quilt over his head. He shook with a child’s shuddering sobs—and the Light came to him. Delight traveled up his spine, erasing his pain. Will found himself lifted to a place as wonderful as his nightmares were horrible.
The Light showed him a world he never dreamed existed. In it, he found creatures, people and animals and things he’d never seen, moving between luminous hangings across a mythical landscape inside him. Every touch was ecstasy; every sound, a chorus.
The dazzling column had no physical characteristics, but he felt it was a person. It could understand like a person. It had different parts. One was female. She was like a mother or angel. Her presence suffused the good place, and she enfolded him, making everything that happened all right. He called her Beloved. She and the Light kept him alive.
If the dark torrent yanked him down, the ones who lived in the bright place brought him back. They brought him back, regardless of what he did in the ordinary world or the dark dreams. They loved him no matter what he did.
One day, they showed him a world where people cooperated, where commerce served everyone, and the good that everyone said they wanted came to be. They told him that his job was to make it real. It was real; he had touched it. Reality, the numenon. The thing as it exists. He named his corporation after it.
The world of Light was his deepest secret. He couldn’t explain the beauty of that realm. Words would defile it.
Besides, if they thought he was crazy because of his nightmares, what would they say if he told them about a Light that gave him answers and protected him? Or an angel called Beloved?
Will didn’t trust his experiences. He thought he was crazy.
He’d never heard of anyone who had such encounters. They didn’t talk about them at Stanford or its Graduate School of Business, from which he had graduated. No one talked about such things at meetings of the Numenon board or any other corporate venue. He wished he could ask someone, “Does a brilliant light surge up from your ass and give you unbelievable pleasure—then tell you how to solve that merger problem?”
He knew how that one would go over, so kept his mouth shut.
Will felt the rapture drifting away. “Don’t go!” he cried. It always left. He knew it would come back—when he needed it. Running as hard as he could was a good way of getting it to return, but he couldn’t make it do anything. It came tonight because he needed it. After Marina kicked him out, after everything else, he needed it.
When the light had gone, Will threw a towel around his shoulders. His legs shook as he walked to the elevator. He was so exhausted that he could barely place his palm against the sensor. “The sun will rise again.”
He got into the elevator and became aware of something. He punched a button on the wall and spoke into a microphone.
Rick Bromberg took off his headset and handed it to the guy on the next shift, still shocked by what he’d seen. He resisted the desire to tell his replacement about it. Pretty good for my first night at the freak house, he thought.
He had been thrilled to get the job, even it if was the night shift. It paid better than any job he’d ever had and offered perks you couldn’t get anywhere else. Passing the test to get into the place took everything he’d learned getting his MA in computer science and what the Marines taught him about surveillance. But he passed.
And he signed the inch-thick contract that granted him the privilege of coming to work. He knew all about the noncompetitive agreements that were standard in Silicon Valley employment contracts. But this one, shit. If he breathed one word about what he saw in this house, they’d have his firstborn child.
He hadn’t meant to do it. It was just so boring, sitting in that cubicle alone. There were five of them on duty. He didn’t realize they’d be manning separate stations. True, it was better professional practice to have five people in separate rooms monitoring the screens than all of them together. The urge to talk came up when guys were together—it was a natural thing. Rick had even given in to the urge to drink beer once in a while on other jobs. He never brought the stuff, but if it was there, hey... Yeah, guys in the same room could miss things.
Before showing him to his security booth that night, his supervisor had told him that they meant it here. His name was Dunkirk. He was a fucking stiff. A Brit who acted like the empire hadn’t fallen. He was one of the commandos Duane had all over. “We are here to facilitate Mr. Duane’s security. We do that, and nothing else. Have you read your contract?”
Yeah, he had.
“Any breach of contract will be taken very seriously. Mr. Duane gives the orders. If he tells you to do something, or not to do something, you will do whatever he wants. If you don’t, you’re fired, that’s it. No appeal.” Dunkirk had looked at him with those frost-blue British eyes. “Or, if you must appeal, you will appeal to Hannah Hehrmann. You will never forget that experience, and you will lose. Now, it’s time to begin the shift.”
Everybody was scared stiff of Hannah Hehrmann. He hadn’t seen her. Hadn’t seen Will Duane either until the monitor showed him walking out of his bedroom in the middle of the night. Looked just like all the magazine covers: white hair, tall even on a screen. Good looking for an old guy. Duane was in his mid-sixties. Rick couldn’t imagine being that old.
He heard him say, “No surveillance while I’m running.” Yeah, Rick heard it. But as the time went by, he began to get worried. Duane’s old, he thought. How could he run that long? What if he had heart attack and they didn’t find him until the next day? So, he flipped a couple of switches and fired up one of the screens.
Rick knew that Will Duane couldn’t tell he was watching. He knew his stuff. He had an advanced degree in stealth. Besides, Dunkirk gave him his introductory walk around that afternoon. They stood in the gym, and he said, “Mr. Duane does not like to be aware that he is being observed. The house’s surveillance system is designed so that none of the monitors or sensors can be seen or detected in any way. For instance, do you see any cameras in this room?”
He looked around and shook his head. “No. Nothing.” Yet when Dunkirk took him to his cubicle and replayed the videos, Rick could see himself on five cameras and hear every word they said. The gym was loaded. That’s what he called smooth.
He wasn’t worried that his boss would know he was taking a peek. When he first saw the old man on the screen, he couldn’t believe how hard he ran. He must have been an Olympic runner when he was young. Now, for Pete’s sake, Mr. Duane was tearing up the track, and he’d been out there a long time.
He almost punched a button for help when his boss suddenly stopped and bounced into the gym wall. A heart attack, Rick was sure. That’s what he gets for being so built at his age. He couldn’t help but compare his paunch to Will Duane’s nonexistent belly. But then, Duane put his hands out straight and started moaning and arching his back like he was humping the wall. He turned his head to the right like a corkscrew. Rick’s eyes widened. Jesus, was he possessed, or something?
He’d heard a lot of stories about Will Duane being a warlock or the fucking devil, even. Lots of stories about his new boss were out there. When he started doing that shit, Rick stared into the monitor, mouth open. His new boss started dancing around, waving his arms and screaming, “I love you.” This was certifiable, Rick thought. Real nut case stuff. Which he’d also heard—that Will Duane was crazy.
But then his shift was over and he came back to earth. What Duane did was his own business. If you’re the richest man on earth, you can do what you want. If he wanted to hump the wall or dance around his gym all night, who cared?
Rick went to the checkout point where they patted them down before letting them go home. As he was being searched, he thought, Why all the need for security? What else does Duane do in here? It was only his first night and the place was starting to get to him.
Dunkirk burst in, looking at Rick like he’d run over his dog. “Bromberg, in my office.”
His office was a cement-walled cell with monitors ringing every wall. They hadn’t been watching him, had they?
“I need your identification badge, your code book, and your keys.” Dunkirk looked as scary as a skinny Brit could. He handed them over. “I need you to sign here, showing that you understand the reason you are being terminated and you will...”
“What? I’m being fired? For what?”
“You were spying on Mr. Duane as he ran, Bromberg, against his orders.”
The expression on Dunkirk’s face and the cement walls, plus all the monitors and steel doors got to him. He told the truth. “OK. I did watch him for a while, but I won’t tell anyone what I saw.”
“Definitely not, Bromberg. You’ll never mention it again, nor will you mention your reason for relocating.”
“Relocating? I’m not...”
“Yes, you are. And you’ll be no more trouble to us. You are banned from employment at Numenon or any Numenon partner.”
“That’s practically the whole world!”
“Yes, it is, Bromberg. So you’ll be happy that we secured employment for you at your new location.”
“Where is it?”
“I’m not at liberty to say. A car is waiting for you.”
“But how did you know?” Rick sputtered.
“Mr. Duane told me.”
“How did he know?” Rick’s voice rose in a wail.
“Mr. Duane knows, Bromberg. He knows without all this,” he waved his hand at the banks of monitors. “I don’t know why he keeps us on, really.”
Will stood swaying in his bedroom. Traces of light seeped from behind the metal clad windows. The silk draperies didn’t hide the fact that the new day had arrived. Should he get dressed for work? Will wore a robe embroidered with the Numenon logo that he’d put on after showering. His face felt like a leaden mask. His eyes kept blinking as though they were filled with grit.
He couldn’t think of his schedule for the day, didn’t notice the lovely furnishings of his vast room. Not the Turner over the bureau or the little Monet he loved. The bed beckoned. A minute won’t hurt, he thought.
Will laid down and pulled the quilt over his head.
He ran through the gray-green world, the thing he feared behind him, roaring for his blood. He turned his head, and something overran him. He was tossed without mercy, slammed into the ground. He rolled and tumbled, landing on his feet, battered but alive. He watched the juggernaut’s howling progress.
It destroyed everything. He watched everyone die, smashed and bent, torn to pieces. The maelstrom killed those he loved first, then the rest. Everyone died; all humanity. Billions of bloody, ruined bodies piled up around him. He was the only one left.
He stood in the void, surrounded by nothing.
He had to live when everyone he loved was dead. Everyone he hated too. Nothing was left, not even hatred. He had to go on living and living and living. Realizing that caused his jaw to drop, and pulled his hands to his mouth. Made him curl into a ball.
He lay there, dazed. His chest rose and fell. The movement of his ribs was the only thing he could grab on to to tell him he was alive.
Was it a prophecy? Was that going to happen? Nothing could tell him. Everything was gone. He felt a rumbling below the earth and heard the sound of rocks grinding together. His stomach roiled at the noise.
He realized what it meant: The stalker was coming for him.
His Beloved appeared from nowhere, speaking softly. “Yes, my darling, it is true. The fate you have fought for so long will come to be very soon—in days. You have one chance to save yourself and all you love.” Whispering, she told him the way out.
Will did as she directed. It was already shaping up. He had a call in to the Indian shaman. He’d made it in hopes that what Marina said was true. He’d heard from her once since she threw him out. She wrote. “He’s a great holy man who has helped many people. If Grandfather tells me I should see you again, I will. But only then, Will. You and I are done.”
She included a phone number where he could reach the shaman.
He originally called the old man hoping he could get her back, but then he had that dream. He had to go now. The world of light required it.
The sucker didn’t return his call. He kept him waiting.
When the shaman finally called him back, Will was ready to detonate. He forced himself to be civil and agreed to everything. “I’ll go wherever you want. I’ll do whatever you want. I’ll go on your retreat, just tell me how to get there.”
The old man didn’t sound surprised. It was as though he knew what Will would say.
“Bring your best warriors,” the shaman said. “As many as you want, as long as they’re your best.” And then he laughed.
Will’s stomach clenched. The joy in the old man’s laughter hit him like a fist.
And then he gave orders that would make it come to pass. “I want you to go, too, Betty, and a few others from the headquarters.” They looked at him in disbelief. He convinced them. “We have to go. This is the most important thing we’ll ever do.”
But he would never tell them the real reason for their pilgrimage.
The boy felt his legs trembling and cramping, moving purely by the force of his will. He heard the breath enter his lungs, rage, burn there, then exit, only to re-enter, burn again. The child couldn’t run any longer; he was run out. He shouted at his little brother, “Go there! Into the canyon! Hide!”
The younger child veered off, going in the direction the older boys had taken. He turned, running at the horsemen, trying to provide some cover for his brother. The two horses headed straight at him. He heard the hard staccato of the gallop on rock. A lasso’s whir filled his ears as one rider swung his loop overhead. He charged the men, waving his arms.
The horses ran past him. He stopped, bewildered. Before he could turn, something grabbed him around the waist and jerked him backward. He was dragged, popping over ruts like a twig. One bounce flipped him onto his belly. His face hit a rock. His arms were pinned to his sides. He couldn’t protect himself. The impact was so hard that he didn’t know his tooth had chipped. He didn’t know what happened until everything stopped and he found himself lying in the path.
The lariat’s loop bound his body. Like a tight fishing line, it ran straight to the stranger’s saddle. At the end of the rope, the horse loomed above the boy, larger than any horse he had seen. It stared at him, ears pointed like spears. Loud blasts of air came from its nostrils. It moved the thing in its mouth, and streams of white foam splattered its chest. When the beast’s hooves hit the rocks, sparks flew. It danced around and the foreigner yelled at it.
“Whoa, Buddy. Whoa. I know he smells like shit. It won’t kill you! Whoa, you...”
Eventually, the horse settled and stood stiffly, arching its neck, and backing to keep the rope taut. The man looked directly at the child. The boy had seen such men before, but never had been close enough to one to see his pale blue eyes. He became stiff, shaking.
“Y’re in a hell of a fix, ain’t you?”
He couldn’t understand the stranger’s words, but the man smiled in a way that told the boy what he already knew. This man would enjoy killing him. His father had warned of these people, and kept their band out of their way. The warnings had not been strong enough.
His breath came in fast pants, and his heart felt like it would jump out. He shook all over. The man began reeling him in, hand over hand, looping the lariat on his saddle, dragging him across the rough ground. Rocks struck him, bloodying his face, bruising his flesh. The smashing impacts dazed him, and as they did, he realized that a monster was ahead of him. It was a two-headed demon, both horse and man. A skinwalker, a giant of the mountains, come to eat his flesh. His body moved like he had the falling sickness, shaking out of control.
Windborne streams of sweat and saliva lashed him as he groveled. Rowels of spurs that were as big across as his face spun and flashed. The interloper’s stench assailed him. The closer he got, the more terrifying the monster became. The giant horse began tossing its head. Its feet started moving up and down so fast that sparks flew without stopping. When he finally was dragged next to the animal, he felt nothing, no pain, no injury—only terror. His body went limp. The horse spun away from him and tried to run.
“Knock it off. It’s just a kid. A fucking digger kid.”
The rider reined hard and finally, the animal stood still. When that happened, the cowboy yanked him up, dangling him in front of his face like a fish on a line. They looked into each other’s eyes. The man was opening his mouth to speak when suddenly the boy’s paralysis lifted. In that instant of freedom, the child lunged, tearing into the flesh of his captor’s chest.
“God damn it to hell!”
The man shouted, and then struck him. A blow made his ears ring. Another blow, and everything went blank. When he could remember again, he was tied facedown on the saddle in front of his captor. Something was stuffed in his mouth, and something else was tied around his head.
“Try that again, you little bastard!”
The other rider returned with the smaller boy over his saddle. “The big ones got away,” he said to the first.
“This little fucker bit me, damn it to hell!” He rubbed his chest. “Damn waste of effort. You can’t do nuthin’ with this bunch. They’re never gonna educate ’em fit for nuthin’.”
“It’s a job, Roy. It pays good.”
A third rider came up behind them and halted his horse. “Slim pickin’s,” he said, eyeing the two little boys.
“The rest of ’em hightailed it up that draw.”
“Why, hell, that’s a blind draw, I bet,” the third one said, grinning. “It’d be easy as shootin’ fish in a barrel.” The other two grinned back. “Throw me them runts, an’ you go get the rest. We’ll save the taxpayers some money.” The boy was thrown across the front of the third man’s saddle. It wasn’t hard to do. He was small, even for his People. His younger brother was tossed on top of him. When they ended up back at the band’s camp, the boys were dumped into a mule-drawn wagon, along with some girls their age and some older kids who were too slow making their escape.
Dazed and exhausted, the boy saw his father standing in the open space before their shelters. His face was bruised and bloody, and men with guns surrounded him. The agent waved a paper in his face.
“I do, too have the right. My right is here. They gotta go to school—it’s the law. We’ll make ’em civilized Christians. We’ll make ’em good Americans, every one.” The children sat in the wagon, crying silently, looking at their parents who stared back with hopeless tears. The mothers’ faces beseeched the agent and his hired hands. The boy sat looking at his father. Why didn’t he do something? He looked for his mother, and then remembered she ran away with his baby brother and sister when the scouts came back saying that the white men brought a wagon. The band knew what that meant. The boy’s father had protected his clan as long as he could, moving far into the wilderness. They couldn’t go any farther.
His father was a man of peace. Surely he could reason with these white men. Then the group waited, silently, until the two riders returned.
“Couldn’t find any of ’em! That’s the last of the bunch I reckon we’ll get. The rest got clean away.” One rider chuckled. He’d have to clean his guns when he got home.
As the wagon pulled out, the boy’s father came to life. He remembered the words in English, though he knew his father spoke in their language. Try as he might, he couldn’t remember a word of his tribe’s tongue.
His father shouted, “I will come for you!”
He called his son’s name, but when he recalled the incident, his mind went blank. He couldn’t remember his own name, the name his father had given him in their language. He couldn’t remember it at all.
“I will come for you! I must move the camp. I must find the boys who ran. Then I will come for you!” The wagon pulled out and his father ran beside it, looking in the boy’s eyes, “You are the leader, my son! You will be chief one day. You will be great. I will come for you, my son. I will come for you, or the sun will cease to shine.”
His father couldn’t keep up. The boy watched him recede into the distance. That was the last time he saw his father. It was 1918.
The old man lay back on his bed, gasping at what he had remembered. Starlight illuminated the interior of the lean-to, but all he could see was his father’s form, hands grabbing the wagon as he ran alongside so many years before. The sun was going down, and it outlined his father’s head, the bright light surrounding him like a halo. He turned to the wall, pinching back tears.
Even with his eyes closed, his mind showed him the canyon where it happened as clearly as if he stood in the path. A brilliant blue sky arched overhead. Canyon walls topped by spiky pine trees loomed on each side. The cheerful sound of water played down the streambed, dancing past rocks and trees with fluttering leaves. He and his brother ran through the scene, a beautiful place where something ugly occurred. He had lived perhaps eight summers when he was stolen.
The old man’s mind was an open corridor. That morning, he could see everything he had ever done and feel each event as though it were happening. Bud Creeman had told him about amusement parks. The shaman had never been to one. He told him about a ride where you got in a little boat that floated in a darkened indoor stream. Without warning, the channel would widen and—wham!—a scene would appear. This morning, the boat took the direction it had been commanded, going back in his life. He would watch whatever it presented, knowing the Great One willed it, knowing he would need what was revealed in the week to come.
He reflected upon what would soon unfold. Thousands were coming to be with him and learn what he had to teach. The coming week was the last Meeting—the retreat had grown beyond anything he imagined. It was the last chance that many of his People would have to meet him and imbibe wisdom of their ancestors.
Preparations had been made to assure the Meeting’s success. The campgrounds were groomed and facilities repaired. The Founders had studied everything touching the Meeting, making sure they were ready. Paul Running Bird’s report, tabulating the data he’d gleaned, was part of the preparations.
Grandfather knew all this, just as he knew that those questions Paul had presented to him last night were the reason he felt the pain of remembering his past. He wanted to hate Paul’s report, but he knew that everything that happened was the work of the Great One.
For thirty-five years, Will had stood where he was at some point during the night. The wide balcony that formed the entrance to his home gave him a perfect view of the living room below. Ordinarily, his nocturnal prowls occurred because of his insomnia or the nightmares. This night, he was clean-shaven and wore a business suit. His wakefulness was intentional.
