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Chapter 1

On a cool Monday evening in February, McAllister Fain pulled heavy crimson draperies across the windows of his second-floor apartment. He put a tape of gutless organ selections on the stereo and lit a stick of jasmine incense. He dimmed the lights and lit candles at strategic locations. Then he stepped to the center of the room to study the effect.

Not too bad, he decided. He walked around, straightening the metaphysical prints he had hung over the Utrillo prints and making small adjustments in the positions of the occult objects he had placed about the room. Outside, a dog could be heard barking, and someone shouted in Spanish for the owner to shut him up or shoot him. Beneath the jasmine swam the peppery aroma of menudo being cooked by the family downstairs. The neighborhood could never be completely shut out.

The neighborhood was the Echo Park district of Los Angeles, a multiethnic backwater in the stream of progress. The architecture of Echo Park was such that it was employed as a locale for motion pictures looking for a 1930s ambience. The movie companies had merely to shoo the locals out of the way, hide the TV antennas, scrub off the graffiti, and they had a reasonable facsimile of Los Angeles fifty years ago.

The people who lived in Echo Park included old people who had always lived there, funky artists up in the hills, and young strivers who figured to make a killing when property values went up. By far the majority Echo Park citizens were the down-scale Cubans, Mexicans, Anglos, and Asians who lived in the four-unit apartment buildings and the chopped-up old houses and did not give a damn about the sociological makeup of their community. 

• • •

Mrs. Viola Trowbridge arrived shortly after Fain had the room arranged to his satisfaction. For her the neighborhood outside the draped windows had no more reality than a stage set. She sat gazing across the table in rapt attention as Fain studied the tarot cards he had laid out in the Keltic Cross. Mrs. Trowbridge’s bosom surged up and down beneath the black taffeta dress as she fastened on his every word.

“Very definitely, Mrs. Trowbridge,” he said, “there is a gentleman about to become involved in your life. See the King of Cups here in the number-six position?”

“Yes,” she said breathily. “Will it be soon, do you think?”

Fain raised his head and looked at her. He had a bony face that looked rather pleasant in the sunlight, but when lit from below, as it was now, it had a mystical, almost satanic cast. His eyes, with irises of pale gray beneath heavy black brows, turned even a casual glance into a piercing gaze.

Fain studied the eager, hopeful face of the woman. “Yes, I would say soon. Possibly he is even in your life now. A substantial man of business. Perhaps connected with the law?”

“Could it be Mr. Inman? He’s my accountant.”

Fain studied the cards again. “The tarot is not quite that specific, but there does seem to be some connection to figures. To ledgers.”

“He does it all on computers.”

“Exactly.”

“Can I trust him? He won’t cheat me, will he? Do the cards tell you that?”

McAllister Fain smiled at her, softening the flat planes of his face. He leaned back, lessening the satanic effect of the underlighting. “My dear Mrs. Trowbridge, I have to remind you that I don’t tell fortunes. The Los Angeles police are quite diligent about enforcing the laws against fortune-telling.”

Mrs. Trowbridge snorted. “Isn’t that always the way. Why don’t they use all that energy to catch some of the muggers and rapists who are walking the streets as free as you and me?”

Fain spread his hands and shrugged to show that he did not know the answer.

“Anyway,” Mrs. Trowbridge said, “can I trust him?”

Fain returned his attention to the cards. He turned another face up. “Ah, the Ace of Pentacles.”

“That’s good?”

“In the number-seven position it relates to your fears. Now, considering your question about Mr. — Inman, was it?”

She nodded.

“It would definitely look good. The Ace of Pentacles signifies the onset of a new prosperity. Yes, I would say that you can trust Mr. Inman. At least in financial matters.”

“What about … in other ways. I mean, say he wants to get romantic with me.”

A clock chimed softly across the room. Fain smiled wearily.

“That is another question, Mrs. Trowbridge. We can take that up in detail next time.”

She blushed under a layer of powder. “I hope I don’t have to get too detailed, if you know what I mean.”

“Of course not,” he said. “I’m not a therapist. You just tell me whatever you want to, and we’ll go from there.”

“You are a gem, McAllister,” she said.

He waved off the compliment, using his free hand to turn up the lights from a rheostat concealed under the table.

Mrs. Trowbridge pulled a checkbook from her oversized purse and began writing with a slim gold pen.

“You’ve given me such good news today, I’m adding a little something to the usual fee.”

“That’s not necessary. After all, I’m not responsible for what happens to you. I merely do my best to read what’s in the cards.”

“That’s all right,” she said, signing with a flourish. “It makes me happy to do it.”

“Well, in that case …” Fain accepted the check and made it disappear.

“I was wondering …” she said tentatively.

“What’s that?”

“You know my William has been gone four years now.”

Fain lowered his eyes. “Yes, I know.”

“Sometimes I wonder if he would, well, approve of, you know, me and Mr. Inman.”

Faint shrugged again. “Why wouldn’t he?”

“William was a jealous man when he was alive. Do you ever do those seance things?”

He hesitated before answering. “I have. It’s not what you’d call a specialty of mine.”

“Do you think you could do one for me? Contact William, wherever he is?”

“Many things are possible, Mrs. Trowbridge. It would take some preparation, mental preparation, on my part.”

She stood up, tugging her skirt into place. “No hurry. I just thought I’d mention it.”

“I’ll give it some thought,” he said. “Same time next week?”

She touched her pewter-colored hair. “I might want to make it sooner. Things could happen fast with Mr. Inman.”

“Just give me a call,” he said.

