
CHAPTER ONE

ADAM SPENCE AWOKE to cold air on his face and the dreary metal sheen 
of the canopy above him. He had a headache. He often awoke with a headache, without having 
done anything to cause it. He didn’t know why he got headaches and he could not afford to pay 
someone to give him an expert opinion. Besides, it was only a minor discomfort and usually 
disappeared within an hour or two. He rolled in his sleeping bag onto his side so he could see out 
the window. It was a gray day, already defined by the muffled but steady roar of the freeway 
traffic on the elevated interchange above him. He knew this kind of place, a vortex, where the 
rush of city life could sweep around him without touching him. He could find similar sites in any 
city.  On this deserted street  the only people who passed by were the exercise freaks in their  
expensive sports togs, on their way to jog along the riverside path. One of them passed by as 
Adam was staring out the side window of the pickup’s canopy. Their eyes locked for a moment, 
or at least Adam thought they did. Maybe the jogger couldn’t see into Adam’s dark sanctuary.  
Maybe he tried and failed. Maybe he thought he saw someone looking back but couldn’t be sure. 
Adam smiled. He liked the thought of a confused, uncertain member of the establishment.

He was almost out of funds again, and numb to any sense of loss or disappointment. To be 
disappointed  presumed  expectations,  and  he  no  longer  had  any.  There  was  no  work,  and 
consequently no connections to anything, friends, colleagues, a home, a code of behavior. The 
only funds he possessed he got from activities he loathed, and that – at an earlier age – he would 
have regarded as wrong. Wrong not only in the sense of how his acts injured others, but also 
because of how they warped him into someone he did not like. It worried him that as time passed 
he cared less about what he had become.

He unzipped the sleeping bag and folded his legs up to get out. He immediately slipped into  
his pants, shoes, and jacket. He could see his breath. He carefully rolled up the bag, secured it 
with its flimsy ribbons, and jammed it into a waterproof carrier. It was always the same, as soon 
as he got up. He was methodical, not because it was his nature to be neat but because he was 
afraid everything would fall apart, the whole construct of his life, if he started to slip in any one  
area. It was how he kept control.

Someone rapped on the back window of the canopy, which was so dirty Adam could only 
make out a human shape without identifying who possessed it. He scooted forward on his knees 
to release the pretense of a lock and push the back window open. It was a wild-eyed guy who 
hadn’t had a haircut or a shave in a long time.

“Yeah, yeah,” he said as he danced back and forth from one foot to the other, rubbing his  
hands together. “Cold, huh?”

“Yeah, cold,” Adam said.
“You got anything? Any food? Any drugs? Weapons? Anything?”
“Sorry, pal, I’m fresh out.”
“Yeah, yeah, people are always telling me that.” He looked off to the side and Adam saw his  

eyes  squint  angrily.  Adam’s hand felt  for  the  baseball  bat  and gripped it  but  didn’t  move it.  
Crouching in the back of his truck, he was vulnerable, could not swing the bat, could not duck out 
of the way of a gun. He braced himself. “Yeah, I know. They tell me the same.”

The other man’s gaze snapped back onto Adam. A slight smile spread across his face.
“Where you been?” Adam asked.
The  man  nodded  several  times,  as  though  to  encourage  himself  to  produce  an  answer.  

“Florida. I been to Florida.” He kept  nodding. “Yep.  I lived there when I  was a boy.  It’s  all  
changed now. Parts of it under water. Miami’s all fucked up. I had to leave. Yeah, nothing there  
anymore.”

Adam didn’t know if that was true. He had heard predictions from people who talked about  
climate  change,  but  he  didn’t  pay  attention  to  news,  which  he  thought  was  all  lies  and 



entertainment  anyway.  And he  didn’t  figure  the  guy who was talking  to  him was  a  reliable 
reporter. “What’s your name,” he asked.

“Prophet.” He stepped back so Adam could get a better look at him. “I give myself that name 
because it tells who I am. Prophet.”

“Pleased to meet you, Prophet.” He didn’t extend his hand and continued to hold himself 
braced. “My name’s Adam. You sleep around here last night?”

“Haven’t  slept  for several  days.” He stepped closer and lowered his voice.  “Got to keep 
moving. They’re looking for me.”

