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LAST CALL

Tim Powers

For Gloria Batsford: With heartfelt thanks for more than a decade's worth of help and advice and
great dinners and sociable friendship; may we all have many decades more.

And with thanks, too, to Chris and Theresa Arena, Mike Autrey, Beth Bailey, Louigi Baker, Jm
Blaylock, Lou and Myrna Donato, Don Ellison, Mike Gaddy, Russ Galen, Keith Holmberg, Don
Johnson, Mike Kelley, Dorothea Kenney, Dana Kunkel, Scott Landre, Jeff Levin, Mark Lipinski, Joe
Machuga, Tim Mc-Namara, Steve and Tammie Malk, Dennis Meyer, Phil Pace, Richard Powers,
Serena Powers, Randal Robb, Betty Schlossberg, Ed Silberstang, Carlton Smith, Ed and Pat Thomas,
and Marv and Carol and Rex Torrez.

PROLOGUE
1948: A Castle In The Wasteland

In March of 1951, testifying before the Kefauver Senate Crime Investigating
Committee, VirginiaHill stated that Siegel had told her the Flamingo Hotel was
"upside down"—though she was able to cast no light on what he might have meant
by that statement.

—Caolin Lepovre, Segel Agonistes

And upside down in air were towers
Tolling reminiscent bells, that kept the hours
And voices singing out of empty cisterns and exhausted wells.

—T. S. Eliot, The Waste Land

Son, | have seen the good ship sail
Keel upward, and mast downward, in the heavens,
And solid turrets topsy-turvy in air ...

—Alfred, Lord Tennyson, Idylls of the King

CHAPTER 1
“I'll Still Have You, Sonny Boy"

Georges Leon held hislittle boy's hand too tightly and stared up from under his hatbrim at the unnaturally
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dark noon sky.

He knew that out over the desert, visible to any motorists along the lonelier stretches of Boulder Highway,
the rain would be twisting in tall, ragged funnels under the clouds; already some flooding had probably
crept across the two lanes of Highway 91, islanding the Flamingo Hotel outside town. And on the other
side of the earth, under his feet, was the full moon.

The Moon and the Fool, he thought desperately. Not good—but | can't stop now.

A dog was barking a block or two away, in one of these alleys or parking lots. In spite of himself, Leon
thought about the dog that appeared on the Fool card in the Tarot deck and the dogs that in Greek
mythology accompanied Artemis, the goddess of the moon. And of course, the picture on the Moon card
generally showed rain falling. He wished he were allowed to get drunk.

"We'd better be heading for home, Scotty," he told the boy, keeping the urgency out of his voice only with
some effort. Get this done, he thought.

Palm fronds rattled overhead and threw big drops down onto the pavement.
"Home?" protested Scotty. "No, you said—"

Guilt made Leon gruff. "Y ou got afancy breakfast and lunch, and you've got a pocketful of punched chips
and flattened pennies.” They took a few more steps along the puddied pavement toward Center Street,
where they'd be turning right toward the bungalow. The wet street smelled like dry white wine. "I'll tell
you what, though," he said, despising himself for making an empty promise, "tonight after dinner this
storm will have cleared up, and we can drive out of town with the telescope and look at the stars.”

The boy sighed. "Okay," he said, trotting along to keep up with his father, his free hand rattling the
defaced chips and penniesin his pocket. "But it's gonna be afull moon. That'll wash everything else out,
won't it?'

God, shut up, Leon thought. "No," he said, as though the universe might be listening and might do what
he said. "No, it won't change athing."

L eon had wanted an excuse to stop by the Flamingo Hotel, seven miles outside of town on 91, so he had
taken Scott there for breakfast.

The Flamingo was a wide three-story hotel with a fourth-floor penthouse, incongruously green against the
tan desert that surrounded it. Palm trees had been trucked in to stand around the building, and this
morning the sun had been glaring down from a clear sky, giving the vivid green lawn alook of defiance.

Leon had let avalet park the car, and he and Scott had walked hand in hand aong the strip of pavement to
the front steps that led up to the casino door.

Below the steps on the left side, behind a bush, Leon had long ago punched a hole in the stucco and
scratched some symbols around it; this morning he crouched at the foot of the stepsto tie his shoe, and he
took a package from his coat pocket and leaned forward and pitched it into the hole.

"Another thing that might hurt you, Daddy?" Scott asked in awhisper. The boy was peering over his
shoulder at the crude rayed suns and stick figures that grooved the stucco and flaked the green paint.

L eon stood up. He stared down at his son, wondering why he had ever confided thisto the boy. Not that it
mattered now.

"Right, Scotto," he said. "And what isit?"
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"Our secret.”

"Right again. Y ou hungry?"

"Asabedbug." This had somehow become one of their bits of standard dialogue.
"Let'sgo."

The desert sun had been shining in through the windows, glittering off the little copper skillets the fried
eggs and kippered herrings were served in. The breakfast had been "on the house," even though they
weren't guests, because Leon was known to have been a business associate of Ben Siegel, the founder.
Already the waitresses felt free to refer openly to the man as "Bugsy" Siegel.

That had been the first thing that had made Leon uneasy, eating at the expense of that particular dead
man.

Scotty had had a good time, though, sipping a cherry-topped Coca-Cola from an Old Fashioned glass and
squinting around the room with aworldly air.

"Thisisyour place now, huh, Dad?' he'd said as they were leaving through the circular room that was the
casino. Cards were turning over crisply, and dice were rolling with a muffled rattle across the green felt,
but Leon didn't look at any of the random suits and numbers that were defining the moment.

None of the dealers or croupiers seemed to have heard the boy. "Y ou don't—" Leon began.
"I know," Scotty had said in quick shame, "you don't talk about important stuff in front of the cards.”

They left through the door that faced the 91, and had to wait for the car to be brought around from the
other side—the side where the one window on the penthouse level made the building look like a one-eyed
face gazing out across the desert.

The Emperor card, Leon thought now as he tugged Scotty along the rain-darkened Center Street sidewalk;
why am | not getting any signs from it? The old man in profile, sitting on a throne with his legs crossed
because of some injury. That has been my card for ayear now. | can prove it by Richard, my oldest
son—and soon enough I'll be able to prove it by Scotty here.

Against hiswill he wondered what sort of person Scotty would have grown up to be if this weren't going
to happen. The boy would be twenty-one in 1964; was there alittle girl in the world somewhere now who
would, otherwise, one day meet him and marry him? Would she now find somebody else? What sort of
man would Scotty have grown up to be? Fat, thin, honest, crooked? Would he have inherited his father's
talent for mathematics?

L eon glanced down at the boy, and wondered what Scotty found so interesting in the rain-drabbed details
of this street—the lurid red and blue hieroglyphs of neon in tiny round bar windows, the wet awnings
flapping in the rainy breeze, carslooming like submarines through the filtered gray light ...

He remembered Scotty batting at the branches of a rosebush during a brightly sunlit walk around the
grounds of the Flamingo a few months ago and piping out, “Look, Daddy! Those |leaves are the same
color as the city of Oz!" Leon had seen that the bush's |leaves were instead a dusted dark green, almost
black, and for afew moments he had worried about Scotty's color perception—and then he had crouched
beside the boy, head to head, and seen that the underside of each leaf was bright emerald, hidden to any
passerby of more than four feet in height.

Since then Leon had paid particular attention to his son's observations. Often they were funny, like the
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time he pointed out that the pile of mashed potatoes on his plate looked just like Wallace Beery; but once
in awhile, as had happened at lunch today, he found them obscurely frightening.

After breakfast, while the sun had still been shining and these rain clouds were just billowy sails dwarfing
the Spring Mountains in the west, the two of them had driven the new Buick to the Las Vegas Club
downtown, where Leon held an eight-dollar-a-day job as a Blackjack dedler.

He had cashed his paycheck and taken fifty cents of it in pennies, and had got the pit bossto let Scotty
have a stack of the old worn chips that the casino defaced by die-punching a hole through the centers, and
then they had walked to the tracks west of the Union Pacific Depot, and Leon had shown his son how to
lay pennies on the tracks so that the L os Angeles-bound trains would flatten them.

For the next hour or so they ran up to lay the bright coins on the hot steel rails, scrambled back to a safe
distance to wait for atrain, and then, after the spaceship-looking train had come rushing out of the station
and howled past and begun to diminish in the west, tiptoed out to the track where the giant had passed and
tried to find the featureless copper ovals. They were too hot to hold at first, and Leon would juggle them
into his upended hat on the sand to cool off. Eventually he had said that it was time for lunch. The clouds
were bigger in the west now.

They drove around, and found a new casino called the Moulin Rouge in the colored neighborhood west of
the 91. Leon had not even heard that such a place was being built, and he didn't like colored people, but
Scotty had been hungry and Leon had been impatient, so they had gone in. After Scotty had been told that
his flattened pennies wouldn't spin the wheels of the slot machines, they went to the restaurant and
ordered plates of what turned out to be a surprisingly good lobster stew.

After Scotty had eaten as much as he could of his, he shoved the sauce out to the rim of the plate; through
the mess at the center peeked the harlequin figure that was apparently the Moulin Rouge's trademark.

The boy had stared at the white face for a moment, then looked up at his father and said, "The Joker."

Georges Leon had shown no expression as he followed his son's gaze to the face on the plate. The
androgynous harlequin figure did resemble the standard Joker in a deck of cards, and of course he knew
that the Joker was the only member of the Major Arcanafigures to survive the truncation of the seventy-
eight-card Tarot deck to the modern fifty-three-card playing card deck.

In previous centuries the figure had been called the Fool, and was portrayed dancing on a cliff edge,
holding a stick and pursued by a dog, but the Joker and the Fool were unarguably the same Person.

A piece of lobster obscured one of the grinning figure's eyes.
"A one-eyed Joker," Scotty had added cheerfully.

Leon had hastily paid the bill and dragged his son out into the rainstorm that had swept into town while
they'd been eating. They'd driven back as far as the Las Vegas Club, and then, feeling conspicuousin the
big car, Leon had insisted on leaving it there and putting on their hats and walking the few blocks back
through the dwindling rain to the bungalow on Bridger Avenue that was their home.

Scott's eighteen-year-old brother, Richard, was on the roof, scanning the nearby streets and housefronts
when they walked up, and he didn't glance down when they unlocked the front door and went inside.

Leon's wife was standing in the kitchen doorway, and the smile on her thin, worn face seemed forced.
"Y ou two are home early."

Georges Leon walked past her and sat down at the kitchen table. He drummed his fingers on the Formica
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surface—his fingertips seemed to vibrate, asif he'd been drinking too much coffee. "It started raining," he
said. "Could you get me a Coke?' He stared at his drumming hand, noting the gray hairs on the knuckles.

Donna obediently opened the refrigerator and took out a bottle and levered off the cap in the opener on
the wall.

Perhaps encouraged by the drumming, or trying to dispel the tension that seemed to cramp the air in the
room, Scotty ran over to where his father sat.

"Sonny Boy," Scotty said.
Georges Leon looked at his son and considered ssimply not doing this thing that he had planned.

For nearly twenty years Leon had worked toward the position he now held, and during all that time he had
managed to see people as no more a part of himself than the numbers and statistics that he had used to get
there. Only today, with this boy, had he begun to suspect the existence of cracksin hisresolve.

He should have suspected the cracks earlier.

The boat trips on Lake Mead had been strategy, for instance, but he could see now that he had enjoyed the
boy's enthusiasm for baiting hooks and rowing; and sharing some of his hard-learned advice about cards
and dice had become, as he should have noticed, more afather sharing his skills with his son than mere
cold precautions.

Donna clanked the bottle down in front of him, and he took a thoughtful sip of Coke.

Then, imitating the voice of the singer they'd seen in the lounge at the Las V egas Club one night, he said,
" 'Climb up on my knee, Sonny Boy.""

Scotty complied happily.

" 'When thereare gray skies....' " Leon sang.

" 'What don't you mind in the least? " recited Scotty.
"'l don't mind the gray skies..." "

" 'What do | do to them? "

" "You make themblue ..." "

" 'What's my name? "

Sonny Boy.
" 'What will friends do to you? "
L eon wondered what friends that was supposed to refer to. He paused before singing the next line.

He could stop. Move back to the coast, go into hiding from the jacks, who would surely come looking for
him; live out the remainder of his life—twenty-one more years, if he got the standard threescore and
ten—as a normal man. His other son, Richard, might even still recover.

" 'What will friends do to you? " Scotty repeated.

Leon looked at the boy and realized with a dull despair that he had come, in the last five years, to love
him. The lyrics seemed for a moment to hold a promise—maybe Scotty could make these gray skies blue.
Had the Fool been holding out a last-chance offer of that?

It could have been.
But ...
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But it didn't matter. It wastoo late. Leon had come vastly too far, pursuing the thing whose dim shape and
potential he had begun to discover in his statistical calculations all the way back in histwentiesin Paris.
Too many people had died; too much of himself had been invested in this. In order to change now, he
would have to start all over again, old and undefended and with the deck stacked against him.

" 'Friends may forsake me,' " he said, speaking the line rather than singing it. Let them all forsake me, he
thought. I'll still have you, Sonny Boy.

He stood up and hoisted the boy easily onto his shoulders. “"Enough of the song, Scott. Y ou still got your
money?' The boy rattled the worthless chips and penniesin his pocket. "Then let's go into the den."”

"What for?" asked Donna, her hands hooked into the back pockets of her jeans.
"Man stuff," Leon told her. "Right, Scotto?’
Scott swayed happily on his father's shoulders. "Right!"

L eon crossed the room, pretended to be about to ram the boy's head into the door lintel, then at the last
moment did a deep knee bend and stepped through. He did the same trick at the door to the
den—provoking wild giggles from Scotty—and then lifted him down and plopped him into the leather
chair that was Daddy's chair. The lamp flame flickered with the wind of it, throwing freakish shadows
across the spines of the books that haphazardly filled the floor-to-ceiling shelves.

Scotty's blue eyes were wide, and Leon knew the boy was surprised to be allowed, for the first time, to sit
in the chair with the cup and lance head and crown hanging on wires overhead.

"Thisisthe King's chair," the boy whispered.

"That's right." Leon swallowed, and his voice was steadier when he went on: "And anybody who sitsin
it ... becomesthe King. Let's play a game of cards." He unlocked the desk and took from it a handful of
gold coins and a polished wooden box the size of a Bible.

He dropped the coins onto the carpet. "Pot's not right."

Scotty dug the holed chips and flattened pennies out of his pocket and tossed them onto the floor in front
of the chair. He grinned uncertainly at his father. "Pot'sright."

Defaced currency against gold, Leon thought. The pot is indeed right.

Crouching in front of the boy now, Leon opened the box and spilled into his hands a deck of oversize
cards. He spread them out on the carpet, covering their bets, and waved at them. "Look," he said softly. A
smell like incense and hot metal filled the room.

Leon looked at the boy's face rather than at the Tarot cards. He remembered the night he had first seen a
deck of thisversion, the suppressed Lombardy Zeroth version, in a candle-lit atticin Marselllesin 1925;
and he remembered how profoundly disturbing the enigmatic pictures had been, and how his head had
seemed to be full of voices, and how afterward he had forced himself not to sleep for nearly a week.

The boy's eyes narrowed, and he was breathing deeply and slowly. Awful wisdom seemed to be subtly
aging the planes of hisyoung face, and Leon tried to guess, from the changing set of his mouth, which
card was under his gaze at which moment: the Fool, in this version without his characteristic dog,
standing on a jigsaw-edged cliff with an expression of malevolent idiocy; Death, also standing at the
wavy cliff edge, looking more like avertically split mummy than a skeleton, and carrying a bizarrely
reminiscent-of-Cupid bow; Judgment, with the King calling up naked people from atomb; the various
face cards of Cups, Wands, Swords, and Coins ... and all with repugnantly innocent-seeming patterns of
branches or flower vines or ivy in the foreground somewhere ... and all done in the vividest golds and
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reds and oceanic blues ...

Tears glistened in Scotty's eyes. Leon had blinked away his own before gathering in the deck and
beginning to shuffle.

The boy's mind was opened now, and unconnected.
"Now," said Leon huskily, "you're going to choose eight c—"
"No," interrupted Donna from the doorway.

Leon looked up angrily, then relaxed his face into wooden impassivity when he saw the little gun she held
with both fists.

Two barrels, big bore, .45 probably. A derringer.

In the instant Leon had seen the gun, there had been afaint booming overhead as Richard had scrambled
across the tiles on the roof, but now there was no sound from up there.

"Not him too,” Donna said. She was breathing fast, and the skin was tight over her cheekbones, and her
lips were white. "Thisis loaded with .410 bird-shot shells. | know, | figured it out, what you did to
Richard, okay? | figure that's, it's too late there for him." She took a deep breath and let it out. "But you
can't have Scotty too."

Check and a big raise, Leon told himself. Y ou were too involved in your own cinch hand to watch the
eyes of al the other players.

He spread his hands asif in alarmed acknowledgment of defeat ... and then in one smooth motion he
sprang sideways and swept the boy out of the chair and stood up, holding Scotty as ashield in front of his
face and chest. And a devastating raise back at you, he thought. "And the kid," he said confidently. "To
you."

"Call," she said, and lowered the stubby barrel and fired.

CHAPTER 2
No Smell of Roses
The blue-flaring blast deafened and dazzled her, but she saw the man and the boy fall violently forward,

and the boy collided with her knees and knocked her backward against the bookcase. One of her numbed
hands still clutched the little gun, and with the other she snatched Scotty up by his collar.

L eon had been hunched on his hands and knees on the blood-dappled carpet, but now he reared back, the
cardsafan in hisfist. His face was a colorless mask of effort, but when he spoke, it was loud.

"Look."
She looked, and he flung the cards at her.

Several hissed past her face and clattered into the book-spines behind her, but through her collar-clutching
hand she felt Scotty shudder.

Then she had turned and was blundering down the hall, shouting words that she hoped conveyed the fact
that she still had one shot left in the gun. By the kitchen door she snatched the car keys off the hook, and
she was trying to think, trying to remember whether her Chevrolet had gasin the tank, when she heard
Scotty's whimpering.
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She looked down—and the ringing in her ears seemed to increase when she realized that the card attached
edge-on to the boy's face was actually embedded in his right eye.

In the stretched-out second in which nothing else moved, her numbed hand tucked the gun into her
pocket, reached down, and, with two fingers, tugged the card free and dropped it. It slapped the floor, face
down on the linoleum.

She wrestled the door open and dragged the shock-stiffened little boy out across the chilly gravel yard to
the car; she unlocked the driver's side door, muscled him in and then got in herself, pushing him along the
seat. She twisted the key in the ignition at the same moment that she stomped the accel erator and yanked
the wheel sideways.

The car started, and she slammed it into gear. She snapped the headlights on as the back end was
whipping across the gravel, and when the gate to the road came around into the glare, she spun the wheel
back to straighten the car out and then they had punched through and were on the street, having only
caved in the driver's side against one of the gate's uprights.

"Okay, Scotty," she was mumbling inaudibly, "we're gonna get you help, kid, hangon ... "

Where? she thought. Boulder, it's got to be Boulder. There's the old Six Companies Hospital out there.
Anything in town hereistoo close, to easy for Georges to find.

She turned right onto Fremont.

"Heisrich," she said, blinking but keeping her eyes on the lights of traffic amid the casino neon that made
aglittering rainbow of the wet street. "l was thinking of you, | swear—Christ, he liked you, | know he

did! Richard's gone, it was too late for Richard, and | never thought he'd decide he needed more than

one."

She swerved around a slow-moving station wagon, and Scotty whimpered. His head was against the far
doorjamb, and he was bracing himself against the handle with one hand and covering his ruined eye with
the other.

"Sorry. Boulder in fifteen minutes, | promise you, as soon as we get clear of all this. He does have loads
of money, though. He only works at the Club to keep in touch with the cards—and the waves, he
says—keep in touch with the waves, as though he's living out on the coast, trying to track the tides or
something."

"There aretides here, t00," the boy said quietly as the car's motion rocked him on the seat. "And the cards
are how you track 'em."

His mother glanced at him for the first time since turning south on Fremont. Jesus, she thought, you and
he were very damn close, weren't you? Y our daddy shared a lot with you. How could he then want to
erase you? Erase you, not your little body, of course. Y our body was supposed to wind up crouched on the
roof with Richard's, | guess—one of you watching west, the other east, so Georges can sit in his den and
have a sort of three-hundred-and-sixty-degree motion-picture stereopticon.

Ahead of the Chevrolet a Packard convertible with two peoplein it pulled out of Seventh Street onto
Fremont. "Shit,” Donna muttered absently. She took her foot off the accelerator and let the engine wind
down—until she glanced in the rearview mirror and was immediately certain that the pair of headlights
behind her had been there for the last several blocks, matching her every lane change. There were two
peopleinit, too.

Her stomach was suddenly empty and cold, and she closed her throat against a despairing monotone wail.
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That's Bailey and somebody in the Packard, she thought, and behind us could be any pair of a dozen of
the guys that work for him, commit crimes for him, worship him. There're probably cars on 91 too, east
and west, to stop meif | was going to run for L.A. or Salt Lake City.

The Chevrolet was still lowing, so she gave it enough gas to stay ahead of the car behind—and then at
Ninth Street she banged the gearshift into second and pushed the accelerator to the floor and threw the car
into a screaming, drifting right turn. People shouted at her from the sidewalk as she fought the wheel; then
the tires had taken hold and she was racing south down Ninth. She groped at the dashboard and turned off
the headlights.

"I really think you'd be better off dead," she said in a shrill whisper that Scotty could not possibly have
heard over the roar of the engine, "but let's seeif that's all thereis."

The lights of a Texaco station were looming up ahead. A glance in the rearview mirror showed her that
for the moment she had lost the following car, so she hit the brakes—saw that she was going too fast to
turn into the station lot—and came to a smoking, fishtailing stop at the curb just past it. Scotty had
slammed into the dashboard and tumbled to the floor.

She wrenched her bent door open and jumped out, scuffling on the wet asphalt to catch her balance. The
gun was in her hand, but a truck towing a boat on atrailer had pulled out of the station and was for the
moment blocking her view. It ponderously turned right—it was going to pass her.

Already keening for her doomed child, she dropped the gun, leaned into the car and dragged Scotty's limp
body out by the ankles. She caught only a glimpse of the bloody mask that was his face before she
grabbed his belt and his collar and, with alast desperate effort that seemed to tear every tendon in her
back and shoulders and legs, flung him as high up into the air as she could, as the boat behind the truck
trundled past.

The boy hung in midair for amoment, his arms and legs moving weakly in the white light, and then he
was gone, had fallen inside or onto the deck, was perhaps going to roll all the way across and fall off onto
the street on the other side.

She let the follow-through of the throw slam her back around against the Chevrolet, and she controlled
her subsequent tumble only enough so that it left her on the driver's seat. Almost without her volition, her
right hand reached out and started the car.

The boat was receding steadily away. She didn't see alittle body on the road.

Headlights had appeared behind her, from the direction of Fremont. She dragged her legsinside, pulled
the door closed, and made a screeching first-gear U-turn, aiming her car straight at the oncoming
headlights, and shifted up into second gear as soon as she could.

The headlights swerved away out of her focus, and behind her she heard squealing brakes and a sound
like avery heavy door being slammed, but she didn't look back. At Fremont she downshifted and turned
right, once again gunning toward Boulder, twenty-five miles away.

The knob of the stick shift was cool in her hand as she shifted up through third to fourth.

She was peaceful now, almost happy. Everything had been spent, and any moments that remained were
gravy, a bonus. She rolled down the window and took deep breaths of the cool desert air.

The Chevrolet was racing out past Las Vegas Boulevard now, and all that lay ahead of her was
desert ... and, beyond any hope of reaching, the mountains and the dam and the lake.

Behind her she could see headlights approaching fast—the Packard, certainly.
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That snowy Christmasin New Y ork in 1929, she thought as the desert highway hissed by under her
wheels. | was twenty-one, and Georges was thirty, a handsome, brilliant young Frenchman, fresh from the
Ecole Polytechnique and the Bourbaki Club, and he had somehow known enough about international
finance to get rich when the Depression struck. And he wanted to have children.

How could | possibly have resisted?

She remembered glimpsing the bloody, exploded ruin the load of .410 shot had made of his groin, only a
few minutes ago.

The speedometer needle was lying against the pin above 120.
Some anonymous cinder-block building was approaching fast on her right.

God, Georges, she thought as she bracketed it between her headlights, how miserable we managed to
make each other.

Leon hung up the telephone and slumped back in the king's chair. Blood puddied hot around his buttocks
and made his pants legs a clinging weight.

Okay, he was thinking monotonously, okay, thisis bad, thisis very bad, but you haven't lost everything.

He had called Abrams last. The man had sworn he'd be here within four minutes, with a couple of others
who would be able to carry Leon to the car for the drive to the Southern Nevada Hospital, five miles west
on Charleston Boulevard. Leon had for amoment considered calling for aride to the hospital first, but a
glance at his groin had left him no choice but to believe that his genitals were destroyed—and therefore it
had been more crucial to recover Scotty, the last son he would ever beget.

You haven't lost everything.

His entire lower belly felt loose—hot and wet and broken—and now that he had hung up the telephone he
had two free hands with which to clutch himself, hold himself in.

It's not everything, he told himself. You won't die of a mere shotgun wound, your blood isin Lake Mead
and you'rein Las Vegas and the Flamingo's still standing, out there on Highway 91 in therain. You
haven't lost everything.

The Moon and the Fool. He blinked away sweat and |looked at the cards scattered on the floor around the
bookcases and the doorway, and he thought about the card that had |eft the room, wedged—the thought
made him numb—wedged in Scotty's eye.

My reign is not over.
He crossed his legs; it seemed to help against the pain.

He rolled his head back and sniffed, but there was no smell of rosesin the room. He was getting dizzy and
weak, but at |east there was no smell of roses.

His face had been inches from a flourishing rose bush, he remembered dreamily, on the night he had
killed Ben Siegel. The branches and twigs had been curled and coiled across the trellis like a diagram of
veins or lightning or river deltas.

Leon had stalked Siegel for nearly ten years before killing him.

The East Coast gangster lords had seemed to sense the kind of kingship that nobody had yet taken in the
United States. Joseph Doto had assumed the name Joe Adonis and took pains to maintain a youthful
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appearance, and Abner "Longy" Zwillman had shot arival named Leo Kaplus in the testicles rather than
through the heart, and in 1938 Tony Cornero had established a gambling ship that stayed outside the three-
mile limit off the coast of Santa Monica; Cornero named the ship the Rex, Latin for "king," and Siegel had
owned fifteen percent of it. Eventually the attorney general had organized a massive bust, and slot
machines, Roul ette wheels, dice tables, and Blackjack tables—with all their numbers that had so
passionately concerned so many gamblers—were thrown into the nullifying sea.

One night afew weeks before the bust, L eon had taken one of the little motorboats, the water taxis, out to
the ship, and he had walked over as much of the deck as the public was allowed access to; from one
vantage point he was able to see a man way back on the stern holding a fishing pole out over the dark
water below. Leon had asked a steward who the solitary nocturnal fisherman was, and the steward had
explained that it was one of the owners, aMr. Benjamin Siegel.

One of Leon's heels did forward now on the blood-soaked carpet, and the first pains seized his abdomen
like wires tightening, and he gritted his teeth and moaned.

The longer Abrams took getting here, the more horrible the jolting drive to the hospital would be. Where
the hell are you, Abrams?

When the pain subsided alittle, he thought for just one moment about the card that was not in the room.
Then he pushed his thoughts back to his past victory, his taking of the western throne.

L eon had moved west from New Y ork to Los Angelesin 1938, bringing with him his thirty-year-old wife
and his eight-year-old son, Richard; and he soon learned that Siegel had preceded him in that westward
pilgrimage. After the disquieting visit to the Rex, Leon joined the Hillcrest Country Club in Beverly Hills,
and it was there that he finally met the man.

And though Siegel had been only thirty-two, he had fairly radiated the power. Like Joe Adonis, he was
anxious to keep fit and young-looking, as the king would have to be, but Siegel had seemed to know that
more than shed blood and virility and posing would be necessary.

They had met in the bar, and the man who introduced them noted that they were the only two peoplein
the room who were drinking plain soda water.

The remark had seemed to focus Siegel's attention on Leon. "George, was it?' he asked, his half-closed
eyes qualifying his smile. His brown hair was oiled and combed back from his high forehead.

"Close enough,” Leon said.
"You ever play cards, George?' Siegel's Brooklyn accent made "cards’ sound like "cods."

"Of course," Leon had said, lowering his head over his glass so that the quickened pulse in his throat
wouldn't show. "Would you be up for a game of Poker sometime?"

Siegel had stared at him then for several seconds. "No, | don't think so," he said finally. "It only bores me
when Jacks keep calling my Kings."

"Maybe I'll have the Kings."
Siegel laughed. "Not if I'm the dealer—and | always am."

Leon had tried to pay for the drinks, but Siegel waved him off, telling him with awink that his money was
no good.
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Flattened pennies and holed chips, Leon thought now.

Leon had kept track of the man.

In the summer of that year Siegel had organized a treasure-hunting expedition to Cocos Island, several
hundred miles off the west coast of Costa Rica; by November he was back and denying reports that he
had found there alife-size gold statue, supposedly of the Virgin.

But L eon obtained a photograph of the statue from a drunken old man called Bill Bowbeer, who had
provided the original treasure map; the picture was blurred and stained, but Leon could see that the
metallic figure wore a crown in the shape of a crescent moon embracing a sun disk—much more like the
Egyptian goddess Isis than the Christian Mary.

Shortly after that Siegel went to Italy with the countess who had funded the treasure hunt, and afew
weeks later Leon had got a letter from an associate in Milan.

One of the fifty-nine card fragments was missing from the Sforza Castle playing card collection; the
informant had not known enough about the collection to be able to say which one.

Leon had bought a ticket on the next plane to Milan.

The Sforza cards had been discovered in the long-dry medieval cisterns of Sforza Castle during a
renovation at the turn of the century. They had been aroughly stratified mix of eleven different

incompl ete decks, the top scattering of which were recent enough to have the French suits of Hearts,
Clubs, Diamonds, and Spades; but the lowest were from a Tarot deck painted in 1499, and L eon was
certain that the missing card would be one of these. He had catalogued them in detail in 1927, and so he
was probably the only person who would be able to determine which was absent.

When he got to Milan, he found that the missing card was indeed from that oldest deck. It was the Tower

card. Looking it up in the notes he'd made eleven years earlier, Leon knew that it was a nearly whole card
depicting atower being struck by lightning, with two human figures caught frozen in mid-fall along with

some pieces of broken masonry.

For the next eight years Leon had been unable to guess why Siegel would have wanted that particular
card.

The knocking at the front door came only seconds before Leon heard someone come in through the
kitchen door, which Donna had evidently left open.

"Georges?' called avoice he recognized as that of Guillen. "Where are you?"

L eon, too weak to answer audibly, sat back and concentrated on breathing and waited for them to find
him. He heard Guillen unlock the front door and let Abramsin, and then he heard them padding nervously
through the living room.

At last Abrams cautiously peeked into the den. "Jesus, Georges!" he shouted, rushing to where Leon was
slumped in the chair. " Jesus, they—they shot you good. But don't worry, the doctors will pull you
through. Guillen! Get the guys in here damn quick!"

A few moments later half a dozen men were carrying Leon through the hall to the kitchen, with Abrams
holding the door and calling tense directions. As they shuffled into the kitchen, Abrams bent to pick up
the card that lay face-down on the floor.
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"No," Leon rasped. "Leaveit there."

Abrams drove fast, but managed to avoid any bad bumps or jolting turns. The pain was back, though, and
to his humiliation Leon couldn't help letting some of it out in explosive grunts. His groin-clutching hands
were slick with blood, and when once he hiked himself up to peer down at himself, his hands looked
black, with glittering multicolored highlights from the passing neon.

| haven't lost everything, he reminded himself feverishly. Siegel did, but | haven't.

Leon had taken up fishing himself in 1939, out at the end of the Santa Monica Pier on moonless nights,
catching big, deformed nocturnal sunfish and eating them raw right there on the weathered planking; and
he grew unheard-of giant, weirdly lobed squashes in the garden of hislittle house at Venice Beach and
burned the biggest and glossiest of them at various dams and reservoirsin Los Angeles and San
Bernardino and Orange counties; and he played Poker in a hundred private games and got a reputation as
a spectacularly loose, eccentric player; and he penciled a garageful of maps and graphs and charts,
marking in new dots on the basis of his reading of newspapers from al over the world and his
observations of the weather; and like Siegel, he had begun cultivating friendships among the wealthy
aristocracy of Beverly Hills. Pluto was also the god of wealth, he had told himself.

And very shortly Leon had begun to see results: Siegel's position had begun to falter. He was twice
arrested for the murder of a New Y ork hoodlum named Harry Greenbaum, and in April of '41 he was
arrested for having harbored the gangster Louis"Lepke" Buchalter.

Siegel proved to be able to evade these charges, but he must have been able, like a defensive king in a
game of chess, to tell that he was under attack.

But before Leon could decisively topple hisrival, the Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbor propelled the
United States into World War 11, and the frail patterns and abstract figures Leon had been coaxing from
his graphs were hidden behind the purposeful directing of industry and society and the economy toward
the war effort. His patterns were like ghost voices in static lost when the tuner brought in aclear signal; a
few factors, such as the weather, continued to show the spontaneous subtle randomnesses that he needed,
but for four years he ssmply worked at maintaining his seat in the game, like a Poker player folding hand
after hand and hoping that the antes wouldn't eat up his bankroll.

Eventually President Truman returned from the 1945 Potsdam Conference—feverishly playing Poker
with reporters, night and day, during the week-long voyage home—and by the time Truman got back to
Washington he had come to the decision to drop the atomic bomb on Japan. The spotter plane for the
bomb-carrying Enola Gay was named the Straight Flush.

With the war ended, Leon was able to renew his aggression.
And in 1946, again like a beleaguered chess king, Siegel had sensed the attacks, and castled.

Most people in the gambling business thought Siegel was a megalomaniac to build agrossly expensive
luxury hotel and casino in the desert seven miles south of Las Vegas—but Leon, to hisaarm, saw the
purpose behind the castle.

Gambling had been legalized in Nevadain 1931, the same year that work was begun on Hoover Dam, and
by 1935 the dam was completed, and Lake Mead, the largest man-made body of water in the world, had
filled the deep valleys behind it. The level of the lake rose and fell according to schedules, reflecting the
upstream supply and the downstream demand. The Flamingo, as Siegel named his hotel, was a castle in
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the wasteland with alot of tamed water nearby.

And the Flamingo was almost insanely grand, with transplanted palms and thick marble walls and
expensive paneling and a gigantic pool and an individual sewer line for each of its ninety-two rooms—but
L eon understood that it was a totem of its founder, and therefore had to be as physically perfect asthe
founder.

Leon now knew why Siegel had stolen the Tower card: Based on the Tower of Babel, it symbolized
foolishly prideful ambition, but it was not only awarning against such a potentially bankrupt course but
aso ameanstoit. And if it were reversed, displayed upside-down, it was somewhat qualified; the
doomful aspects of it were alittle more remote.

Reversed, it could permit aKing to build an intimidating castle, and keep it.

And to absolutely cement his identification with the building, and cement, too, his status as the modern
avatar of Dionysus and Tammuz and Attis and Osiris and the Fisher King and every other god and king
who died in the winter and was reborn in the spring, Siegel had opened the hotel on the day after
Christmas. It closed—"died"—two weeks |ater and then reopened on March 27.

Close enough to Christmas, Good Friday, and Easter.

Sagebrush-scented air cooled Leon's damp face when they opened the back of the station wagon.

"Okay, carefully now, he's been shot, and he's lost alot of blood. Guillen, you get in the back seat and
push as we pull."

Doctors in white coats were scurrying around the wheeled cart they slid him onto, but before they could
move him in through the emergency room doors, Leon reached out and grabbed Abrams's sleeve. "Do you
know if they've found Scotty yet?' Wherever the boy was, he was still psychically opened, still unlinked.

"No, Georges," Abrams said nervoudly, "but | wouldn't have heard—I left the house the minute | got your
cal."

"Find out," Leon said as one of the doctors broke his weak grip and began to push the gurney away, "and
let me know! Find him!"

That I, too, may go and worship, he thought bitterly.

Southwest on Highway 91 the truck with the boat behind it rumbled across the desert landscape toward
distant Los Angeles, the glow of the headlights superfluous under the full moon.

CHAPTER 3
Good Night. Sleep Peacefully ...

A month later Leon sat in the passenger seat of Abrams's car as they drove—much more slowly
now—through sunlit streets away from the hospital. The foothills were adry tan color, and sprinklers
threw glittering spirals of water across the artificially green lawns.

L eon was bandaged up like a diapered baby. The doctors had removed his prostate gland and two feet of
his large and small intestines, and his genitals had been a shredded mess that had virtually come away
from the body when the doctors scissored his pants off.
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But | haven't lost everything, he told himself for the thousandth time. Siegel did, but | haven't. Even
though | no longer have quite all the guts | used to.

"Holler if | jiggleyou," said Abrams.
"You'redriving fing," Leon said.

In hisrole as Fisher King, the supernatural king of the land and its fertility, Ben Siegel had among other
things cultivated a rose garden on the grounds of the Flamingo. Roses were a potent symbol of the
transitory nature of life, and Siegel had thought that by keeping atamed plot of them he could thus
symbolically tame death. The flowers had eventually become routine to him, not requiring the kind of
psychic attention of which, as the Fisher King, he was capable.

Leon had heard that they had bloomed wildly in June of 1947 before he had killed Siegel, throwing their
red petals out across the poolside walkway and even thrusting up sprouts through the cracks between the
concrete blocks.

Still living in Los Angeles, Leon had been whittling away at Siegel's remaining vulnerabilities, the
aspects of hislife that had not been withdrawn behind the walls of the castle in the desert.

These vulnerabilities were two: the Trans-America wire service and the woman Siegel had secretly
married in the fall of '46.

Bookmaking couldn't go on without a wire service to communicate race results instantly across the
country, and Siegel, as arepresentative of the Capone Mab, had introduced Trans-Americato the
American west as arival to the previous monopoly, James Regan's Chicago-based Continental Press
Service.

Trans-America had prospered, and Siegel had made alot of money ... until Georges Leon had visited
Chicago in June of '46 and killed James Regan. The Capone Mob had quickly assumed Continental from
Regan's people, and then Trans-America was superfluous. The Capone Mob expected Siegel to transfer

all hisclientsto Continental and then fold Trans-America, but Leon managed to seeto it that the order
was delivered in the most arrogant terms possible. As Leon had hoped, Siegel refused to abandon his wire
service, and instead told the board of directors of the Combination that they would have to buy it from
him for two million dollars.

The Flamingo was already under construction, and Siegel was bucking the still-effective wartime building
restrictions and material priorities. Leon had known that Siegel needed the income from Trans-America.

And Leon had managed to meet Virginia Hill, who still frequently visited Los Angeles, where she
maintained a mansion in Beverly Hills. She was ostensibly Siegel's girl friend, but Leon had seen the ring
she wore, and had seen how dogs howled when she was around them, and had noticed that she stayed out
at parties al night when the full moon hung in the sky, and he had guessed that she was secretly Siegel's
wife.

Leon had forced himself not to et show the excitement he had felt at the possibility; like a player who
tilts up the corners of his cards and sees a pat Straight Flush, he had changed nothing in his day-to-day
behavior.

But if he was right about Virginia Hill, he had caught Siegel in a strategic error.

A girl friend would have been of little value, present or absent, but if the King had been foolish and
sentimental enough to split his power by voluntarily taking awife and could then be deprived of that
corresponding part of his power—if she could be separated from him by water, alot of it—he'd be
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seriously weakened.

And so Leon had conveyed to VirginiaHill the ideathat Lucky Luciano intended to have Siegel
killed—which was true—and that she might be able to prevent it by appealing to Luciano in person in
Paris. Hill had flown to Parisin early June of 1947.

Leon had cashed in some real estate and some favors and some threats, and arranged matters so that the
Trans-Americawire service showed serious problems in its books and personnel.

And late on the night of June 13 Siegel had flown from Las Vegasto Los Angeles to investigate the wire
service's apparent problems.

Siegel's private plane touched down on the runway at Glendale airport at two in the morning on June 14.

Georges Leon couldn't act until the twentieth, so for several days he parked at the curb across the street
from Virginia Hill's house on North Linden Drive in Beverly Hills and watched the place. As Leon had
hoped, Siegel was staying in town, sleeping at Virginia Hill's mansion.

On the afternoon of the twentieth, Leon drove through the hot, palm-shaded streets of Los Angelesto a
drugstore telephone booth to deliver the required final challenge.

Siegel answered the phone. "Hello?"

"Hi, Ben. Get a chance to do much fishing out there in the desert?"

After apause, "Oh," Siegel said impatiently, "it's you."

"Right. I've just got to tell you—you know | have to—that I'm going to assume the Flamingo."

"Y ou son of abitch," said Siegel in asort of tired rage. "Over my dead body you will! Y ou haven't got the
guts.”

L eon had chuckled and hung up.

That night Leon knew the stars were working for him, for Siegel and three friends drove to a seaside
restaurant called Jack's at the Beach. Leon followed them, and when they were leaving and thanking the
manager, Leon gave awaiter ten dollars to hand Siegel a copy of the morning's Los Angeles Times with a
note paper-clipped to it that read, "Good night. Seep peacefully with the Jack's compliments.” Siegel took
the newspaper without glancing &t it.

An hour later Leon parked his car by the curb in front of Virginia Hill's Spanish-style mansion. He
switched off the engine, and it ticked and clicked like a beetle in the shadows of the dark street.

For awhile he just sat in the driver's seat and watched the spotlighted, pillared house, and what he thought
about more than anything else was what it had so far been like to live in only one body, to experience
only what one person could live; and he tried to imagine being vitally connected to the eternal and terribly
potent figures that secretly animated and drove humanity, the figures that the psychologist Carl Jung had
called archetypes and that primitive peoples, in fear, had called gods.

It was impossible simply to imagine it—so he got out of the car and carried the .30-30 carbine up the
sloping lawn to the rose-covered lattice that blocked the view of the living room from the street. Crickets
In the shrubbery were making enough noise to cover the snap-clank of the first round being chambered.

The barrel of therifle rested comfortably in one of the squares formed by the lattice, and for severa
minutes Leon just crouched on the seat of awooden bench and swiveled the gunsight back and forth and
gauged the layout.

Beyond the intimidatingly close glass of the living room window, Siegel was sitting on a flower-patterned
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couch, reading the sports page of the very newspaper Leon had passed on to him; next to him another man
was dozing with his arms crossed. The furniture of the room was rococo, all cupids and marble and
statuary lamps. A little figure of Bacchus, the god of wine, stood on a grand piano, and on the wall hung a
painting of a nude woman holding a wineglass.

Asthe window disintegrated into glittering spray, the first two shots shattered the statue and punched
through the painting; Ben Siegel had started to get up, and the next two bullets tore apart his face; Leon
fired the last five shots of the clip blindly, but he had the impression that at least two more had hit Siegel.
The noise of the shots racketed up and down the street, but Leon had been able to hear the clinks of the
gjected shells bouncing off the wooden bench he was crouched on.

Then he had run back to the car and had tossed the rifle into the back seat and had started the engine, and
as he drove fast out of the neighborhood he had exulted in being able to regard what he had just done
from the vantage points of twenty-two new, crystalline personalities,

It was June 20—in pre-Christian times the first day of the month-long celebration of the death of
Tammuz, the Babylonian fertility god, who had reigned in a desert region where the summer sun imposed
asort of hot winter's death on the growing cycle.

There would be anew King reigning at the end of the celebration on July 20.

And out in the bleak heart of the Mojave Desert that night a sandstorm raged around the Flamingo Hotel
and stripped the paint from the bodies of all the exposed cars, right down to the bare metal, and
permanently frosted the windshields.

Later Leon learned that four of his nine bullets had hit his quarry, and that Siegel's right eye had been
blown cleanly out of his head and into the next room.

Back home in his bungalow now, Georges Leon hobbled from room to room on crutches and watched the
sleepy, hot street through the two eyes of Richard on the roof. He listened to the radio and read the
newspapers and penciled marks on his charts and avoided going into the kitchen, where the dropped card
still lay on the linoleum.

He had at first heard that Scotty had died with Donnain the car crash, then that the police investigation
had failed to find a child's skeleton in the burned-out shell of the wrecked Chevrolet; Abrams had talked
to Bailey and the other men, and he was able to figure out where Donna had got the boy out of the car, but
by that time it had been hopeless to try to track any other cars that might have been driving around Ninth
Street on that evening.

Advertisements and radio appeals and a police missing person report all had failed to get the boy back.
And in the course of his searches and tracings, Leon had come across the disquieting fact that there was
no casino called the Moulin Rouge anywherein Las Vegas.

Frenziedly he took up hobbies—stamp and coin collecting, buying items and staring at the faces and
denominations and trying to read the meanings of them. He slept only when exhaustion knocked him
down, and paid no attention to the ringing of the telephone.

For hours he sat painfully on the floor of the den, inventing a new form of Poker; for he now needed
another way to become a parent.

Finally one night he could ignore the issue no longer, and at midnight he crawled out of the bedroom on
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his hands and knees and crouched on the kitchen floor with a cigarette lighter.

The card still lay where Donna had dropped it after pulling it out of Scotty's sliced eye. For along timein
the darkness L eon sat with his trembling fingers on it.

At last he turned it over, and he ignored the wind whispering around the bungalow as he spun the flint
wheel of hislighter and looked.

The card was, as he had feared, the profile figure of the Page of Cups, the equivalent in modern terms of
the Jack of Hearts. A one-eyed Jack.

The wind rattling the flimsy screens was from out of the west, sighing across the Mojave Desert from
Death Valey and beyond. For at least an hour Georges Leon crouched on the floor and stared in that
direction, knowing that it was from that quarter of the compass that his adversary, the one-eyed jack,
would one day come.

BOOK ONE
The People in Doom Town

You know, my Friends, how long since in my House
For a new Marriage | did make Carouse:

Divorced old barren Reason from my Bed,

And took the Daughter of the Vine to Soouse.

—The Rubdiydt of Omar Khayyam, Edward J. Fitzgerald Tranglation

" Setson!

"You who were with me in the ships at Mylae!
"That corpse you planted last year in your garden,
"Has it begun to sprout? Will it bloom this year?"

—T.S. ELIOT, The Waste Land

| watched her fly away for Vegas, sure,

| waved the plane out of sight,

Then | tried to drive home without stopping at a bar, but |
Didn't make it, quite.

And sitting with those blue-jeaned shadows there, that had
Been there all night,

| found myself shivering over my chilly drink,

Half dead of fright.

—William Ashbless

CHAPTER 4
A Real Clear Flash
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Crane recoiled out of seep, instantly grateful that the sun was shining outside.

His heart thudded in his chest like a pile driver breaking up old pavement. He knew he'd been dreaming
about the game on the lake again, and that something in the real world had awakened him.

The nights were still chilly in March, and though the sun was now well up—it must have been nine or ten
o'clock, at least—the can of Budweiser on the floor beside his bed was still cool. Crane popped the tab
and drank half of it in one continuous series of gulps, then absently wiped atrickle of beer from the gray
stubble on his chin.

The can had left a pale ring on the hardwood floor. Susan never criticized his drinking, but she didn't
seem to like it in the bedroom; she'd pick up the can as casually asif it were a magazine or an ashtray and
carry it out to the living room. After he noticed the habit, he had purposely set his Budweiser on the
bedside table afew times, but her patient persistence had made him feel mean, and now he did it only
accidentaly.

The doorbell bonged, and he assumed that it had rung afew moments before, too. He levered himself up
out of his side of the queen-size bed and pulled on a pair of jeans and a flannel shirt, then plodded out into
the living room. Still buttoning his shirt, he opened the door; he never bothered to ook through the
peephole anymore.

His next-door neighbor Arky Mavranos was standing on the porch. "Ahoy, Pogo!" Mavranos said, waving
two cans of Coors. "What seeems to be the problem!”

All thiswas Mavranos's standard greeting, so Crane didn't reply but just stepped outside, sat down in one
of the porch chairs and accepted a beer from him. "Ah," Crane recited dutifully as he popped the cold can
open and held the foaming thing to his ear, "the sound of breakfast cooking."

"Breakfast?' said Mavranos, grinning through his unkempt brown mustache. "Noon's gone—thisis
lunch."

Crane sguinted out past the porch rail at the tower of the Fidelity Federal Savings building, silhouetted
against the gray sky half amile north on Main Street, but he couldn't focus on the flashing letters and
numbers on its rooftop sign. The Norm's parking lot had enough carsin it to indicate the lunch crowd,
though, and the daytime crows had replaced morning's wild parrots on the telephone lines. Mavranos was
probably right.

"I brought your mail," Mavranos added, pulling a couple of envelopes out of his back pocket and
dropping them onto the battered table.

Crane glanced at them. One was the long gray Bank of America envelope with the waxed paper address
window—yprobably his statement. It was never current; if he wanted to know how much he still had in his
savings account, he could just look at the dlip that was spit out of the Versatel machine when it gave him
his card back next time. He tossed the unopened envelope into the plastic trash can.

The other envelope was addressed in Susan's mother's handwriting. He tossed it away even faster.

"Just junk!" he said with a broad grin, draining the beer and getting up. He opened the door and went
inside, and a few moments later was back in the chair with the half can of Budwelser that he had, in spite
of himself, again left on the bedroom floor. "Wife off shopping?' asked Arky. Off shopping, Crane
thought.

Susan loved those discount stores that were as big as airplane hangars. She always came home from them
with bags of things like shark-shaped plastic clipsto hold your beach towel down, and comical ceramic
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dogs, and spring-loaded devices you screwed onto your instant coffee jar that would, when you worked a
lever on top, dispense a precise teaspoonful of powdered coffee. Her purchases had become a sort of joke
among the neighbors.

Crane took a deep breath and then drained the Budweiser. This looked like being another serious drinking
day. "Yeah," he answered, exhaling. "Potting soil, tomato cages ... Spring's on us, gotta get stuff in the
ground.”

"She was up early.”

Crane lowered his chin and stared at his neighbor expressionlessly.

After apause he said, "Oh?"

"Surewas. | saw her out here watering the plants before the sun was even up."

Crane got dizzily to hisfeet and looked at the dirt in the nearest flower pot. It did look damp; had he
watered the plants himself, yesterday or the day before? He couldn't remember.

"Back inasec," he said evenly.

He went into the house again, and walked quickly down the hall to the kitchen. The kitchen was
uncomfortably warm, as it had been for thirteen weeks now; but he didn't ook at the oven—just opened
the refrigerator and took out a cold can of Budwelser.

His heart was pounding again. Whom had Archimedes seen on the porch? Susan, as Crane could admit if
he had a fresh beer in his hand and the alcohol was beginning to blunt his thoughts, was dead. She had
died of a sudden heart attack—fibrillation—thirteen weeks ago.

She had been dead before the hastily summoned paramedics had even come sirening and flashing and
squealing up to the curb out front. The medics had clomped into the house with their metal suitcases and
their smells of rubber and disinfectants and after-shave and car exhaust, and they had used some kind of
electric paddlesto try to shock her heart into working again, but it had been too late.

After they had taken her body away, he had noticed her cup of coffee, still hot, on the table in front of the
couch she'd died on—and he had numbly realized that he would not be able to bear it if the coffee were
eventually to cool off, if it were to wind up as passively tepid as some careless guest's forgotten half can
of soda pop.

He had carefully carried the cup down the hall to the kitchen and put it in the stove and turned the broiler
on low. And he had told the concerned neighbors that Susan had fainted, and later in the day he had
explained that she was back, but resting.

She had covered for him often enough, calling his boss and saying he had the flu when all hereally had
was atouch of "inebriadiation sickness," as he had called hangovers.

In the ninety-one days since her death, he had been making excuses—" She's visiting her mother,” " She's
inthetub," "She's asleep,” "Her boss called her in to work early today"—to explain each instance of her
absence. He had been drinking instead of going to work for awhile, and so by mid-afternoon or so he
often half believed the excuses himself, and when he left the house, he'd often find himself pausing before
he locked the front door behind him, unthinkingly waiting for her to catch up, imagining her fumbling
with her purse or giving her hair a couple of final brush strokes.

He had not looked in the stove, for he knew he wouldn't be able to stand the sight of the cup cooked dry.
Thiswas only histhird beer for today, and it was already after noon, so he took a deep gulp.
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Whom had Archimedes seen? "Before the sun was even up"—Crane had been aslegp then, dreaming
again about that long-ago game on the lake. Had the dream conjured up some frail ghost of Susan?

Or could the house itself generate some replica of her?

At this moment, as he stood swaying in the middle of the kitchen, it didn't strike him as completely
impossible—or at least not inconceivable. Her personality was certainly imprinted on every room. Crane's
foster father had quit-claimed the house to him in 1969, ten years before Susan had moved in, but neither
the young Crane nor hisfoster father before that had seen a table as anything more than a thing to stack
stuff on, nor any sort of sturdy chair as being preferable to another; pictures on the walls had just been
snapshots or pages scissored from art books, thumbtacked to the dry wall.

Now there were curtains and carpets and unmottled walls and refinished bookcases that didn't look as
though they'd been bought in thrift stores—though in fact most of them had been.

He sniffed the warm kitchen air, which still seemed to carry the scent of coffee. "Susan?' he whispered.
There was afaint rustling from down the hall, probably in the bedroom.

He jumped and lost his footing and sat down heavily on the floor, and cold beer splashed out onto the
tiles. "Nothing," he said softly, not daring to believe that he was talking to anyone besides himself. "I'm
cleaning it up." He bent forward and wiped up the foamy drops with his flannel-sleeved forearm.

He knew ghosts were impossible—but lately alot of impossible things had seemed to happen to him.

On arainy midnight recently he had been sitting in his chair in the living-room corner—he could never
sleep on rainy nights—and he'd been absently staring across the room at the dead philodendron hanging
limp over the rim of its pot; and suddenly he had lost all sense of depth and scale—or, more precisealy, he
had seen that distance and size were illusions. Behind the apparent diversities that distinguished plant
tendrils from things like river deltas and veins and electric arcs, there were, dimly perceptible in the fog of
true randomness, shapes that stood constant, shapes that made up the invisible and impal pabl e skeleton of
the universe.

He had been holding a glass of scotch, and he took a deep gulp—and the whisky seemed to become a
whirlpool in him, sucking him down into some kind of well that was no more physical than the
abstractable shape of the philodendron had been; and then the scope widened and hisindividuality was
gone, and he knew, because knowing was part of being in this place, that this was the level everyone
shared, the very deep and broad pool—the common water table—that extended beneath al the individual
wells that were human minds.

There were universal, animating shapes down here, too, far away in the deepest regions—vast figures as
eternal-but-alive as Satan entombed in the ice in Dante's Inferno, and they were ritualistically changing
their relationships to one another, like planets moving around the sun, in a dance that had been old long
before the early hominids had found things to fear in the patterns of stars and the moon in the night sky.

And then Crane was nothing but awave of horror rushing away, toward the comfort of close boundaries,
up toward the bright, active glow that was consciousness.

And somehow when he surfaced, he had found himself in a blue-lit restaurant, aforkful of fettucine
Alfredo halfway to his mouth. Smells of garlic and wine rode the coldly air-conditioned breeze, and
someone was languidly playing "The Way We Were" on a piano. Something was wrong with the set of
his body—he looked down and saw that he had female breasts.

He felt his mouth open and say, in an old woman's voice, "Wow, one of them's ripe—I'm getting areal
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clear flash from him."

| came up through the wrong well, he thought, and forced himself away, back down into the
blackness—and when he was once more aware of his surroundings, he was in his own living room again,
with the rain thumping against the dark window and scotch spilled all down his shirt.

And only afew days ago he had been sitting on the front porch with Mavranos, and Arky had waved his
beer can at all the Hondas and Toyotas driving busily up Main Street. "Suits," Arky had said, "going to
offices. Ain't you glad we don't have to wake up to alarm clocks and scoot off to shuffle papers all day?'

Crane had nodded drunkenly. "Dei bene fecerunt inopis me pusilli,” he had said, "quodque fecerunt
animi."

Mavranos had stared at him. "What seeems to be the problem?”

"Hmm?"

"What did you say, just then?'

"Uh ... | said, "The gods did well when they made me lacking in ideas and in spirit." "

"I didn't know you spoke Latin. That was Latin, wasn't it?"

Crane had taken adeep sip of beer to quell amoment of panic. "Oh. Sure. A little. You know, Catholic
schoolsand all."

Actually he had never been a Catholic, and knew no Latin beyond legal terms picked up from mystery
novels. And what he'd said didn't sound like any part of the Catholic Mass he'd ever heard about.

Sitting on the kitchen floor now, he put the beer down and wondered if he was ssmply going insane—and
if it made any difference.

He thought about going into the bedroom.
What if there's some form of her in there, lying on the bed?

The thought both frightened and excited him. Not yet, he decided—that might be like opening an oven
door before a souffle is done. The house probably needs time to exude all of her accumulated essence.
Fossils need time to form.

He struggled wearily to his feet and brushed the gray hair back from his forehead. And if it's not quite her,
he thought, | won't mind. Just so it's close enough to fool a drunk.

On the oven-hot sidewalk of Las Vegas Boulevard, just across the highway from the fountains and broad
colonnade of Caesars Palace, Betsy Reculver paused and sniffed the desert air. The wrinklesin her cheeks
and templ es deepened as she narrowed her eyes.

The very old man walking beside her kept hobbling along, and she reached out and caught his sleeve.
"Halt your ass a sec, Doctor," she said loudly. Several brightly dressed tourist women stared at her as they
walked rapidly past.

The old man who was known as Doctor Leaky had apparently not heard. For a couple of seconds hetried
to continue walking, then seemed to grasp the fact that he was being impeded by something. His bald,
spotty head slowly turned around on his corded neck, and his eyes widened asif in vast astonishment
when he saw that Betsy had taken hold of his sleeve. "Hah?' he said hoarsely. "Hah?' He was wearing an
expensive gray suit, but somehow he always tugged the pants up too high. Right now the silver belt
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buckle was up around his solar plexus. And of course he could never manage to lift his slack lower jaw
and close his mouth.

"Can't you smell it anymore, you worthless old jug? Sniff." Sheinhaled deeply.
"It'sthem!™ exclaimed Doctor Leaky in his shrill, birdy voice.

She looked at him hopefully, but he was pointing at several life-size painted statues of men in togas under
the Caesars Palace sign across the street. A tourist had wedged a Bic lighter into the outstretched hand of
one of them and was having his picture taken leaning close to it with a cigarette in his mouth.

"No, it's not them." Betsy shook her head. "Come on." A few steps further up the sidewalk, when they
were passing the west-facing Mississi ppi-showboat facade of the Holiday Casino, Doctor Leaky again
became excited. "It's them!" he squeaked, pointing.

Statues in nineteenth-century dress stood on the deck of the boatlike structure, and in the fenced-off
lagoon between the sidewalk and the building floated a moored raft with two Huck Finn-like statues on it.
A red sign on the coping read: DANGEROUS CHEMICALS—KEEP OUT OF WATER.

"Y ou moron," Betsy said.
Doctor Leaky giggled. Betsy noticed that a dark stain was spreading across the crotch of his suit pants.

"Oh, fine," she said. "God, why do | even keep you around?* In the middle of the sidewalk crowd she
raised her hand, and a gray Jaguar XJ-6 pulled up and double-parked in the street.

She led the old man over the curb and across the pavement to the rear door. The driver, an obese bald man
in awoolen Armani suit, had got out and was holding the door open. "My corpse pissed its pants,
Vaughan," shetold the fat man. "I guess we're going home."

"Okay, Betsy." The fat man took Doctor Leaky's forearm impersonally.
"It'sthem!" Doctor Leaky piped again.

Betsy sniffed the air again. The resonance was still on the hot breeze. "Who, Doctor?' she asked with
weary patience and still alittle hope.

"The people in Doom Town—the lady in the car, and the lady in the shelter in the basement, and all the
rest of them. Those kids."

She realized that he was talking about the simulated town that had been built in the desert near Y ucca
Flats when the government had been testing the atom bomb in the early fifties, and false suns had seemed
to rise instantly in the night sky beyond the Horseshoe Club and the Golden Nugget. To make it all more
realistic, the Army had put mannequins in the houses and in the cars at the test site. Betsy could remember
having gone out and looked at the fake city, which had been known to the locals as Doom Town.