He walked her to the door and stood outside at the head of the steps, watching as she descended to the street and got into her Cadillac Seville.

Next door his neighbor was swearing in Cuban Spanish at the hulk of a Volkswagen van he was perpetually trying to restore to life. As he worked, he kicked halfheartedly at a chicken that pecked the ground at his feet.

Mrs. Trowbridge leaned over to look up through the window of the Cadillac and wave at Fain as she drove off.

He waved back, then reentered the apartment. He strolled around the room, yanking open the draperies, dousing the incense. He killed the taped organ mush and replaced it with Kenny Burrell.

He swept up the tarot cards, pausing to make the Queen of Swords vanish, appear in his other hand, vanish again, then rise slowly from his breast pocket. He nodded, satisfied, and put the deck back into a table drawer. In the bedroom he changed from his working clothes — dark blue slacks and black turtleneck — into tan slacks and a soft brown shirt. He went into the kitchen, poured himself a shot of Jose Cuervo, then returned to the living room and sank into his soft vinyl recliner.

Jillian Pappas arrived twenty minutes later. As usual, she sailed in without knocking, dropped her tote bag at the door, and moved ceaselessly about the room as she recited the events of her day. She was a limber five feet seven, with a startling combination of midnight-black hair and electric-blue eyes.

“So I told this guy if he thought I was going to start putting out for a lousy part in some equity-waiver theater, he was out of his freeping mind.”

Jillian did not use any of the common obscenities; she substituted her own colorful euphemisms.

“I mean, I’m practically thirty. Well, all right, I am thirty, and I’m not about to go for that kind of schmeiss.”

“You didn’t get the part,” said Fain.

“I don’t think so. There was some blond babe there with bajoomies out to here. No way was she right for it, but I could tell she was going to get it.”

“The bajoomies,” Fain said.

“The director couldn’t keep his eyes off them. Or wait to get his hands on them.”

“Speaking of which, are you going to come over here and say hello?”

She skipped across the room and flopped into his lap, knocking the breath out of him. She took hold of his head and kissed him firmly and thoroughly on the mouth. Both of them were breathing a little harder when she finally drew back.

“More like it,” he said.

“Oh, I almost forgot,” She jumped up and danced across the room. She dived into her tote bag and came out with a copy of the L.A. Insider. She carried the tabloid back and handed it to Fain.

“I stopped at the supermarket on the way over and picked it up. Your ad’s in this week.”

He took the paper from her, glancing briefly at the front page: “I Am Elvis’s Son, Claims Downey Teenager” … “Born Legless, Mother of Three Enters Marina Marathon.” He flipped to the back pages. There a bordered two-inch ad read:



SECRETS OF THE SUPERNATURAL 
Seer — Mystic — Oracle 
M. Fain, Master of the Occult 
Readings by Appointment




His address and telephone number followed.

Jillian put her head close to his as he read. “It doesn’t say very much.”

“It’s not supposed to. Just enough to intrigue a client who is looking for some metaphysical edge in the battle with life.”

“I love it when you talk like that.”

Fain raised his empty glass. “You want a drink?”

“Got any beer? I’m thirsty as a horse.”

“Sure.” He walked into the kitchen, with Jillian behind him, and took a frosty can of Coors from the refrigerator and poured it into a mug. Jillian accepted it gratefully and drank a quarter of the beer before pausing.

“Where are we going for dinner?” she said.

“I thought Chez McAllister.”

“Again?”

“Business has been slow,” he said. “Besides, I found a great new recipe for marinara sauce in Penthouse.”

“Penthouse? What kind of a recipe could you get from Penthouse?”

“You’ll see.” 

• • •

The linguini with marinara sauce turned out to be more than passable, helped along by a cabernet sauvignon from what McAllister called a small but obscure winery in Mendocino County.

When he raised the bottle to refill their glasses a third time, Jillian said, “Aren’t you getting an awful lot of wine out that one little bottle?”

“I thought you’d never notice,” he said.

“Oh, Mac, it’s one of your tricks.”

“I cannot tell a lie. An ancient illusion called the Sultan’s Wine Flask.”

“How do you do it?”

“You know magicians never tell.”

“Okay.”

“Since you coax me so prettily, I will reveal the secret. Observe.” He stripped off the light jacket he had put on for dinner to expose a harness and bladder rig with a hose running down one arm to the wrist. “The Sultan’s Wine Flask.”

“It looks uncomfortable.”

He shrugged himself out of the contraption. “A little pain is to be expected for art’s sake.”

“Art my Adam’s apple,” Jillian said.

“You’re not impressed.”

“Sure, Mac, it’s a great trick, but aren’t you, well, a little beyond that sort of thing?”

“I thought you’d enjoy it.”

She came around the table and kissed him, running her fingers up the back of his neck in a way that gave him tingles.

“Honey, I do enjoy you, tricks and all. But tricks are for parties. You do them all day long. You’re smart, and you’ve got talent. You’re reasonably young and not bad-looking. You could do a lot of other things, legitimate things, if you put your mind to it. And make a lot more money, too.”

“I make all the money I need. And what do you mean legitimate things? What I’m doing is perfectly legitimate.”

“Fooling old ladies with this fortune-telling and psychic-reading stuff.”

“I make them happy.”

“And take their money.”

“Not much of it, as you point out frequently.”

“You could do better, Mac; you know you could. You went to college.”

“Oh, sure, a B.A. in psychology. That wouldn’t get me a job in a car wash.”

“You could go back to school.”

