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ONE 

It’s high time someone set the record straight.  
And since Tom’s still recuperatin’, Derek’s left the country, ‘n’ Claudia’s busy in New 

York, I suppose the task falls to yours truly. 
There were a bunch of differing opinions about flyin’ round town that fall. But then, that’s 

only natural. Pine Crest is a small town and folks in small towns do talk. Let’s not beat around 
the bush…they like t’ gossip. 

Now for some people it was plain ‘n’ simple; they thought Tom had lost his mind. Others 
attributed it to the grief. Lord knows there was more than enough t’ go around. A lot of folks in 
Pine Crest got a heapin’ helping, but none more than him. Still, everyone agreed he’d eventually 
get over it, pick up the pieces, and go on with his life. At least in the beginning that’s what they 
thought. As time went on and he persisted, well, those theories sorta went out the window. 

Unlike most folks, his actions didn’t worry me a bit. Ya don’t really know what a person’s 
made of ‘til you’ve seen ‘em under pressure. And believe you me, I’ve seen Tom under pressure. 
See, me ‘n’ Sarge, Sarge is what I’ve always called him, go way back. We were in ‘Nam 
together.  

Not that he was in my unit or anything. He led a small recon squad and spent his time 



trackin’ lost patrols or findin’ downed aircraft. Lucky for me he was nearby the day a land mine 
gnawed away a big hunk of my leg. Have ya ever seen how much blood a body pumps out when 
ya sever a major artery? It’s a frightful sight, let me tell ya…especially when it’s your blood.  

Before I knew it, he was there beside me whippin’ off his belt ‘n’ makin’ it into a 
tourniquet. Far as I could tell, he didn’t worry much ‘bout steppin’ on a mine himself, unlike 
some others who dithered whilst I bled t’ death. 

Folks here in Pine Crest, only know what’s on the outside. They see Tom Jenkins the 
newspaper editor. Not that they don’t respect him for what he’s accomplished. Over the years, 
they’ve watched him build that little paper of his into a respectable publication. They’ve also 
seen his syndicated columns popping up in lots of big city newspapers.  

But that’s the superficial stuff. Me, I know him better. After all, he’s the one who saved my 
life. Might say I owed him a debt I could never repay. I wouldn’t blame ya a bit if ya did; I felt 
the same way until not too long ago.  

Strange ain’t it, how fate can turn on the convergence of unplanned, co-incidental, 
seemingly insignificant or unrelated circumstances? Rain on the eve of an important battle, 
studyin’ the wrong chapter for a history test; or simply bein’ in the right place at the wrong time.  

It reminds me of makin’ rope when I was a Boy Scout. We started with three pieces of 
twine that we stretched and twisted together with a clockwise motion. Once they formed a 
strand, we divided it in thirds and twisted those strands together goin’ counter-clockwise. 

Right about now you’re wonderin’ why I’m tellin’ ya how t’ make rope when the local 
hardware has as much of it as you’ll ever need. My point is, most catastrophes begin with good 
intentions.  Yet once those unrelated events get twisted up around each other, just like the rope, it 
takes a bunch of unravelin’ to separate ‘em again. 

But I’m getting’ ahead of myself. We need t’ crank the ol’ clock back a ways ‘n’ begin at 
the beginning. Not here in Pine Crest, Oregon or New York or Annapolis or even London, but in 
Delhi, India.  

 
TWO 

Delhi, India. August, 1995 
The Indian scientist led his two visitors on a circuitous path through a labyrinth of hallways 

in one of the university’s building. The trappings of academia gradually fell away and their 
surroundings grew shabbier the farther they walked. Their trek ended at the last door in a dim 
corridor.  

Brandon Steele studied the rusting metal door and the slim, dark-skinned man who’d led 
them to it. He frowned and shot his boss a questioning sidelong glance. Winston Ridgely gave a 
nearly imperceptible nod, but remained unperturbed.   

Dwarakananth Maheshwari’s hand disappeared into the pocket of his white lab coat. 
Removing a fountain pen and several sheets of folded paper, he gave his well-dressed visitors an 
apologetic smile. 

“Before I allow you in, gentlemen, I have something for you to sign. You must agree to 
neither disclose the existence of this technology to any government, corporation, or individual, 
nor will you discuss it with any other person.” 

He uncapped the pen and extended it to Ridgely.  
Ridgely frowned at the paper. He twisted the pen in his fingers, bristling. “Is this really 

necessary, Dr. Maheshwari?”  
“Yes, Mr. Ridgely, I am afraid it is. Were it not, I would not ask it of you.”  



As Chairman and CEO of the multi-billion dollar defense contractor, RCI Corp., Ridgely 
was accustomed to making the rules rather than abiding by them. “You’ve worked with RCI as a 
consultant in the past. We never required a priori nondisclosure agreements. Our relationship has 
always been one of mutual trust.”  

 “My dear Mr. Ridgely, we are splitting hairs here. If I did not trust you, I would not have 
invited you to come to India. And you, in turn, trusted me enough to make the trip. This process 
is still in its developmental stages and not yet patented. Would you have me leave my intellectual 
property unprotected?” 

The idea had taken shape several years earlier while he waited to takeoff on a flight to 
Europe. It was early, but already intensely hot when he boarded. As he waited, Maheshwari, the 
head of the University’s Physics Department, idly watched waves of heat shimmer above the 
tarmac. In the distance, he noticed the disembodied tail of a British Airways jet floating above 
the dry grass as it taxied on the runway. It was an Ah-Ha moment. 

Ridgely bit his lip for a moment then sighed. After what seemed like an interminable wait, 
he pressed the form against the door and scrawled his signature on the designated line. Ridgely 
passed the pen to Steele, RCI’s Executive Vice-President, and he did the same.  

Maheshwari eased the papers back into his pocket with a smile and unlocked the door. Its 
dry hinges screeched in protest as he folded it back against the wall. A mild, but persistent 
animal smell mingled with the not unpleasant odor of fresh hay wafted up the stairwell and 
settled around them. 

“My laboratory is in the basement,” he said softly. “Tread with care, these steps can be 
most treacherous. Should you slip, it could result in serious injury. More importantly, it would 
negate all of our efforts to maintain secrecy.”  

Seeing an opportunity where no one else did, Maheshwari’s idea, this dream of his, caught 
his imagination and held it. He knew he must prove it out and put it to practical use. And to do so 
he had to cross the line between theoretical and applied physics.  

When he sought research funding, he was dismayed to find that even a sterling reputation 
and high position weren’t sufficient to secure a grant for such a fanciful notion. Frustrated, he did 
what any driven man would do, he funded the research himself. 

Winston Ridgely peered over Maheshwari’s shoulder at the concrete steps disappearing 
into black oblivion. “It looks more like a dungeon than a laboratory. We could have provided 
you with better lab space than this.”  

 Maheshwari shrugged. “I required a private place. My associates and I adapted this 
abandoned storeroom to our purposes. We have taken every precaution to insure no one knows 
of our work.” His dark eyes nervously darted around the narrow hall behind them as he returned 
the keys to his pocket. “Discovery remains an ever present possibility.”  

He was still speaking when two men in their late twenties and an equally young woman 
rounded the corner at the far end of the corridor. Ridgely noticed them first and touched Steele’s 
arm. The two men eyed the approaching trio suspiciously.  

“Those are my assistants, Abhijay Patel, Raheel Singh and Sivanee Kaur,” Maheshwari 
said with a smile. He flipped a light switch and a string of naked bulbs under battered metal 
shades sprang to life. He grasped the pitted metal handrail and cautiously stepped down. “Come. 
Let us see if we can make your long flight worthwhile.” 

His little team sprang into action as soon as they reached the bottom of the stairs. On his 
way to the security pad Patel flipped a few switches flooding the large, windowless room with 
bright light. After disarming the security system, he went to a nearby computer and inserted a 



command erasing the log entry. University records indicated no one had been in the area for over 
a year. 

Meanwhile, Singh circled the room removing the large blue sheets draped over their 
electronic equipment. After careful folding, he stacked them beside a row of dusty document 
storage boxes lining the shelves of one wall.  

Steele, unprepared for the wretchedness of their surroundings, crossed his arms and 
mumbled something to Ridgely. 

Maheshwari’s head jerked up. “I should warn you, Mr. Steele, I have extremely acute 
hearing. You find our accommodations less than impressive?” 

Steele’s cheeks colored, but he said nothing. 
“Since the university would not fund my research, we have been forced to operate on an 

extremely limited budget.” Maheshwari patted his back pocket. “I believe this is what is known 
as pulling oneself up by the bootstraps. As I explained to Mr. Ridgely on the telephone, what we 
have here is merely a small prototype. Proof of the concept’s validity, if you will. Concentrate on 
the results not the surroundings.”  

“He meant no disrespect,” Ridgely said. 
“And none taken. Many great things have sprung from humble beginnings. The famous Mr. 

Edison lacked the expansive laboratories and office buildings of glass and steel you deem so 
necessary to conducting valid scientific research. Your esteemed Silicon Valley was birthed in a 
wood-framed garage used by Misters Hewlett and Packard. Charles Kettering did his pioneering 
work in his garage as well. Rest assured; we will undoubtedly find a multitude of things on 
which to waste your money if our work moves to RCI’s facilities.” 

Ignoring the men, Kaur moved along a row of cages, inspecting her charges. She opened a 
door, removed one of the animals and pressed a stethoscope to its chest.  

Maheshwari walked to where she stood with Ridgely and Steele trailing behind. “Kaur here 
is our animal person. She is an Associate Professor of Veterinary Medicine at the university and 
visits each day to check on her charges.” 

When the time came to test their prototype on living subjects, Maheshwari’s tiny group 
realized none of them possessed the required skills. They needed an animal person and Kaur was 
added to the team.  

 He turned his attention to the animal nestled in her arms. “And how are our junior partners 
today?”  

She removed her stethoscope from the White New Zealand rabbit’s chest and stroked his 
dense fur. “Gautama could not be better.” She sat the plump rabbit on a scale. Waited for the dial 
to settle, and recorded the weight…4.264 kilos. 

Her black medical bag waited on the metal table beside them. She’d already spread a fresh 
surgical drape over the tabletop and arranged her instruments. Small-needled hypodermics 
waited alongside bottles of sedatives. 

Turning to face the visitors, she motioned toward the row of cages. “All of these animals 
are SPF, Specific Pathogen Free, and bred for laboratory work. We acquired them individually 
from separate suppliers. None of them share any parentage. I checked each of them for health 
problems, genetic defects or other anomalies when we began. I have carefully monitored and 
recorded each animal’s vital signs. These records will enable us to determine if the experiments 
Dr. Maheshwari is conducting trigger any physiologic changes.”  

Maheshwari silently scanned the bank of cages. 
“They are all ready, Professor,” she said, anticipating his unspoken question.  



“Shall we use this one?” 
“We can. It makes no difference. As I said, any of them will do.”  
Maheshwari directed the men toward the center of the room.  
The rabbit’s pink eyes followed them warily.  
Meanwhile, Kaur plunged an injection needle through a bottle’s rubber seal and withdrew a 

small amount of sedative. 
Singh sat with his back to the men, concentrating on the semi-circle of computer screens in 

front of him. A tangle of wires linked the computers and a thick, black cable snaked over to a 
small metal device about five feet away.  

Maheshwari patted the gray box with pride. “This, gentlemen, is our prototype.”  
“What does it do?”  
“My dear Mr. Ridgely, you would not believe me if I told you.” Maheshwari smiled at 

Ridgely’s indignant expression, and wondered what Ridgely would do when Singh flipped the 
switch causing the box along with its rabbit to vanish from sight.  

 
THREE 

Annapolis, Maryland . October, 1996 
Dr. Jeremy Tilden eased the door back and tiptoed into the dimly lit room. His wife, Mary 

Jane, known to the world as supermodel Claudia Monet, sat at her desk in an oasis of light. He 
noticed she hadn’t bothered to draw the curtains on the bank of windows overlooking the now 
dark Chesapeake Bay. A pile of ash covered coals emitted a faint red glow in the stone fireplace, 
a reminder of an earlier fire.  

The intermittent tap of a computer keyboard broke the hushed silence as Jeremy noiselessly 
crossed the plush carpet. Brow furrowed, she frowned at her computer screen. Stacks of collated 
printouts and presentation folders lined a nearby coffee table.  