"No, Doctor, get in the car, it's not them. Those were all fake people.”

Doctor Leaky laborioudly lifted one foot into the car. "I know that,” he said, nodding with ponderous
dignity. "The problemis that they weren't arealistic enough ... "

"Unlike the plaster boysin front of Caesars, sure. Get in the car."

"As an offering, a sacrifice, they weren't realistic enough," the old man quavered. "The cards weren't
fooled."

Vaughan leaned forward to help Doctor Leaky get the rest of the way into the car. For amoment Betsy
could see the SIG 9-millimeter semiautomatic pistol Vaughan wore in a shoulder holster under his coat.
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Before getting into the car herself, she lifted her face into the breeze. Yes, at least one of the fish was
grown to nearly keeping size out there.

Maybe it was the fellow who had swum up into her mind at the Dunes the other night. | wonder, she
thought, who drink isto him.

The cycle took twenty years, but they did eventually ripen. Somebody's out there having a bad time right
now.

Come Holy Saturday, the day before Easter, there would be another resurrection.

CHAPTER 5
Chasing the White Line

Crane got to hisfeet and carried a fresh beer out onto the porch. "What?" he said.

"I don't mean to be readin' your mail, Pogo," said Mavranos, "but you're gonnalose your house if you
don't pay these people." He was holding out an unfolded sheet of paper with typing and numbers on it.
The long gray envelope lay torn open on the table.

"Who's that? The bank?"

"Right. They're talkin' foreclosure." Mavranos was frowning. "Y ou'd better pay ‘em. | don't want to take
my chances on a new neighbor who might object to a beery bum living next door." He leaned forward,
and Crane could tell he was serious, for he used his Christian name. " Scott," Mavranos said clearly, "this
isno joke. Get alawyer, homestead the place, file chapter thirteen bankruptcy—but you gotta do
something!"

Scott Crane held the paper up to his good eye and tried to make sense of it. He couldn't let himself lose
the house, not now that it seemed Susan's ghost was here.

"I guess I've got to get back in business,” he mumbled.
Arky blinked at him. "Areyou still working at the restaurant?’

"I don't think so. They've called me afew times, but | haven't beenin there ... in weeks. No, | think that's
gone. I've got to ... get back into my old business."

"Which iswhat? It better get you a paycheck quick—and a big one.”

"If it works, it doesthat. | quit doing it ... eight, nine years ago. When |, when | married Susan, and
started at the Villa. She never said anything, but | could tell it was time to get into something else. Y eah,
that'll work, that'll work."

"So what isit? These people want their money yesterday."

Scott Crane had spilled some beer on his pants, and he rubbed at it ineffectually. "Oh, |—didn't | ever tell
you?—I used to be a Poker player."

"You should have seen 'emtonight,” he had told Susan at three o'clock one morning as he pulled wads of
twenty-dollar bills from his pants pocket. "They were all quiet and grouchy, 'cause they didn't have any
crank, and they kept looking up, real wide-eyed, every time they heard a car door slam, 'cause a friend
who drives a tow truck had said he'd bring some by if he got a call to anywhere near the game. | could
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bluff ‘em out any time with a five-dollar raise—they were having a terrible time, asking the guy whose
house it was if he was sure he didn't have any old mirrorsto lick, and even thinking about grinding up
some of my No Doz and snorting that. Finally their friend did knock on the door and gave ‘em a bindle,
this little bitty folded bit of paper with about a quarter teaspoon of crystal meth in it, and then they were
all happy and laughing and tapping the powder out on a mirror and scraping it into lines with a razor
blade and then snorting it up through a little metal tube. Sudden cheer, yukking it up, you know? And
suddenly they'd stay with any hand, and call any raise, and not give a damn if they lost. It was great. But
then one of 'em's eyes go wide, you know, like this—and he gets up and runs for the bathroom. And a
minute later all the rest of 'em are bowleggedying around in the hall like Quasimodo, banging on the
bathroom door and cussing the guy in there. It turns out the crank was cut with some kind of baby
laxative." Susan laughed, but was sitting up in bed and frowning as he took off his pants and shirt. "I
don't mean to be critical, Scott," she said, "but these people sound like idiots."

"They areidiots, honey," he said, pulling back the covers and getting into his side of the bed. "It's not
profitable to play Poker with geniuses." He reached up and turned out the light.

"But these are the people you ... look for, and hang around with when you've found them,” she said
quietly in the darkness. " These are the people who you, what, do your life'swork with ... or at least who
you do it to, or upon. You know what I'm saying? Aren't there any Poker players you admire?"

"Sure there are—but I'm not good enough to play with them and win, and I've got a living to make. And |
admired my foster dad, but since he took off, | haven't found anybody to partner up with."

"It must be weird to look for people dumber than you, and avoid people as smart or smarter."
"Keeps you and mein groceries," he had said shortly.

Crane left Mavranos on the porch and went back inside.

For a couple of hours he managed to lose himself in the recipes and advice columns and personality
quizzesin a stack of old issues of Woman's World and Better Homes and Gardens, and he drank his beers
slowly and set his cans down only on coasters. Then he watched television.

When the house had darkened enough so that he had to get up and turn on the lights, he reluctantly made
coffee, then went into the bathroom to shave and take a shower. The shades in the living room were
down, so afew minutes |later he walked right from the shower to the chair by the telephone.

Today was Thursday. That was good; one of the most enduring mid-level red-spot games he had ever
instituted had been an L.A. area Thursday night game. He pulled out the Orange County and Los Angeles
white pages phone books and tried to remember the names of some of the people who had been the
steadiest players a decade ago.

He found a name: Budge, Ed Budge, still living on Beverly in Whittier. Must be sixty by now. He dialed
the number. "Hello?'

"Ed, thisis Scott Smith. Scarecrow Smith, remember?”

"Jesus, Scarecrow Smith! What have you been doing? How's Ozzie?'

"I don't know, man, | haven't seen him in twenty years. |—"

"And he had another kid he used to talk about. What was her name?"

"Diana. | don't know, | last talked to her in'75 or so, just briefly on the phone. | dreamed—I mean, | heard
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she got married." Crane took a sip of histhird consecutive cup of coffee and wished he would sober up
faster.

He remembered the call from Diana. He had been scuba diving in Morro Bay and had managed to fire his
three-barbed spear into his own ankle, and the telephone had been ringing when he got home from Hoag
Memorial Hospital the next day. She had refused to tell him where she was, or where Ozzie was, but she
had been upset, and relieved to hear that he was all right. She couldn't have been more than fifteen then.
Three years later he had dreamed of her in awedding.

There had been no contact since. Apparently neither of them had been seriously hurt, physically at least,
in the last fifteen years—or else their psychic link had withered away.

"So," Crane said now, "isthe game still going?' "I don't know, Scott, | quit playing afew years ago. One
day | figured out | was bleeding away ten grand ayear in that damn game.”

Crane suppressed asigh. If Crane had still been the motivating force of the game, Ed would never have
quit. Crane knew how to baby valuable losers along—flatter their winning plays, never take full
advantage of their weaknesses, make the game seem more social than financial—so that they kept coming
back; just as he knew how to repel good, winning players by criticizing their Poker etiquette and refusing
to lend them money and trying to upset them, and encouraging the other playersto do the same.

"Oh," Crane said. "Well, do you keep in touch with any of the guys?'
"Keep in touch? Outside the game? Scott, do you remember the plain old breakfasts?'

Thistime Crane did sigh. Sometimes the game had gone on for eighteen hours or more, and the players
had taken a break to eat at some local coffee shop at dawn; and the fractured, desultory table-talk had
made it stiflingly clear that none of them had anything in common with one another besides the game.

"Okay, Ed. Have anicelife."

He hung up and looked through the phone books for another name. This was a solid game, he thought. It
has to be still spinning out there. Old Ozz e taught me how to build 'emto last.

His foster father had been Oliver Crane. Using the name Ozzie Smith, the old man had been one of the
country's respectable mid-level Poker players, from the 1930s through the 1960s. He had never quite been
up there with the superstars like Moss and Brunson and "Amarillo Slim" Preston, but he had known them
and played with them.

Ozzie had explained to Scott Crane that a good Poker game can have alife of its own, like a slow-motion
hurricane, and he had shown him how to start them and vitalize them, all around the country, so that, like
reserve bank accounts, they'd be there if you should someday need one of them. "They're like that great
red spot on the planet Jupiter,” the old man had said. "Just alot of whirling gas, but always there."

If Ozzie were even still alive, he'd be ... eighty-two now. Crane had no way of getting in touch with him.
Ozzie had made sure of that.

Jube Kelley was in the book, living in Hawthorne now. Crane dialed the number.
"Jube? Thisis Scott Smith, Scarecrow Smith. Listen, isthe game still going?"

"Hey, Scott! The game? Sure, you can't kill agame like that. | only go once in awhile now, but they're
doing it at Chick's house now. Thisis Thursday, right? They'll be there tonight."

"Chick's house. That's on Washington, in Venice?'
"Right," said Sam. "Between the old canals and the Marina Del Rey basins."
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Crane was frowning, and he wondered why he was uneasy ... He realized that he wasn't looking forward
to being that close to, that surrounded by, the ocean; and going so far west seemed ... mildly difficult,
like pressing the positive poles of two magnets together. Why couldn't they have moved the game east?

"You still there, Scarecrow?’

"Y eah. What stakes are they playing these days?"
"Ten and twenty, last | heard."

Perfect. "Well, | gottarun, Jube. Thanks."

Crane hung up and walked slowly into the bedroom. The cool evening wind sighed in at the window, and
he saw no ghost.

He relaxed and let out an unwittingly held breath, not sure whether he was disappointed or not.

He was still damp from the shower, but he got dressed in afresh pair of jeans and old sneakers and
another flannel shirt. He tucked a lighter and three unopened packs of Marlboros into his pockets and
picked up the Versatel card; he could draw three hundred with it, and he had another forty or so on the
bookshelf. Not lavish, but he ought to be able to make it do. Play the first hand noticeably loose, then
tighten up for awhile,

And the car keys are in the living room, he thought as he started out the bedroom door—and then he
paused.

If you bring a machine, you'll never need it, Ozzie had always told him. Like a fire extinguisher ina car.
The day you don't bring it is the day you'll need it.

Not, Crane thought now, not in aten and twenty game at Chick's! He laughed self-consciously and
stepped into the hall, then stopped again.

He shrugged and went back to the dresser by the bed. Thisisn't the time to ignore the old man's advice, he
thought. He pulled open the top drawer and dug behind the socks and old envelopes full of photographs
until he found the blocky stainless steel Smith & Wesson .357 revolver.

What the hell, he thought, at least you're fairly sober.

He flipped out the cylinder. All six chambers were still loaded, and he pushed up the gjection-rod to get
one out. One hundred twenty-five-grain hollow-point cartridges, as he remembered. He let it fall back in
and snapped the gun shut again and tucked it into his belt, hearing the cartridges rattle faintly in the
chambers.

When he opened the front door, he paused.
"I might be alittle late," he called to the empty house.

He stopped at a nearby 7-Eleven store for hero sandwiches, a couple of twelve-packs of beer, abox of No
Doz and a dozen decks of cards, and then he got on the freeway.

Back to chasing the white line, he thought as the lane markings of the 5 Freeway flew past like fireflies
under thetires of hisold Ford. | can remember a hundred, a thousand nights like this, driving with Ozzie
along the 66 and the 20 and the 40, through Arizona and New Mexico and Texas and Oklahoma. Always
agame behind us and a game ahead of us.

It had been what Ozzie called a semi-retired life. They traveled and played during the three months of
spring, and then lived off their winnings in the Santa Ana house during the other three seasons.

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E-books/Tim%20Powers%20-%20Last%20Call.htm (27 of 340) [12/28/2004 12:43:02 AM]



LAST CALL - Tim Powers

Scott had been five years old when Ozzie had found him, in the back of aboat on atrailer inalLos
Angeles parking lot. Apparently he had been a messed-up little kid—one eye split open and dried blood
al over hisface. Ozzie had talked to him for afew minutes and had then driven himin his old truck to a
doctor who owed Ozzie alot of money.

Old Dr. Malk had fitted up young Scott with hisfirst glass eye. The eyes were still real glass in the forties,
and for kids they were round, like big marbles, to fill the orbit and make sure the skull grew correctly. The
next day Ozzie had taken the boy home to the house in Santa Ana, and had told the neighbors that Scott
was his cousin'sillegitimate child and that he was adopting him.

Ozzie had been about forty then, in '48. He had quickly begun teaching Scott all about Poker, but he had
never let the boy play with anyone else, and never for real money, until the summer of '59, when Scott
was sixteen, and they went off on one of the annual trips together.

"Y ou never play for money at home," Ozzie had said. "Y ou don't want the cards to know where you live."

Scott had become known as Scarecrow Smith, because before about 1980 doctors couldn't effectively
attach glass eyes to eye muscles, and so it was more natural-looking for him to turn his whole head to
look at something than to have only one eye move to the side; to some players this had made his eyes
seem painted on and his neck appear unnaturally loose. And " Scarecrow" had fitted with his adopted
father's nickname: whenever Oliver Crane was asked where he lived, he had always just said, "Oz."

In fact, Ozzie had not let anyone in the Poker world know where he lived. He used the name Smith when
he played and insisted that Scott do the same, and he always kept his car registered to a post office box.

"Y ou don't want to take a chance on your work following you home," he'd said. To make that even less
likely, he had always bought new tires and had his Studebaker tuned up before setting out, and he never
went to a game without afull tank of gas. And there was always a twelve-gauge pump shotgun under a
blanket on the back seat to supplement the pistol in his belt.

And he had made sure Scott understood when it was that you had to fold out of a game.
That had been the advice Scott had ignored in the game on the lake in '69.

"If the drink in your glass starts to sit at an angle that ain't quite level, or if the cigarette smoke starts to
crowd in over the cards and fall there, or if plantsin the room suddenly start to wilt, or if the air is
suddenly dry and hot in your throat, smelling like sun-hot rock, fold out. Y ou don't know what you might
be buying or selling come the showdown."

By the end of the spring of 1969 Ozzie had been sixty or so, and Scott had been twenty-six.

Both of them had been wanting to get back home to Santa Ana—Scott had a girl friend whom he hadn't
seen in three months, and Ozzie missed his other foster child, Diana, who was nine years old and staying
with a neighbor woman—but they had decided to hit Las Vegas before once again burning on home
across the Mojave to southern California.

They had got in on a Five-Stud game that started in the Horseshoe on Fremont Street in the evening, and
at dawn they had moved it upstairs to one of the rooms, and in the middle of the afternoon, when all but
Ozzie and Scott and a pudgy businessman called Newt had been eliminated, they had declared a sleep-and-
food break.

"Y ou know," Newt had said slowly, almost reluctantly, as he finally unknotted histie, "there's agame on
a houseboat on Lake Mead tonight." Newt had |ost more than ten thousand dollars.

Ozzie had shaken his head. "I never gamble on water." He tucked awad of billsinto hisjacket pocket. He
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had increased hisroll from about twelve to about twenty-four thousand in the past twenty hours. "Even
when they had the boats out there in the ocean, three miles off Santa Monica, | never went."

Scott Crane was down. He had had ten thousand when they'd driven into Las Vegas, and he had about
seven and a half now, and he knew Ozzie was ready to declare the season finished and start for home.

"What kind of game?' Scott had asked.

"Well, it's odd." Newt stood up and walked to the window. "This guy's nameis Ricky Leroy, and
ordinarily he's one of the best Poker playersin town." The stout young businessman kept his back to them
as he talked. "But for the last two or three days he's been playing this game he calls Assumption—weird
game with awelrd deck, all pictures—and he'slosing. And he doesn't seem to mind.”

"Assumption,” said Ozzie thoughtfully. "Twenty years ago a guy was hosting a game of that out on a boat
on Lake Mead. Different guy—George something. He lost alot, too, | heard.”

"My luck's gone here," Newt said, turning around to face them. "I'm going to drive out there tonight. If
you want to come, I'll be standing under the million-dollar-display Horseshoe at eight.”

"You may aswell just go," Ozzie told him. "Thiswas our last game of the season; we're going to sleep
twelve hours and then drive home."

Newt had shrugged. "Wéll, I'll be there just in case.”

Back in their own room at the Mint Hotel, Ozzie had at first been unable to believe that Scott wasn't
kidding when he said he wanted to go meet Newt and get into the game on the lake.

The old man had kicked off his polished black shoes and lay down on one of the beds, and he was
laughing with his eyes closed. " Sure, Scott—on water, tamed water, with a guy that always pays for
hands, and playing with what obviously is a Tarot deck, for God's sake. Shit, you'd win afew signifying
hands, and a month later you'd find out you've got cancer and you're getting arrested for crimes you never
heard of and you can't get it up anymore. And then one day you'd walk out to the mailbox and find your
goddamn head in there."

Scott was holding a glass of beer he'd picked up on the way to the elevator, and now he took along sip of
it.
Most Poker players had superstitions, and he had always conformed to Ozzi€'s, out of respect for the old

man, even when it had meant folding a cinch hand just because some cigarette smoke was moving in
ways the old man didn't like or someone had kicked the table and the drinks were wobbling.

Ozzie had folded some good hands, too, of course—hundreds, probably, in hisforty years of professional
play. But Ozzie could afford to: He had made alot of money over the years, and though he rarely played
the very-high-stakes games, he was regarded as an equal by the best playersin the country.

And right now he had twenty-four thousand dollars rolled up tight in the hollow handles of his shaving
brush and shoehorn and coffeepot.

Scott had less than eight thousand, and he was going home to car payments and a girl friend who liked
steak and lobster and first-growth Bordeaux wines.

And he had heard that next year Benny Binion, the owner of the Horseshoe, was going to host aWorld
Series of Poker, with all the best Poker players converging there to determine who was the very best.
Scott could remember having met old Binion once, at arestaurant called Louigi's on Las Vegas
Boulevard. Scott had been only three or four, staying out late with hislong-lost real father, but he
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remembered now that Binion had ordered the house's best steak and had then shaken ketchup onto it.

He was sure he could win this competition ... if he could come into town with enough money to spread a
good-size net.

“I've got to go, Oz. My rall's short, and the season's over."

"Your roll?* The grin was fading from Ozzi€e's face as he raised his head to look at Scott. "What you've
got in your pocket is a hair less than twenty-five percent of our roll, yours and mine and Dianas. We've
got thirty-one and a half, and if that ain't lavish to live ayear on, | don't—"

"I've got to go, Oz."

Ozzie now wearily forced himself back up onto hisfeet. His gray hair was disarranged, and he needed a
shave. "Scott, it'son water. It's Tarot cards. Y ou want to play, take our money to any of the hundred
games in town here. But you can't go play there."

You can't go play there, thought Scott, as the beer amplified his own massive fatigue. That's what you say
to akid who wants to ride his tricycle to a park where there might be bad boys.

I'm twenty-six, and I'm a damn good player on my own—not just as Ozzie's kid.

The cross-cut wooden grip of his .38 revolver was poking up out of the dirty shirtsin the open suitcase on
the bed. He pulled the gun free and shoved it into his jacket pocket.

"I'm going," he said, and went to the door and pulled it open and strode rapidly down the hall toward the
door to the stairwell.

And he was crying by the time he stepped out of the cool darkness of the casino into the brassy afternoon
sunlight, because for at least several floors he had heard Ozzie shuffling in his stocking feet down the
stairs behind him, calling and pleading weakly in hisfrail voice as he forced his exhausted old body to try
to catch up with his adopted son.

CHAPTER 6
We're Now Thirteen

"Assumption,” Newt said.

He was talking quickly, hunched over the steering wheel of his Cadillac as the hot dark desert swept past
on either side. "This guy Leroy won't play it unless there are twelve other people at the table with him. A
hundred dollars ante. Everybody's dealt two down cards and one up card, and then there's a round of
betting, two hundred a bet, and then one more up card and another round at two hundred."

Scott popped the cap off afresh bottle of beer. "That's fifty-two cards,” he said blurrily. "Y ou're out of
cards, except maybe for a Joker."

"Nah, he won't play it with a Joker, and actually there's four more cards | eft, ‘cause there's an extra face
card in each suit, the Knight. And the suits are different, they're Sticks and Cups and Coins and Swords.
But anyway, no more cards are dealt.”

The lights of the bars and brothels of Formyle swept past. The Cadillac was now four miles out of Las
Vegas and must, Scott thought, be doing a hundred by now.

"What happens then," Newt went on, "is that each four-card hand in turn goes up for bid. Theterm is'the
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mating.' Say you've got two Kings down and a Three and something up, and you see a hand with aKing
and a Three showing; well, you'd want to bid on that hand, 'cause if you got it, you'd have a Full Boat in
your eight-card hand—or, if one of his down carets turned out to be the case King, you'd find yourself
with four Kings, get it? When you put the two hands together, yours and the one you bought, they say that
the resulting eight-card hand has been concelved, rather than completed or something. With the bidding
you usually wind up paying aguy, for his hand, a hundred or so more than what he's got in the pot. A lot
of guys never mean to stay for the showdown, they just want to sell their hands at the bid, at the mating.
And when it gets down to the last three guys who haven't bought a hand or sold theirs, the competition
gets hot 'cause nobody wants to be left out in the cold holding an unsold and
unplayable—unconceivable—four-card hand."

Scott nodded, staring out through the dusty windshield at the dim bulk of the McCullough Range denting
the dark sky ahead. " So there might be as many as ... six guysin at the showdown."

"Right. And even if you're out of the hand, you're still watching 'cause you've still got an investment in
the hand you sold your four cards into. You're called a parent of the hand, and if it wins, you get ten
percent of the pot. That's another reason alot of guys just want to sell their hands and get out: they can
clear afair profit at the mating and then still have a one-in-six chance of getting a tenth of a pretty sizable
pot."

Scott Crane drained his beer and pitched the bottle out the open window into the gathering night. "So
have you played it yet?

"Sure I've played it," said Newt, apparently angry. "Would | bring guysto it if | hadn't played it? And I've
played Poker with Leroy alot.”

Scott was suddenly sure that Newt had lost alot, too, to Leroy, and owed him at least money. For just a
moment he considered making Newt pull over to the shoulder and getting out of the car and hitchhiking
back to the Mint.

Lightning made silent jagged patterns over the mountains, like the momentarily incandescing roots of
some vast tree that carried the stars as buds.

"And then there's the Assumption option," said Newt as he leaned over the big wheel and tugged it back
and forth, sounding astired as Scott felt. "If you're the absentee parent of the winning hand, you're free to
put up an amount of your own money equal to the amount in the pot, and then have the deck shuffled, and
cut the cards for the whole thing."

Scott frowned, trying to make his sluggish mind work. "But you'd already be getting a tenth of the pot.
Why risk ... fifty-five percent to win forty five, on afifty-fifty chance?"

Scott couldn't tell if Newt sighed or if the whisper was just the tires on the Boulder Highway pavement. "I
don't know, man, but Leroy is asucker for that bet."

There were alot of cars parked in the Boulder Basin marinalot, and the white houseboat at the dock was
big and wide, and lit brightly enough to dim the emerging stars. The moon was dark—a day short of the
newest dliver.

Gravel crunched underfoot as they walked from the car toward the lake and the boat, and the wind from
up the distant twistings of the Colorado River fluttered Scott's sweat-spiky hair.

A figure who could only be their host stood on the lighted deck. He was a big, tanned man in awhite silk
suit; by hislined face Scott guessed him to be around forty, but his hair was brown and full with not a
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thread of gray, and at least in thislight it didn't look like atoupee. A big gold sun disk hung on achain
around his neck.

"Here's ayoung man wanting to play, Mr. Leroy," said Newt as he led Scott up the ramp to the teakwood
deck. " Scarecrow Smith, thisis Ricky Leroy."

When Leroy smiled at Scott, it was absently, with the politeness of a distracted host, but Scott opened his
mouth to ask the man How've-you-been?, for he was unthinkingly sure that he had once known him well.

Leroy caught Scott's ook of recognition and raised one eyebrow curiously. Scott realized that he couldn't
remember where he knew Leroy from, and at the same moment he became aware of the open port beyond
the tall white figure. Never talk about anything important in front of the cards, he thought. "Uh, beautiful

boat you've got," he said lamely.

"Thank you, Mr.—I'm sorry?'
"Smith."

"Mr. Smith. | hope you get afew beautiful boats yourself!" Newt led Scott across a couple of yards of
deck and through the broad double doors. Their steps were suddenly muffled in thick red carpet. "You
know him already?"

"I don't know," Scott mumbled, looking around, ignoring for the moment the crowd of people standing by
the bar in the corner or sitting around the long green felt table.

He guessed that awall or two had been knocked out to make the central lounge so big; the room was at
least twenty feet by forty feet, and the dark rosewood paneling gleamed in the yellow light of the many
electric lamps hanging on the walls.

Newt was whispering to himself and bouncing afinger this way and that. "Just made it," he said quietly.
"We're now thirteen. Grab a seat."

The engines started, and the boat shook.
"I want another beer first."

The boat surged forward as he was walking toward the bar, and he aimost sat down on the carpet. The
person who caught his arm and steadied him was Ricky Leroy. "Can't have you down yet!" said the big
man jovially. "Smith, you said your name was? No relation to Ozzie, | suppose?’

"Actually," Scott said, taking another step forward and leaning on the bar, "yes. HE's my dad. A Miller,
please," he added to the obese bartender.

"He couldn't make it tonight?"

"Thanks," Scott said, accepting atall glass from the fat man. "Hmm? Oh, no—he doesn't like to gamble
on water."

Leroy chuckled indulgently. "I guess he's old enough to have picked up alot of superstitions.”
When Leroy fanned the deck out face up across the green felt, Scott stopped breathing.

The vivid gold and red and blue images on the oversize cards seemed to intrude forcefully into his brain
through the retina of his one eye, and to blow away al the memories and opinions and convictions that
were the scaffolding of his adulthood, so that the cards images could settle into perfect-fit indentations
laid down long before,

The sméells of hot metal and perfume clogged his nose, and it seemed to him suddenly that it was raining
outside, and that someone had just been singing "Sonny Boy." And he remembered for amoment the
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grinning face of the Joker staring at him, somehow, from out of a plate of lobster stew.

Something in him was now unlocked—not opened yet, but unlocked—and he thought fleetingly of a night
nine years earlier, and the infant girl he had held in his arms for eight hours as Ozzie drove them
homeward across the Mojave Desert.

He took several deep breaths, then with trembling fingerslit a cigarette and took a sip of beer.

He looked at the other players around the table. They all seemed shaken, and one man was holding a
handkerchief across his eyes.

L eroy gathered the cards together, flipped them facedown, and began shuffling them. "The anteisa
hundred dollars, gentlemen,” he said.

Scott drove the old thoughts out of his head and dug into his pocket.

Assumption was a game that promoted action. Nobody seemed to want to fold before the mating and thus
lose the chance to sell hisfour cards or buy another advantageous four.

By the time the first hand's mating came up there were ninety-one hundred dollarsin the pot. That was a
fifth again as much as Scott had walked in with, and he was in for only seven hundred.

He had a Knight of Cups and a Six of Swords down, and was showing a Knight of Swords and a Six of
Sticks. When his four-card hand came up for auction, the bidding went up to eight hundred, but another
hand out there was showing a Knight, and he decided to wait and bid on it. Sail out of this hand aboard a
Full Boat, he thought.

But the man holding the Knight bought a hand before the bidding came around to him. The man's hand
was now "conceived" and no longer for sale.

There were five hands | eft to be auctioned, but none of them held any obvious help for Scott, and he
wondered if he should have taken the eight hundred when he'd had the chance.

And then he waited too long, until his was one of only three unconceived hands.
"I'm willing to sell now," he told the other two players.

They both looked at him and at his two showing cards. "I'll give you two hundred,” said one, athin man
in a cowboy hat.

The other player smiled at the one who'd bid. "I'll give you three for yours."
The man in the cowboy hat seemed to be considering the offer, and
Scott said quickly, "I'll take one."

The old cowboy gave him a hundred-dollar bill in exchange for his hand, and Scott picked up his empty
glass and made his way to the bar.

Scott was leaning on the bar and sipping his new beer when Leroy walked up and tossed a stack of bills
onto the wet wood next to the beer glass.

"Congratulations!" Leroy said heartily. "You're a parent.”
Scott reached forward and fanned the bills. There were ten hundreds and three twenties.
"The pot went up to ten thousand six hundred," said Leroy, "and the old cowboy had a Straight Flush. Not
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al that uncommon in this game. Do you want to match that and cut the deck for Assumption?’
"Uh, no," Scott said, picking up his beer. "No, thanks, I'll keep this. The next hand's about to start then?'
Leroy waved him forward. "Y our throne awaits."

At the mating in the next hand Scott had a Two and a Six down and two Kings showing, and when his
hand went up for bid, two players, each of whom showed a King, bid the price of it up to $2,000 before
one of them finally dropped out.

Scott pocketed his $2,000 and went back to the bar. He was already ahead by $1,860—his roll was now
$9,360—and this had only been the second hand. And he hadn't even won yet!

But it was on the third hand that he really tied on to it.

As Ozzie had taught him, he quickly scanned every one of the other twelve players up cards and then
tried to watch as each of them peeked at his down cards. One man blushed slightly and began breathing a
little faster, and another quickly looked away and began riffling his chips.

They both scored, Scott thought.

The first had a Queen showing; he aimost certainly had a Queen and an Ace down, since two other
Queens and three Kings were exposed on the board. The other man was showing an Ace; he probably had
one of the other two Aces down.

Finally Scott looked at his own cards. He had a Six and a Five down and a Seven showing. Unsuited.
Hope for a Straight.

He stayed, along with everyone else, through a bet and two raises. There was now ninety-one hundred in
the pot.

The room was layered with cigarette smoke, but it seemed to be thicker over the pot.

The second up cards were dealt, but though he watched the players faces, he wasn't able to glean any
readable tells. He looked down at his own—a Six.

The man to hisleft was white-suited Ricky Leroy, who showed a Six and a Five, and Scott decided to buy
Leroy's hand and hope for aFull Boat and not just alow Two Pair.

The round of betting showered another twenty-six hundred-dollar bills into the pot.

Leroy proved willing to let the hand go to Scott for twelve hundred dollars—and when the four cards
were flipped to him, all face up as the rules demanded, Scott made sure that he only blinked sluggishly, as
iIf he were too tired and drunk to have focused on them yet.

The four cards were the Six and the Five that had been showing and a Deuce and a Six. Crane now had
four Sixes.

With a steady hand he lifted his glass and took asip. So Leroy's houseboat lists alittle, he told himself
when he noticed the tilted surface of the beer; so what?

The rest of the mating seemed to take hours, but at last there were six players still in the game with eight
cards each, two down and six up. Leroy had walked away to the bar.

"Three Sixes bet," said the man who was dealing.
"Uh," said Scott, peeking again at his down cards, "check."
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The man to hisleft bet two hundred, the next man folded, the next two called, and the last man raised it
another two hundred. The stack of billsin the middle of the table looked like a pile of green leaves that
some gardener would eventually bag up and haul away.

"That's four hundred to the three Sixes," said the dealer.
"See the four," said Scott, peeling six bills off hisroll, "and raise it two."
"A check-raise from the Sixes," noted the dealer.

Everyone folded but the man who had raised. He stared at Scott for along time. He was showing two
Knights and two Tens and two worthless cards. "And two," he said finally.

He thinks that the three Sixes are all I've got, Scott thought, or that at best I've got alow Boat. He's got a
high Boat, probably Knights over Tens, and he knows the Aces and Queens and Kings are effectively
gone.

"And two," Scott said, throwing the bills out onto the table.

The other player didn't move, but a glow seemed to go out of him. "Call," he said, pushing two more
hundreds across the felt.

Scott flipped over histwo down cards, and the other player bowed his head and tossed his hand into the
discards.

"The Four of aKind beats the Boat," pronounced the dealer.

Scott started to reach out with both arms for the pile of money, but Leroy, who had left the table after
selling his hand to Scott, had returned and now stepped forward.

"Maybe not the houseboat.” He grinned, showing big, even white teeth. "There's thirteen thousand six
fifty inthere, | believe." Hetook aleather billfold from inside his jacket and carefully separated out of it
thirteen one-thousand-dollar bills and six hundreds and afifty. He leaned forward and pressed them down
onto the heaped money.

Hot, dry desert air sighed in through the open portholes, and Scott's throat burned with the smell of hot
stone.

"I'm claiming the Assumption,” Leroy said.

CHAPTER 7

It's All Yours

Scott sat back, put his hands on the edge of the table and grinned curiously up at this new opponent.
Somehow he had forgotten Newt's telling him that Leroy liked this bet.

Scott had sunk $3,050 into this pot, counting the $1,200 he had paid for Leroy's hand. If he lost the cut, it
would take him down from the more than $25,000 he had thought he had before Leroy had
spoken—about three times what he'd walked aboard with—to less than $12,000. But if he won it, he'd be
sitting on nearly $38,000. And at least the odds were in Scott's favor.

The dealer shrugged, gathered in the cards and shuffled them several times, handed them to another
player to cut, and then slid the deck, solid as a brick, to the patch of felt in front of Scott.

The cigarette smoke was a narrow, upright funnel in the middle of the table now, like atiny slow-motion
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tornado.

Still grinning, Scott slid his fingers halfway down the card-edges and lifted off the top half and showed
the exposed card to the company—agetting in return some looks of sympathy—and then he looked at it
himself.

It was the Three of Cups. There were only four cards in the deck lower than that, the Deuces, and only
three that would tie it. Seven cards out of fifty-five. One chance in about eight and a half.

Still holding the card up, Scott finished his beer, proud that his hand didn't shake in this almost certain
defeat. He didn't have to tip the glass back very far at al.

He laid the top half back down on the deck and pushed it across to the dealer, who reshuffled and passed
it for the cut and then dlid it to the place where Leroy had been sitting.

Leroy leaned forward and curled his brown hand down over the cards; for amoment he seemed to be
kneading them gently, and Scott was dully sure that the man was cheating, feeling for acrimp or an
unshaved edge. Ozzie had taught him long ago that cheaters were to be either used or avoided, but never
challenged, especially in a game with strangers.

Then Leroy had raised a segment of the deck, and the exposed card was the Deuce of Sticks.

There were sighs and low whistles from the other players, but Scott's ears were buzzing with the
realization that he had won after all.

He reached out and began raking in and stacking the bills, glad of the revolver pressing against his hip-
bone under his swester.

Leroy sat down in the chair beside him. Scott glanced at the man and said, " Thanks."

Leroy's pupils were wider than normal, and the pulse in his neck was fast. "Yeah," he said levelly,
shaking his head, "I don't know when I'm going to learn that that's not a smart bet."

Scott paused in his gathering and stacking. Those are tells, he thought; Leroy is faking dismay.
"Y ou're taking the money for the hand,” Leroy observed.

"Uh ... yes." Again Scott was aware of the bulk of metal against his hip.

"Y ou sold the hand."

"I guess you could put it that way."

"And I've bought it," Leroy said. "I've assumed it." He held out his right hand.

Puzzled, Scott put down some bills and reached across and shook hands with the big brown man in the
white suit. "It's all yours," Scott said.

It's all yours.

Now, twenty-one years later, driving his old Ford Torino north up the dark 5 Freeway toward the 10 and
Venice, Scott Crane remembered Ozzie's advice about games in which the smoke and the drink levels
behaved strangely: Fold out. You don't know what you might be buying or selling come the showdown.

He had not ever seen Ozzie again after the game on the lake.

The old man had checked out of the Mint by the time Scott got back, and after Scott had rented a car and
driven west across the desert to Orange County and Santa Ana, he had found the house unoccupied, with
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an envel ope tacked to the front door frame.
It had contained a conformed copy of a quit-claim deed giving the house to Scott.

He had talked to his foster sister Diana on the telephone afew timesin the years since, most recently in
75, after spearing his own ankle, but he had not seen her again either. And he had not any idea where she
or Ozzie might now be living.

Crane missed Diana even more than he missed old Ozzie.

Crane had been seventeen when he and Ozzie had driven out to Las Vegasto pick up Dianain 1960. The
game on the lake had still been nine yearsin the future.

He and Ozzie had been driving home from a movie—Psycho, as Scott recalled—and the radio was
playing Elvis Predey's "Are Y ou Lonesome Tonight," when Ozzie had pulled the Studebaker over to the
Harbor Boulevard curb.

"What's the moon look like to you?' Ozzie had asked.
Scott had looked at the old man, wondering if thiswas ariddle. "The moon?"
"Look at it."

Scott leaned down over the dashboard to look up at the sky; and after afew seconds he had opened the
door and stepped out onto the sidewalk to see more clearly.

The spots and gray patches on the moon made it look like a groaning skull. The bright dot of Venus was
very close to it—about where the moon's collar-bone would be.

He heard dogs howling ... and though there were no clouds that he could see, rain began pattering down
and making dark dots on the sidewalk. He got back in the car and pulled the door closed.

"Well, it looks like a skull," he admitted. He was already wary of Ozzie's tendency to read portents into
mundane occurrences, and he hoped the old man wouldn't insist that they go swimming in the ocean now,
or drive to the peak of Mount Wilson, as he had occasionally done at times like this in the past.

"A suffering one," Ozzie agreed. "Isthere adeck of cardsin the car?"
"It's November!" Scott protested. Ozzi€e's policy was to have nothing to do with cards except in the spring.

"Y eah, better not to look through that window anyway," the old man mused. " Something might look back
at you. How about silver coins? Uh ... three of them. With women on them."

The glove compartment was full of old auto registrations and broken cigarettes and dollar chips from a
dozen casinos, and among this litter Scott found three silver dollars.

"And theresaroll of Scotch tapein there,” Ozzie said. "Tape pennies onto the tails side of the cartwheels.
Copper isVenuss metal, | heard from awitchy woman one time."

Envying his friends in high school who didn't have fathers who made them do this kind of thing, Scott
found the tape and attached pennies to the silver dollars.

"And we need abox to put 'emin,” Ozzie went on. "There's an unopened box of vanillawafersin the
backseat. Dump the cookies out in the street—not now. Do it when we're crossing Chapman; it'll be better
in an intersection, acrossroads.” Ozzie clanked the car back into gear and drove forward.

Scott opened the box and dumped the cookies out as the car surged through the intersection, and then he
dropped the silver dollars into the box.
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"Shake 'em around, like dice," Ozzie said, "and tell me what they say, heads and tails."

Scott shook the box, then had to dig in the glove compartment again for aflashlight. "Uh ... two tails and
aheads," he said, holding the flashlight beside his ear and peering into the box.

"And we're going south,” said Ozzie. "I'm going to make some turns. Keep shaking them and reading
them and let me know when they come up all heads."

It was when Ozzie turned east onto Westminster Boulevard that Scott looked into the box and saw three
heads—three profiles of awoman in silver bas-relief. In spite of himself, he shivered.

"Now they're all heads," he said.
"Eastitis," said Ozzie, speeding up.

The coins had led them out of the Los Angeles area, through San Bernardino and Victorville, before Scott
worked up the nerve to ask Ozzie where they were going. Scott had hoped to spend the evening finishing
the Edgar Rice Burroughs book he'd been reading.

"I'm not certain,” the old man replied tensely, "but it sure looks like Las Vegas."

So much for The Monster Men, Scott thought. "Why are we going there?' he asked, keeping most of the
impatience out of hisvoice.

"Y ou saw the moon," Ozzie said.

Scott made himself count to ten slowly before speaking again. "What's going to be different about the
moon when we're in Vegas than it was when we were home?"

"Somebody's killing the moon, the goddess;, some woman has apparently taken on the—what would the
word be—goddess-hood and somebody's killing her. | think it's too late for her, and | don't know the
circumstances, but she's got achild, alittle girl. An infant, in fact, to judge by how close Venus was to the
moon when we saw it."

Here | am, Scott thought, holding a vanilla wafers box with three crumb-covered silver dollarsin it with
pennies taped to them, driving to Las Vegas and not reading Edgar Rice Burroughs—because Venus was
close to the moon tonight. Venusis probably close to the moon al the time.

"Dad," said the seventeen-year-old Scott, "I don't mean to be disrespectful, but—but thisis nuts. For one
thing, there may be alady being killed in Las Vegas tonight, but you don't know about it from looking at
the moon, and if she's got a baby, it's got nothing to do with Venus. I'm sorry, | don't mean to ... and even
If there was, what are we supposed to do? How isit the job of two guysin California and not the job of
somebody in Vegas?'

Ozzie laughed without looking away from the highway rushing up at them beyond the windshield. "Y ou
think your old man's nuts, en? Well, alot of peoplein Vegaswould likeit to be their job, | can tell you.
This baby is a daughter of the goddess, and so she'sa T-H-R-E-A-T to them, you bet. A big threat. She
could bounce the King, if she grows up, which ... certain persons ... would like her not to do. And there's
other people who want her to grow up but would want to, what, be her manager, you know? Boss her, use
her. Climb into the tower by means of her Rapunzel hair, yes, sir. Right into that tower."

Scott sighed and shifted on the seat. "Okay, look, if we don't find a baby, will you agree—"
"WEell find her. | found you, didn't 1?7
Scott blinked. "Me? Is this how you found me?"

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E-books/Tim%20Powers%20-%20Last%20Call.htm (38 of 340) [12/28/2004 12:43:02 AM]



LAST CALL - Tim Powers

IIYmIII
After half aminute of silence Scott said, "Y ou shook coinsin a cookie box?"

"Hah! Sarcasm!" Ozzie glanced at him and winked. "Y ou think your old man's nuts, don't you? Hey, |
was swimming down in Laguna late one afternoon in '48, and the surf was full of fish. Y ou know how it
Iswhen they're bumping into you under the water? And you gotta get out ‘cause you know it's gonna
attract barracudas? That's how it was, and the sky was full of those cirrus clouds, like they were spelling
something out in a language nobody's got a Rosetta stone for. And Saturn was shining in the sky that
evening like amatch head, and | know that if I'd had a telescope I'd have seen all his moons disappearing
behind him, being devoured like the myths say Saturn devoured his children. There's a Goya painting of
that, scare the crap out of you."

The signs along the side of the highway were beginning to refer to Barstow, but Scott didn't ask his foster
father to stop for dinner.

"So | got me adeck of cards," Ozzie went on, "and | started shuffling and drawing them to see whereto
go, and it led me straight to Lakewood, where | found you in that boat. And | walked across the parking
lot to that boat slow, with my hand on my old .45 that | had in those days, because | knew | wasn't the
only one who'd be tracking you. There's always some King Herod around. And | droveto Dr. Mak'sin a
highly circuitous fashion."

Scott shook his head, not wanting to believe these weird and morbid things. "So am | the son of some
goddess?’

"Y ou're the son of aKing, abad one, an honorary Saturn. | grabbed you for the same reason we're going
to grab thislittle girl tonight—so that you could grow up outside of the net and then decide what you want
to do, once you're old enough to know the rules of the game."

When they'd got to Las Vegas at about midnight, Ozzie had made Scott shake the box and peek into it
continuously as Ozzie steered the car through the brightly lit streets. The flashlight's battery was getting
weak when they rounded a corner and saw the whirling red lights of police cars by one of the side
entrances of the Stardust.

They parked and joined the crowd on the sidewalk around the police cars. The night air was hot, with a
dry wind from the stony mountains to the west.

"Somebody shot some lady,” said aman in answer to Ozzie's What's up?

"It was that Lady Issit, the one who's been kicking everybody's ass at the Poker tables," another man
added. "1 heard tell abig fat guy shot her right in the face, two or three shots."

Ozzie had walked away, shaking the coinsin the vanillawafers box. Scott followed him.

" She ditched the baby, or Venus would have been behind the moon,” Ozzie said. "And the moon's still up
and Venusis down, so the kid's still around somewhere, alive."

For an hour, while Scott grew more and more impatient and embarrassed, the two of them walked up and
down Las Vegas Boulevard as Ozzie kept shaking the box and looking into it.

And to hisown chagrin Scott was not surprised when they heard an infant's sobbing from behind a row of
bushes on the south side of the Sands.

"Careful," Ozzie said instantly. The old man's hand was inside his jacket, and Scott knew he was holding
the butt of the Smith & Wesson .38.
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"Here." Ozzie turned to Scott and passed the gun to him. "Keep it out of sight unless you see somebody
coming at me."

It was only afew stepsto the bushes, and Ozzie came back with a baby, wrapped in a light-colored
blanket, in hisarms.

"Back to the car," Ozzie said tensely, "and don't watch us, look around.”

The baby had stopped crying and was sucking on one of the old man's fingers. Scott walked behind Ozzie,
swinging his head from side to side and occasionally walking backward to monitor al 360 degrees. He
wasn't doubting his foster father now.

It took only five minutes to get back to the car. Ozzie opened the passenger-side door and took the gun,
and then Scott got in and Ozzie handed him the baby—

—and for amoment Scott not only could feel the baby in his arms but could also feel the pale blanket
surrounding him, and could feel protective arms sheltering him. Something in his mind or his soul had for
years been unconnected, flapping loose in the psychic breezes, and was now finally connected, and Scott
was sharing the baby's sensations—and he knew she was sharing his.

In hismind he could feel a personality that consisted of nothing but fright and bewilderment. You're all
right now, he thought. We'll take care of you now; we're taking you home.

The link he shared with the infant was fading, but he did catch afaint surge of relief and hope and
gratitude.

Ozzie was behind the wheel, starting the car. "Y ou okay?"' he asked, glancing at Scott.

"Uh," Scott said dizzily. The link was gone now, or had receded below the level at which he could sense
it, but he was still so shaken by it that he wasn't sure he would not start crying, or laughing, or trembling
uncontrollably. "Sure," he managed to say. "l just ... never held a newborn baby before."

The old man stared at him for another moment before clanking the car into gear and steering out onto the
street. "I hadn't thought of that," he said, alternately looking ahead and peering at the rearview mirror.
“That's ... something | hadn't ... considered." He gave Scott a brief, worried glance. "Y ou going to be
okay?"'

Ask her, Scott thought. "Sure," he said.

On the long drive home Ozzie had alternately driven very fast and very slow, all the while asking Scott
what headlights he could see behind them. When they got back to the familiar streets of Santa Ana, the
old man wasted a full hour driving around in circles, lights off and lights on, before at last pulling up to
the curb in front of the house.

Diana had been passed off as another illegitimate child of Ozzie's cousin's. The nonexistent cousin was
getting quite a reputation.

Now Scott Crane parked the Torino in front of Chick Hurzer's bungalow on Washington Street, and after
he turned off the engine and lights, he just sat in the dark car for afew minutes. For thefirst timein
thirteen weeks he was thinking about a different loss than the loss of hiswife.

Ozzie and Diana and Scott.

They'd been afamily, hisfamily, in that old house. Scott had fed Diana, had helped teach her to read, had
admired the crayon drawings she had brought home from first and second grades. She had done a drawing
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of him as a Christmas present in 1968. Once she had broken her arm falling off the jungle gym on the
playground, and once some neighborhood kid had thrown arock at her forehead, and she'd got a
concussion; both times he had been miles away but had known about it, and had gone looking for her.

| never should have gone to the game on the lake, he thought as he impatiently blinked back tears—and
Ozzie never should have left me.

He opened the door and got out. Clear your mind for the cards, he told himself.

CHAPTER 8
Just Back from the Dead

Two hundred and seventy-two milesto the northeast, Vaughan Trumbill and Ricky Leroy sat panting on a
couch in the houseboat lounge. The two men stared at the scrawny, wet, naked body of Doctor Leaky,
which they'd just dragged out of the bathroom.

Trumbill, whose bulk took up more than athird of the couch, wiped his huge bald head with asilk
handkerchief. He had taken off his shirt, and his gross, pear-shaped torso was a coiled rainbow of tattoos.
"The bathroom light and the fan and the water pump,” he said, speaking loudly to be heard over the roar
of the generator. "l think he died about the same time the battery did."

"Be glad he didn't drown," said Leroy. "Y ou'd have to empty hislungs again, like out at Temple Basin
two years ago." He stood up and stretched. "He'll probably be up at around the same time the battery is.
I'm aready in a cab from the airport. Half hour, say."

The body on the carpet twitched.

"See?' said Leroy, getting to hisfeet. "He senses me aready." He fetched atowel from the bathroom and
tossed it over the old man's scarred, featureless pelvis; then he crouched and prodded Doctor Leaky's
cheek and brow. "1 hope he didn't fall on the same side of hisface as last time. They rebuilt his skull with
coral."

Trumbill's eyebrows were raised. " Coral ? Like—like seashells, coral reefs, sort of coral?'

"Right. | hear they've got some kind of porous ceramic they use now. Nah, the old jug doesn't seem to
have any chips floating loose." He stood up.

"I wish you'd stay away long enough sometime for him to die for good."

"It'd take a while; there're some good protections on that body. And—"

"I know, cryogenics and cloning."

"They're getting closer every day ... and this ... jug of my own personal DNA is still unbroken.”

The naked old body yawned, rubbed its eyes, and sat up. The towel fell away.

"L ooking like shit, though," observed Trumbill.

"Welcome back, Doctor," said Leroy wearily.

"They get in al right?' asked Doctor Leaky.

"Everybody's fine, Doctor."

"Good kid," said the naked old man. He peered at the two men on the couch and scratched the white hair
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on his sunken chest. "One time on the |lake—this must have been, oh, 'forty-seven, | hadn't got the Buick
yet—or—no, right, ‘forty-seven—he got a hook in hisfinger, and—" He gave each of them a piercing
stare. "Do you think he cried?' He waved off any replies they might have had. "Not a bit! Even when |
had to push the—the part that, the barb, the barb, not even when | pushed it through so | could clip it off.
Clip it off." He squeezed imaginary clippersin the air, and then he stared from Trumbill to Leroy.
"Didn't ... even ... cry."

Leroy was frowning in embarrassment. " Go to your room, you old fool. And put your towel back on. |
don't need to be reminded."

Crane got out of the car and carried his plastic 7-Eleven bag across the sidewalk and up the stepping-
stones to Chick Hurzer's front door. The lawn and shrubbery looked cared for. That was good; Chick's car
dealership must at least be making enough money for him to hire gardeners.

There was garrulous shouting from inside when he rang the doorbell, and then Chick opened the door.

“I'll be goddamned," Chick said, " Scarecrow Smith! Good to have you back; this game needs a good
loser."

Crane grinned. He had always avoided being any evening's conspicuous winner. "Got room in your fridge
for some beer?' "Sure, comeonin."

In the bright hallway he could see that Chick had had a prosperous decade. He was heavier, his face puffy
and threaded with broken veins, and his trademark gold jewelry was bigger and chunkier.

In the living room five men sat around a card table on which a game of Seven-Stud was aready in
progress.

"Got us alive one here, Chick?' one of them asked. "Deal me in next hand," Crane said cheerfully. He
leaned against the wall and watched as they finished out the hand. They were playing with cash
now—Crane had always insisted on chips, which tended to make the betting more libera—and they were
apparently playing straight Seven-Stud, no High-Low or twists or wild cards, and the betting seemed to be
limited and three raises only.

Crane wondered if he'd be able to do anything about al this tonight. He had set up this game a quarter of
acentury ago, out of the remains of a Tuesday night game that had begun to draw too many genuinely
good players to be profitable, and he had fine-tuned it to seem loose and sociable to the good |osers while
actually producing a steady income for himself.

The hand ended, and one of the men gathered in the pot.

"Sit down, Scott," said Chick. "Guys, thisis Scott Smith, known as Scarecrow. Thisnext hand is ... Five-
Draw."

Crane sat down and, after the deal, watched the other players around the table look at their cards. This
would be hisfirst hand of Poker in eleven years.

At last, having noted some mannerisms that might, as he got to know the play of these men better, prove
to be valuable tells, he curled up the corners of hisfive cards and looked at his hand.

Doctor Leaky had managed to tie the towel around himself, but halfway to his room he halted and sniffed

the night breeze wafting in off the lake through the open porthole.
"There'sone," he said.
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Trumbill had stood up and started toward the old man, but Leroy waved at him to stop. "Just back from
the dead," said Leroy, "he might sense something. What isit, Doctor?"

"On the hook," said Doctor L eaky.
"Oh, hell, you already told us about the hook. Will you—"

"One of 'em's on the hook, just now bit it, cards in his hands, blood in the water. The jacks will smell him.
But now he's on the hook, you can smell him, too. Y ou've got to find him before they do, and you've got
to put him safe in the fishbowl."

Leroy stared at the old man, who was blinking and gaping around in imbecilic fright asif he expected
enemies to swim up out of the depths of the lake. As a matter of fact, there was an enemy deep in the
|ake—the head of one, anyway.

After several seconds Leroy turned to Trumbill. "Maybe you'd better do as he says."

One of the players had asked to be left out of the hand so that he could call hiswife, and he stood now at
the telephone in the open kitchen, holding the receiver tightly. He could clearly hear the voices of the
players around the table behind him.

After adozen rings a man's voice answered by repeating the number he'd dialed.
"Hi, honey," the player said nervously, "I'm gonna be late, I'm playing Poker."

"Hi, sweetie," said the voice in amock-gay tone. "Poker, en?" There came the clicking of an electric
keyboard. "Got alot in that list. Y ou got any cross-references? A name?'

"Hey, come on, honey, | can't get mushy; thisis the only phone here; these guys can hear me."
"Got you. Give me a category or something then, unless you want to listen to about a hundred names."

"That's your dad al over," said the player with aforced laugh. "Goes fishing all the time but doesn't catch
anything."

"Fishing and poker," said the voice. "To me that sounds like that poker champ in Gardena who goes
sports fishing all the time in Acapulco; matter of fact, I've heard he can't catch anything." There were
several measured clicks on the keyboard. "I'll know it when | seeit ... here we go, the guy's name is
Obstadt, Neal."

"That'sit, dear, and it's worth fifty thousand dollars." He glanced toward the game room and added, "The
equity in that place, you know, after | added on that guest room and all—"

"And the aluminum siding and al the goddamn painted lawn squirrels, | know." There was more clicking.
"There's only one under Obstadt for that kind of money—a poker player, last seen in ‘80, name of Scott
‘Scarecrow' Smith, son of Ozzie Smith, last seen in '69. | see Obstadt has been distributing pictures
throughout L.A. and San Diego and Berdoo and V egas since January of '87. That's your basis?"'

"Not really, it's an old picture. Mainly it was the name."

"He's playing as Scarecrow Smith?"

"Right."

"That looks like a score for you, honey. Build: tall ... medium ... "
"Uh-huh."

"Medium build. Weight: fat ... average ... "
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"Okay."

"I hope the clothes are distinctive. Hair: black ... brown ... blond ...
gray ... "

"Yup."

" Jacket—"

"No."

"Saves us time. Shirt: plaid ... "

"Right. For this weather."

"Gotcha, flannel. Jeans with that?"

"Y eah. And what you'd figure."

"Say if it ain't sneakers. Okay. Is that enough?"

The player turned toward the table and looked at the other men. "It's enough. Listen, hon, you don't have
to worry about that. We're at Chick Hurzer's house, on Washington in Venice."

"Was gonna be my next question.” Clickety-clickety click.

"Okay, he'sin the book; I don't need the house address. What's your code number?"
"Four-six-doubl e-three-two-oh."

The voice repeated it Slowly, saying "zero" instead of "oh." "That's correct?'
"Yeah, that'sit."

The player could hear rapid clicking now. "l got you in," the voice said. "Call the payment number a week
from now. If it checks out to be the right guy, you got forty-five thousand bucks coming."

The game went well for Crane. The extra dozen decks of cards encouraged playersto call for a new deck
after aloss, agood start toward getting some superstition back into the game, and the sandwiches, when
he brought them out at midnight, were a good enough diversion to produce a couple of instances of
positively idiotic play. And there were a couple of doctors at the table, and doctors always had a lot of
money and played loose, staying in with just about every hand; and nobody was completely sober, and
Scott was apparently the only one who had any concerns about money, and by the time the game broke up
at two in the morning he had won more than two thousand dollars. That was two payments on the
mortgage right there, and he could certainly find another game somewhere within the next couple of days.

Chick Hurzer had been a bigger winner and was now drinking scotch. " So where have you been,
Scarecrow?' he asked jovially as people were standing up and stretching and one man turned on the
television. "You've got time for adrink, don't you?'

"Sure," said Scott, taking a shot glass. "Oh, here and there. Honest work for afew years."
Everybody laughed—one of the players alittle tensely.

Obstadt's man had been apol ogetic on the telephone about its being short notice, but Al Funo had laughed
and assured him that it was no inconvenience; and when the man had started to discuss payment, Funo
had protested that old friends didn't argue about money.
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Sitting in his white Porsche 924 now, waiting for Scott Smith to emerge from this Chick Hurzer person's
house, Funo tilted down his rearview mirror and ran a comb through his hair. He liked to make a good
Impression on everyone he met.

He had removed the Porsche's back window, but with the heater on the car was warm enough, and it idled
so quietly and smokelessly that a pedestrian walking past it might not even know the engine was running.

He was looking forward to meeting this Smith character. Funo was a " people person," proud of the
number of people he could call hisfriends.

He watched aertly as half a dozen men ambled out through the front door of Hurzer's house now into the
glare of the streetlight, and he was quick to pick out the gray-haired figure in jeans and a plaid flannel
shirt. Other people were shaking Smith's hand, and Funo wished he could have joined in the camaraderie
of the game.

He got out of his car and began sauntering along the sidewalk, smiling, not minding the waterfront chill in
the salty air. Ahead of him the men had separated, heading for their cars.

Smith seemed to be aware of Funo when he was still some yards off along the sidewalk; he had his hand
by his belt buckle, asif about to tuck in hisloose shirttail. A gun? Funo smiled more broadly.

"Hey, pal," Funo said when he was close enough for an easy, conversational tone to be heard, "have you
got a cigarette?’

Smith stared at him for a moment, then said, "Sure," and hooked a pack of Marlboros out of his pocket.
"There's only three or four in there,” Smith said. "Go ahead and keep the pack."

Funo was touched. Look at the car this guy's driving, he thought, a beat old Torino covered with dust, and
he gives me hislast cigarettes!

"Hey, thanks, man," he said. "These days it's damn rare to meet someone who's possessed of genuine
generosity.” He blushed, wondering if the two gen'sin his last phrase had made him seem carelessin his
choice of words. " Here," he said hastily, digging in the pocket of his Nordstrom slacks, "I want you to
have my lighter."

"No, | don't need a—"

"Please," Funo said, "I have a hundred of them, and you're the first gen—the first, uh, considerate person
I've met in twenty years in this damn town." Actually Funo was only twenty-eight and had moved to Los
Angelesfive years ago, but he had found that it sometimes helped to lie alittle bit when making new
friends. He realized he was sweating.

"Please."

"Sure, man, thanks," said Smith.

Was he uncomfortable about it? " Two hundred of them I've got."
"Fine, thanks. Jesus! Thisisagold Dunhill! | can't—"

"Don't insult me."

Smith seemed to recoil alittle. Had Funo spoken harshly? Well, how could someone spurn asincerely
offered gift?

"Thanks," Smith said. "Thanks alot. Well—I've got to go. Getting late."
"You'retelling me!" Funo said eagerly. "We'll be lucky to be in our beds before dawn, hey?'
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"Lucky," Smith agreed, starting toward his pitiful car.

Only when he noticed the Porsche for the third time did Crane remember another piece of Ozzie's
advice—Three-sixty at all times—they can bein front just as easy as behind.

Driving east on the Santa Monica Freeway in the pre-dawn darkness, the moon long since set and the
skyscrapers of downtown Los Angeles standing up off to his left like the smoldering posts of some god's
burned-down house, Crane had been seized with the idea of just staying eastbound on this freeway;
cruising right on past where it became called the Pomona Freeway, and all the way out past Ontario and
Mira Lomato where it joined with the 15 in one of those weird, dusty semi-desert suburbs with names
like Norco and Loma Linda, and then straight on up to Las Vegas.

Bein Vegasin time for a late breakfast, he had found himself thinking. And you've got two grand in your
pocket.

He had known he didn't want to go anywhere besides home, much lessto Las Vegas, but still he had had
to fight the compulsion and concentrate on turning south onto the Santa Ana Freeway.

And then he had seen the Porsche for the third time.

There were only afew cars on the freeway at this hour, and he'd been able to swoop through the long dark
curves with just three fingertips swinging the bottom of the steering wheel, but now he snapped the seat
belt across himself and took the wheel firmly in both hands.