“Who?”
“The ones with the money.” He nodded to himself again. “They want me off the streets. Get 

outta town. Move on. Don’t let us catch you here again. Those ones.”
“Yeah. I’ve seen them. Yesterday they came through here at about this time, so I suppose I’d 

better be moving on. Probably you too, huh?”
Prophet looked suspicious. “You seen them? Yesterday?”
“Well, I’m pretty certain it was them. But you know, the best policy is not to wait around to 

find out for sure. Right?”
Prophet grinned. “You got it, brother. It’s been good talking to you. I’m going now.” He 

turned and scurried off, waving an arm behind him as he called out, “May the spirit rest with  
you.”

Adam dropped the tailgate  and scooted out,  stretching in  the  cold air.  He spotted a  few 
sleeping bags at the base of one of the freeway piers, some of them sheltered under pieces of  
cardboard. He reached back into the pickup bed and pulled out a small metal bowl and a five-
gallon plastic jug about half-full of water. He poured a small amount of the water into bowl and 
splashed it on his face and into his hair, which he then combed roughly with his hand. The chill of 
the water helped snap him fully awake. He wiped his face on his sleeve, put the bowl and water  
container back in the back of the truck, and closed the tailgate and canopy. He key-locked the 
canopy, knowing that a screwdriver could easily pop it open.

He drove toward downtown Portland for no particular reason. He had arrived in the city the 
previous day and his meeting was not until mid-afternoon, so he had time to kill and wanted to  
get a fresh feel for the place. He had not been there for a few years, and then only briefly. He  
steered the pickup toward the tall buildings, automatically tracking the kind and number of people 
who were walking or riding bicycles, the kind and condition of motor vehicles, the amount of 
trash along the roads, the state of disrepair of streets and buildings, the number of police cars, all  
of which amounted to the general health of the city. This was his daily, nervous collating, intense 
in new places, dreary wherever he was.  He concluded that  the city was failing, but no more  
quickly than others he had traveled through.

As he got closer to what he judged to be the central business core, the cars in front of him 
slowed and then halted altogether. He had never been patient about waiting for anything and he 
had instinctively not pulled up hard on the bumper of the car ahead, leaving himself a possible 
escape. The oncoming lane was empty, so he maneuvered his way out of the stalled line of cars  
and made  a  U-turn into the  outbound lane.  He  went  only a  short  distance before  spotting a  
driveway into a parking lot for an office building. He turned in and parked. A security guard  
watched him from his station near the building entrance. Adam assumed he got minimum wage, 
maybe one step above the guys who stood on corners, spinning signs that advertised mattress  
sales. Before leaving the pickup he extracted a twenty from his wallet, noting how little he had 
left. He relied upon more money arriving soon. He got out, locked the truck door, and approached 
the guard. Adam smiled and said “Good morning” to the guard, who only nodded and mumbled 
“’Morning,” but did not smile.

“I found this next to my pickup.” He pressed the twenty into the guard’s hand. “I figure you’ll 
see that it gets to its rightful owner.” The guard’s fingers closed over the bill. Now he smiled. 
“Yes, sir. I’ll take care of it.”



“I may be a while. Do you think my truck will be safe there?”
“Yes, sir. I’ll make sure of that.”
“Good job.” Adam turned away and headed toward the city center on foot.
After  several  blocks he could make out some kind of disturbance ahead,  which probably 

accounted for the traffic jam. A lot of people on foot were heading in the same direction as he,  
toward the center of the business district. A helicopter hovered low over what was probably the  
center of activity. As he got closer he could see that a crowd blocked the street and  some people  
were carrying signs, which he could not yet read. Drivers in the stalled cars had begun to honk 
their horns, and some had opened their doors and were standing with one foot on the pavement,  
the other still in the car, straining to see what was happening, but ready for action. Mobile phones 
were coming out. A young woman hurried past him and he called after her, “Excuse me, what’s 
happening?” She turned back toward him, obviously eager to explain. She had a nose ring but  
was still attractive in an unkempt way. “The police have begun arrests,” she said. “Didn’t you get 
the flash on it? We’re all assembling to respond to police brutality.”

“I’m from out of town,” he said. “I hadn’t heard anything.”
“It’s part of the 99-per cent movement. This started about a week ago, camping out in the 

parks, holding rallies.”
Of  course,  Adam  had  heard  of  the  movement,  a  loosely  coordinated  collection  of  

disenfranchised young and old who claimed to represent the 99 per cent of the population who 
were not wealthy, had no health insurance, and worked in low paying part-time jobs, if able to  
find any work at all. He certainly qualified, but he was not a joiner. Demonstrations had occurred 
sporadically for the past few years in nearly every large city in the United States and had spread 
throughout  much  of  Europe,  where  problems  were  even  more  pronounced  after  the  virtual 
collapse of the European Union. He sympathized, but  distantly.  The demonstrators invariably 
lingered on at a chosen site in a messy, annoying way that did not appear to have influenced any  
positive changes in their circumstances. Central business districts in countless cities had become 
campgrounds for the discontented, until they were rousted by the authorities, whose alliance with 
money and business became more clearly defined with each encounter, at least in the opinion of  
the demonstrators.

