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Chapter 1




Chris’s mother always said he was tenacious. In fact, she often told people that he was the most tenacious child she had ever come across. Chris suspected this word tenacious was his mother’s way of saying difficult, but if pressed, she wouldn’t have put it that way. “He just knows what he wants." She would say. “It takes him a long time to decide on a thing but once he’s made up his mind he never changes it." 

Brown hair waving every which way, Chris walked in with a spark in his eyes that put his mother on edge. She regarded her 19 year old son from her computer desk over her reading glasses. “Hello, honey. I didn’t know you were home. How’ve you been?” His mode of dress had improved, she thought, since he’d been working in the city. At 19 he looked more like a young professional than a recent high school graduate. He wore fitted dress pants and collared, button down shirts that looked as if they’d been made for him. No more ripped jeans and band tour t-shirts, at least during the week. She wasn’t sure what it was about this job opportunity that made him decide to drive an hour into the city every day, but tenacious was his middle name. Whether it was for a job, a car or a girl, he would jump over obstacles that would stop other kids to achieve any goal he set for himself.

For the last year, though, it seemed as if goals and challenges had melted away to make room for his girlfriend. Yes, a job in Manhattan was impressive but his mom knew he only took it to be with Gina more. Since then he had stopped talking about college, business ideas, running, even his guitar was getting dusty. Gina was all he seemed to care about. Ah, young love. His mom would worry but she knew it wouldn’t do any good to try to change his mind. 

So it was only slightly surprising when Chris announced to his family that he had decided to marry Gina Sheridan. 

“Does she know?” his mom had asked just to make sure she understood exactly how far this idea of his had taken him. 

“Not yet.” He replied. ”And don’t tell her.” He threatened, seriousness lining his face. “OK" she raised both hands as if to surrender. She knew better than to argue with him. His expression softened and he seemed to melt a little as he confided. “But she loves me."  

“How can you tell?” she let it slip out, regretting it immediately. She shouldn’t have been glib but really, how can anyone tell anything about that poor girl. As far as his mom was concerned she was an awkward, quiet child, maybe disabled in some way, who knew. She shot her husband a warning glare when he said:  

“Well, good luck with that.” His father had all but rolled his eyes. But as much as she wanted to talk him out of it, she knew that would be a mistake. At least he hadn’t talked to the girl about it yet. “Chris," She said, reaching out to grab his hand. “Get the most out of this time, honey. You’re young, I understand, So be in love, enjoy yourself, but don’t think that the things you have now are permanent. Life has a way of changing. Just be your best right now and learn everything you can so that you can be prepared. 

“Prepared for what?” he asked.

“For whatever comes at you in the future."  Chris was not impressed with the speech but he wouldn’t let it bother him. He kissed his mom on the cheek to show he had no hard feelings. 

“Hungry?” she changed the subject. He just looked at her with those. “You just don’t understand,” eyes of his and turned to leave. “Ruth needs me at the office today. I’ll get a bite on the way.” He left with an air of indignant self satisfaction. After he was well out of earshot, His mom let herself laugh.

“He’s an adult, John. We can’t make his decisions for him anymore.”

“He’s nineteen. He can make his own decisions when he moves out on his own." She worried that that time would come too soon.

• • •

Chris drove out of Upper Greenwood Lake and through the woods of West Milford all the way to Manhattan, a little over an hour with no traffic. Ruth waited for him pacing, not sure if this thing she was planning was ethical. She was following her instincts; instincts that had gotten her to the ripe old age of ninety-two without succumbing to any of the many plots waged against her. Usually her instincts lined up nicely with what would be considered moral behavior but where instinct and morality diverged, she would go with her instincts every time. It was a formula that worked for her. It had led her to Edwin so many years ago and had put her on a trajectory of power, wealth and, this surprising, unnatural youth. Her reflection in the mirror looked unfamiliar somehow.  Her hair was beginning to peek out from it’s usually well behaved chignon and then she realized that the streak across her temple was not light from the window but a streak of silver. She was not completely without scruples but it’s true she didn’t regard other people’s needs as anything other than tools to use for the greater good...or her own ends. Her ends, she reasoned, were altruistic enough. If she took into account every feeling of every individual nothing would ever be accomplished. 

She wasn't vain exactly, but Ruth had been beautiful and powerful for far too long to underestimate her own influence over people. It might take a little attention to detail but it would certainly be worth the effort. If she could keep Chris on board long enough she would eventually recover from the crushing loss of Edwin, her love for over sixty years. She might even be able to hang on to the tenuous youth. This thought caused her eyes to dart to the large framed mirror that hung on the mantle in her office. She stood a little straighter. She breathed a little deeper. Her hair was not so gray. Her skin had regained its color. She was beautiful again. Ravishing in fact, and dangerous. At least Chris was not in love with her, she thought, that was a good thing. Love complicates every relationship. Love makes people irrational and makes their actions difficult to predict. She wanted him to want to help, but not fall in love.

She wore an impeccably tailored Italian suit made for her in 1947. She was quite pleased that its silhouette was back in fashion. The gabardine still fit her perfectly and clung in all the right places while being meticulously professional. She no longer wore it with a pair of back-seam silk stockings. Instead she had added a beautiful three teared necklace, a silk aqua pocket square and Jimmy Choo’s with bare legs. She took out the clip and her light auburn hair fell loosely over her shoulders. 

Flawless skin was also part of the package she must have won from the devil. She was pretty sure, after all these years it wasn’t a gift from god. But who cares. She hadn’t asked for this and she wasn’t going to give it up without a fight either. Ah, but Ruth knew she didn’t really control the gift she wielded so beautifully. Preternatural youth, beauty and longevity had been a kind of side effect of her work with specials and of her link to her now late husband. His death had brought her to her most frail and fragile moment. She thought for a day or so that she would regain all those years at once, that she would shrivel up and die like one of Indiana Jones’ Nazis, melting before the arc of the covenant. As it turns out it was grief, not Yahweh melting her face. Despite what she felt like, her age had not tumbled forward in one bound. But still, her grasp on the supernatural was gone. A devastating loss to add to her pile of sadness. She couldn’t hear or see or feel anything that wasn’t common until... it seemed so impossible... until young Christopher showed up and with one touch returned her powers to their former clarity. 

It was so incredibly unlikely that this Chris person, hired only to help the foundation hang on to his girlfriend Gina, would turn out to be the key. They had had no interest in him. He wasn’t a special, until now.

Meanwhile Gina, whose powers had been so coveted by Ruth’s late husband Edwin, so sought after by the foundation, were being set on the back burner. Ruth was not ready to send her on her way. She liked the girl, had felt a parental type of fondness for her and though she couldn’t tell how much of those warm feelings were filtering through Edwin’s own fondness for the girl, it really didn’t matter. Gina wasn’t the priority now. Chris was.

Ruth decided to enjoy the moments of silence in her mind by meditating. Something she was  incapable of doing when she was with Chris and had been unable to practice all those years with Edwin, though she had always tried. Silence had only come to her as a begrudged gift after her life’s love had been ripped from her side. Closing her eyes, and siting in easy pose on the floor she hummed the long “Ooooong” which was the first syllable of the mantra learned at Edwin’s side half a century ago in Jharkhand. “Namo Guru Dev Namo.” She chanted --  By the time she had repeated this three times she was surprised to find herself in a free state of mind with no nagging thoughts whatsoever.--“Ad guray Nameh, “ she continued, “Jugad guray nameh, sat guray nameh, Siri guru deveh nameh.” By now she was feeling at peace, surrounded by, though her eyes were closed, a bright light all around her. For this reason alone, she was disappointed that Chris, who she could sense standing outside her office door, knocked three times and waited her instructions. A long exhale released her from her revery. She stood, smoothed her skirt back into place and smiled as she welcomed him to come in. She had summoned him after all. As he walked in she noted that even this brief meditation had done wonders for her mood. He stepped in and she had to remind herself again of her decision not to seduce him. Her perpetually young body was sometimes at war with her more mature, erudite points of view. Her visceral desire for him was a hidden but pleasant backdrop to the reason she had called him in on a Saturday. They had work to do together.

• • •

Gina Sheridan sat on her bed in stunned silence. It wasn’t at all unusual for her to be silent. She was alone in her room, and she was by nature a pretty quiet person but the stunned part was highly unusual. She wasn’t easily fazed. Not even the news that Chris would be spending his third consecutive weekend sitting in Ruth’s Manhattan office had bothered her. The thing that brought her to this almost panicked stillness, like a squirrel trying not to move in the presence of a predator, was an envelope, yellowed with age, that had been mysteriously delivered to the pillow of her Upper Greenwood Lake bedroom. Her name was handwritten in the middle and in the top left corner, J. Sheridan, Soi Ratchawithi 18 100 Phaya Thai Bangkok 10400 Thailand.

Strange that the return address was so specific while the delivery address was just her name. No street, town or even zip code. There it sat, unopened, apparently for many years, hinting at some long ago connection with her father.  The idea of her father, his absence actually, ached in her heart every day It  seemed to throb more painfully as she held this envelope that her father had once held. I don’t know if objects contain memories but this object had enough magic in it to stun the teenager into a state of shock. If the birds outside her sliding glass door were still singing, if the sun was still rising in the sky she didn’t notice. She did not know how long she sat there with the envelope in her hands when she finally moved to slowly, carefully open the flap with its old fashioned gum adhesive. Her fingers shook a bit as the glue loosened and she fished to open the handwritten pages inside. Her eyes darted to the bottom and she just made out the scrawling. -Love you always, Daddy-  at the end when her eyes flooded and it became impossible to read. Her kitten, HazMat, jumped into her lap just then and demanded stroking which jarred Gina back from the brink long enough to wipe away her tears and look at the letter. Written many years ago, it was apparently meant for her graduation from high school or maybe her eighteenth birthday. It seemed premature to get it now and she’d had no warning, just this ghost correspondence out of the blue. 

“How dare he ask me to have a conversation with him when he didn’t even have the decency to stay alive!” She thought in a fit of teenage disgust for parental demands. Gina stuffed the letter back in its brittle envelope and tossed it in the desk drawer. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction... not that he could be satisfied with anything, being dead and all. She grabbed her jacket and jumped in her car momentarily mistaking her neighbor’s halloween ghosts in the front yard for people. “Stupid holiday!” she muttered. She wasn’t afraid of ghosts, just people. Once in her car she felt like she finally had control. She drove fast and confidently around the lake and over the hill disappearing into the wilderness of Wawayanda State park. 

This park was a refuge to her; always had been for as long as she could remember. But it wasn’t childhood memories that drew her here. It wasn’t even recent park-day friends from her new homeschooler gang of teens that had her rolling past the off season entry point, they wouldn’t be here on a Saturday anyway, it was the trails, the streams and eddies of the lake that she knew so well. The rangers themselves didn’t know the park better than she did. If she wanted to be alone, she knew how here in these woods. Her legs ached to run the trails and she left the time and date written on the back of a Starbuck’s receipt in her windshield in case the park rangers wondered how long she’d been out.. It was standard practice in the off season. A courtesy so that they wouldn’t send in the hounds looking for someone who was just jogging or hiking. Since this park was on the through hiker’s Appalachian trail guide, these spurs were sometimes peopled with confused or weary hikers looking to resupply or use the pay phones at the ranger’s station. Somehow though she doubted she’d see anyone today unless the Audubon Society was out maintaining a section of trail. It was entirely the wrong time of year for through hikers. She tied her sneakers tight and took off up the first hill listening to her own breath as she ran and ran and ran. It must have been at least  two miles in when she heard something rambling through the woods to her left. A bear, she thought, or maybe a raccoon. Foxes and deer would've been too quiet to hear over her rhythmic footfalls and breath. But it didn’t matter. She was too loud a runner to surprise any wildlife. Park bears didn’t bother with people if they could avoid them. The rangers had conditioned them to stay away from people. After another half mile she heard it again. Couldn’t be. And then she noticed that the sound stopped when she stopped to listen to it. She might be overreacting, but the thought that it might be a person watching her creeped her out. She couldn’t hear anything above the surrounding familiar sounds and her own breath but the feeling of being watched mead her skin crawl and she decided to turn back. Gina immediately took the next trail spur to cut off the loop and get back to her car. She ran back, hit the door fob in her hand and started the car all in one swift movement. She didn’t wait to pull out but buckled her seat belt as she sped away. There were no other cars in the lot. Her inherited Tesla glided specter-like out of the park crunching leaves under its wheels. 

“Must have imagined it.” She told herself. Instead of turning right out of the park, though to go home she turned left and went the rest of the way intoWarwick. The Pioneer Diner would be a good place to gather her thoughts. Just as she parked her car (Which always drew stares wherever she went) she noticed a bunch of teens eating ice cream cones and pie at the outdoor tables in front. 

“Gina!” called Dahlia waving. “Come sit with us!" She smiled and went over not knowing how to avoid the interaction. 

“Why don’t you pull up a chair? Where’s Chris?” 

She sat down. “He had to work today." 

“Too bad. We were just talking about going pumpkin picking at Ochs. Wanna come?" 

“I don’t think so, I was just running... I’d need to change and...I don’t need a pumpkin.” She said, lamely but Dahlia and the rest laughed, except David who sat quietly, not revealing what he thought of the plan one way or the other. 

“Come on, it’ll be fun. We’ll take a hay ride, drink cider and then when we get sick of that Stephen invited everyone over to play xbox and hang out. Come on...  You know you want to.” Dahlia chided 

She might have thought this all sounded like fun a few weeks ago but right at that moment she was afraid it would be painful to be crowded into a tractor full of hay and people. It also sounded boring. Maybe if Chris had been there, or if she hadn’t just been reminded of her dad.

“No that’s ok. I’ll take a rain check. She said just as the waitress arrived to take her order. The waitress looked confused. “Oh, not you. I’ll take a cup of coffee and a pumpkin ice cream cone." The waitress winced  and said, as though from a script, “ You have to order cones at the window. I’ll get you a coffee though. Cream?" 

“Yup." But she didn’t get up to get the ice cream.

Pretty soon, the kids had finished their food and stood up to go. As they left Gina noticed that David was still sitting there, staring at her, leaning his chin onto his folded hands. She squinted as she looked at him but he didn’t make a move to get up, either to follow the others out or to come over to talk to her. She used to really like David, He’d been a really good friend to her and though she knew he had once had a crush on her, they had stayed friends. He was acting strange now though and her bullshit quotient had been reached long before this little stare off. She decided to go talk to him.

“So... What?” she demanded as she sat down directly across from him.

“Nothing.” He quipped unconvincingly. “You're just really really pretty.” She was relieved he wasn’t as angry as he’d looked.

“Shut up." She shot back. He laughed. “What?”

“It was me.”

“What was you?”

“I was the one who put that envelope in your room this morning. I assume you got it?" She sat down next to him and stared. 

“I didn’t read it.”

“OK.”

“I don’t know if I ever will." She said.

“I see.” He said. “But I thought you deserved to have it. I found it weeks ago but I only just got the courage to steal it for you.”

“This is freaking me out. Where did you find it?”

“No. I can’t. I know it’s bad that I stole the letter but I don’t know if anyone will be in trouble. I feel like I already put people at risk... I can’t tell you any more. But as long as we’re having this conversation,” He hesitated.

“What?”

“You don’t have to give it back- I will understand if you want to keep it- but...If you don’t need it anymore I could replace it and then no one has to get in trouble. Also, there are more." 

“More?”

“More letters.”

Gina stood up to leave now, she didn’t know what to think. Practically her best friend had held onto this information for who knows how long? She was livid. She slammed a couple bucks on the table and headed for the door. But her storm off didn’t work since her eyesight started to go all pixelated then black and her knees gave way from under her. She wasn’t aware of him catching her but he did and was staring at her worriedly. She came to right away but just as her eyes slid into focus they slid out again transporting her to the scene she knew so well: David’s premature and sickeningly bloody death hovering on the timeline of a future towards which David was plodding. 

David was familiar with the look on Gina’s face as she had death visions. He had helped her hone her skills when she was new to understanding them. He felt bad that she’d had to see his death scene just then. He knew she didn’t want that. As she regained conciousness, he made sure he was closing his eyes. “I’m so sorry.” He started. 

“Don’t apologize,” she sighed. “Just tell me where you got that letter." Although he didn’t want to tell her just yet he owed her some kind of explanation.

“My mom knows some people. But please do not tell her.” He begged. “I’ll have to go live in another zip code if she finds out.” 

“OK I won’t tell but I want to see the rest of it.”

“I’ll try. It would help if I could return the one I gave you before I try to steal another one.”

“OK I’ll get it back to you tomorrow.” She frowned.

“Good enough,” he shrugged without smiling. “Now to figure out a way to scan in the letter without having to actually read the fucking thing.”

“You would scan it... onto your laptop? The one you use at work?” He pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes.

“Why not?” 

He tried not to sound patronizing as he explained.

“I just think there’s a huge risk your computer could be hacked or stolen or worse. I wouldn’t put anything on there that’s sensitive, especially since...” He stopped, apparently thinking better of what he was going to say. Gina didn’t let her annoyance show on her face. She just decided to humor him. 

“OK I won’t scan it. There’s an old xerox machine in the Echo Lake Church basement. I’m talking ancient. It still works. My neighbor Tana copies Sunday School lessons on it. I could make a copy there and then you can take the original back to wherever you aren’t telling me. She glared just a tiny bit at that last part. 

“OK” he said, still not smiling. “Let’s go right now.”

“We’ll have to stop and get it first, I left it at my house." He let out a strained sigh and nodded. 

“I’ll follow you." 

“OK." 

They walked into the church together. There was a guy there cleaning the sanctuary, getting it ready for services the next day. It was a tiny, old church and they had to walk down the aisle, through the sanctuary to the back stairwell. David took Gina’s hand as they walked. He thought he felt her roll her eyes but she didn't take her hand back.

The church basement was damp and cold and smelled of dust, mildewed carpets and old books. 

She carefully laid the page onto the glass and hit copy but she hadn’t seen the dusty settings display and 5 copies spat out instead of one. As she started to replace the folded page back into the weathered envelope she noticed something, a feather, inside the envelope. She pocketed it carefully and ran her tongue along the aged glue on the envelope in vain and tried to get it to stick closed again. David shook his head, grabbed a glue stick from a plastic basket on the shelf and spread a very thin line of school glue along the old yellow stain, resealing it. He then put the envelope inside a larger manilla one to keep it safe. They left together and though he wanted very much to kiss her goodbye. He instead waved, not touching her, not wanting to set off his death scene again in her mind. He slumped his shoulders and slunk back to his car feeling miserable and helpless.


Chapter 2




“Christopher!” Ruth greeted him. “Come in, come in.”  He recognized something in her that he hadn’t really been aware of in the early days of their acquaintance. The sweetness, so earnest and practiced, was not the real Ruth. The real Ruth wanted something from him. If she hadn’t, he would be at home with Gina today, maybe kissing her in the woods or holding her hand in a dark movie theater. But Ruth’s need for his presence was compelling. He thought he understood it. Both he and Gina had talked about his unique gift and how they wanted to help Ruth keep the foundation together for the sake of the other specials and for the work, which, Chris vaguely thought was significant but didn’t really understand. Politics bored him. 

His ease with Ruth had developed over a week long retreat that she had called after Edwin’s funeral. The sad, broken widow who had come to personally see that Chris and Gina attend the gathering had morphed into this incredibly strong woman who appeared to have everything under control. He was stunned at how fast she rose from red faced, hoarse voiced mourner to the person he saw before him now.  

“Hi Ruth.”  He said, stiffening his lower jaw and remembering not to say anything that might lead to personal questions no matter how small. His task here was hard to explain, but he did it well. Over the weeks of helping Ruth he had developed a certain skepticism, not of the paranormal nature of their work, but of Ruth herself. She seemed kinder than kind, understanding and considerate but he knew that, because of him, her abilities kept her abreast of the feelings and thoughts of all the specials. Christopher thought that this gave Ruth an advantage in social situations and maybe a certain authority over people. 

When Edwin had been by her side, most of their long lives, she had mastered this gift and had relied on it but it had gone silent when he died. It was a miracle, therefore, to hear Edwin’s voice in her mind, to feel all the familiar noise of the specials return when Chris had awkwardly squeezed her hand in sympathy at the funeral those months earlier. It had been as if Edwin was speaking to her from the grave though she would readily admit she did not believe in an afterlife. There must be another explanation. Her powers were as vibrant as they had been in her youth. The gathering had been an experiment to determine just how much was real and how much was in her imagination. To the others it had been a reorganization and renewal of the global oceanic work that had been the foundation’s hallmark for the last decade. But the fact that Christopher could take Edwin’s place so to speak had been the real revelation.

Everyone from the New York office had been there and a good number of the scattered specials living in the Northeast. Most of them hated attention. They had been subjected to all kinds of unwelcome reactions in their lives from people disbelieving them or thinking they were crazy, to people worshipping or trying to exorcize devils out of them. Usually they were reluctant to discuss their experiences for fear of being outed but of course among themselves they could be more open which was always nice. Also, the global oceanic project, unlike some of the work that the foundation took on, had unanimous appeal. It offered them the distant promise of the world understanding and believing them or for some, to whom this public acceptance was unnecessary, made them feel like they were helping humanity. They could be real life super heroes. 

Twice the foundation had saved the globe from certain annihilation and despite some slips, the BP oil spill and Fukushima meltdown among the most serious, they had successfully kept the oceans on life support. It was something to be proud of surely but the fight to stave off annihilation was just warming up. It did seem to be, in the long run, a hopeless cause unless the rest of the world could be persuaded to work together.

With the death of the affable, well liked and trusted Edwin many specials assumed they would return to obscurity. Ruth was racked with grief but how could she let his work fall apart?  She wanted the specials to continue on in his absence, no, in his memory. To this end she decided to take them on an abbot retreat at Mount St Alphonsus on the Hudson. The serene castle and grounds were just the place to get away for a few days where the monks would take care of the cooking and the cleaning leaving the specials to spend their time in privacy going over milestones they had achieved in their monitoring of the earth’s water. It was the first time Chris or Gina had ever been to what everyone always called ‘the castle’. The gorgeous scenery, the huge trees, the quietness had been just what Gina needed. To Chris it had seemed like a dream to be there with Gina, their off time spent strolling down tree lined lanes and watching the sun sparkle on the river below. They had even shared a room, which was so strange. No one said anything about it, they were just given room assignments and though Christopher thought a mistake must have been made he didn’t say anything and neither did Gina. They spent their nights lying side by side in the tiny single bed, leaving the other bed untouched. The clatter of the steam radiator woke them every morning just before dawn and when they kissed good morning it felt like he was waking up into a dream. They spent time each day in strangely quiet meetings outdoors led by the individual team leads and Chris spent a couple of hours each day sitting with Ruth as she listened and considered the voices only she could hear. She was always so glad to see him that he felt important and needed and he got to spend the rest of his time with Gina. It was heaven.

Chris was even taking an interest in Ruth’s vision which was broader than he originally knew. She was interested in more than just evading the ever threatening man made disasters that periodically polluted the oceans. She had hoped that Gina’s gift, added to the others’, might finally make it possible to do the real work, giving the whole earth the political resolve to actually protect the planet from commercial interests and careless governments. Not even Edwin had believed this was possible. He operated with a certain optimistic fatalism. With another lifetime perhaps... Ruth thought she might be able to get it right after all. Her vision spanned beyond a single lifetime. 

They always knew Edwin would someday die. He hadn’t been as lucky as Ruth to get protection from the effects of time. Now that Chris seemed to be able to channel Edwin’s magic, the work’s ultimate goal was again a possibility. She just hoped his light would not go out when Gina died. She still felt sure, really sure since the retreat, that that outcome was on the horizon. Gina’s death kept reengineering itself in the visions that Chris was privy to but never reported.  Ruth had a way of intervening to force Gina’s death out of the imminent future. The details of Gina’s death vision would in fact change once Ruth knew what details to tweak but no matter what they did Gina kept dying in the visions. Christopher did not seem to appreciate the problem though he was clearly in love with the girl. Ruth was careful not to upset him with her theories about Gina but she had no more will to try and stop it. The work was all encompassing now. Losing Gina might not impact on it negatively as long as she still had Chris. Still, Gina’s death would be a problem for Chris. He was as in love with Gina Sheridan as Ruth had been with Edwin. Ruth saw his love for her mature day by day but it didn’t change the fact that someone who was still outside the foundation’s reach must be directing threats on Gina’s life. Her death as it was being foretold could not be an accident. It was just too persistent. 

Chris sat quietly as Ruth listened to the many murmuring voices in her head and thought and wrote on the computer. The effect required physical touch and was achieved by him sitting behind her and placing his hands lightly on top of hers as she typed. The position was unnerving to both of them at first but neither one admitted it out loud. His young hands felt warm and soft. His breath was steady on her neck and she could feel the strength in his arms as he held this position trying not to press any weight on her typing hands. Chris was OK at first, a little uncomfortable, but as he concentrated on relaxing and focussing his mind he felt that he belonged here. The smell of Ruth’s shampoo and the way she ignored his presence, though she was practically inches arms, began to stir his head and he had thoughts he didn't like to have to admit to himself. It was too late, therefore, when he noticed himself growing harder. He was not embarrassed, he was panicked. How could he get out of there without her noticing? In a split second he decided to kiss her neck, and whisper his excuse. 

“I have to move now Darling.”  Oh crap, he’d called her Darling. Not only was it stupid, it didn’t even sound like him. It sounded like something Edwin would have said. Now in addition to feeling like a jerk for getting aroused, he also felt like a fraud, trying to talk like her dead husband. He stood up and much to his relief, Ruth continued typing as though he’d done nothing wrong. 

“Of course, Christopher, dear. You must be hungry. Why don’t you go down and get some lunch. I can finish this document alone. I do need you for one more thing though, when you get back.” She gave him her usual polite smile and Chris ran to the restroom to calm down before going out. 

After the door shut behind him, Ruth smiled a deeply satisfied smile and leaned back to enjoy her little fantasy while he was gone. There was more than sexual sparks in the room. If she was right, and as usual she believed she was, Chris was doomed, or blessed, to stay young like herself. She could sense that the longer he stayed in contact with her like this the more likely he was to enjoy this peculiar perk of the gift they were partnering.  She wished Edwin had been given that aspect of the gift.  But no, he had had to work very hard to keep young into his old age and then of course, ashes to ashes an all that. If Christopher’s experience turned out like hers, rather than Edwin’s, he would be just as he is now for many many years while his loved ones aged, grew frail, diseased, or, in the case of Gina, his own true love, was taken early by some bit of nastiness that Ruth hadn’t figured out as yet.

The fact that she could have both this incredible insight, and also the freedom to escape from the noise of it, just by dismissing him, was wonderful. The control, the power, the freedom, were making her less herself. She didn’t care anymore about losing Gina, she didn’t feel guilty about having separated the child from her gifted father. She had been wrong about Gina’s contribution. It looked like she wouldn’t live long enough to contribute to the larger work. She was no longer the talent most needed. She was merely another one of the hundreds of specials now. It was Chris whose gift was vital. And he was so pleasant to be around. He even smelled good, she thought. She wondered if she’d be able to keep him after Gina’s passing. She wondered how she could possibly prevent that eventuality from ruining this wonderful gift she’d been given through him.