The Porsche was ahead of him now, as the two cars drove past the Long Beach Freeway junction. It
seemed to Crane that it had been behind him or ahead of flanking for at least ten minutes. If Ozzie had
been driving right now, he would have sped up and got in the fast lane and then done a squealing three-
lane change to get off at Atlantic, and then taken some long way home.

But Crane was exhausted. "No, Ozzie," he said aloud. "I can't be spooking at every car making the same
trip | am." He sighed. "But tell you what, I'll watch him, okay?"

The swooping overhead lights gleamed on the Porsche's body but not on its rear window. Frowning with
the effort of focusing, Crane realized that the Porsche didn't have a rear window.

Cold night and a well-kept Porsche, he thought, but no back window?

He imagined Ozzie sitting beside him. Heads up, the old man would have said. "Right, Ozzie," Crane
replied, and peered at the car ahead.

And so he saw the driver twist around and extend his arm out across the back of the seat, and he saw a
gleam of metal in the hand.

Crane flung himself sideways across the seat as the windshield imploded with an ear-stunning bang. Tiny
cubes of windshield glass sprayed across him, and the headwind was a cold, battering gale in the car as he
pulled the wheel strongly to the right. He braced his feet and sat up, then just winced and held on.

The Torino hit the shoulder hard, tearing up ice plant as the old shocks clanked shut and the car dug in for
an instant and then sprang up with the impetus of its own weight. As soon as the heavy old vehicle slewed
to astop, he shoved the shift lever into reverse and tromped on the accelerator and wove the lumbering
machine down off the slope and back along the blessedly empty slow lane to the last off ramp.

Back in drive, he sped down Atlantic Boulevard, squinting in the headwind. After tracing a maze path
through the dark streets, he pulled into the parking lot of a closed gas station and turned off the lights. He
pulled the revolver out of his belt and watched the street.
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His heart was thudding in his chest, and his hands were trembling wildly. There was a half-finished pint
of Wild Turkey in the glove compartment, and after a minute or two he fumbled it out and twisted off the
cap and took a deep gulp.

Jesus, he thought. It has not ever been closer. It has not ever been closer.

Eventually he put the car back into gear and drove south all the way to Pacific Coast Highway and then
took Brookhurst up to Westminster. The car leaned perceptibly to the right now, and he wondered what he
had done to the suspension and alignment.

"What seeems to be the problem?" whispered Archimedes Mavranos.

He sat on Scott Crane's porch in the darkness and listened to his own heart. He had read in an |saac
Asimov article that humans averagely got two billion heartbeats, and he calculated that he had used up
only one billion.

It wasn't fair, but fairness was something you had to go get; it wasn't delivered like the mail.

He reached down and took hold of his current can of Coors. He had read that Coors was anti-
carcinogenic—it had no nitrosamines, or something—and so he drank it constantly.

God knew why Crane drank Budweiser constantly. Mavranos hadn't heard anything about Budweiser.

Spit in the palm of your hand and then whack it with your other fist, he thought, and watch which way the
spit flies. Then you know which way to go.

Mavranos had dropped out of high school when his fiancée had got pregnant, and for nearly twenty years
he had made a pretty good living by buying cars from the Huntington Beach police impound yard and
fixing them up and selling them for a profit. Only last April had he started studying science and math and
myth.

April isthe cruellest month, he thought.

Last April he had gone to a doctor because he was getting tired all the time, and had no appetite anymore,
and had alump under his |eft ear.

"What seemsto be the problem?" the doctor had asked cheerfully.
What had turned out to be the problem was lymphoma, cancer of the lymphatic system.

The doctor had explained it to some extent, and Mavranos had done alot of reading on his own. He had

learned about the random nature of cancer cells, and had then studied randomness—and he had begun to
discern the patterns that underlay true randomness: the branchings, the repeating patterns, the fat man in
the complex plane.

A car turned down Main from Seventeenth, but it wasn't Crane's Torino.

If you were to decide to measure the coastline of California, it would be of little use ssimply to lay aruler
across a page of an atlas and then determine the length of the roughly ten degrees of longitude it spanned.
But it would be of even less value to walk the length of the coastline with a one-inch stick, taking into
account every open tide pool and shoe-size peninsula; if you measured too finely, in fact, your answer
could approach infinity. Every little pool, if you measured finely enough, had a virtually infinite coastline.

Y ou had to approach such things differently.
Y ou had to back off just far enough.
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Turbulence in awater pipe or disorder in the signalsto the nerves of the heart—or the cellular hysteria
called cancer—were effects of randomness. And if you could ... find the patterns in randomness, maybe
you could manipulate them. Change them, restore the order.

Spit in the palm of your hand and whack it, he thought.
And he had found this neighborhood, this house, Scott Crane.

Crane never washed his Torino, and Mavranos had noticed patterns in the dew-streaked dust and the
splashing of bird shit on the car body—circles, and straight lines and right angles on a sloping surface,
and once a spatter of little wailing faces like that Munch picture—and once, when Crane had been
standing on the porch, blearily going through his pocket change for a quarter to buy a newspaper, he had
dropped a handful of dimes and quarters and pennies—Mavranos had helped pick them up, and had
noticed that every coin had landed heads side up; and any watch Crane wore would run too fast.

And animals died around this house. Mavranos had once noticed dead antsin aline that pointed to a
forgotten third of a cheeseburger on the porch, and a neighbor's cat that frequently used to sleep on
Crane's roof had died; Mavranos had gone over to the woman's house, ostensibly to commiserate, and had
learned that the veterinarian had diagnosed cancer as the cause of death.

And throughout the whole block fruit juices fermented abnormally fast, as though some god of wine
visited this Santa Ana street and breathed on the houses, very late at night when he'd be seen by no one
but the furtive youths out to steal car stereos and batteries.

Since it was randomness that was out to kill him, Archimedes Mavranos had decided to find out where it
lived, find its castle, its perilous chapel. And so ayear ago he had withdrawn five thousand dollarsin
twenties and put it in his pocket, told his wife and two daughters that he would be back when he had
retaken his health, and had walked away down the street. At the corner he had spit in his hand and
punched it with hisfist, and then started away in the indicated direction.

He had walked for two full days, eating beef jerky he bought in liquor stores and pissing behind bushes
and not shaving or changing his clothes or sleeping at all. Eventually he had found himself circling this
block, and when he saw a house for rent, he had called the number on the sign out front and given the
landlord fifteen hundred dollarsin cash. And then he had devoted his efforts to fine-tuning.

He had come to suspect early on that Scott Crane was the mgjor local signpost to the castle of
randomness—but only tonight, when Crane had mentioned having been a professional Poker player, had
he found any reason to be confident. Gambling was the place where statistics and profound human
conseguences met most nakedly, after all, and cards, even more than dice or the numbers on aroulette
wheel, seemed able to define and perhaps even dictate aplayer's ... luck.

Crane's living-room window was open behind the screen, and Mavranos now sensed someone standing
inside, behind him. He shifted around in the chair.

"Scott?' came awhisper. "Come to bed.”

"It's me, Susan, Arky," said Mavranos, embarrassed. " Scott's still off at his ... whatever he's doing."
"Oh." Her whisper was weaker. "My eyes aren't very good yet. Don't ... tell him | spoke to you, okay?"
She added something else, but it was too faint for him to hear.

“I'm sorry?"

He could hear her take a deep breath, like wind sighing through a leafless tree, but when she whispered
again, he was only just able to hear it.
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"Give him adrink," she said, and added some more words, all he caught of which were the syllables back
us.

"Sure, Susan," Archimedes said uncomfortably. "Y ou bet."

The next car to turn onto Main was Crane's Ford, and Mavranos stood up, for the windshield was just a
white webbed skirt around a gaping hole on the driver's side.

CHAPTER 9
The Only Fat Man | Know About

"I just want to go to bed, man," Crane said. He had brought the pint bottle with him from the car. "Well,
okay, one beer to chase this stuff with." He took a cold can and sat down heavily in one of the decrepit
porch chairs.

Mavranos had been saying something. "What, now?" said Crane. "A fat man in the desert?"

Mavranos closed his eyes, then started again. "A song about a fat man who drives along the highways that
cross the Mojave. The 40, the 15, even the one 27 out by Shoshone. A country-western song is how |'ve
heard it, though | guess there's arock one, too. Thisfat man's got awarty bald head, and his car has about
amillion rearview mirrorson it, like the mods in England used to hang on their scooters."

Scott Crane finished the bottle and put it down carefully on the table. " So the question is, have | heard
about him?' He shook his head. "No. | haven't heard about him."

"WEell, he's not real. He's a—alegend, you know? Like the Flying Dutchman or the Wandering Jew. His
car is supposed to break down all the time, because the carburetor's just a wonder of extra hoses and
valves and floats and clips and stuff."

Crane frowned and nodded, asif to show that he was understanding all this. "And you say he's green?’

"No, damn it. No. He used to be green, and just a big man, not fat, but that version stopped applying
sometime. That image stopped being vital, and you see it now only in things like the Hulk, and the Jolly
Green Giant who grows vegetables. Now he's not the Green Knight that Sir Gawain met
anymore—because the water's sick and the land's barren, like in Second Kings—now he'sreal fat, and
he's generally black or gray or even metallic. That little round robot Tik-Tok in the Wizard of Oz stories,
that's him, a portrait of him." Mavranos looked at his sodden companion and wondered why he was even
bothering to explain. "But you haven't heard of him."

"No. The only fat man | know about," said Crane, pausing in mid-sentence to take along sip of the beer,
"is the one that shot the moon in the face in 1960."

"Tell me about that."
Crane hesitated, then shook his head. "I'm kidding, it's just a—a John Prine song."

Some people shouted at each other in the Norm's parking lot, then got into cars; headlights came on, and
they drove out onto Main and away into the night.

Mavranos stared at Crane. "Rebar, you said.”

"Y eah, rebar. A goddamn iron pole. Fell off atruck. If | hadn't ducked to the side, it would have punched
a hole right through my head. | should have got a name off the side of the truck; | could sue 'em."
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"And you threw it away."

"Well, | couldn't drive, could I, with it stuck through my car?’

"Thisfat man," Mavranos went on after a pause, "like | said, he's not real, he's a symbol."
"Of course heis," Crane agreed vaguely; "of basketballs, or Saturn, or something."

"Why did you mention Saturn?"

"Jesus, Arky, | don't know. I'm exhausted. I'm drunk. Saturn's round, and so are fat men."
"He's the Mandelbrot man."

"Good. That's good to hear. | was afraid he was the Pillsbury doughboy. I've really got to—"

"Do you know what the Mandelbrot man is? No? I'll tell you." Mavranos took another sip of his own beer
to ward away the cancer. "If you draw a cross on a piece of paper and call the crossing-point zero, and
you mark one-two-three and so on to the right, and minus one, minus two, and al to the left, and one-
times-the-square-root-of -minus-one and then two times that and then three times that upward from zero,
and that times minus one, and minus two, and so forth, below the zero point, you wind up with a plane,
and any point on it can be defined by two numbers, just like defining a place by latitude and longitude.
And then—"

"Arky, what's this got to do with fat men?"

"Well, if you apply a certain equation to as many of the points on the plane as you can, apply it over and
over again—you gotta have a powerful computer—some of them go flying off to infinity and some stay
finite. And if you color the ones that stay finite black, they form the silhouette of awarty fat man. And if
you color-code the other points by how quickly they want to go infinite, you find that the fat man is
surrounded by all kinds of shapes, boiling off of him, that look like squid tentacles and seahorse-tails and
ferns and rib-cages and stuff."

Crane seemed to be about to speak, but Mavranos went on.

"And you don't always need Mandelbrot's equation. The fat man shows up in alot of other functions on
the complex plane, as if the shape of him isa—arole that's just waiting for something to come along and
assumeit. He's a constant figure, along with other lobed and geometrical shapes that ook like ... well,
case in point tonight, like Hearts and Clubs and Diamonds and Spades, often as not."

Crane sguinted at him for several seconds. "And something about ... the Wizard of Oz, you said. How'd
you learn about all this?'

"It's become a—a hobby of mine, studying weird math."
"And thisfat man'snameis ... Mandelbrot?"

"No, no more than Frankenstein's monster was named Frankenstein. The equation was developed by a
guy named Mandelbrot, Benoit Mandelbrot. A Frenchman. He belonged to a group, aclub in Paris, called
Bourbaki, but he split from them because he began to under stand randomness, and it didn't sit well with
them. They were real prove-it-by-the-rules boys, and he was finding new rules."

"Bourbaki," said Scott drunkenly. "Ecole Polytechnique and the Bourbaki Club."

Mavranos forced himself to breathe slowly. Mandelbrot had gone to the Ecole Polytechnique. Crane did
know something about this, or about something that had to do with this.

"Y ou seem to take it pretty lightly, somebody shooting out your windows," Mavranos said carefully.
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" 'When there are gray skies, " Scott sang, " 'l don't mind the gray skies—you make them blue, Sonny
Boy.'"

Mavranos blinked. "Do you have a son?"
“No, but I'm somebody's son."

Mavranos sensed that this was important, so he spoke casually. "Well, yeah, | suppose so. Whose son are
you?'

"My foster father said | was a bad King's son."
Asindifferently as he could, Mavranos asked, "Is that why you play Poker?"

Scott took a deep breath and then put on agrin in away Mavranos could imagine someone putting on
armor. "l don't play Poker anymore. Actually | went out for ajob tonight. | think I'm going to be arep
for ... Yoyodyne. They manufacture ... stuff, locally. Maybe you've heard of them."

"Yeah," said Mavranos, backing down, "l think | have."

"I'd better be heading for bed,” Scott said, elbowing himself up out of the chair. "I've got to meet with
them again tomorrow."

"Sure. Susan's been wondering where you've been."
Oddly, this seemed to shake Scott. "I bet," he said finally. " See you manana.”
"Okay, Pogo."

After Scott had gone inside, Mavranos sipped his Coors thoughtfully. He's it, all right, he thought. Scott
Craneis definitely my connection to the place where math and statistics and randomness border on magic.

And magic iswhat | need, he thought, fingering the lump under his ear.

Again Scott Crane dreamed of the game on the lake.

And as always, the dream-game progressed just as the real game had happened in 1969 ... until he won
the cut, and was raking in the pile of money.

"Y ou're taking the money for the hand," said Ricky Leroy softly. Already tension was filling the big
room, like a subsonic tone that Scott could feel in histeeth and his belly.

"Uh ... yes."
"Youresdlingit."

" Scott looked around. Something profound was moving or changing somewhere, but the green table and
the other players and the paneled walls looked the same. "I guess you could put it that way."

"And I've bought it. I've assumed it." Leroy held out his right hand.
Scott released a handful of bills and reached across and shook hands. "It's all yours."

And then Scott was outside his own body, floating above the table in the whirling smoke; perhaps he had
become the smoke. The scale of everything was changing: the table below him was an enormous green
plain, and the other players were giants, expressionless, all trace of humanity left behind in the tininess of
comprehensible distances. The walls were gone, Lake Mead was as vast as the night sky, and three of the
dam's intake towers were gone; the remaining tower in the water soared away above and seemed to
threaten the moon, which in the dream was full and bright.
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There was motion out in the night. A figure was dancing on one of the remote cliffs; it seemed to be asfar
away as the stars, but with the clear vision of nightmare Scott could see that the person carried along
stick and that a dog was leaping around its ankles. The dancing figure was smiling up into the dark sky,
apparently careless of the wavy-edged precipice at its feet.

And though Scott couldn't see him, he knew that there was another giant out there, in the lake, under the
black water, and that like Scott he had only one eye.

Seized with vertigo, Scott looked down. His own body, and Leroy's, were looking up at him, their faces
broad as clouds and absolutely identical.

One of the faces—he couldn't any longer tell which—opened the canyon of its mouth and inhaled, and the
smoky wisp that was Scott's consciousness spiraled rapidly down toward the black chasm.

" Scott," Susan was saying. " Scott, you're just dreaming, I'm here. Thisisme, you're in your own
bedroom."

"Oh, Sue," he gasped. Hetried to hold her, but she dlid away across her side of the mattress.

"Not yet, Scott," she said with ayearning tone in her voice. "Soon, but not quite now. Go have a beer,
you'll feel better."

Scott climbed out of bed on his side. He noticed that he had slept in his clothes, and his Poker winnings
were still abulk in his pants pocket. Even his shoes were still on. "Coffee right now," he said. "Go back to

deep.”
He blundered down the hall to the dark, stove-warmed kitchen and put a coffee cup full of tap water into

the microwave oven and punched full power for two minutes. Then he went to the window and wiped out
aclear patch in the condensation.

Main Street was quiet. Only afew cars and trucks murmured past under the streetlights, and the solitary
figure walking across the parking lot had an air of virtuous purpose, asif he were going to the early shift
at Norm's and not away from the scene of some shabby crime. Dawn was still an hour or so away, but
already some birds were cheeping in the big old carob trees along the sidewalk.

Susan's not really in there, he thought dully. She's dead. | know that.
I'm forty-seven.
| never should have lived this long.

It'slike sitting in the jungle, changing your bandages and eating canned C-rations or whatever soldiers
eat, and watching the skies: There should have been choppers by now.

Or like riding a bicycle with your feet wired to the pedals. Y ou can do it, for avery long time, but
eventually you start to wonder when somebody's going to come along and stop the bike and clip your feet
loose so you can get off.

Am | supposed to just keep on doing this?
He thought he could hear someone breathing softly in the bed.
No good could come of thinking about it.

He thought about the six or eight beersin the refrigerator. He had laid them out on the cold rack before he
went to bed, like an artilleryman laying out the shells that would be needed for tomorrow's siege.

The microwave binged softly five times, and he opened its door and took out the cup and stirred a
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spoonful of instant coffee into the heated water, then cooled it with a dribble of water from the tap.

Back at the window with the coffee, he abruptly remembered singing a snatch of "Sonny Boy" in front of
Arky. What else had he done or said? He couldn't remember. He never worried about anything he said or
did when sober, but he had not been sober last night. Or any night recently.

He walked to the back door and looked through the window at Mavranos's apartment across the aley. The
lights were all out. Arky would probably sleep past noon, as always. God knew how the man made a
living.

Scott's .357 revolver was lying on the shelf that held all the cookbooks. He remembered laying it there a
couple of hours ago when he had had to bend over to pick up the half-full carton of beers.

Rebar. Arky had noticed the shot-out windshield. And Scott remembered that Ozzie had always registered
his car with a P.O. box address, in case someone took down his license plate number.

Scott had stopped bothering with that in '80, when he quit Poker and married Susan. His current
registration listed this address.

He put the coffee down.

Suddenly he was certain that the gunman had written down his license plate number and had found the
address and was now waiting outside in the Porsche, or in another car, watching this house. Perhaps he
had planted a bomb under the foundations. That would be the easiest way.

The death panic of hisdream was all at once back on him, and he grabbed the gun, thankful that he had
not turned on the kitchen light. He took a few deep breaths—and then slowly, silently, with trembling
fingers unhooked the chain and carefully forced the warped old door open.

The night air was cold on his sweaty face and scalp. He quickly scanned the dark yard over the extended
barrel of the gun, then with his free hand pressed the door closed behind him and stole down the steps.
For several seconds he just stood and breathed through his open mouth, listening; then he picked his way
slowly through the unmowed grass toward the loose boards in the fence. Beyond that lay the alley, the
secret city capillary that led to a hundred dark and solitary streets.

One of the jacks found himfirst and killed him, thought Vaughan Trumbill when the Jaguar's headlights
swept across the parking lot on Second Street and made a glittering snowfield of the Torino's holed rear
window. Her Easter wardrobe is gonna be slimif this keeps up.

He drove on past, turning his big head rapidly from side to side to seeif the killer or killers might still be
nearby, but all the parked cars he could see were empty and dark.

Could be anywhere, he thought, on a dark porch, on aroof, but they probably wouldn't hang around.
He drove quickly around the block and then pulled in to the parking lot and stopped next to the Torino.

For severa moments he just sat in theidling car. The small trout in the tank on the seat next to him—the
poisson sympathique—was just bumping around randomly. That might mean that Trumbill's quarry was
dead, or that the damned fish was just dizzy from motion.

Trumbill got ponderously out of the car and walked to the driver's side of the Torino—and he allowed
himself asigh of relief when he saw that there was no body in the car, nor even any evidence of blood on
the upholstery or the billion-faceted windshield.

They only tried, he thought as he got back into his own car and backed out of the parking lot. He noted the
license plate number of the Torino when his headlights were on the car, and after he had parked on the
street, he used his car phone to call for the data on the registration. His source promised to call him back
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in afew minutes.

Then he called for back-up—a clean van and a couple of guysto help. Finally Trumbill sat back in the
leather seat and opened a Ziploc plastic bag full of celery and carrot sticks.

It had been along drive from Lake Mead. The damned trout had first led him to Las Vegas, and then for
half an hour had sent him circling counterclockwise around the Flamingo Hilton—Flamingo Road to
Paradise to Sands to the Strip to Flamingo again—but had finally settled down and faced southwest. It
had stayed pointed that way while Trumbill drove across the midnight desert on the straight dark line that
was |-15 to Baker, and then down to Barstow into, eventually, the maze of Orange County. At that point
freeways proved to be too fast for the fish to be reliable, and Trumbill had had to exit and negotiate
surface streets, slowly enough so that the trout would have time to shift around in its tank on the seat.

During the drive Trumbill had finished the hastily thrown-together bag of tropical fish and seaweed, and
now the carrots and celery were gone. He eyed the leaves of the ginger plant in the lawn beyond the curb.
Not yet, he told himself.

He glanced around at the neighborhood. There was a 1930s-vintage duplex across the street—Spanish
style, white stucco and clay tile roofs—and a similar house at the Main Street corner and a couple of
featureless new five-story condominiums behind him. The Torino's owner probably lived in one of the
little duplex houses, which he or she probably rented. | need a snack now, he thought.

Trumbill opened the door and walked across the sidewalk to the planter, and as he peeled off afew leaves,
he wondered which of the last game's winners this would turn out to be—and why he or she had refrained
from playing cards again until this evening.

He got back into the car and closed the door.

There was no mystery about why the person was playing cards now, of course. Several of Betsy's fish had
started to play again last year, and Trumbill had managed to find and fetch two of them, and they were
now safely sedated in aremote house outside Oatman, down the river near Lake Havasu, where London
Bridge had been moved to. The start of the third big series of Assumption games was only alittle more
than aweek away. This person tonight would be very eroded by now, obsessed by memories of the '69
game, drunk and personifying the vice, and all in all getting very ripe, as Betsy Reculver would say. The
tendency to move east, away from the abhorrent ocean, would soon be an overwhelming compulsion.
Well, Trumbill would try to assist in that.

Betsy would want the person, whoever it was, to be protected until after the game, when at |ast the twenty-
one-year-old assumptions could be consummated, when her resurrections could take place.

Git along, little dogie, he thought. It's all your misfortune and none of my own.

The telephone buzzed, and he picked it up and wrote down the data the voice gave him: Scott Crane, born
2/28/43, address 106 East Second Street, Santa Ana. That was the old house at the corner.

He turned on the dome light and shuffled through the six manila envelopes. It was probably the young
man who had used the name Scott " Scarecrow" Smith in the '69 game.

Trumbill opened the envelope and looked at the photographs of Scott Smith. In the twenty-one-year-old
pictures he was a dark-haired, lean-faced young man, often in the company of an old man identified in ink
on the margins as Ozzie Smith, evidently Scott's father. Paper-clipped to the photographs was a copy of a
bill from the Mint Hotel in Las Vegas; the bill had a Montebello, California, address for both Scott and
Ozzie, and someone had written acrossit "Phony."

Montebello was one of those cities that were part of Los Angeles—close enough to Santa Ana. This
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Smith person had to be the fish Trumbill was looking for. The nearest of the other five lived in
Sacramento.

Also in the envelope was a photograph of a pregnant blond woman stepping out of a car; her face, caught
turning toward someone out of the scene, was taut and strong.

"Issit," read the note taped to the back of the picture. "Born c. '35. Folded 6/20/60. Daughter, born
6/19(?)/60, believed to be alive—'Diana Smith'—possibly living with Ozzie Smith—address
unknown—urgently FOLD.

Trumbill looked at the woman's face, absently remembering how the face had changed as he had fired
three bullets through it, thirty years ago.

Diana Smith. Trumbill looked at the dark bulk of 106 and wondered if she might be living there, too. That
would be al right.

He put the photographs back into the envel ope and then pulled out hiswallet and looked at his laminated
FBI identification tag. It was the most recent version, with the gold band across the top, and nobody
would believe that the obese Trumbill was a newly hired agent, but this Crane fellow wasn't likely to
know anything about FBI IDs.

Better to leave the car here, he thought, in case any jacks are in the area who might be watching the place.
Better to be a pedestrian.

He opened the door, pocketed his wallet, patted the holstered SIG 9-millimeter automatic under his coat,
and began ambling in an aimless fashion toward 106.

Crane was breathing fast and shallow as he peered over the hood of one of Mavranos's impound-yard
cars. Goddammit, he thought, it's not the guy in the Porsche, but it's got to be somebody with him.

Crane was shivering. Shit, he thought miserably.

The sky was graying behind him in the east. Crane had walked around a dozen blocks, and finally the cold
and his weariness and the thought of his bed had convinced him that he must have been wrong about the
man in the Porsche. It must have been one of those random freeway shootings, he'd told himself; probably
| cut him off without knowing it, and he got mad and decided to kill me ... A guy that would drive around
with no rear window would probably do that kind of thing.

But here was a serious-looking man checking out Crane's car and talking on a cellular telephone and now
walking toward his house. Thiswas as true and horribly undeniable as a broken tooth or ahernia. Even if
the man was a plainclothes policeman, something was going on, something that Crane didn't want.

He thought about the beersin his refrigerator. He'd been an idiot not to bring them along in a bag.

The fat man must nearly be up to his porch; impulsively Crane sprinted across the street to the parked
Jaguar. By the streetlight's glow he could see some manila envel opes on the seat.

He looked at his house. The man was up the steps and onto the porch now, and if he walked up to the
door, he wouldn't be able to see the Jaguar.

The man went to the door and disappeared from view.

Crane turned his back to the Jaguar and then drove his elbow hard at the driver's window; it shattered
inward with no more noise than a bottle breaking inside a paper bag, and he spun around, leaned in and
snatched the envelopes, and then ran back across the street to the dark, recessed door of Mavranos's half
of the duplex. He banged on the door with hisfreefist.
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After afew seconds he banged on it again. Come on, Arky, he thought. I'll tell you what seeems to be the
problem.
He could hear footsteps inside the house.
"Let mein, Arky," hesaid in an urgent, low voice. "It's me, it's Scott!"

He heard a chain slide through its channel and rattlingly fall, and then the door was pulled open and Crane
had pushed hisway inside. "Close it and lock it and don't turn on the lights," he gasped.

"Okay," Mavranos said. "What're you, delivering mail now?' Mavranos was wearing a shirt and
undershorts and socks.

"Jesus, | hope you've got a beer."
"|'ve got enough for the disciples, too. Let me put my pants on."

CHAPTER 10

Irrigating the Cavity

"Y our fat man's out there," Crane said, with false and querulous bravado, after taking a solid slug of
Coorsin Mavranos's dark living room. The place smelled like an animal's cage. "He was messing with my

car, and then he ate the goddamn bushes across the street, and now he's gone to my house. What's his
name? Handlebar?"'

Crane was on the couch and Mavranos was standing by the window and peeking out through the blinds.
"Mandelbrot is the name you're trying to think of. He's the guy that outlined him. All | seeis aJaguar with
its window broke."

"I broke it. Fucker ate the bushes."

"What're the envel opes?"

"God, | don't know. | took 'em out of hiscar. | can't go home."
"Susan still up there?

"No, she—she went to her mother's house, we had afight, that's how come | was out walking and saw this
guy.”

"Y ou can stay here. But we gottatalk."

"Sure, sure, let'stalk.”

"Isthis the fat man that shot the moon in the face?"

Scott Crane exhaled and tried to think clearly. "Great God. | don't know. It might be. | didn't see him, in
'60. We got there after." He rubbed his good eye and then drank some more beer. "God, | hope it isn't
connected to all that crap. But it probably is. The first night | go play cards. The goddamn cards.”

Mavranos was still standing by the window. "Y ou ought to tell me about the cards, Pogo."

"I ought to fucking know about the cards, | don't know shit about them; it's like letting a kid play with
blasting caps or something."

"Y our fat man's coming back."
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"He's your fat man.”
"He just noticed his window; he's looking around. I'm gonna hold the blinds just like they are."
"I've got agun,” said Crane.

"So do |, Pogo, but let's hold our horses. He's getting in the car. He's starting it up. Nice car, no way it's
the original Jag engine in that. He's moving off, but my guessis he ain't going far." Mavranos let the
blinds fall and turned around. "Nobody'll see alight in the kitchen; bring your envelopes there."

“I'll just leave 'em here. In fact, if | could just go to sleep on this couch—"
"Sleep later, and right now bring them into the kitchen. | amin thisfor my health."

Crane just stared at the note on the back of the photograph of Lady Issit while Mavranos shuffled the
photographs from the other envelopes around on the kitchen table and read the notes attached to them.

"So who are these people?' he asked. He looked up, then snapped his fingers at Crane. "Hmm? What's
this ... category you're a part of ?'

Crane blinked and looked up. "Oh, they're—a couple of ‘em | recognize. Poker players. One of them was
in agame with mein '69, in a houseboat on Lake Mead. He won a big pot, what in this game is called the
Assumption. He—" Crane sighed. "He took money for the hand. So did |. These others were probably at
one of the other lake games that week, and | bet they won some Assumptions, too."

Crane looked back at the note on the picture of Lady Issit. For the dozenth time he read, "Diana
Smith—possibly living with Ozzie Smith—address unknown—urgently FOLD." He realized that his heart
was pounding and his palms were damp. "I've, uh, got to get in touch with somebody," he said.

"Y ou can use the phone."

"I don't know where sheis. And | don't know anybody that would."
"I got no Ouija board, Pogo."

Urgently FOLD.

He thought of the awed care with which he had held her during the long drive back from Las Vegasin
1960, and of the portrait she'd done of him, and he tried to remember what each of them had said the last
time they'd talked, when she'd called him after he'd put the fishing spear through his ankle. When she'd
been fifteen.

He'd dreamed that she got married. He wondered if she had children. She'd be thirty now, so she probably
did. Maybe her psychic link was with the children now, and no longer with him.

Mavranos had got up and slouched back into the living room; now Crane heard him say, quietly, "Blue
van just pulled up, and three guys got out of it; they're heading for your place."

What's in the pot is gone, Ozzie had always said. It ain't yours anymore. You might win it, but until you
do, you gotta regard it as spent, not chase it.

"Up on your porch now," Mavranos said.

Of course, when the antes or blinds have been high, so high that it's as much as you're worth to stay in a
dozen hands, why then you gotta play looser.

"Lightsoninyour living room," Arky said. "Kitchen now. Spare bedroom. Real bedroom, too, probably,
but | can't seeit from here."
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And if the antes have been so big that guys are staying just because of it, sometimes you can bet
everything you've got and win with a damn poor hand.

Crane turned the photograph over and looked at the pregnant woman. Then he got up and walked into the
living room and stood beside Mavranos. Crane watched the silhouettes moving in his house. One was
obvioudly the fat man. He must have met the van somewhere nearby. "I've got to get in there," he said.

"No way tonight—and these guysl|| probably watch the place for a couple of days. What's in there that we
can't get somewhere else?"

"The phone."
“Shit, | told you you could use mine."
"It's gotta be that one."

"Yeah? Tell mewhy." He was still staring out the window. Crane looked at Mavranos's |ean silhouette,
the narrowed eyes glinting in reflected streetlight glow. The man looked like a pirate.

Can | trust him? Crane wondered. He's obviously got some sort of stake in this situation, but I'll swear
he's aloner, not associated with any of these—these murky thrones and powers and assassins. We've been
sociable neighbors for awhile, and he always got along with Susan. And God, it would be wonderful to
have an ally. "Okay," Crane said slowly. "If we both tell the other guy everything we know—I mean, that
he knows—himself—about this stuff—"

Mavranos was grinning at him. "Y ou mean we lay our cards on the table."
"That'sit." Crane held out his right hand.
Mavranos enveloped it in his own calloused, scarred right hand and shook it firmly twice. "Okay."

Eighteen hours later Crane was crawling on his hands and knees across the floor of his own living room
toward the telephone, hisright eyelid stinging and his cheek saltily wet.

The intruders had turned off the lights when they had left, but the blinds were raised, and the traffic and
neon signs and streetlights of Main Street gave the room aflickering twilight glow in the middle of this
Friday night.

Ten minutes earlier Mavranos had driven his car up to the curb in front of Crane's house and had got out
and walked up to the front door, to attract the attention of anyone who might be watching the place. After
knocking and getting no response, he had gone back to his car, leaned in through the open window, and
honked the horn three times—two shorts and one long.

Crane had been in the alley behind the house.

At thefirst of the short blasts Crane pushed his way through his dilapidated back fence; the second honk
blared as he was sprinting across his dark, unkempt back lawn, and when the third began, he punched a
leather-gloved hand through his bedroom window, brushed the glass splinters away from the bottom edge
of the frame, and dived through and scrambled across the bed.

By the time the horn stopped he was standing beside the bed. The air was warm, aimost hot; the heater
had been running all night and all day and half the night again, and of course the stove was on.

He took off Arky'swork glove and tossed it onto the floor.

The bedroom had been ransacked. The blankets and sheets had been torn off the bed, and the mattress had
been slashed, and the bureau drawers had been dumped out on the floor.
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He walked down the hall to the bathroom, stepping carefully in the darkness and bracing his hands on the
walls, for the floor was an obstacle course of scattered magazines and books and clothes. The bathroom
was completely dark, and he groped through the litter of boxes and bottles that had been spilled out of the
medicine cabinet into the sink.

He hadn't been able to stop yawning, and his palms were damp.

Among the litter in the sink he had come across the rubber bulb and the bottle of saline solution, and he'd
shrugged. Aslong as you're here, he thought.

Working by touch, he poured some of the solution into the coffee mug that was miraculoudly still on the
sink. He reached afinger up to his face and pushed inward on the side of hisright eye. With a sort of
inner sploosh the plastic hemisphere came loose from the Teflon ring that was attached to two of the
musclesin his eye socket. The medial rectus, he remembered, and the lateral rectus. He'd had the ring put
in about 1980. Before that he'd had a glass eye, and once a month he'd had to go to the eye man to have it
taken out and cleaned. Now it was atask to be done every day at home, like cleaning contact |enses.

He carefully put the artificial eye into the mug and then used the bulb to suck up some of the saline
solution and begin squirting it into the cavity of his empty eye socket.

He hadn't done it this morning, so he squirted it out thoroughly. Irrigating the cavity, his doctor aways
caled it.

Finally he couldn't pretend any longer that he hadn't finished. What had he come in here for?

Oh, he thought. Right. Rubbing alcohol and a sterile pad and aroll of sterile gauze bandage. He replaced
his artificial eye, yawned again, then began groping through the darkness. He didn't seem able to take a
deep breath.

| bet they cut it, he thought now, crawling across the living-room floor and blinking the excess solution
out of hiseye. | bet they did. He was dragging along the bandages and the bottle of rubbing alcohol,
wrapped in ashirt from the laundry hamper.

He lifted the telephone down from the table and picked up the receiver and then took a deep breath and let
it out slowly when he heard the dial tone. They had not cut the phone line. Well, he thought. He replaced
the receiver carefully.

He ran trembling fingers through his hair and glanced around. All his telephone books, he saw, were
gone—not only the ragged spiral-bound notebook with inked entries, but the big Pacific Bell white pages
and yellow pages, too. | guess people write numbersin those as well, he thought, in the margins and back
pages, and maybe draw asterisks by some of the printed ones, like to distinguish one particular Jones from
among a column of them. | wonder what sort of calls all my old friends are going to get.

He peeled a couple of yards off the roll of sterile gauze and tucked the long strip under hisleg.

He leaned back, and for nearly a minute he looked up through the window glass at the dark, shaggy head
of the palm tree out front swaying in the night breeze. He didn't dare raise his head high enough to be seen
from outside, but he could crouch here and watch the palm tree. It's outside the hole I'm in, he thought.

All it hasto do is suck up nutrients and get ready for tomorrow's photosynthesis session, like every other
day.

At last he sighed and pulled Arky's Schrade lock-back knife out of his pocket and opened it. Smoke marks
mottled the broad four-inch blade, from Arky's having held it over alit burner on his stove, but Arky had
said to use rubbing alcohal, too, if possible.

Crane twisted the cap off the plastic bottle and poured alcohol over both sides of the blade. The stuff
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reeked sharply, and it chilled his thigh when he shook a couple of liberal splashes of it onto the left leg of
his jeans. He was shivering, and his heart was thudding coldly in his hollow chest.

He had to keep reminding himself that he had thought this out a hundred times during these last eighteen
hours, and had not been able to see any other way out.

With his right hand he held the knife upright on his left thigh, the point pricking him an inch or two to the
outside of where he figured the femur was; his left hand, open, hovered over his head as he gathered his
courage.

He was panting, and after afew seconds his nose caught a new depth and mellowness in the acohol reek.
He glanced away from the knife—

—and then stared at the opened bottle of Laphroaig scotch that was standing on the carpet, with a half-full
Old Fashioned glass beside it. They had certainly not been there when he had crawled across the floor
three or four minutes ago.

" Scott," came Susan's voice softly from the shadows beyond the bottle. He looked up, and he thought he
could see her. The diffuse, spotty light made camouflage of the patterns on her clothing, and her face was
turned away, but he was sure he could see the fall of her black hair and the contour of one shoulder and

leg.
"Don't, Scott," she said. "Why hurt yourself to get her when you can have a drink and get me?”

Crane's face was dewed with chilly sweat. "Is that what you are?' he asked tightly. "Drink? Delirium
tremens? Did | bring that bottle out? Am | talking to myself here?"

"Scott, she's not worth this, have a drink and let me—"
No, he thought, this can't be a hallucination. Arky saw it twice yesterday, this figure, this creature.
"Come into the bedroom. Bring the bottle."

He could hear a chitinous rustling as the vague figure in the corner stood up. Would it go into the
bedroom, or would it come toward him?

It's not Susan, he reminded himself nervously. Susan's dead. This thing has nothing to do with Susan, or
nearly nothing. At most it's a psychic fossil of her, in her shape and with some of her memories but made
of something else.

It was coming toward him. The light climbed the approaching figure—slim legs, hips, breasts. In a
moment he would see its face, the face of his dead wife.

Asif he were lamming a door against something dreadful, he slammed his hand down with all his
strength onto the butt end of the upright knife.

Breath whistled in through his clenched teeth, and the room seemed to ring with a shrill, tinny whine. The
pain in his stabbed leg was a scalding blackness, but he was cold, freezing, and the blood had come so fast
that the knife hilt standing up from his thigh was slick with it, and his scrabbling hands slipped off the
hot, wet wood of the grip. At last he got agood hold on it and pulled, but the musclesinside hisleg
seemed to be gripping the blade; it took all his strength to tug the thing up and out of himself, and he
gagged as he felt, deep in hisleg, the edge cutting more flesh as it was dragged free.

He squinted around at the dim room. The thing that had seemed to be
Susan was gone.
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His hands were heavy and clumsy as he laid the bandage on the cut in his sopping jeans—Should have
took the pants off first, he thought dizzily—and then dragged up the length of gauze and tied it off around
his leg, astightly as he could, over the bandage.

His heart, which had been racing before he stabbed himself, seemed to have slowed and taken on a
metallic clanking, sounding like aweary old man pitching horseshoes. He thought he could smell the
kicked-up dry dust.

Shock, he told himself. Lean back, put your feet up on the couch,
elevate the wound above the heart.

Try to relax your rib-cage so you can breathe deep and slow.

Go ahead and hold the leg as tight as you like.

The refrigerator's compressor-motor turned on, then after a minute clicked off again. A siren howled by
down Main Street, and he listened to it, vaguely hoping that it might stop somewhere nearby. It didn't.

Come on, he thought; call.

Blood was seeping out from under the bandage and running up his thigh and soaking the seat of his pants.
The rug will be ruined, he thought; Susan will—

Stop it.
He looked at the glass of scotch. He could smell the smoky, welcoming warmth of it, of her—Stop it.

The ringing of the telephone jolted him awake. How long had it been ringing? He fumbled at it and
managed to knock the receiver off.

"Wait!" he croaked, scrabbling at it with blood-sticky hands. "Don't hang up, wait!"

At last he got the fingers of one hand around it and pulled it across the wet rug and lifted its weight to his
ear.

"Hello?'

He heard awoman's voice. " Scott! What happened? Are you all right? What happened? I'm calling
paramedicsif you don't say something!"

"Diana," he said. He took a deep breath and made himself think. "Are you at home?’
"No, Ozzie made me promise—it doesn't matter, what—"

"Good," he said, talking over her. "Listen to me, and don't hang up. | don't need paramedics. God—give
me a minute and don't hang up."

"Y ou sound terrible! | can't give you a minute—just tell me what happened to your leg."
"| stabbed mysdlf, |—"
"How badly? Quick!"

"Not too bad, | think, I did it with a sterilized knife and made sure to hit the side away from that big
artery—"

"Youdid it on purpose!" She sounded relieved and very angry. "I was at work, and | fell right over! The
manager had to use my sign-off number on the register and make one of the box boys drive me home!
Now I'm clocked out, and | don't get sick pay till I've been there ayear! What was it, a game of
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Amputation Poker?'
He sighed deeply. "I needed to get in touch with you quickly."
She seemed to be coughing softly. Then; "Y ou what! Y ou must be crazy, | can't—"

"Goddammiit, listen to me!" he said harshly. "I may pass out here, and | probably won't be able to get to
this phone again. Y ou and Ozzie—and me—somebody wants to kill us al, and they've got the resources
to find you and him the way they've found me. Is Ozzie till aive?"

She was quiet for amoment. "Yes," she said.

"I need to talk to him. This has to do with that game | played in on Lake Mead in '69. There was
something Ozzie knew—"

"Jesus, it's been more than a minute. I'm out of here—stay by the phone—I'm crazy, but I'll call you from
another booth."

He managed to juggle the receiver back onto the phone. Then he just lay on the floor and concentrated on
breathing. Luckily the room was warm. A deep, throbbing ache was building in hisleg behind the steady
heat of the pain.

The phone rang, and he grabbed the receiver. "Y ou?' he said.

"Right. Ozzie made me promise not to talk to you on atraceable phone, especialy now, twenty years
later. Talk."

"The people that killed your mother want to kill you. And me, and Ozzie. Don't know why. Ozzie knows
why, or he wouldn't have ditched me. To save us all, | need to talk to him."

Sheinhaled. "Y ou're doomed, Scott,” she said, and there seemed to be tearsin her voice. "If you are still
Scott. What did | give you for your birthday in '687"

"A crayon portrait of me."
"Shit!" she sobbed. "I wish you were already gone! No, | don't. Scotty, | love you. Good-bye."

Therewas aclick in his ear, silence, the dial tone. He gently hung it up, then sat there for awhile and
stared at the telephone.

He was bleakly sure that he could stab himself again, in the other leg, or in the belly, and she wouldn't call
again.
Tears of self-pity mingled with the sweat and saline solution on his face.

Forty-seven-year-old one-eyed gimp, he thought. He laughed through his tears. What made you imagine
you could help anybody? She's smart to kiss you off. Any person would do the same. Any real person.

His leg seemed to have stopped actively bleeding, though it throbbed with pain, and the section of rug he
was lying on was spongy and slick with cooling blood.

Eventually he reached out and picked up the glass of scotch.

For several minutes he just lay there and inhaled its heady fumes. If he was going to drink it, he was going
to drink it, so there was no hurry. Anything that might be waiting in the bedroom could continue to wait.
He'd probably have to get fairly drunk, anyway, to be fooled. To get the—the suspension of disbelief.

" 'And human love needs human meriting,' " he whispered, quoting Thompson's " The Hound of Heaven,"
which had been one of Susan's favorite poems. " '"How hast thou merited—Of all man's clotted clay the
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dingiest clot? " He laughed again, chokingly, and took a deep sniff of the smoky fumes. " "Whom wilt
thou find to love ignoble thee, Save Me, save only Me? " The speaker in the poem had been God, but he
supposed gods were relative.

He stared into the glass.

The telephone rang, and he didn't move. It rang again, and then he shook his head sharply and poured the
liguor over his bandage. He hissed at the new pain as he grabbed the receiver. " Ahhh—you?'

"Right." Diana sniffed. "The only reason I'm doing thisis that | think he would, if you'd got him. Do you
remember where he used to take us for—for bodonuts, alot of Sunday mornings?'

"Sure, sure." Thisisurgent, hetold himself; you're back in the fight, pay attention.

“I'll call him and tell him you want to meet him there tomorrow at noon. I've met him there once or twice;
it'sthe only place he'll agree to talk. Okay? He probably won't come at all. And listen, if"—she was
crying, and he could hear fright in her voice when she spoke again—"if he does, and you've got bad
friends, tell them he doesn't know where | am or how to reach me, will you? Make them believeit, |
swear on my children it's the truth."

"Okay, I'll bethere." He rubbed hisface. "Diana, you have kids? Are you married? How long—"
" Scott, thisisn't a social call!”

"Diana, | love you, too. | swear I'll kill myself before | let anybody use meto get at you." He laughed
hoarsely. "I'm good at stabbing myself, | discover. God, kid, thisis your brother, Scott, please tell me,
where are you?"

He could hear her sniffling. "Where | am is, I'm flying in the grass.”
The phrase meant nothing to Crane.
Again there was the click of a broken connection.

He rolled over gingerly and then got up on his hands and knees, sweating and cursing and wincing as he
involuntarily flexed the torn musclesin hisleg.

| can't leave by the front door, he thought. Even the back door is probably being viewed through the cross-
hairs of ariflescope, according to Arky.

It's got to be the bedroom window.
And I've got to crawl, at least as far as the hallway, so as not to be seen from outside.

He knew there was no one else in the house ... no other human. What the hell was the Susan thing? It was
real enough for Arky to have seen it—and even spoken to it!—and substantial enough to have carried a
bottle and glass into the living room.

The chair in front of him—Susan, the real Susan, had re-upholstered it a couple of summers ago. And she
had moved the leaning bookcase against the wall corner so that it stood up straight, and she had painted
the floors. Y esterday he had wondered if her imprint was so distinct on the place that it could project a
tangible image of her.

Y esterday, somehow, he had not found the notion horrible.

Now he was trembling at the thought of meeting the thing in the hall, perhaps also on its hands and knees,
face to fake face.
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He imagined the face white, with solid white eyeballs like an old Greek statue. What might it say? Would
its smile resemble Susan's remembered smile?

He shivered and blinked tears out of his eyes. Susan, Susan, he thought, why did you die? Why did you
leave me here? How much of you isin this thing?

He began crawling toward the dark hallway arch. Ozzie had never taught him or Diana any prayers, so he
whispered the words of religious Christmas carols ... until he found himself reciting the lyrics of " Sonny
Boy," and he closed his throat.

In the hall he stood up, putting his weight on his good leg. Through the open bedroom door he could see
the gray rectangle that was the broken-out window, past the dark bulk of the bed, and he made himself
walk forward, into the room.

The door of the closet was open, and she was in there, crouched on the pile of clothes that had been
yanked off of the hangers.

"L eaving me to go off with your friends," she whispered.

He didn't look at her. "Y ou're—" he began, then stopped, unable to say "dead." He knelt on the bed and
crawled toward the window. "Y ou're not her," he said unsteadily.

"I'm becoming her. Soon I'll be her." The room was suddenly full of the smell of hot coffee. "I'll fill the
cavity."

“I've ... got to go," he said, clinging to the ordinariness of the phrase.

He carefully swung his cut leg out the window first, then followed it with the other and gripped the sides
of the window frame. The night air was cold.

There was aquiet but violent thumping and whining in the closet—apparently she was having some kind
of fit. He boosted himself down to the dry grass and limped away across the dark yard toward the gap in
the fence.

CHAPTER 11
How Did I Kill Myself?

Crane sguinted against the glitter of the morning sun on the rushing freeway pavement.

Rain had been clattering in the roof gutters and hissing in the trees when he and Mavranos had furtively
left Mavranos's apartment by the back door, a couple of hours before dawn; but after they'd eaten
breakfast in a coffee shop on the other side of town and had walked back out to the parking lot, Mavranos
sucking on a toothpick, the sun had been shining in a cleared blue sky, and only the chill of the door
handle and the window crank had reminded Crane that it was not yet summer.

They were driving in a panel truck Mavranos had bought from some impound yard last fall, a big boxy
1972 Suburban with a cracked windshield and oversize tires and an old coat of desert-abraded blue paint.
The truck shook and squeaked as it barreled along down the Newport Freeway, but Mavranos drove it
easily with one hand on the big steering wheel and the other holding a can of Coors wrapped in what he
called a"deceptor"'—a rectangle of supple plastic with the Coca-Colalogo printed on it.

In the passenger seat, with his knees up because of the litter of books and socket wrench sets and old
clothes on the floorboards, Crane sipped lukewarm coffee from a styrofoam cup and tried to brace himself
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against the vehicle's shaking. Mavranos had bandaged his gashed thigh with the easy competence of an
old Boy Scout and had assured Crane that it wouldn't fester, but the leg ached and throbbed, and the one
time Crane had bumped it against a chair arm the world had gone colorless and he had had to look at the
floor and breathe deeply to keep from fainting.

He was wearing a pair of Mavranos's old jeans, rolled up at the ankles like a kid's because they were too
long in the legs.

L eaning his hot forehead now against the cold window glass, he realized that it must have been along
time since he had last traveled on this freeway. He remembered broad, irrigated fields of string beans and
strawberries stretching away on either side, but now there were "Auto Malls," and gigantic buildings of
bronze-colored glass with names like UNISY S and WANG on them, and clusters of shiny new banks and
condominiums and hotels around the double-level marble-and-skylights-and-ferns shopping mall called
South Coast Plaza.

It was an Orange County with no orange trees anymore, a region conquered by developers, who had made
it sterile even as they had made it fabuloudly valuable, and the moneyed complacency of the area seemed
by definition to exclude people like him and Arky as surely as it had come to exclude the farmers.

"Suits," growled Mavranos after a glance away from the traffic ahead. He paused to sip his beer.

“They ... replicate. The freeways are dead stopped half the time, you can't exercise in thisair and you
can't eat fish you catch in the bay, and nobody whao'd speak to you or me can afford a house even though
the suits have terraced all the old hills and canyons with the damn things ... and have you noticed that
these people don't do anything? They're all middlemen—they sell stuff or broker stuff or package stuff or
advertise stuff or speculate in stuff.”

Crane grinned weakly against the window glass. "Some of 'em must do things, Arky."

"| suppose—but any such'll soon be crowded out. The suits I'm talking about are growing, replicating, at
the expense of everything else, even the plain old goddamn dirt and water."

A new BMW passed them at high speed on the right.
"Susan's dead,” Crane said suddenly. "My wife."

Mavranos turned to stare at him for amoment, and his foot was off the accelerator. "When?"' he barked.
"How? When did you hear this?"

"It happened thirteen weeks ago. Remember when the paramedics came, and | said she fainted?' Crane
finished the coffee and tossed the Styrofoam cup into the back of the truck. "Actually she died.
Fibrillation. Heart attack."

"Bullshit thirteen weeks, |—"

"That's not her, what you saw and talked to. That's ... | don't know what it is, some kind of ghost. I'd have
told you about it before, but it was only last night that | ... figured out it must have something to do with
this cards stuff."

Mavranos shook his head, frowning fiercely. "Are—are you sure? That she's dead? Y ou weren't drunk,
maybe, and she |eft you or something?'

"Arky, |—" Crane spread his hands helplesdsly. "I'm sure."

"Goddammit." Mavranos was staring straight ahead at the traffic, but he was gulping, and his eyes were
bright. "Y ou better tell me about this shit, Pogo."

Crane took the beer can out of Arky's hand and took a deep sip. " She was drinking coffee one morning,"
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he began.

They parked in abig lot just west of the Balboa pier and then walked away from the thunder and spume of
the surf to the narrow, tree-shaded lane that was Main Street. Crane's leg ached and throbbed, and several
times he called for a pause just to breathe deeply and stand with his weight on his good leg.

Balboa was quiet on this spring morning. Cars hissed past on the wet pavement of Balboa Boulevard, but
there were empty parking places along the curbs, and the only people on the sidewalks seemed to be
locals heading for the bakery, lured by the smell of hot coffee on the chilly breeze.

"Where'd you used to get these—these godonuts?' asked Mavranos, his hands in the pockets of his
tattered khaki jacket.

"Bodonuts," Crane said. "My kid sister made up the word. It's Balboa doughnuts. Not here. Over on the
island."

Over on theisland. The phrase upset him somehow, and he didn't like the idea that even now there was a
lot of water nearby—the channel ahead of them and the ocean behind.

" 'Fear death by water,' " said Mavranos.
Crane glanced at him sharply. "What?"

"That's from The Waste Land—you know, T. S. Eliot. At the beginning of the poem, when Madame
Sosostris is reading the Tarot cards. ‘And here is the one-eyed merchant, and this card,/ Which isblank, is
something he carries on his back,/ Which | am forbidden to see. | do not find/ The Hanged Man. Fear
death by water." "

Crane stopped walking again, and stared at him. A sea gull was strutting along the sidewalk, and
somewhere overhead another one called shrilly.

"You go around reading T. S. Eliot," Crane said.

Mavranos squinted belligerently. "1 study. I may not have read all your Hemingway and Frowst and H.
Salt Fitzgerald, but | find out alot of stuff, from all sorts of books, that has to do with me finding a
cure—and if you can't see that it also has to do with your troubles, then—"

"No, no, | do seeit. You're going to haveto tell me alot more about The Waste Land and about Eliot. It's
just that ... it'srare to run across someone who just pops off with an Eliot quote, just like that."

"Y ou evidently haven't noticed that I'm arare person, Pogo."

Doing akind of limping shuffle now, Crane led Mavranos down Main and past the dressy seafood
restaurant to the far sidewalk, beyond the railing of which pleasure boats rocked at their moorings on the
gray-green swell. The ferry dock was to their left, past the Fun Zone with its arcades and palm-readers
and frozen-banana-on-a-stick stands, but even this narrow area had taken on an air of sophistication since
the days when he used to come here with Ozzie and Diana.

It used to be all garishly painted shacky plywood buildings, with hippies and drunks slouching along the
stained sidewalk, but now there were stairways with brass railings leading up to terrace restaurants with
patio umbrellas, and video games flashing in the arcade, and a glossy merry-go-round that played a
weirdly swing version of "Ain't We Got Fun."

Crane felt even more out of place here than he had on the freeway.
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Oneferry was at the dock, itsiron gate swung up to let three cars move booming and creaking up the
wooden ramp to the pavement; another ferry was receding away, now about halfway across the mile-wide
channel. The ferries, with their worn red and white paint and weathered floorboards, seemed to be the
only elements of the local scene that might date from Crane's time.

Crane stepped aboard, not liking the shifting of the deck. Fear death by water, he thought.

The wide wooden seats were puddled with rain water this morning, so after giving two quartersto the girl
in the yellow rubber rain suit with the money changer on her canvas belt, Crane and Mavranos stood
braced on the gray-painted tar paper deck as the engine gunned and the boat surged gently out onto the
face of the water, and they watched the palm trees and boat masts and low buildings of Balboa Island
draw closer.

Mavranos pushed back his ragged black hair and peered over therail. "Jesus, look at all the fish—bass
and mackerel, damn, and that's a sand shark. Y ou could fire a shotgun into the water and kill a dozen of
‘em.

Crane looked down into the water at the many vague forms under the surface. "I'll bet Saturn will be
bright tonight," he said softly, "with all his moons moving behind him."

They got off the ferry at the island dock and walked east along the broad waterfront walk, between
expensive, yardless houses to the left and a short, sloping beach fretted with private docks to the right.
Crane was limping along steadily, though his face was sweaty and pale.

Dark clouds were moving in again from the north and west, contrasting vividly with the patches of blue
sky. Crane looked up and saw high-circling sea gullslit white by the slanting sun against a backdrop of
black cumulus.

At the southern end of Marine Street athick pipe protruded from the sand slope and extended afew yards
out into the water. DANGER, said asign above it, END OF STORM DRAIN.

More water, thought Crane, and dangerous. "It'sto the left here," he said nervously. "There's a market up
ahead. Vegetables, bread—that's where we used to get the doughnuts. Old place, been there since the
twenties. Y ou wait here."

"I might be ableto help."

"Y ou look like Genghis Khan. Trust me, wait here."

"Okay, Pogo, but if the old guy's there, remember everything he says."
"Hey, I'm sober today, remember?"

Crane limped away up the street, still in sunlight but walking toward the darkness that was tucked in
under the northern clouds. Narrow houses crowded up to the sidewalks; the only people he saw were
women kneeling in tiny gardens and men doing incomprehensible work with shrill, handheld power tools
In open garages on this Saturday morning.

The market was called Hershey's Market now, not the Arden's Milk Market Spot as he remembered, and
what used to be a drugstore across the street was currently areal estate office; but the shapes of the
buildings were the same, and he began trying to walk faster.

"Freeze, Scott."
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The remembered voice was still authoritative, and Crane obeyed automatically. Hesitantly he looked to
the side and saw atall, thin figure in the shadow under the awning of the old Village Inn restaurant,
twenty feet away across the puddled street.

"Oz?'

"I've got a gun, cocked, hollow-point slugs, pointed straight at my own heart,” said the old man tensely.
"Who's your friend down by the water?'

"He's aneighbor of mine, he'sin the same sort of trouble I'm in. [—"

"What the hell kind of truck isthat to drive around in?"

“Truck ... ? The one we came in? It's his, it's a Suburban; he buys cars from an impound yard—"
"Never mind. What book were you reading when we went to get Diana?"

"Goddamn, Oz, you've got no right to expect me to remember that, but it was The Monster Men, by Edgar
Rice—"

"Okay, he hasn't had the next game yet. Probably be this Easter, though.” The old man stepped out of the
shadows, leaning on an aluminum ortho cane with a quadripod base. His hair was thin and cottony white
over his pink scalp, and he was wearing a baggy dark gray suit with awhite shirt and bluetie. Hisfree
hand stayed in the right side pocket of his coat as he walked slowly across the wet pavement to Crane.
"What do you want from me?"

Tears blurred Crane's eyes. "How about How've you been? Christ, | made a mistake, | was a stupid kid;
how many kids aren't? Aren't you going to forgive me even now, twenty years later? This thing looks like
killing me, and you're acting like—"

"You look like hell," the old man said harshly. "Y ou drink way too much, don't you? And now, whenit's
too late, you're driving around with some bum in ajoke truck trying to figure out how to stop the rain.
Shit." Helet his cane stand by itself and stepped forward and threw his free arm around Crane. "l love
you, boy, but you're adead man," he said muffledly into Crane's collar.

"Christ, Oz, | loveyou," Crane said, clasping the old man's narrow shoulders. "And even if | am dead, it's
good to see you one more time. But listen, tell me what happened. How did | kill myself by playing in
that—that God damned game?"

Ozzie stood back and again gripped the rubber handle of his standing cane, and Crane could see how the
years had withered the once-strong face, extinguished the evidence of all emotions except for anxiety
and—maybe still—some of the old humor.

"Assumption,” Ozzie said. "That guy, that Ricky Leroy, assumed you, put alien on your body. A sort of
balloon lien. Shit, son, | read up on this, and asked around, after | lost you to it—and | had known a good
deal about the dangers of cards even before, al that stuff you thought was like step-on-a-crack-break-your-
mother's-back."

A car was making its way down the narrow street, and Crane and Ozzie stepped up onto the curb.

"You're still yourself now," Ozzie went on, "looking out of your eyes, but after the next game on the lake
it'll be him, and he'll have everybody €else, too, that took money for the assumed hands in that game in
'sixty-nine, that series of games. Leroy'll have you all like a collection of remote, mobile, closed-circuit
TV sets. Don't start reading no real long books, son.” The old man's eyes were wet as he shook his head.
"And don't think it gives me any pleasure to tell you all this."

Crane clenched hisfists, feeling the musclesin his palms with his tingling fingertips. "There's—isn't there
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anything | can do?Isit just over? Can't | go ... | don't know, kill this guy?"’