He looked down, noticing the things that he noticed every night, waiting for the beauty of the place to soothe him. He glanced at his hands, resting on the rail. They surprised him, the way that seeing his white hair in a mirror surprised him. His hands were still long and bony, but their skin seemed to have grown. It covered the backs of his hands in puckered triangles. The rest of his runner’s form could pass for what it had been when he and Kathryn built the house, but he wasn’t the same man. It wasn’t the same house, either. The original furniture was long gone, along with his wife. He’d been alone for so many years, he couldn’t imagine living any other way.
Will’s eyes continued exploring his living room. They followed the path carved by splashes of light coming from pinpoints in the ceiling. Furniture groupings and all the paintings and sculpture were illuminated, leaving the rest dark. The highlighted colors glowed: burgundy, deep green, and ivory––the colors of the mid 1990s.
The textures of glass and metal, suede and chenille led him to the fireplace centered on the far wall. One of his Rothkos hung on its left side, and on the right, a new painting, something his curator had picked up by a young artist... What was her name? Will couldn’t remember it. He shook his head. He would remember it. Couldn’t. Panic rose inside him. What was her name? Her name? He ran a hand through his hair. What was it?
Let it go, he commanded himself. Look at the room. You won’t see it for a while. He studied the intricate tableau. This had been his haven, his one safe place. He kept waiting for the internal “click” that came from experiencing perfection. It didn’t come.
Something else did, something that happened when he was under fire. His perception sharpened and deepened. He could see the room’s interior as if the designers’ presentation boards were laid out before him. He saw the pattern, the skeleton of a living thing. Will had always been able to find the structure in whatever he was observing, whether it was a dysfunctional corporation, a jammed negotiation, or an intricately designed room.
His vision enlarged again, zooming outward like a high-tech camera’s lens. He could see the house’s floor plan as though he were hovering over the building. He could see the building’s electrical, plumbing, and heating systems. He could see every opening in the house’s shell, and location of each of the security systems. He felt the sensors and alarms, and knew the lasers’ coverage. The house was impenetrable.
How did they bug it? How did they destroy his perfect world?
He stepped back as though he’d been punched. They’d found bugs in the living room, a meeting room, and one of the guest rooms, the largest one, which they might have thought was his bedroom. Horror shot through him. Not only that, but the devices also were from an unknown manufacturer. That was impossible. He knew all the surveillance hardware and who made it. He made the best. Will felt hollow. His world was not secure.
He swung around. Where was Hannah? He looked toward her office at the end of the balcony. She was supposed to meet him before he left. He looked at his watch. Three minutes to one. He was early. She’d be out in three minutes.
Turning toward the center of the broad mezzanine, a powerful fragrance struck him. A mass of lilies four feet across sat on the round table in the middle of the balcony. Stargazers. They hadn’t been there when he went to bed. Will smiled; he loved lilies.
“I thought they’d please you, Mr. Duane.” Hannah’s heels clicked on the pale stone floor, announcing her arrival before her heavily accented voice did. “A fresh arrangement will be waiting when you return. And the house will be secure.” She smiled, as tough and no-nonsense a woman as existed. She was tall and muscular, looking like the martial artist she was. Her dark hair was cut straight across all around. She swung the briefcase she carried onto the table and opened it. The top held a computer screen and the bottom was jammed with electronic devices.
“With the Ashley’s satellite dish, you can see every room in the house on the screen wherever you are. You can also hear what the mikes are picking up, and lock down the house if you need to. You can reach me at all times with this,” she pointed to a device. “I’ll be living here while you’re gone, with my team. We’ll find the perpetrators, I assure you.” Her eyes did assure him. “It happens to everyone with your influence, Mr. Duane. But you’re safe now, you will be safe on your journey, and you will be 100 percent secure when you get back.”
He felt weak with emotion, momentarily wanting to hug her. He didn’t. No one hugged Hannah Hehrmann. And he didn’t hug people, anyway. “Thank you, Hannah. I appreciate what you’re doing.”
“It’s my job, Mr. Duane. Have fun on your camping trip.” She shook his hand formally, then cracked the tiniest smile. “If there’s any trouble, I’ll call my brother. He’ll be here with the Israeli army,” she snapped her fingers, “like that!”
“If you pick up that new red phone in your office, you’ll have the United States Army faster than that!”
“Two armies should be enough.” They laughed, but without mirth. The bugs had been placed when Hannah was on duty. She was as disturbed as he was. “Have a good trip, Mr. Duane.”
He walked away from the table with the lilies, past the entrance balcony’s commodious furnishings. Thirty feet deep, the balcony ran the width of his living room and was decorated as elaborately as the salon below. Its stone floor flowed outside to an equally grand entrance under a wide overhang. Will walked toward the entrance doors. Tall sheets of glass swung outward.
The front of his house, three stories high and two hundred feet long, was an unbroken expanse of glass. He wanted to have it shielded by metal shutters like the rest of the house, but his architect said he’d quit and never work for him again. “That would be a crime against aesthetics,” he’d said. Will backed down.
The view made him pause. The hills of Menlo Park spread before him with a sprinkle of lights. His eye moved past them to Palo Alto’s tighter clusters of illumination. A black expanse signaled the San Francisco Bay, and on the other side of the Bay, a jumble of neon announced East Bay cities.
Will grimaced, annoyed every time he stood there. This hill had the best view on the Peninsula, and they built a freeway in front of it. The noise was worse every year. He tried to get them to put it one hill over when they built it in the 1960s, but he couldn’t stop Caltrans back then. At least you could only see one corner of the house from I-280. Any more and he’d have to move. Will didn’t want to move, and he didn’t want to leave that night.
He forced himself down the path. He had to go. They’d invaded his home. And... Marina’s face flashed before him. And what happened with her... He had to leave, he was in danger. The dream said they were in danger. The briefcase he carried felt as if it held the weight of the world.
Voices spoke from hidden speakers as he walked along the path: “431,” “571,” “893.” They were operatives in various sectors of the estate reporting in as they saw him pass their monitors. They changed the codes daily, sometimes more than that. The final checkpoint: “274. We are secure, Mr. Duane.” The voice said the words crisply, completing a ritual.
Will nodded, standing as erect and striding as firmly as ever, knowing he was being filmed. Knowing he’d walk to his grave the same way. If they were going to kill him, he would go like a man.
Hannah wanted him to take operatives with him. “That medicine man said you could bring warriors. I can give you warriors, Mr. Duane. You can fill the motor homes with my people. You will be safe.”
“He didn’t mean that kind of warrior, Hannah. He meant spiritual warriors.”
“A warrior is a warrior.”
He had dissuaded her, he hoped. The last thing he needed was a troop of Hannah’s commandos wrecking this. The car was waiting for him at the end of the walk, one of the small limousines, unmarked, with the driver standing by the open rear door. It was a new driver. He didn’t like new drivers. He had complained to Betty about it when they went over the plans. “Why can’t I have Mark?”
“Will, all your favorite drivers are on their way to Tucson with the motor homes. Mark is driving the Ashley.” He’d forgotten.
This was Robert Frye. His personnel file unfolded in Will’s mind’s eye exactly as it looked on his office’s computer screen when he looked him up. “Robert Frye. 167 Palmyra Ct. Campbell. Married. Two children.” Some references, all excellent. Will nodded at him and got in the car. Betty was inside, looking exhausted.
“You couldn’t sleep either?”
She shook her head. “No. I picked up the briefs at the office on the way up here. They’re in the trunk. We can put them in the jet with our luggage.”
Her drawn face told him she’d worked at the office until eleven before giving the briefs to publications for binding. The sadness on her face told him that John was waiting when she got home. He was angry, and said something like, “Why didn’t that asshole give you more than three days to get ready? You wrote a book for him.” Which was true, he gave them just three days to prepare, but that’s all he’d had. Her trembling hands said they’d fought and she couldn’t sleep in the hour she had before the car picked her up. He didn’t ask what else happened, and she didn’t tell him.
“I put the summary you wanted in the back of each brief,” she said. “If people can’t remember names or whatever, they’re listed there.”
“Good.” He thought he would faint as they pulled away from the house. He used to travel. He’d been all over the world. Now, he went back and forth between his home and Numenon’s international headquarters, less than ten minutes away. Why didn’t he go anywhere? Why didn’t he entertain? He had entertained thousands at his estate. What happened?
He knew that perfectly well.
“Are we secure, Robert?” he said to the driver, who was flipping levers in the driver’s seat.
“We are secure, Mr. Duane.”
As secure as people can be on a moving time bomb.
Betty’s head lolled forward before they got to the bottom of the drive. He pulled a pillow and blanket out of a cabinet. Giving them to her, he said, “Get some sleep, Betty. I’ll be the lookout.” She was asleep in seconds. He watched her, feeling odd observing his secretary when she was so vulnerable. Fine lines around her eyes, a few at the corners of her lips. A little gray in her hair. We’re getting old, he thought. She was still as beautiful to him as she had been when they began. She had stayed while Kathryn had left. What did they have, he and Betty? They had never been lovers, and never would. Maybe she’s the only woman in the world who will put up with me, he thought. His heart ached, a physical pain. He might have been alarmed, but his doctor had pronounced him fit the day before when the same thing happened.
“It’s stress, Will. You need to work less. This camping trip will be good for you. I can prescribe something for tension...” Will cut him off. He would never take any of that shit. He knew all about prescription drugs. “You may have chest pains again. Just know it’s stress, most likely.”
No, it’s heartache. His heart ached seeing his secretary sleeping in his car. He ached, knowing the fragility of everything he loved.
Fear hit him like a wall. Were the others safe? He whispered into the microphone on the door. “Robert. The others going on the trip—where are they now?”
Robert hit a button on the screen on his dash. A divided screen appeared showing road maps and flashing lights. “They’re almost at the airport, all but us and Gil Canao. He’s still home.”
“Get a hold of Gil. See that he’s OK.”
Robert tapped his screen and spoke into a hidden microphone. A few minutes later, he reported, “Gil’s on his way. The baby was crying and he didn’t want to leave his wife like that. He’ll be there before we are.”
Will grabbed his heart with both hands and lay back against the seat. Oh, God, what had been done?
The pains drifted away and so did he. By the time they reached the Numenon terminal next to the San Jose airport, he was dozing. Dark dreams. A face searching for him. Blue eyes, blond hair. Dark eyes, dark hair. Shifting over centuries, chasing him. Will hovered in the world between sleep and wakefulness. “You invited them to keep them safe,” her voice said. “That’s why you picked them. They’re the dearest to you in the world.” Yes, that’s why he chose them.
Then images came, one after the other. Images and facts. This was where he learned things, and knew the truth. This state was where all his innovations originated, what they called his genius.
He woke up abruptly. The artist’s name was Biff Hycoff. She was twenty-three and got her MFA at the Rhode Island School of Design after graduating from Yale. His curator made a good call buying her work. She would become very successful. He would order him to buy more. And he needed to do some trading. He tapped a button on his door and spoke softly into the mike. His broker in New York answered sleepily. “As soon as the exchange opens, I want you to sell...”
By the time they disembarked at the Numenon terminal, Will felt good. He’d made a little more than a million dollars on the way to the airport, vastly more when you counted the lifetime appreciation of Biff Hycoff’s work. When people asked him how he made his fortune, he always said, “I do it in my sleep...”
Grandfather lay still for some time. The question that had prompted his reliving of those horrible hours when he was torn from his family was: Why doesn’t Grandfather talk about his past? He’s lived our history; why doesn’t he tell us what happened to him?
This was a question a tourist would ask. A tourist visiting Indian Country, looking for an authentic tale to tell his friends, a tale to repeat with teary eyes and a heart that didn’t bleed. Grandfather didn’t speak of his past because he couldn’t bear the pain.
Looking out of the front of his lean-to, he thought the night sky looked like a blue velvet shirt with tiny buttons sewn all over it. He was in his lean-to in the Mogollon Bowl, on reservation land in southwestern New Mexico. It was within minutes of four a.m. on Sunday, March 23, 1997. Palm Sunday, the Sunday before Easter.
For the previous ten years, he had awakened in the still darkness on this spot and waited for the Great One to send him the directions to the Meeting that would begin the next day. The One always came to tell him what to do and say, day by day, hour by hour, for the retreat’s seven days. All he had to do was wait.
Not this year. He sat up, shaken from remembering and driven to complete his task, a task he neither asked for nor anticipated. He scowled. This was a very strange Meeting, marked long before it began.
When he arrived at the Bowl the night before, he was tired. He could admit that. He was an old man, and he’d driven five hours across rocks and dirt in an old truck with no springs that he could discern. Bud and Bert Creeman had picked him up at his hogan and carried him to this sacred place, as they did every year. He was tired. He was also worried about Bert. As pregnant as she was, all that bouncing couldn’t be good.
But she said, “I’ll be fine. You and Elizabeth will be there. The baby’s not due for two weeks, anyway.”
“We’ll have seven more doctors at the Meeting this year,” he added.
“See, I’ll be fine. I’d rather have any of you deliver our baby than that idiot where we live. Nothing will make me miss the last Meeting!”
That’s how Bert was. That’s how all the spirit warriors were. That’s why hundreds of them slept in the Bowl beneath his lean-to. None of them would miss the last Meeting.
Did he get to eat his meal in peace last night, or visit with those who came early to talk to him? Did he get to heal anyone before the Meeting began, as he did every year? No. Paul Running Bird dashed up to Bud’s truck before they could climb out.
“We’ve got your place all set up, Grandfather.” He beamed, pointing to the shaman’s lean-to, a short distance from the truck. It sat on the rim of the Bowl so that he could see his People camped inside and look out the other side to the vastness of the desert. “The best seat in the house, like always!”
“Thank you, Paul.” His spirit soared the moment he set foot on the Bowl’s holy ground. Bliss rose inside him like the dust puffing around his feet. He turned in a circle, noticing that the amphitheater where they held the Meeting was ready for the crowds. Its benches were repaired, and the long stage across the back where he sat looked presentable. All this effort because of the special guests. His teeth ground together as he lay in his bed, the way they had the night before. He had continued to survey the Bowl, ignoring Paul’s impatience. It looked the same. A shallow crater three miles across, with only slightly fewer cacti and rocks than the surrounding desert. Ecstasy poured from every stick and pebble. The Bowl was alive. People didn’t believe that until they saw what it did. Only fools thought its power came from a meteor striking there eons ago. No, the Bowl was alive.
As he appreciated his surroundings, drums began to pound in his heart and the songs of the ancestors rang in his ears. He felt light, like he could float to the cooking area and see his old friends, like he could glide around the camp headquarters, the dingy cement buildings left by the scientists, and greet everyone. He was surprised when others said they couldn’t hear the drums and singing, but he knew almost all of them would hear the beautiful sounds by week’s end. Did he get to visit with his old friends? Or chat with the warriors who’d worked so hard to prepare for the Meeting? No.
“Grandfather, I have some really important things to discuss with you.” Paul ushered him toward his lean-to. A table and chairs had been set up outside—plastic. He hated plastic. Paul pulled out a chair for him. “Sit here. We have a lot to cover and it’s getting dark.” Yes, the sun was setting. He turned toward it and closed his eyes, thanking the great sun for the day. Praying to Creator for renewed light.
Paul turned to Bud. “Put his things in his lean-to, Bud. And could you bring us some dinner? We have to work.” Paul was his old self: imperious, oblivious, and dressed like the fanciest Indian in the world. He laid his new Stetson hat on the table, probably to admire it. Grandfather had seen one like it years ago. Hoss Cartwright wore one on the television program Bonanza. It had a high crown that peaked higher in back than in front. He wondered how Paul had found such a new-looking old hat.
Paul noticed him looking at the hat. “Do you like it, Grandfather? Everyone’s wearing them where I take riding lessons. It’s the latest style.”
Nothing was new, not even hats. Everything came around again. He frowned. “Paul, I need to put my medicines away and bless my lean-to. I need to visit with the People.”
“Well, just let me show you this.” He put a small suitcase on the table. Grandfather knew what it was—a briefcase. The tribe’s finance chief had one. “Remember my Web site?” How could he forget it? The thing had turned his life upside down. “Well, I put in a forum, that’s where people can log on and write a message. There was so much interest in the Meeting, I can’t tell you.” Grandfather sat impassively in the face of Paul’s enthusiasm. He had told him that the Meeting was not to be discussed on his Web site, or any other. “Well, people got wind of it, and what could I do? Not respond to their questions?”
“Yes, Paul. That is what you could do. That is what I told you to do.”
“I know, but look how well everything turned out. Four thousand people are coming because of it, Grandfather. Not even Rising Wolf has such a big turnout. And think of our special visitors! Nobody’s had Will Duane...”
“Be quiet, Paul! Do not speak.” Grandfather had not been upset in a long time. The last time he was upset was when Paul came to his hogan last fall and told him what was going on. He had called upon the Great One, the ancestors, and his teacher, Great-grandfather, to calm him. They did. Last night, as Paul’s jaw kept moving and his words spilled out, he prayed again, Oh, Great One! Oh, my ancestors! Oh, Great-grandfather! Be with me so that I can hear whatever Paul says. Be with me so that I do not direct my rage at one of my People. Make me calm, I beg you. The prayer worked.
“Show me what you have, Paul.”
“It’s really simple.” He pulled a very large yellowish envelope out of the briefcase. It was stuffed with papers. “When I was at Wharton, we used feedback forms all the time. People on my forum had so many questions, I tabulated them.” He handed over a precisely formatted table. “They’re arranged according to the number of people asking the basic kind of question. The frequency is shown right here...” He pointed to a number beside one. “Five hundred eighty-six people asked that question alone, and look at the others. This is really good response rate.”
His eyes scanned the list. Sighing, he pulled his spectacles from one of the pouches at his waist and put them on. He had gotten them in 1954. He could read very well with them and saw no need to “upgrade,” a word Paul had taught him.
“Oh, wow, Grandfather! Where did you get those glasses? Fifties-retro—They’re so hip!”
“Hip?” He turned his attention to the questions Paul had presented him, hoping to hear a chorus from the unseen ancestors. “Kill him!” Or at least, “Throw him out of the Meeting.” He’d been wanting to do that for years, but Great-grandfather and the Great One wouldn’t let him. “He has work to do, let him do it,” they’d tell him as he sat quietly, listening to the voices inside and outside him. Paul did all the organizing for the Meeting and saw that the camp was ready and everyone’s needs were met. Everything was repaired and shipshape for this last great Meeting due to Paul’s organizing. He had to give Paul credit. He was the person who came up with the idea of the Meeting. It wouldn’t exist without him. And soon it wouldn’t exist again. This was the last Meeting. The disaster would soon be over.
He waited, feeling the spirits clamoring around him, feeling the Great One surge up from the ground, and feeling his beloved teacher looking out from his own eyes. A smile came to his lips. Now they would chastise Paul for his disobedience, for daring to mention him on this Internet! Now Paul would see the source of his powers, which was what another question asked—Where do you get your Powers? He waited for the Great One’s command to attack.
