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COLE HADDON is an Australian-American novelist, screenwriter, and journalist. Dracula, his first television commission, was produced by NBC and Sky Living starring Jonathan Rhys Meyers, and he has gone on to develop dozens of feature films and TV series around the globe. He lives in the Blue Mountains of Australia with his wife and two children.
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[image: image]
It’s 1962 and physics student Grace Pulansky believes she has met the man of her dreams, Robert Jones, while serving up slices of pecan pie at the local diner.

But then the FBI shows up, with their fedoras and off-the-rack business suits, and accuses him of being a bomb-planting mass-murderer.

Finding herself on the run with Jones across America’s Southwest, the discoveries awaiting Gracie will undermine everything she knows about the universe. Her story will reveal how scores of lives - an identity-swapping rock star, a mourning lover in ancient China, Nazi hunters in pursuit of a terrible secret, a crazed artist in pre-revolutionary France, an astronaut struggling with a turbulent interplanetary future, and many more - are interconnected across space and time by love, grief, and quantum entanglement.




Praise for Psalms for the End of the World

‘A book designed to be more than the sum of its parts, and one that achieves that because love is the thing that binds it together. Vitally fresh’

DOMINIC NOLAN

‘A trans-dimensional, kaleidoscopic mystery-box of a novel . . . wholly and riotously original. Haddon is a mad scientist of genre and his epic is a tour de force’

PETER HO DAVIES

‘By turns mystifying, infuriating and finally heartbreaking, Cole Haddon’s mad romp through the universe – (no, make that several universes) – mixes magic, philosophy, action and metaphysics with the whimsical dexterity of Melville in Moby Dick. Fasten your seatbelt and maybe close your eyes. But don’t look away’

NICHOLAS MEYER
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The newscaster with the deep, reassuring voice says, ‘It now appears that sometime yesterday morning, the Soviet Union exploded a thermonuclear device some two and a half miles over the Arctic Sea island of Novaya Zemlya,’ and the man sitting on the mustard-coloured couch, crystal tumbler of Canadian Club in one hand and an RCA Wireless Wizard in the other, decides unequivocally that the truest words ever scribbled on a page were ‘All the world’s a stage’, because none of this bullshit is real.

Jones adjusts one of the brick-sized remote control’s two dials, and the newscaster’s voice grows louder. ‘The blast of the device, believed to be the largest ever built, was witnessed over six hundred miles away. President Kennedy immediately denounced the test, saying that it threatened to derail current US–Soviet test-ban talks. He added that Americans should heed his call to immediately construct personal and neighbourhood fallout shelters in the case such a nuclear weapon were to be detonated inside the United St—’

The television blinks off. Jones stares at it for a moment longer, listening to the picture tubes still humming behind its concave screen, then rises and goes to the set of three windows that look out from his little slice of heaven. From here, he can see light in his neighbours’ family room window.

Ralph Beckermann is standing in front of his own television, the electric glow of the newscaster’s face quavering across his face. Jones and Ralph bought the same Victor colour television on a joint Saturday outing to Woolworth an hour before three Jack and Cokes prompted Ralph to confess he was enjoying regular sexual congress with his sister-in-law every Tuesday evening instead of bowling like he tells Peggy. Peggy’s on the couch behind Ralph, hands folded neatly in her lap. Their two boys are on the loveseat, hair crew cut like their dad’s because all they want to be is just like him. The family looks terrified.

Next door to the Beckermanns’ place is the Olsens’. Christmas lights are still strung along the sagging gutters because Hank Olsen has been working overtime since before Thanksgiving and on weekends can’t be bothered to do more than go shooting up on Mount Baldy with his two oldest boys since the third one, the youngest, is too slow to be trusted with live rounds. The tableau in the Olsens’ window is indistinguishable from the one in the Beckermanns’ – anxious, frightened faces, wondering how long it will be before they’re vaporized.

Hank is sleeping with Ralph’s wife, Peggy. Hank’s wife, Elaine, made a pass at Jones three weeks ago at Kellogg’s as Gracie pretended not to take notice, and Jones knows none of this ritualized stupidity is real, this Norman Rockwell-shoved-through-a-sausage grinder-with-sex-and-six-shooters-and-manifest-destiny crap, no matter how good the Manhattan ad-men and politicians in Washington are at selling it to Americans.

But hey, at least the whiskey is good.

