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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







‘Tim Powers is a brilliant writer’


William Gibson


‘Powers is a tremendous writer’


Cory Doctorow


‘Tim Powers is one of our best writers’


Raymond E. Feist


‘It’ll have you turning the pages as much for his sheer inventiveness as for the plot … for the remarkable frisson that sparks from the page, the playfulness of the language’


Charles de Lint


‘Tim Powers’ darkest book to date, in both its characters and settings, resulting in a complex, fascinating series of potential disasters’


Locus


‘Expiration Date is a minefield of exploding surprises that will have readers convinced that the author has tapped into a more magical reality behind everyday life’


Publishers Weekly




Introduction


I’d forgotten how good Expiration Date was.


This might sound odd, but Tim Powers is a writer of such significance – to the field of fantasy as a whole, and to me, personally, as an inspiration – that one can cast through his bibliography and pick out the classics blindly. This, after all, is the author of 1983’s The Anubis Gates, a novel that is one of the cornerstones of the now-flourishing steampunk genre. In the first draft of my own early steampunk novel, The Bookman, one “Timothy Powers” is unceremoniously made to walk the plank off a pirate ship’s deck; the finished version had dispensed with that cameo, yet makes mention of “Captain Powers’ Pipe Shop near Leicester Square” – itself a reference to a similar tongue-in-cheek cameo in Homunculus, that other seminal steampunk novel, written by Powers’ long-time friend, James Blaylock.


Pirates, of course, appear in Powers’ magnificent 1987 novel, On Stranger Tides, which loosely inspired the Disney movie of the same name. And if that novel weren’t enough, Powers’ novel about the early, magical history of Las Vegas – the 1992 World Fantasy Award-winning Last Call – surely stands as an enduring classic in the field.


But I could pick nearly every book from his oeuvre with the same confidence. 1989’s The Stress of Her Regard is surely one of the finest historical fantasies ever written; while 2001’s Declare completely redefines the spy novel as a madcap magical conspiracy.


Powers is an author of “secret histories”, a genre he has, to a large extent, made his own. He follows the course of real history faithfully, merely reinterpreting the gaps in the story for his own nefarious purposes. He explores the hidden magics, the invisible conspiracies that are at the true heart of things.


If you are very lucky, a few writers may change your life so completely and truly as Tim Powers did mine. I first came across his novels somewhere in my teens, picking up a copy of On Stranger Tides by accident – it was the first US edition, featuring a skeleton wielding a sword! – and when I had finished it, in one night, I was forever captive. I spent the next few years – as many of us Powers fans did in those days – hunting through second hand bookshops in the vain hope of finding a new Powers novel. I don’t remember when I found Expiration Date, though I have fond memories of finding pristine first editions of several others – in a bookshop in Johannesburg; in the old, pre-gentrification Spitalfields Market in the East End of London; even hunting for rare translations once in the ramshackle book stalls on the left bank of the Seine. I met my eventual agent through both of us being Powers fanatics (the first, true definition of fans) and, in one bizarre twist of faith, was lucky enough to win, myself, a World Fantasy Award – alongside Powers. His writing has shaped my own, and though I do not quite write the same thing that he does, my work owes an obvious debt to his approach to fiction.


Expiration Date stands out from Powers’ overall oeuvre by being not a story of secret histories but of a secret present. Set in early ‘90s California, it concerns a seedy underworld in which ghosts can be smoked or inhaled – a drug known as “smokes” or “cigars” – which can prolong the user’s life indefinitely. When a young boy accidentally releases the ghost of Thomas Alva Edison, it sets the scene for a complicated chase after the “big ghost”, culminating in a magnificent showdown on the haunted decks of the Queen Mary ocean liner.


This is, also, Powers’ Hollywood novel. The rather pathetic villain, Loretta deLarava, is a film producer, using the sets to attract and furtively inhale the ghosts which lie dormant there; and one memorable scene involves a hike through an old Hollywood cemetery, filled with the ghosts of one-time great actors. Hollywood is always a memorable setting for a novel, but it has never been done quite like this, in Powers’ inimitable style, with homeless zombies, ashtray ghost-traps, a murderous one-armed man – not to mention the magical death mask of Harry Houdini . . .


At its heart, though, I think Expiration Date is a story about the search for a family. It has a damaged cast of characters. Kootie, who saw his parents murdered. Angelica, an unconventional psychiatrist whose fake séance turned real, with disastrous results for her patients. And Pete, whose father’s murder destroyed his and his sister’s childhood and subsequent lives. The three come together, in the end, into a sort of nuclear family, and are granted forgiveness for the mistakes of the past. It is a book about bad choices and cruel fate, yes – but finally, it is about acceptance, and eventual healing.


Expiration Date is also the second in a loose trilogy by Powers, the Fault Lines trilogy, which begins with Last Call. It concludes in 1997’s Earthquake Weather, which returns us to the story of Kootie, Pete and Angelica. Yet Expiration Date itself stands entirely on its own, and it is only when one reaches the third novel that the two separate strands of the earlier books come together.


If you have never experienced a Powers novel before, I envy you this opportunity.


And if you are returning to this book, like I did, as to an old friend, I hope you take as much joy in the reunion as I did.


Lavie Tidhar




BOOK ONE


Open Up that Golden Gate




TRENTON, NJ – Thomas A. Edison, the inventor of the light bulb, whose honors have included having a New Jersey town and college named after him, received a college degree Sunday, 61 years after his death.


Thomas Edison State College conferred on its namesake a bachelor of science degree for lifetime achievement.


—The Associated Press, Monday, October 26, 1992







CHAPTER ONE




‘But I don’t want to go among mad people,’ Alice remarked.


‘Oh, you can’t help that,’ said the Cat: ‘we’re all mad here. I’m mad. You’re mad.’


‘How do you know I’m mad?’ said Alice.


‘You must be,’ said the Cat; ‘or you wouldn’t have come here.’


—Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland





When he was little, say four or five, the living room had been as dim as a church all the time, with curtains pulled across the broad windows, and everywhere there had been the kind of big dark wooden furniture that’s got stylized leaves and grapes and claws carved into it. Now the curtains had been taken down, and through the windows Kootie could see the lawn – more gold than green in the early-evening light, and streaked with the lengthening shadows of the sycamores – and the living room was painted white now and had hardly any furniture in it besides white wood chairs and a glass-topped coffee table.


The mantel over the fireplace was white now too, but the old black bust of Dante still stood on it, the, only relic of his parents’ previous taste in furnishings. Dante Allah Hairy, he used to think its name was.


Kootie leaned out of his chair and switched on the pole lamp. Off to his left, his blue nylon knapsack was slumped against the front door, and ahead of him and above him Dante’s eyes were gleaming like black olives. Kootie hiked himself out of the chair and crossed to the fireplace.


He knew that he wasn’t allowed to touch the Dante. He had always known that, and the rule had never been a difficult one to obey. He was eleven now, and no longer imagined that the black-painted head and shoulders were just the visible top of a whole little body concealed inside the brick fireplace-front – and he realized these days that the rustlings that woke him at night were nothing more than the breeze in the boughs outside his bedroom window, and not the Dante whispering to itself all alone in the dark living room – but it was still a nasty-looking thing, with its scowling hollow-cheeked face and the way its black finish was shiny on the high spots, as if generations of people had spent a lot of time rubbing it.


Kootie reached up and touched its nose.


Nothing happened. The nose was cool and slick. Kootie put one hand under the thing’s chin and the other hand behind its head and then carefully lifted it down and set it on the white stone slab of the hearth.


He sat down cross-legged beside it and thought of Sidney Greenstreet in The Maltese Falcon, sweating furiously, hacking with a penknife at the black-painted statue of the falcon; Kootie had no idea what might be inside the Dante, but he thought the best way to get at it would be to simply shatter the thing. He had glimpsed the unpainted white base of the bust just now, and had seen that it was only plaster.


But breaking it would be the irrevocable step.


He had packed shirts, socks, underwear, sweatsuit, a jacket, and a baseball cap in his knapsack, and he had nearly three hundred dollars in twenties in his pocket, along with his Swiss army knife, but he wouldn’t be committed to running away until he broke the bust of Dante.


Broke it and took away whatever might be inside it. He hoped he’d find gold – Krugerrands, say, or those little flat blocks like dominoes.


It occurred to him, now, that even if the bust was nothing but solid plaster all through, as useless as Greenstreet’s black bird had turned out to be, he would still have to break it. The Dante was the … what, flag, emblem, totem pole of what his parents had all along been trying to make Kootie into.


With a trembling finger, he pushed the bust over backward. It clunked on the stone, staring at the ceiling now, but it didn’t break.


He exhaled, both relieved and disappointed.


Dirty mummy-stuff, he thought. Meditation, and the big tunnel with all the souls drifting toward the famous white light. His parents had lots of pictures of that. Pyramids and the Book of Thoth and reincarnation and messages from these ‘old soul’ guys called Mahatmas.


The Mahatmas were dead but they would supposedly still come around to tell you how to be a perfect dead guy like they were. But they were coy – Kootie had never seen one at all, even after hours of sitting and trying to make his mind a blank, and even his parents only claimed to have glimpsed the old boys, who always apparently snuck out through the kitchen door if you tried to get a good look at them. Mostly you could tell that they’d been around only by the things they’d rearrange – books on the shelves, cups in the kitchen. If you had left a handful of change on the dresser, you’d find they’d sorted the coins and stacked them. Sometimes with the dates in order.


At about the age when his friends were figuring out that Santa Claus was a fake, Kootie had stopped believing in the Mahatmas and all the rest of it; later he’d had a shock when he learned in school that there really had been a guy named Mahatma Gandhi but a friend of his who saw the movie Gandhi told him that Gandhi was just a regular person, a politician in India who was skinny and bald and wore diapers all the time.


Kootie wasn’t allowed to see movies … or watch TV, or even eat meat, though he often sneaked off to McDonald’s for a Big Mac, and then had to chew gum afterward to get rid of the smell.