As he ate his push cart souvlaki purchased on the corner, Chris thought about Ruth. It was as if she had glazed over inside. Or maybe it was just that Edwin was no longer her rock and she was having to do it all alone that was seeming to harden her. At the same time, there was no denying that he was becoming physically attracted to her. When they sat alone like that, her smell, her body, so close to his, he couldn’t help but feel like she was his. It was surreal, not only did he feel a connection and obviously an attraction, but he felt like he knew her. Like he’d always known her. He felt almost as though he was standing in for Edwin. He realized that this was ridiculous. It just... was. He decided not to get himself trapped like that for the rest of the afternoon. He wouldn’t put himself in that position again. After lunch, he brought back coffee for Ruth (she rarely ate while they were working) and he was relieved to see her sitting in one of two stuffed chairs with a small table between them. She never mentioned the embarrassment from earlier.

“Shall we continue?” she asked courteously, smiling and sitting perched, ladylike, in the chair across the table.

“K.”  Chris said and sat as comfortably as he could across from her and held her hand, noticing before he fixed his focus to the window, that she was smiling contentedly.

• • •

After Chris finally left for the day, Ruth had a terrible idea. What had got into her she did not know. It’s a good thing Edwin had not lived to see this. But of course, if he had lived things would be different. She couldn’t help it. She messaged her friend Priya-Jain and arranged to go out for drinks. 

“Come out with me tonight. I need to blow off some steam.”  She texted her friend of many years. When Priya called back she explained. “I’ve just made kind of a big decision. I am either celebrating or throwing caution to the wind and I need someone to drink with me. You hold your liquor better than any of my other friends so...

“Who are you kidding?  You don’t have any other friends.”  Priya quipped in her distinctive upper crust Bangalore accent that never went away although she had lived in New York since college. 

“All the more reason you should come .”  

They agreed on a bar to start and Priya arranged to have her grown daughter Asma take care of the younger children for the evening while she got ready for what would no doubt be a wild night out with Ruth. 

“I’ve just decided to abandon all pretense of helping Gina.”  Ruth finally confided after a couple of rounds toasting the cute waiter and the guys at the bar who sent over vodka and seltzers. 

“Helping her with what exactly?” Priya said and threw back the shot in one motion, placing the glass back down as she leveled her eyes to peer at Ruth.

“Helping her to avoid this premature death that is always resetting itself, no matter what changes we make. Helping her stay here to practice her craft, helping her develop her death seeing, just everything.”

“It sounds like you've already made quite an investment in her.”

“I will live to regret this” said Ruth, “but the more I think about it the more useless it seems to continue sinking emotion and resources into the girl.” 

“Oh?” Priya raised her eyebrow judgmentally,  

“She will be dead within the year.”  

“I see.” She was not playing. Ruth refused to let the pause hang long enough to gain portent.

“Trying to change that outcome has cost the foundation a great deal of money... and emotional effort.”

“You don’t say.”  Obviously she was unconvinced. 

“The only good thing that has come of it is the surfacing of this unexpected talent, Christopher.”

“Ah ha.” She said softly. Ruth ignored it.

“And to be perfectly honest...”

“To be perfectly honest?” She repeated. They looked at each other dead in the eye.

“I want to fuck him.”

“Christopher?  You want to sleep with the dead girl’s boyfriend?  Ruth I think you might be drunk.”  

“She’s not dead, not yet. But I’m just saying... I’m not going to keep sticking my neck out to save her, that’s all. If we hadn’t taken her on so early perhaps Edwin would still be alive. The stress, the stress of knowing another seer, of knowing I might die...I told him. I told him we could just wait, but he had to have her on board. It didn’t save him did it?”

“It did that day, if you remember. And it saved you. Edwin was going to die, Ruthie, we couldn’t keep him forever.” Priya did not intend her words to strike Ruth or to be unkind but clearly this friend of hers needed some strait talk. “And what about the boy, what does he want?”

“What? What does the boy want? Priya, you’re not making sense.” Her words were slower than usual but this was only their first bar. She did not slur, did not allow herself to appear sloppy, but she did feel discouraged and tired and she wanted to go home. 

“You know what I think, dear friend?” Priya said, switching her empty glass with Ruth’s full one.

“I think you are sad, and lonely. You miss Edwin and you are not quite yourself. I would hold off on making any big decisions, to be safe. As you say, you will live to regret them.” The two women left hand in hand and Ruth decided she didn’t care what Priya thought, She would keep Christopher for herself. If Gina was going to die anyway, the fact is she had been trying to stop it and no matter what they did, it was as if a new angel of death took up the challenge each time. But perhaps by sending her on her way Ruth could have both things. Maybe it was alignment with the foundation that kept Gina in mortal danger. Sending her away might save her life after all. She would be a hero, and get her reward. It would not be hard to do. Leaving the discussion behind them they moved on to a night club with a retro big band, the music made it difficult to talk. The hard part would of course be ignoring the love she’d seen between them. It had been young, but deep and true: a timeless thing, a treasure. Her better self burned hot with regret.

Ignoring her reservations, later when she got home Ruth began putting together a schedule that required Christopher to meet with her a bit more each day. The work would benefit from that certainly. She picked out some outfits, a perfume. She decided on how she would find things for Gina to do away from the office. Oh, that is it. She could help Gina find a trail of information about Jesse. She would get lost in the search for her father if the information were enticing enough. If it were paid for... If there was college credit to placate her mother, Sasha: Easy. And it would not be necessary to reveal her motives. The whole thing could be hidden for as long as she needed. Monday was suddenly something to look forward to. She got a little excited thinking about Christopher and his lovely, sweet smelling skin. She guessed that he would hate her if he knew. She wouldn’t let that happen though. She smiled with the pleasure of the thought then fell asleep and dealt with her self loathing the way normal people do, through nightmares.

• • •

Gina was thinking about David when she finally arrived home and opened the letter. She held the 5 copies together in a stack and read the neat, looped handwriting. 




My Dear little Regina,




I don’t want to leave you. I hope you know that. But where I am going is too dangerous for a little girl and you will be safe here with mom. I would never forgive myself if anything happened to you because of me. I’m writing this in case I get stuck. There is a chance it will be hard to get back home to you and mom. Please know that if it is possible in any way I will be there. If you’re reading this, I must have gotten stuck for a long time. I am telling my friend to keep this letter for you so you will know that I love you -  always. Be good, Be strong.

There is one last thing to tell you, and then I have to go. The dreams you see, they are real and they are important. Seeing them makes you special. More special than you can even imagine. Don’t worry, and don’t be afraid, Regina baby, you will figure it out. The visions won’t hurt you. They can help many people in your life if you are careful with them. Don’t tell anyone who doesn’t already love you though, because people will pretend to love you to get to this gift. You don’t need that kind of person in your life.




I Love you Always,

Daddy




No tears came, There was no emotion really at all. Just pursed lips and a slightly scowling brow line. A knock at her glass slider shook her from her daydream. David stood outside holding another envelope. She gestured for him to come in. 

“Sorry about earlier.” He stomped the dirt off his feet and stepped into her room. “Here.” The envelope he gave her this time had her full address on the front. She carefully opened it and saw that the first half of it was an exact copy of the first letter. There was no reference to the visions but otherwise it was exactly the same letter. David read it over her shoulder,  “That’s weird.”  He commented.

“Maybe not. He wouldn’t have known if I’d grow up like him. I guess he wanted to have all the bases covered.”

“Well, I have more envelopes for you to look at. I just took ones that had a name, no address. There are a few more in the file that are addressed like this one. If you want to see those I’ll bring them by next time.”

“She put them in her drawer along with the photocopies she’d kept and closed it.”  

“Why now?” She asked bluntly. 

“I don’t know. I found them by accident. My mom doesn’t know I know.”  

“Angel knows about this?”  He sighed, trying to decide how much to say.

“They were in her locked box she keeps in the garage. I was looking for pot. I know she has a prescription and I thought she might be keeping it out there.”

“How did you crack the safe?”

“Oh please. 1234. I guess passwords weren’t such a big deal in the 80s. But there’s no telling what will happen if she finds out. Seriously, I can’t afford to move out yet.”  

She felt sorry for having given him a hard time before. She smiled. He relaxed and sat down on her bed. They both lay down and talked some more about what to do with the letters. When there was nothing left to say they hung out and watched TV. Eventually, Gina fell asleep with her head on his shoulder. Later, when Chris got back from the city, David held his finger to his lips to let him know not to wake her and slipped out to meet him on the front porch.

Chris was mad, annoyed really, but didn’t want to admit it to David who he always thought had a huge crush on his girlfriend. “This ought to be good.” He muttered under his breath.

“Hey, before you go wake her up I just thought you should know why I came.” 

“I think I can figure out why you came.”

“No, you’re wrong. I found some letters addressed to Gina. My mom has been keeping them. They’re from her Dad.”  

“Wait, what? What are you talking about?” he explained about the letters and that he’d stayed to make sure she was okay. She had fallen asleep watching reruns of Adventure Time to take her mind off her troubles. 

Chris shrugged and refused to admit any insecurities to the asshole “friend” coming by when he knew Chris would be gone. He kept it together. They both jumped a little when their conversation was interrupted by a group of kids in halloween costumes who walked right past them and knocked, loudly on the front door.

“Trick or Treat!” They all yelled and just as they were attempting to send the little kids away, Gina opened the door, bed head and all, with a big bowl of candy. 

After putting a piece in each trick or treat bag, she looked askance at the two of them, standing on her porch together.

“Come in? I guess? Both of you.” She said. “Come on, you can watch Treehouse of Horror with me in the living room.”  They decided to do that while they waited for the rest of the neighborhood kids to parade by and ring the doorbell. Both boys came in and positioned themselves on opposite couches in front of the TV.

The letters from her dad were still beckoning from her desk drawer in the bedroom but she decided they could wait. There would be plenty of time to look them over on Monday when she could be alone. Returning from candy duty Gina had to decide which couch to sit on and she knew they would both be expecting her to sit with Chris despite David’s obvious hope that, after falling asleep together on her bed, she would suddenly have a change of heart and choose him. She didn’t need ESP to figure out that there was a trap here. And she refused to play along, sitting instead, on the floor, between the couches, with her feet crossed in front of her. 

When the TV specials were over and the children had stopped coming, Sasha came in and announced she would be going to bed.

“Please make sure to turn out the lights and lock the door behind the boys when they go.” Her raised eyebrow told Gina she expected this to be done right away. 

OK guys, you heard her. I’ll see you later. She kissed Chris quickly and turned to David. “Thanks for the letters. I’ll let you know how it goes.”

“Sure.” He said. And held the door open for Chris. Gina shook her head and watched them through the window as they each drove away.


Chapter 3




From the moment he woke up, Christopher sensed this was not going to be an ordinary day. For one thing, his mind had a companion he was unfamiliar with; suspicion. He trusted Gina but then he’d never had any reason not to. Seeing her asleep in that David guy’s arms... the sensation of hot bile rising had brought with it the desire to throw his body weight on top of the guy and slam him off the bed. He felt feverish and flush with rage and oddly, embarrassment as he remembered it. Of course the mother of suspicion is guilt and it was not lost on him that a vague sense of guilt about his attraction to Ruth was the seed of his jealousy regarding Gina. “Not fair. Not good.” He thought. He couldn’t tell her these things. He didn’t have anyone to talk to about any of this shit. He thought one of the things he needed in his life was a friend. Gina used to be that friend but this?  No, he couldn’t talk to her about this. So as he thought it through, he started thinking about Gina, and he immediately felt, what was it?... Remorse. And he remembered how much he loved her. He even missed her. In one night, he’d gone through this whole transformation and now he wanted to see her and hold her and stop wasting time on imaginary enemies, or even real ones.

By the time she honked the horn to pick him up for their long ride into the city he was finished brooding. Instead of buckling into his seat belt he leaned over to kiss her. He gently shifted the hair aside to see her eyes then closed his own and cupped her face in his hand. His kiss was gentle and sweet as though he had just discovered her there. Letting go of her he looked again into her eyes, disarming her, and said. 

“I love you.”  

“I know.”  She acknowledged with an almost imperceptible nod. He laughed and got into his seat belt. 

“We had frost last night.” She changed the subject. “I can’t wait to see the leaves!”  She added, which was an odd thing to say because if there was something you couldn’t avoid seeing while driving through Upper Greenwood Lake, it was leaves. They were surrounded by leaves. The trees and ivy and bushes were so thick they would swallow a house if it’s occupants left it for too long. But this is not what she meant and he understood that. As they flew down the mountain in the Tesla, the view in the mirror became red and yellow, umber and gold: a patchwork of fire dancing in the morning light. Chris put his sunglasses on as they passed the dam and noticed the glittering horizon when the city came into view on skyline drive. 

“Do you ever feel like I have nothing to do at the foundation?”  Gina’s voice broke the silence. 

“What are you talking about O Daughter of the great Jess Sheridan? They love you there.”

“Maybe, but ever since, well, since Edwin saved Ruth’s life...or, Edwin saved Edwin’s life, for a while...” Her voice choked and she had to try again. “I feel like, I dunno, like I don’t have a purpose there anymore. I mean, it’s not like I can ask him, but I feel like saving Ruth was the reason Edwin brought me in.”

“And you did that, Gina. Without you, they might not still have a foundation.”  That was actually something she hadn’t considered.

“Maybe.”  She said. She fell into silent thought for a while until the scent of vanilla broke her train of thought. “Hmm cookies.”  She sighed as they passed the giant industrial bakery on 280. That smell always cheered her up, it was so unexpected every time. He smiled too, and squeezed her hand. He tried to think of things to say to encourage her.

“Don’t forget that having you see people’s deaths could avert an attack on the foundation. That helicopter incident may have been ruled an accident but, I don’t know. The more time I spend eaves dropping on Ruth’s business, the more I realize how many enemies they have. Your work might be the only warning they get.” As soon as it escaped his lips Chris fell quiet. He thought about how Gina might be safer if she left the foundation. He thought about how losing her would ultimately devastate him. He thought about how eventually, working at the foundation would mean sacrificing her education. Maybe it was time for her to move on to college. “But what you want is more important than how much they need you, Gina. If you want to start, I don’t know, going to college, or doing something else - you should do what you want.”

As she thought about college she realized that going would mean less of Chris. He would, of course still be indispensable at the foundation. His work was just beginning. Ruth had explained that his presence as a conduit had restored her connection with all of them, “The web of specials “ as Ruth called it. “When you touched my hand the whole thing was back on line.” She had said. “The sounds and impressions of all the specials flowed through you to me as if Edwin were here in the room.”  There was no way the foundation would give that up. And in her core, she believed it too. She wanted the foundation to succeed. She wanted the earth to be saved. She believed that the ocean project might be the only thing standing between the devastating tipping point of life in the sea. What she wasn’t sure of was her ability to help.

Her fears of uselessness were temporarily quieted when they arrived at the office to find a box of letters on her desk. They were addressed to different people at the foundation, all opened already, all sent from Jess Sheridan. It looked like the box spanned a decade or more and each one was carefully kept in acid free paper sleeves, labeled with the name of the person who had kept them. From the files of J. Winston, from the desk of T. Lincoln, from the residence of A. Ross, From the files of S. Sheridan. So they had correspondence here from lots of places, not just the office. 

Without stopping to ask why it was here or what she was supposed to do with it, Gina began reading every note, card, letter and telegram. They had been sent from all over the world. In addition to note paper and post cards, there were ticket stubs, napkins, receipts. Every piece contained a little piece of him. A treasure to a girl who needed to know a man she couldn’t talk to. She hardly noticed when Chris slipped out of the room to return to work. She didn’t stop until Asma poked her head in at noon. 

“Join me for lunch?” 

“Um, when?” Gina said looking down at the time on her phone. “Oh I see. I lost track of time. OK.”

“Should I wait while you go get Chris?”

“No he texted me earlier, He has to work through lunch today. I guess he and Ruth are working on something important.”  Asma tightened her lips but didn’t say anything. 

“OK lets just you and me go then.” She suggested, not wanting to reveal that she had been spying on Chris and Ruth. There was nothing to see, really. Just Chris holding Ruth’s hands in the concentrated way he usually did as she made phone calls and answered mail at her computer. He must get so freaking bored.

Asma didn’t always spend the day at the offices and her “gift” was not one that required full time employment. She had taken on some administrative and research duties over the summer and was spending part of every day there so that she and Gina had formed a kind of bond. Being the only two genuinely young women at the offices made for a natural friendship. 

“Hey don’t you teach on Mondays?” Gina asked as they were headed out.

“Not anymore. The Montessori Academy is doing without me this year. I’m down to showing up to help with the afternoon daycare kids twice a week. As soon as they have a replacement for me I’ll be here every day.”

“Why? What’s going on?”

“What? Don’t you like me?” she teased. Asma had such a disarming way of communicating. She was direct and intelligent but her physical stature was tiny, like a child, really and her voice was flute like. It was easy to forget she was an adult. Now that she and Gina were friends though, her speech patterns had relaxed a bit and she let herself swear and talk about all kinds of things. It turned out that some of her child-likeness was due to the fact that she was treating Gina with kid gloves because she had been unsure how sheltered or fragile she might be. Caution melted away a little each day however and underneath they found genuine friendship. They walked to one of Asma’s favorite cafe’s just a few blocks away on the edge of the upper east side and sat outside at one of the outdoor cafes that had popped up there. They sat at a table with white crisp linens and expensive looking drinking glasses. Asma flashed a foundation expense account credit card indicating the company would fit the bill and ordered a Manhattan. She was carded of course and the incredulous but professional waiter couldn’t see anything wrong with her ID so he brought her one. Gina drank iced tea. 

“I just don’t know if there’s anything for me to do here anymore.”  Gina confided when they finally had drinks in front of them. “What do you spend all your time on?  Maybe I could help with that?” 

“Oh you know... data analysis mostly. We have rabbit trails of data that may or may not lead anywhere but it all has to be checked out. Global water temperature reports, garbage patch data, there are reports that get published by conservancy organizations every day. There are some Pacific Ocean radiation numbers that are being put out by the Japanese ever since Fukushima. I’m not really trained as a statistician but I know we also have to find some way of contextualizing those numbers. What were those stats before the meltdown? And of course, those numbers are harder to find. The breadth of information that could help is pretty daunting. I am trying to keep a record of the stuff and where it can be found. We have a few polymaths who work at various locations and they can’t be expected to do all the digging. They seem to appreciate my efforts. If you want to help, there’s probably more than enough work to share there.”

“Maybe. But actually...” she hesitated, “I was thinking maybe it’s time I find something else to do. I could... you know, go to college. Or, I don’t know, travel.”

“Would you take Chris with you, because I don’t think Ruth is going to let him go so easily.”

“No, of course not. I don’t think he wants to leave anyway.” Her frown made Asma sigh.

The throng of people walking by at midday was interesting to watch. She noticed such a diversity of people in so many different modes of dress. So many ways to be. It made her think. 

“Well, Gina, if you want to go to college you should do that. An education is important and there aren’t nearly enough girls in the world with power and influence.”  She smiled. “What do you want to study?”  

“Hmm I’m not really sure. I was always good at math, I liked chemistry when I went to school. But I don’t have a diploma. I might need a GED I guess... or something.”

“Don't’ worry about that. There are always work arounds for brilliant people.”  

“I am not that brilliant, Asma, but I’m smart enough to know when I’m being mocked.”

“I’m not mocking you.” She paused to pop a tiny pickle into her mouth. “You have friends at home who don’t go to traditional high school right? What do they do to get into college?”  

“Most of the ones I know go to community college first and transfer. But a few just apply places and they seem to be able to get in. I guess I could ask their parents what to do.”

“Also, you have more connections here than you know. Edwin and Ruth have relationships with several laboratories across the country, hell, across the world. I’m sure she would make some phone calls for you if you asked her to.”

“Why would she if that would mean I might leave?”   By now their lunches were done and they were waiting for the server to bring the check, which he did with the swiftness of a man who lived on his tips. 

“I am going to let you in on something, Gina. If you want to go to college, if you want to travel, if you want to go anywhere, as long as you don’t plan on taking Christopher with you, I think Ruth will be OK with that.” She did not blink as she said this and it gave her words an eerie weight. Then she turned to sign the bill, tossed her shawl over her shoulders and stood to go. The walk back to the office was at Manhattan’s lunch hour pace, swift and confidant. Her head was full with new rabbit trails of its own upon her return.

“Let me know if you get bored with that box of dusty documents they left you. You can come help me find all the places on earth reporting thinning crab shells.”  She laughed and returned to her desk.

Surprisingly, Christopher was leaning against her desk when she got back to her own office, a lovely space once used to entice her to come to the foundation. She officially shared it with Chris but his usefulness these days involved being around Ruth. 

“Hey.”  He smiled at her. “Sorry I couldn’t make lunch.” She returned the smile. He kissed her on the cheek, just brushing the corner of her mouth. She closed her eyes and held him close for a moment, checking his eyes to see if he was... she didn't’ know, trying to hide something. No, that wasn’t it. Maybe trying to tell her something... or trying not to. In any case, she was distracted by these thoughts long enough to neglect her practice of closed or averted eyes while touching him. The death scene she had avoided for weeks now surfaced behind her eyes. She closed them and watched it. 




Chris was standing with Ruth, holding her hand as she closed her eyes. Ruth jumped up. “God Damn it!!” she shouted and Chris ran out the door. Her view followed him as he ran down the stairs and out the door into a crowded commotion out front. He jumped the center island to cross 9th  avenue and just as Gina thought he might be about to be hit by a cab or shot he slid onto the ground and picked up a person, the bleeding body of a girl was swept up into his arms unconscious. Gina’s own frail bloodied body lay limp in his arms. She watched the light go out of her own eyes as Chris wept, kissing her still face, saying 

“No no no no no no, no no no no no no.”  again and again. He fell to his knees, still holding her and then the scene went to black.




When she came to, it had been a brief enough absence that with anybody else she might have been able to pretend nothing had happened but not with Chris.

“I’m sorry, Sweet, I’m sorry. I should be more careful.” He apologized as soon as he realized what had happened. He knew she disliked seeing with him as the subject. She disliked death seeing all the time but with him it had always been especially problematic. The scenes were difficult to interpret. Most of the time it didn’t even seem to her he had died. She refused to think about it. She was sick of trying to stare death down and did not want to see Chris go through the worry and angst that he would experience if he knew. There was also the problem that this scene, unlike the last one took place here, at work, where she spent most daylight hours five days a week. It wouldn’t be so easy to pin down if she was here all the time. College was sounding better and better.

“It’s OK. Not your fault. But... Can we go home?”  He started to say yes but then remembered Ruth would be counting on him.  Gina sensed his hesitation. “No, I suppose not. That’s alright. I know the foundation needs you. Asma and Sunil are working on something big, analyzing tons of data. The specials won’t get anywhere without you doing your work here. You’re vital. Go. I’m going to read some more and um, let me know when you’re ready to go home. It’s fine.”

He kissed her forehead. “You are amazing. I love you.”

“I love you too.”  She thought she might be on borrowed time. She wondered if Chris could survive without her. She guessed that the vision meant he would not. Her new mission was set. She had to save her own life.

• • •

Even though she had managed to read every document in the box, she still brought it home with her at the end of the day.

She let Chris drive the Tesla on the way home. This excited him. She usually insisted on driving but witnessing her own death that afternoon had left her with a migraine and she wanted to close her eyes. 

He took the turns like a race driver and a few times Gina thought of telling him to slow down but she changed her mind when she considered that she had just seen her own death and it had not involved a high speed accident on the freeway. 

They stopped at his house and, although he didn’t want to let her go she told him she wanted to get home and rest. He kissed her hands and her face and her lips and let her go. 

Her parents weren’t home from their jobs yet but as she pulled into the driveway something strange caught her eye. The sun had already set and a light was definitely on in her bedroom. She was sure she hadn’t left it on. She could see, through her own sheer curtains, there was someone sitting on her bed. It was too late to be stealthy. The headlights of her car had already announced her arrival. Without plugging the car into it’s charging station, she kept her eye on the window and approached. The figure stood up, and moved the curtains aside. It was David. Her breathing returned to normal. But then, what the fuck was he doing in her room?  She marched up to the sliding glass door bypassing the usual entrance of her house. He opened the door for her, looking worried.

“How did you get in?”  She asked.

“Hi. Sorry. I had to come tell you, and you weren’t here, and I saw the package through the window when I knocked. I just have to know what’s going on.”  He was upset. He never did answer her question.

“What are you talking about?”

“That package.” He pointed to a thick manilla folder full of letters, all addressed to her in the now familiar loopy handwriting. “I went to get you another letter and the whole file was missing. I was freaking out because I thought someone might have stolen it and then I came to tell you and it was here. Did you have someone come take it because seriously you are the only person I’ve ever told and you knew the combination and then I find this here? Did I not tell you my mom would kick me out if she knew?” His face was growing flushed. “I’m serious, maybe even send me to military school. I thought I could trust you Gina. Fuck.” As his anger rose, Hazmat Kitty began winding herself around his ankles begging to be picked up. He didn’t notice her, He was beyond angry.

“It wasn’t me.”  She figured she knew what was going on. He made a face trying not to say what he was thinking, which is that she was a lying bitch.

“It wasn’t me.”  She repeated more slowly. “Wait here. I’ll be right back.”  While she went to retrieve the box from her trunk, he sat on the bed and Hazmat jumped on his lap and fluffed up his jeans in a kneading motion with her front paws.  When Gina got back he was calmly petting the kitten.  

“They delivered them to me on purpose.” She explained  “The foundation wants me to have them for some reason. She started thumbing through the package. He moved the kitten off of him so he could stand up and look over her shoulder at the packet. “Angel must have been keeping these for me.”  

“But it’s only some of them.” Curiously the letters that had been addressed with the house number were not in the packet. 

“I didn’t betray you. You can relax.”

Awash with relief, he hugged her, he looked at her, he kissed her. In her surprise, her eyes opened wide. His kiss brought the scene she had witnessed several times before. The one they had documented in the first notebook she’d ever kept on the subject. It was quick. He didn’t seem to notice she’d checked out for the few seconds. When their lips parted, he just stammered.

“I’m I’m I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to...”

“You’d better go.” She concluded. She wasn’t mad exactly. She guessed she could see it coming but it was still disappointing. She really needed a friend right now, and not another... complication in her life. And another death she never wanted to see again had left her with an even worse headache than before. When he left, she turned to the letters. All the letters that her father had written to her. She held them and cried.

It would seem inexcusable to her when she looked back on it but Gina did not stop to wonder who exactly left her the letters. Nor did she worry about why they had been withheld from her for so many years. The longing she had for the connection to her dad trumped suspicions and erased the caution she would normally have felt. It was her weakest fiber, this tenuous memory of Jess. As she opened the first one, she thought she could smell his scent on the envelope. She immediately heard his voice and even imagined she could feel him there holding her like when she was a little girl.




Dearest Regina,




I am safe and sound in a far away country. I am not allowed to tell you where I am exactly but it is OK. I am OK. If you are getting this letter then you must also already know about your gift. I want to let you know I am proud of you. I hope you will have a wonderful year and that you and your mom will have some fun and be safe. I love you and Mom. 