“Come on, baby, I’m thirty-six years old. Maybe I could come out with a Ph.D. at forty-two. Then what? Start out as an assistant in some two-bit clinic?”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s not what I want to do. I dish out as much solid psychology right here as most of those ‘I’m okay — you’re okay’ guys.”

Jillian sighed. “You’re probably right. I suppose I wouldn’t want you if you were any different. Or you wouldn’t want me. I better leave well enough alone.” She started to pick up the dishes from the table.

“Leave ‘em,” he said.

“You don’t want me to do the dishes?”

“Not right now.”

“If we leave them, they’ll get all crusty and hard to wash.”

“Are you coming to the bedroom with me, or do I have to carry you?”

She looked up at him through thick sable lashes. “Carry me.

They undressed together in the glow of a soft amber lamp, thoroughly comfortable with each other’s body. When they were naked, Fain sat on the edge of the bed and pulled Jill toward him. He pressed his face to her small, yielding breasts, kissing first one, then the other.

“That director was crazy,” he said. “You’ve got the finest pair of bajoomies in Southern California.”

“Southern only?”

“You know I never go north of Santa Barbara.”

She pushed him down on the bed with little resistance and kissed him lightly on the knee. Her tongue moved slowly up the inside of his thigh.

He groaned.

She raised her head. “A funny thing happened today.”

“Jesus, you’re not going to tell me a joke!”

“No joke. A funny thing really happened to me. Can I tell you about it?”

He groaned again, a different groan.

“You know how a month ago my aunt Rowena died. Well, I was waiting to cross Sunset today, and a bus came by. I happened to look up and saw Aunt Rowena grinning at me from one of the windows. She was as close to me as that picture of an Indian over there. I almost dropped my cookies. I ran after the bus to the next stop, right up to the same window, and what do you think?”

“Tell me,” he said.

“There was nobody in that seat. It was empty.”

After a pause, he said, “That’s it?”

“Isn’t that enough, for crumb sake? There’s my aunt dead a month, staring at me from the window of a bus.”

“Hmm,” he said.

“So what do you think?”

“Me?”

“You’re the fleeking psychic.”

“I think you saw a lady on a bus who resembled your late aunt. I think after the bus passed you, she changed her seat or got up to get off. Or passed out on the floor, for all I know.”

“No, really, Mac, couldn’t it have been a spiritual experience of some kind?”

He sat up and kissed away the tiny frown line between her brows. “Sweetheart, if there is one thing I have learned, it is never to deny the possibility of anything. All the same, the chances that it was Aunt Rowena’s ghost are slim. In all my experience, it has been the tendency of dead people to stay dead.”

Jillian was pensive for a moment; then she sighed. “It sure did look like Aunt Rowena. Where was I?”

He lay back down and pointed. “Right here.”





Chapter 2

While McAllister Fain slept happily in the arms of his lady, another man sat wearily wakeful across the city. In the moneyed atmosphere of Holmby Hills, Elliot Kruger sat alone in one of the forty rooms of his Spanish-castle home. His head hung forward, supported by his long, bony hands. There were dark purplish smudges under his eyes. A funguslike stubble clung to his cheeks. His white hair hung limp and stringy. Elliot Kruger, who had always looked younger than his years, now looked the full sixty-three, and ten more.

From time to time he glanced off toward the tall French windows that overlooked an expanse of the rear lawn. Beyond that lay the swimming pool and a row of eucalyptus trees that guarded the pool house. Kruger could see only vague outlines in the darkness, but in his mind every line and angle of the pool house was etched forever. In the stillness he fancied he could hear the mutter of the generator idling there. No failure of the lines would cut off power to the pool house.

He sighed and slumped deeper in the high-backed chair that dated to the Spanish Inquisition. Always a robust man, Kruger now seemed shrunken and dried out in the cavernous room and the oversized chair.

At the far wall a log fire was dying slowly in a hearth built of stones from a Moorish castle. From the high-beamed ceiling an eighteenth-century chandelier provided a subdued light. The three-hundred-year-old Italian harpsichord stood silent, its ornate scrollwork reflecting a dull gleam.

On this night Elliot Kruger was oblivious to his house and his possessions. The wealth his father had amassed and Elliot had increased gave him no pleasure now. With a phone call he could have bought the entire block of Echo Park where McAllister Fain lived without making an appreciable dent in his fortune. Yet at that moment he would gladly have exchanged places.

How different the world had become in just four months. In 120 days his life had crumbled. Kruger’s thoughts returned for the thousandth time to the day it began. 

• • •

October 30, it was. The day before Halloween. Leanne had been busy all morning with arrangements for the party they were giving the next day. Early in the afternoon Kruger came into their bedroom still sweaty after three sets of tennis. Leanne was in front of a full-length mirror, trying on her witch costume; Rosalia knelt beside her, making last-minute adjustments.

Leanne turned and smiled at him. As always, his heart gave a lurch when he looked at her. Not until the seventh decade of his life did Elliot Kruger learn what it was like to be in love. And now he loved to distraction. He loved Leanne’s rich brown hair, which she wore long and full, the way he liked it. He loved the big expressive eyes that could look right into his soul. He loved the wide mouth that even in repose seemed ready to smile. He loved the smooth, graceful body that molded itself to his in their bed. He loved her enthusiasm, and he loved her youth.

“How do I look?” she asked.

“Like the most beautiful witch there ever was.”

“You don’t think it’s too revealing?”

“It would be a crime to hide all that.”

“Come here and give me a hug.”

“I haven’t showered.”

“Who cares?”

She held out her arms, and he came willingly into them. Rosalia stood back and smiled at the shared joy of her people.