Ozzie shook his head sadly. "Let's go walk back to where your friend is. No, you can't kill him. Y ou could
kill one of the bodies he'sin, or a couple even, but he'll have at |east one stashed somewhere that you
couldn't even hear of, much less get to. And besides, he's already started killing you, loosening your soul
for the eviction. Dionysus has got his hand on your throat in the form of drink, and any family or pets you
may have are going to start dying of the randomness ilinesses. cancers, heart irregularities—"

Heart irregularities, Crane thought.
Heart irregul arities.
He kept walking. "That would be ... caused by me?' he said as evenly as he could.

Ozzie gave him a piercing look. " Shit, I'm sorry, that was damn thoughtless of me. Of coursg, it already
has happened, hasn't it? Who?'

"My wife. She—" He was sitting on the curb suddenly. "Heart attack.” His body felt hollowed out, and his
hands moved vaguely in front of him as though he were groping in darkness for something he didn't know
the shape of.

One of the randomness illnesses, he heard Ozzi€e's voice say in his memory. And then he heard his own
voice: Caused by me?

"Get up, Scott." Ozzie reached down with his free hand and shook Crane's shoulder, and Crane got slowly
to hisfeet, not even wincing when his bad leg took hisweight. "It's—really, it's no more your fault than if
you'd been driving and got in a crash, and she died. But your hippie friend might be smart to ... continue
his friendship with you over the phone,” Ozzie said.

Crane was blinking around. Nothing had changed—the people who had been walking past the shops
further up the street were still walking—but there seemed to be aringing in the air and a quiver in the
pavement, asif some thing had just happened.

Caused by me ...
He and the old man resumed their labored progress down the sidewalk.

"My hippiefriend," Crane said absently. He yawned. "It's, what, it's too late for my hippie friend, he's
aready got cancer. Had it before he ever found me." Crane felt very tired—he hadn't got any sleep last
night—but his heart was pounding, and his forehead was cold with nausea.

"I'd hate to see him eat through that mustache." Ozzie was staring ahead; Crane followed his gaze and
saw Mavranos sitting on a brick planter.

"Yeah, itisasight,” said Crane automatically. He waved, and Mavranos hiked himself off it and slouched
forward.

"Y ou say he found you," said Ozzie. "Why was he looking for you?"

It was an effort to speak. "He thinks I'll lead him to the place where randomness lives—" He paused to try
and take a deep breath, "—and he'll be able to trick randomness into undoing his cancer.”

Still frowning, Ozzie laughed softly. "That's not bad. Like raising to the limit and then throwing away all
five cards for new ones. Stupid and hopeless, but | like the style." The old man's hand was still in the
pocket of the windbreaker. "Why don't you go explain to him about my gun, hmm?"
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CHAPTER 12
To the Chapel Perilous

All three of them sat on the coping of the brick planter. Ozzie was on the end, a couple of feet away from
Crane, and he looked at his watch.

"I can give you boys ten minutes," the old man said, "and then | won't ever see either of you againin this
world."

L ooking away, the old man reached over and squeezed Crane's hand for a moment.

"After Dianacaled melast night," Ozzie said, "I got in touch with some friends, and they've been
watching the cars that park, and the ferry, and they had you two down for doubtful as soon as you'd got
out of your truck. If I don't walk away from you within half an hour of when | first spoke to you, Scott, a
couple of them'll walk down here and escort me away. And if | go any farther than this here spot with you,
they'll kill both of you. And of course, if anyone else should authoritatively join us—and even a
helicopter would have atime getting in or out of here easy—we're probably all three dead instantly."

Mavranos stared past Crane at Ozzie for amoment, then laughed. "I like this old fart, Scott," he drawled.

Crane forced himself to think. "How did that game on the water, the game on Lake Mead, give Ricky
Leroy alien on my body?' he asked quickly.

Ozzie ran his free hand through his sparse white hair. "Fortune-telling by cards works sometimes. But it's
prescriptive rather than descriptive. When it's working, if you take money for a hand, you've sold the
hand, sold the lucky-in-finances or unlucky-with-girls or whatever the cards may happen to represent. If
you pay money, you've bought it, bought those qualities, bought that luck. And a hand of Poker isa
number of qualities. The sum of the five cards may mean that you're rich but impotent, or happy but
gonna die young, or any other combination of factors. Y ou buy or sell al five at once, or al sevenif it's
Seven-Stud. This much | told you years ago.”

"Yeah, |—"

"Shut up. That's how you can buy or sell ... consequences with cards; with bodiesit'strickier. To buy a
guy's body, you've got to become his parent first. | don't know how that works; it's got something to do
with genes and cards both being quantized things, discrete things, and the fact that it's arandom selection
of ‘'em from two sources that defines the resulting individual. There was a hand that was a combination of
two peopl€e's cards, and that hand defined you, and then you took money for it. It was you, it was the
makeup of you, as surely as the pattern of your genes is the makeup of you, and you let Ricky Leroy
assume it. Have it. Buy your body. He's let you run around with it for twenty years, but after this next
game, when he'll buy another lot of idiots, he's gonna take possession of the ripe old ones." The old man
had been staring hard at the pavement as he spoke, and now he pressed his lips together firmly.

"And there's nothing | can do evento ... slow this down?"

Ozzie looked up and exhaled. "Oh, slow it down—sure. Don't drink alcohol. Dionysus isn't a nice guy
these days—he's a'so known as Bacchus, the god of wine—and he's on Leroy's side. A case could
probably be made that Leroy is Dionysus. Stay by water—on it, if you can—though you're gonna start
hating the sight of water like a hydrophobic dog. Don't play cards; he can sense you if you do. But after
Easter none of it will have made any difference.” He shook his head. "I'm very goddamn sorry, son."

Crane took a deep breath of the chilly seaair. "I'm going to fight it," he said wonderingly, realizing that he
meant it. "Fight him."
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Ozzie shrugged and nodded. "It's good to have something to occupy your time."
Mavranos leaned forward. "Me ditching my cancer. |s there a chance of it?'

Ozzie smiled gently, and though it deepened hiswrinkles, it made him ook younger. "Sure. A worthless
chance, but no worse than playing the lottery. If you can bein a... place, afocus, where a heavy recurrent
statistical pattern turns random, or vice versa ... something like when the pattern of a Craps table changes
from hot to cold, if you could be at a sweaty high-stakes game when it shifts ... it's practically got to be in
Las Vegas, you need the odds swarming like flies around you real thick, alot of gamesworking ... and
they all of them at once shift from in-step to not-in-step, a phase change, with you participating, you
could come out with your cells not remembering that they wanted to go cancerous."

"Like what Arthur Winfree did with mosquitoes,” said Mavranos. Seeing Ozzie's blank ook, he
explained, "Mosquitoes eat and sleep in aregular cycle, and the—the timing gear is the sunlight coming
and going every day. Y ou can shorten or lengthen that cycle, readjust the timing, by keeping 'em indoors
and changing the periods of light and dark; and the various possible patterns, if you chart ‘em, contain a
math thing called a singularity. If you hit the mosquitoes with a bright light at precisely the right instant,
they lose the cycle, just sleep and fly and stand around with no sense or pattern at all. Another calcul ated
flash will put 'em back into the cycle."

Ozzie stared at Mavranos. "Yes. Very good. That's a better example than my Craps table, though | still
think you'll haveto try it in Vegas. Freest possible flow of numbers and odds around you, and psychic
factors, too, you better believe it. And it'd help to go in with avery conspicuously ordered thing or person
or something, so that when the rearrangement wave collapsed, there'd be incentive for it all to fall out on
the side of order. Like a seed crystal." The old man yawned and shrugged. "I think.

Crane shook himself and dug in his pocket. "And what can we do to save Diana?'
Ozzie was suddenly alert. "What does she need saving from?"
"Look at this," said Crane, passing the old man the photograph of Lady Issit. "l assume 'fold’ means 'kill.'

"Yes, it does," the old man said, reading the note on the back after having glanced at the picture. "Shelll
be al right, I'm pretty sure. They'd like to use her, some of them, or kill her, but she's not
conspicuous—she never played any Assumption—and even if they captured you and me right now and
shot us up with sodium pentothal, it wouldn't help, because neither of us knows where sheis." He handed
the photograph back. "No, son, the best thing we can do for her isleave her alone.”

Ozzie looked at his watch and got down off the planter. "Time's up.” With a sort of unhappy formality the
old man held out his right hand, and Crane took it. "Now I'm going to go away and enjoy what's left of
my life," Ozzie said, in the awkward tone of someone reciting a memorized speech, "and | suggest

you ... two ... do the same. Asit stands, | look like outliving, uh, the two of you, and I'm honestly sorry
about that. Scott, it's good to have seen you again ... and I'm glad to hear you were married. Sometimes |
wish I'd got married. Archimedes, | wish you luck."

Crane got down, too. "Diana didn't say where she wasliving, but she said shewas ... what was it?"
"Flying in the grass," said Mavranos.

Ozzie's eyeslost their focus for amoment, and his head lowered dlightly. Then he inhaled and exhaled,
and he straightened up and pumped hisfist three timesin the air.

Somewhere up the street a car horn honked twice.
Ozzie gave Crane atense look. "That means 'please confirm.' " Again he pumped his fist three times
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overhead.
The car honked again, and now aboat in the channel behind them hooted.

"Okay," Ozzie said, his voice shaky for the first time since Crane had met him, "Y ou've bought an
extension on your time. Tell me everything she said.”

After Crane had recounted everything he could recall Diana's saying, with Mavranos reminding him of a
couple of details he'd mentioned last night while he was getting his leg bandaged, Ozzie |eaned against
the planter and stared up at the blackening sky. After aminute or so Crane started to speak, but Ozzie
waved him to silence.

Finally the old man lowered his head and |looked at Crane. "Y ou do want to save her," he said.
“It's... nearly al I've got left to want," Crane said.

"Then we're going to have to go back to your telephone, and you're going to have to stab yourself again,
or something, shove your hand in the garbage disposal if that's what it takes, and when she calls, I'll tell
her to get out of where sheis. If she staysthere, she's had it, she's dead or worse, especially since she's so
naive about al this stuff, the cards and all. | thought she'd be safer that way, but look where the little idiot
runsto. But I'll tell her to leave. And I'll tell her how. Shelll listen to me. Okay?"

"Put my hand in the garbage disposal."
"Not literally, but whatever it takes. Okay?"

" ... Sure, Oz." Cranetried to put someirony into it, but even in his own ears he sounded sick and scared
and eager to please.

Mavranos was grinning. "Before you start making sausage out of yourself, Pogo—before we even go
back home—Ilet's call your number. No use even going there, much less chopping you up, if they've cut
the lines or got somebody there."

"Good thought," said Crane, wishing he had a drink.

There was a pay telephone back up the street in the entry of the Village Inn, and Ozzie put a quarter in the
slot and then tilted the receiver aside as he punched out the remembered number.

After two rings there was an answer. "Y eah," ayoung man's voice said earnestly, "thisis Scott Crane's
residence, he's—listen, could you hold a minute?*

"Sure," said Ozzie, nodding grimly at Mavranos.

They heard the clunk of the distant telephone being put down; a dog was barking somewhere in the
relayed background, and a car alarm was hooting.

After afew moments the voice came back on. "Y eah, hello?"
"Could | speak to Scott Crane, please?’

"Jesus, Scott wasin an accident,” the voice said, "he—wait, | can see Jim's car pulling up, he was off
visiting Scott at the hospital, Jim's afriend of his, claimed to be his brother to be able to get in to see him,
you wanna hang on 'til Jim getsin here? He'll be able to tell you what's what."

"I'm just calling for the Orange County Register,” Ozzie said, "to see if he wanted to subscribe. Sorry to
have disturbed you at a bad time." He pressed down the hang-up lever.
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"Wow," said Crane. "They've got aguy in my place."

"Don't talk for aminute," Ozzie said. He walked away from the telephone, staring out the window at the
yellow-lit street under the black sky. "I could put an ad in the personals,” he said softly. "But | couldn't
even hope she'd seeit or get it unless | used her name, and | don't dare do that ... and | don't even know
what her last nameisnow ... " He shook his head, frowning and unhappy. "Let's go outside."

Crane and Mavranos followed the old man out onto the Marine Avenue sidewalk and matched his slow
pace south, back toward the water. Shingled roofs steamed in the sunlight on the houses along the street,
even asrain silently made spots on the pavement.

"I haven't held ahand of cards since that game in the Horseshoe in '69," Ozzie said. "I couldn't take the
chance on being recognized, and word getting back to you. | was sixty-one years old, with a car and
twenty-four thousand dollars and a nine-year-old foster daughter and no skill, no trade.”

Crane had started to say something, and Ozzie waved him to silence. "Y ou already said you're sorry," the
old man went on, "and it was along time ago. Anyway, she and | went somewhere a person can live
cheap, and after awhile | got ajob—first timein my life—and Diana went to school. | made some good
investments, and for theselast ... say, ten years... I've been comfortable. | know enough about how
things work to get help like | had this morning, and if it's only once in along while, | can even afford it.

Ozzie laughed. "Y ou know what | do for work now? | make ashtrays and coffee mugs and pots, out of
clay. I've got akilnin my back yard. | sell 'em to these boutique-type shops, the kind of place that's
mostly for tourists. I've always signed ‘'em with afake name. Anytime the demand for 'em gets serious, |
stop making 'em for ayear or so, 'til people forget they wanted ‘em. One time alocal paper wanted to do
an article on me; | quit making the damn things for about six years after that. Publicity | don't want."

The rain was coming down more steadily now, and the light was fading.
"You ever beeninjail, either of you?' Ozzie asked.
Both men nodded.

"Tell you what | hate, that little toilet with no seat, and you got six guys who gottause it. And | hate the
idea of someday maybe living behind a dumpster, wearing four dirty shirts and three pairs of weird old
pants at the same time ... and the idea of getting seriously beat up, you know, where you can feel stuff
breaking inside you and the guys won't stop kicking. And | hate the idea of being in a hospital with
catheters and ventilators shoved into me every which way. Bedpans. Bedbaths. Bedsores."

He sighed. "What | likeis my house, little old Spanish-style place | livein, al paid off, and my cats and
my Louis L'Amour books and my Ballantine scotch and an old Kaywoodie pipe stuffed with Amphora
Red cavendish. And I've got all the Benny Goodman and Glenn Miller and Bing Crosby on cassettes.”

"That'swhat you like," said Mavranos softly.

"Right," Ozzie agreed, staring ahead at the water. "Dianal love." Hiswrinkled old face was wet with rain.
"But | wonder ... if | can even do anything. Of course, that's my cats and L'’Amours and cassettes talking:
There's nothing an eighty-two year-old man can do about it—so, sad as it is, stay home, with us."

"What's 'flying in the grass mean?' asked Crane uncomfortably.

Ozzie blinked and looked over at him. "Hmm? Oh—it's an old pilots' term for flying very low, crowding
the ground, to avoid showing up on radar screens. Scoot in around the hills and barely clear the power
lines, and you're just one more bit of the base-fuzz that's the features of the terrain. Y ou can be right under
the enemy's nose, but you're keeping such alow profile that he doesn't even see you."
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They were back to the storm drain warning sign, and Ozzie led them to the right along the waterfront
walk, toward the ferry. Mavranos, evidently impatient with the slow pace of his companions, was walking
backward in a zig-zag pattern ahead of them.

"What have you got in the way of travel necessities?' the old man asked. "1 don't think it'd be smart to go
anywhere near your place."

"Actually," said Crane, touching his pocket, "I've got about two grand on me."

"I've got some bucks, too," said Mavranos, "and Scott's got a.357 in the car, and |'ve got a.38 Special in
the glove compartment, and | gather you've got a gun. A shotgun and ammo we can pick up on the
way—and alocking box so we'll be legal when we cross the border."

Ozzie was nodding.
"Border?' repeated Crane. "Where are we going?'

"To whereyour foster sister is," said Mavranos impatiently, "to the Chapel Perilousin the Waste Land.
LasVegas."

Ozzie was shivering. "Yes. Back to Las Vegas." He began walking faster. "Let's step it up here,
gentlemen,” he said in a brittle, nearly cheerful tone. "Do you have a heater in your fool truck,
Archimedes? | probably forgot to say that being cold is aso one of the things | hate."

"Got a heater that'll hard-cook eggsin your shirt pockets," Mavranos assured him. "But | got no air
conditioner; that'll be afactor when we're out in the nowhere middle of the Mojave Desert."

They filled the Suburban's gas tank and radiator and checked the tires, and then spent two hundred dollars
at the Grant Boys on Newport Boulevard for a Mossberg shotgun and a box of number six shells. The
shotgun was a pump-action twelve-gauge with a seventeen-inch barrel and no shoulder stock, just a hard
black-plastic pistol-grip, and Crane winced at the thought of al that recoil slamming into the palm of his
hand; Ozzie would probably shatter his old wrist if he were ever to shoot it. They also bought a four-foot-
long gun-carrying case with an orange plastic finish molded to look like aligator hide; it had a piano-
hinge down the long side away from the handle, and when it was opened out flat, the interior was two
sheets of gray foam rubber knobbed with patterns of rounded pyramids. Mavranos said it looked like an
electron microscope view of atomsin acrystal, and Ozzie said shortly that he had already gathered that
Mavranos was smart, and didn't need to be reminded all the time.

Ozzie let the two younger men carry the purchases out to the truck—Scott moving slowly and favoring
his bad leg—and then the old man climbed carefully into the back seat and got himself settled before
Mavranos started the engine and turned right onto the boulevard.

The interior of the truck was steamy, and Crane cranked down his window to get relief from the smells of
motor oil and old socks and crumpled takeout bags from Taco Bell.

Newport Boulevard had just broadened out into the Newport Freeway when Ozzie leaned forward from
the back seat and tapped Mavranos on the shoulder. "Take the 405 north there, like you were going to the
LAX airport.”

Crane looked back over his shoulder at the old man. "I thought we were going to Vegas—straight up the
55 here to the 91 east.”

"Do as| said, please, Archimedes," said Ozzie.
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Mavranos shrugged and made the long turn northward onto the 405. He took a sip from afresh can of
Coors.

"Uh," said Crane. "Isn't this ... thelong way to Las Vegas?'

"Y ou think your old man's nuts," said Ozzie tiredly, rocking on the back seat next to a battered tin
Coleman stove. He sighed. "Listen, you wouldn't sail to ... Catalina, even, would you, without checking
reports on the weather and currents and tides? And there's nothing between here and Catalina that would
particularly love to see you dead, and anyway, it's only twenty-six miles. Well, boy, right now you're
aiming to drive more than two hundred miles, through all sorts of weather and tides you never even heard
of, with alot of bad guys watching for you." He shook his head. "Y ou gotta clock the tidesfirst, boy." He
bared his yellow teeth in what might have been a grin. "We gotta check the weather, lick afinger and hold
it up in the breeze, so we'll know what kind of rigging to use. We gotta go to Gardena."

Mavranos squinted into the rearview mirror. "Gardena?'

"There'slegal Poker clubsin Gardena," Crane said, "and in alot of the other areas of L. A. around there."
He shifted around on the front seat. "But you always said not to play in those places."

"Not for money, no," said Ozzie, "paying for your seat and playing with people whose betting habits you
don't know. But we're not after money today, are we? And the worst thing about trying to make money at
these big Poker emporiums, with like fifty or a hundred tables working, is that the fortune-telling effect
naturally happens that much more often, and when it starts at one table, alot of timesit'll spread.”

"Like a seed crystal again," said Mavranos.

"Right. You'll find the savvy players always have cigarettes burning even if they don't smoke, so they can
watch how the smoke behaves—it starts puddling above the middle of the table, they get out—and they'll
have some drink, mostly just Coke or water, so they can keep an eye on the level of it, same reason. But
I'm gonna want to seethe ... tides of fortune. And I'll get into some smoke-puddling games, and if the
hands | get apply to us, I'll try to buy us good luck, or sell bad luck to somebody else."

"What do you want usto do?' asked Mavranos.
"Y ou got cigarettes?' Ozzie asked.
"Half carton of desert dogs back there. Camels."

"WEell, you two can play if you'll keep cigarettes lit and watch the smoke—and fold out when it acts
funny. Now I think of it, Scott, it might be a good ideafor you to play some; if they sense you, they'll put
youinL. A., which you're not gonna be for much longer. Otherwise be railbirds—watch, have a
sandwich, whatever." Ozzie was peering out ahead through the cracked windshield. "North on the 605
here—catch the 5 and take it north, that should take us into the middle of it, and being close to the L.A.
River won't hurt, though it's always dry."

Even after twenty-one years Crane knew Ozzi€e's voice well enough to know that the old man was
scared—taking risks he'd avoided even in the days of his prime, jumping out of his comfortable old man's
routine with no time at all to prepare, without even spare clothes or personal possessions or books or any
idea of where he would wind up slegping tonight, or the night after—but Crane could sense, too, the
disguised excitement.

The old man was chasing the white line again.
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CHAPTER 13
Come Back Here on New Year's Day, You See Nothing but Dirt

Al Funo drove slowly past the old Spanish house that was 106 East Second Street. He had put the rear
window back into the Porsche, and the heater was keeping him warm in spite of the chilly wind shaking
the palm trees.

He drove on past the house, and when he saw the old green Torino with its shot windows in the parking
lot beyond the duplexes, he smiled. Thiswas the guy al right.

He had got the address from a friend who could run license plate numbers; it had taken more than twenty-
four hours, but Scarecrow Smith—or, as his real name seemed to be, Scott Crane—apparently hadn't gone
anywhere.

A blue van with tinted windows was parked on the other side of the street, and as Funo drove slowly past
it, he noticed afaint, powdery white mark on the front side of the rear tire; that implied that a meter maid
had chalked the vehicle recently, so recently that the driver had moved only afew yards before parking
again. Was someone watching Crane's house? Obstadt's man had warned him that this assignment might
be contested.

He looked more closely at the other cars parked along the street under the carob tree boughs, and noticed:
an old pickup truck, empty; a Honda, empty; and agray Jaguar, with afat bald man sitting inside.

Funo turned left onto Bush Street and then right onto Third. He drove for ablock and then pulled into a
Chevron station that had a pay telephone at the edge of the asphalt apron, out by the self-serve air and
water hoses. He got out of his car, got Crane's telephone number from information, and punched it in.

The phone rang twice at the other end, and then ayoung man's voice said, breathlessly, " Scott Crane's
residence, can you hold a minute?’

"Sure, friend," said Funo easily, watching the sweep second-hand of his Rolex. He had at |east three
minutes before anybody could possibly trace the call, even if they'd managed to get Pacific Bell security
to put atrap on theline.

"Sorry," said the voice after only ten seconds. " Scott was in an accident, he's in the hospital .”

Nicked him after all, thought Funo. "Jesus," he said in a shocked tone, "what happened! | was playing
Poker with him Tuesday night!"

"Y ou were? Listen, he keeps asking for two people—he's semiconscious—two people named Ozzie and
Diana. Do you by any chance know who they are?'

"Sure | know Ozzie and Dianal" said Funo instantly. "Listen, what hospital is hein? I'll bring them over."

A car alarm in the Norm's parking lot started up, monotonously honking beep ... beep ... beep as a couple
of shabbily dressed men walked hastily away down the sidewalk. Stupid bums, Funo thought.

"It's," said the voice at the other end, "shit ... | can't remember the name. Jim's the one who knowsiit, and
he's on hisway back ... right now, matter of fact. Why don't you pick up Ozzie and Diana and bring them
over to the house? Or just give me their numbers, sure. |—"

"I can't right now," said Funo. "How about if | call back soon, when Jim'll be home?' He spoke loudly,
for he could hear the car alarm both directly and, more faintly, over the telephone.

"Could you give me their numbers?* asked the agitated young man. "Where do they live? Diana he
‘specially needsto see.”
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"I don't know exactly, they're friends of friends. When can | call and catch Jim?"

"God, | don't know how long either of usis gonna be able to hang around here. Uh—are you at a number
where Jim can get hold of you?"

Funo looked around at the gas station lot. "For the next half hour anyway, sure. Got a pencil?' He read off
the number of the pay phone.

"Okay," said the voice on the other end, "got it. We'll get back to you quick."
"Thanks," said Funo. "l really appreciateit. | mean it."
He hung up the phone.

Something was bothering him, and he always paid attention to his hunches. What was it? That noise, the
car horn honkingonand on ...

He'd heard it over the telephone as well as directly. Therefore, the young man at the other end had
probably heard it both ways, too, and would know that Funo was calling from a nearby outdoor telephone.

Funo quickly folded himself into the Porsche and drove across Third and parked behind a Pioneer
Chicken restaurant, then walked inside and sat at a table from which, through the tinted glass, he could
watch the gas station. If nothing happened within half an hour, he would drive to another phone and call
again.

Within five minutes the gray Jaguar had pulled into the Chevron station, and the fat man hauled his
startling bulk out of the driver's seat. He looked at the telephone, and then for several seconds looked

around at the nearby cars and pedestrians. After awhile he stumped over to the cashier window and talked
to whoever was inside.

Funo's heart was thumping, and a twitchy grin bared his teeth. Pretty good, he thought. They could tell |
was within earshot to the north. | wonder what they had for south—another car horn, in a different pitch
or cadence? A barking dog? A realistic-looking street lunatic chanting about Jesus?

Through the tinted window Funo watched as the fat man got back into the idling Jaguar, and for severa
minutes just sat there behind the wheel; then the car moved off, turning left onto Third Street, back
toward Crane's place.

The Jaguar had a Nevada license plate. Funo wrote down the number.

The Commerce Casino was the first one Crane saw, agigantic cubical building that from the front looked
like some ancient Mediterranean temple, with its arched entrance and gold pillars and expanses of
windowless wall, and looked like a prison from around in the back lot, where they had to park. There was
even alittle guard tower back there. To the south side of the casino a dozen high-tension electrical cables
hung from the skeletal silver shoulders of aline of tall towers that marched away to the north and south;
on the long, narrow plot of land under the towers, asif nourished by the electromagnetic fields, knee-high
pine trees grew in dense rows.

Ozzie stared back at the cables and the trees as he and Crane and Mavranos slowly walked toward the
building, and he muttered something about evergreens under hydroel ectric power.

Mavranos told him that land under power lines wasn't good for much, and that alot of such stretches were
used as Christmas tree farms. "Come back here on New Y ear's Day, you see nothing but dirt."

Ozzie nodded, frowning.
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The inside of the casino was one vast room; when a person had walked in through one of the several glass
doors, street level became just the level of awide, raised, railed walkway that ran al the way around the
acre of playing floor five steps below. Tables and chairs and couches lined the rails, and doorsin the high
walls opened onto a delicatessen, a bar, a banquet room, a gift shop, and even a hair salon. Mirrored
pillars, square in cross-section, rose to the high mirrored ceiling.

Mavranos sat down to have a beer, and Crane and Ozzie split up.

Crane hopped down the nearest set of steps to the playing floor and then limped through the maze of
tables.

The games were quick, the house dealers shuffling low to the table and then skimming the cards out
across the green felt, the players checking and folding and betting so inconspicuously and rapidly that
Crane several times found himself unable to tell whose bet it was, or what the amount. Some of the
players had hamburgers—or even full dinners, with mashed potatoes and gravy—on little wheeled
wooden carts beside them, and they found a calm second or two now and then in which to bend over the
food and shovel some into their mouths without taking their eyes from the table.

Crowds of Asians stood around tables where some game was being played that involved dice in abrass
cup as well as cards, and the chips being shoved back and forth in tall stacks were the black hundred-
dollar ones. The hasty diners around these tables all seemed to be eating noodles with chopsticks.

Under the frequent loudspeaker announcements—"JT, One and Two-Stud,” "DF for the one-three Hold
'Em"—were the constant click and rattle of chips.

Crane gave hisinitials to the floorman who was working the five- and ten-dollar Five-Card Draw
chalkboard, and while he waited for histurn to get a seat at atable, he leaned against the rail and watched
the nearest game.

It was as fast as the others he'd watched, with the white plastic disk that indicated the honorary dealer
moving around the table at nearly the pace of a plate of food being passed at a Thanksgiving dinner, and
he noticed that players had to chant, "Time ... time ... time," if they wanted to consider their next actions
without risking being passed over.

For the first time since his teens, Crane felt intimidated by the idea of getting into a poker game with
strangers. It's like some kind of fast, complicated folk-dance, he thought, that I'm not sure | know all the
moves to.

"SC, five-ten Draw," said the floorman into his microphone.

Crane hopped down the steps and waved, and then walked to the indicated seat. The people at his table all
seemed to have been there for at least hours, and seemed to have grown old in this room or otherslike it.

Crane bought a couple of stacks of yellow five-dollar chips and waited for hisfirst hand. The dealer, an
expressionless woman in the house uniform, shuffled and whirled out the cards. Crane was the first
person dealt to, and he belatedly noticed that the dealer button lay in front of the bearded man to his right.
I'm under the gun, he thought.

Crane gathered in his cards and curled up the corners—and repressed a smile. In atextbook example of

first-timer's luck, he had been dealt a pat Full Boat, Tens over Queens. He passed, and then raised when
the bet came around to him after someone else had opened; and when the draw came, he tossed out the

two Queens, face up. "I know | can fill this Flush!" he remarked cheerfully.

The irrational move got some raised eyebrows and muttering from the others at the table—but one of the
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two cards he was now dealt was the last Ten, giving him Four of a Kind. Five people besides him stayed,
and two of them were still in for the showdown after three raises. There was complete silence at the table
when he showed his hand and swept the stack of yellow and tan chips into his corner.

On the next hand he had a Two, Five, Seven, Nine, and Ten, unsuited. Someone opened, someone else
raised, and Crane raised again, and then raised again when the bet came around one more time. At the
draw he threw all five of his cards away and asked for five more.

Thistime a couple of players muttered angrily, as though Crane were making fun of the game.

His new cards were a Seven, Eight, Nine, Ten, and Queen, again unsuited. When the bet came around to
him, he shook his head and threw the cards down face up. "Almost caught the Straight that time," he said,
frowning thoughtfully.

After this he played tight, staying only with a pair of Aces or better before the draw and only with a very
high Two Pair or better after it, and the lunatic image he had established with the first two hands impelled
at least one of the other playersto call him every time he stayed.

He had won about $350 when, after an hour and a half of play, he glanced at the ashtray and saw the
smoke from his current Camel beginning to swirl in toward the center of the table. He looked at his tepid
glass of Coke: The level was off, dipping toward the table.

It was before the draw, and he was holding three Hearts, Jack high, and the Joker. He would have liked to
stay and try for the Flush, but he put the cards down on the table and pushed them away from him.

He gathered up his chips, tossed four yellow ones to the dealer, and stood up. "Thanks, everybody," he
said, and walked away between the tables and up the stairs to where Mavranos sat drinking a Coors at a
table by therail.

"Check out the smoke," Mavranos said after Crane pulled up another chair and sat down.

Crane could see it at the nearest table, where afive-and ten-dollar Hold 'Em game was in progress: A little
cloud was gathering over the center of the table.

Mavranos lit up a Camel and puffed, and the smoke drifted away over the sunken floor of the playing
area. "And my beer's crooked," he said.

"Where's Ozzie?"
"He'sin that Seven-Card Stud to the right there."
Crane stood up and walked over to the section of brass rail nearest Ozzie's game.

The old man was |ooking at the cigarette in the tray by his chair, and the dealer had to remind him that it
was his bet.

The players were about to be dealt the seventh card, and there were only two staying with Ozzie, for the
old man had three Queens showing and the other two hands showed only low pairs.

Ozzie turned his three Queens over and pushed the cards toward the center of the table.

A cocktail waitress walked past Crane, and he was about to wave at her ... but then he thought of Ozzie's
three abandoned Queens. Gotta make sacrifices, he thought. He sighed and turned back to watch the table.

One of the remaining two players had won with a Full Boat, and as the man scooped in the chips, Crane
idly wondered what sort of luck the man had sold.

Ozzie stayed in all the hands now, folding only after what Seven-Stud players called Sixth Street, the
sixth card dealt. Even at the rail Crane could see that the old man's play was drawing the attention of the
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other players; at one point Ozzie folded showing a high Two Pair when nothing else at all showed on the
board.

Crane drank three Cokes while he watched, and smoked half a pack of Camels. The smoke kept swirling
out over the tables, and Ozzie kept folding before the showdown.

And so Crane was surprised when in one hand, finally, Ozzie hesitated at Sixth Street.
The old man was showing a Two of Spades, a Three of Clubs, a Five of Diamonds, and a Nine of Hearts.

One of his opponents showed four Hearts, and another showed Two Pair, black Kings and Tens. The Two
Pair bet ten dollars, and the four Hearts raised it ten—strongly representing a Flush, thought Crane.

"Twenty to the Nine," said the dealer to Ozzie.

He looks a hundred years old, thought Crane anxiously as he stared at hisfoster father. The old man's eyes
were down, looking at his cards.

"Time," said Ozzie, so quietly that Crane could deduce what he said only from the motion of hiswrinkled
lips. "Time ... time... time ... "

The smoke was afunnel over the table, and the constant undertone of clicking chips suddenly sounded
shriller to Crane, like the whirling of arattlesnake's tail. The air-conditioned breeze was as dry as the
breath of the desert.

Ozzie was shaking hishead. "Time!" he said again, loud enough this time now for even Mavranos to hear
him and look up from his beer.

Ozzi€'s lip was curled now in something like defiance or resentment, and he looked up. "And ten," he said
clearly, pushing forward three tan chips.

Crane saw the other playerslook curioudly at this old contender, whose best hand could only be Two Pair,
Nines and Fives. From their point of view he could only be hoping to fill a Full Boat, and the Kings and
Tens looked like being a better one.

The man with the Kings and Tens raised, and so did the man with the probable Flush.
Ozzie pushed more chips out.

He sighed. "Call," he said.

The dealer spun another, face down, to each of the players.

The Kings and Tens bet, and the Flush raised.

"Call," said Ozzie clearly, pushing more chips forward.

It was the showdown now, and the players flipped their down cards face up.

The Kings were a Full Boat, Kings over Tens, which beat the Heart Flush Crane had expected. Ozzie's
hand, which he exposed almost ceremonially, was the showing Two, Three, Five, and Nine, and, down,
the Eight of Diamonds, the Ace of Spades, and the Four of Hearts.

Nothing at all. The other players must have thought he'd been trying to fill a Straight—which would have
been beaten by either a Flush or a Boat, which the other hands had been, and had looked to be all along.

Ozzie pushed his remaining chips toward the dealer as atip, then stood up and walked across the
burgundy carpet toward the far stairs. Crane looked back to Mavranos and cocked his head after the old
man. Mavranos nodded and stood up, bringing his beer with him as they walked around the sunken
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playing floor.
Ozzie was standing by an awning with PLAY ERS CORNER scripted above it in neon. "I'm having a
drink or two," he announced. "Y ou," he said to Scott, "are sticking to coffee or Coke or something, right?"'

Crane nodded, alittle jerkily.

Slowly, but with his bony chin well up, the old man led Crane and Mavranos into the bar and to atartan-
patterned booth against the back wall.

The bar was nearly empty, though awide oval of parquet in the middle of the floor and a mirrored disco
ball turning unilluminated under the ceiling implied times of festivity here in the past. In spite of the
Victorian flourishes on the dark wood pillars of the bar and the sporty prints framed on the walls and the
heavy use of tartan, the band of mirror under the ceiling and the vertical mirrorsthat divided the walls
every few yards made the walls ook like free standing panels, subject to disassembly at any moment. A
wide-screen television was mounted on the wall, showing some news program in black and white with no
sound.

"What did you buy, in that last hand?' Crane asked.

"Luck," said Ozzie. "It's not too hard to speed-read the hands, get the gist of them, as they go by, like
identifying creatures in an agitated tide pool—»but if you're gonnareach in and grab one, you've gotta be
sure you know exactly what it is. | had to wait for a hand that was—that would further us. That we
could—that was acceptable. And it's hard to calculate seven cards and all their interactions when you've
got atableful of gamblersjoggling your elbow." He rubbed his face with gnarled, spotty hands. "Took a
long time for a—an acceptable hand to show up.”

Mavranos slouched low in the seat and peered around at the decor with an air of disapproval. " "Where
fishmen lounge at noon," " he said sarcastically, " ‘where the walls/ Of Magnus Martyr hold/ Inexplicable
splendor of lonian white and gold." "

"More Eliot?" asked Crane.

Mavranos nodded. He waved at the nearest cocktail waitress and then turned to Ozzie. "So how's the
weather?"

The old man shook his head. "Stormy. A lot of Spades, which is the modern version of the Swords suit in
the old Tarot deck. Just about any Spade is bad news, and the Nine's the worst—I saw it alot. A double
Ballantine scotch on the rocks,” he added to the cocktail waitress, who was now standing beside the table
with her pad ready.

Coke, thought Crane. Soda water—maybe with bitters. Goddammit. V-eight. Seven-Up.

" Hi, darlin'," said Mavranos. " Y ou've got to excuse our friend here—he doesn't like pretty girls. I'll have
aCoors."

"Maybe he doesn't think I'm pretty," said the waitress.

Crane blinked up at her. She was dim, with dark hair and brown eyes, and she was smiling. "l think
you're pretty,” he said. "I'll have a soda water with a shake of Angostura.”

"There's conviction for you," said Mavranos, grinning behind his unkempt mustache. "Passion."
"He didn't sound like he meant it," agreed the waitress.

"Jesus," said Crane, still distracted by sobriety and Ozzie'stalk of bad weather, "you're half my age.
Honest, ten years ago you'd have had to beat me off with a stick."
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The waitress's eyes were wide. "Beat you off?"
"With astick?' put in Mavranos.
"God," Crane said. "I meant—" But the waitress had walked away.

Ozzie didn't seem to have heard anything after he'd ordered his scotch. "The Hearts suit—that used to be
Cups—seems to be allied with Spades, and that's bad. Hearts is supposed to be about family and domestic
stuff, marriage and having children, but now it's in the service of—of ruin. The King and Queen of Hearts
were showing up interchangeably in the same hands as the worst Spades." He looked at Crane. "Were you
playing when the smoke shifted?”

"Yeah."
"Y ou had the Jack of Hearts and the Joker in your hand, I'll bet."

Even though he had decided he believed al this, it made Crane uncomfortable to see evidence for it.
"Yeah, | did."

"Those were your cards even in the old days, | remember—the one-eyed Jack and the Fool."
The drinks arrived then, and Ozzie paid the waitress. She left quickly.

Crane stared after her. It bothered him to realize that she was, in fact, pretty, for she held no more
attraction for him than did the pattern in the rug. He could imagine her naked, but he couldn't imagine
making love to her.

"S0," said Mavranos after taking a deep sip of his Coors, "what does all this mean to us?’

Ozzie frowned at him. "Well ... the Jack of Heartsisin exile, and the Hearts kingdom has sold out to the
Swords; if the Jack's going back, he better do it disguised. And every water card | saw was bracketed by
Hearts, meaning the water is tamed by the King and Queen. Since we're headed for Las Vegas, that means
we should be leery of tamed water, which sounds to me like Lake Mead."

"Fear death by water," Crane said, grinning vaguely at Mavranos.

"And the," Ozzie went on, "the balance isway out of kilter, so your cancer cure looks alittle less
unlikely, Archimedes. It's like the ball's bouncing around crazy in the Roulette wheel, and it might not
even fall into adlot but fly right out onto the floor. Anything's possible right now."

The old man turned to Crane. "Your situation is completely crazy. | told you the King and Queen of
Hearts were acting as though they were the same person? Asfar as| can deduce, that's the person that's
after you, and it's your parent, and is male and female at the same time."

"Ahoy," commented Mavranos. "A hermaphrodeet.”
"My redl, biological father ... or even my mother ... might still be alive," Crane said thoughtfully.

"Thisamost certainly isyour biological father," Ozzie said irritably. "The bad King. He must not have
recognized you at that damned game; he wouldn't have bothered to become your parent through the cards
if he'd known he already was, genetically."

Crane's mouth was open. "How ... no, how could Ricky Leroy have been my father? He was
remembering the older man who had taken him fishing on Lake Mead so many times when he was four
and five years old.

"It'sanew body," said Mavranos.
"Right," Ozzie agreed. "He can do that, don't you listen? And maybe he's had a sex change operation
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since you saw him."
"Or maybe," Crane said, "he's got both male and female bodies he works out of ."

Ozzie frowned. "Yes, of course. | should have thought of that—I hope I'm not too old for this." He sipped
his scotch. "And | saw awhole lot of Nines and Tens of Diamonds together, and they mean, in effect,
action now."

"I'm ready to go," Mavranos said.

Ozzie looked at Mavranos's cigarette—the smoke was rising more or less straight up—and then he held
his glass up and stared at it. He hiked around on the seat to look at the television screen, which was now
in color. "Don't you guys want lunch?"

"I could do with something," said Crane.

"I think the fortune-telling window has gone by," said Ozzie. "I'm gonnatake this drink and go back to
that table and kick some ass, now that they all think I'm the poster boy for Alzheimer's disease.”

Crane and Mavranos walked around to the little delicatessen in the far corner of the hangar-size room and
had roast beef sandwiches while Ozzie went back down to the playing floor.

At one point Crane got up and walked around the perimeter to the men's room. When he came out, one of
the pay telephonesin front of him was ringing, and he impulsively picked it up.

"Hello?"
There was no answer, but suddenly his heart was beating faster, and he felt dizzy. "Susan ... ?"

He heard only aclick, and after awhile the dial tone, but when he finally hung up, he had to admit that,
his experience with the cocktail waitress notwithstanding, his sexual responses were working fine.

When Ozzie finally reappeared, taking the steps up from the playing floor slowly and bracing himself on
his aluminum cane, he had made back what he'd lost earlier and four hundred dollars besides.

"Y ou guys ready to go?' he asked.
"Truck awaits,” said Mavranos, standing up and finishing his beer. "Where to?"

"Some store, like a Target or aK Mart, for supplies,” said Ozzie. "And then ... " He looked around
blankly. "Onto Las Vegas."

The air was suddenly dry, and as he got up, Crane thought he heard the pay telephone ringing again, over
the constant rattling of the chips

"Let'sdrivefast,” he sad.

BOOK TWO
Mistigris

... If they shall say unto you, Behold, heisin the desert; go not forth ...
—Matthew 24:26
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What is that sound high in the air

Murmur of maternal lamentation

Who are those hooded hordes swarming

Over endless plains, stumbling in cracked earth
Ringed by the flat horizon only

What is the city over the mountains

Cracks and reforms and burstsin the violet air
Falling towers ...

—T. S. Eliot, The Waste Land

For good ye are and bad, and like to coins,
Some true, some light, but every one of you
Samp'd with the image of theKing ...

—Alfred, Lord Tennyson, Idylls Of The King

Mistigris—Poker with the joker added.
—Encyclopaedia Britannica, 11th ed., 1911

CHAPTER 14
Toward the Terminal Response

Southeast of the Sierra Nevada range, the Mojave Desert stretches across more than a hundred miles of
vast, bleak wilderness before finally rising into the rugged peaks that corrugate California's easternmost
edge, peaks with names like Devils Playground and the Old Woman Mountains. The desert is bordered in
the south by the San Bernardino Mountains, beyond which lie the Coachella and Imperial valleys, broad
quilts whose different-colored squares are fields of carrots and |ettuce and cantal oupe and date palms. The
water for their irrigation travels west in canals that cut horizon-spanning lines of silver through the Sonora
Desert from the Colorado River, tamed now by the Hoover and Davis and Parker dams.

But the river can still be rebellious—in 1905 it flooded and broke through the man-made headgates near
Y uma, cutting itself a new channel through the farmlands and towns al the way out to alow plain of salt-
frosted desert that had been known as the Salton Pan. The Southern Pacific Railroad managed after two
years to block the new flow and force the river back into its original channel—but the Salton Pan had
become, and remains still, the Salton Sea, a thirty-five-mile body of water that grows so increasingly salty
asits water evaporates that red tides frequently stain the betrayed water like blood, and water-skiers have
to avoid sargassos of dead, floating corbina fish.

The river has been harnessed to make the Coachella and Imperial valleys bloom, but the Salton Sea,
desolate with wind and sand and salt, sits between them like the patient eye of the wasteland.

In Laughlin, Nevada, fifty miles south of Hoover Dam on the Colorado River, a stiff wind from the
jagged Dead M ountains was raising whitecaps on the high, sun-glittering water.

A man in atuxedo stood on the ferry pier and pulled handfuls of brightly colored casino chips from his
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pockets and flung them out over the choppy water. Tourists asked him what he was doing, and he replied
that he worked for one of the casinos and was disposing of worn chipsin the routine way; but he closely
watched the patterns the chips took as they flew, and he seemed to be whispering to himself, and when he
had scattered the last handful, he stood looking at the water for half an hour before bowing to the river
and then walking to a car and driving away, very fast, north.

Fifty miles south of that, at Lake Havasu City, the river flowed high around the massive pilings of
London Bridge, the same arching granite structure that until twenty years ago had straddled the Thames.
The river's border was green, but the desert was close beyond the bright new hotels and restaurants, and
because of the clarity of the air the desiccated mountains seemed nearer than they actually were.

A white-bearded man in a dusty old pickup truck drove over the curb of the parklike area near the bridge;
he tromped the accelerator until he was doing about thirty—tourists were yelling and running—and then
he yanked the wheel hard to the right, and the old truck spun like a compass needle across the sprinkled
grass.

When the vehicle came to a squeaking, rocking halt, it was pointing north. He restarted the stalled engine
and drove off in that direction.

And far out in the sagebrush reaches of the desert, in cinder-block houses and trailers and shacksin Kelso
and Joshua Tree and Inyokern, isolated people were sniffing the dry air, and then, one by one, slapping
their pockets for car keys or searching shelves for bus schedules.

And, in Baker, Dondi Snayheever left his box forever to go find his mother.

Travelers know Baker as just the brief string of gas stations and car repair garages and burgers-and-fries
restaurants on 1-15 in the middle of the vast desert between Barstow and the California-Nevada
border—and in fact, it's not much more. West of Baker's main street is nothing but a few short, powdery
dirt roads and a couple of clusters of old mobile homes behind tall pine windbreaks, and at the west edge
of town—out past the wide grassless yards and the forlorn swing sets and the old barbecues and dressers
and half-stripped cars and the occasional satellite dish, al baking in the purely savage sun glaring out of
the empty sky—the fenced-in grounds of the ECI minimum-security prison mark the town's west
boundary. Beyond the prison's farthest fence is nothing but the desert, stretching away toward the
astronomically remote Avawatz Mountains, the flat sand plain studded in the middle distance with huge
jagged rocks that ook like pieces of along-ago-shattered planet half-buried in the sand.

A month ago Dondi Snayheever had walked away from hisjob in an upholstery shop in Barstow. He
hadn't been sleeping well, and voices in his head kept saying things in atone that was urgent but too soft
to be understood, and so he had returned to the place he'd grown up in, a big plywood box behind the
abandoned house where his father had lived. It was along mile outside Baker on adirt road, but somehow
every time Snayheever went back, he found empty liquor bottles and used condoms on the carpeted floor
of hisbox. The door couldn't be locked anymore.

It was hot and dim inside the box, and cramped because of the stacks of maps, but his attention was drawn
to the oversize playing cards that his father had tacked up on every available section of wall and ceiling.

His father had built the box in 1966, when Dondi had been a year old, and Dondi had spent nearly every
hour of hislifein the box until 1981, when his father had driven away to Las Vegas, supposedly just for a
weekend, and had never come back.

His father had built other boxes for him to stay in when they occasionally went traveling together—one in
the woods west of Reno, one in an empty warehouse in Carson City, and one in the desert outside Las
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Vegas. The Las Vegas box had even had a stained glass window, an inexplicable pieta of the Virgin Mary
mourning over the dead body of Christ.

Dondi never knew his mother, though sometimes he would stare at some of his tracings and he'd imagine
he could see her.

When Dondi was about twelve, his father had explained to the boy that the plywood structure he lived in
was a Skinner box. It was an "environment" engineered to produce a "terminal response.”

It was based on his father's understanding of the teachings of a psychologist named Skinner, who had
apparently taught pigeons to bowl with little miniature balls and pins. The theory held that desirable
qualitiesin an adult human could be defined, and then a procedure could be set up, a pattern of education
that would help shape a child toward the terminal response, the desired state.

Dondi's father had wanted to produce the ultimate Poker player. The attempt had been afailure. His father
had wound up making something el se.

In previous years the box had been filled with Poker books, and hundreds of decks of cards, and a
television that showed nothing but films of real Poker games. His father would come out of the house and
craw! into the box and play a hundred hands a day with him, criticizing ("extinguishing") inappropriate
play, and rewarding—with bags of M&M's candies—play that could be shaped toward the terminal
response.

Now the only things left in the box from those days were the big cards on thewalls ... but Dondi
Snayheever stared hard at them, knowing that it would be through them, even more than through the
maps, that he would be able to find his mother.

Besides, he already knew what she looked like from studying his tracings.
She was beautiful, like the Queen of Hearts.

"Baker for an early dinner, | nominate,” said Crane. "And afull tank of gas, too. After Baker there's
nothing but straight lines through lunar landscapesttill at |east the Nevada border."

"Right," said Ozzie.
"Gotcha," said Mavranos. "Pop me another beer, will you, Pogo?"

Crane hooked up a Coors from the cold water in the ice chest, opened it, and handed it to the driver.
Mavranos seemed to drain half of it in one swallow, then tucked the can between his thighs. The windows
were open, and the hot wind battered at Crane's ears and had blown his gray hair into atangle of spikes
and curls.

They'd been driving for three hours northeast along I-15. Ever since they'd driven through Victorville, the
roadside brush and the shoulder of the highway had been consistently glittering with broken bottles,
contrasting with long black strips of retread thrown from truck tires. Mirages and the broken glass gave
Crane a spurious sense of being surrounded by water, an illusion strengthened by the boats being towed
along on trailers behind many of the other carsthey saw and by Ozzie's remark that this al used to be sea
bed, and that you could find primeval sea shells out there in the cross sections of broken rock.

Crane had frequently thought about his own first trip across this desert forty-two years ago, when he had
crouched for five hoursin the scuppers of a boat, under the inert echo sounder, instinctively hiding from
the starsin the high black sky.

Now, in spite of the chain-link fence along the side of the highway and the sand and the twisted Joshua
pines beyond it, the desert crossing seemed—even more than it had then—to be ajourney over water.
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And Crane noticed geometry everywhere, straight lines: mirages out on the flat desert, and the long and
nearly horizontal slopes that led away from the low mountains and seemed to stretch halfway across the
world, and the line of the highway itself. Sometimes the whole, world-spanning horizon was tilted, and

he'd find himself leaning with it.

Mavranos's truck was a contrast to the eternal regularity and hugeness of the desert.

The boxy blue vehicle, dusty and plain only this morning, now looked like a truck strayed from the
caravan of amodest circus. Ozzie had bought several dozen Cobbs Airflow Activated Deer Warning
whistles and glued the little black plastic things all over the hood and roof of the truck, some of them
aimed diagonally instead of straight ahead, and some lined up so that the exhaust of one was the intake of
the next, "like Newton's prisms"; and he had made Crane and Mavranos cut their fingers to dot
bloodstains on each one of a bagful of pennants and banners, all of which he subse- quently hung from the
antenna and bumpers and luggage rack; and he had glued playing cards onto the walls of thetires, al the
way around, and on the fenders, too.

As Ozzie had worked on the wheels, Crane had heard the old man mutter something about diesel and the
windshield, but Crane, embarrassed by his foster father's eccentric precautions and by Mavranos's
deadpan acceptance of them, didn't want to speak and perhaps provoke some further equipping of the
Suburban.

At last they had got moving and had taken the Pomona Freeway out of Los Angeles, and it was only now,
after three hours of uninterrupted traveling, that Crane's impatience and unease had relaxed enough to let
him think of stopping.

Baker's legendary Bun Boy restaurant proved to have burned down, so after pulling off the highway, they
stopped at adiner called the Mad Greek.

It was alittle place, blue and white with outside tables and alow white picket fence, and Ozzie sat down
at atable in the shade while Crane and Mavranos went inside to order.

The menu was self-consciously Greek, with things like souvlaki plates and K efte-K-Bobs and Onassis
Sandwiches, but they just ordered cheeseburgers. Mavranos got beers for himself and Ozzie, and Crane
made do with a cup of some cold drink called Tamarindo.

They didn't talk much asthey ate. Mavranosinsisted, over Ozzi€'s snorting derision, that hibernating sea
monkeys crawled out of the floors of the dry lakes when the spring rains came, and Crane just sipped his
Tamarindo and stared at the two plastic cups of beer and thought about the pay phone he had picked up in
the Commerce Casino.

The three of them were about to leave—0Ozzie had unhooked his cane from the edge of the table, and
Crane had thrown down enough money to cover the dinners and the tip—when a skinny hand darted in
and snatched up the ceramic bowl full of wrapped sugar cubes.

The young man who stood by the table had the bowl in one hand and his other hand inside his undersize,
sept-in-looking brown corduroy jacket. A sudden spasm of giggling made his teeth seem big, and his
eyes were feverishly bright.

For amoment Crane and Ozzie and Mavranos just stared up at him.

"Oh, well, | guess| got agun!" said the intruder, shaking stringy hair off his forehead. "It's the only shape
drill-press buttons really taste like, did you hear me say that?' He smelled, Crane noticed, like air
freshener and old sweat.
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Mavranos smiled and spread his hands asif to say We don't want any trouble, and Crane saw him brace
his feet under the table.

"If a person's mother was the moon,” the young man said earnestly, "he could find her by where
she—where she—"

Ozzie shook his head sharply at Mavranos, who lowered his hands.

"Where she left her—her face! Or the raven's face, the eye of the raven!" The young man put the bowl
down and wiped his own face with his sleeve. "Queen of Hearts," he said, more quietly, "and the Jack
going to find her." He dragged up a chair from an empty table nearby and sat down. Keeping his right
hand under hisjacket, with hisleft he dug abox of blue Bicycle brand playing cards out of his pocket and
tossed it onto the table. "We gonna play?'

A waitress inside had been staring out the window at their unsavory visitor; but Ozzie smiled at her and
waved, and she seemed satisfied.

Ozzie was facing their visitor again, frowning at him, obviously trying to figure out how this madman
might fit into the structure they were dealing with and how it would affect thingsif they were to play with
him.

"What ... stakes?' asked Ozzie.

"M&M's," the young man said, "against your sugars." He pointed at the bow! he'd snatched up earlier and
then pulled two packs of regular M&M's out of his pocket. "Candy. And sugar, too. It's bad for your teeth
if you let it." He swatted ineffectually at one of the circling flies. "And flieslikeit," he added. "The word
for 'fly' ismosca in Spain." He chuckled and shook his head.

"Uh," said Ozzie, "do you know where the moon ... 'left her face' 7'

"My name's Dondi Snayheever. Y eah, | got some—some maps, in the car. It's very difficult to say, asyou
would say, mapsin the car."

Ozzie nodded. "Let's play for amap or two. We'll fade 'em with cash.”

"L etters and lockets and lesson plans, you can't do otherthing but keep them, because they—they—they're
the leadages candlewise to the father and mother." He looked hard at Ozzie. "Y ou can't see any of my
maps, sir."

"What's the game?' asked Crane cautiously. "That we're going to play here."
Snayheever blinked at him in evident surprise. "Go Fish."

"Of course," said Ozzie. The old man met Crane's eyes and made a sort of over there twitch with one
white eyebrow.

Y ou want me to go find his car and steal a map or two, thought Crane. Okay. But if I'vegot to doit, I'm
by God going to award myself aprize. That's my ruling.

"I bet the engine's cooled enough for me to pop the cap off the radiator,” Crane said, getting to hisfeet.
"“I'll go check." Helooked at Mavranos. "Keys?"

"Keys?' echoed Snayheever. "Y our radiator isinside the car?"

Mavranos had pulled out hiskey ring and tossed it to Crane. "Locking hood," Mavranos said easily.
"Where we come from they'll steal your battery soon as blow their nose."

"Where do you come from?" Snayheever asked.
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"Oz," said Ozzie testily, his voice sounding very old and reedy. "Shall we cut for the deal ?"

Crane got up and walked out to the asphalt, and as he rounded the bushes toward where the cars were
parked, he heard Snayheever say, "No, for thisI've got to deal."

He's probably a cheat, Crane thought with aweary grin. We'll wind up with no sugar cubes at al.

Crane wondered how he was supposed to recognize Snayheever'scar ... until he walked past Mavrano's
Suburban and saw the weird little vehicle parked on the other side of it.

It looked like a 1950s English version of aV olkswagen—it had the same bulbous fenders and arching
roof—but the body flared out into a slight skirt around the sides. It was impossible to guess the little
vehicle's original color; it seemed to have been dipped in oil decades ago and been driven relentlessly on
remote desert roads ever since.

Crane walked forward, feeling as though he were pushing against the hot air and leaving it curling in slow
turbulence behind him, like the wake of a ship.

He read the rusty emblem on the front of the car's hood: Morris.

Crane peered in through the dusty passenger-side window. The car was a mess. The upholstery was all
split, stacks of newspapers filled the back seat, and the glove compartment had no door.

A number of ragged-edged folded maps protruded from the open compartment. The passenger door was
not locked; Crane opened it, leaned in and pried free a couple of maps from the center of the pile, and
then closed the door and walked over to the Suburban, fumbling with Mavranos's keys.

He got into the truck and stared at Mavrano's ice chest.

"Go fish," he whispered, and then slowly reached out and lifted a can of Coors from the cold water. One
won't hurt, he thought. This desert air will dry me out like adead rat in no time.

He popped the tab. The beer foamed up but didn't run over the rim of the can.
He looked behind him, but there was no one else in the truck.

Tired of aertness, he drained the beer in one long, gulping series of swallows. It stung his throat and
brought tears to his eyes, and he could feel his tense muscles relaxing.

The air inside the Suburban was hotter than the air outside, and smelled of spilled beer and old laundry.
Crane tossed the can into the back, where it would not stand out. He hid Snayheever's maps under an old
nylon windbreaker and then got out, locked the door, and trudged back around the bushes to the table.

Ozzie and Mavranos looked up as Crane walked up; young Snayheever was staring at the cardsin his
hands and moving hislips silently,

"Should we go?' asked Ozzie.

Meaning, thought Crane, will the nut be able to see that | robbed him, in which case we should be gone
before he goesto his car. "No," said Crane, resuming his seat and draining the ice-diluted Tamarindo in
his glass, "nothing looks different. Uh ... it could do with alittle more cooling off."

" 'Kay. Here, | gotta hit the men's room. Y ou take my cards, Scott."

Ozzie got laboriously up out of his chair and then hobbled to the nearby rest room door, leaning heavily
on his cane.

Crane picked up the old man's cards. "My turn? To Mr. Snayheever? Okay. Uh ... do you have any
Nines?"'
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Snayheever grinned and jiggled in his chair. "Go fish!"

Mavranos pointed at the undealt stack of cards, and Crane picked up the top card. It was the Jack of
Hearts.

"How about—" he began.

"Gotta bet!" Snayheever said excitedly. His dirty hair was down in his eyes.
"Oh. Uh, I'll ... what'sthe limit?"

"Two."

Crane grinned lopsidedly and added two more sugar cubes to the pile of M&M's and sugar cubesin the
middle of the table. "Have you got any Jacks?' A big semi truck drove by on the highway, gunning its
engine and rattling the windows at Crane's back.

"Go fish!" said Snayheever.

Crane took the top card. It was the Ace of Spades, and a second after Crane picked it up Ozzie was
somehow standing right behind him. "We're leaving,” the old man said tightly. "The game will go
unfinished. Throw down your hand."

Crane shrugged and obeyed. When the cards hit the tabletop, the Ace of Spades lay nearly covering two
other cards he'd been holding, the Ace and Queen of Hearts.

"We're leaving now," said Ozzie shakily. "This minute."

"Fine!" said Snayheever as hislong, trembling fingers gathered in the cards. "Fine! Just go then! | don't
need you!"

Mavranos took Ozzie's elbow as they walked away from the table, for the old man was trembling and
breathing fast; Crane walked out of the patio backward, watching Snayheever and wondering if the young
man really did have a gun—Dbut Snayheever, having apparently forgotten about the three of them, was
thoughtfully folding a card around an M&M and a sugar cube. Just before Crane stepped around the
bushes into the hot breeze, he saw the young man lift the strange burrito to his mouth and effortfully gnaw
abite out of it.