“Are you going?” the girl asked him.
He thought about it for a moment, could think of nothing better to do, and surrendered to his 

curiosity. “Sure.”
The two of them continued together, with her chatting incessantly about a variety of political 

topics, primarily focused on government repression of the masses. He only half-listened while he 
continued to scan the people around him. They reached the edge of the crowd, the place at which 
the density increased to the extent that they had to slip between people who were already standing  
around, some listening to a barely audible speaker, some holding signs proclaiming a variety of 
causes  or  simply denouncing  the  government.  At  one  point,  as  she  wedged herself  between 
members of the crowd, she reached back and took his hand. When they got to a point where the 
shouted words of a man standing on a platform became distinguishable, she halted but did not let  
go of his hand. She turned and grinned at him, and then waited a beat for his response, maybe 
seeking approval, he wasn’t sure what. He smiled back.

The speaker was ranting about police brutality and about the need for the people to take back 
the streets. It had a familiar ring. The girl turned toward him again and said something he could 
not understand because at that moment the crowd roared approval for the words of the speaker.  
Adam shook his head, pointed at his ear, and shrugged. She leaned into him and spoke directly 
into his ear. “I said, what’s your name?”

“Oh, Dave. My name’s Dave. Dave Merrick.” It was a name he had used before for what he 
judged to be short-term encounters. It was a throw-away. “What about you?” He didn’t really care  
what she called herself, but he knew he was expected to ask, and he had learned long ago that  
keeping a low profile demanded attention to social conventions.



“Mia. Mia Strand.” She pronounced her name to rhyme with “see ya.”
“Pleased to meet you, Mia,” he said. He was already trying to figure out how to break away 

without offending her. At that moment Mia called out to another member of the crowd, a woman 
with short dark hair and a leather jacket.

“Ann. Ann Fortune.”
The other woman turned her head slowly, methodically, searching for the source of the voice, 

but keeping a blank expression. When her eyes came to rest on Mia, she smiled, only a minimal  
curl at  the corners of her mouth, and made a slight nod of recognition. Mia pushed forward, 
dragging Adam behind her.

“What  do  you  think?”  Mia  asked.  “Pretty cool,  huh?”  Tossing  her  head  to  embrace  the 
electric crowd around her.

“Yes, Mia. How are you?”
Mia shuffled nervously. “Pretty good. I’m a lot better actually.”
“That’s good. Who’s your friend?”
Adam used the question as an excuse to disengage his hand from Mia’s. “We just met,” he  

said. “My name’s Dave Merrick,” he told her.
Her eyes scanned him up and down. “You don’t look like a Dave,” she said, which startled  

him. But she didn’t give him time to consider, quickly holding out her hand. “I’m Ann, Ann  
Fortune, as you and everybody else around here already heard from Mia.”

“I’m sorry, Ann,” Mia said, looking fragile. “I was just glad to see you.”
“It’s fine. Nobody cares. What do you do, Dave?”
“I’m between right now, if you know what I mean.”
“Of  course.  We  should  get  out  of  here,”  Ann  said,  “before  the  police  start  rushing  the 

demonstrators again. Maybe we can find a place away from the crowd where we can get a cup of  
coffee.”

They set off together, Ann leading in a way that Adam liked. She was not only decisive and 
confident, she looked as though she could handle herself in a crisis; and he wanted to know what 
she’d meant when she told him he did not look like a Dave. Had she figured him out that quickly?

They walked several blocks to a small coffee shop on a corner. They made small talk, Adam 
mostly avoiding  giving  the  kind  of  details  about  himself  that  he  might  later  have to  repeat,  
because whatever he said would be fabricated and it was sometimes hard to remember the lies,  
even though he’d had a lot  of  practice.  Ann,  too,  seemed guarded,  saying only that  she was  
involved in “the arts,” but never saying which arts or to what extent. She might have been a 
museum docent,  although he could not  imagine her tolerating the kind of  stupid questions a 
docent would have to field. She might have been a painter, but didn’t seem that detached and 
aesthetic. As he imagined various artistic possibilities, he finally decided that the only one that fit 
was acting. He asked about it.