I hope you are learning a lot about the world and about yourself. I am learning a lot about the world. I am even learning to speak other languages. 




Be happy, have fun, I love you.

Daddy




There were more like this, they might have been nice to have when she was a kid and missing him every day. But back then, in that first year after he went on his trip, her mom had expected him to return. It wasn’t until later that her mom let her know that a plane had gone down and that he and six others were dead. She had asked not to go to the memorial service held in Fort Lee and had instead stayed home with a babysitter.  That had happened when she was ten and since then she never expected to hear from him. Before that time she hadn’t ever gotten any letters from him. I guess now she knew why. The foundation must have been keeping them. She wondered why but didn’t let it derail her reading. After a few more sweet, but vague missives the tone changed.




Dear Regina,




By now you are old enough to know that I am probably not going to be able to see you again. I am so so sorry, sweetheart. I cannot explain how hard it is to tell you this. Until this moment I always hoped, though I didn’t know, that the circumstances of my situation, I cannot say more and still  expect them to deliver this note to you, would be resolved and that I could return home to you and mom. I think it’s important that you realize this arrangement, me living here, will be permanent. I don’t even know if you will get this but I know you are a really wonderful kid. You have a ton of potential and I just want you to live a long life and be happy. Be good to mom, I hope she can be happy too. Listen to your gut. You’re the only person who can say what you can and can’t do. And use your gift wisely. By now I am sure you know how to keep a secret. By now I am sure you know how to tell if someone is trustworthy. Trust those people, Regina. And don’t waste time on the other kind. If you don’t hear from me again it might not be what you think. I am just going in further to do some really important work. You have no idea how important. It might be impossible to get letters out after this next move. Please know that it’s not that I don't love you. I love you. I hope you get this, and I hope it finds you well and happy.




Love,

Dad




The letters, she noticed, did not have dates or postage or cancelation stamps. They must not have been sent through the mail. The foundation would have been handling them internally. Sometimes when documents went by at work, she had noticed there might be official government stamps regarding the level of clearance required to see them. There might be long sections blacked out, officially redacted because of security concerns by one agency or another. At least these were not marked up like that. She heard a car pull up in the gravel driveway. It was dark. Her parents were late getting home from work. She stuffed the opened notes in a large mailer and returned it to the packet, which was placed in the box from work with the other documents she’s been given there. She quickly scanned the room for a good hiding place her mom wouldn’t notice. There was no way she was going to have this conversation with Sasha. The box just fit in the old toy box she now used as a nightstand. The contents of the box had been papers from school and old pictures she hadn’t put into albums so she lifted that stuff out and placed the box underneath. Closing the lid she returned her lamp and alarm clock to the top and sat on her bed with her phone, checking for texts and private messages. 

There was an announcement that the Wawayanda homeschool group would be changing their hours because of the shorter days. She made a mental note to go talk with them about college admissions. Sasha was going to be so happy about THAT little bombshell. The last time they’d talked about college Gina had effectively blown her off. Now she’d be asking to go early. She would no doubt be thrilled. 

“Gina!” her mom called as she walked in the dark cold house. “Where are you honey!” 

“In my room” She called back and Sasha immediately stepped in. 

“Are you hungry?” Asked Sasha, before she started going to the office so much she used to cook dinner for the family but that hadn’t happened in a while.

“Um, I guess.” She answered, not wanting to complain. “Where’s John?”  Oh I dropped him off at fire island to go out with some buddies of his. Apparently they like football more when they can watch it on a huge screen with waitresses to bring them beers.”

“Oh. Why didn’t he just take his own car?”  

“Did I mention the waitresses bring beers? I didn’t want to worry about him so I agreed to come back and pick him up after the game. Hey I have an idea,” She paused hopefully. “How about you and I go get some fancy overpriced burgers then we can drive him home after the game ends. She really wanted to keep reading but she was also hungry, and the letters had left her feeling kind of raw and in need of some parental caring. “OK I’ll get my coat. It’s getting cold out there.”

“And in here too. You know you are allowed to build a fire.”

“I know. I could also turn on my space heater. I haven’t been home too long myself.” She poured some food for the kitten and grabbed a coat and went with her mom. They easily found a table at the quieter, non TV side of the establishment and ordered their dinners. “You can have a glass of wine if you want mom, I can drive home.” Gina offered. 

“That’s OK. I’ll just stick to diet Coke.”  

“So what’s new with you? I noticed that you are hanging out with David Ross again, that’s nice.”  Sasha was encouraging this friendship because she didn’t like how serious Gina always was with Chris. Her mamma-bear instincts were shouting at her to try to break them up. She figured they could end up running away and getting married, or worse, pregnant. David seemed less serious, and younger too. 

“I don’t know, He dropped by but he didn’t stay.”  

“He dropped by again today?” she asked with interest.

“Yes, what are you getting at?” Gina whined.

“Well, he just, seems like a nice boy that’s all.”  

“You know I already have a boyfriend right?” Gina knew what her mom was up to. It was kind of cute, but super annoying.

“Hmm.” She hummed meaningfully.

“Oh my God mom. Really?”  

“You and Chris are just... I don’t know, a little too... serious. That’s all. It can’t hurt to see other people can it?  You're so young!” she said

“Well, one, yes, it could hurt.” Gina stated “and two, I’m not really interested in David, other than as a friend I mean.”

“I think he might be interested in you though.” Said Sasha continuing to stir the pot just a little.

“Mom! Stop!”  Gina thought about calling Chris to come pick her up if her mom continued this irritating conversation.

“OK but you can’t blame me, you don’t always pick up on these kind of things baby. I just thought I’d point it out.”

When she could not stand it any more Gina changed the subject. “I am thinking of going to college.”  She blurted out between bites of her jalapeño burger. 

“Of course you’ll go to college, honey, when was that ever in question?” Sasha said dismissively.

“I think I’m going to start looking now, though in case its tricky. I might want to go to community college next semester just to try it out.”

Sasha had realized that her recently home educated teen would need to apply to college and take the SATs and all that but she had thought there was more time. She didn’t feel prepared for this conversation and it made her anxious. 

“Well, OK but community college?  You aren’t the kind of student who needs a junior college honey. Before you left last year your grades were perfect. You're a good student. JCs are for kids who need to catch up before they go to university, or for students who want to learn a trade, like cosmetology or auto-mechanics.”

“You’re thinking inside the box mom. I’m young. I can go for three whole semesters and still not be behind where I would’ve been if I’d stayed at West Milford. Then I can transfer to a university when I’m ready.” This made sense and she kind of remembered hearing David’s park day friends saying something similar but in fact she had no idea if it was a real thing or not.

“I should go to Wawayanda this week and talk to those guys about it.”  That was as far as her plan extended so far.

“Good idea. I’ll email the NJ homeschool association and see what they say too.”  Gina had almost forgotten that her mom might want to help her with this kind of thing. She’d gotten used to dealing with her stuff alone or with Chris because the rest of her life involved secrets her mom could not know about. 

“Oh and don’t forget to ask at work about your college fund. Remember that poor woman Ms. Bowers said Dad had arranged a trust for your college money. You should probably find out how much is in it before you decide where to apply. I can help too, a little, but tuition has really gone through the roof these days.”

“I know, I’ll find out.” She said, wiping the chipotle sauce off of her mouth with a cloth napkin.

For Sasha, this had been a really good conversation. She was proud that her daughter was thinking ahead and relieved that she wasn’t going to have to drag a reluctant Gina to interest meetings at campuses to convince her to go to college. “What do you think you want to study?”  she asked as she put her paper napkin over the rest of her own fries to try and keep herself from eating them all.

“Math, I guess?  And international relations... Maybe economics or political science?”  Sasha was dumbstruck. Math had been Jess’s major in college and he’d double minored in poly-sci and economics. His masters was going to be in international development but he never finished it because he went to work to support her and the baby. She was pretty sure she’d never mentioned any of this to her daughter other than to say that Jess worked as a mathematician.

“You're so like your father I can’t stand it.” She laughed, then, noticing that Gina wasn't smiling, she added “He’d have been super proud of you.”  

“Thanks.”  But this gave her something unexpected to think about.

“Coffee? Any dessert?” interrupted the waiter who, they knew was also part owner of the place.”

“No dessert for me but tell me - is the game over yet?”  

“I didn’t hear any yelling from in there so I’m gonna guess no.”  He winked as he said this for some reason. 

“Decaf.” Said Sasha.

“I’ll have tea.” Added Gina thinking that just a bit of caffeine would help her get through the rest of those letters tonight.

Sasha got lost in her thoughts as she remembered Jess and missed him again.


Chapter 4





  
    
      	
        

      
      	
        Gina:

      
      	
        I’m not going in tomorrow, better make sure your tank is full

      
    

    
      	
        


      
      	
        Chris:

      
      	
        OK, what are you up to?

      
    

    
      	
        


      
      	
        Gina:

      
      	
        Going to Wawayanda, I have questions about JC.

      
    

    
      	
        


      
      	
        Chris:

      
      	
        Jesus Christ?

      
    

    
      	
        


      
      	
        Gina:

      
      	
        Junior College ROTFLMAO

      
    

    
      	
        


      
      	
        Chris:

      
      	
        Hey can I come?  

      
    

    
      	
        


      
      	
        Gina:

      
      	
        Cool

      
    

  





Chris was sure he’d rather spend the day in the woods with Gina than at the office with Ruth. A day off seemed exciting somehow. He sent in an official notice that he’d be out of the office tomorrow and received a polite reply. The day was clear. A whole day at the state park in November though, what did they do out there all day?  He went to bed excited to see Gina and wondering what tomorrow would bring. He really had no idea what to expect. Wawayanda in July was one thing, there was a beach and a snack bar, a field for Frisbee, hiking and canoeing. But in November?  It would probably be pretty cold. He decided to bring water bottles and protein bars and figured they’d leave and head over to Warwick if they got hungry.

The kids at the park were on the playground in jackets, gloves and hats. The mom’s had built a fire in one of the fire pits and were setting up a camp stove for tea and hot chocolate. The teens were already off exploring when Gina and Chris got there at eleven and Gina asked Angel if she knew where they’d gone. “I’m thinking they hiked up to the rope bridge. Do you want me to show you?” Just then, one of the littles was there asking for hot chocolate.

“No, that’s OK, I know where it is.”  She smiled and they set out to find the group.

The rope bridge wasn’t very far but it was over the ridge and just far enough that they would be out of sight of the group. 

When they arrived, the smell of skunk hung in the air and Stephen and June were laughing.

“Oh man, I thought you were my mom! Laughed Dahlia.”  She brought her hands back to the front and passed a joint to Rose, who didn’t smoke but passed it back to Stephen. “I don’t think your mom can make it all the way up here.” He giggled.

“That’s what you think. She went up and caught Zuzu on the roof the other day.” 

“What was Zuzu doing on the roof?”  asked Rose, a little shocked. “Reading. She said she wanted to be by herself so she snuck up on top of the house.”  “Oh Man, how did she get up there?”

“She figured out that she could push the big plastic slide over to the house and climb up from the top of that. “

The group was relaxed and having fun. Gina sat on Christopher’s lap and soaked in the camaraderie. When the piece was passed around her way she took a long deep pull. “Anybody know what I have to do to take classes next semester?” she said during a lull.

“Sure, no problem.” Offered Dahlia, who was trying to make a serious face but then she didn’t say anything else. Rose cut in when it became clear that Dahlia was going to watch the clouds. “I’m taking ceramics and print making next semester. They usually fill up. Why don't’ you just go on line and fill out an application. It’s not hard, it ll take you like 10 minutes.”

Just then, another kid Gina didn’t know stepped into the circle held his finger to his lips and beckoned them all to follow him, quietly. They all tiptoed to the ridge and saw two young black bears sitting on their behinds in the middle of a wild blueberry patch. They were picking berries with their teeth. It was the cutest thing ever. A fifteen year old girl named Effie had a camera with a big lens. She took video of the bears until they waddled away. 

“Come on, you guys, it’s time to go get snacks.” Suggested Stephen. The joint had been extinguished carefully and pocketed and the kids all walked down the narrow trail single file until they were in view of the moms who had set out food on the picnic tables. Gina felt like she should have brought food, since her parents didn’t come, but Angel gave her a paper plate anyway and invited her and Chris to eat pot luck with them. 

They all sat around eating and joking until the sweets were all gone and there was nothing left on the potluck table but big bowls of quinoa salad and kale chips.

In the field just a few yards away loud happy shouting caught Gina’s attention. The littles were starting to crowd around a huge circle they’d drawn in the dirt. “What’s going on there?” Gina asked the group at large. Stephen jumped to his feet. “Sumoooooooo!” he shouted and hopped over the stump he’d been sitting on. Chris noted that he showed pretty good coordination, considering. “Come on, Howard!” he called from the circle. The rest of the teens wandered over to watch, and by the time they got there Stephen and Howard were calling out like ring announcers. Each of the teens took their respective jobs as sumo masters very seriously. To the little kids gathered all around the ring it was pure fun. “Your goal” shouted Stephen as he turned in a slow circle, addressing all of the kids. “is to force your opponent out of the circle. Keep your knees bent, your vital targets guarded.”  

“Yes, guarded.” Agreed Howard. 

“No kicks, but sweeps are ok, no punches but holds and locks are fine.”  

“If you want out of a hold, TAP OUT!” insisted Howard, pointing to each of three boys who stood smirking.

“Yeah, no staying in ’til you pass out or you won’t be allowed to play again.”  Stephen raised one eyebrow, pulled himself up to his full hight and paused for effect.”  Chris laughed,  Gina smiled with delight at the sight of all the excited faces of the kids, all ages, even one mom. A scrawny kid listening from a hunched squat gave a disgruntled kind of scowl. He was, most likely one of the tenacious ones who didn’t like to tap out. 

“OK, You and...” The little boys were jumping up and down trying to get picked, some were standing at attention. The girls who wanted to play were more savvy looking, standing around waiting for a turn. Some were just watching. 

Two by two Stephen and Howard matched up kids and had them wrestle quick half minute rounds. If there was a clear winner the winning kid had the opportunity to stay in if he or she wanted. Gina was kind of amazed that such a fun game could exist among so many kids of so many different ages. 

By the time everybody who wanted one had a chance to go, some clear advanced skills had emerged. Mostly glowing happy kids with a couple skinned knees and bruised egos. The sporty mom wrestled mostly teens but occasional younger kids wanted to take her on and she obliged. The other moms occasionally walked by and admired her own kid, or brought over drinks or jackets but for the most part, the parents let the teens run things without interfering and the teens did all this of their own free will, and not because someone asked them to entertain the kids. Even Chris was having fun, though he didn’t join in at all.

There was a pair of eight year olds who really just wanted to defeat the teens in charge so after a round of that they set them against each other. But that didn’t end well. The boys had started out compatriots and didn’t transition gracefully to being adversaries. When they seemed like they were getting a little too fierce, Stephen took them aside and gave them a talk about taking care of each other even when they wrestle. It was super sweet, and to Chris at least, unexpected. 

The kids would’ve kept doing rounds for hours but the teens were feeling done after about forty five minutes and that stretched to an hour when the leaders announced last round. The youngers mostly dispersed after that but there were a few who stayed on and ran their own fights even after Stephen and Howard bowed out. One of the moms came over at the end to let the boys know how much their caring had meant to her son. The moms it seemed were not afraid of teenagers even when they were riling up the kids. Gina thought how much she would have appreciated this group when she had been young. They seemed to respect each other in a way that required a different way of looking at the world.

“What do you want to do?”  Intoned Dahlia once they were half way to the lake. The sun was still strong but the warmer part of the day would be coming to an end soon. Gina, jumped in with 

“What do you usually do?” 

“This is it, mostly, we talk and walk.”   A boy they called Boogie suggested they go work on “The Fort.”  

“What’s the fort?” Asked Chris.

There was a chorus of yeahs and Howard gave a big grin to Summer who rolled her eyes. “Please, this will probably be our last chance before the winter.” 

She heaved a big sigh and said, “OK I’ll go get it but you guys get the fort all secured before I get back. OK?” 

“Of course.” He answered on behalf of everyone and no one. They walked through some rough ivy covered terrain and up a fairly steep incline until they came to what looked like a huge pine tree on the side of a hill. 

One by one the kids disappeared into the canopy of branches. Chris held Gina’s hand as they followed the others inside. Once  they passed under the outer branches the inside of the tree was like a giant cavern with a central trunk that had spiraling spokes of thick branches big enough to climb. The hill underneath had been cleared of sticks and rocks and the sky could be seen through the topmost branches. Someone had built a very rudimentary tree house style ledge near the top branches so that if you climbed up, you could see out over the tree in every direction. There was evidence of a party or two on the ground but mostly it was clean and warmer than outside since they were sheltered from the wind here. The job of setting up was apparently just stacking logs and debris that had been collected along the few entrances of the fort and then strewing fresh pine needles and branches over the opening. The sunlight filtered down through the branches on the southern side making the light a magical dance of diffuse columns of sunlight. After a few minutes Summer came back holding a quilt that she gingerly placed on the large flat rock in the middle of the space. It was a bong she had wrapped in a thick blue baby blanket which she laid out like a table cloth. Boogie provided a small paper sack of what he claimed was the best batch he’d dried that summer and Howard took out a lighter and a jug of water. A few of them started passing fives and tens to Boogie who gave some of it to Howard. 

Chris was uncomfortable to say the least. His experience at school had been that certain kinds of kids had these kinds of parties. He couldn’t help thinking that Gina wasn’t the sort. It was strange, because while one or two of these guys might be like the stoners at school, the others seemed like they didn’t fit the stereotype. He guessed he didn’t know these kids as well as he had thought.

• • •

It didn’t take long before the bong was lit and people were taking turns with it. The streams of sunlight glowed green through the canopy and the conversations and guitar music added a cozy feeling to the place.

To Gina, the tree house space seem kind of magical. A kid named Noan had a guitar which he played quietly to himself. Gina noticed that none of the younger teens had joined them on this trek. They had been left behind after the Sumo wrestling It was only older teens in this group. Not all of them took turns on the bong but most did and no one commented on anyone else's choice to participate or not. Gina had no idea how to do it right. She watched for a while and finally one of the kids offered her a hit.“ Uh, I um... what do I do?”  “Here”, said Stephen, “Like this.” He passed the bong to her and showed her how to use it. “Don’t burn your finger.”  

When Gina was feeling happy and high, she turned to each one of the teens in turn and wondered what it would be like to be them. No worries except hiding their bowl from their parents. No real responsibilities except maybe to themselves. They were sweet, caring and maybe a little irresponsible but they loved their families and their friends and they seemed to have other things in their lives too, college, karate, nature, photography, art, lots of stuff. As the sun sank behind the mountain the tree house got colder. By then they were all sitting in piles like puppies but the ground was still getting really cold.

Chris had not smoked.  He had worried that if they got caught he would be blamed since he was older than most of the teens by a year. It was a distinction that no one cared about but him. Also, he wanted to be sober for Gina. “Do you guys always do this?”  Chris asked the group in general.

“what?” Howard asked

“Fuck around and do nothing all day, get high in the woods?”  Even though Howard hadn’t taken a hit that afternoon he suddenly felt a little protective of his friends. They were all different, some of them got high and some didn’t but they didn’t let each other get hurt and they didn’t let each other get in trouble.

“Who’s asking?” he said, a little defensively. 

“I don’t know - me? Don't you worry you're going to get stuck here in West Milford with no education and no job and living with your parents for like, ever?” Gina nudged him, It was not like him, she thought, to be rude like that. 

”Well, you’re not judgmental at all are you?” snapped Dahlia. He became suddenly aware of himself.”Yeah, I’m sorry.  You’re right, Chris hadn’t smoked any but turns had been offered. He had enjoyed hanging out but these guys weren’t really his friends and although Gina seemed really happy to be here with them, Christopher couldn’t help but feel like he was wasting time. Time that might be spent doing...what exactly? He realized that his days had become really predictable. He was driving into the city five times a week now, spending time watching and listening to Ruth handle all kinds of different issues with specials and with consultants and having meetings on the phone and in person but he didn’t have any work of his own to do. And although it was really interesting, he felt under qualified to participate other than being there so that Ruth could do her magic web of connectivity thing. He was bored a lot of the time, and beginning to feel useless. Maybe that is why he felt so disapproving of the Wawayanda group. Maybe he was worried about his own future. 

It was true that they had already proven themselves too. He hadn’t forgotten. The last time he had spent time with these kids several of them had worked together to disarm a suspicious character asking about Gina. Ruth and Edwin had claimed to have “taken care of it” and that it wouldn't happen again but they were quite good at not giving up information they didn’t want to give. And then between Edwin’s death and Ruth’s new responsibilities, Chris had not followed up. Even the helicopter accident, it had been declared an accident, had made Chris suspicious back then but since then he had given the foundation a huge pass. Ruth’s claim that the whole thing was a freak accident was corroborated by the Foundation’s investigation of the matter and by the FCC’s report that the pilot had lost control of the bird because of a malfunctioning rotor. Chris knew better than to take this at face value but he never challenged it. His mind had had plenty of time to dwell on all this as the others were laughing and talking and smoking.  An accusation from Howard broke his train of thought.  Howard sat next to him and tried to talk one to one.

“Well, now, what is better? Getting high once in a while with friends or spending your time with people who send gunmen into a park with kids?  After we held that guy for the police last spring I don’t remember getting a good explanation for it. How do we know you two don’t just attract trouble?”

Chris thought about that. How did he know?  He remembered the incident of course. And he acknowledged he should feel grateful considering they had so expertly stepped in to take care of Gina when it seemed she was in danger.

 “I’m sorry, man.”  He tried to recover.. “You’re right.  Truce.  Tell me about what you like to do.”

“I used to teach at the kung fu studio but then I got too busy with college classes. I miss being able to go hang out with these guys every day. We used to hang out here on Mondays and then Tuesdays and Thursdays at the martial arts center. Other days we’d meet up at the farm or go to the drive in. In the warmer months there were campouts. In the winter ice skating, skiing over at Vernon Valley or ice fishing.” 

“Ice fishing!” Cheered Noan 

“Ice fishing is a good place to smoke too.” He grinned. “Now I don’t  have so much time for all that. But I love what I do at school too. I get to take whatever I want and when I’m done at the JC I’ll have what I need to get into art school. If I don’t get in, though, I’m still going to make art, it just won’t be at school”.

Chris realized he hadn’t known that Howard was an artist, though he vaguely remembered hearing he was a musician. No doubt David also had redeeming qualities. He felt a little ashamed of himself for the knee jerk reaction. He promised himself to be nicer in the future. After all it was his own future he was really worried about. And Gina’s which he hoped was connected.

• • •

Eventually Summer put away her bong and walked off with Stephen and Howard. Even though Gina was a little worried Chris had offended everybody, no one besides Howard had said a word about it and even he acted as if it was all good in the end. Boogie and his sister Marianna had to be back at the parking lot by dark. 

“I have my Sierra club meeting tomorrow.” Said Marianna “There’s a company trying to buy up land next to the state park.” 

“Frackers.”  Added her brother knowingly.  Gina wondered silently how they came to that conclusion. The rest of them meandered back to the group and starting getting ready to go home.  Gina and Chris stood poking at what was left of the camp fire. By the time they all got the pot luck dishes, skateboards, hula hoops and camp blankets back to the cars it was very dark and the official park hours were over. Gina worried for a minute that they were officially trespassing since the park closed at dusk in winter but she could see no one was going to call them on it and they were all leaving anyway. 

By the time Gina and Chris made it back to her car all but one family had gone. They waved goodbye as the tired mom pulled out of the lot. Before getting in the car Gina turned to kiss Christopher who was distracted and broody. This got his attention. She didn’t want him to be upset and she hadn’t figured out what he was worrying about. She kissed him for what seemed to them both a long time. He relaxed and his mind was relieved of it’s concerns as he felt more and more like not going home. Gina kept checking on him with her eyes open. She enjoyed a sort of rush as the kisses continued on and the eye contact smoldered with no death vision of either of them. At first she didn’t realize what was different and then once she got it she didn’t want to stop to talk or think about it. Finally the curiosity just became too much and she pulled back, held onto his hands and looked into his eyes. They stood like that for a slow moment, then two and three. Finally he whispered. “It’s gone... Isn’t it?  The vision you saw last time?”

 “There’s nothing. No vision.”  She was fascinated by the color of his eyes. She kissed him again and then, only because she began to shiver with cold he guided her to the passenger seat and opened her door. He decided not to drive her home where tired parents might be returning home from work. He wanted her to himself for a while longer. She smiled at him as though agreeing.

“Let’s go out.” He said as he started the silent engine and turned on the heat. 

“OK.”  She agreed and didn’t ask where they were going but just enjoyed looking at his face with new eyes. She felt happier and more content than she remembered feeling ever in her entire life. Her love for Chris ballooned and her appreciation for the stars and the cold air, and the comfortable car seats, just everything, slowly swirled around in her heart. She started to feel hungry too and even that feeling was satisfying since she knew Chris was taking her out to eat. She could hardly wait.


Chapter 5




In a way, Carl’s Diner had always been their place. It was pretty good, pretty cheap and always seemed to be open. They sat in their usual booth in the back and Chris let Gina rest her head on his arm and hold his hand under the table. When the food came her attention was diverted for a bit. Gina finished off her eggplant parmesan and pasta and the salad and garlic bread. “Are you going to eat that?”  She gestured to the mashed potatoes left on his plate.” Chris sniggered a little and enjoyed her good mood, pushing aside the feelings of disapproval and focussing instead on how wonderful it was to be with her now, feeling so unencumbered, forgetting completely her normal reservations. He could tell this was a gift, a reprieve for her to be unafraid and happy. He used the time to gaze at her. To sink into her beautiful, green eyes. He rarely looked at them out of a desire to protect her from unnecessary pain. Seeing them now was exquisite both because of his love for her and because of the rarity of the privilege. He didn’t know how long it would last or if he'd get the chance again.

The eye contact made them both want each other. The depth and ferocity of that feeling was both familiar and strange.  He didn’t want to waste this.

“We need to find a place to be alone.” He breathed into her ear. She looked at him and nodded her head yes.

“I wish we could be together at home. Why do we have to hide?” she asked.

 He agreed and stared at the beam ceiling as if it had answers.Their waitress, brought him back down to earth with the check.

“Let’s go back to my house.”  Gina suggested. “Maybe my parents will leave us alone.” Chris rolled his eyes dramatically knowing that was unlikely. “Or I know a place on Green Pond Road we could park. No one ever goes there.”

“It’ll be cold...” He hesitated, worrying more about her than himself.

“I don’t care. We can bring blankets. Please.”  She bit her lip and looked directly at him while taking his hands in hers. Surely, she thought, this can’t last.

“How can I say no to you Gina? You will be the death of me I am sure.”

“I doubt that.”  She went over in her mind the number of times they’d had sex since the first time half a year ago. Since they’d gone to work for the foundation there was less time alone, and more importantly, less time at home during the day when all the parents were at work. It had been hard to find privacy and embarrassing to think of unusual places to be left alone. 

“My mom just texted.”  Gina read her phone.  “They want to know if I want to go to the movies with them.” She grinned.  