The breeze was from the reddening west, throwing veils of dust and stinging sand across the parking lot
and making the lot and the whole town of Baker seem like the architecture of atemporary outpost, due
soon to be abandoned to the elements. Crane watched Ozzie hobble along ahead of him, frail in hiswind-
fluttering old-man's suit, and for a moment he thought that Ozzie belonged here, atiny, exhausted figure
in avast, exhausted landscape.

And if they just drove away without the old man, Crane could have as much beer as he wanted. The beer
he'd drunk afew minutes ago shifted coldly and pleasantly in his abdomen.

But he forced himself to remember Ozzie as he had been when they'd been father and son—and to
remember Diana, and how Ozzie had found her and made her his daughter, Crane's sister—as he helped
Mavranos boost the shaking old man up into the rear seat of the car.

When the old man had sat down, Mavranos slammed the door. "Keys?"
Crane dug them out of his pocket and dropped them into Mavranos's palm.
"Think helll be al right?"

Crane shrugged. "He wants to go."

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E-books/Tim%20Powers%20-%20Last%20Call.htm (90 of 340) [12/28/2004 12:43:03 AM]



LAST CALL - Tim Powers

Mavranos nodded, squinting off at the point where the highway disappeared into the eastern horizon.
Then he looked down at his shadow on the asphalt, stretching away for yardsin that direction. When he
spoke, it was so quietly that Crane could barely hear him over thewind: " * ... | will show you something
different from either/ Y our shadow at morning striding behind you/ Or your shadow at evening rising to
meet you;/ | will show you fear in a handful of dust.'"

Crane knew he was quoting Eliot again.

Crane climbed into the passenger seat and pulled the door closed as Mavranos started the truck and
clanked it into gear. Crane looked back at Ozzie. The old man's head was leaned back against the top of
the seat. His eyes were closed, and he was breathing through his mouth.

CHAPTER 15

What Would Your Husband Say to That?

"Cannibal burger," said Al Funo, smiling at the woman. "Very rare, with raw onions." He took a bite of it
and nodded in approval.

"I never could eat rare meat," she said. "I always like my steaks very well done.”

Funo swallowed and wiped his mouth. "That's probably because you grew up in the Depression,” he said.
"In those days it didn't pay to eat rare meat. Nowadays they say you can even eat pork rare."

"I did not grow up in the Depression,” she said. "How old do you think | am?"

"I like women who are older than myself,” Funo said, frowning and nodding. "Ben Franklin felt the same
way | do. | say you leave your car here and ride to Vegas with me, in my Porsche. What would your
husband say to that?"

She ssimpered. Evidently she'd forgiven him for the Depression remark. "My God, me pull up to the motel
in aPorschewith a ... sexy young man? It'd be World War Three all over again.”

She was eating some kind of big salad. Probably she was worried about her weight. Funo could see that
she was alittle heavy, but he thought she looked good.

He smiled and winked at her. She blushed.

They were sitting at atable in the Harvey House restaurant in Barstow. Funo had stopped for a hot meal,
and he'd noticed this middle-aged woman sitting by herself at one of the tables by the big windows that
overlooked the early-evening desert, and he had carried his plate over and asked her if he could join her.
He preferred not to eat alone—he enjoyed good talk with good people over good food.

"And what are you going to be doing in Vegas?' she asked.

"I'm going to look up afriend of mine," he said. "I think he may be injured.”

"A close friend?"

Funo was still smiling. "Let'sjust say | recently gave him a Dunhill lighter. A gold one."

"Oh," she said vaguely.

He took another bite of his cannibal burger and chewed thoughtfully.

He's alive, but you're off this one, Al, Obstadt's man had told him when he'd called in earlier today. We'll
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let the guysin Vegas takeit.
Vegas, eh? Funo had thought. And there were Nevada plates on that gray Jag.

WEell, Funo wasn't about to leave his friend to some damn strangers. He had taken one last
assignment—one of the ones he called auto-assignments—and then had got right into his Porsche and
taken off for Vegas.

That last assignment had been an older woman, like this one. He had followed her to a 7-Eleven store and
struck up a conversation with her about Danielle Steel's novels. Funo could converse plausibly about
anything, even things he knew nothing about. It was a gift. Out of sight of the checker he had given her an
Incapacitating electric shock with ablack plastic stun gun, and then, after lowering her unconscious body
to aditting position on a stack of newspapers by the video games, he had taken a sharpened ice pick out of
his jacket pocket and carefully stabbed her through the heart. He had left unhurriedly.

An auto-assignment.

Funo really did like older women. He wasn't ashamed to admit that his mother had been the finest person
he'd ever known, and he was convinced that years of experience, years of life, were what made a woman
attractive. Y ounger women, he'd found, tended to be shallow. Al Funo had no time for shallow people.

"I'd better be going," his new friend said, getting to her feet. "Hours yet to Vegas, and Stu will be worried
if I'mtoo late."

"I'll walk you out," said Funo quickly, pushing his own chair back.

"No, redlly, thank you," she said, picking up her purse.

"I can check your oil and water," he said, standing up. "Out on that desert you don't want to—"
"Honestly, I'm fine."

Was she ... worried? Suspicious of him?"I'll walk you out," he repeated, perhaps atad harshly.

She was walking away, her head down. When she paid her bill at the register, the cashier girl looked over
at him, not smiling. What had the old bitch said?

Well, that put the kibosh on making her an auto-assignment. He didn't need any kind of brouhaha. The
thing about auto-assignments—the ones you took on all by yourself, for nothing more than the
satisfaction of being important to strangers—was that they had to be done even more carefully than the
business assignments because you wouldn't be getting any protection. And of course, you wouldn't be
getting paid.

He looked away from the cashier, forcing himself to breathe deeply and relax.

He stared at the painting on the high wall above the kitchen. It was of a stagecoach leaving alittle western
town, but some trick of perspective made the stagecoach appear to be as big as a mountain, or else the
town aminiature toy. The scale was impossible to judge.

It didn't upset him. Scales, the sizes of things, didn't matter—people were people. There had been the
woman in the 7-Eleven earlier today, and soon enough there would be Scott Crane.

Al Funo just wanted to be important to people.

The highway was a straight line in the twilight, a tenuous link between the dark horizon so far ahead and
the red horizon so far behind. The old Suburban barreled along steadily, squeaking and rocking but
showing alow temperature and a full tank of gasin the green radiance of its gauges. On either side of the
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highway the desert was pale sand, studded as far out as the eye could see with widely spaced low markers
that looked like, but couldn't have been, sprinkler heads.

The ember of Mavranos's Camel glowed as he inhaled, and half an inch of ash fell onto his already gray-
dusted jeans. He exhaled, and smoke curled against the inside of the cracked windshield. "So what's it
like," he asked quietly, "Vegas?

Crane inhaled deeply on his own cigarette. This section of desert was far bleaker and more humbling than
the stretch before Baker had been, without even any broken glass along the shoulder, and the small smells
and sounds and glows inside the truck were precious. "l haven't been in twenty years."

"What you remember."
“It's... pure,”" Crane said. "It's self-indulgence with no ... no marbling."
"Sounds like a lean steak, no marbling."

Crane leaned forward to tap off hisash, but it fell to the floor. He leaned back. "Y eah. Y eah, did you ever
read about that chicken heart that scientists took out of a—a chicken, and kept alive? The heart's been
alivefor like fifty years now, and it's grown to the size of a couch. Las Vegas s self-indulgence with
every other part of life trimmed away, and it's grown to a size that's freakish. Not just grown like a city,
you know, buildings and suburbs and al, but ... grown to fill al the space, psychically. And what you
get, the result—probably like the chicken heart—is—is blandness, with a kind of burnt aftertaste.”

"How do they treat you? The casino people."

"Oh, everybody's real cheerful, real helpful. The cops see you walking down the sidewalk with adrink in
your hand, they just smile and nod. Everybody's that way around the casinos, which isto say downtown
around Fremont Street and out on the Strip. They don't have to say 'screw you' because they aready are
screwing you, in more ways than you know, and in more orifices than you knew you had."

Mavranos took a gulp from the can of beer that had been catching ashes between his thighs. "Sounds like
fun."

For awhile Crane watched the monotonous pavement rushing at them and tumbling away under the
humming wheels. "It is, actually."

Ozzie had begun wheezing in the back seat, but now he coughed and shifted on the seat and resumed
breathing normally.

"Bother you," Mavranos asked Crane quietly, "me drinking beer?’
"Nah. I'm full of that damned tamarind stuff—couldn't think of drinking anything."

"How you think you're gonna do, being on the wagon?' Crane thought of the beer he'd chugged in Baker.
"I don't think it'll be any hasdle. It'sjust a habit I've got into, like coffee in the morning, or parting your
hair on the left. I'll probably just replace it with ... | don't know, Ovaltine, or Bazooka gum, or crossword
puzzles." He yawned. His cigarette had burned down to the filter, and he poked it into the ashtray and dug
another one out of the pack.

"Y ou don't figure you're an alcoholic.”

"I don't know. What's the definition of ‘alcoholic'?"

Mavranos shrugged, staring at the highway ahead. " Can't stop."

"WEell, look at me. | stopped ... hours ago, and I'm fine."

"Settles that," said Mavranos, nodding. A big Harley-Davidson full-dress bike roared past them, its wide,

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E-books/Tim%20Powers%20-%20Last%20Call.htm (93 of 340) [12/28/2004 12:43:03 AM]



LAST CALL - Tim Powers

light-studded rear end looking like the transom of areceding speedboat; in afew momentsit wasjust a
spot of red light in the darkness ahead, and its engine was a distant whine.

Crane hadn't slept for about forty hours, and he was very tired—he was thinking of curling up against the
door and napping for afew dozen miles—and Mavranos's truck had a constant background noise of rattles
and slidings and clanks and squeaks, so he was sure that the voice he seemed to be hearing from the back
was imaginary.

... it all anyway, and if they want to borrow it, ask them what happened to the weed whip thing, or our
forks, and you remember what Steve said about that plant he had in his front area by the door and they
stepped oniit ...

"What are we doing out here?' he asked dleepily.

"We're off to see the Wizard," said Mavranos. In a piping voice he said, "Do you think the Wizard can
cure my cancer?"'

"I don't see why not," said Crane in an exhausted soprano. "We're going to see him about saving my foster
sister from getting shot in the face like her mom, and maybe even to seeif | can keep my real dad from
stealing my body."

"Hey, Pogo," Mavranos said suddenly, holding his right hand out from the steering whesl, “like the Three
Musketeers, let's form a partnership—one for all and all for one, you know? Birth to earth?"
Crane shook his hand. He remembered the movie West Sde Story, too, so he added, "Womb to tomb."

"The thing that'll save meis statistics,” said Mavranos, grinning as he put his hand back on the whesl. "I
say I'm trying to find its castle, so I'm personifying it, right? I'm looking for the vizard of odds."

"That's mighty funny," said Crane. He yawned so widely that tears ran down his cheeks. "I'm crowding
fifty yearsold. How come I'm not ... what timeisit? ... | guessit'stoo dark to be playing basketball with
akid of mine. | should be turning the burgers on the hibachi, and ... Christ, if | had akid, he could be
twenty or thirty. He'd be home playing ball with hiskid. Well, | should be ... "

Cooking spaghetti for Susan and me, he thought; she'd be in the spare room playing some Queen tapes, or
some of her Styx or Cheap Trick, and I'd be sautéing onions and garlic and bell peppers, taking a swig
every now and then from the cold Budweiser on the sill of the open window. There'd be no coffee cupin
the stove ...

Coffee in the morning, said the faint voice that seemed to come from the back of the truck, or combing
your hair on the left. Ovaltine, Bazooka gum, crossword puzzles. Why do you run me down to your friends
all the time?

Abruptly wide-awake, Crane turned around and looked past Ozzi€'s slegping form to the piles of litter in
the dimness of the back of the truck. His forehead was cold with a dew of sudden sweat.

"What's up?' asked Mavranos. "Hear something?'
Crane forced himself not to breathe fast. "No," he said levelly. "Nothing."

Nothing, echoed the voice. I'm good enough for a quickie in the truck while your friends are inside, but
when they're around I'm nothing.

Ozzi€'s head came up. He looked around quickly, frowning and wiping drool from his chin. "Who are you
and where are you taking me?' he demanded.

"Ogz, it's me, Scott, remember?’ Fright made Crane speak too loudly; in a quieter tone he went on, "We're
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going to Las Vegasto find Diana. She's—what was it?—flying in the grass.”

The old man sagged, all hisimperiousness gone. "Oh, yeah," he said faintly, and then he shivered and
pulled his suit coat more tightly around his narrow shoulders. "Oh, yeah."

"Be across the border into Nevada soon,” said Mavranos without taking his eyes off the highway.

Ozzie wiped his eyes and blinked out the window. "1'd like to have seen more of California," he mumbled.
In afirmer voice he said, "Over the border we'll be on their turf, histurf. Play tight."

Mavranos lifted afresh can of beer from the ice chest and swirled his hand in the water, bumping afew
cans together. "How much longer?"

"To Vegas?' Crane said. "Another hour or so."

Ozzie shifted awkwardly on the seat. "I've heard that there's a casino just over the border now. Dirty
Dick's or something. Let's stop there for abit. | think I'm going to throw up my Baker cheeseburger, and
then | should eat something like a—a tuna fish sandwich, maybe, or a bowl of soup.” His knobby hands
found the rubber grip of his aluminum cane and held it tightly.

"I wouldn't mind a bite myself,” said Mavranos. " Something with some onions and salsa.”
Ozzie shut his eyes and clenched hisjaw.

Are you going to leave mein the car again? Why don't you take me inside with you? You used to love me.
You used to—

"What was it," asked Crane loudly, "that you didn't like about the cards | threw down, when | was playing
with the nut back there, | think it was the Ace and Queen of Hearts and the Ace of Spades?' The
disembodied voice seemed to have stopped, so he let himself stop jabbering.

Both Ozzie and Mavranos were looking at him with expressions of puzzled uneasiness.

"Well," Crane went on in amore normal tone, "you didn't look as though they were good news, Ozzie. |
thought of it just now and wanted to ask before | forgot." He knew his hands would shake if he gestured
with them, so he clasped them in his lap.

"Oh," said Ozzie. "Huh. Wéll, it may not have counted for anything, playing for sugar and candy like that.
And | didn't notice any funny business with smoke or drink levels."

"I read somewhere voodoo gods like candy," put in Mavranos.
"Or sea monkeys," said Crane impatiently. "But what was it?"' he asked Ozzie.

The old man rubbed his face. "Well, as| told you, Hearts is the suit of the—the King and Queen. The sun
King and the moon Queen, you know. And the Ace of Hearts is the combination of them, like yin and
yang. Your father doesn't want any such combination, though, or at least not one that's not contained in
himself. And the Queen of Heartsis probably still Diana's card in some sense, since she's the daughter of
that Lady Issit, who was the goddess.”

Crane remembered the card that had covered the Ace and Queen of Hearts. "And what's the Ace of
Spades?' he asked.

Ozzie waved one spotted old hand. "Death."
That reminded Crane of something, but before he could catch the memory, Mavranos was speaking.
"I think this place up ahead here is what you were talking about—Whiskey Pete'sit's called,” Mavranos
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said, and amoment later there was the click-click, click-click of the turn indicator as he signaled for alane
change, and the sound continued as, moments later, he slanted off the highway onto the exit ramp and
began to press the brake pedal.

"How many maps did you get?' Ozzie asked suddenly.

"Maps," echoed Crane without comprehension. It alarmed him that he didn't know what Ozzie was talking
about, and he clasped his hands together even tighter.

"From the nut," Mavranos said. "When you went out to his car."
"Oh, right. | don't know—three or four. They're under Arky's wind-breaker there."

Whiskey Pete's was atan-colored, spotlighted and neon-lit castle, with turrets and towers and arches, and
crenellations along the tops of the walls asif for the emplacement of only momentarily absent archers.
The caricature figure of a gold prospector sat on the highest wall, above the giant CASINO sign, and at
the far ends of the lower wall were two figures of Parisian-looking dancing girls. Behind the glowing
edifice the hills of the desert were black humps against the purple sky.

"Jesus," said Mavranos as he drove across the vast parking lot toward the spectacle. "It looks like
something that aliens would catch people in and then fold up just before dawn and fly back to Mars with."

"Does your dome light work, Archimedes?' asked Ozzie.
"You bet."
"Let'slook at these maps right herein the car. | don't like the idea of looking at them inside that place.”

Mavranos parked and turned off the engine and the headlights, then switched on the dome light as Ozzie
carefully pulled the folded maps out from under Mavranos's windbreaker. He began unfolding the top
one.

In the anonymous darkness and swooping headlight glare of the highway, the dusty little Morris droned
right on past the Whiskey Pete's exit ramp, heading east, toward Las Vegas.

CHAPTER 16
God, There's a Jack!

"Poland?" said Crane, staring at one of the maps. " She couldn't be flying in the grass in Poland, could
she? And shit, look at the caption: 'Partition of Poland, 1939.' " He laid the map over the back of the front
seat so the other two could seeit.

"L ook, though," said Mavranos, squinting through cigarette smoke, "he's marked half a dozen routes,
from somewhere to somewhere." With a calloused finger he traced one of several heavy pencil lines that
meandered across the map.

"Thisone's Californiaand Nevada," said Ozzie tensely, looking at a map he'd just unfolded. "M ore routes
marked."

The old man held it up, and Crane tried to make sense of the map lines that had been emphasized in heavy
pencil. The Colorado River was traced from about Laughlin down to Elythe, and then the line moved
inland to some town called Desert Center; the 62 Highway was marked from the Nevada border west to
the 177 junction; one line just followed the California border from the I-15 to the river, though there was
no road or river along the route, only the imaginary straight line; and heavy pencil strokes had crossed out
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two names; in the glove compartment Crane found a pencil with an eraser and rubbed out the shiny black
patches and then just stared, as puzzled as before, at the names "Big Maria Mts." and " Sacramento Mts."
revealed underneath.

"It looks like abig round trip," said Crane, "from Riverside to the border, down the length of the border to
Blythe, and then back up to the 40 on unpaved roads, and back to Riverside."

"With alot of sidetrips,” said Ozzie. "Notice the fainter pencil lines along these dirt roads out around the
95."

"Gentlemen," said Mavranos ponderously, "the man was nuts."

But Ozzie was shaking his head doubtfully. "The moon, the Jack and Queen of Hearts ... He was plugged
in somehow. Don't throw these away."

There were two other maps, one of Michigan and one of Italy, both deeply scored with pencil lines.
"I wonder if he'll missthem," said Crane.

"Y eah," said Mavranos unsympathetically, "next time he'sin Poland he'll be up Shit Creek without a you-
know-what, as my mom used to say. We ready to go inside, or what?'

"Y ou okay for walking?' Crane asked Ozzie as he opened the door and climbed down to the pavement.
"There's nothing wrong with me," said Ozzie peevishly.

Ozzie hurried away in the direction of the men's room, while Crane and Mavranos stood in the entry and
blinked around in the glare-punctuated dimness.

Just inside the bank of glass doors, isolated on the red-carpeted floor by a circle of velvet ropes hung from
brass poles, was a 1920s-vintage car, its body riddled with big-caliber bullet holes. A nearby sign
announced that this was the very car in which Bonnie and Clyde had been shot to death. Welcome to
Nevada, Crane thought.

After afew minutes Ozzie came back, white-faced, red-eyed, and leaning on his cane.
"And Ozzie makes three," said Crane, pretending to notice nothing out of the ordinary.

Thiswas the first time he'd been in a Nevada casino in more than fifteen years, but as he led the way
through the ranks of clattering slot machines to the restaurant in the back, he felt as though no more than a
week had passed since he'd last been in this ubiquitous, rackety hall, doors into which could be found in
hundreds of places across the breadth of Nevada. Whether you walked in through a door in Tahoe or Reno
or Laughlin, or across a littered pavement in the Glitter Gulch area of downtown Las Vegas or up a
polished marble stair on the Strip, it always seemed to be the same big, noisy dark room that you found
yourself in. It was carpeted, and it smelled of gin and paper money and tobacco and air conditioning, and
a disquieting number of the people at the tables and the slot machines were crippled or deformed or
startlingly obese.

Mavranos was blinking around in apparent bewilderment. "Where the hell are all these people when
they're not here?' he asked Crane quietly.

"I think they only look like peoplein thislight," said Ozzie with atired grin. "Before they spun in through
the doors at sundown they were dust devils and tumbleweeds and cast-off snakeskins, and their money
was warpy bits of busted mirage; and at dawn they'll all leave, and if you were watching, you'd see 'em
puff away, back to their real forms."
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Crane grinned, reassured to note that Ozzie could still spin hiswhimsical fantasies, but he noticed that
Mavranos only looked more apprehensive.

"He'skidding," Crane said.
Mavranos shrugged irritably. "1 know that."
Without speaking, the three of them began filing down the aisles between the slot machines.

In the restaurant Ozzie had a grilled cheese sandwich and a Coors, and Mavranos had a bowl! of chili and
a Coors, and Crane just had a Coke and ate Mavranos's crackers.

Mavranos had begun to tell Ozzie about the Mandelbrot fat man, and Crane stood up and said he was
going to go hit the men's room himself.

He paused on the way to thumb a quarter into one of the slot machines, and after he'd pulled the handle,
not even watching the machine's window, twenty quarters were banged one by one into the payout well.

He scooped them out in two handfuls and dumped them into the pockets of his jacket, then touched the
machine's handle. "Thanks," he said.

He pretended that the thing said, You're welcome. Then he found himself pretending that the thing had
said, Give her one good-bye kiss, at |east.

"l ... can't,” Crane whispered.

Doesn't she deserve at |east that? the machine seemed to ask him. Are you afraid to ook her in the face
one last time?

| don't know, Crane thought. I'll have to get back to you on that.

Slowly he limped away from the machine, to the bar, and he dumped afistful of quarters onto the
polished surface.

"A shot of Wild Turkey and two Budweisers, please," he told the bartender. Just one last kiss, he thought.
I'm no good to my friends if I'm shaky and forgetful.

The glass screen of a video Poker game was inset flush with the surface of the bar, and Crane dropped a
guarter into the slot and pushed the deal button. The images of patterned card backs in the flat glass
screen blinked and became face up, and then he was looking at a garbage hand, unsuited and with no
Hearts.

At that instant, about forty milesto the east of where Crane stood, five mouths opened and exclaimed,
"God, there's a Jack!"

The other people on the bus stared at the old man who had shouted.

"What'd he say?' one person asked.

"There's a Jack," someone else answered.

"What's he looking at so hard out the window?'

"Trying to find arest room, | bet—look, he's wet his pants!”

"Jeez, what's he doing running around loose? He's a hundred if he's a day."

Thought fragments flickered like deepwater fish in the mind residue that occupied Doctor Leaky's head,
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frail sparks of luminescence darting about on unknowable errands in darkness. Ninety-one, ninety-one,
ninety-one, ran the unspoken, scarcely connected words. Not a hundred. Born in'99, bornin ... that was a
Jack. That was a hell of a Jack, west of here ... don't smell roses, that's good ... don't smell

nothing ... well, piss ...

Art Hanari finally let himself be coaxed into lying back down on the padded table. The masseur had
stopped asking him what he'd meant by the remark about a Jack, and now resumed rubbing alanolin
solution into his taut pectorals and deltoids.

The masseur ignored Hanari's perpetual erection. Curious about it at first, he had looked up Hanari' sfile,
and had found that a"penile implant,” asilicone rod, had been surgically inserted into the organ as a
drastic cure for primary impotence; it seemed awaste of time, for Hanari saw no women except for a
couple of the nurses and physiotherapists, and he showed no interest in them—or in anyone. He nearly
never spoke, and he'd had no visitorsfor at least eight years.

But the masseur had not been surprised to read of the implant operation. Patients at La Maison Dieu could
afford anything, and he'd seen much more extravagant cosmetic surgeries.

What had surprised him was Hanari's birth date: 1914. The man was seventy-six ... but his pale skin was
smooth and firm, and his hair appeared to be genuinely dark brown, and his face was that of a placid
thirty-year-old.

Finished, the masseur straightened and wiped his hands on atowel. He looked at the man on the table,
who had apparently gone back to sleep, and he shook his head. "God, there's a jack-off, you mean," he
muttered, then turned to the door.

"Twenty to the Sixes," said the dealer patiently. Old Stuart Benet always needed to be reminded. Right
now Benet was snorting at an asthmainhaler.

" 'At'syou, Beanie," said the player to Benet's | eft.

"Oh!" The fat old man put down the inhaler, lifted the corner of his seventh and last card, and squinted
down past hiswhite beard at it.

"Beanie, you just said it was a Jack," said another player impatiently. "And if it is, you got Two Pair, and
| got somp'n better anyway."

Benet smiled and pushed four orange chips forward.

The remaining players called, and at the showdown Benet proved to have only the pair that was showing
in hisup cards.

"Hey, Beanie," said the winner as he gathered in the chips, "what happened to that Jack you were shouting
about?'

The dealer suppressed afrown as he collected the cards and began to shuffle. Benet was employed asa
shill to fill out sparse tables in the Poker room, and even though the casino had hired him as afavor to a
valued business associate, he was good at the work—always cheerful, and happy to stay and call and lose
money. But shills weren't supposed to bluff or raise, and that God, there's a Jack yell had been akind of
bluff.

The dealer made a mental note to ask Miss Reculver to remind Benet of the rules. The old man never
seemed to listen to anyone else.
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The reference desk at the UNLYV library always got busy around six in the evening. The students who
worked during the day all seemed to come in at once, always shuffling hesitantly up to the desk and
beginning in one of two ways. "Where would | look for ... " or, even more often, "l have aquick
guestion ... " Old Richard Leroy would listen patiently to their intricate descriptions of what they wanted
and then, almost invariably, either lead them to the business desk or show them where the psych indexes
and abstracts were. Right now he was methodically replacing an armful of books to their proper places on
the shelves.

A few of the students were still glancing at him warily, but he had forgotten having yelled, and was back
in the state his co-workers called "Ricky's ticky-tocky."

And Betsy Reculver, the one who had voluntarily spoken the simultaneously chorused sentence, walked
slowly along the broad, brightly lit and always crowded sidewalk in front of the Flamingo Hilton.

For awhile she stared up at the procession of stylized flamingos, illuminated by what must have been a
million light bulbs, that strutted along in front of mirrored panels above the windows of the new front of
the casino. Behind the casino, hidden from the traffic on the Strip, was along swimming pool, and on the
far side of that, dwarfed now by the glass high-rise buildings that were the modern sections of the hotel,
stood the original Flamingo building, the place Ben Siegel had built to be his castle in 1946.

Now it was her castle, though the Hilton people would not ever know it.

Some other people knew it, though—the magically savvy would-be usurpers called jacks—and they
would like to take it away from her. This new jack, for example, whoever it might be. |I've got to gather in
my fish, she thought, and avoid the jacks while | do it.

She turned and looked across the street, past the towering gold-lit fountains and pillars of Caesars Palace,
past the blue-lit geometrical abstraction of its sixteen hundred hotel rooms, to the still faintly pale western
sKky.

A jack from the West.

The phrase bothered her, for reasons she didn't want to think about, but in spite of herself, for just a
moment she thought of an eye split by a Tarot card, and the bang and devastating punch of a .410 shot
shell, and blood-dlick hands clutching aruined groin. And a casino called the Moulin Rouge, which hadn't
got around to appearing until 1955. Sonny Boy, she thought.

She thrust the memories away, fleetingly resentful that they had followed her from the old body.

It doesn't matter who this jack may be, she told herself. Whoever it is, I've defeated better men before this,
and women, too: Siegel, Lady Issit, and dozens more. | can do it again.

Suddenly in her mind she tasted liquor—and then aflood of cold beer. She was still facing west, and she
could tell that the impression was coming from that direction.

And there's one of the fish, she thought with cautious satisfaction. Probably a male one since he's drinking
boilermakers. Across the border now, driving into Nevada, onto my turf, following the irresistible impulse
to flee the ocean and seek the desert, to abandon everything and make his way here—or maybetied upin
the trunk of Trumbill's Jaguar, if it was that particular fish and if we're lucky.

If he's not with Trumbill, 1 hope that jack out there doesn't find him. | can't afford to be losing my future
vehicles, my customized garments—the selves I'm going to have to rely on for the next twenty years.

It didn't occur to her that the jack and the fish might be the same person.
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She smiled when the walk signal at Flamingo Road turned green just as she reached the curb. And,
ignoring the curious stares of the tourists crowding past in their colorful shorts and printed T-shirts and
foolish hats, she quoted aloud four lines from Eliot's The Waste Land:

| Tiresias, though blind, throbbing between two lives,
Old man with wrinkled female breasts, can see

At the violet hour, the evening hour that strives
Homeward, and brings the sailor home fromsea ...

She turned her smile on the purple western sky. Come home, she thought.

Come home.

Crane drank off the last inch of his second Budweiser and tucked hislast quarter into the slot in the bar.
He tapped the deal button and watched as his cards appeared. A pair of Twos, a Four, a Queen, and the
one-eyed Jack of Hearts.

He pushed the hold buttons under the Twos, then hit the draw button. The other cards blinked away and
were replaced by a Four and aKing and a Two. Three of aKind. Three quarters clattered into the well.

He stood up and scooped out the coins. They were warm, almost hot; and for amoment he remembered
shiny copper ovals that had been pennies before the L.A. train thundered over them, and he remembered
his real father juggling the hot, defaced coinsinto his hat to cool off.

He limped back onto the gaming floor, and as he was passing the slot machine that had paid for his drinks
and the video Poker, he noticed a cellophane-wrapped peppermint in the payout well.

"Thanks," he told the machine as he took the mint and unwrapped it. "One-armed bandit," he said
thoughtfully, popping the mint into his mouth, "but on my side, right? One-armed. You're ... maimed,
aren't you, like so many of these people? I'm maimed, too." He touched the surface of hisright eye. "Fake,
see?’

A man who seemed to have had his entire lower jaw taken out shambled up to the machine and managed
to convey a question.

"No, I'm not playing this machine," said Crane. "I was just conversing with it."
Come home.

It was time to be moving on, eastward. He walked back to the restaurant, where Mavranos and Ozzie were
sitting over their empty plates and still talking about the imaginary fat man.

Ozzie squinted up at Crane with exhausted eyes. "What kept you?"

"That Baker cheeseburger didn't sit right with me either," Crane said cheerfully. "Between us you and |
must have grossed out half the guys here tonight."

Ozzie didn't seem to have heard. "From what you remembered of Diana's statements to you on the phone
last night, | believe she works at a supermarket, alate-evening shift. WWhen we get to Las Vegas, we can
start checking al the markets."

Back on the highway, Ozzie fell asleep in the back seat again, and Mavranos was whistling tunelessly as
he frowned at the pavement rushing by under the glow of the headlights.
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Crane had stretched out his bad leg and was drifting in and out of a doze, lulled by exhaustion and roused
by Arky's occasional random high notes.

He kept promising himself that he would complain soon, and had finally reached the point of keeping
himself awake, waiting for the next high note—when Mavranos stopped whistling.

" Speeder behind us," Mavranos said.

Crane hunched himself around and looked out through the dusty back window. A pair of bright headlights
was coming up on them quickly.

"How fast are we going?"'
"Seventy."

A red light came on above the approaching headlights, making a pink field of the Suburban's back
window.

"Wake up the old man," said Mavranos, "and get in the back and unlock the gun case. Do it," he added as
Crane opened his mouth to protest.

"But it's cops!" Crane protested as he nevertheless scrambled over the top of the front seat, accidentally
hitting Ozzi€'s arm with his knee.

"It looked like a pickup truck before the red light came on," said Mavranos.

Ozzie was awake, blinking forward and to the sides and then twisting his head around to look back.
"Y ou're not slowing down," he said.

"I think it'satruck," Mavranos said. "Would people want to stop us bad enough to fake being cops?’
"Sure," said the old man harshly. "I've still got my gun in my pocket. Where's yours?"

"In the box. Got it open?"

"Yeah," quavered Crane, "you want yours?'

"Passit over subtle."

Crane knelt on the litter of books and clothes to block the view as he passed the gun to Mavranos's upheld
hand.

Ozzie was panting. "I think you've got to pull over. If they're not cops, don't get out of the car. And—and
if they've got guns ... | don't know. If they raise the guns, point them at us, | think we've got to kill them.
God help us. God help us."

The Suburban shifted when Mavranos hit the brakes, and Crane braced himself as he lifted out the short
black shotgun and with trembling fingers tucked five shellsinto the magazine tube. Then he clicked off
the safety and racked the slide back and forward, chambering the first shell, and tucked one more shell
into the tube.

He dlid the gun under Ozzi€'s seat, then picked up his .357, loaded it, and shoved it down inside the waist
of hisjeans and pulled hisjacket closed and zipped it an inch.

"They're right behind us," he heard Mavranos say. Crane had his hand on the shotgun's plastic pistol-grip,
and though his breath was fast and his heart was pounding, in his mind he was rehearsing how he would
pull the gun out from under the seat and swing the barrel in line and fire it with histrigger hand down by
the point of his hip-bone. All six as fast as you can pump them out, he told himself tensely, right through
the windows, and then grab the revolver in both hands for accurate aiming. Christ.
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The Suburban grated to a stop on the sandy shoulder, and a moment later Crane could hear a car door
open and close, and then he could see flashlight beams highlight the dust on the side windows and gleam
on Ozzie's scalp.

"Shit," came avoice from outside, "there's only three peopleinit.”
"Two of 'em," said Mavranos softly. "One right here and one hanging back."

There was arap on the driver's side window, and Crane heard the crank squeak six times, and a moment
later he smelled the dry, cooling desert.

" Step out of the car,” said the voice outside, clearer now.
"No," said Mavranos.
"We could drag you out, asshole."

Crane could see a corner of Mavranoss grin. "l pity de fool," Mavranos said cheerfully, in abad imitation
of Mr. T.

The man outside laughed shortly. "We've got guns." Ozzie leaned forward, and his old voice was steady.
"Y ou open with checks like that, son, in a no-limit game like this, you might see some powerful raises."

The man stepped back, and a flashlight beam danced across the litter in the back of Mavranos's truck.
"Three'sit, al right," he called to his companion. "They could maybe be hidin' a dog or a baby
somewhere, but there ain't no more adults.”

Against the headlights of the pickup truck Crane could see the tall silhouette of the other man, who now
walked slowly to Mavranos's truck. Crane saw a sculpted-looking profile and wavy, styled hair.

"No," said the newcomer, "this vehicle no longer seems to be the one that contains alot of people. The
one we want is very close, though.” He turned to Mavranos and, in his carefully modulated baritone,
asked, "Have you seen abus, or an RV, or abig van, driving along this highway during the last half
hour?"

"I don't know about the last half hour," drawled Mavranos, "but since dark we've probably passed more
buses and such than regular cars. Las Vegas, you know," he added, gesturing ahead helpfully.

"I know."

The man turned toward the back of the Suburban and spat on the glass. He turned to his companion.
"Would you clean the glass, Max?"' he asked.

The other man obediently rubbed at the spot with the sleeve of his nylon jacket, and when the glass was
cleaner, he turned the flashlight on Crane's face.

Crane was blinded by the glare, but he could feel the leader staring at him, and he just blinked and tried to
keep his face expressionless.

After half a minute the light was gone, and the leader was at Mavranos's opened window. "The man in the
back there," the leader said. "What's the matter with him?"

"Oh, shit, you name it," Mavranos said.
"Ishe... mentally retarded?"

"Clinically," said Mavranos, nodding. It was one of Mavranos's favorite words to give a statement
authority. "He's clinically mentally retarded. Aren't you, Jizzbo?'
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Crane was sweating, and his heart was pounding with real fear, for he could tell that histension was close
to breaking out in hysterical giggling. He bit his tongue very hard.

"Y ou're not helping when you talk to him like that,” said Ozzie.

Crane could no longer contain himself—the best he could do was to emit his hysteria as a sort of harsh,
choked quacking. He coughed blood from his bitten tongue out through his nose, then snorted and leaned
forward, gagging loudly.

"Jesus," said Max.
"Okay," thetall man said. "You can go."

Mavranos rolled the window back up, then put the car into gear and steered back onto the road and
stepped on the gas.

He and Ozzie both broke out in wild laughter, and after Crane had blown his nose on one of Mavranos's
old shirts, he was laughing, too, rolling around helplessly on the litter and making sure he didn't bump the
cocked shotgun and wishing, desperately, that he had a drink.

CHAPTER 17
The Sound of Horns and Motors

When the laughter subsided, Ozzie wiped his eyes and turned around to face Crane. "Y ou didn't drink
anything back there at Dirty Dick's, did you?'

"Just the Coke you saw." Crane was glad he was lying in darkness, for Ozzie had always been hard to
bluff.

The old man nodded and frowned in thought, and it occurred to Crane that in the old days Ozzie would
have gone on to ask, Really? Crane's apparent maturity, and the obvious importance of what they were
trying to do, clearly led the old man to trust him.

"And of course you didn't play cards there."

"Sure didn't," Crane agreed, trying not to think of the video Poker. He sat up and lifted the shotgun back
into the gun case.

"Thenit'smy fault,” Ozzie said quietly, "for letting you play in that damned Go Fish game. That's the
only other thing that could have aerted them." He closed his eyes and shook his head. "I wonder if I'm
really ... quick enough for this. Mentally."

"Jeez, you're fine, man," said Crane hastily. "Those guys probably didn't have anything to do with us; they
were looking for a bus or something.”

"They were after us al right; the bus business proves that. Which reminds me—pull over as soon as you
can, Archimedes, we've got to take down our camouflage.”

"I don't like stopping, not with those guys slamming around out here," Mavranos said.

"They'll catch us again if we don't—and then that jack with the hair and the voice will wonder why this
vehicle keeps looking like a crowded bus to him. What's wrong with right here?'

"Nothin' we can't adapt to, I'm sure," said Mavranos wearily, turning the wheel toward the shoulder again
and tromping the brake.
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"Why did we look like abus?' asked Crane.

"Moving, we're avery busy, agitated wave form," said Ozzie. "Those little plastic deer whistles make a
complication of ultrasonic sound waves, al interfering and amplifying and damping each other, and the
blood-spotted flags are alot of organic motion, alot of pieces of protoplasm, all elbow to elbow with each
other, changing their positions all agitatedly. And then the main thing is the cards on the wheels, which
are whizzing past the cards on the fenders, so you every second get a dozen new combinations of cards.
Configurations. The card configurations aren't personalities, but of course they're descriptions of
personalities, so all in all, at a hasty glance, a psychic would tend to assume that there are alot of people
traveling in one vehicle."

"And when we stopped, it all stopped," Crane said. "The whistles, the flags, the cards on the wheels ... "

"Right. His bus evaporated, and we were standing there. Happen twice, he'll know we are the bus, and
that the guy he's after—which is you—is aboard this car, this truck."

The truck was stopped, and Mavranos had got out and was tearing cards off the left front tire. The desert
breeze unfolded the car's stale interior air and threw it away into the night sky; now the car smelled of
cooling stone.

"Why did he think | was retarded?"'

"I don't know. | guess you're ablur to him, being one of the King's victims on the one hand and a son of
the King's on the other. To a psychic you must look like a nighttime and daytime double exposure. Either
way you're somebody an ambitious jack would want to kill."

"Hey," called Mavranos from outside, "you two don't mind if this takes me alittle while?"
"“I'm coming," Crane called as he opened the right rear door.

"Tell Archimedesto put atire from one side onto the other side, with the cards still on that tire and fender,
so the tire'll be moving diesel now if it was windshield before, or vice versa. And | don't care if they're
radials."

"Tire from one side to the other," said Crane, nodding. "Don't care if they're radials."

As he stood under the million distant bright starsin the black sky and broke the little black whistles off
the car and tore the spotted flags from the luggage rack, Crane wondered if he would ever dare to drink
again, after this near-calamity; and, if not, how he could possibly keep from going crazy or killing
himself; and he wondered what the old man meant by diesel and windshield; and he wondered if being the
King's son meant that he was ajack himself, with a claim to whatever this mysterious throne in the
wasteland was.

An anonymous sedan swept past on the highway, and in the instant that he noticed it he imagined that the
woman in the passenger seat, who glanced his way for amoment, had been Susan. Now he stared after the
car. The face had been expressionless, but at least had not seemed to be angry.

Y ou did give her anice kiss, he thought as he remembered the bourbon and beer.

When he and Mavranos had stripped all the camouflage from the Suburban, they got moving again.
Mavranos kept the speedometer needle at around seventy, but they didn't catch up to the car in which
Crane had possibly seen the ghost of Susan.

After awhile they drove past the bright oasis of Nevada Landing, a casino built to look like two ornate
east-facing Mississippi riverboats. The mock vessels had risen from the horizon ahead, and soon they
sank below the horizon behind, and then the Suburban was driving in darkness again.
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Maybe she stopped there, Crane thought, climbed aboard a boat. He looked back, wondering if she'd find
him again.

"Two moons,” said Mavranos around his cigarette.

Crane blinked and shifted on the rocking seat. "Hmm?' He had nearly been asleep again.
"Doesn't that look like any-second-now moonrise up ahead? But we got the moon behind us."
"The one ahead of uswill be LasVegas."

Mavranos grunted, and Crane knew he was thinking about the castle of randomness.

And, slowly, the ripplingly molten white and blue and orange towers climbed up out of that bright quarter
of the horizon and dimmed out the stars.

They got off 1-15 at last at Tropicana Avenue, then turned left onto Las Vegas Boulevard, the Strip. Even
down here at the south end it was glaringly lit, with the Tropicana and the Marina and the not-yet-opened
Excalibur crowding back the night sky.

"Damn," said Crane, staring out the car window at the Excalibur's gigantic white towers and brightly
colored conical roofs. "That looks like the grandest hole in God's own miniature golf course.”

"Excalibur," said Mavranos thoughtfully. "Arthurian motif, | guess. | wonder if they've got arestaurant in
there called Sir Gawain, or the Green Knight."

Ozzie was staring back at the place. "l read there's going to be an Italian restaurant in there called Lance-
A-Lotta Pasta. Restraint and good taste all the way. But yeah, Las V egas seems to be sort of
subconsciously aware of—of what it is. What Siegel made it."

"Ben Siegel made it Arky's perilous chapel 7' asked Crane.

"Well," said Ozzie, "l guess he didn't exactly make it here; he invoked it here. Before Siegel this place was
just ripefor it."

"Keep on north?' Mavranos asked.

"Yeah," said Crane. "There ought to be afair number of supermarkets on Charleston; that's the first big
east-west street after the Sahara." Which, he thought, is where we found the infant Dianain '60. God
knows where we'll find her now. "Left or right—play it by ear."

"And find us a coffee shop sometime," said Ozzie. "Or no, aliquor store, we can get some Cokes and ice
and put 'em in this cooler. Diana's shift probably ends at about dawn, and we're gonna need some caffeine
to keep our eyes open till then." He yawned. "After that we can find a cheap motel somewhere."

Mavranos glanced at Ozzie in the rearview mirror. "Tonight we hit the grocery stores,” he said, "but
tomorrow we hit the casinos, right? So | can start trackin' my ... phase change.”

"Sure," Ozzie said. "We can show you the ropes." He shifted on the seat and leaned against Mavranos's
Coleman stove with his eyes closed. "Wake me up when you find a supermarket.”

"Right," said Crane, staring blearily ahead.

After the grandeur of the Tropicana intersection the street dimmed to normal urban radiance until
Aladdin's, and then Bally's and the Dunes and the Flamingo raised their towering fields of billions of
synchronized light bulbs.
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Crane stared at the Flamingo. The entrance doors and broad driveway sat in under arippling red and gold
and orange upsweep of lights that made the place seem to be on fire. He remembered seeing it twenty
years ago, when there had only been a modest tower at the north end and a freestanding neon sign out
front; and he dimly remembered the long, low structure it had been, set back from the highway by a broad
lawn, when he had gone there with hisreal father in the late forties.

Siegel's place, Crane thought. L ater—maybe still—my father's.

Even at midnight Fremont Street's three broad one-way lanes shone in the white glare of the lights that
sheathed Binion's Horseshoe, and the tourists getting out of the cab were blinking around and grinning
selfconsciously. The fare was eleven dollars and some change, and when one of the tourists handed
Bernardette Dinh atwenty, she looked at him with no expression and said, "Are we okay?"

As she'd hoped, he took it as meaning something like Is this downtown enough for you? and he nodded
emphatically. She nodded, too, pocketed the twenty, and unhooked the microphone as though about to

call for another fare. Too embarrassed now to ask for his change, the tourist closed the door and joined his
companions, who were huddled uncomfortably in the sidewalk limelight.

Stage fright, she thought. They think everybody's |ooking at them, and they're afraid they don't know the
moves and the lines.

Strikers from the culinary and bartenders unions were walking back and forth carrying signsin front of
the Horseshoe, and one of them, a young woman with very short hair, had a megaphone.

"Baaad luck," the striker was chanting in an eerie, flat voice. "Baad luck at the 'Shoe! Come on oouut,
losers!™

God, Dinh thought. Maybe I'd have stage fright, too.

Every Thanksgiving Binion's gave a turkey to each cabdriver, and Dinh, known as Nardie to all the night
people of Las Vegas, had always dropped off her downtown fares in front of the place. She wondered if
she'd soon have to start unloading them back by the Four Queens.

A couple of police cars were parked across the street in front of the Golden Nugget, but the officers were
just leaning against the cars and watching the strikers; the tourists on this Saturday-night-or-Sunday-
morning were plentiful, ambling along the sidewalks and drifting from one side of the street to the other,
lured by the racket of coins being spat into the payout wells of the slot machines, a rapid-fire clank-clank-
clank that was always audible behind the car horns and the shouting of drunks and the droning blare of the
striker's megaphone. Nardie Dinh decided to wait for another fare right where she was.

Down here between these high-shouldered incandescent buildings she couldn't see the sky—she could
hardly make out the traffic signalsin the sea of more insistent artificial light—but she knew that it was a
just-about-half-moon that hung somewhere out over the desert. Dinh knew she was working at half
power—for the next few days she'd still be able to handle pennies without darkening them, to touch ivy
and not wither it, wear purple without fading it and linen without blackening it.

But she was vulnerable, too, and would be all week—only able to really see through the patterns of the
initialed dice at her other job, and able to defend herself only with her wits and her agility and the little
ten-ounce Beretta .25 automatic under her shirt in her waistband.

In nine days the moon would be full—and by then she would have beaten both her brother and the
reigning King ... or she would not. If she hadn't, she would probably be dead.

A bearded man in aleather jacket was walking, apparently drunk, toward her cab. She watched him
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speculatively, thinking of some big losers who had in the past decided that this short, slim young Asian
woman would be an easy target for robbery or rape.

But when he opened the rear passenger door and leaned in, he said, hesitantly, "Could you take me to
a—awedding chapel ?*

Should have guessed, she thought. "Sure," she said. The man's face was pudgy and uncertain behind the
bushy beard, and she knew she didn't need to call in his D and destination; and he looked prosperous and
out of shape—no need to get aten in advance; he wasn't the runout type.

He got in, and she put the car in gear and pulled out into traffic. The chapels, of course, didn't pay
kickbacks on solo fares, so she decided to take him to one of the ones down below Charleston.

She stopped at ared light two blocks up, at Main, in front of the Union Plaza Hotel, and she suppressed a
grin, for the hundreds of little white light bulbs over the hotel's broad circular driveway shonein the
polish on the unloading cars, making them seem to be luminously decorated for a Fremont Street wedding
procession.

Weddings.

Link the yin and yang, she thought, the yoni and the lingam. Other cabdrivers had told her she wasn't the
only one getting a disproportionate number of solo faresto the chapelsin the last two weeks. All sorts of
people wanted to go to the places, and when they got there, they just stood around in the little offices,
staring in alost way at the ELOPED and HITCHED and WED 90 license plates on the walls and reading
the laminated Marriage Creed plagues.

It was asif there were aslowly increasing vibration in the sky and the land, something that had to do with
a combining of maleness and femaleness, and on some subconscious level these people felt it. No doubt
the bar joints and parlor houses out along the 95 and the 93 and the 80 highways were also getting more
visitors than usual.

But that thought brought back memories of DuL ac's outside Tonopah, and of her brother, and of the room
with twenty-two paintings on the walls—and she stomped the accelerator and made a left against the
light, speeding down Main to Bridger.

"Jesus,” said her fare, "I'm not in ahurry."
"Some of us are," shetold him.

Only one side of Snayheever's license plate was screwed down, so it was easy to swing the plate aside and
fit the head of the crank through the hole cast in the bumper.

He spread his feet on the pavement and whirled the crank, leaning into it. The engine didn't start, though
the back seam of hisold corduroy coat, the one he thought of as his James Dean coat, tore alittle more. At
least he didn't seem to be having any of hisinvoluntary twitches; his tardive dyskinesia was quiet tonight.

Cars were honking behind him, and he knew that meant that the drivers were angry, but the people on the
sidewalk seemed to be cheerful. "Lookit the guy with the wind up car!" yelled one. "Careful you don't
break the spring!”

"I'd hate to wind up a car," said awoman with him, laughing.

On the second spin the car started. Snayheever got back in, clanked it into first gear, and drove across
Sixth Street toward the El Cortez. He had been driving around the downtown area for nearly an hour
before he stalled, and he still wasn't having any luck in tracking the place where the moon lived.
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But the half-moon was still up, though low in the west, and he watched for clouds and paid attention to
the wind and any debris it might carry.

Snayheever knew why he had not ever become a great Poker player. Great Poker players had a number of
gualities. knowledge of the chances, stamina and patience, courage and "heart” ... and, maybe most
important of all, the ability to put themselves inside the heads of their opponents, to be able to tell when
the opponent was chasing losses, or letting injured ego do the playing, or faking loose or tight play.

Snayheever couldn't put himself into their heads.

The men Snayheever had played with had all seemed to be ... atoms. That is, indistinguishable from one
another, and emitting things—atoms emitted photons, and players emitted ... passes and checks and bets
and raises—without any pattern or system or predictability. Sometimes, Snayheever thought as he drove
across Freemont, atoms emitted beta particles, and sometimes players emitted all-in raises or turned up
Straight Flushes. All you could do was retreat and lick your wounds.

It was different when he was dealing with things—river and highway patterns, and the arrangement of
mismatched jigsaw puzzle pieces, and the postures and motions of clouds. He was sure he'd be able to
read tea leaves if he were ever faced with a cup of them, and he felt he understood the Greeks—or
whoever it had been—who had foretold the future by looking at animal entrails.

Sometimes the people he met seemed like the recorded ladies who spoke to him on the telephone when he
needed to know what time it was. But things had areal voice, abeit afar and faint one, like what comes
through a telephone if someone has unscrewed the earpiece and taken out the diaphragm disk.

There was someone at home behind the constantly shifting arrangements of things. And who else could
his mother be?

He hoped that reincarnation was true, and that after he died as an unconnected human, he might come
back as one of the infinity of connected things. He thought of what the woman on the sidewalk had said
when he'd been cranking the car's motor: |'d hate to wind up a car.

Y ou could, he thought now as he turned |eft to zigzag through the downtown section again, do alot worse
than towind up acar.

Half amile southwest of Snayheever, the gray Jaguar was tooling east on Sahara Avenue.
Sinny man waiting to get out.

Vaughan Trumbill's mouth turned down at the pouchy corners as he remembered the remark. The young
woman had had something to do with physical fitness; she guided people in exercises, he believed.

In the back seat of the Jaguar the old Doctor Leaky body mumbled something.

Betsy Reculver was sitting back there beside the old man. "I think he said south," she said, her voice
scratchy.

"Okay," said Trumbill. He spun the wheel and turned the Jaguar right, from Sahara onto Paradise, east of
the Strip. For awhile they drove between wide, empty dirt lots under electric lights.

The woman had wanted to get him to join some diet program. Clients, he gathered, were given little bags
of dried foods to boil. The ideawas to lose weight and not regain it.

| just know that somewhere inside you is a skinny man waiting to get out.
She had said it with alaugh, and a crinkling of the eyes, and a hand on his forearm—to show affection, or
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sympathy, or caring.
Reculver was now sniffing irritably. "l forget what you said. |s that—that Diana person coming here?"

"I have no reason to think so," Trumbill said patiently. "The man on the telephone said he knew her, and |
got the impression that she lived locally, there, in southern California. Our people have been monitoring
Crane's house since early Friday, and his telephone since Saturday dawn. I'll hear if they've made any
progress at locating her, and she'll be killed if we can find her."

Reculver shifted in the back seat, and Trumbill heard the click as she bit one of her nails. "She's still there,
then. In California. With the game coming up again I'm real sensitive—I'd have felt her cross the Nevada
linelike | was passing a kidney stone."

Trumbill nodded, still thinking about the young woman at the party.

He had made himself smile, and had said, Would you come with me, please? He had taken her by the arm
then and led her out of the lounge to the hall, where a couple of the casino security guards stood. They
had recognized him. These men will see that you get home, Trumbill had told her. She had gaped at him,
taking a moment to realize that he was evicting her from the party, and then she had started to protest; but
at Trumbill's nod the guards had taken her out toward the cab stand. Of course she hadn't meant any harm,
but Trumbill wasn't going to let even an unknowing idiot thrust that particular card at him.

"That jack, and that fish, are over the line, though," Reculver said. "l felt them both, at nearly the same
time. | wonder if the fish isthis Crane fella, coming on his own."

"It's possible,” said Trumbill stolidly, ready to parry any suggestions that it was his fault that Crane hadn't
been captured.

But for awhile they drovein silence.

"My nerves are bad tonight," said Reculver, softly from the back seat. She was apparently talking to the
old body next to her. "Yes, bad. Stay with me. Speak to me. Why do you never speak. Speak. What are
you thinking of ? What thinking? What? | never know what you are thinking. Think."

Old Doctor Leaky shifted and giggled. Trumbill couldn't imagine what the two of them got out of this
game, this shared reciting of T. S. Eliot poetry.

"I think we arein rats alley," the old man said in his sexless voice, "Where the dead men lost their
bones."

A skinny man trying to get out. Trumbill honked the car horn in ajarring da-daaaaaa-dat at an inoffensive
Volkswagen.

"Do you know nothing?' Reculver was apparently still reciting, but her voice was genuinely petul ant,
uneasy. "Do you see nothing? Do you remember nothing?"

Trumbill glanced in the rearview mirror. Doctor Leaky was sitting upright with his hands on his knees,
expressionless. "l remember," the old man said, "Those are pearls that were his eyes."

Reculver sighed. "Areyou alive, or not?' she asked softly, and Trumbill, not knowing any poems at all,
couldn't tell if she was still reciting or just talking ... nor, if she was talking, to whom. "Is there nothing in
your head?"'

"And we shall play agame of chess," said the old body, "pressing lidless eyes and waiting for a knock
upon the door."

Paradise Road was dark here, south of the neon red-streaked tower of the Landmark, and most of the
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traffic was southbound taxis heading for the big casinos and avoiding the Strip traffic.

"I ... don't sense them now," said Reculver. "They might both of them be in town now, and other fish and
jacks, too, and | wouldn't know. Too close, like blades of grassright in front of your binocular lenses. Did
you meet anyone, Vaughan? Did you make any—any deals you haven't told me about?*

"No, Betsy," said Trumbill. She had told him what to say to her when she got like this. "Remember what
you read about paranoiain elderly women," he said. All of usin this car are just reciting things tonight, he
thought. "And about fluid intelligence versus crystallized intelligence. It's like RAM and ROM in
computers. Y oung people got the one; old people got the other. Think about it."

"I can't think. I'm all alone. | have to do everything myself, and—and the Jacks could be anywhere."
On to phase two, thought Trumbill. "Is Hanari awake?"

"Why should he be awake? Do you know what time it is?"

"I think you should step into his head and ook around from there."

"What's wrong?' she demanded loudly. "I'm not going into his head! I'm not even going to think about
him! Has he had a breakdown? Are you trying to trap me in something like this?' She slapped Doctor
Leaky, who just giggled and farted loudly.

Trumbill hoped the old lady would last the two weeks until Easter. He rolled down his window. "You're
not thinking clearly right now," he said. "Y ou're upset. Anybody would be. And you're tired, from
handling everything by yourself. But right now is when you've got to be extra alert, and the Art Hanari
body is calm and well rested. And wouldn't it be arelief to be aman again for alittle while?"

"Hmmph."

Trumbill turned right onto the dark emptiness of Sands Avenue, driving now between houses and
apartments, the Mirage a glowing golden monoalith visible over the low buildings ahead. He wondered
whether Betsy Reculver had taken his advice or was simply not speaking to him. He sighed.

A skinny man.

Trumbill was sixty years old now, and he didn't want to lose his position. With Reculver he had his
garden and histropical fish and the arrangements for how his body was to be disposed of when he should
eventually die. Among strangers none of those things would be assured, especially that most important
last item. | saac Newton would be able to get at him after all, with his damned Second Law of
Thermodynamics, and—and uniformize him, grind off the serial numbers and scavenge away all the
customizations, the extramirrors and fog lamps and seat covers, asit were. Then there'd be just the
equivalent of astripped frame in afenced-in lot stacked full of other stripped frames.

All indistinguishable from one another.

Any differences that can be taken away, he thought with a shudder, could never have been real differences
to begin with. He flexed his massive forearms, knowing that the tattoos were rippling under the cloth.

The cellular telephone buzzed, and he picked it up. "Hello."

"Vaughan, thisis me, in the Hanari. Of course that was all nonsense, al that stuff | was saying. Listen,
have | been bathing enough?"'

It had never quite ceased to startle Trumbill when the boss did the body switch, apparently as effortlessly
as someone shifting in achair so asto look out adifferent window.

"Bathing," said Trumbill. "Sure."
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"Well, watch me. | read that old ladies sometimes forget about cleanliness. Listen, we're not going to find
them tonight. Let's head back to the house."

"Back to the house," Trumbill repeated.

Doctor Leaky yawned. "But at my back from timeto time | hear," he said, "The sound of horns and
motors, which shall bring Sweeney to Mrs. Porter in the spring.”

Trumbill heard the Art Hanari body's flat ha-ha-ha laugh. Reculver had once told him that laughing that
way didn't produce wrinkles. And then the Hanari voice began singing:

" O the moon shines bright on Mrs. Porter
And on the daughter

Of Mrs. Porter.

They wash their feet in soda water

And so they oughter

To keep them clean.”

Trumbill hung up the phone and drove with both chubby hands on the wheel.

The moon had gone down by the time the woman walked out of the bright entrance of the Smith Market
on Maryland Parkway, and the sky behind the Muddy Mountains was pale blue. She shuffled tiredly out
across the parking lot to atan Mustang, got in, started it up, and drove out of the lot, turning north on
Maryland.

North of Bonanza she passed a dark blue Suburban heading south; she didn't glance at it, and the three
men in it were oblivious of her.

But the high walls and the parking lots of the city echoed briefly to afaint, harsh shout, a grating
exclamation that coughed out of the plaster throats of the Roman and Egyptian statuesin front of Caesars
Palace, and the southern belles and ship's officers on the deck of the Holiday Casino, and the Arabs on the
stone camelsin front of the Sahara, and the miner crouched over a panful of gold-colored light bulbs on
the roof of the Western Village souvenir store, and from the plywood necks of the two smiling figuresin
front of the dealer's school on Charleston, and from the steel crossbeam in the neck of Vegas Vic, the five-
story-tall man-shaped structure that towered over the roof of the Pioneer; and the neon-lit paddle wheels
on the riverboat facades of the Holiday Casino and the Showboat and the Paddlewheel shivered for a
moment in the still air of pre-dawn, shaking dust down into the blue shadows, asif about to begin to
move.

CHAPTER 18
Fool's Day

And thirty miles to the southeast, beside the curl of the U.S. 93 Highway just short of the arching crest of
Hoover Dam, the two thirty-foot-high Hansen bronzes flexed their upswept wings and shifted slightly on
their black diorite bases. The star chart inlaid in the terrazzo pavement at their feet vibrated faintly asit
reflected the depths of the dawn sky.

From Lost City Cove and the Little Bitter Wash at the north end of the Overton Arm, through the broad
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basin named for and dominated by the giant square monolith known as the Temple, and out to the farthest
reaches of Grand Wash to the east and Boulder Basin to the west, the vast surface of Lake Mead shivered
with athousand tiny random tides, rousing for amoment sleeping vacationers aboard the countless rented
houseboats.

And in the mountainside below the Arizona Spillway, the water in the dam's steel penstocks shook with
momentary turbulence, and the technicians in the big control room noted the momentary irregularity in
the hydroel ectric power through the step-up transformers below the dam, as the blades and stay-vanes of
the electric generators hesitated for amoment before resuming normal rotation of the turbines.