Kruger squeezed Leanne, enjoying the firm, resilient feel of her through the satiny witch costume. Suddenly, she tensed under his touch. He released her and stepped back.

“What is it?”

“Nothing. Just my big strong husband.”

Kruger raised the costumed short skirt and gently touched a purplish bruise on the inside of her thigh. “Is this still bothering you?”

“No, I hardly know it’s there. I’ll have to cover it with makeup tomorrow night, won’t I. Who ever heard of a witch with a black-and-blue mark?”

“I wish you’d let Auerbach take a look at it. It’s been a week now, and the bruise should look better than that.”

“How sweet to have a man so concerned about every little bump. Anyway, I’d be embarrassed to tell anybody how it happened. I mean, how many people bang themselves up getting on a horse?”

“All the same — ”

“Or I could tell everybody you did it to me in bed. Out of your mind with passion.”

Kruger could not keep from laughing. “All right, but if it doesn’t look better in a couple of days, I’m going to bring Auerbach over here whether you want me to or not.”

Leanne embraced him again. “What a worrier you are. But sweet.”

Through the door dashed an animated ball of white fluff. It jumped up and pawed at Kruger and his wife, yapping excitedly.

Kruger released Leanne and looked down. “Damned if I don’t think that dog is jealous of me.”

“Don’t be silly. Pepe loves both of us. You’re his daddy now.”

Kruger tried to look exasperated but couldn’t make it. He relaxed into a grin. “Little did I know I was inheriting a family.” 

• • •

The last log crashed in the hearth with a display of red-orange sparks. Elliot Kruger slowly raised his head and stared at the room’s dark walls. The rich Spanish tapestries hanging there did not register. From somewhere in the big house a grandfather clock bonged the hour. The deep note echoed through the silent rooms and corridors, bouncing off the dark walls and rolling through the empty crannies.

Empty. Forty rooms richly decorated and furnished with authentic Spanish antiques. Empty. Half of them closed off now. Still too much for one old man and a handful of servants who walked on silent feet.

Kruger lowered his head again and covered his face. Tears dampened his cheeks, pale now without their accustomed tan. He sobbed silently, thinking of what he had lost. 

• • •

They had made love that last night before Halloween in the huge bed that Leanne had always laughed about.

“It’s much too big for the two of us,” she had said. “We could get lost.”

“I’ll find you,” he said.

“You’d better. And don’t try slipping out of my reach. I like touching you at night.”

He laughed and shook his head.

She gave the bed a mock frown. “It is awfully big. We could have another couple in and never know it.”

“I intend to keep it just for you and me.”

“Well, I certainly hope so.”

Their lovemaking that night had been delightful as always. Leanne was inventive, enthusiastic, and passionate. She was as warm and giving as Opal had been cold and selfish. In thirty-nine years of marriage to his first wife, Kruger had not experienced anything like the wild pleasure of his twelve short months with Leanne.

Afterward he lay on his back while she swabbed his body with a moist scented towel.

“God, you make me feel like a boy again. You really do.”

She tapped him on the nose with the towel. “Will you stop with that age business?”

“I am forty years older than you,” he said softly.

“Thirty-nine,” she corrected. “I had a birthday, remember?”

“My son Richard could be your father.”

“Well, I’m glad he isn’t. Richard doesn’t approve of me.”

“There isn’t much Richard does approve of.”

Leanne was thoughtful for a moment. “Was your other son very different?”

“Gil was another breed entirely. There was only a year between their ages, with Richard the older, but you would have thought he was the father. Gil had a joy in him, a zest for life, that his brother lacked. It was partly my fault, I guess, for being closer to Gil. I’ve been trying to make it up to Richard for nineteen years, ever since Gil was killed.

“An accident, wasn’t it?”

“Racing. Gil was driving with the Ferrari team in Madrid, and a freak gust of wind caught him. Flipped the car into the air. It exploded when it came down.”

“It must have been hard for you.”

“A long time ago,” Kruger said. “Anyway, I do have Richard. He can be stuffy, but I know he worries about me. Thinks he has to protect me in my dotage.”

“Do you need protection?”

“Come here and let’s find out.”

He pulled her down on top of him and kissed her mouth. He tasted her tongue, warm cinnamon. Her breasts spread against his chest, and the puff of her pubic hair brushed his lower stomach. He felt the beginning of another erection.

“My God, will you look at me!”

“I’ll do more than look,” she said, reaching down to take him in her cool, busy fingers.

He gasped. “Sometimes I think you are a witch.”

“Is that a complaint?”

He grasped her smooth buttocks with his hands and let his body give her the answer. 

• • •

With a groaning effort Kruger pushed himself up out of the chair and crossed the room to the tall window. He stared out into the night. His own ravaged face looked back at him from the dark pane.

The pool house and what it held had been the only thing he and Leanne had ever quarreled about. Not a quarrel, really; she just hadn’t approved. She hadn’t understood. 

• • •

“I’m sorry, Elliot,” she had said when first he took her out there. “It makes me feel creepy. It isn’t natural.” When she saw the look on his face, she had taken his hand and tried to smile. “Maybe if you explained it to me. The truth is I really don’t know much about — What is it, cryogenics?”

“It’s called cryonic interment,” he said. “The steel cylinder is kept at a temperature of minus a hundred ninety-six degrees Centigrade with liquid nitrogen.”

“And that will keep a body from … you know?”

“That’s right. The blood is pumped out first and preserved separately. It’s replaced with a kind of biologic antifreeze solution to protect the tissues. The theory is that sometime in the future medical science will come up with a cure for whatever killed you, so they thaw you out, administer the cure, and bingo, you’re back in business.”