Kootie wanted to be an astronomer when he grew up, but his parents weren’t going to let him go to college. He wasn’t sure if he’d even be allowed to go to all four years of high school. His parents told him he was a chela, just as they were, and that his duty in life was to … well, it was hard to say, really; to get squared away with these dead guys. Be their ‘new Krishnamurti’ – carry their message to the world. Be prepared for when you died and found yourself in that big tunnel.


And in the meantime, no TV or movies or meat, and when he grew up he wasn’t supposed to get married or ever have sex at all – not because of AIDS, but because the Mahatmas were down on it. Well, he thought, they would be, wouldn’t they, being dead and probably wearing diapers and busy all the time rearranging people’s coffee cups. Shoot.


But the worst thing his parents had ever done to him they did on the day he was born – they named him after one of these Mahatmas, a dead guy who had to go and have the name Koot Hoomie. Growing up named Koot Hoomie Parganas, with the inevitable nickname Kootie, had been … well, he had seen a lot of fat kids or stuttering kids get teased mercilessly in school, but he always wished he could trade places with them if in exchange he could have a name like Steve or Jim or Bill.


He lifted the Dante in both hands to a height of about four inches, and let it fall. Clunk! But it still didn’t break.


He believed his parents worshipped the thing. Sometimes after he had gone off to bed and was supposedly asleep, he had sneaked back and peeked into the living room and seen them bowing in front of it and mumbling, and at certain times of the year – Christmas, for example, and Halloween, which was only about a week away – his mother would knit little hats and collars for Dante. She always had to make them new; too, couldn’t use last year’s, though she saved all of them.


And his parents always insisted to Kootie – nervously, he thought – that the previous owner of the house had coincidentally been named Don Tay (or sometimes Om Tay) and that’s why the drunks or crazy people who called on the phone sometimes at night seemed to be asking to talk to the statue.


Terminator 2. ‘Peewee’s Playhouse.’ Mario Brothers and Tetris on the Nintendo. Big Macs and the occasional furtive Marlboro. College, eventually, and maybe even just finishing high school. Astronomy. Friends. All that, on the one hand.


Rajma, khatte chhole, masoor dal, moong dal, chana dal, which were all just different kinds of cooked beans. On the other hand. Along with Mahatmas, and start some kind of new theosophical order (instead of go to college), and don’t have a girlfriend.


As if he ever could.


You think it’s bad that Melvin touched you and gave you his cooties? We’ve got a Kootie in our class.


His jaw was clenched so tight that his teeth ached, and tears were being squeezed out of his closed eyes, but he lifted the Dante over his head with both hands – paused – and then smashed it down onto the hearth.


With a muffled crack it broke into a hundred powdery white pieces, some tumbling away onto the tan carpet.


He opened his eyes, and for several seconds while his heart pounded and he didn’t breathe, he just stared down at the scattered floury rubble. At last he let himself exhale, and he slowly stretched out his hand.


At first glance the mess seemed to consist entirely of angular lumps of plaster; but when he tremblingly brushed through the litter, he found a brick-shaped piece, about the size of two decks of cards glued together front-to-back. He picked it up – it was heavy, and its surface gave a little when he squeezed it, cracking the clinging plaster and exhaling a puff of fine white dust.


He glanced over his shoulder at the front door, and tried to imagine what his parents would do if they were to walk in right now, and see this. They might very well, he thought, go completely insane.


Hastily he started tugging at the stiffly flexible stuff that encased the object; when he got a corner unfolded and was able to see the inner surface of the covering he realized that it was some sort of patterned silk handkerchief, stiffened by the plaster.


Once he’d got the corner loose, it was easy – in two seconds he had peeled the white-crusted cloth away, and was holding up a little glass brick. The surfaces of it were rippled but gleamingly smooth, and its translucent depths were as cloudy as smoky quartz.


He held it up to the light from the window—


And the air seemed to vibrate, as if a huge gong had been struck in the sky and was ringing, and shaking the earth, with some subsonic note too profoundly low to be sensed by living ears.


All day the hot Santa Ana winds had been combing the dry grasses down the slopes of the San Bernardino Mountains, moving west like an airy tide across the miles-separated semi-desert towns of Fontana and Upland, over the San Jose Hills and into the Los Angeles basin, where they swept the smog blanket out to sea and let the inhabitants see the peaks of Mount Wilson and Mount Baldy, hallucinatorily clear against a startlingly blue sky.


Palm trees bowed and nodded over old residential streets and threw down dry fronds to bounce dustily off of parked cars; and red-brick roof tiles, loosened by the summer’s rains and sun, skittered free of ancient cement moorings, cartwheeled over rain gutters, and shattered on driveways that were, as often as not, two weathered lines of concrete with a strip of grass growing between. The steady background bump-and-hiss of the wind was punctuated by the hoarse shouts of crows trying to fly, upwind.


Downtown, in the streets around the East L.A. Interchange where the northbound 5 breaks apart into the Golden State and Santa Monica and Hollywood Freeways, the hot wind had all day long been shaking the big slow RTD buses on their shocks as they groaned along the sun-softened asphalt, and the usual reeks of diesel smoke and ozone and the faint strawberry-sweetness of garbage were today replaced with the incongruous spice of faraway sage and baked Mojave stone.


For just a moment now as the sun was setting, redly silhouetting trees and oil tanks on the western hills around Santa Monica, a higher-than-usual number of cars swerved in their freeway lanes, or jumped downtown curbs to collide with light poles or newspaper stands, or rolled forward at stoplights to clank against the bumpers of the cars ahead; and many of the homeless people in East L.A. and Florence and Inglewood cowered behind their shopping carts and shouted about Jesus or the FBI or the Devil or unfathomable personal deities; and for a few moments up on Mulholland Drive all the westbound cars drifted right and then left and then right again, as if the drivers were all rocking to the same song on the radio.


In an alley behind a ramshackle apartment building down in Long Beach, a fat shirtless old man shivered suddenly and dropped the handle of the battered dolly he had been angling toward an open garage, and the refrigerator he’d been carting slammed to the pavement, pinning his foot; his gasping shouts and curses brought a heavyset young woman running, and after she’d helped him hike the refrigerator off of his foot, he demanded breathlessly that she run upstairs and draw a bath for him, a cold one.


And on Broadway the neon signs were coming on and darkening the sky – the names of the shops were often Japanese or Korean, though the rest of the lettering was generally in Spanish – and many of the people in the hurrying crowds below glanced uneasily at the starless heavens. On the sidewalk under the marquee of the old Million Dollar Theater a man in a ragged nylon jacket and baggy camouflage pants had clenched his teeth against a scream and was now leaning against one of the old ornate lampposts.


His left arm, which had been cold all day despite the hot air that was dewing his forehead with sweat, was warm now, and, of its own volition was pointing west. With his grubby right hand he pushed back the bill of his baseball cap, and he squinted in that direction, at the close wall of the theater, as if he might be able to see through it and for miles beyond the bricks of it, out past Hollywood, toward Beverly Hills, looking for—


—An abruptly arrived thing, a new and godalmighty smoke, a switched-on beacon somewhere out toward where the sun had just set.


‘Get a life,’ he whispered to himself. ‘God, get a life!’


He pushed himself away from the pole. Walking through the crowd was awkward with his arm stuck straight out, though the people he passed didn’t give him a glance, and when he got on an RTD bus at Third Street he had to shuffle down the crowded aisle sideways.


And for most of the night all the crickets were silent in the dark yards and in the hallways of empty office buildings and in the curbside grasses, as if the same quiet footstep had startled all of them.




CHAPTER TWO




‘… when she next peeped out, the Fish-Footman was gone, and the other was sitting on the ground near the door, staring stupidly up into the sky.’


—Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland





Kootie trudged back up the quiet dimness of Loma Vista Drive toward home. He was walking more slowly than he had been a few minutes ago on Sunset Boulevard, and now that he had got his breath back he realized that he was limping, and that his side hurt worse than ever. Probably that punch in the stomach had cracked a rib.


Tomorrow must be trash day – all the wheeled green plastic trash cans were out along the curbs. His neighbors’ houses, which he had always scornfully thought looked like 1950s-style Japanese restaurants, were hidden behind the trees, but he knew that behind the ARMED RESPONSE signs on the lawns they were probably all dark at this hour. He was sure that dawn couldn’t be far off.


He leaned against one of the trash cans and tried to ignore the hard pounding of his heart and the tight chill in his belly that was making his hands sweat and shake. He could claim that burglars had got in, and kidnapped him because he had seen them, because he was a witness who could identify them in a lineup; they had panicked, say, and grabbed him and fled after doing nothing more than break the Dante. Kootie had managed to escape … after a fight, which would be how come his left eye was swelling shut and his rib was perhaps broken.


He tried to believe the burglar story, which he would probably have to tell to some policeman – he tried to imagine the fictitious burglars, what they had said, what their car had looked like; and after a few moments he was horrified to realize that the tone of the whole thing just rang with kid-ingenuity, like the ‘concerto’ he had composed on the piano a year ago, which had sounded every bit as good and dramatic as Tchaikovsky to him at the time, but later was somehow just meandering and emphatic.


A kid just couldn’t see the difference. It was like being color-blind or something; or preferring Frazetta to all those blobby old paintings of haystacks and French people in rowboats.


A grown-up would probably have been able to tell that Lumpy and Daryl weren’t nice guys. Well, shit, Koot my man, you can stay in my garage – it’s right down here, nothing fancy but it’s got a bed and a refrigerator – and you can work for me detailing cars.


It had sounded all right.


And then pow behind a Dumpster, and hard hands turning out his pockets while his knapsack was dragged off his back and all his carefully folded clothes were flung out onto the littered pavement, and a moment later Kootie was alone in the alley, snuffling and choking as quietly as he could and shoving his clothes back into the broken knapsack.


The glass brick had slid under the Dumpster, and he had had to practically get down on his face and crawl to retrieve it.


At least he could still return that. And his parents had to take him back. He didn’t care what punishment they would give him, just so that he could soon be in his own room again, in his own bed. Last night he had dreamed of going to college, of getting a ‘B.S.,’ which in the dream had meant something besides bullshit. The dream had given him the (stupid!) determination to finally put his (stupid!) running-away scheme into actual (stupid!) action.


He hoped he never dreamed again.