Jones takes a long pull from his glass until all that remains is pebbles of ice. As he finishes the ice off, too, his eyes find the iron-grey Samsonite Streamlite suitcase standing next to the front door. He picked it up at a garage sale in Glendale last week, knowing full well what he intended it for. Turned out to be the perfect size, down to the inch.

Jones goes to his bathroom then, where he shaves his perfect superhero’s chin and combs King John’s beeswax pomade into his dark hair that, in most light, looks pitch black. The face in the mirror still startles him sometimes, but everything changes, he knows. Everything. One thing into another, on and on, until whatever was has become an infinite number of things it wasn’t before. He next dresses in a slate-grey suit, pin-striped and double-breasted like the one he saw in that picture where the actor with the bronze skin and strange accent was chased by a homicidal crop duster. His fedora is a perfect match and, unlike the suit that’s so stiff and formal despite how casual the actor made it seem, feels good on him.

Outside, Jones carefully places the Streamlite in the trunk of the Alpine Green Oldsmobile Coupe with dented rear bumper parked in his driveway. That’s when he hears Ralph say, ‘You catch the news, Bob?’ from behind him. Ralph is standing in his own driveway, bottle of Budweiser in hand and a Lucky Strike dangling precariously from his bottom lip.

Jones regards him silently from behind the open lid of his trunk, then, looking one final time at the Streamlite, slams the trunk shut. ‘Yeah,’ he says, rounding the car to the driver’s door.

‘Peggy thinks we’re all gonna be dead by year’s end,’ Ralph says, crossing the road. He flicks his cigarette into the dark and its burning tip vanishes like a shooting star. When he reaches Jones, his voice lowers to a conspiratorial volume. ‘Hey, listen, you didn’t tell her about . . . you know? She keeps asking these questions and, well, I can’t get the bitch to shut up.’

‘Your secret’s safe with me, buddy,’ Jones says. He puts a wink in his voice and tries to smile, but he overdoes it and Ralph notices. He doesn’t hate Ralph. He just feels bad for him, for all of them, because they can’t see the world for what it really is. Not like he can.

Ten minutes later, Jones brakes at a stoplight downtown. It’s black out, no stars in the sky. Neon signs blaze even brighter because of this and, in the distance, two spotlights from the Pacific Hastings Drive-In trace indecipherable runes across unseen clouds. And there’s a drunk bum standing on the sidewalk, muttering to himself or the voices in his head or who knows, waving a sign he’s crafted out of cardboard and finger paint. The sign warns DON’T FALL FOR IT. Jones acknowledges the bum with a quick nod, which seems to mollify him.

The light finally turns, and Jones watches the bum shrink behind him in the rearview. His eyes drift to the back seat and the trunk on the other side of it. To the Streamlite. A few minutes later, he parks outside Kellogg’s Diner.

Kellogg’s is a white oblong, all irregular angles like a poorly made sheet cake, dropped in the middle of a small square that it and its parking lot are the sole occupants of. Blue and red neon trim its polished, futuristic surface like radioactive frosting, inviting the eye to peer inside its three walls of windows. Right now, Jones can see a waitress in an Easter-yellow dress with frilly white collar and a grease-stained apron standing behind the counter, next to a cash register, face buried as usual in a book the size of a Gutenberg Bible. He smiles, unable to help himself.

Gracie stops her habitual humming when Jones enters, smiling with all of her heart-shaped face as she is prone to do. ‘Bobby!’ she says. ‘I was getting worried about you.’

Jones smiles, too, as he approaches the counter and its teal Formica surface that smells of Top Job – just like Gracie – from the post-supper rush clean-up. But there’s something different about him, something wrong, and she notices it right away.

‘Can’t sleep without my pie,’ he says, lying.

Gracie fetches the coffee carafe from the warmer, and Jones watches her and knows she knows he’s watching her. When she returns, her thin, closed lips curving upwards, she pours the coffee and asks in her typically cheerful manner, ‘What will it be tonight?’

The cook, Leon, listens from the kitchen. He doesn’t like Jones for some reason he won’t reveal and never has. He sweats a lot.

‘There’s apple, pumpkin, a peach, key lime, and, if you’re in the mood for something new, May baked a pecan that’s out of this world. I may have snuck a piece.’

‘Pecan pie?’

Gracie nods, grinning at how Jones’s eyes have reacted to this unexpected piece of intelligence. Pecan pie has been absent from the menu since he became a regular here six or seven months ago. Must be a seasonal thing.

‘Let’s be daring,’ he says. ‘How was class today?’

‘You ask me that every night, and I feel like I bore you to tears every night going on about it,’ she says, cutting into the pie.