“Tell them no.” Chris said and they hurried to the now empty house. They tripped in the doorway laughing at their good fortune. Gina led the way into her bedroom, turned on the lamp and screamed.

David was there waiting.

• • •

As they stumbled into the bedroom, half undressed, still kissing, She saw him, standing by the bed, in the dark.

“What the hell are you doing in my room!  Goddammit David!”  She started to pull herself back together as the boys glared at each other, neither one daring to move a muscle.

“You guys have to see this.” David said, fighting the urge to fight with Chris. 

“It’s not right. There’s something not right about those letters. Gina, I’m worried that someone... not right... knows where you are. They know you got the letters and they are not happy about it.”  The room was spinning slightly and Gina was so tired. She just had to sit....Gina sat with her head in her hands and tried to decide whether or not to kick David out. Chris wanted to hear the information. 

David was earnest, You had to give him that. He didn’t want to think about the fact that his feelings for Gina were spinning out of control. He knew he had no claim on her but he couldn’t stop thinking about her and how he would protect her and get her away from the Foundation while it seemed like fucking Chris was just getting sucked in deeper and deeper. These thoughts swirled but for now he decided Chris was his best shot at getting her the help she needed. Gina was not still feeling high at all but she had wanted to be alone with Chris, that had been obvious to everyone and now they hardly noticed she was there. 

It only took a minute to get Chris up to speed on Angel’s involvement with Edwin and Jess, how she had been keeping the letters for them. Although Angel had never told David anything about it, he trusted her. He knew what a good person his mother was. 

“After you got that box of letters I asked her if they came from her.”  

“What did she say?” Gina asked a little shocked he had talked to her about it at all

“She told me she had gotten the word that the letters should be delivered to you. She wouldn’t tell me who gave the order though.”

“Why didn’t she give them to me in person?  Or at least send them over with you?”  She asked David.

“She says she doesn’t know anything except that in addition to keeping an eye on you for the first couple of years after your dad went out of the country she agreed to hold on to files for you to deliver should the need arise. Apparently there were two sets. 

“The addressed ones and the blank ones.” Gina said.

“Yes. She said she was asked to deliver the blank ones.”

“Looks like she did.” Gina  said, holding up the large manilla envelope closed with the little red string and brown paper disks.

“But the addressed ones were missing from the safe. She said she hadn’t looked in that safe for years and couldn’t remember if maybe they’d been collected a long time ago...” 

“Like when they knew for sure I had my dad’s gift.”  She murmured.

“But we know that’s not the case don’t we?  Gina you saw the first of those letters yourself. There were definitely more like that in the folder Gina, I saw them myself. I was planning on letting you read them one at a time like I told you before.”

“Well, I have this file of my Dad’s stuff they gave me at work. Maybe we ought to start there.”

“Maybe but don’t you think we should be somewhere safer?”  David was clearly not accustomed to living with the same level of intrigue that Gina and Chris had grown used to. 

“I think we’re probably OK.” Replied Chris. “Did Ruth say anything to you about watching your back or anything?” 

“No nothing.”  In fact, there were a couple of pages of notes that came with the box of stuff from the office but the things Angel brought over had nothing. Just letters.

She brought out the box. The receipts and memos from back when people wrote paper memos.

“But these. She picked up the manilla envelope and held it to her chest. These are a treasure. I feel like  I have this little piece of my dad back - in a way, it feels like he’s still alive.”  She sat on the floor and started reading them. The boys each looked at her with varying mixtures of pity and love.

“The first letters were the same except where he tells me about my gift.”

“Maybe the ones with the addresses were to go to Gina if she turned out not to develop like her dad. How could they know” said David

“I guess.” Answered Chris

Gina started opening the letters and scanning them for anything other than the conciliatory greetings and fatherly advice she thought they were all about.




Dear Regina,




I hear you are wanting to be called Gina now. A name is a very important thing where I live...




“Wait, you guys, look at this!”  They both looked but neither boy knew why she was excited. “Chris when did I change my name?”  

“What are you talking about?”  

“Right. You wouldn’t remember because it happened just after my Dad died.

You remember that, don’t you David?”

“I don’t remember either.” Said David.

“Really? You don’t remember me telling everybody not to call me Regina anymore?”

“Oh yeah, I do, kinda. It was way before you moved though. I’d forgotten ever calling you Regina”

“Maybe but I remember it because I did it while I was grieving for my Dad. I wanted my name to be different because I felt so different after he died. So that means that this letter was written AFTER that.”

“Well, either Jess is writing you from the great beyond or he wasn’t dead.”  David was blunt but spot on. 

“How much does Angel know about all this?” Gina asked.  “Is she involved?”

“I’m going to find out but so far I think she’s just a courier. They asked her to help and she kept their secrets so she could help you. To be honest, I think it surprised her that anyone ended up coming back for those letters. It’s been years since she got anything, really. The safe was dusty and behind boxes and crap when I opened it. She told me she hadn’t forgotten about it but that she thought that maybe everyone else had.”

She opened the rest of the letters one by one looking for clues. She could definitely smell his smell on the papers. The ink was strange, not like a ballpoint pen, more liquid. There were no slip ups mentioning cities or dates or anything that would have been as simple as that and then she remembered the box. The contents of that box did not seem all that interesting yesterday but in the light of the letters, there were ticket stubs, vouchers, itineraries. All from before he left, but one memo stood out. It was an airmail envelope from Bhutan. Samdrup Jongkhar. 

“Sunil has a special that lives there. He told me he’s not allowed to visit the states because he can’t get a Visa.”  

“I’ll ask him about it tomorrow.”  Said Chris.

“I can ask him. You’ll be busy with Ruth after being out today.”

“No, it’s not like that. I can’t just make up the time. Ruth gets exhausted staying in connection, If she could do more in a day she would. But still I think maybe you should stay home until we get a few answers.”  Chris and David shared a look, as they sealed their unlikely alliance to keep Gina safe in spite of herself. Gina secretly agreed with them. Staying away from the city would definitely prevent her being killed in the way she had seen in Christopher’s last reading. Neither of the boys knew this and she wasn’t about to tell them.

“I’ve been trying to tell you, though, she shouldn't stay home. Whoever took those letters from my mom’s garage knows things. Whoever sent the order for my mom to deliver the letters is probably suspicious.”

“That would be Ruth, nothing to worry about there I’m sure.”

“It’s not Ruth. She doesn’t know Ruth. She only worked for Edwin. He left her instructions only to release files if he said so.

“But Edwin is dead.”  

“Being dead wouldn’t necessarily stop him from getting in touch.”  He shrugged.

“Don’t be a smart ass.” Interjected Chris, worried about Gina’s feelings. David held up his hands. ”No, I didn’t mean....I’m sorry Gina.” She nodded acknowledgment. “It’s just that we all knew Jess was dead. My mom kept getting stuff to hold for Gina way past when that happened, even after you guys moved. She told me it was not her part to know what was up, but she had made a promise to your dad and she guessed it was in your best interest to keep the promise.  If Jess’ death didn’t stop whatever they were up to Edwin’s death wouldn’t change it. My mom promised to act under certain conditions and I guess it’s reasonable to assume that Edwin would have taken care of it before he passed away, that’s all.”

The idea that there were letters here that might have been sent after her dad was dead both intrigued and sickened her.

“I’m not sure I can trust anyone you guys. Who’s lying? Did my dad die in Myanmar like they said or was he still sending me letters? Did he think I was getting these things or was he just writing into the wind? Gina folded her legs beneath her and settled in to read. Hazmat jumped onto her lap and began biting at her sleeve.  With her attention focussed, the boys sized each other up for a moment and decided silently to help each other. 

“You don't know for sure that Jess even wrote these.” David picked up one from the end of the stack. ”May I?”  he asked. 

“Sure,” he sat down next to her and started reading letters. Chris was annoyed but not saying anything about it. A car drove by outside, it’s light and engine noise disturbing the quiet darkness. Gina removed the kitten from her lap and checked out the window but the car didn't stop, it just drove by the house. Chris sat at her computer to search for ideas of places Gina could escape to. Besides college, which might not be a viable option, he thought of foreign exchange programs, work abroad, like camp international,  “Maybe you could go to England on semester abroad. It would get you away from the office and out of harms way.”  

“How do you know the harm wouldn’t follow me?” She interjected, still reading. 

“Or you could go spend a year working on a farm in Australia,” he added, clicking links and following threads on line. 

“Are you trying to get rid of me?  She asked with a purr in her voice. But then more seriously she added, “Those are all pretty expensive trips, Chris.”  

“The foundation would pay for it, Gina, you know they would.”

”Ah, but then we would have to tell them where I’m going. We don’t know what’s got me in danger. I think if I were to leave I wouldn’t announce where... if the point is to keep me safe. If you are just trying to get rid of me however, “ She smirked, obviously not worried about that at all. 

“I know where you should go Gina.” Said David as Chris struggled not to roll his eyes. “Every year I go to this camp when everyone else is going back to school. It’s awesome. I really am going to miss it next year after I graduate.”  

“You graduate camp?”  

“Sort of, but that’s not the point. One of the guys there, Jake, runs trips for homeschooled teens. The next one is supposed to be to Nepal but that’s not the point either.”  

“What is the point?” said Chris impatiently. “They have a Gap Year program for unschoolers. Here, I’ll help you look it up. It’d be perfect. You wouldn’t be overseas, just in New Hampshire, and it’s totally off the radar of the foundation, If you kept it a secret you could go without the whole office knowing where you are. “I found it: ‘Come live in a cabin in New London New Hampshire with fifteen other students and learn life skills while you discover your personal potential... Looks like it started already in September and they are having a break between Thanksgiving and Christmas, so that’s not really perfect.” 

“She could go after the break,” he continued, undaunted. “I wonder if Jake has left for Nepal yet?”  

“According to the dates on the website they left mid October and they’ll be gone until almost Thanksgiving.”  

As the boys gathered around the computer to check on the details of Jake Jones’s Adventures in Unschooling, some of the letters in the stack caught Gina’s eye. Several, it turned out, were written on what seemed to be home made paper. Some on backs of paper torn out of other books, possibly bibles, it seemed. There were a few hand made envelopes as well and one which felt especially thick.

Gina unfolded the thick envelope and found that it had been made out of a flyer folded, origami style into an envelope. “Hey guys, look at this?  The envelope is a flyer of some kind.” The letter inside had said. “I wish I knew how to have you come here since I can’t return to the States. You would love it here and my hostess and her children would love you.” The flyer was a map of  Bhutan next to  prices and itineraries of an eco-tour travel company. The fourth day of the tour was circled in pencil.

Gina knew it was a message. Chris thought so too. David thought they were both crazy.  “What if this was my dad’s way of letting me know where he was? We might have found him!” 

“I have an idea.” Chris said. “What if you write to him and we send your letter to this tour company with instructions to give it to Jess in... Chotren Nibu. He read the circled part of the itinerary.  If he’s still alive and he’s still living there maybe it will find him.”

Gina decided to do it. Her curiosity was running wild but she couldn’t trust anyone she knew to give her honest answers This scheme might be worth a shot.  She decided to write her note on some pages of her old death seer notebook. The one David had given her way back when she first told him about her gift. “Dear Dad,” she wrote on the back of the page. “I learned about our gift about a year ago. Before that I thought there was something really wrong with me. Since then I’ve learned how to do a lot of things. I’ve probably helped some people and I definitely have seen more than I’ve ever wanted to. I’m writing this, not knowing if you are even still alive but hoping that if you are, this letter will find you. They told me eight years ago that you had died. Maybe this letter will go nowhere. If you are reading this, know that I love you and I want to see you. Please come see me or help me find you. Respond right away if you can. This address is safe. No one else will know.”

 She wrote down Christopher’s address and put the letter in it’s map envelope she created from the West Milford page of an old Thomas guide and then put a white address label on top of that. Jess Sheeran c/o Bhutan Adventures, 360 Lexington Ave, New York, NY 10017. Just before she sealed the letter she remembered something. She reached into her jacket pocket and pulled out the feather from her first letter and stuck it inside.

Chris took Gina’s letter from her. He looked up the NYC address. “Their office is in midtown, but it looks like the 6 train goes right there. I could bring this over in person. Maybe we can persuade them to send it with the tour guide. He put it in the inside pocket of his jacket and held Gina close. Pressing his lips to her forehead, not caring that David was still in the room. David turned his back on them and returned to looking at the letters on Gina’s bed.  Hazmat had curled up on the pile and wasn’t too keen on letting him remove any. 

“I know that he’s probably dead. But I just want to try.” She said, without emotion.

“I know.” said Chris. “I’ve been wondering though, if we shouldn’t disappear for a while. You need to make a change right? I can’t stand the thought of you leaving without me. I’m going with you. I’m going to help you and keep you safe.” But his promises felt empty and hollow even to himself. Because he had, in fact, no idea how to keep her safe. He just knew it’s what he’d have to do. David seethed until he noticed the headlights of a truck coming up the drive. “Better put those away, your parents are here.”

John walked into Gina’s room right away and started making awkward conversation. No doubt he was trying to make the boys want to leave. Chris didn’t usually fall for this kind of tactic but he decided to go with it. “Gina, mom went to the store on the way home. I’m supposed to check on you. Did you do all the stuff she asked you to do?”

“What are you talking about?” She answered.

“She told me she sent you a list of colleges to look into and um, I guess you were supposed to vacuum or something?” He didn’t come across as strict at all, but he clearly wanted the boys to go home without actually having to kick them out.

“Come on, David. We can talk about it at the coffee shop.”

“Oh my god, are you two going out without me?” She said in a fake annoyed kind of joking way. Chris kissed her. David said  “See you tomorrow.”  And they both left.

“Well,” She said aloud after they closed the door. “I hope you are pleased with yourself.” 

“Come on, Gina. I’ll help you get this place straightened up before mom sees it.”  She looked around and noticed that there had been quite a few messes brewing around the house lately. Johnny started putting shoes and jackets and socks away from the living room and Gina switched the clean dishes for dirty ones in the dishwasher. After a few minutes the house looked better and John sat down to check ESPN. 

“Johnny?”  Gina sat down next to him. 

“Yeah, bug?”  

“If I went to college next year would you miss me?”

“Of course. Is that the new plan then?”  He didn’t sound surprised.

“Maybe. I might travel first but I’m thinking about it.”  She tucked her feet underneath her and leaned against him like she used to when she was a kid. He put his arm around her.

“Proud of you. Go somewhere with a good football team will ya?”

“Why?  I don’t play football... or cheer... or do marching band...or like stadiums...”

“I know, but if your school had a good team, it would be fun to go visit and go to the games and cheer them on... have tail gate parties, you know?”  She smiled. The idea that John would enjoy taking her to games made her smile. “OK. Division I?”  

“Of course.”  

“All right but I’m not moving to North Dakota.” She quipped, revealing she’d been paying attention to his boring football talk over the years.

“No need Bug, there are a few good teams on the east coast too.” She laughed at him and started to get up to return to the letters in her room. 

“And, by the way?”  he called as she was leaving? “Yeah?”

“I’d change your clothes before your mom comes home. You smell like pot.”  She lost her grin then and took his advice.

• • •

After a long night of poring over the letters and papers Gina was pretty sure she had been lied to about Jess’s death. His disappearance, however may have been complete. There were no more letters after the one announcing he’d be moving someplace remote. She wanted to join Chris on his trip to the travel company tomorrow. The three friends managed to meet more or less at the same time at the address on the brochure. The office was still there, though it was not what they expected. It was a small room in a walk up and the people working there all had their desks scattered around one room. After explaining that they were trying to get a letter delivered to an expat in Bhutan the woman who was sitting at the desk nearest the door called out loudly,

“Zach it’s for you!” and sat back down at her computer. Zach stood and waved them over to his sprawling work station in the back of the room. He listened attentively to their odd request and without batting an eye said, “Sure.” He said it wasn’t unheard of for them to deliver things for villagers who wanted to send messages or small items to relatives in the states.  “I can’t guaranty we would be able to find him. The best we can do,” he said, “is leave it at the village square and hope someone can find your Mr. Sheeran. If this is the place I think it is, it’s pretty remote. Outside of Samdrup Jongkhar, we only ever stop in the one village in that area There are others within a day’s walking distance. But it’s not a typical name, you know?  For Bhutan”  

“I suppose it’s possible he goes by another name.” Gina felt like her hopes were crumbling. It showed on her face. 

“I wouldn’t worry about that, interjected a woman from her desk. We’ll ask around. There aren’t too many americans living in these places. If he’s there, someone will know him.”  

“Here, I’ll write ahead to our local guides and let them know to start asking around. Is this the letter?”

“In the mean time, You guys should consider going on a tour. We run the best Himalayan trips ever. There’s a bunch of itineraries to choose from, all price ranges.”  They could tell he was a persuasive salesman but that he didn’t really expect them to take the bait.

“When is the next one?” Gina asked without thinking.

“Well, do you all have passports?” They all did. “Our next tour is a charter. We can take up to four more people and frankly, if you had the money now we could help you expedite your visas.”  

“How much?” she asked.

“$6000 per person, and I’d need it before ...” He checked his tablet...”Tuesday,” he said slowly, obviously not expecting any of them to actually be able to do it. Gina and Chris kind of shrugged at each other. $6000 was totally doable since they both had their paychecks direct deposited and the only expenses they had were gas for Christopher’s car and occasional lunches. They had not had time to spend their money really.  David wasn’t loading up his bank account week after week but he did have a college fund and he was able to get to it.

When no one balked at the amount,the guy looked suddenly hopeful. He brought out three packets of paperwork. 

“Two of us are under 18.” David told them, thinking that that might be the end of it. “Ah.” He said and pulled the packets back from Gina and David, their faces fell a little, but it wasn’t as though they really had expected the crazy plan to work. 

“You two will need these instead. Your parents will have to sign in front of a notary so make sure you arrange that right away. You’ll need to fill these out right now and we’ll get working on those visas. Here’s the packing list and the FAQ sheet. My personal number is on here. Call me right away if you or your folks have any questions. Assuming you get these to me end of business tomorrow, and your parents are willing to sign the wavers you’re in.”  They shook his hand as though nothing was unusual at all about this completely crazy turn of events and headed out the door and down the stairwell.

“Well the easy part’s done, now how do we get everybody’s parents to agree to a $6000 trip at the drop of the hat?” Chris said as soon as the fire door closed behind them.

Gina and David did not think this would be a problem at all. They both laughed.

“We’re agreed that we’re not actually going to tell them right?  I mean, my friends and I go camping and on road trips all the time. We should just tell them the three of us are going to the Poconos. We rented a cabin, OK?  We’re meeting some unschoolers there who invited us to crash their monthlong writing retreat. Good?”

“Actually, the less you say the better. But yeah. OK. We need to pack light and we need to fake a notary public stamp somehow.”  

“What if we don’t fake the stamp? We could get our parents to sign it but tell them it’s for the retreat owners liability since they’re across state lines.”

“I don’t know. I think my mom would be wise to that. She’s not a fucking idiot?”

“Neither is mine, but she won’t question it. If I ask her for something I have a good reason. She trusts me.”  

“After this she might not.”

“True.”

They sat ruminating on the problem for a while and while it was true that getting them to sign might be easy, getting it notarized might be difficult. “Just ask. There’s a notary at Mail and Boxes down by the hardware store. They’re open late on weeknights. Just have your mom go with us to get pizza and we can pop in there and get it done. We can tell them the retreat needs it since you are minors.”

Even though the problem of the permission to travel was going to be strange, the boys thought about how awesome it would be to actually find Jess. Both of them thought helping achieve a resurrection of her dead father would be a life changing event for Gina.  They both had already decided to try to help her no matter how difficult. Not only help her but have an adventure together.


Chapter 6




The day Christopher called in to say he wasn’t coming in was an inconvenience to say the least. Ruth had her hands full trying to guess what the specials were up to as she made her way through her to do list. The tiny bits of seemingly inconsequential information that she was tracking down didn’t look like it could compare to the mountain of data she had sent Sunil and Asma. The weather in Vermont and it’s subsequent Fracking debacle was somehow connected to the flow of oil into the gulf of Mexico. She could see that both of those were glowing orange against the information that the farm bill in the senate was being negotiated into strange twists and turns. Funding for research on cloning and legislation that concerned the ability to trademark DNA strands in plants and insects was a befuddling but florescent thread that stretched between the others. 

 She was determined to use the same protocol with Chris as with other specials, even though she felt this absence much more deeply. She used to  miss Edwin more sharply when he would travel. His influence on her gifts was definitely an issue just as much as their relationship. Chris’ presence was a kind of comfort, even a pleasant distraction to her since her husband’s death, but more importantly, his gift allowed her to be so much more productive. She would throw herself into her work with so much energy and focus that time seemed to excelerate. The days went by in a flash. Her assistant would bring in tea and coffee and food, but she rarely wanted any. If Chris left for lunch it was as if time slowed to let him off the train and then waited for his return to resume speed. During his hour absence she would take stock of things in her life or in the office that needed attention, mundane things, but necessary. 

After his day off, he came in and immediately arranged for a vacation. A day out of the office had clearly made him aware of his need for leisure time. She had expected this. A certain burnout after a few months of work as intense as this was normal. Then she wondered, what if the burnout is due to a different reason? Maybe he needed encouragement in the form of a promotion or a raise. She decided a performance review was in order and she contacted HR to set it up. She also thought that he needed a puzzle to work out. Something that challenged him enough to make him feel like he was working hard, but not so challenging he felt discouraged. Hmmm. She would have to think on it. In the mean time, she let the vacation time go through without challenge. She would have to let him feel like he had control over these things in order to keep him long term. She was inconvenienced, though, and a bit grumpy about it. She also felt a twinge of guilt about the line of thinking she was clearly succumbing to. And it didn’t help that thinking about him in this kind of controlling way made her feel... she didn’t want to admit, dominant. In fact, Chris was so young she could easily see herself as his dominatrix even at her apparent young age. Of course she never thought about these kinds of things when Edwin was alive, but if she was completely honest with herself, she had always played a bit of the submissive for him in their relationship, but it had been lost on Edwin who didn’t ever play those kinds of games. Her desire for Christopher smoldered and grew stronger day by day. Her confidence in her power over him was sure. She welcomed the challenge of winning him over time. She enjoyed the thought that he was already physically attracted to her. She would miss him while he was in the mountains with Gina. She wasn’t jealous, just annoyed. But nothing could be done about it yet.







The flights that the travel company booked lasted nearly a whole day. The last one was a frighteningly bumpy flight over the Himalayas in a propeller plane that felt to Chris like it might fall apart any minute. David had read about the trip ahead of time and knew to expect this. He offered Chris and Gina peppermint gum and opened a book to read. Gina just thought about how she might see her father for the first time in over a decade and then she reminded herself how unlikely that was to actually happen. No matter how often she reprimanded herself for thinking it though she continued to hope. 

At every stop the tour made, the three of them intended to find the expats who lived in the area. In fact though, the moment the tour was finished getting their passports stamped at Paro airport their guide had them whisked off to the national museum.  “I know you must be tired, your things will await your arrival at the hotel, there is no need for you to go now before the arrangements are made.  Those of you who do not wish to see the watchtower museum may lounge in the gardens or take a stroll by the river to relax.” The stops in the larger cities had clubs and associations of English speakers and chris tried to make sure to seek them out and ask around but these leads never got them anywhere. David made sure they did not miss the frequent cultural activities that the group were invited to. 

There were several festivals in November in the country and it seemed like every city and town they visited had dancers and costumes and music and food. It didn’t seem like it was just for tourists either. The whole country seemed to be celebrating. The next to last day of their tour, they finally ended up in the town that had been circled on Jess’s brochure page sent so many years before. They determined to spend the day searching and let the tour operators know. “That’s fine, but don’t expect us to wait for you tomorrow. We leave at 7 am sharp on  the final wilderness adventure hike and picnic in the mountains. If you don’t end up on that trip you will have to arrange passage to Samdrup Jongkhar tomorrow. The address of the hotel there is on your itinerary. You guys understand?  The tour won’t be able to go looking for you.”

“We understand. Thanks.” Gina had assured him. The first thing they did after getting up the next morning was to take a walk on the trails used by the shepherds in the area. They were told by the hotel staff that Americans sometimes went up there to visit the hillside and talk to the English speaking yogini who lived there. On the way through the mist, Gina was elated. The location was the most beautiful place she’d ever seen. As the sun rose higher the fog lifted and the mountainside came into crisp, clear colorful focus. 

“There is someone following us,” said David in a conversational tone. “No don’t turn to look, just lets go up this way, and then we’ll take that path on the left and run. OK on three.” he was whispering as nonchalantly as he could. “One Two Three.”  They all started running, not in a panic but as fast as they could go. They were smiling, happy to run but getting out of breath quickly from the altitude. The path came up quickly on the left. They all jumped through a gate in turn and since their follower had fallen back, they all rolled to the ground in the tall grass and lay still and quiet. After a moment or two, still alone, Gina started to laugh. They all started laughing, turning to view an azure sky with tall bright white piles of clouds. The air was so clean and clear. The only exception was the occasional aroma of small fires that were warming people’s homes and their tea water. In fact, there was a waft of bread and a small stem of smoke in the air ahead, further along the trail. Chris was the first to decide and then David and Gina happily joined him. “Where are we going? Asked David?”

  “I dunno, I saw the smoke and I smell bread.”  They all walked arm in  arm up the path. There were prayer flags fluttering in the cool breeze. As the little cabin became real, they all started walking faster. The house was a beautiful wooden structure with elaborate painted designs surrounding the windows and doors. 

As they got closer they could see that the path was lined with flowers and herbs. There were garden beds all around the house and more prayer flags brightened up the path. A figure sat crouched just beyond the front garden, as they came nearer they could see she was not Bhutanese, though she was wearing the bloused trousers and tunic common in the region. As they approached she smiled, stood up and said. “Welcome.”  

“Thank you,” Gina replied. 

“You speak English. Lovely. Would you like some tea? Please, join me.”  They thanked her and shrugged to one another, once she had turned to lead them. The stairs to her place were carved hard wood and the narrow columns that held up the roof of the porch had been decorated with a fantastically intricate array of flowers that were painted in the colors of the fields they had just walked through. She left them on the elaborate porch, inviting them to sit on piles of cushions and pillows and walked into the house. After just a few minutes she returned with an ancient looking tea pot, and a tray of bread and jam and ghee. She smiled and hummed a lively tune as she set out the tea things. The four of them sat down on the floor of the porch, cross legged, at the low table. She was silent as she poured the tea and only after they had each been given a steaming cup did she ask them their names.

“I’m Gina, this is Christopher and David.” She was ready to launch into a series of questions about expats she may have known or heard about, hoping to gather information about Jess but it seemed rude so she slowed down. “What is this place?”

“I’m Fanny. This is my home and the ashram founded by the Dev family in 1936. Are you yogis?”

“No, travelers.”

“Oh. I assumed you had heard of our little place here but I see I was wrong. Then I will ask, what brings you to our remote paradise?”

“We are searching for an American, my father, who was presumed dead many years ago but that was never confirmed. We are looking for information about him and I believe he once lived in a small village near here, we know it was years ago.

“How many years ago?” she asked, helpfully.

“I’m not exactly sure, but I think about seven? Maybe longer, it’s hard to pin down.” 