He pushed away from the trash can and resumed limping up the street, from one silent pool of agitated street light to the next. Go to bed and put it off until morning, he thought miserably. They might think I’ve spent the night at Courtney’s house, and … No. There was the busted Dante to raise the alarm. Still, sneak into bed and deal with everything tomorrow morning.


The curb by his own driveway was bare – no trash cans. That wasn’t reassuring. His mom and dad must be too upset to think of taking down the cans. But maybe they were off in the car right now, looking for him, and he’d be able to—


No. As he started limping up the white cement driveway he saw their Mercedes against the lights of the kitchen. And the leaves of the peach tree to the right of the house were yellowly lit, so his bedroom light was on too.


Shit, he thought with despairing defiance. Shit shit shit, and I don’t care who knows it. At least there’s no police cars. At the moment.


He tiptoed across the grass around to the garage on the north side of the house. The laundry-room door was open, spilling light across the lawn, and he crouched up to it and peered inside.


The gleaming white metal cubes of the washer and dryer, with the colorful Wisk and Clorox 2 boxes on the shelf over them, were so achingly familiar a sight that he had to blink back tears. He stepped in and walked quietly, heel-and-toe, into the kitchen.


He could see into the living room – and there were two elegantly dressed people standing by the fireplace, a man and a woman, and only after a moment did he recognize them as his mom and dad.


His dad was wearing … a black tuxedo, with a ruffled white shirt, and his mother had on a puffy white dress with clouds of lace at the wrists and the low neckline. The two of them were just standing there, staring at different corners of the room.


In the first moment of frozen bewilderment Kootie forgot about wanting to cry. Could they have put on these crazily formal clothes just to greet him when he returned? His father’s hair was styled, obviously blow-dryered up, and … and the hair was all black now, not gray at all.


Kootie took a deep breath and stepped out onto the deep tan carpet. ‘Mom?’ he said quietly.


His mother looked much slimmer in the dress, and he noticed with disbelief that she was actually wearing eye makeup. Her calm gaze shifted to the ceiling.


‘Mom,’ Kootie repeated, a little louder. He was oddly reluctant to speak in a normal tone.


His father turned toward the kitchen – and then kept turning, finally fixing his gaze on a chair by the hallway arch.


‘I’m sorry,’ Kootie whimpered, horrified by this grotesque punishment. ‘Talk to me, it fell and broke so I ran away, I’ve got the glass thing that was inside it—’


His mother raised her white-sleeved arms, and Kootie stumbled forward, sobbing now – but she was turning around, and her arms were out to the sides now as if she was doing a dance in slow motion. Kootie jerked to a stop on the carpet, abruptly very frightened.


‘Stop it!’ he screamed shrilly. ‘Don’t!’


‘Fuck is that?’ came a hoarse shout from down the hall.


Kootie heard something heavy fall over, and then clumping footsteps in the hall – then a homeless-looking man in a ragged nylon wind breaker was standing there scowling crazily at him. The big man’s whiskery face was round under a grimy baseball cap, and his eyes seemed tiny. He blinked in evident surprise at the slow-moving figures of Kootie’s parents, but quickly focused again on the boy.


‘Kid, come here,’ the man said, taking a quick step into the living room. He was reaching for Kootie with his right hand – because his left hand, his whole left arm, was gone, with just an empty sleeve folded and pinned-up there.


Kootie bolted to the left into the green-lit atrium, skidding and almost falling on the sudden smooth marble floor, and though he clearly saw the two figures who were sitting in chairs against the lattice wall he didn’t stop running; he had seen the figures vividly but he hit the backyard door with all his weight – it slammed open and he was running across the dark grass so fast that he seemed to be falling straight down from a height.


His hands and feet found the crossboards in the back fence and he was over it and tearing through ivy in darkness, getting up before he even knew he had fallen – he scrambled over a redwood fence and then was just running away full tilt down some quiet street.


His eyes must have been guiding his feet on automatic pilot, for he didn’t fall; but in his head all he could see was the two figures sitting in the chairs in the atrium, duct-taped into the chairs at neck and wrist and ankle – his overweight mother and his gray-haired father, mouths gaping and toothless, eyes just empty blood-streaked sockets, hands clawed and clutching the chair arms in obvious death.




CHAPTER THREE




‘… Just look along the road, and tell me if you can see either of them.’


‘I see nobody on the road,’ said Alice.


‘I only wish I had such eyes,’ the King remarked in a fretful tone. ‘To be able to see Nobody! And at that distance too! Why, it’s as much as I can do to see real people, by this light!’


—Lewis Carroll, Through the Looking-Glass





Pete Sullivan opened his eyes after the flash, but seconds went by as he watched a patch of sky through the screened window of the van, and he didn’t hear any thunder. He sat up in the narrow bed and wondered whether silent flashes behind one’s eyes were a symptom of impending stroke; he had been unaccountably jumpy tonight, and he had played a terrible game of pool in the bar here after work, flinching and clumsy with the cue stick.


The thought of incipient stroke wasn’t alarming him, and he realized that he didn’t really believe it. He swung his bare feet to the carpeted floorboards and stood up – years ago he had replaced the van’s stock roof with a camper top that raised the ceiling two and a half feet, so he was able to stand without bumping the top of his head – and he leaned on the little sink counter and stared out through the open window at the Arizona night.


Tonto Basin was down inside a ring of towering cumulus clouds tonight, and as he watched, one of the clouds was lit for an instant from inside; and a moment later a vivid fork of lightning flashed to the east, over the southern peaks of the Mogollon Rim.


Sullivan waited, but no thunder followed.


The breeze through the screen smelled like the autumn evenings of his boyhood in California, a cool smell of rain-wet rocks, and suddenly the stale old-clothes and propane-refrigerator air inside the van was confining by contrast – he pulled on a pair of jeans and some socks, stepped into his steel-toed black shoes, and slid the door open.


When he was outside and standing on the gravel of O’Hara’s back parking lot, he could hear the noise from the bar’s open back door – Garth Brooks on the jukebox and the click of pool shots and the shaking racket of drink and talk.


He had taken a couple of steps out across the lot, looking up vainly for stars in the cloudy night sky, when a Honda station wagon spoke to him.


‘Warning’, it said. The bar’s bright back-door light gleamed on the car’s hood. ‘You are too close to the vehicle – step back.’ Sullivan stepped back. ‘Thank you,’ said the car.


The thing’s voice had been just barely civil.


Sullivan plodded back to the van for cigarettes and a lighter. When he was back out on the gravel, the Honda was quiet until he clicked his lighter; then the car again warned him that he was too close to the vehicle.


He inhaled on the cigarette and blew out a plume of smoke that trailed away on the breeze. ‘Too close for what?’ he asked.


‘Step back,’ said the car.


‘What vehicle?’ Sullivan asked. ‘You? Or is there somebody else around? Maybe we both ought to step back:’


‘Warning,’ the thing was saying, speaking over him. ‘You are too close to the vehicle. Step back.’


‘What’ll you do if I don’t?’


‘It’ll go off like a fire siren, Pete,’ came a voice from behind Sullivan. ‘What are you teasing a car for?’


It was Morrie the bartender, and out here in the fresh air Sullivan thought he could smell the beer stains on the man’s apron. ‘He started it, Morrie.’


‘It started it. It’s a car. You’ve got a call.’


Sullivan imagined picking up the bar phone and hearing the flat mechanical voice telling him that he was standing too close to a vehicle. ‘The power station?’


‘Didn’t say. Maybe it’s some local dad pissed about his daughter being messed with.’


Morrie had turned and was crunching back toward the lit doorway, and Sullivan tucked in his T-shirt and followed him. It wouldn’t be some citizen of this little desert town – Sullivan was one of the apparently few tramp electricians who didn’t get drunk every night and use his eight-hundred-a-week paycheck to sway the local girls.


Besides, he’d only been in town this season for a week. Last Friday he’d been bending conduit pipe and pulling wires at the Palo Verde Nuclear Generating Station a hundred miles west of here – and during this last week at the Roosevelt Station, outside of town, there had been too much overtime for him to do anything more than work, come back here to gulp a couple of Cokes and shoot a couple of games of pool, and sleep.


The noise of conversation increased when he walked in through the back door after Morrie, and Sullivan squinted in the sudden glare of overhead lights and neon beer signs. He walked to the bar, and Morrie was already behind it and tilting a plastic cup under the Coke tap. The telephone was on the bar with the receiver lying beside it.


Sullivan picked it up. ‘Hello.’


‘Pete? God, you’re a creature of habit – every year working the same places at the same seasons.’ She sounded angry.


It was his twin sister, and his hand tightened on the receiver. ‘Sukie, what—’


‘Shut up and listen. I’m at a hotel in Delaware, and the front desk just called me. They say somebody hit my car in the lot, and they want me to go down and give ’em insurance information. I—’


‘Sukie, I don’t—’


‘Shut up! I woke up on bar-time, Pete! I was bolt upright a second before the phone rang, and then I felt the plastic of the receiver before my hand hit it! I could feel my pupils tighten up a second before I turned on the lamp! Nobody hit my car, I’ll bet my life on it! She’s found me, and she’ll find you – she’ll have people at the desk here waiting for me, and she’s got people out there where you are, you know she does. And you know what she wants us for, too, unless you’ve managed to forget everything. I’m looking Commander Hold-’Em in the eye right now, if you care; this is for you. Go straight out of there, right now, and drive and – this call is through the goddamn front desk, I know they’re listening – go to the place where we hid – a thing, some things, okay? In a garage? It’s what you’re gonna need if she’s – wanting us again. For any purpose.’


‘I can’t—’


‘Do you know the thing I’m talking about?’


‘I think so, the … where you can’t hardly walk for all the palm fronds on the pavement, right? And you’ve got to crawl under low branches? Is the … thing still there?’


‘I’ve never moved it.’


‘But I can’t just walk away here, Sukie, I’d have to … God, go to Radiation Control and get a Whole Body Count, that takes twenty minutes right there, and for my paycheck—’


‘Walk away, Pete! It’s just a job.’