‘Why would you think that?’

Gracie sets a slice of pie in front of him, giving the plate a tiny, playful shove so it slides a few inches towards him across the river of shiny teal that divides them. ‘Whipped cream?’ But she knows the answer, and is already getting the tub from the fridge inside the open kitchen door. ‘You just don’t look like the kind of guy who’s interested in physics, no matter how many times you’re sweet enough to act like you are.’

‘Nobody’s interested in that crap except you, girl,’ Leon says as he vigorously and loudly beats raw minced beef into patties for tomorrow.

Jones ignores Leon. ‘What kind of guy do I look like?’ he says.

Gracie scoops a large dollop of whipped cream from the tub, and drops it on top of Jones’s slice of pie as if it’s a well-deserved prize. ‘The kind of guy who likes pie,’ she says, grinning again.

Jones picks up his fork, plunges it into the centre of the whipped cream, and takes an impressive bite of the pie. ‘Pecan especially, it would seem.’

‘Told you it was good.’

‘Well?’

‘Fine, if you’re really interested.’

‘He’s not,’ Leon says.

‘Shut up, Leon,’ Gracie says. She comes around the counter, and takes up position on the stool next to Jones. ‘So, the universe and everything in it, the laws that hold it together and, well, give it shape, they appear to be’ – she searches for the word – ‘calibrated or, or finely tuned to produce elements and, by extension, for life as we know it, for us, to evolve within it.’

‘Bob no speaka the español,’ Leon says.

‘Dangit, Leon, I will tell Warren why we keep coming up short on buns if you don’t mind your own business,’ she says. That shuts Leon up. She looks at Jones again. ‘Are you, Bobby? Following, I mean.’

Jones has shoved too much pie in his mouth, and can’t swallow it quickly enough. ‘More or less,’ he says, mumbling like an idiot around it.

‘So, this means, if the laws of physics, if they were different, even just a little bit, then the universe would’ve never happened,’ Gracie says. ‘We would’ve never happened.’

Jones takes another bite, this one more reasonable in dimensions, and chews slowly as he considers this ontological conundrum. His face reveals nothing, because he’s afraid if he’s not careful it could reveal too much. The problem is, she misinterprets his silence.

‘You must think I sound like an fool.’

‘I could never think that.’

Gracie smiles when he says this, but almost immediately realizes how close she is to him. Her hand is resting on the counter barely an inch from his. She rises quickly, and hugs the counter as she returns to the other side of it. ‘Dr Fröbe says this means that a universe, especially one that contains life and conscious beings like us—’

‘Some might argue we’re not.’

She doesn’t understand what he means to imply, but is too aroused by what she’s discussing to slow down. ‘He says our existence must thus be considered a miracle.’

Jones leans back and tosses his napkin on the counter, never taking his eyes off her. He’s scrutinizing her, the way the thrill of her studies can illuminate her every feature anew, but also like this is the last time he’s ever going to see her and he doesn’t want to forget a single detail because, he knows, this is probably the last time he’s ever going to see her and he doesn’t want to forget a single detail.

The Streamlite in his trunk pops back into his mind, his face changes, and she notices again something isn’t quite right about him tonight. ‘What is it? What’s wrong?’

He pretends he didn’t hear her. ‘What do you think about what this – Dr Fröbe? – what this Fröbe says?’

Gracie hesitates, afraid of her own answer. She fills the silence by pouring Jones another cup of coffee. ‘I don’t really believe in miracles,’ she says.

Something wet and heavy, a ball of minced beef, slaps against the hard surface of the kitchen grill. Leon looks ready to fling one of his inchoate patties at Gracie’s head. ‘That damn school’s rotting your brain!’ he says. ‘You think God would’ve created a universe where we couldn’t live and breathe? This world was put here for us.’

She starts to snap back at Leon, but Jones interjects. ‘No, no, maybe he’s right,’ he says. ‘At least, not altogether wrong.’

Gracie looks at him, surprised. ‘I just think . . . maybe it’s a possibility,’ she says. But her confidence is shaken, she had believed Jones an ally and fellow compatriot of the woefully underpopulated Republic of Common Sense – somebody who saw the world as more than myths and fantasies – and he just jeopardized that. It’s right there on her face, plain as day

‘Tell her,’ Leon says to him. ‘Tell her she needs to get her head outta them books. Maybe even go on a date, am I right?’

Now Leon is really goading Gracie, because her romantic life is the one place he is never permitted to violate with his crudeness and all-knowing ignorance. She mouths sorry at Jones.