“I’ve also got feedback on how you come across at the Meeting, Grandfather. They’re on these performance evaluation forms. We use these at work—I’m still an executive at Microsoft, though I hope to change jobs soon. The major business schools use the same technique. You get rated for how well you do in different aspects of your job, so there’s an objective measure...” Seeing Grandfather’s face, Paul looked down. “You can look at those later... Hey! What’s happening?”
The papers on the table rose in the air like a tornado, swirling as though they might reach the heavens. Grandfather stood up, ready to curse Paul as soon as he got permission. Then he sat down. He could see spirits reading the sheets as they flew through the air. A familiar inner voice said to him, “This is very interesting, my dear Joseph. This tells us how the People think. It’s easier than reading their minds.” Which were very hard to penetrate, even for spirits with supernatural powers. The voice continued, “You need to read these papers, and answer the questions. You must begin now. There are many questions.”
The ancestors, Great One, and Great-grandfather approved of what Paul had done. He sat, stunned, as the papers spiraled back down to the table and arranged themselves as they had been.
“Wow, Grandfather! What you can do is amazing!” Paul’s delight was transparent. His faith in his teacher had been renewed by a bit of hocuspocus that he didn’t even do. Bud arrived with a tray of food. “Oh, just put it here, Bud. We’ll eat while we go over the schedule for the Meeting.” He turned to face his teacher, apparently unaware that what he’d said was heresy. “I also put together a daily schedule and list of discussion topics. Some of the feedback indicated that people felt the Meeting was kind of unorg—...” Paul fell silent as Grandfather rose to his feet. Although he was a tiny man, just over five feet tall, the power Grandfather manifested when expressing his displeasure—or anything—made him a giant. Both Bud and Paul pulled back when he rose.
Grandfather spoke to Bud, his voice tense, “Please put the tray in my lean-to and go back to Bert.” Bud did what he was asked, and quickly. He turned to Paul, his rage mounting. “Schedule? You made a schedule? You know the Great One gives me the directions for the Meeting on Sunday morning, every year. I only do what the Great One tells me to do. I will never follow your schedule.” He was so appalled that he couldn’t speak further.
The momentary look of guilt on Paul’s face indicated he knew he’d made a mistake. “I just wanted to make things more organized. I mean, look at the feedback sheets... They say the Meeting’s too... Uh, just look at them. We can talk tomorrow.” He closed his briefcase and started to leave. Grandfather took the heavy envelope.
“Get rid of these,” he indicated the plastic table and chairs.
“Sure, Grandfather, right away.” Paul stacked the chairs and waddled off with them. “I’ll send someone for the table.”
When he was finally alone in his lean-to, the first thing he set up was his altar. He took out the ritual objects, the feathers and stones, and arranged them with the other things that were so holy that they remained in pouches. He set his picture of Great-grandfather next to his bed. He dropped to his knees before the shrine, feeling tears welling inside. His soul cried. Why must I live in such a time? He couldn’t imagine soliciting a performance review or feedback for Great-grandfather, or proposing a schedule for something so holy as what would happen in the coming week. He couldn’t imagine having a follower as dense as Paul, but he knew that many others were like him. The old man’s heart surged and ached. He addressed the Great One, “Why must I live now?”
“Because you do, my son. It is your time on this earth. Complete your job. Look at the papers, and answer the questions.” As always, the familiar voice of the One comforted him.
He had to do it. It was a direct order. He wanted to finish putting away his things, to arrange his medicines and herbs properly, to put the rest of the sacred objects and amulets where they belonged. He longed to eat the stew that Bud had delivered. Avalina Cocina was a very good cook. She had made this stew, he could tell by the smell of the herbs. But no, he couldn’t eat until he satisfied the Great One. He took out the questions and read them. He began to think about the answers, framing them in his mind so he could tell the People later.
“No. You must write the answers down. People only understand what they read these days. They don’t listen, and they don’t hear. Write the answers. The visitors can copy them on their machines and give them to everyone.” The Great One spoke in his mind. “Use that...” A clipboard was stuffed in the envelope, and a bunch of pens. Ballpoint pens. He preferred the kind he used when he was in school. You dipped them in ink. He had been told they weren’t made anymore. That was a great loss. This ballpoint pen slid across the paper too quickly. He couldn’t feel the paper beneath his hand properly. The paper was lined as it should be, but it was yellow, and a pad rather than a small book. Oh, he was too old for this world. He longed to leave.
When the Power got him, he couldn’t stop writing. His penmanship was unchanged from what they taught him in the Indian schools: pointed, tiny, elegant, an antique hand from a bygone age. He read Paul’s questions.
“1. I’ve been to [Grandfather—the average response was three Meetings. A total of 798 people answered the question. They ranged from people who’d just been to one Meeting, to people like me who’ve been to them all. PRB]”
The report went on like that for pages. Paul had added notes throughout. Grandfather knew he was trying to be helpful, but it made his account a swamp. The old man studied the sheets and deciphered the questions they contained. They were the same questions he always heard: I saw Grandfather do some marvelous thing—marvelous only to a beginner. How does he do it? Where does his power come from? Why doesn’t he talk about his life? Is it true that he’s psychic and can see into the future? Can he blow things up with his mind? There were more questions about different things. Did lots of people really get married at the Meeting? Why do the marriages last? What’s a soul mate? And “Is a soul mate a Native American concept?” Is he really a revolutionary? And, as always, when will I get powers like Grandfather? How many Meetings does it take?
And then came the performance review. The Meeting was too unorganized, too this, too that. If he made all these people happy, they wouldn’t have a Meeting. Every part of it offended someone. He raised his eyes to the Great One and begged for protection. Sitting cross-legged on his bed, he took comfort in the buffalo robe beneath him. His followers had fixed him up a fancy bed. A new mattress, sheets, and handmade quilts, all covered with a buffalo robe—he had to have that, or he wouldn’t sleep there. The old man felt the rough wool between his thumb and forefinger. The robe was thick, with matted hair on one side and hide on the other. As long as he had that, he could face anything.
He wrote late into the night, turning on his kerosene lamp. Neatly stacked pages covered with his diminutive writing lay on his bed. He didn’t know how long he wrote, but Bud Creeman came out with his lamp and said, “Grandfather, are you all right? It’s pretty late.”
“What?” He looked up, disorientated. “Oh, certainly, Bud. I’m fine. I’ll just finish this page and go to sleep.” And he did, but the questions had done their damage, as he found when he dreamed of the day he was stolen.
I’ll be right down, give me a second.” Gil Canao stood in the doorway of his Cupertino townhouse, speaking to a uniformed chauffer outside. A baby’s howls poured from the open door. The driver nodded, retreating to the limousine parked on the curb. He leaned against the car and lit a cigarette. The streetlight illuminated him as if he were on stage.
Gil stood in the entry, looking out to the car, and then back into the house. The baby’s screams reverberated from a hallway upstairs, filling the house, leaking out onto the street. He was surprised the neighbors hadn’t called the cops this last week. Gil closed the front door and stood unmoving. He knew if he saw his wife’s face, he wouldn’t go. He couldn’t stand her swollen, teary eyes, or seeing her lying there, passively not accusing him of getting them into this. He couldn’t stand hearing her voice say, “Do whatever you want, Gil. I’ll be fine.” He couldn’t stand her.
The nurse Will had hired to help Gabriela while he was gone tiptoed past him holding a hot water bottle wrapped in a towel. “It’s all right, Mr. Canao,” she said. “Some babies are like this. It’s just colic. She’ll be OK. We’ll take her to the doctor tomorrow if we need to, but don’t worry. Your wife and baby will be fine. They are fine. You can go.”
The woman’s blue eyes and Caucasian competence assured him on one level, but all the other levels were screaming. Why should a baby cry like that if there wasn’t something wrong with her? Why did she keep crying? Why did Gabriela sob along with her? The parenting class they’d taken didn’t say anything about this. They didn’t tell you that you could do everything right and the baby would still shriek. In school and everywhere else he’d been, there was a formula. You got the formula down, and everything was cool. Gil had never seen anything like this; neither had Gabriela.
When Will asked him to go on this Indian spiritual retreat thing three days ago, he told him no. For once, he said it without squirming or hedging. “I’m sorry, Will. I’d like to go with you, but Gabriela just got home from the hospital. The baby cries a lot. I need to stay home.”
Without missing a beat, Will replied, “That’s fine, Gil. You stay home with your wife and baby. I’ll get Dick Chao to come.” He knew Gil would die before he’d let Chao take his place. Chao was his archrival at Numenon. He was from Hong Kong, while Gil’s family lived outside Manila. Dick Chao was born to an upper-class family. He was smooth and classy, with manners like royalty. He was bred for Numenon, the Asian version of Will Duane.
When he went to California to school, Gil’s family could barely pay his expenses, even after his scholarship and the grant. After school, he didn’t go back home until he got a job with Numenon because there was no money for his plane ticket. He’d worked his brains out to get where he was. No way he’d let Chao take his place.
“OK, I’ll go with you. I just don’t know what to do about the baby. She cries all the time. Gabriela can’t handle it.”
They problem-solved. Will came up with the idea that Numenon would hire twenty-four-hour nurses to stay with his wife and baby, people from a top agency, so he could go on the trip. He agreed. He knew what this trip would mean to his career. This wasn’t some management-training course. Whatever this was, Will was going along with them. That had never happened on all the stupid shit he sent them to, hoping to make them as good managers as he was. The people he selected were his favorites. Going on this trip meant he was the top of the top rung. Let Dick Chao go in his place? He’d kill him first.
Telling Gabriela was hard. He said that it would only be for a week. He could tell she knew better; they’d been married for eight years, to each other and to Numenon. They moved into the townhouse right after their honeymoon. Gabriela knew he’d be away a week this time, two weeks next time, then a month. She was going to leave him, he was sure of it.
He wavered in the entrance hall, his bags by the front door. Stay or go? Gabriela had said one thing that got to him in this week from hell: “My mother would know what to do.” She would. So would his mother, all their collective aunts, great-aunts, cousins, and the whole extended clan. Those women would know what to do. That baby would be sleeping happily now. Gil wouldn’t have to listen to the promises of some white nurse with a big resume. The baby’s squalls hadn’t slowed since she got there.
The problem was, his mother, Gabriela’s, and all their other relatives were back in the Philippines where he and his wife had been born and raised. They were on the other side of the world. He’d left home to go to college, but went back to marry Gabriela after he got his MBA at Stanford. Gil couldn’t remember a time when he hadn’t been in love with Gabriela. They’d known each other all their lives. Their parents grew up with each other, and their grandparents were best friends. He’d been so in love with her when they married, and now... he was mad at her all the time. She would go back to the Philippines without him if he went on this trip.
Gil looked around, at his wit’s end. An image appeared in his mind, an old photo of his grandfather. He was a teenager, standing in a jungle with a heavy rifle in his hands. Ammo belts crossed his chest. He was wearing rags and looked starved, but a light flamed in his black eyes. When the United States left the Philippines and the Japanese overran her thousands of islands, his grandfather refused to surrender. He retreated into the island’s mountainous core and waged war from there. Hundreds of thousands of Filipinos did the same. Standing in his entry hall in the middle of the night, Gil could feel his grandfather looking down at him, the fiercest warrior he’d ever seen. That was his blood! That was who he was!
His grandfather fought until there was nothing left to fight, then came out of the mountains at the end of the war to claim a village that no longer existed. He walked past corpses and filth, past stench and disease. He reclaimed their land, the Canao family’s land, and rebuilt their home. He grabbed a piece of the U.S. aid that managed to trickle down to their level, and started the shipping business that supported the family to this day. He married the one girl from his village who was still alive. “The prettiest one of all,” he joked. And he worked for the rest of his life the way he had attacked the enemy from Japan.
“Good business is seeing what’s in front of you,” his grandfather had said. “If you live in a country made of thousands of islands, people will need to move things from island to island.” So he started a shipping business that they’d had to fight to defend just like they were at war. His father had fought since he took over the business. Gil could feel his breathing lengthening and his rage rising.
Life was a war. He’d seen his father fawn and scrape, trying to fill the fat palms stretched out to him. He couldn’t stand jokes about Imelda Marcos and her shoes. He and his family paid for those shoes. And paid for the champagne and caviar of a flock of vultures, politicians. He knew all about competition, and survival of the fittest.
The Spanish had screwed his country for hundreds of years, using their second-string conquistadores. The first team went to the New World and “civilized” Latin America. The Philippines got the dregs of Spain’s administrators and the lessons in corruption they had to teach. Americans didn’t know that. They weren’t quite the liberators they thought themselves to be, either. Gil knew what his countrymen knew: American actions abroad served American interests.
One vulture after another had controlled his country and they’d learned their lesson well: screw or be screwed. So now they screwed anyone they could, mostly each other. His family had almost lost their business many times due to the hands reaching down from above, demanding tribute.
His family would be as rich as Dick Chao’s except for what they had to pay to survive.
He was the pride of his entire clan. His parents and sisters and brothers, his aunts, uncles, all of them idolized him. He was the smart one, smartest kid in the province. The first to go to college, always studying practical things—business and how to make money. When the chance came to go to California, to the great business school at Stanford, did Gil Canao take it? He was gone before anyone could ask twice.
Was he going to lose everything because some woman couldn’t hack it? No. He’d go. He’d fight the battle. Whatever Mr. Duane wanted, he’d do.
He didn’t have a fancy house like the other MBAs on this trip. He had a plain townhouse. The rest of his money went home to his family. He was a Canao, he was a Filipino, and he would fight for what was his. That’s what his grandfather was trying to tell him.
Gil picked up his suitcases and walked out on the porch, closing the front door a little too hard. The driver vaulted up the steps and grabbed his bags. He opened the car door for Gil and then put the bags in the trunk. “Do you need anything, Mr. Canao?” he said from his seat before they started.
“No.” They took off as smoothly as an eel swimming in one of the rivers at home. The car smelled of new leather. A fresh New York Times sat on the seat next to him. A Thermos of coffee was tucked in a cabinet. Even a rose in a vase. Was he going to lose this for a woman?
Why couldn’t Gabriela adjust? They’d been here eight years. Half of Cupertino was Asian. He’d taken her to community events, to Filipino events all over the Peninsula. Why didn’t she settle in? Why did he have to be home to baby-sit her? Why had he married her?
They were driving down one of the peripheral streets, heading to I-280. Gil stopped his internal raving as they passed a housing project. Chain link fence surrounded the abandoned and half-finished development. Some of the windows were broken. Kids had written graffiti all over it. Gil had seen it before, but never like this. Something clicked. His eyes narrowed. He smelled blood.
“Driver, could you go back? Drive past those buildings again.”
They stopped in front of the development. They were condos, maybe fifteen of them, abandoned before completion. That was easy to explain; somebody ran out of money, or a partnership blew up, or the bank called its loan. The development had been that way for a while, from the extent of the damage. Why hadn’t some other guy grabbed them? Was a lawsuit hanging them up? Some environmental thing? This was a research project.
Gil took down all the information on the for-sale sign in front, and got back in the car, intrigued. This was exactly what he was looking for. If he could grab these, he could finish and sell them for a million each, minimum. The cheaper he got them, the more he would make. He pulled out his laptop and plugged into the Numenon database. It was the best database in the world, very proprietary, and not something you asked too much about.
Like, how did the managers of the database get access to the info they posted? “Don’t ask, don’t tell” had always existed at Numenon. The numbers were good; that’s all anyone cared about. Where an ordinary person would see a blight on the urban landscape, Gil saw money waiting to be made.
By the time they got to the San Jose airport, Gil knew that a nasty divorce and lawsuit from a partner were behind the project’s collapse. The bank wanted to dump it, but the wife’s family was bailing her out. How could he get them to sell it to him? How could he bail them all out? There had to be a solution. He stewed for a while, then it came to him. He shot off a few e-mails. Numenon execs had the only wireless technology available in 1997—a little perk that went with the territory. It happened to be classified, military technology, but Numenon developed it. So where was the problem?
They pulled up to the Numenon terminal right behind Will’s car. Will swept out of the limo like it was eight in the morning and he’d been sleeping for ten hours. He was beaming and bright, with his white head shining. He waved at Gil and helped Betty climb out. She headed through the terminal at top speed while Will waited for him, the gracious host, just as he was at Numenon.
Gil was impressed every time he saw his boss, even after working for him all these years. He was always so cool and unflappable, always knowing what to do. He’d seen him in action so many times. Not to mention hearing about him at Stanford. He was practically worshiped as a god there, the most successful graduate the Biz School had ever had. And look what he gave back. Will’s parents had endowed chairs in their names. A new wing of the school was named for his daughter. He gave a dozen scholarships a year. Will even accepted a few little awards, like the grand prize, the Arbuckle Award. He could have won it every year, except it wasn’t allowed.
“How much did you make, Gil?” Will looked like an excited kid, asking him the question Gil knew was coming. Numenon had many rituals, almost all instituted by Will. The competition to make the most money on the way to the airport—or anywhere—was one of them. Will’s smile was the prize, and they fought for that. Fought everywhere. The most impressive winner was Doug Saunders, who made nine hundred thousand dollars while sitting on the can in Singapore. “It doesn’t have to be legal, does it, Will?” Saunders quipped as he announced his coup.
“Jesus, Doug. How’d you do that on the crapper?” Will asked, ignoring the issue of legality. Doug whispered the secret to him, and the two walked off laughing, Will’s arm around Doug’s shoulder.
That’s what he wanted. Will to care about him that much. Will to tell him he was doing a good job. To share in-jokes with him. So he dropped his plum: “When it all shakes out, maybe six million.” Will’s eyes went wide.
“Nice. What’s the drive from your place? Twenty minutes?”
“Fifteen.” Will smiled at him the way his mother did if he won something. They walked through the terminal with Will’s arm around his shoulder and all the airport employees saying, “Good morning, Mr. Duane!” All bright and shiny, as if it was a normal hour instead of the middle of the night. They were happy just because Will Duane was there and was kind enough to own the terminal in which they worked, the fabulous terminal that had been in three design magazines and had won an industrial architecture award.
Gil thought his heart would explode. He did it! All he had to come up with was a million dollars to get the ball rolling. He didn’t have it, and didn’t tell Will. Who cared if it wasn’t quite in the bag? You never knew what could happen in a week with Will. He attracted money like shit attracted flies.
Gil didn’t notice how he changed in Will’s presence, but he did notice his rivals at the bottom of the jet’s stairs.
“How much did you make, Melissa?” Will said to the one female MBA on the trip.
Drawing herself up to her full five feet two inches and straightening her padded shoulders, Melissa Weir answered, “Nothing, Will. I meditated. I meditate every morning.” She ascended the stairs with the air of a dowager empress.
Will poked him, laughing at her silently.
Melissa turned and glared at him, acting as though she had overheard them making fun of her. With an imperious toss of her head, she disappeared into the jet.
Will turned to Doug Saunders, the man everyone thought of as Will’s true son, which is why they nicknamed him that. “Hey, guy! How much did you make?” Gil expected him to say fifty million dollars, way more than he could ever make.