‘It’s the Arizona Public Service,’ Sullivan told her evenly, ‘that’s Edison-owned, just like all the utilities are – the east coast is all Con Ed, and the West Coast is California Edison, and even Niagara up there is on the Edison grid. It’s all Edison, coast to coast. I’d never work for any of the utilities again.’


‘A.O.P., dude.’


‘Sukie, maybe somebody did hit your car,’ he began, then realized that he was talking to a dead phone. He hung it up and pushed it toward Morrie.


‘Sukie?’ the bartender said.


‘My sister. Somebody ran into her car and she wants to make a federal case out of it.’ Sullivan was remembering how awkwardly he’d played pool earlier in the evening, and he was annoyed to notice that his hands were trembling. He pushed away the Coke. ‘Give me a shot of Wild Turkey and a Coors chaser, would you?’


Morrie raised his eyebrows, but hiked up the bottle of bourbon without remarking on the fact that this would be the first real drink Sullivan had ever ordered in the place.


Sullivan sat down at one of the stools and slugged back the bourbon and then chased it with a long sip of cold beer. It made him feel closer to his sister, and he resented that almost enough to push the drinks away.


But not quite. He waved the emptied shot glass at Morrie and had another sip of the beer.


I’m looking Commander Hold-’Em in the eye right now, if you care.


Commander Hold-’Em was Sukie’s name for the Grim Reaper – Sullivan believed she’d derived it from the name of some poker game that she always lost at – and it was also what she had always called whatever gun she carried. For several years, in the old days in L.A., it had been a .45 Derringer with two hollow-point bullets in it. Commander Hold-’Em would certainly still be something as effective today. Sullivan wondered if she would kill herself before even going down to the front desk and making sure that the call had been a trap. Maybe she would. Maybe she had just been waiting, all these years, for a good enough excuse to blow her goddamned head off. And of course not neglect to call him first.


And you know what she wants us for, too, unless you’ve managed to forget everything.


For a moment Sullivan found himself remembering an enigmatic image from his recurrent adolescent nightmare: three cans of Hires Root Beer, sitting in beach sand, unopened forever … a man’s voice saying, You’re not Speedy Alka-Seltzer—


And he shuddered and thrust the thought away. He lifted his glass and took such a huge slug of beer that his throat ached sharply, and he had to sit rigid until the swallow had finally gone down. At last he could breathe again.


Now he could feel the sudden cold of the beer in his stomach. At least it had driven away the momentary memory. God, he thought, I’m turning into Sukie.


A.O.P., dude.


She’d been good at driving the L.A. freeways drunk – she always said that if you started to weave in your lane, you could cover it by accelerating as you corrected, and nobody would know you’d been out of control; it had become a motto of theirs – Accelerate Outta Problems.


Morrie finally refilled the shot glass; Sullivan nodded and took a cautious sip. I was never any good at shooting pool, he thought. Or else I’ve always been fairly good at it, but I was just jumpy when I was playing earlier tonight. I can’t accelerate out of this town, out of this job. Probably she made the whole thing up – giggling in a house somewhere right now, not in Delaware and not even owning a gun anymore – just to wreck my life one more time.


No way it’ll happen.


He took a moderate swallow of the beer. I could just resign from this job, he thought. If I turn in my resignation to the general foreman, it won’t be held against me. Tramp electricians are always getting ‘a case of red-ass’ and moving on. I’d just have to sign out, and get a Whole Body Count, wearing paper pyjamas and lying in the aluminum coffin while the counter box inches over me, measuring the rems of radiation I’ve picked up this year; then drive to California and retrieve the … the mask, and move on, to Nevada or somewhere. There’s always utilities work for someone who’s still in good with Edison.


But if Sukie’s just jerking me around, why should I bother?


And if she’s not, he thought, then there’ll be people waiting for me to show up at the station, as she said. In fact, if bad guys were listening in on our call, at the front desk of her hypothetical hotel, then they’d have heard Morrie answer the phone here the way he always does, O’Hara’s in Roosevelt, Morrie speaking.


It’s a half-hour’s drive from the Roosevelt Nuclear Generating Station to O’Hara’s … if you’re not to a tearing hurry.


Sullivan bolted the rest of the bourbon and the beer and walked out of the bar. Morrie would add the cost of the drinks to the rent on the parking space in the back lot.


As he trudged across the obliquely lit gravel, the sight of the familiar, homely old van slowed his pace. He could just climb in, pull the doors shut behind him and lock them and get back into the fold-out bed, and tomorrow morning at eight be driving through the gate at the Roosevelt Station, waving his badge at the guard who knew him anyway, and then happily spend all morning tightening conduit bolts that would have to be ripped out and done again after the foreman noticed that the inspection date on all the torque wrenches had expired a week ago. Assured, meaningless, union work, at thirty dollars an hour. Where would he find another trade like it?


He jumped in surprise, and an instant later the Honda said, ‘Warning – you are too close to the vehicle.’ The breeze was suddenly cold on his forehead, and his heart was pounding. ‘Step back,’ the thing went on. He stepped back. ‘Thank you.’


Bar-time. It had not just been clumsiness at the pool table. He was definitely on bar-time again.


I woke up on bar-time, Pete!


That’s what the Sullivan twins had called the phenomenon when they’d first noticed it, early in their years of working for Loretta deLarava in L.A. – Sukie had got the term from California bars that keep their clocks set about ten minutes fast, so as to be able to get all the drinks off the tables by the legal shut-down time of 2 A.M., and drinkers experience 2 A.M. a little while before it actually occurs. The twins had spent a lot of nights in bars, though Pete drank only Cokes and the occasional beer, and he could still vividly see Sukie, wearing dark glasses at some dark corner table, sucking a cigarette and asking someone, One-thirty? Is that real time or bar-time?


Sullivan stood beside the van now, his hand on the driver’s-side door handle.


Finally he unlocked the door and climbed in. The engine started at the first twist of the key, and Sullivan let it warm up for only a few seconds before clanking the van into gear and steering it out toward the road that would take him south to Claypool and the 60 Highway that stretched away west.


The sky flashed again, twice; and though he had rolled the window down as he drove past the glaringly lit front entrance of O’Hara’s and then picked up speed on the paved road, he still heard no following thunder.


He touched the brake pedal an instant before the brake lights of the car ahead came on; and then he saw the next jagged spear of lightning clearly because he had already glanced toward where it would be.


Bar-time for sure. He sighed and kept driving.


Everyone experiences bar-time occasionally, usually in the half-conscious hypnagogic stage of drifting into or out of sleep – when the noise that jolts one awake, whether it’s an alarm or a bell or a shout, is anticipated, is led up to by the plot of the interrupted dream; or when some background noise like the hum of a refrigerator compressor or an air conditioner becomes intrusive only in the instant before it shuts off.


The Sullivan twins had spent countless hours on bar-time during the eighties – it had seemed that they were always reaching for a telephone just before it would start to ring, and appearing in indoor snapshots with their eyes closed because they had anticipated the flash. Eventually they had figured out that it was just one more weird consequence of working for Loretta deLarava, but the pay had been good enough to make it, too, just a minor annoyance.


Pay. Sullivan glanced at his fuel gauge and wondered if he would ever be able to get his last paycheck from the power station. Probably not, if Sukie had been right about deLarava being after them. Could he get a job as a lighting technician again?


Probably not, if deLarava was still in any aspect of the film business.


Great.


Worry about it all later, he told himself, after you’ve got to Hollywood and fetched the mask – if it’s still in that weird garage, if somebody hasn’t planed off that hill and put up condominiums there.


Without taking his eyes from the highway rushing past in his headlights, he fumbled in the broad tray on the console beside him found a tape cassette, and slid it into the dashboard slot; and as the adventurous first notes of Men At Work’s ‘A Land Down Under’ came shaking out of the speakers behind him, he tried to feel braced and confident. The intrepid traveler, he thought, the self-reliant nomad; movin’ on, able to handle anything from a blown head gasket to a drunk with a knife in a roadside bar; and always squinting off at the horizon like the Marlboro man.


But he shivered and gripped the wheel with both hands. All the way out to Hollywood? The oil in the van hadn’t been changed for four thousand miles, and the brakes needed bleeding.


Sukie had frequently, and apparently helplessly, made up nonsense lyrics for songs, and when the tape ended he found himself humming the old ‘Beverly Hillbillies’ tune, and unreeling random lyrics in his mind:




Sister said; ‘Pete, run away from there.’


She said, ‘California is the place you ought to be,’


So he cranked the poor old van, and he drove to Galilee.





On the night of his sixteenth birthday he had borrowed his foster-father’s car and gone tearing around a dark shopping-center parking lot, and then the security guards had chased him for miles in their fake cop car, and at the end of the chase the furious guards had threatened to charge him with all kinds of crimes; nothing had come of it, and the only one of the wild charges he could remember now was Intercity flight to avoid apprehension.


And now here he was, twenty-four years later, his black hair streaked with gray at the temples, forlornly wondering how even an interstate flight could possibly let him avoid apprehension.


In the rearview mirror he saw the back window flash white, and this time thunder came rolling and booming across the desert, past him and on ahead into the darkness, followed a moment later by thrashing rain.


He switched on the windshield wipers. Her real name had been Elizabeth, but she’d somehow got her nickname from Bobby Darin’s ‘Mack the Knife’ – the song had briefly referred to a woman named Sukie Tawdry. His vision blurred with tears and he found that he was weeping, harshly and resentfully, for the twin sister who had been lost to him long before tonight.


The unfamiliar liberation of drink made him want to stomp on the accelerator – A.O.P., dude – and hammer the flat front of the van relentlessly through the desert air; but he remembered that this first rain would free up oil on the surface of the highway, slicking everything, and he let the speedometer needle drift back down to forty.


There was, after all, no hurry. DeLarava would want to do her work on Halloween, and that was still five days off.




CHAPTER FOUR




It was all very well to say ‘Drink me,’ but the wise little Alice was not going to do that in a hurry. ‘No, I’ll look first,’ she said, ‘and see whether it’s marked “poison” or not’ …


—Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland





Lumpy and Daryl had not found Kootie’s bag of quarters in the knapsack’s side pocket, and in an all-night drugstore farther up Fairfax he had bought a cheap pair of sunglasses to conceal his swelling discolored eye. That left a little more than six dollars.