Stepping behind her, he drew a wisp of blond hair aside and nuzzled her neck. “Good 
evening, Mrs. Tilden. It’s way past your bedtime.” 

She leaned back and swiveled her head to kiss his cheek. “Maybe so, but Claudia Monet 
has a deadline looming. I’m almost there, honest.”  

The office was part of a three-room post and beam addition they’d tacked onto the back of 
the colonial farmhouse purchased the previous year. Living in Annapolis put them equidistant 
from Jeremy’s work at The Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine in nearby Baltimore 
and her brother’s law office in Washington, DC. Three commercial airports, Reagan National, 
Dulles International and Baltimore/Washington International, lay within a fifty-mile radius. 
Their proximity and her private jet made her frequent trips to New York an easy commute and 
provided a quick start for longer flights to London or Paris.  

Jeremy pointed to the lower right corner of the screen. “In case you haven’t noticed, there’s 
a little window down there that tells you the time.” 

She feigned surprise. “Well, whaddaya know? How could I have missed it all these years?” 
“Where’s Trevor?” 
She covered her mouth, stifling a yawn, and motioned toward a leather couch by the 

fireplace. A small boy lay curled up against a pillow with his arm around a Teddy Bear. Mousse, 
Claudia’s Chocolate Persian cat, slept beside the boy on the quilted throw she’d put over him. 

“He conked out hours ago. I intended to take him upstairs, but never quite got around to it.” 
“Still working on the proposal?” 
“I’ve been re-running the numbers on my financial model to check the alternate financial 



outcomes I factored into the program.” 
Jeremy took a seat beside her. “Are you considering utilizing bigger ships?” 
Her lips tightened and her nose crinkled when she shook her head. “No, the last thing the 

world needs is another floating hotel.  I like the idea of smaller. It’s definitely the way to go. For 
one thing, the capital requirements are much less. Everyone I’ve spoken with agrees the intimate 
atmosphere of a smaller cruise ship would be a big selling point.” Her eyes returned to the 
screen. “I’m searching for the optimal balance between investment, risk and return.” 

Jeremy scratched his head and chuckled. “The idea of an optimal balance reminds me of 
the magazine article they did on you last year. Remember them overlaying your picture with 
those blue lines? They concluded people consider you beautiful because your face conforms to 
the golden ratio of…um, what were those numbers called again?” 

“Fibonacci numbers.” Her eyes remained on the screen. “DaVinci did something similar. 
You’ve seen the naked guy in a circle with his arms and legs splayed out. Those ratios explain 
why most models are tall, we meet the ideal.” 

“So the brain comes as optional equipment.” 
She gave him a playful poke. “Watch it fella, you’re heading onto thin ice.” 
Jeremy rubbed her shoulder. “You worry too much. You’ve got the Board in the palm of 

your hand. Give them one of your winning smiles and they’ll approve anything you want.” 
Straightening in her chair, she turned and rested an elbow on the desk. “I want my ideas to 

prevail on their own merit. And for your information, I wear a business suit to board 
meetings…with slacks, you male chauvinist pig.”  

“Deny it all you want, but you know you can twist just about anyone around your little 
finger.” 

“Why does everyone assume all I can do is look good in front of a camera? Perceptions like 
that are the reason I work so hard. Is it wrong to want people to respect me for my 
accomplishments? My looks are an accident of nature; I can’t take credit for them. Would you 
want someone to think you were a great medical researcher because you’re handsome?” She 
waved her hand and chuckled. “Not that you are, or anything. That was just a theoretical 
question, so don’t go getting the big head over it.” 

Knowing he’d hit a sore spot, Jeremy dropped the subject.  
She rolled her shoulders and rubbed her tired eyes. “What kind of a nut schedules two 

Board meetings in the same week?” 
“When it’s over, you’ll be glad you did. It’ll save you a second trip to Europe. C’mon, let’s 

turn in.” 
Jeremy scooped Trevor into his arms while she powered down the computer. 
“How was your evening?” she asked as they climbed the stairs. 
“Lonely.”  

FOUR 
Offices of Paradise Getaways, London. October 1998 

Rudy gave Claudia a hug before he started applying her makeup. “You need to relax, 
Honey. It’s only a Board meeting. They may not buy your plan, but they won’t send you to the 
guillotine.” 

He and Claudia had completed a photo shoot in New York the previous week. When she 
returned to Annapolis, Rudy, who’d done her make-up and hair for years, accompanied her. 
Representing a cosmetics company made her a walking billboard for Souvanée cosmetics. She 
wouldn’t attend their Board meeting without looking her best.  



The following morning Claudia kissed Trevor and Jeremy good-bye and she and Rudy 
headed for Baltimore-Washington International. Greg Harris, her pilot of six years, was there to 
meet them. He introduced her to Christopher Allen, their co-pilot for the flight.  

Claudia traveled in a custom Cessna Citation X. The sleek craft, desert sand with chocolate 
accent stripes, was a top-of-the-line business jet. Capable of near Mach speeds, it cruised at 
50,000 feet and could do New York to Paris in a little over six hours. She’d earned her pilot’s 
license five years earlier. Instrument-certified, she was fully qualified to handle the twin-engine 
jet and frequently did. However, on trans-Atlantic flights she preferred having a second pilot 
aboard for safety’s sake. And, since this was a working trip for her, she’d only take the controls 
in an emergency.  

“We’ll be taking runway 33R as usual,” Harris said when she boarded the plane.  
“Any weather?” Claudia asked. 
Allen shook his head. “Clear as a bell.” 
Following a smooth liftoff, Harris maintained his departure heading for a mile to comply 

with noise abatement regulations then executed a gentle banking turn. A few minutes later they 
passed over the Delaware coastline and headed across the Atlantic bound for France. 

* * * 
Following her two-day meeting in Paris, Claudia flew to London and checked into a hotel. 

She’d once owned a condominium in the city, but shortly after she took control of Paradise 
Getaways, Ltd., she’d sold the penthouse at Putney Wharf for �ç�����������P�L�O�O�L�R�Q���Dnd transferred the 
funds into company accounts to provide additional working capital.  

She and Rudy ordered room service and ate a quiet supper in her suite. Afterwards, he 
checked his watch. “The East Coast is five hours behind us. If you want company, I can stay.” 

“Don’t stay on my account. I’m too wired to be good company. I’ll see you first thing in 
tomorrow morning when you come to do my makeup.” 

At 10:30 London time she called home and spoke to Trevor and Jeremy. It was late when 
she hung up, but sleep eluded her. Never one to rely on pills, she passed the time staring out at 
the London skyline as she rethought her presentation and tried to guess what the following day 
would offer. 

She’d held the title of Board Chairman since taking the company away from her ex-
husband, Michael Cole, but her role had been essentially one of a caretaker. No other approach 
made sense. Under Cole the company had violated every precept of prudent management. 
They’d made under-the-table payoffs to booking agents, bribed and blackmailed government 
officials, and falsified the company’s books.  

During the transition period only the strength of her reputation and that of her Chief 
Operating Officer, Admiral Reginald Schoonover, kept the liquidators at bay. Against all odds 
the troubled company managed to hang on. They were forced to restate their earnings reports and 
stockholders threatened to sue. There’d been regulatory issues to deal with, fines and levies to 
pay, and restrictions placed upon their ability to raise capital. With the Admiral handling day-to-
day operations and her brother, Brian, providing legal advice, the company made a hard-won 
recovery. 

Eventually British authorities agreed to let her take the company private. While it removed 
the threat of additional stockholder suits, it left them deeply in debt with no access to the capital 
markets. Twice she’d mortgaged personal assets so Paradise Getaways could meet its payroll. To 
everyone’s great relief, the government lifted their regulatory restrictions ahead of schedule. 
Now the company could finally begin to consider new initiatives, stretch its wings and fly. 



Yet she still worried. Being a caretaker was one thing. It was quite another to exercise real 
leadership. Her proposal represented a bold departure. Would a group of men who’d weathered 
such a storm have the courage to raise the sails and tack into the wind? Had their narrow escape 
left them gun shy and afraid of risk? She’d know in the morning. 

* * * 
Claudia entered the Boardroom wearing a blue pinstriped suit. She had a long-sleeved 

white blouse with ruffled cuffs under her single-breasted jacket and a cornflower blue scarf 
folded loosely around her neck. The outfit contrasted nicely with her sapphire and diamond 
earrings. Her hair and makeup were flawless, her tailored suit and silk blouse tastefully stylish.  

“Good Morning, gentlemen,” she said, crossing the room. She took her place at the head of 
the table and called the meeting to order.  

They spent the morning on routine matters. Following a catered lunch, she took the 
podium. “Your meeting packet contained preliminary figures on my proposal. I’d like to spend 
some time fleshing those numbers out. I also have additional information for you to consider 
before we vote.” 

 She began by recapping the struggles of the past several years. Ignoring the negatives, 
Claudia instead focused on the company’s achievements. Then she discussed the need to strike 
out beyond the confines of the tried and true and take reasonable risks to grow the company. 

As she circled the room extolling the benefits of her plan, she distributed financial 
estimates and projected slides illustrating the type of ships she proposed to add to the company’s 
fleet. When it came time for a vote, she won their unanimous support. 

“Bravo!” Admiral Schoonover rose and shook her hand. “Your plan is insightful and well-
thought out. I’ll organize an implementation team immediately.” 

 The full Board rose and applauded her efforts.  
Claudia swallowed the lump in her throat and beamed with satisfaction.  

* * * 
Eighteen months later, Claudia and the Board gathered in San Francisco to launch the new 

ships. Christened the Paradise Explorer and the Paradise Voyager, plans called for the Explorer 
to sail south with a stopover in San Diego before heading for destinations in Mexico. Her sister 
ship, the Voyager, would sail north, stopping at Vancouver, BC on its way to Alaska. Over the 
winter months when inclement weather made the northern cruises impractical, the Voyager 
would join the Explorer on the southern routes. 

 
FIVE  

Pine Crest, Oregon. May, 1997 
Content to find a quiet corner where he could sip his coffee and read, Tom paid little 

attention to the comings and goings in the Sugar Shack until a shadow loomed over his table. He 
gave a start then smiled. “Oh, it’s you, Eddie.” 

“Mornin’, Sarge.” Rain had turned Eddie Beltzer’s tan Carhartt jacket dark across the 
shoulders and the bill of his John Deere cap spattered beads of moisture on the tabletop when he 
sat down.   

He was the only person in Pine Crest, in the world, who still called Tom Sarge. It was an 
acknowledgement of mutual time spent in Vietnam. Eddie had noticed Tom’s car in the parking 
lot and decided to stop at the Sugar Shack to share coffee. 

 “I didn’t hear you coming.”  
“’Course ya didn’t; I wasn’t draggin’ my boot like I usually do. Got me a brand new leg.”  

Eddie grew up in Idabel, a small town in southeastern Oklahoma, and still retained his soft, 



Texarkana drawl. Tom accepted this without judgment. Less charitable individuals in town 
labeled Eddie an ignorant hick. Nothing could be further from the truth. Though he kept a low 
profile, Eddie was nobody’s fool. 

He lifted his pant leg revealing a shiny silver rod.  “It’s top of the line, titanium shaft and 
stainless steel joint with space-age bushings.”  

“How do you like it”? 
 “So far, so good.” He gave him a wary grin. “I’ve only had it a few days. It’s like learnin’ 

t’ walk all over again.” 
“How much did that bad boy set you back?”  
“Let me put it this way, the folks who make these things are mighty proud of ‘em.” Eddie 

tilted Tom’s cup. “Looks like ya need a warm-up.”  
He rose and walked over to the coffee station.  
Tom watched and noted his greatly improved gait. The old leg had been heavier, forcing 

Eddie to lift and swing his foot with each step he took. This little kick step gave him an uneven, 
boot-scuffing gait. He still needed to flex his new knee, of course, but it operated so smoothly 
that the action was hardly noticeable.  

Eddie lifted the pot off the warmer and grabbed an empty cup from the honeycombed 
dishwasher rack beside it. He refilled Tom’s cup first, leaving a dark trail of coffee on the table 
when he transferred the spout to his.  

“Not to worry, I’ll get that right up.” He wiped the drip with a flannel shirtsleeve before 
filling his cup, and handed off the pot to a passing waitress. 

Eddie slid a small, metal cream pitcher in Tom’s direction. “I know ya insist on the real 
stuff.”  