Doug glared at his boss. “Nothing. I slept.” He kept glaring, like he’d deck Will if he said any more. Will stepped back, surprised.
“You’re not going soft on me, are you?” he asked in a conciliatory tone.
“I never go soft, Will. You know that.” It was like a curse, the way he said it. Doug climbed into the plane, leaving them standing at the bottom of the stairs.
Gil was shocked. Will and Doug were supposed to be closer than father and son. They had partied together for years. In Numenon, partying meant... Gil never went with them. He was true to his marriage vows. He always had been. He wanted to ask Will what Doug meant, why he was so hostile. He looked at Will, who was staring at Doug’s back, expressionless, but radiating pain.
“Well, let’s get on board,” he said. “Looks like it’s going to be a long trip.”
Dawn was nowhere in evidence. Grandfather lit his lamp and read what he had written the night before, crossing out a word here and there. Maybe this was good. Maybe if people had what he said in black and white, the gossip wouldn’t be so bad. Maybe what people said about him would be more accurate. The question of supernatural powers always came up. He wrote:
1. My dear students, most people already have powers, but they cover them up with alcohol and drugs, with bad thoughts and nasty feelings. Powers happen along the spiritual path, but they aren’t the end of it. The end of the path is joining with the Great One, merging into the love and grace that brought you here. That is what you should aim for, only that.
If you want more powers than you have naturally, almost anyone can get them. Charlatans who call themselves holy men will teach you tricks for money. They’ll show you how to make smoke and ashes appear and do other things that mean nothing. These are like the mirrors and trinkets the outsiders used to fool our ancestors into giving up their land, into giving up the most valuable thing they had. But you can get such fake powers if you want. I won’t teach you such magic, but others will. Once you’ve gotten these false powers, you have to please Creator to keep them. You have to live like Great-grandfather demanded that his apprentices and I live––like warriors. When you want real power, true Power, you will come to me. I will tell you the truth. There are no shortcuts. To attain real Power, you must give up your old life. You must give everything you have, and love Creator with all your mind and heart.
When he was writing, he wondered if he should tell them all the truth. Would they understand it? Of all the thousands coming, how many would really understand what he did and said and take it into their souls? The Power nudged him inside and he realized he had no choice; this was the last Meeting. It was time to tell it all.
My only power is being able to open my heart to the Great One. I act like a lens for the Great One’s will—that is all. Over the years the One has worked on my heart, shaping it and moving it. Sometimes breaking it open so I cried and sobbed in pain. In opening my heart, I received a great gift. I began to listen to the One, and then I could see the One. I was able to see the ancestors, and feel my dear Great-grandfather, the greatest holy man ever born.
Tears filled his eyes when he read of Great-grandfather, as they had when he wrote the words. He would never stop mourning his teacher. Could those coming to the Meeting comprehend a teacher whose sole purpose was to lead others to God? Someone so holy he burned away what wasn’t divine in everyone he touched? Or would they only know lesser teachers who gave lessons in accounting or taught them how to play piano? A true teacher was God’s jewel, a gift given to a very few. Meeting such a teacher required a lifetime’s inner work, and yet was the starting point of real life. A faint smile touched his lips.
After I gave my heart to the Unseen, the inner world opened to me. So when I ask that a prayer be heard, that a healing take place, that a soul be saved, most of the time, the Great One says, “Yes!” and my prayers are answered. But the Power that heals and works miracles isn’t my power.
People look all over for power, trying to buy it, trying to own it. All the time, the source hides very close. The Great One lives within each of us, a mighty river of love flowing in all directions, always there. All anyone has to do is go into his heart to find all the power in the universe. That’s what I do.
That was a great teaching, he knew. But would anyone hear his words? Or would they hear echoes of words spoken through centuries, and discount them? Others had said such words. Others had flamed like pillars of fire, knowing the truth. And what happened to them? What happened to their wonderful knowledge after they died? People distorted it for their own ends. Dare he write more? This was so important, but his feedback sheets had said he was “boring” and “went on too long.” “Show me, don’t tell me,” they said. The insult! His blood rose in fury. No! He was the teacher, not the taught. He would write what he needed to say.
My followers call my apprentices “spirit warriors”—but they are simply the ones who are most committed to my teachings and those of Great-grandfather. They are committed to the ways the Great One gave our lineage and keeps giving it. The Teachings are living, just like us. They change as we need to change. The Rules we use at the Meeting are easy compared with the old days. The ancestors know that we are weaker than they were, so they make it easy for us because they love us. They have done much of our work.
The Rules are: No nuthin. That’s true. No drinking, no drugs, no laziness, no lies, no cheating, no sex at the Meeting, unless you’ve just found your soul mate and married. And sex only with your spouse, ever. Many more Rules exist, created by the Great One to see that you get the Powers that are meant for you.
I have the Powers you have seen because of the Rules. They are the reason that the spirit warriors can do what they do. Any of you can be a spirit warrior. If you live like me, and think like me, and worship like me, you will be able to do what I do. I follow the Rules. The warriors follow the Rules. You’ve heard of them, I’m sure. This year, they will be posted all over the Bowl. The warriors will take care of that.
That was enough, he thought. They needn’t know all about his Powers. He seldom showed his real powers at the Meeting, they weren’t for the uninitiated. How many powers did he have? He had no idea. Powers and more powers flocked to him, drawn like moths by the torch of his heart. He had to knock them out of the way so that he could work. He had no idea how many powers he had to use, not to own. Could he move mountains? Was he mightier than an atom bomb? He would find out this week. And so would they.
People! People! We need to get to work!” Will’s voice filled the jet’s cabin. Confident. Powerful. “Mark Kenna will meet us with the motor homes when we land. We face a long, tough drive. I have something I need to tell you first.”
Betty Fogarty snapped awake, instantly focused on the man sitting across from her in the cabin. Dread found her just as fast. Her stomach clenched and a fine tremble invaded her hands. Her eyes sought Will’s form. Her ears strained to hear his words. Make me believe, Will. Make it all right. His form grabbed her, as erect and striking as ever. His white hair made him more attractive than when he was young.
He had stood before her for almost thirty years, calling to her, leading her, making her believe in a possibility she couldn’t see. She remembered the first time she heard him speak. It was at a Numenon recruiting rally in 1968. They held it in the corporate gym. He dazzled them, all of them. They competed to get jobs, fought to get in. He was so commanding, telling what he saw.
“Numenon is the world of the future, a world where technology and science, art and commerce will flower together.” And Numenon was that. Its headquarters was an architectural masterpiece, as all the critics and textbooks said. Numenon was the best, from the design of its products to its corporate strategy to its employees. Will kept marching forward, dragging the world behind him.
Now, they held their annual rally in the Oakland Coliseum. It could barely hold the management and executives from around the world. Will stood on the stage, pacing and gesturing, with cameras broadcasting his tall, angular form to huge screens. Subtitles in a dozen languages ran below them. He spoke about a future so bright, so wonderful.
“I see a world where equality reigns, not just in concept, but in reality. Where the divisions between people break down and we see our common humanity, our common purpose. I see a world of greater prosperity than we can imagine. I see a world of hope and love... And in all of that—Numenon leads the way!”
He could see this world, and because he did, others could too. Spotlights roamed the crowds. Cheers erupted at every pause, every time he lifted his hand. Flags waved. Confetti flew. Political conventions were tame next to Numenon rallies. Will stood in the center. He had delivered on his promises.
Ice shot through her. Make it real, Will. Make me believe.
The others began to stir as his voice penetrated their slumber. Seating in the jet’s main cabin was arranged in a circle so they could discuss things while flying. The three MBAs had settled as close to Will as they could get. They looked like sleepy children. They were children. Melissa was the oldest, just thirty-one. They were the Dream Team, the heirs to Will’s kingdom.
Sandy Sydney dozed next to her. Betty jiggled her young assistant’s arm. She didn’t have to do more; her helper was awake and alert. Jon Walker was as far from everyone as he could get, wrapped in blankets and looking asleep despite Will’s voice. Betty glanced at her watch. Four thirty in the morning. It was pitch black outside. They were heading for Tucson, Arizona. Will’s voice cut through the darkness.
“I need to talk about the purpose of this mission. We’re on a corporate mission this week, as well as a voyage of personal growth.”
As she stared, a tendril of nougat-colored hair brushed her chin. Her rosy cheek was rosier from being pressed against the soft leather seat as she slept. Betty was the sort of aging woman that people noticed and said, “She must have been beautiful when she was young.” “She’s still a good-looking woman.” At fifty-five, Betty was entering a state of nonexistence. She was already invisible to the carryout boy at the grocery store. Soon, she would vanish as a woman except as, “She must have been...” Betty fought her demise.
Will’s voice filled the cabin, masterful. In control. “You know I have a deep and abiding interest in Native American culture.”
Her brow crinkled. She didn’t understand this. Betty knew Will better than anyone on earth. She’d never heard him utter a word about Native Americans before this week. The trip seemed ill-timed. They were already overworked with the merger coming up, and the takeover rumors. But that was nothing new. Someone was always gunning for Will. He’d survived one coup attempt after another since he started Numenon in the late fifties.
“This is a delicate mission. That’s why I picked you. You’re my best and brightest. My most trusted command force.”
She kept blinking. His voice wasn’t having the effect it usually had. She didn’t feel energized and alive, or inspired.
“We’re going to study with the greatest Native American shaman ever born. That’s what he is, isn’t he, Betty?”
Betty nodded. She’d done the research for most of the brief. She tried to say, “Yes, but don’t call him that. He hates it. He says it’s an insult to his ancestors...” Will was off and talking before she could open her mouth.
“It’s an unprecedented opportunity. He’s never allowed non-Natives to come to his little powwow. So we have to use our party manners.” Betty looked at him. That grin, the charm. The man was irresistible. He wore a suit. They’d decided that wearing their ordinary business clothes would establish corporate presence. They all wore suits.
“I’m a student of cultures that work. I want us to take in everything about this man. He’s supposedly got a great organization behind him. I want us to pick it apart. I want us to find out what makes it tick. And take it home.”
When Betty started working for Numenon, it took her three years to claw through the secretarial ranks and demonstrate she was good enough to head Will’s personal secretarial staff. Three years of busting her butt only to learn that it was just the warm-up. She’d worked harder since she became top dog. In the beginning, Betty was like everyone else. She saw Will, heard Will, and fell in love. For years, she lived in awe of him, half in love with him. His voice reverberated in her bones, in her flesh. She’d heard it so often.
“This is a historic journey, and an important one,” Will was in fine form. They were all awake and listening. Believing. He raised his voice, “We’re going to play as the Numenon team. These Indians will see who’s in charge! Who they can trust...”
The magic kicked in. Betty believed. The Indians could trust them, and the Indians could trust Will. He was a good man. Her jaw tightened along with her resolve. Those who criticized Will Duane were jealous little people. They couldn’t stand someone that good looking and charismatic having all that money. He was a genius. Little people couldn’t stand that, anymore than they could stand what he had created. Numenon wasn’t just a huge corporation; it was a way of life. When you were with Numenon, your life meant something. Will Duane and his team did that! She felt like cheering. They were going to make a difference to those poor Indians! Yes!
“We must do our best this week! This is a mission!” Will was talking faster, making eye contact. Working the crowd. His fans. His devotees. His voice grew louder, and more commanding. It had a hysterical edge.
Betty became alarmed. She’d seen this before, when he was stressed. She covered for him when it happened at work. This is what his critics saw. Yes, if you’d seen him blow up and have one of his tantrums, it could frighten you. It was just because he cared so much about every little thing. He was so involved. She knew the real Will. She knew about his acts of charity and how he helped employees who’d had disasters. He gave more than anyone needed to give. Betty knew this very well. She wrote the checks. And she knew how sweet he could be, like a vulnerable little boy.
His voice rose and fell, cadenced, faster, and insistent. The purpose of their trip... There was more to it than met the eye. He would tell them when they understood the importance of—Betty saw Will starring at Jon Walker.
She looked at the chef. He’d struggled awake, still wrapped in blankets, gazing around the cabin like an owl. Jon had dyed his hair a bright, true red. That must give Will fits, with the dress code. But she knew what Jon was going through. ’Rique Maldonado had been a wonderful man. The Latin Ralph Lauren, everyone called him.
Jon looked like he might cry. What was that poor boy doing with them? It was far too soon. ’Rique died in Jon’s arms, Betty had heard. Couldn’t Will get one of his other chefs for the trip? But Jon was “the best chef in the world.” That’s what they all were, “Beyond the Best, That’s Numenon.” The corporate slogan.
Seeing Jon so vulnerable, Betty felt something rupture inside. Her eyes stung. She had to hold back sobs. No. Will was going to tell them why they were here. It would be a good reason, a compelling reason. She had never regretted giving her life to Will Duane.
Why were they were going on a retreat in the desert with Indians? Tears spilled down her cheeks. Why was he in hyperdrive? What was this all about? She knew what happened to Will two months ago. Why wasn’t he home with some shrink? And then he got to it and told them why they were there.
Betty listened, recoiling. Receding into her chair. Will’s words stood out, like the air in the cabin had been cleansed so sound traveled better. She heard each word, aware that she was sitting there, Betty Fogarty, one of the most powerful women in the corporate world, listening to an important message. At the same time, she could feel something draining from her, like sand drifting away. Like whatever held her up was disintegrating. She looked at Will, but she saw someone else in her mind’s eye.
He was fifty-six, broad-shouldered and square. Ruggedly handsome, he’d been faithful to her for thirty-two years. Betty had given up her husband, John Fogarty, to come on this dreadful misadventure.
John had told her the previous night, “I’ve had it, Betty. I’m sick of you leaving whenever he snaps his fingers. If you go, I won’t be here when you get back.” He meant it. John had slept in the guest room and didn’t come out when she left.
She’d given up her husband for Will’s latest greedy, immoral scheme, foisted on them as a spiritual retreat. He’d lied to her one time too many. It came crashing in on her, all of it. Years and years of things she knew that wouldn’t stay hidden. They called her boss a genius. They also called him “The Prince of Darkness.”
Betty hated Will Duane more than she knew she could hate.
Grandfather wanted to think about his special guests from the corporate world and what would happen with them at the Meeting. His mind ranged over the desert. He could feel them struggling toward him, which is how it should be. Coming home was difficult. But he wasn’t allowed to think of them, or what their coming meant. The Great One grabbed his attention and focused it on the questions. He had to finish answering them before he could think of anything else. Picking up where he stopped the night before, he addressed the next question.
“I’m confused. I read about Grandfather, Great-grandfather, and Joseph on the Internet. Who are all these people? Are these different names for the shaman who leads the Meeting? Why does he have so many names? And who is Joseph Bishop?”
He couldn’t imagine his People being so ignorant about names, but he picked up his pen and began.
Our traditions regarding naming vary. It’s not unusual for Indians to have many names, though the way it works varies by Nation. In the old days, a father gave his son a name when he was born. He’d keep that name until he became a man—he would get a new name as the result of a ceremony or having a vision. A holy man might name him. If he did something remarkable in his life, or changed in his soul, he could change his name later in life. The rules were similar for girls and women. Some names were known only within a family or a tribe. Some were only between a man or woman and the Great One, or their holy man.
The majority culture gives a person one official name that doesn’t change. It’s easy to see how a new person could be confused by the names people call me.
He stretched and sighed. Answering the questions was hard. The Meeting was a spiritual trial for everyone who attended, but it had never been terribly strenuous for him. Before he died, Great-grandfather had done his work, drilling and pummeling him until he thought he’d die, removing his impurities and finally giving him his Power and blessing as the new head of the lineage. He hadn’t expected another trial, but this Meeting was shaping up like that. We’re never finished, not as long as we’re alive, he thought.
The hard part came inside, with the things he didn’t write. His father gave him a name. He couldn’t remember it—no matter how many years pass or how much he learned, he couldn’t remember the name his father gave him, or the language of his band. He couldn’t remember his real tongue. The knowledge seared his being. He went back to writing.
When I was a young man, Great-grandfather was my teacher. We didn’t call him Great-grandfather then. Everyone called him Grandfather, except us. We apprentices—and he didn’t have so many, just a few—called him another name, which we kept secret. And he had secret names for us, which just the two of us knew. Each of us had many names. Joseph is what my friends called me in public when I was Great-grandfather’s student. Some people who’ve known me a long time call me that now.
So, I am called all those names, and I am the person who leads the Meeting. If you are confused about names, be happy. You would be much more confused if it was the old days.
You’d have many more names to remember right now if you were a spirit warrior, he thought, because we use the old ways. You’ll only become a spirit warrior if I see your passion and commitment to the One, and to our lineage, and ask you to join us.
Most of you will never be spirit warriors, but you’ll hear of their power and want to be one. You’ll run around the Meeting trying to impress me: “Pick me. Pick me. See how spiritual I am!” When that doesn’t work, you’ll examine everyone you see with narrowed eyes, trying to guess who is a warrior and who isn’t. We won’t tell you, though anyone with eyes can see who we are.
You’ll be jealous of the warriors and angry with me because I didn’t choose you. Then you’ll gossip about the Meeting and me, and it will come back to me after you go home... He sighed. And all of this because I can see you aren’t ready. Irritation grew inside him. What trouble this Meeting was! Thank the Great One this was the last.
Still, people had to be taught. He turned back to the pages he’d written.
When Great-grandfather was dying, he called his most advanced students to him. He talked to us, and he told everyone that I was his successor. I spent some time with him alone and he told me secret things. I felt his Power enter me, and then he died. After that, I was called Grandfather and he became known as Great-grandfather. That was logical. How could we call him Grandfather and call me Grandfather too? That would be confusing. So I am Grandfather and he is Great-grandfather. That’s simple.
But it’s not that simple, because in some of our People’s traditions, the word Grandfather is used the way I say the Great One, to mean God. Other traditions call the Great One the Grandfathers, plural. So, those people wouldn’t understand how we use Grandfather, except that they’d understand that with our People, names are based on tradition, tribal affiliation, and lineage. We have lineages of holy men and women whose Power is passed from generation to generation. You can be happy now. I’ve explained names.
He wanted to laugh, imagining the consternation his reply would cause. But the rest of the question wouldn’t let him laugh. Who is Joseph Bishop? Joseph Bishop. The words swam in his mind, banging around inside him. Who is Joseph Bishop?
He found himself falling through time, spinning, and turning. He ended up on that little boat in the river of darkness, reliving the past. Earlier, his mind had shown him how he met white men. Now it would show him the other time, when he found out the truth. The boat cast off, bobbing merrily. Its channel widened, and a scene appeared. It wasn’t what Grandfather expected. Rather than go straight to the heart, the little boat trolled slowly in shallower waters.
He could see the place where he and the children of his band were taken in 1918. They were dragged off the wagons and stripped of their clothes. Bathed. They had their hair cut and deloused, and were stuffed back into new, scratchy clothes, all alike: stiff suits for boys, stiffer dresses for girls. Each was given a new name, which no one understood. After that, they were loaded onto a train bound for the New Hope Indian School, along with children from other bands. It seemed like no time passed between these things, but it must have, in real life.