Kruger’s attempt to keep it light fell flat.

“That’s the theory,” Leanne said. “Have they ever done it?”

“Not yet.”

She looked with distaste at the steel cylinder, about the size of an old-fashioned iron lung. “Didn’t Walt Disney have it done?”

“That was only a rumor. Disney’s relatives had his remains cremated.”

“Good for them.”

“It’s not a crime, you know. Not wanting to die before your time.”

“I know, darling,” she said softly. “I don’t want you to die, either.” Thoughtfully, she added, “You don’t hear much about it anymore.”

“I know. There was a scandal seven or eight years ago when one cryonics outfit went bankrupt. They skipped town, leaving a load of debts.”

“What happened to the … clients?”

Kruger coughed. “Well, the liquid nitrogen has to be renewed every month, and without the proper maintenance they — ”

“Rotted.” Leanne supplied, and shuddered.

Kruger pulled her to him. “It didn’t have to happen. That’s why I wanted my cylinder right here, where it can be maintained by my own people. I’ve made it an absolute requirement in my will.”

Leanne shivered, although the temprature outside the cylinder was a comfortable sixty-eight degrees. “Can we go now?” she said.

“Of course.”

They left the pool house, Kruger securing the double door after them. As they walked back across the lush green lawn to the main house, Leanne kept her arm around his waist and her body pressed against his.

“Darling,” she said softly, “don’t you think that when it’s time to die, you should … let go?”

“Sure,” he said. “I’m only hedging against dying before it’s my time. My father was younger than I am and just as healthy when he died. He choked to death on a piece of steak. That was before anybody knew about the Heimlich maneuver. My father just turned purple and died while fifty people in the restaurant watched and couldn’t do a damn thing.”

“You never told me about that,” Leanne said.

“It’s not something I like to talk about. It’s always haunted me how easily my father could have been saved if someone there had just known the proper technique.”

His facial muscles relaxed as he pushed away the memory. “If I get torn up in an accident like Gil or eaten away by some disease, that’s it, good-bye. Bury me, cremate me; I don’t care. But if I feel as good as I do now and I’m still in good shape and some crazy thing or other snuffs me out, I want another chance, that’s all.”

“It still sounds like something people shouldn’t monkey With. I know I’d hate to be frozen in one of those things.”

“Let’s call it an eccentric hang-up on my part. I’m entitled to one, am I not?”

“Sure you are.” She gave him a playful punch. “Let’s play some tennis.”

After that day they never again discussed the pool house or its contents. Leanne, however, stopped using the swimming pool. Kruger was sorry about that. He had enjoyed watching her in a bright spandex suit, poised on the board, knifing into the water, crossing the pool in strong, graceful strokes. But he respected her feelings, as she had respected his, and he said nothing. 

• • •

Leanne Kruger never appeared in the witch costume. The Halloween party was never held. Because on the morning of October 31 Leanne Kruger was dead.

Pulmonary embolism, Dr. Auerbach told Kruger. A blood clot in the internal saphenous vein of her leg, probably a result of the riding injury, broke loose and traveled through the circulatory system. Leanne’s heart stopped without warning, and she died silently as Kruger slept by her side.

“Sometimes these things give a warning, sometimes not.” Dr. Auerbach spread his hands in a gesture of helplessness.

Kruger stared at him. “She’s only twenty-four years old.”

“Embolism knows no age,” Auerbach said. “Of course, there may be contributing factors that an autopsy will — ”

“No autopsy,” Kruger said flatly.

“But in a case of this kind, sudden death with no witness — you were asleep — it’s customary.”

“I don’t give a damn what’s customary,” Kruger told him. “Nobody is going to cut on my wife.”

“Elliot, listen to me — ”

“Like hell. I’m taking Leanne home with me. Now.”

“Be reasonable, Elliot. There are procedures that have to be followed. Papers to be filed.”

“Procedures be damned. Get me a telephone.” 

• • •

As Elliot Kruger well knew, there are few obstructions that cannot be overridden by enough money. Within an hour, the body of Leanne Kruger had been signed out of the hospital and returned to the house in Holmby Hills. Under the supervision of a different doctor, the body had been prepared and sealed in the steel cryogenic cylinder. There, in the pool house, watched over by full-time attendants, she had remained through the fall and into the winter while her husband sought a way to bring her back.

At first, Kruger had looked for medical help. From three continents he flew in physicians, surgeons, and specialists in the heart and blood diseases. Some of them were tempted by the huge fees he offered, but when faced with the undeniable fact of Leanne’s death and the enormity of what Kruger asked of them, they all backed down.

“Impossible” was their unanimous opinion.

Elliot Kruger would not accept it.

“Why must it be?” he asked. Through the viewing plate of the cylinder Leanne’s features remained so perfect, so relaxed and without blemish. Her body was untouched except for the damnable blood clot, no bigger than a dime, that had cut off her life. He would not, he could not, accept it.

After the physicians came the religious practitioners. A noninvolved Protestant himself, Kruger had stood by through endless hours of prayer in strange tongues and finally to strange gods in the hope of seeing his Leanne rise again. Discouraged and exhausted, he had dismissed the last of the self-styled prophets just this week.

Now, as he stared through the dark toward the pool house, Elliot Kruger was ready to break. After so many years, to find happiness and have it capriciously snatched away from him — it was not fair. He would not allow it. There had never been a time when, if he wanted something badly enough, he could not go after it and get it. By God, he would get it this time, too. No matter where he had to go for it.