Tom nodded his thanks. 
Opening his bakery sack, Eddie inventoried its contents and removed one bleeding 

raspberry filling. “Looks like we got us a leaker here.” He caught the bright red glob with his 
tongue and sucked it into his mouth. “Mmm, I do like jelly donuts.”  

He slid the sack across the table. “No need t’ be shy. There’s a bear claw in there with your 
name written all over it.” Eddie flipped the folded newspaper over as Tom reached into the sack. 
“Son of a gun, The Wall Street Journal. Ya still writin’ for them?”  

 “Now and then, if and when they ask.” He alternated bites of the bear claw with sips of 
coffee, savoring the contrast between the sweetness of one and the bitterness of the other.  

Both men knew he was being politely modest. Tom had become a national spokesman on 
issues affecting the Pacific Northwest. Big city papers frequently asked him to provide 
commentary for their Op Ed pages and his syndicated columns appeared regularly from Seattle 
to San Diego.  

 “You know The Wall Street Journal brought me to Oregon, don’t ya?”  
Tom smiled and shook his head. “You’re entitled to believe whatever you want. Personally, 

I think it was just a co-incidence.”  
“How many times do I have to tell ya, there ain’t no such thing.” 
“So it was fate, hmm?” Tom laid the bowl of his spoon on the table, pinned it in place with 

a finger, and flicked the handle. He watched the handle spin in wobbly circles. “Round and 
round it goes, where it stops only fate knows.” 

 “Look, all I’m tryin’ t’ say is, whether we acknowledge it or not, our lives are guided by 
invisible hands.” 

Eddie had a sense of being led most of his life. It went deeper than that actually. Though 



he’d never been able to adequately describe it, the feeling was never far away. Several times in 
his life, Eddie knew that fate, if that’s what Tom wanted to call it, had laid its hand upon him.  

“So you think these invisible hands are around all the time, pushing us into the choices we 
make?” The tone of Tom’s voice indicated that, for the first time, he might actually be interested 
in exploring the notion.  

“It’s far more subtle. Nobody but you decided whether ya’d put grape jelly or marmalade 
on your English muffin this mornin’. Typically, ya only see it lookin’ back on your life.” 

“For example?” 
“When did you develop this newfound interest in the mysterious ways of the universe?” 
“Call it intellectual curiosity.” 
“Okay, I’ll give ya an example. One time my car broke down in Peoria. They had to order 

the part, so I stayed over. The next morning the dealer sent a car to pick me up. On the way in, I 
just happened to look out at the Illinois River ‘n’ saw two guys in a canoe. In early March, the 
water’s still cold in that part of the world.”  

Eddie held his empty cup for a passing waitress to refill and tilted the white bag toward 
Tom. He shook his head. Eddie pulled out another donut, took a bite and brushed sugar from his 
beard.  

“So, I’m watchin’ ‘em paddle along nice as can be when all of sudden their canoe flips 
over, dumpin’ ‘em both into the river. Nobody on the bridge can see these two little specks in the 
water wavin’ for help. I told the driver ‘n’ he called it in. A minute or two later a rescue boat 
fished ‘em out.” 

“So something bad happened to you so something good could happen to them?” 
“What other explanation is there? Everything happens for the greater good. Unfortunately, 

we don’t always have the perspective to appreciate it.” 
Fate made a rude and violent intrusion into Eddie’s life in Vietnam. One second the men 

were joking, the sun was shining, and birds were chirping. Everything felt good. The next 
instant, the air was full of rocks and leaves, dirt and dust. Two men were injured, one fatally, and 
everything felt bad, really bad. 

Tom motioned toward Eddie’s leg. “Even…” 
His laughter sounded ragged and forced. “Yeah even the leg, although I’m still tryin’ t’ 

develop an appreciation for that one.”  
“Have you ever asked yourself what happens if you ignore these invisible hands?” 
“Ya can’t. They’re invisible hands, remember? How can ya ignore somethin’ ya don’t 

know is there?” 
“But that leads us back to co-incidence.”  
“Maybe, maybe not. Was it co-incidence that you saw the For Sale ad for your newspaper 

almost 25 years ago?”  
Tom chuckled wistfully. “You should have seen the place. They suspended the paper’s 

publication when the former owner died. His widow was in a nursing home and their only son, a 
Seattle attorney, had no desire to operate a small town newspaper. A local Realtor convinced him 
to place the ad before liquidating it. It drew a single response…me. If I wasn’t interested, the 
Realtor was going to bring in the auctioneer. The remarkable thing is they advertised it as a 
going concern.” 

“More like a going-out-of-business concern, if ya ask me.”  
At the time, Tom was the youngest Business Section Editor at the Cleveland Plain Dealer. 

Management had their eye on him. If he worked hard and didn’t make any big mistakes, he was 



on his way to the top. But then, as now, he had little tolerance for bureaucracy.  
He shrugged. “The price was right, and I wanted to get out of Cleveland and run my own 

shop. You know how it is when you’re young.” 
 “I know invisible hands guided ya to Pine Crest.” 
 “How can we ever be sure it’s not co-incidence?” 
 “Easy. There ain’t no such thing, remember? Look at it this way. I once worked in a 

shipping department with more chutes and conveyors than Los Angeles has freeways.” 
Eddie raised his cup over the table, “Now imagine this is an electronic scanner and 

somebody drops a package onto the belt.” He took hold of his napkin and slowly tugged his half-
eaten donut under the cup.  

“It passes under the scanner and heads on down the line. Away it goes, never knowin’ 
where it’s headed.” Eddie looked across the room imagining the package moving through a maze 
of conveyors. “Pretty soon, the package gets shuttled off in one direction or another, zips to the 
left ‘n’ zips to the right. It goes here, goes there, until it finally scoots down a chute right into the 
truck waiting t’ get it where it’s goin’.”  

He dropped his elbows on the table and leaned forward. “You and me, Sarge, we’re like the 
little box. We don’t know where life’s gonna to take us. Every choice we make precludes a 
hundred others.” He rolled his eyes toward the ceiling. “You gotta believe He’s got a plan back 
of all this cause the trip we’re on only makes sense once we get there.” 

Pine Crest, Oregon had been Eddie’s destination even though he returned to his native 
Oklahoma when the VA released him. He married, later divorced, and then drifted. He moved 
across the country restlessly searching for his niche. One winter day in Chicago, finding himself 
with more month than money, he stopped in at the Pacific Garden Mission on State Street. They 
still operated their Servicemen’s Center then. Eddie went in looking for something warm to eat 
and found a whole lot more. 

To pass the time, he picked up an old, yellowed newspaper and flipped through it. Ignoring 
its sad condition, he spread the paper out on the table beside him. He dropped his fork and 
shoved the plate aside when he stumbled upon a familiar face. He smoothed out the crinkled 
page and read the bio at the end of the article: Thomas Jenkins, Wall Street Journal contributor 
and syndicated columnist is Editor and Publisher of the Pine Crest Courier in Pine Crest, 
Oregon.  

Fate called with a kinder, gentler voice this time.  
He tore out the article, stuffed it into his shirt pocket and hunted down an Oregon map. 

Pine Crest was near the coast. It had mild weather. What’d he have to lose? Just about anywhere 
was better than Chicago in the winter.  

Pine Crest had been Eddie’s home ever since. He eventually bought a few acres outside of 
town and built a log home. He supplemented his disability pension sawing lumber on his 
portable mini-sawmill and raising cattle. His demons still returned now and then, but for the 
most part he remained as placid as a mountain lake at sunset. 

 
SIX 

Delhi, India . June, 1997 
Dwarakananth Maheshwari sipped the cool drink and absentmindedly watched his son, 

Tanveer, working with his pigeons. The boy removed them from their coops one at a time, 
lovingly checking them over while speaking to them in reassuring tones.  

I will miss moments such as this, he thought, listening to their soothing coos. 



In his eagerness to have a flock of birds the young boy scavenged lumber from broken and 
discarded packing crates to construct his coops. When he completed the framing he proudly 
showed them to his father.  

Tanveer moved his hand over the framing after his father praised his industriousness. “I 
shall, of course, need to cover these open spaces with metal fabric before they can house my 
doves. I have already priced it with a merchant. Can you advance me 1,800 rupees?” He raised 
his hand, stifling any resistance. “I am only requesting a loan, Pitajee. Once I have the loft and 
establish my name, I can sell the birds I raise. With the income they provide, I will return your 
funds to you.”  

At the time it hadn’t occurred to Tanveer that he would also require bedding and nest 
boxes, ground grains for the feeders and, last but not least, the birds themselves. He returned to 
his Pitajee hat in hand, increasing his indebtedness several times over before completing the 
project.  

He looked at Tanveer’s coops precisely arranged under the heart-shaped leaves of a 
gajahanda tree and smiled when he recalled the tree had been covered with cup-shaped flowers. 
Though fading, the remaining flowers still retained their color. 

Once the boy had his birds, he joined a club of racing enthusiasts and surprised his parents 
by sustaining what they had assumed would be merely a passing fancy. He now kept multiple 
breeding pairs in his loft. Pictures of doves papered the walls of his bedroom like pinups in a 
dorm and a small trophy for a third-place finish in the most recent Chennai-Delhi race gleamed 
on his dresser. 

Dwarakananth felt a gentle touch on his shoulder.  He turned to see his wife, Bhairavi, 
standing behind him. Her dark eyes sparkled as she watched their son work. “He certainly enjoys 
those doves of his, doesn’t he?” 

He seconded her observation with a nod, scooted to one side, and patted the space next to 
him.  

She rounded the rattan settee and sat beside him. A bulbous pitcher, beaded with moisture 
and half full of ice cubes, sliced lemons and sweet Darjeeling tea waited on the table in front of 
them. She turned over a fresh glass, gave the pitcher a quick swirl, and poured. After she’d filled 
hers, he lifted his and she topped it off.  

Bhairavi settled back, took a long sip, and sighed. “I believe the cool of the evening is my 
favorite part of the day. It is so peaceful.” 

He ran his eyes over her approvingly. “You look lovely this evening. The yellows enhance 
your natural coloring.” 

She’d chosen a citrus yellow salwar kameez with a flowered print. The light cotton pants fit 
loosely and her kameez, a long tunic shirt, ended just above the knee. It had open side seams 
below the waist and lovely resham embroidery at its hemline. Her dupatta, a matching sheer 
scarf, draped loosely around her shoulders and diagonally across her chest. 

Bhairavi smiled and took his hand in hers. “There is something on your mind. You have 
been distant and distracted for nearly a week now. What is it, my husband?” 

Dwarakananth smiled. “Ah Beebee, you can read me like a book. You are correct; it is time 
we talked.”  

“Is this about your work, the many secrets you refuse to share with me?” 
“That and more. The work itself goes well. With RCI’s funding we’ve relocated our lab 

from the dingy basement to a clean, airy building.” He chuckled. “I think I enjoy the new 
environment as much or more than Kaur’s rabbits.” 



Bhairavi made designs on her frosty glass with a finger as she listened. “If it is not your 
work, what then is bothering you?” 

“Last week I had a call from Mr. Winston Ridgely. He was pleased with my most recent 
progress report.” He turned away and sighed. “He requested I relocate my work to RCI 
headquarters in the United States.” 

The iced tea glass nearly slipped through his wife’s fingers. “You told him it was out the 
question, correct?” 

He hung his head. “I told him I would think about it.” 
“Think about it?” she said, her voice rising. “There is nothing to think about. I will answer 

for you. I say ‘No, Mr. Ridgely.’” 
“It is not a matter on which to make a snap decision.” 
“And why not? Your place is here with your wife and children. Your long hours and trips 

to the many conferences you must attend keep us apart enough already. You have a wife, three 
children, a home, and a position at the University. Do you want your children growing up not 
knowing who their father is?” 

“You are exaggerating the situation, constructing elephants out of shrews. It is not the 
disaster you imagine it to be. Once you arrive there you will see that California can be quite 
lovely.” 

“I have seen the pictures. I know all I need to know about California, USA. I will not have 
my Tanveer associating with movie starlets who do not bother to put on their underwear. And 
what about the young men? Do you wish for your daughters to become involved with some 
surfer dude who is only looking for good vibrations?” 

“There are many, many Indians in the United States of America. I am sure they will both 
find nice boys. The kind of boy who will please their Maamah.” 