“A little,” she said. “Nothing currently.”
“Favorite role?”
“That I’ve played?”
“Or would like to play.”
“Iago.”
“Iago was a man,” Adam said.
“Yeah, well most of the good plays were written by men,” she said scornfully.
“He was evil, a manipulator,” Adam added, still puzzled by her choice.
“He was power. Besides, the best characters are always the most evil. In ‘Paradise Lost’ it’s  

Satan, the fallen angel, who’s the most compelling, not Michael, the goody-two-shoes. Anyway, I 
never played Iago, and probably never will. I haven’t met a director who was that imaginative.”

“Maybe they’re afraid of handing that much power to a woman.”
“Look,” she said, “I don’t want to mislead you. My day job is selling cups of coffee. But not  

here. Okay?”



Mia, who had sat quietly through this discussion, glancing back and forth between them,  
finally interrupted.  “You  guys.  Let’s  talk  about  something  I  know about.  You  lost  me.  And 
besides, I need to go to the little girls’ room.” With a ballerina’s supple grace, she slipped out of 
her chair, barely disturbing it, and flitted off to the restroom.

Ann leaned toward him and lowered her voice. “What are your intentions about Mia?”
He shook his head. “I don’t have any intentions. I met her less than an hour ago. She grabbed  

my hand and pulled me into that crowd. I was glad when you showed up.”
“She’s had problems,” Ann said, staring into his eyes with a flat expression, only a tic away 

from being overtly hostile. “Leave her alone. Please.”
He stared back. “Some men might be offended by that.”
“Yeah,” she said, suddenly breaking into a smile. “And some might find it appealing.” The 

smile quickly faded. “Doesn’t matter.”
“What about you?” he asked. “Are you forbidden territory also?”
“Well, I guess you’d have to try to approach a little closer to find out, wouldn’t you?”
“How about a phone number?”
“How about yours?”
He thought for a moment, wondering about making an excuse. Then he told her the truth. “I 

don’t give out contact information.”
“Afraid somebody will find you?”
“You never know.”
She hesitated, deciding about him. “Be back here at eight o’clock. But if I’m more than five  

minutes late, don’t wait.”
He grinned. “Tell Mia I had to go.” He pushed the chair back, but remained seated for a 

moment to see if she had anything further to say. When she didn’t, he got up and walked out.

His meeting, the sole reason he had come to Portland, was set for a small park less than a  
mile from where he’d had coffee. He had almost two hours to get there, but he started for it  
immediately,  wanting  to  arrive  soon  enough  to  thoroughly  examine  both  the  park  and  the 
surrounding buildings. He had already done that online, using a site that let him virtually “drive” 
up and down the surrounding streets, but there was no substitute for being there in person. There 
were two considerations, shielding his identity from a genuine client and avoiding a trap that  
might have been set by police. He approached a meeting with the assumption that the client might 
not be real and that all preceding phone calls and email messages might have been decoys sent  
out  by police.  He didn’t  think they were that  smart,  but  he could not  safely operate on that 
premise. He was not a gambler. He had avoided arrest by sniffing out the few traces of attempts to 
identify and capture him. At least he thought there had been efforts  made.  Maybe he’d been 
wrong, but he didn’t need money so much that he would risk capture, and he was still a free man. 
There might always be another job, even if he had to beg, borrow, and steal in the meantime.

The park was only a block square. It was mostly open and paved, with only a few cursory 
shrubs and a  couple  of  scrawny trees,  virtually nothing to  hide behind.  There  were rows  of 
benches along two wide paths that crossed in the middle of the block. The buildings on all four  
sides were multi-story residential, except for one that was an office building. At ground level all  
the buildings hosted an assortment of small shops. Adam walked the periphery, looking into the 
store fronts as he passed. He saw no one who appeared to be aimlessly looking back out toward  
the street, although the one small convenience store troubled him. Customers could loiter there 
and watch the park without being conspicuous.

He also walked the paths of the park, observing the few people who were already situated on 
the benches. He had never seen his contact, but he knew what kind of identifying item he would 
be carrying, a green reusable grocery bag, and no one fit that description. Any of the bench sitters 
might be a plant, even the one who appeared to be a doped out homeless man, but there was no 



way Adam could test that possibility except by prolonged watching from another location, and 
even that could not guarantee his security.