He went into the study and buzzed the room of Rosalia, Leanne’s personal maid. He had kept her on because … well, because letting her go would have been like disposing of Leanne’s little dog. It would have admitted that his wife was lost to him forever.

“Yes, sir?” a sleepy voice answered him through the small speaker.

“I’d like to see you in the study, Rosalia,” he said.

In minutes she was there, her hair tied back, face innocent of makeup. She wore a quilted robe Leanne had given her for Christmas.

“Rosalia, you, uh, wanted to show me something in one of those supermarket newspapers the other day.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Kruger. I was only trying to help.”

“No, I’m sorry. I was abrupt with you. I haven’t been thinking straight lately. I should have listened.”

“That’s all right; it was nothing.”

“Do you still have the paper?”

“I — I think so.”

“Will you get it for me, please? Show me again what you wanted me to see.”

Rosalia hesitated a moment, then nodded and left the room.

Alone, Elliot Kruger turned once more to the dark window. Silently, he mouthed the name of his wife. This would be his last try. The final, humiliating step in hopes of accomplishing the only thing that mattered to him. If this failed, it would all be over. If, by some miracle, it succeeded, no price would be too great.

Rosalia returned with the current copy of the L.A. Insider. She turned to the back pages and handed the paper to Kruger, pointing to a small ad.



SECRETS OF THE SUPERNATURAL 
Seer — Mystic — Oracle 
M. Fain, Master of the Occult 
Readings by Appointment




Kruger’s mouth turned down in distaste, but he folded the paper and tucked it under his arm.

“Thank you, Rosalia,” he said. “You may go back to bed now.”





Chapter 3

McAllister Fain was definitely a morning man. Oh, he enjoyed it at night well enough, when the darkness outside closed in and made a warm, private space for two people. But sex in the morning had a special kind of urgency and spontaneity that started his juices flowing and set him up for a better-than-average day.

Jillian Pappas was a little slower than Mac to get into the mood once the sun was up. She liked to awaken gradually, letting the bodily functions find their own pace. However, Mac was a patient, knowledgeable man. He took his time exploring her body and making her aware of his own. By the time they came together, both were wide awake and at a trembling pitch of excitement.

At such times it was Jillian’s habit to shout whatever came into her head, much to the amusement of Mac’s neighbors.

“Oh, you wild man!” she cried this morning at the ultimate moment. “Do it to me!” Her enthusiasm was loud enough to drown out the discreet knock at the door.

As their passion subsided, their bodies wet and cleaved together, the knock came again, more insistent.

“Who the hell is that?” Fain puffed.

“Who’s what?” Jillian sighed.

“At the door. I thought I heard somebody.”

The knock was repeated. Very authoritative this time.

Fain raised himself on one elbow to look at the glowing red numbers of the clock radio. “Jesus Christ, it’s not even eight o’clock.”

“Must be important,” Jillian said.

“It better be.” Fain disentangled himself from Jillian and from the sheets and pulled on a knee-length velour robe.

“I’m hungry,” Jillian said.

“Whose turn is it to make breakfast?”

“Yours.”

“You sure?”

“I made French toast last time.”

“Oh, yeah. I’ll scramble some eggs as soon as I get rid of whoever’s at the door.”

He padded into the living room and took a peek through the fish-eye viewer. His nerves clenched for a moment at the sight of a uniform but relaxed when he saw it was a nonofficial gray color and there was no badge. He shot the dead-bolt lock and opened the door.

“Mr. Fain?” The uniform was that of a chauffeur. The man wearing it was broad-shouldered and dark, with a blue-black shadow on his jaw that no blade would quite remove.

“That’s me,” Mac admitted.

“My name is Garner. I was sent by Mr. Elliot Kruger.” The man paused as though waiting for a reaction to the name. When he got none, he said, “May I come in?”

Mac stepped aside, and the man entered the living room. He glanced around, his cool brown eyes dismissing the apartment and its furnishings as being not worthy of inventory. Jillian came in from the bedroom, wearing Fain’s other robe.

“What can I do for you?” Fain said.

“Mr. Kruger would like to see you. He instructed me to drive you to his home.”

“What for? I don’t even know the man.”

“Is that the Elliot Kruger?” Jillian asked.

The chauffeur nodded, his eyes flicking over Jillian in quick appraisal. From his expression, she came off better than the furnishings.

Fain looked at her. “What do you know that I don’t?”

“Elliot Kruger is big oil,” she said. “Big real estate. Big you-name-it. Mucho dinero. I think he invented some kind of a camera lens that the movie companies bought for a bundle.”

“That was Mr. Kruger’s father,” the chauffeur said. “He invented the Kruger Multiflex lens in 1916, and a version of it is still used today.”

“Good for him,” Mac said. “What does he want with me?”

“A business matter. I’m sure Mr. Kruger would rather talk to you about it himself.”

Fain looked down at his robe. “We just got up.”

“Mr. Kruger’s day begins early,” said Garner.

“Does it? Well, Mr. Fain’s day begins after breakfast, which he hasn’t had yet.”

“There are hot coffee and sweet rolls available in the car.”

“You’re kidding,” Fain said. “A car with hot coffee on tap?”

“And color television with VCR,” Garner said with a touch of pride. “Also two cellular phones, a refrigerator, a small but complete bar, and chemical toilet facilities.”

“Okay, I’m impressed. Just give me a chance to get dressed. I don’t suppose this wonder car has a shower.”

“Sorry.” The chauffeur did not smile.

“Too bad. Keep the coffee hot and we’ll be right with you.”

“My instructions are to bring only you, Mr. Fain.”