Jones offers her a sympathetic smile in reply, already standing. ‘You keep the change now,’ he says, drawing a crisp five from his wallet.

‘You’re leaving?’ she says.

‘There’s somewhere I have to be.’

‘Where?’ she says.

‘Somewhere.’

‘I’m off the clock in twenty,’ she says. ‘Wait for me.’

Gracie has never asked this of Jones before. She’s never asked anything of him at all, their relationship until this moment only comprised of conversations frustratingly chaperoned by Leon and unsaid things that have preoccupied Jones’s thoughts, sometimes keeping him up deep into the night, ever since he first met her and asked about the physics textbook she was studying and she, in turn, asked him if he’d ever heard of something called entanglement theory. Jones had said no, which was technically true, but later realized was also a lie because he knew more about its underpinning principles than her textbook could ever teach her.

‘I wish I could,’ he says. He walks towards the door, but he can feel Gracie watching him leave her. He stops suddenly, turns, and blurts out her name.

Gracie doesn’t move. At all. She’s been waiting for him to ask her out for at least a month, probably longer, and Jones knows it. Or, he should have. He should’ve spent every second he had with her even if none of this is real. Shakespeare thought we’re nothing more than actors, and maybe that should’ve been enough. Why couldn’t it be enough for Jones? Maybe because actors know they’re playing parts written for them . . .

‘I . . . I won’t be in for a while,’ he says finally. ‘I’ve got to go away for work.’

‘To that Indian reservation again?’ she asks.

‘No. That was – you should forget I ever mentioned that. I’ll see you again . . . hopefully.’

The hopefully immediately worries her. ‘What am I going to do without your nightly visits?’

Jones slips his fedora on, smiles at Gracie one last time, and walks out without looking back again because he knows he would change his mind if he did; he would take the stage with her and play the part and dance the part and sing the part and love her until the curtains dropped and the show closed for good. And so, it takes everything in Jones not to go back to Gracie, to tell her the truth about the trick that’s been played on her, what she really is and what he really is, and hope she can forgive him – because this is all his fault.




Ali

West Berlin 1977

She died on a Tuesday, at 16.28, all because she dropped a sack of groceries near where the Americans were shot the day before and stopped to chase a runaway tin of sauerkraut. The pavement behind her exploded with terrifying force, throwing concrete and sewage pipes and cars and people in every direction. A bus swerved away from the expanding cloud of flames and dust and spraying faeces and smacked into Bertha, hurling her body into a postbox so violently that several of her bones snapped and the side of her face was bashed in as if somebody had struck her once with a club hammer. This all happened only two blocks from their apartment, and Ali, when he heard the explosion and then the screams, rushed outside without putting on his coat or boots despite how heavily it had been raining all day. Ali did not know for certain something had happened to Bertha, but he did feel suddenly cold – no, empty – and he didn’t stop running until he saw German men covering her body, contorted and torn apart as it was like a savaged pretzel, as several German women watched and wept and warned Ali to stay away from Bertha when he tried to go to her. They only saw an Ausländer, a swarthy foreigner with black hair, and not the man who had intended to love Bertha until she died of old age. Except now she’s dead, and Ali is all alone in a country that is not his own, and he feels so hollowed out that there is a mercilessly dull echo where his soul should be.

He does not know what to fill this hollow space with except rage, and the rage festers and grows for weeks and months until his friend tells him there is a concert, European music, a Brit who claims to not be from this world, who says he fell here from the stars, and this Moonman, Ali’s friend Atik insists, this Moonman will help him. Or, at the very least, give Ali a break from talking so much about Bertha. Atik has moved into the apartment Ali shared with Bertha – they are both Gasterbeiter, guest workers from Morocco required by the West German government but unwanted by Germans except Bertha, who loved Ali like he loved her – and Atik thinks it’s too depressing around here since she died. Atik does not say this, but Ali knows it is how his friend feels, which is why Ali agrees to go with him to see this alien. Afterwards, Ali will do it. Dirar gave him the pills last night at the Schwarze Traube, because he knows how desperately his friend needs to sleep, but really Ali is terrified by what he might do if this thing filling him up, this rage he cannot describe with words, is not stopped in its tracks.

SO36 is like a neon circus tent packed shoulder to shoulder with freaks of every variety. There are young men and young women and men who look like women and women dressed like homo cowboys and somebody who looks like that young American actor from that cowboy film, but he’s not wearing the shirt, just the brown suede vest, and his arms are covered in charcoal tattoos, and Atik’s girlfriend is already kissing a magenta-haired German man while the magenta-haired German’s friends freely fondle her ass and breasts, and this is easily the strangest night out Ali has ever spent in West Berlin or anywhere.