“Oh I see. And he was American?”

“Yes, he was working for an environmentalist organization. His name was Jesse Sheridan.”

“Was he a Buddhist?”

“Um, I guess I don’t know.” The question puzzled Gina. Religion seemed irrelevant  “I mean, I don’t think so but... I don’t know. Why do you ask?”  Just then a boy dressed in a gray hoodie over a pair of deep red, wraparound pants, came and took the tea tray. He didn’t speak and Fanny didn’t introduce him. He seemed to be uncomfortable, and shy. Not at all like the school children who buzzed around the tour busses at every stop in this very friendly country. 

“ Ganga is the grandson of the family who used to run this farm.”  Fanny introduced him informally. He smiled and nodded.

“Does he own this place?”  Chris asked after the boy had returned into the house.

“No but he keeps the bees and helps with the animals.” Ganga, hearing his name, returned from the kitchen and sat down with the others  “I am trying to make sure Ganga gets a proper education.”  At this Ganga rolled his eyes, like a pro, and tried to explain in his growing but still halting English. “I am trying to make sure you get a proper education!” he corrected her  “I am learning English.”  He said. She laughed and shifted herself over so that he would have an equal place at the table.

 “The family was sent to Nepal by the government before Ganga was born. His brothers each decided to go to the states to live with an uncle but Ganga decided to sneak back across the border to try to keep some of the original family culture alive.”  

“I grew up hearing about this place. I didn’t remember it for myself, I was born in Nepal in the camp. My uncle was sent to the U.S. and after a year, he had room for some of us to join him but I thought, if we all go live in Pennsylvania who will speak for us in Bhutan? It was wrong, what was done to us. As we go on with our lives, no one is remembering.” Ganga lowered his eyes and Fanny took over the telling. 

His family were exiled to Nepal in the early nineties and were never permitted to return. In the late eighties the king decided to return the nation to a single race and religion. He was, I think motivated by a good impulse, to protect his people from the rampant and predatory capitalism of the West that he saw happening in other himalayan countries at that time. He very famously said he was more interested in Gross National Happiness than Gross National Product. But Ganga’s family and the other Drukpa people who had lived peacefully in Bhutan before that were suddenly seen as intruders by King Jigme Singye Wangchuck. It seemed there were too many Hindu descendants farming the land here in the southern part of the country. He expelled about 100,000 of them. Decades later, most still live in refugee settlements in Nepal, many have emigrated to the United States.”

“But, we were told, that your government allows all religions here so long as they don’t proselytize.”  

“You are reading the brochures.” He smiled, friendly now and more relaxed. “You never told us though, how you ended up visiting us today. I mean, I know you are looking for your father, but why this meadow? If you never heard of us before?”  

“Our tour bus was stopping at the temple today to see a local dance demonstration. We decided not to join them.” said Chris

“We have seen a lot of dance demonstrations on this trip. We decided to wander the shops instead and ask around but before they were open we ended up walking the path through the field down there.” Gina said, pointing. “Someone was following us, and we evaded them and ran up here.”  Ganga laughed a belly laugh and tried to guess whether the boy who’d chased them would be by the house later to try to exact a fee for herding the foreigners to the yoga studio. 

“I have to go get guest rooms ready.” Fanny now said,  “Please excuse me. You can rest here as long as you like. There is a yoga retreat group arriving in the morning. You are welcome to stay the night if your plans allow it.”  She bowed a formal little bow and left. 

“I heard you talking about finding your dad. You know, there are quite a few foreign people here now but not so many back then. I can ask my family if they knew of your dad.”  

“Thanks. That’s really kind of you. We’ve spoken to a lot of people since we came and they are all so nice but I was naive to think we’d find anything this way.”

“What is naive?”

“Like a child.” Chris said, which, though he hadn’t meant anything by it still stung.

“Ah, that is good. Child has the best heart. I give you my contact info ok? Here. You can reach me here, gangasbakku@email.com or on my face notes page. I will talk to my parents tonight probably because they are traveling. Easier to find internet when traveling.”

It was odd how immediately, the thought of Ganga using the internet drained all the perceived differences between them. Suddenly he was not an idyllic farmer of the Himalayas or a refugee but he was a teenager. It was oddly galvanizing. Gina gave the little bow she had seen Fanny give. Ganga offered his right hand to shake. 




Ganga’s death scene took place in the very house where they stood. At least it seemed like the same house. There were bigger windows, overlooking an enormous wrap around porch draped with fabric banners and prayer flags decorating the front. 

Gina looked all around as far as she could see. There were people everywhere. Ganga was older but not gray. He was lying on a mat with a many colored quilt draped over him and he was, despite being obviously ill, wearing neat layers of formal dress. The people in the room attending to him were quiet and respectful. They seemed to be showing devotion to him, and love. Gina wasn’t sure she should miss a split second of the scene by his side but the colorful crowd outside the door was a compelling force that led her eyes and then her dream like steps outside. From the cupola one could see that there were crowds of people, dressed formally, in the Bhutanese official way, many Indian and Pakistani people too. The spicy scents of golden marigold garlands and incense wafted in on the breeze. There were people walking toward the house, at a leisurely almost ceremonial pace from all directions and filling the spaces of the walkway and trails and spilling into the gardens. There were westerners too, maybe Americans, but probably Europeans, or New Zealanders all dressed rather formally and many wearing garlands of the spicy scented flowers. Looking out of place were the Chinese soldiers in fatigues with weapons patrolling the perimeter of the yard but not interfering with the calm and subdued crowd. Gina turned to see Ganga holding the hands of a much younger boy, maybe 19 or 20  and looking into his eyes, nodding. The boy kissed the infirmed man’s fingers and stepped out to talk with the young Nepalese woman who was helping with the company. She in turn whispered to another and one by one, they each gave a bow with their hands in prayer pose, and stepped back outside the front door, which was now, propped open wide to the crowd who seemed to know not to enter. By the time Gina made sense of the fact that everyone was leaving, she noticed too, that Ganga stood, without grimace, but with much help on either side by two strong younger men, including the one who had been by his side throughout the scene. Out on the porch, he was seated, in easy pose, on a raised platform adorned with flowers and cushioned with silks and mats. He raised his hands and the crowd as far as she could see mimicked his hand mudra and fell silent. Gina could hear his voice, speaking as though amplified, though she hadn’t noticed a microphone or speakers, and in his soft, sanscrit he gave a sort of  brief address. This was followed by a few words in Lhotshamkha and a brief bit in Dzongkha. A clearing of the throat and a change of mudra returned his hands to his lap and he said, in perfect English, “My dear friends, I am honored that you would come to remind me, in my final days that this world is filled with those who would have peace. I humbly thank you. Sat Nam. And the crowd said Sat Nam in unison and bowed, some just with their heads and eyes and others on the ground, foreheads touching the earth. He bowed to them also from his seated position, then, requiring assistance, stood up and returned to the house. Upon crossing the threshold, his young male assistant lifted his body from under the arms and knees, like a child too sleepy to walk to his bed. He laid him down and kissed his face. 




The scene was gone. It was the most extraordinary moment Gina had ever spent in trance. So much so that she thought perhaps she had discovered a different gift altogether. Her tears shone on her face and she felt a deep urge to bow to him here in the present. She did not understand the vision but she had been transfixed by it and was finding it difficult, now to find her voice.

“What is this?” Ganga was concerned and clearly confused about what was going on with Gina.“Is she unwell? Shall I bring something? Water?”  

Explaining Gina’s gift to him was a risk. He did not know them, he would not have any reason to believe it. Would he be suspicious of them? Would he think they had come to swindle or trick him with unbelievable stories? But they did trust him, and after he had been so open about his own risky information they tried to explain as best they could about her visions. Gina was not at all worried about his trustworthiness, she’d just seen how many people would become devoted to this young man in his lifetime. She was worried, however that he might not believe them and that she would therefore offend him. 

He asked again “Tell me, then what has been seen. It was my death, yes?  I want to know.”   She reluctantly told him. He grew very serious. “I will ask my parents if they know anything.” He concluded and stood up, a bit shaky but not angry.

“And we have to go too, our tour has rooms in town and then they will be leaving in the morning.” Another round of bows and Ganga turned to go.

 “We go back to New York in two days and we really haven’t learned anything,” said Christopher. 

“Speak for yourself.” Added David. “I’ve learned a ton. I never knew there was a massive human rights violation in Bhutan.”  

“Or Americans running yoga retreats in the high country” Added Gina in a respectful whisper. They went into the house to thank Fanny who was airing a light filled guest room. 

“We’re leaving now but I had to thank you so much for the hospitality.” Said Gina offering a hug.

“Don’t be silly, it was just tea. And you came all this way!”  they hugged, Gina remembered to close her eyes.

“I’ve left our phone numbers and email in your guest book in case you find anything or... or if you need anything we can help with.” Said Christopher, offering to shake hands.

“Yes, This was awesome. If there’s anything we can do for you.” Said David, earnestly. 

“A good review on Travlbear would be welcome.” She suggested without hesitation. 

“Of course, yes.” They all agreed.




The walk back was invigorating. It seemed that even though they had lost hope in what they had come to do, the countryside and its people, had transformed them. The late afternoon brought a cool breeze from the mountainside and birds and monkeys were easily seen in the trees. They had been warned to stay clear of water buffalo, which was not easy since some had decided to linger on the one bridge leading to the main road, but they were not prepared for the monkeys. Golden Langurs came right up to them, curious and unafraid. They sat and watched as though it were Gina, Chris and David on display in a circus parade that the monkeys had just stopped by to see. 

When they arrived at the inn their guide was pleased and relieved to see them. He ushered them in to eat with the other tourists. The next day they would rejoin their tour on a trek into the wilderness with a veritable battalion of porters, cooks, and servants to set up and break down and clean up afterwards. The local guides would be on hand to describe the lush plants and point out the many indigenous creatures. The other Americans on their trip, with whom the three had somehow managed not to become acquainted, sneaking off as they did at every town and village, went to bed early that night in preparation for the early rise time. The three friends had the back veranda to themselves after 8pm. They stayed up and talked and drank the tea which was always filled to the top. The salty, buttery yak milk tea the locals were so fond of sharing. They knew the purpose of their trip had been as fulfilled as it was bound to be.  

The next morning there were a whole cast of horsemen and horses to accompany the group, it was an incredible show of force for a picnic and a wonderstruck Gina surprised herself by relaxing at last, enjoying the hike and the beautiful cool weather. Chris enjoyed holding Gina’s hand and David kept himself busy learning whatever he could from their travels, hoping that he could in the end actually help Gina and wishing he had some claim on her.

• • •

On the last night of the trip Gina stuffed all of her odd bits of memorabilia into her hiker’s backpack. The nicknacks would have to be hidden from her mother and John of course, but by far the item she regretted not being able to share was the traditional Bhutanese dress she had purchased on the second day. Wearing it made her feel connected to the people she had met and also allowed her to feel, for the first time really, that she wanted adventure and not the timid shyness of her childhood. Her days of hiding from people and avoiding them were in the past. Instead of an invisible shy person she would be a world traveler, a friend of people with different languages, beliefs and customs. She liked this Gina. She guessed, were he still alive, her father would have approved as well. No one needed to feel sorry for her now. She could be proud and happy and unafraid.

Chris and Gina had grown used to being together every day. Traveling was so different from being home. Gina was glad that Chris and David had somehow gotten along during the trip, even staying up to talk after Gina was too tired to stay awake. She didn’t know that they had bonded over their common compulsion to serve and protect her. Each of them, in their own minds were convinced that he alone was the one who loved her best. For Chris it was obvious, they had this mutual love and he was absolutely secure in their relationship together. He wasn’t at all threatened by David and he welcomed the extra resources and dedication he brought to this very crazy project of finding her mysterious and elusive and very probably dead father. 

For David’s part, and he was careful never to say it out loud, he was sure that eventually Gina would realize that her love for Chris was based on her gratitude for him at a time when she couldn’t relate to people in general. He had been the only boy in her life until she began to come out of her shell. Her emerging womanhood and intellectual maturity was changing her in ways that he figured would not be satisfied by this unremarkable, if dedicated guy. He didn’t know whether he could wait it out but he was willing to give it a try. He had fallen for Gina that first day they saw each other at the lake last year. She had completely knocked him off his feet but stealing her away from her declared boyfriend was not David’s style. Being the kind of guy she’d want when she realized she was tired of Chris... that was more like it. Anyway, although it was hard at times to be around them he was really glad to have had the time with her to be a part of this important adventure which he would later recall as “their “ time when he looked back on it after they were together. Although he never articulated these feelings per se everything he did was predicated on this belief that he and Gina would someday be together.

One night, early on in the trip, Gina was asleep and the two guys were sitting outside on the veranda of their hotel room which the travel company had them share. David was drinking a strong tea that a young woman working there had brought to him. 

“Where’d you get that?” Chris asked  

“The girl in there made it for me. Want some?”  He passed the tea to Chris. 

”It doesn’t have Yak’s butter or anything gross in it?”  Chris had grown cautious after an unpleasant experience on the first day at a welcoming ceremony. He had grown accustomed to drinking the slightly salty, slightly tangy mixture of yak butter and tea in an attempt to please the locals who seemed eager to share it with them. But it disgusted him and he never liked the taste though eventually he would get used to it. He was eager not to have any more of the stuff if it was avoidable.

“No, it’s Jasmine. The tour operator brings it along.”

“Smart man.”  He took a sip of the steaming cup but did not go seeking one of his own. He passed the steaming cup carefully back.

“David?”

“Yeah.”

“Are you in love with my girlfriend?”  He felt just a slight twinge of guilt over the possessiveness this implied.

“Yeah, probably.”  David said, simply. Chris appreciated the honesty.

“Are you going to try to steal her from me?”  again, he didn’t like the way this sounded but he couldn’t seem to help himself.

David laughed a low, short breathy laugh. and admitted. “No. I don’t think it’s possible for a person to steal another person.”

“Are you going to try to sleep with her?”  He asked bluntly.

It occurred to David to get mad at Chris for asking this but in the end he decided he liked the honesty. 

“No.”  He answered. “Unless she asks me to. I wouldn’t say no if she asked.”

“She won’t.”  Chris concluded, in all sincerity.

“I know. It’s not why I’m here if that’s what you’re wondering.”

“You want to help her. I know.”  Chris felt sorry for the guy, and he liked David, liked his straightforwardness.”I do too.”

“I know.”  David finished the tea and put the lovely little ceramic cup alongside the intricately decorated pot on the beautiful tray sitting on the embroidered cloth covering the carved wooden table. Everything seemed to be like this in Bhutan. “I can see she loves you, Chris,  I don't plan on interfering. I just want her to be happy, you know?”  

“Yeah, why else would we both be here?  Right?” the night was getting colder and the two of them knew they wouldn’t stay much longer.

“You don’t think we’ll find Jess do you?”  Asked David as he tried to let his eyes refocus to see more of the billions of stars in the sky.

“No,  I figure he’s dead, just like Ruth and Edwin said.”  Chris answered, thinking briefly about what Ruth would say if she knew they were here and not taking a break from work to go camping with Gina’s homeschooled friends.

“Me too. Although...”

“What?”

“I don’t trust that Ruth character. I didn’t trust Edwin either when he was alive. I think...”

The unfinished sentence hung in the air until Chris had the temerity to ask, “You think what?”

“I think they’re using you, using Gina too. And I think you are waaaayy too influenced by the woman. Every time you talk about her you get this look.” He hesitated, knowing that telling this could backfire. “You get this faraway, almost reverent look on your face. Did you know that?”

“No. Your wrong. It’s just that the work we do is so...” as he felt the indescribable wave of gratitude, fear, understanding, worry, love wash over him for a moment he realized, this must be the look David was referring to. “OK, I get it. It does affect me. A lot. I can’t explain it.”

“Whatever, man, I didn't’ mean to insult you, I just don’t trust her. And I figure, one of us has to remain objective, for Gina.”

“You are going to remain objective for Gina?

“I just said that.”  The words sounded like an argument but in actuality each of these boys had a certain respect for the other, like musicians, or art collectors who realize they have exactly the same taste. 

For the rest of the trip their trust in each other grew until they were almost friends. No, not almost. They were friends. It hurt a little to realize it but it was true. 

They went to bed without another word, Chris slipping into the covers with Gina, and David alone on his mat. He didn’t dare look at them now, not because he was afraid he might see something he’d want to forget but because Chris would be expecting him to.

Amazingly, Gina was unaware of the boys’ struggle. She was busy experiencing every moment of Bhutan. She would have liked to have been alone with Chris more. The scenery and people of Bhutan were exotic and intoxicatingly romantic. There were photo’s of the King and Queen and their adorable child everywhere in the cities, as though their love were a national treasure. 

She was growing strangely fond of its people and found herself imagining her dad living here, among them, giving them the years she had many times yearned to have from him. She started thinking of the people of Bhutan as a single entity, a step sibling who’s charm, beauty and wit, had been more powerful than her quiet, plain, simplicity. It had won the affection of her father over her and though she was jealous, she also understood. How could he not love them? 

When she confided this to Chris, he had held her close and brushed her hair from her face with his hands. He kissed her on the top of her head and let her lean on him. He was glad she was looking on the bright side, and glad that she was in this kind of happy forgiving mood. He loved her more than ever. He couldn’t stop thinking about his plan to ask her to marry him. Asking her here, in the mountains of Bhutan would be unbelievably romantic. But something held him back. It wasn't his resolve, he still had every intention of marrying her. It was the idea of taking the focus off of her dad that held him back. He was not sure he would be able to hold his own in her affections if he tried to compete with her idealized, dead father. He let the time slip by though he thought of it at least once each day they were away. The other thing that made him hesitate was David. David’s friendship was important to him now. He envisioned a time when David would be his and Gina’s oldest friend. He thought the trip would be awkward for everyone if they got engaged and David had to share their room for the rest of the trip. So he had put off asking her to marry him but he wanted to do something. So he had bought a necklace from a local artisan. Had given it to her under the stars on a particularly pleasant night in the rural south passage. She had kissed him in thanks. He couldn’t help imagining that the kiss was a promise. He was happy every time he saw her wear it though he never divulged what it meant to him.


Chapter 7




Ruth knew something was wrong the day after Chris left for his camping trip. She always let all her specials know they were complete free agents, she never had, nor wanted control over any of them. She simply insisted that they protect each other’s anonymity and that they respect their confidentiality agreements. But just because she didn’t control them didn't mean she didn’t try to protect them. There were always low level safety issues, organizations with competing interests, governments or corporations who made attempts to thwart them but rarely was there any need to intervene. Chris’ absence though he had announced he’d be leaving made Ruth anxious though. She assumed he’d been honest in his need for time off, she assumed he’d be back at the end of ten days time refreshed and ready to work again but something was not right. What could it be?

She scoured his notes and looked through their last few weeks of documentation and realized that although she relied on him utterly to do her work his part had been almost a spiritual dedication. There was nothing that resembled regular work about what he did. She began worrying that he couldn’t be happy doing that long term. Of course Edwin had been happy, but Edwin had been in love. He had an equal stake in the foundation and he enjoyed being in the thick of it. Chris, at the tender age of 19, and new to the foundation and it’s members wouldn’t be ready for anything like a career stake in their endeavors for many years. His days, she realized, were often spent doing nothing intellectual, nothing really physical either. Just being would be OK if he were the Buddha but Chris wasn’t even a yogi. He would burn out unless she found something meaningful for him to do. 	The irony, of course was that he had this supreme ability to connect her to the web of information happening all throughout their mind network. She’d spent a long lifetime building this network and his contribution now was not only essential, it was miraculous. But he, though he understood it on a certain level, could not appreciate his own contribution. He would need more. So while he was gone she would have to come up with a solution or six. She thought, for a start she could be more transparent about the issues she was working on. They had had a long run monitoring ocean habitability and that was still an important part of their work but since Edwin’s passing a different picture was coming into focus. Oil fracking and offshore drilling was somehow connected to DNA research and missing honey bees was connected to big agro. These connections were lit up brightly in her mind whenever Chris was there. She did not know what to make of it yet but the answers were dancing like fireflies creating a dot to dot path between the work being sent and done by the specials in their disparate insights. Perhaps Chris’ fresh perspective, a young mind raised on a different paradigm with the skills common to his video game generation. A long shot, but it wouldn’t hurt anything to put his mind to work on the issues. She began drawing up a proposal for him complete with the issues she saw as related and the missing pieces of insight that might help them crack the mystery or at least help them think of ways to foil the disaster that was brewing.

Looking at his social media, and following his likes and comments in the digital media-verse was eye opening. She enjoyed getting to know him in this way and although Priya Jain informed her that she was stalking, she didn’t see it that way. He was not a prolific writer, tweeter or tumbler. But he did like things, read things, comment on things and following the various paths painted a sort of muted quiet portrait of him. Gina, on the other hand was very loud and clear from her perch atop the specials’ noise in the ether. It rankled her that she could not access her this week when the information would be so valuable. The death scenes she saw were increasingly available among the noise, not worth teasing out especially since she was so adept at documenting and keeping official records. But her general mind was just right there, loud and distinct as though she’d been in for decades. Her mood swings and internal struggles painted vivid lines and swirls of color in Ruth’s consciousness when Chris was available to help her read them. At times it detracted from the more subtle input of farther away specials and those who purposely kept their talents at bay. She was vaguely aware that Gina’s data came to the front more easily for a variety of reasons... Her connection to Chris, the conduit, her DNA, being so much like her father, Edwin’s past investment in her and of course, her almost daily physical nearness.  Days that Chris came in without her were markedly better in so many ways. It was a puzzle.

But by the third day of their absence things started to unravel. Being away from the awareness she had when Chris was here robbed her of her advantage but there was still something wrong, she was sure. If only she could figure it out, if only Chris were here to help her bring the whole thing into focus. Damn. 

She decided to go over the reports coming in every day from the data collectors. It wasn’t anything anyone couldn’t do. She dug into the forever-note files shared by Asma and the box-drop folders collected by Sunil. Why couldn’t those two agree on a format for gods sake? April from Scotland had offered a lengthy and beautifully written blog post on the future of crowd sourced solutions to our biggest ecological and sociological problems. Ruth wrote her a memo requesting that she publish it widely. “PHDs have been awarded on less merit.” She gushed in her correspondence. But these kinds of bits and pieces didn’t help pinpoint what legislation a certain government was considering or having insight into a potential oil spill that could be averted. 

There was a thread that did catch her attention but she was not interested in following it. It didn’t show up on the face of things, in the reports and collected publication data nor in the scientific data. It was subtler than that. A finger print. She might not have noticed it if she’d been sifting through all this stuff with the help of her gift, but it seemed like someone, the same someone had been looking at all of this data. She noticed a comment on one of the ecology blog posts. Someone had recognized her identity and discredited her in the comments. No big deal right?  The internet is like that. But the same kind of attack had occurred again and again, on government issues as well as corporate ones. The names were always different but they had something in common. They always sounded like they were related to bees. She knew that was strange. Bees, honey, beekeepers, stingers, black and yellow, there were others. It seemed the bee people were against almost everything Ruth said, whether on behalf of herself or anonymously. There was even a contradictory comment after she’d praised a particular hotel on Reddit. <<The OP must be blind. This hotel wouldn’t even rate a visit from Michelin, much less a rating. - Buzz>>

• • •

They had only noticed Gina when her car accident landed her in hospital. Since then they had been concocting ideas to kill the girl but of course it would have to be done with the utmost of care. There was so much riding on their secrecy. Edwin had been easy. They were just a bit too late to get Gina, daughter of their first target Jess. Jess had done the favor of dying for them and now they had just Christopher on their hit list. They did not want to kill more than necessary, they were not monsters, but Chris’ involvement in the foundation had undone all the advantages of killing Edwin, such a perfect calculation. Edwin was both easy to kill and no one on earth would suspect foul play as his age made him more of an anomaly alive than dead. 




Ruth despised herself for it but she didn’t want to be alone. She invited Priya to stop by even if it meant bringing the kids. She scheduled meetings at the office, she tried to convince her least annoying specials to join her in checking out the trail of fingerprints she was uncovering. Priya took the opportunity to lecture her again on the merits of leaving the teenaged boy to his obviously dedicated teenaged lover. “You are making foolish and dangerous decisions concerning the boy” She said with her head cocked and one eyebrow raised. Ruth tired of it immediately. “I’m sorry Priya. I know I asked you to come but I have just been called away. I’m afraid we’ll have to reschedule.”  

While she was sifting through the group of homeschoolers Gina and Chris were ostensibly connected to, she noticed something strange. A bunch of them had posted photos, a lot of photos from their last campout. That in itself wasn’t anything, but the comments. The comments and repostings painted the wrong picture. Not one of them mentioned the trip to the Poconos this week, perhaps this group was not involved in this trip. Ruth’s mind flashed an idea which, though she dismissed it, left  heavy and suspicious feeling in her heart. What if they were running off to get married?  Ridiculous, of course,and embarrassing that her mind would jump to that idea. 




Among the correspondence from teams on the oceans project two emails floated to the top. 




Dear Mrs. Bowers.




I am sorry to bother you, but I wanted you to know that the package that Edwin left with me has been picked up as per the arrangements made before his passing. I understand Gina has received the B packet and has read the missives. The A packet has been destroyed as requested in the initial instructions. If you have any questions please feel free to contact me at this secure address. 




Angel Ross




Ruth knew nothing about this. It was Edwin’s plan. He was always so worried that we’d ruined Gina’s life when Jess didn’t return. She wondered if this bit of business would cause a problem. But then again, it had been her own thought that Gina might want to go searching for her Dad and that is why the second odd communication of the day was so puzzling.




Dearest Ruth,




My deepest condolences to you in your loss. I want to let you know I intend to pursue the course of repatriation, sort of. I will let you know if I am successful. No need to tell my daughter, there is no better than 30% chance I will be able to do it. I have some old friends who are at homeland security right now and they may be able to help me. I will be available to receive a reply to this message via courier if you reply within three days time. As usual, include no identifying features in case we are intercepted.




GJ




Guru Jess. That was what the villagers called him before his death in India, after his tour in Pakistan, Bhutan, and Nepal. What do you know!  He was alive. She wondered to herself if Edwin knew this, but of course he did. She missed the son of a bitch. He didn’t trust her with that information for some reason. And the letters!  There were letters for Gina that were not being stored at the foundation. Of course. That was what the Ross woman was talking about. Edwin must have arranged all that. God damn it. But how did the delivery of those letters come to be authorized?  It seemed unlikely that Edwin would put a thing that sensitive on a calendar and yet, it was also fishy that he would leave a decision like that in anyone else’s hands but hers. It was not right. She wondered about the security of the matter. She would have to pay a visit in person to Angel Ross.

There was so much that needed to be confirmed before she could give Jesse the go ahead to return. Not that he’d wait for her permission but what about the continued attempts on Gina’s life? Maybe this was the key to understanding that. Suddenly leaving Gina to fight her own battles didn’t seem like such a great idea. Chris might not blame her for not protecting Gina, because he wouldn’t appreciate the efforts involved but Jess certainly would. The self loathing began to itch in her brain.  She was a more horrible person than anyone knew.  