Grandfather could see the scene as though he was there. The children were silent as they stood in the dust awaiting their train. Shocked dull, every one. As the children of his band got on the train, a matron separated out the boy newly named Joseph Bishop. That was him. Also his little brother, now known as Raymond Bishop, and a girl they now called Sally Waters. Such beautiful children should go to a better school than the rest. They went into a different car. That was the first trick of fate that both doomed and saved the chief’s son.
Six months later, when he had thawed enough to respond to the teachers and learned some English, Joseph Bishop’s teachers discovered that he was smart. Very, very smart. Much brighter than the other children. By that time, he was also willing and pliant. He would take orders. Joseph Bishop was what the school administrators sought, an indigenous child who could and would reach the heights. And show the world what their programs could do.
From there, the old man’s mind lurched forward. Nineteen years passed in a barefoot stagger. Grandfather went to ten boarding schools before graduating from high school. The best schools fought for him, the brilliant Indian boy who would prove they were right. He heard a succession of teachers and headmasters talk about him as if he weren’t there.
‘Joseph learns so fast.”
“He’s the only one who tries.”
“Joseph Bishop is a good boy. He’ll make a success of himself.”
Grandfather could see himself copying his teachers. Aping anyone who promised to love him. He acted how they acted, moved how they moved, and spoke how they spoke. Why not? To his fellow Indian students, Joseph Bishop was a runty little suck-up. He could still feel the blows of the bigger boys who didn’t know he was the chief’s son. Who didn’t know that the holy man had marked him for greatness.
The holy man’s visit to his village was one of the few things Joseph remembered of his earlier life. He was five summers old when the great holy man came, searching for something, drawn by someone. The shaman examined the band, staring into everyone’s eyes. He quickly returned to the boy who was to become Joseph Bishop, grasping his shoulders with bony, arthritic hands. The holy man looked at him. And—to the boy this was true—eagle claws flew from the shaman’s eyes straight into his own. They pierced his eyes, moving deeper into him until they reached his heart and shredded it. The boy couldn’t move or cry out. The holy man patted his head and stroked his hair.
“This one will save the People!”
He said it in their language, but whenever Grandfather remembered, he always heard it in English.
Joseph Bishop’s path was set. After he was stolen, no one knew he was supposed to be the savior of his People. The other children saw him as a goody-goody. Outcast, the boy did what he had done at home. He always had given his father more than he expected, so Joseph Bishop did the same to his captors. He became the best student in the school. Some might say it was the holy man’s prophecy that made him excel. Others might point out that it was his early conditioning, the high regard and good treatment of his family and band that brought out his best. Still others might say it was his innate ability. The boy had a high IQ; his not excelling would be harder to explain. For whatever reason, being the best was as much a part of this boy as breathing. In a very short time, Joseph became a perfect little white boy whose only flaw was the color of his skin.
Though he looked tame on the outside and felt it, the wild one in Joseph’s soul did not die. Every night as he drifted to sleep, year after year after year, the wild boy heard his father’s voice saying, “I will come for you, or the sun will cease to shine.”
He heard this even when he could remember nothing of his earlier life. The wild boy could see the dark outline of his father’s head as he ran beside the wagon. The sun made a halo around him. His father was a god. The boy never doubted that his father would come... He would come.
Tears ran down Grandfather’s cheeks as he remembered. He chanted a few short syllables, “Be with me! Be with me! Oh, Great One! Give me the strength to walk on.”
When he could, he wrote, Joseph Bishop is the name the white man gave me. I use it when I sign legal papers.
Will Duane stood at the top of the jet’s ramp. Sloppy cones of light illumined the blacktop. It was pitch black. He looked at his watch. Four forty-five, Sunday morning. His melancholy had fled, driven out by a variety of feelings, as they grew closer to their target. Disgust choked him, rising in his throat. Of all the stupid places to be, the Tucson, Arizona, airport. He couldn’t get that old man to come to him—and now he had to go to a revival meeting in the middle of the desert.
He waved at Mark Kenna, who was sprinting across the blacktop from the terminal with a luggage dolly. The other four drivers followed in military precision. Will’s heart jumped, seeing their eagerness. Will walked down the ramp, the others behind him. He stopped at the bottom. Something arose inside him. He hated her so much that he could have blown up the whole place. He felt like those burning oil wells he’d seen at the end of the Gulf War. He liked the violence of the flaming columns. Now he shimmered in rage, glistened with it, as he stood at the bottom of the ramp. She had coerced him into this. He wanted to kill her.
“Will?” Betty was right behind him.
“Oh, sorry, Betty.” He was blocking the ramp. “I have to go back in the plane. I forgot something.” He had to discharge this fury.
Will moved aside to let the others pass. Betty Fogarty, the best secretary in the world. Sandy Sydney, her Wellesley graduate protégée. As angry as he was, Will couldn’t help thrill at the next three, the Dream Team. That old Indian told him to bring his best. Here they were: Melissa Weir. Melissa’s MBA was from Harvard. Gil Canao and Doug Saunders got theirs from Stanford. All three were top of their class. Will loved MBAs. His degree was from Stanford too. Last out of the plane was Jon Walker, the cook. Even he was world class. Will had stolen Jon from Ao Punto, the best restaurant in San Francisco, three years before.
“Get settled into the motor homes. I’ll be right there.” He marched back into the jet, running the last few steps. Rage fueled him.
“I need a secure line,” he barked at the pilot.
He jumped into the cockpit and did something on an instrument panel. “You got it, Mr. Duane.”
Will charged through the main cabin in three strides, throwing open the door to the smaller compartment that served as his private office and bedroom. He shut the door before crossing the room and reaching for the phone, which was mounted on a wall of floor-to-ceiling cabinetry. His lips were slightly parted, teeth glinting. His hand stopped an inch from the receiver. He stood, unable to pick up the phone, unable to move.
He had intended to call Jim Billinghorst in Palo Alto and put eight thousand people out of work. Billinghorst was handling the largest merger Numenon had ever attempted. It probably should be an antitrust case, but if the U.S. Department of Justice wasn’t calling it a Sherman Act violation, who cared? If Will had his way, Recomtex Inc. would be a profit center as soon as Numenon took it over. Deadwood and waste would be eliminated. Eight thousand people would be without work as soon as they could do the paperwork. He was going to order Billinghorst to do it his way. No more discussion.
He tried to move his hand closer to the receiver. It wouldn’t move.
If he made the call, Billinghorst would quit. His dainty liberal sensibilities couldn’t tolerate making a tough business decision. The way he’s been carrying on, you’d think we were putting his mother out of work, thought Will. He didn’t have the balls to work at Numenon. This was the perfect solution; all he had to do was make the call. Billinghorst wouldn’t be able to stand up to him. He would quit before Will got back, leaving Will with no legal problems, no wrongful discharge suit, no golden parachute payment. Just one call and he’d have one less thorn in his side.
His hand wouldn’t move. Why? He could hear Jim whimpering in meetings, “Give them some time... Soften the blow. Attrition...” His hand hovered. Will stared at it as if it belonged to someone else. What was wrong with him?
Why don’t you call her? A soft voice said inside his head. Call her.
Will jumped back, hand falling to his side. He stood in the middle of the room, swaying on his feet.
She won’t answer me. She’ll never answer me. Will’s lips were dry. He moistened them with the tip of his tongue. He stood there, incredulous. What was happening? Why couldn’t he pick up the phone? His legs seemed to melt. He was on his knees, and then fell forward onto his hands. What was happening? Pain filled his chest. Was he having a heart attack?
He saw a face looking at him from inside his own head. He’d never seen the man, but he knew who it was. That old Indian. Ever since speaking to him on the phone, Will had felt like something was pulling him somewhere he didn’t want to go. He couldn’t even make a business call.
Are you sure that’s what you want to do? the quiet voice inside him asked.
Will moaned. The Indian was a sorcerer. He’d put some kind of spell on him. He’d have to get the others and go back home. They couldn’t go to this Meeting, this Indian retreat in the desert. It was too dangerous. And they couldn’t not go—he remembered his cataclysmic vision and the bugs in his home. It was too dangerous at home. They were all in danger until they got there. They had to go. He remembered what he’d told them in the plane. His cheeks flamed.
Why did I tell them that? Because it’s true, part of him thought. “The best way to lie is tell the truth. Just don’t tell all the truth.” One of his famous maxims. Why couldn’t he tell them the complete truth? He couldn’t bring the words to his lips, or pull the images to his mind. He couldn’t talk about his visions and the darkness that plagued him. He couldn’t tell them what he really felt, or what losing her did to him. He was Will Duane, the richest man in the world.
What do you really want? the quiet voice asked.
Will knew what would happen if he didn’t go, but what did he really want? He hadn’t asked himself that in years. “I don’t know,” he whispered. “I don’t know what I want. I don’t know what to do.” At that admission, he rolled back on his heels, cradling his head with his forearms. He had to know what to do! He was the commander of an empire. He didn’t just move mountains; he owned them. He decided whether they existed or not. He had to know what to do.
Will crouched on the floor, surrounded by walls bearing his kingdom’s logo, by leather and raw silk, granite and wool, the trappings of the most powerful man in the world. He could barely breathe. He became very still, almost dazed. He felt as if he was in an empty space, in nothingness. No motion, no people, barely a breath. I’ve got to get out of here, and call the others back. I’ve got to go home. Can’t. Even thought stopped.
Will felt himself at a crossroads, a turning point. Something opened in the nothingness, a door. Will looked through and saw that there was only one choice. He could take the path before him and finish what he’d put in motion, or perish. He stepped through the door.
Life began again. Will pulled himself to his feet and stood for a moment, adjusting his suit. He blinked, feeling like a different person than the man who walked in the door, and totally the same. He walked out into the main cabin. He saw the pilot standing by the cockpit, staring at him. Will walked to the pilot. “Stuart...” He took a hundred-dollar bill out of his wallet. “It’s Emily’s birthday tomorrow. Give this to her from me, will you? A girl doesn’t turn eight every day. Say hi to Bev and Stanley for me, too.”
The pilot gaped at the bill in his hand, then looked at Will, stammering, “Thank you, Mr. Duane. I will.”
Will walked out the jet’s door feeling both composed and disjointed.
“Thanks again, Mr. Duane!” the pilot called after him.
Will smiled. All he had to do was cough up a few details, and they thought he knew everything. They thought he was God. Of course, he did remember pretty near everything he read, and he could determine their fates with a word. He felt his equilibrium and his power return.
Will savored the view from the ramp. Surprisingly, he hadn’t been gone that long. The others hadn’t made it to the terminal. The three MBAs had shot ahead of the secretaries, speed walking across the blacktop. They were so competitive that they’d race each other to hell. Melissa split off at the terminal, saying something to an airport worker and disappearing into the building. Doug and Gil continued into the building and out of sight. Betty and Sandy walked together, heads almost touching as they chatted.
Will’s nostrils flared watching Sandy Sydney. He could feel his body responding to her. The secretary was totally covered up and classy, but every inch was a come-on. The airport lights bleached the color out of her suit, but he’d seen its pale rose in the plane. The jacket was fitted. From the back, Will could see her tiny waist and the curve of her hips. The light, billowy silk of the skirt came almost to the young woman’s ankles, accentuating their fineness. Sandy’s blond hair wafted around her shoulders. Even from the back, even in the middle of the night in the shitty Tucson airport, she was enchanting. Will watched her, eyes narrowed, jaws clenched. This was the week, wasn’t it, Sydney? You and I.
Shouting from the rear of the plane diverted Will’s attention. Mark Kenna was down by the cargo bay arguing with Jon Walker. Mark wore the Numenon driver’s uniform like the rest of the crew: black slacks, white shirt, and burgundy blazer with the Numenon logo in gold. The corporate colors. With his short dark hair combed precisely, he looked slick and professional, another company trademark. Mark was a medium-tall man about thirty, tanned and fit from surfing every hour he had off. He had a broad face with strong white teeth, a ready smile and boundless enthusiasm. He was Will’s favorite driver. Mark looked up when he saw Will’s white head move.
“I’m sorry, Mr. Duane,” he said. He and Jon had been yelling at each other.
Will waved his hand to say, “No problem.” He understood Mark’s peevishness. He’d never felt as irritable as he had since they started this stupid mission. But things seemed better once they got under way. He liked the way the professional staff took what he said to them in the plane. No bleeding heart crap, not even from Melissa. Jon didn’t even seem to notice. Still, everyone was on edge. Will could see Jon’s bright red dyed hair even in the dim light. It violated the dress code, but he understood why he’d done it. When you lose someone you love, you do idiotic things, such as going on this trip.
He bounded down the ramp, heading for the motor homes. If someone had asked him what happened in the jet’s cabin, he wouldn’t have been able to recall.
Time doesn’t exist. He wanted to tell the People things that were important, not answer their stupid questions. A fool thinks that time is like a string wrapped tightly between two sticks and marked off in equal segments. One year, two years, on and on, every segment the same size, every year something you could count with pebbles.
No, time didn’t exist. Everything happened now—the past, present, and future—all happened now. He knew that we create our present and our future just as we created our past. Reality swarmed and swooped, each separate universe existing at once. That was easy for him to understand. He could see it. But he had had the advantage of living with Great-grandfather for all those years. He made the truth obvious. The slowest of his apprentices understood how it all happened at once, how we made a choice and moved from one universe to another, and how everything was intertwined.
Were he and his fellow students smarter than those who sought spirit today? He didn’t think so. Certainly his best students—Wesley and Elizabeth, Leroy and Carl—were as quick as any of them. But the rest...
If he could explain the nature of the mind and how it wove time, that would be enough. Time wasn’t like a string between sticks—it was like a weaver. Say a weaver sat at her loom, passing the shuttle in and out, in and out. Using different colors, following an ancient pattern or one she made up, she sat weaving. Something happened—her mind wandered, or she fell asleep, anything—and she made a mistake. Picked the wrong color, or made a line too short. The pattern became different from what it was supposed to be.
“Well,” she said, “that’s OK. I’ll just make this be the pattern.” She was too lazy to rip it out and fix her mistake, so she changed the design to incorporate it.
And on she went, weaving back and forth, back and forth. Except the design was all counted out to go the right way. All the other colors were set up so the rug would turn out the way it was supposed to be before she made the mistake. They weren’t right now. So the rug got funny looking, out of shape. She tried to correct it by changing more threads, and colors, and the pattern changed again. Finally, she ended up with a catawampus thing, not straight or patterned right. A mess. In the real world, she could sell it to tourists, who would say, “It’s so authentic” and “You can tell it’s handmade by the mistakes!”
But what if she was making her soul? What if she made a mistake and wove it in, and kept the lie of the mistake running year after year, pretending that the warped shape she was taking on was what was meant to be? What if that mistake kept screaming every minute, “Fix me! Really fix me! Go back and tear out all the confusion and snarls around me. Set me straight.” That’s what the mistake wanted, to be fixed.
And what if what happened was more than just her mind wandered or she fell asleep? What if something awful happened? An earthquake? Or a fire? Or her husband came home and beat her unconscious because he was drunk? What if her children came down with terrible diseases and died? What if her land was stolen from her, and her loom moved to a strange place where people she didn’t know came in and looked at her and said, “There’s a real Indian. Look at her weave. Isn’t she cute?”
What if the quality of the mistake was a tearing in the fabric of the universe? A rent in the soul of creation? What if time got all balled up in that moment’s disaster and the threads—all the threads, all the threads of creation—snarled and turned back upon themselves, and then she said, “Well, I’m just going to keep going and weave around it. What else can I do?”
Because that’s what we do, keep going no matter what. That’s what we’re made to do––survive.
What about that weaving? Would the person want to go back and fix that mess? Who would want to go back there? Yet there it sat in the middle of the distorted rug—all its threads screaming, yowling like a coyote, stinking worse than a polecat—every minute of the day and night. The weaver would try to ignore it, running around to bars, dancing with everyone, doing all that. But it couldn’t be ignored, because it was too big and awful.
That’s what he wanted to tell people. Time wasn’t like a ruler so that things got better as more time passed. That instant of horror, that snarl in the threads of existence, that abomination, warped the whole design until the weaver stopped running and decided to clean it up. The only way to clean it up was to tear out the bad threads, to go all the way back to the rat’s nest and tear it out. Then time could start flowing freely again, when the mistake had been examined and cleansed.
That was why people didn’t get better as the years passed—his People and others who suffered great wrong. The roots of their wounds hadn’t been cleaned. Only one who had such wounds could know how hard the task was. Facing the monster was a terrifying thing. Most people would have to face it again and again before being totally healed. That was the path of Spirit, the path of freedom.
Once a person woke up, getting the courage to go back and face the past wasn’t hard. That’s because it was happening every minute, repeating every second of the fiction that people called time. It colored everything the person saw, heard, or did, with no respite, no relief. Its pain would continue until the weaver untangled it and healed the wound. That’s what he was. He was an untangler, nothing more. Well, maybe a little more.
That was how the mind worked. It saw the same thing all the time, all over the place. Anything that reminded it of what happened, bingo! The person was back there. The mind made the present the past until it was cleaned and bathed, and new yarn worked in, until the rug was rewoven. The mind also made the future the past, warping all the person saw so she created what happened again and again.
Many times, he had seen the weaver tear out the mess and weave in a new scene where it had been. A new design of new yarn so that you could see where the disaster had been, but it looked new and clean. The weaver did this to say, “This happened. This happened to me.” And then she could go on making a life, making a work of art that the most discriminating of the People would know was real. Not something for tourists.
He told the rabbi who came and stayed with him about time and the weaver. The rabbi understood perfectly and said, “You’re a Freudian.”
“No. Freud was trying to be one of us. He was trying to understand what you and I know.” He had smiled at his fellow man of spirit.
The past was tugging on him. He thought that Great-grandfather had helped him through all of it. He’d remembered what happened so many times, and thought he was over those years. Then something would happen... and he was back there.
He could hear them talking about him as he finished high school, always right in front of him as if he didn’t exist.
“The boy is brilliant!”
“When he talks about scripture, it’s like the Lord is standing right next to him.”
Joseph Bishop ended up at a mission school run by a Protestant denomination. That’s what decided his future. Grandfather smiled. His future had been decided long before.
Grandfather couldn’t remember a time when he didn’t have visions. They came to him just fine in the white man’s Christian schools. Jesus was there for Joseph Bishop right from the start. He came to him and protected him at night. Then He saw that a nice matron took a liking to him and kept him safe from the things that happened to pretty brown boys in schools like his. Jesus made sure that someone was there for him all those long years.
Several of the children at the schools were mystics, a fact that they hid from the authorities. The teachers said the children were miserable sinners bound for hell, while their visions contradicted everything they were taught. They saw Jesus and Christian saints in their visions, along with wondrous beings that no one in the school told them existed. These creatures said they were wonderful and deserved great lives. They showed them beautiful things. The young mystics learned never to mention the truth they experienced directly. They learned to act as if the world of visions didn’t exist, despite the fact that it was more real than the outer world in which they were trapped.