Bhairavi’s ire continued to grow. “You have a position which provides dignity, respect and 
a secure income. What else do you require? We managed fine before this Mr. Winston Ridgely 
stuck his nose in our affairs.” 

“Yes, we have managed well, and I am running like a mouse inside a wheel. Since I am the 
developer of this process, I can negotiate a share of the proceeds. This is our window of 
opportunity. It will provide us security for the rest of our lives. You can remain here in India if 
that is your preference.”  

“So now you are going to America alone by yourself.” Her eyes narrowed. She poked a 
finger into his chest. “What has this Mr. Winston Ridgely suggested? Has he offered you 
women? Is that it? You plan to go to California and use their lax laws to divorce me and cavort 
with these loose women?” 

Dwarakananth motioned with his hands. “You must lower your voice. The girls are upstairs 
in their room. I do not want them overhearing such wild speculations about their father.” 

She crossed her arms. “You do not wish for them to hear my accusations, but you have not 
denied them.” 

 “They do not merit a denial.” He reached for her hand, but she pulled it away. “You are 
not giving this a chance. I have hooked a very great fish here. Are you telling me I should not 
reel him in now I have him?” 

“What about the man who hooked the greatest fish of his life. Then it pulled him into the 
water and gobbled him for dinner instead of the other way around?” Lowering her voice, she 
whispered her plea. “We could see a marriage counselor if you’ve grown displeased with me. 
India’s strength, our strength, is the family unit. While other societies deteriorate into divorce 



and debauchery, the family remains the center of life for Indians. Without you we will be like a 
wheel with no hub nut. What will become us?” 

He put his hand on her cheek. Leaning over, he softly kissed her. “I love you, Beebee. I 
always have and always will. I feel as if my entire life has been a prelude to this moment. If you 
feel better doing it, remain here with the children while I go prepare a place for you. There will 
be time to visit once I have found a home. It is an easy trip; Air India makes it every day.” 

“It is all the way around the globe. Do you remember when Hemadri went to visit her son 
last year? She stopped at airports she didn’t even know existed. It took her over a full day just to 
get there.” She rolled her eyes. “And the tales she told about the customs inspectors would 
scandalize you.” 

“This represents a once in a lifetime opportunity, not just for me, but for all of us. Whether 
we stay in America or return, we will have a better life. Let me at least see what Mr. Ridgely has 
in mind. You can decide once I am settled.” 

“My mother warned me about marrying a scientist whose work would be more important to 
him than his family.” She shook her head. “Why could I not have met a postal worker? 
Delivering letters is a useful and honest occupation. He would go to work every day and come 
home every night.” Her shoulders slumped and her chin dipped to her chest. “Very well, go if 
you must. Never let it be said Bhairavi stood in the way of her husband’s dreams.” 

 
SEVEN 

Pine Crest, Oregon. May, 1998 
The first blush of a Saturday sun crept over the peak of Oregon’s Coast Range, painting a 

thin orange band above the mountain’s blue-gray silhouettes. Its warmth heated the cool morning 
air causing fog in the foothills to rise in plumes like smoke from Indian campfires.  

The sun fell onto a two-story, shingled house and tinted the bedroom’s white mini-blinds 
soft saffron. Tom Jenkins stirred, pushed back the blanket, and tiptoed into the bathroom. He 
smoothed his sleep-tangled gray hair while he waited for the water to warm. As he shaved, 
thoughts of Henry Mancini brought a smile to his face. For years his wife, Marty, kept a Mancini 
cassette beside their bed. During their Saturday morning lovemaking, she’d play it softly so the 
kids wouldn’t overhear them. Was he the only one who found The Pink Panther Theme or Baby 
Elephant Walk arousing?   

Returning to the bedroom, Tom eased into bed and cuddled against his wife. 
 “Oooo, you’re cold.” Her sleepy voice floated out of the pillow as she tugged the warm 

blanket around her.  
“Why don’t you warm me up?” He slid tighter making them spoons.  
“What do you have in mind?” 
“You’ve forgotten already?” 
“I swear, Tom, you’re incorrigible.” 
He chuckled. “What I am is insatiable.”  
“My lady’s magazines say once a week is enough for a man in his fifties. You need to tell 

your friend there the honeymoon’s over.” 
“He has a mind of his own.” 
She wiggled away from him when he kissed her neck. “Maybe you should go back on those 

heart pills. They sure took the wind out of your sails.”  
“Yeah, those beta-blockers blocked more than betas. I’d rather let you handle things.”  
Marty gave him several lingering kisses then pushed him back against the bed. She rested 

her head on his shoulder and slid her hand under the covers. “Well, here’s the problem. 



Fortunately, I know what’s called for in a situation like this.”  
* * * 

Afterwards they snuggled around each other savoring the lingering warmth of lovemaking. 
They shared the unspoken wish that this morning, these feelings, might never end. Meanwhile, 
the sun crested the mountains and rose higher in the sky, bathing the room in a warm, ethereal 
glow.  

Marty stretched. “You amaze me. Shouldn’t you be slowing down, at least a little bit?” 
 “My grandfather wouldn’t want to hear you say that.”  
“Oh dear, here comes Grampy Jenkins again. Do you really believe that story?” 
“You can’t argue with hard facts.”  
She studied him as he spoke. He’d told this story myriad times and always with the same 

innocent twinkle in his eyes. Eyes that reminded her of the ocean on a cloudy day and made her 
weak in the knees the first time she saw them. She was standing in the doorway, Tom glanced up 
and smiled, and life was never the same.  

“Honestly, the thought of the horny old goat bothering your grandmother three times a 
week. And they were both nearly seventy.” 

“They were a loving couple doing what comes naturally.” 
“Well, I feel sorry for the poor woman.”  
“Is it possible that maybe, just maybe, Grams enjoyed it too? Besides, Grampy wasn’t a 

horny old goat. He was a virile man exercising his marital prerogatives. He’s my hero.” 
“He’s your hero if it’s true.” 
“I’ve told you a hundred times, it came straight from the horse’s mouth. Grams told Mom 

after his funeral, Mom told Sis and Sis told me.” He clucked his tongue. “For some reason, Sis 
thought it was funny. Personally, I found it inspiring.” 

She patted his leg. “Your grandmother should have put Grampy on the same heart pills the 
doctor gave you.”  

An unsettled look swept over Tom’s face. He pulled her close. “Hold me,” he whispered.  
Marty ran her fingers through his hair, smoothing it and kissed him with lips soft as rose 

petals. “I’m always with you. You know love transcends time and space.” She touched his cheek 
and kissed him again. “Is there something I should know? Is it your heart?”  

“This has nothing to do with my health. I had a fleeting sense of gloom and sadness.” He 
took a deep, cleansing breath, released it, and smiled. “Forget about it. I’m fine.” 

As they talked, the rhythm of the day snatched them up and carried them along like 
driftwood in a stream. Birds chirped. Bees buzzed. Teeth needed brushing and the dog had to go 
out. Despite their best efforts, life overtook the moment.  

* * * 
“You haven’t forgotten Karen’s coming to stay the weekend, have you?” Marty asked over 

breakfast. 
“I saw it on the calendar. Too bad you couldn’t get John and Arlene to come too. With 

Tommy and Beth still living here in town, we’d have all the kids together for once.” He glanced 
back over his shoulder at the clock on the stove. “I was planning on running down to the office 
for a little while. When do you think they’ll get here?”  

She mentally calculated the drive time from Portland. “I wouldn’t expect them before noon, 
maybe later.”  

While Marty cleared away the breakfast dishes, Tom pulled down his favorite mug and 
filled it with coffee. On his way back to the table, he reached into the refrigerator and removed a 



small cardboard carton. He gave it a hard shake, carefully folded back its peak, and popped out 
the spout.  

He was about to pour some into his coffee when Marty snatched it out of his hand. She 
examined the carton and scowled. “Heavy cream? Do you know how much fat and cholesterol 
are in one drop of this stuff? I can feel my arteries clogging up just holding the carton. The 
doctor told you to watch your diet. Why can’t you use the nonfat powdered creamer I bought?”  

“I only use a dribble.” He took the carton back. “Besides, the powdered stuff makes my 
coffee taste funny.” 

The phone cut off Marty’s rebuttal.  
Tom read her face as she spoke. It was serious.  
She hung up and sighed. “That was George Saltzman. The Hospice Nurse says Virginia has 

only a short time left. Both of their children live out of town. He asked me to come over. I don’t 
know how long I’ll be.”  

She crossed the kitchen, grabbed a pan of cinnamon rolls and quickly covered them with 
plastic wrap. “I’ll take these with me. Don’t forget about Karen,” she called as she rushed out the 
door. 

 
EIGHT  

The Saltzmann’s lived on small acreage several miles outside of Pine Crest. Marty turned 
off the paved highway onto a gravel lane and followed it a mile and a half before coming to their 
drive. The gate was pulled back and latched open. 

George Saltzmann had made his living in the forest. For nearly 40 years he lugged ropes, 
an ax, wedges and a heavy chainsaw up mountains and down valleys in all kinds of weather to 
support Virginia and their two children. Quiet and soft-spoken, at six foot four and over 200 
pounds, George was once as tall and rugged as the old-growth Douglas firs he felled. But now, at 
nearly eighty, the years had sapped away his youthful vitality. 

The strain of caring for a dying wife and coping with his own health problems left George 
tired, weak, and sometimes confused. At times he was little more than a shuffling stick figure of 
a man. He’d become a faint shadow of his former self, wearing the same gray cardigan day in 
and day out with hands quivering from Parkinson’s disease. Despite his problems, George was 
determined to be there for Virginia until the end. 

Marty parked beside a gray Toyota belonging to Virginia’s Hospice Nurse, Sally Hampton. 
Marty had served as a Hospice volunteer for a number of years and they’d worked together on 
other cases.  

Rascal, George’s beagle, came running when he heard the car door. Marty bent down to pet 
him. “Hi Rascal, I bet you can smell my dog, Charlie, on me,” she said as he eagerly sniffed. 

George opened the door before she knocked. Marty saw how slow he moved and noted his 
red-rimmed eyes. It’d been another tough night.  

“I brought a pan of cinnamon rolls. I’ll sit them on the counter.” She put them down, turned 
and opened her arms to George. It shocked her to feel how frail he felt when she hugged him. 
“How have you been, George?”  

He responded with a noncommittal shrug.  
“You have to take care of yourself, too. How about a cinnamon roll? I’ll warm it in the 

microwave and fix some coffee.” 
“That’d be nice.” George opened a cupboard door and took out a plate. His hand wavered 

when he held it out to her.  



“How do you take your coffee?” she asked while she set the microwave. When he didn’t 
reply, she turned to look.  

George was standing at the sink gazing out the window.  
Marty wished she had more to offer than a warm cinnamon roll. She put it on the table, 

guided him into a chair. and left to visit with Sally. 
A hospital bed surrounded by other medical equipment dominated the Saltzmann’s living 

room. Against one wall was a recliner with a rumpled afghan where George spent most nights. 
The whoosh and click of the oxygen pump kept a steady pace like a metronome ticking off the 
waning minutes of Virginia’s life. Braced up by pillows, she looked as fragile as a newborn 
robin.  

Virginia was nearly comatose and didn’t respond when Sally adjusted the IVs and checked 
her vital signs. Once she finished, they moved to the far side of the room away from the bed and 
the kitchen. 

“She’s fading fast,” Sally whispered. “She’s begun exhibiting apnea.”   
Apnea, Marty knew, was a physical response to decreased circulation. When dying, people 

often experienced these gaps between breaths. They ranged from a few seconds to as long as 
fifteen. It marked the beginning of the end, a dying body clinging to life one labored breath at a 
time. 

In the kitchen, George was finishing the last bits of cinnamon roll. Marty looked from 
Virginia to Sally.  

She nodded. It was time.  
Marty crossed the room and accompanied him to Virginia’s bed. George reached out and 

took his dying wife’s hand. Marty leaned over the bed and spoke to her.  
“Virginia, this is Marty. It won’t be much longer. George is holding your hand. I’m going 

to read you some of your favorite Psalms.” She brushed back feathery wisps of Virginia’s thin 
white hair. “God bless you, Dear.”  

Marty opened Virginia’s Bible and began reading. The woman in the bed didn’t respond. 
She forced herself to concentrate on the reading and ignored the whirr of the pump, the apnea, 
and Sally, who timed each pause.  