On the broad concrete gallery below the dam an engineer felt atremor and glanced up at the seven-
hundred-foot-tall afterbay face of the dam and had to look twice to dispel theillusion that the face was
rippled like a natural cliff, and that there was a figure on the wall way up at the top, dancing.

Diana Ryan had changed out of her red Smith Market uniform into a green sweat suit, and now she was
sipping aglass of cold Chardonnay and reading the Las Vegas Review-Journal. She would try the old
man's number again in alittle while. It was Sunday morning, and if he was home, there'd be no harm in
letting him get alittle more sleep.

She heard the master bedroom door open, and then water running in the bathroom, and then Hans
shambled into the kitchen, blinking in the sunlight slanting through the window. His beard was pushed up
into an odd curl on one side.

"You're up early," she said. Now she wished she had tried the call as soon as she had got home.

"It's later than it looks," Hans said. "Daylight savingsis sleep time losings, in the spring.” He plugged in
the coffee machine and then sat down in the vinyl-covered chair across from her. She had finished with
the Metro section of the paper, and he dlid it to his side and stared at it.

Diana waited for people-are-bloody-ignorant-apes. He had said he'd be working on his screenplay last
night, and the glow of his late-night inspirations had always become resentment by morning.

She could hear Scat and Oliver moving around now, and she finished her wine and stood up to rinse the
glass and put it away before they came out.

"Don't tell me how to raise my kids," she said to Hans, who had of course opened his mouth to speak.
"And | know you didn't say aword."

Hans knew enough not to roll his eyes, but he sighed softly as he looked back down at the paper.

She crossed to the telephone and punched in the number again, impatiently brushing long strands of blond
hair out of her face with her free hand. While she stood there listening to the distant phone ring, the boys
came into the kitchen and hauled out boxes of cereal and a carton of milk.

She turned to look at them. Scat was wearing his Boston Red Sox T-shirt, and Oliver had on the
camouflage undershirt that she thought emphasized his belly. Oliver gave her what she thought of as his
sarcastic look, and she knew Hans must have rolled his eyes at the boy.

Hansisjust not father material, she thought as the repetitive ringing went on in her ear. Where's ... Mel
Gibson, Kevin Costner? Even Homer Simpson.

Hans was shaking his head over some article. "People are bloody ignorant apes,”" he said. Diana believed
it was aline from Waiting for Godot.

At last she hung up the phone.
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"Grampa still not home?' asked Scat, looking up from his Rice Krispies.

"He's almost certainly just off with your brother," Hanstold Diana. "Y ou worry too much."
"Maybe they're gonna come here," said Scat. "Why don't they ever visit?'

"They prob'ly don't like little kids," said Oliver, who, at ten, was a year older than his brother.

"Y our grandfather likes little kids," said Diana, going back to her seat. Probably Scott convinced Ozzie to
leave, she thought, to move somewhere else. Ozzi€ll get the same phone number tranferred to his new
place. Probably the people who killed my mother didn't follow Scott and kidnap the two of them. Or hurt
them. Or kill them.

"Okay we ride our bikesto Herbert Park?' asked Scat. "That's what everybody calsit,” he added to
Oliver, who predictably had started to remind him that it was called Hebert Park.

"Sure," Hanstold the boy, and that annoyed her.
"Yes, you can,” she said, hoping her tone made it clear that it was her permission that counted.

"I've got to have peace and quiet, get my treatment typed up today,” said Hans. "Mike at the Golden
Nugget knows a guy who knows Harvey Korman. If he can get him to read it, that's just about a sure fifty
K."

Since the boys were in the room, Diana made herself smile and knock the underside of the table.

But after they'd finished their cereal and put the bowls in the sink and gone charging out of the apartment
to get on their bikes, she turned to Hans.

"I thought you weren't hanging around with that Mike guy any more."
"Diana," said Hans, leaning forward over the newspaper, "thisis biz. Harvey Korman!"

"How did you find out that he knows somebody who knows somebody? Y ou must have been talking to
him."

“I'mawriter. | have to talk to all sorts of people.”

Dianawas standing at the sink, rinsing the cereal bowls. "He's a dope dealer, Hans," she said, trying to
speak in a reasonable tone and not seem to be nagging. "And the one time we went to his place he was all
over me like a cheap suit. I'd think you'd ... resent that."

He was giving her hislordly look now, and it looked particularly foolish with his snagged-up beard.
"Writers can't be judgmental,” hetold her. "Besides, | trust you."

She sighed as she toweled her hands. "Just don't get into anything with him." She yawned. "I'm going to
bed. I'll seeyou later."

He was making a show now of being absorbed by the newspaper, and he waved and nodded distractedly.

The sheets were still warm from him, and when she had pulled the covers up to her chin, she blinked
around in the dimmed room and wondered if he would come back to bed when he was done with the

paper.

She hoped he would and she hoped he wouldn't. In the springtime, around Easter, she was
always ... what? Hornier? That was aword Oliver would use, and if she rebuked him, Hans would say, in
his most satirical tone, To me, sex is something beautiful shared by two peoplein love.

Over the buzz of the air conditioner she heard the kitchen chair squeak, and she smiled derisively at
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herself when she became aware that her heart was beating harder. A minute later, though, she heard the
muted snap-snap-snap of the electric typewriter, and she rolled over and closed her eyes.

He's better than nothing, she thought. Isthat what they all are, just better than nothing? Wally Ryan was a
pretty sorry excuse for a husband, bringing home the clap because he had to go screw other women. He
told al hisfriendsthat | wasfrigid, but | think any of them could see that he was just intimidated by being
married to awoman, and having actual children. Women are safely two-dimensional, hardly more than
magically animated animals from the pages of Penthouse, if you don't haveto ... live with one of ‘em,
deal with her, every day, as aactual 'nother human being.

She wondered how Scott had got along with his wife. Diana was pretty sure it had been the wife's death
that had upset him so badly just before New Y ear's. It had been a strong, deeply personal emotion of |oss.
She had thought she ought to call him then, but after aweek or so she had decided it would be awkward to
call so late, and she had let it go. Still, his grief had kept her from sleeping well for aweek or so.

Diana had always thought of Scott's wife as that slut, though she knew it wasn't fair; after all, she had
never met the woman or spoken to her or even seen her.

Diana had tried to rationalize her strong disapproval by telling herself that her foster-brother was a
drunken Poker-bum, and that any woman who would marry a man like that wasn't worthy of her brother,
who was, after all, agood person at heart; but she knew that her real resentment stemmed from the shock
she'd felt on that summer day in her eighteenth year when she'd realized he was in the process of getting
married, was actually saying | do to some priest somewhere and staring into some woman's eyes.

By that time she hadn't seen him for nine years—but she had always somehow assumed that he would
marry her. After all, they weren't blood-related.

She could admit now that she had married Wally Ryan ayear later just as a kind of revenge on Scott,
knowing that he would be aware of her wedding, too.

Wally had been big on fishing and hunting, and he was tanned and had a mustache, but he had been
uncertain and blustering and mean behind his macho front. So were all the boyfriends she'd had since. She
was just a sucker for broad shoulders and squinty, humorous eyes. But by the time of the inevitable
breakup she had been sick of every one of them. When she'd learned from the divorce lawyer two years
ago that Wally had died drunk in a car crash, she hadn't felt anything more than a faint sadness that had
been mostly pity.

She had told the boys that their father was dead. Scat had cried and demanded to ook at old photographs
of Wally, but in aday or two his friends and school had distracted him from grieving over the father
whom, after all, he hadn't even seen since he'd been six or so. Oliver, though, had seemed oddly satisfied
with the news, as though this were what his father had deserved—for abandoning them? Probably, though
the divorce had been Diana's doing. And Oliver's schoolwork, good until then, had become mediocre.
And he had got fat.

She should marry again, give the boys areal father—not a succession of Hanses.

She shifted to her other side and punched the pillow into a more comfortable shape. She hoped Ozzie was
all right. And she hoped Scott's stabbed leg was healing.

Some boys had made aramp out of alog and a piece of plywood and were riding their bicycles over
it—the braver ones yanking up on the handlebars as they flew off the end, so as to go unicycling for afew
seconds up on the back wheel after they landed—and Scat watched for a while and then got on his bike
and took a couple of jumps over it himself. On the last jump he stood up and really yanked the handlebars
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and wound up sitting down hard on the dirt and watching his bike go wobbling away upright across the
grass. The other boys applauded.

Oliver, meanwhile, had climbed the chain link backstop and now sat up on the saggy top of it, pointing
his plastic .45 automatic at each airborne rider in turn.

He was thinking about nicknames. When he and his brother had first moved to North Las Vegas, they had
been known as the Boys from Venus, because they had moved into one half of a duplex on Venus
Avenue. That hadn't been too bad—there had also been a couple of Boys from Mars, which was the street
four blocks north—but while Scott had kept the same individual nickname he'd always had—Scat, which
was al right—Oliver had soon become known as Hardy, because he was fat.

That wasn't al right. Even if they were just calling him that because they were scared of him.

Some of the parents were scared of him, or at least didn't like him. He liked to startle grown-ups by
springing in front of them and shoving histoy gun in their faces. Since the gun wasn't real, they couldn't
really object, especially when he laughed and yelled something like Pow, you're dead!

But this Hardy business wasn't any good.

Lately they'd begun calling him Bitin Dog, which was distinctly better. A dog belonging to one of the
neighborhood boys had been found dead on the street a month ago, and the animal was generally assumed
to have been poisoned. When someone had asked Oliver if he'd poisoned it, he had looked away and said,
Well, it was a bitin' dog. As he'd hoped, everybody took that to mean that he had doneit ... though, in
fact, he had not.

He had seen Scat take the spill jumping the ramp, and for an instant he had been scared—but when Scat
had got up, grinning and dusting off the seat of his jeans, Oliver had relaxed.

The chain-link under him squeaked now as he shifted around to a more comfortable position. He wished
he had the nerve to go over the ramp himself, but he was too aware of the bones in hisarms and legs and
the base of his spine. And he was heavier. He could do things like climb this backstop, but it didn't get
much attention.

What the hell kind of a name was Oliver anyway? So what if it was his grandfather's name? Probably he
hadn't liked it much either. And it wasn't like they ever saw the guy. It didn't seem fair that as the oldest
he had had to get the joke name, while his younger brother got to be named after their uncle. Whom they
likewise never saw.

Way up here off the ground he could admit to himself, but only very softly even so, that the name he
wished he had been given was ... Walter. He couldn't imagine how that had not happened; his father
couldn't have been too ashamed of him right from birth to give his firstborn his own name, could he?

Suddenly there was a snap and sag as one of the wires tying the chain-link to the crossbar broke, and
Oliver convulsively clawed hisfingersinto the lattice pattern. His face was dewed with sudden sweat, but
as soon as he was sure he wasn't going to fall, he looked toward the ramp. Luckily none of the boys had
noticed. The fat-boy-Hardy-breaking-the-backstop jokes would have lasted for weeks. Shakily he tucked
his gun into his belt and began inching his way back to the vertical section of the fence.

When he was back on solid ground, he sighed and pulled his damp shirt away from his chest and belly.
School tomorrow, he thought.

He wished something would happen. He wanted to stop living the life of an obviously worthless little kid.
Sometimes he watched the gold and red clouds terraced across the still-blue sky at sunset, and he
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pretended that he might see a horse-drawn chariot, tiny in the immense distance, racing along the cloud
ridges. If he were ever to see such athing, and if the chariot were to sweep down and land in this field,
like for a breather before taking off again for the cloud kingdoms, he knew he would race across the grass
and jump aboard.

He played Mario Brothers alot on the Nintendo set on the TV at home, and as he walked across the grass
now, he thought of the invisible bricks that hung unsupported in the air of the Mario world. If a player
didn't know about one of them, he would have the little Mario man run right on by, but a savvy player
would know to have the little guy jump up at just the right spot—and bump his head on what had looked
like empty air amoment before but was now a brick with one of the glowing mushrooms on it. Catch the
mushroom and suddenly you were big. And if it was alily instead of a mushroom, and you caught that,
you could spit fireballs. He jumped now. Nothing. Empty air.

As he drove around on the Strip in the dusty Morris—even as he walked along the morning sidewalks
downtown, under the shadow of the Binion's Horseshoe Casino—Snayheever's cheap feathered Indian
headdress had not excited much attention. He had bought it for five dollars at the Bonanza souvenir shop
at dawn, and had worn it out of the store and not taken it off since, but it was only now, driving the little
old Morris slowly through the streets of North Las Vegas, through these little tract-house-and-apartment-
complex suburbs west of Nellis Air Force Base, that adults laughed and pointed and honked their car
horns, and children shouted and ran madly after the car.

It couldn't be helped. He had to wear feathers today.

Traffic was light this morning. He looked around, noting palm trees throwing long shadows across quiet
sidewalks. The residents he saw seemed to be mostly Air Force personnel, and student types who
probably went to the Clark County Community College behind him on Cheyenne.

Thiswas his third pass along this section of Cheyenne, and this time he made himself turn right on Civic
Center—though he instantly pulled over and put the car into neutral so that he could check hisfiguring
one more time.

He unfolded the AAA map and with adirty fingernail traced the pencil outline hed drawn on it.

Y es, there was no mistake, the outline did still ook to him like a stylized, angular bird; he thought it was
probably a crow or araven. Usually he traced out patterns that were implicit in the tracks of roads and
rivers and boundaries, but this bird pattern was imposed over al such.

The points of the angles were streets with names like Moonlight and Moonmist and Mare. The high point
of the bird'stail was a couple of streets called Starlight and Moonlight alongside the 95 out toward the
Indian Springs Air Force Base, and the tip of the beak was three streets called Moonglow, Enchanting,
and Stargazer at the east edge of town on Lake Mead Boulevard. The diagonal straight line between those
two points would contain the point that was the eye of the bird, and sure enough, he had found an intense
cluster of streets at the right point, about two thirds down the line toward the tip of the beak—awhole
tract with streets named Saturn, Jupiter, Mars, Comet, Sun, and Venus.

That tract was now only a block ahead of him.
Venus was obviously the street his mother would live on.

He tromped the clutch and muscled the car back into gear and started forward again. At Venus he turned
|l eft.

Along Venus Avenue he saw alot of two-story apartments and duplexes. He drove slowly down the
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center of the right lane, lugging in first gear, squinting in the already hot breeze that was blowing in
through the rolled-down windows.

How was he to know which place would be his mother's? Would there be cluesin the kind of plants out
front, the paint, the—

The street number. One of the duplexes had four weathered wooden numbers bolted to the street-facing
white stucco wall. The numbers were 1515, but Snayheever read them as | etters:

1SS
|sis, the Egyptian goddess of the moon.

He had found her house—but he drove on past, tramping the little steel gas pedal and grinding the stick
shift into second, for he couldn't approach her today.

If he made contact on this here particular Sunday, it would be like—like aking bringing along his army to
visit another king. Snayheever was too powerful today; he'd be perceived as imperious rather than how he
wanted to be perceived, which was ... as supplicating, as humble. He might, it was true, have to do
something alittle heavy-handed in order to get her attention, but he wouldn't be so presumptuous as to
use ... protocol. And right now the moon was still half a hair on the new side; she'd still be in the weak
half of her cycle. And of course she was always weaker in the daytime and only really herself at night.
That was why she slept during the day.

Tomorrow night, Monday, the second of April, the moon would be precisely at its half phase. He had
discovered that valuable fact only an hour ago, in a newspaper.

He would approach her then.

Crane sat up in the slegping bag on the motel room floor and tried to shake dream images out of his head.

A rusty lance head and a gold cup. Where had Crane seen them before? Hanging on wires over a chair,
long ago, in a—a place that had been home? The memory made his plastic eye ache, and he wasn't sorry
that he couldn't trace it. In this last, digointed fragment of dream the two objects had been set out, with
apparent reverence, on agreen felt cloth draped over awooden crate. The light on them was red and blue
and golden, asif filtered through stained glass.

Crane's mouth was dry now, though somehow he thought he could taste ... what, adry white wine. A
Chardonnay?

The air conditioner was roaring, and the room was cold. There was white light beyond the curtains, but
Crane had no ideawhat time it might be. Thiswas Las Vegas, after al; it could be midnight, and the light
outside could all be artificial.

He sighed and rubbed his face with trembling hands.
Agan.
He had dreamed about the game on the lake again.

And he had been so exhausted this time—having gone forty-eight hours without sleep—that he had not
been able to recoil awake when one of the two vast faces below him in the night had opened its canyon of
amouth and sucked him downward like awisp of smoke.

He felt the inside of the sleeping bag now, and was glad to find that he had not lost control of his bladder
during that part of the dream.
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He had spiraled down helplessly through the moonlit abyss of the mouth and down the throat into
darkness, and then he was deep under the water of the lake.

Things moved far below him, vast figures that he couldn't see, and that had no real form anyway—but the
vibrations of them shook images loose in his mind, as earthquakes in succession might wring chords out
of a piano and thus remotely express themselves:

... he saw hisreal father, weary and old, dressed in ared ermine robe and a hat like a horizontal figure-8,
sitting at atable on the wavy edge of acliff, and on the table was around collection of coin stacks, and a
knife, and a bloody lump that might have been an eyeball;

... and he saw hisreal father's'47 Buick, as shiny and new as he remembered it, being pulled along the
glistening pavement of arainy street by two harnessed creatures that had the bodies of horses and the
heads of men;

... and he saw hisfoster-sister, Diana, crowned with atiaralike a crescent moon embracing a sun disk,
dressed in papal-looking robes and attended by dogs that howled at the moon;

... and between the leafy arms of an oval wreath he saw himself, naked, frozen in a moment of running
with one leg bent, while around the outside of the wreath stood an angel, a bull, alion, and an eagle; and
then the perspective changed and the figure that was himself was upside-down, hanging by the straight leg
while gravity folded the other;

... and he saw dozens of other figures: Arky Mavranos, walking away across the desert, carrying a
bundle of swords as long as stretcher-poles; old Ozzie standing on a sandy hill and leaning on asingle
sword; Crane's dead wife, Susan, hanging what seemed to be a basketful of hubcaps on a branch of a dead
tree...

... and he saw a bodiless, winged cherub's head, pierced through and through with two metallic-looking
batons.

The cherub's one eye was staring straight into Crane's one eye, and he screamed and tried to run, but his
muscles wouldn't work; he couldn't turn away or even close his eyes. There was nearly no light, and he
couldn't breathe; he and the cherub head were far underwater, hidden from the sun and the moon and the
stars and the figure that danced on the far cliffs, and he moaned in fear that the thing would open its
mouth and speak, for he knew he would have to do what it said.

The dream had become trivial and stiflingly repetitious after that. He had seemed to be in awide, airless,
natural underground pool, trying to find awell up which he could swim to the surface, and there were a
lot of wells, but every time he made his way kicking and paddling and bubbling up to the surface of one
of them, he found that he was in someone's house—a cigarette would be trailing smoke from an ashtray,
or fresh clothes would be draped over a chair and the shower would be running—and, alarmed at the
thought of being caught in someone else's place, he had, over and over again, submerged himself and let
the air out of hislungs and kicked back down into the darkness of the common pool that underlay all the
individual wells. Eventually the hopeless repetition had left him awake, staring up at the white plastic
smoke-alarm on the flocked motel ceiling.

The last dream house had been the one where the lance head and the cup lay in apool of color-stained
sunlight on green felt. Without even needing to touch them, he had known that they weren't really there,
didn't belong there, and were there even in thisillusory form only because there was not, today, any place
where they belonged.

Now Crane looked at the digital clock on the bedside table. 2:38 P.M. And there was a note on the table,
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held down against the air conditioner breeze by a Coors can.

He and Ozzie and Mavranos had checked into this motel at about six-thirty this morning, he recalled now.
It was alittle ten-unit place somewhere out past the Gold Coast on the wrong side of I-15, he
remembered, and a"credit card imprint" had been necessary to get aroom. Crane had two Visasin his
wallet, one for Scott Crane and one for Susan Iverson-Crane, and Ozzie had made him use Susan's, to
avoid being traced by anyone looking up the name Crane, Scott.

Crane and Mavranos had let the old man have the bed, and had dragged in a couple of sleeping bags from
the Suburban for themselves.

Crane wriggled out of his sleeping bag now and stood up, wincing at the hot pain in his bandaged leg.
Something was wrong. What?

He tried to remember al the events of the last forty-eight hours. Gardena, he thought, and Baker, with that
weird kid who played Go Fish, and the beer | sneaked in the car ... Whiskey Pete's, and the beer and
bourbon | got on the way to the men'sroom ... that pickup truck, the man with the hair and the voice, and
his friend Max with the gun ... the streets around the downtown area, and a dozen goddamn grocery
stores, not one of which employed anyone named Diana ...

None of it was particularly reassuring, but neither did any of it seem to call for the degree of dread that
was speeding his heartbeat and chilling his face. He felt as though he had overlooked something, failed to
think of something, and now someone who had depended on him was ... frightened, alone with bad
people, being hurt.

Caused by me.
He picked up the note. It was in ball-point ink on a piece of agrocery bag.

Archy and | have gone to check out a casino or two, it read. Seemed like you could use more sleep. Be
back around four.—Oz.

Crane looked at the telephone, and after amoment he realized that his open hand was hovering over the
instrument. What isit? he asked himself uneasily. Do you want to call somebody, or are you waiting for a
cal?

His mouth was dry, and his heart was pounding.

Outside, awhite Porsche pulled into the motel parking lot.

Al Funo stepped out of the car and stared around quizzically at the row of windows and doors, each door
adifferent bright color. Poor old Crane, he thought. Thisis where he stays when he'sin Vegas?

He tucked his sunglasses up into his styled sandy-colored hair as he walked across the lot toward the
office. He knew he was going to have to approach Crane a bit more carefully thistime. The bullet through
the windshield, or something, had apparently spooked him into some elementary caution, and if Funo
hadn't gone to the extratrouble of using a jewelery store's ID number to get the details of Crane's credit
filefrom TRW, he'd never have learned about the Iverson-Crane Visa card.

Bells on strings clanged as he pushed open the office door and stepped into the air-conditioned dimness.
The floor was shiny green linoleum, and aside from a standing rack of pamphlets and coupon books for
tourists, a green vinyl couch was the only furniture.

Just not any class at all, Funo thought sadly.
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When a white-haired woman appeared from the little office in the back, he smiled at her with genuine
affection. "Hi, I'd like aroom, please—probably just for one night."

As he wasfilling out the form she handed him, he said, "A friend of mine is supposed to be staying here,
too—Crane, Scott Crane? We had to drive out separate; | couldn't get the extra day off work."

"Sure," said the old woman. "Crane. Fortyish guy, with two buddies, one with a mustache and the other
real old. They'rein six, but they just alittle bit ago drove off."

"In hisred pickup?'

"No, it was a big blue thing, like a cross between a station wagon and a Jeep." She yawned. "1 could put
you next to them, in five or seven."

"Hey, that'd be great, thanks. Heh-heh, listen, don't tell them I'm here, okay? | want to surprise them."
She shrugged.

Funo gave her his MasterCard rather than his American Express because he knew she would call it in;
that's how he had found Crane after al. This was becoming expensive, in both money spent and work
time lost. He wondered if there was some way to make it pay, to get it out of the category of auto-
assignment. He thought about the gray Jag, and the telephone number that he had got with the registration
data on the Jag's Nevada license plate number. That fat man driving it had been after something. And he
had seemed to have money—~but what did he want?

When Funo signed the draft, he noticed the date: 4/1/90. April Fool's Day.
It upset him. It seemed to mock what he was doing, make him seem insignificant.
He gazed at the old woman until she looked up, and then he gave her awink and his best boyish smile.

Shejust stared at him, as if he were a stain on the wall, a stain that might resemble a person if you
squinted at it in a certain way.

He was glad he had already signed the voucher, for his hands were trembling now.

Mavranos drove out of the multilevel parking structure behind the Flamingo and steered the big Suburban
along the broad driveway, past the taxi stand and the loading zone toward the Strip. He took it slow over
the wide speed bumps, but still the car rattled asit crested the lines of raised asphalt, and the ice shook
and swashed in the ice chest. The Strip was clear either way for a hundred yards when he got to the street,
and he made his left turn as easily as he would have in some quiet Midwest suburb.

"What are the odds of that?' he asked Ozzie, forcing himself to squint intently and not smile. "Making a
left so easy in front of the Flamingo?”

"Christ," wailed the old man, "you're looking for big statistical waves, okay? If you start watching for, |
don't know, numbers on license plates, or two fat |adies wearing the same flowered shorts, you're—"

Mavranos laughed. "I'm kidding you, Oz! But | swear a couple of things back there signified.”

They had watched a Crapstable at the Flamingo for awhile, had walked across the street to listen for
patterns in the ringing and clattering of the slots at Caesars Palace, and then had written down a hundred
consecutive numbers that came up on a Roulette wheel at the Mirage. Twice, once crossing the street west
and once east, Mavranos had simultaneously heard a car horn honk and a dog bark and had looked up to
catch hard sun glare off awindshield, so that for half a minute afterward he'd seen a dark red ball
everywhere he looked, and at Caesars, three different strangers had whispered, "Seven," as they
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shouldered past him. He had eagerly asked Ozzie if he thought these coincidences might mean anything,
and the old man had dismissed them all impatiently.

Now, stopped for ared light in the right-turn lane at the Flamingo Road traffic signal, Mavranos dug out
of his pocket the penciled list of Roulette numbers and scanned them.

"Light's green," said Ozzie after afew moments.

"How | need adrink ... " said Mavranos thoughtfully, taking his foot off the brake and turning the wheel
but still staring at the list.

"Watch the road!" said Ozzie sharply. "Y ou've got a beer between your knees, as usual, and frankly |
think you drink way too much."

"No," said Mavranos, "I mean pi, you know, pi?
Ozzie was staring at him. "Y ou want a pie? Instead of a drink? What the hell kind of pie? Can't you—"

Mavranos passed the list to the old man, eyed the traffic, and stepped on the gas pedal. "Here. Pi, the ratio
of acircle's circumference to its diameter, you know? Radius times pi squared, you've heard that kind of
talk. Pi'swhat they call an irrational number, three and an infinitely long string of numbers after the
decimal point. Well, there's a sentence you memorize, a mnemonic thing, to remember the numbers that
are pi, out to something like adozen places. | read it in a Rudy Rucker book. It starts, 'How | need a
drink ... '—that's three, one, four, one, five, get it? Number of lettersin each word. But | can't remember
the rest of the mnemonic sentence.”

They had crossed over 1-15. Ozzie squinted through the dusty windshield and pointed. ' That's our motel
on theright, don't miss the driveway. Archimedes, | really am not following—"

" See where the Roul ette numbers were three, one, four, fifteen in the middle there? Look at the paper, |
can see where I'm going. What numbers come after that?"

"Uh ... nine, twenty-six, five, thirty-five, eight ... "
Mavranos turned into the lot, parked near their room, and turned off the engine.

"Yeah," hesaid, "I'm pretty sure that's pi. Well now that's got to signify, don't it? Goddamn Roulette
whedl just spontaneously starts reciting off pi? | wonder what numbers the other tables were listing. The
square root of two, | suppose, or the square root of minus one."

Ozzie pulled on the handle and pushed his door open, then stepped carefully down to the hot pavement. "
don't know," he said, frowning, when Mavranos had locked his own door and walked around the car, "1
guess so, if those numbers are this pi business of yours ... but it seems to me thisisn't the thing you're
looking for. Thisis something else; something else is going on here—"

A sporty-looking young man was taking an overnight bag out of the back seat of awhite Porsche in the
next parking space. He was studiedly looking away from them, so he didn't notice that Ozzie had stepped
forward, and he hit the old man in the shin with his bag when he swung it out of the little car.

"Watch it," said Ozzie irritably.
The young man muttered and hurried to the door of number seven, rattling a key against the lock.
"Goddamn zombies, you got in thistown,” Ozzie remarked to Mavranos.

Mavranos wondered if their neighbor had heard the remark. A moment later the young man was inside his
room and had slammed the door hard.

| guess he did hear it, Mavranos thought.
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A wind was blowing southeast from the jagged Virgin Mountains, tossing the yellow brittlebrush flowers
on the miles of canyonside and rippling the wide, deep blue waters of Lake Mead. Vacationers were
awkwardly bumping the docks with their rented boats at the Mead Resort Circle, and gasoline made a
volatile perfume on the breeze and rainbowed the surface of the water around the docks and dlips.

Ray-Joe Pogue gunned hisjet boat straight out across the water for a hundred yards, away from the
waterfront grocery store and bait shop, but the wind-raised waves made the lake choppier out here, and
after afew seconds of being slammed up and down on the tuck-and-roll upholstery of the seat, he took his
foot off the gas and let the rented jet boat rock in the water under the empty blue sky.

In the sudden relative silence he squinted around at the wide-scattered islands and the far reaches of the
Boulder Basin coastline. There were alot of boats out on this Sunday afternoon, but he didn't imagine
he'd have any problem finding a secluded shore where he could sink the head. The metal box had bounced
off the seat beside him onto the floor, and he carefully picked it up and put it back and laid the coiled line
on top of it.

The head in the metal box.

He had killed several peoplein hislife, and it had never bothered him, and so he was surprised at how
much it had hurt him to kill Max. He felt disoriented now, as if he were seriously hungover, and he felt
uneasy whenever he looked at the box.

He had met Max in high school—at one time Max had been in love with Nardie, Pogue's Asian half-
sister—and he and Max had for years been preparing for this summer, this election year, this once-every-
two-decades changing of the king. Max wasto have been his ... who, Merlin, Lancelot, Gawain? But last
night, after failing to find the mysterious bus vehicle on 1-15, Pogue had ordered Max to pull over and get
out of the pickup truck, and had then fired the 12-gauge shotgun into the man's back.

He shuddered now in the harsh sunlight, the wind cold on his face, and he didn't look at the box. He
gripped the white plastic gunwale of the jet boat and stared out across the water.

He had had no choice. Ideally he should not have had to perform this old Phoenician Adonisritual, but
there were too many uncertainties right now. Some jack had got past him last night on the highway, and
there had been something suspicious about those three guys, the pirate, the old man, and the retard, in that
blue Suburban with all the ribbons and crap all over it. And he couldn't get aline on Nardie Dinh; for
months now he hadn't picked up any of her dreams. How the hell could she not dream? Was there some
drug that suppressed it?

He had to find her, and before Easter. As his half-sister she was the only one who could serve as the moon
goddess, his queen. All the fertility gods and kings mated with women who were in some way their
sisters—Tammuz and Belili, Osiris and Isis, even King Arthur and Morgan le Fay—and he had thought
he had effectively broken her will during the month-long confinement in that parlor house outside
Tonopah. The diet regimen he'd had her on, the blood rituals, the room with the twenty-two pictures—he
had groomed her perfectly to assume the goddess-hood, and then, when he had thought she was the
broken deepwalker he wanted, she had knifed the house's madam and stolen a car and fled to Las Vegas.
And now she wasn't even dreaming anymore.

He squinted across the waves at arocky little island a couple of miles away, and then looked at his Lake
Mead map, folded to show Boulder Basin. Deadman's I sland, the place was called. That sounded

appropriate.
He turned the wheel, then stepped on the gas. The accel eration pushed him back into the seat, and as he
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straightened out of the turn, the wind threw the high rooster tail of spray out ahead of him, and heavy
drops of water stung his face and knocked his black hair down onto his forehead.

He dug out his comb as he steered one-handed, and he swept the hair back up where it belonged. From
now until Easter, physical perfection was going to be absolutely essential.

The man who takes the throne can have no flaws.

He circled theisland in a series of jackrabbit starts, and on the far side he found alittle rocky beach with
no picnickers on it. He got in fairly close and then threw over the cinder-block that was the anchor.

Reluctantly he picked up the box, then climbed over the gunwale and waded ashore through the cold
water, holding the box high.

In ancient Alexandria, Phoenicians had enacted the annual death of Tammuz by throwing a papyrus head
into the sea, and seven days later the summer current invariably left the head at Byblos, where they'd fish
it out and celebrate the god's resurrection. It was during the interval when the head was in the seathat the
location and identity and even the existence of the fertility god were in doubt.

These next two weeks, from this April Fool's Day until Easter, would be the tricky period this cycle, and
Pogue was determined that it would be his own head—symbolically—that would be taken out of the
water on Easter Sunday.

Max's poor severed head was wearing Pogue's Ray-Bans and had one of Pogue's ties knotted around the
stump of its neck, and of course Max had shared Pogue's and Nardie's dietary restrictions, eating no red
meat nor anything that had been cooked in an iron pan and drinking no alcohol. That was why Pogue had
not been able to simply behead some random tourist for this. The head had to be the closest possible
representation of Pogue's own.

His hands were shaking. He wanted to open the box and reknot the tie. Max had never learned how to tie
one, and Pogue could remember a dozen occasions when Max had brought atie to him, and Pogue had
had to tie it around his own neck and then loosen it and pull it off over his head and giveit to hisfriend.

When | knotted the tie for him this morning at dawn beside Boulder Highway, he thought now, that was
the last time I'll ever do that chore for him.

He clenched his teeth and took a deep breath.

Christ, he told himself, never mind, get the box in the water and moor the line somewhere where no
goddamn drunk tourists will find it during the next two weeks, and get the hell out of here.

He looked around among the rocks and the manzanita bushes for a good spot, and he noticed the flock of
swallows out over the lake.

He assumed they were swallows. They had the individual darting flight patterns of those birds,
certainly—but something was wrong about their wings. And there were other flocks, he now noticed, lots
of them, further away. He shaded his eyesto look at the flying things.

Then his stomach went cold, and sweat sprang out on his forehead.
They were bats.

Bats, he thought dazedly—but bats don't ever come out during the day. What're they, crazy, rabid? Is
something going on?

He looked away, to see where they might be headed, and he saw that the sky to the south, too, was
peppered with the same jiggling dots.
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They're coming here. To thislittle island, from goddamn everywhere.

He scrambled along the little shoreline to a cluster of rocks, and he tossed the gleaming box out over the
water; it splashed in while he was tying the end of the line around a half-submerged rock.

And then shadows were whirling around his feet like spots before his eyes. The bats were circling low
overhead, silent except for the clatter of their leather wings, and more were coming in from everywhere.
The battering wind of their wings disarranged his hair.

He looked up in horror. The furry, toothy little faces flashing past, the bright round eyes were all staring
at him.

Something was splashing furiously in the water now, and in panic he swung his head toward it.

The lake water was boiling where he had thrown the box in, and then, impossibly, the heavy box bobbed
to the surface, spinning and glittering on the turbulence.

Thelakeisrgjecting it, he thought dazedly. Is that a bunch of fish doing that, or has the water changed its
density to keep from enclosing the head?

The clatter of the bats' wings was louder, closer, and he thought he could smell them, a smell like death.
Just run, he told himself.
They've beaten you here today.

Biting back bewildered sobs, he yanked the box back in to shore with one hand while shielding hisface
from the bats with the other, and then, with the shiny dripping box dangling from hisfist, he blundered
back down the beach and splashed out to the boat.

When he had tossed the box onto the seat, climbed in himself and in neutral gear deafeningly gunned the
big car engine under the Plexiglas hood behind him, the bats seemed to circle higher; and when he spun
the wheel and slammed the shift into gear and goosed the boat out across the water straight away from the
island, they didn't follow, but broke away and dispersed across the sky.

He let the engine fall back to idle then, and sat panting and shaking in the suddenly becalmed boat as he
watched the creatures scatter away, back to the mountain cavesin which, on any sane day, they'd have
lingered until sunset.

For the first time since the day in the school library when he had figured out the nature of this mystical
western kingship, he wished he could break the regimen and drink—get really, thoroughly drunk.

Eventually he got the boat moving, as slowly as the erratic throttle would allow, back toward the marinas
of the Lake Mead Resort. Tears and sweat slicked his classically handsome face.

| killed Max for nothing, he thought dully. The sacrifice was rgjected, like Cain's.

How could that have happened? Did | disqualify myself by killing Max? No, worse things were done by
the old kings. Should | have waited, or done it sooner? Is there already a king's head in Lake Mead, and
thereisn't psychic room for another?

By the time he got back to the rental dock he had shaken off the passion of loss and hopel essness.

| can still become the king, he told himself as he pulsed the engine and nudged the boat in toward the
crowded dock. But I've got to find my damned half-sister—I've got to find Nardie Dinh.

The westering sun was intensifying the orange color of the motel curtains as Crane shuffled the flimsy
little deck and dealt out onto the bed five cards each to himself and Ozzie and Mavranos. It was too early
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to start searching the supermarkets again, and Ozzie had forbidden fooling around with real cards, so
Mavranos had fetched from the Suburban a kids Crazy Eights deck he'd got at a Carl's Jr. hamburger
restaurant.

Every card had a cheery, stylized picture of an animal on it, and as the game progressed and cards were
discarded face up, Mavranos was amused by the selection of colorful, grinning birds and beasts tossed out
across the motel bedspread.

"Y ou know why nobody could play cards aboard the Ark, don't you?" he asked.
Cranerolled his eyes, but Ozzie looked up suspicioudly. "No," the old man said, "why?"

Mavranos took a sip of beer. " Cause Noah was sitting on the deck.” Dry summer thunder boomed, out
over the McCullough Range to the south.

Oh, come on, thought Crane, it wasn't that funny.

CHAPTER 19
A Skinny Man Trying to Get Out

The micrometer looked like a monkey wrench for some insanely fastidious mechanic, and its gleaming
precision seemed out of place amid the chip racks and adding machines and cigarette-burned desks of the
cluttered casino office. Nardie Dinh dutifully held the tool up in the fluorescent light and read the number
on the round metal sleeve.

"Thisone'sright on, too," she told the frowning floorman as she loosened the ratchet knob at the base and
freed the second of the pair of dice he had brought to her.

She held the translucent red cube close to her face and looked at the faint, tiny initials she had scratched
into the one-dot face of the cube, and then she flipped it over and found the microscopic moon symbol she
had delicately etched on the six-dot face. Both marks were, of course, exactly as she had scratched them
in at midnight, when her shift as night manager of the Tiara Casino dice pit had begun.

She put down the red cube and the micrometer and absently wiped her hands. "They're good,” shetold the
floorman shortly. "He's not switching in his own dice."

"How can he be rolling so many snake eyes then? The boxman says he's been rolling them the right way,
bouncing them off the table's far wall every time."

Because, Dinh thought, tonight when | put my mark on the dice, | asked the Crapstablesif | would
succeed in my purpose, and snake eyes means Yes, if no others are involved.

"I don't know, Charlie," she said. Her latest coffee was still too hot to drink, so she held up the Styrofoam
cup and inhaled the vivifying steam. "Is he betting the proposition two, or the Any Craps?"

Charlie the floorman shook his head. "No, he's losing, playing the Pass Line with dollar chips. But other
people are starting to play those bets, and one of 'em could be a partner."”

"It's got to be just chance,”" she told him, "but let's unwrap some fresh dice from the factory and I'll mark
them and we can just retire all the dice that are out there now." And thistime | won't ask the tables any
guestion, she thought.

Charlie looked disconcerted. "All the dice?'
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"That last ot might have been funny. | like to err on the side of safety.”
He shrugged. "Y ou're the boss."

When he had gone to get the boxes, she stood up from the desk and stretched. She had applied for thisjob
because the Tiara was perhaps the last casino in town that still had the shift managers initial the dice, and
she was so closely aligned with the moon that, with her moon mark on the dice, she had several times
been able to get answers from the little cubes.

Thiswas the first time the answer had been so evident as to excite attention, though. | suppose, she
thought, if | were to ask them anything next week, when the moon isfull, every pair of dice in the place
would come up identical, over and over again.

She stretched again, lifting her elbows and massaging her narrow shoulders. Four hours since | parked the
cab and got out of the uniform, she thought, and | still feel like I'm bent behind a steering wheel. I'll be
glad when dawn rolls around and | can get out of here, drive down to placid Henderson.

For aday job, she had found alittle insurance office in Henderson that needed a bookkeeper. She was
generally at her most lethargic when the sun was up, so the automatic-pilot work of adding numbers was
ideal, and in the insurance office, eighteen miles south of Las Vegas, she was not likely to be recognized
by any of the people who knew her from her night jobs.

Which was just as well—they'd wonder when she ever slept. She frowned, remembering how
unconsciousness had nearly caught her yesterday.

Y esterday at exactly dawn she had aimost fainted in the cashier's cage while she'd been putting away the
drop boxes for the next shift manager, and when the blurry dizziness had passed, she had hurried out onto
the floor to the nearest table, where a desultory two-dollar Blackjack game was going on.

For a couple of minutes, like the fading figures on a switched-off computer screen, she had seen the Jack
and Queen of Hearts showing up more often than they had any statistical right to, and she had known that
apowerful Jack and a powerful Queen had just passed very close to each other somewhere out there in the
streets of the city.

Dinh was determined that she herself was the one who would be wearing Isis's crown come Easter, and
she wondered now what she might have to do to prevent this mysteriously powerful Queen from beating
her to it. She didn't want to kill anyone except her stepbrother.

The sound of akey turning in alock.

In the moment of waking up, Funo thought his own motel room door had been opened, and he snatched
the pistol off the bedside table. Then he realized that he was alone in the room; the sound had come
though the earphones he'd been wearing while he slept.

"I bet she moved," came a man's voice, faintly. He must have been facing away from the wall between the
two rooms. "l bet when she got Scott's call, it spooked her into just pulling up stakes and moving to Ohio
or somewhere."

Funo put down the gun, then sat up and began pulling on his pants, carefully so as not to dislodge the
earphones. He looked at the little electric clock—seven in the morning.

"I ... don't think so," said another man, his amplified voice louder. "I keep getting ... impressions that
aren't my own, little whiffs of worry and humor, and tastes, like yesterday | tasted awine that | hadn't
drunk. | have the feeling she's nearby."”
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"WEell, probably one of those stores we hit was the right place, and they lied. Supermarkets probably have
apolicy against telling strangers the names of their employees. Especially strangers who look like they've
been sleeping in their clothes.”

"Nan," came the voice of athird man, who sounded much older, "we've met three wrong Dianas, haven't

we? Well find the right one yet. She didn't have the sense to at least work in one of the North Las Vegas

places, so she must be in one of the ones down by the Strip. There can't be more than a couple. We'll find
her tonight."

Funo zipped up his pants and, leaning as far as he could against the slack of the headphones wire,
managed to grab a clean shirt from his bag.

"What if she's changed her name, then, Ozzie?' the first man's voice went on. "l bet she would have, from
the things you told her about this town."

"Then we'll probably see her," said the old man in the next room. "And yes, | will be able to recognize
her, even after a dozen years."

"Y ou don't have to come, Arky," said the second man, who Funo guessed was Scott Crane. "I mean, we
can take cabs. Y ou've been looking tired, and cash ain't our problem."

"Me? What the hell do you mean by that? | ain't been tired. Nah, one more night. Y ou guys might get into
afight, and you'd need me. | can track my odds today, and tonight mess with the slots in the market
entrances while you guys go in and ask your gquestion."

"One thing for sure," said Ozzie, "tomorrow we spring for a decent breakfast. One more of these dollar-
ninety-nine specials is gonna burn its way right out through the front of my shirt. Boys, it's bedtime. Y ou
wannatalk, do it outside."

A loud bumping came over the phones now, and Funo realized that at |east one of the men in the next
room must intend to sleep on the floor. Funo glanced nervously at the wire that disappeared into the hole
he'd drilled in the dry wall on his side, and he hoped whichever of them it was wouldn't notice the little
hole on the other side.

After afew minutes he relaxed. All he could hear now was slow, even breathing.

He took off the earphones and stood up, buckling his belt, then took the telephone into the bathroom and
punched in the number that went with the gray Jag.

The phone at the other end rang once, and then a tape-recorded voice recited the number back at him.
Right after that came the beep.

"Uh," said Funo, rattled by the rudeness of it, "I know where the people you were looking for Saturday
arein California. | mean, you were in California, looking for them. Scott Crane and Ozzie and Diana." He
waited, but no one picked up the phone. "1'm going to call this number again in three hours, that's ten
o'clock exactly, let's say, and then we can dicker about how much my services would be worth to you."

He hung up. That should do something.

As he went to the closet to select a shirt, he reflected that old Ozzie was right—a good breakfast was
important. Maybe there was a Denny's nearby. He could buy a newspaper and sit at the counter and
maybe get into a conversation with somebody.

Vaughan Trumbill had cleaned up the breakfast dishes and vacuumed the living room and hall, and now
sat at the desk in hisroom, writing checks in Betsy's big old checkbook. At a quarter to ten he figured up
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the new balance and inked the number at the bottom of the current page; then he closed the book and put
it in the drawer.

He crossed to the aquarium and allowed himself to net up atwo-inch-long catfish; he held it carefully just
behind the head and bit off the body. Chewing strongly, he lowered his hand into the water and uprooted
an Amazon sword-plant, swirled it in the murky water to get the dirt off the roots, and then folded that
into his mouth. The catfish head he wrapped in several sheets of Kleenex and tucked into the pocket of his
white shirt as he continued to chew his snack.

Live snacks, though of necessity generally skimpy, were always the most satisfying.

The white walls of his room were uncluttered by any pictures, and his window looked out onto aflat
expanse of gravel and a high gray cinder-block wall. As always, he stared around at the sterile simplicity
before leaving the room, breathing the chilly, odorless air, imprinting it al in his mind—for the rest of
Betsy Reculver's house was a clutter of bookcases and overstuffed furniture and framed photographs, and
these days she used too much perfume.

L aShane came trotting up to him in the hall, and Trumbill absently patted the big Doberman on its narrow
head. Before stepping into the living room, he automatically glanced at the television screens above the
doorway to make sure that there was nobody in the back or side yards or the area around the front door.

Betsy Reculver was sitting on the couch in the living room, staring at her hands in her lap, and when he
entered the room she glanced at him blankly. "Beany," she said, then went back to staring at her hands.

He nodded and sat down in the only chair in the room she would let him put his weight on. He dug the
Kleenex-wrapped catfish head out of his pocket and unobtrusively dropped it into a nearby wastebasket.
He didn't like having organic stuff in the wastebasket in his own room, even just for alittle while.

He looked around the living room, remembering times when there'd been half a dozen men sitting around
waiting for Betsy's orders. Trumbill had found her and started working for her in 1955, when he'd been
twenty-six, newly home from having learned the truth about the world in Korea. Some of the men
working for her—Abrams, Guillen—had been with her since before 1949, when she'd still been inhabiting
the Georges L eon body.

That poor old Georges Leon body, which was now known as Doctor Leaky.
Eventually, during the sixties, when she'd been Ricky Leroy, she'd had to kill al of them.

Every one of them had eventually come to want the throne for himself, the immortality that could be had
through assuming a succession of one's own children. Trumbill knew that she ... he, it, Georges Leon,
really ... had considered killing him, too, before finally realizing the truth—that Trumbill was not
interested in any life beyond the life of his own body.

A skinny man trying to get out.

He knew all about the skinny man. He had seen him many timesin Korea, the skeleton in the ditch, all the
juices leaked or evaporated away, with only the flimsiest |eathery remnant of skin to cover the intolerable
bones—all the substance lost, gone to nourish other life: bugs and plants and birds and dogs.

Emptied.

In Korea he had formed the resolution to fill himself, to contain as much of all that other organic life as
possible, to bury the skeleton as far below the surface of his skin as he could. And Betsy had sworn that
when he eventually died, she would make sure that he was sunk in ablock of cement before burial, so that
nothing should be lost, ever.
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Reculver stood up now and walked to the bookcase and back. "Whew. | hope he doesn't choke of asthma
before he can get to hisfresh inhaler,” she said irritably. "I didn't let him take one break since that call at
seven."

"Any signs?'

"I had Beany in the Seven-Stud game the whole time, so asto see more cards. The goddamn Queen of
Hearts kept showing up, so | think this Diana person isin town somehow. Therell be other women
around, wanting Isis's crown, but she's the one with the advantage of actually being a physical child of the
old Queen, that Issit woman you folded in '60. | wish to hell you'd got the baby, too, then."

There was nothing in that for Trumbill, so he just kept looking at her stolidly.

"And the Jack of Hearts showed up way too often, generally with the Four of Hearts."

"What's the Four?"'

"It's—sort of an old-bachelor figure. | don't see it as athreat to me, but | wonder who the hell it is."

"Who'sthisjack, isthe question.” Trumbill shifted in the chair and wished he had brought another one of
his tropical fish out with him. A cichlid would go down well right now. He hated bringing up awkward
topics with Betsy lately; he wished she'd wear the Richard body more often, or even haul the Art Hanari
one out of mothballs. "It's got to be the jack you sensed last night, doesn't it? That seemed like the big
one, the one to worry about."

"It'sajack," shesaid shortly. "l can handle jacks. I'm the King."

"But—" Oh, Jesus, Trumbill thought, here | go. "But it sounds like it's as—as far outranking the other
jacks as this Diana woman is outranking the other wanna-be Queens. Now, Diana has that advantage
because she isthe actual kid of Issit." Unobtrusively he took a deep breath. "Way back when you werein
the Georges L eon body—didn't you have a second kid, besides Richard? A second biological son?"

Her lower lip was pouched out, and there were tears in her eyes when she looked at him. "No. Who told
you that?"

"You did, Betsy, one time in the sixties when you were in Richard, Ricky Leroy. Remember? | don't mean
to ... hurt your feelings, but if thisjack may be that kid, isn't it something you've got to think about?"

"I can't think. I've got to do everything by myself. |—"

Trumbill flexed his massive arms and legs and got out of the chair. "Time," he said when she looked at
him in alarm. "Got to get the tape going."

"Time? Oh, that call. Sure, go ahead."

Trumbill had just got the tape recorder going when the phone rang. He picked it up before the answering
machine could cut in.

"Y es?' He turned on the speakerphone so that Betsy could hear.

"Thisisthe guy that called before, about Scott Crane, Ozzie, and Diana. | know where they are, | can get
to them for you. Are you interested?"

"Yes," said Trumbill. "WEe'll pay you twenty thousand dollars, half when you tell us and half after we've
determined that your information isvalid."

"Uh ... okay. That'll do. Where do you want to meet?"
Trumbill looked over at Betsy. "The Flamingo," she mouthed.
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"The Flamingo," said Trumbill. "Two o'clock this afternoon. In the coffee shop, Lindy's Deli. I'll be at the
Trumbill table."

He spelled the name and then hung up.

"I'm going with you," Betsy said.

"l don't think—"

"Y ou don't want me to, isthat it? Who is this guy you're meeting, anyway?'

"Y ou know as much about it al as | do, Betsy." He thought about asking her to step into the Art Hanari
body and give him acall, but he suspected that she was too agitated right now to agree to it. "Betsy, |
don't mean to upset you, but it might help meto help you if | knew the name of the boy, your son who got
away in '48."

"I don't remember,” she said, and then she stuck her tongue out at him.

Funo arrived early, and walked around the hotel for awhile. He picked up a pamphlet and read it on one
of the couches by the registration desk and learned that the hotel had been founded by a gangster named

Bugsy Siegel.
Ordinarily that would have fascinated him, and he might have made a mental note to read up on this

Siegel character, but right now his nerves were too jangled. He shook another couple of Tic Tac mints out
into his palm and popped them into his mouth, wishing he could get rid of the taste of vomit.

He had got talking to a man at breakfast, and the fellow had seemed very nice, very well educated—but
then he had started talking in a direction Funo hadn't followed. Funo had bluffed, pretending to
understand and agree, until it had dawned on him that the man believed Funo was a homosexual. Funo
had excused himself and gone to the men's room, had rid himself in one of the stalls of every bit of the
breakfast, and then had simply hurried out of the place and driven away. He'd have to mail the amount of
his bill to Denny's. Ten times the amount of hisbill. The waitress must think he was some kind of no-
account. He'd go back in person, not mail the money, when she was working again, and he'd not only pay
the skipped bill but give her some expensive piece of jewelry.

That'll take cash, he thought.

He knew that these people he was going to meet here today would want to handle Scott and Ozzie and
Diana themselves; but he could point out that he was a professional, too. The fat man, assuming that's

whom he had talked to on the phone, seemed to be in a position of authority here, not hired by Obstadt
back in L.A., and he would probably welcome help from a competent workman.

He wondered how Obstadt's "guysin Vegas' were doing at trying to find Crane. He hoped they hadn't
found out about the Iverson-Crane Visa card.

The Pacific Time Zone clock over the registration desk said a couple of minutes to two. He stood up and
walked toward the escalator that would take him down to Lindy's Deli.

As soon as he stopped by the cash register and could ook out across the rows of booths and quaint dark
wood tables, Funo recognized the fat man's big old bald head poking up above one of the farther booths.

He grinned and strode over to the booth. The place smelled wonderfully of corned beef and coleslaw.

Trumbill was sitting with avery attractive older woman, and Funo bowed. "Hi, I'm Al Funo. | believe
spoketo ... you, sir? On the phone earlier. | got your number by tracing the registration on your Jag."
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"Sit down," said the fat man coldly. "Where are the people you mentioned?”

Funo winked at the old woman, as if sharing amusement at Trumbill's bad manners. "Aren't you going to
introduce me to your lovely companion?”

She nodded, and Trumbill said, "This is Elizabeth Reculver."

That had been the name the car was registered to. "A p-p-pleasure,” said Funo, keeping his smile but
blushing at this recurrence of the stuttering he thought he had licked as akid. Hastily he dlid into the
booth, next to her.

"Where are the people you mentioned?' Trumbill said.

"I know where they are," said Funo, "and that's what's important, because I'm in your employ, asit were.
I've done alot of thiskind of work."

Trumbill was frowning at him. "This kind of work." The fat man leaned back and sighed. "The money is
for the information, Alvin. After you give us that, you just take the money and go away."

Alvin? Like the chipmunk? And talking to him as if money meant more to him than people! Funo felt his
face heating up again. "I d-d-don't—" Damn it, he thought. "I'm a professional, and |
don't ... appreciate—"

Reculver leaned forward.

"Don't, Vaughan," she said, looking the fat man straight in the eye. "l think we should listen to what
young Al hasto say. | think he could help us.”

Suddenly the situation was clear to Funo. This ridiculous Trumbill person was in love with this woman!
And resented the fact that she so clearly found Funo attractive.

After apause, "Okay," said Trumbill, nodding. "Then | guess | should make acall, tell our other guysto
put it on hold until they hear different. It looks like we may be doing it your way after al, Mr. Funo." He
dlid his bulk out of the booth and got to his feet.

Funo could be gracious. "I suspected you'd come to that conclusion, Mr. Trumbill."

Standing up, Trumbill could see the other tables, and he must have liked what he could see, for his
nostrils flared and he licked hislips. "Why don't we have lunch while we talk?' he said. "Order me a
Reuben's sandwich. Extra coleslaw and pickles. And abig V-8."

"L unch sounds good to me," said Funo cheerfully. He was sure he could hold food down now. "Good talk
with good people over good food, right?"

"Right," said Trumbill.

Trumbill strode off toward the exit, and Funo turned to Reculver, his heart beating fast. "I understand,” he
said softly, giving her his boyish smile.

The old woman smiled back at him alittle uncertainly. "Understand what?"
"Your ... fedlings. Redlly."

"Good, | was hoping you did. Vaughan—that's Mr. Trumbill—sometimes hejust ... " She paused, for
Funo had dlid over next to her and was pressing his thigh against hers. "Uh, | think you should sit over
there, back where you were."

Was she teasing him? Of course. The old hard-to-get routine! Ordinarily he'd have played along, done the
winks and the short-but-intense glances, the witty double entendres, but today he needed alittle
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reassurance.
He looked around. At the moment there wasn't anyone who could see them.

He curled his arm across her shoulders, and then with deliberate slowness lowered his mouth onto hers.
Her mouth opened—

—to cough out one harsh syllable of laughter: an awkward, embarrassed laugh, asif she had suddenly
found herself in a profoundly distasteful situation and wasn't sure how to get out of it without giving
offense, without making her revulsion evident. There had not been any slightest response in her lips or her
body.

Funo felt asif he had tried to kiss an old man.

Then he was up and running, and by the time he burst out of one of the north doors onto the bright Strip
sidewalk, he was crying.

He was long gone. Reculver walked back to the booth and sat down. In afew moments Trumbill came
swinging and stamping back to the table. He looked at Betsy alone in the booth and raised his eyebrows.

"Gone to the head?' he asked.

"No, he—he ran away." She shook her head bewilderedly. "I ... had him wrong, Vaughan. | thought he
was just a, you know, small-time ambitious hood; Moynihan's guys get him out of here quiet, we shoot
him up with sodium pentothal or something, and then we bury him in the desert when we've found out
what he knows. But he ... tried to kissme! Sit down, will you? Hetried to kissme, and | guess | didn't
react—properly."

Trumbill stared at her. His mouth kinked in arare, ironic grin. "l guess you wouldn't."
"I wonder if we'll hear from him again.”

He sat down. "If we do, you'd better tell him you were ... on your period, but now you're okay again and
you think he's sexy."

"I couldn't possibly do that."

Two men in shorts and flowered shirts hurried up to the table now, panting. "He got clean away, Mrs.
Reculver. He was in a cab and gone by the time we got to the sidewalk. We were walking toward here,
from by the kitchen, but then he just up and ran out."

"Yeah," said the other man nervously. "You didn't tell usto watch for him to just up and run out."
"I know," said Reculver, still distracted. "Get out of here, and next time be quicker."

"| better get back on the phone," said Trumbill, wearily getting up again, "and tell Moynihan we don't
need his guys after all. Did you get a chance to order?’

"No. We should be heading back home."
Trumbill pursed his lips but didn't argue. There were the tropical fish at home.

CHAPTER 20
Isis, | Have Your Son
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The sky was dark, but the white lights of the wedding chapels jumped and crawled in the cracks in Arky's
windshield.

One beer, thought Crane as Arky gunned the old truck south on Las Vegas Boulevard and the full Coors
cans bumped around in the ice chest. What conceivable harm could there be in having one beer? In this
town people walk down the street with glasses of hard liquor; get afree drink in one casino, and you can
take it right outside with you, leave the glass in the next place you go to and get another.

But it wouldn't be just one, he told himself. No matter how emphatically you swore and promised that it
would. And if it's possible to save your life here, you've got to not let Dionysus get any better agrip on
you than he's already got.

The World Series of Poker was due to start at the end of this month at Binion's Horseshoe, and if thiswas
going to be like 1969, the Assumption games on the lake would take place before that, during Holy Week.
Which was next week. Crane didn't have a plan, but if there was any way he could € ude the death hisreal
father had planned for him, he would have to stay sober.

But, he thought, Ozzie says I'm doomed—and if he's right, why should | die sober?

Okay, he told himself, maybe. But not tonight, okay? Just this one night you can do without adrink, can't
you? If we find Diana, you want to be functioning at your best, don't you? Such as your best is.

"Watch for Charleston," said Ozzie from the back seat. "Y ou're going to turn left."

"I know, Oz," said Mavranos wearily.

"Well," said the old man, "I don't want you missing it and then cutting capers in this traffic to get back."
"Cutting capers?' Mavranos said, sneaking asip of his current beer. "Those fish eggs?'

Crane was laughing.

"What's so funny?* Mavranos demanded. "Oh—you mean those little birds people cook on New Y ear's.
Capons."

"He means clowning around,” Crane said.

"Why didn't he say so then. | don't know about cutting capers.” He drove moodily for awhile. "I know
about cutting farts."

Even Ozzie was laughing now.

A neon sign over aliquor storeread PHOTO IDS. Crane read it as one word, photoids. What would that
be, he wondered, things like photons? False light? Faux light, as they'd say? Maybe the whole town was
lit with such.

But suddenly Crane's heart was thumping and his palms were chilly. | should have done something, he
found himself thinking. I've got to get home. His hands were on the upholstery of the seat, but for a
moment he could feel atelephone; his right hand seemed to be hanging it up.

Thisisn't me, he realized; these aren't my thoughts and sensations.

"Dianasworried," he said tightly, "scared. Something she heard on the telephone just now. She's going
home."

"Here's Charleston,” Ozzie said, leaning forward over the seat and pointing.

Mavranos nodded. He angled into the left-turn lane and stopped in the middle of the intersection, waiting
for a gap in the oncoming northbound traffic. The only sounds in the car were Crane's panting and the
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click-click, click-click of the turn indicator.