“Miss Pappas is my valued assistant,” Mac said. “Where I go, she goes.”

After a moment’s hesitation, the chauffeur touched his cap. “As you wish. I’ll be in the car.” He turned smartly on his boot heel and left the apartment.

“What’s that ‘valued assistant’ flap?” Jillian said when they were alone. “I don’t want to get involved in any of your scams.”

“Hey, come on. When will you get another chance to ride in a limo with color television?”

“Who needs it?”

“And a chemical toilet?”

“Well, that’s different. Can I have firsts in the shower?”

“You got it.” 

• • •

The car was a customized Rolls-Royce. The color was muted silver, the interior mahogany and burgundy leather. The coffee, as promised, was rich and hot. Fain inspected the bar and found an excellent brand of each variety of liquor. He whistled in appreciation.

Jillian nudged him and raised a questioning eyebrow.

“Just looking, love,” he said. “You know I hardly ever indulge before noon. In strong drink, I mean.”

“I couldn’t care less,” she said coolly. “What you do and when you do it is your own business.”

“Hey, are you ticked off about something?”

“Me? Ticked off? Heavens, no. If you want to call me your freeping assistant, why should I care?”

“Lighten up, Jill. It’s a free ride and free breakfast, and I thought you’d enjoy it.”

“Right, boss.” She gave him a mock salute.

He worked a hand under her buttock and squeezed. “Be nice to me and I can get you a raise, if you know what I mean, heh-heh.”

“Hands off,” she said, keeping a stern expression. “What you are doing is known these days as sexual harassment.”

Fain shook his head. “Ah, for the good old days, when it was known as copping a feel.”

The chauffeur tooled silently northwest on long, ever-changing Sunset Boulevard. The traffic lights seemed magically to turn green as the Rolls approached, as though they, too, responded to the aura of wealth. 

• • •

Mac and Jillian settled back in the calfskin leather seats to watch the outer world pass through the smoked glass of the side windows. They drove silently through the multiethnic districts of Echo Park and Silver Lake. There the boulevard was lined with taco stands, herb shops, used-furniture stores, and beer joints with names like Sombrero Negro. The exposed walls were covered with amateurish murals and graffiti in the angular script of the street gangs.

As they entered the loosely bounded noncity called Hollywood, the boulevard angled toward the sea. They passed several motels — “Water Beds, Adult Video” — credit dentists’ offices, a theater-turned-furniture store, a costume rental company, and assorted fast-food places. At the fabled intersection of Sunset and Vine, the artdeco studios of CBS and NBC in the radio days were long gone, as was Music City, with the revolving record atop its roof. Now high-rise office buildings stood guard on both sides, gleaming and clean and devoid of personality.

On they drove, past Hollywood High and the stretch of sidewalk known as Hookers’ Highway. Into the curving Sunset Strip of trendy restaurants and rock clubs dominated by billboards featuring the huge faces of tomorrow’s superstars. Or nobodies.

At the end of the Strip the conditioned air inside the limo seemed to change subtly as they eased into Beverly Hills. Money had its own distinctive smell. Sunset Boulevard widened and grew a median strip with well-tended shrubbery. Commercial buildings disappeared. Everyone on the sidewalks wore designer jeans, and everyone on the streets drove a Mercedes. Mac Fain felt the tingle he always got in the area of his shoulder blades when he was in the proximity of riches.

The very street names began to sound like money. Hillcrest Drive, Doheny, Rexford, Rodeo, Roxbury. How could a poor person live on a street called Roxbury Drive?

The Rolls turned off into a hilly section where the streets bore no names. Or if they did, they were so discreetly displayed that Mac Fain could not find them. The homes and estates were screened from the eyes of idle passersby by high walls and dense foliage.

They pulled in at a tall iron gate that opened obediently for the Rolls. A winding drive took them through the trees and up to a side entrance of a mansion that might have been on a Spanish travel poster.

The chauffeur got out and held open the rear door. Off to their right was a garage that had space for six cars. Inside was another Rolls, two Mercedeses, and a Porsche 928. In the driveway stood a three-year-old Buick, looking embarrassed.

A man of fifty or so with a face as smooth as an egg came out to meet them.

“This is Mr. Fain,” the chauffeur announced, “and his assistant, Miss …”

“Pappas,” Jillian supplied, shooting Mac a quick scowl.

“Come this way, please,” said the egg-faced man. “Mr. Kruger is waiting for you.”

They entered the house. Inside it was cool, and there were shadows in the corners. The air was musty and still, but there was a hint of saucy perfume that seemed to linger from some departed guest. Mac and Jillian were led through a maze of rooms and corridors. The furnishings were old, authentic, and obviously expensive.

They came at last to a high-ceilinged room with tall French windows and a walk-in fireplace. The walls were hung with elaborate tapestries that showed the conquistadores civilizing the Indians. A lean, white-haired man in a loosely knit cardigan sat slumped in a high-backed chair. Beside him stood a portly middle-aged man in a three-piece suit that was too tight for him. The portly man frowned at them through gold-rimmed bifocals.

“Mr. Fain and Miss Pappas,” announced their guide.

The white-haired man peered up at them through pale, rheumy eyes. He did not offer to rise but held out a bony, liver-spotted hand.

“I’m Elliot Kruger.”

Fain took the hand gingerly. The brittle bones felt as though they might snap if he applied any pressure.

“This is my son, Richard,” Kruger said, indicating the man in the suit.

“Pleased to meet you,” Fain said.

Richard Kruger sniffed, ignoring the outstretched hand.