Marty finished a reading and glanced down at Virginia. The dying woman gasped. Her face 
took on a radiant glow. For an instant, she looked almost healthy. Then, as fast as it came, it was 
gone. Virginia sank into the pillows and never drew another breath.  

Marty glanced across the bed at George. He’d seen it too.  
She closed the Bible and put it away.  
Sally turned off the oxygen and began disconnecting the monitors and removing the IVs, 

quietly gathering her equipment.  
George gently laid his wife’s hand across her body. He watched Sally roll the oxygen 

machine aside and turned to Marty. “I hated that thing when they brought it in. It made such an 
awful clatter. The first few weeks, it kept me awake all night. Eventually I came to rely on it. It 
told me Ginny was still here. I never knew quiet could be such an awful sound.” Tears rolled 
down his cheeks.  

Sally had packed her gear and left by the time the people from the mortuary arrived. Marty 
met them at the door, made sure everything was in order and then asked them to wait until she 
and George left the house. He sat at the kitchen table staring into his empty coffee cup.  

She put her arm on his shoulder and leaned down close. “George, the people from the 
mortuary are here. Why don’t you and I take Rascal for a walk? They only need a few minutes.”  



Reaching for his cane, he slowly rose and followed her out the door. Marty paused on the 
porch and took a deep breath. After being in the house, it felt good to be outside where the air 
was clear and fresh. But even outside, sadness crowded around them like thick fog on a cool 
morning. 

“Where does this path go?”  
“It leads down to the garden, but it’s pretty well overgrown. Since Ginny took sick I’ve let 

everything go.” 
The garden was still recognizable despite the encroachment of weeds and wildlife. Marty 

asked questions about this plant or that variety and played fetch with Rascal. It helped George to 
have other things to concentrate on.  

The mortuary van finally pulled away and disappeared down the drive.  
“We can head back now if you’d like,” Marty said. 
As they walked back to the house, she tried to determine how well George would cope 

during the coming days. Once they were inside, Marty called neighbors and notified them of 
Virginia’s death. A couple who lived nearby promised to come right over. She also notified 
George’s church. The pastor assured her several people from the congregation would drop by 
once they learned of Virginia’s passing. The Saltzmann’s two children were also due home from 
out of state. 

Marty stayed until the neighbors arrived. 
“These first days are never easy. One of the Hospice bereavement counselors will be in 

touch and you can call me if there’s anything you need.” She hugged George good-bye.  
Marty stood by her car and brushed back tears. Her faith told her this shouldn’t be a time of 

mourning, but one of celebration. Virginia had gone to her heavenly home.  
She looked up at the sun filtering through the trees and whispered, “Godspeed, Virginia,” 

as she opened her car door. 
 

NINE 
Charlie barked ferociously at the first crunch of tires on the gravel driveway. Tom glanced 

out the window at the dark blue minivan, put his book aside, and walked into the laundry room. 
The dog stood beside the washing machine, his tail thumping it like a bass drum, as he continued 
barking. 

“Quiet down, Charlie. It’s Ellie, Mark and Karen.” Tom put his hand on the doorknob. 
“Stay on the porch.” 

The dog recognized the familiar vehicle and whined in anticipation.  
“Stay, Charlie.” Tom released the dog when Karen shut off the engine. The big Lab-

Malamute mix shot off the porch and ran to the car, his feathered tail happily wagging.  
Five-year-old Ellie climbed out and Charlie began dancing circles around her. Halfway to 

the house, Ellie stopped to acknowledge him. When he saw her hand reach out to pet him, he 
leaped into the air. 

  “Charlie, sit!”  
On her command, the big dog planted his rump in the grass. His tail swept back and forth 

as the little girl rewarded him with pats on the head.  
As soon as the dog saw Karen he ran to greet her. Having successfully defended his house 

and greeted his visitors, Charlie treated himself to several victory laps around the yard. Then he 
leaped back onto the porch and settled into the corner with a lolling tongue. 

Ellie ran toward Tom with arms extended for a hug. “Hi, Grandpa!” 
He scooped her up, held her close for a long moment, kissing her on the cheek and nuzzling 



her neck. The little girl wiggled and giggled much to her grandfather’s delight. Putting her down, 
he turned to hug his daughter.   

“Good to see you, Sweetheart.” 
“Good to see you too, Dad. Have you been feeling okay?” 
Tom rubbed the arthritic knuckles of his right hand. “Oh, old Arthur and I have a tussle 

now and then, but that’s part of getting older.”  
“You know what I meant.” She tapped the left side of her chest. 
“Hey, if I was any better I couldn’t stand it.”  
He laughed and started up the porch steps. So what if he wasn’t telling the whole truth and 

nothing but the truth; he wasn’t on the witness stand. Besides, this was his daughter. His 
daughter. The decision to stop taking those heart pills wasn’t any of her business.  

What did she expect him to say?  
“Well, the truth is I stopped taking those nasty heart pills because they made my weenie 

limp. I’ll spare you the details. Impotency is one of Mother Nature’s gifts that, like hemorrhoids 
and kidney stones, can only be truly appreciated when experienced firsthand. Oh sure, I have a 
little angina now and then, but that’s why I hired the kid down the block to mow the yard. ”  

Yeah, right! 
Tom opened the door and stepped aside, letting Karen enter first. Ellie, who had run back 

to the car for her backpack, was next in line followed by Charlie.  
“Mark didn’t come with you?”  
“I thought Mom would tell you. He’s working this weekend. Something about meeting 

deadlines for the Spring catalogs. You’re stuck with just me and Ellie, I guess.” 
Karen looked around, and grinned. The home where she grew up held many happy 

memories. She now lived in a two-story Colonial in the suburban Portland neighborhood of 
Raleigh Hills, but always found it comforting to return to Pine Crest. She did sense one thing 
missing though. 

 “Where’s Mom?”  
“Hospice. She got a call just after breakfast. She’ll be back soon.”  
“Virginia Saltzmann?”  
Tom nodded. 
“It must be hard. I don’t understand how Mom can go through this time and time again. I 

don’t think I could stand all those people dying.” 
“You’re young, Sweetie. You may feel differently when you’re older. Your Mother isn’t 

usually able to be with the family at the time of death. She’s always honored to be invited to 
share such a deeply personal moment.”   

After settling into his favorite easy chair, he motioned for Ellie to come to him. As her tiny 
hands disappeared into his, he looked at her with a serious expression. “So, how’s my favorite 
granddaughter today?” 

He’d fed her the line as smoothly as Costello asking Abbott, “Who’s on first?”  
 “Grandpa, you know I’m your only granddaughter.” She replied with mock seriousness. 
He thought for a moment. “Yes, of course you are. And that’s what makes you extra 

special.” 
Tom and Ellie relished this lighthearted game and practiced their routine each time they 

were together. Ellie, a natural foil, slipped into her role effortlessly, embellishing and polishing 
her performance with each rendition.  

“So, if I’m extra special, it must mean I’m your bestest grandkid.”  



He raised his right hand. “I can truthfully say that of all the grandchildren visiting this 
weekend, Ellie is definitely the bestest…so help me God.”  

“Grandpa, I’m the only grandkid visiting this weekend,” she hollered.  
Tom chuckled and scooped her into his arms. 
Karen came into the room carrying a tray with two coffee cups and a glass of milk.  
Ellie’s eyes suddenly widened as she sipped her milk. She put down the glass and ran for 

the guestroom.  
“Grandpa, I’ve got something to show you,” she yelled over her shoulder as she dashed 

away. She rummaged through her backpack, pulled out a rectangular box about six inches long 
and hurried back down the hall. “Guess what? I know where you live.”  

“Well, of course you do, Honey. You’ve been staying over with Grandma and Grandpa 
ever since you were just a little thing.”  

“No, that’s not what I mean. I know your numbers.” 
Tom’s forehead wrinkled as he struggled to decipher what she’d said. “You mean our 

house numbers?” 
Ellie shook her head. 
If Tom hadn’t seen Ellie’s frustration, he might have thought this was another comedy 

routine. “Tell me one more time. I’ll listen extra hard.” 
Leaving nothing to chance, Ellie thrust out the box. “Look at the neat watch Daddy got me. 

It gives location numbers.” 
“Wow! That’s really cool.” Inviting her back into his lap, he examined the watch with all 

the seriousness it deserved. 
Ellie pushed a button on the side of the watch. “When you press this button the time goes 

away and location numbers show up. See.”  
Karen came to his rescue. “It’s a product Mark found at the National Electronics Show a 

few weeks ago. The watch has a built in Global Positioning Satellite locator chip. It 
automatically tracks and stores your position. Whenever Ellie pushes the selector button it 
replaces the time and date with her most recent Longitude and Latitude. Show Grandpa how it 
works again.” 

Knowing what he was looking at made understanding a lot easier. With a sigh of relief, 
Tom let Ellie swap the display back and forth to her heart’s content. She loved showing it off and 
couldn’t have found a more receptive audience.  

 
TEN 

Charlie gave a short woof of recognition when he heard Marty’s car in the drive. After 
gathering her things off the car seat, she closed the door and slowly walked to the house. She 
remained lost in thought and kept her eyes on the ground. Karen was right; it was hard when 
your clients died.  

Tom and Charlie waited on the porch. Tom noticed her puffy eyes and down-turned head 
and decided she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. She’s always ready to give of 
herself to those in need, he thought. His heart swelled with love and pride.  

He took her in his arms as soon as she came up the steps. “I’m sorry, Babe. Are you okay?”  
She reached in her pocket for a tissue.  
Charlie stood at Tom’s side waiting for Marty to pet him.  
She blotted her eyes, and reached down to scratch behind his ear. “I’m going to sit in the 

rocker by the window for a little while. Okay?”  



“Take as much time as you need. I’ll ask Karen to fix some of your chamomile tea.” 
After putting her things on the bed, Marty hugged Karen and Ellie and went into the living 

room. She sat in the big blue rocker-recliner next to the stone fireplace. Folding her hands in her 
lap, she silently stared out at the mountains framing the horizon. Geologists said they’d been 
standing there for eons. Before there was a Pine Crest, an Oregon…or even a United States, there 
were those mountains. Right now, she craved their permanence.  

Charlie padded over and lay down beside her chair. He let out a big sigh as his head 
dropped onto his paws. It suited her mood.  

A few minutes later, Ellie tiptoed over. “Hi Grandma, can I sit with you?” 
“Sure Kiddo, come on up.”  
Marty lifted Ellie into the big chair. She nestled in beside her grandmother and Marty 

slipped an arm around her. The two of them enjoyed the view as they slowly rocked.  
After several minutes, Ellie glanced up at her. “We’re being sad, aren’t we, Grandma?”  
“Yes we are, Sweetheart.” 
Ellie refolded her hands in her lap and rested her head against Marty’s bosom as they 

rocked. After another period of silence, she asked, “How come we’re being sad?”  
“A lady I knew, Virginia Saltzman, died this morning.” 
“Was Ginya Sallman a nice lady?”  
Marty nodded and brushed aside fresh tears.  
Ellie gently patted her grandmother’s hand. “It’s sad when somebody dies, isn’t it? I had a 

hamster named Pokey who died.” Ellie studied her fingers as she remembered. “Daddy dug a 
hole in the backyard. We put Pokey in a little box and put him in the hole. Then Daddy covered 
him up.” 

“I remember Pokey. He lived in your bedroom in a cage with a wheel.” 
 “Is that what will happen to Ginya Sallman? Will they put her in a hole like Pokey?” 
“Sort of. When people die we don’t put them in the backyard. We have special places 

called cemeteries where we bury them. Usually they put a marker on the place where someone’s 
buried so we can visit it and remember them.” 

Satisfied to continue rocking, Ellie lapsed into silence.  
Tom brought a small tray. He sat the cup of tea and the cookies he’d brought on the table 

beside Marty and slipped away. 
She held the plate out to Ellie. “Want a cookie?”  
After she took one, Charlie’s head raised expectantly.  
“I know, I know, you’re nothing but an old cookie hound.” Marty flipped one to the dog. It 

disappeared in a flash. 
“Can I have another one, Grandma? 
“Just one more, we don’t want to spoil lunch.” 
Ellie gave her grandmother a quizzical look. “What makes people die?”  
“Oh, there are lots of reasons. Sometimes people have accidents and get hurt real, real bad 

and die. Or sometimes people get very, very sick and sometimes they just grow old and their 
body wears out.” 