Kootie was sitting on a bus bench now, just because he had been too tired to walk one more block. Maybe it didn’t matter – maybe all the bus benches in the whole city looked like this one; or, worse, appeared normal to normal people but would all look like this to him.


The bench was black, with a big white skull and crossbones painted on it, along with the words DON’T SMOKE DEATH CIGARETTES.


And he had seen packs of these Death cigarettes at the drugstore. The packs were black, with the same skull and crossbones for a logo. Could that actually be a brand name? What could possibly be in the packs? Little white lengths of finger bones, he thought, stained with dried blood at one end to show you where the filter is.


He was shivering in his heavy flannel shirt. The sunlight was warm enough when it was shining on him, but in the shade like this the air was still nighttime air – chilly, and thin enough to get in between the teeth of a zipper. Maybe when the sun got up over the tops of the storefront buildings this strange night would finally be all the way gone and the bus bench would be stenciled with some normal colorful ad.


Maybe he could go home, and his mom and dad would be there.


(in their wedding clothes, those two had to have been his real mom and dad, not the bodies duct-taped into the chairs in the atrium, the bodies with their eyes—)


He was shaking now, and he leaned back, gripping his elbows tightly, and forced the shuddering breaths into his lungs and back out. Perhaps he was having a heart attack. That would probably be the best thing that could happen. He wished his feet could reach the ground so that he could brace them on the pavement.


Back up on Sunset, hours ago when the sky had still been middle-of-the-night dark, he had tried several times to call the police. Maybe in the daytime he’d be able to find a telephone that worked right. Maybe maybe maybe.


The shivering had stopped, and he cautiously took a deep breath as if probing to see if a fit of hiccups had finally gone away. When he exhaled, he relaxed, and he discovered that his toes could reach the pavement.


He brushed back his black curly hair and stood up; and when he had walked several yards to be able to stand in a patch of sunlight he discovered that he was hungry. He could afford breakfast, but probably not much after that.


‘You waiting for the 217 bus, kid?’


Kootie glanced up at the old man who had spoken to him. ‘No,’ he said quickly. ‘No, I’m … walking to school today.’ He shoved his hands in his pockets and hurried on south down the Fairfax sidewalk, forcing himself not to glance fearfully back over his shoulder.


That guy looked normal, Kootie told himself. He might have been just a man on his way to work, curious about this kid out by himself at dawn here.


But Kootie remembered some of the people he’d met during this long, alarming night. An old woman pushing a shopping cart across a bright-lit supermarket parking lot had shouted to him, calling him Al, and when he had hurried away from her she had started crying; her echoing sobs had been much louder than her shouting, and he’d still been able to hear her when he was a block away. Later, ducking away from an old man that had seemed to be following him, he had interrupted a young bum, his pants down around his ankles, defecating behind some trash cans … and Kootie shook his head now to drive away the memory of seeing rocks and bottlecaps falling out of the embarrassed guy’s butt and clattering on the asphalt. And one woman had pulled up to the curb in a gleaming XKE Jaguar and rolled down the passenger-side window and called out to him, ‘You’re too young to smoke! I’ll give you a hundred dollars for your cigar!’ That time he’d started crying, because even though he couldn’t understand what she’d meant, he had wanted to run to the nice car and beg the pretty lady for help, but her eyes and lips and teeth had been so glitteringly bright that he could only hurry away, down an alley too clogged with trash cans and stacks of wooden pallets for her car to follow.


Behind him now he heard the familiar puff of air brakes and the roar of a bus engine, and a moment later the big black-and-white RTD bus had gone grinding and sighing past on his left. Kootie distantly hoped that the old man had got aboard, and was going to some job that he liked, and that to him this city was still the malls-and-movie-billboards place Kootie remembered living in.


He watched the bus move ponderously through the lanes of morning traffic – what was down in that direction? The Farmer’s Market, Kootie recalled, and that Jewish delicatessen where a big friendly man behind the fish counter had once given him samples of smoked whitefish and salmon – and Kootie saw a police car turn north from Beverly.


There was a pair of pay telephones in front of a minimart ahead of him, and he slanted his pace to the right, toward them, walking just fast enough so that he could be standing there holding a receiver to his ear when the police car would be driving past at his back. When he got to the phone he even went so far as to drop one of his precious quarters into the slot. I need time to think, he told himself.


He was imagining waving down the police car, or the next one that came by. He would let himself just hang on to the door handle and cry, and tell the officers everything, and they would all go back to Kootie’s house on Loma Vista Drive. He would wait in the car with one of the cops while the man’s partner checked out the house. Or else they’d radio for another car to go to the house, and they’d take Kootie ‘downtown.’


And then what? Several times during his long night’s trek he had paused to close his eyes and try to believe that his parents weren’t dead, that he had just hallucinated all that terrible stuff about them being dressed up for a wedding in the living room and at the same time sitting murdered in the atrium, and about the one-armed hobo rushing up the hall and trying to grab him; and he had tried to believe too that the glass brick in his shirt pocket had nothing to do with the people he was encountering; and he hadn’t once been able to believe either thing.


Could he believe them now, now that the sun had cleared the rooftops of the shop buildings across the street and all these distracted, ordinary strangers were busily going to work?


He could do an easy test. With a trembling finger he punched the 9 button once and the 1 button twice. I can still change my mind, he told himself nervously. I can still just run away from this phone – jeez, walk, even.


There was a click in the earpiece, and then a man’s blurry voice: ‘… and I told him to just go fuck himself. What do you think of that? I don’ gotta …’ The voice faded, and Kootie was listening to the background murmur – laughter, mumbling, glasses clinking, someone singing. He could just barely hear a child’s voice reciting, over and over again, ‘In most gardens they make the beds too soft – so that the flowers are always asleep.’


Kootie’s chest was empty and cold. ‘Hello,’ he said, in a voice that might have been too loud because he had to talk over the sudden ringing in his ears, ‘hello, I was trying to get the emergency police number—’ It could still be all right, he thought tensely, all the L.A.-area phones could be crossed-up in this way – but even just in his head, just unspoken, the thought had a shrilly frightened tone. ‘Who have I reached, please?’


For a moment there was just the distant clatter and slurred speech, and then a woman’s voice, choking and thick, wailed, ‘Al? Al, thank God, where are you gonna meet me tonight? That supermarket parking lot again? Al, my legs’ve swelled up like sausages, and I need—’


Kootie hung up the phone without dropping it, and he was able a moment later to walk easily away down the Fairfax sidewalk; but he was surprised that the air wasn’t coagulating into the invisible molasses that, in nightmares, kept him from being able to drag one foot ahead of the other.


It was all real. The sun was up, and he was wide awake, and that voice on the phone had been the voice of the old crazy woman he’d run away from in the parking lot, hours ago. His parents really were dead, obviously killed because he had broken the Dante and taken away the glass brick.


Kootie had killed them.


And even though the police wouldn’t ever believe that, they would make Kootie do things – like what? Identify the bodies? No, they wouldn’t force a kid to do that, would they? But he’d still have to make probably a million statements, which would either be true and sound crazy, or be lies and sound like a kid’s lies; and eventually he’d be put into a foster home somewhere. And how would the telephones behave there? What sort of person would be in charge of the place, or soon come visiting? And if by then they’d decided he was crazy, they might have him in restraints, strapped down on his bed.


He recoiled away from a memory of duct tape.


If he just got rid of the glass brick, would all this stuff stop happening? But who would eventually find it, and why had his parents kept it hidden?


He remembered a Robert Louis Stevenson story about a devil in a bottle – it could get you anything you wanted, but if you died owning it you’d go to hell – and if you wanted to get rid of it you had to sell it for less than you’d paid for it, or it would come back to you even if you threw it into the ocean.


Was this thing worth money, could he sell it? Was it a ‘cigar’? If so, he could have got a hundred dollars for it from the Jaguar woman last night. It seemed to him that a hundred dollars was a good deal less than what he had paid for it.


There was a low, white-painted cinder-block wall around the little parking lot of a strip shopping center ahead of him, and he crossed to it and hiked himself up to sit on the coping. He glanced around at the wide, busy intersection and the sidewalks to make sure no one was paying any particular attention to him and then he unbuttoned the pocket of his heavy flannel shirt and lifted out the glass brick. It seemed to click, very faintly deep inside, when he turned it in his hand.


This was the first time he’d looked at it in sunlight. It was rectangular, but bumpy and wavy on its surfaces, and even when he held it up to the sun he couldn’t see anything in its cloudy depths. He ran a finger around its narrow side – and felt a seam. He peered at the side surfaces and saw that a tiny straight crack went all the way around, dividing the brick into two equal halves.


The two guys that had robbed him so long ago last night had taken his Swiss army knife, so he worked a fingernail into the groove and twisted, and only managed to tear off a strip of his nail. By holding the glass thing between his palms, though, with his fingers gripped tightly over the edges, he was able to pry hard enough to feel the two glass sections move against each other, and to be sure that the thing could be opened.


He pressed it firmly together again and took off his backpack to tuck the brick safely down among his tumbled clothes. He pulled the flap down over it all and then, since the plastic buckles had been broken last night, carefully tied the straps tight before putting the backpack on again. Maybe people wouldn’t be able to sense the glass thing so easily now.


Like a gun, he thought dully, or a grenade or blasting caps or something. It’s like they had a gun in the house and never told their kid even what a gun is. It’s their own fault I somehow accidentally got them killed by playing with it.


If I open it – what? A devil might come out. A devil might actually come out. It wouldn’t matter whether or not I believe in devils, or that my friends and the teachers in school don’t. People in 1900 didn’t think that radium could hurt you, just carrying a chip of it in your pocket like a lucky rock, and then one day their legs fell off and they died of cancer. Not believing something is no help if you turn out to be wrong.


He heard the short byoop of a motorcycle cop’s siren and looked up nervously – but the cop was stopping way out in the intersection, and, as Kootie watched, he climbed off the blue-flashing bike and put down the kickstand and began directing traffic with broad slow gestures. The traffic signals had gone completely out sometime during the last few minutes, weren’t even flashing red; and then even when the policeman waved for the southbound lanes to move forward, the cars and trucks and buses stayed backed up for another several minutes because nearly every driver had stalled and had to start up again.