Joseph’s spiritual life unfolded differently. He so identified with his captors and their world that without knowing he did it, he purged himself of experiences not in keeping with what they taught. Their theology became his theology. He forgot that he had known any other.
After high school, he worked for the mission a couple of years. He had such success at converting his brethren that the authorities could not ignore his calling. Joseph Bishop was a born minister. They took him to the reservations, preaching the Gospel—reservation after reservation. He saw his People for the first time, broken down, impoverished drunks waiting for the white man to feed them. The light in Joseph’s heart grew hotter. The fire in his eyes became incendiary. He had finally realized that his father, the god, never came. Looking around the reservations, Joseph knew why. His father probably lay on his face like all the drunks, incapable of doing anything except rage and fornicate. Hatred fueled Joseph’s passion to save souls.
“You should hear Joseph preach, Richard,” his supervisor said to his own superior. “He makes hell real to me.”
Joseph Bishop had to go as far as he could go. When he left for college, his teachers hailed him as a perfect product of the Indian school system—and he was. The young man spoke only English. He had almost no knowledge of Native American history. He didn’t remember a single word of his own language. He knew nothing of his tribe, not even its name. He didn’t know the state in which he was born.
They sent him to the All Faiths Theological Seminary in Oakland, California. His superiors at the mission disputed the wisdom of allowing him to wander so far from their conservative presence and so close to the libertine swamp that bordered Oakland, the notorious city of Berkeley. Yet good arguments existed for taking the offer. It was a full scholarship, all the way through doctor of divinity, should Joseph prove himself capable of earning the degree. Also, a director of the charity that would pay his way was the president of the seminary. He would “keep an eye on the lad” every day. Joseph would be protected from the temptations of Berkeley and its cesspool of liberalism, the University of California. The final argument was compelling. The scholarship was not only a full scholarship, it was the only scholarship offered to their star Indian and the only one likely to appear. They took it.
The old man laughed, remembering his first days in California. He worked at the seminary dutifully, doing everything expected of him for several weeks. When his watchers’ vigilance slackened, he headed straight for Berkeley. The wild one in him knew there had to be a reason for them wanting to keep him away from the place. He walked around Berkeley in his black missionary school suit, gawking, a Native American boy from a Midwestern boarding school for Indians. Everything shocked him. The bohemians on campus and in town, the liberal attitudes of the faculty members, the communism and free love discussed and practiced by people his age. Berkeley shocked him from one end to the other. It was wonderful.
He quickly found what the seminary wanted to keep from him: communism, atheism, Asian philosophy, and other modes of thought that they condemned. He found places he could study outside the seminary’s reach, and drank deeply, if secretly, from their wells. The wild parts of his soul, barely known to him, were awakening.
Just as he had survived everything else, Joseph Bishop adapted to his new life. Within months, he took the seminary by storm, getting his usual high grades, entering discussion groups and clubs when he was permitted. He still was an Indian, after all. Although he seemed perfectly content and happy, a thunderstorm brewed inside.
He chuckled as he lay on the buffalo hide. “Oh, Berkeley! I loved Berkeley.” He was glad he’d seen Berkeley in the 1930s. He’d heard it was revolutionary in the 1960s, but he was sure nothing could match it in those earlier days.
His mind ground to a halt at the scene he had expected from the start. How he discovered what had happened. He was about twenty-seven, as near as anyone knew. A few months from ordination, his supervisors at the seminary gave him the task of counseling a condemned man in his final days. Frankly, the convict scared the older ministers. Frankly, they thought he was hopeless. Still, Joseph Bishop was such a promising young man—why not let him try? The condemned man was one of his own People, the People Joseph had been carefully nurtured to save.
The old shaman watched the scene in his mind’s eye. The soon-to-be-Rev. Joseph Bishop found himself sitting in a wretched puke-green visiting cell in San Quentin prison, the infamous home of the incorrigibly bad. His client was one of the few “real” Indians the young seminarian had known outside his sheltered, model-school upbringing.
His name was Andrew Waters. The miserable wreck had killed an honest white merchant on Oakland’s waterfront. He had six weeks to live. The time bomb in Joseph’s heart was set at their first meeting. It would go off in that cell, four weeks to the day.
The killer Indian wasn’t much to look at. He was small, like Joseph, and scrawny. He could have been forty-five. Where the divinity student’s face radiated intensity and hope, his client’s visage growled. The convict’s hands were permanently grimy; his teeth, yellow stubs. Nicotine-stained hands shook. Alcoholism had made hamburger of his nose and cheeks. Despite his degeneration, the prisoner remained vicious and unrepentant.
The young almost-minister tried his hardest, pressing for a conversion. Pressing to save the reprobate’s soul. Everything he did was met with silence.
Joseph Bishop finally stopped trying and began attending to his charge’s needs, bringing him cigarettes and snacks, asking him if he wanted to talk about anything—not about God, just about anything. This worked better. After weeks of silence, the convict said,
“I wanna write my sister. She’s a maid. In Kansas.”
Joseph Bishop peered into the man’s face.
“Go ahead, write to her. I’ll mail it for you,” he said, handing over some paper and a pencil.
The condemned man snorted. “I can’t write. Been to school six years. Can’t write a word.”
Joseph looked at him. How could this be? He’d received a good education. The young pastor looked into the other man’s eyes, trying to see his soul. What he saw shocked him. The eyes might have been his own. They had the same shape, size, and color. For an instant, Joseph wondered if this was his brother, but quickly realized the inmate was much older than Raymond. And he knew the man’s name, Andrew Waters, from the paperwork. Still, were they related somehow? After a few questions, Joseph found the convict was Andrew, brother of Sally Waters, the little girl who had been separated with Joseph and Raymond for a better life. He and this killer were from the same band.
The dam broke as Andrew told his story. He was sent to the New Hope Indian School. From there, he was also sent from school to school but, unlike Joseph, Andrew Waters didn’t take to captivity. He fought the authorities and was sent to schools for more and more incorrigible youths. He ran away from the last after a beating. Andrew was fifteen then. He could neither read nor write. He started drinking the minute he got out of sight of the reformatory. From there, it was a series of easy steps into San Quentin’s death row. He barely remembered killing the merchant, barely remembered the last fourteen years. The only times he’d been sober were when he was in jail. Andrew Waters was closer to twenty-nine than forty-five.
After that, they spent their time together trying to reassemble their past. Like Joseph, Andrew couldn’t remember his language, his tribe’s name, his own name, or where they were from.
“It was in the mountains where New Mexico and Colorado meet. I think it was there.” Andrew had figured it out from a picture book and memories of the trees and cliffs. If that was true, they could be from any of a half-dozen tribes. Still, it was a start. They could go home. No—Joseph Bishop could go home.
The minute he realized who Joseph was, Andrew changed. He seemed short-tempered and evasive. Joseph knew Andrew had something to say and didn’t want to say it. He was equally ambivalent about knowing the secret. They both knew what it was about.
Grandfather moved in his bed, fingering the buffalo robe beneath him, gaining the strength to go on. After each session with Andrew, it was harder for him to go back to his studies and professors, harder to act the lackey he had become.
On what proved to be their last visit, Andrew Waters told Joseph what happened to their tribe and why his father never rescued him. “It was 1918 when they caught us. A while later—the leaves was turnin’ and it was gettin’ cold—your daddy rides into the school on a horse. He’s like a chief from the olden days, sittin’ up proud. Our men were with him, an’ some more from other bands. They had a wagon. They were takin’ us home!”
Andrew looked momentarily animated. The scene he painted hovered in the air between them. The dusty schoolyard with rows of buildings. Joseph’s father meeting with the school authorities and the men with him telling the kids in the yard what was happening. The children were screaming with excitement inside—and utterly quiet outside. Andrew explained that Joseph’s father had taken a few months to come because he had moved their camp to a place where the white man would never find it.
“They killed five boys in the canyon. Your daddy made a’official complaint, and that took time, too. But then he come to the school to get you an’ the rest of us. You an’ your brother an’ my sister weren’t there. The school lost your papers. They said sorry, they didn’t know where you were. Your daddy said he would stay until they told him, forever if he had to.” Andrew looked at Joseph as though he knew the words he had to say would destroy Joseph’s world.
“He tried, but they fought dirty.”
The young minister stared back, not understanding.
“Someone come to the school the same day as your daddy. A teacher, been off somewhere. Do you remember what happened back then?”
“The fall of 1918? It was the end of World War I. I guess the troops were coming home.”
“Yeah, but that’s not all.”
He searched his mind. What else happened at the end of the war?
One of the guards sneezed. Joseph’s memory was jogged. “Oh! The flu? The Spanish influenza.” Joseph knew of the flu epidemic. Its horror blended with the other traumas assailing him after his capture. He remembered the headmaster of his school raving in front of the assembled students, screaming something he didn’t fully understand. He knew he was talking about evil. He was saying that they had done something wrong and God had sent a terrible curse. After that, armed guards surrounded the school keeping everyone out—and in. No one in his school got sick. He knew of the epidemic, but it hadn’t touched him directly.
Andrew continued, “Your daddy rode in the day that teacher come back. That night, the teacher’s sittin’ at dinner with all the teachers, coughin’ and sneezin’ all over.
“The next day, one of the kids spoke in our language in class. Jus’ got up an’ talked away.” A bitter snort of a laugh. “They beat him so bad, he couldn’t stand up. They put him in the infirmary. I went to see him. That sick teacher was in a bed, shakin’ and screamin’, out of his head. He was in with everybody. The sick kids and teachers were all goin’ in and out. The nurse. Nobody ever seen nothin’ like it.” Andrew put his hands over his eyes as though trying to erase a memory.
“Blood come out everywhere, his nose, his ears. His eyes. It’s like his insides turned to blood.” Andrew grimaced. “His face, right here, around the eyes, turned blue, and that spread. First his face, then his hands, and then everywhere. He turned blue, then black. When he died, he was black. He didn’t last ’til night, it happened so fast.
“The teachers got it first. When they died, most of ’em was black. Nobody knew what the sickness was, and nobody could do nothin’. The kids got sick next, the older ones first. Everyone’s screaming and crying from the pain. Hell come to the school.
“They put the kids out in a tent and took the infirmary for themselves. Your daddy went in the tent took care of the sick kids as long as they was alive, and then he laid out in back and tried to bury ’em when he could. He brought the sick ones water and wiped off the blood and sweat. A day or two, that’s all they lasted, if they got it bad. Your daddy kept goin’ into that tent like it was nothin’. Smilin’, even, so the kids wouldn’ be afraid. I never seen no one that brave.” Andrew cursed.
“Them sons a’ bitches that rode in with him ran away. They knew what was gonna happen. Everyone was gonna get it.” Andrew looked directly at Joseph. “They did, too, ’most everybody. Your daddy got sick. Took a coupla days. I don’t know why he didn’t get it sooner.” Joseph Bishop was in free fall, mind spinning and spiraling downward.
“I saw him die.” Andrew propped his elbows on the table and clenched one hand into a fist. He wrapped the other hand over it, knuckles turning white. He dropped his forehead to the point formed by his clasped hands, looking like a man in prayer or making a forced confession. Joseph stared in horror. “I watched, at the tent door.” He scowled. “I watched all of it. I didn’t do nothin’.” He rammed his forehead into his clenched fists, striking himself. Joseph leaned forward to stop him.
“Don’t touch the prisoner,” a guard barked.
“But Andrew, you were so young. There was nothing you could do...”
“Don’t tell me what I could do. I was too scared to help. And I lived.” His ribs rose and fell as he labored to release the words. “He died like all of them, blood all over and turned black. At the end, he’s talkin’ to things that ain’t there, people that ain’t there. I can’t remember what he said, because they took my language away. But he was talkin’ to our People, to people that gone on. They was there, I could feel ’em. He called your name, and your mama’s. And the holy man’s.
“He got quiet, and he died.” Andrew looked up, a lopsided smile on his face. “Didn’t matter that he was good, or brave. Or if he stayed and the others ran. He died like a’ animal, covered in blood.” Something in Andrew’s expression made Joseph realize how dangerous his friend could be. “It don’t make sense. Why should I live and he die?
“I went crazy right then. Ain’t been right since. I been runnin’ and rippin’. Doin’ all kind of things.” He leered at Joseph, who recoiled from the evil he saw in his face. “Oh, you don’t know how bad I am, friend Joseph. You don’t know what I done. Shit, I don’t know what I done. How many I killed. And you thinkin’ I’m just a poor unfortunate...” He laughed, but went on with his tale. “Missionaries come after and told us the flu was God’s will. What kind of God would will that?” He cursed.
“They put us in one grave. That’s where your daddy is. In a’ unmarked grave in a fallen-down Indian school somewhere. They closed the school and moved the ones who lived away. I didn’t know what happened to our band for a long time.” He stopped speaking, jaws clamped.
“What happened?” Joseph asked.
“Our agent wrote a letter to the school where they moved me. Not us! Me! I was the only one left. They stole fifteen of us.” Andrew swore viciously. “Counting you and Sally and Raymond and me, only four of us was alive. The white man’s protection sure helped us. And now, just you ’n’ me ’n’ my sister’re left.”
“And Raymond!”
“When did you hear from him last?”
Neither needed to say more.
“You wanna know what the letter said?” Joseph indicated that he did. “The agent said your daddy hid the band real good. They would never a’ found them where they was—except for the buzzards. Buzzards led him right to the camp.” His laugh was a snort. “The cowards that ran took the sickness home. Hid up there, they couldn’t get help. Any of ’em made it through the flu, starved. Your daddy hid ’em so good, they all died.” A snort that might have been a laugh escaped him.
“Our band was safe where he put them—but he went out to save you. If he forgot about you, they’d all be alive, most likely.” He paused so that Joseph could comprehend the hideous truth.
“Then you come here tryin’ to get me to believe in God.” Andrew half-rose, and the guards stepped closer. He sat down. “You come in here so sure you knew what was right—you never asked me what I want. I don’t want your God. I want what your daddy saw when he was dyin’. Our People come for him, our ancestors. Our God. That’s what I want.
“An’ I want all this to be over. Get out of here. Leave me die in peace.” He stood up, shouting. Joseph was horrified. He thought they were friends, but the expression on Andrew’s face was one of hatred. Andrew kept shouting as the guards dragged him away. He screamed until the steel door clanged and cut off his voice. “Don’t come back here... I don’t want your God. Traitor...”
Joseph Bishop left the prison and went to his dorm room. He sat on his bed all night, head in his hands. His family and all his clan died because his father came for him. He had a religion that he knew nothing about—and he was a traitor to his People. He had grabbed his captors’ ways and never thought of what he’d lost.
The next morning, he packed a bag and left the white man’s world forever. It was 1937.
Jon—we already have lobster. It’s in coolers in the motor homes!”
“That’s dead lobster... it’s been cooked. It’s been traveling. This is live lobster.” Jon looked at Mark as though he were subhuman. They stood by the cargo bay of Will’s jet, surrounded by ice chests that Jon had snuck on board. While Mark and Jon argued, Delroy West waited, leaning on the handle of a flat luggage dolly. He turned his face away, but his shaking shoulders betrayed his laughter.
“Jon, we don’t need any more lobster. We have five times as much food as we need,” Mark Kenna sputtered. “We don’t need this.”
“Yes, we do. I have a lobster barbecue planned for tonight. We cannot have a welcoming barbecue with dead lobster! It’s wrong! Just wrong!” Tears sprang to Jon’s eyes. He was like jelly. Mark didn’t know why they’d brought him. He sure as hell was making Mark’s life difficult.
He and Brooke worked it all out. She wasn’t on his case—Brooke would never be on his case—but she’d made their financial situation very clear. Ocean was starting school, and the other two were just behind him. They couldn’t keep wearing last year’s thrift shop T-shirts and tennies. They needed better clothes to fit in with the other kids, even in the Santa Cruz Mountains. Raven and Sky would need braces—anyone could see that. And he didn’t want his kids to be “those hippie kids from the dome.” Mark knew what that was like from his childhood. For the first time, his perfect life was under attack. He had to make more money.
When Mr. Duane gave him the job of handling logistics this week, he knew this was his chance. He had to make sure his boss realized that he could do more than drive. He wanted to talk to him about some ideas for Numenon he’d had for a long time, and tell him about his education. Maybe he could get a professional position. The week had to go perfectly. That would be hard, because everyone knew what a fanatic Will Duane was about details. And food... And neatness... Mr. Duane was almost as much of a nut case as his cook, when you got to know him.
“Look, Jon, we don’t need all this stuff...” Mark looked at the containers. In addition to cases of live lobsters, Jon had snuck huge ice chests of—Mark opened one—“Dry ice! What do we need dry ice for? We have refrigerators with generators. And extra gas if they don’t have hookups. We don’t need this!” Mark had driven himself crazy thinking of every little thing, and now this maniac threatened to ruin it.
“If you don’t bring it, I won’t go. You can cook for yourselves.” Jon crossed his arms over his chest. “Just because we have to spend a week in the wilderness does not mean we have to give up style. Or good taste.” Jon waved at the lobster containers, the tops of which were opened an inch or so. Mark could see antennae moving inside. “That’s good taste: live lobster. Do you understand how I feel about this? This camping? I hate it! I hate the country. Having to stay at Will’s place in Woodside is hideous. All those trees dripping caterpillars. We’ll have to camp on the dirt where we’re going.” He waved his hands frantically. “We’ll have live lobster, or I won’t go. So—load that gurney!” He turned to Delroy, who took a step toward the lobsters, his eyes on Mark.
“No, Delroy!”
“Load everything if you want me to go. I’ll go back on that plane and you can cook for yourselves. Do you know how to make flawless, low-cholesterol, béchamel sauce? Do you think Mr. Duane will like your cooking?”
Mark threw up his hands. Jon was crazy. You wouldn’t believe what he had packed in those motor homes. “We might as well bring it,” Jon said of every nutty addition. “We’ll use it.”
Mark was the majordomo. He and the other drivers were to take Mr. Duane and the professional staff to the campsite, keep the camp clean, and help Jon once they got there. Serve and cook, do whatever needed doing. At the week’s end, they had to deliver their charges back to the Tucson airport and drive the motor homes back to the San Francisco Peninsula. This was his big chance. Mark was terrified of Mr. Duane’s reaction when he saw the stuff Jon brought. But Jon overpowered him—everything went.
“We have room, Mark. We have five motor homes. And the trailer, don’t forget that! What difference does it make what we take?” Jon said, well aware of Will Duane standing at the top of the jet’s ramp watching them.
Mark looked up, “I’m sorry, Mr. Duane.” His boss seemed more amused than angry. Mark turned back to Jon and caved in. “OK, OK,” he said. “Bring your live lobster.”
Jon smiled graciously. “You’ll be glad. You’ll see. We need the lobster. And we need the dry ice.” He frowned. “I don’t really know why... but we do. Delroy...” He gestured to the older man to proceed.