“Well, Edwin” she addressed her dead husband aloud “You win. We’ll find a way to save the girl, and it looks like a reunion is in store for her. Just like you always hoped.”

Her cell phone interrupted this cozy posthumous couples argument.  A ringtone that she recognized.

“Yes, Nickolas, it has been a while.”

“Our sincere condolences Mrs. Bowers.”  

“Thank you.”

“The person of whom we’ve often spoken, wished me to give you the courtesy of confirming that he noticed the changes to your agreements and you are released from all further obligations.  He would have delivered this message to you himself but, well you know he’s suddenly a rather busy man.”

“Oh no, tell him please, that we are absolutely in a position to renegotiate if he will agree to meet.” Her heart beat faster as she realized that the dealings Edwin had ill advisably made would now be unraveling.  The only difference between dealing with mobsters back in the last century and today is internet access.  It is so easy for them to know and hear and read everything.

“No need, Mrs. Bowers. I think he has everything he requires to proceed without your assistance. As I said, this is merely a courtesy.  We are not barbarians.”

“No.”

“Good Day.” They must know more than she thought.  They must have surveilled Gina, and Christopher and possibly even Jesse. Ruth’s extreme focus on saving the earth’s food supply from a slow and certain death by monopoly was distracted momentarily by the guilt she felt at exposing the others to this risk. Her heart sank and she grabbed her keys.

• • •



Mr. Sanders of San Monto agriculture company had himself funded research involving altering the DNA of honey bees so that they would be attracted exclusively to the markers found in his company’s already patented line of seeds. They had spent the 2010’s suing farmers out of existence and were intending to release the news of their super honey bees as an answer to the expected extinction of natural north american honey bees. They had never divulged the fact that the die offs widely reported in the news was actually due to a mutation that had escaped their lab in Minnesota and had infected tens of thousands of hives across the continent causing a decimation of honey bees and a scare that they then had to keep quiet. 

Their new product was now to be released without fanfare, profit, or public consent because in the end it was not the bees, their honey, their wax or other apiary products that they wanted it was the singular and discriminating taste and labor of  the bees they were after. The mysterious Bee People became aware of the foundation, amazingly because of another BP, British Petroleum.  Infamous for a disastrous oil spill in the gulf of Mexico. The board had been following the disaster closely, aware that public outrage might affect their ability to do business in the U.S. If certain restrictions and penalties were waged against BP oil. They had spoken secretly and had been asked to thwart the foundation at the time. After the spill, BP knew the foundation was after them. BP executive Daniel Klein was friendly with San Monto’s Mr. Sanders. They sent San Monto a tip that they should be aware that Edwin Bowers and his “hoard of weirdos” would be watching them and not to underestimate their ability to get their way in Washington and elsewhere. 

The internet trolling had been a mistake,  a harmless outlet for him as he spent his days trying to get to Edwin, and now Ruth. He had been more careful with Edwin, but in three year’s time, he had never been caught and now that Ruth was in charge he did not see why he should be careful. Clearly Ruth was no Edwin. He felt that getting rid of their pet weirdo, Gina Sheridan would be a good way to both distract, and hurt the organization. He put her name on a list of most wanteds he kept on DarkWeb. He frankly didn’t care how it happened but he had offered a reward that had grabbed the attention of some extremely dedicated and creative individuals. The helicopter debacle had been sloppy and then the attempt on Ruth’s life had been too dangerous. The only successful attempt had been the slow and untraceable poisoning of Edwin Bowers. A win for the assassin, but unfortunately for him, he had been working alone. The board easily put out a hit on him for a fraction of the cost.  It was ridiculous how little it cost these days to have someone killed. Now it seemed that the important objective would be to stop them somehow from getting involved in the bee/seed/ecology interests in the first place or to sink the business that kept their researchers busy and employed. 

A business lunch between Mr. Sanders and Mr. Klein was to be held at the Crepe Vivant in Washington DC. The two discussed the football clubs they supported, and the political special interest groups who annoyingly competed with their well funded lobbying efforts on the hill. As the agreement was made to coordinate their next endeavors, Mr. Sanders grew gravely serious. Are you still having issues with the foundation?”  He cut his organic gluten free seafood stuffed crepe with the sterling crepe fork and knife and awaited the answer. 

“Yes, I’m sorry to report.”

“We were expecting them to shut their doors after the... difficulties their founder experienced last quarter.”

“You make it sound like they were audited. “

“Death and taxes.” He replied

“Well, regardless, I was under the impression that they would be ineffectual without his leadership but it appears someone is pulling strings over there. And they are not finished with their meddling after all. My lobbyist was quite impressed with their impeccable timing. So I’m wondering, without incriminating ourselves, what can we do to put a stop to it. Their insufferable meddling is costing me a lot of money as I’m sure you know.”

“Do you remember a character called Jesse Sheridan?”

“No, why should I?”

“He worked for them over a decade ago. My intel at the time had claimed it was he who was at the heart of Mr. Bowers’ unusual powers of influence and timing. I never believed it but the claim was he had some kind of extraordinary insight that Mr. Bowers relied upon. He died several years ago but I understand his daughter is now working for them. We don’t know if she is as talented as her late father but we decided not to take the chance.”

“I see. So, how long does she have?” He asked with no more passion than if he’d been asking for this year’s derby statistics.

“Well, that’s the thing. I know she must have some skills because three different attempts have all turned up void. I just received word before this luncheon in fact that she has disappeared entirely. No matter. We will be patient and try again.”

“Was her father this difficult to obtain?”

“Quite.”

“How did you finally get him? Perhaps a similar approach for the girl would succeed?”

“We never did.”

“No?”

“He went overseas for an extended assignment and never returned.”

“Well, that’s success any way you look at it. Is he still working as far as you know?”

“Died when his small aircraft went down in the mountains somewhere between Thimpu and Bangkok. We had nothing to do with it.” He added, matter-of-factly.

“Well, here’s to people who do our work for us.” He raised his glass of Penfold Shiraz.

“I am afraid that won’t be the case this time. Someone is helping Mr. Bowers’ widow. I doubt that pretty young trophy wife is running an operation like this on her own.”

“Do we have any leads about whom that would be?”

“No. We are at the mercy of our intelligence. There are a number of interesting characters that we know about but none that have the markers of a leader.”

“So you are down to getting rid of... of this good luck charm of theirs?  The daughter of Mr. Bowers’ favorite consultant?  It just seems like you are grasping at straws. I wouldn’t risk too much to get to her.”

“You underestimate the mess the Foundation can cause for us in Washington. They’ve done it before. If you think your fracking operations have caught unwanted attention just wait until they find out about your offshore plans for the next decade. Besides, I risk nothing. We don’t stoop so low as to dirty our own hands.  That’s what free markets are for.” He smirked.

“Are the contractors still willing to bid for these jobs though?  I heard a rumor that your last guy didn’t live long enough to collect.”

“Unfortunate. It is a very dangerous business. One must mind ones alliances.”

“Are you implying that his accident was brought about by his competition?”

“I am sure I know of no such thing. You might want to review where you are getting your information old friend.”

A nod, with both eyebrows slightly raised marked the end of the subject.

“Now for more important subjects, how far do you think Italia will get this season? My son has bet me all his chores for the month of August if they make it to the world cup.”  His lunch partner chuckled, imagining his old friend taking out trash or cleaning out a garage. But of course he would merely have his staff do the boy’s chores. Probably wouldn’t even have to give them a raise.

“Your boy does chores? Good for you. Builds character.”

“His mother’s idea. I don’t actually know if he does them or not. I assume he gambles with people to get them to do it for him. He’s developing quite a gambling habit.”

“I’m not sure those are the skills and values your wife is trying to teach him,”  He said, laughing. 

“Ex wife. You know that.”

• • •

Ruth knew the way to West Milford. She didn’t need GPS. She even thought she was familiar enough with the address, She’d been there a few times years ago when Jess had lived across the street with his wife. The wife who thought she was a widow. But she wouldn’t be visiting Sasha today, just the neighbor, Angel. She arrived without calling ahead because the risk if someone was waiting for this move was greater than the risk of finding her not home. She knocked on the darkened door and waited. Within a moment the porch light went on and a neatly dressed 50 year old woman opened the door. Her dark hair was pulled into a tidy bun. Recognition replaced annoyance as Angel realized that the person on her doorstep was Ruth.

“Oh, come in, please. I thought you were a Jehovah’s Witness.”  She brought her in and closed the door behind her, turning the porch light off. “Please, Mrs. Bowers, sit down. Would you like a cup of tea?”

“No thank you, Mrs. Ross. I appreciated the condolence card and flowers you sent.“ 

“Oh, yes, of course. I was so sorry to hear about your husband. He was a great man. “

“Yes, he was. Thank you. But I actually came down to talk about the rest of your note. It seems that Edwin left a few unfinished files he no doubt thought he would have time to work on. I’m hoping to get everything tied up so we can move forward the way he would have wanted.”

“I hope I can help.” Angel answered, hoping secretly that this conversation would be the end of her involvement with the foundation. She felt duty bound to keep those letters for Gina, and she was fond of the girl, but she had no desire to be in their employ. The orders to deliver the letters and destroy their duplicates had been given by courier and she thought that was over the top. The secrecy and other suspicious behaviors made her regret ever having gotten involved in the first place. 

“Now, who was it that gave you the order to deliver that packet to Gina Sheridan? We have no record of it. It must have been a project of Edwin’s”

“Ah, I did not know that it wasn’t coming from the foundation directly.” Her brow creased slightly and she began to feel too warm. “I was instructed to deliver the letters in a certain order if I was given one of several code words. Since I knew of Edwin’s passing I knew the word hadn’t come from him but I couldn’t tell you who gave me the order. It was given to me by hand by a courier. They approached me in the parking lot of Shop Rite. He knew the code word. I was to deliver packet 1 on that date. Packet 2 was to be burned. I put it in my wood stove.”

“I see. And who, besides Mr. Bowers have you spoken to about this?” 

“No one. The kids are the only ones who know.”

“Kids?”  

“Gina, Christopher and my son David, who is a friend of theirs and happened to be visiting Gina on the day they were delivered.”

“Oh. And does David know about Gina and the foundation?”

“My son knew Gina as a child. As you might know, our families used to live across the street from one another. They became good friends when Gina decided to be homeschooled.”

“You homeschool him?”

“Yes. He’s officially graduated now but we’re still working on launching him so...”  

“Mrs. Ross,”

“Please, call me Angel.”  Smiles were politely exchanged at this stripping of the first layer of formality.

“Angel, did your son happen to go on a trip with Gina and Chris this week?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact they left a couple of days ago as you must know. They don’t seem to have any cell reception in the mountains though. I haven’t heard from them since they left. I’m sure they will call if they have any trouble of course.”

“So, they are in the Poconos?”

“As far as I know. Something about a writing retreat but.... David isn't’ much of a writer so I’m guessing there will be more hanging out than actual literary pursuits going on.”  Ruth laughed an expertly friendly false laugh and thanked Angel for her time. 

“One more thing, Angel, if anyone other than myself tries to contact you, even if they say they are doing it on Edwin’s behalf, I would appreciate it if you wouldn’t tell them anything until you check with me first.”

“Oh, OK Have I done anything wrong?”

“No no no not at all. I am just being extra cautious where Gina is concerned. She’s still so young. I wouldn’t want anyone to put her in harms way with any careless or uninformed decisions. I will be in touch. Thank you so much.”

“You’re welcome Mrs. Bowers. Thank you for coming all the way out here. It was so nice finally meeting you.” The two shook hands warmly. “Call me Ruth.” She said giving Angel an extra warm two handed handshake. 

Back at the car she realized there was one more person to see. Who could this courier be?  She hoped that Sunil would have some leads. She would also have to talk with the records department who had pulled the box of items of Jess’ for her last week. Perhaps they knew something about it. 

Angel was uncomfortable with the way things were left. She was sure she would be hearing from Ruth and the foundation again. She hoped she would be strong enough to stick to her boundaries and say no if she were asked to get involved again.

The kids were in PA. The kids. Is that what they were?  Ruth did not think of them that way. Perhaps living so long and having friends of all ages made her think differently about age. She didn’t think of Christopher as a kid surely, Gina either. They seemed suddenly vulnerable. As though their age had all at once become important. As though there were dangers out there she hadn’t considered.


Chapter 8




Christopher, David and Gina arrived at JFK after a grueling 36 hours of travel. All any of them wanted to do was go home and sleep but there was still the matter of collecting Chris’s car from long term parking and Driving an hour back home. It was strange knowing they couldn’t talk to anyone besides each other about the life altering experience they had had. The boys were as sorry as Gina was that they hadn’t made any connections to her dad. The country of Bhutan, though, and especially Ganga and Fanny had left an indelible mark on them all. The feeling that they had gotten away with taking this big trip without anyone else knowing about it made the three of them, even David, feel kind of powerful. It strengthened their bonds of friendship and gave them a thrill of knowing they could do anything, really.  

They were dragging themselves through the long terminal to pick up their checked luggage when Gina had the idea that they should go to the office and take a nap there before trying to drive all the way home.

“No offense Gina, but that is a terrible idea. I slept on the plane. I’m fine to drive if you and Chris are too tired but I just want to get home.” She understood the sentiment. Home sounded so good right now. Thoughts of sleeping in her own bed made her suddenly very happy. She hadn’t considered it before David said something.

“You’re right. Sleeping in my own bed! Oh, that sounds so good.” David smiled at her. Chris was quiet. He’d gotten used to sleeping next to Gina, and lying awake next to her. He didn’t want it to end. He bit his lip trying to prevent himself from saying anything embarrassing. He did have something to look forward to though, being alone with Gina. Even though he was able to be with her every day on their trip they didn’t spend very much time away from David, they were often with the others on the tour too, even though they did a fair bit of exploring on their own. He wondered if it was too soon to let her know he’d been thinking of marriage for the two of them. He guessed she would be against the idea. And in fact, the institution wasn’t really the point. He wanted her to himself. He wanted to be able to be with her without having to go home at the end of the day. Marriage was a way to achieve that. He envisioned being together for the rest of their lives anyway. He just wanted it to start now. He hated the idea that as soon as he got to her house he would have to drop her off and go home himself. 

On the trip she was talking a lot about going to college. He was in favor of her not coming in to the office any more until they found a way to change that vision of her dying out front of the offices. Perhaps he could convince Ruth to move the whole operation somewhere quieter. Newark Delaware, or West ChesterPennsylvania. Some sleepy little town with lower rents and a University campus. He laughed at the idea that he could make Ruth do anything. 

“What’s so funny, blue eyes?” She asked with a suppressed yawn.

“Nothing. Just you trying to walk in your sleep with a thirty pound backpack.”

“If you were a gentleman you would carry it for me.”  She joked. 

“If I were a gentleman...  Is that what you’d like me to be?”  She had to check to see if he looked like he was joking. Either her tired brain wasn’t working or his wasn’t but the quips didn’t sound funny anymore. The longing sadness killed any joke that might have been in there. 

“I don’t want you to be anything. I just want you.”  She said quietly as David put the luggage in the car. 

Before they pulled onto the expressway, she was asleep, leaning on Chris’ shoulder as David drove them home, first Gina’s house then his own, It was Chris’ car so he went home last. As David pulled into his own driveway he felt like he should say something. “Thanks, man. It was a great trip. Still friends right?”

“Absolutely.” Christopher replied. “Same mission right?  Keep her safe.”

“Yup.”  David really wanted to add “Make her happy.” But decided against it.




Angel was in the kitchen cooking when he came in.

“It’s you! Come sit. I want to hear all about your trip.”

“Oh, no I have to go sleep mom. I drove all the way back. The others were too tired to take a turn. I better go crash.”

“Well alright. Go sleep then, but when you’re up come talk to me.”  She looked him in the eye. “K?” For a split second he thought she must know about Bhutan. If that was true, how much trouble would he be in? He was so tired, though, and he decided to put it off until tomorrow.”  He slept through the whole day and woke up after dark. He left the house to avoid having to talk to his mom and went over to Stephen’s where he knew there would be people hanging out and playing xbox. Sure enough Stephen and Boogie were there. They hung out and played for a couple of hours until he figured his mom would be in bed then he went home and quietly snuck back in 

Angel was waiting for him. He almost blurted out an apology and admitted the whole thing but instead he thought he’d take a chance. “Hi mom, you wanted to talk?”  She nodded her head. 

“Ruth Bowers was here while you were gone. Do you know who she is?”

“Sure. Chris and Gina work for her. Why was she all the way out here?”

“You know about those letters Gina got from her dad right?”

“Yeah. I told you she read them while I was over there.”

“Well, the instructions I was given to deliver them didn’t come from Ruth like I thought. Ruth didn’t know who the order came from, which is very odd. I am hoping this is the last time I have to be involved in the whole thing but I thought since you are her friend, you should know that someone is, I don’t know, pulling strings over there without telling Ruth and I gotta say, it has me kind of worried. I think you should warn her in person but I don’t know that it would be a good idea to get involved beyond that.”

“What do you mean mom? Involved in what?”

“Just, the stuff her dad was involved in, the people he worked with back then... They could be very... dangerous. When he disappeared I was so sad for Sasha and poor Gina but I don’t think I ever felt surprised. He used to tell me such scary things about the people involved behind the scenes. Never wanted Sasha to know. Didn’t want her to worry. But I’m just telling you to be careful not to get... you know, too involved.”  

The thing his mom was telling him was so disturbing that he forgot to be happy he hadn’t been caught lying and leaving the country without her permission. 

“One more thing, don’t tell her in a text. OK?” I don’t know if this thing is serious but I sensed that Ruth Bowers didn’t have it under control. She might be in trouble or it might be fine. I just don’t know.”

“I’m sure it will be fine mom. Gina is talking about quitting anyway. She wants to go to college.”

“That’s nice.” Angel smiled genuinely,  accepting this as a change of subject.

“And what about you?  What’s on your plate next semester?  More art classes?”  

“Probably.”

“You know it might be time for you to branch out a little. Travel or something. Have an adventure.”

“I thought I just did?”  he said

“Sure, sure, the Poconos are nice. I meant something that would stretch you a little, like a semester abroad or one of those trips Jake Jones puts together. You know they’re in Nepal right now!  That would be exciting.” 

“I’ll think about it mom.” He said and kissed her on the cheek, officially ending the conversation.

• • •

Chris decided not to let any time pass but started messaging Ganga right away. He got word back asking if it would be OK to call now and then so that Ganga could keep practicing his English. This made Chris smile. Of course. They started talking a couple of times a week -  on line so that his mom wouldn’t freak out about international calls. Their friendship grew stronger with each on line meetup. It was a bit like having a cousin. Ganga’s English, which Christopher thought was pretty good to begin with, improved little by little. They talked about all kinds of things, shared books, web shows, political ideas, And Ganga took pictures of his growing livestock and garden of which he was understandably proud.

The calls from Ganga became regular as clockwork. Ganga and Chris developed a regular voice-chat habit once a week. More if there was news. It seemed natural.  Ganga got to tell someone about all of his worries and practice his English and Chris was grateful for the friend to talk to. Ganga did not call Gina because he felt it would be improper but he spoke to her whenever Chris put her on. 

One evening, Christopher’s smart phone chimed that there was someone waiting on voicechat. It was Ganga of course and he sounded very excited. His English had gotten quite good. He had embraced the idea that his best chance of saving his grandparents’ farm would be by befriending westerners. Whether this would prove true or not was a gamble but in the mean time he was improving his odds of succeeding in America should his plans be foiled. “Is Gina there?  I have some very exciting news.”  

“Just a sec, she’s right here.”  Chris handed her the phone.

“Oh, Gina, I have had the most interesting conversation tonight, with an older woman, a friend of my aunt. She was a devoted member of the Hindu community although she converted to Buddhism in the end. She often comes to practice yoga and meditation with Fanny and we were talking about your father. She said there was an American, in those days who stayed up in a small home in the hillside above town. The lady told me that the people in town would take the long trek up the mountain on foot to see him. They brought him provisions and he gave each one a bit of information based on their aura. My Aunt’s friend remembered that everyone started going to see him because the government was starting to become difficult about us in the south. People wanted to know how to decide whether or not to leave the country or to try to stay in Bhutan. 

I asked what they hoped to learn from the man and she said. “He told each one how they would die. “People very much believed that this information could help them decide whether or not to leave the country. In 1989 After the kings plan to exile all the Lhotshampa became real everyone wanted to know whether they would die here or exiled and of course, knowing the answer did not change this because none of the Lhotshampa were choosing to move, but in the end they had no choice. I think, from what you  have told me, this must have been your father. They called him Guru Jess. He is the one yes?”

“He must have been. When was the last time anyone saw him?”

“It’s been years, I’m afraid. Years since anybody had a meeting with him. But the stories of his work are many. Once I knew what to ask. People did not move without speaking to him first and of course, in Bhutan there is always a ceremony. The ceremony of visiting Guru Jess still has some pieces that people do before they move house even though there is no longer a Guru Jess to go speak with.”  Gina did not know what to say and they did not want to leave the line silent either. She cleared her throat. “Thank you for this, Ganga.” She said.

“There is more. I am collecting stories from locals who visit. We have more travelers than locals at the retreat center as you might imagine, but there are those who come up to our place still. I have a book, next to the visitor’s book of Fanny’s  I ask anyone who comes if they have a memory of Guru Jess, they can write it in the book for you. The word is spreading in town. I hope there will be a lot of stories in there that I can send you as a memory of your father. Of  course that is just the ones who have stayed. Most in fact are gone.”  He grew a little philosophical and added. “The strange thing about all this is that the country was trying to create happiness and our people were already quite happy. In the generation that has passed there has been much frustration and misery. Those who have been embraced by other countries have given their happiness there. They could have filled the countryside of Bhutan with their joy. Now there are tears each time we remember what we could have had. I will stay, the longer I’m here, the more chances we have to bring some of our families back home.” 

“If my dad was doing his work to help your people, I wonder why he left?”

“Oh, I don’t know but at the time the stories stop is the same era that the whole region began expelling thousands of our people.”

“Really? Thousands?”

“Many were brought to India, but the Indian government didn’t want the refugees. They put them on busses and took them to the Nepalese border and just... dropped us off. This is what I remember.”

“What did you do?”

“We lived in tents and outdoors for a while. Eventually the Nepalese government set up camps. There was not much food. Not like home where we had crops and animals and bees, but there were schools eventually. We had teachers and books. The displacement camps were all the home my brothers and sisters and I ever knew.”

“My father tried to tell me he was in a dangerous place.”

“There were riots and insurgents trying to help us. Yes, violent people. But peaceful ones too. Many of those who found a place in India staged peaceful protests but some others wanted to fight. Your father was right not to bring you into that madness. It is better now, but the peace is happening without my family and many others who should be in Bhutan where they belong.” 

“Are people still being expelled?”

“Not really, some who have been accused of terrorist activity, but who knows. There are still thousands of people, a whole generation of Lhotsampa, who live in camps, Nepal doesn’t consider them citizens either. According to Bhutan the people who have been thrown out were illegal immigrants but, in the case of my family, we were here since my great great grandfather was brought here as an engineer in the 1900s. We are Bhutanese. I am sure others like my family have similar stories. My grandmother told me the census takers didn’t believe them because they never learned to speak the language without an accent and because they continued to dress like Nepalese. I suspect most of the reason is that we continued with our Hindu traditions. 

“So they have no country.”

“And no protection. No courts, little protection from abuse. It’s not a safe place for children and for women. My parents worked very hard to get my sisters sent away. We had a cousin who was sent to Lancaster P. A. My parents are educated, they could have gotten out sooner but they wanted to make sure our family was taken care of. They did not apply for asylum until my cousins were all taken care of. I volunteered to sneak back into Bhutan to do what I could from here. I have papers that show my status as undetermined and it is enough for now. I can stay here in my parents’ home since Fanny is here, no one wants to arrest me because they are afraid of the attention. I still feel I must walk very softly, my life could crumble to nothing with just a light breeze.

“You must be so worried, all the time.”

“No. I am happy. I am home. I want to bring my parents home someday. They will come and find me happy in the mountains they left.”   

“What will happen to the others?”

“All of my cousins are in the US and New Zealand now. My parents are in Pennsylvania and my aunts and uncles are awaiting their clearance, except for the ones who have died.”

“I am sorry.”

“Thank you”

“The refugees who are left are still in the camps. The government says many of them are poor Nepalese who are faking their status as refugees. I don’t know if it is true. Surely I don’t know very many people who would choose no man’s land over status as a citizen but perhaps Nepal cannot care for all it’s poor.”

“Imagine being so desperate that you would live in a refugee camp when you didn’t have to.”

“Yes, it is almost too sad to believe. But I did not ask to speak with you to make you feel sad, Gina.”

“Oh no, your news about my dad made me very happy. Thank you so much.”




Christopher could hear bits and pieces of the conversation. He felt unbelievable pity for his friend Ganga. He wished he could help him  He understood, now how Ruth must feel, tormented by the petit injustices and tragedies of every special within the connected web. He was not privy to what she heard or felt or knew, only what he heard her say while they were together. She spoke freely in front of him. Once Gina was done talking to Ganga her face shone. “He found stories about my father. He said the people loved him.” She smiled, wistfully. She was so happy to hear those stories, that her dad’s work in Bhutan had been so very important to the people he worked with. “It’s a lot like Ruth.”  Chris observed.

“How do you mean?” Gina asked. “Well, you know, I’ve heard people say that it’s hardest to see a tragedy and not be able to do anything about it... like if someone you love has cancer. But how hard must it be to see a tragedy and know that there is something you can do, that the thing you could do might save them, might make the difference between life and death. Then you start thinking, what will it cost me?  Will I have to lose everything?  My own hopes and dreams?  Would I do it if I lose my family? My country? Will I do it if I might lose my own life to save ten others? A hundred? What if I work my hardest and do the thing that costs me so much and I still fail?”

“Yeah, that’s what he did. I understand a little more now. I wonder if his help saved anyone?”

“If Ganga’s stories mean anything he must have helped hundreds of people escape to better lives. Even though what they really wanted was to stay where they were and farm the land.”  A comfortable silence fell over them and they each digested these thoughts while they rested against one another, grateful for what they had. Grateful to be together.

   After a minute he pocketed his phone and took her hand, carefully looking away as always. “Close your eyes.” She whispered. He closed his eyes and let Gina sit across his lap and kiss his face. She slowly nuzzled his neck and gently kissed his temples and ran her tongue along his lips until their lips began moving together. As the sun set the house grew dark. Gina removed Chris’s shirt and began kissing him on his chest, his arms, his stomach. 

“Your turn to close your eyes.”  He said. 

“OK.”

“Are they closed? “  

“Yes.”  He also took off her shirt and unlatched her bra in the back. His hands ran over her breasts, her shoulders, down her arms. He began tasting her skin with little bites and strokes, teasing around each of her firm white breasts until her nipples hardened . He ran his fingers beneath the edge of her jeans. “I want to take these off. OK?” 

“OK.” she said, unfastening the button. 