As Kootie crossed Beverly, the sound of grinding starter motors was echoing among the lanes behind him like power saws.




CHAPTER FIVE




‘Then you keep moving around, I suppose?’ said Alice.


‘Exactly so,’ said the Hatter: ‘as the things get used up.’


‘But what happens when you come to the beginning again?’ Alice ventured to ask.


‘Suppose we change the subject,’ the March Hare interrupted …


—Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland





One of them had finally been for real.


It had been two hours since the Greyhound bus had pulled out of the dawn-streaked yard of the Albuquerque station, subsequently finding the I-40 highway and cranking its way up through the dry rock Zuni Mountains, downshifting to follow the twisting highway among the ancient lava beds, and booming down the western slope to roar right through Gallup without stopping; but when the bus finally swung off the I-40 at the little town of Houck, just over the border into Arizona, Angelica Anthem Elizalde simply kept her seat while most of the other passengers shuffled past her down the aisle to catch some fresh morning air and maybe a quick cup of coffee during the fifteen-minute stop.


She looked out her window. Though it was now eight-thirty, the, bus was still casting a yards-long shadow, and the shadow pointed west. She shivered, but tucked her ladies’ magazine into the pocket of the seat in front of her.


She had hoped to distract herself with its colorful pages, but had run aground on an almost hysterically cheerful article about how to cook squash, with a sidebar that addressed ‘Twelve Important Squash Questions’; and then she had been forced out of the pages again by a multiple-choice ‘Creativity Test,’ which gave high marks to the hypothetical housewife who, confronted with two mismatched socks after all the laundry had been put away, elected to (C) make hand puppets of them rather than (A) throw them away or (B) use them for dusting.


None of the listed answers had been anything like ‘burn them,’ ‘eat them,’ ‘bury them in the backyard,’ or ‘save them in case one night you answer the door to a stranger with bare, mismatched feet.’


Elizalde managed a tight smile. She flexed her hands and wondered what work she would find to do in Los Angeles. Typist, again? Waitress, again? Panhandler, bag lady, prostitute, a patient in one of the county mental hospitals in which she’d done her residency—


—a felon locked up in the Sybil Brand Institute for Women—


She quickly fetched up the magazine out of the seat pocket and stared hard at a photograph of some happy family having fun around a swing set (—probably all of them models, really, who had never seen each other before lining up there for the picture—) and she thought again about turning back. Get off the bus at Flagstaff, she told herself, and catch the 474 bus, take it all the way back to Oklahoma City, be there by eight-thirty tonight. Go back to the big truck stop under the Petro water tower, tell the manager at the Iron Skillet that you were too sick to call in sick when you failed to show up for the waitress shift last night.


Get back on that old heartland merry-go-round.


For nearly two years she had been traveling, far from Los Angeles, working in restaurants and bars and small offices, along the Erie Canal from the Appalachians to Buffalo, and up and down the Ohio River from Pittsburgh to Cairo, and, most recently, along the Canadian River in Oklahoma. She’d celebrated her thirty-fourth birthday with half a dozen of the Iron Skillet waitresses in the bar at O’Connell’s in Norman, twenty minutes south of Oklahoma City.


At least L.A. would be fairly warm even now, in October, four days before Halloween. The Mexican street vendors in the Boyle Heights area might already be selling El Dia de los Muertos candy, the white stylized skulls and skeletons—


(—Shut up!—)


Again she forced herself to stare at the family in the magazine photo, and she tried to believe that it really was a family, that they were genuinely enjoying some—


(—long-lost—)


(—Shut up!—)


weekend in the backyard, oblivious of this photographer—


… It didn’t work. The adults and kids in the photograph just looked like models, strangers to each other.


Elizalde remembered driving the L.A. Freeways at night, snatching an occasional glance to the side at some yellow-lit kitchen window in a passing apartment building, and always for one moment desperately envying the lives of whatever people lived there. She had always imagined hammered-copper roosters on the kitchen wall, a TV in the next room with ‘Cheers’ getting innocent laughs, children sitting cross-legged on the carpet—


(—Shut up.)


That had never really worked, either. Maybe those apartments had all been vacant, with the lights left on. She folded the magazine and put it back.


A few moments later she jumped, and looked toward the front of the bus just before the first returning passenger stepped aboard, rocking the bus on the shocks. Elizalde sighed. No, she couldn’t go back to Oklahoma.


For about twelve hours now she had been doing this, reacting to noises and jolts just before they happened. She’d been in bed when it started, and she’d awakened in her darkened apartment just before the clock radio had blared on. At first she had thought some mental clock had been keeping track of the time while she’d slept – she’d found herself remembering her grandmother’s saying, Es como los brujos, duerme con los ojos abiertos: He is like the witches, and sleeps with his eyes open – but the effect had continued as she’d proceeded to get ready for work, so that she’d flinched before water had come out of the shower head, and nearly dropped her hair dryer because it had seemed to quiver animately in her hand just as she was about to push the On button.


Then she had begun blinking her eyes even before the tears welled up in them. She’d sat down on her bathroom floor and just sobbed with fright, for in the same way that she’d seemed to be anticipating physical events, she had now been afraid that an idea was about to surface in her mind, an idea that she had been strenuously avoiding for two years. Before she’d been able to distract herself, the idea had hit her: maybe she had not, after all, had a psychotic schizophrenic episode in her Los Angeles clinic in 1990.


And, bleakly, she had known that she would have to go back there and find out. Find out if


One of them had finally been for real.


Everybody was getting back on the bus now, and the driver had the engine idling. Elizalde let her head sink back against the high, padded seat, and she thought she might at last be able to get some sleep, during the twelve hours it would take the bus to plow on through Flagstaff and Kingman and Barstow to, finally. Los Angeles.


After all, it seemed that nothing could sneak up on her.


Soy como las brujas, duermo con mis ojos abiertos.


Pete Sullivan clanked the gearshift into neutral and gunned the engine to keep it from stalling. He was stopped in what was supposed to be the fast lane of the 101, a mile or so short of the tunnel where the northbound Santa Ana Freeway would merge in. God only knew when he would get to Hollywood.


Though it was a non-holiday Friday morning, even on the westbound 60 the traffic had been jammed up – fully stopped much of the time, and occasionally speeding up and opening out in front of him for just enough moments to let him imagine that the congestion was behind him, before the red brake lights would all start glaring again ahead of him.


In the driver’s seat of his van he was above most of the other drivers, and during the course of an hour, while his foot had moved back and forth from the brake to the gas pedal, he had watched the towers of Los Angeles rise ahead of him in the brassy light. The towers had been scrimmed to dim silhouettes by the smog, as if they were faded shapes in a photograph that’s been left out too long in the sun – or, he had thought, as if the city has had its picture taken so many times that the cumulative loss of images had begun to visibly diminish it.


Like deLarava’s ghosts, he had thought. Maybe the whole city has died, but is too distracted to have realized it yet.


The towers were clearer now, and it was disorienting to see big buildings that he didn’t recognize – one of the new ones was a tall tan-stone cylinder, like a stylized sculpture of a rocket ship, and he wondered uneasily if he would still be able to find his way around the city’s streets.


His window was open to the diesel-reeking air, and he looked down over his elbow at the center divider, which in the old days had generally just been a featureless blur rushing past. Flowering weeds, and even a couple of midget palm trees, were pushing up out of cracks in the concrete, and curled around them and the many Budweiser cans was an apparently constant web of brown tape from broken stereo cassettes; there were even a lot of peaches for some reason, bruised but unbitten, as if some citizen of this no-man’s-land had left them there like Hansel and Gretel’s bread crumbs.


Sullivan wondered what cassettes these were that drivers had so prodigally pitched out their windows, and he grinned nervously at the temptation to open the door and salvage some of the tape. It would be a cinch to clean it and wind it onto a fresh cassette-half. Would it all be the same kind of music, perhaps even all copies of the same tape? It occurred to him that the center divider looked like a miles-long shrine to primitive-but-urban gods; and he shivered and turned his attention back to the pickup truck in front of him, in the bed of which two Mexican girls were listlessly brushing their long black hair.


About an hour ago he had stopped peering ahead to see what wreck or freeway construction would be causing the traffic jam – apparently the freeways just snarled up without any definable cause these days, like the turbulence that would sometimes inexplicably shake a sump pipe at a power station even when all the air had been bled out of it.


In Los Angeles space is time, he thought – you don’t say I’m thirty miles from downtown, you say I’m half an hour from it. If unpredictable turbulence has become a real, constant factor in traffic, then all the maps and clocks are broken (like the Mad Hatter’s butter-clogged watch!) and you can only make a hazy guess about how far it might be from one point to another.


I’m a hundred years from Venice Beach, he thought, and a thousand miles from Christmas Eve of 1986. Better draw up a chart.


He pushed the thought away and concentrated on the traffic.


The Brew 102 brewery proved to be gone. 102 had been the only beer Sullivan had ever encountered that had sediment in it, but he found that he missed the old black-and-yellow sign, and he was further disoriented to see half a dozen helicopters parked on the wide roof of a building on the other side of the freeway. With the glittering rocket still ahead of him, the whole place was looking like a poster for some 1930s science-fiction movie.


When he eventually gunned the van up the off-ramp at Hollywood Boulevard, though, there were beat-up old couches under the palm trees in the freeway border area, and a dispirited-looking group of ragged black men, their hair in ropy dreadlocks, were slouching there in the shade. He half expected to see chickens running around their skinny ankles, and a fire in a split oil drum behind them.


The clocks and maps are smashed and ripped to bits, he thought. Even though it was the best butter.


He drove west on Hollywood Boulevard, cautiously pleased to see that though the names of many businesses had changed – there was no Howard Johnson’s restaurant at Hollywood and Vine anymore – most of the actual buildings he remembered had survived.