After having made a circuit around and through the park, he entered the lobby of the one 
office  building and remained near  the  front  doorway,  checking his  watch as  though he were  
waiting for a late business connection to arrive, but also scanning the few people already sitting 
on the park benches, alert for any behavior that didn’t fit. The guard sitting at the desk behind him 
was chatting with a tenant and barely noticed Adam. After several minutes of watching nothing  
happen, Adam left the office building and returned to the convenience store, which was staffed by 
an Indian or Pakistani man. Adam became a lingering customer. He could look across a row of  
potato chips and watch the park, and if someone else might try to do the same, Adam wanted to  
be in the place where they were most apt to do it.

So far he had not seen anything conspicuously suspicious. The number of people who were 
out and about was reasonable, and none of them looked as though they were biding time, waiting 
for something important to happen. A few minutes before the designated time he saw a man 
carrying a green grocery bag walk into the park, look around nervously, and then sit down stiffly 
on one of the benches, looking left, right, behind, not what Adam would expect from police, who 
usually tried to appear cool and confident.

He selected a package of chips from the shelf in front of him, paid the cashier, and walked 
across to the park, opening the package and sampling the contents as he approached his client.

At eight o’clock that night he was back at the coffee shop, sitting alone at a table. He had 
replenished his funds, getting half in advance, with the rest promised when he had finished the  
job. Even half was sufficient to meet all of his current needs. He turned his coffee cup around on  
its saucer, trying to lose the hollow feeling he got from taking that first irrevocable step toward 
something he did not want to do. There was no doubt that he would do it. He had sufficient 
resolve, rooted in his need, his military training, probably even his miserable childhood, and in  
rationales he had struggled to formulate to justify him to himself.

He was five minutes  early.  He checked his  watch,  and then again,  and then once more.  
Finally it was straight up eight o’clock. She’d said not to wait more than five minutes past eight.  
He understood that she meant she might change her mind between the time he’d left her that 
afternoon and the more intimate meeting they’d set for that night. He didn’t care if she was late. 
He thought she might be worth waiting for.

She arrived four minutes late, hesitating in the open doorway for a moment while she looked 
around for him, only moments after he’d checked his watch again.

“Sorry I’m a little late,” she said as she got comfortable in the chair across the table from 
him.

“I would have waited longer.”
“Nothing better to do?”
“That wasn’t what I meant.”
She looked down at her hands and took a deep breath. “Sorry again. I don’t mean to be so 

contrary. Sometimes things just come out that way.”
“You’re pissed that you’re sitting here having coffee with a guy you barely know.”
She smiled at his analysis. “And whose name may or may not be Dave.”
“Shall I start over?” he asked.
“Not yet. I’ll let you know when.”
“Why wait?”
“Everything that passes between us – and I’m talking about the general population, not just  

you  and  me  –  represents  some  degree  of  commitment.  The  less  we  know reliably,  the  less 
committed we are. If we know nothing reliably, we have no commitment at all.”

“Is that where we are?” he asked.



“Pretty much. And I’m content to leave it there for at least awhile.”
“And if I’m not?”
“That’s a choice, isn’t it? We each have options.” She raised her cup to her lips, and sent the  

softest puff of breath across the hot coffee before taking a swallow.
They talked about anything except themselves – politics, the demonstrations that had been 

going on sporadically in cities all over the world, climate change, ocean floods in Florida and 
monsoon  floods  in  Pakistan  and  Thailand,  water  shortages  in  the  American  southwest  and 
southern California, intermittent power outages, the failing state of the economy, the inadequacy 
of the current “system” to deal with crumbling infrastructure, the incredible wealth of the titans of  
business and the corporations they managed that routinely reported record profits. She was more 
into politics than he, closing her hands into angry fists when she talked about environmental  
destruction and poverty and unemployment. He told her he didn’t really care much about abstract 
issues, that he tried to deal with what was in front of him. He argued that trying to reach beyond 
the  immediate,  given  a  world  population  of  over  seven  billion,  was  unimaginable  and 
unproductive. He and Ann Fortune were on slightly different wave lengths, she more invested in 
reform than he,  more hopeful,  even though they shared most  of  the same concerns and core 
beliefs. She talked about wanting to do something to make things better, as she saw the world, 
and he just wanted to get through another day.

“Did you ever think you might be wrong?” he asked, “that the people you oppose might  
believe in what they’re doing to the same extent as you?”