“I expected you to come alone,” Kruger said, talking to Fain but looking at Jillian.

“Miss Pappas is a valuable, er, associate,” said Fain. “We always work together.”

“I see. Well, sit down and I’ll tell you why I asked you here.”

Mac and Jillian sat together on a plush maroon love seat. Elliot Kruger spoke in a subdued monotone for the next twenty minutes while his son stood by, looking alternately embarrassed and hostile. The old man told with suppressed emotion of the death of his wife, the freezing of her body in the cryogenic tank, and his subsequent attempts, medical and spiritual, to bring her back to life. With an effort, McAllister Fain kept his expression noncommittal. However, from time to time he glanced at Jillian and saw her growing look of horror.

When Kruger had finished, Fain coughed politely and said, “Sir, I’m afraid you misread my ad. I do tarot readings, ESP, find lost objects — that sort of thing. Bringing back the dead is not in my line.”

“How could I misread …” Kruger pulled the L.A. Insider from a brass magazine rack beside his chair. He read from the page to which it was folded. “… ‘Secrets of the Supernatural’?”

Fain smiled apologetically. The old man did not respond. Richard Kruger leaned forward, his eyes narrowed behind the bifocal lenses.

“It is only a newspaper ad,” said Fain.

The old man slapped the tabloid with the back of a skeletal hand. “Are you or are you not an ‘occult authority,’ as you represent yourself here?”

Fain cleared his throat. “That’s a fairly loose term. I admit I’m not exactly a stranger to the field. I have a pretty good library on the subject and I — ”

“Never mind the sales talk. I am prepared to hire you and let you prove it.”

“Mr. Kruger, as I said a minute ago — ”

“Don’t turn me down until you’ve had a chance to consider my proposition. I never ask a service from anyone that I can’t pay for.”

Fain looked around the richly furnished room. “I don’t question your ability to pay, Mr. Kruger.”

“Then let’s talk business. If you succeed in returning my wife to me as she was, I am prepared to be … extremely generous.”

Fain studied the old man and decided he was serious. He felt the prickling at the shoulder blades again. Very strong. “That’s an interesting proposition, but as I told you, it’s not the kind of thing I do.”

Kruger went on as though he had not spoken. “Let me be specific. I am prepared to pay you an immediate retainer of ten thousand dollars. That’s in addition to any and all expenses, which I will cover. For merely making the attempt, even if you should fail, I’ll add another ten thousand dollars at the conclusion of your efforts. Should you succeed, I will double the final payment.”

Fain swallowed hard at the mention of the figures.

Kruger watched him intently. “Perhaps it would help you decide if you came with me to see my wife.”

“Well … it couldn’t hurt to look.”

Jillian snapped her head around. “Mac!”

He gave her a quick gray-eyed stare. “It couldn’t hurt to look.”

Kruger levered himself out of the chair and led them across the thick carpet to the tall windows. Fain followed, ignoring Jillian’s attempts to get his attention. Richard Kruger, with unconcealed distaste, brought up the rear. They left the house and walked in single file across an expanse of lush lawn, past the swimming pool — sparkling blue and empty — through the tall eucalyptus hedge, to a small building beyond. From inside the building Fain heard a soft, rhythmic throb like a muffled pulse.

A crew-cut young man in a white laboratory coat let them in. The small building contained pumping and filter machinery for the swimming pool, and one corner was fitted out as an office for the attendant. But the room was dominated by the dark steel cylinder that lay in a bed of pipes, tubes, and gauges. The young man stood by, watchfully respectful, as Elliot Kruger led his guests inside.

Fain moved up to stand beside the old man as he gazed down through the shatterproof viewing window set into the upper end of the cylinder. Richard Kruger and Jillian stayed back by the door.

“Here she is,” said Kruger unevenly. “This is my Leanne.”

The glass was faintly misted, but the lovely face of the woman inside could be clearly seen. Her eyes were closed. The rich brown hair, showing highlights even through the dull glass, lay softly on her shoulders. The mouth quirked up faintly at the corners as though she enjoyed some secret joke. Except for the ivory pallor of the skin and the absence of any breathing movement, the young woman might have been asleep.

“Beautiful, isn’t she.”

Fain started and looked up. “Yes,” he agreed. “Very beautiful.”

The old man started to speak, then made a strangled sound and turned away. “Excuse me,” he said.

The white-coated attendant hurried to his side and helped him out of the pool house. Richard Kruger came over to Fain.

“I won’t let you get away with it, you know,” he said in a strained voice.

“What are you talking about?”

“This con game you’re pulling on my father. He’s not in good shape mentally, and he’s liable to agree to anything. But I’m here to see that he’s not victimized by people like you. I can make it very uncomfortable for you.”

Fain turned to face him squarely. “Maybe you’d better get specific.”

“As you may imagine, my father’s name carries considerable weight with state and local authorities. That disgusting ad of yours in the scandal sheet may well be in violation of a number of laws.”

“Oh, I don’t think so,” Fain said.

“Think again. There are people in high places who owe my father favors. I could make a couple of phone calls that would have you behind bars by nightfall.”

Fain drew himself up to emphasize his three-inch height advantage over Richard Kruger. His expression has hardened, and the pale gray eyes smoldered. When he spoke, his voice carried a new ring of authority.

“Now you listen up, friend. Your father sent for me. I didn’t come looking for him. I haven’t asked him for a damn thing. I’ve made no promises. If he wants to make me a business proposition, I’ll listen. And his name may carry all the weight you say it does, but that’s his name, not yours. Don’t threaten me again. I don’t like it, and I don’t think your father would, either.”
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