“Keep your eyes closed,” he reminded. He loved the sound that the zipper made as he pulled it down. Her eyes were closed and she didn’t see him bend to kiss just above the zipper before he pulled them off. Once the jeans were on the floor he was kneeling in front of her and he took both his hands and stroked her thighs , opening her legs and kissing her thighs making his way to her sex. Once in the center he licked up and down and up again in the center until her outer lips were parted. He could taste the salty wetness of her and she laid back on the bed, her back arched, her breasts standing out in relief against her flat body. As she writhed to a rhythm in her own head he started to feel inside of her first with a finger then his thumb. He stroked the front of her from the inside. Again, firmer, again, wetter. He licked her again. Just on the tip of her clit this time. His soft, warm tongue providing just enough soft, wet slipping sensation as she grew inside. His jeans were uncomfortably tight now and he undid his own zipper. She spoke.

“Chris,”  She said. “Condoms. Please, I want you to be inside me. Please.”  He knew where she kept them and they were thankfully, amazingly, within reach. Before grabbing one from the drawer he slipped his thumb out of her sex then back in again, and slowly out. He lifted her own right hand gently placed her fingers in place using it to stroke her again and left her hand to continue touching herself. He watched her do this, as he tore the wrapper off the condom. Once it was rolled on, funny how easy it was now, he climbed up over her and was genuinely thrilled that he could feel her warm wetness through the film of the rubber. Her vagina squeezed him as he slid, firmly inside her.

On her back she didn’t have as much control over her movements as she liked to have so she directed him. “Now you close your eyes” and she rolled over and on top , they lost their coupling when she did this but that was fine because it meant she got to slide him, completely erect and hard, back into herself again. She could feel, at this angle, the tip of it as it pushed past her whole engorged clitoris firm inside her. His hands were free now and since his eyes were closed, she guided them to her breasts and she moved back and forth, squeezing as he moved in and out. She couldn’t help but let out a sound. The tension was building and she could not bare to hold on any more. His thrusts were becoming stronger and faster. Finally, she let out a high pitched hum and he couldn’t hold on any longer either they both let go and the tremors lasted for a few seconds more before they were spent. 

Her hair was sweaty and tousled. He was ruddy faced and out of breath. She collapsed atop of him and kissed his jaw and ear as he slowly relaxed and held her against him. Her head sank into the pillow, wishing for sleep as her arm and hand relaxed against his bare chest. His eyes were still closed but she couldn’t tell if he was asleep. They breathed deeper and slower until they couldn’t tell if they were sleeping or not. Just enjoying the floating relaxation of being together like this. He pulled away to turn his back to her as he carefully removed the condom and wrapped it up in a little shopping bag that was lying on the floor 

“You better go.” She finally, reluctantly said. Hoping they wouldn’t have to explain themselves to anyone who might return home. He laughed and kissed her one last time. She left the bed to wrap herself in a robe hanging on the door but before she wrapped it around herself, he was able to admire her, reaching, naked, her beautiful form unselfconscious. He was grateful. If given the chance, he didn’t know if he would give her up even if it meant saving the world. No that was wrong. He would give her up to save the world. But not for much less, and only if he was sure of success. He wouldn’t break her heart. She slipped the robe on and turned to him. “You should go.”  She repeated. Smiling sweetly as she caught him staring at her. 

“I will.”  He said and he waited until he heard her get in the shower to slip his clothes back on and take off down the mountain to his house. When he got there he opened his laptop to look at engagement rings on line. They didn’t seem right, somehow but he couldn’t help wanting to give her one. It was inevitable in his mind that they be together. It seemed completely wrong that they had to act as if they did not belong to each other.

• • •

No sooner had he arrived home than Gina was texting him. 





  
    
      	
        


      
      	
        Gina:

      
      	
        I know how to help Ganga

      
      	
        


      
    

    
      	
        


      
      	
        Christopher:

      
      	
        What? How?

      
      	
        


      
    

    
      	
        


      
      	
        Gina:

      
      	
        A website, a social media campaign. For the refugees.

      
      	
        


      
    

    
      	
        


      
      	
        Christopher:

      
      	
        They already have a lot of that you know.

      
      	
        


      
    

    
      	
        


      
      	
        Gina:

      
      	
        I know I looked, but this one will be like a clearing house for people’s stories. They can make a profile showing where they came from, what they did before they were refugees. It can be linked up by location. 

      
      	
        


      
    

    
      	
        


      
      	
        Christopher:

      
      	
        It’s a good idea Gina. Maybe we can suggest it on the boards where they are now? 

      
      	
        


      
    

    
      	
        


      
      	
        Gina:

      
      	
        Maybe it needs to be in the native language as well.

      
      	
        


      
    

    
      	
        


      
      	
        Christopher:

      
      	
        Maybe, but it won’t be the old people who will use a web site. It will be their children. And those people grew up mostly in English speaking places/

      
      	
        


      
    

    
      	
        


      
      	
        Gina:

      
      	
        True, but there has to be a way to share in the original languages.

      
      	
        


      
    

    
      	
        


      
      	
        Christopher:

      
      	
        We could host a yourtube channel for kids to interview their parents about it. Get all the stories linked up on one channel.

      
      	
        


      
    

    
      	
        


      
      	
        Gina:

      
      	
        It’s a good idea. You know anyone with yourtube experience?  It would be bad to ruin it with avoidable mistakes.

      
      	
        


      
    

    
      	
        


      
      	
        Christopher:

      
      	
        Sure. Boogie’s sister, Maryanna has a really successful channel about special effects makeup and cosplay.

      
      	
        


      
    

    
      	
        


      
      	
        Gina:

      
      	
        Why does that not surprise me?

      
      	
        


      
    

    
      	
        


      
      	
        Christopher:

      
      	
        I’ll ask her to help us get it set up. You talk to Ganga and see if he wants to make the first intro videos from his place.

      
      	
        


      
    

    
      	
        


      
      	
        Gina:

      
      	
        I don’t know. It might be dangerous for him.

      
      	
        


      
    

    
      	
        


      
      	
        Christopher:

      
      	
        Well talk to him and see what he says. If he doesn’t want to do yourtube, a blog could be more anonymous.

      
      	
        


      
    

    
      	
        


      
      	
        Gina:

      
      	
        I’ll talk to him. 

      
      	
        


      
    

    
      	
        


      
      	
        Christopher:

      
      	
        K. I’ll talk to Maryanna and see if she wants to help me set something up.

      
      	
        


      
    

    
      	
        


      
      	
        Gina:

      
      	
        Love you

      
      	
        


      
    

    
      	
        


      
      	
        Christopher:

      
      	
        Love you too.

      
      	
        


      
    

    
      	
        


      
      	
        Gina:

      
      	
        Marry me.

      
      	
        


      
    

    
      	
        


      
      	
        Christopher:

      
      	
        What?

      
      	
        


      
    

    
      	
        


      
      	
        Gina:

      
      	
        Autocorrect  : /  I was going to ask you about Marryanna.

      
      	
        


      
    

    
      	
        


      
      	
        Christopher:

      
      	
        ?

      
      	
        


      
    

    
      	
        


      
      	
        Gina:

      
      	
        Nevermind.

      
      	
        


      
    

  








Now that he had a project to work on, Chris was happier at work. He confided in Ruth that Gina had seen her own death in the street outside the office. He told her that this was the reason she had stopped coming in. He wanted to talk to her about college for Gina but he just couldn’t make that conversation happen. Ruth was busier than ever and seemed to always want to be within arms reach or better with Chris. He started bringing his laptop to work as well and insisted on working on it whenever he was assisting Ruth. They figured out that one of the ways they could accommodate this was to be barefoot. Their feet were in constant contact while they worked. Ruth did not divulge that she found this arousing and Chris was just happy he could message Gina and coordinate message boards and your-tube links with Ganga. 

The team in Bhutan started to take on a life of its own just about as soon as they put it out there. Ganga linked to their hub that they had started designing from the other places he knew Lhotshampa were already talking. A self selected group of people began building a robust entry point from the open source sandbox they had decided to work from. It was very quickly too complicated for either Chris or Gina to run any longer and Chris gladly turned over the keys and head moderator status to more qualified children of refugees. Many of them had been hosting cultural sites and local meet ups and they all saw the potential for this new, more unified community. 

In Gina’s honor, Ganga created a special page just for stories, written and filmed about the legendary GuruJess. Unfortunately, while the Bhutanese government was choosing (officially anyway) to ignore their social experiment, it did not escape the notice of the people of SanMonto. The colorful well wishes to Gina from devotees of GuruJess trended high enough to become a blip to the general public and SanMonto’s bounty on Gina became linked on dark-web to her name on the refugees’ network. It wasn’t long before a variety of bounty hunters were competing for the chance to win the prize.


Chapter 9




Until Gina’s name appeared on the refugee network, she was mostly a non entity in the interwebs. She never did get into book-space, like most of the country and writing quippy 140 character comments on life and the world didn’t interest her either. She still kept her ancient my space account she had made when she was 10 and this came in handy as the alternative crowd she’d started hanging out with had started using the dusty cyber ghost town to get away from everybody else. Needless to say, her real name never appeared in any of these places. Until now. Now she had elderly Bhutanese people all over the world sending well wishes via blogdot and YourTube. Her name was mentioned repeatedly, sometimes spelled out in English in an otherwise all Nepali language page. Once the bounty hunters found her name, and linked it to this community it was no big deal to rack her down; not to West Milford; not yet, but to the foundation offices certainly. Soon there were people searching for her boyfriend who they in turn identified as Chris, David or Ganga. It was only a matter of time before one of them tracked her home. The puzzle came together more slowly than it might have because competing hunters never shared intel, but still, it was inevitable. 

A special named Sunshine alerted the office on a Monday that the mail should be monitored. The agoraphobic Sunshine refused to come to the office to screen the envelopes herself but she knew that there was a ricin filled letter on its way to the front desk in a standard white envelope. Sunshine, in addition to being agoraphobic was also chronically worried that her ability to sense poisons and weapons and other dangerous items being sent places put her at an unusually high risk for false arrest. She made it a policy to only tell Ruth over the phone or in person which had become increasingly difficult as Ruth was so busy she rarely answered her phone. Ruth mostly dealt with people via text or not at all. Sunshine was the exception and her call came just as the ricin was discovered in that morning’s mail, addressed to Gina, with no return address, and a smiley face sticker on the back.

Ruth kept this quiet at the office, choosing not to alarm Chris. Another special, earning their keep that week, determined that a hit man had stationed himself across the street, beside a news stand. Body guards were sent over to investigate and then threaten the guy. This worked. He went away, and as far as the specials and Ruth knew, never returned. 

At home, Gina was blissfully unaware of these threats to her existence. She was active on the Bhutanese boards, thanking members who kindly posted stories about her father. The stories dried up around the time of his disappearance which made sense, but Gina wasn’t ready to give up on the idea that he might be alive somewhere. Every note, story and thank you she received from anyone on line represented a life he had changed. She began to wear this knowledge like a talisman, to ward against selfishness that led to entitlement that spilled over into sadness. There was no room for despair now. She decided to learn all about social networking. She signed up for free online classes, watched “TEA talks: information worth having...” and learned all she could from Marianna. If she was slightly bored in the first few months after leaving high school, she was now almost too busy learning and gathering leads and information.

When her mom finally got her concurrent high school/college enrollment squared away she looked over the meager course offerings searching for something that struck her interest. It was a challenge to pick something that she felt would be worth her time. 

Chris was so proud of her, and smitten, and completely un-objective. One day, while walking up to her door, he felt like he was being watched. He immediately got her from her room, led her out the back door and across the lawn to the neighbors’  house. He had been correct although they never knew. The gunman never revealed himself. They took a long walk into the neighborhood Appalachian trail entrance and sat on a large boulder that gave Chris a safe vantage point. Alone at last, Gina didn’t think to question why they were on a nature walk.

“I want to ask you a favor”  He told her embracing her, eyes closed. 

“OK”

“You don’t even know what it is yet?” he teased, stroking her hair

“Doesn’t matter. I know my life has been in danger, Chris. I would do anything for you. I want to live while I can.”

For a moment, Chris considered changing his question. She had agreed to do whatever he wanted. Now would be a great time to propose, but no. His original objective was the honest course. 

“I want you to try to see my death again, Gina. I know you don’t like to. I wouldn’t ask if it weren’t important.”

“But I never do see your death, Chris, you know that right?  It’s always me who dies in those visions.”

“I know. I want to know if we’ve changed anything since the last time.”  She had said she’d do anything for him but this...   Her own vision affected her more than the others, not because she feared death but because she had to feel the regret of leaving Christopher. She had to see him die inside knowing it would be her fault. The only mercy of being the one dying is that the dead are at peace. They don’t have to feel the regret of losing their loved ones. They don’t have to feel anything. This game of looking at herself die, again and again, robbed her of the peace of death and death would still take away everything she loved, It was the worst possible combination. But she agreed. For Chris.

“Okay.”  

“Okay. I’m sorry to put you through this, baby, but I have to try. You understand.”  She did, but unlike before, the fact that Gina would die, that she would die young even, was not in dispute in her mind. She didn’t feel as though she should or could change it. But she would let Chris do as he liked until then.




Gina saw herself at sunset, walking down a city street, hand in hand with Christopher. She didn’t recognize the street. It was a city street, certainly, there was traffic and there were stores and restaurants but not too many people walking along the sidewalk. Not like New York, she thought. Suddenly she saw herself trip. And fall forward. Chris turned to catch her and stop her fall. She went totally limp in his arms and then she could see the blood blossoming through the back of her coat. There was a small hole in the back of the coat and a bright red stain growing bigger and bigger. The look on Christopher’s face was the worst. A look she’d only seen in her visions. An indescribable pain. He started to fumble to the ground with her now completely limp form. He screamed at someone walking by to call 911 but it came out so garbled and scary the lady just shouted in alarm and ran away. Someone pushed Chris aside and tore open the coat, listened for a heart beat, checked her breathing,  started chest compressions. Called out clearly for another bystander to call an ambulance. More people started gathering around. Chris had collapsed on the ground beside Gina, he held her hand and wept, his mouth open in a silent scream. He looked at her face and knew she was gone before the good samaritan did. His head bowed to the ground and the scene faded, as the stranger continued chest compressions and mouth to mouth.

• • •

When she came to, Chris was rubbing her hand with his thumb nervously. “Tell me.”

“It’s changed.” 

“That’s good!  That means not coming to work helped.”  She smiled, trying to decide whether telling him would help anything or not. But knowing that the real pain could not be avoided, this littler pain laced with hope didn’t seem as bad. She squeezed his hand and looked into his eyes, one last time, knowing that it might be the last chance for that in a while. 

“Tell me more. What did you see.”

“Still me Carebear, Gunshot. Out in public but I didn’t recognize where. We were together, holding hands until the very end.” She faltered and choked out “I think we have to face the fact that I am not going to make it Chris. We have to do whatever living we’re going to do now. I don’t know how not to hurt you. I’m, I’m so sorry.”

Chris decided that while he still believed he could change this future, he also did not want to torture Gina with it. He sat her down on the stone wall that was keeping the woods from swallowing this stretch of winding road. “Well, Princess Peach,” she scowled a bit as he brushed an encroaching clump of tall purple grass out of her way. “Close your eyes if you don’t want to see it again because I am going to kiss you.”  He held her hands in his and kissed her fingers. He got down on his knees in front of her. “Keep them closed, I have to ask you another favor.” She knew what he was about to say and she had an answer for him already in her mind. “Gina, Sheridan, lover of my soul, light of every morning,” she resisted the temptation to make a joke. Instead she kept her literally bit her tongue to keep from saying anything. Her gaze was downward at their intertwined fingers.

“Marry me.”  It was a command rather than a question, a distinction which he had made on purpose because of the panic he felt that she might not understand how much he needed this to happen. 

She smiled, and laughed a bit. He thought this was an encouraging sign but still, laughter was not a yes.

“Close your eyes.” She wanted to have her turn. He obliged. “They’re closed.”

“I love you.”  She paused. “Do you know what I learned on our first day in Bhutan?”  Now he was feeling very nervous. He couldn’t say anything so she continued.

“When we arrived, and were being shuttled to our hotel in Paro, there was a big wedding party in the lobby. Remember?”  he nodded. “The couple getting married were tourists. I asked our tour guide to translate the llama and she did. It was a blessing. She explained that they use the same blessing at the beginning of a journey. We got to talking, after we left the lobby of course,  You and David were getting our keys. She told me that in Bhutan, when a couple wants to marry they move in together. After they live together for six months then they can get married in a ceremony. They trade white scarves, they drink from the same cup. She said they live with the bride’s family after that. They even work for the bride’s family if needed. 

“I thought about that the whole time we were there. We lived together on the trip. I started thinking about that as the beginning of our journey. I feel like we are already becoming married. We just... haven’t got to the official wedding yet.”

There were tears leaking out from his closed eyes. She kissed him and they held each other.

“So, you will?  You do want to?” He felt he had to hear the words.

“Yes. I am yours already.”  

He pulled out a wooden box and she opened it. “I will get you a proper ring, but this is what I wanted to give you today.”

She opened it to find a filigreed band, very wide, with white and yellow gold flowers all the way around. In each flower there was a tiny clear stone like a diamond. There were perhaps thirty small stones in all. She put the ring on her hand and admired it. There would be no ignoring this ring, that was certain.

“When we get you a proper engagement ring you can wear this one on the other hand if you want to.”

“I don’t want another ring.”  She said, 

“You don’t want a real diamond?”

“No. This one is perfect.”  She was secretly glad he had not bought a diamond. She had heard that real diamonds cause all kinds of conflict and heart ache for the people who bring them to market. She was glad she hadn’t been a party to it. She kissed him again.

“Now we just need to convince Sasha and Johnny to let you move in.” She was joking, but in a world where three teenagers can travel half way across the globe and back without their parents noticing, anything was possible.

“I have another idea.” He said, hopefully.

“What if you go to college, and we get a room together near campus?”  

“It could work.” She thought secretly that the street she’d seen in her vision might be just such a campus but she kept the thought to herself. She would live while she could. “Don’t we need to be close enough to work so that you can afford an apartment?” 

“There’s always Fordham, or NYU?”

“Sure, or what about Barnard or Juilliard while were at it?”  Gina did not have any confidence that she’d be able to get into anything other than a state school. But Chris had no doubt that the foundation would be able to arrange anything they asked for. It would have been an ideal situation were it not for the looming danger to Gina’s life. Ignoring that and moving forward, he held her hand again and they just walked and walked around the winding roads of upper Greenwood Lake across the Apallachian trail head, to the waterfall and back. By the time they got home it was too dark to safely walk the trails. The moon was a silver. Hazmat the kitten was pacing back and forth mewling loudly to be let in. The danger had past since Gina’s Parents had arrived home by then.

Sasha and Johnny were curled up on the couch watching Dr. Who reruns. Gina and Chris sat down beside them and watched too. When the episode was over, Chris, remembering his role as servant in his bride’s parents’ house got up and made tea for everyone. When he brought the tea things into the living room, Sasha took the steaming cup with a thank you. Johnny added honey to his and thanked him as well. He sat down again and watched another episode. He decided not to push Gina into talking to them. If he had to, he would wait until they could move into an apartment at whichever school Gina chose to attend.  He cleared the tray and the cups and kissed Gina without asking her to leave the room first. Sasha gave Johnny a raised eyebrow. Johnny smirked in return. “I’m gonna go now. Good night.”  He went home to plan and to talk to his own parents about what had transpired. He wanted everyone to know, but it didn’t matter. All that mattered to him was that she had said yes.

• • •

Between helping with the Bhutan website and visiting colleges Gina found herself happily busy most of the time. She kept her Tuesdays open to hang out with the Wawayanda homeschoolers and as the weather got colder their weekly park visit changed into a variety of indoor activities; the movies, bowling, watching movies on line or playing video games or even board games  at someone’s house. They saw less and less of the moms and the littles as the activities became more varied. The pot smoking was relegated to walking to the park, or the woods, sharing a joint and coming back home high to hang out in the back yard. If any of them was especially loud or giggly the others kept him occupied outside but usually they managed to come in and behave themselves and enjoy their high in the comfort of the house. Now that winter was here in earnest though, it was inconvenient trying to hide it from families and often it was just so cold outside. Gina liked smoking pot because it took away the necessity of watching out not to touch people. Her visions never came when she was high. She could take it or leave it though as far as the feeling went. Also she didn’t like the feeling that Chris would judge her harshly if he knew how regularly she smoked now. David, who never indulged did enjoy the fact that Gina was more comfortable when she’d been smoking. She didn’t mind sitting with him, leaning up against him and even looking at him while they talked. The eye contact made up for the lack of interesting conversation. He reminded himself each time that the torture was unnecessary. He thought about finding a girl friend just to take his mind off of her but somehow he never met a girl he wanted to ask. It never felt right. 

Gina enrolled in a photography class and web design at the community college for spring. The plan was to take that and whatever math she could test into while she waited for Fall semester to “go away to college”. That was the plan. It made her feel like the future was working itself out. It felt good, hopeful. In the mean time, even before the new semester started, her job was to pick a university where she could enroll in the fall. She wouldn’t have enough credits yet to be a transfer student but Ruth assured her they would be able to help her clear that hurdle. She would start as a first semester freshman like everyone else. She and Chris visited every campus they could think of within an hour’s drive of work. He reminded her that she could look farther so long as they found an apartment between the two locations. Gina was happy. She could imagine being happy for a long time. The omens of her early death hadn’t stopped, it’s just that she felt they would all be averted, as the future changed and rattled about. Just as she had survived the car accident last year, averted the hit and run in California last summer and changed the course of the news stand shooter, she was willing to count on her continued ability to dodge all these attempts on her life. They were unjust and she would not give in to them. 

The most recent close call was with a car that followed them home from work. He had tried to crowd them off the road forcing his big escalade between them and the safety of their lane. Chris had slowed down as the car shifted into their lane but the escalade slowed down too. It was obvious he intended to continue forcing them off the road and over the feeble railing that stood between them and the ravine. The roads through Ringwood were dangerous enough without the assault but Chris had been driving them for as long as he had known how to drive and he was able to outmaneuver the man while Gina called the police on her cell. The police came right away and pulled over the other driver for recklessness without even stopping to get a statement from Chris and Gina. His attempt on their life was chalked up to “aggressive driving” which would get him a citation but not even revoke his license. Chris was not as blasé as Gina managed to be about the periodic close calls she was subject to. He was reassured a little bit by her confidence but not concerned that they would never really be free from them. They would never be able to totally relax. He hoped that her move to one of the many college campuses she was considering for next year would end the problem but without knowing exactly what was motivating the attempts he had no good information to make them stop. 




Chris started going home to Gina after work. He didn’t leave until it was time for him to get some sleep. And even then, if they both fell asleep on the couch while watching TV he might not leave until sunrise. Sasha told them that wasn’t going to work for her, that he wasn’t allowed to stay over night. Christopher, at least minimally, tried to abide by her wishes. One night, a rare moment occurred. Sasha and Gina were alone in the house. 

“Why don’t we cook dinner together?” Sasha suggested.

“OK. What should we make?”  Gina agreed. They went into the kitchen and took out ingredients for Mulligatawny soup which Sasha used to make when she a was a young stay at home mom. Should we do it vegan or with chicken broth?  You know the indian cooks make it both ways.”

“You know it’s not strictly speaking an Indian dish right?”  Said Gina.  

“What are you talking about it’s my favorite thing at all the Indian restaurants?”  Sasha loved these kinds of exchanges with her daughter. She was so glad to have her back, happy and healthy.

“When the British occupied India the soldiers wanted soup. It was a proper course in an English dinner but the Indians didn’t really have a soup course. They took this pepper pot recipe and watered it down so that it could pass for a soup course instead of a heavy stew or curry which would have been a meal in itself.”

“Hmm, what do you know?” They chopped and grated and stewed and Gina made a pot of rice, rinsing and re-rinsing it by hand before setting it to simmer. 

“Mom, why can’t Chris stay over?” Gina cornered her mom while she was adding the many spices to the pot. 

“Gina. It’s not right to have your boyfriend spend the night. What kind of mother would I be?”

“An understanding one.”  She said.

“When you are out on your own, or married.” She regretted saying it. It wasn’t really what she meant.

“So if Chris and I get married then he can stay the night?”

“You know that’s not what I mean.”

“What do you mean?”

“I guess I mean I am uncomfortable thinking of my daughter having sex in the next room.”

“Mom, if we promise not to have sex while you and John are home then can he stay?”

“No. And what do you mean while we are home?” this conversation was so not what Sasha had in mind when she suggested cooking together. This child was growing up entirely too fast.

“Mom, you must know we’ve been having sex.” She said, guessing that her mother would have come to that conclusion months ago.

“No, I didn’t know. You are still on the pill, right? Do you need me to take you to the doctor for a check up?”

“I’ve been on the pill for six months. We also use condoms. But we won’t do it while you are here. Please, let him stay over. I hate making him drive home in the middle of the night, sometimes in bad weather.”

“Me too, but I must say that I thought the answer to that was to send him home earlier and check the weather channel before making your plans.”

“If we were married, though. Then you’d have to let him stay, right?

“If you two were married, you would need to find another place to live.” Gina had her answer.

“OK.” she replied simply.

“What do you mean OK?  This is not clear thinking Gina. You are on your way to college... maybe grad school... a future.”

“I have a now though mom. I just want Chris.” She let the matter drop but her plans were cemented. Neither party felt she had been heard but as far as Gina was concerned, the decision to move out had just been made. She would miss Sasha. She would miss her impromptu talks with Johnny. They would have to visit. It was easy to imagine herself sharing a place with Chris. If she went to college in the city they might even be able to find a place closer to work. She didn’t figure they could afford anything right in the city but there was married campus housing at some of the colleges. She hoped they would be able to find something that was affordable. She decided to pick a college as soon as possible so they could start looking for housing right away. When she told Chris her new plans he was so happy he picked her up and twirled her around. She kissed him upon being put back down. 

“That is the,” kiss. “Best” kiss “News” kiss “I’ve ever heard.”  He told her. She looked at her ring. Their engagement, their Bhutanese style marriage actually, felt more real in the light of this news than it had when she first said yes.

• • •

On a golf course on Martha’s vineyard two old friends played 18 holes. They were competitive in spirit but neither one was very good. Neither one had spent any time keeping up his game in recent years. The now CEO of SanMonto enterprises had a gift for his old friend, the manager of the US division Of British Petroleum. He had it on good authority that the price on Gina Sheridan’s head would have to be paid. He was glad to be done with the whole affair. Though no one had tracked the prize to anyone he knew, the sheer number of desperadoes crawling out of the woodwork made him uncomfortable. With the money involved he had been certain the whole thing would be over in a fortnight. It had been two months,  He wasn’t even sure he wanted the girl dead now, he just wanted the foundation to go away.

“My Bees are about ready to launch.”  He told his old friend.

“Oh God help us.” He laughed. 

“And another thing is brewing.” He said, stepping back to let his friend concentrate on the shot.

“Really?”  He took the swing and winced as the ball listed in the wind.

“Oh too bad. Tell you what, if I get the call I’ll tell you all about it.”  He set up, peered into the sun and just as he was shifting into the downswing his phone vibrated and broke his concentration. His ball went so far afield that the listing ball no longer put his friend out of the running for the hole.

He shrugged and took the call while a caddy drove them toward the green.

“I see. Thank you. Yes. Let me know.” He pocketed his phone. “That was it.” He said.