“Why did Ginya Sallman die?” 
“She had a disease called cancer. It made her very sick and she couldn’t get better, so she 

died.” 
Ellie had a serious expression on her face as she processed this information. “Mommy said 

she didn’t know why Pokey died. What happens to make people die?” 



Marty hesitated, searching for the right words. “Well, we believe people are made of two 
parts, a body and a soul. The soul is what makes the body come alive. When the soul leaves, the 
body isn’t alive anymore.”  

Ellie frowned as she struggled to understand. “Can you tell it to me again?”  
“Okay. Think about it like this, what comes out of the wall when you plug in the toaster?”  
“Lektrizzty!”  
“Right. Now if I unplug the toaster, will it work?”  
Ellie shook her head. So far, she understood what Grandma was saying. 
“For the toaster to work, it has to have electricity. If I take the electricity away, the toaster 

looks just the same, but it doesn’t work anymore. Our soul’s like the electricity. Without it, the 
body won’t work. Does that make sense?” 

“If you’ve been good, I know where you go when you die.” Ellie brushed the sugar off her 
fingers and pointed up at the ceiling. “You go straight to heaven to live with God.” She gave a 
decisive nod. “They taught us that in Sunday school.”  

Marty smiled and patted her hand. 
A sudden movement in a bush outside the window caught Marty’s eye. She brought her 

mouth close to Ellie’s ear. “Look,” she whispered, “on that bush eating berries, it’s a Cedar 
Waxwing.” She pointed to the tan crested bird with a yellow-tipped tail. “Isn’t he the prettiest 
thing you’ve ever seen?”  

She stood up and took the little girl’s hand. “Let’s go in the other room and see who’s at 
the birdfeeder. If we’re lucky, I can show you how to tell the difference between Pine Siskins 
and Gold Finches.” 

 
ELEVEN  

RCI Corp. Headquarters. Palo Alto, California 
Winston Ridgely rubbed his hands together and grinned. He eyed the men gathered in the 

Board Room. “This is a big day, gentlemen.” He checked his watch. “Yoblanski’s picking him 
up at the airport now. This afternoon you’ll meet the man who’ll make the Navy happy and us as 
rich as rajas.”  

Business magazines hailed Winston Ridgely as the quintessential self-made man, but like 
most of his country club cronies he acquired his wealth the old-fashioned way; he’d inherited it.  

A native Californian, he was the only child of a wealthy industrialist by the same name. He 
had his father’s sandy-blond hair and his mother’s green eyes. Tall, tan and ruggedly handsome, 
he spent his adolescence in the vigorous pursuit of pleasure and personal fulfillment. Immersed 
in the rarefied environment of private schools, palatial homes and exotic vacations young 
Winston, Win to his friends, grew accustomed to having the better things in life, even came to 
expect them as his just due.  

After prep school, he completed his undergraduate work at Princeton, came home to 
Stanford for an MBA and followed it up with a carefree summer in Europe. When he returned, 
he went to work for his father’s company. Being the boss’s son meant he skipped the work-your-
way-up-from-the-mailroom routine and went directly into a vice-presidency. He didn’t have to 
pass Go and he collected considerably more than $200.  

* * * 
San Francisco International Airport. 

The young Asian woman hurried through the parking garage carrying a large, hand-lettered 
sign and two mouse-eared helium filled balloons.  



The elevator chimed.  
Shiri Yoblanski’s heels clicked on the rough concrete as she dashed for it. The elevator’s 

lone passenger saw her coming and extended his arm to bar the door. Nodding a breathless thank 
you, she shortened the line on her balloons and stepped to the rear of the car.  

The passenger, a man in his early forties, cast her appreciative sidelong glances as the 
elevator began to descend. He guessed her to be five to ten years younger than he was. And, 
strangely enough, perfectly at ease running through airports with helium balloons and a hand-
lettered sign that read: Dr. Maheshwari.  

For her part, Shiri concentrated on the floors clicking by.  
He contemplated asking who Dr. Maheshwari was. It’d be a great conversation starter.  
She checked her watch.  
He took a second, longer look. She was petite and attractive, probably Japanese and 

wearing a wedding ring. He sighed…just his luck.  
* * * 

The doors opened and she hurried away toward the British Airways gates, balloons trailing 
in her wake.  

Shiri Yoblanski, the newly-promoted Director of Executive Recruiting at RCI Corp., had a 
well-defined and straightforward mission. Her orders came down from the top. She’d meet Dr. 
Dwarakananth Maheshwari at the airport and convince him to move to the United States to work 
at RCI. It would mean taking an extended sabbatical from his University Professorship, severing 
connections with his research team, and leaving his wife and children behind in India.  

She had already developed her battle plan. It helped that Dr. Maheshwari had an existing 
relationship with RCI. Leveraging this relationship, Shiri planned to establish a personal 
connection over lunch and nurture this bond into a friendship.  

Most men found her attractive and she wasn’t above flattery and a little harmless flirting, if 
that’s what it took to get the job done. There’d also be limo rides around the Greater Bay Area to 
help him get a feel for the terrain, dinners at expensive restaurants, and use of the company’s 
penthouse condo. 

And last, but not least, she had the corporate checkbook. She was prepared to offer Dr. 
Maheshwari a very handsome compensation package. If very handsome didn’t get the job done, 
she’d replace it with extremely generous. If that didn’t do the trick, she’d raise it some more, all 
the way to flat-out ridiculous. This was, after all, defense work. RCI could bury Maheshwari’s 
cost somewhere among the $100 hammers and $250 toilet seats.  

She arrived at the gate early and spent the time attaching a stick to her sign and tying her 
balloons to it. She positioned herself well back from the gate so she had a good view of everyone 
coming up the ramp. After a few minutes, her nervous energy kicked in and she began pacing 
back and forth.  

Her mother’s voice echoed in her ears. Shiri, stand still. Why must you always fidget? It’s 
not ladylike. She’d heard it a million times. She rolled her eyes, came to a stop, and softly 
whispered, “Yes, Mama.”  

She had no trouble identifying Dr. Maheshwari.  
Seeing her sign, he smiled and gave a short wave of hello as he approached her.  
He was several yards away and closing when she called to him. “Doctor Maheshwari, it’s 

good to finally meet you. After all the phone calls, I feel as if we’re old friends.”  
He appeared taken aback by her boisterous welcome, but reached for the hand she 

extended.  



“Everyone here at RCI has been looking forward to your arrival. I’m Shiri Yoblanski, of 
course.” She gave a nervous laugh and pumped his hand. “But then, you knew that, didn’t you?”  

He glanced up at her balloons. “It was very kind of you and Mickey to greet me, Mrs. 
Yoblanski.”  

Shiri had an unusually firm grip for a woman. She’d worked hard to perfect her strong 
handshake and coupled it with prolonged and frequent eye contact. She felt it important to make 
a memorable first impression when recruiting high profile applicants. Most men remembered her 
friendly, confident attitude and good looks. Those from Asia, accustomed to more subservient 
behavior in their women, sometimes found her style harsh and abrasive, pushy. So be it; she was 
who she was. 

She read his perplexed expression. “I know, I know. My appearance surprised you. I get 
that all the time. With a name like Yoblanski everyone expects a steroid-enhanced gal who’s 
built like a member of the old East German Women’s Olympic team.”  

She lifted her arms slightly and rocked from foot to foot, suggesting the bulk of a Sumo 
wrestler. She grinned at Dr. Maheshwari’s startled expression. She often had this effect on 
applicants.  

“You’ll be staying at RCI’s condo until you find a place of your own. I’ve made 
reservations for lunch. I thought it would give us a chance to become better acquainted. After 
lunch we’ll swing by and tour the offices and research facilities.”  

Maheshwari glanced up at a terminal clock. “Is that the correct time?”  
Shiri grew solicitous, almost motherly. “Are you tired from the long flight, suffering from 

jet lag?” 
“No, I am not lagging; I simply wished to adjust my watch.”  
“I think it was wise to break your trip into two parts,” Shiri said as they walked. “Straight 

through from Delhi to San Francisco is a grueling flight.” 
“So you know of my stopover in London?” 
“Our Travel Department always cc’s �P�H���R�Q�Š�´ 
Dr. Maheshwari’s look cut her off.  
“Pardon me for interrupting, Mrs. Yoblanski. I believe these young people here are 

coveting your Mickeys.” He pointed to a pair of youngsters staring longingly at Shiri’s bright 
balloons. “Perhaps they should have them.” 

Shiri undid the strings and handed them to the children. “Did you sightsee while you were 
in London? Buckingham Palace…Westminster Abbey…Big Ben and the whole routine?”  

“It had what I believe you Americans call a working holiday.” 
“Really, what did you do?” 
“I was a guest lecturer at Cambridge University. Professor Hawking and I made a joint 

presentation at the Isaac Newton Institute.” 
“You know Stephen Hawking?” 
The surprise in her voice drew a chuckle from Maheshwari. “Yes, our work throws us 

together several times a year. Professor Hawking and I regularly attend Strings Conferences.  
She came to a halt and  gave him a hard stare. “You’re telling me you have conferences 

about string?”  
His dark eyes sparkled. “Most certainly. Various attendees present their papers on kite 

string, packaging twine, why one even did a study on shoe strings.” 
“You’re pulling my leg, aren’t you?”  
His eyes widened. “I think not. We just met and I am a happily married man.” 



“I meant you were joking with me.” 
Maheshwari could not hide his delight. “Yes, Mrs. Yoblanski, I suppose I am indeed 

tugging your leg. Not string, String Theory.” 
“What’s String Theory?” 
“String Theory is the future of physics. It unites all elementary particles…electrons, 

photons, neutrinos and quarks as well as gravity, electromagnetism and weak and strong nuclear 
interaction. It mathematically combines Quantum Theory and Einstein’s General Theory of 
Relativity, thereby allowing us to calculate all of matter’s ten dimensions.” 

 “If there are ten dimensions why did my science teacher tell me there were three? Well, 
four if you include time.” She lowered her eyebrows. “Sounds to me like something funny’s 
going on here.” 

“You learned the dimensions of Newtonian Physics, the dimensions of our everyday world. 
Dr. Hawking and I, along with other scientists pursue a relativistic universe where time expands 
or contracts. It has ten dimensions, allowing us to unify the fundamental forces operating among 
the particles of matter.”  

Noting her startled expression, he added, “There is no cause for alarm. The other six 
dimensions are contracted into such a small size they can never be observed. The ruler in your 
desk drawer remains quite secure.” 

“I attended Dr. Hawking’s address at Cal Tech,” Shiri said as they entered the baggage 
handling area. “He’s sort of like Albert Einstein; everyone’s heard of him.” 

“Besides being blessed with a towering intellect, Stephen has the gift of expressing his 
lofty thoughts in understandable ways. It’s a unique combination. Few of us do it as well.”  

“It took me a few minutes to get used to his speech synthesizer,” Shiri admitted. “He hasn’t 
let ALS stop him. He’s amazing.” 

“The world needs holy men to explain God. Just as we require men like Professor Hawking 
to explain our world. Outward appearances and physical limitations should not define a person. 
The human spirit is invincible.”  

“He sure has it all figured out, doesn’t he?” 
“Are you familiar with the parable of the blind men and the Indian elephant?” 
“Sure. One was touching the elephant’s leg and said it was like a tree; another had his tail 

and said it was like a rope, the third had his trunk and said it was like a hose.” 
“Likewise, we physicists play a game of blind man’s bluff.” He pulled the first suitcase off 

the luggage carousel and set it aside. “The final answer, it seems, is always just beyond our 
grasp. The complexity of the universe, you see, forces us to remain Theoretical Physicists.” 

 
TWELVE  

They collected Maheshwari’s baggage, left the San Francisco International airport, and 
drove to Shiri’s favorite restaurant.  

“What does your husband do for a living?” Maheshwari asked while they waited for the 
maitre d’.  

“Yoblanski, of course, is my married name. My family’s third generation Japanese-
American. My husband, Jared, was a lineman for the 49’ers. Six foot four. Big guy, really, really 
big guy.” Shiri waved her hand high above her head for effect. “Since he retired from the game, 
he’s working with them as an Offensive Line Coach.” 