The Moonman has many names, many identities, like a hologram that changes depending on how and even when you look at it. His stage name is Damien Syco, but the Moonman – the last of a lunar species self-exiled to Earth to speak the truth to a people as spiritually and temporally lost as his kind once were – is his most popular persona. Atik mentions Syco’s birth name, which is British and sounds boring, but Ali forgets it immediately.

The Moonman creeps onto the stage some ninety minutes late, moving with slow, haunting gracefulness as the crowd chants for him. Except he is not an alien, as Ali was told to expect. He is not even Damien Syco or any of the other identities Ali was told might appear tonight.

The Man Who Was the Moonman is dressed in a suit unlike any Ali has ever seen. The angles are odd and the shoulders impractically and unrealistically dramatic, its colour like ice, and there might be metallic thread in the weave so that it shimmers like the future. His tie is antiquated in cut, but looks to be made of space-age aluminium foil. His hair, slicked back and stiff like it’s moulded plastic, is bleached almost white. And when the Man Who Was the Moonman begins to sing, the club stops and Ali weeps.

Later, after the crowd begins to boo at the confusion and pain and defiant hope in the singer’s sporadic, sometimes whispered, sometimes howled lyrics, at the avant-pop’s ambient and found sounds that unsettle and elevate, at the tears that stream down the Man Who Was the Moonman’s cheeks and leave wet stains on his strange, shimmering suit, Ali finds himself in his apartment bathroom with the bottle of pills Dirar gave him. None of this is real, he can see that now. It’s all bullshit, just as the Man Who Was the Moonman sang. All the work we put into life, all the moments we collect and try to imbue with meaning, amount to nothing but a farce. Bertha existed, but for what? All the letters Ali’s family back home post to him, pleading with him to return – to what? Their world is only as large as they imagine it, and West Berlin is a fantasy world to them as it likewise is for Berliners who populate it. Both home and Berlin possess less permanence than a stone in a rolling river and they try, in Morocco and here and everywhere, to convince Ali, to convince everybody, it all means something, but Ali knows better, the Man Who Was the Moonman knows better – none of it means a fucking thing, and if you try to make it, you’ll go syco.

This is why Ali spills the bottle of pills, black and green and full of promise, into his shaking palm, and begins to scoop them into his mouth like a kid who’s just found a sack of his favourite sweeties hidden on the top shelf of the kitchen cupboard.




Gracie

Pasadena 1962

Her mother wants her to move back home, but she’s not ready for that, even with her stepfather gone. Her mother says she’s a hypocrite, that she took the man’s money to pay for tuition and that trip to watch ‘that rocket ship’ launch down in Florida, and maybe Gracie is – fine, maybe she definitely is – but what else was she going to do? She couldn’t look at her mother any more, all she ever saw were the puffy bruises his palms and knotty knuckles left behind, and every time Gracie called the police her mother denied it anyway and the policemen, who knew her stepfather from the VFW Hall, were all too glad to let her play dumb. And so, yes, Gracie took the man’s money to get out, to chase the answers to all those questions that had plagued her since the first time she learned the Earth rotated at nearly 1,000 miles per hour and people like her and her mother somehow didn’t fly off it; she took his money, and she ran, and she can’t go home now. Not yet, at least, and maybe not ever. That’s why she’s working a second shift at Kellogg’s tonight, ’cause she needs to save up money until the will is unsealed on Friday and her mother maybe tells her there’s nothing left and her dreams are about to die and there won’t be any choice except to go home anyway.

‘Good evening.’

Gracie stops humming the Tune, and looks up from her textbook. ‘Well, hello there, stranger,’ she says, smiling with surprise at Bobby as he walks towards her from the door.

Bobby stops mid-stride, and smiles politely. ‘Good evening,’ he says again without sentiment. He sits at the counter four seats down from his normal stool across from her. He isn’t wearing a tie, his collar has been casually left open, and his mind is a million miles away on the moon or maybe further. ‘May I have a menu?’

Leon clears his throat in the kitchen serving window, to get Gracie’s attention. She gives him a quick shrug ’cause she doesn’t get it either, then grabs one of the menus, printed on paper nearly the same yellow as her uniform, and delivers it to Bobby. ‘No pie tonight?’

Bobby returns from wherever his thoughts are. ‘Hm?’