Crane could feel Dianawalking quickly, stopping, talking urgently to someone. He stared at the
headlights ahead of them moving slowly forward, and he wanted to get out of the car and run east, toward
the next place on their list of supermarkets—what was it, Smith's.

"We'd better find her tonight," he said. "I think she'slosing her job. If you could catch all the green lights
between here and there ... "

"l getit,” Mavranostold him.

At last the light turned yellow and Mavranos was able to make the turn. He drove fast to Maryland
Parkway and passed it, then turned right, into the expansive parking lot that was streaked and puddled
with the white light spilling out from the wide open entrance of Smith's Food and Drug. Ozzie pushed
open his door as soon as Mavranos had parked, but Crane turned around and grabbed the old man's
shoulder. "Wait," Crane said. "I feel pavement under my shoes, her shoes. And warmer air. She's outside.”
The old man nodded and hastily pulled the door shut.

Mavranos started the car and backed out of the space, drawing an angry honk from a Volkswagen.

"Drive around,” Ozzie said. "I'll know her." He was peering at a woman walking a child across the
asphalt, then looking past her at another woman unlocking a car. "Is this the right place, the right store?"

"I ... don't know," Crane said.
"She might be at some other store.”
"—Yes"

Crane was staring around too, and Mavranos drove the car past the glaringly bright store entrance, past a
closed GOLD BUY ERS store, then turned right to loop around again.

"Is she still walking?' Mavranos's voice was harsh. "Isshein acar yet?'
Crane reached out with his mind, but couldn't sense anything now. "1 don't know. Keep moving."
Lost her job, he thought. If we miss her now, we've missed her for good.

"Worthless windshield," he hissed, rolling down his window and sticking his head out. Everywhere cars
seemed to be starting up, driving out of the lot, disappearing up or down the dark street.

"That's—" squeaked Ozzie. "No. Goddammit, my eyes aren't good enough for this! What the hell good
am |7

Crane squinted forward and around and back, trying to make his eyes focus better and still desperately
trying to pick up mental impressions.

"Around by the front of the store again?' asked Mavranos.
"Uh," said Ozzie unhappily, "yes. No. Circle out here."
"Been already probably half a dozen women drive away,” Mavranos said.

"Doas| say." The old man had already rolled down his window, and now he put his head outside, too.
"Diana!" heyelled, his parroty old voice not carrying at all. Crane thought of how the old man had,
though exhausted, tried to catch up with him in the Mint Hotel stairwell in '69, when Crane had left to
play in the Assumption game, and now his eyes blurred with tears.

"Goddammit," Crane whispered, blinking them away. He made himself calm down and look carefully at
each person in thelot.
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Away from the store, closer to the Jack in the Box restaurant on the Maryland Parkway side of the lot,
Crane saw awoman opening the door of atan Mustang. She tossed back her blond hair and got in. An
instant later the car's lights came on, and smoke blew out of the exhaust.

"That's her," he shouted at Mavranos, pointing, "“that Mustang."

Mavranos spun the wheel and stepped on the gas, but the Mustang was already in the exit driveway,
signaling for aright turn.

"Y ou sensed it, did you?' panted Ozzie, pulling his head in.
"No, I—I recognized her."

"All the way over there? Y ou haven't seen her since she was nine! That's probably not her at al! Arky, go
back around—"

"I know it's her," Crane interrupted.

The Mustang had turned right onto the street, and as Mavranos sped to the exit, Crane wondered how sure
hereally was. At least I'm sober, he thought. If it's a mistake, it's a sober mistake.

Mavranos had turned right onto Maryland Parkway and accelerated after the Mustang, and in the next
several seconds he changed lanes twice.

"I think Scott'sright," he growled. "She's going like a scalded cat."

"Can you catch up, pull alongside?' asked Ozzie, his breath hot on Crane's neck. "If she saw me, she'd
stop, if | waved her over."

"I'll be lucky to keep her in sight." For once Mavranos had both hands on the wheel. His beer can had
fallen onto the floor, and rolled against the door with each abrupt lane change. "What do you want me to
do if we get a cop behind us with hislights on?"

"Jesus,” said Ozzie. "Just keep going."

"L ook for my phase-change cancer curein jail, huh?' No one answered him. The only sound was the on
and off roaring of the engine as Mavranos's foot hopped from the gas to the brake and back.

By the time she pulled to a stop at the curb in front of the white duplex on Venus Avenue, the woman
obviously knew she was being followed; she hopped out of the car and took off at a flat-out run toward
the front door.

Crane leaned out his open window. "Dianal" he yelled. "It's Scott and Oz!"

She stopped then, stared at him and at Ozzie, who was leaning out of the back window and waving
furiously, and then she sprinted back across the grass to the Suburban.

"Do you know where my son is?'
"No," sad Crane. "Uh ... sorry."

Ozzie had his door open and stepped carefully down to the sidewalk, carrying his aluminum cane. "Let's
goinside," he said.

A pudgy young man with a scruffy beard was sitting on the worn living-room couch, his eyes closed and
his hands waving asif he were conducting a symphony. "If we could all calm down!" he said loudly, on a
rising note. "A tad of silence, if you please!"

Everyone did stop talking, and now stared at him. Ozzie was frowning at him angrily, hiswrinkled lip
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quivering with contempt. Crane imagined Ozzie had caught the scent of the young man's cologne.
"Who are you?' the old man asked.

"My nameis Hans. I'm Diana's life-partner, and | care for Scat as deeply as if he were my own son, but
he's only fifteen minutes late." He widened his eyes and looked around. "Di, I'm sorry | even called you.
I'm certain he'll be returning at any moment."

Crane looked at Diana, then looked away. She had grown into the beautiful woman he had always known
she would become, tall and slim and goldenly blond, and there were twenty years of her life that he
passionately wanted to know about, and if he and Ozzie were successful here tonight, he would never see
her again.

Diana turned to the chubby little boy who was standing by the fireplace. "Oliver, where did you last see
him? How did you lose him? Didn't | tell you to take care of your little brother?"

The boy rolled his eyes. "Which question do you want me to answer first?" he asked, nervously defiant.
"Okay!" he said quickly when Dianatook a step forward. "We rode our bikes to Hebert Park, and | got
talking to some ... older kids. They call me Bitin Dog," he added, glancing toward Mavranos and Crane.

"Y ou ditched him again, didn't you?' said Diana.
"Sheesh! He'll be home in aminute, like Hans says.”
"| suppose you've lost your job?" said Hans neutrally.

Dianaignored him and turned on Crane, who flinched. "Does this have anything to do with that stuff you
told me on the phone Friday?"

"|—I don't know," Crane said. "So far | don't think so."

"How's your leg?’

"It's okay."

"Ozzie," she said, crossing to the old man and hugging him, "it's good to see you; it'sjust a bad time."

"I know, honey." Ozzi€e's spotted old hand patted her back. "Listen, as soon as he comes home, you've got
to leave town, understand? Tonight. Pack aslittle as you can—I'll give you money—and then just go
away, to some distant place, ditch your car as soon as you can and go on by bus, and give me acall and
wel'll figure away to get more money to you. Western Union would be quick enough; you could have the

money and be long gone within ten minutes of calling me. I'm sorry about your life here, but you must
have known this wasn't smart, living here."

Her face was buried in the old man's shoulder, but Crane saw her nod. "Okay, Ozzie," she said, her voice
muffled. "Wally, my husband, insisted on living here, and then after the divorceiit just seemed too silly to
leave."

"It's till silly," said Hans angrily, standing up. "What are you people talking about? We can't leave
Vegas; I've got the screenplay deal with Mike. What have you—you fellows been telling her?"

Diana had stood back from the old man, and now Ozzie |ooked at Hans with widened eyes. "A screenplay
deal? Y ou know what, | think you'd better stay. Y ou can meet another woman to be life-partners with."

Crane glanced at the little boy, who was camly scuffing the carpet with the sole of histennis shoe. The
idea of leaving town, leaving these friends who called him Bitin Dog, didn't seem to bother him. Crane
wondered what the boy's father, Wally, was like.
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Hans bit back a quick response, then said loftily, "I have confidence in myself—something | think some
people around here should work on."

Mavranos grinned at him through his unkempt mustache. "I can see you've done real well with it."

Dianawaved her hands. "Don't fight. | always knew we didn't belong here, and al | really own isthe
stereo anyway. Oliver, throw some clothes in your sausage bag, underwear and socks and shirts, and your
toothbrush and your retainer."

The telephone rang. Hans waved dramatically for silence and turned toward it.
"No," said Mavranos sharply. "Let the lady get it. Scott, you listen in."

Dianalooked at Mavranos asif he'd slapped her, but she let Crane walk her to the phone on the kitchen
counter.

"Hello?' she said when she'd picked it up.
"lsis," said a nervous young man's voice on the other end, "1 have your son."

CHAPTER 21
Old Images Out of the Ruins

"My name's not Isis, you've got a wrong number—"
Mavranos and Ozzie were both nodding at her. You are Isis, both of them mouthed.

"You areso Isis," said the caller. He giggled. "l've seen your face, Mother. On the Queen of Hearts card
and in the lines on my maps. Otherwise, what would—woul d—be the pointing go?"

Crane beckoned to Ozzie and Mavranos, and as they hurried to the open kitchen, he wrote with a pencil
on the white Formica counter.

NUT IN BAKER, he wrote. MAPS, GO FISH.

Maybe we can help in this, he thought excitedly. Maybe we can rescue her son for her. For Diana, | can
stay sober.

"Mother, | need to talk to you," said the caller. "I'm at a telephone right now, as you might say, but I'll be
going to my Las Vegas box, which doesn't have a phone, which is where your son is, with tape holding
him in achair. It's a Skinner box, like the bowling pigeons. It's out of town on Boulder Highway past
Sunset Road, go till you see a gas station on your right that's boarded up, and there's a dirt road that goes
behind it. My box is, can't seeit from the road, just.”

"Ismy son al right?"

"Scat, hetells me. Hisreal nameis Aristarchus. He'sfine, | didn't tape his nose. | won't hurt him if you'll
come and talk to me tonight; if you don't, I'll cut his head off and talk to you later." He chuckled. "A man
tried to sink ahead in Lake Mead yesterday, can you imagine? The lake made the bats chase him away."

"I'll come and talk to you," Diana said hastily. Her phone-clutching hand was against Crane's cheek, and
her fingers were cold.

"I know," the caller went on, "exactly how long it takes to drive from your Isistemple, where you are, to
the box, so don't talk to police. If police arein our picture, I'll kill Aristarchus. But you won't call them,

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E-books/Tim%20Powers%20-%20Last%20Call.htm (138 of 340) [12/28/2004 12:43:03 AM]



LAST CALL - Tim Powers

and we can talk. Y ou're bothered, by this, and that's arctic should be. | don't mean to—to get you
bothered, but | had to do something to make sure you'd talk to me. At least | didn't visit you yesterday,

right? It was my day yesterday, and that would have been rude, visiting you with my feathers on."”
Crane scribbled, HUSBAND. Above it he wrote, BRINGING Y OUR.
Diana nodded. "lI—I don't—I have to bring my husband. If he can't come, he won't let me see you ever.

There was along pause, and Crane wondered if he'd ruined everything, if the young man would now
simply hang up. Then, "My father's with you?' said the voice on the phone.

Crane bared histeeth in indecision, then shrugged and nodded.
"Yes."

"Sure. Y ou both leave right now. The clock has begun to tick." There was a distant rattle, then the dial
tone.

Diana hung up. "Let's go, Scott,” she said.

"Right," said Crane, tense with an excitement that was amost joy, in spite of the evident fear that had
bleached and leaned Diana's face. To Mavranos he said, "Y ou guys can follow us, but way back. We're
going to take a dirt road by a boarded-up gas station out of town on Boulder Highway, past something
called Sunset Road, on theright. I'll have the .357 under my shirt."

"You're crazy," yelled Hans, "I'm calling the police! Y ou always call the police with a kidnapping; they're
trained—"

Ozzie's lined old face was twisted, as if he faced a painfully bright light. "This guy knew who Scott was,

Diana, and he knows who you are: the Queen of Hearts, Isis, her daughter at least. He might just be able

to know it, too, if you called the cops. Anyway, the police would make you stay in town for awhile. And
| realy think you'll be killed if you stay. Y our sons, too."

"What's this, supernatural?' Hans squalled. "You think she's Isis, the Egyptian goddess? Give me that
phone."

"I'm the parent,” Diana said forcefully to him. "It's my decision. I'm going, and the police won't be called.
And we've got to go now."

Hans was shaking his head and taking deep, whooping breaths. "Okay! Okay! Y ou're the parent, it's your
decision. But I'll go with you, then, at least. | am your husband, practically, and | can certainly speak
more effectively than this bum."

At the door Dianaturned. "No. Y ou're nothing like a husband."
Ozzie pointed at the fat little boy. "Oliver there should come along with Archimedes and me."

Hans forced a shout of laughter. " Archimedes? Have you got Plato out in the car, too? Let him do the
talking."

"Wait here," Dianatold him. "I'll call you when | know anything."
|gnoring Hans's continuing protests, the five of them hurried out to the cars.

Al Funo's teeth were chattering, and his face was puffy and streaked with tears, but he wiped his eyes on

the sleeve of his silk shirt when he saw people hurry out of the duplex down the block.
There's Scott Crane, he thought, with a woman who must be the famous Diana. Mr. Mustache is giving
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Crane something from the other vehicle, and now Crane and Diana are in the Mustang. And Mr.
Mustache and Ozzie and some kid are getting into the other vehicle. What aridiculous, Jeepy-looking
thing!

It sure does scoot, though, he admitted to himself. | doubt that anyone less than a professional driver
could have kept up with them the way | did, from that supermarket. I'm glad | noticed that they were
chasing the Mustang and not trying to shake me, before | got a chance to pull alongside and shoot them. If
| had, I'd never have got a chance to meet Diana.

And she's an attractive woman. | have no problem with that. I'm not one of these guys who feel threatened
by attractive women.

He started his engine and patted the wheel. And | can keep up with them this time, too, he thought. This
Porsche can outperform anything. Y ou don't find unimportant people driving Porsches.

Dianawas driving, her blond hair fluttering in the night wind coming in through the driver's side window.
"Nut," she said expressionlesdly. "Baker. Maps. Go Fish." She glanced at him. "Who is this guy, and how
did he find my son?"

"WEell, his name's"'—Crane impatiently snapped his fingers twice—"Snayheever, Dondi Snayheever. |
think he's crazy. We met him in Baker, and he talks like—like a nut. He's one of the people who've

been ... waked up, motivated, galvanized, by all the stuff that's going on here right now, with the heavy
Easter about to come 'round again, the game on the lake probably due to start up again next week, for the
first time in twenty-one years. He's not the only one we met, coming across the desert, and they're
probably coming in from other directions, too. In Baker he was talking about you—that is, the Queen of
Hearts. He had a bunch of maps that he thought would lead him to you. We stole a couple, but | guess one
of them did the trick for him."

"You didn't lead him to me?"

"No. Wejust arrived in time to help answer the phone. We've been looking for you in every supermarket
in town since Saturday night. Barely found you tonight. | recognized you."

A rushing streetlight highlighted the planes of her face for a moment. "So isthis al actually true?' she
demanded angrily. "All this supernatural shit?"

Crane thought of the thing that seemed to be the ghost of his dead wife. "I think it must be."
"God." Shetook adeep breath and let it out. "I guess | didn't ever really believe all of Ozzie's warnings.”
"Don't feel bad. | didn't either.”

"What do you mean, don't feel bad? Y ou sound like that crazy man on the phone: 'l know this must
bother you.' My son'slifeisin danger because | didn't do exactly what that old man said.”

"Diana, my wife died because | didn't listen to him. | didn't mean to sound flip."

She glanced at him for amoment. "1 know. I'm sorry. | sensed it, when she died. | meant to call you, but |
didn't know what to say, and then it was—it seemed too late."

"I would have pretended she was fine. | fooled everybody, even myself eventually."
"So what are we going to do here?’

"Jesus, | don't know. | think he does just want to talk to you, but he might just as likely want to kill you. |
don't think he's got anything against your kid—Scat?'
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"Nickname for Scott. He's named after you."

He remembered the way she'd written Scott on the crayon portrait of him she'd done when she was eight
years old—with one bar through the T's, which she had thought was very sporty—and there were tearsin
his eyes. "Diana, | swear to you we'll get you and your kids out of this."

She didn't answer, just kept her eyes on the cars ahead. She did reach over and squeeze his hand.
It was the first time they'd touched in two decades.

Waiting for afarein front of the Four Queens on Fremont, Nardie Dinh fainted at the wheel of her cab.
She was unconscious for only a moment, fortunately not long enough for any dreams to illuminate her
unconscious mind and pinpoint her location for her brother, but her cab had rolled forward and clanked
the bumper of the cab ahead.

She opened the car door and stepped dizzily out onto the noisy, crowded, ripplingly lit pavement, hoping
that if she fainted again, the pain of the fall might wake her up, and she fumbled alittle plastic bottle out
of her shirt pocket and chewed up two crosstops, amphetamine capsules.

The driver of the other cab was standing by her front bumper. He had been cursing until he saw that the
negligent driver was a pretty young Asian woman, and now he was just gruff.

"Just aminute," shetold him. "I'll be back in a minute."

She hurried in through the open doors of the casino and blundered through the chilly tobacco-scented
dimness until she found a Blackjack table. The dealer was using a multiple deck, and two of the hands on
the red felt table showed a Jack of Hearts next to a Queen of Hearts.

"Shit," she whispered, really frightened for the first time since escaping from DuLac's.

Dondi Snayheever waited in hisidling car in the parking lot of the abandoned gas station until there were
no headlights very close in either direction, and then he switched off his own lights and drove very slowly
off the cracked old concrete and up the dirt road.

His father had bought this land sometime in the early fifties, and might still own it. The old man had said
that the place had strong vibrations, that it would be a good place for the boy to learn, that the cards
would belivelier here.

His father. His father was coming to see him, for the first timein nine years. With his mother!

Snayheever didn't seem to be able to hold on to any one feeling about his father. Over the years since
1981 he had sometimes missed the old man so badly that he had returned to the Baker box, crawled
inside, and then just shouted for him until he was hoarse, thinking that he might that way turn back time,
so that his father would not have disappeared yet; at other times he wanted to kill him for having left his
son to deal with an incomprehensible world all alone.

The little car lurched over the top of the low hill, and he could see his plywood box off to the left among a
stand of yucca.

It occurred to him that young Aristarchus here was his brother. Snayheever was treating him alittle
harshly, for a brother. He'd have to lift the kid up and put a cushion on the chair under him.

Outside town the glow of the Mustang's headlights on the rushing highway ahead of them was the only
light besides the faint silvery glow thrown by the half-moon.
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| should have got the kids out of town, at least, Diana thought, as soon as | got off the phone with Scott on
Friday night. Anything, like Moses mother putting her baby son in aboat and just letting the river take
him, rather than let them stay for this. That's what a good mother would have done. At least Oliver iswith
his grandfather in the truck a hundred yards back.

"Closed gas station up ahead," said Scott.
"l seeit.”

She slowed and signaled for a right turn—and then she saw something out of the corner of her eye, and
gunned the engine and yanked the wheel around, and the car spun out in the roadside gravel and cameto a
halt on the shoulder, rocking on the abused shocks, pointing back the way they'd come. The engine was
quiet—stalled.

"What isit?" Scott whispered urgently. His hand was under his shirt, on the grip of the revolver.

"A car—" Dust from the spinout swirled outside the windows of the rocking car, but she could see well
enough to know that it had been a hallucination. "I must be going crazy. | thought | saw a car leave the
road real fast and blow up—right over there." She pointed at a half-demolished cinder-block wall on the
south end of the gas station lot.

Crane squinted in the direction she was pointing, and for just an instant he saw a blooming yellow
fireball, curdling black at the edges, rising into the sky, in perfect silence—then it was gone, leaving
nothing but a dark blur in hisvision.

"| saw it too, for a second—" he began. Then he paused, his mouth still open.
He had seen it through hisright eye. The plastic eye.
"What's the matter? What was it?"

"I don't know," he said, opening his door and stepping out onto the highway pavement. The broken cinder-
block wall at the south end of the lot was weathered and cracked, surrounded by windblown trash, and
didn't seem to have been even approached by anyone for decades.

Diana had got out, too, and was standing on the curb. The night wind blew the stirred-up dust away across
the desert.

Crane looked at her and shrugged. "Maybe it was something that happened here along time ago, and the
Jack and Queen of Hearts arriving together stirred old images out of the ruins."

"Well, let's get back in the car, the dirt road is—"

Theflat, hard pop of an outdoor gunshot interrupted her, and Crane heard the whine of aricochet off the
asphalt a dozen yardsto his right.

He hurried around the car, grabbed Diana and pulled her back to the highway side, and forced her down
into a crouch behind the fender.

"My father first!" came acall from the crest of alow hill behind the station. "My mother wait in the car,
for just aminute. Everything's fine! Everything's fine!"

WEéll, | guess you got a gun, Crane thought, echoing what Snayheever had told them in Baker two days
ago.

"Okay," Crane whispered. "Ozzie and Arky are parked back there; you can just see the car with its
headlights out, seeit? If you hear another shot, run back and get them. They'll have some ideas."
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"But you're not this guy's father! Won't he see that right away?"

"It'sdark," Crane said, "and he's crazy. If | can get close to him and he's not actually pointing his gun at
your kid, I'll kill him. I imagine he'll have the gun pointed at me."

"So you'll be killed."
"Maybe not. Anyway, I'm dead already, ask Ozzie."

He stood up and limped slowly around the car. Diana had turned off the Mustang's headlights, so the
moon was the only light, but its radiance was bright enough to show the dilapidated station and the lot and
the dirt road that curled away behind it to the top of the hill.

" Scott."

He looked back. Diana was standing up behind the car, and now she hurried to him and hugged him
tightly. "I love you," she said. "Come back safe."

“Two little lovebirds,” sang Snayheever up on the hill, "sittin' in a tree, kay-eye-ess-ess-eye-en-gee."
"Christ,"” Dianawhispered, "get my son away from that man."
"I will," Crane told her as he started forward again. "Get back behind the car and stay there."

Crane was sweating as he limped up the dusty, hummocky road, and the breeze not only chilled him but
seemed to sting, as if he'd rubbed Ben-Gay all over himself. His bad leg stung and ached. Why hadn't he
got a beer from Mavranos as well as the gun?

He wondered how much he might happen to resemble Snayheever's father. Would the crazy young man
simply shoot him from a distance when he saw that Crane was the wrong man?

Was Snayheever's finger tightening on the trigger right now?
Crane flinched, but kept limping up the hill.

He tried to imagine being shot, in the frail hope that picturing it would enable him to face it and not stop
right where he was and turn around and go hopping and sliding and whimpering back down to the car.

A punch like a hammer, and then you're down, he thought, and the place where you've been hit feels
numb and hot and loose.

It didn't help. Each second was a hard choice between going on and running back to the precious
penumbra of the car body.

If he kills you, he told himself, you'll just be joining Susan. But the only image of Susan that he could
conjure up right now was of the thing that had been convulsing in his closet as he had climbed out of his
broken bedroom window on Friday night.

Y ou're going to die anyway, he thought desperately, for having stupidly played in that Assumption game.
Thisway you die trying to save Diana's son's life. Purposeful instead of pointless.

But the death by Assumption won't happen tonight. If you run away, you can have breakfast tomorrow, a
good breakfast with abig Bloody Mary in a nice place, with Ozzie. Would the old man hold it against me
that | turned back here?

Y es, thought Crane, despairingly and almost angrily, he would.
He began taking longer strides, snarling at the pain in his stabbed thigh.
"Dad!" called Snayheever.
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Crane rocked to a halt and looked up through sweat-stung eyes, but couldn't see him. "Y es, son?"

"Y ou changed. Y ou did the trick they're all excited about; you got the cards to get you a new body!" The
young man's laugh was shrill with excitement. "Are you a brother of mine now, too?"

Crane couldn't apply logic to it, so he just called, "That's right!" and kept limping up the road.

"That was a gunshot," said Mavranos, staring ahead through a rubbed-clean spot of the Suburban's
windshield.

"Yes," agreed Ozzie, "but Scott walked up the hill openly enough. Is Diana still by the car?"
"Y eah, crouched behind it. How long you want to wait before we drive up?'

"l don't know."

From the back seat came the sneezy puff of a beer can being opened.

Mavranos glanced back, then leaned back over the seat and took the can from young Oliver. "Thanks,
kid—Dbut from now on I'm the only one to touch the beers, okay?"

"I drink beer," said Oliver defensively. "Give me agun—I'm small, | can sneak around and waste this
motherfucker."

"Watch your mouth, Oliver," said Ozzie sternly without looking away from the Mustang.

"Call me Bitin Dog." The boy seemed feverishly excited by the night's events. "Really, | got the kid into
this, ditching him, and | can get him out."

"Just sit, Oliver," said Mavranos impatiently. "And if you get out of this car, I'll catch you and whup your
butt like I would alittle kid, okay? Right here beside the road where everybody'll see."

A white sports car had driven past them, and now its brake lights glowed as it pulled in behind the
Mustang.

"Who the hell's that?' asked Ozzie.
" Stranger, probably, thinks Diana needs help. | hope she can get rid of him."
"Beready to get over there fast."

Diana half hoped this new car was police, but when she saw the well-dressed young stranger get out and
start walking toward her, she bit her lip and pretended to be looking at the lug nuts on her wheel.

She smiled up at him. "I don't need any help, thank you. My husband left along time ago, looking for a
phone. He should be back with atow truck in a second.”

"Y ou shouldn't be crouched in the road like that, Diana," the stranger said. "A car could easily hit you.
And if | know Scott, I'll bet you dollars to doughnuts he's gone off to find a Poker game."

Diana stood up slowly, unable to take a deep breath. This must be a partner of the crazy man up the hill.

"You and | can be friends, can't we?' the young man asked. He was smiling, but his face was puffy and
blotchy in the moonlight.

"Sure," she said eagerly. Apparently this man was crazy, too. Humor these people, she told herself.

He exhaled asif in relief and put his arm around her shoulders. She forced herself not to recoil, to
maintain whatever sort of smile was tensing her cheek muscles.
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"Tell methetruth," he said. "Do you find me attractive?"

Oh, God, she thought. "Of course, | do," she said. He didn't move—his head was still cocked down,
listening. Apparently what she'd said had not been enough. "1"—she went on helplessly—"1 can't imagine
any woman not finding you attractive." What are you doing, Scott? she thought. Have you got Scat? Kill
the nut up there and then come down here and kill this one.

The man chuckled. "There are some weird women in thistown, Diana, | kid you not. Scott can take your
car back to town, can't he? What say you and | get in my Porsche and go have dinner? Las Vegas can be a
very romantic town"—nhe squeezed her shoulders—"if you have the maturity, the self-confidence, to let
yourself be open to new experiences.”

"I thought you ... people ... wanted to talk to me, both of you, | mean. What about my son?"
"Y ou have ason? That's good, | like women who've had some experience of life. |—"
"Do you know why I'm here?"'

"Car trouble, | assume. Probably something simple, something Scott doesn't have the mechanical aptitude
to deal with. After dinner we can—"

Diana squirmed out of his half embrace and backed two steps across the pavement. "Y ou're just some
guy? You're not involved in this?"

"| want to beinvolved," he said earnestly. "Let me help you. I'm agood man in acrisis—"

Diana was sobbing with fury. "Get the fuck away from me, you piece of shit! Haul your worthless little
ass back to that jerk-off car and crank it out of here. Go!"

He was backing away. "D-D-Diana, | don't tolerate—"
She opened the Mustang's passenger door and got in and slammed it. "Clear off, queer bait," she said.

He ran back to his car, started it, and then sped past her so closely that she braced herself against the
impact of a crash. Then he had narrowly hurtled past, and his white car was just twin red spots dwindling
in the rearview mirror,

"I ought to kill you, Dad."

Crane's sweaty face was cold in the hilltop breeze, and he was panting, largely from the effort of having
climbed up here to the crest. "Y ou don't know the whole story," he said. He wanted to look back down the
hill toward where Diana waited, but he made himself smile confidently into Snayheever's eyes and
peripherally focus his attention on the little automatic in the young man'sfist.

"Have | seen your body before, this new one?"

"I don't think so," said Crane, grateful that his sweaty hair was down across his forehead, and that he had
been out in the parking lot of The Mad Greek during most of Saturday's Go Fish game.

For ten full seconds Snayheever kept the gun pointed at him, while the wind hissed in the sparse, dry
brush, and then he turned and pointed it away across the desert. "L et's go to the box. I'm glad you're here,
iIswhat the truth is. | need to know more about my mother before | talk to her."

Crane knew he should pull out his own gun and shoot the young man right now—and his hand wavered
up toward his flapping shirttail—but then Snayheever had swung the muzzle of his automatic back into
line, aimed at Crane's solar plexus.

The moment was gone.
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"After you, Dad," said the young man.
Raging inwardly at his own indecisiveness, Crane shrugged and plodded forward.

The box proved to be alow plywood shack. Crane had to stoop to enter. There was a skylight, and inside
by filtered moonlight he saw alittle boy sitting in achair. Duct tape gleamed on his mouth, and on his
wrists where they were held against the chair's rear legs. The boy's eyes were wide.

Crane looked back at Snayheever, who had come in right behind him. Snayheever had the gun pointed
halfway between Scat and Crane.

Not yet, Crane thought. Wait till it's pointed away, or at least fully at me.

Trying to seem relaxed, he looked around at the shack'sinterior. A box in one corner was covered with a
flannelly-looking cloth, and, startled by it, he looked up at the skylight. It was stained glass, though now it
shone only in a spectrum of grays. He had dreamed of this place yesterday. In the dream there had been a
cup and alance head on the cloth-draped box.

"Yup," said Snayheever, nodding jerkily. "Y esterday | was caretaker. On Holy Saturday you all get to
fight over who gets to hold them during the next cycle."

Snayheever was shaking and frowning. Crane mentally rehearsed pulling out the .357 and aiming it and
firing it.

"Thisisyour fault, this shaking," Snayheever said. "Tardive dyskinesia, from too much Thorazine they
gave me." He pointed the wobbling gun at the boy in the chair. "Mother's here now, and | don't really

need any brothers. In my head sometimes my eyes roll up with this, and then Aristarchus would get loose
and kill me, so not to share the mother."

The boy in the chair was wide-eyed now, humming shrilly behind the tape and tugging his bound wrists
against the chair legs.

Crane couldn't shoot Snayheever now, not with the gun pointed at Scat; the shock of a bullet's impact
would probably make Snayheever pull the trigger.

The blood was singing in Crane's ears as he opened his mouth and spoke. "Look what | brought,” he said
softly.

Snayheever swung the gun toward him, and Crane reached up and yanked the .357 out of his belt.

The little automatic went off, and as Crane fired his own gun he felt that hot punch in his side, above the
point of his hip-bone; cocking the revolver for another shot, he jumped sideways and knocked the chair
over and went to his knees beside it, blocking Scat from any more shots.

His ears were ringing from the blast of the .357, and he'd nearly been blinded by the muzzle flash, but he
could see Snayheever groping for the automatic, which was spinning now on a moonlit patch of the floor.

Crane swung the revolver back over his shoulder and then slammed it down, hard, onto the back of
Snayheever's head.

The revolver nearly sprained Crane's unbraced wrist when it fired again, and as he tumbled forward across
Snayheever's body, he was showered with gleaming shards of broken glass.

Crane sat up, grabbed Snayheever's gun with hisleft hand, and flung it up through the shot-out skylight.
Then he climbed to his feet, bracing himself on the altar box.

Snayheever was apparently unconscious. Crane tucked the hot revolver back into his belt and, shivering
violently, dug his hand into his pocket to get out his jackknife.
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The Suburban was already parked right behind the Mustang when Crane and the boy crested the top of the
hill, and Mavranos was halfway up from the highway side, running in alow crouch with his .38 glinting
in his hand. Ozzie was hugging Diana, perhaps holding her back, beside the Mustang.

"It's okay!" Craneyelled hoarsely. He swayed, his right hand pressed against his side. "It's me, with the
kiad!l"

Then Mavranos had sprinted the rest of the way up the hill and was beside him, panting.
"Damn, Pogo," Mavranos gasped, "are you shot?'

"Yes," said Crane through clenched teeth. "Let's get out of here before we deal with it. The nut's back
there in a shed, knocked out. | don't think we have to go back and kill him, do you?"

"Nah, nah, let'sjust get out of here like you say. Diana and her kids can be in Provo or somewhere by
dawn. You okay, kid?"'

Scat just nodded.
"Y our mom's down there, go say hi."
The boy peered down the hill, then saw Diana's Mustang and took off at a run.

"Carefully, kid!" Mavranos yelled after him. He bent and pulled Crane's blood-sopping shirt away from
hisside. "Aw, thisain't so bad, man. Just grooved you, didn't even touch the muscle layer, and the
bleeding's no more than what you'd get from a good cut, no arterial spurting. | can bandage this; it's
nothing compared to what you did to your leg."

Crane let his shoulders slump. "Good. Y ou do that, when we get away from here." During the hasty,
agonizing walk from the box to the hill crest he had been imagining passing out from loss of blood, and
then at best waking up in ahospital bed, his body picadored with drains and IV tubes and a colostomy

bag.

"Arky," he said weakly, "when we get down there, I'm going to drink one of your beers, very fast, and
then another one very slow."

Mavranos laughed. "I'll join you. And if old Ozzie objects, I'll sit on him."

Mavranos had his arm under Crane's shoulders and was taking his weight as they shuffled down the dirt
road. Crane could see Diana break away from Ozzie and come running across the gas station lot, past the
wrecked cinder-block wall.

"Here comes Diana," Crane said, for the moment too happy to take a deep breath. "l saved her son."
"And got a battle wound," agreed Mavranos. "Maybe | should let her patch you up."

Headlights were approaching on the highway from the south, and they slowed as they approached the two
vehicles parked on the west shoulder. Crane made his eye focus on it; he hoped it wasn't police.

No, it was just a white sports car, a Porsche.
A white Porsche.

No, he thought even as his heart began pounding, no, you see white Porsches everywhere—hell, there was
one parked in the slot next to ours at the motel.

There was one parked in the slot next to ours at the motel.
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"Get down!" he yelled at the top of hislungs, ignoring the pain in his side. "Everybody get down on the
ground! Oz! Get ‘em down!"

He shook off Mavranos's arm and drew the .357 and tried to aim it at the white car, which had stopped on
the far shoulder.

Mavranos had pulled his own revolver out of his belt. "What?' he asked sharply. "That white car?"
"Yes!"

Can't shoot, Crane thought. What if it's just some Good Samaritan? And at this range with this two-inch
barrel you'd be as likely to hit Ozzie or Diana.

"Everybody get down!" he screamed again.

Nobody was obeying him. Scat was still running down the sloping dirt road, and Dianawas still running
up to meet him, and Ozzie was hunching along at what must have been his top speed, far behind her. The
fat kid had got out of the Suburban and was standing beside it.

A hollow pop rang across the highway in the same instant that the Porsche's driver's side window flared
with awink of yellow light.

Halfway down the hill road, Scat dived forward into the dirt and sid for ayard, face down. Then he didn't
move.

Diana's scream filled the desert, and almost seemed to drown the roars of Crane's .357 and Mavranos's .38
as they emptied their guns at the receding white car, which didn't even wobble as it gathered speed.

CHAPTER 22
Alligator Blood

Dianawas the first to reach Scat—but when she got to where her son lay she paused, then just knelt
beside him with her hands half raised.

As Crane hopped and scrambled and sweated down the hill, Mavranos ran on ahead, and Crane saw him
look down at the boy and reel back.

When Crane finally made his way down to where the boy lay, he saw why.

Scat's head seemed to have been shot straight through. His right temple was toward the night sky, and it
was an exploded bloody ruin—the right eye was far too exposed, and the ear seemed half torn off. The
boy was breathing in gasps that sprayed blood out across the moonlit dirt.

Dianalooked up at Crane. "Hospital, quick—in the back of the truck. How are we going to carry him?"
Crane's heart was thumping hugely in his chest. "Arky, get a blanket—we can carry him in a blanket."

Mavranos's face was tiff as he stared down at the boy, and Crane remembered that the man had children
of hisown.

"Arky!" Crane said sharply. "A blanket!"

Mavranos blinked and nodded, and then sprinted down the road toward his truck.
Diana was panting and blinking around. "Who shot him?"

Crane was dreading this. "A guy across the road, in a white Porsche. | think he—"
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"Jesus Christ, he was talking to me!" Diana was sobbing now, nearly hysterical. "The guy in the white
car, when | was waiting down there! | told him to fuck off, and he came back and shot at me!"

"Diana, he—"

"Hewas aiming at me, thisis my fault!" Her trembling hand hovered over the boy's blood-glittering head,
and then tentatively stroked his shoulder, "I did this."

The boy's right arm began jerking, and Crane thought the harsh, wet breathing must be just about to stop
forever.

"No, Diana," Crane said, knowing that he was buying her sanity at the high price of having her hate him
forever. A minute ago, he thought bleakly, | was a hero. She loved me. She still does right now, and will
for another second and a half. "Listen to me. No. The man was shooting at me. He shot at mein L.A. last
Thursday. | ... guess he ... followed us out here."

When she looked up at him, her eyes were wide, with white showing all around theirises. "Y eah," she
said softly, "he knew our names, yours and mine." She bared her teeth in abig smile. "Y our friends don't
aim so good, do they?'

Crane could think of nothing to say, and after a moment she looked back down at her son.

Mavranos came puffing up with a blanket then, and they spread it out on the dirt and began the tense job
of gently lifting the boy onto it.

In the emergency room at Desert Springs Hospital on Flamingo Road, the doctors quickly got the boy
onto a gurney and rolled him away into the surgery. Crane's wound was bandaged and taped, and then he
and Dianafilled out forms on the counter of the glassed-in cashier's office.

They were standing side by side, but they didn't speak to each other. When the paper work was done,
Diana went to a pay phone to call Hans, and Crane walked over to where Ozzie sat on one of the waiting-
room couches.

The old man looked up at him, his eyes hopeless. "The kid's just the first of us," Ozzie said softly.
"There's no way she can leave town now. By Easter all of uswill be dead.”

"Spose you'reright,” Crane said numbly. He saw a coffegpot on atable below the muted flicker of awall-
mounted television. "Coffee in the meantime?"

"Sure, black."

When Crane came back with two steaming Styrofoam cups, Diana was sitting beside Ozzie; a magazine
lay open on her lap, and she was staring at an article on how to build a backyard barbecue. Crane noticed
for the first time that she was still wearing her Smith's uniform, red-striped black pants and ared and
white shirt now redder with her son's blood.

"Coffee, Diana?' he ventured. She shook her head, and he sighed and put Ozzi€'s down on the table.
He had given up trying to talk to her.

On the high-speed drive to the hospital Ozzie had told them how much to tell the police, and Crane, his
eyes on the lanes ahead and the cars they were passing, had stammeringly tried to shout back an apology
to Diana, who was crouched in the back over her son, but after only afew syllables Ozzie had interrupted:
"Son, she doesn't want to hear about it right now."

So now he just sat down and sipped his coffee and waited.
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Random chance, Crane thought. It was only the randomest chance that made the bullet hit the kid. | knew
there were people after us, but why do God's own luck-dictating dice seem determined to fuck us up?
Susan'sfibrillation, Arky's cancer—I'll have to ask Arky about his precious statistics.

Mavranos had taken Oliver away in the Mustang to wait for them by the carousel bar at the Circus Circus.
Diana and Ozzie had agreed that nobody had better go back to her apartment. Crane wondered whether
she had managed, in her brief phone call, to convince her "life-partner” to leave the place. Crane guessed
not.

A couple of other people sat in chairs closer to the hallway—a young man in a sleeveless T-shirt clutched
a blood-blotted rag to his forearm, and a woman muttered softly to a crying child on her [ap—but the only
voices Crane heard were the occasional laconic, coded calls on the public address system.

After afew minutes a police officer in atan, short-sleeved uniform came in with the doctor who seemed
to be in charge, and they stood talking by the cashier's window. The officer was carrying a clipboard, and
Crane got to his feet—feeling hot interior tuggings in hisleg and his side—and walked closer to them,
hoping to hear something reassuring about Scat's condition.

The officer wasfilling out a hospitalization gunshot report, and Crane heard the doctor tell him that the
shot had been long-range, the caliber anywhere from .32 to 9-millimeter; it had shattered the right eye
orbit, entered the skull, and then exited beside the ear, outside the temporal |obe; the temporal 1obe was
injured, it was too early to say how badly, though the "posturing,” the pulling in of the arms, was not a
good sign; and no, the wound could not have been self-inflicted.

Eventually the officer walked past Crane and spoke to Diana, and then she stood up and followed him
away down the carpeted hallway.

Crane walked back to where Ozzie sat. "She'll probably tell him it was some friend of mine that shot
Scat."

Ozzie sighed and rubbed his brown-spotted forehead. "No, son. She understands that making it out to be
an interstate thing would probably involve the FBI, and that that would just make for more delaysin
getting her and her kids away."

Crane sat down and sipped his coffee, holding the cup with both hands so that it wouldn't shake. "1 wish
we could let the FBI takeit."

"Sure," Ozzie said. "Explain to them that thisis all a battle to see who'll become the magical Fisher King,
and that the nut found her by consulting cards and maps of Poland. And they'd never agree to the kind of
protective custody and witness relocation that she needs.”

When Crane finished the coffee, he picked up Diana's magazine and looked at the pictures of the do-it-
yourself barbecue. He tried to imagine himself and Ozzie and Diana and the two boys cooking
hamburgers, tossing a Frisbee around, ambling inside when it got dark to watch Big or something on the
VCR—but it was like trying to imagine daily life in ancient Rome. Diana and the officer came back in
and crossed to the couch, and Diana sat down.

The officer looked at Crane. "Y ou're Scott Crane, the other gunshot victim?' He was younger than Crane,
with a mustache that might have been invisible in a harsher light, but he was as relaxed as if he talked to
mothers of shot children every night.

Crane started to point at his bandaged wound, conspicuous under his torn-open shirt, but his hand was
trembling, and helet it fall into hislap. "Yes," he said.

"Could you come with me, please?’
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Crane got up again and followed the man to a small room down the hall. The officer pulled the door
closed, and Crane looked around. The anonymity of the room—a couch, a couple of chairs, soft light from
alamp beside a telephone on a table—seemed incongruous in a hospital. It occurred to him that he'd be
more comfortable talking in a corner of some white hallway, interrupted frequently by hurrying doctors
and nurses pushing 1V-hung gurneys.

"Can | see some identification, please?"
Crane dug out hiswallet and handed the man his Californiadriver's license.

"Do sit down," the officer told him. Crane reluctantly lowered himself into one of the chairs. "This Santa
Anaaddressis current?’

"Yes," Crane sad.

The officer wrote down the numbers and handed the card back. "1'm doing the drive-by shooting report,”
he said. "Why don't you tell me what happened out there?*

Crane told the man exactly what had occurred, starting with Snayheever's phone call—though, as Ozzie
had insisted during the high-speed drive to the hospital, he implied that they had driven out from Los
Angelesto visit Diana purely for social reasons, and he didn't mention having been shot at in Los Angeles
on Thursday, nor having met Snayheever in Baker. He said Snayheever had told him his name tonight.
Halfway through the story the officer called in on his hand-held radio to have a police car sent out to
where Crane had left Snayheever unconscious and probably shot.

"I think the man who shot her son is staying at our motel,” Crane said. "The guy who was in the room
next to ours drives awhite Porsche, and my foster father called him a zombie the other day, and he
seemed to get pissed—and then tonight, out where all this happened, a guy in awhite Porsche, probably
the same guy, tried to pick up on Diana and she told him to get lost. Rudely. He might have been shooting
at her or at the old man."

"Okay." The officer wrote on his clipboard. "The detectives will check that out." He looked at Crane
incuriously. "The revolver you shot at the kidnapper with—whereisit?"

"In the car, outside."
"Isit yours?'

"Okay. Where will you be staying?"

"God, | don't know. The Circus Circus, | guess.”

"Do that, and let us know your room number as soon as you're checked in."

Ky

The man clicked his ball-point pen and tucked it away in his shirt pocket. "For the time being we'll be
considering this two possibly-related events. |'ve got the names and addresses of the other witnesses, and

they say they'll be staying at the Circus Circus, too; the detectives will probably be talking to all of you
tomorrow."

Crane blinked at him. "That's it?"

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E-books/Tim%20Powers%20-%20Last%20Call.htm (151 of 340) [12/28/2004 12:43:03 AM]



LAST CALL - Tim Powers

"For tonight. Stay here; the doctor will be in soon with the other family members." The officer tucked the
clipboard under his arm and left the room, pulling the door shut.

Crane leaned back in the chair and exhaled. That had been easy; he had been afraid that he'd automatically
be jailed for shooting at somebody, or at |east have the gun confiscated. | guess| look like an innocent
person, he thought.

But goddammit, | am an innocent person! The only thing |'ve ever done wrong was play Assumption
twenty-one years ago!

He thought of the bourbon and beer at Whiskey Pete's on Saturday night, then thrust the thought away
impatiently.

The door opened again, and Ozzie and Diana shuffled in, followed by the young doctor. Crane found
himself resenting the man's perfectly combed black hair. Nobody sat down, so Crane stood up and |eaned
against the wall.

“I'm Dr. Bandholtz," the doctor said. "Of course you all know that the boy has been shot. The bullet broke
the ring of bone around the eye, and the bone of the temple back to the ear. It bled alot, the head isavery
vascular area, but there was no serious loss of blood. | think we can save the eye and rebuild the orbit."

"Will there,” whispered Diana, "be any brain damage?' Bandholtz sighed and ran the fingers of one hand
through his hair, mussing it up.

"Thereis probably some brain damage," he said, "but eighty-five percent of the brain is ordinarily never
used, and the functions of damaged areas are often assumed by other areas. The problem we'll haveis
swelling of the brain; that's bad because there's no room for it to swell, without cutting off the blood
supply. We've got him on steroids to fight that, thirty milligrams of IV Decadron tonight and then four
milligrams every six hours after that. Also we're giving him Mannitol, that's a diuretic, to shrink the
tissues. Some doctors would use barbiturates to forcibly shut down the brain function during this, but |
feel that's still an experimental procedure, and I'm not going to do it."

"When will he regain consciousness?' Diana asked.

"That's difficult to say. In effect, the computer has been turned off whileit triesto heal itself. The brain
Is—is sort of like an ice-cream sundae. The cherry on top is the cortex, the part that makes us human, with
thinking and consciousness and all. Under it are the peanuts and chocolate and so on, that govern other
functions, and, below that, the ice-cream itself is the maintenance level, the part that handles breathing
and heartbeat and so on. The cherry isthe first to shut down in atrauma like this—and so far it's the only
part that has shut down."

Crane dully supposed that the man had chosen atrivial, happy metaphor to allay some of their shock and
worry. He looked at Ozzie and Diana, and considered his own feelings, and decided that it had only made
everything even more disorienting.

Diana glanced blankly at Ozzie, then back at the doctor. "Is hein acoma?"

"That isaword that describesthis, yes," Bandholtz said, "but he's young, and getting state-of-the-art care.
Listen, he won't regain consciousness tonight. Y ou'll want to be alert when you see him tomorrow, so go
home now. | can give you a sedative, if you think—"

"No," shesad. "I'll befine. Before we go, I'd like to see him." She glanced toward Crane. "Alone."

"Okay," the doctor said, "very briefly. Y ou understand he's on life support systems—there's what's called
atriple lumen catheter inserted under his collar bone to make sure the blood pressure in the lungs doesn't
rise, and—"
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"l just want to see him."
"Right, I'll take you to him. Y ou two gentlemen can go back to the waiting room."

Ozzie sat next to Crane in the truck, Dianain the seat behind them. Whenever traffic let him, Crane
angled his head to see her in the rearview mirror; she was squinting steadily out the side window, the
passing lights alternately lighting and shading her profile.

She finally spoke when he had made the right-hand turn onto the Strip under the red and gold lights of the
Barbary Coast.

"Even if they'd somehow agree to fly Scat to an out-of-town hospital," she said thoughtfully, "he'd be
easily traceable—and I'd go with him, and the bad guys would know | would."

Ozzietook abreath as if to argue, then just exhaled and nodded.
"True."

The Flamingo was arippling glare of fire-colored light on their right, but suddenly real orange flames and
luminously billowing smoke flared beyond the traffic ahead of them, and Crane swore and lifted his foot
from the gas pedal.

"It's the volcano out in front of the Mirage," Dianasaid. "Every twenty minutes it goes off. Thelocals are
getting used to it, not that many of these people are locals." She yawned. Crane knew that kind of
yawn—a sign of long-sustained tension, not of boredom. "I have to stay in town,” she said, "and | won't
be too hard for them to find, even if | visit the hospital in disguise. | need an edge. | need some ... power
here, some weaponry."

"We've got guns,” said Crane, "we can help—"

"Maybe I'll want your help, and maybe | won't," shetold him. "And I'll take a gun. But what | mean, what
| need is—isthis kind of power." In the rearview mirror Crane saw her wave at the gigantic casinos
around them. "Certain people want me killed because I'm some kind of athreat to them, I'm the Queen of
Hearts, right? I'm the flesh-and-blood daughter of my mother, who was somebody they felt they had to
kill."

Ozzie started to speak, but she silenced him by tapping his shoulder with the backs of her fingers. "l want
to learn how to be an active threat," she said, "not just a passive one. | want to be the target that comes
alive and starts shooting back. | want to become this Isis—with whatever powers Isis has, whatever it is
they're afraid of ."

They were directly across from the blazing Mirage volcano now, and Crane glanced to his |eft at the
crowds of people standing along the railing beyond the sidewalk. His window was rolled down, and he
could hear the roar of the flames over the crowd sounds, and even from way over here he thought he
could feel the heat.

He considered what Diana had said. Thisisall yours, Ozzie, he thought. I'm out of my depth here.
For nearly a minute Ozzie just frowned at the traffic ahead.

Then he said thoughtfully, "Christ. Move al-in. Y ou've been getting penalized like aplayer in a
tournament who oversleeps and automatically gets all the antes and blind bets deducted from his absentee
buy-in, and those involuntary bets have—have cost you, horribly. Now you're awake, though you're under
the gun with a Jack and a Four down and a Queen showing. But they're suited." He shifted around on the
front seat. "Could you fish me a beer out of the ice chest there, honey? It's okay," he added to Crane, "the
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Four of Heartsis allowed to drink. The Jack's still not, though."

After Diana had opened a can for him and handed it across the back of the seat, the old man took a deep
sip. "Yeah," hewent on. "Y ou've paid the blind, this latest involuntary bet, and now maybe the only thing
you can do is move all-in, shove your whole pile of chips out there right now."

The old man's chasing the white line again, thought Crane. Toward a game where they're likely to kill us
all.

"They won't expect aligator blood," Ozzie went on, "in somebody who's been playing like such arock.”

Crane remembered the term alligator blood—it was how old Johnny Moss had described the toughness of
real Poker players. Asfar as Crane knew, Moss was still winning tournaments at Binion's Horseshoe, and
by now Moss must be ... asold as Ozzie.

"So what are the chips?' Diana asked. "And how do | push them in?"

"Uh ... you ought to consult the Queen," said Ozzie, "but she's dead. That was your mother." The old man
sipped his beer with a hand that he was visibly forcing to be steady. "Her ... ghost will probably be
rousing up lately, with this unholy Holy Week almost on us, and the moon is at the half and filling now,
so she and you should be getting more powerful. And there will be other women in town now, trying for
the queenhood, but you're the daughter, you're already standing where they want to be. They're wanting to
find you and get you out of the picture and then stand there instead. Y ou're the one the real Queen of
Heartswould ... give an audience to."

Crane was stopped at atraffic light next to Caesars Palace, and he stared at the crowds of pedestrians
crossing the street toward the torches and imperious statues above the casino's entrance temple.

"So what do | do?' Diana asked. "Consult a Ouija board? Take acid and meet her in a hallucination?

"No, no. I'm pretty sure anything like that would just make you conspicuous, let your rivals know right
where you are. And stay away from playing cards or any gambling. In fact, stay away from Scott—he'sto
the King what you are to the Queen, and when the two of you are together, it probably shineslike aroad
flare."

"No problem," said Diana.

Crane stared ahead through the cracked, neon-streaked windshield and didn't respond, but his lips were
pulled back from his clenched teeth. | stabbed my leg, he thought, to be able to warn you about all this,
three whole days ago. If you'd run then, Scat would be fine. | walked up that hill. I got the nut to turn his
gun away from your son, onto me.

"Water, fresh water," Ozzie was saying now. "It's associated with the moon goddess. | think if you could
bathe in the fresh, wild water of this place, and try to ... think to her, your mother, Lady Issit, you might
get something."

"Bathe," said Diana doubtfully. "But Ozzie, | bathed in the water of this place just this afternoon, and
nothing happened. I've been bathing in this water every day for eight years!"

"No, you haven't. Don't you read the papers? They're having awater war in Nevada these days. Las vegas
Is Spanish for 'the meadows," it'sin an artesian basin, but even in the forties the wells had begun to run
dry, sink-holes started to appear, as the water table dropped. It was only in eighty-two that the city got
accessto Lake Mead water, and now that's not enough, and they're after the water in central
Nevada—Railroad Valley, Ely, Pioche. Las Vegasis supposed to take no more from those places than
rainfall puts back, but the city has applied for the right to take more, what they call mining the aquifers.”
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Crane thought about his vision of the vast entities deep in the psychic water table. He wondered if it, too,
was low around here, depleted by some unimaginable use.

"The bad king," Ozzie went on, "has almost certainly encouraged all this. He doesn't want any wild
goddess power under the ground. He wants tamed water to serve as the counterweight. Don't you go near
Lake Mead before talking to your mother."

Construction was going on at the Holiday Casino to the right. Crane frowned at the big neon-lit replica of
ariverboat. The massive, balconied structure was facing north now, and he distinctly remembered it as
having faced west the last time he'd paid attention to it. Was it revolving?

"Like," Dianasaid slowly, "awell? Rain?"' In the rearview mirror the right side of her face was whitened
by the electrically glaring words HOLIDAY CASINO emblazoned across the towering paddlie whesl.

Crane thought about how this road had looked when he had driven out here with his real father, so long
ago. The Frontier had been a casual ranch-style place, the EI Rancho Vegas up ahead had been alittle
Spanish-looking inn, and the Flamingo had stood in solitary grandeur far away in the darkness to the
south.

"Or the ice cubesin drinks that have been sitting around since the forties,” he told Diana.

CHAPTER 23

Go Ahead and Shape It into a Pig

The carousel bar at the Circus Circus was on the second level, which was really awide railed bal cony that
ran around the entire circumference of the vast casino, so that the banks of clanging slot machines were
visible in the darkness below. The casino was, in fact, hollow; overhead, beyond wide-strung netsin the

middle distance, acrobats in tight, sequined suits swung across the firmament on trapezes under the
remote light-hung ceiling.

The bar itself was slowly rotating, and as Crane followed Diana out onto the moving floor of it, hurrying a
little to get through the gate at the same time as she did and not have to wait for the next gate to orbit
around, he remembered wondering if the Holiday Casino was slowly turning in place.

Mavranos was sitting at a booth with young Oliver. Diana dlid in next to her son and hugged him, and
Crane looked away from Oliver's expression of disdain.

"They think he'll makeit," she said.
Mavranos raised his eyebrows at Crane, who shrugged helplessly.

"I'm going to take Diana and Oliver to registration and get them aroom," said Ozzie, putting his hand on
Diana's shoulder. "Let's go, honey."

She stood up, pulling Oliver after her, and followed the old man to the central barstools, where he
apparently told her to wait for him.

Ozzie hobbled back to the booth, where Crane had now sat down across from Mavranos. " She doesn't
really blame you," Ozzie said quietly. " She loves you, but naturally she loves the kid more, and right now
she's not thinking very far."

"Thanks, Ozzie. | love her, too. And you."
The old man nodded. "Check into a room together, and use Arky's name if you can. I'll be in touch with
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you boysiif there's any way you can help."

Ozzie turned and made his way back to where Diana and the boy waited, and together the three of them
got off the turning surface and soon disappeared into the surging, chattering crowds.

Mavranos swirled a half-drunk glass of beer. "Y ou still want those two beers?

Crane shivered. He did want them, the two he'd mentioned back on the hilltop when the world was good,
but he wanted about six othersfirst. Why on earth shouldn't he get drunk now?

Let the pay phones start ringing, he thought. I'll almost certainly never see Diana again now, and
Susan—the thing I'll be able to mistake for Susan, if I'm good and drunk—has probably gotten pretty
solid by now.

But Ozzie had said that Diana still loved him, and that he'd call if Crane could be of any help. If he'd been
drinking, he would only be bringing Dionysus to her.

But | can't be of any help.

The carousel had turned halfway around now. He was facing away from the brightly colored shops of the
second level, off across the clanging abyss. "Sure," he said.

Mavranos shrugged and waved at a passing cocktail waitress, and afew moments later two cold bottles of
Budweiser stood, frosty and dark, on the table in front of Crane.

Mavranos had ordered another Coors for himself, and took asip. "How'd it go?' he asked. "I thought
you'd beinjail by now."

Crane described his brief interview with the police officer. "I guessit was clearly self-defense," he said in
conclusion. "He did tell me to let them know where I'll be staying."

"Huh. Listen, you should have heard young Bitin Dog on the drive here."
"Bitin Dog?' said Crane absently. "Oh, yeah, Oliver. What did he say?'

Mavranos squinted at Crane and wondered how to explain it.

The boy had smelled of beer, and Mavranos had realized that he must have got right into the ice chest as
soon as Mavranos had grabbed the .38 and gone sprinting for the dirt road. That seemed an odd urgency,
considering that hislittle brother wasin danger over the hill, but Mavranos had felt that this wasn't the
time, nor was it hisjob, to yell at the kid about having sneaked a beer.

But when Mavranos had started Diana's Mustang and turned north on Boulder Highway, watching the
lights of his Suburban recede away very fast ahead, the boy had laughed softly.

Mavranos had given him a sharp glance. " Something funny happen out here that | missed, Oliver?"
The boy had frowned then. "My name—"
"Bitin Dog, | heard."

Oliver relaxed. "Something funny?' he said. "I don't know. Maybe it's funny that a kid could grow up in
one night."

"Who did that? Y ou?"

"Sure. My friends told me that life and death are al in the cards, and if somebody close to you dies, you
just shrug and keep playing. | didn't figure they were right, until now."
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Mavranos remembered the evening one of his daughters had been arrested in alocal record store for
shoplifting. She'd been fifteen, and when he went to the store to pick her up, she had been defiant, as if
nothing now had remained for her but alife of crime, and she'd better start working on getting the attitude
right.

So Mavranos spoke gently now. "You aren't responsible for this. Y ou ditched him tonight when you were
playing, okay, that's bad, but thisisn't your fault—"

"What's done is done."

Mavranos was getting impatient. "Who are these friends of yours? These the great guys that named you
Barfin' Dog?'

"Your name is Archimedes!" Oliver shot back. "Y ou think that's not a—a shitty name?' He took a few
deep breaths, and again the strange calm descended on him. "But yeah, sort of. People were already
calling me that, but tonight they made it my club name. It's my persona, if you've ever heard that word.
They ride around in white EI Camino pickups, but they bust off the EI and the C from the logo on the
fender, so it says 'amino.' They call themselvesthe Amino Acids.”

"They've al got cars? How old are these kids?"
"They're not kids, they—"

Abruptly the boy had stopped talking, and when Mavranos looked over at him, he had seemed at first to
be struggling not to cry. Then his eyes opened and rolled back, and Mavranos thought he'd have to follow
Crane to the hospital, for Oliver seemed to be having afit. A moment later, though, the boy was relaxed
and staring sullenly ahead.

"Y ou okay, boy?' Mavranos asked nervousdly.
"“I'm not a boy."
They had not spoken again until Ozzie and Diana and Crane had joined them at the carousel bar.

Mavranos described the conversation to Crane as the bar slowly turned, and he was absently curious about
Crane's not having yet touched either of his beers.

"Your sister's got aweird kid," Mavranos concluded. "It was alittle boy talking, but it was asif part of
him had dried out, kissed off childhood and become an adult by default, like I've read they can remove a
gland from some kinds of larvae, and they go into a cocoon way before they should, and the adult
butterfly that eventually crawls out is stunted and horrible."

Crane was thinking about this Amino Acids club and the "all in the cards’ remark, and he decided he
ought to get word of thisto Ozzie.