The maitre d’ recognized Shiri immediately. He grabbed two bound menus and led them to 
their table. As they crossed the room, she paused briefly at several tables. At each stop, she laid 



her arm across a person’s shoulder, conferred with them in exaggerated whispers and quiet 
chuckles, before moving on.  

Maheshwari, meanwhile, wondered what, or who, the 49’ers were and what it was that 
made her husband’s work so offensive. From there, his mind went to the petite Shiri with a man 
nearly six and a half feet tall. He was still pondering those implications when she resumed her 
monologue.  

She took the menu offered her and slid into a chair beside the window.  “There’s enough of 
Jared to make at least three of me with parts left over.”  

Dr. Maheshwari took the chair opposite her. As he listened to her chatter on and on, he 
realized she’d entertained many other prospects with these same stories.   

* * * 
The two diners were a study in opposites. The man quiet, unassuming and soft-spoken, the 

woman expressive and animated. Throughout the meal, Shiri maintained a nearly constant stream 
of comments, questions, and observations while Maheshwari quietly sipped his tea, smiled and 
politely nodded.  

An observer might have concluded he was not enjoying himself. While the subject of their 
conversation held little interest for him, despite her exuberant personality, he found Shiri quite 
charming.  

Gradually, the thin, dark-skinned man’s gaze strayed to the window. He focused his 
attention on a flock of birds scavenging around the dumpster.  

Shiri continued her monologue unaware she’d lost her audience. “Don’t you agree, Dr. 
Maheshwari?”  

He ignored her.  
She asked again, louder. “I said, don’t you agree, Dr. Maheshwari?”  
He jerked at the sound of his name.  He turned to face her with a sheepish smile. “I must 

apologize, Mrs. Yoblanski. It seems I have failed to pay attention to our conversation.” He 
pointed toward the dumpster. “I am afraid my concentration was diverted to those lovely Rock 
Doves just beyond our window.”  

Cupping her chin, she appeared confused. “I don’t see any doves. There’s nothing out there 
but a few scruffy pigeons milling around in the trash.” 

“Beauty resides in the eye of the beholder. These humble birds that populate our cities, 
both yours and mine, are Columba livia, the European Rock Dove…commonly known as the 
feral pigeon. They have, however, an illustrious history extending all the way back to the time of 
the Pharaohs in ancient Egypt.” 

Shiri watched the birds with newfound interest. “Their purple and green feathers are sorta 
pretty, I guess.” 

“Most everyone admires their hackles.” 
“Their what?”  
“Hackles. That is the ornithological term for the iridescent feathers on their neck. You were 

referencing them, were you not?”  
“Yeah, I suppose I was.” 
He pointed out the window at the ground below. “You may find it interesting to know that 

those birds have neither green nor purple feathers. The colors you see are the result of 
iridescence; it results from the diffraction of light.”  

For the first time since they’d left the airport, Shiri grew quiet and he became animated. An 
astute observer of body language, Shiri immediately understood she’d inadvertently pushed one 



of his hot buttons. She allowed the conversation to continue, and n the process, learned more 
about pigeon feathers than she ever wanted to know. 

“You seem to know an awful lot about birds,” she said when he finished. “I thought you 
were a physicist, not an ornithologist.” 

 “Indeed I am a physicist. But there is an entire branch of physics devoted to the properties 
of light.”  

Maheshwari noticed a beam of sunlight streaking through the window and thrust his hand 
into its path. The bright circle of light on their table vanished. “Light, you see, interacts with 
matter in a variety of ways. At times it behaves as a particle, at other times as a wave. It bounces 
and reflects, causing things to appear shiny or dull. It passes through certain materials and 
bends…refraction. It goes through narrow slits and splits into its constituent parts…diffraction. 
The spectroscopic diffraction produced by the bird’s feathers created the iridescence you 
admired.” 

He leaned back in his chair and interlocked his fingers.  “Light, of course, does many other 
things as well, but we don’t usually cover them in our introductory course.” His voice dropped to 
a confidential whisper. “Among other things, my potential contributions to RCI center on the 
properties of light and electromagnetic forces.”  

“And the birds?”  
“My interest in birds comes by way of my son, Tanveer. He is the bird fancier in our 

family. He started down this delightful path several years ago when he acquired a pair of Indian 
fantail pigeons. Most recently, he has chosen to pursue his hobby with racing pigeons.” 

“Do they look anything like those birds?”  
“There is a resemblance. A racing pigeon is a cross of several breeds, including the carrier 

dove.” 
“Are they anything like a carrier pigeon?” 
“One and the same. Throughout the world people know them by many names. For instance, 

the Dutch use the term postduiven, or messenger-dove.” 
“How old is your son, Dr. Maheshwari?”  
“He will celebrate his fourteenth birthday quite soon. In just a few days, actually.” He 

sighed. “Unfortunately, I shall not be there to share the occasion with him.”  
Rather than dwell on his absence, Shiri suggested they leave. 
Her high-energy personality re-asserted itself on the trip from the restaurant to RCI’s Palo 

Alto headquarters. Once the RCI campus came into view, she regaled Maheshwari with a host of 
information relating to its construction.  

She quoted all sorts of statistics about their energy-efficient architecture. Told him how 
they’d sited the buildings to minimize solar heat gain during the summer months, used natural 
and recyclable materials when and wherever possible, and much, much more.  

Winston Ridgely was waiting in the lobby when they arrived. He rushed forward and 
grasped Maheshwari’s hand. Ignoring Shiri, he swung an arm around his shoulder and led him 
away. “Come upstairs, Dr. Maheshwari, there are some people I want you to meet.” 

Maheshwari noticed Shiri left behind and looking bereft. He slipped Ridgely’s grip and 
walked back to her. Taking both of her hands in his, he gave her a respectful nod. “Thank you for 
a wonderful morning, Mrs. Shiri Yoblanski. I sense you and I will accomplish great things 
together.”   

 
THIRTEEN  



Annapolis Maryland. August, 1998 
Claudia Monet rose early and tip-toed out of the bedroom and down the hall. She reached 

the guest bath, paused to glance up and down the hall, then slipped in.  
Everyone is still asleep, so far so good.  
She’d begun easing the door closed when a furry brown paw suddenly appeared around the 

edge. Claudia knew Mousse well enough to know he’d start meowing if she didn’t let him in. 
She pulled the door back a bit and he padded through the opening.  

After noiselessly closing and locking the door, she picked up the cat and held him at eye 
level. “You better behave yourself and keep quiet. Give me away, Mr. Kitty, and you’ll go back 
out so fast you won’t know what hit you.” 

Mousse circled the unfamiliar room, nosing around and quietly meowing.  
Claudia opened the lowest drawer of the linen cabinet and stretched to reach in. She kept 

her stash all the way in back, hidden beneath a pile of towels. She chose one of three boxes and 
sat it on the vanity. Next, she removed a cellophane-wrapped disposable cup from the medicine 
cabinet, placing it on the counter beside the toilet. 

She frowned. This whole process reminded her of high school chemistry class. The only 
things missing were the slate sinks and the periodic table. 

The vanity became her work area. She smoothed a hand towel over the counter and put the 
receptacle and eye dropper on it. After washing her hands, she unwrapped the new cup and filled 
it with urine. She sat it on the towel and washed her hands again. 

Curious, Mousse leaped onto the counter to investigate. He sauntered over and sniffed the 
cup. 

She spun around and scooped him up in one quick motion and deposited him in the 
bathtub.  

The directions in the box said this was an easy process. And it might have been if her hand 
wasn’t shaking so badly. After several false starts she got the pregnancy test started. She marked 
the time and rechecked the directions to be certain.  

Her nervousness seemed to be contagious. Mousse left the bathtub and walked back and 
forth along the window sill. His coppery eyes followed her as she paced the room. When 
sufficient time elapsed, she noted the result and then decided to do the whole thing all over again 
just to be sure.  

* * * 
Claudia skipped back to the bedroom with a wide grin. Snuggling up beside Jeremy, she 

smoothed his hair and kissed his cheek. “Time to wake up, Daddy.” 
He blinked several times then checked the clock. “It’s Saturday, why are you up so early?” 
 “Oh, I had something I needed to do.” 
He yawned and stretched. “That’s nice. What’s important enough to wake me up early?”  
“I thought you might want to know you’re going to be a father…again.” 
“How did that happen?” 
She poked him in the ribs. “Didn’t they explain about the birds and the bees in med 

school?” 
“I just…” he pulled her into his arms and kissed her. It was several minutes before either of 

them spoke.  
“I meant are you absolutely sure?” he said softly. 
“You can take it to the bank. I used two different tests and they both had the same result.” 

She giggled.”Well, actually that’s not true. One had a blue bar and the other one had a plus sign.” 



Eyes sparkling, she let out a whoop and slapped the mattress. “But they both mean the same 
thing. We’re going to have a baby.”  

Her eyes widened. “What am I doing here with you? There’s someone I have to tell.” 
Jeremy expected her to reach for the phone to call her Aunt Wheezie, or her best friend 

Stephanie, or perhaps one of her brothers. Instead, she leaped off the bed and headed for the 
door. 

“Where are you going?” 
“I just told you. I’ll be back in a minute or two.”  
Her nightgown billowed as she raced down the hall. Reaching Trevor’s room, she went in 

and sat on the bed. She placed a hand on his shoulder and gently rocked him awake.  
The little boy opened his eyes and stared up at her in amazement. “What are you doing 

here, Mommy?” 
“I have some news and I wanted you to be the first to hear it.” She couldn’t stop happy 

tears from trickling down her checks. 
He reached up and touched one. “What’s wrong?” he asked, rubbing his damp thumb and 

forefinger together. “Why are you sad?” 
She shook her head and swallowed the lump in her throat. “I’m not sad. Ladies cry when 

they’re happy too. And I’m happier than I’ve ever been. I wanted you to know you’re going to 
have a brother or sister.” She pulled her six-year-old stepson into her arms and kissed the top of 
his head. “I’m going to have a baby, Trevor.  

 
FOURTEEN 

Pine Crest, Oregon. 
“You haven’t forgotten the Mothers of Song are going to Chadwick’s Nursing Home this 

afternoon, have you?” Marty asked. 
They were on their way home from church with Karen and Ellie in the backseat.  
Tom kept his eyes on the road. “Saw your note on the calendar this morning.”  
Leaning forward, Karen rested her hand on the back of her mother’s seat.  “Chadwick’s is 

where Angela Kelley’s mom went after her stroke, isn’t it?”  
“Yes.” Marty watched the morning fog slowly rising off the slough. The tide must be 

coming in, she thought, seeing a group of Great White Egrets lining up for breakfast along the 
water’s edge. “That was eight years ago; she was there for almost five years.”  

“Gee, that sounds awful. Nursing homes always seem so dreary.”  
“Those are the exact words Angela used.” Marty said as much to herself as to Karen.  
“It’s just so dreary there. The place exudes loneliness and isolation,” Angela Kelley had 

told Marty shortly after they admitted Angela’s mother to the Care Center. 
 “Why couldn’t a group of us go over to the Center and lead the patients in song?” Marty 

had wondered aloud.  
Angela cleared the idea with the Center’s Director; they recruited a few more friends and 

nervously drove over to the nursing home on a rainy spring day. They met with resounding 
success. Casting about for a name, they’d settled on the Mothers of Song.   

The mothers, mostly grandmothers now, spent the next several years polishing their act. 
Several of the women played musical instruments, and their repertoire consisted of old favorites 
interspersed with a few newer numbers from the 70’s. They served up a winning combination of 
pleasing harmonies, moderate tempo and a sing-along format. 

 Ellie rocked in her seat. “Can I go with you to sing, Grandma? Please…I’ll behave, 



honest.”  
Marty glanced over the seat at her. “You might get bored.”  
“I want to see the ladies…please…ple-e-e-ez.” 
“Okay, but no complaining about how long it lasts.” 
As they grew more confident, the Mothers of Song branched out. They continued making 

regular visits to local nursing homes, but also performed at charity fundraisers. A little over a 
year ago, they’d taken another big step and begun doing paid performances. They developed 
several comedy skits and punctuated each with well-placed double entendres.  

They were pleasantly surprised to see how well received they were by various business 
groups. Every month or so, the Mothers of Song traveled to a regional sales conference, a district 
meeting of the Grange, or a 4-H Banquet. Commercial performances were especially welcome 
because of the income they produced. The Mothers of Song adopted their local Hospice 
organization and donated the money to them. 