It seemed to him that it had always been like this, in the area from Franklin south to Melrose and beyond. Every building looked as if it had originally been used for something else. Even here on Hollywood Boulevard, the odd top corners of the storefronts were frequently broken or bent, showing old brick underneath, and between buildings he could see brick alcoves, way up and far back, dating from God knew when. Tiny ironwork balconies still stuck out on second and third floors; with probably nothing behind them anymore but empty offices.


Now that he was nearly there – only one turn remaining, a right onto Laurel Canyon once he’d got out past this tourist area of the boulevard – he was in no hurry to get to the ruins he and his sister had explored on that spring day in ’86. At Wilcox he impulsively decided to turn north – and when he’d made the turn he saw that the Shelton Apartments had been torn down, replaced by some sprawling new pink apartment building.


He pulled the van over to the curb and switched off the engine for the first time since stopping for eggs and bacon in Blythe, four hours ago. Then for several minutes, while he lit a cigarette and stared across the street at the new four-story building, he tried to remember the old Shelton.


Like the Lido and the Mayfair, both of which were still standing a block farther up the street, the Shelton had had one of those big signs on the roof, separate ornate letters in line, supported by a lattice of steel beams, and had had a lot of the decorative cornices and balconies that architects never seemed to bother with anymore. The only eccentricities of this new place, the HOLLYWOOD STUDIO CLUB APARTMENTS, were inset windows and an apparent blanket policy of having all corners be rounded. A banner across the top announced $777 MOVES YOU IN! Probably not a bad price around here, he thought absently, these days. It had been while filming a documentary in the lobby of the old Shelton in the winter of ’84 that he and his sister had finally got a strong clue about what Loretta deLarava really did.


DeLarava had hired the twins right out of college ten years earlier, and they’d been working for her ever since as ‘gaffers’ – lighting technicians. DeLarava produced short-subject films – in-house instruction pieces for businesses, nontimely human-interest bits for news programs, the occasional commercial – and for twelve years the twins had spent their days driving to what seemed like every corner of Los Angeles, to lay cables and set up Genie lifts and hang lights over some beach or office floor or sidewalk.


DeLarava had been a disconcerting boss. One of the first jobs the twins worked on with her had been a short film about the vandalizing of Houdini’s grave in Brooklyn in 1975 – and deLarava had been the first to cover the event because it hadn’t even occurred before she arrived. It had been deLarava herself who shattered the stone bust of Houdini in the Machpelah Cemetery and took a mummified thumb out of a hollow inside it, and who had dug two plaster hands out of the soil in front of the grave. The twins had of course not even been tempted to turn their new boss in to the authorities – but, apparently on a drunken whim, Sukie had stolen the thumb and the hands from deLarava’s luggage on the drive back to the airport.


DeLarava had cried when she’d discovered the loss, and ransacked the car, and had even had to make new airline reservations because she insisted on driving back to the cemetery to look for the items, but Sukie had not ever admitted to the theft.


From the beginning Sukie had taken a perverse pleasure in tormenting their boss, and certainly deLarava was an easy target. The fat old woman always wore a rubber band around her scalp, with her hair brushed down over it to keep it from showing, and after Sukie had discovered the habit she made a point of finding opportunities to bump the woman’s head, dislodging the rubber band so that it sprang to the top of her head, making a wreck of her hair. And deLarava’s clothes always had Velcro closures instead of buttons or zippers, and Sukie frequently managed to get the old woman’s shoes or jackets attached to upholstered chairs or textured wallpaper, so that deLarava had to pull herself loose with an embarrassing tearing sound. And once, after a minute or so of silence during a drive, Sukie had glanced brightly at the old woman and said, ‘Yeah? Go on –? You were saying something about a picnic?’ – acting as if their boss had just begun a sentence and then forgotten it – but deLarava had reacted with such fright to the disorienting gambit that Sukie had never tried that particular trick again.


At the Shelton they’d been filming in the lobby and in an upstairs hallway, and of course Pete and Sukie had arrived three hours before the rest of the crew to locate a 220-volt power source in the old building and set up the hydraulic lifts and hang the key lights. Sullivan remembered now that for an outdoor shot of the hotel they’d rented battery-powered lights made by a company called Frizzolini, and that Sukie had kept saying that deLarava had better be careful of getting her hair all frizzied. Possibly Sukie had been drunk already.


DeLarava herself had arrived early for that shoot. She would have been in her mid-fifties then, and for once she had been looking her age. She had always smoked some kind of clove-flavored Indonesian cigarettes that made a room smell as though someone were baking a glazed ham nearby, and on this morning her chubby hands had been shaking as she’d lit each one off the butt of the last, sparks dropping unnoticed onto the carpet, and her pendulous cheeks had quivered when she inhaled. She had brought with her a whole hatbox full of props to distribute around the shooting area; Sullivan remembered pocket watches, a couple of diamond rings, even a feather boa, in addition to the usual antique, still-sealed bottles of liquor.


The project had been a short morbid piece on the suicides that had taken place in the old building; perhaps the film had been done on spec, for Sullivan couldn’t now recall any particular client for the job, and he couldn’t remember it having gone through the post-production or screening steps. Incongruously, they had been filming it on Christmas Eve. The old woman had never let a Christmas Eve or a Halloween go by without filming something, somewhere.


Sullivan wondered uneasily what she might have scheduled for this upcoming Saturday.


DeLarava had been interested in only two of the suicides that had taken place at the Shelton. The first was a woman called Jenny Dolly – around the turn of the century Jenny Dolly and her twin sister Rosie were a celebrated dance team, renowned for their beauty; but Jenny’s face had been horribly scarred in a car crash in 1933, and she had hanged herself in her apartment here in 1941. The other suicide had been the actress Clara Blandick, who, one day in 1962, had got her hair fixed up and had carefully done her makeup and put on a formal gown and then pulled a plastic bag over her head and smothered herself. She was chiefly remembered for having played Auntie Em in the 1939 version of The Wizard of Oz.


Auntie Em, Auntie Em, thought Sullivan now as he puffed on his cigarette echoing in his head the mocking voice of the Wicked Witch of the West in the movie.


And, he thought as he squinted through the smoke, a twin sister who killed herself. How’re you doing, Sukie?


The shoot had been what gaffers called a bad-hang day. The lights had been plagued with ‘ghosting,’ the lamps glowing dimly even when the big old dimmer boxes indicated no power being transmitted, which called for a lot of laborious checks of the light board and all the cable connections; and then when the cameras were finally running, the shoot had repeatedly been interrupted by power surges and blackouts.


Apparently a lot of people had died at the Shelton, he thought now.


Live and learn.


DeLarava had kept looking at her watch, though the clock on the lobby wall was accurate. Twice Pete had peered at her watch as she glanced at it, and both times it had been wrong – differently wrong: once it would read, say, 6:30, and a few minutes later it would be indicating something like 12:35. At one point he had called Sukie over to one of the malfunctioning lights and in a low voice had told her about their boss’s erratic watch.


Sukie had followed deLarava around the carpeted lobby for a few minutes after that, ostensibly to ask about the placing of the props and the fill lights, and then she had come back to where Pete was still crouched over the flickering lamp; and she had told him in a whisper that no matter which way deLarava was facing, the hour hand of her watch always wobbled around to point up Wilcox – north. It was a compass.


Shortly after that the music had started up. DeLarava had liked to have taped music playing before the cameras started running, even during takes for which the soundtrack would be entirely dubbed in later – she said it helped establish the mood – and the music was always something contemporary with the period the film was dealing with. Today it was Glenn Miller’s ‘Tuxedo Junction,’ and she had decided to start it up early.


As the audiotape reels started rotating and the first notes came razoring out of the speaker grilles, deLarava had turned away from the twins and fumbled something out of her purse. She was clearly trying to conceal it, but both of the twins saw that she was holding a drinking straw – one of the striped ones marketed for children, with a flexible neck and some kind of flavor capsule inside it to make plain milk taste like chocolate or strawberry.


Sullivan pitched his cigarette out the window and started up the van’s engine. Stopped ahead of him was a battered old blue-painted school bus with the back doors open, and inside it, on wooden shelves and on the floor, were crates of bananas and tortillas and garlic and long, dried red chili peppers. A mobile third-world grocery store, he thought, a hundred feet from the Hollywood Boulevard sidewalk.


It reminded him of lunch, and he wondered if Musso and Frank’s was still in business, a block or two west. He steered the van around the stopped bus and drove up Wilcox to make a U-turn back to the boulevard. Over the tops of the old apartment buildings in front of him he could see the Capitol Records building, designed long ago to look like a stack of vinyl records with a needle touching the top disk.


Vinyl records, he thought. The clocks and maps are definitely broken.




CHAPTER SIX




‘I dare say you never even spoke to Time!’


‘Perhaps not,’ Alice cautiously replied: ‘but I know I have to beat time when I learn music.’


‘Ah! that accounts for it,’ said the Hatter. ‘He won’t stand beating. Now, if you only kept on good terms with him, he’d do almost anything you liked with the clock.’


—Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland





Musso and Frank’s Grill, Hollywood’s oldest restaurant, was still in business on the north side of the boulevard at Cherokee, and Sullivan parked around the corner and walked in through the double wood-and-glass doors and crossed to one of the booths under the eternal autumn-scene mural and the high ceiling. The Tuesday special was corned beef and cabbage, but he sentimentally ordered a sardine sandwich and a Coors.


This had been his and Sukie’s secret hideout; their friends and coworkers had hung out in trendier places like the City Cafe and the Cafe Figaro on Melrose, or the Ivy down on Robertson.


In fact, he and Sukie had driven here in 1984 for dinner right after the Christmas Eve shoot at the Shelton, and during the drive Sukie had been loudly singing gibberish Christmas carols – O car-bo-lic faith-less, poi-sonously pregnant … O rum key, O ru-um key to O-bliv-i-on … Com-mander Hold-’Em, bone-dry king of a-angels … – and of course the old schoolyard song they’d got in trouble for singing in some foster home when they’d been seven, We three kings of Orient are, trying to smoke a rubber cigar; it was loaded, it exploded …


As soon as they’d got to the restaurant and been seated, Sukie had ordered a double Jack Daniel’s, and Pete, though he had wanted a beer, had wound up with a Coke, because when the waiter had walked up to their booth Pete had been leaning forward and saying, ‘Coke?’