‘You might want to try the chocolate cream.’ She walks towards the glass-faced display, a tower of six pie-covered shelves. ‘I think May put something special in it today.’

‘Sounds good.’

Gracie plates a piece of chocolate cream pie, watching how Leon is eyeing Bobby. ‘I’m glad you’re all right,’ she says.

‘Why wouldn’t I be?’ Bobby asks her.

‘After what happened last night,’ she says.

‘Last night?’ he says.

‘City Hall. I know you said you were heading out of town, but I didn’t realize until I got in the car afterwards, to go home, and the radio – the DJ – he was talking about the bomb and all those people, and it wasn’t until that moment that I realized I wouldn’t know your name if you had been there. You know, if I saw your name in the paper this morning. I mean, your last name. I don’t know it, which is sort of strange, don’t you think?’ Suddenly embarrassed by whatever that rambling gibberish that just erupted from her mouth was, she sets the plate down in front of Bobby before he can respond. ‘Coffee?’

As Gracie walks to the coffee warmer, Bobby says, ‘I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be rude . . . but do we know each other?’

She stops, coffee carafe in hand. He doesn’t seem to understand why she’s looking at him like she is. ‘I don’t get it,’ she says.

‘I . . . I’m sorry, but—’

‘Is this a gag?’

Bobby thinks for a long moment, uncertain, it seems, how to proceed. ‘Maybe I should leave,’ he says cautiously, standing.

‘Wait one minute now, you are serious,’ Gracie says, equal parts baffled and annoyed, and maybe furious is the right word ’cause she’s still pretty darn sure this is some sort of bad joke, except Bobby isn’t funny in a mean kind of way and this is pretty darn mean. ‘You were in here last night, Bobby. You’ve been in here almost every night for, gosh, going on seven months now. Heck, sometimes even Sundays!’

Bobby lays a dollar bill on the counter, next to his uneaten plate of chocolate cream pie, and the fact that he never took a bite to find out what surprise ingredient May put in it, tells Gracie something is most definitely not right here. This isn’t a joke.

‘That should cover the pie,’ he says. ‘Really, I think you have me confused with somebody else.’

It’s when he turns to leave that they both realize there are three black cars parked outside, Dodge Coronets by the look of them, with sirens mounted on their dashes. Two more cars pull up, same make, same sirens. Red light floods the diner, reflecting off its windows and shiny white walls and teal Formica surfaces, and Bobby goes straight and stiff as a flagpole.

‘Bobby?’ Gracie says.

‘Gracie?’ Leon says.

Car doors begin to open, one after another, and polished black wingtips appear. Eleven white men in Sears suits various shades of serious, with equally serious looks on their faces and pistols and shotguns in their hands, emerge. They’ve left their hats inside the cars, but that’s okay ’cause their incomplete government uniforms still give them away as G-Men or, at least, they look just like the G-Men Gracie has seen in countless movies and, more recently, on the television set her stepfather had delivered to her to remind her that he finances her dreams, that all she has to do is stay away and let her mother be happy on her own terms.

A twelfth G-Man emerges from a car at the back. This one doesn’t belong ’cause he’s a Negro and that makes even less sense than a Mexican G-Man. A small white-and-gold-speckled crimson feather sticks out of the thin band of his grey trilby, straight up, like he thinks he’s Errol Flynn or something. Instead of a gun or maybe even an English long bow, he carries a bullhorn.

‘Robert Jones, I expect you know who I am.’ The Negro G-Man doesn’t shout, but it sounds as if he does and his voice reverberates a little even through the windows. Bobby still hasn’t moved. ‘I’m going to come on in to talk, if that’s okay with you. No shooting, you understand? I have a lot of men out here, more than willing to open fire for what you did, so let’s not give them a reason. There are innocent folks in there with you.’

‘Gracie, girl, get away from him!’ Leon says.

‘What’s happening, Bobby?’ Gracie says.

The Negro G-Man enters with careful movements, hands at his side and slightly turned out so Bobby can see his palms are empty. When he speaks, his voice is as smooth and sweet as warm butterscotch. ‘Mr Jones?’ he says. ‘I’m Special Agent Montrose with the FBI.’

Bobby snorts at that, but he looks scared. ‘Like hell you are,’ he says.

‘Ma’am, sir, are you two okay?’ Montrose asks. Leon nods, but looks as if he’s peeing himself. Gracie doesn’t answer. ‘Mr Jones, I’m going to need you to come with me. You know why.’