Delroy West loaded three Igloo chests of live lobster and four of dry ice onto one of the flat dollies and headed to the terminal and the motor homes. Jon turned majestically and followed the lobster. Mark put the rest of the luggage on his dolly, shaking his head. Jon hadn’t been right since ’Rique died. Mark didn’t know anyone who’d died of AIDS. He knew a couple of guys who got it, but AIDS creeped Mark out so bad that he kind of, well... he stopped seeing them. One had died. The other was hanging in there. Mark kept tabs on him, long distance. He’d seen the news reports about AIDS. Living cadavers, covered with sores. What a way to go. He knew Jon didn’t have it—yet—because Will wouldn’t let him cook for him if he did. Knowing that was a relief.
Jon missed a lot of work when ’Rique was dying and didn’t come back for a long time after he died. The cook was sort of together now, except that he’d started dyeing his hair weird colors. He cried easily. It must be hard, not knowing when it would happen to you. It would happen to Jon. Mark knew how Jon and ’Rique had lived.
He turned his attention to the job in front of him. Mr. Duane, the professional staff, and the two secretaries would travel in the Ashley III, Will’s supermotor home. He drove the Ashley. The professionals were supposed to work while they traveled. Mark had been told that it was a five-hour drive on bad roads to this Mogollon Bowl. They’d go east to New Mexico and then follow the maps that had been sent to them. The other four motor homes would serve as housing and a kitchen for the rest of them, and would be driven by the other drivers. Of the bunch of them, only Jeff Block was Mark’s buddy. They played in a band together.
Mark handpicked the drivers to have the most rockin’ week possible. He and Jeff Block played in the Counter Continuum with a few other guys back home in Santa Cruz. Actually, it was Mark’s band. He was the leader of the “world music ensemble.” Because of the combination of instruments they played—everything from sitar and tablas to African drums and violins—the band sounded like crazed Irish monks would if they crashed off the coast of India. Mark and Jeff Block were the kings of the hippest place in the world, Santa Cruz, California. Only thing they could do better than surf was drum.
Mark was excited about this Native American thing. He figured those Native drummers were up there with the best. He couldn’t keep from grinning. Just because he was on a mission that would change his life didn’t mean it couldn’t be fun. He even brought a little weed, despite Mr. Duane’s warning about the Indians’ rules. It would be fun.
When Mark put out the word to get drivers for this trip, he emphasized “rockin’ time.” He couldn’t bring the band, but he wanted to get guys who played something so they could jam. They all said they could play something; maybe he should have auditioned them. Well, it should work. Between his band, surfing, and his job as a driver, Mark had everything a man could want. He had his lady, Brooke, and their three kids. They hadn’t bothered to get married. Why wreck a good thing?
He walked to the terminal, looking at Jon’s back. Mark had put Jon with Rich Salles for the trip because he thought Rich might be gay. He was quiet and supposed to be an artist. He never hung out with the other guys, bullshitting and having beers. He never talked about women or the wild things they saw as drivers. Maybe Rich would heal Jon’s broken heart. Mark pushed his loaded cart back into the terminal, watching Jon Walker sauntering next to his lobsters.
Jon was white, but the way he walked reminded Mark of some of those African tribal guys you saw on TV. They were really tall and thin, and they walked kind of loose, like their bones were made of rubber. He couldn’t take his eyes off Jon. A lot of gay guys up in the City were good-looking, but Walker was beyond that. He was beautiful.
Thinking that, Mark yanked his eyes off the chef and hustled into the terminal like something was chasing him.
Grandfather gasped as he recalled what had occurred so many years before. Sixty years had passed since Andrew Waters was executed. He found out that Andrew’s sister, Sally, was dead—the victim of a drunken boyfriend’s rage. He had no idea where Raymond was. The school records said he’d left long before graduation. Joseph Bishop was utterly alone. Lying on his bed that morning, Grandfather felt the loss as strongly as he had in that long ago time. The Great One was merciful. The boat of his mind took off at full speed, not stopping. He went with it, whizzing back in time, back before his birth.
Grandfather floated in that bliss of nothing, the bliss of existence before time and flesh. Then the boat of his mind moved away from that heaven, moving forward through his life slowly. He soon felt the joy of those early days when he was inside his mother, protected and fed by her body, sustained by her love. Grandfather touched the buffalo robe beneath him. He stroked the rough brown fur between his thumb and forefinger as he had so many years before. As he moved his fingers, the old man entered that other time. He had been delivered from his mother and lay naked next to her on a buffalo robe. He was a tiny baby, perhaps two months old.
He could feel her love as she picked him up and burped him. She talked to him in the old words until the peace he felt numbed his mind and he slept, going back to the blissful place he had known before he knew her. When she finished cleaning and wrapping him, his mother would lie down, holding his tiny body against her. She folded the coarse brown wool of the buffalo robe around them both. He would sleep, half in the world of people, half in the other world, the world he knew before. He slept that way, rocked by the soft movement of his mother’s breath, held in the human world by the beat of her heart. What his mother gave him sustained him through all that happened. It let him live until he could meet the one who led him back to the light.
Grandfather smiled as he thought of those days. The fullness of remembering was tinged by the sadness of knowing what would come. He knew that what his mother, his father, and his band gave him was more valuable than gold. That what happened with his mother on that robe kept him alive. Grandfather stroked the buffalo robe with his left hand as he thought. The buffalo had always been sacred to his People. To Grandfather, it was far more than sacred. To Grandfather, the buffalo was life itself. The tunnel of his mind was closing. The sights and sounds of the past disappeared. It was time to attend to the present. Time to leave the world of memory and enter the world around him.
Grandfather and the robe lay in the lean-to, as they had this week for the previous ten years. As they did when he was in his hogan at home. In the winter, he put another robe over himself. That was all he needed. Grandfather didn’t have a watch, but he knew it was around four thirty in the morning. In a while, he would begin the morning rituals with the others. They would chant, then sit quietly to greet the dawn. He did this every morning, Meeting or no Meeting. Others or no others. The old man lay waiting for the instructions from Spirit World that would come to him, waiting and watching the patterns of his mind.
What he expected didn’t happen. Orders for the week to come did not materialize. Again his mind slipped back to the old days, to 1937. Not too many months passed before the fugitive seminarian, Joseph Bishop, wandered into the desert alone. Was he looking for his family’s home? Was he trying to die? Grandfather knew he’d been called to that place. He could no more resist the call than go back to his studies in Oakland. He was almost dead when Great-grandfather found him lying facedown in the sand. He had been walking in a direct line from the highway to the old shaman’s hogan—a hogan that no outsider knew existed. Joseph’s new teacher brought the young man to his home. Great-grandfather recognized his student instantly. This was the student who had been born to come to him, the student he had been born to teach.
When Joseph Bishop recovered, he began to talk to Great-grandfather. He laughed, lying on his bed in the Mogollon Bowl so many years later. It seemed a joke. Great-grandfather spoke almost no English. Yet Great-grandfather understood what he said in those early days, that young Joseph knew. The black coals of the shaman’s eyes glittered and glistened, reflecting the sparks of the nuclear reactor that lived inside his bony frame. Joseph Bishop told his teacher everything he knew. He spoke to him of philosophy and theology. He spoke of history and science. He told the old holy man about things that affected him greatly. About his family and what happened to them. Joseph spoke of the English philosopher David Hume and his writings refuting the possibility of miracles. He spoke of Immanuel Kant and Descartes, of Hinduism, Buddhism, the Tao, and everything that he had studied in places forbidden by the seminary. He told about Jesus finding him, the Christian saints and what they showed him, and how different it was from what the missionaries said. The old shaman’s eyes twinkled and glittered and sparked. Joseph Bishop knew that he understood. That reactor inside was stoking up.
Later, when the young man could see the spirits and ancestors who clustered around his teacher, he saw them sparking and flashing too. They understood what he was saying. Something happened in the desert long ago. They knew. The ancient shaman, the ancestors, the spirits, and young Joseph Bishop knew that everything was intertwined. They didn’t have to be physicists, like those who combed their lands looking for stones that popped and fizzed, stones they called “uranium.” Creatures of Spirit already knew that everything in the universe is interrelated. That you can’t change one tiny part of it without changing all of it.
The young man called Joseph Bishop disappeared. In his place grew a warrior who would be known as “Grandfather” as an old man. In those early days, his teacher called him a secret name, known only to the ancestors and themselves. His friends called him Joseph. Just that. No other name. Grandfather smiled as he lay on the buffalo robe. He liked the name, Joseph. The husband of Mary. Caretaker of the Holy Mother of God. He liked the changes that were coming to him.
Once his People’s spirits found him, they loaded him up good with things to look at and think about. Vision after vision came to him. For years, they rolled over him. He danced, laughed, and wandered in a state of bliss. He missed all of World War II. Didn’t even know it happened. The world he was in didn’t permit war.
He had the most important vision in his early days with Great-grandfather. The vision of the world where love was king. He lay on the buffalo robe in the early morning darkness and it burst upon him as strongly as it had that first time. He could see a world so beautiful and wonderful—so good. It was on the other side, just over there. All he had to do was haul it back over here and everyone could have it.
He saw a world that respected the value of every soul; where bosses respected their workers and treated them right; where the workers respected their bosses and did their best; where everyone worked together to do the job. He saw a world where the rich didn’t hoard, where people shared what they had and helped each other. Where race didn’t matter at all. Where how people looked didn’t matter.
The old man’s chest heaved and tears ran down his cheeks as he saw that world. He could see it, clear as day, there, just over there. It was so beautiful. He saw it for the first time long ago. Now it was always there, beyond his sight, beckoning to him, driving him mad with longing to bring it here. Sometimes he would try to tell the people about that world, and the intensity of seeing it and wanting it to be real would trip him up. His tongue would curl and the words wouldn’t form. He’d try to describe his vision and people would look at him like he was insane or a dreamer. Grandfather wasn’t a dreamer. That world was real and it wanted to be here so desperately. It was calling to people to make it real.
This week was the culmination of his life. It was for this that he had been born. If he could move one heart this week—just one—the little pebble at the top of the mountain that controlled it all would shift, and if it shifted, the others would shift. The reaction would go on, inevitably, because everything was part of the same thing. From one end of the universe to the other, from the beginning of time, it was all one thing. That one little pebble could sweep the world that was into the sea. Grandfather knew this. If one heart could be moved by what happened this week, or by what it heard or felt, then that world he saw could come to be. Which brought him back to why he was here, and what mattered. He existed to be the tool of the Great One who lived and breathed and moved in him. Who held him up and would see him through. The One that said,
“The play of the universe is mine, old man, not yours. The play unfolds according to my will.”
Melissa Weir veered off as the three young executives entered the Tucson terminal. “Where’s the ladies’ room?” she asked a worker standing by the entrance. She followed his directions and found herself alone in the bathroom. Melissa looked in the big mirror covering the wall over the sinks. She was wearing her taupe gabardine suit. Its shoulder pads gave her a look of greater authority and size. Melissa was tiny, her physical size belying her personal impact. She wore an off-white silk blouse under the suit’s double-breasted jacket.
She looked at herself in the mirror and watched her almost-belligerent stance crumble. Her shoulders dropped, then rolled forward. She grabbed the edge of the sink and dropped her head over it as the sobs came.
She couldn’t believe it. She kept shaking her head in disbelief. She just couldn’t believe it.
Melissa had intended to splash some water on her face and go back to the others, but once she started crying, she couldn’t stop. She hung over the sink, letting her tears fall into it, guarding her clothes. She couldn’t mess them up; she had to work. She couldn’t look as if she’d been crying.
“Oh, please help me,” Melissa moaned to no one. “Please help me!”
Betty Fogarty and Sandy Sydney walked into the terminal. Some workmen nodded at them. Sandy smiled back, sweetly. Betty had seen Melissa go into the ladies’ room. The rigid set of her back tipped Betty that something was wrong.
“Sandy, you get settled into the Ashley. I’ll be right there.”
Betty was shocked when she saw Melissa. The girl was hysterical. Betty didn’t know what to do. She had no idea Melissa could be like this. Melissa was huddled over the sink, cheeks covered with tears, nose running, face blotchy and red. The little thing was sobbing and shaking. She saw Betty and looked like she wanted to run, but she had nowhere to go.
“Oh, Betty,” Melissa sobbed. “I started to cry... and now I can’t stop.”
Betty’s mother’s heart went out. She put her hands on Melissa’s shoulders. Melissa immediately cried harder. She and Betty hugged each other in that peculiar manner known only to professional women who wear extremely expensive clothes. They stood facing each other about a foot apart. They leaned forward so their cheeks almost touched and patted each other’s shoulders. It was a parody of a hug, but both knew they had to keep their clothes presentable. Being a professional woman with feelings was not easy.
Melissa cried for quite a while. Betty kept saying, “There, there. There, there. It will be all right.”
As she comforted Melissa, Betty thought, This is The Bitch of Numenon? Harvard’s Answer to Nuclear War? They all had nicknames at Numenon. She was The Holy Mother. Betty Fogarty had cried many a tear in many a ladies’ room during her time with Will, but she never expected to see Melissa Weir like this. Melissa was legendary in her toughness, one of the most hated and feared people in the corporation. In six years, Melissa had made herself into one of the highest-paid women in the world. She had a talent no one had suspected when she was hired right out of the Harvard Business School. What the Woz was to computer engineering, what Jobs was to marketing, Melissa Weir was to making money. She could make money in a garbage pile. Melissa searched through Numenon and found divisions that weren’t making Will as much money as they could. She fixed them. Knees shook when Melissa appeared, all over the world—and heads rolled.
Betty knew Melissa. She was as ambitious, tough, and driven as everyone said, and smarter than anyone but Will Duane himself or Doug Saunders.
She had risen through the corporation faster than anyone but Doug. Betty wasn’t one of the ones who saw her as a shrill bitch. She knew the inside story. Melissa had caught some of Numenon’s big names running little kingdoms inside the corporation. She sacked them fair and square. They deserved it, but she had made enemies.
Melissa also had staunch supporters. She played tough, but was totally honest. Everything she did was legal and ethical. She was color-blind when it came to people, and she cared about principles. She cared, period. That brought her friends.
Betty was Melissa’s friend. She’d gotten to know the younger woman very well since the... incident. The headquarters was still buzzing about it, even after six months. Betty never thought that Melissa was responsible for what happened to Doug. She came to her while Doug was still in the hospital, white faced and upset. Her garbled description of that night revealed that she didn’t know what happened. Betty believed her. Besides, how could Melissa do that to Doug? He was way over six feet tall and worked out all the time.
Rumors circulated. You could hear any explanation you wanted. Doug was the worst in terms of spreading tales, but who could believe him? Betty thought that a third person had been in the conference room. That person attacked Doug and then escaped in the crowd at the reception. She thought Melissa couldn’t remember because someone gave her that date-rape drug she’d read about.
Will would say nothing, even to her. He ratcheted up security throughout the headquarters and sent someone to Doug and Melissa’s houses to upgrade their systems. Industrial espionage was a fact of life at Numenon. Computers were hacked into, files disappeared. People had accidents, and Will increased security... If legal proof that something happened didn’t exist, that didn’t mean it hadn’t. You adapted or left.
Betty was surprised that Will had picked Doug and Melissa for this trip. They’d scarcely spoken during the months Doug had been back at work. Putting them in such close quarters created an explosive situation. But that was Will. They were his favorites, his kids. Wanting a happy family, Papa Will overlooked details like the fact that the kids hated each other.
Betty and Melissa looked into each other’s eyes. It was one of those rare moments when each saw the other’s soul. Betty looked into the eyes of Numenon’s dreaded female dragon and saw a scared, overwhelmed little girl. Her hands still touched Melissa’s shoulders. The little thing was skin and bone! She’d lost so much weight since it happened. As Melissa looked into Betty’s eyes she saw a fifty-five-year-old woman who’d given her life to a cause and just discovered that it was worthless. They both could have wept forever. Instead, Melissa got some toilet paper for her eyes.
“I couldn’t believe it, is all,” she said, dabbing away. “Could you? I mean—why we’re here?” Betty shook her head. Melissa started to cry again. “I thought it was real, Betty. I thought we were going on a real retreat. I’m so stupid.” She visibly struggled to rein herself in.
“I thought Will had changed. I thought that he invited Doug and me so we could, maybe...” Melissa broke down again, leaning over the sink, “... maybe Doug and I could talk about what happened... Maybe we’d work something out... I thought Will cared. I thought he was trying to make peace.” She struggled to control herself. “But he doesn’t care about us. It was about money all the time. Just money.” She wailed, heartbroken.
Betty thought, Oh, the hell with them. They can wait. She needs to cry about this.
The dam had burst. Melissa showed no signs of slowing. Finally, she was able to say, “I was so scared, Betty. He scared me so badly. I didn’t mean to hurt him. I yelled at him, that’s all I remember. Then, everything that happened after...” Her face was drawn. “Everything Doug said––it’s not true, Betty. I’m not what he said I am.” She searched Betty’s face to see if the secretary believed her.
“Then this. I thought it would be a healing trip. But we’re going to this thing to rape the Indians, Betty. That’s what we’re doing, we’re raping the Indians, like we always have.”
Betty went rigid. Before landing, Will had told them the real reason he’d dragged them on this wild goose chase. Numenon had the mineral rights on a big hunk of the desert somewhere near where they would be camping this week. It wasn’t on the Indian reservation, but butted up against it. The old medicine man leading the retreat lived on that reservation and was the high muckety-muck there.
It was such a stereotyped story of corporate greed that Betty found it hard to believe, but Will’s face and posture as he told the tale backed up his words 100 percent. This was why they were there. Numenon’s optioned land held some rare mineral. Betty hadn’t heard of it, but it was going to be used to make the new computer chips. The latest technology. So, naturally, Will had to have that mine so that he could make a few billion more badly needed dollars. The mining process would destroy the area and render it useless forever.
Will didn’t see this as a problem. The problem was that the land happened to be an ancient burial ground and protected by law. Betty was outraged. Everyone knew how the Indians revered their burial grounds. Every Hollywood movie about Indians ever made went on and on about that. Betty had researched a brief she’d present to Will and the MBAs on the trip. She knew more about the area than anyone on the team.
This wasn’t just a burial ground, it was sacred ground, ancient and highly revered. The Indians hadn’t managed to get it included in their reservation, although they’d been trying for years, because the government had seen the mineral wealth there. With the rise in “Red Power,” the government was requiring Numenon to get Native American consent before mining. Betty knew this, and was aware of just how shaky the validity of their task was.
“So,” Will told them in the plane, “we’re here to get the mining consent. The old guy leading the retreat is the only one with the power to get it for us. That’s the mission: Get the consent. I’ll do most of the talking, but I need you for support. We’ll try to do a full week’s work while we’re here. But this shouldn’t take long. Maybe we’ll be able to go home early.”
They all had looked at him. Melissa paraphrased, “We’re going to this retreat to schmooze some old Indian into giving us the rights to destroy their holy lands?”
“Yes,” Will replied.