They rolled to a stop on the crest of the big hill at the four-way intersection of Coos Bay-
Pine Crest Road. A wide valley spread out in front of them for several miles on each side. 
Nestled in that valley floor, surrounded by forest and protected by mountains, was Pine Crest.  

Marty loved this panoramic view. She smiled; they were nearly home. She reached over 
and patted Tom’s knee.  

He slipped his hand over hers.  
* * * 

Tom and Karen were enjoying a lazy Sunday afternoon when they heard Ellie’s excited 
chatter on the porch. Tom opened the door and Ellie burst into the house waving a handful of 
brochures.  

“Grandpa! Mommy! Look at the big boat Grandma’s going to ride on. Look Mommy, 
look!”  

When Marty came into the room, Tom greeted her with a What is Ellie talking about? look.  
Marty walked across the room and kissed his cheek. “Just give it a chance,” she whispered. 

She caught Ellie as she whirled by. “Sweetheart, give those to Grandma for now. I’ll let you take 
some home with you when you leave.” 

Tom grew increasingly anxious by the minute. Big boat Grandma’s gonna ride? What was 
going on here?  

“I know you’ve got questions. Let me get out of these clothes and freshen up a bit. I’ll be 
back to tell you all about it.” 

* * * 
 “Boy do I have news for you guys,” Marty said as she took a seat on the couch. 
The brochures lay in a neat stack on a corner of the coffee table. She looked around for a 

coaster, and not finding one, slid a mail order catalog over and sat her glass in the middle of its 
cover. Smiling broadly, she picked up one of the brochures.  

Ellie tried to jump back into the conversation, but Karen pulled her into her lap and 
wrapped her up in her arms. “Let Grandma talk.”  

“After we finished at the nursing home today, Melody said she had an idea to share with us. 
Somehow, she’d found out about a cruise line that’s looking for entertainers.” 

Tom felt a sudden sense of foreboding. Though he had no idea why, he somehow knew he 
wasn’t going to like hearing what Marty had to say. It was silly to feel apprehensive, he told 
himself. He didn’t even know what she planned to say.  

Yet he couldn’t shake the persistent and overpowering feeling of trepidation. He sensed his 



life, their life, was poised to undergo a wrenching change. How he knew this, he couldn’t say. He 
just did.  

 Marty unfolded one of the brochures. “It’s a really terrific opportunity. Most of the time is 
our own, they provide free room and board, plus you get paid for the work. Isn’t that just about 
the greatest thing you’ve ever heard?” 

No, Tom thought, that’s not the greatest thing I’ve ever heard. He didn’t like it one bit. 
Through sheer power of will he forced himself to sit quietly even though every fiber of his being 
urged him to scream, “No! No! NO!”  

A sudden chill caused a shiver.   
What was he frightened of?  
He couldn’t say, exactly. It wasn’t anything solid he could get his hands around; it was 

more like a, a…a gut feeling. They were heading towards certain disaster as surely as if they 
were racing downhill in a runaway car with no brakes. But how could he convey these feelings to 
Marty? 

She leaned forward and fanned out the brochures across the tabletop. “Now, I know what 
you’re thinking.”  

Oh, no you don’t! 
Marty arched an eyebrow and gave him a surprised look.  
Could she have somehow read his mind? Did she sense his inner turmoil?  
Her eyes softened and she reached for his hand. When their fingers touched, she pulled 

away. “Your hands are like ice. Is something wrong; do you need a sweater?” 
“I’ll be alright.” He shifted in his chair. “There must be a draft in here or… something.”  
“You’re probably wondering why any cruise line would be interested in the Mothers of 

Song,” Marty said, returning to her narrative. “One of those big outfits with thousands upon 
thousands of passengers wouldn’t be. They hire some pretty big names, famous singers, Las 
Vegas acts and so forth. But Melody found a company that operates smaller ships, so it’s no 
problem.” 

They knew nothing about this outfit. Who could say if they were reliable? What kind of a 
crew did they have? Were their boats even seaworthy? Tom imagined a rusty scow wheezing its 
way through the waves. Fantastic! She wants to book passage on the African Queen.  

“A lot of the big cruise ships go to places like the Caribbean or Mexico, but this cruise goes 
to Alaska, all the way to the Bering Sea. The ship’s called the Paradise Voyager and it sails out 
of San Francisco. This time of year, there will be whale watching too.” 

Karen smiled. “Boy this really sounds great, Mom.”  
Excitement danced in Ellie’s eyes. “I wish I could go, Grandma.” She hopped down and 

ran over to the table. She grabbed a brochure and waved it in the air.  
Marty looked to her left. “Tom, you haven’t said a word. What do you think?”  
Did she want the truth? No, not really. What she wanted was his approval and support. But 

he wasn’t ready to give them, not yet anyway. “The truth is I need time to think this over. I’m, 
I’m just not sure.”  

His reluctance did nothing to diminish Marty’s enthusiasm. “Well, I think it’s a perfectly 
splendid opportunity. Melody says most of the passengers are either retirees or honeymooners. 
You know our act goes over big with the older folks and as for the honeymooners,” Marty 
winked at Karen, “they’ll mostly be spending the time in their cabin anyway.”  

“How long does the cruise last Mom?”  
“They call it a two-week cruise. We leave on a Sunday and return on a Friday. That works 



out to 13 days and 12 nights. I suppose they must clean the ship on Saturday. Then they’re ready 
to start the next cruise again on Sunday.”  

Tom snapped up in his chair. “The next cruise? How long do you plan on doing this?”  
“It’s a one-shot deal, but Melody says if they like us we might get the chance to do it again 

sometime.” 
Tom picked up a brochure and began thumbing through it.  
“Oh, I almost forgot the best part,” Marty said. “Besides free room and board, we get a 

transportation allowance back and forth to San Francisco and $500. There are eight of us going, 
so we’ll have $4,000 for Hospice when we get back.” 

Marty glanced at her watch and dropped the brochures onto the table. “Look at the time. 
Karen, can you help me get supper started?” The two of them went into the kitchen and 
continued an excited conversation about the upcoming cruise.  

 
FIFTEEN  

Ellie and Tom remained in the living room while the women prepared supper. She picked 
up one of the brochures and crawled into his lap. “Wanna look at the pictures with me some 
more, Grandpa?”  

He didn’t, but for Ellie’s sake said he would.  
She rooted around until she was comfortable and began carefully opening the brochure on 

her lap for him to see. The slick paper crinkled as she unfolded it. Ellie pointed to each picture, 
explaining them as she went. When she opened to its centerfold, there was a heading that read A 
Welcome Aboard from the Board of Directors and the President of Paradise Cruise Line. Below, 
was a photograph of the Directors seated around a table along with a short letter they’d 
supposedly written to prospective passengers.  

“Who are these people, Grandpa?” 
“They’re the men who run the cruise line.”  
“What about this pretty lady in the middle?” 
Tom had somehow overlooked the beautiful blond at the head of the table. Taking the 

brochure from Ellie, he brought it closer and squinted at the list of names. “She’s Claudia Monet. 
It’s says she’s the Company’s Chairperson. That means she’s the boss.” 

Ellie flipped over the woman’s magazine on the coffee table. “Then what’s she doing on 
the back of Grandma’s magazine?” 

Seeing the ad reminded Tom of the commercials he’d seen for the cruise line on cable TV. 
He’d assumed she was merely window dressing for the ads.  

Since when did supermodels start running cruise lines? 
Ellie pointed to a man’s portrait. “What about him?”  
With his friendly smile, mane of white hair, and ruddy complexion, he looked every bit the 

archetypal English gentleman. He wore a navy blazer with an insignia embroidered on the pocket 
and had one hand resting on a ship’s wheel. The line beneath the photo identified him as Admiral 
(Ret.) Reginald Schoonover, President and Chief Operating Officer of the company.  

After Tom explained Schoonover’s position, Ellie returned to her narrative extolling the 
various amenities available onboard the ship.  

He pretended to listen, but his mind was on other things, disturbing things, things he didn’t 
understand. 

There was no justification for the Mothers of Song to be taking off on an Alaskan Cruise, 
he thought. If they wanted to go to Eugene or Salem for an afternoon or evening, okay, but 



Alaska? Alaska was out of the question. What came next, State Fairs, a worldwide concert tour? 
Who did they think they were, the Charlie Daniels Band? A bunch of naïve women from Pine 
Crest, Oregon had no business getting involved in something like this. 

* * * 
Karen and Ellie left right after dinner for the long drive back to Portland.  
Tom had said little ever since Marty came home with cruise brochures. She could read the 

signs and knew he was upset over something. They sat across from each other in the living room, 
she sewing and he reading.  

Marty put her needlepoint aside and cleared her throat. “Why don’t you tell me what’s 
bothering you?” 

“You wouldn’t like what I’d say.” 
“How do you know, if you don’t tell me?” 
“I know. Believe me, I know.” 
“Very well, if that’s how you want it.” She picked up her sewing again.  
He hated it when she did that. Women never fought fair. She’d wait until he’d built up a 

full head of steam and then become reasonable and placating. He wanted her to fume and holler 
and maybe even throw in a curse word or two. That way he could yell right back and feel good 
about doing it. 

“Very well, I’ll tell you. I don’t think you have any business running off on some cruise 
ship for two weeks. It’s a crazy idea and you don’t have my permission to go.”  

Marty’s hand was poised above her work. Instead of adding another stitch, she stopped and 
calmly slipped the needle through the edge of material. She folded her hands in her lap. “So now 
I’m crazy?” 

“I didn’t say you were crazy; I said the idea was crazy.” She already had him defining 
terms. Why did their arguments always go like this? 

“You’re splitting hairs. We’re trying to do something a little ambitious, something to help 
the community. What’s wrong with that? Can’t you take care of yourself for two lousy weeks? 
Are you afraid I’ll meet someone on the ship, run off with them, and never come back?” 

“Yes!”  
Marty’s eyebrows shot up.  
“I mean, no.” 
“There’s your problem; you don’t know what you mean. And you say I’m the crazy one?” 

Glaring at him, she tapped the chair arm to make her point. “This is a good thing. It’s for a good 
cause and I’m damned well going to go whether you like it or not.”  

She rose and walked to the window. As soon as her back was turned, she reached up to 
wipe away tears. After a moment, she took a deep, cleansing breath and spun around. “You 
haven’t even given this a chance. That’s not like you. There’s something else, isn’t there?” 

“It’s hard to talk about. Something just doesn’t feel right. This whole idea has bothered me 
since the minute you walked in the door.” 

“Why?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“You’re being ridiculous.” 
“I don’t care if I am; you’re getting in over your head.” 
“What about the other women?” 
“What about them? If they want to go, let ‘em.” 
“Two things, Tom.” Her hand shook when she raised it to tick off the points. “One, it’s 



already been decided; I am going. And two, you need to do a lot better than it doesn’t feel right 
before I’ll reconsider.” 

Marty turned and headed for their bedroom. When she reached the hallway, she looked 
back. “One other thing. As for your permission, I don’t need it. In case you didn’t get the word, 
Lincoln freed the slaves over a hundred years ago.” She slammed the bedroom door behind her. 

Tom sat alone in the living room, slowly replaying their argument in his mind. She’d even 
thrown in a curse word, not that it made him feel any better. He seemed to have a knack for 
saying the wrong thing. He hadn’t realized it before, but he truly was afraid she wouldn’t come 
back.  

Why? He knew she’d never run off with someone else; that was preposterous. So, why did 
he answer yes? He wasn’t referring to her meeting someone on the ship. He was…he was 
answering the last part of her question, the never come back part.  

* * * 
Tom gave Marty sufficient time to get ready for bed. Normally, he enjoyed watching her 

undress, but after an argument, he knew from experience she’d go into the bathroom, lock the 
door, and come out in her long, flannel nightgown. She’d punch her pillow a few times to fluff it 
up, probably wishing it was him, pull the covers up to her chin and turn her back to him.  

He hated the whole routine. Why couldn’t he learn to keep his mouth shut? 
Tom let the dog out, brought in the cat and locked the doors before going into the bedroom. 

As expected, the lights were off and Marty had burrowed down in the blankets and turned toward 
the wall. When he got into bed he tried to make peace by patting her hip. 

“Don’t even think about it, Buster.”  
Tom turned his back to her and straightened the blanket. He hadn’t been thinking about it.   

 
 