Bobby’s head shakes, confusion and maybe terror – oh yeah, that’s definitely terror – pulling his face tight. His eyes flit about, trying to make sense of the scene. The red light catches on the enamel of his perfect white teeth. ‘No, no, I don’t. You have the wrong man.’

‘Your contract has been nullified, Mr Jones.’ Montrose’s voice is as unemotional and matter-of-fact as a grocery shop check-out girl telling you what you owe her even though what he just said sounds pretty dang serious. ‘What did you think would happen? Twenty-three people are dead.’ He doesn’t sound broken up about those twenty-three folks who died last night either; they’re just numbers to him.

‘No, that . . . that’s not possible,’ Bobby says, stumbling over his own words. ‘I was at the Dodgers tie-breaker last night – with, with, with my neighbour. He insisted I come. He’ll vouch for me – Ralph – ask him!’

‘Baseball?’ Montrose says, and Gracie knows why ’cause she’s just as confused as he is by Bobby’s bizarro defence.

‘Yeah, America’s favourite pastime,’ Bobby says, his tone mocking and confident but his voice trembling ’cause he seems to know how bad this is or at least how bad it could get. ‘You’ve heard of it, haven’t you?’

‘Bobby.’ It’s Gracie who says this. Her hands shake, coffee swishing about in the carafe. ‘The tie-breaker series, that was last October. It’s April 29th.’

Bobby grabs one side of his head, right over his ear, as if somebody just hammered an icepick into his brain. He recovers almost immediately, and screams with his whole body, ‘Who are you people?’ He backs away from the FBI agent and, when Gracie takes a quick step towards him, from her, too.

Montrose can see Bobby is making for the kitchen door. ‘You don’t want to do that, Mr Jones.’

‘If I go with you, you think I don’t know what will happen?’ Bobby says. ‘It’ll be like I never existed!’

‘You signed a contract!’ Montrose says, shouting unexpectedly as if the obviousness of this makes Bobby’s behaviour infuriatingly ridiculous.

Gracie says Bobby’s name again. He looks sideways at her, and maybe for the first time tonight sees her or, rather, sees how this stranger – if that’s what she really is to him – feels about him. Realization mutates into pity, pity that she feels like daggers stabbing madly at her heart, and suddenly he’s barrelling through the kitchen door.

Montrose draws a pistol from the holster on his belt, and races after Bobby. A moment later, Leon emerges from the kitchen bathroom where he’d been hiding and declares Gracie an idiot of the highest order. Cars full of FBI agents are already reversing away from the diner, tyres spitting gravel that clinks loudly against the windows. The red of their sirens goes with them, until everything inside Kellogg’s is the way it was before. Except Bobby is gone. That’s when Gracie realizes she’s still holding the coffee carafe, that it’s shaking something awful in her hand, and quickly puts it back on its warmer.




Virginie

Saint-Règle 1770

She watches the boy race through the field of blossoming sunflowers, arms thrown out like bird wings, and she knows this is what God is. The midday sun catches on flying insects that rise suddenly before her son’s loud charge and disperse in the confused chaos that is his wake, and this, she knows with all that she is, is God. Despite everything else, Virginie is happy because, unlike the rest of the world, she has seen the face of God.

Chickens gather around her feet, pecking and cot-cot-cotting. Somebody has let them out again or, most likely, forgotten to close the gate. There used to be so many servants, more than enough to chase down these accursed birds and coax them back into their yard. But that was before, when shop owners had not yet shut their doors to them, when their bills were promptly paid, when her husband still came out of his attic studio.

There, in one of the windows on the second floor. Virginie can see him, or perhaps that is only his shadow moving. The reflection off the glass makes it difficult to say.

There was a time when their family was respected. This chateau was once even considered impressive, especially the crewel tapestries that she inherited after her father died of tuburculosis and then her brother in a battle at somewhere called the Plains of Abraham. But years of neglect have left the home in mournful disrepair. Its geometrical gardens so artfully designed – the very reason she begged Bertrand to purchase the chateau – are now an impenetrable tangle of shrubberies and vines that snare and trap just as she feels her husband and his madness have done to her. Virginie could bear it herself, but then she worries for her son who believes his father a ghost that inhabits their home but refuses to haunt him, leaving the boy as unwanted in death as in life. She tells her son that his father loves him and he must never stop believing that, but she knows better. Bertrand could not look at the boy even before he locked himself away in the studio from which he only emerges now to collect platters of food, shove pots of his filth into the corridor, or retrieve new canvases that their only remaining servant, Mathilde, must haul up two floors and stack outside his locked door. One by one these canvases vanish and never reappear. His studio comprises two large rooms, and so there is enough space for him to paint for the rest of his life and never reveal what his lunacy has wrought.