Mavranos pointed at Crane's two bottles. "Y ou gonna drink those beers?"
Crane picked one up and sniffed it; then he sighed. "No," he said. "Y ou can have them."

Mavranos picked one up and tilted it to his mouth—then choked and put it down again. Foam was
running down his neck into his collar and surging up out of the bottle neck and puddling on the table.

Mavranos coughed, then looked around in embarrassment. "I must have got some cigarette ash in it
somehow. Ashes|l make 'em foam up like that."

Crane nodded, but he suspected that Susan was responsible, angered by Crane's rudeness. He had rebuffed
her here, asking for the beers and then changing his mind and passing them on to afriend. "Let me buy
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you a Coors, Arky," he said, forcing himself to sound unconcerned. "I don't think you're going to have
any luck with the other one there either."

Getting aroom with cash proved to be no problem, and after Mavranos had unlocked the room door,
Crane crossed to the telephone. He called the Metro police and was referred to a Detective Frits, who
noted the room number.

"Oh, Mr. Crane," Frits added, "ateam of officers went out Boulder Highway and found that shed. They
say there's blood and broken glass and a chair with cut duct tape on it and a gun out in the sand, but there's
nobody there. Car tracks behind the shed indicate he might have driven away in avery small car."

"| saw the car," said Crane quickly. "I forgot to mention it. It's a boxy little thing like a British
Volkswagen, called aMorris. Covered with dust, impossible to tell the color."

“Ah. That'll help, thank you.”

After Crane had hung up the phone, Mavranos opened the hall door. "I'm going out on the town, Pogo,"
he said. "Y ou got your key, right?’

"Right. Have fun."

"Night like this," Mavranos said dully, "how could | not?' He left, closing the door behind him and
rattling the knob to be sure it had locked.

Crane looked around the room. The carpet and chairs were bright red, and the walls were striped red and
pink and blue. He turned off the light.

In the merciful near darkness he got undressed, and crawled into the window-side bed, wondering if he'd
be able to sleep. He had become a night person during these last hundred hours or so, but in this town it
wasn't supposed to matter.

He did manage to doze, but some hours later he opened his eyes—and tensed, sweat suddenly springing
out all over him.

A rat, amost big enough to look like a possum, was clinging to the shade of the lamp across the room.
Very dowly, itsfree paw turning and its head ducking and then coming up again so that the eyes glinted
in the light from a dlit between the drawn curtains, the rat was eating a big insect, one of those white
beetles known as potato bugs or Jerusalem crickets, which the Spanish call ninos de la tierra, children of
the earth. The bug, too, was moving slowly, waving its long, thick, jointed legsin the air. No sound was
being made.

Cranejust stared, his heart pounding, all judgment suspended.

For perhaps ten minutes he lay, stiff as a statue and hardly breathing, and watched the rat consume the
beetle; and then the rat began to stop moving. First its head stopped its slow bobbing, and then the long
tail, which had been flexing out in the air, curled around the body and disappeared. The bug was gone,
and the rat's forepaws folded and then there was no motion from the lumpy darkness on the lampshade.

Moving as agonizingly slowly as had the animal combatants, Crane reached out and turned on the small
bedside lamp next to his head.

In the sudden yellow light he saw that the dark mass on the lampshade was nothing but his shirt, tossed
there carelessly when he had taken off his clothes.

Mavranos, he saw, had not yet returned. Crane got out of bed and walked over to the lamp. For awhile he
started at the shirt, and then he carefully lifted it away from the lampshade and tossed it into a corner.
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Still suspending judgement, he got back into bed, closed his eyes, and waited for sleep to take him.

"I've seen her boyfriend going in and out,” Trumbill said patiently, "but so far she hasn't showed."

He was sitting in a chair by the aluminum-frame window, wearing only a pair of baggy white shorts.
Aside from the chair, there was nothing inside the stark apartment but a TV table, atelephone, two
whirring fans, a Styrofoam ice chest, and the litter of used-up Ban roll-on antiperspirant tubes around the
legs of the chair; he was rubbing a new tube over the vividly tattooed skin of his enormous belly.

He had hastily rented this apartment at dawn, and though the landlord had managed to hook up a phone,
the air conditioner wasn't working; in spite of the antiperspirants, Trumbill was losing precious moisture.

"I'll keep on them about the air conditioner," said Betsy Reculver, who was standing behind him, "but
you've got to stay here. We can't lose her, the way you lost Sc—Ilost Crane, in California." The cheap
carpeting did nothing to muffle the quacking echoes of her voice.

Without looking away from the window, Trumbill held out the tube of Ban. "Do my back?"
"Forget it." He could hear the revulsion in her voice.

Trumbill shrugged and resumed rubbing it over his densely illustrated flesh, still looking out through the
half-opened curtains at the white duplex across the street.

He wished he were at home doing the chores or raking his gravel garden, or driving the old Leon body
somewhere in the air-conditioned Jaguar, but he could see that this had to be done. Thiswas clearly the
Dianathey'd been trying to find. The police report had linked the Dianawho lived at the duplex's address
with Scott and Ozzie Crane, and, as Betsy had been quick to notice, the address was Isis on Venus.

"Youdidn't useit al?' said Betsy.

For amoment he thought she had reconsidered doing his back, but she was standing by the table and had
picked up afist-size blob of the pink Semtex.

"All of it would take out half the street,” hetold her. "The two golf ball-size ones | stuck in the basement
grates will do fine—even with them, | won't be sitting by thiswindow when | doit; I'll be around the
corner in the hall."

"It looks like—Ilike marzipan candy."
"Go ahead and shape it into apig; it can't go off without a blasting cap. Y ou could probably safely eat it."
She shivered and put it down. A moment later she said, "l suppose you like this decor."

Trumbill spared a glance around at the bare yellow walls and the flocked ceiling. "Painted white, and alot
cooler, it'd beal right."

"What have you got against ... livelier things?'

| love them, Betsy, he thought. | just want them all to be within the boundaries of my skin. "Don't you
have to go meet Newt?"

"Not till this afternoon—but very well, I'll leave you alone." He heard her footsteps scuff across the carpet
toward the door. "But I'll call you every fifteen minutes or so," she added.

"Y ou don't have to," he said, but she was already out the door and closing it behind her.

That meant she'd be on the phone with him more often than not throughout the day—unless Dianawere to
show. He sighed and stared at the duplex and reached into the ice chest for one of the strips of raw lamb.
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The noon sun through the window glowed hot red in a prism paperweight on Detective Frits's disordered
desk, but of course the office was chilly. Crane, perched in a swiveling office chair across from Frits,
wished he had worn ajacket. His cup of coffee still steamed on the edge of the desk, but it was nearly
gone, and he didn't want to finish it yet.

Crane had told Frits the same story he'd told the Metro officer last night, and now the detective was
leafing through a notebook, apparently at random. His curly brown hair was disordered and receding from
his high forehead, and when Crane first shook hands with him he had thought the tall, skinny detective
had probably been arock musician in his not-long-ago youth.

Crane's thoughts were far away from the little office and the gangly detective.
Move all-in.

Crane wasn't sure whether his hallucination last night, the vision of the rat eating the beetle, had been
mild delirium tremens or not—but either way, he had decided to stay sober.

This morning, as he and Mavranos had been walking to the Circus Circus coffee shop to get some
breakfast, a middle-aged woman had pushed a baby stroller into their path and asked Crane to heal her
little boy by touching him. To get rid of her, Crane had sheepishly touched the boy's forehead—whatever
was the matter with the child, he didn't improve visibly—»but later, over his fried eggs and bacon, it
occurred to Crane that she might not simply have been crazy. She might have sensed what sort

of ... crown prince he was.

And it occurred to him that in spite of the fact that he had taken the money for the Assumption hand in
'69, Diana might not be the only one who could become the target that shoots back—who, in Ozzie's
phrase, could move al-in. Maybe the way to survive was to challenge hisreal father on the old man's own
terms.

Frits had stopped now at one page in his notebook and looked up. " So the three of you just decided to
come visit your foster-sister.”

Crane blinked and forced himself to pay attention to this. "Right."
"And Mavranosis your next-door neighbor, back in Santa Ana."
"Right. He's got cancer, and he hadn't ever been to Vegas."

"Y our foster-father lives where?"

"I don't know," Crane said, shaking his head and smiling apologetically. "We happened to run into him on
Balboa lsland." He shrugged. "It was all very spur of the moment."

"Most trips here are." Frits sighed and flipped back through his notebook.

Crane nodded and reached for his coffee now with a steady hand, and he didn't let hisrelief show in his
face or his breathing or any visible pulse.

Fritslooked up, and from his smile Crane thought he was going to make another remark about
spontaneous trips to Las Vegas.

"Why did you yell, 'Everybody down," when the Porsche stopped?’

"It was obviousto me," said Crane instantly, buying the virtue of an apparently unconsidered reply at the
expense of committing himself to a random beginning, "that he wasn't just a Good Samaritan, pulling over
to help. There were two vehicles parked on our side, after al, head-to-head like we had jumper cables,
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and four adults and a couple of kidsvisible." He had it now. "Clearly we didn't need help. | figured he had
to be a partner of the kidnapper, alookout who'd been watching from a distance and came up fast when
Arky drove up in the Suburban and got out with agun.”

"And then, in fact, he did shoot the boy."

"Right," Crane agreed. He remembered what he had told the officer last night, so he added, "But after
Dianatold us about the Porsche guy trying to pick up on her, and him sounding like the guy Ozzie had
called azombie the day before, it didn't seem like he was a partner of the kidnapper after all." He shook
his head. "Might as well have been, the way it worked out."

Frits stared at him. Crane stared back, at first blankly and then with afaint quizzical smile, as he would
have at someone taking along time to fold or call a bluff.

"I could have you arrested," Frits said.

"For what?' Crane asked quickly, not having to fake alarm. " Shooting at the crazy kidnapper? Or after the
Porsche?"

"After the Porsche, say." For amoment Frits continued to stare at him. Crane just stared back, alittle
more wide-eyed than before. "Where do you know Alfred Funo from?" Frits asked.

Crane exhaled. "I suppose that's the name of the guy registered next to us at the motel? I've never heard
the name before. How would | know him? Does he live in Orange County?"'

"L.A. County."

"I've never heard the man's name. | never saw the car before yesterday, unless it passed me on the freeway
sometime."

After three more long seconds Frits looked back down at his papers. "Y ou're staying at the Circus
Circus?'

"Right. The room's under Mavranos's name."
"Okay." Frits sat back and smiled. "WEe'l bein touch. Thanks for comingin."

Crane leaned forward with a concerned frown on his face. "L ook, maybe thisis standard procedure,
this ... threatening attitude, these insinuations, but if you really think I'm involved in this thing, | wish
you'd just say so, so | could explain whatever it is you've got wrong. | don't—"

Frits had been nodding sympathetically, and now he held up his hand, and Crane stopped talking. "Thanks
for coming in," Frits said.

Crane hesitated, then put the coffee cup down on the desk. "Uh ... thank you." He got up out of the chair
and let himself out of the office.

Mavranos was waiting in the truck. "Didn't take long," he said as Crane climbed in and pulled the door
closed. "Were Diana and Ozzie in there?'

"No," Crane said, "l guess hetalked to them earlier. | wish Ozzie hadn't swooped everybody away before
we got a chance to discuss the story alittle. 'Happened to meet Ozzie in Balboa and then just dropped
everything and drove straight to Vegas!' How did that detective act with you?”

"Like it was a—aformality.” The Suburban shook as he started the engine. "Just had me recite it all. Why,
did he lean on you?"

"Y eah, some."

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20E-books/Tim%20Powers%20-%20Last%20Call.htm (161 of 340) [12/28/2004 12:43:03 AM]



LAST CALL - Tim Powers

"Huh. Well, at least you're till at large.”

Mavranos swung the blue truck across the parking ot toward the exit onto the Strip. "Listen, I'm gonna
try the Sports Book at Caesars—they've got one airplane-hangar-size room that must have a hundred TV
screens on the wall, and the effects of what's on the screens go rippling across the people that're watching,
like wind over awheatfield. | might find a clue there. Y ou want to come along, or should | drop you
somewhere?"

"Y eah, you can drop me off—at the next card-reading parlor you see.”

Mavranos glanced at him curiously. "l thought Ozzie said you were supposed to stay away from that kind
of thing."

Crane rubbed his face, wondering if he looked as exhausted as he felt. "That's if I'm just going to run and
hopeto hide. If | want to ... do anything, | think I've got to turn and face ... it, them, whatever it is."

Mavranos sighed and touched the bandanna under hisjaw. " '‘Because there were no gravesin Egypt,' " he
said quietly, aimost to himself, " 'hast thou taken us away to die in the wilderness? "

"Y our man Eliot?'
"Exodus. Lots of good stuff in the Bible, Pogo."
Crane shook his head, "Ozzie told me not to start any long books."

CHAPTER 24
Fragments of the Book of Thoth

By early afternoon Betsy Reculver had called Trumbill a dozen times, asking if Diana had shown up yet,
or if Crane had, and complaining about everything from painsin her joints to the bad card readings she
was getting in her solitaire games.

During this latest call, after cautioning him yet again not to let Diana Ryan get away from him, he heard
over the phone the bong of her doorbell, followed by LaShane's barking.
"Isthat Newt already?' asked Trumbill.

"Let me haul my weary old bones to where | can see the screens.” He heard her breathe harder, and the
reception on the portable tel ephone faded as she walked through a doorway.

Trumbill reflected that it would be arelief when the new game was over and done with and the soul of
Georges Leon had a batch of fresh bodies to animate, all the ones that had been conceived and paid for in
1969.

The guy must miss his balls, Trumbill thought. Twenty yearsis along gestation period if you need the
kids, especially when you've got to conceive more before you can get at the original lot.

It'saweird way to be this king, he thought.

Trumbill gathered that in the past the Fisher Kings would just have children, not kill their children's minds
and steal their bodies—and that such a King would reign over afertile green land and not a sterile
desert—and that he would share his power with a Queen—and that he would deal face-to-face with the
vast old entities that were known as Archetypes or gods, not through the formal, at-a-distance mediation
of the terrible cards.
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He heard Reculver grunt in surprise.

"My God, Vaughan," she said, "it'sthat guy, Al Funo! And he's a mess—all unshaven and shaky-
looking." Over the line Trumbill heard the click of Reculver'sintercom. "Y es?'

Then he heard Funo's voice, tinnily filtered to him through two speakers. "Mrs. Reculver, | need to talk to
you."

"Make an appointment,” said Trumbill. "Figure a place where we can meet him."

"Uh," said Reculver, speaking loudly into the intercom, "we can meet you ... at Lindy's again, at the
Flamingo—"

"I need to talk to you now!" came Funo's voice.

"No," said Trumbill instantly.

The intercom clicked off. "Vaughan, he'll leaveif | don't talk to him! And he's the only lead we've got to
Dianal She won't go back to the apartment you're watching; she's not that stupid; it's a waste of time you
sitting there like a damn toad! I've got to do everything, don't 1?"

"Betsy, get into Hanari, will you? This Funo guy is a nut—"

"He's starting to leave—" Trumbill heard a clunk, and realized that she had put the phone down on the
table by the front door. Again there was the click of theintercom. "Very well," Trumbill heard her say,
"come in then." He heard the snap of the dead bolt being switched back.

In the bare apartment overlooking Venus Avenue, Trumbill had stood up, his multicolored belly swinging
in front of the window. "Get a gun, at least!" He shouted into the telephone. "Damn you, Betsy, get a
gun!”

Then over the telephone line he heard LaShane barking, followed by the unmistakable bam of a close
gunshot. A moment later he heard a second shot. The dog stopped barking.

"Shit," Trumbill muttered, staring impatiently out at the duplex across the street and holding the telephone
receiver tight. "Betsy?' he yelled. "Betsy, are you al right? Answer me quick or I'm calling 911!" He
knew that if she could hear him, she'd get on the line and order him not to do that.

All he could hear over the phone was the vague background sigh of an open line.

"Betsy!" he shouted again. Outside the window glass the empty street yawned at him. "Betsy, what's
happened?"

He threw down the tube of Ban and switched off the two fans so that he could better hear any sounds from
Betsy's end of theline.

Finally there was a click as though someone had picked up an extension, and then a young woman's voice
said, "Five-five-five three-eight-one-zero, thisis the Operator with an emergency interrupt from Richard
Leroy at five-five-five three-five-nine-three. Will you release the line?"

"Yes," he said through clenched teeth.

There came another click, and then a man's shrill voice: "Vaughan, thisisme, I'm in Richard." Richard
was panting. "J-Jesus, he shot me!" He paused to cough, and Trumbill was glad he hadn't called from the
asthmatic Beany body. "Funo did. | bled to death right on the doorstep, no more than ten seconds after he
shot me and ran off." For amoment Trumbill just heard him panting; then Richard went on, "Merde,
Vaughan, the Reculver body's lying half in and half out of the front door over there!"
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"Where are you?'

"In Richard here? | don't know, some hallway with atelephone—the college library, | suppose, | only saw
it for a second, long enough to get to a phone. I'm seeing only through Beany right now. In Beany I'm
hailing a cab in front of the Flamingo; that'll get me home quicker than walking to my car here on
campus. Damn, | hope nobody called in a shots-fired report, or notices the poor body!"

"Will old Newt have the senseto drag it in?"

"Newt. Good thought. He might; he's owed me his soul for thirty years; he wouldn't want to be associated
with any police stuff. Of course, if he seesit from the street, he might just drive on."

Trumbill sighed heavily. "I think | should stay here."

"Yes, of course, | was babbling when | said Dianawouldn't show up there. Stay there and kill her; | can't
have any Queen of Hearts running around while I'm down to three bodies. I'll work through Richard and
Beany."

Trumbill knew that the old man wouldn't want to take the Art Hanari body out yet; it was his showpiece,
just as the Richard one had been, the last time. He would want to have the Hanari perfectly rested and
beautiful to host this series of Assumption games.

Abruptly Richard's voice shouted, "Renaissance Drive, corner of Tropicana and Eastern!" The line went
dead.

Trumbill realized that the last shout had been an involuntary echo of old Beany's, hollering directions at a
cabdriver out in front of the Flamingo, relayed to Trumbill through Richard at the university library.

Figured curtains were drawn across the windows of the room, and though there were some fluorescent
tubes glowing around the bookshelves and display cases along the back wall, a black iron lamp on the big
round table cast most of the light after Crane had stepped inside and shut the door behind him.

A slim white-bearded man put a book aside and stood up, and Crane saw that he was wearing a satiny
blue robe. He's going hard for the atmosphere at least, thought Crane nervously.

"Can | help you, sir?' the man asked.

"Uh, | hope so," said Crane. "l need to have a card reading done." The chilly air smelled faintly of carpet
freshener and incense, and reminded him that his breath probably smelled of onions. Mavranos had
insisted on stopping for cheeseburgers, though once they'd arrived, Mavranos had eaten only afew bites
of his.

"Very well." If the man smelled the onions, he was at least not remarking on it. "Do sit down at the table
here, please. My name is Joshua."

"Scott Crane." Joshua's hand was limp and cold, and after two shakes Crane let go of it.

The old man opened the office door to hang a plastic Do Not Disturb sign on the knob, then resumed his
seat on the north side of the table as Crane sat down in the comfortable leather armchair across from him.
The glass-topped table was wide enough so that if they'd been playing chess, he'd have had to get half out
of hischair to move the farther pieces.

"A standard reading,” said the old man, "that is, a Ten-Card Spread with the twenty-two Major Arcana
cards, isfifty dollars."

"|s there a—a more thorough reading?’
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"Yes, Mr. Crane. | could do afull Seventy-eight Card Horseshoe Spread. That takes a good deal longer,
but it is more insightful. | ask a hundred dollars for that."

"Let's go with the Horseshoe." Crane dug a hundred-dollar bill out of his pocket and laid it on the glass.
Crane reflected that anyone watching would probably expect the old man to lay down abill of hisown
and then deal out a hand of Head-Up Poker, but Joshua's long-white fingers whisked the hundred away.

Joshua was now unfolding alarge square of purple silk from around what proved to be a polished wooden
box. "Have you had Tarot readings before?"

"I ... don't think so. Not really. Can't you do the—the procedure with regular playing cards?'

"In acrude way, yes." Joshua smiled as he opened the box and lifted out a deck of oversize cards with
plaid-pattern backs. "But it's so imprecise that | wouldn't take money for it or recommend it for any
serious questions. The Tarot isthe original instrument, of which playing cards are a ssmplified, truncated
form made for games." He wasn't smiling as he looked at Crane and added, "Thisisn't agame.”

"I wouldn't be hereif | thought it was." Crane leaned back in the chair, concealing his nervousness. This
would be only the third time he'd been exposed to the Tarot deck, and the first time the cards would be
speaking to him, responding to a question from him, and he wasn't looking forward to it. "How does it
work? | mean, how do the cards ... know about me?"

"I'd belyingif | told you | knew for sure." Joshua had spread the cards out face down across the unfolded
silk and was gently scattering them around with both hands. " Some people think it's out-and-out magic,
and I've got afoolish little booklet that will tell you that vibration rays from your fingers somehow
combine with the oxygen in the room to direct which cards you touch." He had gathered them up into a
deck again and tapped the edges flush. "The fact is, they do work."

He steepled his fingers under his chin, leaving the squared-up deck in front of him. "They may be the
surviving fragments of the Book of Thoth," Joshua said, "supposedly composed by the god Thoth, handed
down fugitively from the earliest Egyptian kingdoms. lamblichus, the fourth-century Syrian, claimed that
the mystery cults of Osirislocked initiates into aroom on the walls of which were painted twenty-two
powerfully affecting symbolic pictures—and there are twenty-two cards in the Major Arcana, the suitless
picture cards that have been dropped from your modern playing deck. Whatever it is that the cards
represent, they ... resonate, strongly, with elementsin the human psyche, the way a struck tuning fork can
make a glass across the room vibrate. | think that, in some micro or macro way, there's sentience behind
them; they're aware of us."

Then they'll probably recognize me, thought Crane. Climb up on my knee, Sonny Boy.
He wiped his palms down the sides of his pants.

"Now," said Joshua, "l want you to empty your mind of everything except the question you've come to
ask. Thisis serious, so takeit serioudly."

Clear your mind for the cards, Crane thought. He nodded and breathed deeply.
"What is your question?' asked Joshua.

Crane suppressed a hopel ess smile, and when he spoke, his voice waslevel. "How do | take over my
father's job?"

Joshua nodded acknowledgment. " Can you shuffle cards?' he asked, pushing the deck toward Crane.
"Yes."
Crane cut the deck and gave the cards seven fast riffle shuffles, instinctively squaring the cards flat
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against the table so as not to flash a glimpse of the bottom one. He pushed the deck back to Joshua.
"Cut?"'

"No."

The old man quickly dealt the cards out into two piles, one twice as big as the other; the bigger pile was
then dealt out the same way, and then the bigger of these piles was divvied up in the same two for one
ratio ...

Eventually he had six uneven stacks, and he picked up the westernmost stack and began laying it out on
thetablein avertical pattern.

Thefirst card was the Page of Cups, a picture of ayoung man in Renaissance-looking clothes standing in
front of a stylized ocean and holding a chalice from which afish head was peeking out.

Crane relaxed with relief and disappointment. The drawing was a nineteenth-century-style line drawing,
and was not one of the vividly colored quattrocento paintings that his father had used. Probably nothing
will happen with this deck, he thought.

The faint snap the card made as it touched the silk was followed by the patter of raindrops on the window
beyond the curtains.

When there are gray skies, thought Crane.

The next card was the Emperor, an old king on athrone, with his legs awkwardly crossed as if because of
someinjury.

Close thunder shook the window, and from out on the street came the screech and slam of a car accident.
The rain was heavier, hissing on the pavement outside.

Joshua looked up, startled, but dealt the third card.
It was the Fool, a young man dancing at the edge of a precipice while a dog snapped at his heels.

The rest of the cards abruptly flew out of Joshua's hand and sprayed at Crane, who ducked as they
whistled and clattered past him. One had ticked against the surface of his plastic eye, and for one shocked
moment Crane was alittle boy again, stunned with injury and unbearable betrayal.

But he forced himself to think, to remember who he was and why he was here.

The cards, he told himself harshly, remember? Don't cry, you're not five years old now. Y ou came to
consult the cards.

| guess any Tarot deck will work after all, he thought.
His heart was pounding.
He thought, But | don't like, or understand, the answer.

Crane let out his breath and straightened up, hearing the cards continue to rattle on the carpet behind him.
He carefully hiked around in his chair. The cards were shaking back and forth across the carpet as though
the building were in the grip of abig earthquake.

Outside, the rain was thrashing down.

Joshua had pushed his own chair back and got to hisfeet. "Get out of here," he whispered to Crane. His
face was white. "l don't want to know who you are. Just ... get out of here right now."

Crane was breathing fast, and his hands were nearly clawed with craving for a drink, but he shook his
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head.
"I," he said carefully, "still need an answer to my question."
The old man made an unhappy, keening sound. "Isn't it obvious | can't help you? My God—" He paused.

Crane was suddenly sure the man had been about to say something like, Even so-and-so couldn't help
you!

"Who?' Crane demanded. "Who isit that can?"

"Go see the Pope, | don't know. I'm calling the police if you don't—"

"Y ou do know someone who can handle a no-limit game of this. Tell mewho it is."
"| swear to you, | don't, and I'm calling the police—"

"Fine," said Crane, grinning broadly and standing up. "If you don't tell mewho it is, I'll come back
here—no, I'll find out where you live and go there—and I'll"—What would scare the old man?>—"1'll play
Solitaire stark naked on your front porch with adeck of these goddamn things, I'll"—he was shouting
now—"1'll bring a dozen dead bodies and play Assumption with them, and we'll use Communion hosts as
chips. I'll be the goddamn one-eyed Jack and play for my eye!"

He reached up to his face and popped out his false eye and held it out toward the old man in atrembling
fist.

Joshua had collapsed back into his chair during Crane's outburst and was now crying. For afew moments
neither man spoke.

"It doesn't matter anyway," Joshua sobbed finally. "Thereisn't any way | could dare stay in Las Vegas
now, after doing that reading, that partial reading.” His blue robe was twisted around his torso, ridiculous
and pathetic. "Damn you, and I'll have to get some other job. | can't possibly ever read cards again. They
know my face now. Why in God's name did you come to me?’

"Luck of the draw," said Crane, forcing himself not to care about this old man right now. He popped his
false eye back into the socket and walked to the window. "Who isit?"

Joshua sniffed and stood up. "Please, if there's any humanity in you ... what was your name?’
"Crane, Scott Crane."

"If there's any human compassion in you, Scott, don't tell him who sent you." He wiped hiseyeson a
baggy sleeve. "l don't know hisreal name; he's called Spider Joe. He apparently livesin atrailer out on
Rancho, the Tonopah Highway. It's on the right side of the road, two hours outside of town: atrailer and
some shacks, with abig Two of Spades sign out front."

The cards had stopped spinning on the carpet now, and Joshua knelt and was gingerly picking them up
with the silk cloth, being careful not to touch them. "Would you do me one other favor, Scott?' he asked
guerulously. When Crane nodded, the old man went on, "Take these cards, my cards, out of here with
you—and take your hundred-dollar bill back, too. No, | couldn't possibly useit, and even if | burned it, it
might call some more psychic attention to me."

Crane had pulled back the curtain to watch the rainy street, and now he shrugged and nodded. "Okay."

Joshua wearily unzipped his blue satin robe and took it off. Under it he was wearing shorts and a L acoste
polo shirt; he looked fit, as though he exercised conscientiously, and Crane was suddenly sure that his real
name was something more mundane than Joshua.

"I've heard that you've got to cross his palm with silver," the old man said tiredly. "Get two silver dollars,
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real silver. He claims it kegps things from seeing him, blinds the eyes of the dead; it'srelated to the old
practice of putting coins on adead man's eyes." He threw Crane's bill onto the table next to the bundle of
cards, and Crane leaned over to pick it all up.

He stuffed the bill and the cards into the pockets of hisjacket. "I'll see him today," he said.

"No." Joshua had walked behind a cash register by the bookshelves, and with a series of muted clicks the
fluorescent lights began to go out. "He wouldn't do anything while this same sun is up. It's got to be a new
day. Everything istoo ... waked up today."

Crane saw that tears were still running down the old man's cheeks. "How about a—a different hundred-
dollar bill?* Crane asked awkwardly.

"I couldn't touch any of your money." The old man was pulling bills out of the cash register and seemed
to be shielding them from Cran€e's very sight. "Could you leave now? Don't you think you've done
enough?"

Crane's eye fixed on ashelf displaying "Floral Remedies' and unhappily he wondered what maladies
flowers might need remedies for. He nodded, abashed, and started toward the door, but after a couple of
steps he paused and then turned around. "Look," he said harshly, "did you think there was no ... teeth to
this stuff? | mean, you do thisfor aliving. Did it for aliving. Wasiit al just atea party for old ladies and
college girls? Didn't you know there's monsters out there?"

"| certainly do now," the old man said. "And I think you're one of them."

Crane looked around in the dimness at the innocuous paintings and books and jars of herbs. "I sure hope,”
he said, and he walked out of the spoiled card-reading parlor and into the hammering rain.

Though his day was two days gone, Snayheever was wearing his feathered Indian headdress again. The
feathers were drooping in the rain.

He was sitting on the wet grass of the narrow parklike area along the Strip side of the Mirage—in front of
him, beyond the railing where even in the rain the dark silhouettes of tourists jostled each other and hefted
video cameras, the choppy water of the lagoon stretched to the foot of the volcano—and though the night
wind was laden with the smells of car exhaust and damp clothing, he felt asif he were far underwater.
When the wind blew the wet feathers across his vision, they looked like fronds and sea fans.

It kept back the pain of his ruined hand. When he had regained consciousness last night, lying on the
plywood floor of the Boulder Highway box, he had looked at his right hand and just wept. The bullet had
simply blown it apart, and one finger was gone, lost. He had tried to drive the old Morris back to Las
Vegas, but it was too difficult to reach across with hisleft hand to work the stick shift, and anyway, he
couldn't see clearly—every approaching pair of headlights was doubled, and two moons hung in the sky.
Eventually he abandoned the car on the shoulder and walked back to town.

It had been along walk. As his vision began to come back into focus, the pain in his exploded hand had
grown to ared-hot throbbing, and so he'd forced his mind back down into the blurriness of the fading
concussion.

He had felt like a swimmer letting air bubble out of hislungsin order to sink, and he had dimly realized
that it was something like hisidentity, his personality, hiswill, that he was surrendering, but he had never
treasured those things anyway.

And other people had never seemed to him to bereadlly alive, but now they were diminished to angular
mobiles jerking in some unimportant wind, all pretense of three dimensions abandoned. He now knew
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that people had seemed to have physical depth and volume only because they always faced him, and
changed the appearance of their surfaces as he moved.

Now that the people weren't a distraction, he was able to see the gods.

Walking down the rainy Strip sidewalk this evening, feeling as though he were swimming and using his
clumsily bandaged hand as a flipper, he had seen them, and the irrelevance of apparent size made them
seem at one moment to dwarf the tall casinos as they strode past, and at the next to mimic the hood
ornaments on passing cars.

In the open entry of the Imperial Palace he had seen the Magician sitting at a green felt table on which
were a stack of coins, acup, and an eyeball; and, on stilt-long legs of which the knees were the thickest
part, mummied Death had walked down the center of the street, throwing a faint shudder through the
crowds of stick figures; and the Hanged Man had swayed in the darkening sky over the Flamingo, the
upside-down face placid as it stared down at Snayheever.

The silhouettes in front of him were growing agitated now, and Snayheever got to his feet. Flames had
begun to billow from the top of the volcano.

But suddenly it wasn't the Mirage volcano. It was the Tower, tall and vast and so old that its stones were
eroded like a natural outcrop of the earth, and a dazzling bolt of lightning lashed down out of the sky to
hammer at the breaking crenellations of its battlements,; huge chunks of masonry turned in the air as they
fell in low motion, and arobed figure that could only be the Emperor fell with them.

Snayheever turned and swam away into the relative dimness of the casinos along the Strip.

CHAPTER 25
And You've Saved Yourself for Me

Out over the desert the thunderclouds gathered like vast tall ships, and the hard rain lifted hazes of dust
and then filled the stream beds and washes with rushing brown water. The long, curving line of 1-15
darkened and soon shone with the headlights that moved along it like slow tracer bullets.

On Fremont Street the wet cars glistened with reflected neon rainbows, and the children who waited for
their parents on the carpeted sidewalks huddled in the casino doorways. The hiss of the rain was the
dominant sound—it muffled the rattle and rapid-fire clang of the slot machines, and though the strikersin
front of Binion's Horseshoe kept on walking back and forth with their signs, the shouting of the young
woman picketer was less strident without her electric megaphone.

Inside the casinos there was only the occasional whiff of wet hair to et people know it was raining
outside, but at the Blackjack tables face cards were being turned up about half the time, and actively
played Roulette tables were hard to find, owing to the number of wheels that had been shut down for
testing because they came up with the zero and double zero more often than they should, and a number of
elderly slot machine players had to be led out in tears, complaining that the machines were glaring at
them.

Traffic was heavy south of Fremont Street—buses and old VW bugs and new Rolls-Royces and a
procession of white Chevrolet EI Caminos—and there were lines of people in gowns and tuxedoes
standing patiently in the white-lit rain outside the wedding chapels. The big casinos to the south, the
Sands and Caesars Palace and the Mirage and the Flamingo, were flares of lurid color in the wet night.
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On the roof of the towering pink and white edifice that was the Circus Circus, in among cables and
conduits, below the forest of antennas and satellite dishes, Diana clutched her robe to herself and shivered
as the rain drummed and rattled around her.

The city, spread out below her in all its palaces and incandescent arteries, seemed as far away as the dark
clouds overhead; the distant moon, not even visible now, seemed closer.

She had called the hospital an hour ago, and Dr. Bandholtz had told her that Scat's condition was alittle
WOrse.

The boy had already been connected to a catheter that was inserted under his collarbone and somehow
threaded through a vein and then through the "right heart" and lodged in the pulmonary artery—it was to
make sure the blood pressure in the lungs didn't rise, for the lungs would not be able to absorb oxygen if it
did—but now he was breathing through an "endotrachial tube" taped into his mouth. If his breathing
didn't stabilize soon, they were going to put him on an IMV, which she gathered was some very serious
kind of ventilator.

After getting off the phone with the hospital, she had called her own apartment number.

And she had sighed with relief and frustration when Hans had answered. At least he was still alive.
"Hans," she'd told him, "you've got to get out of there; it's not safe.”

"Diana," he had said, "l trust the police."

She had waited wearily for him to tell her that if she had let the police handle the kidnapping last night,
Scat would not be dying in the hospital. He had told her that when she'd called last night, and she had
hung up on him, and she knew she'd do the sameif he said it again.

He didn't. "Besides," he said, "your foster-brother shot the guy, right?"

"No, don't you listen? The man who shot Scat is somebody else, and he knows where | live, and he's
probably still in town. Get out of that apartment.

"If you're evicting me," Hans said pompously, "I am entitled to at least thirty days notice."

"These people won't give you thirty seconds notice, you idiot!" She reflected that Hans was guilty of
what Ozzie had used to call felony stupid. “I'll call the cops and tell them about your dope plants, and—"

"Have you visited Scat today?' he interrupted angrily.

Quietly shesaid," ... No."

"Hmm, somehow | had thought not. Are you going to tonight?"
"I don't know."

"| see. Why don't you consult a Ouija board,” he said, his voice quavering with the weight of his sarcasm,
"to seeif it would be safe?"

"Get out of there!" she yelled. She had hung up on him then.
If it would be safe.

Alfred Funo, she thought now as the rain clattered in the puddles around her bare feet. Someday | hope to
be able to deal with Mr. Alfred Funo.

Funo had vacated the motel before the police arrived there last night, but his exit seemed to have been
hasty, and they had found a couple of 9-millimeter bullets under the bed. Diana was in no doubt that Funo
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was the man who had shot her son.

And there were others out there: this Snayheever creature, and the fat man in the Jaguar, and, according to
Ozzie, dozens of others.

Bathe in the fresh, wild water of this place, Ozzie had told her.

Her wet skirt, shoes, blouse, and underwear were draped over ataut cable on abig air-conditioning unit,
and now she opened her robe and let it fall behind her and stood naked in the thrashing rain.

Mother, she thought, looking up at the sky. Mother, hear your daughter. | need your help.

A minute passed, during which all that happened was that the rain abated a little and the air got colder.
The puddles around her feet were fizzing and bubbling, asif she were bathing in soda water. She shivered
and clenched her teeth to keep them from chattering.

What am | doing? she asked herself suddenly. I'll be arrested out here. None of thisistrue.
She turned toward where her clothes hung in the darkness, then paused.

Ozzie believes it, she thought. Y ou owe him alot; can't you make yourself believe it, too, just for afew
minutes?

And what other chance have you and your children got?

What do | believe, anyway? That I'm able to find a man to share my life with? That Scat is okay, really?
That Oliver is actually anormal boy? That | am able to have the one thing | need like flowers need
sunlight, afamily that's something more than a pathetic caricature of afamily? What reason have you ever
had for believing any of that?

| will try believing this, she thought as tears trickled into the cold rainwater on her face. | am the daughter
of the moon goddess. | amthat. And | can call her.

Again she looked up into the cloudy sky. The rain suddenly came down even harder than before and stung
her face and shoulders and breasts, but now, even when the gusting wind made her step back to keep her
balance, she wasn't cold. Her heart was pounding, and her outstretched fingers tingled, and the twenty-
nine-story abyss beyond the roof edge, which had made her nervous when she had first forced the roof
door and stepped out here, was exhilarating.

For amoment an old, old reflex made her wish her foster-brother Scott could be out here experiencing
this with her, but she forced the thought away.

Mother. Shetried to throw the thought up into the sky like a spear. They want to kill me, now. Help me
fight them.

Dimly through the rushing dark clouds above her she glimpsed for amoment a crescent glowing in the
SKy.

The clouds seemed now to be huge wings, or capes, and under the hiss of the rain she thought she could
hear music, a chorus of thousands of voices, faint only because of titanic distance.

Another hard gust of wind made a horizontal spray of the rain, and all at once she was sure that she wasn't
alone on the rooftop.

She braced herself against the taut cable, for the gust had made the tar-paper surface of the roof seem to
sway like the deck of aship. And then her nostrils flared to the impossible briny smell of the sea, and the
booming thunder sounded like tall waves crashing against cliffs.
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Salt spray stung her eyes, and when she was able to blink around again, she saw, numbly and with a
violent shiver, that she was on a ship—she was leaning on awooden railing, and the forecastle |adder was
afew yards ahead of her across the planks of the deck. Breakers crashed on rocks somewhere out in the
darkness.

It happened when | thought of a ship, she told herself frantically. Something really is going on here, but
it'sdressing itself with my imagination.

Again she could see the glowing crescent above her, but now she saw that it wasn't the moon—and it
couldn't have been when she'd seen it afew moments ago, for she remembered that the moon was at its
half phase tonight. The crescent was on the crown of atall woman standing up there on the high forecastle
deck. The woman was robed, and her face was strong and beautiful but without any trace of humanity in
the open eyes.

The chorus was louder now, perhaps on the shore out in the darkness, and the sounds in the sky were
clearly the rushing of wings.

When Diana's forehead touched the wet planks of the deck, she realized that she had fallen to her hands
and knees.

For she had realized in the deepest, oldest core of her mind that this was the goddess. Thiswas Isis, who
in ancient Egypt had restored the murdered and dismembered sun-god Osiris, who was her brother and
husband; this was Ishtar, who in Babylonia had rescued Tammuz from the underworld; she was Artemis,
twin sister of Apollo, and she was also both Pallas Athena, the goddess of virginity, and Eileithyia, the
goddess of childbirth.

To her the Greeks had sacrificed a maiden before sailing to Troy; she had restored life to her son Horus,
dlain by the bite of a scorpion; and though wild animals were sacred to her, she was the huntress of the
gods.

This was Persephone, the maiden of the spring and the lover of Adonis, who had been stolen away to the
underworld by the king of the dead.

Then the awe had washed through Diana, or had been broken for her, and again she was aware of herself
as awoman named Diana Ryan, resident of acity called Las Vegas.

She stood up, carefully, on the shifting deck.

The woman on the higher deck was looking into her eyes, and Diana realized that the woman loved her,
had loved her as an infant and had continued to love her during these thirty years of their separation.

Mother! Dianathought, and started forward. The deck planks were bumpily slick under her bare soles.

But now there were figures between herself and the ladder, facing her and blocking her way. She squinted
through the spray at the nearest one—and, suddenly and completely, she felt the night's cold.

It was Wally Ryan, her ex-husband, who had died in the car crash two years ago. His eyes, under hisrain-
plastered hair, were placid and blank—but it was clear that he would not let her pass.

Next to him stood Hans, his scanty beard dark with rain. Oh, no, she thought, is he a ghost, too? Did they
kill him trying to get me? But | talked to him less than an hour ago!

There were a couple of other figures, too, but she didn't look at their faces.
She looked up at the woman, who seemed to be staring down at her with love and pity.
Diana stepped back. The booming of surf was louder. The half-heard song of the distant chorusing voices
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had taken on a threatening monotony.

They're not ghosts, she thought. That's not what this is about. Hans isn't dead. These are images of the
men who have been my lovers.

The men I've lived with are keeping me from going to my mother.

As she'd been able to do in dreams that had begun to dissolve into wakefulness, Dianatried to will the
phantoms away—»but they stayed where they were, as apparently solid as the deck and the railing. This
was her own imagination, but she wasn't in control.

Why? she thought unhappily. Was | supposed to have stayed avirgin all these years?

She squinted up through the rain into the eyes of the goddess, and she tried to believe that the answer was
no. For alength of time that might have been no more than a minute, while the figuresin front of her
didn't move except to sway with the rocking deck, and the rain rattled like chips of clay on the deck all
around her, she went on trying to believe that the answer was no.

Eventually she gave up.

Mentally shetried to convey the idea that it wasn't fair, that she was a person living in this world, not
some other world.

Then, looking down at her own bare feet on the deck, she tried to remember, for her mother, what each of
the circumstances had been.

And she couldn't remember.
Mother, she thought, looking up again in despair, is there no way for me to reach you?

And then a concept flashed into her mind, abstract and free of any words or images. Asit faded, she tried
to hold words up to it to define it for herself—Token? she thought; relic, link, talisman, keepsake?
Something from some time when we were together?

Then it was gone, and all she had |eft were the remembered words she had tried to fit to it.

Lightning flared out over the lights of the city, and the following boom was thunder, not surf. She was on
the roof of the Circus Circus, alone and shivering in therain.

She stood for several minutes, looking into the sky; then she reluctantly got back into her sopping clothes
and shuffled away toward the roof door.

Nardie Dinh had felt it coming, the terribly close approach of the moon, which was not yet her own
mother.

Luckily she hadn't had afare. She had spun the cab's wheel and cut across two wet lanes of the Strip,
drawing angry honks from the cars behind her, and stomped the cab to a halt at ared curb by the
Hacienda Camperland south of Tropicana Avenue.

Even as she was switching off the engine, she lost consciousness.

And she dreamed. In the dream she was back in the long, high-ceilinged room in the parlor house near
Tonopah, and though the twenty-two pictures on the walls seemed to be moving in their frames, she didn't
look at them.

The walls boomed and creaked around her, asif al the girlsin the little rooms around this one were busy
with enormous clients, minotaurs and satyrs instead of mere businessmen and truck drivers. She sat down
on the carpeted floor and made herself breathe evenly, quietly; hoping that, even in adream, her brother's
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ruling would still apply—that his half-sister was to be a prisoner in the midst of this carnal focus but was
not to participate in any way.

The pictures were making sounds now. She could hear faint laughter and screaming and martial music.
Their frames were rattling against the plaster walls.

Then there was another rattling, the knob of the door in front of her. With her hands and feet she scuffed
herself backward until she was stopped by the wall opposite the door. Above her, she remembered, hung
the picture of the Fool.

The door swung open, and her brother stepped into the room.

His black hair was oiled and swept back in a ducktail, but incongruously he wore afloor-length sable
robe. In hisright hand he carried atall gold cross with alooped top, the Egyptian ankh.

"Dreaming at last, my sweet little Asian sister,” said Ray-Joe Pogue in his affectedly mellifluous voice.
His lean face was twisted into a smile, and he walked slowly toward her. The pictures banged violently
against the walls as he passed them. "And you've saved yourself for me."

"Not for you," she managed to say, loudly enough to be heard over all the racket. Wake up, she told
herself urgently. Push your forehead into the horn ring, open the car door, listen for calls fromthe
dispatcher.

"And right herein town, en?' he said. "South of me, down by the Marina and the Tropicana. I'm on my
way. You and | have got alot of lost time to make up for. Without the female half of the magic, I've been
running into obstacles. | had to kill Max, and then Lake Mead wouldn't take his head. | think the lake
might take it from you, or from the two of us once we've coupled. Shall we go see?"

She stood up slowly, dragging her back against the wall, and even when she felt the shaking edge of the
Fool's frame against her shoulders, she kept pushing.

The picture came loose from its nail and fell, and for an instant she saw her brother's mouth drop openin
dismay—and when the picture hit the floor, the sound it made wasn't that of wood hitting carpet.

It was the sound of a car horn, and when she lifted her head from the steering wheel the blaring honk
stopped, and she sat back, gasping in the driver's seat of her parked taxicab, and watched the windshield
wipers sweep away the hard spattering of the rain. With atrembling hand she reached out and twisted the
key in theignition.

The engine started right up, and she put it in gear and carefully pulled out into the traffic.

Escaped it that time, she thought shakily, but now he knows I'm in town. I'll get on the 15 north right now,
and get off somewhere up around Fremont Street.

Her face was chilly with sweat.

If | knew how to pray, she thought, I'd say a prayer for the soul of poor old Max, who once loved me, may
he nevertheless burn in hell forever.

In the back seat of his newly bought 71 Dodge, parked on a dark side street, Al Funo stretched out and
tried to get comfortable. The previous owners had apparently had a dog that liked to travel in the car but
hated to take baths.

He had sold his Porsche to a car dealer on Charleston in order to buy classy gifts for Diana and Scott. The
two long black jewelry boxes—two solid gold rope necklaces that had cost him nearly a thousand dollars
each—were wrapped up in his jacket on the front seat.
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He had had to buy giftsfor hisfriends, to clear up any misunderstandings—but he was still angry at the
car dealer, who had called the Porsche 924 "just a glorified Volkswagen," and had given Funo only thirty-
five hundred dollars for it. This Dodge had cost him athousand, leaving him at the end of the day with
only about five hundred dollars. And he didn't want to use a credit card if he could help it; the police
would almost certainly know who he was by now, and if he used a card, he'd be leaving atrail.

He would have to get out of town as soon as possible. In addition to the police, Vaughan Trumbill would
be after him ... and Funo could feel atension in the air, asif someone were leaning harder and harder
against a plate glass window, or asif afever were rising somewhere, with convulsions and hallucinations.
Something was going to happen here, and it would probably involve the fat man and Scott and Diana, and
Funo wanted to be safely back in L.A. in one of his alternate identities when it broke.

He rolled over on the narrow seat and tried to ignore the drumming of the rain on the roof. Better get
some sleep, he told himself, if you're going to go make up with Diana tomorrow.

CHAPTER 26
Thanks a Million, Dianal

At dawn Diana ordered up a pot of coffee from the Circus Circus's room service. Oliver was still asleep in
the bed, but she carried her steaming cup to the phone and dialed the number of Ozzi€e's room.

"Mph. Hello?' His old voice was scratchy. "Diana?"
"Yes," shesad. "|—"
"Where are you calling from? Did you go to the hospital yesterday? | told you to stay away—"

She pressed her lipstogether. "No, | didn't go. | chickened out. Scat wouldn't have known | was there
anyway, of course, but | till feel like—like I'm deserting him. Oz, listen, |"—she laughed
uncomfortably—"took a shower in the rain last night, and | believe | saw my mother. | got the ideathat |
couldn't approach her, couldn't talk to her, because I'm not avirgin."

Oliver was awake now, she noticed. The boy rolled his eyes and mimed gagging himself with his
forefinger.

Ozzie said, "Give me aminute." She heard the old man put the phone down, and then faintly she heard
water running. After awhile he came back on. "I wish you were still avirgin,” he said grumpily. "The

young men you—never mind. Okay, that may be true, | think it might be important that the daughter of
the moon be avirgin. But you are still her actual biological daughter; there may be some way

to ... symbolically get your virginity back, you know? Was there any hint of hope?"

"Well, there was a thought, right at the end, after | asked her if there was away for me to reach her. It was
an idea, something like'relic,' or 'link." Something from when | was with her, back thirty years ago. I've
been thinking about this most of the night; and | think if | could get some thing that belonged to her, to the
Lady Issit, connecting me with her, | could reach her."

"God, | don't know how you'd do that. | suppose if you could find out where she came from or
something—"

"Ogz, that old baby blanket you brought me home in, when you and Scott came out here in 1960—was that
something you had brought with you in the car, or did you find mein it?"
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"Yes!" said the old man excitedly. "Y es, you were wrapped up in it, when | found you there behind the
bushes! Do you still haveit?"

"WEell, not on me. But | think | know whereit isat home. I'm going to send Oliver to your room. If | don't
get killed getting the blanket this morning, I'll have you paged in the—the lobby of the Riviera, that's right
across the street, at ten thismorning. If | ask for Oliver Crane, you'll know I'm al right; if it'sfor Ozzie
Smith, you'll know they've got me, and I'll want you to take my boy Oliver to the house of afriend of
minein Searchlight. Her name's Helen Sully, she'sin the book, | used to work with her. Helen Sully, write
it down, okay? She'll be happy to put him up; she's got alot of kids of her own." Despite her resolve to be
cool and businesslike about all this, there were tears on her cheeks and her voice quavered when she went
on. "Have Scott do everything he can to protect Scat, even dig; it's his fault my boy got shot."

Oliver had sat up in bed, but his expression was one of languid impatience. "l don't want to go somewhere
with the old man," he began, but his mother silenced him with awave.

"No, Diana," Ozzie was saying, hisvoice shaky, "I'll go, they won't care about me—"

"Y ou wouldn't know where to look for it, Ozzie; it might not be exactly where | think itis. I'll be
quick—no, listen to me, I'll pad myself out to look fat and wear awig or something, and I'll go in acab,
so if somebody's watching the place, they won't be sure it's me"'—she was talking loudly over the old
man's shrill protests—"and then I'll leave by the back door and hop the fence and walk out on Sun
Avenue, catch another cab on Civic Center."

"“I'll tear the house up until I find it, Diana," Ozzie shouted, "1—"

"They're after you, too, Oz," she said. "If they're there, they wouldn't give you thetimeto find it. Ten
o'clock, lobby of the Riviera. 'Ozzie Smith' meansrun for it."

She hung up in the middle of the old man's pleadings.

Ozzie had hung up, too, and immediately punched in 911. As soon as a woman had answered, he had
begun talking fast, trying to find the words and delivery that would get police to Diana's house most
quickly.

Sitting on the hotel bed now but leaning forward over the telephone cradle, Ozzie held the handset tightly
in hislean, brown-spotted hand.

"My name's Oliver Crane," he was saying shrilly, "and her name is Diana, uh, Ryan. | am cam. Fifteen
fifteen Venus, in North Las Vegas. Her son was kidnapped and shot last night, you'll have records of

it ... No, | don't know what this guy looks like; his nameis Alfred Funo ... Your detective said

today ... Trust me, she'sin danger! ... What? ... Yeah, there'll be her idiot boyfriend there, his nameis
Hans ... No, | don't know hislast name ... six foot, fat, scraggly beard. She'll be cominginacab ... Of
course | don't know what company! No, | won't be here; I'm going over there right now ... No, I'm going,
| have to be there. Listen, try to make it two units, okay?"

Ozzie hung up the phone, and he had barely had time to put on his pants and a shirt before there was a
knock at his hotel room door.

He hobbled across the room and let the fat little boy in.

"Where's your mother?' Ozzie snapped, stepping out onto the hall carpet to peer up and down the
corridor.

Oliver shrugged. " She's gone. She held the elevator until she saw your door open. She'll be in ataxi
before you can get your shoes on." He walked to the window and pulled open the drapes.
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Ozzie winced at the white desert sunlight. "I'll have my shoes on soon enough, sonny." He glanced
instinctively at his portable coffegpot. No time for that, he thought. He hesitated—No, he thought, I'll
need it—then walked quickly to the dressing table and with trembling fingers opened a Ziploc plastic bag
and shook alot of instant coffee into one of the hotel glasses.

"Now listen," he said as he carried the glass into the bathroom, "I'm going to leave you somewhere out in
the children's area here." He turned on the hot-water tap in the sink. "And | want you to wait there for me,
y'understand?' he shouted over the roar of the faucet. The water heated up quickly, and he ran some into
the glass and stirred the foamy brown stuff with the handle of a Circus Circus souvenir toothbrush. "I'll be
gone for only an hour or so, | think, but if noon rolls around and I'm still gone, you call the police and tell
them everything, and tell them you need to be hidden from the same people that shot your brother."

"Everybody's ditching me," said Oliver.

Ozzie hurried back into the room and sat down on the bed near his shoes. "I'm sorry," he told the boy. "It's
just that there's trouble, and we don't want you to get into it." He drained the barely hot double-strength
coffee in one fast series of gulps. "Jesus." He shook his head. "Oh, and don't call these Amino Acids
friends of yours, okay? Do you promise?"

The boy shuddered. "I'm grown up. | can decide who | talk to."

"Not in this kettle of fish, kid." Ozzie tossed the empty cup aside and, with an effortful grunt, bent down
and picked up his shoes and began levering them onto his bare feet. "Thisis stuff you don't know about.
Trust me, I'm your grandfather, and we're doing this for your mother's safety.”

When the boy spoke again, his voice was pitched lower. "Call me Bitin Dog."

Ozzie closed hiseyes. | can't go, he thought. If | leave thiskid alone, he's going to call his evil friends,
sure as I'm sitting here.

Well ...

WEell, so | stay here, and don't go over there to Venus Avenue. The cops will be there. What could one old
man do for her that the cops couldn't? Especially an old man whose guts are acting up and who wouldn't
have had time to properly go to the bathroom.

"Well, Mr. Bitin Dog," he said tiredly, "maybe you've got a point about everybody ditching you. Maybe
you and | could ... just go have breakfast somewhere—"

"Somewhere where they serve beer," the boy interrupted. "Y ou order it, and then | can drink it when
they're not looking, okay?"

"No, you can't have any beer. My God, it's not yet eight in the morning." He was still holding the laces of
his right shoe, and to his dull surprise he saw that his knobby old fingers were tying them. Socks, he told
himself; if you're not going to Venus, you've got time to put on socks.

His fingers finished the knot and moved, apparently of their own volition, to the other shoe.

"Oh, and you're too young for beer anyway," he said. "l was going to say, before you interrupted me, that
you and | could go have breakfast somewhere after we go by your mom's house to make sure she's okay."
The shoes were tied, and he stood up, feeling frail. The coffee felt like a shovelful of road tar in his
stomach. "Y ou ready to go? We want to get there before she does. We'll be hurrying and she won't, and |
hope she'll have the sense to make her cabbie circle the block atime or two first, but she's got a head start
on us. Come on."
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"What if | don't want to go to—" the boy began, but he flinched back and stopped talking when the old
man turned a hard glare on him.

"Come on," Ozzie repeated softly.

Oliver stared at him for a moment; then he let his shoulders droop and he was just alittle boy again, and
he followed his grandfather out of the room.

Hans was justifiably upset.

The police had actually been pointing drawn revolvers at him when he had answered their urgent
knocking—of all the John Wayne stunts!—»but they had holstered them when he answered the door and
blinked at them in sleepy astonishment, and now, as he tremblingly made coffee in the little kitchen, Hans
was at least grateful that Diand's crazy old foster-father had given them a description of him. Evidently if
they hadn't recognized him as Diana's reported "boyfriend," they'd have handcuffed him and thrown him
on the floor!

He looked over the counter at the two policemen standing on a patch of sunlit carpet by the front window.
"Y ou guys want coffee?’

The older cop, Gould, gave him a blank look and shook his head. "No, thank you."

"Huh." Hans watched the glass pot steam up as the hot coffee started to trickle into it. "Completely nuts,"
he went on, trying not to talk too fast or sound ingratiating. " The old man—and Diana's brother,
too—think she's this Egyptian goddess Isis."”

"We're not concerned with their religious beliefs, Mr. Ganci."

"Fine." Hans shrugged and nodded virtuously. "I told them to go to the police last night."
"So you said."

Officer Gould nodded out the window. "I think Hamilton sees a cab."

Hans walked around the counter and peered with them out through the window. One of the officers
standing by the second police car out at the curb was staring intently down the street toward Civic Center
Drive. After afew seconds ayellow taxicab pulled up behind the police car, and a moment later afat
woman got ouit.

Hans was about to tell them that it wasn't Diana, but then he saw the woman's face. He blinked and
rubbed his eyes. It was Diana, but she had stuffed something into the rear end of her pants and the belly of
her shirt, so that she looked both fat and pregnant. "Y eah," he said wonderingly, "that's her."

The policeman outside, Hamilton, apparently, walked up to her as she was paying the driver, and then he
was escorting her toward the apartment.

Asthe cab drove away and Hamilton and Diana hurried up the walk toward the front door, Hans was
annoyed to see that Diana didn't look annoyed by the officious policemen. Attention from aman in
uniform, he thought.

The older officer pushed past Hans and opened the door. Diana and Hamilton walked inside, bringing the
fresh smells of lawns and pavement into the musty dimness. Hans wished her foster-father had called to
say that police would be coming over; he would have showered.

"As Officer Hamilton probably told you, maam,” Gould said to Diana, "we got a phone call saying that
your life wasin danger. It was from an Oliver Crane, who we gather is your foster-father?"
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"Y our loony dad," put in Hans helpfully.
"Shut up, Hans," Diana said.
"Why don't you go sit down while we talk to her, Mr. Ganci?' said Gould, not very politely.

Ozzi€'s cab had rounded the Venus corner just in time for him to see the officer walk into the house with
the ludicrously padded Diana, and he sighed and relaxed and sat back on the black vinyl seat.

"It looks like your mom's okay," he said over his shoulder to Oliver, who was sitting in the back seat.
"Smellslike pukein here," said the boy.

The driver, who looked as though he might have been a boxer years ago, gave the boy an irritated glance
in the rearview mirror. "Y ou want me to stop?"

"Uh ... " Ozzie couldn't take the boy into the house—gunfire or something still might erupt at any
moment—nbut if he left him alone in the cab, he'd probably run away. "No, just park here. | want to see
her leave with the cops.”

"You got it." The man pulled in to the curb a couple of buildings down from Diana's duplex and put the
engine into park.

Hans had watched with interest when Hamilton had gone cautiously through the house to make sure no
killers were crouched in any of the rooms, and he had been making mental notes so that he could
incorporate a scene like thisinto his screenplay; there was nothing like firsthand observation.

But when the officer said he'd check out the backyard, Hans could only sit down, as the man walked out
the back door and down the two wooden steps, and hope no one was noticing how pale and sweaty he had
suddenly become.

The dope plants, he thought with astonished dismay. He'll find the dope plants, and I'll go to jail. I'll claim
| don't know anything about them, | thought those were just weeds out there by the fence. Will they think
I'm adealer? Will they find out I'm afriend of Mike's, who really is adope dealer? | read in Hunter
Thompson that you get ... lifein prison! ... in Nevadaif you're convicted of being adealer. That can't
still betrue.

He thought he might wet his pants, right here and now. God, he thought, make him not find them. Please,
God! I'll go to church, I'll make the protagonist of the screenplay a Christian, I'll marry Diana, just let him
come back with no news so the world can go on being like it was.

He was afraid to pick up his cup of coffee. His hands would shake, and these cops would notice; they
were trained to see that kind of thing. Instead, he looked around at the apartment; every trivial object
suddenly seemed precious and lost, like the bicycles and fishing polesin the backgrounds of old
photographs. He looked at Diana and loved her as he had never managed to before.

The back door creaked, and then boots clonked on the linoleum floor. Hans pretended to be studying the
calendar over the telephone.

"Y ou're the lady whose son was kidnapped and shot last night, aren't you?' he heard Hamilton say. Diana
must have nodded, for the man w