Betty thought Melissa would blow up, but she held it together. Will was in one of those moods where you bite your lip and take it. In the bathroom, Betty nodded in agreement. “Yes, we’re here to rape the Indians.” Her lips tightened. Betty Fogarty made a decision.
“One more week, Melissa. Let’s finish the week, then call it quits.” She owed Will a week, but that’s all. Horror bathed her. She had to call John and tell him it was a mistake. She’d be right back. Just give her the week and she’d quit Will forever. Please.
“Let’s take it day by day, Melissa. We can always get someone to drive us out if it’s too bad. But let’s try to finish the week. The retreat might be good, regardless of Will.” Betty looked at Melissa. The moment had passed. They were afraid to make that intimate contact again. She continued, “I researched the old guy who’s leading the workshop. I called the All Faiths Theological Seminary in Oakland. They know all about him. He went there, if you can believe it. He’s supposed to be the real thing, a real holy man. They said his teacher was great, but ‘Grandfather’ is supposed to be greater. It might be all right.”
Inside, hope flared. I want to meet him. I need to meet him. Something is calling me to this place we’re going. Betty couldn’t form the thoughts, but they were in her mind.
Melissa pulled her sunglasses out of her purse. It was still the middle of the night, but no professional woman could show signs of tears. Certainly not at Numenon.
They walked out of the restroom and Betty pulled out her cell phone.
“It’s an hour earlier in California,” Melissa said.
She looked at her watch. She’d call John when they got under way.
A voice boomed in his mind, “The play of the universe is mine, old man. The play unfolds according to my will... All the universe is my play.” Grandfather sometimes forgot that he didn’t run things. When this occurred, Creator reminded him of the truth. He was part of the play of the universe, the Great One’s tool and creation.
He sat in his bed in the Mogollon Bowl, feeling the people around him. Many warriors slept in the darkness. He felt each soul, each essence. Many more were coming to the Meeting. Thousands of spirits moved toward him from every direction. They bore different emotional tones: anger, sadness, hope, despair, resolve, and enthusiasm. He could feel his visitors from the corporation, struggling forward like the rest. Such great work, finding one’s way home.
And that is why he did the work in front of him. It was his part in the play called the universe. He picked up the evaluation forms from the ground beside his bed. They had fueled his furious answering of questions the night before. The feedback came from people who had actually been to the Meeting, not those who wanted information about it. He was so upset when he read it—he almost worked all night.
Paul had attached a note to the report: I’ve been hearing from people about how you come across at the Meeting. The people from Numenon don’t know anything about you or our teachings. Or anything about Spirit. I thought if you knew about how our people see you, it might help you to get through to them.
He began reading—Paul had pulled phrases from the responses—Sometimes Grandfather spaces out when he’s talking. He just sits there with his eyes closed and doesn’t say anything... He looks like he’s drunk or stoned... I don’t understand why he cries when he talks about Great-grandfather—he died years ago. He seems really unstable... Once he gets going, he talks too much. He talks and talks. He told a bunch of the same stories last year... The ceremonies are too long. They’re boring and nothing happens. It went on and on.
He was appalled. He couldn’t imagine any of Great-grandfather’s students saying such things about him. They understood his greatness, even if they didn’t understand everything he did. No one would ever criticize him. But his modern students... Didn’t they know that he went into ecstasy when the Great One spoke to him? That’s when he received messages, and sent messages to others. That’s when the people at the Meeting were being blessed. He felt the bliss of the One and all the universe most of the time. And some thought he was drunk.
Didn’t anyone realize that bliss is the hallmark of Spirit? That anyone touched by Creator was marked, forever different from ordinary people? Were his People so ignorant? The newcomers he could understand, but those who had been to the Meeting for years? Paul had read these responses. Did he think his teacher was drunk rather than intoxicated by Creator’s presence? Didn’t Paul realize he was receiving or transmitting messages from Spirit World when he was in that state? Grandfather considered. He’d transmitted many messages to Paul over the years, and he knew that Paul hadn’t received a single one. Had he gotten nothing of his teachings either?
And then he went on to Paul’s schedule for the Meeting, which also bore one of Paul’s notes. I thought if the Meeting was on a schedule, like a management seminar, the Numenon people—and the people I talked to, our People—would be able to relate more. This is just an example. You can set up the program any way you want.
He examined Paul’s agenda. The document provided daily schedules, with a suggested theme for each day. It also specified what he should say, how he should stand, and what he and the spirit warriors, his most serious followers, should do. This travesty aped the instructions he got from the Great One each year.
The report ended with more of Paul’s wisdom. If people know what to expect, they can get more out of the talks. That’s why I suggested topics. Oh—don’t worry about the sanitation problem. I really handled that one. You can see what I did in the morning.
Before going to bed the night before, he crumpled the manuscript and threw it on the ground. Paul had not the faintest idea of what the Meeting was about, or who he was. The realization stunned him, yet he already knew. Some of them smiled indulgently when they saw him, like he was a living doll, a shaman doll. They told stories about him like he was a character in a novel or a movie. They tried to reduce him to something their minds could comprehend—and dismiss.
Anger surged through him, as it had the night before. The Meeting had brought him a congregation of fools who fed on fireworks and action, who didn’t hear his most basic teachings.
What did he have to do to reach those who saw him as an entertainer? Would they listen if he stood on the stage, screaming? Dressed like their rock stars? Half naked? What did he have to do so that people understood what Powers really were? Would they hear if he shouted, “Who I am is the content of the Meeting! What I am is what you’re here to find. See this, or leave!”
Taking control of his feelings, he decided to say and do things his way this year. He wouldn’t tailor anything to reach those who couldn’t understand. They’d get it, or not. And he’d take the time necessary to tell the truth, not hurrying to suit their warped minds, minds addicted to electronic images that thought in terms of fast and faster.
He looked at the crumpled report. Paul had been trying to be helpful, and proved that he knew nothing. A management seminar was completely wrong. These people who would have him speak for twenty minutes instead of delivering all the Great One told him to say—these people would see him for what he was, the living flame of his lineage. Great-grandfather’s message in flesh. They would find out that meeting a true shaman was a rare thing. Spending a week with him should have them on their knees, tears of gratitude falling like rain. Who were these people who...
The directions for the Meeting jolted him out of his rant. Creator filled him. The shaman shut his eyes and went into the inner world. Great-grandfather was there, so were the ancestors. They told him everything he was to do that week, very quickly. He gasped.
“Really?” he said in that inner world.
“Do it,” they replied.
“The People won’t like it,” he said. “Nothing like this has ever been done before.”
“So what?” they answered. “Do as we have told you.”
He got out of bed and lit a kerosene lamp, rummaging for a pen. Picking up Paul’s rumpled sheets, he sat on the bed and went through them one by one, making changes, adding and subtracting items. He acted as though he was taking dictation, because he was. When he’d finished, he straightened the pages and set them carefully on his altar, bowing his head to the sacred objects there. I will do as you wish, he thought.
Grandfather turned out the lamp and crawled back into bed. He had never been to a management seminar, but he knew the directions he had received were for one. They followed the form of Paul’s outline. The Great One made changes in Paul’s schedule, for an even more shocking effect. These were the most revolutionary instructions he’d ever received. The new people would understand, but the traditional people? What would they say?
If anything would ignite the Meeting, this was it. Did the ancestors know what was at stake? Did the Great One? Did they know how inflamed the world was?
Of course they did.
He thought of Paul Running Bird. He hadn’t been far off in anticipating what the Great One wanted. He had spent a long time making that report, which demonstrated how much he cared for him and his work. Maybe Paul had more to him than he thought. He was one of the Meeting’s Founders and worked hard handling all the details every year. Grandfather knew that Paul was a deeply flawed man. He was eaten up by envy and had every mental weakness, yet he’d been loyal all these years. He would watch him carefully this year, and have the other warriors watch him too. Perhaps Paul could be a spirit warrior. Heaven knows he wanted to be one enough.
Grandfather burrowed into his bed and pulled the buffalo robe over his head. He was to give a management seminar? He couldn’t comprehend it. He couldn’t believe the Great One would order this thing. But it was true.
He already could hear the gossip coming back from this Meeting.
With a groan, he willed himself to sleep.
Gil stopped racing with Doug Saunders the minute they got out of Will’s sight. They stopped as if by agreement just inside the terminal. Gil veered off into the men’s room. He ran into a stall and closed the door, shaking. Hearing that they were on the trip to get some Indian’s permission to destroy sacred lands stirred ancestral memories.
After that, he couldn’t get his stomach to settle down. This wasn’t what his grandfather was about. This wasn’t work for a warrior. He’d left Gabriela and the baby with that woman to do something terrible. He couldn’t stomach what Will Duane had done to all of them.
He stood there, trying to get control of himself. He couldn’t calm down, his emotions were gyrating. Suddenly furious, he decided to tell Will what he thought of his plan. They’d either change it or he’d go home. He’d get back to Gabriela on a bus if he had to.
As he thought of his wife, a sense of dread crept over him. Something was wrong at home. That fancy nurse wasn’t working. He’d known Gabriela was terrified of her from the moment she saw her. Maybe the baby had been screaming since he’d left. Maybe she was throwing up. Choking. He could see her turning blue. Panicked, he pulled out his cell phone. It wouldn’t work in the concrete building. He burst out of the bathroom into the deserted corridor. Everything was closed; it was still dark. Which way to the motor homes? He looked up and down, disorientated. He finally turned right and walked briskly, looking for a pay phone and the exit.
After walking a while, he realized he was going in the wrong direction. Spinning around, Gil noticed two men in the back of a darkened fast-food restaurant. A bottle sat on the table between them. One of the men waved at him.
“Hey, Gil! Ol’ buddy! Come over and have a drink!” Doug Saunders lolled on a bench, shit-face drunk.
“Doug!” Gil was horrified. He hopped the cable separating the fast-food place from the hallway and ran to his friend. Despite their rivalry, Doug Saunders was one of the few people he cared about at Numenon. Their mutual affection was the product of one of Will’s management training excursions. Will sent a bunch of them river rafting with a management trainer. It was supposed to make them bond as a team. Unfortunately, no one anticipated what that year’s major snowmelt would do to the river. Their adventure became a near-suicide. During a harrowing twenty-minute period when the raft flipped twice, he and Doug saved each other’s lives. Now they were bonded. They watched each other’s backs in the more dangerous waters of Numenon.
“Hey, man! I tried to find a bar, but they were all closed.” Doug was in great spirits. “My friend Evan here let me join him.” Doug poured vodka into a soft-drink cup and downed it. “Evan, this is my...” He fumbled the cup, spilling the last bit of vodka on himself. “Shit... This is Gil, my buddy from work. My only buddy.” His words were slurred and his face was red. Had he been there long enough to get that drunk? Gil remembered Doug’s hostility getting onto the plane. Maybe he had been drinking before they left.
“Doug, you can’t be around Will like that. He’ll fire you.” Gil stage-whispered.
“You aren’t afraid of that pussy, are you? He won’t fire me, or you, or Melissa. We’re his kids. And who pays any attention to his ‘no drugs, no drinking’ bullshit anyway? He never tests us or the programmers or anybody who has to work three days straight. And, fuck, if they do test us, someone tells me when before. I’m sure they tell you too.” Gil couldn’t deny it, but he didn’t do drugs or drink so it didn’t matter. Doug tossed back another cup of vodka and kept talking.
“Everybody’s on something. You know that. We just don’t do it around Will.” He turned to the other man sitting at the table. “You ever been to Silicon Valley? To the real upscale parts?” The guy shook his head. “Man, it is a trip. You go to any of those parties in the hills—it’s coke city. I’ve seen parties where they had a sugar bowl full of the stuff. Everybody uses it. Don’t get me wrong—I love coke. You can work on it—you can keep up with Will Duane on it. Christ, I’d like to know what he’s on. I’ve never seen him slow down. He’s the only guy who can party more than me.” A belch rolled out of Doug’s mouth.
He giggled and kept talking. “I mean... I use coke once in a while, to keep up. It’s nothing to me though, I’ll never get hooked. I’ve seen what it does. Shit, I saw Will’s daughter. Jesus, what a mess! Twitching like a bug. Nose bleeding all over...” He poured another paper cup for himself. “Sure you don’t want a drink, Gil?” Gil indicated no. “Well, when I first got to Numenon, I thought I’d marry Cass Duane. I’d be the one to grab the boss’s daughter. Shit, I would have married Will’s mother back then, if it got me closer to the old man. But when the shit hit the fan with Cass, forget it... I got enough problems...”
“Doug, we’ve got to get going.” Gil had to get him out of there, and end this conversation. This was heresy in Numenon. No one talked about Will’s family.
“Will has his no-booze, no-dope policy because of his ex and his daughter. Dope fiends and drunks, both of them. The wife was worse than his daughter.” Doug leaned over to confide in Evan, who was all ears.
Gil stood up, “Doug, come on...”
“No. I want to finish this...” He raised his cup and downed its contents. “Did you ever notice that Will calls Cass Ashley? She hates that name. She likes Cass, from her middle name. That’s so weird.
“Well, Cass Duane taught me to stay away from that shit. Coke’s nothing to me, just like a cup of coffee. I won’t have any trouble following the Indians’ rules. I even quit early. I haven’t done any coke in days.”
Gil grabbed Doug’s arm and hauled him to his feet. “You will get fired if Will sees you this way,” he half-whispered viciously. “No golden parachute, no severance bonus, no nothing, Doug. You’ll lose your stock options. He is serious about drugs—for us, anyway. Let’s get out of here.” He half-dragged Doug to the front of the place, trying to figure out how to get him over the cable. Doug wove on his feet, spewing obscenities.
“Fuck Will Duane! What an asshole. What do you think of what we’re really doing on this trip, Gil? Getting permission to mine our Indian friends’ holy lands! That’s a good one, isn’t it? I gotta say, Will had me going for a while. A spiritual retreat? Fuck. It was money all the time... That’s the great thing about Will—you always know where his head’s at.”
Gil looked back at the table and saw Doug’s “buddy” writing furiously in a notebook with a smile on his face. He looked like he’d stumbled into the story of the year.
“What are you doing?” Gil turned on him.
“Uh, I’m just writing out a list of calls I gotta make. I’m a rep... for Qualify... The software company?”
“You never saw us, you hear me? You never heard any of this. You understand?” Gil looked at a camera in the ceiling by the cash register. “We got you. Any word of this anywhere, even on a note to your grandmother, we’re after you. You’ll never work again.”
Evan looked at the camera, terrified despite his drunkenness. Everyone knew about Numenon’s surveillance capabilities. “Hey, I was jus’ doin’ this guy a favor. He asked me for a drink, I gave him one. You don’t need to get heavy.” Despite his small stature, Gil could get much heavier than that, a fact that the stranger seemed to appreciate.
“Listen, Evan. You know how we do it at Numenon. You play nice, and we play sort of nice. We can also play nasty. Remember that. Now give me that notebook.” Evan turned it over to him meekly. Gil turned back to his task of getting Doug out of the hamburger joint. Doug had become pale.
“Gil, I don’t feel so good.”
He grabbed him, finding and undoing the snap on the end of the cable so they could leave. He draped Doug over his shoulder and pulled him out of the restaurant. Doug kept talking, without inhibition.
“I feel so fucked up, Gil. Since it happened. And before...” They got to a bench on one side of the corridor and Gil sat Doug on it. He was too big to carry. To his surprise, Doug began choking with the pathetic sobs of a man at the bottom.
“Doug, Doug, it’s OK. Quiet down.” Gil looked up and down the corridor, hoping that Will Duane was anywhere but there. “Talk to me, Doug. Just talk slow and quiet.”
Doug’s wailing slowed and finally stopped. “Look at me, man. I’m a mess. Seven years at Numenon and I’m a fucking mess...”
What could Gil say? It was true. That thing with Melissa undid both of them.
“It’s been six months from hell... Six months ago, I saw an article in the paper saying that Jennie got married. It killed me, Gil. You knew how we were. I loved her. We split up, but I always thought we’d get together again...” He looked up with hopeless eyes. “You remember her, don’t you?”
Gil nodded. Jennie was beautiful, smart, and classy. And in love with Doug. They lived together, and he cheated on her. Gil knew that was practically by Will’s decree. All the top execs followed Will’s example with women. He was the only one he knew who didn’t cheat on his wife. Jennie walked out on Doug with reason. He thought they’d get back together?
“That was the last time I was happy, Gil—when I was with her. I blew it. And then I go out and do that to Melissa. Shit.” He ran his hands through his hair, frantic. “All that stuff I said about her wasn’t true.”
“What really happened?” Gil couldn’t help himself. He wanted to know; everyone did.
Doug touched his nose and presented both sides of his face to Gil. “It looks OK, doesn’t it, after the surgery? I mean, it looks almost the same. Better, maybe.” Gil agreed. “I just want to apologize to her and get the fuck out of Numenon. That’s why I came on this trip. I’m done...” He never said what happened in that room. Gil was about to ask again when Doug went on, “I don’t know what happened. It wasn’t her; I could see her on the other side of the room, screaming at me. She was mad, but she didn’t do it. She never got near me.”
People were approaching. Doug looked like shit, with snot all over his suit and his face swollen and red. He acted like he might puke. How could he get him on the Ashley and keep Will from firing him on the spot? Doug’s appraisal of Will’s tolerance for drinking was skewed by the amount of alcohol inside him. Gil knew their surrogate father would fire any of them for a tenth of what Doug had done. He fired his own daughter for being high at work. He fired her and threw her out of the building himself. That was a Numenon legend. Gil looked at his watch. They were supposed to be on the road by now.
How could he get Doug sober and to the Ashley? How could he get him past Will’s booze radar? Doug was right; Will’s experiences with the former Mrs. Duane and his daughter had made him crazy about drugs and drinking. Numenon was a bastion of abstinence compared with the rest of the Valley. Doug seemed to sink into himself, scratching at his arms, and jerking spasmodically. “Stay here, Doug.”
Gil took off on reconnaissance. He spotted a wheelchair and grabbed it. One problem down. What about cleaning him up? He looked back at Doug. He was lying on his side on the bench, knees drawn up, shuddering convulsively. He couldn’t clean him up. What else, then?
A janitor was mopping the floor with muddy brown water. Gil stopped, thinking. Bingo! He got it. He approached the janitor and said, “Would you like to have this?” He held up a fifty.
“Get away from me! I don’t do shit like that...” The guy backed off, putting his mop between him and Gil.
“No, no! I want you to take that bucket to that guy over there... See him? I want you throw the water all over him, and then throw the bucket at him. Don’t hit his face—he just had plastic surgery. Then run. I’ll cover for you.”
It cost a hundred and fifty.
“FUCK! YOU FUCKING ASSHOLE!” Doug screamed when the bucket hit him and screamed again when he slipped in the water chasing the janitor. The fall added a nice bruise on his jaw and a tear in his pants to his camouflage.
Perfect, Gil thought, jamming Doug into the wheelchair. “It was a vandal, Doug. Just kids pulling a prank. Let’s get to work.”
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