“I can hardly wait to hear. Did you win the right to clone cows?” joked his friend, always with the perfectly timed British dry humor.

“No, not that good. The reward on the Bowers’ um...pet weirdo has been collected.”

“You had her killed?”

“Please. I don’t do that sort of thing. Honestly.”

“But she is dead?”

“Yes, it’s sad really. She was a legacy.”

“You really are a sick bastard.”  He said as he shook his head. “Cigar?”

“Not allowed. Club rules.”

They both lit up anyway.

“One step at a time, my old friend. Now what if you pay me back by buying me a couple of senators eh?”

They finished their game and returned to the club house in good spirits. The afternoon ended in civilized fashion with a 30 year old Single Malt Whisky from the closed distillery of Caperdonich. “To the end of tyranny.” he toasted. 

“You are melodramatic, but OK. The end of tyranny.”




David saw it first. Gina had been fine when he arrived. He was keeping her company as she waited for Chris to pick her up. They had plans to tour the campus of Columbia. He was going to tour it with her then go to work while she spent the day sitting in on classes and having lunch with a student mentor. David had seen a car with Connecticut plates drive by the house and then he saw it a second time. He told her to go in the house and he walked up to get a better look at the car, a black Nissan, pretty new and nondescript. As he walked through the yard toward the road Christopher pulled up and it must have scared the guy because he drove away. Chris got out and called to David. “Who was that guy?”

“No idea, but I guess he didn’t want the kind of trouble the two of us can cause he turned tail pretty quick.”  Chris knew something had gone wrong immediately. He ran toward the house calling to David “Where’s Gina? Is she inside?”

The front door had been bolted but the slider wasn’t locked and he fumbled through the glass door only to find the scene he’d been dreading and trying to change again and again for a year. The assailant had run away out the back. David ran after him as fast as he could. He managed to catch up to the guy and tackle him slamming him to the ground but then he heard gunshots and the black car approaching from the street behind the neighbor’s yard. He rolled out of sight behind a large landscaping stone in the neighbor’s yard. The guy got up, disoriented and stumbled into the car. David tried to get pictures with his phone as they sped away but he was too slow.  It was no good.

Gina had been on the floor, her neck circumscribed with angry red marks where she had been choked. Her breathing was shallow and she was incoherent. Her eyes seemed far away, her pupils dilated. The killer had injected her with something. She was fading. She closed her eyes. Chris tried to keep her awake, he patted her face he talked to her and even shook her by the shoulders but she was gone. It was David who called the police. He told them what had happened and they promised a road block and an ambulance but even as the operator was reassuring him he knew it was already too late. While Chris held her in his arms her breath and her heart slowed to a stop. He started  CPR and mouth to mouth but there was no change. No pulse, no breath. He knew, had Gina been describing it - this moment would be the end of the scene. He blacked out and never would remember the moments between stopping compressions and when the paramedics took her limp body from underneath his hunched over form and put her on the gurney. They brought her to St. Anthony’s to wait to be identified by her parents. 

The police took both the boys to the West Milford station and asked them a series of questions and released them. Both Christopher’s parents and David’s Mom had come down to get them and drive them home.

“It’s over.” said Chris. “Over.”  He was stunned and numb and a little disoriented. David was in shock as well. He saw Chris’s catatonic state and understood how he must be feeling. He had no words for his friend and not one thing to say to his own mother the whole drive home. Christopher’s mother was so worried about him that she called the number of the mental health services that the social worker had given her at the police station. They agreed to see him right away. He wouldn’t talk to them though. He wasn’t ready to talk to anyone. He didn’t even know if he was breathing or not. It felt like he was underwater. Drowning. He tried to sleep. 


Chapter 10




The days after that were a blur of questions by police, by Ruth, by the homeschoolers who had known her. He was able to defer some of this intrusion to David who, since he had also been present and knew about as much as Chris. But other than these questions, no one tried to talk to Chris and that was a relief. His mom informed him that Gina’s funeral would be held at Queen of Peace because they had the biggest sanctuary. None of those words made sense to him except funeral. She offered to drive him when the time came but he wouldn’t let her. Instead, he insisted on driving himself. His mom and Dad didn’t attend. 

Though Chris was certain Gina had not believed in God as such and he knew she would have been against this public gathering designed to put her on display, here they all were. Gina, in an open box upfront: Her hair had been curled and her clothes had been chosen by... someone. A blue dress, she had to his knowledge never worn in life.  Sasha and John were sitting in the front row with people, no doubt family members, Chris had never met. Her Aunt, Uncle, little cousin sitting among them. The little girl was playing with a teen-monster doll. She had recognized Chris as she entered and ran up to give him a hug, “Christopher!” she said. 

“Hi Morgan,” he said. Happier to see her than he expected to be. 

“Gina’s magic helmet worked!” she said quietly, remembering where they were. “I wish I could tell her, but...”  Her wide eyes expressed the sad confusion she felt inside. He looked up at her mother standing with her. “She had a little mishap with the neighbor’s car but she’s fine.” She explained trying not to bother anyone in the quiet sanctuary. Then she took Morgan’s hand and directed the girl to the front seats where family was supposed to sit. 

He couldn’t stand it that so many strangers were here. She was gone, she was gone. He was gone too. Numb and walking and talking but dead inside. He sat as though in a trance until an usher from the church, wearing a brown suit, approached him. For a moment he thought he was about to be asked to sit up front with the family but instead he was given a small pillow shaped box. 

“Excuse me,” the man had whispered  “Are you Christopher McKinney?” he read the name from the handwriting on the little box. Chris stared at him for a minute, wondering what to do. He finally said “Yes,” and the man gave him the box and softly said  “The family thought you might like to have this. It was... It was her’s.” The explanation was excruciating. He wished the man would just leave. Finally, not getting any more words of acknowledgement, the usher walked away thinking vaguely about the rudeness of young people these days. 

He was afraid to open the box but he couldn’t sit there and not know what was inside. He squeezed the sides slightly and out tumbled the filigreed ring into his palm. White and yellow gold flowers with tiny stones inlayed. It was the ring he had bought for her secretly when they were in Bhutan. The ring she had worn as a symbol of their evolving marriage. It was the only thing left that declared that she had been his. 

He wept. 

Other people were starting to make their visits up to the open casket, he took one last walk up the aisle. He didn’t speak, he was worried he would not be able to stop crying if he tried to use his voice. He simply placed the ring on Gina’s finger and returned to his seat. He did not look up to see if her parents noticed. He didn’t want anyone to see him. He wanted to be with her.   

Wandering by one at a time various people went and looked at her lovely face, hidden behind the cake makeup unlike anything she would have put on her face. The lids, painted with tasteful hues of blue she would never have chosen hid the sparkling eyes that could see you in your frailty and had witnessed the final departure of half the people in this room. She had known an intimate bit of each of them... had understood and witnessed the last moment of so many though most never knew. 

A stream of people from the foundation came forward, most only walked by the casket and gave a pained nod or a grimace of sadness. Ruth first approached Sasha and said something to her and handed her an envelope and then returned to sit near the back next to Chris. 

“I’m sorry Christopher. I know. I really know. And I am so terribly, terribly sorry. Sat Nam.”  She sat beside him and put her hand on his. Chris felt a little bit of strength return to him through Ruth’s gesture. It was too little to make him feel again but it was something. 

As they were sitting like that, wishing they could be anywhere else but in this place, at this time in this dimension, they both noticed a man walk in and approach the casket. Wearing a knit hat and a cotton scarf he looked a bit out of place, even foreign but he stepped up to the casket, began to tremble and weep, tears rolling down and dripping off the bottom of his salt and pepper beard like spring rain. He bent down and kissed the corpse that was all that was left of Gina Sheridan. He kissed both cheeks twice, then another time and mumbled something that sounded like”Im sorry Im sorry Im sorry Im sorry Im sorry” He quietly laid a single feather in the casket with her and just as people were beginning to look around at one another he silenced his sobs and his apology and walked back up the aisle of seats wiping his eyes with the backs of his hands. He didn’t stay and the service proceeded as it had started. Chris noticed that Sasha had stopped crying. She sat motionless as if in a trance. John tried to help by holding her tightly. Chris, in the back, turned an accusing eye to Ruth and mouthed the word “Jess” Ruth confirmed this with an almost imperceptible nod of her head. With new people expressing condolences to Sasha and no one bothering to notice Chris sitting there in his tiny hell of nothingness He decided he’d had enough. He dropped Ruth’s hand and left. He had a vague thought that if he saw Jess Sheridan outside he was going to punch him as hard as he could in the face. 

Jess Sheridan was not out front. He had driven away as quickly as he had come. He knew when he started the process of repatriation that he might not be allowed to return. According to the US he was dead. There is no way to get papers for a man who’s been declared dead. No passport, no visa, no birth certificate would be issued him now. When he’d taken the life changing path that led him to Turkey, then Afghanistan, India, Bhutan and finally Nepal he had thought it would be temporary. It was an assignment like that of a foreign correspondent but the plans changed as his involvement grew deeper. There were times he settled down in a village for months to gain the trust of specials or their families. Years in one special case. But still he had intended to come home. If not to Sasha, at least for Regina. But 9/11 changed everything. People who might have helped him return got cold feet and strands of trusted connections dried up. It was no longer possible to safely forge one’s way over the boarder or through U.S. Customs. He went deeper instead of trying to come home. But he didn’t know at the time that it would be so... permanent for Gina. He had photos from every year of her life. Birthdays, Christmas, summer vacations, Halloweens. He’d even known about her involvement with the Foundation. Since they started, Edwin was always going to figure a way to send her to Nepal to meet and spend time with him. The week before Edwin’s death was the last contact he’d had with anyone on the matter and Edwin had kept it entirely secret, even from Ruth. The final decision to send her the letters that He’d written all those years had been an idea Edwin had when Gina first made contact with the foundation. Jess was officially dead and the letters were an especially difficult contradiction to that fact. He had hoped to break the news to her gradually, show her that he’d had little choice but beg her forgiveness because he did regret the little choices that he made. He wanted her back. He wanted the years back. He wished he had lived for her now and not for the work. 

Jess was devastated and now he was in the U.S. In a post post war era with nothing to do, no job no family, no desire to ever see anyone from the foundation ever again, though he knew somehow Ruth would be able to find him if she wanted to. On this side of the earth he would have to catch up to the rest of the world. Even the Himalayan peoples he had worked with all those years were connected now, not in spirit, like some kundalini oneness, but just by words, video and technology. The internet happened to everyone eventually. He started searching for people on line. He found his page and saw all the comments written praising him and thanking Gina. It was almost more than he could take. If he had only found this site a year earlier there might have been time. Secretly he blamed Ruth for Gina’s death. The moment he had to say goodbye to a daughter he had never known was the saddest of his life. The one where he visited her website for the first time and learned what she had become was his proudest moment.

He went home repeating “I love and am loved” as a mantra. It made him feel better when he thought of Gina, a vibrant young talent whose work was practical and pivotal, who had touched so many people... He lost himself, easing his pain with periods of drinking and smoking pot but eventually he decided to honor her spirit by continuing the work that started it all. Eventually he considered returning to the foundation. He would be the death seer for them and work on the projects that he had special talents for. He left a message for Ruth.

“I got back to the United States just in time to find and attend my own daughter’s memorial. I am a wreck as you might imagine but I want to help. I have to keep working. Call me.”

• • •

A light snow was falling when Sasha and John finally made it back to the house. There was a slim line of smoke swirling up from the chimney. The porch light was on and the lights glowed from the kitchen.

When they came in, the smell of lasagna and garlic bread awakened hunger in them both, who had neglected to eat anything on this very long, unspeakable day. There was a candle lit on the dining room table which was set for two. 

As they entered and took off their coats Christopher placed the steaming lasagna onto the table. “Mrs. Galuzzo brought this over.” He said. Then he went into Gina’s room and fell asleep on her bed. 

Gina’s parents didn’t know what to do. They ate the lasagna and went to bed themselves, Sasha quietly sobbing every once in a while. When he awoke, Chris went to the kitchen and cleaned it. He set out plates and cups for breakfast and made a pot of coffee in the french press and a pot of oatmeal. He left the pot of oatmeal, sliced apples and brown sugar on low and cleaned his own bowl and went outside to sit and be. The snow had collected in the branches of all the trees. Wet, cold horrible snow but beautiful. He had a joint that the kids at the park had snuck to him by way of a condolence gift. He lit it and sat on the freezing cold porch outside Gina’s bedroom. 

Each day for several days he refrained from talking to Sasha and John except to tell them who had brought them dinner that day. The neighbors and friends who had organized the meals were all strangers to him. He assumed they were all friends of Sasha’s. It actually surprised him how many people came by with casseroles and homemade pies. He never knew so many people would care in this way, and although they were there for Sasha’s grief it struck him that they were also there for a love of Gina. This touched him. His grief was soothed just a tiny bit by their gifts and by his new routine. He prepared the table, he heated the meals, he cleaned the kitchen after. Then he retired to Gina’s room, surrounded by her things, surrounded by her smell. Her little cat Hazmat curled up next to him demanding to be petted.

On the fourth day, when Chris awoke, John was sitting in the chair across from the bed. He was showered and dressed and though his eyes looked tired, he seemed to have pulled himself together. “You know...  We didn’t know what to do, Chris, but... You know you can’t keep on like this. You have to go home. Your mom wants you home. She’s worried about you.” He hadn’t cried since the funeral but he cried now. Unashamed to have this wave of emotion in front of John, but shame couldn’t have held it back anyway. Like his place in the back of the church at the funeral, the idea of going home, of leaving this house with its memories felt so wrong. It felt so cruel that his right to these things was not recognized by anyone.

“You were supposed to be my family.” He said. Not really hoping that this would make sense to Johnny. John sat next to him on the bed. Not really knowing what to do but knowing he had to take care of his wife. “Sasha is devastated. You know, your being here just makes it harder for her.” Chris realized that Sasha had never consented to be his mother in law even if Gina had consented to be his wife. “We were going to get married.” He tried to explain.

“We know. We thought that’s what the ring was about. But you still have to go home.” He was quiet but firm. 

“OK.” Chris gathered his phone, and his wallet, he retrieved the letters from their hiding place and looked around one last time, knowing it might be the last time he would see this place. The back pack from their trip was sitting on the floor next to the closet and he didn’t know why he felt compelled to look inside but once he opened it a whole separate wave of weeping pulled him under. There on top was a pair of white scarves, tied together with a red silk cord and a china drinking bowl. The elements of the Bhutanese wedding ceremony. She hadn’t told him she had these things, even after they had agreed to get married. She had to have been saving them for the ceremony. His footsteps left a single set of prints down the front walk. By the time his car was out of the drive, they had started to be covered in the sticky wet snow that was still slowly falling.

 He drove home in a fog, walked to his room which felt so very wrong and strange. His mother came in to tell him she loved him. He nodded his head and stared out the window, watching the snow fall, watching the squirrels come out and scratch on the ground looking for pine nuts and acorns under the snow. He didn’t remember what his mom said to him that day but when he awoke there was a plate of food beside his bed. He decided to go back to work the next day. The food seemed to clear his head and now he just wanted to do something. He figured Ruth would be too kind to call him in but her work would come to a stand still without the special access that his presence afforded her. He could be numb there, he figured. Driving back and forth would be like a meditation to him.

The moment he arrived in the morning the others were lined up in the entry hall to greet him back. He had wanted to walk in like nothing was different. Their kindness touched him but he did not stop to speak to them. He went in to sit with Ruth. If she was surprised to see him she kept it well hidden. He sat with her the entire day, alternately doing bits of work on his lap top and staring off into space. She made sure he ate at lunch time and at the end of the day she sent him home. 

After he left, Asma came into her office. “My mom told me Jess Sheridan is coming back.”  Ruth sighed.

“He wants to. I don’t know if it’s a good idea to have him around Christopher right now. What do you think?”  she asked.

“I think that in the long run it might be good for both of them.”  Ruth thought about this but she remembered the grim look on Chris’ face when Jess turned up unannounced at Gina’s funeral. She needed to talk to Jess. She needed to find out what he wanted, to explore their boundaries and test his alliances. She wished she could have Chris by her side while they talked. That’s actually what would have to happen eventually. Chris would have to know what was going on. Seeing the fallout of Gina’s passing, feeling the broken heart of Christopher the first time they worked together after the funeral, Ruth realized how foolish she’d been just a few weeks before. How very silly it had been to try to steal this heart from the heart it was clearly already bound to. She felt ashamed of herself but also glad she never told him of her intentions. Now that she was so  so sorry for his loss, he felt more like a compadre in their grief than a love interest. She hoped Priya Jain and Asma had kept her confidence about the matter.




Little by little Chris regained his consciousness. Like waking from a complicated dream he kept wanting to go back to sleep and solve the dreamlike problems that were not real. It was at once confusing and compelling to fall back into the stupor of grief that came like waves when he did not expect them. Slowly he worked on a tribute to Gina, a page linked to the one they had built for Jesse. It was important to him to explain the great sacrifice she had made on behalf of the work she was so devoted to. Each time he sat down to work on it it felt hopelessly cheesy though and he would erase big portions of it and redo them. His working mind always wanted it to be one way and then when he’d been gone from it for a while he would come back and read it and just feel embarrassed by the writing and the tone. 

Regardless of his dissatisfaction with it the building of that page was therapy to him. He wasn’t sure he would make it public in the end but maybe just by invitation to those who really knew her. What he did not remember, he might have known this had he paid attention to the website creation details while Gina was working on it,  He was not the only person with access to the site though it was under construction and closed to public viewing. Gina had partners in her endeavors and some of them would be able to see the in-progress stages including the stuff Chris was writing and erasing and rewriting each day. Ganga and Fanny were the first people to see it. Ganga was answering questions that came to the site daily and he saw the notifications that pages were being altered. “Fanny! You have to come look.”  She read over his shoulder and started reading the lovely tribute to Gina Sheridan and smiled. At first she thought it was just a little strange to have a tribute like this one to a girl who had just begun to make a difference in the world but it was undoubtedly sweet and loving. Ganga could tell she did not understand he scrolled up to the introduction: a picture of Gina, from this very mountain and underneath the dates of her birth and death. She gasped.  They were aghast at the news. They had not heard the news of Gina’s death and it was a shock to them both. They immediately sent Christopher their deepest sympathies over the boards that they knew he was reading since he was altering them daily. When he arrived home that night there was a giant tower of fruit and sweets from Fanny and a potted tree from Ganga with a card indicating it was from Gina’s friends and admirers in Bhutan. A similar tower of fruit arrived at Sasha’s home. She placed it next to the many flowers that had been sent and determined not to think about it’s origin, assuming that it must have come from friends of Jesse’s. Jesse. Sasha had not yet dealt with the fact that she had seen the ghost of Jesse Sheridan weeping over Gina’s casket at the funeral. It must have been shock. It surely was just an employee at the foundation who resembled Jess. Her mind was too fragile in this state to make sense of it and she didn’t want to. She didn’t think she should have to.




On the fourteenth day after Gina’s passing Chris went to the office to a scene as surreal as it was possible to be. Christopher’s mother had gotten into the habit of making him breakfast before he took his long drive in. He had had plenty of sleep and the hour long driving meditation. He was actually feeling pretty good when he stepped through the glass doors into the foyer of the office. There was a family of people standing there waiting for him. The older men and women were dressed in traditional Lhotshampa dress while the younger people were in rather elegant western clothing. There were several children among them, looking polite but bored. 

The receptionist called out to Chris. “Oh Christopher, I’m so glad you're here. Ruth is upstairs in a meeting and isn’t  answering my texts. These folks came to see you.” She sounded unsure she was doing the right thing. He walked up to them and was given a traditional greeting by the older man and woman in the group. 

“Namaste, Christopher!”  He said, pressing his palms together in the traditional prayer mudra “We are Ganga’s parents.”  He explained. Chris nearly fainted. They made room for him to sit. Ganga’s mother and his father sat on either side of him on the leather sofa. “Ganga has told us of your terrible loss.” Said his father, a handsome man in his 50s with graying hair and thick black rimmed glasses. “We are so sorry and we came to give you our blessing in person.”  Said his mother, dressed in the beautiful colors and fabrics of her clan. Chris nodded.

They had a drink to share and a cup of rice. “We know you are American but we wanted to bless you. Your friendship has meant everything to our son. We worry so much about him, you know, but we are proud of his bravery. He wanted to be here with you but of course that is not possible so we came in his place.”

Chris met all of the brothers and sisters of Ganga, their wives and children. They had traveled up together from Lancaster and intended to show the children some sites in New York before returning. He thanked them for coming. “Nonsense,” said Ganga’s mom. “the daughter of Guru Jess has a special place in our hearts. We are quite an interwoven family you know. My husband and I are Hindu but our children have each taken their own different paths. We just want to express our love for you and for your wife.”  It surprised him to hear anyone refer to her in this way. He was grateful for the feeling it gave him. Like he was understood by someone.”

“How did you know?” he asked  

“She told him when you were in Bhutan. He said that you were not yet together long enough for the ceremony but how can that undo what the heart has done?”  Chris felt understood by these people. He nodded solemnly. “But unfortunately, we have all had to learn, as I am sure you are learning, that our life continues to bless others even after a loss as great as this. Gina’s work here is done, and we honor it,”  He put his hands in prayer mudra for emphasis. “but yours is just beginning, my friend. I wish you comfort and much success in all that you do in the future. Life has a strange way of changing but you must do your best and learn all you can along the way.”  He seemed a bit distracted toward the end as though his speech reminded him of a different matter. “We will not stay longer. It is a special day of mourning for you.” He waved at all the children who were sitting and playing, and to their parents who all stood to go and smiled farewell like Americans. But before they got to the exit Ruth descend the stairs and with her was Jesse. When Ganga’s father and mother saw Jesse they gasped. “Sat Nam! Guru Jess, Namaste.”    They greeted him and looked downward in astonishment. 

“Gupta, my old friend. He stepped within inches of the man and put his own hands in prayer pose and bowed his head casting his gaze toward the floor. Seeing him do this gave Chris a chill down his spine. It was one of the traditions Gina loved in Bhutan. A warm and loving greeting without touching or making eye contact. She had felt normal there because of this custom and Seeing Jess perform it made their resemblance even more acute.

“We never dreamed we would see you again, my dear friend.”  The whole family gathered around as the parents made their long individual introductions down to the youngest child. 

Chris felt miserable thinking of how much Gina had wanted this moment of reconciliation for herself just another reminder of how unfairly life had treated her. He was pretty sure, though, she wouldn’t have wanted Chris to be angry with Jesse. Just as Ganga had sent Gupta and the others on his behalf, Chris was instantly aware that he would have to be here for Jesse on behalf of his dead teenage daughter. There was no one who knew her better or longer or more completely. He didn’t have to decide, he just knew that he would be offering to be the bridge from Gina to Jesse now that he was alive and back. It sucked. But it might be kind of wonderful too. 

“I see the move has been good for you, Gupta!” Said Jesse, looking around at the healthy happy evidence of their success. As far as Jesse knew, this reunion had been cooked up by Ruth to what end he did not know.

“Yes, this country has been most welcoming. We have been very happy here. The only thing that would please me more will be the day we can return to our farm in Bhutan and join our youngest son there. I suppose if that were to happen in spite of the unlikeliness of the politics, the children and grand children might not want to return. It is the difficulty of leaving one’s country. The new country becomes mother to the children.” He shrugged.

“And how do you come to visit here today. Did Ruth tell you I would be here?” Jesse was still in the dark.

“No my friend. Had I known, I would certainly have brought a bowl of rice for you. I am deeply sorry for your loss sir.”  With this unexpected pronouncement, Jesse became teary and nodded in thanks, but also bewilderment. Not knowing what to make of it.

“Thank you.” He said. 

“Your daughter had your gifts and was generous with them. It is a tragic loss for the world that she left us so soon.” The words were not prepared ahead of time but they were sincere and Jesse looked beside him to find Chris standing there.

“I can explain more when you are ready.” He offered, through the thick grip of his throat.

“Well, we will leave you now but please know Christopher, Guru Jesse, that we intend to be your family here in the U.S. as we would have been in Bhutan. If you need anything please ask. You can always reach me here.” He gave each of them a business card with his cell number and email address and waved the whole crowd of family back out the front doors to enter the two large town cars waiting for them on the street. 

Jess looked at Chris after they had gone. He assessed the bowl of rice in his hands and knew that Gupta had actually been there to offer condolences to Christopher. He had no words.

“I loved her.” He choked. “If you want, I can tell you what she was like. She wanted to know you so much. That’s why we were in Bhutan. Following the trail she found in your letters.”

“She read them?”  Jesse asked.

“Yes. All the ones that were delivered. There were 12.”Jesse nodded and took in the site of Chris, the boy his daughter had loved. All this took place in a blink. By the time they were finished with this exchange Ruth was with them at the bottom of the stairs.

“Well, I didn’t know if this was going to work, but here you both are. We should try.”

“What?” they both said simultaneously. Ruth smiled.

“Saving the world of course.”  Both men gave her an incredulous look. “But maybe not today. Come on.” She headed up the stairs, and they both followed. Neither one was so naive that he could believe their mission would be so cut and dried as that but both welcomed the opportunity to throw themselves into worthwhile work. Ruth worried that the seriousness of the moment would coat the relationship like molasses, thick and sticky and hard to remove so she tried to think of a solution, if just for the moment. 

“Well, gentlemen. I don’t think today is for work. Your friends are right, it is a special day of mourning.” She put her phone to her ear. “Bring dim sum lunch for three, would you?” She asked her assistant. And they went into her office to look over pictures and tell stories of Gina. She knew it would do Chris some good to tell the stories and it would do Jess some good to hear them. In the end, She hoped that getting these things on the table right away would set the tone for the working relationship to come.

As they talked, Ruth kept a hand on Chris’s arm. She was only half listening to him but that was alright. The stories weren’t for her, they were for Chris and Jess. She saw the tears well up in both men’s eyes as they spoke to each other and instinctively, Ruth reached to grab Jess’s hand. He pulled it away abruptly and shook his head. Not today Ruth.” He said.

“I’m sorry Jesse. I wasn’t thinking.” She stood and turned to leave the office. “I’ll leave you two for a while. I have some things to attend to. I will be back within an hour.” 

With Ruth gone, Chris asked the question that was on his mind. “Did you do the right thing? Would you change it if you could?” Jess received the stab of pain that accompanied this question and closed his eyes. “Life is strange, Christopher. Sometimes there is no right or wrong. Sometimes there is just, what you can do and what is in front of you. I wish I had been here. But I can’t say I regret the things I did. I’m not sure if working here with Ruth is my best next step but I do feel like I want to look out for you. I think it’s what Regina would have wanted. She must have really loved you.”  Chris thought about this. 

“Yes, I think it is what she would have wanted. But I think I probably will have enough to be getting on with to figure out what I want. And you too, I guess.”

“Yeah. That’s probably true. So what do you want to tell Ruth when she gets back.”

“Let’s get out of here. We can figure out what to tell Ruth later.” He grabbed his jacket and walked out. Jesse checked his phone and followed him out. Ruth smiled as she saw them walking side by side out the front door. She was more confident than ever that her plans would come together.
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