She shook her head in sad disbelief. “Whose side are you on?” she asked.
“I don’t take sides. When it comes to issues, I’m a prostitute. Pay me enough and I’ll do what  

you want, because I know if I don’t do it you’ll find somebody else who will, and I might as well  
be the one who gets your money.”

“Is that true? Are you really that indifferent or are you just saying that because you think it  
sounds macho?”

“It’s not indifference. It’s like you said – the less others know about you, the less you need to  
deal with unintended commitment.”

“That’s not what I meant.”
“I know. I’m just trying to tell you who I am without crossing into the forbidden particulars.”
“Yeah, well don’t misquote me to myself.”
“Let me put it this way – I don’t talk or try to convince. I do.”
“And what?” she said angrily, “you think I’m just another slogan pounder? I’m not railing 

about the oppression of the working class, if that’s what you think. There are plenty of losers to  
go around, at all levels.”

He sipped his coffee while he thought about his response, not wanting to offend her. “I think 
you’re bright, confident, and committed. That’s all I’m saying. I like that. It’s just that we go in 
slightly different directions when it comes to moral codes.”

She tilted her head and squinted her eyes at him, full of doubt and suspicion. “You’re not one 
of those animal freaks, are you? Those people who free monkeys and burn down research labs?”

He said, “I don’t do causes.”
She was disdainful. “Just a hired gun, right?”
“Exactly.”
At that moment the power failed. There was a moment of blackness until a single battery-

powered floodlight came on and lit the place with harsh shadows.
“Shit,” she said.
“Does this happen often?”
“Practically every night anymore. You’re not from around here?”
“No, I just arrived yesterday.”
“From?”
“Someplace else.”



“You know, this mystery crap gets old real fast.”
“I thought you were worried that information would lead to commitment.”
She took a deep breath, paused a moment, and then said, “Tell me where you’re from. Or I  

walk.”
“Denver. Last.”
“You move around?”
“Yes.”
“And you’ll be how long here?”
“Are you considering investing something?”
She grinned.
“Don’t be an asshole. Just answer the question.”
He shrugged. “I can’t. It depends.”
“On?”
“On whether there’s something to keep me, or something to get me to leave. Right now I just 

got a job that I have to do in another city, but it’s short term and I set my own schedule.”
The lights came back on, like a set change in a play. The sudden brightness left them feeling 

awkward with each other.
“Shall we get out of here?” she asked.

They walked aimlessly, stopping occasionally in front of store windows, without any interest 
in what was on the other side of the glass. At some point she slipped her arm through his. They 
must have continued wandering for at least an hour more, although he lost track of time. Finally,  
she stopped and turned toward him.

“What?” he asked.
She nodded toward what looked like an abandoned building. There was a sheet of plywood 

over what should have been the front door. “This is where I live. What about you, Dave? Where 
are you staying?” He noticed the emphasis when she pronounced his name, the doubt.

He considered lying, but immediately rejected any further attempts to deceive her. He stood 
facing her, looking down slightly into her face, and gently took hold of her arms.

“It’s not Dave. It’s Adam.” He waited for the reaction. There was none. “And right now I use 
the back of a pickup truck for a bedroom. All I need to do is find where I left the truck.”

“Thanks for the name. I’m guessing the last name is something else also.”
“Yes,” he said, but he did not tell her his last name, not yet.
“Okay. If you want to stay at my place tonight, it’s available.”
“You don’t have to,” he said. “I mean, I’d be in touch with you again, even if you didn’t  

invite me up.”
“The bigger risk,” she said, “is that you won’t be back if I do invite you up. I’m picky. Most  

of my encounters, as few as they are, don’t get a return invitation. So, try not to become just 
another vague memory. Okay?”

“That’s a bit cynical.”
“No, it’s a lot cynical. Take it or leave it.”
“I’ll take it,” he said without any hesitation.
She preceded him down the alley to a side door that was unlocked. The odors of mold and 

smoke and urine permeated the interior of the building, and the two of them needed to move  
mostly by feel through a consuming darkness. She grasped his hand and led him around a tangle 
of trash to another doorway that opened onto a stairwell. She was sure and confident and agile in 
her movement, and she climbed the stairs without any obvious strain. After several flights – he’d 
lost track of how many – she opened another door into a hallway. The air was cleaner there.

“You’re in good shape,” he said. Neither of them was out of breath.
“I supposed that’s a compliment.”



In the dark he couldn’t tell if she was pleased or annoyed.