After the waiter had left, Sukie had grinned and said, ‘Coke what?’


Pete had waved vaguely. ‘What she was doing. Loretta, our dignified boss, snorting a straw along the old hotel wallpaper! Old cocaine mixed up in the dust, do you think?’


In reply Sukie had resumed singing some badly remembered lines from ‘We Wish You a Merry Christmas’ – ‘We won’t go until we got some, we won’t go until we got some, we won’t go until we got some, so trot ’em out now.’


‘What the hell, Suke,’ Pete had said, bewildered by her manic cheer.


‘I figure that’s what the Sodomites and – what would you call ’em, Gomorrites? – were singing outside of Lot’s house, you know? In the Bible, when all of Lot’s neighbors wanted to bugger the angels that were visiting him. Loretta wouldn’t go today until she got some, and she did get some – she sucked ’em up through that straw.’ The drinks had arrived then, and Sukie had drained hers in one long swallow and mutely signaled for another.


‘Got some what?’ Pete had said after a halfhearted sip of his Coke. ‘Angels? Angel dust? What?’


‘Ghosts,’ Sukie had said impatiently. ‘What did you think? She snorted up a whole pile of ghosts today – did you see how much younger she looked when she finally got into her car and split? She looked thirty years old tonight, a youthful thirty, and she looked a goddamn hundred this morning. We somehow made it possible for her to draw a whole lot of ghosts out of the walls of that place and then snort ’em up her nose.’


Pete hadn’t wanted to start discussing ghosts with his sister. ‘She’s a, something like a necrophiliac voyeur,’ he said. ‘There’s probably a single word for it. She likes to go shoot films at cemeteries and places where people have died, and kind of rub her fingers in the dirt, we’ve noticed that in her before. Hell, I suppose there’s somebody somewhere who watches the tape of Jack Ruby shooting Oswald, over and over again. Getting off on … what, the thought that somebody really did die here. Creepy, but probably harmless right? But I’m afraid she’s going flat-out crazy now. Where does that leave our jobs? I mean, there she was, crouched over and snuffling along with a straw, as if some dead lady’s perfume might still be in the wallpaper!’


‘Pete,’ said Sukie, ‘I don’t mean perfume, and I don’t mean metaphorical ghosts. I mean there were real essences of dead people in that place, and she consumed them in some literal way, like a whale eating plankton.’


Pete stared at her. ‘Are you saying,’ he asked carefully after a moment, ‘that you think she actually believes that?’


‘God, you’re an idiot sometimes. I’m saying that’s what happened. She’s right to believe it, she did eat a bunch of ghosts. Didn’t she change, visibly, between eight this morning and nine tonight?’


Pete tried to smile derisively, but gave it up and let his face relax into a frown. ‘She did get something out of it,’ he admitted. ‘But come on, ghosts?’ The word hadn’t sounded ludicrous in this dark wooden booth at Musso and Frank’s.


‘And,’ he found himself going on, ‘she is often … prettier and cheerier, after a shoot. Still damn fat.’ He laughed uncertainly. ‘Do you suppose that’s what she’s been doing, all along? She never used a straw before. That we ever noticed, anyway.’


‘I’m sure she’d have liked it better if we hadn’t seen her do that – but she obviously needed it too bad to be subtle this time. I bet she usually sucks ’em in through those damned cigarettes of hers – maybe ghosts are drawn to that clove smell, like kids to hot cookies. It was a flavored straw, you noticed.’ Sukie’s fresh drink arrived. Pete drained it himself, and Sukie glanced at her watch and then at the clock on the wall, and she asked for two more.


For a full minute neither of them spoke.


Pete was feeling the bourbon hit his fragile alertness like static muddying up an AM radio signal. ‘And of course it would have something to do with bar-time,’ he said finally. ‘Ghosts are … if there are ghosts, they’re certainly a very derailed crowd, in terms of time.’


‘Of course. And the electrical problems. We always have electrical problems, and she still not only doesn’t fire us, but pays us way too much.’


‘We don’t always have electrical problems,’ Pete said irritably. Then he made himself think about what Sukie had said. ‘Now you’re saying it has to be us? Specifically Pete and Sukie?’


‘She acts like it, doesn’t she? Has she ever once hired anyone else? Those props, those watches and things, those were lures; but for some reason she needs us to make her able to hook ’em. Did you keep on looking at her watch?’


‘Not after the first business,’ he said glumly. Of course Sukie would have, once he’d told her about it.


‘When we finally got started filming, the hour hand was pointing straight to the section of wall she took her straw to, every time, and it wasn’t north anymore.’


Pete grinned weakly. ‘Compass needles point to ghosts?


‘Evidence of the old glazzies, droogie,’ she said, quoting the movie A Clockwork Orange. Glazzies, he recalled, meant eyes. ‘Let’s get some menus,’ she went on. ‘I may as well eat while I drink, and she’ll want her precious twins all peppy and full of vitamins tomorrow.’


Her precious twins, Pete thought now as he finished his sardine sandwich and drank off the last of the Coors, alone in the booth on this sunny but cold morning eight years later.


The twins had continued working for deLarava, for precisely another two years, after that Christmas Eve; and Pete had eventually come to believe that Sukie was right about what deLarava had been doing at their shooting locations.


Neither of them, though, had seriously considered quitting. What the hell, Sukie had remarked more than once when she’d been drunk; it’s just exorcism, right? I mean, she inhales the ghosts and then they’re gone – obviously, since she never goes back and does a shoot at the same place twice. We’re exorcists, like that priest in that movie. And we didn’t take no vows of poverty.


No indeed, thought Sullivan now. DeLarava paid us damn well. And if she hadn’t tried to get us


car-bo-lic faithless, poi-so-nously pregnant


to do that muscle beach feature in Venice, on


bone-dry king of angels


Christmas Eve in 1986,


won’t go until we got one, so dredge him out now


we’d probably be working for her still, to this day.


He frowned intently at the check, tossed thirteen dollars onto the Formica table and walked quickly out of the restaurant into the chilly October breeze.


It had been early in 1986 when they had hidden the mask in the ruins up on Laurel Canyon Boulevard. Just a dried thumb and two plaster hands, but Sukie always referred to the set as ‘the mask.’


Sullivan steered the van back onto Hollywood Boulevard, heading west again; there was still only the one more turn ahead. On the south side of the street stood a new McDonald’s restaurant that looked like an incongruously space-age Grecian temple, but at least the Chinese Theater was still there in all its battered black and red byzantine splendor at Highland.


The boulevard narrowed after that, as it flowed west between big old apartment buildings and broad lawns, and around Fairfax the pavement of the eastbound lane was entirely ripped up for repairs, but the sun hung still a little short of noon in the empty blue sky when Sullivan reached Laurel Canyon Boulevard and turned right, up the hill.


The curling road had only one lane each way, and no shoulder at all between the pavement and the greenery hanging over bowed chain-link fencing, and he had to drive a good quarter of a mile past the place before he found a wider spot where the van could plausibly be parked without getting clipped by a passing car. And then the walk back down the hill was a series of lateral hops from the asphalt into the tall curbside grass every time a car came looming at him from around a corner ahead. Already he was sweating.


Even after six years he recognized the section of chainlink fence he was looking for, and when he stopped and hooked his fingers through it and peered up the wooded slope beyond, he saw that the ruins had not been cleared away. Nearly hidden under shaggy palm trees and oaks, the broad stone stairway swept up to the terrace at the top of the hill, and even from out here on the street he could see many of the broken pillars and sagging brick walls.


He was breathing deeply, and wondering almost resentfully why no one had planed this off and put up condos or something. The real estate must be worth a fortune. At last he unhooked his fingers and stepped back.


Several NO TRESPASSING signs were hung on the fence, but it was widely split at one point, and among the tall weeds beyond he could see empty twelve-pack beer cartons and a couple of blankets and even a sort of little tent made from an upended shopping cart. Sullivan glanced up and down the road, and at a moment when no cars were in sight he ducked through the gap and sprinted to the shade of the nearest palm tree. He picked his way through a dense hedge of blue-flowered vinca, and after a few seconds noticed that he wasn’t walking on dirt anymore – the soles of his black leather shoes were brushing dust and drifts of leaves off of paving stones that had been laid in the 1920s.


The stairs were broad between the low corniced walls, but were thickly littered with bricks and chunks of masonry and the brown palm fronds that had been falling untended for five decades; and sycamore branches hung so low in places that he practically had to crawl from step to step. When he had scrambled up to the second landing he paused to catch his breath. The air was still and silent and fragrant with eucalyptus, as if Laurel Canyon Boulevard and all of Hollywood were very far away. He couldn’t even hear any birds or insects.


A row of once-white marble pillars supporting nothing anymore ran along the top of a wall across the stairs from him, and below the wall a dead stone fountain poked up from a bank of dried leaves; the ruined architecture all looked Greek, or at least Mediterranean, and it occurred to him that time didn’t seem to pass here – or, rather, seemed already to have passed and left this place behind. Probably that’s why they don’t tear it all down, he thought. It’s too late.


He was now three-quarters of the way up the dusty, overgrown slope. To his right was a little stone bridge over a dry streambed, and though both of the wide cement railings still arched over the gully, the middle six feet of the bridge’s floor had long ago fallen away. A weathered two-by-six beam spanned the gap, and he remembered that in 1986, at least, the beam had been sturdy enough to bear his weight.


He discovered that it still was, though it was springy and he had to stretch his arms out to the sides to keep his balance. On the far side he paused to wipe the dusty sweat off his face; he thought about lighting a cigarette, but looked around at all the dry brush and glumly decided he’d better not.


Then he froze – someone was moving around below him, clumsily, through the litter on one of the clogged side terraces. Sullivan couldn’t hope to see the person through the shaggy greenery below, but in the weighty silence he could hear someone mumbling and scuffling around.


One of the bums that live here, he thought. It doesn’t sound like a cop or a caretaker; still, the bum might draw the attention of such people, and I don’t want to get kicked out of here myself before I retrieve the mask. They might fix the fence, or even post guards, before I could get back. This place is a historical landmark, after all, though nobody seems to pay any attention to it.
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