‘Mistress!’ Mathilde calls from the kitchen doorway. The woman must be in her sixties, and yet singlehandedly manages and maintains the entire house, which is going about as well as can be expected despite her Herculean efforts. Virginie tends only to her son, with whom she is now imprisoned. She has written to her brother in Chartres, Gaspard, but holds little hope that he can aid them. She is comforted by her blind faith that the boy, her dear, sweet God, will one day find a way to liberate himself from these bars on his own and will finally know true freedom.

Mathilde leads Virginie to the foyer, where the warmth of day is kept at bay by shadow and the indifference of stone. There is a man lurking there whom Virginie does not immediately recognize, but whom she nonetheless feels she has met before.

‘Thank you, Mathilde,’ Virginie says. When the servant is gone, she regards the man again, trying to pry his face loose from her memory if it does exist there. ‘Good day, monsieur.’

‘You do not know me,’ the man says in English, either presuming or hoping that she speaks the language. He is not French, but Virginie did not need to hear him speak to know this. He does not belong here. ‘I have come to see Monsieur Lambriquet.’

Nobody has called on Bertrand for months, not since Dr Gobineau last visited. Virginie suspects the doctor’s penchant for wine loosened his tongue in town, that Bertrand’s madness is now commonly known and even discussed in mocking tones in parlours and at card tables, and this is why everybody now stays away.

‘My husband is indisposed, Monsieur . . . ?’ she says, also in English.

The man steps towards the staircase and the hazy light the upstairs windows cast upon its patterned rug. Sunlight, scattered by hand-made glass and dancing dust, traces a luminous line across his profile as he wonders, it would seem, if Bertrand is up the steps. Virginie finds his cheeks and chin startling in their perfection, as if a sculptor had studied a lifetime to create a face so ideal.

‘He will see me,’ he says, still gazing upstairs.

‘My husband has not seen anybody in quite some time,’ Virginie says, unable to remove her eyes from the man’s visage, now certain she has seen it before. ‘How does he know you?’

The man retreats back into the shadows. ‘From another life. Before he married you.’

The memory returns to Virginie then, of a crisp spring morning and Bertrand smuggling an unfamiliar figure out of this very door like a secret lover or spy in a time of war. Further events that day soon eclipsed this brief and confusing encounter. ‘We have met,’ she says.

‘I told you, we haven’t.’

‘No, I am quite certain we have,’ she says. ‘Seven years ago, closer to eight. You came then to see my husband, as well.’

‘You’re mistaken.’

Virginie becomes insistent. ‘There was a woman with you, about the same age as me – the age I was then,’ she says. The mention of this woman appears to confuse the man, and he turns away as if to guard his thoughts from her. ‘My husband would not tell me who you were then, nor would he later.’

The man is silent for a long moment, perhaps trying to locate the memory of what she describes. They are interrupted by her son’s voice, calling for Virginie in his singsong manner from elsewhere in the house. He almost certainly entered through the library window. She has begged him countless times to stop doing this because several pieces of the stained glass are loose, but he is obstinate like his father – or at least how his father used to be. She does not know what Bertrand is like now; nobody does.

The man spins round at her son’s voice. ‘You have a child?’ he says.

‘His name is Xavier, seven years of age this past week,’ she says. ‘Please, tell me, do you know what has become of the girl who was with you? I have’ – she searches carefully for the appropriate word – ‘something that belongs to her.’

The man runs his fingers through his dark hair as his disposition changes. Something is very wrong. ‘My apologies for the intrusion,’ he says abruptly. ‘I won’t bother you again.’

Xavier arrives as the door closes with a heavy metallic click, his boots thick with mud and grass and a trail of both disappears around the corner behind him. ‘Who was here?’ he asks.

Virginie is still looking at the door. The man’s visit has left her uneasy, worried, desperate for the time when Bertrand would have sensed this about her and drawn her into his arms, held her against the soft belly he blamed on something called carbohydrates, and assured her there was nothing in this world she would ever need to worry about.

‘I do not know,’ she says to her son, speaking again in French. ‘I do not know.’
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He rose into the starry sky
A space Jesus on the run
He said farewell, my little ones
Don’t forget to try to love

Lyrics, ‘Ballad of a Boy Named Buddha Bad’
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